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			FOR MY DAUGHTER ANNABELLE, ALWAYS

			—AH
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			IN WHICH I WAKE UP

			I know how it goes in the movies because we are . . . were . . . a movie-watching family. Every Saturday night. All the Disney classics, of course, and both Parent Traps—the original and the remake—and Toy Story 1, 2, and 3 and any movies with horses or dogs in them. Mom usually slipped in one of her favorites for the second movie because she knew Halley almost always fell asleep by then, anyway. There would always be pizza during the first movie and popcorn during the second movie. We only got up from the couch to put the bag of popcorn in the microwave or get more drinks. It was the only night of the week that we were allowed soda, so even more special.

			In the movies, the person—the main character, usually—wakes up from her coma and there are loving faces staring down at her. A nurse scurries out of the room to find a doctor. There are tears from the grateful family. You’re alive! You made it!

			Real life is very different from the movies. I should know this by now. In the movies, tragedy is averted, lives are saved, people get better and happier. In real life, when the main character—that would be me, Clementine Marsh, age fourteen and a half—opens her eyes, one of them kind of sticks halfway shut because there is some medical goop on them. Her throat is on fire from the tube they stuck down there in the OR and her leg aches from the big toe to the knee, like there’s a tiny drummer in there banging away, hard.

			“Thirsty,” is the first thing I manage to say. It comes out like sandpaper.

			There is no scurrying nurse, no grateful family. There is just Mom, looking exhausted.

			“Oh, Clementine,” she says in the saddest voice ever. “Why?”

			Even if I could talk, I wouldn’t be able to answer the question. How can I ever explain what happened last night? What I was thinking and why I did what I did?

			“Water,” I croak instead.

			Mom gets up and pours me some water from the mauve plastic pitcher by the bed. She sticks a straw in a cup and holds it to my lips while I sip, managing to stroke my hair with her free hand.

			“I wish I knew what you were thinking,” she says when I flop my head back down on the pillow.

			I close my eyes again. They’re scratchy, too. I try to imagine my whole body slowly turning into sandpaper, but Mom interrupts.

			“You’re in the psych ward,” she whispers, like she’s embarrassed.

			My eyes fly open. “What? Why?”

			“They’re trying to find a place for you that’s . . . nicer,” Mom says. “I called Strawberry Fields, so maybe you can go back there.”

			I can’t talk and I can’t think straight. Psych ward? Strawberry Fields? What am I missing? I look at Mom’s pretty, tired face for clues. But I only see worry and sadness. Her eyes are red from crying or not sleeping or both. She’s got her hair pulled back in a messy ponytail and not a drop of makeup on.

			Mom sighs and says, again, “Oh, Clementine. Why?”

			Where do I even begin?
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			IN WHICH I START A NEW SCHOOL

			THREE MONTHS EARLIER

			My name is Clementine, and ever since my younger sister Halley died two years ago, I have not been right. Something is really wrong with me, with my heart and my mind and maybe even my soul, if we have souls. One typical autumn day when I was twelve and Halley was nine, we went to school at Morning Glory Montessori like we always did. We ate toasted frozen waffles in the car because we were running late. We forgot to kiss Mom goodbye because we were running late. We dropped into our seats in our different classes just before our teachers called our names in roll call because we were running late. “Here!” I could hear Halley respond from down the hall. “Here!” I answered my own teacher a nanosecond later.

			Halley did her fourth-grade stuff—state capitals and long division and Tuck Everlasting—and I did my sixth-grade stuff—negative numbers and ancient Greece and The Giver. Then we went to the cafeteria and Halley sat with her friends at the NO PEANUT table and I went in the kitchen and made myself a peanut butter and jelly because school was the only place I could have one because of Halley’s peanut allergy. While I was eating, my best friend Virginia talked about why cats were better than dogs and Luna talked about some new K-pop group and all of a sudden there was a big commotion, kids screaming and teachers running and from across the cafeteria Virginia’s little sister Celeste screamed, “Clementine! It’s Halley! Her peanut allergy!”

