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			Prologue

			I paced back and forth, refreshing the banking app on my phone to see if any money had come in yet. My rent was due the next day, and I didn’t have enough to cover it.

			I’d obsessed about it for days at this point. I was unable to concentrate on my work; I couldn’t sleep at night. I’d stare up at the ceiling and think, Why is this happening to me?

			I was so upset at my employers for not paying me on time, at my bank for taking too long to process payments, at myself for getting into this situation in the first place.

			I should just quit being a freelance writer, I thought. I should get a regular job. Who am I to go after my dreams? I keep ending up in the same situation, worrying about my rent every month. I shouldn’t live in Los Angeles. It’s too expensive. I need to get real about my life. I need to be an adult.

			As I paced, I could only take shallow breaths. My heart was beating too fast. 

			I looked at my bank account again. Still nothing.

			My chest was tightening up.

			Why me? Why, why, why? I wanted to scream and cry. 

			And then, I remembered something I’d once heard from a rabbi. 

			“God is in control of everything. He has a plan. He knows what’s best. Whatever worries you have, hand them over to Him. Do your hard work, put in your effort, and then let God take care of the rest.”

			I took a deep breath. I was going to forget about my rent being due, put aside my financial problems, and stop beating myself up. 

			I put my phone in my purse. I looked up at the sky and said, “I’m handing this over to you, God. I trust you.”

			I couldn’t be this anxious person anymore. That was the old me. That was the me before I found God. I didn’t want to be stressed out every single day. I wanted to feel at peace with my decisions, with my life. 

			As I pushed the negative thoughts out of my head and reminded myself to have faith, I felt a wave of calm rush over me. 

			And then, my phone buzzed. A notification from my bank: My check had come in. 

			I could pay my rent.

			I smiled and said, “Thank you, God.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Ever since Mommy and Daddy got divorced, I’d been spending a lot more time at Grandma Riggle’s house.

			I didn’t like going over there. It was dark. It was cold. And worst of all, Grandma Riggle didn’t let me watch cartoons.

			“If you want to watch something, I’ll turn on Mother Angelica,” she’d say. 

			No, Grandma Riggle, I didn’t want to watch an old nun talking about boring stuff from the Bible that I didn’t even understand. I wanted to watch Rugrats and Hey Arnold and jump around your living room like I was Kimberly, the pink Power Ranger.

			I couldn’t watch my favorite shows or, you know, act like a kid at Grandma Riggle’s. Instead, I had to sit down and say the bedtime prayer until I learned it by heart. 

			“Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep. If I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.” 

			As I read those scary words, I’d look up at Grandma Riggle’s expression. She would be smiling slightly and nodding her head. 

			“Good,” she’d say once I completed it. “We’ll do it again next week.”

			Great. 

			I thought everything about Grandma Riggle’s Catholicism was so frightening, from that bedtime prayer to the pictures of Jesus on the crucifix on her wall, wearing his thorny crown, stark naked, bleeding from his wrists.

			I felt like his eyes were watching me.

			I learned that as a Catholic, you are born into sin. A friend at school once told me, “If you’re not baptized, you’re going to hell.”

			I repeated this to Grandma Riggle.

			“Your friend is right,” she said, not comforting me at all. “Your parents wouldn’t baptize you and your sisters, so I did it in my kitchen sink. It worked for your sisters, but it didn’t for you….” Her voice trailed off. 

			What did that mean? I thought. Did I smack the water away as it poured down from the faucet? 

			After Grandma Riggle told me that, I relayed it to Mommy.

			“Don’t worry about a baptism,” she said, laughing. “You’ll be fine.”

			That didn’t reassure me, either.

			Aside from the prayers and the baptism talk, Grandma Riggle would sometimes take me to her church. Every year, there was a church carnival, which I loved. I could play games and win prizes and eat as much funnel cake as I wanted. 

			But then, afterward, she’d make me go to services. I’d sit next to her in the uncomfortable wooden pews, kneeling when she kneeled, not knowing what the priest was saying as I zoned out.

