Part One:__ the Longest Last Summer______________________________________________

When Taylor moved in with her high school boyfriend Justin, we all knew that it was gonna end in disaster.
Don’t get me wrong, we all liked her and Justin together. They’d been dating since Junior year and it just made sense (at least, at the time) that that was the direction that their lives were going to go in. She was a cheerleader, he was a baseball player, they both had long dark hair and even grew up in the same gated community once Taylor’s parents moved in when we were all in middle school. But getting hitched right after graduation had been the dumbest idea that Taylor had ever had—and even before all this, she was no stranger to making some seriously dumb decisions. 
But at the end of the day, she seemed happy. And back then, that’s all we figured really mattered.
“This trailer is a whole-ass vibe, y’all.”
It really was. 
You kind of had to have been there, and also have been eighteen going-on twenty-one to really understand. It was a podunk little prebuilt house out in the country that had a bedroom on either end and one bathroom with a living room and kitchen between them, but it was a vibe. Especially once Taylor and Justin got to buy furniture for it—with the big TV on the wall, Justin’s and his brother’s video-game collection underneath it, high school jerseys and photos hung up in the living room, it might as well have been the peak of culture. Sure it was cheap, but what else exactly were two crazy kids like Tyler (and Justin, with a little help from the considerable graduation money his parents gave him) going to buy right out of high school?
To 18-year-old Hanna, that was the kind of primo shit that I was living for. Independence, not living with your parents, and the freedom to be your own person and make your own mistakes.
Of course, looking back on it, it looked like total shit—real redneck chic. 
But when you’re a stupid teenager, everything’s cool when your parents don’t make you do it.
And let me tell you, I was over at that stupid trailer every day for the first few months of them living there. All of the sudden we had the freedom to party and have a place to not only discover what it was like to have a hangover, but to sleep any and all of them off for as long as we needed to. We all might have only been high school graduates, but Justin’s brother was twenty-two. He’d pick up more than enough beer to keep us going well into the night and hurting in the morning, and we’d all just hang out at Taylor and Justin’s house until we literally couldn’t put off going home anymore.
I remember asking her one day, as we watched old Disney Channel reruns while we ate Hardee’s for breakfast;
“You figure out what you’re gonna do once Summer’s over, Taylor?”
I had really been hoping that she had applied to the same college as me. Laura had decided to go somewhere else, and I really didn’t want to go off to some school in the fall where I didn’t know anybody. Looking back, she could have said literally anything else and I probably wouldn’t have been as concerned.
“I already did it—move out.” Taylor chuckled as she cracked her second beer of the morning, “My parents said I could either go to college or find a new place to live; so I did.”
“Taylor.” I remember that Kelsey was especially aghast at the idea, something that she’s still very adamant had nothing to do with the fact that she’d had a crush on Taylor’s husband since Junior year, “Taylor, did you and Justin get married just because—"
“We talked about it beforehand, yeah.” Taylor slurped through her liquid breakfast, “It ain’t like that was the only reason.”
Looking back, the fact that their nuptials were a slapdash decision really explains a lot about that godawful reception. It had been in this dinky little church out near where the two of them moved to, where almost all the guests were Justin’s family. Me, Kelsey, Laura, Becca, Taylor’s parents and two cousins were the only people who sat on the bride’s side of the aisle, and I’m pretty sure that I might have been one of the only people who really wanted to be there.
I guess that included Taylor too.
But in Taylor’s defense, I really believe that she just didn’t realize the little ways that her life would change once she had moved out of her parent’s house; at least at the time. Taylor probably didn’t think about the fact that no one would be there to wash her clothes or to pay someone to come out once every Friday to help clean up. That she didn’t realize there wasn’t gonna be a momma or daddy to push her towards making smart decisions like going to college or developing a useful skillset, and that being left to her own devices all the time might not have been a great idea. Of course, I was eighteen too, and I could have told her that having Bojangles or Hardee’s every morning for breakfast and drinking beer like water would have had some negative effects on her down the line.
But… y’know, we were all young and dumb once upon a time. 
