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Chapter One


I ate my first needle when I was seven.


You’d think something like that would be preceded by a major emotional moment, perhaps the slowing of time itself or some other heavy-handed bullshit. But no, there was nothing. I just remember thinking it was much too quiet in our seven-bedroom house. My mother was present—in a physical sense anyway—but I hadn’t seen her since she’d put out my breakfast. I was out of school, it being another glorious summer here in tiny, bucolic Ridgeland, New Hampshire. The oak tree, bowed over the roof like a curling hand, tapped on my bedroom window.


I opened my drawer, the one where I kept all the goodies I found—discarded plastic gemstones, spent toy gun pellets, dried earthworms—that I thought, for some unknown kid reason, were worth saving. There lay the sewing needle, a perfectly small, lethal sword. I wanted to be a sword swallower, like the ones in the circus. I knew people came from all over the world to see them.


So I put the thing in my mouth. It was cold, and the sharp point pricked my tongue on the way down my throat. I imagined it seeking the softest spot of my stomach to pierce. I imagined my stomach filling with blood, imagined it gushing out my mouth and nose and ears, and then even my mother would be forced to look at me.


But I waited and waited, and nothing of the sort happened. I couldn’t feel the needle anymore. I opened my mouth, knelt on the tufted stool before my painted white vanity, and peered into the dark cavern of my throat. I didn’t see any rips. Where the heck had the needle gone?


I went searching for my mother, my (sadly unbleeding) stomach twisted in knots of excitement and dread. What would she say? What would she do?


Tucked away in the corner of the dining room, she was reading the newspaper with a cup of tea at her elbow. She was East Indian on the surface and English at heart, my mother. I don’t think she’d ever forgiven my dad for whisking her away to the States when they married, though from what I understood, she’d gone willingly enough. Her black hair was pulled back into a sleek ponytail—the kind of thing that my mass of curls refused to be. She didn’t even look up when I slid into the chair beside her. I remember grabbing her sleeve and pulling.


“What, Saylor?” Yanking her arm away, she turned a page and kept reading.


“I swallowed something.” I wiggled in my seat. What if it came out of my butt when I pooped? Would it hurt?


She kept reading.


“I swallowed a needle.”


There was a pause. I thought maybe she hadn’t heard me. But then her head turned, and I saw her eyes: the deep brown coated with a mixture of fear and anger and irritation. An actual flurry of emotion.


She grabbed my shoulder. “You what? Why on earth would you do something like that?”


I shook my head, still astounded at the sheer weight of her hand on my skin, the warmth of her breath on my face.


Mum pushed her chair back and ran for the phone.


The rest of that episode came back to me in waves every now and then. An image here, an image there, scattered through the trails of my memory. I remembered going to the hospital. I remembered them putting me in some scary machines, looking at pictures of my stomach. I remembered Mum reading to me in the waiting room, out of some kids’ magazine, her breath still sweet and metallic from her tea.


I remembered I never wanted it to end.


* * *


I stood with my hands in my hoodie, looking down at the street below. New Hampshire was pitching a hissy fit complete with sleet that refused to be rain, the kind of weather that made people want to curl up inside with coffee and a book. I, of course, was a different story.


I love this kind of weather, but not for the reasons most people did. I liked it because the lines in the hospitals were usually shorter, as sick people decided to risk taking their at-home medications one more day. I liked it because the doctors lingered longer in my room; the nurses were more likely to make small talk. I liked the way rain sounded against Plexiglas windows.


“I’m double-parked, so hurry. We don’t want to be late.”


Turning, I nodded at Mum. I trailed my hands along the boxes the movers had arranged by the door. My first apartment, and I was leaving it already. I’d honestly planned to stay here more than six months.


I supposed I should’ve seen this coming. My grades had taken a steady nosedive since the beginning of the semester. The freedom had gone to my head. The credit card my parents had given me, and probably never checked before paying off, had been going to medical supplies more often than not. Though, had they thought to check, they’d probably assume I was buying condoms or tampons at the local pharmacy.


Laxatives were cheap and easy, and my condition baffled the doctors. I’d forgotten the kind of high I got from seeing a new doctor—the one in my hometown was so used to seeing me. That wide-eyed sense of honest-to-God wanting to help was so rare now.


But they’d done blood tests. Of course the laxatives had showed up. I thought they’d metabolize quicker than they actually did. It had been a mistake on the website I’d used as my guide to getting sick; I definitely wouldn’t be using it anymore.


* * *


The car purred as we crossed downtown, spraying parked vehicles and light poles with muddy slush. The steady squeak and drag of the windshield wipers was lulling. I inhaled deeply, breathing in Mum’s tea rose perfume.


“Is it a left here?”


I nodded.


When we parked, she got out and slammed the car door behind her. I tried to hold in a smile. She was angry. She was here.


* * *


The college psychologist stood when we walked in, her hand outstretched, stubby fingers waiting. Next to my mother, she looked mannish and ridiculous in her cheap black pantsuit and gelled cropped hair.


“Mrs. Grayson, it’s nice to meet you. Have a seat.”


