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DEDICATION

For my mom and dad.

In your fifty-four years of marriage,

you are perfect examples of my belief

that the greatest love stories

start with being best friends. . . .
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Unsent message found on Amy’s computer in the hospital




You want the whole story, but you don’t realize—it’s impossible to tell the whole story. You probably think it was all about sex, but that’s where you’re wrong. It was about love. And you. Mostly you. Other people would look at me and think sex was impossible but love was not. Then it turns out, both are possible and also impossible.







CHAPTER ONE

AMY’S EMAILS STARTED IN late July and kept coming all summer. Each one made Matthew a little more nervous:




To: mstheword@gmail.com

From: aimhigh@comcast.net

Subject: I’m happy!




I just slipped into my mother’s office to look at the names of my new peer helpers, and I’m so happy! Your name is on the list! I thought maybe I’d scared you by coming right out and asking you to apply. I realize it’s an unusual setup, but try not to think of it as my parents offering to pay people to be my friend. I know there’s something unsettling and prideless in that. I prefer to think of it this way: my parents are paying people to pretend to be my friend. This will be much closer to the truth, I suspect, and I have no problem with this. I’m guessing that a lot of people in high school are only pretending to be friends, right? It’ll be a start, I figure.



The note made him anxious, but still he wrote her back:




To: aimhigh@comcast.net

From: mstheword@gmail.com

Subject: Re: I’m happy!




I don’t mind, Amy. It’s a good job, plus your mother says we might get community service credit. Best, Matthew






To: mstheword@gmail.com

From: aimhigh@comcast.net

Subject: Re: I’m happy!




Community service credit? For a paid job? I’m trying not to take this personally, Matthew, but does the job sound so onerous you should get both money and volunteer credit for doing it?






To: aimhigh@comcast.net

From: mstheword@gmail.com

Subject: Re: I’m happy!




Sorry, you’re right. No, I didn’t mean that. The truth is I’m very glad to do this job. I don’t have a lot of friends at school, so I’m happy I’ll get to know you and the other people working with you. Matthew

PS Maybe I shouldn’t have said that thing about community service but, come to think of it, maybe your mother shouldn’t have suggested it, either. I think we all got a little confused.



Already Matthew had a feeling this wasn’t going to work out. The more he thought about it, the more certain he was it wouldn’t. He’d known Amy since second grade, but he didn’t know her. They weren’t friends. He remembered her, sure, but he remembered a lot of people from elementary school that he wasn’t friends with now.




To: mstheword@gmail.com

From: aimhigh@comcast.net

Subject: Re: I’m happy!




Why don’t you have many friends? You seem pretty normal, right? I remember you having friends in elementary school.






To: aimhigh@comcast.net

From: mstheword@gmail.com

Subject: Re: I’m happy!




I have some friends, I guess. I was never all that good when it started to be about sleepovers. Those things made me nervous.



He wasn’t sure why he’d written that. Being too honest was always a mistake—especially with someone like Amy, he was afraid. He had no idea what he’d say if she asked him why he had trouble with sleepovers.




To: mstheword@gmail.com

From: aimhigh@comcast.net

Subject: Re: I’m happy!




Why do you have trouble with sleepovers?



He didn’t answer her question. He couldn’t because here was the real question: Why did she keep writing to him? He wasn’t sure what she was doing this summer, but he assumed she was taking some college-level summer classes. He heard a rumor once that Amy took courses through UCLA Extension every summer, and had enough credits to start college a year from now as a second-semester sophomore. It probably wasn’t true, but that’s what he’d heard. There were a few stories like that about her.

After a week, he felt guilty for not responding and wrote this:




To: aimhigh@comcast.net

From: mstheword@gmail.com

Subject: Re: I’m happy!




Sorry I couldn’t write back for a while. I got really busy. Can you believe school is about to start? I’m looking forward to the training sessions for this job. That should be interesting. Do you attend, too? Your mother didn’t say in her letter.



He sounded like a dork. Oh well. At least he’d written her back.




To: mstheword@gmail.com

From: aimhigh@comcast.net

Subject: Re: I’m happy!




No, I won’t go to the training sessions. Why do sleepovers make you nervous?






To: mstheword@gmail.com

From: aimhigh@comcast.net

Subject: Re: I’m happy!




How did it go? My mother said you were there but you were pretty quiet the whole time and then you left early, which makes me nervous that maybe you’ve changed your mind. Please don’t change your mind, Matthew.






