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My life closed twice before its close;

It yet remains to see

If Immortality unveil

A third event to me,



So huge, so hopeless to conceive,

As these that twice befell.

Parting is all we know of heaven,

And all we need of hell.

Emily Dickinson
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PART I

bridget and maureen









the first valentines day




Once she understood that she was dead, her first thought was that heaven was overrated.

Perhaps she wasnt in heaven but in purgatory, sort of heavens mudroom. Either way, everything her grandmother and Father Genovese had taught her was a lie.

There were no streets of gold or a cappella singing, no elderly ancestors like little apple dolls gathered to welcome her, no mountain sunsetsnot even Disney World without lines.

But it took such a long time to think of this that it made her wonder if she was aliveor if maybe being dead took getting used to, like cold water or the dentist.

At first she could only think of the place where she was as PUH.

And even for that she had to sort of scale her way up her thoughts, as if thinking was a climbing rope in the gym.

Pee.

Pie.

Please.

Tree.

See.

Seats.

Store.

NO! Nononono. NO. START OVER.

Story.

Pie story.

Pug hug.

Piggy hug.

Pug.

It took her many times, as long as a carpet unrolling forever, to think of the word forpurgatory. Trying to wiggle into her own mind wore her out. She couldnt even find the door.

And being an angel was supposed to be easy compared with life. But did angels think? Maybe she wasnt an angel.

Maybe what shed done with Danny had disqualified her.


Maybe only ghosts had these kinds of issues.

How was it possible that she could think of words such as disqualified and issues but not ordinary wordsand she knew that there were wordsfor the lights and darks? How could she remember Danny but not, half the time, her own name?

Her mind was like her grandmothers refrigerator: a jumble of little things, some moldy beyond recognition but still frugally savedtwo brown coins of banana, a few spoonfuls of riceall in little plastic-wrapped squares. And she couldnt open the stuck-together little squares. She couldnt get them unstuck any more than she could open her eyes. She couldnt get her eyes to open, not even for a second.

She wasnt sad.

You werent supposed to be sad at your death.

But she wasnt joyous either.

Where was the bliss?



When they were tiny, adults called them the Pigtail Pals, as if they were a brand of doll. When they were bigger, they called them the Dyno Mites, as if they were a stomp team. Always togethertwo elfin blond things, tiny but shockingly strong (Bridget could walk up thirteen stairs on her hands by the time she was eight). They took Tumbleweeds together at the Y and after that headed off to cheerleading classes and camp, even though at their school it was the pom girls who had been revered as sex goddesses and the cheerleaders treated basically like scum. But now that they were sophomores there were cheerleading movies (and no pom-pom movies!); plus, the cheerleaders had the best bodies of anyone, thighs with strips of long, lean muscle that amazed even the girls themselves when they stood in front of a mirror in underpants.

Sometimes it seemed worth it.

As they had grown olderat least according to Maureens older brother Jackthey resembled each other even more. Sometimes they bought the same clothes in different colors, if Maureen could afford them. If Maureen couldnt, sometimes Bridget bought the clothes for both of them. On sale, but still.

They loved being seen as a pair.

Bridget and Maureen took pride in the marks on the Flannery garage door that showed, year after year, that they were exactly the same heightnot one half inch taller or shorter. They had the same huge, almond-slanted gold-flecked green eyes; and they could charm anyoneusually out of anything. Well, Bridget was the one who did the charming, which was what Maureen both loved and feared about her.

My older sister was a Girl Scout, Bridget once told the lady who sold Girl Scout cookies outside the Shop-and-Save. Shes in thein an insane hospital now, and she cant be a Girl Scout anymore. She still wears her outfit and her badges and pretends she is. She used to sell cookies.


Bridget didnt even have an older sister.

But her earnest sweetness as she lied was always good for a free box of Thin Mints. Somehow the lady at the Shop-and-Save never compared notes with the ladies at the Bigelow Bank or the Coffee Clutch.

Where did you get all those cookies? Maureens mother had asked, when Maureen came home with a box stuffed nonchalantly inside her hoodie.

Ladies gave us boxes of them, Maury had told her honestly.

Youre not supposed to take things from strangers! her mother snapped, examining the boxes as if they might contain razor blades or arsenic.

