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				A solitude ten thousand fathoms deep
Sustains the bed on which we lie, my dear:
Although I love you, you will have to leap;
Our dream of safety has to disappear.

				– W. H. Auden

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Before

				(November)

			

		

	
		
			
				

				You blame the Internet for the whole thing

				Your mom made tequila lime pie for dessert. You didn’t have any because dessert always tastes like too much, but you did pilfer the bottle of Patrón Silver she used and sneak it to the river. You needed it because you had to walk down the hill in the middle of the night and your leather jacket wasn’t warm enough for early November, but you were stubborn and stupid and wouldn’t wear a puffer coat because gross. You didn’t wear snow gear, either. Not even your combat boots, idiot. You wore flats. Flats in this weather, Eden. But you also took the tequila because, aside from an awkward exchange at Fred’s Restaurant where Lucille works, you hadn’t talked to her in six weeks and you figured, why not bring a little help for the both of you? Still, you don’t blame the tequila for what’s happening now.

				You blame the Internet. It informed you, on a site it tricked you into, that there was going to be an epic once-in-five-years supermoon and that the universe was demanding you change your ways.

				Move or be moved, it said. It was like a storm watch for the soul. You could practically hear the voice, see the guy standing in front of the monitor in some bad suit, waving his arms about in warning.

				Fatepocalypse is coming in from the southwesterly direction at roughly eighty miles per hour, you imagine him saying. Citizens should be on the lookout. It’s headed straight for all of us, but I’m especially talking to Eden Jones. Oh boy, oh buddy, this one is coming for you, girl. Safety Department recommends you cease carrying on like a human and stay indoors. Preferably forever.

				If you were naive enough to believe in a universe that communicates with humans (which you are not), one that you might, in fact, be able to have a conversation with (which you cannot), you would demand to know why it speaks in staticky gibberish made up of planets and symbols and expects people to understand it.

				At first you blew off the Internet’s warning because astrology is ridiculous nonsense, but then the whole week was such a suckfest, you began to wonder. It was so bad that you got paranoid about that moon, and ever more pissed off at the Internet, because brains are so powerful, just the fact that you read the warning could have made it true. But when Lucille texted you telling you she needed you, you thought maybe if you went, things would go back to their regularly scheduled pleasant level of suck instead of this extreme. Secretly, even secretly from yourself, you thought you might appease the nonexistent, confusing entity that was having its fun toying with you, by showing up for Lucille after, admittedly, being kind of a bitch to her when she needed you most.

				You never meant to be horrible to her. You have long claimed that the only thing you really hate is mean girls, and you wouldn’t be one on purpose. But ever since Lucille decided your newly philandering, almost engaged twin brother is her soul mate, being around her has gotten really hard to do without violent impulses. Every time Digby moped all over you about her and loving her and Elaine, and his deep, angsty struggles between right and wrong, and what should he do, you wanted to shake Lucille by the shoulder until her head jiggled free of her neck socket.

				Because first of all, if a girl has any ambition, she shouldn’t be a pawn in someone else’s drama, much less be the cause of it. Second, cheating is sordid and cheap. And third, it is a conflict of interest that isn’t actually all that interesting but is all anybody can talk about. At first the entire seamy debacle (because it is a debacle) was something to watch, but after a while, it seemed to you that it was nothing but pathetic.

				So the bad moon rising is how you found yourself on your rock tonight, the flat one at the river’s edge that you used to pretend into a throne when you were little. You still do, because you fancy yourself a queen and the river your queendom. This bend of the river, flanked by rocks and ancient trees and an old train car, is your private place. The willows are all stripped down this time of year, except for the sheen of icicle glass. You like willows best of all the trees, because they know how to bow to a lady, but also because if you cut them deep, they cry.

				Lucille was crying, sitting under them looking like a giant snowball in her winter jacket and hat, and the ice in you was melting as she shifted around, chewing on her lip, her nails, her nail beds, crossing her legs then uncrossing them, moving, always moving, apologizing for her flaws with every twitch.

