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			For Jim

		

	
		
			Before

			THE DAY I killed my brother’s girlfriend started with me handpicking leaves off our front lawn.

			“Did you lose an earring, Anna?” Mrs. Caldwell called. She was wearing navy blue sweats with white racing stripes up the sides.

			“Um,” I called back. “Yeah.” She stepped onto our brick pathway, probably to help me look.

			“Oh,” I said, loud, before Mrs. Caldwell could get too close. “Got it.” I held my hand high in the air, as if I was showing her something I’d found. She nodded and then turned around right as my brother, Jack, backed the Honda out of our garage, music blasting.

			“You want to help?” I called. I mean, he could have helped.

			“Nope.” He let the car roll slowly backward. “Sorry.” He didn’t sound sorry. But still. I guess I wouldn’t have helped either. He cranked the music up even louder.

			“What is that?” I shouted. He’s always listening to bands nobody’s heard of.

			“Barking Duck!” Which is what it sounded like.

			“Do you like it?” he asked, turning the volume down.

			“Very funny,” I said. “And don’t forget, I have the Honda tonight.”

			“You won’t need it if you don’t finish the lawn.”

			And then he left me there, picking up crunchy brown leaves the size of hair clips. Picking them up, one by one, and dropping them into a plastic grocery store bag. Exactly the way my father had insisted. Not raking, because that might damage the grass. Not leaf blowing, because the noise was too loud and the gas smelled. Not watching some crew, because why should my father hire other people to do his lawn work when he had two perfectly able-bodied teenagers?

			My mom poked her head out our front door, holding my cell. Damn. I thought I had it clipped to my back pocket. “It just rang.” She had the top flipped up. “I think it was Ellen.”

			I blew out a big breath of air and straightened.

			“Do you want company?” She has a bad back, so it went without saying that she wasn’t going to help.

			“No, I don’t want company,” I snapped. “I want not to do this.”

			“Is it such a big deal?” My mom handed me the cell.

			“It’s ridiculous, Mom.” I put a lot of emphasis on the dic of ridiculous.

			“Well,” she said. Then she went back into the house.

			I picked up two more leaves and dropped them with the others. And then something weird happened. I didn’t plan it. I hadn’t even been thinking about it. But all of a sudden I opened the plastic grocery bag, turned it upside down, and dragged it through the air. I watched the leaves scatter sideways and then spiral downward toward the wispy blades peeking up from where my father had made Jack sprinkle seed last weekend. How do they say it? In one fell swoop. Well, in one fell swoop I dumped out all those leaves I’d been so stupidly gathering up. Just dumped them right out.

			I remember that moment as clear as the accident. Sometimes clearer. Who knows why.

		

	
		
			1

			WE’RE AT ELLEN’S. She’s flattening her brown hair, slicking it back into one long ponytail.

			“It’s too early to leave,” she’s saying. “Things won’t get going until at least twelve.”

			“Well, it’s twelve now,” I tell her. “And we’re still not ready.”

			“You want to call Lisa and them, and see where they are?”

			I dial, and some guy answers. “What’s up?” There’s giggling in the background.

			“Seth!” the giggler goes. I think it might be Lisa. “Give it back!”

			“Is Lisa there?” I ask.

			Ellen and I are sort of between groups right now. Last year we hung out a lot with this other Anna, and Katy and Slater and Kevin and Trace. But the other Anna switched schools, and Katy and Slater started wearing black lipstick and shaving their heads and telling us we were conformists, and Kevin and Trace started dating each other and never hanging out with anybody else, and things just sort of dissolved from there.

			“Give it!” I hear Lisa shouting over her own giggles.

			“What’s going on?” Ellen asks.

			“I think it’s Seth. That guy who wears the sleeve,” I say. A sleeve is this thing that looks sort of like a combination of a glove with no finger coverage and a sock that fits all the way up to your elbow. Other than the sleeve, Seth’s pretty cute.

			“Oh,” Ellen goes. “Sleev-eth.”

