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clothes ahead of time, just knowing what to expect when 

you bring the baby home." 

"Madi>on, it's not as if I'd know the baby any better just 

by knowing it was a girl or a boy. I'm going to have to get 

to know ii after it's born anyway. Knowing the sex of the 

kid wouldn't really help me know who the kid's going to 

be. Sometimes I'll be driving along, and I'll wonder what 

this person inside me is going to turn out like, you know? 

ii'. 

I'll be thinking about the kid riding around in the car seat 

and wondering if it's going to fall asleep back there because 

it likes the car. Or maybe it'll hate the car and cry. I wonder 

what the kid's going to laugh about for the first time. And 

none of that seems to have anything to do with whether the 

kid's a boy or a girl." 

"Yeah," I say, "but if we knew you were having a girl, I 

could buy her this way cute outfit." 

"Doesn't mean it would look good on her, anyway." 

I ponder that. I never thought before about the difficulties 

of fashionably outfitting a baby. I mean, hair color, 

face shape, all that . . . I suppose you could become obsessive 

about wanting the baby to look just right and have the 

clothes match the kid's looks. But, I mean, what's the point? 

The kid's just going to spit up on the outfit anyway. At least, 

that's what's happened with any baby I've ever babysat for. 

"You know what amazes me, though?" Kristen is saying. 

"Huh?" 

"That this person has never been alive before. There 

was a time when he or she didn't exist. And now this kid  does 

exist. So much of its destiny is already being determined 

from inside of me. How can that be? I mean, where really 

does life come from?" 

"Uh . . . too philosophical for me?" 

"Doesn't it just blow you away? That someone can  not 
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"True. But you have to remember that even if there's no 

one else in the world who loves you as much as I do, there's 

also no one else who can possibly hate you as much as I've 

hated you over the years. That makes me qualified to assess 

the situation." 

Kristen smiles at me. "Thanks, Maddy. Let's get the 

green outfit. If you don't have enough money to pay for the 

baby shoes, I'll get them. They  are  cute." 

"I want to get them," I protest. "I'm sure I have enough 

money. Wouldn't it be great, though, if I could convince 

Mom and Dad to get me a credit card?" 

"No way. I  know  what you'd spend your money on." 

We start walking toward the registers. "Oh, come on . . . 

I'm not that bad. And then I'd have the money to come back 

and buy that cute little pink outfit in another month if you 

end up having a gi—" 
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exist and then all of a sudden  exist}  Where was this person 

before conception?" 

"Is this another side effect of pregnancy?" I ask. 

"What?" 

"All this wondering about life, the universe, and everything 

in it?" 

"Maybe. I don't know. Some women start cleaning their 

houses frantically. Not me. I still can't stand cleaning. But I 

guess I do have some bizarre and deep need to understand 

 life  now that there's another life inside me." 

We're quiet for a moment, both looking at outfits. 

There's another green one that's a possibility. I pull it out 

and show it to Kristen. She suddenly asks, "Do you think 

I'll make a good mom? You know, a lot of this kid's life has 

already been determined. But there are some things chat I 

can still influence. Wonder if I'll do it right." 

Okay, I could come up with some kind of smart-ass 

remark worthy of the younger sister. 

In fact, it's tempting. 

But there's something so serious in her expression, so 

insecure, so at the whim of fate, that I can't do it. "Of course 

you'll make a great mother," I tell her. 

"I don't know." 

"I do. I've been the understudy for the part of your child 

several times. I know what I'm talking about." 

"You're biased." 
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A NEW QUESTION OIERGES: Did my sister give birth to a boy 

or a girl? 

I'm convinced I would remember whether her child was 

a boy or a girl, convinced I'd even remember its name—if I 

ever  knew.  After all, so many other things have come back 

to me through these visits home, and Kristen's baby is so 

fundamentally a part of her that I  know  I would remember 

this baby if I'd ever m e t . . . him? Her? 

So what this means is . . . 

I must have died before the baby was born. 

Kristen was eight months pregnant, so I must have died 

some time in the month following that trip to the store. 
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Without ever becoming an aunt. 

I think of all the great mysteries that humankind has 

made progress toward resolving: the Big Bang, human evolution, 

weather prediction, the whole Einstein relativity thing. 

The one little mystery I want resolved seems so small 

by comparison. I just want to know who my sister's child is. 

I want to know about one little person in the whole history 

of the world. Why can't I? 

Okay, so maybe that's not such a "little" mystery after 

all. I mean, maybe that's the entire mystery of life: who we 

are, why we exist. 

Still, I feel cheated. My life was interrupted right in the 

middle of an important plot element. 

Back when I was alive, whenever I read ghost stories, the 

ghost always haunted other people. It went into the future 

to see what was happening in the world as life went on for 

the living. It got to find out what happened to the other 

characters in its story. 

Yeah. Right. I'm imprisoned within my own life. I never 

get to see beyond the boundaries of what I have already 

experienced. 

I can see why the vision everyone alive has of ghosts is 

so . . . well, wrong. No one wants to believe life really does 

end this way . . . interrupted, unresolved, and unfinished. 

I think back to Kristen's musings about the nature of 

existence . . . and nonexistence. Her wonder about who and 
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rattled 
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Aah, eee, eee, ooo. Aaa-aaa, iii, eee, e, oo-oo. Oh, oom, 

heee, eee, ah-ah, eee, ah-ah, ooo, oh, oh, ah-ah, eee, uh, uh, 

ooo, ah-ah. Ooo, uh, ah-ah. Hee-hee, oo, uh, ah-ah, eee. 

Ennn, ooo, ah, eee, ooh. 
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Okay. That one was . . . creepy. 

 My journeys back to life have been mysterious before this, but 

 ivhen I've returned I've always I understood what happened. I've 

 remembered the events I experienced. But this time it is as if I 

 experienced nothing. 
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what her baby was  before  it existed. Now I wonder the same 

thing. Who was / before I existed? Who am I now that I no 

longer  dor 

It strikes me that this death thing is a lot like being in 

utero. My niece or nephew was alive inside my sister when 

she was eight months pregnant, but that baby didn't have 

the freedom to set any of the boundaries of its existence. It 

was locked into a small, dark place. 

Just like I am now. 

And before the pregnancy? Where was that baby then? 

Did it e x i s t . . . at all? 

Maybe that's the next stage in my trip.. .. I'm going to 

arrive at being nothing at all. . . . Death might just be the 

opposite of pregnancy... going through this dormant stage 

before arriving back to where we started . . . nonexistence. 

Where is God? 

When I was alive, I wasn't very religious. I mean, I didn't 

go to church and stuff like that, but I believed there was a 

god. 

Now I wonder if there is. I sure want one. I want more 

than this . . . n o t h i n g . . . that I'm afraid I might be moving 

toward. I want to feel like more than just some subatomic... 

thing . . . that can't decide whether it's a wave or a particle 

so it's both. Only in my case I can't seem to decide whether 

I'm alive or dead. 

I'm both. 
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No, chat isn't right. I have a memory of definitely experiencing 

something, but it is .. . s o difficult to put into 

words. 

Color, sounds, warmth, touch. And there's one word I 

knew, even as an infant:  ah-ah.  It matches a voice and a smell 

and a touch I know well. 

Mama. 

She's the rock and the foundation of this experience. 

But what happened in that scene? I must have lost my 

rattle. It's the object that returned me to life. Did I cry? 

Did my mother pick me up? Comfort me? Soothe me? T h e 

rattle is still here, so she must not have been able to find it 

for me. 

I'm disconcerted by the whole experience and its myriad 

mysteries, afraid of being sucked into that black hole by 

gravity, of becoming that baby who has no words to express 

the impressions of her mind. 

There's no way I'm going anywhere near that rattle 

again. 

l:.' 
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The door opens. I step across the threshold and announce 

the obvious into my cell phone: "I'm here." 

"So I see," Gabe replies into his cell and then flips it 

closed. I do the same, noticing a strange scent in the house 

at the same time. I can't quite identify what it is. 

He doesn't exactly look thrilled to see me. L h-oh. 

We had plans to go out tonight, but Gabe called me a 

half hour ago and said, "Sorry, I just can'c go tonight." I 

asked what was up. His voice sounded odd, sort of quavery 

and distant, but he wouldn't tell me what was wrong. Just 
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He sighs. "Maddy . . . no. No way in hell." He steps 

forward and puts his arms around me. "That's not it at all. 

I'm j u s t . . . in a bad mood. I couldn't be decent to anyone 

tonig;ht." He pulls away as suddenly as he enfolded me. 

Strange again. 

"But why?" I'm pushing it here, and I know it. 

"I don't want to talk about it." 

"Okay. I'm sorry. I'll just leave." I turn to go, hoping 

he'll stop me, but instead he opens the door to help me on 

my way. I'm contemplating how appropriate that saying 

is about not letting the door hit you on the way out when 

there's a crashing sound upstairs. It's followed by the ceiling 

shuddering in protest from whatever's happening on the 

floor above. Gabe's dad. 

And suddenly everything makes sense. 

Horrible sense. 

Ohmygod, I recognize the smell that's been bothering 

me since I arrived. How could I have been so idiotic? I'm 

dense. 

Now Mr. Archer is stumbling down the stairs. I want to 

flee the house, spare Gabe the embarrassment. But I can't 

seem to move. 

The smell of alcohol gets stronger as Gabe's father 

descends. He appears at the bottom of the stairs, bloodshot 

eyes crying to focus on me, I nearly choke in the cloud of 

alcohol surrounding us all now. 
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said again that he couldn't go, was really sorry, would call 

me tomorrow. 

Too strange. 

I just didn't feel right letting it go. I was worried about 

him. 

So that's when I made the (possibly bad) decision to 

come visit. And I did at least warn him I was coming. (Oh, 

okay, so I didn't give him a whole lot of warning about that. 

But calling him as I was walking up his driveway was better 

than nothing, right?) 

Now that I see the frown on his face, I'm thinking 

mavbe that wasn't so much better than nothing. He's wearing 

a what-are-you-doing-here expression. This deflates 

me. I'm used to the you-light-up-my-life one (even if that's 

corny, it's true) that usually crosses his face every time I 

approach. 

.My stomach takes a dive down to my toes. What i f . .. 

? How can it have taken me so long to figure out that he 

might have ditched me for some other girl? 

Maybe even Dana. 

Is she . . .  here': 

My expression must reveal my absolute horror as I ask, 

"Is there some other girl?" because appalled shock flitters in 

his eyes as he says, "Is  that  what you think?" 

"Well . . . I didn't. But it suddenly occurred to me just 

now." 
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"Is this the new girlfriend, Gabe?" he asks. 

I glance at Gabe, but he won't even meet my eyes. "Yeah, 

I am," I say. He's never officially called me that, so amid all 

this other discomfort I start to wonder if I'm being presumptuous. 

Can this situation get any more nightmarish? 

Uh . . . yeah. 

"Invite her to stay, Gabe," he says. He tries to slap Gabe 

on the back but stumbles into him instead. 

Gabe still won't meet my eyes. I can tell he wants me as 

far away from here as possible, and, okay, let's be honest, I 

feel like he's shutting me out. 

It hurts. 

But so does the pain emanating from Gabe, and more 

than anything, I want to make Gabe's life easier. 

"Uh, sorry," I say. "I can't stay. My mom's expecting me 

home." 

Gabe's dad grins. At least I think that's what he's doing. 

Hard to tell in his current state. 

"Well, then, I'll leave you two to say good-bye to each 

other." Now he's trying to give us some kind of I-knowhow-you'II-say-good-bye-to-each-other look. Disgusting. 

It would be horrific on any parent, but a drunk one? "I just 

came down to g e t . . ." 

Gabe's dad remembers suddenly why he made the Great 

Trek down the stairs. "Crackers. 1 want some crackers. I'll 

get those and go back upstairs." He trundles along, a little 
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extra carefully, to the kitchen. 

"Call me tomorrow?" I ask. I'm terrified Gabe will never 

talk to me again now that I've intruded into this grim scene 

from his life. 

He doesn't say anything. 

I swallow hard. "Is there anything I can, y'know, do for 

you?" 

Gabe finally meets my eyes, reaches for my hand, and 

says, "Yeah." 

I wait. And wait. 

"What is it?" I finally ask. 

"Stay," he says. 

"I thought..." 

He puts a finger to my lips to stop me. "I know," he says. 

"And you were right. I did want you to leave. But now I want 

you to stay." 

He leads me into the living room and we sit on the sofa. 

He puts his arm around my shoulder, and I lean into him. 

"Whv'd you change your mind?" I ask. 

"You've already seen the worst." 

"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have just marched over here. It 

was just, well, you didn't sound so hot on the phone, and 

I thought something was wrong, and, well, it was, but still 

I should have respected your need for privacy because I 

should have known you wouldn't just dump me lor the night 

without some reason, and that you'd tell me if you wanted 

feels to me as if Gabe is . . .  older  than me. "Gabe, I don't 

know anything about this, but I do know that I've never 

been able to keep my parents from doing something they 

were determined to do. Can you actually  stop  your dad from 

drinking?" 

He sighs again, pulls away from me, and flops over sideways 

on the sofa. "I don't know," he says. At least I think 

that's what he's saying. It's hard to tell for sure because he's 

mashed a pillow on top of his face. 

I try to pull the pillow away from him, but he's strong. 

"The thing is," he says, "I know he manages to drink 

even when I am here. But how much  more  would he drink if 

I weren't here to try to stop him?" 

Obviously not a question I can answer. 

"Maybe having to try to hide what he's doing from me 

slows him down some, y'know? Then again, maybe I'm just 

fooling myself thinking I'm doing any good at all." 

I'm still scrambling around in my head trying to find 

a reply to this when he says, "Still, if there's a chance I'm 

making it better, I have to try." 

Seems like a psychologist would have a few things to say 

about that. But even if I could figure out that he was taking 

on too much responsibility here, it doesn't seem like he's 

quite ready to think about that. 

I run my fina;ers throuqh his hair. I'm not sure exactly 

what I'm managing to say with that, but it seems to work: 
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me to know, and—" 

"Take a breath," Gabe interrupts. 

"Huh?" 

He squeezes my hand. "Take a breath. Calm down. It's 

not the end of the world. I'm fine. We're fine. And now you 

know." 

"But I don't." 

He looks at me quizzically. 

"I don't know at all. What it's like, I mean. To deal with 

all this. To be you." 

We hear his father stumbling up the stairs. 

Gabe sighs. "It's been a year since the last time he had 

anything to drink. Then tonight—wham! Well . . . not 

even tonight. I came home from school and he was already 

blotto. Must've come home from work early. Who knows 

how much he managed to drink before I got here? I tried to 

throw away what alcohol I could find, but shit—" 

Okay,  this  surprises me. Gabe doesn't swear. At least not 

around me. This draws my attention to how worked up he 

is. 

"—when he gets like this he hides that fucking stuff 

who-k nows-where." 

Now I'm getting freaked. The  F  word? 

"The thing is," Gabe goes on, "I somehow feel like I can 

keep him from drinking so much if I stay here with him." 

My heart quivers as I come to understand  irby  it always 
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He lets me pull the pillow farther away. I stretch out next to 

him, and navigate my way between his face and the pillow. 

And since we're horizontal anyway... 

And since his dad has disappeared into an upstairs stupor 

. . . 

And since the feel of Gabe's lips on mine and his hands 

wrapping around my waist is so fantastic . . . 

Yeah. W e l l . . . 

At least until Gabe's dad stumbles back down the stairs. 

We sit up quickly as he wanders into the living room. Mr. 

