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For Lyric.


Your beautiful, complex mind is one of my favorite parts about you (and there are a lot of parts that are my favorite). 


I am me because of you.











  
  



Thank you for reading Beverly’s story. Books should always bring pleasure, and never cause harm, for this reason if you have any content that may be harmful to your mental wellbeing, I encourage you to visit  to ensure Beverly’s story is one you wish to read.  

Please know that you are never alone.


For my US readers, if you are in crisis or in need of someone to speak with, I encourage you to dial 988. 


UK readers, text 85258.


Wherever you are, there are people who care, I encourage you to reach out when in need.


Beverly’s story, more than any of my other stories, is a personal one. As a society we get physicals annually, we talk openly about physical diseases, and support those battling them. Mental health isn’t treated with the same care and openness. While we have taken great strides, there is still more work to do. Preventative mental health is a life saver. You deserve to be happy just like you deserve to be healthy. 

Each person’s journey with a mental health crisis or disorder is different. This story, while completely fictional, has been my way of processing one of the hardest battles I’ve had to fight. Please show empathy for each other, you never know what demons someone is fighting internally, or if they are fighting a battle for someone they love very much. 

Take care of yourself and those around you. No matter how different and unique your mind is, you, like Beverly, are perfect the way you are.

XOXO,

Marie








  
  



Beverly Bonnefinche is Dead











  
  
Chapter 1




On an ordinary October morning, death’s spindly hands tickled my throat. Outside, the leaves stole the show with their blood reds and burnt oranges. A chill gripped the New England air, while winter’s frigid blanket patiently waited in the background, ready to suffocate autumn. The neighborhood children’s high-pitched squeals occasionally disrupted the quiet hanging over the cul-de-sac. The distant rise and fall of their voices reached me from my position, sprawled on my back on the living room floor.  

My listless gaze wandered the room. Familiar furnishings came in and out of focus. Dust spun lazily in the spotlight provided by the low morning sun.

My view sharpened, bringing the cavernous area under the loveseat into clarity, along with the film of dirt making its home in that usually inconspicuous space. And I thought, as the darkness which crept into my vision threatened to take over, oh dear, I should have vacuumed under there. 

This wasn’t my first time standing on the edge of life’s cliff while the wind howled: jump, jump, jump. My mind, long broken before that fateful October morning, not quite ready to take the leap. Death didn’t frighten me, but I wasn’t ready to go, not then, despite all I’d done to those I’d loved. I had also imagined my last thoughts to be cleverer or even more appalling than lamentations about a messy floor.








  
  

Chapter 2


Now





“Well Beverly, that’s certainly a dramatic beginning.” 

“Is it? I’m usually not one to have a flair for the dramatic. I suppose things change as we grow, get older, experience life.”

“It sounds like you’re writing a book rather than sitting here, talking to me.”

I snort. “I don’t write books, I read them.”

“That you do. I don’t think I have the patience.” His head shakes and the chair creaks as the rocking chair glides easily on the front porch’s wooden planks. 

Better than any song, the rustling of animals and insects in the forest surrounding us, the chair creaking, and a quiet mind.

“My story is… well, it’s not like other stories I don’t suppose. Though I’m not like other women, never have been. Perhaps that’s part of the problem. No, that’s actually where most of my problems began. Being different.”

“I like your differentness. Too much of the same out there if you ask me.” 

“Kind and appreciated. We’ve known each other, what, two years now?”

“Sounds about right.” He stops rocking as if he knows how hard this is for me, but how could he? I’ve never divulged the full truth to him, or to anyone who didn’t already know. However, those people couldn’t be helped. Partly from embarrassment, mostly out of fear of being left truly alone—again. 

“I suppose now as good as a time as ever.”

He remains quiet. He’s always been an excellent listener.

The memories come flooding back. They tend to do that. Laughing on a bench. Gossiping over steaming mugs of coffee. A shared hidden giggle behind the back of a certain someone placing a drink on a coaster. 

“What are you grinning about over there?”

More memories. A horrified look. The light catching the metallic badge on a uniform. A round belly. Blood. Mistakes. 

I sigh and wave away the question as if it floats in the air between us. “Oh, nothing. Just silly moments that popped into my head.” 

We take a moment to look in front of us, a view that still has a way of stealing my breath and words. One that makes you feel small and large all at the same time. I force my eyes from it and turn my head to him. “That’s not the beginning, though. You know this already, though, don’t you?”

He nods, his silence an invitation to further explain. 

“It was one beginning. But not the beginning.”

“Why don’t you start from the beginning, then? Tell me your story, Beverly.”

“It’s not a very interesting one,”

“I think I’d disagree.” His knowing smile and warm eyes, eyes that have always reminded me of—I resist the urge to swat at the air again, that smile may twist into confusion. Pity, confusion, horror, all looks I’m more familiar with than I’d prefer. Pity being the one I despise the most. I want to keep his face soft, his lips smiling, and his eyes twinkling for as long as I can. So the beginning is where I begin. 
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Chapter 3


Before





After parking my car, I strolled down the street, ready to start another day. My dependable and well-loved loafers clicked and clacked on the brick-lined sidewalk. Summer’s oppressive heat hadn’t yet taken over the day, and I let a smile tug up my lips while I admired my beloved Newport, Rhode Island.  

