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I wait for Mom to take Cayden and Cassidy back home before calling for the nurse. Nestling in the thin sheet of the hospital bed, my eyes follow the tube of the I.V. drip as it descends into the top of my hand, its entry into my skin hidden by a piece of white tape. The door shifts open, and the nurse comes into the room, her voice coarse as she asks me what I need. The deep hollows of her under eyes become more prominent as she gets closer to me, the only source of light coming from the windowpane in the door. I would usually be too afraid to ask for something from a stranger, especially something so personal, but I had something in my mind that needed to be put into words so I could know if it made sense to me or not. The nurse leaves the room and returns with a brown clipboard and a pen, pulling up a chair next to the bed. She clicks the pen and looks at me in tired expectation, signaling my descent into everything that happened a week earlier.
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6/30/16

The day of the accident had been rough on me physically. I was able to slip into bed and sleep with ease that night, unlike other nights where my thoughts never fail to wrestle with my mind. But as soon as everything went dark, I fell into a dream I couldn't escape from. I tried so hard to open my eyes, but it was as if I was existing in another dimension, not in control of my physical form anymore. It went like this-

A calm breeze hit the side of my face, and my hair rustled with it, as if the wind wanted to carry me away but decided instead to keep me on the earth. It ruffled the hem of the flowy, yellow sundress I looked down to see myself in–a dress I used to wear when I was younger. The sky was bright and brazen, the perfect backdrop for the sun. The stringy grass was fresh and green, warm with the sun's touch. I bent down to pluck a little daisy from the dirt, not without guilt. I felt its fragility within my palm, the tenderness of it all, the purity it radiated. I realized I didn’t have shoes on as my bare feet pushed into the earth with a toddler’s curiosity. The grass was welcoming and fun for my toes to play in. I rolled a petal within my fingers, and it felt like everything soft in this world fused and pressed into one fabric. Trees of many different shades of green, fertile with branches and leaves, surround me. It was just me and the trees and the daisies. Beyond the field of daisies, above the trees, rose a grassy hill, with pine trees scattered on the top like candles adorning a birthday cake. A figure appeared from the side of a pine tree, a semi-transparent figure, as if made of smoke. It had figures floating around within the silhouette, like a flurry of souls trapped inside of it. At first, it seemed unassuming and limp, standing there as if it wanted to be a cloud in the sky. 

Then, the once-saturated colors of the lush environment began to dull as the wind started to pick up, and dark clouds formed out of thin air. The figure placed both its hands on the ground, and with a shake of the earth, a stream of darkness trailed down the hill, infecting every living organism within reach, draining the life out of them. The trail rumbled through the ground toward me, which prompted me to run as fast as I could away from the darkness. The earth was rough underneath my feet as I ran, mechanically taking on a steady rhythm. For a moment, I looked back at the chaos charging behind me, and the dark trail appeared to weaken. I felt a sense of relief until I tripped over a rock and tumbled to my hands and knees. Wincing, I felt a gash on my ankle. The pain felt unbearable, but my desperation to escape was stronger than the fear that wanted to keep me paralyzed. I managed to pick myself up and hobble as fast as I could to a pond in the distance. There was nowhere else to go; jumping into it seemed like the only option. 

I was a few meters away from it when I turned around once more, and the trail had disappeared, leaving every inch it touched shrouded in darkness. I stopped hobbling once I became fully conscious of a sharp pain stemming from the gash on my ankle. I sighed a breath of relief and anguish, but it was only a second after that breath when dark vines uprooted from the ground and pierced my skin with such intensity that the shock rippled through my body. My knees sank into the ground as life drained out of me, my mind becoming blurrier than my vision. I opened my mouth to scream, but no sound appeared, only a ghost of a blaze of fire.

And then I awoke in my darkened bedroom with a screeching pain enveloping me. A single beam of moonlight illuminated my right hand, the skin bloated and vividly yellow, red, and green. 

