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TWO YEARS AGO








WHAT SHE WOULD never remember: their broken screams starting with I love … and I hate …, the sudden wrenching pull, the oh-no-this-is-happening-this-can’t-be-happening feeling of falling as the SUV rocketed off the road, the horrifying downward slope of the hillside in the headlights, his hands tight over hers on the steering wheel, the smashing thunder of impact, the driver’s-side airbag exploding in her face, the rolling, the lights dying, the unforgiving rock, and then the blow to the head that undid her and wiped her clean and made her new.


The old Jane died; every version of David died. The new Jane, product of a dark night’s fury and tragedy, knew nothing more until she woke up four days later, remembering nothing, not her name, her mother’s face, the crash, what had happened to her in that hospital bed, or any of her past seventeen years. Slowly the memories began to seep back: her birthdays when she was a child, cake sweet and soft on her lips; the smoky, rich aroma of her grandfather’s pipe matched with the woolly smell of his tweed jacket with leather elbow patches; her mother’s favorite lavender soap; the notebook she’d filled with short, odd adventure stories one summer and proudly read to her dad; the faces of her teachers; the smile of the librarian who’d give her stickers during the summer reading program; the feel of her hand in her father’s palm; the faces and the laughter of her friends when they were kids.


Sometimes the memories felt immediate; sometimes they felt like something she’d seen in a film, present but distant, nothing to do with the person she was now.


Except for the past three years.


Jane was seventeen, but as the memories surged back, she was stuck at fourteen. Those last three years were gone, all the joy and all the drama of her high school life, lost in the damage and the trauma. Including those mysterious, unexplainable final hours, when she was with a boy she wasn’t supposed to be with, when she was out doing no one knows what. The girl lived and eventually limped back into the bright sunshine, and the boy died and went into the cold ground, a secret sleeping with him.


And so the world she knew turned against her.


Except someone watched, and waited, and wondered how much of that night Jane Norton really remembered.
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JANE NORTON WONDERED what it would be like to remember a single detail of the biggest moment in her life. Today was the second anniversary of the crash. She lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, as if waiting for pictures to appear. But the ceiling above her was only a screen empty of images.


She got up at six fourteen, alone, glancing at the other unoccupied bed in the dorm room—Adam had once again spent the night at his girlfriend’s. It was best to get ready before the dorm’s residents did. She put on a robe and gathered a bag of toiletries and opened the door a crack, peering down the empty hallway. She walked down to the dormitory showers in her robe, like she belonged, stood under the hot spray, and brushed her teeth. The bathroom was empty, so no odd looks from the other girls in the mirrors. Done and back in the room, she changed into the last clean set of clothes in her backpack. She would have to figure out where to wash clothes soon; too many students lingered by the machines in the basement here, trying to make conversation. She didn’t like conversation.


She went down to breakfast, selected her items, and made sure she went to the older cashier, who recognized her and smiled. She used her old student ID Adam had hacked for her to pay for the meal—it withdrew money now from his account, making it look like he was steadily burning through his meal plan. Other college students sat together, chatting amiably at the round tables. She sat alone in a corner with her scrambled eggs and bacon and coffee. Other early-rising kids who sat alone stared into their smartphones as if the answers to the world’s riddles lay there. She didn’t; she didn’t want to fill her unsteady brain with memories from looking at a screen. She looked out the window, at life, at St. Michael’s professors and students walking by, at the warming sky, at the tree branches swaying in the November breeze. She ate in silence, trying to push back the emotions of the day, then went back to Adam’s room. When the bells of St. Michael’s began to sound, she opened a window and slid out through it, leaving the window unlocked, lowering it so it was barely open.


You could go to his grave, she thought. You could take flowers.


It was a mild fall morning in Austin, the sky dotted with clouds against a bright-blue vault. She walked to an American history class where the professor never seemed to notice her erratic attendance. She’d taken the same class last year, but with a different professor.


She could always find a seat in the front row, and it was daring and bold to sit right under the professor’s nose. The actual students brought sleek laptops, but Jane took notes in a thick sketchbook designed for drawing, not writing. But she liked it. Once, the notebook had been the journal she was supposed to fill with her recovered memories and the events people had told her about that she didn’t remember. Her Book of Memory. It had been Dr. K’s idea, and she’d abandoned it, except for when she went to a class. Sometimes during the lectures, she doodled on the new pages. Often she drew endless mazes and ornate Gaelic patterns, labyrinths impossible to escape, and she would think of stories where interesting characters were trying to escape the mazes she’d lay out, like heroes trapped in a video game. Today she did not draw; her mind was full of David. Her hand shook a little.


The lecture today was on early New England funerary customs; she didn’t have a syllabus, of course, and she thought, Thanks, fate, and she bit her lip as the professor began a slideshow of worn tombstones from Massachusetts. So often they were for children or those who died as teenagers, angels’ wings attached to skulls. Gruesome and lovely, all at once. Twice she saw David’s name on the engravings. Her heart tightened in her chest. She blinked and David’s name was gone from the picture of the tombstone on the screen. She started to feel like she couldn’t breathe. She left halfway through the lecture, ignoring the glances and the one stray laugh that accompanied her out the door. The professor paid her no mind.


She stopped outside the building, blinking in the bright sunlight, breathing in the fresh, cool air. She fumbled in her backpack and slipped on the sunglasses her mother had given her. They had round lenses, with metal edging, ugly, but they kept out the light that sliced hard into her eyes and her brain. The sunlight was harsh today, like a judgment.


She could go back to Adam’s room, pull the curtains closed, and sleep off the rest of the day. She had some pills hidden under the mattress, pills she’d stolen from her mother when she’d left home. You couldn’t take sedatives while living on the streets, it was too dangerous to be that vulnerable. And amnesiacs often had insomnia, as if kept awake by what they couldn’t recall. But she was safe here. Pills it was.


