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Excerpt - The New Girl Who Found A Dead Body
Funeral crashing is a little weird, I suppose, for someone my age. I’m sixteen, almost seventeen, and I just started my junior year at Palos High School in Palos, IL. It’s in the southwest suburbs of Chicago. Still, I’m not Harold from Harold and Maude, just to make that clear. I love movies and that one is funny and dark, but I’m not like him. I don’t stage fake suicides or drive a hearse. He was dark and somber and totally weird. I don’t think I’m like that. I like normal things like regular cars. Actually, I’d really love a bright blue convertible. And, I’m not obsessed with death. I just like going to funerals.
I’m kind of young to be a professional mourner, though, right? That’s what they call it if you’re old school. It tends to be in reference to groups of old ladies, who just love to attend funerals. Maybe they’re trying to get ideas for their own funeral. Maybe they want to beat the Joneses’ and get a shinier coffin and better flowers than their neighbor had. Or, maybe they just like funerals, like I do. And, when I say funerals, I’m including the wake and the actual burial. They’re both part of the same process.
I actually once found a website advertising an exciting career as a professional mourner! I’ll admit it - I was googling. It said you could make $500 a day and all you had to do was start calling funeral homes and offer your services. Now that’s an awesome after school job! So, I called, but none of them called me back. I guess it wasn’t a lucrative career after all. It doesn’t matter. I go to them anyway for free.
I know, I know. What more can I say to explain? It’s simple. Super simple. I happen to like funerals and I completely realize that it makes me seem like a totally and utterly bizarre girl. Okay, I’m weird. Yes, I’m a freak. I admit it. Hey, I’m not going to make fun of you for singing along to the latest Miley Cyrus or Justin Bieber song or anything. You know you do. Those songs are catchy. Believe me, it wouldn’t be the first time someone told me I was weird. My ex-best friend, Ariel Walker, loves to tell me how strange I am whenever she gets the chance.
“Kait Lenox is a freak!” tends to follow me around everywhere, at least when Ariel is around. I’m usually busy trying to blend into the wall when she walks by now. It makes life easier, much easier, and I’ve actually gotten quite good at it. I doubt most of the student population even knows I exist, unless Ariel points me out to them or something.
Ariel was named after The Little Mermaid. You know, the really cute kids movie? Her mother loved it. Well, my ex-bff Ariel didn’t grow up to be a sweet little singing mermaid, let me tell you. We were best friends until our freshman year of high school and then poof! She was gone with the popular crowd, like we had never even known each other. Well, we don’t know each other unless she stops to tell me how weird I am. Then she’s happy to talk to me. That was the year my mother died too. Can you believe that? See what I mean? Ariel is not a nice and sweet singing mermaid. Her mother should have named her Ursula, after the Sea Witch.
Yes, my mother died a little over a year and a half ago. She had ovarian cancer, but by the time the doctors found it, it had already spread. It was like one minute she was diagnosed and two months later she was gone. I try not to think about it. It still makes me really sad and if I dwell on it, I just get depressed. I start thinking about things like if I ever get married she won’t be there. Not that I remotely have any prospects, but you know, if I ever do.
I miss her. I really miss her. I’d give anything to have her back and wipe away those last two months. The last moments my mother was alive, she was unconscious in our living room, dying. It’s still depressing to walk into the living room. I can almost still see where the hospital bed was, even though my dad has replaced it with a leather couch and a brand new flat screen TV. We all deal with grief in different ways.
The funeral was actually a relief. It was the first funeral I had ever attended. I mean nobody in my family or any family friends or anything had died in the fourteen plus years I had been alive and then the first one to go, is my mom. Sure, I had grandparents die before I was born, but I wasn’t born yet, so I never knew them. Anyway, it was a memorable first funeral. I loved my mom more than anything else and it was comforting having all of the people who loved her all around us, even if most of them were just family. And, you know what? It was a nice funeral for being really depressing and all.
It was really cool hearing all the stories about my mom. Things she had never mentioned to me. Like, I didn’t know she lived in Los Angeles, California for three months when she was twenty-six just to see if she liked it. She slept on her friend’s couch and everything! She was too in love with my dad at the time to stay, but wow, my mom had an adventure! She lived in Hollywood! Where they make movies! I love movies. Maybe one day I’ll go into filmmaking even. But, anyway, my mom was there in LA with the movie stars! How cool is that?
Needless to say, the funeral was actually the best part of that whole ordeal. I sound intellectual there, don’t I, using the word ordeal? I like to read too – anything and everything. My favorite books range from The Shining by Stephen King (very creepy) to Gone With The Wind by Margaret Mitchell (classic romance) to Shopaholic by Sophie Kinsella (funny chic lit). See, I’m not all dark and dreary. A good book is a good book when you like to read as much as I do. I suppose some of my reading affinity comes from my best friend having ditched me, becoming the weird girl, and having no friends at all upon starting high school. Suddenly, you get a lot of time on your hands to do stuff like read.
So, yeah, I’m not a Goth girl, by the way. I don’t wear all black and I haven’t dyed my hair black either. I did put bleach blonde highlights into my hair last year, but they’ve all kind of grown out now and my hair is mostly back to it’s reddish blonde again. It’s kind of rusty really. My mom always said it was strawberry blonde and that it made my green eyes stand out. I think she was just being my mom because my hair looks rusty to me.
Oh, and to be Goth you have to know it inside out and be good at fashion, in a Goth way. It’s not all just wearing black and I’m not good at fashion, by any means. I mostly just wear jeans and T-shirts. To the funerals, I dress up and yes, I do wear black. It’s a funeral, you’re supposed to. You’re respecting and remembering the dead, you know? You should look nice and black is the accepted color for mourning. Besides, the whole point of crashing is to blend into the wake or funeral and fit in, so a black outfit can be key. And, I am there to mourn with them, so it’s good to play the part.
So, basically, I’m not a total freak, like Ariel Walker makes me out to be. I just like funerals, which is why I’m at a wake on Wednesday night, instead of at home watching crappy reality television shows or teen dramas like everyone else. And, okay, we do have TIVO and I can always catch them online later, so it’s not like I’m missing anything.