			“Listen,” I tell the phone. “Could you put Lisa on?” I try to sound sarcastic and bossy, but I’m not so good at that. Ellen is slightly better at it than I am. Neither of us is nearly as masterful as the Ashleys. Which is fine, because we have no desire to be complete bitches. Just to know how when necessary.

			“Who’s this?” Seth asks.

			“Who is it?” I hear Lisa say.

			“Give her the phone, man,” some other guy complains.

			“This is Anna,” I say. “Ask Lisa if she’s going to the party at Wayne’s.”

			“Yeah.” It’s still Seth. “We’re going. Is this Anna Lawson?”

			I cover the phone with my hand. “Ellen,” I whisper. “Sleev-eth knows who I am.”

			“Good,” she goes.

			“How do you know who I am?” I ask into the cell.

			“It’s me,” Lisa says. I guess Sleev-eth gave hers back. “We’re leaving in fifteen minutes.”

			“Us too,” I say. “Ellen’s taking forever to do her hair.”

			“I am not,” Ellen goes. “Ask if they have beer.” Ellen’s developed a taste for alcohol lately. I haven’t. I don’t like beer, for one thing. For another, I do like knowing what’s going on.

			“Do you guys have beer?” I ask.

			“Yeah, plus Jack Daniel’s.”

			“They’ve got Jack Daniel’s,” I tell Ellen.

			“Where did they get that?”

			“Anna?” It’s Sleev-eth again.

			“Seth!” I hear Lisa scream. Then the signal goes dead.

			I flip down my phone. Ellen tugs at her ponytail and then turns from her mirror to look at me.

			“You don’t want to go, do you,” she says.

			“Yeah I do.”

			“You wanted to bitch some more about your father and then see Rocky Horror.”

			“Maybe. But it’s too late.” Rocky Horror always starts at midnight.

			“I kind of like parties now,” Ellen tells me. Neither of us used to. Last year we would go to the mall instead. Or to Top Hats, our favorite diner. We thought parties were stupid up until about a month ago.

			“I like parties too,” I lie.

			“No you don’t. You always nurse a beer and stay in one place the whole time.”

			I don’t know what to say to that. Ellen’s been my best friend since we were nine. She knows me better than anybody. Really, anybody.

			“You don’t like me anymore,” I sulk. “You’re going to get in with the Ashleys and break them up and be one of their best friends and dump me.” I’m only half kidding.

			“Don’t be stupid,” she goes. “I just want to have some fun.”

			“Well, I do too,” I say.

			“Since when?”

			“Since today.”

			“Oh, yeah?” she asks. “Do I have your dad to thank for that?”

			“Whoever you want to thank,” I tell her. “But I’m going to have fun flirting with Sleev-eth. And I’m going to have fun drinking.”

			She’s always said I’m more of a stoner than a drinker, if I ever had the guts to do either. I’ve always said it’s not about guts. It’s just that I don’t want to do drugs because if I got caught or something bad happened, my father would kill me. That’s where Ellen usually rolls her eyes, and I wonder if she actually knows me better than I know me, and then I get nervous if I don’t switch the subject in my head.

			“Well, don’t have too much fun,” Ellen’s warning me now, “because one of us has to be able to drive.”

			“Okay,” I say. “Then, I’ll just flirt.”

			“Good,” Ellen goes. “Let’s leaf now.”

			“Ha,” I tell her.

			Wayne’s house is sort of like mine. Old and big with a huge front and back lawn. Which makes me think about my father and the fight we had before I left.

			“You will not leave this house until that grass is taken care of,” my dad said. He isn’t used to me not doing what he asks. I’m not used to it either. But whatever it was that made me dump out those leaves earlier wouldn’t let me give in.

			“No,” I argued. I was already late. I’d told Ellen I’d be there ten minutes ago. I was working hard to keep my head from going fuzzy, the way it gets when my father has me trapped somehow. Because even though I’m usually sure that it’s something the matter with him that starts it all, I always end up feeling like there’s something worse the matter with me for not seeing things his way.

