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FULL STOP

You're not going to believe me.

You'll say I've lost my mind, or that I've suffered one too
many concussions. Or maybe you'll convince yourself that
I'm conning you, and that youre the butt of some elaborate
practical joke. That’s okay. Believe whatever you want if it
helps you sleep. That’s what we do, isn’t it? Build ourselves
a comfy web of reality like busy little spiders, and cling to it
so we can get through the worst of days.

We've had plenty of troubled days, haven't we? All of us.
The ground shifts, and the world changes, and we go tum-
bling. It can happen in the time it takes for a traveler to step
off an international flight and sneeze. Or the time it takes for

aman with a crushed windpipe to stop breathing.



I've seen all that, just like you ... but I've known other
things. The kind of world-bending events that can't be
tracked by the news or by scientists. Changes that no one else
on Earth will ever know.

But like I said, you don’t have to buy into anything I say.
In fact, it’s better for you if you don't. Tell yourself it’s only
a story. Stay in the middle of your web. Catch a few flies. Live
the dream.

My name is Ash. With all the things that have changed,
my name hasn’t. It's a constant around which the rest of my
universe revolves, and I'm grateful for that.

Less-than-interesting fact: Ash is short for Ashley —
which, as my grandmother repeatedly says, was once “a very
masculine name.” It was her brother’s name. Apparently he
was named after some guy in Gone With the Wind, because he
had the bad luck to be born in 1939, when the movie came
out —and long before people were willing to admit how racist
it was. He had a twin brother named Rhett, who eventu-
ally died of polio. And here’s the funny thing — the guy who
played Ashley Wilkes in the movie? His real name was Leslie
Howard. Dude couldn’t get a break, even fictionally.

My name only became an issue once a year on the first day
of school, when clueless teachers called it out, looking for
a girl. Anyone who was stupid enough to make an obnoxious
comment basically got their liver handed to them by yours
truly, so classmates learned to just let it go. Anyway, Ash
always worked for me. And only my aforementioned grand-

mother calls me Ashley.
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Although this story begins and ends with football, it’s
the stuff in between that matters. The mystery meat in the
sandwich youve already been warned you won't be able
to swallow, much less digest. Drink milk, it'll calm your
stomach.

It would be a stretch to say that football was my life — but
a lot of my life revolved around it. I played since I was little,
and was a starter on my high school team — the Tibbetsville
Tsunamis. Don’t start. It’s not my fault. The school used to be
“the Blue Demons” but years ago a holier-than-thou type on
the school board raised a big stink, claiming it was “unwhole-
some”, and made the school change it. So our mascot went
from a grinning blue demon that never hurt anybody to
a snarling blue wave that killed 800,000 people in Southeast
Asia, and made sushi radioactive in Japan. Somehow that’s
less offensive. At least we have cool helmets.

The sport might have been my life if | was a running back,
or a wide receiver, or, that dream of dreams, a quarterback.
But I'm not fast. I'm not graceful. I'm not “poetry in motion”.
I'm more like a poetry slam. You could say I'm sturdy. Not fat,
but solid. Like an oak. It’'s part of what makes me a fantastic
defensive tackle.

Tackles and linebackers — we do the dirty work and get
no glory — but we're always, always the reason for victories
and losses. See, the quarterback is like the lead singer of
a band whose head swells so big, he goes solo, and demands
only blue M&M'’s in his dressing room. The running backs

and wide receivers, they're guitar and bass. But the linemen?
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We're the rhythm. The drummers who hold the beat, but are
always in the background.

That’s okay, though. I was never in it for the attention.
I loved the raw energy of it. I loved the way it felt to smash
through an offensive line. And I loved the feel and the sound
of crashing helmets. Remember that, because it’s going to
come back.

I was known for my tackles. My hits. Rarely were there
flags on my tackles, and I prided myself on that. I did it
right, and I did it well. To the best of my knowledge, I never
caused a concussion —but I bruised and got bruised. Some-
times pretty badly, but I never complained. “Walk it off”
was our family motto.

