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For Mary and Texas transplants everywhere.


If you measure driving distance in hours and know that Coke usually means Dr Pepper—well, bless your heart, you were raised by a Texan.
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Glorious Way Evangelical is the center of my momma’s life. She looks forward to church worship like an alcoholic looks forward to happy hour at Woody’s Watering Hole.


Sundays are the Lord’s day, and I’ve spent most of mine praising God and singing in the Glorious Way choir, listening to Reverend Johnny J. Jackson, and wishing my behind wasn’t getting numb.


If I was any good at figuring sums in my head, I’d add up how much of my life has been spent sitting on hard pews. I mostly rely on the calculator on my phone, but if I had to take a guess at the number… there’s four Sundays in a month, multiplied by twelve months in a year, times twenty-five years… subtract the times I faked a head cold or period cramps, and that equals… a whole heck of a lot.


The phone in my dress pocket lights up and I slide it out far enough to see who’s texting. I glance up at Johnny J. preaching his usual fire and brimstone, then open the text from HotGuyNate. I bite my lower lip to keep from grinning like a cat full of canary. I type Yes and hit send. I’ve never driven more than twenty miles for a hookup or a coffee date, but Nate is the kind of guy worth driving two hundred miles to meet. “Brittany Lynn!” Momma says under her breath. “Jesus is watchin’ you.”


I try not to roll my eyes as I slide the phone back into my pocket. If that’s true, Jesus is interfering in my love life. Don’t get me wrong: I love Jesus—but I’ve spent so much time in devotion, I reckon I’ve earned bonus points that I can use here on earth or in heaven.


“Evil demons whisper temptations into the ears of man. These demons are liars! Do not listen or you will burn in hell when our Lord returns!” Johnny J. is yelling about Satan and scaring the sinners clear in the back row. “Lord, deliver us from wickedness!”


“Lord, deliver us from wickedness,” Momma repeats, clutching a Bible to her big breasts. When it comes to the good book, I don’t know anyone who knows more than Momma. You could say she’s an expert on the rapture, and she dreams of the day that she floats to heaven on a fluffy cloud and gets to wave goodbye to the sinners left behind. In particular, Daddy and his second wife, “Floozy Face.”


I’ve never liked Floozy, and she’s never liked me. She thinks constructive criticism is her way of being helpful. I think constructive criticism is her way of being a bitch. She says I need to grow up. I say, “You need Jesus.” She tells Daddy I’m immature for my age. I tell her she’s vertically challenged. It goes without saying that we’re never in the same place for long.


I was ten when Daddy moved out of our house and in with Floozy Face, aka Mona Lisa Calhoun, and Momma has hardly spoken to him since. At my high school graduation Momma refused to be in the same picture with Daddy and me no matter how much I begged.


After all these years she’s still as bitter as ever. I tell her that good Christians don’t dream of riding off on a big, fluffy cloud, hooting and hollering and acting holier-than-thou. I tell her to get bigger dreams for herself, but Momma never listens to one thing that she doesn’t want to hear. I inherited that from her, I’m told.


I glance at my phone twice more, and by the time Johnny J. is done sermonizing, my behind is so numb that I have a hard time standing up. Momma has a harder time than me, but she walks with me out to our old minivan. Momma is staying for Bible study, and someone in the group will give her a ride home afterward. She has plans to quote scripture, and I have plans of my own.


“Why are you drivin’ all the way to Alpine to see Lida Haynes?”


Lida has been my best friend since second grade at Marfa Elementary, but I quit speaking to her last week when she said some very hurtful things. “Alpine is only twenty-six miles from here,” I tell Momma, even though she knows this. “See you later. I’ll call if I’m spendin’ the night.” I give her a hug, then hop in the van and head out of the church parking lot. I sing along with Jason Aldean on the radio and stick my arm out of the window to wave goodbye. Singing has always played a part in my life. When I was young, I dreamed of being a country-and-western singer. Momma used to drive me to competitions when we could afford it. I even won first place a time or two.


I drive past the turn to Alpine and head in the opposite direction toward El Paso, two hundred miles northwest of Marfa. Momma used to make my outfits. The best was a leopard-print coat made so I could look like Shania Twain at the Texas Shooting Stars singing competition. I was nine and belted out “That Don’t Impress Me Much.” Momma still has the video. The next year I became obsessed with Hannah Montana and changed my stage name to Wittany so that when I got famous I could switch back to Brittany and not get mobbed by fans. When I was seventeen I tried out for American Idol in Austin. I thought for sure the panel would love “Wittany,” but Simon said I should come back after I lost weight. Paula agreed—and she was supposed to be the nice one. Wittany died that day, and the only singing I do these days is at church.


Even though I’ve given up on that dream, I do write lyrics. My most creative time is when I’m in bed at night. I have notebooks full of songs and my latest is called “Big Dreams in a Small Town.” I keep the notebooks under my mattress and I’ve never shown them to anyone.


I pull my phone out of my pocket and slide it into the holder next to Momma’s dashboard Jesus. I have a text message from my Visa but nothing from HotGuyNate since he texted me in church.


I met Nate on Tinder this past Thursday. He’s driving from somewhere in New Mexico and we’re meeting at the Kitty Cat Lounge. If we like each other and things are looking good, I plan to pounce on him like he’s a bag of catnip.


