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A line stretched out through the door of the viewing room at the town’s only funeral
parlor. There was a time when Liz thought such things were because a person was well-loved
when they died. The assumption that love was the answer didn’t seem to fit with this crowd; a
multitude of dry-eyed, curious-faced teenagers fidgeted in line, waiting their turn to see the body
in the casket.

“Why are we even here?” Jill demanded, irritably cleaning under her fingernails. “I didn’t
even like her.” An older woman ahead of them in line turned a sour look back, which Jill returned
with equal force.

“She was our classmate,” Austin said. He gripped Liz’s hand tight as she leaned against
his side.

Jill rolled her eyes. “We didn’t even know her.”
“I knew her,” Liz demurred, leaning out of line to peer at the dark ebony casket. They

weren’t close enough to see the body, yet. Liz wasn’t certain she really wanted to see it.
“You knew her for, like, a day,” Jill snorted. “And you punched her.”
“Austin knew her,” Braedyn said, grinning mischievously.
“Shut up, honey,” Jill said in a low growl.
Braedyn snorted. “What’s the matter, babe? Jealous?”
“Shut up, man,” Austin said. He tried to draw Liz in closer, but she leaned away and

pulled her hand out of his. She covered the motion with the pretense of fluffing up her
impossibly curly hair. Austin glared at Braedyn like it was his fault.

A short silence settled between their group as the line shuffled forward a couple more
inches. Liz leaned against a worn wooden cabinet with a collage of pictures showing a beautiful
young girl with a smile that never quite reached her eyes. Baby photos. First day of
kindergarten. Family road trips. Middle school sleepovers. The pictures showed her growing into
a beautiful young woman, and then stopped there.

“I still can’t believe that Syd is gone,” Liz said weakly. “She was a mess, but I never
thought she would…” She shook her head and looked away. “I keep thinking I should have done
something. I should have seen it coming. I was with her for most of the day.”

“Is that why we’re here?” Jill asked softly. Liz looked into her best friend’s face and
fought tears that tried to well up. Jill sighed and pulled Liz into a tight hug. “It’s not your fault,
sweetie. You didn’t do anything wrong. She did it to herself.”

“Literally,” Braedyn agreed.
Austin shot Braedyn a sour look, but the large boy only shrugged dismissively. Liz wiped

at her tears while Jill hugged her and Austin tentatively rubbed her back.
“So if we all agree it’s not your fault, can we just go?” Jill begged. “I hate seeing dead

things.”
“I can’t. I promised I’d be here.” Liz clutched her phone, but didn’t elaborate.
Austin scowled, staring down at the phone in Liz’s hand. “Who did you make a promise

to?”



Liz didn’t respond. She lifted her chin stubbornly and stared him down. The boy towered
over her by a solid ten inches, and he looked like one of those old statues of a Greek god, but
that didn’t mean he was allowed to bully her.

“It’s that James guy,” Austin decided. He tried to snatch her phone away to look at her
text messages, but she pulled back and glared at him. He froze, his scowl deepening. “I don’t
like that you’re talking to some strange guy I don’t know.”

“And I don’t like that you made out with Syd, but I guess we both have to live with
uncomfortable facts.” Her phone buzzed and she glanced down at a new text from James.

If she was honest with herself, she didn’t like texting James, either. He and Liz had both
been with Syd the night she killed herself. Talking to him kept bringing back memories from that
night, and it hurt to think about it. But James was a nice guy. He’d been heartbroken to find out
that Syd died.

“Be there soon,” the text said.
“If you wanted to get revenge on me for cheating, the least you could do is pick someone

a little more age appropriate,” Austin snapped.
Liz gripped her phone tight to her chest and stared at the ground, fighting off a wave of

more tears. “He’s 21, not sixty.”
“Speaking of cheating, it sure took you a long time to get back to the party that night

after you dropped Liz off at home,” Braedyn said. His voice was bland, but there was a
sharpness in his eyes as he looked at Austin. Something like anger boiled under his expression.
“My buddy at the gas station said he saw you parked out at T-Way for a while. Weird.”

Liz flinched. T-Way was a notorious spot among the teenagers in town, who had few
other places to hang out where the bored police officers wouldn’t harass them. More than one
girl had spent time at T-Way with her boyfriend at night only to end up with an unexpected
surprise several months down the line.