It’s a wake for Liz O’Reilly. She was only nineteen and died of a drug overdose - a heroin drug overdose to be exact. It made the paper. There have been a lot of overdoses at Laurel Community College in the last two months and it’s not the kind of area you’d think would have a major drug problem. I mean, pot, sure, but heroin? Heroin is a hardcore drug. It’s something you’d expect to see a problem with in the inner city, not here in the squeaky clean suburbs.
I saw the news article before I even read the obituary. The obituary just said she was taken too soon from her loving family. Nobody wants to admit that their kid was a druggie. Things like that are never in the obituary. Her picture is what really got to me. It made my heart constrict and everything, it was so sad. Liz was really pretty from the photo. You’d never even think of her as using drugs, at least not enough to overdose. Pot, maybe. Alcohol, sure, she’s a teenager. Heroin, no way would she be the type to even try it. I guess you can never tell, though. It’s crazy.
Liz looked like your average American girl - dark hair, green eyes, tall, thin, and young. I’d bet anything that they used her high school graduation photo for the obituary. It just looked like one of those photos. Liz was smiling and clear eyed, and had her whole life ahead of her. Now, instead, a year later, she was dead and I was attending her funeral. You never knew where life would take you or when it would be taken away from you. Carpe diem, you know?
As a note, you have to be careful when crashing a funeral or a wake. I usually stay toward the back and keep my head down. I like listening to everyone else talk, but I don’t actually want to get in on the conversation. Talking to people is a good way to get caught funeral crashing. I mean, you can talk to people, but you have to be very, very careful what you say. When the only info you have on a person is from an online obituary, it’s very easy to get caught in a lie. Then again, it’s not like the deceased is going to sit up in their coffin and say, “No, I definitely don’t know that girl with the rusty hair.”
You also don’t want to be only one of three people in attendance. Small funerals are a definite no-no. Then you’re really forced to talk about the deceased and if you don’t actually know them, well, people don’t take too kindly to funeral crashers. It’s always better to attend a large funeral, so that people don’t get too nosy about why you’re there. And, like I said, I’ve gotten very good at blending into the wall in high school, so I’m pretty good at it at funerals too.
Although, there was this one time that I didn’t blend so well. Not that I’ve ever gotten caught, exactly, but when I first started funeral crashing I did have a hiccup. It was the only time I’ve almost gotten caught. Instead of just sitting down and casually mingling, I got into a conversation and an old man caught me in a lie about his dead nephew and started screaming at me. That’s when I made my rule about only minimally talking to people. It was a horrific scene. I acted like he’d gone crazy with grief and then I feigned having to go to the restroom really, really badly. I ended up climbing out the window to escape. I never wanted that to happen again. I wasn’t trying to hurt anyone. I just…wanted to be there.
I figured Liz’s funeral would be big enough, being that she was young and all, that I could blend in with any of the college students that might be there. I was right. There weren’t a thousand, like I would have thought, but they may have been waiting to turn out at the end of the night – the whole fashionably late thing. Still, there were enough of them that I wouldn’t look conspicuous. I had just thought that most of Laurel Community College would show up. I mean, Liz had died so young, but maybe Liz alienated people when she started to use drugs. I know I would have been mad at her for killing herself.
Still, it is a big funeral. It looks like mostly relatives and family friends. There are barely any seats in the viewing room, people are just milling around, and it is still early. You can tell that all of her relatives are here. That woman in the corner surrounded by people looks like it could be Liz’s mom. It is profoundly sad. My heart just wants to reach out to her. I know how she feels, except the other way around, since I have lost my mom. I mean, I’m not going to go up to her and tell her that I have felt the same way because then I’d get asked the worst question you could possibly get asked when you crash a funeral – “How do you know Liz?”
You have to be careful how you answer that, if someone asks you. I mean – a long lost cousin? Well, there tends to be a family historian in every bunch and you can easily get caught if you say you’re related. That’s what happened that time I almost got caught by the old man. He was the family historian and knew everyone’s name back until they landed on the Americas. Seriously. Anyway, it can work sometimes, but not always, as I found out. So, it’s risky.
An old, long lost friend? Yeah, well, that doesn’t quite work if the deceased is forty-five and you’re sixteen. They tend to think something weird is going on then. Nineteen and sixteen? That could work for me. Liz and I probably looked around the same age. I could pass for a young nineteen. I mean, who can tell these days anyway. There are people in my class who look thirty-five.
Would I ever just admit to funeral crashing? I’m sure there would be a situation where you could say that, nicer of course, but I wouldn’t. People might get out their pitchforks and burn you at the stake. It’s not a hobby that people take kindly to, even though I’m just here to mourn along with the rest of them. I mean, who says you have to know someone in order to celebrate their life and feel sad about them dying? You know? I think it’s a nice thing, what I’m doing. I care about people. Still, when you go around telling people that you crash funerals, they don’t feel that way about it, no matter how I’ve intended it.
So, before I ever show up to a funeral or a wake, I make sure to read the obituary and do some Google research. If I can find anything about the deceased and their family, it always leaves me more prepared. And, I always, always, always try to think of a cover, just in case I get asked how I know the deceased. This one was easy. I had a class with Liz at Laurel Community College. If they pressed me on which class, I was going with a normal one like English. She might not be taking English, so I wasn’t going to offer, but it was a good bet that she may have taken it in the last year. And, if they kept pressing, my plan was to simply just say that I didn’t know her that well, but I thought it was really sad what happened and all, so I decided to come to the funeral and pay my respects.
It was too bad then that I got all tongue-tied and freaked out when Ethan Ripley, the most popular and gorgeous guy at Palos High School, walked up to me and said, “How do you know Liz?”
I had totally had an answer prepared. I swear. It’s just that he’s so freaking hot that I totally forgot all about it.
I couldn’t help it. Ethan Ripley is gorgeous, with a capital G. I mean, he definitely beats out handsome! Is there a better word than gorgeous? Hot as hell, maybe? Because hot as hell is definitely the phrase that describes Ethan Ripley.
Ethan is popular, by far. He plays sports – basketball in the late fall and I know he played baseball last spring, but he’s not a jock guy. He’s smart. Like, really smart and competing for valedictorian.