			So I tried to sound reasonable. My dad likes reasonable. “I’m sorry I didn’t do it already,” I said, as calm as I could. “But it’s dark out now. Plus, it doesn’t make sense to hand pick up leaves. I’ll rake tomorrow, but tonight I’m going to Ellen’s.” Then I held my breath and started walking through the kitchen, Jack was at the table, waiting for his girlfriend to come over and typing some new movie review, probably, onto his Web site. Or maybe checking his UCLA admissions status.

			“Stop,” my father ordered. I didn’t stop. “You stop right there.” The fuzz went black while he moved in front of me to block the mudroom door. Jack didn’t even look up. He can get so absorbed in whatever he’s doing that he wouldn’t notice if a hurricane hit.

			“Dad!” I said.

			I heard my mother’s hard-soled shoes clack on the stairs. My father was standing so close I could feel the heat of him on me. “Give me the keys,” he ordered.

			“No. You’re being totally unfair!” The black was getting worse, the way it does when he won’t back off, which is all the time, and you can’t do anything, you’re just stuck, and everything turns into a massive knot of confusion. Jack glanced up at both of us right then, but only for a second.

			“Harvey,” my mother said, clacking into the kitchen. “What’s going on?”

			“She didn’t pick up the leaves.” The vein over his left eye was popped out. His face was shiny.

			“I saw her pick up the leaves,” my mother told him in that ultrapatient tone of voice she gets when he’s like this. His jaw muscles started jumping.

			“So did I.” Jack snapped closed his laptop, scraped back his chair, and walked out.

			I tried to clear the messiness in my head. It works better if you stay calm. Even though my father never does. His face was turning purple. I looked at my mom. “I told him already,” I said evenly. “I’ll rake tomorrow.”

			“Not rake!” my father exploded. He was frothing at the mouth. Seriously. Spit was gathering at the corners like he had rabies or something. “Not tomorrow. Pick. Up. Now!”

			My mother was just standing there, lips in a tight, straight line. That This is not right, but there’s nothing I can do look. I couldn’t take it. I wasn’t going to let him ruin my whole night. Make me get on my knees under the spotlights out front, as if I were some kind of psych patient, when he was the insane one.

			I stepped around my father and through the mudroom, into the garage.

			“If you leave this house, you will be extremely sorry!” he shouted right as I was yanking open the car door.

			I jumped into the Honda. “If I come back to this house,” I shouted back through the open window, “you will be extremely lucky!” And then I cried the whole way to Ellen’s.

			*   *   *

			Wayne’s got two sound systems going: one on the third floor and one on the first. Outside you can hear them both. House from the top. Disco from the bottom. They don’t mix too well.

			“See anybody we know?” I ask Ellen. We’re trying to make our way inside. Ellen’s always cold, so unless it’s seriously summer, we never stay outdoors.

			“No.” She weaves through the crowd. Then when we walk in through the garage, she points. “There’s Jason.” I don’t really know Jason. He’s this guy in her history class Ellen has a crush on. He sees us and waves us over.

			“Lisa and her friend were looking for you,” he tells Ellen. “They went up to the third floor.”

			“Come with us,” Ellen invites him. “This is Anna. Anna, this is Jason.”

			“Hi,” we both say, and then we all start trooping upward.

			On the stairs someone has taped signs that read, PLEASE DO NOT PARTY ON THE SECOND FLOOR. They’re written in red marker on graph paper.

			“There they are,” Lisa says when she sees us. We’re in a bedroom. Wayne’s probably. It’s got posters of bands and supermodels all over the place and beer-can pyramids everywhere. Lisa and Seth and a couple of other people are sitting on the bed. The house music is pounding. You can feel it buzz in your chest. Thrum, thrum. “You want some?” Seth offers us a bottle of Jack Daniel’s with his right hand. With his left he’s eating a peppermint patty.

			“You guys know Jason?” Ellen asks, taking the whiskey. Everybody nods. My whole body keeps thrumming with the beat of the music. Thrum, thrum. “Where did you guys get it?”

			“Bought it,” Lisa goes. “Seth’s got a fake ID.” He does look sort of old. Not twenty-one, exactly. But with a fake ID I guess he can pass.