To: mstheword@gmail.com

From: aimhigh@comcast.net

Subject: Re: I’m happy!




Matthew? Are you there? Please write back. My mom said you came to the training session today but she can’t tell whether you’re really interested in this job. She has her doubts. I told her to give you a chance. Everyone else is doing this to round out their college application. With you, it’s different, I think. Maybe I’m wrong about that. But please don’t quit.



She was right about this much: he wanted to quit. One “training session” with Nicole, Amy’s mother, talking about choking hazards and seizure risks was enough to make him feel like there was no way he could do this. Seizure risk? Just hearing that phrase made him start to sweat and wonder if he was having one.

At the end of the session Nicole made it clear: “We’re replacing adult aides with peers because this is Amy’s last year of high school and she wants to learn about making friends before she goes off to college. This is her number one goal for the year and we’re hoping you all can help her achieve it.”




To: aimhigh@comcast.net

From: mstheword@gmail.com

Subject: Re: I’m happy!




Your mom has pretty high goals for your peer helpers. I’m not sure I’m cut out for this.






To: mstheword@gmail.com

From: aimhigh@comcast.net

Subject: Re: I’m happy!




What goals?






To: aimhigh@comcast.net

From: mstheword@gmail.com

Subject: Re: I’m happy!




She wants each of us to introduce you to five new people a week. Does that seem like a high number? It does to me, but then, as you know, I don’t have a ton of friends, so I’m not sure.






To: mstheword@gmail.com

From: aimhigh@comcast.net

Subject: Re: I’m happy!




PLEASE don’t worry about it.



He was worried about it. Very worried. Now that he’d told his mom about the job, though, he wasn’t sure if she’d let him back out.

“Wait a minute,” his mom said, after he told her he might be working as Amy’s aide one day a week. “Do I remember this girl? From sixth-grade chorus? Did she sit in a chair up front and sing louder than everyone else?”

“Yes,” he said, embarrassed by the memory.

“And she waved her hands the whole time, like she was conducting the audience?”

“Yes,” he said. This conversation made him think of a line Amy had written in one of her first emails to him. I want you to tell me when I’m doing stuff wrong. That request alone was enough to worry him: Where would he begin?

His mother clapped her hands and threw her head back, laughing like she hardly ever did anymore. “I loved that girl. I always wondered what ever happened to her.”




To: aimhigh@comcast.net

From: mstheword@gmail.com

Subject: Re: I’m happy!




Okay. See you at school. I’m not scheduled to work until Friday, which pretty much confirms that your mom thinks of me as the least promising of your peer helpers. I’m fairly sure she isn’t saving the best for last. I think she’s hoping someone else will show up between now and then. If that doesn’t happen, I’ll see you on Friday, I guess. . . .






To: mstheword@gmail.com

From: aimhigh@comcast.net

Subject: Re: I’m happy!




Sorry to harp on this but why don’t you like sleepovers?







CHAPTER TWO

THE NIGHT BEFORE SCHOOL started, Matthew lay awake in bed and tried to picture himself doing this job—walking beside Amy between classes, carrying her books as he’d only seen adults do in the past. Maybe it would work out okay, but it didn’t seem likely. Because of her walker, Amy couldn’t really walk and talk at the same time. There would be silences that could be excruciating. Until this summer when she emailed him, he’d never known she was funny and easy to talk to. But what good would that do if they couldn’t talk? Not much.

Then there was Amy’s mother who had high expectations and obvious doubts about him. All through the training sessions Nicole kept saying, “If you don’t feel comfortable with any aspect of this job, please let me know,” looking straight at him as if she could tell he felt uncomfortable with pretty much all of it.

He’d only applied because Amy wrote him in July and asked him to. And that was such a surprise he couldn’t think of any reason to say no, though he probably should have.

They didn’t know each other, really. They’d only had that one conversation that he still thought of as horrible and awkward, though apparently Amy didn’t.

Maybe it wasn’t right to say he didn’t know her at all. He still remembered the first time he saw her in second grade, and the speech the teacher made before she arrived, about how Amy might “look different on the outside but inside she’s exactly like everyone else.” Because the teacher didn’t explain what she meant by “look different,” Matthew imagined a girl covered in fur, or wrinkly skin with bug eyes like Yoda. That year, Matthew had discovered the Human Freak section in the Guinness Book of World Records, and used to stare at pictures of the men covered in warts and the women with heavy beards. When Amy appeared just before lunch, inching into the classroom with her wheeled walker in front of her and an adult on either side, he was disappointed.

