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“If you hold still, I won’t have to punch you,” you say.


“God. The abuse I go through for you,” Danny says.


You grin and try to apply the prosthetic to his face, but he keeps looking down at last year’s yearbook that rests on his lap. He points to a picture of you; one of the candid shots that show off your fat butt and flat chest in a side profile while your ugly face looks annoyed at the photographer.  The real subject of the photo poses next to you: Paula Bukowski who smiles so sweet holding her books and wearing jeans, a college sweatshirt, and penny loafers.


“You look pretty here,” Danny says.


He means it; you can tell when he’s lying. Danny didn’t snicker after he said it. 


Tingles run up your spine. You smile then give him the look of death. “Keep still.” 


He sighs and places the yearbook on your bed. “Sorry.”


“Thank you.” You pick up the bottle of spirit gum to re-attach the prosthetic to his face.


Direct-to-video horror movie posters surround you and Danny in the bedroom. Your parents are out but it’s no big deal. They’ve known Danny and his parents for years. He’s safe, not a sexual threat.


After the prosthetic is attached to his face, you bend down to grab a small bottle of liquid latex to blend in the seam, and then stand back up. You catch his eyes moving away, probably staring at your butt. So maybe he is a threat, but you kind of like it.


You seal the appliance, dry it with a blow drier, paint on the grease make-up, and blend the prosthetic with Danny’s skin. You finish in a few hours. The final result is brilliant. It doesn’t look like some 1980’s VHS backyard-shot-on-video movie; this is Rick Baker, Greg Cannom level, Oscar worthy. Danny looks like a black bear mauled him. A flap of his cheek hangs down. The eyeball dangles from a latex-coated wire made to look like a vein, and his tongue - connected by a few strands of muscle - lolls out of the side of his mouth. Perfect. 


“Well, am I fuckable?” Danny asks.


You laugh. “To a necrophiliac maybe.”


He laughs.


“Don’t do that,” you say. “You don’t have a lot of flexibility with your jaw.”


“Sorry,” he mumbles.


You grab Dad’s 35mm camera off the desk.


“What are you going to use this for anyway?”


“I don’t know. Just to have.”


“You definitely have to put this in your portfolio. Use it for your college interviews next year.”


Portfolio being a shoebox full of your special effect make-ups that you have done with Danny as your model that no one will ever see, then yes they will go in there.


“Yeah. They should do back flips over them,” you say. “Not.”


You snap a few pictures at different angles. His eyes are open, alive.


“I look so cool.” Danny checks his reflection in the mirror over your dresser.


“Yes, you do,” you say. “Now pretend you’re dead.”


Danny leans his head back and opens his mouth.


You punch his arm.


“I told you not to stretch your face.”


“Shit sorry.” He closes his mouth and keeps his head back. “Why don’t I lay on the floor in the corner, more dramatic.”


“Good idea.”


Danny takes the bib off his neck and sits on the corner against the closed bedroom door.


“Like a bear mauled me in here, you know,” he says.


“That’s believable,” you say, shaking your head.


His eyes close and his head rests on the wall, showing off the clawed off flesh and the drooping eyeball.


You snap the pictures.


“Perfect,” you say.


“From a perfect person,” Danny says, his eyes still closed, not able to see you blush.
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Mom stands at your bedroom door. She wears a one-piece bathing suit and a floral wrap around her waist. The bright, festive and fake colors of the pattern aggravate your eyes. “It’s a perfect day for the beach. The perfect day to be a normal family,” she says. “This could be your last chance before school.”


You sit on the bed, back to the wall, and look at your feet. A Rolling Stone magazine rests on your lap, your thumb marking the record reviews. “I don’t feel like going to the beach.”


“Why not?”


“Why not? I can’t tolerate other women lying around half-naked and confident with their breasts, hips, stomach, and legs. They should be embarrassed. And that includes myself.” 


“Stop talking like that. You’re not fat.”


“Anyway, I made plans with Danny tonight.”


“Nice try. I know Danny is in Cape May with his mother and father. I ran into her a few weeks ago and she told me.”


You sigh and try to think of another excuse.


“You’re not going to stay in this room,” Mom says. “We let you stay in all summer without working. You understand? We let you. Your father wanted you to get a job, but I had to talk him out of it.”