Archer looks at me all surprised. And even though I know 

he's drunk, it's still a little disconcerting to be so easily 

forgotten. Makes me wonder what other important things 

about his son he forgets when he's like this. 

Then Mr. Archer wanders into the kitchen, and things 

start clattering out there. Gabe jumps up and start taking 

care of Drunk Daddy Dear, so I tell him, "I better go. I told 

my mom I wouldn't be gone long." 

"I'll call you tomorrow," Gabe promises. 

I decide I should call mv mother to tell her I'm on the 

way home. That's when I realize I don't know where my 

cell phone is because—and this is totally me—I set it down 

somewhere when I came in and wasn't paying any attention 

to what I was doing. We check every surface in the 

iivinq room and the front entry hall. We look under the 

sofa. Behind the cushions (no kissing detours there this 
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time, unfortunately). In desperation, Gabe finally uses his 

cell phone to call mine. We track the sounds of Beethoven's 

"Fur Elise" back into the entryway. 

Where my purse is sitting on the entryway table. 

Imagine that. For once, I put something where it 

belongs. 

 No wonder I couldn't find it,  I think in disgust as I open 

the bag to pull out— 

 m 
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They're my favorite pair of earrings . . . made from old 

watch parts. No one else I know has a pair like them. But 

one of my ears has become so infected that turning my head 

hurts, so I take the earrings out. I wish I had a convenient 

pocket to put them in. 

The doctor pulls the bandage away from the ulcer on 

Mrs. Simpson's calf. The sight of i t . .. 

My earring makes an unscheduled landing on the whitegray 

tile of the exam room floor, and the contents of mv 

stomach are about to proceed to the nearest exit. 
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A few minutes ago, the doctor had said, "You girls should 

give us some privacy." Now I understand  why.  One patient 

is enough. Cleaning up after us won't exactly make anyone's 

day around here. 

But here we are anyway because Mrs. Simpson's reply 

to the doctor was, "My daughter can stay. Can't you, Sandra?" 

So we stayed. 

Unfortunately. 

I swallow extra hard—several times—hoping to keep 

all previously ingested substances proceeding in an orderly 

fashion on their journey through the digestive track. 

Why did Sandra's mom encourage us to stay? 

I glance at Sandra. She looks... stressed. N o . . .  distressed 

would be a better word. She wants to take her mother's pain 

away. A powerful force of will emanates from Sandra's eyes, 

an unexpected strength at odds with the soft green of her 

irises. She believes she can heal her mother through willpower. 

I'm pretty sure she  can't.  That would bring the force of 

Sandra's will up against her mother's. And Mrs. Simpson 

doesn't intend to get better. 

That sounds cynical, I know, but I think it's true. Having 

an ulcer that mysteriously  won't  heal no matter what 

the doctors do . . . returning to the doctor's office every 

week . . . all the attention . . . yeah, this is so Mrs. Simpson's 
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thing. She definitely gets off on it. Apparently, the ulcer's 

been bad for a while now, but in the last few days, infection 

has set in . . . wonder how  that  happened. Has she been 

doing any of the things the doctors have told her will help? 

Or is she hoping this ulcer will become bad enough that 

she'll need that skin-graft surgery she keeps mentioning? 

And, gee, won't that just be  such  a risk to her life? To hear 

Mrs. Simpson talk about it, you'd think it would be. I'm sure 

she'll need the entire universe to revolve around her for a 

good year after that. 

And Sandra doesn't see how badlv her mother  wants  to 

be sick. 

So there she is, all sympathy, trying to will away her 

mother's ulcer, and I'm the only one her force of will is 

working on. My eyes are magnetically drawn to the same 

location Sandra's are gazing—the ulcer. 

It's as large as my fist. It's mostly raw and bloody-looking— 

except for where the infection has started to set in. 

That's whitish, and it's oozing pus. 

 Suppurating. 

I remember reading that word once in a book about a 

wounded Civil War soldier. I wondered at the time who in 

their right mind would ever use that word. 

I glance up at Mrs. Simpson's face and see an expression 

that terrifies me . . . the pure joy on her face is evil. She's 

gforf to see Sandra suffering for her. 

I]'-And the word  suppurating  flashes in my mind again. It's 

the perfect word to describe this thing on Mrs. Simpson's 

feg. 

And the perfect word to describe her soul. 

"I'll be in the waiting room," I tell Sandra, then stomp 

out of the exam room. 

The earring I dropped just doesn't matter anymore. 
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change at all. It'll be just fine for her. Me? Oh, crap. That 

walnut in my throat just got even bigger, 

I can't stand the sight of the ice cream anymore. Besides, 

the whole world-around-me-getting-blurry thing is making 

me feel more and more like crying, so I set the ice cream 

down on the picnic table behind me. "Don't let me forget to 

take that home," I manage to choke out of mv tight throat. 

Thank God for something mundane I can talk about. That 

makes it a little easier to elude the tears trying to escape. 

"Mom will kill me if I leave that spoon here." And don't 1 

know it, too? As Kristen and I were leaving for the park, 

pints of ice cream in hand, there was Mom trailing along 

like a magnet attached to the spoon, warning us, "We're 

getting low on teaspoons. Don't you dare lose that. I mean 

it. Wait! I'll get you plastic spoons instead." 

We were so out of there before she could get back with 

the stupid plastic spoons. 

"Oh, screw Mom," Krister* says. It comes out in this 

completely offhand way, like she's announcing that Mom 

will be home from work on time today. It cracks me up. 

But the laughter that wanes to escape seems trapped 

behind the tears, and suddenly it's  all  gurgling up to the 

surface. Tears, sobs, laughter. 

Oh, gross! It's just way too much for my body, and now 

there's snot trying to explode from my nose. 

Kristen to the rescue with a fast move for the napkin. 

I-, 
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Ben and Jerry's Cherry Garcia . . . 

The best ice cream in the world. 

But I still can't eat it. There's a walnut stuck in my throat. 

I can't swallow around it, and yet I won't allow myself to cry 

because Kristen's trying so hard to make me feel better. I 

stab at the ice cream with a teaspoon, making little halfmoon 

indentations in it. 

"C'mon, Maddy," Kristen says. "I'm sure it's going to 

be okay." 

Yeah. No matter how this turns out, her life won't 
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She holds it out to me, and I blow my nose. Well, kind of. 

Kristen's trying to hug me, so the blowing thing's not working 

too well. I've never really known before how important 

balance is to successfully blowing the nose. 

"Everything'will be fine. I'm sure it's just your imagination." 

Gee, so much for comforting me. Big Sis. Telling me 

I imagined all this? When I saw with my very own two 

perfectly functional eyeballs that Gabe was walking along 

with his arm around Dana's shoulders? Now  tbere^s  a way to 

totally infuriate me. "I saw them, Kristen, and it was  not  my 

imagination.  1  hey were walking along together and he had 

his  arm  around her  shoulders.  There's no mistaking that. Or 

what it means." 

"Yes, there is, Maddy. You've always been especially 

good at taking what's right in front of vou and drawing the 

wrong conclusion from it. Remember that pregnant woman 

at the store when you were little?" 

Way unfair. Sisters aren't supposed to remind you of 

things that happened when you were, like, four years old. 

"Oh, come on . . . " I start to say, but it's already too late. 

She's off and running with that memory. 

"Remember? You saw this pregnant woman standing 

in line, and you said, 'Look, Mommv. 1 hat woman has 

a watermelon under her shirt." Then when Mom tried to 

explain to you that the woman had a baby in her stomach, 
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you wanted to know why anyone would want a baby watermelon 

under her shirt." She's laughing so hard that I can't 

help smiling a little myself. 

But I resent it. 

"That's when Mom decided to buy that funny book for 

us that was all about how babies were made. A little late 

for ine. But at least you stopped asking about watermelons 

under women's shirts." 

I remain unconvinced. She can tell. When she starts in 

on her next memory, I wish I had just gone along with her 

and said, "Sure, I'm an idiot. Gabe with his arm around 

Dana is obviously no big deal." But since I didn't, I have 

to sit through Kristen's next attempt to convince me that I 

suck at drawing the right conclusions from circumstances. 

"And then there's that time you stole a candy bar from 

Walgreens . As soon as we got out to the van, some police 

car went by with its sirens and lights going. You thought 

he wns coming for you, so you threw yourself at Mom and 

surrendered the candy bar while begging her not to let the 

police take you away to jail." 

"This isn't the same thing at  all.  I'm not five anymore." 

"I've got bad news for you: Seventeen and in love isn't 

any smarter." 

This from someone who's been happily married for all of 

a year. Could she be any more condescending? I'm about to 

tell her that, but my cell phone starts playing "Fiir Elise." 
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swear, what you saw didn't mean anything. Dana just got 

accepted to an acting program that she's been trying to get 

into for two years. It means she'll get to go to Europe this 

summer. I was just congratulating her." 

 This  is supposed to make me feel better? I swear Dana 

is evil. She has it in for me, has ever since I started going 

out with Gabe. She's definitely still in love with him. And 

she does all these little things to get back at me. Every 

time I walk down the hall with Sandra and pass her and 

her friends, this nasty laughter breaks out. She also drew 

a disgusting caricature of me (how unfair can it he that 

she has all this artistic talent she uses to hurt people?) and 

hung it on my locker. It was a  totally  disgusting drawing. I 

blush every time I even think about the way she drew my 

legs wide open. I ripped the picture off my locker, but there 

Dana was, standing just a few lockers down, smugly smiling 

at me. On top of that, I've been getting these strange prank 

phone calls. They must be coming from her. No one else 

hates me enough to call and then hang up on me. Thank 

God she only has my home phone number and can't do the 

same thing to me on my cell. 

So why, exactly, shou Id I be happy that Dana the Demon 

can get my boyfriend to physically congratulate her? And 

exactly why should I be reassured that she's becoming an 

even better actress? It's hard enough to get Gabe to understand 

how awful she treats me at school. She puts on a 

U6 

"Aren't you going to get that?" Kristen asks when— 

duh—it becomes obvious that I'm  not.  What if it's Gabe? I 

just can't talk to him right now. 

The phone keeps beeping out Beethoven. Then stops. 

Then starts again. 

"For God's sake, Maddy. Answer it." 

"No." 

She digs around in my purse and pulls it out. "It's Gabe. 

Answer it." 

Hello?! Who does she think I'm trying to  ovoid  right 

now—Santa Claus? Kristen's managed to tick me off so 

much in the last few minutes that I'm not crying anymore. 

She rolls her eyes at me—as if  I'm  the one being unreasonable 

here?—and answers the phone herself. I can onlv 

hear half the conversation, but Kristen's not dumb. She figures 

out how to let me in on the other half: 

"Sandra told you you're in trouble? . . . You really are . . . 

Yeah, she saw you with your arm around—what's her name? 

Dana?... I know you're crazy about my sister and she's being 

an ass . . . Of course she's jumping to conclusions...." 

Enough is enough. I grab the phone from Kristen, 

who—I hate it when she does this—grins at me knowingly. 

She walks away to give us some privacy as I say into the 

phone, "Okay, I'm here." 

Gabe jumps straight to the explanation. Smart guy. He's 

got seconds before I hang up on him. "Maddy, chill out. I 
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completely different persona around him. She becomes 

gee-I'm-such-a-sweet-girl-who's-dealing-so-well-withour-breakup-let's-continue-to-be-best-friends-forever. 

And he believes her. Well, mostly. He says he knows she 

can be mean sometimes, but he also claims that underneath 

all that she's a nice girl. 

Right. 

Rottweiler nice. 

I can't even tell Gabe how I feel about Dana, because 

he just doesn't get it. I guess that makes me feel even worse 

about the whole thing, because I think that's the  only  thing 

about my feelings that he doesn't understand. 

So how, exactly, am I supposed to react to this hey-isn't-itgreat-that-you've-just-misinterpreted-the-whole-situation 

news? 

Stymied, I opt for silence. 

"Maddy?" 

Still opting for silence. 

"Maddy?" 

My throat is killing me now. I'm going to start crying. I 

don't want Gabe to know it, so I flip my phone closed. 

Ten seconds later, "Fiir Elise" starts up again. I let the 

song run for a second, and then I just can't bear the pain I 

know I'm causing Gabe, so I open it. 

"Why'd you do that?" he asks. He sounds hurt, not 

angry. 
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"I was going to cry. Still am. Didn't want you to know." 

And then, there it is . . . all those mortifying tears. 

"Madison, c'mon. I love  you.  We've been going out now 

for a year. In all that time, I've never once thought about 

going back to Dana. If I had, you'd know it. I'd be with her. 

Bui I'm not, am I? I'm with you. And that's where I want to 

stay." 

Ohmygod. Now there's a torrent of tears. Somehow I'm 

feeling both better and worse. Better because I know he's 

right. Worse because I've been stupid. 

"Where are you, Maddy? I want to come be with you." 

"I'm . . . at . . . the . . . p-park . . . near . . . m-my 

house." 

"Stay put. I'll be there in ten minutes." 

"No," I say. "Let's m e e t . . . at Kristen's house." I know 

she'll give us whatever privacy we need, 

"All right," he agrees. 

I flip the phone closed again, then walk off toward the 

merry-go-round, where Kristen is waiting for me. 

MB 

wrong. I don't have anything against peas, actually. When 

I was little, I'd roll them around on my plate, playing a fun 

game of tag. I don't even mind the taste of them. 

But school peas? Those are an entirely different thing. 

They're always overcooked and mushy, and if that's not bad 

enough, they taste like a metal can that's been boiled. 

So there's no way Sandra and I are going to resist the 

urge to smoosh them. We're immediately in a mad scramble 

to stomp on my peas. It's sort of like playing a video 

game . . . see it, stomp i t . . . see it, stomp i t . . . see it— 

Are there any adults watching? Nope? Then stomp 

some more. 

We both aim for the same pea, and my foot lands on top 

of hers. "Ouch!" I say. 

Which is funny, because I'm the one who stomped on 

her. Isn't she the one who's supposed to have the hurt foot? 

We crack up and then start shushing each other. 

Which makes me laugh even harder, because she accidentally 

spits on me when she's making the  shb  sound. 

"Disgywring," I say, pulling away from her and knocking 

my chocolate milk off the table. 

Which is hilarious, because now Sandra has a poop-colored 

splash on her shirtsleeve. She's trying to say something, 

but she's laughing so hard she can't get any words out. 

Which is the funniest thing vet because . . . well, 

because <wr)'thing is funny right now. This is what I love 
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school peas 

age II 

Sandra stands up too suddenly. Her coat sleeve is under my 

tray, and as she tries to pull it out, the whole tray starts to 

. My plate slides across the tray, hitting the raised lip 

and coming to an abrupt stop. 

The peas on top of it, though, continue their journey. 

They roll right off the plate and onto the table. Some travel 

as far as the table edge and then take a suicidal plunge to 

the floor. 

Who can resist squashing underfoot one of the most 

despicable foods known to humankind? Don't get me 

about having Sandra as my best friend. My stomach hurts, 

my cheeks ache, I think I'm going to pee my pants, and 

there's nothing I want to do more than keep killing myself 

with laughter this way. 

Uh-oh. We've shown up on the GPS of one of the lunch 

supervisors: TROUBLE AT TABLE 4. She's on her wayover 

here. 

Still giggline, Sandra starts mopping up chocolate milk 

with a napkin. I launch myself under the table and start trying 

to herd in the peas. 

I hit my head on the table. 

Which is funnv, because . . . gosh, who even knows? 

"What are you two doing?" the lunch supervisor 

demands. 

