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75 days

Dear Julia,

Get this, Im supposed to be starting a journal about my journey. Please. I can see it now:


Dear Diary,

As Im set adrift on this crazy sea called life, I like to think of an inspirational poem I heard not long ago, one that made me weep because of its beauty. Today, I truly believe each day is a precious gift.



I dont think so.



Anyway, while Dr. Marks (mustache like you wouldnt believe, long and shaggy and made even worse by the fact that hes always got crumbs in it) babbles on about how we need a place to share our experiences, Im writing to you.


I dont want you to think everything here has been so useless. I mean, Pinewood is a teen treatment center, so theres, you know, the unpleasantness of just being here, but it hasnt all sucked. Its going to follow me around forever, though. Was in rehab. Just like all the other I carry now.

You know, I always thought I told you everything, but there are some things I should have said and never did. I should have told you about the time I lost your new sunglasses. I know you really liked them. I should have apologized every time I puked on your shoes and especially the time I ruined your brand-new skirt, the one with the beading. I should have apologized for a lot of stuff.

Im sorry. Im sorry for everything.

Its been seventy-four days since I had a drink. I miss it. I miss the way it made me feel, how I didnt seem so tall and stupid, how everything went soft around the edges. Ive even been dreaming about it. Im told this is normal, though. Im told I can still leave. Im better, you see, and the world is waiting.

Dr. Marks just asked if Im okay. Hes such a freak. I dont know how he ended up in charge of group therapy. You should hear how he talks, you really should. He cant say my name like a normal person. Amy. How hard is that to say? But Dr. Marks always calls me Amyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy, like y is a letter he doesnt get to use often enough.

I think about you all the time. I tell everyone in group I picture you swooping in to check up on everything, an angel with kick-ass wings, but I actually wonder if youre cold or if you get to wear your purple sweater all the time because its your favorite and your mom isnt around to tell you its too low-cut.

Right now, I wonder if youre singing one of those stupid love songs you love so much and if they still make you smile. I wonder if you miss driving across the Millertown bridge while we take turns eating ice cream. You were always able to smuggle a pint out of the grocery store. If I close my eyes I can see you laughing, spoon in hand. I havent eaten ice cream in months.

Ive cried a lot in Pinewood, and always about you. I know that must seem strange, especially since you know that before I didnt cry at all. I wanted to, thoughyou know that too, right? But I couldnt. I knew if I did Id never stop.

I suppose I should be happy about getting out of here tomorrow. I guess I am, but the thing is, I keep thinking about who I want to see when I get home andtheres no one. You wont be there.

I miss you, J.








ONE



RELEASE DAY CAME, as promised, and I got my stuff together in the morning. I didnt have a roommate, and I didnt really talk to anyone, so I was ready to go pretty quick. (Group therapy was enough conversation for me.)

And that was it. Good-bye Pinewood, thanks for all the crap food and sharing sessions. Couldnt say I was going to miss any of it.

Laurie, my shrink, came and walked down with me.

What are you thinking about? I dont think Laurie knows how to not ask questions. Must be the first thing they teach in shrink school. Also seems to be the only thing.

Nothing.

Its okay to be scared, she said, and I did that thing with my eyebrows Julias mom always called snotty.


Laurie didnt seem to notice. She just said, Everyone gets scared, like it was some big profound statement.

Wow, thanks, I said.

Your parents are waiting, Amy, she said. Theyre right out there and theyre excited about taking you home.

The sick thing is, I wanted to believe her. I wanted to believe that Mom and Dad were waiting and actually wanted to see me. Id thought that part of me, the part that wanted me and Mom and Dad to be a family and not how we actually are, which is the two of them and then me, was gone. I thought Id killed it, smashed it into pieces so small theyd never fit together again. I guess I was wrong.

Fine, I said, and went to meet them.

