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Prologue

 


Blueberry Pond, June 1988

 


Vanessa Lawrence knelt on the grassy edge of
Blueberry Pond, waiting, as she always did in the late evening, for
her neighbors Kyle and Brandon to finish up their dinners and meet
up with her. It was the last day of eleventh grade, a dazzling
early summer night, and the silvery moon and stars reflected off
the still blue water of the pond. A light, warm breeze blew through
the evergreens behind her, scenting the air with fresh earth and
pine. She reached out, dipped five fingers into the cool depths of
the pond, and let the starlight scatter, amused with the blurry
alteration of the surface.

Blueberry Pond was not a magical place, but
Vanessa always thought of it that way. The pond held something even
better than magic: the memories of her childhood, ice skating in
the winter, and chasing fireflies in the summer. It held the
sweetness of her first kiss with Kyle and the intensity of the many
talks they’d had there. It held all the details of her three-way
friendship with Kyle and Brandon, their hushed discussions of high
school crushes, their private conversations about life and love and
the future. It held all the sleeping dreams of yesterday and the
alluring promises of tomorrow.

The pond was a neighborhood hangout, set
back off the street, accessible enough for the neighborhood kids to
play there during the day but secluded enough for the teenagers to
hang out there at night. The water was never murky but blueberry
blue, and only in the late summer did any greenery clutter the
surface. The rear banks were surrounded by a thin wooded area that
Vanessa could navigate with little difficulty.

She sat back on the grass and dried her wet
hand down the side of her jeans. The trees behind the pond rustled,
followed by the low murmur of male voices. Kyle and Brandon were
always together when they came to Blueberry Pond or hung out in the
neighborhood, but at school, they pretended not to know each other.
They were different entities in high school, sparks in different
directions, but at the pond, they had everything in common. They
shared every secret at Blueberry Pond, talking for hours with
Vanessa, until their mothers’ panicked calls rang through the
neighborhood at nearly eleven o’clock.

Kyle and Brandon greeted Vanessa with the
traditional “What’s up?” before dropping down beside her,
sandwiching her as they always did. She anticipated the nostalgic
end-of-the-school-year talk, the highlights of their junior year:
Remember when Brandon drove his new car to school? Remember when
Kyle skipped three gym classes and got detention for a week?
Remember when Vanessa colored her hair and it turned orange?
Remember this, remember that…they had this talk every year. But
tonight, leaving junior year behind and going into their last
summer before senior year, it had a different, colder feeling.
These were no longer lighthearted memories edging their way into
new beginnings. This was the last year. The last time.

Kyle tossed a pebble across the pond, and it
nearly made it to the other side before gravity took it and dragged
it downward. A tiny splash sent ripples through the water, and Kyle
watched them until the water stilled. “What do you want, more than
anything in the world?” he asked, not specifically addressing
Vanessa or Brandon, but leaving the question open for anyone.

“To build big houses,” Brandon said,
stretching out his arms to demonstrate size and mass. “To design an
entire neighborhood, cut right through the woods, built right into
the landscape.”

“For my mother to get off my case,” Vanessa
said with a massive eye roll heavenward. She gazed at the
silhouette of her ranch-style house, far in the distance. Her
parents were recently divorced and her mother had full custody of
her and her younger sister, Morgan. Her mother worked long hours to
keep up with the bills, so Vanessa got stuck with all the housework
and babysitting. “And to not have to watch Morgan all the
time.”

“I mean in the future,” Kyle clarified. “I
mean, we sit here all the time and talk about when we were kids,
and school stuff, and how much our families suck, but we never talk
about what we really want in the future.”

Vanessa shrugged. Kyle tended to ask these
deep questions, always tried to figure out what made people the way
they were, what they longed for that they weren’t getting. She was
sure he was going to be a psychiatrist or some kind of therapist
someday…somebody who helped others search their own souls for
answers.

“Vanessa wants Ronald Crane,” Brandon said,
and laughed.

“No, she doesn’t,” Kyle replied, and hurled
another pebble over the water. This time the pebble made it all the
way across the pond.

“I don’t know if it’s your business who I
want or don’t want,” Vanessa told him. “We’re not together right
now.”

“We’ll get back together,” Kyle said. “We
always do.”

Vanessa and Kyle had an on-again, off-again
relationship, and even though they were off right now, Vanessa knew
the feelings were still there and always would be, fueled by the
memories of first kisses and first touches. Vanessa frequently
thought about that first touch, sitting at a picnic table in her
backyard, just after a neighborhood picnic, when Kyle first slid
his hand into hers. His hand was clammy and the clasp was awkward,
but it was a moment she would never forget. That was five years
ago, and now, at sixteen, their touches were a bit more risky.

“You didn’t answer my question,” Kyle said
and nudged Vanessa’s elbow.

