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		Prologue


June 30
         

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 without providing an 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 alcohol and 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 my mother is 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 from the hunger I see 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 without 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 drives into me 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 sides.

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.

“Jason,” I whisper, 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 side, placing me on the seat.

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



August 14, Two Years Later
         

The pain in my head won’t stop. It’s a hammer pounding the sides of my skull, gutting my existence. I wrap my arms around my head, holding it tightly, trying to thwart the pain. The room is completely black, but the hammering doesn’t mind the darkness.
         

I rock back and forth, repeating, “Please, God, just make the pain stop. I’ll do anything if you just make it stop.”

Like a hammer that breaketh the rock in pieces…

Thanks be to God.
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A Slow Death



The roar of the plane about to hit my house wakes me. I roll onto my side, annoyed the sun has risen again. It’s unfortunate the plane won’t actually hit the house. The pilot will pull up just before impact and descend again on the other side. It’s deafening. I’ve heard it my whole life and know it won’t crash. It always reminds me of what World War II bombings must have sounded like. If only this crop duster would drop a bomb on my house.
         

The windows are open; the temperature dipped into the low seventies last night. The breeze is still present this morning and the sheers covering my windows billow out on one side of the room and are sucked in on the other. I close my eyes and roll onto my stomach as the attack continues. Fertilizer, pesticides, fungicides…whatever it is…I should go out there and open my mouth. Drink it in. It’s better than opening my eyes. My stomach churns. It’s either a response to utter despair or the mere concept of another day beginning. When will the daybreak finally break?

The house phone rings. It must be 8:00 a.m. Every morning his calls begin at eight. As usual, I don’t pick up, but the machine does.

“Annie.” My middle name on his lips cuts through me and I begin to cry again. “Please pick up the phone.” His voice is low, tormented. “I love you.” I run to the bathroom and make it to the toilet just in time to throw up, a little bit getting into my hair. I can still hear his voice, but I can’t make out the words. My back aches as I try to stand and catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. My reflection is horrifying—bloodshot eyes, mangy hair, and dry, cracked lips. I look like I have a serious drug problem. I shrug at the fresh idea and go to my parents’ room to search their medicine cabinet for any kind of painkiller. As I enter the hall, I hear, “Not knowing where you are is killing me. I need you. I need to talk to you. I need you here, Annie. Or there. Anywhere, please pick up.”

“Fuck you, Jason Leer!” I yell at an outdated answering machine.

No pills here. How difficult would it be to establish a drug connection? Apparently lots of people are hooked on drugs. I can probably get an addiction up and running in a few days. If I’m not going to kill myself, I’m going to need something to cope. This house is like walking around in an old photo, except my parents have been missing from the picture for the past two years.

I turn each bottle in my hand and read their names and birthdates on the prescriptions. Kathryn O’Brien…Jack O’Brien. Where are the Percocet, Mom? Didn’t you guys ever have any pain? I’ve always blamed the delivery truck driver for their deaths, but everything’s different now. I completely understand the desire to be out of my mind on something. Now I assume the driver discovered that his reason for living had sex with someone else, and he only knew about it because there was a baby on the way. For the first time in two years, I feel some empathy for him.
         

I head back to my bedroom and stare at the bed Jason spent every night in last summer. It’s still at least six inches lower on the top left corner from the time we broke the frame…yet another source of agony. I walk over to the headboard and untie the scarf he gave me last Christmas. It’s never been worn except that first night when he tied my wrists to the bedpost with it. A dull ache in my pelvic bone subsides and I put the scarf in the pile on the floor with my semiformal dress, my Oklahoma sweatshirt, and some pictures of Jason and me.

I walk to the garage and get a screwdriver. The headboard detaches more easily than I thought it would. I put it next to my mattress with the other things that need to be destroyed.

“I hate you, Jason Leer.”

This is my new daily affirmation. I should be looking in the mirror when I say it, but after that first glimpse, I can’t stand the sight of me.

I fall back on my bed and switch on my laptop; the homepage announces it’ll be sunny today with a big, happy sun. Yippee! It’s August 21, officially seven days since I heard the outstanding news—Jason had sex with Stephanie Harding and now she’s having his baby—and I’m still not recovering as well as my brother would like.
         

I shut the laptop and toss it across my bed. This is not a life. I slide off the side of the bed and wander back to the mirror in the bathroom, this time wanting to masochistically bask in the effects of loving Jason Leer.

“What? I look awesome,” I say sarcastically as I wince at my reflection. This is what safety looks like.

I am gross. My emerald-green eyes have been replaced by blood-drenched circles surrounded by black shadows. My hair, once long and lustrous, is a matted web atop my head. I think there’s a hair tie in there, but I’m no longer sure. There’s barely a trace of its former bright, blond color. Angry, selfish, and gross. No wonder he cheated on me with Stephanie. Oh yeah, and depressed. Angry, selfish, gross, and depressed. Wretched in general.

My pep talk is interrupted by a knock at the door. In keeping with my new system of communication, I ignore it completely. Whoever the hell it is can continue to lead their life without interrupting my progress through the stages of grief. I yawn and my lip cracks and starts to bleed.

I return to my computer and google “signs of dehydration.” This is fun. Much better than moving all my things to Oklahoma to be with the man I love.
         

