(whoa, it was freaking me out that there wasn’t a break line here! ;p)
A cry of pain rose out above the crack of a gunshot (out seems like an unnecessary word, cluttering. The sentence seems much more smooth now). Like a scene from a movie, a teenage boy clutched his bloodied chest and fell over backwards. As he hit the ground, a girl about the same age detangled herself from the shadows surrounding the edge of the clearing. She was clad in a black turtleneck and dark jeans and flashes of moonlight glinted off the wire-rimmed glasses she wore. The thick grass muffled the sounds of her bare feet as she padded over to the body. In one swift movement, she bent down to check one bloody wrist for a pulse and straightened back up.

She looked down sadly at his face, eternally frozen into an expression of surprise and pain, and murmured, "I'm sorry Eddie, but you really shouldn't have ignored me like that. You were all I thought about, but you never looked twice at me. You gave me no choice." Without another word, she turned and walked away until she disappeared into the trees, not looking back as the blood sank into the earth around Eddie's broken body. A moment later, another shot cracked through the still night air.

In a swath of shrubbery on the far side of the clearing a branch snapped, revealing a face looking out with shocked and terrified eyes. Then a cloud rolled over the moon, and the clearing was bathed in darkness. (ooh – intrigued!)

* * *

The blessed end-of-year bell rang through the hallways at Clover High School. Before the last echoes had faded out, a throng of teenagers surged into the halls, branching out into their own little groups. In the center of one of the largest, the dirty-blond head of Brad Liftridge could be clearly seen (this sentence seems sort of muddled… when I first read it, it was “head” as in a leadership position and then I realized you totally meant anatomical head… I think you should mention his head first, and then save descriptions for the end of the sentence, i.e., “the head of Brad Liftridge could be clearly seen, a dirty-blonde tuft above the crowd”, or however you want to phrase it). He looked down, laughing, at the pretty sophomore standing next to him. She playfully shoved at one impressive arm and tossed a huge triumphant smile at the others behind her.

From further down the hallway, the high, reedy voice of Christian Rei rose above the clamor, announcing a party at his house the next day at seven. Shawn Thompson, his voice also high, called back, "Who all you invitin'(comma) Christian?"

Christian didn't reply at first, but forced his way through the crowd until he reached Shawn. Christian had tanned skin, and was remarkably taller, skinnier, and handsomer(did you mean handsomer as a wry little joke? If not, it’s more handsome) than Shawn was(ooh…). "Well, Shawn, I thought I'd invite Brad, Ash, X," he listed names for a few more moments, and Shawn started to look slightly disappointed. Noticing his expression, Christian grinned demoniacally, scratched at his casted left arm, and added, "Oh, and Becca, too, of course."

Shawn grinned sheepishly, straightened to his full, unremarkable height, and ran a pudgy hand through his strawberry-blond hair. The sprinkle of pimples across his nose and cheeks grew less apparent as his face reddened. When he realized Christian had seen his reaction, he became very interested in his shoes.

Speaking to the floor, Shawn clumsily changed the subject. "Uh, you're parents ain't thinkin' of crashing, are they?"

Still beaming, Christian answered, "Naw, they outta town for another month, at least." Leaving Shawn to blush, Christian turned and shoved through the crowd towards his locker. Along the way, he tapped his cast on the back of a skinny, bespectacled freshman carrying a large stack of papers(why is this line necessary? I’m a little confused about this description. Cast? Freshman?). When he got to his locker(“reached his locker”, try to refrain from saying got in writing), he removed the only remaining object - a skateboard - turned and rode through the school's double doors. Most of the students left shortly after; Sean joined up with another Junior(is it important that this person is a junior?)(end sentence), The skinny Freshman quickly gathered up the papers he (who is he? This is very muddling the way it is…this paragraph had two hes. Also, I hadn’t the impression that he had knocked the papers out of her hand – you don’t mention that) had dropped and scurried out the door, the cheerleader that had been with Brad walked over to a group of girls, and, linking arms, they trailed everyone else. Only Brad was left (comma) rummaging through his locker. (this paragraph was very cluttered, and to make it more effective you need to trim out the fat)

He quickly dumped the assorted items left in his locker into his bag, and was shutting the door when something caught his eye. Wedged in the corner of his locker was a folded up paper, yellowed with age. Without really thinking about it, he worked in out of the corner and stuffed it in his back pocket. Then he turned and pushed through the doors. Giving his eyes a moment to adjust to the glaring summer sun, Brad looked around; most of the other students had driven off, except Christian, who could be seen a few blocks away with a blonde Brad didn't recognize, and a little group of freshmen. Brad scanned over their faces to see if the freshman he had seen Christian hit was there. When they saw Brad staring at them, they hurried off in another direction.

