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can’t	 hold	 my	 breath	 for	 the	 full	 nineteen	 minutes.	 I	 made	 it	 to	 three
minutes	once,	but	then	I	passed	out.	Instead,	I	have	to	settle	for	statue	stillness
and	bulging	my	eyes	wide	enough	to	hurt.	Coffin	yoga	has	a	lot	of	rules,	but	I
think	 the	no-blinking	part	 is	most	 important.	Pupils	 should	 show	during	 the
open	casket	experience.

Case	in	point:	my	Uncle	Joe—who	was	more	like	my	brother,	right	down	to
sleeping	in	the	room	across	the	hall	until	he	went	to	college—died	last	year.
He	was	nineteen.	He	got	laid	out	in	a	pine	box	about	the	size	of	my	twin	bed.
His	 eyes	 were	 closed	 and	 his	 smile	 was	 fake.	 My	 last	 image	 of	 him	 is
dominated	by	powdered	eyelids	and	a	bad	smirk.

And	that	sucks.

“Anna?”	 My	 grandfather’s	 voice	 echoes	 up	 the	 stairs.	 It’s	 a	 mix	 of
sandpaper	 and	 gravel.	 I	 listen	 until	 he	 reaches	 my	 bedroom	 door,	 knocks
once,	and	repeats,	“Anna?”

I	can’t	answer.	Corpses	don’t	talk	and	I’ve	only	been	at	this	for	2.5	minutes.
That	means	 I’ve	 got	 16.5	 to	 go,	 so	Gramps	will	 just	 have	 to	 keep	 standing
there,	thinking	whatever	it	is	he	thinks	about	the	immature,	irrational	shell	of
his	once-brilliant	granddaughter.

Damn	it.	I’ve	lost	concentration.

Now	my	nose	itches.

“Anna?	Are	you	doing	that	thing	again?	That	thing	your	mother	asked	you
to	please	stop	doing?”

He	could	just	walk	in	and	see	for	himself.	The	first	 time	Mom	caught	my
mid-morning	ritual,	she	 thought	I	was	dead	for	real.	Took	the	door	right	off
the	hinges	for	a	few	weeks.	When	I	finally	got	my	door	back,	it	was	sans	lock.

Crap.	I	blinked.

“Your	mom	had	 to	go	out	and	she	didn’t	want	you	guys	alone,	so	I	came
over	early.	I’m	going	to	make	breakfast	for	Bea.	When	I	come	back,	you	need
to	be	up.	And	ready	for	the	day.”



Gramps	doesn’t	elaborate,	but	 I	know	Mom	went	 to	Joe’s	grave.	And	she
went	 early	 because	 she’s	 afraid	 of	 running	 into	 my	 dad.	 Right	 before	 he
moved	out,	 he	 said	 the	 one	 thing	 he	 can	 never	 take	 back:	 “The	 loss	 is	 less
yours.	 Joe	 didn’t	 share	 your	 blood.”	 As	 if	 he	 could	 cut	 the	 strings	 of
attachment	from	raising	a	child	as	her	own	for	seventeen	years.

I’ve	still	got	one	minute	to	go	when	Gramps	returns.	This	time,	he	doesn’t
bother	knocking.

His	skin	is	Silly	Putty	and	his	walk	is	a	little	lopsided.	But	he’s	still	a	strong
force	and	I	feel	him	here,	without	looking.	I	wonder	if	his	expression	is	sad.	I
wonder	if	he	recognizes	the	blankness	in	my	face.

Gramps	 has	 a	 dog	 named	Morte,	who	 happens	 to	 be	 a	 very	 dead	 stuffed
German	shepherd	my	grandmother	bought	at	one	of	the	garage	sales	she	was
famous	for	raiding.	The	dog	has	glass-black	eyes	and	stares	into	the	abyss	and
at	people	with	 the	exact	same	intensity.	It’s	 the	 look	I’m	aiming	to	recreate.
It’s	real.	Morticians	could	take	a	lesson	from	taxidermists.

Thirty	seconds	to	go.

The	shrinks	all	want	to	talk	about	coffin	yoga.	They	can’t	fathom	the	way
some	people	have	no	 rhyme	or	 reason	 to	 their	mourning.	How	maybe	 there
are	more	ways	 to	grieve	 than	 the	 stupid	 five	 steps	outlined	 in	 their	 colorful
pamphlets.	Next	time	I	see	my	new	doc,	I’ll	probably	tell	her	I’m	adding	a	no-
thinking	 rule	 into	 coffin	yoga.	She’ll	 ask	what	 it	might	 symbolize.	And	 I’ll
glare	at	her	ridiculous	red-rimmed	glasses	and	flowing	tunic.	I’ll	speak	slow
and	clear,	 so	she	might	understand	 there’s	nothing	 representative	about	 this.
My	mind	just	needs	the	break.

Because:

That	crack	in	the	ceiling	looks	like	a	vein.

Maybe	I	should	freak	Mom	out	and	paint	the	crack	red.

It	would	almost	look	like	a	giant	river	of	blood.

She’d	have	to	call	my	dad	and	they’d	fight	when	he	showed	up.

Maybe	I’d	let	a	real	river	of	blood	flow	down	the	stairs	while	waiting.

What	 would	 Joe	 think	 of	 my	 imagination	 moonlighting	 as	 a	 total
psychopath?



