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TAKING CONTROL
Dedicated to my biological mom.
May more people have her strength and courage.
Thank you for giving me life.
Chapter One
"Pregnant! What do you mean pregnant?" screamed Jerome.
"I mean that I'm having a baby, your baby." Natalie replied, with fear in her voice and tears in her eyes. It wasn't something she'd planned on saying, not this soon in her life anyway.
"My Child! Oh no, don't you go blaming this one on me. It's not my fault; it's yours! Do you hear me? Don't blame me!"
Natalie stood there staring into Jerome's flaming eyes. What kind of response was that? How could it not be his? The two of them had been going out for over two years now, and Natalie could guarantee that she hadn't slept with anyone else. Jerome had some nerve turning his back on her now when things really mattered. Not his fault? She didn’t recall him protesting at the time. Wasn’t it him who said it would take their relationship to a new level?
Until this point they had always seemed like one; it was never 'you' and 'me', it was always 'us'. She turned to walk away and then stopped; she swung herself around, "You bastard!" she cried and then continued off on her way, running frantically, while tears swelled up in her eyes. She felt lost in a world of her own; every corner seemed to be another road to nowhere. Streets didn’t seem to make sense. She found herself starring at the strange maze of roads that lay before her.
Jerome just stood alone on the sidewalk, devastated. He knew he had no right to say what he did, but at that moment he didn't know what else to say, or how to react. It was so new and more importantly so unexpected. He was afraid of losing her, but he was even more afraid of becoming a father. He knew that the baby was his, but it wasn't a good time in his life to be planning a family, selfish but true. Jerome had just been awarded a full-paying sports scholarship to go to university, and a baby would only hold him back. He wasn’t sure what to do. Should he go after her? Did he want to go over her?
Natalie didn't go home; she couldn't face her mom, not yet, not with this kind of news. She wouldn’t understand; she never would! Natalie wasn’t every close to her mom; in fact, she barely felt as though she knew her mom or her mom her. She decided that the best place for her to go would be her best-friend Cady's house. Cady was always there to help. She never asked questions, but rather just sat and listened. If Natalie wanted to cry, Cady would just sit there and hold her; no strings attached.
Natalie stood outside Cady’s house. She tried to wipe away the tears and wondered how she would tell her. What if Cady acted like Jerome had? No, no she wouldn’t; she was Cady. But Jerome was Jerome, and never in a million years would Natalie have expected that kind of betrayal. Natalie rang the doorbell and waited for what felt like forever. Cady opened the front door and saw the tears on Natalie's white face.
"What's wrong Nat?"
Natalie came into the house. "Could we talk in your room? I'd feel a lot more comfortable there."
The two of them had so many memories in that room: Natalie crying over some fight she’d had with her mom, Cady teaching her how to kiss, playing Barbie and cards, pillow fights and make-up parties, but nothing would ever top this. It was the room of hope and comfort and the room of great things. It was because of this that Cady's face lit up in excitement; she knew now that whatever it was that it must be something of great importance. Gossip was her specialty. Although she was a true and trusted friend; whatever Natalie told her would stay there in the room, locked in the wall.
"Sure, whatever it is that you want, I mean, hey you're the one with the news." The two of them headed down the stairs. When Natalie was finally comfortable on the beanbag and Cady on the bed, there was a silence. "Okay, Nat we're here, so what is it, what's wrong? Did you and Jerome break up?” she half joked. “That would be so terrible, you two are like the couple of the year."
"Just shut-up! I really don't wanna talk about Jerome." Natalie snapped.
"Oh my gosh,” she said feeling really stupid. “I'm so sorry. I had no idea that there were any major problems. What can I do to help?" She looked over to Natalie who said nothing in return; she just sat there, her face tucked into her hands. "Oh I get it, it's too late isn't it? I can't help any more, because it’s all over. I’m so sorry Natalie; I just never knew." Cady pulled Natalie in closer, "You can cry on my shoulder Nat, I'm here for you. When and if you want to talk, you can tell me what's wrong. We can work it out together."