"Ya know, next year we'll be seniors, and they'll really have to worry."

Brad jumped when he heard someone speaking in his ear, and spun around to see two of his best friends. Kent Greenwood, the one who had spoken, stepped back and glared at Brad in mock anger. "Thought you was leavin' without us did ya?"

"I figured you went home early. Wouldn't be the first time. What did you want me to do? Hang out all day in that hell-hole just to find out you cut and went home early?"

Kent's companion, Arik Johnson, spoke up. "It's like you don't know us at all. We would never skip school and miss out on all the amazing educational opportunities."

"Yeah right. The only reason you guys came today was to see the squad give their end-of-year performance. Why were you late anyways?"

Kent laughed. "Ms. Bitch-acre held us late. Somethin' about us not doin' our homework last night." Ms. Bisacre was their math teacher.

"It's her own fault for making homework due on the last day," Arik cut in.


"Yeah, then [i]somebody[/i] tried to get us off the hook by asking her if she would really punish us for something we didn't do, and [i]somebody[/i] almost got us beat to death with her yardstick." Kent jerked his thumb at Arik every time he said "somebody," just in case Brad couldn't figure out who he meant.

The guys started walking, but before long, Kent stopped. He straightened up to his full height, and went rigid as a dog on bird-point. Brad followed his line of sight back to the school's front doors. Arik, who was at least a foot shorter than Kent, had to tiptoe to see.

Rebecca Mathews and Keren Kelga had just come out of the school, still wearing the uniforms from the cheer squad's performance that day.

The boys slowed their pace, giving the girls no choice but to catch up. As soon as they did, Kent casually walked over and draped his arm around Keren, the only girl in school close to his height. "Hey Keren, so I had this idea, right-"

Becca cut him off, "You had an idea? Better tell us before it dies of loneliness."

Before Kent could reply, Keren removed his arm, turned to Becca and said, "Come on. Let's get out of here before they come up with any other ideas."

They turned and crossed the street, hips rolling smoothly. Brad, Kent, and Arik followed them to their street, only admitting defeat when they saw Becca's dad on his front porch drinking a Bud. They turned instead for Christian's house, which was just down the block.

As the guys were walking up Christian's driveway, he pulled up behind them on his skateboard. When his arm had broken, the doctor ordered him off the skateboard until the cast was removed. Christian had been on it the next day.

"Where were you?" Kent asked. "You should'a been here before us."

Christian grinned. "I had to walk Kathlina home."

"What happened to Michaela?"

"She skipped today, and she lives on the other side of town."

"What are you gonna do when she finds out?"

"Eh, I dunno. She's getting a little old anyways. And this total babe just moved in across the street."

Brad shook his head, but secretly admired Christian's ability to pull it off flawlessly.

Christian kicked the skateboard into his four-car garage and ushered his friends inside and into the living room. The house was lavishly furnished in Asian style furniture, rugs, and wall art, and the far corner of one wall was almost completely covered by a plasma screen TV. Brad and Christian sat on the couch; Arik chose his favorite overstuffed armchair, while Kent disappeared into a kitchen half the size of Brad's house.

"So, this party?" Arik prompted.


Christian answered, "We got an ass load of people comin'. X is the DJ; we got plenty of space for dancing. My dad has some six packs and whiskey locked up, but I found the key last year. We just need food. My mom left five hundred dollars emergency money, think that'll be enough?"

The guys laughed. Arik, who was always broke, looked faintly jealous.

Christian went to get the money and keys while Brad, Kent, and Arik went outside. By the time Christian got outside, Kent and Arik were waiting in the Chevy Pick-Up's bed, while Brad was leaning on the hood. Christian and Brad climbed inside the truck, and they drove off to the local, and cheap, convenience store.

When they got back, Brad happened to look at the dashboard clock as he got out. Immediately he jumped out. "Oh shit! I was s'possed to be home ten minutes ago! Gotta run!"

Kent, who was climbing out of the bed, looked at Brad. "Oh calm down. You're always late and the 'rents never care. You could come home tomorrow and get away with it."

"Yeah, but I been late everyday this week. Dad said if I'm late again I'm grounded."

Arik started grumbling that that was what he said every time, but Brad had already taken off in the direction of his house, book bag flopping wildly on his back. He turned onto his street half an hour late, breathing a sigh of relief when his parents old Corvair wasn't in the driveway. Bursting through the door, Brad kicked off his shoes in the mudroom, threw his bag on the couch and proceeded into the computer room.

