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Nov. 3, 2023

Tonnie woke to the ring of a distant phone. Light stabbed at her closed eyes, and she pinched them tighter for a few seconds, resisting. When the phone rang a third and fourth time, she pushed away the remnants of sleep with a sigh of resignation. Her eyes felt gummy, like the lashes were stuck together. She persisted, and her lids finally opened, but all she saw was a blur. Squinting, Tonnie tried to clarify her vision and sort the dull colors before her into recognizable objects. A rectangular spot straight ahead had to be a window. Someone had pulled the blinds back, revealing a bright sun almost at its zenith.

She’d overslept. Orientation at the school must have started hours ago.

Wait. Blinds? There were no blinds in their bedroom. She’d made the navy and cream curtains herself.

Blinking rapidly, Tonnie brought the shapes and colors around her into focus. Though imperfect, her vision revealed pale yellow walls and unfamiliar, institutional furniture. A metal chair with a green plastic back and seat sat beside the bed. Across the room, a counter wedged into an alcove held a sink with a paper towel dispenser mounted above it. Hearing soft, chuffing sounds and feeling movement beneath her, she realized the mattress below her was shifting periodically. That, she knew, was meant to relieve pressure points and prevent skin ulcers in patients who’d been in bed for some time.

Though it took more effort than it should have, Tonnie turned her head to the left. A collection of bags hung from an IV stand near her shoulder, sprouting tubes that traveled toward her and disappeared under the sheet. Near the door was a bulletin board with strands of garland and Christmas ornaments stretched across its top. That wasn’t right. It was August.

She was in a hospital. Had she been in an accident? If so, she didn’t remember it. Slitting her eyes to limit the glare, Tonnie took stock of her body beneath the white sheets. No casts, no obvious injuries. Tentatively, she tried to move one foot. Nothing happened. Focusing her attention on her toes, she managed to wriggle them enough to move the sheet slightly. Next she tried to lift a hand. It moved, though it didn’t go where she wanted it to. She sighed with relief. She wasn’t paralyzed.

There had to be someone she could ask. Opening her mouth, Tonnie tried to call, “Hello!” but all she managed was a soft grunt. A second attempt was louder, but not much. Finally, with intense effort, she made a loud huff, not a word, but something. For a few seconds there was no response. Then feet shuffled outside the room. A face appeared in the doorway, young, round, with hair shorn close up the sides and a row of four-inch spikes at the crown dyed in rotations of red and green.

She made her wordless grunt again, and the surprised face replied with something similar and then disappeared. Footsteps sounded, hurrying away from her, and Tonnie heard, “Ohmigod, she’s awake! She looked right at me! Number 23 is awake!”
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Within an hour, Tonnie had been examined by no less than three doctors, though none of them would answer her questions. They didn’t refuse; they simply avoided. “Please be patient, Mrs. Berndt,” said an earnest-looking neuro-something. “We need to evaluate your progress thoroughly before we tackle the next step.” His voice trembled with muted excitement, but the words made Tonnie uneasy. What did they have to tell her that warranted grave assessment and athletic effort?

“My h-husband.” Her voice was scratchy and whispery. “C-call S-Stu.”

“We’ll get to that.” That was the bald doctor, who’d identified himself as her primary care provider. His nervous smile indicated that he was deflecting. “Can you follow this light with your eyes for me?”

Tonnie obeyed but her thought was, If you people had Terrie in this bed instead of me, you’d have a full-scale rebellion on your hands by now.

The trio of doctors moved away from her bed to consult among themselves, glancing back at her every few seconds. Listening hard, Tonnie picked up an occasional comment. “Seems cognizant.” “Atrophy is minimal.” From that, she guessed she’d been unconscious for some time. What’s wrong with me? she wanted to scream. When are you going to treat me like an intelligent adult?

The door opened, and Terrie hurried in like a train approaching the station. Tonnie felt a rush of relief. Her twin would see that she wasn’t put off with vague promises. Terrie knew how to get things done.

Though they were identical, it never took people long to learn who was who. Tonnie was the “easy-going” sister while Terrie engaged the world with chin jutted, ready to fight for what she believed. Tonnie tended to be patient; Terrie seemed always in a hurry, body tilted forward and shoulders tensed. Tonnie had a soft voice and thought before she spoke; Terrie said plainly what was on her mind. Tonnie admired her sister’s courage; Terrie praised Tonnie’s ability to hold her tongue. They had often joked that they were a complementary pair, with Terrie leading the way and Tonnie following behind, smoothing the trails her sister blazed.

“Tonnie!” Terrie’s voice was wobbly, signaling tears either had been shed or were about to be. Maybe both. An extra-long hug told Tonnie her condition had been critical. When Terrie finally released her and stepped back, Tonnie was shocked to see lines around her sister’s mouth and eyes. Under her white baseball cap, her hair had faded from a deep, glossy brown to a duller shade. She’d gained at least twenty pounds, and there was a softness at her middle Tonnie wouldn’t have believed possible. Terrie had always been trim, bright, and brimming with vitality. Now she looked much older than twenty-three.

“T-Terrie.” Tonnie had to concentrate to make her tongue do as she wanted. “T-tell me what’s...g-going on. Wh-where’s Stu? Wh-why am I in th-the hospital?”

Her expression uncharacteristically evasive, Terrie turned to the doctors. “She seems healthy,” the bald one said as if Tonnie weren’t there. “Everything appears to be working, and she has a right to know what’s going on. We’ll give you a few minutes and come back when she’s ready.”

