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My mom died and everyone says that I’m not handling it well.

I would think that if I was handling it well, that would be the time to worry. Like if I was going to parties and having friends over and acting normal, because no one should act normal when things are not normal. I mean that would be like watching TV when the house is burning because you forgot to shut the oven off which I only did once. Not because I wanted to die or didn’t care that the house was on fire—it was just that I really didn’t notice on account of the fact that my mom died and that made me not notice things. But just about everyone found that hard to believe, especially the firemen because they said that when they found me there was so much smoke in the house that I couldn’t see the TV and I was still sitting there staring at it anyway.

Okay, so my mom died twelve months three weeks one day six hours and fourteen minutes ago and some people think that I should be better by now and not burning down the house and maybe I should be smiling sometimes and speaking more and going to parties and because that’s not happening I ended up at the Bergen County Hospital Center on Monday night at seven thirty in Room 212 which is on the second floor just turn right past the vending machines and the restrooms on the left.

Inside Room 212 there’s a circle of chairs and boxes of tissues and a coffee setup with Styrofoam cups and cookies with swirls of chocolate on them and everyone here is seventy or eighty or a hundred years old except for me so it’s weirder than I thought it would be and it makes me really sad to be here, even sadder than I was before I showed up, especially when one of the really old guys named Henry starts to cry when he tells us about his wife of fifty years and probably four weeks three days fourteen minutes and thirty-two seconds or something like that. I look at him—we all look at him—as he gets up to speak and a wisp of cotton for hair hovers like a cloud over his head and his lip quivers. He says her name is Evelyn and she has blue eyes the color of the sky in Montana in winter and then he says that they went on a whale watch in Nova Scotia for their fortieth wedding anniversary and grow sweet peas and tomatoes in their backyard and she saved up sleeping pills and then he helped her mash them up in chocolate pudding so she could go peacefully and on her own terms when she was ready and I’m thinking I’ll never come back to Room 212.

When Henry’s finished talking, the moderator who has short blond hair and freckles on her cheeks and looks like Peter Pan except without the green tights turns right to me and says, “Do you want to say anything or introduce yourself to the group or tell us who you lost?” And I say, “No.” Then she says, “Please,” so I say, “I lost my mom.”

Then it gets all quiet, last-man-on-Earth, apocalypse quiet, until Peter Pan says, “I’m so sorry. How did she die?” and I say, “Me. I killed her.”

That completely sucks the air out of the room and shocks Peter Pan and now all the old people look even more concave and shriveled than they did before I said it but Henry at least stops crying and everyone looks at me with their sunken old-people eyes like I am a monstrosity of unprecedented proportion or one of the great Horrors of the Western World and then they turn away and stare at their feet because people don’t like to look at murderers especially if they killed their mom. For the longest time it just stays all quiet and nobody eats cookies or drinks coffee and Peter Pan doesn’t know what to say so she just sits there like the rest of them and I feel even worse than I did before I came into Room 212. I mean I have no idea why I said that I killed my mom because my mom died in a car accident and I wasn’t driving or in the car with her or texting her or yelling at her on the phone and I wasn’t the drunk driver of the eighteen-wheel tractor trailer that hit her either.

The words

Me.

I.

Killed.

Her.

just came out and now they are sitting there like a disgusting amorphous thing in the middle of the room and I can’t take them back or rewind my mouth or cover them up so I just stand up and leave Room 212 and head for the elevator which is left past the vending machines and the restrooms on the right.

Peter Pan–without–the–green–tights runs out after me and finds me punching the down button to the elevator over and over again and says, “Please wait.”

I say, “I should probably just leave because I upset everyone, especially Henry who doesn’t need to be any more upset than he already is.”

Peter Pan says, “Please don’t go. I’d really like you to come back inside. We all would.”

I smash the down button again and say, “If Henry dies of a heart attack brought on by shock and extreme sadness tonight it will be my fault and I’ll have to come back on Wednesday and tell all the other old people that I killed him, too.”

“Look,” Peter Pan says, “we have a group for teens that meets on Tuesdays and Thursdays that you would probably like better than the Monday-Wednesday group.”

“Will you be there?” I ask, and before she can answer I add, “Wait, that doesn’t make sense, ’cause kids my age are too young to have lost someone,” and she says, “I know you’ve lost your mom, and I can’t imagine how hard that must be, but you’re not the only one. And yes, I’ll be there.”

