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      I stand by the door, everything in me aching and broken, one hand pressed to the small glass pane as I gaze at my daughter lying in the hospital bed. She’s so slight, so still. I can barely see the rise and fall of her chest, and I have to bite my lip hard to suppress the animalistic sound of terror and pain I fear could burst out of me, something between a sob and a roar.

      This never should have happened.

      I am awash with regret, with fear, with guilt, with longing. Please, I pray, please let her live. Please let her heal. Please let her thrive…

      Is that so much to ask, to want your child to flourish? Isn’t that what any and every mother wants? Isn’t that what every mother prays or even wills from the moment she clasps her child in her arms, red-faced and squalling, damp and new? Please let this child thrive.

      Now I would settle for survival. Almost. But surely my daughter deserves more than scraping the barrel of life, making do with its dregs. She has so much to live for, so much possibility. I imagine the sparkle in her eye, the laugh that rings clear as a bell. I can’t bear for her to be changed, to be less. Please let her get better.

      And then, as if I have some sort of bargaining power, I start making deals in my head. If you let her be okay, I’ll be the best mother I know how to be. I’ll be better than that. I’ll try so hard. I’ll love so deep. I’ll never be disappointed or disapproving. I’ll never get angry or irritable or afraid…

      I have so many promises to make, to keep, if my daughter can just be spared.

      A nurse comes along the hallway, her rubber-soled shoes squeaking on the floor. “You shouldn’t be here,” she says, glancing around, sounding as if she isn’t sure whether to be sharp or sympathetic.

      “My daughter…” I gesture to the door, the room, that bed.

      “I’m sorry, but we can’t allow visitors in the ER,” the nurse replies, and now she sounds gentle but firm. “The doctor will be with you shortly.”

      I let myself be borne away on a tide of well-meaning officiousness, to a small room with vinyl sofas and a stale smell of despair. I am picturing my daughter—how I held her in my arms, how I kissed her head, how I nestled her against me and thought I would never let her go. I kept her safe then. It was so easy.

      How did everything go so wrong? I wonder helplessly, and then another, far worse question reverberates through me: Is this all my fault?
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          ELLEN

        

      

    

    
      When I answer my daughter’s phone call, all I can hear is sobbing. I am sitting in my office, the window open to birdsong and the scent of freshly mown grass, and Maddie is hiccupping and crying as she tries to get the words out.

      “Mom… Mom…”

      “Maddie, what’s happened? What’s wrong?” The questions come out of me like bullets, my voice already high with panic and fear. “Take a deep breath, sweetheart, please.” Although perhaps I’m the one who needs to take a deep breath. My heart is already racing, my palms damp as I clamp my phone to my ear. Not again, I am thinking. Praying. Please, please, not again…

      “Mom, can you come?” She gives another gulping, hiccupping sort of sob. “Please, can you come?”

      “Yes, I can be home in five minutes—”

      “I’m not at home.”

      A split second’s pause as I absorb that information, what it might mean, the ripples of it spreading outward into ignorance. When I left the house an hour ago, my teenage daughter Maddie was lying on her bed in a spill of summer sunshine, languidly scrolling on her phone. William was downstairs, eating cereal and reading a book about beetles, at twelve years old his latest obsession. Brian had left for work, as he usually did this time of year, at the crack of dawn; I vaguely remember rolling over and pulling the pillow over my head to drown out the sound of his shower. And now this.

      “Maddie, where are you, sweetheart?”

      She sniffs, draws a shuddery breath. “Um… Torrance Place.”

      “Torrance…” The word escapes me in a breath as my mind reels through the streets of our small New Hampshire town. Torrance Place, I think, is on the opposite end of Milford, a fifteen-minute walk at least from where we live, a place I’ve only driven past, and then indifferently. “Why—” I break off, because I don’t need to know why right now. I just need to know where. “Okay.” There are so many more questions I want and need to ask—Are you hurt? What happened? Why did you go out? Why are you on that street?—but I know this isn’t the time to ask, or perhaps even to know. My daughter needs me. That’s all that matters. “I’m coming,” I tell her. “Hold on.”

      I disconnect the call and grab my keys and my bag, nameless fears scuttling into dark crevices in my mind that I try to ignore. I tell myself her call, her tears, might not mean anything actually truly bad. Since she came home a month ago, Maddie has veered between lethargic indifference and manic obsessiveness. Sometimes she has been seemingly uncaring that she’s going into her senior year having missed the last two months of eleventh grade, and at other times she has burst into tears when Brian tells her, gently, to turn her music down.

      It’s so hard to know how to handle any of it—the doctor in charge of her care insisted we measure her food portions; the counselor said not to make a big deal of mealtimes. How are we supposed to do both? How do we navigate the tightrope of care versus control, interest versus indifference? And what has happened now that threatens to upset the fragile balance we’ve almost managed to achieve?

      I take several deep breaths, trying to tamp down the ever-present fear that threatens to lurch up to grab me by the throat and strangle me.

      My perfect family fell apart four months ago, and I am still scrambling to put the pieces of it back together.

      Quickly I leave my office, although that might be too grand a word for the glorified broom cupboard I was given after I returned part-time to Milford College ten years ago, when William went to preschool. As part-time adjunct professor of sociology, my position didn’t warrant a proper office, a slight I took with as much grace as I could, because staying home with my kids had been worth it.

      Hadn’t it? Then why am I here, rushing into a drowsy summer’s afternoon, so afraid my world has spun out of control yet again?

      As my best friend Tabitha told me, there are no guarantees with children. You can bake brownies and tuck them in every night, buy organic and shepherd them to Little League every single Saturday, and it still might not make a whit of difference to how they end up. The choices they make. The mistakes.

      It’s a truth I hate to face, and yet ever since Maddie was rushed to ER back in April, I’ve had to.

      But that’s not going to happen this time, I tell myself as I head out into the college’s verdant quad, the air warm and humid, the two-hundred-year-old buildings of pale gray limestone surrounding me on all four sides in perfect, pastoral peace. This time it’s going to be something small, probably nothing, an overreaction, a blip…

      “Ellen!”

      I look up from my head-down quick stride across the quad to see Abigail, another sociology professor, full tenured and sometimes a bit smug about it, walking towards me, a quizzical smile on her face.

      “Hey.” I manage a tense smile back, a mere stretching of my lips. My heart is still racing. The truth is, I don’t believe Maddie called me for nothing. I have an awful, certain sensation that it is very much something. It’s just how bad that something is.