			There were no kids my age at church. Everyone was old. I only knew the tunes like “Ave Maria” and “Hail Holy Queen” because of the movie Sister Act. And when I wanted to go up and get a cracker and juice—because I was starving by the time we got to that part of the services—Grandma Riggle stopped me.

			“You don’t get communion,” she’d say, putting her hand on mine.

			I’d hear the same thing when I was dragged to church on Easter and Christmas. Mommy and my older sisters Rebecca and Christina would come with us, too. When the other people would line up for the cracker and juice, Mommy would whisper to me, “Don’t worry, I never got communion either.”

			Daddy’s family wasn’t Catholic. They were some other kind of Christian. I don’t know if my grandparents on his side, Grandma Jane and Grandpa Bill, ever went to church because we never discussed it. But when I’d say “oh, my God,” Daddy would always correct me.

			“Don’t say that,” he’d tell me. “You have to say ‘oh, my gosh.’ You can’t say God’s name like that.”

			I didn’t know why; he never explained it to me. 

			This lack of communication was normal for my family. 

			Daddy was usually stoic, unless he got mad at me for turning up the thermostat in the winter or, before the divorce, when he and Mommy got into an argument—which happened almost every day toward the end. He didn’t smile in photos, rarely gave out hugs, and wouldn’t want to talk about his day painting houses. I’d see him get frustrated by the permanent paint stains on his pants, by how hard he had to work to make a living for our family, but he tried to keep it in most of the time.

			Mommy, who was a brown-haired, slender-framed beauty, mostly kept to herself, studying her books so she could stop being a housekeeper and become a registered nurse instead. She wouldn’t say “I love you” out loud very often, but she’d write it in my birthday and Valentine’s Day cards and cuddle me to sleep. Still, I always wanted more attention. 

			When I was three, I remember taking off my diaper and peeing on her rug just to see if I could get her to stop studying and notice me. 

			“Mommy, I peed,” I said.

			“Uh-huh,” she said, not looking up from her book.

			“I peed on the rug,” I said louder, making sure she heard me. 

			“Yeah, honey,” she said, still not lifting her gaze.

			I got a towel and wiped up the pee myself. 

			Before my parents split up, the few times my family and I sat down for dinner together, we would barely talk at the table. I wanted to. I yearned for my parents to ask me about my day. I wanted to tell them about what my friends said at daycare or this new book I was working on at Grandma Jane’s house or how I knew all the words to “Skinnamarink,” but nobody ever asked. We’d all just sit there, clinking our forks and eating our food until we were done. Then Daddy would go sit in the front of the TV, Mommy would make her way back upstairs to study, and Christina and Rebecca would hang out in their room together or go to their friends’ houses. 

			By the time I was five, I was used to either the silence or the yelling at my house. I didn’t know why Mommy and Daddy were so mad at each other or why they couldn’t just work it out. I prayed to God every night that they would stay together.

			“God,” I’d say, tucked into my Winnie the Pooh sheets, “please don’t let Mommy and Daddy get divorced.”

			But they did anyway. I found out one day after school when Rebecca, who was nine at the time, pulled me under the dining room table, put her hands on my shoulders, and looked me in the eyes. 

			“Tomorrow, we’re moving to a brand-new place,” she said. “You, me, and Mommy are going to live there.” 

			“What about Daddy?” I asked. 

			Rebecca didn’t answer me. She got up and walked away. 

			I was confused. I wondered what Rebecca meant. Where were we going?

			The next day, while Daddy was at work, Mommy packed up our belongings in the family station wagon. Christina, who was fifteen years old, was going to stay behind with Daddy. 

			As Mommy, Rebecca, and I walked out the front door, I looked at the empty couch, where I shared some of my best memories with Daddy. Those times when his tough exterior cracked open just a little bit. It’s where he’d sit with our Yorkshire Terrier, Corky, and let our dog lick ice cream out of his bowl. We ’d watch Northern Exposure on the couch together, and during the opening theme song, Daddy would hoist me onto his shoulders and dance around with me. It’s where we’d put up the Christmas tree and Mommy and Daddy would sit as my sisters and I excitedly opened up our presents on Christmas morning. 