Back at the dorm Jane walked past the front door, around the side of the building and to the window she’d left cracked, which faced onto a small, grassy area. She pulled herself into the room and fell onto the floor.


Adam walked in, freshly showered, wearing a robe. “Hey, graceful,” he said. He shut the door quickly behind him.


“Hey.” She pulled herself to her feet and turned away from him as he dressed, the way she would for a brother if she’d had one. She busied herself lowering the window shade.


“How’s Bettina?” Jane asked. She was his German graduate-student girlfriend at the University of Texas, a few miles to the north. Adam often spent the night at her apartment, which made it easier for Jane to hide out in his dorm room.


“Fine. Hey, I didn’t realize today was, you know, today. I should have been here this morning.”


“Adam, I don’t need coddling.”


“Good, as I’m hardly a coddler.”


But you let me stay here and you pay for my food and you’ve never asked for anything in return … except that I put my life back together. “I’m totally cool.”


She avoided looking at him by checking her phone, as if she regularly received calls from anyone other than Adam. One message from Mom: Are you all right today? I don’t know why I pay for this phone, you never call me. I love you, sweetheart. Let me help you. At least let me know how you are.


Jane deleted the text and collapsed on the spare bed. She wanted to go to his grave, suddenly. She had never been because she could not face it. But she missed him.


“I’m decent now,” Adam said. He collected his gear for class. He’d pulled on jeans and a T-shirt that promoted the St. Michael’s robotics team—he wrote software for the robots. “You know it’s OK not to be OK today.”


“Gag, you sound like a therapist.” Jane hated therapists. They wanted to crowbar open your brain and peer around inside, giving you false hope.


He sat next to her and he hugged her. Gently. She didn’t like that at first, but it was Adam, her pretend brother, and so she let him and then the hug felt reassuring, like she wasn’t so alone in the world. He hugged her a moment longer than she liked, his face closer to hers, and she scooted back. Then he went all brotherly tough love.


“You have to get reenrolled. If you can sit through one class, you can make it through five. But if the administration realizes you’re camping out here, they could deny you readmission forever. Not to mention the trouble I’d be in.”


“Are you kicking me out of your room?” She would have nowhere to go. Except home. That was not an option.


“I don’t mean to sound harsh, Jane.” His voice softened. “You know I only want what’s best for you.”


“I don’t want to talk about this today.” And she knew the way to shut him up was to focus on the accident. It was pure magic, the way it silenced everyone. Jane got up and went to the iPad he kept on the desk.


She opened up an Internet browser and typed in the address for Faceplace, a social-media site she’d used before the accident, and briefly afterward, as she tried to remember and understand the lives of her classmates at Lakehaven High School. People whose faces she saw every day but didn’t really know.


“What are you doing?” Adam said, watching the screen, realizing. “Let it alone.”


She signed in to Faceplace, pausing to remember her password—which was password. She had an unfounded terror of her amnesia suddenly robbing her of current memories, her damaged temporal lobe sabotaging her, so she went with the obvious. She had not signed in to her page for ten months. Jane’s page appeared, with its old profile picture, smiling at a Lakehaven High School football game. A few days before the accident. The last good picture of her. Her mother had claimed if she replaced it with a picture of her in the hospital, fresh from the coma, people would be nicer to her.


She had no new friend requests. Adam was pretty much it on the friend front. She went to the search field and typed in “David Hall.” The first result gave her David’s page. His parents hadn’t taken it down.


“Jane, don’t do it.” Adam leaned over her shoulder. She clicked on the result.


Many new posts were already on his page today. Flowers, photos of David throughout his life, an animated banner ribbon that read, “We Will Never Forget You.” Hundreds of likes. Posts from names she knew—people who were once her friends.


David, we will never forget you. Will love you always.


David, bro, missing you still. Thinking about you and all the good times.


The world is emptier without you, David.


Cannot believe it has been two years. Know you are at peace in the company of Our Lord.


“Don’t,” Adam repeated. But he didn’t move to shut down the iPad or take it from her.


Jane read the rest of the kind tributes to David, and was relieved no one mentioned her by name. Adam leaned into her shoulder. Then she went back to her own page. At the top was a new posting, from today, from a user name she didn’t recognize: Liv Danger. A tickle in her brain. Was that a person’s real name? On the posting it read,


I know what you claim you don’t remember, Jane. I know what happened that night. And I’m going to tell. All will pay.


“Is this a joke?”


“Who is Liv Danger?” Adam asked. “Is she someone you know?”


“I have no idea.” A thought, unformed, danced at the edge of her mind. Like a memory that could never take form. Jane’s hands started to tremble. Suddenly her guts twisted. She bolted down the hallway to the bathroom. She was sick, twice. She washed her face, staring into her dark-circled eyes in the mirror. She brushed her teeth and came back to the room. Adam looked up from the iPad.


“This Liv Danger looks like a fake user. Account set up last month, friends with mostly other accounts that have huge friend numbers.”


“I haven’t approved any new friends.”


“Then someone hacked your page and approved her.”


“Hacked me?”


“Your password is password, Jane.” He rolled his eyes, but his voice was calm. “But they could also buy your password off a hacker website. They get account information on thousands of users when there’s a breach on one site, so they’ll just try the same passwords on all your sites: banking, social media, online stores, and so on. Is your password ‘password’ everywhere?”


“Yes. It’s easy for me to remember,” she said defensively. “I don’t have to worry if my memory slips again.”


He softened his voice. “This is just someone trolling you, Jane. Unfriend and delete.”


She didn’t; instead she read the message again. There were people, Jane knew, who thought she should be punished for the accident. “Liv Danger,” she said. “It sounds like a joke name.”


“Google it,” Adam said.


