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Prologue


I wake from a familiar nightmare. The tree is coming towards us. There’s panic on Kim’s face. Outside the car, a meadowlark swings on a barbed wire fence and the rough, grey bark of the cottonwood tree comes closer and closer. We’re going to crash. We’re going to crash.


My body is covered in a fine sheet of sweat and I have to claw the duvet away from my face to breathe. I feel better when I sit up, but I am shaking.


For fifteen years, we’ve lived in England, but I’m still American enough to pull on a sweatshirt instead of a dressing gown. In socks, I slip down the hall.


Before I go, I open every door. I pull up duvets, click off bedside lights, retrieve a naughty phone from under a pillow and smooth hair back out of eyes. Downstairs, the dog gets out of his basket, only to collapse again by the big chair in the back room. I follow him and shut the door.


The Bluetooth speaker hums when it’s switched on. I’ll search and play the old songs, one after another, just as I think of them, low enough not to wake anyone, but loud enough to hear.


It is a black night in the garden. In the light of my phone and the speaker, the windows reflect hints of the room; the polished wood shines, gold lettering on books twinkles. And I’m there, too. My face floats, as white and insubstantial as a ghost.


I can feel the weight of my family, sleeping above me. All around me, I can feel my life, as solid and real as the heavy furniture or the deep old shelves. I curl up in the big chair and press play.


It’s the only time I let myself remember when I didn’t want to live at all.




Chapter One


Soundtrack: ‘Nothing from Nothing’ – Bobby Preston


Let’s start with the tree.


It was a cottonwood, a wild tree, native to Kansas, not something imported, like a maple or an oak. It was older than the road, and it crowded the curve. But it wasn’t dying yet. Cottonwoods die secretly, getting more dry and hollow inside…you usually only find out when they drop a limb on your head. This tree was still healthy.


We hit it at about twenty miles an hour.


Kim’s face whacked the top of the big steering wheel and her breasts hit the bottom of it. She broke her nose in two places and hurt her neck and her back. Her breasts were hideously bruised and later went all bumpy, purple and green.


I seemed fine. Everyone says I seemed fine. Evidently, I talked to people and everything. I don’t remember any of that.


I remember Kim had picked me up from ballet class in her mom’s fancy new LTD. I remember stopping to get Icees from the 7 Up mini-mart. Icees are like Slush Puppies – tiny bits of ice suspended in sugary goo. I know it was 1974 and I know it was America, but even back then and back there, we knew something about nutrition. Having Icees before school was just plain naughty.


That means they were my idea.


I was buckling my shoes when Kim turned the corner. Her Icee started to slide. She was terrified of spilling Icee on her mom’s fancy new velour upholstery. So she grabbed for the Icee and forgot to straighten the wheel…and, just for a moment, I looked up…


How can I explain how slowly we headed for the tree? I had time to notice everything, the rough grain of the grey bark, the look of fear on Kim’s face. How the sun was beginning to warm the earth. A meadowlark swinging on a strand of barbed wire, its little throat puffed out with singing.


And then my memory goes black.


I remember one moment after the accident. I was crawling up to the road on my hands and knees. The LTD’s engine was still running and the wheels were still turning and that Bobby Preston was still singing, ‘Nothing from nothing leaves nothing’, on the radio.


Then it all cuts abruptly to black again, like a badly-made film. Later, I found out that’s what happens when you go into shock. You might still walk around and talk, but you aren’t actually processing.


Evidently, we were weaving like drunks all over the road when Bobby drove by, headed to the same play rehearsal. Nobody else was driving around before seven-thirty in the morning, just high school kids like us, with before-school sports and clubs.


It was legal in Kansas for fourteen-year-olds to drive to school and to work and home again. Farm kids could drive around their own land at twelve. All this time later and half a world away, the idea of kids zooming around in tons of metal seems a bit odd. But it seemed normal to me then. So it was normal that Bobby rescued us in his very own snazzy white Monte Carlo with maroon vinyl upholstery.


I had known Bobby and his family forever. They were the local funeral directors – and he lived near the graveyard. He loaded us into his car, dropped us off at my house, and then continued on his way to the play rehearsal. He waited until after the rehearsal to tell people at school about our accident.


Bobby was calm and cool like that: He had always seemed a little cold inside to me, as if he climbed into a refrigerator every night and slept with the family clients.


I had kissed him once during a spin the-bottle game and absolutely nothing had happened except our lips pressed together briefly. He’d reacted with a kind of mild disgust. My feelings would have been hurt, if ten seconds later Jack Clary and I hadn’t started investigating the deep mysteries of French kissing.


One of the things I remember about the accident was worrying about Bobby’s car – he wouldn’t let any of us eat or drink in it. As I helped him half-carry Kim into my house, I remember worrying about blood stains. I only relaxed because I suddenly thought that Bobby’s undertaker family probably knew all about how to get rid of bloodstains.


In the next scene, I was sitting on the stairs to my mom and dad’s bedroom in the old, higgledy-piggledy house we’d bought two years before. Parts of it were built in brick, parts of it were wood construction. It used to be made of turf…it was that old.


