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For anyone who finds healing in our story




We do not heal the past by dwelling there; we heal the past by living fully in the present
Marianne Williamson
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CHAPTER ONE
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Our lives begin to end the day we become silent about things that matter.
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.


Northeast Kingdom, Vermont, 2014


Steam dampens my nose and cheeks like a morning facial as hints of bitter nuttiness remind me that I like the smell almost better than the taste of coffee. Wrapping my hands around the hot mug, sleepiness begs for me to crawl back to bed and enjoy the indulgence of taking a day off from seeing clients in the middle of the week. Therapists need self-care too. Tempted to succumb, I head for my bedroom just as the windows start to rattle and the floor begins to shake beneath me. Coffee slops to the rim of my mug but doesn’t spill over. A passing logging truck wakes Fergus, my Petite Basset Griffon Vendéen and he charges toward me, barking his demands for a morning walk.


After a couple of quick sips of coffee, we’re out the door, where bright sunshine and blue skies dotted with fluffy white clouds greet us. The long grass surrounding the house is overdue for a final cut. Scraggly weeds, sunflowers drooping to the ground, and decaying tomatoes clinging to yellow and brown stalks tell of the weeks of my choosing play over responsibility. I’ve been ignoring the usual preparations necessary for surviving the long, harsh Vermont winter. While my neighbors stack wood, store away outdoor furniture, and put their gardens to bed, I’m acting as though winter will never arrive. Instead I ride my motorcycle every chance I get, refusing to let go of the feeling of total freedom that comes the minute I throw my leg over the seat. The warmth of the last couple of weeks certainly helps my denial, and as I breathe in the warm, early autumn air, I know today will be no different.


“Sorry, Fergus, looks like another day of riding my motorcycle. You’re just gonna have to settle for a quick walk around the yard.” He stubbornly stops dead in his tracks, unwilling to go in the direction of the house, and I crouch down and coax him along. He’s obviously getting tired of walks cut short in favor of my riding.


I grab the morning newspaper off the front porch step and drop it onto the counter. The morning’s headlines stare up at me from under a pink border: “Day 1. Seeking Justice for Melissa Jenkins. More Than Two Years After Melissa Jenkins’ Disappearance, Accused Murderer Allen Prue Will Finally Answer For The Crime.”


Photographs splashed across the front page remind me of the vigil, two years earlier, when a group of town’s people had huddled in an embrace attempting to comfort one another and make sense of the tragic death of their beloved teacher. I sip my coffee and stare at a photograph of her young orphaned son printed beside a smiling portrait of Melissa, bordered in pink.


Sighing, I flip the newspaper facedown on the counter. Melissa’s death had occurred thirty years after my most traumatic loss, almost to the day. My cell phone rings but I let the call go to voicemail. It’s the nurse from St. Johnsbury Academy, no doubt calling me to arrange for more grief counseling for the students. “Ah shit, here we go, Fergus. I gotta get outa here.”


Marching out of the kitchen, I see a shadow moving across the picture window. This isn’t the first time I’ve seen it. There have been other strange occurrences lately, like the smell of cigarettes lingering in a room even though I’m no longer a smoker. Maybe buying a house next to a cemetery wasn’t such a good idea after all. After heading to my room to add a few layers of clothing for riding warmth, I grab my helmet, then shut and lock the front door behind me.


With my helmet secure, gloves snuggly on my hands, I throw my right leg over my bike and sit still for a moment, acknowledging how that simple movement always makes me feel cool. I squeeze the clutch, turn the key, push the start button, and gently roll the throttle back, allowing the engine to carry me forward as I turn onto the road.


I quickly accelerate to top speed, readying myself for the thrill of the ten curvy miles to St. Johnsbury, where I’d gas up before heading out to cruise along the back mountain roads for the day, knowing that the isolation would not allow for cell phone reception. Leaning into the first sharp curve my stomach lurches with fear.


Hitting the straight stretch of road just before town, I begin to follow a train that is slowly chugging along the tracks to my right. I nod at the conductor who gives me a wave, and for a minute, we ride in sync before the train picks up speed and pulls away.


Stopping at the closest gas station, I fill up my tank. Part of me wants to blast through town before hitting the back roads, but I stop on the sidewalk in front of St. Johnsbury Academy where, two years earlier, voices had been raised, united in their pain as they sang “Amazing Grace.” My thumb instinctively hits the kill switch, silencing the engine, as my left foot pushes the kickstand down. A granite memorial stone engraved with the words “Love Wins” stares up at me. I let its message wash over me. Love’s healing power does win, if we can allow it, I remind myself. Maybe now it will finally be over.