“Enjoy it now,” my father once told me. “Because it’s over
sooner than you think.”

My dad also played high school football. He was counting
on a college scholarship but never got one. Instead he went
to work for my uncle, managing auto parts distribution. He
walked it off. Between that and what Mom earned as a nutri-
tionist, we scraped by okay. Thank God for fast food; it drove
people to my mom like a cattle chute.

That’s how things were. It’s what doctors call “baseline”.
The reading by which everything else is measured. It was the

normal before everything went to some place way past hell.

There are choices we make, choices that are made for us, and
things we ignore long enough until all choices have fallen

away. I've been plenty guilty of ignoring stuff I don’t want to
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deal with until it doesn’t matter anymore, or it’s too screwed
up to bother fixing. Like the time I put off registering for the
PSAT until it was too late. My mom was furious, but I didn’t
care. She was enrolling me in an SAT prep class, so what was
the point of wasting a perfectly good Saturday on a practice
test I'd be taking half a dozen times anyway? Besides, I was
hoping for the scholarship Dad never got.

“That’s what Jay next door thought,” my mom had pointed
out. “He hung everything on a scholarship he never got, and
didn’t get in anywhere.”

“There’s always community college,” my father chimed
in, always taking whatever side my mother didn't. “It’s less
expensive, and he can transfer to a university in two years
that won't bankrupt us.”

Itmade me think of my friend Leo Johnson, who was already
being courted by major schools. I was happy for him, and it
would bring recruiters to our games, but I knew none of them
would be looking at me. I can’t deny that I envied the options
Leo would have —but I had to trust that I'd have choices, too.

So where was my choice, then, that took me down the path
to the tweaked places I ended up? It couldn’t have been the
choice to play ball that day. I mean, who in their right mind
chooses not to play their sport without a good reason — such
as death or dismemberment. Few things would keep me away
from the field. I had an obligation to my team. There wasn't
even a premonition that first day. There was nothing to indi-
cate that something was beginning that couldn’t be undone.

Maybe it was the choice to play football in the first place all
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those years ago that set things in motion. But was that really
a choice? Football was my father’s love. It was the way he and
I connected, so I loved it, too. Sometimes it’s like that when
youTe a kid. You eat up whatever your parents put on your
life’s plate.

So let me set the table for you, before I heap on the crazy-
ass casserole. It’s Friday, September 8. It's the first game
of the season. I'd come back from summer vacation with
a growth spurt, and had hit hell week hard. I was ready. As it
was still almost two months before daylight savings kicked
in, the game would begin in late-afternoon sun, but would
end under the stark halogen lights that could turn the ordi-
nary into a spectacle.

The locker room was all wild energy that the coach had to
harness into a “wall and a wedge”. That’s how he wanted us
to see it. The Tsunami defense was a wall of water that noth-
ing could get through. The offense was a whitewater wedge,
surging through everything in its path.

As soon as I suited up, I went over to Leo. He and I had
been best friends for as long as I could remember. We'd
been playing football together since we were little kids
in the Pop Warner league, where the padding made us so
top-heavy we could be tackled by a stiff breeze. Leo was an
amazing wide receiver. It was like he had tractor beams
in his fingertips that could suck a football out of the sky.
He was Black, like about a third of our team. Actually, our
team was a good representation of the school demographic.

A fair balance between white, Black, and Latinx, with one
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Asian kid everyone called Kamikaze, even though he was
Korean, not Japanese.

I was friends with just about all of them, and we would
always give each other good-natured shit.

“If you were any whiter, I could wave you to stop a war,”
my friend Mateo Zufiiga once told me, after trying and fail-
ing to teach me Spanish pronunciation. Mateo was the best
field-goal kicker in the county. He might not have helped
my pronunciation, but he did a pretty good job of educating
my taste buds, since his mother’s cooking was a religious
experience — including the miracle of late-night pozole.

At the time, I thought having a diverse group of friends
checked my box of social responsibility. Like there was noth-
ing more for me to do than have some brown at the table.
“Color shouldn’t matter” I was always taught — and always
believed. But there’s a big difference between “shouldn’t”
and “doesn’t”. Privilege is all about not seeing that gap.