He’d	 laugh	 and	 remind	 me	 about	 my	 six-year	 obsession	 with	 Care
Bears.

Love-a-Lot	Bear.	Good	Luck	Bear.	Funshine	Bear.

Wonder	if	those	stuffed	fluff-balls	are	buried	in	a	box	in	the	basement.

Bet	they’re	all	mildewed	and	moldy.

Gramps	is	starting	to	smell	like	mold.

I	don’t	 like	 it.	Makes	me	 think	of	why	people	get	put	 in	coffins	 in	 the
first	place.

Dead	people.

Joe	is	a	dead	person.

Joe	is	a	dead	person	because	of	me.

365	days	later,	those	words	still	don’t	seem	real.

Time’s	up.

I	curl	into	myself	for	a	second	before	swinging	my	legs	over	the	side	of	the
bed.	Gramps	sighs	and	sits	down	beside	me.

“Good	morning,	sunshine.	Seems	like	a	good	day	to	…	”

He	lets	his	voice	trail	off,	willing	me	to	finish	the	sentence.

I	don’t.	Instead	I	wipe	my	eyes	with	the	back	of	my	hand	and	walk	over	to
my	white	wicker	 desk.	 I	 got	 it	 at	 age	 eleven,	 back	when	 things	 like	 pastel
flowers	and	T-shirts	with	rainbows	were	all	the	rage.	It’s	where	I	do	part	two
of	my	morning	ritual:	write	my	daily	verse.

“Look—the	yoga…”	I	pause,	motioning	back	to	my	bed/coffin.	“I	get	how
Mom	 thinks	 it’s	 crazy.	 I	 know	 the	 therapists	 think	 I’m	 trying	 to	 ‘bury	 my
emotions.’	But	this	is	me.	This	is	the	way	I	deal	with	it.”

Gramps	 looks	 at	me.	The	weight	 of	 the	day,	 of	what	 I’m	 supposed	 to	 do
now,	it	makes	me	itchy	and	reckless.	I	know	what	I’m	risking.	Right	now,	I
don’t	care.	I	keep	talking.

“Why	 is	 it	 such	 a	 big	 deal	 anyway?	 I’ve	 done	 some	 form	 of	 yoga	 since
ninth	grade.	I’ve	only	changed	how	I	practice.	I	mean,	maybe	this	will	catch
on	 as	 a	 whole	 new	 style.	 Maybe	 I’ll	 actually	 achieve	 Medusa-like	 stone



stillness	and	I’ll	make	DVDs	and	get	super	rich.	Wonder	what	the	therapists
would	say	then.”

He	looks	at	the	ceiling,	shakes	his	head.

I	open	my	laptop.	I	slam	it	shut.	I	stare	at	my	mother’s	father,	daring	him.

“I	love	you,”	he	says.

There’s	no	 judgment.	No	disappointment.	No	accusation.	 I	wait	 for	more,
but	Gramps	stands	up	and	pats	my	hand.	His	fingers	shake	a	little.	I	hold	them
tight,	but	I’m	also	the	first	to	let	go.

“Come	downstairs	in	a	minute.”

I	nod.

Stepping	toward	the	hall,	his	back	already	to	me,	Gramps	pauses.

“Did	you	know	I’ve	started	working	on	a	project?”	he	asks.	“It’s	a	surprise.
I	hope	you’ll	see	it	as	a	gift.	I’ve	been	working	on	it	downstairs	all	morning.
And	 if	 that	 doesn’t	 spark	 any	 interest,	 how	 about	 bribing	 you	 out	 of	 your
room	with	a	new	origami	design?	Maybe	I	can	teach	you	to	fold	a	Yoda?	You
could	tape	him	to	the	top	of	your	laptop	and	get	the	lowdown	on	secrets	of	the
universe.	‘Better	it	will	get,	when	trust	the	force,	you	do.’”

There’s	no	way	I	can	oblige	him	with	a	giggle	or	a	smile,	so	I	just	nod	again
while	reopening	my	laptop.	I	don’t	want	his	hope.	I	don’t	want	to	see	myself
the	way	he	may	still	picture	me.	And	I	don’t	need	his	gentle	reminders.

Joe’s	one-year	deadaversary	 is	 supposed	 to	mark	 the	end	of	my	period	of
mourning,	 as	 promised	 to	 shrink	 number	 nine,	 my	 parents,	 and	 my	 best
friend,	Nat.

But	what	are	promises,	really?	Nothing	but	words.



DAILY	VERSE:

We’re	all	made	up	of	opposites,	and	they
often	crucify	us.
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used	 to	 have	 a	 matching	 oval	 wicker	 mirror	 above	 my	 desk.	 It’s	 been
replaced	by	a	grid	of	photos,	ripped	out	of	magazines	or	printed	off	websites.
The	 images	are	all	 the	same	girl.	 In	 the	pictures,	 she’ll	be	 frozen	 forever	at
age	 twenty.	 Three	 years	 older	 than	me.	One	 year	 older	 than	 Joe.	 She’s	 got
stringy,	wild	black	hair.	Mostly,	she’s	wearing	white	tank	tops	or	dirty	T-shirts
and	ripped-up	jeans.	Her	chest	is	draped	with	handmade	talismans	or	skinny
suspenders.	A	girl	who	never	 smiles	but	 stares	at	 the	camera	with	eyes	 like
dark	pools,	like	a	nighttime	lake	waiting	to	pull	you	in,	under.