Trying to shake off the heaviness that comes with grief, I start up the bike and pull hard on the throttle. My foot snaps the gears up one at a time without letting off the gas, nearly popping a wheelie. St. Johnsbury disappears in my rear view mirrors as I leave the trail of memories from the town’s awful tragedy in the dust behind me.


My body struggles to relax into the seat as the bike roars through the winding back roads. No cars in front of me, nothing behind. The road is all mine. I hit the curves much faster than I should and lean so far into them that I can feel the heat from the pavement on my knee. Swirling reds, oranges, and yellows dance beside me, like flames from a fire.


The newspaper’s photographs from Melissa’s vigil flash before me and I lose my present moment of focus. The shock and grief that had overtaken us all that night reminds me again of my own deep grief, still not healed, even now. These memories flood into my mind and no matter how hard I roll the throttle, I cannot outrun them. A car pulls out in front of me and I swerve then squeeze the brakes. As I straighten and slow down, I realize it might be a good time to stop riding for a while so I point my bike in the direction of the brook, not far from my house.


Shedding some of my layers, I make my way to my favorite rock beside the water. It’s become a ritual of sorts, at the end of every ride. Lack of rain causes the water to trickle more than rush over the stones. The sun is summer-like in its heat. I rest my back against the warmth of the stone behind me. Closing my eyes, I hear a train whistle in the distance. Pictures flicker behind my eyelids of another time and place.



Ballston Lake, New York, August, 1981



Joy and I met at our special spot by the railroad tracks. The summer was coming to an end and I was about to enter my senior year of high school, but I had no idea where I was headed for college. The last days of summer offered me an opportunity to ignore the weight of the future and relish the moment, determined to enjoy every last minute the freedom of summer still offered.


We tossed pebbles into the stream that ran along one side of the tracks. Each little stone hit the water with a “ploop” then sent rings rippling outward, spreading wider and wider until they reached both sides of the stream. I noticed one shaped like a heart and slipped it into my pocket to remind me of this day.


Joy took off her sneakers and slid down the embankment, shattering the ripple effect of the pebbles and causing a splash of her own. She scooped up the cool water and tossed it at me, like she was trying to put out a raging campfire. It was shocking, at first, but it soon felt good.


Off came my sneakers and I dropped down next to her. “Payback,” I yelled, kicking water at her while she splashed back at me. Her arms and my legs were flailing about so much you couldn’t tell we were two separate people. Our crazy laughter bounced off the water and then flew back to us.


“Okay, okay, truce,” she held up her hands.


“All right, but I win.”


“I can’t believe we have to go back to school already,” she said, changing the subject entirely.


“My summer is not over yet so don’t say it is.”


“Right. No sense rushing back.”


“Besides, you don’t want to rush back to school where I’m a senior and you’re just a lowly junior,” I teased.


“Funny. Really funny,” she splashed more water at me. “Senior or not, remember that we have plans for next summer to hop a train and ride off to wherever it takes us. Just the two of us. Speeding through the world, together.”


“I’m in. It’ll be my last fling before I head off to college somewhere.”


“How far do you think we’ll go?” Joy asked, staring off into the distance, as if she were imagining us riding the rails out of this dull, suburban town. “What do we take on such an adventure? How about we wrap everything up in a bandana tied to a stick, like real hobos?”


“Hell yeah! We gotta do it right.”


Joy stood motionless in the water. Looking down, she quietly asked, “Promise me that wherever you go, you won’t just leave me here and forget about me?”


I twisted myself so that I was looking up at her downturned face. “You know I could never do that. I always want you in my life. Now, enough of all this seriousness, I still have a little bit of my summer left. Let’s go celebrate with one last ice cream.”


“You’re on,” she said with a smile.


We pulled on our sneakers and walked the rails, falling off and getting back on over and over again as we made our way to the Stewart’s shop in town for our last ice cream of the summer.





CHAPTER TWO
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Life must be understood backward, but it must be lived forward.
Soren Kierkegaard


Ballston Lake, New York, January, 1981


I was the last of four kids, and the only one still living at home. My parents had recently sold our house in the small city of Schenectady, New York, and moved to a tiny house on Ballston Lake. I wasn’t happy about living in suburbia. Until then, I’d lived my entire life in Schenectady.


