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“Isobel? I’m afraid we’re going to have to take it off.”


“Take it off, take it off,” I sang, like a vamp song; but I don’t think I actually did, and I know my laughter stayed locked inside my head. I think my voice did too.


“Isobel. Can you hear me?”


I didn’t know. I didn’t think so.


It was my leg. I went to sleep.


“Izzy,” I said, finally figuring out what was wrong. “My name’s Izzy.” Nobody ever called me Isobel. I felt better, then. I didn’t open my eyes, but now that the disturbing, frightening feeling that something was wrong was explained, I relaxed.


Except nobody here called me Izzy, I remembered that. Here, where everything was bright white, or cold metal, or pale plastic, where voices seemed to echo strangely, here they called me Isobel. Doctors and nurses, and there had been a policeman—why had there been a policeman in my room?—all calling me Isobel. I didn’t correct them. It didn’t seem so important at the time.


Except my parents, sometimes they called me Izzy, although most of the time they called me old baby names, Pumpkin and Angel, Sweetheart, Lamb. Remembering their voices, I drifted back to sleep. Pumpkin and Angel, Sweetheart, Lamb.


The next time I was really awake. I knew where I was. Before I could stop them, my eyes opened.


I was still attached to an IV, this time clear liquid not one of the red bottles of somebody else’s blood. My mother sat in a chair near the metal crib sides of the bed. She looked terrible. She was dressed all right, but her face looked terrible. Her eyes were closed. Beside her sat my father, broad-shouldered, his hair still white-blond from the summer sun.


A nurse turned the pages of the chart that hung from the foot of the bed. The only sound in the room was the rustling of papers. Before the nurse could see me, I closed my eyes again.


What, I asked, is a nice girl like me doing in a place like this?


A nice girl—that—s just exactly what I was. Am.


Most of the people I know don’t want to be just nice. They want to be interesting, or exciting, romantic, terrific—something special. I don’t think I ever wanted to be more than nice. Nice suited me: pretty but nowhere near beautiful; popular enough, with girls and with boys; although no jock, I could give somebody a respectable game of tennis, and I was one of only three sophomores on the school cheerleading squad. A B student, except for Latin where, for some reason, I got a few As, I did the work I was told to do and didn’t mind school: just a nice person, easy to get along with, fun to have around. I usually got jokes although I seldom made them. I often tried to make peace in quarrels although I took part in my share of them. I liked people, liked doing things with people, liked being with people. Like.


And here I was in the hospital, surrounded by the unhappy silence of my parents, with—


I had awakened once before, I didn’t know how many days ago. Against the backdrop of my closed eyelids I could replay that day. Like a TV rerun. Of Mary Tyler Moore or something. Like M*A*S*H? No, it was like a soap opera, like I’d been tossed into the script of one of the soaps, where I didn’t belong. Nice girls are too dull for the soaps. I wasn’t wild about being dull, but there wasn’t much I could do about that, even if I wanted to; and I didn’t, not really anyway, want to do anything about it. I liked myself pretty much exactly the way I was.


That other day, the soap opera day, I was in the same bed, in the same room, and it was morning. There was blue sky outside the one window. I had an IV attached to my left arm, only that one dripped blood. I didn’t feel like moving, because the only part of me that didn’t hurt was my right hand, and my mother was holding on to that with both of hers. She looked pretty terrible that day too. My mother doesn’t really look like herself to me without her makeup on. Not that she wears so much, but it makes her eyes look a darker brown, and it shades in the bones of her face and gives color to her skin. My father was there too, that day, and he came to stand behind my mother when I woke up. My father looks like someone in an Ingmar Bergman movie. That day he looked like the hero in an Ingmar Bergman movie.


“I’m sorry,” I said to them.


That made my father angry. “Don’t you ever apologize,” he said. When my father gets angry, his blue eyes turn icy and his voice would freeze hell over, that’s what the twins say anyway. Then either Jack turns to Joel and says, “I guess you’d know about that, hunh?” or Joel turns to Jack and says the same thing, and they laugh. The twins weren’t there, that day, and I didn’t feel much like laughing, so my father just stood there being angry.


“Ever,” he repeated. “It”s that little bas—”


“Hendrik,” my mother stopped him.


I was beginning to feel terrible, pains all over my body, and my head throbbed, and I tightened my grip on my mother’s hand. I liked the way her engagement ring cut into my fingers. She asked my father to get the nurse and stayed there, holding my hand, until the nurse gave me a shot.