“I guess what I want more than anything in
the world is to be successful,” she replied. “To work in fashion
and to design dresses with zebra stripes and big bold colors—all of
them with matching hats and handbags.”

“That’s what I want to do, too,” Kyle said.
They all laughed until Kyle fell silent. “Really,” he said. “What I
want is for this moment to last forever. For no time to pass, to
just sit here at the pond and not have to worry about school or
jobs or any shit like that.”

“You need a job to survive,” Brandon told
him. “If you don’t work you’ll end up a poor, broke loser. If you
don’t go to college, you’ll end up tossing salt onto french fries
and wrapping hamburgers up in paper.”

“So you’re saying that everyone who doesn’t
go to college ends up working in the food industry?”

“Ronald Crane’s brother works the grill at
McDonalds,” Vanessa said. “He says it’s not that bad.” She leaned
back on her elbows. The last few kids in the neighborhood were
heading home in noisy conversation, and in the distance doors
slammed and dogs barked until the silence of night closed in around
the pond. The scent of tomato sauce and garlic drifted from the
house that neighbored Blueberry Pond, but even that scent was
fading as night edged on.

The ownership of Blueberry Pond had always
been a mystery to Vanessa. She didn’t think it belonged to the
neighboring house, a tiny white cape, although it seemed likely
that if anybody owned the pond, it would be the occupants of the
cape. That house was the closest, and someone in the
neighborhood had to own the pond. It was just strange to her that
all the kids used it as a neighborhood hangout, and no one ever
complained or told them to get out.

The couple who owned the cape beside the
pond were older and rarely came outside. Sometimes, when Vanessa
was at the pond in the daytime, she would see the gray-haired man
in a rocking chair in the enclosed back sunporch, sipping lemonade,
his wrinkled fingers wrapped around a pencil as he figured out a
crossword puzzle. The couple kept to themselves, didn’t appear to
have any children or grandchildren, and never hollered at anyone
for trespassing on their property. Either they were too old to
notice a disturbance, didn’t care, or perhaps even they didn’t know
who truly owned Blueberry Pond.

“Even if you did end up working in the food
industry, that wouldn’t automatically make you a loser,” Kyle
said.

“Uh, yeah, it would,” Brandon replied. “Do
you have any idea what those people get paid? Even in managerial
positions?”

“Why does everything have to be about money
with you?” Kyle returned. “There are so many things more important
than money.”

Vanessa sat up, positioning her body as a
human wall between Kyle and Brandon. They sometimes fought like
this, and this topic had all the makings of a huge argument. “Let’s
say that to be successful, you do what you love to do,” she said.
“Whether it’s the food industry, or as an architect, or working in
fashion. Let’s just forget about all that and agree that we’re all
good friends. Let’s agree to stay in this moment until we’re forced
out of it. Until we graduate and we go our separate ways. We have
one more year, and after that….”

“The talks at the pond are over,” Kyle
finished. He slid his hand beneath his gray jean jacket and pulled
out a can of beer. “Everything we’ve ever said and done here will
just be some stupid memory. Maybe that doesn’t matter to you two,
going off to college next year, but for me, it may be all I have to
hang on to.” He pulled the tab off the beer, took a long sip, and
tried to pass it to Brandon, who refused with a wave of his
hand.

“Of course it will just be a memory,”
Brandon said. “But that doesn’t mean we won’t always be friends. It
doesn’t make the talks less important. I would never have dated
Gillian if not for you two telling me to ask her out, and Vanessa
never would have gotten through her parents’ divorce if we both
didn’t help her through those nights when she was crying.”

“Can’t we just talk about our junior year?”
Vanessa said. She didn’t want to revisit the memories of her
parents’ divorce. Not here. Not now. Not ever. “Can’t we just do
what we always do and look back at the year and laugh at all of
it?”

“What the hell was so funny about any of
it?” Kyle said. He chugged the last of his beer and tossed the can
over his shoulder. Vanessa never let him throw garbage into the
pond. It was a firm rule of hers. “We all know this is going to be
a memory someday, but I think it should be something more. To me,
it’s always been something more.” He stood up and paced. “You guys
don’t know this, but our talks at the pond—that’s what I cherish
most. It’s the only thing that got me through the nights of my
father falling down drunk, and the days of teachers bitching at me.
I know I totally look like an asshole for saying what I feel, but I
guess you guys should be used to that.”

“Calm down,” Vanessa said, glancing at
Brandon. They never really knew what to do when Kyle went off like
this, and it was often.

“What do you guys cherish most?” Kyle asked.
“What’s the one thing you have that you could never live
without?”

“Here we go with another one of his crazy
questions,” Brandon mumbled.

It was moments like these that Vanessa found
herself wanting Kyle again, craving his arms around her, longing
for his kiss. He was dark and insistent, and through his strange
questions and long talks, he had pulled every hidden emotion out of
her. When those emotions were at the surface, she could easily
inspect them and solve her problems. A talk with Kyle was a remedy
to whatever was bothering her at the time, like a session with a
psychiatrist who had peculiar ways of getting at the truth.