“Please call me Sarita.” Mum grasped the collars of her cream-colored coat and pulled them together at the base of her throat, as if she was trying to protect herself from what was coming next.


I sat next to her, positioning the toe of my boot so it was right next to her shoe. I looked at our feet, side by side on the threadbare carpet. They were the same size.


“Sarita.” Dr. Milton looked down at the folder on her desk, shuffled a paper or two, and then sat back. “Are you… aware of the nature of Saylor’s ailment?”


Mum glanced at me. “I’m aware she’s been lying about her health again. She’s been doing that since she was small, exaggerating how bad things are.”


Shame and anger turned my blood to molten lava. Just the way she said it—as if I were intrinsically broken or had come defective without a receipt.


“It’s unfortunately a bit more serious than that.” Dr. Milton cleared her throat like she’d done the past couple of weeks every time she was uncomfortable. I wanted to rip her folder into pieces and shove the pieces down her throat. “Saylor has what’s called a factitious disorder. That means she creates symptoms in order to play the role of the sick person. But the thing that concerns me most, as a mental health professional, is that she could put herself at some serious risk if she’s not careful.” She paused, scratching her chin. “As I said in my phone call, the campus clinic found traces of laxatives still in her bloodstream, which explained the seemingly untreatable upset stomach she reported. But Saylor still denies her involvement in her disease. In addition, she’s doing poorly in all of her classes, something that’s to be expected from someone with such a chronic condition. I’m afraid it’s only going to progress and get more serious until she accepts help.”


Mum refused to look at me, but I saw the lines bracketing her mouth. The lines that emphasized just how disgusting, how disturbed, she thought I was. “We’ve made her a series of appointments with one of the best psychologists in her home city.” She rose.


Dr. Milton stood, too, speaking quicker when she saw we were about to leave. “While that’s excellent, I’d really like to encourage you and Mr. Grayson to go to these sessions, too. Factitious disorder is really a disorder of the family system, and—”


“Thank you. We’ll look into it.”


We strode out, me at Mum’s heels, breathing in her scent.














Chapter Two


My ex–new apartment was about an hour away from my parents’ house, the same house I’d grown up in. When we pulled into our gated community, I felt that familiar breathless excitement, sort like before a ride at an amusement park begins. It was how I’d always felt in my own skin, in my own life: heady, giddy, as if I could fall at any minute and never get up again.


I watched our giant two-story Southern-style house get closer, its vinyl siding more gray than light blue under the spitting sky. As Mum pulled neatly into the garage, I watched with my head tilted back against my seat. It looked like the house was swallowing us whole.


She turned the car off and we sat in the suffocating darkness, listening to the engine’s tick-tick-tick as it cooled down. My eyes adjusted, and I saw Mum take a swig from the water bottle in her cup holder. The sound of her swallowing was thunderous.


“Won’t you miss your friends?” she asked after a moment. “We had to pull you from school. What are you going to tell them?”


Putting my forehead against the window, I laughed. The glass fogged up, obscuring my reflection. “What friends?”


After a pause, Mum got out and closed the car door behind her, a soft, final thunk.


I followed her in the darkness, neither of us bothering to turn on the lights.


* * *


The house still smelled the same, like glass cleaner and paint, even though I’d been gone half a year.


I’d had to do my first semester at New Hampshire State as a commuter student. My parents insisted on a trial run because, according to them, I wasn’t “reliable”: the politically correct term for “batshit crazy.”


I’d gone all of last semester with only a few incidents because I’d wanted out that bad. Even crazy chicks need their independence. But once I got what I wanted—a place of my own—I’d given in to the urge again. Why? Attention, love, curiosity. Take your pick.


You might think it’d be hard to disappear in a state the size of a freaking bread crumb, but it’s not. It’s actually really easy to be overlooked.


When you’re an only child, you spend all your younger years worried that, when you finally go out into the big, bad world, people won’t like you. You haven’t had years and years to practice social cues with a sibling. You haven’t been honing your manners or reactions or whatever the hell it is that keeps humans so well separated from the other animals on the totem pole.


That’s a solid thing to worry about, really. But the problem is, it never occurs to you that there’s something even worse: that people may not even know you exist. You could be as substantial as smoke hovering in the air. People could walk through you.


I didn’t like being insubstantial.


I took my wet boots off in the mudroom, discarded my coat on the hook. Meandering through the kitchen, I walked to Mum’s craft nook. It was where she spent her days on her dollhouse-making hobby. I saw the bill once. She spent thousands of dollars a month on those little creepy things.


At the moment she was working on a bright yellow house with a tall, pointy roof and white scalloped trim. It looked like she’d been laying wood plank flooring inside. A tiny bottle of glue sat neatly capped on the table.


“That’s real mahogany,” she said, coming up behind me. “Three-eighths-inch thick.” She stroked a plank, caressing the wood grain as if it could feel.


“Mm.” I tapped on a window, traced a scalloped edge. “It looks like a kids’ gingerbread house.”


Her face froze at the insult, and then she rearranged her features to exhibit nonchalance. “I’m putting the kettle on. Would you like some tea? I can bring some to your room.”


