
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Delta County

A Novel

By J.L. Hyde


For my Aunt Jean, who makes sure I always have a home in Delta County.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2021 by J.L. Hyde

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any manner without written permission of the copyright owner except for the use of quotations in a book review.

First paperback edition September 2021

Cover Design by Justine Gab

ISBN 978-0-578-98041-6 (paperback) 

www.jlhyde.com



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Prologue

June 2006



[image: image]




––––––––

[image: image]


O

n a dark night filled with distant rolls of thunder from an incoming rainstorm, the Seniors of Escanaba High School, Class of 2006, are celebrating new beginnings. They are drinking cheap beer out of red cups in the middle of the cold, dark woods. They are talking about their future, reminiscing about their past, and foolishly promising to always be friends. 

On the other side of this quaint town nestled on the northern shores of Lake Michigan, their parents are toasting each other for a job well done. Eighteen years of watching and worrying, coaching and disciplining. They drink to mark a bittersweet transition from packing lunches to packing moving boxes and hoping for the best. 

The country club is filled to capacity as lightning flashes through the grand windows of the ballroom. Stories are shared of Little League tournaments and dance recitals; plans are made to carpool to college football games in the fall. 

Late night turns to early morning as the seniors drunkenly stumble to anywhere but home. Unoccupied hunting camps and backseats of rusty SUVs are piled high with sleeping teenagers; the stench of stale cigarettes and bad decisions linger in the air. 

Shortly after midnight, the parents begin to leave the club, knowing they will have hell to pay in the morning for drinking more than they had in years. 

The storm is moving off to the west, leaving the roads slick and covered by the dark of night. 

By sunrise, everything will have changed. 
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Chapter 1

Summer 2016
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N

obody can adequately prepare you for how it feels to go back to your hometown when you no longer have a home to go back to. Every endless summer night spent at the beach, every turn on the Ferris Wheel at the State Fair, every subzero Saturday spent tubing at the ski hill – they all ended with a short drive home to my cozy bed. Now I pack a suitcase when I come home to Escanaba. I’m forced to tiptoe around someone’s home that isn’t mine. Every memory I have becomes bittersweet – I smile for the years when I didn’t know life could be anything but perfect. I hurt for the child in me who never saw it coming. 

Now I’m nearly an hour from the county line, riding passenger in a luxury SUV that will turn more heads in town than if I were to show up on horseback. I was raised by humble means, along with most of Delta County. We don’t have chain restaurants or department stores. We buy our groceries locally at Elmer’s County Market or Sav-Mor IGA and make the two-hour trek to Green Bay each fall for school clothes. None of my friends have seen a Prada purse in real life and our only brush with a celebrity was when Jeff Daniels filmed an independent movie in our sleepy town, which gave us lifetime bragging rights. A third of the town is employed by the paper mill and once you get in, you work until death or retirement. “Ah, he got in at the mill?” is a form of congratulations; thirty years of a decent hourly wage with full benefits is as good as gold around here.

I’m proud to say my family, The Greens, are founding members of Delta County; well, what’s left of us. We arrived in 1862 when my great-great-grandparents came over from Norway. The few residents of this town that leave for brighter pastures in bigger cities always seem to return sooner or later, most often with a newfound appreciation for their idyllic upbringing. There is no comparison to a shiny summer afternoon in this port town on the bay, without a care in the world. Lying on an old beach towel with an ice cold Vernors, listening to the waves crash and the seagull’s caw with nowhere to be. That, my friend, is heaven on earth. 

I left in the fall of 2006, not by choice but by necessity. At eighteen I enrolled at Central Michigan University, still in the state but far enough that my reputation wouldn’t precede me. I spent the first three years falling into the predictable cliché of trying to numb my pain with anything that might help me forget. By my senior year, I began to come to my senses and consider my future. That’s when I reconnected with Ryan. 

He was Pre-med at Michigan State University, and we spent the entirety of our senior year making the one-hour journey up and down US-127 to spend as much time as possible together. He inspired me to get my act together and graduate on time. An honor roll student my entire life, having to be motivated by a peer was unfamiliar territory yet necessary beyond words. I pushed my grief aside, set down the cheap pitchers of Pabst Blue Ribbon and earned enough credits to complete my Public Relations degree in the spring. 

