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		“My soul is forgotten, veiled by a boring complication”
            


            My foot will bleed soon. Judging by the familiar curve in the road, I’m still at least two miles from home. Of course I end up walking home the night I’m wearing great shoes. The pain shoots through my heel as the clouds flash with lightning in the dark sky.

Maybe I’m bleeding already. I mentally review the last few hours. Anything to distract me from the agony of each step. The texts, the endless stream of drunken texts, run through my mind.

We’re soul mates. I roll my eyes. Brian deserves a nicer girlfriend; someone sweet like him. Someone who doesn’t roll their eyes at this statement.
         

We belong together. Bleh.
         

What does it say about my relationship when the only thing I ever tell people about my boyfriend is, “He’s a really nice guy”? And how, after two years of being apart, did I ever take him back? The last three weeks have felt like years, years I was asleep.

We’re perfect together. My mother thought we were perfect. Hell, this whole town thought it.
         

No one is ever going to know you the way I do. He was watching me as I read this one and I had to work hard to keep a straight face. At the time I wasn’t sure why, but here on this deserted road, in the middle of a thunderstorm Brian would never walk through, I know it’s because he never knew me at all. Or my soul. It’s not his fault. I’d nearly forgotten it myself.
         

I stop to adjust the strap on my sandals and two sets of eyes peer out from the ditch next to the road. They’re low to the ground, watching me. I’ve always hated nocturnal animals.

“Anyone else come out to play in the storm?” I say to the other hidden night life. I move to the edge of the shoulder, facing the nonexistent traffic, and give my new friends some room. I wince as I step forward, and watch as a set of headlights shines on the road in front of me and the scene around me turns mystical. The steam rises off the pavement at least five feet high before disappearing into the blue tinted night. The rain only lasted twenty spectacular minutes, not long enough to cool the scorched earth.

I’m lost in it as the truck pulls up beside me, now driving on the wrong side of the road, and Jason Leer rolls down his window. I glance at him and turn to stare straight ahead, trying not to let the excruciating torture of each step show on my face.

“Hi, Annie,” he says, and immediately pisses me off. I might look sweet in my new rose-colored shorts romper, but these wedges have me ready to commit murder.

“My name is Charlotte,” I say without looking at him, and keep walking. The strap is an ax cutting my heel from my foot. Why won’t he call me Charlotte? Of course the cowboy would show up. What this night needs is a steer wrestler to confound me further. The same two desires he always evokes in me surface now. Wanting to punch him, and wanting to climb on top of him.
         

“What the hell are you doing out here? Alone—” A guttural moan of thunder interrupts him, and I tilt my head to determine the origin, but it surrounds us. The clouds circle, blanketing us with darkness, but when the moon is visible it’s bright enough to see in this blue-gray night. We’re in the eye of the storm and there will never be a night like this again. God I love a storm. The crackling of the truck’s tires on the road reminds me of my cohort.
         

“I’m not alone. You’re here, irritating me as usual.” I will not look at him. I can feel his smartass grin without even seeing him, the same way I can feel a chill slip across my skin. It’s hot as hell out and Jason Leer is giving me the chills.

Lightning strikes, reaching the ground in the field just to our left, and I stop walking to watch it. Every minute of today brought me here. The mind-numbing dinner date with Brian Matlin, the conversation on the way to Michelle’s party about how we should see other people, the repeated and annoying texts declaring his love, and the eleven beers and four shots I watched Brian pour down his throat, all brought me here.
         

“If you’re trying to kill yourself by being struck by lightning, I could just hit you with my truck. It’ll be faster,” he says, stealing my eyes from the field. His arm rests out his truck window and it’s enormous. He tilts his body toward the door and the width of his chest holds my gaze for a moment too long.

“Annie!”

I shake my head, freeing myself from him. “What? What do you want? I’m not afraid of a storm.” I am, however, exhausted by this conversation.

I finally allow myself to look him in the eyes. They are dark tonight, like the slick, steamy road before me, and I shouldn’t have looked.

“I want you.” His voice is tranquil, as if he’s talking the suicide jumper off the bridge. “I want you to get in the truck and I’ll drive you home.” Thunder growls in the distance and the lightning strikes to the left and right of the road at the same time. The storm surrounds us, but the rain was gone too soon. Leaving us with the suffocating heat that set the road on fire.

I close my eyes as my sandal cuts deeper into my foot, and Jason finally pulls away. My grandmother always said the heat brings out the crazy in people. It was ninety-seven degrees at 7 p.m. The humidity was unbearable. Too hot to eat. Too hot to laugh. The only thing you could do was talk about how miserably hot it was outside. By the time Brian and I arrived, most of the party had already been in the lake at some point. Even that didn’t look refreshing. The sky unleashed, and Michelle kicked everyone out rather than let them destroy her house.

I stop walking, and shift my foot in the shoe. The strap is now sticking; I’ve probably already shed blood. Jason drives onto the right side of the road and stops the truck on the tiny shoulder. He turns on his hazard lights and gets out of the truck. He’s a hazard. I plaster a smile on my face and begin walking again. As soon as he leaves I’m taking off these shoes and throwing them in the pepper field next to me.
         

Before I endure two steps, he’s in front of me. He’s as fast as I remember. Like lightning: always picked first for kickball in elementary school. His hair is the same thick, jet black as back then, too. The moonlight shines off it and I wonder where his cowboy hat is. He’s too beautiful to piss me off as much as he does. He blocks my path, a concrete wall, and I stop just inches from him.

“I’m going to ask you one more time to get in the truck.” A lightning strike hits the road near his truck and without flinching he looks back at me, waiting for my answer.

“Or what?” I challenge him with my words and my “I dare you” look on my face. He hoists me over his shoulder and walks back to the truck as if I’m a sweatshirt he grabbed as an afterthought before walking out the door.

