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1. A Harvard-bound Girl

It was early in the mdming, Jennifer, a 14-year-old girl, was dressed
up and ready while her brother, Jonathan, and sister, Dana, were still
sleeping. She was too excited to wait since it was her first day to high
school. She had painted her fingernails bright pink, and put three
rhinestones® on each of her ring fingers. She was anxious to get started.
She felt great. She was ready.

It was also a big day for her mother, Kathleen. She was beginning
her teaching job in a neighboring district. She had gone to school for two
years to get her teaching certificate and had just graduated in June. Her
husband, Ramon, worked for the Social Security Administration. His job
was steady, but his paycheck barely covered the essentials. They were a
family of five living on Long Island, where it takes at least two salaries
just to turn the key to the front door of the house.

Ramon was on the deck finishing a cup of coffee. Jennifer went out
to sit with him after she finished getting ready.

“Jennifer, you look terrific,” her father said.

“Thanks, Dad,” Jennifer said.

“How do you want to handle the bus?” he asked.

“I am not going to take the bus. I'll walk to school with Hannah,”
Jennifer said.

“Walk across the highway? You girls got to be very careful,” her
father said.

Now Kathleen finished getting ready, and came down to sit with
them for a few minutes before leaving.

“Your clothes are laid out on your bed,” Kathleen said to her
daughter. She was possibly the most organized person Jennifer ever
knew.

“Thanks, mom. ”

“Don’t forget your loose-leaf and new class schedule. ”

“I won’t, mom. ”
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“It’s hard for me to believe that you're starting your high school, and
look at you,” She stopped, put her hand on her shoulder and kissed her
on her cheek. “Don’t forget to find out about orchestra® and cello®
lessons, and dancing school starts this week, so you'll have to work out

how and when you're going to get your homework done. ”

“I know, mom. I'll take care of it. ”

Kathleen left for work driving their old green car, which was fondly
called as “the mean green machine” by their neighbors. Kathleen and
Ramon:hoped that with her new job, they would be able to replace it.
They didn’t want anything extravagant©. Just a car with heat and a radio
would work.

Despite her apprehensions about leaving the kids, Kathleen was able
to put the normal routines of home behind her once she got to work. As
she was walking with her colleagues in the corridor, a woman stopped
her.

“You must be Kathléen, there’s an emergency phone call for you
from the police. ”

“For me?” Kathleen asked. “from the police?”

“It’s about your daughter, Jennifer. She had an accident. ”

To Kathleen, it was as if she had gotten a call at two in the morning
waking her out of a sound sleep. First, she was confused and then felt an
overwhelming sense of panic. Her fellow teacher, Barbara grabbed her
hand and drove her to the scene.

It was a major four-lane highway that ran from the north shore of
Long Island to the south shore. It also separated the high school from
their neighborhood. When Barbara’s car approached, they didn’t see
anything out of the ordinary.

About a quarter mile up the road to the left Kathleen saw parked
police cars and an ambulance. “Jennifer wouldn’t be up there,” Kathleen
said. “Why would she be there?” As they got closer, Kathleen saw loose-
leaf papers and colored folders strewn® all over the highway. Things
began to move in slow motion, dreamlike, and she couldn’t catch her
breath.
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“Oh, my God! Oh, my God!” Like an incantation®, she repeated
the words over and over. Kathleen could see Jennifer lying on the
highway median. The car’s impact had thrown her nearly 100 feet. She
was bleeding, had lost consciousness, and her body was completely
limp. Two men were administering CPR.

The car that had hit her was on the side of the road. The front end
and radiator were pushed in and the windshield was broken. Police
officers were looking for mechanical problems. Detectives measured the
tire skid marks to calculate how fast the car was going. The driver was
telling the detectives what had happened and what he had seen.

It seemed that Jennifer and her best friend, Hannah, decided to walk
to school to save their bus fares. They were both A-plus students living in
moderate families. They had cut across the playing fields and then
followed a path through the woods. There was a break in the highway
guardrail that made it possible to cross.

When Hannah was halfway to cross the highway, she saw a vehicle
coming toward her at a very high speed. She was so scared that she stood
still there shaking. The car was no more than 50 feet away, when
Jennifer rushed up and pulled Hannah to safe. But she was hit by the car.

Kathleen and Ramon were waiting outside the operation room for
seven grueling® hours before they were finally allowed to go in and see
Jennifer. Dr. White led them through two large swinging doors into a big
room. Jennifer was the only patient in the room.

They could see the outline of a tiny body covered in white sheets.
Jennifer was barely recognizable. The only part of her could be seen was
her face. It was swollen from the impact of hitting the windshield of the
car and scratched from sliding across the pavement.

“She’s in a coma and is not aware of what’s going on,” Dr. White
told them. “She’s had a nasty gash to her forehead. That's why her head
is bandaged. The tube going into her mouth is connected to a
respirator® , and that’s what’s keeping her alive right now. ”

“Jennifer... honey... can you hear me? ... It's mommy. I love you,”
Kathleen said. She moved closer and tried to touch her and hug her, but
she couldn’t because of all the tubes and probes. At about 2 a. m. they
were ready to take Jennifer to the unit for acute brain-trauma patients.
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Three days later, Jennifer was awakened by a sound of a persistent
alarm when she was dreaming about her dancing school. Her biggest
passion was music. She played the cello in the school orchestra and sang

in the junior choir at church. And she had been going to dancing school
since she was two years old.

That alarm didn’t sound like her clock radio. Her eyes opened not to
the pink walls and rainbow canopy bed of her room, but rather to white,
sterile® walls and a railed bed that she had never seen before. The hazy
world around her was mysteriously on its side. An IV pole stood before
her, suspending bags of liquids like a tree bearing fruit.

Next to the bed was another IV pole that was dressed with so many
stuffed animals that they spilled onto the floor. Hundreds of cards and
signs saying “Get well soon” covered the walls.

Terror ran through her mind as Jennifer tried to identify the faces of
people who hovered over her. “What is this horrible place? Who are these
people?”

Her eyes opened again. Jennifer didn't remember falling back to
sleep but she must have, because most of the strange people were gone.
As she stared out into the mess, Jennifer slowly became aware of herself.
She tasted the blood that was plastered‘D in her mouth. Her head was
throbbing® , and the alarms and noises in the room made the pain almost
intolerable.

Jennifer tried to concentrate on what was going on. Her life had
changed. She tried to speak to get some answers. But when she opened
her mouth, no words came out. “My brain was talking, but my body
wasn't listening. My body ... wait, where is my body?” Jennifer thought.
“Why couldn’t I feel anything? It seemed as though my body was asleep. ”

“Call the doctor. I think she’s awake,” Jennifer heard her father
saying.

Jennifer was lying flat on an object that seemed more like a
medieval? torture® device than a bed, and she couldn’t see her parents
sitting in the corner of the room.

“Speak slowly,” a white-coated man was telling them. “We still
don’t know how much she will understand. ”
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