THE KINDNESS OF STRANGERS
By
J. A. Titus
SMASHWORDS EDITION
* * * * *
PUBLISHED BY:
J. A. Titus for Smashwords
The Kindness of Strangers
Copyright © 2010 by J. A. Titus
All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owners.
Smashwords Edition License Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the author's work.
* * * * *
J. A. Titus would like to personally give thanks to the people who were responsible for encouraging and guiding her along this journey:
Frankie Sutton, Heather Goodale, Wendy Taylor, Connie Medico, Krissy Worth, Maria V. Boisseau, Debb Anderson, Brian Crockett, Christy L. Titus, Jeanette Beaulieu & all her Facebook friends who dedicated themselves to reading each installment as they came!
Thank you!
For my three wonderful children
‘…more than infinity!’
*****
THE KINDNESS OF STRANGERS
*****
One
“Get back over here!” he growled vehemently.
Breathing heavily, her heart pounding with anticipation for the worst, she huddled in the very back of her closet. She wrapped her arms tightly around her knees and pressed them to her chest, trying to stay out of sight. With the closet door partially opened, she could see the faint stream of light cast off from the hallway into her darkened room. She tried to catch her breath, as she heard him clamber into her room. He shuffled through the clothes and things she had on her bed, threw her books to the floor, and thrashed at the under belly of her mattress like swatting at an annoying fly. She knew he couldn’t see in the dark, but she didn’t want him to hear her. She was too afraid of what would happen if he found her.
She pressed harder against the closet wall and bit down on her finger in an attempt to breathe a little easier. The reality of everything had finally hit her like a smack to the head. If she didn’t escape now, if she didn’t run away, she would forever be a victim. She would forever be his slave.
“Come out, you little bitch,” he slurred. “It’ll only hurt worse if I have to find you.”
The smell of his sour breath wafted around her. She pinched the bridge of her nose with her free hand and tried not to gag. He was drunk again; it was quite obvious. Why wasn’t anyone home to help her? Why was she alone?
“Get your ass out here, Syd, or you’re really going to get it. I’m going to ram you so hard, you little tramp.”
His voice trailed off as he pulled drawers out her bureau and slammed them back. She knew he wanted to frighten her, to make her so scared she would come out of hiding. Instead, she pressed herself harder against the wall trying not to disturb anything around her for fear that he would discover her hiding place.
Heavy footed, he stumbled to her closet door and ripped it open. She knew he was expecting to see her frightened face peering up at him in the darkness, and could hear him as he grumbled incoherently when he didn’t get this satisfaction. Angrily, he began pushing the hanging clothes aside trying to see into the back of the closet. He fell to his knees with a hard thud against the hardwood floor and crawled toward the rear near where Sydney sat shaking with fear. She slowly shifted her feet underneath a navy blue comforter that was beside her in case he pulled things out like he did with the things under her bed. She was afraid he would see her white socks, knowing that in the dull light they would surely be a beacon pointing to her whereabouts.
On his knees, he began to pull out and toss her belongings; starting first with her skateboard, which he slammed against the wall closest to her bed, narrowly missing the front window. He then threw out her basketball and all of her shoes, flinging them clear across the room. She could hear them land as the sound reverberated against the hard wood floor. Still biting her finger, she held her breath hoping he would give up and look in another room.
“Aahh … I’m a gonna git you, girl; I’m a gonna git you.” he taunted her, his tone elevating slightly as though he were giddy with the thoughts only he could hear in his head. “Oh, just you wait until I git you!”
He continued to call out for her and bitterness soon settled into his voice. She debated whether or not she should just give up, knowing it would be the only way to get him to fall asleep fast enough for her to have the chance to escape.
She pressed even harder against the wall, wishing she could melt into it. Oh, why couldn’t she have a secret door panel to make the wall open into another room, just like it did in the movies? Only there weren’t any secret door panels and there certainly weren’t any other secret ways of escaping. She knew he would eventually find her if he continued his pursuit because her closet wasn’t deep enough to hide her forever.
As she cowered there, she could hear the grunting and the heaving of his breath. He was getting tired, and the alcohol was throwing off his equilibrium, making him unbalanced and dizzy. Hopefully, if she could only hold her breath a little longer, he would just give up.
Her heart still pounded, and the sound of her own blood rushing through her body filled her ears. She bit down harder on her finger barely recognizing the pain her teeth inflicted upon her flesh. Her lungs slowly caved to the pressure, desperately seeking fresh air. She knew was going to have to exhale soon.
She closed her eyes and tried to picture something pleasant, something to distract her from her situation. She needed her mind to forget what was going on. She envisioned a green field along the high school where students crowded all around, gathering for their after school activities. Some were jogging around the track, round and round they’d go almost as though they’d never stop. Others assembled into groups with their hands flying about and mouths yapping non-stop. Even Tommy Lavigne, her high school crush, mingled in the mix. She focused her thoughts on him, narrowing her sights on his deep brown eyes staring back at her, the cute dimple in his left cheek when he smiled, and how white his teeth were when he smiled. The image of his bronze skin and his curly brown hair sent excited shivers up her spine.
Tommy couldn’t save her though; he didn’t even know her name or that she even existed. Right now she was in reality and she was trying to hide from her father, fearing what his twisted mind was going to inflict on her this time.
Her father, William Venery, was the fire chief and a respected man in town. What the people who thought so highly of him didn’t know, or were too blind to see, were the many skeletons he had in his closet. Secrets and lies he would never want exposed, including his sick desire to torment his sixteen year old daughter Sydney. The thrill he got inflicting pain behind closed doors was nothing more than a power trip to him. All it took were a few sips of whiskey and he’d shed his sheep’s clothing, revealing the true wolf inside.
Suddenly, Sydney’s eyes snapped open. Her lungs burned as if they were on fire, making it difficult for her to hold in her breath any longer. She slowly and as quietly as she could, exhaled. Pausing, she listened, but only the sound of silence greeted her ears. She couldn’t hear him or his heavy breathing anymore, and the smell of alcohol began to dissipate. Could it be that he left?
She breathed in quickly and once again held her breath. The sound of her blood rushing through her body returned to her ears but nothing else, silence.
Very slowly she pulled one of her sweaters aside and peered into her room. Sure enough he was not in there, but where was he? She exhaled again and tried to steady her breathing. She didn’t want to step out of the closet frightened he would be hiding behind her door or somewhere in the hallway. So, she waited and listened. Every creak and moan the house made, and every noise from outside her windows, confirmed her fear that she shouldn’t leave the comfort of her closet just yet.
Her heart slowly evened its pace, and she breathed normally. She continued to wait, ten, maybe fifteen minutes went by. She didn’t hear anything. Gathering all her courage, she decided to step out and see what was going on. Cautiously she skirted over her clothes and stepped into her bedroom. It was still dark, despite the hallway light. She tip toed towards her bed and peered through the crack between the wall and her bedroom door. There was nobody there. She sighed with relief, but she knew she wasn’t getting off that easy. She, slowly-but-surely, tip toed to the hallway and looked out. The light was bright, and it bothered her eyes making it difficult to see. Waiting a few seconds to allow them to adjust, she then looked to the left and then to the right of her; there was no sign of anyone.
She noticed that her parent’s bedroom door was open and crept closer to see if he had passed out on the bed. She was afraid, but she still had to know. Her heart was pounding once again with fear, she was trembling and her hands went cold and numb. She pressed herself against the hallway wall and slid slowly towards the door.
She could hear his ragged breathing; it was unusually heavy and deep. Did he fall asleep? She slid closer. When she was beside the door, she looked through the space between the wall and the door and could make out a figure on her parent’s bed. She could see the figure’s chest rise and fall; breathing in and breathing out. She stood frozen in place; too afraid to move. She hoped her mother and brother wouldn’t return anytime soon, not wanting the noise to wake him up. She continued to watch his chest. Rising and falling; breathing in and breathing out. His breathing suddenly changed from heavy to silent. Was he dead? No, of course not, he had undoubtedly just passed out. Still terrified she would wake him; she slowly slid along the wall toward her bedroom and softly closed her bedroom door. She made sure that she didn’t close it all the way; afraid the sound of the slight click might set him off once again.
She grabbed a backpack from her closet and started throwing clothes in, stuffing it full. She didn’t bother to take any of her shoes since she had left a pair downstairs by the back door. She slowly zipped up her bag, removed her favorite jacket out of her closet and slipped her arms through the sleeves.
It was Tommy’s jacket. She had stolen it from his locker while he was at football practice, and much to her surprise he hadn’t even noticed it had gone missing. Regardless, she didn’t dare wear it to school in case he would ever recognize it.
She pulled the strap of her backpack over her shoulder and headed towards the door. Slowly and quietly, she opened her bedroom door and peeped out. There was no sound coming from her parent’s bedroom. The whole house was eerily quiet. She held her backpack tight against her side as she watched her parent’s room, cautiously eyeing it as she slowly descended the stairs to the living room.
There were no lights on in the living room leaving the entire downstairs of the house nearly pitch black since the sun had set earlier. She let her eyes adjust once again to the darkness, and then she stealthily crossed the room to the kitchen. Quickly, she went through the cabinets, grabbing whatever she could fit into her pockets to eat later. As she went to open the back door, she noticed her father’s wallet lying on the table open. She stepped back to the table and opened the dollar sleeve. There were six brand new, crisp, hundred dollar bills all tucked neatly in the wallet. She pulled the money from the wallet sleeve and stuffed it in her shirt, thanking her lucky stars she had something to live on even if for a short time. She headed again to the back door, slipped on her shoes and stepped out into the cold October night.
With her heartbeat thundering in her ears, she reached the end of her street and turned back to look at her house for the last time. She had no desire to ever return there; there were too many painful memories. Despite the coolness of the night, her face felt hot and sweaty. Moving her eyes along the old porch with the dried up corn stalks attached to its pillars, she stared hard into the night. She wanted to scrub clean every inch of that horror house from her memory, and envisioned a chalkboard eraser wiping every detail away. She shifted her eyes to the creaky metal gate in front of the walkway, and then finally to the broken, blue shutter on the second floor. The same shutter that she had accidently broken when she was trying to run away the first time.
It wasn’t that long ago; just a little after school began that September. It happened right after he had finished pressing his hard body on hers, beating and then raping her for over an hour. He had gotten up to take a shower before her mother came home from running her weekend errands. She was still on her bed hurting and in pain from the abuse she had endured. She was too terrified to get up for fear that he would hear her moving and it would start all over again. So, she continued to lie there until she finally heard the sound of water hitting against the plastic shower curtain. As she lay on the bed, she thought, this is it, this is the breaking point. She had endured his abuse for too long. She crumbled to the floor, trying to ignore the pain she felt all over her body; trying to forget what he had done to her. There was no way, though, that she could stop feeling the burning deep inside of her.
With her mind racing, she quickly got dressed and carefully listened for the water in the bathroom to make sure he wouldn’t suddenly appear. She threw on a sweatshirt and opened her window. She knew if she tried to walk past the bathroom he would come out wanting to know where she was going. She didn’t want to confront him nor did she want to see his ugly, bearded, bloodshot face ever again.
Moving quickly, she lifted the screen and tried to fit her head, shoulders and right leg through the window, but she couldn’t manage it. It was too tight and her hips got stuck. She pulled her leg back in and twisted her body around so that her backside rested on the windowsill, and tried as hard as she could to slide out onto the porch’s roof. She was finally half way through when she lost her bearings and had to grab hold of the blue shutter trying hard not to slip. She looked down and saw that it would be a long fall. She knew that if she fell, she would not only break something, she’d also have to deal with him again. Just thinking about his menacing eyes made her shudder.