The surgeon came first, that day. He was short and bald. He stood at the foot of the bed, never looking at me, while he told me. I already knew that my right leg was broken, because it was held up in the air with pulleys and wires. I had to lie flat and the blankets covering my right leg made a kind of tent that hid the doorway. The surgeon stood to the left of that tent. He told me that my left leg was broken too, a simple fracture. He asked me if I could move my toes. After I showed him, I wanted him to say something approving, like, “That’s good.” He didn’t say anything though, Dr. Carstairs. He just “hmmed” and made a note. Then he told me about contusions and bruising “of the upper torso,” which he sounded pretty bored with. After that, he moved around the IV stand so he was next to my bed, opposite to where my parents were. Even though he moved closer, he didn’t get any closer.


“Now that leg,” he said, sounding more interested, “that leg’s had severe bone and muscle trauma. Multiple fracture of tibia and fibula, a closed fracture of the femur.” I looked at my parents, hoping they would explain, but they were just staring at Dr. Carstairs, the way kids stare at a teacher who is really angry at them, silent and … waiting for what they already know.


“That sounds serious,” I said. My voice squeaked a little.


Dr. Carstairs agreed. “Yes. It is. The time that elapsed between the accident and when you finally were admitted here did you no good at all. No good at all. You’d have been a lot better off if you’d gotten in right away. I avulsed the debride tissue, tried to align the bones …” It was as if he was talking in a foreign language, but I got the general message: Things were pretty bad with my right leg.


“We’ve got you stabilized,” Dr. Carstairs told me, “and we’ll keep the leg pinned up.” He indicated the blanket tent. “You’re young, you’re healthy.” I didn’t understand why he was telling me this. He waited for me to say something, or ask a question.


“I see,” I said. “Thank you.”


The expression that crossed his face was like a teacher who thinks you’re going to have the right answer and you don’t.


“Isobel,” he said.


I was getting frightened, so I didn’t correct him.


“There’s a strong possibility that the right leg won’t heal.”


My mother’s hand tightened. I swallowed, and asked, “You mean, like, I’d have a limp?” I hoped he wasn’t talking about a brace, but I didn’t want to mention that.


“The leg may well have to be amputated,” Dr. Carstairs said. “In twenty-five percent of the cases this severe, the limb has to come off.”


“But why?” I asked. “It feels all right.”


“I doubt that you feel anything at all,” he said. He was right, but at least it didn’t hurt, which was, frankly, about all I cared about. “Isobel,” he started again. I felt my eyes getting bigger and bigger, just waiting for him to say whatever he was going to say. “We can’t predict how much tissue necrosis there will be, and that leads, of course, to the danger of infection.”





I swallowed again and tried to look attentive. I was frightened and I hurt and my heart was beating up in my throat. I concentrated on behaving well, because then things would have a better chance of turning out all right.


“You must stay absolutely quiet while we see what the leg is going to do,” Dr. Carstairs told me sternly.


“I will,” I told him. “How long—”


“Nobody can predict. You’ve been given plenty of antibiotics and all we can do now is wait and see. But if you feel at all funny—feverish or dizzy—you must say so right away. Will you do that?”


“I will,” I promised.


“We’ll see how it goes,” he said. He nodded to my parents and left the room.


When bad news comes, you don’t believe it right away. Not really. Or anyway, I didn’t. I didn’t even know then, not really, what I was doing in the hospital. I’d been in a car wreck, but I couldn’t remember that. I only knew it. Dr. Carstairs’s words washed over me, like icy water, and froze my brain. None of it made sense, so I didn’t believe in it. I concentrated on not crying, which was hard because I really felt like crying.


The policeman came in the late afternoon. I’d spent most of the day asleep. My father had gone home to take care of Francie but my mother stayed, just sitting in that chair. She didn’t talk much to me, but I didn’t need her to talk to me. I just needed her to be there.





The police officer appeared from behind the tent. He was in uniform, blue jacket and blue trousers. The policeman introduced himself. I said hello. He stood there, turning his hat around in his hands. “I’ll only take a couple of minutes.” He tried to smile. He had a pleasant, round face, and he looked young. I tried to smile back. “You sure are a lucky young lady,” he said. “I was the first one there and—You sure look a lot better today. Afternoon, Mrs. Lingard,” he said to my mother.


“Officer Thoms was at the scene,” she told me. She reached out for my hand again. “I imagine he wants to ask you how it happened.”


By then I knew the accident had been the night before, and they had called my parents from the hospital. It’s only twenty minutes to the hospital from our house outside of town, and my parents had come right down.


“I don’t remember,” I said to the officer. “I’m sorry, I just don’t remember.”


He nodded. “Not to worry. That often happens, or so they tell me. I’m sort of new at the job. It’ll come back to you. Your friend doesn’t remember either.”


“Marco?” I did remember that, then. I don’t know how I knew I’d been out with Marco Griggers that night, but I knew it. “Is he all right?”