The doctors left, but a nurse hovered at the foot of the bed, straightening the sheets around Tonnie in a proprietary manner and avoiding Terrie’s gaze. “I’ll call if we need you, Monica.” Terrie’s tone was assertive.

The woman’s lips tightened like a guard dog ordered to back off, but she didn’t argue. Patting Tonnie’s foot, she said warmly, “It’s good to have you back, Sweetie.” Without a glance at Terrie, she turned and left the room.

“S-she m-mad at y-you?”

Terrie shrugged. “I’ve had to be pushy sometimes, to make sure they didn’t neglect you.”

“Wh-what h-happened?”

Terrie sat down on the edge of the bed and took Tonnie’s hands in hers. “Do you feel okay, Ton?”

“Weak,” she replied. “Slow. Docs said n-normal. What h-happened?”

“You were in a car accident.”

“Oh.” It was almost a relief. From the doctors’ concern, she’d feared some rare, debilitating disease. “D-don’t remember.” That was a hard word, and it came out more like muhmemer.

“A truck ran a red light.” In a tone filled with disdain, she added, “The driver, drunk or maybe high, never even touched the brakes. The truck was stolen, and he left it in an alley and set fire to it. They never caught him.”

“But—Okay now?” She looked down at herself as a thought struck her. “My face...?”

“It’s fine.” Putting her hands on Tonnie’s shoulders, Terrie looked into her eyes. “You were a mess, Ton. You had head trauma, broken bones, a punctured lung, I don’t remember what all. When Stuart and I got to the hospital, it almost broke my heart. We couldn’t get near for all the hardware, and you looked—” She paused. “I remember thinking that couldn’t be you, that you were at school, safe and sound, teaching your little ones.”

Terrie’s voice quivered at the last, and she stopped to calm herself before going on. “Stuart stood by the bed, holding onto your fingers and looking totally lost. We were afraid you’d die that first night, but you didn’t.” Terrie looked away for a few seconds. “You didn’t die, but you didn’t come back to us either. You just...stayed alive.”

Tonnie pictured the events her sister described. How awful for Stu, and for Terrie, her only sibling, not knowing when or if she’d awaken.

Terrie squeezed Tonnie’s hands. “After a month, we moved you here. It’s a long-term care facility, and they’ve been good. They exercised your muscles every day to keep them from atrophying, and—”

“Wait,” Tonnie interrupted. “How l-long this?”

Terrie’s eyes met Tonnie’s. “Eleven years.”

The shock of Terrie’s reply caused tears to spurt from Tonnie’s eyes like water from a burst pipe. Eleven years! A decade of life gone. Sobs wracked her body, and she struggled to grasp the scope of it.

Sitting down on the bed, Terrie kicked off her shoes, pulled her feet up onto the sheets, and snuggled in beside her, holding Tonnie until she calmed. The spasms faded, but tears continued to leak down Tonnie’s cheeks, as if she needed to shed the accumulation of eleven years. Questions surfaced, some important, some trivial. Most important was Stu, who had not come to her awakening. Had he divorced her and remarried? Would anyone wait that long for a body in a bed to return to him?

Tonnie’s hands weren’t yet under her control. Terrie took several grainy tissues from a box beside the bed, blotted her tears, and wiped her nose. As she did, she talked, giving Tonnie time to recover and telling her things she might want to know. The date was November 3rd, 2023. Their father was alive and well, still living in Wisconsin, still traveling the globe as a lecturer. The President was Joe Biden and the VP was a woman named Kamala Harris. When she realized Terrie wasn’t going to touch on the topic most important to her, Tonnie interrupted. “Stu?”

Terrie hung her head, squeezing the clean tissue she held into a ball. “Where S-Stu?” Tonnie repeated.

“Ton, it’s not fair that you have to deal with so much all at once, but—”

Looking at her sister’s face she knew, but she demanded, “T-tell me.”

Taking Tonnie’s hands in hers again, Terrie said, “Stuart was killed on the job, about a year after you got hurt.” Her grip tightened as she rushed on. “They got a call that a man was threatening a woman. Stu and another officer responded, but somehow it went wrong. Stu...was shot. He died immediately.” Her voice dropped to a moan. “Honey, I’m so sorry.”

As tears flowed again, images passed through Tonnie’s mind like a slide show. Meeting Stu during their first year of college. Their wedding in Manitowoc, where Stu’s only relative, his mother, came to wish them well, already jaundiced from the liver disease that would soon kill her. Their honeymoon at the Wisconsin Dells. Their move to Florida. Stu, six feet, six inches, ducking his head as he came through the doorways in their home. Stu driving his beloved Trans Am, singing along to the radio in an off-key falsetto. Stu holding her in his arms as they danced at the corny but obligatory Riverton Policemen’s Ball.

Could she live without Stuart Berndt? Tonnie wasn’t sure she wanted to. From the moment they’d met, he’d been her only love, as she’d been his.

Terrie stroked her hair. “I wish you didn’t have to face all this at once.” Even through her grief, Tonnie heard a tone in her sister’s voice that warned her there was more.

“W-what else?”