That being said, from that Summer on, we all got a first-row view to the Taylor Show as she started to collapse without the rules that her parents had put into place. 
We were either there to witness or heard all about her staying up late, drinking beer, ordering out all the time, and how she had decided to commemorate her marriage to Justin with a butterfly tattoo right around the small of her back. Not to mention we all got to watch her slowly eke her way out of ever fitting into that cheer uniform ever again. Granted, none of the rest of us had done a good job at keeping up with our routine either, but we also weren’t vegging out on the couch twenty-four-seven scrolling through our phones. At least, whenever we weren’t all over at Taylor’s we weren’t.
As she got more comfortable living her best life in that shitty little trailer, Taylor’s style slowly started to change. When we were kids, she would always wear her long dark hair down unless we were in uniform, and her summer wardrobe whenever we went out consisted of calf-high capris or little short-shorts under tank tops. Back then, she still had a slim figure from all the cheer practices and games. It sounds kind of stupid, but I used to be really jealous of her—back then, I had spent the better part of our high school years convinced that she was prettier than me just because she was shorter than me and more popular with guys.
Looking back on it now I wouldn’t say that I was ugly, but she definitely wore a cheer uniform a lot better than I did.
And hey, look where being popular with guys got her, right?
Anyway, when she first moved into the trailer with Justin after graduation, Taylor still held onto some of that preppy style. She would wear shorts or jeans with cute t-shirts or tank tops, usually paired with sandals or sneakers depending on the occasion. But as time went on and her lifestyle became more sedentary, that started to get reflected in her style. The longer that the Summer went on and the more she distanced herself from the moderation that her parents and our coach had passively imposed on her, the less I saw of some of her favorite outfits as they began to hug a growing tummy and fight against a growing set of lovehandles that bulged over every pair of shorts she squeezed into.
I swear, I didn’t even hear her say the word job until six months into the two of them being married.
“I mean, why should I have to work? Justin and Tyler make enough to support the three of us just fine.” Taylor sat criss-cross applesauce on the couch, thickening legs folded over one another as she leaned in late one night for another slice of pizza from the coffee table, “Besides, if I get a job, neither’a them will clean up around here like I do…”
I remember thinking that it was a little weird that Kelsey and I had been the only ones to come over that night. 
Presumably, it been getting harder and harder for Taylor sell the rest of our friends from high school on weekly invites over to her and Justin’s place by this point. Not only was it out in the middle of the most country-ass part of the county, but more than a few of our folks had wised up to the fact that “going to Taylor’s” meant “I’m not comin’ home tonight, and if you call me the next morning I’ll be hungover”. 
That and, like… most of us were doing shit. 
“Like damn, he says that he wants a wife who’ll cook for him and clean for him.” Taylor’s nostril curled as she swirled her cheap beer in its can, settling back into the sofa with her slice in hand, “But then he bitches at me because I don’t ‘contribute’—like, does he expect me to do both?”
I had enrolled in community college. Kelsey had started going to Kenneth Schuler for cosmetology. Becca had started seeing some guy out in Spartanburg and was about two weeks away from getting pregnant. Laura moved in at North Greenville and got real into God. We hadn’t stopped hanging out or anything, but it was getting harder to keep in touch because… y’know… our lives were going in different directions. Typical Life After High School stuff.
“If he don’t at least start actin’ like he appreciates me…” Taylor gutturalized vaguely, “…well, y’all know the saying; unhappy wife, find some holes in them big fancy tires on your truck.” 
And then there was Taylor—still neck deep in the high school drama mill, six months out.
Thirty pounds heavier than she’d been when she walked off the stage at our graduation and four beers into our sleepover (to my two and Kelsey’s one), I would’ve had to have been blind to not see the changes in my friend even back when they were a lot more subtle than they’d wind up. The veneer of cheerleading and fleeting high school popularity was still there, but it had started to crack a little once all of us started going in our own directions. In my head at least, I just thought she’d just made a dumb mistake; getting married to Justin right out of high school just so she could move out of her parents’ house might have been a bad idea, but they could make things work. I thought, you know, her not going to college might have been the right decision—I was well on my way to losing my scholarships if I didn’t buckle down, and the last thing I wanted to do was wind up in debt like my parents.