      Brian would tell me I was being melodramatic, paranoid; he’s observed how, in the last few months, I’ve become, as he says, “more of a glass-half-empty person.” He’d shake his head and say something like, “You think the glass is broken and there isn’t any water for a hundred miles, Ell. You’ve got to relax. Maddie’s okay now.”

      The funny thing is, someone telling you to relax doesn’t make you feel relaxed. At all. And based on the call I just received, I’m not at all sure she’s okay.

      “Just picking up my daughter,” I tell Abigail before I can think better of it, regretting it instantly because I don’t want to talk about Maddie.

      As expected, Abigail’s friendly expression morphs into a look of sorrowful sympathy I’ve learned not to trust. Milford is a small town, and people love to gossip, especially when the object of their gossip is distant enough that it doesn’t actually affect them. Abigail has met Maddie a handful of times, if that.

      “Maddie?” she asks, as if I have another daughter. “How is she?”

      “Fine,” I reply tightly, my keys clutched between my fingers like I’m about to be attacked. “She’s fine.” Abigail is opening her mouth to ask another question, but I’ve already started down the sidewalk. “Sorry,” I call over my shoulder as I head toward the parking lot. “I’m already late.”

      I don’t want those words to actually be true.

      My car is one of only a handful in the half-acre of concrete that is Milford’s faculty parking lot. It is the week before freshmen orientation, and professors are slowly starting to trickle back to their offices, to deal with paperwork and problems, fall syllabi and department politics. Five minutes ago, my main focus was locating a copy of an out-of-print textbook for my freshman class, Sociology of Organizations. Now I’m trying not to hyperventilate, not to remember the last time I got a call like this, from William. “Mom? Mom? Maddie’s in the bathroom and she’s not answering. I’m scared…”

      As I slide into the oven-baked interior of my car and turn on the AC, I take several steadying breaths. The still-hot air rolls over me as sweat prickles along my forehead and under my arms. I rest my hands on the steering wheel and breathe. In. Out. It may be nothing.

      Then I reverse out of the parking lot, and try not to break the 25 mph speed limit through the town’s historic center.

      Milford is the quintessential New England college town, with a main street of gracious limestone buildings on the banks of Shelter Brook, a cheerful, burbling tributary of the Connecticut River. The college is at one end and the town’s slightly less salubrious elements at the other, and the two co-exist in a state that is both amiable and uneasy. Population three thousand, with a high school, two elementary schools, a public park and swimming pool, five churches and six restaurants. The perfect place to raise a family.

      I take Main Street at the necessary crawl, my fingers tapping the steering wheel in a frenetic, staccato beat—past the tiny movie theater that locals campaigned to keep open to show arthouse films, the old-fashioned drugstore that still sells milkshakes at a marble counter in the back, the erstwhile Woolworth’s that is now an upmarket boutique for designer clothes and homeware, the eye-wateringly expensive vegetarian café with its chalkboard sign offering cold-pressed juice and acai berry smoothies.

      Milford is a jostling mix of old and new, ordinary and elite, town and gown. I’ve lived here for nearly twenty years; I know everyone, or almost. I’ve done the baby groups, sent my children to local schools, shopped in every single store, gone to every harvest and Christmas festival.

      I like to think I straddle the town and college divide, but as I drive over the bridge and turn onto Torrance Place at the far end of Main Street, I realize I have never actually been on this street before.

      Just one block away from the town’s well-heeled main drag, it’s a depressing mix of dilapidated clapboard and squat brick ranch houses, all with overgrown yards of summer-brown grass, and a few broken-down cars in the driveways. It reminds me of that old New England joke, what’s the difference between a house in Vermont and one in New Hampshire? The car on concrete blocks in the driveway. Told by Vermonters, of course, but we’re only seven miles from the border. Vermont’s affluent, touristy vibe feels a lot closer on my side of Milford than here.

      As I drive down the street, I scour the cracked concrete sidewalks for Maddie, but I don’t see anyone at all. The whole place feels empty and lifeless, with barely a breeze stirring, the boxy houses looking blank and uninviting. Is Maddie really here?

      Then I round a corner, and my heart freefalls. I glimpse the flashing blue siren of a police car, the banner of red lights on top of an ambulance, with several paramedics standing by. I forget to breathe as my mind spins and blanks with terror.

      Somehow I manage to pull over to the far side of the road, hitting the curb in the process. I yank my keys out of the ignition and then stumble towards the configuration of cars—the police car is parked sideways to block off the road, the ambulance is behind it, its back doors open. I see Maddie’s car too, pulled haphazardly up on the other side, past the police car and ambulance.

      Why was she driving out here? When I left this morning, she hadn’t been planning to go anywhere, as far as I knew.

      Clearly, I didn’t know much.

      “Maddie!” I shout her name even though I can’t see her, and a police officer, one of several milling about the area, holds up her hand to stop me, her expression foreboding and officious.

      “Ma’am, please, this is an active—”

      “My daughter,” I tell her in something between a growl and a scream. “My daughter is over there.”

      She hesitates, and I start to push past her.

      “Ma’am,” she calls, annoyed now. “Ma’am!”

      I am already running.

      “Maddie.”

      My daughter is huddled on the curb, her hands locked around her knees, her head bowed so her honey-gold hair is falling like a curtain in front of her face. A female police officer is crouched next to her, talking quietly. My daughter looks, thank God, unhurt.

      “Maddie,” I say again, and I drop down onto the pavement before her, scraping both my knees as I pull her into a hug while the police officer looks on. Maddie flings her arms around me, her face burrowed into my shoulder the way she used to as a child. I can feel her slight body shake with sobs. “You’re all right,” I tell her, as I stroke her hair. I am willing it to be true, this time. “You’re all right.”

      “Are you the mother?” The police officer who has been crouching next to her asks the question in a voice that sounds strangely cool.

      I look up, Maddie still huddled in my arms. The mother? It sounds so objective, almost inhuman. “Yes,” I say, tightening my embrace on my daughter. “I’m Maddie’s mom.”

      “I’m afraid we need to ask her a few questions.”

      Annoyance prickles, along with disbelief, as well as a little fear. “Is that really necessary right now?” I strive to sound calm, friendly, although inside I am raging. “She’s clearly had a huge shock—”

      “It is necessary, to determine what happened here.” Now the woman’s tone is implacable and her face looks hard. I feel like I’m missing something, and I don’t think I want to know what it is.

      I glance up at the scene—expecting to see a crumpled fender, maybe a dented mailbox. A few months ago, when our neighbor’s fire alarm went off accidentally, the town sent two police cars and three fire trucks. It’s that kind of place. The fact that there is only one police car and an ambulance here doesn’t alarm me, not now that I have Maddie safe in my arms. It has to be the town’s usual cautious overkill.

