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For Ken, Kali, Kasey, Hannah, and Tucker, who have lived this story with us


—SH and LH














“If all my possessions were taken from me with one exception, I would choose to keep the power of communication, for by it I would soon regain all the rest.”


—Daniel Webster


“The ability to speak does not make you intelligent.”


—Qui-Gon Jinn, Star Wars: Episode I, The Phantom Menace


“The inability to speak does not make you unintelligent.”


—me, Lexi Haas. Just now.















CHAPTER 1



Age 13, 24 hours until surgery


After thirteen years and a bazillion appointments, I should be over my fear of doctors. I’m not. I hate how they try to chat you up like you’re friends, then bam! Needle in the arm. Or worse, they leave the room, and when you start to breathe again, they send in someone else to do the dirty work.


I’m not afraid of all doctors. In the Marvel universe, Bruce Banner has like seven PhDs, and yeah, he goes all Hulk when he’s ticked, but you don’t see him chasing down kids with a needle.


For me, the bad guys are the -ists—neurologists, internists, anesthesiologists. Those types. The ones with the pokers.


So it’s kinda twisted that this morning, I’m lying on a hospital gurney in Kansas City, Missouri. I’m a zillion miles from home. I’m wearing one of those gowns that barely covers my butt. And I chose to be here.


Today it’s for “presurgical medical imaging”—basically a photo shoot for my brain. But tomorrow, 6 a.m. sharp, I’m back for the real thing. Elective brain surgery. My second elective brain surgery.


Elective, by the way, is medical talk for one-hundred-percent optional. And also for bring on the needles. Like I said, it’s kinda twisted.


Unfortunately, I have a gifted memory, so all my needle sticks are stored in my brain like hundreds of movie clips. But the only one that really matters is the one that’s about to happen any minute.


There’s a little opening between the curtains in my cubicle where I can see nurses, techs, and -ists marching around pre-op like stormtroopers on the Death Star.


I focus on breathing and—okay, don’t laugh—squeezing my rock. It isn’t an actual rock. Obviously. These people stripped every personal thing from me for “safekeeping” when I got here. But at least for now, they didn’t take my memories, and that is what my rock is. The real one was a gift from my friend Anna when we were little kids. She pressed it in my hand and curled my fingers around it. I squeezed that rock until every bump, every corner, burned into my memory. Now, when I need to quiet my brain, I can go back and squeeze my hand hard enough, and the memory floods back. Nobody is gonna take that from me.


Mom must know I’m obsessing because she pulls the curtain closed and turns on my iPad. “How about some fanfic? What goes best with long hospital waits—Star Wars? Marvel? Wizarding?”


Before I can answer, a nurse charges into my curtained cubicle. She slams into my wheelchair, sending my service dog, Gus, scrambling for a corner.


Perfect. The entire Galactic Empire is out there, and they send in Jar Jar Binks.


“Good morning! We’ll get that IV started soon, but first, sign and date.” She hands Mom a clipboard without even a glance towards me.


I take a deep breath and force air from my lungs. What comes out is ggguuhhh. It sounds like a pencil sharpener. Or an angry dog. Or maybe an angry dog sharpening a pencil.


I’m guessing the nurse has gone with “angry dog.” She spins around and looks at me like I might bite.


“That growl means no,” Mom says. “I think she wants to sign the release herself.”


The nurse clears her throat. “Sorry, sweetie, this has to be signed by an adult. Are you over eighteen?”


She knows the answer. Not only am I “fun-sized” as my brother and sisters say, this is a children’s hospital.


I growl again. Ggguuhhh.


“I didn’t think so,” the nurse says.


“How about if we both sign it?” Mom asks. She smooths my long, dark braids.


I stick out my tongue. The nurse narrows her eyes.


“Tongue out means yes,” Dad says, glancing up from his phone.


“Excuse me?”


Dad shrugs. “She came up with those herself when she was a little kid. The growl thing means no, and sticking her tongue out means yes.”


Usually, I add in my head. It USUALLY means yes. Sometimes it doesn’t.


The nurse nods and smiles—a bright, happy, totally fake smile.


Dad props me against his shoulder. Mom puts the pen in my hand and holds my wrist steady. I write Lexi Haas.


Underneath, Mom writes Susan. When the nurse coughs, Mom adds our last name.