				Heart-in-her-hand girl.

				You were glad to have come so you could remind yourself all about your mad, passionate love for her, which had hurt so much to try to forget, but you were distracted, too. Your whirlpool mind wouldn’t stop circling the drain, whirring on and on about your stupid, average, small-town New Jersey mediocrity, that your future was now nothing but an endless, murky path. Your third cigarette in a row wasn’t doing any good either. It spilled through your lungs. They ached, and your head, your stomach too, and you knew you should – but you couldn’t – stop chain smoking.

				‘I’m really sorry about the ballet thing.’ Lucille’s voice glued you to the rock just as you were about to stand, to tell her you were going home. ‘You should keep on,’ she said.

				‘I will.’ You tried not to think about the lady in New York with the deer bones bending toward you, whispering nightmares about your future low into your ear. ‘Just now I know it’s not going to do me any good. Denial is for losers.’ You said this out loud, because Lucille needed to hear it as much as you did. ‘Face your crap and move on. Otherwise you’ll get old and depressed and turn into a scary pod person whose most pressing issue in life is when they get to trade in the can of Dr Pepper for the can of Bud. It’s true.’ You took one last drag of your smoke. ‘Look around.’

				Lucille tittered, but that easy-chair reality wasn’t funny. It was entirely possible. Probable, even. People settle down in front of the idiot box and never get up again because it requires too much effort. Sometimes, though you would never speak it, you think it would be a hell of a lot easier to want a simple life. You long for a recliner, and for a dull, compliant mind, instead of the one you got, which is a lot more flailing octopus than floating manatee.

				You crushed your smoke and stood high on your toes. You stretched, reached your arms toward the sky, and asked the moon if it was satisfied now, if you had done enough to turn things around and avoid the storm by being here, by paying respects, by cleaning up your friendship with Lucille.

				That was it … the moment it happened.

				Your feet lost their grip like an answer.

				You teetered on ice, tried to steady yourself. It was too fast.

				You wanted to call out to Lucille for help, but before you could, a thud that was your own head. A bright jangle. Pain. You tried to fight. You couldn’t. You were already in the water.

				You waited to go unconscious, but you didn’t. At least, you think you didn’t. Rocks battered your legs, and water slipped into your lungs, heavier than the smoke but just as achy.

				This was a crisis, and you knew it in your flailing octopus brain, but it didn’t touch you. Because you weren’t you anymore. You were nowhere near yourself. Not in any way. You weren’t even human. No, girl. You were the wind whipping at the pages of a book; you were a grass ocean, swaying. You were the willow, weeping, weeping, and you hum-hummed every lullaby all at once, and it was soft and beautiful and infinite.

				And the cradle will fall.

				And down will come—

				Hey, pay attention!

				I’m telling you this so you’ll remember.

				Because you’re weightless now, and you have to remember this so you don’t forget who you are.

				Eden Jones. Eden Austen Jones. Age seventeen. Daughter to John and Jane Jones. Twin sister to Digby Riley Jones. Best friend to Lucille Bennett. You live in Cherryville, New Jersey, in the brand-new subdivision on the top of the hill, in your parents’ dream house. You handpicked the carpet in your room, the paint on your wall. You are a ballerina. You collect quotes from books by people wiser than you, mostly dead. You write down those quotes and repeat them aloud to yourself until they are embossed on your soul. You dream of fame. What’s in a name a rose by any other name would smell as sweet it means nothing nothing and everything and youdon’tcareyoudon’tminditatallnotonebit.

				Which is why you let go.

				It’s so damn sweet to be nothing but a riversong.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Patient name: Eden Jones

				Glasgow Coma Scale Test

				Eye Opening Response: None (1)

				Best Verbal Response: None (1)

				Best Motor Response: None (1)

				Total score: 3

				Prognosis: Poor

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Lucille and I are down to skivvies

				It’s June, and the water is chilly. I keep myself mostly under to the neck even though it’s just me and Lucille, because Mom still buys me underpants from the girl section, so I’m in a white bralette and underwear with butterflies on it.

