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Dedication
For RWR, who found out too early what angel song sounds like.
Book One
Chapter One
“You’re what?” Waylan asked. He sat beside me, nervously tracing the flowers on my maroon bedspread.
“I’m pregnant,” I whispered, avoiding his eyes and focusing instead on the large, pink blossom under his hand.
Waylan abruptly rose and paced past the Titanic poster then stopped at my desk and paced the other way. “It’s a mistake, Jen,” he finally managed. His shoulders slumped, and his head tilted forward. “Damn. It’s got to be a mistake.”
I smoothed the bedspread, erasing the wrinkles where he’d been. “No, it’s not.”
Waylan raked his fingers through his hair. “It could’ve been a bad test. Or you could’ve….” His voice died as I stared into blue eyes that looked like storms had danced across them.
I folded my hands in my lap. “Or I could’ve messed it up. Done something wrong,” I finished. “Is that what you think?”
“Jen, just wait a minute—” Waylan’s arms hung limply. His large white tee-shirt had come untucked from his jeans.
“No, you wait a minute.” I walked to the dresser. Digging under my panties, I found them--three hard, plastic squares with faint red plus signs.
I slipped them into his outstretched palm. “I did it three times. Three damned plus signs.” Tears burned my throat as I tried to bury them. “And I prayed...harder each time.” I gulped air. “I thought maybe if I said the right thing God would listen, but He didn’t.”
Waylan dumped the squares on the bed and reached for me. “Take it easy, Jen. Breathe.”
I slipped into his embrace and closed my eyes, wishing everything would vanish. “How am I going to tell my parents?”
Waylan rubbed his hands down my back softly, reassuringly. “I don’t know.”
“They’re going to kill me. My dad is going to be humiliated.” My whole body trembled as though it were twenty degrees in the room.
“What if we didn’t tell them?”
“What?” I tried to remember what I knew about having a baby. It was late September, and I’d missed two periods. Would I show at three or four months?
“Maybe we won’t have to,” Waylan repeated, louder.
I shook my head. “But that’s crazy. They’ll figure it out. They’ll see.” My voice quivered, thinning.
Waylan slowly released me. “Jesus, Jen.” He frowned, hard worry lines etched into his face. Stale afternoon sunlight slipped through the window. “I’m a junior, and you’re only a sophomore. We can’t have a baby, not now.” He paced the room like a caged tiger.
“But we are having a baby,” I argued in a shrill voice. “I’m carrying your child, Waylan.” I slumped onto the bed, cradling my head in both hands. “My dad’s going to kill me.” My whole body began trembling as though I cried without tears. “I’m supposed to be the responsible child.”
He turned toward the window. Sunlight haloed his tall, lanky shoulders. His hands settled on his hips, and he threaded his fingers through his jean belt loops. The monogrammed bracelet I’d given him last Christmas glittered. “Don’t panic.”
“I can’t help it,” I whispered, imaging my flat stomach bulging. I closed my eyes, cringing. I didn’t want to be fat. I didn’t want this baby. Why hadn’t God given it to a couple who had been trying to have a baby for years? Wasn’t that what miracles were for?
“Come here,” he said and gathered me into his arms. “I know you’re scared. I am, too. We’ve got to think about this, okay? We’ll figure something out.”
“Okay.” I drew in a shuddering breath and leaned into him. Waylan brushed a finger through my hair, lifted a few long strands over my shoulder, and kissed my forehead. “That’s my girl.”
The sound of the front door rattling open and closed warned us my mother had arrived home from work. Taking an uneasy breath, I snatched the pregnancy tests from the bed where Waylan had laid them and shoved them back into my drawer.
“Jen?” My mother came toward my room.
I leaned in front of the dresser as though conveniently placing my body there would mask our terrible secret. “Yeah, Mom?”
She opened the door, looking first at Waylan and then at me. Her fingers gripped the doorknob tightly, and I could tell she didn’t like the door being closed.
“Waylan was just helping with homework.”
“Why don’t you work at the kitchen table? At least you can still find it.” She pointed at my cluttered desk. “It would be hard to get any work done there.”
She turned and smiled at my boyfriend. “Hello, Waylan.” Against her bright yellow blazer, a gold cello pin glittered. It had been years since she had played her cello, but I remembered her music from when I was small. I used to hear it before I drifted to sleep.
Her perfume filled the air, and I closed my eyes, savoring the way it seemed to melt the years. She’d always worn Channel No. 5, and in that scent, I floundered, wishing I could go back to being a child and crawl into her lap.
“Hi, Mrs. Landry.” Waylan replied quietly as he pretended to spot a scrap of paper on the floor that he picked up and threw away.
Mom quickly turned to me. “Where is your sister?”
My fingers tapped the dresser. “Track practice.” I felt like I was five again, sitting at the piano bench and posturing myself appropriately.
She turned to Waylan. “Are you staying for dinner? We’re having meatloaf.”
Waylan’s gaze lifted just long enough to say, “No,” before falling again as he tagged on, “thank you, ma’am.” He peered at his watch. “I guess I’d better go home. I’ve got a calculus test tomorrow.”
Mom disappeared through the doorway as I called out, “I’ll be out in a few minutes to help.”
“Okay.” She gave me a meaningful look that suggested I leave the door open.
Once she’d gone, I exhaled slowly and felt my shoulders slump. I jerked my hands from the dresser. Tears blurred my vision. I hadn’t done anything wrong right then. I hadn’t lied, and I hadn’t been a disrespectful daughter. I hadn’t done anything wrong.
Except gotten pregnant.
My mother had always tried to talk about everything, but this wasn’t something I could share, not now and possibly not ever.
“Jen, it’s going to be okay,” Waylan said, staring at my trembling hands. He took them and pulled me to him. “We’ll get through this—one way or another.”
I laid my head on his chest and listened to the drumming of his heart. “I’m really scared.”
He rested his chin on the top of my head. “That makes two of us. But we’re in this together.”
* * *
“Thank you, Lord, for the chance to share this dinner with the three most wonderful women in the world,” my father said. “God bless this food.” His head was bowed, and he closed his eyes tightly, so unaware that I studied him when I should have been talking to God. “And keep us safe in Your loving embrace. In Jesus’ name, Amen.”
I whispered that final word without conviction. I didn’t want to be kept in God’s embrace. I just wanted to know why this had to happen—and how I could stop it.
“Here,” my father said, handing me the mashed potatoes. I looked at their smooth whiteness and cringed at the thought of eating them. My stomach lurched as I smelled the meatloaf, and yet I knew if I excused myself everyone would suspect something. My father always came home expecting us to eat as a family.
“Thank you.” I accepted the bowl and hefted a small spoonful onto my plate. From my peripheral vision, I saw my three other family members. Meagan, my older sister, leaned forward to pick up the plate of meatloaf when the locket her boyfriend had given her dangled outward and struck a musical resonance against her water glass.
She grabbed the locket and tucked it into her shirt before pushing her long, brown hair from her face and grabbing the plate. She chose a slice of the meatloaf and set it on her dish before handing the plate to my father. My gaze followed the plate, staring at these people who had known me my whole life. Suddenly they were acquaintances, like teachers. I was not their daughter. Meagan wasn’t my sister.
My father noticed my weighted stare and switched his focus to my face. “Something wrong?”
“Nope.” Instead of meeting his gaze, I focused on the new inch of baldness which had overtaken his hairline this year. Pretty soon, he’d have no hair. Sooner than that, he’d have no daughter; he’d hate me for this.
I hated me for this.
“Jennifer? You okay?” He set the plate down and frowned. “You look pale.”
“I’m all right,” I insisted, selecting a bread slice I didn’t intend to eat. I busied myself buttering it. Just act normal, I thought, trying to disguise my trembling hands with the knife stroking the bread. Act normal, and they won’t realize anything is wrong.
Yet.
“You were at track practice really late, weren’t you?” my mother asked, shifting the conversation to Meagan. I still felt my father’s watchful gaze lingering. He selected his slice of meatloaf without forcing his attention from my face.
He reached across the table and touched my hand, stroking my index finger. “Are you sick, Jen Jen?” He hadn’t called me that in years. At that moment, I felt the weight of his love, and an unbearable pressure of breath filled me.
Daddy, I thought, I’m sorry. Sweet Jesus, I’m sorry. Please don’t hate me. Please tell me you won’t hate me. I hate me enough for both of us.
I stifled the sobs filling my body.
“Yeah,” Meagan answered. “I was late coming home, but I had to get ready for the first meet.”
I blinked once, twice, three times, and still my father’s face blurred until all lines and shadows had vanished into flesh, and despite the pain, for that instant I was relieved I couldn’t read his expression.
“I thought you were only an alternate for the team,” Mom said in a voice that sounded far away. “You should have been home earlier.”
“I was just an alternate,” Meagan replied. “But not anymore. This was my lucky day. Lissa Renard dropped out.”
Despite my blurry vision, I took the plate of meatloaf my mother offered and hefted a piece onto my place.
“Why did Lissa drop out? Wasn’t she one of the best runners?” Mom lifted her glass and took a sip of water.
“Yeah,” Meagan agreed, taking a bite meatloaf. As I listened, I cut mine up into small pieces, wondering how I would manage to swallow any of it. I reached for the salt shaker. “But,” Meagan continued, “you can’t run track if you’re pregnant.”
My arm jerked backward, knocking my water glass over. I shuddered and pushed my chair from the table, wondering if I could make it to the bathroom before I got sick.
“Jen?” My father called as I raced down the hall and locked myself inside. I hunched over the toilet and let the spasms claim my body. My father pounded on the door. “Jen, are you okay?”
Oh, God, Daddy. I’m sorry.
The pounding ceased as the contents of my stomach spewed from my mouth, the acid biting my throat. Sweat filmed my face.
“Jen Jen?” my father’s patient voice. “Are you all right?”
“Stomach flu,” I said weakly. “I’ve got a stomach flu.” His hard soles tapped the floor as he walked away, leaving me alone, facing my reflection. A small dab of the vomit sat in the corner of my mouth, and I huddled over the sink, turned on the water. Cupping my hands, I filled them with water and rinsed out my mouth, trying to get rid of that horrible bitter taste. It remained.
I stood and let the water keep running as tears seeped down my face. Mascara darkened the streaks. In the corner of my eye I saw my blue toothbrush in the holder. Toothpaste lay close by and beside it a brush. Then I saw a small triangular hair trimming tool. Just where its teeth began I saw the silver razor blade buried in the tool.
I turned my arms over and flashed the insides toward the fluorescent lights. The flesh seemed paler than elsewhere. Thin blue lines ran under the skin, pumping blood through my body. I brushed my fingers across the soft, smooth flesh, probing.