“Nothing that won’t keep for now.” Hugging Tonnie tightly, she spoke into her ear. “I’m so glad you’re back. We’re going to get you fit again, and you’ll build a new life. You don’t have Stu anymore, but you have me.” After a moment she added, “And you have family.”
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The next few hours were hectic. Nurses, aides, even the janitor, came in an almost steady stream, introducing themselves and offering congratulations on Tonnie’s return to life. Tonnie was surprised at some of the questions she was asked, but Terrie ran interference, deflecting those that were rude or invasive. From a less-than-tactful aide, Tonnie learned she’d been dubbed “Coma Woman” by the public. A nurse explained that because her story was so tragic, the staff had become fiercely protective of her. “All kinds of reporters tried to sneak in and get pictures of you at first,” she said. “We got good at catching them and sending them on their way.”

But once each person said how great it was she was awake, there was in each case an embarrassed lull. These people had interacted with a different Tonnie. This new woman, who moved and spoke and smiled imperfectly, was foreign to them.

Tonnie found it uncomfortable too. Each of her visitors had a place in the world and work to do. She had nothing. Her future was nebulous and scary.

More medical experts arrived. One of them, Dr. Cho, explained (fairly modestly for a neurologist, Terrie said later) how he’d contributed to her recovery. “With Ms. LaCrosse’s permission, we tried several approaches that can jump-start brains that have been in a vegetative state for some time. I first tried amantadine, a chemical messenger that’s effective in some cases. When that didn’t work, we tried magnetic stimulation. Next we gave you Zolpidem, which seemed to bring slightly higher levels of consciousness for a day or so but ultimately did not achieve the result we wanted.

“Then I read about ultrasound stimulation. It’s new and not yet widely studied, but I arranged it, again with Ms. LaCrosse’s support.” Cho’s face broke into a proud smile. “That was two days ago, and here you are.” While it made Tonnie uncomfortable to hear it, Cho explained how an MRI had precisely guided a sonic beam to her thalamus, deep in the center of her brain. While she didn’t understand how ultrasonic waves had brought her back to consciousness, she felt lucky to have a doctor who’d seen promise where others saw none.

Another doctor, Merrick, introduced himself as a physiatrist. Rather pompous, with the air of a martinet, he informed them he’d be responsible for Tonnie’s rehabilitation. While he expressed pleasure at her awakening, he issued a stern warning that the way forward would not be easy. “Leaving a persistent vegetative state doesn’t mean you get up and walk out of here,” he said in a tone that reminded Tonnie of her seventh grade gym teacher. “Thirty-one percent of coma survivors have good outcomes, and we hope you’ll be one of them. But you’ll have to put in a great deal of work.” Tonnie would undergo extensive physical therapy for at least nine months, he explained, along with counseling, speech therapy, and other regimens to assure full recovery.

“She’ll be fine,” Terrie interrupted when he stressed for the third time how hard it would be. “She’s tough.”

“That’s good.” His face revealed irritation, and Tonnie guessed he’d dealt with her sister’s assertiveness before. “But you both need to be aware that there might not be a complete recovery. The body—”

Again Terrie interrupted. “How is she going to recover if people like you tell her she won’t? Tonnie has family support. She has incentives to succeed, so don’t stick out your lip and say otherwise.”

Clearly unhappy at being chastised, the doctor agreed that a positive attitude was crucial. When he left, Terrie commented, “Merrick is a negative ninny. We’ll show him.”

Aware of her floppy limbs and unwilling tongue, Tonnie understood the doctor’s warning, but she vowed to adopt her sister’s positive attitude. Even if it was hard, she would walk again. She would control her hands and fingers. She would recover the power of normal speech.

The facility manager, Karen Skinner, came in to talk with them about the next few days. “When the world learns that one of the longest-surviving coma patients in Florida has returned to consciousness,” Skinner said, “the public is going to be fascinated. We expect tons of requests for interviews and photo ops. I’ve already sent a text to all staff, warning them that your privacy must be maintained.”

“Thank you,” Terrie said. “You can add that we’ll sue anyone who helps some creepy reporter cross the line.”

Skinner nodded. “You might consider holding a session with the media soon. Get it over with.”

“That’s probably a good idea,” Terrie said, though to Tonnie, the thought of being surrounded by questions and cameras seemed like the worst plan ever.

Skinner was as curious as others had been, and she appeared to think her position justified asking questions. “When I first took this job and found out you were a patient, I read up on coma cases. Some patients say they heard what went on around them, so I wondered if you remember anything from the last eleven years.”

“N-nothing.”

The manager leaned closer, her brow pinched. “Then you simply woke up, like you’d been asleep all this time?”

“Y-yes.”

“Amazing. I read that the longest documented coma was in Canada, and it lasted twenty-nine years.” Skinner sighed. “Still, whether we like it or not, you’re going to be in the spotlight for a while.”

Tonnie realized that the parade of visitors who’d come to her room today would be nothing compared to what she’d face in the days ahead. “I’ll do what I can to keep it orderly,” Skinner said. “We’ll direct newspeople to Terrie. I suggest we limit the first session to maybe ten minutes.”

“Thanks, Karen,” Terrie said. “We appreciate that.”

When they were alone again, Terrie checked the time on her phone. “Let’s get you prettied up, shall we?” Tonnie gave her a look, and she said, “It can’t hurt to look nice, right?”

She went to work with a wet comb, arranging Tonnie’s hair, which had been clipped short for the convenience of the staff. From a tote bag she took a button-front blouse and helped Tonnie replace the hospital gown she wore. Then she began shaping Tonnie’s eyebrows with tweezers, ordering her to stop whining when she yelped in pain. Something was up, but Tonnie submitted patiently, knowing Terrie would let her know what it was in her own time. As Terri fussed, it occurred to Tonnie that she should be at work at the boutique she’d owned in—What was the last year she remembered? —2012.