As she was about to get her left knee out the window, the blue shutter gave way and snapped. She tumbled backwards down the sloped roof, and nearly took the flight of her life, backwards. She reached out to grab the gutter and pulled herself up. As quickly as she could, she scrambled back into her room and tried to catch her breath. She was going to be in deeper trouble if he found out about the stupid shutter. She sighed, almost regretting she had even tried, as she closed the screen and shut her window in defeat.
That was before. This time she had finally done it, she had finally escaped. Now she was free to do whatever she wanted, go where and with whom she wanted to. She vowed no one was going to hurt her ever again. Brick by mental brick, she built up those walls around her.
She adjusted the backpack on her shoulders and continued walking down the dark, lonely road. With the cool night’s breeze billowing softly against her flushed skin, she imagined dropping the eraser and wiping her hands; envisioning the dust of her memories gently floating away. She didn’t dare turn around to see that house again. It was in her past, something she could leave behind. She was focused on her future and determined to make it better.
*****
Two
Memories filtered in and out of Sydney’s head, gliding in like day dreams when she sat idle or allowed her mind to drift off deep into thought. Her life hadn’t always been a nightmare; in fact it had been quite the opposite. Out of the five Venery children she had always been their father’s favorite, gaining extra affection and praise. Things her sisters and brothers tried to do never seemed to make a difference. Whether it was bringing home an aced report card or making the home run hit at the town’s baseball game; nothing compared to Sydney in his eyes. He had a special attachment to her and, it was apparent to the others that, she could do no wrong.
One of her fondest memories was from when she was six years old. She had jumped up onto her father’s lap while he was smoking his pipe in the study. He gave his full gutted, hearty laugh as she bumped his pipe spilling the black tobacco everywhere and had somehow managed to get it smudged all over her face and clothes. If anyone else had done this, they would have been cowering in fear for wasting his expensive tobacco, but not her. Being his favorite absolved her from everything. Instead of scolding her he’d simply laugh and scoop her up into his arms. She had always thought he had the best laugh and it made her smile knowing she was the one who could make him do it the most. His brown eyes would twinkle in the shaded lamp light and the smoke he puffed out would curl around the room, giving off the faint scent of cherries.
Her mother, Lois, had been busy crocheting a new blanket and had looked up from her work to see what the laughter was all about. Upon seeing Sydney’s pink cheeks smudged black, she joined in the laughter and had put her crocheting down into her needlepoint basket. Hoping to dissuade Sydney from trailing the black soot all over the newly shampooed carpet and freshly cleaned walls, her mother tried to pull Sydney away from her father.
Her parents then proceeded to have a tug-o-war with her arms, ending with her father drawing her into his chest with a warm hug and a kiss on the forehead. Sydney had breathed in deeply wanting to always remember his cologne; Old Spice.
She had felt her chest swell with pride as her mother, holding her dainty hands to her hips, stated to her father, “She’s the female equivalent of you, you know, brown eyes and all.”
He had nodded, and he and Sydney shared a smile. Sydney leaned into her father’s neck snuggling close, her ear right below his chin, while he whispered the sweet song, “My brown eyed girl.”
It wasn’t that she wasn’t close to her mother; it was more that she and her father had a special bond. She really did look like him and everyone knew it. Most even felt that was the reason her father kept her under his wing. In stark contrast to her mother, who had thick blonde, curly hair, crystal blue eyes and fair skin; Sydney had dark brown eyes, mousy brown hair and an olive tone. She was the only one that looked like him too. If she hadn’t looked just like him, she would have believed her older siblings when they told her she was adopted. She knew they said such things because they were jealous of her relationship with their father, but it still hurt. She wanted nothing more than to be close with them, but they turned away from her; always resenting her.
Her oldest sister, Marjorie, was ten years older. If you didn’t know the family well, you would have sworn she was their mother’s twin. They had the same bouncy blonde curls, the same rose-flushed cheeks, and the same delicate chin, as well as other features. Marjorie was the mature daughter, their mother’s confidante and friend. Every evening after dinner the two would huddle over the kitchen sink washing dishes, quietly gossiping while the rest of the family settled in for the evening news on the television.
As the rest of the family was engrossed in the daily events, the two of them would occasionally cackle with delight and almost immediately would hush again, keeping their secrets between the two of them. They were inseparable and it had broken their mother’s heart when Marjorie turned twenty, fell in love with one of the firemen at their father’s station, and then moved out without another word to her or their family. Sydney knew even then, their mother would never be the same. She would never confide in anyone else and would do everything possible to avoid any kind of close relationship. She essentially cut everyone out of her life, just as Marjorie cut her out of hers.
Then there was Siobhan. She was seven years older than Sydney and kept to herself unless the need arose. If she wasn’t anywhere to be found, it was common knowledge she would be at the library with her nose in some kind of anatomy book. She and Marjorie looked very similar, except for their height difference. Marjorie was much shorter and petite, while Siobhan nearly towered over her by five inches.
The appearance similarities ended with their personalities, however; Marjorie being Miss Popularity and Siobhan being terribly shy and timid. Growing up, Siobhan would be the one to take care of anyone who appeared hurt or inconsolable. She had that mother hen air about her, always tending to the children, always caring for someone’s sick child or spouse. If anyone needed anything, they’d call on Siobhan. When she turned seventeen she was accepted to Harvard on a full scholarship and quickly moved out.
Next there was Jackson, the older of her two brothers; he was six years older than Sydney. He was tall, athletic and handsome. Despite his friendly appearance though, he never had a kind word to say to Sydney, so she always kept her distance from him. He was really a good mixture of her parents. Her Nonnie Venery would say he had their father’s physique but their mother’s traits, the only difference being his green eyes. Jackson was always the one vying for their father’s attention, but got nowhere. He was always the one to rush home and burst in with excitement when he received an exceptional report card or if his high school team scored big during one of his games. While their father seemed proud of him, he never really showed as much enthusiasm as he did with Sydney’s achievements. That angered Jackson to no end and he went out of his way to avoid anything to do with her, silently wishing she would just disappear.
Finally, there was little Billy. He was the baby of the family and he certainly took advantage of that position; spoiled rotten to the core. Jackson was cruel, but Billy was a monster! He would raid Sydney’s room, steal her birthday money and then tell lies to purposely get her in trouble. For a kid who was only nine months younger, he sure acted like he knew a lot more of the world and took after Jackson, not only in looks but also his mentality. Jealous of their father’s relationship with her, he always wanted to make Sydney’s life miserable; but that did not break Sydney. She knew her father did not listen to her brother’s whining and above anything else, that gave her solace.
She would always remember the night their father had been promoted to captain of the fire department. Her family had dressed in their finest clothes and was seated at the largest table in the town’s local banquet hall. While they waited, they whispered excitedly as their father reached the stage to accept his award. They all sat in their seats behind the finest china which was set out on each of the banquet hall tables. Sparkling glasses filled with crystal clear water made the table glitter with diamonds cast off from the halls’ lights.
They were all so proud and excited. Her father’s new position would bring the family additional pay but more importantly, a new level of respect within the community. Sydney kicked her legs underneath her chair, her pink cotton dress tight against her chest from sweat. It was an exceptionally hot August day and Sydney was only eight years old at the time, making it difficult for her to keep attention and sit still. Her mother kept eyeing her as she fanned herself with the cloth napkin that had been on the table. She felt fidgety and hot and the napkin wasn’t doing the trick in cooling her off. The room was crowded with so many people and that made it even hotter.
People with all that class and refinement made her nervous. She looked around the table to see Jackson scowling towards her as she moved her gaze to his. She became embarrassed and blushed. Sydney’s attention quickly turned to Marjorie who appeared to be fully engrossed in every word their father said during his award speech. Although, she couldn’t help but notice Marjorie making quick glances over her shoulder. Sydney knew her sister was trying to catch the eye of the guy sitting at the fire fighters table located on the opposite side of the room. Nonnie Venery eventually noticed this and gave Marjorie a stern look and pat on the shoulder, almost to say ‘Don’t even think about it’.
Siobhan wasn’t even paying attention; she had her nose stuck in a book about veins and the circulatory system. She barely raised her head as the rest of the attendees stood up from the table raising their glasses in a toast. Sydney grabbed her glass too, though a little awkwardly, causing the water to spill all over the table and onto her pretty pink cotton dress.
“Oh dear!” her mother exclaimed, grabbing her cloth napkin and blotting the water from the table and off of Sydney. What a thing to happen when everyone’s eyes were focused on them.
“Way to go, shrimp” Jackson crowed, laughing.
Sydney looked up with tears in her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.
Her mother gave her an exasperated look and threw her napkin on her chair. “Nonnie, can you please keep an eye on the others while I take Syd to the ladies room to clean up?”
Old Nonnie Venery nodded causing the extra skin under her chin to flap up and down, making a disgusting sloshing sound. The Venery children called it her turkey flap. When she was out of her range of hearing, they would mimic the movement sticking their necks out while bobbing their head up and down. It always made them laugh.
Sydney’s mother grabbed her by the hand and jerked her away from the table as everyone else, once standing in the banquet hall, had already seated themselves. Banquet hall staff came bustling in, setting plates filled with prime rib, new potatoes and baby corn in front of the guests, as Sydney’s mother stormed for the exit,.
“Lois,” Sydney heard her father call. “Where are you going?”
They stopped and Sydney’s mother swiveled around to speak with her husband; her face was nearly crimson with embarrassment.
“She spilled her glass of water and got it all over her dress,” her mother began. “I’m going to take her to the ladies room to clean up and dry off.”
Sydney’s cheeks were streaked with tears and her brown eyes were swollen red. Discouraged she looked down, afraid she would be scolded.
Her father cupped her chin in his hand. “Don’t be sad my belle,” he cooed. “Daddy’s here.” He took Sydney’s hand from his wife’s and guided her back to their table.
“William!?” her mother whispered angrily. “She is soaking wet! She’s going to chafe if she sits in that!”
She looked around to see if anyone was paying any attention to them, and unfortunately everyone’s eyes were glued as if watching a soap opera unfurl. She smiled nervously; smoothing her dress, and tucked a piece of hair behind her ear that had come loose from her pins.
“Oh please! She’s fine.” her father said, walking back toward their table where their food had just been served. One of the banquet hall employees had already cleared the wet table cloth and replaced it with a fresh dry one.
Jackson continued scowling toward her; his mouth turned down and his nose slightly wrinkled. The one opportunity for Sydney to get in trouble and she was once again rescued by their father. Billy punched Jackson in the shoulder, distracting him, and the two tussled around. Their father sat down and stared at the boys.
“Knock if off you two scoundrels,” he barked.
They almost immediately snapped into their seats and placed their napkins on their laps. Sydney wiped her eyes and rested her head on her father’s arm, while the rest of the guests began dining.
That night had gone wonderfully after that. Everyone was once again happy and proud, smiling ear to ear. Even Jackson and Billy were tolerant of Sydney, something she relished, even if it was only for that very moment. At one point during the evening, they were even able to coax Siobhan away from her book and out to the dance floor, where they all danced until the sun set over the horizon.
“That was such a wonderful night!” Sydney whispered as she climbed into bed that evening, after her parents had given her a kiss goodnight.
She dreamt that evening about Marjorie and the man she met, and how they danced so close. His nose had softly caressed Marjorie’s neck making her giggle. Even in her subconscious Sydney knew something was going to happen with Marjorie and that man.