			“You’re Jack’s little sister, right?” Seth asks me. This never used to happen.

			“Where’s your sleeve?” I ask him back.

			“We convinced him to lose it,” Lisa says.

			“How do you know my brother?” I ask, even though I know how. But Seth’s popped the rest of the peppermint patty into his mouth, so he can’t answer.

			“Ohhh,” Jason goes instead. He takes a drink of Jack Daniel’s. “Jack Lawson? You’re Jack Lawson’s little sister?” I still can’t get used to having a brother who, practically overnight, has become a household name.

			“Everybody knows your brother this year,” Ellen tells me, like she’s reading my mind. Which she kind of does a lot of the time.

			“Cameron,” I guess. Seth sighs. Jason and Lisa nod.

			“Cameron Polk,” they all say at once. Thrum, thrum.

			Cameron Polk is Jack’s girlfriend. His first girlfriend ever. They’ve been dating since the second week of school.

			*   *   *

			“Late,” I said to Jack from his bedroom door, on the night I found out. He was sitting on that ergonomic chair in front of his laptop with the phone in his hand. He looked a little out of it. “Dinner,” I said. “It’s three minutes past.” My parents had sent me to get him. My father wouldn’t let me yell up the stairs. I had to walk up.

			“Cameron Polk just agreed to go out with me Saturday night,” Jack said.

			“Really?”

			He nodded. As far as I knew, he hadn’t asked anyone out since he was in the eighth grade, when Trisha Todd told him no because he was too short. He’d grown more than a foot since then, and mostly I thought of him as this annoying, gawky guy who lived in my house. Nobody ever messed with him exactly, and he and his best friend, Rob, weren’t total outcasts or anything. But it wasn’t like people loved Jack either. Then again, when I thought about it, looking at him with the phone in his hand. I realized that a lot of kids had started talking to him at the end of last year. Had he been getting cool, and I hadn’t noticed it?

			“The Cameron Polk?” I asked him.

			She moved here the last month of school last year. She’s one of these girls that you sort of can’t believe. Nobody could stop looking at her. She’s got smoky skin and shiny blond hair and this square jaw, with a little bit of slant to her eyes. She transferred into all the honors classes, and she seemed actually nice. No attitude. It took only three days before the Ashleys asked her to sit with them at lunch. She did a few times. But she sat with other people too. You can’t get much classier than that.

			“We’re in French Five together,” Jack told me.

			I noticed that his shaggy hair and something about his jeans and T-shirt looked like this ad I’d seen in some magazine lately. Those ads where the guys never seem as if they care what they look like, but they look good anyway. Weird.

			“Saturday’s my night for the car,” I reminded him.

			“I know.” He looked at the phone in his hand. “But.”

			“Anna!” we heard my dad yell up the stairs. “Jack!” He had that edge to his voice. It meant he’d be screaming for five minutes once we got down to the dinner table.

			I stood there trying to think over the noise of my dad. I should let Jack have the car. It was a date. It was Cameron Polk. Obviously I should. It was just that I’d promised to drive to Jake Lowell’s party so that Ellen could drink, and I didn’t want Ellen to be mad. . . .

			“Forget it,” Jack said, and he had that expression I hate. That one where it’s obvious he thinks I’m a disgusting human being. “Get out of my room.”

			“Anna!” my father shouted. “Jack!”

			“Get. Out.” When I didn’t move, he stabbed a key on his keyboard, stood up, and brushed by me into the hallway.

			“All right,” I said to his back. “Fine. You can have the car on Saturday.”

			“Jack!”

			“You know what?” my brother said, stopping at the top of the stairs. “Sometimes you are so small.”

			*   *   *

			So now I get it. “Is that how you know who I am?” I ask Sleev-eth. He’s holding out the whiskey, and I take it.

			“Are you really going to drink tonight?” Ellen asks me.

			I ignore her and keep talking to Seth. “Because you know who Jack is because everyone knows who Cameron is?” Then I take a huge, and I mean huge, swallow. And nearly choke to death. Jason kindly pounds me on the back for a while.

