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To my Sam, and to everyone in the world who needs to feel a little less alone












Foreword





THIS STORY TAKES pieces of my heart and spreads them thin on paper. Told from the perspective of an all-knowing narrator, it is an exploration of friendship, sin, illness, love, and all things that make us human.


These pages are full of real memories given the shape of different characters, similar places, and the same ideas. It’s important to mention that many of the technicalities of disease are portrayed fictitiously in this novel and should not be analyzed as medically reviewed cases.


This story contains domestic abuse, eating disorders, intense physical bullying, self-harm, suicide, rape, depression, anxiety, and gory descriptions of disease.


Autoimmune disorders are a tricky thing from an outsider’s perspective and even more so from an insider’s experience. It’s a wide spectrum, a pendulum that swings from chronic to terminal. A large majority of people with autoimmune diseases can expect to live normal lives. A small minority can’t.


This story is for both. It is for all who know loneliness and for all who search for themselves.


I hope you find a piece of you in Sam, Hikari, Neo, Sony, and Coeur as I did.












before





THE LOVE OF my life wants to die.


That’s a tragic thing to say out loud. No. Maybe not tragic. Maybe just unfair. But as you begin this story, I think you’ll find that tragedies and injustices usually stand under the same umbrella.


Before the love of my life decided he didn’t want to live anymore, he told me the stars belonged to us. We spent every night together, our bodies softly intertwined on harsh roof tiles, memorizing the patterns in the sky. So even as he withered, as his body became less body and more corpse, I believed our stars would give him faith. I believed they would keep him alive so long as he could look up and see they hadn’t fallen.


Tonight, he and I stand on a bridge as the river rushes black and streetlamps cast a golden halo on our winter-numbed fingers.


“Are you angry at me?” I ask, because tonight, I tell him the truth. I tell him the truth about me, the truth I say to no one, the secret that makes me different from everyone he knows. I throw it like a lasso around his neck, a lifeline, something to keep him from taking that final step into the dark.


He shakes his head, grasping the railing. “I’m just curious.” The yellow-flared eyes I’ve always fallen into find mine. “What does it feel like? To be you?”


“It feels like I’ve stolen,” I say. “Like this body isn’t really mine.”


Confessions can be brusque and surrendering, but mine are gentle. The truth of who I am doesn’t make sense, but it doesn’t have to. He knows that. He’s been sick since he was born. Being sick teaches you that reasons are just poor attempts at justifying misfortune. They give you an illusion of why, but why is a loud question, and death is quiet.


“Do you believe me?” I ask.


He nods.


“Do you still love me?”


“Of course I still love you.” He sighs, palm cupping my face, thumb trailing my cheek.


I smile.


Love is our staple. Love made us pretenders.


As children, we pretended the hospital was a castle, and we were its knights. We used to play cards on patrol, and he let me win every time. We ate on the ground floor as he made up stories about the commoners in gowns that walked past. We slept in the same bed as he whispered about the adventures waiting for us outside the palace walls. Then he kissed me because we were alone and each other’s and everything was all right.


We had to pretend.


The air was just thin. That’s why his lungs failed to draw breath. He was just sad that day. That’s why his heart couldn’t beat on its own. We were just tired. That’s why his muscles gave out, and he collapsed in my arms.


We spent our whole lives together pretending, but if you pretend for too long, reality reminds you one way or another that it doesn’t like being insulted.


Tonight, we argued. We fought like we never have before, and he came to this bridge alone to get away from me, I think. I’m not sure. Now that my secret is free, now that he knows who I am, what I am, the anger we shared dissipates, like it was housed in a sore muscle starting to heal.


He puts his coat on my shoulders when I shiver. His arms slip beneath mine, and he pulls me against him. I lean into his warmth, our silhouette interrupted by specks of white sinking into the scene.


“Are the stars falling?” I ask.


“It’s snow,” he whispers. He runs his touch up my spine, reverberating with chuckles. “It’s only snow.”


Cool and delicate, snow falls to my lips.


“Is snow ours too?” I ask.


“Yes,” he says, his mouth against my neck. “Everything is ours.”


“Thank you.” My fingers tangle in his hair. “For the everything.”


“Thank you.” Hurt etches his throat. He presses himself against me even harder, like he could disappear into me if he tried. “For making me want to chase it.”


He tries to laugh again, but it’s not the same laugh I’ve always cherished. The laughs I cherish echo. I roused them from his chest when he lay with needles in his veins. When he squeezed my hand, desperate to hold on to something real. Now his laughter falls flat. It ends abruptly rather than fades.


“My love,” I say, my voice half-lost. “Why did you come to this bridge?”


The streetlamp flickers. The stars start to fall with urgency. The dark creeps into the scene, gripping the edges of the halo.


He bites down. His eyes squint shut as snow beckons his tears.


“I’m sorry, my sweet Sam,” he says, his breath catching, his fingers wrinkling the coat like sheets on my back. “I wish I could keep pretending with you.”


Our castle stands behind us, listening. As he cries into my shoulder, I only feel every moment he ever opened his eyes when I thought he wouldn’t. I feel the smiles we shared when death decided to give him back to me, over and over again.


So I can only whisper, “I don’t understand.”


He presses his forehead to mine, streams burning trails down the frosted edges of his cheekbones, and a fear I used to know too well takes the place of his embrace.


“I’m happy you told me your secret,” he says, tears catching on the curve of his smile. “I’m happy that you’ll keep living even when I’m gone.”


He kisses me, snow and salt between our lips.


He kisses me like it’s the last time he’ll ever have the chance.


“Remember me,” he says. “Remember that just because the stars fell doesn’t mean they weren’t worth wishing on.”


“I don’t understand,” I say, but the kiss is over.


His touch has already fallen from my face. He’s already turned around and walked away. I reach for him again, to interlace our fingers, to pull him back as I always have, but death takes his hand instead.


“Wait.” His footprints fade beneath the white, erased. “Wait!”


He doesn’t hear me. He only hears the night calling from the other side of the bridge with the promise of peace.


“Wait—please—” My tears find fruition because no matter how hard I try, I can’t follow him.


The shape of our memories thins, disappearing from the streetlamp’s glow and off into the shadows.


“No, you can’t—you haven’t”—I shake my head—“you can’t go yet—you can’t leave—you—”


You.


My light, my love, my reason.


“You’ll die.”


The fear digs between my ribs. It breaks my body, my lungs, and my heart.


When the dark swallows the last of him, reality comes to reap, and pain lies heavy in its hand like a scythe.


The snow turns into a storm. I try to gather the dancing flickers in my hands and somehow send them back to their sky. My knees fall to the earth, burning from the cold. My castle watches me with pity. My tears rain into the river, my whimpers turn to sobs, and my memories turn to nothing.