We could still fix this. Waylan’s words echoed in my head, and I thought, No, but I could fix this. Permanently. I picked up the tool and pried it open.
“Jennifer, are you all right?” my father said in a more demanding tone.
The blade finally slid free, and it sliced across my index finger, nicking me as it fell to the floor.
“Damn,” I said. The tears thickened so I couldn’t see my finger, only the red drops that bubbled to the surface. Tears splashed my hand, mingling with the blood, thinning to a lighter pink.
“I’m okay, Daddy.” My voice sounded frighteningly normal as I ignored the cut and bent to retrieve the blade, knowing I was a coward. I wasn’t afraid to kill the baby, just afraid to die.
I pressed the blade back into its housing and leaned against the wall. My legs slowly gave under me, and I slid down the wall, feeling my shirt tag scratch my neck. My head filled with the sound of running water. Tears shuddered through me and I wrapped my arms around my body, trying to still them both. I was a coward, and cowards couldn’t do what needed to be done.
I cradled my head in my hands and wept as the memories came—my father throwing me through the air so I could try to catch stars, walking beside me right after we’d bought a popsicle from the ice cream truck, kissing my cheek right before I slipped out the door to go to my freshman prom. “I love you, Jen Jen,” he’d said.
But was love ever constant? Did it stay intact even when it shouldn’t, when we didn’t deserve it? Failing my father seemed so much worse than failing myself.
I forced myself to stand. Bending over the sink, I dipped my hands into the cold water and splashed my face, ignoring the drops splattering my clothes. My reflection caught my attention, and I looked at the long face surrounded by dark strands matting the skin.
I didn’t recognize myself anymore.
Dark brown eyes blinked once, twice. My lips trembled, and my entire face was as white as flour. How could a few careless nights change so much? How could they leave me with something I could never wash away?
“Jenny?” Meagan called.
“I’ll be out in a sec.” I grabbed a maroon towel and blotted my face before refolding the towel and opening the door.
“Are you all right?” Her fingers reached for my face and pushed back a long strand of hair stuck to my cheek.
“Fine,” I mumbled, placing a hand over my stomach. “I’ve just got a stomach virus.”
“Stay away from me,” Meagan said in a mock serious tone as she took a step backward. “I don’t want it. My first meet is just a week away.”
No, I thought, you don’t want this. I started to walk around her when she called my name again, and I forced myself to turn and half-smile. “Yeah?”
“Isn’t it great that I’ll be competing with the track team? I never thought I’d get to.” A warm smile lit up her face, and her blue eyes seemed enormous. “I can’t believe I finally made it.” Her words tumbled together as though she couldn’t speak quickly enough. “So what if I got there on a fluke. Lissa should have known. I’ve worked hard. I deserve to run.”
“Yeah,” I responded. My fingers absently rubbed my stomach. “Congratulations. You deserve it.”
Still, all I could think about was Lissa. No doubt the school would be buzzing with her name. Who was the father? they’d wonder. The poor cheerleader couldn’t keep her legs closed, they’d think. Scarlet heat flushed my cheeks, and bile filled my mouth, making me want to vomit again.
I’d be next. “Jennifer Landry is so easy,” they’d whisper behind cupped hands as I walked down the hall. How does Waylan know that the baby is his? It could be anybody’s. She’s like a bitch in heat.” It didn’t matter that Waylan had been the only one. The rumors always became more sensational.
“You’ll have to come to the meets,” Meagan bubbled. Before I realized what was happening, she hugged me. “God, I’m so happy, Jenny. We’re so lucky. This is finally my chance.”
I clenched my eyes shut. “You’ll be great, Meg.” My voice thinned, threatening to break.
My sister slowly withdrew and peered at me. “You’re so pale. Are you sure you’re okay?”
I nodded woodenly. “Yeah. I just feel sick. I’m going to bed early.”
“You’ll feel better in the morning.” Meagan stepped into the bathroom and closed the door. As it locked, I hurried to my room, changed into a sleep shirt, and crawled under the covers, waiting for sleep.
As the grandfather clock down the hall chimed eleven, I stared at the textured white ceiling. Tiny flecks of silver glittered amid the paint and sparkled in the moon-stained night. I heard the tell-tale jiggle of my doorknob, and I rolled to my side so I could see the doorway. My hair slipped across my face, helping to conceal my wakeful state.
My father softly crossed the room and knelt. “Jen Jen?” he whispered. His hand, the same one that had pushed me on swings and tickled me until I giggled, pulled the hair from around my face and laid it down my back. His fingers gently traveled my spine, reminding me of when he used to tuck me in and draw letters on my back. “Are you awake?”
My body answered with stillness. “I hope you feel better tomorrow.” He leaned forward, brushed his lips across my forehead, and stood. “I’ll miss you.” For what seemed like an eternity, he lingered, watching me sleep. Through narrowed eyes, I saw the faintest smile cross his face. Then he headed through the doorway and disappeared.
“Daddy,” I whispered. My fingers clutched the sheets, wadding them into uneven bunches. I pulled my knees to my chest and curled into a tight ball. “I’m sorry, Daddy.” I touched my forehead where he’d kissed me, my fingertips caressing the skin as though I could absorb his touch and the rest of me might feel safely loved. As the darkness closed in around me, watching me cry myself to sleep, I trembled.
Chapter Two
“Jen?” My mother knocked softly. “It’s time to get ready for school.”
I pulled my knees to my chest, trying to bury myself in blankets that smelled like Snuggle fabric softener. “I don’t want to go, Mom, not today.”
“Are you still sick?” She stepped into the room.
“No, I’m fine.” I sat upright, and panic consumed me. The last thing I needed was a trip to the doctor’s office.
She nodded. “Do you want breakfast?”
“No,” I finally replied. “How come you aren’t at work?”
“I took the day off to run errands.”
I pulled back the covers and climbed out of bed. “I’ll get a shower.”
Satisfied I was moving around, my mother strode out. I dug out some underclothes and pulled a pair of jeans and a shirt from my closet.
A few moments later, while under the spray of hot water, I closed my eyes. Seconds later, my head started swimming, and my vision drifted toward blackness. Through that blindness, I managed to turn off the water and climb out of the shower. Panting, I sat on the toilet.
Why, God?
I clutched the porcelain toilet, anchoring myself. The darkness spiraled into a whirlpool threatening to drag me deeper and deeper. Sobs cut through me, but I hid them under the hissing of the shower just in case my mother was listening.
The light resurface, breaking away bits and pieces of the shadows until I saw the bathroom around me again. I dried off and jerked a comb through my hair, looking in the mirror only long enough to see a face splotched and uneven with tears. I hurriedly dabbed on enough make-up to hide them. I dressed myself in faded jeans and a baby blue t-shirt that hung loosely, literally swallowing me. As I walked hesitantly down the hallway and into the kitchen, my mother stopped sorting bills and looked up at me, peering over her bifocal lenses. “You should eat something, Jen. You look pale. You all right?”
“I’m fine.” I pilfered an apple and shoved it in my book bag, knowing it would stay there. Taking it was easier than arguing.
“Do you want me to drive you?” She stood and grabbed her keys. Dangling from her hand, they jangled discordantly.
“No,” I replied, pulling out my own keys from my purse. “I’ll be fine.” As I starting walking, I didn’t feel fine. Waylan met me before I reached the school entrance and slid his arm around me. “Are you feeling okay?”
“This is as okay as it gets.” I leaned into him. “There’s no solution, Waylan. I’m going to tell my father today.” As I rested my head against his chest, I could hear his heart’s frantic hammering.
“What about not having the baby?” he whispered.
“Not having….” My voice dwindled to nothing as I realized what he was suggesting.
At once, the world seemed to spin, forcing me to clench my eyes shut as I tried to rid myself of the fear knotting my stomach. In the darkness of my mind, I heard a voice inside my head justify Waylan’s words. It’s not really a child yet. Who would know? Waylan’s hands steadied me.
“Jennifer?” he said in a concerned tone. “Are you okay?”
Who would know?
God.
“No,” I said, forcing my eyes open. “We can’t do that.” I pulled away from him, trying to avoid his weighted stare.
“You’ve got to think about it, Jen,” Waylan whispered, refusing to release me. “If we have this baby, everything changes. Will you even graduate from high school? Will I? Our whole lives are at stake because we messed up. Do you want to pay that price when we can fix it? Nobody has to know.” His fingers pushed into my skin, harder than I had ever felt them before as his mouth twisted into a desperate frown. “We can still fix it. I have money in my savings account. Together we could scrounge enough to get through this.”
“Don’t you mean kill it?” I said, trying to pull free. “It’s a baby, Waylan, not a thing.”
Waylan held on tighter. “After college, we’ll have lots of other babies, Jen—as many as you want.” He slowly released me and touched my face. “But if we have this one, there is no college. You’ll be stuck in a waitressing job.”
He’s right, I thought. Dear God, he’s right. “I can’t do it.” I stepped backward, wondering if I’d spoken the truth. Could I if I had to?
Waylan paced a circle around me. “I know this is a shock, Jen. But you’ve got to think about it; that’s all I’m asking. Think about it.” He stopped in front of me and took my hand. “And then, after that, whatever happens, we’re in this together.” He squeezed my hand. His brown eyes peered at me. “But you’ve got to promise me you’ll think about it.”
I couldn’t resist the allure of his dark eyes any more than the rest of the world would be able to resist Waylan’s musical gift. He had a future God didn’t give just anyone, and all he’d asked was for me to think about the abortion.
“I will,” I finally said, trying not to taste the bile in my mouth.
We silently walked the school hall, brushing by other students without looking at any of them until I’d reached my locker, where my best friend, Karen Aldredge, stood. Waylan squeezed my hand. “I’m going to get my books. I’ll be back.” He brushed his lips across my forehead.
Once he was out of earshot, Karen asked, “Did you hear Lissa’s pregnant?”
I didn’t feel like having this conversation. Instead, I pretended to look for my history homework.
I opened a textbook and asked, “Where is it? I know I didn’t lose it.”
Karen touched my shoulder with her perfectly manicured nails. “Forget your homework. Did you hear a word I said?” She crossed her arms over her chest and tossed her head back. Her glossy red hair tumbled down her back.
“Yeah,” I finally managed. Despite my insecurities, I forced myself to look at her. “I heard.”
Karen’s eyes widened as she looked down the hall. “Oh, boy. Here she comes.”
My shoulders slumped, and I closed my eyes, wishing I could be anywhere else. “Look, the whole school is already talking. She doesn’t need anything else to make her life worse.”