I grinned and shook my head, pulling out a chair. “Nah. I think I’ll stay here with you while you work. Is that all right?”


She crossed into the kitchen without turning. “Of course,” she called. “But you’ve got an appointment with your new psychologist in half an hour.”


That was how we were: taunting each other, making snide comments, being passive-aggressive. But as long as my mother hurled those words at me, as long as she provoked emotion—any emotion—within me, I felt like I was home. I felt like I belonged.


* * *


After about twenty minutes, I knew it was time to go to my room and get dressed for the meeting with the psychologist. Besides, I had something I needed to do. As I made my way upstairs, my heart began to pound in my chest and my palms got sweaty. I imagined that athletes probably felt the same way before a big game. That burning anticipation, it was almost like a drug.


I dumped my duffel bag on the pink-flowered bedspread and gave the drawers in my nightstand and dresser a cursory look, but they were what I’d expected: empty. I’d taken the best of my stuff with me to college anyway.


With one eye on the door, I opened the side pocket of my duffel and slipped my fingers into the “secret” pocket I’d created with my scissors. There it was, nestled inside, my newest toy. Cupping the syringe in my hand, I walked into my bathroom and closed the door with my foot.


I slipped my hoodie off and stood in front of the mirror in a thin white t-shirt and jeans. The yellow light from the sconces made me look sallow, maybe even slightly jaundiced. There were dark shadows under my eyes, but I rubbed them with my fists anyway to make them a little redder. Appearances were important.


Pulling the plunger out of the syringe, I spat into the empty casing before replacing the plunger. Once I’d tugged the neckline of my t-shirt out of the way, I inserted the needle into a thin blue vein on my chest and pressed down on the plunger. Heat and pain scorched my skin; I bit down on my lip to keep from crying out. I set the syringe down on the bathroom counter and rubbed the spot I’d just injected. It was red and a little swollen already.


See, the Internet was my best friend. I’d just found out that the human mouth contained more bacteria than the human rectum. Ergo, when you injected saliva into your veins, it created abscesses. In direct contrast to the Internet, my biggest enemy was my body’s own immune system. It was a frustrating feeling to go through the trouble of exposing yourself to chicken pox or bronchitis and come away with only a vague sense of a stuffy nose.


But the Internet solved most of those issues for me once I realized there were people out there just as sick as me. It was like a wonderland with information on the most harmful drugs, on which parts of your own body could be turned on themselves. Seeing the worry on the doctors’ and nurses’ faces was a glorious, religious experience.


Sometimes I wondered what other people did with their time.


“Saylor.”


I put my hoodie back on and slipped the syringe into my pocket before opening the bathroom door. “Yeah. Coming.”


Mum was in my bedroom doorway, hovering like an unwanted insect. She never entered my room when I was in it. “Time to—”


“Go get shrunk. Yeah, I know.”


This wasn’t the first time my parents had gotten me “help,” and it wouldn’t be the last. The key was to go a few times, just to show them I was willing. It was easier for them to look the other way and for me to continue to do what I wanted to do if they thought they’d put in a reasonable amount of time to my “rehabilitation.”


* * *


When we got in the car, Mum turned on the radio to her special BBC station, a sign that we weren’t going to engage in conversation. My first thought was: “Fuck that.” I turned the dial so the posh guy’s voice muted. Mum glanced at me, her threaded eyebrow arched above her Prada shades.


“Am I ever going to be allowed to drive again?”


“Not until you can prove you’re capable of acting like an adult, no.” She uncapped her water, took a swig. It drove me crazy when she put on her “completely calm and collected” face. I knew she did it only to make me feel like I was the most insignificant worm to have ever crawled the earth. The worst part was that it worked. I wished she could feel the rage that boiled through my bloodstream, the rage that made me want to hurt her in any way I could, even if it meant hurting myself. I wanted to grab the steering wheel from her and crash the car into a mailbox just to see if she’d do anything besides raise her eyebrows.


I settled for pinching the spot where I’d injected my saliva into my chest.














Chapter Three


About fifteen minutes later, we pulled into one of those pretty, manicured office complexes with tall, shiny glass buildings. Even with the shitty weather, the place managed to look clean and sparkling.


We took the elevator to the fourteenth floor. Through the glass double doors we went, right up to the pretty receptionist.


“Hi.” She grinned at us like she was a kid and we were Santa and his treasured elf. There was a glob of red lip gloss on her tooth. “Can I help?”


Didn’t all the people who slumped in here need help? I glared at her. Seamlessly, she moved her gaze from me to Mum, her smile intact, unwavering.


“Saylor Grayson,” my mother said, her voice as low as it could go without being a whisper. “Here to see Dr. Stone.”


“Of course. Why don’t you have a seat?”


Why don’t we? I sauntered over to the window instead, peering down past the landing below us at the parking lot. Blackened tire tracks crisscrossed the sludge. If I jumped and aimed for the ledge three floors down, would I be hurt badly enough to warrant a trip to the hospital?


Behind me, Mum cleared her throat.


“Come sit down.”