Nate isn’t my first Tinder date. I’ve been on the site for a few years. I’m also on Match.com, OkCupid, and Plenty of Fish. I want to fall in love and get married, but the closest I’ve ever come to it was a six-month relationship with Ricky Nunez when I was twenty-two. Ricky had a snaggletooth and acne and lived in a beat-down double-wide.


He broke my heart.


Nate is a lot better looking than Ricky, and that’s an understatement. He’s the kind of good-looking that I’ve always dreamed of finding. He has dark hair and blue eyes and a flashy white smile, and he swiped right when he saw me. I’ve been walking around for days feeling sassy and filled with glow. Lida is the only person I told about Nate, but she wasn’t supportive at all. Instead she reminded me of Pete Parras, a superhot guy who used to hook up with me until he found a superhot girlfriend. Lida said she could tell by Nate’s bio and photos that he was a user like Pete and she couldn’t be happy for me. I had to remind her that she moved to Alpine for smooth-talking Bubba Crum and lived with him for a year before she found out that he had a wife in Van Horn and a baby momma in Fort Davis. She said she learned from Bubba how to spot a liar but that I didn’t learn anything from Pete. I got aggravated with Lida and said some things I shouldn’t have. She got aggravated with me and said things she shouldn’t have, and we haven’t spoken since. We’ve never gone this long without talking, and I don’t know if we can ever get back to the way things were before we got ugly with each other.


An hour outside El Paso, I pull into a truck stop for gas, grab my suitcase from the back seat, and head for the bathroom. I change out of my church clothes and into a pair of jeans and a “Don’t Mess with a Texas Girl” T-shirt with rhinestone embellishments, of course.


Right after I graduated from beauty school, I took professional online cosmetics courses. Since then, I take refresher classes to keep up on the latest trends and techniques. I might not be the thinnest or best-looking girl around, but I do the best I can with what I’ve got.


I open my cosmetics bag and apply makeup to complement my latest look. Last week I covered my brown hair with a dark blue balayage. I did it all by myself and I’m really happy with how it turned out. I coordinated the color with my nails and had Lorna give me a deluxe pedicure.


Lorna is the owner of the Do or Dye, where Momma and me work five days a week, back-combing hair halfway to heaven and spraying it down with enough extreme hold to survive a cat-five hurricane. It’s okay for now, but I don’t want to work there all my life like Momma.


I find my teasing comb, lift the hair on the crown of my head with one hand, and shake a can of Helmet Head with the other. Most people make the mistake of spraying the hair directly, but the trick is to create a nice fog and let it settle.


I brush my teeth real quick, pay for my gas, then hit the road again.


Blake Shelton is on the radio and I crank it up to sing along with him and Gwen. Out of all the men singing country these days, I’d have to say that Trace Adkins still has the best voice (sorry, Blake), but Sam Hunt is smoking hot. If I ever saw him in person, I don’t know if I could control myself.


My phone dings with a text, but I can’t see it for the sun pouring through the windshield. I pull it from the holder and put it in the shade of my lap. I glance from the highway to the message, then back again.


It’s from HotGuyNate: Are you there?


I push the talk-to-text icon and say, “I’m about sixty miles away,” then tap send. The closer I get to El Paso, the more my nerves tingle and my stomach gets tight.


The text dings. I pull it up. HotGuyNate: I can’t make it.


I blink several times and read it ten more. I can’t believe it and I glance back and forth from the highway to the text. My heart drops and pounds at the same time. “Is this a joke?” I say, and tap send.


He came up with the plan to meet in El Paso and picked out the Kitty Cat Lounge. I jumped at the chance, but it wasn’t my idea.


HotGuyNate: Sorry.


Sorry? That’s it? I lied to Momma, fought with Lida, and wasted my time, effort, and gas money. Worse than all of that, a man’s let me down—again.


I raise my phone and ask, “Why?” then hit send. I blink back tears of hurt and disappointment. Why can’t anything ever work out for me?


HotGuyNate: My wife found out.


Wife? He has a wife? My phone slips from my hand and disappears between the seats. He’s married? His Tinder profile says he’s single and the only pictures are of him. Lida was right and I told her she wasn’t a good friend.


Now I’m aggravated and shove my hand between the seats. Tears burn my eyes and roll down my cheeks. I feel around and touch a corner of my phone. Momma says I have a quick temper. I say she’s right. She says I need to control it. I say not right now. I’m going to give HotGuyNate a hot piece of my mind first.


I lean toward the passenger side for a better grip on my phone, but I keep my eyes on the highway. I don’t have a lot of rules when it comes to dating. You could say I have low standards, but I do draw the line at married men. I know firsthand what cheating does to a family.


I inch my phone toward me with my fingers and peer between the seats. My daddy cheated and none of our lives were ever the same. I love him, but he was a skirt-chasing liar.


A loud scrape drowns out Blake and Gwen on the radio. The van leans sideways and I sit all the way up. Dirt and scrub hit the windshield and I slam on the brakes. More dirt. More scrub. I can’t see a thing. Everything is happening fast and my brain can’t keep up. The van tips this way and that. I’m upside down and right-side up. I’m rolling. Momma’s dashboard Jesus flies past my head. Everything goes black.
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I always heard that when it’s your time to die, there’s a warm light that leads you straight up to heaven. You’re surrounded by so much beauty, it hurts your eyes. Your dead relatives are there and y’all fall on each other’s neck and weep. Angels sing and blow trumpets, and you’re filled with so much love that you just know you’ve landed smack-dab in heaven.


