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FOR MOM AND DAD, WHO ALWAYS HELP ME KEEP MY HEAD ON STRAIGHT.




“It is just an illusion here on Earth that one moment follows another one, like beads on a string, and that once a moment is gone, it is gone forever.”


—Kurt Vonnegut Jr., Slaughterhouse-Five





CHAPTER ONE



ADVANCED STUDIES IN CRANIAL REANIMATION


Listen—I was alive once and then I wasn’t. Simple as that. Now I’m alive again. The in-between part is still a little fuzzy, but I can tell you that, at some point or another, my head got chopped off and shoved into a freezer in Denver, Colorado.


You might have done it too. The dying part, I mean. Or the choosing-to-die part, anyway. They say we’re the only species on the planet with the knowledge of our own impending doom. It’s just that some of us feel that doom a lot sooner than expected. Trust me when I tell you that everything can go from fine and dandy to dark and depressing faster than you can say “acute lymphoblastic leukemia.”


The old me got so sick so fast that no one really had time to do anything but talk about how sick he got and how fast he got that way. And the chemo and the radiation and the bone marrow transplants didn’t do anything but make him sicker faster and with much more ferocity than before.


They say you can’t die more than once. I would strongly disagree. But this isn’t a story about the old me dying. No one wants to hear about how I told my parents, my best friend, Kyle, and my girlfriend, Cate, that I was choosing to give up. That’s a story I don’t want to tell. What I do want to tell you, though, is a story about how I suddenly found myself waking up in a hospital room with my throat sore, dry and burning, like someone had shoved an entire bag of vinegar-soaked cotton balls down it. I want to tell you about how I was moving my fingers and wiggling my toes and how the doctors and nurses standing around me were so impressed with this. I’m not sure why blinking my eyes earned a round of applause and why it mattered that I was peeing into a bag, but to these people, it was like they were witnessing a true miracle. Some of the nurses were even crying.


I want to tell you a story about how you can suddenly wake up to find yourself living a life you were never supposed to live. It could happen to you, just like it happened to me, and you could try to get back the life you think you deserve to be living. Just like I did.


They told me I couldn’t talk, said it was too early to try that just yet. I didn’t know why, but I listened anyway. My mom and dad walked in, and she cried big tears and he went in to touch my face, and the nurse asked him to wait, asked him to please step aside until they were sure everything was working okay.


They gave me a small white board and a marker and told me to write my name. I did. Travis Ray Coates. They asked me to write down where I live. I did. Kansas City, Missouri. They asked me to write down my school. I did. Springside High. They asked me to write down the year. I did. Then the room got suddenly quiet, and even though it was bright and clean and I could smell medicine and bleach, I knew something was wrong.


This is when they told me that they’d done it. They’d gone through with the whole cranial hibernation and reanimation thing. They’d actually gone and cut my head off. I was so sure they’d put me under and changed their minds and that I’d gone through all that paperwork for nothing. But then my mom held up a mirror, and I saw that my head was shaved nearly bald and that my neck had bandages wrapped all around it. I looked pretty rough—my lips were purple and cracked, my cheeks were flushed, and my eyes were big and glazed over. Drugged, my eyes were drugged.


I’m going to tell you the truth here and say that I never, not once, not even for a tiny second, thought this crazy shit would work. And I never thought they did either. My parents, I mean. But I looked up at their wet eyes and felt their hands on my hands, and I knew right then that they were as happy as any two people had ever been. Their dead son lying on a bed in front of them, silent but with a beat in his chest again. Mary Shelley’s nightmare come true, right there in a hospital in Denver.


Hospitals. I knew hospitals. I knew them like most kids know their own homes, know their neighborhoods, and know which yards to avoid and which ones it’s safe to leave your bike in. I knew a nurse was only allowed to give you extra pain meds if a doctor had signed off on it first but that getting extra Jell-O only took a few smiles and maybe a joke or two, maybe a flash of the dimples. And like a factory, a hospital has its own rhythm, sounds from every room that collide in the air and echo down into your ears and repeat themselves, even in the nighttime, when the world wants so bad to appear silent and quiet and peaceful. Beeps, footsteps, the tearing of plastic, spinning wheels on carts, Wheel of Fortune on the neighbor’s TV. These were the sounds I died to, and these were the ones that welcomed me back. A world so noisy you have to lean up a bit to hear the familiar doctor as he tries to speak over it all, and just as you were starting to get used to the light, you have to close your eyes to hear him. A world that looks almost exactly the same as the one you closed your eyes to before, so much the same that you think about laughing because you got so close to being done with it all. Until you finally hear the doctor as he speaks a little louder this time.