“Yeah. He is. I gotta admit, Isabol, when I first saw you—You must have been there an hour or more and I thought—” He tried another smile, and this one worked. I guessed he really had been worried. “You sure are lucky, that’s all I can say. Look, you just concentrate on getting better, and I’ll get back in touch with you in a couple of weeks—if that’s all right with you?” he asked my mother.


“Of course.”


“I didn’t expect you to remember,” he told me again. “Mostly, I just wanted to see you. I’ve got a daughter myself—and a son. Much younger than you,” he said. He flushed, as if embarrassed, and turned to leave.


“Can I ask you one thing, though?” he asked from the doorway, looking around the tent.


“Sure,” I said.


“Would you have been driving? Or messing around with the steering wheel? I mean, if you were steering and he was working the accelerator, you know?”


“Me? Driving? I’m only fifteen,” I said to him. My father would skin me alive if he caught me doing any kind of driving before I was even old enough for a permit. I sort of wanted to tell Officer Thorns that, because I thought he’d like to hear about a parent who was so strict, but I was too tired to find the words. I’d never even steered a car, in my life.


“I didn’t think so,” he said.


After he’d gone, my mother stood up. I could hear activity in the hall beyond the door, carts rolling, I thought. My mother leaned over the crib railings. She held on to my hand but she didn’t touch any other part of me. “I ought to go home,” she said. “I can stay, though, if you want me to.”





“It’s okay. You look like you could use some sleep. You look terrible,” I told her. She had her face where I could see it without moving my head and she didn’t mind my telling her that.


“I feel terrible,” she said. “You don’t look too terrific yourself,” she said, which was about the first normal-sounding thing she’d said all day. “I’ll be back first thing in the morning. If you want me, want company or anything, they’ll call us. Even in the middle of the night. You know that, Sweetheart, don’t you?”


I knew that.


“I’d rather stay, but—I’ll be no use to anyone if I don’t get some sleep. A good mother would stay.”


That made me want to laugh, but I knew it would hurt if I did. I felt better when she talked that way, and when she brushed her hand over my forehead, it felt like she had pulled her love up over me like a blanket and tucked it in around my shoulders. “You get some sleep too, Pumpkin. You need it. There will be somebody in the room with you, all night, so you sleep too.”


I watched her walk to the door. She pulled it open and looked back at me. “A good mother would stay here, reading aloud to you. Something uplifting,” she said.


I smiled at her, to let her know I was all right. I closed my eyes and thought about the fictitious good mother my mother talked about, who would fight off Indians at the cabin door and be as with-it as Barbara Walters, who baked pineapple upside-down cakes and never got bored with what her children were telling her. This good mother was some mix of a best friend and Supreme Court judge, with a lot of fairy godmother thrown in, not to mention the glamour of Jackie Onassis and the saintliness of Mother Teresa. The twins teased her about this good mother, and I was old enough now to understand. Francie, who was only ten, was too young. So when my mother admitted that a good mother would start up a troop of Girl Scouts in Newton, Francie really thought that was what she was going to do.


I drifted off to sleep. They woke me up, throughout the night, to take my temperature and my blood pressure. I didn’t sleep all that well with some stranger sitting in a chair by my bed, watching me. I remember that. I remember how long the night seemed, and how much I wanted the sky to get light and the night to be over. I remember how much I wanted to go home.


Once I did fall really asleep, but then I dreamed. In my dream, I was sitting in a car—front seat by the window, the suicide seat—and it was going toward a tree. The car seemed to be going very slowly, but I knew it was going much too fast. I screamed and tried to back away from the big tree with its cloud of branches. I didn’t have my seat belt done up. I pulled my legs up and shoved with my hands against the dashboard to push myself away from the tree. But the back of the seat held me trapped. There wasn’t anybody driving the car, even though it was being driven. There was just the filmy darkness cut by the headlights and the tree trunk coming at me and that helpless feeling nightmares have, when you can’t move your body the way your brain tells you to. Even in my dream I thought it was funny that I screamed, because I’m not a screamer.


I woke up to the dim light from the open doorway and somebody bending over me, to wrap the blood pressure strap around my right arm and put a thermometer into my mouth. “There now, open your mouth, that’s good.” The voice was soft. “Isobel? That’s a good girl. You can go back to sleep in a minute.”


I didn’t think I would, but I did. I wondered if my dream was what had actually happened; but the tree, I remembered, was on the wrong side of the road. In the colorless night of my dream, the tree trunk rushed toward me, bright white under the car lights, thick and tall, every groove on the bark etched clear. It came after me and something threw me at it.