She dreamt how she danced with Jackson, with her feet on top of his as they moved to the music. And then how her parents had seemed to meld into one being, as they glided across the dance floor cheek to cheek, in one smooth motion. She never wanted to forget such a great night.
Sydney needed to remember those little things to help her stay sane. A peace of mind if you will, that not everything in her life had been unbearable and that she could move on to bigger and better things. It was those memories, those moments of normalcy, that she could look back on to remind herself there was so much more to her life than just being a victim. She needed to remember that she did have a normal childhood before the abuse started; that before Marjorie and Siobhan left, her life up to that point, had been so good.
*****
Three
It had been nearly six months since she had left that awful place. She scratched her head with her pen and looked longingly out the window. It was raining outside; not a heavy rain, just a slight drizzle, but it was the cold that settled into your bones and chilled you completely. She sighed as she watched the diners eating their breakfast.
“Did I really think I would want to be a waitress for the rest of my life?” she thought to herself.
She looked down at her swollen belly and gave it a quick rub. The yellow and white polyester dress she had to wear was quite restricting and the baby in her belly stretched and kicked, making standing almost unbearable. If it weren’t for the bonus she had received for coming on full time, she never would have been able to buy the comfortable sneakers she had on. They were the special type that nurses wear at the hospital and at this time they were her only saving grace. She looked down at her white shoes and sighed again at how bloated her feet looked in them.
“When will the swelling ever go down?”
Just then a cute couple entered the restaurant. The guy had his right arm over the pretty girl’s shoulder, and her hand was raised to hold his. He must have whispered something funny in the girl’s ear, because she immediately giggled and her heavily lashed, hazel eyes lit up as he bent down to give her a quick kiss. Sydney could’ve gagged. It was disgustingly sweet.
She pulled two menus from her menu box and grabbed her order pad.
“Two?” she asked, checking to make sure there weren’t any others meeting them.
The guy nodded.
He looked very familiar, but the ball cap and rain coat he wore hid the majority of his face. He seemed to eye her in a funny way too, almost as if he recognized her from somewhere but couldn’t place it.
Sydney showed them to a table in the far corner of the restaurant, in a secluded booth so that they could keep their mushy, love chat to themselves. “And as far away from me as possible,” Sydney thought.
She realized after she watched the guy remove his coat and ball cap, that the handsome guy had his warm brown eyes, his soft tan skin, those broad shoulders; it was Tommy.
Sydney felt a lump form in her throat as she tried to speak. When she couldn’t force it down, she dropped the menus on top of the table, turned beet red with embarrassment and swiveled around to head toward the bathroom. As she passed the kitchen she met her manager’s questioning eyes and took a quick gulp of air before the tears welled up and streamed down her cheeks.
She kept going as her manager stared and nodded, almost as if to say he understood though Sydney knew that he had no clue. She rushed down the long hallway to the private women’s restroom. She pushed open the door and shut it quickly behind her, slamming her head painfully to the back of the door and slid clumsily to the floor; her legs sprawled out in front of her. Feebly, she reached up and locked the handle so that no one would enter and interrupt her moment of sadness.
She just needed a moment she could grieve in peace; without interruption. She dropped her head into her hands and cried. She was having a difficult time breathing and her mind raced as anxiety took a hold of her. Her life was not only a mess, it was just plain terrible. She was homeless, she had no friends or family, her job was awful, and to top it all off, she was six months pregnant with some kind of spawn that seemed to enjoy kicking her from the inside out. Nothing was going for her, absolutely nothing. She didn’t believe in suicide and she didn’t believe in abortion, she believed that if she kept going with a positive outlook everything would eventually work itself out. She went from one dead end job to another, from one person’s couch to another, staying until she wore out her welcome. No one wanted to be responsible for a sixteen year old runaway.
She never told anyone, and no one knew her terrible secret. They only figured she was promiscuous, got knocked up and was kicked out by her parents. Even her own mother didn’t have a clue and her father, well; he certainly wouldn’t volunteer any information to absolve her. After all, he was a respectable man. What on earth would the town of Salem ever do without him? He was their fire chief; he protected their homes and saved little children from burning buildings. It would be impossible for anyone to think this man was evil, or that this man was the root of his family’s problems. No one seemed to understand why, once everyone left – like Marjorie after she got married, or Siobhan going to school – they never wanted to come back. It was too easy for all the outsiders to point fingers and assume that Sydney was the black sheep of their family. That she was the one to resent her for taking their family’s name to the gutter.
She took all this pressure on herself and just tried to hold her head up high. She couldn’t escape far considering she didn’t have any money. That six hundred dollars she had grabbed didn’t last very long when she had to buy food and throw money towards a place to stay. It barely covered six weeks, forcing her to beg on the side of the road outside of Peabody. That is, until she found a night job at the centers Laundro-World Laundromat and what a terrible place that was at night. Sydney shuddered thinking of what she had to go through to get where she was today and it made her feel nauseous.
She closed her eyes as she remembered when she first realized she hadn’t had her period, which was around Thanksgiving time. She was nearly six weeks late and was too afraid to go to the town’s only pharmacy for fear someone would recognize her. It took her three more weeks and in the middle of a cold December wind storm before she finally got the courage to beg a kid who crossed paths with her, to go inside and pick up a pregnancy test. She promised him two dollars and the kid laughed at her. Despite her embarrassment, she upped her price and said she’d give him five bucks if he went in and swiped it.
The kid stared hard at her and said, “Make it ten or no deal.”
Sydney sighed and pulled out the wad of crumpled money she had in her jeans pocket. She only had thirteen dollars left, but she had to get that test so she could know for sure. She stuffed a dollar bill into the kids hand and said, “You’ll get the rest of the money when you come out with the test.”
With that, the kid walked around the corner and Sydney could hear the jingle-jangle of the pharmacy bells as the door opened. She stood in the shivering cold with her back against the brick wall of the pharmacy, wearing Tommy Lavigne’s old jacket buttoned tightly around her expanding waistline. She rubbed her arms with her gloveless hands and pulled the jacket up to her lips, trying desperately to shield part of her face from the bitter cold wind.
After a few minutes she heard the jingle-jangle of the pharmacy bells and spied the kid walking towards her.
“Did you get it?” she asked eagerly.
The kid nodded and pulled the generic pregnancy test box out of his coat pocket.
“My money?” he demanded, holding out his empty hand.
Sydney took the only five dollar bill she had out of her pocket and counted the ones, “One, two, three, four,” before handing the kid his money.
He flashed a brilliant smile and ran off to join some boys that had begun to crowd across the street, eagerly coaxing a fight that had broken out between two dogs.
Sydney stood there holding the box in her hand, not exactly sure what she was supposed to do with it. She flipped the box to look at the back and read the printed instructions. Then she saw it, in bright red letters.
“Gross!” she exclaimed. “I’ve got to pee on it?”
Groaning, she stuffed the box into her own coat pocket and walked away.
When she reached the apartment building where she was staying, she knocked on the door but no one answered. They had gone out leaving her without a key or a way to get inside, away from the cold. She jumped up and down, trying to keep warm in the wind.
“I guess I could swing into the convenience store and see if they’ll let me use their bathroom.” she said aloud, talking to herself.
Debating whether or not she wanted to do that, she sat on the front stoop hoping someone would come back soon, but time ticked away. She rubbed her arms and huddled against the wall, still sitting on the front stoop. She was going to freeze if she didn’t get inside soon. Getting up, she took the brisk walk to the convenience store across the street and went in.
The cashier barely looked up at her when she entered.
“You got a bathroom?” she asked.
Still engrossed in whatever magazine he was reading, the cashier pointed to the back.
“Thanks!” she exclaimed and rushed into the back of the store where the bathroom sign was.
Coming out of the cold, the warm air in the store made her have to pee, which was perfect timing. She pushed open the door and entered one of the empty stalls that looked half way decent. Pulling out the box from her coat, she ripped it open, snapped off the cap and shoved it between her legs. She squatted, not wanting to sit on the toilet seat and prayed she wouldn’t pee on herself.
When she was finished, she slipped the cap back on the test and let it sit on the toilet paper holder. The box said it needed two minutes for results and that two minutes seemed like an eternity. She paced back and forth in the stall, trying not to bump into anything not wanting to make a lot of noise and have the cashier wonder what was going on. She didn’t need to call any more attention to herself than she already had and by the way he barely looked up at her, she doubted he would pry.
Two minutes passed and Sydney took in a deep breath, squeezing her eyes shut. She wanted to find out like ripping off a band-aid, to make the initial shock wear off faster. She let out the air and hastily looked down at the white stick in her hand, her stomach in knots and feeling she already had her answer but needed to make sure.
There it was a plus and a circle. She groaned, disappointed. What the heck does that mean, a plus and a circle? She opened the stall, threw the test stick in the sink and went back to pick the box up off the floor. That’s when she saw it; if she wasn’t pregnant it would have been a plus symbol and a blue line, but this wasn’t the case and she knew it! She barely made it to the toilet before she threw up.
Now here she was four months later, wallowing in her own self pity, still sitting on the bathroom floor of the local Denny’s while the baby within her belly continued to punch and kick.
“Will you just cut the crap!” she cried out, but the motion didn’t stop.
She didn’t know really how far along she was and didn’t have the money to go to the doctor to find out. She had a vague idea that she had to be due sometime in July, but she wasn’t sure. She only knew what she had learned during anatomy class, but even that wasn’t any help. She knew that if she had the baby, the hospital had to take her in and treat her; it was the law. She didn’t know what she would do once the baby was really here. Would she give it away? Would she try to keep it and go straight? Try to find an apartment and try to somehow support it? She thought about it constantly.
She truthfully didn’t want the thing. It should have never even existed, but Sydney had too much of a heart. She couldn’t get enough strength within herself to get an abortion. Not to mention, she didn’t have the money it would cost to get one anyway. Obviously she got pregnant for a reason, right? Everything happens for a reason, right?
She continued to sit on the bathroom floor with her back against the door and tried to calm her anxiety. She tried to fight back against the spasms of tears that wanted to come out. She kept trying to reason with herself. Reminding herself it wasn’t her fault. She didn’t ask to be in this situation. She didn’t do anything differently to call attention to herself in that way. Why did it have to be her? Why didn’t her mother know and protect her?
It always seemed to happen when he knew her mother was going to be gone for a long time. The final time, the night she ran away, her mother had left with Billy just before dinner. They were going to the hospital to visit Sydney’s maternal grandmother, who had fallen and broken her hip. She had left without preparing dinner, and Sydney knew this was a tell-tale sign that something was going to happen that night. If dinner wasn’t made and nobody was home, her father was going to put himself into a drunken stupor and wreak havoc on her. Just as if she were reading her own story in a book, her father began downing whiskey as soon as he arrived home from the station.
He was depressed, she knew it, but there wasn’t anything she could do to make it better. Since Nonnie Venery had passed away six years earlier things seemed to spiral downhill for the Venery family. The air around their home was strained and everyone bickered over the littlest things. Sydney was ten when Marjorie moved out, and the man she was to marry was not someone Nonnie Venery approved of. Marjorie knew this, yet she proceeded with the wedding. That angered their father to the point where he nearly fired his new son-in-law, but had to hold back because of unlawful termination and a possible lawsuit against the department. Instead, he transferred him to a different station down in South Attleboro which was nearly an hour away. Marjorie wanted nothing to do with their father after that and made that quite clear when she packed her things and slammed the front door, never to return. She argued; why did it matter who she fell in love with? It wasn’t like he was the reason Nonnie Venery had died, but their father didn’t see it that way. He felt as if Marjorie had broken up the family by purposely going against him and his mother. He felt betrayed not only by his own employee who was twelve years Marjorie’s senior, but worse by his own daughter. Of course there were other reasons too, the deep dark secret reasons that no one would ever find out.