Breathing in the salt air and enjoying the omnipresent crash of the sea, I made my way under the colorful awnings shading the street. Many towns were too carefully planned, or their historic buildings too crumbly. Not Newport. Newport had character with its beautiful architecture well-kept despite age. The rows of restaurants and shops stood connected in their own unique converted townhomes. 

“Bev! Good morning. You, my love, are looking absolutely amazing, as always,” a gravelly voice called. 

I didn’t look amazing, and far from absolutely. But Bill—my one and only friend—was always too inebriated to notice. Even at eight on a Monday morning.

“And you look drunk.” I handed him a thermos filled with coffee.

“That’s because I am,” he replied, a slight slur melting his words. 

He winked, taking the thermos. My hands swept behind my gray pleated, ankle-length skirt, then smoothed the front of it as I took my seat next to him on our white wooden bench. Located a few streets down from the bookshop—aptly named Bookshop—which employed me, our bench sat against the back of a stone building in one of the squares that broke up Newport’s blocks.

Bill and I had a connection most wouldn’t understand. We were both outcasts. Both misunderstood. We had our differences, though. The most obvious being Bill’s lack of housing. And there was the matter of Bill’s alcoholism. Everyone has means to numb their pain and quell their anxiety; Bill used vodka—or whatever alcohol he could get his hands on—and me, well, I had my own vices, so who was I to judge?

I retrieved a brown paper bag from my purse and handed Bill what would probably be his only non-liquid meal of the day. My mother prepared these meals for him on days I was scheduled to work. 

Yes, I still lived at home, which I’m aware is quite unusual for a twenty-five-year-old. An old soul, my mother calls me. Would an old soul still be living at home with her parents well into her twenties? Not someone who particularly cared for change, I didn’t let the answer to that question trouble me. 

These morning meetups became our ritual. I provided Bill with sustenance, and he provided me with friendship. Perhaps I provided him the same, but I never considered myself capable of bestowing companionship. At least not in a meaningful or fulfilling capacity.

“Think they realize how captive they are by the expectations of society?” Bill asked as he jutted his chin toward the thin crowd of people moving through the square in front of us.

“I’m sure they’re just glad to have a job and to not be drunk this early in the morning,” I said, nudging him with my shoulder and chuckling. 

“Always so judgmental, Beverly.” His laugh turned into a fit of coughs. With a shaky hand, he reached into his pocket and retrieved a rusted flask, which he used to spike the coffee with its clear contents. I turned my face away and chewed my inner cheek.

He continued, “What they don’t know is this. The feeling of freedom you and I enjoy. We’re the lucky ones, Bev, because we don’t give a hoot what other people think. And that makes you and me the real feelers of freedom.”

“Are we, though?” I asked. My vision unfocused, and the colors from the foot traffic and buildings blurred into a meaningless swirl. “Perhaps we’re missing out? Maybe they know something we don’t.”

Bill gasped rather theatrically. “Do I not fulfill you? Have my conversations and friendship become boring?” He smacked his hand to his chest and feigned offense.

I rolled my eyes. “No, no. I’m being silly.” I leaned my head on his shoulder. The rough fabric of his dirt-encrusted jacket that it was entirely too hot to be wearing, scraped against my cheek. The sharp scents of Bill filled my chest with comfort. Even the most casual conversation devoured my energy, leaving me bled out and bruised, except those with Bill. With Bill, I could be myself. Maybe it was the haze of vodka filming his eyes that kept my insecurities at bay. In reality, even slowed by the fog of drunkenness, Bill’s mind was sharper than most. He had so much potential, but I accepted the things I wanted for him—stability, soberness, a home—weren’t the things he wanted for himself. And he also accepted me. Coarse edges, social ineptness, and all. 

“There really is no use, is there? Trying to fit in, to be one of them, I mean,” I said.

“Heartache and hurt, Bev, heartache and hurt.” Bill leaned his head against mine. 

Two middle-aged women, a blonde and a brunette, walked by whispering and stealing glances at us as if they smelled a dead body. Their matching chin length bobs tipped toward each other. Not a strand out of place, their hair framing their faces reflecting the light, shining in ways hair shouldn’t be capable of. My hand subconsciously reached up to my own flat hair. 

“Dare you to bark at them.” Bill wagged his eyebrows, encouraging me with his bad influence. 

My lips pursed. “You behave. They aren’t worth it.” I shook my head.

A squirrel skittered across the now empty square. The squirrel seemed much less judgmental; Bill and I preferred his company to the women’s. 

We sat, sipping our coffees and enjoying the warm morning breeze. After some time, I stood and threw my purse strap over my shoulder.

“Well, regardless of what we think or say, I’m not completely free from those shackles of society. I, like them, have a job. And I’m going to be late for that job if I sit here any longer staring at nothing and debating philosophy with you.”