––––––––
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My eyes open to see the twins sitting at the edge of my hospital bed, their heads tilted toward the small wall-mounted TV in the corner, which is playing Saturday morning cartoons. When they notice I’m awake-all it takes is a slight shift in my legs-they practically smother me with hugs. I squeeze my arms around them tightly despite my grogginess. I weakly smile until it eventually fades when I notice something lacking from my right hand. I stretch my arm out in front of me; my hand, down to the wrist, is gone. Replaced by a bandaged stump. My brain feels unable to compute its disappearance. Maybe if I think hard enough, the ghost of my hand would materialize, blood vessels turning into muscle, turning into flesh. I don’t even know what’s normal anymore; I thought that everything that happened in the past week had been some lucid dream. But no, this is definitely real, as real as the pain of Cassidy’s knee jabbing my thigh.

“Ouch,” I playfully yelp, which makes both of them scoot away from me.

“Sorry!” Cassidy exclaims, her eyes filled with fear. As much as they get on my ever-loving nerves sometimes, and even if it's only been a couple of days since I’ve seen them, I did miss them. Cassidy says they thought I was gonna sleep forever, and that chips at my heart. I can't even imagine what life would be like for them if I were gone. I pinch one of Cayden’s cheeks with my good hand, and he swats it away quickly, claiming that since he’s ten now, he’s a man, according to Dad. 

“So, no more bedtime stories with Mister Custard? No more tea parties with the chickens?” I ask.

“Yup,” he says, smirking. “That's not what men do.” What a shame. He was so much more playful when he was younger, much sillier.

“Men don't know what fun is,” Cassidy says, putting her hand on my wrist. “We’ll always know.” 

I can’t help but smile at her. It’s then that the door opens, and Mom’s voice asks if I’m awake yet. And I kid you not, the twins say, “Yeah, she's up,” at the same pitch and with the same amount of energy at the same time. I know they're twins and all, but man, some of their quirks can be so unnerving sometimes. Mom walks in, and her face is beat to a T; the tips of her eyelashes hit her eyebrows. It’s seven in the morning. Not that this is unusual for her. She always maintains a perfect balance between natural and full glam. I swear she’s probably clocked up to two thousand makeup tutorials watched on YouTube. On top of that, her nails are shiny and manicured, and her sundress is beaming in the sunlight, with no creases. In her grip are two bags from Morrow’s, and the smell of breakfast food warms my heart and makes my stomach desperate. As soon as she sets the food down, she takes a good look at me and pouts. Like okay, not too much; it's just my hand that's missing. She comes over to give me a soft, delicate hug, like I’m a china doll. After she examines my hand, she runs her fingers through my hair, suddenly gasping dramatically. It’s a bigger reaction than the one she had toward my amputation when she first saw it. I question why, and she pulls out her compact to show me a gray streak of hair in the back of my head. It’s not just a thread of hair, no, it’s a good grip full. I mean, I’m shocked, considering I am still in my youth, but if anything, I think it’s kind of cool. My parents haven’t allowed me even to tint my hair, so if anything, this gives me the edge I’ve been dreaming of. Mom just has to make it this whole big thing, though, her eyes bulging in shock. The twins are mostly just curious. But after her initial reaction, nothing more is said. The matter is dropped as soon as her expression contorts back to normal. She puts the bags of food on the bed and tells us to eat quickly, because we have a lot of work to do today.

“Also,” she says, digging in her purse. “I brought you a change of clothes.” She pulls out a simple, baby pink skater dress with bows on the straps,matching ballet flats and a long-sleeved white cardigan. 

“Mom,” I groan. “Don’t they still have my pajamas?” I feel the ruffled hem with my fingers, Mom’s trademark. I’m going to have to change when I get home anyway. She knows I absolutely hate dresses. They were all right when I was younger, then I eventually preferred dresses with shorts underneath, and then I preferred absolutely no dresses at all. 

“I know, baby, but just look at this cut! I just...I spent so much time on it, it’s for Mrs. Goldberry’s girl, who’s the same size as you. I just need to see if it fits well before I give it to her. Plus, I put your clothes in the car so they wouldn’t get dirty.” 

