
  
    [image: Jack & Diane]
  


  
    
      JACK & DIANE

    

  


  
    
      JACK & DIANE

      A SHORT STORY

    

    
      
        K.L. GILCHRIST

      

    

  


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

      Copyright © 2024 by K.L. Gilchrist.

      All rights reserved. Published in the United States.

      Scripture taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version® NIV® Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.® Used by Permission of Biblica, Inc.® All rights reserved worldwide.

      Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in, or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the publisher of this book.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY K.L. GILCHRIST

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NOVELS

      

        

      
        A Christmas Kiss

      

        

      
        Engaged

      

        

      
        Thick Chicks

      

        

      
        Broken Together

      

        

      
        NOVELLAS

      

        

      
        Let Me Love You

      

        

      
        Holding On

      

        

      
        SHORT FICTION

      

        

      
        The Ride

      

        

      
        Daily Bread

      

        

      
        Hallway Lights

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LEAVE A REVIEW

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      I hope you enjoy this story! Reviews are a wonderful way for readers to connect with authors, and they also play a crucial role in helping us spread the word about our stories.

      Whether you absolutely loved the story or even liked it a little bit, a quick review on the platform where you purchased it would be incredibly helpful.

      Of course, I'd also love to hear your thoughts directly. Feel free to reach out at kl@klgilchrist.com.

      

      Warmly,

      K.L. Gilchrist
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      Maybe not so bad. Just life.

      No. Bad.

      So bad he flew non-stop from Dallas, Texas to Cherry Hill, New Jersey to tell you. He cooked your dinner. Roast lamb and crispy potatoes steam and glisten on the square plate with Brussels sprouts, rosemary, and thyme.

      Presentation is half the meal.

      He knows what to serve and how to serve it.

      And you? You appreciate his goofy gap-toothed smile. His full lips and strong nose. His loud laugh. He’s a brotha with a patchy beard he nurtures like a newborn baby and in the whirlwind of months you’ve been flying back and forth to see one another he has never got the wispy hairs on his cheeks to acquaint themselves with his goatee. His hands. Clean, clipped nails mean something. You stared at his fingers when you first met and all he did was pass you the airplane cookies and Diet Pepsi you’d requested from the flight attendant.

      He called you every night after that. Talking about scriptures, his daily audiobook addiction, the professors he still stays in contact with from college, the buddies from middle school he visits. How much he hates taping the cooking videos but loves the final edited product. But mostly he asked you about you. Questions about your church, your students, your pillow making hobby, and why you’re determined to vacation in New Zealand before the end of the decade. Stuff like that.

      He grins whenever his eyes land on you.

      He’s not smiling tonight.

      The meaty scent of cooked lamb wafts upward and teases your nose. You ease onto the dining room chair—he pulled it out for you—and grasp the smooth fork and bow and bless and start eating because you’re hungry. Because your stomach growls—it turned into a bear. Because you’ve had the day to yourself and you miss your students.

      Because emotional tension makes your head throb, and you want him to get it over with.

      You chew and swallow vegetables before you ask. “It’s yours, isn’t it?”

      He sits across from you, eyes on the lamb on your plate. “Yeah. And not it. He.”

      “But there was a chance he wasn’t. I thought⁠—”

      “I know what I said.”

      “You said there was only one time⁠—”

      “I know what I said,” he says. He grips the table’s edge.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      “Everything.”

      Your mind finishes where he trails off. Sadness. Sin.

      His eyes stay in your plate.

      You chew potatoes and swallow truth.

      You thought you’d hate him when he told you. You don’t. You love him.

      He is the type of man to board Southwest and fly from west to the east to reveal having a year-old son.

      But you don’t want to think about that now. You want to think about all the reasons why you want him in your life.

      He’s gentle. He is a food artist. He shares his culinary delights with you each time he flies out to visit you. The youngest boy in a loud, quirky family and when you met him on that cross-country flight, you joked about your mothers. Both of them are alive and like twins. They both have dead husbands and an ever-changing wig wardrobe. Sharp wit. Strong minds.

      He watches you eat, and you understand he sees you through the lens of his life history. Just like him, you once sat at your father’s funeral and stared into the overpriced casket at a man gone too soon.

      He was drawn on to your high cheekbones. Your hiccup-sounding laugh. Your long, dark twists. Smoky eyes and curly eyelashes. Your easy-going nature. The questions you breeze through when you play online Jeopardy! together.

      Eleven months of dating.