After graduation, I did what any foolish twenty-two-year-old does; I accepted his marriage proposal and followed him to medical school, pushing my own hopes and dreams aside. Putting my life on hold while he worked toward his bigger, more important plans somehow seemed like the right thing to do. I interned at a less-than-reputable firm for peanuts while he enrolled in accelerated programs and skipped summer breaks so he could finish his degree and get his dream residency in Chicago. I’d known Ryan my entire life and trusted that we had a common goal: to build a beautiful life together. 

Now, where did that get me? Riding shotgun in a vehicle I could never afford, heading back to Escanaba for our 10-year high school reunion, where I will gracefully dodge questions about my non-existent career and watch my husband receive starry-eyed admiration for the M.D. that will soon be after his name. As I’ve mentioned, most of the town (hell, the entire county) is comprised of humble, hardworking, blue-collar folks. What I haven’t yet mentioned is that my in-laws are the exception. Hardworking? Sure, well, one of them is. Humble, middle-class? Not even close. 

The Matthews family is, without debate, the wealthiest in Delta County. Not only did Mitzi and Frank both come from old money, but Frank is also now a lawyer who handles a vast majority of the divorces and drunk driving cases in town (and, trust me, there are plenty of both). Mitzi runs his office, which means she periodically shows up to greet clients for a few hours in the morning so she can brag to her friends at the club about how the hard work humbles her. 

Nobody likes Mitzi but everyone pretends, myself included. I am her daughter-in-law, what’s their excuse? She spends more money on clothes than most people make in a year, she gives unsolicited parenting advice to anyone she encounters, she spends more time bragging about good deeds than she does doing them, and she damn sure doesn’t think I’m good enough for her son. That last little fact is communicated through snide remarks and facial expressions, never direct declarations of her distaste. She must retain a level of deniability, so people don’t think she’s a complete monster. 

Frank isn’t bad, but he enables Mitzi. He quietly stands by as she behaves like an absolute shit person. Whether she is berating a waitress for the temperature of her soup or accusing the young man detailing her car of causing a scratch that’s been there for months, you’ll find Frank biting his tongue and placing his hand on Mitzi’s back, a quiet gesture of support. I can’t help but wonder what the relationship dynamic would be if Frank started calling her out on her nonsense decades ago. The world may be a better place. 

That’s where we are headed now, to Frank and Mitzi’s home. Home seems like an inadequate name, but estate seems excessive and I’m still not quite sure what constitutes a mansion. Let’s just say the Matthews’ not-so-humble abode is the largest house I’d seen in person until I went to college. It sits right at the top of Lake Shore Drive, with an unobstructed view of Lake Michigan. Nothing but sparkling bluish-green water and passing boats on the horizon can be seen from the front porch of their three-story colonial. 

Every home on Lake Shore Drive is stunning. The only difference between the other dozens of homes along the drive and my in-law’s is that theirs is new. They tore down the charming, historical bungalow on the corner and the craftsman next door to build their monstrosity on a double lot. One would think there would be a lot of hoops to jump through with the city council to make this happen but that just means you don’t know Mitzi Matthews. 

My first memory of Mitzi was around the age of seven when I attended one of Ryan’s birthday parties. I’m not sure if it’s an actual memory or just my recollection of the other parents (mine included) retelling the story for years after the fact. Most childhood birthday parties were either held at the McDonald’s playroom or in the family’s backyard with gawdy streamers, mismatched balloons, and cheap hot dogs. Ryan’s birthday was space-themed, and the Matthews arranged for an actual NASA astronaut to come speak to the kids. When it came time to eat, we were given finger sandwiches and pâté while Mitzi made her rounds, educating us on proper table manners. There were no games, no cake, and no laughing children. Just awkward, nervous interactions among parents who had never been to a tea party themselves and sure as hell hadn’t taught their children how to behave at one. 

