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Chapter One

 


 


Rain tapped against the windows like a
stranger coming to call, drawing me closer to the familiar comfort
of the fireplace. My eyes habitually flickered to the empty chair
beside the fireplace—his chair—and my fingers absentmindedly
caressed an old photograph. The heart attack had been so
unexpected, so sudden, and my mind still couldn’t quite grasp the
concept of being a widow.

I continued shuffling through a box of
mementos, savoring the bittersweet recollection of each memory and
feeling a strange sense of unquenchable uneasiness. A fragile red
rose pressed between the pages of his favorite book, a glass bottle
of his favorite cologne, a pair of ticket stubs from the play he
took me to on our anniversary—these mementos were all I had left of
Jim. His life had been reduced to scattered memories and an
insignificant box of knick-knacks.

As soon as the thought passed through my
mind, I felt a twinge of remorse. I glanced again at the empty
chair and imagined his crooked, chiding smile. Memories were
natural comforts. He would have understood my need for these
mementos. Not only did they tie him to me, but they also tied me to
reality.

Then a thought occurred to me. I wasn’t the
only one who had experienced loss. And I couldn’t be the only one
who used mementos as anchors to reality. It was a part of
everyone’s lives they had to be cope with…did they manage it the
same way?

 


***

 


I decided to test my theory by inviting my
closest friends to a dinner party, asking each one to bring a
personal memento. Not just any personal memento either, their most
personal one, the one object that they’d always keep no matter
what, something tied to a tragedy they’d never forget.

It’d be interesting to see what the others
cherished and valued. Carefully, I tucked Jim’s items back in the
box and began planning the dinner.

The attendees would include:

· Vanessa Cartwright, an elementary school
choir teacher.

· Amelia Roberts, a single, older woman
who I don’t believe worked, but whom had some money from a past
business or something

· Sara Bridges, a young housewife;

· Audrey Lewis, a college friend of
mine

· Elizabeth Waters, a neighbor who was
also a housewife.

They all knew each other reasonably well
because I organized a book club and invited each of them. They’d
been coming together for years, except Audrey. She only started
coming more recently as she moved closer to us. She’s still about
an hour away, but she doesn’t mind joining up with us.

They don’t always get along, but they have
some colorful conversations between them in the club, I’m sure
their opinions would be valuable when it would come to something as
serious as this, and I was sure they could keep their normal
bickering over silly things to a minimum.

A few weeks later, I welcomed the guests
into my home: After a polite amount of inconsequential small talk
and tiny pieces of cheese and wine, we all took out our mementos,
sat in some soft, cushiony chairs I pulled together into a circle,
and sort of stared blankly at one another.

No one knew quite how to approach the
situation, each feeling a little self-conscious; these were our
most personal mementos after all, and although I knew all of them,
we really didn’t all know one another that well. When the silence
was at its peak, I was about to clear my throat to begin the
“events” so to speak, but first, one brave soul would speak and the
stories would begin to unfold.



Chapter Two

 


 


I’ll go first, Sara said who spoke barely
above a whisper.

Everyone turned to face Sara, warily
watching as she fiddled with the small stuffed lion in her
hands.

He was my sunshine, she whispered. My
own golden fleck in the darkness.

She looked up at the group as if adjusting
back to reality. She swallowed and took a steadying breath before
continuing her story.

After a year of trying to have a child and
several miscarriages and sleepless nights, Michael and I were
blessed with a precious baby boy. I named him Anthony after my
father. He was our little miracle, and as long as it took to
finally have him, he slipped through my fingers quickly, like sand
from a broken hourglass.

Despite her steadying, both of her hands had
begun to tremble slightly as if she had to watch the sand literally
slip away at that moment. She snapped herself from her dazed
staring and returned to her story. She wasn’t whispering anymore,
it almost seemed at times she was trying to hold herself back from
losing control of the volume of her voice.

As soon as I walked into his room, I knew
something was wrong. Normally, he would greet me with nonsensical
babbling. He had reached the point where he could pull himself up
and peek over the crib at me. Some mornings, he would stand and
flash the hugest grin at me. Other mornings, he would simply lie on
his back, jabbering to himself and rolling back and forth. But when
I put little Anthony to bed that night… he never woke up.

The room was quiet before, but no one even
dared to cough now. Even breathing seemed too loud at this moment
as the room filled with a thick silence that no one dared break. It
took a moment of sitting there for Sara to bravely cut through it
once more.

I remember entering his room and feeling the
silence. I walked toward his crib slowly, as if I already knew what
had happened. As I felt his cold body, panic seized me. And when I
turned his body over and saw his icy blue skin, I screamed.

The scream seemed so inhuman, so outside of
myself, and I only knew it was mine when my husband entered the
room. He ran past me and to the crib. As he touched Anthony’s body,
I watched the situation register in his mind. Distraught. The feel
of the stiff body was enough to start him quivering…always my rock
and fortress in hard times, my husband was an absolute wreck as he
phoned the police.

I could hear the operator asking questions on
the other end of the line, attempting to decipher my husband’s
faltering phrases and muffled cries, but time didn’t matter…there
wasn’t any rush, right? I felt completely paralyzed. I stood
staring at my son’s lifeless body, numb to everything else.

 


***

 


Amelia loudly blew her nose, the first sound
to pierce the room besides the details of the story. She looked
around as she gained attention, frantically trying to shake her
head and motion at Sara, as if to pay attention to her once again.
Everyone looked rather choked up hearing the story, but Amelia had
begun trying to stifle her sniffling some time ago, it seemed the
time had come when she had to let loose as she put her face into
her arm for a short time to stop any future outbursts or
noises.

I don’t quite remember the police entering
the room, Sara began again after the room calmed a bit.

As the officers gently guided me out of the
room, I had awakened from my numbness and panic clicked into place.
I started calling out for Anthony. I asked how this could happen. I
accused God of injustice and begged for Anthony’s life. I would do
anything, give anything, if I could hold his warm body one more
time, if I could see a smile spread across his face or hear him
laugh.”

Once more seeming to zone out amidst her
story, wishing for something that just couldn’t be, Sara thought
about the warmth she lost. What she could never have again, and
seeing the look on her face was heartbreaking. Like someone who may
have lost all hope. I was trying to be composed during all of this
and it still almost made me break down. Luckily she wasn’t lost for
long, Sara continued.

If the loss of our child wasn’t enough, the
abrasive questions of the officers made me feel like a criminal
under interrogation. I already felt responsible for my son’s death.
If I had only checked on him that night, if we had let him sleep
with us, if we had somehow made his bed safer for him to sleep in,
then maybe he would still be alive. Overwhelmed with guilt, I
started visibly shaking, it was my fault and it was like they just
kept rubbing it in…

What did they want from me? What was I
supposed to do? What could I do? When my husband pointed out my
obvious distress, the officers finally stopped. After a formal
investigation, the police ruled his death an “accident.”

Sara paused, taking a deep, calming breath.
Even so, a few tears could be seen rolling down her cheeks before
she could again compose herself and continue her story. She pulled
out a handkerchief and wiped her cheeks.

Sudden infant death syndrome...

She swallowed and shook her head.

The medical examiner told us Anthony’s death
was unpreventable. There was nothing anyone could have done…no one
knows what causes SIDS. It just happens randomly, and there’s
nothing parents can do about it. An…”accident,” plain and
simple.

She put emphasis on the word accident again;
her grip on the stuffed lion tightened as she seemed to dwell on
it.

 


***
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