Patti	Smith	in	1973.	Go	ahead.	Google	it.	I’m	a	carbon	copy.

Like	practically	everyone	else	in	my	generation	who’s	grown	up	on	shitty
boy	bands	 and	 reality	 shows,	 I’d	never	 even	heard	of	Patti	Smith	until	 364
days	ago.	It	took	me	exactly	two	weeks,	one	day,	and	six	or	so	hours	to	slip
into	her	skin.	Not	sleeping	made	it	easy	to	match	her	sunken	sockets	and	dark
circles.	My	muddy	brown	hair,	hacked	chunky	to	my	shoulders	(or	forehead
or	neck,	depending	on	where	you’re	looking),	is	now	the	color	of	spilled	ink.
It’s	 fried	 from	 constant	 use	 of	 a	 straightening	 iron.	 My	 wardrobe	 imitates
those	feral	images	of	a	girl	on	the	edge.

Beyond	 looks,	 here’s	 a	 crash	 course	 in	 Patti	 Smith:	 she’s	 an	 indisputable
rock-and-roll	 legend.	 A	 captor	 of	 light	 and	 dark.	 People	 call	 her	 the
Godmother	 of	 Punk,	 but	 she’s	 so	 much	 more.	 She’s	 the	 embodiment	 of	 a
creative	soul.

I	 can’t	 sing.	 I	 pull	 in	 tons	of	dark	but	 zilcho	 light,	 and	 I’m	not	 exactly	 a
legend	 or	 a	 godmother	 of	 any	 variety.	 Also,	 whatever	 soul	 I	 might	 have
possessed	flew	out	the	window	a	year	ago.

But	Patti	Smith	was	a	poet	before	anything	else.	That’s	all	I	needed.	A	poet
whose	words	could	replace	my	own.

I	discovered	her	 in	 an	old	Esquire	 clip	 tucked	 in	 a	hospital	 room	drawer.
Her	 attitude	 and	 stories	 and	 philosophies	 were	 magnets,	 drawing	 my
fragmented	pieces	together	again.	I	begged	until	a	nurse	gave	in	and	snuck	me
my	phone	for	supervised	downloading	of	a	bunch	of	Patti’s	music.	Which	led
to	 dancing	 on	 a	 table	 as	 soon	 as	 the	 prefix	 “un”	 attached	 itself	 to
“supervised.”	Which,	of	course,	led	to	a	four-point	lockdown.



But	that’s	another	story.

My	 daily	 verse	 comes	 from	 Patti,	 always.	 Every	 morning,	 after	 exactly
nineteen	minutes	of	coffin	yoga,	I	come	over	to	my	desk	and	wipe	away	the
shadow	 of	 yesterday’s	 verse	with	 a	 baby	 oil-soaked	 cotton	 ball	 (today	 that
was	“I	have	my	dead	and	I	live	with	them”	).

I	find	a	lot	of	daily	verses	on	Twitter,	which	seems	to	be	the	Internet’s	most
formidable	 source	of	Patti’s	braindumps.	Her	 thoughts	are	puncture	wounds
when	jabbed	into	140	characters	or	less.

Sometimes	I	scroll	through	a	thousand	duds	before	finding	the	right	phrase,
the	right	tone	to	set	for	my	day.	Those	mornings	are	the	worst.	I	lose	focus	on
her	words,	instead	remembering	a	time	when	my	own	thoughts	got	scribbled
across	my	arms,	legs,	hands.

Joe	 used	 to	 tease	my	mother,	 his	 sister-in-law	 turned	mom	 after	 his	 own
parents	 died.	He	 claimed	 I’d	 end	 up	with	 a	 thousand	 real	 tattoos	 someday,
because	 I	 like	 to	 write	 on	 myself	 so	 much.	 Mom	 responded	 with	 Oscar-
worthy	grimaces,	even	though	everybody	knew	my	scribbles	only	stayed	on
skin	until	I	could	transfer	them	to	paper.	I	always	kept	a	marker	in	my	pocket
in	 case	 I	 saw	 a	 sunset	 yolk	 break	 just	 so	 across	 the	 river,	 or	 overheard	 a
conversation	I	knew	had	to	be	reinvented	inside	one	of	my	stories.

“You	could	carry	a	little	notebook,	like	normal	people,”	Joe	would	say	with
his	lopsided	grin.

“But	then	I’d	be	normal,”	I’d	reply,	jaw	dropping	in	mock	horror.

Every	so	often,	 just	when	my	ink	started	to	run	dry,	a	new	Sharpie	would
appear	on	my	desk.

Markers	 last	a	 lot	 longer	now.	And	the	words	on	my	skin	are	stolen	from
someone	stronger.	Today’s	only	took	six	seconds	to	find.	The	first	sentence	I
read	reached	into	my	gut.	A	renegade	sob	clawed	up	my	throat.	I	swallowed
again	and	again	before	pushing	the	black	tip	into	my	skin.

“We’re	all	made	up	of	opposites,	and	they	often	crucify	us.”

Joe	loved	human	psychology.	His	favorite	course	freshman	year,	he’d	come
home	from	Ann	Arbor	and	sit	in	my	room	explaining	all	hierarchies	of	need
and	 personal	myths	 and	 contradictions	 between	 ego	 and	 self.	 But	 he	 never



told	me	how	I	could	love	and	hate	writing.	Or	how	dependency	can	lead	to	so
much	loss.

