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GONE





I pretended Reagan wasn’t there when she opened the door and waltzed into my room. I didn’t turn in my chair, and I kept my eyes peeled on the summer reading list stuck over my desk.


She flopped onto my unmade bed.


“Good to see you, too,” she said.


I didn’t answer.


“What?” asked Reagan.


I didn’t move. “No one knocked, so I must be alone.”


“Excuse me?”


“Knocking—asking to come in,” I said.


“Why would I do that? I practically live here.”


She had a point. We had been attached at the hip since we reached for the same bouncy ball in kindergarten.


Reagan looked over my shoulder. “No one reads the freshman reading list, Sam-I-am.”


“You haven’t started, have you?” I said. “You know it’s August, right?”


She shrugged. “Hey, you still have it.” She pointed to a picture of our first basketball team pinned next to the reading list. Eight-year-old Reagan stood behind me, hands on my shoulder, wearing the yellow Dribble Queen T-shirt she had won that day.


“Yeah. Mom found it in a drawer last night.”


“Cool,” she said. “When I used to be taller than you.”


“Those days are history.” We were exactly the same height.


“I haven’t finished growing,” she said.


“Neither have I.”


Reagan stretched her arms over her head. “Ready to go play while you can still defend me?”


“I was thinking of skipping today,” I said. “To catch up on my reading.”


Reagan chortled. “Right.”


I grinned. “Come on.” I picked up my basketball from the floor, and we headed to Grant gym for the afternoon pickup game.


 


Within minutes of choosing sides, we were playing full court. Reagan and I always played point for opposite sides. She was a better playmaker, and I was a better shot, but no one except us could tell the difference.


Matt Diggers pulled down a long rebound and threw it to me. We raced to the other end. I looked left to Maddie Smith, but I took on Reagan to go to the basket. She put her hand up too late, and she whacked my neck. I missed the basket, and we tumbled to the floor.


While Jonesy Sawyer retrieved the ball, I headed to the top of the key. Reagan followed to defend me.


“Was that necessary?” I asked.


She shrugged. “Whoops.”


Jonesy tossed me the ball.


“Whoops?”


“Come on, save the tea party for later,” said Diggers.


“Play nice,” I told Reagan.


We played hard. When our second winds ran out, we stopped and lined up at the water fountain.


Supervisor Andrew Walters cruised into the gym.


“Hey, you guys aren’t supposed to be here without me,” he said.


“The door was open,” said Diggers. “And you were late.”


“Yeah, yeah,” said Andrew. “Just don’t do it again.” He pulled a Sports Illustrated out of his backpack and sat on the stage. He was on my brother’s varsity team. Luke was a summer supervisor, too.


“Come on,” said Reagan. “Let’s go!”


We played for a good hour. A couple other kids showed up, so we had subs. But I didn’t take a break, and I was dragging when we called it quits. A batch of older boys waited on the sidelines, and I was happy to hand over the court.


“Need one more,” said their ringleader, John Rayfield, also on Luke’s team. “Andrew, play?”


“Can’t,” he said. “Rules.”


“Guys?” Rayfield looked at the boys walking off the floor, but they shook their heads.


“I’ll play,” said Reagan.


“You’re nuts,” I told her. “Time to call it quits.”


“I need the practice.”


“No, you don’t,” I said.


“I’m staying,” Reagan said, bouncing the ball in place.


“Excellent,” said Rayfield. “Play up top.”


“Bad idea,” I said.


“See you later,” Reagan said.


I gave up. “Okay.”


She kept dribbling as I walked away. I heard her patient style—bounce, two, three, bounce, two, three—all the way down the hall until I reached the outside door. Standing still, Reagan bounced the ball like she had all the time in the world.


Except it was my ball. I stopped in the parking lot and thought about running back to get it. Instead, I texted “Bring back my ball” to Reagan.


I headed home, stopping at the corner store for a root beer and a bag of chips. I walked through Elliot Park, and I wandered to the pool and stood outside its chain-link fence. The blond lifeguard yelled at some boys to stop doing cannonballs.


I breathed in the chlorinated air and sipped my drink.