Natalie pushed Cady away; being held all of a sudden made her feel uncomfortable. She felt strange crying in someone’s arms when she was about to have a child who would someday be crying in hers. She suddenly felt the need to grow up and start acting like a parent. But how, she was still just a child herself. For the first time Cady’s hug just couldn’t take away her pain. This wasn’t something that they could work out together. It wasn’t Cady’s comfort that she needed, nor was it her help she sought – it was Jerome’s.
"Cady I'm pregnant!" blurted out Natalie. Boy, twice in one day, who would’ve thought?
"Oh-Um.” There was a slight pause. “I see.” Another pause. “Well now," Cady said in surprise. She was stunned; this certainly wasn’t the news she’d expected to hear. What did she say to something like that? Without thinking, Cady spoke on impulse. "It is Jerome's, isn't it?" she questioned out of curiosity. She realized it was a stupid question, but she wanted to be sure; maybe there was something else Natalie hadn't told her.
Natalie lifted her head in disgust and got up quickly to go. What was it with the people she loved? Did they think she led some kind of secret life? Was it Jerome’s? Who else’s baby could it be? Before bolting out of the door she cried, "I knew that it was going to be a mistake. I knew I shouldn't have come to you for help. Who else's do you think that it would be?"
Natalie thought she was alone when she left Jerome; now it was official. She didn’t even have her best friend. No Jerome, no Cady. Who was left? Natalie suddenly wished that she was somewhere where nobody knew her; somewhere where it didn’t matter that was pregnant. Maybe she should have trusted her instinct on the stairs? Why did she ring the doorbell?
"Nat, come back! I'm sorry; I didn't mean it like that. Natalie, I wasn't thinking. I know that I was wrong. It was dumb of me, but what can I do now? I said it, and I'm sorry." Natalie kept on running, ignoring the words that Cady spoke. "Listen to me. Oh, please Natalie come back." Cady managed to reach out and grab Natalie's arm just as they reached the front door. She swung her around and held her firmly. "Look at me Natalie!"
Natalie's eyes remained fixed on the opposite wall. Without looking up, she replied in a snappy tone, "What, what do you want from me?" Natalie felt so scared and alone; she’d suddenly lost her whole world into a whirlpool of confusion.
"Believe it or not Natalie, I would like to help you. If nothing else I would just like to be here for you. Please Nat, I'm sorry. Stay here with me, please! Where else can you go?" Cady sounded so sincere and so loving, that Natalie turned around and looked up into Cady's eyes.
How could Natalie be so mad at someone and yet want to be with them so much at the same time. "I really would like you to stay."
Cady tried to let out a little smile for reassurance. She wanted Natalie to know that everything was all right, although inside she wasn’t really sure that it was. Natalie could tell that Cady was sincerely sorry; she knew all along that Cady had never meant to hurt her. Jerome and Cady were the only friends she really had, and now it didn’t even feel like she had either of them. Natalie just wanted to escape and hide from the world. How could she though? There was no way that she could deal with this all on her own. She threw herself into Cady's arms. "Oh Cady, I'm so confused. What am I going to do?"
"I don't have all the answers, but I'm sure we can work something out. To start with, why don't I go up to the kitchen and fix us something to eat. We have a long night ahead of us." Cady turned to go. "I'm here for you Nat, so don't worry about ever being alone. You'll always have me." How did Cady do that? She always seemed to know what Natalie was thinking.
“I know. It’s just that nothing feels right anymore, everything’s changed.”
“Nothing’s changed between us.” But Natalie knew it had and it forever would be. The very fact that Cady had questioned the fatherhood proved that.
Cady turned and left the room, her thoughts remaining on poor Natalie; why did this have to happen to her? It seemed as if everything always happened to Natalie. Natalie had a hard life, and this, the baby would only add to her already existing pressures.
“I want to believe that Cady, I really do,” said Natalie under her breath. She wanted to believe a lot of things right now, but she already knew that wasn’t possible. Nothing seemed to matter now. What hurt the most was she’d lost Jerome. As much as she loved him she didn’t want him back. Not now, he’d stabbed her in the back. ‘How could the baby not be his?’ thought Natalie. ‘Does everyone think I’m sleeping around?’