I look at her pixie hair and freckles and nice smile and she says, “Losing someone you love at a young age happens more than you think,” so I say, “Okay, maybe I’ll come back tomorrow.”

Then Peter Pan tries to give me a hug and I get all awkward and kind of tense up and pull away and then I feel even worse but she says, “Whatever you are feeling is okay, and we will work with you to make it better,” and I want to tell her that what I’m feeling isn’t okay at all because if it was okay it wouldn’t feel this bad and my dad wouldn’t have had to sign me up for this group, but instead I ask, “How? How will you make me feel better?”

She says, “One step at a time,” and smiles.

Her smile is just one of those things that makes you feel better even though you’re soaking wet and freezing cold and were just struck by lightning and are probably going to die any minute. So when the elevator door finally pings and slides wide open with a slurpy electronic hiss, I don’t step inside because Peter Pan is standing there with this hopeful, expectant look on her face and it’s like the sun just peeked out when it’s raining.

She’s quiet for a minute and then she smiles again and says, “Let’s go back inside.”

Her voice is soft—mom-talking-to-little-kid soft—and she doesn’t have a big bright smile. It’s more of a trust-me-on-this-one smile which is just the right amount of smile under the circumstances so I say, “Okay.”



So, here I am. Staring at my feet slapping against the shiny, slime-green linoleum on the second floor of the Bergen County Hospital Center as I walk back to Room 212 with Peter Pan walking right next to me. When I steal a glance over at her, she looks happy—like, found-one-of-the-Lost-Boys happy—so at least that’s something.

As soon as we sit down we go around the circle again and everyone except for me and Henry introduces themselves and says who they lost and how they’re doing—which is not good or they wouldn’t be here—and then Henry picks up right where he left off like I never said a thing about me killing my mom. He tells us the whole point of his life was to take care of Evelyn and then it gets so quiet and so uncomfortable again that it sounds and feels like it would if you were standing in a morgue waiting to identify a body. I mean, it’s almost as bad as when I said I killed my mom because everyone in Room 212 knows that Henry is going to die any second because he just told us that the whole reason he is living is Evelyn, and Evelyn is gone.

And we all know what that means.

Because if you are living a life that no longer has purpose it tends to end in a hurry.

Then Peter Pan uses her gentle mom voice to get a couple more people to talk and all of them still have reasons to live like book groups and fishing trips and Labrador retrievers and grandchildren and when they’re finished talking Peter Pan says, “We’re done for tonight,” and everyone starts grabbing their things and there are a few coughs and the sound of chairs being pushed back but mostly it’s quiet. Two of the really old people who have aluminum walkers for legs and the crooked backs of old bent trees hobble to the snack table and stuff some cookies into their pockets, and then the rest of the group shuffles to the door all gangly and hunched over like their limbs are the branches of the weeping willows in the park at the end of my street. I stand up with a jolt and rush to the elevator trying not to knock anyone over on my way out and trying not to think about me or my mom, or about Henry being dead.

I smash the down button on the elevator and when the doors slide open I step inside and stare at my sneakers grateful that the car is empty because at this point even saying hello to someone would be too hard.

They might smile or say hi and I wouldn’t be able to say hi back because what would be the point?

I’m just the weird kid who never smiles ’cause his mom died twelve months three weeks one day seven hours and sixteen minutes ago.
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Okay, my dad is waiting for me in the parking lot because some people think it might not be a good idea for me to drive even though I got my license right before my mom died. I totally don’t want to drive anywhere anyway on account of the fact that there are 18-wheelers and steel signposts everywhere that I might plow into and I don’t want to do anything anyway and don’t have anywhere to go now except maybe Room 212, and my dad can drive me there.

After I climb into the front seat of my dad’s Jeep, he says, “Hey, Asher. You’re early. How did it go?” But I don’t answer, and I don’t tell him that he signed me up for an old people group and I don’t tell him that I just told all of them that I killed my mom and I don’t tell him that Henry is going to die any minute and that’ll be my fault too. “Bohemian Rhapsody” is playing on the radio and I just stare out the window for a while and watch as the drops of rain run together like tears on the glass and the world swirls by in a blur as Freddie Mercury cries his heart out.