But I didn’t have to. A tall, bald African American man emerged from behind the closed door and smiled at me. “Saylor?”


“That’s me.”


“And Mrs. Grayson, I presume?” He held his hand out to my mother.


She took it limply. “Yes. You must be Dr. Stone. Well, I’ll let you two get on with it, then.”


Dr. Stone let go of her hand, his smile receding the slightest bit. He reminded me vaguely of a giraffe, all thin legs and awkwardly long neck. “I thought this was going to be a family session.”


Mum pulled on her coat. “I’m afraid not. I have a pressing appointment. There’s no need for that, anyway. You came highly recommended.”


“It’s for Saylor’s benefit.” Dr. Stone’s smile had slipped completely by now, and even the cheery receptionist was watching. “As I explained on the phone.”


“My husband’s out of town at the moment, and I have an appointment.” Mum repeated herself when she was mad, a warning call to whoever was pissing her off.


Dr. Stone hesitated a minute before nodding. He turned to me, his smile back in place. “Well, then. Saylor, I’m looking forward to chatting with you.”


I sighed and walked past him into his office.


* * *


Dr. Stone’s office looked out over a back area of the parking lot that was more trees and landscaping than lot. I sat on the pinstriped couch and stared out the window. “Do you fuck your receptionist?”


“Beg pardon?”


I turned to look at him. His long legs, clad in black trousers, were crossed. He looked like a spider. “You heard me.”


Perching his bony elbows on the arms of his chair, he gazed at me for a minute. “Are you trying to shock me, anger me, or both?”


I laughed, fiddled with the injected spot on my chest. It felt more swollen. “Been doing this awhile, huh?”


“Thirteen years.”


I looked around at his decor. It was understated, sort of manly-but-classy. Lots of steel and glass. None of my dad’s home office’s giant leather chairs and brass globes. I swung my gaze back toward him. “So, are you gonna ask me questions or what?”


“How do you like school?”


I’d expected “Do you know why you’re here?” and even “What do you want me to ask?” but not that. “Why?”


He shrugged his bony shoulders, itched at the patch of silky ebony skin peeking through his open shirt collar. “Just curious. Your mother mentioned you’re a freshman in college.”


“Was a freshman in college. They yanked me out so they can babysit me or punish me or something. It’s probably just as well. I didn’t know what the hell I was doing there anyway. Haven’t picked a major yet.”


His eyebrows pulled together. “I thought your mother said you were pre-law.”


I laughed a mirthless laugh. “Yeah, that’s just wishful thinking on her part.” I pushed on the forming abscess and winced.


Dr. Stone’s eyes followed the movement and my resulting expression, but he didn’t say anything about it. “If you could do anything in the world, what would you do?”


“Like, for a job?”


That shrug again. “For anything. What do you want to be doing right now, for instance?”


I thought about the syringe in my pocket. “Um, nothing?”


“Come on.” He spread his giant hands out. “No judgment here.”


I tried to resist rolling my eyes, but failed. “Yeah, right.” But he kept looking at me with that expectant expression. So just to get him to stop, I said, “I’d volunteer at the hospital.”


“Interesting choice. Care to share why?”


So I could learn more about my favorite hobby. Why else? “Don’t know. I just think it’d be fun.”


Dr. Stone sat up and grabbed a notepad, began to scribble. “I think we can make that happen.”


“Seriously?” The scritch scratch of his pen on paper continued. “You’re going to let me go into a hospital?”


Setting his pen down, he looked back up at me. “Why not?”


“You know why not. Because of my ‘factitious disorder.’ ”


He gazed at me a long moment, and I couldn’t help but notice that he still had that wide-eyed look of wonder you see on kindergartners. By the time you hit the fourth grade, though, it’s long gone. At least it was for me.


“I don’t think your factitious disorder—your Munchausen syndrome—makes you less qualified to volunteer there than any other eighteen-year-old. In fact, you might even have a better understanding of what patients and their families go through.”


“Funny. People who know the truth about me always try to keep me away from medical establishments.”


He ignored that. “What do you think you’d like to do at the hospital?”


Learn how to make myself sick so other people couldn’t catch me out. “I’m not sure… Maybe work in the cancer ward?”


I’d always had a fascination with people who got sick the natural way—because of a chance mutation in their genes, or because their cells were created with a ticking time bomb nestled between them. What would that be like? To wander around with a justified reason to be angry at the world? It was a luxury I couldn’t begin to imagine.


Dr. Stone quirked his mouth in an expression I knew well: disapproval. But when he spoke, his tone was kind. “Unfortunately, I don’t think that would be such a good idea. But let’s brainstorm other options. I’m assuming you’d like to stay connected to people? That is, you’re more interested in working with live patients and their families than, say, filing?”


“Um, yeah. You’re assuming correctly.” I’d rather help Mum with her dollhouses than file.


He chuckled. “Okay. I’ve got an idea. I think I can have someone set you up in the support group section.”


“Doing what, exactly?” I was instantly suspicious. I’d been tricked into attending group therapy meetings before, and I wasn’t about to fall for that one again.