They were there in the waiting room, sitting curled up in each others arms on one of the sofas. My first day at Pinewood, my arms were raw from where Id dug my fingers in to make sure I was alive, and theyd sat on that same sofa the exact same way.

Id sat across from them and watched them clutch each others hands like theyd be lost if they let go. Theyd given me a weird almost hug when I left, the two of them still clutching each other and trying to squeeze me in. That was a lot of fun.


Today they were clutching hands again, but they actually let go of each other and got up and hugged me. Separately. Thats when I realized today was going to be weird. As in seriously weird.

Im taller than both of them now. I cant believe it. I knew I was taller than Mom but didnt realize Im taller than Dad. I guess maybe I grew some while I was here. It figures. Sixteen, about six feet tall, and just out of a treatment center. Im such a winner.

On the drive home, Mom and Dad told me about my new room. My bedroom up in the attic is gone. They moved all my stuff down into the guest room on the second floor, and now its my bedroom. I cant believe my parents want me sleeping near them. Weird. But then I suppose it fits in with today.

Because after telling me about my new room, my parents had other things to say. They told me there wouldnt be a lock on my door anymore. They told me that even though Im now old enough to get my license, theres no way I was going to. They also told me I would have to keep seeing Laurie every week.

I said Fine to everything. I think they expected arguing or something because they kept looking at me, Dad in the rearview mirror, Mom in the little one youre supposed to use to check your makeup.


When we got here the weirdness was complete, because the houseits still the same, but yet it isnt. For one thing, its blue now. Apparently, Mom had it painted again. Its better than the yellow it was before but not by much. I dont know how an art professor can be so clueless when it comes to this stuff. I mean, she can paint and teach other people how to do it, but she cant figure out that a blue house is a bad idea?

Mom and Dad might have been waiting for me to comment on the house. You never know with them. I didnt say anything. Its a new color, not a new house, not a new me and a new them, and Julia is still gone.

They helped me bring my stuff in, and then we all stood around looking at one another. I finally said, Im hungry, just so it wasnt so quiet. They, of course, both went to fix me something to eat. I know they dont do everything together, and Ive even heard them argue once in a while, but most of the time its like theyre one person. Not Colin and Grace. Just ColinandGrace.

I can hear them now, laughing at a joke theyll never share with me. If Julia was here I never would have heard it because wed be out having fun. I dont care about my room or a stupid lock or driving or even having to see Laurie. I dont care about any of it.












76 days

J,

Its me. Im home, though it doesnt feel like it. Not without you.

I tossed the starter journal Dr. Marks gave me, which is just as well because it had little pine trees running along the bottom of every page. I suppose I should be happy it wasnt teddy bears.

After I tossed it and a bunch of other random crap Pinewood gave me, pamphlets and books and bullshit about feelings, I found my old chemistry notebook.

Remember chemistry?

Me neither. I know I passed because I wore a short skirt every time we had a test. Mr. Lansing was such a pervert. Neither of us took a single note all year. I flipped through the notebook when I pulled it out and it was blank page after blank page except for one.

Hey, you wrote me a note at the bottom of this page.

Locker after class?

Your handwriting is so much nicer than mine.

I just called your house. Your mother hung up as soon as I said hello.








TWO



78 DAYS TODAY, and Mom took me to the mall.

A belated birthday present, she said.

I wasnt allowed to get gifts while I was in Pinewood. Laurie had asked me how I felt about that at least a hundred times, but what did I care? What kind of birthday was it without Julia there? In the end it was just another day of therapy and bad food punctuated with an awkward visit with Mom and Dad.

They sang Happy Birthday and asked me how my room was, then stood around looking nervous. It was a visit just like all their others, except for the song. Laurie had asked me about that too. She has a question for everything.

Mom and Dad were both going to take me to the mall, but last night at dinner we were talking (by which I mean I just sat there and tried to think of things to say when they asked me stuffuntil now, dinner was always a two-person show) and Dad suggested she and I go since Mom wasnt teaching today. He said hed take me to get school supplies over the weekend.

