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PRAISE FOR SILENT TO THE BONE


“E. L. Konigsburg is one of our brainiest writers for young people . . . a brisk, often tart stylist, Konigsburg conveys an astute sensitivity toward the ways people feel about one another but wants her characters to think first.”


—The New York Times Book Review


[image: star] “With this impeccably crafted novel two-time Newbery Medalist Konigsburg . . . again demonstrates her keen insight into the needs and tastes of a middle-grade audience . . . [an] extraordinary achievement.”


—Publishers Weekly, starred review


[image: star] “Connor’s voice shines throughout the novel. It is cleverly written, and full of wit, plot twists, and engaging characters.”


—School Library Journal, starred review


[image: star] “Everything makes you want to go back and reread the story . . . for the wit and insight, the farce, and the gentleness of the telling.”


—Booklist, starred review


[image: star] “No one is better than Konigsburg at plumbing the hearts and minds of smart, savvy kids . . . [the book] is written with Konigsburg’s characteristic wit and perspicacity—an incisive understanding of psychology that cuts to the bone and an awareness of human emotion that pierces the heart.”


—The Horn Book, starred review


“Konigsburg’s characters and the textures of their relationships are fascinating and worth every minute spent with them.”


—Kirkus Reviews
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DAYS ONE, TWO, & THREE






1.


It is easy to pinpoint the minute when my friend Branwell began his silence. It was Wednesday, November 25, 2:43 P.M., Eastern Standard Time. It was there—or, I guess you could say not there—on the tape of the 911 call.


Operator: Epiphany 911. Hobson speaking.


SILENCE.


Operator: Epiphany 911. Hobson. May I help you?


SILENCE. [Voices are heard in the background.]


Operator: Anyone there?


A woman’s voice [screaming in the background]: Tell them. Tell them.


Operator: Ma’am, I can’t hear you. [then louder] Please come to the phone.


A woman’s voice [still in the background, but louder now]: Tell them.


[then, screaming as the voice approaches] For God’s sake, Branwell.


[the voice gets louder] TELL THEM.


SILENCE.


Operator: Please speak into the phone.


A woman’s voice [heard more clearly]: TELL THEM. NOW, BRAN. TELL THEM NOW


SILENCE.


A woman’s voice with a British accent [heard clearly]: Here! Take her! For God’s sake, at least take her! [then, speaking directly into the phone] It’s the baby. She won’t wake up.


Operator: Stay on the phone.


British Accent [frightened]: The baby won’t wake up.


Operator: Stay on the line. We’re transferring you to Fire and Rescue.


Male Voice: Epiphany Fire and Rescue. Davidson. What is the nature of your emergency?


British Accent: The baby won’t wake up.


Male Voice: What is your exact location?


British Accent: 198 Tower Hill Road. Help, please. It’s the baby.


Male Voice: Help is on the way, ma’am. What happened?


British Accent: He dropped her. She won’t wake up.


Male Voice: Is she having difficulty breathing?


British Accent [panicky now]: Yes. Her breathing is all strange.


Male Voice: How old is the baby, ma’am?


British Accent: Almost six months.


Male Voice: Is there a history of asthma or heart trouble?


British Accent: No, no. He dropped her, I tell you.


LOUD BANGING IS HEARD.


British Accent [into the phone]: They’re here. Thank God. They’re here.


[then just before the connection is broken] For God’s sake, Branwell, MOVE. Open the door.


The SILENCES were Branwell’s. He is my friend.


The baby was Nicole—called Nikki—Branwell’s half sister.


The British accent was Vivian Shawcurt, the baby-sitter.


In the ambulance en route to the hospital, Vivian sat up front with the driver, who was also a paramedic. He asked her what had happened. She told him that she had put the baby down for her afternoon nap and had gone to her room. After talking to a friend on the phone, she had started to read and must have dozed off. When the paramedic asked her what time that was, she had to confess that she did not know. The next thing she remembered being awakened by Branwell’s screaming for her. Something was wrong with the baby. When she came into the nursery, she saw Branwell shaking Nikki, trying to get her to wake up. She guessed that the baby went unconscious when he dropped her. She started to do CPR and told Branwell to call 911. He did, but when the operator came on the line, he seemed paralyzed. He would not give her the information she needed. He would not speak at all.