			I went running so fast, but somehow the EMTs beat me to her. They were putting her on a stretcher and working on her at the same time and moving fast. “I’m her sister,” I kept saying to them. And to Halley, “I’m right here. You’re okay.” Except she wasn’t okay. And I haven’t been okay, either, ever since.

			Sometimes at night when I close my eyes I see comets and shooting stars exploding and no matter how hard I squeeze my eyes shut I can’t make them go away. It’s like my own personal Fourth of July on the backs of my eyelids. Although this may sound wonderful, let me tell you it is not. All I want to do is sleep and there are pyrotechnics in there.

			Other times, it’s sounds that I hear. Sounds like footsteps in the hall. Or a door opening and then closing very slowly. Or somebody breathing really close to me. If I sit up and shout Get out! my mother comes running in and turns on the light and says, “Oh, Clementine, what is it this time?” in a voice that is so sad and resigned and weary that I want to tell her it was just a bad dream. But Mom knows better. So I say breathing or footsteps or door or whatever it was and she sits on the bed next to me. Sometimes she takes my hand in her calloused ones. Sometimes she covers her face in her hands and bows her head and maybe cries or else tries not to cry.

			Ever since Halley died, Mom has become an obsessive crafter, which is why her hands are calloused. From holding knitting needles and felting needles and hot glue guns; darning needles and crochet hooks and yarn and embroidery floss. She used to have soft hands, and these new, rough ones kind of freak me out. Like someone took over her body and replaced it with a hard shell. All the craft projects freak me out, too. Suddenly we have pillows with dumb sayings everywhere—Be Your Own Kind of Beautiful! Bless This Mess! Naps Fix Everything!—and miles of scarves and needlepointed kittens and tropical birds on junk-shop footstools.

			If I manage to not shout and Mom doesn’t know what I’ve heard, I might hyperventilate, so I keep brown paper lunch bags on my nightstand and breathe into them nice and slow. Inhale and count to three and exhale and count to three. Inhale and count to three and exhale and count to three. Over and over. Or I might throw open the window and stick my head outside and scream silently into the ether, the void, the nothingness.

			This is the main evidence that I’ve lost my mind. I want to be there. In that nothingness. I wonder: Is it like in space movies and I would just float around forever? Or is it really nothing, like BOOM! I’m just gone? When I stick my head out the window in the middle of the night, the sky is black and endless and the stars are twinkling far away and maybe there’s a moon or some drifty clouds. Beautiful. If my bedroom wasn’t on the ground floor, I would leap into . . . into it, whatever it is.
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			When you change into someone you don’t even recognize, it is not a good idea to start a new school. But my school, my sweet, safe Montessori school, only went up to eighth grade. I started going there when I was three and I never wanted to leave. I know all about dinosaurs and astronomy and how to use a kiln and grow kale and tomatoes and morning glories because of that school. Actually, it is called the Morning Glory Montessori School because the woman who started it back in the ’70s was named Gloria and when she died, the teachers planted morning glories in her honor and changed the name from the Maple Street Montessori School to the Morning Glory Montessori School. We learned how to plant them and how to help them climb a terrace. They open in the morning, that’s how they got their name. The flowers actually only live a day; they fade away a few hours before sunset. Luckily, the vines keep blooming until the first frost. Until then, hummingbirds and bees and butterflies come and drink from the flowers, and every morning in autumn we used to stand quietly outside and observe them.

			My new school is not quiet in the morning, or ever. It’s big and noisy and chaotic, with kids racing around with enormous backpacks on their backs like some kind of mutant turtles and bells ringing and scratchy announcements that no one can understand coming through the intercoms. I feel like a tiny speck of nothing trapped in a crowded hallway that smells like spilled milk and Axe deodorant and dirty gym clothes and bad pizza and a little bit of ammonia. I hold my breath as I let myself get pushed to wherever I need to go, just moving with the jostling from the crowd until I see my classroom, at which point I have to fight my way out of the throng.

