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This book is
dedicated to everyone who has,

at one point or
another,

been lost, confused,
and lonely.

Know that I was once
there,

and am thankful for
the pain,

because in that
darkness,

the person who I am
today was born.
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Learn from
yesterday, live for today, hope for tomorrow.

The important thing
is not to stop questioning

~
Albert Einstein~

 


Always dream and
shoot higher than you know you can do.

Do not bother just
to be better than your contemporaries or predecessors.

Try to be better
than yourself

~ William
Faulkner~

 


Failure is the condiment that gives success its
flavor

~ Truman Capote~
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CHAPTER 1

 


The sun is bright
and hot, and the world seems far too happy for me to be in it. I
fumble with my purse looking for my pack of cigarettes. There. I
found it. The box feels light and I wonder if it's empty, and hope
to hell it's not. I flip the lid back and find two left. My lucky
day. An odd sensation crawls over the surface of my face, and I
realize I'm attempting to smile for the first time in forever. But
this momentary joy fades quickly, and I find myself once again
trapped in my never-ending thoughts.

The cigarette hangs
loosely from my lips. I take a long drag, watching the tip glow as
I suck down the heavenly toxins. I'm standing on my tiptoes at the
edge, my hands wrapped tightly around the railing, my body draped
recklessly over it. It's an early summer evening, the street below
bustling, and I wonder if anyone will care if I jump. If anyone
will notice, or if they will just step over the hapless remnants of
my existence and go about their day.

My purse vibrates.
It's them calling. I'm late. I know I need to tell them tonight. To
expose myself and share the pain with them. Ask them for help, for
guidance, for support. And I wonder if I'll be strong enough to
survive telling them the truth, but then again, I wonder if I can
survive another day of them not knowing.

I slap that
“everything's perfect” smile on my face and make my way down the
busy street, and along the way if you listen carefully, you can
hear it splash and hit the ground as I move – it's despair – and it
pours from me, flooding out any possibility of happiness. No one
seems to notice it sloshing about, but I do. And it's all I can do
not to drown in it.

A
young man with a body that screams fuck me brushes my shoulder, and as he passes by, gives me a
nod and a wink. For a brief moment, I escape my cocoon of sorrow
and let myself smile for real. And I think, maybe it's all going to
be okay. Maybe hidden under the dark and heavy layers of despair
and doubt lies a shred of Hope.


CHAPTER 2

 


I enter the
restaurant, my hands firmly balled at my sides, and my stomach in
knots. The air is filled with hopeful chatter, and I feel as if
everyone is staring at me. Instinctively, I wrap my arms around my
body, desperately trying to hide all my problems from the
world.

That stupid fake
smile is plastered on my face, and I look around at everyone,
trying to locate my friends. From my vantage point, every single
patron seems to be exuding an unfair amount of confidence and
sincere happiness. But then I think about how I must appear to
others, and how long I've muddled through this painful life
deceiving everyone, even those closest to me. And I wonder, am I
alone or are there others just as sad as I am?

In the middle of one
of the private dining rooms, I spot my best friends: Emma, Clara,
and Grace. At first, they are oblivious to my arrival, and oddly,
I'm okay with that. For a moment, I stand a few feet away, admiring
them – three beautiful, successful, amazing women who have been
there for me, but yet know nothing of the horrors that haunt me. My
eyes begin to burn, and I quickly try to rub the emotion out of
them, but a single tear leaks out and journeys down the side of my
face.

“Hope!” Clara, the oldest of our group, runs
over to me, arms outstretched, and obviously blind to my
sadness.

I nod and smile,
wrapping my arms around her petite frame. Even in her 4-inch
stilettos, I tower over her.

“Hope, can't breathe here, honey,” she says,
gasping for air.

I realize I'm
clutching her, so I let go and stand back, examining my friend. She
looks different for some reason, but I can't place why. Grace and
Emma briefly turn in our direction and smile, before continuing
their heated debate about whether Rick, Emma's long-time boyfriend,
will ever pop the question.

“Hi guys,” I say with less enthusiasm than I
was going for.

A
Blackberry sitting on the table begins to rumble, and Clara lunges
for it. “Jefferson, that deal is a no go. I told you that,” Clara
places her hand over the speaker of her phone and mouths
I'm
sorry, before
placing it back at her ear, and walking toward the front of the
restaurant.

“It's been four years Emma! Four years! When are you going to wake up and see the light? He's
never going to be serious. Guys like him don-”

“You're just looking for reasons to hate
him, Grace! He doesn't need to marry me for me to know he loves
me!”

“Um, hi,” I say again, my voice cracking. I
nervously pick up a glass of water from the table and gulp almost
all of it down, trying to soothe the panic that gurgles inside of
me.

They both turn to me
and say, in unison, “Hi, Hope,” before turning back to face each
other.

I shrug my shoulders
and pick up the menu. Everything is so expensive here, and I
suddenly feel angry and agitated. The old me would have loved
coming here. Feeling the blood rush to my face, I try to hold back
the tears that threaten to spill from me.

“Sorry guys, opposing counsel is being such
a dick about this deal.” Clara places her hand on mine and smiles,
before nodding in the waiter's direction. “We're ready now,” she
says to him.

“Ready for what?” I look at each of them
directly in the eye. They all know I don't like surprises, and this
quite possibly could be the worst day for them to spring one on me.
“You aren't acknowledging my,” I lean in closer and whisper, “you
know what, are you?”

Before they have time to answer, I see, out of the corner of
my eye, a group form near the side of the restaurant. The leader of
the pack is carrying an over-sized cupcake, and with one quick nod
from him, his entourage begins to clap as they make their way over
to our table. Burning atop the sugary monstrosity are two numbers.
Two numbers I very much do not want to see. They sing
Happy
Birthday, but not
the way the song is supposed to be sung, but their own horrific
rendition of it. My lungs constrict, and my breath is paralyzed. I
shake my head, and the ferocious whoosh, whoosh of blood raging through my body drowns out
everything. I see them mouthing the words, hands clapping, and
people standing and smiling. I have two options: faint or run away.
I choose the latter.

I'm thankful the
restroom is just outside our private dining room, and run into it,
slamming the door behind me, and locking it. Quickly, I run up and
down the length of the room, pressing on all the stall doors,
confirming that I am indeed alone, before collapsing onto the floor
in pain. The floodgates open, and the sadness comes pouring out
from me. I give up the act, and allow myself the opportunity to
wallow in misery. My sobs are loud and hysterical, and I almost
don't notice the pounding on the bathroom door.

“Hope, are you okay? Please come out.” It's
Emma, and I don't want her to see me like this.

“I'm s-s-sorry,” I mumble, reaching for a
nearby roll of toilet paper, pulling the scratchy cloth up to my
face.

“Hope,” she whispers softly through the
door, “please let me come in. We don't have to talk, but I can't
bear the thought of you being upset and alone. Please?” Her voice
is cracked, and I can tell she, too, is fighting back tears of her
own.

Emma and I have been
through a lot together. Out of the four of us, we have known each
other the longest, and I think back to when I met her in elementary
school.

If
you had asked me then if I thought we would be best friends all
these years later, I would have laughed in your face. We were both
five, and in Ms. McCullom's class. Emma had always been jealous of
my long blond hair, and two days before our school picture day, she
thought it would be funny to stick her Dubble Bubble in it. This,
of course, resulted in my mother chopping almost all of my hair off
and consequently, my worst school picture ever.

