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“Jared”
                                                                        By David Gifaldi
(1) Early for his appointment, Jared walked the paved trail beside the converted house that was the clinic. Normally the park-like setting with its bank of alders and tiny creek below helped him to relax before going in. But today even the playful antics of a pair of ducks couldn’t take his mind off the slip of paper in his pocket. He wished Ryan hadn’t given him the paper…hadn’t clapped him on the back and said, “She’s all yours,” with that knowing wink. Ryan was supposed to know better. Know that the mere thought of meeting girls made Jared feel as if he were hanging from some window ledge—forty stories up—fingers already starting their slide.
(2) “Ryan,” he breathed, his face beginning to throb with the pain that was always just below the surface now. Reaching up, he doffed the floppy-brimmed felt hat that had become his protection from the eyes of the world and wiped the wet from his forehead. He was at the place where the path became dirt, curving to the footbridge that led to the apartments across the way. He didn’t hear the woman and the little girl who rounded the curve together. His eyes met the woman’s for only an instant before veering down to the girl’s. He could see the girl’s lips…how they’d already begun to shape themselves into a Hello. Then stopped. He turned as abruptly, jamming the hat back on and looking to where the ducks were spinning and bobbing like well-oiled wind-up toys. Behind him he could hear the woman’s soft hushing. Footsteps moving away with increased speed. The little girl’s voice was all the louder for the quiet of the trees.

(3) “But, Mommy, what happened to that boy’s face?”

*          *          *          *          *
(4) The waiting room was set up to be calming. Framed landscapes on the walls, classical music…a thick, cushiony, blue carpet. The receptionist’s name was Beth, an older college student with a ready smile who always looked at Jared straight on.

(5) “Hi, kid,” Beth said, looking up from a textbook. “How’s it going? Don will be a few minutes yet. Need a cup of java?”

(6) “Naw. I think I’ll go it alone this time.”

(7) He hadn’t meant to be funny, but Beth cracked up. Jared had to admit it felt good to hear her snorty laugh. He took a seat in the corner near a plant that was almost a tree and picked up a New Yorker. Thumbing the pages, he was aware of the paper still stuffed in his pocket, wondering if he would share it with Don or chicken out.

(8) He’d gotten through a half-dozen cartoons, none of which were that great, when the fat woman who preceded him every Tuesday suddenly sailed in from the hall. Usually the woman came out red-eyed and clutching a fistful of tissues. But today she was tissueless and beaming. Sometimes it was that way for Jared, too. When a session went particularly well, he’d come out feeling light as a fluff ball…like one of those dandelion things you chased as a kid. The feeling would last for as long as he could keep from looking into a window or seeing his reflection in a mirror. Two or three days if he was extra careful.
(9) “Hi, Jared,” Don called from the doorway. “Be just a sec. Go ahead back.”

(10) Soft murmurs issued from the closed doors along the hall. Jared walked to the end, entered Don’s office, and threw himself into the overstuffed chair by the window. Don came in a moment later, tall and gray-haired—a cup of coffee in hand—and closed the door behind him before taking the leather chair opposite. Setting the coffee on the side table, he checked his calendar book, folded his glasses into their case, eyed the little clock only he could see, and leaned back, giving Jared the look that said, Ready when you are.

(11) This was the hard part…starting. Sometimes whole clumps of time would go by with Jared staring out the window or tracing the intricate designs of the Oriental rug with his eyes. Don never began the sessions. It must be what he learned in Shrink School…something about letting the patient make the first move. Jared thought it was a bunch of bull. He hated that initial silence during which he felt like a laboratory specimen, severed and laid out, his every move and expression open for study.

(12) “I’ve never seen you without your hat.”

(13) Jared jerked alert, thinking it impossible that Don had spoken first. “What?”

(14) I said, you’ve been coming here twice a week for almost three months now, and I’ve never seen you without your hat.”

(15) Jared tugged the hat even lower over the right side of his face. He knew he could leave. Get up, say good-bye, and be gone. Don had always said there were no rules. He could hop the bus and get home early…throw something together for dinner before his mom got home. Or walk. He liked walking now that it was getting darker earlier. Liked the dark.
(16) “There’s this girl,” he said suddenly, surprised to hear the urgency in his voice. His gaze swept the room, leaping over Don, before skidding to a stop on the rug. He had his right thumb hooked in the pocket of his jeans, fingers moving over the paper within.