“I bid you farewell.” He held up the thermos in mock cheers.

“I’ll see you tomorrow morning, Bill.” 

With that, I left Bill to do whatever it was he did with his days and joined the society-shackled crowd to walk to work. 

I turned the key and unlocked the bookshop’s door. On my second step in, I tripped over a large stack of brown shipping boxes. A groan escaped my mouth at the manual labor the boxes signified, something I despised more than small talk with customers. Careful to avoid another incident, I stepped around the packages to discard my belongings at the front counter. Once there, I rifled through the drawer filled with various bits and bobs, muttering annoyances to myself until I found what I was in search of. Box cutter in hand, I approached the inconveniently placed boxes. 

Slicing open the first one revealed a stack of hardcovers, a debut expected to be the breakout of the year. Comparisons to Stephen King fueled the excitement of its release. 

I picked one up to read the inside flap and inspect the cover. A stark black knife with remnants of blood drying on the tip was debossed on the glossy red cover. Murder, mystery, secrets—a plot dark and twisted enough to pique my curiosity. 

I set the novel down and stood facing the boxes with my hands on my hips. My meticulous attention to detail and propensity for order were two areas of my life in which I took great pride, but the books were heavy, and I had more pressing matters to attend to, like Carrie—a novel written by the bona fide King—waiting for me. I rushed through the task, stacking the novels haphazardly on the table next to that month’s other major release, a romance book by a much-too-hyped, in my humble opinion, author. I can read almost every genre but romance. Perhaps it’s jealousy. All those happily ever afters.

As a reward for my hard work, I brought one of the new novels with me to the counter and slid it into my purse. An act which could be considered stealing, but John—the bookshop’s aging owner—never explicitly stated free books wasn’t a work perk. A gray area I had no qualms about exploiting.

Regardless of occasional manual labor, I loved my job and the bookshop. Not being the most scholarly of students, coupled with my lack of social connections, left my prospects after high school graduation limited. Armed with the knowledge that I had to do something with my life, and with no hopes of higher education or of marriage, my love of books drew me to the bookshop. John happily obliged my inquiry of employment. It wasn’t the most bustling establishment, making it the perfect complement to my thorny disposition. 

That occupational choice also came with some additional advantages: a paycheck and no colleagues. This left no need to compete or fret over promotions and awards, no drama to be entangled in, and no watercooler rumors to hope didn’t involve me. 

Back on my stool, behind the scuffed wooden counter and vintage cash register, I rubbed my lower back and cursed the novel’s page length contributing to its girth. I picked up my well-worn copy of Carrie to spend my day how I spent most days: reading and hoping no customers would disturb me. While I didn’t particularly care for the customers or working, I found the clacking of the aged cash register's large buttons satisfying. The exchanging of germ-infested money, not so much. 

During the hazy time between morning and afternoon, the bell above the door jingled. I had just reached a critical point in the story where Carrie stood horrified in front of her classmates, the thrill of winning prom queen drowned by the pig’s blood dripping down her face in thick scarlet streaks. My nails dug into the book’s cover, annoyed by the interruption.

I placed Carrie on the counter and gave this new arrival a proper once over. Sci-fi or war-themed, but most likely sci-fi. I liked to play this game—guessing which books or genre a customer preferred. After seven years, I prided myself on my accuracy. 

A man stood backlit in the doorway. I guessed him to be about my age, but his typical-looking face matched most mid-twenties men I knew, not that I knew very many. However, I wasn’t as adept at guessing ages as book preferences. He oozed not too: not too short and not too tall, not too fat, but also not too skinny, not too handsome, yet not too homely. His hairline, unfortunately for him, foreshadowed baldness. He wore jeans, a plain white T-shirt, and nondescript sneakers. Not the most noteworthy first impression.

My passing judgment made my thoughts wander. What stories did people craft in their minds about me? Did they see me and think I’m ‘not too’ as well? Or did they think the opposite and believe me to be much too?

Much too plain.

Much too ugly.

Much too boring.

Or was I so insignificant I left no imprint? Was I so inconsequential that when eyes slid over me, my body was water, too slippery to stick in the depths of their consciousness? I’m not sure what’s worse, being stuck in the movie of another’s mind, having no control over what the actress portraying you is saying or doing, or leaving no impression at all. 

I imagine an apt impression of me would be Plain Jane. My thin hair, a mousey brown, hung limply below my shoulders, usually curtaining my face and widely spaced eyes, eyes on a face usually buried in a book. Those brown eyes as beautiful as a muddy river—or a pile of cow dung. And the final forgettable feature of my forgettable face was my thin lips which unconsciously pressed between my teeth and disappeared even further in most social situations. 

My nose being my only redeeming feature. It was a lovely nose, a button nose one might say, but a good nose doesn’t serve much of a purpose when surrounded by such an uninspired face. 

“Help you?” I asked, making no move to get up. 

As with most days, I spoke my lines like a good little shopgirl. I may not have been the best bookseller, but I hadn’t burned the place down yet, so I had that going for me.