Speech was becoming more fluent, though she had to concentrate to make her tongue and lips work together. “Ter, you d-don’t have to s-stay here if you h-have stuff to do at the shop.”

Terrie shrugged and continued pulling stray hairs out of Tonnie’s face. “I can be wherever I want to be.”

“But your store—” A stubborn hair let go, and she responded with “Ow!”

“I sold it.” Terrie’s breezy manner told Tonnie there was more she could have said, but she regarded her work, nodded satisfaction, and put the tweezers away. Taking her makeup bag from her purse, she applied a light coat of foundation then added blusher to Tonnie’s cheekbones and color to her lips. “You’re pale,” she said as she worked. “I don’t have a lot of makeup with me, but I can at least brighten you up a little.”

“Terrie,” Tonnie said sternly, “t-tell me.”

Terrie rolled her eyes, hinting that Tonnie was being stubborn, but she answered. “I sold the store after Stu died because someone had to look after...things. I started a new business, sort of a combination of personal shopper and interior decorator.”

“P-people p-pay you to sh-shop for them? T-too funny.”

Terrie grinned. “Great, yeah? I started finding vintage pieces for people to put in their homes. A lot of them weren’t sure how to place the items so they looked good, so I started going in to advise them. A lot of them asked what would go with the first piece, so I’d end up redoing a whole room.”

“Huh.” None of that sounded fun to Tonnie, but Terrie appeared to love it.

“And because the internet is...well, you won’t believe how crazy technology has gone.” Taking out her cell phone, Terrie showed Tonnie a few sites that made her frown in amazement. “Even those of us who haven’t been asleep for years have trouble staying current, but these days I can work from wherever I am.” Seeing Tonnie’s dazed look, Terrie sobered. “It will take time to adjust.” She returned the cosmetics to her bag.

“C-can I see?”

Terrie handed her the small compact mirror and steadied Tonnie’s hand as she inspected her face for the first time in over a decade. A two-inch scar at her hairline was unfamiliar, probably a result of the accident. Tonnie had once been naturally bronzed from time spent hiking or playing tennis, but now the blush contrasted starkly with her pale skin. Otherwise, she looked the same as she had in her twenties, and much younger than her sister. She saw the same realization in Terrie’s eyes.

“Guess that’s what life does to us, huh?” There was no bitterness in her statement. “I was happy to do what I did, Ton. I hate that this happen to you, but because of it, I had a life I’d never imagined.” Her eyes filled, but she blinked the tears back. “I’m sorry there’s so much you have to take in all at once.”

“’S okay,” Tonnie assured her. “I’m sorry you had to s-sell your s-store to take c-care of me.”

“It wasn’t only to take care of you,” Terrie said, and her tone warned of another revelation. “Can you handle one more surprise if it’s a good one?”

Tonnie nodded, knowing her sister wouldn’t push if she didn’t feel she had to. Going to the door, Terrie peeped outside and spoke to someone. The girl who entered the room looked tentative, almost afraid. Her dark, curly hair was so much like Tonnie’s own that she focused on it for a second before looking at her face. The hair was Tonnie’s, but her face, especially the eyes and the nose, were Stuart’s.

Her child. Hers and Stu’s.

“This is Serena,” Terrie said. “You were pregnant when the accident happened. I don’t think you knew it, because Stu didn’t. It was a miracle that she survived the injuries you suffered, but your body went right ahead with the plan, even though your mind didn’t know it. She was born eight months later.”

That explained her sister finding a new way to earn a living. Terrie had changed her whole life around to raise Tonnie’s child.

Tonnie longed to reach out and touch the miracle that stood before her, but seeing the look on her child’s face, she dug her nails into her palms and forced herself to remain still. She fought the urge to burst into tears again. Stu was gone, and she could never have him back, but the girl who stood before her, wide-eyed with apprehension, gazed at her mother with her father’s slightly crooked smile. She was tall, as Stuart had been. Even at what—ten? eleven? —she stood shoulder to shoulder with Terrie. She’d soon tower over her aunt, and her mother too.

The girl—Serena—looked terrified. She stood with her shoulders turned slightly toward Terrie, indicating trust in her. Like a panicked bird, her gaze flickered from the floor to the window to her aunt, and ever-so-briefly, to her mother. Instinct told Tonnie that she was unprepared for the body in the bed to smile and speak. In fact, Serena was fighting the urge to avoid the stranger in the bed before her and cling to the woman beside her.

“Now I know w-why T-Terrie d-dolled me up,” Tonnie said haltingly. “I th-thought Q-Queen Elizabeth w-was s-stopping b-by.”

“She died.” Her daughter’s voice was soft like Tonnie’s, but her tone was firm, like Terrie’s.

Of course. Elizabeth would be in her nineties. What else will I say that’s wrong? Tonnie was aware that kids Serena’s age often lacked patience with adults who were clueless. Losers, with a capital L.

Clearly trying to ease the tension, Terrie said, “Serena comes to visit you every week, Ton. She’s even been keeping a journal so that when you woke up, you’d know what she did from day to day. Show her, Rena.”

The girl took a single step forward, holding a notebook at arm’s length. When she realized Tonnie was unable to reach out and take it, she looked to Terrie, her face a picture of distress. Taking it from her, Terrie set the book on the bed stand. “It will be a while before you can read it,” she said, “but it will help you two get acquainted.”