Karen’s gaze slowly shifted from her intended target to me. “What’s wrong with you? You’ve never had a problem before. I mean, Michelle’s case of mono stirred quite a few jokes on your part—and weren’t you the one to write that little note about Chelsea Spears on the bathroom stall? She was pregnant, too. Or am I missing something? Is it different this time?”
Karen stepped away and shook her head. “Lissa played the field. She just caught a ball she didn’t want. She might as well be a sport about it.” She flashed me an irritated smile and stepped into the hall as Lissa approached. The other students parted, allowing her a wide passing.
Lissa Renard stared at the ground as she walked. Her short blond hair fell into her eyes, and she seemed to hide behind it. She gripped her notebook.
“So, Lissa,” Karen said, circling her slowly. “I hear you just found out about your special delivery. What a surprise. Do you know who the daddy is?”
Lissa closed her eyes. Her whole body tensed and her fingers were bleached bone white as she held her notebook. “Shut up, Karen.”
Karen laughed loudly as she saw other students drawing closer and closer, forming a tight circle around them--so tight that Lissa had nowhere to go. “Touchy, touchy. I just wanted to know who to congratulate, that’s all.”
A few other girls snickered, and Karen smiled. She brushed a hand through her hair, fluffing her red mane.
“Shut up,” Lissa snapped.
“Make me. You made a baby just fine. Have you got it in you?” She gestured toward the crowd. “You going to make everyone change their minds? They all say the same things I’ve said--except they’ve added a few names.”
Lissa dropped her notebook. Her left hand balled into a fist. Before Karen could react, Lissa drove that fist into Karen’s face and followed up with the other one. After the second blow, Karen slipped to the floor. The circle widened as Lissa glared at us.
“You’re all just like me,” she seethed, “except you’re lucky. You didn’t get pregnant. I did. So just shut the fuck up!” Lissa snatched her notebook from where it had fallen and sprinted down the hall.
I rushed to Karen’s side and helped her sit up. She was crying. Her nose streamed blood, and she whimpered while touching her hair. The crowd thinned, and people reviewed the fight, adding commentary.
“What just happened?” a voice asked as a hand touched my shoulder.
I turned to find Waylan standing above me, squeezing my shoulder reassuringly. “Lissa just nailed her.”
Confused, Waylan squinted and shook his head. “I guess I’m lost. Why would Lissa hit Karen?”
I moved out of Waylan’s reach. “Karen was goading Lissa about being pregnant.”
“Lissa’s pregnant?” Waylan asked, arching his eyebrow. We watched Mr. Adams, the vice-principal, help Karen stand and escort her down the hall.
“Yeah.” I leaned against him, and he draped his arms around me. “And the whole world knows it.”
Waylan bent over my shoulder and whispered in my ear. “I don’t want us to go through this, Jen. Girls like Karen will eat you alive. I don’t care if she is your best friend. She’d rather be able to spread gossip than anything else.”
I closed my eyes and remembered Lissa’s face, the rage in her expression when her fist had hit home. She hadn’t wanted to hit Karen, but she’d been cornered, just like me—unless I found a way to make this baby disappear.
“You okay?” Waylan asked, giving me a slight squeeze.
“Sick to my stomach,” I muttered. “I always feel sick anymore.”
Waylan kissed of my head. “We’ll get through this, Jen. Together. I promise.”
I closed my eyes, hoping that was true.
* * *
After the last bell, I stood at my locker, turning the combination lock. Usually, Karen would’ve met me there, but her mom had checked her out.
I felt relieved because until now I’d been a lot like Karen. I could still her words ringing in my ears: Weren’t you the one to write that little note about Chelsea Spears on the bathroom wall? She was pregnant, too.
Yes, I had written about Chelsea and some others. I’d foolishly believed myself immune. Trying to relax my taut shoulders, I tried to forget the person I’d been three days ago.
I unfastened the lock and opened my locker, setting my books inside, looked into the mirror glued to the door. The face that peered back seemed fragmented--features that didn’t compose a whole picture, certainly not the image of who I’d become. I brushed through my hair as two girls I didn’t recognize glided past.
The blonde said, “Lissa dropped out. I heard she was going to be suspended. Instead, she just decided not to come back, and her mom’s okay with that. Oh, well--she doesn’t need a college degree to change diapers, right?” She laughed and paused in front of me. “Hey, Jen. How’s it going?”
I flinched at her sudden attention and tried to place her. No clue. “Fine.” I turned to the mirror and pretended to concern myself with a stray strand of hair in my eyes.
The two girls turned away, and the brunette said, “Some people just can’t take the heat, I guess.”
Again they laughed, and the blonde nudged her friend. “Then she shouldn’t have played with fire.” They continued laughing down the hall. The blonde kicked papers littering the hall, and they flew through into the air.
My fingers froze, and a coldness filled me, swelling with each second. My breath diminished to small gasps. Maybe I deserved this. Lissa had been right when she’d said we were all alike—except I was just as unlucky as she. The whole world just didn’t know it. Maybe I deserved this for all the rumors I’d been callous enough to start, all the rumors I’d eagerly listened to and helped nurture.
“Hey, Jen. Do you need a ride?” Waylan appeared next to me, leaning against the next locker. The monogrammed bracelet I’d given him shimmered a deep gold.
I shook my head, unable to say anything, not trusting myself to refrain from crying as the two girls vanished. Their laughter echoed even after they had gone.
“Jen?” Waylan set his hand at the base of my neck and rubbed. “Are you okay? You’re pale. Are you sick?”
I buried myself against his chest, and when his arms encircled my body, I closed my eyes, wishing I could make everything go away. I wanted to go back to when things had been simple and the only concern I’d had was what to wear the next day.
“Jen?”
“Those girls were talking about Lissa. Next they’ll be talking about me.” My voice sounded dead. I rested against the locker, ignoring the lock prodding my back.
“It’s going to be okay,” he whispered. “I know you’re carrying my baby, and whatever you want to do is fine, but when it comes to dealing with the gossip factory, don’t ask me to ignore them. They’re not going to trash you.”
My fingers curled into a fist right by his shoulder blade, and I clutched a wad of his shirt. “What if I’ve changed my mind?” I heard myself ask in a voice seeming to come from elsewhere. “What if I don’t want it anymore?”
“You sure?” Waylan frowned and kissed my forehead.
I thought about Lissa’s face as Karen insulted her. Her eyes had first carried hurt, but with each new word, that hurt had shifted to anger, lighting her face with crimson. I thought of the crowd gathered around them, the anticipation as thick as the perfume all the girls wore.
I clutched him even tighter. “I’m sure.”
Waylan caressed my cheeks. “Don’t do this for me, Jen. Don’t do this so I can get a scholarship. I know I asked you to think about it, but if you do it, do it because it’s the best choice.” A strand of hair slipped into his eyes, and I focused on it. “Jen? Come on, babe. Say something. Anything.”
I closed my eyes. In a few moments, I’d probably be sick again. “It is the best option. It’s the only option.”
Waylan pulled me to him. As I lay against his chest, I heard his frantic heartbeat. “I’m sorry, Jen. Maybe we should have been more careful. But I didn’t think about that. All I knew was how much I loved you.”
“What do we do now?” I whispered, shivering.
His arms tightened around me, anchoring me in his strength, and yet I trembled, unable to forget the future I wanted no part of. “We’ll call tomorrow to find out where to go and how to get an appointment.”
I shuddered, trying to think of anything besides the conversation. God, people couldn’t talk about things like this as though they were everyday happenings. I couldn’t be acting like this abortion was no more than a simple inconvenience. I shook away those thoughts and looked at the floor where Waylan’s sax case sat just a few feet away.
“You’re supposed to be at band practice,” I exclaimed, withdrawing. I didn’t want to think about tomorrow. “Why didn’t you say something sooner? I don’t want you to get into trouble.”
“We’re already in trouble,” he said, shrugging. “Besides, it didn’t seem important.” Waylan stroked my face. “Band practice was the last thing on my mind, today, Jen—you were the first.” His voice sounded calm as his fingers trickled across my cheek. “I can’t seem to play much right now. Too distracted.”
“It’ll be over soon,” I pointed out. “Then we can put this behind us, right?” My voice trembled, matching my body.
“We’ll get through this, Jen.”
I pointed to the sax case. “You’d better go. You’ve already been late twice, and we both know how Mr. Gentry feels about tardies.”
“Yeah, but I’m the next Boots Randolph, remember?” Waylan grinned as he spoke. That was the first genuine smile Waylan had shown in the last two days, and it reminded me of how mischievous he could be.
“Yeah, well, Mr. Gentry will still suspend you from playing if you get another tardy. So you’d better get in there.” I allowed a weak smile to cross my face, but I didn’t feel it, only a block of ice weighted deep in my stomach. “I’ve got a ride.”
“Hey, Tugman, get a move on it!” a male voice called. We both turned to find Barry Winchell, Waylan’s best friend. He’d given Waylan that nickname because one day another band member had said, “Waylan could tug notes out of a horse’s ass and they’d still sound great.”
Barry leaned against a locker and tapped his fingers against the metal surface in mock impatience. Despite the Wrangler jeans, the cowboy hat, the boots, and the Skoal Waylan hated, he and Barry had a lot in common. “Get a move on, Tugman. We don’t have all day. You can kiss Jennifer later—after practice.”
“I’m coming. I’m coming,” Waylan said sharply. He turned to me and kissed my forehead. “I’d better go. Sure you’ll be okay?”
“I’ll be fine,” I lied. “I just need to figure out what homework I’ve got and get my books together.”
Waylan nodded, picked up his sax case, and headed down the hall, his sneakers silent against the tan linoleum floor. “I’ll call you tonight,” he said.
“Okay.” I watched the two until they’d disappeared around a corner. I wished I could disappear, too.
I didn’t know that would be the last time I’d see Waylan or that being pregnant would suddenly seem less frightening. Had I known the future, I would have begged Waylan to stay. Maybe I would have asked him to drive me home, and in that October air, I would have been with him, keeping him from the unthinkable.
I would have stared at his face as he said he would call me and memorized the lines and shadows as one memorizes words in French: something which seems so inconsequential until you’re lost on a street in that country and don’t know how to ask for directions. I would have listened harder to his voice, heard the rise and fall of its pitch so strongly that it blocked out everything else. I would have thought about which cologne he’d worn so I could smell it even after he had died. I would have thought of how the morning sun had splashed across his face so each day of sunlight would have been marked by its—by his—absence.
Chapter Three
That afternoon, I lay in my room, staring at the ceiling. My right hand rested on my stomach, and before I thought better of it, my fingers traveled my abdomen, exploring, searching. I thought I knew my body, but the mystery suddenly seemed too great. My flesh pushed inward under my prodding fingers as though what lay buried was emptiness.
I knew better.