Of course, back then, I was still giving her the benefit of the doubt.
But in our pajamas, huddled on the couch in front of a huge TV with almost a six pack of empty beer cans and two boxes of pizza in front of us, I should have been able to tell that Taylor wasn’t going to pull out of this tailspin any time soon. Ostensibly, Taylor had “cleaned up for company.” But I think that just meant that there weren’t any dirty clothes laying around and the dishes had been done. Justin’s beer pong table was still sat where we’d put it up about three months ago before he apparently just decided that it lived there now, and Taylor was wearing one of his old t-shirts instead of one of her own to hide a softening beer belly. 
Without cheer practice or her parents instructing her diet, I should have known from right then that she had a round future ahead of her.
“Y’all want another?” Taylor asked as she pushed herself off the couch, soft ass swaying behind her as she tugged at the hem her husband’s shirt on her way to the half-empty 24-pack of Busch in the fridge, “We got plenty.”
And like… okay. 
Everyone drifts a little after high school.
It’s like, you used to be one thing, and now you’re trying to figure out what you’re gonna be next. It’s hard and it’s weird and it kind of hurts sometimes, but it’s supposed to happen. Go to college, get a job, maybe both (I know I did) and meet new people along the way. You’re supposed to go and do things. Hell, in a perfect world you’d move out and get out of your hometown. Both things that Taylor had accomplished (by merit of getting married and moving a forty-five-minute drive from the gated community her parents lived in), but as for the rest of it? Not so much.
Taylor wasn’t “drifting” after high school—she was right where she chose to be.
Every week or so, she and Justin were having friends over. More and more, it became them having Justin’s friends over. Me, Kelsey, and the other girls came over every now and then, but the vibe had definitely changed once Justin’s baseball buddies had thinned out and he started supplementing our alumni with people he worked with at the plant. 
And like… I don’t want to sound uppity. 
But I still don’t understand the appeal of mudding.
Y’know. Muddin’. That thing you do where you go out in your big truck and just fuck around? Justin got real into it around this time, which meant that Taylor had to get into it too. Justin would get drunk with his friends and they’d all take their girlfriends out after a rainy day and do donuts out in the country. Then they’d go home, drink more, and play music loud enough that the cops got called one time when I was over there with Becca and Kelsey, and we just…
“We don’t even have that many neighbors!” Taylor’s scoff was audible from the other end of the phone, as were her occasional swigs from a Sprite to nurse her hangover, “My man and his friends work hard all week, we should be allowed to have some fun, right?” 
Phew.
Like, goddamn y’all.
“Lucky that I don’t look nineteen.” The way that she said it, I could just see how proud she was that she hadn’t been ID’d by the cops that had showed up that night, “Otherwise we would’a been in some serious trouble.”
Since Taylor’s scene was wherever Justin’s was, that meant that she’d found a whole new group of friends. Ones that didn’t see anything wrong with her drinking underaged or selling her pot. When she started to outgrow the last of her cute little outfits from high school, they were the ones to help her shop for new ones. On the cheap, of course, because she still didn’t have a fucking job. And between the “party supplies”, splitting the bills with his brother, and the chrome rims on his truck, Justin couldn’t exactly afford to keep his little redneck Barbie in Gucci. 
“Can you believe him?” Taylor huffed at me one day, slugging back her beer and leaning against the kitchen counter. “Who the fuck is he to tell me that I’m gettin’ too fat?”
I remember shaking my head sympathetically, trying to pretend that she wasn’t rustling wrist-deep in a  bag of Flamin’ Hot Cheetos. 
“I mean, who does he think he is?” Taylor had started to pick up a little twang whenever she got mad, and talking about Justin even back then was the best way to get her mad as hellfire, “I don’t see him looking like no Abercrombie model these days either.”