Shortly after Natalie had left for Cady's room, the doorbell rang. 'Now who on earth?' thought Cady. They weren't expecting anyone, or at least Cady wasn't. She did however have a good idea of who it might be. Cady put down the tray of food and headed over to the front door. When she opened it, there standing before her was Jerome, looking as hopeless and pathetic as anyone could. Cady was not at all surprised to see him; she’d expected him to show up sooner or later.
"What in heaven's name do you want?" she asked, glaring viciously into his eyes. "You have a lot of nerve showing up here, you know that don't you, a lot of nerve." Cady wasn’t actually sure why she was so mad it him. She could only guess by his appearance that he’d reacted as poorly as she had. Besides, there must be a reason that Natalie was at her house and not with him. At the same time Cady was glad he was there. The two of them should be together.
"Look Cady, I can tell that Natalie got to you first, but you..."
"It's not a competition Jerome. I'm not just at the ‘end of the race.’ You realize that don't you?"
"Calm down Cady! I didn't mean it like that. Now look, will you just give me a chance, I need to know where Natalie is." Jerome had a sound of desperation in his voice that Cady had never heard before. She could see the love in his eyes. His being there meant he cared and was prepared to take responsibility. It was more than a lot of guys would do after finding out.
"All right then, go on and say what you have to say, but if I don't like it, you leave when I ask you to. Do we have a deal?" Cady stood blocking the doorway.
Jerome nodded his head. "Is she still here then?" He asked while trying to peer around her to get a better look inside the house.
"Does it matter?"
"I want to see her. We have to talk things out. Whether you like it or not, I'm in this whole mess too. So can I, see her I mean?"
"Jerome, I understand where you're coming from, but I really don't feel that is such a good idea, not right now at least. I have this funny feeling she doesn't want to see you."
"Too bad for her. I want to see her." He paused for a split second. Natalie didn’t get to walk away this time. "I'm guessing that she is down in your room?!"
Before Cady had a chance to answer, Jerome bolted past her, pushing her roughly against the sidewall. "Jerome, I said no. Now get out." It was too late. Jerome had already disappeared behind the wall and out of sight. Forgetting totally about the snack in the kitchen, Cady followed more slowly behind him, her side stiff from the impact of being pushed so hard. She knew how upset poor Natalie would be see Jerome.
When Cady got to her room she didn’t hear a sound. She was surprised; she’d expected a lot of yelling. She walked quietly over to the door and looked through a tiny crack. She was shocked to see the two of them hugging, just sitting there on the bed crying into one another's arms. Even Natalie was shocked; all she knew was that being in his arms felt so right. Cady was confused. Natalie showed up, said that her and Jerome were no longer together and then announced that she was pregnant. So, what was going on here? Had they already gotten back together? Did Natalie say they broke up or did Cady just assume it?
Jerome looked so calm, compared to at the door, as he ran his short stubby fingers through Natalie's long red hair. Cady could tell that inside Natalie was shining with a smile; she had almost a glow shining through her eyes, which only moments before were dark and dull. Realizing that the two of them wanted to be alone, Cady decided it would be best if she went to watch some TV, somewhere out of the way.
"Natalie," said Jerome, "I was so worried when you left me standing there in the middle of the sidewalk all alone. I went to your house but no one was home and that scared me. I didn't know what to do, where else to turn. Then it dawned on me, I thought maybe, just maybe you had come here to see Cady; I mean who better to go to for help than your best friend."
"I don't understand why you bothered to come,” she said suddenly pushing herself away from him. “You see in my opinion you made yourself pretty clear outside in front of your house,” she swallowed hard. “If I remember correctly you want nothing more to do with me; from what I understood, you don't want anything to do with your baby either. I am right, aren't I?"
She was right, he thought; he didn’t want anything to do with the baby, but it was too late for that now. The baby was already on its way. "I have a responsibility to you both, so I had to come back. Besides I love you and this doesn't have to be the end of everything. You shocked me Natalie. Out of nowhere you tell me that you’re pregnant. Out of nowhere! I really do wanna be here for you Nat.”