I look at her, then at the dress, and then back at her. “Okay,” I reluctantly comply, sliding out of the hospital bed to begrudgingly change into this new outfit she’s curated for me. I look into the bathroom mirror at my girly little self, fingering the pleats. It’s a little too tight around my stomach, emphasizing it in a way that makes it seem larger than it is. Opening the bathroom door, I see Cassidy giddily hopping on the bed, wearing the same dress as me. Mom looks over at me, and she’s practically beaming until she looks down at my stomach.

“Oh, had too much dinner last night, huh?”

––––––––
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The drive back home is warm and familiarly chaotic. The twins fight about Cassidy’s window being open and Cayden’s being closed and how both windows needed to be either fully opened or fully closed. Mom occasionally tells them to quiet down, but loud enough that only I in the passenger seat can hear. Meanwhile, I can only focus on my hand. Or lack thereof. The doctor said it was sepsis, but it was a mystery how it got to that point in the first place. I hadn’t been sick beforehand, hadn’t cut myself. So how did it get poisoned? And how was the rest of my body left unaffected? All they could do was chop off my hand and send me packing. Although they did say it was healing at a rapid rate. When they discussed the possibility of physical therapy with Mom, she was initially in favor of it until they mentioned the potential cost. So now I’m here in the car, staring at the ghost of my hand. Of course, it had to be my better hand, my right hand. I’m okay with my left, but I can’t call myself ambidextrous. I can only hope it won’t make my work on the farm more difficult than it already is, a hope that quickly ascends out of my grasp and into the sky. To my surprise, we detour from our route home and pull into the parking lot of a beauty supply. Mom dashes in and out with a dingy little plastic bag, handing it to me when she slips into the driver’s seat. I open it and find a hair dye kit identical to my hair color and a scarf. She helps tie the scarf around my head, tucking the grey strand into it as my mind rumbles with theories on why she could possibly want me to hide one strand of my hair. We arrive home, and Mom steps out of the car so eloquently, one would think she’s a royal. Reality is, she’s only one inch away from stepping in Custard’s dog poop. To that, she can only breathe in and out and say, “It’s just another day on the farm,” convincing herself and the rest of the world.

As we walk into our house, I realize how much it feels like a mirror maze at times, with the numerous framed family portraits adorning the walls. It was a quaint, two-story countryside home when we first moved in. Still, Mom had managed to turn it into a museum, dedicated to honoring the life she and her devoted husband worked hard to create for themselves and their adorable, loving children. And they were dazzling, perfect family pictures; us in prim, proper dresses, tailored suits, matching Christmas pajamas, color-coordinated outfits, argyle sweaters, crisp square cuffs, skirts consistently below the knee. It’s the one tradition Mom begs Dad to keep, because the appearance of a happy home did wonders for our reputation in the neighborhood. The one picture that always catches my eye is the one that shows my parents with me, a couple of months after I was born. It was taken against a simple, bluish-gray backdrop in simple clothing: polyester cardigans and slacks. Mom is holding me in her arms while Dad stands next to her, slightly cupping his arm around me. Her face is overjoyed, his face is forced, as if someone were pulling strings attached to each of his cheekbones. 

I make it to my room and find it tidier than I had left it. My once disheveled bed sheets are pressed and straightened, the laundry scattered around the floor is collected into my laundry basket, and the curtains are shaken free of dust. The books I had on my bed that I was reading before I slept that night were back in my bookshelf, nestled in with all the other various novels and books on botany and drawing. How would I even read anymore? I see my phone where it lay on my nightstand—I had been wondering why they didn’t grab it for me when we went to the hospital. I flip it open and find many worried messages from CJ, begging to know why I was ignoring her. I text her that I’ll call her later and explain everything. My orchid, Kida, sits on my windowsill in a different place than I had last put her. I say hello, pet one of her plush petals, and pour some water into her pot with a tiny watering can, both of which I made in my first-year year pottery class. Both are painted iridescent baby blue with all sorts of rhinestones hot-glued on. I notice the lack of dust on the windowsill; I always forget to clean it off. I can tell by how the room was cleaned that it was Mom. Every object is angled “correctly”, and every pillow fluffed. Her meticulous manner is a constant presence around the house. She has strict rules for all of the common areas, seeing as she’s the only one truly taking care of anything around the house. Dad, Cayden, and I are confined to the farm, all of us full-time workers, with me bearing the second-most responsibility as the oldest. I glance over at my calendar across the room, July in bright red font. Harvest season is coming, and coming quickly.