Then one boy landed a can opener that soaked me. I didn’t mind getting wet. It wasn’t that hot, but I was still overheated from playing basketball.


The boy’s friends followed suit, drenching the pool deck.


The lifeguard blew his whistle long and hard. The entire pool grew quiet. Even the little kids in the wading pool stopped splashing. A siren wailed in the distance.


“You and you and you!” he yelled at the delinquents. “On the bench now!”


I smiled. Reagan and I had been benched for bringing a basketball in that pool a few years ago. I watched kids play in the water until my root beer was gone.


By the time I reached the house, I wasn’t tired anymore. And it was too nice to go inside, so I decided to practice in the driveway.


I grabbed an old ball from the garage. I did sets of foul shots and broke them up with some crossover dribbling drills. Then I practiced quick-stop jump shots. And then I just shot baskets. I was still there when Mom drove home from the office.


And I was still there when she called me into the kitchen.


I stood inside the back door, holding the basketball against my hip. Mom’s face was pale. Cell phone in one hand, she gripped the counter so tight her knuckles were white.


“Mom?”


“She just died,” she said.


The hairs on my neck froze.


“Who?”


“I’m so sorry, Sam. They said she just died.”


My heart pounded.


“Gram?’ I asked.


Mom shook her head. Then she walked over and smoothed away the strand of hair that always escaped from my sweatband. Her fingers trembled.


“Mom, you’re scaring me.”


She looked at me as if she was memorizing my face.


“Mom, who died?” My voice shook.


She breathed deeply.


“Reagan.”


My own breath stuck in my throat.


“She just died.”


I dropped the ball. It bounced until it couldn’t bounce anymore. And then it slowly rolled against the refrigerator. And stopped.


I was still there, but Reagan was gone.












BROKENHEARTED





We sat at the kitchen table.


“Tell me again,” I said.


Mom put her hand on mine. She had told me twice ­already.


“Reagan’s heart stopped,” she said softly. “They think it was a congenital defect like maybe an enlarged heart. She was born with it, and she got big enough for it to give out. They won’t know for sure until . . .” She hesitated.


“Until the autopsy,” I said.


Mom closed her eyes.


“Until they see what’s left of it.”


“Sam,” said Mom. Her eyes misted.


“We haven’t grown since last winter,” I said.


“It’s something that catches up to you.”


“I tried to make her stop playing and come with me,” I said. “It’s my fault.”


“It is not!” Mom said. “You can’t think like that, Sam.”


“But if she had come with me—” I said.


“It might have happened on the way home,” she said. “Or in the next game.”


“I should have made her come with me.”


Luke burst through the door. His face was red.


“Sam,” he said. “I can’t believe it.” He gulped air. “I was at the Community Center when Andrew called Mr. Wheeler.”


He sat beside me.


“What happened?” I asked.


He shook his head. “Reagan went for a rebound and then she was on the floor and she didn’t get up.”


“He was late,” I said. “Andrew. And he left the door open.”


“He couldn’t find a pulse,” said Luke.


“God,” said Mom.


“He called 911 and ran for the defibrillator, you know, the one in the hall?”


The school system had installed one outside the gym entrance. Its glass door was dusty and someone kept putting a Grant Middle School Chargers sticker on it.


“He shocked Reagan once and then the ambulance guys ran in and they said she had a faint heartbeat and they rushed her to the hospital.”


I remembered the siren at the pool. Oh God.


Luke shook his head. “I called Mrs. Murphy—I had her number in my phone from doing that yard work, remember, Mom? I told her they rushed Reagan to the hospital.”


He bit his lip. “She asked, was it her knee?” He shook his head. “I said I didn’t think so.” He looked at Mom. “I didn’t know the right thing to say.”


Mom grabbed his arm. “You did fine, Luke.”


“She sprained her knee at camp,” I said. “Just a little sprain and they iced it and she took it easy the next day.”


“Then Mr. Wheeler and I picked up Andrew and we drove to the hospital,” said Luke.


“There’s a doctor at the camp all day long.” Reagan ­resisted our coach’s request that she get it examined, but you have no choice.