"Uh . . . cleaning up?" Sandra says. 

"You'd better be. It's a mess over here." 

"We are," I assure her through my laughter. 

"And stop giggling. You'll just make more of a mess." 

She glares at us as she moves off. 

"Gee," I say after she's out of earshot, "who put the 

lemon juice in her Cheerios this morning?" 

Now we're almost choking on our giggles. 

Until I see Tammv Havers looking over at us . . . wistfully. 

She's sitting at another table with some other girls. 

But the look she gives me makes me feel guilty. I can tell 

Tammy misses eating lunch with me this year. 
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I have nothing against her, I just want to sit with Sandra. 

It's really our onlv chance to have best-friend time together. 

We wouldn't be able to laugh together this way if there were 

other people around. 

But I know that Tammv feels shut out. And I know that 

I  should  invite her to eat lunch with Sandra and me more 

often. 

"Do you have all the peas picked up?" Sandra asks me. 

"Let's go play basketball until class starts." 

"All except the ones that are squashed. And I'm  not  picking 

those up." 

"Really, Madison," Sandra says in her best Als. Mathison 

voice. Als. Mathison is our math teacher, and she doesn't like 

me. I don't know why. But Sandra figured out on the third 

day of school how to imitate Ms. Mathison's voice. She's 

good at it. "And who will clean up after you? Do you think 

others were put on this Earth to clean up your messes?" 

"No, Ms. Mathison," I say. "But I'm still not picking 

them up. They're disgusting. Give me detention if you 

want," I fire over my shoulder as I head toward the gym. I 

can feel Tammy watching me as I go. 

 \\l 
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"And I can put this here," I say to myself, unzipping the 

center pocket of my backpack and placing my new school 

planner inside. I'm going to be so organized this year. I've 

already pui my whole class schedule into the grid at the 

front of the book. And if I ever need co know whether I'm 

supposed to be using the word  affect  or  effect,  I can just flip 

to the back of the planner and . . . there it will be. 

Next, I unzip the front pocket and toss in my magnetized 

locker mirror. Getting ready for the first day of school 

is . . . nerve-racking, 
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THIS STUPID PINKCONE . . . 

I'm frustrated enough to imagine myself smashing it 

into pieces. 

But it still doesn't take me anywhere. 

isa 

My stomach is in knots. Middle school is a whole new 

thing. Will I like it? Will I get lost in this new, bigger building? 

How much more homework are the teachers going to 

give us? Will I be able to keep up with it all? 

I don't actually want to go to middle school. I liked fifth 

grade. I knew everyone. I knew where everything was. I got 

good grades. I'm supposed to be excited to be moving up to 

a bigger s c h o o l . , , dances and school sports, all that. 

No, thanks. 

At least I've got a planner to help me stay organized, 

right? At least I will if I manage not to lose it—the way I 

seem to lose everything, 

I'd better check, just to make sure it's where I think it 

is . . . but— 

It. Isn't. There. Where is it? Where? Where?  Where?! 

I frantically start unzipping pockets. Not there. Not in 

this one. I swear I put it in this pocket. Really. I  swear. 

"Alommmm!" I'm yelling. "Come here! I need you!" 

I hear her charging up the stairs, and then she's standing 

in the doorway. "What is it?" she asks. 

"I can't find my new planner." 

She laughs. "And here I thought you actually needed 

something." 

I hate it when she does that. Gets sarcastic, I mean. And 

I hate it even  more  when she acts like things that are really, 

 really  important don't matter at all. 
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"I already put the names and numbers of all my friends 

in it," I tell her, and then I burst into tears. 

"Oh, honey," Mom says. She comes into the room and 

sits on my bed, sighing. "Where did you see it last?" 

"I thought I put it in my backpack. Just a few minutes 

ago. And now it's gone." I wipe at tears rolling onto my 

cheek. I can't stand the way my face feels all tight if I let 

tears dry on it. 

"Maddy," Mom says, "I don't think you're truly crying 

over that planner." 

"I  am?  I insist, sniffling. I suddenly wish I hadn't asked 

Mom for help. I can tell from the look on her face that she's 

about to tell me how she thinks I'm actually feeling. 

As if she would know. 

"It's always been hard for you to make changes, sweetie, 

and this is a pretty big change. All-new building. New people 

from other elementary schools. Teachers you've never 

seen before." 

"I don't have trouble making changes," I protest. At least 

I won't if I have a planner. 

Mom makes some kind of noise that sounds suspiciously 

like a . . . snort. 

"Cut it out. Are you going to help me or what?" 

She changes the subject. "All that sadness you're feeling 

right now, and all that fear you have about whether everything 

is going to be okay . . . all that is good, Maddy. You 
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"No. What's ecstasy?" I ask. 

Now she's laughing. As if any of this is funny? 

"it means extreme happiness. Giddy happiness. The best 

happiness in the world. She's saying that for every moment 

of wonder and excitement, you have to pav with an equal 

amount of pain." 

Somehow, this doesn't seem fair. I don't understand why 

God would make you pay for your happiness with pain. 

Seems like we should just get to be happy. I tell Mom this. 

"Ttmmm . . . " she says. "I can see why you might think 

that'd be nice. Maybe the word  pay  isn't quite the right 

description of it. I don't think it's an exchange like that. It's 

more that. .. well, the two emotions are connected. They 

are one thing. And in coming together they make each other 

what they are. Without pain, you wouldn't understand happiness. 

And without happiness, you wouldn't feel the pain." 

""Let's just get rid of all happiness and feel nothing if it 

means we don't have to feel pain," I say. 

"You might find that boring," Mom says as she starts 

opening up all the pockets of my backpack. Then she's 

laughing again and pulling out my new planner. "Here it 

is." 

"You found it!" I shriek, reaching for it in excitement. 

"Just think . . . if you hadn't experienced all those bad 

feelings about losing this, you wouldn't get to feel this way 

right now," Mom says, handing me— 
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should want to feel that way." 

Right. It's official. My mother is crazy. 

"1 he way you're feeling right now makes you appreciate 

all the good times you have. All the pain of change 

and loss . . . those make you realize how much you love the 

things you have. Emily Dickinson wrote a poem about that, 

you know." 

Oh, please. Emily Dickinson? My mother and her poets 

drive me crazy. None of my friends have parents who run 

around pulling out poetry for every occasion. Shakespeare, 

Dickinson, Frost, E l i o t . . . sometimes I just want to scream 

when Mom starts reading me poetry. I mean, it was okay 

when it was about the cat, the fiddle, and a cow jumping 

over the moon, but now it's all this deep stuff she reads to 

me, and she expects me to connect it to my life. 

I scramble to think of something I can say to distract 

her, but I'm not fast enough. Mom's already saying, "I'll just 

go find that book. . . . " She's on her way out the door. 

Why did I ever ask her for help in the first place? 

I start looking for my planner again, but all too soon 

Mom is back. "Here it is," she says excitedly. "'For each 

ecstatic instant / We must an anguish pay / In keen and 

quivering ratio / To the ecstasy."' 

She looks at me as if I'm supposed to  get  this. Which I 

don't. 

"See what I mean?" Mom asks. 
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Yeah. I get Mom's point now. I think I have ever since I 

started going back to the Daddy-Daughter Dance. The loss 

of that ticket brought pain but also joy. 

The Universe wants me to understand that I do have 

some choices. One of the most important ones is whether 

I accept painful moments and move beyond them. Forcing 

pain out of life isn't always the right choice. 

How come my mother (not to mention Emily Dickinson) 

got to figure all this out while she was still alive? 

I had to be dead to get it. 

 \*i 
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witch s nails 

age If 

"I wish I could gee these stupid nails to stay on my fingers," 

I tell Sandra and her grandmother. 

"Yeah, well, at least you don't have to wear this idiotic 

wig. It feels like I've got a boat balancing up there." 

"And my hat's supposed to be any better?" 

We both break out in laughter. We might be complaining, 

but we can't wait to get out there and trick-or-treat. 

Years of Halloween have already provided us with standard 

procedures regarding candy trades. We both keep all the 

M&M's we get because we love them. But SweeTarts always 
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around. She makes marvelous cookies, and she compliments 

Sandra and me at least twenty times a day. She just 

sort of makes me happy to be alive. She's always expected 

me to call her Grandma Belle, too, so I do. 

"I'd look better if these nails would stay on my fingers," 

I complain. 

Grandma Belle picks one of the long green nails off 

mv linger and examines the cheap adhesive on its back. 

 "Hfrmpf"  she grunts. "I'M just find us some glue, Madison, 

tor those nails of yours. That'll take care of them. They'll 

stay on when Grandma Belle's finished with them." She 

temporarily sticks the nail back on my finger. 

We hear her rummaging around in the kitchen. I try to 

straighten Sandra's clown wig. It's sliding off to the left, 3nd 

strands of her curlv hair are starting to escape. "How about 

a bobby pin?" I ask. "Mavbe that'll keep it on." 

I'd volunteer to go up and get one out of the bathroom 

for her, but Airs. Simpson is upstairs lying down because— 

of course—she's just not feeling well. Another mystery 

ailment that the doctor can't identify. When I went up there 

to get something ten minutes ago, she emerged from the 

bedroom and said, "My, what a lot of noise you can manage 

to make, Madison." Then she looked me up and down and 

said with a Southern drawl, "What a great witch you are." 

And let me tell you, that  wasn't  intended as a Halloween 

compliment. Somewhere along the line, Mrs. Simpson 
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go to Sandra. I hate them so much, I never even ask for a 

trade. Now, Tootsie Rolls, though, I like enough to demand 

an exchange for. I get her Snickers bars for them since Sandra 

hates peanuts. 

We're in the living room showing our costumes to Sandra's 

grandmother before we take off for the evening. She 

hugs us both. "Y'all su re look terrific," she drawls. 

Sandra's grandmother is fantastic. I'm glad, too. With 

the mother Sandra has, she deserves to have—and does 

have—the best grandmother in the world. I just don't get 

it, though. How could this wonderful woman have been 

the parent of Sandra's mother? It's like trying to get your 

min-d around the possibility that Mary Poppina could be the 

mother of Cruella De Vil. 

Grandma Belle, as Sandra calls her (that's short for 

Bellerue, her grandmother's last name), is a true Southern 

lady. The most important thing in her life is her family, and 

she'll do anything to make them happy. [ get to see quite a 

bit of her because Mrs. Simpson is always sick (or at least 

she thinks she is), so Grandma Belle will fly up to Michigan 

and take care of Sandra and Mrs. Simpson whenever her 

daughter complains that she has the littlest headache. Mr. 

Simpson is polite to her, although Sandra thinks her dad 

doesn't actually like having Grandma Belle around quite so 

much. 

I can't see how  anyone  could not want Grandma Belle 
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learned the art ofusinga compliment to deliver underhanded 

insults. She's the queen of it. And she manages to use a tone 

of voice that really lets you know that you're being insulted 

behind words that otherwise seem harmless, even friendly. 

I can still hear Grandma Belle out in the kitchen rummaging 

around for the glue. Then the intercom on the 

phone buzzes. Grandma Belle drops everything and runs 

upstairs. Her daughter needs her. 

"Forget the nails," Sandra tells me. "Let's just go." 

She hands me a pillowcase for what I hope is going to be 

the mother lode of candy. That's when I notice that another 

one of my green nails has fallen off. "Oh, skunk!" I say. 

"Another one's gone." 

Sandra and I get down on the floor to look for the nail, 

but we can't find it. After a few minutes, I say, "Oh, just 

forget it. Let's go." 

I rip off all the other witch's nails, too, and leave them 

sitting on the coffee table in the living room. 

Maybe Mrs. Simpson will want them for the tinishing 

touches on the costume she should be wearing ever)' day. 

'61 
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pass to class 

ooe 17 

My arm gets tangled up in the phone cord as I'm trying to 

hang it up. 

Stupid t h i n g . .. 

Stupid school policy, too. Why can't we just use our 

cell phones? It would be so much easier for me to call my 

mother on that than to have to get a pass from a teacher to 

use the office phone.... 

Stupid . . . oh, all right. . . stupid me. I wouldn't even 

be making a phone call if I had remembered to bring my 

homework to school. I've just had to listen to Mom drone 
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on and on about how she was  not  happy to discover she'd 

have lo leave work, drive home to pick up my homework, 

and bring it back to me . . . all by sixth hour. I'm certain to 

have to listen to more of the same over dinner tonight, too. 

I grunt out my frustration as I pull my arm out of the 

super-long, must-be-ab!e-to-go-anywhere-in-the-office 

phone cord. Vice Principal Patterson's office door opens, 

and the air current whisks my pass right off the counter and 

onto the floor of the forbidden territory lying beyond the 

Great Counter Divide. 

Must have pass to go back to class. 

Must not cross the border into the sovereign territory of 

principals and secretaries. 

Now what? 

Wait.. .why are the cops coming out of Mr. Patterson's 

office? This does not look good. 

Tammy follows the police, and Mr. Patterson brings up 

the rear. 

This looks even worse. Somehow, Tammy's gotten 

caught. The question is, at what? She's done enough illegal 

stuff that it's anyone's guess. But mine is the whole drug 

thing. 

My great deductive skills are confirmed when she catches 

my eye as she walks through the gate separating the Land of 

Office Staff and the Land of Students. Her eyes flash at me 

with something so . . . feral . . . I'm terrified. Maybe she's 
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smarter than to threaten my life verbally in front of the 

police, but she communicates effectively with her eyes. The 

message  You're dead  stabs me with knifelike force. 

I swallow. 

I look away. 

Tammy follows the policeman out of the office, but even 

as the door closes behind them, I can still feel Tammy's eyes 

on me through the glass window between the office and the 

hall. She thinks I've told someone about what I saw in the 

bathroom a few weeks ago. 

"Can I help you?" one of the secretaries asks me. 

Probably not. Unless you're good in hand-to-hand combat. 

Or have a weapon I can use to protect myself. "Ummm," 

I say, "my pass? It fell onto the floor on that side. I need it 

to get back to class." 

She glances around at the floor. "I don't see it here. Are 

you sure it fell on  this  side?" 

"Yeah." 

She looks around for a few more seconds and then gives 

up and writes me a new one. 

All in all, I'm glad it's taken a little extra time to clear up 

the pass issue. It's pretty certain that the police have gotten 

Tammy out of the building by now. 

I'd rather not see her at the moment. 

lift 
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baby doll 
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"Mommy, play now." 

"It's time to go to sleep now, Madison. Lie down. I'll 

cover you up. See the Pooh Bear blanket? He's waiting to 

cover you up." 

"I standing up!" 

"I know you're standing up. Lie down now and go to 

sleep." 

"Play. I play now." 

"No, it's sleepy time now. We'll plav tomorrow. There's 

a good girl. Lie down now. See how nice it is when Pooh 
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Bear covers you up? I love you, sweetie. I'll see you in the 

morning." 

"Need Baby Sarah Give me Baby." 

"She's right there at the foot of the bed." 

"Give Baby Sarah. I want Baby Sarah. Please give Baby 

me." 

"Here you go. Here's Baby Sarah." 

"Baby Sarah bad. She not eat all dinner." 

"She didn't? You didn't eat all your dinner, either, did 

you? Maybe Baby will be good tonight, though, and go 

right to sleep." 

"Baby no sleep. Baby play. Maddy playing, too." 

"Night-night, Maddy." 

"All gone Mommv. Baby, Mommy all gone. We play 

'gether now. I standing up. Baby. When we ate dinner. Baby 

Sarah cry and said I don't want eat dinner. I don't like carrots. 