But this weirdness and darkness was also
what kept her away from him. He overdid it like nobody else she
knew, even the messed-up group of kids at school who listened to
punk rock music and colored their hair fifteen different shades of
green. He always had beer or some kind of alcohol on him, had
experimented with drugs, and had even been so messed up one night
that he sat on her doorstep crying and threatening to hang himself
if she didn’t come out and talk to him. Recalling that night alone
made her shrink away from him, even in the moments she longed to be
closer.

“I guess what I cherish most is my diary,”
she said. “I couldn’t live without it. Everything I wrote during
the divorce is in there, all the nights my parents closed the
bedroom door and I heard them calling each other totally bad stuff
until my father finally left. Plus everything that happened
with…you and me.” She turned away from Kyle. “I don’t know what I
would do if I couldn’t get everything out on those pages.”

“How about you, Brandon?” Kyle asked. “What
expensive item that Mommy and Daddy bought for you can’t you live
without?”

“My car,” he replied and shrugged.

“That’s stupid, and not sentimental.” He
stopped pacing and dropped down, grasping his head in his hands. “I
say I can’t live without you two, and you both tell me you can’t
live without stupid, inanimate objects?”

“My feelings are not stupid!” Vanessa
said.

“And how would I get either of you around
town without a car?” Brandon added.

They bickered about this for a while, about
what was really important in life, what friendship meant, and what
they all meant to each other, until finally, porch lights clicked
off all around them. Crickets chirped a late night song, and the
moon hovered over the pond like a massive glowing balloon, sending
a silver sheen over the banks. The night was a warm and humid
precursor of the season ahead, foreshadowing many summer nights to
come at the pond, many more long talks. But there was something in
the budding summer air, some inexplicable and unspoken knowledge
that this night, the last night of junior year, was somehow the
most important.

“So you say that material stuff doesn’t
matter as much as our friendship,” Kyle said, pacing again. He
picked up the empty beer can, tilted it to get the few last drops,
then tossed it to the ground. “Let’s say we prove that.”

“How?” Brandon asked. “I mean, whatever
crazy idea is in your head is fine with me. Whatever it takes to
get you to shut up and understand that Vanessa and I like the talks
as much as you do. Whatever it takes to prove to you that we’re
your friends.”

“Forever,” Vanessa added.

“Okay,” Kyle said. He sat down beside
Vanessa. “Let’s say then that we each take that one item that means
so much to us, that one thing that we could never be without, and
as a friendship pact, as a tribute to these nights at the pond, we
put them in a box and bury them. Right here.”

Vanessa turned to Brandon. They were the
reasonable ones, the ones who usually talked Kyle out of these
crazy ideas. But tonight, whatever magic was at the pond, whatever
sense of nostalgia remained there, seemed to make Kyle’s request
shine with an assuring brilliance. It was a way to keep them
connected, to leave behind a piece of them, right at the pond,
right in the exact place the memories had been born.

“It won’t be like a time capsule or anything
like that,” Kyle went on. “Those you dig up again or let someone
else dig them up years after you’re gone. This box…it won’t ever be
found. It’s like a forever secret. A hidden grave.”

“I’m in,” Vanessa said. “I’ll totally put my
diary in the friendship box. I’ll just start a new one.” It wasn’t
like she wouldn’t know where the diary was. And besides, wasn’t
there a certain relief in letting go of the past and getting rid of
the diary? Wasn’t she cutting the last string that attached her to
both the awful slices of time that made up her parents’ divorce,
and her pain when she’d broken up with Kyle a hundred times?

“I can’t put my car into a box,” Brandon
said. “It’s not small like a diary.”

“As usual, your superior intelligence has
beat me out,” Kyle said, and rolled his eyes. “Put something just
as valuable in there. How much is your car worth?”

“Ten grand, at least,” Brandon replied, then
went deep into thought, scratching his head. “We got this computer
thing that might be worth a lot.”

“Something small,” Kyle said, and stood.
“Meet me back here in ten minutes, and everyone bring their item.
I’ll get a box and a shovel.”

***

When Vanessa returned to Blueberry Pond ten
minutes later, Kyle and Brandon were both standing in moonlit ferns
at a distance from the banks of the pond. She was out of breath
from running to her house, then through her room and back to the
pond. In her hand, she held her cherished diary, a small magenta
book with a gold lock that had been busted over a year ago after
she’d lost the key somewhere in Florida on spring vacation. She
always worried that someone would read the diary, but burying the
book would forever ease her mind. It was, as Kyle had said, like
she was putting it into a hidden grave.

“Beneath the tallest pine tree?” Kyle asked,
holding a shovel in one hand and a flashlight in the other.