Austin opened his mouth to say something, then closed it and quickly looked away. Jill
crossed her arms over her chest and scowled at Austin, tapping her foot. Braedyn watched her
with a pleased expression before he caught Liz’s eye. He frowned and looked down, rubbing the
back of his neck uncomfortably.

“I need to get something to drink,” Liz said quickly, trying not to meet anyone’s eyes.
“Do you want me to come with you?” Jill smiled weakly at her.
Liz shook her head slowly. “No, I’ll be back in a minute. Just keep my spot in line,

alright?” Jill nodded as Liz ambled away from the line.
The room with refreshments was mostly empty. In one corner there were a few

teenagers scarfing down donuts as they chatted. On the other side of the room there was
another uncomfortable group that looked just enough like Syd that they were probably cousins.
The group that was family spoke quietly and shifted in their seats with an occasional glance at
the time on their cell phone screens. The teenagers joked and teased loudly, their voices
carrying well outside the room. Liz squared her shoulders as she passed by the groups and
avoided eye contact. She helplessly opened the mini-fridge to search for a bottle of water.

“Chris dated her, too,” one of the girls said, giggling mischievously. “Didn’t you say she
used to call you in the middle of the night and moan on the phone?”



A boy laughed, grinning from ear to ear. “Oh, yeah. What a freak, right? I broke up with
her after my mom picked up the phone and heard her carrying on. Seriously, Syd was way too
much for me.”

Liz froze in place for a moment, hand stretched out toward a can of Pepsi in the
mini-fridge, before she grabbed the drink and stood up to look at the teens more closely.

“She stole my boyfriend in middle school. You guys remember that, right?” The same girl
who encouraged the boy to trash talk Syd sat primly in her chair and shook her head with
pursed lips. “Some things never change.”

“The way I hear it, Chris’s mom caught him calling into a sex line,” someone said from
the doorway. “As a matter of fact, Syd never once dated him. She thought he was stupid and
told him that to his face when he asked her out.”

Liz gazed at the girl in the doorway appraisingly. Everyone knew Nicole. Not just
because she was the only black girl at school, either. Nicole was beautiful, kind, and had a
scorching temper when anyone dared to cross her. She brushed long, dark braids over her
shoulder and stalked up to the group with a look that said she’d been crossed pretty hard.

“How dare you talk bad about my best friend at her funeral! Your parents should have
raised you better!”

“We-,” the prim girl started to say, but Nicole shut her down with a hard scowl.
“Get out.”
The group quickly fled, shooting furtive glances at Nicole as if she might attack them

from behind. Nicole met them glare for glare until they disappeared around the corner. Then she
sank heavily into the seat they left behind. Tears pooled over her cheeks and dripped freely
down her chin.

Liz looked over at Sydney’s family, expecting them to do something about the crying girl,
but they just stared uncomfortably. The way they looked at her was like she was a wild beast.
Liz sighed and sat down next to Nicole.

“Hey,” Liz said. “I’m really sorry you had to deal with that. Honestly, if you hadn’t run
them off I think I would have.”

“Who are you?” Nicole wiped angrily at her tears.
“I’m Liz. I met Syd, that day.” Liz looked away, biting her lip hard enough that she was

sure it would bruise. She didn’t elaborate on which day “that day” was. She didn’t need to.
Nicole’s expression grew dark. “Oh. You’re that Liz.”
Liz bristled at the way she said it. “What do you mean, that Liz?”
Nicole stood up. “My best friend spent one day with you and ended up killing herself.

What do you think I mean?”
“It isn’t my fault she killed herself!” Liz stood up and, of course, only came to about

Nicole’s shoulder. Everyone was taller than Liz. “If you want to blame someone, blame her
crappy cheater of a dad!”

Nicole shoved Liz and cursed. “You were there with her! You were there when I wasn’t.”
Nicole choked, her whole body shaking.

“Your friend wasn’t my responsibility,” Liz said. Her voice shook and panic kept her
frozen in place. It wasn’t Liz’s fault that Syd was dead. Of course it wasn’t. She barely knew the
girl. No matter what might have happened that night. No matter what she said. It wasn’t her
fault. “Maybe if you had actually paid attention, you would have seen it coming!”



“You were there! When I wasn’t there for her, you were there! You should have done
something! You should have said something!” Nicole’s voice filled the room and reverberated
through the building. The weight of her agony was too much for Liz. She wanted to run and
hide, but there was nowhere to go. There was just this room with the mournful girl and her
accusations.