His eight-year-old sister Kamren was sitting on the ottoman, and she looked up from the monitor as Brad walked in. "Ooh, you're late! I'm telling mom and dad!" As she finished speaking, Brad heard the sound of an engine being cut off and a car door slamming. Before he could move, Kamren had leaped off the stool and ran past him. She skipped down the hallway, gleefully chanting, "Brad came home late!"

Brad laughed and shook his head before following his sister into the mudroom. Brian Liftridge stooped to hang his coat on the back of an antique style coat rack, ran a hand back through his thinning brown hair, and looked up as his son walked in. "Call it a hunch, but I get the feeling you came home late?"

"I was at the store with the guys. The line was huge."

"Why?"

"I guess because it's payday. There's always a lot of people on pay-"

Brian cut him off, "I meant, why were you at the store, wise ass?" His words were stern but his eyes were laughing.

"Oh. We needed food cuz Christian's throwing a party tomorrow."

"And I'm sure you asked your mother if you could go already, because I certainly haven't been informed."

"Uh, I was gonna ask as soon as you got home?"

As they were speaking, Patricia Liftridge had been standing by the screen door, listening silently, but now she spoke up. "Aww(comma) let him go, Hun. I seem to remember you were quite the partier back in high school."

Brian looked back at his wife and laughed, then turned back to Brad. "Fine, you can go."

"Thanks Mom! You're the best!" Brad turned and ran off to the stairs. Pausing half way up he turned around and added, "Well, sort of."

Slamming the door to his room, Brad picked up the fun and dialed Christian's number.

"Yeah? What is it Brad?"

"I just asked. I can go."

"Great, I guess."

"What d'ya mean?"

"We all knew you'd be allowed to go. Your mom never says no."

"True. Have Kent or Arik called yet?"

"They're both still here. But they called home; they can go. Everyone's coming at seven tomorrow."

"Okay, cool. Wait!"

"What?"

"No one invited Ritchie or Zach, right?"

"Those losers from math class? Hell no!"

"Good. Later."

"Later."

The line clicked off and Brad hung up. Pulling off his shirt, grabbing the remote and flopping down on his bed, he switched on the TV. Disney Channel was playing, which meant Kamren had been in his room again. Groaning, he switched to HBO instead, where a horror movie was playing.

Brad was just dozing off when Kamren came skipping into the hallway, loudly singing that dinner was ready. Brad switched off the TV and poked his head out his door just in time to see Kamren at the end of the hallway. She turned to face him, grimaced and mimed throwing up, before turning and disappearing down the stairs. Her dark brown hair, braided with a red ribbon, flew out behind her. Brad got a bad feeling(here’s got again… try not to say that. “Brad had a bad feeling” and what sparked this? What is it about? I’m a little unsure).

When he hit the staircase, Brad had to fight not to retch; the smell of his mother's latest homemade recipe, meatless meatloaf- or as she called it, wheat loaf- was wafting up from the kitchen.

Brad took his place at the table, muttering, "Yum," as his mother plopped a huge chunk of wheat loaf on his plate. She glanced at him sharply before setting down the pot and taking her own seat. Cutting off a tiny chunk, he popped it in his mouth and gulped it down with a swig of Dr. Pepper. Brian shot him an irritated look.

Kamren started talking about the party they had had at school. Brad noticed that between sentences she was eating the corn. The wheat loaf was untouched.

Brad managed to get down half the wheat loaf before he gave up. Spooning down some corn and chugging his Dr. Pepper, he quickly got up and dumped the wheat loaf in the garbage disposal before Patricia could tell him to save it. Looking back at the table, he saw Kamren had only managed three bites, and was attempting to drown it in Ketchup. Laughing silently at her from behind his mom's back, Brad turned and ran back upstairs to shower.

By force of habit, he cheched his pant pockets to make sure they were empty. He felt paper and pulled out a crumpled dollar and the old paper he had found in his locker. I don't remember ever using yellow paper. Must be old. He started to throw it away, but curiosity overcame him and, careful not to tear it, he unfolded the paper. Quickly skimming over the words, his mouth dropped in surprise. Someone had a secret admirer. Wonder who Eddie is. Brad thought the name seemed vaguely familiar, but he couldn't think where he would have heard it. Shrugging, he put the note and the dollar by the mirror.

Brad stripped off his pants and turned the temperature knob all the way to the blue "C," a trait no one but him understood.

Just as he was about to get out, he thought he saw a shadow through the glass door, as though someone was standing in the bathroom. He slid it open a crack and peered out, but the room was empty. As soon as he closed it though, the shadow returned. Bigger this time, like it's owner was closer to the shower. Again, he peeked out into an empty bathroom.

Slightly frustrated, he passed it off as one of Kamren's dumb tricks and stepped out of the shower. Wrapping the towel around his waist, he grabbed the note, dollar, and his clothes and walked down the hall to his room.