(17) “I don’t know her or anything. I mean, I know her name and I’ve seen her once, but I don’t know her. Ryan met her at the mall. She was with some friends…girls. They all go to Franklin, the next school over. And Ryan and Jeff and Mark introduced themselves. I was—around. You know…I didn’t want to blow their chances. So I stayed out of sight and watched to see if the guys scored.”
(18) “Scored?”

(19) “Not in that way. To see if the girls would give them the time of day…if they were interested.”

(20) “And were they?”

(21) “Yeah. They did a lot of gabbing and got on real good. Even had Coke’s together at Friendly’s. You could tell they were having a good time—.” His voice cracked, so he cut off.

(22) “And how did that make you feel?”

(23) Don’s standard line. Jared pictured a building collapsing and Don being the first one on the scene, moving from corpse to corpse: “How did that make you feel?...How did that make you feel?”

(24) “I felt awful. I mean, I felt okay at first, seeing as how Ryan and the guys were scoring. Then I felt awful.” 

(25) Jared’s left eye had already learned to compensate for the right, which had been narrowed and pulled askew by the last surgery. His left now traced the bars of color in the rug, following the staircase design…down, over, down, over. There were shapes and patterns in everything, he thought. Even the spaces between shapes were shapes if you looked hard enough. He’d found a whole zoo of animals in the hospital ceiling after the accident. It was a textured ceiling. Textured, bumpy surfaces were best for finding things. Surfaces discolored and scarred and sewn together. Just that morning he’d found the Big Dipper in the mirror while brushing his teeth. Each star a white blotch on a raw, pink picket sky. He wondered if the doctors played the shape game during his skin grafts. Using his face for a game board.

(26) Don’s eyes remained steady and expressionless. Jared squirmed, slouching lower and flinging his leg over the chair’s armrest.

(27) “You see, this one girl…Megan…the one Ryan hit it of with…She was really beautiful. Not in the magazine way or anything. But really sharp.” He shook his head. “It’s hard to explain…the way she…you know…walked, moved. She smiled a lot, too. Only the smiles were real, not like some girls. I could just tell she was nice. Really nice. Not just cute-and-cool nice. But really nice. And afterward Ryan said she was. Said I’d really like her. And—”
(28) He stopped, knowing he’d reached that familiar place of self-pity. He could feel the warm, black ooze trying to suck him under.

(29) “Why weren’t you with the boys?” Don said. “They’re your friends, aren’t they?”
(30) Jared set his jaw. “You know why I wasn’t with them. They were trying to impress girls. To score. They didn’t need someone tagging along who would scare the girls away or make them sick.”

(31) “So you decided you’d only be a negative in this affair.”

(32) “Not just a negative. I’d blow the whole thing.”

(33) “I see. So you let the others introduce themselves and they had a good time and you stayed off by yourself, mad as hell. And that’s it?”

(34) “What do you mean, is that it?”

(35) “Well, it doesn’t sound much different from how you usually react to meeting new people.”

(36) “It’s different! Because—” he yanked the paper from his pocket. “Because later on they all traded phone numbers, and today Ryan said it was too bad in a way that he and Stephanie were getting back together because he had that phone number of the girl at the mall. Megan. The nice one. The one I’d asked him about. And he gave it to me. Gave me the number.”

(37) He felt like an idiot, holding his fist up in the air like that, his heart racing and his breath coming hard, as if he were about to lead some troops into battle. Lowering his hand, he shoved the paper back in his pocket.

(38) “Are you gonna call?”

(39) Sometimes Jared thought he could make a better therapist than Don. Don could be so thick. “What kind of question is that?” he asked.

(40) “Just a question. Are you?”

(41) “Am I what?”

(42) “Gonna call this girl…this Megan?”

(43) “No!”

(44) “Because you’re afraid she might…what?”

(45) “Because if I call and say you don’t know me but I think you’re nice and could we go out sometime and she says yes—what then?”

(46) “You could go out?”

(47) “And scare her to death when she opens the door?”

(48) “How many people have died from looking at you?”