“Morning!” he hollered in reply. 

I attempted to hide my wince. His booming greeting, too loud and too cheery, took up too much of the room. My initial impressions proved themselves to be inaccurate. He did, in fact, have some ‘much too’ characteristics after all. 

He marched toward the counter and continued unfazed, asking where he might find that new romance release. 

At that, I gave him my full attention, opening my eyes wide and looking him up and down, meeting his broad, friendly smile with my own surprised expression.

“It’s for my mom.” He chuckled. “I’m more of a horror fan myself.” He tipped his head toward my abandoned copy of Carrie.

“Are you now?” My eyes narrowed and my chin tilted down.

“Yes indeed. I’ve read just about every one of his. Have you read The Stand? It’s one of my favorites. Man, that ending, what Stu says, really makes ya think. And when he—”

“I have not,” I cut him off. I, in fact, had read The Stand. But had no desire to extend the impromptu book club meeting, especially with someone rude enough to spoil a book before confirming whether I had read it.

“You’ll find it over that way,” I said, pointing him in the right direction. 

He walked right by the table on his way in. A table impossible to miss.

“Not much of a talker, are you?” he asked. His light-hearted delivery proved he wasn’t trying to be vicious, only attempting to break the ice with friendly banter. Still, passing remarks, even in jest, always slice a bit deeper when they cut with the truth. 

He cleared his throat and continued when I assume he realized I would not be participating in the exchange. “Thank you kindly.”

After taking two confident steps in the correct direction, he swiveled his head, looking everywhere except the location of the book he had come in for, which sat directly in front of him. If he had stopped flinging his head around like an owl, he would see it.

I wanted to scream, It’s right in front of you, knucklehead! But I held my tongue.

Once realizing his mistake, he laughed and bent to grab a book with fumbling fingers. While doing so, he knocked over the surrounding stack of hardcovers. They thudded to the floor around his feet, sending my shoulders shooting to my ears. 

His head whipped back around, and his eyebrows jumped toward the ceiling. No red hue of shame colored his face—he looked more surprised than embarrassed—leading me to conclude he had no problem making an ass of himself in public. My head cocked curiously to the side, and I couldn’t help but stifle a giggle behind my hand. 

Committing each detail to memory, I couldn’t wait to share this story with Bill. I could already picture him doubled over with laughter. I didn’t mean to be impolite or curt with people. And I was fully aware that making fun of this man behind his back was mean. I couldn’t help myself, though. Social interactions might not be easy, but pretending I didn’t care, and making someone else the butt of jokes, now that wasn’t as hard.

The surprises from this much too and not too man continued, as he filled the room again with a laugh straight from his belly. I found myself a bit fond of him—only a bit though. 

After sloppily returning the fallen books to their table, he walked back to the counter with a copy of the brightly covered book in hand. That goofy smile still taking up half his face. How unfortunate for him to walk around with his mouth stuck like that. Faces use smiles to show happiness, but smiling like that all the time doesn’t make you look happy; more unhinged, on the verge of something evil. I certainly couldn’t imagine anyone that truly delighted with life all the time. 

I assumed this man didn’t have a friend like Bill, one honest enough to tell him he looked like a serial killer. And not the charming, blend-right-into-society ones. The ones who are more easily caught. I considered telling him as much, but instead chose to return his smile with a less serial killer one.

Ready to complete his purchase and be rid of him, I rang up the book on the old register. The tap, tap, tapping of the keys soothed my frayed nerves, releasing the strange knot in my stomach. I pushed the credit card machine forward and my pinched smile fell when he held out a fist clutching cash. I resisted the urge to jerk my own hand away when our skin brushed upon completing the exchange.

It wasn’t his touch specifically I didn’t like. It was any touch, really. Another aspect of human interaction that nettled me. 

Gripping his change, I turned my knuckles toward the counter so I could drop the coins into his outstretched hand and avoid any further skin-to-skin contact. I reached across the counter to place the bag with the book in his hand. That is the point when most customers would take the bag and finalize their transaction. Sensing he hadn’t taken complete possession of it, and not wanting it to plummet to the floor like the stack of books he’d knocked over, we stood there frozen and staring at each other uncomfortably. Me fully gripping the bag, him partially.

The simple gesture dragged on while the second hand of the hanging wall clock rhythmically ticked off the passing time. His eyes refused to leave mine. The relentless smile remained frozen on his face. 

Finally freeing me from the absurdity of the drawn-out exchange, he removed the bag from my grip and cleared his throat. 

He pointed at his chest with that clumsy thumb of his and said, “Henry.”

A name gave me an identifier to provide the police with if he were to attack, possibly with a knife hidden in his jeans. Or perhaps his hands were his weapons of choice, and a beating would need reporting. Of course, I would need to survive the attack first. I scanned the back of the counter for a blunt object of protection.