Mom looked hurt (oh no, they werent going to be doing everything together!) and Dad reached out and took her hand, giving her the youre my whole world look. I dont get how they can be so into each other. Its not normal. (Julia thought it was sweet, but then she was in love with the whole idea of love. In my book being that in love is, frankly, kind of creepy.)

Anyway, they were holding hands and finishing each others sentences and Dad was starting to talk about trying to rearrange his schedule. I could feel myself fading, becoming invisible girl once again, but then Mom said, You know, I think thats a great idea.

She almost sounded like she meant it. Almost.

We went, just the two of us, and I spent the first ten minutes waiting for her to shrivel up because Dad wasnt around. She seemed fine, though.

Mewell, that was different. The mall was bigger than I remembered, too full of crap and people. One of the first stores we passed was the one where me and Julia almost got busted for putting a skirt in my purse. Id wanted to grab a plaid one, but shed found one that was so much cooler. She had this gift of being able to find the most amazing clothes in any store. Two seconds and shed have the perfect outfit, an outfit that no one else but her could wear.

Anyway, she picked the skirt, it was in my bag, and we almost exploded trying not to laugh on our way out of the store.

I couldnt breathe, thinking about that. How hard we tried not to laugh. How hard she did once we were back out in the mall again, her head thrown back and her eyes shining.

Julia always laughed so loudly, so happily.

Im never going to hear her laugh again.

Everything started going fuzzy then, black around the edges.

Mom, I said. I have to sit down.

Mom took me to the food court, bought me a soda, and called Dad. I didnt bother listening to the conversation because no one needs to hear I love you forty-seven million times. Youd think theyd get sick of saying it to each other. I know they never will.

Mom wouldnt take me home when I finished my soda. I said, But what about Dad? and she said, Hes fine. Which store do you want to go to first?


So we went shopping. What else could I do? We went into store after store, Mom looking, me standing there, trying to breathe. She kept showing me these little skirts and shirts, stuff likestuff like Julia and me always wore.

She even said, If I had your figure, and I stared at her until she said, Oh, Amy, I understand. You and Julia probably came here, right? and squeezed my hand.

Id always wanted to do this kind of thing with her, go shopping, do mom-and-daughter stuff I should have stopped longing for in middle school. I never wanted it to be like this.

On the way home, Mom asked about birth control, the question too casual to be anything but practiced at least a hundred times. I told her there was nothing to tell.

She said, I know there must be, so I told her I knew all about it and had been extra careful ever since I had to take a pregnancy test when I was fourteen. I shouldnt have done it, but I didnt want to talk about sex with Mom and I knew that would stop the conversation.

It did, and I thought about the day Julia told me she needed to buy a pregnancy test. Shed cried and then wiped her eyes and smiled at me. Shed said, Itll be okay.

I should have said that to her. I should have said something. Done something. Anything. Instead I just sat there.


I thought about sitting in Julias bathroom, holding her hand as we waited for the results. She spun around in circles after the little stick showed everything would be fine, turning and turning with a smile on her face. We went to a party that night, and she got so high she fell in a bathtub and split her lip open. I tried to clean her up and ended up smearing blood all over her shirt.

We both pretended she wasnt crying.

As Mom and I finished our drive home in silence, I thought about the mall again.

Id seen Kevin there. Trailing Mom from one store to another and there he was, standing with his jerkass friends, hanging out. When he saw me, he glared, as if hes in so much pain. No matter how much he wishes Julia was here, I wish it more.

I pretended I didnt see him, and watched Mom flip through shirts I wouldnt let her buy me.

I pretended I didnt feel like my heart was breaking.












80 days

J,

Dad and I went to one of those huge office supply stores this afternoon. I now have more notebooks and pens than anyone could ever need. When I was shopping with Mom we couldnt really talk because I was constantly trying on things and telling her I didnt want them. (Plus I think she was mentally rehearsing for the sex conversation.) With Dad there was a lot more silence to fill because its not like theres a lot to talk about when it comes to notebooks.