It had some funky features. The kitchen and the porch had been built before there was mains water, so there was an old well in the porch, which was now the dining room. It was still there, hidden under a square of carpet, and I used to freak out my friends on sleepovers by prying it up and telling them it had a ghost living in it.


I just said it was my mom and dad’s bedroom. But that day, it was really only my mom’s bedroom. A month before, Dad had dumped us. He’d done it to me and mom together. There was none of the mom and dad sitting on the sofa and explaining it lovingly to the child. There were full-blown rows and plates thrown and nasty things said and I was right in the middle of it, with words like ‘unworthy’ and ‘ungrateful’ and ‘unsalvageable’ being thrown at me.


There were tears and snot and holding onto his legs and begging him to stay while he wrenched himself away and ran to his car. It had been properly horrible.


He’d seen me twice since. Both times he’d wanted to see a proper young lady in tights and a smart dress and instead had seen me with my enormous frizz of nearly black curls and wearing jean shorts, flip-flops and band T-shirts. Both times, he’d carefully explained why I was sending the wrong messages. He talked to me about my mother’s politics and why order and respect were so important. He said that ‘freedom’ was actually anarchy and that identifying with Vietnam protesters, women’s libbers and black activists was dangerous and wouldn’t get me anywhere in life.


Also, he said repeatedly and with a kind of weary patience, if I couldn’t brush the curls and frizz out of my hair, I should keep it cut short.


On both outings, we’d ridden home in total silence.


So the day we hit the tree was already a bad time. The dining room carpet smelled funny, because mom didn’t have time or energy to sprinkle the sprinkle stuff and vac it every other day like she used to. It smelled like old people. Kim was lying on it, with her head nearly at the kitchen and her feet on the cover for the well.


I sat on the stairs, watching two policemen try to stop Kim’s nose bleeding. They’d seen the wreck, found my address in my handbag and had tracked me home, sure that the people who’d walked away had been injured. They were good cops – they’d done that even before they knew I was Major Eugene DuLac’s daughter. Now that they knew, they were being even more careful.


I asked my mom for a bit of kitchen roll. They were using loads on Kim, but I just didn’t feel up to getting some for myself.


She brushed by, rushing for something else they thought Kim needed, and said, ‘Get it yourself, Coco. Kim is really hurt!’


But I had wanted some kitchen roll because I knew I was about to cough. And I could tell, from my long experience with chronic bronchitis and regular pneumonias, that this was going to be a productive cough, a really productive cough, and I wanted something to spit in.


And then I couldn’t hold it back any longer. I coughed. And parts of me came up onto my hand. A gush of blood seeped through my fingers and trickled onto the light blue carpet. I tried to stop it, but I couldn’t.


Everyone then turned from Kim to me. For the first time in my life, I didn’t actually want to be the centre of attention. I wanted to go back in time to just a few minutes before, when Kim had been the sick one and I’d been the well one who everyone ignored.


My mother thought very fast. She pulled the radio from the nearest patrolman’s belt and said, ‘Dispatch, this is Diane DuLac. Get me Eugene, quick. His daughter is dying.’


I heard my dad’s voice inside two seconds. He sounded pissed off, so mom talked fast.


‘We’re waiting for the ambulance, but she’s already having trouble breathing,’ mom said. The latter part of this was news to me, and it made me feel concerned.


I could hear Dad start his siren. ‘I’m on my way,’ he said.


The patrol car was back at the tree, red lights blinking so that none of the rush hour traffic would hit Kim’s mom’s ruined new LTD. Before the two cops with us could decide if they should run back to get it, Dad had already arrived, bundled us into his car, and started racing to the hospital.


Kim came, too, I think. All I really remember is mom holding me and us tearing through Kansas City. Dad knew the way to everywhere, always the fastest way. It was one of his things. He’d get cross at mom if she took the long way anywhere, even if he hadn’t been with her and had only heard about it.


Knowing Dad was taking me, I kind of relaxed. I knew I’d get to the best hospital as fast as humanly possible. I didn’t have to worry about that side of things.


No one had to tell me by then that I was having trouble breathing. My larynx was too busy falling apart to do much of its work of carrying air from my mouth (I was gasping, so my nose wasn’t really relevant right then) down into my lungs. By the time we got to the emergency ward, and my dad had left the car in the ambulance place and run in with me in his arms, little pockets of air had started to gather under my skin. I thought they looked like frogs or mice, hopping and crawling in lumps around my shoulders and chest.


The next thing I remember is sitting on a blue plastic chair in a hallway. There had been a gang knife war the night before and the operating rooms were dirty. They were hurrying to clean one for me. I was getting very, very weak. I got a rather familiar feeling about the problems my body was having. I didn’t care anymore. I just let it go…


I had done this before. I had come this close to death when I was just a kid…


Three summers before I was dying on the plastic chair in Kansas University Medical Centre, I had invited Mari LaBeouf to come swimming at Sun and Surf Country Club.


‘Country Club’ was a bit of an overstatement. It was a suburban swimming club, with a bar and a grill and a nice big pool with a diving area and a kiddie pool. There was a putting green, I think, and they were putting in a driving range. Still the ‘Country Club’ part was about as accurate as the ‘Surf’ part, and we were 1200 miles from the nearest coastline.