While Mateo and Kamikaze and everyone else in the
locker room were whooping themselves into a frenzy, Leo
always got quiet before a game. Focusing. “If 'm gonna make
it to the end zone, I gotta already be there in my head,” he
once told me. But today, I knew there was more to it.

“Ready to make the Wildebeests an endangered species?”
I asked him, hoping to get him into the spirit of things. (Yes,
we were playing the Wharton Wildebeests — they made the
Tsunamis sound good.)

Leo grinned. “Theyre already endangered,” he said. “I
hear they only breed in captivity.”
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It was good to get a smile out of him. I knew this was
the first game he was playing since his girlfriend moved
to Michigan — which might as well have been Mars. In
the weeks before the move, Leo was all about applying to
Michigan State, convinced that what the two of them had
would stand the test of time. Then she sent him a break-up
text. From the plane. That had to be a first, getting dumped
from 37,000 feet. A long way to fall.

“She did the right thing,” Leo said after it happened.
“Senior year shouldn’t be about waiting for someone you
might never see again. And sometimes it’s best to pull the
Band-Aid off fast.” Although it seemed to me it was more like
afull chest waxing.

I sat down next to him on the bench. “You do know that all
the girls in the stands are gonna have their eyes on you now,
right?”

“I know it,” he said. “But I'm not there yet. A few more
weeks.”

I had to hand it to him. Other guys might rebound into
the next pair of open arms, but not Leo. He had his priorities
straight.

“Well, then,” I said, “maybe you can deflect some of those
eyes in my direction.”

“Willdo,” he said, then his grin took on the slightest slant.
“Problem is, it'll only work for the ones who need glasses.”

I laughed, and he laughed harder, and I laughed harder
still. That’s the way it was with us. The way I thought it

would always be.
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The first five minutes of the game were high energy, because
we were so excited to be back on the field before cheering
spectators. The Wildebeests were a competent but unin-
spired team. A good team to cut our teeth onin the beginning
of the season. No score by the start of the second quarter, but
we were confident of the win. Then Layton Vandenboom, our
quarterback, made a bad pass that was intercepted. While
he beat himself up over it (something he would continue
to do for a whole week, whether we won or lost), the defen-
sive squad took the field. That meant me, if you haven't been
paying attention.

The Wildebeests had a weasel of a quarterback, known
for complaining to the refs about every little thing. Taking
down the whining Wildebeest weasel would be a very satis-
fying thing.

So both teams got into position on the line of scrimmage,
and the play began. The ball was snapped, and I sprang into
action. Youre supposed to engage by the shoulders. Helmet
crunches, while not strictly forbidden, are not advised, but
sometimes can't be avoided. Things happen. And, as I've
alwaysloved thathead-banging feeling, Inever minded when
it happened. Like I said, my power hit was my trademark. It
was the thing that could maybe get me the scholarships that
my father never got.

But this time, the hit was different.

You know how sometimes when you're startled by a loud

sound, your brain misfires so you see a phantom flash along
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with the sound? Well, this was like a sudden surge of phan-
tom cold. Not a blast of air or a feverish chill — it was more
like my blood had been replaced by ice water, but only for an
instant. Then the feeling was gone and I was on the ground,
and I had tackled the Wildebeest weasel, ball still in hand,
and the crowd was cheering.

I didn't even remember the time between hitting the line-
man and getting to the quarterback. It was like I teleported
there.

Twelve-yard loss for the Wildebeests. The weasel was
whining that there should have been a flag on the play, but
of course there was none, because there was no infraction.
Nothing unusual about the play ... except for the cold that
I could no longer feel, but that had been very real. What the
hell was that?

High fives, butt slaps, knuckle punches, and back to the
line. Only now I had something like a headache. Not really
a headache, but something like one. It felt like an electric
hum that you feel instead of hear. Walk it off, right? I did, and
didn’t think about it for the rest of the game.