“Alrighty then,” the nurse says. Her lips purse so thin they all but disappear into her face. “Someone will be in soon for that IV.”


I know what she’s thinking. What everyone is thinking. You’re doing this AGAIN? The last one either didn’t work or something went horribly wrong.


Okay. Fair enough. But here’s the thing: it did work. Sort of.


Before the first operation six years ago, I could control exactly two muscles—one that extended my pointer finger and one that stuck out my tongue. Since then, with lots of help, I can walk. If someone holds my wrist steady, I can even play video games.


My voice is better too. Before, I only had a few sounds I could make on purpose. Of course, there was my ggguuhhh. When I got excited, that got all high-pitched and sounded exactly like Chewbacca, which was amazing, but I couldn’t control it. Besides that, I had a squeal, a groan, and (#humblebrag) an impressively loud burp when I hyperventilated. Sometimes, out of the blue, I would blurt out a completely clear word or two, but I had zero control over when that would happen. Boy did that lead to some interesting situations.


Now, if I suck in air until my lungs are about to burst, then let it out nice and slow, I can usually puff out a couple of words before I’m out of breath. It’s a neat trick, but so far only my family can understand me, and when I’m tired—like this morning—it doesn’t work at all.


“Good morning!” a new nurse says. “I’m here to go over tomorrow’s procedure and get Lexi’s IV started.”


She’s pushing a cart so big that it swallows my cubicle.


Gus dives between Dad’s legs and lets out a very loud fart. He does that sometimes when he’s nervous.


“Oh… wow,” Dad says, putting a hand over his mouth and nose. “We can’t even crack a window.”


The cart makes me nervous too, but I can’t help but laugh.


New nurse pulls up a page on her computer and starts to read about “tomorrow’s procedure.” I tune out. They’re going into a different part of my brain, but otherwise it’s the same surgery as last time, so I know how it’s going down:


The surgeon will drill a hole in my skull. He’ll drop in two wires, and over the course of eight to ten hours steer them towards the center of my brain, which I know, I know sounds more like ice fishing than brain surgery. Then he’ll connect those wires to a stimulator implanted in my stomach, and that stimulator will send constant electric pulses up to my thalamus.


For the rest of my life.


Oh, and there’s one other thing. I’ll be awake while they do it.


For the surgeon to hit the millimeters-wide spot in my brain with the millimeters-wide electrodes on the end of those wires, the doctors have to ask me questions during surgery. And I have to answer.


“Lexi, can you move your hand?” and I’ll wiggle my finger.


“Lexi, can you open and close your eyes?” and I’ll blink.


“Lexi, do you feel any strange sensation?” and I’ll point to the card that says “No,” but in my head, I’ll add, Nothing but the ice fishing contest going on up there.


“Any questions?” New nurse asks me.


I’m guessing she’s asked more than once, because Mom is poking me in the ribs.


Ggguuhhh.


“No,” Mom interprets. “She doesn’t.”


“Then let’s get on with that IV. I just need to peek at your ID band first.”


She picks up my wrist and examines the plastic bracelet I got when I checked in this morning.


“Charlotte, North Carolina! You’re a long way from home, aren’tcha?”


I stick out my tongue as Mom launches into the explanation I’ve already heard three times today. She’ll tell her it’s because of Steve Shapiro.


The nurse’s eyes will brighten, and she’ll say, “You mean Doctor Shapiro? As in Head of Neurology Doctor Shapiro?”


Mom will nod and tell her how Steve has been my doctor since I was a baby.


What she probably won’t say is that she and Dad have brought me out here every year since he left the East Coast. She definitely won’t tell her that once you find an -ist you trust you don’t let something silly like half a country stand in your way. I wish she would.


As Mom talks, I turn my attention to the cart. There’s a computer monitor and next to that, a stuffed bear wearing scrubs.


That bear is for sure a decoy. A small peace offering before they inflict pain. In fact, it should be right about… Bingo. On a small tray, sticking out from under a surgical cloth. The needle. I’m thirteen. Why do they think they can fool me with a toy?


“Someone will turn off her stimulator before the MRI, right? Because that has to be done. It has to be off before she enters the MRI.” Mom’s pacing while she talks.


