
No, she says. No, no, no, no, no—and there’s Marc Antony for you, when all else fails. Great lines, great man, and it still all ends in denial.


Because she’s driving, and there’s laughter in the back of the car and Anne is grumbling about the radio on her right. She has a smile plastered on her face, and she laughs and jokes with them, evevn as she repeatedly blinks her right eye, a twisted welcome to each traffic light they pass.


“you’re going to be vomiting apple, Fast,” Anne says. She’s speaking from experience. Last practice everyone had the joy of discovering that she’d had Chinese for dinner. Egg roll and fried rice had decorated the pitch, but at least Perp had agreed that they’d run enough for one night.


“Some of us don’t have weak stomachs,” Fast says glibly and bites hard into the apple. Bits of fruit and juice splatter across Rookie’s face. Rah laughs, and blinks again.


“Gross,” Rookie complains.


“Your mom’s gross,” Anne says, and everyone laughs, not because it’s funny or shocking, but because it’s what they do, regular as clockwork. They run, they hit, they swear, they laugh. And sometimes, Rah thinks, they drive with just one eye open.


“Catch the damn ball!” Perp yells, and Rah nods, never breaking pace, heading to the end of the pack. The setting sun makes it hard to see, that and the blurriness. It is pretty, she thinks, but pretty doesn’t win matches.


“You okay?” Fast asks, not because she’s noticed, but because that’s her role. And Rah smiles around blue mouthguard and says “yeah” because that’s her role, but her mind is still stuck in Shakespeare, the endlessly repeating “no, no, no, no.” She wonders what would happen right now if she started yelling, screaming, whether anyone would hear her over Perp’s commands and the sound of blood rushing through everyone’s body. It doesn’t matter anyway, because her tongue is useless, trapped behind an ounce of plastic and besides she’s at the front of the line again, running. Somewhere the ball is passed to her, under the left shoulder, spinning through the air, but all she can see is light and dark, shadows against lighter shadows.


Flash, crack, and she’s back in the moment. The ruck in front and she’d down, driving, head between hips, legs moving, pushing, fighting. A crack, a grunted “fuck” in a dozen voices. Suddenly she’s falling, or the ground is rising. Earthquake, no, she-quake, and her nose is buried deep in it, the smell of worms, death, and life. To the knees, get up, but crack! there’s pain exploding in her head and stump! a cleat deep in her gut and she’s down, gasping, when a foot comes down hard on her head.


Flash, shout, and there’s the ball again, brushing her hand just hard enough to hurt and then off again, bouncing twice before Anne picks it up.


“Catch the damn ball! Again!”


He takes her hand during the prayer, fingers fitting neatly through cracks, his dry, chapped hands warming her cold, dead ones.


Our Father, who are in Heaven


Hallowed be thy name


She can feel his eyes on her, even if she can’t fully see him. Just a swtch of blue to her right, a thatch of blond hair.


Thy kingdom come, thy will be done


He squeezes her hand and she turns to smile at him.


On earth as it is in heaven.


Cute, she thinks, how his eyes crinkle just a little, how there’s a hint of a dimple that never fully materializes. Craig turns his attention back to the priest and the moment.


And forgive us our trespasses


As we forgive those who trespass against us.


Rah coontains her laugh, but only just barely. When she’d been younger, she’d thought that trespassing only referred to lawns, to the big sing planted in the neighbor’s yard. But she’d always been more afraid of their dog, a massive, eternally drooling mastiff, than she’d ever been of a prayer said at church and before sleep. Even now, she couldn’t help picturing the beats’s leaking mouth. Strange, how the right side of its face seemed to almost melt.


Deliver us from evil.


For thine is the kingdom, the power, and the glory, forever and ever. Amen.


He doesn’t release her hand at the end.


She doesn’t tell Fast, who would have wroried, or even Craig, who’d be proactive. Instead she calls her mom, who is certain to be both.


“Sarah?” she says, picking up hte phone on the second ring. Rah winces at her proper name, but says nothing. She knows better than to bring that up again.


“hi, Mom,” she says, and just that one word, just saying Mom, makes everything seem a bit simpler, a big easier. Mom had kissed booboos away once, and Rah couldn’t quite destroy the hope that she still possessed tha tmiraculous power, even from a hundred miles and two hours away.


“I’m hurt,” she says. “Or maybe sick. I don’t really know.”


Her mom instantly goes into nurse mode, asking questions, probing, questing, sticking a toothpick in the cake to see if it’s done. But the toothpick doesn’t come out clean, and the questions only get more frenzied.


“I don’t need you yelling at me, Mom,” says Rah. She doesn’t, she really doesn’t need another voice bouncing around her head with all the others.


Her mom goes on for five minutes, words all belnded into one basic message, the one Rah knew she would receive eventually. It pounds through her brain, constant as a heartbeat or the headache that’s been growing steadily more painful.


