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Has Fate given her a second chance?


‘Zoe’ is having a very bad day. As if getting trapped in a faulty elevator wasn’t bad enough, losing her memory has made it much worse. If there’s one piece of luck, it’s that the paramedic on the scene, Noah, is both kind and a handsome distraction. . .


Now a completely blank canvas, with the help of Noah, ‘Zoe’ is excited to fill her world with colour, creativity and sweet and spicy food. She just knows from the tips of her toes, right to her fleek brows, that these things were all part of her make-up.


But when her identity is traced, the life ‘Zoe’ was living before the accident bears no resemblance to that of the person she’s convinced she is. What happened to make her world so narrow and colourless?


And now she has the chance to start over, is it time to let the real Zoe out?









CHAPTER 1
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I imagined the moment of my death would be different to this.


Firstly, why was it so dark? Where was the bright light that I was supposed to be calmly walking towards? Look, it’s not like I was expecting a rotating disco ball or ultraviolet lights or anything that exciting, but there was nothing. I would have settled for flickering candlelight at this stage.


And why wasn’t my life flashing before me? Why wasn’t I watching all the beautiful, poignant, happy moments playing out on a big screen in front of me while sitting comfortably with God, or whoever, eating popcorn?


And more to the point . . . why couldn’t I even remember my life? I was sure I’d had a life, right? But in that split second where I’d stood there, balancing precariously between this life and the next, consciousness flicking on and off, on and off . . . there was simply nothing. Not a memory, not an image, not an anything. And then, it stopped flicking altogether and with a loud sound that filled my skull and bashed against the back of my eyeballs, it all went black.


I can’t tell you how long I stayed there in the darkness. The only company I had was the deafening thump of absolute silence. Silence that pulled so hard and heavy on me, I knew I must be close now . . .


Death. I could feel it. Dragging me under, pulling, calling me, and then . . .


Halle-bloody-lujah. I was finally hearing a voice.


“Stay with me, stay with me,” the voice said.


“Is that you, God?” I said in my head, but for some reason I thought I could hear it too. Wait, had I said that out loud? But dead people can’t speak . . . can they?


“No, my name is Noah. I’m a paramedic. You’ve been in an accident.”


“Noah? Why are you here? Are you finished with the animals?” I asked in a strange, unfamiliar voice.


“What?”


“Two by two by two,” someone sang. I think it was me, I’m not sure. “Are we on the boat now? It feels like we’re moving. I hope I don’t get seasick.”


“Um . . .” There was a long pause and I tried to open my eyes to look at Noah. Why wasn’t he speaking to me anymore?


“NOAH!” I think I shouted.


“I’m here. What’s your name?” He took my hand, and this small action seemed to awaken every single part of my body that had previously not been responding.


My eyes fluttered open, God my head hurt. “A-am . . . I dead?”


“No! You’re very much alive.”


I think I smiled; I couldn’t tell. My lips felt far away from my body, as if they were disconnected. In fact, everything felt disconnected and far away and I got the feeling that in order to be whole again I would need to pull bits of myself back together.


“What’s your name?” Noah asked again, squeezing my hand in a manner that made me feel utterly safe. I squeezed back with all the energy I could muster. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to feel strangely connected to him. I tried to look at the person attached to the hand, but the images in my field of vision were obscured by a blurry mist.


“What’s your name?” the question came at me again.


“Uh . . . it’s . . . uh . . .” More strange sounds came out of my mouth. “My name is . . .” I scanned my mind, but it was blank.


“What?” The blurry face leaned in.


“It’s . . . It’s . . .” I reached into my mind and grabbed hold of something, but as soon as I tried to pull it towards me, it slipped away. “I . . . I . . . don’t know! I don’t know!”


Noah put his other hand over mine and a rush of warmth shot up my arm and momentarily made the pain in my head just a little bit better. “That’s alright. Take your time.”


I nodded at him and closed my eyes tightly, despite the hot, sharp, bolt of pain that ripped through my skull as I did. I imagined myself climbing into my mind, as if it were a dark cave. I crawled across its cold floor, I scanned its interior, but still, nothing.


I stretched my arms out and grabbed at the emptiness, like casting a net into the sea, and then pulled my hands towards me to see if I had caught anything. But the net was empty.


“I DON’T KNOW MY NAME!” I heard myself scream. I tried to sit up again, but felt two hands push me back down.


“Try to be calm. I know it’s hard, but I need you to stay calm.”


But I couldn’t. “I need to get out of here. I need to . . . WHY DON’T I KNOW MY NAME?” Pain thumped in my head. Loud, hard, sharp.


“It’s okay. I’m with you. Try to keep still,” Noah said, but I struggled against him as he put a mask on my face.


“Take some deep breaths. In and out. In and out.”


I continued to struggle until I saw two bright blue beacons piercing through the mist in front of my eyes. I grabbed hold of them and stared back. Blue eyes. He had blue eyes. His features finally came into focus and his mouth twitched into a small smile.


“I’m right here. Just relax.”


I nodded. His smile pulled some of the tension out of me.


“Good, just like that. Deep breaths.”


I followed his instruction and started to feel strangely calm.


“A little better now?”


“Yes. Can I ask you a question, Noah?”


“Sure. Anything.”


“How did you get the snakes in?”


“The snakes?”


“And the bees, what about the bees? And how did you know which one was male, and which one was female?”


He smiled and I felt him pat my hand. “I’m just a paramedic, ma’am. That’s all.”


And then I closed my eyes and everything went black again.









CHAPTER 2
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Unknown Jane Doe.


Blunt force trauma to the head.


Confused on the scene with a GCS of 12.


BP 130 over 90.


Pulse 115.


Patient was confused and combative due to hypoxia, settled with a poly mask.


Patient is displaying amnesia and doesn’t know her name.


The words swarmed at me through a thick, gooey haze and I felt myself being lifted up. I was airborne for a moment or two: was I flying? And then my back came into contact with something hard and everything around me exploded.


Lights.


Voices.


Rushing footsteps.


Beeping machines.


“Noah?” I whispered, clasping at the air in front of me.


“Ma’am, we need you to keep still, please,” a woman said, taking my hand in hers. She was wearing a glove and I craved the reassuring warmth of Noah’s hand.


“I’m Dr. Bennett.” A man shone a light in my eyes. “Pupils equal and responsive,” he said to someone over his shoulder. “I’m a neurologist. Can you tell me what your name is?”