			Why wasn’t Daddy there to help us move?

			Rebecca and I got into the car, and Mommy drove us to our new place, a second-floor walk-up apartment ten minutes from Daddy’s. When we got inside, it smelled musty. The carpets were dark brown, and the walls were painted beige. It was small and unfurnished. I looked down and saw little black bugs jumping all over the room. 

			“Oh, jeez,” Mommy said, swatting a bug off her leg. “They didn’t bomb the place yet.”

			Bomb? What did that mean? I imagined a ticking time bomb going off in the apartment and scratched my legs, which suddenly felt intensely itchy. 

			Mommy ran to the kitchen, found the phone, and made a quick call. 

			“We need to wait downstairs,” she told us.

			While Mommy and Rebecca waited in the lobby, I decided to leave. I didn’t want to be anywhere near the bugs. I walked outside to the woods next to the building. 

			At my other house, there were large woods in our backyard. It was where the neighborhood kids and I would walk along the river, skipping rocks and watching the frogs croak. We ’d zipline from tree to tree, screaming as we flew. I’d spend hours pretending I was on some great adventure in there.

			My new woods were small. There were no neighborhood kids or tall trees. There were no bodies of water or little animals running around. There was no mystery. 

			I sat on a wet log and waited until Rebecca came out and got me. 

			“They took care of the fleas,” she said. “Come back.”

			When we got inside, I asked Mommy if Daddy was going to be coming soon. 

			“No,” she said. “We aren’t together anymore.”

			“Am I going to live with you?” I asked.

			“Some of the time,” she said. “Your father will get you the other half. You’ll see him in a few days.”

			I didn’t want to be in this smelly apartment. I wanted to be back at home with Daddy and Mommy and my sisters, even if I had to put up with the fighting and the silent, awkward dinners and everything. I wanted to be anywhere but that apartment.

			Why is this happening to me? I thought. 

			My prayers hadn’t worked.

			Why couldn’t God have kept my parents together? He could do anything, so why couldn’t He do that? 

			I didn’t realize it, but my faith had taken a hit that morning when I was carted off to Mommy’s new place. And it would be nearly two decades before I got it back. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			I tried to see the bright side of my parents’ divorce.

			I could get double Christmas presents. I wouldn’t have to hear Mommy and Daddy fight anymore, which meant they’d hopefully be happier. Mommy’s apartment had free HBO and heat, so I could watch movies and crank the thermostat to eighty degrees in the winter if I wanted. 

			Though I thought I was OK, my body soon told me otherwise. 

			I was at school when I got sick. It was right after lunch. I was in math class when I suddenly felt ill, and I went to the school nurse’s office.

			She looked at my tonsils, listened to my heart, and took my temperature, but she couldn’t find anything wrong with me, so she sent me back to class. I took two steps out of her office, landed right in front of the principal’s office, and threw up all over the floor…and myself.

			“Oh, my God,” I said, looking at the vomit on my light-up Velcro shoes. I then covered my mouth, Daddy’s words echoing in my head: Don’t say God!

			I stood there, frozen and embarrassed. The principal’s secretary saw what happened and rushed out to clean me up. She called my mom while I waited back in the nurse’s office and changed into some spare clothes she had. They were boys’ clothes. 

			I was sent home in a tight shirt and boys’ Ninja Turtles underwear. I was so ashamed. When I got home, I wrapped myself in a blanket and cried. Rebecca found me that way.

			“What’s wrong?” she asked me.

			“I threw up at school, and they put me in boys’ underwear,” I told her through my tears.

			“Aw, don’t worry,” she said, giving me a hug. “Nobody knows what kind of underwear you had on.”

			I felt a little bit better in that moment, but a few weeks later, I got sick again. I threw up at my friend’s house, and then after going to the zoo with Mommy and Rebecca. 