But how could I be pregnant? Except for the morning sickness, my body carried on as usual; except for my absent periods and three tests, I could have shrugged the fears away. All the unforgiving silence turned had inward, attempting to still my heartbeat. I held my breath and kept searching for signs that would confirm this disaster. I pulled up my shirt and stared at my stomach. My fingers probed deeper. Nothing. Could the tests have been wrong?
No. Not three times.
“Jen?” my father called sharply. “Come here!”
I jumped and jerked my shirt down. I watched the door, half-expecting him to open it and know what I’d been doing just seconds ago. Instead, he called my name again. “Jen!”
“I’m coming,” I said, standing. I trudged out the door. From the living room, I heard monotonous television voices. Whatever filled that screen, my family stood entranced by it. My mother’s eyes looked appeared wide and luminous. Her lips had parted as though she wanted to say something but that ‘something’ had eluded her. Meagan’s left hand trembled at her mouth as though she were about to chew her nails but had suddenly stopped short. My father’s arms dangled lifelessly. His mouth, too, gaped slightly. The television mesmerized them into a creepy silence that not even my presence broke. Yes, they looked at me, but quickly returned their attention to the television.
“What’s going on?” I asked, looking from Meagan’s face to my mother’s. What if they’d found out? What if Mom had discovered the hidden tests. I thought I’d been so careful.
Oh, God.
“Jennifer, I’m sorry.” Daddy touched my forehead, brushing away the hair that had fallen into my face. Tears pooled as he stared at me.
He knows, I thought. I closed my eyes and wished I could shut off my heart. Why is he apologizing? Why is he about to cry? Why can’t he just scream instead of this? I toyed with my sweatshirt hem and carefully avoided his gaze.
“There’s been a wreck,” Meagan said. She shifted her weight from one leg to the other and crossed her arms. Her fingers harshly rubbed up and down.
“A wreck?” I repeated, feeling my shoulders release from my rigid posture. A dull voice inside me said, Thank you, God. They still don’t know. I can still fix this. “What kind of wreck?” I asked, following the paths of their gazes to the television screen, where a twisted hulk of blue metal lay on its side impacted where the driver’s door had once been.
The tangled metal had once glistened as the sun bounced off its pristine surface. I gasped as familiarity washed over me, burning me as I focused on the small gold saxophone charm dangling from the mirror—Waylan’s birthday present two weeks ago.
“Jennifer?” My father stepped toward me, his arms outstretched.
I backed away. “I have to go. I have to get to the hospital. I have to be there when Waylan wakes up. He’ll need me.”
I stared at the television set as chills swept up and down my spine. Trying to ward away the cold, I wrapped my arms around my chest.
The telephone rang. “That’s Waylan,” I said, racing to it get it. I knew he would tell me the wreck hadn’t been bad, that it had looked far worse than it had felt. “Hello,” I said warmly. “Waylan? Are you all right?”
“Jen?” Waylan’s mother said my name in a trembling voice. “Is that you, Jen?”
“Yes, ma’am,” I replied. One finger had slipped into the phone cord while another wound the cord around it. “I just saw the news. How’s Waylan?” My voice sounded bright, unnaturally cheerful. “Which room is he in? Can I see him?” My grip tightened until the hard plastic was all I could feel.
“Oh, Jen.” Muffled sobs answered me, followed by silence, pure and gleaming like dagger points.
Oh, God. Let this be a nightmare. Please let me wake up from this…. “How is he?” I asked again, louder. “You’re scaring me.”
“I need to speak to your daddy, sweetheart.”
“Why Daddy?” I asked, and my father heard his name. He came over, trying to take the phone. “How is Waylan?” I repeated as my father pried the receiver from my grip.
“Traci?” A frown furrowed deep lines into his forehead, and for a moment he only listened, saying nothing. Then, simply, “I’m so sorry, Traci.” More silence that compounded the wrinkles. “I’ll tell her.” He slowly moved the phone away from his ear and placed it back onto the cradle. His left hand rested on the phone.
Fear seized my chest, tightening until I felt out of breath. I rubbed my open palms against my jeans, seeking relief in the rough fabric. The texture took my mind from whatever awful thing my father intended to tell me. I stared at the gold wedding band on his finger.
“You can’t see Waylan right now.” Daddy swallowed. I could see his Adam’s apple move. “He’s at Memorial.” He pulled his hand from the phone.
My mother and sister both stared as though blind, and had their heads turned in my direction. Their gazes were pointless, pathless, and vacuous. Despite the hot room, I shivered. My toes dug into the carpet, twisting the shag fibers. Daddy looked from me to my mother and pulled the keys out of his pocket. “Get some shoes on, and I’ll drive you to the hospital.” He spoke softly.
I darted to my room and slipped on canvas sneakers. I looked toward my bureau and spotted my favorite picture of Waylan and me together on the porch swing. I rested against his chest and smiled warmly. Waylan’s arms encircled me; he’d been all I could feel. He wore a light grey shirt and jeans. The light color of the shirt made his hazel eyes more green and his hair a dark brown. We’d smiled at his older brother, Sean, while he’d taken the picture. I grabbed the photo and slipped back to the living room.
As my father opened the front door, I stared at the photo in my hands. I rushed outside and got into his Lebaron. Daddy slipped behind the wheel and started the five-minute drive. “Jennifer, Waylan is in really bad shape. He could die.”
I exhaled sharply, and it felt like someone had just punched me in the stomach. No, I thought. This time you’re wrong, Daddy. Waylan is only seventeen. Nothing bad happens at seventeen.
My father clutched the gearshift the whole drive. Silence flourished. The lighted parking lot loomed to our left. Daddy pulled in. I took a deep breath before stepping into the night air, inhaling the scent of autumn.
Daddy kept pace beside me, but I kept just enough distance so he couldn’t easily reach out to me. My body tensed, and I knew if he embraced me I would lose control.
The stale yellow lamplight broke what calm the moon offered as we headed toward the harsh fluorescence of the lobby. With each step, my feet grew more sluggish, until I’d stopped in front of the entrance, waiting as the glass door slid to one side. An image of Waylan on a stretcher flashed into my head, scarlet blood seeping into the sheets, EMTs frantically wheeling him inside.
I touched my abdomen and took a deep breath, trying to drive away the image. Sharp pains pricked my lower stomach. I took a deep breath and waited.
“Jennifer?” My dad said, stepping toward me. He frowned. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah, Daddy?” I forced myself to walk again despite the pain. It would pass. Probably just fear. Daddy hovered as I stopped at the information desk and asked where the waiting area was for the emergency room.
She pointed down a hallway. “There.”
I nodded and started walking. My arms crossed themselves as though shielding me. The carpet silenced my shoes. The harsh lights and the textured walls blurred with tears, and I tried to blink them away. This can’t be real, I thought. I tasted bile and felt nauseated.
I couldn’t be sick, not now.
Waylan had to be all right. He had to.
We kept walking until we saw the sign and turned into an open area. The carpet ended here, and a white speckled linoleum covered the floor. I surveyed the room until I’d spotted Waylan’s mom standing in front of one large window, staring at the parking lot. Randy Thompson sat in a stiff-backed chair which was hooked to the others by long metal poles. He cradled his head in his hands and stared ahead vacantly.
Again I stopped, shocked by Randy’s vulnerability. He had been one of the two people I had expected would take the fear away. Daddy touched my back. “Come on, Jennifer. Let’s check on Waylan.”
At the sound of my father’s voice, Waylan’s father looked up. Under the lights, tears glittered in eyes looking so much like Waylan’s. Waylan had always looked like his father, but at this moment, that, too, seemed surreal.
“Jennifer,” Waylan’s dad said. He patted the seat next to him. “Have a seat.” His voice sounded lifeless, defeated.
“Where’s Sean?” I asked, wishing Waylan’s older brother were nearby. He would have been able to help me make sense of this.
“He’s on a trip with friends. We haven’t been able to reach him,” Randy said.
I forced myself to sit despite the frantic hammer of my heart. “How is Waylan?” More nausea. I clutched the picture frame to my middle and thought there would be other pictures like this one. Waylan and I had our whole lives to take all the pictures we wanted.
He patted my hand. “He’s still in surgery.”
“How is Barry?” I asked, moving my hand to push a strand of hair from my eyes.
Mr. Thompson closed his eyes as though he’d been sucker-punched. He massaged his temples, trying to rub away a headache.
“Are you all right?” I asked softly, watching my father embrace Traci. She clung to him tightly, sobbing. While I couldn’t hear most of what she said, a few words came out clearly: “Surely God won’t take him. Not now.”
My father made some kind of comforting sound and rocked her in his arms. Chills swept down my arms and I shuddered. “How is Barry?” I repeated, more determined.
Stephen shook his head. “I’m sorry, Jennifer. Barry died at the scene.”
My stomach cramped, and I gasped, closing my eyes. It will pass, I thought. A few seconds later, it did.
I clenched my eyes shut, thinking that if I could just block out Stephen’s face, I would forget the words. I could erase them, and Barry would come walking through that door. At least it wasn’t Waylan, a small voice said.
I leaned back into the uncomfortable chair and focused on the space ahead. After a few moments, my father and Traci finally joined us. Traci avoided my eyes.
Doctors and nurses milled around us, past us, heading outside or coming in. Sometimes there was only one, and sometimes they came in pairs, laughing and talking, oblivious as we waited for a miracle.
God, you can fix this, I prayed, my throat thick with tears. You can make him okay. I’ll have this baby. I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll never ask for another thing so long as I live. Please.
Silence.
Are you listening, God? I’ll do anything. I’ll give you anything. Name your price.
My dad cleared his throat, and the waiting began, stretching into midnight before a doctor finally emerged and strode toward us. Traci had been resting against her husband’s shoulder, but as the doctor approached, she sat upright and folded her hands in her lap as though she had just finished praying.
Instead of looking him in the eye, I clutched the framed picture with one hand and with the other toyed with the hem of my shirt, tugging at a string, unraveling the stitches. Such a little tug that pulled apart so much....
He stopped in front of us. His arms dangled at his sides. “We did everything we could,” he said, gently. “But we lost him. The trauma to his brain was extensive. We tried, but we were unable to revive him.”
I stood and looked around. “You’re talking about someone else, right? Not Waylan. I want to see him.”
The doctor looked at me and then beyond me, to Traci before going on. Then he looked back at me. “I know this is hard.” He flinched as the tears filled my eyes. “I have a daughter about your age.” His voice softened, tapering almost to a whisper. “I’m sorry. Waylan is gone.”
My body stiffened. The frame slipped from my fingers to the linoleum, and I watched as cracks splintered the glass, separating my image from Waylan’s with a frosted chasm. My hands touched my abdomen as the pain twisted something inside. The world melted to slow motion as the doctor bent to retrieve the picture. He lifted it, and the broken glass slipped from the frame, shattering on the linoleum.
