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Prologue




Went off somewhere and when I came back Mom was gone.

It wasnt my fault. Dont blame me.

We were crossing the Tappan Zee Bridge headed west. The sun in our eyes. The sun was this mad red eye inside a bank of sick-looking clouds. The sun was blinding, glaring off the car hood. Moms car on the Tappan Zee high above the Hudson River where you can feel the wind shaking the car even on days when there isnt much wind on land, and Im sliding a CD in and the mechanism rejects it which happens sometimes and is so damn annoying so I push CD again and this time the CD stays in and Im shading my eyes against the glaring sun and suddenly I am seeing a baby deer in the lane just ahead!or maybe a dog!this shadow shape Mom doesnt seem to see and Im panicked screaming Mom! Watch out! and (maybe) I am grabbing at the wheel or (maybe) I am trying to grab at the wheel or (maybe) Mom is the one to turn the wheel (maybe) because I am screaming or (maybe) did Mom see the baby deer or the dog or (maybe) it was a large bird like a hawk, a goose

And the car sprouts wings and flies.

It did! Yes, it did.
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In the blue we were snow geese flying.

These big beautiful white-feathered snow geese flying with a flock of other geese. In the V formation we were flying and our long necks were sticking way out and our eyes were narrow slits in our weird white feather faces. And our wings!

You should have seen our wings pumping the air. Pumping the air, riding the wind.

A thousand feet above the river, pumping the air hard to save our lives.

A song came into my head.



Knew this old world would be a hard hard place

Seeing how the snow geese fly, brave wings pumping
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It was a Time of Forgetting.

In the blue it was a long time, wish wish wish it would never end.

You sleep a lot. You dream but dont need to remember.

Like clicking through 101 TV channels on mute. By the time you click through them all and return to 1, you dont remember a single thing you saw, so you click through them all again.

Or not. Kick the remote off the edge of the bed.



Lots of songs flew into my head in that time. Out of the sky these songs would fly into my head. Afterward I would forget them all. Except one.



In the Country of the Blue

there is no you
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so happy, she was saying Of course I love you Jenna, my little lovebug Jenna. And I forgive you.

All the ages Id ever been. In the blue you can choose. I was four years old and my hair was a fluffy pale blond not this darkish dirty blond and Mommy would read to me at night after my bath a picture-book story and when he was home, sometimes Daddy would read to me too, his weight heavy on the edge of the bed (but Daddy had to be in the mood Mommy warned, which was not always so) and I would see lights skimming at me like butterflies which meant I was drifting into sleep, so happy.

There was nothing that Jenna did then that was wrong or bad.

There was nothing that Jenna did that was evil.

There was nothing that Jenna did that could hurt another person.
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what you remember, Jenna? Can you tell us what happened?

On the bridge, Jenna. Before the

before it happened, Jenna? The accident.

Behind my shut eyes there was that other place. The rushing girders of the bridge overhead. Something like fire glaring in the sky. I saw my finger punch CD and waited for the disc to be rejected another time, which wouldve provoked me to murmur Shit! just soft enough so that Mom wouldnt feel obliged to murmur Now, Jenna, in mild rebuke.

I heard the sudden sharp cries of the snow geese. Where were they going? It was almost dark now, the glaring-red eye was shutting. A wet, cold wind made the bridge shudder. You understood that the wind could break any bridge, smash any structure and cause it to shatter to pieces, fall into the river and sink without a trace.


Oh I wanted to fly with them! So bad I wanted to fly with the snow geese but could not get my arms free, my head was tight-bandaged like a mummys head.

Jenna, try not to fall asleep just yet. Try to keep your eyes open and in focus. Jenna, its crucial for you to stay awake.

Can you see us, Jenna? Can you see me, Jenna?

Blink your eyes, Jenna. If you can hear us

One of these was a womans voice. A strangers voice. I hated it! Wanting to scream, to cry. It was not the voice I wanted.



The wind was so strong rushing at me! I could not catch my breath. I was struggling, kicking. The other geese were flying away from me, no matter how hard I tried I could not keep up with them. Already they were far away on the other side of the river. With every beat of their wings they were becoming smaller.

They were leaving me behind. They had forgotten me.

Wait for me! Wait I cried but they did not hear.

I began to know then that Id been wrong, I had not been loved. Even in the blue I had not been loved. My mother was leaving me with the others, I would never catch up with them now.

I had forgotten the name of the bridge. I had forgotten the name of the river. I knew that these were names familiar to me but I had forgotten them and her name I had forgotten and the name of who I am meant to be I had forgotten and when I heard the cautious voices, Jenna? Jenna? I wanted to kick, to scream, to laugh at such a ridiculous name.