Loved.

Hate.

Want to set on fire.

I have one more week off from work for the move. A move from a city I love and an office I love. Six months it took. Six months of working insane hours with impeccable results to sell my boss on the idea of me telecommuting from Oklahoma. Now I’ll have the pleasure of explaining why I’m still in New Jersey. First I’ll have to figure it out myself because when I can complete a thought, it’s usually, What the hell am I doing in my hometown? Our hometown. Mine, Jason’s, and that whore Stephanie, who’s carrying his baby. I think I’ll just quit my job and focus full-time on sleeping.
         

The knocking stops and I head back to bed, exhausted by Day Seven of my new life.

*  *  *


“Hey, it’s your brother.” Sean comes in the same way he’s come in the last eight days, without me answering the door. He follows the sunlight into my room. Yet another beautiful day. “I heard you’ve been starting fires,” he says as if this is normal. “Camping out?”

“How did you hear that?” I sneer.

“By living in Salem County, that’s how. What are you burning?”

“Old clothes.” I don’t bother to even lift my head off the pillow. From this vantage point, he looks much taller than his six-foot-one-inch height. Sean goes silent and I assume he gets the nature of the fire.

“Do you have any other old clothes to burn?”

“Am I breaking some sort of ordinance or something?” I mock.

“Actually, yes. The state of New Jersey is under a water-emergency restriction because of the drought. You can’t go around starting fires. You’ll burn the whole town down.”

I resist the urge to roll my eyes because, even though I couldn’t care less how many towns burn down, I do care about Sean. He’s already lost his parents; he doesn’t need a bitch for a sister as well. I sit up in bed and my beautiful appearance registers on his face.

“Man, you look rotten.”

“Rotten or rotting?” I enunciate the last syllable. “Because I think I’m both.”
         

“Come out to the kitchen and eat. Michelle sent soup. She’s worried sick about you.”

I lower my eyes to my blanket in guilt.

“I wish she wasn’t. I wish neither of you were,” I say, rather than I’m sorry, because I’m a selfish beast. I follow Sean’s bearlike self to the kitchen. His usual lighthearted expression has been replaced with one of debilitating concern.
         

“Eat,” he says as if he’s not leaving until I do.

The soup’s still warm and it burns the crack in my lip. The pain feels good. Maybe I’ll start hiring some of those people who will come to your house in leather and beat you.

“Look,” he starts, wringing his hands, “I have no idea how this feels, but I’m starting to grasp that it’s beyond shitty.” I nod just to help him out. “You’ve got to start showing some signs of…recovery.”

I keep eating silently.

“I’ve started researching facilities to send you to if you can’t turn this around. I don’t know what else to do. You won’t talk to anyone; you won’t take care of yourself.” Sean runs his hand through his blond hair and I become distracted, eyeing the mange that used to be my hair—it used to be the same color as his.

Angry, selfish, gross, depressed, and crazy. It’s a new low. I like it.

Sean leaves. I promise to shower every day and head back to bed as I hear the phone ringing.
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The Specialists Are Called In



The doorbell rings and I ignore it. I’m not receiving any visitors today. Or tomorrow. Or the next day.
         

I think I can make out two people talking but refuse to take my head off the pillow to utilize both ears. I hear the key in the door. Most people would be alarmed, but I still don’t care, because Jason fucked Stephanie and now she’s pregnant and because I’m not receiving any visitors today.

“Charlotte?” one voice yells, and its familiarity causes my eyes to flood with tears.

It’s impossible. It is absolutely not possible.

A second voice bellows, “Charlotte Anne O’Brien!”

I sit up too quickly and get a head rush. “Margo? Jenn? What are you doing here?”

They bound into my room and stop at the sight of me. They are repulsed.

“That bad?” I ask, already reading the answer in their eyes.

Yes, I am gross. My two best friends, the girls whose backpacks hung on the hooks next to mine in pre-K when I was suddenly covered in chicken pox marks, the teenagers who watched me throw up spaghetti in the back of the bus during our senior trip to Disney, the women who held my hand at my parents’ funeral, now think I’m gross.
         

“Geez, Charlotte. I knew it was bad, but you look like hell! What have you been doing?”

Embarrassed, I meekly say, “Resting. How did you guys get here?”

“Sean called,” Margo says quietly. “He’s scared to death. He flew us in last night.”

“Sean flew you in? From Hawaii and Colorado?” I ask, not quite believing her.

Understanding, Margo answers, “Yes. It’s that bad, Charlotte. Have you talked to him?”

I know she doesn’t mean Sean.

“Just long enough to beg him to stop calling me. I can’t talk to him. I can’t even say his name…” I trail off in a whisper. Margo hugs me as Jenn surveys my room. She yanks my closet door open and throws my overnight bag onto my bed. Methodically, she begins opening my drawers and pulling out clothes.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m packing your bag,” Jenn says. “It’s Labor Day weekend and we’re going to the shore.”

“No,” I answer to everything. No shore, no restaurants, no bars, no fun, no people, no living.

My protest is met with her complete disregard. “Get in the shower and shave everything. You’re turning into a woolly mammoth.”