Unable to find a weapon, I sighed and remembered my social graces. If he wasn’t a serial killer and simply an average friendly guy, it would be strange of me to treat him more unkindly than I already had. I often lacked the knack for distinguishing simple gestures of kindness from more nefarious ones. Besides, if he had in fact held murderous intentions, a bit of kindness could be the life-saving substitute for the blunt object I was unable to locate. 

“Beverly,” I replied.

“Well, Beverly, it was a pleasure to meet you,” he said before leaving.

The door closed behind his back, and my mind wandered off to that dark place it liked to go when left to its own devices.

I’m in a dirty alley with a single streetlight illuminating overflowing trash cans. My back against the crumbling brick, my body pinned by Henry’s menacing form. His forearm crushes my chest, holding me in place, and he grips a knife at my throat. I crane my face to the side, pressing my cheek against the rough surface to avoid his twisted features. His fiery breath tickles my neck. With a fluid swipe of his knife, he opens my throat, spraying my blood across his smiling face. The remaining reserves pour down my chest in a river of red, pooling at my feet. My life leaks out with it. 

I sharpened my vision and brought the bookshop back into focus. A hundred versions of the knife from my imagination peered innocently from across the room on their hardcover homes. My shoulders shrugged, and I dove back into King’s story, my fingers tingling with the anticipation of Carrie’s great revenge.

Lost in the novel, I almost missed the chiming of the bells above the door announcing another customer's arrival. I looked up from my book and froze. 

The blonde and brunette women from earlier that morning sauntered through the store engaged in conversation, too wrapped up in chitchat to notice me staring at them. The blonde slapped her friend’s arm with the back of her hand. Their conversation halted. The brunette and I made eye contact. She whispered something to the other that I couldn’t make out, and they both tried to hide their snickering behind cupped hands at their mouths, a perfect impersonation of ridiculous teenagers. Still, a flush of embarrassment set my cheeks on fire, and I hated myself for allowing them to burrow under my skin, again. They continued through the store. I placed my book on the counter and followed them with my gaze. 

Their heads bounced up and down the aisles over the squat, cramped shelves, before the blonde approached the counter. My eyes flitted around for something to occupy my hands, something safe. I liked my job and didn’t want to do anything rash like throw a stapler at her head and get myself fired. 

“Hello, dear,” the blonde said, spoken like a woman used to getting everything she wanted in life. My fists clenched. I knew their type. Simply finding and buying a book was a concept as foreign to them as divorce. Instead, their requests extended into monologues detailing which girlfriend—or group of girlfriends—loved the book, couldn’t put it down, and why they had to see what all the fuss was about. 

I never could figure out why they assumed I cared about the opinions of women whose vanilla tastes in books matched their dull lives. If I had to guess, their desperation for someone to listen to them caused the needless flow of words to spill from their mouths. I played a part, someone who made them feel acknowledged and real before returning to their empty homes, kids too busy with their own lives and husbands too busy screwing their secretaries to listen. 

I shook the bitter thoughts from my head. I’m sure many of them had lovely lives, and lovely husbands, and lovely children. 

“How can I help you?” I asked, attempting to emulate Bill and stuff my awkwardness deep down into the depths of my interior. 

Her brunette friend joined her and answered, “Have any suggestions for some light beach reads? We’re heading to the Cape this weekend for a girls’ trip and want to stock up.” Her bright white smile didn’t reach her eyes, not as Henry’s had. I reassessed my thoughts about him and wished he’d return. 

There was a time when I aspired to be like these two women, or at least their younger versions. When I tried, it felt like having your shoes on the wrong feet. I gave up on those notions many years ago. 

I offered the pair a few suggestions of books I had never bothered reading that most women of their sort seemed to be buying those days. They stood in the aisle browsing a few selections. The blonde one tugged on her friend’s arm and suggested they go to Barnes & Noble instead. John the owner may disagree. I, on the other hand, was fine with that. 

The blonde leaned her head toward the brunette’s and whispered something to her as they walked out. They both peered over their shoulders at me. The front door shut, cutting off their high-pitched cackles. 

My toes curled in my loafers. I hung a sign on the front door letting potential customers know we’d be Closed for 15 Minutes—Back in a Jiffy and went to the bathroom to compose myself with my secret coping mechanism. One, if discovered, would surely give those women something to discuss on their upcoming girls’ trip.








  
  
Chapter 4




Tuesday morning. The smell of fresh coffee tugged me from sleep. The rich scent rolled up the dark staircase, whose third step groaned with annoyance whenever stepped on. It swirled down the muted hallway, whose walls overflowed with photos of me at various awkward stages of adolescence. The fragrance greeted me in my narrow twin bed, completing my transfer from the murky world of dreams into the harsh reality of my bedroom. The same bedroom I’d slept in my entire life. 

Begrudgingly, I rolled out of bed. I’d never been a morning person. Then again, I’d never been an afternoon or evening person either.

I shuffled down the hallway past those embarrassing reminders of every regrettable haircut, and into the small bathroom where I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and began my simple, yet effective, morning routine. Shower—water lukewarm—teeth brushed, a good wash of the face to help jolt me to life, and a bit of moisturizer, because I saw a television commercial claiming users of the brand would retain their youth. I may not have had the face, hair, or clothing other women did, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t have the same smooth skin.