      “Questions about what?” I ask.

      “About the incident.”

      The incident? Then my gaze trains on a thirty-something woman standing by the ambulance, her arms wrapped around her thin body, her dark hair in a wild tangle about her gaunt-looking face. Her expression is tense, angry; as I watch, she speaks urgently to one of the paramedics. I recognize her, but only vaguely. Perhaps I’ve seen her on the street, or in the schoolyard.

      Then she clambers up into the ambulance and the paramedic closes the doors smartly behind her. Seconds later, the siren is switched on, the wail ear-splitting, as the ambulance heads down the street.

      In that moment, I understand something much bigger has happened than I’d realized. Than I’d hoped.

      “Maddie?” I draw her away from me; her face is blotchy, her eyes red, snot dripping from her nose. “Maddie, what happened?”

      “I didn’t see her, Mom. I swear, I didn’t see her.”

      My lips feel numb as I ask, “Didn’t see who?”

      “The little girl.” Her voice rises in a wail. “Amy Rose.”

      My hands fall away from her shoulders as the world spins again, making my stomach churn. “You… you hit a little girl with your car?”

      Maddie hiccups and nods, her gaze downcast, like she can’t meet my eyes.

      The policewoman intervenes. “We need to ask you some questions,” she tells Maddie in the kind of steady voice I imagine they are trained to use—calm, unflappable, implacable, firm. “And you’ll also need to take a breathalyzer test. It’s routine for all road accidents. If you can come this way…”

      I am reeling too much to protest as Maddie stands up on shaky legs, although I feel like I should. Surely Maddie has some rights in this situation? Do I need to call a lawyer? But why should I, since it was so clearly an accident? The questions pummel my brain, but I can’t think coherently about them, or anything. I should call Brian, I decide. Brian will know what to do.

      But when I manage to make the call on my cell with trembling fingers, it goes directly to voicemail. Twice. I leave a message the second time; my voice sounds tinny and strange. “Brian… there’s been an accident… Maddie’s all right, but she… she hit a little girl with her car.” I draw a clogged breath as the words slam into me. “We’re on Torrance Place, on the far side of town. Please… please come.”

      As I’ve been speaking, the policewoman has taken Maddie over to the sidewalk and is giving her a breathalyzer test. It’s barely past noon, for heaven’s sake. Then I catch sight of the crime tape, vivid splashes of blood like paint on the road.

      I stay where I am for a few seconds, try to catch my breath. There is a buzzing in my ears. How badly was this little girl hurt? I think of the woman by the ambulance, her gaunt, angry face. The girl’s mother? Surely she wouldn’t be angry if it had been truly serious. She’d be terrified, sobbing and incoherent. I know I would be.

      The thought brings a wary sort of relief; it can’t be that bad. A broken arm, maybe, or an ankle. Guilt flashes through me that I am thinking so cold-bloodedly about a child’s injury. If Maddie had broken her arm…

      But it’s Maddie I have to think about now.

      I scramble up from the road and walk over to another police officer, this one managing the crime scene.

      Crime scene. It feels crazy, like I’ve stumbled onto a movie set. I’m waiting for the director to call ‘cut!’ and everyone to relax their ridiculous poses, their stern, serious faces.

      “Please…” I ask, my voice croaky so I have to clear my throat. “Can you tell me what happened to the little girl?” I fumble for the name Maddie mentioned. “Amy Rose…?”

      His face is expressionless, but I still search for a flicker of sympathy in his eyes. Surely he can see how devasting this is for Maddie, for me?

      “She’s been taken to the hospital.”

      Well, obviously. “But will she be all right? Was she badly hurt?”

      His face closes up completely. “I’m afraid I can’t give you that information.”

      I bite my lip hard to keep from saying something stupid. I know better than to talk back to police these days. I’ve read the stories in the news of people who stepped a little out of line and suddenly are in cuffs, spreadeagled on the ground, although I’ve always assumed there’s an excuse, an extenuating circumstance. I’ve never been on this side of the law before, feeling uneasy, unsure, even guilty. It disquiets me almost as much as the fact of the accident does.

      “Thank you,” I murmur, and then on watery legs I walk over to Maddie, who is looking dazed, her eyes strangely vacant as she breathes into a tube the female officer is holding.

      “Is this really necessary?” I ask, trying to sound reasonable, but my voice comes out sharp because I’m so afraid. This is the last thing Maddie needs right now, just when she was starting to reach a fragile equilibrium. This could send her right back to where we were in April, when life felt so dark, the world so hopeless. “My daughter was not drinking alcohol.”

      I glance at Maddie for confirmation, just to be sure, even though I know she wouldn’t have done that, and the policewoman notices my inquiring glance. I see her lips tighten.

      “This is standard procedure.”

      “But it’s upsetting to my daughter.”

      For a second, the woman’s eyes flash. “There is another mother who is currently on her way to Two Rivers Hospital with her daughter who is a little more than upset,” she states coldly.

      “Is she badly injured? The little girl?” I mean to sound concerned, I am concerned, but it comes out like a challenge. I picture a tiny, crumpled body, and then I push the image away. I can’t think about this other girl right now, whatever her condition. I have my own daughter to care for. I take a deep breath to steady myself.

      “I’m not able to discuss that with you,” the police officer tells me firmly before turning to Maddie. “Now, we need to ask you a few questions about what happened. Just to understand. Could you come over to the car, please?”

      “The car—” I interject, alarmed. “Why do we have to do this right now?”

      “Because your daughter’s memories are fresh in her mind. If we wait, things become foggy, vague. All we want is to know what happened.” She pauses, her expression softening, although I wonder if it is strategic. “This is all standard procedure, Miss—?”

      “Wilkinson. Mrs. Ellen Wilkinson.”

      “Mrs. Wilkinson,” the officer repeats agreeably. “And I’m Officer Beecham. Now, I think we’ll all be more comfortable in the car. The conversation will be recorded—again, standard procedure.”

      Feeling like I have no choice, I nod. I want to cooperate with the police, of course I do. I’m a law-abiding citizen. I never speed through town; I never jaywalk through the single needless traffic light by the Walmart. I pay my taxes; I recycle; I give to charity. Of course, none of that matters right now, but I feel as if it somehow should, as if I should be making a list and offering it to this woman as some sort of proof—of what, I don’t even know, but the instinct is there.

      “Thank you,” I murmur, although I’m not sure what I’m thanking her for.

      I take Maddie’s hand as I follow Officer Beecham to her car. Maddie clings to me, her hand thin and icy in mine.