“Is this your version of a pep talk?” I ask, and swallow hard. The thought of moving is terrifying. I can’t live without him.
         

Margo senses I’m getting upset and tries to mediate. “Look, you’ve been cooped up in here for two weeks and I’ll bet you don’t feel any better than you did the night you came home from Oklahoma. It might be good to go to the shore for the weekend.” She is tiny and merciful and somehow her confetti-blue eyes start to make sense.

We both know there’s no point in arguing with Jenn. I resign myself to a weekend at the shore and trudge into the bathroom. Jenn yells, “Brush your teeth,” and I dive into self-loathing a little deeper. In all the times we’ve been together, they’ve never had to take care of me like this. Not even when my parents died. I close the door to the sound of Margo reminding her to be gentle and that they’re here because Sean was afraid he was going to have to lock me up in the cuckoo pen.

“I can totally hear you guys!” I yell.

“Good! It’ll keep us from having to repeat ourselves, you freakin’ loon,” Jenn barks.

I hear Margo sarcastically whisper, “Much better,” and I can’t help smiling because they’re here, and besides Sean, they are the closest thing to home I have left. I wish it was for a better reason.

*  *  *


Teeth brushed, body shaved, bag packed. Besides the obvious mental instability, I look like a new woman. Margo opens the back door of the Volvo and I slide onto the hump spot in the back of my own car. I am a dead body they’re driving around. Jenn’s behind the wheel. She’s my height, so the seat’s already in the perfect position. Her long curly hair’s been highlighted by the Hawaiian sun and floats like an overgrown lion’s mane around her face. I open my bag to see what she selected for me and find an extra bathing suit, sundress, miniskirt, tank top, two thongs, and a hoodie. There’s also a bag of Cool Ranch Doritos, a pack of Parliament Lights, my birth control pills, and a bottle of Jack. Aw, just like Mom used to pack. I roll my eyes and rest my head on the seat back.
         

*  *  *


As we approach the causeway to Sea Isle City, the smell of the back bay fills my head and I feel at ease. No…I feel peace. It’s been so long I almost didn’t recognize it. Oh, how peace is underrated. I slide to the door and lower the window and ride across the bay with my head hanging out like a golden retriever’s. The salt air invades every cell of my body with tranquility. Maybe they’re right. Maybe the shore will restore me.

Irreparable, I think as I wipe away a lone tear falling down my face. I didn’t even know I was crying.
         

“Where are we staying?” I ask, remembering that Jenn’s aunt has a shore house. Maybe I’ll buy a book to read and take my mind off things. I tilt my head from one shoulder to the other, stretching out my neck. It’s been weeks since I’ve moved.

“I’m working on that,” Jenn says, and I freeze. My car crawls through the streets as she examines each house.

Oh God, no. I can only guess what this means. I begin to calculate a protest when we pull up to a house with tons of cars in front of it and three full trash cans of recyclables on the curb. There are several shirtless guys leaning on the porch railing of the second floor.

“We’re home,” Jenn says as she puts the car in park.

“Do we even know these people?” I am forlorn, already weak from life, and not interested in meeting new people.

“Well, we’re not going to with that attitude,” Jenn says as if I’m ridiculous. “Margo, turn off your phone,” she adds, pulling her scheme together.

“Give me a pen.” Jenn makes the “gimme” hand motion into the backseat.

“No,” I say, already knowing my fate is sealed.

“Give. Me. A. Pen.” Her eyes bore into me.

“I can’t. The only one I have I’m going to jam into my eye.” I speak the last few words slowly, without resignation.

“Can I please use it first before you make a mess of it?”

I take a deep breath and hand her the pen.

Margo looks at me like I’m silly to argue. “You know what they say: if you can’t get out of it, get into it.”

“Nobody says that!” I spout. “Seriously! I don’t know where you heard it, but nobody fucking says that.”

“Get out of the car,” Jenn orders as she writes down the house and street address along with the name Bob.

“Get in the shower, brush your teeth, give me a pen, get out of the car. So freaking pushy. Where’s the Aloha spirit?”

Jenn calms and turns to face me. “I’m sorry.” Her blue eyes sparkle against her tanned skin. “I expected you to not let him kill you. I’m taking my anger at him out on you.”
         

Her gaze morphs into pity and I realize she’s only doing all this because she loves me. “Now get out of the car and try to be nice. You need to get out,” she reasons.

“Really? Because I’m pretty sure I need to lie in bed and cry myself to sleep. I have a routine, you know? It’s important to have some stability in times of tragedy,” I say with all the conviction of a girl who spent her college afternoons watching Oprah as therapy.
         

Jenn gets out of the car and Margo opens my door so we can follow her. As I step out, Jenn asks a guy on the porch if Bob’s here. You know, nonexistent Bob.
         

“No Bob here,” Amazing Abs replies. A couple of the guys yell into the house asking if anyone knows a Bob. Jenn shyly explains to the shirtless man that she’s supposed to meet up with Bob, her coworker whom she’s not dating and has no interest in dating, at this address so we can all go to the Carousel for Happy Hour.

“We’re going to the Carousel. Grab a beer and we’ll walk over together,” he offers.