Jane did. There were two other social-media accounts using that name—she guessed it was a play on words for “live dangerously.” These all had the feel of pseudonyms, not real names. She clicked on the “about” tab for the various accounts. One lived in California, another in New York. No one she knew here in Austin.


Jane inched down her own Faceplace page. No postings to her page from anyone for months. Then, two years ago, many posts that started with Thinking of you, Praying for you, Jane, and Get well soon, but soon devolving into memorable tidings such as YOU’RE A LIAR AND MURDERER. Written by someone she didn’t even remember from high school, because she didn’t remember high school before the crash. The accident had taken care of that.


That was when she’d left Faceplace. Jane hadn’t deleted that post when she saw it, not because she thought she shouldn’t but because she thought her friends would rally. A couple of people had said, in the comments below, that nothing was proven, expressing concern for Jane. The final comment, from Adam, read, Say it to her face. Or to mine. Leave her alone.


Adam touched her shoulder. “You should delete this account. There’s nothing to be gained from keeping it except to paint a target on your back.”


Jane stared at the words:


I know what you claim you don’t remember, Jane. I know what happened that night. And I’m going to tell. All will pay.


Tell who? she wondered. Tell what? And “All Will Pay”—what did that mean? She felt cold.


Adam’s voice went soft. “You know, if the near impossible were to happen and you did remember something, anything, no matter what … you can tell me. You can tell me anything.”


Even if it’s the worst thing I could know about myself? That maybe everything they say about me is true? She shook her head. “No. Nothing to tell. But maybe someone knows something I don’t know. Someone saw something …”


“There were no witnesses to the crash. Someone would have come forward.” Adam touched Jane’s shoulder. “Forget it. Erase it. At least change your password.”


“No. I want to see if they say anything else.” She logged off Faceplace before Adam could take the tablet and start deleting. She stood up. “I keep thinking,” she said, “that whatever happened, it’s still stuck in my brain somewhere, and I just have to work it loose.”


“You know that is not how amnesia works, Jane.”


She knew he didn’t mean to sound patronizing, but he did, and she turned on him. “Adam. I live with this every day.” She’d read it described in one amnesia memoir as “the burden of uncertainty.” It was so true. “I know what you mean. I’m saying I cannot shake the thought that I will remember this.”


“It’s been two years. Most memories, if they’re going to return, do so in six months.”


“But what we don’t know about the brain is equal to what we do know.” That was what Dr. K, her neurologist, had told her, lighting a candle of hope that never burned very brightly.


“Don’t you see how that holds you back, Jane? This pointless hope.”


She turned away from him, a flush flooding her face.


“You tell yourself the only way you get whole again is by remembering. I’m telling you, that isn’t going to happen. You better find another way to pull yourself together.”


She pressed her fists to her eyes.


Adam’s voice broke. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be a jerk; I’m just trying to help. I’ll skip class today. I’ll stay with you.”


“I love you for that,” she said, and suddenly tears, which she hated, were in her eyes and she wiped them away with the back of her hand. “But no. Go to class. Be brilliant. I’m …”


Going to David’s grave. Maybe it would loosen a memory. As if being close to him would work a bit of magic on her mind. “I’m going to rest,” she lied.


“I could find out who it is,” he said. “Ask my hacker friends.”


“All right,” she said. “Let’s find out.” What scared her was the end of the posting: And I’m going to tell. All will pay. Like there was a score to be settled.


He nodded. “I’ll start after class.”


Adam gave her another hug and left.


She didn’t drive anymore, but there were the ridesharing services, and her mother let Jane use her PayPal account for payments. She didn’t use it often, because she didn’t want her mother to know where she was. She crawled out of the dorm room window and walked across the greens and the college’s parking lots toward Congress Avenue, tapping a request into the app once she was a few blocks away from the school, biting her lip, sick with nervousness at the thought of seeing David’s grave.
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AFTER GRANTING HERSELF a good cry as soon as she awoke, Perri Hall showered, still sobbing under the spray. When she stopped, she told herself, There, that’s done, no more. Then she felt ready to face the terrible day. She pulled chilled spoons from the freezer to ease the puffiness of her eyes, resting on the couch with the spoons curved against her eyelids, the bright chatter of the TV morning-show hosts a garble of voices in her brain. She chose to wear a modest dark top with slightly patterned gray slacks, and a silver necklace that David had picked out as a Christmas gift when he was in middle school. Perri carefully applied her makeup. She looked, she thought, somber but elegant. Now she had to be strong. For David’s memory, for everyone who expected strength from her. She watched herself in the mirror and made sure her bottom lip had stopped trembling.


She and her soon-to-be-ex-husband Cal met for breakfast at The Baconery, an iconic Lakehaven restaurant that served all-day breakfast and was always busy. There were always some of her friends here in the morning, after school started: community groups meeting; committees of volunteers to support football, volleyball, choir, band, robotics, science clubs, and more at Lakehaven’s schools. It was an exemplary school district, nationally ranked, and the parents volunteered many hours to support the teachers and coaches. Supporting it had once been her life. After she and Cal ordered at the counter, they walked into the dining room and, in a slow ripple across the room, heads turned. Perri took a deep breath and steadied herself for the litany: How are you(like she could ever get better), You look so lovely (did not matter), and the dreaded He’s in a better place (that doesn’t matter to me, I want him back). Perri believed they uttered those platitudes as much for themselves as for her. I’m sorry was sufficiently graceful and could never wound, could never subtly suggest that her grief made them uncomfortable or that thank goodness it wasn’t their family, their kids were alive while her handsome, smart, generous son lay in a grave.


Ronnie Gervase, a local luminary who was a fund-raising powerhouse in Lakehaven, embraced them both and dropped two of the three platitudes that Perri expected.


“I’ll see you at the gala meeting next week,” Perri murmured, eager to be left alone.


“Of course,” Ronnie said. “Be strong, darling.”