And	then	he	died.

And	I	lost	my	words.

And	everything,	everything	fell	apart.

Today’s	verse	is	war	paint.	I	etch	each	letter	inside	my	arm,	between	wrist
and	elbow,	with	bold	marker	strokes.

I	 trace	 the	 word	 CRUCIFY	 so	many	 times,	 the	 letters	 don’t	 move,	 even
when	I	clench	my	fist.
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ramps	doesn’t	give	up	as	easily	as	Mom.	If	I	don’t	go	downstairs,	he’ll
be	 back.	 So	 I	 put	 one	 foot	 in	 front	 of	 the	 other.	 Move	 toward	 the

kitchen,	 even	 if	 the	 smell	of	bacon	 is	 turning	my	stomach.	Even	 if	 the	 jazz
music	echoing	up	from	our	made-to-look-old	radio	stings	my	eyes.	Dad’s	the
early	riser	in	our	family.	When	he	lived	here,	those	jazz	CDs	went	on	before
coffee	each	morning.	A	soundtrack	for	a	different	life.

In	 the	front	hall,	 the	closet	 is	ajar	 just	a	crack.	My	seven-year-old	sister’s
toes	are	sticking	out.	Her	attempt	at	a	self-given	pedicure	 looks	 like	Smurfs
puked	on	the	tips	of	her	feet.

“Shouldn’t	 you	 be	 tucked	 into	 someplace	 a	 little	more	 advanced?”	 I	 ask,
pushing	 the	 doors	 shut.	 Her	 little	 toes	 are	 still	 visible.	 “Pretty	 lame	 hiding
spot,	Bea.”

“You’d	 find	 me	 no	 matter	 what,”	 she	 chimes	 before	 bursting	 out	 and
wrapping	herself	around	my	waist.

“Coffee	first,	Buzzy,”	I	groan	as	I	shuffle	to	the	kitchen.

She	grabs	the	bottom	of	my	tank	top	until	I	lean	over	and	kiss	her	freckled
cheek.

Bea	 became	our	 family’s	 version	 of	 the	 Invisible	Man	 a	 few	days	 before
Joe	died.	Vanishing	act	numero	uno	happened	when	Mom	came	home	to	get
stuff	to	take	to	the	hospital.	As	she	walked	back	out	the	door,	she	called	to	us.
I	answered.	Bea	didn’t.	Mom	paused.	Tried	again.	Nothing.

An	hour	of	frantic	searching,	begging,	screaming	“BEATRICE”	at	the	tops
of	 our	 lungs,	 put	Mom	 into	 full	 freak-out	 mode.	We’d	 checked	 her	 room,
behind	couches,	in	the	playhouse,	the	backseat	of	the	car,	attic,	under	a	pile	of
cardboard	 boxes	waiting	 to	 be	 recycled.	 Every	 empty	 space	 caused	Mom’s
breath	to	grow	more	jagged,	quick.

I	don’t	know	what	made	me	think	to	look	in	the	oven.	Maybe	I	was	going
from	cupboard	 to	cupboard,	pantry	 to	drawer,	and	opened	 the	stainless	steel
Viking	 Range	 by	 mistake.	 Because	 I	 had	 to	 look	 twice	 before	 the	 sight
registered	 in	 my	 brain:	 my	 sister,	 contorted	 like	 a	 pretzel,	 wiry	 red	 curls



matted	with	sweat	and	eyes	closed	as	if	sound	asleep.	How	she	shut	the	door
behind	her	is	still	a	mystery.

Since	then,	Bea’s	been	on	the	perpetual	disappearance	plan.	I	can’t	seem	to
provide	the	proper	grief	role	model	for	her,	but	I’ve	become	a	bloodhound	of
the	baby-sister	bounty-hunting	variety.	I	make	sure	she	knows	I’ll	always	find
her.	I’ll	see	her,	no	matter	how	many	times	she	tries	to	be	erased.



T
4

hree	huge	cranes	are	lined	up	in	front	of	my	grandfather.	Their	angles	are
precise.	 Each	 fold	 is	 crisp.	 There	 are	 no	 mistakes.	 No	 ghost	 edges

smoothed	and	realigned.	Gramps	is	hunched	over	a	piece	of	pale	cream	paper,
writing	something	 in	scratchy	cursive.	He	puts	a	number	 four	 in	 the	place	 I
know	will	be	a	wing,	and	covers	the	page.

“What	are	you	making?”	I	ask,	a	little	louder	than	I’d	intended.

“Your	 surprise.	 Eat	 while	 it’s	 hot,	 girls.	 Anna,	 will	 you	 make	 Bea	 up	 a
plate,	please?”

“I	have	 lost	 all	 interest	 in	 surprises,	Gramps.	Will	you	please	 just	 tell	me
what	you’re	making?”

Gramps	has	perfect	hearing,	but	he	shuffles	the	squares	of	paper	and	tucks
the	 extra-large	 birds	 into	 a	 bag	 beside	 him,	 as	 if	 I’d	 never	 spoken.	 “How
about	 I	 teach	 you	 two	 some	 new	 designs	 when	 you’re	 done?	 Maybe	 a
butterfly	or	a	box?”

“Or	a	rocket	ship?”	Bea	asks,	eyes	wide.

“Sure.	We	can	do	a	rocket	ship.	Maybe	even	one	with	a	secret	room	inside
the	wing.”