New nurse is tapping away on her keyboard. She doesn’t look up but nods and smiles. I bet she’s thinking, You’ve already told five people, lady. Just chill.


But Mom will never chill. Not in the hospital. Not in the -ist factory. She’ll check and recheck every chart entry, every order. She’s a medical writer, and Dad’s a chiropractor, but the funny thing is, they don’t like -ists any more than I do.


Dad, however, is pretty much always chill. He’s slouched in a purple recliner scrolling through his phone with his T-shirt pulled up over his nose as a fart filter. He has jumped out the window via the internet.


His phone pings. He stares at it for a second, then sits up straight.


“Of your thousands of friends, Lexi, every single one seems to have an opinion about this surgery. I’ll bet you’ll never guess what this one says.”


Okay. Let’s get one thing straight: I do not have thousands of friends. Online I have a few thousand Facebook and Twitter followers who have been around since my first surgery. In that world I’m well known, kinda like a popular girl in a big school, but who really knows that girl? Who’s really friends with her?


In the real world, I’m homeschooled. I have Anna and Elle Trejo, who are sisters, and of course my three sisters, Kali, Kasey, and Hannah, and my brother, Tucker, and maybe a few other close friends. Other than that, I’m practically invisible. When you sit below everyone and can’t talk, it’s easy for people to forget you’re even there. But online, especially if your Dad posts pictures of Every. Move. You. Make. (insert grimace emoji), you pop up on feeds and ta-da! Like Harry Potter pulling off his invisibility cloak, people see you. And when they see you, they have opinions.


Still, I need those messages. For one thing, while I’m here, Facebook is the only way I can talk to Anna and Elle. I’m pretty sure we are the last three teenagers on the planet who don’t have cell phones yet. Our moms say we don’t need them (double grimace emoji).


I uncurl a finger to point at Dad’s phone.


Dad clears his throat. “Claudia in New Hampshire writes, ‘Why would you put this sweet girl through this again?’”


I arch and my arm flails. I’m not sweet, I’m thirteen, and this was my decision.


Gus swoops in like he’s having a superhero fantasy. He leaps on the gurney, plops his sixty-five pounds across my chest, and drapes a paw over my arm.


He smiles at me—I swear he does smile—and thumps his thick, black tail as if to say, “Stopped the arm before it took over Gotham. You’re welcome.”


I laugh. This dog has a problem with personal space, but he’s great for distraction.


New nurse makes a final, dramatic strike on her keyboard, then claps her hands. “I’ll grab a tourniquet, and we’ll get that IV underway. Oh, this is for you!”


She tucks the bear in the crook of my arm. The curtain billows behind her like a cape. In my head, I hum the Darth Vader theme song.


“Well, tons of people care about this girl, and I get it, but I don’t even know where to start with that message,” Mom says. She puts the bear back on the cart.


Truth. Where to start. Every part gets under my skin. I will not be the little disabled girl who people do stuff to. Or be pitied like I’m some sort of Tiny Tim.


“They’re just concerned,” Dad says. “I think everyone wants to know what we—what she—expects from this surgery and that she’s… you know, managing expectations.”


Managing expectations? I’ve had a lifetime of that! Twenty-four hours before elective brain surgery is not the time for “cautious optimism.” It’s the time to let your imagination race around the hospital like a wild, bucking filly, daring anyone to try and harness it, because that’s what gets you through. That’s what allows you to roll through the operating room doors while your parents hold each other and wave goodbye. Without raging optimism, no one would be able to do these last twenty-four hours.


I’m flailing again, and Gus is having a tough time figuring out which limb to stop first.


Mom grabs my leg. “Ken, maybe now isn’t the time for this discussion.”


New nurse is back, holding a blue elastic cord and alcohol swabs. She picks up my arm and thumps at the vein near my wrist like Mom does when she’s picking cantaloupe at the grocery store. She ties the tourniquet near my elbow and thumps some more.


Gus edges closer and licks my hand. He knows what comes next.


New nurse tears open an alcohol prep pad, and a familiar, prickly odor overwhelms the cubicle. My eyes water. It’s only partly from the smell. For me, isopropyl alcohol is a prepackaged, premeasured dose of confrontation. It reminds me of where I’ve been, where I need to go, and what I have to do.


I want to dive under the table, but obviously I can’t, so I dive into my thoughts. Why ARE you doing this again? People want to know! I want to know!