They sat and ate. Cal didn’t look good, tired and worn, but he took her hand while they finished their coffee. The hand where she’d already taken off the wedding ring.


After breakfast they drove to the cemetery. Cal, a big, strong, determined guy who’d played football in college and then made a fortune in business, always seemed to have trouble walking toward the grave, as if he could not bear to get close to David. He tottered on the grass. Perri tightened her grip on his hand and led him along.


At first when she said, “There’s something on the stone,” he said, “No, that’s just the light” because a tree branch did create shadow on the granite. But when they stood in front of his grave, she saw the words smeared on the tombstone, in white chalk: ALL WILL PAY.


“What is that?” she gasped. The words were small, neat, above his engraved name: David Calhoun Hall. Cal knelt.


“Chalk …” He scraped at it with his thumb.


“What does it mean?” A cold anger stirred in her chest, eclipsing her grief.


“It’s just someone being stupid,” he said. She ran back to the car and got a water bottle and paper towels—still prepared as if she had a kid to clean up after—and washed the words into a snowy smear.


“I should have taken a picture.” He looked around. “It’s not on the other graves. Only David’s.” He embraced her and she hugged him hard.


“What does it mean?” Perri kept her voice under control.


“Thoughtless kids, probably. I’ll call the management and let them know. Let’s have our visit.” Trying to make the morning normal again.


“Hello, sweetheart,” Perri said. She laid fresh flowers on the grave, with the kind of gentleness as if she were putting a blanket on his sleeping form. She ignored the white smear. She talked to David for several minutes about what had been going on in their lives, not mentioning the pending divorce. Cal, she knew, could not do this, could not speak to David as if he were still alive. Her own mother had done it at her father’s grave and she didn’t know what else to do. Not talking, the silence, was worse, the hush from her boy being gone.


She finished her monologue and Cal coughed. She reached for his hand and after a moment he took hers.


What else was there to say? The glue that kept their marriage together was buried at their feet. After a moment he let go of her hand and mopped at his eyes and his face with his handkerchief. Monogrammed, with David’s initials. Perri had gotten the linen cloths for David when he finished Cotillion, a Lakehaven tradition of dance lessons and etiquette that he had hated but endured with his usual smile. Cal had bought him video games. Her gift was better; it could still be used.


“You don’t want to be here,” she said to Cal as if he were betraying her with his hard breathing and his unsteady stance.


“I don’t think this will ever get any easier.”


“It’s not supposed to be easy.” Her voice rose.


“I know that, Perri, for heaven’s sake. Could you let me grieve how I want? Not everyone is you.”


Perri couldn’t believe he’d snapped at her, today, here, with the awful desecration of his son’s grave.


“I don’t want this divorce,” he said, his voice barely louder than the breeze.


“Not here. Not now.”


“Why not, you like to talk in front of him. Shouldn’t he hear what’s going on in our lives? Do you think this divorce is what he’d want?”


“Stop, please, Cal.” She began to hurry back toward the car. She got in. She thought she smelled a perfume different from hers, a scent of lavender, still lingering in the passenger seat, and her stomach clenched. But she had asked for the separation and then the divorce and if he found comfort with someone else—she could not complain. But she hated him a little bit, for being able to move forward.


“Just take me back,” she said as he got into the car.


“I hoped we could spend the day together,” he said quietly. “I didn’t want to be alone.”


The lavender tells me you’re not alone, she thought, but today was not the day. “I just need some time alone. I’m sorry.” Why am I apologizing? she thought. She had nothing to be sorry for. The shock of the graffiti turned to a primal rage.


All Will Pay? There was only one who needed to pay: Jane Norton.


She tried not to think of that girl, ever. But to pretend Jane Norton no longer existed was impossible: the Nortons lived next door.


Well, Laurel Norton still did. Jane was gone into the wind, supposedly sinking into insanity, living on the streets of south Austin, according to the Lakehaven gossip chain, a communications network unrivaled in both speed and inaccuracy. Perri had heard several wild rumors about Jane’s current situation. Laurel could not seem to bring her home. Jane’s dad, Brent, had died three years ago, a year before the car crash, so there was no other family to help. Laurel Norton rattled alone in that big house she refused to sell. Now Perri would rattle alone in hers, next door.


Once, both families had been so happy, so whole … now, both houses felt haunted by their losses. Somewhere today that reckless little bitch was breathing, she was walking, the sun on her face, not lying cold in a grave that could be desecrated.


“Perri.” Cal hadn’t started the car. “I am so sorry. I am sorry. I am sorry.” He had his face in his hands. Not crying, but barely keeping tears at bay.


“You don’t need to …”


“I didn’t keep our boy safe. I moved us back to Lakehaven. If we’d stayed in San Francisco; if we hadn’t come back here; if I had put him in private school; if I’d just—”


“You can’t blame yourself. No one knew she would try and hurt him.”


“I know. But I feel I failed him.”


“I used to imagine the worst,” she said slowly. He turned to face her. “The worst. That he would be caught in a fire, or an accident, or come down with some horrible disease. And you see, I believed, really believed, that because I imagined these terrible things, they would never happen; my thoughts were a shield for David. I never could have imagined to keep him safe from someone who decides to kill herself and him along with her.”


He stared at her, his expression softening. He still loves you, she thought. He loves you and you’re pushing him away. You lost your son and now you’re handing off your husband. But there was nothing left to feel. This had ended her heart. She looked toward the grave. Her anchor, her compass.


Perri said, “I’d like to go get my car. Come over and have dinner about six, will that work?”


“Yes.” He cleared his throat. “I think I’m going to set up a mentorship program in David’s name. Something to help kids from disadvantaged backgrounds get into the software business.” He had been the CEO of two software start-ups, one that had succeeded and one that had failed, but he had recovered quickly from that business setback. She had been scared they’d lose the house, but Cal quickly found a new calling. Now Cal worked independently, did private venture-capital investments across the country. He said that was where the real money was. If David had lived, his father’s solo investment practice could have been his. She looked out the window again. So much squandered, so much gone.