“It was an elm,” I said, opening my eyes. There was daylight in the room and a pale blue sky showed through the window. My mother turned around from the window. “Mom? Was it an elm?”


“What? Was what an elm? How do you feel, Lamb, do you feel all right?” She put her cool hand on my forehead. She had her makeup on, eyes and lips, and her brown hair was neatly combed, the spray holding its waves in place. Seeing her, looking the way she normally did, made me feel better. Everything was going to be all right, everything was going to get back to normal.





I saw my leg, or, rather, the length of my leg, hoisted by the knee and hanging from pulleys under its concealing blanket. I moved the toes on my left leg. I stretched my shoulders without moving my arms. I took a deep breath, against my ribs. I turned my head on the pillow and looked at the locker in the room, then I turned it the other way and saw a plastic jug on my night table. I thought I might like a drink of water.


“Daddy had to go to the office,” my mother told me. “He’s coming by later.”


“I had a dream.”


“Francie sends her love. She even wanted to have me bring you Pierre.” Pierre is a stuffed frog, about Francies favorite stuffed animal.


“Is today Monday? Today’s Monday, isn’t it?”


“So you wouldn’t be lonely, she said. She’s really upset, as you can imagine. The twins say hello and—they’re going to try to get home this weekend, if you can have visitors.”


“Can I? Has anybody called?”


“I don’t think anybody hasn’t called. I’ve got a list a mile long. I’m keeping a list.”


That didn’t surprise me. “What time is it?”


“Around nine.”


“History,” I said. My first-period class was History and everybody in the class would be sitting in the assigned seats; probably envying me for not being there.


“If it’s not your friends on the phone, it’s your relatives,” my mother said. “I’m tempted to rip it out of the wall, really I am. Someday I’m going to do that. And you’ll all wonder why.”


“A good mother would let her kids have their own phone,” I told her. This was our normal kind of conversation, which made the night seem very far away.


“Don’t you wish you had a good mother?’ She gave me her usual answer to that kind of remark. “What did you dream?”


“It doesn’t matter.”


“It was an elm, Sweetheart,” my mother said. Her eyes watched my face carefully as she told me this. “Did you dream about the accident?”


I didn’t know.


“But it was on the wrong side of the road.”


“Your car was on the wrong side of the road.”


Then the dream made sense. My mother waited. I had a sudden, frightening question: “Why don’t I have to go to the bathroom?”


At that, my mother smiled; she knew what I was thinking and she knew what she wanted to say. She sat down in the chair and leaned forward, looking pretty. “They’ve run a tube called a catheter directly up into your bladder. There’s a sack at the other end.” She watched my face. “Don’t think about it too precisely, Izzy, just be glad they know how to do it.” One of my mother’s volunteer positions is at the hospital, where she does publicity work. She’s an upbeat person and loves stories about the miracles of modern medicine. My father is much more practical and serious. He’s a tax man, with offices in the center of town. Our whole family, even my mother, used Dad’s office as a way station—or so he said, grousing the way he does when he really is pleased—between shopping trips and dentist appointments. It was like an “extension of the living room,” he groused. “What are my clients supposed to think?”


As I thought of the twins, I thought of Francie too, and how much she loved Pierre. “Tell Francie that—I’d love it if Pierre could spend the night with me,” I said to my mother. “Tell her I’d take good care of him.”


“You aren’t paralyzed, or anything,” my mother told me. “It’s just precisely what Dr. Carstairs told you.”


Then I remembered what Dr. Carstairs had told me. “I didn’t like him,” I said quickly.


“He’s the best around,” my mother said. “You know your father, nothing but the best.” She didn’t like him either, I could tell from the way she’d answered. But I also knew that my father would have personally sprung a child molester from prison if he was a better surgeon.


Dr. Epstein, my pediatrician, came into my room that morning. My mother said his name, surprised. “Saul.” He rested his hand on her arm for a minute. He was reassuring her. “And you, young lady.”


Dr. Epstein has always been my doctor. He’s easy to talk to, because he fixes his funny little eyes on you and waits to hear what you have to say. His face, even hidden behind the beard he wears, always looks interested and sympathetic and amused, all at once. He always knows what to do and what to say. That morning, all he said was, “Well, young lady, you certainly gave us a busy weekend.” His eyes kind of checked me over, and he didn’t seem displeased with what he saw.


“Saul was here Saturday night,” my mother explained.


“To hold your father’s hand,” Dr. Epstein explained. “Your father was holding your mother’s hand, so I held his. You look more perky today.”


I giggled. It didn’t hurt. “I guess I am.”


“Then I’ll go look in on my other patients and see you again. Soon,” he promised me. That was something to look forward to. “I had appendicitis last night,” he told us. “Do you know how long it’s been since I had appendicitis? No, of course not, how could you?”