			Ellen says, “Take a smaller swallow and go slower.”

			While I do, Seth goes, “No. I’m always seeing your hair in the hall.” Thrum, thrum.

			I have copper-colored corkscrew hair. No joke. Coils and coils of the stuff. It would be bad enough to have just the color. And bad enough to have the corkscrews. Having both is the worst. Ellen and my mother say it’s “adorable” and “striking.” Right. Try freakish.

			“I’ve been dying to pull it all year,” Seth says. Then he reaches out, grabs a curl, stretches it down straight, lets it go, and watches it bounce right back.

			“Supreme,” he says.

			“If we were in third grade,” I inform him. “you’d so be in the corner right now.”

			“If we were in the third grade,” Seth informs me, “I’d so be kicked out of school right now.” He reaches out and pulls another curl.

			“I hated that in the third grade,” I warn him.

			“She loves it now,” Lisa says with a smirk. As if she even knows me.

			I hold out the bottle to Ellen. She takes it and drinks.

			“We’re co-opting your liquor,” I tell Sleev-eth. I’m having fun.

			*   *   *

			Here’s when I first noticed Jack trying with me, after a lot of years of not. It was this past summer, the first Friday of our annual two-week beach vacation at Commons End. We’d just arrived at that year’s rental house after a five-hour drive. Which should have been three hours, but the shortcut my father thought would shave off ten minutes ended up getting us lost. So whatever.

			“Anna,” Jack called up to me. I was on the elevated deck, hauling my suitcase and my mother’s. It was dusk but still hot from the sun of the day. I could feel my skin prickle from sweat and aggravation.

			“What?” I asked him.

			“You want me to unpack so you can go check out the water?”

			“Huh?”

			It’s always Jack and me who have to take everything out of the car and indoors. My father usually insists on packing the trunk before we leave, which involves a lot of impatience and yelling because he’s sure that not everything will fit. Then, on the arrival end, he never helps unload. And with her bad back, my mom can’t do much either.

			“I’ll unpack,” Jack said. “You want to go see the ocean before it’s dark, right?”

			It was something we usually raced each other for. Who would get their half finished the quickest, jog the two blocks, scramble up the narrow dune path, and reach the peak first. Who would get to throw off shoes, slip-slide down, pad across the warm sand, and wade into the undertow looking out onto the choppy green water, before the other one even showed up. It was usually too late to actually swim. But most years getting that first piece of the beach on the day we arrived was a part of starting things off.

			“You mean, you’ll unpack the whole car?” I asked Jack.

			“Yeah.” I watched his face, trying to figure out the trick.

			“Okay,” I said finally.

			When I got back, we ate dinner, and after that Jack wandered through my door, listening to his iPod. My room had twin beds with ugly flowered curtains that matched the bedspreads, and a fake bamboo chair. I was on my cell phone, lying on the floor with my feet up on one bed. Jack did the same next to me. Not knowing what else to do, I said to Ellen, who was planning to come down three days later, “So, this is weird. Jack just came into my room and, like, made himself comfortable. He doesn’t even have his laptop with him or anything.”

			He didn’t so much as blink, and with his music on I couldn’t even be sure he’d heard me. When I hung up with Ellen a few minutes later, Jack said, “Do you like Straw Man Proposal?”

			I rolled my eyes. “You know I’ve never heard of them.”

			“Listen to this,” he said instead of telling me what a moron I was. And he leaned over to plug his earphones into my ears.

			I listened. It wasn’t bad.
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			SOMEHOW ME AND Ellen and Seth and Lisa and Jason and these two other guys and this one other girl wearing a hot pink jean jacket end up in Wayne’s basement playing pool. Which is fun, especially since I’m sort of good at it, and Sleev-eth and I are on the same team, and he’s good too. Three swigs of the Jack got me way drunk for a few hours, but now I think I’m sobered up. For a while there I thought I was going to puke, but Ellen walked me twice around the entire house, even all around the second floor.

			“Walking off too much alcohol doesn’t exactly count as partying,” she said when we passed some of those red-markered signs.