Jenn’s anxious and says she’d better call him. She makes a point of leaving a message on his cell that she thinks we’re at the wrong address and to call her back as soon as he gets this. She makes eye contact with me and sheepishly cracks open her beer.

And here we go. 
         

As Jenn entertains the troops, Margo pulls me aside to assure me that if I want to go home—or in this case back to these strangers’ house—at any time, she’ll go with me but makes me promise to try to have a good time. My mother always said that although the three of us were nothing but a worry, we always had a good time. God I miss her. She also always said a rather sweet version of “suck it up,” so I’ll give that a try for tonight.

As we’re having our private conversation in the far corner of Amazing Abs’ deck, beers are delivered by another shirtless guy. This one seems a little buzzed already, or perhaps his sober personality is a little annoying. It’s hard to decipher halfway into Happy Hour.

Margo rushes off to use the bathroom as he opens my beer for me and says, “I’m Mike.”

Great, now I’m alone and have to communicate.
         

“I’m mourning,” I say without smiling.

“Well, good morning!” His enthusiasm reminds me that we’re at the shore on Labor Day weekend and all the fish in the sea are down here. It’s going to be a long night, so I take a long swig of my beer.

*  *  *


I unsuccessfully try to lose Mike most of the night. Even in this crowded bar it’s impossible. Eventually I discover he works for a collection agency, so that at least explains his tenacity. I introduce him to any girl I can get the name of, but by now he’s pretty sloppy and most seem uninterested. He’s actually growing on me. He’s twenty-six and living in his hometown, Warminster, Pennsylvania. He’s moved out of his parents’ house but shamelessly admits he still goes there for laundry and most meals. While he’s not the independent man most girls seek, it endears him to me a little. I still miss my parents beyond comprehension. Mike tells me about his ex-girlfriend, who, in my opinion, he still loves. I’m actually starting to feel bad for him when—

“You look just like her, you know?” he says.

How the hell would I know that?
         

“I do?” I ask, repulsed, as Mike pulls out a picture of him and her at some type of formal. Why, God? Why?
         

“Do you want to get out of here?” he asks, slurring slightly.

Oh, what to say? Yes, but not with you. Or perhaps, No, I’m not leaving this bar until I’m sure you’ve passed out at home. I can tell he’s going to turn into a weepy fool by the end of the night.
         

I’ve got nothing for you, Mike.
         

“Okay, I’m just going to lay it out for you. I’m not interested in hearing about your ex-girlfriend, in starting a relationship, or in seeing you after this weekend. If you want to go back and have sex, we can, but I’m going to need your best effort because I’m kind of in a bad place myself lately.”

Mike is stunned, then bewildered, then almost frightened. It’s becoming difficult to predict my own actions, let alone Warminster Mike’s. Either way, I’m losing my patience with him, this bar, and this night. If having sex with him is going to end it, then that’s the plan.

“Wow, Morning.” I consider interrupting him and telling him my name is Charlotte, but why bother. “That’s hot.”

Funny, because in my head it was the exact opposite of hot. He takes my hand and starts to lead me out of the bar. I pass Margo as Jenn grabs my arm.

“Charlotte,” she says, and looks at Mike holding my hand. “Where are you guys going?”

I lean into Jenn’s ear. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to murder him. I’m just tired and want to go to sleep.”

“Does he know that?” she asks, surveying his sloppy posture.

*  *  *


I help Mike negotiate the stairs into the house and am relieved to find he has his own room with a queen-size bed. There’s an air mattress on the floor, but no overnight bag near it.

Noticing me staring at it, Mike says, “That’s another guy’s bed. He’s not coming down this weekend.”

“Oh.” I watch Mike stumble onto his bed. I climb in, too, and give him a short kiss on the lips. When I pull away, he’s smiling, but his eyes are still closed. Mike appears to be on his last leg.

“I’ll be right back,” I whisper.

He gently grabs my arm. “Where are you going?”

“I’m just getting a glass of water. Would you like one?”

“Oh yes. Thanks, Morning. You’re a sweetheart.”

Wrong again, Mike. 
         

The house is empty. I turn on the radio and begin inventorying the kitchen. The refrigerator’s packed and there are bags of food on the counter no one even bothered to put away. There are two coolers stationed under the double windows in the dining room. One has Miller and Corona Light in it, and the other has Blue Moon and Harp. I help myself to a Harp. It’s 2:30 a.m. and the rest of the house will be home soon.

I slip onto the quiet balcony and inhale the ocean air. The almost-full moon drags my eyes up to appreciate it. It’s been twenty days since I’ve noticed the sky, my world consumed by darkness. I’m disgusted; the sky has betrayed me, too. My glare retreats to the end of the block and I see Jenn and Ray kissing. I can’t seem to turn my head and just give in to staring at them.

God, I hate you, Jason Leer. That could be us right now. I hope your kid is born with three heads. 
         

A tear runs down my cheek and I wipe it away with my free hand, willing myself to move toward the door.

I am so going to hell.

I stealth back into the house and up to Mike’s room. I curl up in his absent roommate’s bed and cry myself to sleep as silently as possible.

*  *  *


He yanks my wrist away and my body remembers how Jason Leer touches me. He is rough and it triggers something deep inside me that is slowly erupting, escaping my control. He kisses the tips of each of my fingers as I watch and swallow to keep from drowning. The last one he takes between his teeth and bites it until I should cry out, but the pain is too perfect to stop him. I can’t take my eyes off his lips.
         