Ryan officially became my “boyfriend” in the 7th grade. He asked me to attend the Homecoming dance as his date. My parents were over the moon. Not because he was a Matthews, but because their little girl was growing up and my mom could finally take me down to Green Bay to pick out a dress at DEB for $19.99. I sure thought I was something in that blue velvet shapeless gown with my curled hair pulled back in butterfly clips and white press-on nails that stayed on my fingers for approximately one hour. I couldn’t wait to be dropped off at Ryan’s house for pictures and debut my stunning transformation. Would they even recognize me beneath all this glitz and glamour? Mitzi answered the door as I turned back towards my parent’s car to give them the thumbs up and wave goodbye. My ego was instantly deflated as Mitzi greeted me with “Oh, sweetheart. I could have taken you dress shopping in Chicago. You should have asked.” 

Ryan and I dated off-and-on throughout high school, each on-again period lasting less than a year and ending in typical teenage dramatic fashion. 

Much to Mitzi’s delight, Ryan went on a few dates with a girl named Julie Prescott during our “off” periods. The Prescott family fell directly behind The Matthews in ranks of wealth and social status in town, but Julie was home schooled, so she remained a mysterious, beautiful threat to me. Mitzi was great friends with Julie’s mother, and they had been giddily planning their children’s future nuptials since the year they gave birth. Mitzi kept her comments reserved around me but the disappointed look she’d wear each time I peddled up their front path on my Schwinn, signifying my reunion with her son, told me everything I needed to know

Here we are, all these years later and I’m still dealing with Mitzi Fucking Matthews. 

“Do you think everyone will be at Catman’s?” Ryan turns to ask me as we pass the WELCOME TO DOWNTOWN ESCANABA sign hanging over Ludington Street, our town’s version of Main Street USA. 

“I don’t know where else they’d be,” I reply, smiling because it’s still a novelty to drink in the bars of Escanaba instead of hiding from our parents in the woods with an eight-dollar bottle of fruit flavored vodka that nine of us pitched in for. 

The nostalgia nearly brings me to tears as we slowly drive by the streets that shaped my youth. I bought my first bike at Mr. Bike and Ski, listened to my grandpa tell war stories over a greasy breakfast at Rosie’s Diner, and watched movies every Friday night at The Delft Theater. I want so badly to love this town like I used to. I want to skip down the street, holding hands with my best friends and laugh because we have just enough change to buy some Blow-Pops from The Hob Nob corner store. I want to ride my bike to the beach, search for seashells until the streetlights come on, which meant it was time to pedal home for dinner. I would give anything for this town to feel like mine again. 

I am thrown back into reality as we pull into the drive behind Ryan’s family home. I instinctively pull down the mirror to check how my makeup held up during the five-hour drive from Chicago. If we were going to see my parents, makeup wouldn’t be necessary. 

“You sure took your time with those stops, sweetheart,” Mitzi says condescendingly as she wraps Ryan in a warm embrace the minute we exit the car, walking directly past me. She then turns my way, smoothing her immaculate white tennis skirt as if preparing for our interaction. 

“Heather, my dear. I know it’s tough to be home this time of year, especially with the 10-year anniversary coming up. That must be so hard for you, right?” 

Why? Why does she immediately have to say something that stabs a nail right through my heart? Why can’t she just say hello or please come inside? Heaven forbid she give me a hug. She knows quite well how hard this is for me. Nothing in my life has been easy since that summer. 

“Yes, Mitzi. It is hard for me,” I respond with a smile so tight I feel my teeth are going to cut directly through the front of my lips. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to head inside to say hello to Frank and freshen up.” 

Ryan opens the rear end of the Mercedes and declares with confidence, “We are probably going to meet up with some of the old gang at Cat-man-do’s.” 

Mitzi gasps and coughs out something resembling a laugh. “You can’t possibly be serious. A dive bar? I sure hope you both are up to date on tetanus shots.” 

“Mom, relax. It’s Escanaba. They are all dive bars. We are really looking forward to catching up with everyone. It’ll be fun.” 

I poke my head out the back screen door, feeling a little antagonistic. 

“Yes, Mitzi, Ryan signed us up for couple’s tattoos, they are giving them in the bathroom tonight. Half-price if you give the code word: Jägermeister. It should only take a few days for the swelling to go down.” 

Ryan smiles and gives me an air high-five, before bending down to grab our bags. 