Then Daddy ma:l at Maddy and Baby Sarah. Daddy 

said eat. Daddy said ;at carrots 'cause they're good and 

make grow. Like milk. Milk make my grow, too, Baby. But 

my and Baby said no. And Mommy said. Mommy said when 

no cake. Baby make Maddy bad girl. 

"I laying down Baby. We sleep. But Baby Sarah isn't 

sleeping now. Bad Baby. Bad Baby didn't no carrots. Bad 

Babv, time to go sleep, but play instead. Time out, Baby 

Sarah. Time out. Sit :here, Baby. Still playing. Baby. But 

time out. Bad Baby go under bed. Time out. 

"Now, Baby, be good baby. Sleep. Baby sleep . . . 'cause 

my a good g i r l . . ." 
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". . . Today I go :o babysitter house . . . Mommy take 

me. But I not cry 'cause. 'Cause—I not cry 'cause Mommy 

come back . . ." 

"How's my sweetie this morning? Time to get up and 

go. We'll have a good breakfast this morning. How about 

some pancakes?" 

"Pancakes yes. My love pancakes. Baby. Where Baby 

Sarah? Baby breakfast too." 

"7  don't knot? where your baby is, Maddy. She was in bed 

 with yon last night. I dm't see her. Lei's look under the covers... 

 No. She's not there. Behind your pillow? Not there, either. We 

 can find her later, swettie. We have to get ready to leave now or 

 Mommy will be late fo>' work. Come on. . . .  Oh, you're getting 

 heavy to carry." 

"Want Baby now . . . want Baby now. Baby can't 

find—" 

Not so freaky as going all the way back to being a baby. 

But still. 

Definitely freakyenough. I mean, it's like I know what's 

happening but also like I  don't  know what's happening. 

Worth a second try . . . 
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. .. And a third try .. . 

• • • 

. . . I'm not sure what fascinates me about being two 

again. The fee! of that wet diaper in the morning? So  not 

that. It's almost enough to keep me from going back there. 

But not quite. 

It must be the way it feels to have Mom pick me up and 

carry me away from my bed. Or the feel of falling, falling, 

falling asleep. 

Traveling back to two is way less disconcerting than 

going back to infancy. I can at least name things while I'm 

two. I think that's why the baby experience disturbed me so 

much. No language there. 

This realization helps me understand how being dead 

now is different than, well, the last time I wasn't alive. 

There had to be such a time, right? I mean, there was a 

time before I was born, and my body wasn't alive then, but 

I must have had a soul, an energy, a  something  in existence. I 

couldn't have come from, well,  nowhere,  could 1? According 

to physics, energy is never created or destroyed. I'm a form 

of energy, so I must have existed in some form before life. 

Only, back then I don't think I knew that I existed. 

Because I didn't have language. I guess the reward for having 

gone through a whole lifetime is gaining language. 

Here in //1 still get to use words. Silently only, maybe. But 

I still have them. 

I guess I'm an  old soul  now. 

Or maybe just not a new one. 

Makes me realize how powerful words are. They have 

some kind of miraculous ability to make me who I am. 

Or  was. 

No,  am.  Because I still have them. 
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photo in the wind 

age 17 

The scrapbook and folder of pictures is slipping around in 

my arms. Too much stuff. I'm bound to drop it and lose half 

my pictures in this ridiculous wind. I shouEd have accepted 

Gabe's help carrying this stuff into the house. 

Too late now. He's pulling out of the driveway. 

What's that on the front porch? It's right in my way. 

I'm not sure I can manage to step over it while juggling all 

this— 

"Ohmygod!" I scream, dropping everything, I don't 

care what happens co it. 

trickled from her mouth at the end. That same mouth with 

the scratchy sandpaper tongue she used so many times to 

lick ice cream off my lingers. 

"Who'd do this?" I choke out around sobs, pulling away 

from Gabe. 

"No one," Gabe says. "At least not on purpose. It was an 

accident. She must've gotten hit by a car." 

I can't tell if he's trying to protect me or if he's actually 

this stupid. Either way, I'm not putting up with it. 

I turn my back to Cozy. I can't stand to see her as I confront 

the universe with this cruelty. "She's not in the road, 

Gabe. If she'd been hit by a car, she'd be in the road." 

"Maybe a neighbor—" 

"She's  arranged,  Gabe. Posed. Someone wanted us to see 

her this way." I discover that I'm whispering, trying to protect 

Cozy, for God's sake, as if I don't want her to hear the 

truth about what's happened to her. As if she doesn't already 

know. She was there. 

But still I whisper. "A neighbor wouldn't stick her on the 

porch for us to . . . to stumble over." 

"Maddy, I'm sorry. I know you loved her." 

"I've loved her for ten years. Why? Who hates us enough 

to kill our cat?" 

"I don't know what happened here, Madison. But I just 

can't believe that someone . . . someone . . . y'know—" 

"Killed her, Gabe. Someone killed her." 

Words cannot express the explosion of emotion erupting 

from me. It escapes in hysterical screams. I hear them. 

They're  loud  but not loud enough to release this surge of 

emotion. That's all I can do: release it. So I throw every bit 

of my being into screaming louder, screaming from somewhere 

deep inside me that I didn't even know existed. 

Gabriel's tires screech on the cement as he pulls back 

into the drive. From somewhere far away, I process that 

he's coming, running toward me, so I stop screaming and 

start crying as he reaches for me and wraps me in his arms. 

"It's okay, it's okay," he's saying as he presses my face to his 

shoulder and strokes my hair, but then he's swearing—gently, 

softly. An obscene lullaby takes shape as he alternates 

between reassuring me and expressing his shock in fourletter 

words. 

My horror converts to anger, and I push away from him, 

saying, "It's not okay. It's not. She's dead. Cozy's dead." 

And the worst is that "dead" doesn't even begin to 

describe what she is. 

Mutilated... 

Broken . . . 

Crushed... 

Blood around her head has matted her hair in clumps. 

Her legs, broken, are arranged in an unnatural shape. Her 

tail, that once-proud flae; proclaiming her cathood, is limp 

and bent. The saddest thing I notice is the dried blood that 

"No, Maddy, I don't think so. It's bizarre, you're right, 

finding her here like this, but it has to be that someone was 

stupid enough not to realize this isn't how you bring someone's 

cat back after it's been hit by a car. Some kid, maybe, 

who doesn't know any better. C'mon." 

What he's saying makes a whole lot more sense than 

what I'm thinking. I let him pull me back into his arms. I 

want to believe him. 

But I just can't. 

The air around me seems to mold itself into an ominous 

shape. It presses against me so hard that I can barely 

breathe. I've become prey to a new feeling I've never experienced 

before. Something out there is tracking me down. 

I can feel it. Something has caught the scent of my blood. 

And I don't know how to escape it, because I don't have any 

idea which direction the threat is coming from. 

Gabe kisses my forehead. 

"I never figured out what her third name was," I whisper, 

holding him even tighter. 

"What?" 

I can tell he thinks I'm losing it. Maybe I am. "Never 

mind," I say. I wish he understood what I meant, but I don't 

have the energy to explain Mom and T. S. Eliot's theory 

about cat names—or that I've caught Cozy over the years 

contemplating this secret she's managed to keep from me. 

Gabe whispers, "Go in the house. Call your mom and 
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dad. I'll pick up all those photos and come in to sit with 

you." 

I do what he tells me. 

Because I can't look at Cozy again. 

Because even though I don't care about my scrapbook 

right now, I know I will someday. 

But mostly I do because I'm afraid that whatever is 

stalking me will return, and I'm scared to stay out here 

any longer. I step through the front door, expecting my 

house's crisp scent of eucalyptus to offer some comfort. Dut 

it doesn't. I sense that the house is grieving the loss of Cozy, 

too. 

 Is  feels emptier than it ever has when I return this time, but at 

least I'm feeling some hope: Maybe Cozy never did actually 

know what happened to her in those final moments. After 

all, I don't know what happened in my hnal moments. 

And now I realize something important: .Maybe I 

shouldn't want to know so badly what happened to me. 1 

remember that trickle cf blood matted along Cozy's jaw, 

and then 1 recall the oppressive feeling of being stalked 

that hit me just before I went into the house. I'm afraid that 

whatever was stalking me . . . found me. 

What if... 

What if my predator caught Gabriel in its net, too? 

 Vi 

It's an appalling thought. 

God, if you're out here somewhere amid all this clutter 

from my life, please tell me that whatever happened to 

Gabriel, it wasn't  that. 

 v,\ 
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e ring 

age 17 

''You're paranoid," Gabe says. 

"I am  notl"  This whole home-alone-with-Gabe thing 

isn't going the way I thought it would. Here I am, with my 

boyfriend, in my own bedroom where we could be comfortably 

horizontal on the bed together, no parents barging in 

(they're with Kristen, helping her paint the baby's room), 

and what are we doing? Fighting. 

"You are, too," Gabe says. "This is just silly." 

Okay, being told I'm silly and paranoid? This takes me 

to an all-new level of anger. It isn't helping any that I'm still 
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shaking from the car accident—even if it was three hours 

ago. I was so upset right after it happened that my parents 

weren't going to leave me alone to go do the painting at 

Kristen's. I convinced them to go, thinking time alone with 

Gabe would help me more than hanging out with my parents 

would, but now he's not even concerned about the way 

his ex-girlfriend almost killed me. 

More than t h a t . . . he's defending her. 

"You weren't there, Gabe. I'm not being silly and paranoid. 

I'm telling you, she hit me on purpose. We were both 

stopped at a stop sign. I had the right of way. She looked 

 directly  at me and then drove that Mercedes straight into the 

driver's side of my car. She  wanted  to hurt me." 

"That doesn't even make sense. Why would she mess up 

her parents' car?" 

"Uh, hello? Because she wants to hurt me? Because she 

still wants you back?" 

"Jesus, Maddy. You and I have been together for a year 

and a half now. It's not like she would think I'm going to go 

running back to her anytime soon. And hitting you with a 

car wouldn't do anything to get her back with me anyway, 

unless she killed you or something. She's not a murderer. 

You're the one who's jeal—" 

He's just admitted that he'd go back to her if I were 

dead, and he thinks he's going to go on happily accusing me 

of being silly? "See?! You just admitted you'd get back with 
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her if I were dead!" 

"I did  not'.  How crazy can you ge:, Moody? You know 

that's not at all what I meant! Your jealousy is driving me 

insane. You've never been able to let go of thinking that I 

still have a thing for her. No matter what I do, I can't get 

you to let go of that." 

"Well, gee, Gabe, it might help if you'd stop defending 

her. Maybe then I'd believe that you cared about me more 

than you do her." 

"I do! But I'm not going to believe that Dana hit you 

on purpose with her parents' Mercedes. Sometimes she's 

awful. I admit it. But she's not that crazy. And she isn't trying 

to kill you." 

Okay, I start crying. I can't explain to him how . . . insecure 

I've felt since we found Cozy deed on the front porch 

a few weeks ago. That strange sense of being hunted hasn't 

gone away. It's just intensified. And today, as Dana was pulling 

that car straight into me, it was like my predator finally 

Lituijhi me. Tune seemed lu slow, lo lauuli al ilie way I'd 

been captured. 

"This isn't just me being paranoid or jealous, Gabe. I 

mean it. She wants me dead. I think she even killed Cozy." 

The strangest look crosses his face. It's terrifying to me 

because I can tell he thinks I've gone off the deep end on 

this one. I feel more alone than I've ever been in my life. 

And all those feelings roil inside me with anger. How dare 

130 

UNCORRECTED E-PROOF—NOT lOR SALE 

biitp.?.d;.9illns.Pyfeiis!)Sfj. 

o s i n j myself or disney world 
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Hot, . . h o t . . . hot. The sun beats down on us. I love the 

Magic Kingdom, but I'm tired of the heat and just plain 

exhausted. The sun glares off of everything. And my face 

feels gritty with sweat. My hair is soaked. Mom and Dad 

have even decided that we all need popcorn to replace some 

of the salt we've lost from sweating. 

1 like that idea. 

I take a piece of popcorn and drop it, watching it fall. It 

seems to float slowly in the heavy air. When it finally hits 

the ground, I kick it with my foot. This place is so glittering 
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he not believe me? I thought he loved me. 

I grab a small ring off my vanity (I'd use something bigger 

if it were in reach) and whip it at him where he's standing 

in the doorway. 

The I-don't-know-this-girl look that crosses his face is 

too much I'm humiliated. He's right—I  am  psycho right 

now. I owe him an apology, and yet, even though I know 

this, and even though humiliation has just been added to 

the emotional stew I've been cooking, I feel like I hate Gabe 

right now. 

And I hate him even more when he turns on his heel 

and simply walks away from me. His feet pound quicklv 

down the stairs, and then I hear the front door slamming. 

Still crying, I wander over to the doorway and get down 

on my hands and knees to start searching for the missing 

ring. It isn't valuable or anything. It's just a ring that my 

grandma gave me for my twelfth birthday. But it seems 

incredibly important that I find it right now. I've lost so 

much else—iny cat, my boyfi lend, my samly. I LUII'L beai lu 

lose this r:ng, too. It feels as if finding it might help me find 

all the other things I've lost. 

Something metal brushes against— 
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and clean, I'm happy to see the lonely popcorn piece on the 

ground. 

"But 1 want to go back on the Big Thunder Mountain 

Railroad ride," Kristen moans. 

I kick the piece of popcorn along as we walk. This is 

one of my favorite things to do. Walk . . . kick . . . walk . . . 

kick... 

"We will," Mom reassures her. "But your father wants 

to take you on the Jungle Cruise first." 

"You said we could go through the Pirates of the Caribbean 

ride again," I whine. I feel betrayed. I give my popcorn 

piece an extra-hard kick. It skitters off and I lose sight of it. 

This. Is. It. 

The end of the world. It's too hot. I don't want to see 

anything else except the Pirates of the Caribbean ride, 

where it's dark and cool. I'm tired. My eyes hurt. My feet 

hurt. My head aches. 

And now I've lost a piece of popcorn. 

A piece that was very important to me. 

I can't help it. I begin to cry. 

My family hasn't even noticed that they've left me 

behind. They keep right on walking. Fine .. . if they don't 

care about me, then I don't care about them, either. I'll run 

awav and live in the Swiss Family Treehouse that we saw 

earlier today. All by myself. Forever. 

Only . . . that's not sounding quite so great now that I 
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can't even see my family anymore, 

I panic. 

I start crying even harder. 

Suddenly, Mom and Dad are standing in front of me. 

"Madison, stay with us!" my mother starts to chastise me, but 

then she notices how hard I'm crying, so she wipes my face 

with a Kleenex instead. "C'mon, sweetie," she says. She reaches 

for my hand and pulls. I yank my hand away from hers. 

"What is i t , honey?" Daddy asks. 

"My popcorn," I wail. 

"It's right there in your hand," Daddy tries to reassure 

me, gesturing to the bucket I'm still holding. 

"No," I explain through my sobs. "I was kicking a piece 

and I lost it." 

A strange silence descends between them, even as all the 

noise of the Magic Kingdom surrounds us. 

Then Mom says something really strange to Dad, I 

hear something that sounds like "object attachment." Even 

though I don't understand those words, I know Mom's tone 

of voice. It's the one she uses when what she  really  means is 

"Maddy's difficult. I can't wait until she's older"—even if 

those aren't the words she's saying. 

"C'mon, sweetheart," Daddy says. "I'll give you a piggyback 

ride." 

I climb on Daddy's back, and we move on toward 

Cinderella's Castle. 
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But let's face it, I'm not talking about "you" right now. 