The rest of the night passed normally, and Brad fell asleep shortly after one in the morning.

It was just before noon when Brad woke up. Getting up, he walked to his closet, pulling off his pj's as he went. Ten minutes later, he came into the kitchen, dressed in faded old blue jeans. The kitchen was empty; he found a sticky on the refrigerator and skimmed over what his mother had written: 

Brad, we went to Wal-Mart.

We'll be back by three. Feed

your sister.

Typical, Brad thought. Sighing, he walked back upstairs and beat on Kamren's door. When there was no reply, he entered anyway, and went straight to the blinds. He opened them, letting in the glaring sunlight. Kamren's head popped up from a tangle of bed sheets. "Wuzzgo'non?" She mumbled. "Brad? Go ‘way. Trynt'sleep."

"Whatever. Get- oh shit! Kamren, get out of the bed! There's a spider! A spider!"

Kamren screamed and jumped a foot into the air, crashed down to the floor, leaped back and looked around wildly. "Where? Where is it?" She looked around a moment more before thoughts caught up to her, and she slowly turned to Brad, who was doubled over laughing. "You dirty little butt head! I can't believe you!"

Tears streaming from his eyes, Brad looked at her and said, "Hey, that's payback for the dumb shadow trick last night in the bathroom."

"What are you talking about?"

"Don't play dumb Kamren, I know it was you."

"I don't have a clue what you're talking about."

"Whatever. Get up and get dressed. You're going to Brittney's house."

"Why?"

"Cuz I have to go Christian's house and you can't stay here alone."

"Why are you going to Christian's house?"

"We're planning a party." He regretted the words as soon as they were out of his mouth." <--- oops, little quote typo here.

"A party? Will Arik be there? Can I go?"

"Yes. Yes. No, you're going to Brittney's"

“But I’m hungry.”

“We’ll stop at McDonald’s on the way.”

Muttering under her breath, she climbed reluctantly out of bed.

Brad left her to change and shower. Walking downstairs, he turned into the family room, grabbed the remote, and plopped down on the couch. He quickly stood up again as he heard a sharp crack. Looking down, he saw a pair of wire-rimmed glasses half-hidden in the seat cushion, broken now that he had sat on them. That's weird. I don't know no one that wears glasses. (if you’re going to have thoughts, put them in italics, and mention that he’s thinking. This is a sort of writing convention) He guessed they belonged to one of his father's friends and went to the kitchen to throw them away.

As he turned to walk back to the family room, Kamren came downstairs fully dressed. She looked at him and complained, "Aren't you even going to put a shirt on before we leave?"

"No." Without giving her any more chances to argue, Brad turned and led the way out of the house. His parents had taken the Corvair, so he grabbed the keys to the Volvo as he walked out the door.

Kamren was still sulking, and didn't speak the whole ride, except to give her order at McDonald's. When they arrived at Brittney's house, she got out without saying goodbye and slammed the door. Brad shrugged it off and pulled away from the house, onto the highway.

Brad glanced at the dashboard clock. It was one twenty three. He quickly did the calculations: a half-hour drive if the traffic was light put him at Christian’s house by one fifty three, two thirty at the latest, no more than an hour to set up. I got plenty of time; maybe I'll swing by Becca's house on the way there.

As he looked back to the road, he took a passing glance at the car settings, and almost jammed on the brakes. The passenger side airbag was on; it was activated by weight. Even Kamren couldn’t get it to turn on. He blinked, and still the little airbag light was on.

He looked at the passenger seat. It was empty, but peering closer, he noticed an impression on it. His first, rather childish thought was that it looked like an invisible person was sitting there. But sure enough, no matter how hard he looked or how many times he blinked, the imprint didn't go away.

The sound of a blaring horn jerked Brad's attention back to the road, and he realized to his horror that he had just driven into oncoming traffic; an eighteen-wheeler was barreling at him. Now he did jam on the brakes, cranking the wheel a hard right. Cars honked and screeched their brakes to avoid hitting him as he desperately tried to regain control.

The Volvo (woo Volvo!!!) bumped off the road, teetering on two wheels. For a second Brad thought it might steady out, but the wobbling car hit a large bitch (typo – ditch. I thought you meant he hit a female dog at first!) and pitched over onto its side, before rolling onto its back. His forehead cracked painfully off the steering wheel, leaving drops of blood behind. His left shoulder was jammed into the car's roof, and a sickening cracking sound came from one of his legs, sending blinding pain up his right side.

The windshield and windows shattered, pelting his bare chest with shards of glass. The seatbelt was constricting him, making it hard to breath. Finally, the car shuddered to a stop on its roof.

Brad managed to hold onto consciousness for a moment, but before long, he pitched into a wave of welcoming darkness.