The setting sun reflects off of my standing mirror, its rays piercing my peripheral vision. I catch my reflection in it and walk over to face myself. The many purple and green bruises on my legs are fading, thanks to my week off the farm. The dress Mom gave me has a sheen to it that makes me feel almost pretty in it, almost, because dresses always seem to make me feel like a muppet rather than a pretty girl. Something about the way they make my shoulders look bigger than I thought them to be. And my stomach. And my hips. It feels as if I’m looking at myself in an alternate timeline, one where I love putting blush on my cheeks and never step out of the house without kitten heels on. A snap back to reality reveals my disheveled hair and washed-out cheeks. I don’t look good in much, really, but I have my comfort clothes that I enjoy - a simple t-shirt and sweats, or racerback tank tops and cargo shorts. A wardrobe not unlike Dad’s. I smooth out my unkempt eyebrows, pick at the flaky skin on my lips. Wipe the eye crust out from the inside of my eyes. Better, I think, as I run my fingers through my hair.

One of my windows overlooks the farm, and through it I see Dad fixing one of the irrigation pipes. Hundreds of meters separate us, yet I can still see the deep crease between his eyebrows and the seemingly permanent state of his snapped-shut lips. He’s always working, always making sure the farm’s producing at its peak efficiency at every opportunity. The farm was passed down to him from his father, whose father had done the same, and so on. Each generation of the Peace family had the eldest son assume the responsibility of maintaining the farm. I never met my grandfather while he was alive, and Mom and Dad always seemed to dance around acknowledging his existence. I remember asking Uncle Linus about him when he passed away eight years ago. He said that it was unexpected because he was perfectly healthy one day and then gone the next. I don’t think he had a good reputation, though, because whenever I mention that I’m a Peace to someone, I get a sour look, a raised eyebrow, and then, “...relative of Roland Peace?” And it’s not like I’ll get any backstory from Grandma, considering I only saw her a handful of times when I was younger, and then never again. Her house was only twenty minutes away, yet she never came to visit us. When we used to visit her, I got glimpses of Dad’s past through old, crinkled photographs; I can’t recall a smile on Dad’s face in any of them. After I turned thirteen, it seemed she disappeared for good. Dad never allowed any questions on the matter. Mom’s lips were always shut tight, and her answers dismissive. 

The walkie-talkie sitting on my nightstand crackles. “Little Annie, this is Shadow Storm, come in, Little Annie,” Dad radios. There is nothing that lights a furious, soul-destroying flame of fiery anger in my heart like that nickname. We came up with our codenames a few years ago; at first, mine had an endearing tone, but it grew increasingly passive-aggressive, a constant reminder of my place in his world. I pick up the radio and say, “Go for Little Annie.” I remember his strong grin when we sat at the dinner table creating our codenames. He said his would be ‘Shadow Storm’ and I let out a snicker, prompting him to declare my nickname, rather than me choosing my own. He says to meet him down at the pig pen. I tell him, “Copy that, over and out.” I change into my standard tank top and cargo shorts and switch my flats for mud boots, making an effort to hear the slap of the soles as I trot down the stairs.

When I reach the pig pen, I find him filling the troughs with slop while the pigs dance wildly around him. He takes a look at me, then my stump, and then returns his focus to the troughs and says, 

“Rough week, huh?” I give a simple, “Yup,” and clutch my stump with my hand. He asks about me wearing a scarf in eighty-degree weather, and I say it’s for fashion, which makes him chuckle. He asks me whether I’m ready to get back to work, and I presume I don’t have a choice in the matter, so I just say yes. Which he confirms by letting me know the chicken coop needs to be cleaned, and one of the tractors needs to be checked. To which I simply smile and say, “Sure.” Before I get a good distance away, he yells that he has big news to share at dinner tonight that would cheer me up from the grief of losing a hand. I simply sigh, give a thumbs up, and head to my tasks.