Meanwhile the paramedic who rode with the baby in the ambulance was following the ABC’s for resuscitation—airway, breathing, and circulation. Once inside the trauma center at Clarion County Hospital, Nikki was put on a respirator and wrapped in blankets. It was important to keep her warm. A CAT scan was taken of her head, which showed that her injuries could cause her brain to swell. When the brain swells, it pushes against the skull, and that squeezes the blood vessels that supply the brain. If the supply of blood to the brain is pinched off, the brain cannot get oxygen, and it dies.


The doctor drilled a hole in Nikki’s skull and put in a small tube—no thicker than a strand of spaghetti—to drain excess fluid from her brain to lower the pressure. Nikki did not open her eyes.


Later that afternoon, a police car arrived at 198 Tower Hill Road and took Branwell to the Clarion County Juvenile Behavioral Center. He said nothing. Nothing to the doctors. Nothing to his father, to his stepmother. Calling to Vivian was the last that Branwell had spoken. He had not uttered a sound since dialing 911.





Dr. Zamborska, Branwell’s father, asked me to visit him at the Behavioral Center and see if I could get him to talk. I am Connor, Connor Kane, and—except for the past six weeks or so—Branwell and I had always been best friends.


When Dr. Z called me, he reported that the pressure in Nikki’s skull was dropping, and that was a good sign, but, he cautioned, she was still in a coma. She was in critical condition, and there was no way of knowing what the outcome would be.


I was not allowed to see Branwell until Friday, the day after Thanksgiving. On that first visit to the Behavioral Center and on all the visits that followed, I had to stop at a reception desk and sign in. There I would empty my pockets and, when I had my backpack with me, I would have to open it as well. If I had nothing that could cause harm to Branwell or could let him cause harm to someone else (I never did), I was allowed to put it all back and take it with me.


That first time the guard brought Branwell into the visitors’ room, he looked awful. His hair was greasy and uncombed, and he was so pale that the orange jumpsuit he wore cast an apricot glow up from his chin just as his red hair seemed to cast the same eerie glow across his forehead. He shuffled as he walked toward me. I saw that his shoes had no laces. I guessed they had taken them from him.


Branwell is tall for his age—I am not—and when he sat across the table from me, I had to look up to make eye contact, which was not easy. His eyeglasses were so badly smudged that his blue eyes appeared almost gray. It was not at all like him to be uncombed and to have his glasses smeared like that. I guessed the smudges were to keep him from seeing out, just as his silence was to keep him from speaking out.


On that first awful, awkward visit, a uniformed guard stood leaning against the wall, watching us. There was no one else in the visitors’ room, and I was the only one talking, so everything I said, every sound I made, seemed to echo off the walls. I felt so responsible for getting Branwell to talk that I asked him a bunch of dumb questions. Like: What happened? And: Was there anything he wanted to tell me? He, of course, didn’t utter a sound. Zombielike, he slowly, slowly, slowly shook his head once, twice, three times. This was not the Branwell I knew, and yet, strangely, it was.


Dr. Zamborska had asked me to visit Bran because he figured that I probably knew Branwell better than anyone else in Epiphany—except for himself. And because we had always seemed to have a lot to say to each other. We both loved to talk, but Branwell loved it more. He loved words. He had about five words for things that most people had only one word for, and could use four of five in a single sentence. Dr. Z probably figured that if anyone could get Bran to talk, it would be me. Talk was like the vitamins of our friendship: Large daily doses kept it healthy.


But when Dr. Z had asked me to visit Branwell, he didn’t know that about six weeks before that 911 call something had changed between us. I didn’t know what caused it, and I didn’t exactly know how to describe it. We had not had a fight or even a quarrel, but ever since Monday, Columbus Day, October 12, something that had always been between us no longer was. We still walked to the school bus stop together, we still got off at the same stop, and we still talked. But Branwell never seemed to start a conversation anymore. He not only had less time for me, he also had less to say to me, which, in terms of our friendship, was pretty much the same thing. He seemed to have something hidden.


