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Joy: Last Ride

That night she went home and overdosed on pills | didn't know she
took. The week between then and the funeral, I'd wondered if she would've
lived if I'd said yes, if we'd have been watching TV together in a shitty motel in
Indiana, or if she’d have just done it there instead. Everyone said that wasn't
the sort of thought | was supposed to have, but it kept crawling unhappily in the
corners of my mind anyway: she was so close to making it out. | closed her last

door.

“I'm sorry,” you said finally, after the second bag of fries was nearly
empty. “l know—" You reached for my hand and then pulled back, tapping
your fingers restlessly against the table. “You loved her a lot. It must be hard.”

I swallowed. | wasn't close to crying—hadn't cried since the night
I'd found out—but | blinked back phantom tears regardless. “Yeah,” | said. |
wished | hadn’t been so fast to finish my milkshake, just so I'd have something to
do other than look at your open wide face, the way your eyes were fixed upon
me. “l guess it is.”

You always got awkward when things were serious. | remembered the
way you'd looked in the tenth grade after | broke up with Adam from English
class—when 1'd said, my hands clenched into tight fists, that | wasn't really
that bothered about it because | was probably in love with Jessica. You were
wearing the same expression now: like you wanted to look away but couldn’t
let yourself. Like | was feeling too much and you wanted to undo it, somehow.

You didn't try to, though, because we weren't fifteen anymore. Instead
you said: “It wasn't your fault.”

“Yeah,” | said again. It was, but if | said so out loud I'd sound insane,
and anyway, it was easier to pretend it wasn't. That it was the bitter winter,
the sun sinking out of view in the mid-afternoon, the moon slicing through the
sky like a gash. That she got so cold one day she decided she couldn’t do it
anymore. That her mouth didn't slip into a frown and stay there forever when |
said you love it here.

You reached for me properly, then, your hand warm and solid over
my own. Your thumb ran circles over my knuckles. | wanted it to be reassuring,
so | pretended it was. You were so reticent about it that for a minute | saw your
fifteen-year-old self superimposed over you, knobby-kneed with braces, your
hands warm and solid even then, and Jessica on your right, her hair falling

behind her in a long black curtain like it always had before she cut it short.

We drove to an open field two hours out. The last time we were here

was back in high school. The frost bit at us then, too, and we’d stubbornly worn
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shorts and t-shirts just to show we could brave it. I'd been miserable, but so had
everyone. |'d tried to convince myself and everyone else that | hated it here,
that one day I'd pack up and move to California for college and never come
back.

Jessica had said, “Don't, I'll miss you,” so | didn't. You had. | thought
maybe it was because you'd been in love with her, too, and | was winning a
competition only we knew about, but you just wanted warmer weather.

| didn't hate it here back then, and | didn’t now. The sky was open and
starry and glazed over with cool blue clouds, and the cold felt like a comfort,
like it was pouring itself into me and replacing the sticky inertia of grief, plead-
ing: you have to live. | wanted to feel horrible. | wanted the winter to make me
worse, but it didn't. It just kept me awake and wide-eyed and searching for
something else that could be so beautiful and blameless.

One of your hands was on the steering wheel; the other was on my
wrist. “We used to come out here and scream,” you said. With the cool light
of the sky and the warm lights of the car, you were cast in peculiar shades of
orange and blue, like a painting half-done. “Do you remember? It never made
me feel better, really, but | thought—at least there was an end to everything,
even my voice, and then | could go on living.”

My tongue felt warm and too thick to speak. | stepped out of the car
and took in a lungful of freezing air, and then | screamed until | was raw with
it. When | turned back you weren't smiling, but your eyes were bright, and you

screamed, too, until our voices gave out and | could pretend | heard Jessica

screaming with us, and we went back home.
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