Though Tonnie’s thoughts were cloudy and her tongue felt thick, she tried to relieve her daughter’s embarrassment. “S-soon as I c-can, I’ll g-grade your work and g-get it back to y-you.”

That brought a real smile to Serena’s face. “Aunt Terrie warned me to watch my grammar and spelling, since my mother was a teacher.” Realizing another mistake, she corrected herself. “Is.”

Concentrating her efforts, Tonnie moved a hand forward on the bed sheet. Serena glanced at Terrie, who nodded, urging her to complete the connection her mother desired. Approaching the bed, the girl took her mother’s hand. Inside Tonnie’s head the words came easily. You are the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen. I’m thrilled to meet you, and I look forward to having long talks with you for the rest of our lives. Unable to vocalize all that, she simply squeezed and smiled.

Still uneasy, Serena returned the squeeze and then stepped back to her aunt’s side. She was Terrie’s child in most ways, Tonnie realized. She’d have to cultivate patience, so her future and Serena’s could blend gradually. “I’m p-pretty tired,” she confessed. “You two should go get a pizza or something.”

Serena looked relieved. Terrie fussed a little while longer, making sure Tonnie was comfortable, and then they left. When their steps no longer echoed in the hallway, Tonnie told herself she’d done okay. There’d had to be a first meeting, and now it was over. Going back over every second of the last few minutes, Tonnie decided Terrie had done a fine job. Serena was well-mannered, sensitive, and—She stopped herself from listing too many superlatives. Still, her daughter seemed pretty wonderful.

The media storm descended, as predicted. Terrie handled it as she handled everything, confidently and with no nonsense. “We chose four people to interview you here in your room,” she told Tonnie. “If you don’t want to answer a question, give me The Look, and I’ll take over.” The reference was to their teen days, when Tonnie had let Terrie deal with explanations that required delicate wording and even avoidance of the facts. Where were you two last night? Who broke the garage window? Terrie was great at coming up with answers that stymied the questioners and kept them both out of trouble.

“Try to be as dull as possible,” Terrie ordered. “If we don’t give them a single good sound bite, they’ll move on to a story where there’s screaming or crying or nonstop swearing.”

Tonnie had heard stories from the facility staff about Terrie’s protectiveness. Their attitudes varied widely, from admiration of her fierceness to complaints about her methods, but they all agreed on one thing. Terrie had been dedicated to making sure Tonnie was always treated as a patient who’d someday recover.

Terrie considered herself to be in charge of Tonnie, which was sometimes a problem. She insisted on avoiding topics that might make Tonnie angry or sad. Questions about Stu’s death got the same answers every time. It was a tragedy. It had happened a long time ago. Tonnie needed to look to the future.

Terrie chose the clothes Tonnie wore. She decided who was allowed to visit. She filled out the menu card for her meals. While Tonnie was willing to be guided by her sister’s wisdom, she did sometimes wonder if she’d ever get to decide for herself whether to have oatmeal or scrambled eggs for breakfast.

An hour before the press conference, Terrie arrived with a cell phone she’d bought as a gift for Tonnie. She showed her the bells and whistles, including many items Tonnie doubted she would ever need or use. “It’s even waterproof,” Terrie explained. “If you drop it in the shower, it’ll be fine.” Tonnie didn’t ask why she might take a phone into the shower with her. Had people convinced themselves in her absence that communication with others had to be twenty-four-seven?

At ten a.m., nervous but supported by her confident sister, Tonnie answered questions from the press, doing her best to do so in a lackluster manner. Was she shocked at the changes in the world? “I guess things go on, whether you’re paying attention or not.” Did she have plans for the future? “I want to catch up on the Harry Bosch novels.” Was she finding it hard to come to terms with having a daughter? “She likes mysteries too.”

“What do you have to say about the last days of your husband’s life?”

Tonnie looked at the woman in surprise, but Terrie broke in, her tone almost hostile. “Stuart died trying to save a woman’s life. Tonnie is grieving, but we try not to dwell on sad things.”

When they were gone, Terrie claimed the session had gone well. “Your story will run its course, and in a week or two, we’ll be left alone.”

“Why did that reporter ask about Stu’s last days?”

Terrie blew a huff of air from her nose. “Maybe because they never caught his killer.” She sniffed. “Forget about it. That woman was just looking for a new slant on Coma Woman’s reawakening.”

That night, when the facility was quiet, Tonnie woke when she felt a nudge to her arm. Opening her eyes, she saw a shadowy outline beside her in the darkness. “Don’t be scared,” a man said in a low voice. “I need to ask you one question, and then I’ll leave you alone.”

Still foggy from sleep, she tried to decide if the man was a doctor or a tech. The clock said it was two a.m. “W-who are y-you?”

“That doesn’t matter.” His face was hidden in darkness, but she saw the outline of a large man of middle height with square shoulders. “I need to know if your husband had a hiding place nobody but you and him knew about.”

“W-what?”

She heard him grunt with impatience. “Did Stuart have a spot where he put stuff, like a storage unit or a safe deposit box?” After a moment he added, “It’s important.”

When Tonnie merely shook her head, the man stood looking at her as if unsure whether to press her further. “Okay,” he said softly. “Thanks.”