“You know, I still hate you after all these
years,” I say, laughing through my tears. Using what little energy
I have left, I pull myself up, and walk over to the bathroom door.
Taking a deep breath, I unlock it.

Emma is holding a
tray with a box of Kleenex, bottle of wine, and the enormous
cupcake. Behind her are Grace and Clara. Their faces are red and
puffy, and their once perfectly applied makeup has run. Opening the
door just enough, I let them all in, and this time, I let them in
not just to the bathroom, but into my heart, and my life,
completely.


CHAPTER 3

 


Three light taps on
the bathroom door, followed by a baritone voice that says, “Madam,”
interrupts our sugary feast.

“Oh, for the love of God,” Clara says, as
she rummages through her massive leather tote. She pulls out a
stack of bills and walks over to the door. “Here! You know, you're
making out pretty well, if you ask me. Not only did I pay to
reserve the private dining room, which, as you can see,” she pauses
and stands back, sweeping her hands across the room dramatically,
“we aren't using, but, I'm also
paying you handsomely for the private usage of your facilities for
the evening, which, I might add, could be a bit cleaner.” Tilting
her head and raising one eyebrow, she stares down the
manager.

“Very well, Madam. I shall direct the
patrons to the other restroom. How silly of me to forget this one
was under construction.” He winks and exits the room, closing the
door behind him.

The four of us, all
sprawled out on the dingy bathroom floor of an upscale restaurant,
look around and find ourselves in a fit of laughter. I'm not sure
if the alcohol or the sugar is to blame for our silliness, but
either way, I welcome it. Listening to my friends talk about their
everyday lives, I sit back and sip a sweet white wine, swirling it
around in my mouth, savoring each and every delectable detail of it
before swallowing it down, and repeating the process. I close my
eyes and focus on my breathing. They haven't asked me about
anything, and I'm thankful for that, but I know I can't leave
without telling them. I just don't know how to go about doing
it.

Realizing I'm
already on my third glass of wine, I reach for the cupcake, and
find myself in tears yet again when I notice the two candles that
read “30” staring back at me.

The girls stop their
mindless chatter. Emma and Grace take a seat on either side of me,
folding me into their arms, while Clara, who sits across me, leans
forward and places her hands on my knees.

Emma brushes a few
strands of hair away from my face. “Honey, I think it's time, and I
want you to know that we,” she stops briefly to smile and nod at
both Clara and Grace, “are here for you no matter what.”

My nose runs, and
the skin around my eyes starts to sting. My heart begins an assault
inside of me, beating heavily against my chest, begging to be set
free. I lose control of my breath and find myself nearly
hyperventilating. The girls open their mouths to say something, but
I raise my hand in protest.

“This is not,” I lean down and grab a
tissue, and Emma hands me the whole box, “going to be easy. There
is so much I should have told you. It started awhile ago. I was
ashamed. No, am ashamed,
but I need your help,” and I double over sobbing uncontrollably for
another second, and Grace rubs my back while I do, “because I can't
go on like this.”

I take a few moments
to gather my thoughts, and wish I could let them into my head, so
they could learn everything for themselves, and save me the horror
of speaking the truth.

“I don't even know where to begin,” I say,
shaking my head.

“How about at the beginning?” Clara squeezes
my right knee and winks.

“You are such an ass sometimes.” My lips
curve upward into a smile.

“Yes, but you already knew I was a lawyer.
Now, time to spill the beans, Missy.”

We all share another
quick laugh, and I begin. I tell them that Jeff, my husband of 10
years, has not been traveling for work, but had, in fact, moved out
three months prior. That he had never loved me. That we had been
young, and it had all been a mistake. There was, of course, another
woman. She was young, beautiful, and pregnant with his child. And I
could have dealt with all of that – I had come to terms with the
fact that our marriage was headed toward the shitter. But what I
hadn't been prepared for was how painful it would be when it
happened. I felt like a failure, a reject, and more alone than I
had ever been in my entire life.

“What a complete asshole!” Emma's face now matches the color of her flaming
red hair.

“Please,” I say, desperation in my voice,
“just let me finish. I want to tell you everything before I freeze
up and can't, okay?”

They nod and have
Maxwell, the manager, bring us another bottle of wine, some water,
and several more boxes of Kleenex. Had I not been so upset, I would
have found it utterly hilarious that we were being served a $50
bottle of wine in a restroom.

Our glasses
refilled, I explain that the depression and sadness has been there
for years. That I have been lying to my husband, my friends, and my
family about how I felt about, well, everything. And, consequently,
my hidden emotions had begun to chew away at a life that could have
been something if I had just been honest with everyone and, more
importantly, myself. Jeff and I had grown apart, as many couples
did, and this became one more thing that I pretended wasn't
happening. Because, at the time, facing it all seemed far too
painful.

I could only guess
from their expressions that they were mad at Jeff, and more than
likely wanted to place the bulk of the blame on him. They were,
after all, friends of mine, not his. But I explain that I pushed
Jeff away. In public, I made sure that we were seen as the “happy
couple,” but when we were home, Jeff was subjected to a remarkably
different side of me. A side of me not even my friends had seen.
When I wasn't at work, I slept. I hid from my husband, from the
ugly truth of my actions. As wrong as it had been for him to cheat,
I was no better.

I rarely cooked, and
I no longer hungered for my husband's touch. In fact, I hungered
for very little. Jeff had no choice but to give me space. He
focused on his career, and I did the same. Most of our marriage
consisted of intense arguments with hurtful words being spewed in
all directions. With each venomous word expelled, we were cut
deeper and deeper, and over time the wounds no longer healed.

“Oh my God,” was all that Grace could
say.

“I'm only giving you some history here,
ladies. I haven't gotten to the worst of it.”

They all lean away
from me, and I don't take offense. I was laying a heavy load down
upon them. I knew this, and I was grateful they hadn't chosen to
run away as I had.

I take a sip of wine
and continue. “Jeff is only a small part of the problem. Three
months ago, the University made cuts, as I'm sure you saw in the
papers. I told everyone that I would be fine, my department was
safe, but a week after I told everyone this, I was let go. This
happened two days after Jeff said he was moving out. So, you see,
in a span of 48-hours my entire life had come crashing down around
me,” I take a deep breath and try to summon some additional
courage. “I simply couldn't deal with any of it. I know it was
wrong of me to lie to everyone.” I blow my nose, and close my eyes,
too ashamed to look at them. I didn't want to see the
disappointment on their faces.

Clara crawls over to me. “I don't even know what to say,” she
struggles with her speech, and her body trembles. “I feel so bad
that you had to go through this all alone. I never want you to keep things from us again! Ever! Do
you hear me?”

She leans forward,
hugging me harder than ever before, and shortly thereafter Grace
and Emma join in. For a few moments, we all cry. I let my body
relax into them, and for the first time, I let someone else carry
the weight of my sorrows.

“I'm not done yet.”

“You've got to be kidding me? How could
there possibly be any more bad news? You're not dying are you?”
Emma shakes me violently, spit flying from her mouth as she
speaks.

“I'm not dying. At least, not from any
diseases. Unfortunately.”

I look down at my
watch, and it reads 10:04 PM. I'm shocked it isn't later. I grab a
bottle of water and reposition myself. “As you can imagine, I went
into severe hibernation mode after the news from the University. As
the days went by, I felt increasingly sick, and utterly exhausted.
At first, I thought it was due to all the stress, but,” I pause and
suck down nearly half the bottle before continuing, “when I
discovered I was late, I knew otherwise.”