The chickens scramble out of the coop as I let them out into their fenced-off area, scattering amongst the grass. Once it’s empty, I use my broom to remove all of the bedding in the coop and scoop it into a trash can. At least, I try to, with how awkward I am with my left hand while sweeping everything up. It takes a few tries to get everything out. After I sweep everything into a bag, I work through the inside of the coop with a brush and a vinegar mixture Mom created for cleaning. My back hurts after I’m finished cleaning, but petting my favorite chicken, Bettina, makes up for all of it.

After I’m done with the chicken coop, I head to the tractors to find the one that needs to be checked. A sticky note reveals the one that’s broken. I hop into it and check the controls. Running through the routine, I keep my foot pressed on the brake, depress the clutch, insert and turn the key, and then release the clutch. Everything runs smoothly until I have to steer, my left hand proving to be a challenge. I do a practice run on the trail, taking it slow. I pass by the Jumbo Tree, a huge Redwood tree that’s one of the only trees on our farm that we didn’t grow ourselves. Dad wanted to cut it down when he first acquired the farm, but Mom and I convinced him not to. Why would you want to cut a tree down that’s this beautiful and big? It’s wild to think about how many rings it has, how much history it’s lived through. I park the tractor nearby and run over to it, giving it a hug. It just feels natural to do so.

––––––––
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The sun is setting low as I finish my tasks, later than the usual time I would finish up. As soon as I make it inside and shed off dirt-stained clothes for clean ones, I plop into my bed in frustration, silently screaming myself into a headache. Part of me wishes I were still in the hospital. I look at my phone and realize I have little time to dye my hair and have it dry by dinner time. Closing myself into the bathroom, I prop the box dye onto the small open area of my sink, pour and mix the concoction into its final form and lather the area where I think the streak is–my circumstances prevent me from being able to hold my handheld mirror and my hair at the same time. My hair is starting to reach down past my chest—something Mom’s been aiming for since I was a kid. She told me once that before I was born, she was terrified that Dad’s genes would kick in and I’d get his hair. I didn’t know how to feel about that, considering he has a coily afro and hers is bone straight. Uncle Linus and CJ also have coily hair, a strong genetic trait in the Peace family. 

I manage to dye my hair and wash it out before dinner, though not without struggle. Navigating washing my hair with one hand was something I never imagined I would have to experience in my lifetime. Luckily, my shampoo has a pump, so I don’t have to worry about squeezing it out. It feels a little silly pumping it onto my wrist to scoop off, though. My hair’s still slightly damp when I try to towel dry it, small beads of water continuously trickling down my curls. “It would have to do,” I say to myself as Mom calls us downstairs. I hurry to my bedroom, switching into a t-shirt and sweatpants before heading downstairs. 

Dinnertime follows the same rules every day, with different variations depending on the meal being served. Tonight, it’s spaghetti with a side salad and breadsticks, all made from scratch by Mom. Practically everything she makes is from scratch, unless she secretly buys something from the store. Cayden handles the plates and bowls, Cassidy takes care of the napkins and silverware, and I handle the cups and condiments. Dad is usually the last to shuffle in, since he’s absolved from setting up the table because of his constant work on the farm. This time, he strides in with a smirk on his face, sliding into his seat at the table with a swish while Mom strides behind him to place and tie his bib. He nods once she’s finished, and she hurries to the kitchen to grab the entree–no one touches the entree but her alone. She rolls in a serving cart with a steaming red pot on top of it, and the twins immediately get giddy. She hushes them, reminds them to remember their table manners, and they become silent with ease. She brings the serving cart next to her seat and sits so we can all join hands in prayer, something I dread every meal. I just think we could do without it; no shade to God. Sometimes, I’m hungry and I just want to eat. Is that such a terrible sin? Dad seems to think so, as he catches me staring at my plate instead of closing my eyes. He halts his speech, and everyone starts looking up, confused. He’s not glaring, but his cold eyes fry me to my seat, make my hands clammy within others’ grasps. 

“Annie, why don’t you take over. I’m sure you have a lot to thank God for right now, especially after your little scare,” he says. I look at Mom, she’s looking down at her plate, and so are the twins. I mutter okay lowly, to which he demands that I speak up. I say okay louder, and make up something on the spot–

“Dear Heavenly Father, thank you for this meal and everything you’ve given us. Thank you for school, work, family, and friends. Thank you for the opportunity to–”

“Is that all that they taught you in Sunday school?” Dad scoffs, breaking my concentration. “Thank you?”