(49) It wasn’t even worth answering. Died?...None. Sure. But how many had been repulsed? How many had looked away or stared with wrinkled faces like it was painful to see? One little boy had even screamed. Screamed right there in the library where he’d been playing under Jared’s table. The kid had popped up, giggling, his little teeth suddenly slicing into his lip before letting go with a scream that brought half a dozen people racing over.
(50) “I’m a creature feature,” Jared spat. “A regular Phantom of the Opera. An elephant man.”

(51) “You’re nothing of the sort,” Don said. “You’re scarred. From an accident. You were burned. And the marks are there. But it’s getting better. You’ll have more surgery. You’ll…”

(52) But of course Jared had heard it all before, and he closed himself off. Sealed himself into a box of silence. The same box he closed around himself in school or at home when his mind threw up the white flag of surrender, pleading for respite from the hell of mirrors and murmurs and pitying expressions. Inside the box the walls were smooth and dark and comforting—the air warm and fluid and only slightly fetid. He stayed there in the safe and the dark and the quiet. Until Don’s voice came through like a shoulder-nudging wake-up call: “I’m afraid our time is up for today. We’ll see you next time.”
*          *          *          *          *

 (53) It was one of those hurried dinners—toasted cheese sandwiches and canned lentil soup. Picking up on Jared’s mood, his mother waited till they were finished before asking about the session.

(54) “I’m tired of going,” Jared said. “Twice a week for how long? It’s a waste of money. You could save yourself a bundle. I want to quit anyway.” He cleared off their plates and slid them noisily into the sink.

(55) “You can’t quit,” she said. “You promised you’d give it six months. It was part of the deal.”

(56) Jared scoffed, but he knew it was true. It had been his idea to move. His mother’s company had an office in Salem, and she agreed to apply for a transfer only if Jared promised to enter therapy. At the time he was sick of his old classmates and friends offering their gloomy expressions of pity while keeping a safe distance away, as if he had some contagious disease. He thought a clean break would be good. He was sorry now. It was even worse being both a freak and a stranger. Having no history. He wanted to put a sign around his neck. Hi, my name is Jared Wheatley. I wasn’t born this way. I even thought I was someone once. Liked baseball and girls and even school sometimes…believed I was slick and smart and the rest of it. But that was before the nightmare. Before a ball of fire ate up half my face.

(57) If a person was still interested, he could turn the sign over, sweeten their curiosity with some real gore: How, you want to know? Excuse me for smiling. It was a barbecue. That’s right. A good old-fashioned barbecue. A cookout. Ever hear of a sixteen-year-old knocking over a can of gas into a fire?...Trying to save a plate of stupid hot dogs from tipping and elbowing over a can of gas he should never have been using anyway? Ever smelled your own skin burning? Felt your face sliding from side to side? But I go on. Here, give me your hand. Glad to meet you.”

(58) His hand moved outward and he brought it back quickly, embarrassed that his daydreams were becoming so real. It would be something to discuss with Don. Right up his alley. Fantasy versus reality. Jared saw the look of sadness in his mother’s eyes, the look that said, I know how it is. But she couldn’t. How could she? “I’m going upstairs,” he said, hurrying past her.

(59) In his room the music, the homework, nothing could take his mind off the paper with Megan’s number. On the bus ride home he’d taken the paper from his pocked and smoothed it some before slipping it into his geometry book. Now he took it out, placing it on the desk before him, intrigued by the bold letters, the purple ink, the way the sevens in the number were crossed European style.

(60) The phone was in plain sight. On the dresser across from him. A sleek, black number with a green-lit dial pad. His mother had bought it for him after the move to encourage him to be more social. The phone was another waste of money as far as Jared was concerned. The only person he ever called was Ryan, and him hardly at all since they lived so close. Not that there was a whole lot to talk about even with Ryan. The who hadn’t even a single class together at school. Ryan had befriended Jared because they were neighbors. One of Jared’s worst fears was that Ryan had been instructed by his peers to be nice to the new freak down the street.

(61) He left the desk lamp on low and flicked off the overhead so the room would be darker. The dresser’s mirror was mostly covered with posters and magazine pics—action shots of cars, baseball players, skiers, and board sailors. A small square of mirror had been left uncovered—too high to see into without standing on your toes. A bit of insurance against accidentally scarring himself.

(62) “Megan.”