“Welcome back, Travis Coates.”




CHAPTER TWO


WELCOME BACK, TRAVIS COATES


When Dr. Lloyd Saranson from the Saranson Center for Life Preservation showed up at my house, I was puking in the guest bathroom with my dad sitting on the edge of the tub and patting my back. By that point I’d been sick for almost a year, seen every cancer specialist in the tri-state area, and given up all hope of survival.


Then this guy walks in and insists on pulling me out of my deathbed long enough to pitch us the craziest shit in history. And we listened because that’s what desperate people do. They listen to anything you have to say to them.


“Travis,” he said. “I want to save your life.”


“Back of the line, buddy. No cutting.” I looked to my parents with a grin, but they were either too tired or too sad to laugh.


“And how do you plan to do this?” Dad asked.


“Are you familiar with cryogenics?” Dr. Saranson asked with a serious tone.


“All right. Thanks for stopping by,” Mom said, standing up and signaling for the door.


“Mrs. Coates, I wish you’d just hear me out for a few minutes. Please.”


“Doctor, we’ve really been through a lot and—”


“Mom,” I interrupted her. “Please don’t take this away from me.”


“Fine, go on,” she said, sitting back down.


“Travis,” he said. “Your body is done on this earth. We all know that. It’s a sad state of affairs, but there’s just no way we can change that.”


“Try harder, doc. You’re losing us here,” I said.


“Right. That’s to say, with what I’m proposing to you, that all doesn’t matter anymore.”


“Why’s that?” I asked, looking to my parents, who were on the verge of launching from their seats and attacking him.


“Well, because in the future there’ll be different ways for you to . . . exist.”


“The future,” I said. This wasn’t something I’d given too much thought lately.


“Exactly. The future. Imagine, Travis, that you could simply fall asleep in this life and wake up in a new one someday.”


“How far into the future?” I asked. In my mind I was seeing my spaceship folding down into a suitcase like George Jetson’s.


“With our latest breakthroughs we’re hoping to develop the means to reanimate our first patients within a decade or two.”


“You’re serious, aren’t you?” Dad asked.


“Quite serious, Mr. Coates.”


“Has anyone else volunteered for this?” I asked.


“You’d be our seventeenth patient.”


“So cryogenics,” Dad said. “You want to freeze Travis with the hope of bringing him back someday?”


“Not exactly,” he said. “As I was saying, Travis’s body is done on this earth.”


“Oh my God,” Mom said quietly, this look of terror and disgust washing over her face.


“My head?” I pointed to it when I spoke, like the surgeon needed that. “You want to freeze just my head?”


“It’s the only part of you not riddled with cancer cells.”


This guy, he talked like he’d been there with us the whole time—with this familiarity and casualness that most strangers never used around “the dying kid.” I liked it a lot, actually.


“So you knock me out and freeze my head, and I’m supposed to wake up in the future without a body and just roll with it?”


“Actually, there are several options for your hypothetical future recovery scenario, should we proceed any further.”


Options for My Hypothetical Future Recovery Scenario (Abridged)


1) Full-body regeneration through stem cell implantation into controlled fluid environment


2) Transplantation of full cranial structure onto robotic apparatus


3) Transplantation of full cranial structure onto donor body


4) Neuro-uploading into donor body and brain


Personal Reactions to Options for My Hypothetical Future Recovery Scenario (Abridged)


1) Gross


2) ROBOT ARMS!!!


3) Well, that’s not happening


4) Say whaaaat?


After Dr. Saranson left that day, Mom and Dad started laughing, which would’ve been really nice for a change had I not secretly decided that I was going to volunteer whether they liked it or not. I was tired of dying, and I figured since this was the best idea I’d heard in months, and didn’t involve radiation or weeks of vomiting, then I may as well go for it. I saw it like this: I was going to die either way. Why shouldn’t I be able to just fall asleep with this slight (okay—completely impossible but still slight) possibility of my return instead of continuing on this never-ending torture fest of having everyone I love watch me slowly fade away? Maybe I’d never really get to come back, but damn it, once that idea got into my skull, there was no letting it go.