I'm talking about me. 

The same me who—even in death—is incredibly 

attached to these things because they take me back to who 

I was. Somehow, though, it doesn't seem quite as fulfilling 

as it once did to have a relationship with a piece of popcorn 

that I'm kicking along on the pavement... 

Kicking... I suddenly realize I haven't tried that yet with 

the pinecone. I've imagined myself doing every other possible 

thing that can be done with it. But I never envisioned 

myself kicking it as I walked along. Could that be . . . ? 

I swim myself through the currents of space until I find 

the pinecone, and . .. 
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MOM AND DAD'S COMMENT about "object attachment" suddenly 

makes perfect sense. I've always had some kind of 

connection to the things I've owned. Losing them left me 

feeling bereft because they were linked to everyone and 

everything in my life that was important. And unlike the 

people I loved, I could control them—at least I could when 

I wasn't losing them. 

Objects are safe, too. I mean, they don't change much. A 

pen stays a pen and a set of keys always unlocks something. 

You can go back to the object, hold it, remember who you 

were when you loved it. That's something you can count 

on. 

I:i 
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the pinecone 

age 17 

"What am I going to do, Maddv?" 

I kick the pinecone along as we walk down the trails 

of the park. I know I need to get out of my head, where 

the image of Gabe's and my light last week is on automatic 

replay 24-7. We still haven't talked to each other, and I can't 

stop wondering if this is the end of our relationship. Our 

gazes have met across the hallway several times, and I keep 

wanting to go up and tell him how sorry I am that I threw 

that ring at him. 

But I just can't. I guess it's the humiliation. And the 
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fear . .. that he won't accept my apology. And—let's face it, 

I'm still angry at him, too, about Dana. 

I keep expecting to see him walking down the hall with 

her or something. 

Only—thank God—he doesn't. 

He just looks at me like he wants to talk to me, too, but 

can't. 

It's hard to stop thinking about all that and pay attention 

to Sandra. But I have to do it somehow. She needs me 

right now. 

Some friend I am . . . only half concentrating on what 

she's saying. 

And the thing is . .. the decision she makes about this 

whole mess is going to have an impact on me. What if I lose 

my best friend, too? I can't bear that. It almost makes me 

want to give her what I  know  is the wrong advice. Because if 

she does what's right, I  will  lose her. 

Sure, if she moves to Oregon with her dad, she'll still 

email me and call. Even come to visit sometimes. But it won't 

be the same. Gradually the emotional distance between us 

will match the distance between .Michigan and Oregon. 

The pain of that realization slices through my obsession 

with Gabriel and helps me concentrate on how important 

this really is. 

"I don't want you to leave, Sandra. / want you to stay 

here with your mom, but your mom's . . . well, not quite 

her alone will kill her. 

"But how can I go off with Dad right now and leave her 

by herself? It's like she'd die. Maybe even kill herself." 

Too late—obviously. Mrs. Simpson has already convinced 

Sandra she's responsible for the life and death of her 

mother. 

Still, Sandra's comment shows progress—sort of. Sandra's 

never admitted before that her mom is  this  kind of 

unstable. 

But a response to the comment is also tricky. I'm not 

sure exactly how to approach this subject, so I sound totally 

stupid as I talk in slow motion. "At least. . . if you go . . . 

now . . . you'll have, well, your dad . . . he'll help vou get up 

the .. . courage . . . to do it. You'll have him . . . reassuring 

you t h a t . . . well, that you need . . . a life, too. And if you . . . 

leave with him . . . won't your grandma . . . I mean . . . can't 

your mom . . . live with her parents? If you weren't here . . . 

maybe she'd . . . maybe she'd move back South . . . with 

them." 

"She says she won't. She's going to stay right here, and 

she wants me to stay with her." 

Great. Just great. It's like Airs. Simpson has already 

anticipated all mv moves and put her game pieces in place 

to defend against them. She's not a woman I ever want to 

plav chess with. 

Yet that seems to be exactly what I'm doing. 

right. You know that. How could you stand to live with her 

without your dad there to help you manage her?" 

There ought to be a law that says parents can't get 

divorced during their kids' senior year of high school. They 

ought to have to stick it out until the kids are gone so they 

don't disrupt the most important year of our lives. 

"But if I stayed," Sandra argues, "it'd only be for the 

rest of this year, right? I mean, in eight months I'll be going 

away to college." 

"Sandra . . . It's hard to figure out how to tell her this. 

She's always been so touchy when it comes to talking about 

her mother. There's a lot about her mom that she just won't 

admit to herself . . . like that her mother's a really sick 

woman—and I'm not talking physically. "I'm not sure that 

you'll  go  to college if you stav here with your mom." 

"I'm going to college. There's no way I'm not!" she protests. 

"Oh, I know you'll take college classes. But, well, I don't 

think you'll go  away  to college. I think your mom will manage 

to convince you to stay at home and go to community 

college. Or maybe she'll convince you to go part-time so 

you can commute to a university. B u t . . . " I kick the pinecone 

a little too hard, and it skitters off the path into the 

grass. I track it down but have to kick it a couple times to get 

it back onto the path. "Can you see your mom living alone?" 

I just know Airs. Simpson will convince Sandra that leaving 

In frustration, I kick the pinecone too hard again, but 

I'm so focused on Sandra that I don't pay much attention to 

where it's going. " See? That's what I mean. She'll do that to 

you again next year when it's time for you to go to college. 

Convince you that she'll be all alone if you leave." I want to 

tell her that her mother is seriously crazy, but my credibility 

in the judging-people's-sanity category has plunged to an 

all-time low. Even Sandra thinks it was nuts that I accused 

Dana of killing my cat and trying to kill me. Better that I 

not mention anything related to, well, mental health. 

We're both silent for a moment as I look for the pinecone 

off the path. I don't find it. Sighing, I sit down on 

the grass. Sandra's still standing, and as I gaze up at her, I 

notice that in the past few months she's gained weight. I'm 

surprised. How could I not have noticed until this moment 

that she's put on about fifteen pounds? Have I been that 

absorbed in my own life? She's lost that birdlike fragility 

I've always thought of her as having, and I mourn its loss— 

not because she's less pretty than she used to be, but because 

the difference in her shows me how much everything has 

been changing lately. 

"She thinks you'll try to get me to stay, you know." 

"What do you mean?" I ask, patting the ground next to 

me, encouraging her to sit. 

She does. "Whenever we have this conversation at home, 

she tells me to ask vou what to do. She thinks you'll try to 
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gel me to stay here with you." 

I can just imagine  those  scenes. No doubt Sandra's mom 

is crying and pleading. She'll use tuny dirty tactic she can 

to keep Sandra tied to her. I'm glad I've managed to think 

about Sandra's best interests instead of my own for once. 

I know I'm selfish sometimes, but selfish enough to try to 

keep Sandra under the spell of her mother? 

No. Not that selfish. I'd rather lose my best friend and 

have her get the chance to lead a somewhat healthy life than 

keep her near me if it means living with her mother. 

"Don't get me wrong, Sandra. I wish you could stay. I 

wish your dad wouldn't leave. Couldln't he get a job around 

here?" 

She shakes her head sadly. "He says he has to get away 

from her, too. And he wants me to go with him. He thinks, 

like you do, that it'll be bad for me to stay here with Mom. 

But I don't see how he can just walk away from her like that. 

She needs us. She's defenseless without us." 

"Or she wants you to think she is. She doesn't have to 

be." I don't add that her mother is anything  but  defenseless, 

She's one of the strongest women I know. She uses the 

appearance of weakness to get people to do what she wants 

them to. "Much as I want you to stay here—and I definitely 

do, Sandra—I want even more for you to be happy. And 

you'd never be happy here alone in that house with your 

mom. You know that, don't you?" 
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go away. I only kind of got what she was hinting at, but I got 

it enough to know I was scared and had to go home." 

There's a moment of silence between us. "How often?" 

I finally ask. 

"How often what?" 

"How often does she threaten to kill herself?" 

"Oh, I don't know. Sometimes she'll go a couple years 

without ever threatening to kill herself. Then suddenly she'll 

be threatening her life every day for a couple weeks. Do you 

know how many different ways there are to kill yourself? I 

do. I think my mom's said she was going to use every one. 

The whole thing has always scared me, but not as much as 

it does right now. It's somehow different." 

I doubt it. "How? How is it different?" 

Sandra shakes her head. "I don't know. I can't explain it. 

It just is." 

I put my arm around her and hug her. There's nothing 

I can say to make her less afraid. Right now I have to find 

strength I don't think I have to help support her through 

this. Her latest confessions have only made me more convinced 

that she  has  to go live with her dad in Oregon. 

"C'mon," I say. "Let's go swing." 

She glances over at a row of swings where we used to 

play together when we were little. "Okay," she says. 

We get up slowly and take off toward the swings. 

"Yeah, I do," she admits. "It's just so hard to do what 

I should. I'm terrified that—" She pauses for a moment, 

unsure. Then she plunges ahead. "She's been threatening to 

kill herself. I think she might really . . . this time . . . I mean 

now . . . How do I tell you all this? There's stuff I probably 

should have let you know before." 

There's wore?! I suddenly feel betrayed. I guess J 

shouldn't have assumed I knew everything about Sandra, 

even if she is my best friend, but still I don't like hearint; 

that she's been keeping secrets from me. Especially about 

her mom. 

When Sandra doesn't pick up the thread of her thoughts, 

I prompt her by using my knee to nudge hers. 

"Well, it seems like my whole life she's been threatening 

to kill herself. The first time I remember it, I was in, like, 

first grade, I think. She started waving around a butcher 

knife while she was having some fight with Dad. Told him 

she'd kill herself." 

It's not hard to figure out who won that fight, but I keep 

my mouth shut about it. 

"When I went to camp during fourth grade, remember 

how I had to suddenly go home?" 

"Yeah. Your mom got sick." 

"Well, sort of. She called and told me she had this bottle 

of pills that made her feel better while I was gone, but she 

thought she'd need to take a lot of them to make all the pain 
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physics 

age 17 

It's a beautiful fall day. Perfect for sitting outside the school 

to eat lunch. The leaves are all golden and orange, and a 

breeze is teasing them out of their branches so they fall 

swirling around my feet under the picnic table. 

Too bad I can't enjoy the day's beauty. I'm miserable. 

Miserable because I'm feeling lonely without Gabe. We 

still haven't said anything to each other since the fight about 

my car accident. 

Miserable because Sandra didn't even come to school 

today. She must be that overwhelmed by the choice she has 
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to make. 

Miserable because I didn't manage to finish my physics 

homework and it's due in twenty minutes. 

Miserable because my sister went into labor this morning, 

but my parents wouldn't let me go to the hospital with 

her. They insisted I should go to school, since first babies 

take such a long time to enter the world. 

Can't say I blame babies for that. Who'd really want to 

enter this messed-up experience called life? 

I'm so intent on all this that I don't realize at first that 

I've been playing with my necklace . . . the one that Gabe 

gave me last summer. It's silver, and in the center, it has 

seven different charms that spell out FOREVKR. 

Yeah. So much for that. We aren't even talking right 

now. 

Tears blur my eyes. Then I'm startled by a soft touch on 

my shoulder. I jump and whirl around, gasping. 

Gabe. 

He holds up his hands in a classic "I'm innocent" gesture. 

"Didn't mean to startle you," he says. 

"You didn't," I say, so desperate to be nice to him that it 

takes me a second to realize how  obviously  that's not true. "I 

mean," I stutter, "I mean, you did, but I'm glad you did." 

We just gaze at each other for the longest time. T hen 

he finally says, "Did you get number eleven?" He nods his 

head toward my physics homework. "I worked on that one 

to move forward with you, but I don't want to give up my 

past. And even though I know Dana can be a complete pain 

sometimes, I can't believe that I'd spend two years going out 

with someone who's the kind of monster you keep trying to 

convince me Dana is." 

I look down at my physics homework. The wind is catching 

the edge of it, flipping up the bottom half of it. Only 

my cardboard container of uneaten french fries is holding it 

down. At the moment, it's easier to look at that paper than it 

is to meet Gabe's gaze. I feel so much . . . shame. Everything 

he's saying makes sense. But I don't know how to respond to 

it, because I stil 1 feel an intense fear of something, but I don't 

know what is. I'm not imagining bogeymen here. There's a 

real monster out there somewhere, and it's as likely to be 

Dana as anyone else. 

And yet what if she is just a nonnal girl? What if she 

didn't purposefully cause that accident? Then who killed 

my cat? 

"I'm not sure what to say, Gabe. I love you, too. I've 

been miserable without you the last week. I don't want to 

put you in a bad spot." 

He puts his index finger under my chin and lifts it up. 

Then he kisses the corner of my mouth. It's a soft kiss, like 

the fluttering of a butterfly's wings, and I want more. I turn 

to face him and, putting my arms around him, lean in for 

a real kiss. Something greater than either of us seems to 
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for about a half hour last night and never did get it to come 

out right." 

Great. Just great. And I have, what, twenty minutes to 

finish the whole assignment? But physics homework isn't 

what I want to be thinking about. 

"I'm sorry. I mean, about that whole . . . fight. I shouldn't 

have thrown that ring at you. I guess I was way shook up by 

that accident." Okay, I don't think that's  actually  why I did it, 

but hey, I'll use just about any fair excuse right now. 

"I know," he says. "I should have been cooler about the 

whole thing, too. AH my frustration with the thing between 

you and Dana just hit crisis point." 

He straddles the bench next to me, dumping his backpack 

onto the picnic table. "I've been trying for a week now 

to figure out what to say to you." 

"Me too." 

"It's just that . . . Maddy, I love you. I do. And I don't 

understand why you don't know it." 

"Well, it's just that—" 

"Don't," he interrupts. He holds a finger against my lips. 

His touch is so gentle, so cherishing that I know, somehow, 

that everything will be all right. "I know it would be easier 

for you if I just didn't have anything to do with Dana. But 

can't you understand she was a major part of my life for 

two years? I feel like you're asking me to throw away those 

years of my life . . . completely. To write them off. I want 

infuse that kiss with power. 

"I'm sorry, Gabe," I say when we finish kissing. I'm 

being deliberately vague because the truth is, I actually don't 

know what I'm sorrv for. Maybe everything. And nothing. 

At the same time. 

He leans his forehead against mine . 1 like the feel of 

his skin. 

"I hope we don't ever fight again," I sav. 

He smiles wickedly. "The making-up part is pretty 

nice." 

I grin. 

He kisses me again. 

Don't ask me why, but I remember the whole physics 

thing right then. Not that Gabe isn't the kind of kisser who 

can drive mundane thoughts of physics assignments right 

out of my head . . . because he is. But I'm prettv wound 

up today . . . everything from Kristen's baby to Sandra's 

problems are pounding at my consciousness. And for some 

bizarre reason, it's the physics assignment that wins the 

anxiety war. 

"I don't suppose you want to help me with my physics," 

I say. 

Another wicked grin. "I thought I  was  helping you with 

physics." 

"Different form of physics. That one doesn't help my 

grade any in Mr. Martin's class." 
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He sighs. "Okay." He opens up his backpack and starts 

to pull out his book. 

"Want to come with me after school today to check on 

Sandra?" I ask. I fill him in on how she's been struggling 

the last week to make this important decision. "Her lather 

wants to move by early next week, so she's really stressed 

about what she's going to do." 

Gabe whistles in commiseration. "Sure, I'll go over 

there with you." 

"Oh, and Kristen went into labor this morning," I tell 

him. 

