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Part One
Life is a Beach
CHAPTER ONE
A Bad Moon Risin’
August 22nd, 1989
Something didn’t seem right.
I knew it as soon as I reached the end of the wooden walkway that led from my house to the beach. Before me stretched a wide expanse of sand, bathed in the light of the full moon. Waves rolled against the shore in a soothing rhythm, while crickets chirped a happy serenade in the thicket behind the dunes. And the stars—oh, my God, they never looked so bright and so close, like diamonds I could pluck from the sky and string into a necklace. Simply put, it was the most perfect summer evening imaginable. So why wasn’t anyone around to enjoy it?
A night like this usually brought people by the dozens to the tiny sea island I lived on known as Folly Beach. Some came to take long strolls beside the ocean; others came to make out with their lovers in the sand. But tonight there wasn’t a soul as far as I could see. It was like an evacuation had been ordered and I was the last one to know about it.
“This is freaky, Zeus,” I said to the black lab following at my heels. It was my turn to take him for his evening walk, a chore I normally relished since I loved to roam the open beach and feel the salty breeze in my face. But tonight I wasn’t quite so enthusiastic. In fact, the sight of the deserted shore had me feeling a bit uneasy.
“I don’t know about you, but I don’t think we should stay out here any longer than we have to,” I told Zeus as I hooked a leash to his collar, a necessary precaution since he had a habit of running away. “So no goofing off, you hear? Just do your business and let’s go back inside.”
He cocked his head and whined.
I knelt beside him and stroked the fur along his back. “I’m sorry, but I don’t like the way it looks out here tonight … it’s kinda creepy. Besides, tomorrow’s the first day of school and I’ve got a gazillion things to do to get ready. I’ve got to decide what I’m going to wear. And I’ve still got that summer reading I haven’t finished. And I’ve got to—”
I stopped because I realized how dorky it was to explain all this to a dog. After all, it wasn’t like he was going to have a meaningful conversation with me. Plus, there was a quicker, more efficient way to get him to see things my way—good ol’ fashioned bribery.
I scratched him underneath the chin and said, “Hey, you know that fried chicken Mom fixed tonight? It sure was good. Yum, yum! Bet you’d like some, wouldn’t you?”
He licked his chops and barked.
I stood and kicked off my flip-flops. “Well, if you’ll be a good boy and go potty right away, I’ll sneak you some leftovers from the fridge. I might even throw in a Milk-Bone if you make it super-fast.”
He barked three times and wagged his tail. I figured it was his way of saying, “You’ve got a deal!” Unfortunately, it didn’t take long to find out I was wrong.
Instead of getting down to business, he dragged me around the beach in aimless circles, pausing to sniff every seashell, lump of seaweed, cigarette butt, and dead jellyfish he came across. I even had to convince him not to chew on a dirty diaper he found partially buried in the sand.
“Will you stop farting around?” I cried out in frustration. The words had hardly left my lips when a child’s laughter startled me.
It sounded close; so close the child could have been standing next to me. Yet no one was there.
Goosebumps sprouted on my arms and legs. Without saying a word, I jerked on Zeus’s leash and made tracks for home.
We hadn’t traveled far when I felt the leash stiffen. “Why are you slowing down?” I asked. “C’mon, keep up with me!”
To my dismay, he came to a complete halt.
“Now what?” I moaned.
Zeus sat on his haunches, stared out at the waves shimmering in the moonlight, and whimpered.
“You stupid dog! Get moving!” I gave his leash a mighty tug—at least as mighty as my five-foot-two frame would allow.
He refused to budge.
“Fine! Stay out here on this creepy beach if you want to, but I’m going inside!” I dropped the leash and stomped away.
It only took a few seconds for me to come to my senses. If I left him behind, he’d run away for sure. Dad would blame me for losing his ‘best friend’ and I’d end up on permanent restriction with no chance of parole. It just wasn’t worth it.
I went back and grabbed the leash out of the sand. As I did, a sudden motion caused me to gasp. I felt silly when I realized it was only a fiddler crab scurrying toward the water’s edge.
Zeus saw it, too. I knew it meant trouble because he loved to chase anything smaller than him—especially things with eight legs.
“You leave that crab alone—I mean it!” I told Zeus with narrowed eyes.
For a moment I thought he might actually obey me. But then he lunged forward so quickly and so forcefully that he pulled the leash right out of my hand.
“No! Stop! Pleeeaassee stop!” I cried after him.
He ran faster.
“I’m gonna kill you, Zeus!” I hollered as I took off after him. “I’m gonna send your sorry butt to one of those countries that consider dog meat a delicacy!”
He turned and headed for the dunes. I turned and tried to keep up with him, but my foot got caught on a piece of driftwood and I fell forward. Next thing I knew, I was lying face-down in the sand.
My chin stung, my nose throbbed, and my left knee felt like someone had sliced it with a razor. Worst of all, my mouth was full of gritty sand.
I spat the sand out—at least as much of it as I could—and rolled onto my back. Please God, don’t let it be broken, I prayed as I felt my nose. It was still in one piece, so I let out a sigh of relief. Next, I touched my chin. OUCH! It was big-time tender. No doubt it would turn an ugly shade of black and blue—just in time for the first day of my senior year of high school. Like I really needed another flaw to worry about.
“Okay, so what’s up with my stupid knee?” I wondered aloud as I raised my head.
Crap! Blood was oozing from a cut just below the kneecap; I must have scraped it on a shell when I hit the ground. But that didn’t explain why it felt like it was beginning to swell. I leaned forward to take a closer look, but was overcome by dizziness.
I let my head fall back to the sand and closed my eyes. After waiting a few minutes, I cracked one eyelid open to see if the beach had stopped spinning.
“Excuse me, miss,” a masculine voice called out from behind me.
I bolted upright—something I quickly discovered you shouldn’t do when you’re dizzy. Stars swirled around my head and I felt like I was going to pass out.
“Are you all right, miss?” the voice asked.
I held my head steady until the stars faded, then peered over my shoulder. Everything seemed out of focus, but I could make out the shadowy figure of a man wearing a long flowing coat and a wide-brimmed hat. “May I have a word with you, miss?” he asked as he moved toward me.
“Wha … what do you want?” I said, suddenly wishing I had paid more attention to the self-defense lessons my brother had given me.
“I would like to speak to you about an important matter,” the man said. His accent was strange, one I’d never heard before.
“I’m sorry, but I don’t talk to strangers,” I told him, scrambling to get to my feet.
“I assure you that I’m no stranger, although you may not remember me.”
The pain in my knee doubled as I stood. “You’re right, I don’t remember you. And I don’t have time to talk. My dog got away and I’ve got to go find him.” I staggered backwards, finding it hard to keep my balance.
“Zeus is fine,” he assured me. “He’ll be back soon.”
My jaw dropped. “How … how do you know what my dog’s name is?”
“I know many things about you, my dear. Like I said, I am no stranger.”
“Well, how come you know me but I don’t know you?”
“It’s better that way. But that’s not important right now. What is important is the message I have been sent to deliver.”
I tried to make out his facial features, but they seemed foggy and indistinguishable, like your image does when you peer into a steamed-up mirror.
“Please take what I’m about to tell you seriously,” the man implored. “A terrible storm will soon ravish the coast of South Carolina; a storm that will do horrific damage to this little island you call Folly. You must leave in order to be safe.”
“A storm?” I raised my eyes skyward and let out a nervous laugh. “There’s not even a cloud in the sky, so I think your forecast is a little off.” Just like you, I couldn’t help but think.
“It will not occur tonight, my dear,” he said steadily, “but precious little time remains before it does.”
I continued to back away from him. “Look, mister, I don’t mean to offend you or anything, but I think you’re a little weird. So if you don’t mind, I’d rather not talk to you anymore.” I turned and limped away.
“Angela, please stop,” he called after me.
I froze. “How … how do you know my name?”
“As I said, I know everything about you … even the secret you keep from everyone.”
I turned to face him. “What are you talking about?”
“I’m talking about the secret you keep locked inside your wicker chest.”
His words stunned me. No one—and I mean no one—knew what was inside that wicker chest but me. “You’ve never been in my room before,” I said, “so how could you possibly know about—”
“It’s not important how I know,” he interrupted. “The important thing is the gift you have. It is meant to be shared with the world, not hidden from it. But you must heed my warning in order for that to occur.”
My forehead crumpled in confusion. “Gift? What gift?”
He was about to speak when a child’s laughter rang out—the same laughter I’d heard earlier.
The man pointed behind me. “Her name is Sara. She’s the one who asked me to warn you about the storm.”
I turned toward the dunes. Standing next to a palmetto tree was a little girl who looked to be about six-years-old. Her hair was blonde and shoulder length, just like mine. Tucked behind her left ear was a bright yellow sunflower that matched the ones embroidered on her white sundress. And her skin—oh, my God! Was it my imagination or was it really glowing?
“She’s so beautiful. She looks like an angel,” I whispered in awe. Tears welled in my eyes from an overwhelming joy I had never known before. I wanted to run to her, throw my arms around her and embrace her. But my feet wouldn’t move. It was as if they were glued to the sand.
“Sara is very special,” the man told me in a soothing voice. “She is as close to your heart as another soul can possibly be. Often you’ve heard her whispers in your dreams. Her destiny, as well as yours, depends on you heeding my warning.”
“I … I don’t understand,” I said.
“I don’t expect you to understand … not now. But you will in time.”
The little girl blew me a kiss. Then she faded into a wispy vapor.
I turned to speak to the man. He, too, was gone.
I spun in a complete circle to look for him. That’s when I saw Zeus galloping toward me. He jumped up on me and planted his paws on my shoulders, almost knocking me backwards.
“Get off!” I shouted. I pushed him away and looked again for the man and the little girl.
They were nowhere to be found.
I lowered myself to the sand and sat with my knees drawn to my chest. What just happened? I wondered. Did I just see couple of ghosts? And why did I feel so drawn to that little girl? And what was all that mumbo-jumbo about a storm coming?
I shook my head, upset with myself for even entertaining the thought that I had seen ghosts. There had to be a more logical explanation. I just had to figure out what it was.
I gave it some thought and came to the conclusion that my ‘apparitions’ were hallucinations caused from me bumping my head when I fell. Maybe I’d gotten one of those concussion thingys or something. After all, Dad once told me that you didn’t have to hit your head hard to get one; you just had to hit it in the right place. So maybe I’d hit mine in the right place and that’s what caused me to see things that weren’t there. Of course, it didn’t explain why I’d heard a child’s laughter before I fell. But I chose to ignore that little inconsistency in my theory for the time being.
Zeus licked the blood that was beginning to dry on my knee. “Quit it!” I snapped. “You’ll give me dog germs!”
He whimpered, pulled his ears back, and stared at me with those dark, soulful eyes of his. “Some watch dog you are,” I grumbled. “If that man had been real, he could have killed me while you ran around on the beach.” I stood and brushed the sand off the back of my shorts. “C’mon, boy, let’s go … I’ve got an awful headache. I need to OD on Advil.”
This time he followed me without resistance. Just before we reached the walkway leading to the house, I took one last look at the empty beach from over my shoulder.
What I saw caused my heart to skip a beat.
There, by the edge of the sea, stood the little girl. She blew me a kiss and curtseyed, then vanished from sight.
“Sisters,” I heard her tiny voice whisper on the wind. “Remember, sisters are forever.”
I shivered from the chill rushing down my spine and ran the rest of the way home.
CHAPTER TWO
Bring on the Day
Trying to sleep that night was an exercise in futility. My mind kept replaying images of the little girl I’d seen on the beach over and over again, like a slideshow stuck in an endless loop. Finally, around four A.M., the images faded and I dozed off, only to find myself in a weird dream where I was lying in a field of bright yellow sunflowers. That part was nice, but when I looked up at the sky I discovered it was covered with blood-stained clouds. Things got really freaky when salty human tears began to fall from them. I was running for shelter when I heard a voice say, “Sweetie, do you know what time it is?”
My eyes fluttered open. It was Mom. She had a concerned look on her face that I didn’t understand.
I pulled the covers over my head. “I don’t want to get up yet,” I said groggily. “Please let me sleep for another hour or so, okay?”
She jerked the covers away. “You might want to rethink that, unless you’re planning on missing the first day of school!”
I shot straight up. “Omigod! What time is it?” Before Mom had a chance to answer, I looked at the digits on my alarm clock. It was seven A.M.—thirty minutes later than I had set it for.
“What’s wrong with that stupid thing?” I said, swinging my legs to the floor. “Why didn’t it go off when it was supposed to?”
“Beats me,” Mom said with a shrug. I noticed she was holding the cordless phone we normally kept in the kitchen. She handed it to me and said, “Here … you better thank Suzanne for calling to check up on you. Otherwise, I would have never known you were still asleep.”
I brought the phone to my lips and said hello.
“Holy crap! Are you just getting up?” Suzanne blasted, her voice so loud that I had to hold the phone away from my ear. “Didn’t you hear the freakin’ phone in your room ring?”
“No, I guess I—”
“You realize I’m halfway to your house, don’t you?”
“Yeah, but—”
“You better hustle if you want me to get your ass to school on time!”
“I know, I know.” I cradled the phone on my shoulder and hurried over to my dresser to grab a bra and a pair of panties.
Mom followed me. I wondered why until I saw her gawking at my leg. “How in the world did you hurt yourself?” she wanted to know.
I looked down at my black-and-blue knee, exposed by my short pajamas. “Um, I sorta fell on the beach last night,” I told her, hoping she would leave it at that.
“You what?” Suzanne asked. There was a burst of static on the phone.
“I’m not talking to you, I’m talking to Mom,” I explained.
“You’re so accident prone,” Mom said, shaking her head. “Sometimes I’m scared for you to leave the house.”
I went over to my closet to get a pair of jeans and my favorite tank top, the one with the red-and-white stripes. Mom followed right behind me. “You’ve got a bruise on your chin.” she observed. “Did you hit your face when you fell?”
“Yeah, sorta,” I admitted.
“Huh?” Suzanne said.
I rolled my eyes; trying to carry on two conversations at the same time was driving me nuts. “Where are you?” I asked Suzanne.
There was another burst of static. “I’m almost … just … I …”
“What? I can’t hear you?”
“Argh! I can’t stand this stupid cell phone, it’s a piece of crap! I said I’m on Folly Road, so I’ll be there in a few minutes.”
“Well, you might as well slow down ‘cause I’ve still got to take a shower,” I let her know.
She laughed. “Me, slow down? You’ve got to be kidding! I’ll just wait for you on your front steps until you come outside. I like to sit there and see how many cute guys I can get to blow their horns and wave at me as they go by. You ought to try it sometime. I’m telling ya, that beach you live on is full of hunky—”
“Okay, I gotta go now.” I clicked the phone off before she said anything else that would embarrass me in front of Mom, who couldn’t help but overhear her.
Sure enough, Mom cocked an eyebrow and said, “So she sits on the front steps and trolls for guys, huh? And you wonder why I don’t like that girl?”
“Oh, she’s just kidding around,” I said, handing the phone back to her. “Don’t make a big deal out of it.”
Mom peered into the mirror above my dresser. She ran her fingers through her tangled sandy hair, tightened the sash of her pink cotton robe, frowned, and said, “Don’t tell me not to make a big deal out of it. That girl is nothing but a bad influence on you. I wish to God your daddy had never invited her to that party.”
She was referring to the birthday party Dad had for me a few years ago when I turned fifteen. A couple of my friends from school came to it, but it was really just an excuse for him to have an oyster roast and have his buddies come over to drink beer. Anyway, this lady showed up who was the broker of the real estate company Dad worked for, and she brought her daughter along who was the same age as me. The daughter, of course, was none other than Suzanne.
At first, I couldn’t stand her. I thought she was a self-centered, spoiled rotten, conceited, loud-mouthed pain in the ass who talked endlessly about how many beauty contests she had won, how many talent shows she had been in, and how she was going to be the world’s greatest actress some day. I tried to give her the cold shoulder, but she kept coming over to my house and spending more and more time with me. Then something weird happened—I actually began to like her. But it didn’t change the fact that she was a self-centered, spoiled rotten, conceited, loud-mouthed pain in the … well, you-know-what.
After muttering a few more derogatory comments about Suzanne, Mom left to make breakfast, and I hurried down the hall to the bathroom to take a shower. I couldn’t help but smile as I passed my sister’s old room along the way. It was so wonderful to have her out of my life. She, like my older brother who was her twin, had decided to go straight to work after high school instead of attending college. Watching those two get cruddy, low-paying jobs gave me plenty of motivation to continue my education. But it wasn’t going to be easy. Mom and Dad were broke and could hardly pay the bills, so I was going to have to take out student loans and live on Beanie Weenies and Ramen soup for four years of my life. But that was okay, ‘cause I was determined to make something of myself, and nothing—I mean nothing—was going to stand in my way.
I reached for the knob to open the bathroom door but found it locked. Crap, I thought, I must have accidently locked it after I brushed my teeth last night. Now I was going to have to get Dad to jimmy it open for me.
I was about to go get him, but came to a halt when I heard the toilet flush. Unless we had ghosts with bladders, someone was using my bathroom. But who could it be?
I knocked on the door to find out.
No answer.
I banged again, harder this time.
“What do you want?” my sister’s husky voice called out from the other side.
A wave of panic hit me like a tsunami. “Aubry? What are you doing home?” I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to like the answer.
“None of your business!” she shouted back. “Now leave me alone and let me take my shower!”
“No!” I yelled. “I’ve got to get ready for school! Can’t you take yours later?”
“No! Wait your friggin’ turn!”
I stomped my foot. “Aubry, this isn’t fair! You shouldn’t even be here!”
“Stop bitchin’! You should’ve got up earlier if you’re so worried about getting to school on time!” Our antiquated pipes creaked and moaned as she started the shower.
I slumped to the floor with my back against the door, knowing there was no use in arguing with her. As the precious moments ticked by, I wondered why she was home, hoping it wasn’t because she’d been kicked out of her apartment and needed a place to stay.
After a reasonable amount of time had passed, I shouted, “Aubry, pleassseee hurry up! It’s the first day of my senior year, for crying out loud! I don’t want to be late!”
The shower stopped. It took forever for the door to open. When it finally did, my sister emerged in a cloud of steam, wearing a white bathrobe and a towel wrapped around her head. “All yours,” she said with a smirk as she brushed past me.
I watched her swagger down the hall toward her old room. Judging by the width of her butt, she had put on a few pounds since the last time I’d seen her. Guess she had given up on her Weight Watchers diet. No big surprise there, since Aubry didn’t have much in the way of willpower.
“So why are you here?” I asked her.
She looked over her shoulder. “It’s a long story,” she said with a sigh. “But you’re running late and don’t have time to hear about my problems, so I guess I’ll have to tell you later.”
“You’re not planning on moving back here, are you?” Oh, please, God, let her say no, I prayed.
“As a matter of fact, I am,” she said with a sly grin. “I know you’re thrilled to hear that, aren’t you? It’ll be like old times—except for one difference.”
My heart sank like a rock tossed into a creek. “What difference?” I asked warily.
Aubry smiled crookedly. “Like I said, you don’t have time to hear about it now.” She turned the knob to go inside her room. “I don’t want to make you late for school.”
“Aubry, wait!” I begged. “Just give me the Cliff’s Notes version of what’s going on, okay?”
She waddled back toward me. “All right, sis, if you insist. I guess one way I can break the news to you is by asking you a question.” She paused dramatically, then said, “How do you think you’ll like being called Aunt Angela?”
I stood there perplexed for a moment. Then my mouth flew open. “Omigod, don’t tell me you’re pregnant!” I gasped.
“Okay, I won’t tell you I’m pregnant … but I am.” She grinned like she was proud of it.
I felt like I was going to hyperventilate. “Holy crap, Aubry, how’d that happen?”
She rolled her almond eyes. “Jesus, sis, I thought even you blondes had that one figured out by now.”
I glared at her. “You know what I mean, smartass!”
She moved closer to me and whispered, “Don’t tell anyone this, but I’m not sure who the father is. I hope it’s the dude I really like, but he got arrested for possession of cocaine last week.”
I could only stare at her, dumbfounded. When I found my voice again, I said, “Does Mom and Dad know about this?
She shrugged. “Yeah, they weren’t too happy about it, but they said I could stay here as long as I want. They know I’m going to need all the help I can get … especially since I’m having twins.”
“Twi … twi … twi ...” The ‘T’ word stuck in my throat like the rock-hard biscuits Mom served every Sunday at dinner.
Aubry grinned.”Yeah, twins—just like me and Jim. Isn’t that cool? So I’m gonna need you to help me as much as you can after they’re born.”
I felt like I was going to faint. I sank to the floor and hid my face in my hands.
“Don’t you need take your shower?” Aubry asked, kneeling next to me. “Weren’t you worried about being late?”
“Yeah, but I need a minute to digest this,” I said, fighting back the tears that were beginning to gather in the corners of my eyes.
She put her arm around me. “I’m sorry to drop all this on you, little sis. I know how shocked you must be. But maybe my little situation will bring us closer together.”
She had to be possessed. There was no other explanation for why my sister would want to be close to me; it simply wasn’t in her genes.
“Thanks for listening to my problems,” she said, patting my back. “It’s such a comfort to have someone like you to lean on. But can I ask you something?”
“I guess,” I said, still wondering why she was being so nice to me all of a sudden.
“Well, how much time do you think you just wasted talking to me about all this? Guess you’re going to be really late getting to school now, aren’t you?” She flashed an evil smile; one that let me know she was gloating over the cruel trick she’d just played on me.
“Damn you, Aubry Jenkins!” I cried, jumping to my feet. “You’ve been feeding me a bunch of bull haven’t you? You made up all that crap about being pregnant just so you could make me good and late, didn’t you?”
She stood and laughed wickedly. “Finally figured that out, huh? Of course, I should have given you a handicap for being blonde, but I really didn’t think you’d be stupid enough to fall for it.”
My blood boiled. “I hate you! Why did you come back here to torture me?”
“I only came here to take a shower, so chill out. My apartment got bombed this morning for fleas and I had to leave. That’s why I came here to get ready for work.”
I got right in her face. “So you have fleas now, Aubry? Are they keeping the lice in your hair company? Maybe you ought to try Zeus’s dog shampoo … maybe it’ll help you with your mangy skin, too!”
She raised her hands like she was going to choke me. I darted inside the bathroom and locked the door.
“You little chicken-shit!” she yelled. “You just wait … I’ll get you! You know I always get even!”
“Kiss my ass!” It was easy to be bold when several inches of wood stood between us.
While she rattled off a bunch of obscenities, I slipped out of my PJ’s, then pulled back the shower curtain and adjusted the knobs to the setting I knew would give me a nice hot spray. I stepped inside and …
“Ohhhhhhhhh myyyyyyyyyyyy gaaaaawwwwwwddddddd!” It felt like icicles were pelting my bare skin. My sister had used every drop of hot water and left me with none—intentionally, no doubt.
“Aubry, I’m going to kill you!” I hollered.
Freezing water or not, I had to wash my greasy hair. So I grit my chattering teeth and grabbed a bottle of Breck from the shower caddy. Holding it above my head, I gave the bottle a squeeze and waited for the luxurious lather to flow over my scalp.
Except nothing came out.
“What the heck?” I held the bottle at eye level and inspected it. It should have been nearly full, but it was empty. My sister had screwed me again.
“Aubry, I hate you!” I screamed.
With a towel wrapped around my frost-bitten body, I flew downstairs to get a bottle of shampoo from Mom’s bathroom. I was hoping to avoid her, but she spotted me from the open kitchen just as I reached the bottom step.
“Honey, are you going to eat some breakfast?” she asked.
I stopped long enough to answer her. “No, Mom, I need to borrow your shampoo.”
“Why do you need to do that? Didn’t you just buy some a few days ago? Are you lathering twice like it says on the label? Cause if you are, you’re wasting it. You only need to lather once—that’s plenty. They just tell you to lather twice so you’ll use more of their product and have to buy a new bottle every time you turn around.”
I sighed. “I only lather once, Mom. I think Aubry poured it down the drain to be mean to me.”
“Oh, nonsense, your sister would never do anything like that. She’s a grown woman now; she doesn’t do childish things like pour bottles of shampoo down the drain. You should stop blaming her and fess up that you’ve been lathering twice.”
I didn’t have time to argue, so I said, “Okay, I lather twice, Mom. Now may I please borrow your shampoo?”
“Go ahead, but use it sparingly. Pour a little bit into the palm of your hand—don’t just dump it all over your head like I know you do.”
I ran for her bathroom and found a bottle of Alberto VO5 with aloe. On the way back, I swished past Dad who was sitting on the sofa, reading the newspaper. “Hey, hon,” he said with a wink. He glanced at the towel wrapped around me and said, “You know, I don’t think they’re going to let you go to school wearing that toga.”
I tightened the towel around me. “Very funny, Dad.”
“So are you going to get something to eat?” Mom called out from her post at the stove. “I’ve got eggs and bacon ready. I made them easy over, just the way you like them.”
“You mean over easy, don’t you Mish?” Dad said with a chuckle.
“Oh, whatever. Do you want me to fix you a plate, Angela?”
I started up the stairs. “No, ma’am, I’m running really, really late. And I’ve got to finish taking my shower.”
“Well, come down and get some when you finish.”
“I won’t have time, Mom. Suzanne’s probably already here. I’ve got to hustle.”
“Fine then. If you want to end up barefoot and pregnant, go right ahead.”
I stopped halfway up the stairs, puzzled by her comment. “What did you just say?”
Mom came to the foot of the stairs and looked up at me. “I said you’re going to end up barefoot and pregnant. Without food in your stomach, you’re not going to be able to focus in school. And if you can’t focus, you won’t get good grades. And if you don’t get good grades, you’re not going to be able to get into college. And if you don’t get into college, you’re going to have to find some lousy job and make minimum wage like your brother and sister. Then you’ll have to find a husband to support you and you’ll start pumping out the babies. That’s what I mean by you getting barefoot and pregnant.”
Only my mother could string that many unrelated things together and come up with such a ridiculous conclusion. “Okayyy, I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, and turned to scurry up the rest of the stairs.
Once again, I froze my buns off in the shower, then set a new world record for drying hair, putting on makeup, and getting dressed. I was still running late, though, and it was going to take a miracle for me to get to school before the tardy bell rang. But at least I had one thing going for me: Suzanne. If anyone could get me there on time, it was her.
I raced downstairs, but remembered I didn’t have my bookbag, so I had to go all the way back up to my room to get it. Then I flew downstairs again. I was moving so fast when I reached the kitchen that my wake caused Mom’s hair to fly off her shoulders.
“So what did you decide to eat?” she asked.
“I’m getting something out the fridge,” I said, throwing its door open and taking a peek inside.
“So I wasted all this food that I cooked?”
“Just give it to Aubry, Mom. I’m sure she’ll eat it all and ask you to cook some more.”
“What are you going to get out of the refrigerator? There’s hardly anything in there but your daddy’s beer.”
I grabbed a can of Diet Coke and held it up for her to see. “This will do,” I said.
“Angela Jenkins! You drink too much of that stuff! It’s going to give you cancer! I read the other day that—”
“Gotta go,” I said, cutting her off. “Bye, Dad, I love you. Bye, Mom, I love you.”
Before they could say anything else, I was out the door, ready to begin another fun-filled, exciting year of high school.
Yeah, right.
CHAPTER THREE
Suzanne’s Fresh Catch of the Day
I’ll let you in on a little secret: when I told Mom that Suzanne was only kidding about getting guys to honk and wave at her while she sat on our front steps, it was a lie. She really did like to see how many guys she could get to honk and wave. It was like a game to her, and once in a while she scored big by getting one of them to stop and talk to her.
This morning it looked like she had done just that, ‘cause there was some dude I’d never seen before sitting next to her on the bottom step, gazing deeply into her eyes.
“About time you got down here!” Suzanne said, too busy returning the guy’s gaze to look up at me. “I was about to send a search party out to find you. What took you so long?”
“Sorry you had to wait,” I said. “I had an unexpected encounter with my sister.”
That got her attention. She shot a curious glance at me and said, “You mean the wicked bitch of the beach? What’s she doing home?”
“Fleas,” I replied.
“Say what?”
“She had her apartment bombed for fleas and had to take a shower here,” I explained. “She hogged the bathroom… that’s why I’m late.”
“Hog is right!” Suzanne said with a boisterous laugh. “It’s a wonder she can even fit into the shower with that fat ass of hers!” She made an oinking sound like a pig.
Oddly enough, I found myself bristling at her remark. It was one thing for me to say mean things about my sister’s weight, but I didn’t like for other people to make fun of her. I guess deep down inside there was a part of me that felt sorry for her and wanted to protect her. Don’t ask me why.
“We better get going,” I told Suzanne. “I don’t want to be late.”
She stood, and so did the guy. He looked to be about twenty or twenty-one, and although he wasn’t bad-looking, he reminded me of a grungy rock star with his long raven hair pulled back into a ponytail and the week’s worth of stubble on his face. Not to mention the tattered and torn jeans he wore and the black sleeveless T-shirt that showed off tattoos on both arms.
“I guess I ought to introduce you two to each other,” Suzanne said. “Randy, this is my best friend, A.J. A.J., this is Randy, he just moved here from Virginia.”
I winced when she said ‘A.J.’ Calling me by my initials was something she had done since the first day we met, despite my protest. I thought it sounded more like a boy’s nickname than a girl’s. But she thought it sounded cool and matched my personality better than Angela—whatever that was supposed to mean.
Randy gave me a quick nod and said, “Nice to meet you, A.J.” Then he went back to what he had been doing all along—ogling Suzanne. Not that it surprised me, since most guys couldn’t keep their eyes off of her and had to wipe the drool from their chins whenever she was around. And who could blame them? Blessed with her mother’s Celtic good looks, she was a genuine knockout with her waist-length burgundy hair and gorgeous emerald green eyes. Not to mention a perfect set of boobs that made mine look like mosquito welts. With all that going for her there was no way a guy was going to pay attention to a flat-chested, plain-faced girl like me. So I was used to being ignored whenever she was around.
“I guess I better get A.J. to school,” Suzanne told Randy. “But I’d love to hear more about your band. Why don’t you call me sometime?”
“Sure,” he said, staring at Suzanne’s cleavage that was on full display, courtesy of the low-cut tank top she wore. “What’s your number?”
She reached into the pocket of her short-shorts and pulled out a folded piece of paper. “It’s my stationery,” she said, handing it to him. “It’s got my number printed on it and my address.”
Randy unfolded the paper and gave it a once-over. He then let out a long whistle and said, “Wow, you really live on Tradd Street? Man, you must be rich!”
His reaction was understandable. Although Tradd Street was only a fifteen minute drive from my hometown of Folly Beach, it was a world apart. Located in the historic district of Charleston, it boasted mansions that dated back to the 1600’s. Mansions that were worth millions, which meant only the wealthiest of families could afford to live there.
“You ought to come by and see my house,” Suzanne told Randy with a flirty grin. “It’s in the National Register of Historic Places. I’ll give you the grand tour. Maybe you’ll even get a chance to meet our resident ghost.”
Ghost. The word brought back memories of what had happened on the beach last night—memories I wanted desperately to forget.
“Cool, I’d love to see it,” Randy said. “When would you like me to come over?”
Okay, enough was enough. They could chat all day, but I had to get to school. I cleared my throat and said, “Um, guys, do you think you could talk about this later? I’m sorta running really, really late here.”
Suzanne waved me off. “Oh, stop worrying, I’ll get you there on time.” She turned to Randy and said, “I guess I gotta split before A.J. has a hissy-fit. Call me tonight and we’ll talk some more.”
“Okay, I’ll give you a call this evening.” He smiled broadly, which showed off his bright and perfectly straight teeth. No doubt his parents had spent a fortune at the orthodontist. Too bad my parents couldn’t have done the same for me.
“Okay, so can we go now?” I asked Suzanne, grabbing her by the arm and dragging her toward her car.
“Bye, Randy,” she said, stumbling to keep up with me. “Glad I got to meet you.”
“Same here,” he said. “And it was nice to meet you, too, C.J.”
“It’s A.J. not C.J.,” Suzanne said, looking back at him as I continued to pull her away.
“Oh, sorry. It was nice to meet you, A.J.,” he said with a chuckle.
I wanted to say, “Nice meeting you too, loser,” but decided it was better not to say anything at all.
When we reached her car, I released my grip on Suzanne and did something that I’d learned to do before I got in—bless myself. That’s because I knew I was in for a ride that would have Richard Petty reaching for a couple of valiums and chasing them down with a shot of tequila.
That is, if he didn’t die from heart failure first.
CHAPTER FOUR
Lil’ Red Corvette
Suzanne’s car was a lot like her—sexy, fast, and high-maintenance. It was a gorgeous red Corvette convertible that her parents had bought her for her sixteenth birthday, and it was loaded with every upgrade, luxury feature, and ‘wow’ item you could imagine. In a word, it was sweet.
So you would think that riding with her in such a cool set of wheels would be fun and exciting, right?
Wrong.
It was terrifying. That’s because Suzanne considered speed limits, right-of-ways, stop lights, and yield signs as mere suggestions; things she obeyed solely at her discretion. And when she was in a hurry—like she was to get me to school—her driving went from dangerous to downright reckless.
So why did I risk my life by riding with her? The answer can be summed up in two little words: school bus.
Without a car of my own and parents who refused to drive in rush hour traffic, the bus was the only mode of transportation available to me. And if you’ve ever ridden in a hot, cramped bus full of goofy freshmen acting like a bunch of morons, then you can understand why I—a mature, sensible seventeen-year-old—would do anything to avoid the embarrassment of being seen with such lowlife. So I was only too happy to accept Suzanne’s generous offer to give me a ride, although I was fully aware that I was gambling with my life to do so.
I refer to it as a ‘generous offer’ because the all-girl private school Suzanne attended, Ashley Hall, didn’t begin classes for another week, which meant she could have been snoozing the morning away instead of hauling my sorry butt around. But she had insisted on doing it, saying that no friend of hers was going to be found on a stinkin’ yellow school bus. In fact, she’d promised to take me to school and back home every day, even after her classes began. So how could I complain about her kamikaze driving when she went out of her way to help me out like that? I just had to make sure to bring along an extra pair of panties in case she scared the you-know-what out of me, like she was doing now in her race to get me to school.
“Jesus, Suzanne, If you don’t slow down you’re gonna get a ticket for sure!” I shouted over Madonna’s Respect Yourself blearing through the Corvette’s custom speakers. “I’ll never get to school on time if you get stopped!”
“Oh, stop worrying,” she said with a smug grin. “I never see cops around here in the morning. Besides, if one did stop me, you know I could easily flirt my way out of it.”
She had a point. I’d seen her use her looks and charms to get out of a ticket many times in the past. And if that didn’t work, she simply mentioned the fact that her father was Julius Richardson, who just so happened to be a circuit court judge for the county of Charleston.
“I just wish you’d slow down,” I said as she weaved in and out of traffic. “I’d like to get to school in one piece, you know.”
A gust of wind blasted through the open convertible, causing her hair to fly into her face. As she swatted at the wayward strands, she asked, “So what did you think about Randy? Don’t you think he’s a hunk?”
I couldn’t help but snicker. “Yeah, I guess he’s a hunk if you’re into the scrungy, I-haven’t-taken-a-bath-in-two-weeks look.”
Suzanne looked genuinely surprised. “Oh, you’re terrible! No, I take that back—you’re pitiful! You don’t know hot when you see it, girl! I was ready to jump his bones right there in your front yard!”
“Where did he come from anyway?” I said, hoping to steer the conversation from bone-jumping to something less risqué.
She turned down the radio; I guess she didn’t want it competing with the story she was about to tell. “Well, it happened like this,” she began. “I was sitting there on your steps, minding my own business, when he drove by real slow on his motorcycle—you know, kinda scoping me out. He went on down the street, but then he came back and stopped to ask me some questions about my car. He said he was thinking about buying a Corvette and wanted to know where I got mine. I knew it was just an excuse to meet me, which I thought was really sweet. Anyway, we got to talking, and I found out he just moved here from Virginia Beach with his dad. He used to have his own rock band there, and now he wants to put one together here in Charleston. So I told him I was an awesome singer and asked him if he’d like for me to give him an audition.”
I closed my eyes tightly as she whipped into the oncoming lane to pass a mini-van that had the audacity to do the speed limit. Wondering if they might be the last words I spoke before I died, I asked, “So what did he say?”
“He told me he wasn’t looking for a female vocalist. So I told him he was making a huge mistake, since I’m scheduled to go on national television and appear on Star Search. I told him talent scouts would be snapping me up after they see me on there, so he better hurry up and let me sing in his band before I become famous and move to Hollywood.”
I shook my head in confusion. “What are you talking about, Suzanne? Since when did you get invited to go on Star Search? Don’t you have to send them a tape of yourself and stuff like that first?”
She nodded. “Yeah, I was thinking about making a tape next month. Maybe you can help me pick a song that really shows off my talent.”
“But didn’t you just say you were already scheduled to go on the show?”
“No, I said I told Randy I was scheduled to go on the show. That doesn’t mean I really am, dummy.”
“So you lied to him?”
She shrugged. “Not really. I was just fast-forwarding the truth a little, that’s all. I know when I send my demo in that I’ll get picked to go on the show … there’s no way they’re gonna turn down someone as talented as me. So I was just telling a truth that hasn’t become the truth yet. That’s not the same thing as a lie.”
My eyes crossed from trying to follow her logic. “Okay, I’m gonna pretend for a second that what you just said makes sense. But I still don’t get why you told Randy you were going on Star Search in the first place?”
“So he would think I was good enough to join his band, dummy. I figured if he thought I was good enough for Star Search, I’d be good enough for him.”
“Well, I think that’s stupid. And I think you ought to stay away from that guy … he looks like a big loser to me. And he’s way too old for you.” I realized I sounded just like my mother. I made a mental note to never do that again.
“Loser?” Suzanne shot back. “Are you shitting me? I bet he’s hot as hell when he’s on the stage playing the guitar. Just thinking about it makes me horny.”
“I wish you’d keep that to yourself,” I muttered.
She giggled. “What’s wrong? You still hung up about talking about sex? Speaking of which, have you and Michael done it yet?”
Michael was my boyfriend, with emphasis on the word was. Suzanne didn’t know it, but I’d dumped him a few days ago. Telling her about it wasn’t going to be easy, so I’d been keeping it a secret. But now it looked like I was going to have to let the proverbial cat out of its bag.
“I assume by your silence that the answer is no,” she said, shaking her head in disapproval. “So what are you waiting for? He’s cute, he’s rich, he drives a sports car, he’s got a nice boat, and he’s crazy about you. So why don’t you do the both of you a favor and go to bed with him?”
My cheeks burned. It wasn’t because she was talking so frankly about sex, it was because I felt so guilty for breaking up with Michael. He’d looked so pitiful when I’d told him it was over. He even cried. Why oh why did I let things get so out of hand with him? Why didn’t I say something sooner before—
“Yo! A.J., you’re spacing out on me over there,” Suzanne said. She slid her Foster Grants down her nose to get a better look at me. “Hey, what’s up with you? Why are you blushing? Is there something going on I don’t know about?”
I looked away from her and shrugged.
“C’mon, A.J., I’m your best frickin’ friend! You’re supposed to confide in me. So start confiding, dammit!”
I drew a deep breath to steady myself. “Okay, if you really want to know, it’s like this—” I closed my eyes and blurted out, “Michael and I sorta broke up.”
I opened my eyes to find the Corvette swerving into the next lane. I watched in horror as the distance between us and an armored car shrank to dangerous proportions. Oblivious to the accident she was about to cause, Suzanne said, “I can’t believe you! What did you do to make him dump you?”
“Suzanne! Watch out!” I yelled. We came within inches of the armored car before she jerked the car back into her lane.
“So?” she asked as if nothing had happened. “What did you do to make him dump you?”
My heart was racing from our near miss and my breaths were coming in pants. Perhaps I should seriously consider taking the bus from now on.
“Hey, I asked you a question,” Suzanne said. “Are you going to answer me?”
“I didn’t do anything to make him dump me … I’m the one who said we should break up,” I explained.
“Why would you do something stupid like that?” she asked.
“Well, he was getting too serious,” I said, still trying to catch my breath. “He told me he loved me and stuff like that. He even started to talk about marriage.”
She shook her head. “All I know is I hooked you up with an awesome guy, and what do you do? Go and dump him!”
“But he—”
“I bet you broke his heart!” she interrupted. “And I bet there’s more to this than what you’re telling me!” She paused, then declared, “I know what really happened! He wanted you to go all the way, but you were too chicken-shit to do it. Am I right?”
“No, that’s not it at all.”
“Yes it is,” she insisted. “You guys have been together for how long now?”
“Three months,” I answered, wondering where she was going with this.