“Put me down! I’m not some steer you can toss around,” I yell, as I fist my hands and pound on his back. He’s laughing and pissing me off even more. I pull his shirt up and start to reach for his underwear and Jason runs the last few steps to the truck.

“Do you ever behave?” he asks, and swings the truck door open. He drops me on the seat and leans in the truck between my legs. I push my hair out of my face, my chest still heaving with anger. “Why the hell are you walking alone on a country road, in a goddamned storm, this late at night?”

My stomach knots at his closeness and this angers me, too. Why can’t Jason Leer bore me the way Brian Matlin does? Jason raises his eyebrows and tilts his head at the perfect angle to send a chill down my spine.

“Brian and I broke up tonight.”

“And he made you walk home?” Shock is written all over his face. Brian would never make me walk home. He is the nicest of guys. Not great at holding his liquor, but nice.

“No.” I roll my eyes, calling him an idiot, and he somehow leans in closer, making my stomach flip. “He proceeded to get drunk at Michelle Farrell’s party and I drove him home so he didn’t die.” I think back to all the parties of the last six years, since Jason and I entered high school. Besides graduation, we were rarely in the same place. I’ve barely hung out with Jason Leer since eighth grade. At the start of high school everyone broke into groups, and this cowboy wasn’t in mine.

“Why didn’t you call someone for a ride?” He breaks my revelry.

“Because apparently when Brian gets drunk he texts a lot. My battery died after the fiftieth message professing his love for me.”

“Poor guy.”

“Poor guy? What about me? I’m the one who had to delete them, and drive him home. I thought he’d never pass out.” I’m still mourning the time I lost with Brian’s drunken mess.

“Why didn’t you just take his car?”

“Because I left him passed out in it in his parents’ driveway. I got him home safe, but I’m not going to carry him to bed.”

At this Jason lowers his head and laughs. My irritation with him twists into annoyance at myself for telling him anything. For telling him everything. I want to punch him in his laughing mouth. His lips are perfect, though.

“It’s not easy to love you, Annie.”

“Yeah, well I’ve got fifty texts that claim otherwise. Judging from the fact you can’t even get my name right, everything’s probably hard for you.” Jason leans on the dash and his jeans scrape against my maimed foot, causing my face to twist in pain. Before I can regain my composure, his eyes are on me. He moves back and holds my foot up near his face. He slips the strap off my heel and runs his thumb across the now broken and purple blister. I close my eyes, the sight of the wound amplifying the pain.

“My God, you are stubborn,” he says, his eyes still on my foot. Thunder groans behind us and he straightens my leg, examining it in the glimmer of moonlight. I’m not angry anymore. One urge has silenced another, and awakened me in the process. He pulls my foot to him and kisses the inside of my ankle, and a chill runs from my leg to both breasts and settles in the back of my throat, stealing my breath.

I swallow hard. “Are all your first kisses on the inside of the ankle?” I ask. His hands grip my ankle harshly, but he’s careful with my heel.

His eyes find mine as he drags his lips up my calf and kisses the inside of my knee. I shut up and shudder from a chill. There are no words. Only the beginning of a thought. What if, arises in my mind against the sound of the clicking of the hazard lights.
         

The lightning strikes again and unveils the darkness in his eyes. He lowers my leg and backs up, but I’m not ready to let him go. I grab his belt buckle and pull him toward me. Jason doesn’t budge. He is an ox. His eyes bore into me and for a moment I think he hates me. He’s holding a raging river behind a dam, and I’m recklessly breeching it.

With a hand gripping each shoulder he forces me back to the seat and hovers over me. Even in the darkness I can see the emptiness in his eyes and I can’t leave it alone. He kisses me. He kisses me as if he’s done it a hundred times before, and when his lips touch mine some animalistic need growls inside of me. He’s like nothing I’ve ever known, and my body craves a hundred things all at once, every one of them him. With his tongue in my mouth, I tighten my arms around his thick neck and pull him closer, wanting to climb inside of him.

Jason pulls away, devastating me, until I realize there are flashing lights behind us. His eyes fixed on mine, he takes my hands from behind his head and pulls me upright before the state trooper steps out of his car and walks to our side of the truck.

*  *  *


“Charlotte, honey, are you going to get up? I heard you come in late last night.”

I roll over and put my head under the pillow. I don’t want to get up. I don’t want to tell my mom that I broke up with Brian…again.

“Is everything okay?” She’s worried. I take a deep breath and sit up in bed. The sheet rubs against my heel and the pain reminds me of Jason Leer.

“I broke up with Brian last night.”

“Oh no. I have to see his mother at Book Club on Wednesday.”

“I can’t marry him because you can’t face his mother at Book Club.”

“I’m not suggesting you marry him, just that you stop dating him if you’re going to keep breaking his heart.” My mom leaves my room. Her face is plagued with frustration mixed with disappointment. I climb out of bed and lumber to the bathroom. My green eyes sparkle in the mirror, hinting at our indelicate secret from last night. I wink at myself as if something exciting is about to happen. My long blond hair barely looks slept on. I think breaking up with Brian was good for me.

*  *  *


“Jack, she broke up with Brian again.” I catch, as I enter the kitchen.

“Through with him, huh?” My father never seems to have an opinion on who I date as long as they treat me well. Brian certainly did that.

“Dad, he just didn’t do it for me.” Jason’s eyes pierce my thoughts again, haunting me. The trooper sent us home and I left him in his truck without a word. There wasn’t one to say.

“Do what? What did you expect him to do for you?” my mother spouts. She’s not taking the news well.

“When he looks at me a certain way, I want to get chills,” I start, surprised by how easily my needs are verbalized. “When he leans into me, I want my stomach to flip, and when he walks away I want to care if he comes back.” My parents both watch me silently as if I’m reciting a poem at the second-grade music program. They are pondering me.