"Hey, well, at least that's good news. Any word?" 

"Not yet. I called my mom at the beginning of lunch, 

and she said the hospital sent Kristen home to wait it out a 

bit more. I heard that some first babies can take more than 

twenty-four hours to arrive, so I guess that means she'll give 

birth in the middle of the night or something." 

"Hmm . . . October thirtieth seems like a good birthday 

to me." 

"Yeah. Or the thirty-first if it's after midnight. Both are 

pretty good." 

"Halloween baby." 

I laugh. "Don't say that. It makes my niece—or nephew— 

sound like Satan's spawn." 

"The ancient Celts believed that during this time of 

year the boundaries between the worlds of the living and 
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the dead thinned so that spirits could enter our world. Kind 

of a cool time to be born, actually." 

"Hey," I protest, "you're poaching! Samhain and ancient 

Celtic legend and folklore . . . that's all stuff we cover in AP 

English. That's my area." Okay, so I hadn't actually remembered 

Samhain and the Celtic folklore associated with 

Halloween until Gabe brought it up, but so what? He can't 

be smarter :han I am about  evoyibingi  can he? "You stick 

with physic; and calculus and stuff like that." 

He laugis. As he opens his book and pulls his assignment 

from it, he pushes aside my carton of french fries 

a little too quickly. I he wind whisks away my half-done 

homework. *Aahh," I say, trying to leap up from the picnic 

table. My left foot gets stuck under Gabe's leg and I start to 

lose my balance. Laughing, Gabe grabs my arm to keep me 

from nose-diving into the table, but Gabe makes the mistake 

of letting go of his own homework. 

The wind seems to mock both of us as it picks up his 

paper and sends it fleeing in a different direction from mine. 

We each run off, laughing, in search of our homework. 
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I HAVE A STRANGE SENSE about that moment with Gabe at 

the picnic table. It's somehow essential. I don't know why 

it is, but it's the centerpiece of the puzzle of my existence. 

If I could just figure out what pieces are supposed to be 

attached to it, maybe I could . . . 

W a i t . . . I do know one of the reasons that moment is 

so essential. 

Gabe is there. 

I mean, the dead Gabe. I could feel his presence there 

just like 1 did when we lost our keys. Ic makes sense that he'd 

be there, too. After all, he also lost his homework when we 

were sitting at the picnic table. 

iCJ 

I suppose it should be comforting to have him there—to 

have the company. But it's not, 

Because Gabe's there, but I can't reach him. 

I go in search of my physics homework. Is it still here? It 

should be. I remember now that we never found our homework. 

But one failing grade in physics . . . well, it just didn't 

seem that important after we'd gotten back together. 

That's all I remember about that day, though. And 

it's. . . so near the end. I  do  know that. 

Kristen was in labor that day, and I never found out 

whether the baby was a boy or girl. I'm sure of that. If I'd 

ever known who that baby was, it would have changed me 

somehow, become part of me. I mean, Kristen's my  sister. 

There's a connection there that can't be broken, even by 

this death thing. I'm convinced I'd have the same connection 

to her child. 

So  exactly  what did happen that day? 

My physics homework is waiting for me, so I return . . . 

and return and r e t u r n , . .. 

But learn nothing. 

Frustrated, I start flinging myself randomly back into 

all the moments of my life that I still have access to. 

But nothing's changed in any of those moments. It's all 

still the same. 

Until about my tenth time returning to the picnic table 

scene.... 
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the note 
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I'm so intent on my misery, I don't notice at first that I've 

been playing with my necklace . . . the one Gabe gave me 

last summer. It's silver, and at the center it has block letters 

that say FOREVER. 

Yeah . . . so much for that. We aren't even talking now. 

Tears blur mv eyes, and I look down to see the words / 

 need to talk to  yon written in strange handwriting. Definitely 

not mine. 

How did that get on this piece of paper? 

I'm startled by a soft touch on my shoulder, and I whirl 

around, gasping. 

Gabe... 

,L! 

UNCORRECTED E-PROOF—NOT FOR SALE 

lia.tB.e^9.HlPJ.PubJAlb.?.f.J. 

15 

THE SONG OF MY LIKE has changed again. Even though I 

can't now remember what happened on my earlier trips to 

that picnic table, I can tell that a significant shake-up has 

happened. Something is fundamentally different in my 

world because .. . because Gabe left me a note on that piece 

of paper, and it wasn't the living Gabe who did it. It can't be. 

A ghost has been messing with that moment, and it doesn't 

feel like it was rne. The other ghost in that moment was 

Gabe. 

And he wants to talk to me. 

I'm thrilled and full of longing but frustrated, too. I 

can't figure out how Gabe managed to leave me a note. My 

ghost can't go around leaving notes for other people. The 
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only change I've ever managed to make to my life in a revisit 

is finding an object. 

For a moment, I'm envious. Why does Gabe get to be a 

more advanced spirit than I am? 

Maybe it's because he was better at physics than I was. 

Maybe it takes some kind of understanding that I don't have 

of quantum mechanics . . . all that simultaneous-communication-and-observation-of-subatomic-particles-changingreality 

stuff. 

Maybe. But probably not. Me always did figure out life 

foster than I did (well, except when it came to his dad and 

the whole drinking thing). I shouldn't be surprised that he 

managed to figure out death faster, too. 

So what's he doing differently than I am? I try to recall 

how my journeys back to life began. They started with the 

sweatshirt. Then there was the bracelet.. . which I found. 

Can't go back there to find the answer. 

At least not the way I'm used to going back to 

moments. 

But I can  remember  that moment. I have a nagging feeling 

that something was different about that visit than about 

the many others I've made since then. What was it? 

Then it comes to me. 

Ohmygod. It's been so obvious the whole time. 

And I've missed it. 

I don't have to  be  me when I'm experiencing those 
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moments. I can stay separate from myself... like I did the 

first few times I returned to mv life. On my original visit to 

the sweatshirt, I stayed back and watched for a few minutes. 

I did the same thing when I used the bracelet. It was only 

when I pushed myself too close to, well, myself, that I was 

drawn back into the experience. Drawn like a magnet to a 

lodestone. I could have kept my distance. But I liked living 

too much. So every time I returned to a moment of my life, 

I  lived  it again instead of observing it. 

For the first time ever in //, I laugh. At least, I think 

that's what I'm doing. It's like every subatomic particle in 

my being is dancing with delight. 

My mother was right. About everything. 

The whole object attachment thing? 

Right. Even in death, I've still been attached to those 

objects. 

The whole you-have-trouble-with-change speech she 

gave me when I started middle school? 

Right again. I haven't been able to let go of life. 

My mother knows me so well that she even knows who 

I am when I'm dead. 

It's time to experiment with observing instead of living. 

Who knows what will happen? 

I know just the right experience to start with. 
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unrattled 

KEEP BACK . . . KEEP BACK, I remind myself. If I want to 

watch this all happening, I have to keep my distance from 

that baby in the bouncy seat on the kitchen floor. It's difficult 

to do. There is a natural pull drawing me closer. I have 

to work hard to resist it, but, surprisingly, the longer I do, 

the easier it gets. 

When the force dragging me tapers off enough for me 

to notice what's actually going on in the room, my first 

thought is,  Ofmiygpd... its Mom, and she looks  so  young. 

My second thought is,  Lose the outfit, Mom. Totally eighties 

 and it's well into the nineties. And the hair. Mom? Definitely 

 has to go. It s long and curly and, well,  bushy. 
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be scared of," she reassures baby me. "It was just a breeze 

knocking over the plate." 

Ha. Just a breeze. As mom puts baby me back in the 

bouncy seat, she chucks me under the chin, then moves 

toward the kitchen sink where she starts peeling carrots. I 

miss her already. Loneliness emanates from a tiny me and, 

like smell and sound, floats across the boundary between 

us, reaching me in the form of an echo. 

Baby me starts fussing, jerking around in the bouncy 

seat, and knocks the rattle onto the floor. It slides under the 

cabinet. My crying brings Mom rushing over. She says, in 

a singsong voice, "What's the matter with my baby? Is she 

wet?" 

 Oh, get real,  I want to tell her. I just lost my rattle. Mow 

hard is it to notice that? 

Apparently, pretty hard. She picks me up, checks my 

diaper, realizes it isn't messy, and then starts trying to nurse 

me . . .  nurse me?!  Ohmygod . . . this is so sick. I have to get 

out of here.  Now! 

But how? I have to wait until my body moves a certain 

distance from the lost object, don't I? 

Thank God the baby me isn't having anything to do with 

the whole nursing thing. I keep pulling away, and finally 

Mom decides to take me for a little walk down the hallway. 

Released. Sent back to //. 

Thank God. Or the Universe. Or Whatever. 
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Being here but not being me (at least the original me) 

is way weird. This is a Mom that I've seen in pictures but 

don't actually remember. She is cooing at the baby me, who 

(by the way) stinks. I've never been able to stand the smell 

of baby. Eau de spit-up, baby powder, and plastic diaper? 

Yeah, no, thanks. 

Smell, I notice, is a lot different for me in this hovering 

spiritual state. It's not as real as when I'm living the 

moment. I can still smell things, but it's like all those scents 

are coming from a great distance, like they have to cross 

some kind of invisible boundary to get to me. That's the 

way sounds seem to work, too. 

Mom doesn't care that the baby me smells so bad. She's 

leaning close, talking nonsense to me and rubbing noses. 

It's a habit she didn't get rid of until I was older, so I have a 

clear memory of doing a lot of nose rubbing with her. 

I wonder if my spirit has any power over things in this 

moment. Can I, for instance, knock over that plate balancing 

precariously on the edge of the counter? I sort of. . . 

will it to happen. 

And it does. 

Mom, startled, whirls around. "Whew . . ." she says as 

she realizes there's no immediate danger. She goes to the 

closet to get a broom. She cleans up the mess (I can't help 

feeling proud of myself for creating it) and then goes back 

and picks me up, snuggling and cuddling me. "Nothing to 
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For the release, but also for graduating me to a new 

level in the spirit world. The Universe has actually given 

me more power than I thought it had. I can create changes 

in my original life from a ghost state, too. 

Except... 

Maybe this zipping around in and out of life as a spirit 

isn't such a cool idea after all. There are some things that we 

are not meant to know, understand, or see. Like my mom 

trying to nurse me, for example. 

Besides, interfering in that moment has changed my 

original life again. I'm starting to feel that strange shifting 

of self. "It was just a silly plate I broke!" I find myself wanting 

to shout at the Universe. 

Not that it would care, anyway. 

The Universe just doesn't make the best of companions. 

I long for something more than it's giving me. I recall the 

note that Gabriel left at the picnic table: /  need to talk to 

 you. 

Realization tingles through me: I've been too focused 

on  how  Gabe managed to leave me that note. Too focused 

on his desire to see me. I've been missing a possible implication 

of his words: Maybe we  can  talk. 

I try to imagine how this would be possible. If I return 

to a moment that another ghost shares with me, and stay in 

the state I used for observation, will I encounter that other 

ghost? 

I onlv know of two possible moments I share with 

another ghost and that I still have access to—the picnic 

table scene, and the Ouija board one. I consider both. 

What if I'm wrong? What if I can't communicate with 

a ghost? 

Better to have that happen when I'm expecting to 

encounter Tammy than Gabe. If it doesn't work, I'll be less 

disappointed. 

Where's that hair clip? 
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gathering as o ghost 

RETURNING TO THE NIGHT of the Ouija board is completely 

different from my last spiritual expedition. For one thing, 

we're in a basement. The humidity makes the air heavier, 

and it's harder for me to move around with this not-exactlycorporeal 

body. 

But the big difference? That would be sharing space 

with another ghost. I mean, a real ghost. Tammy's ghost. 

I'm watching things from a distance when she startles me 

by more or less saying, "Thought you were never gonna show 

up. I was starting to wonder if you were avoiding me." 

I say "more or less" because it turns ont that ghosts don't 

actually  talk  to each other in the same sense that living 
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humans do. I'm not sure what you'd call it. Certainly it's 

some form of communication. And clear enough commuaication 

that I know what she's telling me. It's just that there 

aren't any, well, words. There're j u s t . . .  ideas.  I'm not sure 

how to respond to her, because how can you talk to someone 

when you aren't really talking? 

Turns out I don't have to worry about it. I'm confused 

by her "Thought you were never gon na show up" statement 

(since I've been here what seems like a million times) and 

think,  What's she talking about?  She immediately tells me, 

"You. Coming here. As a spirit. So I could actually have a 

conversation with you." 

It's like . . . whatchamacallit—telepathic communication. 

We're communicating telepathic ally, and whoa . . . not 

such a t>ood thing. I mean, what if somehow she reads my 

mind and I'm thinking something that I don't really want 

her to know? 

"Oh, in time you'll learn how to keep some ideas back 

from other spirits. It's just that you have to learn all over 

again how to communicate . . . both the truth and lies." 

Great. Like learning to communicate the first time 

wasn't hard enough? 

"Doesn't talce all that long. You'll catch on quickly. This 

must be your first attempt at communicating with another 

spirit." 
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"Well, yeah. It's not like I've experienced many moments 

where I lost something at the same time some other dead 

person I know did. In fact, I've only discovered two other 

moments like that, and one of them I can't get to anymore. 

I lound the stupid keys that would take me there." 

"Oh. Don't worry," Tammy reassures me. "You'll find 

more moments like that. You have eternity to do it." 

Not exactly reassuring. 

"And the more experience you get hanging out with 

other spirits, the belter you'll communicate with us." 

"Well, my only practice so far has been when I was thirteen 

and talking to you through the Ouija board." 

"Oh, yeah, sorry about that." 

"1 hat reminds me. The whole thing where you used the 

Ouija board to apologize? Do you think you could be a little 

clearer about that? I mean, what are you sorry for?" 

Neither of us has a body. I know this misty whiteness 

next to me is Tammy because . . . well, I just do. The same 

way I know what she's saying to me. When I ask her that 

question, it's like all her whiteness becomes brighter, and I 

know this is a form of laughter. I don't find anything here 

particularly funny. 

"Did you kill me? Is that why you're sorry?" 

The glow of laughter disappears. She darkens with what 

seems like . . . regret. Just when I'm thinking I have the 

answer to my question, she surprises me. 
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"Of course I have regrets. But they aren't about  killing 

you. I mean, how could you even think it? . would  never  kill 

someone who had once been my friend." 

I don't know if I'm more stunned by the loyalty she's 

expressing or the way she's kind of left open the possibility 

that she might kill someone who wasn't once her friend. 

She interrupts my thoughts:  "Don't  even go there. Of 

course I wouldn't kill anyone. I might have made my mistakes, 

but murder was never one of them." 

"Then what  are  you sorry for?" 

"Thinking you ratted me out. I found out later who did 

it, but before that I thought it was you. And I should have 

realized you'd never do that to me." 

"You're right. You had enough trouble :n your life without 

me adding to it. Not that I ever knew  what  exactly that 

trouble was." 

"And you never will." 

I can deal with that. I mean, not that I have much 

choice . . . not having all these mind-reading skills yet that 

Tammy has. Still, I have to admit that being dead has given 

me something of an appreciation for mystery. I kind of like 

that there are things I  don't  understand. 

W e l l . . . except for the whole how-I-died thing. 

"Wait, you mean you don't know how you died?" Tammy 

asks me. She glows again. Surprise this time. 

"\ou mean you  do  know how  you  died?* 
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"Of course. I remember it well. Had i car accident." 

"How old were you?" 

"Thirty-five.'' 