Then, as we turn left on Main and the streetlights are reflecting brightly in the puddles on the pavement and the raindrops are still desperately trying to cling to the window glass I announce, “I made a new friend and his name is Henry.”

My dad says, “That’s great, Asher,” but I don’t tell him that Henry is a hundred years old and likes the blue sky in Montana in winter and chocolate pudding and whales and sweet peas. I just ask, “Can we pick up pizza because I didn’t eat before we left?” and my dad smiles at me and says, “Okay, Asher. Pizza sounds like fun.”

He would totally say okay to anything at this point even if I said that I wanted to eat kangaroo. I mean he would figure out a way to get kangaroo, cook kangaroo, and fucking serve kangaroo, even though it’s not normally eaten in this country because I’m all he has now because I don’t have any brothers or sisters except for Chloe and she’s only four and never talks about my mom and never thinks about her probably because Chloe can’t remember her because twelve months three weeks one day seven hours and thirty-two minutes is such a long time ago if you are four years old and it’s easier to forget than if you are seventeen and knew your mom for sixteen years six months four days and thirty-two minutes which is most of your life. So Chloe plays and is happy and goes to birthday parties with balloons and doesn’t burn the house down or write essays about Holden Caulfield that make the English department think they should call the police or at least your dad and a whole committee full of professionals in adolescent psychiatry.

My dad says, “Go ahead and place the order, but get the pizza with no pepperoni.” I want to say, I know Chloe doesn’t like meat when it’s orange and cut into circles, so you don’t have to remind me. But I don’t say anything; I just take out my phone to text the order and when I’m done, I ask, “Can I come back tomorrow and maybe on Thursday too for a different group and on Wednesday again too, to see Henry?” And my dad says, “Sure,” and kind of smiles like maybe this is progress, but it’s not. I’m just curious to see what other people my age who lost someone important enough to them to go to Room 212 for cookies twice a week look like, and I also want to come back on Wednesday so I can hear more about Evelyn because I only know that she has blue eyes like the sky in Montana in winter and I want to know if Henry still grows sweet peas and tomatoes and I’m thinking that maybe I should tell the old people in Room 212 that I didn’t kill my mom, that she was killed by a drunk driver and I don’t drink and don’t have a license to drive an 18-wheeler with a double cab and a TV in the back that I could have been sleeping in or watching TV in if I did drink and had too much Jack Daniel’s from the bottle I keep open in the truck even though it is against the law.

After I stare at my dad for a minute, I turn to face the window again where the raindrops are still quivering as they try to hold on to the glass, and Freddie Mercury declares in a very convincing voice what has become my personal anthem of late. Nothing really matters to me.
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There were exactly 10,262 people killed by drunk drivers last year in the United States and it would have been one less than that if my mom hadn’t gone to the mall to pick up new soccer cleats. The Nike Superflys in lime green in men’s size eleven and a half that I needed because mine got stolen from the locker room at school and I had a game the next day against Claymont High School, which is four towns over from where we live.

My mom said, “Asher, I don’t have time to drive to the mall today, and you should be more careful with your things.”

That was the last thing she ever said to me, that I should be more careful with my things.

Then she went to the mall anyway.

And so did Jack Daniels. Well, maybe he didn’t go to the mall exactly, but he got close enough to kill my mom.

I don’t play soccer anymore. I can’t play without the Nike Superflys in lime green and I don’t have a pair. The new pair got destroyed in the accident and the old pair was stolen from my gym locker. I wonder if kids who do things like that—stupid shit like taking somebody’s things—ever think that maybe they’re setting off a whole chain reaction that will end up with someone being dead. I mean, if you think about it, our whole lives are chain reactions and everything we do causes other stuff to happen one way or the other, but I don’t recommend that you think about that too much because then you won’t be able to do anything at all. I mean, once you figure out that everything is connected and everything has consequences, it’s really hard to decide if you should have the pancakes or the toasted bagel for breakfast because depending on which one you pick you could cause global warming or a locust infestation in Latin America or maybe make a delivery guy in Bangkok catch on fire. Not that you wanted to, or planned it—it just happens. Trust me, I’ve thought a lot about this stuff, and it’s a whole domino thing.