If she’d really messed up her knee, I would have been at her house, telling her about the pickup game and getting ready to watch TV and eat the popcorn that Mrs. Murphy always made us. Reagan said we had to work on our competitive edge when we were hurt, so we watched recorded games or sports movies. Reagan could recite the pep talk from the Miracle on Ice movie by heart.


Apparently, there weren’t any miracles for her.


“They worked on her for a long time, but it was too late,” Luke said. “There was too much damage.” He took in a mouthful of air. “How can a kid have a heart attack?” He bit his lip and blinked fast.


When we were in fifth grade, Reagan told me that she was going to marry Luke when she turned thirty, if nothing better came along.


“And can’t they fix hearts these days?” Luke asked.


“It was too late,” said Mom. “The doctors think her heart was never right.”


“I am so sorry, Sam,” Luke said.


“Tell me again,” I said.


Luke looked at me like I was crazy.


“Tell me what happened again,” I said.


He shook his head.


“Her heart was too big, Sam,” said Mom.


No, it wasn’t. I reached to my neck and fingered my silver half heart on its chain. Reagan had the other half.


“Why didn’t you call me?” I asked Luke.


“I did,” he said.


“No, you didn’t,” I said.


It felt like everything was spinning around me. Then the front door opened, and Dad hurried into the kitchen. He walked over to my chair and hugged me.


And then I felt sick. I broke his grasp and ran for the bathroom and threw up the root beer and chips.


“Sweetie? You okay?” Mom said from outside the door.


“NO!” I yelled. I would never be okay again.


I sank to the floor and leaned against the wall. I didn’t understand why I didn’t get Luke’s call.


Crap. I had left my phone in the garage.


I ran out of the bathroom and toward the garage, nearly knocking Mom down. I found my phone on top of the folded Ping-Pong table. Sure enough, Luke had called and texted “Call me ASAP.”


But when I switched to my conversations with Reagan, all I had was the “Bring back my ball” request I had sent her. And that was it, since I had cleaned out my texts after finding Bradley reading them last week. My only saved message with Reagan would be “Bring back my ball.” And I’d never know if she had actually read it.


Bring back my ball. That was it. Bring back my ball.












THAT WILL BE FIVE CENTS, PLEASE





When I woke up the next morning and checked my phone, I couldn’t believe it was ten o’clock. Usually, it would have vibrated itself off the night table with messages from Reagan if I wasn’t up by eight. She was the only kid I knew who didn’t need sleep. It made sleepovers exhausting.


But there were no messages.


Then reality struck. No more wake-up calls. No more Reagan.


I closed my eyes like that would make it all go away. I pulled the covers over my head. I pushed my head deep into the pillow, like I did when I was a little kid and didn’t want a dream to stop. When I wanted some magical world to go on and on, sometimes a high-scoring basketball game where I couldn’t miss, or an adventure in the tropics where Reagan and I would swim with the dolphins.


But nothing helped. It was like a thick, dark cloud had floated through the open window. Every molecule in the universe seemed intent on telling me personally that Reagan was gone.


I couldn’t stand it. I pulled off the covers and went downstairs.


“You’re up,” Mom said in the kitchen.


“You’re here,” I replied. Usually Mom left for her job as a city planner before I got up in the summer, first dropping off Bradley at day camp.


“Of course,” she said.


I stumbled to the table.


“Want some cereal?” she asked.


“Not hungry,” I said.


“Well, some orange juice, then.”


“Mom.”


She stared at me. “Right. You don’t like orange juice.” She shook her head. “I haven’t been able to think straight.” She reached out and hugged me for a long time. Then she sat.


“Look, the wake is tomorrow night, but you don’t have to go,” she said, “if that would be too much. The funeral is Saturday.”


“That’s convenient,” I said.


She gave me a weird look.


I shrugged.


“Sam,” she said. “There is a counselor at school—at Grant—for kids who want to talk to someone.” She paused. “Not just Grant kids, any kid who might have known Reagan from the Y, or the Blizzard team, or school.”


“That’s nice,” I said.


“I think we should go.”


That made as much sense as eating breakfast.


“Why? It won’t bring Reagan back.”