      “Mom… I’m sorry… I really didn’t see her… it happened so fast…”

      “I know, sweetheart, I know. It was an accident.” A terrible, terrible accident. Surely the police will see that?

      “Take a seat,” Officer Beecham invites, patting the backseat of the police car as she fiddles with a recording device. Her tone has turned friendly, which I mistrust. “Maddie, isn’t it?”

      Maddie nods as she perches on the edge of the seat while I stand, looming, by the car door. Her eyes look huge, her nose is still running. I fish a crumpled tissue out of my bag and hand it to her, but she just clutches it in her fist without using it.

      The officer switches on the device, then gives her name—Sue Beecham—and the date. “So can you talk me through what happened, Maddie?” she asks. Now she sounds positively gentle. “From the beginning?”

      Maddie lets out a shuddery breath. “She just came out of nowhere…”

      “From the beginning. You were the driver of the car?”

      My daughter throws her a startled, panicked look. “Yes, of course I was.”

      “Where were you going?”

      “Um, I was just driving.” She glances at me and then away again, quickly. “You know, to clear my head.”

      “To clear your head? Why did your head need clearing? Had something happened to upset you?”

      “Is this relevant?” I burst out, unable to help myself. The last thing I want right now is for Maddie to talk about what has been going on in her head, her life recently.

      “I’m just trying to establish the facts,” the officer—this Sue—replies calmly.

      I give a terse nod, not wanting to argue the point. Do we need a lawyer? I don’t want to ask, in case it makes Maddie look guilty, but what if we do? What if having this conversation at all is a mistake?

      I glance at my phone, but Brian hasn’t called, and that makes me angry—unreasonably so, I know, but anger feels better than fear.

      Officer Beecham turns back to Maddie. “So you went for a drive, to think about things.”

      Maddie nods, almost frantically. “Yeah.”

      “Any reason you were on this road in particular?”

      “No, I was just, you know, going wherever.” She has started to shred the tissue into ragged strips.

      “Were you on your phone? Texting or reading something, responding to someone?” She sounds almost conspiratorial, as if she’d understand if it was something like that.

      “No.” Maddie sounds so indignant that I feel a rush of relief. I believe her, and I think Sue does, as well. We’ve drilled it into her so many times, about not texting and driving.

      “And so what happened then?”

      “Amy Rose just… bolted into the street. Honestly, it was, like, out of nowhere. From behind a parked car, I think.”

      Both Officer Beecham and I glance at the road; the closest parked car is about a hundred feet away.

      Maddie must realize this, because she continues quickly, “I mean, I didn’t see her at all. She just… ran.”

      “Why do you think she ran into the street?” Officer Beecham asks.

      “I don’t know. How should I know?” Maddie lifts her thin shoulders in a shrug, giving me a helpless, frightened glance.

      “Did you brake when you saw her?”

      “Yeah, I mean, of course, but she was right there… I couldn’t do anything. It was too late.” A hiccupy sob escapes her, and then she hides her face in her hands as the sobs shudder through her. I put my hand on her shoulder, even though what I really want to do is gather her up in my arms and start sprinting away. “Is she going to be okay?” Maddie asks through her fingers. “She looked so still…”

      “The doctors in charge of her care will give her the best treatment they can,” Officer Beecham says tonelessly, which is saying nothing at all.

      My stomach feels hollow, my skin clammy. This is sounding like more than a bumped head, a broken arm. A lot more. This isn’t an anecdote I might relate later, with a wavery sigh of relief. Honestly, it was so scary, but she was absolutely fine, thank goodness, just a bit of a bump… kids these days… they never look where they’re going…

      No, I can already see—feel—that it is not going to happen like that. I know, with a leaden sensation in my gut, that life has changed irrevocably—for this poor Amy Rose, for her mother, for Maddie, for me, and this is only the very beginning.

      I glance at Officer Beecham’s serious expression, Maddie still hiding her face in her hands, and pure, unalloyed terror swoops through me as I realize this could get a lot more serious—for all of us. A question forms in my mind, one I can’t bear to articulate.

      What will happen to Maddie if this little girl dies?
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      They put me in one of those little rooms for people who are going to get bad news, away from the main waiting room for the ER, with the drunks and the snotty-nosed kids and the guys cradling broken arms. I know, because I’ve been in this little room before—when my dad died, when Sam OD’ed, when my mom had her first heart attack.

      You’d think they’d get a little creative, mix it up a bit. Put me somewhere without the tattered brochures on how to deal with grief, the box of tissues, a stupid magazine on yachting, for heaven’s sake. Probably donated by some sanctimonious do-gooder. As if anyone wants to read about boats in this situation.

      I don’t sit down, because my body is fizzing with energy, my fists clenched with anger. It has been over an hour, and nobody has told me anything—not the kind-faced paramedics who rode with Amy Rose and me in the ambulance, not the doctors who stride down the corridors with their archaic pagers and flapping white coats like they’re auditioning for Grey’s Anatomy. Not the nurse who came in and said with a syrupy smile, “Okay, hon?”

      No, I am not okay. Of course I’m not. My six-year-old daughter has been hit by a car and I saw her lying lifeless on a stretcher while the paramedic called her unresponsive as we sped towards the hospital, siren wailing. Then they whisked her away and parked me in a spare room like the crazy old aunt nobody wants to talk to. I mean, what the actual…?

      I release a pent-up breath, clenching and unclenching my fists when what I really want to do is hit something. Or someone—like the airhead who knocked my daughter over and then burst into tears like she was the one who had a problem.

      But no, that’s not fair. She was upset, of course she was. I can’t blame her for that, but I can sure as hell blame her for hitting my daughter with her car. She was probably on her phone. Lol, Ikr? C u soon.

      A sound like a growl hisses between my teeth. Where is the doctor? A nurse? Can’t anyone bother to update me?

      I decide I’m not going to wait anymore. I throw open the door to the room and stride down the hall to the nurses’ station. One woman in scrubs decorated with oranges and lemons is glancing indifferently at a computer screen, clicking the mouse periodically. The other is in bright pink scrubs, leaning against the counter and drinking from a water bottle. They both look bored, and that infuriates me.

      “Hello?” My voice rings out in obvious accusation. “Has there been any news about my daughter? Amy Rose Miller? She was brought here over an hour ago. She was hit by a car.” Every word is aggressive, except for the last, when my voice trembles. I see the sympathy flash in the nurses’ eyes, but I don’t want it. All my life I’ve chosen to be angry rather than afraid. It feels stronger. I’m not going to stop now.