My parents took a little less convincing than I’d thought. They loved me. I was dying. This was a way for me to not be dying anymore. It was weird how simple it all became once the decision was made. I never thought knowing my actual expiration date would make a difference, but it did. It made a difference to us all. The few people who got to know we were doing it had a hard time understanding why, but in the end I think maybe they all needed the relief of letting go just as much as I did. So I let go. We let go. And then I came back. Holy shit, I came back.


•  •  •


It was good being back for just about as long as it took for my parents and Dr. Saranson to explain that I was attached to someone else’s body. Then they had to go ahead and sedate me again because I kept clawing at my neck and ripping out my IV. The next time I woke up, my wrists and ankles had been restrained with cushiony little straps, and the looks on my parents’ faces had worn a bit, like they’d forgotten how to sleep. These looks were much closer to the way I’d remembered them.


After a few days passed, and by the time I was finally allowed to speak, I was ready to have things explained more thoroughly and able to promise them that I wouldn’t freak out and try to separate myself from my new body. You know, just your everyday sort of situation.


“The good news, Travis, is that you’re back,” Dr. Saranson began. “You’re completely healthy, and now you’ll get to live your life the way you were supposed to.”


“And the bad news?” My voice was scratchy, raspy even.


“It isn’t bad news, so much as it’s a little strange and will take some getting used to.”


“The body, you mean?”


“Yes. Your body, Travis. It belongs to you now.”


“Where’d it come from?”


“A donor. A sixteen-year-old young man, like yourself, who we couldn’t quite save.”


“What happened to him?”


“Brain tumor,” Dad said quietly.


“He knew this would happen. He wanted to save someone else’s life, and that’s why you’re here.”


“His family? Do they know about me?”


“They do. It’s up to them to make contact. You know, if that’s something they might want in the future. Nice people. Didn’t want what Jeremy did to be a secret. They were proud of him.”


“But you’ll decide if you ever want to meet them or not,” Dad added.


“Jeremy?” I asked.


“Yes. Jeremy Pratt,” Dr. Saranson said. “Good kid.”


“How long was I gone?”


“Five years last month,” Mom said.


“Five years?” I asked, stunned.


“Science moved a lot faster than we could’ve predicted,” Dr. Saranson said with a smile.


“Well, I knew you guys couldn’t have aged that well over twenty years or something,” I joked.


“Hey now,” Dad said. “Don’t be so sure about that.”


“Are . . . are there others?” I asked.


“There’s one other. A man named Lawrence Ramsey from Cleveland. We brought him back six months ago, and he is already enjoying his life again.”


“He was in a Ford truck commercial last week,” Dad said, rolling his eyes.


“And you know, Travis, there’s probably going to be a point when you’ll need someone to talk to—someone who knows a little bit about what you’re going through. I’d say Lawrence would be up for that when you’re ready.”


“Okay. I’m not sure I’m ready for anything right now, though.”


“Right. Of course. Your situation is a unique one, and it’s possible and very likely that things are going to be pretty weird for a while. But you’ll go back home and go back to life as normal.”


“The way it was before you got sick,” Mom said.


“Yes. You’ll get back home, you’ll go to school, you’ll make new friends. It won’t be the easiest thing in the world, but you’ll prove it can be done, right?”


That’s when it hit me that Cate and Kyle wouldn’t be Cate and Kyle anymore. They’d be these older versions of themselves that I’d have to learn about and get used to. They’d have forgotten things about me by now, especially things about the healthy version of me. They watched me die and then kept on living. I wondered if they had it in them to try again.


And new friends? I didn’t want new friends. I had plenty of friends. I had a girlfriend. I had a best friend. Cate Conroy was probably sitting by the phone at her house on Twelve Oaks Road waiting to hear if I was okay or not, and Kyle Hagler was most likely on his way to her house so they could drive to the airport and get to me as soon as possible.


But they wouldn’t let me just call her. I kept asking when I could call her, when I’d be able to see her, when she’d be there, and my parents just kept looking at each other like they were in a contest to see which one could go the longest without being helpful. Then Mom finally tells me some bullshit about how Cate probably needs more time to “process” all that’s going on. Time to process? I mean, I was the one with the stranger’s legs and arms and, let me remind you, private parts. I figured if I could process things so quickly, then why couldn’t she?


“Can I just call her? I know she’s waiting for me to call her.”


“Travis,” Mom whispered, “I have to tell you something.”


“Okay.”


“It’s Cate, Travis.” She was speaking in this calm, almost weak voice, like she was on the verge of being completely speechless.


“Cate? Is there something wrong? Did something happen?”