Downstairs, I slid into my seat at the round table in the center of the kitchen. Some may consider the room dated and cramped, but I considered it cozy and comfortable. Much like my life, that kitchen was frozen in time. Artifacts from the past displayed like a museum. This might be the reason I had no desire to leave the kitchen, my parents, the house. It fit perfectly, and I wasn’t one for change.

As usual, my father attended to his own morning ritual, hidden behind his newspaper, with a barely touched breakfast and half-drunk coffee in front of him. My mother fluttered around the kitchen, unfazed by dad’s grunts in reply to her attempts at conversation.

I took after my dad in most respects. We were both perfectly fine going through life speaking as few words as possible. I’m not sure if he possessed all my same quirks, though. If his mind—unprompted—would transform everyday situations into gruesome and disturbing scenarios. I’m also not sure if he consumed toilet paper to calm his anxiety. Because I did. 

I don’t claim to have a firm grasp of the human psyche, but I wouldn’t doubt everyone walking this earth has their own flavor of strangeness. I also wouldn’t doubt the secrets everyone carries—and the things people do when alone with their thoughts—are every bit as peculiar and shameful as eating toilet paper. 

“Morning, Bev,” my mother chirped while she placed my fresh cup of coffee and a plate with buttered toast on the table. 

Mom was one of those annoying people who woke up peppy. But she provided me with much-needed nourishment and caffeine, so I pushed away my irritation and took a deep breath through my nose, enjoying the coffee’s scent that had tugged me from bed. I took a long swig and ignored the trail the bitter liquid burned from my tongue down to my stomach. 

“Thanks,” I muttered, picking at a small tear in the plastic floral tablecloth, trying to match my mother’s cheeriness, yet failing miserably.  

Seemingly unbothered, she continued with her routine, clearly taking no offense to my usual morning grumpiness.

My family had never been what one would consider verbose in their interactions. The din of family chatter never filled the rooms I grew up in. That perpetual quietness was where I developed my comfort in being alone, lost in my thoughts, and my discomfort in small talk.

We also weren’t a family who felt big. While my mom always opened up more, my dad and I preferred to keep our emotions tucked away. Life stayed tidier that way. I have never understood people’s incessant need to fill every space with babble and fuss. Or to display every thought, feeling, and emotion through their body language and facial expressions. It’s so unnecessary and disorderly. I certainly felt feelings. I wasn’t comatose, but I preferred my feelings to remain tucked away from the prying of others.

I gulped down two cups of coffee in amiable silence, only the background music of dishes interrupting the quiet. As plates clattered in the sink, I gathered my keys, Bill’s fresh thermos and his lunch, and headed out the door with a quick wave to my parents. 

A gesture most likely unnoticed.


      [image: image-placeholder]I arrived at our bench to a sprawled, snoring Bill. 

“You stink,” I said, pushing him over to make room for myself.

“Bev, delightful as usual,” he slurred, rolling himself into a sitting position. Gravity wasn’t helping, as he promptly slumped forward.

“You obviously need this. Perhaps try it with no additions this morning.” I handed him the thermos. His haggard face and eyes, mapped by bright red lines, shot a pang of worry into my belly. I expected a drunk Bill, but the Bill of that morning looked a half-step away from death.

I frowned, remembering how Bill came into my life. To graduate high school, all students had to perform mandatory volunteer hours. That’s how Bill and I met, at a soup kitchen where I completed my hours. I’d half-heartedly scooped sad lumps of unidentifiable food into bowls held out by people who wanted to be there even less than I did. I wasn’t there to make friends or even to do something good for the world. A signature on the form proving I did my time was my only goal. But Bill, not satisfied with a scoop of food, insisted on holding up the line, forcing me into a conversation. 

Against my better judgment, I fell victim to his charms.

He quickly became my favorite person. I learned his history, which he delivered with such gumption you would think he lived a life filled with adventure and not heartbreak.

Somewhere in the world, Bill had two children around my age and an ex-wife who threw him out after he lost yet another job due to his excessive drinking. Ten years had passed since he’d seen them. I often found myself wondering if they missed him or even thought of him. It was evident in the way his eyes watered when he spoke of them, he longed for the life he’d drank away—the closest he ever came to admitting regret. 

His former self would sometimes shine through, past the disheveled clothes, toothless grin, and foul stench, though I couldn’t deny it was clear why his wife threw him out on the streets. Regardless of his flaws, he needed a friend. And so did I. 

I never considered myself lonely. Yes, I spent most of my time alone, but alone to me never equated to lonely. I’d tried to make friends growing up. Those friendships never lasted long. They’d push me away, call me clingy, annoying, or weird. Sometimes, I wondered if I was born broken. A girl too different and too odd for this world or for friendship. After years of rejection, I had all but given up on the notion. Books would be my friends. But humans aren’t built for a life of solitude. Everyone needs companionship of some sort. And Bill gave me that. Eventually, our friendship moved from the soup kitchen to our white bench where we met most mornings. 