We had both turned thirteen within three weeks of each other, and at first I wondered if he was entering a new phase of development three weeks ahead of me. Was something happening to him that would happen to me three weeks later? Had he started to shave? I looked real close. He hadn’t. (I was relieved.) Had he become a moody teenager, and would I become one in three more weeks? Three weeks passed, and I didn’t. Then six weeks passed—the six weeks between Columbus Day and that 911 call—and I still had not caught the moodiness that was deepening in my friend. And I still did not know what was happening to Bran.


After that first strange, clouded visit, I decided that if I was going back (and I knew that I would), nothing good was going to come out of my visits unless I forgot about our estrangement, forgot about having an assignment from Dr. Z, and acted like the old friend I was.





Once on our way to the school bus stop in the days when Branwell was still starting conversations, he asked me a famous question: “If a tree falls in the forest and no one is there to hear it, does it make a sound?” When he asked me, I couldn’t answer and neither could he, but when I left him that first Friday of his long silence, I thought that Branwell could answer it. On that day and for all the days that followed when he made no sound, my friend Branwell was screaming on the inside. And no one heard.


Except me.


So when Branwell at last broke his silence, I was there. I was the first to hear him speak. He spoke to me because even before I knew the details, I believed in him. I knew that Branwell did not hurt that baby.


I won’t say what his first words were until I explain what I heard during the time he said nothing.





DAYS BEFORE DAY ONE






2.


I cannot explain why Branwell and I became friends. I don’t think there is a why for friendship, and if I try to come up with reasons why we should be friends, I can come up with as many reasons why we should not be. But I can be definite about the where and the when. Where: nursery school. When: forever.


I’ve mentioned that we are practically the same age—he’s three weeks older—and since the day I was born, our paths have crossed. Often. We both have fathers who work at the university. We both live on Tower Hill Road on the edge of the campus, and we both spent our nursery school and kindergarten days at the university lab school. Friendship depends on interlocking time, place, and state of mind.


These are some of the differences between us. Branwell was raised by a single parent, but I have always had a mother. Branwell is the product of a first wife; I am the product of a second. Branwell’s half sister is younger; mine is older. There was divorce in my family. There was a death in his.


Branwell’s mother was killed in an auto accident when he was nine months old. His father was driving. Three blocks from their house, he was blindsided by a drunk driver. His mother was in the passenger seat up front. Branwell was in the back, buckled into the best, most expensive, safest car seat in the world, which had been a gift from the Branwells, his mother’s parents.


There were times when Branwell thought that he remembered nothing about the accident, but he had been told about it so often that there were other times when he was not sure if he remembered being there or being told he was. My mother, who has a master’s degree in psychology, says that Dr. Zamborska has never stopped wishing that he had been killed instead of his wife. Branwell would appreciate knowing that there is a name for those feelings: survivor guilt. My mother told me that whole books have been written about it.


The differences in our families are not enough to explain why we should not be friends any more than the similarities between us are enough to explain why we should be. Let me put it this way: The big difference between Branwell Zamborska and me is Branwell himself. Branwell is just plain different. First of all, he stands out in any crowd. For one thing he is tall, and for another he has bright red hair. But even those things don’t explain his differences.


Branwell drops his books—usually all of them—at least five times a day. If he’s talking to you, and he’s in the middle of a sentence, and he drops his books, he picks them up and finishes his sentence without stopping.


Branwell cannot hit a ball with a bat or get one into a basket, and he is never on the A-list when kids are picking players for a makeup game of soccer or softball. When he isn’t picked, he seems just as happy to watch as to play.


Branwell has very long legs, and he can run. Actually, he’s a very good runner. But when he runs, he looks like a camel—all knobby-kneed and loose-jointed with his neck stretched so far out that his nose is over the goal line five minutes before his shoulders. So most people comment on his gait rather than his speed—even though he often wins, places, or shows.