My stars are falling.


And I can’t save them.












1 yellow-flared eyes






years later…


WHEN HE DIED, I became someone else.


I used to dream of us, thinking that within his yellow-flared eyes there was a future I could count on. Futures are never certain. Nothing will teach you that better than watching someone you love walk away.


Nothing will teach you that better than growing up in a hospital.


The steady white noise keeps you sane. Stretchers pass and staff walk in their assigned lanes like they’re on some kind of medical highway. Apart from that, there is bland, tasteless food and bland, tasteless decor to accompany your sentence. That’s all a hospital is, really. Not a place to get better or a place to be treated, but a place to wait.


Imagine a bomb chained to your wrist. It makes sounds. Like a heart monitor. Day and night. A countdown. A countdown, by the way, that you can’t see. Look at your bomb, hold it up like a watch. All that’ll stare back at you is a blinking red light with that barking beep. Reminders that this bomb will go off. You just don’t know when.


That’s what waiting to die is like.


A bomb drifts through your veins by the name of illness.


You cannot defuse it. You cannot destroy it. You cannot run from it.


Time, disease, and death are rueful mechanics that way. They enjoy crafting nooses out of fear, and they love playing games. Shadows are their tools, curving over your shoulders with eerie fingers, coaxing you into the dark, taking your body, your mind, and anything they please with it.


Time, disease, and death are the greatest thieves in the world.


Or they were.


Until we came along. Four friends who do not believe in bombs.





Sony barged into my life not lying on a hospital bed but kicking a vending machine that had robbed her of her chocolate. The second she saw me her frustration melted away, and we shared crappy chocolate and spoke of far-fetched dreams sitting on a cold hallway floor. Though I didn’t know it at the time, she had survived a loss far greater than one of her lungs. With hair the color of fire and an air of freedom, she is a gladiator, the bravest thief I know.


Coeur is a much calmer being. He’s our muscle, our ever-guilty muscle. His mother is French, his father Haitian, both pretentious namers. Coeur means heart, though the heart in C’s body is broken. Literally. But the heart in his soul is the biggest among us. He is the lover in the bunch and the worst thief among us.


Neo is a writer, a bitter poet. Unlike Sony, he is silent, and unlike C, he is remorseless. His spine is fragile, but his words make up for it. He’s bony and short, so small we call him Baby, although, for a baby, he sure has a temper. I’m fairly certain he’s never worn a smile in his life. I’ve known him the longest, and though he’s scowly and mean, it’s all a mask, his protection. He’s also the smartest person I know—observant, creative, resilient—the one who plans and records our great feats of thievery. He claims that Sony and I are extroverts who’ve kidnapped him and coerced him into being our friend, but I know he secretly enjoys the company. Hospitals are lonely until you find your people.


It’s been years since Neo, Sony, and C have been in and out of the hospital.


Now, when they go home, they don’t go home for long. Disease is greedy. It takes pieces of you until you no longer recognize yourself, and Neo, C, and Sony don’t recognize themselves outside this place anymore.


Whether you’re sick or not, the night creates mirrors out of windows. In the past, it showed my friends images of corpses in the glass: skeletons with bones unwrapped by flesh, organs falling through the rib cage, blood seeping from the mouth. They trembled at the foretelling, their fingertips grazing the surface that entranced them. Diagnoses, pills, needles, and so many new mirrors they never meant to find encroached on their lives. Their reflections became their realities.


So rather than meet the new versions of themselves made vulnerable by the beds they slept in and the gowns they wore, my friends turned off the lights. They climbed a staircase and met on a rooftop. They let their fingertips graze the sky with no barrier to stop them from touching the stars.


Defiant.


We should just steal everything, Sony said. Even with a low-burning flame, she was brave. Let’s steal everything we can before we go.


Everything? C asked.


Everything.


Everything’s a long list, Neo said.


Your lives were stolen, I said. Why don’t you steal some of it back?


That was the day our hit list was born. But so far, everything isn’t ours yet.


Stealing is an art form, and we’ve yet to become artists. But it doesn’t stop us from trying.


On a cloudless afternoon we slip out of the hospital. Sony leads the charge, C pushing Neo in a wheelchair across the boulevard. We make our way down the sidewalk and inside a mini-mart. Sony sidles up to a kiosk filled with sunglasses and dons a pair of aviators, scopes out the place, and nods her head.


“Now,” she says, the price tag dangling from her temple.


C makes his way toward the refrigerated section.


“Now?” Neo looks up, caressing the book that never leaves his side. His copy of Great Expectations. It’s a constant, like a beauty mark or the shape of his nose. And it’s bent at the spine, just like him.


“Now,” Sony commands, chest high.


“Won’t we get caught?” I whisper, looking around the gas station mart. Three people roam the aisles; the cashier flips through a magazine.


“We’re definitely getting caught,” Neo says.


Sony smirks down at him through the periphery of her soon-to-be-stolen sunglasses.


“Why would we get caught?” she teases.


Neo snorts. “We always get caught.”


“Today is different. Today is on our side,” Sony proclaims, taking a breath, deep and dramatic. “Can’t you taste it, Neo? How sweet the air is?”


“We’re in a candy aisle, you idiot!” Neo’s wheelchair creaks when he throws his head back to look at me. “Sam. Tell her she’s an idiot.”


I would, but I value my life.


“Sony, you’re an idiot,” Neo says, grabbing a pen and notebook wedged in his chair and slamming the book open, and scribbles, 4:05 p.m.: Sony is an idiot.


Neo is our scribe—the one who records our great deeds. Granted, he didn’t exactly agree to the job. He didn’t even agree to come along on this mission. But when your spine is hook-shaped, you can’t escape the shackles of friendship. The wheelchair groans as I pull it just out of Sony’s reach.


“It’s a wonder you need back surgery at all, Baby.” Sony doesn’t have a job per se. She’s the giver of jobs, doubling as the devil on my shoulder with toothy, shameless grins. “That stick up your ass could surely serve as a spine, no?”


“You talk a lot of shit for someone who can’t go up a flight of stairs,” Neo growls. I pull his wheelchair a little farther back.


“It’s a gift.” Sony sighs, her one lung filled with ambition. “Now watch me work, and don’t break my concentration.”


Neo and I watch as Sony marches to the front counter, her dirty white sneakers squeaking against the tiles. The devil doesn’t forget to sneak a lollipop into her back pocket on the way.


Neo grumbles, “Klepto.”


“Excuse me…” Sony waves her arms over her head to catch the cashier’s attention. His sidelong glance becomes a double take. Sony’s pretty. The kind of pretty that’s brutal, bright-eyed, and heavy-handed. But I’m guessing his stares have more to do with the breathing tubes trailing the space under her nose and around her cheeks.