“I think my name is Jane Doe.”


The man looked at me for a while, an expression on his face I couldn’t read. “And do you know what happened to you? Why you’re in the hospital?”


“No.”


“Can you tell me what day of the week it is?” he asked.


“It’s . . . uh . . .” I bit my lip to stop the tears.


“Don’t worry.” His voice was extra calm and slow now. “Do you know what city we’re in?”


“Yes, I think so. Johannesburg.”


“Very good. And who is the president?”


“Uh . . .” I scanned my memory again. I felt like I knew this too. Words began echoing in the deepest, darkest, most distant places in my mind and I concentrated hard, trying to listen to them. “CYRIL! Cyril Ramaphosa!” I shouted when the answer finally came to me.


The doctor smiled and I felt an instant bolt of relief. “Excellent. We’re going to take you down for an X-ray and a CT scan to see what’s going on in your brain.”


“Did you know that the X-ray was discovered accidentally by Wilhelm Roentgen in 1895?” I heard myself say, and then everyone stopped what they were doing and stared at me. I waited for someone to say something, but no one did. Instead, the doctor pulled his gloves off and exited the room. I wanted to yell not to leave me alone, and almost did, but then I felt a hand on my arm.


“It’s okay, I’m here.” I strained my eyes, looking as far left as I could to see who was talking to me.


A smiling face met mine. “I’m Ntethelelo. I’ll be taking care of you. So, you mustn’t worry, you’re safe!”


But I didn’t feel safe. How did I know who the president was, and about X-rays, but not my own name?


“I’m going to take you to CT and X-ray now,” Ntethelelo said sweetly. And then, I was on the move again, being pushed down a long corridor. We arrived at an elevator and, for some reason, it filled me with absolute terror. Ntethelelo pressed the button and we waited for the doors to open. I watched the numbers lighting up as the elevator moved, a sense of impending doom growing inside me as the numbers came closer and closer. I heard a familiar voice and turned. It was Noah. He looked relaxed, leaning against a wall with his phone pressed to his ear. I squinted against the bright light coming from the long railway track of fluorescent bulbs running the length of the corridor.


“Sorry, I was meant to be off today, but I’m not now. You can deliver it tomorrow, if that’s okay?” Noah said into his phone. “Yes. Noah Robinson. 19C Edward Drive, Parkmeadows.”


Ding! The elevator doors opened and something inside me just snapped. “No! No!” I shouted as I stared into the terrifying empty space behind the open doors.


Ntethelelo put her hands on the side of my face. “You mustn’t move your head, darling.” She brought her face right up to mine, looking me directly in the eye.


“NO! I can’t . . . You mustn’t . . . STOOOOP!” I was shocked at the sounds coming out of my mouth; guttural and desperate-sounding. They cut through the air like a sword and made everything around me feel like it was shaking.


“Doctor!” Ntethelelo called out, and soon, someone else was there. And then someone else. Flashes of white coats and arms and a sharp, shiny needle catching the light and then a pain in my arm, a sting, a burn and then . . .


“Hi, it’s me, do you remember?” A gentle hand, a friendly voice and those blue eyes.


“Noah!” I whispered, feeling like warm water was flowing through my veins.


“That’s right. You must try and keep still, remember?”


Our eyes locked, the blueness drawing me in like calm waters.


“Deep breaths.” He inhaled deeply and I copied him.


“Great!” Ntethelelo spoke this time.


“Great,” I echoed, my voice sounding more and more like liquid as I talked. “The animals went in two by two by two . . .”


I think I heard a chuckle before it all went dark again.









CHAPTER 3


[image: image]


I opened my eyes. My head felt like it was at least ten times bigger than it usually was, and it hurt! The world in front of me was fuzzy and I blinked a few times, trying to bring all the shapes into focus. The air was filled with a smell that hit me in the back of the throat and made me gag. Chemicals, disinfectants and . . .


I sat up as fast as I could. I was in a hospital room! I heaved, but nothing came out. The room started spinning and I gripped the sides of the bed to steady myself.


“Take it easy. You’ve just come out of sedation, it’s normal to feel nauseous, I’ll give you something for that,” a woman’s voice said. She was just a brown-and-white blur at this point, but when she came closer my eyes adjusted a little.


I lowered myself back onto the bed.


“I’m Dr. Kgomotso Maluka. Do you know where you are?” she asked.


I nodded. God, my head hurt. “In hospital.”


“Good.” She looked pleased with my answer and opened the file that she was holding. “Do you know your name yet?”


“It’s um, I think it’s Jane Doe.”


“Jane Doe is what we call someone when we don’t know their name,” she said kindly.


I looked around the room. “Didn’t I come in with anything? A bag or something?”


She turned and indicated the chair in the corner. “Just the clothes you were wearing, a watch and a keyring.”


“Was I unconscious?” My throat felt dry as I spoke, and I reached up and touched it.


“You were sedated for some procedures we needed to carry out. Normally, we wouldn’t sedate a patient, but you were very panicked.” She passed me a cup of water. “Small sip.” She gently pushed it towards my lips. The cool water slipped down my throat and the relief was instant.


“Thanks,” I murmured.


“So, what about your name?”


I closed my eyes tightly. If my name was not Jane, then what was it? I tried to think of names I knew. Noah, Ntethelelo, Kgomotso, Jane, Bennett, Cyril. Those were the only names that existed inside my head.


“No, I don’t know. I don’t! No!” The words shot up my sore throat and tumbled out of my cracked lips.


“That’s okay.” She wrote something down in her file and the sound of the pencil against the paper grated against my already shattered nerves, making them feel like they were on fire.


“What are you writing?”


“Just taking some general medical notes.” Her tone was casual and placating, and then she wrote something else, as if noting that I was asking about the notes she was taking. I didn’t like it, and the panic started to rise again. It felt like it was going to spill out of me and cover the walls and the floors and the ceilings of this sterile, white room. My fingers twitched and I felt like I wanted to grab a hold of something, but didn’t know what.


“Why don’t I know my name?” My voice shook.


The doctor reached out and put a hand on my arm. “It’s common to experience some amnesia after a head injury.”


I reached up and touched my head. A big plaster covered my forehead. “What happened?”


“You were in an elevator accident. Do you remember any of that?”