We won twenty-four to fourteen, and in our post-game high,
the memory of that icebolt was almost lost. It wasn't until
much later that I remembered it.

After the game, a bunch of us went out for burgers at
the Tibbetsville Towne Centre — one of those pretentious
anti-malls with misplaced e’s that’s all about Fridaye and

Saturdaye nights. Movie theaters, bowling, and restaurants,
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as well as a fast-food court for those who just wanted to scarf
down something quick and cheap. As the best football team
in a town that mainlined the sport, the Tsunamis basically
owned the food court on Friday nights.

Layton had his girlfriend, Katie, with him. His arm hung
around her shoulders like a slab of beef weighing her down.
When you think of a quarterback and his popular girlfriend,
these are the two you picture. Layton was an all-American,
white-bread kid who probably dreamed of being Captain
America. Katie was a cheerleader who had a lot more going
for her that Layton didn’t notice. He had trouble seeing past
her pom-poms.

You know how some people see a stereotype, and just
become it? The path is there, it’s wide, and it’s well trod. It’s
easier to follow that path than to defy it. Some people follow
that path all the way into the box that’s waiting for them at the
end, where the sermon is rote and the flowers are plastic. And
soitis and ever shall be, the quarterback and the cheerleader,
in every school, in every town, now and forever, amen.

I don’t think Katie was really a cheerleader by choice. In
the spring she played tennis, and clearly her heart was in
that — but her mother had been a cheerleader, and her sister
had been, and she had been encouraged in it since she was
little. Like I said, we eat from the plate our parents set before
us. I must confess here that Katie and I had a history, although
not the kind you're thinking. We buried a body together. But
I'll get to that later.

Norris, an offensive lineman (and “offensive” has multiple
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meanings here), was also with us. He was there on his own,
because his on-again/off-again relationship with his girl-
friend was currently in the off position and seemed likely to
stay that way. Norris seemed to like the idea of a relationship
rather than the actual thing. Or maybe they kept breaking up
because of Norris’s chronic douchiness, and comments that
rarely appeared to have a brain tethered to the other end. I'm
sure you know a guy like Norris. Everyone does. Constantly
making stupid decisions and saying all the wrong things at
all the wrong times, like maybe he was taking a dump when
God was handing out common sense. One time he made
a bunch of Mexican jokes that nobody wanted to hear, which
made Mateo come over and punch his lights out.

You put up with the Norrises of the world because A) He
was your friend long before you realized he was an asshole,
and B) He’s like a sponge for all your bad thoughts about
yourself, because no matter how crappy a day youre having,
at least you're not Norris.

And, of course Leo was there, with his sister, Angela,
who'd taken it upon herself to fill in socially for Leo, now that
his ex-girlfriend was a Martian. Angela was a year younger
than us, but most people took her and Leo to be twins, since
she always hung out with an older crowd. I cannot deny that
she was hot. I might have asked her out, but that would have
been problematic on several levels. First of all, you don’t want
to date your best friend’s sister because it never ends well on
any front. Secondly, although I'm ashamed to admit it, dating

a Black girl would have given my grandpa a second heart
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attack. I wouldnt call my grandfather racist. Okay, well,
actually I would call him racist, just not to his face.

“It's a generational thing,” my mom always said, too
embarrassed by it to address it in any meaningful way.
Grandpa didn’t have a problem with Leo, but I did once catch
him hitting the lock button on his car when Leo came over.
It’s not like he thought Leo would steal it, but seeing a Black
kid reminded him to lock it. Old people, right? Leo never
made a big deal of it, so it never occurred to me that maybe it
bothered him more than he let on.

I got into a fight with Leo only once about race — over two
years back, when I made an asinine comment about affirm-
ative action in social studies. I pointed out that Leo had better
grades than just about anyone in class —and definitely better
than anyone on the football team, which, to the simple sopho-
more I was at the time, was proof that no one needs to get
preferential treatment because of race. Then he smacked me
down with talk about all the kids who weren't as lucky as he’'d
been —who didn’t have the opportunities he'd had, and found
all the doors shut before they got there. “When you gotta
spend all your time just kicking down the door, you're already
exhausted, and miles behind the ones who get to prance right
through,” he had said. “Do you really think that’s fair?”