“Oh my. Keep going,” Clara says, her jaw
nearly in her lap.

“Right. Well, I went to the doctor, and my
fears were confirmed. One year earlier, I had been told it would be
next to impossible for me to carry a child. At first, I was scared,
ups-”

Grace waves her hand
in the air. “Wait, wait. I thought you guys weren't having
sex?”

Emma and Clara both
nod in agreement at her question.

“Well, um,” I clear my throat, “I said I
didn't hunger for my husband's touch.”

“Hope Ellena Jackson!” Clara scowls at me,
crossing her arms over her chest in disappointment.

I shrug my
shoulders. “Hey, I told you to let me finish! I never said I wasn't
responsible for any of this mess!” A wave of tremors rolls over my
body, and a thin layer of sweat covers me. “Anyway, this is all a
moot point, because three weeks later I had a,” my face scrunches
up, and for a moment, I think I might get sick at the memory of it
all, “miscarriage.”

“Oh, honey!” Emma and Grace both cry out,
and they lock their arms around me once again.

Clara stands up and
walks around the room, and I imagine this must be what she looks
like when she's in “litigator mode” at work. “Who was the guy,
Hope?”

“It doesn't matter. It was just some guy at
work. It was just a one tim--”

“Who was the guy?” Clara leans down, bringing herself
face-to-face with me, anger in her eyes.

“Okay! It was my boss. Are you happy? I
slept with my boss!” The words come barreling out of me. Suddenly,
the room seems too small, and the air thick, and far too heavy for
me to inhale.

I push Emma and
Grace aside, planning to run out of the bathroom. I can't take it
anymore. This is why I hid everything all these years – the
judgment, the opinions, the horrible looks – I can't handle it,
especially when it's coming from people I love. It's easier to keep
it locked up inside and yet, even as I think it, I know this to be
untrue.

Clara gets to the door before I can, and puts one hand on it,
the other on my shoulder. “Goddammit you are not running away! I am your friend. We are all your
friends, and we are going to help you through this. You tell us
every detail!” She collapses down onto me, crying her own tears
into the nape of my neck.

Clara has always
been the mother of our group, and I imagine it's hard for her to
see me like this.

“Please tell us that is all, Hope.” Emma
walks over, joining us at the door.

“Well,” I say, and my body erupts in flames
as another wave of nausea sweeps across me, “there is one last
thing.”

“I can't believe there's more,” Grace says,
still sitting on the floor, a blank expression on her face. She
lifts the wine bottle up to her lips, tilts her head back, and
finishes it off, waving her hand in the air for me to
continue.

I see little stars
begin to form in the distance, and I realize I'm thirty seconds
away from having all my dark secrets out in the open. “I kinda lost
all our money in the stock market and they are going to foreclose
on our condo,” I say hurriedly.

I hear them gasp,
and it feels as though time has slowed. My body begins to fall
backward, and the room goes black.

 



CHAPTER 4

 


A soft warmth
caresses my body, and I open my eyes, rubbing the sleep from them.
At first, I'm unsure of my surroundings, but the pale yellow walls
and sound of the ocean through a cracked window let me know I'm at
Clara's beach house. Slowly, I sit up and examine the room. The
last time I had been here, it had been with Jeff. That was 9 years
ago. Clara had inherited the house after her mother's untimely
departure from life. For many years, she couldn't bring herself to
stay in it, so she lent it to all her friends. We had come here to
celebrate our anniversary. Only recently married, we were still in
love, or at least that's what we thought it was at the time. We
would come to understand that what had filled us all those many
years ago had not been love, but lust... and ignorant
innocence.

These memories cause
my soul to ache. Determined to put my misery behind me, I push the
covers back and place my feet down onto the cold hardwood floors
below and sit, for a moment, with my eyes closed as a gentle breeze
fills the room. I inhale deeply and smile. The air is filled with
the smell of strong coffee and home-fried bacon and, surprisingly,
my stomach reacts to the comforting aroma, letting out a series of
grumbles.

Instinctively, I
look around in search of a clock, but then remember Clara's mother,
Dora, had never allowed clocks in the vacation home. She had always
said: “A vacation is a break from reality. There is no need for
stressful schedules and therefore no need for clocks. The sun and
the moon will tell you all you need to know.” The old me would have
panicked not knowing the precise time at any moment during the day.
I wasn't sure if it is due to the events of the previous evening,
or perhaps the full night of deep sleep, but I am at ease. I am an
unemployed, unattached, thirty-something girl, who, for the first
time in her life, isn't in a rush to go anywhere.

A heavier breeze
passes through, bringing with it the sound of chimes singing on the
back porch. The soft white curtains billow in the morning air, and
I spot a robe hanging on the back of the door and grab it, wrapping
it around me. I open the window the rest of the way and hang my
head out, finding Emma and Clara nursing some coffee.

“Morning!” I say, and I'm surprised at how
remarkably happy I sound. In fact, my voice is nearly
unrecognizable.

“There she is,” Emma says as she places her
coffee down on the table beside her, “Grace is cooking up a storm.
You should grab some coffee and come join us.”

“It's nice to see you smile. A real smile,
that is,” Clara says, her own face mimicking the happiness I feel
on mine.

“Will do! Be out in a jiff,” and I start to
duck my head back into the room and then pause, “Um... thank you
for last night, for all the years beforehand and, well, for
everything.” I escape back into the room, not waiting to see their
response, as I'm afraid it will make me cry again, and this morning
I don't feel like crying. I feel like eating.


CHAPTER 5

 


My mouth waters as I
survey the table – platters of pancakes, home fries, bacon, and
sausage – all piping hot and begging to be savored.

Grace stands at the
stove, flipping the last of the pancakes and smiling.
“Morning!”

“Wow. You made this all by
yourself?”

“Mhm,” she says as she walks over to the
table, tossing the last three on top of the others.

I was easily
impressed when it came to cooking. Me and kitchens don't generally
get along. “So, um, I guess I pretty much passed out at the
restaurant?”

She places the pan
in the sink and walks over to me, resting her hand upon my
shoulder, squeezing it lightly. “You were exhausted, Hope.
Although, I’m sure it was fairly entertaining watching us try to
move you into Clara’s car. Can you put on a fresh pot while I go
tell the girls the food is ready?”

“Sure. I may not be a cook, but I can make
one hell of a pot of coffee,” I say, fumbling around the gourmet
kitchen attempting to locate the coffee grinder.

“It’s in the cabinet to your right.” Grace
chuckles and exits toward the back of the house.

Coffee grinder
located, I pour the darkly roasted beans into it, imagining that
each bean represents a worry of mine. I smile when I see the blades
whirl around, obliterating each into what seems like a million
pieces.

The sound of the
back porch door slamming shut, along with flip-flops slapping
against the floor, let me know Grace has returned, Emma and Clara
following right behind her. They take a seat, and I stand in the
kitchen observing them, waiting for the coffee to brew. Seeing my
best friends all around the table, smiling and laughing, causes my
heart to swell. I had been so silly to think that no one would care
if I suddenly vanished. I had discounted the most prominent people
in my life. I make a silent promise to myself never to do that
again.

A
high-pitched beep, beep tells me the coffee is ready. I grab the pot and join
them at the table, filling my plate until it nearly
overflows.