I did learn Im going to be a juniorI guess my final grades from last year were better than youd said theyd be. Also, on the first day of school, I have to go in with Mom so we can meet with a guidance counselor and talk about my future.


I was looking at pens when Dad told me that, and I thought about the first day of school last year. We were at your locker, bitching about our schedules, and Kevin walked by and said, Hi. You smiled at him. That was how you two began.

Id been hoping I wouldnt be let back into school at all.

I picked up a package of pens and ignored Dad, who was still talking. I didnt want to remember past that, the first day of school last year and your smile, but I did. I remembered the party, remembered your devastated face. Remembered looping my arm through yours that night and saying, Lets go, everything will be fine, schools finally over and summers here. Screw Kevin and his freshman skank, you can do better and you will. Itll be okay. We just need to get out of here.

We walked out of the party, warm night air blowing over us, and didnt look back. I was proud of myself, you know. I really was.

My future, and theres another  for me to hate.

I told Dad we had to leave and sat in the car while he paid. We came home and Ive been here, in my room, ever since.

And I


I want a drink so bad. I just want that moment where all my worries melt into warmth. I want that moment where everything feels right, you know?

I dont deserve to have that feeling.

I still want it anyway.








THREE



IM GOING BACK to school soon. Very soon, in fact. Tomorrow is the big day.

Tomorrow is too soon.

After I found out, after Dad told me, and after I wrote to Julia, I had toI couldnt stand being in my own skin. I couldnt stand myself.

I went up to the attic. I looked around, sat on the floor, and then got up again. Mom and Dad found me there after a while, looking for something to drink.

They made an emergency therapy appointment for me right away. I hate that Ive become a bunch of quotation marks. In Recovery. At Risk.

Murderer.


Julias mother screamed that at me in the emergency room the night Julia died. She screamed it and screamed it and then stopped, stared at me with her face drawn tighter than Id ever seen it. She stared at me and then whispered it.

The screaming I hadnt even really heardits how Julias mother always talksbut that whisper, that little cracked sound. Murderer. It hangs heavy around me. Inside me.

It is me.

Laurie didnt seem too surprised that I ended up coming to see her a couple of days before Im supposed to. She said it was good I didnt drink, and it was still good even after I pointed out that I would have if Id found something.

But you didnt find anything, did you? she said.

I wanted to, I said, and then she clicked her pen twice and gave me one of her I see something you dont looks. I hate it when she does that. I hate her pen clicking too.

Mom drove me home after, and stayed with me because the university was closed for Labor Day. I went up to my room, and when she came to check on me she seemed surprised to find me lying on my bed, flipping through one of her art books.


I suppose given everything she and Dad were forced to realize once they had to face up to the fact that, hey, we have a kid and shes really messed up, she expected to find me squatting on my bed cutting my hair with nail scissors or something.

I sort of wished Id obliged her. Their whole trying-to-care thing is too strange.

Anyway, she did the I care thing, sat down next to me, and said, I have a better book about that period. Would you like to see it?

No, I said. I was looking at the book because it was Julias favorite, the one she always flipped through after she came over and smoked a joint out the attic window and then bitched at me for never doing it with her. Pot never made me mellow like it did her. It just made me hungry and tired.

Well, would you like to go somewhere?

No, I said again, and she frowned and asked me if I wanted a cigarette.

I said, What?

Well, she said. Every time your father and I visited you atat Pinewood, you always smelled like smoke. And I know thatI know giving up drinking has been hard, and I dont want you to think that your father and I dont understand that. So if you want, we could set up a little area outside, maybe near the edge of my flower garden, and you could

I dont smoke, I said.

Oh, she said, and then sat there looking at me.

I stared at the book. What did Julia see in the pictures? I wish Id asked her. I thought about what shed say if I had until Mom left.