I hadn’t thought of it that way, so I apologized and told him
I didn’t mean anything by it, but I guess you can’t backpedal
when you say something stupid that you hadn’t really thought
out. Definitely not one of my shining moments. But at least

I'm not Norris.
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“This country is filled with the well-intentioned ignorant,”
Leo told me. “It’s a freaking plague, and you're a carrier.”

The upshot was that Leo and I didn't talk for about a week.
Then it passed, and things were okay. [ mean, he was my best
friend — we couldn’t let a little thing like racial tension get
between us. And then I went out to protest police brutality
with him, standing with a hand-painted sign and a fist in the
air. [ thought that was enough to show him I was on the right
side of history. I have a different perspective now.

So anyway, six of us were eating burgers. Us guys were
still pumped from our victory, and high on the adrenaline
that makes any competitive sport so addictive — yet under-
neathitall, I could feel a strange current of uneasiness. This
wasn’t a premonition, but an aftershock — because it wasn't
about something that was going to happen. It already had
happened; I just didn't know it yet. A sense of something
being “wrong”. Was the feeling inside me, or around me?
Was it both? In the moment, my body could only translate
the feeling into that weird buzzing headache.

“I'can’t believe I threw such a bad pass,” Layton lamented.

“Dude, give it a break,” Norris said. “We beat the Wilde-
freaks, that’s all that matters.”

But the look on Layton’s face said otherwise. Right about
then, Katie shifted beneath his arm and began to eat one
french fry after another — so quickly that Layton had to
counter by removing his arm from her shoulder and using
that hand to grab some fries for himself before they were

all gone.

N



I grinned because I realized that was exactly why she had
done it. Not because she wanted the fries, but because she
had to motivate Layton to remove his arm, freeing her from
the weight. Katie threw me a brief, guilty glance, knowing
that I had seen this, and I gave her a quick wink to let her
know that her secret was safe with me. She looked away,
but then I could see her suppressing a smile. I remember
wonderingif it was disloyal of me to look forward to the time
she and Layton broke up, so I could have my chance with
her — a chance I should have taken a while ago, but never
had the guts to do. I wouldn’t let my mind go down that path
too soon, though. I just kept it on a mental back burner.
I was never the kind of guy to make moves on someone else’s
girlfriend. There were rumors, though, that Layton didn’t
exactly treat her right. At the time, [ didn’t think it was any
of my business — but all the more reason for me to think
their 'ship was sinking before the end of football season.

We talked more football as we ate, and Angela became
bored. “Don’t you guys have any other interests?”

“Food,” said Norris. “And sex.”

“In that order, for Norris,” I added.

“If you didn’t want to hear football talk,” Leo asked, “why
did you come?”

“So that Katie wouldn't have to fight toxic male culture
alone.”

“We're not toxic,” I told her. “Just because we're football
players doesn't mean we're unenlightened, and stuff.”

“And stuff,” she mocked. “I will concede that current
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toxicity levels are in the green, but if they start to rise, I'll let
you know.”

Adozenyards away, a server dropped atray. Since the place
served everything in red plastic baskets, nothing broke —
there were just a few impotent thuds and the clattering of
silverware. It made my head jerk around, though, and my
brain spun like one of those dashboard compasses. I took
a deep breath, and splayed my hands out on the table, as if
feeling a solid, stable surface under my palms and fingertips
could reassure me that gravity was still pulling in the same
basic direction. Norris had begun the obligatory applause at
the food dump, and everyone was looking over in the direc-
tion of the hapless waiter scrambling to clean it up before the
manager came out. It was Katie who noticed me, the way [ had
noticed her.

“You okay, Ash?”

“Yeah, fine,” I told her. “Just got dizzy for a sec.”