 *     *     *

He stirred for a few moments before the ambulance arrived. Pain throbbed through his entire body and the car interior was flicked with blood. He was confused, but was pretty sure he was upside down, held in place by the seatbelt. Through the shattered windshield, he saw a figure looking down at the wreckage, and as his vision cleared, she came into focus.

It was a girl about his age. She had wire-rimmed glasses and was, despite the boiling summer heat, wearing a black turtleneck and dark jeans. Brad opened his mouth to call out for help, but something stopped him. Maybe it was intuition, or maybe it was the look of sheer joy on her face as she took in the mangled car and spattered blood.

Brad got the feeling she didn't know he was conscious. Seconds before her eyes shifted to his face, another wave of black rose behind his eyes, and he sank gratefully into it.
Brad groaned and blinked open his eyes. Every part of his body ached, and the bright fluorescent lights glared down harshly. His head was fuzzy, and he couldn't figure out where he was. He tried to look around, but glaring white light seemed to come from everywhere, giving him a headache. On his left, his mom was sitting in a stiff-looking wooden hospital chair. Her head had drooped onto her chest and she was snoring lightly. As Brad looked at her, she opened her eyes, and immediately jumped up. "Brad? Oh thank goodness."

In a louder voice, she called out, "Doctor? Doctor Smith, he's awake!" Brad gave her a puzzled look, and she quickly explained, "You were completely unresponsive. We were afraid you had gone into a coma. Do you remember the crash?"

Brad nodded, sending throbbing pain through his head. "Jus' a lit'le bit." He remembered seeing the eighteen-wheeler, vaguely remembered the flipping over, but the most vivid memory was the pain.

Brad fell silent and just watched the nurses run around checking their clipboards and scribbling furiously. His head still throbbed and he desperately wanted to go back to sleep. Before long, a thin old man with tufts of white hair and thick glasses hurried into the room. "Good morning, I'm Doctor Rosario. How are you feeling today Mr. Liftridge?" His voice was surprisingly deep.

"Mm head hurt."

"Headache? No surprise. That was a pretty nasty crash. You're a lucky young man. Just remember to thank Molly when you see her; she's the one that called us. Got paramedics there not five minutes after the crash."

Brad couldn't believe he was lucky, but something else the doctor had said surprised him even more. "Who M'lly?" The name seemed familiar, but he couldn't quite place it.

Dr. Rosario had bent to read one of the monitors by the foot of Brad's bed, but straightened up again as Brad spoke. "You don't know her? She gave the impression you knew each other. She knew your name, after all." He looked mildly curious as Brad painfully shook his head, but quickly returned to the monitor.

A memory of seeing a black-clothed girl through the windshield popped into his head, but was gone before he could grasp it.

Everyone quieted down, and a few moments later, an old nurse with tightly pursed lips walked up to Brad's bed and forced two pills and a glass of water into his hands. "Aspirin," she barked. Without waiting for him to reply, she turned and hurried away, heels clicking on the linoleum. He gratefully swallowed them.

Suddenly Brad perked up, as much as he could. "Wha' time it? I'm mi' party!"

Dr. Rosario gave Brad's mom a confused look, and she answered, "Brad Sweetie, it's Tuesday. The party was three days ago. You, you-" she was threatening to burst into tears again, and Dr. Rosario hastily took over.

"You were in a coma. We couldn't tell if you were going to recover or not. You went brain-dead twice. You're very lucky. It's not often people survive after their car flips."

"Thank God you did," Brad's mom whispered.

Brad wanted to comfort his mom, but his head was throbbing and the conversation had drained him. He couldn't see clearly; the white lights seemed brighter than ever. Dr. Rosario looked at him knowingly. "You need more sleep. We'll leave you to rest." Gently he led Brad's mother out of the room.

Gratefully, Brad closed his eyes, and was asleep in seconds.

Brad didn't know how long he slept for, but when he woke, he felt much better. The throbbing white lights had faded to nothing but regular ceiling lights and the painkillers were working nicely. He found he could sit up and look around more or less painlessly for the first time. As he did, a nurse near his bed smiled at him and rushed out the door, presumably to get the doctor. Brad remembered meeting him, though couldn't quite recall his name.

On his left, the chair his mother had been in was vacant, though the indention in the cushion suggested she had been there often. A hazy memory of an indent in the passenger seat flashed through his head and was gone. Though he tried desperately to remember the crash, everything after leaving Brittney's house was foggy. On his right, the bedside table was covered in get-well cards and candies.