Anyway, all my cousins were members, and half my friends, and my hair was never really dry from May until September. One of my cousins was on lifeguard duty the day Mari came to swim.


‘Can you swim?’ I asked her.


‘Oh, yes,’ she said.


Reassured on this point, I suggested we play a game. You walked along the slope towards the deep end until you couldn’t touch any more, and then you swam to the side. I was tall for my age and Mari was a shrimp. We walked side by side until she couldn’t touch and then I carried her until I couldn’t touch.


‘Okay, swim!’ I cried and dropped her.


She couldn’t. She panicked. She held onto me and tried to climb to air as I went down.


I came up twice and screamed and waved to my cousin, who glared at me and avoided my eye.


It wasn’t his fault. Nobody looks at eleven-year-old girls screaming and messing around in water.


And then I didn’t come up any more. I gave Mari an almighty push to the side with the last of my strength. I didn’t see why she should die, as well. I then started to drift, down, down, to the cool aqua quiet of the bottom. I was quite content. My resentment towards Mari had gone. It wasn’t her fault that she’d lied about swimming. She’d just been trying to impress me. Or had been afraid I would go off and leave her if she’d confessed she couldn’t swim a stroke. The sad thing was, I would have gone off and left her. Like a shot.


Everything seemed very clear to me, under the water. I understood all kinds of things.


And then my cousin finally figured it out and saved my life.


All of this I remembered in seconds, sitting on the royal blue plastic chair in the hospital corridor, while everyone rushed around to try and get me into an operating room. And because I’d remembered it, I knew what that feeling of remoteness meant – it meant I was about to die.


I stopped breathing.


‘She’s stopped breathing!’ my mom immediately shouted.


There was a great deal of lifting and bundling.


I was suddenly looking up and moving so smoothly that I knew there had to be wheels involved.


They took me to a small room – I knew because the ceiling was a small rectangle. It was one of those drop ceilings on grids, with metal strips holding up squares of white Styrofoam.


After they put me down, all the hands and voices disappeared. I could hear people shouting out in the corridor and scurrying around, but I was left alone for a moment in the antiseptic little room. And in that moment, as I kept looking up at the ceiling, the corner square dissolved. And then more squares faded…


They just kind of went away, as if a projector had been switched off. Lying there, I had this immediate understanding that the entirety of the world I knew was an illusion. The world I had known wasn’t really real: there was a ‘realer’ real behind it.


I got up and floated to the corner of the room to have a look.


There wasn’t a particularly bright light or an angel with white feathery wings. But there was something, and the something felt like somebody. And there was communication, but not in words.


As I passed the ceiling and saw there was space behind it, I was burning to explore. I was all like, ‘Let’s go, Dude.’


But the somebody thing let me know that was bad manners. I had to say goodbye to my body, evidently. My ‘host.’


I can’t tell you how depressing it was to discover that a) there was still going to be manners after death and b) I was still not going to be very good at them.


Reluctantly, I turned and looked at the lump of meat on the gurney.


I’ve always thought my body was rubbish. It has zero hand-eye coordination. It’s ridiculously prone to illness. It was lanky, and at that adolescent stage, I looked a lot like a stick insect. And my hair. It was just…wrong. Even now, I usually try not to look at my hair.


I was just about to say, ‘Right, done it, let’s boogie,’ to the somebody-thing when my attention was drawn back to the room.


It was an OR nurse, all scrubbed up and masked and everything. She was screaming a swear word and hitting herself on her forehead, with knuckles. She was crying, bawling with frustration. And it was all about me – because I was dying. Well, because I was dead, I corrected myself.


Silly old moo, I thought. I was fine. I was feeling better than I had in ages. Being dead was a whole lot nicer than being alive.


I went down to tell her. I put what felt to me like an arm around her and said, ‘Hey, it’s fine. I’m fine. Don’t worry about it. It’s not a problem.’


And that’s when all the people ran in. They cut a hole in my neck below my larynx so that I could breathe and started my heart.


It happened so fast.


One moment, I was all blissed out and comforting the nurse.


The next thing I knew, some idiot had stuck a grappling hook in my ribs and slammed me back into the gross, bloody lump of meat on the table. The pain and the shock of it meant I wasn’t conscious for long.


But that was long enough to register one thing – utter and consuming rage. I was so peed off, I can’t tell you. For years, every time I thought about it, it made my heart beat faster, my hands shake and my body sweat with anger. I felt total, complete, and palpably radiant fury.


My life had been saved.


Lord, was I ticked off about it.




Chapter Two


Soundtrack: ‘Carefree Highway’ – Gordon Lightfoot


I woke up like you do when you’re sick or were very, very tired. Like I do now if I’ve had too much wine the night before. In fact ‘up’ didn’t really come into it. I woke down, like I was at the bottom of a deep well. Up was somewhere else, and I already knew getting there was going to be difficult.


I lay with my eyes open just a slit… It was too much effort to open them fully and it was too much effort to hold them closed. I hurt everywhere. Not just my neck, which felt bulky and uncomfortable, but everywhere. My feet hurt (I found out later I’d arrived at my house with just one shoe). My legs ached (they always did if I laid in one place for too long). I’d snapped a hip flexor at eleven, and if I didn’t lie just right my hip really started to hurt. I wasn’t lying right, and it was hurting. But I couldn’t even think about moving to make it stop.