“No, honey,” she said. “Nothing will do that.” She took a breath. “Your father and I are worried about you, and it wouldn’t hurt to talk to a counselor.”


“I don’t want to talk to anyone,” I said. “It won’t help.”


“Sam,” Mom said. “Probably not. But it would make me feel better.” She hesitated. “I don’t feel like I’m at my best right now.” She started to cry. “And I love you and I want to help you through this the best way I can.”


That hit the heartstrings. Mom sometimes said thank God for Reagan so she could pretend she had two daughters to go with her two sons.


“Okay,” I said. “I’ll go.”


I stood in front of my closet. Reagan and I had nearly completed our freshman year wardrobes, between twice-weekly jaunts to the mall and regular stops at Vintage Discounts on Main Street. Reagan decided the focus should be subjects, so I had outfits for biology, geometry, and world history. Biology had green and pastels, geometry was minimalist with prints with squares and circles, and history was a skirt and embroidered blouse. I hadn’t worn a skirt or dress all through middle school, but I was going to step up my act in high school.


I didn’t know what you were supposed to wear to visit a counselor about your dead friend.


It was so overwhelming that I just put on basketball shoes to go with the shorts I had slept in and grabbed a sweatshirt from the floor. Mom didn’t even object when I showed up downstairs without combing my hair.


“Come on,” she said.


I didn’t want to go. But I didn’t have the energy to put up a fight. I was on autopilot, where you’re alive but you don’t really know what you are doing. So it wasn’t until Mom had pulled into a parking space and we walked into the building that I realized that I was at Grant. The counseling for Reagan’s death was at the place she had died. How stupid.


Mom caught the same thought when we walked down the corridor with the doors to the gym. I stopped.


“Sam,” Mom said.


I pulled on the door handle. It swung open.


The gym was empty. No summer camp on grief-­counseling days. Morning sun filtered down from the high, narrow windows. I walked to midcourt and my heart sped up when I imagined what had happened. I looked at the basket near the entrance. And then I looked at the basket near the stage. And I imagined Reagan going up against the high school players for a rebound, reaching for the ball, and collapsing. And I saw Andrew jump from the stage. And run for the defibrillator. And I saw the paramedics rush in and take Reagan away on a gurney.


At least her last good heartbeats were on a basketball court. She would have been so mad if they were in a classroom.


And that’s when I saw my ball in the corner, sitting on top of Reagan’s blue Nike hoodie. I walked over and stood still for a few minutes, wondering if I should say a prayer. Instead, I carried the hoodie and ball to center court and sat down. I felt Reagan’s cell phone in the sweatshirt pocket. Carefully wrapped around it was her half-heart chain.


The phone still had juice.


We used the same passcode. My hands shaking, I typed it in.


The home screen lit up.


Reagan had received the text about bringing my ball back. She replied, but she didn’t hit Send.


“Good thing you’ve got me!” she’d typed.


I hit Send.


And that’s when I cried for the first time. Mom’s heels clicked across the floor, and she wrapped her arms around me and my basketball and Reagan’s hoodie. And I cried harder. Or my body cried. Like it said, “You may not have absorbed this news about Reagan, but I have—and my tear ducts are full and I’m going to run a channel of tears right down your cheeks. And I’m going to do it for quite some time.”


We never got to the counselor’s office.












FUNERAL





I think I went to the wake. I think my parents told me I didn’t have to go and I said I had to go and I went but it was all so incredibly horrible, the very idea of it, that I don’t remember if I actually went or if it was the nightmare about it that I remembered. A hundred different versions that woke me up again and again last night.


I sat like a zombie at the funeral. I couldn’t have told you who I was or where I was. I was simply occupying my body. Like a zombie. I sat like that until Bradley farted. Not like a normal fart that you might get away with outdoors but is mortifying in church. This one sounded like it couldn’t possibly be produced by a human being, never mind a nine-year-old boy. It sounded like a bomb. I glanced at Bradley, who had this look of amazement on his face.


I burst out laughing. And then I laughed at the fact that I was laughing at Reagan’s funeral. I couldn’t stop laughing, and I laughed so hard that I had to hold my stomach. And then I realized that if I was laughing at Reagan’s funeral, I would never laugh with her again.