“Yeah, I understand. You’re saying I owe you. Right?” You sigh. “Fine. Whatever. I’ll go.”


“Thank you.” Mom smiles like you just saved her ass. “Maybe you can finally wear that bathing suit I bought for you last spring?”


You flinch. 


“The fancy one/two deal with the metal loops that shows my huge stomach to the world?”


“Your stomach is not huge. Besides, you’re sixteen. Your body is not fully developed yet.” 


“Mom, I can’t wear that bathing suit,” you say. “Trust me, I can’t.” You wish you could tell her the real reason why, but she will flip her wig just like any normal person would.


“You’re not wearing sweatpants to the beach.”


“I’ll wear shorts. Okay?”


“Okay. Be ready in thirty minutes.” She leaves the room.


You get up, close the door, and change for the big day at the beach.
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You walk down the stairs and find Dad in the living room. He sits on the couch and holds the newspaper in front of his face. He wears a pair of dark blue shorts to match his dark socks and a yellow buttoned-down shirt with martinis patterns all over it.


Dad lowers the paper and looks at you. He appears shocked. “You’re going with us?”


You shrug.


“Why don’t you help me load up the trunk?” He motions to the cooler and stuffed beach bags by the front door. “The keys are on the kitchen counter.”


“Yeah. Okay.”


You go to the kitchen for the keys and then walk back to the family room to the pile of bags. 


As you bend to pick up the cooler, Dad places the paper down and rushes over to help you carry it. 


“No. No. I got it,” Dad says. “Not going to let my baby carry something so heavy.”


He remains behind the newspaper. You carry the cooler to the car and maneuver it into the trunk. After loading the last bag, you return to the house and sit on the couch. You cross your arms, catch your breath, and wait. You try not to look at Dad who didn’t lift a finger to help. 


Mom walks down the stairs, way past her ‘be ready in thirty minutes.’ She slips on her sunglasses, “I’m ready,” and smiles at you and Dad. “Today is going to be so beautiful.”


Dad drives the car while Mom searches for a radio station. You lie in the back seat and divide your attention between an old issue of Fangoria - reading an article on Mark Shostrom’s F/X for Evil Dead 2 - and the few small houses on the wooded road seen through the backside window.


“You didn’t bring any of your summer reading for school?” Mom asks.


“I finished it in July,” you say.


“I’m sure there’s something more legitimate you could be reading than that.” 


She is so clueless. You have told her a thousand times that Fangoria is not what she thinks. It’s not just a magazine with gory or scary pictures. They actually write on-set reports and interview filmmakers and make-up effects artists. But for some reason it doesn’t sink into her brain.


“Did you pack your flip flops?” Mom asks you.


“No. Um, I forgot.”


“Well, you can always take your sneakers off at the beach. The sand shouldn’t be too hot on your feet.”


“And risk getting a needle in my foot and catching A.I.D.s? Gee, thanks Mom.”


“You’re not going to step on a needle. It’s not that kind of beach.”


“I’m still not going to take my-” 


A crash of metal spins the world. Rubber scratches across asphalt. Wood breaks. The world stops spinning.


You’re sitting up in the back seat. You have no memory of doing that. You were just lying down, right? Then you notice your heart racing and your body shaking. 


“What the hell just happened?” you whisper.


Mom turns to you. “Are you all right?” A small cut drips blood down her forehead. Her eyes are wide in fear.


Dad leaves the car and runs down the street. 


“Where’s Dad going?”


“Baby, are you all right? Does anything hurt?”


“I’m fine. I think,” you say. “I just...I can’t feel my legs.”


The water damn behind mom’s eyes breaks down.
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Police cars, ambulances, and - for luck - fire trucks arrive at the car accident. You’re in the back seat. Everyone tells you not to move or asks if you’re okay. You don’t move but you wish you could get away from the commands and questions. Why won’t they leave you alone? You were just in a car accident and everyone feels the need to jump your bones. You keep telling them that your body feels fine except for the legs being numb and a pain in your back. 


