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BIRTHDAYS AND A BOOK I’LL ALWAYS REMEMBER
Getting me out of bed before noon on a weekend is like breaking into a car—it takes a steel tool and a lot of guts.  So when my eyes caught the square red numbers 10:36 on their way to finding the tune that had crept around in the blur between sweet sleep and glaring sun for almost a half hour, I was kind of pissed.  “Who the hell?”  I said aloud as I recognized the never-ending tune as my ringtone.  Eyes squeezed shut, I rolled off my bed, still a little dizzy from the night’s last Long Island.  Under my unfolded jeans, inside my black purse, my phone’s screen flashed “Gretchen.” “Oh.”  I laughed.  Guess I couldn’t be mad at my best friend on her birthday.  

 “Gretch!” I practically yelled.  “Hap—“

“Holly, oh my God.”  She sounded relieved to hear me.

“What?”  I heard tears in her throat.  “What’s wrong?”


“James and Jenny were coming for my birthday last night…”

“I know.”  I remembered meeting Jenny on my way to English the Thursday before.  It was still warm enough to walk to class without a jacket, but the trees were yellow and orange and a light breeze was enough to send the colors whirling down, onto the sidewalk.  She asked if I was going to ride along with her and her boyfriend for the three-hour drive to Bowling Green for Gretchen’s birthday party.  

“I was going to come and couldn’t, remember?...  Gretchen?”  


“James fell asleep at the wheel…”  She was trying to swallow her sobs, and now I felt something was really wrong.  I felt her needing to tell me something and wanting to say nothing.  Oh my god, not James.  I thought.  Jenny loves James.  She loves him so much.  

“They went off the side of the road…”  My chest tightened a little, making the breath I took in shaky and slow.  I caught a glimpse of my face in the mirror as the color left it, leaving my skin like paper, and I wasn’t inside myself anymore.  Not again.  Please God, don’t let this be happening again.  I watched my hand push against my chest, watched my shoulders cave forward.  Watched from somewhere safe, where nothing could hurt.  

“They went off the road and Jenny was killed.”  Killed.  The word took the feeling from my legs and my knees hit the floor, bringing the rest of me with them.  Face down, hand over my eyes, I let the heavy tears gush from the front of my face until Gretchen asked if I’d be alright.

I saw myself smear them away, looking at my fingers blackened by wet eyeliner.   I said yeah, I’d be okay.  My roommate would be home soon and I’d be okay by myself until then.  I hung up, got up, moved carefully through the hallway, slowly, to the kitchen.  My bare feet padded on the carpet, then stuck to the linoleum floor.  I saw my hand hold a glass under the tap until it was halfway full of water, hold it, and empty it on top of a white countertop, sticky from the beer the night before.  I found a sponge while some of the water overflowed the counter’s edges, and pressed it hard to the surface, trying to wipe away what had happened the night before.  On my knees, I scrubbed the sticky stinky floor, only letting three tears mix into the soapy beer grime before finishing, standing, sticking, and scrubbing all over again.

While I scrubbed, I thought about how Jenny wouldn’t have missed any of our birthdays.  How she was determined to keep the five of us, who said we’d be friends forever, connected.  Maybe if she wasn’t so damn considerate everything would be okay.  I thought if she’d have just stayed here, at Miami, the school she worked so hard to finally get accepted to… if she’d have worried about herself more and her friends less… Maybe if she wasn’t such a good person she’d still be here and everything would be okay.  


 Nine months later, I was working as a nanny for the summer, taking care of two kids while their parents were at work.

“Tanner quit it!... TannerrRRR!... Holly, tell Tanner to get OFF me!”

“What?!”  I jumped.  Tanner was on top of twelve-year-old Madi, both arms around her neck, twisting her head sideways.  “Tanner, off.  You can hug your sister later.”
“Hug?”  He grimaced at the word.  “That was a Reverse Suplex Headlock!”
“Cool, now get away from her.”  Apparently the book I grabbed off their mom’s shelf was hindering my usually-superb nanny instincts.  Arranging a normal, everyday headlock in my presence without me noticing I could deal with.  But a wrestling move as elaborate as the Reverse Suplex?  I’d have to borrow the book and save it for when I got home.  