“What? Don’t your stomachs flip when you’re together? Ever?”

“Does your stomach flip when you look at me, Jack?” she asks.

“Only if I eat chili the same day,” my dad says, and they both start laughing.

“Charlotte, I remember what it was like to be young. And your father did make my stomach flip, but I think you’re too hard on Brian. He’s a nice boy.”

“Yeah yeah. He’s nice.” I butter my toast and move to sit next to my father at the table. He is nice. For some reason Brian’s kindness frustrates me. He’s a boring complication. “I ran into Jason Leer last night.” And he kissed the inside of my leg. I smile ruefully.
         

My mother’s eyebrows raise and I fear I’ve divulged too much. My father never looks up from the newspaper.

“Butch and Joanie’s son?”

“That’s the one.” I try to sound nonchalant as a tiny chill runs down my neck.

“I haven’t seen him since Joanie’s funeral. Poor boy. She was lovely. Do you remember her?”

I nod my head and take a bite of the toast. “From Sunday school.”

“Jack, do you remember Joanie Leer? Died of cancer about a year ago.”

“I remember,” my dad says, and appears to be ignoring us, but I know he’s not. He always hears everything.

“If you don’t want to be with Brian, that’s fine, but please not a rodeo cowboy,” my mother pleads, not missing a thing.

“I only said I saw him. What’s wrong with a rodeo cowboy?”

“Nothing. For someone else’s daughter. I really want you to marry someone with a job. Someone that can take care of you.”

“Can’t a cowboy do that?” From what I’ve seen, he can take very good care of me.
         

“Charlotte, please tell me you’re not serious. They’re always on the road. Their income’s not steady. It’s a very difficult life.” My mother’s stern warning is delivered while she fills the dishwasher, as if we’re discussing a fairy tale, a situation so absurd it barely warrants a discussion. She’s still beautiful, even when she’s lecturing me. “I know safe choices aren’t attractive to the young, but believe me you do not belong in that world and he’d wither up and die in yours. Do not underestimate the power of safety in this crazy life.”

“How do you know so much about rodeo cowboys?” I ask.

“Yeah, how do you know so much?” My dad asks. He stares at her over the newspaper.

“Is your stomach flipping?” She asks, and gives him her beautiful smile she’s flashed to quell him my entire life.

“Yes,” he says, and winks at her.
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“I run out of the water, swallowed by complete devastation”
            


Noble?” I stare out the window as we pass field after field and lose my attention to the crops. I follow them to the horizon, the only boundary between the earth and the sky. The perfect blue meets the green fields as if it’s watching over them. This is Noble’s world.

God’s country.

“Yes?” He brings me back to his truck. I turn to him, and watch him drive with the ease that’s always a part of him.

“Would you say I’m your best friend? That we’re best friends?” Noble takes his eyes off the road to meet mine. I’ve seen this look before. He’s not sure whether to laugh.

“Are you going to give me half a BFF necklace, or something?” He asks as if I am the most ridiculous person he’s ever known.

“I was just thinking about how things change.”

“Charlotte, what’s going on?” He’s listening closely now. We pass the cornfields, almost knee-height. How many corn crops have I passed in my lifetime?

I shake my head. “I was just thinking.”

“About what?” About what?
         

“You are one of my closest friends. You, Margo, Jenn, and Sam. And at Rutgers I can’t survive without Julia, Violet, and Sydney.”

“Where are you going with this?” Now he’s worried. Noble turns left and a new set of fields draws my attention.

“What happened to the others? Jason, and Ollie, and Possum? Where are Heather Miller and Dana Davino? Why aren’t we friends with them anymore? I went to Jason Leer’s birthday party every year of my life until we hit high school, and then I never hung out with him.”

“Charlotte, things change—the passage of time, circumstances—but people don’t. We’re still friends, just old friends. Jason was into the rodeo, and we weren’t. We just went in different directions.”

Noble turns onto the farm lane leading to his house and crosses the railroad tracks that sever it. An acre and a half back, we pass Jason Leer’s house on the left. His truck is parked near the barn separating his and Noble’s yards. I swallow hard at the thought of my ankle in Jason’s hand.

“Wait here,” Noble says, and pulls up near the side door of the farmhouse.

“Why?” I ask, knowing my cheeks are probably flushed. Noble notices and seems confused for the second time today. I’m not making any sense.

“Because my mother will interrogate you about my love life at Rutgers and we’ll never make it to Jenn’s.” Noble’s easy smile lights up his face. He is my best friend. “Just wait here, okay?”
         

Noble leaves me, and I can’t take my eyes off Jason’s truck. I wonder what he’s doing today, what Jenn and Margo will say if I invite him to the lake house with us. The door to Jason’s house swings open and hits the side of the house. Anyone else exiting a house that way would indicate anger, but Jason smiles as he strides over to his truck. I watch in delight. Everything is so powerful about him, and I can’t take my eyes off him. A chill runs down the back of my neck and I tilt my head to thwart it.

Jason reaches for his truck door and glances back. At the sight of me, he stops. The smile drains from his face. It’s replaced with something else. Something coercive. I should lean down in the truck. Crouch down and escape his gaze, but that would be cowardly and something about Jason Leer brings out the best and worst in me, neither of which is anywhere near fear.

He takes one step toward me as Noble practically skips out of his house. He breezes to the truck and climbs in carrying cucumbers, without even noticing Jason. As he pulls away he waves at Jason, and I sit in awe of him. We drive a few miles, me trying to understand what Jason does to me, and Noble singing along to music without a care in the world. He lowers the volume and examines me.

“Charlotte, what?”

I release myself from all things Jason Leer.

“What if the person you’re supposed to be with you’ve known your whole life? What if they’re an old friend?” Noble’s gaze is serious, and that’s terrifying.

“An old friend or a best friend?”

“Old, either, does it matter?” This line of questioning is not relaxing him.