      “Sorry, hon,” the nurse in the fruity scrubs says. I realize she’s the same one who came into the room and asked if I was okay. “The doctor will be with you as soon as he can.”

      I continue to clench and unclench my fists, struggling against the desire either to scream or burst into tears. “It’s been quite a while,” I finally force out tightly. “It would be nice to know what’s going on, that is if anyone could bother to tell me.”

      I see the sympathy that was warming their expressions start to cool. I’m being difficult now. I’m one of those people.

      The nurse in the fruity scrubs glances at the tattoo on my left wrist before she flashes the other a quick look that I interpret perfectly—I’m a loose cannon, an unknown quantity, a townie who is ready to rage. The other nurse straightens, screwing the cap back on her water bottle.

      “I’ll go see what’s going on,” she says, and I nod jerkily, not trusting myself to say thank you in a civil tone. I know when I’m being handled.

      I wait until she’s walked down the hall and disappeared between heavy, swinging doors before I head back to the little room of bad news. I take out my cell, check for any calls or messages, but there’s nothing. I haven’t told my mother or brother about the accident yet, don’t want to until I know more, and nobody else cares.

      Not that I’m going to start feeling sorry for myself right now. I don’t have the time or energy for that.

      I sink into a chair, the cracked vinyl creaking beneath me, and rest my chin in my hands.

      This is my fault.

      I do my best to ignore the accusing voice inside my head. I don’t have the strength to give it any air time now. But when I close my eyes, I feel the pressure behind my lids and I have to take several deep breaths to keep from losing it completely.

      This is my fault. All my fault. If I hadn’t—

      The door opens. I jerk my head up, blinking the room back into focus, as a kindly-looking man with curly gray hair and hazel eyes twinkling behind wire-rimmed glasses comes into the room.

      “I’m Dr. Hartley.” His voice is a friendly rumble. “You’re Amy Rose’s mother?”

      “Yes, Jenna Miller.” I rise, feeling shaky as I run my damp palms down the side of my shorts. “Is she going to be okay?”

      “Why don’t you sit down?”

      His smile is so full of sympathy, I feel sick. I was just sitting down, and if he’s asking me to sit again, it must be really bad. What if…

      No, I can’t even frame the possibility in my mind.

      Slowly I lower myself back into the chair. “Is she…” I begin, and then can’t finish. My mouth is filling with bile. I take a deep breath as my head swims. I think I might pass out or throw up, I’m not sure which, but I don’t want to do either.

      “Amy Rose was badly injured in the car accident,” he tells me in his careful, gentle voice. I can barely hear him past the buzzing in my ears, the deep breaths I force myself to keep taking even as I realize I might be hyperventilating. “She suffered some minor abrasions to her face, as well as a broken arm, which we’ve set in a cast and should heal cleanly.”

      A pause. Oh, that pause. It tells me both everything and nothing, and I want to scream, to howl, but despite all my deep breaths, I feel as if I can’t get any air.

      “But the main injury was to her head,” he states, his voice gentling even more, “most likely caused when she fell after the impact with the vehicle. There has been some shearing in her brain, which is essentially a tearing of the nerve fibers, or axons.”

      I can’t take anymore. Without even meaning to, I drop my head between my knees. My mouth tastes of acid and the room is spinning, even when I close my eyes, like I’m drunk. I wanted to be stronger than this—I am stronger, at least when it’s just me. But when it’s Amy Rose…

      She’s only six. She has hair like cotton candy. She speaks with a lisp. She wants to be Tinkerbell when she grows up.

      “I’m sorry.” Dr. Hartley’s voice is so kind, so sincere, that it threatens to undo me completely. I can’t handle someone being nice to me right now. I want him to be one of those coldly indifferent surgeons who glances at his watch while he gives you a terminal prognosis, but he isn’t, and it might make me sob. “May I get you something? A glass of water?”

      Wordlessly, my head still between my knees, I nod.

      I hear Dr. Hartley move away, and then a few seconds later he is pressing a plastic cup of water into my hands.

      Slowly, shakily, I raise my head and take a sip of the tepid water. My fingers tremble as I clutch the cup. My lips tremble too as I try to speak.

      “What… what does this mean? For my daughter?”

      Dr. Hartley has lowered himself into a chair opposite, his fingers laced together between his knees. “We’ve put Amy Rose into a medically induced coma, to give her brain time to heal,” he tells me calmly, as if this is everyday kind of stuff. “When we feel she’s ready, we’ll wake her up slowly.”

      He makes it sound so easy, like turning up a dimmer switch and, whoa, there are the lights. I want it to be that simple, but everything I know about brain injuries—gleaned from half-watched episodes of ER—tells me otherwise. You don’t just snap out of a coma.

      A coma. My six-year-old is in a coma.

      I take another sip of water to steady myself, but I’m so anxious and afraid that I dribble and have to wipe my chin like a child.

      Dr. Hartley gives me a smile full of sympathy. Why does he have to be so damned nice?

      “I’m sure you have lots of questions.”

      So many, but I don’t know if I want to hear the answers. And yet I have to ask. I need to know.

      “What… what is her prognosis? I mean, in the long term, you know, after this… will she be okay? Will she be… normal?” The word parts from me painfully.

      Another one of those pauses that makes me want to scream—or sob. “It’s too early to predict outcomes,” he says finally, choosing each word with awful, painstaking care. “But I will say the next forty-eight hours are critical.”

      “Critical?” That is not a word I want to hear right now, in any context.

      “It’s critical that the swelling in her brain goes down in that time frame,” he explains, his voice still so very gentle. Too gentle.

      “And if it doesn’t?” I have to force myself to ask the question.

      Dr. Hartley hesitates. This is worse than a pause.

      My toes curl and everything in me tenses, knowing and yet dreading to know, because the knowledge will surely be unbearable.

      “I need to tell you,” he says, his voice calm and low, “that the next forty-eight hours are critical in terms of Amy Rose’s survival. If she stays with us, and the swelling goes down, her chances of recovery are much, much better.”

      I can’t speak for a moment, as his words ricochet around my brain. Critical. Survival. It’s that bad. She might die.

      “Complete recovery?” I finally say, knowing how desperate I sound. How deluded, considering what he’s just told me. But she’s young, I insist silently. Younger children have much better chances of recovery, don’t they? Their bones knit together. Their skin doesn’t scar. They practically bounce! Except when I saw my daughter crumpled in the middle of the road—she hadn’t bounced.

      “It’s impossible to give an answer at this early stage,” Dr. Hartley replies. “I will say she’s young, and often that can mean a better outcome.”