Whoa . . . she lived to be thirty-five? Something here 

doesn't seem fair. The drug dealer lives to thirty-five, and 

the good girl dies at seventeen? "Hold on. . .. That means 

you . . . you know things that I don't, things that happened 

after I died." 

"Well, yeah. Of course. What do you want to know?" 

Starting with something safe seems like a good idea. 

"Did Amber and Lacey actually go to prom with Doug 

Preston and Scott Turner?" 

"Why would I know  that?  I'm not omniscient. I only 

know what I noticed when I was alive. I couldn't have cared 

less who thev went to prom with senior year. Didn't pay any 

attention." 

"But you said . . . I mean, the Ouija board said that they 

went to prom with those two." 

Bright white laughter. "Yeah. I was jjst playing a trick 

on them." 

"A trick?!" 

"You have to admit their reactions were kind of funny. 

Gotta entertain myself somehow. But senior prom isn't 

really what you want to know about, is it!" 

"No," I admit. Here goes . . ."Do you know how / 

died?" 
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Inside the mist, some kind of strange whirling takes 

place. Indecision. 

"This isn't a tough question. I mean, you either know 

or you don't." 

"I know." 

This is the moment when she's supposed to tell me the 

answer I've been searching for . . . isn't it? I wait patiently, 

but she doesn't reveal anything. 

"Well? Tell me!" 

"I don't think so. Seems like if you were ready to know, 

you'd know." 

"Oh, I'm ready. Trust me." 

"There are some things you have to find out for yourself. 

Other people can't tell them to you." 

Wonderful. Now she sounds like one of our parents or 

something. How did that happen? 

"I became one." 

"Became what?" I ask. 

"A parent." 

Okay, this whole mind-reading business is irritating. 

"Get out of here. You? A parent?" 

"Four kids. Three boys and a girl. The youngest was 

less than a year when I died." 

In life, this is one of those moments where you have to 

fall into the nearest chair because you're so shocked. As a 

spirit, you just do this weird kind of separating thing. This 
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is truly the first time I've understood what it meant that life 

went on without me. Even though I  knew  it would, a part 

of me didn't accept that. I was the center of all the stories 

I knew. It was even kind of hard to believe, in a way, that 

anyone existed when they weren't with me .. . even though 

I knew they did. But this . . . this whole life I don't even 

know about? How much of the world changed without me 

knowing it? 

I realize that Tammy hasn't interrupted any of my 

thoughts. This is the longest she's let me have a conversation 

with myself since I arrived here. Very parentlike, very 

let-the-kid-make-her-own-discovery and all that. She isn't 

the girl I knew in my life. 

"Not true," she argues. "I might be radically different, 

but I'm still me." 

I rememberTammy's first comment... that she thought 

I was avoiding her and would never get here. "Have you 

been waiting here for me all this time?" 

"Kind of." 

"I don't get it. How can you 'kind of wait for me?" 

"It's like this: if you don't attach yourself when you come 

back to visit your life, if you stand back here and watch without 

interfering in any way, then you exist in a separate time 

frame from the life events. It's the same time frame that 

exists in the space where your lost objects are." 

Right. Makes perfect sense. Almost. "Then how are you 
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onlv 'kind of here? Don't you either wait or  not  wait?" 

" N o . . . not really. Eventually you'll learn you can be in 

more than one place when you're a spirit. Part of me can 

hangout here waiting for vou, but other parts of me can go 

somewhere else for a while. I've just been keeping part of 

me here while also wandering off to do other things, too." 

"Are you ..  .all here now?" 

"Yep." A blanket of longing for the Tammy I knew in 

life encompasses me. I can't help being touched that our 

friendship meant so much to her that she's been trying this 

hard to reach me. "Why did you...why have you been waiting 

so long for me?" 

"I wanted to make sure we cleared the air about things. I 

feel terrible about blamingyou for my getting caught selling 

drugs. After you died, I still thought for a few weeks that it 

was you who ratted on me. I hated you. Wouldn't even go to 

your funeral. Was clad vou were dead, in fact. Until I found 

out the truth. I felt incredibly guilty after that. Especially 

for hating you even after you were dead. That's what I was 

trying to apologize for. Well, that and the way our friendship 

ended on the night of this slumber party." 

"I was always sorry about that, too. But . . . what happened 

originally at the slumber party that broke up our 

friendship? I mean, it probably wasn't you apologizing." 

"I guess neither of us is ever going to know much about 

that, are we? I remember that before I messed with things, 

"What do you mean?" 

I confess, "I've kind of only had one other experience 

where I just watched what was happening when I went back 

to my life. All the other times I've used a lost item, I've 

always  became  me in the experience." 

"Wow. You've really had a major case of separation anxiety, 

haven't you? Really wanted to keep living?" 

"Didn't you?" 

"Not so much. What I wanted was to know how my 

kids and husband were. How they changed over the years. 

What became of them. And when I realized I couldn't, I just 

stopped caring about living. I almost never do it anymore, 

Life gets boring after a while, you know?" 

Unfortunately, I do. Reliving something over and over 

just isn't the same thing as .. . well,  Irving  it. 

Tammy continues, "I prefer to leave life alone and spend 

time in the After." 

"What's that?" 

The glowing flares up again. "What's attaching you so 

strongly co life?" 

"How am I supposed to know?" Even as I ask it, I know 

it's a stupid question.  I'm  the only one who  would  know. "Can 

you get back here from the After anytime you want?" 

"Of course. Once you get to the After, though, you 

won't care so much about being here." 

"What's it like there?" 

we  were  playing with a Ouija board. And something  did  happen 

with it that caused us to have a fight. But now the only 

reality we can remember is the one where I apologize to you 

through the Ouija board. Unless, of course, we decide to go 

back and change this whole experience again." 

"Probably not a good idea," I say. 

"Agreed." 

I can't help having second thoughts. "Even though it 

might save our friendship if we did . . . ?" 

"It also might not, Aladdy. I think the end of our living 

friendship was all part of the experience we were meant to 

have." 

 "Meant  to have?" I ask. "Is there God somewhere orchestrating 

our lives? Because if there is, I haven't me him . . . 

h e r . . . yet." 

"God . . . well, I guess you could call it that if you want. 

There's something beautiful and powerful bevond us, and 

that's enough for me. But it doesn't really orchestrate our 

lives. We're just meant to be us. So we are. And we're meant 

to make the best choices we can. So I do. Apologizing to you 

through the Ouija board was one of those choices. I sensed 

your spirit was here. Figured the apology would make you 

curious enough to bring you back. And you did keep coming 

back here. You just wouldn't communicate with me. 

What took you so long to decide to finally do it?" 

"I didn't know how," I admitted. 
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"You'll just be a pare of everything. All at once. You'll 

finally feel as if you belong somewhere . . . at least, I did. 

You'll like it. Once you get there. Just go there." 

"How?" 

"Find out how you died. Maybe that's what's keeping 

you here." 

"I'm trying. Can you at least give me a hint?" 

"Find Gabe. I think he has the answers you want. I don't 

know if he'll give them to you, but he might help you find 

them." 

Gabe. 

Of course. 

"How -do I get out of here?" I ask. "Do I have to wait 

until my real body gets too far away from that hair clip I 

lost? I mean, that's how I've always done it before . . . either 

that or I've found the object." 

I can tell that if she had a head. Tammy would be shaking 

it at me in despair. "Stop thinking so much. Just be. 

That's enough. Let yourself be what you want, when you 

want, where you want. Just decide you want to do something, 

and you'll end up doing it." 

Sounds easy. Yeah, r i g h t . . . . 

Except it is. It works the first time I try it. 
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f AM... I AM... I AM... floating. This isn't //. It's  Am.  I'm 

not located here, the way I first thought I was. 

I  am  here. And I'm not trapped here. 

For the first time, I realize how beautiful this space is, 

how it brims with vital energy. 

I'm relieved to discover that my conversation with 

Tammy hasn't changed anything about our original 

moments of life in that basement. Standing outside an event 

and watching it—as long as I don't try to change anything 

by knocking over silly plates and stuff like that—seems to 

have no effect on my original life. 

I don't have to be alone anymore. I can communicate 
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with other spirits when I meet them in moments where we 

both lost objects. And I don't have to sacrifice whc I am— 

and what I was—in order to do it. 

Tammy's right. I need to find Gabe. It's time. 

I start looking for my physics homework. 

 !o 
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THE FIRST THING I REALIZE about the misty Gabe is that I 

miss being able to reach out and touch him. And, I know 

this sounds superficial, but I miss the way he looks. I mean, 

he was  boi  and now he's just mist. I k n o w . . . I know . . , this 

is the kind of thing that keeps me attached to life and makes 

me a decidedly unenlightened spirit. 

But it's true. And I have to admit it. 

The second thing I realize about him is that he's glowing 

with happiness to see me. 

The third thing I realize—with a tremendous amount 

of relief—is that he isn't reading my mind in the same way 

Tammy did. Either he doesn't have the ability that she does, 
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or . .. maybe he respects my privacy more. 

"I still love you," he says right away. I'm glad that came 

before anything else he might communicate to me. 

"And I still love you," I tell him. "How lone have you 

been waiting for me to figure out how to reach you?" 

"I don't know. It doesn't matter, does it?" 

Maybe. I mean, a girl doesn't want her boyfriend to he 

better at  everything  than she is, does she? "I don't know," I 

tell him. 

"It doesn't matter to me. I'd wait as long as I needed to 

for you." 

"Have you been to the After? This place that Tammy 

tells me is so great?" 

"No. I've heard about it, though." 

"From who?" 

"My father. I met him in one of the moments of my life. 

Like I am with you now." 

"Oh . . . I'm sorry. About your dad dying, I mean...." 

There's a smile in Gabe's glow. "Maddy, there's nothing 

to be sorry about. I can see him whenever I want. I lost 

a Star Wars action figure, a Luke Skywalker, when I was 

seven. Dad lost some change at the same time." 

"You are lucky, then. I mean . . . I haven't run into my 

family anywhere. I'd like to be able to talk to them in .. .this 

form. But so far I haven't encountered an object that takes 

me to a moment when any of them also lost something." 
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"Oh, I think you'll run into them somewhere." 

"I hope so. You know what the weirdest feeling about 

that is?" 

"What?" 

"Knowing somewhere in all this crazy time they're 

already dead. Even when they're alive, they're dead, right? 

I mean, that's the way it is with us. We're dead but visiting 

this moment where we're also alive, so we're both alive and 

dead in the same moment. The same thing is happening to 

all the people we knew and loved. Time's all wrinkled up 

on itself, like a Kleenex that's been all smushed together. It 

touches itself in all these different places." 

As reassuring as this is, I hope that my family isn't 

stuck somewhere on the edge of the Kleenex, in a place that 

doesn't fold back onto any of the creases I'm occupying. 

"You'll see your family again, Maddy. I'm sure of it." 

He's a mind reader, too? What am I, the joke of the 

Universe? The only ghost in the Great Expanse who doesn't 

know  anything  about navigating the spiritual experience? 

"You can read minds, too. Just like Tammy." It's an accusation. 

I can't help it. I feel a little betrayed. 

"Huh?" 

I explain to him what happened when I visited Tammy 

at the slumber party. He seems surprised. "Well, I suppose 

it makes as much sense as everything else I've discovered 

since I died," he admits. "But I haven't learned to do that 
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I'm waiting for you. And you aren't ready." 

"Tammy thinks it's because I don't know how I died. 

She thinks that's keeping me tied here. She also thinks you 

can help me figure out what happened to me.  Do  you know 

how I died?" 

"Yes." 

"How come you know and I don't?" I demand. I might 

be sounding a little like, well, a spoiled five-year-old. 

"Your back was turned. Mine wasn't." 

I'm so surprised by this statement that my mist seems 

to scatter in several directions. I'm in danger of dispersing 

into an Expanding Universe. Gabe's mist surrounds me and 

keeps me centered enough to fold back in on myself. 

"You  saw  it happen?" 

"Yes. And I wish I hadn't." 

"Why don't you tell me about it, then?" I ask. "Afterward, 

we can float off together into the sunset, or the clouds, 

or whatever we float off into to get to the After." 

We swirl without communicating for a moment. Finally, 

Gabe says, "I think you'll need to see it for yourself. Even if 

I wish I hadn't seen it, I think you need to." 

"Have you ever been back to that real moment?" 

"Yeah. A few times. I never want to go again." 

"How'd you get there?" 

"The necklace. The one you're playing with over there. 

The one I gave you as a present." 

.JO 

yet. I wasn't reading your mind. I was reading jw/." 

"What do you mean?" 

"Maddy, how much time did we spend together? I  know 

you. You're always worried about whether the people you 

love will be there for you when you need them. You're always 

afraid something will tear them away from you." 

"Well, I was right, wasn't I? I mean,  here  I am, and mv 

family's  not  here, are they?" 

"I'm here." 

That's  so  Gabe. Just two simple words, but they mean 

everything to me. 

"Besides, who knows exactly what we'll find in the 

After? Dad says that when you're there, you're with everyone 

you ever loved, that they become space and you fall into 

them. You'll become them, and they'll become you.  Everyone 

is there, according to him, even if they're not dead yet, 

because they're, well, already dead somewhere." 

Who knew Gabe's dad could be so poetic? I bet he's 

lounging around in the After with Emily Dickinson and my 

mother. They're having great debates about the meaning of 

death and loss. 

While  becoming  one another, of course. 

Not that I'm bitter or anything. "So if the Afters 

that great, why haven't you gone there yet? Can't you get 

there?" 

"I don't know. I think I could. But I don't want to go yet. 
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I look over to where the living Gabe and I are sitting at 

a picnic table talking. 

Oh, yeah. Guess I kind of forgot about them. I mean, 

us. 

I was busy paying attention to the other us. 

Gabe continues, "I think it's been with me in  Everywhere 

this whole time." 

 "Everywhere?  What's that?" I ask, but then I suddenly 

know what he's talking about. "Oh.  Everywhere.  That must 

be what I call  Is" 

"Yeah,  Everywhere  is kind of an . . .  Is." 

"Yeah, except lately I've started thinking of it as  Am, 

because, you know, while I'm there, I just kind of am . . . 

well,  everywhere,  I guess." My brain is starting to get tangled. 

"So why would mv necklace have been in  Everywhere 

with you?" I ask. 

"I happened to be holding it just before . . . I mean, I 

dropped it a second before we died. I guess that counts as 

me losing it." 

 We.  We died. He died with me? I suspected as much, but 

hearing it is still disconcerting. 

"So how am I supposed to get back to that final moment 

of our lives? I need to have lost an object in that final 

moment in order to get back to it." 

"You did lose something. It's just not exactly an 

object." 
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"What are you talking about?" 

"Your life. You lost it there. That gives you free entry, 

my dad says. I've never tried to do it. I have the necklace 

with me in  Everywhere,  so I've never needed to find my lost 

life there." 

?!?! 

Have I wasted all this time revisiting my life when all 

along I had access to finding out how I died? Just by finding 

my "life" in //? 

"And how—exactly—am I supposed to find my life in 

 Is?"  I ask. "I have no idea what it even looks like. Is this 

some kind of Peter Pan thing? You know.. . find your shadowy 

life and sew it back on so it can't get away again?" 

Gabe's presence is smiling all around me. "Maybe it is. 

Who knows? But I'm sure you'll figure it all out. Maybe it 

has something to do with that whole 'am' thing you were 

talking about. Try thinking something, you know, like 'I 

am my life.*" 

"It's worth a try. Will you come back to the moment of 

our death with me?" Facing this alone is terrifying. Besides, 

now that I've found Gabe again, I don't want to be without 

him for a single second. Even as I'm asking the question, 

though, I can tell from the feeling emanating off of him 

that he's going to say no. 