“She’s engaged.” She immediately covered her face with her hands and started crying.


I wasn’t quite ready for that. This new body wouldn’t react the way it should have reacted. I could barely make myself do anything at all; instead I just sat there in the sad quiet of the room. I mustered just enough energy to slump down a little in the bed and let out a kind of whimper that made me sound less like a human and more like a dying animal.


Cate was engaged. My girlfriend had a boyfriend. More than that, she was going to marry someone I’d never met. Maybe he was better than I was. I bet he even had his own body. I’d told her I’d come back for her, and even though I hadn’t really believed it myself, I’d thought surely she’d believed me. I’d thought she’d wait. Why hadn’t she waited for me? Why couldn’t it be that I came back to life and now every little piece could fall perfectly back into its place?


But neither Kyle nor Cate ever showed up. I kept expecting it, though, every single day. I couldn’t figure it out. Nothing about them not being there made any sense to me. They had just been there. They had just seen me. I had just seen them. I had said good-bye to them and I had closed my eyes. I had opened them and nothing. No word from either of the two people I wanted to be seeing more than anyone. Were they so different now? If it was really five years into the future, could that be all it took to change them? I mean, what’s the point of getting another chance at life if everything’s going to be so different that I can’t stand it?


Then one night after I’d begged my parents to go to the hotel and get some rest, this nurse came in and asked if I needed anything. She was kind, and you could see that in her face and hear it in her voice.


“No, thanks,” I said.


“This all must be very strange for you, huh?”


“You have no idea.”


“I was there, you know.”


“Where?”


“Here, I mean.” She sat down in the chair by the window and looked over toward me. “When you were here before.”


“You can say it,” I said. “Go on. You were here when they took my head off.”


“Yes. You had this little smile. It was the most surprising thing. There we were, the entire staff, watching this surgery that none of us could believe was happening. And you were so young. It was different with the other ones. You were just so young that I held my breath the whole time.”


“Did you think it would work? Did you really think it was even a possibility?”


“I stayed,” she said, standing up. “Some of the others transferred out after that, after what we did to you.”


“Why’d you stay?”


“I needed to see it,” she said. “I didn’t know if it would work, but I knew if it did, then I had to be here for it, if I could.”


“Ta-da.” I raised my new arms slowly into the air.


“I know you’re sad. Confused and probably in shock. But you don’t get to come back for no reason.”


“Sorry?”


“You’ve just been handed the keys to the kingdom, Travis. Don’t waste a second of it feeling sorry for yourself.”


The next day I asked to see the nurse again, and they told me she’d quit a few weeks before, that she’d resigned and moved away somewhere. Then I wondered if I’d just dreamed the whole thing up. They say you can only dream about people you’ve seen—either in real life or on television—that we don’t have the power to create new faces in our minds, but that we recycle the thousands and thousands of faces subconsciously stored in our memories. So maybe I’d seen her five years before, in that operating room, just as they’d put me under. Maybe I’d seen her and seen her kindness, and that was all my brain had needed from her. Maybe I was remembering her now to bridge the gap. Maybe the past me and present me could find a way to coexist, keys to the kingdom in hand.


•  •  •


Kansas City looked pretty much the same overall, save for these strange electronic billboards all over and a new gigantic building downtown that looked like two side-by-side shiny metallic spaceships half submerged into the earth and slanted upward.


“Kaufman Center for the Performing Arts,” Dad explained on our drive home from the airport. “They have concerts, plays, you know, that sort of thing.”


“It looks so strange there.”


“A few people got all in an uproar about it looking so modern, but they eventually settled down.”


“It looks like it came from outer space.”


“Yeah,” he said. “It is pretty alien, I guess. But I love it. I think it’s interesting.”


Our house was the same in all the obvious ways, same curtains in the living room, same couch, same dining table, though it had a new centerpiece. The television was much larger and flatter than the one I remembered, no doubt something my dad had waited in a ridiculously long line for on some Thanksgiving weekend since I’d left. My first thought upon seeing it was the hope that maybe they’d put the old, still rather large TV in my bedroom.


I couldn’t help noticing how walking up the stairs felt different. All the same family photos still hung on the wall, ascending up to the top. But it used to be that I couldn’t see my whole face in the frames. They were just high enough so I’d see the top of my head. Now, with Jeremy Pratt’s body holding me up, I was taller and I could see all the way down to the scar on my neck in every single reflection. It’d been a while since I’d taken this walk. I’d been carried up a few times after I got sick, until they decided that moving me down to the guest room made more sense, right around the time we all concluded that this thing wasn’t going to go away. The hallway bathroom was terribly white and shiny clean, like it had always been, but with new towels and an automatic hand soap dispenser by the sink. I immediately stopped to use it, my parents looking on from the doorway.