“I must tell you about the strangest encounter I had yesterday,” I said. 

“You had me at strange,” he replied, perking up a bit. 

“This man called Henry came into the shop. He was an odd one. This big smile just stuck on his face. The whole time he talked, just smiling away. And then he knocked over an entire stack of books. He didn’t even have the good sense to be embarrassed about it.” I imitated Henry’s bumbling, leaving Bill doubled over in laughter, which quickly turned into a fit of coughs.

I continued when he’d recovered himself. “Wait, it gets stranger. I go to hand him his bag with the book he purchased, and he just stands there staring at me like this.” I held out my hand, imitating Henry’s maniacal smile to demonstrate.

“Do I really have to explain this to you? My beautiful, brilliant friend. Think, love, think.” He poked the side of his head with a dirty finger.

“About what? How a potential serial killer may be lurking in the shadows, waiting to capture me and turn my bones into wind chimes?” I clucked my tongue and watched the people crossing the square in front of us, wondering which ones had dark secrets. Desires they had either acted on or were alarmingly close to. 

Bill barked a loud laugh, attracting the attention of a few of those potential murderers. “I think he was flirting with you, love.” He wiggled his eyebrows.

I choked on my coffee. “Utterly ridiculous assumption. I won’t hear another word of the sort.” 

I jumped to my feet, hmphed, turned on my heels, and walked to the bookshop. Shaking my head. 

A few more steps and I found myself smiling, then quickly pushed those preposterous thoughts from my head. 

Flirting. Impossible. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Later that afternoon, Henry came bounding back into my store and into my life. Bill’s outrageous suggestions re-played in my mind while I tried to hide the flush on my cheeks. 

Oh my, do I have a stalker? That would be something new. The idea both thrilled and terrified me. Bill would love this twist. 

Henry barreled through the store and met me at my usual spot tucked behind the counter. “I have a present for you.” 

He dropped a heavy book I hadn’t noticed him holding onto the wooden counter. The thud made me start. A stranger bringing me a present made no sense. Also, why a book? He knew where I worked. He must be too dense to realize a perk of my employment was unlimited access to the very thing he was gifting me. Even if that unlimited access was possibly a very minor version of theft, potentially.

He pointed to the book, like a child displaying an art project only a mother could conjure up a compliment for. 

“You said you hadn’t read it. I needed to remedy that.” 

My lie stared back at me from the counter as Stephen King’s book The Stand. 

I had several decisions to make. 

First, do I accept the book?

Second, do I admit I had lied? Tell him I already owned and had read The Stand—three times to be exact.

“Uh.” A lame response was all I could muster. Perhaps I was unfit for life in a world where conversations were the kings and queens reigning over their chaotic kingdom. Such a simple situation, and I was in a tailspin. Almost two-hundred-thousand words comprise the English language and there I stood, only able to produce an unintelligent noise. 

However, Henry didn’t let the minor inconvenience of conversing with a lobotomy patient stop him. “Read it, and it will give us something to talk about when I take you out for dinner.” He waited patiently—his grin more sheepish and less homicidal—anticipating my reply. 

I narrowed my eyes, utterly perplexed by his persistence. I had never been on or even been asked on a date. 

Was this some sort of practical joke? I wasn’t ready to rule out my serial killer theory yet, either. Perhaps he was the one with plans for my bones and homemade wind chimes. Pretty ones, that hopefully made beautiful sounds when the breeze brushed through them. And grating screams when the wind blew with an angry force. 

“No thank you.” My words were the hammer that pounded in my stance with each syllable. “Can I help you find something else? Another romance, perhaps?” I smirked.

Henry’s smile faltered, but he remained undeterred. “Oh, come on, it will be fun. Just one date.”

“I don’t date,” I replied flatly.

A flicker of pity crossed his face which erased any feelings of affection that had begun to plant their seeds within me. 

Visions of elementary school rushed in, and the sour belly that always accompanied those memories. A smaller, but no less awkward version of myself, weighed down by a backpack as large as a Sherpa’s, always hiding in the back of the classroom, head bent into a novel.  

One day in particular I had a similar unexpected invitation from perfect Claire Taylor. Her smile exposed her perfect teeth, complemented by her perfect blue eyes, and paired perfectly with her shiny blonde hair.

My interactions with Claire—and her loyal posse of Claire wannabes—alternated between being ignored and being picked on. While I preferred the ignoring, Claire and her cohorts preferred bullying. But on that day, she had something new in mind, and sidled up to my desk with a hint of mischief twinkling in her eyes. While twirling a shiny lock of hair around her slender finger, she drawled out my name with a sugary sweetness. 

“You have no one to eat lunch with. And that is so sad to us.” Pausing, she replaced her megawatt smile with an over-exaggerated frown. Her lapdogs nodded in agreement, and she continued, “We’ve decided that just won’t do. We can’t have our Beverly eating alone every day. It’s not right!”