I don’t know how he finds the time, really – for sports and school and being popular. I mean, I have a part time job at the Palos Video Store and my funeral crashing and I’m doing okay – A’s and B’s are good, right? Still, some days, it’s like that homework just piles up on you.
Back to the hotness of Ethan – so, he’s smart, he plays sports, and he’s nice. Yes, nice. I mean, he volunteers weekends at the hospital or at least he used to freshman year. I’m not stalking him, I swear. I only know this because when my mom was sick, I saw him there one of the times we went to the emergency room. Ethan even made my mom laugh when we were there. She was really sick and we were waiting for the doctor to come back in from talking with my dad and he made her laugh. It was really nice of him because we were all really stressed.
“It’s not sparkling water," Ethan Ripley said in a faux haughty maitre d' tone, handing my mom the glass of water she had asked for from the nurse, "but here’s the water you asked for.”
My mom had a high fever and we were hoping the hospital would help get it down, so you know my mom felt crappy and not like laughing at all, but Ethan Ripley gave her a reason to. It took her a second and it was a stupid cheesy joke, but she laughed. She hadn’t even smiled at that point in weeks and here she was laughing at Ethan Ripley’s stupid comment. It was really nice to hear her laugh. It may have been the last time I heard her laugh, actually, and it was all because of Ethan. I’ll admit, I had already thought he was cute at that point from seeing him at school, but at that moment cute turned into a full on crush. Believe me, I knew nothing would ever come of it, that’s why it’s called a crush. They’re totally one sided and they just crush your heart into oblivion.
To make the story even better, Ethan had brought me a glass of water, even though I hadn’t asked the nurse for one. It’s like he knew I was thirsty too. He handed it to me and I couldn’t think of anything to say. He didn’t say anything either, but just smiled. For a moment we just stood there looking at each other. I just stared – I mean he’s Ethan Ripley, but he smiled. Ethan has a great smile. I don’t think he had to get braces, like I had at the time. At least those are off now. So, I stared at his smile and he smiled at me and then he was gone. I know he was just being nice and that it wasn’t like he recognized me from school or anything. Still, it was really nice of him to bring me water too…and make my mom laugh.
And, did I mention he’s gorgeous with a capital G? It’s the last thing I’m talking about because he really is the real deal wrapped up in a super hot package. I just wanted to make that clear. He’s got wavy dark hair. It’s the kind you want to run your hands through because you know it has got to be super silky. Not that I’ve ever felt his hair. Like I said, I don’t think he knows I exist. I have a sneaking suspicion Ariel Walker has felt his hair, though, and she totally didn’t deserve it.
And, Ethan’s got bright blue eyes, which are staring at me curiously right now. Sigh, a guy with bright blue eyes equals major hottie in my book. I mean, they say the eyes are the windows to the soul and all and what amazing windows these are.
“How do you know Liz?” Ethan asked again.
I had lost myself in his eyes. What was my answer? I know I had one, “I, uh, I went to school with her.”
As soon as I said it, I knew I was in trouble. What was wrong with me? He could recognize me after all…from high school! And, Ethan did look at me strangely for a second. Then he frowned and sat down next to me. That was a surprise.
He was dressed in funeral garb – a black suit and tie, but his dress shirt was the same bright blue as his eyes. I couldn’t stop staring at him. Why did he have to be so cute? My brain was getting all weird on me because of it. I couldn’t think straight.
Did I look okay? I found myself thinking. I had on a flowing black skirt and a black lacy tank top covered by a long sweater. It was funeralesque, but I think I looked alright and I had made a point to put on make-up before I left and brush my hair. Thank God.
“But you go to school with me,” Ethan pointed out, as he turned toward me in his chair. His right arm brushed mine and caused chills to go up my spine. I hoped he couldn’t see me blushing. I have fair skin and anything can cause it to turn red. It’s a curse.
I had to think fast here, Ethan knew we went to school together. Wait a minute. Does that mean Ethan Ripley knows who I am? Woo-hoo! Why did I suddenly feel like doing a victory dance in the middle of the funeral? Ethan knows who I am! Ethan knows who I am! Except in this case, it was a bad thing. I was totally caught in a lie. I couldn’t possibly go to high school and college. I wasn’t that smart. So, I did the only thing one can do when caught in a lie - turn it around on the other person, “How do you know Liz?”
“She was my sister,” Ethan said solemnly, his voice cracking slightly on the word sister as he tried to control his emotions.
What?!?! That was my first thought, but I knew it was true because I could hear the grief in his voice. I suddenly noticed it in his eyes too. My heart went out to him. I just wanted to hug him and say, I’ve been there. I know how you feel. Instead, I said, “Your sister? But you don’t have the same last name.”
I felt stupid the second after I said it too. What can I say? My brain was busy short-circuiting.
“She was my half sister. My mother was married to someone else before she met my dad. They had Liz and then they got divorced. My mother remarried and had me,” Ethan was still peering at me curiously. I was more focused on how close his arm still was to mine.
“That’s really sad,” I said and I meant it. “I am so sorry.”
Ethan nodded back and then looked directly into my eyes. I looked back at him and tried to keep breathing normally.
“So, how do you know Liz, really?” Ethan asked again.
I tried to change the subject again as I felt my heart start to beat harder against my chest in panic, “Why isn’t there anybody from school here? I mean, I would think everyone would be here to support you.”
As I said this, I looked around the funeral parlor. There was nobody from our high school here. Not even Ariel, who I know would have been glad to comfort Ethan in his time of loss and not just because she was caring like that. She was an opportunist and this would definitely have been a great opportunity for her to sink her claws into Ethan.
Truthfully, it would have been a major get out sign if people from my high school had all been there. I mean, I didn’t go to funerals to hang out with people from my high school. I didn’t even hang out with them in high school.
Ethan seemed surprised by my question. “I didn’t tell anyone.”
Now I was confused. I mean, how could his friends, and I know he had like a billion of them, being the most popular guy in school, not know his sister had died and that her wake was tonight. “Why not?”