“Is this about Brian? Are you second-guessing breaking up with him?”

“No. This is absolutely not about Brian.” Noble studies me.

“What you’re talking about will change everything. I’m not saying it never happens, just that if it ends, it never ends well.”

“Have you ever been with someone you know in your heart is the exact right person for you? That everything swirling around you just moves you closer to that person?” Noble takes his eyes off the road and looks at me as if I have a unicorn horn growing out of the center of my head.

“Did you get high before I picked you up?”

“No,” I say, and lower my head. I’m not making any sense today. None of this makes sense.

“You’re scaring me a little.”

“I know,” I say, and drop the subject. It’s a stupid one.

*  *  *


The drive to Jenn’s lake house is about a half hour. Noble and I spend it with the windows down and the music playing. We pull down the long gravel-cut lane winding through the woods and park behind Jenn’s and Margo’s cars.

A day on the lake is the perfect end to June, I think as I jump out of the truck and grab my bag. The cloudless sky agrees with me. This will be the last summer we’re all home together. It seems everyone branches out after their junior year. Jenn has already said she’ll be on a beach somewhere full-time and Margo wants to stay at school and take summer classes. I’m not sure what I’ll do, but it’s not going to be in Salem County if these girls don’t come home.

I hand the bag of cucumbers to Jenn and she starts washing them. “Compliments of Noble Sinclair.” I give credit where credit is due.

“Oh, Mr. Sinclair? You don’t say? I love that you still call him Noble after all these years. Can’t just commit to Nick like the rest of us,” Jenn says.

“She’s stubborn,” Noble concludes.

“It’s nice to know a farmer. I’m going to make you cucumber salad as thanks,” she says.

“I was going to bring some tomatoes too, but they’re about a week out.”

“Let’s meet back here in a week. I’ll make a tomato salad then,” she adds and begins cutting the cucumbers.

“Sam should be here any minute,” Margo says, and grabs a cucumber. “Why don’t you guys take out the canoe? It’s covered in spiders. I couldn’t get within three feet of it.” I look out the window at the lake. It’s completely still, no signs of life.

*  *  *


Noble and I sweep the interior of the canoe for webs before pulling it to the water’s edge and placing the paddles inside. We step into the water and gingerly board the canoe. We almost tip at Noble’s entry, but we right ourselves and set off on our sail with Noble at the bow. His neck and shoulders appear enormous from this vantage point. As he pulls the water with his paddle his biceps bulge. When we exit the shade of the coast, Noble takes off his shirt and I am in awe.

“How come you don’t have a girlfriend?” I ask, and Noble keeps paddling.

“What makes you think I don’t?”

“You wouldn’t keep something like that from me, would you?” I’m wounded at the suggestion. Noble turns around and his warm, inviting smile confuses me all the more. Why is he alone? Or is he?

“I’m just waiting for the right girl,” he says, and paddles with deep strokes that push us from shore. “Until she comes along I’m trying to meet as many wrong girls as possible,” he adds with the naughtiest grin.

“Sounds like a great plan to catch something nasty.”

“That’s very romantic, Charlotte. Just because things aren’t swirling around me, or whatever the hell you were saying earlier, doesn’t mean I’m a venereal disease waiting to be contracted.”

“Says you,” I retort, and continue paddling the canoe. The river is completely empty except for Noble and me. We row close to the shore of a tiny island with no beach. The trees hang over into the water and there are sounds of bugs, and birds, and God knows what else inhabiting it. Noble takes his paddle and pushes us away from the island just as I duck under a branch and we row back to the open water.

“How deep do you think it is here?” I ask.

“I can throw you in so you can find out.”

“That won’t be necessary,” I say, and push my paddle straight down to the bottom. It touches nothing but water. “Deep,” I say, nodding my head. Noble rocks the canoe from side to side, coming within a few inches of taking on water each time. I don’t say a word. I will not give him the satisfaction. Instead I tilt my face to the blue sky and let the sun warm me. It is the most beautiful day. Almost too bright to face it even with my eyes closed. The glare is blinding. Noble bores of tormenting me and begins to row back to the house. I match his paddling and between us the canoe is charging toward home.

I stop rowing as I see Jenn, Margo, Sam, and…Sean standing on the dock.

“What’s your brother doing here?” Noble asks, his voice filled with the doom I feel.

“I don’t know. Keep rowing.” Dread settles at the bottom of my stomach.

When we get close to shore I can see them clearly, each of them staring at me with unspoken sadness. Their faces scream at me to row the other way. Something horrible has happened. I lay my paddle across my lap and listen as the devastation in Sean’s eyes cries out to me. Noble rows us to shore and gets out first, immediately turning around to help me. I run out of the water and face my brother’s stricken face.

“Mom and Dad were in a car accident. A delivery truck t-boned them on the Swedesboro Road. Mom was airlifted and is being operated on now.” Where’s Dad? “Get your stuff.”
         

“I’ll follow you guys,” Margo says.

“I’ll drive, Margo. We’ll follow you, Sean,” Noble says to Sean, and I grab my shoes and climb into Sean’s truck. We pull onto the lane, the one I rode in on an hour ago, and everything has changed. None of it for the better.
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“Abandoning my anger, trying numb for a while

It may serve me better than a dead hearted smile”
            


I’m really sorry about your parents,” Kevin says. He graduated with Sean and now he’s an undertaker.

“Thanks, Kevin,” Sean responds, and I barely look at either of them. This cannot really be happening.

“I know they airlifted your mom. We were all pulling for her.” Shut the fuck up, Kevin. I roughly run my hand up and down the side of my face.
         

“Her injuries were too extensive,” Sean says, and pulls out a chair for me. Even with my high wedges on, I’m nowhere near his height. Sean’s a big, burly, Irishman with the same green eyes as my own, except mine look like that of a dead person now.