My back hurt. My mouth was so dry that my tongue felt cracked. I could see tubes in my hand and arms and they all hurt. I’d been wiped down, but I still felt sticky and dirty all over. There was yellowy orange antiseptic stuff all over my arms, and crusted blood from the punctures that were clotting on my arms and hands. I’ve always hated having dirty hands.


I mean, closing my mouth so that it didn’t get dryer seemed impossible. Rolling over to ease my hip was something it felt like I’d have to build myself up to attempt…maybe for a few months. Getting up and finding soap and a flannel and some warm water was simply not an option.


I could only lie there and feel horrid. I couldn’t do anything about it.


And then I heard something above the whirr and beeps of the various machines. I managed to move my eyes slightly and saw two nurses silhouetted against the light of the door.


They were talking. ‘I know!’ one sounded excited. ‘Two laryngeal fractures in one day!’


‘Amazing!’ the other woman said. She wasn’t really excited, though. Her ‘amazing’ was flat and dry. ‘So, this is the car crash?’


That’s me. I’m the car crash.


‘Yeah,’ the first voice seemed disappointed in me. ‘The other girl is a rodeo rider, a barrel racer. She has the most beautiful hair.’


I felt myself stiffen. I tried to open an eye all the way, to see if hers was anything to write home about.


The second nurse flipped pieces of paper. ‘Resuscitated?’


‘No,’ said the first nurse. ‘Her parents got her here in time. Her mother hasn’t left her bedside and her father just sits in the hall. She keeps worrying about her horse.’


‘I meant this one,’ the second voice was losing her patience. I liked the second voice.


‘Oh, the car crash was resuscitated. She was out quite a while. We’ve got some brain function, but…you know…we told the mom not to get her hopes up. She went off somewhere with the priest.’


To pray. She’d worried my mom so much that she’d gone off to pray for me. Mom was probably lighting candles and saying a whole rosary right now.


Was there something wrong with my brain? It didn’t feel any different. Charles Dickens wrote Great Expectations. JFK was assassinated in Dallas, Texas. Water is two parts hydrogen and one part oxygen…or was it the other way around? I didn’t think I really knew before…


‘She’s a bit of a mess. I’ll clean her up.’


I tried to open my eyes. I tried to move. I tried, really hard, to say, ‘Yes, please,’ but nothing happened.


‘I’d rather you didn’t waste your time on that right now,’ the first voice said. ‘By the time you get her clean, they’ll be wheeling her to the morgue.’


Immediately that huge anger flared up in my chest again. That’s what you think, bitch, I said to myself. But the effort of pumping all that adrenaline out of my brain left me too tired to use it. I was just about to say something, or at least I thought I was, when I fell back down the well into unconsciousness.


I had one last thought as I went down.


Where was Kim?


Kim was my best friend. I always needed Kim…and now that I was feeling so…bad…I needed her even more. Kim would have found a way to mention that I hated having dirty hands. She would have said just a little something, nothing that the grownups would think was pushy or pert, but something – and that something would have made them clean me up and change my gown.


I didn’t know much that day, laying in the Intensive Care Unit. But I knew that I needed Kim.


I’d met her in the playground of Oak Grove Elementary School. Kim confidently explained to me, almost immediately, why her sister in kindergarten had a different last name.


I hadn’t even known she had a sister, and could barely understand what she was talking about. It had been one of the rare moments when I understood that someone else was experiencing an emotion. I could tell Kim was anxious, and that something about her sister’s name bothered her. I was very impressed with myself for noticing all this.


So I felt sorry for Kim straightaway, though she was clearly sick of people pitying her. A sensible girl would see that this was not a good start for a relationship. I found the whole thing fascinating.


Kim was reassuringly solid. She was tall (but not as tall as I was). Her hair was bright golden brown. She wore short bangs that curled on her forehead like a strip of paint. Beneath them, her slightly piggy eyes shone with unexpected intelligence. Full lips and a determined little dimpled chin made up for an upturned, slightly piggy nose.


I thought she was beautiful. But even as a kid, I knew her mother dressed her wrong. She should have worn plain browns, reds and golds. Her hair and face would have shone out of a brown corduroy pinafore like a Rembrandt portrait shines out of its dark background. But little girls weren’t supposed to be beautiful, back then. We were supposed to be pretty. And efforts were made to make her so.


Kim got pushed into every extreme fashion of our ‘sixties childhood. Her chubby bottom was squeezed into neon flip skirts. Her round little legs were zipped (and the skin often caught) into white knee-high ‘GoGo’ boots. Turtleneck sweaters made her meaty shoulders look like they led straight to her ears. Bright pastels and primary colours clashed with her fuzzy golden halo and made it look dull. Almost every piece of clothing Kim owned was wrong for her – too short, too tight, made for a darker brunette. I always thought her mom’s choices were like a printed sign saying, ‘I don’t think this child is good enough.’


But forget the way she looked. What I noticed and liked about Kim when I was eight years old was what everybody else liked her whole life – she was a walking sense of ethics. She was the fairest person I’ve ever met, before or since. And Kim befriending me, a skinny girl, was a good example.