The cigarettes she points to behind the counter dig her grave.


“Just those, please,” Sony says.


“Miss, I…” the gas station attendant interrupts himself, looking at the cigarettes and then back at her. “Are you sure? I don’t think I could give these to you in good conscience.”


“He’s staring at her chest in good conscience,” Neo bites out, like he’s about to chew on the fist holding his head up.


“Oh no, sir, they’re not for me—um…” Sony recoils, dipping her head. “My friends and I, we…”


The devil is quick to tears. She presses a hand to her lips. “We don’t know how much time we have left. Neo, the boy there. He has to get surgery tomorrow. Cancer.”


She points over her shoulder to Neo and me, the attendant making eye contact with us. Neo and I instantly look away. Neo goes so far as to pretend he’s browsing for chewing gum by looking at the ingredients on the back.


Sony sniffles dry air and wipes at tears that haven’t fallen. “We just wanted to go to the roof like old times, rebel a little,” she says, shrugging her shoulders, laughing at herself. “I don’t know what I’ll do if he doesn’t make it. He’s such a good soul. He lost his parents in a fire, you know, and his puppy! I—”


“Okay, okay!” The cashier grabs a pack. “Just take them. Go on.”


“Why, thank you,” Sony chirps, taking them without a second thought, and prances out the door.


Shocked that even worked, Neo and I chase after her. He manages to swipe a bag of gummy bears, tucking it between his leg and the armrest. Once we’re out and the door shuts behind us, we both exhale our jitters while Sony takes a few giddy steps and stops.


“Write it down,” Sony commands, pointing at Neo’s book.


Neo does as he’s bid, writing in the notebook, 4:07 p.m.: The idiot has successfully conned a boob looker into giving her free cigarettes.


Sony flips the pack in the air and snags it with one hand.


“I don’t have cancer,” Neo says.


“No, you don’t. But cancer just saved us ten bucks, which is the only good thing it’ll be doing anytime soon.”


“Sony,” I whine.


“What? The cancer kids love me. They always laugh when I run after them and keel over from lack of air. Quid pro quo, yeah?”


“You sure they weren’t crying?” Neo says.


“Quid. Pro. Quo?” I ask.


I’m not well versed in commonalities, things everybody knows. Sarcasm, irony, idioms, sports. It all eludes me till Neo explains.


“It means ‘something for something’ in Latin,” he says. Neo knows everything.


“Yeah!” Sony chimes in. “Like when you kill somebody, so they kill you. Like karma! That’s how quid pro quo works.”


I look at Neo. “Is it?”


“It isn’t. Is there a reason I had to be here for this?” he asks, his wheelchair suddenly creaking, the weight disturbed by something slipped into the cubby beneath it. Neo’s brow crinkles. He turns as much as his back will allow and sees a six-pack being placed beneath his seat.


Our mission’s brawn has arrived. C looks more man than boy, tall and beautiful. With his hands tucked in his pockets, he gently shoves the beer farther into its hiding place with his foot.


“How’d it go?” C asks.


Sony’s quick to show off her spoils.


“I saved ten bucks with cancer!”


C cocks his head to the side. “On cigarettes?”


“And gummy bears,” I say. Neo tosses the bag over his shoulder into C’s chest.


“C’mon, C.” Sony puts her hands on her hips. “What would we be without irony but boring clichés, yeah?”


“Not using a wheelchair patient as a mule?” Neo tries to roll himself away, but C holds on to the back like you’d hold a shirt collar.


Neo rolls his eyes. He takes out another notebook from the side pocket, this one with the front torn off. As we start making our way across the street, back home, he adds today’s conquests to our hit list.




	Cigarettes (the cool ones in Bond movies)


	Beer


	A lollipop


	Crappy sunglasses


	Gummy bears


	An afternoon outside


	A heaping pile of jitters





Hospitals are bland, tasteless places. But even if I do not dream as I used to, there is no more thrilling company than the company of thieves.


“Baby, you are a pillar,” Sony says, pride and camaraderie lighting up her face. “Without you, the mission would fall apart. Who else would keep track of our glorious histories?”


“Plus you make an excellent shopping cart,” C adds, petting the top of his head.


“Look, C, traffic,” Neo says, pointing at the road. “Push me into it.”


C shoves a handful of candy into Neo’s mouth instead as we make our way back.


Sony jumps the white lines of the crosswalk like skipping stones over a stream. C pushes Neo right behind her, two ducklings following in a row. I’m the tail end, the narrator. They always reach the finish line before I do.


Neo carries our hit list in his lap, a glint of light catching on the notebook’s metal spirals, fleeting like the sun decided to tease it. I look up to find it, staring beyond the line of cars that branch off after the intersection.


My heart drops.


Just past the cars, a river cuts the city in two. Its bridge is all that connects either side. A bridge I’ve known my entire life that creates an ache in my chest. Instead of laughing strangers and children throwing coins into the water, I see snow across the railing. I see the dark.


I start to look away, leave the past on its own, but something else emerges behind it.


Yellow.


Just a glimpse of it.


The gray cowers, strands of color carried by the river’s breeze. Did the sun descend to Earth and decide to spend a day among its subjects?


I crane my neck to get a better look, but there are too many people on the bridge; the couples, the tourists, and the children block my view, and cities are impatient. A honk pulls me back to where I stand, my friends waiting for me just ahead.


“Sam?” C calls.


“Sorry.” I scurry the rest of the way back. As we step inside the hospital together, my chin catches on my shoulder, the bridge too far to hurt me. I keep looking back till my reflection ghosts across the glass doors.


“Well, well,” Sony says, lollipop between her teeth. “The smuggler crew returns from a day at sea.” She tucks the cigarettes in her sleeve once we reach the atrium.


It’s old and falsely joyful, as most children’s hospitals are. Fancy balloons and faded colored tiles attempt to brighten a space where many enter and leave, feeling dimmed. There are posters and banners on the walls about treatments and real-life survivor stories, but those are old too, nurses and doctors clocking in and out to complete the scene. “Now, quick!” Sony says. “Let’s get everything upstairs before— Eric!”


Our floor’s most notorious jailer (nurse), Eric, has a keen sense of timing. He raises a brow at Sony’s tone, his foot tapping away at the ground. His bullshit detector is a honed weapon, and when he gets mad, I wouldn’t wish his wrath upon actual prisoners.


“And right under the idiot smuggler’s nose, history repeats itself,” Neo narrates. “Should I say I told you so or rat you out for kidnapping me…” C stuffs more candy into his mouth while I open the book from the side pocket and put it in his face.