“What a tasteful joke for a young woman to make,” Mitzi mumbles just loud enough for me to hear. 

I can already tell; this is going to be a long weekend
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Chapter 2
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D

eciding it would be best to walk rather than drive, Ryan and I depart the Matthews’ a little after eight o’clock, after a dinner of grilled filet mignon and asparagus and a long lecture about “staying aware” at the bar, as if we aren’t twenty-eight-year-old adults who have been navigating life in the city of Chicago for years now. 

“So, we don’t have to talk about it, but I just want to make sure you know that Kelly could possibly be there,” Ryan tenderly says to me, staring at the sidewalk in front of him with both hands in his pockets. 

The early summer sun is just beginning to fade as I glance across the drive at the busy playground and tennis courts that border the lake. Boats are pulling back into the harbor to dock for the night and a few men are on stage at the outdoor band shell to set up for tonight’s city band performance. 

He’s right, I don’t want to talk about it. 

“Well, it’s a bar. She has every right to be there. It doesn’t mean I have to talk to her.” 

I can feel Ryan’s disappointment in my cold and stubborn tone. He wisely chooses not to press the issue further and stares ahead at a woman pushing a double stroller in front of us. 

“Honestly, this is the best place on earth to raise a kid. When we decide to start a family, I could always open up a practice here.” 

The Upper Peninsula of Michigan, where Escanaba is located, is one giant Mayberry. It’s 2016 and people still don’t lock their doors. Violent crimes are so rare, the residents talk about them for decades after the fact. People still borrow cups of sugar from their neighbors. Yet, I’m just not sure I can look past what I have suffered and learn to let my guard down here again. Maybe, someday, it will be worth a try. 

“Well, that’s definitely something to consider when we are ready,” I reply with a forced sweetness in my voice. 

––––––––

[image: image]


IT TAKES ABOUT 10 MINUTES to make our way to Cat-man-do’s, the bar of choice for returning graduates. Good Friends, Cold Beer reads the print on the faded striped awning out front. We immediately encounter a few guys from the class of ‘06 smoking by the front door. 

“Heather Green!” shouts one of them, who I recognize to be Mike Olsen as I get closer. 

I give him a side hug and a hushed reminder that my last name is now Matthews. The other two men, Joey and Buckland (we always called him by his last name, and now I cannot, for the life of me, think of his first), give me similar embraces and then they all awkwardly turn to Ryan. 

“Hi gentlemen, how’s it been?” Ryan asks. His inability to be casual in informal social settings makes me cringe. 

It’s not that they have any real issue with Ryan, other than his upbringing. All three of these guys are from the North Side of Escanaba. A town this quaint doesn’t really have any sort of bad neighborhoods but the North Side has a bit of a reputation for troublemakers being raised by parents who were probably a little trouble themselves years ago. Thanks to my parents and their well-loved bar and grill that happened to fall right on the line between North and South Sides, I was fortunate to fit in easily with both groups. I always felt a bit more comfortable with the North Side group and I took a little razzing, mostly from these three guys, every time Ryan and I got back together. I didn’t just choose to date a boy from Lake Shore Drive, I chose to date Ryan Matthews. I don’t think Ryan had any hard feelings toward the North Side crew, apart from one day in P.E. our junior year when Mike Olsen “accidentally” hit Ryan square in the face with a football as he passed by the practice field. “I’m not the guy’s biggest fan, but I certainly wouldn’t hit Richie Rich on purpose, cut me a break Heath,” he pleaded when I stormed to his locker after hearing the news. 

“We’ve been doing just fine, sir,” Joey responds, tipping his hat mockingly as I shoot him daggers while Ryan and I pass through the group to enter the bar. 

“Give it a rest, assholes,” I hiss at the crew as Ryan disappears in front of me. 

I’m instantly transported back to our high school days as all three of them hold up their hands to dramatically proclaim their innocence and then begin roaring with laughter, smoke billowing out of their lips as they look to each other with pride. I roll my eyes and tell them I’ll catch up with them later. 