Jack Daniels didn’t die or even get hurt and his truck was fine too and he has two kids named Connor and Grace who still have a mom and he can still drive his big rig because the judge said, Case dismissed. He didn’t go to jail because the officer on the scene didn’t do a Breathalyzer and even though the detectives who came to investigate said it was a 10-51—person is drunk—all the charges were dismissed due to lack of evidence.

There was plenty of evidence because I saw the pictures of the Land Rover and my mom is dead but the judge said, That’s not enough.

I Google him—the truck driver, not the judge—six or seven times a day, sometimes more, way more, and he’s on Facebook and lives in Tennessee at 114 Culvert Street in Memphis and he took his family to Disney World in Orlando three weeks ago to go on the teacup ride and Space Mountain probably because they were upset that he was in an accident twelve months three weeks one day nine hours and fifty-seven minutes ago and could have been killed. But he wasn’t.

We went to the Magic Kingdom once but Chloe was only a baby then so she couldn’t go on Space Mountain; she just got to go on the baby rides like “it’s a small world,” but that ride is messed up because, let’s face it, the world is not small at all.

It’s actually so big that you can easily get lost and never find your way home.



Grace is my age, and Connor is Chloe’s age so if you think about it, it’s like their family is my family in reverse.

I mean, their mom didn’t die and mine did.

My dad didn’t drunk drive and theirs did.

They can go to Disney World and we can’t.

I could go on but what would be the point? I mean, you get it.

Sometimes I wonder if Connor and Grace ever think about Asher and Chloe because I think about them all the time. But then I think they probably don’t think about us ever because Grace has to think about her new boyfriend who’s named Sam Hunt just like the singer but who isn’t the singer and they have to play soccer and write essays about Holden Caulfield that don’t say he should have just killed himself on page one that upset the entire English department at their school and they have to go to parties with balloons and concentrate on not burning down their house when they put a frozen pizza in the oven but forget to take it out of the box first, and then I start to wonder if Connor and Grace have ever been to a room like 212 at the hospital or to a morgue or a cemetery because all kinds of stuff are flammable not just cardboard pizza boxes, but Land Rover SUVs and people’s moms, too.



Before the accident I had a girlfriend, but that burst into flames too. The first day I went back to school after my mom died, as soon as I saw Emily I said, “Look, I just can’t do this right now.”

“Do what?” she asked. She was already crying because we hadn’t seen each other since the accident but I had to just get it over with fast so I said, “I can’t love anyone right now.”

She started to cry even more when she said, “You lost your mom, Asher. But you don’t have to lose me. Not like this. Not now.”

I slammed my locker closed and said, “I’m dating someone else. She lives in Tennessee,” and walked away. I didn’t say anything else because WHAT WOULD BE THE POINT? Emily has no idea what it’s like when you can’t trust the people you love to keep on living.
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I started to make a list of all the people who killed my mom, and I came up with at least nine:


Jack Daniels.

The person who stole my Nikes.

The man who put up the utility pole on Route 287 West

near the 3.7-mile marker.

The people who built the mall.

Everyone at Nike for making soccer cleats.

The governor of New Jersey for allowing people to drive.

The owner of the trucking company.

Whoever invented tar.

David Beckham for making me like soccer.

Mia Hamm for making me really like soccer.

My gym coach for not catching the kid who stole my cleats.



That’s eleven.

Then there’s the big ugly thing sitting in the middle of Room 212 that no one wanted to look at and I can’t take back or rewind or cover up with something.

Me.

I.

Killed.

Her.

Which makes twelve.

Because I did.

Kill.

Her.

It’s just that a whole bunch of other people helped.

I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but sometimes—okay, several times a day—I text Grace and send her Facebook messages.

She doesn’t know who I really am and she thinks we’re friends.

I had to set up a fake account and use a different name.

I mean, it’s pretty easy to stalk someone and then make friends with them. All you need is a fake Facebook page with some real friends.

She thinks I’m Sam Hunt.

Not the singer. Just a normal kid named Sam Hunt who’s her fake new friend and sort-of-maybe-fake-new-online boyfriend.

To seal the deal I went on iTunes and gifted her every Ed Sheeran song ever written.

I hate Ed Sheeran.

I mean, you have to hate him. He wrote a bunch of songs for One Direction.