It’s not like that. At least, not for me. There’s no warm light and certainly no beauty. There’s blood everywhere and I’m assuming it’s mine. I don’t know a single soul in the room, and instead of singing angels I just hear the solid beeeep of a heart monitor. A doctor stands on a little step stool and pumps up and down on my chest with the palms of his hands. I only know that’s my body on that gurney because there’s no mistaking my blue balayage. A steady red stream runs down my arm that’s hanging off the bed and blood drips from my middle finger to a puddle on the floor.


Wait, if that’s me on the bed—who am I? Are there two of me? Am I going to die?


People rush past, tying yellow surgical scrubs behind their backs and white masks around their heads. They snap on gloves and shout to each other. Someone cuts the jeans and the “Don’t Mess with a Texas Girl” T-shirt from my body while someone wheels in one of those defibrillators like on TV. I look down, but my clothes aren’t bloody or cut.


The doctor puts two paddles on my chest and everyone backs away and lifts their faces to the flat screen above the bed. The doctor shocks my heart and my body jerks so hard I raise a hand to my chest, but I feel nothing. No jolt of pain or fluttering heartbeat, but the green line on the monitor bounces and beeps across the screen. I reckon that’s good.


No one sees me standing at the foot of the gurney, but I don’t think I’m dead. Not yet, anyway. I should be freaking out right about now, but I’m not. Mostly I’m just confused about what in the heck is going on. I figure that I’m outside my body, watching someone shove a tube down my throat. I figure I’m in a hospital emergency room, but I can’t figure out how I got here or why I’m such a mess. The last thing I remember is sitting in church and something about Momma’s dashboard Jesus.


I look around. Is my momma here, too?


My heart monitor flatlines again, filling the room with the steady beeep, and a blinding flash draws my attention to the ceiling. I look up at a bolt of brilliant lightning above me. It wavers and flickers like it’s made of pieces of shattered mirror. One of my arms lifts as some unseen force pulls the rest of me upward. I guess this is the light everyone talks about. The one that will take me to the family reunion in the sky. I am sucked through the ceiling and placed on a white circle of light. I’m by myself but I don’t feel alone. I don’t have time to sort things out in my brain before flashes of silver and blue soar past my head and the circle beneath my feet stretches in both directions and forms a path that looks like it’s been bedazzled with pink rhinestones just for me. It sparkles and glows and fills me with warmth from the inside out. At the end there’s brilliant gold light that I’m assuming leads to God, not the Wizard of Oz.


My pathway to heaven is in front of me, and my life is behind. I’m not overcome with joy like the Reverend Johnny J. preaches. I’m not angry, but I am not exactly thrilled, either. I have plans for my life. I want to get married and have children. I want to go to a RaeLynn concert and belt out “Queens Don’t” at the top of my lungs. I want to go to Paris and see the Eiffel Tower and eat macarons at Ladurée.


None of those things will happen now. It doesn’t seem fair. I want to go back home. The backs of my eyes sting but tears don’t fill them.


I’ll miss out on all that. I’ll miss my momma most of all, but I try to take comfort in the hope that I’ll see my grandparents again. I love and miss them. Well, except for Daddy’s side. Papaw Snider died before I was born, but I heard he and the devil drank from the same straw. The same could be said for Mamaw Rose, too. She used to call me “Pudge’s girl” and pinch me really hard for no good reason other than she hated Momma. She was horrible, and if evil people get what’s coming to them, she’s roasting in hell. At least I hope so.


As if God heard my unkind thoughts, I am thrown back into the emergency room like a bad penny. The ceiling slams shut, sending down bits of shattered mirror throughout the room. The same doctors and nurses are still working on my lifeless body, but they don’t seem to have noticed the bolt of lightning or the glitter falling all around like polished rain.


What the heck is happening?


“I thought you were a goner.”


I turn toward an older Hispanic man standing in the doorway. He’s wearing a red polo shirt buttoned up to his throat, horrible red-white-and-blue plaid pants, and shiny white golf shoes. He has a huge salt-and-pepper mustache like Pancho Villa and he’s looking straight at me.


“What?”


The man lifts a golf club and motions toward the monitor on the wall. “You almost checked out for good.”


The green line bumps up and down with my heartbeat and I point to myself. “Are you talkin’ to me, sir?”


“Of course.”


“You can see me?”


“You have hair like a peacock.” Well, I wasn’t going for peacock, but I like the comparison. I almost thank him, when he pushes his hands out at his sides. “And grande.”


Yeah, I could stand to lose a few, but he looks like the only exercise he gets is combing that bushy mustache. I keep my opinion behind my teeth because there are more important issues facing me right now. “Am I dead?”


“Not yet.”


“Was my momma in the accident?”


“There was no one else. You came in alone.”


I didn’t kill Momma or anyone else. That’s a relief, and hopefully a good sign for the whole heaven thing. “Am I goin’ to die?”


“Questions of life or death are not for me to know.” He shrugs. “But it’s not lookin’ good for you.”


“That’s what I thought.” I move toward him. “Are you a ghost?” His outline is fuzzier than mine.


“Not exactly.”


“An angel?”


“Not yet.”


“A demon?”


“¡Dios me libre!”


“Are you dead?”


“Most definitely.” His smile lifts the corners of his mustache. “I died on a beautiful June mornin’, the kind you only see if you’re lucky enough to live in Texas. Not a cloud in all that endless blue.” He stares past me, all dreamy-eyed, like he doesn’t see or hear the chaos in the room behind me. “I double-eagled on the eighth. Do you know the odds of hittin’ a shot like that?”