The only friend I’d made in the first few months at my new school was Kathy, who sat next to me in several classes and was kind enough to speak to me. Though shy, she also had a quirky side. She wore colorful Converse sneakers and her jeans were often worn at the knee. Her shirts were brightly colored, striped knit, and short-sleeved, no matter the weather; when it was cold, she’d simply throw on a zip-up sweatshirt to complete the ensemble.


Kathy would joke and make funny faces and noises. While her antics made me laugh, I could see that she looked way more relaxed than she actually was. She rarely looked me in the eye, instead sheepishly glancing her deep blue eyes sideways. I imagined she was learning to be comfortable in her own skin, as we all were, at sixteen.


A smile spread from ear to ear on Kathy’s face as she introduced me to her Girl Scout troupe one evening, clearly proud to have gotten me to consider joining. Maybe she’d earn some kind of merit badge. I honestly had no idea how any of it worked. I didn’t even know that I could become a Girl Scout at my age. But as I understand it now, once a Scout, always a Scout. They offer a lifetime membership.


“And last but not least,” Kathy said, continuing her introductions, “this is Joy.”


I smiled and said “Hi” to the girl who looked up at me from behind long, straight brown hair that fell around her face. Her big round glasses covered her eyes, shielding her from seeing too clearly what was presented to her. In this case: me. It was a look I would come to know very well over the next couple of years.


Kathy launched into a summary of past fundraisers before turning the meeting over to the Troupe Leader, Janet. All the girls were listening intently except for Joy, who sat alone, staring at the mud-brown carpet as she twirled the frayed string of her faded green hooded sweatshirt. It must have been a favorite because the letters indicating some place of probable significance to her were almost completely worn off. She looked disinterested, as though she’d rather be anywhere but here. Me, too, I thought. At the same time, I could tell that she was aware of what was happening, as though she were on the outside looking in on the group, not a part of it.


There was something about Joy that drew me in. It was an energy that reached out and grabbed me while pushing me back at the same time, like holding two magnets together.


After what seemed like forever, Janet adjourned the meeting, reminding everyone of Saturday’s paper drive, the next in a long line of fundraisers.


“So, what do you think? Are you going to join us?”


I didn’t recognize the voice that came from behind me.


“I’m Gail.”


Turning to answer, I came face-to-face with a girl who was the most strangely dressed person I’d ever seen. Like Kathy’s, her washed-out jeans were also torn at the knee but the tears were covered with red and black polka-dotted patches. On her feet were very old, scuffed work boots. I imagined they must be L. L. Bean but the bright, neon green laces that held them together certainly weren’t. Her shirt was tie-dyed with every possible color imaginable. It was like a rainbow on speed—wavy swaths of color busily wrapping around the fabric. My eyes hurt to look at her. This ensemble was topped off with a worn fedora hat; the kind I’d seen my dad wear in photographs. Shocking. “Yeah. I guess so,” I answered.


“Cool!” She spun on her heels and joined a group of girls chatting in the kitchen.


I couldn’t believe I was actually considering becoming a Girl Scout.


A cold wet snow began to fall as Kathy drove me home that night. I felt incredibly sad and homesick for the life I’d left behind, longing for old friends and the comfort of the familiar. As the slow, steady swish of the windshield wipers quieted my mind, fond memories of Schenectady called to me, making me miss living there even more.


When I was little, my mother had insisted that I play outside, even if it was raining. My favorite thing to do on our porch was to pour liquid dish detergent into the trench that formed from the rain pattering down from the gutters, creating rivers of bubbles that would sail by on their way out to the street. I’d imagined them being tiny ships, heading down the river for the open waters of the ocean. To this day, the sound of raindrops falling on my home’s tin roof is comforting to me. That’s one of the things I like about living in Vermont; most of the houses here have metal roofs, which create a very similar, soothing sound.


A typical tomboy, I’d loved doing all of the traditionally boy things like climbing trees, playing sports, and spitting contests. While I wasn’t much of a spitter, I would join the boys’ competitions to see who could spit the farthest. I never won. Of course, we measured distance by counting with our own feet and, as mine were smaller, I didn’t have a chance with that system. I was good at sports, though, better than most of the boys in the neighborhood. They hated that, but they always wanted me on their team. I never got picked last for anything. Playing football in the snow was one of my favorite things to do in the wintertime. Leaping into the air, making a catch, and landing in a snow bank was fun. I wished I could play for a real team back then, and not just in the street. But I was a girl.