Waylan’s green eyes peered at me. His smile consumed me. His arms would never hold me again. Why, God? Why Waylan? Why not somebody else?
All I could hear was my heart beating furiously. “No!” I tried rushing through the swinging doors, but my father’s hands restrained me.
“No!” I screamed, staring at the doorway. I had to get to Waylan.
From far away I heard him calling, “Jennifer.” I fought those arms, and there was pain. I whimpered and clutched my stomach, feeling as though a million knives had impaled my lower abdomen. I couldn’t breathe; those hands were everywhere. “Waylan!” I screamed.
God, help me—the baby, I thought. Waylan’s baby. Please don’t take him, too.
Then blackness carried me away.
Chapter Four
“Jennifer?” a faraway voice echoed in my mind, contrasting with the pain at my side. “Jennifer, can you hear me?” The words were strung out, slurred.
“It hurts,” I mumbled. I tried to shift my body, searching for a position to ease the pain. My hands reached for my stomach, but other hands gripped my wrists, stopping me.
The darkness around me breathed. My vision shifted from blackness to an image of Waylan’s face. “Waylan, please don’t leave me,” I pleaded. “I can’t do this without you.”
“Jennifer, listen to me. Does it hurt when I push here?” The voice asked.
Pain consumed me. I cried, “The baby. Something’s wrong with the baby, Waylan—our baby.” I began thrashing my arms and legs as panic set in.
“Calm down, Jennifer.” The pressure eased. “Are you pregnant?”
“Yes.” I forced my eyes open and saw the doctor leaning over me. “The pain—make it go away. You’ve got to save the baby, Waylan’s son.”
“It’s okay, sweetheart.” He touched my hand. “Just hang in there. We’ll take care of the pain.”
A smaller momentary ache pricked my arm.
In my mind’s darkness, I saw Waylan standing close by, his arms stretched outward, reaching for me. In the ash and storm of that moment, his eyes seemed green and luminous. A strand of his thick, dark hair slipped over his eyes. He bent and kissed my forehead. “I miss you, Jen.” I clutched him tightly and slipped into the comforting shroud of oblivion.
* * *
It might have been minutes or hours later before I woke. I shook my head, trying to clear the fog. “Waylan?” I whispered, remembering the dream.
Silence.
I looked around the room, searching for him, but the only sign of him I saw was the picture sitting on the nightstand beside my bed. The broken glass had been removed. I stared at Waylan’s smile, wishing I could see him. Where was he?
My father stood vigil by the window. Dying sunlight spilled through the panes, seeping through the glass. Despite the golden aura of the setting sun, I felt safe in the shade, untouched by the light. My father stood in it as he leaned toward the window and light haloed his body, casting a faint glow around him. His rumpled white oxford shirt hung outside of his pants, and his sleeves were rolled up to the mid-forearm. He looked so...casual…at that moment—so human.
Staring at my father, I remembered everything.
“Daddy?” my voice came out a shattered, raw and bleeding like a fresh-cut steak.
He whirled, and the moment he stopped, his hands found each other and held on until his knuckles turned white.
“Jen Jen.” He smiled sadly, and the crow’s feet that usually hid until he laughed, gouged the skin around his eyes, cutting away a man who still appeared youthfully handsome. He stepped toward me with uncertainty.
I took a deep, shuddering breath. “The baby, Daddy—Waylan’s baby?” Chills glossed my skin, and I huddled deeper under the blanket, trying to melt the ice in my soul.
Daddy flinched. He lifted his hand and rubbed his temples as he closed his eyes and said, “I’m sorry, sweetheart. You lost the baby.”
“No,” I whimpered. “I can’t. I can’t. I....” I tilted my chin and stared at the light blue blanket covering my body, my hands immediately trickling over my stomach, searching. Nothing. Even the pain had vacated my life.
You lost the baby, Jen. His words echoed in my head. Then I added my own: But it’s your own fault. You wanted to get rid of ‘it.’
I started trembling violently, my teeth chattering. “Oh, God. What have I done?” I whispered, sinking deeper into the bed. “I killed Waylan’s son.” Tears thickened my voice, and I clenched my eyes shut, trying to keep them from washing over my cheeks.
“No. Jennifer, listen to me.” My father sat on the bed and took my hand. “It wasn’t something you did. The doctor said the shock of the accident did it.” The fingers of one hand skimmed over the top of my hand. “There wasn’t anything anyone could have done. If they could have saved the baby, they would have. They knew how much you would have wanted that child.”
How much I wanted it? I almost chose to abort it. How much did I want it, Daddy? God must have known I didn’t deserve Waylan’s child. My body shuddered in a storm of emotions. Daddy wrapped his arms around me as I surrendered to the pain and cried. His arms held me steady, and I buried my head against his chest. As I cried, he let me lay there and waited until the sobbing had subsided.
“I wish I’d known...about the pregnancy, Jen. I always thought I was a good enough daddy for you to tell me anything.” He clung to me, slowly rocking back and forth. “When you needed me, I wasn’t around. Dear God, what happened? I used to hold you when you were a baby.”
“I’m not a baby anymore, Daddy.” I closed my eyes. More tears seasoned my voice, and I clutched a part of the bedcover in my fist.
“I know.” He rested his chin atop my head. His hands softly stroked my back.
“I wish I could be little again, just for a while.” I closed my eyes and focused on his soft touch and was reminded me of being five again, lying on my bed as he tucked me in.
“So do I, Jen Jen. So do I.” His hand moved upward and stroked my hair. When I’d been little, he’d loved brushing my hair. For such big hands, my daddy was always amazingly gentle.
“I’m sorry—so sorry,” I said. My whole body started shaking again, and I opened my eyes, staring at the flowered mauve wallpaper. Bouquets of cut daisies, roses, and carnations stood on the table. The world bloomed, and I felt dead. Why didn’t my heart simply agree with my mind and stop beating?
Daddy slowly withdrew and looked at me. “You loved Waylan, Jen. I knew that—and you lost him, along with the part of him only you could have carried.” He touched my cheek. “I always thought as a father I’d be able to save you from feeling pain, but it doesn’t work that way.”
I laid my head in his lap, and Daddy’s face softened amid the sadness as though I’d surprised him with a gift. “Daddy, you always told me I could do anything, and I believed you.” My chest burned as tears overflowed, spilling down my face. My fingers touched the cotton fabric of his Dockers. “How do I say goodbye to Waylan? How do I believe he’s really dead, Daddy? And why didn’t he take me with him?”
Sobs shuddered through me, and I buried myself in his lap. I clutched at that fabric as though it were the only thing securing me to this world. The coarseness of it kept me from surrendering to the chaos darkening deep inside.
“Waylan didn’t leave on purpose, honey.” My father’s voice sounded strained. He brushed away the tears. “God took him home.”
I looked at him and saw through my own blurred vision the tears staining his cheeks. One drop rolled off his chin and kissed my face. “Why Daddy? Why did God do that?”
My father flinched. All those years of sitting in church, praying—all those Sundays and sermons and faith. Daddy slowly closed his eyes, and in that absence of words, I realized he couldn’t answer.
Chapter Five
Amid the morning’s light, I exited through the hospital’s glass doors. A slight cool snap had lowered the temperatures from the 70's to the 50’s—a segue way into fall. In a few days, the leaves would change, the air would smell of burning firewood, and Waylan would be buried.
“Here’s a sweater, Jenny.” Mom held out a cream, button-down sweater.
I draped it around my shoulders.
“You ought to put it on.” She reached out to help.
I dodged her hands and slipped my arms into the sleeves. My left tangled in some yarn inside, and I struggled.
“Let me help,” she said.
I jerked backward. “I can do it myself.” My voice cracked, and I pushed through the cuff. As my hand emerged, I stared at the trembling fingers I balled into a fist.
Waylan is dead. You lost the baby.
I flinched under the weight of my thoughts. Mom stepped closer as though she could read my mind. “Jennifer,” she said quietly. “It’s going to be okay.”
I shuddered convulsively, knowing it would never be okay again. Ever. I ducked from her reach. “Please don’t,” I finally managed, staring at her hands. Those fingers trembled, too, and she finally set them on her hips.
“Jenny, I...you’re not alone. I know it probably feels like it, but you’re not.”
I raked my fingers through my hair, wanting to scream that there were a million ways to be alone even in the largest crowd. Instead, I focused on our car as it pulled up and Daddy got out. He leveled his gaze at me. “Are you ready?”
The wind brushed my long air into my eyes, and I tried to push it away. “Yeah, I’m ready,” I replied in a tight voice.
Daddy opened the back door. “Jen?” Daddy waved his hand before me, trying to break this reverie.
I glanced at his worried face. It’s like when I was little, I thought, and you’d race me to the car or the front porch, isn’t it, Daddy? You’d let me win because you’d known losing would hurt me. But this time you can’t help me win, can you?
I forced myself into the car. Sitting down, I placed my feet in front of me and set my hands on my knees—a lost little girl.
Oh, God, Waylan....
My mother sat in the passenger seat as my father slid behind the wheel. The dull thud of his door closing echoed in my head. As he pulled away, I turned and stared at the pleasantly-landscaped hell I’d just left, the pansies and chrysanthemums blooming in the color of sunlight--false hope.
As we drove away, an ambulance blared past, its siren wailing, the glare of the flashing blue and red lights evaporating.
I leaned back in the seat, trying to forget the frantic speed, the desperate lights. I wrapped my arms around my body more tightly, wondering if I could hold it all in. Could my body contain this much grief?
A complicated silence filled the car, all three of us trying too hard not to realize how irrevocably our lives had been altered.
“How are you feeling, Jen?” My father asked softly.
I muttered the standard answer: “I’m fine, Daddy.”
I looked into the rear-view mirror and saw his eyes scrutinizing me, a frown bunching his eyebrows.
“When’s the funeral?” I asked. The houses we drove past all blurred together.
Mom and Dad glanced at each other. “Waylan’s is Monday. Barry’s will be Saturday.”
I cringed and folded my arms across my chest. My left hand toyed with the seatbelt, my fingers memorizing the subtle nuances of the textured strap. It felt so solid, so composed, so indestructible, and I clung to that strength I could not find in my heart.
“Jen,” my mother said, turning toward me. “Your father and I have been talking. Perhaps it’s not really a good idea for you to go to the funeral.”
I shuddered and leveled an angry glance at her. “What?”
“Jen, you’ve been through a lot. Going to the funeral might make you feel worse.” She reached to touch me, but I jerked away.