				I’m thirteen, Mother, I tell her all the time.

				Woman. Doesn’t. Listen.

				Lucille has a real bra that clasps in the back instead of going over her head. And it’s pink. It even has lace, because her mom cares about her as a person. Lucille also has flesh and fat to put into her bra while I’m more like a human hanger. Her underwear is black and rides high on her hips. She looks dangerous and like she might accidentally knock someone unconscious with the flick of a curve. Boom. Gotcha. When we took our clothes off to get in the river today, we both tried to cover up with our hands. My stomach boiled when we did that.

				I can’t see Lucille, but I feel her next to me, bobbling around. That’s not accurate. She doesn’t actually bobble. She glides, slices through the water, knifelike. She moved here to New Jersey from Los Angeles when we were little, and she says before her aunt died and her parents got the house next to mine, she spent all the time at the beach, surfing with her dad. But whatever she did in LA, we’re not the same. The water and me, we dance.

				We have to keep to the eddies mostly, because my mom is so ugh. Controlling, Dad says, and she claims that we’ll drown if we go too far, if we let the current take us. Might as well be a riptide. We thought she was bluffing about following us, but after she stalked us like a creepy creeper a few times, we stopped going too far out and she left us alone. Finally.

				Even so, I like to get to a place in the river where my feet don’t touch down, so I can practice my ballet without pushing on bruises and blisters. I don’t complain about them out loud because they’re part of being a dancer, but that doesn’t mean they don’t hurt.

				First position, second, third.

				A person needs to be efficient with said person’s time, and someday I’m going to be the most famous ballerina who has ever lived. People will be all, Anna Pavlova? Mikhail Baryshnikov? Nobodies! Now, Eden Jones, that is someone worth paying attention to.

				Mom and Dad tell Digby and me that efficiency and consistency are the keys to results. In sports, business, and brushing teeth. I run my tongue across my braces and turn my face to the sun so it scalds my cheeks tight. I like how they hurt. It takes me exactly five seconds to get roasted because of my skin, so there’s no point in fighting it unless I’m going to spend my summer in a muumuu like the one Gran wears all the time.

				Fry me.

				Lucille splashes me, and it tingles like fairy dust.

				I started swearing recently. I like it very much, so I practice now on Lucille, taste the hard consonants, the hissing s, the brick of the ck. And then I chase her.

				She gets me by the leg and yanks. I raise my hands, not to keep from going all the way underwater, but because we should be as graceful in life as we are on stage, in practice, in every moment. Madame says so.

				I submerge.

				Submerge. I love that word.

				In seventh-grade biology, we learned about eyes. Kind of ruined them for me, and so I’ve been looking at them in pieces. I can’t help myself. I don’t know whether they’re the window to the soul like people claim, but they say something important. With Lucille and me treading water, holding hands, I dissect hers into parts, those eyes I know so well.

				Irises: blue

				Pupils: dilated

				Eyelashes: long and dark

				Eyelids: full

				Sclera: chalk white

				More …

				Skin: tan

				Hair: blond

				Lips: modelish (annoying)

				Legs: long

				Boobs: present and accounted for

				Arches: superior

				Lucille: best friend

				She shakes her head back and forth, and her hair spreads into a seaweed halo.

				But something is wrong.

				We’ve been under the water for a long time, and Lucille is changing.

				Her face is both elongating and getting smaller. Her hair falls off her head and floats away. These are not Lucille’s eyes.

				Irises: green and brown with blue around the edges

				Pupils: dilating madly

				Eyelashes: short and black

				Eyelids: thick

				Sclera: almost disappeared

				Skin: brown

				Hair: barely a stubble

				Lips: thin on top

				Legs: muscular

				Boobs: not much happening there

				Arches: none

				Name: unknown

				The girl who is not Lucille who has tattoos of angels on her arms opens her mouth like she’s trying to tell me something. Bubbles drift toward the surface. That’s where I want to be. I kick my legs, but she tugs me back and forces my wrist.

				She won’t let me go.