They werent strangers, Maury said. It was Mrs. Hotchkiss and the lunch lady at Henrys school, Miss Bliss. They were sitting inside the bank.

Whyd they give them to you for free?

They like us, Maury said.

That was a fact.

It was only one of the privileges of being Bridgets friend, as Bridget explained solemnly. By the time she was six she had understood the meaning of privilege. She knew it was good to be her. She understood her own charisma.

You didnt dare to say no to Bridgetnot if you wanted to stay friends with her.

And you did want to stay her friend.

Everyone did.

She picked up friendships the way tape picked up lint from a sweatereffortlessly, easily, and with about as much passion. Friends were a delight to Bridget butwith the exception of Mauryreadily interchangeable. Maureen was proud to be the first friend Bridget collected when she came to Bigelow and the one she had kept. Aside from Maury, Bridget took you as a BFF for two weeks, gave you the whole Bridget treatmentthe pool, gymnastics on the huge tramp, b-ball and tennis on the sport courtsbut most of her best friends didnt last a semester, let alone forever.

But then people at school were always recycling friendships and stealing boyfriends, putting nasty things into one anothers backpacks and then telling the principal so that the innocent person got suspended. Maureen thought people treated betrayal and cruelty like a party game, though she did it, too. Still, it made her sick to hear someone say, Here comes Em-ILL-EE. Must be Skanky Girl Day She made it a point to be sure that Bridget never had cause to put her down.

Maury treated Bridgets house like an addition built onto her own. She didnt even have to knock to go in.

Maury couldnt imagine how she would live without Bridget.

Even when Bridget had fallen in love, if she was with Danny on a date, Bridget came to Maureens to sleep over afterward or Maureen would be waiting at Bridgets for her when she got home.

The OMalleys, with their many children, had lived in Bigelow forever. There was a trophy case where Bill OMalleys wrestling trophy (second in state, 1974) was still displayed. He had carved his name in a heart with the name of Jeannie Forbes on the workbench in shop classtwo years before she became Jean Marie OMalley.

But Bridgets family came to Bigelow the summer that Maureen was five.

From Chicago.

Mr. and Mrs. Flannery opened a business called Occasions that planned weddings and graduations, anniversaries and card parties. People only had to make one call, and Bridgets parents would handle everything from the food to the flowers to the tent to the deejay. The slogan was Flannerys Occasions: We Bring Everything Except the Memories. Everyone said a business like that would last in Bigelow about as long as a French hairstylist, or a French restaurant. People were pretty set in their ways there.

Bigelow summers were short and brutally hot. People got married in the Lutheran churcheven if they were Catholicsbecause the Lutherans had central air. Kids spent summer vacation underwater in Slipper Lake; they didnt mind pulling the leeches off their legs or having everything they touched smell permanently of bug repellant. Unless they were wacko-committed backpackers or runners, adults spent most days and nights inside with the air on after about the first two weeks of June. If they could bear the heat, they sat on screened porches because the mosquitoes got as big and hairy as Shih Tzus.

Winters lasted nine months, and the same rule held true: stay inside.


Bigelow, Bridget said. The town where living human beings are sighted only during the month of October.

Privately, she thought people in Minnesota were wimps. She only dimly remembered her life in Chicago, but there you were out no matter what the weather.

The Flannerys business didnt fail (and neither did Euro-Cuts, which opened two years later).

Bridget was like her parents. She believed absolutely that there was nothing truly impossible for her. The bike jump at the end of the cul-de-sac was sort of for the boys; but Bridget, in her silver helmet, routinely sailed off it, and landed safely.

Im self-relying, she told Maureen when they were nine or ten. My parents let me stay home alone since I was seven. With the baby.

The Flannerys bought the Stoddard house, on the same block as the OMalleys but, for practical purposes, on another planet. Wynn Stoddard had owned four banks before his death from a stroke, after which Annika Stoddard just couldnt keep the place up. Although none of the OMalley kids had ever really seen the inside of the Stoddard house, they imagined it was like a house where movie stars lived. The room Bridgets parents would sleep in was as big as the whole downstairs at the OMalleys. There was a pool with a slide behind black iron gates in the back. In the tile at the bottom of the pool was a mosaic of a dolphin.

Naturally, everybody expected the Flannerys to be stuck up.


They werent at all. They were friendly and thoughtful and had big block parties.