He didn’t wait for us to answer any of his questions. I looked at my mother and she looked back at me. I didn’t need to say what I was thinking, because I knew she was thinking the same thing. Certainly she said it often enough. “What a good doctor. What a good man he is.”


My father came by on his lunch hour and again after work, when my mother had gone home to be with Francie. My father didn’t talk to me; he just sat in the chair, being there, as the sky outside the window got dark. I didn’t want to talk. I was feeling tired again, and weak, and I told myself that that was always the way it was when you were sick. You always felt best in the morning and worst in the evening. I watched my father, who was studying papers from his attaché case. The nurses came and went, taking my temperature, taking my blood pressure, giving me shots. Every now and then my father would look up and see me. Our eyes would meet and he would nod and look back to his papers. He was keeping an eye on things, taking care of me.


It was after he had gone home and a nurse was sitting in the dim light that I began to remember. They were right, I thought, it does all come back to you.
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It was the Wednesday before that when Marco had asked me out, to the football team’s postgame party. I thought at first he was just going to offer to drive me home in his orange VW bug and I thought I’d accept. The late bus takes everybody who has a practice, or an activity, or detention, so it goes all over Newton and takes hours. Besides, Marco was a senior, the first senior who’d asked me to do anything. He was a notorious flirt, but I couldn’t see what harm driving home with him would do. As a tenth grader, I might date seniors. There were other seniors I’d rather have had notice me, like Tony Marcel, but Marco was a beginning.


When he asked me, instead, if I wanted to go to the postgame party on Saturday, I was really surprised. I didn’t sound surprised, though. I kept cool, even though I was the first of my friends to be asked out by a senior.


“I guess so,” I said.


Marco grinned. He’s a grinner, probably because, while he’s not handsome, his stocky body and sort of pushed-in features make him cute. Cute and grinning go well together. I grin some myself, sometimes. “I’ll pick you up at eight.”


“I’ll have to ask my parents.”


“Ask your parents? What are you, a kid?”


I didn’t answer that. I knew that trick boys have, that way of getting you to act like they want you to by telling you if you were grown up you would. I could see by his face that he was waiting for me to apologize and act embarrassed, so I just kept quiet. I made sure he couldn’t see what I was thinking, though.


“How will I know if Mommy and Daddy will let you out?” he finally asked.


I thought for a minute of just walking away from him, but I wanted to go to the party. These postgame parties weren’t a big deal, just get-togethers for the team and other seniors, but it was a good chance to let them see me, outside of school. Marco finally figured out that he wasn’t going to get an answer to that crack either so he said, “Okay, I’ll check with you tomorrow, or sometime. You’re a cool chick, aren’t you, Izzy?”


That made me laugh. “Maybe I am,” I said, not minding it a bit if he thought I was.





My parents didn’t much want me to go out with Marco. They didn’t know him, or anything about him, except that he was a senior and played football. He hadn’t been a friend of the twins’. “Won’t all the kids there be older than you?” my mother asked.


“I’m fifteen, Mom.”


I knew what she was thinking. The twins were only one year beyond being seniors, and while we’re not the kind of family who tells one another everything, my parents knew enough about what went on to be glad to stay up all night the night of the twins’ prom and to serve a bang-up breakfast at four in the morning, with lots of coffee, and not to mind how many people slept over the rest of the night at our house. I had heard about things my parents didn’t know, because the twins talked to me more than to them. I suspected there were things I didn’t know too. But my mother didn’t say what she was thinking. She just looked at my father, at the other end of the table. My father didn’t say anything either.


At that point, I discovered how much I wanted to go. More than anything. “I’m not a little kid,” I said. “I know how to take care of myself. You just don’t want me to grow up, you say you trust me but you’re only saying that.” I was working myself up. It had been a while since I’d worked myself up. During ninth grade, there wasn’t anything we didn’t fight about. It seemed like they were always misunderstanding what I meant. All last year, we fought a lot, especially at dinner. But they seemed to have calmed down and tenth grade was going along pretty easily. “You think I can’t handle myself so you’re not going to let me go and—”


“Nobody said you couldn’t go,” my mother corrected me.


“Then I can?”


“I guess so. But I wish you wouldn’t. If it helps, you can tell him I won’t let you go out with older boys yet.“


“Great, that would be great, wouldn’t it,” I asked sarcastically. “That would just about kill any chance of anybody asking me out again. You can’t do that, Mom. You wouldn’t do that, would you?”


“No, I wouldn’t. But I’d like to.”