Marjorie’s wedding night was the first time Sydney watched as her father poured himself a shot of whiskey, something he usually reserved for when the Venery children were already in bed. What should have been only one, turned into the entire bottle of Jim Beam and he went around the house scrounging for more. Sydney continued to watch as her mother pleaded with him to slow down and rest, but he pushed her away from him. He went through each cabinet in the kitchen and each shelf in the basement searching for more booze.
While he was in the basement, Sydney’s mother opened a small cabinet in the study where there were four brand new bottles of Cognac. Scared he would find them, she pleaded with Sydney to take them to her room quickly and hide them. At first, Sydney could only stand there stunned. It was only after her mother shoved the bottles into her arms and turned her toward the staircase that she moved. Sydney scrambled up the stairs, still unsure as to what to do or where to put them, eventually concealing them in her bureau.
She turned around in time to see her father barreling towards her, with his fists clenched and his mouth turned down in an ugly snarl.
“You! I would believe it of anyone else, but not YOU!”
He grabbed her by the hair and slammed her to the floor, his fists unrelenting as they pounded her frail little body. She curled into the fetal position, trying to protect herself while blow by blow she screamed out in terror. She could see between her fingers covering her face and she could hear her mother trying to pull him off of her, but he pushed her aside and then shoved her into the wall. Sydney could hear the sickening crack as her mother’s head connected to the door frame and the thud that followed as she crumpled to the floor. He became disoriented and dizzy from bending over, but that only stopped him briefly. Then he held onto Sydney’s bureau for support as he pulled out her drawer to retrieve the Cognac bottles.
“That’s what you get for betraying me,” he spit. Heavy footed, he stomped out of her room and plodded down the stairs to the study.
Sydney laid there crying, holding her knees to her chest not wanting to let go. She could feel her mother crawl towards her, whispering she was sorry over and over again, but that didn’t help heal the pain Sydney was feeling. She winced as her mother tried to pull her close and shied away from her touch. She just wanted to be left alone. Her father was her hero, someone whom she loved dearly and had a strong bond. She could see now, even at that tender age, her father was a bitter man and the trust they had between them had been clearly broken.
Now, here she was sitting on the floor of the restaurant bathroom with all those memories flooding back to her. She rolled to her knees and with her hands pushed back up to her feet. She walked to the mirror and stared into her own eyes for a moment.
“Everything is going to be ok.” she breathed, trying to reassure herself.
She pulled two paper towels from the dispenser next to her and held them under the water spout. She twisted the cold water handle and wiped her tear stained cheeks. She dabbed at her eyes carefully, trying not to mess up her makeup any more than it already was. Pulling the hair elastic from her pony tail, she scrunched the sides and combed her fingers through it. She didn’t look too bad. Her eyes weren’t as bloodshot as she had been afraid they were and her cheeks were now flushed, so she didn’t need any blush. She stared in the mirror for a few seconds longer, wondering if she should leave her hair down and risk being scolded, or if she should pull it back in the pony tail. She decided to toss it back in the elastic into a loose bun and then she unlocked the bathroom door.
As she stepped into the hallway, she could smell the sweet scent of syrup and knew that Barry, the breakfast cook, was making his famous home-style pancakes. Her stomach growled as if to say, feed me, to which she rubbed it and murmured “soon”.
*****
Four
It was two o’clock in the morning when Sydney felt like she was being torn in two. In pain she rolled to her side to catch a glimpse at the clock, trying to figure out what the heck was going on. Groaning, she sat up and wiped the sleep from her eyes. Just then another ripping pain swept through her body. She grabbed her stomach and lurched forward, falling to her knees on the floor.
“Some ... someone,” she croaked.
It was going to be nearly impossible to get up on her feet. She rolled to her side on the cool floor and waited for the pain spasm to end. It continued to tingle up and down her body for several minutes, though it seemed like agonizing hours.
“Someone, please,” she called out. “Someone PLEASE help me!”
She shifted onto her back and then rolled to her left side facing her bed so she could grab hold of the leg. Trying with all her might, she pulled herself to a sitting position but quickly succumbed to the pain and lay back down. She laid there in pain, wriggling and writhing, trying to scream out but not finding her voice.
She tried to urge herself to just get to the call button. She got to her hands and knees and crawled toward her room’s call button, which was against the wall closest to the door. Crawling slowly, she was in so much pain; she collapsed to the floor and began to cry.
“Please help me,” she croaked.
“Please!” she called out a little louder.
She knew it was time; it was mid-summer, almost August. She had been sure she would have the baby in July and it certainly seemed like that now. She had finally gone to see a doctor sometime in late April, when a nice lady that had come in regularly for breakfast suggested she go to the free clinic out in Lynn. She didn’t know how to get there so the lady had offered her a ride as a tip. She gladly accepted, hoping to get some information while she was there about what she could do once the baby arrived. While the lady drove her to Lynn, which was about a good ten minute drive from Salem center, Sydney started talking about her life and how she was homeless and needed to find a place to live. The lady listened sympathetically and seemed to be thinking to herself while Sydney kept chattering on and on about working at the Denny’s. How she hoped she might become a day time manager and how she could have more money, which would help her with raising the baby.
Then the woman asked quietly, “How are you going to raise a baby and work full time?”
Sydney thought for a moment, how the heck would she be able to do it? They passed by a sign for Fraiser field and Sydney contemplated her answer.
Finally she answered truthfully, “I’m honestly not sure.”
She looked at the woman expecting to see disappointment, but instead all she saw was sadness. Not the kind of sadness Sydney had seen in so many other people’s eyes, rather it was as if this woman genuinely cared and felt bad for the situation Sydney was in.
They continued towards Lynn Hospital in silence. Sydney stared out the window carefully watching the street signs as they passed them by, trying to keep an eye ahead knowing she would either have to walk back to her work or hitch a ride off someone. She needed to have an idea of which way was the correct way back.
As the woman pulled into Lynn Hospital’s parking lot she raised an eyebrow at Sydney and asked her, “Would you like some company while you’re waiting to see the doctor?”
Sydney smiled. No one had shown her this amount of kindness since she had been on her own. Everyone seemed to wear out quickly, tolerating what they could and eventually appeared bothered by Sydney’s presence. It wasn’t that they didn’t have a heart rather it was the situation that depressed them. How would it be possible for a sixteen year old to survive on her own AND support a baby? She was merely a baby herself!
“Sure,” she said. “It’ll give me a chance to listen to you, since I’ve been blabbering on and on about myself.”
The woman smiled. “Let me start off by telling you my name.”
Oh shoot, Sydney thought. She hadn’t even given the lady an opportunity to say her name. Sydney’s expression made the woman laugh, a soft, tinkling kind of laugh.
“My name is Irene. Irene Mahoney.”
Sydney stretched out her hand to shake Irene’s, “Nice to meet you Irene, I’m Sydney Venery.”
They smiled at each other as they removed their seat belts and got out of Irene’s car.
The doctor that checked her at Lynn hospital back in April had done an ultrasound, some tests, and concluded she would have her baby about July fifteenth. This being her first pregnancy, he offered her no guarantee and tried to explain to her that she could have the baby up to four weeks later than what he was estimating. He added the uncertainty was mostly because as she couldn’t identify to him when she might have conceived. He pushed her into giving him her information and had her sign up for a health insurance program offered free by the state. But even when she signed the application, she told herself she had gone this long without any assistance, what would be another three months?
When she was about to leave, he told her he expected to see her in two weeks for a follow up appointment, but she never went back. Instead she continued working at the Denny’s until it was almost unbearable. Irene often came in for her usual coffee and Barry’s specialty pancakes, and talked with Sydney each time. She tried to convince Sydney to see the doctor again, but Sydney couldn’t afford to even get there and even though she had signed up for that free insurance, she felt guilty taking advantage of it. She had done well so far without it, why should she stop working only to see a doctor?
Irene implored her! Begged her and nearly dragged her there herself, but Sydney stayed steadfast and refused. She was fine and the baby was still moving. She did as the doctor told her and counted each movement and never had a reason for alarm. The only thing Sydney couldn’t figure out was where to live.
The girl she had been staying with wasn’t really a good friend, merely an acquaintance through her manager at Denny’s. She was constantly asking Sydney when she was going to get a place of her own. Eventually, Sydney had had enough of the girl’s comments and removed all her things, but still didn’t have any place to go. She tried to remain positive but her only option was to sleep in the back storage room of the Denny’s, where everyone took their breaks, between her shifts. Without an actual bed, she had to sleep on a chair with her legs propped up, which being nearly seven months pregnant wasn’t very comfortable. She knew she had to do something and she had to do it soon.
It was a regular afternoon in early May when Irene had stopped in unexpectedly. Leaning back against the front display case, trying to ease some of the pressure off her back, Sydney watched as Irene shut her car door and opened the back to grab a large brown box. It wasn’t usual for Irene to come in for lunch, so she was half expecting to stand and chat a while. Her comfortable sneakers had been stolen a while back and the black mules she had on weren’t comfortable at all, they made her feet swell so badly that she had cankles.
Sydney continued to watch as Irene walked to the front entrance door holding the box trying to figure out what exactly she was doing, and upon seeing Irene struggling to grasp the door handle, she went to help Irene with the door.
“What you got there?” she asked, curious.
Irene set the box down and took a deep breath. “Get your stuff,” she said.
Sydney looked at her questioningly.
“I mean it, Syd, get your stuff.”
Sydney looked at the brown box on the floor and saw that it was empty. “Um, what are you going to do with it?” she asked.
Irene smoothed her hair off of her glistening forehead, it was unusually warm for a May afternoon and she was sweaty from carrying the box. “You’re getting out of here. Come on, get your stuff. I’m taking you somewhere.”
Trusting her only friend, Sydney took Irene to where her things were stuffed in her work locker in the back of the Denny’s storage room. Her makeshift bed was crammed in the corner next to the folding table, closest to the window that faced the woods behind the restaurant. She watched Irene fold her meager belongings and then as she packed them neatly into the brown box.
“Where are you taking me?” Sydney asked, sitting down on one of the chairs. Her stomach ached and her feet were swollen. She needed to rest a moment.
“You’ll see when we get there, but trust me, everything will be ok.” Irene replied reassuring her. She finished folding the last of Sydney’s clothes and let out a, “Whew.” It was hot in that storage room and she couldn’t understand how Sydney could stand it.
Sydney nodded and helped Irene pull brown packing tape over the flaps of the box, sealing it shut. She guided Irene and her brown box of belongings out of the sauna-like storage room, down the hallway and into the public dining room where Sydney saw there was a customer impatiently waiting.
“Hey, are you going to seat me, lady?” the old man grumbled.
“Just a minute, I’ve got to grab the door to help her out.” Sydney responded, pointing to Irene who was struggling to hold the heavy brown box.
“Look, I don’t have all day, lady. I got a meeting in an hour and I want to eat! Are you going to seat me or do I have to call for your manager?”
Sydney groaned and tapped the box, “I’ve got to seat this guy, do you mind holding on for a second?”
Irene placed the heavy box on one of the dining tables and stared at the old man. “Do you realize how heavy this box is?” she asked him.
“The question should be do I care?” he snapped back.
That was it, Irene didn’t like his attitude and she certainly didn’t like Sydney having to work her fingers to the bone at this dump to support herself.
“You can find your own damn seat,” she hollered. “Because, this little girl here is tired of this dump and she quits!”
