The Gardener

by Reese Williams

Cameras flash as the woman on the podium begins to speak. Everyone wanted a private
funeral, but she didn’t want to hide her “baby” from the world.

“Blue was his favorite color. He wore it to school, to church, to Target when he went
with me,” the woman pauses as she puts a tissue to her nose. “But blue was the opposite of what
Callum was. He was the sun. He was my sun, and everyone around him. The truth be told, he
wasn’t my biological son. But he was my child in every way that mattered. When his father, my
husband, died...he was in a dark place. He never ate, he never went outside, he never hung out
with friends. During that point that we shared that grief, we bonded in a way that made me think
of fungus on food.”

She laughs and earns a few chuckles from the crowd. Sad cries. I’ve never enjoyed
funerals. Especially ones I have close relations with. All it causes is more sadness and less time
to grief. Poor Xada, though I know she isn’t as sad as her mother. The relationship between my
best friend, her stepbrother, and her mother is one... difficult topic. I’ve known Xada since she
tutored me in Spanish three years ago. [ was terrible at Spanish in seventh grade, and my mother
was stressed that [ was going to fail. [ hardly think failing in middle school was the most
important thing in my life, but alas. Her mother fed me every time I went over to Xada’s house
for tutoring, and one day—about a few months after I met them—Callum and Mr. Degregro
moved in. [ had known that Ms. Patune was dating someone, but I didn’t know the details. Xada
told me they eloped that week, and she was tragically upset.

“Xada Patune,” a voice calls, bringing me back to the task at hand. I turn to the left and

watch the stone-faced friend beside me. Her jet-black hair was in one long braid, her olive skin a



few shades lighter than when I last saw her. She’s wearing a black suit and slacks with matching
high heels. Her ears are decorated with lavish earrings that cover her eight piercings on each
side. If anything, I would think this would be an excuse to dress up rather than grieve her dead
stepbrother. She never really liked him.

“Are you going up?” I whisper. She’s supposed to say another message about the
wonderful life of Callum Degregro. I didn’t know Callum too well. All I could do was recall the
days when the refrigerator turned from drawings from Xada, to A’s from Callum. I always
wondered how Xada felt about being second best to someone who doesn’t even share the same
blood.

“No.”

No? Would she rather keep her pride than humble herself and speak about the deceased?

“You need to go, Xada. Before your mother kicks you out,” I harshly say.

“No. They’re acting like he died by accident! He was murdered, Ellie. He deserves
something better than this.”

She stands up and leaves, murmurs following her. I hear a few reporters try to ask her
questions, but she replies with “no comment”, and I glance at the woman who is unmistakably
her mother. They’re identical. To the hair to the shape of their nose. How two could be so similar
on the outside, but so different on the inside. Instead of Mrs. Patune-Degregro being upset about
her daughter’s refusal to speak, all she does is take the microphone once more. I know she says
something, but all I can think about is Xada’s strange, sudden change of heart. All of a sudden,
she wants to defend her stepbrother, when before all she wanted him to do was go away?
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“I know your secret, Elizabeth,” Callum says, leaning against the doorway to Xada’s
room. Currently, she’s occupied getting snacks for us.

“Secret?” I ask, tilting my head in confusion. “What secret?”
He scoffs. “You're not getting out of this. [ won’t allow it.”

“Out of what, Callum?” I say, my anger rising to the surface. What spider spun this web
of confusion? What in the world is Callum talking about?

“You're a waste of space,” he spits, leaving the room.
I hate you, Elizabeth. I hate you, Elizabeth. I hate you, Elizabeth. | HATE YOU—

HIEIN

I wound up back at Xada’s place after I followed her out of the funeral moments later.
The only reason I was attending was for support, and it’s obvious that Xada doesn’t need it.
Instead, she needs help solving her stepbrother’s murder like a movie.”

“Let the police handle it,” I lazily say, lying on her bed, looking at a drawn picture. “And
who is this supposed to be?”

Xada scoffs and swipes the paper out of my hands. “The person I saw the night of his
murder.”