“These are the best pancakes I
have ever eaten,” I say, shoveling yet another forkful into my
mouth, syrup dripping down my chin.

The girls laugh at
me, and for most of the breakfast we eat in silence. Not the
awkward kind of silence you often experience, but the comforting
kind. The kind that only the most cherished of friends and family
can share. It feels as though I haven’t eaten in months and, come
to think of it, other than a nibble here or there, it pretty much
has been. I am astonished at how healthy I feel. Just yesterday, I
had been standing on the roof contemplating my death.

Clara, seated at the
head of the table, leans back and pats her belly, and I can’t help
but notice that there is still something seemingly different about
her. Perhaps, I am seeing the world through different eyes, or
maybe, just maybe, Clara is…

“You’re pregnant!” I blurt out.

Emma and Grace stop
eating mid-chew, their eyes wide, and mouths hung open.

Clara smiles at me,
her cheeks painted a warm pink. “Yes.”

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” Tears
stream down my face, but thankfully, this time, I’m crying out of
sheer joy.

“I wanted to be sure everything was okay
before I announced it. I only just told Emma and Grace before you
arrived last night. I planned on telling you, but, well, you know
how the rest of the evening played out.”

I
run to her and hug her, and she whispers in my ear, “They don’t
know about it yet.”

“When the time is right for you, Clara,” I
whisper back, holding her face in my hands.

Emma and Grace join
us, and we squeeze each other’s hands, then decide to move our
estrogen-induced moment onto the back porch.

For the rest of
the morning we sip coffee, and listen to Clara talk about potential
names for her unborn child, different decorating ideas for the
nursery, and how she can’t wait to see what the “littler critter”
looks like. Her eyes sparkle like a child’s on Christmas Day.

Clara and her
husband, Andrew, had been trying for five years, and had all but
given up. This had been their last attempt. Their wish had come
true, and it makes me feel like something is finally right in
the world.

Grace chimes in to
share some of her motherly experiences in raising her late
brother’s children.

Isaac had been
Grace’s older brother. He had spent most of his life a prisoner to
various mental illnesses. No matter what pills he popped, or what
new shrink he saw, he had never been able to shake the dark
emptiness that surrounded him, or the questioning voices that
chattered away in his mind.

I had always felt
oddly close to Isaac – I battle against voices and darkness of my
own.

One hot summer
evening, Isaac’s wife, Mary Beth, came home to find him in the
living room, a single bullet in his forehead – it seemed the
emptiness had ultimately won, and those voices, they were finally
silenced. Luckily, their two boys were at summer camp, and were
concealed from the horrors of seeing their father like that. Mary
Beth, being the strong Christian woman that she was, stayed strong
and raised those children like nothing happened, until one day,
Cancer then took her life. Grace and her husband, Peter, didn’t
think twice, and took the two boys in as if they were their
own.

Christopher and Marcus were now 11 and 13, and, according to
Grace, well on their way to sending her to a mental institution.

I look over at
Grace, the small dimples on her cheeks deepen as she laughs,
and I hope to be half as strong as she is. One day.
Hopefully.

Emma sits quietly
through much of the parenting talk, as do I. We both don’t have
children, though Emma wants them badly, and she wants them badly
with Rick. The problem is, Rick isn’t a family man, or at least he
doesn’t appear to be one to the rest of us. In some ways, when I
look at Emma, I see a tiny part of myself. A girl who wants
everything, but shares nothing. A girl who is lost and sad, but too
embarrassed to share it with anyone. She tries to brush her
feelings under the table, but I notice them, because they are
feelings that resonate deep within me. With all my baggage out on
the table, it is time for me to step up and be the friend I should
be.

“Take a walk with me?” I say to
Emma.

“Yes, please,” she says with pure,
unadulterated appreciation.

Clara and Grace
don’t miss a beat and scoot closer to each other, continuing their
conversation about what private schools they think would be best
for Clara’s child.

I look at all my
friends – some smiling, some deep in thought  – and I
realize I may be full from breakfast, but I’m still hungry for
life. A life I should have started living a long time ago.


CHAPTER 6

 


The sand is wet and
packed, and the waves tickle my ankles as we make our way down the
beach. The sun is warm, but weaved into the warmth is a chill that
tells us fall is on its way.

“Thanks for rescuing me back there.” Emma
zips up her hoodie and shoves her hands deep into the pockets. “I
don't know how you survived it all,” she says squinting into the
sunlight.

“Some days, I don't either. I guess you
kinda keep moving along, you know? But if I didn't tell someone
soon, I'm afraid,” I pause and wipe a lone tear off my cheek, my
skin raw from all the crying, “I don't know what might have
happened.”

Emma nods and
smiles. “It's hard sharing. I get that. When everything seems as if
it's going according to plan for everyone else, you just feel...
alone.” She shrugs her shoulders and turns to look away from
me.

“What you have to realize, Emma, is that
most of the time everything isn't going according to plan for
everyone else. I mean, for instance, look at me. Hell, look at all
of us. Who would know from our outward appearances that we all have
the issues we do? It's how we deal with it that makes us different.
Clara and Grace are really good at sharing and talking. You and
me,” I pause and suck down a breath of salty air, “we're not like
them. We hold everything in. And, well, you keep doing that and
everything spirals out of control, and you nearly lose everything,
maybe even your own life.”

“I know. Sometimes I feel like it's harder
for me. To share, that is. You know since I'm a shrink and all. I
feel like it's my job to solve everyone else's problems. If I have
my own, that means I've failed somehow.” Emma's face wrinkles up
like she's about to cry.

We stop walking, and
I let her fall to her knees in the sand and she pounds it with her
fists, like she's finally getting a chance to beat up her problems
and her worries. It makes me sad thinking about all the tears the
four of us have shed over the past 24-hours, and wonder if this is
what being an adult is supposed to be like. Is it actually fake
happiness filled with doubt, sadness, and fear, or is there a happy
ending waiting for some of us?

“I'm sorry. You've got enough on your plate.
The last thing you need is to listen to me ramble on about my
insignificant worries.” Emma sniffles and lies down on the
sand.

“But don't you get it? This is exactly what
we aren't supposed to do. We should ramble about our insignificant worries,” I say lying down next
to her, lacing her fingers with mine. “And honestly, right now, it
would be really good to hear about someone else's problems.
Please?” And the words I say to her are true. I've been drowning in
my own sorrow for far too long. It has isolated me and nearly made
me believe that I'm a freak for feeling this way. For once, I'd
like to be the shoulder to cry on, the person with the advice...
not the problems.

She smacks my hand
gently and sits up to face me, and for the first time, I see her
for the grown woman that she is. Time escapes us so quickly, and
for some reason, I still thought of her as the girl I spent most of
my youth with, not as the 32 year-old woman sitting before me. Fine
lines had begun to appear at the corner of her lips and eyes, and
her skin hung just a touch looser than it did all those years ago.
Seeing this made me realize how far we all had come. How much life
we had already lived. How much life there was yet to come.

I nod and comfort
her as she tells me about her problems with Rick. She loves him,
and he loves her back, but at our age love isn't everything. We
need companionship and commitment. She's been downplaying her
emotions. She wants him to commit. She's afraid to tell him how she
feels, and what she truly wants – a family. Work for many years had
been her top priority, but as time went on, she realized that she
was ready to move on to the next phase of her life. Now, she needed
to find someone who felt the same way, and she wanted desperately
for that someone to be Rick.