			“Yeah, but we’re not supposed to be here,” I moaned. “The second floor! Wayne will be soooo mad.”

			“Wayne is soooo stoned right now he wouldn’t be able to tell the second floor from the fifteenth,” Ellen told me. “Now, keep walking.”

			“Do you think I’m going to pass out?” I was sort of hopeful. I’d never passed out before.

			“Nah,” she said. “If I thought you were that far gone, I’d throw you in the shower.” That probably got me sober faster than anything.

			“You’re the best, El,” I told her.

			“Ugh,” she said. “You are not a cute drunk.”

			But now I’m fine, and Ellen is having a hard time holding her pool cue. She had four beers on top of three shots of Jack Daniel’s, all in the last hour and a half. And right as I’m realizing that I also realize our curfews are way over.

			“Oh my God,” I say, scratching my shot.

			“What’s wrong?” Sleev-eth asks. He’s finishing another peppermint patty. I think I’ve seen him eat four tonight. And he’s not even a little bit fat.

			“Ellen, we have to go.” I stand up and hand off my pool cue to Jason. “I’m in such deep shit.”

			“About time,” Ellen says to Jason and the others. “She never does Anna-thing wrong.” It’s hard to believe she can do her word thing so drunk. Then again, Anna-thing is an old one.

			“You have to go now?” Seth sounds bummed, which is nice.

			“Just stay,” Lisa goes. “You’re already late anyway.”

			“You don’t know my dad,” I tell her.

			“You’re not driving,” Jason warns Ellen.

			“I am,” I say, pulling the keys out of my back pocket. My key ring is a teeny, tiny glow-in-the-dark planet Earth. If you sit in the pitch black with it, it’s got all the greens and blues and whites and the shapes of the continents and everything. Ellen gave it to me the day I got my learner’s permit. “Now you’ve got the world at your fingertips,” she’d said.

			“Bye,” I tell everybody. Seth pulls one of my curls.

			“See ya,” they say.

			“Bye.” Ellen flaps her hands at them and stumbles.

			“Come on,” I go, and I lead her from the pool table, up the stairs and out the front door, down the street, to the Honda.

			*   *   *

			“Eech,” Ellen goes on Ocean Road.

			“You want me to pull over and walk you around a little?”

			“Eech,” she says again. Then she leans over and against her seat belt to crank up the radio. It’s that old U2 song. That ancient one: “Hoow loong to sing this soong? Hooow looong, hooooow loooong, hoow long . . .” Ellen cranks it loud, and then she turns to me and she goes, “Do you think—”

			And then there’s this deafening smacking sound and the smell of new plastic, and Ellen in my lap, dripping with blood, and there’s pieces of something falling and all this dust everywhere and chips flying up from the floor, and Ellen bloody with her head pressed hard against my collarbone, and the sharp brush of her ponytail sticking my right eye. “Hooow looong, hoow loong, hoow long . . . ,” and the sound of somebody screaming and screaming and screaming, and then somehow my door opens and I fall out with bloody Ellen half on top of me and her ponytail still sticking me in my eye, and I think, How could she be in my lap and how could we fall out with our seat belts on? And I keep hearing that screaming and screaming and screaming and screaming, and then I hear the screaming stop, and instantly I vomit all over myself and all over Ellen’s head. “To sing this sooong?” And a man’s voice says, “Three seven oh one,” and there’s a siren and somebody’s holding a blanket, and another man’s voice says, “Can you talk?” and I say, “My friend is bleeding,” and then Ellen slides away, and her ponytail slides away with her, and the music stops, and then there’s three policemen standing over me, and one of them wears Harry Potter glasses, and one of them is licking his lips, and the other one is saying something, only I can’t make out the words, and I go. “I can’t hear you,” and I see the glow-in-the-dark earth dangling from somewhere really high up, and I’m looking at it and telling the cop, “I was going to do it tomorrow. I swear. I was going to do it tomorrow,” and he stops talking to me, and he looks at the other two, and the Harry Potter one pulls off his glasses and turns away, and the one who was licking his lips turns with him, and I’m watching the earth swing gently back and forth, and that last cop leans down to me and tries again, and this time I hear him, and he’s saying in this really friendly voice, “Okay. Okay. Okay. Okay.”
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			I WANT TO vomit, and my right eye throbs. I go to touch it, when I hear someone say, “Don’t do that.” I open my eyes, except only the left one seems to be working. A nurse calls out to someone behind her, “She’s waking up.”