I'sit up in a flash. “You were there?”
She doesn’t make eye contact. “I was. I’'m sorry I never told you. The police told me to be quiet
about it. But now...Now I can’t let any of this go.”

“Xada,” I begin. “Oh my gosh, I’'m so sorry you had to witness that.”
Worry spikes my senses. That and the meal cooking in the kitchen. Who else is here?

“It was so bad, Ellie,” she cries, sitting next to me on her bed. “I know I didn’t see much

due to the night sky, but [ saw Callum fall, saw the murderer’s green eyes meet mine, and—"



“You don’t have to live through that again with me,” I assure, tucking my hands against
my hand, lying back down flat on my back. This is worse than I imagined. Poor Xada not only
had to suffer through the loss of her stepbrother but also saw it. And yet...she couldn’t identify
who it was? Or...is Xada hiding something from me?

“Thanks for being here with me, Ellie.”

“Always.”

The next morning, I offer to drive Xada to the police station. She wants to go and see if
she can be of any help in the investigation. The only reason I offered in the first place is to try
and convince her to stay out of it. All this will end in more heartbreak. And for some reason, she
is so set on solving this case when there is no case for her to solve. She can’t do it alone. She
needs to let the police—the experts—handle this.

“Thanks for taking me,” Xada says, stepping out of my car. The day is foggy, clouds
covering the sky like a blanket. The ominous gray only deepens my worry.

“Of course. Call me when you need to be picked up.”

She nods and closes the front door, waving as she walks into the police station, which is oddly
empty.

I drive away. But, instead of going back to my house, I drive to the graveyard to go see
Dad. The only person who could understand me. From my love of gardening to my love for
exploration, he got it all. Something Xada would never comprehend. All she worries about
nowadays is finding out who killed her stepbrother—a valid hobby—and how to win her

mother’s approval.



I park next to a gray sedan and start walking down the Path of Love, the designated name
for the stone trail leading to the graves of loved ones. Most find it poetic, but I find it rather odd.
Seeming that they have the time to name paths but not bury enough people. If I could help, I
would. But no one likes to hear the truth.

I spot my dad, his marble gravestone sitting, a vase of flowers decorating his grave. I visit
him weekly to shave off the daily stress of life. I can confess anything—everything to him, even
though I may not know if he can actually hear me.

Dad. Help me. Save me. Come back. I need you.

The phone rings, and I answer. It’s Xada telling me that she doesn’t need me to pick her up. It
turns out she found another ride. More time for me then. More time for me to stay and continue

my never-ending grief.

I wake up to the sky darkened. I must have fallen asleep at the graveyard! I rush up,
feeling lightheaded and dizzy, and head to my car. Turning on the engine and the warm air, [
head home. My headlights brighten the road as I check the digital clock. It’s nine at night,
meaning Mother must be fuming that I didn’t come home on time, and the garden isn’t tilled.
Why can’t I just go to bed?

“You’re home late,” Mother growls as I walk in the front door.

“Sorry,” I murmur. “I got caught up at the graveyard.”

“You visited your father again?”

“Whenever I can,” I nod.

She hugs herself, her robe covering her pale skin. Her blonde hair flows over her brown eyes and

freckles.



“I have to tend to the garden, but I’ll be in bed before ten.”

“Okay, love. And, Xada was over a bit ago, but she just went to the back.”
Odd. I didn’t invite her over, and she was at the station all day. I shrug and head out to the
backyard, closing the sliding doors behind me. As I grab my garden tools, I see a figure by the
shed. It’s...Xada?

“What are you doing here?” I ask.

“Do you only plant carrots?” she questions, avoiding my earlier question.

“Carrots are my favorite,” I respond, using the shovel to till the soil.
I don’t look back at my friend.

“You don’t plant anything else?”

“I like lots of different things. Burying things always caught my attention—like our time
capsule from fourth grade.”