My face burns with shame, and I look over at Mom, who looks at me apologetically. Dad’s eyes are still closed, and I don’t know how to respond to that, so I keep going, a little more conviction in my voice.

“Bless this food and our time together. Amen.”

“I liked that, honey,” Mom says, practically beaming at me, while Dad rolls his eyes. Mom quickly gets out of her seat to serve the men a decent-sized portion of spaghetti, while the women receive a smaller portion. And me a smaller amount than the rest of them. I look up at her with narrowed eyes, and she shrugs innocently. Cassidy whines about Cayden having more than her, and Mom hushes her, saying that boys require more sustenance because they grow bigger and stronger than we do. And that we don’t whine about what someone else has that we don’t, because life is unfair. And that it didn’t hurt to have some of the side salad. It takes me a few tries to swirl the spaghetti with my fork, due to the weakness in my left hand. After this, everyone at the table hushes; only clinks of glass and silverware linger in the room. After twenty-or-so minutes, Dad coughs after finishing his plate, tapping his chest with his fist. 

“All right, now,” he says, gathering everyone’s attention. “I have some news. While you all were in the hospital with Annie...” He dangles his fork in my direction, as if we were all wondering who Annie is. “...a venture capitalist came to visit the farm. Or someone who likes to give people money for a part of their business, in simpler terms. He said there’s a growing demand for family farm-produced products, and is searching the country for a place to invest in. I got to talking with him, and he thinks we could do big business together.”

Mom shrieks with delight. She babbles, “How much money?”

“No money upfront,” he says, “but if we’re able to prove our potential this harvest season, we’re talking a six-figure deal.”

Another shriek from Mom. The twins start dancing in their seats. I cross my arms, disbelief sinking my eyebrows. It all sounds like a con to me. “This means...” he says, perking up and turning to Mom, “...the tailoring business of your dreams...”

Yet another shriek from Mom. He turns to the twins next and says, “...an Olympic-sized pool in the backyard...”

They go nuts. They love swimming, so hearing that probably sounded like a jackpot with alarms blaring. He turns to me next, investigating me with intrigue that makes me feel small in my seat.

“...A prosthetic hand,” he says, intertwining his hands above his plate like a scheming madman. I loosen up at this, picturing a life in my head where I don’t have to struggle to carry things or write coherent sentences. My expression softens, and by the look on Dad’s face, I know he knows he’s won me over.

“But,” he says, straightening up, “Most importantly, it would give us financial stability. This means we will have to work overtime on the farm. I’m doubling the amount of livestock we have. Which means, Cayden,” He turns to the excited ten-year-old with an eager look on his face, “I’m going to be giving you more responsibility around the farm, which starts with teaching you how to use the tractor and the ATV.” Cayden squeals at this.

“Pipe down, son,” he says sternly. “This is your chance to prove to me that you will be capable of being the successor of the farm when I pass away. So, we’re going to be cutting back on his school time this year so we can concentrate on maintaining the farm. And Annie comes straight home after school for work.” I start to protest in my head, but then Mom opens her mouth to interject. She speaks with a timidness that makes her argument sound unconvincing, despite it being logical.

“Annie’s going into her most important year of high school. She can’t afford to miss out on extracurricular activities that could guarantee her scholarships for college.”

“Sure, but imagine–” he says, using his hands like he’s a Ted Talk presenter, “—how good this would look on her resume? The eldest child of a lower-class family who succeeds in assisting her family’s farm to success in their most demanding harvest season yet? I can’t imagine a more exciting college essay.”

He can’t seriously be asking me to sacrifice my junior year of high school for some opportunity to get money. As if it’s puke threatening to spill out, a thought makes itself known out loud.

“This has to be a joke,” I say, a sentence which prompts Mom and the twins to give me a scared look and Dad to give me a glare. 

“What was that?” He asks. I don’t even know what that was. I try to look up from my plate, but fear freezes my control over my body, and I can only look at him through my peripheral vision. I simply say,

“I think...this could be a good challenge for us.”