			Mommy was concerned, so she took me to my doctor, who touched my stomach all over.

			“Do you feel any pain here, Kylie?” he asked. 

			I looked at Dr. Mullen, an old man with gentle eyes whose glasses rested on the tip of his nose. 

			“No, I don’t,” I said. 

			He took my temperature and looked at my throat and in my ears.

			“I see nothing wrong,” he said. “You’re perfectly healthy.”

			He paused and lowered his voice. 

			“Now tell me something, Kylie,” he said, sitting down next to me. “Do you think this has to do with your parents not being together anymore?”

			I thought about it for a second. I didn’t know what he was talking about. Why would the divorce make me have stomachaches and throw up?

			“No,” I said. 

			“Uh-huh. Well, OK. If you have any problems, you can always come back to me,” he said, putting a smiley face sticker on my shirt and handing me a lollipop. 

			I was being shuffled back and forth between my parents’ houses, since they got joint custody. At Daddy’s, I would write in my diary and try to spend time with Rebecca and Christina, but they were usually hanging out at the mall or their friends’ houses. When their friends came to our place, I’d try to open the door to their room to hang out with them, but it’d be locked. 

			“Can I come in?” I’d ask.

			“No, go away, we’re busy,” they’d say. I’d hear them and their friends giggling. 

			I’d leave the house and see if any of the neighborhood kids were around. If they weren’t, I’d ride my bike until the streetlights came on. When Daddy got home from work, he’d heat up some chicken breast and homemade tomato sauce, and I’d sit next to him on the couch as we ate dinner and watched TV. Or I’d go up to my room and eat by myself.

			Mommy, who had earned her nursing degree, was working all the time. I became a latchkey kid; when school let out, I’d walk to her house, carrying my heavy Lion King backpack, and let myself in.

			I’d open the fridge and see a bag of carrots and some mashed potatoes from the local health food store. In the cabinet, there were always cookies, but that was it. Mommy was very thin, and I was not. I was always hungry. She’d leave me money, and I’d use it to order pizza and french fries and turkey subs to fill myself up. I’d eat until I felt sick.

			Going to both of my parents’ houses left me feeling lonely. I dreaded being sent to Grandma Riggle’s. The only place I truly loved was Grandma Jane and Grandpa Bill’s because Grandma Jane was my best friend.

			When Mommy and Daddy were fighting before the divorce, I’d call Grandma Jane, and she’d always comfort me. 

			“Don’t worry,” she’d say. “Everything will be fine. I’m here for you, sweetie.”

			Grandma Jane was the only one in the family who said “I love you” out loud. She kissed my cheeks and gave me tight hugs. She kept art supplies in her house so I could create my own children’s books. 

			Grandma Jane, who had silver-colored hair and wore round glasses and silky flower blouses, was the first one to tell me I was a good writer.

			“Those are great stories,” she’d say. “You’ve got a real talent there, Kylie. Keep going.”

			My diary gave me a chance to escape into the page and let out my worries and anxieties. I wrote about how I didn’t like my mom’s boyfriends, like Rick, who squeezed my hand very hard and made me feel uneasy, or Ralph, the loudmouth guy with slicked-back hair and red cheeks who drove a Mustang with the top down and shushed me in fancy restaurants when I tried to talk. There was also Gordon, who grounded me and locked me in my room, where I felt trapped and cried for him to let me out. 

			Before Mommy and Daddy’s divorce, I didn’t feel like I was seen. After, it became so much worse. I felt like a nuisance. 

			At Grandma Jane’s, I never felt that way. She’d asked me what food I wanted her to make and what activities I wanted to do. She would take me to my favorite restaurant, The Ground Round, and order me whatever I wanted. When she picked me up from school, I was always relieved.

			She never talked about God, but my family and I would go to her house for Christmas Eve. Those were the best memories I had from my early childhood. Mommy, Daddy, Christina, Rebecca, Grandma Jane, Grandpa Bill, and I would sit around the table, eating delicious foods like roast turkey and mashed potatoes, and then open presents and watch It’s a Wonderful Life on TV. I’d fall asleep on the car ride home, dreaming about Santa flying in the night sky. 