“Well, you’d have to talk to the administration about that one. But I’m hoping they can hook you up with something you’d like. They’re fairly good about that. I’ve sent clients their way before.”


Clients. I liked thinking of myself as his “client,” like he was my personal shopper instead of someone who was trying to help me unfuck my fucked-up life. “Okay.”


He grinned, a splash of joy across an otherwise imperturbable, serene face. “Excellent. Now, there is one caveat.”


There it was. Always the caveats. I couldn’t function without caveats. Yes, you can go to college—as long as you stay home for the first semester. Yes, you can get your driver’s license—as long as you agree you’ll only drive with my permission.


“What?”


“I need your permission to inform the hospital administration that you have Munchausen syndrome. It’s for your protection.”


We locked gazes for a full minute, during which time I considered getting up and leaving. Saying, to hell with this, I don’t need it.


But the truth was I didn’t know what else I had. There was the hospital or there was home. Home where I could follow Mum around all day, taunting and pushing her into talking with me, if only to tell me to get out of her space. I could sit by the window and wait for my dad to come home, and fume when he called to say he’d be working overnight at his office. I could inject myself with saliva when Mum wasn’t looking. I could think of a way to go to the store so I could buy more medical supplies. The thought of doing all of that, of going back to how I’d been living only six months ago, made me weary. It was a weary beyond any weariness I’d ever experienced before. It went all the way to my bone marrow; it went to the core of my soul.


And so I looked at Dr. Stone. He wouldn’t be there, in the hospital, to oversee me. I’d probably be able to find a way around that “no cancer ward” rule eventually.


I crossed my arms, pretended to think. “Will they keep that information confidential?”


“Absolutely. They’ll need your signed consent, just like I do now, to release it to anyone.”


“Fine.” I signed the paperwork.


At the end of the session, on my way out, Dr. Stone asked, “Will you come back and see me again soon?”


I glanced at a photograph on the side table, of a young Puerto Rican man in a horrendous Christmas sweater. His face was gaunt, drawn, but his smile was infectious.


“Yeah. Maybe after my first shift at the hospital. At least we’ll have something to talk about then.”


He chuckled. “That sounds like a plan. We’ve got you scheduled for next Monday, at ten a.m. Let me know if anything changes.”


My phone beeped in the pocket of my hoodie. It was a text from Mum.


Waiting downstairs in the car. Hurry.














Chapter Four


Back in the bathroom, I inspected the injection site on my chest. It wasn’t quite in abscess form yet, but I’d make sure it’d get there. It might take a few weeks, but it’d be worth it. For someone like me, who wore disease like a well-loved sweater, it was important to analyze the cost-benefit ratio of effort required to get disease versus how long the disease lasted. And, of course, how severe it could potentially get. There was a science to it all.


Abscesses were largely underappreciated. I’d recently discovered that they could cause fevers and pain. They’re not easily pinpointed as caused by self-injury, either, because some people get them for no reason at all, what they called “a genetic predisposition.”


They required careful tending to, not just to manage the fever and pain, but also because they had to be watched to determine when they were ready for lancing and draining. And once they were drained, you had to take care of the site and guard against infection while it healed. All that added up to low cost (just a few injections of spit, a free substance) for a large return.


When I was little, my mom used to take me to Mass. One of the nuns there, the overweight one I loved best because she sometimes sneaked me cookies after the service, used to say that we’d been “visited by Jesus and his angels” when something good happened, like me getting over a fever or my dad landing a client he wanted. Likewise, whenever a door to a new method of injury opened, I felt as if Jesus and his angels had put on a whole fucking performance for me. The experience was nothing short of glorious. I imagined myself standing in front of my syringe, hands raised up, eyes closed, and expression orgasmic with rapture.


I spat into the syringe and injected the skin adjacent to the previous injection site. Closing my eyes, I rubbed it to make sure the saliva dissipated completely. I imagined the bacteria in the saliva as orange and flame-like, licking through my veins, hungry, ferocious. I willed my immune system to not fight them, to just be devoured, to accept its fate. In that flowery pink-and-gold bathroom from my childhood, I sought deliverance with a headstrong fervor. I needed this.


I slipped the syringe back into my pocket and walked downstairs to wait for my father.


* * *


Our house had a huge bay window that took up the front wall and overlooked the driveway. I could see out of it even from just outside my bedroom, in the upstairs hall.


A bay window was probably great for people who entertained guests a lot, since it gave you a grand perspective of the entrance. In our house, the fact that it existed at all was laughable. We buttoned ourselves up tighter than a maiden’s corset in the sixteenth century. The only person who came close to being a guest in our house was my dad.


I sat on the bench by the window and watched the weeping willows sway in the breeze, counting each silent minute because I couldn’t think of anything else to do. Our house was like that; it seemed to swallow time. When my dad’s gigantic Escalade pulled up the driveway, spraying the trees with sludge from under his tires, I could’ve been sitting there for an hour or for five minutes. I honestly didn’t know.


I slipped silently into the kitchen so I could catch him when he came in. Leaning against the counter, my breathing got shallow as I waited for the faux-jovial greeting he always bellowed out when he returned from one of his trips. There was something about the way he said it that grated on my nerves every time.