In the morning, when the incident came to mind, Tonnie decided it had been a dream, brought on by newspeople and their inane questions.
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Eleven Months Later

On a Friday morning in October of 2024, Tonnie settled in a chair in the counselor’s office. She crossed her legs, which had more or less re-learned obedience to her brain’s commands. They held her up and propelled her forward and even backward if necessary. They lifted so she could put on socks and shoes by herself. And they allowed her to bend down and get back up as needed. Her hands too had submitted to control; she could write, though slightly unevenly. She could pick up a dime from a table. She could put in eye drops when necessary.

Today’s meeting was about release. Doctors, therapists, and insurance people had determined that Tonnie was independently functional. This final meeting was a formality, and the PA in charge, Alice, was someone she’d met only briefly a few months earlier.

Alice’s office was a shared space, small and characterless. The furnishings were the definition of institutional: a metal desk, a computer, a rolling chair, two metal-and-plastic chairs for visitors, and posters on the walls telling how to identify and deal with medical and psychological emergencies. The one directly behind Alice advised wearing a mask, washing hands frequently, and staying home when you were sick.

Alice wore a lab coat over scrubs, her hair in a messy bun, and glasses on a chain around her neck. Putting them on, she scanned Tonnie’s chart, flipping through paper pages with practiced efficiency. “All your tests look good,” she said without looking up. “Heart, lungs, and other internals register within normal range.” A pause as she read a passage. “Your counselor says you’re adjusting well.” She took off the glasses and dropped them onto her ample chest. “How do you think you’re doing, Tonnie?”

“I’m still working on my right leg, but it’s stronger every day.” Since the leg had resisted rehabilitation, leaving her with a slight limp when she was tired, she wore a brace and used a cane for stability. Terrie insisted she take her cane everywhere, but lately Tonnie had found it more a bother than a help.

Continued exercise would maintain and enhance her physical well-being, but Tonnie sensed physical recovery wasn’t what her medical team was most concerned about. Alice’s main job today was to assess her mental state. Tonnie thought she’d done okay in that department too. She kept herself busy with simple tasks like cleaning and baking. Finding it hard to be idle, she’d taken up her mother’s old hobby of needlepoint. Now she wished she had her work with her to keep her calm. There were moments when the past reared like an angry grizzly, throwing off her carefully cultivated calm, but for the most part, she coped, with adjustments, with grief, with the casual rudeness of strangers’ questions and suggestions. “Aren’t you the Coma Woman?” in the grocery store. Or at Parents’ Night at Serena’s school. “Do you know that you’re prone to pneumonia after a long hospital stay? You need to take...” And the worst, whispered by one of Terrie’s clients, a woman with wide eyes and a complete lack of delicacy, “What if some man took advantage of you when you were asleep? I mean, how would you even know?”

Alice was looking at her list. “Tell me a little about your life before the accident. I see you’re from Wisconsin originally, so how did you get to Florida?”

Dutifully, Tonnie gave an account of how she and Stu had visited Riverton, Florida, a city east of Tampa, after Terrie moved there with a boyfriend. They’d liked the area, and it was fate, Terrie claimed, when Stu saw an ad for a job with the Riverton Police Department, applied for it, and was accepted. They’d bought a house that needed renovation but had good bones. They’d worked on it in their free time while Tonnie finished her teaching degree at Bryerton College. She’d been offered a job at the local elementary school and had been on her way to orientation when her life ended. “At least that’s how it feels,” she admitted.

Flashing a professional smile, Alice said, “When you came back, you had to accept your husband’s death. That must have been hard to get through.” Though Tonnie smiled back, she sensed that Alice didn’t understand at all. The death of a spouse was not a phase one “got through.” You lived with it. You accepted it while hating even the idea of acceptance. And when those stabs of memory caused intense pain, you did your best to hide it so other people didn’t worry about your health, your well-being, and even your sanity. Tonnie tried to appear upbeat and competent, because to be otherwise was, she felt, a disappointment to her daughter. Any hesitancy she exhibited was also a reason for her sister to continue making decisions for her.

It was hard to cope. A glimpse of a man with Stu’s rectangular body style could make Tonnie’s heart leap with joy, but that feeling was followed a second later by the intense pain of remembering. At those times, a jolt like an electric shock traveled through her, reminding her what she’d lost. After nearly a year without him, Tonnie knew that the loss of Stuart Berndt was an ache in her core that she’d experience forever.

Alice wrote something on her chart and then looked up again. “How do you think you’re doing at reintegration into society?”

Tonnie’s smile was grim. “I’m still lost sometimes. I miss allusions to things I never experienced. I spend hours sometimes trying to look up some factoid. Some of them matter; some don’t.” Alice waited, her gaze encouraging, and Tonnie offered examples. “Robin Williams and Nelson Mandela are dead. That’s factual, so I can simply insert it into my memory. A fad that came and went while I was sleeping doesn’t matter much. I have no need for deep knowledge on fidget spinners or rainbow loom bracelets.”

“You did miss some crazy times,” Alice said, chuckling. “Like eating Tide Pods and huffing cinnamon.”

“Don’t forget the ice bucket challenge. Brr!” Tonnie said with a grin. Growing serious, she went on, “Those things don’t matter, but some of what I missed requires study and understanding. How do I feel about COVID boosters? What do I think should be done about mass shootings? Climate change. The 2020 election. Fluoridated water. Everyone has an opinion on those things...except me.” She toyed with a strand of hair, longer now that she was able to take care of it herself. “I miss jokes even little kids get. I had to be shown what twerking was. I don’t understand cryptocurrency, though Terrie says that isn’t worth worrying about.”