			My first Christmas after the divorce looked very different.

			Daddy would take us to the woods before Christmas to chop down a tree, but he didn’t do it that year. Instead, I came home one day, and it was there—and bare. Christina, Rebecca, and I hung up some lights and decorations and set up our little Christmas village, made of ceramic homes and streetlights and scenes of happy times.

			Mommy got a small tree from The Home Depot and decorated it with a few little bulbs. It was nothing compared to our old tree. 

			That first Christmas, Daddy took us to Grandma Jane and Grandpa Bill’s house, but it wasn’t the same. We didn’t watch any movies, and I stayed up during the car ride home. I looked for Santa in the sky but didn’t see him. There was a rumor circulating in my first-grade class that Santa wasn’t real; I didn’t want to believe it.

			I went to Mommy’s the next morning, and she had showered me with gifts: a Super Nintendo with all the latest games, a bunch of Barbie dolls, and a new diary. Working as an RN, she made a lot more money now. 

			“What do you think?” Mommy asked me as I opened my gifts.

			“I love them,” I said. “Thank you.”

			“Well, I’m glad. You enjoy them,” she said, patting me on the shoulder. 

			The truth was, I did love my new stuff. I couldn’t wait to try it out. But what I really wanted was for my family to be a family again. God couldn’t make it happen, and apparently, Santa couldn’t either. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Soon enough, I became overweight. I ate too much at Mommy’s house and traded for unhealthy snacks at school lunch. The other kids made fun of me.

			“You’re fat,” the boys would taunt me. 

			“Are you pregnant or is your belly just really big?” one girl said to me. 

			I had some friends at school who accepted me for who I was. I enjoyed spending time with them during newspaper club, where we made our elementary school paper, Cougar Tracks. I’d write little essays about my life and grab the paper as soon as it came out every week just to see my name in print.

			The weekends, though, were rough. There was little structure and no one to hang out with. Rebecca and Christina were with their friends or boys—they seemed like they were popular, and it made sense. Unlike me, they were both beautiful and skinny and sociable. I felt awkward, fat, and strange. I didn’t know how to easily strike up conversation with people, and I communicated best when I wrote. 

			I spent a lot of time alone after school and on the weekends, so I didn’t get many opportunities to socialize. I’d watch TV and do my homework during the week, and on Saturdays, when my mom worked from 3:00 to 11:00 p.m. at the nursing home, I’d sit at home on the computer, browsing America Online and talking to strangers on instant messenger. 

			“I’m lonely,” I’d tell them. “I feel like I don’t have anyone.”

			“Don’t worry, it gets better,” my fourteen-year-old online friend Jenny would tell me. “You’ll make friends. You’ll be happier one day.”

			By the time I was nine, Mommy decided I was mature enough not to have a babysitter anymore, which meant I’d spend most of the day by myself. I took the time to write, which led me to becoming editor of Cougar Tracks by the time I was in the fifth grade. 

			While I excelled in elementary school at the newspaper and had some friends, middle school was brutal. The bullying got worse because as the other girls matured, I was stuck. I felt like I was still a kid.

			I didn’t really brush my hair, and Mommy and Daddy didn’t care what I wore to school. I dressed myself in oversized, baggy shirts and pants with cartoon characters and Strawberry Shortcake on them. The other girls wore revealing tank tops and sweatpants with the words JUICY or BABY on the back. They knew how to apply shiny lip gloss and bright blue eyeshadow and eyeliner, making themselves look attractive to boys.

			I would sit alone on the school bus and wear my headphones, listening to Britney Spears or the Backstreet Boys. Oftentimes, when I got off the bus, I’d put my hand on my head and there would be spitballs in my hair. 

			As I pulled them out and held back my tears, I thought: Why wasn’t I giggly like the other girls? Why wasn’t I obsessed with boys and makeup and passing notes to my friends? And why didn’t I stand up for myself?