Stuck up or not, Maury saw early on that Bridget would always get away with murder. She took money from the familys Christmas charity jar and bought twenty kids soft-serve from the Big Dipper truck. She climbed so high into the poplar tree in her yard that when a storm approached, her mother had to call the fire department to rescue her while the tree swayed back and forth and Bridget, unafraid, waved to the other kids on the blockwhose parents kept yelling at them to come inside.

The tree incident had happened the summer that the Flannerys moved to Bigelow. Maureen was only one of the crowd of kids from Bigelow Court who watched in awe. She didnt know Bridget to speak to, only to admire.

But on the first day of kindergarten, Bridget asked Maureen, Do you want to be my friend?

When Bridget asked her if she wanted to be friends, Maury didnt know what to say. She didnt have friends yet; she only played with her mother and her brothers and her cousins.

Dont you want to be my friend? Bridget asked again, stepping a pace closer.

Maureen shrugged, unsure of what to say. The new girls pigtails looked exactly like her own pigtails, her greenish eyes duplicates of hers. But Bridget wore Top Shelf jean shorts and a shirt that spelled out ANGEL DOLL in rhinestones. Maureen wore a terry cloth top with a kitty on the shoulder that her mother bought at Koberlys for seven dollars and ninety-nine cents. All the OMalley kids only had clothes that went with all their other clothes.

If you want to be my friend, Bridget went on, you have to do what I tell you.

This was the test. What Bridget told Maury to do was to help lock the door and push all the little desks against it when Teacher left the room to get her new attendance book. Terrified, Maury found herself shoving desks over to the door as they listened to the teachers outraged pounding. She did pee her pants a little and start to cry. But she did what Bridget told her.

Dont be a baby! Bridget told her sharply. If youre a scaredy-baby, we cant have any fun.

A maintenance guy ended up having to climb in the window and let Miss Hoskins back into her own room.

This set the pattern for Bridgets and Maureens life for the next eleven years.

When six girls went to RollerAmerica with Mrs. Flannery for Bridgets ninth birthday, Bridget told Maureen that only babies held on at the top of the roller coaster. It wasnt until the second time around that Maureen noticed that she and Bridget were the only ones with their hands up.

The dares never stopped.

They stole glitter eye shadow from the sale bins at Koberlys. Maureenwho probably looked as helplessly guilty as if shed stolen diamonds instead of a tiny plastic case containing a cake of blue and a cake of goldwas the one who got caught.

But Bridget stuck by her.

It was all my idea! Bridget insisted to the mean lady store detective who saw this only as evidence of Bridgets virtue. Bridget was relieved, but horrified that Maury had to take the punch.

Youre lucky to have a friend who tries to protect you! the mean lady lectured Maureen. And as a punishment, she made Maureen put on all kinds of makeup and then called her parents so they could see her looking that way.

Mrs. OMalley grounded Maureen for three weeks; but Bridget, who was truly sorry, rigged a basket-and-string system outside Maureens window so that she could send up more stolen makeup and a box of gourmet brownies left over from an Occasion.

She gave Maureen things that her own family would never be able to affordand for keeps, no take backs: fuzzy sweaters, stuffed animals, bubble bath, an MP3 player with FLANNERYS OCCASIONS etched into the case. When they both had a crush on Brandon Hillier, they called him from pay phones so hed never be able to trace their number. After he started going out with Becca Donahue, they scraped the filling out of Oreos and replaced it with toothpaste, leaving the cookies in a red bag covered with hearts and tied with a bow outside Brandons locker, signing it with a forgery of Beccas big, babyish scrawl.

Bridget loved Maureen. Even after she fell in love forever with Danny Carmody, Bridget pledged to see Danny only on Saturday nightsboth so that she wouldnt get the reputation of being a wifey girl and so that Maureen, who didnt have a guy, wouldnt feel left out.

Maureen managed to keep Bridgets sweet sixteen party from her for six weekseven though Bridgets parents and half of the class were in on it.

Nothing fazed Bridget.

But when she complained about having to help her siblings take down the tent in the giant heated display shed that cold night, only to have three hundred colored lanterns burst to life and a hundred kids yell Surprise! Bridget melted into tears. Maury was as happy as if Bridget had given her a sweet sixteen party back last spring. She had given Maureen a locket, real gold, with the pictures theyd had taken together at the mall, the black-and-white ones when they wore mens hats and black slip dresses. And that was really special.