There’s my joke answer—I want to walk and talk and beat my brother at Minecraft—but that’s the answer I give when I don’t want to get into the real reason, the real story. That story goes way back—much further than this surgery or even the last one. The real story honestly began when I began.


In my earliest days, something terrible happened—something criminal. It left me with this crazy body. And without a voice. It would be years before I pieced together the evidence and learned the truth.


The cold alcohol pad hits my wrist. The sharp smell jabs at me. Hurry, hurry. Tell this now. Before tomorrow. Before you roll back to surgery. So much can happen in there.


C’mon, Lexi, focus. The real reason involves a prophecy, a theft, a buttered cat, and, most of all, an Epic Reasoning Fail. But before all that were the fragmented memories of my earliest days.


“Okay, Sweetie. You’re going to feel a little stick…”


Deep breath in. My story. My evidence. Breathe out.















CHAPTER 2



Before Age 2, Memories
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Everyone has memories. No… wait. Nearly everyone. There are people who get sick or injured and wake up without a memory. I keep reminding myself that this rarely happens. Also rare: people who can remember everything. And that is me. My family knows my memory is basically my superpower, but even they don’t know the whole of it.


The fact is, from age two, I can remember everything that has ever happened to me. Everything I have seen. Everything I have read. Everything.


This superpower or gift or whatever you want to call it showed up, out of the blue, around my second birthday. Remembering everything makes you a fast learner. The first thing you learn is that you do not want to remember everything. The second thing you learn is how to tune stuff out. Some people confuse this with Attention Deficit Disorder. It’s not. It’s Active Nonremembering. And it’s a skill, not a disorder, thank you very much.


My memory before age two is a different story. It’s not a totally blank page, but it’s pretty close. What I do “remember” from before age two is mostly fake: stories my family has told over and over until they seem real.


One is about the morning after I was born. It was early spring in Charlottesville, Virginia. While my parents filled out discharge papers, my five-year-old brother, Tucker, stole my hospital bassinet. He drove me—a yellowed, wrinkly, and seriously uncute newborn—around the maternity ward like he was a NASCAR driver. A nurse ran after him saying, “That’s not safe, young man!”


For years, this was the only story I ever heard about my birth. There were plenty of stories of the other kids, my four older siblings. When we sat around the dinner table and my parents talked about our earliest days, there was documentary-level information about everyone else’s births. Just not mine.


I had one other fake memory. This one was about Luke, the yellow lab we had when I was a kid. Luke was the only dog I’ve ever known who had his own pet, a cat we affectionately named The Cat. I was only a year old when Luke got his cat, but my family told that story so often I could picture it.


We were visiting my grandparents in Georgia when Luke found a pile of greasy wrappers behind a dumpster. He sniffed the pile—and it jumped. The wrappers fell away, uncovering a tiny gray kitten. Luke lay down and licked that kitten top to bottom. The kitten must have decided that Luke was his mother because he pushed his paws back and forth on Luke’s belly and tried to nurse. From a dog. A boy dog.


Mom was not a cat person, but even she couldn’t say no to their sweet friendship. When we left for home the next day, the kitten came too. After a couple of days, Luke had licked away the kitten’s buttery coating. When that was gone, he completely lost interest.


The kitten grew into a cat. By the time my memory came in full-on a year later, The Cat was a cranky little monster with mommy issues. He spent most of his day outside hunting mice and terrorizing neighborhood birds. But when Luke came back inside from a walk or pee break, The Cat would race inside behind him. He would try to nurse, and when that didn’t work out, he’d find a spot nearby to watch Luke. The Cat was a stalker.


He was also awesome for Active Nonremembering. From my beanbag chair I would make a game of trying to find his green eyes peeking out from behind the TV stand or under a tent of old newspapers. It’s impossible to pay attention to other stuff when you’re hunting a Ninja cat. One-hundred-percent impossible.


I wish I could say that the fake memories of The Cat and NASCAR Tucker were all my memories from my first two years. If they had been, everything would have been fine. Chances are, there would have been no Epic Reasoning Fail and no Year of the Buttered Cat. But they weren’t the only ones.


I also had a random collection of broken memories, short snippets of life that for some reason stuck in my brain. And it was three of those memories that started all the trouble.