				A flower blooms from her lips. It’s black, a water creature, and it swims away.

				I want to go up. Up. Out.

				I wriggle free, look back at her. The farther up I go, the more she sinks. I break through the surface, punch into night, into my longer body, and I land in my room.

				Now.

				I know it’s now instead of then because of the posters on the wall and the pairs of ballet slippers lined up from when I was eight to the ones I got last year. I also know because my book still rests on my bedside table. My journal is still on the corner of my desk. The pictures of Lucille and me on my board. Inside the desk will be a box filled with quotes, blank journals I buy and swear to fill up, and performance pictures I never look at that are shoved to the back. Pieces of me.

				I want to get into bed, under my cozy blankets, and sleep this away.

				But there’s no room because Digby and Lucille are there, heads a mayhem of blond and red. I jump in between them to pry them apart and wake them, but I sweep right through and wind up in a heap on the floor. I do it again and again. There’s a gelatinous ripple as I slam against them, but in the end, they remain asleep.

				Am I a ghost?

				That would be so cool. I guess it would be sad, too, but I would make an excellent haunter. I would mess people up.

				It’s important to deal with reality, but in order to do that, a person has to know what reality is. A person has to know, for instance, if she’s even a person at all, so I try again, though I’m getting bored by the whole thing. I scream in their faces, I jump on the bed. I assess, looking about for signs of the afterlife, of other ghostlike entities. I half expect to find Gran on my window seat, smoking a cigarette, telling me between puffs that it’s time to go with her into the light.

				There’s no light. There’s no Gran, either. Just this half version of me, and Digby and Lucille.

				I perch on my footboard, rest my head in my hands. I’m not tired or hungry. I’m not even mad. I’m not anything at all. I wish I had my phone.

				My brother’s mouth hangs open, and he snores with every third breath. After I’ve been watching the two of them for so long that several civilizations have both risen and fallen and I’m about to try to figure out how to get all the way dead, Lucille comes awake like she’s swimming toward consciousness from a great distance, her sandy hair in a bun, her cheeks mashed and lined with pillow burns, eyes half open and effortful. She smiles at me lazily, sleep still on her.

				I approach her slowly, not wanting to frighten her, not sure she can see me. I want to ask her if I’m dead. I get close and try to hug her, but I slip through her and the wall and then, before I can think, before I have time to adjust, I’m with my mother like the getting to Lucille passed me by.

				Mom is fully clothed, face-down on her foam mattress, on her taupe cotton sheets. I think she’s asleep, but then she mewls into her pillow, a high-pitched whine. She cries my name. There’s a picture of me in her right hand in a frame I made for her, a badly painted pale green wooden thing. In it, I have pigtails, freckles, a bright, uneven smile, and my teeth are an unholy wreck. When you’re a mom, you probably get sad for every version of your kid when they’re gone, for every day you got with them and every day you’ll never have.

				So I must be dead.

				I don’t know how to feel about this, but I do know I don’t like to see my mom so destroyed by my absence. I fold myself around my mother’s slender, hard body, cocoon her there. But when I ask myself if it’s a bad thing to be dead, even with her furrowed in my arms, there is only one answer.

				No.

				Mom trembles violently, like she heard my thoughts, like she’s being hit with a defibrillator, again and again, and she makes animal noises, grips the pillow with a fist. She’s flatlining.

				I blink.

				Stillness.

				I’m nowhere, in blank space, surrounded by white.

				An inky, velvet bud sprouts from the lines in the palm of my pale hand. As it unfurls, its onyx petals undulate and a sticky yellow bubbles in dewdrops from its center and floats in front of me, as if there is no gravity and nothing to bind it.

				Voices weave around me, ones I recognize. I single out the sounds of Reggie, one of my best friends my whole life. He tells me about bathing suits, about how to choose the perfect one. I should not attempt the Brazilian cheeky, he says, with my shamefully flat behind. Then I’m remembering when we were five and I sobbed because we weren’t in the same kindergarten class and so did Reggie, and we both gave our parents such a hard time that the school actually switched us.