Bridgets birthday was December 10.

Winter break started December 23, but Maury and Bridget had practice because there was a cheering competition on Christmas Eve. (Its sacrilege! Mrs. OMalley insisted.)

Maureen didnt mindbut then she pulled a groin muscle and knew she would have to stuff herself with ibuprofen and wrap her thigh in the morning and even then she might not be in any shape to compete.

Like we care about this competition! There are like four schools in it! Its not even a real regional, said Bridget. You want me to drive, Maury, so you can rest your leg?

That would be great, Bug.

And they slapped palms and threw their gym bags into the back of Maureens Toyota.








county highway g, december 23 7 p.m.



From a branch of one of the trees hung a little letter jacket. From another hung a sock. One of them pointed that out right away. They could see the jacket, the sock, and the glittery little megaphone that hung from the zipperlike grotesque ornaments on a Christmas treedespite the sheltering wing of pine bough draped in heavy snow.

They could see other things, too.

Is there blood on the trunk of the tree? Leland Holtzer asked. She was glad that she and Caitlin Smith were there. No one else could say that they actually had been there before Maureen was even taken away. The cell phone treeand Cody Halavays police band radiohad alerted everyone, news racing through the air like blood through an artery. She asked again, Is there blood on that tree?

It could be just sap or something, said Eric Kroger, the guy Leland was sort of with, though so far all theyd done was have one heavy makeout session in Britney Broussards rec room. She wondered if they would be going out now because this was one of those things that, if you went through it with another person, bonded you forever.

A thing that changed you forever. And she was only sixteen. Leland shivered with horror and excitement.

Forever, Leland thought.

The snow kept falling as the police worked for hours past sundown. It fell so hard that Bob Haackstad, who was mighty religious, said it was like a vengeance. But the chief, Henry Colette, spoke up and asked Bob: A vengeance for what? No one did wrong here. Just two kids and a poor, tired, long-haul driver trying to get home for Christmas.

The skid marks told it all.

The little white Toyota had crossed the line.

The poor truck driver was not hurt, but no one could say he hadnt suffered.

He was there, working right alongside them, his cigar shredded by the snow, his stubbled chin trembling. He tried to collect the debris from his rigthe headlights and the big, ornate hood ornament.

The driver scared them at first, to be honest.


The minute they showed up, when the gasoline was still pouring and the motors were whining and smoking, he came running up out of the ditch in the woods carrying Bridget in his arms, blood all over him. The paramedics wanted to kill him on the spot for moving her.

Not until later did they find out that at least some the blood was from his mouth, which hed knocked on the steering wheel jumping down from his cab. He ran down into the ditch in the woods after Bridget. She had been thrown that far from the vehicle, thirty feet or better.

He shouldnt have moved her.

But after they got her on the board and assessed her, all of them were thinking the same thing, though no one was saying it, that it probably wouldnt matter. Except for the bruises and the smears of dirty snow, the skin on Bridgets legs was as white as her sweater was red, her lips the color of a storm clouddark blue. You couldnt tell if she was blond or brunette, or a white or a black girl, or even a girl. Everything was pushed out of shape. Hat Carney, the veteran medic on call that afternoon, thought of a broken egg, or a watermelon thrown against a tree. There were no words for how awful it was. But they got a tube down her windpipe and got it working right away anyhow. They couldnt bear not to. They started a line running Ringers and administered epi while they screamed through the small towns and onto the highwaytalking to the docs at Anne Morrow Lindbergh Childrens Hospital and Clinics in Minneapolis all the way.


About five minutes away, they got a thready pulse. The ambulance driver kicked the pedal and two-wheeled it into the bay.

Back at the scene, Maureen was a sodden, broken thing being extracted by the Jaws of Life.

The trucker watched. He asked if he was being charged with a crime.

Of course not, said Henry Colette. The trucker then shocked Henry by grabbing his arms and leaning on him like he was his long-lost brother.

He babbled out, They crossed right in front of me, on my mothers grave if Im lying! They didnt see me none! I wouldnt ever hurt anyone. I wasnt going but forty! All I had to get to was the Days Inn up there a mile! The snow n all! One more mile!

To Patrolman Denny Folly, only a few years older than the girls and about to puke, the trucker said, I saw the blond ones little face!