Rick and Emma had
been dating for four years, two of which they had lived with each
other. In many ways, they were already a married couple, but Rick
still froze up at the mention of weddings and marriage and
children, and Emma was tired of hiding from her wants and desires.
She was tired of playing the role of the girlfriend who would go
along with everything. She was tired of playing. Period.

“What if he says no and I end up alone? I
don't know what I would do. Hope, I love him more than you could
ever imagine, but yet I know I need more – God, I'm so
confused!”

“You need to tell him. Who knows what would
have happened to Jeff and I had we communicated our true feelings
with one another. Let your guard down and let Rick see the
wonderful woman who is scared to live the next chapter of her life
without him. Maybe that's all he needs to see. If he doesn't want
to be a part of that chapter, it's not meant to be, and you will
survive. The important thing is you know what you want.” And as I
say these words to her, I feel as though I'm lecturing to myself. I
would survive too. I had survived. So far.

“You're right. I'm going to sit down with
him when I get back. Thank you. You know, you'd make a great
shrink.” She leans over and nudges me lightly with her shoulder.
She knows I detest most therapists, and couches, for that
matter.

“That is one scary thought!” I bury my feet
in the sand and wiggle my toes until my hot pink nail polish begins
to poke through the surface. “I guess we should probably head
back.”

“Yeah, we probably should. Otherwise, Clara
and Grace are going to have planned our unborn children’s lives out
too!”

“Race ya back,” I say getting a head
start.

I run stronger and
faster than I've ever run before. A renewed self-confidence flows
through my veins. But even still, I feel as though there's a dark
cloud right behind me, waiting for me to trip so that it can wrap
its gloom around me. I need to keep pushing forward, and although I
will never forget my past, I must never look back. Ever.


CHAPTER 7

 


Three days has passed since Clara, Grace and
Emma left. They all have busy lives and jobs to return to.

I have nothing.

Clara, being the lovely person that she is,
is going to talk to the lawyer that is handling the foreclosure on
the condo and see what might be done to help soften the blow
financially. She also gave me my own set of keys to the beach house
and told me the rest of my belongings would be delivered later this
week. I was to consider this my home for as long as I needed it to
be. The girls all think it best that I never step foot in the condo
again. I have to agree with them.

I know I should feel happy, being here, in
the beach house, with its brightly painted walls and ocean views,
but happiness continues to elude me. I miss the chatter of my
friends, the smell of something always being prepared in the
kitchen, and most of all, the warmth of their friendship.

Here I am again. Alone. Depressed. A
millions worries dancing on my shoulders.

I wrap my hands around the hot cup of coffee
and let the steam warm my face. Sitting on the table is the brown
leather journal Emma gave me. Gold letters that spell Hope adorn
the weathered exterior, and the interior is blank, just like me.
She thinks it might be therapeutic to write down some of my
thoughts and feelings. I'm not sure if I'm ready for that quite
yet.

Sitting next to the journal is a tin of
homemade chocolate chip cookies. They are from Grace, and they
happen to have also been my breakfast, lunch and dinner since they
left.

I sit, staring at the paper, or shall I say,
it staring at me. I circle a few ads. A local publishing press is
hiring part-time editors. The pay is shit, and I’m grossly
overqualified, but you can work from home, and that appeals me. As
badly as I need money, I'm not prepared to let new people –
professional or otherwise – into my daily life. So to have the
option to work from home was an immediate win for me.

Now all I have to do is dial the number.
It's easy, really, 912-904-8147. Ten numbers to push on my phone.
That’s all. Come on Hope, you can do it.

But, I'm scared of having another person
scrutinize me. My friends are one thing, but a stranger is
something else, entirely.

Sitting on the steps of the back porch, I
open a fresh pack of cigarettes. I know I should quit, but I ignore
the tiny angel sitting upon my shoulder and light up again. With
each drag, I imagine how many more it will take before these toxic
sticks do me in. I know I shouldn't think this way, but dying from
a disease was so much more admirable than dying from self-pity.

Groaning, I reach for the phone, my hand
trembling slightly.

My thumb glides across the keypad, testing
out the feel of the buttons I need to press. I do this a few times,
before dialing as quickly as I can, holding the phone up to my ear.
The dull, repetitive ringing fills my head. And I swallow hard.
Suddenly my mouth is parched, and my tongue feels like a concrete
block - heavy and dead. And I wonder if I even remember how to
speak.

I hang up before anyone answers.

A droplet of sweat tickles the side of my
face, and when I wipe it off, I notice my skin is cold, moist,
clammy. And I feel as though I might be sick.

This whole moving on with your life thing is
easier said than done.


CHAPTER 8

 


The right side of my body is somehow sore
and yet numb at the same time from laying on it all night. I shift
in bed, repositioning myself, and notice an odor. I raise my arm up
over my head and die a little when I realize the odor is me.

What day is today?

Thursday?

Friday?

I have no idea.

The last day I remember is Wednesday. That
was the day of my latest epic failure – I had attempted to dial
that stupid publishing press about ten times again. The first few
times I hung up as soon as someone picked up. On my last attempt,
the attempt in which I had gathered enough courage to go through
with it, a Chinese man answers, “Chow's Diner.” I had misdialed.
After that… I gave up.

I've been in bed ever since. Literally. I
haven't eaten anything, and as soon as the thought registers in my
mind, my stomach cramps. I sit up and hold myself, not feeling
particularly salubrious. My head is light and drowsy, and my lips
are dry and cracked.

I grab my phone and click the button on the
side, illuminating the screen. I'm afraid to see what day it
actually is.

It's Sunday.

I've been asleep for three
days. Three days.

I jump out of bed quicker than someone in my
current nutritional state should and collapse onto the floor. All
of a sudden, my body realizes it has been shut down for several
days, and the urge to relieve myself consumes me. My bladder is
screaming, my stomach growling, and my throat burns from
dehydration. I waddle into the bathroom, nearly having an accident
on the way, but thankfully, it was just that – a near accident.

The smell of lavender fills the air as I
lather up and run my hands under the warm water. I look up into the
mirror and gasp in horror at the reflection staring back. Despite
several days of rest, dark circles cling to the bottom of my
eyes.

I hope to hell this is not what I normally
look like.

My blond hair is caked onto my skull with
body paste, which, if you are unaware with the term, is an
unfortunate coating that covers a pathetic human-being who hasn't
showered in awhile. I pry a few pieces off the side of my face and
catch another whiff of my stench. It's so foul I nearly vomit, but
something inside of me keeps me from losing my cookies (literally)
allover myself. After all, vomit was not the accessory this sad
excuse for a girl needed at the moment.

I decide I need to strip the bed first.
Handle everything that has my “smell” on it and then submerge
myself into the bubbly depths of a fragrant bath.

The bedroom, finally free of the body
paste-ridden sheets and the windows fully opened, can now begin to
air out. After thinking on it, I decide against taking a bath right
away. Who wants to wallow in their own filth? Wallowing in my own
misery was enough. Besides, I need to eat. A quick shower will do
the trick.

The water runs freely over my body, and it's
so hot it nearly scorches me, but I don't turn the temperature
down. In fact, I'm enjoying the burning sensation. It feels as
though the old me – the me that wasn't suitable for this life – is
being washed away, revealing a more acceptable girl underneath.

“Ouch.” The razor is new, and extra sharp,
and nicks the back of my right ankle.