As I asked the question, I remembered my mom’s funeral. The only person that knew she had died from school was Ariel and despite being my ex-best friend, she had shown up. I had freaked out the night before and called Ariel in tears, sobbing. I had needed her and she had actually been there for me. It was mortifying for me to think of it now even though she’s never been so evil as to turn that moment against me. And, Ariel did show up at the wake the next day, but it turned out be really awkward to see each other in person. Over the phone, I had been able to pour my heart out to my old friend. In person, the awkwardness and weirdness that had destroyed our friendship, was visibly apparent. We said hi to each other and that was it. I mean, what more was there to say? My mom was dead. Ariel’s life was getting more awesome by the moment and we weren’t friends anymore. The end.
“Well,” Ethan frowned, “My friends Dave and Mike are coming later, but I didn’t want everyone at school to know. I mean, they didn’t know Liz. Dave and Mike did.”
I nodded. He was talking about Dave Rickerson and Mike Finnigan. I didn’t know them personally, but I knew they were friends of his. They were always at lunch together and I knew they all played sports. So, yeah, I knew who they were. I mean, nobody from that crowd ever looked at or spoke to me. They wouldn’t even ask me for a pencil if they needed one for their math test, I was so low on the totem pole. Although, the way they were supporting Ethan was nice. They sounded like real friends.
Ethan prodded again, “So, now don’t change the subject. I really want to know. How do you know Liz?”
My mind was blank. I didn’t know how to get out of this. I mean, I couldn’t exactly tell him the truth. I didn’t want Ethan Ripley to think I was a total freak. Ariel Walker, I could handle, but Ethan Ripley thinking that would be totally devastating. So, I did the only thing I could think of to do. I got up and fled the funeral as fast as my legs would carry me. And, I mean, fast. Hey, it worked the last time.
Lying on my bed at home, under the covers, and curled up with a comfort book – my copy of Twilight (and yes, I’ve seen all the movies too, multiple times), that I was reading for the third time, I realized that fleeing the funeral may not have been the best idea. I mean, if Ethan was my Edward like in Twilight, things would work out and he’d think my awkwardness and weirdness was sexy and cute, like Edward thinks of Bella even when she does weird things, like not want to go to the prom. Sadly, Ethan Ripley, was just going to think I was totally weird anyway for running out on him at his half sister’s funeral. It wouldn’t even take telling him I was funeral crashing.
It was almost midnight and I could hear my dad watching CNN in the other room. We kept to our own rooms, other than dinner. We got along, my dad and me, but we just didn’t hang out. I usually read in my room until I fall asleep, unless I have homework, while he watches sports or CNN in the living room.
I usually fall asleep around ten or ten thirty. I know the majority of people my age stay up until midnight every night, but school wipes me out. I crash, sometimes even by nine. My mind was too busy tonight to crash, though.
Liz O’Reilly was Ethan Ripley’s half sister. That was crazy. I had looked at the copy of the obituary from my dad’s daily newspaper when I got home. He likes to read the actual paper, so we still get one. He’s old school like that.
Liz O’Reilly, 19, died Sunday. She was a student at Laurel Community College and hoped to be a veterinarian. She volunteered at the Palos Animal Shelter and loved all animals, especially her rescued dog, Paws. She is survived by her mother and stepfather, Elizabeth and James Ripley, her father Kelly O’Reilly, her maternal grandmother Lilly Morgan, her siblings Ethan and Lilly Ripley, and numerous aunts, uncles, and cousins. The wake will be held on Wednesday from 3pm – 9 pm at Palos Funeral Home. Funeral Thursday at 9 am.
I couldn’t believe I hadn’t noticed the name Ripley in the list of survived by relatives. It was there, but since he was only listed as Ethan and his sister Lilly was listed as Lilly Ripley, I hadn’t focused enough to put two and two together. I obviously needed to pay more attention next time to the names of the surviving relatives. That was my lesson in this.
Regardless, I had no idea that Ethan even had a half sister with a different last name. I hadn’t even known about his full blood sister Lilly. Sure, I had a crush on him, but that was only from a distance and at school. I didn’t stalk him or anything, I mostly, just gazed and hoped. The usual crush thing.
Poor Lilly. She must have been the little girl that had been sitting on the front couch staring blankly at the coffin, in the somber black dress that no child should ever have to wear. Poor Paws, Liz’s dog – he probably didn’t even know what had happened to his master. It was sad all around.
My black cat, Scarlett, as in the main character from Gone With the Wind – Scarlett O’Hara, was curled up next to my feet. She liked to do that when I was reading. I reached down and scratched her head, lovingly. She started purring almost immediately.
“I love you,” I said and hugged her. My dad had gotten her for me after my mother died. She was no replacement for my mom, but Scarlett was a great cat. She loved to bat around her toys and make me laugh. I knew she’d miss me if something happened to me. Poor Paws.
My mind found its way back to Ethan. Wow, Ethan’s sister had died of a drug overdose. I hadn’t even heard about it at school and no matter what he said, some people had to know. Then again, I tried to stay away from the gossips like Ariel because if I got too close, they tended to gossip about me. Ariel had already circulated too many malicious rumors about me anyway.
I was worried about seeing Ethan in school. Surely, he’d forget about me by the time he came back to school after the funeral and everything, right? Right?
“You’re still up?” My dad poked his head into my room. He had obviously fallen asleep watching television, since his hair was all over the place and his eyes were only half open and squinting at me, “It’s after midnight.”
I held up my book, “Just reading, dad.”
He waited for a moment, not so sure that was it, “Everything okay?”
I smiled, trying to look reassuring. “Fine, just reading.”
“Okay. You might want to go to sleep soon, though, you know. School tomorrow,” he said and I heard him walk into the bathroom and shut the door.
My dad was cool like that. Trusting me to do the right thing and I knew I needed to go to sleep. I set Twilight down on my bedside table and turned out the lights. It had been a long, crazy night. I wanted to forget about ever running into Ethan Ripley, even if he did know who I was. I stared at the clock and tried to will my mind into slumber, but it just kept thinking and thinking and thinking instead.