      So maybe they bounce a little. I fight an urge to laugh out of sheer shock, and thankfully I don’t. I don’t need the good doctor thinking I’m crazy.

      “But as to how severe the damage is or what it will mean for her long term,” he continues, “I can’t make any promises or predictions at this point. I’m sorry.”

      I nod, the movement mechanical. I can’t take in what he’s saying, not really. The words, the possibilities, barely penetrate my dazed mind. None of this feels real. I realize I’ve crumpled the cup in my hand, and water is dripping down my fingers.

      “Can I see her?” I ask. “Please?”

      “Yes, of course, although only briefly, I’m afraid. She’ll be moved into the neurology ward in the Children’s Center as soon as possible, but for now she’s still in ER.” He makes it sound like a warning.

      I nod, as if I understand.

      With yet another small, sympathetic smile, Dr. Hartley rises. He holds the door open for me like a gentleman, and I mean to murmur my thanks, but somehow the words choke in my throat. I feel as if I am walking in a dream, as if the world around me will dissolve, or perhaps I will. I want it to.

      I want this to be a dream, a nightmare, to be able to wake up and feel that jolt of terror followed by the wonderful wash of relief when you realize you were only dreaming, thank God.

      But as I follow Dr. Hartley down the hall, through a pair of heavy swinging doors into the ER, I know I won’t wake up like that. No matter how dazed I feel, this is really happening.

      The ER is crammed full of curtained cubicles. From behind one, I hear someone moaning with pain and I can’t help but flinch at the sound. From behind another curtain, a nurse asks briskly, “On a scale of one to ten, how severe is your pain?” A mumbled response. “Seven?” she repeats skeptically, clearly not convinced.

      If Amy Rose could answer that question, what would she say? Ten?

      I picture her face—those china-blue eyes, as big as lakes, her rosebud mouth. She’s ridiculously cute; Sam says she looks like something from Japanese anime. Then I remember how I saw her in the street, just a few hours ago, a tangle of strawberry blond hair covering her face, the blood oozing from her temple, her utter stillness. For several awful, awful seconds, I’d thought she was dead. Then the driver—a teenaged girl I vaguely recognized who had been crouching over her—said in a terrified voice, tears coursing down her face, her hands flung up in the air, “She’s alive! I swear she’s alive.”

      And yet she might still die. The next forty-eight hours…

      Dr. Hartley moves past the cubicles to the more serious part of ER—private rooms with heavy doors and signs forbidding entry, insisting on washed hands or masks or both. Life-or-death sorts of places.

      My heart flutters in my chest like something wild and desperate. I am scared, so scared, of what I’ll see behind that terrible door.

      Then, finally, he opens a door at the end of the corridor, holding it so I can come through after him; I walk through almost reluctantly, because as much as I want to see my daughter, I know I don’t want to see her like this.

      My first thought is how small Amy Rose looks in the big white hospital bed, surrounded by machines. Surely she’s not that tiny, barely a bump under the sheet, her feet only coming halfway down. Her poor little arm is in a cast right up to the elbow; there is a bruise on her cheek that is a livid purple, and her head is wrapped in bandages like a mummy in a horror movie, or maybe one of those ridiculous hidden-camera shows, the kind where a person leaps up as their bandages fall off. Surprise!

      Of course that’s not going to happen here, and yet some absurd part of me is almost expecting it. I’m waiting for her eyes to open, a sleepy smile to spread across her face. Mama!

      The only sound is a regular, steady beeping; a few wires snake from her wrists and chest to various monitors by the side of the bed. Beep. Beep. Beep.

      This can’t be happening. It just can’t be. I stare and stare, trying to make sense of it, but I simply can’t. Everything in me reels back, refusing to accept what I can see so very plainly.

      Dr. Hartley puts his hand on my shoulder, a brief touch that anchors me to reality. This is happening, and somehow I have to get through it. I have to survive, and so does my daughter.

      I feel a familiar resolve hardening inside me. I’ve been in tough places before. Not this tough, it’s true, but, God knows, tough enough. I’ve learned how to be strong, and Amy Rose needs me. I’m not going to stop being strong now, when things are so critical.

      “She’s stable,” Dr. Hartley tells me quietly. “Which is a good thing.”

      I nod. It’s only two o’clock in the afternoon, but it feels like the middle of the night. My eyes are gritty, my body aching with exhaustion. Part of me wants to curl up right there on the floor and go to sleep, except I can’t imagine ever sleeping again. Being able to relax enough to drop off, to let go.

      “Can I sit with her?” I ask, and regretfully he shakes his head.

      “I’m sorry, that’s not allowed in the ER. But once we’ve moved her to neurology at the Children’s Center, you can spend as long as you want with her, in her room. We can even arrange a bed next to her, for sleeping, if that’s what you’d like, although most parents find it better to get some proper sleep at home. It shouldn’t be more than a few hours before we can move her.”

      I nod mechanically, and then I let him steer me out of the ER, back toward the little waiting room.

      “Why don’t you get something to eat?” he suggests kindly. “There’s a café on the top floor that’s surprisingly decent. Are there people you need to call? Family…?”

      I think of my brother Sam, my mother. I don’t want to call either of them with this news, and yet I know I must. Sam will be devastated. My mom will most likely find a way to make it all about her.

      “We’ll let you know as soon as she’s moved,” Dr. Hartley promises, and it’s something of a dismissal, if nicely meant.

      I walk on wooden legs towards the elevator, thinking I’ll go up to the café and get a coffee, but before I press the button, I whirl around and head outside instead.

      After the hospital’s sterile air conditioning, the humid August air hits me in the face like a warm, wet blanket. Outside, even here at a hospital, the world is going on normally—the sun is shining, and birds wheel high overhead. The forest that surrounds Milford and covers most of the state is dense and green, the parking lot cut out of it in a swathe of gray concrete.

      Two women walk through the automatic doors, one of them holding a balloon. I snatch a few words of their conversation: “She’s so adorable, wait till you see her. I think Marie is looking great.”

      Someone has had a baby, and meanwhile mine might be taken away. Forever.

      I draw a shuddering breath, push it all back. Then I walk the requisite fifty feet away from the hospital doors before I see the placard proclaiming that the entire hospital property is a smoke-free zone.

      I duck around the corner of the building and, with shaking fingers, reach for my pack of cigarettes. Before I’ve so much as taken one out, though, my phone buzzes with an unknown number. Is Amy Rose being moved already? I am filled with both hope and fear as I answer the call, and I wonder if that skipped heartbeat of terror will become my new default.

      “Hello?”