“That’s a lovely way to remember him.” She told herself not to cry.


He pulled up next to her Lexus in the Baconery parking lot. “I’ll see you at six. I’ll bring some wine.”


“That sounds fine.” She leaned over and hugged him. She hoped he wouldn’t see it as encouragement for more. He didn’t really hug back. Then she got into her car and waited for him to drive off.


She didn’t drive back to the house they’d once shared.


She stopped at a store to buy cleaning supplies and then drove back to the cemetery.


She returned to David’s grave and knelt on the cool grass. She sprayed cleaner onto the stone and began to scrub away at the smear left by the unwanted words.


“Baby,” she whispered to David as she cleaned. “I miss you so much. What is this, this garbage written on your stone? Who did this?”


She felt better with the stone clean. Perri spoke quietly to the grave, about her days, about what his friends were doing—although she heard a bit now and then about Kamala Grayson and Trevor Blinn and a few others, she found if she thought too much about the joys of their ongoing lives in college, the knot in her heart started to tighten.


She heard the car approaching, resenting its intrusion, then she glanced up. A sedan drove on the road that lay parallel to David’s grave on the right, slowing, then speeding up, and in the backseat window she saw Jane Norton staring back at her.


Something broke in Perri.


Jane leaned forward and spoke to the driver. The car zoomed forward, but to get out of Memorial Heights, it had to follow a U-bend, and Perri found herself running to the left, intercepting the car as it snaked in its turn to leave. She reached the one-way road before it did and she stood square in the middle, hands up. The car slowed. The driver—an older woman with curling gray hair—leaned her head out and said, “Excuse me, ma’am.”


Jane Norton had no reason to see what her stupidity, her thoughtlessness, her recklessness had done. Perri stormed toward the car, fury in her face. She opened the door as Jane tried to lock it.


“Why are you here?” she screamed at Jane as she pulled her from the car.


“I’m calling the police,” the driver yelled, holding up a smartphone.


“No, don’t,” Jane said, and Perri wasn’t sure if the girl was yelling at her or at the driver. Perri thought, She looks horrible. Maybe she really is homeless.


“You want to see him? You want to say something to him?” Perri said. “Were you here already, writing garbage on his gravestone?”


Jane’s face was pale. “What? Please, just let me leave …”


“Oh, no, come say hello. Come see what you did.” She had one hand in the girl’s hair, one on her arm, and she hauled Jane across the cool, immaculate grass toward David’s grave. “Honey, look who’s here: Jane. You remember Jane. She killed you.”


“Mrs. Hall, stop it …” She had the gall to try and pull away.


Perri struck Jane’s face with a slap without thinking, shoved Jane to the grass.


“I didn’t know you would be here …” Jane said.


The words were like a blow to the face. “Where else did you think I would be? Manicure? Shopping? I am here even when I’m not here. He’s never far from my thoughts. You took him from me, and you didn’t think I would be here, especially today?”


Jane had her palms pressed against the grave, heaving, and then she glanced back over her shoulder at Perri, tears streaking her face. “I’m sorry … I can only say it so many times.”


“Is that what your mother told you? If you said sorry enough, I’d forgive you?”


Jane said, “What do you want from me? I can’t bring him back. Can’t we both just miss him?”


Shuddering, Perri turned and staggered away from Jane. She fell to her knees on another grave belonging to someone else’s child, mother, sister, loved one. “Please, don’t ever come back here again. I don’t want you here.”


“The police are on their way right now!” the driver screamed across the quiet of the graves, still holding the phone, aiming it at them.


Perri Hall froze. What … what am I doing? Laying hands on a brain-injured young woman on David’s grave. The fury began to fade but not the hate. It was like a seed she could feel planted in her, a dark vine that would grow, take on its own life if she let it. It was a hatred that could blossom into obsession. And for an awful moment, she wanted to let it. Jane had never paid for what she’d done to David. Never.


A siren sounded in the distance.


“Mrs. Hall.” Jane stood over her, eyes reddened.


Frozen spoons will fix that, Perri thought.


Jane’s hair was more disheveled than before.


Did I do that? Perri wondered. Oh. Yes, I marched her by her hair.


Jane picked up the ugly sunglasses that Perri had knocked off her face and put them back on. “The police will be here in a minute. I’m going back to my ride to wait for them. I have a witness. I could press charges.”


Perri said nothing. She just wanted to cry, curl up, and wait to die. She had been so careful and controlled this morning. Jane had undone her.


“Could press charges. You get me?”


“Just go,” Perri said.


Jane stood up and headed back toward the car. Now a patrol car, its lights flashing, pulled up next to the driver, who was waving it down and pointing at the two of them.


Slowly Perri got to her feet.


“Ladies,” the police officer who was getting out of the patrol car said, taking in Perri’s perfect suit and Jane’s rumpled clothes, “what’s going on here?” The officer was young, female, hair pulled back in a severe bun.


“That crazy woman,” the driver said, pointing at Perri, “attacked my fare. She dragged her from my car.”


“A misunderstanding,” Jane said. “She doesn’t want me visiting her son’s grave. So I won’t. And if you’re not arresting me, then I’m leaving.” Jane got into the car, the driver followed, and the car zoomed off. The officer didn’t stop them.


Perri watched them go. She shivered. The fury was gone and now there was just the emptiness, a hole in her heart.


“Ma’am,” the officer said, “are you all right? Do you need me to call someone?”


Perri straightened her suit, inspected her fingernails, and brushed her hair back into place. “I’m all right,” she lied. She forced a calm expression onto her face. “Thank you for your prompt response.” As if she’d been the one to call the police.