They were both blond, said Henry Colette.

Denny Folly pointed to the tree. That has to be hair and skin, he said. The kid was gray. Who would clean that up, Colette thought? Not the coroner. He couldnt just leave it there. Colette grabbed an evidence bag out of his inside pocket and packed the matter from the tree into a zipped bag with a little snow. He handed it to Denny Folly, who did disappear for a moment then into the trees.

If Colette had a best friend apart from his wife, Margo, it was certainly Bill OMalley. They had wrestled together at Bigelow and UM, roomed together all four years, stood up in each others weddings. They didnt see each other as much now, but their four-day catfishing trip to Kentucky each spring was a sacred tradition; and Henry Colette stood godfather to one of Bills twin boys, the one called William Henry, who went by Colettes own first name. Henry and Jack OMalley were sophomores at Gustavus Adophus now, which must cost Bill a pretty penny, although Henry expected the twins had good scholarships. When the children were younger, they all went to the Boundary Waters together for a few summers. Henry Colette thought of Maurys sweet soprano last Christmas in the pageant given by the kids making their confirmation at Holy Mother of Sorrows. She sang one of four solos: Some children see Him dark as they.

Now Colettes own voice sounded like a shovel driven through a crust of icy mud. He barked instructions to the officers: Pick that up; call this service or that. They watched as he looked over the trucker for signs that he was drunk or drugged up. The truck driver was no local: He drove for Memphis Mercury Cartage, a long way from home. He smelled of nothing but vinegar chips and blood. On some impulse, Colette took out his cell phone and called his Margo to ask if the man could stay over with them until inquiries were made, have a hot shower and a sleep in the guest room. He couldnt bear the thought of the guy alone with his thoughts in some cheesy motelColette happened to know that the Days Inn was filled with Christmas travelers and there were rooms only at the Wood Haven, a low-rent, rendezvous sort of joint. He even asked Margo if she would make some doughnuts and hot coffee. Margo already had the fryer out for making the cinnamon doughnut holes the grandkids loved for late breakfast on Christmas morning.

Colette told Denny Folly to drive the trucker, whose name was Lawrence Cooper, to his house, though he had no idea why he didnt simply go himself. There was no point standing out in this weather after the Jaws were used to pry Maureen free from the drivers side.

From what Colette could see, this was going to be as bad as that night, twenty years ago, when he worked as a Berry County deputy under old Sheriff Corcoran. It was a night as tender and warm as this one was bitter. The driver of the car carrying the Cleary girls (both of them, Diane and Deborah) and their dates, who were coming home from the Teke formal at Bright Wing Country Club, hit the Fortenses oldest boy in his new, big, black pickup. A Dodge, if Henry Colette remembered. Not one of those kids lived. Diane was three months pregnantsecretly engaged, the way kids were twenty years ago even when they were just seniors in high school, planning to get married in a month. The top of Deborah Clearys head

Henry Colette, thirty years on the job, ten as chief, thought that maybe he was getting too old to do this anymore. Getting old.

Or maybe no one was young enough for this kind of sight.


Six officers tried to shield Maureen from the eyes of all those kidsfifty or more of them by thenwhile the medics moved her. Her face so swollen it looked like a Halloween mask, blood black as syrup all over her, her arms limp as if connected with string. Somehow she was still talking when the medics reached her, answering their questions about where she had beencheerleading practice for the holiday competition. Then suddenly she went quiet. The medics ramped up to crazy then.

The second ambulance went screaming past the line of kids standing there shiveringtheir big eyes wide as deer eyesthe girls crying openly, the boys rubbing their faces on the sleeves of their Carhartts.

Colette stood, the snow frosting his beard, and watched as a big pushing vehicle from the Cities came to move the vehicles off the road. They would wait for the snow to let up to load the wrecked truck and car and haul them away.

The kids should go, Henry thought. Go on now. Its bad out, Colette called softly to them. Theres nothing to see here.

But the kids stayed.

Finally, Colette shrugged and jammed his hat on his head and got into his car. He passed the single squad with two deputies hunkered down half a mile away at the roadblock. They would be there until morning, keeping any traffic off G at this stretch. Merry Christmas now if I dont see you, he told Mary Folly (Dennys older sister and, to be honest, a better cop than Denny) and her partner, Kemper, a veteran who managed to make waiting to collect his pension look like hard duty. Kemper needed to go on a diet, and after the first of the year Collette would get Kemper running off some of that gut at the Y.