Liz wavered. She wasn’t the one in the wrong, here. Syd wasn’t the victim. She’d hurt
Liz. She’d betrayed Liz. Liz had every right to abandon her, that night. Her hands shook and she
fought back at Nicole’s misery with her own blossoming anger. “It wasn’t my fault,” she
repeated. “You weren’t there. You don’t know.”

“I should have been there!” Nicole’s words blurred together through her tears, practically
incomprehensible. “The last message I’ll ever have from her is her voice in my inbox saying that
she’s gonna kill herself! I ignored it! I thought she was lying to get me to talk to her again! I
thought…” Nicole screamed and crashed to her knees holding her head as she wailed. “Why
were you there for her when I wasn’t?”

Liz took a step back, guilt gnawing at her gut. A couple peeked in through the doorway,
their faces warped with agony; Nicole’s parents. Slowly, Nicole’s mom approached and knelt
down, whispering softly into her daughter’s ear. She helped Nicole to stand, and they were both
swallowed up in a hug from Nicole’s dad. As a unit, they left the room, but Nicole’s sobbing
lingered for a long time as they made their slow way back down the hall and into the funeral
parlor.

When Nicole’s tears could no longer be heard, the room became stiflingly quiet. Liz
didn’t bother to look over at the reproachful expressions on the faces of Syd’s family.

“It’s not my fault,” Liz whispered angrily to the can of Pepsi still clutched tight in her fist.
The words didn’t soothe her—mostly because she didn’t believe them.

She stomped out of the refreshments room and back to the receiving line. The line was a
lot shorter, by now, but her friends and boyfriend were no longer there to save her a spot.
Braedyn lounged in a chair at the back of the room, looking surly. Austin and Jill were nowhere
in sight.

Liz’s phone buzzed, and a new text from James lit up her screen.
“Caught in traffic. Stopped for gas. Just a bit longer.”
She cursed and shoved the phone into her pocket. The last thing she wanted to do was

stand in line again. Jill was right, she shouldn’t have come in the first place. It was a stupid idea,
born of guilt. Syd wasn’t even really her friend. She was just some random person Liz had met
and spent a little time with. If Syd hadn’t died, Liz probably wouldn’t have thought twice about
her. Coming to the funeral was stupid. Liz was stupid. She should have left and pretended
nothing ever happened between them.

The line dwindled a lot faster than Liz would have liked. She found herself suddenly
staring down at Syd’s face, perched on a silk pillow as if she was asleep. The last time Liz had
seen the girl, she was staring up from the ground with a bloody nose and an expression like a
whipped puppy.

Sydney had cheated with Austin. She’d made out with him at a party and let him flirt with
her at school. She’d rubbed Austin’s infidelity in Liz’s face even after all the things Liz had done
to try and help Syd get away from her crappy life.



“I hate you,” Liz whispered. “I tried so hard not to hate you, but I do. You’re such a victim.
Why couldn’t you just live so I could still be allowed to hate you? It’s not fair.”

Liz swiped at the tears pouring down her cheeks and leaned heavily against the side of
the casket. She couldn’t make herself look into Syd’s face with caked on makeup to hide the
bruises under her eyes from her broken nose. Instead, she glared at the bouquet covering Syd’s
hands. Underneath the flowers she knew that one of those hands was cut up and misshapen
from broken bones that never got the chance to heal; casualties of Syd’s impotent rage against
a brick wall.

Bruises, cuts, broken bones. The newspaper said that she might have survived the night
once the paramedics got there, if it wasn’t for an untreated concussion. They could have kept
her alive long enough to get to the hospital to pump her stomach, but the swelling in her brain
along with the painkillers and sleeping pills made it impossible.

Yet again, Liz wondered if it was her fault. She’d accidentally caused Syd to fall down
some stairs. When they tossed her into the bathroom while Liz called Syd’s dad to come get her,
had she hit her head going in? Even if the concussion wasn’t Liz’s fault, surely Syd wouldn’t
have died if Liz hadn’t said such horrible things to her.

No one loves you. Liz had said the words in anger. It was just a fight. It was just
supposed to be a fight. Syd shouldn’t have taken her words so seriously. There was no reason
to think that Liz meant any of it. She was angry, and people say stupid things when they’re
angry.