“Okay, here’s the deal. After three months, a guy expects his woman to do more than just fool around. If you would have just given him what he wanted, I bet you’d still be together.”
“We didn’t break up because of sex,” I said. “You might think the whole world revolves around it, but other people don’t think about it twenty-four-seven like you do.”
“Ha! Everyone thinks about sex all the time. I’m just more vocal about it than other people because I’m not all hung up about it like you are. And I know damn good and well you were too chicken-shit to do it with Michael and that’s why he split.”
I threw my hands up in frustration. “How many times do I have to tell you? He didn’t break up with me … I broke up with him!”
“Well, if you ask me—” She stopped in mid-sentence, her eyes suddenly fixed on the rear view mirror. “Um, it looks like we might have to make a little pit stop,” she said with a frown. “I think one of Charleston County’s finest wants to have a word with me.”
I jerked my head around and saw a cruiser on our tail with its blue lights flashing.
I slouched low in my seat, fighting the urge to burst into tears. There was no way Suzanne was going to get me to school on time now. And that meant I was going to have to walk into Mrs. Evans’s class while all my classmates stared at me. Just the thought of it was enough to cause my stomach to cramp.
“Okay, just stay quiet and let me do the talking,” Suzanne said, pulling into the parking lot of a Zippy Mart. She reached into her purse and pulled out her driver’s license. “I’ll have this cop eating out of my hands in no time.”
“Well, whatever you’re planning on doing, do it quick.” I said. “I’ve got five minutes before the first bell rings.”
“No problemeno,” she said, using the rear view mirror to check her appearance. She was running her fingers through her hair, trying to get her windblown tresses back into place, when her face suddenly lost its color. “Oh, shit,” she gasped. “Looks like flirting is out. I’m gonna have to go with plan ‘B.’”
I glanced in the side view mirror and saw what she did: a short, stout woman in a deputy’s uniform getting out of the cruiser. And she didn’t look she was in a particularly good mood, either.
“This sucks,” Suzanne whispered. “This really, really sucks.” She turned to me and said, “I don’t have time to explain, but I want you to act like you’re scared shitless.”
“What?”
“Just do as I say!”
Before I could respond, the deputy strolled up to Suzanne’s door and asked for her license and registration.
“Oh, thank God you’re here!” Suzanne exclaimed in an exaggerated Scarlet O’ Hara accent. “I don’t know what we would have done if you hadn’t got behind us when you did!”
The deputy regarded her curiously. “Miss, I don’t know what you’re talking about. All I know is you’ve been driving recklessly and going twenty miles an hour over the speed limit. You’re going to be lucky if you have any points left on your license when I get through with you.”
“I had to drive like that!” Suzanne said, placing her hand over chest like she was having a heart attack. “That’s what I’m trying to explain to you. Didn’t you see that black pick-up truck back there?”
The deputy narrowed her eyes. “I ain’t seen no black pick-up. All I seen is your little red Corvette running people off the road and changing lanes erratically.”
“That’s because those dudes in the black pick-up were harassing me! They started to follow me right after I left the beach, getting right up on my ass—I’m sorry, I mean my bumper—and acting like they were going to ram me. Then they pulled alongside us and shouted obscenities at me and my friend, yelling out all sorts of nasty things about what they would like to do to our virgin bodies. I’ve never heard such vulgar language in my life. And it scared my friend here to death. Just look at her, she’s all shook up because of it.”
I figured this was when I was supposed to act like I was scared shitless. So I did the only thing I could think of—I gnawed on my fingernails like I was nervous.
“Uh-huh,” the officer said, not sounding convinced at all. “So did this black truck ever pass you?”
“No, I sped up really fast so I could get away from them,” Suzanne said. “That’s why I was driving like a maniac. I was afraid if I didn’t, they might try to run into me so I would have to stop. There’s no telling what they might have done to me and my friend if I’d given them the chance.”
A smirk spread across the deputy’s lips, a sure sign she wasn’t buying Suzanne’s story. “So what happened to the truck?” she asked, wiping the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand.
“I guess I must have lost them,” Suzanne said. “But I can give you a good description. It was a black Ford pick-up with damage to the front driver’s side. And it had a cracked windshield. And the license plate was … um … ASL8243567.”
“You saw the tag?” the deputy asked.
Suzanne nodded. “Yes ma’am. Plain as day.”
“And you say they never passed you?”
“No ma’am, I didn’t let them. I was afraid they’d slam on the brakes and make us run into the back of them.”
The deputy chuckled. “Miss, let me ask you something. If they never got in front of you, how did you see their tag?”
“Um … well …”
“Also, there are no license plates with that many numbers on them. Obviously, you made it up.”
Suzanne shook her head. “Oh, no, I wouldn’t do that. I must have been so distraught that I—”
The deputy held her hand up to stop her. “I’ve heard enough from you for one day, miss. You’re lucky I don’t take you in for making a false report. Now please excuse me while I write you a very lengthy citation.”
The deputy went back to her cruiser. When she was out of earshot, Suzanne began pounding on the steering wheel. “That bitch!” she snarled. “Who the hell does she think she is? I’m going to straighten her ass out when she gets back! Just wait ‘till she finds out who my father is!” She shifted her eyes to me. “And you! What the hell was that nail biting shit all about? You looked like a complete dork. No wonder that cop didn’t believe me!”
“Oh, I’m to blame now?” I said defensively. “You’re the one who’s been driving like a jackass, Suzanne, so don’t try to pin this on me!”
“Yeah, I was driving like that so you could get your ass to school on time!”
I crossed my arms. “Well, I’m sure not going to get there on time now, am I?”
She looked away and sighed. “I thought I put on a really great act. Wasn’t I convincing with my emotions and body language? Didn’t I covey a sense of terror and panic? Didn’t I—”
I couldn’t take it anymore. “Suzanne, will you stop it! Just what did you think the woman was going to do? Give you a freakin’ Academy Award? She saw through your bullshit, that’s all. Especially after you came up with that stupid license plate stuff. Didn’t you know there weren’t that many numbers on one?”
She was about to snap back at me, but stopped when the deputy came ambling up to the car. “Miss Richardson, I’ve cited you for speeding, reckless driving, failure to use your turn signal, failure to yield the right of way, and improper lane usage.” She tore a citation out of her ticket book and handed it to Suzanne. “Your court date is on the ticket. But if you’re planning on asking the judge for mercy, I suggest you not bring up the black truck thing. He doesn’t take kindly to people trying to B.S. him.”
Suzanne crumpled the ticket into a ball. “Lady, I guess you don’t know who my father is, do you? He is a judge. And he’ll have this thrown out before the end of the day!”
The officer didn’t flinch. “Yes, ma’am, I’m aware of who your father is, and I’m also aware that he might have the ticket thrown out.” She squatted on her haunches so she could look Suzanne square in the eye. “But you’re still going to have to show it to him, aren’t you? You’re still going to have to explain to daddy why you were driving like a lunatic. So how do you think he’s going to react to that? My hope is that he’ll take your little red toy away from you until you grow up and learn how to drive it safely.”
“Lady, you don’t know shit about my father. He could care less about how I drive or what I do. So you can kiss my ass!”
Oh my God, I couldn’t believe she just said that! I just knew it meant jail time for both of us.
Surprisingly, the deputy said, “Well, I feel sorry for you if you have a father who doesn’t care if you kill yourself, your friend, or the other people who share the road with you.” She stood, handed Suzanne her license and registration, tipped her Smokey the Bear hat, and wished us a nice day.
“Bitch,” Suzanne said under her breath as she walked away. “I still think my act was convincing.” She turned to me and asked, “You think I did a good job, don’t you? You think I was believable until I screwed up with the license plate thingy, right?” Her eyes pleaded for me to say yes.
“Sure, you were great,” I said, looking away so she wouldn’t see me rolling my eyes. “Too bad a talent scout didn’t get to see it. I’m sure they would have signed you up for the next big teen movie.”
“Damn right!” she agreed. “All I’ve got to do is find the right agent and the rest is going to be cinematic history.” She sighed dreamily and added, “I can hear Hollywood calling my name, can’t you?”
“Yeah, and guess what? My homeroom teacher is calling mine, and I’m not there to answer! So could you please put your car in gear and get me to school sometime today?”
She pulled out into traffic without bothering to look.
Once again, I blessed myself and prayed that I would make it to school alive. Even though a part of me wished I were dead so I wouldn’t have to face what awaited me there.
CHAPTER FIVE
The Proverbial Ghost in the Mirror
With a tardy slip clenched in my clammy hand, I made my way down a long, empty hallway to room 206, my homeroom and the domain of Mrs. Evans, a teacher who should have retired long ago but got so much pleasure out of torturing her students that she just couldn’t give it up. And there was no doubt in my mind that the woman hated me. She was always calling on me to answer the most obscure, difficult questions she could come up with, just so I’d look like a complete moron in front of my classmates when I couldn’t answer them. Then she’d make some smartass remark like: “If you would pay more attention in class instead of daydreaming, Miss Jenkins, you might learn something about the world and be able to contribute to it one day.” I can’t tell you how many times I wanted to flip her off because of it.
I reached her door and took a peek through its rectangular window to see what was going on inside. Not surprisingly, she was reading the student handbook out loud to my classmates, word for word. It was something she did at the start of every school year, as if we were too illiterate to read it for ourselves and too stupid to comprehend it on our own. She especially liked to emphasize the part about behavioral problems and their consequences, which included tardiness, her pet peeve. That’s why I dreaded going inside. It was bad enough to walk into her class five or ten minutes late, but today I was a whole twenty minutes late. I was certain she was going to chew me up and spit me out so she could make an example out of me in front of the others.
I drew a couple of deep breaths and whispered to myself, “You can do this.”
No, you can’t. You’re gonna freak out and make a complete fool out of yourself, a little voice whispered back.
I told it to shut up and opened the door.
“Well, if it isn’t Miss Jenkins!” Mrs. Evans exclaimed, leaning back in her chair and glaring at me over the top of her thick bifocals. “I’m so pleased you decided to join us today.” She closed her handbook and smiled. “Tell me something, dear, do you live in a different time zone than the rest of us? Does that explain why we all showed up when we were supposed to and you didn’t?”
I looked down at the floor, careful not to make eye contact with my classmates. “I’m really sorry, Mrs. Evans. It won’t happen again, I promise.”
“Don’t apologize to me—apologize to your fellow students. You should let them know you’re sorry for interrupting them while we were covering important material. Now please let me see that tardy slip.”
I held it out for her to take. She grabbed it from me with that leathery hand of hers that loved to write the letter ‘F’ on my tests. After she took a moment to study it, she said, “So your excuse for being late is your alarm clock didn’t go off … is that right, Miss Jenkins?”
I nodded.
“Well, that’s a terrible excuse. It’s your responsibility to make sure your alarm clock is set properly and in good working order. If this was your job and I was your employer, I would fire you on the spot.”
“Yes ma’am.” God, how I wished she could fire me so I wouldn’t have to put up with her crap anymore.
“Now, I want you to turn around and face the class and tell them you’re sorry for wasting their valuable time by making me discuss this with you.”
I froze. There was no way I could do that. Not unless she wanted a big mess on her hands.
“Miss Jenkins? Did you hear me?”
“I … I can’t do that,” I stammered. “Please just let me sit down.”
“What do you mean you can’t do that? Do you think you’re too good to apologize?”
“No ma’am, it’s just that ...”
Her dull, pigeon-like eyes narrowed. “I’m growing impatient with you, Miss Jenkins! Now I’m only going to ask you one more time. Turn around, face the class, and apologize to them!”
“Mrs. Evans, please. Don’t you remember I have—”
“Miss Jenkins! If you don’t do as I ask, I will send you to the principal’s office! Do I make myself, clear?”
“Yes, ma’am,” I said solemnly.
I turned to face the class. Eyes stared back at me. Eyes that probed, eyes that judged, eyes that belittled.
Those eyes told me what my classmates were thinking: Angela’s such a dork. Look at those zits on her face. Her hair’s a mess, too. And look at those cheap Wal-Mart clothes she’s wearing. I hate her—she’s such a dweeb. I heard her family’s broke—nothing but poor white trash barely getting by. Look at that bruise on her chin. God, she’s such a klutz, always tripping over her own feet. What a loser.
Then it happened.
My stomach lurched. I broke out in a cold sweat. Hot bile caught in my throat.
There was only one thing I could do when I got that way.
Run!
I burst out the door and raced down the hall, the sound of my frantic footsteps echoing off the walls. I covered my mouth with my hand as I whipped around a corner, praying I could make it to the restroom before I hurled.
It seemed to take forever, but the girls’ room finally came into sight. I shoved the door open and made tracks for the nearest stall. I almost made it to the commode.
Almost.
My vomiting was the projectile kind. It went flying everywhere—all over the walls of the stall, all over the floor, all over the toilet seat, and all over my tank top and jeans.
After the heaving ceased, I found the one spot on the floor I had missed and dropped to my knees, bursting into tears.
“Hey, are you all right in there?” an adult voice called out from the stall next to me.
I was overcome with embarrassment, realizing someone had heard me do all that barfing and was now having to smell its awful stench.
“Do you need help?” the woman asked in a concerned tone.
“No, I’m okay,” I said between sobs.
“Well, you don’t sound okay, sweetheart. Are you sure you don’t want me to come over and help you?”
“No, I’m fine.”
I heard her toilet flush. After it stopped gurgling, she said, “Do you know who I am?”
“No ma’am,” I said, wishing she would just leave me alone.
“I’m Mrs. Barron, the new school counselor.”
Just great. Out of all the people I could have puked next to, it had to be the resident shrink. “Really, I’m okay,” I said, rising to my feet. “I think I have … um … some kind of intestinal flu or something.” Of course, it was a lie. But there was no way I was going to be honest with someone who could call my parents and tell them my ‘little problem’ had raised its ugly head again.
I heard her stall door open and close, followed by the sound of her heels clicking in the direction of the sinks. “Well, it must be pretty bad if it made you cry. Are you sure there’s not more going on than that?”
I wanted to hide in the stall until she left so she wouldn’t know who I was. But the smell of my vomit was so bad it drove me out. With my cheeks blushing from humiliation, I made my way to the sinks where she was washing her hands. Although she had to be shocked at seeing me covered in puke, she managed a little smile. “Oh, sweetie, you’re a mess,” she said sympathetically. “You’re going to need to go home, aren’t you?”
I nodded as I bellied up to the sink next to her. Why was she in the students’ restroom anyway? Wasn’t she supposed to use the one in the teachers’ lounge? Just my luck if it was out of order. At least she seemed nice, though. Young and pretty, too.
“What’s your name, sweetheart?” she asked.
“Angela,” I told her, my voice hoarse and unsteady.
“Are you a senior?”
I nodded.“Yes, ma’am.”
“Well, I know how stressful this year can be. If you ever have any issues you think you need help with, my door is always open. That’s what I’m here for.”
“Yes, ma’am.” I turned the faucet on and splashed water on my face.
“I can help you prepare for college, too. You are going to college, aren’t you?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Good girl, I’m glad to hear that. And I’m so sorry this happened to you on the first day of school. It must be awful for you.”
“Yes, ma’am, it is.”
“You need to go to the office and let the nurse sign you out sick. Do you have a ride home?”
“I think so.”
She smiled sadly. “Angela, are you sure there’s not more to this than you’re telling me? I’m concerned about the way you were crying. Has something or someone upset you?”
“No, ma’am,” I replied, finding the courage to peer into the mirror for the first time. What I saw nearly made me faint.
Several feet behind me was the little girl I had seen on the beach. She smiled and waved, then rushed toward me with outstretched arms, as if she wanted to give me a big hug.
I snapped my head around to see if she was really there.
She vanished right before my eyes.
“Angela? What’s wrong? You look like you just saw a ghost,” Mrs. Barron said.
I raised my hand to my trembling lips. “Oh, my God,” I whispered. “What’s happening to me?”
“Please tell me what’s wrong,” Mrs. Barron implored, placing a hand on my shoulder.
I shook my head. “I … I can’t.” I pulled away from her and ran for the door.
“Please remember you can come see me anytime!” she called after me. “Trust me, it helps to talk about things instead of keeping them locked up inside of you!”
I ignored her and fled down the hall.
CHAPTER SIX
A Big Deal Out of Nothing
“Oh my Gawwwd, you stink to high-heaven!” Suzanne exclaimed. She pinched her nose and squinched her face while I fastened my seat belt. “Let’s get out of here so I can get some air circulating! I’m about to puke from having to smell your puke!” She shoved the Corvette into gear, spun the tires, and made a hasty exit from the school’s parking lot.
“I’m really sorry I had to make you come back and get me,” I said, lowering my head in shame. “This morning has done nothing but suck.”
“So what happened to you? Do you have the flu or something?”
I hesitated, debating over whether I should just tell her yes and leave it at that. But I decided to go ahead and tell her the truth—the one I had managed to keep from her for years.
I drew a ragged breath and said, “I’ve never told you this before, but I’ve got this thing wrong with me called Social Anxiety Disorder. I’ve had it since I was a little girl. It makes me freak out when I have to face a bunch of people. I get nauseous and breakout in a cold sweat, and sometimes I throw up like I did this morning.”
“Damn, girl, that sucks,” she said sympathetically. “That really, really, sucks.”
“Yeah, it sucks,” I agreed quietly.
“So how do you handle doing oral reports and stuff like that when you’ve got to get up in front of the class?”
“I make sure I look at the notes in my hand or stare at my feet—anything that will keep me from making eye contact with the people I’m in front of. I get bad grades because of it, but I’d rather that happen than barf all over myself like I did today.”
“Maybe you ought to see a shrink about it,” she suggested.
“Duh! How do you think I know I’ve got Social Anxiety Disorder? It’s because my parents sent me to a shrink when I was a kid … right after I threw up all over the shepherds in a Christmas pageant.”
“So you’ve really been to a shrink?” she asked excitedly. “That’s so cool! I’ve always wanted to go to one, but Mom says I’m not crazy enough. What was it like? Did you lay on a couch and all that shit?”
I shook my head. “No. And it was a total waste of time. About the only thing they did was put a label on what I’ve got. They said it was a relatively mild case; one they thought I might outgrow. But, as you can see by the puke stains all over my clothes, that sure hasn’t happened yet.”
“I can’t believe you’ve never told me about this before. Why do you keep so many frickin’ secrets from me? It’s just like that wicker chest in your room. I’ve asked you a gazillion times what’s in it, and you still won’t tell me.”
“Its’ no big deal,” I said, propping my feet on the dash. “There’s nothing important in it, so don’t worry about it.”
“But it’s driving me crazy! I swear I’m going to find out what’s in it one way or the other. You just wait and see!”
“You’ll have to kill me first.”
“That can be arranged,” she said with a smirk.
“If you kill me, you won’t be able to find the key. I’m the only one that knows where it is.”
“I’ll bust it open, then.”
I couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t drop the subject and leave me alone. Didn’t she understand some secrets were meant to stay secrets? “Will you please chill out about the stupid chest?” I said. “If I wanted you to know what’s in it I would have opened it for you by now.”
“Fine!” she huffed. “Keep your little secrets! See if I care!” She turned up the radio and didn’t say another word for the rest of the ride home.
I thought she was so mad at me that she’d drop me off in front of my house without saying goodbye. But when we pulled into the driveway, she apologized for nagging me about the chest and got all yappy, going on and on about the clothes she had bought for the first day of school, the argument she had gotten into with her mother the night before, the cute guy who had flirted with her at the mall over the weekend, and how she was tired of being a redhead and was thinking about dying her hair a different color. All this with me smelling like vomit and wanting nothing more than to go inside and change. But she kept on jabbering until she ran out of steam. Just when I thought we’d say our good-byes, she looked at me and asked, “Are your parents going to be home today?”
Warning bells sounded inside my head. I ignored them and said, “I don’t think so. Dad’s got appointments and Mom’s cleaning houses.”
She nodded. “Cool. Since you’ve got an unexpected day off, I was thinking we could chill out together here at your place. I’d like to lay out on your deck for a while and work on my tan.”
“Whatever,” I said with a shrug, but added, “As long as you don’t do what you did the last time my folks weren’t home. I could have got in a lot of trouble over that, Suzanne.”
She grinned like the Cheshire cat. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
I narrowed my eyes. “I mean it, Suzanne. If my parents found out, it would have been my ass, not yours, that got put on permanent restriction.”
“They’ll never know about it, so chill.” She opened her door to get out.
“Promise me you won’t ever do it again,” I said, determined to sit right where I was until she did.
“Okay, I promise. Now c’mon and let’s have some fun!”
There are moments in life when you get the feeling that things are about to go from bad to worse. I got that feeling as we made our way up the steps to the front door. And I couldn’t help but wonder why I was stupid enough to get suckered into a situation I knew I was going to regret. That’s because there’s a little equation that goes something like this: Suzanne + no parents at home = trouble. It was infallible, and the only variable was just how much trouble she would cause.
So far, I’d been lucky. None of her antics had resulted in me getting busted—yet.
But there’s always a limit to your luck.
And considering how crappy my day had gone so far, I was pretty certain that my luck was just about to run out.
CHAPTER SEVEN
An Unexpected Guest
The first thing I did when I got inside was take a long, hot shower. The second thing I did was stuff my barf-stained clothes into a paper grocery bag, which I hid inside my closet.
“Why are you doing that?” Suzanne wanted to know. She was standing next to my bed, changing into the green bikini she kept at my house so she wouldn’t have to bring one every time she spent the night with me—something she had been doing with increasing frequency lately.
“I’m keeping them in there until I do my laundry,” I explained. “That way Mom won’t see them and know I puked all over them.”
“You’re afraid she’ll make you go back to that shrink if she finds out, right?”
I closed the closet door and nodded. “Yep. There’s no way I’m putting myself through that crap again.”
“Well, if you want my opinion, I think you should see a shrink. I mean, who wants to go around barfing all the time? It’s got to be embarrassing as hell, and—”
“I don’t want to talk about it!” I snapped. I didn’t mean to be so bitchy, but I wanted to forget about barfing and all the other bad things that had happened to me this morning. Especially seeing that little girl in the mirror.
“Jeez, don’t bite my head off!”Suzanne said. She put her bottoms on and walked topless over to the full-length mirror in the corner of the room. As she pulled her hair into a ponytail and secured it with a scrunchy, she said, “Hey, did you see the note your mom left you on your bed?”
“Yeah, I looked at it before I took my shower,” I said, padding over to the dresser to find a bathing suit. “She wants me to make spaghetti tonight. She thinks she’s going to be late getting home.”
“She also reminded you that the fire extinguisher is in the pantry,” she said with a giggle. “Guess she doesn’t trust you in the kitchen, huh?”
“You read the note?” I asked incredulously.
She nodded. “Yeah, I was bored while I was waiting for you to get out of the shower, so I read it. What’s wrong with that?”
‘Nothing, except for a little thing called privacy!”
“Oh, for Christ’s sake, it’s just a stupid note from your mom—it’s not like it’s a love letter or something. Anyway, did you see what she said about Michael leaving you a message on the answering machine? Sounds like he wants to come by and talk to you.”
I opened the middle drawer of my dresser and found the white bikini I loved but Mom hated because she thought it was too revealing. Turning so Suzanne wouldn’t see my ridiculously tiny breasts, I removed my robe and stepped into the bottoms. “I can’t believe he called,” I told her. “Why can’t he understand it’s over between us?”
“Michael’s not one to give up easily,” Suzanne said. “He’s used to getting what he wants. But I still don’t understand why you broke up with him in the first place. I thought you really liked him?”
“I did,” I replied quietly. As I put my top on, I gazed out the window at the ocean and let my mind drift back to the beginning of the summer when I first met Michael. It happened after Suzanne called me on the phone one day and said, “I’ve got this really hot looking guy I want you to go out with. He’s my neighbor and the girl he’s been dating just moved to Texas and he’s really bummed out about it. Maybe if he goes out with you he’ll get over it quicker.”
At first I told her no. But she bugged me about it so much that she finally wore down my resistance. So I went out with him—again and again and again. It wasn’t long before we became inseparable, doing fun things like surfing, going on picnics, playing miniature golf, and going to the movies. Everything was perfect until he told me he loved me and wanted to spend the rest of his life with me. That’s when I knew I had to end things.
“Earth to A.J.,” Suzanne said, pulling me away from my thoughts. “You’re spacing out on me over there.”
“Sorry,” I said, “Guess I’m just trying to sort things out in my head.”
“Yeah, and that look you had on your face just then told me you’re having second thoughts about dumping Michael.”
I shook my head adamantly. “You’re crazy. I don’t want to take him back. I just want him to leave me alone.”
“Whatever,” she said, taking a peek out the window. “Oh-oh, I see clouds moving in. We better head on down to your deck if we’re gonna get some sun.”
“Okay, I’m almost ready. As soon as you get your top on we can go.”
“I’m not wearing a top,” she said nonchalantly.
“Excuse me?”
“I’m not wearing a top. I don’t want any tan lines.”
I felt a headache coming on. “Um, this isn’t a nude beach,” I reminded her. “You can get arrested for doing stuff like that.”
“I’m not nude—I‘ve got bottoms on. Now let’s go.” She started for the door.
“Suzanne! You can’t go out there like that! What if the neighbors see you?”
“Oh, chill, will ya? They’re not going to see me unless they’re perverts with binoculars.”
“What if my parents come home unexpectedly? What if my brother or sister stops by?”
She ignored me and slipped out the door.
I gathered her top, a portable radio, and a bottle of Coppertone before scurrying downstairs to catch up with her.
“You want anything to drink?” she called out from the kitchen when I reached the bottom of the stairs.
“I want a Coke,” I said, finding her standing in front of the refrigerator with the door wide open. “Get one for yourself if you want.”
“How about something a little stronger?” She reached inside the fridge and pulled out a bottle of Michelob. Smiling mischievously, she looked at me and said, “Now this is what you need on a hot summer day! You want one?”
I glared at her. “NO! And you put that thing right back where you found it! Believe me, Dad will know if any of his precious beers are missing!”
She nodded. “Then tell him I said thanks.” She twisted the cap off and took a swig.
My jaw dropped. “Suzanne! Are you crazy? You’re going to get me in deep shit if he finds out!”
She gave me a dismissive wave of her hand. “Oh, he’ll never know. C’mon and have one with me.”
“NO!”
She giggled. “You know, if you’re going to college you’re going to have to learn how to chug these things. You want me to teach you how?”
“Suzanne, this isn’t funny! I’m the one that’s going to catch hell from my parents if they find out!”
“You worry too much, you know that?” She took a few gulps, then smacked her lips. “That’s soooo good. You sure you don’t want one?”
“No! And put this on!” I tossed her the bikini top.
She caught it by one of its strings. “I will … after I get some sun without it.”
I bit my tongue to keep from saying something I’d regret later on and stormed through the living room and out the French doors to the screen porch. As I stood with my arms crossed, gazing out at the rising tide, Suzanne crept up behind me and placed her hand on my shoulder. “Hey, you pissed off with me?” she asked.
I shrugged her hand off and went out the screen door to the sun deck.
“Hey, what’s wrong?” she asked, following behind me.
I flopped into a plastic lounge chair and squirted Coppertone on my legs, pretending like I hadn’t heard her.
“All right, if you’re gonna be so pissy about it, I’ll put the damn top on!” She sat the bottle of beer down, and with an exaggerated sigh, stuffed her boobs into the flimsy top that had to be a size too small for her. “Happy now?” she asked, tying the strings behind her back.
I ignored her.
“I swear, you can be such a dweeb sometimes,” she said, settling into a lounge chair next to mine. “You need to loosen up and stop acting like your constipated all the time. No wonder I’m the only friend you’ve got.”
Her words stung me like the tentacles of a jellyfish. But it was true—she was the only friend I had. Sure, there were girls at school that hung out with me at lunch and stuff like that, but they never invited me to their parties or to go to the mall with them. I tried not to let it bother me, but there were nights when I cried myself to sleep, wondering what it was about me they didn’t like.
“Hey, you think you can put some of that Coppertone on my back?” Suzanne asked. She got up from her chair and crouched down beside me.
Smiling slyly, I said, “Sure,” and squirted so much on her that the sun would never be able to penetrate it. That’s what she gets for stealing Dad’s beer, I thought. Now her front will be tan and her back will be lily white.
“Is it all rubbed in?” she asked after I made a few weak circles with my palm.
“Uh-huh,” I lied.
“Thanks.” She went back to her chair, adjusted it so it would lie flat, and stretched out on her stomach.
A few moments of blissful silence followed. But like all good things, it came to an end when she said, “A.J., I need your advice on something.”
“What is it?” I muttered unenthusiastically.
“Well, I’ve been trying to figure out what song I ought to do for my Star Search demo, and I wanted to see what you thought.”
“Do you have anything in mind yet?” I asked with a yawn. Not getting much sleep last night was beginning to catch up with me.
“Yeah, I was thinking of doing a ballad by Bette Midler or Gloria Estefan. Something like Don’t Wanna Lose You or Wind Beneath My Wings. I think those would really showcase my talent, don’t you?”
I had to choke back a laugh. Suzanne’s voice was raspy and raw, totally unsuitable for those songs. “Um, maybe you ought to consider something else,” I suggested.
“What’s wrong with Wind Beneath My Wings?” she asked defensively.
“I just think it would be better if you did something by Bonnie Tyler. How about Total Eclipse of the Heart or It’s a Heartache? I bet you could do a great job with those songs.”
Her nose wrinkled in disapproval. “Bonnie Tyler? Why her?”
“Well … you sorta sound like her.” I braced for her reaction.
“I do not! I sing a lot better than she does!”
I snickered. “Yeah, I guess that’s why she’s sold millions of albums and you’ve sold … how many is it now? None?”
Although her eyes were hidden by sunglasses, I could tell she was glaring at me. “You just wait, A.J., I’m gonna sell more albums than Bonnie Tyler and Madonna combined! And my videos are going to be the hottest in MTV history! You just wait and see!”
I faked a yawn. “Wake me up when all this happens, okay.”
“I mean it! And you better start showing some faith in me or I’m going to act like I never knew you when I become rich and famous!”
“I thought you were already rich?”
“You know what I mean, smartass. When I’m filthy rich with mansions in Hollywood and Malibu and penthouses in New York—that kind of rich. So you better treat me nice if you want me to remember you and give you stuff like cars and houses.”
I giggled. “I want a Jag. Can you swing that?”
“If you help me pick a song that’ll get me on Star Search. Now what do you think I ought to do?”
“I just told you—do Total Eclipse of the Heart. You’d be awesome, and—”
“Forget it,” she interrupted. “You don’t know shit about music, so I’ll ask someone who does.”
She couldn’t have been more wrong. I knew more about music than she could ever imagine. It was a part of my very soul and pulsed through my veins with every heartbeat. It competed for my attention constantly, forcing me to tune out the world and go deep within to a magical place where lyrics danced before my eyes and rhythms and melodies played in ever changing patterns. It was like a musical womb where new songs were conceived and nurtured until it was time for me to give birth to them.
But I couldn’t tell her about that. In fact, I had never told anyone about it because my songs were a reflection of my most intimate thoughts and feelings. To share them would be like opening the pages of a diary for all to see. So I kept them locked inside my heart. And locked inside the wicker chest in my room, where they were safe from prying eyes.
For the next couple of hours we baked in the sun. There was little in the way of conversation, which I was thankful for because my headache was getting worse. In fact, my whole body ached like I was coming down with the flu. Yet I knew I wasn’t sick.
“Hey, you hungry?” Susanne asked around noontime.
I thought eating might make me feel better, so I volunteered to cook a frozen pizza. After I downed a couple of slices, I wanted nothing more than to crawl up on the sofa and take a little nap. But Suzanne insisted we go back outside and get some more sun.
I reluctantly followed her to the deck. I hadn’t settled in my chair more than five minutes when the combination of the heat and the lullaby of the waves lapping at the shore sent me fast asleep.
***
Instead of feeling better when I woke up, I felt worse. The headache was so bad now it felt like two demons had crawled inside my skull while I slept, one with a sledgehammer and the other with a jackhammer, both competing with each other to see who could inflict the most pain. And my eyes—God, they were so sensitive to the glare that they filled with blinding tears. It took several moments before I could open them completely and look around. When I did, I was met by a sight that made me cry out, “Nooooo!”
It was Zeus. He was lying in the chair Suzanne had vacated, his paws wrapped around a half-empty bottle of beer. He gave me a menacing look while he worked his tongue in and out of the opening, trying to lap up as much of its content as he could.
“Give me that bottle, you stupid dog!” I yelled, reaching over to take it from him.
He growled and bared his teeth.
I quickly withdrew my hand. “I’m going to kill you, Zeus! How am I supposed to explain a drunk dog to Mom and Dad?”
He burped and went back to probing the bottle with his tongue.
I jumped up to find Suzanne. I wanted to kill her too, even more so than the dumb dog. I was just about to march inside to look for her when I heard the sound of her laughter coming from the walkway leading to the beach. I turned around and spotted her heading toward the house with the person she was talking to. That person, unfortunately, was my ex-boyfriend, Michael Stevens.
“About time you woke up,” Suzanne said as she climbed up the steps to the deck. “You were snoring big time. And your mouth was wide open with drool running out of it. It was funny as hell—I wish I’d had a camera.”
“Oh, shit, look at the dog!” Michael exclaimed, bending over at the waist laughing. “He’s drinking my frickin’ beer!”
“Your beer?” I gasped. “Where did you get a beer from?”
“Suzanne gave it to me. We drank one together before we took a walk.”
I gave Suzanne a dirty stare. “You mean to tell me you stole two more beers from the refrigerator?”
“Yeah, but there’s still a whole bunch more in there,” she said casually. “Your dad will never know they’re gone.”
“Yes, he will! He’s gonna find out they’re missing and I’m gonna be in a pile of shit so deep I’ll never dig out of it!”
“Just blame it on your brother or sister,” she suggested. “Tell him one of them came home and had a few. I know your sister must drink them all the time—just look at that big old beer belly of hers.”
Michael was now trying to get the bottle away from Zeus. He was getting the same reaction I had—the snarling teeth, the deep growl. But instead of chickening out like I had, he simply pulled it from the dog’s grip.
“There!” he said, holding the bottle up in victory like it was trophy. “You can’t let them intimidate you. You have to show them who’s boss.” He looked at me and winked.
“I think I’ll go change,” Suzanne said. “That way ya’ll can have some time together without me in the way.” She flashed me a smile, then slipped inside.
I wanted to flee—run for the ocean, dive in it, and hide under the waves. But I knew I couldn’t; I knew I had to face Michael and end things for once and for all.
“Man, you look hot in that bikini,” he said, tracing every curve of my body with those gorgeous puppy dog eyes of his; eyes that had made me fall for him in the first place. “I’ve always loved that white one on you,” he went on to say. “It really shows off your tan. But I think you got a little burnt.”
I looked at my arms and saw he was right. They were as pink as boiled shrimp. Now I could add sunburn to the list of crappy things that had happened to me today.
“What’s wrong with your knee?” he asked. “It looks terrible.”
“I fell,” I said, and left it at that.
Michael nodded, but looked concerned. “You’re always hurting yourself. Did anyone ever tell you you were accident prone?”
I wasn’t in the mood for this. My head was killing me and I felt weak. I just wanted him to GO AWAY. So I cut to the chase and said, “Michael, why are you here?”
“Didn’t you get the message I left you this morning?” he asked.
I sighed. “No, my mom got it. She left me a note that said you’d called.”
“Yeah, I wanted to come by and see if we could work things out … you know, maybe get back together again. I really miss you, baby.”
Baby. I hated it when he called me that. It made me feel really creepy for some reason. “Look, Michael, we’ve already been through this,” I said. A gusty breeze blew my hair into my eyes. I brushed it away, but the wind blew it right back. “I like you … I like you a lot. You’re the only real boyfriend I ever had. But I’m just not ready to get serious like you are. Can’t you understand that?”
He dropped to his knees. I wondered what the heck he was doing until I saw him clasp his hands together like he was going to pray. But I knew he wasn’t going to pray; he was going to beg! How dorky could this guy get?
“Please, Angela, I’m on my knees … I’ll do anything to get us back together. If you want me to stop saying I love you, I will. Just tell me what to do.”
I shook my head. “Michael, this is ridiculous. Please get up.”
“Not until you say you’ll give us another chance.”
What was wrong with him? He was the one that was good-looking, not me. He could have any girl he wanted, so why didn’t he just say adios and find someone else? It just didn’t make sense.
“Michael, this isn’t going to work. I already know how you really feel about me. How am I supposed to pretend you aren’t serious when I know you are? I just wish we could have stayed the way we used to be … you know, when we just had fun and—”
“Made out?” he offered with a grin.
I blushed. We did have some good times making out. But that was as far as it went. I was too scared to go any further because I didn’t want to take a chance on getting pregnant. Besides, I was a bit old fashioned and thought you should wait for the right guy. And I knew from the very beginning that Michael wasn’t the right guy.
“Yeah, we had some good times together,” I said. “But it’s time to move on, Michael. Things change. You know what I mean?”
“But you said you loved me.” His eyes filled with tears. “Why’d you say that if it wasn’t true?”
My own tears came fast and streamed down my cheeks. “I … I felt obligated to say it because you said it. I was afraid it would hurt you if I didn’t say it back. I’m sorry, Michael … I’m really, really sorry. I shouldn’t have lied to you. I know that now, and I feel like crap because of it. I should have been honest with you all along. I don’t blame you if you hate me for this.”
He stood and touched my cheek. “I could never hate you, Angela. And no matter what, I’ll always love you. I hope you’ll remember that.”
I nodded and placed my hand on top of his. “I’ll remember,” I whispered. “And thank you for making me feel special.”
I wanted to kiss him. God, how I wanted to kiss him. One last good-bye kiss. But what good would it do? It would only make things worse. So I turned away.
“I know my way out,” Michael said in a defeated tone. “Make sure you take care of that sunburn … and your knee. I guess I’ll see ya around.”
I heard the screen door open and shut, followed by his footsteps fading away.
I sat down in my lounge chair and wished I were dead.
“Hey, you,” I heard Suzanne’s voice call out. “You all right?”
I looked all around, trying to figure out where she was.
“I’m up here in your bedroom,” she said.
I raised my eyes and saw her leaning out the window. “What are you doing?” I asked between sniffles.
“Eavesdropping, what else? That was a great scene just then. Very moving and tender. You guys had me crying, too.”
I felt like cursing her for invading my privacy like that, but I was too drained to do so.
“Anyway, he’ll get over it,” she continued. “He’ll forget all about you just as soon as he finds another girl he wants to nail. So I wouldn’t get too worked up about it.”
“Thanks, that really makes me feel better.” She could be so crude sometimes.
“Aw, you did the right thing, kiddo. If your heart’s not in it, it’s not in it. You can’t force things like that, although you probably gave up the hunkiest guy you’ll ever find … but looks aren’t everything, right?”
“Don’t you have to leave?” I said. I’d had enough of her for one day.
‘Yeah, I gotta get home so I can get ready for my mom’s dinner party. She wants me to dress up and play the piano to entertain everyone. Even Mayor Riley is going to be there. It’s got something to do with some fund raiser they’re kicking off. You know, they all donate a bunch of money to a worthy cause so they can brag about it later.”
“I’m a worthy cause,” I pointed out. “Tell them to send me some college money.”
She laughed. “Yeah, I’ll see what I can do about that. Anyway, you sure you’re all right? You need me to stay and console you or any of that shit?”
“No, thanks, I’m fine.”
“You look like crap. Are you sure you’re okay?”
I nodded and wiped the tears from my eyes. “Yeah, I’m okay … I’ve just got to lie down for a while. My head is killing me.”
“That time of the month?”
I shook my head. “Huh-uh. I just don’t feel good.”
“All right. Well, I hope you feel better. I’ll just show myself out, too. I’ll make sure the door is locked.”
“Okay.”
“Hey, A.J. …”
Now what? I looked up at her and waited to see what she had to say.
She got a weird look on her face and clutched her hands over her heart. In a melodramatic voice, she said, “I love you! Please remember I’ll always love you!”
I picked up the bottle of Coppertone and threw it at her. “Shut up! I hate you! How dare you mock Michael like that!”
She giggled. “Hey, I really do love you—like a sister. Don’t ever forget that.” She waved good-bye and disappeared behind the curtains.
I looked over at Zeus. He was asleep in the lounge chair. I petted the top of his head and told him, “C’mon, boy, let’s get out of this hot sun.”
He burped and followed me to the screen porch, where I collapsed across the loveseat. I knew I needed to collect all the beer bottles and dispose of them before Mom and Dad got home, but I felt so awful that I had to lie still for a few minutes.
What’s wrong with me? I wondered as I curled into a fetal position. Why am I so tired when I already took a nap? Why is my body aching like I’ve got the flu? And why is this stupid headache getting worse and worse?