Sean and Kevin work through what appears to be a list of things people need at a funeral: caskets, obituaries, memorial cards, flowers. I barely listen to a word of it. What day is it? I’ll bet it’s written on the top of Kevin’s form somewhere. He seems very organized. I always liked him. Not feeling him today. I try and focus on the top of Kevin’s papers as he plays with his pen cap above them. I wonder if my obvious hatred is making him nervous. None of this is his fault. I smile sweetly and even that seems to make him uncomfortable. If I’m killed in a car accident tomorrow, is Kevin going to have this conversation about me? How many times a day does he have this conversation? He should have studied statistics at Rutgers like me. Rutgers was a million years ago.
         

“Have you thought anything about the service?” Kevin directs his question to Sean. I am clearly scaring him.

“We’re headed to the church next.”

Great. I definitely want to take this show on the road.
         

*  *  *


“Are you okay, Charlotte?” Sean asks as he opens the truck door for me.

“I’m dead inside. Maybe it’s shock or something, but I cannot seem to figure out anything but how much I hate people. Kevin seems like a nice guy.”

“He is.”

“It took all of me not to reach across the table and strangle him with his own tie.”

Sean stares at me, completely disturbed by my statement. “Okay…” he manages, and closes the truck door.

“How is it you are so mentally stable? Both your parents were just killed in a horrific car accident. Poof! Gone. What the fuck, Sean?” His eyes widen and I note that I need to take it easy on him.

“I’m working through the process. Planning a funeral, calling relatives, meeting with the police and fire officials, dealing with the hospital and insurance companies, driving my crazy-ass sister around. You know, the process.” Sean starts the truck and looks behind us to back out. We drive the three minutes to the other side of town in a hysterical silence.

*  *  *


Pastor Johnson leads us back to his office and Sean motions for me to take a seat first. This is Kevin’s office all over again, but Pastor Johnson’s office is full of books and it reminds me of the thing I love most about him. He is intelligent. His sermons always make me smarter. Sean and Pastor Johnson speak of memories of our parents as anger burns inside of me. My mom loved this church her whole life, and now it’s betrayed me. She should be planning refreshments for someone else’s funeral. I look up and realize at some point the conversation switched to music.

“She’ll want ‘In the Garden’ sung at the funeral,” I say.

“Who will?” Sean looks like his mute sister just learned to speak.

“Mom. She’d want ‘In the Garden’ sung. It’s her favorite hymn.” I lower my eyes to my hands in my lap. “Was her favorite.” Pastor Johnson pauses, waiting for me to say something else, but I have nothing else in me. It’s all dead, too.

“I want you both to continue attending services,” His directive catches my attention. “It’s important. Not because it’s what your parents would want for you, but because it’s what you both need. In the darkest moments of your life you should not stop worshipping.” Is this the darkest moment of my life? What does that mean? Is there some qualifying ribbon I receive for hitting the darkest moment?
         

“Even in this horrible time, God knew it beforehand.” This statement completely pisses me off. My hands begin to shake at the suggestion that my parents’ accident was part of a divine plan. “It’s not a surprise to Him. He knew it before you were born.”

“Oh yeah, well fuck Him and fuck you, too,” I say, anger searing me.

“Charlotte! What the hell are you saying?” Sean is wild-eyed as he yells at me, before realizing he’s now cussing in the Pastor’s office, too. “Sorry, Pastor.”

“It’s okay. Charlotte, it’s okay.” I have no idea what else he’s saying. I can no longer listen to a word of it.

“Would you excuse me for a minute?” I smile out of habit and walk out of his office. I sit on the front steps of the church and wait for Sean. I should be crying. I should be flat on my stomach on the lawn of the church, banging my fists and feet into the ground as I sob uncontrollably. But I’m not. I don’t even feel guilty. I’m not sure I feel anything. Maybe some anger. That’s a good sign, right? 
         

Sean is pissed, I’ll bet. I remind myself again, I have got to go easy on him. He’s all I have left now.

*  *  *


Shockingly, Sean doesn’t include me in the rest of the planning. Instead I am “watched” by my sister-in-law Michelle, or by my Aunt Diane at all times. It’s like they’re completing a nurse’s log about what I eat and drink, always begging me to eat more and get some rest. What the hell do I need rest for? I think I can talk about the shittiness of my parents’ death without a full eight hours.
         

After two days I abandon my anger. It’s pissing me off, too. I try numb for a while. I walk through the grocery store aisles like a zombie searching for crackers. I pause in the makeup aisle, because I am a masochistic zombie, and remember all the times my mom let me wear makeup as a little girl. I’m sure I was the only first grader wearing eye shadow in the class picture. I can barely concern myself with it now.

I walk down the ice cream aisle and pick out my father’s favorite, mint chocolate chip. My mother used to tease him that he only stayed with her because she kept the freezer stocked with ice cream. I drop it in my basket and lumber to the register to pay.

“Charlotte, I’m so sorry about your parents. We’re gonna miss seeing your mom in here every week,” the cashier says, and I just look at her with my dead green eyes. Say something, Charlotte. This interaction is going to be retold seventeen times today.
         

“Thanks,” I manage, and walk out of the store. I throw the ice cream in the trashcan by the door. Maybe this is why cutters cut themselves? I’ve never understood it, but now I can’t remember what it’s like to feel something.