I didn’t have to wait long.


“Where’s my beautiful family?” He said it extra-loud so the baritone of his voice rang out in the mudroom.


I heard Mum put her dollhouse supplies down and head over to greet him. After knuckling the abscess I was so carefully cultivating, I followed.


My parents were deep in a whispered argument when I walked into the mudroom. My dad’s head was bent down toward hers, his comb-over trying hard to disguise the fact that he was getting older. When they saw me, they stopped talking. My mother’s face settled into its default nonchalant expression, and my dad beamed at me. His expression was so bright and joyful, so completely overcompensating and fake. It reminded me of those tacky plastic gems I used to collect when I was little.


“Hey! There’s my girl!” He came forward and patted my shoulder. I could tell it took him aback, how tall I was now. The gesture wasn’t as easy to do anymore. Dad hadn’t really paid attention to me in a long, long time.


“Hey, Dad. How was Phoenix?”


He set his briefcase down and adjusted his tie. “Ah, it’s much too hot down there. Felt like August instead of January.” He brushed by me into the kitchen and opened the fridge. “What do we have to eat in here?”


Ignoring him, Mum went back to her dollhouse and her tea. I sat down on a barstool and watched him rummage through the shelves. I caught Mum occasionally watching me from beside her dollhouse, but every time I actually looked at her, she looked hurriedly away.


“So, Dad. Aren’t you going to ask how I’m doing with therapy? Or did Mum already fill you in?” My affection for my dad had always been secondary. I wasn’t sure how exactly that came about. Perhaps it had been a slow trickling away of emotion; the more time he spent away from us, the less I seemed to crave his approval.


“I’m sure what needs to be done is being done,” he said, without turning around. “I trust your mother.”


I couldn’t help it. I coughed out a laugh. “But don’t you want to know more? Don’t you want to be involved in my healing process? You know what the shrinks say: A sick child means a sick family.” I’d been through enough therapy sessions to have the lingo down pat.


“Thankfully, you’re not a child anymore, Saylor.” He turned around, a piece of fruit and a bottle of water in his hands, and used his foot to close the fridge. “Well, I better get going,” he said, glancing at the clock on the wall. “My next flight’s due out soon.”


I glanced at my mother, but she was busy sanding a part of her dollhouse. She didn’t even look up. I turned back to my dad. “You’re leaving already?”


“Criminal lawyers in great demand have to travel, Saylor, you know that!” he said, still so ridiculously jovial. And no, I didn’t know that. Weren’t laws different from state to state? Why would he be needed in other states anyway? “Flights in and flights out. I just wanted to come by to see my beautiful girls for a minute.”


“Are you leaving because I brought up therapy?” The question came out sounding desperate and whiny. I wanted to pummel myself. What was wrong with me? I was usually adept at keeping a handle on these things. Dad was like a skittish deer in some respects—too much emotion and he ran.


“Don’t be absurd,” he said, rushing to the stairs as quickly as he could without running. “I told you, I need to catch a flight. I just have to grab a new overnight bag really fast.”


He came back down a few minutes later and rushed into the mudroom, where he slipped on his shoes, his shades, and his briefcase. Once again, he was in costume, ready to take on the legal world.


“Right… See you later, Dad.”


When the door closed softly behind him, I heard my mother sigh in the absolute stillness. I looked up. She was looking at me again, something inscrutable in her eyes. It occurred to me that I hated that look. I’d seen it countless times before. Her expression was equal parts pity and confusion, as if she couldn’t figure out where I’d come from or how to make me go away.


“What?”


She blinked and jumped a little, as if I’d startled her. “Nothing.”


“What are you thinking?” I leaned forward. “Just say it.”


She shook her head and went back to her dollhouse. “You’re imagining things. I wasn’t thinking of you at all.”


No. I supposed she wasn’t.














Chapter Five


Four days later, as I struggled to the surface of wakefulness, I was aware of multiple sensations. One: There was a deep ache in a spot on my chest. Two: My skin hurt. And Three: my stomach felt like I’d eaten too much and then got on a roller coaster.


I sat up and pulled the neck of my sleep shirt down. The area I’d been injecting looked raw, turgid, and shiny, like an overripe berry. It was slightly swollen, too, but not as much as I wanted. I pressed my knuckles into it and winced.


After I’d grabbed my syringe from my nightstand, I padded into the bathroom and closed the door. Going through the process of spitting into the syringe and injecting it, I thought about the weird parallels between my life and that of a junkie’s.


We both closed ourselves into the bathroom first thing in the morning, syringe gripped in our sweaty hand, like it might be the nectar to life we’d been searching for. We stabbed ourselves willingly for a momentary high, for that rush that made life less boring, made it more like something we’d been promised by a steady diet of angsty teen dramas on TV.