			In my heart, I knew the answer: I thought I deserved the ridicule. I didn’t have high self-esteem when it came to anything other than my writing. And God hadn’t blessed me in the looks or personality department. 

			One day, two of the popular girls whom I’d barely talked to—their names were Brittany or Tiffany or something like that—approached me at my locker in between classes.

			“Kylie, we heard a rumor that you have a boyfriend. Is it true?” one of them asked. They giggled in synchronicity.

			“No,” I said.

			“Well, you better set the record straight,” the other one said. “The whole school saw you kissing a boy.”

			I was horrified. These girls were making things up about me. Why? What did I do to them?

			As they walked away laughing, I hid my head in my locker and cried until the next period. 

			A few months later, I was in music class when another girl decided to start poking fun at what I was wearing, a shirt that said “Disco Queen” on it. 

			“Disco Queen? What the hell does that mean?” the girl asked me in front of the class, laughing. 

			“It just means I like disco,” I said. “It’s like ‘Dancing Queen’ by ABBA. Do you know ‘Dancing Queen’? It’s a really good song.”

			“I don’t know who ABBA is, but your shirt is stupid.”

			The class laughed, and I was mortified. I sat down in my seat and put my head in my hands.

			During these times, I felt like I didn’t have anybody to turn to. I didn’t feel comfortable telling Mommy or Daddy. I didn’t think that Rebecca or Christina would understand, and I didn’t want the few friends I had to think I was a loser.

			I certainly didn’t turn to God. After my prayers for my parents to stay together didn’t work, I stopped talking to Him. I didn’t go to Grandma Riggle’s anymore, since I could watch myself, so I didn’t think about religion at all. 

			Sadly, I couldn’t even rely on Grandma Jane, my closest family member and my best friend, for help.

			She was sick. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Grandma Jane had gone from an energetic seventy-six-year-old woman who still lived at home, took care of Grandpa Bill through his chemotherapy treatments, and picked me up from school, to a weak and lethargic version of herself I barely recognized. It only took a few months. 

			She had colitis. I didn’t really understand what it was, but it turned her into someone I didn’t recognize. Her cheeks had sunken in, and she’d lost some hair. She could barely talk above a whisper.

			She also couldn’t get out of the hospital bed, which I found out when I visited her. 

			On that day, I let Grandma Jane down. 

			I was there with Rebecca and Christina. As they talked to Grandma Jane about the weather, about school, about birds—her favorite subject—I sat there quietly. I didn’t know what to say. I was too shocked by how she sounded and looked. I was scared she was going to die. 

			I got up in the middle of the conversation to take a break and buy a Coca-Cola from the hospital vending machine. When I came back and cracked it open, Grandma Jane’s eyes lit up.

			“Can I have some?” she said faintly.

			As I was about to hand it to her, Christina stopped me.

			“The doctor said you can’t,” she said.

			“I’m sorry,” I said, putting my head down.

			Grandma looked so disappointed. 

			I felt horrible. I wished I had never brought the soda into the room. I wished I could give her some. 

			A few weeks later, as I was sitting in class, a sound came over the loudspeaker. 

			“Kylie Wakefield, please report to the guidance counselor’s office.”

			I left class abruptly and went to my guidance counselor, who explained that my mom was picking me up early.

			“What’s wrong?” I asked.

			“Something to do with your grandmother,” the counselor said. 

			When Mommy came to get me, I feared the worst had happened.

			“Is everything OK?” I asked her, as we drove away. 

			“It’s not looking good,” she said, keeping her eyes on the road. “I think she might pass tonight.” 

			“What?” I said, feeling the tears welling up in my eyes. “What happened?”

			“She’s not eating. Her breathing is slowing down. The nurses can just tell. I know it’ll happen. Probably tonight.”

			I burst into tears.

			“Kylie, it’s just how life goes,” Mommy said. “People get old, and they have health problems, and they die. Her body is failing her. She wants to go. It’s her time. She shouldn’t have to be in that dirty hospital anymore.”