“No. I . . . no!” My heart started to beat faster in my chest and a machine next to me beeped wildly.


“Try to relax. This is probably temporary; your memory should come back soon. The important thing is that we did a CT scan and an X-ray and everything is normal. No brain bleeds, no swelling, no injury. Other than the superficial cut on your forehead, which has been stitched up, some bruising on your arms and legs, and some grazes, you are okay. Your spinal fusion is also intact.”


“My what?”


“When we did your X-ray we saw that some of your vertebrae had been fused, and it revealed that you also had a plate and pins in your shoulder. But there’s nothing to worry about there either.”


“What does that mean?”


“It means that at some stage in your life you had surgery to repair a broken back and shoulder. You have no recollection of that?”


I shook my head and suddenly tears welled up in my eyes. I was feeling an emotion that I couldn’t quite name and connect to, and yet it was strong. So strong that it was strangling my throat from the inside.


“I’ll give you something to help you relax.” She leaned in and pushed a syringe into my IV and a warm feeling washed over me.


“Hello, darhling.” Another familiar face came in. It was Ntethelelo, the cheerful nurse who’d attended to me earlier. “How are you feeling?” She walked up to my bed and fluffed my pillow, repositioning my head on it. “This is five-star accommodation here. We want everyone to be as comfortable as possible.”


“Thanks,” I said, looking up at her.


“I’ll be back later. You’re in good hands,” the doctor said, and then left.


“Excellent hands,” Ntethelelo whispered to me. “Right,” she chirped, pulling a machine closer. “Time to take your blood pressure and your oxygen saturation.” She attached a cuff to my arm and a device to my finger and began taking the readings. I glanced over at the window. I was clearly on a higher floor than before.


“One hundred per cent!” she declared when she was done. “I told you you were going to be alright.”


Someone else then came in and put a tray of food on my table. I looked at it and my stomach lurched. I pushed the table away from me, and Ntethelelo glanced down at the food as if she were taking a mental note of it.


“Right, just press the button if you need me.” She pointed to a button within my reach. “And try and get some rest.”


“Wait,” I called after her. “Noah—do you know if he’s here?”


“Sorry, who?”


“Noah, the paramedic who brought me here, and then before we went into the elevator, he was there with me.”


“Oh, Noah. He brought you in, but I didn’t see him before we went to X-ray.”


“You did, he came up and helped me. Told me to take deep breaths and relax.”


She looked at me sympathetically. “That was me, darling. I was the one who told you to breathe.”


“No, it was him. I saw him in the corridor. He was on his phone and then he was by my side and he took my hand and, and . . .” I stopped talking and swallowed. Had I imagined him? Had I imagined seeing him in the corridor? Hearing him? What else had I imagined about him?


“It was just me there,” Ntethelelo said, with a smile I couldn’t interpret. “Get some rest.” And then she turned, walked out of the room, closed the door behind her, and I was alone, again.









CHAPTER 4
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I was surprised to find two policemen in my room when I woke up. A doctor with long red hair who I’d never seen before was also there. I shot up in my bed and pulled the covers towards me.


“It’s okay, you’re not in any trouble,” the doctor said, clearly reading my mind—or whatever mind I had left. It was still blank. I felt it the second I woke up.


“I’m Dr. Cohen, I’m a psychiatrist here, and these two gentlemen are here to see if we can help you find out who you are. Do you still not remember your name?”


“No,” I said, glancing from her to the policemen and back again.


I heard a noise at the window, so loud that we all turned to look. A beautiful white dove on the windowsill was pecking on the glass with its beak. Did it want to come in? I could think of nothing worse than being “in” right now and I wanted to yell at it that it should fly the hell away.


I turned back and saw Dr. Cohen write something down in her file. So many files. So many notes. I wished I knew what was in them all. It seemed to me that everyone knew more about me than I did.


“And you still don’t remember why you’re in the hospital?” the doctor asked.


“They said I was in an elevator accident.”


“And is there anything you can remember about who you are, or your life?”


“No.”


“I’m sorry. I’m sure you’re feeling very frustrated and confused right now.”


“Yes,” I admitted in a tiny voice that was almost inaudible.


“That’s perfectly understandable, but we’re all here to help you, and because you didn’t have any ID on you when you arrived, the police are here to help us find out who you are.”


“Hello, I’m Detective Nkanyezi Nleko, and this is our forensics expert, Officer Patrick.” The policemen came tentatively closer to me, as if I were a baby bird that had fallen out of a nest. Maybe I was? I knew nothing at this point, so I couldn’t rule out that possibility just yet. The dove seemed to agree, as it delivered a loud thwack to the window. So loud we all turned and looked at it again.


“Did you know white doves are the symbol of peace and that they choose one mate for life?” I heard myself say, and everyone turned and looked at me once more, the same look I’d gotten when I’d told them about X-rays. How did I know these random facts? I changed the subject. “How are you going to find out who I am?”


“Well, Patrick here is going to take your fingerprints and we’ll run them through the system and see what comes up.”


“Wait, do you think I’m a criminal? Why would you have my prints?” I stiffened as a memory came back to me. “I think I’ve seen TV shows where people get arrested and then have to have their fingerprints taken.”


“Your fingerprints are also on your driver’s license and ID card,” he said.


“Oh. I don’t remember that.” I looked over at Dr. Cohen again. “Why do I remember a TV show but nothing about myself?”


“Having these kinds of gaps in your memory is very common with amnesia. The brain remembers some things, but not others.”


“So my brain has decided to forget all the important things, like who the hell I am.” I lay back down in the bed, hating my brain right now.


“Well, that’s why we’re here,” the detective said. “Patrick is also going to take a photo of you and we’ll compare that to any missing person reports and also take it to the building you were found in and show it around. It’s a pity we don’t know the names of the other two women who were in the elevator with you—”


“There were others in the elevator? Are they okay? Was anyone else injured?” I couldn’t believe I didn’t remember this. It seemed like such an important detail.


“Both of them left the scene really quickly afterwards, so I think they’re fine.”


I looked down at my hand as Officer Patrick reached for it but stopped when he saw the bloody-looking grazes on my knuckles. He looked up at me.


“Do you mind? I’ll be careful,” he said.