He releases my finger and pulls me to his chest. I breathe in the scent of him, compiling the pieces of me dismantled by his eyes. Jason runs his fingers through my hair. His movements are slow and calculated. He’s thinking and I’m terrified of what he’ll do. What I’ll do. He fists his hands in my hair and pulls it, tilting my face to the ceiling as he grazes my neck with his lips. I close my eyes and hear a tiny moan exhaled from my own lips.
         

“Come back, Annie.” His voice is harsh in my ear.
         

My God, what will we do?
         

*  *  *


I open my eyes and listen to the sound of Mike snoring. The streetlight shines on the ceiling. This room, and the inside of my head, and everything I’ve ever known, is foreign. My God, what will we do?


	

    
	
		
~ 4 ~

A Faint Pulse



I wake up to the morning sun and my mouth feels like I sucked on a wool sweater all night. My tongue has obviously been licking up dirt because it hurts to even try to swallow. I make my way to the bathroom and trip over my duffel bag outside the bedroom door. I brush my teeth, wash my face with the liquid hand soap, and since no one else is awake, jump into the shower for a quick rinse.
         

I dry off and marvel at the healing power of a shower. Of water in general. I find a bikini in my bag and put it on. A little loose, but functional. I should have eaten more yesterday. Must eat. I go back to Mike’s—and now my—room to store my bag. The blow-up mattress is still pristine. It whispers my name and I only had about five hours of sleep. I lie back down. This time I drift off peacefully.
         

*  *  *


The seagulls are squawking, sounding some type of bird alarm. Someone must have dropped a sandwich right outside my window. I wish I were deaf.

I wish I were dead.
         

I roll off the air mattress at the sound of a light tapping on the door. Margo’s eyes peer into the doorway as she opens it a slit.

“It’s all right,” I whisper. “I’m coming out.” She closes the door softly and I grab my beach towel out of my bag. Mike is still snoring, completely oblivious to the world around him. Jealousy fills me.

“What happened last night?” Margo asks as soon as I reach the living room.

“Nothing…” Nothing’s ever going to happen again. Consider me empty.

“Charlotte, it’s going to be okay.”

I watch Margo watching me, and the vision is too familiar. “I feel like you’ve said that before.”

“I’ll keep saying it as long as you need to hear it.” The corners of her lips turn up, a smile trying to penetrate my ugly reality. Jenn opens the screen door and walks in balancing coffee and bagels on a tiny cardboard drink holder.

“Did I miss something?” she asks, surveying Margo and me.

“Unfortunately, you’re all caught up,” I say, and take the bagels off the top of the tray.

We head to the beach and eat the bagels. Must eat. The rest of “our house” joins us and we play on the beach like children. Mike’s accepted his empty bed as a silent declaration of my disinterest and settles into a day of friendship on the beach. There’s Frisbee, football, and of course paddleball, which quickly becomes a tournament. Half of us spend most of the afternoon in the ocean. We swim out past the breakers and float over the incoming sets of waves and listen to them crash on the shore. It’s an absolutely perfect day with a bunch of people I hope to never see again.
         

*  *  *


By dinner my cheeks are pink, I’m hungry, and I think I even smiled once today. I trip on an uneven sidewalk seam as we head into a crab house on the back bay. Jenn and Margo catch me. I can’t even walk right. I thought some of our housemates were going to come with us. It’s like they’ve completely forgotten they don’t know us. They finally relented when pizzas were delivered and we promised to meet them at the Ocean Drive later. The house has been fine, but it’s nice to be just the three of us. We climb onto the benches of a picnic table near the water and order beers and crabs. That’s all we need. And each other.

“Are you coming back to Hawaii with me?” Jenn asks, as if the answer is obviously yes.

“Or Colorado with me?” Margo chimes in as our first round’s delivered.

“Yes…no…I don’t know. I just want to be home with my parents.” They both watch me apologetically, not knowing what to say. “Sad, I know.”

“Charlotte, you don’t deserve this,” Jenn says, and looks like she might punch someone. “What the hell was that whore Stephanie doing in Oklahoma anyway?”

“She goes to school there.” I hammer a crab. “She transferred in our junior year.” Again, I beat the crab. “She’s looked me in the eye a hundred times and every time Jason was holding my hand.” I pound the crab so hard a large piece flies off the table, and I take a sip of my beer. “I can’t even think about it. It makes me sick.”

Jenn and Margo seem a little frightened.

“Are you going to keep your job in New York?” Margo asks, her voice thick with sadness.

“Yes.” I take a sip of my beer and my eyes wander to the water lapping on the boards beside us. “I have to go up there next week and meet with my boss. I have to tell him how the fairy tale ends.” I pause as the thought of it makes my stomach cramp. “How long are you guys home?”

“I’m leaving Wednesday,” Margo offers.

“Next Sunday for me,” says Jenn.

“I still can’t believe you’re here. I love you guys.”

“Aah, get this girl another,” Jenn says to break the emotional moment.

We eat more crabs than I think possible and Margo tells us all the Salem County gossip. I’m thankful to hear someone else is doing something worth talking about.