(63) He let the name drop off his lips, watching his mouth move, his tongue curl. He stood on his tiptoes, his left side facing the class, amazed at how perfect that side was. He said the name again, trying just for the right stress. The music coming from the radio had suddenly softened. A ballad of some sort. Soft and intimate, like he imagined Megan’s voice would be. 

(64) The ringing drummed deep in his ear. He wondered when he had picked up the phone. How he had pressed the numbers so quickly. Was he nuts? Put the damned thing down before—
(65) “Hello.”

(66) And again. “Hello.”

(67) A girl’s voice. He cleared his throat. “Megan?”

(68) “Yes, who’s calling, please?”

(69) He paced to the center of the room and had to dive back to catch the phone before it toppled off the dresser.

(70) “This is Jared…Jared Wheatley…You don’t know me.” 

(71) There was a pause. Then, “Hey, is this a prank call? Or one of those obscene things?”

(72) “NO…This is a good call…I mean, I’m a friend of Ryan’s.”

(73) “Do I know a Ryan?” She said it almost to herself and Jared could see her brow furrowing beneath her thick bangs, a finger poised at her lips.

(74) “You met him at the mall in front of Friendly’s the other day…Saturday.”

(75) “Oh, yeah…How come this isn’t him, then?”

(76) The heat shot from his neck to his face, needle points of pain flashing on and off. “Because Ryan isn’t available,” he said. “I mean, see, he’s going steady with somebody and—“ 
(77) “And you’re his friend and he gave you my number, thinking I was up for grabs by whoever happened to have the ability to dial? Get a life, Jared whatever-your-name-is…I’m not for sale or hire.”
(78) “Don’t! Don’t hang up! It’s not like that. I mean. Ryan’s a good guy. He wouldn’t think of anyone like that.”

(79) “But you would.”

(80) “No, I just saw you with him and—“

(81) “You were one of the other guys?”

(82) “No I was…” Hiding. “Working…working at the restaurant…behind the counter.”

(83) “Do you lie often?”

(84) “Huh?”

(85) “I wasn’t born yesterday. You’ve got lie written all over your voice.”

(86) “Listen,” he said, pressing now, scared. “I just called to say hi and to say I think you’re…” Neat—no, that’s sick. “I mean, I thought you were…” Beautiful?—too much.
(87) He felt like a four-year-old on the verge of tears. “Megan, I’m sorry. It was all a mistake. Good-bye.”

(88) Crumpling the paper, he flung it hard against the wall. You’re a dork, he told himself. A first-class freak of a dork.
*          *          *          *          *

 (89) The box of silence stayed tight and tamperproof throughout the next day. He was a nonentity, a ghost floating to and from classes. After school he walked until the cold November night settled in, forcing him home. It was the hanging up that upset him the most. Such a coward’s way.
(90) After dinner he retreated to his room. Made a stab at completing some homework. Actually got halfway through a play that had been assigned for English before realizing he had no idea what the play was about. Frantic, he searched until he found the paper wrapped in dust, stuck behind the leg of his desk. Tearing the ball open, he lunged for the dresser, finger flying over the green-lit pad before his mind had a chance to say no.

(91) “Megan?”
(92) “Are you the same kid from last night?”

(93) His tongue refused to move. 

(94) “I thought you might call back.”

(95) “You did?”

(96) “Yeah, you sounded desperate.”

(97) “Oh, I’m not desperate…Just wanted to be friends.”

(98) “With a perfect stranger?”

(99) “I’m sorry for last night…I mean, for hanging up. I don’t usually act—“ 

(100) “Let’s hope not,” she cut in. “It’s Jared, right?”

(101) “Yes.”

(102) “You wanna talk? Is that why you called again?”

(103) “Please.” It sounded wheedling and he wanted to take it back, but she gave him no time.

(104) “Might not be a bad idea,” she said. “My parents are glued to the tube and I’m bored stiff since they never let me out midterm week. I guess even if you are an ax murderer, you can’t do much damage over the phone. Go ahead, shoot.”

*          *          *          *          *

 (105) Friday night. Saturday night. Sunday. Monday. Tuesday. Wednesday. Jared called each night at ten. He and Megan were so good together. There was never a lack of things to talk about. The only subject off limits for Jared was the accident. And anything to do with his looks. Megan tried to press him on the looks issue only once, but it was clear from the way he suddenly clammed up that he didn’t want to talk about it, and she let it go. “It’s even better this way,” she said. “I can picture you any way I want.”