As I enter the bar and my vision adjusts to the dim lighting, I see that the reunion has started a night early. The small room is packed with my fellow graduates, and I am instantly overwhelmed. I feel a shift in the room as they start to register my presence. I miss the days when my arrival brought genuine smiles, not forced looks of compassion and pity. It’s been 10 years; I’m not sure why everyone is staring at me like it happened yesterday. 

“Heather Green!” I hear someone yell to my right, barely audible over the crackling surround sound speakers blaring “Lips of an Angel” by Hinder. I realize they are playing 2006’s greatest hits in our honor. Fantastic. 

I turn to see Mitch Miller and breathe a sigh of relief. I’ve known Mitch my whole life. We’ve kept in touch through random texts, Facebook messages, and Christmas cards but I don’t believe I’ve seen him in person for at least five years. He looks incredible. 

“You’re a sight for sore eyes,” I say as I smile and hug him tightly. “Where’s Aubrey?”

“We broke up. And no, I’m not in the mood to talk about it. Let’s just have a good weekend,” he replies, and I don’t argue. 

“Fair enough. Did you see where Ryan went?” I ask. 

Mitch scans the room and elevates his six-foot frame a little higher as he stands tall to search the familiar faces that are packed in like sardines. 

“I don’t see Ryan, but it looks like several of your SHARK crew are in the corner by the pool table,” he says to me, studying my face for a reaction. 

I smile tightly, squeeze his newly muscular arm (nice work, Mitch), and reluctantly head toward the shark tank. 

The SHARKs: Sam, Heather, Alisa, Rebecca, Kelly. We gained the moniker when we became inseparable in the eighth grade. By high school, even the teachers referred to us as the SHARKs. Because we were young and obnoxious, we really played into the nickname with matching t-shirts and a shark-themed float in the Homecoming parade. I cringe now when I think of how silly it was and how it probably made the other girls in our grade feel so excluded. The things I would change if I could go back, knowing what I know now. 

As I approach the group, I’m relieved to see that Kelly is not with them. It’s just Sam, Alisa, and Rebecca, standing by the pool table, sipping their rum and Diet Cokes, and laughing like they are posing for the cameraman in a tampon commercial. One by one, they notice me coming and the shrieks begin. A chorus of “Heath!” and “Oh my god!” hits me, loud enough to drown the music out. 

I hug each of them and glance over Alisa’s shoulder to see Ryan across the room smiling in approval, apparently overjoyed with the reunion. He is now in his element, catching up with his fellow well-dressed overachievers and drinking what appears to be a scotch. A stark reminder of our location is in the fact that the scotch is in a plastic cup with Miller Lite printed on the side. 

“I’m going to grab a drink, I’ll be right back,” I assure the SHARKs as I make my way to the bar. 

I recognize the bartender as the same woman who has been behind the bar since I came here for Friday night fish fry with my parents, back when the place was called BG’s. Her face is beginning to show the signs of working in a smoky bar for years, but her body still looks like that of a 20-year-old. I wonder how many steps she must get in a day, then quickly notice that she isn’t wearing a smart watch and probably doesn’t give two fucks about getting her steps in; she’s just here to make money and go home. 

I raise my hand to get her attention, immediately realizing how rude that may seem. I’m not in Chicago. She will notice me without being flagged down. I’m relieved to see it doesn’t faze her. 

“Hey – Sally and Phil’s kid. Nice to see ya’ back in town. What can I get ya’?” 

Although the mention of my parents’ names is like a shot to the heart, I’m also incredibly grateful for her casual delivery and lack of sympathetic, sad eyes as she recognizes me. It’s a welcome change. 

“I’d love a red wine, whatever your house is would be fine,” I shout over the music, quickly remembering that Cat-man-do’s probably does not have multiple red wine options. Man, I’ve been in the big city too long. 

“Well, we just got these in last month. I hate to tell ya, but the owners are making us charge four bucks for em’, which I think is ridiculous,” she says with an apologetic look on her face as she holds up a small plastic bottle of Sutter Home Cabernet. 

“That’s no problem, I’ll take it,” I reply, thinking of the shock this woman would be in for if she visited Chicago and learned that most bars charge $14 for a glass of their house wine. Since marrying Ryan, I’ve been exposed to a lot of fine wines, but I don’t have the heart to tell him he might as well buy me Sutter Home or Barefoot because I couldn’t tell the difference if my life depended on it. Two glasses of wine take the edge off all the same, I don’t care what the labels say. 