I tried to force a smile as he dabbed my fingers in ink, then slowly ran them on a piece of card. I winced slightly as he moved the two worst fingers, the ones I had little movement in, as big scabs had formed around the joints. He immediately stopped and gave me an apologetic look, and the kindness of this gesture made me want to cry. I focused on the window while he fingerprinted me, watching the dove move its head back and forth, as if admiring its own reflection. I turned back reluctantly when a camera was pointed in my face and a photo was taken.


“I think we’re all done here,” the detective said after what felt like an eternity. Time seemed to move so slowly between these walls, or was that always how time moved? I didn’t know. I couldn’t think of one example in my life that I could use to measure this concept of time with.


“Thank you,” I mumbled as they moved towards the door. “Wait! What if you don’t find out who I am?”


“Your fingerprints will be in the database somewhere. It’s just a matter of time.” The detective gave me a wave before they all exited.


“Time for blood pressure, oxygen and lunch.” A different nurse came into my room.


“Where’s Ntethelelo?” I asked, feeling uneasy.


“We’ve just changed shifts; she’ll be here later. But for now, I’ll be looking after you. My name is Beauty.” She was carrying some food for me, but my stomach lurched at the thought of it.


“I don’t want to eat,” I said, my tone a little harsher than I’d intended it to be; I could see this because of the look on Beauty’s face.


Nevertheless, she smiled at me. “You must try.”


I turned my face back to the window and watched my dove friend as he cleaned his feathers with his beak. I felt Beauty attach the blood-pressure cuff. I heard the sound, felt the squeeze and then heard the beep.


“A hundred and twenty-two over eighty-one,’ she said. “Perfect.”


“Perfect?” I whipped my head around. “How can I be perfect if I don’t remember anything?”


Beauty seemed to ignore my outburst, and I felt bad. I don’t know why I was lashing out like this. She’d done nothing wrong. I was wrong. Not her. “Sorry,” I whispered.


“How’s the pain?” she asked.


“Better.”


“That’s good. You have to eat. I’ll be back in an hour to fetch the tray.” She left and I looked at the plate of food again. It was covered in a round plastic lid and condensation had formed on it, like it always does . . .


Wait . . . how did I know that? I lifted the lid and some water droplets fell onto the food and a smell hit me. I knew this smell! And it made me want to be sick. I pushed the plate even further away and tilted my body on the bed so I didn’t have to look at it.


I think I must have slept. Because when I opened my eyes again, it was dark. Three trays of untouched food now sat on my table. How many meals had I missed? I startled when I heard a noise and saw Dr. Cohen sitting in a chair.


“Sorry, didn’t mean to give you a fright,” she said. “I was just finishing my rounds and thought I would check on you. How are you feeling?”


“I’m feeling . . . uh . . .” I paused. The words weren’t coming to me and, once again, I tried to reach into my mind to find something that I already knew wasn’t there.


“Try not to think too hard about it,” she urged. “Just say the first thing that comes to you. There’s no wrong or right answer.”


“Scared,” I said, without even checking myself.


“What are you scared of?”


“Everything.”


“Can you elaborate?” she asked. For someone who was telling me not to think too hard, she was really making me think.


That blurry, swirly, dark feeling was creeping up on me again. Tapping inside me. Reminding me it was still there. “What if I don’t find out who I am? What if I do, and I don’t remember? What if there are people out there looking for me, and I don’t remember them, or . . .” I swallowed. The spit got stuck in my throat, as if it were a large rock. A thought formed, the most terrible thought, the rock seemed to grow. “What if no one is looking for me?”


“I’m sure these concerns feel very real to you,” she offered up, “but trust me, they are all very unrealistic. The police will find out who you are, they always do. Your memory will come back, maybe not all at once. But in small bursts. I’m sure you must already be experiencing some feelings of familiarity, even if you can’t quite place them?”


I nodded. She was right about that. The hospital food . . .


“That’s a positive sign. And to waylay your other fear, it’s very unlikely that no one is looking for you. I’m sure many people are looking for you, and chances are, they’ll probably find you before the police figure out who you are.”


“How do you know?”


“Believe it or not, this is more common than you’d think. We’ve had a few patients like you come in with no memory.”


“And has everyone’s memory come back?”


“Yes. Some people still can’t remember the traumatic event, and some can’t remember the days leading up to it, some have a few gaps here and there, but all of them regained most, if not all, of their memories. But the important thing is to try not to let this overwhelm you. Don’t obsess about not remembering. The more stress you put on yourself, the less likely you are to remember. These things usually resolve themselves naturally, especially because you present with no brain injury. There is no physical reason for you to have forgotten who you are . . .” She paused and looked down at the paper she was holding.


“What?” I leaned towards her, sensing something in her tone.


“Usually, when someone without any physical brain damage presents with amnesia, the reasons for forgetting are more psychological. We call this post-traumatic amnesia.”


“What are you saying? That I’m mentally ill?” I asked.


“No. Of course not. But I’m wondering if there’s something about your life, your past, or about the accident—perhaps it was just too traumatic to process—that is causing your amnesia.”


I glared at her. Her statement had offended me in some way I didn’t quite understand. “How would I know that if I can’t remember?” I snapped at her, and then looked out of the window.


“And I see that you’re also refusing your food.”


“I’m not hungry.”


“Well, you are physically hungry, but all the anxiety you’re experiencing is probably making it hard to eat. And you need to eat.” I heard her stand up. “I’ll prescribe something to help you relax and I’ll be back here to chat in the morning, if that’s okay?”


I looked at her for a while. I felt bad for snapping; she was just trying to be nice to me. I kept doing this—lashing out—and I didn’t know why. Something inside me was making me feel a level of anger I couldn’t account for. “Yes, thank you.”


“Great, see you in the morning.” She left my room and closed the door behind her. Everyone seemed to walk out of my room. No one really walked in, unless they needed to get something from me, like a blood-pressure reading. It felt like everyone was always leaving me. And then the fear that I’d been feeling moments ago was replaced by something else.


Sadness.


Big, black and all-consuming.









CHAPTER 5
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Ntethelelo came into my room the next morning, or was it the morning after? I don’t know. I felt like I was losing track of the days in here. I could see she was not her usual chirpy self, and a pile of books and magazines looked heavy in her arms. She placed them on the table with a thump and raised her brows. I turned my head away so as not to meet that penetrating gaze she was busy throwing in my direction. The dove was still there at the window, and its presence felt comforting. It was the only companion I’d had all night, and just knowing that I wasn’t totally alone made me feel better in the tiniest way.