			Because Mommy had worked in a nursing home, she was comfortable around death. She was desensitized, so much so that’d she’d joke about it.

			“Wouldn’t it be fun if we just put people’s dead bodies in wheelchairs and had a party with them after they died?” she’d say. “It would lighten the mood. People shouldn’t be so worried about death. When I die, just give my body to science. Don’t get a coffin or spend money on a funeral. It’s such a waste.”

			I never knew anyone who died. Mommy’s father passed away before I was born. 

			“He died on a boat,” she once told me. “All they found were his teeth that washed ashore.”

			That story terrified me. I imagined my grandfather was on a large ship that capsized in a storm, and he was thrown into the sea. Then his teeth, which looked like the ones you’d find at the magic shop, washed up onto the beach. 

			Back in the car, I stared out my window. It had started to rain. 

			I thought about my memories with Grandma Jane, like that time we spied on the pesky groundhog who was tearing up her garden.

			“Let’s call him Harry,” she said. “Harry the hungry groundhog.”

			I giggled.

			“Hi, Harry! Now go away!” I yelled at him through the window.

			I remembered autumn, when Grandma would rake a big pile of vibrant orange and red and yellow leaves I could jump in. I could still feel those beautiful wet leaves on my skin.

			I could taste her homemade fudge she made every Christmas and feel her warm embrace when she hugged me.

			I cried harder. Mommy kept on driving.

			[image: ]

			When I walked into Grandma Jane’s hospital room, she was lying on her bed, unconscious. Her skin was tinted yellow, and her hands were at her side. I could hear faint daytime television playing in the background and the sound of her heart rate monitor beeping. 

			I left her room to watch Maury in the waiting area with Mommy and Christina and Rebecca. Daddy was in the cafeteria; he’d just arrived from work and was getting some dinner. 

			I didn’t sleep that night, instead going back and forth between the lobby and Grandma Jane’s room. 

			At one point, I clasped my hands together and looked up.

			“God,” I said, sniffling, “Please let Grandma Jane get better. She can’t die. I can’t lose her.”

			As I sat by Grandma’s bed, I watched her chest rise and fall. When she took too long between breaths, I got up and made sure she was still breathing. 

			By the morning, I was so tired that my eyes burned. I slept for a few hours and woke up to the harsh afternoon sun. My sisters and Mommy were there, but Daddy was gone. Mommy told me he went home. He’d been silent since he’d arrived the previous night. As usual, I had no idea what was going through his head.

			The afternoon was more of the same: Grandma was still breathing, but she wasn’t conscious. 

			“Is there any chance she’ll come back from this?” I asked Mommy.

			“It doesn’t look like it,” Mommy said. “She wants to go.”

			I was too tired to cry, too tired to think. I zoned out on more of the bad daytime talk shows that the hospital was playing in the waiting room. 

			Sometime in the late afternoon, I fell asleep again. After what felt like five minutes, I heard Mommy’s voice waking me up. 

			“Come in. It’s time,” she said, holding me by the arm. 

			I got up and sat next to Grandma Jane. Her skin had turned a darker shade of yellow. Rebecca and Christina were sitting on the other side of her. We held her hands and put on a CD of bird songs and whispered that we loved her. We cried as her heart rate monitor slowed down, and the little beeps turned into one long beep. At 7:07 p.m., she flatlined. 

			I cried even harder and held Grandma Jane’s hand tight. I thought something would happen, like we’d see her spirit or feel her soul as it went up to heaven. But I saw nothing. 

			I felt nothing. 

			After what seemed like more than the three minutes that had passed, Mommy asked my sisters and me, “Do you want to paint her nails?”

			I didn’t want to. I let go of Grandma’s hand. Christina and Rebecca painted Grandma’s nails pink before the hospital attendant arrived and wheeled her bed away.

			I felt so exhausted. I couldn’t believe Grandma Jane was gone. 

			Mommy turned to us and said, “It’s OK. She
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