Then I texted her that if we had a song, it would be “Body Like a Back Road” by Sam Hunt.

The singer.

Not the fake me.

She texted, perfect! And I wrote, You mean, Perfect as in the Ed Sheeran song? And she wrote, No. Perfect as in Body Like a Back Road being our song, if we had a song.

And there we were.

I mean, I basically catfished her. The daughter of the man who killed my mom.

And that was the beginning of me and Grace going sixty in a thirty and getting tangled up in the tall grass of pain and lies.

And it kind of explains the me-breaking-up-with-Emily thing too. Because I am kind-of-sort-of-but-not-really dating someone else.
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I don’t remember anything about my mom dying except waking up in the hospital after my dad told me what had happened because when he told me about my mom’s accident I got so upset that I freaked out and passed out and hit my head so hard on the corner of the coffee table in the living room that the glass shattered and I knocked myself out and almost lost my eyesight and my dad had to call an ambulance to take me to the hospital for a head injury. I didn’t wake up for two weeks because I had to be put into a medically induced coma to protect my brain from swelling. Then my dad had to tell me a second time that my mom died because when I woke up again I didn’t remember. I didn’t remember him telling me about my mom or me freaking out and the coffee table. So it was like my mom died twice in two weeks.

The doctors say I AM VERY LUCKY THAT I CAN STILL SEE OUT OF MY LEFT EYE and they told me that I have something called dissociative amnesia. It happens when THERE IS A TRAUMATIC INCIDENT that you don’t want to remember, so you don’t. It’s like the brain just says, Nope! Not dealing with this!

The shrinks told me it’s a way to protect myself from something I can’t face. So big surprise, I can’t face that my mom died.

At first I thought, Maybe it’s like a severe case of denial. But the shrinks say it’s not like I’m denying that my mom died, and it’s not that I don’t believe that she died; it’s just that the news was so shocking that I can’t remember anything about that day. Then they pat me on the shoulder and say, “Don’t worry, these types of memories usually come back.”

I’m thinking, Why would I want to remember? but don’t say anything because the entire medical community is acting like me remembering will somehow be a good thing.

In case you’re wondering, it’s been twelve months three weeks one day eleven hours and—hold on—seven minutes, and so far? Total blank.

After she died and after the coffee table and the hospital and the coma and me missing the wake and the funeral and the burial and we returned home to pretend nothing is wrong, my dad told me that my mom left me a letter that she was going to give to me when I graduated from high school. He said she wrote it the day I was born, and then he asked if maybe I wanted to read it now.

I asked, “Why? Do you think I won’t live long enough to graduate from high school?” and he said, “No, of course not, Asher. I just think it would be nice for you to read it now that you are missing her so much.” Then he handed me the letter.

For three weeks I just stared at my name on the front of the powder-blue envelope. The A of Asher has a fancy loop at the bottom and the r swoops up at the end. I figure it was probably the first time she had written my name anywhere unless they make you write it on a baby’s birth certificate. I don’t know how that works.

The letters of my name looked so optimistic sitting there on that envelope, like they were dancing across the paper, which, if you think about it, is deeply disturbing based on how things turned out. I mean, it didn’t look like the kind of letter that was going to say something of extreme value like DON’T EVER ASK ME TO DRIVE TO THE MALL TO GET YOU NEW SOCCER CLEATS! Which is the kind of thing she should have written if she wanted to be helpful.

Then after three weeks of staring at A-s-h-e-r with the fancy loop to the A and the r that swoops up at the end, I flipped the envelope over. It was a moment of superhuman strength or a kind of personal renaissance for me, maybe like the Enlightenment. A moment where all of a sudden I could do something I could never do before. But it’s not like I invented a printing press or discovered that the planets orbited the sun, and it’s not like I’m saying I’m Michelangelo or Copernicus or Machiavelli—if you think about it, who the fuck are they and what did they do? I mean, I did something completely impossible.

I managed to turn that envelope over and look at the back.

But that’s as far as I got.

My mom drew this small, perfect heart on the back of the envelope in the same blue ink as the writing on the front. It’s sitting there like a kiss, right where the envelope closes. I knew that when I broke the seal and lifted the flap, it would break that small blue heart. Because that’s just how it works.

The irony of that kills me.