Snippet #1: I’m lying naked on an exam table in some -ist’s office. Mom’s trying to diaper me, but I’m flipping and flopping like a fish on a boat dock. Finally, Mom throws down the diaper and covers her face with her hands.


A nurse hugs her and says, “Don’t worry. She might catch up.”


Snippet #2: I’m on Mom’s lap, and my family is singing me the birthday song. Dad holds up my cake so I can see the single candle stuck in the middle. My body twists the opposite direction.


My sister, Hannah, says, “Make a wish, Lexi!” and Mom starts to cry.


Dad leans in and whispers, “She will catch up! I promise.”


Snippet #3: I’m propped on pillows on my parents’ bed. Dad is playing his guitar, strumming a jazz tune, “Summertime.” He reaches out and picks up my hand, which pulls back hard to my chest. He gently shakes my arm, and my muscles relax. He pulls my hand forward and strums his guitar. Three times. As my fingers brush the strings he sings, “You’ll. Catch. Up.”


By the time my total-recall memory came in when I was two, no one was talking about catching up any more. It didn’t matter. These broken memories had lodged in my brain, taken root, and grown to a ginormous oak. Don’t worry. I’ll catch up.


If I had had a little brother or sister to watch, maybe I would’ve figured it out sooner, but I was the youngest. I had no idea how a kid learned to move or talk. Maybe everyone started with a body like mine. I just needed to be patient and wait for the delivery of my fully operational body. After all, my memory had magically appeared. My body would too. Obviously.


My body was coming. Soon. It would be arriving any time. Epic. Reasoning. Fail. And I could not let it go.















CHAPTER 3



Age 4, Discoveries
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For three years, I waited for the delivery of my body. It did not come. Then the winter before I turned five, I discovered I had a second unusual talent, and for a little while, my focus shifted from something missing to something found.


Twice a week, I went to an “inclusive preschool”—a school that combined kids who walked and talked with kids who were “developing at their own pace,” as they liked to say. But now it was time to start thinking about kindergarten. To help my parents understand our choices, two ladies from the state came to our house to test me.


That morning, Mom let me pick my outfit. I chose sparkly red cowgirl boots and a hand-me-down Spider-Man costume. When you have an older brother who’s bananas for action and fantasy and magic, you get loads of characters and costumes handed down.


When our guests arrived, Luke bolted onto the porch with his tail wagging. The ladies stood up stiff and straight.


“Oh, aren’t you… big,” said one of the ladies.


I tried to wave, tried to move only an arm up and down like I practiced in therapy, but the excitement was too much. My whole body jerked. My leg kicked hard, and when it did, one of the boots flew off, sailing onto the porch. The ladies stared at it, sparkly in the morning sun.


“Please. Come in,” said Mom.


She recovered my boot, then whistled for Luke. He trotted in with The Cat close behind.


The ladies introduced themselves as Roxanne And Betty From The State.


Betty looked me over. “Well, aren’t you the cutest little… Wonder Girl!”


Wonder Girl? I flailed, and my other boot flew off, hitting Betty in the chest. She smiled thinly, handed it back to Mom, and smoothed her blue, wool skirt.


“Spider-Man,” Mom corrected. “She wants you to know she’s Spider—”


But the ladies had already wandered into the den.


Mom blew a strand of auburn hair from her face and positioned me in my beanbag chair. Luke plopped at my feet.


“Are you ready for some special tests, Lexi?” Roxanne asked.


I stuck out my tongue. The ladies flinched.


“Oh, sorry. Tongue out means yes,” Mom said.


Betty smiled her thin smile.


“She came up with that herself,” Mom offered.


“Shall we get started then? You’ll want this in place before summer.” She took out a notepad for herself and handed one to Roxanne.


“First, let’s talk about skills. Preschoolers develop at different rates, but normally by Lexi’s age they can answer questions and follow directions. They run, hop, kick…”


A streak of gray fur darted behind the couch. A second later, a pair of green eyes peeked around the corner. As my imagination heated up, my arms began to tingle.




Green Goblin! I’m sure he’s up to no good. Sorry, Roxanne And Betty From The State. I need to check this out.


If I can fire my web-shooter at just the right angle… Thwak!


Yes! Ceiling fan carousel! Yahooo!


Dismount in three… two… one… now! Double twisting backflip and I’m on the couch, easy peasy.