“I hear you’re still not eating.” She was tapping her foot against the floor. “You must eat. Otherwise, you won’t get your strength back and then you’ll be stuck with us here forever, and you don’t want that.”


I looked at her briefly, and then back to the window, feeling that dark, heavy ball inside me again.


“Listen, if you don’t start eating, they’ll send you up the psych ward. And trust me, you won’t get a nurse like me up there, since I am Medicare’s number-one nurse, and also, it’s not five star there. You should feel the pillows . . . terrible!” She nudged me with her arm and I couldn’t help the tiny smile on my face. She had a natural way of cheering you up.


“But I don’t know who I am. I don’t remember anything,” I said quietly, a tear sliding down my cheek.


“It will come back to you. You just need to give yourself some time.” She said it as if she really believed it, but I wasn’t convinced. It had been days now, how many I didn’t know, and my mind was still blank, except for those odd flickers of familiarity that I didn’t understand.


“But what if it doesn’t? What if it never comes back and I never know who I am?”


“The police are running your prints and your photo. You will find out who you are. It’s just a matter of time.”


“Time. How much time? How long must I stay here? How long have I been here? And what if they do find out who I am but my memory never comes back and then I never remember my life anyway? What the hell good is that?”


“You cannot think of that now. You have to focus on getting out of here.”


“I want to get out of here! I really, really do.”


“Well, then, you must eat something.” She pushed a pudding cup and a spoon towards me.


I hesitated for a second, considering my options—which were few and far between right now—then grasped the cup reluctantly. The second it was in my hands, a feeling of knowing gripped me. I knew this cup. I knew its shape, and my fingers automatically went to the flap in the top-left corner and pulled. I dug the spoon in and scooped up a gooey, brown mouthful. I could taste it in my mouth before I put it in, and when I did so, my suspicions were confirmed.


“Well done.” Ntethelelo got up and patted the pile of books and magazines on the side table. “I brought you some reading material.” She started walking back towards the door, about to leave me again. “And when I come back, that must be finished.” She pointed at the cup and I gave her a small nod. I watched her leave the room and then heard her talk to someone else in the corridor. It sounded like Beauty.


“Is she still refusing to eat?” Beauty asked.


“I think I got her to eat one of the puddings.”


“Did she snap at you too?”


“Just a little bit.”


“She was rude to me,” Beauty said and, again, I felt terrible.


“I’m sure she’s just scared. Don’t take it personally.”


“I’m so sorry!” I yelled, aiming my voice at the open door. There was a beat and then two shocked-looking faces stuck their heads into the room and stared at me.


“What?” I sat up.


“What were you saying sorry about?” Ntethelelo asked, blinking at me.


“For being rude. I know I’ve been snappy. And I don’t mean to. I am scared.”


Ntethelelo and Beauty exchanged a look then slowly brought their eyes back to mine.


“Why are you looking at me like that?”


“Did you understand what we were saying?” Beauty asked.


“Yes.”


“But we were speaking isiZulu,” Ntethelelo said, as they both walked into the room.


“No, you weren’t, you were speaking English.”


“No. We were speaking isiZulu,” Beauty and Ntethelelo stood by my bed and eyeballed me curiously.


“That’s impossible, I don’t know how to speak isiZulu. Why would I?”


“Unjani?” Ntethelelo said and, without thinking, I answered and told her how I was.


“Ngikhona, ngiyabonga. Wena unjani?” I gasped. “Oh my God. Did I just speak another language?”


Ntethelelo beamed. “Yes, you did. And I’m fine, too, thanks for asking.”


“But . . . how do I know . . . uh, where did I learn . . . uh.”


Beauty tutted. “Now we’re going to have to stop gossiping about you in the corridors.”


“Hey! Why are you gossiping about me?”


“Joking.” She grinned. I think the ice had finally broken between us.


I smiled at the two ladies in front of me, feeling better than I’d felt in a while. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but hearing them talk in the corridor, hearing the language, those bold, expressive sounds, those clicks that echoed, something about it soothed me.


“Nawe idla!” Ntethelelo said, as she and Beauty walked to the door. I picked the pudding cup up and waved it to her.


“Fine, I’ll eat it!”


Moments later, with my stomach full, my eyelids heavy, I closed my eyes again.
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When I woke up it was dark outside and, much to my relief, my dove friend was still there. I sat up and put on the lights, and as I did, the dove turned his head and looked at me.


“Hello.” I waved at him.


He cocked his head to the side, as if he really was looking at me. He probably was; did you know that doves are incredibly intelligent and social animals?


“I would introduce myself, but I don’t know my name,” I said, and waited for a response from him. And I got one! As if he knew exactly what I was saying, he tapped the window three times. I sat up and swung my legs over the side of the bed.


“Do you know what I’m saying?” I asked.


One tap on the window.


“Okay, one tap for yes, two for no. Do you understand me?”


One tap!


“Oh my God. You do understand.” I stood up, but my dove friend startled and opened his wings, as if he were about to fly away.


“Please don’t go anywhere.” I sat back down and my friend closed his wings. Relief washed over me. “I’ll stay here, I promise.”


One tap! Either I was going mad, or I was actually communicating with a dove! Or maybe I had developed some kind of psychic powers during my head injury . . .


Two taps.


“You’re right, that’s crazy. I’m not psychic, or am I?”


Two taps.


“Do you know who I am?”


Two taps.


“Of course you don’t. Neither do I.” I sighed. “Do you think I’ll get my memory back?” I asked. The dove kept silent. “Is someone looking for me?” More silence.


“Hey, why aren’t you talking to me?”


Three taps.


“Okay, perhaps I’m asking questions you can’t answer.” I looked around the room, trying to think of something else to ask.


“Do you have a girlfriend?”


One tap.


“Good for you! I wonder if I have one. Is it tomayto or tomahto? . . . Oh, you can’t really answer that, can you?”


One tap.


“Do you eat chicken?”


Two taps.


“No, of course you don’t. Is the Earth flat?”


Two taps.


“Duh!”


“Hold on, I’ve got a good one. Did aliens build the Pyramids?” He paused.


One tap!


“Ha! I knew it! I banged my hand on the bed and my dove friend flew away and I found myself all alone. “Maybe that was too controversial . . .”