I	slap	a	few	pieces	of	bacon	and	a	pancake	on	Bea’s	plate.	Drown	it	all	with
syrup.	“Whatever	you’re	doing,	if	you	can’t	tell	me	about	it…I	don’t	want	it,
okay?”	I	feel	the	familiar	thump	of	blood	in	my	neck.

“Don’t	sound	so	angry.	I	told	you,	I’m	making	you	something.	Explaining	it
now	would	be	like	handing	one	of	my	customers	a	typewriter	with	only	half
the	keys	fixed,”	Gramps	shrugs.

“Did	you	used	to	use	typewriters	a	lot,	Gramps?”	Bea	asks,	her	mouth	full
of	pancake.

“I	used	to	fix	them	a	lot,”	he	says.

“And	super	heavy	computers	as	big	as	me?”

“Those	 too.”	As	my	sister	 stretches	herself	 tall	and	wide	 to	mimic	an	old
school	computer	machine,	he	smiles.



“And	you	also	fixed	radios,	and	clocks,	and	record	turners,	and—”

“It’s	record	players,	Bea.	Duh.”

She	winces	at	my	tone.	Before	Gramps	can	reprimand	me,	I	head	back	to
my	 room	 and	 gather	 a	 stack	 of	 papers	 buried	 in	 the	 bottom	 of	 my	 closet.
Some	are	ripped	in	the	corners.	Some	pieces	still	have	tape	flapping	along	the
edges,	sticky	enough	to	catch	against	a	few	loose	strands	of	my	hair.

“I	 have	 a	 great	 idea	 for	 a	 project,”	 I	 say	when	 I	 come	 back	 down	 to	 the
kitchen.	“How	about	making	little	paper	trash	cans	out	of	these?”

Gramps	flips	through	the	mess	of	writing	awards	and	certificates	I	shoved
in	his	lap.	His	frown	runs	the	length	of	his	chin.	I	answer	with	a	yawn,	long
and	loud,	to	punctuate	my	point.

“It’s	actually	called	a	turntable,	not	a	record	player,”	is	all	he	says.

The	garage	door	rumbles	opens.	Bea	ducks	out	of	the	room.

“Ah	 lovely,”	 I	 say,	 really	 looking	my	grandfather	 in	 the	 eyes	 for	 the	 first
time	today.	“She’s	already	home.	And	so	it	begins.”
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hen	 Sameera,	 Joe’s	 girlfriend	 since	 eighth	 grade,	 called	 last	week,	 I
never	should’ve	given	Mom	the	message.	Maybe	then	we	wouldn’t	be

seeing	 her	 today.	Maybe	 then	 her	 bright	 idea	 about	 spending	 the	 afternoon
together,	 telling	stories,	 looking	at	pictures,	“celebrating”	Joe	wouldn’t	have
reached	my	mother’s	ears,	wouldn’t	have	appeared	like	the	missing	piece	in	a
puzzle	 she	 and	 the	 latest	 shrink	 have	 been	 putting	 together	 to	 create	 the
perfect	time-to-move-on	moment	for	me.

But	hearing	Sameera’s	voice	is	 like	finding	a	 time	machine.	A	way	to	get
back	 to	 before.	We	 walk	 a	 little	 lighter	 after	 talking	 to	 her.	 I	 couldn’t	 rob
Mom	of	that.

“Did	you	get	out	the	family	albums?	The	ones	from	under	the	stairs?	I	left
you	a	note,”	my	mom	says,	arms	full	of	groceries,	as	she	kicks	the	door	to	the
garage	shut.	Her	face	is	blotchy.	She	isn’t	wearing	mascara.	I	cross	my	arms
and	stare	at	the	wall.

She	bristles	past	and	opens	the	fridge,	rooting	around	for	one	of	her	stupid
meal	replacement	shakes.	I	hid	it	behind	a	carton	of	expired	eggs	and	half	a
chocolate	cake	last	night.

“Anna,”	 she	 starts,	 then	 stops.	 I	 watch	 her	 pace	 from	 fridge	 to	 counter,
pulling	Sameera-approved	 foods	out	 of	 the	grocery	bags,	 like	 rice	 crackers,
almonds,	hot	pink	beet	hummus,	stuff	to	make	kale	salad	(disgusting).

“Mom,”	I	mimic.

“Okay,	well,	 fine,”	she	says,	hands	 landing	on	her	bony	hips.	“You	aren’t
excited	 to	 see	Sameera.	Even	 though	she	 took	 the	day	off	 from	her	biology
lab	internship	and	is	driving	up	from	Ann	Arbor	just	to	see	us.	I	believe	it’s
what	he’d	want—”

“Don’t.”

But	she’s	just	revving	up	now.

“He	 would	 want	 us	 talking	 and	 laughing	 and	 being	 together.	 He	 loved
Sameera	 and	 you	 love	 Sameera.”	 I	 can	 tell	 she’s	 impressed	 with	 what	 she
thinks	emphasizing	 the	present	 tense	can	convey.	“You	can	 try	 to	 fight	 this,
but	you	will	participate.	And	if	you	hate	me	for	it,	fine.	You	can	do	that	too.”



I	 glare.	 She	 sighs.	 Gramps	 chimes	 in	 something	 about	 my	 first	 night	 of
work,	which	conveniently	coincides	with	the	deadaversary.

