
“Go away!”  Amanda shouted as I started to walk out into the cold, rushing water where she and two of her friends were wading.  I sighed and stayed where I was, trying to pretend that I’d had no intention of joining them further out in the river at Watson’s Mill Bridge.  I splashed around in the water, thinking that I shouldn’t be surprised, really.  I was only 14, and while my 17-year-old sister and I had been growing closer while we were at home, she wasn’t quite ready to acknowledge me in public.  Her tone softened, though, when she saw the crumpled expression on my face that I had been trying so hard to hide.  “You can come with us in a minute,” she said, “but I need to talk to my friends right now.  Go help mama set up for the party.”  I glanced up to the patio where the adults were busy putting out drinks and food for the good-bye party.  

One of Amanda’s friends was moving to South Carolina, and we were throwing a surprise party for her.  I considered walking up to help, especially since she was supposed to be arriving any minute, but it looked like everything was almost ready, and besides, all the good jobs, like blowing up balloons, had already been done.  So, instead, I walked off to explore the woods by myself, kicking rocks along the path and grumbling to myself about how unfair and cruel the life of a younger sister was.  I didn’t realize that my time as a sibling was about to come to an abrupt close.


Standing in a clearing next to the tumbling river, I picked up a stick and threw it into the water.  As I watched it float away, I began to feel a little better, so I threw another one in after it.  I continued this game for a few more minutes until I was interrupted by the sound of running feet behind me.  I whirled around to see the frightened face of one of Amanda’s friends, Julie.  Her large eyes refused to meet mine as she gasped her command to me, “Go get your mom.  Quick.  Amanda’s stuck.”  I looked out across the river to where she’d been wading a few minutes before.  Her two friends stood in the same spot, but I didn’t see Amanda anywhere.  What did she mean, “stuck?”  Was she up on the shore and couldn’t figure out a way back?  Why couldn’t I see her anywhere?


Confused, I looked back at Julie.  “Stuck where?” I asked.  Julie took my hand and led me to a nearby clearing where several of Amanda’s friends were huddled together looking shocked.  With a look, Julie sent one of them running to go get an adult since it had become obvious that I was not going to be the one to go.  “What’s going on?” I asked. “Where’s Amanda?”  Julie walked me closer to the edge of the water, somewhat near to the spot where I’d been standing only moments before.  “There.” she said simply.  I stared across the water, still unable to see the truth.  “Not there.” Julie said gently.  Then, taking my head between her hands, she pointed it downwards so that I was looking straight into the rushing water beneath me.  

“There.”


I stared down into the foaming rapids, searching for any sign that what Julie was telling me was true.  Rocks jutted far out into the water from the other bank, and there was only a thin strip of swiftly moving water flowing right in front of us.  I saw several of Amanda’s friends and her longtime boyfriend in the water, trying desperately to find purchase in the rocks on the bottom of the river.  They were continually sliding and didn’t seem to really be getting anywhere.  I still didn’t see her, though, and I couldn’t understand how anybody could possibly be stuck in one spot with the water flowing this strongly.


There was nothing else for me to do, I still didn’t completely understand what was going on, and so I ran.  Without saying a word to any of the people standing near me, I turned on my heel and ran back through the woods, towards the patios.  All of the adults were running towards the direction that I was coming from.  I heard my mother calling my name, but I kept on running.  I saw a newly married couple in another patio cutting their cake while the guests turned to see what all of the commotion was.  I kept running.  I ran across the bridge and finally stopped directly across the river from the spot where everyone was gathered in the clearing.


I stared across the clearing at them.  The girls were huddled together in a corner of the clearing, as far away from the water as possible.  The boys were all in the water.  Most of them were on all fours trying desperately not to float down the river.  Their arms and legs were heavily scratched by the sharp rocks on the river bottom.  A few of the adults were in the water too, but most of them were leaned out over the water, yelling directions at their sons.  My mother was sitting down at the very edge of the water with a blanket that somebody had brought wrapped around her.  Later I found out that she had jumped in the water, and had been told in no uncertain terms to get back out before she hurt herself.  She was looking across the river at me.