Baseball was like that, too. I could play in the street but girls couldn’t play Little League. Instead, I got to play softball for a makeshift team coached by the father of one of the neighborhood kids. It was better than nothing, I suppose. The best part of it was the blue baseball-cap with the B on it, for Bellevue, the name of our neighborhood in Schenectady. I wore that old blue hat all the time. For years after the team no longer existed, I continued to wear that hat, loving the way it made me feel. Like I was cool. I was somebody. Part of something bigger and important. I’m sure I still have it stored away somewhere in my attic, along with the other pieces of my childhood.


“I’m glad you came to the meeting and are going to join. It’ll be fun. See you tomorrow,” Kathy said.


I nodded, shut the car door and once in the house headed straight to my room, memories leaving me to wonder how I ever thought this move would be a good one.


Everything had been packed up when we left Schenectady. I’d approached the move with as much enthusiasm as I could, telling myself that it would be an adventure, a chance to start over. Looking back now, it seems strange that I would think about starting over at sixteen, but that’s what I’d told myself. I would leave the only home I’d ever known, and the only friends I’d ever had, and the school I’d attended all my life. I didn’t know it then, but that move would not be the exciting adventure that I’d imagined.





CHAPTER THREE
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Sometimes our light goes out, but is blown again into instant flame by an encounter with another human being.
Albert Schweitzer


My mother and I pulled up to the school in her Volkswagen Jetta, which was definitely out of place among the line of minivans and station wagons dropping off the other girls for the Girl Scout paper drive. I was already feeling anxious about not fitting in. When I noticed the Mack truck, with its back end open for collection, I was reminded of the big yellow moving truck that had backed up to our front door, its mouth wide open, ready to devour all that had been my life.


Stepping out of the warmth of the car, I felt the sting of tears against my cheek in the cold winter air. I wanted to run back and beg my mother to keep me with her, just as I’d tried, unsuccessfully, on the first day of school every year. I was desperate for the comfort of a hug to calm my sadness and fear. Why was it so hard for my mother to be close to me? I wondered, although I’d always suspected that she’d shut me out on the day that I was born.


Reluctant to leave the safety of my mother’s womb, I was born two weeks past my due date, in the midst of a terrible ice storm on January 11, 1964. Apparently my delivery was as fierce as the storm raging outside. My arms had been stubbornly raised behind my head, my elbows poking straight out at the sides. I was an excruciating extraction for my mother. To make matters worse, I didn’t breathe on my own right away and didn’t respond with tearful cries to the traditional slap on the bottom. My mother tells me she panicked, fearing that I was dead. I think maybe that was the moment she disconnected from me. I like to think that it was her fear of losing me that created an impenetrable wall between us.


This wall would block me whenever I attempted to elicit her compassion. I learned early on that talking about painful experiences, or crying, would only push my mother away. My sensitivity just seemed to annoy her. Silence in response to vulnerability was valued in my family. My mother always told me not to cry. I grew up observing the stoic nature of our Irish Catholic values where vulnerability was so private that I learned to hide it, even from myself. As I tried to navigate my brand new life in Ballston Lake, I was careful to hide my fear, confusion, and sadness from everyone around me. Silence had become my safety.


My mother was gone when I turned back and I was faced with trying to fit in with the girls who were all huddled together in and around the truck. A car pulled up beside me and I watched as Gail’s mother leaned over to kiss her cheek. Like mother like daughter, I thought, noticing her mother’s bright sparkly winter hat with a red pom-pom on top, glaringly announcing her presence, just as Gail’s appearance had announced hers at the Girl Scout meeting. I hope I don’t end up being just like my mother. I wiped away a couple of stray tears, climbed up into the truck, and said hello to anyone who glanced in my direction.


I made way to Kathy, the only person I felt remotely connected to in this new place. She was handing out hot chocolate in the front of the truck. Her bright blue parka was unzipped and her relaxed stance and huge smile made her look like she was standing in a ski lodge in front of a roaring hot fire. I shivered as she handed me the warm treat then kept moving to the back of the truck, spilling little drops of chocolate with each step. My brother, Stephen, would not have approved. My older and only brother had spent a good portion of his time trying to shape me into a proper lady. He’d scold me whenever I swore, suggesting that I choose a new adjective every time I wanted to swear so that I would not only stop swearing, but also develop a better vocabulary. One summer, he’d spent days insisting that I walk through the house with a book on my head without letting it fall. I smiled as I realized that he’d be disappointed by my inability to keep a beverage from spilling as I allowed myself to be swallowed by this cold paper-filled truck.