A heavy stream of bright red seeps out, and
I'm mesmerized. It swirls down toward the drain, mixing with water
along the way, slowly becoming a muted red, and then pink, before
disappearing completely. I run my finger over the wound, and red
stains the tip. Holding it close to my face, I examine it. And I
feel slightly delusional at this realization, but right here,
seeing this fresh blood, I know I need to change. This tiny nick
reminds me that although I may be hurt, I am still alive.

I comb my wet hair and sweep it up into a
ponytail, slip into a fresh pair of cotton underwear and t-shirt,
and make my way into the kitchen.

The kitchen and I are still working on our
friendship– it's vast and hides everything from me. I see my
distorted reflection in the overgrown stainless steel refrigerator
and decide to start there. It's polished to perfection, and I'm
almost afraid to touch it, but I need to eat. With both doors open,
I shudder as the cold interior air meets my skin, which is still
heated from my shower. I realize that this is the first time I've
been in the fridge since the girls left. What a mistake that was.
Inside I find apples, peaches, kiwi, oranges, fresh juice, and an
unopened carton of milk.

And then, I spot something sitting atop the
bowl of peaches. It's a pale green envelope that reads “Hope” on
the outside, written in a beautiful scroll handwriting. There's
only one person I know besides my grandmother, God rest her soul,
who can write like that – Clara. I grab the bowl of peaches, along
with the note, close the refrigerator doors, and take a seat on the
floor. Carefully, I pry open the envelope. Inside, there is a
folded note, with something hiding within it. Once unfolded, I take
one look at what that something is and I pull it up to my chest,
holding it close to my heart.

 



CHAPTER 9

 


Using my t-shirt, I wipe away another round
of tears. The fabric is as soft as a cloud and comforts my sore
face. crying is becoming something I do far too frequently. The
tears cause some ink on the note to run, so I wave it in the air a
few moments in an attempt to dry it. Then I look down in my lap and
read it, again:

 


Dear Hope,

 


I'm betting it's the weekend by the time you
read this. It is, isn't it? You probably didn't think we would have
left any food for you, and now that Grace's cookies are likely all
gone, I'm assuming you have resorted to trying to find something in
the kitchen. I'm right, aren't I? Of course, I am! Oh, Hope, you
have so little faith in us.

 


Well, um... if you are reading this, you've
obviously seen the check, and I know you probably think it's
charity, but it is ANYTHING but. Andrew and I had already thought
long and hard on it, and decided we were going to give you this
when the baby was born, but, given recent events in your life, we
thought now would be better than later.

 


This is only a small token of thanks for
what you have given us. How can we ever thank you? I don't know if
there is a way. But this is a start.

 


I know you've been through a lot lately.
Sometimes I think about all the sadness that must fill your heart,
and it nearly kills me. I hope you know you can always talk to
me... about anything.

 


I'll be checking in on you Sunday to see
what the first week of this new life has brought you.

 


Love you,

Clara

 


P.S. I still haven't told the girls. I'm not
sure why, but I will, when the time is right. It's still all so
much for me to take in, and I know you, better than anyone,
understands this. Also, look in the freezer, Grace left a whole
bunch of frozen leftovers for you.

 


I unfold the check that
had been neatly folded inside the note. It's made payable to me in
the amount of twenty-five thousand dollars. I grab one of the
peaches from my lap and bite into it, letting the juice dribble
down my chin and onto the t-shirt. Twenty-five thousand dollars. It
seems we both have given the other the gift of life. This was my
second chance, and I was determined to make the best of
it.


CHAPTER 10

 


I spend most of Sunday sitting on the
kitchen floor eating peaches, staring at the note and check,
re-reading them over and over. In fact, I only move when Emma calls
around noon.

“Hope, why have you not called any of us
this week?”

“Oh, well, I actually didn't really think
about calling you guys. I mean, that didn't sound right. I did,
but... Emma, it's been kind of a rough week. I promise I'll do
better.” I wrap the cord of the phone around my fingers, and for
some reason, I feel nervous.

I feel stupid. Why have I
not thought of calling them? I have been so lonely and isolated all
week and not once did the thought occur that I should call them. Well, maybe it has, somewhere
deep in my subconscious, but I'm sure I dismissed the idea as soon
as it registered. I mean, I'm a complete burden, why bother them
any more than I have to?

“Yes, fine. I'll cut you some slack this
week. So, any prospects on jobs?” She chomps loudly on what I guess
is gum, so I hold the receiver away from my ear, annoyed.

I know she's asking to be supportive, but I
feel every muscle in my body go rigid. Perhaps this is why I
haven't called anyone. Did I actually want to update my friends on
my mounting failures? Like the fact that I slept for three days
straight with no shower or that I can't even dial a phone number to
inquire about a job?

No thanks.

“Still looking. Haven't really heard back on
anything yet,” I lie, and I'm surprised at how easily deception
rolls off my tongue. Not even a week has passed since hitting rock
bottom, and already, new and exciting disappointments are stacking
up. It seems my destructive habits are back and in full force.

“Well, it's your first week. Probably good
to have some you time.”

“Yeah, I suppose.” I slump down onto a chair
in the family room and feel like such a failure. “So, how's Rick?”
I decide I need to steer the conversation away from me and my
pathetic life.

“Oh, Hope, he's marvelous!” Her voice is
buzzing with happiness. In fact, it's so overwhelmingly loud that,
mixed with the obnoxious gum chomping, I have to hold the receiver
even further away.

She tells me that her and Rick sat down and
talked. Surprisingly, he, too, is ready to settle down and start a
family. So naturally, he got down on one knee and proposed. They
are now engaged.

Lovely.

Am I the only person in all of existence
having a hell of a time with things?

“He doesn't have a ring yet, of course. It
happened all so fast, but it feels so good to know we both are on
the same page, you know?”

The sad thing is, I don't know what it feels
like to be on the same page with someone.

“Right, we--” She cuts me off, jabbering
away about wedding dresses and how long they'll wait before trying
to have kids.

I'm happy for her. Really, I am, but the
depressed girl that lives inside of me wants her and Rick to break
up. I know it's a terrible thing for someone to wish on their
friend, but, you see, then Emma could spend more time with me and
we could, I don't know, be sad together. Or something.

“That's wonderful, dear,” I say, lying some
more. I want to crawl back under the covers and hide. Everything
begins to go numb again. “Hey, I'm actually about to make a call to
one of these employers. Mind if I give you a call later in the
week?”

“Honey, it's Sunday, who in the world are
you calling?”

“Oh, um, it's this local press. I just
remembered that the owner was out of town and said she'd be back
today and that I could call if I had some time, and I have plenty
of time, so...”

“Oh, that's great! Okay, well, be sure to
call me! Also, Grace is tied up with stuff with the boys this
weekend, so she probably won't have a chance to check in until mid
week, okay?”

“That's fine. I have to go.”

“Okay. Hope, are you sure everything is
alright?”

“Oh, yeah. Totally fine. Just want to make
this call. Um, talk to you later.”

I hang up the receiver, and stare at the
leather journal sitting in front of me, and Clara's note, and the
check sitting beside it. And I fight against the urge to go back to
sleep. I decide it's time to write something.

But what?

I pace around the house, walking in circles
mumbling to myself. I spot a dictionary in the den and grab it,
flipping through it. It takes forever, but I finally settle on my
first word. Opening the journal, I write it down:

 


Happiness... a state of mind or feeling
characterized by contentment, love, satisfaction, pleasure, or
joy.

 


I read it aloud to myself, and wait.