“Ma’am, I don’t know what the history is between you and that girl, but you cannot be dragging people from cars.”


“They told me my son lived for another two minutes once they got him out of the car,” she said. “They tried to save him and they couldn’t. I wonder, could they have tried harder? Do you ever think that, officer? That you could try harder?”


“I try hard every day, ma’am.”


“I’m sure you think you do,” Perri said. “I mean no disrespect. But if that was your child lying in the wreckage, how hard would you try? Do you ever think that?” Her voice wavered. “I mean, you can try … to make sure your son doesn’t go around with a girl like her, who decides to end her life and instead ends your child’s …” Her voice faded. “I will always blame her. Always.”


“Ma’am, I am very sorry for your loss.”


“It’s not like it’s your fault. It’s her fault!” She pointed in the direction of the departed car. “She’s horrible. My son—”


But there was nothing the officer could say, no way to make it right.


ALL WILL PAY. If only that were true. If only she could make it true. But she couldn’t.


Perri turned and walked with dignity back toward her Lexus. She got into her car, her hands shaking. What if Jane told people about Perri attacking her? She had made such a show of not ever saying anything bad about Jane to people. She had felt so superior in her graciousness. People thought Perri was a saint for this kindness. That driver has a video of me dragging her from the car. I hit her. Not that hard. But still.


It wouldn’t matter. In Lakehaven, Jane Norton was a pariah. A cast-out killer. And Perri was always That Dead Boy’s Mother. That was why Perri hated Jane Norton—she had stolen not just David but her normalcy. Perri had defined herself as a mother from the moment she knew David was growing inside her, and Jane had stolen who she was.


She had done more than kill David. She had murdered the person Perri used to be.
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JANE’S BOOK OF MEMORY, WRITTEN IN THE DAYS AND WEEKS FOLLOWING THE CRASH


An explanation for whoever reads this: my memory has been returning slowly since the crash, except for the past three years, so I’m a seventeen-year-old who feels like a fourteen-year-old, and Dr K said I should write down what I remember, that this would help me. Because my amnesia, she says, might have two causes: the physical damage and the emotional shock. MIGHT HAVE. We don’t know definitely. If there is emotional shock that is blocking my memory [here several words are scratched out], then writing might help me remember. Work through my issues. Kamala makes an air quote when I say “issues.” So grateful she is standing by me.


Also sometimes when amnesiacs can’t remember, they make up stories to fill in the blanks, this is called “confabulation” and so I record what I remember to be true so I don’t fill in the blanks wrong. I could lie to myself and never know. Dr K doesn’t want me confabulating.


So: I remember most of the big details of my life up until I was fourteen. My family, my friends, school. But high school years are a blank; I don’t remember my dad dying when I was a freshman. I don’t remember how I felt after he died. Apparently I had some “issues.” Dr K thinks losing Dad and the crash are sort of bookends of my lost years. Sometimes from that lost period … there will be a fleeting image, a blip of memory, I don’t always know what it means or what I’m remembering.


So I am supposed to write down important moments in my life that I do remember, and if I have memories that return, write those down as well.


Dr K told me to write down this journal instead of talking into a digital recorder on my phone since I like to write (although I think Mom probably bragged about being a writer, too, because she always says it’s genetic, that I’m not at all like my dad). So. Here are some things that I remember.


1. Must always remember the look on my mother’s face when she realized, after I woke up, that I didn’t know who she was. You don’t want to see a look like that again. Regaining all memories of her (up until I was about fourteen) took a few weeks. My first returned memory of her was her reading to me, me sitting on her lap, her mouth close to my cheek as she held me and read. I have some other memories, of her writing her “mommy blog” about what it was like to have me as a kid, but those are mostly of embarrassment. I might write about them later. But I looked at my own mother like she was a stranger. I’m sorry, Mom. No one knows how to act as an amnesiac at first. It’s so awkward. I pretended I remembered her in a few days after I woke from the coma. It was our first little lie of our new lives. No doubt she blogged about it.


2. Mom says that Mrs. Hall—Perri, I had just gotten old enough where she invited me to call her Perri—came and sat with me while I was in coma, the day after the crash. She said to Mom, “Our babies. Our babies.” And they cried and they held each other. And then the note was found in the crash debris, and they didn’t talk much again. Of course the first time I saw Mrs. Hall, I had no idea at first who she was. You cannot imagine. I can’t even write about it yet.


3. I learned to ride a bike when I was six. Dad was gone a lot and Mom didn’t like bikes (you can find her articles on her mommy blog complaining about bike safety—until she got a bicycle sponsor), so Mrs. Hall and David taught me. Mrs. Hall gave me lemonade when we were done. It was hot, summertime, and I was afraid the pavement would burn if I fell on it, so I decided I would not fall.


4. My favorite teacher in middle school was Mrs. Martinez, for English, and she came and visited me in the hospital, during the coma and after. I did not remember her—the world and everyone in it was a stranger—and she tried not to cry but she did. When I remembered her, weeks later, I knew she encouraged me to be a writer. I filled notebooks full of bad stories when I was a kid, but I loved writing them. I’m not sure I could ever be a writer now.


You have to understand people. A lot of that died in me.


5. Trevor says he kissed me when we were in first grade and we pretended to get married at recess, but I think he’s just saying that to make me feel better since nearly everyone hates me now. The level of hate is like a fog I walk through every day. He told me this in the cafeteria two weeks after I came back to school. And then he walked away. He is so weird. He’s a football player and I’m just going to assume there have been some concussions. (Like I can talk.)


6. Kamala was my best friend when we were seven. She and David were dating when he died. She could hate me but she doesn’t. She is sticking with me and helping me at school. I need to write down a bunch of memories with her.