Mostly she did look like other girls. She had curly blond hair that hung down her back and she wore a flowered pink dress. Sure, she couldn’t walk without her contraption, but beyond that she had no particularly freakish qualities. Yes, her mouth hung open. Yes, she drooled enough to wear a bib most days—which was embarrassing, maybe—but she wasn’t a true freak like he’d hoped. She was most interesting when she tried to talk at morning meeting, where everyone else sat on a carpet square—except Amy, who sat in a low, blue plastic rocking chair she sometimes fell out of. She never raised her hand to speak. Instead she rocked in her chair and squawked like something was caught in her throat.

“Oh my goodness,” the teacher said the first time Amy did this. She looked at Amy’s aide. “Is she all right?”

“She has something she wants to say,” the aide said.

They all waited while Amy’s mouth opened and closed. No sound came out. A minute ticked by and finally the teacher couldn’t wait anymore. “We’ll let Amy gather her thoughts and come back.”

The next year they moved up to third grade, where the teacher, Mrs. Dunphy, talked about Amy when she was out of the room. “The doctors predicted that Amy would be a vegetable for the rest of her life, and look how far she’s come! The most important thing for you all to know is that she’s extremely bright with a very high IQ.”

This was news to Matthew, who was in the highest reading and math group. For the rest of third grade, Matthew waited for Amy to do or say something extremely smart. Maybe she did. Mrs. Dunphy called on her regularly but the problem was no one—including Mrs. Dunphy—understood anything Amy said.

She spoke in a language that used no consonants, only a long string of vowels. Matthew tried to imitate it once, and sounded like he did when a doctor asked him questions with a tongue depressor in his mouth. Amy’s aide understood a few words: Bathroom. I need a break. Some girls pretended to understand secrets Amy whispered in their ear at recess. They went up one by one, held their ear to Amy’s mouth, and ran off to giggle on the bench. The joke was ended by a recess monitor who wasn’t sure, but thought the game might be hurting Amy’s feelings. Matthew overheard the conversation between two teachers. “I thought Amy liked it,” one of them said. “It’s better than sitting by herself the whole recess, isn’t it?”

“No,” the other woman said. “They’re making fun of her and she knows it.”

Matthew noticed that neither one of them asked Amy, which he supposed made sense. They all knew by then Amy wouldn’t have answered with a simple yes or no. She never did. She had long, complicated answers for every question she was asked, answers no one ever understood. Sometimes Matthew watched adults pretend to understand Amy—laugh at one of her “jokes” or nod at a comment—and he thought: they look like the freak, not her.

In fourth grade Amy started using a talking computer, programmed with phrases that required pushing only a few buttons for Amy to “say” them. There was also a keyboard with a word-prediction program. At recess, all the kids gathered around and tried to get Amy’s new computer to swear. Which made Amy laugh for ten minutes, then start to cry. “PLEASE STOP,” she typed. “NO. NO. NO.”

The talking computer changed how everyone saw Amy. She still drooled and was messy when she ate. Sometimes she got too excited in class and choked on her own spit. But now she sat with other kids in reading and math groups. They figured out that Mrs. Dunphy was right the year before—Amy could read and spell, better than most of them. She wasn’t the best math student in the class, but she was in the top three.

She had good control of the one hand she typed with, but the other went spastic at times and knocked over messy things like hot coffee and boxes of pencils. When she made messes, though, she wasn’t punished like other kids, because she wasn’t like other kids. Her clothes were different. So were the books she read and the shows she watched. So was the fact that she always had an adult beside her.

She’s not really a kid, Matthew decided by sixth grade.

He watched her less by that point because he had his own problems by then. New ones that had cropped up out of nowhere and scared him a little. A voice in his head telling him to do things. Wash his hands twice before lunch, up to his elbows. Wash them again after lunch. His new fears were related—slightly—to his old fascination with bearded ladies and wart-covered men. Freakishness could happen to anyone at any time, he’d learned. Kenny Robinson lost half a finger in an accident with a boat-engine propeller. Now he pointed with his stump, which scared Matthew because lots of things scared him these days. A month before sixth grade started, his parents told him they were getting divorced but he shouldn’t worry because it was a friendly divorce and what everyone wanted.

It wasn’t what he wanted, but he felt too scared to point that out, afraid if he did, it wouldn’t matter anyway.

In seventh grade, he and Amy had English together and once she asked him to help her print an essay. Because he was curious, he sent two copies to the printer and secretly kept one. It was a personal essay in response to the question: What worries you most about the future?