Layton then looked at Katie, followed her gaze to me, and
raised his eyebrows. “Where’d your blood go, man? Into your
toes? You look morgue-ready. Are you gonna hurl?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

Katie pushed her water glass toward me. “Maybe youre
dehydrated,” she said.

“Thanks.” I took a few gulps, and Layton told me to keep
the glass —just in case I was contagious.

The dizziness faded, although it came back whenever
I turned my head too fast. Was this a concussion? I'd had

concussions before — minor ones — but this was different.
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You know how, when people get transplants, the body will
reject the organ, and they have to take meds to stop it? Well
that’s the closest I can come to describing the feeling. My
body wasn’t rejecting my brain, but the stuff inside it. As
if my own mind was an invader. It didn't make sense at the
time, but later it was weird how accurate that thought was. In
the moment, however, I just wanted to deny and dismiss it.

I would walk it off, damn it! I would walk it off.

I drove Norris home that night because he had yet to pass his
driving test. Last time he made it all the way to the end, then
honked at an old lady in a crosswalk.

“The guy from the DMV had it out for me,” Norris
lamented. “I'll bet that old lady was a plant.”

“Just add it to your conspiracy theories,” I told him, of
which he had many.

“Don’t laugh,” he said. “The truth will out!”

That’s when I almost killed us.

Things that change your life — things that change your
world —rarely come with a warning. They broadside you like
an eighteen-wheeler at an intersection. In football that’s
called clipping. It’s highly illegal. A substantial penalty. But
the universe plays by no rules, or at least none that make
sense to those of us bound by time and physics.

The truck in question barreled into the intersection after
my car clearly had possession. Its horn blared, and I knew
slamming on the brakes would guarantee a bloody T-boning,

so I punched the accelerator instead, to get far enough in
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front of it. The truck never slowed down as it flew through
the intersection. It missed us by inches.

Now [ slammed on the brakes. By the time we came to a stop,
we were twenty yards down the street, and the truck had gone
its unmerry way. Even though we were at a complete standstill
now, I was still gripping the steering wheel in white-knuckle
mode, trying to confirm that we were still, indeed, alive.

“Jeez, Ash, what the hell is wrong with you?” Norris
blurted, nowthat it was over. “Are youtryingto getuskilled?”

“Just you,” I told him. “Fail.” I hoped a little snark might
bring us back to a normal headspace, but it didn't.

And then Norris said, “You totally ran that stop sign.”

“No, I didn’t. There wasn’t one.”

But when I looked behind us, I saw the backside of
a familiar octagonal sign. I thought back to driving class.
Our instructor told us that most accidents are human error.
Today I was the human error.

I looked around to see who else had witnessed my pro-
foundly bad driving. The only person on the street was
a skinny guy on a skateboard. He rolled past, oblivious of the
near miss. Turns out that skater was not oblivious at all, but
I didn’t know that yet. For the time being he was just a dude
on a skateboard. Easy to ignore. Easy to forget. For now.

I eased onto the accelerator and resumed our trip, driving
much more cautiously than before. Yet in spite of how care-
fully Iwas driving, I almost missed the next stop sign as well.
Ileaned on the brakes —not enough to alert Norris to the fact

that I almost ran a stop sign again, but enough to make the
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stuff on the back seat slide forward to the floor. And that’s
when I noticed it. The thing I hadn’t noticed at the previous
intersection, because that stop sign was already behind me
when I looked; all I had seen was the stainless steel back of it.

See, there are some things about driving that become
automatic. You don’t think about checking in your mirror
and glancing over your shoulder when you change lanes; you
just do it. It becomes second nature. And it’s second nature
to brake when you see a stop sign. There are three mental
triggers to a stop sign. They do that on purpose, I guess, to
make sure you don’t miss it. First there’s the shape. Then
there’s the word “STOP” itself. Then there’s the color. If any
one of them is missing, you might not consciously notice, but
you also might not hit your brakes.

“What'sup with that?” I asked Norris, pointing out the sign.

“What's up with what?” he said, completely oblivious.

I pointed to the stop sign again. “It’s blue.”