“Is this a common thing now?” I asked, pulling my hand back and then placing it underneath again, and then doing that again until green soap was almost pouring over the sides, completely covering my entire palm.


“It’s catching on,” Mom said. “It’s better for germs, I think.”


“I can get behind that,” I said, rinsing off my hands and wondering if this was it. Was this the furthest we’d come in five years? Where were the jetpacks? The hoverboards? If they could bring me back from the dead, why wasn’t a robot greeting me at every door and asking what I needed?


Then we got to my bedroom and nothing was the same. I should say that the old TV from the living room was there, but nothing else looked familiar at all. There was a bed I’d never slept in, there was a dresser that hadn’t held my clothes, and there was a desk where I’d never done my homework. Even the walls were different, not the green-and-white-and-maroon plaid wallpaper that had always made my friends so jealous. No, this was a light gray–colored IKEA nightmare, and I was expected to live with it.


“What happened?” I was barely able to ask.


“Travis, it’s been so long,” Mom said.


“Did you throw everything away?”


“It was just too hard to look at it every day. You understand?”


“We’ll go shopping this week,” Dad said. “We’ll get you whatever you want to make it feel like home again. Okay?”


“I’m so sorry, Travis.” Mom turned to walk down the hallway and into their bedroom, closing the door.


“Sorry,” I said, sitting on the edge of the bed.


“This is weird for all of us,” Dad said. “So weird but so amazing, too. She’s just sensitive. I know you haven’t forgotten that.” He chuckled a bit.


“It’s okay,” I said. “The room, I mean. I guess I understand.”


“We can make this work, huh?” he asked, looking around us at the empty, unwelcoming space.


“When did you guys know I was coming back?” I asked him.


“About two weeks before they did it,” he said. “Didn’t have too much time to prepare.”


“She gonna be okay?”


“She’ll be fine,” he said. “Let’s get you some dinner. You hungry?”


•  •  •


The kitchen smelled the same as always, like clean clothes and vanilla with just a little touch of something else—citrus, maybe—like someone was always standing around the corner peeling an orange and doing laundry.


“Eggs okay?” Dad opened the fridge.


“Sure. No cheese, though, please.”


“I remember.”


My dad’s hair had started to gray on the sides and around his temples, but his face didn’t look all that much older. He wore new glasses, black plastic frames, that looked surprisingly modern for him, I thought. I was taller than him now too, which was weird. Still is weird.


“How’s work?”


“Good. You wouldn’t believe how much stuff has happened since you’ve been away.”


My dad was an executive at the largest arcade chain in the country, Arnie’s Arcade, Inc. Which meant two things: 1) My dad had a job that is much cooler than all other dads’ and 2) I got to hang out at the arcade all the time, even on school nights. If you’ve never been to Arnie’s, then you’re missing out. The whole idea of Arnie’s is for kids to feel like they’ve stepped back into what Dad calls the “golden age” of video arcades. Each Arnie’s looks like it’s been there since before anyone inside the place was ever born. And they’re full of all these classic games that can’t be found in any other arcades in the country. My dad’s boss, Arnold “Arnie” Tedeski, won a bunch of video game competitions back in the ’80s. He was pretty famous, or so my dad tells me. Kyle and I practically lived at the Arnie’s in Springside up until I got sick.


Ah, Springside. I should tell you about Springside. Springside is a neighborhood in the Country Club District of Kansas City. This district is the largest contiguous planned community in the United States, and if you’re black or Jewish, you weren’t allowed to live there until 1948. Also, you probably still don’t live there because you’re pissed off about it. Needless to say, there’s a lot of snobby white people in Springside. My mom refused to send me to private school not because we couldn’t afford it, but because she hated the one she’d attended as a child. It was fine, though. What my school lacked in snobbery and tacky striped ties, it more than made up for in people like Kyle and Cate. And neither of them would’ve ever survived in a place like Springside. But we’ve got shopping! Lots of shopping and parks and an Arnie’s Arcade right here in Whiteside. Sorry, Springside. Mostly, though, I spent my time with Kyle or Cate, and it didn’t really matter what neighborhood we were in or what any of the people there thought about anything or anyone.