“Wait a minute,” she said. “What are you
putting in the box?”

“Actually, it’s not a box,” Kyle replied. He
bent down to grab something. “I was thinking a box would
deteriorate and wouldn’t be safe. So I found this.” He held up an
old yellow Tupperware bowl with a grooved, star-like cover. “My
mother only uses it to bring baked stuff to church. Besides,
there’s nothing stronger than Tupperware, right?”

Vanessa laughed, but Brandon did not join
her as he usually did. He stood separate from Vanessa and Kyle, his
frame caught between the silver moonlight and the yellow back porch
lights streaming from the cape that neighbored the pond. With his
thin and wispy light hair illuminated from all sides, he looked
almost angelic. Vanessa watched for a few moments, a nagging fear
ballooning in her belly. Maybe it wasn’t the best idea to part with
their personal items. Maybe Brandon was thinking the same
thing.

“I’m still waiting to find out what you both
decided to put in the friendship box,” she said finally. “Or I
guess I mean the friendship bowl.” She turned to Brandon
first, hoping he would speak up.

Before Brandon could reply, if he was even
going to, Kyle grabbed Vanessa’s elbow and steered her toward the
tallest pine tree, where they’d shared their first kiss. He
hollered to Brandon that they’d be right back, though Brandon
didn’t seem to be listening. He just stared over the pond, his eyes
blank and unfocussed.

“Is he okay?” Vanessa whispered when they
were safely concealed under the lowest boughs of the pine tree.

“His parents gave him a gold watch for
eighth grade graduation,” Kyle whispered back. “It’s really
expensive, has diamonds and stuff on it. He only wore it once to a
funeral or something, but he decided it was worth enough to put in
the Tupperware bowl.”

Vanessa clutched her diary to her chest and
spun to look back at Brandon.

“He’ll be okay,” Kyle said, and reached out
to touch her arm.

“I hope so.” She turned away from Brandon
and let her gaze fall on Kyle. His dark hair was feathery and
combed back behind his ears. The longer strands fell to his
shoulders, just brushing the fabric of his jean jacket. “Why are
you touching my arm?”

“Because in the moments when we’re not
together as a couple, I’m completely lost and need to know you’re
still there.” He squeezed her arm. “That you’re still
touchable.”

“Cut it out,” she said. “We’re not getting
back together.”

He moved closer and rested his forehead to
hers. “I always told you that I would drop the world for you if you
only said the word.”

“I know.” He told her this all the time, so
much that she was sure it was even written in her diary. They were
together even when they weren’t together, even when she knew to
stay away. “You just make everything so difficult.”

“True loves are the difficult loves,” he
said. “The ones that come too easy never last.”

“One of these days you’ll make sense to me.”
She allowed him to brush his lips against her cheek and then
stepped back, still clutching her diary to her chest. The thing
seemed so vulnerable there, with Kyle’s hand resting on her arm,
just inches away from the contents. “I have your word that you
won’t go dig up the bowl and read my diary, right? That you won’t
read all the private stuff I wrote about you?”

“Why would I need to read it when I lived
it?”

Vanessa almost corrected him but stopped
herself. The truth was, there was more in her diary than he knew
about, things that were only in the deepest depths of her heart and
the steamiest recesses of her mind. Inside were the full details of
every kiss beneath the pine tree, every touch in her bedroom, and
every thought she’d had about someday going all the way with him.
Her first time had to be with Kyle, in the woods, just behind
Blueberry Pond. It had to be with him, nobody else. Only then would
her first time have any true meaning.

“So what are you putting in the bowl?” she
asked.

He pulled his hand away from her arm, dug
into the pocket of his jeans, and opened his palm. Something small
and silvery glowed in the moonlight.

“It’s a magic cross,” he said. “A family
heirloom, sorta.”

She slid her finger over the little silver
cross in his hand. “Why is it magic?”

“Because it’s pulled all the men in my
family out of the muck,” he said. “You know better than anyone that
I come from a long line of drunks and total losers. This cross was
supposedly passed down from each father to son and saved everyone
just before they hit the rock at the bottom of the pit. Just before
they drank themselves into nothingness and called it quits on
life.”

“It sounds important.” She hesitated again,
closing her eyes as if the comforting darkness could pull her away
from the seriousness of the friendship pact, or help her think of
something just as important and memorable to secure in place of
their items. “How about we just put our favorite tapes in the bowl?
Like I could put Madonna, and you could put Journey, and Brandon
could put U2?”

Kyle shook his head, just as she knew he
would. Gently, he pressed his hand against her diary. “It has to be
these things,” he said. “And it means even more to me that our past
together will be in the bowl.”

“Forever buried,” she whispered.

“But always there,” he replied.

Ten minutes later, Vanessa watched Kyle dig
a deep hole beneath the boughs of the tallest pine tree at
Blueberry Pond. He knelt in front of the pile of dark dirt and
bowed his head, praying over their sacrificial burial. He was
silent for a few moments, then stood and took a breath.