I wanted Mom to say, Why dont you smoke?

I wanted to tell her I used to, that Julia and I started the summer her mom threatened to send Julia to stay with her aunt because she was being more paranoid than usual. (Just thinking about Js imitation of her mothers Are you on DRUGS? speech makes me smile.)

I wanted to tell Mom I stopped because the night I looked into Julias unseeing eyes I had a cigarette in my hand, that despite everything it was still between my fingers, the red tip sparking faintly, just waiting for me to breathe it back to life. All around us, the air smelled like burned rubber and cracked metal, and my cigarette still glowed as the world ended.

I havent smoked since. I learned to live with the sight and smell of them at Pinewood even though I went out of my way to avoid it, always making sure I washed my clothes if they started to smell, and lathering my hair until my fingers were numb and smelled of nothing but cheap shampoo. And the thought of having one, of breathing in and out and watching it burnI could never do that again. Not now. Not ever.












82 days

J,

Im sitting in the bathroom. The teachers bathroom, even. You remember the signs, and how theyd glare if it looked like we might walk near it. Its not much nicer than our bathrooms though, which surprised me. Youd think all the glaring would at least protect something interesting.

Im pretty sure as long as I dont move, as long as I stay right here, invisiblewell, if I do that, I think my first day at school will be just fine.

Mrs. Griggles was the guidance counselor me and Mom had to see. She actually tried to look happy when we showed up. She ended up looking like someone had shoved a lemon in her mouth. Good old Giggles. (I wish youd been there to call her that. I could never work up the nerve.) I thought she was going to explode when she saw the suggested class schedule Pinewood had put together for me. I kind of thought I might explode.

One of the things I had to do at Pinewood was take a bunch of tests. You know, in case I was developmentally damaged from drinking. I refused to see the resultswhat did they matter? The only thing I like is words, and English in Lawrenceville County schools is all about stomping the enjoyment of them out of you. School is a waste of time, and school without you wasnt something I wanted to think about, but apparently Im not developmentally damaged at all. In fact, I may have started drinking because I wasnt challenged enough in class. I bet you anything Laurie wrote that. Pen clicking idiot.

So anyway, instead of my normal schedule of study halls and low expectations, Im taking honors English, honors U.S. history, honors physics, French, math analysis, and psychology. (I smell Laurie in that one too.) When Giggles was reading the list I tried to say, No, I dont want this, but my throat had dried up, and when I glanced at my mother she looked like a stranger.

For a second, I forgot and looked around for you, because when Im in Giggless office its always with you.

It was always with you. God, J. Was. You should have been there, but you werent. You never will be again. I had to get out of there then, so I asked to go to the bathroom.

I was actually going to leave, but halfway down the hall I realized where I was going. Id automatically headed for it.

Your locker.

I saw it, J. Do you know what theyve done to it? Its plastered with foil stars covered with glitter. On the stars are bad poems and little messages about you. People MISS YOU! and LOVE YOU!! and are THINKING OF YOU!!! I opened itit was unlockedand inside was the same thing. All your stuff was gone. The card Kevin got you for your six-month anniversary. The pictures of you and me. Your makeup bag. The plastic bag way in the back, the one you always kept filled with tiny liquor bottles for me and a couple of pills for you. The coat you never wore and the picture of you and your mom where you were both smiling for real that you kept hidden in the pocket. It was all gone, replaced by fake stars and fake words.

I wanted to tear it all down. You could have. You would have. You always knew what to do, what to say. You knew how to make anyone smile or shut the hell up. You dyed your hair purple with Kool-Aid for kicks and made snoring noises when Giggles lectured us about being late. Even drunk I could never do those things.

So now Im here, at school, hiding out in the teachers bathroom, and I dont know what to do. I cant leave, Julia. Im just stuck here freaking out. If I close my eyes, will you come to me? You dont have to make everything all right. You dont have to do anything. I just want you here. Just for a second.

Please.
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