	

    
	
		~ 4 ~


Mrs. Kathryn (Whatley) O’Brien, 53, and Mr. Jack O’Brien, 54, of Salem County, New Jersey died in a car accident on Wednesday, June 27, 2007. Mrs. O’Brien was the daughter of the late Elizabeth and Wyatt Whatley of Salem County. Mr. O’Brien was the son of the late Elizabeth and Hank O’Brien, also of Salem County. Married for 27 years, they leave behind their son, Sean Martin O’Brien, 26, of Salem County and his wife, Michelle, and their daughter, Charlotte Anne O’Brien, 20, a student at Rutgers University in New Brunswick, NJ. Mr. O’Brien is survived by a sister, Diane Randall of Quinton, NJ and 3 nephews. Mrs. O’Brien was sister to the late Robert Whatley and James Whatley. Mr. O’Brien was a chemist at DuPont. A memorial service will be held on Saturday, June 30, 2007 at the Salem County Presbyterian Church in Salem County, NJ at 11 a.m. Friends and family are invited to visit at 10 a.m. In lieu of flowers, memorial contributions may be made to www.WoundedWarriorProject.org.
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“No idea how to get home, relinquishing prayer”
            


Would you like to get out of here?” he asks, as he leans into me. His skin is hot on my own and a chill travels through my entire body. I look around the room and make eye contact with my aunt Diane. She looks as if she could burst into tears at the sight of me. It’s a look I’ve seen repeated over and over again today. From the grave sites to the luncheon—pity pulling everyone’s face into a grotesque glower.

I look up and our eyes are almost at the same level. Jason stands in front of me broad and solid, his eyes asking me a thousand questions. “I would love to,” I answer to each of them. “I have to tell Sean I’m leaving.” Not because it’s the right thing to do, but because he’s all I have left, and I’m trying not to add to his misery.

I stay still, leaning back on my mother’s countertop, and never release Jason’s eyes. I’ve seen them my whole life and right now I want to crawl inside of them and never come out. He doesn’t smile, he doesn’t say any of the useless words the others have tried to soothe me with, he only sees right through me. I take a deep breath and turn to find my brother.

Sean’s talking to some firemen, still trying to digest the known details of the accident. I overhear them saying how awful that crossroad is. The land is flat and barren there and that somehow adds to the number of accidents. People drive right through the stop sign, not expecting it. Another fireman chimes in the drugs and alcohol in the truck driver’s system didn’t help either. The company’s words of apology and concern over how damning it is to Speed Demon Delivery’s reputation churn in my stomach. The firemen pat Sean on the shoulder as they all decide my father being killed instantly was some kind of a blessing.

I have to get out of here.
         

“Shame about your mother, but at least she didn’t suffer long either,” one says, and I want to be angry, but instead I smile with all the emotion of a piece of plywood. As I approach, the firemen disperse, escaping the inevitable discomfort of figuring out what to say to me.

“Sean, I’m going for a ride with Jason Leer.” It occurs to me that leaving my parents’ funeral with a classmate, for lack of a better term, may not be appropriate. The look in Jason’s eyes told me everything I need to know today. Run.
         

Sean looks straight at Jason without smiling. “Good. Get out of here before these people try to adopt us. They’re all so supportive it’s depressing.”

I nod and move toward the door, where Jason is waiting for me. My heart beats faster as I acknowledge the rescue operation. In just a few steps I will not be in this horrible luncheon anymore. I’ll be with Jason Leer somewhere. I don’t care where. A new purpose is coursing through me—to escape the living. I wave to Margo on my way out, sure she’ll pass word to the others that I’ve deserted but provide no explanation; I have none to give her.

Cars are lined up in makeshift rows, covering the entire bulging hill that is my parents’ front yard, and it’s quite a walk to Jason’s relic of a blue truck. We’re halfway there when he grabs my hand. It’s so small in his, so fragile. Jason opens the door for me and it lets out a loud, sharp groan, a battle cry for our retreat.

I take one last look back toward the house before attempting to climb in the truck. The dress I bought yesterday, to wear as I buried my mother and father, is a fitted black sheath and I can’t spread my legs far enough to step up. Without a word he lifts me and I wrap my arms around his neck, hiding my face behind his ear. I shamelessly inhale the kiwi smell of shampoo mixed with cigarette smoke. The combination, or something else, makes me run my fingers through his hair. Jason places me on the seat and slowly moves away from me, never breaking his focus. His gaze steals the breath from my mouth and I’m thankful when he shuts my door and walks around the truck to the driver’s side.

There’s a cooler on the seat between us. He takes out a beer, opens it, and hands it to me. Does no one care about driving sober? Thanks to a delivery guy whacked out on pain pills, I don’t care anymore either. He opens one for himself and starts the truck without speaking. It answers with a roar and begins to vibrate under me. The beer is ice cold and I hold it in both hands to try to combat the heat I feel from Jason touching me, but it has little effect.
         

The familiar fields are foreign as he drives a few miles down the road and turns right onto Stoners Lane. The entire world is different now. The lane ends where the trees open up to a circular gravel area about a half-acre wide. It backs up to a few acres of fields and the entire clearing is surrounded by woods. Stoners Lane was always a place to go when there was no place else. Day or night you could come back here and not be seen from the road; the enclave’s only drawback is the single entry and exit. When the troopers would come to break up parties, it was impossible to get out unless you crawled through a soybean field.

He stops the truck and silences the engine; we’re alone. I take a long drink of my beer and look out the window at the clouds rolling past. They barrel in from the west and roll to the east, and begin to darken on the edges; the rain will arrive before the day is over. My grandmother’s words pour into my head: Happy is the dead the rain rains upon.
         

Today is different from my grandmother’s funeral. We were so alike, two comrades laughing through life, but when she became ill, watching her die silenced the laughter. By the end I wanted her to go. I would sit by her bed in the middle of the night and pray she died. She shouldn’t have been alive without being able to laugh.

Today though, today there is no sadness, and there is no prayer. Just two dead eyes watching the world with only a void to process the information. I don’t care. I don’t care about the service. I don’t care about the luncheon. I don’t care about the rain. I’ll never again care about another thing in this life. God, let it be a short one.
         

Jason gets out of the truck and opens my door. He lifts me out and stands me up, my back to the truck. The air smells of the coming rain; it’s just short of a mist. It’s probably already raining over the river.