      “Mrs. Miller?” The voice is brisk and capable-sounding. “This is Detective Trainor. I was hoping you could answer a few questions.”
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      They let us go after an hour of questioning which crawled by, second by painful second. Sitting in the back of the police car, Maddie managed monosyllabic answers to the gentle probing of Officer Beecham: She ran into the middle of the street? Did she see the car? Was she chasing something, do you think, a ball or a cat? What did you do after you hit her? Did you move her at all? Was anyone else nearby? When did you call 911?

      Maddie stammered her answers to each question, every word halting and hesitant. I don’t think I moved her. I didn’t see anyone till her mom came. I can’t remember when I called—a few seconds after? Maybe a minute? Her expression turned vacant as she twirled a strand of hair around one finger, meeting no one’s eye.

      Officer Beecham’s tone became a little less gentle; she was clearly frustrated by my daughter’s dazed confusion, but couldn’t she see she was traumatized? I certainly could.

      I finally put an end to it, because I couldn’t bear how Maddie was gnawing her nails, whispering her answers, holding back tears. “My daughter is in shock,” I stated firmly. “She might remember more things later, and of course she’ll be happy to answer questions whenever you need her to, but I think, for now, she needs to go home.”

      I spoke like the teacher I was, and I saw that this annoyed the officer as much as Maddie’s hesitant whispers.

      “We will certainly have questions later,” she said, making it sound like a warning.

      Would there be an inquest? A trial? I had absolutely no idea how these things worked, didn’t want to know how they worked. Would they charge Maddie with reckless driving, or worse? Words like grievous injury and bodily harm flashed through my mind.

      “Will you let us know if the little girl is all right?” I ask Officer Beecham as Maddie scrambles out of the back of the police car. “Amy Rose?” How had Maddie known her name? I wasn’t about to ask now.

      Officer Beecham doesn’t reply, and so we leave, slinking off as if we are guilty of a crime.

      It was an accident, I have to remind myself yet again. A terrible, terrible accident. Just one of those awful things. Tragic, yes, but no one’s fault.

      As we drive home in the sticky heat of an August afternoon, Maddie huddles in the passenger seat, her face turned to the window. We had to leave her car there, at least for now, so they can examine it for evidence. For a second, I let myself hope they might find faulty brakes or a dodgy steering wheel, something to absolve Maddie, but I know they won’t. We bought the car secondhand, with only four thousand miles on it, everything clean as a whistle and working properly, for Maddie’s seventeenth birthday just a few months ago.

      “I’m so sorry this happened to you,” I tell Maddie as I drive down Main Street at fifteen miles an hour, just to be extra safe, as if a police officer might be watching. Look, there goes a good citizen.

      She lets out a huff of sound I can’t interpret. I wish I had an instruction manual for this situation, or a script. There are questions I want to ask, but it doesn’t feel like the right time. And I know how fragile she is. What if this sends her spinning back to where we were in spring, without me even knowing it?

      A different kind of guilt cramps my stomach. How could you not even realize how ill your own daughter was? How much she was hurting? At least not until she collapsed in the bathroom and had to be rushed to ER.

      I’d been worried about her, had thought she’d looked a little gaunt, but nothing as bad as the reality the doctors forced me to see, when Maddie was lying in that hospital bed, looking like a broken scarecrow. Even now, nearly five months later, I cringe with guilt and shame at the memory.

      A few silent minutes later, I pull onto our street, a row of gracious, wooden nineteenth-century houses with wide front porches and long, narrow backyards all looking out over one another. Flowers burst from hanging baskets, flags wave in the gentle summer’s breeze—the usual American flags, as well as ones espousing various causes du jour, because this is a college town, after all, and this street is mainly inhabited by professors and staff—and the whole mood is one of contentment, of comfort, of security. Here we are home. We are safe.

      I pull into our drive, pausing for a moment, my hands resting on the steering wheel. One of our neighbors’ kids, Chloe Winter, eight years old with her hair in pigtails, is roller-skating down the sidewalk like something out of a Norman Rockwell painting. She doesn’t check for cars as she crosses the sleepy street, and I think, with a flash of both horror and some weird kind of vindication, that it could have just as easily been her as Amy Rose who was knocked down.

      Knocked down. Briefly, I close my eyes as I imagine that tiny, lifeless form, the impact of the car hitting her, flinging her… but, no, I can’t think of her like that, and she wasn’t—isn’t—lifeless. She can’t be.

      I have to find out what happened to that poor little girl. As afraid as I am for my own daughter, I am neither so heartless nor self-absorbed not to care about someone else’s. And, a small, pragmatic voice reminds me, I need to know for Maddie’s sake.

      “Come on,” I tell my daughter, instinctively injecting a note of cheerfulness into my voice that sounds both wrong and false, as we get out of the car. “You must have missed lunch. Let me make you something.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      Words I’ve heard far too many times.

      “Some toast, at least,” I say, trying to sound light and not too authoritative, as the therapist told me. You need to be both persistent and compassionate. Okay, but how?

      As I open the door, Maddie slipping in behind me, the house is quiet, and its familiarity soothes me—the colorful braided rugs over wide oak floorboards, the photo montages of our family and funky pieces of art Brian and I picked up in junkyards or antique stores decorating the walls. The newel post is hung with half a dozen bags and coats; the clutter of shoes and boots by the umbrella stand is a comfort. This is a happy family home, a sanctuary and a haven. At least it was.

      “William?” I call into the drowsy silence. “You around, bud?”

      “Yeah,” comes the faint response from the family room, after a few tense seconds.

      After what has just happened, I feel like I have no idea what to expect anymore, ever, even here. My haven feels as if it has been invaded by an invisible monster, a pervasive threat.

      I walk towards the kitchen, trailing my fingertips along the wall—our wedding photo in its wide frame of unvarnished pine, a blue and white pottery jug we picked up in Brattleboro holding a few fuzzy stalks of pussy willow. I know they’re just things, but they steady me. This is my life—this, here, not a blood-splashed street on the other side of town.

      In the kitchen, I blink bright sunlight into focus; a couple of years ago, Brian knocked out a few walls, extending the kitchen and adding on a family room with floor-to-ceiling windows. It’s spectacular, and years later it can still make me catch my breath, make me happy. I don’t want to lose even one bit of it.

      William is sprawled on a sofa in the family room, our cat Gremlin—named as such because half the time she’s a monster, and the other half she’s lovely—in his lap, being sweet. He’s still reading his book on beetles, his dark hair sliding into his face, and the sight of him fills me with both love and relief. He’s okay. I hadn’t been worried that he wasn’t, not exactly, but I’m still thankful to see him safe and happy and whole.