Nothing but disappointment comes to me. I
had convinced myself that maybe being happy was as easy as writing
it down. That somehow the meaning of the word would jump off the
page and permanently affix itself to me.

Needless to say, it didn't work.

I flip to another page in the dictionary, my
index finger scanning up and down until... there. A word whose
definition shouldn't make me smile, but it does. Biting my lower
lip, I write it down quickly and hold the journal out in front of
me, examining it.

 


Despair - the complete loss or absence of
hope... HOPE

 


While I may not have written a novel, or
even anything of importance, the journal is no longer empty inside.
I look through the double windows, daydreaming. The horizon is a
medley of oranges, pinks and yellows as the sun slowly sets. A lone
bird circles in the air over top the water. And I feel something
shift inside of me. Something I'm not quite able to articulate, but
something that tells me, I'm finally ready for this new journey to
begin. I glance back at the page, and realize the journal isn't the
only thing that isn't empty anymore.

Hope isn't either.


CHAPTER 11

 


The day had felt so
pivotal, but when my head hits the overstuffed pillow, I don't
drift off. In fact, all I do is toss and turn. All night long.
Where has that something gone that filled me earlier? Maybe it
floated out one of the various open windows, or maybe I had made it
up in my head. Like the rest of my life.

I throw the covers
down onto the ground and sigh. All around the house are framed
pictures of happy families – some of Clara and Andrew, some of her
friends. Our friends. Regardless, the photos are of families to
which I don't belong.

Even in my own
house, I've never kept pictures of people. I hate them. And now,
staring at one of Jeff and me, I understand why. We both have a
smile on our face, and our hands are intertwined, but our picture
is still remarkably different than the others. Pictures don't lie,
you see.

In the photo was a
younger me, a thin line creased into the center of my forehead – an
indicator of doubt. Even in that picture nine years ago, I was
confused, scared, and alone. All the other pictures, of my friends,
they were real, not posed, not fake, and certainly, not filled with
the disappointment that ours is.

Suddenly the sea of
smiles consumes me, and I feel the need to escape. I love Clara,
but if I am to make this house feel like a home, a place where I
can let go and start again, something has to change. I feel like an
imposter. I long to fit in. I need to fit in. Somewhere.
Quickly.

If I had been a
toddler, I would have thrown a full-fledged tantrum.

Maybe I'd throw one
anyway.

Filled with some
sort of demented urgency, I run around the house scooping up
photographic memories of a life I'd never experienced. I carefully
wrap them in old newspaper and place them in a box, shoving them in
a closet. Far in the back.

I leave out one
portrait. It's of all of us girls. Before anyone got married.
Before any of us – namely me – lost our minds. I keep it as a
reminder of how valuable these women are in my life. If it weren't
for them... well, I don't even want to think about that
possibility. So, I push the thought right out of my mind.

The heat certainly
isn't helping matters. I'm only wearing a thong and thin tee, but
my body remains overheated and sticky. Fall may be only a few days
away, but summer is refusing to give way.

I head toward the
kitchen and pour myself a tall glass of iced tea. It's sweet and
refreshing, and I guzzle it down. It immediately cools my insides,
but my skin remains damp and uncomfortable. I refill my glass, and
walk over to the French doors that overlook the ocean.

The water is a
mixture of deep blues and blacks, a dark backdrop in the night.
Painted on its velvety surface is the stunning reflection of the
full moon above. The moonlight illuminates millions of sand
particles, causing the beach to sparkle like a chest full of
jewels. The waves are almost still and only tease the shore as they
gently roll on and off of it. It looks like a painting, but it's
not. It's real.

Sometimes, when I
see how beautiful the world can be, it's hard to imagine how anyone
can be sad. But then I remember, the world isn't beautiful most of
the time. At least my world isn't.

The warm night air
fondles my feverish body, and I have a sudden urge to remove my
clothing. So I do.

The soft curtains
dance as another breeze passes through the house, and it feels
refreshing against my naked body. I lean against the doorjamb and
look out into the night, focusing on the never-ending darkness in
the distance. The wind, the waves, the moonlight – it's all so
intoxicating that I don't notice the sound of bare feet slapping
against the wet sand near the water's edge.

But he notices
me.

For a split second,
I forget all my bits and pieces are displayed for the world to see.
A world I forgot other people lived in, apparently.

He trips on the sand
and falls to his knees. I gasp and grab my breasts and cross my
legs, as if that will somehow erase the image of my body already
etched in his mind.

I see a flash of
white – he's smiling at me. Heat rushes to my face (and to other
parts of my body if I'm honest). I quickly grab at the curtains,
wrapping them around me. And I should walk away from the doors, but
I can't. Even from a distance, this man commands my attention. And
I'm not sure why. I don't even know him.

His skin glistens,
sweaty from the exertion of his evening run. It's hard to discern
in the moonlight, but his eyes seem to resemble the hues of the
dark waters just behind him. His hair is a golden blond remarkably
similar to mine.

He waves at me, and
runs his hands through his shoulder-length locks.

I wave back, and
turn away from the door, taking refuge behind the wall, and for the
first time since... probably junior high school, I giggle.

Not wanting to
disappear too long, I peek out from behind the wall and find him
still there, staring at the house, his hand now resting on his
hip.

“Hi!” He calls out.

I open my mouth to
answer, but am interrupted by the phone ringing.

My heart leaps into
my throat. I drop the curtain and scramble for the receiver,
tripping along the way. Who is calling this late at night?

“Hello,” I say huffing.

“Tanisha?” The male voice on the other end
asks.

“Um, no. This is Hope,” I say annoyingly, “I
think you have the wrong number. There is no Tanisha
here.”

“Oh, my bad!”

I hang up the
receiver, grab a blanket from the couch, and head back to the
doors.

But when I get
there, I find the beach is empty.

He's gone.

And somehow I miss
the man I'd never met.

There is no way I'm
getting any sleep tonight.


CHAPTER 12

 


“Where do you want it?”

I had forgotten
about the delivery. I shrug my shoulders and look at the small box
truck parked in the driveway. The first response that comes to mind
is an inappropriate one.

“I guess just stack the boxes in the
garage,” I say, rubbing both sides of my forehead. Three hours of
sleep had left my body feeling anything but awake this
morning.

“Yes, ma'am. Will just need you to sign
these for me.”

Great. Now I'm a
“ma'am.”

I sign the forms,
and wonder how old he is. He barely looks old enough to drive. And
I’m curious as to what he thinks of me. If he has any idea that
living within these boxes are all my hopes and dreams, broken and
shattered.

While he works on
unloading my life, I shuffle back inside and head toward the
kitchen, specifically the coffeemaker. I pour myself a full mug and
grab a sweater before heading back outside. It's windy and much
cooler today. A cold front is moving in.

“So, are you leaving the city behind to live
by the water?”

I'm not ready to
divulge my life story to yet another person, so I keep my response
simple. “Yeah, that's what I'm doing.” What does he care anyway? I
knew he was just making small talk.

“That's nice. I hope to do the same one
day.” He looks at me and smiles.

I know I should play
along and ask him more questions, but I'm simply not in the mood.
Sometimes I just want quiet. I don't feel like sharing. It's always
the same at the dentist too. Four hands and twenty-five tools
shoved in your mouth, and they want to carry on a conversation
about nothing. Okay, perhaps these circumstances are slightly
different since I don't have any objects shoved in my mouth, but
still, I just want quiet.