“And so we stay here forever, at the pond,”
he said with a dramatic air, pulling the cover off the Tupperware
bowl. “At Blueberry Pond, where we had first kisses and long talks
and even shed some tears. Where we drank beer and laughed and
smoked.”

“Where we had dreams and looked ahead,”
Vanessa added.

“Where we decided that despite our
differences, we would always be neighbors and friends,” Brandon
said.

“Always friends,” Kyle echoed.

Vanessa laughed at the over-the-top words,
and Kyle and Brandon joined in. There was a sort of lunacy in their
friendship pact, in the permanent loss of their most valued
possessions. There was nothing else to do but laugh, because it was
too serious not to.

Vanessa kissed her diary and dropped it into
the bowl. Brandon held up the gold watch and carefully laid it into
the bowl beside her diary. The watch was stunning, the face circled
with round diamonds that glowed blue in the moonlight. Kyle rested
his silver cross on top, bowed his head in another silent prayer,
and sealed the bowl. He tucked the bowl into the dirt at the bottom
of the deep hole and picked up the shovel.

“We never speak of this again,” he said, and
tossed on the first shovelful of dirt. “Not this summer, not senior
year, not at graduation or after.”

Vanessa wiped a tear. Brandon rubbed his
forehead.

“And no matter what,” Kyle said, “we will
never dig this stuff up again.”


Chapter One

 


23 Years Later

 


Kyle Macord stumbled into his apartment,
knocked into the open closet door, and vomited inside the closet,
directly into a pair of old sneakers. He ran his fingers through
his hair and sank onto the rug, curling his body up like a defeated
slug. He wasn’t exactly sobbing, but tears caught in his eyes, and
his throat swelled and burned with residual alcohol, vomit, and a
fair amount of snot. Before him, Ava’s red high-heels rushed over
the beige rug, streaks and blurs through his vision. With colossal
effort, he lifted his head to witness her laboring beneath the
weight of two bulging red duffel bags. The red shoes stopped at the
door.

“No,” he mumbled. “No, no, no.”

“I can’t do it anymore.”

“I’ll go to those meetings.” He shifted his
weight back and forth like a knocked-down sailor on deck until he
was in a full sitting position, staring up at Ava’s scoop of blonde
hair and one of her quirky hats, the gray one with the shiny gold
buckle. He entertained the thought that perhaps he was slightly
tilted to the left. Or maybe the gray hat was. Or maybe Ava was.
“I’ll tell them my name and admit I have a problem and say their
prayer, and it’ll all be good again. I swear it will.”

“It’s too late,” Ava said back. “You didn’t
come back to the apartment again last night, and now today after
work. I just can’t do it anymore.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I had a horrible day
at work yesterday, and—”

“It’s always a bad day, Kyle,” she said.
“Always some reason why you go to the bar and come home throwing up
and crying.”

“What do you need from me?” he asked. “What
will make this better for you?” His best strategy, as far back as
he could remember, was to turn the conversation onto other people,
get the focus off himself and his problems and ramblings. It was
always best to know what other people were feeling, anyhow. He
needed to know what was going on inside of someone else’s head in
order to release what was going on inside his own, match deep
thought for deep thought.

“Kyle, I love you,” she said in a voice that
suggested otherwise. “But it’s over.” Red shoes gone. Door slammed
hard enough to bust his skull from reverb.

He slumped back onto the floor after that,
his cheek pressed right against the rough, matted rug. The
apartment was suffocatingly hot, and as the humid air enclosed him,
sticking to his already damp skin, he retched and pressed an arm to
his stomach. Nobody was there to pick him up this time. Nobody was
there to pull him to his knees, shake him and clean him up. Had he
really expected that Ava’s sole purpose in life was to shake him
and clean him up every time he did this?

With a faint moan he stood up, tested the
strength of his legs, and carried himself to the kitchen. He picked
up a mug of coffee in the sink, tilted it into his mouth, and
swallowed what was left from that morning. Despite the heat in the
apartment, the coffee was cold. It tasted stale and sour and he
retched again. He dragged himself to the cabinet, pulled down a
bottle of aspirin, and ate three pills.

For a while he sat on the couch, staring
ahead at the blankness of the wall. He was thirty-nine, no
children, and now no girlfriend. Life was half over and he’d
failed. It didn’t come as much of a surprise to him that he’d
failed; what came as a surprise was that he’d failed so quickly.
Just ten years ago, he wasn’t exactly successful, but had high
hopes. He had hopes that he’d settle down with a wonderful woman,
hopes that he’d succeed in life, hopes that he’d stop craving the
warmth and comfort of a steady stream of alcohol when difficulties
piled onto one another like horrific car crashes.