“Do you remember anything about being gone?” Dad slid a plate of scrambled eggs across the counter toward me.


“Not a thing. I remember closing my eyes and I remember opening them. And now this.”


“Your mother used to ask me if I thought you were dreaming.”


My dad started to cry as soon as he’d gotten that last sentence out. He gripped the sides of the counter with both hands and held his head down, shaking it. It looked like he was about to apologize, you know, for showing emotion, but he stopped himself and it was quiet for a while longer.


“We’re so happy you’re home, Travis.”


“Me too.”


Before bed I walked up to my parents’ room and knocked on the door. My mom said to come in, and I found her lying there with puffy eyes. She’d already put on her pajamas, black ones with little red hearts all over. She sat up and smiled a little as I walked to the other side of the bed and sat down next to her.


“Well, Sharon Coates.” I held an invisible microphone up in front of her. “Your only son’s just come back from the dead—what do you have to say?”


She paused, looked over at me the way she used to in church when I’d try to make her laugh during the sermon, and smiled, shaking her head.


“Go on, Sharon. Tell us what you’re thinking about.”


“I’m thinking about how I must be the only mother in the world who has ever gotten to have this conversation.”


“Maybe Lawrence Ramsey’s mom did,” I said.


“Maybe,” Mom said. “And what about you, Travis Coates? You’ve just been brought back to life, what are you thinking about?”


“I’m thinking about how long it’s gonna take me to remember that everything’s so different. I can’t quite understand it yet, I guess.”


She leaned over and hugged me, set her head down on my shoulder, and patted my back a little.


“I think we’ll have to get used to a lot of things we don’t understand.”


She was right about that one. I didn’t understand a damn thing that was going on. So how come it felt so familiar, every motion and breath and sound? How could it feel like nothing had changed at all when I wasn’t me from the neck down?




CHAPTER THREE


FROM THE NECK DOWN


Healthy or sick, Jeremy Pratt’s body was better than mine. I knew this because the only thing separating me from him was a straight, pink line that circumnavigated my neck. There were no stitches, though—I was told this was a thing of the past. Connecting us together, Jeremy’s body and me, was a spinal cord, blood vessels, nerve endings, and this swollen scar right in the middle of my neck about halfway between my clavicle and my chin. In time it would fade to a dull, more permanent purple.


This kid was an athlete, though—I can tell you that much. He did sit-ups and push-ups and other things that I suddenly felt pressured to try to do, just to maintain this impossible physique. But not just yet. I was still getting used to standing without help and to breathing without coughing up a lung. It was like this body was taking care of me until I was ready to take care of it. There was a six-pack, a real one, and arms that looked like real man arms, like they could actually lift something without too much effort, and a chest that was much more than the almost concave skin board I’d always known.


That first night back at home, I stood in front of the mirror that now hung on the backside of my bedroom door and just stared at myself. My hair was mostly gone, but the rest of my face looked exactly the same. Green eyes, dimples, that one little brown mole on the top of my right cheek. It was sort of like my head had been photoshopped onto someone else. I took my shirt and jeans off, stood there in only a pair of boxer briefs, and looked over every inch of my new self.


Just so you know: yeah, shit got weird. Imagine most of you is suddenly someone else, and this is the first moment of privacy you’ve gotten. The weirdest part, I guess, wasn’t seeing my new chest or stomach or legs. It wasn’t turning around to see that someone else’s ass was there below someone else’s back. And, surprisingly, it wasn’t the moment I dared to just go for it and take a good, long look at my new dick. Sure, it was weird, but it wasn’t disappointing at all, to be quite honest. The weirdest part, truly, was realizing I’d been doing all this undressing and examining and making sure the door was locked with hands that were different from my hands, with hands that had never touched Cate or knuckle-bumped with Kyle or opened my locker at school. These were Jeremy Pratt’s clever hands, and they’d fooled me into thinking they were mine.


That night in bed I couldn’t stop staring at them. The palms, the fingernails, the knuckles and backsides. The skin tone was nearly the same as the rest of me, maybe a little more tan, but not so different that I thought anyone but me would notice. The nails were longer than I liked to keep mine, so I went into the bathroom and clipped them down to the skin, like the ones I’d seen every day of my life.


“You’ll get used to it faster than you think, I bet,” Dad said the next morning at breakfast.


“I don’t believe you,” I said. And I didn’t. Again, I had someone else’s package.


“You’re taller now, you know?” Mom said.