Sydney spun around to face Irene. “What?” she hissed. “Don’t you realize I need this job?” She emphasized the word need and stared at Irene, waiting for a response.
Irene pressed her lips together so that they became a thin line; her face was flush and sweaty. “You don’t need this dump, Sydney; you can do better than this! Let’s go!”
She picked up the box and with her knee nudged Sydney towards the door. The old man waiting stood there with his eyes wide, his mouth hanging open. Sydney opened the entrance door and moved aside to let Irene through. She never had anyone stick up for her like that before. It was refreshing to know that at least someone cared about her.
The place Irene ended up taking her was about forty-five minutes away, in a state funded halfway home for unwed mothers run by the nuns of the Sacred Heart Catholic Church in the center of Roslindale, outside the city of Boston. A place Sydney never knew existed but was entirely thankful it did. She only wished she had known several months earlier when she was desperate for a place to stay.
There were rules each girl had to follow and there were daily chores they were expected to do. However, as long as they did what was expected of them, they were able to come and go as they pleased. The nuns were really sweet and guided each girl individually, offering counseling and assistance. They had classes on how to take care of their babies and they even had an in-house doctor that would tend to their needs, making sure that each expectant mother was healthy and happy. The purpose of the program was to get the expectant mothers off to a good start before their babies arrived, hoping each of them would have their affairs in order by then. They required each girl to have a place to live once the baby was born, to make room for other girls in their situation. Sydney couldn’t have asked for a better place.
It was here she stayed, building up her confidence and trying to get things in her life settled before the baby was to come. She celebrated her seventeenth birthday in late May and the nuns had a little party for her, showering her with baby gifts. She continued staying in touch with Irene and they’d get together once in a while to discuss things and to put things into perspective. Sydney wanted to make it on her own, but she wasn’t entirely sure what she needed to do. She had to make it, not for herself, but so she could take care of this baby. This home was exactly what she needed to get her life on track once again, and make things better. She knew this, and was determined to push forward.
And forward things were going. Still lying on the floor she began to wonder to herself, was this finally it? It was now July twenty-ninth exactly two weeks from her proposed due date. Was this baby actually ready to come out?
As if to answer her question she felt a pop and was suddenly warm all over, then, just as quickly, she became cold and began to shiver. Did her water just break? She began to panic, fighting against the spasm that rolled painfully up and down her back. She lifted herself to her knees and slowly crawled toward the door. Her room was dark, but she could see the light out in the hallway through the opening between the door and the floor. The pain slowly eased away allowing her to scramble quickly to her feet, and then once again climbed her spine, causing her knees to buckle. She needed to get outside that door. Why didn’t anyone answer her call? Where was everyone?
Once steady on her feet again as yet another contraction slowly ebbed away, she pulled the handle to her room door and cried out, ‘Somebody help me please!’
That’s all she remembered before the room became a spiraling tunnel and everything went black.
*****
Five
“Sydney?” A voice cooed into her ear. It sounded so far away, almost as if someone was calling her from within a subway tunnel. It echoed in her mind over and over again. “Sydney, can you hear me?”
Sydney slowly opened her eyes to a blinding white light and closed them. Was she dead?
“Sydney? I’ve got someone here who wants to meet you.” It was that sweet voice again, but who was that?
Sydney tried once again to open her eyes but the light was too bright. She moaned in pain, “Am I dead?”
The voice let out a soft, tinkling laugh; Irene’s laugh. “Of course not, silly!” she said. “Don’t you want to open your eyes and meet my new little friend here?”
Sydney lifted her arms noticing that she wasn’t in pain like before, but that something was stuck in her and made it difficult to move her hand. She rubbed her eyes and blinked into the white light. As she blinked she noticed the light’s brightness faded and that she could make out a dark figure by her side.
“Irene?” she asked, moving her head towards the dark figure.
“You got it babe, how are you feeling?”
Sydney let out a groan.
“Ha-ha,” Irene laughed. “That bad, eh?”
“It’s not that I feel pain or anything, I’m kind of numb,” Sydney began. “It’s just that I feel groggy. It’s almost like my head’s been stuck in a marshmallow or something.”
Sydney lay her hands on what she thought was her swollen belly and realized it wasn’t swollen at all. Her once rock solid stomach was now a mass of soft, squishy flesh that sunk with each press that she made with her fingers. Her baby! Oh, no, where was her baby? She jolted up in a sitting position and opened her eyes wide trying to see clearer, to make out where she was.
“My baby, where’s my baby?” she cried out, hysterically.
She could finally make out Irene’s shoulders as they jiggled like Jell-O up and down. Her blood pulsed so loudly through her ears she couldn’t even hear Irene’s laughter.
“What’s so funny?” Sydney demanded.
That’s when she saw it. It was in Irene’s arms sleeping so peacefully. Its tiny, pink lips quivered at the sudden movement as Irene tried to compose herself from laughing.
“Is that my baby?” Sydney whispered in amazement, holding her hand over her mouth. She didn’t even notice Irene nodding, before she reached out to take the baby from Irene’s cradling arms. She wanted to hold it; it was her baby.
“My baby,” she breathed.
A million thoughts rushed through her mind, but she blocked them out focusing on the little creature in Irene’s arms.
Irene stood up and leaned into Sydney, slowly transferring the baby into Sydney’s awaiting arms. Sydney looked at her in disbelief. For something that was created in such a horrible circumstance, this baby was beautiful. Its soft skin was pink and creamy. Its perfect little eyes were closed in the perfect infant sleep. Its adorable brown little curls swept up around its perfect little ears. It was absolutely breath taking.
As she stared at her perfect little baby, she couldn’t breathe. It looked just like her. Just like an angel.
“Isn’t she beautiful?” Irene asked, carefully watching Sydney’s reaction.
While she was pregnant, in the back of her mind, she had wondered if it would be some kind of deformed monster. She couldn’t figure out how something could turn out beautiful coming from a situation like that. She never realized she could possibly have made anything as perfect as this little being in her arms, her little girl.
“Do you have a name?” Irene asked, still standing beside her.
Sydney shook her head. “I never really thought about it. I didn’t think, well, I didn’t really know what I was going to do with it once it got here.”
Irene looked into Sydney’s dark brown eyes and lifted her hand to Sydney’s cheek, “You don’t have to keep her if you don’t want to. I will be here for you whatever your choice is.”
Sydney looked down to leave Irene’s deep gaze, trying to hold back the tears.
“I just don’t know how I’m going to be able to do it, Irene. I don’t have a job, or a place to live. It’s not like I can live at the halfway house the rest of my life. I have no way to support this baby. Why, I am still practically a baby myself.” Tears dripped down Sydney’s cheeks and into her mouth. She lifted her head to try and avoid them splashing on the baby, not wanting to disturb her while she slept.
“It’s going to be ok, Syd. It will all work out if you just stay positive. If keeping the baby is something you want to do, then do it. Don’t let all the negativity bring you down. You have a miracle right there in your arms.”
Sydney suddenly felt embarrassed. She knew Irene had struggled for many years trying to have a baby. It was so much stress on both her and her husband, Jack that they ended up getting a divorce after fifteen years of marriage. It had seemed to suck out all the energy away from their relationship and it had just put too much stress on them. They didn’t even last long enough to consider adoption, something Irene would have gladly done had Jack mentioned it to her as something he was interested in. Despite their divorce, however, they remained the best of friends and still stayed in touch, even ten years later. It was always in the back of their minds that one day they would work out their troubled past and get together once again, but they hadn’t gotten to that point yet.
“What do you think we should name her?” Sydney asked, curious to hear Irene’s response.
Irene softly stroked the baby’s cheek and murmured into the baby’s ear, almost kissing her head.
“I’ve always been partial to the name Elizabeth.” Irene replied, “That was my mother’s name and if I ever had a little girl, that’s what her name would have been.”
Sydney said the name in her head a few times. It was such an old fashioned name, Elizabeth, but it seemed to suit this baby. Sydney looked down at the baby, “Elizabeth. Yes, I like that name, Elizabeth Irene.” she said aloud. “Would you be ok if you know if I named her that?”
Irene continued to nuzzle the baby,“That sounds nice.”
Irene would have been a wonderful mother and Lord knows how wonderful she was to Sydney. Sydney thought about it tenderly and finally spoke, “Do you think you could watch her for me, just until I can get on my feet?”
Irene barely removed her lips from the baby’s ear and sweetly whispered, “I’d be honored”.
*****
Six
It was a cool and crisp autumn day. Halloween was right around the corner, causing a buzz of excitement in the area. All the city children were excitedly going about their ways talking of plans, which houses they were going to go to, what candy their parents had bought and which costumes were the coolest.
Sydney pushed the hair from her face as a sweet breeze softly passed by her. She checked her watch to see what time it was and paced with impatience. Irene had told her she would meet her around three-thirty that afternoon, but it was fast approaching four. Where was she?
Sydney looked around, past the common, towards the corner convenience store. Was that her car? She thought to herself. She looked both ways and stepped out into the crosswalk, narrowly missing a red Dodge truck that hummed by. She quickly crossed the street to the common where there were benches scattered around, a dried up water fountain in the middle and a gazebo with ivy growing all around it.
This was her new town. She had grown up in Salem and had heard about the rough life people had, that lived in Lynn. There was even a song about it, ‘Lynn, Lynn, city of sin, never come out the way you come in’. But it was home now, nothing she could really do about it. Salem had its seedy sections too, what town or city didn’t? It was Lynn that was seedy more-so than any other place Sydney had ever been. You had to go down Eastern Ave towards the beach to feel like you were in a nicer section of town. That’s where all the good roast beef places were too and the local grocery store. If you were low on cash, it was the place to go and grab a quick bite to eat and then relax on the beach.
Where Sydney lived was in a not-so-good section of Lynn, down on Neptune Boulevard. It was close enough to the beach, but still out in the section of town where crime wasn’t out of the ordinary. Not three weeks prior to this, a guy’s house was robbed and burned to the ground right across the street from her apartment building. Whenever she thought of her apartment building, she tried to think she was secure – it was a buzzer door after all, with an intercom system and everything. Who could really break into something like that?
She was thankful that she even had a place. She got it from the Massachusetts housing authority for a really good deal. Irene had brought her there about a month before, helped her fill out the applications and also stood up for her when the people at the housing office became disrespectful or out of line. It wasn’t really Sydney’s fault she was in this predicament, but only Irene knew that. It wasn’t something Sydney was proud of and didn’t want to share her story with just anyone. It even took her several months of knowing Irene to tell her the truth about the baby’s father and what their father had done to Sydney for years.
Sydney thought about that for a minute while she walked across the common towards the convenience store. She remembered how sad Irene was and how hopeless she felt trying to explain to her new friend why she had to run away. Irene was so burning mad after, she accidently broke an expensive tea set.
They were sitting at the table on Irene’s outside deck enjoying the beautiful September weather. It was a little past Labor Day and all the neighborhood children were heading off to school. Little Elizabeth slept peacefully in Sydney’s arms while Irene poured mint tea into dainty Irish tea cups.
“Irene,” Sydney began. “I have something to tell you.”
Irene looked up from pouring her tea and nodded, “Sure, doll, what’s on your mind?”
Sydney bit her lip a little, blushing from embarrassment. “Do you remember when I told you that I didn’t know who the baby’s father was?”
Irene continued to pour her tea.
“Well, I do know who he is and I’m sorry for not telling you sooner, but,” Sydney paused. “But, I’m a little ashamed and disgusted, and never really wanted to tell anyone the truth because of what they might think of me.”