“I don’t know. See a doctor. See a doctor.”


“Karma,” Fast said once, “Only exists when bad things happen. When something good happens, you achieve it yourself. When it’s terrible, it’s karma.”


Rah thought of hte other girl, her nose bleeding, eyes crossed, one arm twisted at an awkward angle. She looked like a broken marionette, tossed aside by a puppeteer when it was out of vogue.


She hit low, drove hard, just the way she’d been told to. Pumped her legs, pushed hard into the ground. F = ma. And the other girl went down, just as she was supposed to. But the crack was wrong, the scream was wrong, the way play stopped and girls dropped to one knee was wrong. None of that was supposed to happen.


“So that would make Anne’s black eye karma,” Rookie said, tying on her boots, pulling a clod of dirt out from between the cleats.


“My black eye’s a badge of honor,” Anne quipped. She stood up, boots on, jersy on,  one sock up and one down. “Besides,” she said. “Karma’s a load of bullshit anyway.”


It all comes back to non-confrontational avoidance. Rah stares at her cell phone, considers who to call. She has to, it’s the responsible thing to do, the right thing. But for oncce she doesn’t want to, because what does she owe them anyway? But then she has to ask herself, Rah, come on, are you angry or afraid?


The answer, of course, is afraid. Afraid of questions, and even more afraid of the inability to answer them. So she leaves a text, quick, simple, “Sorry, can’t drive to practice.” A beeep and it’s off, away, and the responsibility shifted.


She calls Craig next, picks up the phone and actually talks. 


“I need your driving skills,” she says, adn that isn’t quite right, but it’s close enough.


“What do you mean?’ he asks, the trace of a smile in his voice. She can see him right now, jeans and a polo, surrounded by engineering and physics books, a half-empty Mountain Dew on his left. She tells him, more or less the truth, the way the doctors said there would not be the option for her to drive herself home. He promises to be over in ten minnutes; he makes it in seven.


“Thanks,” she says, sliding into the passenger’s side of her own car. She’s never sat here before. It feels strange, off somehow, and Craig can read the discomfort on her face, but he misreads it, too, sees something there that she doesn’t. He reaches over and awkwardly pats her shoulder, elbow touching the back of his seat as he contorts himself within the car’s small confines.


“You’ll be all right,” he says. “If there’s something wrong, the doctor’s will fix it.”


But that’s just it, isn’t it, Rah thinks. Because she’s not sure she wants to be fixed, she’s not sure she wants to know. She’s not a dog to be fixed. She doesn’t need them again, fiddling with things they don’t even understand, really. She almost tells Craig to stop and turn around.


Something stops her, and instaed of saying anything she sticks her thumb in her mouth and gnaws on the nail. It’se asier when there’s something in her mouth.


The hospital looks the same inside as it did in her nightmares. White, antiseptic, cleaner than life can ever hope to be. She gropes out blindly before finding Craig’s hand. She interlaces their fingers.


Our Father.


He gently squeezes.


Who art in heaven.


They stop before the receptionist. IT’s all a blur now. The right side, the left side, everything, and the words the pinch-faced woman says are a blur, too. She wonders if the smell is a blur, but when she raises her nose to sniff all she gets is chemicals and white. She never knew something could smell like white.


“Come on,” Craig says, and he’s tugging at her hand. Her fingers slip, just for a moment, and she jumps closer to him.


Hallowed be thy name.


“It’ll be okay,” he says fervently, and his eyes are the color of hte rugby pitch. How can he say that? Rah wonders. How can he know?? But he doesn’t, of course. Nobody does. So she smiles back, lets her hand disentangle. She lifts her head high and walks into the examing room, past Ansel Adams and Van Gogh to the small, cellophane-covered bed.


So this is why she can’t drive home. Rah pulls out her cell phone, flips it idly open and closed. Should she call Fast, or her Mom? Should she wanr Perp that she might never catch that ball again?


Should she go to practice?


“IT’ll be okay,” he said. That was wrong.


“The doctors,” her mom had said. What little she knew.


It was the words bothering her, Rah knew that. If they’d only put it another way, it would be easier. But the doctors were like rugy players—they didn’t pull their punches.


Brain damage. That just doesn’t happen to people. Brain damage. Forget hte retina, the optic nerve and jumped straight to the cortex. Brain damage.


She doesn’t want to cry. Sarah Rahsingberg doesn’t cry—she just doesn’t. But no matter what she wants, the tears are there, building. Her lip trmbles. A red minivan passes them, and she wonders why Craig won’t just drive faster. A single tear falls.


No, she thinks. No, no, no, no. She closes her eyes, hiding welling tears and wetting her lashes. When she opens her lids agian, the right of the world is gone. 