I was sure there was a catch. But it’s so easy to believe pretty people, isn’t it? As if there is some unwritten law stating a pretty face is incapable of delivering a lie.

I hadn’t entirely constructed the wall keeping other humans out at that young age. I naively agreed and am ashamed to admit I did so with little pushback or consideration of my hasty acceptance’s adverse consequences.

At lunchtime, I stood nervously gripping my tray in the center of the busy cafeteria. My eyes landed on a table of unbothered faces surrounding an animated Claire waving me over from across the room.

Gathering my courage, I walked over and carefully placed my tray on the table, taking a seat in the center across from Claire and between two girls whose names I can’t be bothered to remember. A twisted smirk replaced the welcoming expression Claire used to call me over enthusiastically.

“What do you think you’re doing, Beastly Beverly?” Claire asked. I froze with my peanut butter and jelly sandwich paused halfway to my mouth.

“This table is reserved for normal people. And only for our friends.” She sneered. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a hand gripping a carton of milk and watched it twist. My ruined lunch swam in a white bath. I gathered my backpack and ran red-faced to the exit. The shrill of laughter punched me in the back with each step. 

From that day forward I became Beastly Beverly. Beast when they were particularly lazy. Brick by brick, I completed the wall’s construction, built to keep people out and my feelings in. 

With a head shake, I brought myself back to the present and pushed thoughts of Claire and her stupid mini-Claires back into the recess of my mind.

The girl scarred by Claire screamed at me to run from Henry and his proposed date. But the other, much quieter version, piqued with curiosity. 

Henry’s face became pages of a book, I easily read each emotion like the words on a page. “Oh, I’m sorry. I—are you in a relationship?” The last page landed on embarrassment. 

“What?” My head jerked back. “No. Of course not.”

His back straightened. “Oh phew, then what do you say?”

There were many things I wanted to say. No for starters. Perhaps I should have. Every second of every day we are faced with decisions that continually alter the course of our lives. I stood on the bank of an imaginary lake rolling a smooth rock in my hand. Would I throw it in and watch the ripples form on the water, or would I drop it and walk away? 

I let the two competing opinions battle it out a bit longer. If he didn’t fill the pregnant pause with unnecessary words, I would go against my better judgment and say yes. What the hell, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been out to eat. How much damage could come from one meal?

He, much to my chagrin—or was it delight?—patiently waited. The world felt off-kilter. Like I had followed the white rabbit down the hole, and everything had flipped upside down and turned inside out. The extra exertion of complicated human interaction left me exhausted.

“I suppose a meal with you wouldn’t be the worst thing I could do with my weekend. And I happen to be free this Saturday evening.”

“Great!” He slammed a blank sheet of paper on the counter. I jerked in my seat and almost reconsidered.

As if sensing my retreat, he quickly continued, “Just go ahead and add your address and phone number here, I’ll pick you up at six-thirty on Saturday—evening, of course.”

He watched intently. Despite my inner voice screaming at me not to, I—carefully, and in neat, practiced penmanship—wrote my information down. When the last t was crossed and i dotted, Henry snatched the paper and sped-walked for the exit. Making your escape before I change my mind, I see. 

He called his goodbyes over his shoulder, lifting his hand in a quick wave. The shop door closed behind him, leaving me alone and unsure how to feel or what to do with my hands. I faltered between regret and panic. What have I gotten myself into?

By the time the clock signaled closing time, I assured myself he’d cancel; worrying myself over it was unnecessary.

Yet, later that evening, while lying in bed—hanging on the rim of wakefulness and sleep—a face floated behind my eyes. A face consumed by a broad smile that stretched all the way to its eyes. A smile that didn’t hide murderous intentions after all. And a face whose eyes crinkled ever so slightly at the edges in the most pleasing way. 

That all occurred on a Tuesday. Which gave me exactly two days to remain confident Henry would call to cancel and two days to fret he would not. 








  
  

Chapter 5


Now





“Now wait a minute,” he says. I’m so caught up in my story I forget I have an audience for a second. 

I lift my eyes to his. “Go on.”

“No offense—” he starts.

“Usually when people start a sentence with that, what follows is offensive.” I grin to let him know I’m teasing. 

“True. Let me go ahead and offend you then. You were terrible to Henry, why in the world would anyone torture themselves? He sounds like a nice guy, that Henry.”

I close my eyes and picture Henry’s face. “He was. Henry and I both made mistakes. We could sit here and argue about whose were worse. I understand your point, though. As you can see, I wasn’t always the endearing woman you see today.” I wink. “That’s exactly why I was so weary. Why me? No one ever picked me or wanted me. At that point in my life, I’d accepted my fate. I didn’t want more.”

“Want comes with disappointment.”

“Precisely. Did I treat Henry poorly? Of course. I treated everyone poorly, including myself."

“You’re not answering the question.”

My chair creaks as I rock. My head turns forward and I gaze out at the sea of green. Bloated clouds tumble over themselves above the trees. “Looks like rain.”







OEBPS/images/3957523a-5976-46b1-b15d-1c3124aa4405.png