“Where were you?” Eric asks. His under-eye bags and dark hair match in color, his arms crossed on his chest. He’s worried about us, otherwise, he wouldn’t have made the trip all the way down here to wrangle us home.


“Eric, Eric—first of all—are those new scrubs?” Sony asks, pointing smoothly up and down. “They really bring color to your face—”


“Not you.” Eric puts his hand up, silencing her. Then he looks right at me.


I wish I were invisible.


“Just getting some fresh air,” I say, looking at the ground and scratching the back of my neck.


“Fresh air, huh?” Eric scowls, unconvinced. “Did you forget we have an entire floor dedicated to that?” He’s referring to the garden on the sixth floor.


When Neo’s back still functioned, the four of us would hide in the bushes up there. We made a plan to live our entire lives in the garden and pretend we were woodspeople living off wild berries. It worked for about three hours, but then we got hungry and cold, and C was close to tears at being unable to charge his phone to listen to music. We came back covered in mulch and smelling of soil.


Ever since then, Eric hasn’t been too keen on letting us out of his sight.


“Well!” Sony is undaunted. “Excuse us for needing a change of scenery.”


“Enough.” Eric swipes his arms through the air, the four of us huddling closer together. “I shouldn’t have to tell you not to be reckless.”


He points at Neo—“You have surgery tomorrow”—and to C—“and you have an echo appointment”—then to Sony—“and you aren’t even supposed to be out of bed. Now get upstairs!”


C hurls Neo’s chair forward as we trot to the elevators. Sony presses the button with the sole of her shoe. Once we reach the top floor, C picks up Neo from his chair, cradling his skinny frame, careful of his spine. From here, we have to travel upstairs to get to the roof. I grab the wheelchair while Sony skips up the steps.


Halfway through, Sony and C need a break.


Sony closes her eyes and leans against the railing. Half her chest rises, deep and quick, but she refuses to open her mouth to breathe. Such an admission of defeat is not a satisfaction she would ever give to a mere rise in altitude.


C leans against the rail too, Neo’s ear pressed flat to the center of his chest.


“Does it sound like music?” he asks, his voice nearly gone.


“No,” Neo says. “It sounds like thunder.”


“Thunder’s nice.”


“Not when there’s a storm between your ribs.” Neo taps the scars of blood vessels climbing C’s collarbones. “Your veins brew lightning. It’s trying to escape.”


C smiles. “You really are a writer.”


“Yeah.” Neo shifts for balance, ear called back to the beating. “Breathe, Coeur.”


This is ritualistic too. A moment of silence for half a pair of lungs and half a heart.


Sony is the first to open her eyes and start up again. She kicks the door to the rooftop wide open, arms stretched, reaching for the horizons on either end. She whistles the tune of an unconvicted criminal by a few giddy foot taps.


“We made it!”


“We made it,” I whisper, putting Neo’s chair back down and adjusting the breathing tubes at Sony’s ear. C gently sets Neo down, handing him some pieces of paper he’s pulled from his back pocket.


“You liked it?” Neo asks.


“Yeah, I did.” Neo and C are creating a novel together. Neo is the writer. C is the inspiration, the reader, the muse, the one with ideas he can’t always put into words.


“But I was wondering,” C says, still reviewing the chapter in his head, “why do they just give up at the end?”


“What do you mean?” Neo peers over at the pages.


“You know, the main character. After they find out their lover has been lying all this time, they don’t yell or get angry or throw things like you want them to. They just… stay.”


“That’s the point,” Neo says. “Love is hard to walk away from, even if it hurts.” He absentmindedly caresses the bandage on the inside of his elbow, the cotton still guarding a fresh needle prick. “Try walking away from someone who knows you so well they ruin you. You’ll find yourself wondering how you could ever love anyone else. And anyway, if I gave you the ending you wanted, you wouldn’t remember it.”


Neo doesn’t just write stories, he becomes them. Most of the little things he writes ring true, give a certain chill, but then again, most little things he writes get erased or tossed away. That’s how it’s always been.


Sony places a cigarette between Neo’s lips, then another in mine. Gripping it firmly in his mouth, Neo cups a hand, a shield from the breeze. The lighter flickers till the embers catch Sony’s fire.


Neo doesn’t inhale. Instead, he observes, as I do, lets the scent tingle his nostrils, and watches the smoke rise, becoming one with the clouds. C and Sony don’t sip the brew bubbling beneath bottle caps. They lick the foam, tongues slapping the roofs of their mouths.


We’re greedy creatures, but not ungrateful. You don’t have to partake in destruction to admire the weapons.


“Do you think people will remember us?” Sony asks, staring at the sky, toying with her collar. C caresses his scars and the lightning in them. Neo shifts protruding bones against his seat.


Injustice or tragedy, my friends are going to die.


So what is there left to do but pretend?


“I don’t know.”


They all look at me.


“Our ending doesn’t belong to us.”


Sony smiles. “Let’s steal our endings back, then.”


“That’s why we came up here, right?” C piles on. “We said we’d plan it today. Our great escape from the hospital.” Neo glances his way. The possibility of today, but grander, stirs between us. C shrugs. “What’s stopping us?”


Suddenly, the door creaks open.


“Here we are. You’re not supposed to come up here, but sometimes the kids like to…” Eric’s voice startles us. C nearly breaks his bottle by stepping on it, while Neo and I toss our cigarettes so fast we almost set each other’s hands on fire.


The second we’re on our feet and turned around, Eric is already seething, but amidst the chaos, time slows. A familiar melody strikes a single note, turning all heads in the orchestra.


I go silent.


Yellow light emerges from behind Eric’s frame.


And a sun hides behind him in the shape of a girl with yellow-flared eyes.












2 sunrise






I STILL SEE HIM sometimes.


He frolics, a boy who doesn’t feel the weight of the place where he lives. His hands toy with mine. He doesn’t hold things—holding is the wrong word.


Can hands kiss? he asks. Questions are his favorite form of play.


I don’t know.


I think they can. His laughter rings in beats of three, all the way down to his fingers. Our hands are kissing.


He settles in his bed during the painful hours. Needles protrude from his body, tubes and machines with names too difficult to pronounce attached. He’s a machine of his own. A broken one that engineers, deemed doctors, take a crack at.


His nerves protest, sharp, like a jab in the ribs. I see their symptoms in his twitching face, the shifts, and subtle groans. None inhibit his curiosity. His mind, while his body cannot, frolics all the same. He continues to play with my hands in any way he can. He laughs when his ribs allow it.


Needles are swords, he says. Pretending. His most glorious of games. Pills are gems.


What are gems? I ask.


They’re stones, he says. Very pretty stones. Some even shine. Like the sun.


Aren’t all stones pretty?