Liz fought the urge to shake the casket. She wanted nothing more than to reach in and
slap the life back into Syd so they could finish their argument. They would yell and scream and
probably cry a lot. Syd would say she was sorry again. She’d say she didn’t mean it, that she
didn’t know. Eventually, Liz would give in and admit what she already knew deep down; it wasn’t
Syd’s fault that her boyfriend wanted to chase after other girls. It wasn’t Syd’s fault that she was
beautiful, broken, and convenient. But as much as Liz wanted to finish the argument, she could
never do it, now. Those last words she said to Syd would always be the last words. No one
loves you.

“Why did you make that the last thing I ever said?” Liz said. “Why couldn’t you live? I
hate you.”

“I hate you,” someone said with so much venom that Liz almost wondered if her thoughts
had somehow developed an echo. She turned around to see a wild-haired woman standing over
a pudgy, slightly balding man in a dark suit. Liz recognized Syd’s dad, but she didn’t know who
the slightly jaundiced woman with tangled hair was.

Syd’s dad stared quietly down at his hands, looking like a ghost. The woman towered
over him and fury slid off of her shoulders. She looked like an avenging demon, and something
in her wounded expression made Liz think of Syd.

“This is all your fault! If you hadn’t slept with that woman then none of this would have
ever happened!” She shoved him. When he didn’t respond, she whacked him upside the head
for good measure. “How dare you cheat on me, after everything I’ve done for you! I gave up my
entire life to have your child and now look where it’s got us! I never should have married you,
you piece of trash!”



Syd’s dad still said nothing, even as she hit him again and spit in his face. Tears fell
silently down his cheek and Liz could feel his overwhelming grief from where she stood. It was
like a black pressure that filled the room and clung to every surface.

“Apologize to me!” the woman bellowed at the man who clearly didn’t notice he was
being assaulted by his scorned wife. So deep was his misery that he probably would let her beat
him to death and be perfectly satisfied that he could join his daughter.

Liz slowly walked over to the couple as Syd’s mom lifted her hand to strike her husband
again. “Excuse me. Mrs. um...Syd’s mom?” Liz blanked on Syd’s last name. It was all over the
papers and even written in the smattering of pamphlets throughout the room, but she’d been a
bit distracted.

The woman stopped and glared at Liz without saying a word. Liz lifted her chin and
stood her ground. “I know you’re mad at him right now, but he’s busy grieving for his dead child.
Maybe you should do the same.”

Syd’s mom opened her mouth as if she was about to yell, then closed it quickly when
she glanced around to see everyone staring eagerly at her. She covered her mouth with one
hand and quickly stormed away. The woman didn’t spare a glance for her daughter’s body on
display just a few yards away. Syd’s dad kept staring at the ground, completely oblivious. Every
once in a while he would hold up his hands to look at them, as if he carried something in his
arms, only to give in to a fresh wave of tears.

A neighbor had snapped a picture with their phone, the night that Syd died. The
newspaper included it with the article about her death. In it, Syd’s dad crouched on the ground
with his daughter in his arms and wailed as the paramedics surrounded him and hung their
heads in defeat.

Liz’s anger fizzled slowly away. She watched the man who had terrified her when she
met him dissolve into tears at the foot of his daughter’s casket. She sat down next to him and
tentatively placed a hand on his shoulder. He turned dark, tear-filled eyes toward Liz. For a long
moment he stared, as if he didn’t recognize her.

Realization finally dawned on his face and he smiled weakly. “You’re Liz, right?”
Liz nodded. She didn’t say anything. Not that she didn’t want to. There was so much to

say, she didn’t know where to begin. Liz toyed with the idea of just leaving the man to his
misery. She could stand up and walk away; maybe murmur her condolences as she fled. It
would be easy.

“Did she say why?” Liz finally blurted out.
Deep wrinkles surrounded the man’s eyes and mouth. He grimaced as if he was in

physical pain, and Liz immediately regretted the question.
“I’m sorry, I just…” Liz shook her head. “It’s not my fault, is it? The concussion? Or...well.

We fought.” She stared down at her knees, feeling pathetic. “Was she mad at me? If there’s
something I can do to-.” She stopped speaking entirely and clenched her fists. Was there
something she could do to make it not her fault that Sydney died? How stupid. Of course there
wasn’t. All the same, she watched the man at her side desperately hoping that he could absolve
her of her sin. “I would do anything to take it all back,” she admitted quietly. The words felt like
they burned a trail of fire through her chest.