(106) Jared’s nightly phone calls sometimes stretched until midnight. The two of them…exploring, discovering, teasing, flirting, laughing. Until week three. Friday. A note of impishness to Megan’s voice. “What size shoe do you wear?”
(107) He couldn’t help but giggle himself. Her sunny way was always infectious with him. “Eight and a half, I guess. Why?”

(108) “’Cause I’m putting together a composite.”

(109) “A what?”

(110) “A composite…of you. I figure if you give me your shoe size, waist and inseam measurements, neck and pecs and head…then I’ll be able to figure out what you look like.”

(111) “Forget the numbers,” he said. “I can describe it all in three words—tall, dark, handsome.”

(112) “Mmmm,” she said. “But my reception must be off. I can’t tell if you’re fibbing or not.”

(113) “Mom always said I was cute as a button,” he said. “Does that help?”

(114) “Nope, moms don’t count. Godzilla thought her baby was cute, too.”

(115) He felt suddenly nauseous, his gaze pitching from desk to bed to floor, desperate to locate a new topic.

(116) “If you must know, I’m dying with curiosity over the whole thing,” Megan said. “I mean, I probably know you better than any boy I’ve known in a long time. But my mental image keeps fuzzing up…changing. Won’t it be exciting to meet?”

(117) “Sure.”

(118) “Sure.” She mimicked the lackluster tone of his voice. “You don’t sound excited at all.”

(119) “No, I am. I mean, it’d be great to really meet you. It’s just that I thought we could maybe hold off for a while longer.”

(120) “Why?”

(121) “Because—“

(122) “See. No reason whatsoever. That settles it then. We can meet tomorrow. At the mall. Afternoon would be best, then it wouldn’t be like a heavy thing…you know, no pressure-filled Saturday-night thing. We could just meet in front of Friendly’s and have a Coke or something. Sound good?”

(123) “Yeah…sure…except I think tomorrow is when Mom wanted me to—“

(124) “Uh-uh,” she said. “My antennae are working loud and clear now. I told you I could spot a lie a mile off. Your social calendar is about as full as mine tomorrow. Which translates to free. Nope. It’s tomorrow, all right. How’s two sound to you?”

(125) His insides felt raked.

(126) “Good,” she said when he didn’t answer.

(127) They talked some more. Or rather, Megan did. Jared had to hang on the best he could. He hadn’t planned on this. Hadn’t planned on it at all. He wished now he’d taken the possibility more seriously and talked to Don. Don would tell him everything would be all right. It was another of Don’s standard lines. He could use a standard line right then. Something familiar. Something known—like that TV jingle he liked so much. The one he’d sung to himself in the hospital when the pain tore at him. No words. Just a tune. On TV the music was accompanied by pictures of trees and mountain trails. La-la-laaa…la-laa-la.

(128) “I guess you’re just not in a talkative mood tonight,” Megan said, finally.

(129) “Not really.”

(130) “Well, we’ll have plenty of time tomorrow. See you then, my mysterious friend.” 

(131) It was past eleven the next morning when he woke. After showering from the neck down, he washed his hair in the sink and daubed at his face with the special towelettes that smelled of menthol. Pulling on a clean pair of jeans, he spent a good ten minutes deciding on a shirt choosing in the end his light blue pinstripe, freshly pressed. Gently, he fingered some cream onto his face, a cosmetic that dulled the streaks of color and paled the lumpy ridges. Or was supposed to. He didn’t check long enough to make an assessment…just looked to see he hadn’t left any gobs.
(132) Downstairs he poured himself a cup of coffee, slurping it quickly while telling his mother he needed to pick up a few things at the mall.

(133) “I’ll be leaving soon, myself,” she said. “I’ve got a million little errands to run…I could drop you off if you want.”

(134) “No,” he replied much too loudly. “I mean, thanks, but I want to walk.”

(135) On the way the wind stung coldly and he turned up his jacket collar and lowered the brim of his hat, quickening his pace even though he knew he was early. He wondered if Megan was as nervous as he…if she’d taken extra care in deciding what to wear…if her parents knew about their meeting…if she’d swallowed that tall, dark, and handsome line. It didn’t matter. He probably wouldn’t go through with it anyway. Didn’t have to. He could back out anytime. Breeze right past her. A stranger. Cool and anonymous.