Mom continues to sit in the front seat. The cop gave her a Band-Aid for her head. She either wrings her hands or looks at you. She’s getting on your nerves. You wish she would be with Dad, wherever he is. At least she stops asking the dreaded questions: Are you all right? Can you feel your legs now? Does it hurt? You appreciate the silence. You grow calmer and convince yourself that you are not paralyzed and you will walk home tonight. 


Two Emergency Medical Technicians approach the cop standing next to the car. You can only make out their bodies and uniforms.


“The guy drove into the back yard?”


“Sort of. Some old guy ran a stop sign and hit the rear of this car passing through the intersection. Sent the bastard spinning like a top into the yard.”


“Damn.”


“Could have been worse, though. Could have hit the pool.”


The back doors open on either side. The EMTs peek their heads in and look around. The cute one has a goat T and spiked hair, at least in his early twenties; he belongs in a late-night video on M.T.V. The other is way older, like your father’s age; he could be on a late-night infomercial. 


You smile at the cute one. 


He smiles back. “What’s your name, sweetie?”


You tell him.


“My favorite name. Well, I’m Paul. We’re gonna get you out of here and into the hospital, so don’t worry.”


Paul wears a tuxedo and waits for you at the altar of a church while your father walks you down the aisle. Everyone in the pews cry, so happy for you. 


“Can you feel your legs?” the older EMT asks. 


You shake your head.


“Don’t do that. Keep your head still.”


“No, I can’t feel them,” you say.


He nods and then takes a neck brace from out of his case. He wraps your neck and checks your vitals. He’s rough, but doesn’t cause any pain. He’s just being macho, you guess. 


“Vitals are good,” the older EMT says. “Anything else we should know about?”


“No, sir.”


“Are you sure?” Mom asks from the front seat.


You open your eyes wide and sigh. “Yes.” 


Your toes curl. You would cheer about it but Mom might break out the confetti and the balloons. “Actually, I think I can start to feel my toes.” 


Mom smiles. “Really? That’s wonderful.”


Paul reveals his beautiful teeth. “That is good news.  But don’t force yourself, darling. Keep still.”


“Okay.” You fall deeper in those blue eyes.


Paul brings a large wooden board from the ambulance and manages to get it into the back seat. He grabs your legs. The older guy slips his hands under your arms; his fingers brush your breasts. You wish Paul’s hands were there and the older guy had your feet, even better if the older guy was gone.


The EMTs lift you on the board. The older guy lifts you higher than Paul.


“C’mon, Paul,” the older EMT says. “You can do it. Or do I need to call your mother to carry her out.”


“Just so heavy.” Paul shakes his head and tries a new stance.


You and Paul sit in the lawyer’s office. You sign the divorce papers. At least you get alimony and child support out of him.
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The older EMT sits next to you in the back of the ambulance and remains quiet. Is he enjoying the ride? His face doesn’t show it. Either the road is bumpy or Paul is taking the unpaved roads as a short cut. Mom sits on the other side. She squeezes your hand, wipes the tears from her eyes, and taps her foot. 


“How do you feel now, baby?” Mom asks.


“For the millionth time, my legs are getting better, but I have a pain in my back.”


“Thank God. That you can feel something, not that you have pain.”


She releases your hand and starts wringing her own, giving your circulation a break. “I hope they arrest the bastard that hit us.”


“Where’s Dad?”


“He’s still talking to the police. He’ll catch up to us later. Don’t worry. He’s fine.”


You’re not worried, just wondering.


The siren turns off, the ambulance stops, and the back doors open. They wheel you into the sparse emergency room that could pass for a regular doctor’s waiting room with a few calm and bored people sitting around. They wheel you through the glass doors and into the exam room sectioned off by curtains. Paul and the older EMT leave without a smile or a goodbye.


Round two begins. 


“Hi. I’m Doctor Loft.” She’s Paul’s age and kind of pretty behind the thick-framed glasses and acne. “Were in a car accident, huh?”


“Yeah,” you say. “But I’m feeling a lot better now.”


“Okay.”


“I’ll leave so you can look at someone who’s really hurt.”


“Let’s just see what you got for us. After all, you did lose feeling in your legs.”


You sigh and lay back.


“So where were you heading when you got into the accident?” Doctor Loft asks as she checks your vitals.


News flash: you are still alive.


“The beach,” you say.


“I hear it’s crowded over there anyway.”