And then I started to cry. It was me this time, not just my tear ducts. And I couldn’t stop crying. I cried so hard that I was shaking, and I took big gulps of air because there wasn’t any left inside me. And I cried and I wailed and I gulped, and I didn’t care who heard me or who saw me because it was Reagan’s funeral.


It was true. Reagan was gone. And there was no going back to her being alive.


The last thing I remember about Reagan’s funeral was being carried down the aisle by both Mom and Dad, and Mom saying, “Oh, honey,” and Dad saying, “Breathe, Sam, you have to breathe.”












OH, BROTHER





I sat at the table, sipping my instant breakfast. I didn’t feel like eating, but Mom claimed I’d lost weight since Reagan died, so I promised I would drink an instant breakfast each morning. I sipped it slowly to put off my assigned chore of loading the breakfast dishes into the dishwasher.


“You’re kidding,” said Luke around ten.


I looked up from reading the box of Cheerios.


Luke wore basketball shorts and his faded YMCA T-shirt, his arm around his basketball.


“What?” I asked.


“How can you sit there for so long?”


I shrugged.


“Come play,” he said.


I shook my head. “I’m not finished,” I said. I pointed at my half-empty glass.


He ignored me. “Come on,” he said.


“Why aren’t you at work?” I asked.


“Who are you, the police?”


I narrowed my eyes. Both Mom and Dad had taken vacation days to stay home with me. But I just wanted to be alone.


“It’s not about you,” Luke said. “We have budget cuts, which means we have to take a day off every other week. It sucks.” He motioned me up. “So come out and play with me.”


I shook my head.


I couldn’t imagine playing ball without Reagan.


“Then just rebound,” he said. “Stand in the sun and catch a few balls, okay?”


“I don’t have my shoes on,” I said. I returned to my box of Cheerios.


“Woman, I am not your manservant.” But he walked to the stairs, pounding out each and every step, and returned with my basketball shoes.


“But . . .” I said, pointing at my bare feet.


He pulled out a sock from each shoe.


“I don’t want to play,” I said.


Luke tossed the shoes and socks into my lap. “Just come outside. And then we can tell Mom and Dad you’re working out again and they’ll get off your back.”


He had a point. You’d think my parents had turned into the personal trainers on infomercials the way they kept telling me that I would feel better with exercise.


I would never feel better.


“Come on,” said Luke.


I followed him to the driveway. It had been so long since I’d been outside that the sun was blinding. I had to shade my eyes.


Luke laughed. “You’re like the groundhog who’s come out to check on spring.”


I glared at him with my hand still half covering my eyes.


Luke bounced the ball a few times and shot it through the net. He retrieved it and passed it to me.


I held on to it. “I’m not playing. I’m only rebounding.”


“Whatever,” he said. “Ready?”


I nodded and stood under the basket. It was a nice morning with soft sun and chirping birds. But something about it seemed unreal, too. Like I’d wandered into a parallel universe that was like mine but it wasn’t mine.


Luke stood at the white stripe he’d painted on the driveway for the foul line.


“Ready?”


“Are you ready?” I asked. I folded my arms.


He sighed. But he shot the basketball. It swished.


I let it bounce a couple times, and then I tossed it back to him.


Luke got set again. He squared himself, looked at the rim, pursed his lips, and then gently released the ball, following through with his right hand. Using exactly the same routine, he made ten baskets in a row.


“Are you sure you don’t want in?” he said. “This much perfection could be mind-numbing.”


I shook my head.


“Okay.”


Luke proceeded to take ten more shots, making baskets with eight of them, running through his paces like clockwork.


I was in a routine myself, letting the ball bounce once before I picked it up, taking one step forward as I made a two-handed chest pass back to Luke and stepping back into position. It took more energy than reading the Cheerios box, but it was at the same level of difficulty.


Luke lined up again, but this time he deliberately missed, clanging the right side of the rim so the ball skipped past my reach and rolled into the hedges.


“Very funny,” I said. I strolled to the ball.


“Making sure you can still move,” Luke said.


“Play right or I’m going inside.”