“Want to start a tab?” she asks me. 

“Sure!” I reply, reaching for my purse to grab a credit card out for her to hold. 

“Oh, sweetie, I don’t need that. I know who you are,” she smiles and hands me my mini wine bottle, along with a small plastic cup. “You’s kids enjoy yourselves tonight. If you forget to pay your tab, just make sure you stop in tomorrow some time to square it up.” God, I miss this town sometimes. 

I head back to the crew with my cheap red wine in tow, ready to force some smiles and catch up with the women I promised I’d always be there for. I had good intentions of keeping that promise until life had other plans. 

We spend the next hour giving basic life updates, although most of the information is old news thanks to social media. Sam is married, teaching kindergarten in Grand Rapids, and having trouble conceiving. Alisa is married with two young children, living in Lansing, and climbing the corporate ladder at a big P.R. firm. Rebecca is single, back in Escanaba, and working as a registered nurse at the local hospital. They ask about the glamourous life of being married to a soon-to-be-doctor, and I feign enthusiasm as best I can and overstate my charitable time contributions, shuddering when I realize I sound a lot like Mitzi. I tell them about how I’ve gotten really into cooking and am thinking about starting a blog. I am embarrassed at how annoying this must sound, but all three of them seem interested and vow to subscribe as soon as it’s live. 

Alisa asks if anyone has heard from Kelly and Rebecca shoots her a look that tells her exactly what she thinks of the subject of Kelly being brought up in my presence. 

“She’s a ghost,” Sam answers. “No social media, no emails, no contact from her since shortly after graduation. I heard she’s living somewhere downstate with her mom.” 

I will do anything to change the subject. Let’s talk about politics. Religion. Ohio State Football. Anything other than Kelly and her whereabouts. Luckily, we are saved by Ludacris himself as “Moneymaker” starts playing and we all yelp and clink our plastic cups together, moving towards the center of the room to dance to our once-favorite song. Much like the social functions in high school, all eyes are on us. We laugh, dance, drink and laugh some more. I find myself feeling horrible for previously not wanting to see my old friends. They are probably just as self-conscious dealing with me after all these years as I am them. Maybe 10 years has been enough time and we can start to heal and reconnect. 

When the song ends, a slower one by The Fray starts to play and we all move toward the bar in unison to order another round. As I’m waiting for my wine, I glance in Ryan’s direction. He is still standing with his old friends and listening intently to one of their stories until he catches my gaze and smiles. He mouths “I love you” and I blow him a kiss in return. I look around the room and exhale. I needed this more than I thought. 

A gust of cool night air hits me as the side entrance opens, directly next to the bar. The rest of the SHARKs are to my right, leaning on the bar and waiting on their drinks. All three of them match my line of vision and look to the side door that has now closed with a thud. It’s like a scene from a movie as a hush falls over the crowd and everyone turns to look at the door. The SHARKs turn back to me with wide eyes. 

It’s Kelly Young. 

Kelly, who stayed up with me all night because we couldn’t sleep after watching Children of the Corn. Kelly, who waited to get her ears pierced until my mom agreed so we could go together. Kelly, who sat in my room for hours making best friend bracelets in green and gold to honor our friendship and our favorite football team. Kelly, the only person on earth that knows all my deep, dark adolescent secrets. 

Kelly, whose mother killed my parents and got away with it.
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Chapter 3
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A

ll eyes are laser focused on me, waiting for my reaction. Beads of sweat trickle down my chest underneath my clothes and I begin to feel lightheaded. I turn towards Ryan, who is already making his way to me with a look of panic in his eyes. I smile uncomfortably and look to the bartender who is handing me my drink. I think she is oblivious to the drama until I see her gaze connect with Kelly and she then rapidly shoots it back to me, her expression clearly registering the seriousness of the situation. I accept the wine and thank her, turning to Ryan to somehow save me. In this moment, I need him to tell me what to do. I survived the death of my parents and navigated early adulthood on my own, yet I can’t seem to function in a crowded bar with Kelly Young present. The whole room is staring at me, and I just want to run but I know bolting out the door will cause more of a scene than the alternative. 