Branwell is very good at music. He plays the piano and has an excellent singing voice. But even his taste in music is offbeat. He loves Mozart and Beethoven and the Beatles—all the classics—and doesn’t know that Red Hot Chili Peppers and Pearl Jam are musical groups and not ingredients and that Smashing Pumpkins is not directions for using them. And—most offbeat of all—he doesn’t care that he doesn’t know.


Earlier this year we were studying the American Civil War. The teacher asked, “What was the Missouri Compromise?” Branwell had his hand up, so the teacher called on him. Instead of answering the question, he asked one: “Have you read A Stillness at Appomattox?” She hadn’t read it, and Branwell said, as innocently as you please, “An excellent book. I highly recommend it.”


Branwell (1) Did not realize that he had not answered the teacher’s question. (2) Did not realize that he was making the teacher uncomfortable because he had read a grown-up book that she probably should have read and hadn’t. (3) Did not say the book was neat or cool; he said it was excellent and that he highly recommended it. (4) Did not realize that he was treating the teacher like his equal. (5) Did not realize that the teacher didn’t think he was her equal and did not like being treated as if she were.


No one in the class ever mentioned (1) through (5) because we were proud to have someone in our class smart enough to recommend A Stillness at Appomattox to our social studies teacher.


Last year we were asked to write essays about freedom for a contest sponsored by our local Rotary Club for the Martin Luther King, Jr. holiday. I wrote about the Freedom Riders who rode buses through the South in 1961 challenging segregated seating, rest rooms, and drinking fountains. There was a lot of stuff in the library about them. Branwell wrote about the Four Freedoms of World War II: freedom of speech and expression, freedom of worship, freedom from want, and freedom from fear. He wrote about each of those freedoms and how they were the basic reasons wars were fought. You could say that his essay was philosophical; mine was historical. His was long; mine was short. Mine was good; his was better. Mine won. When I won, my mother was proud and happy. My father was proud and happy. But no one was prouder of me or happier for me than Branwell, and I think he would not have been prouder or happier if he had won himself. And I don’t know anyone anywhere who has a friend like that.


Until Dr. Zamborska met and married Tina Nguyen and except for the month of July when Branwell was sent to Florida to spend time with his mother’s parents, father and son went everywhere together. When Branwell was a baby and if Dr. Z’s research required that he return to the lab in the evening, he took Branwell with him—even if it was midnight. If he was scheduled to give a paper at a conference of geneticists, he took Branwell along even if it meant that Branwell had to miss a day of school. Dr. Zamborska never missed a single teacher-parent conference, Disney movie, school play, or soccer game.


My mother told me that even when Branwell was an infant, Dr. Z would bicycle over from his lab to feed him. He sat in the nursing room among the women who were nursing their babies—she herself was one—to give Branwell his bottle. Dr. Zamborska is tall like Branwell, and has red hair like him. He stands out in any crowd, but in that room of nursing mothers, he hardly seemed out of place because after only a few visits, the nursing mothers stopped being embarrassed and considered him one of them and exchanged information about Pampers and pacifiers.


When Branwell rides his bike, he gets his pants leg caught in the chain of his bicycle. When he sits next to you in the bleachers, he sits too close. When he laughs at one of your jokes, he laughs too loud. When he eats a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, he ends up with a pound of peanut butter caught in his braces.


When he sits too close, I tell him to back off. When he has peanut butter stuck in his braces, I tell him to clean it up. When he gets his pants leg caught in his bicycle chain, I stop and wait for him to get untangled.


I figure that Branwell got his awkwardness from his father, and I guess I got my acceptance from my mother. And here’s the final thing I have to say about being friends with Branwell. He is different, but no one messes with him because everyone knows there is a lot to Branwell besides the sitting-too-close and the laughing-too-loud. They just don’t choose to be his friend. But I do. Who else would invite a guy over to hear his new CD of Mozart’s Prague Symphony and let him listen without having to pretend that he likes it or pretend that he doesn’t? Who else would ask a question like “If a tree falls in the forest and no one is there to hear it, does it make a sound?” the first thing in the morning?