“You’re going to a shrink if you don’t start acting ­normal.”


“What?”


“Seriously, Sam,” said Luke, his hands on his hips. “Mom and Dad are looking for someone. They’re really worried.”


“It’s only been two weeks,” I said. “Since.”


“I know,” Luke said. “And I know it’s awful.”


I tossed him the ball. “Shoot your stupid free throws.”


“Play a little one-on-one,” said Luke. “Like we used to. I’ll spot you five.”


“I don’t want to play.”


“Fine. Then go to a shrink. That will be more fun.”


“Screw you,” I said. I turned for the steps.


Luke hit me in the back with the ball.


“What are you doing?” I yelled.


I picked up the basketball and threw it back. Hard. He grabbed it and fired it at me. I caught it even though it stung my hands.


“Fine!” I said. “You want to play—we’ll play!”


I dribbled beyond the foul line, bounced the ball twice, and then drove right at Luke, elbowing him with my left arm as I made a layup with my right hand.


“So we’re fouling,” he said.


“Wasn’t a foul,” I said.


“Right.”


I took the ball outside again. He pretended to guard me. I faked right and drove left. He let me go, and I made an easy layup from the left side.


“I thought you wanted to play ball, not nursemaid,” I said.


“Just letting you warm up,” he said.


“Warm,” I said.


“Okay.”


I dribbled the ball in place for a few seconds, pounding it fast against the pavement. Luke moved up and swiped at it. I turned around and backed into him, still dribbling. He reached around and tried to take the ball away. I shoved my hip into him.


“Incidental contact,” I said.


“Imbecile contact, you mean,” Luke said.


I pushed him away and backed off a few steps. But he guarded me closely again, putting his hand on my back.


“Incidental contact,” he said.


“Not funny,” I said.


I stepped left, and then I stepped right, and then I took two steps back and launched a long jump shot. It clanged against the front rim and I leaped for the rebound, along with the six-foot-three Luke. I got a hand on it, but he got both hands on it. He and I and the ball crashed to the driveway. Luke landed on my left arm, and my foot got caught under his stomach.


“Get off me!” I yelled.


Luke jumped up. “Your arm okay?”


I shook it. It hurt. “It’s great,” I said. “My ball.”


“What?”


I took the ball outside again.


“Come on,” I said. I motioned weakly with my throbbing left hand.


“You should put some ice on that,” Luke said.


“Come on!”


He shook his head. But he took a few steps toward me and positioned his hand to guard me.


I was so angry I couldn’t see straight. I started toward the basket and then pulled up and sank a jump shot. Luke got the ball and tossed it back. He said nothing. I dribbled a couple times, and then I pulled up and launched another. Swish. Luke retrieved the ball again.


I caught Luke’s toss and felt the pebbled surface of the basketball in my hands. Gripping it was second nature to them. And I did what was second nature to me—I glanced down the street, looking for Reagan.


I reached up and felt the half hearts. I had added Reagan’s to my chain.


The two halves that weren’t making a whole.


I pounded the ball on the driveway. Once. Twice. Three times. I couldn’t believe that I was there and Reagan was six feet under.


“Sam?” asked Luke.


Reagan was supposed to come flying around the corner on her bike, her ball in one arm, yelling, “Wait for me!” at the top of her lungs.


Reagan was supposed to be playing with me. But now Luke was helping me stay out of a shrink’s office because Reagan was dead, and apparently I was taking it badly. Because I missed my best friend forever and the forever part had been a total lie. It wasn’t even until high school.


“Sam?” asked Luke.


I narrowed my eyes and stared at my stupid brother. Already sweating like a horse, he stood with his monster hands by his sides, his outgrown T-shirt squeezed over his bulging biceps. He was so not Reagan.


I dropped the ball and charged him. He was so surprised that I knocked him to the ground. I pummeled his chest with punches.


He was not Reagan. I wanted Reagan. And he was not Reagan.


Luke grabbed my right arm. I whacked him with my left arm until he grabbed that, too. He rolled me over.


“Cut it out!” I screamed. “Let me go!”


“Then stop hitting me!” yelled Luke.