So, despite only about two hours of solid sleep and lots of tossing and turning, Thursday at school went by without incident. Ethan wasn’t there to track me down at my locker first thing in the morning or waiting outside my first period class. Not even his friends Dave or Mike had stopped me in the hallway, although I admit to ducking into the bathroom when I saw them after second hour, just in case. I had worried all night for nothing. I mean, there was the usual Ariel Walker taunting, but that was a normal occurrence these days.
“Hey, Kait, I’m sure you have your pick of Homecoming dates at the graveyard!” Ariel yelled at me, when I walked by her before my fourth period Chemistry class.
I kept walking. It was best to ignore her. Worst case, she’d yell another insult after me. Best case, she and her friends would laugh and then move onto tormenting someone else.
Ariel followed me, instead, and caught up to me. I could feel her friends, Sarah and Megan, watching from a distance. Why was it cool to torment people? I mean, weren’t we supposed to be more grown up in high school? Why couldn’t she just leave me alone? Wasn’t it enough that we weren’t friends anymore?
“So, you didn’t answer me about your Homecoming date,” Ariel taunted, as she fell into step beside me.
It was useless to ignore her when she was walking next to me, “Ariel, why don’t you just leave me alone?”
“Wow, you’re not ignoring me, for once. That’s progress,” Ariel said.
“You have new bffs. Why don’t you go harass them?” I said, wearily, trying to pick up the pace so that I could get to my Chemistry class faster.
“Because you’re more fun,” Ariel smirked sarcastically. “And, there’s nothing wrong with Sarah and Megan.”
I was almost there, “Gee, thanks. Good talking to you too. Now, byeee.”
Ariel stayed next to me, “I’m going with Ethan Ripley to Homecoming. I’ve turned down three other guys for him.”
My heart plummeted. Of course Ariel would get Ethan to ask her to Homecoming. She was evil like that. I couldn’t say anything to her comment. My heart was in my throat and blocking all sound. Maybe Ethan would ditch her because he was grieving for his sister. I stopped myself. No, that was mean hoping that Ethan would feel that distraught, but I still couldn’t help wishing it, just so he wouldn’t go to the dance with Ariel. She knew it bothered me too. That’s why she was taking a moment to tell me. I had told her I kinda liked him when we were still friends freshman year. Big mistake.
“I got an amazing dress and everything. Everyone is going to be jealous of me,” Ariel was still talking. Why was she still following me and trying to rub it in?
We were at the doors of my Chemistry class. She couldn’t possibly follow me in, right? I kept walking, not pausing to find out. I lost her at the doorway. I saw her standing awkwardly for a moment outside as I set my books on my lab table and pretended to arrange them, all the while peeking toward the doorway to see what had happened to her. A moment later, Ariel was blissfully gone.
The Homecoming jibe hurt, though. I wanted to go to Homecoming, which was in about two weeks, at the start of October. I had no date prospects. Not even my weird nerdy Chemistry lab partner, Kyle Jones, would have asked me to go with him.
We were equal social pariahs and yet, it would be worse for Kyle if he asked me to go. He was a nice guy for being weird and nerdy, though, and he definitely didn’t deserve the torment he got either. I mean, if anything, he deserved accolades. He was a science wiz. He won last year’s high school state science fair and everything. He was an awesome lab partner and I liked him as a friend, not that we ever hung out except in Chemistry. He was just really socially awkward. Kyle mostly didn’t know how to talk to girls. Yes, he talked to me all the time, but that was because we were talking about Chemistry projects. Still, I knew he had a thing for Suzie Whitsett. He’d even have a chance with her if he talked to her. Suzie was a super quiet girl and seemed really nice. The quiet thing alone would have made her a social outcast like me and Kyle, but she was also really pretty, so mostly people just let her be. She just didn’t say much.
It was funny, though, about Kyle’s crush, because I bet Suzie would have been happy to go with Kyle to Homecoming. I got the feeling that maybe there was something there, but both of them were too shy to try and figure it out.
There was this one time at the beginning of the school year that Suzie walked in a little late and walked past our table and she actually turned and said, “Hi!” to me and Kyle, except I could have sworn her gaze was on Kyle for a solid second. I said, “Hi!” back, but Kyle didn’t say anything – the deer caught in the headlights thing. Suzie never stopped to say, “Hi!” again. She just walked to her desk. Coincidence? I’m not sure. I mean, she is the quiet girl, but still seems like a solid maybe on a requited crush to me. Not that Kyle was ever going to take the chance and ask her.
Sadly, all Kyle had to do was walk by three lab tables to do it – ask Suzie to Homecoming. I mean, Suzie just sat there alone and read before every class or until her lab partner showed up. This week her book was Pride and Prejudice. Last week it was Emma. Looked like Suzie was on a Jane Austen kick. I love the book and I’ve seen both Pride and Prejudice movies. Matthew Mcfadyen was a hot Mr. Darcy, but Collin Firth was way sexier in the miniseries.
And, back to Suzie. Kyle totally had a chance, I thought, but he was too awkward to take it. Good times at high school Homecoming Dances, all around, I guess. It wouldn’t be fun if it weren’t horrifically painful.
Speaking of painful - how could Ethan have asked Ariel to the Homecoming Dance? It was unfair. I know he’d never have asked me, but Ariel? She was evil. I mean, not really, but it hurt more that he had asked her, just because she was my ex-best friend.
I had practically forgotten that I didn’t want to run into Ethan. And, I hadn’t yet, so my luck was running good.
“Hey, space cadet from the ninth dimension,” Kyle said, sitting down next to me.
He was weird like that. Totally into the sci-fi, but he was cool, “Hey, Kyle. Do the homework?”
As Kyle lamented the toughness of the third problem (but only because he had figured out a second way to solve it) my thoughts went right back to Ethan. I knew my luck was only holding because Ethan was at Liz’s funeral. Surely, he wouldn’t come to school on Friday and search me out or anything, right? I mean, who cares if I was at his half sister’s funeral for apparently no good reason. He’ll totally forget about it. Right? Right?
