Lesson 24  (The Reading)

Whatever Happened to Janie

Chapter 1:

After their sister’s kidnapping. Dad not only took Stephen and Jodie to school every morning, he held their hands. Not once – not once in a hundred and eighty days a year, kindergarten through sixth grade –Were the remaining Spring children allowed to take a school bus. Not once had Jodie been allowed to walk in or out of the elementary school without her father there.


The children would get out of the car. Dad would take Jodie’s hand in his left. Then they would walk across the parking lot, into the building and down to Jodie’s classroom where he would transfer Jodie’s hand to the teacher’s. His eyes would scan the halls, as if kidnappers were lurking beside the winning poster from the science contest. When Jodie was safely in her teacher’s care. Dad would continue on with Stephen


For years, Jodie thought this pattern was normal. But when Stephen was in fourth grade, he said if anybody ever held his hand again, he would bite it. He said if anybody had planned to kidnap another Spring child, they had given up by now. Stephen said he would carry a nuclear bomb, and he would blow away all would-be kidnappers, but never again would he let anybody hold his hand.


From his fourth-grade heart had come the hidden rage they all felt and never dared say out loud.

“I hate Jennie!” Stephen had screamed. “I hate my sister for ruining our lives! The least Jennie could have done was leave her body there for us to find. Then we could bury her and be done with her. I hate it that we have to worry every single day. I hate her!”


Stephen was seventeen now. Jodie could remember that meal as if it were yesterday. Mom and Dad had sat as tight and silent as wind-up dolls. More vividly than anything else, Jodie remembered that nobody yelled at Stephen for saying such terrible things.

Years of worry had torn the family’s guts apart like a tornado peeling the house walls away. Worry dad separated them from each other so they were not six people knit close in tight warm threads of family, but travelers accidentally in the same motel.

There had been a long, long silence after Stephen’s outburst. Even the twins, who had been thick and annoying all their paired lives knew better than to speak.

At last Dad had extended his hands from his sides, straight out, like a Roman slave being crucified. The whole family held hands every evening to say grace before supper. That was what Dad intented, and yet the stiffness of his arms, the awful lines around his mouth, did not look like grace.

Jodie had been scared, because she was between Dad and Stephen, and she would have to take Stephen’s hand, and she was pretty sure Stephen really would bite her. But he didn’t.

He cried instead. Stephen had cried easily when he was little and the humiliation of that had left its mark; nothing would have made Stephen Spring cry now that he was seventeen. Where a ten-year-old had exhibited tears, the young man used fists.

So they had held hands, and Dad had prayed. Not grace. He didn’t mention food. He didn’t mention shelter. He said, “Dear Lord, tonight we are going to bury Jennie. We love her, but she’s gone

And now we’re going to say good-bye. Thank you for the time we had Jennie. The rest of us have to go on living. Thank you for making Stephen tell us.”


Jodie was only nine. Only a third-grader. Jodie had needed to take her hands back from Stephen and Daddy so she could wipe away her tears, and Jodie never admitted to anybody that they were not tears of grief for her missing sister, but tears of relief that they were going to put Jennie on the shelf and be done with her.
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