“Are	you	at	all	excited	about	this	new	job?”	Mom	asks.	She	tilts	her	head
and	nods,	 as	 if	 she	 can	 answer	 yes	 for	me.	 “It	will	 be	 fun,	 getting	 to	work
alongside	Nat	all	summer.”

“Oh,	 yeah.	 I’m	 totally	 pumped,”	 I	 say.	 My	 sarcasm	 drips	 thick	 as	 the
leftover	syrup	on	Bea’s	plate.	“There’s	nothing	I	wanted	more	for	my	summer
before	senior	year	than	to	spend	my	nights	kissing	people’s	asses—”

“Watch	your	mouth,	please,”	Gramps	warns.

“Oh,	sorry.	I	meant	to	say	I’m	psyched	to	be	a	waitress	and	I’m	grateful	Nat
was	 able	 to	 get	 me	 a	 job,	 and	 I’m	 thrilled	 Sameera	 is	 coming	 over	 this
afternoon.”

Mom	doesn’t	seem	so	impressed	when	I	turn	the	italics	back	on	her.

She	straightens,	tucks	long	blonde	hairs	behind	her	ear,	and	lifts	up	her	chin
a	 little.	A	 triangle	 of	 silence	 bounces	 between	 us.	Gramps	 chews	 a	 slice	 of
pancake.	I	stare	at	my	arm,	still	red	from	how	hard	I	pressed	ink	against	skin.

“Natalie	seems	to	like	the	job	well	enough,”	Mom	says	finally,	wiping	the
corners	of	her	mouth	with	a	napkin.	“I	think	it’s	great	she	managed	to	get	you
in	too.	There	aren’t	a	lot	of	places	hiring,	you	know.”

She	 pauses,	 blows	 out	 a	 puff	 of	 air,	 and	 adds,	 “That	 being	 said,	 there’s
always	Mrs.	Risson’s	offer	to	participate	in	the	Roethke	Residency.”

“No.”

“I’m	sure	if	we	called	her	and	explained	you	feel	up	to	it	now—”

“No.”

“I’m	only	saying	if	you	wanted	to	try	writing	again	…	a	job	doesn’t	have	to
be	about	the	money.”

“Mom.”	My	voice	is	strained,	the	syllable	measured.	I	know	we’ve	crossed
into	dangerous	territory.

The	 Roethke	 Residency	 is	 my	 favorite	 English	 teacher’s	 annual	 summer
poetry	study.	It	doesn’t	actually	involve	residing	anywhere,	but	she	calls	it	the
Roethke	 Residency	 because	 the	 group	 meets	 at	 this	 dead,	 famous-for-our-



town	poet’s	house	turned	museum.	Mrs.	Risson	invited	me	to	participate	last
summer,	when	the	plan	everyone	assumed	I’d	be	following	“fell	 through.”	I
guess	no	one	wanted	to	admit	my	star	potential	took	a	beating	when	I	didn’t
get	into	the	London	Young	Writers	Intensive.

Only	a	handful	of	high	school	writers	are	even	invited	to	apply	to	that	uber-
competitive	wordsmith	version	of	 the	ultimate	 summer	camp.	The	 five	who
get	selected	stay	in	a	London	loft	with	a	rotating	staff	of	today’s	best	authors
for	two	whole	months.	Finalists	were	given	a	writing	prompt	to	determine	the
winners,	 and	 I	 thought	 I	 had	 it	 in	 the	 bag.	 It	 was	 a	 first	 line	 from	 a
Shakespeare	sonnet.

“Wherefore	with	infection	should	he	live	…	”	I	turned	the	line	into	the	title
of	 a	 series	 of	 abstracts	 a	 painter	 created	while	 dying.	He	 gave	 them	 to	 his
daughter	as	a	way	to	explain	the	infinite	nature	of	art.	Each	scene	carried	the
perfect	amount	of	weight.	It’s	probably	the	best	thing	I’ve	ever	written.

I	didn’t	make	the	cut.

The	selection	committee	sent	me	a	eight-line	rejection.	As	if	they	couldn’t
fathom	how	I’d	made	it	so	far	in	the	first	place.

Thank	you	for	submitting	your	writing	sample	to	the	pool	of	finalists	for
the	London	Young	Writers	Intensive.	While	your	previous	samples	were
astounding,	we	were	disappointed	with	the	caliber	of	writing	and
connection	in	your	last	piece.	Please	understand,	this	program	is	highly
selective,	and	though	your	work	was	not	for	us,	we	hope	you	keep
writing.

This	should	have	broken	me,	but	I	just	felt	numb.	The	only	real	pain	came
from	knowing	I	had	to	face	Mom	and	Dad	and	Mrs.	Risson	and	everyone	else
who	believed	in	such	big	plans	for	my	words.

Standing	 here	 in	 the	 kitchen	with	Mom	 and	Gramps,	 I	 try	 not	 to	 let	 the
hollow	inside	bleed	into	my	voice.

“I	 am	not	 a	writer	 anymore.	As	 of	 this	 evening,	 I	will	 be	 a	waitress.	 It’s
fine.	I’m	fine.	Today	is	day	one	of	me	loving	my	life.”

“Damn	it,	Anna.	Enough.”

Gramps	 is	 standing	 beside	 Mom	 now,	 drawn	 up	 to	 his	 full	 height	 and
staring	down	at	me	with	his	bushy	white	brows	furrowed.