Hands were touching me. Far away, at the edge of my skin.

Hands were gripping me, I hated it. I went very still so they would think there was no one here. I laughed inside the bandages where I was a wizened white mummy thing.

Dont remember. Dont need to remember. Laughing inside the bandages nobody can make me cant make me!

There was no Jenna, only just this kicking, laughing thing. Foam rubber hands jabbed a needle into my arm. The soft flesh at the crook of the arm. There were needles that stung because liquid dripped through them into my veins and there were needles that stung because they were drawing blood from my veins. Inside the bandages I was laughing, this was so stupid. Who cares about Jenna? Let Jenna die. Jenna is to blame for the wreck, let Jenna die. But no one was listening. I could hear them speaking to one another across my pathetic strapped-down body but they did not hear me.

One of them was the woman whose voice wasnt the right voice. I would learn that she was Dr. Currin. The neurologist. I would learn that Dr. Currin-the-neurologist made a crucial decision to go into my skull to reduce the swelling in my brain, and in that way my life was saved.



Saved for what, dont ask.
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Maria was my favorite of the intensive care nurses. Maria liked me.

It was a confused time. I was floating in the blue and frankly not paying that much attention. Balloon faces hovering over me. I guess I was supposed to know them. In the blue its easier to float happy and serene and smiling at how silly people are, to care about the things they care about, to look worried, to wipe tears from their faces, hey, its no big deal, you want to tell them.

In the blue that was how I felt. I was never sad.

But when I wakened, the air was so raw. I was a raggedy old cloth doll battered and banged and wrung and tossed down. I was so tired and so old. Wanting only to return into the blue forever.

Maria called me Jenna but did not know who I was or was supposed to be. I wanted to think that Maria did not know about the Tappan Zee Bridge. Maria did not blame me for the wreck.

Maria, who wore a small gleaming gold cross on a gold chain around her neck. Maria, who smelled like sweet hand lotion. Maria, with the thick beautiful eyebrows. Soft dark down on her upper lip. A way of smiling and calling me Jenna that made my heavy eyelids lift.

Jen-na. Time for breakfast.

Oh, I was hungry!

Maria laughed, I was so hungry. You could see that she liked me for being hungry and eating the way I hadnt been able to eat in a while. Maria gave me extra orange juice to suck through a straw. Ohhh, the orange juice was delicious. And lukewarm bouillon, not so great. But the slick quivery strawberry Jell-O so delicious.

The kind of food that before the wreck wouldve made me gag.

Before the wreck was my old, lost life. Before the wreck was the other side of the bridge.
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Head trauma. Brain swelling. Amnesia. Facial lacerations, cracked ribs. Visitors came to peer at the weird wizened mummy thing in the dazzling-white bed. Ohhh, Jenna.

In the blue I could hear every word. In the blue I could hear every thought. In the blue I smiled at Moms sisters looking so shocked and so sad and silly, like any of it had any meaning, but I could not laugh, such an effort would have torn me open.

Jenna! Oh, honey.

A voice I recognized. Not the voice I wanted.

I wasnt going to hate Moms sisters. It wasnt their fault Mom was missing from them.

Shes asleep. Poor child, look at her.

But she can hear us.

should those containers be emptied? The blood is almost to the top, looks so dark


Her face is so swollen. Oh what if shes scarred!

She will not be scarred. Those are just abrasions. It was the top of her head that struck the windshield.

Jenna? Can you hear us?

This is Aunt Caroline, honey. And Aunt Katie. Youve been a very brave girl, honey. And now youre mending, and healing, and you will be all right.

I wanted to laugh. Floating in the blue it all seemed so silly.

A wizened mummy thing in a white nightie, who cares? Theres a flamy red eye, but its shut. Theres an eye swollen and blackened like a rotted plum, but its shut. Theres an IV tube dripping liquid into the crook of the white-skinned arm. You cant see it, but the mummy things head has been shaved. All over the scummy-looking scalp are black stitches over which gauze has been mercifully swathed for the sexy mummy look.

Whats really weird is: what looks like two insect antennae dangling from the bandaged ears. Two five-ounce plastic containers fixed to the sides of the mummy things head so that blood draining from the stitched wounds in the head and face can drip into the containers through plastic tubes.

Gross! Except in the blue its just funny.

The voices went on. Sad voices, cheering-up voices. Foam rubber hands, face. I loved my aunts, I guess, but maybe I resented them, for who was missing from them.

hes due to arrive, when?

tomorrow, I think. If I see him

no. That can be avoided.