No, he says. His voice shifts with his body, into a territory where playing takes too much energy. He empties, little by little. The disease drains him and weighs him down.


I feel like a stone, he says, sinking into the bed.


I interlace our fingers and move along the joints so that he knows I’m still there. Our hands kiss.


You’re a gem, then, I say. Like the sun.


He likes touching in the same way he likes pretending, asking, talking, even when he has nothing to say. It makes him feel like he has a greater purpose than just to be kept from death.


He smiles for me, but his face twitches. He shifts, rustling the sheets, looking out his window.


The sun rises every day, he says, light from between the blinds affectionately caressing his skin. Do you think it rises because it fell?


He didn’t understand that I never could’ve answered him at the time.


I never knew any more than what he taught me. I knew that hands could kiss, and that I wanted to caress his face as the light did.


He was my light. He was my sunset. Violent with color. Submerged peacefully by the dark.


That was a long time ago.


He lives in my memory now. Buried. Rebellious, as he was before. He emerges, sometimes, in the corner of my eye, his laughter lost in a crowd, remnants of his questions still waiting for answers in the night.


The truth is, I don’t fear the night at all.


I live in it. Your eyes adjust, your hands become used to not being kissed, and your heart settles in the numb. The night isn’t the enemy I make it out to be. It’s the natural state of things when your sun burns out.


So color me surprised when, years after mine has long set, a beam of yellow rises from the stairwell and eclipses the gray…


Yellow.


Her hair is yellow. Not blonde or flaxen, yellow. Like dandelions and lemons. The color crowds dark roots just enough that you know it’s a choice, framing her face with the glasses perched on her nose. The eyes behind them flicker, and I can hardly breathe when they land on me.


“Eric!” Sony spreads her arms and legs out as if it’s possible to conceal foaming beer bottles and cigarette stench by puffing her feathers. “Would it help if I told you your shoes are just stunning?”


While still holding the door open, Eric makes a throat-cutting motion across his neck. Sony promptly shuts up.


“Hikari”—Eric sighs—“this is Neo, Sony, C, and Sam.”


Hikari.


Does Hikari know she has suns in her eyes?


“Hey there!” Sony yells, waving with an open mouth, while C waves more subtly and Neo just nods his chin.


“Hi,” Hikari says. Her voice is liquid, streaming, sultry and cool like shade spooling over the edge of her mouth on a hot day.


“Wow,” Sony says, making her way into Hikari’s personal space. “You’re pretty.”


“Sony,” Eric scolds.


“It’s fine,” Hikari says, like she’s amused, enchanted even, by Sony’s enchantment with her.


“Are you fun?” Sony asks. “You seem fun.”


“I like to think so.”


“Hikari,” Neo says, pensive over the syllables as he rolls his chair deliberately in front of Sony. “Are you from Japan?”


“My parents are,” Hikari says. “I’m from the suburbs.”


“I’m from the suburbs too,” Sony coos.


Neo rolls his eyes. “Didn’t know the suburbs were in Hell.” He deservedly gets flicked on the temple for that statement. “Hey!”


“That’s Neo,” Sony says, patting his head. “He’s our baby.”


“Your captive is what I am!” Neo smacks her hand off. “Hikari, you’ve got legs. Run for it.”


“Oh dear God.” Eric sighs into his hands, and I now wonder if they teach babysitting in nursing school.


“That’s C.” Sony points. “His name is big and French like him, so we just call him C.”


“Hi, Hikari. Do you need any help to get settled?” C leans over Neo’s handles, propping his upper body weight on them. The wheelchair tips back, Neo nearly falling out of it. He hits C’s arm with his notebook till the wheels reconcile with the ground.


“I’ll help!” Sony offers.


“No, you will not.” Eric grabs her and C by the sleeves, using his foot to keep Neo in line.


“But—”


“I don’t wanna hear it. And cigarettes? Really? Have some class.” He starts pulling them toward the door held open by a cinder block. “Go to your rooms.”


“But Erriiiiic,” Sony whines, trying in vain to return to her newcomer. “What about initiation? I haven’t even told her my jokes—”


“Get downstairs—Hikari!” Eric’s face changes instantly, chin hooked on his shoulder, welcoming grin beaming. “Sam will show you back to your room. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.”


“Bye, Hikari!” Sony says, waving her arm straight out over her head. “We’ll find you when we escape!”


“Keep walking!”


The door shuts, locking my friends’ and their captor’s voices behind its creak. Hikari stays put, only turning once there’s nothing else to face but me.


I can’t move. Because for the split second that she turns her head, I catch someone else’s shadow in her place, someone else’s expression, someone with the same eyes and the same voice from a different lifetime.


“You’re Sam,” Hikari says, half a question balanced on her lips.


“Yes,” I breathe, half-enthralled, half-stunned, fully terrified.


Hikari cocks her head to the side, gaze traveling about me as if I’m wearing a map for clothes and she’s reading the landmarks. She smiles with a crooked edge. “Are you shy, Sam?”


“I—uh.” My voice stutters—treacherous thing. “I’m not shy—I don’t think. I’m just bad at existing.”


“What does that mean?”


“It’s just—I guess this body never felt like mine.”


Hikari’s smile stretches rather than fades, that earlier amusement playing with her features.


“Did you steal it?”


Hikari is a patient, and from the glossy white band on her wrist, she’s going to be here for a while. This can only go one way: We keep exchanging these pleasantries. I offer to help however she may need. She accepts a bit and declines most. Then we part ways and become backgrounds to each other. That’s how it always goes. That’s how the part of me that’s terrified of her needs it to go.


“Would you like me to show you around?” I ask, recoiling, trying to stare at the ground instead of at her. “I could show you the cafeteria or the gardens?”


Hikari laughs, three beats’ worth, roaming the roof with a slow, coquettish step.


“No,” she says.


“No?”


“No, I’m not a fan of tours,” she says. Her baggy white T-shirt doesn’t quite fit, and the skirt that bares her legs flows with the wind as her hair trickles like liquid gold down to her forearms. There, bandages conceal her from wrist to elbow, and though I want to ask what led her to the hospital, Hikari has other plans.


“I have an agenda,” she says. “Not to mention, I like exploring one thing at a time.”


“You’re exploring the roof?”


“I’m exploring you.” Hikari hooks her chin on her shoulder, her mischief grinning back at me. “Didn’t you know, Sam? People have stories written on them, around them, in their past, in their futures. I like to unravel them.”


As invasive as that sounds, the wind catches her scent, sweet yet forceful, and distracts me with it. I almost lean into it before catching myself, but Hikari notices. She smirks, and I’m starting to realize, as she eyes me like a book she wants to tear off a shelf, that she may be more of a troublemaker than any of my thieves.