Turned out I didn’t have to wait until Friday to find out. On most Monday, Thursday, and Saturday nights I worked at Palos Video Store, which was just down the street from my house. I loved movies almost as much as I loved books, so it was a good after school job and I needed the money. I had been working there since the end of my sophomore year and I actually liked it. They let me rent one DVD at a time, unlimited, for free. So, if I wasn’t reading, I was watching one of my free movies.
And, just because I like funerals doesn’t mean I only watch horror. I mean, I do admit that I’m a total fan of the horror classics (the originals because they’ve all been remade they’re so good), like Dawn of the Dead, Halloween, Nightmare on Elm Street, and Psycho, but I also have a huge thing for chick flicks. I’m a romantic. I mean, have you seen Roman Holiday or Sixteen Candles or The Notebook? Sigh. So good.
Palos Video Store was a small store, so there were usually only two people working. Some nights, my co-worker would be the owner of the store, Anne, and she usually hung out in the back unless it got really busy. Other nights, it was another part-timer like me. Some were from my high school, some were from our biggest rival, and there were a couple people from Laurel Community College. My favorite co-worker, though, was Anne, even though she was the boss. Anne tried to work a lot of shifts, actually. The big online rental companies like Netflix were really cutting into her profits and she was trying to save the extra money in her budget. She never talked about it, but we all knew that the store might be on its last legs. I felt bad for Anne, though, that store was her life and she loved it.
Thursday night, it was Anne and I working the store. She was in the back watching a movie. She watched at least one a day and I was pretty sure she had seen everything in the store, at least twice. She could quote movies like most people could quote sports’ statistics. I was not that big of a movie buff yet, although I tried to take a movie home after every shift and watch it. I just couldn’t quote everything yet, but I was getting there.
So, I was alone up front, reading the ending of Twilight for the third time. It was quiet in the store. We were closing in a half hour and most people were already at home curled up with their latest movie rental and some popcorn. We were only open until ten thirty, but it was usually dead the last hour.
I heard the jangle of the video store bells and looked up. Someone was coming in for a movie fix before we closed for the night. As soon as he walked in, though, I knew he wasn’t renting a movie. The last person I expected or wanted to see had walked into the store and toward me.
Butterflies fluttered in my stomach. I couldn’t help them. I was both nervous and scared and he was also super hot.
Yes, it was Ethan Ripley that was staring back at me and walking in my direction. I froze, the copy of Twilight still in my hands. Movie recommendations for Ethan Ripley ran through my mind, almost ridiculously. I’d recommend: Lock, Stock, and Two Smoking Barrels, Blackhawk Down, and for fun: Wall-E. Oh God, what was wrong with my brain?
“I was hoping you were working tonight,” Ethan said as he stood in front of the counter, his piercing blue eyes watching my face.
He was in regular clothes tonight – well-worn jeans and a faded Green Day T-shirt. I swiped a hair behind my ears, self-consciously. It was a nervous habit, “You were?”
I had obviously also been rendered stupid. I was in big trouble. Ethan had not waited to search me out at school on Friday. He had found my place of employment and hunted me down. Now, that was determination to get an answer out of me. It’s not like I could leave work and run away and he knew it.
“So, how did you know Liz?” Ethan asked again.
I still didn’t want to answer. “How did you know where I worked?”
“I looked you up on Facebook. It’s listed as your job,” Ethan shrugged.
Sometimes social networking sucked. I only had like forty friends and most were kids I met at camp in third grade or family. I needed to change my privacy settings. Just because you were unpopular doesn’t mean some stalker wasn’t going to track you down. Not that I’d mind if Ethan was stalking me because it totally wouldn’t be stalking since I’d totally swoon if he declared his love for me. Not that I had any delusions that it was actually going to happen.
Ethan continued, “So, Liz? How did you know her?”
Back to reality. I was starting to sweat. There was no way out of this. Ethan had tracked me down at work after all. Wait a minute – Ethan had tracked me down at work! Okay, not the time to be happy. I was in trouble here. I was being forced to admit I was a funeral crasher and although I don’t mind that part of myself, I know my peer group doesn’t approve.
“Well…” I hesitated. “It’s kind of a long story.” Not really, I added in my head. I glanced back toward Anne’s office. She was busy watching her movie. I could see the glow of the television on her face through the small office window that looked out onto the store.
“I have time,” Ethan prodded.
I was going to have to tell him. I didn’t want to! I hedged, “Can I meet you in thirty minutes when I’m done with work?”
It gave me another half hour to figure out the greatest lie ever told and if I ended up having to tell him the truth, at least if I got him to sit down with me, maybe I could explain so that he wouldn’t think I was such a total freak. And, I didn’t want my boss to overhear. I know Anne liked me as an employee, but still she didn’t need to know all of the intimate details of my life. I mean, funeral crashing wasn’t like doing drugs, but still. I didn’t want to take the chance that she’d be appalled and fire me.
“Sure,” Ethan nodded. “My car’s parked on the street outside. I’ll wait for you to close up.”
“Okay,” I gulped and tried not to think about the fact that in thirty minutes I’d be sitting in a parked car with Ethan.
“Cool,” Ethan said, nodding again, turning around, and walking out of the store.
I had thirty minutes to come up with something. Forget reading. I put my book back into my satchel purse. I stared out into the empty video store. What could I possibly say to Ethan to make this all turn out okay?
Thirty minutes later and locking up the video store, I hadn’t come up with anything other than entering the witness protection program and fleeing the state. Somehow, I didn’t think they’d take me into witness protection for trying to run away from a cute guy, who’s about to find out that I like to crash funerals. Maybe I’d get lucky and aliens would abduct me.
“So, I was watching a John Hughes movie tonight - Some Kind of Wonderful. I think you’d like it. It’s with Eric Stoltz and Mary Stuart Masterson and is a classic teen movie about unrequited love and high school. You should take it out next shift,” Anne was saying, as I locked the front door.
“Uh-huh,” I managed to mumble, even though Anne’s recommendations were always the best.
“Are you okay?” Anne asked, peering at me. “You seem kind of distracted. School alright?”
“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said and then continued, seeing that she might press me. “Just thinking about a guy.”
“Ohhh, okay,” Anne smiled knowingly.
I attempted a smile back, but luckily it was dark, “Yeah.”