I looked at the books and magazines on the table and noticed that Ntethelelo had also left a toothbrush and toothpaste for me. I ran my tongue over my teeth and cringed. I should use that, soon. I grabbed the book on the top of the pile. The striking drawing of an anatomically correct heart on the cover immediately captured my attention. Snippets of rave reviews and a big gold sticker on the front saying that the book was shortlisted for something further drew me in.


The Heart is Just a Muscle by Becca Thorne.


I turned the book over and read the blurb on the back. It sounded morbid and certainly not something I wanted to read at this present juncture in my life. I flipped the cover open to see who would have written such a book and a black-and-white photo of the serious-looking author gazed back at me. She looked intense. Dark hair. Black framed glasses. No smile. She looked intimidating . . . but familiar. Perhaps this Becca Thorne was my favorite author, perhaps I’d seen her on TV, perhaps she and I had gone to junior school together and had played on the swings as children? I had no idea. I put the book back on the table and picked up a magazine, immediately rolling my eyes at it.


“ ‘Fitness Now,’ ” I read. As if I was going to jump out of bed and learn to run a marathon in three months, strengthen my core in six easy moves and get a sexy butt before summer. Inside, tanned, toned people stared back at me from the pages. I turned the pages randomly, nothing really grabbing my attention until . . .


Frankie’s Fitness Protein Shake. I stared at the full-page advert in my hands. A beautiful blonde woman drinking a shake, glowing with sweat from a workout, a towel draped over her shoulder and a skipping rope dangling from one hand. I pulled the magazine away and brought it back up towards my face a few times as that same feeling of familiarity flicked on and off inside.


I’m sure this ad is everywhere. I’d probably seen it a million times before. I closed the magazine and dropped it back onto the table. I was grateful to Ntethelelo for trying, but this really wasn’t what I wanted to be doing right now.


I scanned the windowsill, to see if my dove friend had returned but he hadn’t. He was gone and I was all alone! That dark, panicky feeling started building inside me and I tried to push it down.


“Shit!” The panic rose faster now. I needed to be out of bed and, suddenly, it felt like I couldn’t sit in it a second longer. I pulled the sheets back and swung my legs over the side. They felt good on the ground. It made me feel more stable than I’d felt since Noah’s hand had held mine.


Noah’s hand . . . I longed for it. For something to make me feel less alone. I grabbed my drip bag, attached it to the steel pole then wheeled the pole with me. Wait . . . how did I know how to do that? I turned and eyed the drip, feeling as if a memory was about to come to me, only it didn’t. I hobbled to the door and pushed it open. The corridor that ran to my left and right was long, cold-looking and empty and . . .


Blood!


Someone covered in blood.


I jerked my head back as something, a memory, a little flash of an image, came back to me. I tried to hold onto it, but it fluttered away like a butterfly being pulled by the wind. The corridor was deserted, and yet I felt too terrified to walk out into it. I pulled the door closed and rushed to the other side of the room. I went to the chair that my clothes were on and picked up the watch that lay on top. The screen lit up. At least I would be able to tell the time now. I slipped the watch back on and the familiarity of the band around my arm made me feel better. I made my way back to the bed and climbed in.
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I couldn’t sleep. No matter how hard I tried. I sat up in bed and looked around the room. Feelings like broken, sharp shards of glass, flew at me from all directions. I turned my head and looked at the shiny white basin in the corner. The drip, drip, drip of water, the repetitive motion and sound, pulling on something so deep inside me. A partial fragment of a whiff of a maybe-memory started to come back.


Blood, someone covered in blood.


The image hit me again, and again, and again. I turned my head to the other side and stared at the empty chair. It looked like it was waiting for someone to sit in it. Who? Another almost-memory fluttered into my brain, still out of my grasp, but this time so visceral, so real, that it made my skin crawl. I was cold. I pulled the blanket towards myself; the feeling of the hard-pressed cotton dragging over my skin was not comforting.


I looked at the window, and even though it was dark outside I could see he was there. My dove friend.


“Hey!” I sat up in bed and flicked the light on.


One tap!


He was talking to me again!


“I’m glad you’re back.” I looked around my room. Another plate of food seemed to have appeared and I pulled the lid off.


“You hungry?” I asked.


One tap!


I picked up the sandwich and climbed out of bed slowly, putting my drip bag onto the pole once more. I took a step towards the window and he didn’t look like was going to fly off. I walked closer.


“I’m just going to open this and give this to you, okay?” I asked, and almost jumped up and down with happiness when he tapped three times, as if excited to meet me.


I reached for the window and pulled, but it didn’t move. I pulled again, and again, and when I pulled even harder and it still didn’t move, I stumbled backwards, shaking my head.


“It doesn’t open. It doesn’t open, it doesn’t . . .” I stuttered over the words and grabbed onto the table to steady myself. I was trapped here, in a room with windows that didn’t open and, on the other side of me, a terrifying corridor . . .


“Shit!” I dug my fingers into the table as I felt the floor spin. I needed air. Real air. Not this recycled room air. I felt trapped. Caged. A memory of a zoo and a sad black-and-white panda sitting behind steel bars hit me all at once, making me want to cry. I reached for the window and pulled one last time, hoping that by some miracle it would open. It didn’t.


The toothbrush! I reached for it and rushed to the window. How did I know how to do this? How did I know that if you slipped the back of a toothbrush into the mechanism at the top and pushed it to the left, a latch lifted and it opened? How did I know that the modern toothbrush was first mass produced in England in the 1700s but was invented in China in the 1400s?


But I didn’t care that I somehow knew this, all I cared about was getting air. I thrust my entire face out and inhaled deeply. The fresh air rushed into my lungs, and I felt like I could breathe again. I closed my eyes and gulped it in until the floor stopped spinning and the panic evaporated. And when I opened my eyes again, my dove friend was right there, looking at me.


“Hi!” I smiled at him. He cocked his head to the side and, I swear, he opened his beak and smiled back at me. And not since holding Noah’s hand, had I felt so good.


“It’s nice to meet you, properly.” I leaned in and he took a few steps towards me. He was so close now that I could reach out and touch him. Should I?


“Can I touch you?” I asked, and when he took another step forward I stretched my hand out and he opened his beak even more, and I was sure he was going to give me a soft, happy-sounding coo, only he didn’t because, suddenly, he was on my face.