I found a free spot to sit on a stack of newspapers and wrapped my cold hands tightly around the Styrofoam cup. The smell of rich chocolate warmed my nostrils as steam swirled upward, reminding me of how smoke rolled over the upper lip of Aunt Pat, my mother’s sister, when she exhaled a cigarette. My siblings and cousins have all attempted to imitate that rolling exhalation of smoke, like a fog lifting, but no one could ever get it just right. It was signature Aunt Pat. Just like her laugh, which would start out a slow and quiet staccato humph, humph that would, in spite of her effort to control it, build to a crescendo of full-on belly laughter.


Our families were together for every holiday. Aunt Pat was the official scooper of ice cream at every birthday party or special occasion. She’d stand at her dining room table, scoop in hand, her short, wavy dark hair framing her face while her green eyes sparkled and her bright red lipstick-covered mouth widened into a smile.


When I was in elementary school, my mother worked so she wasn’t home during the day. I would walk to Aunt Pat’s house for lunch with her and my grandmother, Mingy, who’d moved in with Aunt Pat after losing my grandfather, Papa. I never quite knew how Mingy got her name, but I think it was when my oldest sister, Cathy, tried to say “Grandma McGivney” as a child. Aunt Pat was often asleep during these lunch hours, having worked the third shift for many years as a nurse. I loved it when, on the rare occasion that she was awake, we would have grilled cheese sandwiches, tomato soup, and a bowl of fruit cocktail from a can. All three of us would sit at the table together, just talking.


“So, Bizzy, did you do anything interesting at school today?” Aunt Pat asked one day, her cigarette set neatly in the green metal ashtray as she took a bite of her sandwich.


The nickname “Bizzy” came from when I was a toddler. When friends of my parents stopped by the house, I was always holding a broom or a mop, so they called me Bizzy, like busy, I suppose.


“I tried to sign up for band but they said I had to take drum lessons at the school because my private lessons weren’t enough. That’s stupid, right?”


“Well, they have their rules,” Mingy offered.


Aunt Pat nodded in agreement. “It sounds great though. It should be fun. You’ll have to make sure you practice every day.”


I always felt so grown up, sitting at her table, talking over lunch. While I have fond memories like this, I can’t say that Aunt Pat and I had any kind of special connection back then. I was her sister’s daughter, in need of a place to go for lunch. Whenever there was a medical concern, she would be consulted. She once removed bark from my eye after a tree climbing accident. On several occasions, she picked me up from school when I was sick. She wasn’t like my mother exactly, just more practical and matter-of-fact. None of us was warm and fuzzy, but I knew could count on Aunt Pat to be there when I needed her.


The B-52’s blaring from a radio drew my attention from my memories of those lunches back to the truck where a group of girls were dancing. They jumped up and down, side-to-side, spilling hot chocolate as they kept in constant motion. The few stacks of newspaper we’d already collected shook and slid to the side but they stayed upright somehow, like the Leaning Tower of Pisa. Perhaps that kind of dancing was the proper etiquette for a paper drive in the middle of a cold January. I figured they were warm at least, something I was not.


Snow had started to fall, covering the dirty snow banks left behind by plows from the last big storm. Some of the girls were outside attempting to build a snowman. I felt so out of place watching them and wished that I could just disappear. Everything was different here, not like in Bellevue, where there would never be a paper drive. A game of football in the street, maybe, but never a paper drive.


I finished my hot chocolate then jumped down from the truck to explore the open fields surrounding the deserted school. As I rounded the corner toward the backside of the school, I saw Joy walking toward me. Startled, I nearly tripped over my own feet. She didn’t look up or acknowledge me.


A shot of heat burst out from my stomach and raced into every part of my body. I wanted to talk to her but, at the same time, I hoped that she hadn’t seen me. When she continued to walk right past me, her eyes staring at the ground, I was disappointed and then annoyed. My cheeks got hot and I felt embarrassed. It was like nothing I had ever felt before, and nothing that made any sense. I shrugged and kept walking.


When I got back to the truck, there was a buzz of activity. The girls were standing together, all talking at once, then I heard Gail asking if anyone had seen Joy.