“Would that include bodies?”
I turn my face, my features tightening. How could Xada suspect me? How could she have
betrayed this friendship to accuse me? [—

“What an odd thing to say, Xada. Why would you be thinking about burying bodies? The
police haven’t turned the investigation on you, did they?”

“Why would they? I’'m the only witness—"

“That’s so convenient, isn’t it? You’re the only one there. That could easily turn against
you.

“Xada Patune, a 16-year-old who wants her mother to approve of her. The only thing in

her way is her stepbrother, Callum. He’s everything Xada’s mother wished for in a child:



successful, smart, and respectful. But why kill him? I know. You would tell me day in and day
out how much you hated him and wanted him out of your life. Such a motive,” I tisk.

“Stop, Ellie. It’s over—I caught you.”

“You alone? I do think it’s rather odd that you don’t have anyone else to confront me.
That is, if you believe me to be the killer.”

“I don’t believe. I know. Ever since I mentioned I was there and the whole situation, you
were trying to get me to drop it. The killer? The same bright green eyes as yours. And when |
called you to tell you I didn’t need a ride home? I went to your house and found it. I found the
weapon you used to kill Callum. It was screaming at my face the whole time. And you’re
holding it right now.”

We look down at my shovel.

“That’s trespassing,” I say.

A gust of wind blows Xada’s jet-black hair across her face. Her determination is set with the
narrowing of her eyes and the pursed lips.

I scoff and turn back to tilling the soil. My last batch turned out well. I only hope the
same 1s true about this season. As winter rolls around, devastation ensues.

“Please, Ellie. Just turn yourself in. It doesn’t have to come to—"

“Come to what?!” I shout, turning back to face this annoyance. “You’re a worthless girl
who can’t even make her own mother happy! You could never make anyone happy.”

“Callum was right,” she murmurs, her lips quivering as she keeps herself from shaking.
She rocks her head from side to side and takes a step backwards, almost running into the garden
shed. “You are horrible.”

“Callum’s dead. He can’t tell any more lies.”



She stiffens and quickly brings her hands to her face—Ilikely wiping her tears away.
So...pathetic. How I could ever have stood her, I don’t know.

She reaches into her pocket, and I grab the shovel, pointing it towards her.

“Don’t even think about it,” I warn. Why couldn’t Xada have left me alone?

She tilts her head back, her hands grasping the sides of her skull.

“Please,” she begs. “Please.”

I almost consider it. What good would it be to kill her? All it will do is point more fingers
towards me. Leaving would look too bad, and framing is...too much work. But that might be my
only option.

“I hate you,” she says after a silent moment. “I hate you so much. You killed Callum. He
was /6. He had a whole life to live, and you—you did this. You ruined everything!”

I shake my head, firm. “T didn’t kill him. You killed him. And then you killed yourself out
of grief and regret.” She should be locked up, she should be questioned, and she should be
cornered into telling the truth. She’s only trying to protect herself. She never cared about Callum.
She didn’t witness it that day—she lied, just like everyone else. She lied. And liars always get
the happy endings because they cheat their way to success. What’s that one saying? Liar, liar,
your body’s on fire? I like that one.

Now, Xada has gone silent. Hasn’t her mother told her to stay away from dangerous
people? Now, her mistake—Ilike so many others—will give her a place right next to Callum.

“Why did you do it?”” she murmurs.

Confessions are always left for the end. “Do you know what happens to snitches?”

“They end up in ditches.”



“I guess that’s what happened to pretty boy. I guess he should have thought twice about
threatening a murderer,” I giggle. “I mean, future murderer when he was alive. He’s dead now.
Obviously.”

“You’re such a—"

“Monster? Yeah, [ know,” I grin.

“Just—just tell the truth to the police,” she tries, her fists now palmed on her paled
cheeks. Not to brave now that we’re face-to-face, huh, Xada? A tear slips down as she assesses
the situation. It’s kind of sad—or poetic. The best friend dying at my hands, her body used as
fertilizer in my garden.

“Truth is subjective,” I say, lifting the shovel over my head. “And don’t scream.”

As the shovel comes down, I shake my head. They never listen.