It was a terrible topic for someone like Matthew, who already worried too much. They’d spent the last two days in class reading one another’s essays and offering “feedback,” which meant everyone wrote, “Good job. I like your honesty,” on the bottom of everyone else’s essay. Reading other essays, Matthew had learned that some people were too honest: “What I worry most about in the future is getting fat.” Or else they tried too hard: “I’m most worried about air-and-water pollution.”

Matthew, whose parents had gotten divorced the year before, thought of saying he worried most about his mother, who didn’t do anything besides work, come home, and watch TV. He didn’t write about that because if he were honest and his mother read it, she might get even more depressed than she already was. In the end, he wrote the only thing he could think of: “I worry most about worrying too much.” After such an honest first sentence, he drifted into safe generalizations: “We have grades to maintain, along with family responsibilities. Someday we’ll have to worry about college applications and how we’ll pay for college, if we can get in. After that, I worry about jobs and what the cost of energy will be.”

It went on like that for a few more paragraphs. At the bottom, most people wrote: “Good job, but you might want to get more specific.” He wanted to see what Amy, who had more to worry about than the rest of them, wrote. Was it mean to think this? He wasn’t sure.

Then he read Amy’s essay:


I’m not sure I do worry about the future.

I don’t know what lies ahead but I know I’m not scared of it. I’m in no rush to be an adult, but I suspect when I get there, I’ll discover it’s easier than being a kid. There won’t be so many ups and downs. Or crises that get talked about as if they’re the end of the world. I think we’ll all come to understand that there isn’t any one big test or way to validate ourselves in the world. There’s just a long, quiet process of finding our place in it. Where we’re meant to be. Who we’re meant to be with. I picture it settling like snow when it happens. Soft and easy to fall in if you’re dressed right. I think the future will be like that.



Oh come on, Matthew thought. Was she serious? Was this a joke? Or—he had to admit this felt like a possibility—was she completely crazy? She could barely walk, she couldn’t talk at all, and she wasn’t worried about the future? It made no sense. It made him mad. Amy, who couldn’t walk in snow, imagined a future that felt like falling into it?

Later, when the best essays got pinned to the board of the classroom, he read the comments she got: “Oh my God, this is so amazing!”

“You are an awesome writer!”

Matthew felt small and stupid.

And then last year, at the end of eleventh grade, the whole school got to read one of Amy’s essays when it was printed in Kaleidoscope, the school literary journal. Hers was the piece everyone talked about:


Lucky

By Amy Van Dorn, grade 11

When people first see me, they may not believe this, but most days I don’t feel particularly disabled. In the ways that matter most, I believe I am more blessed by good luck than I am saddled by misfortune. My eyes are good, as are my ears. I’ve been raised by parents who love me as I am, which means that even though I can’t walk or talk well, I’m reasonably well adjusted.

I know that for a teenage girl in America, this is saying a lot. I don’t want to be thinner than I am, or taller. I don’t look at my body parts and wish they were bigger or smaller. In fact—and this will surprise many people—I don’t wish I was fine. I don’t pine for working legs or a cooperative tongue. It would be nice not to drool and warp the best pages of my favorite books, but I’m old enough to know a little drool isn’t going to ruin anyone’s life. I don’t know what it would feel like to be beautiful, but I can guess that it makes demands on your time. I watch pretty girls my age and I see how hard they work at it. I imagine it introduces fears I will never experience: What if I lose this? Why am I not happier when I have this?

Instead of beauty, I have a face no one envies and a body no one would choose to live in. These two factors alone have freed up my days to pursue what other girls my age might also do if their strong legs weren’t carrying them to dances and parties and places that feed a lot of insecurities. Living in a body that limits my choices means I am not a victim of fashion or cultural pressures, because there is no place for me in the culture I see. In having fewer options, I am freer than any other teenager I know. I have more time, more choices, more ways I can be. I feel blessed and yes—I feel lucky.



Reading it the first time, Matthew felt angry all over again. Surely she didn’t really feel this way. He thought about her seventh-grade essay where she said she wasn’t worried about the future. Here she was again—the unluckiest person he could imagine—saying she felt lucky? It had to be an act.

But he wanted to know: Why did she work so hard at it?

In English, Ms. Fiorina, famous for wasting class time discussing issues that were never on any test, asked what people thought of Amy’s essay. Because Amy wasn’t in their class, they were honest. One girl raised her hand. “It made me want to cry. If I had her problems I’d probably kill myself.”