I mean, you get it. My heart got broken and hers did too. And mine’s been broken a hundred million times since then, and I know that when I lift the flap and take the letter out, my heart will break again.

Sometimes—okay, every day—I take the envelope out and look at it, wondering what she said, but I can’t bring myself to open it and find out.

The other day my dad asked me if I’ve read the letter yet, and I said, “Only the beginning.”

He looked worried and asked, “What do you mean?”

I said, “I mean the first word.”

He didn’t speak for a whole minute, and then he asked, “You mean where it says ‘Asher’ on the envelope?” and I nodded my head.

I figured he was thinking that I’ve had the letter for over a year and it’s totally weird that I didn’t read it yet, and that means that I’m even more messed up than he thought, but I know he only thinks that because he doesn’t know about the loopy A and the swoopy r and the seal on the back with the blue heart that can never be fixed once it’s broken. But my dad surprised me and nodded his head slowly and said, “That’s good, Asher. It’s a start.”

I figure he’s right and that my mom probably thought the same thing when she started writing the letter to me. I was probably lying there in the hospital next to her in the bassinet all laced up tight like a burrito or a soccer cleat, and she probably wrote ‘Asher’ on the front of the envelope with the loopy A and the swoopy r and then thought, That’s a good start. Plus, what could she possibly say anyway? We’d just met.

I mean, back then we hardly knew each other.
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On Tuesday night my dad says, “Hey, Ash, I’ll take you to that meeting you wanted to go to at the hospital in five minutes. Mrs. Levitt is coming over to watch Chloe.” Then he adds, “How about we pick up pizza on the way home like we did last night?” and in that moment it feels like spring. You know, like a day in May when the grass is dewy and the flowers are blooming and the sun is warm and summer is just around the corner. It’s like someone opened a window and the breeze blew in so clean and fresh that you can smell stuff growing.

Chloe says, “Remember no pepperoni,” and I roll my eyes.

I mean, I get it. Plus, she won’t eat a lot of other stuff besides pepperoni—like bologna, because bologna’s just like pepperoni, only bigger and pinker and less spicy—and she won’t eat anything green or red except for pizza sauce and watermelon lollipops and Robitussin cherry cough syrup when she’s sick, and she won’t eat anything but pizza with nothing on it and French toast and plain pasta with no red sauce and chicken as long as it doesn’t look like an animal. Like a whole chicken with the legs attached would be totally out. But I say, “Maybe we should get pepperoni on half the pizza,” and for those few seconds it’s almost like the world is normal. Or better than normal even. Like it’s raining and the sun is out at the same time but you aren’t wet and freezing cold or being struck by lightning and going to die any minute because this time you are safe inside looking out at the world and it’s a world where nobody you love is dead. But that feeling only lasts for a few seconds, so that part sucks.



This time in Room 212, next to the coffee and cookies they have big bottles of soda—Pepsi and orange Crush. I don’t take any cookies with chocolate swirls or pour coffee or soda into a Styrofoam cup; I just sit down in one of the chairs in the circle. There are a couple of other kids here already, but I don’t look at them and nobody says anything. I mean it’s not like we’re all in a good mood. Peter Pan’s just sitting there across from me as she waits for everyone to show up. She has her head down, and she’s flipping through some folders and reading some papers, probably filled with warnings about how messed up we all are. When she finally looks up, I can tell she’s surprised to see me. Not tar-pit surprised, just a normal amount, you know, like, Oh, no! Asher’s here.

Three more kids show up and now there are seven of us in this group and we go around the circle and introduce ourselves, and when it’s my turn Peter Pan looks nervous because she’s probably worried I’m going to say that I killed my mom, but I say, “Hi, I’m Asher and I’m seventeen. I have a four-year-old sister named Chloe, and my mom died twelve months ago.” I leave off the three weeks two days six hours and seventeen minutes part because it would probably sound weird and raise some red flags and then I add, “She died in a car accident,” but I leave off the part about the big rig and the Jaws of Life and the downed utility pole and the fire and the Jack Daniel’s and how I’m stalking the truck driver and his family on Facebook and pretending to be someone named Sam Hunt who is in love with his daughter, Grace, because you shouldn’t kill someone’s mom when you could just watch TV at a truck stop and drink all the Jack Daniel’s that you want or not drink Jack Daniel’s at all and drive right by Asher and Chloe’s mom without crashing into her.