“I’m sorry this is happening to you, Annie.” My middle name from his lips feels right today. My mother “tried it out” for a year as my name, and switched back to Charlotte. It always stuck with the Leers and now that she’s gone, it conjures up all the times I teased her I’d be in therapy by age thirty because you can’t just change a kid’s name.

His consuming stare is burning holes into me. He leans toward me, placing each hand on the truck by my head for support. My breathing quickens and I can think of nothing else but the chill I feel standing this close to him. There’s something in me that knows I should speak, but instead I arch my back, my breasts endeavoring to touch him for themselves. He bends his arms and comes closer to me and I sigh and raise my lips to his. Jason kisses me hard, holding nothing back.

I retaliate and force my head farther in his direction, moving my body away from the truck. He slams me into the door and the pain in the back of my head is welcome. I wrap my fingers in his hair and pull him to me, but he resists and peers into my eyes and I could scream out from the hunger in his. My open palms rest on the hot, stiff fabric of his shirt. They move to his buttons as I concentrate to undo them. With each one I struggle to breathe. My physical needs are suffocating my emotions, drowning them to the point I no longer covet my lost life.

The urge to rip it off his body is making me angry. I’m desperate to have him. The buttons are the last obstacle to touching his skin, and something in me knows he’s what I need more than anything else still walking this earth. I breathe deeply as I push his shirt over his shoulders, knowing I should regain some control, but deciding there’s no such thing.

Freed, his chest heaves as he inhales and I feel the wetness between my legs. In a single, frenzied push his shirt comes completely off and I stop to admire the strength of his forearms. Arms that wrestle steer, and rope cattle, and ride bulls. Impatient with my exploration, he pulls his undershirt over his head and my hands are on his chest before his arms come back down. I lean forward to take his nipple in my mouth and I lick it. The wind whips up around us, and the birds circle above, and I bite it hard. I am lost with no idea how to get home.

With a finger under my chin he pulls my face up to his and kisses me gently, sweetly, again slowing me down, and I want to punch him for it. His hard-on rests between my legs and my hips thrust toward it. He pulls back and spins me around to put both my hands flat on the truck door. He lifts my hair and kisses the back of my neck and my knees buckle. Jason catches me and wraps his arm around my waist and spreads my legs with his ankle.

My head falls onto his shoulder and I look up to the horrible sky. The clouds race from one side of the clearing to the other as he breathes in my ear. His hand reaches between my legs and trails up the inside of my thigh, dragging higher and higher until he moves my underwear to the side and teases me with the tips of his fingers. I close my eyes, abandoning the sky.

“Annie,” he says as he slips his finger into me and I moan with only the birds to hear me. Jason unzips my dress and pulls it down to my waist, leaving my arms hooked in the fabric and still at my sides. He spins me around hard and stares at my bare breasts. My skin confines me as my chest heaves. Jason stares at me for an eternity and I reach out to pull him down to me but my arms are trapped.

He smiles. A tiny devilish smile, and picks me up and carries me to the back of the truck. Jason tosses me down and my head lightly bounces off the pickup bed. The pain is exquisite and I arch my back, raising my breasts to the darkening sky. He forces my skirt up to my waist and rips off my panties.

With one arm he yanks me to the edge of the truck and I want him in me. I say his name with as much sound as I can create absent of air in my lungs, and he unzips his jeans. He spreads my legs wide and my skin burns where his hands are. I want to reach out and touch his chest, but I still can’t move my arms. Holding my thighs he drives into me hard and my back scrapes on the bed of the truck. He pauses, still breathing heavy, and waits for me to say something, but I can’t speak. My tongue is only good for touching now. I part my lips and breathe to regain some control.

“Again,” I demand, and brace myself. He comes again, and again I feel alive. Jason starts a rhythm I can barely tolerate. I’m arching my back and matching his thrusts, my body trying to protect itself and lose itself at the same time. I can see the clouds blackening the clearing. His hands are on the tops of my thighs and he pulls me toward him, maximizing each movement. I want to touch his chest, his face, and try to move my arms, but he slows and puts my arms back at my side.

I won’t move again.

He cannot slow down again or I’ll lose my grasp on the world and float up to the clouds. The dark, dismal clouds. He places one hand on my thigh and the other around my neck. He picks up his pace and I cannot hold on to myself. The clouds advance and I feel him one last time before I crumble around him, arching, moaning, and shivering as he continues his rhythm that is breaking me.

I whisper, “Jason,” and he surrenders, letting go of my neck and falling on top of me.

And I cry.

At first only a few errant tears, but it evolves into deep sobs I can’t control. He pulls my dress onto my shoulders and lifts me into his lap. Jason is silent as he holds me close, willing the pieces of me back together. I quiet the deluge and concentrate on his bare chest touching my face.

“Happy is the dead the rain rains upon,” he says as he rocks me back and forth. The rain comes hard from the start and he carries me to the passenger door, placing me on the seat.

It’s the most I’ve felt in three days.

*  *  *


Jason puts the truck in drive and pulls out of Stoners Lane. I try to stop crying, but I can’t. I inhale deeply, which causes the sobs to catch in my throat. Jason looks at me, confirming I don’t need the Heimlich before pulling onto Auburn Road. He reaches across the seat and takes my hand. His huge, rough hand feels familiar covering my own. I look out the window, but the rain is coming harder now. The windshield wipers are barely keeping up and I question where we’re going and why we needed to leave Stoners. The only thing I’m sure of is he’s not taking me back. We’re heading in the opposite direction from home.

He pulls into the McDonald’s parking lot and parks near the back of the lot. The sound of the engine cutting makes me cry harder.

“Are you okay?” he asks, with an uncharacteristically gentle voice. Even Jason Leer is being careful with me. I must be on the verge of something quite terrifying to everyone around me. His question makes me laugh and I pull my hand away and use it to wipe the tears from my face.