Irene put the tea pot down on the table gently and put her hand on Sydney’s arm, “Nothing you say to me will make me feel you’re anything but the special girl I met all those months ago in that Denny’s. You could tell me it was the Pope’s baby and I wouldn’t feel any differently. I might say the rosary a few times,” Irene chuckled. “But that wouldn’t change how I feel about you or Elizabeth!”
Sydney looked away and stared at the house across the street. It was similar to the one she had grown up in. The red chimney had smoke coming from it and made the area smell like pine. It was a nice smell, but Sydney couldn’t shake the thoughts she had every time she saw that house. It was the cornstalks attached to the porch and the blue shutters that filtered in those awful memories to come flooding back each time she went over to Irene’s house. She closed her eyes as she remembered falling out her bedroom window.
“Sydney?”
Sydney gazed up at Irene and smiled, “I’m ok. I’m sorry. It’s that house. It just has the same look as the house I grew up in. It bothers me sometimes.”
Irene looked at her puzzled.
“I wasn’t one of those girls that slept around, Irene, honest I wasn’t. I haven’t even kissed a boy before. When I ran away, I didn’t even know I was pregnant. I didn’t think I could ever get pregnant by him and I don’t think he ever thought he could get me pregnant either.” Sydney stopped to take a sip of her now cooled tea. “He was the reason I had to leave,” Sydney continued. “My father, my father is Elizabeth’s father.”
It took a minute for Irene to absorb the information Sydney had disclosed. When she realized exactly what she had said, that was it. That’s all it took to see Irene’s face go from smooth and in control, to red with boiling anger. She pounded her fist on the table, shaking the china and startling the baby.
“How could he?” Irene called out. “How could he do that to his own daughter?”
She pounded her fist again, this time knocking the tea pot on its side spilling its contents all over the table and cascaded over onto the deck. The sharp noise woke the baby causing her to cry. Her perfect little lips wailed in horror and her little eyes squeezed tight. No tears.
Sydney got up and held the baby to her chest, rocking her back and forth to try and calm her. The added noise from the crying baby infuriated Irene even more. So angry in fact that she flipped the bistro table that held the dainty Irish tea set, smashing it all to the deck floor. Shards of china went everywhere. Irene fell to her knees and covered her face in her arms. She was crying uncontrollably. Sydney stood there in amazement. She hadn’t expected a reaction like that. Should she put the baby down and console Irene? She kissed the baby’s head and tried to calm her, but the baby was also inconsolable. What was she going to do?
She propped Elizabeth against her shoulder and bent over Irene’s back and held out her hand. “Irene? I’m so sorry Irene! I didn’t mean to make you upset, honest I didn’t!”
This time Sydney could feel the hot tears streaking down her cheeks. The air around them swirled, still giving off that lovely burning pine smell.
“Irene, take my hand, please!” She tapped Irene’s shoulder and held out her hand again.
Irene looked up at her, her eyes bloodshot with tears. Her nose running and her mouth agape, “I understand why you didn’t tell me, Syd, but honey I wish you had told me sooner.”
She took Sydney’s hand and allowed her to help her up. She took both girls into her arms and embraced them tightly. “You are my girls and I’ll do anything to protect you, anything. I’ll even kill the bastard.”
This made Sydney smile sheepishly. This was the first time she had heard Irene even utter an ill word before, let alone say she’d kill her father for her. Of course it would never come down to that, but it was the gesture that counted. Irene cared deeply for her. She also cared for Elizabeth and would even risk her own life and freedom to protect them. Irene was her family now and that’s all that mattered to Sydney.
Sydney tried to shake off the thought of Irene killing her father and kept walking towards the car she thought was Irene’s. She looked down to check her watch again, three-fifty-two. When she finally reached the parking lot for the convenience store, she walked over to the little blue Toyota that sat idle there. No car seat. Damn! It wasn’t Irene’s.
Sydney looked back over to where she was before, across the common, and saw another blue Toyota pull into a parking space just outside where the common’s gazebo was. Sydney felt her stomach flutter in excitement.
“Elizabeth!” she breathed.
Watching the cars driving around the common, she raced forward forgetting to use the crosswalk but not caring – her daughter was right there and she had to see her.
She saw Irene get out of the car and open the back door. Breathlessly Sydney run up to her and wrapped her arms around her from behind.
“Oh!” Irene called out, taken by surprise.
Sydney pushed her hair out of her face again and smiled. “I am so happy to see you! I’ve missed you so much!”
Irene let out her sweet laugh, “You just saw us two days ago. Are you lonely already?”
Sydney nodded and smiled. She squeezed past Irene and poked her head into the back seat where Elizabeth sat, in her car seat. Seeing Sydney made her make the biggest smile Sydney had ever seen. It almost made her cry.
“Hi baby girl!” Sydney cooed. “Come to mama!”
She unbuckled the car seat and pulled it out of the backseat of the car and lifted it on top of the trunk. The smile never left Elizabeth’s face, Sydney felt her heart swell.
Seeing Elizabeth’s face made Irene laugh again.
“She’s just like you. You both get excited over the smallest things.”
Sydney shrugged her shoulders. “Is that such a bad thing?”
Irene just smiled and pulled Elizabeth’s diaper bag from the passenger seat.
Sydney pulled the car seat off the trunk after shutting the back door and walked back into the common to sit on one of the benches. She unbuckled Elizabeth from her seat and pulled her up onto her lap and bounced her gently.
“How’s my pretty girl? Are you excited for Halloween?” Sydney asked.
Elizabeth squealed with happiness. Drool appeared in the corner of her mouth and her eyes were alert and opened wide.
Sydney turned her attention to Irene, “Did you bring her costume to bring her trick or treating?”
Irene pulled out the cutest lady bug costume Sydney had ever seen. “That’s so cute!” Sydney squealed in delight, making Elizabeth follow suit.
Irene giggled, “I thought so too. She’s such a little lady and as cute as a bug, I thought it was only appropriate.”
Sydney took it from Irene’s hand gently and laid it across the front of Elizabeth who kicked her feet at it and made cooing sounds. Sydney looked at Irene and laughed. “I take it from her expression, she likes it too.”
Irene nodded in agreement.
They sat there talking and fawning over Elizabeth until the sun began to set. It was nearly six-thirty, getting late and Elizabeth was beginning to get fussy. Sydney looked at Irene with desperate eyes.
“Do you think I could keep her tonight, just for the night to see how it’ll be?”
Irene looked at her questioningly and frowned a little. Her usually smooth face creased a little at her forehead. “I don’t know Syd, I mean; you’ve never taken care of her overnight. Are you really sure you’re comfortable doing it?”
Sydney felt a little insulted, like Irene didn’t trust her to take well enough care of Elizabeth. “I know how to take care of my baby, Irene. It’s not like I’ve never taken care of a baby before. You don’t have to mistrust me with my own baby!” she replied defensively.
Irene was quickly to defend herself as well. “It’s not that Syd; it’s that when she gets really fussy she likes certain things. You have to really have a lot of patience with her. She’s only three months old, she can’t really tell you what she wants and she will wake you up several times throughout the night. You can’t just hit the snooze button you know.”
Listening to what Irene had to say didn’t make her happy. It made Sydney feel really low and stupid. She had babysat before. She knew how to care for a baby. Just because she hadn’t had her own daughter all this time, didn’t mean she was going to ignore, hurt or even neglect her. She would take care of her. Probably even better than Irene had, after all she was Elizabeth’s biological mother. Doesn’t that count for something? Don’t all mothers claim to have a sixth sense somehow automatically knowing how to care for their baby? How else has the world survived without instruction manuals for mothers? It had to be innate.
Elizabeth had finally fallen asleep on Sydney’s shoulder, boosting Sydney’s confidence that she would be able to do it.
“I’m going to keep her tonight, Irene.” she replied definitively. “If you want, you can come over in the morning for breakfast and I’ll prove to you that I’m a good mother.”
With that she carefully laid Elizabeth in her car seat, packed all her things into her diaper bag and lifted the car seat into the crook of her arm. “I’ll see you in the morning then.” she said and turned around, heading towards the convenience store crosswalk.
Irene just sat there bewildered. She didn’t understand where this defiance was coming from. Sydney had nothing for the baby at her apartment, how was she going to care for her there by herself? She didn’t even have a car or license to drive to the store if she needed something unexpectedly. She had to just let go and let Sydney do this on her own, obviously there wasn’t anything she could do or say that would make Sydney change her mind. She continued to watch Sydney as she walked past the convenience store, towards Neptune Boulevard where Sydney’s apartment building was. She slowly got to her feet and said a silent prayer while holding the dangling gold cross that hung around her neck.
*****
Seven
Sydney had done surprisingly well the night she kept Elizabeth overnight. So well in fact, Irene decided to bring over Elizabeth’s furniture and belongings to Sydney’s apartment to give her the opportunity she had been waiting for, having her daughter full time.
Her apartment wasn’t that large. It was sufficient though. It had two small bedrooms, a living area and a small kitchen with a pantry closet. Her apartment was on the first floor in the front of the building, so it made access very easy, especially when moving in the furniture. Besides all of the baby’s things, the apartment was pretty sparse. Sydney was able to pick up a few things here and there from the Salvation Army over on Munroe Street, but still there were bare areas she would need to fill in later. She had a couch, which she covered in a soft Lion’s head blanket that she also got from the thrift store, and she had a Formica kitchen table that came with two metal chairs. That’s all she really needed. Even though she had a bedroom of her own, she hadn’t been able to afford a bed yet, so she just pulled the bed out that came with the couch and slept there. She kept the baby in her car seat to sleep, so it wasn’t too bad and she wasn’t too far away, within arms reach in fact. Now that Irene brought over the crib she had bought, along with the baby’s highchair and play mat, the baby was all set and she could finally have a nursery.
Sydney had gone to the local WIC office and applied for formula checks and even qualified for food stamps for herself. It was all going to be ok. She got some information about going back to school to get her GED and Irene told her she’d watch Elizabeth so that she could. She felt guilty having to apply for welfare as well, but it was the only thing she could do to survive. At the welfare office, they signed her up for a visiting nurses appointment to have Elizabeth checked out periodically, mostly because of Sydney’s age – though she was considered an adult at seventeen, she wasn’t legally and the department of child services wanted to investigate why someone her age was on her own and with a child. They wanted Sydney to see a local psychiatrist, but she adamantly refused stating she took it upon herself to raise her child on her own. They also were perturbed when she wouldn’t release the name of Elizabeth’s father, and questioned her extensively each time she stated she didn’t know.
She felt dirty leaving there with Irene and Elizabeth in tow. When Irene stopped her outside the Family and Children’s Services office, Sydney looked past her and refused to speak. She was offended by the way she was treated. The attitudes and constant scrutiny certainly wasn’t necessary, it was as if they were taking her applying for assistance as being a personal issue. She didn’t want to take out her pent up anger on the wrong person, and instead held her tongue.
But Irene persisted, worried for both Sydney and Elizabeth. She hadn’t particularly cared for the way the officials at the FCS office were speaking to her and Sydney, but there was nothing she could do about it. Sydney needed their assistance and she was at their mercy.
“Sydney, I know that must have been hard, but why didn’t you just tell them the truth? They could have helped you!”
Sydney looked away, ignoring Irene’s question, wishing she would just drop it and move on.
“Sydney? I’m not the bad person here, you know,” Irene told her. “I’m just trying to understand why you’re not telling anyone what your father did! He needs to be punished for his behavior and all you’re doing is allowing him to continue torturing you by not saying anything.”
Irene’s constant provoking perturbed Sydney even more. “I’m not going to dignify that with an answer.” she hissed and walked away.