It wasn’t that Kim’s mother approved of me – we had a tiny house at the time that was in the wrong neighbourhood. I often looked scruffy. My parents were odd and my manners were dire. Also, I seemed pointlessly clever and far too pert with it… But her mother liked how little there was of me.


In my hearing, and every time she saw me, she pointed out to Kim how lovely and thin I was. Even at eight, Kim was bright enough to see this coming. And she became my friend anyway.


It was a day or so after we’d met in the playground, in first week at Oak Grove Elementary. The class was sitting around and chatting aimlessly (this would never have happened at Sacred Heart, and I was thrilled and surprised). I remember I was sitting on a desk and talking. I had seen some of the other children sit on the desks and the teacher had not hit any of them – which came as a huge surprise. I felt deliciously naughty when the back of my thighs touched the cool Formica of the table top. I was breaking Sacred Heart rules on three fronts – speaking without specifically being asked to do so by a teacher, wearing a skirt shorter than my knees and sitting on a desk. Sister Mary Wallberg would have literally murdered me…or at least come as close as she could within the law. And here I was, doing it…it was bliss.


I was wearing a pink and white mini-dress with pompoms down the front: yellow, blue, and green. Kim came closer and used her clever eyes on me nervously, like she thought I might send her away.


She was wearing a purple skirt and a purple cardigan, both swirled with orange, green and pink paisleys. They were hideous.


I had been describing the uniform we’d had to wear at Sacred Heart to six or seven of my thrilled and horrified new classmates. Kim anxiously chewed a nail until at last she shouldered forward to interrupt, asking, ‘Do you like that?’ and nodded towards my pink ensemble with pompoms.


‘Yes,’ I said, and then, ‘Do you like yours?’


She shook her head. ‘No. I hate it.’


We looked into each other’s eyes and recognised a mutual depth of suffering, swimming under the reflection of the strip lighting. It only took a moment. Then Kim took me to see the goldfish, all alone, just the two of us, my hand safe in her recently chewed paw.


By lunchtime, after we’d discussed our reading habits, favourite colours and the fact that we both preferred the Monkees to the Beatles, I would have died for Kim.


But though Kim made the first move towards friendship, she never really let herself go into the animal intimacy of little girl best friends. From the very beginning, I felt Kim was holding back.


At eight, I was already Heathcliff – romantic, demanding and passionate. Kim was more measured – more Cathy. She didn’t trust my sudden passions for people and things and she felt, straightaway, that I was too possessive, too excitable, too easily depressed and that I laughed too hard. All my emotions were too extravagant for Kim.


We loved each other, but we were never really sure of each other. All our lives together, I carried a small but constant pain of wanting more than Kim could give. To be fair, it must have been tiring for Kim, too, constantly pushing me away. We spent our childhoods shielding each other from loneliness, but we did it in a kind of uneasy truce.


Still, when I was pulled back down into unconsciousness, Kim was the one I wanted.


But the next time I woke up, my mother was there.


‘How’s Kim?’ I asked, or I thought I asked. Mom’s face crumpled, and I thought it was because of my question. She didn’t answer me, just stroked my hair back off my face.


You get to have a pretty good idea of what your parents are thinking and I knew that mom knew something she didn’t want to tell me. I was afraid the something was that Kim had died – that she hadn’t made it back from the dissolved ceiling thing, that she’d gone with the somebody in the other reality.


I could feel myself being pulled back under by tiredness so deep and total I couldn’t resist it.


‘Where’s Kim?’ I insisted.


My mother finally seemed to understand what I was asking. ‘Kim?’ she said. ‘You want to know about Kim?’


I tried to nod, but nothing would move. My eyes were pulling closed.


‘Kim is fine, honey,’ my mother said. ‘She’s home. She’ll be back at school tomorrow.’


No! I thought. How could she?


The panic woke me up for a moment.


Kim should be here at the hospital. She should be with me. She shouldn’t have left the hospital without me. How could she do that to me?


Kim at school? Kim at school without me? People liked Kim. Without me around, she’d make new friends. I would lose her.


I had a flickering sense that I was being a little unfair. That it wasn’t very nice of me, wanting Kim to be sick and unpopular, too.


But then I was gone again.




Chapter Three


Soundtrack: ‘Tell Me Something Good’ – Rufus with Chaka Khan


The next thing I knew, someone was jingling something. The sound of metal on metal used to set my nerves on edge. I couldn’t stand keys jangling…even jingle bells made me feel tense. So when the jingling woke me up, I woke up feeling tense.


‘Well, look who’s awake!’ a friendly voice said.


It was a nurse. Not one of the two I’d heard before.


I rolled over. It was easy. I stretched out my hip flexor and pointed my toes, easing the tightness in my calves and pressing my back into the mattress. It felt amazing. I was really grateful to be able to move.


I looked at the nurse and tried to ask for water. My dry mouth could hardly form the words. I pushed the air up my lungs and made the shapes with my mouth, but all that happened was a whistling noise from my neck.


Confusion hit me like something heavy on the back of my head. I suddenly felt tired again. It seemed a huge effort to remember what they’d been doing to my body. A hole in my neck?