Dad smirks and nods at this, and everyone else’s breathing resumes. He picks up his glass of bourbon and lets it slide down in one gulp, much to Mom’s subdued disgust. “Now, Christina,” he continues, “I know how you feel about them not having the full school experience. But this is the opportunity of a lifetime! One that will reap many rewards for all of us. So–” He claps his hands together, looking energized and confident.

“We start tomorrow,” he declares. “Also, your mom’s gonna be driving you to school from now on, Annie.” I look at him in confusion.

“But Auntie Leo always takes me to school.”

“I’m aware. But now your mom has the time to do it, so it’s no trouble.” I know he’s just doing this to distance me from CJ. 

“Can she at least drive me on the first day?” I plead. “Please, and the rest of the year, Mom can do it.”

“She’s doing it, whether you like it or not,” he says, and Mom glances at him sympathetically.

“Come on, Norman, let her have one day,” Mom says. He looks at her with dead eyes and then back at me, thinking to himself before sighing.

“One day,” he finally says, and the rest of dinner is filled with silence and the occasional clinking of silverware or animal sounds in the distance.

––––––––
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As I’m getting ready for bed, my phone starts ringing. I pick it up and see it’s CJ, prompting me to look out my window. Her sheer purple curtains are closed, but the overhead light is on. I answer,

“Hey Ceej,” I say, fingering my slightly damp curls.

“Dude, literally where have you been?” She says, her voice blaring. “I’ve been calling you multiple times a day for like, three days!”

“I was in the hospital,” I calmly say. She gasps. “I woke up in the middle of the night, and my hand was huge and red and green, and we found out it was infected. So I had to have it amputated before it could spread to other parts of my body.”

“Holy shit, that sounds insane. Are you good? Crazy that your mom didn’t mention it to us. I know Norman wouldn’t, but damn, now we can’t trust Christina? Seriously.”

“I’m okay now, I just can’t do things like I normally would, since it was my right hand. And you know I’m not great with my left. This is just gonna make things on the farm hell for me.”

“How much would it cost to get a prosthetic hand?”

“Too much. We already have the hospital bill to deal with, so it’s out of the question right now.”

“What if we helped pay for it? You already know my parents would help you out in a heartbeat.”

“And you already know Dad would never let me accept the money. Even for my sake. Also, when I was in the hospital, Mom found a gray streak of hair in the back of my head.”

“That’s sick! What did she say?”

“She made a whole big deal about it, then bought me hair dye and a scarf on the way home. I wore it until I was able to dye my hair before dinner.”

“So this gray streak just came out of nowhere? Maybe it was because you were under extreme stress. And what would Norman have said?”

“I really don’t think he would care,” I say, leaning back against my desk chair. “I think he would have something to say if I cut my hair into a pixie and revealed I was a lesbian, not something this small.”

“Yeah...I can’t think of a reason why she’d want to hide it. In other news, speaking of lesbian,” she drags out lesbian for so long I start to get annoyed. “I think Allison and I are starting to get serious. I think she wants us to be for real.”

“No way! Are you gonna ask her to be your girlfriend?”

“Hell yeah, I’m getting her pink roses too, since they’re her favorite flowers. And maybe some chocolate? Some Ferrero Rocher? A little gourmet chocolate to show my devotion and undying loyalty. Am I doing too much?”

“I don’t think you can ever do too much when it comes to romance,” I say, imagining my own romantic scenarios. “Especially with girls. We just tend to appreciate lovey-dovey things better than guys do.” 

“Interesting...appreciate the input, Roseanne,” she chuckles, and I grumble. She knows how much I hate her using my first name. “So...is there anyone you’ve been crushing on lately? Hmm?”

“No.”

“I knew it!” She exclaims, throwing me off guard. “It’s Hanna, isn’t it? I caught you giving her adoring glances all the time in English last year. She’s sooo femme and you’re so butch it’s perfect!”

“Adoring glances?” I scoff. “Yeah, right. And I’m not butch,” I say, picking at my nails. “My hair is long.”