Out of nowhere? Did it really never occur to him that it could happen? Maybe it really didn’t occur to him. Maybe her being on the pill was all he needed to know. That two or three percent chance of failure never entered his mind. Plus, the generally used a condom anyway, just to be extra sure. Maybe it was different for girls, Natalie counted the days for her period to come almost ever time after – making sure it wasn’t late. Being on the pill meant she was regular, like clockwork. This time the springs of the clock broke. One day came and went, two days, three days and then before she knew it a week. Natalie went online to see if there could be any other reasons for the late period; of course there were, but Natalie knew that none of them applied to her. Perhaps it was wishful thinking. She decided she better take a pregnancy test.
She stood in front of the many possible brands at the drug store. She had no idea that there were so many. How did she choose which one to buy? Why didn’t she Google pregnancy tests? How was she supposed to know which one would give her the results she was hopping for? Before putting three different brands into her basket, Natalie looked around to make sure no one was looking. Natalie picked up some other odds and ends to help cover the tests and make it look less obvious. However, Natalie could still see the cashier glance up at her with disapproval as she rang through the test.
Natalie was surprised to hear that he loved her. Jerome seemed so sincere when he said it; for the first time that day he seemed almost sensitive. It was a different side to him; the side that she’d fallen in love with. Maybe anything was possible? And yet she still found it hard to accept; could he really change so quickly? It was only an hour ago that he had turned her away. Natalie tried to remember her reaction in the bathroom stall at the mall. She wasn’t angry; she didn’t hate him, So what had she felt? She was shaking as she opened the first test and read the instructions. She peed on the stick and waited – positive. She must have done something wrong. She tired the second one – positive. Three times she did the test and all three times the lines appeared. Shock, that’s what it was shock. Maybe his reaction was also shock. How could she be sure? Even then, Natalie still didn’t believe it. She waited another week and then took three more tests; each one with the same positive result. There was no more denying it. Natalie had a thing growing away inside her.
"If you came back out of some obligation you think you have, then leave, because I don't want you here."
Cady could hear the two of them, and she wondered if she should go in and interrupt. The last thing that she wanted was a big fight. She realized it wasn't her place to get involved, but she couldn't just sit there and listen to them argue. There wasn't all that much that she could do, that anyone could do for that matter. All Cady knew was that she couldn't simply sit there watching TV while her friend was hurting so much. Besides, they'd both shown up at her house that had to mean something.
“You’re not being fair, it wasn’t out of some…”
Cady barged in, "I couldn't help but overhear you guys yelling, so I thought I would come and see if everything was all right. I figured I might as well tell you what I thought, I mean since it is my house."
“Butt out Cady, this is between me and Natalie.”
“Not anymore Jerome, it’s between all of us now.”
They looked up at her with blank expressions on their faces. It was as if they thought Cady was some kind of stranger or maybe a crazy person with no sense of reality. Cady suddenly felt weird, she felt like she was in the wrong place at the wrong time, no longer belonging in her own home.
"First of all, I don't believe that either of you are thinking rationally right now; you are both too concerned about yourselves. You have to find out how you’re both feeling, on your own; then you can work together. You'll have a clear understanding of each other's position. You two have something that will always be there - a bond, a bond that took years to build, that can’t be broken in one night. I don't believe that this will come between you, not if you don’t let it"
“We have a bond all right - a baby,” smirked Jerome.
“Jerome, there was no call for that. I’m just trying to help.”
"Cady, then what do we do?" asked Natalie.
"I can't tell you what to do, that is your decision. Besides I’ve never been in this situation before so very honestly I don’t know. I truly believe some time apart will do you both a world of good. That will give you time to sort out your own feelings and to get over the initial shock."
Natalie looked at Jerome and then over to Cady. Cady was right, time apart was just what the two of them needed. Maybe Jerome would take it more seriously then, and yet maybe he’s handling it the only way he knows how. Time apart also frightened Natalie; what if Jerome never came back?
“I can’t blame you for what’s happened,” Jerome spoke quietly to Natalie. He fell silent, his head in his hands, then went on in a broken voice, with the resigned accent of grief, “No, I can’t blame you any longer.” Natalie smiled at Cady. Jerome fell silent again, and then stood up to go, a tinge of anger mixed with concern on his face. "I love you Natalie, and I don't want to lose you; I will wait for you, that's a promise." He turned to go, "I'll give you a call sometime soon to see how things are going with you, and when you are ready to talk, I'm sure something can be arranged." He left the room and headed out of the house.
