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 Chapter One

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 


“Please,” the priest said, bowing his head,
“let us pray for our Heavenly Father’s mercy of this soul to
clement it, and forgive all sins of his. Let us pray so that our
love will be his aid when he stands in front of our Lord, that God
may forgive his sins for our prayer.”

Tommy Wilson took his attention away from the
priest’s words and looked to the heavens. The sky was gray with a
light rain, and a low blanket of fog covered the ground. As if it
wasn’t bad enough to be in the creepy cemetery laying to rest the
only true father figure he had left. Though he found the weather
peculiar for a mid-July morning, it was appropriate for his solemn
mood.

He eyed the crowd gathered at his
grandfather’s funeral. Some of the faces were hard to make out,
with the peoples’ heads bowed in prayer beneath their umbrellas.
Though he didn’t recognize half of them who turned out, it looked
as though most of the town had come to pay their respects, but the
one he wanted to see the most was missing.

She’s not here, he thought after he
scanned the crowd, then returned his gaze to the dark cherry casket
as it lowered into the earth. I can’t believe she didn’t
come. His vision blurred as the first tear drops threatened to
roll down his face. The finality struck him hard as if he had just
been sucker punched in the groin.

His mother put her hand on his shoulder. He
turned to face her and caught his stepfather glaring at him, eyes
narrow and lips pursed. The man was a good foot and a half taller
than Tommy’s mother. He looked away from them both, not wanting
either to see him cry.

The priest’s voice grew louder. “Keep him
free from all haunts and torments of Hell and lead him to peace in
Paradise. Give him way to the Heavens and part in all thy glory!
Amen!”

“Amen!” the crowd added as one, their
combined voices loud enough to scatter a nearby flock of crows.

Tommy wiped the tears away and mumbled,
“Amen.”

“Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust.” The priest
made the sign of the cross and the first lump of dirt was tossed
back into the hole.

His mother burst into an all-out wail and Ray
showed the first sign of compassion since they heard of his
grandfather’s passing. Tommy figured he couldn’t really blame the
man; his grandfather never took the time to get to know him, but at
the same time, he couldn’t recall Ray giving all that much effort,
either. His mother buried her face into Ray’s shoulder and he
stroked her long black hair.

One by one, the mourners said their goodbyes,
tossing their red roses into the open grave. He and his parents
stayed until the end and thanked everyone individually for coming.
Though Tommy knew his stepfather didn’t want to be here in
Middletown, Rhode Island, he put on a good show. Once everyone was
gone, they headed toward their car.

He opened the backseat door, then turned
back. Tommy took one last scan of the cemetery, searching for the
one person he had hoped to see today, the one person who could make
everything feel all right, but there was still no sign of her.
Nothing but a sea of tombstones as far as the eye could see.

He breathed heavily through his nose. Oh
well. What did I expect, anyway? Life goes on.

“I’m sure she had a good reason for not
coming, honey,” his mother said. She always had a knack for knowing
what ailed him.

“What possible reason could there have been?”
he asked, not really expecting an answer.

“Maybe you should call her later. Let her
know you’re back in town.”

“I told her we were coming in my last
letter.”

His mother shrugged, obviously sensing
arguing was futile. He would have an answer for anything she could
possibly say. That much was certain.

The ride to his grandfather’s farm was a
quiet one. As they drove through Newport on the way to Middletown,
his mother pointed out the Jai Alai building, joking that they
didn’t actually play anymore, but that it was filled with slot
machines. From the backseat, Tommy noticed his stepfather’s eyes
light up with dreams of grandeur in the rearview mirror, and the
old man commented on how close it was to the property.

At least it will give Mom and me some
peace, Tommy thought, knowing full well Ray would slink off at
the first chance he got.

As they turned off Fayal Lane onto the dirt
road leading to the farm, Tommy’s mother broke down and cried. Off
in the distance, on a small hill perched above the cornfields and
pumpkin patch, the single story ranch house was just as he
remembered it. The corn looked ready to harvest and Tommy couldn’t
help but wonder if Ray would be willing or able to help in the
chores.

Then Tommy saw the machine responsible for
countless sleepless nights, and nightmares that still tormented
him. He, too, felt tears stinging his eyes. The giant, green and
yellow automated hay bale loomed on the horizon, its square opening
like a wide grinning mouth, laughing at him, taunting him and
beckoning him to come join his father. Why his grandfather had
never sold the machine was beyond him, but his first order of
business would be to rectify that.

His father had been working on the baler’s
twine apparatus when he was suddenly sucked into the machine. Tommy
had been close by and immediately alerted his grandfather. When the
authorities and paramedics arrived, never had he experienced so
many lights, confusion and noise. Then to have the cacophony
collide with such silence and darkness while everyone waited to
know his father’s fate as they pulled him out of the machine, it
was almost too much for his eleven-year-old mind to bear.