My hand stole up my body. The nurse gulped a little and turned away to push back more curtains, as if she couldn’t stand to watch. There was a large plastic tube coming out of my neck. When I put my hand over it, I couldn’t breathe.


‘It’s a tracheotomy,’ she said. ‘Your larynx wasn’t working to move air, so they made an opening further down for you to breathe through.’


‘But I can’t TALK!’ I said, or tried to say. Again the air just whistled in my tube. It was hardly an elegant solution to the problem, was it? Just cut a hole in someone’s neck? They needed to come up with something better than that.


‘I can’t understand what you’re trying to say,’ the nurse said.


‘I’m trying to say you people are complete savages,’ I tried to say. I don’t know why I bothered. It was the whistle again. I swore.


‘I understood that word!’ The nurse giggled. I smiled for a moment, but then it just fell off my face. I was too tired to smile for anyone.


How was I going to get a drink of water? I couldn’t move much. I had tubes coming out all over me. They’d put more in while I’d been out of it. One was now taped to the inside of my thigh. There were machines everywhere, doing that beep, beep thing that they do, and there were little circles and wires on my chest.


‘I know,’ she said, and she went away for a moment. It was an effort to keep awake until she came back. It would have been so easy just to slide back down the well of unconsciousness. It was still there, pulling at me all the time. I pictured myself perched on the rim of it on my elbows, while the black depths sucked at my legs. Whenever I imagined that image, I realised I was so, so tired.


I tried to take an interest in my surroundings. I’d thought I was alone, but there were people all around me…or what used to be people. They were broken. Their skin looked grey and they were all lying completely flat.


The nurse came back with a pen and paper, and we both turned our attention to my right hand.


It was covered in white tape. One tube went in and another thing that looked like a hose connector, only plastic, also went in. It was sore, and on my right arm and hand were a series of little plasters with cotton wool underneath, which went some way to explain why it hurt so much when I tried to pick up the pen.


It was nearly impossible to grip it. My ‘water’ was all over the page, but the nurse could read it.


‘I’ll just see about that,’ she said. She stroked my hair back off my face and left.


I looked at my skin…what I could see of it around the blankets, the tape and the orange goo stains. I still had a bit of a tan from the summer. I didn’t look grey…at least I didn’t think I looked grey.


The machines were beeping and whirring and squelching and dripping. Everybody around me was hooked up to the things. I wanted, immediately, to rip all the tubes out of my body and get off them, but I also felt like they were really precious and worried that they would go wrong. It was strange to feel both at the same time.


The nurse came back with two other people – and some water in a cup with a straw.


I tried to sit up, which was stupid. I tensed my stomach muscles and tried to heave myself upright and nothing really happened at all, except I started to pant and nearly passed out again from the effort.


‘Whoa, girl,’ the other nurse said. ‘Let’s just take one thing at a time, shall we?’


The nice nurse and the other one raised the head of the bed up between them. My eyes never strayed too far from the paper cup of water. I wanted it so badly I could have screamed, except of course that I couldn’t.


‘It’s really extraordinary,’ the doctor said, looking around at the machines. ‘I mean, I knew that children were resilient, but…’ He tapped one of my machines proprietarily with a pen. ‘You’d think we’d have profound brain damage.’


I hated him straight away. It must have showed in my face because the nice nurse said. ‘That’s Doctor Kular. He saved your life.’


So that was the idiot, I thought. I should have known. He had a busy, interfering air about him.


My eyes locked back on the water.


‘Now I want you to try and take a tiny, tiny sip,’ one of the other nurses said. The doctor turned around and looked at me for the first time, not as if I was a human being, but as if I was something interesting to watch, like a television or an animal in the zoo.


I’d no idea how much air I usually used to drink. It was a bit tricky without it. But the water felt amazingly good rolling over my tongue, easing the friction of my gums against the insides of my cheeks, bathing my poor old throat. I managed. I swallowed.


The nurse started to move the cup away and I pounced on the straw and took a huge gulp, swirling it around my mouth and swallowing it bit by bit.


‘Hey, tiger,’ she said. ‘I said a tiny sip.’


I grinned.


The nice nurse said, ‘This one’s gonna be trouble.’


I could tell the three people were getting ready to go. They were talking to the nice nurse. I could hear bits of what they said, instructing her on what I was allowed and not allowed to do.


I fumbled for the pen and wrote on my pad. They had started to walk away.


‘Wait!’ I tried to say, but only the whistle came out. With all my strength, I banged the metal binding of the pad on the bed guard. It rang through Intensive Care, and they all spun around. I waved to them and pointed to the pad, and they all walked back.


Doctor Kular took the pad himself. He said, ‘Your handwriting is even worse than mine. You ought to become a doctor.’


And then he read, ‘Please move these tubes to my left hand.’


I held up my right one and mimed writing, making exaggerated faces of pain and frustration.


‘Okay,’ he said, rolling back his sleeves, ‘Nurse, get me an IV kit and a stent.’


Back then, only doctors could insert or change IV lines. The nurse made a big deal of how nice he was to do it during rounds. It didn’t seem that nice, when I saw the size of the needle.