Like I care. I glance over my shoulder at the people working on my body. I have a lot of questions and he’s talking about golf.


“Six million to one,” he answers anyway, and I return my attention to him. “Ten seconds later I was struck by lightnin’ and died before I hit the ground.”


I don’t know anything about golf, but I know a lie when I hear one. I was raised on Texas bool-sheet. I love a good whopper same as anyone else, but this one is so bad, it insults my intelligence, and if there is one thing in this world that gets me riled up, it’s being mistaken for stupid. “Well, don’t that beat all you ever stepped in,” I say, shaking my head like I’m impressed. “What are the odds of hittin’ a six-million-to-one shot, then gettin’ hit by lightnin’ on a sunny day in June?”


“That’s not for me to know.”


I roll my eyes. Of course not.


“I am just a concierge, is all.”


“A concierge?” That’s a new one on me. “Isn’t this an emergency room? In a hospital?”


“Most certainly.” Before he can clear things up, another bolt of brilliant lightning splinters the ceiling and blasts glitter all over the place. I hear the beep of my heart flatlining and I am pulled upward again. “Go with peace in God’s light,” the old golfer tells me.


“Am I dyin’ again?” I’ve heard of people dying and coming back, but I’ve never heard of them dying, coming back, and dying again. Maybe it’s one of God’s mysterious ways.


“Don’t get off the path.”


“What? Why?” That sounds like an important piece of information, and I push a hand against the ceiling in an effort to stop. “What will happen if I get off the path?” My hand passes through the tile and I yell down at him, “You should have talked about that instead of your dumb golf game!” I am yanked through the crack and it slams shut behind me with such force that sparks scatter beneath my feet. Just like before, flashes of silver and blue arc past my head, but this time they quickly dissipate into nothing. A pitch-blackness presses into me so completely that I see nothing. Where’s the white circle like last time? The glittery path?


Am I in hell?


“Whatever I did, I ask God’s forgiveness,” I call out, my voice shaking, but I’ve never committed sins that deserve hell. Maybe I’ve fornicated a time or two… or fifteen… but finding love in all the wrong places is not a big sin. Not like murder or devil worship or drinking on Sunday.


As if on cue, the glittery pink path lights up beneath my feet and stretches toward heaven. This time I am moved along like I’m standing on one of those walkways in an airport. I’m still confused about everything that’s happened to me, but a few things are sorted out in my head now. I’m fairly sure I’ve died twice. I think I wrecked Momma’s minivan and lost her dashboard Jesus. She can buy another bobblehead doll, but she doesn’t have the money for another car. I don’t know what she’ll do without her van.


I don’t know what she’ll do without me, either.


The last time I tried moving out of my momma’s house, she pitched a fit and fell in it. “I can’t stand the thought of you leavin’ me, Brittany Lynn. You’re all I got,” she cried. She kept it up until I couldn’t take it anymore and gave in, and that was just me wanting to move across town. Dead is a little further than Russell Street.


I’m only twenty-five. I have dreams for myself that don’t include dying. I want to open my own salon someday. One that smells like a spa treatment—eucalyptus and steam—instead of perm solution and Aqua Net. I already have a name picked out and everything: Shear Elegance Salon and Spa. I saw it on Pinterest and think it sounds real classy. I have my plans all figured out… except for how I’m going to afford it and how I’m going to get Momma out of Marfa.


The Do or Dye isn’t what I consider a high-paying career, and Marfa isn’t exactly what you’d call cosmopolitan. We do get tourists on the weekends, coming to gaze at stars or see where No Country for Old Men was filmed. They come to Marfa to view the ghost lights or look at Donald Judd’s art installation, but no one’s going to rush to Marfa for a cut and color or a deluxe pedicure.


I wish I was rich and Momma wasn’t so stubborn. I wish life was fair, but it doesn’t matter now. If life was fair, God would do something about famine, mass murder, and period cramps. If God was fair, bad people would die at twenty-five and good people could live out their dreams.


Wait, I hope God didn’t hear me complain about how he runs things, because everyone knows that God doesn’t like ingrates and whiners.


The walkway stops. Did God hear me? I clutch my chest above where my heart used to be. Am I going to get tossed out again? I guess I wouldn’t be mad about that. My path is still sparkly, but the brilliant gold light at the end seems to be fading.


The golfer said not to get off the path, but he didn’t mention anything about the path stalling on the way to God’s light. I don’t know if I should start walking or stay put. Should I hoot and holler like Momma on her cloud? I’m not sure, but if there is one thing that’s a calcified fact, it’s that if the path starts to reverse, I’m running like hell in heaven’s direction.


I look around for a sign or a signal or something. The harder I look, the more I think I can see outlines of other paths. Those paths aren’t as bright as mine, maybe because I can also make out the outlines of people. A lot of people. Those paths are crowded and I’m all alone on mine. “Can y’all hear me?” I call out, but I don’t get an answer. There’s one more big difference, too. Those paths are moving and mine is not.


Why? Did God change his plan for me? If that’s the case, he should take into consideration that I’ve been a good Christian all my life. Maybe I don’t get all hypnotic and speak in tongues. Maybe I don’t raise my arms in church and beg God to take me up right then and there. I’m just not that kind of person. I’m more the kind who watches it all and thinks that praying to get plucked up like a carrot is just plain stupid. And as everyone knows, you can fix just about anything but stupid.


Wait. Was that unkind? Did I just think that out loud? Did God hear me? Why is this happening to me?