I ran around the table hugging everybody. When I called Suzy and Lisa that night, they were jealous, but happy for me. I would have felt the same way if it had been one of my friends, not me. “What’ll you do if he tries something?” they both asked me, and I told them what I thought I’d do. “What if he’s drinking?” they asked. I reminded them that I had the twins to educate me. Neither of them had an older brother. “What are you going to wear?” “Who do you think will be there?” “You’re so lucky, Izzy.” At that point, I decided that I should play it cool, as if it happened every day; I didn’t want to be the center of a lot of conversation the next day, like some ninth grader going out on her first date, or something. “I don’t know,” I said, “I don’t think Marco’s so great.”


In fact, I didn’t even like him much. One thing I always like in a boy is a slender neck, and Marco had a thick neck, just a chunk connecting his shoulders to his head. But you didn’t have to be wildly in love with someone to go to a party with him.


The party was at John Wintersize’s house. His parents had sensibly fled the scene, so we had the whole downstairs to ourselves. There was dancing, Ping-Pong, and talk. Sodas and beer were in the kitchen, along with big boxes of chips and pretzels. I fitted in all right and I had a good time.


Marco and I split up pretty soon after we got there. I danced with a lot of people and sat in on a lot of conversations. Mostly, it was the boys who decided what the conversations were about, because it was the boys, not their dates, who were friends. Every now and then, Marco would come sit down with me, or dance with me. As the night went on he’d try putting his arm around me, but it was just fooling around, not as if he was really interested, not as if he was likely to try anything later. It was just so he’d look good to his friends. I didn’t mind because it showed everyone that I wasn’t a kid, even if I was the only sophomore there.


The music played continuously and the lights in the room where we were dancing were turned off. The air smelled of beer and smoke, some of which—to my inexperienced nose—seemed suspiciously sweet. I didn’t say anything. The subject didn’t come up.


Tony Marcel was there, but I didn’t know who with. He never tried to talk to me and didn’t ask me to dance. A couple of times I went into the kitchen when I knew he was there to say, “Hey,” to him, just in passing. I didn’t want him to think I was like half the girls in my class, just falling to pieces whenever he came into view. But I wanted him to know I was there.


“Hey, Izzy, how’s it going?” he would answer.


“Fine,” I’d say. Then I’d move back to another room.


I had to be home by one, my parents said, which meant one-fifteen at the latest. I didn’t mind that. I was having fun, but I didn’t feel entirely at ease. I couldn’t really relax with them, not the way I could with my friends. Marco pretended to be surprised when I went and got him from the group sitting on a long sofa watching Ping-Pong games, but he’d said, “Yes, sir,” to my father when he’d picked me up, so I knew he was faking.


“That’s what I get for cradle-robbing.” He made a joke. It was, I thought, a pretty predictable joke and not very funny, and I pretended I hadn’t heard it.


But he didn’t get up. He just sat there, grinning at everybody. I didn’t know quite what to do. Anybody who knows me knows I keep to my curfews and not just because my parents won’t accept excuses. “Hey, are you trying to get me grounded or something?“ I laughed. I wanted to be home on time, but I wasn’t about to make a scene or anything. I didn’t want to make that mistake. I figured the best thing was to treat it like a joke.


Somebody said Marco couldn’t get up, he’d been sitting there swilling all night. Everybody laughed. Marco laughed too and raised his can of beer as if he were making a toast.





“I’ll take you home, Izzy,” Tony said.


I thought—I don’t know what I thought—I thought that was a great idea. I didn’t say anything, of course, but I wouldn’t have minded that one bit.


“Hey, man, you trying to move in on my date?” Marco asked. He lurched up.


And there I was, almost with two seniors fighting over me. I remember thinking that and reminding myself that neither one of them was really thinking about me at all.


Somebody else suggested that Marco should have some coffee before he got behind the wheel, but Marco said he’d only been drinking beer and everyone knew you couldn’t get drunk on beer. He didn’t want any coffee, he said, because his evening wasn’t finished yet, wasn’t anywhere near finished, just because it was time to put the children to bed. He was going to be right back, he said.


“If it’s inconvenient for you, I can always call my parents,” I suggested, in a sweet and sincere and naive voice. Everybody thought that was pretty funny, except Marco. He began to get angry, which wasn’t cool at all, which made him even angrier.


I began to wonder if he wasn’t drunker than he was acting, but by then we were almost at the door. Tony and John and a couple of girls were moving with us. The girl with Tony was another senior, who worked with him on the paper, Deborah—never Debby—dark and pretty and smart and funny. She was looking at me, but she didn’t say anything.





“You all right, man?” John asked Marco.


“Never better. For Christ’s sake, it’s only a couple of miles.”