Colette sighed, u-eyed his squad car and headed for home. He wouldnt stay longer than it took to explain all of this in detail to Margo; then he would head for the hospital. His place was with Bill and Jeannie now. God, he dreaded it. If he got home that night at all hed be lucky. Or unlucky, depending on how it went.

It was possible, just possible, that Maureen would make it. He had heard her speak.

Or maybe it was only because it was Christmas and he couldnt bear to believe anything else.


She was thirsty. Her lips were sore and swollen. She could hear them scratching against each other, taste the blood. Somehow her mouth moved without her telling it to.

She picked away at the word forthat shiny thing. The thing on the flat beside her. What was it called?

Flash.

Flashy.

Watts.

What.

Gulls.

Grease.

Gus.


GUH-LUS.

And then she had to remember how you used a thing that was called, for no reason, a GUH-LUS and shaped like a permanent bubble.

What was it for?

To put over things. You would put it over things. A little thing that ran. Quicky. Flicky. With longwavy thingslong legsno, no long hairsno whiskers! Over a mouse! You would put it over a mouse.

No.

You would look through things it atthings covered with leather, beautiful red leather. Fleather. Flowing things, flowing past the window of her bedroom. Flowing into the trees.

Boards.

Bees.

Birds.

They lived in bird huts.

Birdhuts.

Danny made them little birdhuts. In his ship, shop, his shipshape shop, at his own hut.

He learned how in ship class.

There.

No!

It was for water! A glass was for water. For drinking water. And she was thirsty. It went together.


As soon as shed finished with one thought she had to figure out another thought. The whole decoding thing began all over again! Every thoughtevery little thoughtwas like making a building with LEGOs, matching red to red and yellow to yellow and green to green, long to long and short to short. She wanted to scream, but it wasnt an option. Her mouth wouldnt let her scream. She felt as if her lips were sealed in plastic wrap.

She heard someone soakingspikingSPEAKING clearly. You didnt see her then. Mary Helen! She was forty pounds heavier with the fluids! Like a bag of water! Since two days before Christmas Eve. No, its GOOD how she looks now! Its GOOD, Mary Helen!

Wibbledibblewibblewhisperwhisper.

Not just her spleen. Her skull had hairline fractures. Its amazing that they werent worse fractures. People who get thrown from a car, its the worst thing! They usually just die. She looks good. Yes, this is what they call GOOD.

Shushwshiperwhisperwhisper.

I know you wouldnt believe it was her. WE couldnt recognize her.

Those Mary Helen sentences were the first sentences that she heard all in one piece.

The rest was cheesy music in this weird heaven that went up and down and around like a Ferris wheel, broken up by different voices saying, so young just asleep when she was little, do you remember the two of them with sand cupcakes? and never one of them without the other at least shes at peace.

Last winter?

When was winter?

What was winter?

Go.

Fight.

Winter!

Winner.

Who was she?

She was she, was she, herself. Was she Mary Helen? Mary in hell? No. She was someone else. Who was the someone she was?

She was lying on a bed. Her feet were bare, a lumpy pillow under her neck. Maybe she was at her own funeral.

Her own funeral. That was where she was.

This was an excessively creepy thought, that her eyes might be not-just-shut-but-glued-shut and stuffed with gauze to look still-alive and natural (her great-uncle was a priest and went into way too much detail about these things). But if she were dead she should be an angel able toflow?around above everyone else in the room, to see if aunts and uncles and brothers andother people were there crying over her.

One of the only benefits of being dead was finding out for sure who were really yourother peopleand were staying for the whole thing, including the rosary, not just showing up to sob a little and then be carried out of the room by her boyfriend as she stumbled and cried out your name. If it was Leland Holtzer, she would stop crying right away in the parking lot and say, Can you believe they didnt close the coffin?

Maybe it was dark because they had closed the coffin.

But what would that matter to an angel? And the truth was, maybe they didnt need to close the coffin. Actually, she didnt even know how she had died. Maybe she looked great. If she had to be dead, she hoped she looked great. Maybe she broke her neck cheering. It happened. She tried so hard to listen for funeral music, she exhausted herself and fell asleep.
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