			I try to think about the morning glories, their vivid pink and blue in a dewy morning light. I try to think about my old school, which was in a red brick mansion that a rich family donated back in the 1970s because Gloria helped their children become creative, thoughtful citizens. That’s what the plaque in the front hallway says. This school is old and brick, too, but not in a beautiful, magnificent way. Every hallway is painted a different, too-bright color—orange, purple, yellow, green—with lockers painted the same color along the cinder-block walls. The effect is like you’ve fallen into a giant vat of paint, and all I can think of is how in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory Augustus Gloop fell into that chocolate river and got sucked into the extraction pipe. My locker is in the orange hallway, and every morning as I struggle with the lock to open it, I think at any minute I could fall into the worst shade of orange you have ever seen and an orange river would lead me to a pipe and that would be that.

			Somehow, maybe because I don’t rush or push but just get carried along by other people’s power, I am always the last one to class. I open the classroom door and step inside, trying to go unnoticed. But the teacher stops talking and the kids stop doing whatever they’re doing and everyone looks at me slithering to my desk. The teacher might say, “Clementine, you need to try harder to get here on time,” or some version of that. And I nod and mumble and take my seat at my weird plastic desk, which isn’t a desk really but a chair with a foldable plastic tray that you can use when you have to write something or put your enormous textbook down.

			Everyone gets back to learning or goofing off or whatever pretty quickly. But in that moment between when I walk in and when class resumes, I can hear exactly what they are all thinking as they turn to look at me. She’s the new girl. She’s the one whose sister died. She’s the one who tried to kill herself. They are mostly right. I am new here. My sister did die. And six months ago, on an impossibly beautiful first day of spring, I swallowed most of a bottle of ibuprofen. I hear the words that are in their brains as if they are speaking them out loud. The teacher starts talking again, but I just sit there, listening to what they’re thinking. She’s the one who has lost her mind.
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			IN WHICH I HAPPILY SAY AGAIN, “YES, VIRGINIA, THERE IS A SANTA CLAUS”

			FIRST WEEK OF OCTOBER

			Mom says, “I have a great idea. Let’s go visit Virginia and her family.”

			She says this because I am lying on the couch with exactly three pillows over my face. Actually, she says it because I’ve been lying here all day. I don’t think she knows that I made sure there were three pillows. Or that I have the thumbs and pinkies of both my hands bent down, leaving exactly three fingers straight up. Or that lately I’ve been doing lots of things in threes. Like I tap the side of a door three times whenever I go into or leave a room. I take three sips in a row of whatever I’m drinking and three bites of whatever I’m eating without talking in between.

			Mom knows me better than anybody else so she says the one thing that might actually get me off the couch: Let’s go visit Virginia.

			Virginia has been my best friend since before we were born—her mom and my mom met in their Lamaze breathing class when they were pregnant with us. Virginia and I had the good sense to be born a day apart so they were even in the hospital together, and they started a Mommy and Me class so, as they say, “we wouldn’t go insane,” and then we all started taking family camping trips on weekends and renting a little house near the beach for a couple weeks every summer. Even better: Our families used to line up perfectly. Mom, Dad, me, Halley. Mom, Dad, Virginia, Celeste. Virginia and me the same age, Halley and Celeste the same age.

			Then a drunk driver going the wrong way on the highway plowed into the car our fathers were in and just like that, it was just our moms and us. I was only four when it happened so all I remember is playing with my Polly Pockets one minute and Mom screaming the next minute. I remember the house filling up with people and lots of crying and whispering. I remember Virginia and her family staying over for a long time and not going to pre-K and worrying I was going to miss the apple festival at school.

			What I don’t remember is my father, or the happy times we all spent together making s’mores and collecting seashells. We have so many pictures of us as a family that I almost feel like I do remember, but it’s kind of like remembering a scene in a book instead of in real life. Virginia claims she has very sharp, vivid memories: her dad picking her up and spinning her, her dad reading to her and using different funny voices for the characters, how when her dad made homemade pizza he put her hands on the rolling pin and then his big hands over hers and they rolled the dough out like that. But my dad is just a blurry figure dressed in denim and plaid, floating through the rooms of our house. Halley was way too young to remember him, but she always said, “He smelled like rain.”