“I suppose it is a lot to deal with.” The light tone in Alice’s voice told Tonnie the woman was unable to grasp the frustration that assaulted her daily. “I’d never heard of Uber or ‘Uptown Funk.’ The only definition I had of flossing concerned dental care.” She paused, incapable of explaining how confused, even irritated, she became when people casually referred to events, people, or items she had no knowledge of.

“When a friend of Terrie’s mentioned that she wanted to see The Gentleman from Moscow, I asked, ‘Who’s this gentleman? Is he some Kremlin bigwig?’”

The woman had explained it was a movie, but Tonnie had noted Serena’s blush at her mother’s ignorance. “I spend hours on YouTube and Wikipedia and Reels, trying to learn everything I missed, but there’s always more that I don’t know, a book everyone read, a movie everyone saw, a news story everyone heard.” Tonnie slumped back in her chair. “Eleven years is a lot to miss.”

“Try to appreciate how unique your situation is,” Alice said in a tone that hinted she was encouraging the patient’s positivity. “No one else has the viewpoint you do on the changes in American culture over the last decade.” Having spurred her own curiosity, she asked, “What do you see as the positives and negatives?”

Tonnie had grave concerns about the nastiness that had arisen in society, the attention to appearances rather than substance, the refusal of many to investigate which problems were real and which were dramatic invention. She’d learned, however, that expressing those concerns got her labeled a curmudgeon. One of her therapists had gone so far as to say Tonnie couldn’t understand because she hadn’t lived through what everyone else had. Still, she answered Alice’s question honestly. “I think the current situation is awful, but if I say that at home, Terrie tells me to be more positive and Serena says, ‘It’s just the way life is, Mom.’”

Alice’s brow quirked. “Your daughter calls you Mom?”

Tonnie felt herself blushing. “My sister has always been Aunt Terrie to her. I was Mom, even when I wasn’t...around.” She cleared her throat. “Anyway, I find the world shocking, but I guess that’s to be expected, since I missed a whole decade.”

“Yes,” Alice agreed. “Most of us adjust to change day-to-day, but you never had that opportunity.”

Her condescending tone brought to Tonnie’s mind the fable about frogs in a pot of water that was slowly heated to boiling. Like them, she thought, her fellow citizens wouldn’t jump out of the pot and save themselves because the changes that were leading to disaster were so gradual.

As Alice went on to her next question, Tonnie imagined the checklist she followed: Memories of the past. Perceptions of the present. Plans for the future. “Are you looking at returning to work at some point?”

Tonnie chuckled. “Dealing with twenty small children at one time is not for the weak. It’s possible that I’ll be strong enough next fall to face students, but for now we live with Terrie and I get Stu’s pension.”

“And where exactly is that?”

They were back to the checklist. Tonnie guessed there was a box to be ticked to indicate the patient had a safe space, live-in support, and her own room. “Two miles outside Riverton, where Beyer Road dead-ends. She and the guy she was with bought ten acres with a big, roomy house and a barn for her two horses. He eventually moved on, but Terrie loves her place.”

“So you’re good there.”

“I don’t intend to be Terrie’s burden forever, but she insists that right now I need to focus on recovering and getting to know my daughter.” Tonnie grinned. “Terrie’s always considered herself the boss, since she was born five minutes before me.”

“You’re okay with that?”

“I’m used to it.” She shifted in her chair. “I’m able to help out quite a bit these days. I do the cooking and most of the cleaning, which is a plus, since Terrie isn’t great at either.” In the last few months, Tonnie had eliminated the need for Serena to pick through a pile of dirty laundry to find clothes to wear to school. She’d scraped the gray ring off the tub in the master bath and cleaned enough lint out of the dryer to make a stadium blanket. It was a wonder there hadn’t been a fire. She didn’t cite the examples, settling instead for a summary. “Terrie is amazing in many ways, but she’s never been interested in day-to-day domestic upkeep.”

“And what is your daughter’s reaction to your presence?”

Tonnie smiled. “It took her a while to understand why it’s good to put things away, but I tried not to push that part too hard. Food is where I score the most points. Serena likes my cooking, and though she’s careful not to criticize her aunt, she did admit to me yesterday that Terrie’s signature dish, cheesy potatoes, tastes like glue.”

“So Serena is starting to see you as a role model, maybe.”

Tonnie wasn’t sure about that. Despite her efforts, the girl still looked to Terrie as her guide and companion. In the evenings, the two of them often surfed the internet together, Terrie on her laptop and Serena on her phone, looking for items Terrie’s customers wanted or needed. Listening to their conversations, Tonnie had learned what Prime Day was, as well as Rakuten and other bargain sites for online shopping. “Do you think the Coles would like the green curtains better or the beige?” Terrie would ask, turning the laptop to show Serena two on-screen mockups. After considering, the girl would say something like, “The beige looks richer, but the green is more practical. Are they looking for a show kitchen or a homey one?”

“They talk about everything together,” Tonnie told Alice. “Sometimes it’s like I’m not there.”

“Because for most of her life, you weren’t,” the woman replied softly. “You have to give it time.” Alice’s last question of the day was odd. “Before we sign off, do you want to talk about the time after your husband died?”

Tonnie frowned. “What about it?”

“I thought maybe you’d like to discuss what happened.”

“It was awful, but all police officers face the possibility they’ll be killed on the job.”

Now it was Alice’s turn to frown. “I’m sure your husband was a good man in many ways,” she said.