“Maybe that’s a little extreme, Paula, but that’s her point, right? When you’re a teenager being different—if it’s not by choice—seems like the worst thing imaginable. But is it really?”

“But she’s not just different. She can’t talk.”

“I saw her choke once,” Ben Robedeaux said without raising his hand. “It was really weird. She fell out of her chair and had like this seizure.”

Matthew was surprised. He’d never heard that story.

A few minutes later Matthew raised his hand. Usually he didn’t participate in these discussions, but this time he had something he wanted to say. “I’ve known her a long time and I don’t think she really feels this way. She wants everyone to have this image of her as happy and well adjusted. I just don’t think it’s true.”

“Interesting,” Ms. Fiorina said, looking up like what he’d said really was interesting. “But is that a bad thing? She’s a person with a disability conveying the message, Hey, my life isn’t all tragedy. Do we hear that message enough?”

“But it is a tragedy,” a girl in the back row said. “I mean, I’m sorry, but it is.”

“Explain what you mean, Stacey.”

“She can’t talk.”

“But she communicates, right? She writes beautifully and some of you have had classes with her, right? You know her pretty well. Matthew says he doesn’t think she’s telling the truth. Maybe he knows something the rest of us don’t.”

Matthew felt terrible. He didn’t know, of course. He only knew Amy after years of watching her from a distance. That year he sat behind her in Biology and had discovered a few new quirks to her body. The left side was more spastic than the right. Her floppy head made her look worse than she was. He learned to interpret the sounds she made. He knew she loved the cell unit, because she squealed every time the overhead projector with “Parts of the Cell” came up on the screen. She also liked genetics, but not physiology. On frog-dissection day, they both let their partners hold the knife—Amy for obvious reasons, Matthew for less obvious ones.

The next day in Biology, Amy surprised him by turning around at the end. “COULD I TALK TO YOU AFTER CLASS?” her computer said.

He’d heard her automated voice often enough in class discussions, but it still scared him. “Okay,” he said, looking down at the floor.

When they got out to the hallway, Amy pushed a single button to play a preprogrammed question. “WHY DID YOU TELL PEOPLE MY ESSAY WASN’T TRUE?”

“I don’t know,” he said, breaking out in a sweat. “Because I don’t believe it. I don’t believe anyone could be so well adjusted.”

She typed. “WHY NOT?”

“You said you look at your friends’ lives and feel like your own is better, which is fine, except that you don’t have any friends.”

“HOW DO YOU KNOW THAT?”

“I sit behind you. I notice things.”

“WHAT KIND OF THINGS?”

“It’s not your fault that you don’t have any friends. You always have an aide with you. No one is going to be themselves when there’s a teacher standing right there. Plus, you talked about parties and dances, but I don’t think you’ve even been to any, so how would you know what you’re not sorry to be missing?”

He kept going. He started saying too much, telling her all the things he’d noticed—that she never said hi to other kids, that she never answered questions when people asked her things before class. “I’m not pretending I’m Mr. Popularity or anything. I’m just saying you’ve got this whole message that doesn’t seem believable. To me, anyway.”

“I CAN’T BELIEVE YOU’RE SAYING THIS.”

Her facial expressions were impossible to read. He couldn’t tell how mad she was. Probably pretty mad. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I shouldn’t have said anything. It’s none of my business. Like, none at all. I don’t know why I just said all that. I had this theory that you’re trying to be a certain kind of person, and that must be hard. But God, I’m hardly one to talk. So let’s forget the whole thing. Please. I’m sorry.”

It startled him when her machine blurted out a single word. “NO!”

“No what?”

“DON’T BE SORRY. YOU’RE RIGHT. MY GOSH, I CAN’T BELIEVE HOW RIGHT YOU ARE.”





CHAPTER THREE

EVERYTHING CHANGED FOR AMY after that conversation with Matthew.

For most of her school life, Amy had felt a little like Rapunzel, locked in the tower her walker created when she walked down hallways. In eleven years, no one had ever called up to her window or asked for her hair. No one had ever tried to be her friend.

Impossible, you might say. Everyone has some friends.

No, Amy would have to say. Not everyone. It was possible to spend a decade with the same children—from kindergarten through eleventh grade—and never receive a phone call once, though your number was listed every year in the directory. It was possible to have a mother who tried for years to schedule play dates with other children of mothers who never called her back or did so with apologies and talk of impossibly busy schedules. It was possible to be partnered on a school project and watch others build a Pueblo Mesa out of brown-painted mini marshmallows, a project you were never, in two weeks, allowed to touch.