“Oh my God,” I wailed as his wings beat against my face and his beak pecked my head. “Why are you doing this? Did I do something to offend you?”


But gone was one tap for yes and two for no, now it was one thousand face-piercing taps per second for psychopath. I tried to pull him off me, but his feet were now firmly planted in my hair. I stumbled backwards, grabbing at my head.


“Get off! Get off!” I tripped over the table and tumbled to the floor, taking the steel drip bag with me. I tried to get up, but his flapping wings blinded me. I pulled myself onto my knees and crawled across the floor, finally making it to my feet. I felt a warm, wet, gooey sensation on my face as he let go and flew out of the open window. I stared after him as the wetness dripped down my forehead, ran along the bridge of my nose, and stopped just before my lips. I rushed to the window and stuck my head through it.


“Screw YOU!” I screamed into the night, as the dove flapped away from me after literally shitting on our friendship.


“I hate you!” I yelled and then burst into tears when he disappeared and I could no longer see him. I needed to get away from this place! I needed to be out of this room so badly. If I didn’t get out, I was sure I was going to die. I rushed to the basin and washed the crap off my face and then I reached for the drip and quickly, expertly, pulled the sticky plaster aside and then eased the needle out of my hand. I picked up my bag of neatly folded clothes, the ones I’d come here in, and something fell out.


What the hell was this?


Through my tears I saw a large keyring lying on the floor. I examined it. A single key hung from it, but the keyring was huge, made up of various items I didn’t remember. A squishy ball of sorts with a fake smiley face on, another ball made of colored elastics, a long string of orange beads and some weird, heavy metallic thing that spun. I put it down on the chair and ripped my gown off and put my clothes on. The urge to leave this hospital was so strong that the passage outside no longer terrified me! I grabbed the strange keyring and then, without a second thought, ran out the door and into the corridor.


Radiology.


Oncology.


Ward B,


Pediatric Ward.


Psychiatric ward—definitely not there—I read the signs as I rushed down the long passage. At the end of the corridor, I saw an emergency exit. The red “Exit” sign on the door felt like a beacon of hope right now. I ran for the door and pushed it open. The sound echoed along the stairwell. I hurried down the stairs, feet clanking on the steps, and when I reached the bottom, I burst through the door, into the main hospital reception. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw those two massive glass doors that led to the parking lot outside.


I tried not to run manically towards the doors. I didn’t want to arouse suspicion, but I almost couldn’t help it, my feet moved so quickly and desperately towards them, as if they had a mind of their own. And as soon as I’d pushed the doors open, I was finally free. I didn’t bother looking back at the hospital as I raced through the parking lot, weaving through the cars until I reached the other side. I ducked under a boom and only stopped running when I was two blocks away. I stood there for a while, trying to catch my breath, and when I had, I looked around and a thought hit me.


Now what?
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I stood on the sidewalk, watching the passing cars. They were hypnotizing as they passed me by, one by one, none of them stopping. I was all alone on this street, apart from these ghosts of the road, going past me in a blur. I heard a noise and looked down as a giant rat scuttled by, dragging half a pizza slice with it. Suddenly, it stopped dead in its tracks, let out a strange, high-pitched squeak and dropped the pizza. It stared up at me, squeaked again, showing its big yellow teeth, and then turned and ran back across the road. I watched as it disappeared into a drainpipe, as if it couldn’t get away quick enough. I looked down at the pizza slice and wondered what would have made the rat drop it like that. Maybe rats didn’t like me either? And then I heard another noise that made me look up at the street again. A car had stopped, a person climbed out of the back seat and I knew exactly what this was. A bolt of excitement lit me up from the inside. This was my escape. I rushed over and knocked on the driver’s window frantically. The man sitting inside wound it down.


“Are you a taxi?” I gushed.


“Uber. Yes. Do you need a lift somewhere?” the man asked, and I nodded vigorously, even though I didn’t know where on earth he would take me.


The man glanced at his phone and then back up to me. “I don’t need to pick anyone up, so I can take you. Where to?”


“I . . . I . . . don’t know.”


“If you tell me where you want to go, I can take you there,” he said, clearly not understanding what I meant. That I had zero idea where to go.


“So?” The man leaned across the seat now and looked at me. I shrugged at him, sighed then hung my head.


“Ma’am, are you okay?”


I shook my head. It rattled, like a single coin at the bottom of a tin might do. And then, there was a small scratching sound inside my head as something seemed to wiggle its way in. I reached out and tried to grab the thought, and this time I did! I flicked my head up and looked at him.


“Noah. Noah Robinson. 19C Edward Drive, Parkmeadows. Does that exist?” I asked, wondering if I had imagined Noah standing there talking on the phone too. The man typed something into his phone and then tilted his head up at me, his glasses slipping down his nose as he did.


“Sure, I can take you there. It’s only fifteen minutes away.” I jumped, literally—my feet lifted off the ground for a second out of sheer excitement. I couldn’t believe my luck. First bit in days.


But as soon as the car started moving, all the excitement I’d felt was gone. I gripped the door handle. I didn’t like the feeling of the moving car as much as I didn’t like the feeling of being inside the hospital.


“Can I open the window?” I asked, panicked.


“Sure.” He eyed me in the rear-view mirror and I could see he was weighing me up, trying to form an opinion of me. He had that same look in his eyes that all the doctors had had when they looked at me and wrote in their charts.


I wound the window down, and as soon as it was open I stuck my face out and the fresh air delivered what I’d been so desperate for. I felt a little better now. But not so much that I was able to loosen the tight hold I had on the door handle. I looked out the window as he drove, studying the buildings around me. Trying to see if there was anything familiar about this place. There wasn’t. The buildings and streets were as generic to me as everything had been so far. We turned off the main road into what looked like the suburbs. I knew this because the sidewalks suddenly filled with grass and hedges and trees. Gone was the concrete coldness of before. This place seemed to be filled with a different feeling now, and this was confirmed when we drove past a small park with a red-and-blue merry-go-round in the middle of it. I stared at the merry-go-round and, like with the black-and-white panda, something lit up inside me.


Not so much a memory, but a feeling, in the pit of my stomach as I went around and around and around.


Did you know merry-go-rounds in America tend to turn counterclockwise?