“Sam,” she says, not to me, to the sky, testing my name, like a lyric she can’t place. “It’s funny. I feel like we’ve met before.”


My heart leaps into my throat. I swallow, unable to speak in anything past a whisper. “Maybe in a past life.”


The wind disturbs us, knocking the glass bottles into one another. Hikari’s gaze drifts to the ash marks and spilled alcohol at my feet.


“You stole those cigarettes and beers, right?”


“Technically, Sony and C stole the cigarettes and beers.”


“So you’re just an accomplice,” she says, her suave attitude replaced by a long sigh. “Well, it looks like you’ll have to do.”


Without another word, Hikari flips her hair into a ponytail and heads for the door.


“Wh-where are you going?”


“I’ve got something to steal. And you’re going to help me.”


“I—but—” I stutter, but ultimately the gravity of my infatuation is stronger than that pesky shadow on my shoulder telling me this is a bad idea, so what can I do but follow her? “Where did you say you were from?”


“An infernal little town in the middle of nowhere.”


“Nowhere?”


“The kind of place everyone wants to know everyone else’s secrets.”


“Well, that sounds like everywhere.”


“Where are you from, Sam?”


That’s a question I often find difficult to answer. Not to mention, while following Hikari down the stairs and waiting for an elevator, I can’t do anything but look at her, and every time I look at her, my thoughts no longer begin or end. Instead, they jumble together until I’m an incoherent, flustered mess. My cheeks flush and butterflies make a fun house of my stomach.


I clear my throat. The elevator arrives, and Hikari leads the way into it, pressing the button for the ground floor.


“I’m from here,” I say.


“The city?”


“The hospital.”


A less-amused expression finds Hikari. She holds on to the back railing as I do. So little distance remains between my hand and hers that I wonder what it would feel like if they kissed.


“Sam.”


“Hm?”


“What do you have?” Hikari asks, and for such a serious question, it is so softly said.


This is a scripted moment between sick people. A rule of sorts. It states that when you meet someone within these walls, you are to ask one thing. What do you have? Who is your killer? It’s a different way of asking, but it’s the same question. What she’s asking is why I’ve been confined to the hospital for so long that I view myself as an extension of it. She wants to know to what degree I’m dying.


Looking at her bandages and the otherwise healthy nature of her being, I want to ask her the same, but—


“You’re not supposed to ask that,” I lie. And rather than nod or say she understands, Hikari has another easy fit of laughter that shakes her chest. Three beats again. As if her heart is laughing with her.


“What, like prison? What are you in for, Sam?”


“Apparently, I’m an accomplice to petty larceny.”


“Good,” she says, the word paired with flirtatious endnotes. “Then this won’t be your first time helping someone steal.”


The elevator doors open, but neither Hikari nor I make a move.


I told you I like to watch people, but sometimes I struggle talking to them. When you’ve lived in the same place as long as I have, you find that people don’t know what to say to someone they think is dying. People feel awkward around the sick, so they pretend the sickness is invisible. They avoid the elephant in the room so blatantly that you can tell it’s all they’re thinking about. They create distance without even meaning to because distance is comfortable.


But not everyone gets stuck in that pattern. Hikari thinks I’m dying. I know she is. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be here needing a tour guide who’s been convinced to help her commit a crime instead. Yet somehow, whatever distance I create, Hikari wants to close it—with her curiosity, her teasing tone, her pretty looks, and her even prettier language.


“You’re not very skilled at conversation, are you, Sam?”


Crap. I was staring again.


“Um—I—sorry.”


“Why are you sorry?” she asks.


We step out of the elevator’s mouth onto the ground floor. She stops to sightsee the atrium, the light pooling through the windowed ceiling. When she looks at me again, that playful manner returns to ghost over her smile. “I’m plenty good at it for both of us, and it’s actually kind of cute how nervous you are.”


My face heats, and suddenly I can’t form a single syllable, let alone a sentence to respond.


Hikari smirks. “There’s a library here, right?”


I nod, and because I know I won’t get any answers from her before I do, I lead her there. The library is different from the atrium, more secluded, less central and medical. It’s where patients can come to read in the plush chairs and find little worlds to escape into.


“Excuse me, ma’am? I can’t seem to find this book,” Hikari says to the volunteer behind the counter. She says a random title and author so out there I’m not certain either exists. “Do you think you could help me?”


The volunteer nods curtly and says she’ll look in the back.


“I don’t think checking out a book is stealing unless you intend never to give it back,” I whisper.


Hikari quirks a brow. “Why do you steal, Sam? You and your thieves?”


“Don’t ask why.”


“Why not?”


“I don’t believe in reasons.”


“Why not?”


I narrow my eyes at her inability to suppress her teasing.


“We made a hit list,” I say. “We steal to fill it.”


Hikari catches me glancing over her shoulder.


“Coast is clear?”


“Huh?”


It dawns on me that a book is not what Hikari set her sights on. She doesn’t waste a second hopping up and over the counter to the other side. My jaw drops, neck craning side to side frantically to make sure no one is looking.


“What are you—”


Without a care, Hikari undoes the electric pencil sharpener on the front desk and uses a pen to dislodge the sharpener part. I cringe as it makes a noise like breaking glass. Hikari holds it up to the light, testing the authenticity of the blade before frowning when she realizes bolts still bind it to some of the plastic.


“She’s coming back,” I whisper, and Hikari doesn’t bother looking. She takes a few pieces of paper and a pencil, concealing her spoils beneath them. Then she hops back over the counter, grabbing me by the sleeve of my shirt.


I panic. Every nerve in my body pulls taut. The finite distance left between her skin and mine is so slight that I can practically feel the heat radiating beneath her bandages.


“Hurry.” Hikari laughs, letting me go and winking as she starts running away with me in her shadow.


I gaze at the papers she holds tightly without crumpling. “Are you an artist?”


“Of sorts,” she says, looking over her shoulder and giggling as the volunteer looks around to see where we’ve gone. She storms an empty elevator, using her foot to keep it open so I can catch up to her. Once the doors close, she throws her head back, exposing the column of her throat. A scar I can’t help but admire peeks from her collar as she searches for her breath.


“A hit list?”


“Hm?”


“You said you made a hit list,” Hikari repeats, her eyes softer now, diluted in the darker color, as if a wave of something comfortable and tired just hit her.


“To kill our enemies,” I say.


“How poetic.”


“You condone stealing because it’s poetic?”


Hikari smiles. A contagious smile. It doesn’t catch my lips, but its crook certainly tries.


“There’s nothing more human than sin,” she says, shrugging. “Now, where might I find a screwdriver, my dear accomplice?”


Being called anything of hers brings back that warmth to my face, making me stutter. “Why do you need a screwdriver?”