“Breathe,” he mouths, leaning into my ear to speak the rest. “We’ve talked about this. We knew this day would come. What would Sally and Phil want you to do?”  

I look to Alisa, who is standing closest to us. “Go ahead,” I mouth and nod, trying my best to seem nonchalant while I’m dying inside. She turns and gestures to the others and they slowly make their way to Kelly, who is now roughly six feet from me. This is the closest we’ve been to each other since that summer. 

I stare at the ground, trying to gather my racing thoughts. It has been 10 years. Ten years without my best friend because of the actions of her mother and the subsequent support Kelly gave her when she walked free after taking the two most important people in my life away from me. What would I have done in her position? I’m not sure and I guess I’ll never find out. 

After greeting all three women with a reserved smile and half-hearted embraces, she looks directly at me. If it were possible for my heart to leap directly out of my chest, it would. I haven’t felt a sense of panic like this in a decade. I want to run; I want to scream. I look into her eyes and their familiar green brings back every memory I have of the girl I loved like a sister for my first 18 years on this earth. My body is moving before my mind even acknowledges what is happening. I am now standing before her, inches from her face, when I see a single tear escape her right eye and tumble down her cheek. I can’t help myself; I pull her directly into me with shaking hands. 

“I’m so sorry Heath, I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry,” she sobs incoherently into my shoulder. I can no longer control my emotions and I begin to cry furiously; within seconds I have soaked the entire left shoulder of her silk shirt. Still embracing her, I open my eyes over her shoulder to see the faces of our classmates in utter shock. There are tears, hands raised to open mouths and wide eyes staring at the two women they never expected to bury the hatchet. I wouldn’t consider it buried, but this is a significant start. 

Neither of us can find words to say. We step back from each other, wiping our eyes and smiling in embarrassment from the appearance of tears, snot, and mascara that now cover half of our faces. Most of the crowd have resumed their normal activities. The main event is over, the reunion happened, nothing more to see here. 

“Ryan,” Kelly says breathlessly as she glances up at my husband. She spent so much time with us in high school, my parents referred to us as Three’s Company. With their matching heads of dark, luscious hair, they were often mistaken as siblings. 

I put my hand on Ryan’s back and he steps forward to hug the friend he also lost, because of a situation out of his control. 

Within minutes, the SHARKs are back together and cautiously reminiscing about our glory days, only telling stories of events that occurred before that summer. I am surprised – surprised and pleased – to feel genuine warmth and comfort with these women.  Ryan and a few of his friends (my friends, too, I suppose but I never really cared for them and don’t have the energy to pretend tonight) have gathered around us and seem very invested in the dynamics of this group reunion. Each time I say something funny, they turn to see Kelly’s reaction and vice versa. I want to tell them to take a picture if they are going to stare this much, but I choose not to make anyone more uncomfortable than they already are.

By our fourth or fifth round, drunkenly trekking down twelve city blocks to the beach is collectively approved as a brilliant idea. What a sight: a dozen or so young adults staggering down Ludington Street like inebriated teenagers out past curfew. I had forgotten what it feels like to hoot and holler for no apparent reason, to laugh so hard you cry and then forget what you were even laughing about. The residents who live in the apartments above storefronts along our path must be livid. 

We somehow manage to make it out to Aronson Island at the very end of the Escanaba Municipal Beach. A few of the guys grabbed cases of beer out of their vehicles parked outside Cat-man-do’s and generously brought them along, as if any of us need more alcohol in our systems. We all small talk, laugh and stumble a little before falling in line on the overgrown grass bordering the sandy beach. I am directly in the middle of the SHARKs: Sam and Alisa to my left, Kelly and Rebecca to my right. As if planned, the group falls silent in unison and we stare out at the vastness of the lake, listening to the rhythmic crashing waves and the subdued chorus of chirps and ribbits from the trees around us. Most of us have moved away and I know we are all feeling the same emotions in that moment: peace, nostalgia, and longing. This view is pure magic, and we were lucky enough to grow up here yet somehow foolish enough to leave willingly. 
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