      “Do you want some lunch?” I ask him. “I’m making something.” Whatever I think Maddie might eat.

      He shrugs a bony shoulder; sometimes I wonder if Maddie’s troubles started here, with a rail-thin brother who has hips like a supermodel’s. She takes after me, or used to, with a figure that someone nice would call generous.

      “Sure,” William says, and flips a page.

      I turn back to the kitchen and try to remember how to make a sandwich. My mind feels both blank and buzzing, as if it’s full of static. Somehow I manage to find the bread, a jar of raspberry jam I made last month from the canes dripping with fat, ruby fruit in the garden, and some peanut butter. I put a few grapes alongside William’s sandwich, in the futile hope that he’ll eat them.

      Long gone are the days when meticulously cut carrot sticks came with every meal, and fruit was considered a treat. It’s hard to make your kids eat healthy when they can walk themselves down to CVS and buy a King Twix with their spare change, and the only reason you know about it is the empty wrapper you find in their pocket when you’re doing the wash. Although, I acknowledge with a sigh, right now I’d be thrilled for Maddie to eat a Twix.

      I wonder why I am thinking about carrot sticks and cut-up food, and I realize it is, as it so often is, about control. So little of my children’s lives is in my control anymore, and certainly not this.

      The reality of the last few hours hits me all over again and I feel sucker-punched, so I practically have to double over. I focus on taking deep breaths as I brace myself against the huge granite island that was part of our kitchen renovation, with its built-in sink and state-of-the-art garbage disposal. Brian saw a similar one on HGTV and fell in love.

      Where is Brian?

      I check my phone, but there are no messages or missed calls. Even though I know it’s unreasonable, I feel a twinge of anger. He should be here. He should know what has happened, by osmosis if not by voicemail. Unreasonable, yes, but everything feels unreasonable; the world I have been trying so desperately to right for over four months has just spun away, and I don’t know how to get it back into my orbit.

      I take another deep breath and let it fill me; all that yoga and mindfulness my best friend Tabitha has taken me to over the years should count for something. Then I bring William his sandwich. I let him eat it on the sofa, because gone too are those days when lunch was tuna fish sandwiches cut into triangles eaten together at the table, in a spill of sunshine while we all talked about Lego and Polly Pockets and whether we’d go to the pool.

      Life was so easy then, and yet I felt so exhausted. I wish I’d appreciated it all more. I wish I could have it back, when my biggest worry was getting them to bed on time, or whether they ate all their broccoli. It almost makes me laugh, or maybe sneer; I look back on my former self and think what a lucky sap you were.

      Maddie has already slunk upstairs, and I let her go because I knew she needed the space. Space is very important, apparently, when someone is released from an eating disorder clinic. You can’t police them, at least not too much. You’ve got to show you trust them, even when you don’t. Food has to be their choice, even when it’s yours. You can’t hover, and yet you have to keep a diary of all the food they eat and weigh them once a week.

      It’s so complicated, so this-but-also-that, that it makes my brain hurt and I never feel as if I’m doing the right thing. Brian will barely engage with it at all.

      “She needs to eat, so she eats,” he has said, as if it has ever been that simple.

      A headache is starting to thump my temples as I cut two thick slices (too thick, already I know Maddie will complain about that) from the homemade loaf of honey wheat I made this morning, although why I continue to make bread when often Brian and I are the only ones who eat it, I’m not sure. It makes me feel like a better mother, I suppose, even when it shouldn’t.

      I think of Tabitha, with her irreverent yet strangely sincere take on motherhood—“I’m baking these chocolate chip cookies so you won’t have to have therapy later” is something she says to her sons as she bangs the oven shut. “So you’d better eat them.”

      Whether it’s baking brownies or bread, tucking them in at night or folding fresh laundry, every mundane task can feel like some sort of desperate talisman, a way to ward off the danger that lurks on the horizon or behind every door. If I do this, then something bad won’t happen to them. As if there’s some sort of cosmic law that can be counted on if I just follow the rules.

      How can I still believe that now? Something bad has happened. Something truly terrible. To Maddie, to me, and far more so to a mother and daughter who are no doubt in Two Rivers Hospital right now waiting for a doctor to give them his verdict.

      I put the bread in the toaster as William calls over morosely, “Do I have to eat the grapes?”

      I don’t answer, in the hope that he’ll eat them anyway, and I get out the butter and brown sugar to make Maddie’s childhood favorite—cinnamon toast. Full of sugar and carbs, all the better.

      The toast has just popped up when the front door opens and then slams shut. I hear Brian’s voice.

      “Ellen? Babe?” I’ve barely opened my mouth to reply before he’s in the kitchen with us in just a few quick strides. “What happened?”

      “I left you a voicemail—” I sound wobbly, accusing.

      “I know, I picked it up on the way back into town. I was at the Seavers’ today, you know they don’t have signal.”

      I nod mechanically, remembering now. He was putting up a new fence around their backyard, at their house up in the mountains. They have a yappy dog.

      “I went to Torrance Place,” Brian says, raking one hand through his sweat-dampened hair, “but nobody was there. Just Maddie’s car.”

      “They had to keep it for… for forensics, I guess.” A shudder goes through me at the thought.

      “How’s Maddie?” Brian asks, frowning, and I fill in quietly.

      “She’s okay. But she hit a little girl. They took her—the girl—to the hospital. Maddie’s upstairs.” I glance at William, but he’s already back in his book, totally absorbed. “She said this girl just suddenly ran out into the street. She didn’t see her at all.”

      Brian’s normally tanned face pales a little as he rocks back on the heels of his work boots. “Was it bad?” he asks. “I mean…”

      “I think she’s seriously injured.” My throat aches with the effort of holding back. “I’m worried…” I can’t finish that sentence. A sound escapes me like a hiccup, and Brian opens his arms.

      I step into his solid embrace, breathing in his familiar smell of soil and sweat, freshly mown grass and the spearmint gum he likes to chew. His arms close around me.

      “It’ll be okay,” he says, his voice a thrum in his chest that I feel vibrate against my cheek. “It’ll be okay.”

      I nod, wanting him to believe him, wanting him to make this right, and yet how can he? Maybe, just maybe, things will be all right for us, in the end, with a lot of struggle and stress and heartache. I hold onto that hope, even now.

      But what about this little girl, this Amy Rose? What about her mother?

      I think of the tense, angry-looking woman by the ambulance, the way she folded her arms, hands cupping her elbows, as if she were holding herself together. I thought she was angry, but maybe she was just afraid. What agony might she going through right now—and how might it affect us?
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An utterly gripping and unforgettable tear-jerker
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