“She didn’t do it because of you,” he said quietly. Once more, he looked down at his
hands. “It’s my fault. I killed my baby girl.” Syd’s dad folded in on himself and wept. “I ignored



her. I didn’t notice what she was going through. She was practically screaming, but I didn’t see
it.”

The crowd around us mingled uncomfortably, and no one made a move to comfort him.
Once again, Liz realized that most of these people didn’t know Syd or her family. They were
voyeurs; vultures circling around a corpse, trying to consume someone else’s misery.

Liz placed her hand on the man’s shoulder and waited as he cried himself out once
more. There were no words she could use to make him feel that his daughter hadn’t died
because of him. Liz wasn’t even sure that Syd hadn’t died because of him. Or because of
Nicole. Or herself.

At long last, Syd’s dad seemed to get himself under control. He patted Liz’s hand and
smiled weakly at her again. “Sydney was so upset that she’d hurt you.” He frowned down at his
hands once more, then clenched his fists. “I don’t know that it’s my place to tell you. She told me
something.” He shook his head and his scowl deepened. “Your boyfriend is a really bad guy.”

Liz froze in place, then bristled. “Isn’t that like the pot calling the kettle black?”
“More like, it takes one to know one.” He looked her in the eyes, and there was so much

meaning there that Liz’s irritation fled, replaced by an understanding that she hadn’t been quite
ready to accept. Syd’s dad nodded and looked away. “She didn’t mean to hurt you. She was
lost. Confused. I think she just wanted to feel something good.” He laughed harshly, without
humor. “That much I can understand, at least. I tried to do the same thing.”

A tear fell inexplicably down her cheek. Liz let it fall. She let all of her mixed up emotions
crash into each other and rage until the storm finally cleared and left a sad clarity that she’d tried
so hard to keep away.

“I need to go,” Liz said. She stood.
“Good luck.”
She nodded once and walked away.
Liz couldn’t find Austin anywhere, but she saw Braedyn lounging at the back of the

parlor, eating a donut and scowling.
“Where’s Austin?” Liz asked.
Braedyn glanced up at her, then shoved the rest of the donut into his mouth. He pointed

with his thumb toward the front entrance of the building. Mouth still full of donut, he asked,
“What’s up?”

“I need to ask him something.”
Braedyn swallowed his food and looked away. “Yeah. I haven’t quite got to that point,

yet.”
Liz hesitated. Braedyn looked upset. “You’ve been acting weird all day. Is something

wrong?”
Braedyn shook his head for a second, then stopped. “I was gonna say I’m fine. But

under the circumstances...” He glanced at the coffin at the front of the room, then looked up at
Liz and gave her a lopsided grin. “I’m not ok. From the looks of things, you’re not, either.” The
napkin in his hand twisted and tore as he tugged at it. “You go deal with Austin, Liz. I’ll be here.”

After another few seconds of hesitation, Liz walked away. She edged through the crowd
gathered at the door, then made her way down the hall to the mostly empty foyer at the front of
the building.



“Now isn’t the time, Jill,” Austin said. He and Jill stood next to a cushioned bench
surrounded by bouquets. An old painting with a gaudy frame hung over their heads, showing
peaceful meadows through a treeline.

“When will it be time? You told me you would-.”
“Liz.” Austin stared at her, face drained of color and wavy curls hanging limply around his

eyes. The taupe walls made his olive skin look gaunt.
“We need to talk. About Syd.” Liz approached them slowly. Her eyes flicked to Jill for a

moment. Her best friend watched her with an encouraging smile. Something like sickness
settled into Liz’s stomach.

“What about her?” Austin asked, surly.
“You saw her again the night that she died.” It wasn’t a question. Liz knew.
His eyes flicked from Liz to Jill, then back to Liz. Briefly, he puffed up as if he might try to

deny it. A part of Liz almost wanted him to deny having ever met Syd. Did she really need this
pain, too? Did she really want him to admit it? But she couldn’t avoid knowing forever. Even if he
was still the boy she loved. Even if he was the boy she’d always loved.

Austin deflated, knowing he couldn’t get away with a lie. Not about this. “Yeah. I saw her
walking home from the party. I offered to give her a ride home.”