“I thought you didn’t believe in reasons.”


I can’t help the laughing breath that escapes me. I shake my head to scare the smile away. I rarely smile, even for my thieves, but even this fear I can’t explain has no power compared to her.


We reach the floor where her room is. The whole path, our distance, becomes a plaything.


Out of the multiple maintenance employees, there is one who always leaves his supply bag unattended, and though he’s taken numerous falls from a faulty stepladder, he has not learned his lesson. Hikari and I peek into the supply closet I knew he’d be in. He’s fixing a lightbulb, his back to us, wobbling as the stepladder threatens to give out again.


I put a finger to my lips. Hikari nods and watches me carefully step into the closet. Tools spill out of the bag, a screwdriver in the corner. I grab it as quickly as possible, but then the stepladder buckles. The maintenance employee falls to the floor, almost onto me.


“Hey!” he yells. I jump over him as Hikari shrieks and shuts the door behind me, the two of us making yet another run for it.


“You were holding out on me.” Hikari laughs.


“I never do this.”


“You never steal?”


“I never run.”


“Well,” Hikari breathes, “you ran for me.”


Under the hall light, a pack of doctors storms through, interrupting us. They rush by, residents, the tadpoles of the training pool, following an attending. Hikari and I step back against the wall like cars pulling over for an ambulance. The doctors’ white coats wave past, two nurses in tow, one with a stethoscope around her neck, another looking at her beeper. Their expressions are unreadable—part of their training.


Hikari follows the responders with her gaze, worry there. I don’t waste time. The patient they tend to is in his own limbo. Our wondering will do nothing for him.


Hikari doesn’t relax even once they’re out of sight. The way I resume our escape like nothing happened strikes her more than it should.


“You’ve lived here all your life, haven’t you?” Another half question. This time the assumption speaks for itself. I told you that I see the same things day after day. Apathy is a symptom of repetition. I pay running doctors the mind you would pay a breeze.


“Life,” I say, “may not be the right word for what you’re thinking of.”


It finally dawns on her. That I may not be exactly like other patients or other people she’s met. Narrators are a natural part of the picture until you take a second glance at them.


“Who are you, Sam?” she asks, and when she does, yellow flares dance in her eyes. “Something tells me you’re more than just a familiar stranger.”


Look into a person and see someone you used to know and ask yourself if you believe in reincarnation. If you believe a soul is never truly dead, only passed on to another body, another mind, another life, another reality. If you do, I must ask, what do you think makes someone real?


Is it the ability to touch them? To feel the palpable nature of their heat, the texture of their skin, the pulse thrumming in their veins? Or is someone real simply when their name is said aloud? When you breathe it into otherwise empty air, and it fills with the notion of them?


Hikari moves closer, and an old fear I know all too well wraps its claws around my shoulders.


It may not make sense to you, but I’ve only ever known one person who could compare to the light she emits. You may think she looks like him, acts like him, and that’s why I’m so enthralled.


He’s dead. He’s a ghost, and so is what we shared, so I don’t compare the two. I compare only what they are. And sometimes suns are so bright that you’re forced to look away.


The fear takes over as it did when I caught her color on that bridge and whispers its rules:


If she is what I think she is, I must not, for any reason, fabricated or not, say her name. And I must not let us close that distance for any custom, invitation, or temptation. I must not let her be real.


“I’m—”


“Hikari!” Hikari’s face falls. An older couple, each wearing visitor badges, calls for her, stomping down the hall.


“Sorry, stranger.” She sighs. “Fun’s over.”


“Give it to me,” I say. Hikari looks at my outreached palms, confused. “I’ll tell them it was my fault. That I stole them,” I say. “I’m an accomplice either way. You might as well let me take the blame.”


“Trying to be a knight in shining armor, are you?” Hikari slips the stolen artifacts into her pocket, save the papers, which she uses to hide the bulge of the screwdriver and sharpener. “Don’t worry. One day you’ll have the chance to steal for me again.”


“Hikari!” her mother begins, worry winding her face tight, her words coming out as scoldings in a language I don’t understand. Hikari doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t even seem to care that she’s getting yelled at.


Although when her mother turns to me, frowning harder, and starts to say something, Hikari stands in front of me. She talks back to her mother with crossed arms, coming to my defense. I wish I could follow her when she gets taken away by the hand.


All I can think of the farther she gets taken from me is that the more Hikari gets to know this place and the more it becomes a part of her, the more she’ll come to realize the truths only our killers can teach her: No matter what you steal, the nights are long, and one day is as much an illusion as reason.


“Sam!”


Sony doesn’t always need her oxygen therapy. Her single lung fluctuates in efficiency, but she certainly isn’t supposed to run. Not ever. So when she and C come storming down the hall without a wheelchair following them, my stomach drops.


“Why aren’t you in your rooms?”


“It’s Neo,” Sony says. “He’s going into surgery early.”


“What?”


“His parents are here,” C adds, and all three of us know that if we aren’t quick enough, it’ll mean disaster.
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three years ago


THE HOSPITAL ADMITTED a mean, skinny boy today. Pink shades flood his face in a butterfly rash, its wings kissing his nose.


He cradles a cardboard box in his arms, stalling at the door of his new room. It used to belong to someone else. Not knowing what state that someone else left in makes his step hesitant.


Eventually, he settles on the bed, the way you do on a bed that isn’t yours yet. His legs hang off the edge, shoes weighing down his ankles like cinder blocks welded to sticks.


“You should try to make some friends, Neo.” Neo’s mother fumbles with the cross around her neck. She stands as far into the corner as she can. Her stress runs rampant, a kind of untouchable worry for her child that makes her grow distant.


“C’mon, son.” His father is a taller man, big-armed, big-voiced, the opposite of Neo. He looks like he calls coffee joe and complains about the government. “Just because you have to stay here for a while doesn’t mean you can’t meet some new people. Once you’re back in school, you’ll have a fresh perspective. Get your head out of those books, yeah?”


“This is a hospital, Dad,” Neo says. “The only people I’ll meet won’t be here long.”


I don’t hear any more than that.


My post is at the nurses’ station today, which happens to be right across from his room. Since he’s new, the blinds aren’t closed, and the door is propped open. My curiosity gets the better of me when it’s given such a chance.


Eric notices.


“Have you met him?” he asks, going over charts, checking boxes, doing whatever it is Eric does. I shake my head no. “Why don’t you bring him his dinner tray?” He points at the cart. “Strike up a conversation.”


“Conversation?”


“Conversation.”


“I don’t know how those work.”


“He probably does. Bring him his tray.”


“Are you trying to get rid of me?”


“Yes. I have work to do, and you haven’t moved in hours. So get.” Eric’s pen is a mighty weapon. It pokes my forehead relentlessly, but Eric isn’t wrong about my not moving.


