

Jenna tells Gail and Bennett about the letter 

The atmosphere was ominous even before seven when Gail and Bennett showed up. 


“I'm going out with Glenn,” said Autumn, pulling on her coat. “You don't look so hot. Are you getting sick or something?” she asked Jenna who was lying on her back on the sofa with her arm over her eyes.


“No, I'm okay,” she said. Jenna couldn't even look at Autumn. She was swimming in a sea of guilt at what she had, albeit inadvertently, done to Autumn. Her anger at her sister had eaten away at her for so long that she had lost sight of, never even had sight of, Autumn. The eyes of her heart saw the paintings and her own interior, knowing that Lara had in many ways, wrecked her life as well as her own. And Autumn's too was being wrecked, buffeted by Lara and Jenna's intense dislike for one another. She was being shredded along with everything else that had happened.

This was an entirely new sense of responsibility that was weaving her into it's grasp. Autumn wasn't hers. How could it be her fault that she was born to Lara? How could it be her fault that Lara ended up like she had, a train wreck barreling along until she slammed into some kind of wake up call.


A wake up call that had been Autumn. Autumn had saved Lara. Didn't that count for something?


“What's all that stuff there?” asked Autumn, pointing to the letters strewn on the table, the black ledger book on top of them.


Jenna started up as though shocked by the sofa. She gathered the things up. “Nothing that would interest you,” she said praying the girl's eagle eye had not read anything.


“You've been really weird since you picked me up at school. Are you sure you're not getting sick?”


“No, I'm fine. Really,” said Jenna firmly, feeling her stomach flip-flop. “'You have any idea what time will you guys be back?” She didn't want to pry. It was the first sign of a friendship that Autumn was showing. That she could even make friends. Jenna didn't want to seem too suspicious.

“Not too late. It's just a chance to meet a couple of his friends that are playing some music together. It's a school night.”


“I'm glad  you're getting to meet some new kids. Glenn seems like a nice guy.”


Autumn blushed and looked away. “It's nothing. He's just a nice guy. Everybody is his friend.”


“I just meant--”


Autumn opened the door. She looked positively angelic in the new blue coat Jenna had bought her. “I'll wait out here,” she said stepping out onto the porch and closing the door behind her with a thud.


Jenna flopped back down on the sofa to wait for Gail and Bennett, knowing that they would give her some idea of how to handle this. She was immobilized by the disorientation that happens when reality folds back on itself and undoes everything you know, tearing the past, present and future into little shreds and throwing them up in your face.


Gail, Bennett and Jenna were always there for one another. When ever one or the other one of them needed something—a kick in the seat of the pants- a tissue to weep into, a little, or even a lot of, asked for or unwanted, advice, they were there for one another.


When Bennett's brother killed himself, Gail went with him to the morgue to identify the body and Jenna flew home from Holland where she was on a painting trip. Neither of them cared any longer what the neighbors tought of agay man living with a black, dred-lock-headed woman a foot taller than he was. They were a couple, lovers or not, they were beloved to one another.


When Gail had to testify for a cousin that she adored for armed robbery,  even though she knew he was most likely guilty, Jenna and Bennett sat behind the defense table every day until the sentencing hearing.


Whenever Jenna finished a painting, she was able to come out on the other side feeling relieved. She knew she could show Bennett and Gail the paintings because they understood exactly the place in her heart and where in her life she was painting from and they never judged her for her the inability to forgive and forget. Would they be able, now, to help her somehow tresh out of the thicket of self-condemnation she found herself lost in?


When Bennett read the first letter his face drained of all blood. “Holy shit!” he whispered.


“I didn't get to bed until two last night. I'm missing out on sleep because of this,” said Gail. She was slumped in an armchair, her head wrapped in a cone of acqua colored batik, resting back with her eyes closed. 


Jenna hadn't said a word, only pointed to the stack of letters when the two of them came in. Bennett knew that something was wrong but Gail was so wiped out, she failed to notice the way her friend's lips trembled.


“Are these for real?” Bennett said.


Gail cracked one. Bennett's face made her sit up and pay attention and she grabbed several of the letters and shuffled through them, her face more and more horrified.


Jenna nodded. “Oh my God!” she whispered. “What have I done?”


This was the sort of emotional mess she had arranged her life to avoid. It was predictable that if Lara showed up, something akin to a tornado would suck Jenna in and create a vortex that was impossible to extricate haerself from. This was the mother of all tornadoes. 


She had been good. A stand up girl, just like Dad wanted. Hardworking; concientious; honest to a fault; The only time things had gone awry were when she had done a line of coke with Lara. 


And ended up in the bed of a crack dealer as a result. Thank you Lara.


“I think I'm gonna be sick,” said Gail after the fourth letter. “How the fuck could shit like this happen and nobody noticed, huh?” Her voice rose with indignation, hair-trigger attuned as she was to life's injustices towards women and minorities. She had fought those boundaries so long that she flipped into a rage whenever she encountered something that even smelled faintly of unfairness or victimization. And this smelled like a great, steaming pile of shit.


“I'm sorry,” said Jenna weakly, her throat constricting with the thing she thought was true even as she doubted herself, doubling back in her mind over everything she could think of that might have indicated the sexual torture that Lara had been going through. 


Gail forgot herself momentarily. “  What the hell! You were her sister! You had to know! Somebody had to know. Shit like this doesn't happen in complete ignorance of everyone!” She was leaning forward in her chair now and slapped the pages down on the coffee table.


Bennett held his hand out in a gesture of halt. “Gail! What are you doing?” said Bennett. “She's not the one who let this happen. This son-of-a-bitch Boissard is the guilty party, not Jenna!”


Gail's jaw worked back and forth as she gathered herself in. She looked at her friend, prostrate on the sofa and she realized that Jenna had been slugged right in the gut.


“Wasn't the way you thought it was, huh?” said Gail, giving ground resentfully. “Kind of fucks up all your painting, doesn't it?”


“Gail! Who's side are you on??” said Bennett. “You haven't even heard what she's had to say. Will you shut up now?”


Gail eased back in her chair, using a string of whispered swear words in three languages to try to clear her mind of her own niece who at 13 had to face her accuser in court. Life sucked. 


“Stop it!” yelled Bennett. 


“I'm sorry,” said Gail. “Girls, even Lara, getting treated like this trips my trigger.”


“And you don't think she's a little upset? It's not like she's known all along and kept it a secret from us!” said Bennett.


Jenna sat up and her head felt as though she had been on a roller coaster of a ride, slammed from one side to another, rushed uphill and down at a puke inducing pace. “I've spent my whole life thinking my sister was nothing more than a beautiful, self-absorbed, selfisIh, narcissist. I knew she wanted everybody's attention all the time. Desperate to be a star. But I didn't know she had done...this.”


“Are there more letters in the book?” asked Bennett. He threw Gail a warning glance and she heeded him and kept her mouth shut. He picked the book up and began to flip the pages one by one. 


As Jenna explained the ledger, she felt a thousand pounds drop down on her, brick after brick, a knife of shame twisting in her gut. “How could I not know?” she said, her hands spread in question.
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