“What did you do?”
“I didn’t do anything! What is wrong with you? I made one mistake and you act like I’m

some sort of lecher!” He sucked his bottom lip in and then blew it back out like a petulant child.
“She’s the one who kissed me! It was her fault! I didn’t do anything. I would never do anything to
hurt you.”

Liz’s brow furrowed. She knew Austin well enough to understand what he looked like
when he lied. Austin reached out a hand to touch Liz’s shoulder, but she pulled away. She didn’t
want to look into his face, but she had to. She needed to see; to know.

“Austin. What did you do?”
“Nothing! I-.” He stopped when he saw the expression on Liz’s face. Once again, he

shrank. “I...She kissed me again. And things got heated. We ended up—well—she’s the one
who came onto me, Liz, I swear! It didn’t mean anything. I didn’t mean it!”

Jill slapped Austin hard across the face. Tears filled her eyes. “How dare you!” she
screamed.

Liz looked at her best friend. The sick feeling in her stomach grew worse. “Jill?”
Jill looked away and blushed. Liz turned to Austin, who refused to meet her eyes. Slow

tears fell down Liz’s cheeks. Suddenly, Braedyn’s behavior made a lot more sense. He must
have found out about it, too.

Jill rushed out of the building, scrubbing at her face as she stormed away, leaving Austin
alone with Liz.

“Liz, babe…” Austin began softly, but there were no words that could possibly follow.
“We’re done,” Liz said. “She was so messed up, Austin. You took advantage of her.”
“I didn’t. It’s not my fault. She wanted it. She asked for it.” He hung his head broodingly.

“We can work through this, Liz.”
“I can’t.”



Liz watched his face morph through different emotions: denial, anger, grief. Then, just as
quickly, she saw him give up on her. He ran to the front door and rushed through, not bothering
to close it behind him. “Jill! Wait!”

A sob racked through Liz’s chest. She sat down on the cushioned bench and cried. The
only boy she’d ever loved was gone. Even if Austin still physically existed in the world, he would
never be the boy she once cherished. What a mess.

It would have been a simple thing to blame Syd. If things were that simple, she might
have even been able to forgive Austin for what he’d done. It was just too bad that things were
never quite that easy. And Jill—that was salt on an open wound that had been left festering for a
while. At least Syd had the excuse of not knowing Austin had a girlfriend when she first
approached him. Jill’s betrayal was like a knife to the gut.

Tears dripped onto Liz’s lap until she eventually laid down on the bench to let her grief
soak the cushions. The thing that hurt the most was that she had done something so terrible to
Syd—said something terrible—for the love of a boy who hadn’t been worth it after all. Liz had
piled onto Syd’s brokenness at the worst possible time out of jealousy and anger. And she could
never take it back. Liz lay there, prone, until a tall shadow hovered over her.

“Liz? You alright?”
James knelt down in front of her, kind eyes worried as he gently patted her fluffy hair. It

was the same kind of sweet comfort that her little brother might offer if he found her crying, and
something about that made her laugh despite her grief. She sat up and wiped at her face.

“No. Not really.” She sighed, then pushed herself up from the bench. “How about you?”
There were dark circles under his eyes and his hair was a mess. The charcoal gray suit

he wore was just a little too big for him. He smiled a slow, uneasy smile at her question. “No. Not
really. I wasn’t even sure if I should be here, to be honest. Her dad didn’t like me much.”

“I don’t think he liked me, either. I’m not sure it really matters.” She thought about Syd’s
dad, sitting alone at the front of the funeral parlor as strangers passed by so they could get a
good look at his daughter’s body and tell loud, horrible stories about what a tramp she was.
“Come on. We should go see him, at least. Let him decide for himself if you should be here.”

She took James’ arm and led him through the crowd. There wasn’t a line at the casket,
anymore, so she stayed back and spoke quietly with Braedyn to give James some privacy while
he said his final goodbyes. When he was done, Liz met up with him again and tugged him
gently over to Syd’s dad.

The two men stared at one another, each one tense and neither quite sure what to say
to the other. When it seemed as if the silence would stretch on forever, Liz sighed. They had to
start somewhere, right?

“James was really good to Syd. When he found out she was going to hurt herself at the
party, that night, he rushed off to save her.” Liz bumped James’ shoulder encouragingly, and he
finally nodded.