“What’s happening?” I asked as I approached.


Gail turned to me and snapped, “Joy took off again.”


“Again?” I asked, confused.


They all fell silent, as if they were each trying to decide if they should let me in on some secret. Uncomfortable with the silence, I offered that I had just seen her behind the school. Gail announced that she’d go after her.


“What’s the big deal?” I asked.


Gail pushed past me on her way to find Joy saying, “You don’t understand. She’s always going off alone.”


Kathy tried to smooth things over. “Don’t be mad at Gail. She worries too much. Joy has problems at home and stuff. She’s just trying to help.”


“Yeah,” I said as I climbed back into the truck to wait out the day until I could leave.


After a few minutes, the girls resumed their dancing and playing in the snow.


“Hi,” Joy announced, suddenly sitting down next to me and scaring me half to death.


“Shit! You nearly gave me a heart attack!” I was surprised that she was so cheery after causing such concern.


“Sorry,” she whispered.


“Do they know you’re back? Your disappearance caused quite a stir.”


She smiled. “Yeah. Dr. Couch found me.”


She must have seen the puzzled look on my face because she went on to explain.


“I call Gail Dr. Couch. She fancies herself as some kind of shrink ever since she got involved in that peer leader thing with the school social worker. She’s determined to figure out my deepest, darkest thoughts and solve all of my problems.”


Her sarcasm was sharp, bordering on hateful. I felt uncomfortable with the sudden seriousness of her tone and attempted to lighten up the space with humor. Another skill I’d learned in order to hide vulnerability. I could be funny, and while the spotlight might shine on me, it would never reveal the real me.


“I didn’t realize you were in such need of therapy,” I said with a smile.


Joy did not share my amusement. Her whole body tightened up and her face became long, as if her chin were lying in her lap. She stared at the floor, unmoving. I could not understand these people at all. First Gail and now her? The silence was killing me. What made it even worse was that I seemed to be the cause for the change in Joy’s demeanor.


Finally, I broke the tension, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”


She jumped up off her stack of papers. Acting as if nothing had happened, she smiled at me from behind her big, rimmed glasses and shielding brown hair. “Here, you must be freezing,” she said as she wrapped her scarf around me.


I smiled, confused, but feeling so much better to be joking with her again.


“And wear these mittens too.”


I felt myself blush a little. “Okay. Thanks, ‘Mom’. Can I have more hot chocolate too?”


“Of course, but don’t let me catch you without those mittens again,” she teased.


The handmade green knit mittens were small for my hands so I bunched my fingers into fists and let myself enjoy how soft and warm they were. As awkward as the attention was, I loved that Joy was smiling at me. Everything about her had changed; her face actually lit up and her otherwise plain green eyes sparkled. It was like the way freshly fallen snow looks in Vermont on a bitter cold day. I smiled back, feeling a connection. A beginning.


I walked home after the paper drive and found the house empty then remembered my parents’ plans to be out for the night. I held the scarf Joy had given me, realizing that I’d forgotten to give it back to her when I’d returned her mittens. Finding nothing prepared for dinner in the fridge, I slammed the door hard. I was capable of cooking my own dinner, of course, but it would have been nice if they’d thought enough about me to leave something for me to eat while they were off enjoying their dinner with friends.


Holding the scarf to my face, I hurried to my room and lay down on the bed. The scarf was made of the same green knit as the mittens and it smelled like cold air with a hint of perfume. I closed my eyes, wanting to savor one of the few enjoyable moments I’d experienced in this new place a while longer. I wondered why my stomach swirled as I remembered Joy wrapping me in her scarf. Whatever it was, it made me smile, and that was enough.





CHAPTER FOUR
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Life changes fast. Life changes in an instant. You sit down to dinner and life as you know it ends.
Joan Didion


It took all of my courage to walk into the Drama Club meeting on the Monday following the paper drive. My stomach churned as I hesitated just inside the doorway of the classroom. I froze, wondering if it was too late to turn and run out before being seen. I felt small and lost; wishing someone bigger and stronger would take my hand and lead me in. Shaking that image from my mind, I quickly surveyed the room. It was the size of two large classrooms put together. A small stage flanked with heavy red-velvet curtains stood against the back wall. In front of the stage were two rows of wooden theatre seats. The rest of the room contained folding tables, all kinds of chairs, and big overstuffed red, green, and yellow pillows for seating.


