Joline Smith

The Sleepover


The leather couch is cold and uncomfortable.  I pull my blanket closer around myself but it doesn't seem to do much good.  I think it is this house.  It's too white, so unlike my own.  A layer of thin white plastic is spread across perfect cream colored carpet protecting it from the dirt of shoes.  I think of my own carpet, so stained with the remnants of crafts gone awry.  This house feels just like my friendship with Jess: Awkward.


Jess and I shouldn't have been friends.  We had no common interests. We didn't complement each other.  In fact, to be entirely honest, I didn't even know if I liked her.  The only reason we were friends were because  our boyfriends are best friends, basically inseparable, so whenever they wanted “alone time” to “be men” we were left at home.  Instead of sitting alone we decided to hang out.  


Usually, we would see a movie or go to dinner, things that didn't involve much talking on interaction. When she drove, I would put up with her music, and when I drove she would put up with mine.  For a few minutes, we would try to find something interesting to talk about, something we both liked, but generally we resorted to talking about Chris and Griffin.  “Can you believe Griffin did...?” or “Does Chris do that too?” and those conversations could usually get us through the night.  


Tonight was different.  I don't know what possessed her to do it, she must have been feeling particularly lonely that night, Jess asked me to spend the night at her house. And I don't know what I was thinking, but I agreed. 


Now I was here, awkwardly sitting in her big white house on her uncomfortable black couch watching a movie that I didn't really like.  Each of us were secretly checking our cell phones waiting for our boyfriends to call and say goodnight.  Neither wanted the other to know that they were not enjoying themselves but both understood.   


Finally, our phones rang almost simultaneously as our boyfriends each arrived home.  Within minutes, Jess and Chris were fighting.  I wandered into another room to avoid listening to their private conversation.  I ended up in a downstairs guest bedroom sitting on the guest bed.  My conversation with Griffin was short.  He was tired and wanted to go to sleep. 


I continued to sit in the guest bedroom long after my phone call had ended.  I told myself it was because I didn't want to interrupt Jess' conversation but in reality I was not particularly eager to return to our girls night.  I looked around the room. The room, like the rest of the house, was too white and clean for my taste. Only the pictures on the walls interrupted the white.  One picture in particular caught my eye.  I wandered over to the wall where four smiling faces stared back at me.  Two of the faces I recognized.  One was Jess and the other was her little brother.  The other two faces I had never seen before but I knew instantly who they were.  


“Did I ever tell you the story?”  Jess's voice broke the silence and hung in the air.  I jump and then reddened.  I was caught.  Jess lived with her aunt. The faces I had been studying so closely were those of her parents.  When Jess had first moved here, I had asked her about her parents.  “They are dead”  She said it simply and emotionlessly.  When I had expressed my condolences and asked what happened she had said she would rather not tell me because people tend to feel awkward when she did.

Like any other American, that just made me more curious.  I had spent hours googleing her family on the internet, yes I knew the story.  


“No I don't know,” I replied. A lie was easier.  “My dad lost his job.  He was really depressed.  My mom couldn't take it.  She couldn't cheer him up.  When she filed  for divorce it killed him.  Looking into his eyes were like looking into black holes.  He was gone”  She stopped for a moment. “I had a internship in the city by my house, and it was my first day.  I drove myself there on the expressway and I had just gotten my license.  I was so proud of myself.  I knew something is wrong when my mom didn't come home to drive me”.  


“My dad had taken my little brother golfing.  When my mom went to go pick him up, my parents got into a heated conversation.  My brother said my dad showed her something in his coat.  He said mom told him to go ask Mrs. Bolten for a ride home.  She and dad needed to talk”.


I kept expecting Jess to cry, but she never did.  She picked up her story again.  “What my dad had shown my mom was a gun.  He shot her and then himself.  The police found them in the car behind my dad's old office building.” She didn't stop to look at my reaction.  I followed her lead and tried to keep my face neutral.  “I can tell this story a thousand times and side with my mom, but tonight I am siding with my dad.  When my mom left him it killed him.  He was crazy, he needed help, he did something horrible, but he is my dad and I still love  him”.  I wondered who she was trying to convince.  


My eyes met hers, and for the first time I saw her as a friend and not just my boyfriend's best friend's girlfriend.  “I'm proud of you, you're a wonderful, strong person, and I am glad to know you.  I am so sorry you had to go through this.”  For the first time ever, I saw Jess's eyes fill with tears, for just a second she let herself be weak.  Tomorrow morning we would go back to being acquaintances, companions out of necessity but tonight, wrapped in this painful secret we were best friends.  