“I hope your dreams come true. I'll be
inside. Just give me a shout when you finish unloading,
okay?”

“Yes ma'am.”

I was gonna shoot
him if he called me that one more time.

Some days you just
wake up on the wrong side of the bed. Today was one of those days.
Actually, truth be told, this whole year had been filled with these
kind of days. I chug down the coffee and pace around the house,
finally taking a seat in front of the journal once again. I pull
back the cover and flip to the next empty page. It stares back at
me, begging me to write something. Anything. I fondle the pen in my
hands, rolling it back and forth. But I can't think. I fixate on a
piece of dirt on the floor and try not to focus on the pounding in
my head.

I feel overwhelmed
by the nothingness that is my life. I thought having some time to
myself would help mend me. Help me piece my life back together. But
all it's doing is breaking me down further. Plummeting me into a
depth of depression I didn't even know possible. Sure there are
sporadic flickers of hope and happiness, but the outcome is always
the same.

“Ma'am?!”

Ugh. Lucky for him,
I don't have a gun.

I finish off the cup
of coffee and yell back. “Coming!”

I find the young man
leaning up against the doorjamb, a cigarette dangling from his thin
lips.

“That was quick,” I say, eying his
smoke.

“Oh, I'm sorry. I'm not supposed to smoke on
the job. Just have a lot on my mind lately. Helps me clear it
sometimes. Um, do you want one?” He reaches into his shirt and
retrieves a box of Marlboro Lights.

I instantly feel
sorry for him. I'd misjudged him. “I'd love one. Want a cup of
coffee?”

“That would be amazing, ma'am.”

“For the love of God, please stop calling me
that. Just call me Hope.”

“Right, ma--, err, Hope.” He looks away from
me and smiles, a deep dimple forming at the corner of his
mouth.

He follows me inside
and takes a seat on a bar-stool in the kitchen. I slide a cup of
coffee his way before taking a seat beside him.

“You're not going to get into trouble for
taking a little break, right?”

“No. I'm allowed.”

I nod and take a
drag off the cigarette. Clara would kill me if she knew we were
smoking inside, but I can't bring myself to care.

“Err, Hope?”

“Yes?”

“Does it get easier?”

I tilt my head and
look at him. His face is blank, and he's not making eye contact
with me. “How do you mean?”

“Life. Does it get easier when you get
older?”

Seriously. How old
does he think I am?

“Well, do you want me to tell you what you
want to hear, or the truth?”

He looks at me with
his beautiful green eyes. “The truth.”

“Well, no. It gets harder. Sure some things
get easier. You can stay up as late as you want without your
parents yelling at you, and you can eat pizza for breakfast every
day. But... there's so much more. It's hard to describe, really.
When you're younger, there are only a few paths to choose from.
Then, with each passing year, more pop up. Finally, you realize
you're lost. You have no idea what path you were even on, where any
of them lead to, and if any of them really suit you. Basically,
your youth deceives you into thinking your special. That you can
change the world, and have anything you desire. All you have to do
is work for it. Then, one day, you wake up, and you're not only
old, but you realize nothing about you is special.”

“Sounds deep. And... really depressing.” He
slumps down and lets out a sigh.

“It sucks. But you have to keep forging
ahead. You just have to.”

“But why? What's the point? If it all just
sucks, why keep doing it?”

“Good question.” I was at a loss for words.
“My friends, they'd have an inspirational answer for you, but me?
I've got nothing. Sorry, kid.”

“Well, what keeps you going?”

“I'm not sure. I just keep waking up and
repeating the whole sad process over and over again, hoping that
one day it will all make sense. That I'll have the
answers.”

He shrugs his
shoulders and nods. And I can tell he's still trying to swallow
what I've told him. “I'm sorry. I should probably go. I didn't mean
to get all mopey. It's just my girlfriend. She's pregnant. She's
only 15. I'm 19. We were gonna go to school, have a future. Do it
right, you know? I mean. I like kids, but...” He stops and looks
away.

“You still feel like a kid yourself?” I lean
closer and place my hand on his, squeezing it lightly. “Life never
happens the way we plan. Not for most of us, at least.”

He turns back to me
and his eyes are red and full of sadness. “I know. It's just hard.
My parents, they're really religious. Like, they think we should
keep the baby and get married. But I dunno what to do. I don't want
to drive a truck the rest of my life. I want to travel, and do
stuff.” He hops off the stool and stares at me. “Sorry, didn't mean
to word vomit my entire life to you.”

“Best advice I can give you is to do what
you think is right. Don't worry so much about everyone else. When
people love you, they'll stick by you no matter what. And if they
don't stay around, then they don't really love you. Look to your
heart. Your heart never lies.” I feel myself getting caught up in
the emotion of our conversation, and have to look away before I too
get upset.

“Thanks, Hope. That's real sound advice. I
better get going.” He wipes his eyes with his shirt, and turns to
leave, pausing briefly, “My name's Jason, by the way.” He smiles
and disappears.

For a moment, I sit
there in a daze from our conversation. Thinking about his
girlfriend and his life. Comparing it to mine. I hop off the stool
and run outside, and catch him right before he closes the door to
the cab of his truck. “Jason!”

“Yes?”

“I know this sounds stupid, but how old do
you think I am? Be honest.”

He shakes his head
and chuckles. “I have no idea how old you are, Hope, but I think
you're beautiful and really sweet. And in a different life, I would
have liked to get to know you better.”

That wasn't the
answer I was expecting, especially from such a young guy, but I
smile bigger than I have in years. “Thank you for that. Take care
of yourself.”

He nods, closes the
door, and pulls out of the driveway, leaving me alone with a garage
full of stuff.


CHAPTER 13

 


Things are looking
up. Shockingly, it actually hasn't been that dreadful. I've got
Dino singing to me while I open the boxes one by one. Most of it
clothes, shoes, and all the stupid stuff you collect throughout
your life that you forget about. For instance, a pair of salt and
pepper shakers from Chattanooga, Tennessee – I don't even remember
ever going to Tennessee.

My phone rumbles
once in my pocket. I retrieve it and discover I have an email. An
email from Clara. As I scroll down the email, I hold my breath,
hoping it's not filled with any more bad news.

The real estate
agent, who sold the condo to Jeff and me when we were still dating,
knew of a couple dying to buy into our building. Fortunately, they
are offering $10,000 over what we owe the mortgage company, so the
foreclosure can be avoided. Thank goodness for that. Of course, I
won't see a penny of that $10,000. Clara states Jeff will not take
me to court if I let him have it... and our car. It wasn't worth
arguing with him over. He could have it all.

My hands trembling,
I type a short response letting her know I will agree, and thanking
her. She's handled everything for me. I was more appreciative than
she will ever know.

I hit send, and the
finality of it all slams into me, taking my breath away. As happy
as I am to have the heavy burden of our impending financial crisis
off my shoulders, it feels strange that I'll never step foot in
that condo again. It was home for many years. But then again, a
home that never made me happy.

I sit my phone down
and grab the box cutter, slicing through the packing tape of the
next box. I think off and on about Jason. So young and already knee
deep in life's crappy games. Hearing him speak so openly about his
problems had lifted my spirits. Not because I think my life is
better than his, no, but because he is one of those rare people who
genuinely understands how it feels to have life kick you when
you're down. I shake my head and continue sorting, trying to keep
the past out of my mind. But that's the thing about memories - they
come and go as they please.
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