Last week he’d nearly lost his job at the
Volkswagen dealership when he came in drunk and almost sold some
poor old woman the wrong car, a car that hadn’t even been for sale
and was on the lot for repairs. It was mistakes like these that put
his job as a car salesman in jeopardy, and his boss, for whatever
reason, took pity on him each time and overlooked it. But one more
mistake and that would be it. One more mistake and he’d be
jobless.

There was always AA, but considering that
would seal his label of failure. Stepping into an AA meeting,
surrounded by stares of pity from strangers and engulfed in the
stench of stale coffee, would be like admitting he couldn’t do this
himself, that he was weak. He needed to be his own second chance,
his own positive whirling wind, his own fresh start. Pick
yourself up, he thought. But he didn’t believe his own pep
talks anymore.

Ava walking into his life, the sister of one
of his customers at the Volkswagen dealership, had been a blessing.
He’d lost so many women over the years for one ridiculous reason or
the other, because they wanted different things or were in
different places. Or he was drinking too much and would pull away
from a commitment, only to cling to a bottle of whiskey because it
was easier. But with Ava, he’d felt something he hadn’t felt in a
while. She was the type of woman who would lift him up when he
fell. The type of woman with a gold heart and a steel resolve.

Over the years, he’d perfected what he
wanted in a woman. It was easy for him to pick her out, and if a
million women were lined up in front of him, he would know exactly
which one was his match. He’d always gone for the same type…a
bubbly blonde with a true heart but a fiery spirit. His first love,
when he was eleven years old and all through his high school years,
was this kind of girl. He even wondered if every woman after
Vanessa Lawrence had to live up to his memory of her.

He’d lost touch with Vanessa after high
school when she’d gone to college in New York. He remembered that
she wanted to be a fashion designer, but more than that, he
remembered how much he’d loved her. He remembered how she looked,
every fine detail of her face, how her curly lemon-blonde hair
bounced when she ran. He remembered the taste of strawberry on her
lips when they kissed beneath a pine tree in his old neighborhood.
He also remembered that she was the first girl who saw him for what
he truly was, and had constantly moved away from him because she
knew better.

He stood from the couch and made his way to
the bedroom, hoping some merciful angel would take pity on him and
help him die in his sleep because he was too much of a coward to do
the deed himself. He’d considered it, too many times to count, and
enough times that he probably should have consulted a professional
for help. He thought about what he’d do to end it all…one
spectacular gunshot or an attractive display of bridge diving,
something quick and dramatic, just as his life had been. But
whenever he thought about the blood or the pain, he changed his
mind before the next morbid detail fully formed.

He dropped down on the unmade bed, hung his
head, and said a silent prayer for Ava’s safety. A prayer that she
would have a good future without him. A prayer that God would lift
him into the brighter horizon of the earth again. But he didn’t
feel like anyone heard him. He felt like God had left him a long
time ago, but he never once believed God wasn’t real. The belief he
had stemmed from one simple thing his mother had said when he was a
little boy: “Life is proof of God.” That was all it took for him,
as small as he was at the time, to believe in something so big and
so invisible. Or maybe it was the strength in his mother’s voice
when she’d uttered the words by his bedside that night. She
believed in God, with every ounce of her being, and Kyle knew if
she believed with that much intensity and passion, God had to be
real.

The full-body sting returned as he thought
over his lost loves, Ava now among them. How many great women had
he lost? Not enough for record books, but enough that he probably
should have learned a lesson a long time ago. With another deep
pain in his stomach, he clutched his hair in one hand and rested
back in the bed. There was no one left to call, no one to turn to.
He couldn’t burden his mother with this, and his father had passed
away three years ago. He had no brothers or sisters. His coworkers
were just that, only people he worked with. He had nobody close at
the car dealership. They were all tuned in to his status as the
loser alcoholic on the job.

As sick as he was from stopping at the bar
after work, he still craved another drink. Something to wash the
sickness down his throat. A cure-all and mind-number. A dose of
heaven in a glass. But what he really craved, more than anything
else, was to go back to when life was on the cusp of greatness.
When hope reigned. He wanted to step into a luminescent time
machine, carry himself back through his thirties, and start the
whole decade over again.

But that, he knew, was impossible.


Chapter Two

 


Brandon Ballas slipped into bed beside his
wife Jean. She smelled good tonight, as she always did, like flower
petals steeped in a fruity concoction. That scent, coupled with her
soft auburn hair and bright turquoise eyes, was what had first
drawn him to her in college. Since then, they’d been inseparable.
Jean had understood where he was going and seemed to know how to
help him get there. She was a guiding light in a life he’d already
planned out, and she escorted him in a direction they had in
common: fall in love with your soul mate, get married, become
successful and wealthy in steady careers, and make a family. Until
that afternoon, that dream was their reality. They lived it like it
was a daily routine: wake up, live the life of your dreams, go to
sleep at night.