I agreed with her half-heartedly, knowing that Justin still looked pretty good in his work uniform even if he’d put on a little weight since high school. I’d been nursing a crush on him since Junior year, but that was neither here nor there once the two of them got married. Letting his hair grow out long had been… a choice… but he was still hotter than the guy that I was seeing. As in, the guy who I’d seen last on a second date a few weeks before that phone call. But I wasn’t about to tell Taylor that. 
…gawd, I’m still embarrassed about ever having a crush on that man.
“It’s just frustrating,” she sighed heavily before a, taking a big swig of Busch, and b, brightening again suddenly as inspiration struck her. “Hey! You and some’a the girls wanna come over next Friday night? There’s this cute little Mexican guy who works with Justin and he’s single…~”
I, uh… I didn’t go over that Friday night.
I actually didn’t go over for a lot of Friday nights after that.
I had a big final to study for in two weeks. And I had been free all of Spring Break, but Taylor kept  ghosting me until the day before Spring Break was over. I spent the last day of my vacation in my hometown’s dead mall eating Chic-fil-A. By this point, I was getting ready to move into my Sophomore year of college. And Taylor was still too grossed out by Sushi to even try the Asian restaurant that I suggested as an alternative. Sure, there was always the Summer, but by then I had already started making new friends that wanted to do more than parade around in booty shorts and make micro flirtations with Justin’s (admittedly) cute coworker.
But God help me if I didn’t hear all about it when Justin’s brother moved out just a little over a year into living with the Happy Couple.
Like, I still considered Taylor a friend. It wasn’t like this switch that went off in my head. I and all her other friends were worried about her, but I’ll be the first one to admit that I just didn’t have a lot of time for her bullshit. And when she started freaking out about Justin not making enough money to afford the lifestyle that they’d gotten used to on a two-income household to which Taylor did not contribute, it was plain as day what literally everyone’s advice was going to be.
I don’t know if her parents finally talked some sense into her or she just got tired of everyone telling her the same answer that she didn’t want to hear, but she eventually relented and got a job. 
Something that I had thought would be the best thing that could have happened to her—y’know, to help her grow up a little.
At just a few months past nineteen, Taylor got her first job working with Justin’s mom at Lucy’s; this Meat ’n’ Three that my Pop Pop used to take us all out to before he passed. And, if it hadn’t been for Justin’s brother moving out, I never would have known that their parents had owned the place. Since she was about as bad in the kitchen as she was at math, it made sense to give Taylor a waitressing job over anything else. And while seeing her working as a waitress wasn’t exactly where I thought that Taylor would wind up when we were back in high school, I couldn’t argue that it was at least a job.
One that she only did three days a week, but it was still a job.
“Workin’ with this heifer is gonna drive me crazy, Hanna.”
I’ll be honest—by this point, Taylor calling anyone a heifer was a pot calling a kettle black if I’d ever heard it.
I should have known that her working around all that fried food would have wound up causing more problems than it solved. She could have passed for cornfed back when she was content at laying around, drinking beer and partying all the time. But once she had to settle down, not come to work hungover, and deal with the stress of her brother-in-law subtracting his income, Taylor’s coping mechanisms came straight from the customers’ plates. Fries, hushpuppies, okra, even the cornbread wasn’t safe. 
If it could fall off your plate, it could fall into Taylor’s mouth.
And by God was that mouth starting to catch an awful lot.
“I swear—” she said ‘swear’ with an inflection I’d only heard when drunk before, “You’d think she’d be nicer to me since my husband’s her fuckin’ son. But nooo.”
I remember the last time that I saw Taylor squeezed into the “uniform” that her mother-in-law made her wear. It was just a bright blue shirt with all the slogans and stuff screen-printed onto it, but Taylor looked poured into that thing. I could see the button on her pants straining against her thick paunch as it hung over her jeans. Her once-taut biceps now filled out the sleeves like biscuit dough and swelled to fill the arm holes. Even her neck looked thick and swollen compared to how I remembered it—I’m not sure if it's just genetics or if it had something to do with the drinking, but Taylor’s always sort of put on weight in her face. Her dark hair was pulled back into a messy bun, sweat beading on her forehead, with strands sticking out haphazardly around her face.