“Do people know I’m home?”

“Not yet, from what I can tell. I’ll keep you posted. I’m monitoring the situation closely. Oh, and Nick Sinclair’s called me a few times asking about you,” Margo says, and orders us another round.

“Noble, huh?” I ask sadly, and hammer a crab leg. If things had been different, Noble would be with us this weekend. He loves the shore as much as I do.

“Still calling him Noble?” Margo interrupts my thoughts.

I’ve never called him anything but Noble. “That’s his name.”

“But no one else on the planet calls him that but you. I thought maybe when you guys went to Rutgers together you’d concede,” Margo says.

“I teased him with it for the first half of our lives, and now it just fits him. He’ll always be Noble to me,” I say, and the memory of a strange conversation with him in August haunts me. “I think he knew about Stephanie before I did.”

I drop my hammer on the table, disgusted. Noble was always the one to pick me up, to help me out. He’s one of my best friends. How could he have known?

“He definitely seems to know the shit hit the fan,” Margo adds.

He betrayed me, too…

Jason, the sky, the air, the entire fucking world, including Noble Sinclair.

*  *  *


The Ocean Drive is just short of mobbed. Is there anyone not at the shore this weekend? Within a half hour, the rest of the house joins us and I relax, able to blend into the anonymity of the crowd. The group blocks guys from hitting on me and is large enough that I don’t have to interact beyond simple conversations. They’re a diverse bunch from what I can gather, having invested only about six sentences in them. Each housemate was brought on board by a friend, or a friend of a friend, who had an extra share in their shore house. When I can, I lean back on the bar and attempt to smile. I quietly observe everyone around me who has apparently never lost a thing in their lives. They absently leave me alone, not realizing they’ve lost me.
         

Jason blares in my head, begging me to stay with him, to not leave him. What did he think I would do? Did he really believe I would ever be able to forgive him? The music, the crowd, none of it’s enough to drown him out. Not even his death would rid me of him. He’s locked in my head. One foot in front of the other, I think, and realize I’ve stopped smiling. I put the crazy grin back on my face and inhale deeply.
         

I need to go back to work. Something else to think about, something to engage some other part of me. I force a sip of my beer down my throat. I’m going to need about twenty-six more of these. I peel the corner of the label off the bottle. The anticipation of the coming week and the thought of talking to my boss sours my mood. This is the problem with living; you have to actually live your life. All of it, even the shitty parts.
         

I go to the bathroom and the strategic mission of maneuvering through the crowd takes my mind off Jason. There is, of course, a line and I lean up against the wall as I take a deep breath. I can do this. I can have a fun night. Sloppy, Too Loud, and Whiny finish in front of me and stumble out the bathroom door.
         

When I come out, I decide to get a beer at the nearest bar rather than fight my way back to the group. I order a Miller Lite as Clint East walks up beside me.

“Clint!” I wrap my arms around him. “It’s so good to see you.” I mean it, too. I’m actually glad to see him. I never thought I’d be happy to see someone from Salem County again, but Clint’s been pure fun since kindergarten.

“Charlotte, what are you doing here?” he asks, as high as a kite.

“Hanging.” Surviving. Kind of. “Margo and Jenn are here,” I say, and a huge smile anchors my face. I take it in. All of it. Clint has never been anything but a playmate and seeing him here takes me back to a time before now.
         

“No way. Where at?”

“They’re up by the door,” I say, pointing toward the front bar.

“Hey, Charlotte, I’m sorry about everything that happened.”

Clint’s so kind I can’t even be upset with him, but his words slap me back to reality. Everything that happened.
         

“It’s okay. Really. I’m going to be okay.” Not really, but we’ll go with that. I’m not going to be okay. Okay is a goal for ten years from now—that is, if I’m cursed to live that long.
         

“Hey, I have to go. I’m working this girl over there and she’s getting mad. I have my own construction business now.” He hands me his card: CLINT EAST CONSTRUCTION—I’LL MAKE YOUR DAY.
         

“Clint, it’s fantastic,” I say, still looking at the card and wishing I could run away with Clint. Just run away from all of this and smoke pot, and go to the shore for the weekend, and not be what I am right now.

“I know! It took me over a year to come up with it.” Clint kisses me on the cheek. His sweet smile warms me and I can’t help giving him a big hug before he rushes over to his now obviously irate new friend.

I take my time and wander back to the front bar. I can let this go. At least for tonight I can let it go. On my way, a guy grabs my arm and insists I answer a few questions for him and his friends. Doesn’t anyone care about originality anymore? I’m in such a good mood from seeing Clint that I actually consider letting him throw his line until he pulls me close and drapes his heavy, sweaty arm around my shoulders. I duck under his arm and out of his drunken reach.
         

I think I’m done here. I tell Margo I’m leaving, that I’m going home to bed. But when I get back to the house, I change into my bathing suit and walk to the deserted beach. The full moon won’t let me go to sleep. It hovers over the sea, spreading a faint light onto the sand, and I know I shouldn’t go in alone. But that’s what I am now…alone.