Since there were six other people in the group besides me if you don’t count Peter Pan we make up a whole week of tragedy. One day is me with the dead mom in the burned-up SUV and then there’s Sloane who is sixteen and lost her dad to non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma and then Will who is seventeen and lost his eight-year-old brother to neuroblastoma.

I don’t listen to the other four days of the week because they are just too depressing so I block them out and sit there while the room fills with smoke because someone forgot that lots of things are combustible and not just cardboard pizza boxes and Land Rovers and moms, but kids too.

Then Sloane says, “I have two younger sisters named Anna and Claire and they’re doing better than I am. Way better. But my mom’s a fucking mess. I mean, you don’t even want to know.”

I look up and say, “At least you have a mom.”

Sloane looks at me like, What? And then Peter Pan says, “That’s a healthy way to look at it, Asher. Thank you. Let’s all be grateful for the people we still do have in our lives.”

Then Will jumps in and says, “Who would you trade to get your mom back, Asher?”

And Peter Pan says, “This is not going in a healthy direction. Let’s give someone else a chance to speak.”

Will looks away. He’s now hiding behind his mop of shaggy hair. His eyes flick. He’s surveying the enemy. But I see him. I know him. Know his strategy. It’s the strategy of the wounded.

Attack. Retreat. Lick wounds. Reload. Attack again.

Will’s just like me. He doesn’t want to be.

No one does.

But he is.

I look around the room. They all are. Just. Like. Me.

No one says anything, so I look over at Will and repeat his question. “Who would I trade to get my mom back?” Then I tell him. “Pretty much everyone. I mean, I would trade all the people north and south of the equator and everyone in my school and—”

Will interrupts. “I would trade me to get my brother back.”

I think about that for a minute and then ask, “How would that work, because if you were dead and your brother was alive, you still wouldn’t be together and he would be the one being really sad instead of you, and since he’s only eight years old that would be a pretty big thing to lay on him?”

For a flash, Will looks confused and angry. And then the angry part becomes just soul-crushing sad. I mean, he thought he had a plan and I pretty much just told him that he didn’t. I didn’t mean to say anything to hurt anyone, but there is no plan to get out of the mess that we’re in, and the thing is, nobody wants to tell us that. Everyone wants to pretend that somehow this will all be okay if we just go to therapy and eat cookies and disappear until we’re better. Then Peter Pan jumps in to explain how we all have to cycle through the seven stages of grief.

“I’m sure you’ve all heard the list before,” she says. “Shock and denial. Pain and guilt. Anger and bargaining. Depression, reflection, loneliness. Then, the upward turn. Reconstruction and working through. Followed by acceptance and hope.”

I raise my hand and tell her that’s way more than seven. Then I say, “And I haven’t experienced any of them.”

She ignores the more than seven comment, then dances around the I haven’t experienced any of them thing like she’s supposed to, because let’s face it, I’m a fragile egg and might crack at any moment. Then she looks around the whole group and suggests that some of us might find ourselves stuck in anger and depression and I figure by “some of us” she pretty much means me. So I ask, “When will some of us get to experience one of the good ones like the upward turn? Or denial or acceptance?” and she says, “That’s what we’re working toward here, Asher.”

Will just retreats behind his curls again, and some other kid says, “You guys are in the bargaining stage.” Then someone else calls out, “Yeah, but they’re not supposed to bargain out loud like it’s real.”

Will ignores that kid and peeks out from under his hair and asks, “Would you trade me to get your mother back, Asher?” and I’m about to say, Absolutely, when Peter Pan jumps in and says, “Stop.”

Will ignores her and says, “At least you have a sister, Asher. I have to go through this alone. And I’m scared that when my parents are old, I’ll have to take care of them all by myself.”

I say, “Yeah, but I’m scared that if my dad dies, I’ll have to take care of my sister, too, instead of just taking care of me.”

Sloane joins in and says, “But at least you don’t have to worry about your mom taking care of three kids alone. Or about her dating.”

All the other kids are watching us like this is a ping-pong match between three people who hate each other.

Peter Pan steps in and says, “Each of us is affected differently when a family suffers a loss. But what I am hearing is that every one of you is thinking about it in a very caring way.”