The air outside the door was black and cold, refreshing. I was a little nervous about Marco, but—you just don’t ask somebody else’s date to take you home unless your date really can’t, unless you want the reputation of being more trouble than it’s worth to take you out.


“Okay, Izzy?” Tony asked me. He didn’t look really worried, just as if he wanted to reassure me. I couldn’t believe the way he was really looking at me, and I grinned at him. I thought that someday, probably not right away, but sooner or later, Tony Marcel was going to ask me out. I knew that, the way you sometimes do, the way you sometimes feel things click into place. Seniors or not, boys were just boys, and they all acted the way boys did. So I grinned at him and did a little dance inside my heart, and said, “I’m okay.”


In his car, heading down along the dark roads, Marco asked me if I’d had a good time. I told him I had. He said maybe we might do it again sometime, and I laughed inside myself. He was checking me out, to be sure I’d say I’d go out with him again. “You’ll have to ask me and see, won’t you?” I teased.


“You’re a cool kid,” he said.


But he was driving too fast and slipping through stop signs without stopping, and I didn’t feel at all cool. VW bugs, I reminded myself, always feel as if they’re going faster than they are. Marco had both hands on the wheel, and he leaned forward, concentrating hard, harder than he should have had to. He stayed in the middle of the road, with the center line running under the center of the car. I didn’t say anything, because at night you can see lights coming, and it was only a couple of miles anyway. I just wanted to get home, I couldn’t wait to get home. I just wanted to be back home and shutting the door on this part of the evening. I sat quiet.


I don’t know how fast he was going, or why he decided on a long straight stretch to play the swerving game, swinging the car from side to side of the two-lane road, his arms swinging the steering wheel from one side to the other. The white center line shone under the headlights, sweeping under the belly of the car and then off to my side, then under again and off to the driver’s side. I felt the weight of the car swing out of control before I heard Marco’s voice, cursing, and I watched the tree—an elm—rise up at me. The car lights had swung off of it by the time the tree got to me. That was all I remembered. I remembered everything.


By the time I knew I remembered, I couldn’t seem to stay clearheaded long enough to tell anyone about it. Faces floated sometimes above my bed when I opened my eyes. It seemed as if time wasn’t passing at all, I was always half-waking up and a face was always floating there. It felt as if I was trapped in some single moment of time that would never finish itself, just the way I’d been trapped in Marco’s car when the tree was coming at me.


*  *  *





“Isobel? I’m afraid we’re going to have to take it off.”


That was Dr. Carstairs’s voice, I knew. Sure enough, it was Dr. Carstairs’s face floating there. That was the last time I saw him, or heard him. He disappeared from my life, taking half of my right leg with him.
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I felt fine.


The noise that woke me was a nurse lowering the crib sides of the bed, a quiet clanking of metal. The nurse stood between me and the window. I was in my same room, bright now with sunlight. I saw the flat ceiling and the right-angle corners where walls met. I heard the busy quietness of the hospital all around me. I had slept deeply and I felt good. The tent was gone, the IV was gone, I didn’t hurt anywhere.


The nurse moved and I saw my mother, her makeup on, her suit crisp-looking, fresh, her blouse a dusky yellow and the sunlight streaming in behind her. She was reading a book. I felt a smile begin in my heart and spread up over my face.


“You’re awake,” the nurse said. “Isobel is awake,” she said across the room. But my mother had already gotten up.





“Hi,” I said.


“Hello, Angel. How do you feel?”


“Fine.” That didn’t do justice to how I felt. “I feel good.”


Inside my head, I saw this little person, a miniature Izzy in a leotard, kind of smoky blue, to match my eyes. The little Izzy raised her hands over her head and did a back flip, landing with her arms stretched out and her back arched, like Mary Lou Retton. That was a joke because I couldn’t do a back flip to save my life, I couldn’t even do a good back dive off of a board—but it was just exactly how I felt.


“What day is it?” I asked.


“Wednesday, and it’s …” My mother reached out her wrist to look at the time. “… almost eleven. Dad’s coming by at lunchtime.”


“Can I sit up?” I asked.


The nurse fiddled with the bed, until I was about half-sitting up, then showed me how to work the buttons myself.


“Well.” My mother just stood there for a minute. I knew how she felt: as if we ought to be talking madly, but there wasn’t really anything to say because we were both feeling so good because I was feeling good. “Is there anything you want?” my mother asked.


I couldn’t think of anything more to want. I shook my head no. Then I realized. “I’m hungry.”


“Hungry?” she asked.


But the nurse answered, “Dr. Epstein said she might be.”


“If it’s all right,” my mother said. “What would you like?”





I considered that. Steak sounded good, or a hamburger and fries. “Pizza.”


“She’ll be on a light diet for a couple of days,” the nurse said.