Irene followed her out of the building and walked up to her as she approached the car. When Sydney reached out to pull the back door handle to open it, Irene stopped her and looked into Sydney’s sad brown eyes and cupped her chin with her two hands.
“Sydney, you cannot keep letting him get away with what he’s done to you, you know. You have to think of little Elizabeth and how it’s going to be when she’s older and asks questions.”
Sydney looked away again, this time ashamed. She knew it wasn’t Irene’s fault everything that had happened to her, happened. She didn’t mean to take it out on her either, she just happened to be there asking all the questions that struck at Sydney’s heart strings and made the pain feel fresh again. She was forced to grow up so quickly, all because her father was selfish and obsessed with his own satisfaction. It wasn’t right.
Sydney looked at Irene and saw her looking back at her, she cracked a smile. “I love you, Irene, and I hope you know this!”
Irene smiled back at her and nodded. “I do.”
She let Sydney go and walked to the front of the car and opened the door. “Are you hungry?”
Sydney nodded.
“Good – let’s go to IHOP and get some hotcakes.” She stepped into the car and started it up.
Sydney sighed and opened the back door to put Elizabeth’s car seat into the base. She was sleeping through all the outside noise and conversation. What a good baby she was, Sydney felt really fortunate. After snapping the car seat into the base, she quietly shut the door and slid into the front passenger seat. “I’m not really in the mood for hotcakes, how about some scrambled eggs?” She asked, once again smiling at Irene.
Irene nodded and shifted the car into reverse to back out of the parking space. “Can you believe they’re having a nurse come check the baby out?” She asked as she drove west down North Common Street towards Whiting Street.
Sydney shook her head in disbelief, “I honestly can’t believe it. What do they think I am, stupid?”
They both laughed.
As they turned onto Highland Avenue, Sydney had a daunting thought, “I wonder if they’ll try to take Elizabeth away from me.”
She became quiet thinking of what that would do to her. She didn’t want to lose her baby, she was a good mother and she wanted to prove that to them.
“Well,” Irene began. “You’ll need to make sure your house is always clean. That you have plenty of food stocked in your fridge and cabinets and that Elizabeth basically has everything she needs, each and every time someone comes in to check on you and her.”
They continued to drive down Highland Avenue with the IHOP sign clearly in view. It would only be a matter of a few minutes before they pulled into the parking lot.
“They didn’t say when the nurse would come. They basically insinuated they were going to surprise me. Just pop in whenever they felt like it, to follow up on me.”
Irene pulled into the parking lot of the IHOP and shifted the car into park.
“I don’t know Syd. You’re just going to have to make some adult choices and figure this one out. I can only do so much.”
“I know. I really do,” Sydney stated. “I just don’t know where to start. I mean, I’m thankful they approved my welfare status or whatever, and I’m thankful I have those WIC checks, but I just feel like something is missing.”
They both looked at each other and said school in unison. Irene shrugged her shoulders and turned the car off.
“That’s your decision Syd. I think if you went to school and got your GED, you’d feel a lot more accomplished. It’d give you a sense of achievement, knowing you did that on your own.”
Sydney nodded, “And you said you’d watch Elizabeth for me, right?”
“Yes, I said I would and I will.”
They both exited the car and Sydney opened the back door to get Elizabeth out. She was finally awake and smiling.
“Look at my pretty baby!” Sydney exclaimed as she pushed the release button from the car seat base. “Are you hungry? You want to have some hotcakes?”
Elizabeth squealed with delight, making Sydney and Irene laugh.
“I just love her laugh.” Sydney replied, closing the back door.
Irene walked around the car and hooked her arm around Sydney’s. Sydney giggled knowing exactly what Irene was going to do.
“We’re off to see the wizard, the wonderful wizard of Oz.” Irene sang, slightly bobbing up and down, as they walked into the IHOP.
They needed something to laugh about and this certainly did the trick.
*****
Eight
There was a knock on the door and Sydney groaned. She had just gotten the baby down for a nap and wasn’t expecting any company. She brushed her brown hair away from her face and smoothed her shirt, which was stained white with powder and formula, from when the baby had spit up earlier.
“Hello?” she asked through the door. She pressed her ear to the cold door and waited for a response. There was none.
On her tiptoes she moved the peephole cover and peered out, hoping to see who was there, but there wasn’t anyone. Sydney sighed and closed the cover. Probably some kids playing in the hallway, she thought. She sat down at the kitchen table and rubbed her temples. She was tired from stress, the late nights with the baby and from all the homework she had to do.
With Irene’s help she enrolled in the Connery School, a night program to help adults earn their GED. While she attended classes each Monday, Wednesday and Friday evening from six until ten, Irene stayed at her apartment and cared for Elizabeth. It was that past Monday when her teacher, Mr. Vintro, told her if she really wanted to succeed she had to put forth her best effort and he didn’t think she was putting forth that effort. To make her prove she was dedicated, he requested she write a ten page report on ‘commercialism and its effect on society today’. She balked at this request and tried to make him understand her situation with having a baby, but he assuaged her worries by saying he knew she could do it. He continued by saying she was his most promising student and he couldn’t see the others accomplishing this task without great difficulty. He handed her a book that was nearly a thousand pages and told her she had two weeks to write it. He told her before she left that night, that he had confidence in her and that he could see great things happening for her. With this compliment she knew she had to prove herself! She could do it, but as she kept thinking about it on her walk home she knew if she didn’t start it immediately, she was never going to get it done.
Having the baby down now for a nap was the perfect time to get started. It gave her at least two hours to really get into it, but reading that book barely kept her awake.
“Maybe if I make myself some tea, I’ll be able to concentrate on this damn book.” she said aloud.
She got up, filled the kettle with water and placed it on the stove. As she passed the kitchen sink, she realized she had forgotten to wash the dishes from the night before. It was nearly full of empty dirty bottles and they were beginning to smell of spoiled milk.
Irene had warned her if she didn’t keep house or make sure everything appeared stable, she could potentially lose custody of Elizabeth. The pressure from school wasn’t nearly as bad as the pressure to survive and to make sure the nurse that came to visit weekly didn’t report back to DSS anything poorly.
As she poured the dish washing liquid into her sponge and turned on the hot water, she remembered when she made her first emergency room trip with Elizabeth. Her eyes glazed over in thought, as the hot soapy water began to rise above the dirty dishes.
Sydney made it a point to make sure every detail of Elizabeth’s life was planned out and organized. She made sure she was always bathed, always fed, dressed and changed. Nary a hair on that child was out of place. At nearly six months old she was a happy, chubby baby with the cutest pinch-able cheeks. Her pediatrician was always remarking at what a good job Sydney was doing in caring for Elizabeth and commended her on her hard work. He knew Sydney was trying to go back to school and he knew how hard it was to survive as a single parent – he was one himself. He would check over the notes the nurse would leave with Sydney when she left and would answer anything she had questions about. He was a true supporter and a great doctor. It was unfortunate though that they had to see each other more often than not, that despite Elizabeth being a happy, chubby baby, she was constantly coming down with ear infections and need antibiotics nearly every other week.
Sydney didn’t even know the baby had an ear infection until the nurse came to visit one afternoon in late November. Elizabeth was exceptionally fussy, barely eating or sleeping. Sydney chalked it up as her teething and would apply baby Orajel to her gums, but it didn’t seem to numb the pain or stop Elizabeth from fussing.
When the nurse checked her ears she looked back at Sydney as if she had a thousand heads and in a cold tone asked, “Didn’t you know she had an ear infection?”
Sydney looked at her questioningly and shrugged her shoulders, “Honestly, how would I have known? I thought she was teething and I gave her the ice ring and baby Orajel. Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn’t.”
The nurse took Elizabeth from Sydney and looked at her gums and used a small flashlight to check her eyes. Elizabeth thought it was a fun game and swatted at the nurse’s light, giggling a mile a minute.
“Well at least she’s not appearing to be in a lot of pain,” the nurse pointed out. “I want you to take her to her pediatrician and get those ears checked. She better be on something when I come back and I will come back to check.”
Sydney took Elizabeth back and nodded, swallowing hard. Was that a warning? With that, the nurse packed her equipment and left leaving Sydney alone with the baby. As she sat on the couch, staring ahead, Elizabeth cooed and gurgled with happy squeals. Sydney smiled down at her daughter and kissed her forehead.
“Maamaa,” Elizabeth cooed back.
Sydney jumped up with Elizabeth still in her arms. “Did you just say Mama?” she asked her excitedly.
Elizabeth, enjoying the thrill of being lifted, giggled and chirred with delight.
“Mama, say mama,” Sydney coaxed, but Elizabeth continued giggling.
“Yay, you said Mama! I’m so proud of you.” She squeezed Elizabeth to her chest and twirled around in their living room. Elizabeth continued squealing with delight.
The laughter didn’t last very long after that. The temperature dropped as the evening settled in and the apartment began to feel chilly. Sydney shuffled over to the thermometer by the front door and tapped it. It read that it was sixty-five degrees, but it felt much colder than that. Sydney rubbed her arms and pushed the button to raise the heat. She could hear the ping and tinkering sounds her heaters made as they filled with hot water and she walked back over to where Elizabeth was sleeping soundly on a bouncy seat. Her little face was red and she appeared to be sweating.
“How the heck is she sweating in this cold?” Sydney thought to herself.
She kneeled over the baby and very gently wiped her hand across Elizabeth’s forehead, she was burning up.
“Crap!”
She got up quickly and changed from her slippers to her sneakers. She was going to have to take the baby to the hospital. The nurse did tell her she had an ear infection, but Sydney had no clue it would make the baby’s temperature rise. She was new at this and she didn’t have anyone really to call, she knew that Irene was having dinner with a few friends and Jack. As she packed the baby’s diaper bag she wondered if she should call Irene, but she immediately felt guilty for always having to rely on her. She was Elizabeth’s mother and needed to be responsible. She shoved a pre-made bottle into the bottle sleeve of the diaper bag and lifted the bag to her shoulders.
“Crap!”
She forgot to put the baby in a bunting suit and it was far too chilly outside to let her stay in her little outfit and a blanket. Debating what she should do, she finally dropped the diaper bag on the kitchen table and ran to Elizabeth’s room to grab her snow suit.
She was going to have to take the bus to the hospital and she knew waiting at the bus stop was going to be cold. She lifted Elizabeth from her bouncy seat, trying with great difficulty not to jostle her, but it didn’t work. Elizabeth sleepily opened her eyes and fought against Sydney as she tried to put her arms and legs into the snow suit. She screeched and wailed from being awoken, but what concerned Sydney more was that Elizabeth’s eyes seemed to roll into the back of her head. They’d roll back, but then disappear again. That was not right and it freaked her out.
“Don’t do that Elizabeth, please! Let me just get your suit on and we’ll take a nice walk.”
Elizabeth went limp, her little body exhausted and her once loud screech became a moan. Sydney scrambled to get her into the suit. She could hear the baby’s breathing sounding labored. She knew if she didn’t get to the hospital right away, something bad was going to happen.
As quickly as she could, she laid Elizabeth into the stroller, covered her with a blanket and walked out the door, almost forgetting the diaper bag and her keys. She locked the door to her apartment and left the building, heading across the street to the bus stop.
Elizabeth continued to moan softly, but her breathing seemed to even out with the cold air. Sydney didn’t bother sitting down on the bench, instead she paced back and forth, pushing the stroller in front of her. Muttering under her breath, she watched the mist from her warm breath hitting the cold air curl up and around her. She knew she probably looked like a crazy woman, but she didn’t care. Her baby was sick and she had to do something about it. Continuing to pace she noticed the bus turning around the corner and watched as it pulled up in front of her. She practically ripped open the doors and stomped up the short staircase, pulling the stroller behind her.