			I feel panic spreading through my blood, like ink in water.

			“Anna?” It’s my mother.

			“What are you wearing?” I go. Even with one eye I can see her long raincoat over pajamas.

			“Anna,” she says again. Blue-and-white-checked cotton. A raincoat over pajamas? Something is very wrong. I reach up again to my eye, but Mom grabs my hand.

			“Don’t,” she says. “You have a shield on it. Leave it.”

			“Is Dad mad?” I say, and she starts to cry. Seeing that is so strange it makes me remember everything. Scattering the leaves in one fell swoop, and Ellen bloody in my lap. And screaming, stopped.

			“Ellen.” The panic is seeping everywhere. “Is Ellen okay?”

			“She has a collapsed lung,” my mom tells me. “And some broken bones.” She blows her nose. The nurse fiddles with something above me, and I notice I’ve got a needle sticking in my arm. An IV.

			“A collapsed lung?” I go. “That’s bad, right?”

			My mother nods.

			“Is it days later?” I ask. I think it is. I think the accident must have happened at least a week ago.

			“No, Anna,” my mom says. She picks up my hand and squeezes it. “It’s the same night. It’s five thirty in the morning.”

			“What bones did Ellen break?” My eye is killing me. The throb fills up my entire head.

			“Some ribs and her leg.”

			“Did I break anything?” I ask. Because it’s hard to tell.

			“No,” my mom says. “You just injured your eye.”

			“My body hurts.”

			“Where?” Mom asks.

			“Everywhere.”

			“We’ll get the doctor. He’ll want to talk to you.”

			“Where is Ellen?” My mom’s chin starts to work a little again, and I feel the ink oozing into my chest.

			“Intensive care,” my mom finally says.

			Maybe it’s going to be Ellen who will wake up days later.

			“Is she in a coma?” I don’t know why I ask that exactly. Maybe because that’s what usually happens on TV. My mother shakes her head and lets go of my hand to stroke my left arm. The one without the IV. Sometimes people don’t wake up from comas. Sometimes people just stay vegetables. Ellen. A vegetable. I can hear her say it: veg-Ellen-table.

			“Is she going to die?” I ask.

			“No,” my mother says. “She’s not in a coma, and she’s not going to die.” Suddenly I’m really tired.

			“She better not,” I say. It’s hard to get the words out. To speak.

			“She won’t,” my mother says. It doesn’t sound like she’s lying, but a collapsed lung is bad. I’m pretty sure that’s bad. And there’s something else going on, something to do with the panic. I can’t relax.

			She’s still stroking my left arm.

			“Mom,” I say, why are you petting me? But I don’t have enough energy. “Mom” is all I say.

			*   *   *

			Later I still feel sore all over, and my eye throbs along with my whole skull. There’s a sideways sliding tray set up in front of me. Scrambled eggs, toast, a small cup of purple jelly, and orange juice are sitting on it. I have to pee. Badly. I shove the tray out of my way and realize there’s no needle in my arm anymore.

			“Hello?” I go. The door to my little room is open, and with my left eye I can see nurses and people walking back and forth. “Hello?”

			My mother rushes in. Now she’s wearing regular clothes. Her light leather jacket, jeans, and clogs.

			“Anna?” she says.

			“I have to go to the bathroom.”

			She helps me. It’s strange to stand up. It makes my entire head pulse, for one thing, and my legs feel wobbly and splayed, like a newborn foal’s. I have to lean on my mother to walk the five steps to the toilet. Which is strange too.

			There’s a mirror above the bathroom sink. My mom hustles me through washing my hands, but I see myself long enough to get nauseous again. My hair is a mass of orange snakes. The thing on my eye looks like a miniature spaghetti strainer. Silver-colored metal, pricked with little holes. Around the sticky, white-tab edges of it my skin is swollen and blue. I try not to imagine what’s underneath.