I didnt want to hear this. I shook my head, made the blood containers rattle. I yanked my arm free of the IV tube. I laughed at the looks on my aunts faces. Suddenly I was flying above them. In the blue Id lost the beautiful snow geese, but I could fly high enough to get away from my aunts and the wizened mummy thing in the bed. In the blue I could breathe, almost.
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From a distance came the voice, a mans voice. I could barely see him across some kind of ravine, and the wind was blowing his words away. In the blue something panicked me, my heart kicked in my chest and I tried to fly away but one of my wings was sprained, I lifted into the air but could not fly, I fell to the ground so heavily that for a long time I could not move.

Faint in astonishment and disbelief came the voice suddenly close.

Jenna! My God

The swollen eye cranked open. There was Steve Abbott leaning over my bed.

On Dads smooth tanned face a look like hed been kicked in the stomach. The way a man would stare at a precious possession of his, a sports car, for instance, that had been vandalized.

Jenna? Youknow me, dont you?


Both my eyes leaked tears. Something was wrong with the tear ducts, my eyes sprang tears for no reason.

Can youspeak? Jenna?

Just to breathe was such an effort. Just to keep my eyes open was such an effort. To be polite, to be nice. I was so tired. Yet I managed a smile. Some kind of smile. Or maybe not a smile. The look on Dads face, he wasnt smiling back.



Eleven months since Id last seen Dad, when hed been in New York City on business and extended his stay for two full days to visit with me.

Three years since hed left us. Actually three years, five months, seventeen days. The shock of coming home from school to see the moving van in the driveway, movers carrying Dads things out of the house.

Explaining now that hed have come to see me immediately, within twenty-four hours, except hed been traveling on business in the East, hed been in Tokyo and Hong Kong, he was just unpacking his luggage in the Shanghai Omni Hotel when the terrible news came. Such a long distance, the far side of the earth, and complications had arisen so hed been unavoidably detained, couldnt get a flight immediately, which was why he hadnt been able to get back in time for

My eyelids were too heavy, I could not keep them open. My bloodshot eyes leaked tears.

In time in time. In time for

I wasnt hearing this. Static mostly. Static issuing from Dads mouth and static inside my head.

In time for your mothers

I wasnt hearing this! Trying desperately to lift myself, to escape. Except my arm, or my wing, my wing-arm, something was wrong, and it weighed heavy as lead. All that side of my body, numb and dead as lead.

A nursery tune came into my head, to make me smile.



Numb Dead Lead

Say Saying Said



and to see you, honey. Ive been just devastated to hear of what happened to you but

His daughter, this wizened mummy thing?

when you are well again. Strong enough to travel. Come live with us, Jenna. Theres plenty of room

Us. Come live with us.


would you like that, honey? Poor girl, say yes.

Poor girl! I felt Dad fumble to touch me, not very convincingly.

your room, waiting for you. Our new house is lovely, just a half block from the ocean. Remember, the time you visited you had to concede, La Jolla is awesome.

Dad was managing to recover from his shock. Or to cover his shock. Dad, who was Steve Abbott, who didnt live with Mom and me any longer for a reason he could not explain except Things happen in peoples lives that cant be helped. Dad with his tanned smooth melon face and easy smile. Always well dressed, a man to turn a womans head my aunt Katie had said of him, admiring even as she disapproved. Even for this hospital visit, Dad was stylishly dressed. A powder-blue silk Armani tapered shirt tucked into dove-gray trousers, open at the throat. His hair was thicker than I remembered.

Now there was talk of La Jolla, where you never needed to wear a coat. Where the sun shone and shone and shone. Where Dads new family lived. Where my room was waiting for me. Where in September I could enroll in the La Jolla Academy, which was a prestigious private school. Dad had spoken on the phone with my neurologist, whod estimated at least four weeks convalescence, which included physical therapy in a rehabilitation center. Still, that would give me time to transfer. For it seemed that Dads new wife had connections. There was a close family friend or maybe a friends close family friend who was a trustee of La Jolla Academy whose influence could be very helpful.

Again Dad fumbled to touch me. To take my hand.

It was a raggedy doll hand, limp and chill and unresisting.

It was not a hand that could shut into a fist. It was not a hand poised to hit hit hit.