"I love you too, Jerome." Natalie said, knowing that it was too late for him to have heard.
Cady smiled; she knew that for once she might have actually done something right. She sat there silently watching Natalie, trying so hard to imagine what it must be like, what she must be feeling, but how could Cady ever know? A life growing inside – a feeling that one can’t even imagine. Natalie had come to her as a friend, so Cady would have to do all that she could; only at this point she wasn’t really sure about how much she could handle. It was all so strange. Natalie, her best friend - pregnant! Jerome, who did she have?
Chapter Two
"So Cady, how about that snack," smiled Natalie. She was trying to shrug the whole thing off as if nothing had happened. Maybe if she wished hard enough the baby would just go away. Maybe it had all been a really bad dream. This was how Natalie handled most things; she brushed them under the rug, hoping that they would never reemerge. It certainly wasn’t healthy to keep that much bottled inside.
“Natalie we should really talk.”
“Latter right now I’m hungry.”
Cady knew that there was no point in pressing the matter. Once Natalie made up her mind and refocused her thoughts, there was no going back. Cady however wasn’t willing to give up that easily. Natalie had to be reminded that there was no going back now. "Spoken like a pregnant women." and with that she left the room, to go and get the tray of food that had been sitting up in the kitchen the whole time. Was that the right thing to have joked about, suddenly wondered Cady. Hopefully Natalie didn’t take it the wrong way. She returned downstairs to find Natalie settled on the hide-a-bed in the playroom in front of the TV
"How's this? Apples in yogurt and a great big glass of chocolate milk."
"That's great. It'll do just fine. Cady, can I please stay the night? I'm not really sure if I want to go home just yet."
"What kind of question is that? You know you can. “Hey Nat,” Cady paused. “You are always welcome here. Mea Casa is tua Casa." And it was. Natalie had spent many nights at Cady’s house. It worked out nicely for both of them. Cady’s parents were always away on some exotic trip and Natalie took away some of Cady’s loneliness. Natalie was always fighting with her mom and Cady’s house provided the perfect escape.
"Cool." She leaned over to give Cady a great big bear hug. "Just one more thing." Her tone became more serious.
"I don't know, don't you think you're asking just a bit much of me?" Cady joked, trying to bring the tone down from a few moments ago.
Natalie tried to laugh a little. "Come off it Cady, I'm serious. Can we just act like I'm not pregnant, just for tonight? I want it to be like nothing has changed." As if it were that easy, to just turn it off and forget. There was no undoing what was already done and there was no forgetting. Natalie knew that somewhere inside, but she sure wanted to try.
"Whatever you want I guess, but Nat, I really think that you should be facing reality; you are pregnant, and it won't just go away. One way or another you and Jerome are going to have to decide what is best."
"I know, but I've had enough of the whole thing for now; I just don't want to be pregnant, just for one more day." Natalie had taken her second round of tests a week earlier. She’s even gone to a medi-clinic to confirm the results with a blood test. Going to the doctor was even harder than buying the tests. Natalie sat in the office alone, lost and afraid. She wished that someone was there with her, but she knew she had to be certain before involving anyone else. Be certain? Six positive tests would have been enough for anyone else, but not Natalie.
Even after the blood test came back positive, it took Natalie a week to get enough courage to tell Jerome. She was trying to figure out the right words. Accident made it sound like he fell on top of her and oops, now she was pregnant. Unplanned, sounded to cold. She had planned so many scenarios in her mind and practiced so many different ways of saying it. Never once had she practices blurting it out the way she had. In fact, when she called Jerome to meet her at the park, she still wasn’t sure she could tell him. Once she saw him, ‘I’m pregnant, seemed to escape from her mouth instead of saying ‘hello’.
Natalie had truly believed that telling someone else would help to take some of the pressure off. Her and Jerome could share the burden and make it less of an issue. Telling Cady would give everything balance. She was generally so calm about everything. She realized now that all telling had done was make everything bigger and more serious. It was no longer just her issue or her problem it was also there’s. All that Natalie could do now was go on pretending that it would just somehow go away.