You smirk and appreciate her reasoning.


The doctor and nurses check you out and ask a lot of the same questions the EMTs asked. They help roll you onto your side and pull your shirt up. You hold onto the front of it, keeping your belly covered.


“You don’t need to take off my shirt, do you?” you ask, biting your lower lip.


“Shy are we?” the nurse asks.


“Yeah, okay,” you say.


“Just need to feel your spine,” Doctor Loft says.


You loosen the grip on the shirt and stop worrying. Your back is a safe place. Good thing you didn’t hurt your belly, breasts, thighs, or shoulders or the doctor would be calling the shrink in to lock you up and your mother would finally have to disown you. No one wants a freak for a daughter. 


“Some bruising.” Doctor Loft’s rubber-covered fingers slide up and down your spine. “Feel any pain?”


“No. Ow. Yes.”


“Good.” 


After the doctor checks your reflexes, she sends you up for X-rays (no, you don’t have to take off your shirt) and discovers that your neck isn’t broken and that it’s safe to remove the neck brace. 


Mom sighs in relief.


You scratch that killer itch on the side of your neck and attempt to sit up. “Does this mean I can go?”


The nurse eases you back down. 


“Not yet,” Doctor Loft says. 


“But I’m feeling fine. My legs feel okay. See.” You swing your feet.


“That’s wonderful, but we need to check a few more things. We’re going to have to do a C.A.T scan.” 


Since the E.R. is crowded and there’re no available rooms, you have to wait in the hall.


“What are they talking about?” Mom looks around the barren hall. “There’s hardly anyone here.”


“They must only have two rooms.” 


You smirk. Mom doesn’t share the joke.


So you and Mom wait in the E.R. hallway. You lay on the gurney. Mom stands next to you, petting your head, keeping the short brown hair from your face. You watch as patients shuffle around. Some of them look like they’re in real pain and some appear embarrassed. 


“Dad sure is taking a long time with the police,” you say.


Mom nods, her eyes focusing on nothing. 


“What about my magazine?” you ask.


“You want me to get you something to read?”


“No. The one in the car.”


“Oh, honey. I don’t think I can get that one now.”


“I don’t need it now. I just don’t want to lose it. It’s an old issue and they don’t sell it in stores anymore.”


“Don’t worry about that silly magazine.” She turns her tired eyes away, preferring to stare at the other patients.


“It won’t be cheap, you know.”


Mom keeps staring, in her own world.


You sigh and deal with the possibility of permanent loss. 


You then wonder what Danny is doing. Is he having a better time than you? Knowing him, probably not. He would probably be jealous when he finds out you’re at the hospital. Danny loves going to the doctor. He gets so disappointed when he visits the doctor and they tell him that he just has to go home and rest.


Dad arrives an hour later. 


He runs up to you and holds your hand. He releases a few tears and thanks God you’re alive. You’re his angel, his baby girl.


He appears upset, looking at Mom.


“Did they arrest him?” Mom asks.


“No. The bastard got away.”


“But he almost killed us.”


“Apparently the cops don’t see it that way. He wasn’t drunk, just old and not paying attention.”


“Jesus. That’s insane.”


“Don’t worry. The old guy’s insurance will pay for a new car and then we’re going to sue his ass for what he did to the old car.”


“And our daughter.”


“Right. Her, too. Of course.”


Dad looks in your direction but not at you. He tries to smile. “How are you doing? Are you in a lot of pain?”


“I’m fine,” you say. “Thanks for asking.”


“Oh.” Dad frowns. Does he expect you to be in agony?


Mom fills him in on what’s been happening and what still has to be done.


Another hour later, Dad stops pacing and pulls a nurse off the floor.


“Excuse me,” he says, “but how much longer does my daughter have to wait?”


Before the nurse can answer, an orderly appears.


“They’re ready for you now,” he says to you.


The nurse shrugs her arm back from Dad and points out the orderly. “There you go.”


Mom and Dad wait in the technician’s room as you’re positioned on the metal slab. 


“I don’t have to take my shirt off or anything do I?” you ask.


“Nope,” the tech says. “That would defeat the purpose.”


“And this just checks out my bones and organs, not my skin?”


The tech scrunches his face. “Yes, we’re just going see your spine.”
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