“I’m	merely	telling	her	I	am	going	to	hold	up	my	end	of	the	bargain.	That
I’ll	pretend	to	be	normal	and	happy	from	here	on	out,”	I	say,	lifting	my	hands
in	surrender.

Here’s	why	I	need	to	lock	up	the	snark:	fifteen	days	ago,	sitting	in	my	ninth
shrink’s	 office,	 my	 parents	 both	 slipped	 into	 the	 room.	 Considering	 their
affection	 for	 each	other	 is	 now	akin	 to	 cancer	 and	 chemotherapy—this	 tag-
team	drop-in	indicated	a	serious	change	in	psychological	tactics.

I	tried	to	avoid	watching	my	parents’	awkward	attempt	to	sit	separately	but
together.	 I	 still	 ended	up	 seeing	my	 father	pull	his	yellow-and-white-striped
tie	 as	 he	 nerve-cleared	 his	 throat.	My	mother’s	 hand	 ticked	once.	 I	 thought
she’d	have	 to	physically	 restrain	herself	 from	straightening	 the	 tie	 to	match
back	up	with	the	buttons	on	his	shirt.	Instead,	she	closed	her	eyes.

On	one	side	of	my	psychologist	“healer”	Liza’s	room	there’s	a	Technicolor
comic-strip	mural	depicting	Dr.	Seuss’s	Oh,	 the	Places	You’ll	Go!	Which	 is
fitting,	considering	my	folks	were	about	 to	drop	 the	as-of-next-week-you’ll-
be-going-to-hell-bomb.	That’s	a	literal	statement,	by	the	way.

Hell,	Michigan	(go	ahead,	look	it	up—on	the	map,	not	in	the	Bible)	has	this
place	 called	 BrightLight,	 a	 year-round	 Christian	 boarding	 school	 for	 the
afflicted,	 suicidal,	 and	otherwise	broken	 tween	and	 teenage	souls.	Whatever
brainiac	 founded	 the	 joint	must	be	 a	marketing	genius.	The	brochure	 reads,
“From	the	depths	of	Hell	comes	a	beacon	of	hope,	love,	and	BrightLight.”	It’s
framed	by	a	filmstrip	of	photos:	beautiful	boys	and	girls	playing	flag	football,
raising	their	hands	in	class,	giggling	inside	what	 looks	like	a	 local	shopping
center.

Funny,	I	hadn’t	thought	of	offing	myself	once	until	that	moment.

A	blur	of	swearing	(in	ways	even	Dad	found	vulgar)	filled	the	remainder	of
our	 hour,	with	my	psycho-tamer	 applauding	 because	 I	was	SHOWING	AN
INTEREST	 IN	MY	LIFE.	End	 result?	A	hold	on	 crazy	 camp	 if	 I	 agreed	 to
mark	 the	 end	 of	 my	 self-inflicted	 period	 of	 mourning	 on	 Joe’s	 one-year
deadaversary.

Our	 contractual	 bargain,	 drawn	 up	 by	 the	 three	 adults	 in	 the	 room,	 was
pretty	straightforward.	Easy,	even.	It	stated	I	must	get	a	summer	job	and	try	at
least	once	a	week	to	wear	something	from	the	boxes	in	my	closet	containing
the	pre-Patti	wardrobe.	I	agreed	to	all	of	it.



Liza	 started	 shifting	 in	 her	 seat,	 the	 universal	 sign	 for	 a	 shrink	 session
timing	out.	 I	 stood	 to	go.	But	 then	Mom	said,	 “What	 about	her	opening	up
with	the	…	with	the	Joe	stuff?”

“Ah,	yes.	Your	parents	are	hoping,	Anna,	you’ll	consider	spending	some	of
our	 sessions	 talking	directly	about	why	your	uncle’s	untimely	death—”	She
paused	here,	looking	to	Mom	and	Dad	for	approval.	“Why	his	death	is	tied	to
this	personality	you’ve	adopted,	as	well	as	how	it	plays	 into	your	 insistence
on	 giving	 up	 your	 writing.	 I	 understand	 you	 are	 a	 very	 talented	 girl,	 and
sometimes,	locking	away	our	passions	only	makes	way	for	depression	to	sink
its	teeth	deep	into	us.	Do	you	understand	what	I’m	saying?”

The	air	in	the	room	turned	to	glue.	My	lungs	heaved	a	little.	Hell	started	to
sound	more	appealing.

“Anna?”	Hippie	Dippie	asked,	pulling	her	multi-
colored	silk	scarf	over	her	shoulders.	“I	need	to	clarify	here.	This	is	 the	last
part	of	the	deal.	You	need	to	be	willing	to	start	talking	about	the	tough	stuff.
We’ll	need	to	dig	deep,	set	free	your	pain,	be	honest	with	each	other.”

Maybe	not	telling	the	truth	is	like	trying	to	carry	a	boulder	three	times	your
size	up	a	steep	hill.	Eventually,	it’ll	tip	backward	and	steamroll	you.