"It's not going to go away just because you want it to. Please Nat, talk to me, don't shut me out, and don’t shut yourself out."
"We can talk later I promise. For now I want to be Nat, your plain old best friend."
"No matter what happens you'll always be Nat, my plain old best friend. Come on let's stop talking stupid and go call your house to see if you can stay the night. After that maybe we can go down to the mall and catch a show."
Natalie began to cry. She felt so lucky. How many people could say they had a friend like Cady? The two of them had been friends since birth, born only a day apart; their mothers had met in the hospital (they had shared a room). They used to do so much together; it was as if they were the same person, but in time their interests changed, and they started to hang around different people at school, but still, through all their weird fazes they had managed to stay friends.
Natalie had always been jealous of Cady; she was everything that Natalie was not. She had long flowing blond hair and sea blue eyes; when she smiled the whole room lit up with the shine of her perfect white teeth. She was tall, slender and loved by all the boys. She had the ability to sing a tune like a bird on a hot summer's day. Cady collected clothes from around the world and from different eras; she modeled them in a number of shows. They were gifts from her parents, their way of taking away some of their guilt from never being home. Cady never showed the pain and loneliness that she felt without her parents, but Natalie knew it was there. ‘At least I have the best wardrobe,’ she’d always joke. Cady seemed like a girl who didn't care about how others saw her; she lived for herself. The girl's nature was as bright as the glint in her golden hair.
Natalie admired that and had always wished that someday she could be the same way. An impossible dream! Many a day Natalie would walk through the streets head down. She didn't want anyone to see her face and stare.
It wasn't that Natalie was ugly, but she most definitely was not gorgeous. She was an average looking girl with long, limp red hair and pea-green eyes. When she smiled the room lit up with the light reflecting off her mouth filled with gray braces. She was short and dumpy, hardly what one might call popular with the boys.
Natalie did a fair bit of acting with the local theater; she had no real gift for it, but it was something that she enjoyed and besides, it kept her happy as well as busy, most of the time anyway. Natalie spent a great deal of her spare time at home. She always enjoyed playing with her younger brothers and sisters; she was the second oldest of seven children. Only her older sister shared the same dad. He died when Natalie was little. She used to blame herself. If only she’d been prettier, if only she hadn’t misbehaved. Natalie was close to her father. They did everything together. She truly was daddy’s little girl. Her mother used to watch them play. She never understood their relationship; sometimes, she almost seemed jealous of it. It was after he died that their relationship got worse. Maybe Natalie reminded her mom too much of him. She frequently ran into problems with her mother, who tended to be rude and unpredictable at times. Natalie tried to keep out of her way and focused her energies on her siblings. She also got along well with her stepfather, Kevin.
Kevin seemed to help fill the void of loosing her father. He tried to pick up the pieces where Natalie’s mother fell short. Once again, you could see her standing by watching in jealousy. Most of the time though, Kevin just stayed away. He always seemed to be somewhere else. Maybe he could feel the sadness in the air and needed to escape. Maybe he couldn’t handle her mother’s anger. Whatever the reason, Natalie was the parent; watching the kids while her mother slept or cried. Natalie wasn’t supposed to know that she cried, but she did. She kept it to herself though; another one of the home’s many secrets.
The people who know Natalie well also acknowledged that she had a very low self-esteem. Sometimes she’d spend hours pondering in front of the mirror, looking for ways to be absolutely perfect before going anywhere. She would always think of things that needed to be changed and never really saw any of her good features, such as her high-defined cheekbones.
"Why are you crying Nat? Did I do or say something wrong? Are you hurting?"
"I'm just wishing that I was you that's all. You're everything that I want to be and so much more than I could even dream of," she said trying hard to hold back her tears; she didn't want to cry any more, she'd had enough of it all for one day. Besides Natalie felt she was being silly. She didn’t really know why she kept crying, but for some reason she found it hard to stop. It actually felt really good to just let everything out, it was almost as if she was cleansing her soul. She’d never really given herself permission to cry in the past. Now all she seemed to do was cry. It was such a new experience for her.
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