“I didn’t find out she was only eighteen until later in the night,” James admitted. “If I had
known, I never would have bought her drinks.” He choked on his words and turned his head
away shamefully. “If I had known, I never would have let her get to that point. I could have saved
her.” Teardrops fell onto his lapel. “I’m so sorry, sir. I would give anything to go back and do that
night over. It’s all my fault.”



Syd’s dad shook his head and placed a hand on James’ shoulder, squeezing slightly.
“She would have found some other way to drink. It’s not your fault, son. She was...she was a
smart girl. Clever. She would have found a way.”

James bowed his head and covered his face with one hand. Syd’s dad pulled him into a
hug, then helped him to sit down next to him. Liz sat on James’ other side and leaned against
him for comfort—his or her own, she would never know.

At long last, the funeral began. Liz and James kept their seats next to Syd’s dad in the
nearly empty family section. Syd had a few distant cousins, it seemed, but they’d never been
very close. Even her grandparents on her mom’s side didn’t bother to show up, and the ones on
her dad’s side had died several years ago. It made for a very lonely funeral.

Liz half listened to the pastor who gave the Eulogy, followed by a short sermon. The
stocky man stood before the crowd in his dark wool suit as he read notes from a phone shoved
between the pages of his bible. The casket was finally shut over the face of the girl who had
stood at the center of splintering fault lines that led to all the people around her. She was the
epicenter of a deep, unsettling grief that could never be resolved.

Some of the fault for Syd’s death rested on Liz’s shoulders. She’d said and done horrible
things to the broken girl in the casket, and Liz would never be able to get forgiveness for the
way she’d behaved. The only one who could provide that was Syd, and Syd was gone forever.
Liz would carry Syd’s death around with her for the rest of her life.

It wasn’t okay. It wasn’t fair that she’d never get a chance to repent to the girl that she’d
never meant to hurt. For a very short time, Syd was her friend. Liz took a deep breath as the
tears billowed once more.

“In troubling circumstances such as this,” the pastor said, “we must remember that Jesus
is our advocate. He perished for our sins so that we might know Him and have a relationship
with God through Him. If Jesus is able to cover over any sin committed in this world, surely he
can atone here.”

Liz clenched her fists and stared down into her lap. For the first time in her life, Liz fully
understood how important it was to be forgiven. Not just to say the words, but to hear the
person she’d wronged say those precious words: “I forgive you.” She could never be forgiven for
what she’d done. Not by Syd. Liz bowed her head and pressed her cupped fists into her eyes.

Please tell her I’m sorry, Liz begged. I’m so sorry.
“As Paul says in Romans, chapter 2, even people who do not know the law of God but

do as the law requires by their nature, they show that the law of God is written on their hearts.
Their conscience will bear witness for them. Their thoughts will sometimes accuse them but also
defend them on the day of judgment.” The pastor nodded solemnly and took a breath to gaze
sadly at the closed coffin behind him. “Paul reminds us that the wages of sin is death, but the
gift of God is eternal life in Jesus Christ. Although Sydney had it in mind to end her own life, we
must always remember that there is a life after this one.”

The pastor finished speaking and music played as everyone filed out of the parlor; but
James, Liz, and Syd’s dad stayed seated. Liz hugged herself tight. She thought about Syd and
all the brief moments they’d had together, and she smiled through her tears.

“Syd danced with me that night,” she said. James and Syd’s dad turned to look at her.
They waited quietly for her to continue. Expectantly. It was like any moment spoken of the girl
they’d lost was another moment that they would get to live with her again. Liz wiped her face



and said, “She didn’t want to dance, at first, but I made her. She kept trying to do the running
man, but she couldn’t stay in place. She ran into three people. They were so mad.” She laughed
and shook her head. “She was a terrible dancer.”

James laughed quietly. “I don’t know. I liked dancing with her. She made me feel like
nothing else mattered. Like I could be what I wanted and she wouldn’t judge me for it. She
was…” He clenched his fists, as if trying to capture the words. But there weren’t words that
could accurately capture whatever it was that Syd was. He opened his hands helplessly and
shook his head.

Syd’s dad nodded anyway, as if he fully understood what James meant. “Yeah,” he said.
His voice was so quiet that it almost disappeared into the funeral march grating through the
speakers in the room. “Yeah. She was.”