People I didn’t know began to fill the room; people who were already part of an established group. A group that I did not belong to. I was an outsider and I hated feeling so awkward and afraid. Choosing a table at the back of the room, I slid into a seat as inconspicuously as possible, hoping to hide in the safety and comfort of not being seen.


Everyone was talking at once, making me feel like I was at an indoor swim meet where every sound echoed and deadened all at the same time. There’s something about the sounds bouncing off the water and ricocheting off the hard surfaces at an indoor pool that makes my head feel like it might explode.


“Fancy meeting you here,” said a voice cutting through the din. It was Joy.


My face flushed but my insides relaxed a little. She sat down next to me, keeping her gray wool pea coat buttoned up and her hands shoved into her pockets, as if she were outside waiting for the bus rather than sitting in an overcrowded, hot classroom. Maybe she isn’t planning on staying, I thought. “I didn’t know you were part of the Drama Club,” I said, finally acknowledging her.


“Yeah. Well, I agreed to work on the costumes for the annual talent show,” she explained with so little enthusiasm that I wondered why she participated in extracurricular activities at all. She certainly didn’t appear to enjoy them. “Do you have some amazing hidden talent to share?” she teased.


I shook my head. “No hidden talent I’m afraid, just thought I’d see what your Drama Club was like. The one at my old school was smaller than this but it was always fun. I figured it couldn’t hurt to check this out.”


The director shouted, “Settle down now everybody.” Mr. Everett was tall and his dark neatly trimmed beard distracted from the fact that he was bald. His jeans were faded and he wore a pink button-down shirt under a worn, brown corduroy jacket with patches on the elbows. He clearly thought he was cooler than he was.


The room fell nearly silent.


“Most of the acts have already signed up, but if anyone still wants to perform, please be sure to sign up today. We still need help with props, scenery, and costumes.”


Joy grabbed my arm, shaking me as if to announce some crisis. “Do costumes with me,” she pleaded. She was wearing the green mittens she had let me borrow at the paper drive. “No one ever signs up but me. It’ll be fun, come on, you have to do it. Besides, you said you had no talent for the show, so you have to do costumes.”


Costumes? The last thing I was interested in was costumes. What if there was sewing involved? Miss Henderson, my eighth grade home economics teacher, had told me explicitly that I was no good at sewing. I couldn’t do it. Could I?


“What?” Joy asked noting my hesitation.


“I can’t sew.”


Her eyes softened with a smile as if to comfort me. “There is no sewing! It’s probably going to be a dumb show. We just have to get everyone’s costumes and organize them.”


“It doesn’t matter what I do really. I just thought it might be fun.”


“You don’t like it here very much do you?” she asked.


“I didn’t expect it to be so different. It seems everybody here is all about wearing the right clothes and having the best stuff. If you don’t fit in with the groups then you don’t fit in anywhere.” I couldn’t believe how easily I was sharing with her. “I fit in at my old school.”


“Well, if it makes you feel any better, I feel the same way, and I’ve lived here my whole life. Everyone is so superficial, especially Gail, with all her crazy colors and peer leader nonsense. Maybe you’re more real and that’s why you feel so out of place.”


“I don’t know. Maybe,” I shrugged. We sat for a few minutes in an awkward silence while the rest of the room erupted into a clamor of conversations.


“Okay everyone, let me have your attention,” Mr. Everett announced. “Don’t leave before signing up for something. Rehearsals start next week.”


I stared at my ankle turning over in place. I knew it was time to get home but I wanted to stay and hoped Joy might say something more. “Hey, I forgot to give you your scarf back. I have it in my locker. Do you wanna go get it?”


“Sure.” She jumped to her feet.


I fumbled with my locker combination while Joy stood quietly behind me. My heart was pounding in response to her slow, steady breath. “What the hell?” I muttered, finally swinging the door open. Two textbooks stared back at me from the shelf, and my coat hung from the hook with Joy’s scarf dangling over it. Reaching for it, a charge of electricity ran through me, like I was static-cling, sandwiched between Joy and her scarf. It brushed my cheek as I handed it to her. The smell of cold air and perfume still clung to it, reminding me of the paper drive.


“Thanks. Well, I guess I should go,” she finally offered, wrapping her scarf around her neck.


“Yeah, I guess.” Feeling somewhat disappointed that there was no more reason to hang around, I made my way out the double doors in front of me. “See you,” I waved at her back.
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