Usually Jean was reading a book in bed,
something fictional and intelligent. But tonight, her focus was on
Brandon, and she rolled into him, pushing back his thinning blond
hair.

“Another project will come up soon,” she
said. “This is just a temporary setback.”

“Nobody buys houses in a bad economy,” he
replied. “And if nobody is buying or building, nobody needs me to
design houses.”

“You’re a good architect,” she said. “Just
because it’s slow now doesn’t mean you have to throw in the towel
with Ballas and Monroe.”

Ballas & Monroe was the architecture
business Brandon had set up with his buddy Ferris Monroe from
college, just after graduation. Throughout their college years
they’d saved money doing odd jobs, then taken out loans with
wealthy family members and scraped together enough to procure an
office. They’d hired draftsmen, secured some projects, and built
houses over the last fifteen years. The company had done so well
that when Jean announced she was pregnant with their first child,
Brandon told her she could quit her teaching job. She loved the
job, but she loved being a mother more. They’d been well-off enough
to live that lifestyle.

“I could go back to work,” she said. “Logan
and Andrew are old enough now.”

Brandon shook his head. “Not yet,” he said.
“We still have some savings left, and that will get us through
until it picks up or I find a job with another company. I owned my
own business…I’m sure I can get my foot in the door with that, even
if it’s not exactly what I want to do for now.”

“We have plenty of things we could sell,
too.”

Now she was treading in dangerous water, and
Brandon pulled away from her. He loved her more than he loved
himself, but talk of selling any of their expensive things sent a
pulse of blood to his forehead.

“Just a minute ago, you were telling me not
to throw in the towel,” he said. “Now you practically have one foot
in the poor house.”

“I’m just being realistic.” She pulled the
covers up to their necks. “I don’t want you to give up, but if you
have to, I’m saying we have so much here we don’t need: crystal
chandeliers and extra couches, guitars that Logan never even plays,
jewelry I never wear.”

“You sell your jewelry and I’ll never speak
to you again.”

Jean tapped her finger on his nose. “I find
that hard to believe.”

“It’s a firm threat,” he said, and laughed
with her.

She snuggled close to him, and he was just
about to press his lips to hers when a knock came at their bedroom
door. He dropped his face into her hair and sighed.

“Mommy?” came Andrew’s little voice.
“Daddy?”

“Don’t they ever sleep?” he said.

Andrew was eight years old, their youngest.
He was a quiet boy, always had a book in his hand, and did well
academically. But in parent-teacher meetings, his teachers always
mentioned a problem with making friends, and on one occasion,
Brandon and Jean had been called in when Andrew fled a group
project about dinosaurs and hid in the bathroom. Brandon never knew
quite what to do to help him with his bouts of separation anxiety
and shyness. Andrew’s eleven-year-old brother, Logan, was just the
opposite. He hadn’t really needed a thing. Brandon found it
difficult to show Logan the love he needed when his younger brother
seemed to require so much more. It was a difficult balance, and he
hoped he was doing a good job as their father.

“Come on in,” he said as the door creaked
open.

“What’s the matter, honey?” Jean asked
him.

“Logan says we’re going to lose our house
and live with the bums. Is he right?”

Brandon never hit either of his boys, but he
was angry with Logan for this. He choked on an accurate response
until Jean took over.

“Oh, honey,” Jean said, and scurried out of
bed. “Logan is not being truthful with you.” Brandon watched as she
scooped Andrew up and carried him out of their room, back into his
own room to settle him back in. His chest tightened in a way it
never had before, a massive crunch of fear tensing through him.
He’d been well-off his entire life, from childhood to now at nearly
middle age. His parents had always given him whatever he asked for,
to the point where he knew he’d been the spoiled child people often
went off about, strangers and family alike. When he was young, he
had the nicest bicycle of all the kids on the street, the grandest
house in the neighborhood, and was the first one in high school to
drive in with a brand new car.

With this showering of expensive items
throughout his childhood and adolescence, and graduating college so
successfully before going on with an even greater business
achievement, he hadn’t had time to take a microscope to the one
fear he’d always had, the fear that popped up every few years or so
that he beat back down because it could never possibly happen. His
greatest fear that one day, he’d be poor.

Jean was reassuring, but she didn’t know the
full truth. The business had been suffering for a few years now,
since spring of 2009 to be exact, and Ballas & Monroe was
barely keeping afloat. Projects came in less and less, even when
they’d tried a disastrous dive into the world of mechanical
architecture and hired an engineer. Brandon was most passionate
about designing houses, and unless he was doing that, something
felt wrong. Since the debacle with the engineer, he felt they were
stretching to achieve a goal he wasn’t even familiar with.