“Oh honey, butch is an energy. And it’s laced through the entire length of your veins! Oh, I love this so much, you guys are gonna have the cutest homecoming pictures together, and then you’ll eventually go to senior prom together, shack up in the same college dorm–”

“I don’t even know her, Ceej. We run in completely different circles, plus I wouldn’t even be a match for her, plus who knows if she likes girls, or if I even like girls, which, I gotta be honest, is something I haven’t really thought about before.” 

“Hey,” she says sternly. “First of all, they’re totally chill. Second of all, don’t talk yourself out of this. You’re a stellar, stunning little baby gay. She would be lucky to have you. Plus, being that Allison and Hanna are best friends, you officially have an in.”

“They’re literally the most popular junior girls. I think I’ll stay in my lane. And I’m not a lesbian.”

“I think you just earned a guest pass into their lane, she exclaims. Welcome to WLW Express, baby, we’re going full steam ahead on this beautiful July evening.”

I sigh. “I hate you so much.”

“Love you more. Sorry to hear about your hand, though.”

“Yeah, well, Dad said he met with somebody who wants to invest in our farm if we can prove our potential. Says if we earn the investment, he’ll pay for my prosthetic hand.”

“Oh wow. Did you even meet this dude? Do you really believe he’ll pay for it if everything goes right?” Faint scratching at my door catches my attention, the sound of the infamous Custard. I open it and let him scurry in, happily taking his place on my bed and nuzzling into the comforter.

“Uh...no, and I don’t know. All I know is that now we all have to work overtime on the farm, which means the twins are being homeschooled now, and I have to go straight home after school.” 

“You still have to work even with your missing hand? Duuuude, that fucking sucks. And we were supposed to do soccer together this year.”

“Mom wouldn’t let me play soccer anyway.”

“Oh, that’s right, I forgot she wants you to be a frilly girly-girl like her. Man, I really feel for you.”

“I feel for me too. Also, I have some bad news.”

“What’s up?” She says hesitantly.

“Mom’s driving me to school from now on. I guess she has the time now that she’s working for herself. But they said that Auntie Leo can take me on the first day of school.”

“Dude. I forgot to tell you. I just got my license. They got me the coolest fucking truck, it’s red and stunning.”

“Oh wow. Congrats,” I say with less enthusiasm than expected. Maybe I’m a little jealous. “What does that have to do with Auntie Leo, though?”

“Well, I can take you to school instead. But I guess now it’ll only be for the first day.” She says. “But at least we’ll have one last time together. Can I drive you home after school?”

“Oh, for sure. They’ll both be too busy working to pick me up.”

“Cool. I’ll miss your stinky morning breath fogging up our windows, though.”

“Oh, whatever,” I chuckle, glancing at the clock on my nightstand. “I brush my teeth, fool. Anyways, I gotta head to bed. Grueling work awaits me in the morning.”

“All right. Love you, my little baby gay Roseanne.”

I sigh. “I swear, if you keep calling me Roseanne. Goodnight, you menace.” I hang up and place my phone on my nightstand, next to my brown leather-bound sketchbook and various drawing pens and pencils. The sole lamp in my room casts a warm yellow hue, a stark contrast to the sliver of the night sky visible between the curtains of my windowpane. It then dawns on me that this is the first night back in my room since the accident. The last time I went to sleep in my bed, I went to sleep with both hands. I look around my room and see all the things I used to touch with both hands: the posters I got from CJ that I put up with both hands, the various stuffed animals I once played with, and the ceramics I made in pottery class. And then, in the span of one night, I’m left with only one, maybe for the rest of my life, unless somehow this mysterious investor guy changes our lives and gives me the opportunity to get a prosthetic hand. Thinking about it all makes me feel dizzy and fall into bed. I finger through Custard’s long hairs, touching my head to his. He licks my face once and moves to rest his head on my stomach, his warmth making the room feel a little less lonely. Staring at my blank canvas of a ceiling, my fingers craft a portrait of my family and me standing before our bustling, vivacious family farm. Everyone is smiling widely. Dad is smiling. I wave at the camera with a bony prosthetic hand. The image creates a beaming, hopeful feeling in my heart, lulling me to sleep like a sweet lullaby. 
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