Reaching out with his good arm, Brad slowly went through the cards. One from his family and a couple from his friendlier relatives. All the guys had bought him joke cards, and Arik's had "Congratulations Birthday Girl" in a bold pink letters on the front. Shawn had left a sincere card. There were more from the rest of the football team, the coach, and a few of Brad's nicer teachers. Even Becca and Keren had left one, with a short note on the bottom saying they hoped he got better.

All the while, nurses were running around checking monitors and readings. Brad remembered a nurse giving him aspirin, but the rest of the details of waking up were all fuzzy.

In about a minute, the nurse that had left returned with the doctor in tow. He smiled when he saw Brad sitting up and reading his cards. "How are we feeling today, Brad?"

"Much better Dr.-" Brad trailed off, trying desperately to remember his name.

"Memory a little foggy? Not surprising. You landed on your head and you've been practically OD'ed on painkillers for a week."

"It's been that long?"

"Not quite, but almost. You're parents have been worried sick. I think they believed you were gone."

Brad smiled weakly. "It takes more than that to take out the future quarterback." He forced his voice to sound cheerful, though secretly doubted his stepfather had worried much.

Dr. Rosario nodded. "Well, I'll leave you to your thoughts. Push the call button if you need anything. Try to get some sleep. You need to rest." He started to walk out the door, and then turned back, his eyes twinkling. "Oh, and don't be afraid to put the nurses to work," he added, much louder than necessary. A few of the nearby nurses laughed. Smiling, he walked out of the room.

Brad decided to take the doctors advice and go back to sleep; he was still extremely tired and the longer he kept his eyes open the brighter the ceiling lights seemed to glare. He closed his eyes and fell back asleep.

The next time Brad woke, he felt stronger still. His head had completely cleared, though his memory of the accident still had not come back, and he was a little tender if he moved too fast. Suddenly there was a commotion outside the door to his room. There was some yelling, and Brad recognized the voices of one of the nurses saying, "I'm telling you, you can't go in there. He's asleep and he's weak." An old nurse with the stiletto heels burst through the door, followed by Kent and Arik. She looked extremely dismayed when she saw Brad was awake.

Kent, who had been looking over the nurse's shoulder, also noticed Brad was awake. He grinned. "Oh hey Brad. Sorry to hear you're asleep. We'll come back later when you're awake, okay?" Brad laughed, sending, a short spark of pain through his ribs.

Speaking to the nurse he said, "They're friends. Let them stay? We promise we'll be good?" He put a huge phony smile. Arik tried to do the pinky-promise with the old nurse. Without cracking a smile, she huffed and walked out of the room.

"Well ain't she friendly?" Arik grumbled. Grinning and turning to Brad he said, "You know Becca and Keren were asking about you at the party. They said to make sure we told you how much they hoped you got better."

Kent shoved him playfully, and accidentally shoved him into the wall, less than a foot away from an expensive looking computer screen. "He's lying. The party never happened. We were gonna make it twice as big since we thought you were gonna die, but when we found out you would pull through no one felt like partying no more."

"Hah. Hah," Brad muttered, throwing one of his many pillows at Kent with his good hand. It fell to the ground at least two feet away from Brad had aimed.

Arik laughed. "Man, you plan on bein' quarterback next year with that throw? Ashley's got better aim."

"Shut the hell up," Brad retorted. "And no slam talk 'bout Ashley."

"Now, now Bradley, watch your mouth. You'll break my poor old heart," Arik scolded in a scarily accurate imitation of Brad's grandma.

The old nurse came back in. "I'm sorry, but you have to leave now. The neighbors have complained about the noise." She didn't look sorry at all, and Brad suspected no one had really complained. Without listening to the protests, she ushered them into the hallway, closing the door behind her.

The room was too quiet with the departure of his friends, and for once he didn't feel tired after being awake this long, so Brad switched on the TV. It was, for a reason unknown to Brad, playing a Scottish band squeaking away horribly on bagpipes. He channel-surfed past Iron Chef, SpongeBob, news, golf, and other programs Brad couldn't begin to guess at.

Finally, he gave up stopped at a semi-decent channel, it hurt his eyes to read the small print, but Brad could make out that it was a show about car crashes. Some teenage guy was driving a Volvo down a busy highway. That's funny, Brad thought. That looks a lot like my car. Suddenly it zoomed up on the driver. He was staring at something to his right, and was slowly drifting into the far lane. Brad hardly noticed; his blood had run cold. That's me. That's me driving my car back from Brittney's house.
As TV-Brad continued to stare intently at the empty seat, an eighteen-wheeler came barreling around the bend, straight towards the Volvo. So that's how it happened? I saw something on the seat. Suddenly it all came back. He had seen the impression on the seat, and the airbag had been on. Then he had looked up to see the truck. And he awoken and seen the girl in black.