Does he know about the bonus points?
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I’m thrown out like a bad penny again. That’s twice now. The ceiling slams shut and that glittery stuff floats downward like before. I don’t know what happened. I was just standing on the path, waiting around for it to restart, and now I’m back at the hospital, but not in the emergency room like before. There are only two nurses with me now and the room is less chaotic. The only sounds are the beeping monitors and the rhythmic swish of a ventilator.


I stand at the end of a bed and watch as one nurse adjusts tubes sewn into my chest and taped to my skin. Another checks the web of wires attached to my body from the equipment keeping me alive. They talk about the hours I’ve been in surgery and how many times I died on the table. If that isn’t scary enough, looking at my body is terrifying. I want to curl into a ball and tell myself this is all a nightmare.


The blue balayage is gone and my head is shaved. There’s some sort of probe sticking out of my skull, which I don’t think is ever a good sign. My eyes and nose are so swollen and purple that I hardly recognize myself. Just the tips of my blue fingernails show beyond the splint on my left arm and hand. Sutures close a horrific incision that runs from my sternum to mid-stomach. It looks like it hurts, but I don’t feel any pain. A white sheet covers me from navel to the tips of my toes, and the sight of my exposed belly and breasts upsets me more than anything else. I have struggled with my weight my entire life, and now this. My chest has been cut apart and sewn back together again. I am so broken that I hardly recognize myself. The least the nurses could do is cover me and give me some dignity.


“Welcome back.”


It’s the golfer, and I move to stand in front of him. “Get out of here. I’m practically nekked.”


“I’ve seen worse.” A smile lifts one corner of his thick mustache. “I’ve seen better, too.”


“Does the Welcome Wagon know you’re a perv?”


His mustache falls. “I have no control over a patient’s nekked state. It’s my duty to greet new arrivals and explain their circumstances. I keep track of all incomin’ and outgoin’, calm fears and answer questions.”


Great. I have a few of those, but before I can ask, a nurse moves from the side of my bed and walks straight through me. It’s a bump and whoosh and charges the air with little snaps of static electricity. She doesn’t seem to notice and continues down a hall past closed doors as tiny gold and blue pops follow behind in her wake. “That was—”


“Shh,” he whispers, leaning forward in anticipation. “Wait for it.”


I don’t know why he’s whispering. No one can hear us. “What?” I whisper.


“Shh. Wait for it….”


The nurse turns toward a room and all the tiny pops catch up, pass through, and snap her fingers when she touches the door handle. She yelps and jumps back, shaking her hand.


“Woo-ee, it never gets old.” The golfer laughs. “That made my day.”


If that makes his day, then he must lead a very dull life, but it does get me to thinking that maybe carpet isn’t really to blame for static shocks after all.


“The bigger the spirit, the bigger the snap, crackle, and pop, and you got her good. Last month a doctor’s hair stood straight up after he passed through a three-hundred-pound football player.” He clears his throat and straightens. “But physical contact with the livin’ is discouraged. For obvious reasons and such.”


I’m a cosmetologist and can carry on polite conversation with just about anyone, but this guy says a lot about nothing, and I have important things to get to the bottom of. “Where was I?”


He turns to me and answers, “The in-between.”


“In between what?”


“Life and death. You were revived several times, so your path was put on suspension until your destination was determined either way.” He squares his shoulders. “Our trauma doctors stubbornly fight for every life. We are the best trauma hospital in the state, and that includes Parkland, no matter what Ingrid claims. She was concierge at Parkland the day President John F. Kennedy died, after all.”


“Well, all I—”


“All hell broke loose that day, I can tell you,” he says over top of me. “How she got promoted to director of Southwest Thirty-One is still a mystery.”


“That in-between place was scary as all git-out,” I say, stopping his tangent before I get real aggravated with him. “I don’t ever want to get stuck there again.” He looks like he’s not going to give up on his Ingrid rant, but I can talk water uphill if I have to. “I didn’t know what was goin’ on or where I was headed. You said I was dead and now I’m not. I was there and now I’m back here. You didn’t explain anythin’ before I got sucked up again.”


“There wasn’t time. I told you to stay on the path. I did my job.”


Well, he sucks at his “job,” if you ask me. “Isn’t there a manual or guidebook or somethin’ on what to expect when you die?”


“No. There are no Dyin’ for Dummies books.”


I think he just implied I’m a dummy. I think he’s getting back at me for calling him a perv. I tell myself not to get worked up, but I can’t keep my eyes from narrowing.


“What happened to you is uncommon, but I’m sure you’ve heard of folks dyin’, then comin’ back. With you dyin’ several times on the operatin’ table, and with the Pacific Rim catastrophe, you’re lucky you got back here as quick as you did.”


Pardon me if I don’t feel all that lucky. “There’s been a catastrophe?”


“Yessiree. Catastrophes tend to gum up the works. When tens of thousands of folks pass in a big earthquake, and a hundred thousand more with the tsunami…” He shakes his head. “It’ll get sorted out eventually.”


That might explain the crowded paths I saw, but… “This isn’t the first disaster since God created the world, and you’re sayin’ he hasn’t come up with a catastrophe plan in all that time? What’s he been doin’?”


“That’s not for me to know.”


Of course not.


“I’m just a concierge is all.”


He’s just a wing nut is all.