“Waylan is dead, Mom. So is the baby.” My voice thickened with the tears I tried so damned hard to lock away. “How can things feel any worse?” I implored my dad’s reflection in the mirror to take my side.
Dad nodded almost imperceptibly, a movement only discernable between the two of us. “Let’s not worry about that right now.”
I leaned into the comfort of the seat that encouraged me to close my eyes. For a few seconds, I almost fell asleep, which was new because during the time since I’d found out about Waylan, I’d been awake, waiting. Now exhaustion crept upon me. It would have claimed me entirely had the car not slowed and turned into our driveway.
I lifted my head and stared at the house I’d lived in for most of my life, yet it appeared foreign. Had it been only two days ago that Waylan had sat upon my bed in my room and told me he loved me?
Dad turned off the ignition and got out. I opened my door and started up the walk, sandwiched between my parents, feeling the slow pace sluggishly winding through me. As my father unlocked the door, I stood completely still and dreaded entering. This would be the first time I’d been here since....
“You okay, Jen?” My mother’s concerned tone prompted me forward. I couldn’t bear the weight pressing down so damned hard.
“I’m okay.” I hurried inside. My father stopped in the living room and stood, looking at me via his peripheral vision. His arms dangled at his side. He wanted to wrap them around me, but if he did, I’d fall apart. I strode to my bedroom, trying to escape the stuffiness. My bedroom door stood open, and I stopped at the threshold. As usual, I’d made the bed when I’d gotten up, and clutter still covered my desk. I took a deep breath and entered slowly. The room seemed so small now—small and filled with Waylan. So many pictures. Old corsages, programs.
“Jennifer?” My father stood in the doorway. “I brought this home for you.” He held out a frameless picture, and I took it. It was the photo I’d taken to the hospital.
“The frame broke when you dropped it,” he said quietly.
At that moment, I remembered the searing pain in my abdomen-- that feeling of losing the last part of Waylan. I found myself lost in the picture, and only when I’d forced myself to look away did I realize my father had gone.
I touched my stomach and wondered if he felt angry. Was he disappointed? Would we ever be able to talk about this gaping silence now stagnant in breath? I flipped off the light before clutching the photo and slowly climbing into bed. Lying against the soft comforter, my body trembled. The stormy emotions I’d managed to restrain threatened to break free into my room’s vast emptiness.
As the tears came, I closed my eyes, yet the moisture seeped out around my lids and spilled down my face. Sobs rattled through me, breaking me with such force I’d never believed existed until now. With one hand, I clutched the corner of my pillowcase, balling the cotton fabric into a wad.
Why? Why Waylan? I wondered. I would’ve done anything to keep him alive. Why, God—why?
Only the sound of my own bottomless sadness broke the silence. I drew my knees to my chin as though I were a fetus and wished I could go back to being five and not getting a new coloring book was the worst thing that could happen.
“Jenny?” The closed door muffled Meagan’s voice. “Can I come in?”
I tried to push my body deeper into the comforter as though I could sink into the fabric. My whole body tensed with sadness, and I couldn’t answer. No words would come, only a low cry as I turned to the wall.
Meagan slowly opened the door and tiptoed inside. She crossed the room slowly, staring at me, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. She sat on the bed beside me. One hand gently rested on my shoulder before brushing the hair from my neck.
“I’m sorry, Jen.” Her voice cracked. I felt her fingers trembling as she tried to comfort me. “I wish I knew what to say or do. I know you loved him.”
She wrapped her arms around me. “Why didn’t you tell me about the baby?”
I took ragged breaths. My arm twined about hers, and I clutched it. “I didn’t want to be like Lissa,” I whispered. My other hand slowly moved to my stomach and stroked the flatness that had once held a life. “I thought that would be the worst thing in the world.” I clenched my eyes shut, wishing to God I could simply shut myself off and never feel anything again. “I didn’t believe it was a baby. I thought it was simply a thing, and I was going to get rid....” My voice thickened into pain, and I couldn’t finish the words—not now, and maybe not ever.
My sister slowly began rocking me back and forth and as she whispered, “Shhh. It’s okay.”
“It’s my fault the baby died; I didn’t want it. Then Waylan died.” Hot tears rushed down my face. “It’s all my fault.”
“Don’t talk like that, Jenny,” my sister whispered. “It’s nobody’s fault. It just happened.”
I clutched her and held on until sleep carried me away.
* * *
I felt darkness sluggishly weighing down my body. It’s Sunday, I thought groggily. Waylan will be coming over for church. Even as that thought filled my head, I knew something about it was wrong. As I moved my left arm to stretch, something slipped out of my fingers. Curious, I sat up. The photo lay on the bedspread. Waylan’s eyes peered up at me.
I shifted my legs, and the picture fluttered to the floor. Waylan wouldn’t be coming over. Waylan was dead, lying in a funeral home. The breath caught in my throat as an image of Waylan on a steel slab filled my head.
A low moan started in my throat and quickly exited as a shriek. I opened my eyes, but that image remained, burned in my mind. “No!” I pulled myself from the bed and desperately looked around the room at all the pictures of my past, moments Waylan had spent with me: the state fair, the Christmas parade, his junior prom. There were so few memories without him, as if before I’d known him I’d slept through the years.
Now he’d left me behind.
And he wasn’t coming back.
I grabbed a framed picture of us and hurled it at the bureau mirror. Crooked lines rippled across the mirror’s surface, and errant shards cascaded onto the dresser amid my makeup and perfumes. I darted across the room to the dresser and raked my hands across the dresser, shoving everything on the floor.
“Jennifer,” My mother yelled. “It’s okay, hon.”
I whirled and saw tears brimming in her eyes. “No!” I shouted. “It will never be okay—and you hanging over me can’t fix this.”
She pointed at my hand. “You’re bleeding.”
I turned my palm upward and saw a jagged rip in my flesh. Blood seeped through the tear, forming a river of scarlet.
“Let me help check for glass and clean it,” she said, reaching for me.
I brushed past and headed for the bathroom. “You can’t help me.” I yelled, darting into the bathroom and slamming the door. I turned the lock and leaned against the wall. For a while, I rested there, listening the hammering of my heart.
“Jenny,” My mother called. “Please open up.”
“Go away.” I choked back tears. “I can handle it.” Those were just words. I didn’t know if I’d ever be able to handle anything by myself.
“Jennifer,” My mother said. “Open the door.”
“Just go away,” I snapped. “Leave me alone.”
I waited for her to yell at me. My mother and I had never really gotten along, and the last year had been rough for us both.
“Have it your way, Jen.” I heard her walk away from the door.
Something warm trickled onto my unwounded hand, and I looked down at the scarlet droplets on my skin. My stomach lurched, and I then I stared at my other gouged hand. A large shard lay partially embedded in the skin. Bile coated the back of my throat and I thought for a moment I would vomit. I plucked the glass from the cut and dropped it in the trash, and as it slipped from my fingers, it bounced off the side of the can, trailing blood onto the sack.
I turned my focus back to my hand and searched for more glass, prodding and poking until I was sure that I couldn’t see any more, at least not until I’d cleaned away the blood. Trembling, I turned on the cold water until it trickled from the spigot, and I placed my hand under the flow. The blood diffused amid the water, churning into a pink whirlpool before disappearing. As the water washed the blood from my skin, I peered at the flesh, searching for glass.
Nothing.
The longer I stared at the bloodied water, the more I realized I couldn’t take care of myself--the profuse bleeding refused to slow, which meant a trip to the emergency room. I cringed and pulled out a washcloth to wrap around the wound, then I opened the door, planning to get the car keys, hoping I could somehow sneak around my mom even if I didn’t have my license.
Instead, I almost bumped into her as she paced outside the door. “How’s your hand?” She stared at the bloody washcloth. “Are you still bleeding?” It sounded like a statement. Worry lines creased her forehead.
“Yeah, it’s still bleeding. I think I need stitches.”
“Let me see.” She reached for my hand.
I gritted my teeth and shook my head. “I’ve had stitches before. If you don’t want to go to the ER with me, I can drive myself.” My tone thickened, and I hoped it sounded angry. I hoped it sounded hard enough so she wouldn’t look behind the mask I barely held onto.
“You don’t have your license.” Mom flinched and lowered her hands. “I’ll drive you,” she managed in a quiet voice as she headed into the living room. I followed as she grabbed her purse and keys.
As we pulled into the parking lot of Memorial Hospital, I cringed, wishing I could shake the feeling I had never really left the hospital. Time stood still as the blooming pansies nodded in the breeze.
My mother filled out the paperwork, and I saw the afternoon slip away from behind glass walls. Another man limped through the doorway, and I watched the glass slide open and tried not to think of the gurney that had carried Waylan into this room. Bruises contorted his face. Blood stained his skin. God, what had been broken? What had he looked like?
I shuddered.
“Jen, they’re ready for you.” My mother touched my arm. I followed her and a nurse to a small exam room.
The nurse entered first and patted a gurney. “Have a seat, Jennifer.”
My mother perched on a chair when I finally said, “Mom, I think I can handle this by myself.” As I spoke, the doctor entered the room. A man in his fifties with salt-and-pepper hair, he reminded me of my father.
“You can handle it?” my mother repeated, arching her eyebrows disbelievingly. “You mean like you’ve been handling it so far?”
The doctor stepped toward us. “Mrs. Landry, I’m Dr. Caley, and I’ll be taking care of Jennifer. Perhaps it would be best if you wait outside while I examine your daughter.”
Mom folded her arms over her chest, and I could tell by the frown tugging at the corners of her mouth she was unhappy. “I think I’d rather wait here.”
Dr. Caley held a clipboard in one hand and the open door with the other. “I realize you want to be present, but I think this examination would be smoother if you waited outside. I’ll have Jennifer stitched up in no time.”
My mother glared at Dr. Caley and slipped through the doorway. After she had gone, he closed the door and turned to look at me. “Hello, Jennifer. Your chart says you might need some stitches.” He looked toward me. “Which hand?”
“My left.”
He glanced at it. “Let’s have a look.”
As I stretched my arm to him, I finally said, “You look familiar.”
He nodded. “You’ve seen me before. I took care of Waylan,” he said in a quiet voice as his fingers probed at the cut.
I inhaled sharply, not from the pain but the memory. I remembered him walking into the waiting room. I remembered his face, his mouth forming the words to tell me the guy I had loved for the past two years would never hold me again.
His grip tightened around my wrist, steadying me, and he stopped inspecting the wound for a moment as if to give me a few seconds to pull myself together before his fingers resumed their busywork. “How did you cut yourself? It’s a pretty big gash.”
I closed my eyes and felt tears burning behind the lids. “A mirror broke. I cut myself on the glass.” My voice trembled, and my hand would have, too, had he not be holding it.