Branwell had always been fascinated with words and names. He liked to name things. When his dad and Tina found out that the baby would be a girl, they drew up a long list of possible names and studied it for a long time. They decided on Nicole, Nikki for short. Branwell liked the name. Liked it a lot, but when they asked him what he thought of it, he didn’t say much except, “Nice.” They thought Branwell was only lukewarm about it, but the exact opposite was true. Branwell liked the name Nicole—Nikki—very much, but his answer had little to do with the question. He was trying to tell them how disappointed he was that he had not been part of the decision. Dr. Z must have forgotten how much Branwell loved naming things, and Tina never got to know him well enough to find out.


Branwell likes his own name because it was his mother’s before she got married. She was Linda Branwell, an only child. She was tall, and she also wore glasses at an early age. He calls his mother’s parents The Ancestors. They think that except for the red hair, which he got from his father and which they don’t mention, Branwell looks like her, and judging from the photos that I’ve seen, I would agree.


Branwell spent every July with them at The Lovely Condominium, which is the name he has given to the place where they live. His grandfather Branwell retired to Naples, Florida after being an executive with General Motors. In addition to a beach, The Lovely Condominium complex has everything their Beautiful Home in Bloomfield Hills had. It has its own golf course, club house, tennis courts, and swimming pool. Dr. Zamborska says that the chemicals it takes to keep the pool, golf course, and grounds lovely would fertilize the wheat fields of a small nation. But Dr. Z does not say such things to The Ancestors, just as they don’t say anything about Branwell’s red hair. He is a gentle man, and he knows how much they love Branwell, and how much they miss Linda because he does, too. So he sends Branwell to them every July where Branwell is expected to do very grown-up things like playing golf and dressing for dinner. Branwell is no better at golf or tennis than he is at basketball, but for the entire month he spends with them, he never gives up trying to be what they want him to be.


Every November—save the one with the infamous 911 call—Dr. Zamborska and Branwell traveled to Pittsburgh to spend Thanksgiving with his father’s parents. Dr. Zamborska is one of four children—all living—and Branwell is one of seven grandchildren on that side of the family. I have never met Branwell’s cousins, but I’ll bet he stands out in that crowd as much as he does in any other—even though I’ve heard they are all tall and have red hair.


It’s strange that someone like Branwell who loves words so much would be silent. In the early days of Branwell’s silence, I wondered—in light of Nikki’s injury—if a new generation of survivor guilt had spilled over into him. Was he trying to make himself unconscious like Nikki? In the weeks that followed, I discovered that the reasons for his not speaking were layered. He could not speak until the last layer had been peeled away and laid aside.


I am proud to say that the first words he spoke were to me, which does not help explain why we are friends but it says a lot about how deep the layers of our friendship go.





DAY FOUR






3.


The next time I went to see Branwell, Dr. Zamborska was just leaving. He had rushed over to the Behavioral Center to tell Branwell the good news. The doctor had pinched Nikki below her collarbone, and her hand had reached toward the pinch. That showed a new level of consciousness. Even better, she was fluttering her eyes. Everyone hoped that this was a preview to her actually opening her eyes.


Dr. Z told me that Branwell had been following instructions, going through the motions. Showered when told to. Ate—not much but enough—when food was put in front of him. He thought that Branwell was looking a little better, but the good news about Nikki didn’t do a thing to break his silence. He still had not uttered a sound.


Dr. Z had hired a lawyer, Gretchen Silver, to defend Bran if the state brought charges against him. All that would depend on what happened to Nikki. I wondered how any lawyer—or anyone—could possibly defend Bran if he wouldn’t say anything?


When the guard brought Branwell into the visitors’ room, he still looked pale, but his glasses were not smudged now, and I could see his eyes. I told him how glad I was that Nikki had fluttered her eyes. And that’s when the idea came to me.


Branwell could speak to me with his eyes.


There was a way we could communicate.