And that's just what TV-Brad did. A look of horror came over his face and he jerked the car back over into his own lane and off the road, hit a ditch, and began rolling. Brad hardly noticed. The thought that's me, just kept repeating over and over in his head.

His attention jerked back to the screen a few moments after the Volvo had stopped. TV-Brad was upside down, held in place by a slightly frayed seatbelt, and his eyes were open, looking out at barefoot girl clad in all black. The camera closed in on her face, which was split in a grin of delight. Brad recognized that face. It was the one he had seen, staring out upside down through the busted windshield. The face that had been so pleased to see him lying there, apparently dead. The face that Brad was sure was somehow connected to his almost fatal accident.

Brad sat up in bed. It had been two weeks since he had watched himself on TV, and the memory was still fresh in his mind. He perked a little though, at the knowledge that he might be allowed to go home today. The hospital was extremely boring and the food tasted worse than his mom's wheat loaf. Because he had finally been determined stable, his mom had gone back to working, and the chair next to his bed was usually empty. His dad had yet to come in while Brad was conscious, but according to Dr. Rosario, he had a come in a few times before Brad woke up.

He climbed slowly out of bed, noting that his ribs and bandaged leg barely hurt at all anymore. Situating himself on his crutches, he wobbled across the room to the bathroom, all the while trying to find a logical explanation for why he had seen himself on TV. Before he got to the bathroom door, though, he was distracted by a familiar voice in the hallway.

Poking his head out, he saw Christian a little ways down the hall, leaning against the wall, facing Brad, and talking to the young brunette nurse Brad had seen in his room a few times. Christian was now talking to soft for Brad to hear, and he couldn't think what Christian would have said loud enough for Brad to hear. Noticing Brad, Christian whispered something to the nurse and continued down the hall to Brad's door.

Closing the door behind them, Brad wobbled to his bed and sat down. Christian plopped into the stiff bedside chair. "Man, how come you get the hot interns, but when I was in with my arm I got all the cranky old bitches?" Christian complained.

"Karma?"

"Yeah, right. So what do you for fun in this joint?"

"You mean aside from hit on the 'hot interns?' Not much. Watch the tube. Can't wait to get out."

A voice from the door made Brad and Christian jump. "Then you'll be pleased to hear we're releasing you today. You're parents and Kamren are out front. You two come with me, I'll give your parents your instructions and meds, and you're free to go." Dr. Rosario was standing in the doorway, the brunette nurse by his side.

Thrilled at finally leaving, Brad slid off the bed and grabbed his crutches. Dr, Rosario turned and led the way out of the room. The nurse winked at Christian being following her boss. Brad, hobbling along on his crutches, trailed the pack, and Christian slowed his pace to match.


"Just wanted to tell you the party is this Sat. You still comin?"

"Yeah. Is Michaela invited to the party?" Brad asked.

"Duh. Ash and Britt won't come 'less she does."

"Did she find out about Kathlina?"

"Yeah, I think Jade told her. She was furious, dude. I haven't seen her so pissed since she caught me with Lexi."

"I just can't believe she stayed with you after that."

Christian just grinned and shrugged.

"So she broke up with you?"

"No way man. She started to cool down after a few minutes of screaming."

"So you're still together?"

"Naw. She's way too confining. Had to break it off. I think she took it pretty well. Least she didn't start bawling like Crystal did."

Brad shook his head. "So who you with now?"

"Haven't decided. I told you about that babe next door, right? Sarah? Yeah, I asked her to the party, but Kathlina's coming, too."

"What, nothing with that nurse?"

Christian grinned. "That reminds me. If she asks you, I'm working to earn a Master's Degree in Cardiology at the local college."

"You told her you were in college?"

"Dude, she's twenty-two. I'm seventeen. It was a little white lie."

They were in the front of the hospital now, and had to stop talking or Brad's parents would overhear. To Brad's surprise, his father was there; usually on Sundays he was gone until four, and it was only one-thirty.

When they saw him appear around the corner, Brad's mom and Kamren rushed over to hug him. He hugged back awkwardly. When they stopped, Brad's mother held him out at arm's length and looked him over. "They haven't been feeding you enough in this place. Luckily, I made a fresh batch of wheat loaf yesterday." At the look on her son's face, she laughed and said, "Only kidding. How does pizza sound? You're welcome to come, too, Christian."

"Thanks Mrs. Liftridge, but I already made plans for dinner tonight," Christian said. He elbowed Brad and grinned.

"Okay well, feel free to come over anytime." She had told Brad before that she felt bad for Christian, alone for months at a time. "That's no way to raise good children," she had said. Because their kids were such good friends, his mom felt an obligation to step in whenever she thought Christian needed it.