“You have to close that to make room,” the bus driver scolded. Sydney looked around in the bus, there weren’t any passengers.
“I’m getting off at the next stop, Lynn Hospital, can’t I just let her stay in there?” she asked.
The bus driver frowned, “Lynn Hospital ain’t on my route. That’s bus 143, I’m bus 156. I go to Revere.”
“Shit!”
Sydney grabbed the handle to the stroller and began to pull it towards the entrance of the bus, but the driver shut the doors and began driving.
“What are you doing? I’ve got to get that other bus?”
“Just sit down, I’ll take you there. This is an emergency ain’t it?” The bus driver looked out her side mirror and pulled out into the road.
“The baby alright?” she asked, looking at Sydney through her rearview mirror, sensing the urgency of the situation
Sydney could see her dark face was creased with worry. “A nurse said she had an ear infection, but she’s burning up. I’ve got to get her looked at, her eyes keep rolling in the back of her head.”
Sydney sat down on the front seat closest to the door. She rocked the stroller back and forth, periodically checking on Elizabeth to make sure she was still breathing.
“Mmmhmm. My boy used to get ear infections all the time. I didn’t know why it kept happening til my Mama told me it was because my house was so dark. She told me to let the sun shine in and when I did, the ear infections done cleared up.”
Sydney thought about it. Her apartment wasn’t really dark, but it definitely didn’t have any sun light. The sun rose on one side of the building and set on the other side, the afternoon light shining in the back of the building never really getting any real direct sun light in the front.
“Thank you,” she said gratefully.
“No problem. I got one boy and he’s enough for me. Having kids is rough now-a-days.”
The bus driver turned the wheel leading the bus towards Washington Street when the stop light turned green. “We’ll be there in just a minute.”
“I can’t thank you enough. I hope you don’t get in trouble for doing this, but I really am thankful!” Sydney smiled gratefully and stood up to hold the standing hand bar.
Elizabeth still moaned softly, her face still beading with sweat and her eyes squeezed shut.
The bus came to a slow stop and the driver opened the doors to let Sydney out. “Good luck and take care!” the driver said as Sydney pulled the stroller through the doorway.
Sydney waved and mouthed thank you as the bus pulled away. She truly hoped the driver of that bus didn’t get into any trouble for going off her route. Elizabeth began to fuss and fidget in the stroller, which was a sign for Sydney to keep moving. She pushed the stroller into the emergency room and checked Elizabeth in with the nurse at the desk.
Hour after agonizing hour Sydney waited while the ER doctors and nurses poked and prodded her helpless baby. She felt so guilty, so ashamed, that she hadn’t immediately taken Elizabeth to the doctor. If only she had just listened to the nurse and left right away, this never would have happened.
Just the constant stares and glares from the hospital staff made her uneasy. Were they going to report this to DSS? Would they try to take Elizabeth away from her right now? She felt nauseous and looked for a bathroom in case she needed to get sick herself, but couldn’t find one. One of the nurses directed her to the waiting room and told her they’d have an update for her in a little while. Sydney couldn’t sit. She fidgeted and paced, watching people come into the ER and leave.
Finally two hours after she had arrived, a doctor in a white lab coat came out to speak with her. He was an old gentleman with a mop of gray hair and a fireman’s mustache.
“Ms. Venery?” he asked, looking up from his clipboard.
Sydney weakly raised her hand and straightened up in her seat.
“Come with me for a moment.”
He waved her towards the ER’s closed doors, and pushed the wheelchair access button which automatically opened the doors for them.
“Is she going to be ok?” Sydney asked worried, between biting her fingernails.
The doctor nodded and walked forward, stopping at one of the closed curtains separating each of the patient’s hospital beds. He pulled the curtain aside and held it back so that Sydney could enter.
“I know this isn’t the most private place to talk, but I figured you wanted to be near her and see how she was doing.” the doctor stated, pulling up a chair beside Elizabeth’s cradle.
He motioned for Sydney to sit and closed the curtain, shutting out the outside commotion as another patient was being wheeled into a different curtained off area.
“Little Elizabeth here has a double ear infection, which brought on the high temperature. As a result of the high temperature, which was one hundred and two and spiking, it appears as if she had a seizure.”
That explained her eyes rolling in the back of her head, Sydney thought.
“It was a good thing you brought her here when you did, having a temperature that high could cause lasting effects and even death in a child so young.” the doctor continued. “We were able to give her some antibiotics and you’ll probably see that she’s on an ice mat right now.”
He lifted a sheet that was underneath Elizabeth’s frail naked body and pointed to the blue mat. “We’ll continue using this to keep her temperature down until the antibiotics go through her system.”
Sydney nodded. “When do you think she’ll be able to go home?” she asked.
The doctor thought about it for a moment, “I would say once we have her temperature stable for at least six hours, she’ll be able to go home.”
Sydney nodded again. “She has a history of ear infections. Her pediatrician is aware of this and gives her amoxicillin. Is she going to need to get a prescription when she leaves?”
“I don’t think so. What we’ve given her is pretty strong and should clear her up in a matter of hours; of course it won’t treat everything. She may need some Motrin to ease some of her teething pain.”
The doctor paused for a moment and then stepped closer to Sydney. “I just thought I’d let you know that I’m not going to report this to the child services department because I did get to speak with Elizabeth’s pediatrician. He did confirm that this was an ongoing situation with your little girl’s health. I would, however, recommend that you take immediate action, just as you did this evening, if you begin to notice this as a pattern and have her checked out by a specialist. A child her age should not be having so many ear infections in such a short time frame. She may need surgery.”
Sydney’s heart dropped.
“Surgery?” she asked tentatively.
The doctor nodded, “I’m afraid so. It’s not that invasive and with her being so young, she’ll bounce back in no time. You just don’t want her to get as bad as she did this evening. Luckily she didn’t have any brain damage or other side effects with that seizure.”
Sydney swallowed hard, “Brain damage?”
The doctor slowly closed his eyes and nodded, “Yes. High temperatures are not to be taken lightly. They can cause permanent and lasting damage, if not brain damage, to other functions in the body. Little babies only have so many fighting mechanisms and when not carefully taken cared for, it could be detrimental to their lives and health.”
He breathed a sigh of relief, “I’m just happy you did the right thing this evening and brought her here when you did. That must have taken a lot for someone your age. You did the right thing.”
He patted Sydney on the back and gave her shoulder a quick squeeze.
Sydney looked through the cradle glass and watched her little baby breath. She only had a single IV inserted in her tiny hand that was taped down to her wrist. Her little body looked pale and shivered slightly from the cold water that flowed through the blue ice mat. Just seeing her shiver on that icy blue mat, made Sydney shiver. Thank goodness that bus driver helped her when she did, otherwise what would have happened? Sydney didn’t want to even think about it and instead focused her attention to her little girl, finally sleeping peacefully without labored breathing and rolling eyes.
The hot water began to overflow from the sink, snapping Sydney back to reality.
“Oh crap!”
She pushed down the handle to the water faucet and shut the water off.
“What am I going to do now?”
She looked down to see she was soaking wet and her floor, which she had just washed that morning, was covered in water and bubbles. Sydney wiped her brow with the back of her left hand and turned around towards the hallway to grab a towel from the closet.
She stopped by Elizabeth’s room and softly opened the door to make sure she was still sleeping. She was and in the most awkward position too. Sydney smiled thinking how funny it was for babies to sleep in the craziest of places and in the strangest of positions. She closed the door behind her, making sure to hold the handle so as to not make a sound.
She released the handle and tip-toed towards the hallway. She knew Elizabeth was a good sleeper and that tip-toeing was really unnecessary but it was habit and not something she did consciously. She grabbed a towel from the hall closet and walked back to the kitchen. She laid it down on the floor and looked over at the stove, remembering she had put the kettle on.
Then she realized, “Oh, my God am I stupid!” she exclaimed.
She smacked herself in the head and moved the kettle to the back coiled burner, which was bright red. She had accidently turned on the wrong burner. The water in the kettle hissed and popped as the heat hit it. It wouldn’t be long before it would whistle loud enough to be heard two apartments down the hall.
She reached her hand into the soapy water and began washing dishes, waiting for the water to begin boiling. She could hear her neighbors in the apartment next door arguing about something and she smiled to herself thinking she was lucky she didn’t have anyone living with her to fight with. It was just her and the baby. That’s all she needed. Irene was always there for her too, but there weren’t any reasons to argue with her. Though Sydney would get mad at some of her suggestions, she’d calm herself down after a minute and remember she wouldn’t be in this place – this good situation, having a home, going to school and a healthy baby – if it weren’t for Irene. She owed Irene a lot and she always kept a mental note that someday she would repay her.
She continued washing the empty bottles and allowed herself to think of Tommy. Even though it had been just about a year since she had seen him in the Denny’s with his girlfriend, she still had a slight crush on him. He was her first crush as a matter of fact and she always wondered how things would have been different if she had just introduced herself to him. Wondering how things would have been if she had received his jacket instead of stealing it and would she be known as Tommy’s girl. Would they have gone to prom or out on special, romantic dates? Would he kiss her? She didn’t really want to think about high school so she sighed and suppressed her memory of him running across the high school field during one of his practices. She didn’t need a boyfriend. She didn’t need any man as a matter of fact.
The sound of the whistle broke her thought and she pulled the kettle off the hot burner, remembering to turn it off. She hummed to herself softly as she unplugged the strainer in the sink and watched as the soapy water swirled and whirled around the empty sink and made a loud gurgling sound as it emptied entirely.
She reached up to the cupboard and opened the door to grab a mug, pulling out her favorite one. It was a Christmas gift from Irene. It had Elizabeth’s picture on it and an “I love mommy” sign in the back. She placed the cup on the counter, pulled a tea bag from one of her glass counter containers and poured the hot water into the cup.
When her tea finally steeped, she took the bag out and threw it in the garbage. She had to get that book read and needed to get started writing that ten page report. She placed the mug on the kitchen table and sat down, curling her legs underneath her. She just didn’t feel right so she got up and went into her bedroom. She pulled open her closet door and there it was hanging, all old and ragged. She slipped her arms through, buttoned it up to her chin and sat back down at the kitchen table, comforted by the familiar scent of Tommy’s old jacket.
“Ah! Much better,” she sighed.
She opened her book on Commercialism and winced as she read the beginning, ‘Commercialism is defined as the tendency within capitalism to try to turn everything in life into objects’
“Why couldn’t he have picked a better topic like the rock and roll revolution or kings and queens of England? I’m gonna DIE reading this.” she groaned, but continued reading on. ‘and services that are sold for the purpose of generating profit. Commercialism has not only taken over our televisions, but it has also taken over just about every part of our daily lives;’
“No kidding it’s taken over every part of our lives! You can’t escape seeing one ad or another thrown in your face.”
She decided to write this thought down and reached for her pad of paper and a pencil. She quickly scribbled down her thought and continued reading.
The sun was nearly set before she realized she was halfway done with her book and had at least six or seven good sheets of notes taken.
“Well I guess that wasn’t so bad.”
She closed the book and stretched out her arms and legs in front of her, yawning. Looking at the clock on the wall she decided to check on Elizabeth to see if she had awoken from her nap, it wasn’t like her to sleep this late. She got up quickly and softly padded down the hall towards Elizabeth’s room. She could hear little noises as she approached the door and stopped, trying to get a better idea of what they were. They were definitely coming from Elizabeth’s room.
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