My mother belongs to a book club and always reads the reviews in the Sunday New York Times so that she can make suggestions to her group. One Sunday, she told Dad and me about a book that had just been “written” by a Frenchman who was totally paralyzed, except for his left eye, which he was able to blink. I remember the name of the book because it was unusual. It was called The Diving Bell and the Butterfly. This man—his last name was Bauby—wrote the whole book by having a friend recite the alphabet to him, and when she came to the letter he wanted, he would blink that left eye.


The following Monday on the way to the bus stop, I had mentioned this to Branwell and asked him if he thought you could say the man actually wrote the book. Maybe this wasn’t as philosophical a question as “When a tree falls in a forest . . . ,” but it did make him think about what it meant to “write” a book. Bran decided that if someone dictates a letter that someone else writes or types, the writer is the one who puts the words together. Because of what he had said about a writer being the one who puts words together, I knew that he couldn’t write any more than he could speak.


But the words were in him. I knew they were. All those words he loved and all those names he made up were in him, but it was as if they had gotten crushed in a Cuisinart. Their sounds—all their sounds—had blended together and become a mush that he could not sort into syllables. They had become sounds he could neither separate nor say.


He was still robot-like, but his eyes had become more alive. I thought, What if I made a series of flash cards and spread them out on the table and watched which ones make Branwell’s eyes flutter?


Anything I wrote to him or he wrote to me would be watched by the guard, but, I thought, who could he report to? And what would the person really know if he did? And, besides, guards are not snitches. Isn’t there some law that protects the privacy of people in public places?


That evening, I cut up the cardboard backing of two yellow tablets. I measured them into thirds the long way and into halves the short way. That gave me six cards per tablet-back. Twelve cards in all. Two sides to a card. I had room for twenty-four things, but I decided to start with one side. Twelve things.


I wrote names and phrases that I thought would jog him into speaking again. I wrote things as they came to me. Like those association tests given by my mother who is getting her doctorate in psychology. She shows or tells someone a word like butter or beach, and they are supposed to write or say all the words that come to mind when they see that word.


I wrote BLUE PETER first. A blue peter is a blue flag with a white square in the center, and it is flown when a ship is ready to sail. That had become a code word between Branwell and me last summer when he had come back from a cruise of the Caribbean. Branwell lives at 198 Tower Hill Road, and I live at 184. His house is farther from the school bus stop than mine, so in the mornings when he left his house, he had taken to calling me and saying, “Blue peter”—nothing more—and hanging up. That’s how I would know that he was ready to leave for the bus stop. That gave me time to gather my books, put on my jacket, and walk to the end of our driveway where I would meet him.


Blue Peter made me think of school. So the next card I wrote was DAY CARE, which is what Bran and I called school.


On another, I wrote SIAS. That was what we called a game we played on the way to the bus stop. It means Summarize In A Sentence. For example, I would say to Branwell, “The movie Titanic. SIAS.” That movie was a big hit that summer. Bran came up with this: “Rich girl escapes while poor artist drowns when mega-ship sees only the tip of the iceberg and sinks as the crew rearranges the deck chairs while the band plays on.” Bran got four stars, our highest rating, for that SIAS because although we deduct for ands—he had used one—we also award extra points for clichés, and he had managed to work three into one SIAS.


I stacked the cards and fastened them together with a rubber band and put them in my backpack. They were Connor Kane’s secret entry cards in the Break-the-Silence Sweepstakes Challenge. They would become my means of communicating with Branwell.





DAY FIVE






4.


Nikki opened her eyes. She moved her feet and arms. Her brain was reestablishing cycles of sleeping and waking, which meant a new level of consciousness. The doctors were no longer concerned about the pressure inside her skull. (That tiny tube they had put inside her brain could also monitor the pressure.) Everyone celebrated, but the doctors warned that although she was technically no longer in a coma, she could not follow commands and still had a long, long way to go.


The first thing I did on my next visit to the Behavioral Center was mention the good news about Nikki’s opening her eyes. But I’m sure that Branwell already knew, because I thought there was more spring and less shuffle in his step when the guard brought him out.
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