      You match his height. Half his weight. You kiss him the way he likes to be kissed. Miss him the way he loves to be missed.

      Should God have guided Texas to Jersey sooner?

      You clutch your napkin. “Is she trying to be a part of your life?”

      He shakes his head. “No, and I don’t want to be with her. She can’t⁠—”

      “Why did she have him tested?”

      He sighs. “Because he just had his first birthday party, and he’s still light brown. She was losing her mind wondering⁠—”

      “He has your enormous eyes.”

      “He has those.”

      “One time?”

      “Exactly one night of my life I regret.”

      “I’m sure you do.”

      He blows out carbon dioxide. “He’s locked inside my heart. I can’t give him back.”

      “I wouldn’t want you to give him back.”

      He glances at you with eyebrows raised.

      Pat yourself on the back. You just awarded him with the best answer ever.

      You glance past him and take in the aluminum pots, thoroughly cleaned and placed upside down in the silver drainer by the double sink. Two Isaac Mizrahi black and gray striped kitchen towels are folded in half and resting on the counter. Glass pitcher full of round ice cubes and mango lemonade. Food leftovers packed inside rectangular glass containers. He cooked enough palatable decadence for you to eat dinner all weekend. Such care and concern and planned preparation.

      One night.

      Before you entered his life.

      You slice and spear juicy lamb flesh. Chew it and swallow it down. Take advantage of the renewed eye contact.

      You tell him, “Love your baby and raise him well. He’s your legacy.”

      The words are light while dark clouds surround your thoughts. Luminous enough for sunshine to break through and shine hope.

      Kids. You teach them all day long. Remnants of them cling to you after you zoom out of the staff parking lot. Ramir scrunches his face when he can’t solve the problem on the board. Sunny acts like her name and at the parent teacher conference you thanked her mama for giving birth to her. You get a whiff of mustiness each time Diamoja hugs you. Her loafers are two sizes too big, and you’ve never met her mother.

      Beautiful kids who belong to other people.

      Your fiancé added another to the collection.

      Your plate is empty now.

      He nods at you, searching for words, and lands on vanilla-flavored dining commentary. “You must have been hungry.”

      You say, “What are we doing?”

      He opens his hands and closes them. Clean nails and palms. “What would you like to do?”

      You wipe your mouth and drop linen beside your fork and knife. Lava presses against your ribcage. “Well. You already started a legacy with the woman of your choice.”

      Sweat beads appear on his freckled nose. “But … I want you.”

      “Legacy.”

      “I made a wrong decision, but that doesn’t change things between me and you.”

      Electrical shocks run from the base of your spine, around your body and connect to your eyes. Your face must have changed. That has to be the reason why he leans away.

      You say, “Hooking up with a woman who possesses the legal role of wife to another man who is your senior pastor is not a wrong decision. Confess to being weak or horny or lonely. A decision is what you make when you fry an egg in a stainless steel skillet instead of cast iron.”

      His eyes widen. “You need tissues.”

      “You’re a deacon with a confirmed DNA tie to your pastor’s wife.”

      “Let me get you something.”

      “Like the world needs more Christians with messed up value systems. Another John Gray. Another Carl Lentz.”

      “Tissues. Hold on.”

      He stands and dashes to the powder room and you look down. Tears and mucus puddle the mahogany tabletop. Your lap is drenched in sadness. You should change.

      He’s back with Kleenex. He also grabbed your pack of Neutrogena makeup wipes. He places them in your hands. Such care.

      Interesting.

      That’s what you think about when you wipe your face and ignore the dampness on your jean-covered thighs. The one-year-old son belongs to your sweetheart and you possibly not having any children creates a whirling vortex inside your brain. History predicted you probably won’t have a baby. You’ve wanted to share that with your boo.

      That day cannot be today.

      He reaches for your hand. You snatch it back and communicate don’t without opening your lips. He sits looking like he’s waiting for you to make the next move, and he studies the rose gold double cushion shaped halo of round diamonds with more gems adorning the band. The ring resting on your finger.

      Precious.

      You push your plate aside. “Want the ring back?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “How come?”

      “It’s yours.” He sniffs. Clears his throat. Sniffs again. “Even if you don’t walk down the aisle to me, it’s still yours.”

      “Cost you a lot.”

      “You’re worth it.”

      You ask him, “Did you tell your mama⁠—”

      “Not yet.”

      “Kim and Claudia? Troy? Darius? Their wives
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