			To me, the air in our house changed in some significant but inexplicable way. It used to be like electricity and then it went kind of flat. Virginia and her family ate spaghetti at our house every Friday and had us over for tacos every Sunday night, and we still all went camping and even to the beach for two weeks in the summer because our mothers believed we needed continuity. Our mothers drank too much chardonnay and got silly together, but always ended up crying in each other’s arms. “Sorry, girls,” Mom would say, “we’re in our cups.” Once, a couple of months after our fathers died, Virginia and I took a bottle of chardonnay into her room on Taco Sunday and drank the whole thing and threw up. The only good thing about it was our mothers decided we had a stomach flu and put us in Virginia’s soft bed with ginger ale and cool cloths and a pot in case we needed to throw up again. I got to sleep over and skip school the next day and just stay in bed with Virginia watching reruns of My Little Pony and Strawberry Shortcake, our favorite shows back when we were kids.

			Then, completely out of the blue, last year Virginia’s mother announced that they were moving to Vermont. Vermont! A million miles away. No more Spaghetti Fridays or Taco Sundays. No more weekend camping trips or sleepovers. No more Virginia and Clementine. Even worse, Virginia’s mother was getting married. I didn’t even know she had a boyfriend. But apparently she had gone to her high-school reunion and ran into her old high-school boyfriend, who lived—big surprise—in Vermont, and they “picked up where they left off all those years ago,” according to her. She announced all of this at our house over spaghetti and meatballs, her eyes shining and her cheeks pink. I guess Mom knew about the guy, which explained the frequency of weekend sleepovers at our house. Virginia and Celeste had met him a few times and everyone got along great. I wasn’t able to swallow the big mouthful of meatball I had when this announcement was made, so I kind of pushed it over to the side so I could talk, and asked Virginia if that was true. She looked mostly confused, but she said, “I guess so,” and her mother beamed at her. Just like that, they were gone.

			When Mom suggests we visit them, I slide the pillows off my face and say, “In Vermont?”

			“Yes, in Vermont. Where else would we visit them?” she says, slapping my arm playfully.

			“Will the husband be there?”

			“Jack. Of course he’ll be there, Clementine,” Mom says. “They’re married.”

			“And Poppy will be there, too,” I say, overstating the obvious yet again.

			Poppy is the baby Virginia’s mom and Jack had. A baby! Even saying Poppy’s name is hard. Nothing makes sense anymore.

			“Oh, Clementine,” Mom says, “sometimes you wear me out with your questions, kiddo.”

			I worry that she might change her mind because I am just too difficult, so I say, “Of course I want to visit Virginia! Are you kidding?”

			Mom grins. “Well good,” she says. “I thought you might.”
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			The whole way to Vermont I can’t stop thinking how weird, how off-center everything is. It’s just Mom and me in the car with our broken hearts, going to Vermont to see a family of five. Mom, me. Jack, Virginia’s mom, Virginia, Celeste, Poppy. That was very unbalanced. Sometimes, like now, I feel a hole in the universe in the place where Halley is supposed to be. Like in Mom’s old Passat wagon, I feel Halley’s not-here-ness. There’s a big Halley-sized hole. I reach my hand into the space between Mom and me, like I might actually find a part of Halley there. He smelled like rain. I keep my hand up, searching in that space, and think of Halley smells: strawberry shampoo, Mod Podge glue, nail polish.

			“Clementine, what are you doing?” Mom says.

			She’s frowning. My hand is searching that spot.

			“Nothing,” I say. But I can’t seem to stop my hand from moving like that.

			She just shakes her head.

			“Remember Yes, Virginia, there is a Santa Claus?” Mom asks after a while.

			We have entered Vermont and right on cue there is foliage, the leaves shimmering yellow and red and orange at us. There is a sign for apple cider and another one for apple cider doughnuts. It’s like we’ve driven into a postcard.

			“Of course, I remember,” I say. We pass some cows in a perfect green field with perfect golden haystacks. I decide I hate Vermont.

			“You and Virginia were so little,” Mom says, launching into the story. Even though I know it by heart, I love hearing her tell it. “What? Five or six? And for some reason, Virginia announced there was no Santa Claus, that he wasn’t real, and you said—”

			“I said, Yes, Virginia, there is a Santa Claus—”

			“Even though you didn’t know that was a thing, saying that, and Allison and I could not stop laughing, so you and Virginia and Celeste and Halley started laughing too because laughter is so—”

			“Contagious,” I finish because I look over and I see that Mom is crying.