But I guess that was where the similarities ended. A junkie wanted to stay well and avoid the pains of withdrawal. I wanted to stay sick, to force my body to its knees, to make it cry and beg for mercy. If a parent had a chance to choose between a junkie and me, who would they choose? If I was honest, I knew it’d hardly be any choice at all. Who wants a fucking nut job who longs to be cradled in the scabby, rotting arms of disease? Send a junkie to rehab and she’d get on with her life. Send me to the hospital and I wanted more.


Once my heart had stopped banging against my chest, once my mind knew my body was once again besieged with bacteria intent on breaking my immune system’s barriers, I was free to think about other things.


The first order of business was taking my temperature. The thermometer screen turned a bright red, informing me that I was running a hundred-degree fever. Perfect.


Next I needed to figure out why my stomach felt so… clench-y. I could tell that it wasn’t just the need to get sick, there was something else. I let my mind wander and then the thought struck me, like an arrow to the forehead. I had a meeting with the hospital administrator this morning, the one Dr. Stone was going to tell about my “issue.”


I threw on an old t-shirt and a sweater hoodie over it and slid into my jeans. After my syringe was safely hidden in my pocket, I made my way downstairs. My mother sat in a kitchen chair, poring over the newspaper. From the back, she looked thin, frail and small, like a child whose parents had abandoned her in this giant house and strange life. She looked lost. Why couldn’t she see that I was lost, too? That we could both be everything to each other?


I cleared my throat and she tossed a glance my way.


“Good morning, Mum.”


“You should leave right now if you want to make that meeting on time. Would you like a ride?”


“No,” I said, as she expected me to. “I can walk.”


I grabbed an apple, put on my jacket and boots, and slipped out the door.


* * *


Gramercy was a private hospital and a short two-block walk from the gates of my parents’ neighborhood. The architects had designed it to look like an old Catholic cathedral. I suppose being seen going into a hospital that actually resembled a hospital would be too tacky for its white-collar patients.


The double doors slid open and the musty cold air wrapped itself around me. If the hospital looked like a cathedral from the outside, it looked like an elite day spa on the inside. They even had new age Muzak piping from the speakers between pages. I walked up to the receptionist’s marble-topped desk.


She smiled at me, her teeth a brilliant white. “Hi there.”


“Hey. Um, I’m here to see Linda Adams. My name’s Saylor Grayson.”


“Hmm…” She looked down at the clipboard on her desk and her blond hair fell in a curtain to the desk. “Ah, you’re the volunteer!” Another grin. “Super. If you’ll have a seat right there in that chair, I’ll give you a form to fill out. ’K?”


I sat down, my head feeling hot and muddled with the fever. I fiddled with the zipper pull on my jacket. How much did this receptionist—I looked at her name plate; Betty—know about me and why I was here? She wasn’t casting too many “discreet” glances my way, which told me that maybe she didn’t know.


“There you are.” She handed over a translucent pink clipboard and a gold pen. “That’s just a regular volunteer application all our volunteers need to fill out, ’k?”


I nodded and glanced down. The questions looked pretty standard. Name, age, emergency contact… my gaze stuttered over one question at the bottom: special medical conditions. I looked at Betty through the fringe of my eyelashes, but she’d gone back to tapping away at her keyboard. Gripping the pen tight, I tried to think rationally. Dr. Stone had said I didn’t have to tell anyone about the Munchausen except the hospital administrator. Then again, this paperwork was for the hospital’s administrative purposes, wasn’t it? Was I supposed to be honest on this piece of paper? I didn’t want to have to ask Betty. Damn it, where was Linda Adams? Why hadn’t Dr. Stone told me that this might happen?


My hand shaking, I wrote MS in the area that asked about medical conditions and handed the paperwork back. Betty scanned it, and when her eyes lit upon the last column, she looked up at me with pity in her eyes.


“My aunt has MS,” she said. “You poor thing.”


A frisson of pleasure and guilt spread from my scalp to my toes, like warm wax. “Yeah, it sucks.”


“Well, let me page Linda and she’ll be right down to get you.”


I sat in the chair, nursing my lie in secret glee.


Linda Adams came downstairs to get me a few minutes later. She was a short, squat African American woman with her braided hair in a bun high up on her head. She moved with a sort of uneasy grace, as if she used to be much more petite than she was now. When she offered me her hand, it was smooth and dry, her grip much surer than her demeanor.


“Welcome, Saylor.”


“Thanks.”


“Do you want to talk in my office?”


I shrugged and got up to follow her, fingering my syringe in my pocket.


* * *


Linda’s office was littered with papers and manila folders. The fluorescent lights and nasty industrial carpet made it clear that the spa-like quality of the hospital didn’t extend to its employees’ quarters. Noticing me taking in the details, Linda smiled a chagrined sort of smile.


“Sorry. I usually meet volunteers at the café downstairs, but I’m expecting a call today.”


“No worries.” I sat in a chair and crossed my ankles under it.


“So, Betty said you filled out the application. Any questions so far?”


“When can I start?”


She smiled. “Eager. I like that. You could start today, if you wanted to. There’s just one thing I feel I have to mention.” The smile slipped off her face. She searched my eyes apprehensively and cleared her throat. “About, ah, your…”


She was clearly waiting for me to finish the sentence, put her out of her misery. But I didn’t. I held her gaze. Why? Maybe I just felt like being a bitch. Maybe it was nice that someone else was feeling the shame of saying the words besides me for a change.