				A petal falls from the flower and floats up, as does a trace of panic.

				My mother’s voice, low and tremulous, reciting a poem I have always known, whose achy, familiar words draw me in.

				I lose three more petals.

				I’m chaotically worried. An entire lifetime of memories with my mom is in front of me, and I can’t ignore them.

				The Eden Jones of me zips and buckles like a straitjacket as the rest of the flower floats from my palm and disappears.

				Finally, my Lucille speaks. She is not shaky. ‘Wake up, Eden,’ she says. ‘You are going to wake up.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				And I do

				Beeps.

				Tubes everywhere. They slither from my throat, out of my stomach. They pump and bleat. Something plastic or rubber is in my nose, and more of the same burrows into the skin at my throat like a parasitic slug.

				I’m pinned by a matrix of machines. People dressed in pale blue dash and duck around me as I thrash. I can’t stop. There is so much noise, clattering and screeching everywhere.

				‘Oh my God,’ I hear a woman’s voice say. ‘Dear lord in heaven, she’s awake! I knew it. I knew she would come back!’ She is laughing. And also maybe crying. ‘Out of my way,’ she says. ‘Make room.’

				‘Eden?’ It’s Digby. ‘Eden! Eden, Eden, Eden!’ He might be crying, too. ‘Are you,’ he says. ‘Are you really…’

				I want this off of me, all of it, out of me. I’m an inside-out pair of socks, twisted around myself, all my innards on display. I want to tell them not to touch me, to get away, but when I open my mouth, nothing comes out.

				‘Stop it,’ one of the Blues says, the same voice that was yelling and praising before. ‘Stop it now, Eden Jones.’ She said my name. She knows who I am. Her voice is sure, no nonsense. ‘You are going to hurt yourself if you don’t stop that right now. You’ve got to keep your medicine and food in place until you’re stable and until it can all be properly removed.’ She readjusts tubes that pinch and poke. I kick like a baby, resist even though I already know I shouldn’t, that it won’t do any good. I want to bite something, anything, everything.

				The Blue comes in close, places one of my cheeks in each of her hands, and makes thorough eye contact with me, so I can see her black eyeliner and her carefully pinked lips. ‘I know this is disorienting and scary, baby, but you need to relax. You survived.’ She releases my cheeks. ‘You already did that. Now, relax, like I said. Relax. We’ve got you.’

				I touch the tube at my throat.

				‘Don’t try to talk for now. Your body needs some time to remember its job. It forgot, baby.’ She smiles, and I see that she’s kind, and so pretty. I go limp.

				‘Edes.’ Digby’s voice again. My twin. Green eyes outshine the Blue, and behind him, Lucille, who takes one of my hands in hers.

				‘Stay,’ the Blue says, like I’m a naughty puppy. ‘You got people here. Lucky girl.’ The Blue releases me, and I lie still, and when she’s certain I’m not going to flop around anymore, she backs away, eyes on me as if I will pounce if left unchecked.

				‘You’re OK.’ It’s a question and an answer. Digby threads his fingers into my free hand. ‘Well,’ he says, ‘ish. I mean, now you’re OK. There was an accident.’ His mouth snaps shut, then hangs open. He looks like a fish. When I smile, my lips crack and burn like someone took a razor to them. I roll fetal. Need water.

				Water.

				There was water, the river, the swimming, my room, my mom, the flowers. I’ve lost something. There’s water now, here, salting my skin. It leaks down my temples, into my hair.

				Digby scans around me as though for help. The Blue gives him a nod I don’t miss, then fusses with tubes and bags and buttons some more.

				‘Edes.’ Digby speaks deliberately. ‘Listen to me. You were in a coma.’

				The ceiling is broken into squares, and those squares are broken into squares, and on and on like that.

				‘You’ve been gone for a month. Do you understand what I’m saying?’

				I nod. But a month how? And where? That place In Between the water and here was forty-five minutes, an hour maybe, a day at most. Wasn’t it? My head thuds on a pillow. There’s bald skin on the cotton.