Most surprising of all: it was also possible—for eleven years!—not to see this as a problem.

Or to put it another way: it was possible to believe that the adults who loved her—the teachers, therapists, and aides who laughed at everything Amy said—counted as friends. It was possible to feel their love so strongly that she lived in oblivious happiness for over a decade.

Then Matthew came along and pointed out the holes in her thinking. He stood in front of her and told her he’d come, not to climb her tower but to shatter it. In his clumsy way, he was like a prince who arrived with sweaty armpits and bad hair. At least I’m here, he might have said. That’s better than nothing. And it was.

The very same day that she talked to Matthew, she went home and made some decisions: It was too late to do anything about it that year. But next year—her senior year—would be different. She would make friends before she graduated. She would look at her life with a more critical eye.

When he’d insisted that she couldn’t be as happy as she pretended to be in her essays, he’d said something she’d never considered. You don’t have any real friends because no one acts like themselves around you. You’re always with an adult. For years Amy had blamed her lack of peer friendships on any number of factors: Typing was slow. She’d try for a joke that came out five comments too late to be funny. She was too clumsy to play at recess, too messy to eat lunch with, too slow to keep up. Until Matthew pointed it out, though, this idea never occurred to her: being with you means being with a teacher.

It was so obvious, she wanted to laugh. Get rid of the adult and you might make some friends.

That conversation opened up electrifying possibilities in her mind. Just because she’d never had friends didn’t mean she wasn’t interested in her classmates. Since she started middle school, she’d developed a habit every year of picking a different handful of peers to spy on and keep track of. Usually she picked one surly type (a troublemaker to see how much trouble they got in); a do-gooder to see if their phony persona broke down; a boy she might have had a crush on in a different life; and a shy girl like herself (or the person she would have been if she could walk and talk). She memorized their schedules and their lockers. If they were in a play, she went for the uninterrupted two hours she could spend watching them. So far as Amy knew, no one she’d kept tabs on knew what she was doing. Of course, she’d never talked to any of them, so she couldn’t be sure. Which was why that conversation with Matthew floored her.

The shock wasn’t his saying such unpleasant truths out loud. The shock was his saying, I’ve watched you over the years. She couldn’t help it; she blushed.

Then he kept going: You don’t even try to talk to people. You walk past them without saying hi. You don’t answer questions. You laugh when no one is making a joke. He pointed out every social failing she had. Ten years without practice had left her with plenty. It didn’t embarrass her to hear it; it thrilled her.

He’s just like me, she thought. He does the same thing.

Matthew had never been one of her chosen people, but he could have been. He was for the remainder of their junior year. Until she decided she wanted more for next year. She wanted to make some friends. She wanted to get to know Matthew.

The law mandated every child with a disability have equal access to the same education all children had, meaning that—to some extent anyway—an aide had to do whatever Amy needed. They bubbled her answers on Scantron tests, changed her sanitary napkins, helped her get in and out of the bathroom with a minimum of fuss. But that conversation with Matthew helped Amy say something she wanted to tell her mother for months. “I DON’T NEED SOMEONE ALL THE TIME.” Amy took class notes herself and kept her own schedule. She needed someone in between classes to carry her books and charge her battery pack, but in class, not so much.

Her idea had a beautiful simplicity at first. She approached her mother a week after school ended. “WHY DON’T WE HIRE STUDENTS TO WALK ME IN BETWEEN CLASSES?” They could get trained on charging her battery and other details. Girls could help her with the bathroom; they had in the past. Boys couldn’t, of course, but that wouldn’t matter. She could drink less on those days and improvise more. Having gotten the idea, she wanted to make it clear to her mother: boys should be hired, too. “WE’LL SET A SCHEDULE AND ROTATE. MAYBE WE’LL MAKE EATING LUNCH PART OF IT SO I’LL MAKE SOME NEW FRIENDS.”

For years Amy had eaten her yogurt-and-hummus lunches in the special-ed teacher’s resource room. Fine for the dribbling girl who had to wear bibs because she still dropped food all over herself, but now she was better. She could eat simple things in front of other people. Her stomach danced at the thought. She could eat in the cafeteria! All they had to do was pay people to sit with her!

Her mother hated the idea at first. “You don’t know how self-absorbed teenagers can be. They’d have a test one day or breakup with their boyfriend and forget all about you.”