With his mom on one side, Kamren on the other and Christian a few steps behind, they walked over to the front desk.

Dr. Rosario handed Brad's mom a handful of pill bottles. The instructions were basic; use the crutches until his cast was removed, for the next six weeks do nothing that would put too much strain on his ribs, and watch out for the stitches on his forehead. Brad quickly said good-bye to Christian as his dad hustled them all out of the hospital, complaining that he only got off work for an hour and he didn't have all day.

He didn't even ask me how I was feeling, Brad thought ruefully as they got in the car. The whole ride home Brad's mom blabbed on about how lucky they were for Brad to have survived, and how fortunate that Kamren hadn't been in the car, too, and after this brush with disaster they would spending much more time as a family. The only thing Brad really listened to was when she said they would be restarting going to church every Sunday, something they hadn’t done since it was just Brad and his mom, after Brad's real dad's fatal accident. They had gone for a bit after her marriage to Brian, but when he was promoted and had to work Sunday's they eventually stopped.

When they got home, everybody climbed out of the car except Brian, who kissed his wife goodbye and sped off for work. What does she see in him? Brad wondered. Brian, with his stern, all-work-no-play manner was the exact opposite of his mom's usual carefree happy-go-lucky self. At the moment, she didn't seem very carefree; her eyes were red and puffy from crying, and lack of sleep had given her bags.

For the first time Brad realized Kamren didn't look much better. Her eyes were rimmed and she had lost weight, which, with her height, she couldn't afford to do. He also knew how thankful she must be that she hadn't been in the car too; with her frail build, the roll would likely have killed her.

They went inside and Brad's mom immediately phoned for pizza. Brad noticed that as she turned to face the wall she was hastily wiping away more tears. He felt bad for making her worry like that, and realized for the first time how much work she must have missed to maintain her vigil by his bed. All because he had been careless while driving.

The pizza arrived twenty-some minutes later. Kamren immediately dug in, relieved, Brad assumed, by the lack of wheat and vegetables on it. He had been starving on the drive home, but didn't feel hungry anymore; he just kept remembering how scared his mom had looked the first time he woke up and the relief in her eyes when they were coming home. He wasn't sure why it bothered him so much, but it did.

That night Brad heard his mom and step-dad in a headed conversation in the kitchen, after Kamren had fallen asleep. Carefully, he crept to the top of the stairs to listen. "I'm telling you, the boy needs to be punished." Brian was saying. "If he'd been paying attention, he never would have gotten in an accident in the first place."

"You don't know that. It could have been the other car's fault. We won't know unless Brad miraculously remembers what happened!"

"It's awful convenient that he lost his memory, if you ask me." Brian muttered.

"So you're saying he faked memory loss to get out of getting in trouble for wrecking the car? Is that it?"

"I'm saying it's a possibility. You want to believe your son's an angel, but you have no idea what he does in his time. He could be running around drinking, having sex, do you think there's ever any parents at those parties he goes to on Friday's nights?"

"Now wait just a minute! What does that have to do with anything?"

"That boy c-"

“‘That boy' is my son and he has a name; I'd appreciate it if you'd use it," she said icily.

"Fine, Brad could be a lying hooligan for all we know. He's gotten into trouble before, but you always stick up for him. Even after he wrecks our car, you're still sticking up for him!"

"Of course I am. He's my son!"

"He hasn't even asked how much the repairs would cost, let alone offer to get a job and help pay! He doesn't care! That's the kid you're defending.

"Yes," her voice was low now, and Brad had to creep down a few steps to listen. "Brad has never given me any reason not to trust him. So until he does, I think this discussion is over. Feel free to sleep on the couch."

Brad didn't realize she was coming up the stairs until he heard her step on the creaky third one. As quickly and quietly as possible, he turned and hobbled down the hall, trying not to let his crutches bang against the wood floor, and closed the door just as his mom turned into the hallway. She got there just in time to see the door click shut, and took a steadying breath, her eyes watering. By the time she came in to say goodnight, Brad had done a decent job of looking like he had been oblivious to the whole thing, and his mom did a decent job of acting like she didn't know he hadn't been.

Brad sat awake in bed for a long time that night, staring up at the ceiling and trying to find pictures in the tiny cracks and bumps. He tried not to think about the fight, but his mind kept coming back to it. Of course, they had disagreed before in their ten or so years of marriage, but never like this. They had always compromised in the end, and, as far as Brad knew, Brian had never been kicked out of the bedroom before. What disturbed him most though, was that icy chill in his mom's voice; he had never heard her sound like that before and deeply hoped he never would again. He was just so used to her usual friendly and cheerful manner that that silky anger scared him a bit. Much as he might dislike Brian, he found himself wishing they would make up before long.