I think my mother must have read my mind, because she took over then, asking what I could have to eat, ordering eggs and toast and fruit. I hadn’t realized until I had a chance to eat how hungry I was, shaky-hungry, as if I’d been on a fast. “Milk?” she asked me. I nodded, going along with whatever she decided.


When the hospital table had been rolled over, and I had myself sitting entirely up, and the tray of food had been placed in front of me—I was confused for a minute. It was as if I had forgotten how to eat. My mother fussed around, pouring the milk into the glass, shaking the knife and fork and spoon out of their plastic wrapping, tearing the corner off the salt and pepper papers to flavor the boiled eggs that she had already taken out of the shell for me. The meal came all in bowls, a bowl of eggs, a bowl of prunes, a bowl of applesauce. The toast, with its pats of wrapped butter, was the only thing not in a bowl.


I drank down about half of the milk. It slid down my throat like liquid silk and I could feel my brain clearing almost as soon as it was in my stomach. Then I turned to the rest of my breakfast.


I started with the eggs. Scrambled eggs are the only kind I really like, usually, but these eggs—with the rich yolk mixed in over the silky whites, with salt and pepper and just a touch of butter—I had never before realized how good eggs could taste. I’d never noticed how the different flavors of different foods filled up my mouth. I finished with the last of the milk, feeling it slide down my throat.


The nurse came back with a little paper cup in her hand, like a table favor at a doll’s birthday party. Two little dark pellets sat in the cup. She handed them to me, with a glass of water: “Stool softeners.”


That was about all I wanted to hear about that, so I swallowed them quickly. I grabbed the last piece of toast off the tray as she lifted it away. “What’s with her?” I asked.


“Maybe she’s had a bad day. Or maybe she’s just that way. How do you feel about a shampoo in the next day or two?”


I put my hands up to my hair. It felt dirty to my fingers, and my scalp did too. But it felt so good to raise my arms and put my fingers into my hair that I took a little time over it. “How would we do that?”


“I don’t know, but we’ll figure out something.”


I began to think of things I needed. “Could you bring me my radio?” I asked. My mother took her notebook out of her purse and wrote that down. My mother is a well-organized person, as well as the prettiest mother I know, and she is forever making lists, then checking things off. “I’ve got down nightgowns and toothbrush already,” she told me. “There must be more. A bathrobe?”


“Can I have a TV?”


“They said they’d deliver it sometime today. We’ve arranged to have you keep the single room, unless you want a roommate?”


“No. I don’t think so. Do you think I should?”


“Not necessarily,” my mother said. “It’s a matter of whether or not you’ll get bored on your own.”


“I guess I better have my books here, and I’d better get the assignments.”


“Oh, I think we can wait awhile on that. You’ll have to stay in the hospital for a while—until—until—”


“Until it heals,” I said, because she was having trouble thinking of how to end her sentence. She looked at me, considering. I’m old enough to know what that considering look means, when she’s trying to be objective about one of her own children. “Did they say how long that would be?”


“A couple of weeks. But then, with your other leg in a cast—”


I could see that I’d be pretty much immobilized. “I guess you couldn’t bring my stereo, or anything.”


That made her smile. “I don’t think so. I’ve got some mail at home for you too.”


“The cast’ll be on for six weeks, isn’t that right?” I was remembering the many casts the twins had acquired. “How about my makeup bag and hair curlers, could you bring those?”


She wrote them down.


“Can I have visitors?” I asked and then, looking around, “What about a phone?”


“They’re putting it in this afternoon. I know,” she said. “I know. A good mother would have made sure it was in by now. But they’ll all be in school.”


“I’m going to miss Latin Club,” I realized.


We had all, Lisa and Lauren and Suzy and I, joined Latin Club last year, for our activity. You need an activity for your college applications. We chose Latin Club because our Latin teacher, Mr. DePonte, was the advisor, and after a week of school there wasn’t one of us who didn’t have a minor crush on him. Mr. DePonte had dark hair and dark eyes, he was young, and he had a dry sense of humor. Latin Club actually turned out to be fun. We learned about the food they ate in ancient Rome, and their architecture, about the clothes they wore and getting married and divorced. We built model bridges and painted maps. At the end of the year we had a Roman feast—not Italian food, but meat marinated first then roasted in chunks over a fire and chewy flat bread—at Mr. DePonte’s house. He was married and had a baby, but we liked his wife too. There were only about fifteen people in the Latin Club, and we’d decided we’d stick with it. We had already discussed what offices we’d hold in our senior year. Lisa would be president, Lauren would be the vice, Suzy would be secretary and I would be treasurer. I didn’t mind missing school, but I did mind missing Latin Club.
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