				‘They drilled into your skull to relieve pressure on your brain when you first came in,’ he says. ‘You hit your head. That’s why they shaved you. It’s fine. Nothing permanent.’

				And if you squint the right way, you can make the squares on the ceiling pirouette.

				‘Aw, Edes,’ Digby says. ‘Don’t worry, you’re still ugly.’

				Lucille smacks him.

				The Blue gives him a look, blocks my view of him, wipes at the sides of my eyes and across my forehead with something cool. She shushes and tuts and then introduces herself as Rita.

				‘Open your mouth a bit, honey.’ She rubs ice chips over my lips, against my dry tongue and the insides of my cheeks. Never on the earth has there been anything as awesome and right as that cool.

				‘Eden.’ Digby trails his finger along the inside of his sleeve, a thing he only does when he’s stressed. ‘Do you get what I’m saying? That you’ve been in a coma?’

				I nod again, and swallow. My throat doesn’t want to cooperate.

				‘God.’ He flops his head between his arms. ‘I don’t know how to do this.’

				Lucille strokes my arm in small circles. There’s so much pain. Mostly on the inside.

				‘They said you’re going to stay awake this time.’ Lucille sniffles. ‘That’s great, right? It’s like a miracle.’

				Yeah, it’s great.

				‘Because you blinked three weeks ago, and we thought you were waking up and then you didn’t,’ Digby says. ‘It messed us all up pretty bad.’

				‘You fell,’ Lucille says. ‘You remember? You slipped. At the spot. I couldn’t get you. It was so fast. I’m sorry.’

				‘Lucille saved you,’ Digby says. ‘I mean, she ran into the river and pulled you out. Otherwise…’

				He brushes a strip of fallen hair behind Lucille’s ears. She blushes so hard the ear he swiped turns racecar, valentine, flapper-dress red.

				‘I told you,’ she says to him, ‘stop saying that. I’m the reason she was there—’

				He kisses her silent, quickly, but it’s enough to tell me I didn’t imagine that In Between place or the two of them in my bed. That was real. As real as this hospital, these horrible bright lights, this awful pink blanket.

				Lucille’s half of the best-friends necklace we got when we were ten glows against her chest, her silver hoop earrings, her dusty blue eyes, and Digby with his hair like mine, his black hoodie, the green T-shirt underneath, the green and black striped beanie on his head. They are all the good colors.

				I ache down my arms and legs, my neck. Only my feet don’t hurt. I rub them against each other. No blisters, no bruises. They’re smooth and soft.

				I throw the covers off and sit up, and I’m immediately so dizzy I swoon back onto my pillow.

				‘Uh-uh,’ Rita says as she tucks the blanket around me, bug-in-a-rug style. I do not feel snug as a bug. I feel tied and bound, restrained. ‘Nobody’s passing out on my watch, so you stay put.’ She gives me such a solid stare I start to wonder about her life. Does she have kids? She looks like she could be in school with me. Young. At last she says, ‘You’re going to have to do one thing at a time. You lost fifteen pounds you didn’t have to spare, and you haven’t walked or talked in a month, plus you got a nasty concussion. So you calm down.’

				I want to go back to the place with the flower, where there was nothing. Not a worry. Not a care. Not a human body and a life to manage and all these people.

				‘The docs are on their way,’ she says. ‘Don’t you worry.’

				I want my mom. I want my mom.

				‘Mom’s coming now,’ Digby says, like he heard me. ‘She and Dad went to have dinner late.’ He fumbles with his hat. ‘It’s the first time one of them hasn’t been here since your accident.’ This is an apology. ‘It figures,’ he says.

				My heartbeat slows and thumps grudgingly against my ribcage.

				The dull thud bumps through my chest, up my neck, and lodges itself behind my eyes.

				I’m back on this earth, a measly human. You know how I know that?

				Because nothing besides life hurts this much.

				I don’t want to force my eyes to stay open anymore. They’re too heavy.