“Now that it’s clear you will be with us until the time you pass, wake, or are moved to a different facility, you will need to know how to proceed and what to expect while in a comatose state.” He points his golf club at me. “From the time of birth, your spirit creates energy to fuel your physical body. When you die, your spirit leaves the earth plane, and without fuel, your physical body is returned to the elements.”


He drops the head of his club and continues. “In cases such as coma, your body goes dormant but your spirit does not and keeps creatin’ energy as always. When all that energy is no longer used as fuel, the spirit may leave the physical body for periods of time. However, while you are free to leave your physical body, you are not free to wander the hospital. You must remain here or in the Limbo Lounge. There are no exceptions,” he says, like he’s reading from Dying for Dummies. “Like all energy, yours will eventually drain from use. You will feel tired and need to reenter your physical body in order to recharge both.”


Oh. I don’t like the sound of returning to my body. The stitches holding me together look painful, not to mention the probe in my head. “Is there another way? Maybe a chargin’ station like in the airport?” Last year when Momma and me flew from Midland to Amarillo to visit Aunt Bonnie Bell, cell charging stations were all over the place.


“You’re not a cell phone.”


Duh. “How long does it take to recharge?”


“That depends on your activity. Strong emotions from you, or the livin’ around you, will accelerate the drain. And if you have family visitors, we prefer you remain in your room with them.”


“Why?”


“That’s not for me to know. I don’t make the rules.”


Uh-huh. I get the feeling he’s playing dumb. Either that or he’s lazy.


“Is this our new guest?”


I look to my left at a middle-aged man moving toward me. I’m so shocked to see anyone else that it takes a second or two for me to notice the solid outline of his tuxedo and ten-gallon hat. His edges aren’t fuzzy like the golfer’s. He looks more solid, like me.


“Yes. This is Marfa.” The golfer turns to include the other gentleman. “Marfa, this is Clint.”


“Howdy, Miss Marfa. That’s some hair.”


“Thank you, sir.” I think. “Who’s Marfa?”


“You.”


“Me?” I put a hand on my chest. “My name isn’t Marfa. I’m Brittany Lynn Snider.”


“We already have a Brittany in this unit. That name has been claimed, so to avoid confusion, the incomin’ party shall be referred to by their hometown,” the golfer says, sounding like he’s reading out of Dying for Dummies again.


“That’s right, Miss Marfa.” Clint continues down the hall and we walk with him. “My real name is Tom but there was a Tom, a Thomas, and a Tommy before I got here. Clint is my hometown.”


Who cares? “Marfa’s ugly. I don’t want to be called Marfa! Why can’t I go by Brittany Lynn or Lynn or by my last name?”


“I don’t make the rules, and you have bigger concerns than a name, Marfa.”


Wing nut. I let the name stew because I do have bigger concerns. “How long has it been since my accident?”


“On the earthly plane, you arrived four hours ago.”


Four hours? It feels more like thirty minutes. “Has my momma come to see me yet?” I ask as we pass a room. I try to look inside but all I can see is the foot of a bed and a maroon curtain.


“No. I haven’t seen anyone.”


I wrecked the van and broke her Jesus, but she should be here by now. “Really? Her name is Carla Jean Snider.”


“Does she live in El Paso? The traffic gets mighty backed up at the Spaghetti Bowl this time of day.”


“No. She lives in Marfa.” El Paso? What’s the Spaghetti Bowl?


“That’s three hours away, Miss Marfa.”


I stop again. “What?” My memory is fuzzy, and just when I think it’s going to clear up, it doesn’t. “This is Big Bend hospital, right?”


“No.”


“Pecos?”


“Wrong direction,” the golfer says over his shoulder as he continues. “This is UMC El Paso.”


“What?” I pass rooms on each side of the hall as I hurry to catch up with them. “How did I get here?”


“An ambulance brought you in.”


“All the way from Marfa?”


“No. We don’t send our ambulances that far away.”


“I’m in El Paso,” I say more to myself than anyone. “Are you sure?”


“Sure as can be, Miss Marfa.”


“Why am I in El Paso?”


“Maybe one of those geo tours,” Clint suggests, as if I look like the kind of girl who’d pass on a mountain of Buc-ee’s Beaver Nuggets in favor of a mountain bike. He stops and tips his hat to a woman with fried blonde hair and skintight Wranglers. “Miss Kodiak.”


“Clint. Concierge.” Her outline is as solid as mine and Clint’s, but she looks through me like I’m invisible. I recognize the look. I’ve seen it many times from snooty women like Kodiak. If she was nicer, and if I didn’t have better things to do, I might give her a professional consultation and recommend a deep-conditioning hair mask for those thirsty roots growing from her center part.


“She’s a long way from home,” I say as she moves down the hall.


“That’s her birth name,” the golfer tells me. “They’re about to bring Kodiak out of her coma, and she best shake her tail feathers and get there before she’s marked as unresponsive and gets shipped off to Vista Hills for long-term care.” He raises his voice. “She’s not goin’ to like the concierge at Vista Hills. Connie’s from Terlingua and was left in the sun too long.”


Kodiak runs down the hall and disappears into a room. “When a patient is comin’ out of a coma, it’s best if both body and soul are together for obvious reasons,” the golfer tells me.


We continue down the hall, getting farther from my body, and I ask if the same holds true for when a person passes on. That seems like important information. “We prefer a soul raise from their physical being. Unfortunately, there are occasions when it doesn’t occur that way.”


Unfortunately? That sounds scary. “What happens?”