By the time the rescue crew had freed him
from the machine’s inner workings, it was well into the night and
he was pronounced dead on the scene. His body crushed beyond
repair. Tommy’s mother fainted. His grandfather cried for the first
time that Tommy was aware of, and that was the last time he had
seen the family farm. He hadn’t even gotten the chance to say
goodbye to Pam—his most beloved friend.

Both of his parents had been teachers in
Boston. During the summer months, they drove to Middletown and
helped his grandfather work the farm. Though he didn’t have many
friends living way out in the countryside, Tommy loved it. For he
had Pam and she was the only friend he needed. Just seeing her
waiting on the front porch for their annual arrival filled him with
happiness to last him the year. Always full of life, she was the
prettiest girl he had ever laid eyes on. Her beauty transcended her
long black hair, brown eyes, milky-white complexion, dimpled and
rosy cheeks, and infectious laughter. Every time he made her smile
it made life worth living, made him feel special.

When his father died, his mother hadn’t the
heart to return to the farm. Tommy knew his grandfather loved his
mother as if she was his own, and deep down he knew his mother
believed it, too. “The memories are just too much,” she would say
when he begged to be able to come and visit. But Tommy also
believed Ray had a part in that. Ray didn’t want Tommy’s mother to
remember how good she had it when she was married to his father.
Nor did he want Tommy’s grandfather to stand up for the two of them
and put the rotten bastard in his place. No, Ray only wanted to
keep her under his thumb with a low self-esteem.

Why she put up with his crap, Tommy would
never know. It was tough watching Ray treat her like that, but
there was nothing he could do. Even if he were strong enough to
stand up to the six-foot-four bear of a man, she would often beg
him not to get involved. He just had to make it one more year, then
things would be different.

His grandfather’s passing came at an
inopportune time. Tommy just finished saving enough money to buy a
car and had the freedom to come on his own, whenever he wanted. But
now he would never get the chance.

“Will the two of you be all right?” Ray asked
as he pulled the car up to the front porch.

Tommy sat there, mouth agape, not knowing
what to say. The foul mouthed, mean spirited man he could handle,
but he had no idea how to react to a kinder, gentler Ray. He stole
a glance at the empty, wooden rocking chair on the porch, then
turned away.

“We’ll be okay, right, honey?” his mother
said.

“Sure, Mom,” he said, grabbing hold of his
suitcase.

They got out of the car and Tommy immediately
headed toward the cornfield.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m going to go check on the scarecrow. Is
that all right?”

She put her hands on her hips. “Not in those
clothes, you’re not.”

He looked down at his brown dress shoes and
his navy blue suit and imagined the dirt and mud they would
collect. “Okay. You’re right.”

“Want me to fix you something to eat while
you’re changing?” she asked.

“Nah. I’m not hungry.”

“Okay.”

“Let me open the door,” he said as he darted
past her. The farmhouse and everything with it was now his.

She tossed him the keys and he snatched them
out of the air, then bolted toward the door. He took a moment.
Thanks, Grandpa, he thought, then opened the door. He
stepped into the foyer and it was like coming home again. Nothing
had changed.

“It’s bigger than it looks from outside,”
said Ray. His neck craned as he looked over the place.

“If it gets cold enough, we can sit by the
fireplace,” his mother said.

“Did your grandfather carve all that by
hand?” Ray asked, referring to the intricate details surrounding
the fireplace.

“He built this house and everything in it
with the help of his friends and family. A lot of history here,”
his mother answered for him, and Tommy noticed Ray’s facial
expression change.

There’s the miserable SOB I love to
hate, he thought.

Not wanting to get into an argument five
minutes into their arrival, Tommy continued on, though Ray’s
demeanor had put a sour taste in his mouth. She made a general
statement, nothing to get worked up about. Can’t believe he’s still
jealous. What a douche!

Slowly, taking in every inch of the ranch as
if seeing it for the first time, he made his way to his bedroom.
Eventually, he’d move his stuff into his grandfather’s room, but
for now, everything was fine the way it was.

As he walked down the hallway to his room, he
stopped at the picture of him in his grandfather’s lap on the
tractor. He was five years old and still had blond hair when it was
taken, and to the left of it, his grandparents’ wedding picture.
Taken prematurely from this world by breast cancer, he never got to
meet his grandmother, but he knew if she was still alive today,
she’d be the hottest grandma in all of Rhode Island. Even back in
the day his grandfather was a burly, rugged and rustic-looking man
and how he scored a woman as lovely as Arlene, Tommy would never
know. On the other side of his picture was his father’s baby
portrait. The similarities between him and his father were uncanny,
and he knew it was especially difficult on his mother.