				And so I close them.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Patient name: Eden Jones

				Glasgow Coma Scale Test

				Eye Opening Response: To speech (2)

				Best Verbal Response: Inappropriate words (3)

				Best Motor Response: Abnormal flexion (3)

				Total Score: 8

				Prognosis: Undetermined

			

		

	
		
			
				

				The Sinking Girl is in the room down the hall from mine

				It took me a minute to recognize her out of context. Bald head. Angel tattoos. That’s when I knew for sure it was her. We are the only two coma girls. The rest of this section of the hospital is made up of a few really old people in wheelchairs. Strokes, mostly, faces slack, sometimes drooling. This hospital is so small there’s no pediatric section, not for neurology, so we’re all squished in together.

				Not her, though. She’s like Snow White in her coffin. Preserved behind a pane of glass. Smooth. Since I don’t know her name, I’ve dubbed her Vasquez. Aliens is almost my favorite movie, and Vasquez is the best character in it. She’s this machine-gun-wielding badass, the only woman besides Ripley, and she kills it. She isn’t afraid of acidic monstrosities. She isn’t afraid of anything.

				My Vasquez has black hair that’s growing in a fuzzy stubble on a really nicely shaped oval head. Not everyone should try to pull off being baldish, but it looks good on her. She also has about a billion stitches across her forehead, but her skin is otherwise a dusty brown, except for where the wings from her tattoos peek out from under her hospital gown sleeves.

				To be clear, I don’t think this girl is actually Vasquez. My brain is reaching for anything to entertain. I’m not allowed to watch TV yet, or have a computer, or even a phone. I need time, they say. An unstimulating environment. Until I’m right again. Until I’m not confused anymore.

				I don’t remember all that much about the confusion. Only that it was kind of like a high-speed nightmare, and they tell me it lasted about a week. At one point I thought my parents were secretly CIA agents and that they were in the hospital to kill me. I remember flashes of memories, too. Almost choking on spinach soup when I was two, falling down the stairs, accidentally breaking a Christmas ball in my hand. Bad memories from when I was really little, I don’t know why. I find it kind of entertaining now, but it was scary when it was happening, like a computer running through random files as it reboots. I think I’m back to normal now.

				Yesterday when I went by Vasquez’s room (and by ‘went’, I mean old-lady shuffled with my walker), there was a boy sitting in the chair at her bedside. Shaggy, glossy black hair, a green and red flannel shirt plus some baggy jeans and work boots, solid sinewy forearms. That’s all I could see without flattening my face against the window like a psycho. I wanted to.

				I named him Hudson, after Vasquez’s sidekick. I imagine the two of them in headbands, sweating, fighting it out to the death with an alien they can’t win against because it lives inside of them. Maybe the alien gestated in Vasquez’s brain. Maybe that’s why the stitches, why the coma. Facesuckers. It’s plausible.

				Obviously, I’m making all this up about Vasquez’s personality, about Hudson being her sidekick buddy with ambivalent secret romantic tension. I could be totally wrong about them. She could favor white lace and pick wildflowers in her spare time, enjoy a nice picnic by the lake on a weekend afternoon. Him, too. Maybe they dig a pastoral frolic.

				But I doubt it.

				Spying on Vasquez is both a pragmatic and obvious choice because there are fishbowl windows on all the rooms in the neurointensive care unit so they (we) can be easily observed.

				‘You ready, baby?’

				It’s Mom.

				How long have we been standing here? How long have I been gaping through the window? Time isn’t what it was before. I keep missing things.

				Mom gives my shoulder a light push and tucks her arm into mine. She doesn’t approve of my fascination with Vasquez, I can tell, and I am definitely not going to explain it to her. Every time I pause in front of Vasquez’s room, Mom exhales like she’s concentrating, with difficulty, on maintaining her patience.

				Hudson isn’t here today which is really too bad since it’s hard to figure someone out when they aren’t present. The chair sits empty at her bedside. Poor Vasquez. All alone.

				‘Come on,’ Mom says. ‘The doctor wants you to practice.’

				She means I need to work on my walking, but really I need to practice being human again. I seem to have lost my touch.