I drop my towel and dart into the water. I hurdle over the breakers and dive into the last wave before it breaks. The water crashing behind me drowns out my thoughts and leaves peace in its wake. When I surface, I swim deeper and float on my back. My toes and nose pointed to the glorious moon above me.

It’s Labor Day weekend and I’m at the Jersey Shore. There was a time in my life when this was exactly where I was supposed to be. A burgeoning wave lifts me up and over it just before breaking. I swim farther out and return to my back. I return to the moon.

I’m supposed to be in still water. Stillwater, Oklahoma, with…I close my eyes and remember the look on his face right before the wretched words came out of his mouth.

“I fucking hate you, Jason Leer.”

I roll over and swim toward the coast. A wave catches me and I ride it to shallow water. How could he? I scrape the wet sand beneath the water through my fingers and listen as the waves come in around me. The ocean pulls me back out as Jason begging me to stay screams through my mind. Even the ocean can’t erase him. Not without erasing me, too…
         


	

    
	
		
~ 5 ~

Morning, Mourning



The morning light beams through the window, heating my face and reminding me of hell. I roll over in Mike’s absent roommate’s bed and reach for my phone. I silence it and send a text to Margo and Jenn.
         

Can we please go home now? 
         

My phone vibrates twice. From Margo I get:

WHY? R U OK? I THINK WE SHOULD STAY. 
         

And from Jenn:

NO
         

Seriously, it’s time to go. 
         

Exchange the info, say your
         

goodbyes, and get your crap.
         

I’ll be at the car in 10 minutes.
         

I’ve been a very good girl—now
         

reward me.
         

*  *  *


Margo and Jenn close the car doors without a word and we head west toward Salem County. We stop at Wawa on the Route 40 circle and pick up subs to take to Sean and Michelle’s. They’re renting on North Main Street until their dream house is completed sometime next spring. It’s the perfect location, just three blocks from Sean’s physical therapy practice. I think Margo and Jenn are anxious to show off my improvements. We eat on their back deck and tell Michelle and Sean all—well, almost all—the stories from the weekend.

“It’s just good to see you eat,” Sean says, probably relaxing for the first time since he brought me home from Oklahoma. Michelle gets up from the table and runs inside. I look at Sean, concerned.

“She thinks she might have the stomach flu.”

“That’s terrible.” I watch her run toward the bathroom and feel bad for her. I wonder if the stomach flu is going around. I had it once a few years ago and it was awful. The memory of the disgusting virus comes back to me. Poor Michelle. I take a moment to acknowledge the long-departed feeling of concern. A genuine emotion about someone…other than pity for myself, hatred for Jason and Stephanie, or contempt for their baby. The baby part is the worst. The rest I could swallow; the baby and my feelings toward it are killing me. It’s a one-way ticket to the hot spot way down south.
         

*  *  *


The key turns in the door and I enter my parents’ house alone. Instead of craving the solitude, I feel it today. The windows are open but it’s still, the ocean breeze not reaching this far west, the absence of the waves’ melody depressing me. One bird squawks to the world, probably talking to itself, and Mr. Heitter is out plowing the back field.

I miss the shore. It was an effective diversion. It let my mind slip into the memories of how it felt to go there before my parents died. How it felt to do anything before their deaths and before…I take a deep breath and push the thought from my mind.

It’s steamy out, but I don’t turn on the air-conditioning because there is none. The Jersey humidity is far worse than the eighty-nine-degree temperature. Sean offered to install a window air-conditioning unit for me, but it’ll be cold in a few weeks, possibly much cooler than this in just a few days. I start the water for a cool bath and unpack my bag. Most of the clothes are still clean. We left the whiskey at the house as a thank-you and the Parliaments are still unopened, thank goodness. I’m looking for a drug habit, something clean like prescriptions, not cigarettes.

I find Clint’s card and pin it up on the bulletin board at the kitchen desk. If I’m going to stay here, some updating will be in order. It’s my house, after all. I can do whatever I want with it. I jam another pin into the opposite corner of the card and laugh at how Jason thought it was a crazy idea to buy Sean out of this house. I still wanted a place to call home. Jason said we were never planning on coming home.

Oh, Jason…a liar, a cheater, and an idiot.
         

The past few weeks’ mail is piled on the counter next to a shoebox-size package from Violet, one of my favorite college roommates. Violet has a way of making everywhere she goes feel like home. She’s traditional in an uncommon way.

I throw out the two letters addressed in Jason’s handwriting and rip open the box to find a small stuffed doll with jeans, a button-down, short black hair, and cowboy boots Violet has drawn on with a marker. The doll has a large hat pin sticking out of his stomach. There’s a card in the box that reads:


When all else fails,
            

Try voodoo.
            

Love you more than anything,
            

Violet
            



It’s completely disturbing and brings a smile to my face as I remove the pin and place it in the groin. I pull it out and shove it in the doll’s heart. I stare at it for a moment, still not satisfied. I pull it out and stick it back to the groin again. “I’m going to need another pin.” I leave the doll on the table and walk to the bathroom.

I throw my clothes on the floor and ease into the tub, still sore from last night. My aching body adjusts to the feel of the cold water as I hear the phone ring. I’m not getting it. Margo’s voice fills the air:

“Hey, Charlotte, heads-up. My cousin just told me her friend saw you in the Ocean Drive. Her friend is Janice Harding, as in Stephanie Harding’s sister.”