Dr. Caley looked up at me, his gray eyes focusing on my face. “A broken mirror, eh? I guess we’d better make sure you got out all the glass.” He began poking and prodding, stopping long enough to wipe away the blood before resuming his effort. “How did the mirror break?” He daubed the wound.
“I threw something at it.”
“That will usually do it.” He brushed his fingers over the skin. “Looks like you got all the glass out. Now we can clean it and start the stitches.” He washed the cut and then, at his prompting, a nurse brought out an syringe.
As I spotted the needle, I flinched. “What is that for?”
“It’s a local to deaden your hand so we can start the stitches.”
Feeling queasy, I looked away as the needle dug into my skin, but the edge of pain was so sharp I wanted to jump off the gurney. Dr. Caley must have felt me move because he said, “Easy, Jen. It’ll be over quick. Moving will just cause bruising.”
I kept my eyes averted until long after he had finished the stitches. Then I looked up in time to see him nod at the nurse, who stepped out of the room.
“The mirror isn’t the only thing that feels broken, Jen.” He pulled off the gloves and patted my shoulder. “I know you miss Waylan, and right now you think your heart is dying piece by piece because he’s gone.” He sat on the stool again. “But the best parts of Waylan remain with you. They always will. You have memories of him that no one else shares. That’s part of his gift of love to you.”
My shoulders sagged forward, and I barely kept the tears from rolling down my cheeks. My whole body trembled. “I wish I knew why,” I whispered. “Why him? Why not me? Why the baby? None of it makes any sense.”
He patted my knee. “Even if you knew the answers, would they make this hurt any less? You ache so deeply because you loved him so much. But you have to remember he wouldn’t want your heart to die with him.”
I looked at the stitches in my hand, and in the thread that bound my skin into a seam, I found more tears. Always more. I asked in a wavering voice, “But how do I live without him?” I closed my eyes and saw Waylan, his dark hair and bright smile. His hands reached for me. I heard the deep resonance of his laughter.
Dr. Caley picked up my hand, and I opened my eyes to find him pointing at the irritated stitches crossing my palm. “Do you see this cut, Jennifer? It looks horrible right now. And when the local wears off, it will hurt. The skin had been cut and left bleeding until I sewed it shut. In a while, it will heal until there is only a line creasing the flesh instead of a rip.” He squeezed my other hand. “There’s always going to be a scar, but one day you’ll be able to look at it and remember that it happened and realize you’re okay. It won’t happen overnight, but it will happen. I promise. It’s the same with your heart.”
Dr. Caley picked up the clipboard. “Looks like you’re all set, Jen. You’ll need to come back in ten days to get the stitches out.”
I looked at my hand, at the puffy skin and wondered if it would be healed in ten days and how much longer it would take to heal my heart.
Chapter Six
I lay in my bed for an hour that night, trying to force myself to sleep, but the darkness felt suffocating, and I finally headed to the bathroom as the nausea chewed at my stomach. As I walked down the hallway, I heard my mother’s voice drifting from my parents’ bedroom.
“I don’t think she should go to the funeral,” she said. “It’s too much for her.” Her words spilled out in a rushed tone.
“Clair, honey, nobody is ever ready for it,” my father said in his usual soothing tone. “But if we don’t let her say goodbye, she’s going to end up hating us for it.” His voice sounded patiently tired.
“She’s not strong enough,” my mother argued, her voice rising slightly. “You didn’t see her come unraveled, David. She can’t take much more. She didn’t just lose Waylan. She lost the baby, too. Waylan’s baby.”
“I know that.” Daddy’s voice took on a slight edge, and I gripped the doorframe to lean against it. “I haven’t been sleeping through any of this, but Clair, she has a right to be there. God knows how much it’s going to hurt, but she has that right.”
“I don’t like it,” my mother insisted.
“And you think I do?” My father sighed in frustration. “Listen to me, okay? She has to do this, and we can’t do it for her. Right now nothing seems real. She has to accept the fact that Waylan won’t be coming back. She needs this funeral to know that he is dead and not on vacation somewhere. We can’t protect her from this. All we can do is be thankful she wasn’t in the truck at the time.”
I gasped and gripped the door molding even harder as my knees threatened to buckle. I stumbled into the bathroom and fumbled for the light switch. As the harsh fluorescent glare filled the room, I caught sight of my haunted expression--pale and lost, with eyes too large for this face. I slammed the door and locked it. But I knew that couldn’t keep this pain outside.
My stomach cramped even harder, and I hurried to the toilet. Bile coated the back of my throat, and I tasted its acid bitterness. As I leaned over, I vomited. For an eternity, I clutched the cold porcelain, waiting for the spasms to pass.
You’re wrong, Daddy. Tears pricked my eyes, blurring my vision as they mingled with perspiration on my face and the wetness streamed down my cheeks. “I wish I were with him,” I whispered. “I wish I’d been in that truck, too.”
Trembling, I stepped to the sink. A thick sheen of sweat glossed my forehead, matting my bangs against it. Sobs ripped through me, rocking my whole body, forcing me to grasp the counter to keep my balance.
“Jen?” my father’s concerned voice came from outside the door.
“I’m all right,” I spat angrily. “Go away.” My voice trembled as fresh tears replaced the old. I’m as okay as I’m ever going to be again.
“Jen Jen, unlock the door,” Daddy said in a firmer voice.
“I don’t want to,” I snapped and turned on the cold water. Cupping my hands beneath stream, I watched the water pool there until I lifted my hands and carelessly splashed myself, drenching not only my face but also my neck, arms, and chest. “I don’t want to see you,” I whispered.
I just kept splashing my face, over and over, crying, wishing I could wash away the pain. My shirt was soaked, my skin cold, and yet there was no numbness to save me. Beneath the swirling water, I heard my father fumble with the doorknob, twisting, jerking. I kept washing, praying that I could away the stain. Over and over, washing, and yet never whole, never clean—never the Jennifer I had been a week ago.
Then I felt my father’s hands touching my shoulders, pulling me from the sink. “Jen, it’s not going to help, baby,” he said, his voice whisper-thin. He grabbed a towel and tried to dry my face, but I took it out of his hand and tossed it on the counter.
“How could you, Daddy?” I said, my voice trembling as my body shook forcefully. “How could you be grateful that it was Waylan, not me? I wish I’d been with him. I wish to God I’d died, too,” I screamed. My fingers curled into tight fists. Pain blossomed in the stitches inside my left palm, but I savored it because it kept me from feeling so much of the ache clawing at my heart.
“Don’t say that.” My father commanded as he grabbed my elbows. “Don’t you ever say that!” He pulled me to him so my head rested against his chest. I could hear the insane beating of his heart. I tried to break free of his grasp, of his love, but I couldn’t, and as he held me despite my thrashing arms, I felt his tears rain down upon me. I felt his body shiver from the pain inside, and that was when I stopped fighting and let him hold me as though I were a child again.
When we had spent our grief, my father’s right hand slowly moved from my back and touched the hand the doctor had stitched. His index finger traveled the path of the wound. He blinked as though a painful thought had crossed his mind. “Sometimes life hurts, Jen. I wish I could help you, baby.” His voice sounded gravelly, and I stared into my father’s grieving eyes. “But I can’t. All I can do is be your father and love you. It’s the best I can do, Jen Jen, and right now it’s not enough.”
“Oh, Daddy.” I blinked. My eyelids suddenly felt heavy from the grief and energy I’d expended. I started to slump forward into sleep when Daddy caught me. I stirred as he picked me up and carried me. “I can walk,” I mumbled sleepily.
“I know you can, Jen. Your mom and I taught you.” He looked at me. “But it’s been so long since I carried you I’ve missed it.” He cradled me against him gently, and I felt like a child again, except this time I knew there were things far worse than skinned knees and bad dreams.
He flipped on the light switch with his elbow and softly set me on the bed. As I felt the cool sheets touch my body, I rolled to my side with my back to my father. As sleep reached for me, my father’s fingers, light as breath, soft as feathers, caressed my back, lulling me into a fragmented blackness.
* * *
I stood upon a high hill, staring at an endless field of wildflowers. Indian saddle blanket and Queen Anne’s lace bloomed recklessly amid knee-high grass.
“Why such a sad face?” a voice asked from behind me, a voice that sounded so familiar and yet so far away, as if I weren’t sure I could remember the way it sounded but did.
I turned to find Waylan. The sun haloed his body, outlining every nuance of him. It turned the dark brown of his hair a softer, warmer auburn. His hands were jammed deep into his pockets, and his blue denim shirt matched his eyes. He kept walking until he stood right beside me. “What’s wrong, Jen? You look surprised to find me here.”
I frowned, trying to remember why this seemed strange and out of kilter. Why did my heart seem as though it were broken? “I don’t know what’s wrong.”
Waylan’s index finger, gently dabbed at the tear trails on my cheek. “Geez, Jen, you’ve been crying.” A second later, he bent over and kissed my cheek. “You seem so sad.”
I took one of his hands in both of mine, wanting to memorize it. His was so much larger. I looked at his palm, at the curve of his lifeline and the calluses from lawn work this summer. I turned it over and stared at the neatly-trimmed nails, marveling at the way his fingers looked, how they moved and the way the flesh shimmered in the bright sunlight casting a glow to him. “I’m afraid,” I whispered.
Waylan’s fingers closed around mine. His strength sought to reassure me. “Afraid? Why?”
I shuddered and closed my eyes. “I’m afraid of losing you. I don’t know why. There’s something that makes me feel you’ll be gone and I’ll never see you again, something I can’t remember.”
“I’ll always be with you, Jen.” He touched my chest where my heart would be. “We’re connected here, remember?”
“Yeah,” I said, half-smiling. “I remember.”
Behind Waylan, I noticed the once calm blue of the sky had been overcome by swirling grey clouds, washing across the azure heavens in a huge wave of slate. The air suddenly cooled, chilling my bare arms, and the wind picked up, furiously shaking the branches and almost knocking me off-balance.
“Waylan,” I said, my voice rising in panic. Distant thunder rumbled. “Don’t let go of me. No matter what, don’t let go.” My fingers clung to his hand even as the wind tried to pry us apart. I won’t let go.
At that moment, the heavens opened, pouring cold rain upon us. Lightning branched across the sky as far as I could see, and I flinched. My vision blackened as blindness overcame all colors and sights. I felt Waylan’s hand slip from mine.
“Waylan!” I screamed into the storm. “Waylan, don’t leave me!” I spun around and around in the darkness, feeling the rain and wind lashing at me. A moment later, my vision returned, but the torrents of rain blurred everything. “Waylan!” I screamed, desperately searching as I remembered the crumpled truck. “Waylan, please don’t go. Please don’t die!”