Once in his room, he tossed the suitcase onto
the bed and pulled out something more appropriate to wear. Quickly,
he undressed and slipped the jeans and T-shirt on, then left
knowing his mother would have a fit about the suit crumpled in a
pile on the floor, but he didn’t care.

“Already off?” she asked as he passed her in
the hallway.

“Yeah, Mom. You know where I’ll be.” He
pushed open the front door and stopped abruptly. He looked off to
the right and thought about feeding the chickens in the coop, then
looked straight ahead toward the cornfield.

I’ll throw them a few handfuls first,
he thought. Gotta take care of ’em like Grandpa would.

His grandfather kept a covered bucket of seed
hooked on a peg on the side of the house. When he removed the lid,
he noticed it was almost empty. He looked to the chickens gathering
around the pen and asked, “Who’s been feeding you?”

He tossed a few handfuls, hung the bucket up,
and then darted off into the cornstalks.

Please be there, Pam.


 


 Chapter Two

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 


“Mom, I’m going to the funeral,” Pamela said
as she ran down the steps two at a time.

“What have I told you about doing that?” her
mother asked, stepping out of the kitchen and blocking her path.
“One of these days you’re going to take a nasty spill and crack
your head open.”

“Oh, don’t be so melodramatic. Are you and
Dad going?”

“No. Dad couldn’t get the day off from work
and I’m just far too busy. You know how your father gets if
dinner’s not on the table when he gets home.”

“After all Mr. Wilson has done for this
community?”

“I’m sorry, dear. Life is for the
living.”

Pamela felt her jaw go lax. Her own
mother—selfish. “Well, I’m going. Someone in this family
should.”

“Give my condolences to Tommy.” She kissed
Pamela on the cheek, then walked back into the kitchen.

“You should be doing it yourself,” she
mumbled. Whatever!

She opened the front door and almost collided
with her boyfriend, Matt McNeil. She jumped back, startled. “You
scared me.”

“Where are you going in such a hurry?” He
gave her a look over. “And why you dressed up?”

“I’m going to the funeral. I told you—”

Matt reached out and grabbed her by the
wrist, cutting her off. “And I told you I didn’t want you
going.”

Though he was applying more pressure than she
would have liked, Pam said nothing. Instead, she stepped out onto
the porch and closed the door behind her, not wanting her mother to
overhear their impending argument. “You’re overstepping your
boundaries. Now let go!” She pulled her arm back.

“Why? So you can go see the guy you cheat on
me with?”

“How dare you!”

“Please. I know all about the love
letters.”

“They’re not love letters. We’ve been pen
pals for eight years. Long before you came into my life. And if you
keep up this attitude, long after you’ve left it.”

“Let me go with you,” he said, this time
taking her hand gently, his gaze softening.

Tommy didn’t need to see a jealous fit at a
time like this. She knew that much. She shook her head, not
trusting him to behave. “I don’t think so.”

“Why not?”

“I’ll introduce you when you’ve cooled down.
Right now, you’re making me late.”

He released her hand and pursed his lips.
With his eyes narrowed, he said, “Hate to tell ya, babe, but the
funeral started over an hour ago.”

“What? You told me—” The devilish grin on his
face was all she needed to know. “You lied to me.”

He scrunched his neck into his shoulders as
if he could care less. “What can I say? It was in the paper, you
should’ve checked for yourself.”

“I trusted you completely.” Pamela’s hands
curled into fists, her manicured fingernails digging into the soft
flesh of her palms. She wanted to hit Matt, wanted to scream to the
high heavens. She breathed deeply through her nose and exhaled,
then relaxed her hands. “It’s over,” she said, calmly so he would
know she meant it.

Matt’s lower jaw dropped. “What?”

“You heard me.”

He crossed his arms in front of his chest.
“How convenient.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You know exactly what it means. Probably
looking for any excuse to dump me since lover boy is back in town,
and probably for good this time. Can’t believe you’re going to
throw away a year.”

“Eleven months,” she said.

He bit his lip, rage filling his eyes. “I
should have taken Cheryl up on her offer.”

“Oh, please. You and I both know you’re not
interested in Noah’s sloppy seconds.”

“I could be. At least she tries to
satisfy—”

She stomped her foot. “Don’t you dare.”

“Just because you told me from the beginning
that you wanted to wait don’t make it right.”

“I put up with a lot of crap from you because
there are moments when you’re the sweetest, but then you get around
your friends and get to talking with them, and you let them
influence you. I bet they’re the ones pulling your strings right
now. Which one told you to lie to me?”