“WE COULD HAVE A SUBSTITUTE LIST. WE’LL TRAIN LOTS OF PEOPLE. AND PAY THEM MORE THAN THEY MAKE AT McDONALD’S.” Amy had once overheard two girls talking about how much they hated their jobs at McDonald’s, with the terrible uniforms and the rude customers.

“You don’t pay people to be your friend, Amy. I don’t like what that suggests.”

Amy pressed harder. “KIDS NEED JOBS. I HAVE ONE THEY CAN DO.”

As it turned out, nothing was as easy as Amy imagined. The school said they would only pay for a “trained paraprofessional,” but if her parents were willing to cover the salaries and sign a waiver, they would try the idea as an experiment.

Over the summer, Amy drew up a schedule where people worked a total of two hours a day, three if she stayed after school to join a club.

“A club?” her mother groaned.

“THAT’S MY GOAL. I WANT TO JOIN A CLUB AND MAKE TEN FRIENDS.”

Nicole loved goals. She loved evidence-supported theories and data-driven techniques. Say the word goal, Amy knew, and her mother would be looking to check it off.

At least this used to be true. This time, though, her mother surprised her. A shiny line of tears appeared in Nicole’s eyes. She shook her head. “Did we make some terrible mistake? Did we not prioritize socialization enough?”

Yes, Amy wanted to type. We never prioritized it at all. Not when academic successes came so easily. Why bother with friends when there were As to earn and state-mandated tests to ace? Why bother with movie outings when Amy had such a knack for languages that her French teacher once joked that she’d be nonverbal but fluent in three languages before she graduated? Amy filled every summer with extra courses and reading because it never occurred to her she had any other options. “YES, MOM. I NEED TO MAKE THIS A PRIORITY.”

She thought about Matthew, a little taller than her, with freckles and curly, dark brown hair that fell in his face, sweating as he argued his point: You’re not really lucky. Get out more and you’ll see. It’s a hard life out here. She almost laughed out loud remembering it, and then had to catch herself. Her mother would hate this being another person’s idea. You’re not like other children, Nicole always said. You don’t need to act like them, so please don’t.

A far better argument, Amy knew, was this: “IF I’M GOING TO GO TO COLLEGE, I NEED TO PRACTICE RELATING TO PEOPLE MY AGE.”

College had always been the number one goal. Ivy-covered walls. Dorm mates. Nicole had talked about it since Amy was in elementary school. “You might be right,” her mother said. “This might be more important than I thought.”

Over the summer, a letter was mailed by her guidance counselor to a small group of handpicked students, mature enough for such a job. When response was low, another letter went out to a wider group, including all student council members and everyone in the leadership society, meaning anyone with a B plus average or better.

That was when Amy first wrote to Matthew and urged him to apply:


    

I promise you won’t have to do anything embarrassing. I want you to apply because I want someone who will talk to me honestly about things. You’re the only person who ever has. Maybe you don’t know this, but when you’re disabled almost no one tells you the truth. They feel too awkward because the truth seems too sad, I guess. You were very brave to walk up to the crippled girl and say, essentially, wipe that sunny expression off your face and look at reality. That’s what I want you to do next year. Tell me the truth. That’s all.

Amy








CHAPTER FOUR

THAT WHOLE FIRST DAY of school, Matthew was grateful that Amy’s mother hadn’t liked him enough to put him on duty from the beginning. He saw Sarah Heffernan, one of Amy’s other peer helpers, from a distance, standing outside the bathroom holding two backpacks and looking uncomfortable.

The next day, he saw Sanjay Modhi, another peer helper, leave Amy alone for most of lunch period in the cafeteria. Matthew told himself he’d never do anything like that. He’d spent enough time miserable and alone in the cafeteria not to let that happen to Amy.

The problem (or one of them anyway) was expectations. Matthew couldn’t figure out what to expect or, even worse, what Amy expected of him. When he read that first email she wrote him in July, he thought, She’s wrong again, about pretty much everything.

He wasn’t brave. He was the opposite, actually. He was afraid of everything and had been for years. The worst of his fears started in sixth grade and only got worse in middle school when everyone, seemingly overnight, changed. Boys grew four inches over the summer and girls came to school dressed like their older, slutty sisters. Matthew hated all of it. The talk about shaving, the visible bra straps. The voice in his head came back, louder this time and more insistent. Wash your hands. Like a surgeon to the elbows. By then it made him check faucets, too. Make sure they’re off. Just double-check.