“Munch—Munchausen?” She glanced at a note she had on the front of my file.


“Yes?” I touched the needle point of the syringe, let it sink its fang into my skin.


“Dr. Stone said you could be allowed downstairs, where we have the support group meetings, but not into any of the clinical areas. You’ll have a badge that says ‘restricted access.’ Is that okay with you?”


I shrugged. “Do I have a choice?”


She smiled a little. “No, unfortunately not. But as long as we’re clear on that, I think we’re good to go.” The phone on her desk rang. “I do need to get this. But my secretary Shelly will take you to get your badge done right now.”


As if she was listening at the door, a thin, reedy-looking white woman in glasses appeared in the doorway and smiled at me. “Ready?”














Chapter Six


The badge process was quick, and the woman manning the counter didn’t ask me or Shelly why I had restricted access. She chatted to her coworker about her diet the whole time she was printing it up, handed it over to me—still warm from the printer—and then turned her back on us.


“Okay, let’s head to the support group area,” Shelly said, opening the door to the stairway. “It’s in the basement.”


We went down one flight of stairs, my nose prickling with the scent of industrial-strength cleaner and stale skin. Shelly’s soft-soled shoes made muted shuffling noises, the only sound as we descended into the lowest part of the building.


When she opened another door, I walked through and found myself in the most stylish building basement I’d ever seen. The floors were a luxurious cream-colored tile, and the hallway I was in opened up to meeting rooms with glass walls and comfortable couches and armchairs. The one to my immediate right even had a fireplace and wall-to-wall bookshelves.


Shelly gestured to the fabric-covered bulletin board on the wall to our left. “See that pink laminated sheet? It lists all the support groups and meeting times and days. If there’s a holiday or a group won’t be meeting for some reason, it’s listed at the bottom.”


I let my eyes run over the text. “Okay.”


“So what you’re going to be doing down here, from what Linda said to me, is setting up the rooms and breaking them down after the members leave. The kitchen is down this way…”


She led me to a little kitchenette and showed me the basics of coffee making and how to arrange snacks for hungry members. I was so bored I wanted to yawn. If this was the kind of bullshit I had to do to eventually gain access to clinical information or apparatus, though, it was worth it.


“I think I got it.”


Shelly smiled. “Yeah, it’s not too complicated. The next meeting starts at one thirty in 1A, so you can go ahead and get everything ready for that if you want.”


“Great.”


She stared at me for a moment as I began to gather up snacks. I saw her from the corner of my eye, saw her studying my profile, but I didn’t turn. Finally, she said, “Linda said I should stay with you. But she didn’t really say why, except that you had a disorder of some kind? She didn’t seem to understand it very well herself.” She laughed a little, maybe to lighten the mood.


My hands trembled a little as I scooped coffee grounds into the filter. Still not meeting her eye, I said, “Um, yeah. It’s sort of stupid. My parents have me seeing a shrink, and he doesn’t think I’m mature enough for my age or something.” I looked at her then, rolling my eyes to show how annoying I thought that was. Shelly didn’t look too much older than me. Maybe, just maybe, I could have her on my side in this whole thing.


“Oh.” I saw the faint flush of her cheeks as embarrassment took hold. “I’ll just hang out down here, make sure the rooms are in order,” she said, casually changing the subject. “Come get me if you need me.”


Once the serving cart was set up, I walked back toward the bulletin board and checked to see which group was meeting. Families and Friends. I rolled the cart into room 1A and waited, a sentinel on duty.


When the people began to arrive, I wondered if I was in the wrong room. These didn’t look like the families of sick people; they looked like the patients themselves.


First to arrive were three women, their skin stretched too tight over their delicate bones. Their hair was greasy and unwashed, pulled into hasty buns or ponytails. There was also a man who stared off into space and didn’t say much of anything.


One of the women got a cup of coffee, smiling wanly at me, through me. I could tell she registered by my shape that I was a person, but wasn’t aware enough to note anything else. She shuffled back to the chair with her hands wrapped around the foam cup as if it was her lifeline.


The leader of the group entered then, a woman in her forties who’d lost a sister and a child to cystic fibrosis. I knew immediately that she wasn’t a participant like the others. For one, she looked alive and took up space in the room. She sat and smiled at everyone, a beaming, encouraging sort of smile that was in stark contrast to the mood in the room. I wondered how long she’d been doing this, how long she’d been smiling at everyone as if she didn’t have a care in the world, and how long she would keep doing it until she broke.


There was a diabetes support group right after that one. It was an interesting difference; these people laughed and joked with one another, complained mightily about their lot in life, and consumed coffee and cookies like there might be a shortage. I was irritated by their nonchalance. Seriously? If I had a disease that could be as dangerous as diabetes, I’d be much more respectful of its powers. Hypocritical, perhaps, coming from someone like me, but the thing was, I appreciated disease the way it was meant to be appreciated. I courted it because I worshipped its awesome power.
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