				Bye, Vasquez. I wave and get nothing but beeps in return.

				Mom furrows her brow (there has been much brow furrowing).

				I tap her arm. Onward. Phlebotomy awaits.

				In all this wandering about the hospital from department to department, we’ve established that

				
						I am the proud owner of critical illness myopathy, which means I’m tired.

						As well as a concussion, which means I’m cranky.

						And additionally, I have to go for swallow therapy because of prolonged intubation, which means talking and eating are hard.

						I also have some nerve damage in my legs, which means a slight limp that may or may not be permanent.

						This equals physical therapy.

						Every day.

				

				And bonus: I am skeleton and skin. I mean that literally. My flesh pulls so tight against my bones that every time I have to get naked to change my clothes, I try to squint myself blind. It’s disturbing, even more so since I always wished to be thinner and thinner and lighter and lighter. Only now I realize what’s left when all the softness is gone. Not much. It is not much.

				We pass a framed picture of a vase, one of a garden, and then hang a left at the daisy, which turns from white to black as we go. I don’t freak out and have a violent panic attack because this isn’t the first time it’s happened with the flowers. Also I’m too tired for violent panic attacks. Maybe some wires got crossed when I came back. Maybe I didn’t get all the way online. Because ever since I woke up, I’ve been seeing the black flowers everywhere, like they’re following me.

				With a concussion, they tell me, anything is possible. I got a solid whack to the brain. Who knows what could happen when you’ve got bruised gray matter? But there’s a little voice telling me that’s not it. It says that I dragged some crazy back from death if those flowers are as real as anything else I can touch or see. Best to ignore that voice, I think. Best to suffocate it to death.

				A petal drifts to the floor in front of me. I step on it, then pull the pen from my pocket and scribble.

				Book, I write. Then a question mark.

				Since I still can’t talk much, this three-by-two notebook is all I have.

				Mom glances at the paper, then at me, then clutches her very ugly scarf around her neck with her free arm. I made that thing for her when I was trying to be crafty like Lucille. It was immediately apparent that I was not a knitting genius.

				‘They’re in your room, honey,’ she says. ‘Your books.’

				There are a variety of favorites from my shelf at home, stuffed into a purple grocery bag that reads Cherryville Farmers’ Market. That bag made me a vicious sort of homesick. It was a fine selection of books, though. Some of my favorite old guys. Steinbeck, a smattering of Faulkner, Cormac McCarthy. And then my ladies. Anne Sexton poetry, Alice Hoffman, Anne Tyler, Patti Smith, and Song of Solomon by Toni Morrison, which is a bound sigh trapped on paper. Normally that would be enough to keep me busy, but I haven’t been able to get interested.

				NEAR DEATH EXPERIENCES, I scrawl. All caps. Mom serves me a blank look, so I underline it.

				‘Why would you want that?’ Mom maintains her firm grip on my arm even though we aren’t moving now. This is supposed to be so I won’t fall, but really, she’s the one who might topple. Mom isn’t right since I woke up either. She’s off. Usually she’s wiry and busy and doesn’t suffer nonsense. She’s made of metal. Or was. But she’s twitchy now, like she’s constantly jumping to sounds no one else can hear.

				‘Please,’ I whisper. I pause to swallow several times. Talking is still like flexing a muscle in a phantom leg.

				‘You want a book about near-death experiences? Really?’

				The hall fills with the smells of coffee and disinfectant that drift toward us from the nurses’ station like a slow-moving wave.

				I nod.

				‘Why would you want to read about that? Did something happen?’

				I shrug. Mom’s an atheist. I am, too. Was. I don’t know anything anymore, and that’s the point. I want to investigate what has happened to other people. People like me.

				But I am so not getting into that with her.

				My hand goes to my chest.

				‘You know,’ Mom says, peering at me, ‘our brains do all sorts of things when we experience a loss of consciousness the way you did. When the brain is in danger, it fights. You might see images, lights …’ She trails off.

				I’m sure she’s right about that. But how do you explain Vasquez? How do you explain that?
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