Mom	and	Dad,	 they	 think	 I’m	broken	because	 I	miss	 Joe.	And	 I	do	miss
him,	so	much.	But	they	don’t	know	the	rest,	and	I’ll	never	tell	Liza	the	whole
story.	Still,	 the	 lie	slipped	out	easy	as	Patti’s	poems	slipped	 like	songs	from
typewriter	to	page.	I	said	I’d	start	talking.	Whether	my	parents’	reaction	was
disappointment	or	relief,	I	can’t	say.
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he	 doorbell	 rings	 for	 the	 second	 time.	Mom	 hesitates	 and	 then	 rushes
into	 the	 front	 hall.	 Gramps	 follows.	 Sameera’s	 early.	 Of	 course	 she’s

early.	I	can	hear	the	laughing/crying	happening	in	the	next	room.	I	don’t	want
to	 see	 her.	 Not	 yet.	 But	 suddenly	 she’s	 in	 front	 of	 me,	 throwing	 her	 arms
around	my	shoulders	before	I	can	run	or	turn	on	my	Bea	radar	and	hide.

“Ohmygodthishairofyourshasgottogo,”	she	blubbers	into	my	neck,	her	tears
mixed	with	fresh	laughter.

It’s	one	thing	to	talk	to	Sameera	on	the	phone.	It’s	another	thing	entirely	to
have	her	standing	in	our	kitchen.	There	are	certain	people	who	trigger	all	the
pain	that	comes	with	losing	someone	you	love.

She	must	 feel	 it	 too,	because	 she	weeps	openly	 for	a	minute,	 apologizing
while	wiping	the	flood	from	her	wide,	dark	eyes.

“It’s	just	…	I	haven’t	been	here	since	Christmas	…	I	always	think	it	will	be
easier	…	”

Mom	 hugs	 her	 tight,	 pale	 white	 arms	 stark	 against	 Sameera’s	 eternally
bronzed	skin.	Her	body	 racks	up	and	down.	 I	open	 the	box	of	 rice	crackers
and	dump	them	into	a	bowl.

If	this	is	their	idea	of	“celebrating,”	we’re	in	big	trouble.

Bea	 slinks	over	 and	crawls	 into	Sameera’s	 arms	 like	 it’s	 the	most	natural
thing	in	the	world.	Her	legs	dangle	past	Sameera’s	knees	now.

“Buzz!	 You’ve	 grown	 since	 Christmas.	 You’ll	 be	 taller	 than	 me	 soon,”
Sameera	says,	rocking	her	back	and	forth.

“That’s	not	saying	much,	Sammy,”	Bea	replies	with	a	giggle.

Laura,	 Sameera’s	 best	 friend,	 is	 standing	 in	 the	 doorway,	 watching	 the
whole	scene	unfold.	I	don’t	remember	seeing	her	walk	in,	and	no	one	else	has
noticed	yet.	She’s	almost	invisible.	Laura	goes	to	school	with	Sameera	at	the
University	of	Michigan.	Her	family	lives	down	the	street.

“Hi,	Laura,”	I	say.

Everyone	 turns	and	stares	at	her	 for	a	 second	 too	 long.	Mom	rushes	over
and	gives	her	a	you-were-one-of-Joe’s-favorite-friends	squeeze.



“I	didn’t	realize	you	were	coming,”	Mom	exclaims.

Laura’s	blonde	hair	is	cropped	into	a	pageboy	bob.	The	last	time	I	saw	her,
it	was	down	to	her	waist.	She	keeps	tucking	it	behind	her	ears.

“Well,	Sameera	said	she	was	coming	home,	and	I	figured	I’d	come	too	and
visit	my	folks	…	and	all	of	you.”

We’re	 standing	 here	 like	 actors	 waiting	 for	 direction.	 Gramps	 clears	 his
throat	again.	Mom	snaps	out	of	it	and	pulls	Sameera	and	Laura	into	the	living
room.	I	stay	behind.	Open	the	freezer	and	stick	my	head	in	for	a	second.	Gulp
down	cold	air.	I	grab	my	phone	and	sneak	into	the	bathroom	to	text	Nat.

ME:	I	love	Sameera.	So	why	do	I	hate	her	so	much	right	now?

NAT:	Duh.

ME:	This	is	such	a	stupid	idea.	Like	sitting	around	holding	hands	is	worthy
of	Joe.	It’s	so	…

NAT:	cliche.

ME:	exactly.

NAT:	Go	out	there	and	punch	her	in	the	face.

ME:	wtf?	punch	who?	My	mom?	Sameera?

NAT:	nevermind.	bad	idea.	just	sit	there.	1	or	2	hours	of	suck	is	better	than
Hell.

NAT:	ps-	u	ok?

ME:	…

I	stand	with	my	forehead	against	the	door	for	what	seems	like	one	or	two
hours,	trying	to	decide	if	I’m	ever	coming	back	out.	When	Joe	died,	Sameera
spent	the	week	at	our	house.	She	curled	up	with	Mom	and	wept	and	wept	and
wept.	 At	 the	 funeral,	 she	wore	 a	 little	 black	 hat	 with	 a	 tiny	 black	 veil	 but
stayed	in	the	back	until	I	took	her	hand	and	led	her	to	our	row.	She	sent	me
emails	every	week	when	she	 first	went	back	 to	college.	Just	 checking	 in	…
thinking	of	you	…	are	you	writing?

But	 here’s	 the	 awful	 truth:	 Sameera—the	 girl	who	 throws	 her	 head	 back
every	 single	 time	 she	 laughs,	 the	 one	who	once	made	my	 junk-food-loving
dad	go	on	a	thirty-day	vegan	cleanse	with	her,	who	showed	me	how	to	use	a
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