"My ghost will just be a distraction to you while you're 

trying to see what's happening. Besides, I've already been 
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 AM  ROCKS ME BACK AND FORTH like a baby. I fee! ray soulbeat 

pounding against the bubble of space I inhabit here. 

I concentrate on the feeling of it, the comfort of knowing 

that the energy that is me still stretches its wings, longs to 

expand. 

/  am my life,  I think, and instantly something indefinable 

emerges within all the energy that is me. It's not at all 

like Peter Pan's shadow, which struggled for its freedom. 

That something is happy to be a part of me. It dances and 

jumps, filling me with a giddy tingling. We float through 

the  Am  of // on the way to find . . . 
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there, and I don't think I can bear to watch it all again. 

Remember you won't be totally without me. The living me 

will still be there." 

"And after I've seen what happened? Will you meet me 

back here?" 

"Of course." 

I realize I might just as well get on with this whole thing 

so I can come back and see Gabe again. 

And then move on with him to the After. 

"I love you," I tell Gabe. 

"I love you, too," he says. 

And then I return myself to  Am. 
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GABE AND I ARE S*I*EPPI\<; out of his father's car. We're at 

Sandra's house. It's odd watching action I'd rather be feeling. 

I know—but only from a strange distance—what the 

pavement of the driveway must feel like under my feet. The 

temptation to become me is greater when there's no spirit 

Gabe or spirit Tammv to distract me. 

"This clasp is broken," the living me says to Gabe. I'm 

looking down at the "forever" necklace he gave me, trying 

to bend the clasp ring farther open so I can retit the chain 

link onto the end of it. Of course I stumble over a rock in 

the driveway. I've never been good at walking and trying to 

do something else at the same time. 
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Gabe reaches out and steadies me. I look up at him and 

kiss him. "Would you see if you can fix this? I don't want to 

lose it," I say, handing the necklace to him. 

Now that I'm here, I remember all this. But how did 

a simple trip co Sandra's house after school wind up being 

the final scene of my life? It doesn't make sense. I start 

trying to run through everything I remember about living 

the experience, only to discover that I'm missing important 

things as they're playing out in front of me. 

So much for trying to remember. Gabe and I are already 

halfway into the house, I have to go all Caspe r and swish 

my way through the door while it's still open. 

"What's wrong?" I'm asking Sandra. Dressed in old 

jeans an ratty sweatshirt, she's standing in front of us, 

blocking the hallway to keep us from going any farther into 

the house. Th-ere's a strange silence invading everything. A 

 scary  one. 

But the look on Sandra's face is even scarier. I've never 

seen anything" like it before. The living me knows that it's 

a frightening expression, but the misty me recognizes its 

depth of desperation in a way I never could have when I was 

living. There's something dying behind those green eyes. 

"What's wrong?" I ask Sandra. 

Gabe is alarmed enough at her expression that he's put 

his arm around her shoulders and is trying to lead her to 

the living room. "Go get Sandra a glass of water, why don't 

leave school your senior year. It's a great solution. Gets 

vou away from your mom but lets you stay close enough to 

check on her." 

"Maddy, whatever. I'll talk to you about it later, okay? 

Just go right now." She stands up and leads us back toward 

the front door. 

Sandra keeps glancing over her shoulder, but the living 

me doesn't pay any attention to where Sandra's looking. I'm 

so busy trying to convince her to leave with me that I don't 

notice Airs. Simpson coming down the stairs. 

But the misty me sees her, sees the horrible expression 

on Airs. Simpson's face. She's never liked me, and the look 

on her face now tells me she's moved beyond dislike. The 

current of her hatred is an undertow, ready to pull all of us 

into the depths of a furious ocean. 

Airs. Simpson keeps moving down the stairs. Both her 

hands are behind her back. She follows us toward the door 

with frighteningly soft and purposeful steps. Her lips are 

moving, but I can't hear what she's saying because the living 

me is pleading so loudly with Sandra. 

I mist myself closer to Airs. Simpson and hear her 

mumbling, "You won't take her away from me. You won't 

take her away from me. That's what you've always wanted. 

But I won't let you do it." 

She's pulling one of her arms from behind her back. She 

has a gun in her hand. A ray of sunlight coming from the 

you?" he says to me. 

I move toward the kitchen, but Sandra starts crying. 

"No," she says. "You've got to leave, .Maddy. My mom is 

completely losing it." 

"Where's your dad?" I ask. 

"I don't know. I've been trying to reach him for a few 

hours now. He left for work this morning, but he's not there 

now, and his cell is turned off. I've just never seen my mom 

quite like this before." 

Gabe has managed to push her gently into the living 

room and has settled her onto the couch. 

"Where's your mom right now?" I ask. 

"Upstairs. Look, you guys, you need to go." 

"Is she threatening to kill herself again, Sandra? Maybe 

you should call the police if she is. I mean, we can't really 

handle that, you know?" 

"Just go, please." 

"You have to come with me, Sandra. I can't leave you 

here." 

"I can't go with you." 

"Yes, you can. And you know what? Today I came up 

with a brilliant solution to your problem. You can come live 

with us for the rest of the school year. I know mv parents 

will let you. My mom thinks you're great. And she knows 

how crazy your mom is. She won't want you to stay here. 

And she'll understand how important it is not to have to 

open front door catches the flat black side of the metal barrel. 

The reflected beam of light gleams with an incongruent 

beauty. Airs. Simpson raises her arm, pointing the gun at 

my back as I stand with Sandra bv the door. 

The gun's trigger is gold. It stands out against the 

deathly black of the rest of the gun. I've never before felt 

threatened by anything gold-colored, and yet I understand 

what is about to happen. Mv life will end. 

Airs. Simpson brings her second arm around to the 

front, using a two-handed grip on the gun. I want to shout 

at myself, tell myself to run, save my life. I don't have time 

to think about whether I should change the past. I have to 

do it. I have to save myself and Gabe. 

Only it's not that simple. 

Gabe has turned and sees Airs. Simpson. He's wearing 

an expression of utter shock, whispering, "Jesus Christ." I 

can tell what he's about to do, and I have to stop him. I can't 

seem to save us both. I don't have time to think . . . it's all 

happening so fast. 

Gabe drops the necklace and lunges at Airs. Simpson. 

She sees him coming and swings her arms around to point 

the gun at him. The only thing I have time to do is use all 

my energy to push back against the gun, to move its muzzle 

so it isn't pointing at Gabe anymore. The gun is in wild 

movement as a shot is fired. The shot whizzes toward me, 

where I'm standing next to Sandra at the door. Alive. 
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For only a fraction of a second longer. 

Everything goes blank. Dead. Even the spirit me is not 

allowed to see what happens next. 

Thank God. 

I can't bear to see the expression on Sandra's face as she 

realizes her mother has killed me. 
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I'M BACK IN  AM,  surrounded by all the objects that have 

taken me on so many journeys. 

Strange... 

They don't attract me at all anymore. I don't want to go 

back and see any of those scenes of my life. 

They all end the same way. 

If I changed any of the individual scenes, eventually, it 

would all end the same, wouldn't it? I could go back to the 

final scene and try again to save Gabe 3nd myself, but I'd 

only be prolonging my life. I might find out what happens 

with Kristen and the baby. Or who my friends go to prom 

with. I might even marry and have children of my own. 
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For only a fraction of a second longer. 

Everything goes blank. Dead. Even the spirit me is not 

allowed to see what happens next. 

Thank God. 

I can't bear to see the expression on Sandra's face as she 

realizes her mother has killed me. 
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I'M BACK IN  AM,  surrounded by all the objects that have 

taken me on so many journeys. 

Strange... 

They don't attract me at all anymore. I don't want to go 

back and see any of those scenes of my life. 

They all end the same way. 

If I changed any of the individual scenes, eventually, it 

would all end the same, wouldn't it? I could go back to the 

final scene and try again to save Gabe and myself, but I'd 

only be prolonging my life. I might find out what happens 

with Kristen and the baby. Or who my friends go to prom 

with. I might even marry and have children of my own. 
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But eventually I'd have to die, wouldn't I? 

And no matter when I left, I'd always wonder about someone. 

Would it be any better to be in Tammy's situation? I 

mean, wondering whatever happened to your own children? 

I don't think I'm any better off knowing how I died than 

I was when I didn't know. Finding out is kind of deflating, 

actually. It seems like I haven't accomplished anything by 

solving this mystery. 

Except... I realize that's not quite true. Because what 

I've accomplished is understanding that mystery can be a 

 good  thing. There are some things it's good not to know, 

because when you don't, the Universe is full of possibilities. 

1 guess I now realize, too, t h a t , , . well, it's okay to 

die. I didn't  want  to die. I'm glad it's not my fault that I did, 

but what's happened has already happened. There truly  is  a 

time to live and a time to die. Maybe all that is what I actually 

needed to know—not  bow  I died. 

Besides, knowing how I died has brought me pain and 

regret, too. I recognize how destroyed Sandra must feel 

about what happened, and I don't have any way to let her 

know I understand this is not her fault. I can't tell her that 

even though I'm dead, I'm fine. Not unless I want to leave 

her a note at the death scene, which would probably scare 

her half to death and make her think she's losing her sanity. 

She probably already thinks she is, anyway. No. A note 

would just be too cruel. I have to wait to stumble upon her 
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out here in the Universe somewhere before I can have that 

conversation with her. 

In the meantime, E have to trust that somehow she'll be 

fine. Like I am. 

Now it's time to find Gabe. Even though I never saw 

what happened after Mrs. Simpson shot me, I know Gabe 

died, too, even after I tried to change things. I can sense his 

spirit in the universe me. I locate my physics homework.... 

"Well?" he wants to know as soon as I arrive at the picnic 

table. 

It feels good to be back with him, but for all my newfound 

love of mystery, there are still some questions I 

wouldn't mind having the answers to. "How did it happen," 

I ask him, "those final moments? I mean, in the original 

version? Because I tried to change how things turned out 

and now I wonder what originally happened. Erom the time 

Mrs. Simpson raised the gun, I mean." 

" I don't exactly rem ember because I changed the moment, 

too. I wanted to prevent us both from dying. I remember 

that, and I remember going back to change things. Only it 

didn't work. We still ended up dead. And when I got back 

to  Everywhere,  I had already lost all my memories of the 

original events. I could only remember the new ones—that 

and the tact that I'd somehow changed things. And now all I 

can remember from that final scene is what happened when 

 you  changed it." 
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"I tried to save you but ended up killing me. Did she 

shoot you right after she killed me?" 

"Yeah. I remember that for a split second she seemed 

surprised, and then she turned on me and shot me." 

"Do you think we could ever change the outcome of 

that scene?" I ask him. "Maybe we can work together to 

do it somehow." I know, even while I'm saying it, that we 

shouldn't, but I need to hear that from Gabe. 

"I don't know. No matter what we do, we might end up 

dead. The question is, do we want to risk trying again and 

again to save ourselves? We could end up killing Sandra, 

too." 

This is a horrifying idea. I can't believe I didn't realize 

it back when I was trying to save Gabe. That wild shot hit 

me, but it was only inches away from hitting Sandra instead. 

I tell Gabe, "There's no way I'm going to risk that happening. 

I know that whatever time Sandra has left to live will be 

shadowed by what she saw her mother do to us, but I want 

her to live. I know she'll make the world a better place." 

"You did, too," Gabe tells me. 

I'm taken off guard by the compliment. It's the nicest 

thing anyone's ever said to me. "You, too," I say, meaning 

it. "But our chance at that has passed. I don't want to spend 

eternity trying to change what's already happened. I want 

to move on." 

I'm ready. 
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Ready to allow what might have been to remain a 

mystery. Ready to check out the After. Ready to find out 

if immortality will "unveil a third event to me," as Emily 

Dickinson said. 

Maybe I can hang out with her in the After .. - her and 

my mother and Gabe's father, all of us really understanding 

what life and death mean. 

"I want to move on with you," Gabe tells me. 

We float there for a moment uncertainly. "Do you know 

how to get to the After?" Gabe finally asks. 

"Do you?" 

"No." 

Tammy said we'd be able to do it when the time was 

right. I think it's like everything else. We just let ourselves 

 be  there." 

And suddenly that's what we're doing. Everything hums 

and buzzes with peaceful electricity. Warmth without heat, 

satisfaction without gain, being everything and nothing all 

at once . . . and losing language. I feel it slipping away from 

me, but I don't miss it as it floats off on a wave, my life  ond 

all its wtn I time. 
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APPLICATION ESSAY 

Comple:e a personal statement below. Your essay 

should answer one of the following questions In 500 

words o' less: 

1. Why do you feel that Oregon University is the 

right college for you? 

2. Writs about a person who has been significant to 

you, and explain how they have had an impact on 

you. 

3. Describe the most significant obstacle you have 

encountered and how you have managed to convert 

that into a positive experience. 

I was always a Robert Frost kind of girl. My best friend, 

Madison, wasn't. Emily Dickinson was her favorite poet. I 

never understood why until Maddy died. 

Much of Frost's poetry has a rhythm or rhyme that has 

always pleased and comforted me. When he begged me to 

think aboui "The Road Not Taken," I believed in the power 

to choose. When he observed, "Some say the world will end 

in fire, / Sane say in ice" I never minded wondering which 

would be the case because he also reminded me that I have 

" . . . miles ta go before I sleep." 

Emily Dickinson, however, I used to consider downright 

weird. Her poems were too focused on death. Full of pain and 

even occasionally cynicism, they left me feeling hopeless. 

My actitude about all that changed, though, when 

Madison died. When I turned to Robert Frost's poetry for 

comfort,  I  found none. His assertion that he had "miles to 

go before I sleep" frightened me. After all, I was facing miles 

of life without Madison. My world had ended in fire, and I 

was left wondering whether I could have prevented Madison's 

death if I'd traveled a different road on the day she 

died. And then, in the poem "Out, out—" Frost hit me with 

a callous truth. Of a dead boy's family and friends, he wrote, 

"And they, since they / Were not the one dead, turned to 

their affairs." All around me, so many people seemed to 

be treating Maddy's death that way. Dates were made for 

dances, and teachers went on assigning homework. 

In the midst of my grief, it was Emily Dickinson who 

comforted me. When I read her poetry, it was almost as 

if she were in the room with me. Don't ask me whether I 

mean Madison or the poet. I'm not sure. Perhaps they both 

were. 

There were moments when I was reading Dickinson 

when I was horrified. I wasn't sure if the "he" in the following 

poem meant Death or God: 

 He stuns you by degrees— 

. . .  Deals— One— imperial— Thunderbolt— 

 That scalps your naked Soul— 

I wondered if Madison fblt she'd been dealt an "imperial 

thunderbolt" as she lay dying on the entryway floor of my 

house. I certainly felt as if my naked soul had been scalped. 

The horror these lines made me feel kept me reading more 

of Dickinson's poetry, and I discovered Dickinson understood 

what I was feeling: 

 Tbe last Night that Sbe lived 

 It "was a Common Night 

 Except tbe Dying— this to Us 

 Made Nature different 

 We noticed smallest things' — 

 Things overlooked before 

 By this great light upon otir Minds 

 Italicized— as 'twere. 

Dickinson expressed so well the way that Maddy's death 

has italicized her life upon my heart: her smile, her support, 

our Halloween antics, and our late-night sleepovers. These 

small things, so overlooked before, are etched upon my 

heart, where Maddy will go on living tor as long as I do. 
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