My eyelids grew heavy and my body became numb. I felt like I had been injected with a tranquilizer. Part of me wanted to fight it, knowing something weird and possibly dangerous was happening to me. But another part of me—the part that was winning the battle—enticed me to relax and welcome the bliss unconsciousness would bring.
Someone began to sing a lullaby—a haunting lullaby that I had never heard before, yet I knew every verse by heart.
How can that be? I wondered.
“It doesn’t matter,” a tiny voice answered. “Just go to sleep.”
I recognized the voice as belonging to the little girl I had seen on the beach. “Sara? Is that you?” I whispered.
I felt her gentle fingers touch my hand as she hummed another verse of the lullaby. Then she softly said, “You must beware of the oak tree; don’t let it fool you. It’s time to leave the past behind and be free. A new future awaits you; a new love as wild as the wind that rustles the palmettos. Trust your heart, although you will surely question it.”
Her lips brushed against my cheek. “Sleep well,” she whispered, “and you’ll see why you should beware of the oak tree.”
CHAPTER EIGHT
A Requiem for Michael
A flight of marble stairs loomed before me, glistening in the sun, glistening like the tears that streamed down my sunburned cheeks.
“You’ve got to be brave,” Suzanne said as she laced her arm through mine. “And you’ve got to stop blaming yourself for what happened.”
I peered down at my black dress. It was too large for my frame, and the stockings that matched it were marred by runs. And my hair—did I do anything with it before I left the house? I couldn’t remember if I had.
“I’m scared, Suzanne,” I said as we climbed the stairs arm-in-arm. “Everyone’s going to know Michael died because I broke up with him.”
“It’s not your fault,” she said in a comforting tone. “There’s nothing you could have done to prevent what happened. I’m sure no one will blame you.”
She released my arm at the top of the stairs. “Your mascara is running,” she said, wiping my cheeks with her thumb. “You should have used the waterproof kind.” She drew a deep breath and said, “You ready to go in?”
I shook my head. How could I possibly be ready for what faced me?
“Well, I’m not either,” she said with a sad smile. “But the sooner we get it over with, the sooner we can go to the mall. I’ve heard The Gap has a huge sale going on today.”
She opened the heavy wooden door, and we stepped into the foyer of the most prestigious funeral home in the state of South Carolina.
Sitting in a high-back chair in the corner of the foyer was Michael’s mother. I didn’t have to be a mind reader to know what she was thinking—she’d love to ram her fist into my chest, rip out my heart, and stomp on it with her designer heels.
She stood and began ranting, “You little bitch! I can’t believe you have the nerve to show up here! I hope you rot in hell for what you did, you filthy little slut!”
I lowered my eyes to the floor. “I’m … I’m so sorry, Mrs. Stevens. I didn’t mean to hurt Michael. Please don’t hate me for this.”
“Hate you? What I feel for you is beyond hate! And mark my words, I’ll get my revenge on you!”
“Mrs. Stevens, I swear I didn’t … I mean, I never wanted to hurt … it was just that I didn’t—”
“Shut up!” she demanded, standing so close now that I could feel her hot breath against my flesh. “You can’t even speak good English, you insignificant piece of white trash! I told my son not to the date the likes of you; I told him you were only after his money, but he wouldn’t listen. And now look at what you’ve done …. you’ve taken my precious child away from me forever! For that, I hope you never know another minute of happiness in your life!” She raised her hand in a threatening manner, but Suzanne stood between us just in time to keep her from striking me.
“Please, Mrs. Stevens, this isn’t the time to blame Angela for what happened,” Suzanne said. “It’s the time to remember Michael and how special he was. Can’t we do that and forget everything else for now?”
“I’ll never forget what she’s done!” Mrs. Stevens shot back, her eyes blazing with fury. “I hope she spends eternity in hell for this!” She turned and walked away. Without looking back at us, she said, “I’m going outside to smoke a cigarette. I want both you little hussies gone by the time I return!”
“Bitch,” Suzanne murmured. She took me by the hand and led me down a wide, dimly-lit hallway. On both sides were rooms where people were gathered to pay their respects to their dearly departed. We didn’t stop until we reached the room at the very end.
“This is it,” Suzanne announced. “This is the Platinum Parlor, the most expensive viewing room in the whole joint.”
I followed her through the doorway.
“Oh, my God!” I gasped as I looked around.
I couldn’t believe my eyes. The parlor was as large as a ballroom. Its ceiling was domed and looked like the night sky, with thousands of artificial stars twinkling against a deep-violet background. The walls appeared to be made of solid gold and were decorated with oil paintings of angels and saints. In the center of the cavernous room sat Michael’s coffin, raised slightly off the floor by a platform draped in dark red velvet. The lid was open, but from where I stood I couldn’t see his face.
“Suzanne, why are we the only ones here?” I whispered. “Where’s Michael’s family?”
“Beats me,” she said with a shrug. “But we better hurry up before his mother runs us out of here.”
She put her arm around me and helped me to the coffin. I kept my eyes lowered, unable to force myself to look at him.
“C’mon, A.J., it’s okay to look,” Suzanne said, giving me a nudge. “He’s just lying there like he’s asleep. And he’s so handsome in that suit.”
I raised my eyes. What I saw caused me to shriek so loud that Suzanne had to cover her ears.
“What’s wrong with you?” she asked.
“There’s … there’s a tree in his coffin!” I cried.
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“Don’t you see it? There’s an oak tree in the coffin … Michael’s not even in it!”
“Girl, what have you been smoking? That’s Michael in there, not some stupid oak tree. Are you tripping out on me or something?”
“I know a freakin’ oak tree when I see one, Suzanne!” I broke off one of the smaller branches and held it up for her to see.
A look of horror spread across her face. “Holy shit! You just pulled Michael’s arm off! What kind of sicko are you?” She backed away from me.
“It’s a freakin’ branch!” I insisted. “Since when do arms have leaves on them?”
“My God, you’re delusional,” she said, backing further away. “You’ve gone off the deep end! You need to go to the hospital right away!”
“I don’t need to go to the hospital!” I protested. “You’re the one that’s delusional, not me! How can you mistake a stupid tree for Michael?”
She shook her head. “You’re crazy! Put Michael’s arm back on him, for Christ’s sake! Let the poor boy rest in one piece!”
Someone grabbed me from behind and wrestled me to the ground. “You’re going with me, honey,” a man in a white jacket said. He handcuffed my wrists and croaked, “I’m taking you to the psychiatric ward.”
“No! Let me go!” I screamed.
“Sorry, honey,” the man said. “You’re too insane to be running the streets. We can’t take a chance on you pulling other people’s arms off.”
“No! I’m not insane! I didn’t pull anyone’s arm off! All I did was pull a branch off a tree!”
“Angela!”
“Let go of me! I’m not crazy!”
“Angela, wake up!”
“No, no, no! Don’t let him take me, Daddy! Don’t let the man take me!”
“Angela, for crying out loud, stop fighting me and wake up!”
I opened my eyes.
My father’s face was mere inches from mine. The grip he had on my wrists was so tight it hurt.
“Are you awake now?” he asked.
I blinked a couple of times. “I think so.”
He released my wrists. “Good. You were thrashing about so wildly that I thought you were going to punch me!”
I looked past him and saw Mom standing just inside the French doors. Her hands were on her hips and a deep scowl was etched on her face.
“I … um …. I guess I fell asleep,” I said, feeling disoriented. “Why are you guys back so soon?”
“Soon?” Mom scoffed. “It’s after six o’clock for your information. And I can’t tell you how much I really appreciate you making the spaghetti for us like I asked you to!”
“I’m sorry, Mom. I was going to put it on, but I had a terrible headache and wanted to lie down for a few minutes. I … I didn’t know I was going to fall asleep.”
Dad arched an eyebrow. “You mean passed out, don’t you?”
“Wha … what do you mean?”
He reached down and produced an empty beer bottle. He pointed to it and said, “This is what I mean … I think you have a lot of explaining to do, young lady!”
I swallowed hard, searching for something to say.
“Is that what you do when we’re not home?” Mom asked bitterly. “You drink behind our backs? How long has this been going on?”
My heart raced and my throat tightened. This was bad. Really bad.
“I believe your mother asked you a question,” Dad said sternly. “You better start answering her.”
There was no way I could tell them the truth. If I did, they would never let me see Suzanne again. I had no choice but to take the blame for her.
Unable to hold back my tears, I said, “I’m sorry. I had a bad day at school and was looking for a way to ease the pain—like you do, Dad, when you have a rough day at work. I don’t usually drink … I don’t know what made me do it. I guess I was just … experimenting.”
“I’ll say you were experimenting,” Dad said sharply. “I found three empty beer bottles scattered around here. No wonder you had a headache and passed out!”
“I can’t believe this,” Mom said. “Of all my children, I never thought you would be the one to give us this kind of grief. I thought you had a head on your shoulders. But I guess I was wrong. I can’t tell you how disappointed I am in you right now.”
“And I can’t tell you how much trouble you’re in,” Dad added. “I’m not taking this lightly. You’re going to wish you’d never opened one of those bottles by the time I get done with you. And you can kiss the next few weeks of your life goodbye because you’re grounded until further notice.”
“I guarantee you this all happened because of that Suzanne Richardson girl,” Mom said. “I knew all along she was a bad influence on you. She probably came home with you after school today and egged you on to drink, didn’t she?”
“No! She had nothing to do with this!” I said, sitting upright. “It’s all my fault. I’m the only one to blame. I was home alone.”
“I don’t believe you!” Mom said. “I can tell you’re lying!”
“This is going to make us lose all our trust in you,” Dad said “From now on we’re going to have to watch you like a hawk.”
“And I think we ought to stop her from associating with that girl,” Mom said. “Maybe we should forbid her to see her anymore.”
“No!” I cried, rising to my feet. “She’s the only friend I have! Don’t you understand that? Everyone else thinks I’m a dork!”
“That’s ridiculous,” Mom said. “Why would other people not like you?”
“I don’t know. But Suzanne is the only person that likes me and wants to hang out with me. Everyone else hates me.”
Mom’s face softened. She came to me and put her arms around me in a gentle hug. “Now stop saying stuff like that. What about your boyfriend? He sure seems to think you’re special.”
“We broke up,” I told her. She stroked my hair, and I inhaled her scent—a blend of Pinesol and perspiration, a reminder of how hard she worked to keep us afloat financially.
“Oh, Lord,” Mom whispered. “No wonder you’re so upset.”
“Don’t get all soft and mushy with her, Mish,” Dad warned. “She knows she’s in serious trouble, so she’s liable to say anything to get our sympathy.”
“Ted, I’d like to have some time with her alone,” Mom said.
“But I’m telling you, Mish, she’s—“
“Ted! I said I want to be alone with her!” Mom snapped.
Dad pursed his lips and shook his head. “Fine. But after you finish, it’s going to be my turn to talk to her.” He limped off to the living room.
“Sit down, honey,” Mom told me. I lowered myself to the loveseat, and she sat beside me. “Now did he break up with you or did you break up with him?” she asked.
“I broke up with him.”
She put her arm around me. “What made you do it?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. It just didn’t work out, I suppose.”
“Did you drink the beer because you were feeling bad about it?”
“I dunno … maybe.” God, how I hated to lie to her. But this time I had no choice.
“Honey, I don’t want you to get into the habit of turning to alcohol to ease your pain,” she said gently. “That’s how your grandfather ended up becoming an alcoholic. You need to face your problems head-on and sober. Drinking doesn’t solve them, it only adds to them.”
I nodded to let her know I understood that.
“I’m very upset that you had those beers,” she continued, “but I’m even more upset that you won’t tell me the truth about what went on around here today. You’ve never been able to lie to me without me knowing it, and this is no exception. Now why don’t you come clean and tell me the truth. You’ll feel a lot better if you do.”
I sniffled and stared at my lap.
Mom let out a long sigh. “I know you’re trying to protect Suzanne, but she’s not worth it, honey. A real friend wouldn’t get you into trouble. And if you keep following her down the wrong path, she’s going to ruin your life. You need to find someone more like you to be around … someone who isn’t so wild.”
Before I could say anything, Dad stepped onto the porch. “Angela you have a call,” he said, handing me a cordless phone. “It’s Suzanne. I told her you couldn’t talk, but she insisted I get you. She says it’s an emergency.”
An emergency? Now what? I put the phone to my ear and asked her what was going on.
“You need to get your ass down to Roper Hospital!” she began breathlessly. “Michael’s been in a car accident and he’s hurt really bad!”
I was too stunned to speak.
“Did you hear me? He hit a tree head-on. This is bad, A.J., really bad. What if he dies?”
“Did … did you say a tree?” I stammered.
“Yeah, a freakin’ oak tree … one of the big ones on Maybank Highway. His mother just called my mom and told her she wasn’t coming to the dinner party ‘cause she was on her way to the emergency room. That’s how I found out about it.”
My dream replayed in my mind. Did it mean Michael was going to die? A chill ran down my spine.
“I’m going to the hospital right now,” Suzanne said. “I think you should come, too.”
I sat there frozen, unable to speak.
“A.J.? Did you hear me?”
I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.
“A.J.! Talk to me!”
“I’ll … I’ll be there,” I managed to say. “Just don’t let him die, Suzanne. Whatever you do, don’t let him die!”
CHAPTER NINE
Little Lies
Dad drove me to the hospital. On the way there, we ran into a nasty thunderstorm that pelted the windshield with blinding sheets of rain. It was so bad that Dad had to strain to see the taillights of the cars in front of him.
“I hate driving when it gets like this,” he complained, turning the LeSabre’s windshield wipers to their highest setting. “And I really don’t understand why we had to come out in this mess in the first place. I mean, did you really have to rush to the hospital like this? You broke up with the boy, didn’t you? So why do you think it’s so important for you to be there?”
“Because I still care about him,” I answered quietly. “Just because I broke up with him doesn’t mean I don’t have feelings for him.”
“You’re fickled, that’s what you are,” Dad said. “That’s the way girls your age are … one minute you like a boy, next minute you hate him. Next thing you know, you like him again. I never understood how ya’ll could be so wishy-washy. Your mother was the same way when I dated her.”
Normally, I would have been offended by him calling me fickled. But I was too distraught to care. Besides, there was something more important on my mind—something I wanted to get his opinion on.
“Dad,” I began sheepishly, “do you believe in dreams?”
A loud crack of thunder startled us. Dad waited for the rumbling to subside, then said, “I suppose it all depends, honey. Why do you ask?”
“Well, I had this weird dream about going to Michael’s funeral,” I explained. “But instead of his body being in the coffin, there was an oak tree in it. Do you think it means anything?”
Dad chuckled. “Oh, honey, you can’t take anything you see in a dream literally. It’s just your brain doing weird things while you sleep. It means nothing.”
“But why would I dream about a tree before I knew he ran into one? Doesn’t it seem weird to you?”
He shrugged. “It’s just a coincidence, that’s all. Now if you don’t mind, I really don’t want to carry on a conversation while I’m trying to drive in this crap, okay?”
I noticed the way he gripped the steering wheel. His knuckles were turning white and his fingers were trembling. Then it hit me why—it was a stormy night like this one when he slammed into another car head-on and nearly lost his life.
I remembered how horrible that night had been; how scared I was that I was going to lose my father. The doctors only gave him a fifty percent chance to live, and we all took our turns telling him goodbye just in case he didn’t make it. Of course, he couldn’t hear us because he was in a coma, but I told him I loved him and let him know I was praying for him. And pray I did; more than I had ever prayed in my life. I even got down on my knees. It must have worked, because the next morning Dad’s eyes opened and he asked the nurse if she could give him an I.V. of beer instead of glucose. That’s when I knew he would make it.
“Thank you for driving me, Daddy,” I said, leaning over to kiss him on the cheek. “I forgot how much you hate driving in weather like this.”
He smiled. “It’s okay, little girl. Always remember this—you have to face your fears or they’ll get the best of you.”
I savored his smile. I wished he would do it more often, like he used to, but the accident seemed to have put an end to his happiness. I guess it depressed him that his injuries—a broken back and a crushed leg (which left him with a bad limp)—had made him give up the awning business he’d worked so hard to build from scratch. But there was no way he could climb ladders and do all the physical work that hanging awnings required, so he sold all his equipment and decided to try his hand at selling real estate. He had no idea how tough of a business it was, and it didn’t take long before he was spending more money than he was earning. Meanwhile our bills were piling up higher and higher, especially the hospital bills since Dad didn’t have health insurance. That’s why Mom had to get a job cleaning vacation rentals on the beach. Otherwise, we’d probably have to sell the house and move into a single-wide in some junky old trailer park. That’s why my mother, despite all her faults, was my hero.
I closed my eyes for the rest of the ride. Despite taking four Advils before I left the house, my headache was still going strong. It made me wonder if something was seriously wrong with my brain, like a tumor. In a way I hoped it was, cause that would mean the hallucinations I’d experienced were caused from a physical condition, not because I was going insane. I guess I thought it was better to be terminally ill than to be nuts.
“We’re here,” Dad announced. I looked out the side window just in time to see us wiz past a sign that said Roper Hospital - Emergency Entrance.
Dad pulled into the parking lot, which was flooded. No surprise there, since most of Charleston was below sea level and the streets had a hard time draining when there was a rain storm, especially when the tide was high. As luck would have it, we had to park far away from the entrance, so we had to slosh though ankle-deep water before we got to higher ground. Not only that, but there was no umbrella in the car, which meant Dad and I looked like we had gone swimming with our clothes on by the time we got to the automatic glass doors that led into the hospital.
“Emergency Waiting Room,” Dad chuckled as he read the sign on the door. “What an oxymoron that is.”
The door opened, and to my surprise Suzanne was standing on the other side. She threw her arms around my neck and gave me a hug. “Hey, girl, I just called your house. Your Mom told me you should be here any minute, so I came down here to tell you what was going on.”
I burst into tears. “Please don’t tell me Michael’s dead,” I sobbed. “Please don’t tell me we’ve got to go to his funeral.”
She laughed. “Chill out, will ya? He’s going to be fine. He broke his arm and strained his neck, but otherwise he’s okay.”
“Thank God,” I whispered.
She let go of me, and for the first time I got a good look at her. She was wearing a black evening gown with a plunging neckline, and her hair was styled in an elegant French twist. Diamond earrings sparkled on her ears, and I couldn’t take my eyes off the beautiful emerald and diamond pendent adorning her neck.
“Dang, you look like you’re going to the prom,” I said, wishing I had a tissue so I could dry my eyes.
She smoothed her dress and said, “Yeah, I put this on for my mother’s party. It sure has gotten a bunch of attention around here. I already had an intern ask me out.”
“So how’s Michael doing?” I asked. “I know you said he got busted up and all, but is he okay enough to go home?” I was feeling bubbly inside now, relieved that my silly dream wasn’t going to come true. No funerals, no pissed-off mother, no mourning for Michael. I could go on with my life without his death hanging over me like a dark cloud.
“He’s got to stay overnight,” Suzanne said. “They want to keep him for observation and all that stuff. He’s already in a private room. You want to go up and see him?”
I hesitated. Wild horses couldn’t have kept me from seeing Michael if he had been close to death, but now things were different. Maybe it was better not to stir things up and give him another chance to beg me not to break up with him. Maybe I should just leave.
“I … I really don’t feel good,” I told Suzanne, rubbing my temples. “And he probably doesn’t want company right now. So just tell him I said hi, and that I’m thinking about him, okay?”
The look she gave me let me know I wasn’t going anywhere. She turned to my dad and said, “Mr. Jenkins, may I have a word with your daughter in private?”
“Sure,” Dad said. He limped off to find a seat in the waiting area.
When she was sure he was out of earshot, Suzanne poked me in the chest and said, “You’re getting your butt up there to see Michael right now! It’s the least you can do for someone who tried to kill himself over you!”
My bubble of elation suddenly burst. “Wha … what are you talking about?”
She looked around to make sure no one was listening. Then she whispered, “I’m talking about what he told me a few minutes ago when his parents weren’t in the room. He said he purposely ran his car into that tree because he was upset over you breaking up with him. He said he didn’t want to live without you and wanted to end it all.”
I covered my gaping mouth with my hand. “I can’t believe he would do something like that! Are you sure about this? Did he really say he ran into the tree because he wanted to kill himself?”
She answered with a silent nod.
“Oh, my God! I feel so bad!”
“Now you know why you should go up there and see him.”
“But … but what do I say to him?”
Suzanne shrugged. “I dunno. That’s up to you.”
“But I’ve never talked to someone who was suicidal before. What if I say the wrong thing? What if I make him feel worse?”
“Just tell him you’ll take him back … that’ll solve everything,” she suggested.
I shook my head. “I can’t do that. I don’t want him back. That would be lying, Suzanne. That’s what caused this mess in the first place—me lying about being in love with him.”
“Well, I don’t know what to tell you, then. Just go up and say hello and see where it goes from there, I suppose.”
I nodded reluctantly. “Okay. But first I need to tell Dad to wait for me down here.”
“I’ll take care of your dad,” she said, motioning for me to follow her. She walked over to where he sat and gave him a saccharine smile. “Mr. Jenkins, I want to thank you for bringing Angela to the hospital,” she began. “I bet you’re tired and would like to go home and spend a relaxing evening with Mrs. Jenkins instead of hanging around this depressing place. So why don’t you go on back to the beach, sir, and I’ll bring Angela home after she visits with Michael. I know tomorrow is a school day for her, so I promise to have her back before eleven.”
I grimaced, thinking how she sounded like Eddie Haskell from the old Leave it to Beaver show.
“Well, that’s up to Angela,” Dad said, looking at me. “Is that what you want to do, honey?”
I felt like saying, No, I want to go home with you and pretend this awful day never happened. But instead, I muttered, “Yeah, I guess so.”
He planted a kiss on my cheek. “Okay, then. I’ll see you later.” He leaned in close to my ear and said, “Don’t forget we still have a lot to talk about. And let Suzanne know you’re grounded. She won’t be visiting you again until I say it’s okay. You got that?”
I nodded and watched him limp away.
“All right, let’s go!” Suzanne said, grabbing me by the arm. “There’s this really cute male nurse working on Michael’s floor I want you to check out!”
I rolled my eyes. “Jeez, Suzanne, do you ever think about anything besides guys?”
“Sure I do—acting and singing.”
I peeked over my shoulder to make sure Dad was gone. “Just so you know, I got busted for your beer drinking today. You owe me big time.”
“Oh, shit. How’d that happen?”
“You left your stinkin’ evidence all over the house. I fell asleep and didn’t get a chance to clean it up before Mom and Dad got home.”
“Damn. What did you tell them?”
“I told them I drank it.”
She looked surprised. “You really took the rap for it?”
“Yeah, I’m grounded big time. Not that it means anything. It’s not like I’ve got this huge social life that’s going to suffer because of it.”
“Shit, that sucks.” For a moment she was quiet, like she was thinking things over. Then she said, “Hey, I think you’re pretty cool for taking the heat like that. You’re all right, A.J.”
“Yeah, whatever. Just remember it when you become a star. I want my Jag.”
We reached the elevators. Suzanne punched the ‘up’ button and said, “You got it. I’ll even buy you seven Jags. That way you’ll have a different one for every day of the week.”
The doors opened, and we rode to the fourth floor. When the doors parted, I was surprised to find myself face to face with Michael’s father.
“Angela! It’s good to see you! Michael’s been asking for you,” he said, giving me a hug. His white lab coat smelled like antiseptic and the stethoscope he wore around his neck pressed into my chest. He was dressed like a doctor because, well, he was a doctor. And not just any doctor, either. He just so happened to be the most respected heart surgeon in South Carolina and wanted nothing more than for Michael to follow in his footsteps. But Michael hated biology and wanted to be a lawyer instead; something the two of them argued about constantly.
“How’s Michael?” I asked him, wishing he would quit hugging me so his stupid stethoscope would stop poking me in the ribs.
“He’s doing well, considering how bad things could have turned out if he didn’t have his seat belt on,” he said, finally releasing me.
I wondered why Michael would wear a seat belt if he wanted to kill himself. But he could be pretty dorky sometimes, so it really didn’t surprise me that he’d do something that stupid.
Michael’s mother came strolling up and stood next to her husband. Just like Suzanne, she looked like she was going to a cocktail party in her fancy dress and pearls.
“Hello, Angela,” she said with a snooty smile. “I’m glad you could make it. Michael’s been asking when you were going to get here.” She looked me up and down with disapproving eyes, just like she always did.
“We were on our way downstairs to get some coffee,” Michael’s dad said. “I’m glad you girls are here so you can keep Michael company while we’re gone. Can I bring either one of you something back up?”
Suzanne and I told him no thank you in unison.
“Okay, then. We’ll see you when we get back.” They stepped into the elevator. The heavy steel doors closed. I was glad they were gone.
“I can’t stand Michael’s mom,” I whispered to Suzanne.
“Yeah, she’s a bitch,” she agreed, motioning for me to follow her. “My mother doesn’t like her either. She says she’s a gold digger.”
I gave her a puzzled look. “What’s that mean?”
She shook her head. “I swear, A.J., you’re such a ditz! A gold digger is a woman that snags a guy because she wants his money. That’s the only reason Michael’s mom married his dad. She wanted to be set for the rest of her life and not have to work. So she spread her legs and got knocked up.”
I froze in my tracks. “What? Are you telling me she had Michael so she could trap his dad into marrying her?”
“Yeah. Somehow my mom found out about it. I heard her gossiping about it to a bunch of other women.”
“That’s terrible! Does Michael know?”
She shrugged. “Beats me. It’s not like it’s something you bring up in casual conversation, you know.”
We walked a little further until we came to a door with Michael’s name on it.
“Here we are,” Suzanne said. “You ready to go in?”
I looked down at my rain-soaked clothes. “Suzanne, I look like crap. Here you are all dressed up, and I’m wearing soggy jeans and a tank top. And I’m sure my hair must be a mess. I didn’t get a chance to do anything with it before I ran out of the house.”
“Well, your hair is kinda messy,” she said. “And your face got all sunburn today. But besides that, you look okay.”
“I can’t let him see me like this,” I decided, and turned to leave.
“A.J., wait!” She grabbed me by the arm and turned me back around. “Look, the boy loves you. You could go in there with curlers in your hair and a mud pack on your face and he wouldn’t care. Besides, he’s all banged up and looks like shit too, so ya’ll make a good pair.” She opened the door and practically shoved me inside.
I tripped over my feet and almost fell. I looked up and saw Michael lying in one of those dorky hospital beds. There was an IV feeding into his right arm, a brace on his neck, and a cast on his left arm extending from his elbow to his fingers. Several bruises marred his face, and there was a nasty looking cut on his forehead that had been stitched. He looked so pitiful that I almost felt sorry for him.
“Angela, is that you?” he asked weakly.
“Um, yeah, it’s me.”
“Could you come closer so I can see you? I can’t turn my head so good with this brace on.”
I shuffled over to his bedside. He cut his eyes at me and smiled. “I’m glad you’re here. Did Suzanne tell you what really happened?” He winced and let out a low moan like he was in pain.
‘Yeah, she told me. I can’t believe you would do something that—” I stopped myself before I told him I thought he was a moron for trying to kill himself. With him being emotionally unbalanced, there was no telling how he might react. “Um, what I meant to say is I’m not worth you losing your life over.” There, that sounded better.
“I think you are,” Michael said. “I wanted to prove how much you mean to me. I wanted to show you that I don’t want to live without you.”
“It was a really stupid thing to do,” Suzanne said as she made her way to the room’s only window. So much for being tactful.
“But you have your whole life ahead of you,” I told Michael “And there’s plenty of girls who would love to be with you. I used to see them check you out all the time when they thought I wasn’t looking. I’m sure you could find someone who would make you forget all about me.”
“Not a chance,” he said, extending his right hand for me to take.
I backed away from him. “No, Michael, I’m not holding your hand.”
“Please, Angela, I really need you right now.” A lone tear cascaded down his cheek. “Can’t you give me a little support? That’s all I’m asking.”
“Michael …”
“Please … I really need you right now.”
“This is against my better judgment,” I said as I approached the bed. “I’m only doing this because you’re making me feel sorry for you.”
I gave him my hand. His fingers interlaced with mine. “Thank you,” he said. “Do you think you could wipe the tears from my eyes?”
I grabbed a tissue off the stand next to his bed and dabbed his eyes with it. “There,” I said, “You’re all dry.”
“Thanks. So you think there’s any chance we can get back together again? I promise I’ll take it really slow and not pressure you in any way. We can just have fun like we used to.”
Oh-oh, this was tricky. If I said no would he slip deeper into depression and try to kill himself again? What should I do?
”Um, I don’t know, Michael. Maybe if … what I mean is … well, I guess it might be okay if we did, as long as we just keep it friendly … sorta. You know what I mean?” I hoped he did, ‘cause I didn’t have a clue.
“Sure,” he said, beaming. “Anything you say. I just want to be with you.” He tugged on my hand like he wanted me to come closer.
“What are you doing?” I asked guardedly.
“How about a little kiss to celebrate our new start?”
“Um, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“Oh, c’mon. Just one little harmless kiss. A friendly kiss, that’s all. It’ll show me you care. I could really use that right now.”
I shook my head. “I don’t want to.”
“Pleeaassee. It would mean so much to me if you would.”
It was no use. His puppy-dog eyes melted the ice in my heart. “Okay, one little kiss and that’s it,” I said, leaning over the bed to reach his lips. I pressed mine lightly to his, trying to make it more of a butterfly peck than a kiss. But Michael had other ideas. He parted my lips with his tongue and poked it inside my mouth. I was about to break away and give him a piece of my mind when the door swung open and his parents came strolling in.
“Well, I see you’re taking good care of my son, Angela,” his mom said sarcastically. “I didn’t know he was in need of mouth to mouth resuscitation.”
Crap! I jerked away from Michael and wiped his saliva off my lips.
“Oh, leave the two love birds alone,” his dad said. “I always tell my patients that love and laughter are the key ingredients to a speedy recovery.”
I walked over to Suzanne and stood next to her, my hands shaking from the trauma of the kiss gone bad and having his parents witness it.
“My poor sweet baby boy,” Michael’s mother said like she was talking to a one-year-old. “How are you feeling, honey?” She went over and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Can mommy get anything for you?”
Good grief. I wondered if she was going to ask him if she could change his diaper next.
“Michael, I’ve got some good news,” his dad said. “Your car isn’t totaled like we first thought. And the guys at the repair shop said to thank you for hitting that five point deer. They towed it with your car and are skinning it as we speak.”
Deer? What was this about a deer? My blood suddenly ran cold.
“Dad, let’s not talk about it now,” Michael said nervously.
I could tell by his reaction that I’d definitely been scammed. “Oh, I think we should talk about it now,” I said as I marched over to his bed. “Why don’t you tell me more about this deer, Michael?” I put my hands on my hips and waited for his explanation.
He gulped. “Um … well … I … um.”
“Michael didn’t tell you what happened?” his dad asked me.
“I think he might have left out a few details,” I said, giving Michael the death stare.
“Well, a deer ran into his path while he was driving down the highway. Michael tried to avoid hitting it, but there wasn’t enough time for him to swerve. The deer collided with the front of the car, and that’s what made Michael lose control and run into the tree. We’re just damn lucky he had his seat belt on.”
“Yeah, we’re sooo damn lucky,” I said, still glaring at Michael.
“Angela, don’t be mad at me,” Michael pleaded. “I know it was wrong to make you think I tried to kill myself. But I did it because I thought it would make you feel sorry for me and keep us from breaking up.”
“Kill yourself?” his mother cried out. “Son, you would never consider killing yourself over the likes of this … this sand flea, would you?”
I shot her a dirty look. “Excuse me, what did you just call me?”
“A sand flea,” she repeated, moving closer. “I’ve got your number, you little hussy. I know your parents don’t have any money, so you think you’ll latch onto my son like a leech. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if you’ve been trying to get pregnant so you can trap him. Well, I’m not about to let that happen. My son deserves better than you, and I’ll make damn sure he gets it.”
“Lady, you’re crazy!” I shot back. “For your information, I dumped your son a few days ago but he won’t leave me alone! And unlike you, I’m no … no diamond digger!”
“Gold digger,” Suzanne corrected me. “It’s gold digger, not diamond digger.”
“Whatever.” I said with a roll of my eyes. “Anyway, lady, I’m not after your stinkin’ money, so you don’t have anything to worry about! And you can keep your son and treat him like a baby for the rest of his life if you want, ‘cause I’m finished with him!” I turned to Suzanne and said, “C’mon, let’s get out of here. I don’t want to spend another minute in this room with these morons!”
She followed me as I made my way to the door. Before I left, I looked over my shoulder and said, “I might be a sand flea, Mrs. Stevens, but at least that’s better than being a lying scumbag like your son. And I’d say it’s been nice knowing all of you, but since I don’t like to lie, I won’t.”
I stormed down the hall so fast that Suzanne had to jog to catch up with me.
“You were awesome, girl! I’m so freakin’ proud of you,” she said, locking her arm through mine.
“I’m just glad it’s over,” I said. “Now maybe my life can go back to being normal.”
“Yeah, and you can date other guys again. Speaking of which, I know this hunk that goes to my church. I dated him once, but he’s too quiet for me. I was wondering if you wanted—”
I covered her mouth with my hand. “Suzanne, I don’t want to date anyone again until I’m out of high school. From now on I just want to concentrate on studying so I can pull up my grades and get into a good college. That’s all that matters.”
She yanked my hand away. “Bull! I bet you’ll have a new boyfriend before the end of the first semester.”
“Will not.”
“Will too.”
“Will not.”
“Will too,” a child’s voice rang out, strong and clear.
I looked up and down the hall. All I saw were adults.
“Um, Suzanne, did you happen to hear a little girl just then?” I asked. Please God let her say yes.
“Huh-uh,” she said with a puzzled expression. “Why do you ask?”
“Well, I thought I heard …”
“Heard what?” she prompted me.
I shook my head. “Never mind. It’s not that big of a deal. I’m just tired, that’s all.”
But I knew better. I knew it had been Sara’s voice that I heard.
And I was beginning to realize that, hallucination or not, I should pay attention to what she had to say.
CHAPTER TEN
The Noisy Oyster
The days and weeks that followed my chaotic first day of school were blissfully boring in comparison. Without a boyfriend to distract me, I had plenty of time to devote to studying, and that’s exactly what I did from the moment I got home from school until I went to bed, determined to begin my senior year with a decent GPA. To my surprise I got ‘A’s’ on all my tests, which had my teachers wondering why I hadn’t lived up to my potential before now. One of them even sent a note to Mom and Dad to rave about how much I had improved. It made Dad so happy and proud that he took me off restriction for my alleged beer drinking. It made Mom so happy that she let me buy a new pair of jeans and a new pair of sneakers. And it made me so happy that I wrote a couple of songs about being happy, which was a drastic departure from the sad, bluesy ballads I was used to writing.
All the hard work left me exhausted, though, so I really looked forward to the weekends when I could sleep in late and recharge my batteries. That’s why I wasn’t particularly thrilled when someone pounded on my bedroom door early one Saturday morning, jolting me out of a deep slumber.
“Who’s there?” I mumbled into my pillow.
“Time to rise and shine, sweetie,” Mom’s voice called out from the other side of the door. “You need to help us get ready for the wing-ding.”
Wing-ding. Those were the two most dreaded words in my vocabulary. And for good reason.
Every year Dad insisted on having a big party for no particular reason other than to have a big party. These wing-dings, as he liked to call them, brought hordes of people to our house to drink beer, eat hamburgers, dance to beach music, feast on roasted oysters, sing karaoke, and finally, either go home or pass out, whichever came first.
I pulled the covers over my head. “Can’t I sleep for another hour and then get up?” I begged Mom. “What’s the big rush?”
“Angela, stop being lazy and get out of bed right now!” she ordered. “And open this door so I can tell you what chores you need to do!”
Like I didn’t already know? Every year I could count on performing exactly the same wing-ding duties: sweep the floors, mop the kitchen, clean the windows, scrub the toilets, and dust. The worst part was I didn’t get a dime for my hard labor. There should be a law against parents abusing their offspring that way.
I stumbled to the door, still groggy with sleep, and undid the latch. “Why does Dad have to have these stupid parties anyway?” I asked Mom as I let her in.
“I don’t like it anymore than you do,” she said. As usual, her eagle eyes scanned my room, looking for anything she could fuss at me about. But I had just tidied up the night before, so there was nothing for her to find fault with. “I only go along with it because it makes your daddy happy,” she went on to say. “Although Lord knows we can’t afford it.”
“Well, I think the whole thing’s a pain in the ass,” I said.
Mom’s eyebrows shot upwards so quickly that I thought they were going to launch into outer space. “Excuse me, young lady, what did you just say?”
“Um … I said I better go see if Dad wants me to cut the grass,” I tried, knowing I was in trouble for using the ‘A’ word in front of her.
“That’s not what you said!” she shot back. “And you better start watching your language or I’m gonna wash your mouth out with soap. You never talked like that until you got around Suzanne!”
“Sorry, Mom. But I really don’t see what the big deal is. I mean, ass isn’t that bad of a word … not compared to some of the other ones I hear in school all day long.”
“Yes, but one curse word leads to another … next thing you know you’ll be using the ‘F’ word. But I don’t have time to talk to you about that right now. I want you to get out of those PJ’s and put on some old clothes so you can go downstairs and start hosing down the oysters.”
I felt like screaming. Dad always bought eight or more bushels of oysters for the wing-dings, and since they came fresh from the local creeks they were coated with a thick layer of pluff mud—the mucky stuff that’s left in the creek beds at low tide. Anyway, no one wants to get pluff mud all over them when they eat oysters, so someone has to wash it off before they’re roasted. And for the past few years that someone has been me.
“Mom, please don’t put me through that torture,” I begged. “Dad’s such a fanatic about those stupid oysters. He inspects every one of them to make sure I don’t leave one spec of mud. If I do, he makes me scrub it with a wire brush. I hate it.”
“That’s because your Dad likes to serve clean oysters. He takes a lot of pride in it.”
“Fine, let him do it!”
The evil eye she gave me let me know I was crossing the line. So I bit my tongue and stripped out of my PJ’s, exchanging them for a pair of cut-off jeans and a bikini top. One look in the mirror let me know there was no hope for my bedhead hair, so I donned my Carolina Gamecocks baseball cap and pulled my hopeless locks into a ponytail through the opening in the back.
“You look really cute in that hat,” Mom commented. “You ought to wear it more often.”
“I look like a total dork,” I said, repulsed by my image in the mirror. “But I guess it doesn’t matter since no one’s going to see me but a bunch of muddy oysters.”
“Well, go get it over with so you can help me clean the house,” Mom said, giving my butt a playful slap.
I sighed on my way out the door, silently counting how many days were left before I could pack my bags and head off to college.
***
For the next hour or so, I squatted on the driveway, hosing and scrubbing the little mollusks from hell. I was determined to finish them without taking a break, but when Mom came to check on me she insisted that I stop for a while. “You look like you’re about to keel over from heat exhaustion,” she said, handing me a tall glass of sweet tea. “Go rest in the shade for a few minutes.”
I thanked her for the tea and made my way to a cluster of palmetto trees in the corner of the yard. They stood so close together that their fronds overlapped, which created a nice, shady canopy for me to sit under.
Sacred trees, that’s what Dad called them. He swore they predicted he would have three children long before my siblings and I were born. “My daddy planted those trees when I was a little boy,” he was always telling everyone. “When I inherited the house from him, I thought about cutting them down to make room for a fountain. But Mish insisted that I leave them there. I didn’t give them another thought until Angela was born. Then I realized how similar they were to my three kids. Two of them are tall and exactly the same height—twins, like Aubry and Jim. The third one is much smaller and seems to be trying to catch up with the other two—just like my little Angela. So maybe those trees were trying to tell me something all along. You know they say God gives you hints in some mighty strange places—you just have to know where to look for them.”
That was about as philosophical as my dad ever got. But one day he surprised the crap out of all of us by placing a bronze plaque in front of the trees with an inscription that read:
To my children:
May you live your life like these palms.
Plant your feet firmly in the ground, but reach for the sun. Appreciate the rainy days, for they are necessary for you to grow. And when there’s a storm, bend with the wind and you will never break. In fact, you will find yourself stronger than you were before.
Love, Dad.
Dad claimed the whole thing came to him one day when he was trimming the weeds around the palmettos. But Mom was pretty sure it came to him one night when he had too many beers. Either way, I thought it was pretty corny and couldn’t believe he went and had some guy immortalize his goofy prose for all the world to see. But that was my dad for you—as unpredictable as he was stubborn.
After I guzzled the sweet tea mom had given me, I stretched out in the cool, soft grass underneath the ‘sacred’ trees, pulling the brim of my baseball cap down over my eyes. A refreshing breeze gently rustled the fronds, and the distant sound of the waves breaking on the shore provided just enough white noise to relax me and tempt me to take a nap.