He sank his head back into the pillow,
imagining some awful scene that hadn’t even played out yet; Jean
wearing a ragged blue sweater from a second-hand store, Logan
crying over a broken bike that Brandon couldn’t afford to fix,
Andrew needing medical care but the family lacking any medical
coverage. To spare Jean the internal stress and worry, he’d lied to
her about the savings account, or at least made it seem like the
savings was still intact, as they’d left it over the years: no less
than twelve-thousand dollars, the equivalent of six months mortgage
just in case the unthinkable happened. And though Brandon had left
the unthinkable as just that over the years, now it was on top of
him like a suffocating monster, and all he could do was stare it in
the eyes.

He’d sank the bulk of the savings account
into Ballas & Monroe for the sole purpose of keeping the last
draftsman from being laid off. The guy, a man in his early
thirties, had a two-year-old at home and needed the money. He
needed the job. Brandon had pulled chunk by chunk out of the
savings and used it to keep a regular paycheck going for his only
employee. But he was scraping the bottom of the account now, and
soon he’d be forced to go ahead with the layoff. He’d discussed
this with Ferris, who didn’t quite have the heart he had, and
wanted to do a clean sweep from the beginning of the problems,
leaving just the two of them on the sinking ship of Ballas &
Monroe.

Jean walked back into the room, her designer
nightgown silky and white against her porcelain skin. She’d aged
well, not nearly as poorly as he’d aged. His hair had always been
thin, and little by little it was falling away, exposing the shiny
top of his scalp. In a few years he was sure he’d be bald, or
worse, suffering from the hair-halo monstrosity some middle-aged
men had going on. Poor and bald. Was there anything worse than that
combination?

“Where were we?” Jean said, and slipped back
into bed.

Never once, in all the years since college,
had Brandon turned down love making with Jean. She was beautiful in
such a way that he could be in any shape, weak or dying, and he’d
still find a way to pull through and satisfy her. But tonight he
closed his eyes and let out a faint, sleepy breath of air.

“Falling asleep,” he said.

The light went off. Jean entwined her legs
with his in the position they always slept in, and in a few
moments, her warm sleeping exhales fell over his neck.

He tossed and turned after that, trying not
to wake her but finding it unusually uncomfortable in the bed. His
mind raced with what-ifs, and he kept playing that same scene of
poverty and illness. He kept hearing Andrew’s question over and
over: “Logan says we’re going to lose our house and live with the
bums. Is he right?”

Brandon didn’t know if Logan was right.
Maybe that was why he was so angry with him. Logan had obviously
overheard something he shouldn’t have, so common with kids, no
matter how hard he tried to keep it all behind a wall they would
never be able to penetrate. Or maybe kids just picked up these
things because they were so attuned to their parents’ emotions.
Maybe it hadn’t taken more than a few poorly disguised words. Or
maybe—and his shoulders sunk at the thought—Jean knew more than he
thought she did and cried in despair when she thought nobody was
listening.

Jean’s advice to sell their expensive but
unnecessary things wasn’t so far off from a firm assurance he’d
already given himself. They’d had money for many years. They had
nice things. But even so, those things, now considered used or
second-hand, would only get them through a few more weeks. There
was no choice but to step off the fully submerged bow of Ballas
& Monroe, let it sink with dignity, and swim off to find
something else, something better, more solid and secure. And he
hoped, as one last horror attached itself to his fear of becoming
poor, that when all was said and done, they wouldn’t lose the
house. He’d designed the house himself, gone over every inside and
outside detail with Jean. Their dream house. Crystal chandeliers in
the front hall. Hardwood floors throughout. A balcony with a
telescope. A cozy library. Two extra rooms for the two perfect
children they planned to have then, and the dream (as it always had
back then) had come true in the form of Logan and Andrew. Two blond
little boys who made the house hum with spirit and life and the
simple joys of being young and carefree. Now, the house wasn’t
worth what it had been years ago. Now, he would be lucky to break
even with what he owed on it.

With the finality of his decision to close
the business for good, his mind unequivocally made up, Brandon
entwined his legs with Jean’s again. He wrapped his arms around her
waist, recalling eleven years ago when her waist had expanded when
she was pregnant with Logan. Their first baby inside her belly,
growing so fast that she seemed to swell a little more each day,
and in this very bed he’d talked to his unborn child. Then, three
years later, he’d done the same with Andrew. The three of them were
his greatest treasures and the three people he would always live
and die for, no matter what. He had to be strong for them. He had
to provide for them and make sure they had warmth and food and
safety. He had to make sure they had what they needed in life, from
the serious business of medical care to the easy pleasures of
bubble baths and hamburgers.

He closed his eyes as a tear spilled down
his cheek and dripped into Jean’s hair, not waking her.

cover.jpg





tmp_915ad257eb0b1b31df544df930945ca1_eRR3lG_html_78f7320f.jpg
Back to

Bluckory Sond

Carla Trueheart





tmp_915ad257eb0b1b31df544df930945ca1_eRR3lG_html_73bd2e92.jpg