“Actually, we’re not,” I announce. “We’re all thinking about this in a selfish way. Will’s worried about himself. I’m worried about me. And Sloane’s worried about herself, too.”

“Asher…”

I point at the clock and say, “Meeting’s over.” Then when I’m about to stand up and head out, Peter Pan says, “We still have a lot more time, Asher.” And then she adds, “Look, everybody grieves differently, and we shouldn’t judge anyone because that wouldn’t be fair.” Then she turns back to Sloane and asks, “Would you like to tell us a nice memory that you have about your dad?”

Will jumps back in and asks, “Why are you changing the subject? We had a good conversation going.”

And Peter Pan says, “Because my job is to take the conversation in a healthy, positive direction,” and Will retreats behind his hair again, and I realize, It’s not a mop; it’s a helmet. Then I look down at my sneakers for a minute and shut up.

I look back up when Sloane says, “No. I don’t want to talk about my dad.” She sounds pissed off, and she’s twisting a tissue between her fingers, but then her face and eyes get bright and she starts to tell a story about her dad anyway. “He liked to ride his motorcycle, and barbecue. He had all sorts of special gadgets for the grill, like a headlamp and a special device with fourteen tools like screwdrivers and thermometers. And one time he was wearing this apron that said Best Dad in the World on the front, and it caught on fire so he took it off, and everyone was stomping on it and running around trying to put the fire out.”

Sloane has a dazed looked on her face now and a half smile like she’s left the room and is somewhere else. It’s like she’s back in the past when her dad wasn’t dead.

“But it wasn’t really scary,” she continues. “It was just funny because my mom—she poured a whole bottle of white wine on him even though he wasn’t wearing the apron anymore and he wasn’t even still on fire.”

Sloane looks down for a minute lost in the memory, still smiling.

“Then, later that night, my dad asked her if she was trying to kill him because wine is flammable and my mom—she just looked horrified because she didn’t think of that.”

Sloane swipes at a tear.

“And then they hugged, and my mom said she was sorry she almost flambéed him. Then we made s’mores. My dad loved s’mores.”

When she finishes, Sloane looks better, better than before, like telling that story helped her. It’s like she just ate a s’more with her dad. But I’m a mess. I mean, it’s like her words left footprints on my heart because I’m thinking that her dad could have burned up until nothing was left and nobody should be barbecuing or wearing aprons or pouring wine on people who are on fire because everyone should know that ALCOHOL IS FUCKING FLAMMABLE—blow-up-your-life, flames-licking-the-sky flammable—and no one in that story should have been laughing or eating s’mores and I want to say that people need to be more careful because sometimes you lose things that you didn’t think you could lose like soccer cleats and moms and dads and little brothers because they get stolen from you or they just burst into flames when it never occurred to you that they could.

I mean, if you think about it, everything can incinerate and disappear. Nobody ever tells us that, and someone should.



OEBPS/e9781665902311/fonts/LondrinaOutline-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665902311/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665902311/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665902311/fonts/Lato-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665902311/fonts/Lato-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665902311/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665902311/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25


		Chapter 26


		Chapter 27


		Chapter 28


		Chapter 29


		Chapter 30


		Chapter 31


		Chapter 32


		Chapter 33


		Chapter 34


		Chapter 35


		Chapter 36


		Chapter 37


		Chapter 38


		Chapter 39


		Chapter 40


		Chapter 41


		Chapter 42


		Chapter 43


		Chapter 44


		Chapter 45


		Chapter 46


		Chapter 47


		Chapter 48


		Chapter 49


		Chapter 50


		Chapter 51


		Chapter 52


		Chapter 53


		Chapter 54


		Chapter 55


		Chapter 56


		Chapter 57


		Chapter 58


		Chapter 59


		Chapter 60


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282








OEBPS/e9781665902311/images/f000v-01.jpg
~
» % t
o
b -
®. &
o
’
L - ’
. >
2 <
-
- 3
=
> N &
‘:l? g & L





OEBPS/e9781665902311/fonts/ComingSoon-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665902311/images/9781665902311.jpg
K. J. REILLY






OEBPS/e9781665902311/images/title.jpg
U REI Y






OEBPS/e9781665902311/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