“Shit happens, Marfa. That’s what.” One minute he says, “That’s not for me to know,” and in the next he says “we” as if he was in on the planning. Now it’s “shit happens” like he’s Forrest Gump. He sighs and explains, “Sometimes a soul can’t make it back to their body before their portal opens, and they are raised up from wherever they happen to be at that moment, be it in deep conversation or playin’ bingo. Some patients witnessin’ the passin’ are reassured by the splendor and warmth of God’s light while others screech like caged monkeys.”


Bingo? I shake my head but don’t ask. I’m confused and nothing about this day makes a lick of sense. The last thing I remember is sitting in church next to Momma. The night before, I remember I was writing lyrics like I always do. Real Housewives reruns were on the television, and I was texting… someone. “Why did I drive all the way to El Paso?” I wonder out loud.


“Do you have relatives in the area?” Clint asks.


“No.”


“Visitin’ a nice young fella?”


HotGuyNate. I was texting HotGuyNate from Tinder. I had plans to meet him in El Paso. I don’t think I made it.


“Here we are.”


We turn right and the hall opens to a room filled with sofas and wooden tables and chairs. It’s like a common area in a retirement home, complete with people watching Highway to Heaven reruns on a large television or staring into a fish aquarium as a hologram of Noah’s Ark battles choppy waves in the big tank. I take a step back. “Are we still in the hospital?”


“Yes and no. This is a part of the hospital that dwells on the spirit plane. It cannot be seen or accessed by humans. We call it the Limbo Lounge.”


I take another step back. “Can I get stuck here like the in-between?”


“No. This is not a path to heaven. This is a place to relax and socialize while you wait.”


The room looks to be filled with eight people, give or take. “And these people are…?”


“Like you. In a comatose state, whether from traumatic injury or illness or other unfortunate events. Which, as you know, is a stressful and confusin’ time. Patients come here to put their feet up—as the sayin’ goes.”


Most of the people in the room are in street clothes. Two cowgirls and an older woman wearing a housecoat and slippers are playing bingo. There’s a blonde sitting alone at a card table, wearing a light blue slip, with her head down on her crossed arms, like she’s so relaxed, she’s zenned out. All of them look so normal that I can’t begin to guess why they’re here.


“It was a pleasure, Miss Marfa,” Clint says as he moves to a small table and joins the women playing cards. The cowgirls stand to greet him, and from the height of their hair and size of their belt buckles, it looks like they ran afoul at a rodeo. Or maybe they were at a backyard barbecue and fighting words were exchanged, like when Aunt Sissy opened a can of whup-ass on Cousin Jr.’s wife for saying Aunt Sissy’s old dog looked like roadkill and smelled worse. It happens to be true, but no one gets away with insulting Aunt Sissy’s dog—or the Aggies or her Frito pie, come to think of it.


If I die, I don’t know how much I’ll miss family barbecues, but I am going to miss Frito pie, Texas sheet cake, Little Debbie Nutty Bars, Dr Pepper, and such.


“Television viewin’ is provided by Paradise Inc. and includes such favorites as 7th Heaven, Heaven Help Us, Made in Heaven, and Beetlejuice. Schedulin’ is listed in the drop-down menu.” The golfer points his club at the aquarium. “The reflectin’ pool is strictly first come, first serve and offers hologram imagery from religious scenes throughout history.”


I look at the television and the aquarium and ask, “What if you’re an atheist?”


“You’re in for a shock, I can tell you.”


I reckon that makes sense. “Why are some people in regular clothes and some have on hospital gowns?”


“That is determined by what a patient was wearin’ when they arrived.” The golfer thumps his club on the floor. “I need all y’all’s attention. This is our newest guest, Miss Marfa,” he announces.


The other “guests” smile, greet me with a welcoming howdy, or give a little wave. They all seem friendly enough, except for the blonde in the blue slip, who sits straight up and outright laughs. I guess she’s not zenned out after all. Strands of ash- and honey-colored hair slide across her face and chin. The kind of ash and honey blonde that doesn’t come from a box, Supercuts, or the Do or Dye. I don’t need to see her face to know she is beautiful. The kind of beautiful that comes from genetics and money. Her long fingers and pink nails rake through her hair and she says, all hoity-toity, “Good God, that’s a hideous name,” and I wish I could argue with her.


An elderly woman with a white pouf of hair touches my arm. “Don’t pay her any mind, Miss Marfa. Some people are just cracky and notional.” She’s wearing a hospital gown and orthopedic socks, and she tells me her name is Miz Pearl. I follow her to a baby-blue couch across the room, and I’m quickly surrounded by her friends. Most have old-lady names like Pearl, and all want to know what happened to me. They ask the names of the doctors who’ve worked on me and about my coma and Glasgow score. I can’t answer because I don’t even know.


“I’m a three,” Pearl tells me. “Stroke. It won’t be long now.”


I meet Brittany Larson (four-wheeler accident), who looks like she’s my age and the reason I got stuck with Marfa. Then there’s Valentina (fell off a pyramid at cheer camp), who’s missing one purple ribbon from her brown ponytails; Tommy (skateboard accident and the reason Clint is Clint); and Portland (allergic reaction to a rattlesnake bite while hiking Lost Dog Trail). And me, Brittany Lynn Snider, a.k.a. Marfa (rolled her momma’s minivan), almost died on her way to a Tinder date.
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The title 90 Minutes in Heaven sounds like a porno flick, but Tommy and I seem to be the only two of the same mind.


“Ninety minutes? I can get it done in ten or under,” he says with a smile. “Then what am I gonna do for the next eighty? Talk about feelin’s?”