Just as I was about to give in and drift off to la-la land, I heard a god-awful noise. I sat up and discovered it came from the engine of the conversion van that was pulling into the driveway. It snorted, coughed, and wheezed like it was suffering from a terminal case of asthma. I squinted at the ugly van in the bright morning light and came to the conclusion that it must belong to a redneck—the dead giveaway being the lack of hubcaps and the Confederate flag flying proudly from the antennae.
I closed my eyes and prayed, “Please God don’t let it be who I think it is. Pleassseee let me be wrong. Pleassseee.”
The van came to a stop, and the driver put the engine out of its misery. A few moments later the doors opened, and I realized God must have been off duty ‘cause out stepped the two people that I’d prayed it wouldn’t be—my Aunt Rita and my Uncle Clay.
“Oh, my heavens, would you look at that youngin’!” Aunt Rita exclaimed, rushing toward me with her flowery sundress flowing in the breeze.
I stood, brushed the grass off of me, and said, “Hi, Aunt Rita. It’s so nice to see you.”
It was a lie. The woman was a lunatic and I was happy she rarely came to visit us. Thank goodness she lived in Columbia, which was a two hour drive from Folly Beach—just far enough to discourage her from coming down to pester us.
“Oh, you sweet little thing, let me give you a big hug!” Aunt Rita squealed. She wrapped her skinny arms around my waist and said, “I can’t believe how big you’ve gone and got! How old are you now, sweetie? Sixteen?”
“Seventeen,” I said, trying not to inhale her cheap perfume.
“Oh, shucks, you look a lot younger than that. I know you don’t want to hear that now, being a teenager and all, but one day you’ll love it when someone tells you you look younger than your years.”
She certainly didn’t look younger than her years. I guess it was because she smoked so much. As a matter of fact, Mom was always using her as an example to keep me from getting hooked on cigarettes. She would say stuff like, “Just look at your Aunt Rita … she’s two years younger than me, but she looks five years older because of all that puffing she does. Smoking makes your face look drawn and ages you quickly. So if you don’t want a drawn face, you stay away from those cigarettes.” I certainly didn’t want a drawn face (although I wasn’t quite sure what that meant), so I took Mom’s advice and said no whenever people offered me a smoke. Now that I saw how much it had affected my Aunt’s appearance, I was glad I had.
“Seventeen,” Aunt Rita said, letting go of me and backing up a few steps to give me a good looking over. “My Lord, that means you’re a young lady now. And you sure have turned out to be a pretty one! I bet you gotta beat the boys off with a stick, don’t you, honey?”
“Not exactly,” I admitted.
“Oh, don’t tell me that,” she said, brushing a wayward strand of store-bought strawberry-blonde hair from her eyes. “I done heard you got you a steady beau. Now that’s all fine and dandy, but don’t you be like me and your momma and go and get yourself hitched too young. You wait until you’ve finished your schooling and can stand on your own two feet.”
“Um … okay,” I said, not bothering to tell her that I no longer had a ‘beau.’
“Holy Jesus, is this really Angela?” Uncle Clay said, waddling up next to my aunt. His dull, bloodshot eyes lingered on my body. He must have liked what he saw ‘cause he let out a long whistle and said, “Damn, you’ve done some growing, girl! And in all the right places, too!”
“Clay Stoudemire, you behave yourself!” Aunt Rita scolded. She poked him in the ribs, but I doubt he felt it, considering all the fat that surrounded them. “Don’t pay no attention to him, youngin’,” Aunt Rita told me. “He’s done drank so much Jack Daniels that his brain is floating in liquor instead of that cereal fluid you’re supposed to have.”
I looked at her puzzled. “Do you mean cerebral fluid, Aunt Rita?”
She chuckled. “Oh, I suppose. I don’t know them fancy medical terms all that good.”
Uncle Clay shook his head. “If I drink too much, it’s because of her. You’d reach for the bottle too if you had to listen to her yapping all day.”
Even from a few feet away, I could smell his B.O. It mixed with Aunt Rita’s cheap perfume and the salty air. I gagged and turned away from them.
“What’s wrong, youngin’?” Aunt Rita asked.
“Nothing,” I lied, bending over at the waist. “I think the heat is getting to me.”
“This frickin’ humidity ya’ll have down here is enough to kill ya,” Uncle Clay said. “It makes me sweat like a hawg.”
You are a hawg, I thought. Honestly, I didn’t know what Aunt Rita saw in him. He had to be at least a hundred pounds overweight. His hair was thinning, but he tried to hide it with that comb-over technique that only called more attention to the fact that he was balding. And he stank! How could anyone stand to be around someone that stank? No wonder Aunt Rita had put on so much of that cheap perfume. Maybe she was hoping it would be strong enough to overpower his stench.
Uncle Clay was about to make some other comment about the miserable Lowcountry humidity, but was interrupted by Mom’s voice raining down on us from the porch landing. “Yoo-hoo! You better get up here and say hello to me, sis!” she called out.
Aunt Rita looked up at her and shouted, “Hey, you! I can’t believe how big my niece has gotten! And look at you … you still look as young as ever! What’s your secret?”
Mom laughed. “I sure don’t feel young. Not after raising those three ornery children of mine. And that one you’re standing next to is going to be the death of me yet.”
Huh? What did I do? I thought I was a pretty good kid.
“C’mon, Clay, let’s go see my sister,” Aunt Rita said, grabbing him by the arm and dragging him toward the stairs.
“I hate them frickin’ stairs,” he grumbled. “Why’d they have to build that damn house so high up off the ground?”
Because we live next to the freakin’ Atlantic Ocean, you idiot. Hadn’t he ever heard of flood tides? Jeez, some people could be such morons.
“Oh, stop your bellyaching,” Aunt Rita told him. “If you weren’t so out of shape, you’d be able to climb them stairs without wheezing and panting like some old lazy dog.” She peered over her shoulder at me and said with a wink, “I’ll see ya later, youngin’. You and me has got some catchin’ up to do.”
I gave her a phony smile, making a mental note to avoid her so that wouldn’t happen.
While they trudged up the stairs, I shuffled back to the oysters, figuring I’d better finish spraying them down before Dad got back with the kegs of beer he’d gone to pick up. If he saw I hadn’t got them all done he’d have a cow and tell me I was lazy and we’d end up getting into an argument. And I certainly wasn’t in an argumentative mood—not with the way my head was beginning to pound.
I turned the hose back on, wondering why I was having so many confounded headaches lately. Hardly a day went by that I didn’t get one, and sometimes it hurt so bad that even a double dose of Advil didn’t stop the pain. I hadn’t told Mom about it ‘cause I knew she’d make me go to the doctor, and I was still scared they’d find out about me having those hallucinations. So I kept my mouth shut and endured the pounding in my temples, although I wasn’t sure how much longer I could deal with it on my own.
I was just about to resume my dreaded chore, when a rusty old clunker of a car came rolling up the driveway. I had to laugh because the engine kept running long after the driver turned it off. When it finally gasped its last breath, the door opened, and my sister heaved her obese body out into the sun.
“Nice ride you got there, Aubry!” I taunted, laughing my butt off. “I don’t know how you manage to pay the luxury taxes on it. I guess the Piggly Wiggly must have promoted you to head cashier, huh?”
“At least I have a ride,” she sneered while giving me the finger. “I don’t have to depend on other people to get me around like some dorky sister I know.”
“Yeah, but at least I get to ride in a cool Corvette,” I retorted. “Not some broken down piece of junk like you do.”
She mumbled something like “screw you” except it started with an ‘F’, then waddled over to the trunk of the car. She opened it and pulled out a large suitcase. That was followed by a duffel bag and a clothes basket full of dirty laundry. Then out came something that caused me to gasp—her thirteen-inch black and white TV.
“Aubry, why do you need all that stuff?” I asked, hoping she couldn’t detect the panic in my voice.
She gave me a smug smile. “I hate to ruin your day, lil’ sis, but I’m moving back in for a while. And this time I’m not bullshitting you. My roomies got behind on their share of the rent, and I couldn’t afford to pay the whole thing by myself, so the apartment complex evicted us.” She gently set the TV down on the driveway and added, “Why don’t you make yourself useful and help me tote some of this shit inside?”
My jaw dropped, and so did the hose. I didn’t mean to let it go—it was just an involuntary reaction to her devastating news. And as luck would have it, the spray nozzle stuck open when it hit the driveway. In a matter of seconds, the jet spray doused the TV with so much water that it would probably never work again.
“You bitch!” Aubry shouted, moving the TV away from the spray. “Look what you’ve done! You’ve ruined it! You wait until I get a hold of you!”
“It was an accident!” I bent over and grabbed the hose, fumbling with the nozzle until I finally got it to shut off. “I didn’t do it on purpose, Aubry, I swear I didn’t!”
She charged at me like a pissed off Rhinoceros. “Accident, my ass! You meant to do it! And now you’re going to pay for it!”
I began walking backwards to keep my distance from her. “Don’t you dare get any closer to me,” I said, “or I’ll … I’ll shoot!” I aimed the nozzle at her like it was a gun. But before I could squeeze the trigger, my feet went from underneath me and I fell flat on my back.
I landed to the sound of something crunching underneath me.
Oh, oh, this isn’t good, I thought. It took a couple of seconds for the pain to hit. When it did, I cried out from the agony of having my flesh torn by jagged oyster shells.
“What a klutz!” Aubry cackled. She stood over me now, her wide torso eclipsing the sun. “Would you like me to wash some of that mud off of you?” She picked up the hose and aimed it at me. She was at point-blank range, so it felt like a swarm of angry bees stinging me when she turned it on and sprayed me down from head to toe.
“Stop it!” I cried, holding my hands in front of my face to keep her from drowning me. “I’m hurt! Can’t you see I’ve cut myself?”
“I wondered why all that blood is oozing from underneath you,” she said coldly. “But that’s what you get for ruining my TV.” She dropped the hose and turned toward her car, not even bothering to see if I was going to bleed to death.
I sat up and examined my legs. Long, ugly scratches ran along the back of my thighs from my butt to the folds behind my knees. It hurt like crazy, but not as bad as the stinging pain coming from my back.
With tears pooling in my eyes, I rose to my feet and hobbled up the stairs to the house. By the time I reached the landing I felt faint and noticed my skin was turning pale. I opened the door and went inside.
“My God, what happened to you?” Mom shrieked as soon as she saw me.
“Aubry,” I answered weakly. “She made me fall into the oyster pile.”
“I’m sure your sister wouldn’t do something like that on purpose,” she said, rushing toward me. She made me turn around so she could see my back. The gasp she let out caused my aunt to spring off the sofa and join her.
“Let me look at her,” Aunt Rita said, moving Mom out of the way. She let out a whistle and declared, “Well, she’s done gone and got herself cut up good, that’s for sure. We better get her upstairs and get something on them scratches before they get infected.”
“Do I need to go to the hospital?” I asked.
“No, youngin’, I don’t think you need no stichin’. But you’re going to be hurting for a while, that’s for sure. You better take it easy for the rest of the day.”
“Does that mean I don’t have to do any more chores?” I asked Mom, who was now helping me toward the stairs.
She laughed. “Is that all you can think of? Of course, you don’t have to do any more chores. It’s a wonder you can even move.”
I couldn’t help but smile, despite my pain.
But then I remembered my sister was moving back in, and my smile quickly turned upside down into a frown of dread.
CHAPTER ELEVEN
Time in a Bottle
“Now you just lay still, sweetie pie, and let me dab this on you,” Aunt Rita said. “It’ll fix them cuts up in no time.”
I couldn’t believe I was lying face down on my bed, totally naked, while she applied honey—yes, I said honey—to my wounds. It was just one more thing that confirmed my belief that my aunt was an escapee from the loony farm.
“Aunt Rita, are you sure you know what you’re doing?” I asked. “I mean, I’ve never heard of putting honey on cuts before. Why don’t you just use Neosporin or something like that?”
“I think honey is better than that stuff,” she said. “Your grandma used it on me and your momma all the time when we got scraped up.” She chuckled and added, “She used to give me a spoonful of it after she finished treating me … said it would help make the pain go away. You want a spoonful?”
I almost said yes, since she was a pain and I wanted her to go away. But I didn’t think it would work on humans, so I told her no thanks.
“Aunt Rita’s right,” Mom chimed in, handing me a glass of water and two Advils. “Honey is a natural antiseptic. It’ll also keep you from scarring.”
“Yeah, but if I go outside I might get attacked by bees,” I said. “Just how many scratches are there on my back, anyway?”
“Four long ones,” Aunt Rita answered. “And a short one right here on your sweet little bun.” She gave my ‘sweet little bun’ a playful squeeze. “You’re just lucky them oyster shells didn’t cut you wide open. The Lord must have been looking out for you.”
Yeah, right, the Lord’s really looking out for me … guess that’s why he let my sister move back home so she could make my life a living hell.
“All right, sugar pie, that should do ya,” Aunt Rita announced as she closed the jar of honey. “The best thing you can do now is get you some rest and let that Advil kick in.”
“Okay,” I said. “But who’s going to finish washing the oysters?”
“Your brother just got here,” Mom said, “I guess he’ll do it.”
“Well, you better tell him to be sure to get my blood off of them,” I told her. “I’d hate for someone to mistake it for cocktail sauce tonight when they go to eat them.”
Mom laughed and told me I was nuts, then gave me a kiss on the cheek before she and Aunt Rita headed downstairs to prepare the hors devours for the wing-ding. With them finally out of the way, I switched on my TV with the remote and flipped through the channels until I came across my all-time favorite movie, Beetlejuice. I watched it all the way through, then turned the TV off and listened to the radio for a while. One minute I was tapping my feet to Milli Vanilli’s Girl You Know It’s True, the next minute (or so it seemed) I was waking up to The Living Years by Mike and the Mechanics. Surprised that I had fallen asleep, I rubbed my eyes and glanced at the clock radio to see what time it was.
Yikes! It was already 3:30 in the afternoon! That meant the wing-ding was already in full-swing and most of our guests had already arrived.
I shook my head in disbelief that I had slept that long and crawled out of bed. Wanting to find something that fit me loosely so it wouldn’t rub against my scratches, I rummaged through my dresser until I found an old football jersey my brother had given me and a pair of sweat pants.
I felt like an old lady as I went down the stairs, taking each step slowly, one at a time. It hurt so much to bend my knees that I considered sliding down the banister instead. But then I remembered my butt had a cut on it, too. If only we had an elevator.
I finally made it to the bottom of the stairs. Not surprisingly, the house was abuzz with activity. Everywhere I looked I saw people with mixed drinks or red plastic cups of beer in their hand, talking obnoxiously loud and laughing boisterously. I recognized some of them as old friends of my parents, but a few of the faces were unfamiliar to me. I figured they must be real estate agents who worked with Dad or house cleaners who worked with Mom. Or maybe they were people Dad had invited off the street to join the party. He wasn’t beyond doing something that crazy when he drank.
Anyway, I said a lot of “excuse me’s” and worked my way through the crowd toward Mom and Aunt Rita, who were talking to three other ladies in the living room.
“How do you feel, honey?” Mom asked when she saw me. She was holding a cocktail glass filled to the brim with a strawberry daiquiri. “Did the Advil help the pain?”
“A little,” I said. “But I’m still sore.”
She smiled, and said to the three ladies gathered around her, “This is my daughter, Angela. She’s my pride and joy.” I noticed her words were slightly slurred, which meant she must have been working on her second or third daiquiri. “She’s going to be the first one in the family to go to college. Isn’t that right, sweetie?”
“I guess,” I said.
“What college are you going to?” one of the ladies asked. She had frizzy hair and droopy eyes.
“The College of Charleston,” Mom answered before I could. “Isn’t that right, sweetie?”
“Um … well …”
“Oh, that’s a wonderful college,” declared another lady with a cigarette dangling from her lips. “She’ll love it there. And it’ll be nice to have her so close to home, won’t it?”
“Sure will,” Mom said gleefully. “She can stay right here and won’t have to live in some cramped up old dorm. Right, sweetie?”
“Um… well …”
“What’s she majoring in?” the lady with the frizzy hair asked.
“I don’t know,” Mom said. She looked at me and asked, “What are you majoring in, honey?”
“Um … well ...”
“She ought to major in business,” cigarette lady said. “That’s the most practical thing she can do. My son is majoring in philosophy, of all things. Now tell me what in the hell he’s going to do with that when he gets out? Nothing, that’s what! It’s a total waste of our money.”
“Maybe she ought to major in biology,” the frizzy-haired lady suggested. “She can be a nurse or something. They’re in high demand right now, you know.”
Aunt Rita had been puffing away on a cigarette, taking in the conversation without uttering a word. But now she cleared her throat and said, “You hens won’t shut up long enough for the youngin’ to tell ya’ll what she wants to do. Let’s hear what’s on her mind, not yours.” She nodded at me and asked, “Now where do you want to go to college, sugar pie?”
All eyes turned to me. I swallowed hard and said, “Carolina. Or maybe Clemson.”
Mom looked like I had just signed her death sentence. She shook her head and said in a solemn tone, “You want to leave home so bad, don’t you? You just can’t wait to get away from me and your daddy, can you?”
“Of course, she wants to leave home,” Aunt Rita said. “Don’t you remember how bad me and you wanted to leave home when we were her age? Except we were dummies and went and got married in order to do it. At least she’s not gonna make that mistake.”
“Speak for yourself,” Mom snapped, giving Aunt Rita an icy stare. “Maybe you married to escape home, but I did it out of love.”
“Ha!” Aunt Rita scoffed. “That ain’t what you told me. You said you’d do anything to get away from Mamma and Daddy, bless their souls. So you went and married Ted so you could do just that.”
“You’re full of shit,” Mom shot back. “How many beers have you had?”
“Not as many as you’ve had of them daiquiris!”
Holy crap, I thought. They’re going to have a fight right here in front of everyone. I had to do something before they made complete fools of themselves.
“Um, Mom, have you seen Suzanne?” I asked, hoping to change the subject.
She narrowed her eyes at me. “You mean to tell me you invited that girl over here?”
“Yes, ma’am, I thought she would have showed up by now.” Please don’t start hassling me about her, I thought. Please don’t lecture me about how bad of an influence you think she is on me in front of all these people.
Mom took a long sip of her daiquiri through a plastic straw. She licked her lips and said, “That girl is a bad influence on you, Angela. I wish you would find someone else to hang out with. I’ve told you that a million times before, but you won’t listen to me, will you? I don’t even know why I waste my—”
“Mish, will you please hush!” Aunt Rita interrupted. “Can’t you tell you’re embarrassing the youngin’? Stop naggin’ her in front of everybody like that. It’s a party, for goodness sake, let her have some fun like the rest of us.” She looked at me and said, “If your friend is here, honey, I ain’t seen her. There ain’t been no young people milling around, just us old fogies.”
“I hope Suzanne isn’t planning on spending the night,” Mom said. I could tell she was boiling inside, pissed off over Aunt Rita calling her down. But at least she had enough self-restraint to keep from causing another scene. “Your aunt and uncle have decided to stay over,” she went on to say, “so there’s not going to be any room for her. They’ll be sleeping in your bed tonight, so you’ll have to double up with your sister in her room.”
What? She had to be out of her freakin’ mind! There was no way I was going to let Uncle Clay sleep in my bed! Not only did he stink, but he might have lice or something. And there was no way I was going to double up with my sadistic sister. She might kill me in my sleep!
“Mom, I already invited Suzanne to spend the night, so I really need my room,” I said in a pleading voice. “Can’t you make Aubry sleep on the couch and let Aunt Rita and Uncle Clay have her bed instead? It’s a lot more comfortable than mine, and—”
“We’ll discuss it later,” Mom said, cutting me short. She then glanced toward the front door and nodded in its direction. “Speaking of the devil, it looks like your friend is making her grand entrance … and it looks she brought company with her.”
I swiveled my head and saw Suzanne working her way through the crowd. She was wearing a low-cut halter top, terry cloth short-shorts, and a wide brimmed floppy straw hat with a green ribbon tied around the center. She adjusted it while she searched for me, pushing it up so it wasn’t so low on her forehead. Trailing right behind her was the guy she had met in front of my house on the first day of school. His hair wasn’t in a pony tail like it had been that morning; instead it was hanging loosely around his shoulders. And his stubble had grown into a full-fledged, scraggly beard. He reminded me of the paintings I’d seen of Jesus—except I was pretty sure there wasn’t anything holy about this guy.
Suzanne spotted me and waved. I excused myself from Mom and her friends and met her halfway.
“Hey, you!” she said, stretching her arms out to give me a hug.
“No!” I cried, holding my hands out to block her.
She looked taken aback. “What’s wrong?”
“I’m all scratched up. I don’t want anyone touching me,” I explained.
“How’d you do that?”
“I cut myself on oyster shells … long story, I’ll tell you about it later.”
“You’re the most accident prone person I’ve ever known, A.J.,” she said, shaking her head. “Anyway, you remember Randy, don’t you?” She slipped her arm through his and gave him a kiss on the cheek.
“Yeah, I remember him,” I said coldly.
“Nice to see you again,” Randy said as he gave me a nod. “Great little house you got here. It must be awesome to live right on the beach like this.”
“I hope you don’t mind me bringing him along,” Suzanne said. “I thought he’d enjoy coming to one of your dad’s famous wing-dings.”
“Sure, no problem,” I said, although I was pissed off that she hadn’t bothered to ask me if it was okay first.
“It’s awfully crowded in here,” Suzanne said. “Let’s go up to your room so we can talk without having to shout at each other.” Without waiting for my approval, she led Randy toward the stairs.
I followed behind them, checking over my shoulder to make sure Mom wasn’t watching us. She had this retarded rule that I wasn’t supposed to have members of the opposite sex in my room, and if she saw Randy going up there she’d probably have a cow.
It took longer for me to get upstairs than Randy and Suzanne, thanks to my knees slowing me down. So by the time I got to my room they were already standing in front of the window, gazing out at the beach.
“Man, this is an awesome view of the ocean you’ve got up here,” Randy said to me. “How long have you lived here?”
“Most of my life,” I said, sitting on the edge of my bed. “My dad inherited the house after my grandfather died.”
“Really? I love old houses like this. They have so much character. How old is—”
“Hey, A.J., guess what?” Suzanne said, not letting him finish. “Randy played me a tape of the rock band he had in Virginia. They were sooo awesome! And Randy can play the guitar better than anyone I’ve ever heard!”
“She obviously hasn’t heard many guitarists,” Randy said with a laugh. “But I appreciate the compliment.” He took her into his arms and gave her a long kiss that made me want to puke.
After they came up for air, Suzanne said, “Hey, A.J., do you still have that old guitar of yours around here?”
“It’s in my closet,” I said, wondering why she would want to know that.
She left Randy’s side and sashayed over to the closet. A few seconds later she was holding the cheap but decent-sounding acoustic guitar my parents had bought me for my thirteenth birthday. “Does it still work?” she asked as she ran her thumb across the strings.
“Of course it still works,” I said, thinking what a ditz she was for asking me something that stupid.
“How come you never play it then?”
“I dunno,” I said with a shrug. “I guess I never have time.”
“Let me see that thing,” Randy said, ambling over to her. She handed it to him and he stroked a few chords. “This guitar is in perfect tune,” he remarked, looking at me. “You must have played it recently for it to sound this good.”
“I guess I messed around with it the other day,” I said. “I was just goofing off.”
“Are you any good? Have you ever taken lessons?” Randy asked.
“No,” I replied. “I never took lessons. And believe me, I suck.”
If I were Pinocchio my nose would have grown several inches. Not because I had lied about the lessons, but because I had fibbed about sucking at playing the guitar. The truth of the matter was I had taught myself how to play and had gotten quite proficient at it—at least when it came to strumming chords and playing rhythm. But that was a secret I didn’t want to share with either one of them.
“Would you like for me to teach you a few things?” Randy asked.
I shook my head. “No. I don’t want to learn how to play it. I just keep it for an ornament.”
He gave me a dubious look. “In your closet?”
“Well, I used to have it in my room but it got in the way. So I put it in my closet. That way it’s out of the way.” God, that sounded dorky. But there was something about Randy that made me nervous and unable to think straight.
“That’s a shame,” he said. “You sure you don’t want me to teach you how to play it? I really enjoy showing people how to make music. As a matter of fact, I’m trying to get a job at a music store teaching part-time while I put my new band together.”
Before I could reply, Suzanne cut in. “She probably wouldn’t be able to play it in front of anybody if she did learn,” she said with a giggle. “She gets sick and pukes all over herself if she has to do stuff in front of people. She’s got some kind of anxiety disease.”
“Suzanne!” I cried out, fighting the urge to go over and strangle her freaking neck. “It’s a disorder, not a disease!”
“It’s, okay, A.J.,” Randy chuckled. “It just sounds like you get the butterflies. I get them, too. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve gotten nervous and almost barfed before a big performance.” He smiled and asked, “Do you have a pick I can use?”
I went over to my dresser and got one out the middle drawer and handed it to him.
“Thanks,” he said. “Now tell me what your favorite song is.”
“Me?” I asked in surprise.
“Yeah, you,” he said with a smile. One that I had to admit was kinda sexy.
I sat back down on my bed. “I guess it’s Sara by Stevie Nicks. I’ve always loved that song.”
He laughed. “Okay, what’s your second favorite song? I’m afraid I don’t know how to play Sara.”
“Time in a Bottle,” I said. “I love the lyrics.”
He nodded. “So you like the oldies, huh?”
“No, I just appreciate songs with good lyrics. It doesn’t matter if they’re new or old.”
“I like that,” Randy said. “So many people don’t pay attention to lyrics. And you’re in luck because Time in a Bottle happens to be one of my favorites, too.”
He played the opening notes, and I was amazed. I could never master the introduction to that song, no matter how many times I practiced it. But he performed it flawlessly and effortlessly. I watched in awe as his fingers danced expertly across the strings, putting my guitar technique to shame. Then he sang the first verse, blowing me away with the smoothness of his voice. There was no doubt the guy was talented—very talented.
I closed my eyes and mouthed the rest of the lyrics with him, my body swaying slowly to the rhythm. When he finished, I opened them and gave him a little smile. “That was good,” I said. “Thank you for singing it for me.”
“I told you he was awesome!” Suzanne said, giving him a kiss on the lips. “Didn’t he give you goosebumps when he sang?”
Actually, he had. But she didn’t need to know that.
“Are you sure you don’t want me to teach you how to play?” Randy asked me. “I’d be glad to give you free lessons.”
“Naw, I don’t have time with my school work and all.”
“You can teach me how to play,” Suzanne said in a sultry voice, leaving no doubt what type of ‘playing’ she was referring to.
Randy gave her a long kiss. Then he gently brushed her hair from her brow and whispered, “Baby, I’d love to teach you how to play.”
I figured I better do something before they fornicated in front of me. So I cleared my throat loudly and said, “Um, guys, why don’t we go down to the beach and sit by the water or something? It’s getting kinda hot up here.”
“It sure is,” Suzanne said, gazing deeply into Randy’s eyes.
“Okay, then,” I said, standing up. “Let’s head on down.”
They kissed again.
“Guys? Can we go now?”
The kiss went on and on and on.
“Guys? Yoo-hoo! Can we, like, go now?”
Their lips parted. A long string of saliva connected them momentarily until it split into two and fell to the floor. “Sure, let’s go to the beach,” Suzanne said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “We can grab some beer and party.”
“Over my dead body!” I said. “I’m not about to take the heat for you drinking around here again!”
“Oh, chill out,” she said. “Randy’s legal. He can get the beer and sneak it to us.”
“There ain’t no us,” I said. “I have no intention of drinking that stuff and neither are you.”
Suzanne whispered something in Randy’s ear. He laughed in response.
“What did you tell him?” I demanded.
She gave me a mischievous grin. “Nothing. Nothing at all. Now let’s get this wing-ding or whatever the hell you call it started.”
They headed for the door, and I fell in behind them, trying to squelch the urge to kick my so-called best friend squarely in the butt.
CHAPTER TWELVE
Some Guy Named Tony
The proverbial fifth wheel.
That’s how I felt as I sat on a blanket in the sand with Randy and Suzanne, twiddling my thumbs and gazing idly out to sea while they sucked face and groped each other in places that weren’t meant to be groped in public. And when they weren’t sharing spit, they were sharing beer from a tall Styrofoam cup—one that Randy kept going back to the house to fill up as soon as it got empty. In fact, he’d made so many trips that he’d worn a path in the sand. Every time he went he’d ask me if I wanted some. Every time I would tell him no thanks, which elicited smartass remarks from Suzanne like, “She’s going to be the most popular girl in college … not because she’s cool, but because everyone’s going to want her to be their designated driver.” I shot her dirty looks in return and told her she could kiss my derrière.
As the afternoon wore on, their demonstrations of affection became more and more uninhibited. Finally, it got so bad that I was afraid I might catch a sexually transmitted disease just from sitting next to them. So I got up to leave and told them goodbye. But they didn’t acknowledge me. I guess they were too busy using their tongues for other things. Shaking my head in disgust, I walked away and followed a scent that I found totally irresistible—hamburgers cooking on the grill.
The grill was Dad’s, and he was flipping burgers for all our guests who had gathered underneath the house to get some fresh air. I know it might sound weird for me to say they were underneath the house, but you have to remember that our house, like most of the others on the beach, sat on pilings that raised it high above the ground, just in case we had a storm that pushed the ocean past the dunes. Because the house sat so high, it made the area underneath it into the equivalent of a large covered terrace; a place where you could enjoy the ocean breezes without being in the sun. When Dad had his wing-dings, he rented picnic tables and fold-up chairs so everyone would have a place to sit and enjoy his ‘world-famous’ burgers during the day and the oysters at night. He also sat up a stupid karaoke machine so all the drunk people could make fools of themselves. That was always the last event of the evening, and you better believe I always found a way to avoid it.
“Hey, sweetie,” Dad said when he saw me moseying up to the grill. “I just put these patties on. If you want yours well-done you’ll have to wait a few minutes for them to cook.”
“That’s okay, I’m in no rush,” I said. It wasn’t like I had anything better to do.
“So where you been?” he asked.
“Just sitting on the beach.”
“With Suzanne?”
I nodded, swatting at a pesky horsefly that had suddenly found me irresistible.
“Is that long-haired boy her date?” he asked.
“Yes, sir.”
He grunted. “I think he’s too old for that girl. Did you know he’s twenty-one? I found that out because I made him show me his I.D. before I let him have any beer.”
I shrugged like I didn’t care. “So?”
Dad pointed his spatula at me. “I’m telling ya, boys his age are only interested in girls your age for one reason.”
“And what reason would that be?” I asked, just to see what he would say.
He cleared his throat nervously. “You know. They want to … take advantage of them.”
“What do you mean?” I asked with feigned innocence, seeing if I could get him to actually say the ‘S’ word in front of me.
He leaned over the grill and said in a hushed voice, “They want to have … um … you know …” His cheeks glowed, giving away his embarrassment. “Maybe it would be better if you talked with your mother about this, okay? I’m sure she could explain it better than me.”
“Okay,” I said, straining to hold back a laugh.
“Anyway, I think that boy is no good,” Dad said, giving the patties a flip. “I betcha anything, he does drugs. All them long-hairs like him do. And he must have a drinking problem, ‘cause he sure has been getting his full from the kegs.” He looked at me hard and asked, “He hasn’t been trying to get you or Suzanne to drink, has he?”
“Oh, no sir,” I lied.
“He better not, or I’ll kick his ass. I don’t trust them hippie types like him.”
I rolled my eyes. “Dad, why are you so down on him? You don’t even know him, so how can you be so judgmental?”
“And why are you taking up for him?” he retorted.
“I don’t know. It’s just that—”
“Don’t you get no ideas about dating him,” he interrupted. “I’ll be damned if I let you go out with some boy who’s four years older than you!”
“Three years older,” I corrected him. “I’m almost eighteen, remember?”
“It’s still the same difference. He’s too old for you.”
I threw my arms up in the air. “Fine! I don’t want to date him anyway, so you have nothing to worry about!”
His lips curled into a slight smirk. “Did I ever tell you you have your mother’s eyes?”
I looked at him like he was crazy. “What are you talking about?”
“I’m talking about the way you inherited more than just her eye color,” he said with a chuckle. “You also inherited the way those baby blues give away everything you’re thinking. When you were defending that boy just then, I could tell you like him. So no matter how much you tell me you don’t, I know better.”
“You’re crazy! I can’t stand him! I think he’s a loser! So you’re wrong about my stupid eyes!” Jeez.
“No, I’m not,” he insisted. “You can’t lie to me with those eyes of yours and neither can your momma.”
“Just give me my burger!” I fumed. I grabbed a paper plate and thrust it at him.
“I thought you wanted it well-done?”
“I changed my mind. Just give it to me like it is.”
The patty he slapped on my plate was so rare it looked like it could still chew its cud. But I didn’t care. I’d had enough of his nonsense and just wanted to leave.
My father’s a moron, I thought as I hunted for a place to sit. A stupid, ignorant, moron. How dare him assume he knows what I’m thinking. And if I want to date Randy—which, of course, I don’t—I’ll date him. I’m almost eighteen; he can’t tell me who I can see and who I can’t see. So he can take his opinions and stick them where the sun don’t shine!
Steam was still coming from my ears when I found an empty seat at one of the picnic tables. Just before I sat down, I realized I hadn’t got a bun for my burger due to my haste to get away from Dad. Feeling like a complete idiot, I went over to the table by the grill where all the condiments were laid out. Dad saw me and gave me a knowing smile, which pissed me off even more. I tried to ignore him as I grabbed a bun and loaded it with lettuce and tomatoes. Then I squirted some ketchup on it, found a Diet Coke in a cooler underneath the table, and made my way back to the picnic table.
I was chewing my first bite, wondering if I was going to die from eating meat so rare, when this guy came out of nowhere and asked if he could sit with me.
“Um, I guess it’s okay,” I said with my mouth full.
“My name is Tony,” he said, planting his butt down on the seat across from me. He looked to be nineteen or twenty and wore his sandy hair in a close-cropped military style. His eyes were almost the same shade of blue as mine, and although he was slightly overweight, he wasn’t bad looking.
“Um, my name is Angela,” I said with a shaky smile. “But my friends call me A.J.” Of course, I didn’t bother to tell him that I only had one friend.
“A.J. … I like that,” he said with an approving nod. “That’s a cool name. So do you go to college around here?”
“Um, I’m not in college yet. I go to high school … I’m a senior this year. That means I’ll graduate soon.” I wanted to slap myself on the forehead. Duh! Of course I was graduating soon if I was senior. What a retarded thing to say.
“You could have fooled me,” Tony said with a warm smile. “You look like you could be in college.”
I didn’t know what to say, so I just sat there like a dummy and tapped nervously on my Coke can.
“I go to Trident Tech,” he said after a few awkward moments of silence. “I’m getting a degree in aircraft maintenance. Fixing engines, things like that.”
“Cool,” I said, looking everywhere except straight at him.
“I guess you think I’m trying to pick you up, don’t you?” he said.
He caught me so off guard that my brain turned to Jell-O. All I could manage was a shrug.
“Well, I’m going to be honest with you and admit I am,” he said with a broad grin. “I couldn’t help but notice you. You’re really cute, you know that?”
My heart raced. I’d never had a guy actually pick me up before, much less come right out and admit that’s what he was doing. I had no idea how to react.
“I hope you don’t think I’m being too forward, but I believe in being honest and upfront with a girl,” he said. “If it makes you uncomfortable, just let me know and I’ll leave.”
I took a long sip of my Coke. It wasn’t because I was thirsty—I was just trying to find a way to stall things long enough to think of something to say. After I set the can back down on the table, I fidgeted in my seat and said, “I … um … I guess I like it that you’re honest and all. Not a whole lot of guys are.” Brilliant, Angela, just brilliant. You’ll have a much better chance with this guy if you just keep your stupid mouth shut.
We engaged in more small talk while I finished my burger. Then Tony suggested we take a walk on the beach.
He offered his hand to help me up from my seat, which surprised me because most guys didn’t do stuff like that anymore. Then he insisted on carrying my paper plate and empty Coke can to the trash for me, earning him even more ‘he’s too good to be true’ points.
“So which way do you want to go?” he asked as we made our way out to the beach. “Would you like to stroll down to the Atlantic House and get some ice cream?”
The Atlantic House was an old house on tall stilts that had been converted into a restaurant. It got its name because it sat closer to the ocean than any other structure on Folly. So close, in fact, that the Atlantic came rushing underneath it at high tide. I loved it there, and would have enjoyed eating some ice cream on its open air deck. But the cuts on the back of my knees were hurting so bad that I didn’t feel like walking that far. So I made another suggestion. “Why don’t we go the other way? I can show you the End of the World if you’d like.”
Tony looked at me guardedly. “The end of the what?” he asked.
“The End of the World,” I repeated. “It’s what I call the west end of the beach. It’s not far from here, and is really cool. It’s where the inlet cuts in and you can’t go any further. That’s why I started calling it the End of the World when I was little.”
Tony laughed, and in a medieval accent said, “Lead the way, fair maiden, for I shall follow thee wherever thou wishes to go. Even if it takes me to the End of the World!”
I smiled and thought this may not turn out to be such a bad day after all.
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
The Wrath of Aubry
The tide was rising and so were my spirits as Tony and I strolled toward the End of the World. Every moment I spent with him brought me closer to the conclusion that I liked him, and it wasn’t long before I found myself hoping that our little walk would culminate in him asking me out on a date.
“Are you okay?” he asked. I guess he noticed the way I was beginning to limp.
“Not really,” I admitted. “I’m sorry, but I guess I’m not going to be able to make it all the way down to the End of the World like I wanted to. I sorta cut my leg this morning, and it’s hurting me real bad.”
“You should have told me,” he said with a genuine look of concern. “I would have never suggested we take a walk if I’d known that.” He pointed to an old palmetto log that had washed ashore. “Why don’t we sit on that so you can rest before we go back?”
He insisted on sweeping the sand off the log with his hand before I sat down. Then he lowered himself next to me; so close that his thigh almost touched mine. I was falling for him so fast that I wouldn’t have minded if it had. In fact, I was hoping he would find the courage to put his arm around me.
“So, A.J., do you have a boyfriend?” he asked.
For some reason I felt playful, so I asked, “Why? Are you looking for one?”
“Ha, ha, very funny.” He grabbed a handful of sand and pretended to throw it at me. “Now tell me the truth … do you have a boyfriend?”
“Why do you want to know?” I asked coyly.
“Maybe I’d like to try out for the position if it’s open,” he said, flashing me a flirty smile.
I put my finger to my chin like I had to give it serious thought. “Well, I have so many applicants that I don’t know if I can fit you in.”
“Oh, really?” he said with a raised eyebrow. “Even if I bribe you with a nice dinner and a movie?”
The Mormon Tabernacle Choir sang Halleluiah inside my head. “That sounds nice,” I said. “When would you like to go?”
“How about next Saturday?”
I was supposed to babysit a neighbor’s kid that night. But I wasn’t about to let this opportunity slip by, so I said, “Saturday night sounds great.”
“Cool. So where do you live?”
I looked at him with blank expression. Why would he ask me something so stupid?
“Is something wrong?” he asked.
“Um, you already know where I live. It’s where the party is.” Duh.
Tony’s eyes opened as wide as sand dollars. “You live there? That’s really your house?”
“Well, actually it’s my parents’ house, but they let me live there, too,” I said in a feeble attempt to be witty.
“I can’t believe this,” he said, shaking his head. “So that means you know Aubry?”
Hearing my sister’s name was like a slap in the face, waking me up to the fact that I had no idea why this guy had showed up at the wing-ding in the first place. I guess I’d assumed he was one of my brother’s friends, but now that he’d mentioned Aubry I had to assume he was her friend. And just what kind of friend was he? If it was anything more than plutonic we were both in a world of trouble.
“How do you know my sister?” I asked, almost certain I wasn’t going to like the answer.
“She’s your sister?” He looked like he was going to freak out. Not a good sign.
“I’m afraid so,” I said. “Although I don’t like to claim her.”
“Holy shit,” he murmured. “You two don’t look anything alike.”
“So how do you know her?” I asked again.
His Adams apple bobbed up and down. “Well … I … ah … we’re sorta like friends.”
I knitted my eyebrows together. “Sorta like friends? What does that mean?”
He grimaced. “I’m sooo busted. I hate to tell you this, but Aubry and I have been seeing each other.”
I shot up from the palmetto log. “You’ve been WHAT?”
He covered his face with his hands. “I’m sorry. I had no idea she was your sister.”
“I can’t believe you came to my house to see my sister and then snuck off with me behind her back!” I exploded. “You’re nothing but a two-timing scum bag, Tony!”