“Okay, good night then, Kait,” Anne waved, as she walked to her car.
“Good night,” I managed as I pretended to walk to mine, as Anne got into her car and drove away.
I watched her car speed down the road and had a brief thought that I could just drive away too. It was an option, but not the one I was going to take. I may have been a social outcast, but I was going to face Ethan like a man, well, a woman in my case. Besides, I knew Ethan would find me at school tomorrow anyway if I didn’t talk to him. He already stalked me down at work. And, school could be worse. I could just see Ariel joining in on the conversation and emphasizing my freaky qualities. She’d probably even bring her friends Megan and Sarah. It made one shudder. Ariel was worse than any horror movie monster, including Freddy Krueger from Nightmare on Elm Street.
I scanned the surrounding street and saw Ethan sitting in a silvery blue Honda Civic Hybrid just next to the parking lot, staring at me. I was only a few feet away from escape and my car, but I forced myself to walk toward the Civic instead.
“Hey,” I tried to say casually as I opened his car door and sat down in the passenger seat, but all I think I got out was a mumble.
I couldn’t get over the fact that I was sitting in Ethan Ripley’s car. I mean, it was a totally normal, boring car interior, but yet it felt like such an amazing place. That might have a lot to do with the fact that it was Ethan’s and that he was only sitting inches away from me. Focus, focus, I told myself.
“Hey,” he said in response, so I guess my mumble did come out coherent. “So? What’s the story?”
I gulped. This was it. Panic seized my chest. I couldn’t even enjoy being in a car with Ethan Ripley, I was so nervous. This could be the closest I ever got to him. The best two minutes ever! Or, at least from high school. But no, I was too busy freaking out to enjoy it.
I just had to do it. It was like tearing off a band-aid. I sighed, held my breath, and just said it, “I was funeral crashing.”
“What?” Ethan looked totally puzzled. “What?”
“I was funeral crashing,” I explained, “I saw the obituary in the paper and I thought I would go.”
“So you didn’t know Liz?” Ethan asked.
I shook my head, feeling mortified. “No.”
Ethan raised his eyebrows, “Really?”
I could feel tears welling up in my eyes. Don’t cry, I told myself. “No, I didn’t know her. I was just there for the funeral. I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m sorry. She seemed cool. It’s really sad.”
“That’s weird,” Ethan said and I felt my heart sink at the judgment I could hear in his voice. “Why would you want to crash a funeral?”
“I…” I started. It was a question that I had been asked before, first by my dad and then Ariel. In a rare moment of distraught weakness, I had actually confided in her even though we had stopped being friends. It had been a total mistake. Regardless, I still hadn’t come up with a good answer to that question, except for the truth. “I like them.”
“What?” Ethan looked utterly confused. “You like funerals? Why? They’re depressing as fuck.”
As I watched Ethan run his hand through his silky hair in frustration, I fought a girlish sigh and tried to explain something that I didn’t know how to explain, “They can be. They can definitely be the worst moment of your life, but there’s something really amazing about them too.”
“Like what?” Ethan demanded. I finally got a good look at him and yes, he was super hot and only inches away from me, but I could also see the desperate grief in his eyes.
I looked away from his eyes, “Like how everyone remembers the person that died and not just remembers - there are some great stories, really great stories. Stories that even if you knew the person well, you might never have heard of that story. And, everyone with all these great stories about this person that they have lost is in one room, and they’re all talking about this person because they all miss them. They’re all feeling that person’s presence together. That’s what it was like at my mom’s funeral. Anyway, that’s what I like about funerals.”
I was looking at my hands now. I felt too embarrassed to look over at Ethan’s reaction to my admission.
“That’s true,” Ethan smiled slightly, to my astonishment, “I heard some great stories about Liz today from the family and her friends, but I’d much rather have her here with us than be at her funeral.”
His voiced choked on the last word. I resisted the urge to lean over and touch his hand. I was a wreck too after my mom had died. After the funeral, weeks went by in a blur.
“I’m sorry,” I said, looking into his eyes and I really meant it.
Ethan nodded, “So, you really didn’t know Liz at all then?”
“No,” I shook my head. “I’m still sorry, though, about her.”
“Damn,” Ethan swore under his breath.
I felt myself sink even deeper into the passenger side seat. I just wanted to disappear. I couldn’t wait for high school to be over, so I could blend into and be swallowed up by the massive population of a state university. How was I ever going to face Ethan Ripley again after this?
Ethan remembered I was still in the car with him, “I was really hoping you knew Liz.”
I was confused, “Why?”
Ethan seemed suddenly anxious. That was weird – him anxious to say something to me. He ran his hand through his hair again, his silky hair, “Well, uh, I’m really sorry about this Kait and I don’t know how to say it nicely, but I thought you might know something about the drugs Liz was taking.”
It took me a second to realize what Ethan was implying. Then, for once, I forgot who I was talking to because I was so furious, “You thought I was a drug addict! Do I look like I do heroin to you?”
I mean, I am not a stick figure. I’m your average weight girl and a size seven. Sometimes I’m a size nine, if I’ve been really downing the peanut butter banana milkshakes that I’m addicted to from the Wired Coffee Shop. Aren’t heroin addicts emaciated or something? What? I was super insulted. I don’t do drugs. Not even pot. I don’t even drink except for that one time freshman year when Ariel and I snuck into her parent’s liquor cabinet. See? She’s a bad influence, totally evil, and corrupting impressionable youth. Regardless, I didn’t even know what heroin looked like. Come on. I’m no drug addict.
“I’m sorry. I just hoped. It’s just really weird that Liz ODed. I can’t explain it. I’m sorry if I assumed that you…knew something about it. People talk about you at school, you know,” Ethan seemed really uncomfortable.