7. My favorite movie in high school was Casablanca, but I saw it during the time of my life that’s lost in the Black Hole. A poster for it hangs in my room still. I haven’t bothered to watch it again. That other girl I was liked it. What if I don’t? I don’t have anything to put up on the wall in place of that poster if I hate it.


8. I don’t remember my dad dying. That is still in the Black Hole. So what Mom told me: He killed himself, but it was an accident. With a gun. His business was having problems. He was an accountant and he was starting a new business, setting up offices to do bookkeeping in underserved neighborhoods. (All these words are not mine, this is from a printout of his website that Mom showed me.) He had a gun and he was handling it and it went off and he didn’t realize it was loaded. But he was alone when it happened. So. People said things. That he killed himself. Mom stopped writing the mommy blog for a while and started writing a widow’s blog, but the sponsors weren’t as good and it was just so depressing.


I should say a lot more about my dad, but not now. I know when I was little he smiled a lot and didn’t seem sad enough to take his own life. But over the past few weeks I remember him from when I was younger: how excited he was when we moved into the house on Graymalkin Circle, how hard he took it when the company he started with Cal Hall failed. They were business partners first, then neighbors, and Mom and Mrs. Hall were best friends, maybe they were too close. Love and hate, two sides of a coin. The hardest thing is not remembering losing Dad. But Mom said I’ve been through so much, to think of it as a blessing. Mom means well.


9. I only remember David up to eighth grade. In high school he got tall and he got hurt-my-heart handsome. The braces he got early were gone. Mom had a picture from last year of him and me after the musical, both of us still in costume, in the chorus of concerned parents of River City who knew how to spell “trouble.” I look mad and not really happy to be there and of course I don’t remember why I didn’t like being in The Music Man. He is of course beaming. Mr. Popular. So I’m told. But he was already setting the seeds for that in middle school: football star, class president, academic achiever, soloist in the winter choir concert. I looked in the yearbook for pictures to see if I was ever around him in high school. I found one: I’m behind him while he’s singing in front of the choir and I am watching him. Not looking at the audience. Looking at him. Mortifying. We are together in twelve pictures in our last year in middle school. Inseparable. Then down to one in high school. Try to remember: things change.


10. I remember summers: school years run together but the summers came back to me. I would walk to the library, often alone. Past the baseball fields; I would see David and Trevor there. Sometimes Kamala walked with me and we talked books we loved. We would (or I would, if I was alone) stay in the cool of the shelves, reading, checking out books. Madeleine L’Engle, I loved A Wrinkle in Time so much Dad bought me a copy so I wouldn’t wear out the library’s (I would just sit and read it if it was still on the shelf, all day, and if it wasn’t, I read the rest of the Time Quintet and the Vicky Austin books); Edward Eager; Lloyd Alexander; Ursula K. LeGuin; then later I binged on British mysteries (I was never into Nancy Drew or the Hardy Boys). I was competitive about the summer reading challenges and when I came out of the coma and came home, Mom showed me, tucked under my bed, all these posters, colored and filled in with stickers, of the summer reading programs I had finished. I had done them all. There was a jagged tear in one corner that Mom said Kamala tore in my poster because she was mad I finished and she didn’t and she doesn’t like to lose. Then she said she was so sorry and she had taped it up and then I remembered those summer days in the library, all up until high school, and then I asked Mom if I had still participated, and she said I was too old. Then she cried over the posters. In the corner of one David wrote, Stop being such a bookworm, Jane, come out and play, in his small, cramped handwriting. I knew it was his handwriting, he didn’t sign it. He had come to the library after playing basketball in the heat with his friends. To see me, to find me.


11. Lakehaven has two middle schools: Hilltop and Ridgeway, and they both feed into Lakehaven High. I went to Ridgeway and so did David, Kamala, and Trevor. Most of my friends are Ridgeway. In high school I made some new friends from Hilltop, in French class (I don’t remember any of my French) and in choir (I don’t remember any songs). But those new friends were gone from my memory. Including the one and only Adam, who had to reintroduce himself to me, and never gave up. Everyone liked David, and after he died I turned radioactive.


I could have fought or begged to keep a friend. I’m the biggest coward around. I didn’t have the bravery to have a friend, to confide. I didn’t tell Kamala or Adam the truth about my memories, how lost I felt. It felt like part of my brain was gone. My heart, too. Gone. Memories are the engines for our feelings.
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YOU WANT ME to take you back to Saint Mike’s?” the rideshare driver asked Jane. She had pulled over to the side of the road, a half mile away from the cemetery.


Yes, that would be great, Jane thought. I have a bed I can hide under. But she made her hands stop shaking. You can hide later. See this through. “Do you know where High Oaks Road is?”


“No, I can find it on the GPS, though …”


“It’s not far. I can just tell you.”


“I took a video of her attacking you after I called the police,” the driver said. “Do you want it in case she comes after you again?”


After a moment, Jane said, “Yes.”


“Give me your e-mail address and I’ll send it to you.”


Jane did. “Thank you.”


Jane gave the woman directions to the crash site. She had been here only once before, a few weeks after she came home. She had stared at the evidence of what she’d done: the spray-paint signs on the road, to indicate the direction and estimated velocity of the car; the lack of skid marks; the torn ground along the steep hill; the shattered oak saplings and cedar and ripped grass and the heavy rock where the front of the car had smashed. Just once. The doctors had said perhaps it would help prod her memories—but it had done nothing. Mom had watched her, as though expecting a dramatic returning of memories in a rush. She had stood in the sunlight, waiting for the miracle of memory. But nothing. The sides of the road rose and fell steeply, too steep for easy building of houses. There were only three houses, all palatial, but on the opposite side of the road from the crash site, and among them, only one person had heard the crash, a resident named James Marcolin.