			The end of the story is that when our moms caught their breath, they told us how like a hundred years ago some kid named Virginia wrote in to the newspaper and asked if there was a Santa Claus, and the editor answered her right in the newspaper that there was. “How dreary would be the world if there were no Santa Claus,” he said. “It would be as dreary as if there were no VIRGINIAS.” Whenever Virginia asked an obvious question, everyone answered her with, “Yes, Virginia, there is a Santa Claus,” and we would all burst out laughing.

			Mom and I don’t say much after that, partly because it takes her a while to stop crying and partly because she has to pay attention to the road, with all its twists and turns. I reach over and hold her hand, even though it’s supposed to be on the steering wheel, and we sit like that for a long time.

			I consider telling Mom that a part of me feels nervous about seeing Virginia because I haven’t seen her in so long, except at Halley’s funeral and that doesn’t really count. When she moved, we promised to write each other real letters, but after just one exchange we didn’t write any more. We didn’t even email each other except a couple times. I think she doesn’t know what to say to me about Halley or the ibuprofen or anything, and I don’t know what to say to her about any of that, either.

			Mom has stopped crying and I think maybe I can tell her how I’m feeling, but the navigation is saying, “You’ve arrived at your destination,” and Mom mutters, “Finally,” and we are pulling into the driveway of an old white farmhouse. Behind it, rolling hills stretch forever. There are big, old trees stretching their dazzling arms, and a curly-haired golden dog appears from nowhere, wagging its tail. Mom beeps the horn twice, her old signal announcing we were there, back when there was a yellow split ranch half a mile from our house.

			The door flies open and people come running out. Celeste, two braids flying behind her. Virginia’s mom, gently steering a red-haired toddler. Jack, and then Virginia. Everyone is rushing over to us except Virginia, who stands halfway between the door and me.

			“Clementine?” she says. “Is that really you?”

			“Yes, Virginia,” I say, “there is a Santa Claus.”

			With that she whoops with laughter and races into my arms, falling on top of me onto the soft green buttercupped grass.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE
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			IN WHICH I LEARN TO HATE THE STATE OF VERMONT

			Virginia’s room has green-and-white wallpaper that looks like ivy climbing up it. She has a white iron bed with a hand-stitched quilt on it and there’s a rocking chair that looks like it’s about a million years old in one corner of the room with a hardcover book open and turned facedown on the seat. I kind of feel like I walked onto a movie set. SETTING: A VERMONT FARMHOUSE. I try to remember Virginia’s old room that she shared with Celeste. IKEA twin beds. Beanbag chairs with their names on them. Two mismatched bureaus. Lots of junk and cat hair everywhere. I look around this room. Movie set, I think again.

			“It looks like you live in Little House on the Prairie,” I say, not knowing where to sit.

			Virginia smiles like she’s not sure if I was being nice or mean. (I admit it: I was being mean. And maybe a little jealous. Okay, maybe a lot jealous.)

			“Except that was Kansas,” she says, picking at a thread on the quilt.

			“Thus the prairie part,” I say.

			Virginia pats the bed for me to come and sit beside her, and I do.

			“Do you like it here?” I ask, mostly to break the silence.

			Virginia smiles, a real one this time, and nods vigorously. “I love it! In the winter, we go skiing for phys ed.”

			“You ski?” I blurt. We are not skiing families. We are beach families. “I mean, skiing? Down mountains? Really?”

			More nodding. “It is so much fun. You have to come when there’s snow and we can go skiing. It’s like flying,” she adds softly.

			“Wow,” I say for lack of something better to say.

			We sit awkwardly for a bit, me trying to picture Virginia in ski clothes like they wear in the Olympics and Virginia thinking who knows what.

			“Hey. Don’t tell anyone,” Virginia whispers, “but Mom is pregnant again. Isn’t that exciting?”

			“I guess?” But I’m thinking it is not exciting. It’s just one more thing throwing off everything that used to be.

			“No, no, it is. Really exciting,” Virginia says. “You can’t believe how great it is to be in a family.”

			“I am in a family,” I say.