He must have felt me tense up, because he tried to chat with me. He wasn’t very good at it. ‘We’re feeding you through this tube. You get some nourishment and lots of liquids. If you keep on drinking like that and you don’t vomit, we might be able to take this out. We’ll try you on a little bit of food tomorrow if you don’t vomit, and see how you do with that.’


He paused and looked at me, like I should add something to the conversation. But even if I could have talked I don’t know what I could have said.


So he went on. He didn’t seem to mind the sound of his own voice. ‘I think your stomach might be rather full of blood right now. You see, you lost quite a bit and we had to give you some more. And a lot of that went down your oesophagus and into the old tum. We expect you to poo that out sometime in the next few hours. Then if you haven’t vomited up your liquids, we’ll start from scratch with a nice clean bowel. Maybe with some Jello.’


Oh, yum. He sure knew how to start up someone’s appetite. I hadn’t felt sick at all before, but I suddenly came over a bit queasy. My whole digestive system was currently full of my own blood. I nearly hurled all over him, and I would have, but I wanted more water in my mouth pretty soon, and I knew if I did hurl all over his white coat, I wouldn’t get any.


‘Yes, well,’ the nice nurse said, with steel needles in her voice. ‘That’s really interesting, doctor.’


He might have lacked bedside manner, but he knew his stuff. My right hand was free in no time. It was swollen and bruised yellow, blue and black. It was covered in the orange goo stains that were still the basis of my look. But I could move it.


Grudgingly, I picked up the pen and wrote, ‘Thanks.’ I showed it to Kular, who was talking again. One of the nurses had to nudge him to look at the paper.


‘You’ve still got appalling handwriting,’ he said. And then he walked away.


The nice nurse had to go but said she’d be right back. If I hadn’t been propped up, I would have gone back to sleep. My mind kept making circles of thoughts and one of the thoughts was, I am so tired. I decided to try to write down the others.




I want to be clean.


Where is my mom?


When can I sing again?





All my family could sing. There wasn’t one of my fifty-two cousins who couldn’t carry a decent tune. Some refused to sing in choir at church or school, and some agreed to sing in choir at church or school, but every single one of us was always asked.


And we all did sing, all the time. You’d be at the supermarket with your aunt and she’d say to your uncle, ‘I’ll get the sugar, you get the tea,’ and then he’d strike a pose and hold out his hand and start singing.


‘When I take my sugar to tea,’ he’d sing. Loudly. Proudly. Then your auntie would put her hand into his, roll up into his arm and sing with him.


They’d sketch a quick little dance move and sing the third line together.


If their kids were little enough, and knew the song, they’d join in. Aunt and Uncle might improvise a little dance routine using the trolley.


Did the other shoppers find this odd? You know, I can’t even remember. I can remember loads of times when members of my family burst into song and dance, but I can’t ever seem to see the faces of the other people on the street, in the laundromat, poolside, etcetera, etcetera, etcetera. I don’t think I noticed what anyone thought. I don’t think any of us cared, once a song took us. Until we got to about thirteen and became hideously embarrassed. But then, we were hideously embarrassed because our parents were breathing, too.


I’ve met lots of people through the years that hate musical theatre. ‘It’s so artificial,’ they say. ‘I just can’t believe it when they all start to sing the same song and dance about.’


It always seemed like perfectly normal behaviour to me.


Our mothers sang while they did the washing up and cooked. Our houses were always full of music – radios and stereos and people playing instruments and singing to themselves. My father once stopped the car so that he and my mother could get out and jive to one of the songs they’d loved in high school. On the side of the road. In a suburban street.


Party invites would have ‘Bring Your Instruments’ down at the bottom and people would arrive with cases for their guitars, banjos, saxophones, accordions, violins.


I had been unable to learn an instrument. My hands were too clumsy for fingering. But I could read music, and I could sing in parts. I seemed instinctively to understand harmony and I can still hear music well, distinguishing individual instruments, and so on.


Now I’ve got thirty million songs on demand, but I hardly ever demand any. I know most of the music I love so well that I can just switch it on in my head. Once I’ve heard a song five or six times, I remember every guitar lick, every drum beat, every bass line. It goes in, and it stays in, until my internal DJ pulls up the track and plays it or I want to hear it. Then, it just plays – no speaker or headphones required. Although sometimes, I want to hear it outside myself, too.


So, music was in my blood, and my voice was my instrument. I was quite a good singer. And this was more important to me because it was the only thing, really, that I was any good at. I was a good actress as well, but it was really in singing that I had the potential to be excellent.


I wasn’t always excellent. Sometimes I deliberately distorted notes…because I was angry or because I actually wanted to disappoint the people who’d asked me to sing. Sometimes I actually messed up. Sometimes I just couldn’t bear being good. But usually, when I wanted to, I could make something happen with my voice.


Lying there, waiting for the nurse to come back, I remembered being at the lake with friends. We were in a boat, but we were just lazing in the middle and drifting, and we’d been singing something or other. Then my friends fell silent and I sang. I can’t even remember what I sang. I loved the singer-songwriters: James Taylor, Carol King, even John Denver. I loved country rock: the Eagles, Charley Daniels, Lynyrd Skynyrd. I still loved the Monkees – I do even now – but I also loved the Beatles by then, as well. We might have been singing the Beatles together, we often did, because everyone knew all the songs.