We drove a little more until we finally came to a halt. I was so grateful when the car stopped, I’d been on the edge of my seat since it had started moving. The driver pointed at a house and I looked. It was small, and cute. Tucked behind a pale yellow wall covered in ivy. Big trees rose up from inside the property, and a red tin roof peered at me.


“Here we are,” the taxi driver said, turning the engine off. I gazed at the house . . . now what?


“That will be one hundred and fifty Rand,” the driver said loudly.


“One hundred and fifty what?” His statement hadn’t quite landed with me yet. I was finding this with a lot of things. Someone would say something to me and, on some level, I think I understood what they were saying, but it took me a while to register. As if my brain was making sense of the world much more slowly than it should.


At last I clicked. “Oh! Yes. Money!” I looked down at my hand and it was empty. No bag. No money. It hadn’t even crossed my mind that I would need to pay this man.


“You do have money, don’t you?” he asked, although I got the impression he already knew the answer to this question. I pursed my lips together tightly and shook my head. My head gave a thump, and I winced, reached up and touched the bandage on my forehead. The man’s face seemed to soften slightly.


“I’m going home this way anyway, so it’s fine.”


“It is?” I was overjoyed. “Thank you. Thank you!” I gushed over my shoulder as I raced towards Noah’s door.
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I hesitated for a second while I tried to gather my thoughts and plan exactly what I was going to say. But I had no idea, and I didn’t think standing here any longer would ever furnish me with the answer. So, I just tapped on the door, too softly at first. I knocked again, a little harder this time. But no one in the house stirred. I knocked a little more frantically. The grazes on my fingers hurt and when I looked down at my hand, I had obviously ripped a scab off, because there was blood. But I didn’t care. I knocked even harder and even louder. It was dark, except for the low porch light illuminating the space around the outside of the front door. The house seemed completely dead, as if there was no one home, as if it were asleep. Was no one home? It hadn’t occurred to me that Noah might not be here. And if he wasn’t, then what the hell was I meant to do and where was I meant to go? I threw my fists against the door one last time, putting all the effort I had into it, and that’s when I saw it. A bell!


A bloody bell! What a brilliant idea to put a bell by a door! Whoever thought of this was really smart, it actually made so much sense to have this here. I wondered if all doors had bells. I rang it. Once, twice and then, on the third time, like dominoes, one light turned on, and then another one, and another one. The lights moved towards the front door like a train until the room behind the front door was illuminated and I was able to make out the shadowy silhouette of a person. I hoped it was Noah. It suddenly occurred to me that he might not live alone. A roommate? A wife and kids? It hadn’t crossed my mind, until now, that I might be barging in on more than just Noah.


I heard a chain move and fall, dinging against the wooden frame of the door. I heard a click and then the door swung open and there he was, standing in his pajamas. The look on his face when he saw me was one of utter shock. It clearly took a while for him to register what was happening because he opened and closed his mouth a few times, like he was an actor in a silent movie. Finally, after what felt like forever, some sounds came out.


“Wh-why . . . what are you . . . uh, why . . . what are you doing here?” He moved his head in short, sharp, jerky movements as he stuttered. He looked agitated and nervous. God, this hadn’t been the reaction I’d hoped for. But really, if I thought about it, what had I expected? Smiles and open arms?


“I mean . . . it’s the middle of the night and, and . . . what are you doing here?” he asked loudly this time.


“I didn’t know where else to go . . .” I started.


“What do you mean, you didn’t know where to go? You’re supposed to be in the hospital. Why are you here? How did you get here?” He walked past me and looked up and down the street, which was now empty. “How do you even know where I live?”


Now I felt bad. My cheeks flushed and it felt like a cold rock fell into my stomach. Clearly this had been a very bad idea, judging by the way he was looking at me now. Arms folded, a scowl on his face. Was that fear? Was he afraid of me? Like I was a stalker. Maybe I was.


“I overheard you tell someone your address on the phone,” I quickly said, hoping to waylay his fears about me. It didn’t.


“You were spying on me?” He took a step back, edging his way into the house.


“I wasn’t spying on you, I swear. I was going to X-ray and saw you in the passage and you were speaking to someone on the phone. You said your address and then, tonight, when I left the hospital, it was the only address in the entire world I could think of. I don’t even know my own address.”


“What are you even doing out of the hospital? Did they discharge you? I’m sure they wouldn’t have, so soon. Especially if you still don’t have any memories.”


“They didn’t let me out of the hospital. I kind of escaped.” I closed my eyes for a while, not sure I wanted to see his expression. I opened one eye first, and then the other, Noah did not look pleased.


“You escaped?”


“Yes,” I said faintly.


“Without being discharged? Do you know how risky that is? You have a brain injury! You shouldn’t be out of bed, let alone the hospital. Do you know how much danger you’re putting yourself in?”


“My brain is fine. They found nothing physically wrong with it. I just can’t remember anything.”


“Oh!” He sounded surprised and then his eyes moved down to my hand. “You’re bleeding.”


I looked down. The blood was oozing out of the graze, running down my fingers and had started to drip onto the concrete floor below. “It’s from knocking on the door. I knocked for ages.”


“Why didn’t you ring the bell first?”


“I didn’t know it was there, and what a brilliant idea! Who would have thought to put a bell by a door?”


“Uh . . . it’s pretty standard.”


“Oh.”


He looked at me curiously now, like he wasn’t so convinced I didn’t have a brain injury.


“I’m struggling with my memory still. I remember some things, but other things, it’s like I’ve never seen them before, like a bell by the front door. And some of the things I do remember, I have no idea why I remember them.”


Noah raised his hands to his face, placed them on his cheeks and then shook his head. “That’s all the more reason you can’t be here. This is so, so . . . I don’t even know if there’s a word for this. You just can’t be here.”


My stomach tightened so much that I wanted to be sick. “Please, please!” I could hear the sheer, ugly desperation in my voice as I begged. “I had to get out of there. I hated it. And I didn’t know where to go. I don’t know who I am and where I belong and you—you—were the only person I could think of. I had to get out of that hospital. I felt like if I stayed there for a second longer I was going to die, or something bad was going to happen to me. And you were so nice to me and made me feel so safe, and I didn’t feel safe at the hospital, even though they were nice. And that’s why I’m here! Don’t send me back. Please!”


He looked at me for a moment or two and I wished I knew what he was thinking. And then, slowly, he opened his door wider and gestured for me to come inside.
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