I started picking my way across the rocks that jutted out into the water almost reaching all the way across to the clearing. I was sure that I could get all the way across and up to the clearing without running all of the way back around.  When I got to the last rock, my mother looked up at me in fear, knowing what it was that I planned to do.  “Lillian!  Get back!  I won’t have both of you in that water.”  I didn’t truly understand until I saw the expression on my strong, calm mother’s face at that moment.  She was absolutely horror-stricken and I realized that I didn’t think I’d ever seen my mother afraid before.


Unsure of what to do, I glanced back down into the water at the exact moment that several of the boys managed to get her head above the water, and one of them leaned over to give her a breath.  I hadn’t even known where exactly she was until that moment.  It only lasted for a second, though.  They were all having trouble staying in one spot, and with their hands holding her, they didn’t have anything to grab on with.  They all started to slip, and her head fell back beneath the water after only one breath of oxygen.  I looked up to see the groom, all of his groomsmen, and many of the guests from the nearby wedding crashing into the water, having realized what was going on.


Desperate now to get back to the other side of the river, I turned around and started running again.  I was stopped by a shout, “Do you know where we’re supposed to go?”  I looked up to see two EMTs  huffing along the path next to the river.  “Somebody’s stuck in the water,”  one of them said, “but we’re not sure where.  Do you know?”  “Yeah.” I gasped, “It’s my sister.”  Their eyes widened in disbelief as we all started running again. “Jesus.” one of them muttered, ”Just a kid.”


I don’t remember how long I sat on the bank of the river with my mother.  Everything else is fuzzy.  I do remember when they finally managed to get Amanda free of the root that was holding her foot under the water.  Her foot slid under it when she tried to stand up after having slipped while wading.  It pulled her back under the water, and with the water rushing so fast she couldn’t get back up.


As we followed the ambulance to the hospital in Elberton, my mother talked almost the entire way, but I don’t remember a single thing that she said.  When we got to the hospital she called my father.  It was the first time that I’d seen her cry that day.  At some point he arrived.  A little while later, we were called into a room to talk with a doctor.  “lack of oxygen…no brain activity on arrival…we’ve done everything we can do…she could stay on life support, but…”  The doctor and my parents are talking, but I can only hear these phrases.  My head is swimming and I can’t understand what’s going on.  I think that I have to wake up soon.  This certainly can’t be real.  This doesn’t actually happen to people, it only happens far away to people I don’t know.


It did happen, though.  We went in to say goodbye, and I couldn’t even see that larger-than-life smile that was Amanda’s trademark.  The only skin exposed was the top of her forehead.  The rest was covered by machines.  There were machines everywhere in the stark white room.  I kissed that one strip of skin, and whispered, “I love you.” because I almost never said it any other time.


When we came out, all of Amanda’s friends were sitting at the loading dock where the ambulance had pulled up.  While my parents were inside talking to the doctors about my mother’s swollen, purple ankle that we hadn’t even noticed until now, I sat with Amanda’s friends while they cried and gave me advice.  Most of their clothes were horribly ripped from the rocks.  They were all dirty, wet, tired, and scratched.  They hugged me and told me that they were all my brothers and sisters now.  I didn’t pay much attention to anything that they said.  I still thought it was a dream, or a nightmare.  I kept on thinking that all the way until the next morning when I woke up and she was still gone.

My family arrived in droves the next day.  It wasn’t so bad, then.  It was easy to not think about it all when the house is full of people.  We didn’t have to look at that spot at the table where she was missing.  I remember crying a lot in the next few days, but I also remember laughing.  One of my friends still talks about how shocked she was that my mother made fun of her for calling a carbonated drink a soda.  “I thought you’d been living in the south long enough to know that everything’s a Coke, here.” She joked.  My friend stared at her with her mouth open, unfamiliar with the strength and sense of community in my family.  My cousins and I told stories and laughed, and one of my older cousins made sure to pick on me a little bit extra so that I wouldn’t feel left out.

That cousin took a tissue box as a purse to the funeral.  She used the whole thing.  She and Amanda had been incredibly close.  Our mom’s are identical twins, and they liked to talk about how they were almost like sisters.  She sat next to me at the funeral, and told me that since she and Amanda were sisters, she must be my big sister now.  She used the whole tissue box that day.  I didn’t.  I almost didn’t cry at all.  I think I was in shock.  I don’t even remember anything about that day except the speech that Amanda’s boyfriend made,  He almost didn’t get it out.  The last line was choked with tears,  “…but most of all she always said that she wanted to be an angel.”