			“Is it Sunday?” I ask after I’m safe back in bed. My mother sits in a chair next to me. For some reason I still feel like I must have blacked out, and for much longer than she’s saying.

			“Yes.”

			“Last night was the accident?” I ask, just to be sure. She nods. “Where’s Dad and Jack?”

			My mother looks awful. Huge gray circles under her eyes, white lips, stringy hair. Like she hasn’t slept all night. Which, now that I think about it, she probably hasn’t. “Mom?” I say again. “Where are they?”

			“Anna,” she says, taking my hand again.

			“What?” I won’t let her hold it. Something’s not right. That ink seeps through me. I can’t relax. “Dad’s really, really mad, right?” I say, but some part of me knows that’s not it.

			“Do you remember what happened last night?” she asks.

			“Yes,” I say. “What does that have to do with Dad not being here?” The aching in my eye and head drops straight to my throat. My body starts to tremble. My whole body. It just starts to shake.

			“Do you realize that there was another car involved?” my mother goes.

			There was screaming. Screaming and screaming and screaming. It wasn’t Ellen, and it wasn’t me. “Hoooow looong, hooow loooong . . .” And then the screaming stopped. It stopped because the life stopped. Somehow I knew it then. I know it now. I don’t need anybody to tell me. I heard the life stop.

			I feel the ache come out of both my eyes in tears, and I try not to cry, but it’s hard not to cry, and it makes me shake more. My mom sees it. The shaking. My teeth are chattering. She climbs onto the bed. She spoons behind and wraps her arms around me tightly to try to keep me still. But I can’t stop shaking.

			“Anna, listen to me,” she says. Her breath is warm on my neck and in my ear. “The driver of the other car died.”

			“I know,” I try to tell her, but my jaw and mouth are chattering so much, I can’t make the words.

			“Anna,” my mother says. She pulls her arms even tighter, and I’m glad because I think I might shake myself right off the bed onto the floor if she weren’t here, holding me together. “It was Cameron Polk,” she says. Cameron Polk. “Do you understand?” Cameron Polk. Cameron Polk. I make myself understand.

			“Yes,” I say, shaking.

			“Do you understand?” she says again.

			“Yes,” I say.

		

	
		
			4

			THE NURSE IS explaining about my eye. One drop a day to help the pain, and another drop of something else to keep my pupil dilated so that there won’t be rebleeding. Somehow I register the word rebleeding, and I wonder, vaguely, what that means. The nurse might be trying to tell me what it means, but I can’t really understand what she’s saying. I see her mouth moving, and I see my mother’s listening face, and I even hear words, but it’s like I’m underwater on Mars. Everything is blurry and foreign and floating.

			Things get slightly more clear and still and in focus after my mother leaves me to call my dad and check on what’s happening with him and Jack. I wobble out into the hallway and ask another nurse where intensive care is, and she tells me, even though I think she won’t. While she’s saying I should go back to my room and wait for my mom to come get me, I get myself into the elevator and hold on to the metal bar on the way up to the fifth floor. Right as the elevator door opens I see the Gersons rushing down the hall in the opposite direction from me, so I make my way to the end of the hall where they were coming from, and I check a few doors, and the third door is where I find Ellen.

			Even with half vision, from ten feet away, feeling like I’m still underwater, I can see she’s messed up. I ache all over, and I’m stiff as anything, and my whole head is pounding, with the center of the pound right in the middle of my right eye, even with the drops for pain, so it takes a while to get near Ellen’s bed.

			Besides two IVs, one in each arm, there’s a tube that goes from under the covers to a bag with what I’m sure is pee in it. She has a bandage on her left cheek, a big blue tube in her mouth that looks like a sicko accordion straw designed to choke you to death, and another tube that’s attached to her somewhere, only I can’t tell where because it disappears under the hospital blanket and sheets. She’s asleep, I guess, only I’m worried she’s in a coma. How do you know the difference, anyway?
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