This town should be its own news media outlet. Margo, who now lives in Colorado but is visiting New Jersey, just heard that someone saw me ninety miles away out in public and might tell someone fifteen hundred miles away about it. It’s not even two o’clock the next day. I couldn’t care less what they say. Let Stephanie Harding know that this show is going to go on. It’s going to be an R-rated memoir of a defeated, downtrodden statistician who used drugs to numb the pain—I hope—but it’s going to go on.
         

I sink deeper in the tub and try to figure out what I’m doing to keep myself busy the next few hours. Maybe clean the house. Some exhaustion will help me sleep, too. I close my eyes and let the cool water cover me like a blanket over my aching body.

My eyes pop open; there’s no peace here.

Impatient with my convoluted relaxation, I wrap myself in a towel. The phone rings again and I almost pick it up without looking, assuming it’s Margo, but the Oklahoma number catches my eye and I drop it like a burning ember.

“I know I’m not supposed to call you.” His voice is rough and barely in control. “I’m sorry. For calling…and everything else.” There’s a pause and I close my eyes and listen to his breath on the machine. “Stephanie told me you were in Sea Isle this weekend and…” He chokes up a little. Her name from his lips rips me in half. My body trembles as I shake my head. “And…I just wanted to tell you we’re going to be together again soon. Don’t be with anyone else. Don’t meet anyone. Please, Annie.”

Un-fucking-believable. The chick he cheated on me with tells him I’m out having fun and he has the nerve to call and ask me to stop? It’s like he can’t breathe without pissing me off.

“I promise I won’t call again,” he starts as I pick up the answering machine and hurl it against the wall, smashing it into a million jagged pieces of plastic. I wish he’d been here to aim at. I take a deep breath and snort it out my nose. He’s a bigger ass than I realized. I storm back to the kitchen and tear open the silverware drawer. I yank out a fork and in one swoop of my arm spear it into the heart of the voodoo doll. I take a deep breath.

There. 
         

That’s better.
         

*  *  *


We decide to eat in Delaware to avoid seeing people we know. Margo, Jenn, and I drive from my house to the Delaware Memorial Bridge, passing one field after the other, lined up like dominoes fitted end to end. It is, as my mother always said, God’s country.

We find street parking and a table close to the windows, and I wish they’d just move home and drive me to dinner forever.

“How was work today?” Jenn asks as our drinks are delivered. “Did you ask them about a possible bereavement leave?”

It’s not an implausible idea. Mom’s dead, Dad’s dead, relationship’s dead, I wish Jason was dead…I feel dead. Okay, half dead.
         

“It was fine. It was actually good to have something to think about. I told Bruce I’d come up and meet with him on Thursday. He seemed happy to wait to bombard me with work. He did sound shocked I’m still on the East Coast.”

“What are you going to do? Are you going back to New York City?”

“I don’t know. I’ve only been with the company seven months, and four of those were an internship. I’ve been working my ass off to convince them to try a virtual work arrangement, but I just don’t care that much anymore. I’m not sure I can put the same effort into it.”

Margo, who’s still finishing her degree, and Jenn, who is currently waitressing and learning how to surf, both nod in agreement.

“I don’t know why, but I want to stay in Salem County,” I say, and as soon as it’s out of my mouth, I know it’s the truth. I need something. Something to keep me alive, and it’s not in New York and it’s not in New Brunswick. If it’s anywhere in this world, it’s in this tiny, barren county I call home.

“God help you, Charlotte. You need to get out of Salem County,” Jenn says, and looks at me like this is common knowledge. “You need to make a new home. One without all these memories. You should come to Hawaii. You’ll never be this unattached again.”

“Unattached” is a gentle word for completely alone. I guess not completely since I have Sean and Michelle, and these two fools with me, but it feels completely alone and will only get worse next week when they’re gone. I’ll be in a weakened state. If it can get any weaker.
         

“Where else can you be within twenty miles of an international airport and a rodeo?” I ask, sounding like the Salem County Bureau of Tourism.

“Who cares?” Jenn says.

“True. I’m not planning on ever going to the rodeo again.”

“What are you going to do?” Margo asks.

Do about what? I can’t let my mind consider what she might be talking about.

“Do you guys remember my parents’ funeral?” They nod. No one ever knows what to say when your parents die. “When I told you Jason was taking me for a drive?”

“Yes. It was bizarre,” Margo says.

“We had sex that day. And pretty much every day we’ve been together for the last two years. I think there’s something wrong with me.” I sigh, slightly grasping the depth of how fucked up I am.

“I think I use sex to work through grief. Or worse, I use it to not work through grief.”

Their faces display their confusion.

“I can’t even talk to him. The sound of his voice makes me physically ill. Is that normal mourning?” I ask, and they both just stare at me, still not knowing what to say. “I think I’m in such bad shape now because instead of just losing Jason, I’m dealing with the loss of my parents, too. Jason and I ran from our grief. We avoided everything with each other.” I want him here now. I want to lie down with him and forget any of this happened. I shake my head and look at my menu. And when the tears fill my eyes, I squeeze them shut. I lay down my menu and Margo takes my hand.
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