			“I know,” she says, “but I mean, like, a real family.”

			“Instead of just two people?” I say.

			She looks horrified. She stammers and stumbles on apologies and corrections and I don’t help her one bit.

			“I guess I mean a family like the ones on television,” she says finally.

			“I have news for you,” I say, getting off the bed and heading for the door. “Television isn’t real, Virginia.”

			I have tears burning the backs of my eyes and an overwhelming urge to get out of that room and that house and just run and run. But run where? Through those fields? Back down the road? Home?

			Just like that I’m down the steep, narrow stairs and bursting out the front door into the blinding sunshine and too-blue sky. The dog sees me and jumps to his feet, ready for something.

			I hear Mom calling me, her voice confused and surprised. But I keep running, opting for those fields. It’s gotten colder and I can see my breath coming out in little puffs and hear myself panting, that’s how hard I’m running. The dog has decided to follow me, and keeps up with me, right by my side.

			Mom’s voice is getting closer. I glance over my shoulder and see there’s a whole parade of people following me: Mom, Virginia, her mom, Celeste. Being the youngest, Celeste is the fastest and she catches up to me first.

			“Is it a race?” she asks, those dumb braids flying behind her again.

			I glare at her and run faster.

			Now Virginia has caught up with us and she’s telling me she’s sorry and I run harder so that I leave her behind, too.

			“You have to catch her,” Mom yells. “She might hurt herself!”

			When I hear that, I stop, just like that.

			I turn around and face all of them.

			“I’m not going to hurt myself!” I scream.

			They all stop, too, standing in front of me like a firing squad, staring.

			I stare back.

			The dog is rolling in the grass at my feet. He’s the only one having fun so far. I drop to the grass and close my eyes and I roll, too. The grass is cold and a little wet and I smell things rotting.

			“Clementine?” Mom says softly.

			But I just keep rolling around like the dog, like a person who has lost herself completely.
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			No one makes any real eye contact with me over dinner, which is pumpkin soup served in actual pumpkins. There’s a swirl of something white and roasted pumpkin seeds on top. Before dinner we all sat around eating Vermont cheddar cheese with Vermont apples. Now the Vermont pumpkins. Vermont is making me weary.

			It’s weird but even the baby, Poppy, doesn’t look at me. I try to play peekaboo with her because every baby likes peekaboo, but the kid ignores me. She just giddily smashes her pureed pumpkin into the high-chair tray with her fists and throws applesauce on the floor. Virginia and her family are talking about how great the schools are here and how fun it is to ski and ice-skate in the winter and how tomorrow we will hike to Robert Frost’s cabin. I want to put my head down on the table and sleep.

			There’s some strange spice in the soup and the musty smell of it makes me nauseous. I pick out the pumpkin seeds and chew on those.

			Mom laughs nervously. “I hope you don’t mind if I have another glass of chardonnay,” she says as she pours.

			Both Virginia’s mother and Jack are drinking some Vermont-made seltzer water.

			“Have you given up wine, too, Allison?” Mom asks. I’m not sure what else Virginia’s mother has given up, except her entire old life.

			“Well,” Allison says slowly, and a shy smile creeps onto her face. “Actually.” She glances at Jack, who beams back at her.

			“Actually?” Mom says, her glass of wine midair on its way to her mouth.

			“We’re having a baby,” Allison says.

			She reaches across the table and squeezes Jack’s hand and in that moment my nausea increases because I realize that they are making babies in this very house. Doing it. While Virginia and Celeste and Poppy sleep. I can taste that weird spice rising in my throat so I gulp some fresh Vermont milk—From right down the road!—to shove it back down.

			“Wow,” Mom says without any enthusiasm. “Another baby.”

			“Another girl,” Allison says. She rolls her eyes like she’s so disappointed by this but it’s clear she’s the happiest person in the world.

			“Hey, why don’t you two vote on the name?” Jack says. “We can’t seem to find one we both like.”

			He gets up and retrieves a small notebook and a pencil. While he flips through the notebook to find whatever page he’s looking for, I think about how Virginia and I used to laugh because we got the depressing names—Virginia, after Virginia Woolf, the writer who filled her pockets with stones
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