The road curved and went back down the hill past the Marcolin estate, intersecting again with Old Travis Boulevard, the main thoroughfare for Lakehaven that stretched through the whole town and into Austin, south of Lady Bird Lake. High Oaks had many bends as it wound up the cliffside, and its two endpoints, separated by a mile, both dead-ended into Old Travis. Sometimes, during rush hour, it would be used as a cut-through. Most of the time, the road was lonely and quiet.


Jane wondered, So why were David and I here, on this empty stretch of road? We knew no one here. Where were we going, hours after school let out, when we should have been home doing assignments or waiting for early college-admissions decisions or looking at our friends’ pictures on social media?


The rideshare driver dropped her off; Jane gave her an extra-big tip and a five-star rating. The woman said, “You sure you’ll be OK out here?” Jane nodded and she drove away.


High Oaks Road was narrow, surrounded by oaks and cedars, undeveloped. The road ran west to east. The land north of the road where the three remote houses stood rose in a steep hillside, the south side began a slow then steep descent, tumbled down to boulders and more oaks and cedars and then finally a cliff’s edge. There was still a cleared path where her small SUV, two years ago, had torn through the growth. Here she walked down, through the shade of the trees, the wind gentle against her face.


No reason for her and David to be here. Unless they’d driven up here to be alone, or if the suicide note was accurate and she’d tried to drive off the cliff. But she hadn’t reached it. Of course maybe David, realizing her intent, grabbed the wheel and they fought for it and the car spun and crashed into the rocks before it could plummet over the edge.


She didn’t like to think about that.


Old bunches of flowers rested against one of the trees, part of a solid grouping of oaks close to where Jane’s SUV had come to rest on its crushed top. A large rock face, rising from the grass, was where the SUV’s front had impacted. If they had slid another twenty feet, they would have gone over the edge into a forty-foot drop into rock and cedars and oaks below. A bunch of deflated silver balloons lay by the flowers, still tethered together with strands of ribbon, the colors faded by the sun. Last year’s remembrances? Or for David’s birthday?


She sank to her knees.


Remember, she told herself. Remember. She made her own thought intense, commanding, stern. Willing her brain to give up its secrets.


She dug her fingers into the dirt. Like she could pull the secrets out of the ground. Or David. David had died here. Memories of three years of her life had died here.


She rose. She walked to the edge of the cliff. She felt vertigo but she made herself peer down. If she had wanted to end her life and David’s, like the note suggested, then … this would have been a good choice.


She knelt again and she cried. Silently. Despite the bright light she pulled off the steampunky sunglasses that guarded her eyes from the sun-spiked headaches and she let the tears fall from her face and water the rough stone.


“Oh, Jane. Are you all right?” a young woman’s voice said behind her.


Jane jerked, turned, slowly climbed to her feet—realizing how close to the cliff’s edge she was. An attractive young woman stood between her and the road, clutching a bunch of flowers and a football. She had black hair pulled back in a tidy ponytail, high cheekbones, a small, neat bud of a mouth. She wore expensive jeans and a black top, nicely fitted. Kamala Grayson. Her mother had been a beauty queen from India, fourth runner-up in a global pageant twenty-five years ago, and had used her scholarship money to get her medical degree here in Texas. Kamala’s father was from an old Lakehaven family.


Her smile was warm, compassionate, and caring. Jane nearly screamed.


* * *


Four days after Jane woke up from the coma, this lovely girl had come into her hospital room carrying flowers, smiling at her, saying, “Hi, the doctors say you may not remember me. My name is Kamala Grayson, we’re like sisters.” And Mom, gushing, happy to see a smiling face from Jane’s social circle, who had been fewer than Mom would have liked, saying, “Hi, Kamala, it’s so nice to see you, Jane’s memory isn’t quite back, forgive her.” As if Jane had committed a social blunder.


“So I heard,” Kamala had said. “Do you remember me?”


Jane shook her head. “Sorry,” she had said. “I don’t.” Her voice was very small. Every interaction felt like a test she was failing.


“Well, we’ve known each other since second grade. We went to middle school together, and now high school. We suffered through Mrs. Montoya’s Spanish class together.”


“OK.” Jane said this a lot. It seemed an all-purpose answer that never upset anyone.


“Kamala, would you like a Coke? I was just going to get one,” Mom had offered.


“I don’t want to trouble you.” Kamala didn’t look at Mom. Only at Jane.


“Maybe you talking to Jane will help,” Mom had said. “She just doesn’t remember anyone so far, but I know she’ll be better soon, the more friendly faces she sees.” Jane could hear a strain in her voice. “I’ll let you two talk while I go get us some Cokes. I find this hospital air to be very drying. Is it me?”


“No, ma’am,” Kamala said. “I agree with you. My parents say it’s always so in medical offices. Mom says you really have to moisturize.”


“Yes, absolutely,” Mom said, as if moisturizing was the biggest medical imperative.


“How do you feel?” Kamala asked after Mom left. She set the flowers down alongside the others that had been delivered.


“Sore. Everything hurts.”


“But you can feel, can’t you?”


“Yes.”


“That’s good. To still be able to feel.” Kamala stood close to her bed. “Your poor arm is broken.”


“Yes.”


“I’ll get everyone to sign your cast when you’re back at school. And you remember nothing?” Now she touched Jane’s shoulder carefully. “I want to hug you but I know you’re hurting. And … you truly don’t know me, right? It’s not an excuse.”


“I’m sorry I don’t remember you.”


Kamala just watched her for a moment, as if Jane’s face were a map.


“You seem a little emotionless. I guess that’s a side effect.”


“OK,” Jane said again.


“Have you had a lot of friends visit yet? That must be awkward. I mean, since you don’t remember.” Kamala watched her.


“No. Not really.”


“You don’t really have a ton of friends.”


Her words had jolted Jane, but Kamala had said quickly, “Oh, I don’t mean that badly. You tend to go your own way. I always admired that about you. What can I do to help you?”
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