I bolted upright in bed. Bright sunlight seeped through my windows. Tears spilled down my face, and I looked at my hand, remembering the way Waylan had held it in the dream. I wiggled my fingers one at a time, trying desperately to remember what his caress had felt like. It seemed like years since I had felt it, not mere days.
I forced myself to climb out of bed despite wanting to simply pull the covers over my head and sleep forever. I slipped to the window and looked down the same street where I’d learned to ride my bike, the same street I’d jumped rope and skated away summer days that had seemed endless, where I’d spent all my childhood and never wondered where it led. I thought I knew. Now suddenly I felt empty, stupid, and old. Those were the same houses that had always been there and yet I had been forever changed.
“Today is Monday,” I whispered. “Today is Waylan’s funeral.”
Chapter Seven
The sun blossomed from a dusty rose into gold as it filled a perfect azure sky with honey. For an eternity I watched the darkness of the sky give way to her golden beauty, and even though her light must have been warm, I folded my arms across my chest and shivered, unable to glean any of that heat and relish it. It could never touch the pit of ice my stomach had become.
“Jennifer?” Mom cracked open the door and stuck her head into my room. She looked first at my bed, and finding that empty, sought me out as I kept vigil with sunlight. “I wanted to make sure you were awake so you could start getting ready.”
“Don’t you mean getting dressed?” I brushed the hair from my eyes. “How does one get ready for a funeral, unless it’s yours, and then how much preparation do you need? How much of that do you do? Drive off a bridge?” I looked at the inside of my forearms and traced the veins. “Slit your wrists--”
“That’s enough, Jen. I don’t want to hear you talk like that.” My mother gasped sharply as a shudder gripped her.
I shook my head and continued as though I hadn’t heard her. “When you’re dead, everyone else makes preparations for you. They embalm you and put on enough make-up to make you look like you’re not dead--”
“Maybe you shouldn’t go,” Mom said, brushing her hands up and down her arms in a way that would wrinkle the neatly pressed silk pantsuit she wore. “We could always stay here. It’s been a long time since we’ve talked, you know? I’ve been busy, and you’ve been growing. I could give you a perm,” she offered weakly, her gaze carefully avoiding mine.
I laughed and stood from the chair where I’d been sitting. “Why are you so afraid of me going, Mom? And how can you talk about perms right now?” My whole body shook as I strode to her. I thrust my hand into my hair and clenched a fistful. “Is this so damned important? I don’t care if every last strand falls out. It wouldn’t matter. It wouldn’t make me forget what’s about to happen.” I slowly unwound my fingers and tugged them loose.
“Honey.” Her hand trembled as she reached for me and stopped. An uneven breath. Her fingers twitched, and she finally stretched them forward and touched the hair I’d just held. “Funerals always remind you of the dead, not the living, Jen. I don’t want you to remember Waylan like that.”
I cringed as pain burned in my eyes while her fingers gently stroked that strand, her long, manicured nails caressing the hair as though it were gold silk. I slowly raised my hand and covered hers with my own, allowing my hand to feel the kindness in her touch. For a few moments, we stood like that, her petting this daughter the only way she must have known how and me standing there, trying hard to remember who that daughter was. I wasn’t Jen anymore, but instead someone nameless and adrift in a sea of isolation.
“Momma, I know you want to help.” My voice quivered as I finally stopped the motion of her hand and let it rest over my heart. “But I have to go. Waylan is going to be there, and he’s going to be waiting to see me.” Tears pooled in my eyes and spilled down my cheeks. “I can’t disappoint him.” I looked out the window to find a sparrow perched in a tree branch.
Mom shuddered and gingerly wiped away the tears. “Waylan is dead, angel.” Her blue eyes met mine, and I saw them filled with sadness and moisture that seeped through her eyelashes and quickly streaked her cheeks. “He’s not going to know you’re there.”
I placed my hand over hers and rested my cheek on it. “Yeah, he will, Momma. Somehow he’ll know.”
She flinched and leaned forward. Her lips brushed my forehead. “I guess you’d better get dressed.”
“Yeah,” I finally agreed. “I guess I’d better.”
Long after my mother had left the room, her perfumed lingered. Tears stung my eyes as I flipped through my clothes, bypassing each and every black dress, shirt, and skirt I owned and finally settling on a red cotton dress Waylan had always liked. It would’ve been his first choice had he been here. Then again, had he been with me, I wouldn’t be getting ready to say goodbye.
As I tugged the fabric over my head, I realized by the loose fit of the dress I had lost some weight. My fingers fumbled badly as I tried to latch the heart-shaped locked Waylan had given me. Even as sobs battered my body, I kept trying to fasten the catch; I trembled too much. I looked at the ceiling, letting tears run down my face. I cringed as I realized what this felt like: I was getting ready for a date, and Waylan would come to get me for the movies. I closed my eyes, knowing well enough this was no date. Nonetheless, I would never, in all my life, forget this occasion. Its light would eclipse all future memories. It would overpower all my birthdays, Thanksgivings, and Christmases. I would never forget October first. Ever.
I stepped into the living room where Mom flipped through a McCall’s magazine. The motion of her hands abruptly died as she scanned the length of my body, her disbelieving gaze finally settling on my face. “Jen, you shouldn’t wear that dress. It’s not appropriate for a funeral.”
I brushed my hands down my hips and smoothed out the skirt. “There’s nothing wrong with it. I like it.”
She stood and stepped toward me. “Jen, it’s red. You wear black to a funeral.”
I shook my head and glanced at my watch. Forty-five minutes until the funeral. “I don’t have time to change.”
Mom looked at her watch. “It won’t take long. You’ve got that black skirt you wore to Waylan’s band concert last year.”
I folded my arms across my chest. “I don’t want to change. This is Waylan’s favorite dress.”
“But it’s red!” my mom protested.
“What’s wrong with that?” I arched my eyebrows in defiance.
She gently set her hand upon my shoulder. “Honey, it’s going to be hard enough going to this funeral. A lot of people know about...what happened when Waylan died. They’re going to be talking as it is. You don’t want to stand out any more than you already do.”
My left hand formed a fist. “But I am different. I’ve always been different. I am his girlfriend, and he would want me to wear this. Even he would’ve told you that if he’d been here.”
Mom clenched her jaw in forced patience. “I know he liked that dress, hon. But it doesn’t matter to him now. He won’t see it. Everyone else will.”
I paced around the room. “And it’s red, right?” I asked sarcastically.
“Jen, please just go and change.” Her voice thinned in exasperation. She rubbed her right temple as though a headache had claimed her. I knew I was wearing her down.
“No,” I said evenly. “I won’t change. I want to wear this.”
My mother sighed as she walked past the table and picked up her keys. “Very well. Have it your way. Let’s go.”
I followed her to the car, and we headed for the church. It wasn’t until I arrived in the parking lot that I considered why Mom had asked me to change. After all, I knew how much she stressed image, and that was why I’d thought she’d fought with me. Then I realized every person disappearing behind the massive oaken doors of St. Andrew’s Episcopal Church wore black. Yes, I was different, without any chance to conceal it.
Mom must have sensed my nervousness because she said, “Jen, you really don’t have to go inside.” She slowed the car as a family of mourners walked in front of us.
I shook my head. “Yes, I do.”
“Okay,” she finally said and found a parking space. “Then we’d better get inside and find a seat.” She pulled the keys out and put them into her purse.
I took a deep breath and forced myself to open the door and get out. It all seemed surreal and impossible, and all I could think was I would be able to handle this funeral were Waylan with me, but if Waylan were, I wouldn’t have to. As I edged toward the stained-glass sanctuary, I kept my arms folded across my chest, and my gaze remained down. I could hear the hum of car engines as the vehicles drove through the parking lot.
A small line of people waited to get inside the church, and Mom and I stood at the end. Already I could hear the organ playing a lamenting song. My heart pounded. I clenched my eyes shut. My breath quickened, and I prayed, Please God, help me get through this.
I felt my mom gently take my arm and pull me forward. “The line is moving.”
Right before we slipped into the sanctuary, I discovered why the line had moved so slowly; people signed the guest book as they passed. Mom stood in front of me, jotting her name in the book first and then handing me the pen. Trying not to think about what the book represented, I took my time and carefully wrote my name. Then we stepped from the podium to the door, and a stranger, probably someone from either the church or the funeral home, handed both of us a program.
Although I tried to take it, seeing Waylan's full name just below a gold embossed saxophone weakened my grasp, and the program slipped through my fingers and fluttered to the carpet. Instead of bending to get it, I stared disbelievingly at it. Sensing my inability to move, my mom knelt and grasped the cream cardstock, then laid her hand on the small of my back so she could guide me into the sanctuary where a huge crowd had already gathered. Although there had to be numerous students I knew sitting in those pews, I kept my gaze just ahead, focusing on the aisle, a much less dangerous spot than meeting prying eyes.
The closest seats we found were in a pew about ten rows back, and judging from the endless line of people who came after us, all the pews would be filled and no room left over to accommodate the rest of the mourners. Once we’d sat down and set our coats to the side, Mom patted me on the knee. I held the program with both hands, trying not to think too hard about the organ playing such a soft melody, unrecognizable in its sadness.
"You okay?" Mom dug through her purse and pulled out a pack of tissues.
"Fine," I said, knowing I would never feel fine again. When she held out a tissue, I reluctantly accepted it, more for something to do with my trembling hands than anything else. Although I remembered the preacher stepping to the pulpit and talking, the words didn't reach my ears. In fact, it was like I watched television with the volume muted, leaving only hand gestures and facial expressions. The longer I stared, the less real this seemed, as though I'd imagined everything—everything except a way to escape this nightmare.
I made it through the funeral, standing when everyone else did and sitting when I should. I even managed not to focus on anything, at least until I saw the coffin rolling down the aisle toward me and I expected Waylan to suddenly emerge from the back of the sanctuary, laughing and pointing at all of us, proud of himself for getting away with such an elaborate prank.
But he didn't come out.
My heart sped up, faster and faster as the coffin rolled closer and closer. It passed my row, and I burst into tears that even the security of Mom's arm around me couldn't stop. Once the coffin had disappeared, Mom grabbed my coat and urged me to put it on. Numbly, I did as she asked. Then she slipped on her own and led me to the exit. I could hear people crying around me amid the low murmurs of people whispering things they couldn't say aloud because saying them aloud would only make it them much more real.
I put one foot in front of the other, allowing my mom to guide me to the car. She slipped the keys into the ignition. "How about we just go home?"
I leaned back against the seat and shook my head. "No, I want to go to the cemetery and see this through. I have to." I pulled the seatbelt taut and snapped the latch into place, more to give my hands something to do than because I wanted to be safe.
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