Green Goblin leaps towards me. “You’ve spun your last web, Spider-Man!”


“Not so fast!”


Thwak!





Betty smacked her notebook against her palm, jolting me from my fantasy. She paced the room, stopping every few steps to tug at her skirt or scratch her leg.


“Please understand, Ms. Haas. This coming year is crucial to Lexi’s development. Her motor skills are severely lacking. Her preschool teachers report that she doesn’t interact much with her peers. If you ever want her to be included in school—in life—you need to accept the severe deficits she’s dealing with. The district can’t simply…”


You know you want to scratch your butt. C’mon, Betty, scratch it. Go ahead, Scratch. Your. Butt.


I was working on my telepathy, like Professor X from the X-Men.


I didn’t care one nickel what Betty From The State thought I needed. A few weeks earlier Mom and I had made one of those closed terrariums from an empty jam jar. We put in dirt and moss and stuff, then sealed it up. We didn’t have to add anything to that jar, not even water, and everything in it was growing—thriving, Mom had written with me in a notebook.


Well, it was thriving until Luke chased The Cat, and The Cat knocked it off the table and smashed it to smithereens. Anyway, my house plus my family made my terrarium. They were all I needed to thrive.


“I think Lexi can read,” Mom blurted.


“What?” Betty asked, blinking.


“Read. I think she can read.”


Betty walked over and stared at me, like she was peeking inside an abandoned house to see if it could be salvaged, if it was worth saving.


“What makes you think that?”


Mom pointed to an old metal cookie sheet filled with plastic magnetic preschool letters. Before I was even a year old, if Mom held my body tight and my wrist steady, I could drag letters around that sheet and spell. It was my favorite game, so we spent hours every day learning new words.


Betty picked up the cookie sheet. “Lexi, can you spell your name for me?”


I stuck out a shaky finger and slid Lexi to the bottom.


“How about cat?” asked Roxanne.


cat


I smiled. Bring on those special tests.


After a few rounds of baby words, Mom interrupted. “Lexi, spell ‘there’ as in ‘There it is’.”


there


“Spell ‘their’ as in, ‘This is their ball’.”


their


“How about ‘they’re’ the contraction?”


theyapostr


“Whoops! You’ve got off track. Let’s try again!” Roxanne said, and she reached toward the letters.


Mom stopped her hand. “Let her finish.”


theyapostrophere


The ladies frowned. Mom separated the letters a little.


They apostrophe re


“Umm… no punctuation in the starter set,” Mom said, smiling.


Betty closed her book, crossed her knees, then uncrossed them. She tapped the notebook with her pen. “Ms. Haas, we don’t have proper tools to measure this child’s intelligence, but clearly she is very, very bright.”


“Special,” I wanted to say, but I could only grin and drool.


“It’s highly unusual for a typical child to have language skills like these at her age,” Betty said. “But for a child who can’t talk, a child with such obvious physical deficits…”


C’mon, Betty. Go ahead. Scratch. Your. Butt…


That evening as I lay in bed, I could hear the soft hum of my parents’ conversation in the room next door. Over the years, I had learned to pick up classified information by listening through the wall. Most nights, all I heard was Dad strumming his guitar before bedtime, but once in a while, I heard more. I was proud to be the first kid to know our grocery bill was gonna put us in the poor house, wherever that was. And the time Tucker tried to bring home a neighborhood cat, I was first to know that thank God it turned out to be our neighbor’s fully vaccinated house cat.


And that night, after the kindergarten transition meeting, I overheard Mom say, “With her skills, I just don’t think regular school is an option.”


Soon after, I started homeschool.


All my siblings had been homeschooled at some point or other. Most homeschooling families in Charlotte wanted a Christian education that they couldn’t get in public schools. But that wasn’t us at all. Mom always said we just needed other stuff we couldn’t get in public schools.


Kali and Kasey had eventually gone back to regular school, but Hannah and Tucker were still at home. Adding one more kid at the kitchen table wasn’t a big deal. School was easy for me, and by summer vacation that year I was ready for second grade.


I started the summer of my fifth year overflowing with confidence. This would be the year my body would be coming in. Obviously. My memory and language skills were my super powers. Once I got my body and my voice, life would be amazing. What could go wrong?
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