Then he looked at me like he was waiting for the punch
line of a joke. Finally he said, “Your point?”

So I spelled it out to him, as if to a moron. “I almost didn’t
see the stop sign because it’s blue. Who ever heard of a blue
stop sign?”

Again, there was that punch-line look from him. “What

are you talking about?” he said. “Stop signs are always blue.”

The color of a sign is a little thing. Unimportant in the bigger
picture. Inconsequential. Like the color of a person’s house. If

I were to ask you the color of your next-door neighbor’s house,
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I'll bet youwouldn’t even be able to tell me for sure, because it’s
not on your radar —and shouldn’t be. You have more important
things to think about. The color of stop signs shouldn’t matter.

Except that it does.

My parents had both been at the game, but came straight
home after congratulating me on the win. Now Mom was
posting embarrassing pictures about it, and Dad was watch-
ing his latest binge TV series when I arrived.

“Mom,” I asked, trying to choose my words carefully.
“What would you say is the exact color of a stop sign?”

She looked up from her laptop, and, just like Norris, she
had thatlook onher facelike it was some sort of trick question.

“Blue,” she said. “Just ... regular blue.”

“So, no shades of any other color?” I prompted. “Like
maybe ... red?”

She furrowed her eyebrows and took a deep breath, like
she sensed the coming of a storm. She closed her computer.
“Are you feeling all right, Ash?”

“I'm fine,” I snapped. “I just asked a question. Why do you
have to go and think something’s wrong just because I ask
aquestion?”

She kept her cool, even though I hadn’t. “Because it’s
a strange question,” she said.

I opened my mouth to argue how unstrange this question
was, but realized it was no use. The more I tried to defend it,
the stranger it would seem.

“Never mind,” I told her, “it was just a question.” And

I went to my room giving her no explanation, because there
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was no explanation to be had. I kept trying to tell myself how
unimportant this was, and how ridiculous I was being, but
there was a deeper truth here. Even the tiniest loose thread
in the fabric of your world cannot be tolerated. Either every-
thing works, or nothing works.

My odd headache never entirely went away, and now it
reached that threshold where I noticed it again. I thought
I might take some Advil, but was too focused on this loose
thread. I went to my computer and did a search on stop sign
images. Needless to say, they were all blue. I shouldn't have
been shocked, but I was. And it wasn't just signs. Stoplights
had three colors. Green, yellow, and blue — which I hadn’t
noticed while drivingbecause Imusthave had all greenlights.

And here’s the thing that was strangest of all: the more
I looked at it, the more normal it seemed. The more I con-
sidered it, the more memories I had that verified what the
images were showing me. But right beside those memories
were red signs and red lights — and trying to imagine them
both at once made my head resonate like it does when some-
one squeaks a balloon. I gave up and hurled myself on my
bed. I was tired, that’s all. Tired and wired from a long day.
It would all make sense tomorrow. It would pass. And in the
morning, I'd realize that everyone was right. Stop signs had
always been blue, and I must have been seriously tweaked to

think otherwise.



assistant, Symone Powell; my writing-group-gone-rogue,
the Fictionaires, who have adapted to distance, both social
and geographical; my social media guru, Matt Lurie; and my
dear friend and personal marketing genius, Keith Richard-
son — who reminds me to take care of myself when I'm too
busy to remember. And a sorrowful thank-you to my aunt
Mildred Altman, who we lost this year. She read every single
book I ever wrote and sent me handwritten letters with her
comments. She didn’t get to read this one. I will miss those
letters, but not as much as I will miss her.

Lately, we've all learned that reality can become very sur-
real —but in the end there’s always something that grounds
you. For me, it’s my kids: Erin, who’s just in the next room,
and Brendan, who's on the other side of the planet. Jarrod and
Sofi, who spend their time between Madrid and Los Angeles,
and Joelle and Nathan, who divide their time between North-
ern and Southern California. Yet no matter the distance, no
matter what world events come between us, theyre always
close. Thank you for reminding me what matters! I love you

from the bottom of my heart to the center of the universe.
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