“I’m no one’s puppet,” he said through
gritted teeth.

“No. I’ve had enough. We’re through.” She
moved to walk away from him, but he grabbed her under the arm and
turned her back around to face him.

“No one dumps Matt McNeil.”

“They do now.” She pulled her arm free again
and continued toward her car.

She opened the driver’s side door to her
Honda Civic and took one last look at Matt, who still stood
dumbstruck on the front steps. He gave her a half smile, which only
infuriated her more. She got into the car, put the key in the
ignition and started it.

Before pulling away from the curb, she
checked herself in the rearview mirror. Mascara’s still intact.
That wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be. She drove
off.

While driving, her thoughts lingered on
Tommy. Six years was a long time. How had he changed? What would he
think of her now and her new, fully developed body?

She turned right at the next intersection as
if she were on auto-pilot.

“Curse you, Matt,” she mumbled, thinking
about how bad he was for her self-esteem.

When Tommy stopped visiting, she lost a piece
of herself, there was no denying it. He was always so flattering
and supportive. He was her rock. Her strength. But on that day when
Tommy was with her instead of helping his father as he should have
been, she questioned her own worth.

As many times as she tried to talk to him
about it in their letters and phone calls, he avoided the topic.
She understood him not wanting to recall the memory, to toy with
the what ifs and to face, or even accept, responsibility. His
father had asked him for help and he had said no in order for the
two of them to vanish into the barn and explore each other. They
had kissed many times before that day, even explored each other
over their clothes, but that day was the first time they would do
so without their protective shields. Naked and vulnerable, Tommy’s
fingers delicately traveled over her flesh, as hers ran down his
chest and across his abdomen. That same tingling sensation that
rippled over her skin at his touch returned with the memory.

Her shoulders shuddered as she thought about
how unbearable the anticipation was of his fingers probing her
deeper. She had been ready to embrace him, to give him the ultimate
gift, but the moment never came. And they were punished for their
sins.

She arrived at the cemetery too late. Before
she even drove through the wrought iron gate, she saw a black sedan
come out of the cemetery and turn in the opposite direction.

Tommy, she thought, seeing a familiar
face in the backseat, looking off to God knew where.

She followed the car, keeping a safe
distance.

When the car pulled down the dirt road off
Fayal Lane, there was no doubt it was Tommy she saw.

He’s really grown, she thought,
pulling the car over before the dirt road.

She took a deep breath. She wanted to drive
up right behind them and be there the moment he stepped out of the
car, but her nerves got the best of her. Her stomach roiled.

What would she say? What could she say?

“Easy, girl.” She looked at herself in the
mirror. “It’s just Tommy. Our best friend since forever.”

She fished through her purse and pulled out
her lipstick, then applied a fresh coat. After dropping it back in
her bag, she adjusted her breasts, lifting them up and over, not
only to readjust but also to create ample cleavage. They had
doubled in size since she last saw Tommy and she wondered what he
would think of them. She had contemplated inserting pictures of
them in a couple of the letters she had sent him, but fear had
stopped her. Fear of his parents opening the letter, fear of Tommy
being as immature as Matt and showing it to all his friends in
triumph. But deep down, she didn’t believe him of such cruelty.

Confident in her appearance, her mind shifted
to what she should say. She knew she’d have to start off by
apologizing for his loss and missing the funeral. It was that
awkward moment following the pleasantries that made her
nervous.

“I’ll just have to wing it,” she said,
putting the car in drive and turning down the dirt road. After
all, we’ve still shared everything. Just not face to face.

As she drove up the dirt road, she saw Tommy
dart off into the cornfield. A smile stretched across her face upon
seeing him. He looked so handsome, just as she remembered, but the
smile soon faded as she realized what he was doing.

Our meeting place! He’s expecting me to be
at the scarecrow.

She put the car in park and shut it off where
it was, not caring that she was blocking the only road to the farm.
She stepped out, took off her high heels, and tossed them onto the
passenger side seat. She grabbed the bottom of her dress and
hoisted it up, then ran into the cornstalks. The earth was damp and
surprisingly cold on her feet. Mud kicked up and splashed her legs
and all her preparation in the car was for naught. The stalks were
dense and she did her best not to snap any.

When she could see the straw hat of the
scarecrow, she slowed her pace. Through the stalks, she saw Tommy
in the small clearing at the base of the scarecrow. He was standing
in front of the raggedy-looking creature, looking up at it, his
back to her. His hair was darker than she remembered, cut short,
but she liked it.

Slowly, she crept up on him and took his
right hand in hers. He didn’t jump. He simply cocked his head and
gave her a sideways glance.

He
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