“Taller than Dad,” I said, nodding his way. “It’s weird.”


“Six foot one,” Mom said. “You always wanted to be six feet. Well, mission accomplished.”


“There has to be a better way,” I said.


“You made the news this morning,” Dad said.


“Second miracle patient comes back to life!” Mom added, coming up behind me and squeezing my shoulders.


“I saw.”


I’d stayed up the whole night before, pretty much every night since I’d been back, flipping to different twenty-four-hour news channels to try to catch stories about me. They always said something about my return being a “miracle,” and every time I heard that word or saw it spelled out on the little scroll at the bottom of the screen, I had to close my eyes and breathe in deeply. I was back, yeah. And it was ridiculous and impossible all in one. I just wasn’t all that ready to call it a miracle.


“School’s gonna be pretty weird,” I said.


“There are lots of things that’ll make it pretty weird for a while,” Dad said. “But you’ll manage. I know you will.”


“Has anyone called for me?”


“Your grandmother. She wants to see you as soon as possible. Your aunt Cindy may drive her down next week.”


“Great. Anyone else?”


“You’ll have to give them some more time, Travis.”


“Time. More time,” I said, a bit frustrated.


“They’ll show up. Wait and see.”


I couldn’t believe I’d been awake for nearly three weeks and hadn’t heard a single thing out of Cate or Kyle. Mom and Dad kept telling me to try to understand what it must be like for them, to just try to be patient. And that only got me thinking that maybe my parents were just faking their way through all of this, that they were actually freaking out inside, their brains quietly exploding. Maybe they’d been carefully coached by Dr. Saranson and his staff. Maybe they were told to be as calm and collected as possible, at all times, for fear that too much excitement could throw me over the edge.


But I had to talk to someone. Maybe it would have to be Lawrence Ramsey. He’d be the one person on earth who could relate to what I was feeling. We were two people unstuck in time, and as much as I wanted to forget what happened to me, I knew I’d need some help. It’s pretty sad when you feel like a complete stranger is the only person you can turn to.


Sure, I was trying to be hopeful and not waste this opportunity like the nurse said or didn’t say that night at the hospital. But wasn’t I always going to be Travis, who died to these people? No matter what I did, wouldn’t they always remember the way they had to let me go? I guess it turns out you don’t have to be all that dead to be a dead guy.




CHAPTER FOUR


A DEAD GUY


Before we had left Denver, Dr. Saranson had given me his card and told me to call him any time I needed anything. He had said this while firmly shaking my hand and looking me right in the eyes.


“Travis,” he said, picking up the phone. “I’m so glad you called.”


“Thanks.”


“How are things going? You adjusting okay? Everything back to normal for you yet?”


Was he kidding me with this? Did he really think anything would ever be even close to normal for me?


“Things are okay, I guess.”


“That bad, huh?” he asked, his tone changing from a higher-pitched fake professional to a “Let’s cut the shit” serious.


“It’s just weird, you know. Everything’s pretty different.”


“And everyone’s different too, right?”


“Right.”


“Did you ever hear from your friends?” he asked.


“Not a word. It’s really hard to understand.”


“I know it is, Travis. But if you can, try putting yourself in their shoes. They lost someone very close to them, and it took a long time to move past it, I’m sure. For you, it’s been a few weeks, but for them, it’s been a lifetime since seeing you, since hearing your voice.”


“I guess I thought they’d be excited I was back,” I said.


“You know they are, Travis. They have to be. They’re just scared, I bet. We have this way of putting certain ideas out of our minds . . . we do that. Humans, I mean. We have to bury things, hopes and dreams, so deep sometimes that it takes a little while to access those things once we need them again.”


“So you think they just need more time to understand that I’m really back?”


“It’s not that, no,” he said. “I think they just need more time to understand why you’re back and what that means to their lives. Maybe you think that’s selfish, but I’d bet you anything they’ve been talking to each other just about every day since you’ve been back and trying to figure out how to deal with this thing. You woke up from a nap and everyone was older and different, but they’ve stayed up a lot of nights thinking about you, Travis. They’ve grieved you for years and now they’re being asked to un-grieve you, and, sadly, that just isn’t something that very many people understand because, well, it’s never been a possibility before now.”


“Did Lawrence go through this too?” I asked, feeling like this wasn’t the first time Dr. Saranson had had this conversation.


“He did. Yeah. But I’ll let him tell you about that. I think it would be really good for you. For both of you. What do you say?”