Tonnie thought about her phrasing all the way home. What did “in many ways” mean? Stu had been good in every way a person could be.

After a quick lunch at home, Tonnie assembled Terrie’s ancient vacuum cleaner, a Hydra of hoses and cords that was always a struggle. After hooking the pieces together while muttering insults about its complexity, she went at the carpet in an eight-by-ten space she’d turned into a guest room for her dad, who was on his way from Wisconsin.

Terrie’s home was ranch-style, with a large living room at the front leading into an open kitchen/dining area. On the west side of the house was the main bedroom, which was Terrie’s, that had its own bath. Next to it was a laundry room large enough to provide plenty of storage. Along the east wall were two bedrooms and a second bath. Insisting that Serena retain her larger bedroom, Tonnie had taken the smallest one for herself. The various devices she needed to aid her recovery, a stair machine, a treadmill, an assortment of weights, and a lifting bench, had been put on the enclosed sun porch. That had turned out to be good, since Serena and Terrie often joined Tonnie’s morning workouts in the large, screened space. Terrie had slimmed down and toned up, and she and Tonnie looked more like twins again.

Tonnie had taken on the job of organizing and improving her sister’s house. While it wasn’t exactly dirty, Terrie’s housekeeping style was beyond casual. She’d toss the mail onto a shelf for up to a month, while Tonnie dealt with it immediately whenever possible. If it was a bill, she paid it. If it required a reply, she took care of it. And if it was junk, she recycled it. Similarly, Tonnie cleaned up spills and messes as soon as they happened, while Terrie ignored them until she felt inspired to attack the stovetop or the refrigerator shelves. Tonnie tried not to be annoying about the changes she made, and so far, Terrie hadn’t seemed to mind.

With Tonnie in what had been the guest room, they needed a place for Del, so Tonnie had turned Terrie’s junk room at the back of the house into space for him. Stuffed with items collected from various sources, the space was wasted, at least to Tonnie’s way of thinking. Several boxes stored there were hers, things Terrie thought Tonnie would want if she recovered. Tonnie had looked at them a few times but had not yet had the emotional courage to open them and view the remnants of her past life.

With Tonnie’s encouragement, Packrat Terrie had agreed to the “Toss, Donate, Keep” treatment she often encouraged in others. They spent an evening making three piles, and Tonnie took items chosen for donation to the local Salvation Army Store. What Terrie wanted to keep was moved to the barn loft. Tonnie disposed of the remaining stuff while Terrie was away, so she wouldn’t change her mind and start reclaiming a tattered sweater or a broken bridle she might fix someday.

Once the room was cleared and cleaned, Tonnie had bought a bed, a dresser, and a nightstand at a local resale shop and had it delivered. She’d polished the old pieces until they smelled like lemon and looked their best and then placed them in the most efficient arrangement for the small space. She stacked her boxes in the closet, leaving room for her dad to hang his clothes at one end. She’d made up the bed with clean sheets, fluffed the pillows, and smoothed the coverlet. Now she vacuumed the fake-wood floor, picking up lingering bits of lint and the odd sand burr. No one who’d stepped on one of those with a bare foot would want to repeat the experience.

As she worked, Tonnie’s thoughts returned to her counseling session that morning. Alice’s attitude toward Stuart seemed off somehow. It paired with something her speech therapist, an attractive divorced man of about forty, had said. After their final session, he’d called to ask her out, and when she declined, he’d said something odd. “I hope you realize there are good men in the world, Tonnie. We’re not all jerks.”

“I know that,” she’d replied, puzzled by the comment.

“Feel free to call me if you change your mind,” he’d said. “One bad experience shouldn’t ruin your future.”

She’d asked Terrie what she thought the man had meant, but her twin waved a hand, dismissing the question. “He was trying to change your mind about going out with him, Ton, and that’s probably not a bad idea. Dating will keep you from dwelling on all the things you can’t change from the past.”

While she agreed in theory that she should look ahead and not back, Tonnie didn’t feel “available.” She didn’t really know how she felt. Stu was dead, and she accepted that. She had to build a new life; she knew that too. But dating wasn’t high on the list of activities she wanted to get back to.

Finished with the room, Tonnie hauled the old vacuum back to its closet. Forming a real relationship with Serena was what she most wanted, but she often felt shy, tentative...and dumb. She’d met her daughter’s teachers, coaches, and the moms of her friends, but it was painful at times. People were always curious about her. Some looked at her as if she were an alien; others were quite rude, stopping mid-conversation to ask questions like, “Do you understand what vaping is, Mrs. Berndt?” Some questions revealed a clear intent, like, “What do you think about Dominion Voting Systems?” Even well-meant statements, “You probably don’t know about Brexit, but—" Serena’s lips often tightened when such comments were made, and Tonnie couldn’t tell if she was angry at her for not knowing things or at the people who pointed them out. It had to be embarrassing to have a mom that people talked about, recounting her odd gaps in knowledge to others with knowing smiles.

Tonnie’s ineptitude with new technology was in one way a godsend, since it had led to her and Serena spending time together. The girl enjoyed being the expert, and while Tonnie thought she spent too much time online, it was nice to have answers to her questions about how things worked. Serena encouraged her to use two-step verification, explaining phishing, click-baiting, and cloning techniques that made internet use dangerous. She helped Tonnie download an app for her new phone that got rid of robo calls. She showed her how to block the occasional annoying contact from a reporter hoping to interview Coma Woman.
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