He stood and tried to look me in the eye, but I turned away. “It’s not like we have a thing going on,” he babbled. “It’s just casual dating, that’s all.”
“How come she wasn’t with you?” I asked with my back turned to him.
“Her mother—well, I guess she’s your mother, too—sent her to the grocery store to get some last minute stuff. I didn’t feel like going with her, so I told her I was going take a walk on the beach. That’s when I saw you sitting at the picnic table and … well, you know the rest.”
“So what were you planning on doing when she got back and saw us together?” I asked, spinning around to face him.
“I was going to tell you about her before we got back … honest I was. I was going to tell you I was going to break up with her and ask you to play it cool until I did. I thought it would all work out … until I found out you were her sister, that is.”
“Yeah, and you know what? I’m gonna tell her all about this so she’ll kick your ass!”
“Oh, man, don’t do that!” he pleaded. “She probably can kick my ass!”
“You should have thought about that before you cheated on her!”
I turned and limped off toward my house.
***
My brother was playing football with a couple of his friends on the beach when I got back. He waved at me and hollered, “Hey, wait up!”
I stopped, and he came running over to me. “Where have you been?” he asked, sounding out of breath.
“I took a walk. Why?”
“With who?”
I sighed and rolled my eyes. “With some guy who turned out to be a jerk.”
“And would this jerk be Aubry’s boyfriend?”
“I guess … what’s with all the questions?”
He nodded toward the house. “Aubry’s on the warpath … big-time! That’s why I wanted to get to you first and warn you. She came back from the store and asked Dad if he’d seen Tony. He told her you went off with him, hand in hand, and that’s when the shit hit the fan.”
“What? He’s crazy! I wasn’t holding his hand! He only offered it to help me get up, that’s all. And I didn’t know he was Aubry’s boyfriend until the idiot told me he was!”
Just then, all hell broke loose. My sister came storming out of the house, yelling obscenities and looking like she wanted nothing more than to put an end to my miserable life.
“Aubry, wait! I can explain everything!” I said, prepared to duck in case she decided to take a swing at me.
“You bitch, I don’t need you to explain something that’s as plain as day!” she yelled as she closed in on me. “You’re nothing but a little slut, just like that whore friend of yours! You probably took Tony down to the End of the World so you could spread your scrawny little legs and let him have his way with you!”
I slid closer to my brother so he could protect me. “Aubry, you’ve got it all wrong! First of all, I didn’t know he was your boyfriend—he conveniently kept that a secret until he found out I was your sister. And he didn’t lay a finger on me, so stop calling me a slut!”
“I don’t believe you,” she sneered. “You probably found out he was my boyfriend and went after him just to spite me!”
“You’re crazy!”
“I might be crazy, but you’re dead!”
She went to grab me, but I ducked behind my brother’s broad back. Aubry followed, and we ended up circling him several times before he separated us like a boxing referee. “Come on you two, stop it,” he said. “You’re making a spectacle of yourselves in front of everyone.”
“I want to strangle her!” Aubry roared. “First she ruins my TV, then she ruins my love life!”
“Love life?” I laughed sarcastically. “What love life? Tony doesn’t love you! He was ready to break up with you whether I came along or not!”
“Girls!” Mom shouted. I turned my head and saw her coming down the walkway toward us. “What in the world has gotten into you two?”
“She tried to steal my boyfriend!” Aubry said, pointing an accusing finger at me.
“I did no such thing,” I said in defense. “I can’t help it if she dates two-timing jerks that lie!”
“I don’t care about any of that,” Mom said, making Jim move so she could stand between us. “All I know is you’re embarrassing me to no end. All our guests can see you out here fighting and acting like a couple of first-graders. And Aubry, if I ever hear you use the kind of language that just came out of your mouth again, you will no longer be welcome here. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes, ma’am,” she said, although I knew it was killing her to do so.
“Now I want you both to apologize to each other and stop this feuding. It’s been going on too long. You’re both too old to be carrying on like this.”
Aubry and I glared at each other. Neither one of us was willing to be the first to apologize.
“You can start any day now,” Mom said impatiently.
Our stalemate continued.
“Oh, I give up!” Mom said. “You two are hopeless!” She grabbed Aubry by the collar and pulled her toward the house. “You come with me! I’ve got things I need you to do,” she told her. She then looked back at me. “Angela, I want you to go find your friends. Someone said they saw them sneaking off to your room. If they did, you better get them out of there in a hurry!”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Before they went inside, Aubry looked back at me and silently mouthed, “I’m going to get you for this! You just wait and see!”
I gave her the one-finger salute.
“Don’t pay any attention to her, sis,” Jim said. “Her bark is worse than her bite.”
Obviously my brother didn’t know his twin as well as I did. That’s because my sister never made an idle threat. And I had been through this sort of thing with her so many times in the past that I knew one thing for certain—
She would patiently wait and seek out her revenge when I least expected it.
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Caught in the Act
Okay, so where did Suzanne and Randy go?
I figured there were three possibilities:
(A) They had been so engrossed in playing touchy-feely that they didn’t notice the rising tide and had been washed out to sea.
(B) They had left the wing-ding and got themselves a motel room.
(C) They couldn’t wait to get a motel room and were doing the things they would do in a motel room in my room.
I prayed to God they weren’t doing ‘C’, but considering the way the day had gone so far it wasn’t going to surprise me if it turned out to be the correct answer.
There was only one way to find out, so I went upstairs to my room and reached for the doorknob.
It was locked.
Not good. Not good at all.
I pressed my ear to the door and heard muffled sounds. One of them was Suzanne moaning softly. She was saying stuff like, “Oh, yes, Randy, that feels soooo good! That’s the right spot! A little faster! Yes, yes, yes, that’s it! Don’t stop!”
I banged on the door and yelled, “You better stop if you know what’s good for you!”
The moaning ceased. Floorboards creaked as someone padded toward the door. They fumbled with the latch and cracked it open.
Suzanne poked her head out. “You’ve got terrible timing, you know thast?” she slurred.
The fact that she said ‘thast’ instead of ‘that’ wasn’t the only thing that led me to believe she was wasted. For one thing, her eyes were as red as her hair, and when she exhaled it was like opening the doors to a brewery.
“Suzanne, what the hell is going on?” I demanded—as if it weren’t pretty darn obvious what was going on from all the moaning I’d heard.
She opened the door a bit wider, enough for me to see that the only thing she was wearing was a beach blanket wrapped around her body. “Why don’t you go away for a little while?” she said. “Come back in about …” She looked at her wrist. “Oh, hell, where did I put my frickin’ wrist clock? I know I had it on when I came in here.”
“How should I know?” I said, folding my arms across my chest. “Now open the flippin’ door and let me in!”
She shook her head. “Huh-uh. Randy and me ain’t done yet. We were just gettin’ to the good part when you came slammin’ on the door.”
I closed my eyes, trying not to lose my temper, and said as steadily as I could, “Suzanne, I’m counting to ten. Before I finish, you better open this freakin’ door and let me in!”
“Count to ten? You trying to give me one of those field sober … sobery … sobriety tests like the cops do?”
That did it. I took matters into my own hands and gave the door a push. She went stumbling backwards and landed on her butt. The beach blanket flew open, exposing her nude body.
She giggled uncontrollably. “Weebuls wobble, but I fall down!” she cackled.
I rolled my eyes, then turned them toward my bed. I wished I hadn’t. Randy was sprawled across it naked, his you-know-what standing at full attention.
“What’s happening, A.J.?” he asked with a silly grin. “Did you come to join us? I’ve never done one of them manageries des twas, or whatever you call it when there’s more of you girls than there is of me. But I’m willing to give it a try.”
My cheeks burned with embarrassment as I turned my back to him and locked the door, making sure no one, especially one of my parents, was able to come wandering in. Then I took a few deep breaths to calm myself.
It didn’t work. My whole body trembled and I felt nauseous. But I was determined I wasn’t going to puke. Not until I evicted my unwanted guests.
Keeping my back to Randy, I said, “I want both of you out of here right now! I can’t believe you guys would screw around in the bed I sleep in! It’s disgusting, and I hate both of you for doing it!”
“Chill out!” Suzanne mumbled. She raised her head off the floor, looked around, then let it flop back down. “You’re giving me a headache with all your bitchin!’”
“Shut up!” I shot back. “And both of you get dressed!”
She murmured something unintelligible. Then she closed her eyes.
“Suzanne! Don’t you dare pass out on me!”
She didn’t respond.
“Suzanne!”
She began to snore. I knelt down beside her and shook her shoulders. “Suzanne! Please don’t do this to me! Wake up!”
Her mouth fell open. A thin line of drool ran down her chin.
“Shit, shit, shit!” I cried. “I can’t believe this!”
“Looks like it’s just me and you now,” Randy observed.
I shot a glance in his direction. He was still sprawled across the bed.
“Randy, I want you to get out of here right now!” I ordered, covering my eyes with my hands.
“Let me stay, A.J.,” he begged. “I’ll just crash next to Suzanne on the floor. That’ll be cool with you, won’t it?”
“I hardly think so! Now get dressed and get out!”
I heard a loud thud.
“Randy? What happened? Was that you?”
He didn’t say anything. I spread my fingers apart to peek at the bed. He was no longer there.
“Randy? Where are you?” I called out.
“On the floor on the other side of the bed,” he called back, laughing. “I don’t think I can get up.”
“Randy, you’ve got to get up! Now put your clothes on before someone comes up here and finds out what you and Suzanne have been doing!”
“Can you bring them to me? I’ll put them on down here.”
It didn’t look like I had much of a choice, so I searched for his jeans and shirt, finding them in a pile on the floor. I also found his Fruit of the Loom, but there was no way I was going to touch those things with my bare hand. So I kicked them underneath the bed, figuring I’d throw them in the trash later.
I tossed the clothes over the bed to him. “Here! Put them on!” I said.
“Yes, ma’am. Did anyone ever tell you that you were kinda bossy?”
“Randy, I’m in no mood for your bullshit, so shut up!”
While he got dressed, I covered Suzanne’s lifeless body with the beach blanket and got a pillow off the bed to put under her head. She grunted something, then went back to snoring.
“You don’t like me, do you?” Randy asked.
“Not really,” I answered honestly, lowering myself to the floor next to Suzanne. My oyster injuries were hurting so bad that I felt like crying. I lay on my side and supported my head with my hand so I didn’t put any pressure on them.
“So how come you don’t like me?” he asked.
“Besides the fact that you were using my room for a bordello?”
“Hey, that was Suzanne’s idea, not mine.”
“Doesn’t matter. There’s plenty of other reasons why I don’t like you.”
“Such as?”
“Let’s see … there’s that scraggly beard of yours. I don’t know how Suzanne can kiss you with all that hair around your lips. It’s a wonder she doesn’t get a hairball.”
“Anything else?”
“Well, I think you’re a bum. You don’t have a job and you’re probably sponging off your parents. How come you never went to college?”
“I want to play music. If you’re gonna make it in the entertainment business, you’ve got to do it while you’re young. I figure I can always go to college if things don’t work out.”
“Whatever. Are you dressed yet?”
“Almost. Hey do you know where my underwear is?”
“Nope,” I lied.
“Crap. I guess I’ll just go commando for now. Anyway, you want to know what I think?”
“Think about what?”
“About us.”
“Us? What us?”
“You and me us. I think we ought to go out sometime. You say you don’t like me and all, but I can tell you really do. You just don’t want to admit it. I could tell by the way you looked at me this afternoon after I sang Time in a Bottle for you.”
“You’re crazy! I can’t stand you! Especially when you’re drunk.”
“Well, I like you a lot. I think you’re pretty special.”
“Yeah, sure. That’s why you didn’t give me the time of day when we sat on the beach this afternoon.”
“That’s because Suzanne started kissing me every time I tried to talk to you. I think she’s jealous.”
“Randy, this whole conversation is stupid. I don’t like you and I don’t want to go out with you. And I don’t think someone who looks like Suzanne has a reason to be jealous of someone who looks like me.”
“It’s not the looks. She can sense I see something in you I don’t see in her. That’s why she’s jealous. Anyway, I’m finished getting dressed, so I’m gonna stand up now.”
He stumbled his way over to me. One look at him had me laughing.
His shirt was buttoned wrong and hung cockeyed on him. There was no way I could let him go downstairs looking like that.
“Randy, you’re a mess,” I said. “Your shirt is buttoned all wacko.”
He looked down, swaying back and forth like he couldn’t keep his balance. “Oh, you’re right,” he admitted with a chuckle. “I guess I’m not too coordinated when I’ve had too much to drink.” A resounding burp erupted from deep in his throat.
I was so anxious to get rid of him that I decided to get up and fix it myself.
“Are you staring at my chest?” he asked as I undid his top buttons. I nearly gagged from his beer breath.
“Randy, I have to stare at your chest in order to do this,” I said.
“You think my chest is sexy, don’t you?”
“Nope.”
“You have a nice chest, too,” he said, fixing his gaze on my upper anatomy. “I like perky little tits like you got.”
The ‘perky’ part didn’t bother me, but the ‘little’ comment didn’t sit too well, although I knew it was true. And the only reason I didn’t slap him across the face for saying it in the first place was because I was afraid I’d knock him to the ground in his wobbly condition.
“Suzanne’s got nice boobs but they’re too big,” he rambled on. “I like yours a lot more. And you’ve got the cutest little ass I’ve ever seen. Did anyone ever tell you that?”
“Randy, shut up!”
“I love your hair, too. It’s kinda wild and messy, just like a beach girl’s should be. But it’s those eyes of yours that really drive me crazy. They’re so blue. And they sparkle so pretty in the sun. Just like jewels. And you know what I see in them?”
“Pupils, I suppose.”
“No, not pupils. I see something deeper than that. A secret. You’re keeping a secret from everyone, aren’t you, A.J.?”
“Nope,” I answered flatly, slipping the last button through its hole.
“Yeah, you are. You’re keeping a secret deep in your soul. I’m good at telling these things, even when I’m wasted.”
“Oh, really? So what are you? Psychic or something?”
“Some people say I am. That’s why I can tell you really do like me.”
“Okay, Randy, I’ve had quite enough of this nonsense,” I said, grabbing his hand and pulling him toward the door. “It’s time for you to haul your drunken butt home.”
“So what do you say? Will you go out with me?”
“Not in this lifetime,” I answered. I undid the latch and stuck my head out the door to make sure the coast was clear, then shoved him out. “Please try to act like you’re sober long enough to get down the stairs and out the front door,” I pleaded. “And whatever you do, don’t talk to my parents!”
He started down the hallway. Before he reached the stairs, he looked back at me and said, “I’m going to find out what your secret is, A.J. And I’m going to get you to like me. Even if it’s the last thing I ever do.”
“It will be the last thing you ever do,” I assured him. “Now scat!” I waved him off with both my hands like I was shooing a stray cat.
I stood in the doorway long enough to make sure he didn’t tumble down the stairs. As I did, I couldn’t help but wonder what other disasters lay in store for me before this crazy day came to an end.
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
THE BEER BET
The oyster roast—the wing-ding’s main event—started shortly after sundown.
Because there were so many people gathered under the house for the feast, Dad had to take sheets of plywood and lay them on top of sawhorses for makeshift tables. And it was at one of those tables that I stood with an oyster knife in hand, ready to seek revenge on those little suckers that had nearly ripped me to shreds.
It was a beautiful evening to be outside. The temperature was mild, and a gentle breeze off the ocean filled the air with an exotic, salty scent. Bright stars twinkled overhead, and in the west, Venus and the crescent moon made a lovely couple. Everything seemed perfect. Which could only mean one thing—something bad was about to happen to screw it all up.
“Hey, sweetie, are you enjoying the oysters?” Mom asked, sneaking up behind me. I was happy to see that she was now holding a glass of sweet tea instead of a daiquiri, since she had been known to drink too much at the wing-dings and spend the night hugging the toilet as a result of it.
“They’re good,” I said. “You gonna eat some?”
She shook her head. “Naw, I don’t like eating them this early in the season. I’d rather wait until October or November.”
“What difference does it make?” I asked, trying to pry a shell open that seemed glued shut.
“I think they’re too tough this time of year,” she said, eyeing my losing battle with the shell. After I almost cut my hand with the knife trying to get it open, she said, “Oh, for crying out loud, give me that thing and let me show you how to shuck properly. You’re gonna amputate your fingers doing it like that.”
I handed it over to her. Like a pro, she had it open in seconds flat.
“There’s an art to shucking,” she said proudly, dangling the big, juicy oyster she had dislodged in front of my face. Like a baby bird, I opened my mouth and let her drop it in. As it slid down my throat, she asked me where Suzanne was.
“She had a headache. She’s taking a nap to see if she can sleep it off.” At least it wasn’t a total lie.
“That’s a shame,” Mom said. “I hope she’ll feel better in time for the karaoke. I’ve been telling everyone we’ve got a Star Search contestant singing for us tonight.”
I raised a brow. “She told you she was going on Star Search?”
“Uh-huh. She told me all about a few weeks ago. I think you were up in your room doing something when she brought it up. She said she was just waiting to find out when they were going to fly her to Hollywood for her first performance. Won’t it be exciting to see someone we know on national TV?”
“I guess,” I said, thinking what an idiot Suzanne was for telling everyone she was going to appear on a show that she hadn’t auditioned for yet. What if she didn’t get accepted? What was she going to do then?
“Did that boy who came with her leave?” Mom asked, shucking another oyster for me.
“Yes ma’am, he’s gone.”
“Good. I don’t like him. He’s too old for that girl. And I don’t like the way he looks with all that long hair. He reminds me of a grungy rock star.”
“He is a rock star,” I said. “Well, maybe not a star. But he played in a band before he moved here, and now he’s trying to put one together here in Charleston. He’s a real good singer, Mom, and he’s an awesome guitar player.”
“I see,” she said, studying me closely. “You don’t happen to like this boy, do you?”
“No way,” I said. “He’s not my type at all. Why do you ask?”
She shrugged. “Just wondering. I thought I saw your eyes light up when you talked about him, that’s all.”
“Well, I assure you you have nothing to worry about. I wouldn’t go out with him if he was the last guy on earth.”
“I hope so, ‘cause there’s no way I’d let you date him.”
Someone tapped me on the shoulder. I spun my head around and was shocked to see Suzanne standing behind me, looking gorgeous in a white sundress, her hair piled on top of her head in a bun with a few loose tendrils framing her face. Her eyes were no longer bloodshot, and she smelled sweet and fresh instead of beachy and drunk. I couldn’t believe she had made such a remarkable metamorphosis. But that was Suzanne for you—full of surprises.
“Hey, you,” she said. “I can’t believe you’re eating oysters. Those things make me sick just looking at them.”
“You don’t like them?” I asked incredulously.
She crinkled her nose. “Huh-uh. I think they’re disgusting.”
A little devil appeared on my shoulder and whispered something in my ear. I nodded in agreement and took one of the oysters Mom had just shucked for me and held it in front of Suzanne’s eyes. Luckily, it was a real juicy specimen.
“You mean these things that look like snot?” I asked her, pointing to it. “I guess they do sorta look like that stuff that comes flying out of your nose when you sneeze, don’t they? Although, some people say they look more like the phlegm you spit up when you have a cough.” I placed the oyster on the tip of my tongue, opening my mouth wide so she could watch it slide down the hatch. “Mmmm,” I purred. “I think that one tasted more like a booger.”
“You’re soooo freakin’ gross!” Suzanne cried out. “You’re making me sick!” She covered her mouth with her hand and beat a path toward the beach.
Mom stood there with her jaw agape. Shaking her head in disbelief, she said, “What in the world has gotten into you? You’re acting like some barbarian! You’re probably going to make that girl upchuck!”
I hope so,” I said with a wicked grin. “I certainly hope so.”
***
After I’d downed as many oysters as my tummy could handle, I went to look for Suzanne.
I found her sitting on the crest of a dune, her knees tucked up to her chest and her face buried in her arms. I sat down next to her. For a long while we didn’t speak.
Finally, she raised her head and looked at me. “You hate me, don’t you?” she said, barely above a whisper.
I picked up some sand and let it slip through my fingers. “Maybe. Can you blame me after what you put me through this afternoon?”
“I know you hate me. That’s why you did that thing with the oyster. You knew I was hung-over and hoped it would make me puke, didn’t you?”
“Did I succeed?” I asked eagerly.
“Almost … I had to choke it back.”
“That’s too bad,” I said, snapping my fingers. “I thought for sure it would make you spill your cookies.”
She gave me a dirty look. “You bitch! You really do hate me, don’t you?”
“Well, what do you expect?” I snapped. “Do you realize what would have happened if Mom or Dad had walked in my room and found you and Randy fooling around? Not only would I have caught hell, but they’d never let me see you again. Was it worth risking our friendship?”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know things were going to go that far. They just sorta … happened. I was wasted and so was he. It was just one of those things.”
“Yeah, one of those things that can come back to haunt you nine months from now,” I pointed out.
“Oh, chill out. I’m on the pill, so it’s no big deal.”
My eyes opened wide. “You’re what? Since when?”
“Since I thought ...” She shook her head. “Oh, never mind.”
“You were going to say you almost got pregnant, weren’t you?”
“A.J., you can’t almost get pregnant. But I did think I might have been. Thank God, it turned out to be a false alarm. But it put the fear in me. That’s why I got on the pill.”
“Jesus,” I whispered. “Does your Mom know you’re on them?”
“Hell, yeah. She’s happy knowing I won’t make her a grandmother anytime soon.”
“Why didn’t you tell me about this before?”
“Maybe because of the same reason you don’t tell me everything.”
“You’re talking about my wicker chest, aren’t you?”
She nodded. “Yeah. Why do you have to keep whatever you’re hiding in it such a big secret?”
A sudden gust of wind blew my hair across my face. I brushed it out of my eyes and said, “It’s hard to explain. It’s something so close to me and so much a part of my soul that I would feel naked if I let anyone see it. You would know every private thought I’ve ever had. All my joys, all my passion, all my fears. It’s all there in that wicker chest.”
“So it’s a diary or some kind of journal, right?”
“Nope. I’m no good at writing prose. Keeping a journal would be like a chore to me.”
“So what the hell is it?” she asked, pretending to choke me.
“Maybe one day I’ll show you. I just have to work up enough courage.”
“Whatever,” she said with a sigh of resignation. “So what happened to Randy? Did he leave the party?”
“I sorta evicted him. I didn’t think about it at the time, but I feel kinda bad about letting him drive in his condition. I hope he made it home okay.”
She looked at me oddly. “Drive? He didn’t drive, I did. And he could walk home from here. He lives at the beach, too. His dad’s got a big ol’ house back on the river.”
“I didn’t know that. It’s not like you let me talk to him today. You kept his mouth too busy doing other things … remember?”
She rubbed her temples. “Whatever. All I know is I feel like shit right now. It’s like I’m half drunk, half hung-over.”
“Get you something to eat,” I suggested.
“Naw, I think what I need is some of the hair of the dog that bit me. I wonder if I could sneak another beer?”
“Jesus, Suzanne! Haven’t you had enough for one day? Do I have to send you to the AAA?”
She laughed. “You dummy, it’s the AA not the AAA. You’re such a dork!”
“Whatever. I just wish you’d stop drinking that stuff, that’s all.”
“Well, I wish you’d stop being such a prude and have one with me.”
“No, thanks, I don’t want to run around acting stupid like you and Randy were today.”
She sketched a circle in the sand with her finger. When I asked her what she was doing, she replied, “I’m drawing a crystal ball. I’m Madame Suzanne and I’m going to look into your future.”
I looked at her like she was Madame Pain-in-the-Ass.
In a voice like a gypsy, she said, “Ah, yes, it’s all becoming clear now. I see A.J. at the age of nineteen. She’s in college studying her little ass off while her roommates are partying and having fun. No one wants to be around her because she’s so damn serious all the time.”
“Shut up!”
“Don’t interrupt me while I’m in my trance,” she reprimanded. “Now let’s see what’s next … oh, yes, here’s A.J. when she’s twenty-two and graduated. Most of her friends are either engaged or married, but she’s not dated anyone since she broke up with Michael. The only guys left for her to choose from now are either geeks or nerds. And she still hasn’t had one day of fun in her life.”
“That’s enough, Suzanne!”
“But wait, there’s more! Madame Suzanne is on a roll! I see A.J. at the age of thirty. She’s found a nerd that likes her, but she finds him boring and terrible in bed. But since all the good men are gone now, she goes ahead and marries him. They have three kids, one after the other. She has to work two jobs to support them, since her husband turned out to be a sex offender wanted in California. She slaves away at boring clerical jobs because she doesn’t like working with people. Her hair starts to turn prematurely grey. She gets wrinkles. Her kids are all delinquents, and as soon as they become teenagers, they start to shoplift to support their drug habits. It’s a terrible life, and A.J. thinks back to the night her best friend asked her to have a beer with her but she told her no. She wishes now she would have said yes and had a little fun. Maybe she would have loosened up. Maybe things would have turned out different. If nothing else, she would have had a little bit of pleasure while she was still young enough to enjoy it.” She looked up and announced, “That is all. The crystal ball has fogged over.”
“Like your brain,” I quipped. “And you’re wrong about everything. I’m going to have a good job and be independently wealthy before I even think about getting married. I don’t want to depend on some guy for my future. I’m getting everything I want myself.”
“I bet. Just wait until the right guy comes along; you’ll change your mind.”
“I hardly think so,” I said, standing. “Let’s go back to the house. I’m thirsty.”
“You getting a beer with me?” she asked hopefully.
“No, a Coke.”
She stood and brushed the sand off her dress. “Just as well, I suppose. One beer would probably be enough to get you totally wasted. Two beers and you’d probably be falling all over yourself. Three beers and you’d probably collapse, passed out.”
“How do you know that? I can handle a few beers as well as anyone else can,” I said indignantly.
She laughed. “Oh, yeah? I bet you never drank one in your whole life, Miss Goody Two-Shoes!”
“I most certainly have,” I said with my nose held high. “For your information, I drank a few with Michael at his house when his parents weren’t around.”
“How many?”
I shrugged. “I dunno. A few.”
She drew closer. “You’re lying! You’re making that up!”
“Am not.”
“Are too. I can tell with you—you shift your eyes away whenever you tell a fib.”
“No, I don’t.”
“Do too.”
“Do not.”
Her lips curled into a playful grin. “Say, how would you like to have my Corvette for a week?”
I looked at her suspiciously. “What do you mean?”
“Here’s the deal … I think you’re bullshitting me about having those beers with Michael. I think you’ve never had one in your life and just don’t want me to know it. So I’m giving you a chance to prove I’m wrong and you can handle a few. If you drink three beers and can manage to keep from passing out or puking, I’ll give you the keys to my Corvette for a week. You can park it in your driveway. No questions asked.”
It would be so awesome to drive her car for a week. But was it worth the cost of admission? Could I really handle three beers? She was right about me lying to her—the only alcohol to ever wet my lips was the wine I’d sipped at Communion. But it wasn’t because I was a Goody Two-Shoes like she thought—it was because of something I’d heard one day in Science class. The teacher told us that alcohol killed some of your brain cells every time you took a drink. I didn’t exactly have an overabundant supply of those things, so I figured it would be a good idea to keep all mine alive. After all, I needed them in order to get into college.
“So what’s it going to be, chicken-shit?” Suzanne asked impatiently. “You scared to take me up on my offer?”
I cringed when she said chicken-shit. I was sick and tired of her calling me that. So sick and tired that I decided it was time to prove her wrong.
“You’ve got a deal!” I blurted out.
She extended her hand, and we shook. “Cool,” she said. “And if you lose, I get to see what’s inside your wicker chest. You’re going to tell me where you keep the stupid key so I can peek inside.”
“Hey, wait a minute! You didn’t tell me that! You can’t change the rules after you shake hands!”
“You backing out, chicken-shit?”
I almost did. The stakes had suddenly become higher. It wouldn’t be that big of a deal if I didn’t get to drive her car for a week, but the thought of her looking inside my wicker chest sent shudders down my spine.
“Chicken-shit, chicken-shit, chicken-shit,” she taunted. Then she started to cluck.
“All right, dammit, it’s a deal,” I said to shut her up.
The bet was on, and by the end of the night one of us would be handing the other one a key.
Who would it be?
Only time would tell.
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
The Laundry Basket Smuggler’s Blues
“So how am I supposed to get the beer up here?” I asked Suzanne when we returned to my room. “It’s not like one of us can go strolling up to a keg and pour some, you know?”
She flopped down on my bed “You’re not going to get it from a keg. You know that utility room under the house where your washer and dryer is? Randy told me there’s a cooler full of Michelobs in it.”
Ugh. I hated that utility room, especially at night. It was a haven for spiders and roaches and everything else that creeped and crawled.
“Suzanne, I don’t see how that solves the problem,” I said, wondering why I’d gotten myself into this mess in the first place. “Don’t you think Mom or Dad would notice me carrying beer bottles up to my room?”
“They’re not going to see them,” she said smugly.
“Oh, really? Do you have some kind of magic powder that I sprinkle on the bottles to make them invisible?”
“No. But you do have the best smuggling device ever made for teenagers right here in your room.”
I looked around, trying to figure out what she was talking about. But as far as I could tell, my room was completely devoid of anything that could be considered a smuggling device.
Suzanne must have noticed my puzzled expression, ‘cause she got up from the bed and went over to a clothes basket that sat in a corner of the room. She pointed at it and said, “This may look like an ordinary clothes basket to you. But in the right hands it can be used for smuggling all sorts of contraband.”
I gave her a blank stare.
“Okay, I forgot you were a blonde,” she sighed. “So I guess I’ll have to give you step by step instructions.” She opened the door to my closet and yanked shirts and dresses off their hangers, then began tossing them into the basket.
“Hey! What are you’re doing?” I shouted. “Those clothes are clean! They don’t need to be washed!”
She pretended to pull her hair out by the roots. “A.J., will you please stop being such a ditz for a few minutes and listen to me! Now here’s what you’re going to do—take this basket full of clothes down to the utility room and pretend like you’re gonna do your laundry. When you get there, grab some bottles out the cooler and hide them inside the basket. Then tote it back up here so we can party hardy!” She paused a moment, then added, “Oh, and since you’re a blonde, I guess I better make sure to tell you to hide the bottles underneath the clothes so no one will see them.”
“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard!” I shot back. “Don’t you think someone’s gonna notice I’m coming back up with the same clothes I went down with?”
“Who the hell is going to notice that? Most of the people down there are so drunk they can’t even stand up. Believe me, it’ll work like a charm.”
“I don’t know … it sounds awful risky.”
“Life’s full of risks, A.J. But if you don’t take them, you’ll never have any fun.” She tossed a few more clothes into the basket, then picked it up and handed it to me. “Now go get the frickin’ beer and don’t screw up!”
***
The theme to Mission Impossible played in my head as I made my way downstairs with my newfound smuggling device balanced on my right hip. Please don’t let anyone stop me, I prayed over and over. Please.
Mom appeared at the bottom of the stairs. So much for my prayer being answered.
“Honey, what are you doing?” she asked. “Why are you carrying that laundry basket?”
The Mission Impossible theme stopped and the one from Jeopardy began as I tried to think of an answer that wouldn’t make her suspicious.
“Well?” Mom asked.
“Um, I figured I’d get mine done before Aubry does hers,” I offered. “You know she brought a whole bunch of dirty clothes home with her and she’s probably going to hog the machine for a long time once she gets started. So I want to do mine before she does hers so I don’t have to wait for her to do hers before I do mine.” Did that make any sense?
Mom cocked her head. “But during the party? You should be enjoying yourself instead of doing your chores.”
“Yeah, but these clothes are really dirty, Mom. They were stinkin’ up my room.”
She peered into the basket. “Honey, isn’t that the sundress I bought you last year in there?”
“Ummm … yeah, I think it is.”
“Well, you haven’t worn it since Easter. I know it couldn’t be dirty.”
“It’s the salty air,” I said, groping for an excuse. “You know how it gets all over everything, even the clothes in my closet. I noticed it was starting to smell like fish and seaweed, so I decided to wash it, too.”
She bent over and sniffed it. “It smells fine to me. In fact, everything in the basket smells nice and fresh.”
“That’s because I sprayed air freshener on them so they wouldn’t stink so bad.” My palms were getting so sweaty that I was afraid I was going to lose my grip on the basket.
The look Mom gave me let me know she wasn’t buying my story. “Angela Jenkins, you’re up to something,” she said with her hands on her hips. “You’ve got a guilty look in your eyes.”
“No, Mom, honest. I just want to get this laundry done before Aubry hogs the washer, that’s all.”
“Sure you do,” she said sardonically. “But I’m warning you, I’m keeping my eyes on you. So you better be telling me the truth.”
“Yes ma’am,” I said, darting away from her as fast as I could.
I made it down to the utility room without further incident. Once inside, I flipped the light on and cringed, afraid I was going to see a whole bunch of creepy-crawlers scuttling about. To my relief, there were none, so I quickly went to work, scooping bottles out of the cooler and tossing them into the clothes basket, fearing that at any moment the door would swing open and someone would catch me red-handed.
It didn’t take long for my fear to become a reality. With a loud creak, the door swung open and a man entered who looked like Colonel Sanders. I kid you not—he had the snow white hair, the white goatee, and was wearing black rimmed glasses just like the chicken king. If I hadn’t been so petrified, I might have jokingly asked him for a bucket to go and to make it extra crispy.
His blue eyes darted between the bottle I was holding, the cooler, and the laundry basket. He chuckled and raked his fingers through his cottony hair. With a shake of his head he said, “Well, I have to admit this is a new one on me. I would have never thought to smuggle beer in a clothes basket when I was your age. You’re a very clever young lady.”
All I could do was imagine how shitty my life was going to be after he told Mom and Dad about this.
“Excuse me, honey,” he said in a deep Southern drawl. “I’m just gonna reach around you and get me one of those beers out of the cooler.”
I squeezed hard to keep from wetting my pants.
With a warm smile, he said, “Sweetheart, you don’t need to look so scared. Your secret is safe with me.” He twisted the cap off his beer and took a swig. “Believe it or not, I used to be young and did crazy things, too.” He studied me for a moment and said, “Say, you’re Ted’s daughter, aren’t you? Let me see if I can remember your name … it’s Aubry, isn’t it?”
I wanted to lie and tell him yes. But for some reason I couldn’t bring myself to do it. “I’m Angela,” I said, dropping the bottle I had been holding back into the cooler. “My sister is Aubry.”
“Ah, yes. I’m sorry I had you two mixed up. I’m afraid my mind is not quite as sharp as it used to be,” he said with a laugh. “I’ll tell you one thing, young lady, you sure are the spitting image of the way your momma looked at your age.”
“You knew my mom back then?” I asked in surprise.
“Sure did. Me and your daddy were good friends all through high school. But we almost got into a big fight over your momma. She was a looker, and I had a huge crush on her. But your daddy wooed her away from me. But that’s a good thing, ‘cause them two make a great couple.”
It was weird to know Mom had another boyfriend besides Dad. It got me to thinking about what would have happened if she’d married this guy instead of him. Would I exist? Or would I be me, but look different? Or would I be someone else altogether? It was too much for my feeble mind to figure out, so I gave up trying.
“I really missed your mom and dad,” he continued. “I moved away shortly after we graduated and lost touch. I just recently moved back to Charleston, and one of the first things I did was look up your daddy in the phone book. He invited me to come to this wing-ding of his, and we’ve been having a blast catching up with each other.”
“That’s nice,” I said, wishing he would stop talking and leave.
“So if I had to guess, I’d say you’re seventeen … am I right?”
I nodded
His expression turned somber. “Seventeen … God, how you remind me of my daughter. She was your age when she …” He lowered his head and shook it. “I’m sorry, I get emotional when I think about her. Especially when I’ve had a few drinks.” He wiped a tear from his eye. “I know I shouldn’t be dumping this on you, sweetie. It’s just that you look so much like her. She had long blonde hair, too, and pretty blue eyes. She was so full of life, so full of hope for a bright future.”
“What … what happened to her?” I asked.
“She ran away from home,” he said with a heavy sigh. “She said she was going to the mall one day and never came back. A few weeks later we got a letter from her that said she was in New York City and for us not to worry about her. That’s all the contact I had with her until I got a phone call from the police letting me know they had found her body.”
“Oh, my God,” I gasped. “That’s terrible.”
He nodded sadly. “She overdosed on cocaine. I guess she got mixed up with the wrong crowd and got hooked on drugs.” His lips formed a faint smile. “Whatever you do, sweetheart, don’t ever run away from home. No matter how bad things may seem or how mad you get at your parents, you stay and work things out. The streets are a dangerous place for young girls like you.”
I offered him a weak smile and said, “Yes, sir.”
“Well, you run along and enjoy the rest of the evening,” he said with a wink. To my surprise, he leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. “You’re a sweet girl. Whatever you do, don’t let this old world take that away from you.”
He walked out of the utility room, leaving me with the strangest feeling that somewhere, somehow, our paths would cross again.
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Chug-A-Lug
“About time you got back up here,” Suzanne said when I returned to my room. She was lying across the bed, watching TV.
“I’m sorry, but for your information I got intercepted—twice. And I almost got busted.” I sat the heavy laundry basket down on the floor, relieved that my dangerous mission had come to an end.
She rolled off the bed and came over to peek inside it. “Good job!” she exclaimed, bending over to get a beer. “You even remembered to hide the bottles under the clothes. Not bad for a blonde.”
“Will you stop it with the blonde wisecracks!” I said. “I’m getting a little fed up with them!”
“Oh, chill out, I’m just giving you a hard time. You know I don’t mean anything by it.” She twisted the cap off her beer and gulped some down. “So who intercepted you?”
“Mom, for one. And there was this old guy who caught me red-handed in the utility room, but ended up being cool about it.”
“Yeah, I bet he was a dirty old man,” she snorted.
“Why do you say that?”
She shrugged. “Well, he didn’t rat on you for one thing. Maybe he thought you’d be indebted to him and would offer him a little something in return.”
“Oh, that’s ridiculous! All we did was talk.”
“What did you talk about?” She reached deep into the laundry basket and pulled out a beer for me.
I took it from her and said, “He was telling me about his daughter. She ran away from home and died from a cocaine overdose.”
“Ha! You fell for that? Those old dudes try to get you to feel sorry for them with stories like that so they can get into your pants through sympathy. It’s the oldest trick in the book.”
“Suzanne, you’re so full of crap,” I said as I lowered myself to the floor. “The guy was telling me the truth … he even started to cry.”
“Exactly,” she said, sitting down next to me. “He was softening you up for the kill. Did he make a pass at you? Did he try to kiss you or anything like that?”
I gazed down at the unopened bottle in my hand, thinking back to the sweet little peck he’d given me on the cheek. It certainly seemed innocent enough … something like that wouldn’t make him a dirty old man, would it? I mean, someone who looked like Colonel Sanders couldn’t be a pervert, right?
“So did he try anything?” Suzanne asked.
I shook my head, figuring it was better not to mention the kiss. “No, he was a perfect gentleman.”
“You know, you’ve got to take the cap off that beer in order to drink it,” she said. “You want me to do it for you?”
I told her no and tried to twist it off myself. I was surprised at how hard it was to turn and how rough it felt against my fingers.
“Wimp,” Suzanne snickered. “If you can’t open it, give it here.”
I stuck my tongue out at her. “I’ll get it,” I said determinedly. I mustered all my strength and gave it a mighty twist. The bottle hissed as the cap came off. A wispy vapor escaped from the opening and spiraled into the air before vanishing. It reminded me of a ghost rising and ascending to heaven. I figured that must be why people called alcohol ‘spirits.’
“Okay, that’s step one,” Suzanne said. “Now tilt your head back and drink some down.”
Slowly, I raised the bottle to my lips. They curled in disgust as soon as I got a whiff of its contents. “Oh, my God, it smells like piss!” I cried.
“So hold your nose,” Suzanne suggested.
I did, and took a little sip. It made me gag.
“Ugh! This stuff not only smells like piss, it tastes like piss!” I declared. “How do you drink this shit?”
“You have to acquire a taste for it. Just keep drinking, it’ll taste better over time. I promise.”
I pinched my nose and tried again. I swallowed a bit more than the first time, but still gagged and coughed as it went down. “No one in their right mind would drink this stuff for pleasure!” I said. “It’s the nastiest thing I’ve ever put in my mouth!”
Suzanne giggled. “Guess that means you didn’t give Michael much to smile about, did you?”
“Shut up! You and your dirty mind! I’m tired of it!”
“Ooooh, someone’s getting awful bitchy. But that’ll change soon. A few more gulps of your beer and you’re gonna feel real happy. Especially if you hurry up and chug it.”
“Chug it? I’m not going to chug this thing! You’re crazy!”
“Okay, suit yourself. But I thought you said it tastes like piss.”
“It does.”