Saying again how sorry he was oh God! How upset! The shock of such news, unbelievable! His first thought had been of me, of course, his relief that I had not been fatally injured, then the shock sank in, poor Lisbeth. (At last Dad managed to say Moms name. It came out hurried and hollow, like a word phonetically pronounced.) An inexplicable, tragic accident, a freak accident it seemed, no real witnesses except the other driver, who was in critical conditionDads words became confused with a ventilator high in the wall above my bed. At all times there was a hum of machines in intensive care. It was a sound of comfort like waves, vibrating air. I was very tired and I wanted to speak to Dad but my throat seemed to have closed up. I was sinking inside the mummy head, where Dads words were muffled. Before the wreck I had a way of tuning out people but smiling to indicate that I was listening, after the wreck it was too much effort to smile.

past two years, or has it been threeoh honey, someday you will understand. I was not a perfect father, by your mothers standards certainly. I did not mean to be cruel, it was more that I became confused, thoughtless. When you are older, Jenna, you will understand, though I am not making excuses for myself, one day you will see how you can fall out of love and it isnt your fault or anyones fault, it is just something that happens when people begin to grow apart in marriage and when they fall in love with someone else, its like an accident too, no ones fault, and honey, it never had a thing to do with you, in fact it was for your sake I stayed with your mother as long as I did, she told me you blamed yourself, now, honey, you must never think such a thought, I hope your mother did not encourage you to think such a ridiculous thought, you know your daddy loves you, honey, just get well, honey, please, darling, they tell me youve been such a brave girl, I will make it up to you, I promise.

I wasnt hearing this. In the blue I was spared the words of strangers. The shadow of a giant hawk fell upon me. Wide-winged hawks soaring high above the river, spiraling downward to catch their prey. I shuddered and shrank away. Dad was leaning over my bed to kiss my forehead. Not wanting to peer too closely at the IV drip in my hand, my arm bruised and yellow from needles. Not wanting to peer too closely into the bloodshot eyes.

When he kissed me, I shrank from him.

touch me! No

My voice was a croak. But it was a voice.

The first time Id spoken aloud since the wreck.
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In the blue I flew on outstretched wings. In the blue I floated light as a feather. In the blue I laughed at the look on Dads face.

See, Dad, I dont need you now. Mom and I needed you before the wreck but not now.
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Jenna, hey. You are one hell of a girl.

I guess. I wanted to think so. Dragging my leg, which felt like lead. But I was on my feet, the nurses were amazed. Now I was out of the intensive care unit and in a regular hospital room, and the promise was I would be discharged from the hospital soon.

I wasnt spending so much time in the blue now. Only at night.

Everyone marveled at how I was improving, mending. Three times a day up and about walking in the corridor outside my room to prevent muscular atrophy.

Marias eyes shone. Maria was my big sister.

Lifting me from the wheelchair, getting me on my feet, and helping me walk. The damn IV needle was still stuck in my arm, had to be pulled along on a pole. Talk about weird.

In the corridor we passed other patients up and about pulling their IVs with them. Mostly they were older. Some of them had become soft-looking like rag dolls. Even the men moved with such caution, you knew they were waiting for pain to strike them like lightning.

Jenna, hello.

Why, Jenna, arent you looking good?

I tried to remember their names. Older people, adults, their names just drifted past me unless I kept meeting them or had to know who they were, like teachers.

I was impressed with Maria: She had muscles. Arm and shoulder muscles compact and hard.

My leg muscles were hard from running. Before the wreck Id tried to run every day, but after the wreck the thought of running was a joke.

You go, girl! One hell of a girl.

Oh, sure. One hell.

It hurt when I laughed, like shattered glass being shaken inside my chest.

Since Id told my father I didnt know him, didnt want him to kiss me, Id been feeling stronger. My eyesight was coming back, except when I got tired.

S L O W was how we walked, Maria and me. The hospital floor was like a city block you could walk around, turning each corner until you arrived back where youd started.


In the blue Id been spared this. Leaning on Maria like some broke-back old thing, panting through my mouth. Trying not to see how strangers stared at me.

Wanting to say, Think I look bad now? You shouldve seen me when they pulled me from the wreck.

In the blue no one ever looked at me with pity.

In the blue the light was always soft. Out here everything was bright-glaring and felt like sandpaper.

Try not to breathe through your mouth, Jenna. Lets rest for a minute. Deep breaths now. Cmon!

Mom used to say, I wish you werent an only child.

I wanted to tell Maria I loved her. I wanted to ask Maria to be my friend not just for now but always.

Except I remembered: After the wreck I wasnt going to like anybody ever again.

Why? Because they fly away and leave you alone.

Too risky.

Such a feeling of sadness came over me. I couldnt love Maria anyway, that was ridiculous. Couldnt return to the track team even as the weakest runner, that was more ridiculous.

Id almost made it back to my room, but my legs became weak, and I had to sit in the wheelchair. My face was flushed, I could feel blood vessels pounding inside my ugly shaved head. Maria was going on about how well Id done, how each day I was definitely improving, the gold cross winked just above the V-neck of her white uniform, and I heard myself say, You dont have to be nice to me, Maria. Unless its your job.
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