He let go, and I roundhoused him. He grabbed me again, and we tumbled over and over across the driveway and onto the grass, where he pinned me to the ground.


“Let me up!” I screamed.


“Not until you promise to cool off!”


I struggled against him, kicking when I couldn’t budge his arms.


“Ouch!” said Luke. “Stop it!”


“Get off me!” I yelled. “So help me, I’ll bite you!”


“You wouldn’t dare!” said Luke. He pressed me down harder.


“Okay, okay, uncle!” I screamed.


Luke released his grip and closed his eyes and took a deep breath.


I reached behind me to a half-opened bag of fertilizer and grabbed a handful. But just when I started to throw it at Luke, he saw me.


He grabbed my wrists and pinned me down once more. The fertilizer fell out of my hand.


“Calm down, Sam!” he yelled.


Dad pulled into the driveway for lunch. He rolled down the window.


“What in tarnation is going on?” he yelled. He opened the door. “Get off her, Luke!”


Luke rolled off and sat beside me. I closed my eyes, wanting only to sink below the grass. I wanted to be deep down in the ground with Reagan.


“Sam, are you okay?” asked Dad.


I lay there with my eyes closed.


“She’s fine, Dad,” said Luke.


“Then why isn’t she getting up?”


Luke said something else to Dad, but I had stopped paying attention.


Dad all but carried me to my room. I slept until supper.












LOST IN PLACE





A week later, I lay in bed, resting after finishing my instant breakfast and loading the dishes. My daily routine now had an afternoon phase—working at the Recreation Department sports day camp. I herded nine-year-olds from one sport to another, keeping a head count so I didn’t lose anyone. I’m not sure why anyone thought it was a good fit, since I’d forgotten to walk Bradley to his orthodontist appointment. The choice was to see a therapist or prove that I was feeling better by rejoining the world, as Mom put it.


I sighed.


I looked around my room. There was no view without reminders of Reagan: the Dribble Queen picture; my Junior Olympics first-place ribbon for the hundred-yard dash because we switched off and Reagan ran (and won) the fifty-yard dash; the height marks for us that crawled up the side of the closet doorframe. The last set was exactly the same—five feet eight inches. A red-ringed ceramic cup from Reagan’s tea set sat on my bureau, glued back together after I had knocked it down dribbling in her room. We had never returned it to its native habitat.


A breeze riffled my drapes.


I smiled. The last time we had used the set was after Reagan won the Dribble Queen contest. We served ourselves lemonade and cookies and pretended to conduct the player draft for the WNBA. Reagan said that winning the Dribble Queen made her the top pick. I reluctantly agreed and accepted the number two slot. Trades put us both on the Washington Mystics. Their initials, WM, were perfect for Samantha Wilson and Reagan Murphy. We loved that our last-name initials were upside-down versions of each other.


A train whistle blew in the distance.


It’s not like outside was any better. Reagan and I had played sports all over town. Last summer we invented the Tour de Spalding, riding our bikes to every public court and shooting baskets or playing a little one-on-one at each stop. And several years before that was the infamous Tour de Vanilla, when we rode our bikes to every place that served ice cream. Our stomachs were so upset by the time we completed our mission at the Dairy Queen that we had to call Mom to pick us up.


I laughed out loud. Reagan claimed she was going to buy the chain when she became a famous WNBA star and rename it Dribble Queen.


I felt the half hearts. We were supposed to be doing this together.


I reached for the phone on my nightstand. I thumbed to our last conversation.


“Good thing you’ve got me!”


My heart skipped a beat. I grabbed my pillow tight.


I didn’t know what I was supposed to do without her.


I had news for people who say that life goes on.


It doesn’t.












NOT TODAY





“You have to go to school,” said Mom.


“No, I don’t.”


She sat on the side of my bed. “I know how hard this is for you.”


“No, you don’t.”


“You’re right,” she said. “I can’t possibly know.”


I said nothing. I couldn’t explain the feeling that my life’s plan had been fed through a shredder.


My heart pounded. I sucked in some air.


Mom put her arm around me. “Oh, honey,” she said. “I know how badly you miss Reagan. I know that.”
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