“Well, you can get it down without tasting it if you chug it. It’s a scientific fact that your taste buds don’t have a chance to fire off their little messages to your brain if you chug. Plus, you won’t get as drunk ‘cause the beer goes to your stomach faster than it goes to your head. So you’ll have a better shot at winning our bet.”
“Suzanne Richardson, you’re lying! I know that’s a bunch of bullshit!”
“Okay, don’t believe me,” she said indignantly. “Go ahead and suffer by taking little sips of piss. Besides, I knew you’d be too chicken-shit to chug.”
“Stop calling me that!”
“Then prove to me that you’re not!”
“Fine! Watch this!” I tilted my head way back and put the bottle to my lips. Then I closed my eyes and let it pour down the hatch.
“Go A.J.! Go A.J.! Go A.J.!” Suzanne chanted.
I chugged until I had to gasp for air. “That wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be,” I said, catching my breath. I held the bottle up to my eyes to see how much I had drained. “I think you’re right, it don’t taste as bad when you chug it like that.”
“I’m always right,” she said smugly. “Now finish that bottle so we can start working on the next one. You want the keys to my car, don’t you?”
“Darn right, I do,” I said. “And I’m going to win them.” After taking a deep breath, I finished off the rest of the bottle.
“Good girl, I’m proud of you,” Suzanne said, grabbing another beer out of the laundry basket. “You’re going to really impress ‘em when you go to college. You’ll already be a pro at chugging.”
A warm sensation washed over me. It was as if the beer were flowing through my veins, filling them with a pleasant numbness. And I felt lighter, like I could float away if only I wished to. It wasn’t a bad feeling at all—in fact, it was downright pleasant.
“Here’s your second beer,” Suzanne said, handing me another bottle. “Chug this one down, too.”
I emptied about half of its contents before coming up for air. “I’m doing good, ain’t I?” I said proudly, noticing my tongue was having trouble keeping up with my words.
“You’re doing fantastic. See if you can finish it off without stopping this time.”
Always up to a challenge, I gave it a try. Some of it spilled onto my chin before I could finish, but I got the job done.
“I did it!” I exclaimed, holding the empty bottle up in victory. “I’ve drunk two and I’m still standing. You’re losing the bet, Suzanne Wichardson!”
“You’re sitting, not standing, A.J.,” she pointed out. “And you still have one more to go. Don’t celebrate too soon.”
Suddenly, the room started to spin. The floor spun, the ceiling spun, the walls spun, and the furniture spun. Of course, I was perfectly fine—it was just the damn room that had developed a problem.
“My dad’s got to fix this woom,” I told Suzanne, my tongue lagging way behind my words now. “I can’t stand this spinning shit. Don’t it bother you?”
“Spinning, huh? Sounds like someone’s getting wasted already. I can’t wait to see what happens after this second beer.” She handed me another bottle.
I looked at her hard, trying to get her to stop spinning long enough to talk to her. “Hey, you’re trying to twick me,” I said before I let out a loud belch. “This here ain’t my second beer. I already did my second beer when I did it. This is my third one … I think.”
“You sure? Math is the first thing you have trouble with when you get drunk.”
“Yeah, I’m sure. You’re trying to mess me up and get me more drunker than I’m supposed to be, you bitch.” I raised the beer to my lips, but couldn’t get a single drop to come out. Then I realized why—the cap was still on.
“I’ll get it for you,” Suzanne said, taking the bottle from me.
I watched her open it. Once again, the little spirit escaped, causing me to think of something I’d been meaning to ask her for quite some time, but never had the courage to bring up. But I had plenty of courage now, so I said, “Suzanne, do you believe in ghosts?”
She looked surprised. “Yeah, I guess. Why?”
“Don’t ever, never tell nobody this, but I think I saws some.”
“Really? When?”
“One night on the beach. I’ve never ever told anyone about it because I was afraid they would think I was cwazy.”
“Shit, A.J., I don’t think you’re crazy. Ghosts are everywhere around here, especially in downtown Charleston. And if you live in a historic house like I do, it’s considered a status symbol to have one haunt you.”
“Have you ever seens one?”
She shook her head. “No, but I’d love to. I think it would be cool.”
“It ain’t cool,” I said, sipping on my beer now instead of chugging it. “It sucks. It sucks big time to see things that ain’t there.”
“So what did your ghosts look like?”
“One was a pretty little girl named Sara. The other one was an old man in grey clothes who tried to tell me something about a stupid storm.”
Her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh, my God, A.J! I think you saw the Grey Man!”
“That’s what I told you,” I said, rolling my eyes—not a good thing to do when you’re drunk and everything is spinning around you. “He was dressed in grey.”
“No, you don’t understand,” she said excitedly. “The Grey Man is a Lowcountry legend. He’s this ghost that comes out and warns people when a hurricane is approaching. I’ve been reading about him for a research paper I’m doing in school.”
I took a few more gulps of my beer, then set it down. It was becoming more difficult to hold my body upright, so I stretched out on the floor with my hands laced behind my neck, surprised that the scratches on my legs and back no longer hurt. “Well, we ain’t had no hurricane, so his forecasting is way off,” I said with a yawn.
“Hey, you’re not passing out on me, are you?” Suzanne asked worriedly.
I closed my eyes. “Nope. Just trying to see what the back of my eyelids look like.”
“Are you going to finish your beer?”
I didn’t answer her. I just wanted to drift off into space and float there for the rest of my life.
“A.J.? Yo! Are you still awake?” she asked, shaking my shoulders.
“Leave me alone.”
“I will if you tell me one more thing. Where’s the key?”
“What key?”
“The key to your wicker chest. Where is it?”
It was hard for me to concentrate. My thoughts were all jumbled, running into each other and colliding. A little voice said, “Don’t tell her.” Another little voice said, “Go ahead and tell her so she’ll leave you alone.” That was the one I decided to listen to.
“It’s behind the picture of the palm tree on my wall,” I mumbled. “That’s where I sometimes keep it all the time.”
I heard her footsteps as she rushed toward the picture. “So you had it taped back here, huh? No wonder I could never find it when I looked for it before.”
Now I heard her feet shuffle toward the wicker chest. For a few moments, there was blissful silence. Then it was shattered by her shrieking, “Oh, my God! This thing’s full of notebooks! There must be hundreds of them in here!”
All I could manage was a grunt.
Next thing I knew, she was kneeling on the floor next to me, pointing to a page in one of the notebooks. “What the hell is this stuff?” she asked. “It looks like poetry. Is that what it is?”
I started to giggle. It took a long time for me to stop, which seemed to annoy Suzanne to no end. “It’s not poetry, dumbass,” I said, still fighting the urge to burst out laughing for no particular reason. “It’s lywicks …I mean lyrics. Those are songs you’re looking at.”
“Holy shit, you mean to tell me you’re a freakin’ songwriter?”
“I guess,” I mumbled.
“You little shit! You’ve been doing this all along and haven’t told anyone?”
“I didn’t want anyone to know. You have to keep it a secret, Suzanne.”
“Bullshit! You’ve got a talent, girl! And I ‘m going to make sure everyone knows about it!”
I was too far gone to argue with her.
“But how do you know what the songs sound like?” she wondered. “I don’t see no musical notes or anything like that on these pages.”
I pointed to my forehead—or at least where I thought my forehead should be. “It’s all in here—inside my brains,” I explained. “Sometimes I record them on my cassette recorder, but mostly I just remember how they go.”
“I want to hear one!” she begged. “Please let me hear one!”
“Go get my guitar. I’ll try to do one for you.”
She flew across the room, got the guitar, flew back, helped me sit up, and placed the guitar in my lap. I strummed a few chords just to see if I could. Satisfied that I still knew how to play, I launched into my most recent song, Better Off Without You, a bluesy ballad about my breakup with Michael.
I kept my eyes closed the whole time I sang. After I finished, I opened them and was surprised to see tears running down Suzanne’s cheeks.
“Was it that bad?” I asked.
She laughed. “No, dummy, it was that good! And I can’t believe you lied about not knowing how to play the guitar!”
“Please don’t tell no one about this, Suzanne. Please promise me you won’t.”
“No way,” she said, “God gave you a talent and you need to share it with people. Otherwise, he’s gonna get pissed off with you.”
A sudden sensation demanded my attention. When I realized what it was, I said, “I got to go pee really, really bad. Can you help me up?”
She took the guitar from me and put it on my bed. Then she held her hand out for me to grasp. I took it and she tried to pull me up. I couldn’t feel my feet and my legs were like noodles, so it took several attempts for her to unglue my butt from the floor. When I finally stood, I had trouble walking because the stupid floor was undulating and rocking from side to side like I was on a boat. And I still couldn’t feel my feet, although I could move them, but not very well. They kept getting in the way of each other, and I tripped a bunch of times. But all I could do was laugh, even though it wasn’t funny.
Suzanne was afraid I was going to fall, so she steadied me by holding me under the arm as I made my way down the hall to the bathroom. I thanked her and told her she was my bestest friend on earth and that I loved her. She told me she loved me, too. Then she asked me if I wanted her to go into the bathroom with me while I peed. “No, thanks,” I said. “I can do it all by myself. I just sit on the toilet and squirt. Nothin’ to it.” She muttered something about me not passing out on the commode as I stumbled into the bathroom and closed the door behind me.
I peed for a long time. When I finally finished, I hiked my sweatpants back up and took a look at myself in the mirror.
Ugh! I looked like shit. But I really didn’t care. In fact, I giggled.
“You all right in there, A.J.?” Suzanne called out.
I opened the door and said I was fine. Then I noticed someone was standing behind her. Someone big, fat, ugly, and mean.
My sister put her hands on her hippo hips. “Holy shit, I don’t believe this!” she said “My lil’ sister is shit-faced!”
I staggered closer to her so I could look her in the eye. “I don’t got no shit on my face, Aubry! So you don’t know what you’re talking about!”
She burst out laughing. “Oh, this is priceless! You’re trashed out of your frickin’ mind!” She turned to Suzanne. “Good going, bitch. I’m sure you’re the one that got her this way. First you teach her how to be a slut and steal my boyfriend, now you get her to take after you and be a lush.”
Suzanne turned red in the face. “You fat ass! I ought to—”
“You ought to what?” Aubry growled. “You think you can take me on? I’d squash you up into a little strawberry shortcake if you tried! I’d back off if I were you!”
“Leave her alone!” I cried. “She hasn’t done nothin’ to you!”
Aubry put her hands on my shoulders. “You know, I ought to march downstairs right now and tell Mom to come up here and see you like this,” she said with a malicious smile. “What do you think would happen if I did? Restriction for the rest of your life? No TV, no phone, no dating, no nothing? But you know what? Being the wonderful sister I am, I’m not going to say anything about it at all. I’m just going to let you drink yourself into oblivion. Then tomorrow, when you’re puking your guts out, I’m going to laugh my ass off.”
“Go to hell!” I said, giving her a shove.
Unfazed, she pointed a finger at me. “I’ve got something worse in store for you than telling Mom and Dad about you drinking. When you least expect it, I’m going to get you good for what you did with Tony. It’s going to be something that’ll make you wish you’d never been born!”
“Ffff … ffff …” I tried to make the ‘F’ word come out, but I just couldn’t force myself to say it. I guess it was because Mom had pounded it into my head that ladies should never use it. So I settled for, “Screw you, Aubry!”
My sister shook her head. “What a wimp. You’re more pitiful than I thought.” She turned and waddled off to her room.
“C’mon, let’s get out of this hall before someone else comes up here,” Suzanne said, grabbing me by the arm and dragging me to my room. She sat me down on my bed and looked at me with a worried expression. “I’ve got to get you sobered up before your parents see you like this. I don’t want you to get into trouble.”
“Just let me lay down for a while,” I suggested. “Then I’ll be fine.”
“If you go to sleep, I’ll never get you back up again.”
“Don’t care,” I said as I fell across the bed.
“What about the karaoke? Your parents are expecting us to go down there when it gets cranking.”
“You go,” I said, closing my eyes. “That’s your thing. Go knock ‘em dead.”
“You should go down there and sing, too. Let everyone hear how good you are.”
“No way. I’d puke.”
“You can try.”
“No.”
“C’mon, A.J., do it for me.”
“I don’t want to, Suzanne! Don’t you understand? I’m not into performing like you. It scares the shit out of me to think about getting up in front of people like that. So go on down there and tell them I’m sick from eating the oysters or something.”
“You turd. I don’t know what I’m going to do with you.”
“You’re going to let me fall asleep so this room will stop spinning, that’s what.” I was battling hard now just to stay conscious.
She sighed in resignation. “Fine. Be a party-pooper. See if I care. But I’m going to tell them about your songs.”
“If you do, I’ll—”
Before I could finish, the world went dark.
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Haunted … Again
I woke up with a start. A dream had left me with an uneasy feeling, although I couldn’t remember what it had been about.
My room was pitch-dark, so I reached for the lamp beside my bed. I flicked the switch several times, but it wouldn’t come on.
“Suzanne? Are you in here?” I called out.
The floor creaked.
“Suzanne? Is that you?”
No answer.
My heart beat in double time. “Suzanne, stop farting around! You’re scaring me!”
Another creak, this one closer.
“Stop it! I know you’re playing a trick on me! This isn’t funny!”
The air suddenly turned frigid. A shiver ran down my spine.
At the foot of the bed, a shape began to form. At first it was an indistinguishable mist. Then it solidified into the form of a man—a luminous being that I recognized as the man I had seen on the beach.
“Go away!” I cried.
I closed my eyes and repeated over and over, “You’re not real, you’re not real, you’re not real!”
“I assure you I am very real,” I heard him say over my frightened breaths. “I have returned because the time draws neigh that I have warned you about. The monster is alive and moves steadily this way, his eye focused on your little island. Soon, you will know his evil fury.”
“I’m not listening to you! You’re just a bunch of stupid neurons misfiring in my brain! Now go away!”
“You mustn’t tempt fate by standing in his way.”
“La la la la la la la,” I chanted loudly to drown him out.
“I’m only concerned for you safety—and your family’s.”
“Enough! I can’t take this anymore! I feel like I’m going insane! I don’t want to end up in some asylum!”
“Then wake up and stop dreaming!” Suzanne’s voice rang out.
I opened my eyes and found her sitting on the edge of the bed, backlit by the pale moonlight flooding my room.
“God, you were freaking out like crazy!” she said. “That beer must have given you one hell of a nightmare!”
I sat up and looked at the foot of the bed to make sure the man was gone. Then I fell back on my pillow, my head pounding and my stomach feeling like something had crawled inside it and died. “Thank God it was only a dream,” I whispered.
“Well, keep your dreams to yourself,” Suzanne said. “It’s three-frickin-thirty in the morning and I don’t want to have to wake you up again because you’re spazzing out!”
“I feel like a train has run over me,” I moaned. “And why do I still have my clothes on?”
“That’s what happens when you pass out, dummy. And what you’re feeling is something called a hangover.” She slid off the bed and made an ungraceful belly flop onto a blow-up mattress on the floor. “Anyway, just remember I’m down here, so don’t lean over the side of your bed and puke on me when you get sick.”
“I wish I could puke. I’d probably feel better.”
“So what was your nightmare all about? It sure had you hollering out in your sleep. You were so loud it’s a wonder you didn’t wake everyone up.”
“It was nothing,” I said as my tummy made some ungodly gurgling sound. “It was just a silly dream.”
“Well, you ought to pay attention to your dreams, you know. I keep a journal at home on my nightstand and write mine down when I wake up so I don’t forget them. They say they’re the mirror to your soul.”
“You’re crazy. They’re nothing but your brain doing weird things while you sleep. They’re not worth remembering.”
“You’re wrong, A.J. They can even predict the future. You just have to learn how to interpret them.”
I knew it was pointless to argue with her. So I changed the subject. “Did you go down to the karaoke?” I asked.
“Yup. I did Wind Beneath My Wings and got a standing ovation.”
“Did Mom and Dad wonder where I was?”
“Yeah, I told them you had menstrual cramps. Your mom was going to come up and check on you, but I told her you had taken some Midol and crashed.”
“I hate you, you know. You should have never made me chug that beer. I hope I do puke on you.”
“Aw, you love me and you know it.”
“Do not.”
“Do too. If it wasn’t for me, you would have already died from boredom. You need me in your life to spice it up.”
“I still hate you.”
“Whatever. Just shut up and go to sleep. I’m tired.”
I was quiet for a moment. Then I asked, “Suzanne, are you still awake?”
“No.”
“I was just wondering … do you really believe that stuff you were telling me earlier about the Grey Man?”
“Yep,” she said with a long yawn.
“Well, do you have a book or something on him I can look at?”
“Yeah. I’ll bring it next time I come over.”
“Thanks. I’d like to see it.”
She mumbled something. Then she started to snore.
It wasn’t long before I had to make a run for the bathroom, where I stayed until daybreak, taking turns hugging, then sitting on the toilet as the beer I had poured into my body came pouring back out from both ends. It was right there and then that I made a solemn promise to myself that I would never, ever take another sip of alcohol as long as I lived. And that I would never, ever again let someone talk me into doing something I knew was wrong.
Even if it meant I was a bonafide chicken-shit.
CHAPTER NINETEEN
A Secret Admirer
It wasn’t long after the wing-ding when the first cold front of the season arrived. Of course when I say cold, I’m talking about it dropping from the 90’s to the 80’s. Still, it was great to get a break from the oppressive humidity that had hung over us like a suffocating blanket all summer long.
Of course, I didn’t get to enjoy the pleasant weather because I was stuck inside the dreary walls of my high school, listening to boring lectures by uninspiring teachers. And no one was more uninspiring than my English teacher, Ms. Halsey. Her monotone voice was more effective than any sedative, and I was always catching myself nodding off in her class. That’s what started the whole mess I’m about to tell you about—a mess that would have Charles Dickens turning over in his grave.
It began innocently enough, with me doodling stick figures in my notebook while Mrs. Halsey droned on and on about the novel we were studying, ‘A Tale of Two Cities.’ I wasn’t paying attention to a thing she was saying, but when things got suddenly quiet I looked up from my doodling to see why.
To my dismay, she was staring straight at me.
“Well?” she asked.
Well what? I thought.
“I guess that blank expression on your face means you have no idea what I just asked you,” she said.
“Um ... I …”
“You know, you might be surprised what paying attention in class can do for your GPA,” she said.
“Yes, ma’am.” I muttered.
She got up from her desk and stood in front of the chalkboard. “Okay, Angela, why don’t we try it again now that I have your attention? In ‘A Tale of Two Cities’, what is symbolized by Madame Defarge’s knitting?”
Crap, All I knew was what I had read in my Cliffs Notes. “Um, I think she knitted people’s names in the quilts she made or something like that,” I said.
Mrs. Halsey smiled condescendingly. “Did you read the chapters I assigned you?”
“Yes ma’am,” I lied.
“Then why do you sound so uncertain? If you read the chapters, you should know the answer with certainty.” She started to pace. “Now, let’s dig deeper, shall we? I want to know what is symbolized by Madame Defarge’s knitting, not what she knitted. Do you think you can answer that for me?”
“Um … she knitted the names of people who were going to die,” I said, hoping it would satisfy her and she’d find someone else to pick on.
“Go on,” she prompted me. “I’m looking for the hidden meaning. Dig deep, Angela.”
I cleared my throat and said, “Okay, um, she knitted the names of people who were going to die because they were going to get killed and she knew that before anyone else knew that … I think.”
Her exasperated sigh let me know she was growing impatient with my less than stellar answers. She also got that ‘you stupid moron’ look in her eye that meant a lecture was headed my way.
“Angela, when one studies a work of literature like ‘A Sale of Two Titties’, you must look beyond—”
The classroom erupted with hysterical laughter. Mrs. Halsey looked flabbergasted, unaware of the major blooper she had just made.
“Class! That’s enough!” she shouted
The cackling only grew louder.
She started to count aloud—her way of letting us know she was getting really pissed. “Seven-hundred! Eight-hundred! Nine-hundred!” We all knew if she got to one thousand there would be hell to pay, usually in the form of an additional essay due the next day. It got quiet in a hurry.
Satisfied that she had restored order to her classroom, Mrs. Halsey turned her attention back to me. “Angela, would you care to tell me what your classmates find so funny about Dickens?”
“I think you said something wrong,” I replied, trying to keep a straight face.
“And what exactly did I say wrong?”
“I don’t think I should repeat it.”
“Oh, I insist that you do. Now please enlighten me.”
“You … um … you sorta got cities mixed up with another word that rhymes with it,” I offered, hoping she could figure out the rest for herself.
She thought for a moment. Then her face turned crimson. “Oh, no,” she gasped. “I haven’t made that mistake in ages.” Her hand flew to her open mouth.
The dismissal bell rang. I thanked God school was over, gathered my stuff, and high-tailed it out of there as fast as I could.
The hallway was already abuzz with talk of Charles Dickens’s new pornographic novel by the time I made it to my locker. Just as I started to spin the dial on my combination lock, I felt someone tap me on the shoulder. I turned around reluctantly, expecting it to be one of my classmates chomping at the bit to rag me about getting Mrs. Halsey so discombobulated that she got her words all bassackwards. But instead, I found myself face to face with an anorexic-looking sophomore girl.
“Can I help you?” I asked suspiciously.
“Are you Angela Jenkins?” she asked, smacking away on a piece of gum.
“Yeah … why do you want to know?”
She reached into her purse and pulled out a small, gift wrapped box. “This is for you,” she said, thrusting it at me.
I backed up a step. “Whoa … what’s that?”
“It’s a gift.”
“I can see that. But why are you giving it to me?”
“I’m not.”
“But you’re practically shoving it down my throat.”
She rolled her eyes that were caked with too much mascara. “I mean I’m not the one giving it to you. It’s from someone else. I’m just delivering it to you.” She sat the box down at my feet.
“Who told you to deliver it to me?”
“I can’t tell you that. He’s a secret admirer. He paid me twenty bucks to bring it to you and not tell you who he is.”
“For real?”
“Yup. He must really like you. I would have done it for ten.”
I bit my lower lip. “I’ll pay you thirty if you tell me who it is.” Of course, I didn’t have thirty dollars, but I figured I’d beg, borrow, or steal to get it if it meant I could find out who my secret admirer was.
“Huh-uh,” she said, wagging her finger. “I’m not getting in trouble with that dude. He can really raise hell when he gets pissed off.” She spun on her heel and disappeared into the crowd.
I picked up the box and studied it. It was so small that I figured it had to contain jewelry. Maybe a necklace, or maybe earrings. But who would give me something like that?
I shrugged and tossed it into my bookbag, deciding to open it later in the privacy of my room. Then I gathered everything I needed out of my locker and skedaddled outside to the parking lot, where Suzanne was waiting for me in her Corvette.
The top was down, and she had the radio blearing so loud that she was providing musical entertainment for the entire student body. She turned the volume down when she saw me, and called out, “Hey, you! I know that can’t be a smile on your face, right? ‘Cause if it is, that means you’re in a good mood. And you’re never in a good mood.”
“Oh, shut up and move over,” I said when I got closer. “I’m driving, remember?”
She had agreed to let me drive to school and back all week in exchange for letting her peek into my wicker chest. A consolation prize I suppose, since I didn’t get full use of the car like I would have if I’d won the beer bet. But she said I’d forfeited that because I never finished my third beer. I thought that was unfair because she made me do all that chugging. But you know Suzanne—once she made up her mind about something, you weren’t going to change it. So I just enjoyed the time I got behind the wheel of the Corvette, pretending it was mine and loving the way all the guys gave me flirty looks before I stepped on the accelerator and let them eat my dust.
“So what’s up with the smile?” Suzanne asked as I settled into the driver’s seat. “You’re usually in a bitchy mood when I pick you up from school.”
“I’m just happy to be able to drive for once in my life,” I said, adjusting the rear view mirror.
“Bull! There’s something else going on. That’s a shit-eating grin on your face if I ever saw one. What are you up to?”
“I’m not up to anything,” I said nonchalantly, carefully backing out of the parking space.
She let it drop until we got out on the highway. Then she started again. “Did you find out some guy likes you or something?”
I decided to let her in on what had happened. “It’s no big deal. This girl gave me a present she said was from my secret admirer.”
“What kind of present?”
“I don’t know yet. I haven’t opened it.”
“You’re kidding? Is it in your bookbag? I’m gonna get it out and see what it is!”
“No you’re not! It’s personal. I’ll open it tonight and call you if I decide I want you to know what it is.”
“You spoil sport. But you better be careful. What if it’s a trick? What if it blows up in your face or something?”
“Oh, you really know how to spoil the romance, don’t you, Suzanne?”
“Well, it’s the truth. There’s a bunch of weirdoes running around now a days. And they like to prey on naïve people like you.”
“Who are you calling naïve?”
“You. You’re one of the most naïve people I’ve ever known. I guess it’s because of the way your parents insulated you all your life. That’s why you need me around so I can teach you stuff and keep you from being taking advantage of.”
“I’m not naïve! So I don’t need you to teach me a darn thing!”
“Do too.”
“Do not.”
“Do too.”
“Do not!”
Our stalemate lasted until I pulled into my driveway. I undid my seatbelt and asked her if she was coming inside. The way I asked it was not all that inviting.
“Not today, I’ve got other stuff to do,” she informed me. “I promised Randy I’d go over to his house for a while.”
“Oh … you’re still seeing him?”
“Yeah. Why?”
I shrugged. “Just wondering. So are you two becoming an item or something?”
“An item?” She laughed. “I don’t do items, you ought to know that. I just do flavors of the week. And this week’s flavor is Randy. By the way, he’s really delicious.” She looked at me curiously. “Say, why are you so interested in what’s going on with me and him, anyway?”
“I’m not. I was just wondering, that’s all.”
“Bull. You’ve got the hots for him, don’t you?”
“Ha! In your dreams! I can’t stand him!”
“You can fool yourself, but you can’t fool me. I saw the way you looked at him the other day when he sang for you. You were practically drooling all over yourself. And I bet your panties were wet by the time he finished.”
“Suzanne! I hate it when you’re so vulgar like that! And I have no interest in him at all. He’s the last person on earth I’d want to go out with.”
“Would you like fries with that when you have to eat your words?”
“Shut up! I’m going in now. Have fun with loser boy.” I opened the door and slid out of the car.
She got out, too. “You know, you two would make a good couple,” she said as she came around the rear of the Corvette and blocked my path. “Ya’ll are like opposites, and they say opposites attract. And think how you two would fit together musically. You could write songs and Randy could perform them.”
“Look, Suzanne, I’m gonna say this just one more time—I don’t like Randy. I think he’s a bum that sponges off his parents and is going nowhere with his life. Besides, I don’t find long hair and beards attractive. So you can have him all to yourself.”
“You mean he’s sponging off his parent, not parents,” she said.
“Huh? What do you mean?”
“His mom checked out a few years ago, dummy. So he only has his dad to sponge off of.”
“Checked out? What’s that mean?”
She threw her hands up in the air. “See? What I tell you? You’re so damn naïve, A.J.! It means she killed herself.”
“Oh, my Lord, why would she do something like that?”
“I dunno. Randy never filled me in on the details. But you ought to go easy on him. He’s had a lot of tragedy in his life.”
The front door of the house opened and Mom stuck her head out. I waved at her but she didn’t wave back. Instead, she cupped her hands around her mouth and hollered, “Angela, I want you to come inside.”
“Okay, I’ll be up in a minute,” I shouted back.
“No, you’ll come up here right now, young lady! And you need to tell Suzanne you can’t have any company this afternoon!”
“Why?”
“Don’t why me! Just get your butt up here before I come down there and drag it up the stairs!”
“Jeez, what’s eating her?” Suzanne asked in a low voice.
“I haven’t got a clue,” I whispered. “But something’s got her on the warpath big time. I guess I better split. See ya later.”
“Okay. But don’t forget to call me and tell me about the gift you got.”
I nodded and started up the stairs. When I reached the landing, Mom grabbed me by the arm and jerked me inside.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, shocked by her roughness.
“You want to know what’s wrong?” she said scornfully, slamming the door closed behind her. “I’ll tell you what’s wrong. I’ve spent the whole day anguishing over your future, that’s what’s wrong! I’ve been crying and wondering how many other things you’re into that I don’t know about! That’s what’s wrong with me!”
I shook my head, totally confused. “Mom, I don’t know what you’re talking about. Would you please calm down and explain to me what’s got you so upset?”
“Don’t you tell me to calm down! I’ve got every right in the world to be pissed off with you!”
“Then tell me what’s going on. You’re freaking me out with all this yelling.”
She took me by the hand and led me upstairs. “Let’s go to your room so I can show you what’s going on! I’m sure you didn’t mean to leave your evidence in plain sight, but I guess that’s what smoking dope does to you, doesn’t it? It makes you forget things!”
Did she just say smoking dope? Was she losing her mind? Maybe she had been around those chemicals she cleaned houses with too long and they had affected her brain. Or maybe she was finally having the nervous breakdown she always swore she was going to have one day. Whatever it was, one thing seemed for certain—I was in for a very unpleasant afternoon.
CHAPTER TWENTY
Who Framed Angela Jenkins?
“Take a good look around and tell me what’s wrong with this picture,” Mom said, gesturing around my room.
I tossed my bookbag on the bed and did just that. There were some dirty clothes in a pile on the floor. Other than that, everything looked fine.
“Well?” she asked impatiently.
“Mom, I really don’t see what’s got you so upset,” I said innocently.
“You’re either acting dumb or you’re as blind as a bat! Or maybe that stuff has already gone to your brain and made you forgetful. Maybe that explains why you didn’t remember to hide your evidence this morning.”
“Evidence? What are you talking about?”
She pointed to my desk. “Why don’t you look over there? If it were a snake it would have bit you!”
I followed her gaze. To my surprise, I saw a Ziploc bag sitting on my desk. Inside it was something that looked like dried parsley.
“It’s time to do some talking,” Mom said sharply. “You can start by telling me why you have a bag of pot in your room!”
I snapped my head around to look at her. “Pot? You mean to tell me there’s pot in that bag?”
She closed her eyes as if I had said something to offend her. When she opened them again she glared at me in such a harsh way that it made me want to run and hide. “I’m not in the mood to play games with you,” she warned. “So you can stop the innocent act.” She moved closer. “Now I want you tell me where you got it from and how long you’ve been using it.”
“You mean you think it’s mine?” I asked incredulously.
“I think that would be a pretty logical conclusion to make, considering I found it in your room!”
I went over to the desk so I could examine the bag for myself. She had to be wrong. It couldn’t be marijuana; it had to be something else.
I picked up the bag and studied it. As I did, my thoughts drifted back to a party I had attended with Michael over the summer. A couple of his friends had brought pot to it, and they showed us what it looked like before they rolled it into joints. My stomach fluttered when I realized the stuff I was holding looked just like the stuff they had tried to get us to smoke. I gasped and let the bag fall back to the desk.
“Anytime you would like to start talking about this, I’m ready to listen,” Mom said, coming up beside me.
“How … how did this get in my room?” I stammered, still staring at the bag in disbelief.
She sighed. “Angela, this is bad enough without you trying to pretend you don’t know anything about it. You know I can’t stand it when you lie to me.”
“I’m not lying! I don’t know anything about this, Mom, honest. It wasn’t in my room this morning. Someone must have come in after I left and put it there.”
“Oh, really?” she said dubiously. “Let’s examine that little theory, shall we? The reason I discovered it in the first place is because my hairdryer quit on me and I came up here to borrow yours. It couldn’t have been more than fifteen minutes after you left for school. So who could have come up here in that short amount of time and put it there?”
“I don’t know. But somebody did. It sure isn’t mine.”
“Okay, let’s examine that further. It couldn’t have been your sister, because she went to work at six o’clock this morning—long before you got out of bed. It couldn’t have been your father, since he spent the night in Myrtle Beach at a real estate convention and won’t be home until this evening. And it sure as hell wasn’t me because I don’t smoke dope. So I’d really love to know who this mysterious person is that allegedly slipped it into your room.”
“I told you, I don’t know! I can’t help it if I can’t explain it, but that still doesn’t mean it’s mine. I’m telling you the truth, Mom! Why don’t you trust me?”
“I used to trust you. But that was before I came home one day and found you passed out on the screen porch with empty beer bottles all around you. If you were capable of doing that, why wouldn’t you be capable of using drugs?”
Shit! I thought. My lie about drinking the beer had turned around and bit me in the ass. But I sure couldn’t tell her the truth now. That would only make things worse. So I had to accept my karma and take it on the chin.
“Mom, that was different,” I said, fighting the urge to cry. “I know how bad drugs are; I would never mess with them. I have more sense than that.”
“Maybe you do. But I’m not so sure about your friend.”
“You mean Suzanne? That’s ridiculous. She doesn’t mess with drugs either. If she did, I wouldn’t hang out with her.”
“And how do I know you’re not trying to protect her? Maybe this is her pot and she left it here, trying to get you to try it. I wouldn’t put it past that girl to do something like that.”
I stomped my foot. “Mom! Stop it! She has nothing to do with this! Why don’t you believe me?”
“Then tell me how it got in your room!” she demanded. “Give me something to go on besides I don’t know.”
What was I going to say? I didn’t know.
“Just as I thought,” she sighed. “You can’t come up with another explanation because there’s only one that makes sense—this is either your pot or Suzanne’s. You simply forgot to hide it this morning before you left for school. But instead of doing the honorable thing and admitting it, you want to pretend you’ve never seen it before. Well, you can play that game all you want, but your father and I aren’t going to rest until we get to the bottom of this. And until you can prove me wrong, I don’t want you associating with Suzanne. Do you understand me?”
“Mom, I’m seventeen, for crying out loud! You can’t tell me not to see my best friend! That’s ridiculous!”
“I most certainly can! If that’s what I have to do to keep you from following her down the wrong path in life, so be it. I’m your mother, and I’ll be damned if I stand by and watch her ruin your life!”
“But she’s not! You’re just imagining the whole thing!”
She held her hand up to stop me. “I don’t think you’re in a position to debate me over this, Angela. Not when you’ve got an illegal substance sitting on your desk that could put you in jail. Did you think about that? Did you think about what getting arrested could do to your future? Or were you too high to even care?”
I ran to the bed and threw myself across it, covering my head with a pillow. “Stop it!” I cried. “Stop saying things like that when I haven’t done anything wrong!”
“You can hide under there all you want, but you can’t run away from the truth. I think I’ll leave you alone for a while so you can think about all this. If you decide you want to discuss it with me honestly, then come see me. If not, you can wait for your father to come home this evening and play your charades with him. But if you know what’s good for you, I suggest you not lie to him like you have to me.”
“I’m not lying!”
“I guess I better take the pot with me,” she said without acknowledging my remark. “That way, you won’t be tempted to smoke it before he gets here.”
“Go to hell!”
A tense silence followed. I clutched the corners of the pillow and pulled it tighter over my head, knowing I had crossed a forbidden line and there would be dire consequences for doing so. But it was worth it. I was tired of her false accusations, and I wasn’t going to take it anymore. For once in my life I had stood up to her. It gave me a new found sense of empowerment.
The floorboards creaked under her feet as she approached the bed. Without speaking, she jerked the pillow away from me and threw it across the room. I rolled on my side to face away from her, bracing for the tongue lashing I knew I was about to receive.
“Get up!” she ordered.
I did, but very slowly. And I made sure I stood on the opposite side of the bed from her.
“Come here and stand next to me,” she said, pointing to the floor beside her.
I swallowed hard and obeyed, but kept my head lowered to avoid eye contact with her.
“I want you to tell me to my face what you just said from under the pillow.”
I closed my eyes. It had been so easy for those words to roll off my tongue in a fit of anger. But I couldn’t force myself to utter them in front of her now. I pressed my lips together and kept silent.
“What’s wrong, hot shot? You too chicken? C’mon and say it … I dare you.” She put her hand under my chin and lifted it, forcing me to look at her. “If you’re going to say something like that to someone, say it straight to their face. Otherwise, you’re nothing but a coward. Is that what you are, Angela? A coward?”
I would have shook my head, but she had such a firm grip on my chin that I couldn’t move it. So I simply answered, “No, ma’am.”
“Then say it to me right now.”
I didn’t know what to do. It seemed like she was going to be more pissed off if I didn’t say it than if I did. So I took a gamble and said quietly, “Go to hell,” cutting my eyes away from her as I did.
“Don’t you look away from me! Do it again and look me straight in the eye this time!”
This was torture. I wanted to run as fast as I could out the door; out to the beach and get as far away from her as I possibly could. But then I’d eventually have to come back and face her again, so it was just as well to get this over with now.
I locked my eyes on hers. The heat of her glare was almost too much to bear, but I didn’t blink. I wet my lips, took a deep breath, and said as steadily as I could, “Go to hell.”
“How does that make you feel?” she asked, letting go of my chin.
I didn’t dare say anything.
“You want to know how it makes me feel to hear you say something like that to me?” she asked.
I shrugged.
She slapped me. I couldn’t believe it—my mother actually slapped me. My cheek burned so bad that it brought tears to my eyes. “You hit me!” I cried out. “You’ve never hit me on the face before in my life!”
“Maybe that’s because you never told me to go to hell before!” she yelled. “And that little sting you feel is nothing compared to the pain you’ve caused me today. It was bad enough finding pot in your room, but you hurt me even more by cursing at me. I’m going to tell you one thing, missy, you’re never going to disrespect me like that again, you hear? I never took that shit off your brother and sister, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to take it off of you!”
“I hate you!” I sobbed. “I can’t believe you hit me! I’m going to tell Dad what you did when he gets home!”
She laughed—a smug, self-assured laugh. “Go right ahead. I think you’ve got a lot more to worry about than I do. And I’m sure your father will agree that you needed that little slap as a wake up call.”
“Little slap? You almost busted my jaw! I ought to get you for child abuse!”
“So you’re a child now? Just a few seconds ago you were trying to act like you were all grown up. What’s wrong? Can’t make up your mind about what you are?”
Oh, she was really pissing me off now. I wanted to throw something at her, to go over and slap her hard across the cheek like she had done to me. But I kept my cool and decided to hurt her with words instead. “When I go away to college, I’m never coming back,” I said. “I’m never writing you and I’m never calling you. You’ll never see me again.”
“Really? Not even when you need money or a place to do your dirty laundry? Sounds like a good deal to me,” she said with a wry grin.
“Money? Ha! You guys don’t have any money, so what difference does it make? I’m going to pay my own way. I don’t need you.”
“Good,” she said like she didn’t care. “I’ll make your room into a sewing room after you leave. I’ve always wanted one, and now I’ll be able to do it since I don’t have to worry about you boomeranging back on us like your sister.”
“You’re damn right, Mom! You don’t have to worry about me boomeranging. I’m never coming back here—ever. And you know what? When I have kids, I’m never going to let you see them, no matter how much you beg. I’ll live somewhere far away so you can’t visit them. And I’m going to tell them their grandmother is dead. That way, they won’t ever ask to see you!”
Her smirk evaporated. “Where did I go wrong with you? Out of all my children, I had the highest hopes for you. I just knew you were going to make me and your dad proud one day. But look at what you’ve turned out to be—a pot smoking smartass that has no respect whatsoever for me.” She walked briskly to my desk and picked up the bag of marijuana. “You want to turn me in for child abuse? Go right ahead. And I’ll turn you in for possessing an illegal substance.” She marched to the door and paused there for a moment. “I’m washing my hands of all this. From now on, your father can handle it. He should be home any minute, so you might want to start thinking up some new lies you can tell him. Or, of course, you can always say the Pot Fairy left it on your desk.” She turned on her heel and left.
I fell across the bed and had a good cry. So good it gave me another one of those headaches I’d been experiencing for weeks now. I found a bottle of Advil in the drawer of my nightstand and emptied four capsules into my palm. It was two more than the recommended dosage, but I didn’t care. I just wanted the pain to go away.
After swallowing the pills, I lay still for a while, trying to figure out how the pot got in my room. I thought about the way Aubry had threatened to get even with me after the incident with Tony. Could she have left it there as a cruel trick? It certainly wasn’t past her to do something that mean. But Mom said she’d left for work before I left for school. If so, there was no way she could have pulled it off.
So how did it get there? I felt like my life had suddenly become a mystery novel, except I couldn’t cheat and peek in the back of the book to see ‘who done it.’ But I had to find out, some way, some how, or else my life was over.
After a while, the headache started to ease up, so I figured I might as well do something productive and get my homework done. As I went to grab my bookbag, it suddenly occurred to me that I hadn’t opened the gift from my secret admirer yet.
I wasted no time unzipping the side pocket and pulling it out. In a matter of seconds, I had the ribbon untied and the wrapping paper ripped away, exposing a white rectangular box with Charles Kerrison & Co. printed on it. My eyes opened wide upon seeing that name—it was a very prestigious jewelry store in downtown Charleston, and that meant it probably contained something nice and expensive. Giddy with anticipation, I removed the top and peeked inside.