So maybe I was singing, ‘Imagine’. I could hold a note unfeasibly long, and so that would be a good one for me to show off with, that ‘freeeeeeeeeeeeee,’ that I’d hold for an extra five beats before ‘whoo-hoo-hoo-oo-oo. You can sayayay I’m a dreamer…’


What I really remember is the way the water and the light shone together.


I remember Kim and the rest of my friends being still and enjoying the moment. I remember the feeling of making a sound so beautiful, so right, that it had a life of its own. It left me, and became part of the wonder of the moment, part of the tone of the light and the water and the great beauty of the planet. I remember that, just for a moment, it felt like I was helping to make the world a better place. And although I knew that I wouldn’t always sing that well or be that good of a person, I knew that moment would keep me going for a long, long time.


In my mind, I had a photo album of moments when I sang that well. Whenever I felt really low, I’d take out the photo album in my mind and remember those moments when life had been all right – when I’d sung with the planet and made things better. When I had opened my throat and my heart and had actually belonged in the world.


I really needed to know when I could sing again.




Chapter Four


Soundtrack: ‘Wishing You Were Here’ – Chicago


The nurse wouldn’t answer all my questions. My mother had gone home to get some rest and have a shower. It was the first time she’d left the hospital since the accident. My father was coming in that morning to be with me for a while, instead.


I wanted my dad. But I didn’t want him like he was now.


I was twelve years old when my father stopped loving me. It happened just like that, like a light that was suddenly turned off, and never switched back on again.


Dad and I had been mates. We did stuff together. We went for pancakes on Saturday morning. We watched wrestling. We rode horses, swam and messed about in boats. We were fearless.


Even at twelve, I knew I owed my mother a great deal. I got my cleverness in reading from mom and she always told me things about the world that other kids in my school didn’t know.


But if my mother told me about the world, my father gave it to me.


I’ve climbed mountains and jumped out of white-water rafts into the spring run-off (stupid, don’t do it), and camped high in the Chiapas where the howler monkeys cough their weird cry in the night, and canoed through mangrove swamps, and snorkelled in the Red Sea; all because of my dad and the confidence he gave me. Through Dad I learned that I was an animal, and that the whole earth was mine to play in.


I adored him and he adored me. When I climbed onto his lap, he always held me as if he had been waiting for that moment a long, long time. I know it sounds kind of gross, but we liked to smell each other, nestled together that way. I tucked my nose in the folds of his neck. He rested his on my hair. Again, we were animals together, happy in our bodies.


But then, one day, when I was twelve, all that ended.


From then on, when I sat on his lap, he examined my grooming for faults and sent me off to correct whatever he had identified.


‘You haven’t washed your neck in a while.’ ‘You’ve got a booger in your left nostril.’ ‘Go clean your ears.’


He didn’t sniff my hair any more. And I had to smell him on the sly, rubbing my face into his pillow. I stole cuddles in front of other people, when he couldn’t push me away. But it wasn’t the same.


I remember lying there that day. It was only weeks since he’d left us, but I was already used to waiting for my father. He was always late.


While I waited, I brooded on Kim’s desertion. How dare she leave the hospital and go back to school, without me?


It reminded me of when we’d gone on a class trip to Chicago. Kim sat with Laurie Clarke on the long train ride, leaving me alone in the seat behind them, leaning forward, and trying to pretend I was included.


Laurie was a lovely, bubbly girl. She was as clever as we were and even funnier. When Mari LaBeouf left our school, Kim was quick to acquire Laurie as the next third person for our friendship. Laurie was easy to be with, and both our mothers found her charming. Of course, I was consumed by jealousy, but I didn’t really mind having Laurie around…you just couldn’t mind having Laurie around.


But on the Chicago trip, I wished either Kim or Laurie wanted me around. They didn’t.


Everyone else had brought pyjamas and a change of clothes. My mother had sewn me a stretchy cat suit/jumpsuit, instead, and I had worn it for forty-eight hours. It smelled and was stained by the time we got to Chicago and I couldn’t really blame Kim and Laurie for not wanting to be seen with me.


I lay there, with the news that my best friend was well enough to go home and that my father was coming to see me, and swirled with grievances and resentments. I replayed a mental video of the whole Chicago trip and remembered every slight, every stain. I remembered the night my father left. Over and over I remembered falling to the floor and holding onto his leg, begging him not to leave us.


I was full of pain medication and other drugs. My anger and shame pumped adrenaline through my veins. My hands shook. My heart raced.


I tried to pray, but I knew what I wanted was unreasonable – I wanted Kim to be sick on the bed beside me and my father to be…somebody else.


I wasn’t exactly a religious girl, but no concept of any God I’d ever heard would have listened to that kind of nonsense.

OEBPS/OEBPS/images/tp.jpg
Hospital
High

Based on a True Story

Mimi Thebo

LODESTONE
BOOKS.

Winchester, UK
Washington, USA





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cvi.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILBI.ttf


OEBPS/OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILB.ttf


OEBPS/OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILR.ttf


OEBPS/OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILI.ttf