“No. I’m not okay,” I begin slowly, but without calculation. “I’m crying in the McDonald’s parking lot, with my friend, who I just fucked.” At this his eyebrows raise. “At Stoners Lane, instead of mourning with my family at my parents’ funeral luncheon. I would say I am definitely not okay.” I have no idea why I’m clenching my jaw. What is it about Jason Leer that makes me want to hit him? And why didn’t I just hit him at Stoners?

“I’m sure this is normal,” he tries, and I blink my eyes in disbelief.

“Really? You think this is normal?” I’m at the edge of the cliff called Hysterical and looking down. “Is it normal to leave my brother and one hundred and fifty family and friends to bang some guy in the dress I buried my parents in?”

“‘Some guy’ seems a little harsh.” He’s laughing under his breath.

“Is it normal to have your first orgasm during said banging?” I now have Jason’s full attention; the laughter gone. “And most disturbing of all, is it normal that I just told you that?” I am now screaming at him…in the McDonalds parking lot. Shut up, Charlotte!
         

“What the hell is wrong with me?” I run my hands through my hair trying to brush it, but it’s knotted at the base of my head. “Do I look like I just got laid in the back of a truck?” I ask, surrendering to the ridiculousness of it.

“No,” he says calmly, as if I am not on the verge of a breakdown. “Not in the back of a truck.” His eyes are pacific. Gray: the color between black and white. They don’t belong in his body.

“Come here.”

“No,” I say, and watch the rain assault the truck window. Jason reaches across the seat and pulls me on top of him. My arm burns from him yanking on it as I lean back onto the steering wheel. What the hell am I doing here? The rain turns to hail and its bullets hit the roof of the truck. I look at the ceiling then back at Jason. He’s waiting for me, but not for me to say something, or do something. He’s waiting for me to be okay. How long will you wait? The thought of it makes me smile slightly and at the sight of it, he pulls me close and kisses me again.
         

“I’m not going to have sex with you in the McDonalds parking lot.” Jason completely ignores me as he kisses me again and I forget what I was talking about. I forget to be mad; mad at him, and my parents, and God, and every other person in this world. I swing my leg over him and he pulls me close as I straddle him in the driver’s seat. My arms are clenched around his neck and my lips hurt from the force of his, and I forget I’m in a parking lot.

I forget it all.

*  *  *


The yard is empty. All the mourners have returned to their normal lives. As Jason pulls into the driveway, I realize my normal life has no mom and no dad in it. The house looks dark except for the light my mother always leaves on in the living room window. It’s been forsaken. Like me. I take a deep breath.

“Thanks for the ride,” I say. It’s an absurd statement. It’s an absurd life. Jason gets out of the car. I follow him out and meet him at the front of the truck. “Can you come in?” I didn’t think it was a possibility until I said it and now that I have, I desperately need him to say yes.

“Where else would I go?” he asks, and I almost cry with gratitude. I put the code in the garage door and lead the way into my parents’ kitchen. The smell of flowers, which will now be forever connected to death, slaps me in the face when I enter the room. They are littering the counters across the entire long wall. Containers of food and wrapped desserts are on the table and the ice bucket is lying upside down drying next to drinks stacked alongside it.

The party is over.

I walk into the family room and take off my shoes and turn on the lights. When I return to the kitchen Jason is reading a note and holding my cell phone.

“Margo cleaned up. She’s worried about you. You forgot your phone when you left with me,” he says, as he reads the note. Why is this okay? Any other guy, at any other time, I would have something to say about him just reading a note obviously written to me. I take the note out of his hand and read it for myself. It says exactly what he said it did. “You should call your brother, too.”

Instead of calling, I text Sean that I’m home, exhausted, and going to bed. I peer at Jason over the phone as I type my plan and he is quietly staring back. Sean immediately texts back his relief and an offer to come get me if I want to sleep at his house tonight. The fact that he didn’t call means he’s just as exhausted. I’ll be fine, is all I respond. Margo will not be so easy.

Hey. Thanks for cleaning up.


I text her and within seconds my phone rings.

“Where the hell have you been? I’ve been worried sick,” she says, before I have a chance to say hello.

“I was at Stoners and McDonalds.” Jason’s wicked little laugh comes from the family room.

“The whole time with Jason Leer?” She’s accusing me of something.

“Yes. He’s here now.”

“What?” She spews, not used to being unclear on my actions or whereabouts. “Do you want me to come over there?”

“No.” At this Jason looks up, interested in what I am denying. For some reason I acquiesce him. “I’m safe with him.” With that I watch Jason walk to the bathroom and turn on the shower. With the bathroom door wide open, he undresses and looks in the cabinets for a towel, naked. He takes one from the linen closet and glances back at me, a naughty grin spreading across his face, before stepping into the shower. I start to sweat.

“Margo, I gotta go. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Her voice is full of concern and I know she’s probably already in her car on her way over here. Without Jason taking me, she never would have left. All of them, Sean, Margo, Jenn, Noble, Sam, Julia, Violet, and Sydney—my remaining family, would still be here. They’ll keep me alive, but who will save me from being dead inside?

“I’m not okay, but I promise, I’ll make it through tonight. Thanks for everything.” I pause, not knowing what else to say. No one knows what to say. I never thought the day would come I didn’t know what to say to Margo. The bags of rolls on the counter catch my eye. “I’ll call you in the morning and we’ll have lunch together. I have tons of food here. Tell Jenn and Noble and everyone else, too.”
         

“We’ll be there at twelve. Call me before then if you need anything. Do you hear me?”

“Yes. I love you.”

“I love you too, Charlotte. Try and get some sleep.”

I’ll try.
         

I take off my dress in the kitchen and throw it in the trash before walking to the bathroom and joining Jason Leer in the shower.
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