Counting made him less nervous. Twenty-four steps from the bathroom to math class. Thirty-six chair desks, four left-handed. Counting was a relief. Almost a pleasure. A way to measure and contain a world that otherwise spun too quickly for him. He thought of his brain as divided. One half understood that counting had no bearing on his parents or his life. The other half hoped maybe it did. Gradually, that first year in middle school, he began to understand—there were many ways to be a freak. Amy had no choice, but other people did. If you worked hard and concentrated, you could hide your freakish thoughts. You could keep the same handful of friends you’d had since third grade. You couldn’t push those friendships too far or sleep over at anyone’s house when there were nighttime rituals to worry about, but you could look okay.

That’s what he assumed.

In eighth grade that changed again. Steven, his best friend, moved away, leaving Matthew with no one to eat lunch with. Sitting alone beside the trash cans, his fears grew worse. He went to see a guidance counselor and told her about his worries, though he didn’t get specific or mention the voice. He also said nothing about the deals he made with his brain.

The counselor reassured him by saying there were other students like him. “You’re just anxious, that’s all.” She told him to think of his mind as a Worry Wheel with three parts—an anxious mind, anxious body, and anxious actions. She said an anxious mind got the Worry Wheel spinning, and an anxious body kept it going until anxious actions made it spin out of control. She talked about breathing and visualizations and “calm-body” tools. She told him some people squeezed their fists to release the tension from their body. “Yo-Yo Ma does this,” she said. And some basketball players whose names she couldn’t remember before they took free throws. “Believe it or not, everyone gets anxious,” she said. Did that mean Yo-Yo Ma went to the bathroom six times a day to make sure he didn’t have skid marks in his underwear? Did Shaquille O’Neal say excuse me seven times if he farted?

Amy might have called him brave in that email but he was afraid of everything about Amy, especially her body, which had the terrible problem of being crippled and attractive. He wondered if other people noticed that, too. In ninth grade, she grew her curly, blond hair long like some princess in a fairy tale, and she was pretty now, in a bent, crooked sort of way. That was also the year she grew boobs. Did other people notice that?

The other problem with expectations was that Amy’s mother made it pretty clear what hers were. “As long as we’re prioritizing friendship building, I want to be scientific about it,” Nicole had said in their first training session. “We’re going to ask that each of you introduce Amy to three new people a week. Keep track of the names and give them to me so I can keep a central database. We’ll also ask that each of you invite at least one other person to join you when you eat lunch with Amy.”

At that first training session, there were four peer helpers, all seniors, all people Matthew knew vaguely. Sarah Heffernan was a girl he’d had a crush on in ninth grade because her mother died around the same time Matthew’s father remarried, which meant they were both sad and quiet most of that year. He’d never talked to Chloe McGlynn before, mostly because she hung out with a Goth crowd and wore motorcycle boots to school and he’d always been scared of her. Now, mysteriously, she wore a green IZOD shirt and khaki shorts and seemed to have left her Goth days behind. He’d gone to preschool with Sanjay Modhi, though twelve years had passed and they hadn’t spoken since then. Apparently Sanjay had worked at Hot Dog on a Stick over the summer, where the uniforms were striped polyester and included a mustard-colored baseball cap. “No surprise why I’m here,” Sanjay said when Ms. Hynes, the guidance counselor, asked them to introduce themselves and say why they were interested in this job.

Because Amy wasn’t there, apparently they all felt free to be honest. Chloe said her boyfriend, Gary, had been arrested in July, and she was trying to turn her life around. “Like, I pretty much have to change everything. My friends, my focus, everything. I guess I’m hoping doing this job with Amy will help.”

On her turn, Sarah said, “I’m here because I loved that essay Amy wrote. It made me want to get to know her better and find out how she got to be such a good writer.”

Nicole smiled and nodded. “That’s wonderful. Thank you, Sarah.”

Matthew was the last to speak. He felt his throat close up before he could start, like his brain was spinning cotton and stuffing it in his mouth. He coughed a few times and counted the empty desks in the room. “I don’t know Amy,” he finally managed after a silence that felt excruciating. “But I would like to.” Good enough, he thought, stopping before he did something horrible like throw up on his shoes.

They spent most of that first training session going over how Amy’s talking computer worked. They learned about preprogramming what she might say in class if an idea was complicated or too long to type in while everybody waited. They learned about battery packs and which bathrooms were best for Amy to use in school. They learned how much weight she could safely carry herself (almost none) and how to read her body’s signals of overexhaustion: facial twitches, spasticity, louder
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