I don’t know when exactly Taylor got the tattoo of the birds flying out of the cage. The black ink of the cage’s outline started on her bicep and the flock of birds ran down onto her forearm. But like the butterfly just above her ass, the shapes that had been inked into her skin in the short time after high school were already starting to get distorted and a little misshapen, the intricacies of the patterns becoming faded as her skin stretched to accommodate her growing figure. Her face had gotten all round chubby, her hair was always up, and she was constantly at least a little flushed. Even in the simple waitress uniform, literally just a bright blue Lucy’s shirt over a pair of jeans, Taylor looked like she was ready to pop—her belly was already starting to get really big by that point, and I’m sure that I wasn’t the only one who was worried that she might be pregnant.
“He’d have to be able to fuck me sober for somethin’ like that to happen.”
Taylor had cursed about it as soon as I’d brought up the possibility, and she’d done so loud enough that Justin’s mom looked over from behind the counter. Her round face was red and huffy as she harrumphed her way past the accusation. 
“And I don’t see that happenin’ in quite a while with the way he’s been actin’.”
Seeing Taylor’s stomach pressing against the lip of the cheap table as it squished hard against a shirt that was a full size too small didn’t exactly make me feel any better. Her stomach pressed against the edge of the table like an overinflated balloon, straining at the seams of her too-small shirt which rode up over her belly button. The fabric stretched tautly across every inch of soft flesh, highlighting rolls upon rolls on top of what must have been an enormous gut. Sitting across from her with three plates between us and only one of them mine, all while Taylor wagged her double chin to explain to me just how hard her life was, it was getting harder to drudge up any sympathy for my old friend…
“I’m just sayin’ if he wants me to start losin’ weight, then he might as well let me quit this fuckin’ job.” she mumbled before taking another bite. “I’m gonna blow up if I keep eatin’ whatever scraps that hog feeds me, and it ain’t like I make that much here anyway.”
I casually mentioned bringing her own lunch from home, and she just rolled her eyes at me and bratted about it.
“Take his side then.”
Ooouuuugh. Y’all.
I was this close to grabbing that girl by the throat. I had been such a good friend to her while she pissed her year away in a glorified trailer and got to play white trash, listening to her bitch about Justin and bitch about Tyler and bitch about her parents and blah blah-blah blah blah. 
But because I dared to suggest a solution to yet another one of the easiest fucking problems ever that populated her precious little life, I was “taking his side” and basically telling her that I thought she was too fat.
Which she was but goddamn if I’d have known how fucking huge she’d wind up getting I might have let myself slap some sense into her.
Nevertheless, I did not murder Taylor.
And eventually we did make up. 
But it would take a while. I was kinda done with her after she was such a bitch to me for just trying to help. In fact, she was kind of a bitch about a lot of things ever since she moved out. Most of the time it was just because she was hungover, but she’d just started getting so snippy with me whenever I talked about me going to college or tried to tell her stories about any of my new friends that I had just stopped telling her about anything other than just rehashing old high school issues every time I came over.
Which yeah, could be fun, but that wasn’t what I wanted to do all the time.
Even back then I could see that Taylor and I had grown apart. And at the moment, I might have been content to never see her again. And I didn’t, for a pretty long time. 
I started hanging out more with my friends, I got a job at UltraTan and started making friends there. I think I actually went to more parties than when I was hanging out with Taylor and Justin and his friends. Actual parties—not ones where we all wound up getting drunk in front of the TV while Justin and his friends played Beer Pong.
There were just other, more important things going on in my life than the Taylor Show.
All that being said, I almost wish that I had been there for some of the shit that went down between that day and her twenty-first birthday. Even after we made up, there was a good long while where we were just sharing memes back and forth a few days apart. I didn’t see Taylor through anything other than status updates.
But even just watching from afar, I could tell that Taylor’s Redneck Barbie days were far from over…