I’m glad I waited to keep reading, because the book was hard to read.  Not I-don’t-get-it hard.  More like so-sad-I-don’t-know-if-I-can-keep-reading hard.  But I had to keep reading.  From the first page, when I met Susie Salmon, I was involved.  From a heaven that she designed for herself, Susie told the story of her life coming to a brutal end when she was fourteen, and how her mom, dad, brother, sister, and friends dealt with her death.  Even if it was hard for me to read, I was too connected to Alice Seabold’s characters in The Lovely Bones to back out.  
When I grabbed the book, wanting nothing more than to occupy myself during reading time with the kids, I didn’t know what I was getting myself into.  I didn’t know I was jumping into a tragic loss with people I would grow connected to.  I didn’t know I’d be driven to experience a similarly sorrowful time in my life all over again.    

That’s why it was hard to read.  As Susie remembered parts of her life, I remembered Jenny.  Susie remembering her best friend Clarissa and how they had their own language, saying they got the “skeevies” when someone creeped them out, reminded me of how Jenny and I talked.  During high school, she would write me notes about whatever boy she had a crush on, using his initials and spelling so with extra o’s to say she liked him sooooo much.  Susie burning everything in home ec. reminded me of Jenny’s imperfections, falling up the stairs and spilling red Kool-Aid on her dad’s carpet, peeing on her grass skirt at the Jimmy Buffett concert and laughing as she waddled out of the Porto-potty.    

When Susie thought about her mom, I thought about Jenny’s.  Jenny’s mom, who only left her home alone one night in her life, to come home and find that Jenny had had a party and forgotten to take out the trash bag of beer cans; who wouldn’t let her only child leave the driveway, even at eighteen years old, without her seatbelt buckled; and who started buying everything she could in purple, Jenny’s favorite color, after she died.


Susie’s mom, who thought about leaving her family while coping with her daughter’s death, reminded me of James.  Wanting to escape to the life she had before marriage and kids—before love—Mrs. Salmon avoided the people she cared about.  James, soon after the funeral, avoided those of us who were close to Jenny, and close to him.  He didn’t answer my calls, didn’t hang out anywhere Jenny and him used to go, where he knew we would be, and stopped visiting Jenny’s mom and dad.  

  I also found a part of myself in every one of the characters, each of them embodying a different stage of my grief.  I had been angry like Susie’s dad, and confused like her brother Buckley, too young to understand.  I was afraid to feel close to anyone ever again, like Susie’s mom, and hardened myself like Lindsey, her sister, to complete mundane demands of school when I returned.  I cared about the people Susie cared about, and didn’t want to leave them until I thought they would be okay.  Despite the despair within the event that prompted the story, there was enough hope throughout to assure me that they will all, eventually and in their own ways, be okay.  
Even though I had to scrub my kitchen four times before talking to anyone, or even looking up, I eventually drove home to start figuring out life without Jenny.  The four of us who Jenny held so close to her, promising we’d always be friends, reunited to do this.  With them, I faced Jenny’s parents—let her mom squeeze me like I was her own, and told her dad a funny story about Jenny every time he asked, even when I ran out and had to start over, telling him ones he’d already heard.  With them behind the podium in the church, I held myself together during my part of our eulogy.  And with them, day by day, I said good-bye.  

Each of us—Dani, Kate, Gretchen, and I—dealt with losing Jenny differently.  And each of us has changed since that day, almost a year and a half ago, when Gretchen’s call woke me.  Dani, unfulfilled by the people she’s me at her college in Florida, and unhappy with seeing her family and us, her friends, only once a year, moved closer to home and goes to Ohio State.  Kate’s here at Miami, and won’t hang up the phone or walk away from someone she knows without saying “I love you,” or without making them say “I love you” back.  Gretchen’s still at Bowling Green and looks forward to the day she can drive down the highway toward her school without going under the overpass, glancing at mile-marker 213, and wondering “What if?”  She looks forward to being able to enjoy her birthday—celebrate life without thinking about death.  And she calls more now.  She realizes how lucky we each are to have each other.  
I’m still at Miami, in my third year, and will always have a picture of me and Jenny on my desk.  Now, I can look at the picture without being sad or angry or regretful.  I can be happy that I had such a great friend and that I can always have her with me, along with the rest of the people I love, as long as I think about the time we shared.
When we go home for holidays, we have lunch with Jenny’s mom, and make sure we see her dad.  We go to the cemetery, just to pat the grass on top of her grave and make sure everything looks okay.  When one of us has a birthday, we make sure we’re all together.  And, just like the people Susie loved, the ones Jenny would pick for her self-made heaven are going to be okay.
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