A gasp escaped my lips when I beheld a solid gold necklace with a treble clef charm, the universally recognized symbol for music. Without hesitating, I clasped it around my neck, then darted over to the mirror above my dresser to see how it looked on me.
I was a mess from all the crying I had done. My eye makeup had run and my eyelids were red and swollen. But that necklace made me look like a million bucks in spite of it. I couldn’t help but smile as I thought how cool it was that someone liked me enough to buy it for me, which got me to wondering all over again who my secret admirer could be—like I really needed another mystery in my life.
Whoever it was, they obviously knew of my love of music. But how? It certainly wasn’t something I went around talking about. And only Suzanne knew about my songwriting. The more I thought about it, the more uneasy I became. It was as if this unknown person had invaded my privacy and tapped into my innermost secrets. I got a sudden urge to remove the necklace, but it looked so nice on me that I just couldn’t.
“Where did you get that?” Dad’s voice boomed from the doorway.
He startled me so bad that I nearly jumped out of my skin. I turned to face him; my hand clutching the charm like it had some kind of protective power. “Dad … I didn’t hear you knock,” I said, trying to force a smile.
He limped over to me and eyed the necklace closely. “Where’d you get that?” he repeated.
“It’s a gift. Someone at school gave it to me.”
“Does this someone have a name?”
“Not really. I don’t know who he is.”
He cocked an eyebrow. “You don’t know who gave you an expensive looking necklace like that?”
“No. He’s a secret admirer. That’s all I know.”
“Interesting,” he grunted. “You’re just full of surprises today, aren’t you?”
“Dad, that pot Mom found isn’t mine! I swear to God it isn’t! You’ve got to believe me!”
“Let’s sit and talk about this,” he suggested with a frown.
I followed him to my bed. We sat together on the edge of it.
“Angela, your mother and I are very concerned about you,” he said. “Ever since that day we found you with the empty beer bottles, we’ve been worried that you might be sliding down a slippery slope. I agree with your mother that Suzanne might have a lot to do with it.”
“No, Dad, she doesn’t!”
“Let me finish,” he said. “We’re not going to stand by and watch you ruin your life. I’m prepared to do whatever it takes to solve this problem. If that means having to send you to counseling or rehab, I’ll do it. If it means keeping you away from Suzanne, I’ll do it.”
“You don’t understand!” I said, slamming my fists into my knees. “That stuff isn’t mine! Someone put it in my room! You’ve got to believe me!”
“I would love to believe you, but what you’re saying doesn’t jive with what your mother told me happened this morning. I don’t see how anyone could have got in here and done it. And why would they, anyway? Most people don’t leave a bag of marijuana on someone’s desk just for the hell of it. So you see how hard it is for us to accept what you’re telling us.”
“You just need to trust me,” I said, trying to calm myself down so I didn’t shout everything. “Can’t you do that?”
“Can you look me in the eye and tell me honestly that you’ve never smoked grass?”
I locked my eyes on his and said, “Yes, sir. I’ve never touched that stuff, ever.”
He nodded. “Then you won’t have a problem taking a drug test, will you?”
My jaw fell. “A drug test? You’ve got to be kidding me!”
“No, I bought one after your mother called me and told me what happened. It’s supposed to be very accurate in detecting marijuana use. But if you’re clean, like you claim you are, you should have no problem passing it … right?”
I buried my face in my hands. “I can’t believe this. You actually want me to pee in a cup so you can test me for drugs?”
“I’m doing it for your own good. I’ve got to get to the bottom of this and find out what’s really going on. So I’m going to ask you this one more time before I give you the test—have you been smoking pot?”
“No!” I answered emphatically.
“Okay,” he said as he stood. “I’m going to get the test. For your sake it better come back negative.”
After he left, I paced the floor, stewing over him having the audacity to make me take a stupid piss test. He was now on my shit list, right up there with Mom. They could both go to hell as far as I was concerned. Who needed parents that had to look into your pee instead of your eyes to see if you were telling them the truth? Not me, that’s for sure.
After a few moments had passed, he returned with a plastic cup, and I marched off to the bathroom to give him his lousy sample. When I returned, I handed it to him without speaking. He gave me a nod and took off with it.
I started on an essay assignment to pass the time. But I had so much trouble concentrating, I finally gave up. I was just about to turn on the TV when Dad opened the door and stepped inside.
Well? Did you get the result?” I asked smugly, dying to hear him say he was sorry.
There was a sadness in his eyes that I didn’t understand. His lips were pursed in a thin line, and his shoulders seemed to hang lower than usual.
“Dad, what’s wrong?” I asked.
He shook his head slowly. “It’s bad enough that you’re smoking pot, but it’s even worse that you lied to me.”
“What are you talking about?”
“The test came back positive,” he said dryly. “You’re busted.”
“No! That can’t be! You must have done something wrong with the test!”
“There’s nothing wrong with the test,” he snapped. “Now I want you to listen real good to what I’m about to tell you. First of all, you’re not to leave this room unless it’s to go to school. Second, I’m going to find you some help so we can get you off that crap. Third, I want you to call Suzanne and tell her you won’t be riding to school with her anymore. And I don’t want her coming over here, either. We’re going to wean you off that girl for once and for all.”
“You can’t do this! It’s not fair! I haven’t done anything!”
His eyes narrowed and he pointed a finger at me. “I suggest you calm down. Now I’m giving you ten minutes to call Suzanne and tell her what I said. Then I’m pulling the plug on your phone.”
“You’re taking my phone?”
“Your phone and your TV. I want you to sit up here and think about what you’ve done without any distractions.”
I wanted to scream at the top of my lungs. I wanted to tell him to go to hell like I had done Mom. But I knew better than to do something like that to my father. All he had to do was look at me the wrong way and I choked. If he ever took the notion to slap me like Mom, I probably wouldn’t have a face left. So I bit my tongue and stopped arguing. At this point, it seemed the wisest thing to do.
“Remember, you’ve only got ten minutes,” he said, turning to leave. “So make it quick.”
I picked up the phone and held it to my ear, my hand trembling as I dialed Suzanne’s number. After it rang three times, she answered with a cheerful, “Hey, you. What’s up?”
My words got caught in my throat.
“A.J., what the hell is going on? You sound like you’re crying. Are you all right?”
“No,” I sobbed. “Something bad has happened.”
“Oh, shit, it’s not your family is it? I mean, nobody got hurt or croaked, did they?”
“No. It’s me. My life is over.”
“What? Why are you saying that?”
I wiped the tears from my cheeks. “Mom found pot in my room. She thinks it’s mine. And Dad gave me a stupid drug test, and it came back positive.”
“WHAT? How the hell did pot get into your room? And how could you possibly fail a drug test? That’s bullshit!”
“I know. But for some reason it came back positive.”
“A.J., listen to me, did you take anything before they gave you the test?”
I thought about it for a moment and said, “Just some Advil. I had a headache.”
“Oh, you dummy! How stupid can you be? Don’t you know that stuff will give you a false positive? Jeez, I have to tell you everything, don’t I?”
“I’m sorry, but I’ve never had to deal with this shit before! How was I supposed to know that?”
She was silent for a moment. Then she exclaimed, “Holy crap, girl! Don’t you see what’s going on here? You’ve been framed! Someone deliberately put that shit in your room to get you in trouble. And we both know who that somebody is, don’t we?”
“Huh?’
“It’s Aubry, you dummy!”
“Oh, Suzanne, I don’t see how she could of—”
“Believe me, she’d find a way! The bitch got you good, just like she said she was. She’s made good on her threat, kiddo, and you’ve got to find out a way to get her to fess up to it so the blame shifts to her instead of you!”
“I don’t know … I mean, I can’t see her stooping that low.”
“Oh, hell, she’s capable of anything, you ought to know that. She’s probably somewhere laughing her ass off over the whole thing.”
Dad knocked on the door and warned me to wrap things up. I winced and wondered how Suzanne was going to react to what I was about to tell her.
“Suzanne, I’ve got to go,” I began, struggling to find a way to cushion the blow I was about to deliver. “Dad’s taking the phone away, so don’t try to call me until things get better.” I took a ragged breath. “And I can’t ride with you anymore. They want me to cool things with you for a while.”
There was a short pause on her end. Then she said in a subdued voice, “Cool things? Just what the hell does that mean?”
“It means I can’t hang out with you for now. I’m sorry.”
There was silence.
“Suzanne? Did you hear me?”
“Your parents think I gave you that pot, don’t they?” she asked.
“Suzanne, I—”
“They think I’m a bad influence on you, right?” Her voice was growing louder and angrier now. “They think I’m trying to get you to do drugs, don’t they?”
“Suzanne—”
“Well, fuck them!” she exploded. “Fuck all of you! I don’t need that shit! I might be a lot of things, but I’m no fuckin’ drug pusher! And maybe they’re right, maybe their precious daughter ought to stay away from me so I don’t rub off on her! I sure wouldn’t want to put any stains on little Miss Snow White, so you just go on being naïve about everything and don’t worry about me! I’ll make sure I keep my distance from you! Nice knowing you … chump!”
I shouted her name, but she had already hung up.
The phone was still to my ear when Dad came back in and asked for it. Like a zombie, I stared straight ahead and didn’t volunteer it, forcing him to pry it out of my hand.
“I just lost my best friend,” I said as he unplugged it from the wall. “I hope you’re happy.”
His only response was a grunt as he picked up my TV and carried it out of the room.
I flipped him off behind his back. Then I crawled under the covers and cried myself to sleep.
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Taken Hostage
I woke up the next morning with a burning question on my mind: How was I going to get to school without Suzanne taking me?
I checked the clock; it was too late to catch the bus. I could get Mom or Dad to take me, but there was no way I was going to spend fifteen minutes confined in a car with either one of them. That left only one other option—call my brother and beg him for a ride. It would be a long shot ‘cause he did construction work and had to be on the job super early, but I figured it wouldn’t hurt to give it a try. So I took a quick shower and got dressed, then tippytoed downstairs to use the phone, hoping against hope that Mom and Dad weren’t up yet.
You can imagine the shocked look on my face when I found my brother sitting at the dining table, gazing blankly into a cup of coffee. He looked up when a squeaky floorboard announced my presence, and said, “Hey, sis, what’s up?”
“Wha … what are you doing here?” I wondered out loud.
He gestured for me to sit down across from him. As I pulled out a chair, he whispered, “Mom and Dad are still asleep, so be quiet.”
I settled into the chair and whispered back, “Okay, but I don’t understand why you’re here. Shouldn’t you be on your way to work?”
He glanced nervously toward Mom and Dad’s room. “I got fired a couple of days ago. I haven’t been able to find another job yet, so I came by last night and asked the old man if I could crash here until I got back on my feet. Except, he don’t know I got fired … I told him I got laid off.”
“What did you do to get fired this time?” If I remembered correctly, this would make the fourth job he’d lost this year.
“I got caught drinking on the job,” he admitted with a boyish grin.
“Jim! I can’t believe you’d do something that stupid! What’s wrong with you?”
He put a finger to my lips. “Shhhh. Not so loud, sis.” He pulled his finger away and took another quick look toward Mom and Dad’s room. “It’s not that big of a deal. All the guys on my crew did it. We’d put a couple of beers in a cooler and gulp them down during our breaks. Believe me, when you do hot, sweaty work like putting shingles on a roof it’s the only thing that hits the spot. But I guess the owner of the company didn’t understand that. He caught us in the act and fired all of us.”
“You’re such a dumbass for doing something like that!” I said, shaking my head. ”So what are you going to do now?”
“Well, right now I’m going to take you to school,” he said, giving me another grin. “The old man asked me to do it before he went to bed last night. He said something about Suzanne not being able to take you anymore. He was acting really weird. And Mom looked like she was a basket case. You got any idea what was going on with them?”
I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, they think I’m a pothead.”
Jim’s eyebrows shot up. “Come again?”
“I’ll tell you all about it on the way to school,” I said, rising from my chair. “Maybe you can help me figure out who’s responsible for making a total disaster out of my life.”
***
A few minutes later we were bouncing down the road in Jim’s old pick-up truck. A plume of black smoke spewed from its tailpipe, blinding and choking those unfortunate enough to be behind us. It was embarrassing as all get-out, and I slid down as low as I could in my seat, hoping no one would see me riding in a vehicle that depended on Bondo to keep it from falling apart.
As we made our way through the heavier than normal traffic, I told Jim all about Mom finding the marijuana in my room. He knew me well enough not to question my innocence, but he didn’t buy into Suzanne’s theory that Aubry had planted it there to frame me. He agreed that our sister could be a bitch sometimes, but he didn’t think she was capable of doing something that vicious. As much as I wanted to believe he was right, I couldn’t convince myself that she had nothing to do with it. Not when I remembered the determined look on her face when she said she was going to get me good for stealing Tony from her. Plus, she was still pissed off at me for ruining her TV. I could see how all that could push her over the edge and make her do something truly evil. Perhaps Suzanne had been right—maybe she was somewhere laughing her ass off over the whole thing.
“I should have confronted Aubry about it this morning,” I mused out loud. “I should have got up before she went to work and asked her if she did it.”
Jim looked at me funny. “How were you going to do that, sis? She didn’t stay at the house last night.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean she called when I was talking to the old man about losing my job. She told him she was staying at some friend’s place, and for him not to expect her.”
“Hmmm. That sounds awful suspicious. Maybe she’s hiding from me.”
Jim was about to say something, but stopped when the truck’s engine began sputtering.
“What’s wrong with this thing?” I asked nervously.
“I think we’re running out of gas,” he said with a frown.
“But your gas gage says you’re full.”
“It always says I’m full. It’s been broke for months now. I have to guess when it’s about to run empty.”
“There’s a Zippy Mart on the other side of the road,” I said, pointing in its direction. “Can we make it over there before it quits on us?”
He shrugged. “Only one way to find out.”
My life passed before me as he cut across two lanes of oncoming traffic, barely avoiding a head-on collision with a garbage truck. Miraculously, we made it to a gas pump just as the engine stalled.
“Perfect timing,” Jim said with a look of satisfaction. His facial expression quickly changed, though, when he reached into the back pocket of his jeans for his wallet. “Um, sis, do you have any cash on you?” he asked timidly.
“No. Don’t you have any?” I said, still shaking from my near-death experience.
“Yeah, but I just realized I left my wallet at the house.”
I slapped him on the shoulder. “Oh, great! What are we supposed to do now? I’ve got to be to school in ten minutes!”
“Don’t worry,” he said, opening his door to get out. “They don’t make you pay first to pump gas here. So I’ll just pay later.”
“Jim! No!” I shrieked. “You’re not going to do what I think you’re going do, are you?”
He ignored me and shut the door. And, yes, the big dummy did what I thought he was going to do.
We peeled out of the parking lot with ten dollars worth of stolen gas. I turned my back to my brother and didn’t speak to him again until we reached my school.
“Let me out way over there,” I said, pointing to a remote section of the school’s parking lot.
“Why do you want to get out that far from the door?” he wondered.
“’Cause I don’t want anyone to see me riding in this piece of crap. Nor do I want to be seen with a felon.”
He laughed. “A felon? Aren’t you exaggerating things a bit?”
“No, I’m not. And when you come to pick me up this afternoon, make sure you park way over here again.” I got out, slammed the door shut, and stomped off.
I merged with all the other students trying to beat the tardy bell. Just before I reached the entrance, I heard a voice call my name from afar. I froze in my tracks and turned around to scan the parking lot, cupping my hands over my eyes to shield them from the glare of the sun.
“A.J., look over here!” the voice rang out.
It was Suzanne. She was standing in front of her Corvette, frantically waving her arms to get my attention. I waved back and sprinted off in her direction.
“What are you doing here?” I asked when I got close enough to speak without shouting.
“I wanted to talk to you. This is the only way I know how, since your parents won’t let me call you.”
“But I thought you were pissed with me?” I said, swatting at some gnats that were swarming around my head. “You acted like you were never going to speak to me again last night.”
She laughed. “Oh, for crying out loud, I’m a redhead, I can’t help it if I get a little hot-headed at times. Besides, I’m pissed off at your parents, not you. I can’t believe they think I gave you that pot. That just totally sucks.”
“So we’re still friends?”
“We never weren’t.” She gave me a quick hug. “C’mon and get in the car. I’ve got something I want to show you.”
I glanced at my watch. “I don’t have time. I sure don’t want Mrs. Evans to make me stand in front of the class again and explain why I’m tardy. You know what that does to me.”
“It’ll only take a second,” she insisted. “It’s really important.”
She went around to the driver’s side and got in. I reluctantly opened the passenger’s door and slid in next to her. “So hurry up and show me what it is you want me to see,” I said.
To my horror, she started the engine, jammed the shift lever into reverse, and backed out of the parking space.
“Hey! What are you doing?” I shouted.
Her only response was a mischievous laugh. She jammed the Corvette into drive, gunned the accelerator, and high-tailed out of the parking lot so fast that the parked cars became a blur of colors.
“Suzanne! What are you doing? STOP!” I yelled.
She entered the highway like a thief leaving the scene of a bank robbery, tires squealing and the rear end fishtailing. I gripped the sides of my seat so hard my knuckles turned white. “Jesus, are you out of your freakin’ mind?” I hollered. “What do you think you’re doing? I’m gonna be late for class for sure now!”
“Chill out, will you? I’m taking the day off and so are you!”
“NO! You take me back to school right now! I mean it!”
“Sorry, kiddo, but you’re my hostage now. We’re gonna have some fun, whether you like it or not.”
“No! No! No! I can’t do this! I’ve got tests today! And Mom and Dad are going to kill me if they find out I’ve cut school! So pleezzee turn around and take me back! Pleezzee!
“A.J., what in the world can they do to you? Think about it for a minute. They’ve already taken your life away, haven’t they? So what else can they do that they haven’t already done?”
In some twisted way, she made sense. And I knew I was going to flunk those tests anyway, since I hadn’t studied for them at all. So a part of me relaxed, while another part of me wanted to climb out of the car and run back to school.
“It’s time you loosened up and had some fun,” Suzanne said. “And I know where we can do just that—Frankie’s Fun Park. We’ll have a blast.”
Frankie’s was a small amusement park in North Charleston. You know, one of those places where you drive little racing cars around a track, play miniature golf, swing at fastballs in batting cages, and play video games in an arcade. And we did it all. For three hours we goofed off and acted like a couple of kids. It was just what I needed—a chance to forget my problems for a while and remember how to laugh. It made me realize how lucky I was to have a friend like Suzanne who could cheer me up when I was so down.
After we left Frankie’s, we headed over to the mall. I didn’t have any money, so all I could do was follow Suzanne around as she went from store to store and bought clothes and accessories she didn’t need. It left me wondering how we communicated at all, since it appeared we spoke two different languages—hers being spend and mine being save.
All the shopping left us hungry and thirsty, so we made our way to the food court. While we stuffed our faces with tacos and nachos, I couldn’t help but notice that Suzanne appeared to be in deep thought. And when Suzanne Richardson was in deep thought it usually meant she was scheming something I wanted no part of.
“Hey, is your sister still working as a cashier at the Piggly Wiggly?” she asked between bites of her taco.
I nodded.
“Is she working right now?”
I shrugged. “I dunno. I don’t keep up with her stupid schedule. Why do you ask?”
Her eyes got that sparkle in them that meant trouble was soon to follow. “Oh, I just thought we might take in a little flick this afternoon called Revenge of the Little Sister.”
“Suzanne, I’ve never heard of that movie. Besides, there’s not enough time for us to see a flick. I have to be back at school in time for Jim to pick me up.” Honestly, where was her brain?
She stared at me like there was something wrong with me. “Um, I’m not talking about a real movie, dummy. I’m speaking metaphorically. You know what that means, don’t you?”
“It means you don’t make any sense,” I shot back. “Why don’t you just tell me what you’re trying to tell me instead of telling it to me meta … metafer …meteral-for-cally.”
She gave me a condescending smile. “Okay, let me translate it into blonde for you. We’re going to take a little ride over to the grocery store—that’s where they sell groceries—that’s the stuff you buy and take home to eat. Are you with me so far?”
I crossed my arms and gave her a dirty stare. “Stop the crap, Suzanne, and get to the point.”
She leaned across the table. “Okay, dummy, here’s what we’re gonna do. We‘re going to the Piggly Wiggly and teach your sister a lesson for screwing up your life—one she’ll never forget.”
I shook my head adamantly. “No, no, no. I don’t want to do that. It’ll only cause more trouble.”
“So you’re going to let her get away with what she did to you? You’re gonna wimp out and let her ruin your life? You need to show that bitch you know it was her that framed you and make her pay for it!”
“I’ll handle it myself. I don’t need you interfering.”
She laughed. “No you won’t. You’ll never do anything about it and you know it. You’re scared of her, A.J., and she takes advantage of it. You’ve got to stop her from pushing you around.”
“I’ll handle it myself,” I repeated tersely.
“Fine then,” she sighed. “Go ahead and be a wimp. See if I care.”
I thought she would let it drop right then and there. But I should have known better. Suzanne never let anything drop—she just let it hover until it was time for her to grab it and run with it again. And the time for her to run with it again came on the way back to school. It started when I noticed she had missed a turn.
“Why are you going this way?” I asked.
“Oh, we’re just taking a little detour,” she said with a crooked grin.
“A detour for what?”
“I need to pick up some groceries, so I thought I’d patronize your sister’s store.”
“Suzanne! I told you I don’t want you messing with Aubry! Besides, I’ve got to get back to school before Jim gets there to pick me up. If I don’t, he’ll get wise to me cutting.”
“Relax, I’ll get you back in time. I’m doing this for your own good, so stop bellyaching. She deserves everything I’ve got planned for her.”
“And what exactly would that be?”
“You’ll see. You’ll be proud of me and you’ll thank me for this. Maybe it’ll get her to fess up and get you off the hook.”
We pulled into the parking lot of the Piggly Wiggly to the sound of thunder rolling over our heads. Suzanne eyed the threatening sky, and as soon as she found a place to park she pushed the button that automatically lowered the Corvette’s roof. While she waited for it to close, she turned to me and said, “This is gonna be so cool. You’re going to see just how good of an actress I really am. I wish someone could videotape it for me so I can use it as part of my portfolio.”
“Suzanne, please forget about this and let’s go. I don’t want you stirring up the hornet’s nest with my sister.”
“Oh, you’re such a scaredy-cat! That’s why you need me to do this. Otherwise, she’ll run over you for the rest of your life. It’s time to put the wicked bitch of the east in her place, Dorothy, and I’m the one that’s going make her melt to the ground. Now give me a few minutes to get inside and then you can come on in. If you want, you can hide behind a store display or something so she doesn’t see you while I take care of business.” She opened her door and got out. “You’re going to love this, I promise.” She shut the door and scurried off.
Love it? I doubted that seriously. I was probably going to hate it. I could just imagine my sister getting so pissed off that she’d go back to the meat department and borrow the butcher’s knife so she could chop my body up into a hundred parts, then display them in the freezer case with great for the grill stamped on each one. Thinking about it almost persuaded me to stay put in the car. But curiosity got the best of me, so I jumped out and hurried toward the store’s entrance, feeling the first drops of rain pelt the top of my head like little pebbles.
Once inside, I took a quick look around and was surprised to find that every cashier had a long line of shoppers waiting to get checked out. The only time I’d seen my sister’s store that busy was the day before Thanksgiving. It was weird, but what made it even weirder was the fact that everyone’s shopping cart seemed to be filled with the same type of items: bottled water, Gatorade, bread, and can goods. It made me wonder if they were having some kind of big sale on those things. I was about to ask one of the clerks what was going on when I spotted Suzanne slipping into one of the lines with a twenty ounce bottle of Coke in her hand. Of course, it just so happened to be the line that lead to a certain cashier wearing a name tag that had Aubry Jenkins handwritten on it.
Suzanne looked so stupid standing there with just the Coke. Everyone was looking at her like she was a moron for getting in a long line to buy it when she could have just gone to one of the vending machines and been done with it. Not only that, but she was wearing oversized sunglasses that hid most of her face. I guess she thought Aubry wouldn’t recognize her or something, but all they did was make her look ridiculous.
Anyway, I figured I better go hide before Aubry saw me, so I ducked down the cereal aisle. To my surprise, I found the shelves nearly empty. And there were a bunch of harried looking housewives picking over what was left. I strolled over to one and politely asked her what was going on.
She looked at me like I had just arrived from Pluto. She tossed three boxes of Captain Crunch into her buggy and said, “Honey, where have you been? Haven’t you heard what’s heading this way?”
I shook my head. “No ma’am, I’ve been … um … in school. So I’ve been sorta out of touch.”
She was about to enlighten me about what was heading our way, when we were interrupted by a commotion coming from up front. I closed my eyes in embarrassment, realizing the commotion was my best friend shouting at the top of her lungs in a Scarlet O’Hara accent. All the ladies standing in the cereal aisle stopped what they were doing and listened to her as she proceeded to read my sister the riot act.
“Aubry Jenkins, I knew I’d find you sooner or later!” she bellowed at the top of her lungs. “You thought you’d just sneak off and leave me without a goodbye or explanation, didn’t ya? All I got was a damn note on my pillow that said it’s been fun, but you’re moving on. Well, I think that’s a disgraceful way to treat your lover after everything we’ve been through. I thought we had something special. I thought I meant more to you than just great sex.” She faked a couple of sobs. “I thought our love would last forever. And we had such great chemistry in bed. What went wrong? Why did you desert me like you did?”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I crept toward the front of the store with my mouth wide open, my stomach already twisting into a double knot. I stood where I could watch the horror show play out before me, unable to move, like the way you stare at a terrible accident scene, hypnotized by the drama yet repulsed by the carnage.
My sister looked like she was in shock and didn’t know what to do. Everyone in her line started to back away, letting the two lesbians have plenty of space to work out their differences. And the bag boy—he was laughing his ass off, apparently amused by the whole thing.
“And I demand to know who you left me for,” Suzanne continued in her phony southern drawl. “Was it one of these young ladies that work here at the store?”
The other cashiers looked at each other suspiciously. Then they all shook their heads and mouthed to each other, “It ain’t me.”
“Well, if you’ve found happiness in the arms of another woman, I guess I’ll just have to get over it,” Suzanne said with a sigh. “And to show you there ain’t no hard feelings ...”
She vigorously shook the bottle of Coke, aimed it at Aubry, removed the cap, and sprayed my sister right in the face with the sticky soda.
I high-tailed it out of the door.
It was pouring rain outside and the parking lot had already started to flood. My sneakers quickly filled with water, and I was completely soaked by the time I made it to the car. In fact, my butt was so wet it made a sloshing sound when I plunked into the passenger’s seat.
I closed my eyes and tried to catch my breath, thinking how much I hated Suzanne Richardson. I couldn’t believe she would pull a stunt like this—one that I would end up paying for dearly, while she went about living her happy little life, with her fancy car and her big old historic house and all her magic credit cards and her expensive clothes and over-priced accessories.
Spoiled little brat, I fumed. She has no idea what it’s like to live like me, having to wear Kmart and WalMart clothes, and having the other kids make fun of you because of it. Not to mention overhearing your parents talk about how broke they are and having to listen to them get into arguments over money all the time. She lives such a charmed life, and mine so totally sucks. And now she’s made it even suckier. I hate her. I truly hate her.
The driver’s side door swung open and she jumped in. “We’ve got to haul ass!” she said breathlessly as she put the key into the ignition. “Aubry called the security guard over the PA system and he’s after me!”
She sped out of the parking lot and didn’t slow down until we reached an intersection where the light had just turned red, forcing her to come to a screeching halt. That’s when she turned to me and said, “So what did you think of my performance? Don’t you think I got your sister good? Can you imagine what it’s going to be like for her to work there from now on?” She laughed and added, “All her friends and associates are going to be talking about her ‘alternative lifestyle’ for a long, long time.”
I slammed both my fist into my knees. “I think you were out of your frickin’ mind for doing something like that! Do you have any idea what that could do to her? You’ve probably screwed up her social life forever! She’ll probably be psychologically damaged and become deranged and end up murdering me! All because you’re a moron!”
“Hey, I did it for you,” she said defensively. “And it’s supposed to mess her up in the head, that’s why I did it. It’s called revenge, dummy. That means you’re supposed to hurt the other person. Make them feel pain like they made you feel pain. Jeez, you’re worried about her well-being after what she did to you? Do I have to remind you that she’s taken your life away? That she’s taken me away from you? She deserves far worse than what I did. That was nothing.”
“Yeah, and I’m the one that’s going to suffer because of it. She’s going to come after me, not you. And when she tells Mom and Dad about it, they’ll find a way to punish me even more than they already have.”
“Well, I think—” She was interrupted by a shrill tone coming from the radio.
“What’s that?” I asked, bringing my hands to my ears to cover them.
“Sounds like one of those stupid tests they do of the Emergency Broadcast System. They’re annoying as hell. And I can’t believe they interrupted a Bon Jovi song to do it.”
She was about to turn the volume down, but stopped when an announcer with a deep voice came on and said we were about to receive a special statement from the National Weather Service office in Charleston.
“Crap, I bet it’s a tornado warning,” Suzanne grumbled. “They’re always scaring people with that shit. It always turns out to be nothing.”
“Hush,” I said, “Let’s hear what they’ve got to say.”
For a moment, there was only static. Then the deep voiced announcer came back on and said, “The National Hurricane Center in Miami has issued a Hurricane Watch for the entire coast of South Carolina and North Carolina effective immediately. Hurricane Hugo, with winds measured at one hundred and thirty-five miles per hour, continues to move in a more northerly direction than anticipated. This increases the threat of landfall to the Carolinas significantly, and all interest along the coast should closely monitor the situation. A Hurricane Watch means that there is the possibility of hurricane conditions affecting the area within the next twenty four to thirty six hours. Stay tuned to NOAA radio for the latest advisories and updates.”
Suzanne clicked the radio off. “Shit, that sounds serious,” she said. “I didn’t even know there was a hurricane in the Atlantic.”
She drove in silence for a few moments. Then her eyes grew so wide it was a wonder her contacts didn’t fall out. “Holy shit, A.J.!” she blurted out. “Didn’t you say you saw the Grey Man? Didn’t he tell you there was a storm coming?”
I was already way ahead of her. The small hairs on the back of my neck had risen the moment the announcer said we were under a hurricane watch. I couldn’t help but picture that man standing on the beach, warning me about an impending storm. But even now I wouldn’t let myself entertain the possibility that he had been real. To do so would mean I’d have to re-evaluate every belief I had.
“It’s just a coincidence,” I said hoarsely, finding it hard to speak because my throat had suddenly gone dry. “That man I saw on the beach was just a hallucination caused by me hitting my head.”
“Yeah, a hallucination that happened to know there was a storm coming this way,” she retorted.
“We don’t know that for sure,” I said, feeling a chill work its way down my spine. “It could miss us. That announcer said North Carolina is under the watch, too.”
Without warning, Suzanne pulled into the parking lot of a church. She got out of the car without saying a word and opened the trunk. She got back in with an old hardback book clutched in her hands. The title of it was Ghosts along the Carolina Coast.
“This is the book I told you about the night of the wing-ding,” Suzanne said, thumbing through the pages. “It’s a got a whole chapter in here about the Grey Man. I read it when I had to do my report for school. But there’s one thing that’s really puzzling me … the Grey Man is supposed to haunt Pawleys Island, not Folly Beach. So I wonder why he came all the way there to see you?”
I shifted my weight in the seat. “Suzanne, this is ridiculous. There’s no such thing as ghosts. You’re wasting my time with this hocus-pocus crap.”
“There’s a place on Pawleys Island called Pelican Inn,” she continued. “It’s a bed and breakfast now, but it used to belong to some dude named Plowden Weston back in the 1800’s. They think the Grey Man is his ghost.”
My heart skipped a beat. “Did you say Pelican Inn?”
She looked up from the book. “Yeah, why?”
The small hairs on the back of my neck rose again, this time even higher. “You know how I told you we inherited our house from my grandfather? Well, he used to call it Pelican Inn. He even had a little wooden plaque by the front door with the name engraved on it. Dad has it stowed away somewhere up in the attic.”
“Wow,” she whispered. “That might be your connection!”
I had to admit the evidence was starting to stack up in her favor. Yet I still wasn’t ready to take the leap of faith necessary to admit that I had seen a ghost.
“There’s a drawing I want to show you,” Suzanne said. She sat the book on my lap and pointed to an illustration that took up an entire page. “This was made by an artist right after they had an encounter with the Grey Man. Does it look anything like the dude you saw?”
My breaths came rapidly as I studied the rendering. It was him. There was no doubt in my mind. Everything was just as I had remembered it—the long grey coat; the grey hat; the blurry, undefined face.
“Oh, my God,” I gasped. “I can’t believe this. He’s … he’s real. I really did see a ghost!”
“I told you so,” Suzanne beamed. “I’m always right.”
“But …but why did he come to me? What does he want?”
“He wanted to warn you about the storm, dummy. That’s what he does.”
My body trembled. A thousand screaming demons echoed in my head. Images of destruction played before my eyes. I heard the cries of my family members.
“Hey, A.J., are you all right? You look a little green around the gills.” I heard her voice, but she sounded a million light-years away.
Without speaking, I opened the door and ran toward the church. I had no idea why I was doing it. All I knew was I had to run.
“A.J.! What are you doing?” Suzanne shouted after me. “It’s pouring down rain, for crying out loud! Are you insane?”
I tried to open the arched door to the church. It was locked.
I banged on it.
“A.J.! Stop!” Suzanne yelled, catching up with me. “What’s wrong with you? Are you going off the deep end or something?” She grabbed me. I fought her off and ran toward a moss-laden oak tree. I collapsed under it and covered my face with my hands.
“A.J., listen to me!” Suzanne pleaded. “We’ve got to get back in the car! You’re gonna get struck by lightening under this tree!”
“I want to stay here,” I insisted. I felt like someone else was in control of me; speaking through me and forcing my body to do things I didn’t want it to do. I knew I should get back in the car, but I was helpless to do anything about it.
Suzanne kicked my butt. “Get up!”
“I can’t.”
“Yes you can! Now move!” She gave my butt another kick.
I felt the sudden urge to go home. Mom was calling me; she was in some kind of distress.
I got up and went to the car, zombie-like. “Take me home,” I told Suzanne before I got in.
She got behind the wheel, and I settled into my seat. We were both sopping wet. “I look like crap now,” she moaned, studying herself in the rearview mirror. “My mascara is running like crazy. All thanks to your little tantrum.” She looked at me and asked, “What exactly is your problem?”
“Take me home.”
“Um, earth to A.J. … if I do that your parents are going to know you cut school.”
“I don’t care. Take me home.”
“You’re not thinking straight. I’m not supposed to be anywhere near you, remember?”
“Dammit, take me home!”
“Okay, okay.” She started the car. “Just chill out, will ya? You’re scaring the shit out of me.”
I closed my eyes and listened to the rain pounding the roof and the rhythm of the windshield wipers as they swished back and forth. Time seemed to ebb and flow around me—one minute I’d see something from the past, the next minute I’d see something in the future. It all crashed together and tumbled down a dark hole. That’s when I heard Suzanne say, “Holy, crap! Something’s going on at your house, A.J. Something bad!”
I felt like I was waking up from a dream. I couldn’t believe we’d already arrived.
I gazed through the windshield at two police cruisers parked in front of my house. Suddenly I became very alert.
“What’s happening?” I asked in panic.
“Beats the crap out of me,” Suzanne said as she pulled into the driveway. “But something’s up.”
My mind was spinning with all the possible reasons the police would be there. Did it have something to do with the pot Mom found in my room? Did they come after Jim for stealing the gas this morning? Did my parents find out I wasn’t at school and were searching for me? Or was someone hurt and in need of first aid? Visions of my mother or father lying on the floor suffering a heart attack flashed before me.
I was out the car before it came to a complete stop, wondering how I would react if something bad had happened to one of my parents.
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Shooting a Duck
I burst through the front door and found Dad sitting at the dining table across from two plainclothes cops. I knew they were cops because they wore badges on their sports jackets.
“Is that her?” one of the cops asked him, pointing at me.
Dad nodded. “Yes, that’s my daughter, Angela.”
The cop stood and extended his hand. “Miss Jenkins, I’m Detective Henderson. I’ll need to ask you a few questions after I finish talking with your father.”
“What’s going on? Where’s my mom?” I asked nervously.
“She’s in our room,” Dad answered. “Why don’t you go in there and keep her company until Detective Henderson is ready to talk to you. She’s been through a lot today and isn’t feeling well.”
“That’s probably a good idea,” Detective Henderson agreed, giving me a quick smile before he sat back down. “I’m sure she’ll be glad to see you.”
“But I don’t understand what’s going on. Why are you here?”
Dad was about to say something, but stopped when Suzanne appeared at the front door.
“I’m sorry to interrupt,” she said, standing just outside the threshold. “But I wanted to make sure everything was okay.” She looked at me and wiped the rain from her cheeks. “You all right, A.J.?”
“She’s fine, sweetie,” Dad answered for me. “Everything’s okay. Do you want to come inside and get dry?”
I was stunned by my father calling her ‘sweetie.’ It was the first time I’d heard him call her something that nice. And I couldn’t believe he was actually inviting her into our house after he’d told me not to associate with her anymore. It was just one more thing that added to my growing state of confusion.
Suzanne said, “No, sir, I don’t want to come in. I just want to make sure everyone’s okay before I go, that’s all.”
“We’re fine,” Dad assured her. “Now why don’t you get out of the rain and change into some dry clothes. I know you keep some in Angela’s room.”
“No, thank you. From what I’ve heard I’m not very welcome around here. So I think I’ll be on my way.”
Dad let out a long sigh. “Suzanne, I want to—”
She didn’t give him a chance to finish. Instead, she waved goodbye to me and closed the door. The sound of her footsteps faded as she made a hasty retreat down the stairs.
Dad turned to me and said, “I wish she hadn’t left so soon. I wanted to apologize to her.”
“Apologize for what?” I asked. I felt like I was in a weird dream; one where nothing made sense.
“Your mother will explain it all to you,” he said, shooing me away like a fly. “Now go check on her and see how she’s doing while I talk to the detectives.”
“But, Dad, I want to know what’s—”
He gave me a look that silently told me to shut up. So I turned and shuffled off toward my parents’ bedroom, fuming over the way he wouldn’t tell me anything and the way he hadn’t bothered to ask if I wanted to change into some dry clothes. It made me feel like he cared more about Suzanne than he did me.
When I reached the bedroom, I cracked the door open just enough to peek inside. I was surprised to find Mom sprawled across the bed, flat on her back. At first, I thought she was asleep, but then I noticed her eyes were open.
“Mom? Are you okay? Can I come in?” I asked.
She didn’t answer. She just stared at the ceiling, eyes unblinking.
“Mom? Are you all right?”
She said nothing.
I started to freak out. “Mom? Are you alive?”
“Yes, I’m still alive, honey,” she said in a weak voice. “I’m just a little spacey, that’s all.”
I let out a sigh of relief. “Is it okay if I come in?”
“Please do,” she said, finally cutting her eyes in my direction. She patted the bed next to her and told me to sit.
“Um, I’m kinda wet, Mom. I don’t think you want me on your bed.”
“I don’t care. I want you next to me.” Her words were slurred.
I closed the door behind me and walked across the hardwood floor, my sneakers sloshing loudly with each step. I lowered my soggy butt to the bed, and Mom reached for my hand and gave it a squeeze. “I’m so glad you’re home,” she whispered. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”
“Mom, what’s going on? Why are the police here? Why are you acting so weird?”
She cracked a little smile. “I’m all doped up, honey. I took more Valium than I should have. But if you went through what I went through today, you’d OD’d on them, too.”
“So what happened?”
“Let me ask you something first …why weren’t you in school today?”
I’m sooo busted, I thought. But what could she do about it? I’d already received the maximum punishment possible—losing my phone, my T.V., and my best friend. So what did I have to lose? I might as well tell her the truth. “I was with Suzanne,” I admitted.
“I had a feeling you were with her,” Mom said softly. “I should have known we couldn’t keep you two apart. And I suppose that’s a good thing.”
“Excuse me?” Once again, I felt like I was in a crazy dream.
“I guess it was Suzanne’s idea for you to play hooky, wasn’t it?” Mom asked.
“No, ma’am. I wanted to do it because—”
She didn’t let me finish. “Angela, please stop lying to me. I wish you would realize that I wasn’t born yesterday. I know that girl egged you into doing it. But you don’t have to worry about it because I’m not mad at her. In fact, if she was here right now, I’d give her a big hug and a kiss for saving your life.”
“What? I think that Valium is really getting to you, Mom. Maybe you should—”
“Do you know a boy named Walter Mallard?” she asked.