I was going to kill Ariel Walker because before her, nobody talked about me. Ethan Ripley assuming I was a drug addict was all her fault. She told people all sorts of crazy things about me. Then the rumors went wild and took on a life of their own and people embellished and totally changed the stories – so, one minute I liked going to funerals, the next I took part in witchcraft rituals, and some people even thought I had my own pet cemetery in my backyard. I guess now the rumor was that I was dealing drugs or hooked on them or something. Great. My reputation had a soap opera life all of it’s own and with it, Ariel destroyed any chance of a fun social life that I might have had in high school, “Well, let me set things straight. I don’t do drugs. At all. And, okay, the funeral crashing is a little weird. I know it, but ever since my mom died it’s the closest I ever feel to her and I…”
Whoa, I felt the tears suddenly rushing up into my eyes again. My voice was about to crack and fail me. I needed to calm down or I would be full on sobbing like a baby in front of Ethan. I stopped talking and tried to catch my breath, turning away from him and toward the window.
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have listened to the rumors,” Ethan sounded sincere.
I turned to look at him, wiping at my cheeks in case there were any tears. I didn’t need him to see them. I was humiliated enough.
“I’m really sorry,” he continued. “I just can’t believe that Liz did heroin. It totally wasn’t like her. I thought maybe you knew something about it. Like, if you knew her, even if you didn’t do drugs with her, maybe you knew what really happened. Like where she was that night or who she was with.”
“Why would that matter?” I asked before I could stop myself. I mean, if he wanted to know the last few hours of his sister’s death that was his business. It’s not like he was going to be able to change anything, though.
“Well, I just…” Ethan started and then stopped, thinking better of continuing his thought.
A sudden thought was nagging at my brain and I said it before I thought it over, “Wait, are you saying that you think maybe there’s more to Liz’s death? Like maybe she didn’t overdose?”
Ethan was silent.
The silence dragged on for a moment as I thought about it all, “Wait. You don’t think she was murdered or something, right?”
My eyes were locked on Ethan’s as he nodded, “Actually, yes, I think it’s a definite possibility.”
“But who would have done that?” My voice rose in pitch.
Ethan shook his head. “I have no idea. My parents are a wreck and totally shocked and so are her friends. Everyone liked her. Nobody wants to believe that she was a drug addict. There were no signs, at all. There’s supposed to be signs. She was happy. I barely ever saw her upset. I never even saw her drunk, but they’ve all already accepted that Liz was on heroin anyway because it’s on the police report. I can’t accept it. It’s not at all like Liz to do drugs.”
My brain was buzzing, “But there’s been a lot of heroin overdoses lately. It was in the paper and everything. Maybe it was the cool thing to do and she just got carried away?”
Ethan nodded, “Exactly. And, they’re assuming that Liz was just like the rest of them. They think there’s some kind of a drug ring going on at Laurel Community College. That heroin has become the hip college drug of choice. They just can’t seem to find the supplier.”
“Well, maybe Liz only tried it once, just to try it, “ I offered. “And, it just turned out tragic.”
Ethan sighed. “But she wasn’t the drug type. That’s what I keep coming back to. It doesn’t make sense.”
I let this sink in, “So, if Liz was murdered, then the obvious question is do you think the others were murdered too?”
“Well, yes, it’s a definite possibility,” Ethan said.
My mind was awhirl with information. If Ethan was right, there had been at least two other overdoses that were potential murders. That would mean that there was a potential serial killer on the loose at Laurel Community College. It was only a hop skip and a jump over to Palos High School, my high school. What if the murderer struck there next? Had the police been fooled by a drug trail, when instead all the girls living around Palos Community College were really all in mortal danger from a serial killer? Or was Ethan just a totally distraught brother unable to deal with sister’s death?
I made a snap decision as my mind continued to go over the puzzle. There really might be something to his questions, “I want to help.”
I wasn’t thinking about the benefit of alone time with Ethan either. I really did want to help. He was so sad and I know how that felt. I’d want to know the truth too. Okay, at least, I wasn’t thinking about the benefits of Ethan time when I originally offered my help. Although now, I couldn’t stop thinking about it – being alone with him.
Ethan raised his eyebrows in surprise, but then said, “Okay.”
It took me a moment to process Ethan’s agreement. He was even kind of smiling at me. I mean, it isn’t every day that the most popular guy in school talks to me, learns I’m a funeral crasher, and then accepts my help investigating his sister’s murder.
The two other deaths had happened in the last couple of months, both girls, and all the dead girls had attended Laurel Community College. Hopefully I was safe, being still in high school, since the killer had not veered from his pattern…yet. I had watched way too many horror movies for free from work to seriously want to contemplate being stalked and killed by a serial killer.
The first was Olivia Reynolds, twenty. Olivia was found dead in her apartment by her mother, a needle still in her arm. She had been there for a few days before they found her. The second was Melissa Kent, nineteen. A teacher found Melissa dead in a bathroom stall at Laurel Community College. The syringe had fallen to the floor. In theory, she had shot up just after a math test. She was found within two hours of taking that test. She had gotten an A. And, then there was Liz. A policeman found her in her car on a Sunday night in a nice suburban neighborhood. A stranger had called the police upon seeing a girl passed out over the steering wheel. She wasn’t passed out, though, Liz was dead.
Three girls were dead from an overdose of heroin in just over two months. Stupid kids, drug ring, or murder? And why had they all been girls? Wasn’t heroin “in" for guys too?
I was leaning toward a verdict of murder or at the very least foul play, which is why I agreed to meet Ethan on Saturday morning. He was taking Friday off from school to spend it with his family. It turns out a lot of family flew in for Liz’s wake. It had literally shocked the family into a reunion. Ethan had snuck out on Thursday night, in order to get to me since he thought I was a potential lead in his sister’s unsolved murder, but he was stuck hanging out with family again on Friday. It sounded like he was looking forward to it now that the funeral was over.
Friday flew by for me as I did my own research and counted the seconds to hanging out with Ethan. We planned to meet at a local coffee shop, Wired, bright and early at 9 am on Saturday. Wired had the best peanut butter banana milkshakes on the planet. They served those in addition to the ice-blended coffees and believe me when I say the words – heaven on earth when referring to them. Wired was also an after school hangout and high school and college bands played there on weekends, but nobody was going to be there at 9 am on Saturday morning. I briefly wondered if Ethan was afraid to be seen with me in public, but maybe he just wanted to get a jump on his sister’s murder investigation, being that the murder would have happened a whopping six days earlier, as of Saturday, and that’s eons in murder investigation time.
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