I’m the only one who laughs, and I figure the older folks don’t get it and the others are afraid of committing blasphemy.


The golfer shows up to tell me Momma’s arrived, and I meet her in my room. She’s pale and her cheeks are flushed, and she takes one look at my body and bursts into raw tears that flood me with sorrow and guilt.


My momma cries about everything. It doesn’t matter if she feels sad or happy or proud. It doesn’t matter if she’s feeling heartache over an ASPCA commercial or bad like when she fries someone’s hair.


No matter what, I hate to see her cry, but more than that, I hate to be the cause of her tears. Normally, I’d hug her and promise anything to make it stop, but I can’t. All I can do is lightly put my hand on her shoulder and hope I don’t zap her like I did with the nurse earlier. I wait a few seconds, but there are no gold and blue pops, and the only whoosh comes from the ventilator pushing oxygen into my lungs.


“My baby,” she cries, carefully touching the scratches on the back of my free hand.


I rub my palm across her back and wish I could feel the warmth of her touch. I wish she could feel the comfort of mine. “Don’t cry, Momma,” I whisper, but she doesn’t hear me.


We’ve never had much, but she always went out of her way to make me feel special. When I graduated sixth grade, we marked the occasion at the Dairy Queen with chili dogs and Dr Pepper floats. DQ has always been our place to celebrate, even when I only received a green ribbon at cheer tryouts in the tenth grade. We celebrated with chili fries and Buster Bars when I passed my boards and got my cosmetology license, too.


Momma always makes me Texas-shaped waffles on my birthday and a flag cake on the Fourth of July. She’s a strong believer in God and that Texans are just a bit better than other people. She believes in the Marfa ghost lights, and that Yardley English Rose perfume covers the stink of Aqua Net.


Tears drip from her cheeks, and she bows her head to pray. “Oh Holy Lord, my maker and my protector. You reign on high above me and are worthy of praise.” The golfer was right about strong emotions draining my energy. It flows out of me in visible waves, and I lay my cheek on her shoulder. She tells God that she accepts his higher plan for me—but then she bargains like a horse trader. “Heal my Brittany and I’ll spend more time at the Agave Festival this year, sharin’ my faith story and handin’ out Bibles to sinners,” she says. “I know I have to work on forgivin’ and forgettin’ and with Jesus’s help, I’ll be real civil to Pudge the next time I see him.” She pauses a moment before she adds, “And Floozy Face.” If I wasn’t so tired, I’d smile. I sit on the edge of the bed to rest and feel myself waver between earth and the spirit realm. Like the golfer said, I simply start to drift.


“I’ll give up chili Cheetos with Frank’s RedHot. Lil’ Debbie Oatmeal Cremes, too.”


Wow, she must be serious.


“And fornication with Jorge Espinoza.”


What did she say? I’m almost gone now.


“I know it’s wrong to sin in the back of his taco truck. Especially on Sunday.”


She always said that she went to Espinoza’s Especiales for flautas. My soul relaxes into my body and I feel a familiar sense of being, of rest and comfort. I let go of the stress of living and dying, and I dream I order Jorge Espinoza’s tacos at the Dairy Queen. I dream of Daddy and his black Lab, Scooter, and I hear muffled voices like I’m underwater.


When I wake again, I know where I am. I know I’m in the hospital and I remember how I got here. I remember Nate the Tinder date; I remember I lied to Momma and fought with Lida, but I don’t remember much beyond leaving church.


I recognize the beeping monitors and whooshing respirator, and I recognize Momma… and Daddy. My instinct to mediate before things get ugly kicks in, and I sit up and swing my legs over the side of the bed. They’re standing just inside the door, and Daddy has his arm around Momma. She’s crying into his chest as he talks with a doctor over the top of her head.


When my folks were married, I can’t recall them hugging each other very much. It’s uncomfortable to see them show affection to each other. I don’t like it, and I wish they’d go back to normal. I look around for Floozy Face to run interference but she’s not here.


I can’t hear what the doctor is saying, but I don’t need to. It’s written all over Daddy’s face. His eyes are red and pinched with sadness. He clears his throat and gives a sharp nod. “Thank you,” he tells the doctor. “I know you’re doin’ what you can for my girl.”


If you look up “good ol’ boy” in the dictionary, you’ll likely see a picture of my daddy. He loves cold beer, smoke billowing from the barbecue, and talking about the time he killed a wild boar with nothing but his pocketknife.


He’s a deputy at the courthouse and makes good money, which, according to Momma, always made him a target for floozies. He drives a pickup and follows the unwritten pickup rules: his truck has monster tires so no one will think he’s a wimp. There’s a hunting rifle in the rear-window gun rack, no matter the season, and he always travels with his dog and a toolbox in the back.


His belt has a rodeo buckle the size of a dessert plate and the leather says “Pudge” on the back. He moseys through life and nothing much gets him worked up. This is the first time I’ve ever seen him like this. He looks sad and tired and old.


Momma and Daddy move out into the hall as an X-ray machine is wheeled into the room. I follow them. Daddy steps aside and drops his arm from Momma’s shoulders. “What in the heck was my girl doin’ in El Paso?” he asks.


Momma shakes her head. “I have no idea. She said she was headin’ to Lida’s.”


“Did you get her cell phone? Maybe she called somebody.”


“Won’t do any good unless you got her passcode.”


It’s 5233. Same as my Visa pin number.
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