I knew him all right. He was a pimply-faced sophomore who lived at the beach and went to my school. Everyone teased him and called him ‘Duck’ because of his last name. He had asked me to go out with him a couple of times, but I’d been quick to let him know I wouldn’t be caught dead dating an underclassman. Especially one that had a reputation of being a druggie and was always getting into trouble at school.
I summarized all this by telling Mom, “He’s a dweeby boy that goes to my school. Why do you ask?”
“Because he almost killed me today.”
“What? Mom that doesn’t make any sense! What are you talking about?”
“Your father and I went out to take care of a couple of errands this morning,” she began with a yawn. “When we got back home, I thought I heard a noise coming from your room, so I went upstairs to see what it was. That’s when I found that boy rooting through your dresser. When he saw me, he pulled out a knife and held it to my throat, threatening to kill me if I screamed. Luckily, your daddy heard the commotion and got his handgun. When he confronted the boy, he acted like he was going to stab me, so your father shot him in the butt. If he hadn’t, I don’t think I’d be here to tell you about it.”
“Oh, my God! That’s terrible! And I can’t believe he was in my room! What was he doing in there?”
“He was looking for you because you weren’t in school.”
“Huh? Why was he looking for me?”
She rolled onto her side to face me. “That boy told me a lot of things while he held that knife at my throat. I guess he figured he was going to kill me and I wouldn’t be around to tell anyone. Anyway, he let me know he’d planned on talking to you this morning between classes. He was going to try to convince you to go on a date with him, but if you refused he was going to stab you in the heart so you would know the same pain he felt over you rejecting him. When he found out you weren’t in school, he left and came looking for you here, hoping to find you alone so he could do God knows what to you.”
I couldn’t’ believe my ears. Stuff like that happened to other people, not to me and my family.
“So you see why I’m not mad at Suzanne?” Mom continued. “If you had been at school, that boy would have probably stabbed you when you told him you weren’t going out with him. It’s almost like God was looking out for you.”
“I’m so sorry that creep came after you, Mom,” I said, beginning to sob as I realized how close she had come to dying. “It’s not fair you had to go through that when it was me he was after.”
“Oh, don’t cry, honey,” she said, putting her arm around me and drawing me close to her. “I’m the one that should be sorry. After all, I’m the one that accused you of doing something you didn’t do.”
“What do you mean?”
“After the police got here, they found pot in Walter’s jacket. It was in the same kind of bag I’d found in your room, so your daddy got in his face and asked him if he had anything to do with it. He confessed that he’d put it there.”
Finding out all this made me want to puke. How dare someone, especially as gross as Walter Mallard, invade my room like that?
“So you mean to tell me that jerk has been in my room more than once?” I asked Mom, trying wrap my head around this mess.
“I’m afraid so. I guess he found out some of our windows don’t lock downstairs and has been getting in that way. And you know Zeus—he probably welcomed him by licking him to death. Anyway, what I find frightening is he was in the house with me yesterday when I was all alone and I didn’t know it. He could have slit my throat and left me for dead.”
“But why was he snooping around in my room yesterday? What did he want? And why would he want to leave me a bag of pot?”
“The boy isn’t right in the head, honey. When I found him in your room he was rooting through your underwear drawer, pulling out your panties. God only knows what he was going to do with them. And he said he left you the pot as a gift.”
The thought of him touching my most intimate things really made me want to puke. It made me want to throw everything out and buy all new underwear.
“Mom, I just don’t get it,” I said. “Why would he leave pot as a gift? I mean, what kind of retarded present is that?”
“Who knows?” Her voice was fading fast, barely audible. “The boy is sick, sweetie. No one knows how a warped mind like his operates.” She closed her eyes and lay still for a moment. I thought she’d drifted off to sleep, but she opened them again and said, “There’s one thing I don’t get. Why did your drug test come back positive if you haven’t been smoking pot?”
“Advil,” I said.
She looked puzzled.
“I’ve been taking a lot of Advil lately ‘cause I’ve been having terrible headaches. It screwed up the test and made it come back positive.”
“Why didn’t you tell me that last night?”
“Would you have listened to me?”
She was quiet for a moment, like she was mulling it over. Then she said, “You’re right, honey. I probably wouldn’t have believed you. I did a terrible thing by accusing you of something you didn’t do. It just goes to show your daddy and me aren’t perfect—we make mistakes, too. I hope you can forgive me, but I also hope you know I reacted the way I did because I love you more than anything in the world and don’t want to see you make a mistake that could ruin your life.”
I nodded. “I guess I sorta understand that. But you should have never hit me, Mom. That hurt me in more ways than one.”
“And you should have never told me to go to hell,” she said. “That hurt me more than you’ll ever know.”
She closed her eyes again. In no time, she began snoring.
“I love you, Mom,” I whispered, planting a little kiss on her cheek. “And I swear, I’ll never, ever tell you to go to hell again as long as I live. No matter how pissed off I get with you.”
“Watch your language, young lady,” she murmured softly, surprising me that she was still awake. “You’re not too old for me to wash your mouth out with soap, you know.” She rolled onto her back and pulled the covers over head. “And I love you, too.”
I smiled and said a silent prayer, thanking God for looking out for Mom and keeping her from harm.
And for blessing me with a best friend who was crazy enough to make me cut school and save my life.
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
A Sharp Dressed Man
It was pretty late by the time we got around to having supper, thanks to all the commotion the shooting had caused. Since Mom was still in her valium-induced coma, Dad appointed me chef and had me cook the only thing I knew how—a frozen pizza. You would think I could handle something that simple without screwing it up, but nooooo, I left the stupid thing in the oven too long and burnt the crust. Dad said it just went to prove that I was going to starve to death if I didn’t marry a man that could cook.
Anyway, I sat at the dining table with Dad and Jim, trying to force myself to eat a couple of the singed slices while I wondered why my sister hadn’t come home. No one had heard a peep from her, and I hoped it wasn’t because she had done something stupid like jump off the Cooper River Bridge because all the cashiers at the Piggly Wiggly thought she was a lesbian. I was still pissed off at Suanne for causing my sister so much embarrassment. But I also realized I should forgive her. After all, she had saved my life, albeit in a weird sort of way.
“I love this well-done pizza, sis,” Jim snickered, pulling me away from my thoughts. “But maybe you could make it medium-rare next time. The pepperoni tastes like charcoal.”
I made a face at him. He smiled and let go a loud fart.
“Dad! Make him stop being so disgusting!” I cried out.
“All right, you two, I’ve had enough stress for one day without y’all adding to it,” Dad said, running his fingers through his disheveled hair. “My nerves are still on edge from seeing that boy hold a knife to your mother’s throat.”
“You never did tell me the details about how you shot that son of a bitch in the ass,” Jim said with a mouthful of mozzarella cheese. “Is that what you were aiming at or did you miss his balls?”
“Jim, your sister is present. Watch what you’re saying,” Dad warned.
My brother looked at me and laughed. “Her? Have you ever heard her talk when she’s not around you? She’s not as innocent as you think. And if—”
“Jim, shut up!” I snapped. “Why don’t you get off your lazy butt and get a job so I don’t have to see your ugly face every day!”
Dad let us know we were both out of line and threatened to toss us out on the street if we didn’t straighten up. Then he began a blow-by-blow recount of how he shot Walter Mallard in the ass for my brother. I tuned most of it out and let my mind drift back to the other life-altering thing that had happened to me today—finding out I had seen a real, bonafide ghost. And now that I took his warning seriously, I wanted to find out what Dad’s plans were for getting us out of Dodge before Hurricane Hugo came to pay us a visit.
I waited until he finished talking to Jim. Then I said as nonchalantly as possible, “Hey, have you guys heard about that storm that’s supposed to be heading this way?”
“Aw, that thing’s not coming here,” Dad said gruffly. “They always get everyone into a tizzy about those things and they end up blowing right up the coast to Cape Hatteras. I’ve got a hell of a lot more to worry about after what happened today than some hurricane that’ll never hit us.”
“Why are you so worried about what happened today?” Jim asked. “It’s pretty much all over with, isn’t it?”
“I’m scared that boy’s parents will end up suing me for shooting him,” Dad said. “This world is so screwed up anymore that I can easily see that happening.”
“But he was about to stab Mom. What else were you supposed to do?”
“I had no choice,” Dad said. “And I’m sure any other man would have done the same thing if he knew his wife was seconds away from death. But I can see a lawyer twisting it around and making the boy look like the victim and me look like a villain, especially since he’s a juvenile. They might say I used excessive force to stop him or some bull like that.”
“I think we should leave,” I interjected.
Dad and Jim gave me puzzled looks. “What are you talking about?” Dad asked. “Why would we want to leave?”
“Hugo. I think we ought to leave just in case he comes this way,” I said, wiping tomato sauce from my chin.
“Why in the world are you so worried about that storm?”
“I just heard it might be a bad one, that’s all,” I said.
“She just wants to get out of school,” Jim snorted.
“I do not! I just don’t think we ought to take any chances, that’s all.”
“You let me worry about stuff like that,” Dad said. “I know how to read the weather pretty darn good, and I’m telling you that thing won’t even come close to us. All that hype you’re hearing on the TV and radio is just a ploy to get people to run out and buy stuff from their advertisers, like hardware stores and grocery stores. They’re all in cahoots with each other.”
Jim belched and passed gas at the same time. “Ahhhhhh … I feel much better now,” he said, patting his belly.
“You’re so freakin’ disgusting!” I bellowed, standing up to leave. “I’m not sitting here with a pig like you any longer! I’m going to my room!”
“Don’t forget to take the trash out before you go,” Dad said, unsuccessfully trying to stifle a chuckle.
“Why can’t Jim do it?” I fired back. “He’s living here now. Shouldn’t he have to do some of the chores?”
“I’ve got plenty of other things for him to do, so stop bellyaching and do as I say.”
I gave Jim a momentary glare before I stomped off to the kitchen and struggled to pull a fully loaded kitchen bag out of the trash container. After I tied the top of it into a knot, I slung it over my shoulder and made my way down to the front yard, still steaming over having to do hard physical labor while my big strapping brother did nothing more strenuous than letting wind.
The rain had finally let up, so at least I didn’t have to worry about getting wet. But the night seemed unusually dark, with only a sliver of a crescent moon playing peek-a-boo from behind the clouds. A stiff breeze rustled the palmettos and blew my hair across my face. I brushed it away with my free hand, and as I did, my fingers got tangled in the necklace my secret admirer had given me.
Secret Admirer. The words turned my blood cold as it dawned on me that my secret admirer might be that sicko, Walter Mallard. After all, the girl who’d stopped me in the hall and gave me the necklace was a sophomore, just like him. And who’s to say he didn’t find one of my notebooks with lyrics in it when he’d been snooping around my room. He could have been sneaking in there for weeks and no one would have known. It would certainly explain how he knew about my love of music, and why he would have thought I would like a necklace with a treble clef charm.
The more I thought about it, the more convinced I became that giving me the necklace had been just another one of his sick games.
“I should have known better,” I muttered to myself as I yanked the necklace off and threw it across the yard. “I should have known it wouldn’t be some cute, shy guy like I’d hoped it would be. I only attract the losers and psychos. Those are the only kind of guys that like someone as dorky as me.”
With tears welling in my eyes, I toted the garbage bag to one of the aluminum trashcans we kept underneath the house. I was just about to toss it in when a black BMW pulled into the driveway and came to a stop. Its headlights were so bright that I had to shield my eyes against the glare, unable to make out who the driver was. Since it was a really nice car, I figured it had to be one of the real estate agents who worked at Dad’s office. A successful one, that is, unlike my father who still couldn’t make a decent living on his paltry commissions.
The driver extinguished the lights and stepped out of the car. He was a young guy with a nice build, and he was wearing a Polo shirt tucked into a pair of neatly pressed slacks. He was clean shaven, and his close-cropped hair looked very business-like and professional.
He’s cute, I thought. I hope Dad introduces me to him—although he’s probably too old for me.
I thought he’d go upstairs and knock on the door for Dad. Instead, he continued toward me. As he drew nearer, I got a whiff of his cologne. It smelled exotic and sexy, unlike that musky stuff Michael used to pour all over himself.
“Hey, you need any help with that garbage?” the guy asked me. There was something familiar about his voice.
“I’m fine, thank you,” I replied. “If you’re here to see my father, he’s upstairs.”
“That’s a little old fashion, isn’t it?” he said with a laugh. “I didn’t know I had to get your father’s permission to court you.”
He got close enough for me to make out his face. My eyes nearly left their sockets when I realized who he was.
“Ra … Ra … Randy? Is that you?” I stammered. “Wha … what happened to your hair?”
He smiled brightly. “Well, I heard this awesome girl I met doesn’t go for the scruffy, rock and roll look. So I took a little advice from ZZ Top and thought I’d try being a sharp dressed man for her.”
I couldn’t believe it. He had transformed himself from a bum into a babe. I suddenly felt weak in the knees. “So you did it for Suzanne?” I asked, unable to take my eyes off of him.
He laughed and took the garbage bag from me. “That’s what I dig about you, A.J.,” he said, dropping it into the trashcan. “You just don’t get how sexy and beautiful you are. But maybe you’ll realize how crazy I am about you now that I’ve sacrificed my hair and beard to prove it.”
“You mean you did all this … for me?”
He nodded. “So what do you think?”
I wanted to say, “You look hot!” But I settled for a more appropriate, “You look nice.”
“I’m glad you approve. I know I’m going to get a lot of ribbing from my fellow musicians, but you’re worth it.”
“Yeah, you won’t have all that long hair to flip around when you play the guitar,” I said, giggling nervously.
He moved a little closer. “Look, A.J., the main reason I came by is so I can apologize to you. I know I behaved way out of line when you caught me and Suzanne in your bedroom. And I said some things to you that I’m not proud of. I hope you realize I was drunk and not in control of my faculties. You’re a class act and deserve to be treated better than that. Will you forgive me?”
Me, a class act? He had to be kidding. But if he wanted to dish out compliments like that, I was only too happy to accept them.
“I guess I can forgive you,” I said with a smile. “It’s the least I can do if you went and chopped all your hair off for me.”
“Cool. So does my sacrifice earn me the privilege of taking you out on a date?”
A gust of wind blew some sand into my eyes. I closed them and waited for my tears to flush it out. “Randy, I thought you and Suzanne had a thing going on? I can’t go out with you if you’re dating her. She’s my best friend.”
“She’s cool with it. She knows I like you and thinks we ought to get together. So you have nothing to worry about.”
I blinked a few times, testing my eyes to see if the sand was out of them. My right eye was okay, but my left eye still felt gritty. So I stood there with one eye open and one eye closed, probably looking dorky as all get-out. “I don’t know about this,” I sighed. “Suzanne might say she’s okay with it, but I’m not sure she really means it. She likes you a lot, Randy.”
“And I like her, too,” he said. “But we’re just friends, that’s all.”
“Yeah, friends that had … well, you know what you had with her that day in my room.”
“You mean sex?”
I nodded, still blinking my left eye.
“So what? It was just casual, drunken sex. It didn’t mean anything. Anyway, it was her idea to do it.”
“So do you make it a habit to have casual, drunken sex?”
“I’ll answer that when you can look me in the eye,” he said. “Are you all right?”
I rubbed my eye, even though I knew you weren’t supposed to. After a few more blinks, I was able to open it without pain. I wiped the tears away that had drained down my cheek and said, “Okay, I can see now. What do you want to tell me?”
“I know you probably think I’ve had a lot of one night stands,” he began. “Especially since I’ve played in a bunch of bands. And I’ll admit that I have. But I swear, A.J., what I feel for you is entirely different from the way I feel about Suzanne or any other girl I’ve ever known.” He hesitated, then asked, “Do you believe in dreams?”
I shrugged. “I dunno. Why do you ask?”
“This may sound crazy to you, but I’ve had a recurring dream since I was sixteen years old. It’s always the same thing—there’s this blonde girl sitting on my front door steps playing the guitar. I try to talk to her, but every time I do, she runs away. But after I met you, I had the same dream, and this time the girl didn’t run away. Instead, she looked at me with the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen. They were your eyes, A.J., I swear they were. It has to mean something.”
“It’s just a stupid dream, Randy. I have stupid dreams all the time. It doesn’t mean anything.”
“Well, even if it doesn’t, I still think you have the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen. And I see so many things every time I look into them.”
“Oh, really? Like what?”
“For one thing, I see your love of music. I know you’ve been keeping it a secret, but I sense that you’re a very talented songwriter and can sing up a storm. You’re just too shy to let people know about it.”
I laughed. “You’re full of it, you know that? You don’t see that stuff in my eyes, Suzanne Richardson has been blabbing it in your ears. That’s how you know those things about me.”
He joined in my laughter. “Okay, I’m busted. She told me all about your songwriting. I think it’s awesome that you’ve got that kind of talent. I’ve tried it a couple of times, but I totally suck at it.”
“Well, I just play around with it. It’s no big deal.”
His eyes lowered to my neckline. “So I guess you didn’t like it, huh?”
“Like what?” I asked, puzzled.
“The little gift I got you. I thought it would be romantic to do the old secret admirer thing. Ashleigh is my cousin, and I put her up to delivering it to you for me. She said you took it from her, but I see you’re not wearing it. So I guess you didn’t like it.”
Strange, unintelligible sounds escaped from my lips before I managed to say, “You mean … you’re the one … it was you that … it wasn’t Walter … oh, my God!”
I darted off to the yard, dropping to my hands and knees to search for the necklace in the dark, feeling around in the wet grass like someone who had lost a contact lens.
“A.J., are you okay?” Randy asked, kneeling beside me.
“I’ve got to find it! It’s here somewhere!” I exclaimed.
“Find what?”
“The necklace! I threw it out here somewhere!”
“Why would you do that?”
“Because I thought Walter Mallard gave it to me but you really gave it to me and I threw it away because I didn’t know that and I was mad at him for putting a knife to my mom’s throat but now I know it wasn’t him and I know it was you and I want to find it because I really do love it and I think it’s beautiful and I want to wear it again.” I was out of breath by the time I got all that out.
“I have no idea what you’re rambling about,” he said. “But is this what you’re looking for?” He held the necklace up for me to see.
I gasped. “Yes! How’d you find it?”
“I’ve got good eyes, I guess.”
I reached for it, but he clenched it in his fist. “Huh-uh. If you want it this time, I get the honor of putting it on you.” He smiled disarmingly.
I nodded and closed my eyes, feeling his warm hands gently brush the back of my neck as he clasped it in place. Then his hands slid slowly down to my shoulders, where they remained in a soft caress. I opened my eyes and gazed into his. He leaned forward and gave me the most succulent and tender kiss I’d ever experienced.
Then I slapped his cheek.
“Jeez, what did you do that for?” he asked, rubbing the spot where I’d smacked him. “You sure seemed to enjoy that kiss as much as I did. If you wanted me to stop, why didn’t you say so?”
“I did enjoy it,” I said, giggling. “But there was a big old mosquito sucking on your cheek, so I thought I’d do you a favor and swat him.”
He fell back in the grass and laughed. “You’re unreal, girl. Just full of surprises.”
I stretched out in the grass beside him. As I watched the moon disappear behind a cloud, I said, “I can’t believe I let you kiss me like that. I mean, we haven’t even been on a date yet.”
“Does that mean we’re going on one?” He rolled onto his side to face me.
I sighed. “I don’t know. My parents won’t approve of me dating someone your age. It would cause a big hassle.”
“I’ll talk to them,” he offered, brushing my bangs from my eyes like Mom used to do when I was little. “They seem like pretty cool folks. I bet if I tell them I have nothing but honorable intentions for their daughter, they’ll come around.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “Honorable intentions? You mean like the honorable intention I let you get away with just then?”
He smiled mischievously. “I said that’s what I’m going to tell your parents. I didn’t say it was the truth.”
“Randy, this whole thing is crazy,” I said, propping myself up on my elbows. “I’m not even sure if I like you or not. I mean, I don’t know that much about you. All I know is you play the guitar and used to have a band and—”
“And don’t forget to add that I’m a great kisser.” His lips found mine again. This time the kiss was more passionate, with the tip of his tongue teasing mine. I found myself wanting more—wanting him to pull me into his arms and hold me close, wanting to feel his hands trace the curves of my body, wanting to know what it would feel like if he kissed me along my neck and—
“Angela, are you finished with that garbage yet?” Dad’s voice called out from the porch landing. I jerked away from Randy so fast I almost bit his tongue.
“Who’s Angela?” Randy asked, looking confused.
I rolled my eyes. “I’m Angela, you dummy. You don’t think my parents call me A.J., do you? They hate that nickname.” I looked up at the landing and hollered, “I’ll be up in a minute, Dad.”
He grunted something and went back inside.
“So much for using the honorable intention routine on him,” Randy chuckled. “I guess I’ll have to think of something else to convince him to let you date me.”
“I’ve gotta go,” I said, rising to my feet. “He’ll have a cow if I don’t get up there ASAP.”
Randy stood and took both my hands in his. “Look, I meant everything I said tonight. I think you’re awesome and I really want to get to know you better. I know that storm is coming and all, but when it’s over let’s get together and plan something, okay?”
“Okay,” I said with a nod. “Now I really gotta go.”
“Where are you going to stay during the hurricane?” he asked, still unwilling to release my hands.
“Um, I don’t know. Dad hasn’t said anything about us leaving yet. He thinks it’s going to hit the Outer Banks, not here.”
He looked shocked. “You’ve got to be kidding me! Haven’t you seen the latest news? They’ve got that thing headed right for us. You can’t stay on this beach in a category four hurricane. It’ll be suicide!”
“Believe me, I want to go,” I said. “I’m sure Dad will come around when it gets closer. He’s just stubborn about things and kinda set in his ways.”
“Yeah, and his ways are going to get you killed! Why don’t you pack your bags and go with me and my father? We’re heading up to Virginia tonight to stay with his sister. She’s got plenty of room. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind having you.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, Randy. My parents aren’t going to let me run off to Virginia with some strange guy. Get real. And if it really looks like it’s coming, I’m sure Dad will take us up to my Aunt Rita’s place in Columbia. So stop worrying about me.”
“You sure?”
I nodded. “Yeah. My dad might be stubborn, but he’s not stupid.”
“All right. But I’m calling you tomorrow to make sure you’re leaving. I don’t want anything to happen to the girl of my dreams.” He gave me a kiss on the cheek. “You take care of yourself, you hear?”
“Okay,” I said, stepping backwards. “I’ll see you later, I guess.”
“Soon,” he said. “Just as soon as I get back.”
I turned and darted up the stairs, suddenly overcome by the urge to run from him as fast as I could.
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
The Calm before the Storm
I expected Dad to grill me as soon as I walked in the front door. I could just imagine him angrily demanding to know why I was making out with some strange guy in our front yard. But to my surprise, he didn’t say a thing about it. Instead, he gave me a kiss goodnight on the forehead and told me to make sure I did the dishes and to put them away before I went to bed. Then he hobbled off to his room, shaking his head and mumbling, “Lord, give me strength,” under his breath. It looked like he was depending on more than the Lord to give him strength, though, considering he was taking two bottles of Michelobs with him.
Anyway, I wasn’t in the mood for washing the dishes. Besides I was still pissed off that I had to do all the chores while my brother and sister never seemed to do anything to help out. So I said screw it and went straight to my room, where I sat down at my desk and started to write a song to pass the time away:
I hear the winds of change blowing
Where they’re taking me, I have no way of knowing
Perhaps it’s because of you
The one I now find myself running to
Your arms beckon me; your lips call my name
Because of this my life will never be the same
Hidden in the shadows, waiting in the wing
You’ve waited for me to come out and sing
Am I the one you’ve dreamed of oh so many times?
Do you see her blue eyes when you look into mine?
Am I sitting on your steps with a guitar in hand?
Singing softly the sweet words only you understand.
For oh so long I’ve been all alone
Waiting for the right one to come along
I thought I knew what I wanted, thought I knew my cure
But you smiled and stole my heart like a thief in the night; now I ‘m not so sure
Now I can’t get you out of my mind
I find myself thinking about you all of the time
And this dream that you’ve been dreaming just might come true
For I’m beginning to fall for you
Am I the one you’ve dreamed of oh so many times?
Do you see her blue eyes when you look into mine?
Am I sitting on your steps with a guitar in hand?
Singing softly the sweet words only you understand
I crumpled up the sheet of paper the lyrics were written on and tossed it into my wastebasket.
Why would I write something so stupid? I wondered. It made it sound like I was falling in love with Randy, which I sure as heck wasn’t. And why did I let him kiss me so passionately when I hardly knew him? That was the kind of stuff Suzanne did, not me. Now he probably thought I was promiscuous like her. I should have really slapped him for doing it. I should have given him a piece of my mind for thinking he could stick his tongue inside my mouth. I should have—
Oh, hell, who was I fooling? I was glad he’d done it. And now that I’d had a taste of him, I found myself wanting more.
A little angel appeared on my shoulder and said, “Please do yourself a favor and forget that dude. He’s nothing but trouble. And if you’re not careful, he’s going to charm his way right into your pants.”
A little devil appeared on my other shoulder, complete with miniature pitchfork, and said, “Bring it on! It’s about time you found out what sex is all about! Stop being such a wimp and let him make a woman out of you. You know you want it, so stop fighting it!”
“Shut up!” I shouted. “I’m tired and I don’t feel like listening to you two fight!”
I folded my arms on the desk and lay my head on them. The day had drained me, and I wanted nothing more than to climb into bed and go to sleep. But my eyes were so heavy that I decided to stay right where I was and take a little nap first.
It wasn’t long before I dozed off and dreamed of a land far away. One filled with fields of bright yellow sunflowers.
***
I woke up to the phone ringing. Without bothering to open my eyes, I reached for it.
I fell flat on the floor.
Stunned, I gazed up at the ceiling and wondered what was going on. Then it dawned on me that I had never made it to my bed. I had slept all night at my stupid desk.
An excruciating pain shot through my neck as I sat up. The only thing that made it feel better was to bend it to the right, so that my ear nearly touched my shoulder. Sleeping at an odd angle had apparently given me one heck of a crick.
The phone rang incessantly. I rose to my feet and stumbled toward it, noticing with horror that broad daylight was pouring in through my window, a sure sign I had overslept and was big time late for school. With panic in my voice, I picked up the receiver and said hello.
“Hey, you,” Suzanne said excitedly. “You’ll never guess what just happened to me!”
“I can’t talk! I’m late for school!” I exclaimed.
“School? What are you talking about, dummy? Every school in Charleston County is closed today. Didn’t you listen to the news last night?”
“No. Are you sure about this?”
“Of course, I’m sure. It’s because they think the hurricane is going to hit here sometime tonight and they want to use the school buildings for shelters. So chill out, you’ve got the day off.”
I caught my breath and sat down on the edge of the bed. “So what’s going on that’s got you so fired up?” I asked.
She giggled and replied, “I got on national TV! I rode my bike down to the Battery early this morning, and I couldn’t believe what I saw! Every frickin’ network in the country must’ve had a satellite van parked down there so they could do a live broadcast. CBS, CNN, NBC, The Weather Channel—you name it, they were there. And I just happened to ride by the Weather Channel’s van when they were doing interviews with local people to see what they thought about the storm coming. So I stopped and asked if they would like to interview me, and they said sure. Next thing I knew, they had a camera on me, and I did this awesome clip with a really cute meteorologist. It was so good I bet they’re going to show it over and over today!”
“Well, what kind of things did you say?” I asked.
“I told them Charleston could handle anything Mother Nature dishes out, and that we had gone through hell and highwater many times before and come out of it smelling like a rose. I think the meteorologist dude ate it up. And you should have seen the cameraman—he was practically drooling all over his equipment while he was filming me. I think I gave him a hard-on, ‘cause he got this big bulge in his pants. Anyway, I hope some Hollywood producer will see the clip and discover me. Maybe it will be my big break!”
I rolled my eyes, thinking only Suzanne could turn a natural disaster into an opportunity to become a star. While she continued to yap nonstop, I moseyed over to my window and took a peek outside.
The ocean was full of angry whitecaps. Not only that, but the breakers were tall, menacing-looking, and pounding the shore mercilessly. There was no doubt that something had the sea pissed off.
The sky was disturbed as well. Clusters of ragged, billowing clouds raced across an azure background, as if they were fleeing a demon that lurked just beyond the horizon. And there were no birds. No pelicans, no gulls, no sandpipers. Normally they would have been out in droves, foraging for their breakfast. But there wasn’t a single feathered creature to be found. Unlike my father, they had been smart enough to evacuate.
“So what’s going on with you?” Suzanne asked. “Are you guys packed yet? Where are you going to stay during the storm?”
“I’m not sure what we’re doing yet,” I said, startled by a loud banging coming from somewhere below me. “Dad says everyone is getting excited about nothing. He thinks the hurricane is going to blow up the coast.”
“It’s going to blow up your ass, that’s what it’s going to do! You’re crazy as hell if you think you’re going to stay on the beach with that thing bearing down on us. So I’m coming over there and taking your sorry ass home with me. There’s no way I’m going to let my best friend get killed!”
“Suzanne, I haven’t talked to Dad yet this morning. Maybe he’s changed his mind. Maybe—”
“Maybe I ought to come over there and get you right now. I know my house will be safe, so just plan on staying with me. It’ll be fun—we can have a hurricane party. Maybe I can sneak some booze up to my room. So pack your stuff, I should be there in about fifteen minutes or so.”
Suzanne, I can’t—”
“Gotta go. See ya in a bit. Adios.”
“Suzanne, wait!” I was wasting my breath. She’d already hung up.
I dropped the phone to the floor and turned my attention to the banging that was getting louder. It sounded like it was coming from outside, so I raised my window and stuck my cockeyed head out to look around. Directly below me, I saw Dad and Jim nailing a plywood board to the house. “Hey, what are you guys doing?” I hollered.
Dad looked up and smiled. “Hey, sweetie. I’m sorry if we woke you up, but we’re trying to get the windows all boarded up before it starts to rain.”
That sounds encouraging. Maybe he’s getting things ready so we can leave. “Are we going to Aunt Rita’s place?” I asked optimistically.
Dad wiped the perspiration from his forehead with the back of his hand. “What do you mean?”
“We’re evacuating, aren’t we? Suzanne just called and said it looks like the storm is going to hit tonight.”
“Aw, that’s a bunch of bull. It’s going to ride up the coast just offshore, maybe close enough to give us some gales and heavy rain, but that’s about it. I just want to get these windows boarded up so they don’t get sandblasted if we get high winds.”
“But, Dad, don’t you think—”
“I’ve got a lot of work to do, honey, so I can’t stand around and talk. Why don’t you go downstairs and get you some of the shrimp and grits your mother made for breakfast?”
“But, Dad, I really think—”
“Go on now. I’ll talk to you later.”
I slammed the window shut and stormed out of the room.
I made my way downstairs and found Mom sitting at the dining table, drinking a cup of coffee and reading the newspaper. She looked up, greeted me with a cheerful good morning, and asked if I wanted some breakfast.
It was impossible for me to pass up shrimp and grits. It was my all-time favorite dish, so I told her I would love some.
She studied the way I was holding my head. “What’s wrong with you, child?” she asked.
“I got a crick,” I explained. “I fell asleep at my desk last night.”
She made me sit down and insisted on massaging my neck. It didn’t help. It only hurt like hell.
“Ouch, Mom! You’re killing me!” I whined, pushing her hands away.
“You probably need to put something hot on it, then. I’ll get you a heating pad.”
“Never mind,” I said. “I’m sure it will go away sooner or later.”
She went into the kitchen and came back with a plate piled high with shrimp and grits. She placed it in front of me and sat back down. As I took my first bite, she went back to reading the paper. I watched as she squinted at it and held it out at arm’s length. “I can’t see close-up worth a darn anymore,” she admitted. “But I’m too proud to ask for bifocal contacts.”
“Mom, don’t you think we ought to leave?” I said. I had more important things than her vision on my mind. “I don’t want to be in this house during a hurricane. Can’t we go visit Aunt Rita until it’s safe to come back?”
“We made the local headlines,” she said as if she hadn’t heard me. “There’s a whole big article in here about what happened with Walter Mallard. They say your father is a hero for shooting him in the butt and saving my life.”
“That’s nice, but don’t you think we ought to leave?”
“They say that boy has been in lots of trouble before. He’s got a record for shoplifting, drugs, and vandalism.”
“Mom! Do you hear me?” I grabbed the paper from her and pointed to the headline on the front page that read: HURRICANE HUGO TAKES AIM FOR CAROLINA LOWCOUNTRY. “Can you read that, Mom? It means we need to leave. This is going to be a bad storm!”
“Oh, how do you know that? Your daddy doesn’t seem to be too terribly concerned about it. He says that—”
“I know what he says, Mom. But I’m telling you it’s coming and it’s going to be bad. You have to believe me.”
“Now, how do you know that? You’re not a weather girl. Your daddy is good at that stuff; he learned a lot about the weather when he used to have a boat and did all that offshore fishing. I’m sure he knows what he’s talking about.”
“Mom, I can’t explain it to you, but you need to trust me. We’ve got to get out of here and get as far away as we can. Why can’t we pack up and go to Aunt Rita’s?”
She laughed. “Oh, honey, do you really think your daddy is going to stay in that trailer of hers? Lord, there’s barely enough room in it for her family, much less have all five of us try to fit into it. Besides, your daddy and your Uncle Clay don’t exactly get along all that well. I ‘d hate to see what happened if they were confined in close quarters like that.” She patted my hand and said, “Now stop worrying about it so much. Your daddy would never do anything to put you or any of us in harm’s way. If it really looks like that thing is going to hit us, I’m sure he’ll have us out of here in plenty of time.”
I gave up trying to persuade her and finished my breakfast. Then I went upstairs and took a hot shower, hoping it would help my stiff neck. It made it feel a little better, but not much.
After I got dressed, I hurried downstairs, looking for Dad so I could pester him to leave. But when I got to the bottom step, I realized someone had already beaten me to the draw.
“The grocery store parking lots are overrun with cars, Mr. Jenkins,” Suzanne was telling him in the living room. She saw me and waved. “I also heard on the radio that they’re all out of milk and bread, and gas is getting hard to come by. You ought to fill up while there’s still some left. You don’t want to run out of it when you leave town.” She winked at me. I winked back.
“I’m not planning on leaving just yet,” Dad said. “I’m gonna wait and see what that thing does first. I think it’s going to miss us by a country mile.”
Suzanne looked at me curiously. “Hey, why are you holding your head so weird? You look deformed.”
“I’ve got a crick,” I said, wondering how many times I was I going to have to explain that to people today.
“Oh, I see. So are you packed and ready to go? I want to get back home as soon as I can. The traffic is getting really bad out there.”
“Go where?” Mom asked from the sofa where she was watching TV. “Are you staying with Suzanne, Angela?”
“No,” I replied. “I’m not going anywhere unless you guys decide to leave.”
Suzanne put her hands on her hips. “I thought you were coming with me?”
“I never said that. You hung up before I had a chance to tell you I was staying.”
Just then, the front door swung open and my sister stumbled in.
Judging by the way she was falling all over herself, it was a pretty safe bet that she was as drunk as a skunk.
I held my breath and waited for what would happen next.
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Cat Fight
My parents were aghast, both their faces frozen in an expression of disbelief as they watched Aubry stagger toward the refrigerator. “Is this where the hurricane party is?” she slurred.
“Aubry Jenkins! Are you drunk?” Mom said, holding her chest like she was having a heart attack.
My sister opened the refrigerator and took a Michelob out. She let go an ear-splitting belch and said, “What gives you that idea?”
“Aubry! What the hell has gotten into you?” Dad shouted. The veins in his neck and forehead bulged. “Surely you didn’t drive here in your condition? And why in God’s name are you drinking so early?”
She twisted the cap off the beer and guzzled some down. “I surely did drive myself in this condition.” She closed the refrigerator door and leaned her back against it. “And it might be early to you, but it’s late to me. I still haven’t gone to bed yet. I’ve been partying all night!”
“But don’t you have to go to work today?” Mom asked.
Aubry pointed a finger at Suzanne. “Why don’t you ask that little bitch standing over there why I no longer have a job!”
Oh, oh, I thought. This is bad. Really bad.
“What are you talking about?” Mom wanted to know.
“Haven’t you ever wondered about her relationship with Angela?” Aubry said. “I think they got a thing going on, Mom. Suzanne’s gay.”
“I am not!” Suzanne exclaimed.
Aubry glared at her. “Oh, really? You sure as hell acted like it when you got my ass fired!”
“Suzanne got you fired?” Mom asked.
I wanted to run and hide somewhere. This was getting ugly.
“Hell, yeah, she got me fired!” Aubry said. “My boss said he didn’t tolerate his employees bringing their personal problems to work, especially when it creates a scene. I ought to sue his ass for discriminating against lesbians.”
Mom’s jaw dropped. “Lesbian? You’re not a lesbian, Aubry … are you?
“That redheaded slut thinks I am.”
“Don’t you dare call me a slut, you bitch!” Suzanne snapped.
“And don’t you dare call me a bitch, you slut!” Aubry fired back. She charged toward my best friend. A cat fight was definitely about to take place.
Fortunately, Dad stepped between them before they had a chance to claw each others eyes out. “Stop it!” he ordered. “You’re both way out of line!” Turning to Suzanne, he said, “I think you should leave, young lady.” He then turned to Aubry and said, “I want you to go upstairs and get some sleep so you can sober up.”
Aubry pointed at me. “What about her? This whole thing’s her fault! She’s the one who put Suzanne up to her little act! She can’t fight her own battles so she gets her do it for her!”
”That’s not true!” I shouted. “I didn’t want her to do it! And she only did it because she thought you put the pot in my room to frame me!”
My sister’s face contoured into a baffled expression. “Put the what in your room?”
“The pot. But now we know Walter Mallard did it, so I guess we owe you an apology for accusing you of something you didn’t do.”
“Let me get this straight,” Aubry said. Her bloodshot eyes narrowed. “You thought I put pot in your room to frame you?”
I nodded. “Yeah, I thought you did it because you were trying to get me back for what happened with Tony. You know how mean you can be sometimes.”
“I am pretty mean to you, ain’t I?” she said, her tone softening. She dropped to her knees. At first I though she was going to beg me to forgive her or something weird like that. But her dazed expression let me know she was about to pass out. “You know what?” she said as she sprawled out on the floor. “I ‘m so fucked up right now, I don’t mind telling you why I’ve always been so mean to you.”
“Aubry Jenkins! Stop using that foul language!” Mom screeched. “I raised you better than that!”
“This is driving me to drinking,” Dad mumbled. He shook his head and limped off toward the kitchen.
I knelt down beside my sister. “Okay, you were going to tell me why you’re so mean to me … so start talking.” I wanted to get it out of her quick before she conked out.
“Why don’t you ask Mom?” she said, closing her eyes. “She should know.”
“Know what?” Mom asked.
“What you said the night that fucked me up for the rest of my life.”
“What in the blue blazes are you talking about?” Mom demanded.
“You know what I’m talking about! It happened when I was nine. I came downstairs late one night to get a drink of water and saw you and Dad on the couch naked. So I hid behind a chair to see if you guys were about to have sex. But I guess you’d already done that ‘cause you were both pretty sweaty.”
“Aubry! That’s enough!” Mom exclaimed.
“Shut up. I want my sister to hear this story, and you’re staying out of it.”
Holy moly! I couldn’t believe she was actually talking to Mom that way!
“Anyway,” Aubry continued, “Mom and Dad were oblivious to me being there ‘cause they were plastered out of their minds.”
“Aubry!” Mom protested.
She ignored her and went on to say, “I guess they were doing the afterglow thing, lying in each others arms and all that shit. Anyway, Mom gets to talking to him about you and me, sis. She says she can’t get over how different we are. And I ain’t talking about personalities, either. She says she can’t understand why you’re so skinny and pretty and I’m so fat and ugly. She even said she was thankful she had at least one daughter she could dress up in pretty clothes and show off to her friends.” Aubry cracked her eyelids open and looked at me. “So now you see why I had it in for you? Do you blame me for being jealous of you?”
“Jesus,” I whispered. “I can’t believe Mom would say something like that. No wonder you hated me.”
“I never said no such thing!” Mom shouted. She marched across the room and stood over us. “You’re making this whole thing up, Aubry! I would never compare you two like that!”
“Yes, you would. You were just so trashed at the time that you don’t remember saying it. I’m sorry I disappointed you by being so fat. I’m sorry I embarrassed you in front of your friends.”
Mom started to sob. “Stop it! Just stop it! I’ll hear no more of this nonsense!” She hurried off to her room.
Aubry closed her eyes. “She remembers. She just doesn’t want to admit it.”
“I’m sorry that happened to you,” I said, shedding my own tears. “But why did you have to take it out on me? It wasn’t my fault it happened.”
“I know.” Her voice trailed off to a whisper. “I guess I’m just jealous. You’re so pretty, sis. You just don’t realize it.”
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