“I think I’m ready.”


“Great. I’m going to give him your number, and I bet he’ll be calling you very soon.”


“Thanks,” I said.


“Travis?”


“Sir?”


“It’s all going to work out. I promise.”


“Sure it will,” I said.


“And I’ll see you next week, right? For your first checkup? I’m flying down on Wednesday. You can tell me all about school.”


•  •  •


Three days before my first day back to school, Mom came into my bedroom and woke me up. I looked at my alarm clock, and since I was in that just-awake haze, it took me a second or two to figure out if it was midnight or noon.


“Lawrence Ramsey’s on the phone for you,” she whispered, sitting on the edge of my bed.


“What?” I sat up, squinting my eyes. It was definitely daytime because sunlight was filtering in through the curtains and heating up the side of my face.


“Lawrence Ramsey. He’s waiting for you.” She held a cordless phone with one hand, her other covering the bottom of it.


“Can you give me, like, five minutes?” I said, yawning.


“What do you want me to do, Travis? Chit-chat?”


I couldn’t tell if she was annoyed or amused, but I didn’t care. I nodded my head and got up to use the bathroom. When I came back, she was sitting in the same spot and repeating “Yeah . . . yeah . . . uh-huh” into the receiver. She waved me over.


“Okay, Mr. Ramsey. Well, here’s Travis. Yes. You too. Okay. Bye-bye.”


“Hello?” I said, sitting down.


“Well, if it isn’t the man of the hour!” he said.


He had a kind voice, one much less animated than his public persona used. I’d seen him in so many interviews that I knew his whole story. I knew how he lost both of his parents to cancer by the time he was out of college. I knew he met his wife ten years before by accident when he, then an air-conditioner repairman, showed up to the wrong house and she pretended her A/C was broken just to get to know him. I knew they named their twin daughters after their respective grandmothers, Francine and Delilah. And I knew that he was thirty-six years old when they told him he would die. You could ask anyone you met and they’d tell you something about the life of Lawrence Ramsey and how it was a miracle that such a “good man” had been given a second chance to be happy, that he would get to see his children grow up after all.


“Huh?”


“You’re all over the place, kiddo. Letterman even made a joke about you in his monologue last night. Funny stuff.”


“Am I ever going to get used to all this?”


“Well, the public’s known about you for, what, a week or so? They’re still hassling me and I’ve been back for six months. So sorry to say, but I doubt it.”


The Saranson Center had officially announced my reanimation the week before, so the news had been flooded with all these stories about how I got sick and volunteered for the surgery and all. They kept showing old photos of me because, thankfully, my age allowed me a little more privacy than it had Lawrence, and they couldn’t show up at our house or anything like that.


“You’re lucky,” he said. “Lucky you’re so young. They’ll probably be at your school, though. I wouldn’t be surprised at all. Just be ready. Duck your head down and walk past them as fast as you can. Vultures. All of ’em.”


“Okay.”


“I’m sorry, Travis. I’m sure you’re still feeling really overwhelmed, and here I am shooting even more crazy stuff at you.”


“It’s okay. Thanks for calling. Dr. Saranson said it might help us both.”


“Oh yeah,” he said. “We’re the sole members of a very exclusive club, you and me.”


“It’s just all so . . .”


“Fucked up?” he said. “Excuse me. I’m sorry.”


“No,” I said, laughing. “You’re right.”


“Let me ask you something. If you don’t mind.”


“Go ahead.”


“When you woke up and people, I dunno, maybe your mom and dad or whoever, they started saying how much they missed you. Did that make you feel weird? It made me feel so weird.”


“Yes,” I said, maybe a little too loudly. “So weird. I mean, I love them, but I just saw them.”


“Right? I wake up and I see my wife standing there, and my first thought was, Damn, how’d she find time to get her hair cut in this hospital? And then I realize that the kids standing beside her are my kids. They’re my kids with five years added to each of them, and I’m pretty sure I passed out from the shock. Then I come to again and she’s telling me all about missing me so much, and all I can think about is how different they all look.”


“I feel kind of guilty about it,” I said. “I see the way my folks look at me, and I feel like I’m supposed to be acting some special way around them, like I’m supposed to be proving how grateful I am to be back when I don’t even really feel like I left in the first place. And of course I’m grateful. I’m not sick anymore. I wake up and suddenly I can stand up on my own again; no one has to help me to the bathroom or feed me. I think everyone forgets that the last thing I remember is months and months of dying.”
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