(136) Once inside the mall he headed to the sunken area of benches down from Friendly’s. It was from here that he had watched Ryan and Megan and the others the first time. The benches were laid out to look like a maze. About eight benches in all, with vinyl cushions and tilted backs. He chose the bench in the middle, farthest from the walkways on either side. Here he sat, hunkered into his jacket, his hat angled low over his face, eyeing the currents of shoppers, his gaze darting regularly to the restaurant.
(137) He gasped audibly when he saw her exit one of the smaller boutiques. Stopping to check the time, she slung the colorful canvas carryall higher over her shoulder before crossing to the restaurant with the somewhat embarrassed look of one who knows she may be being watched. Still she looked confident. And beautiful. More beautiful that he had remembered. He got a kick over the fact that she was wearing her dad’s Chicago Cubs jacket, the one she’d talked about. The jacket swung open as she walked, revealing a classy Western shirt with silver tips on the collar and big silver buttons. Reaching Friendly’s she turned, eyes sweeping the hallway in either direction.

(138) Jared froze up. He was a block of ice sitting there on the bench, only his mind working. He had no right, he thought. No right to put her in that kind of situation. He should have been honest with her from the beginning. It wasn’t fair to have someone get to know you…for you to draw someone into liking you without telling them your biggest flaw. His mind swerved back to Don. What was it Don had told him so often? To go with his gut? But his gut said to run. Was that it? Was that what he was feeling? Yes. Scared. Scared, pure and simple.
(139) He saw Megan check the hanging clock above. Watched her smile when she saw a little girl try to play hopscotch on the large marble floor tiles…the smile giving way to a look of disapproval when the girl’s mother yelled and yanked the child back, causing the girl to break into a soft cry.

(140) Reined in, Jared thought. Whenever something good happens, there’s always someone or some god-awful thing that happens that pulls you back. Snuffing out what was good. Leaving sadness and resentment and pain. So that you have to find a way to go on. Find a place where there are no surprises…no more hurts. He wondered if the little girl was finding a way even then. Her crying had stopped, her tiny face suddenly hard as stone as her mother whisked her past the benches. Was she building a box? Making a place where the yanks and the scorn and the put-downs could never enter?

(141) Abruptly, he got up. Megan would have to discover for herself what a creep he was. Someone who would make a date and then cop out. A creep. Better a creep, he thought, than to be discovered with his face put together with slabs of skin from his nether parts. Forget it, he said to himself.

(142) He was a fish swimming upstream against the rush of shoppers, taking one last look at her before reaching the door. In the vestibule beyond the inner doors was a crowd of young people, laughing and talking. Jared felt their stares when he pushed open one of the doors. Heard their conversation dwindle to almost nothing. It wasn’t just the smoky air and the closed-in feeling that made him retch…made him turn and throw his shoulder into the glass, the door bursting open so that he was back inside, nearly bowling over a group of exiting shoppers in his rush for the wall. It was his gut. Speaking so loud it almost picked him off his feet. Saying, No, no, no!—the same as it had when the fireball hit. Spinning on his heels, he ran into two women loaded down with shopping bags…mumbled an excuse…went quickly on, his stomach in knots, heart fluttering like some chained bird under his shirt. He knew it now. How it was the box that his gut was crying out against. The box…with its sour air and aloneness and dark. His gut like a prisoner wrongly accused, saying no to the silence...the shame…the invisible oblivion of the box.
(143) Megan was looking the other way when he came up to her. Looking for him. For Jared. The voice over the phone. The child running and laughing and playing. The boy. The almost man. The kernel that was Jared and would always be.
(144) Pulling off his hat with one hand, he flicked his hair with the other.
(145) “Megan?”
(146) She turned quickly.
(147) The initial look of delight and anticipation would be forever engraved in his mind.
(148) “It’s me,” he said, leading with his gut. “Jared.”

DAY 1 – CHARACTERIZATION





Paragraphs 5-7 reveal Jared as funny, personable, and an average teenager, as evidenced by:


His banter with Beth and her humored reaction to him.


His reflection on the phone number in his pocket: it’s easy to imagine high schoolers being nervous about calling a girl/boy they like and knowing they might “chicken out.” 