Doctors, patients, nurses, and techs walk through this hall all day. I watch them from behind the desk like a barnacle stuck to a ship’s hull. My life is spent people-watching from different hulls throughout the hospital. Most moments I witness are fleeting, a few seconds’ worth of emotion to feed off of until the patients or visitors or strangers depart. Those moments sate my curiosity while I wait for the next one.


But there’s something different about Neo. He’s quiet. Silence starves my curiosity. So, around seven, when his parents are gone, I bring Neo his dinner.


He’s alone now.


As it turns out, alone, Neo has a lot more noise to him.


On the other side of the door, the cardboard box keeps watch, now empty. Papers are spread about Neo’s bed, the sheets submerged in a sea of inked lines.


He is a boat, writing manically, without pause, pen dancing across the waves. A book rests in his lap. It ties the room together, a splash of color. The title, bold-lettered, atop a cover withered at the edges, reads Great Expectations.


Neo doesn’t notice me gawking at first. He only glances in my direction, then, realizing I don’t have the look of a staff member, he glances a second time.


Suspicion laces his tone. “What are you doing?”


“Eric told me to bring your tray.”


Neo thins his eyes, flicking them to the tray and then back to me. “Did my parents send you?”


Ah. For a moment I thought he was worried I had plans to poison him. From his tone, I gather my being sent by his parents would be much worse.


“No, Eric did.” I motion to the food, offering it. “Your tray.”


Neo doesn’t say anything to me after that. He just puts the tray on the bedside table and returns to his ocean. Before I leave, I catch a sliver of a line at the top of the page.




Humans have a knack for self-destruction. Only those of us who love broken things will ever know why.





Neo quickly shuffles the piece of paper beneath the others and shoots me a look. My curiosity isn’t welcome. I bow my head in apology and turn around, leaving Neo to his words and his books.


Despite his attitude, I leave pleased.


Because Neo isn’t quiet at all.


Neo is a writer.





For the next week of nights, I bring Neo his food. Every time, I steal a detail. He doesn’t brush his hair. His hands are impeccably clean, his fingers lean and long. His clothes are a size too large, baggy around his arms, never so much as a shade livelier than gray. He likes apples. He always eats his apples.


He spits out his pills. When his father visits, he is anxious. He flinches at little movements. When his mother visits, he is calm. When his parents visit together, he is sad.


Neo sometimes drops the pen. His hand wanders to his arm, thumb and forefinger overlapping around his wrist like a noose. He squeezes till his knuckles go white. As if the bone could be made smaller.


As the nights go on, I grow bolder. I begin stealing his work.


You see, Neo and I never exchange any greetings. He never says thank you, and I never say you’re welcome. Our communication is a transfer of sustenance and a peek at a sentence or two.


Destruction is addictive, he writes. The more I am, the less I want to be. The less I am, the lesser I want to become.


That particular line plays with my head. It takes up space.


In a neighboring hall, I pace and ponder it.


Just as I turn on my heel to pace in the other direction, someone knocks into me. Our chests collide, and a tray falls from the person’s hands, clattering to the floor. It’s a familiar tray. One full of food I left in Neo’s room a half hour ago.


Neo stands there for a moment. The plate’s been knocked upside down, Jell-O cup split, and water spilled. He sighs at the mess.


It’s odd seeing him here. I don’t know what to make of him not sitting in a bed surrounded by literature.


“Just leave it,” he says, dropping to his knees, his pants wrinkling around sickly, thin thighs. I wonder how they can even hold him upright.


I follow him to the floor and help him tidy up.


Neo scoffs. “You got that much of a savior complex?”


“No,” I say. “But I think you have an eating disorder.”


Neo’s face pales, snapping up, staring at me.


His body turns to stone.


I blink at the silence and the shred of space between us. I’ve never noticed how his cheekbones protrude until now, nor how intense his eyes become when a sliver of emotion passes through.


“Whenever I bring your tray and come back to get it, only half the food is gone, and the plastic wrap is missing,” I explain, putting the empty water cup on the left and the Jell-O cup on the right. “I assume you wrap the food in it and then flush it down the toilet. If you were purging, your doctors would’ve noticed by now.”


Once the plate is at the center, napkins soaking up the liquid, I finally meet Neo’s gaze. He still stares. Only it just now occurs to me that it isn’t confusion looking back at me.


It’s panic.


I pick up the tray, awkwardly holding it out to him, trying to return some familiarity to our relationship, before asking, “Are you okay?”


Neo doesn’t answer. He doesn’t take my offering either. His face contorts, teeth tight against each other like grinding stones.


He grabs the corner of the tray and flips it over, its contents clattering against the tiles again. Then he marches off, leaving me to clean a second time, now on my own.





That night, despite our encounter, I bring Neo his dinner.


He’s not writing. His anger has subsided. Instead, he bites his nails, twirls his pen, and taps his fingers like his mother does.


“Did you tell anyone?” he asks.


I put his tray down on the bedside table and shake my head.


He thins his eyes. “Why not? What do you want?”


“I’m not sure what it is I want,” I say. “But I’m not good at talking, so no, I haven’t told anyone.”


“Are you autistic or something?”


“No.”


“So you’re just weird?”


“Yes, I’ve been called weird before. But you’re not good at talking either.” Neo scowls, waiting. Insults come in two parts. “You’re mean,” I explain. “I don’t like what you say.”


“Get out, weirdo,” he mutters. He uncaps the pen with his teeth and lays it in his ocean. He doesn’t pay any mind to the plate of food.


I pay mind to his body. His clothes are loose, but they don’t conceal as much as he thinks they do. His skin is grayer, his neck and ankles considerably thinner than they used to be. He hasn’t left because he isn’t getting better. He’s getting worse.


It occurs to me that no one but Neo and I know about this part of him.


It’s a secret.


Secrets make people vulnerable. Vulnerability is an isolating force. It pushes people away.


“I like what you write,” I say, hand on the doorknob. Neo glances at me, and for a moment, I think, finally letting his guard down. “Your writing sounds like music.”





The next day, when I put Neo’s tray down, he doesn’t look up. Instead, he holds out something for me.


“A book?” I ask, looking at the cover. It’s rich with blues and gold, a pair of eyes looking back at me, and The Great Gatsby written in thin, elegant letters.


“Yes,” Neo says. “Read it.”


“Okay.”


I walk to the corner of the room and sit in the chair, opening the book to page one.


“Wha—not here!”


Neo doesn’t like company—I forgot. His vulnerability flinches at it. So I read on my own. In the hall. In waiting areas. In doctors’ lounges. In the gardens. I read anywhere I can till the pages I have left become fewer than the pages I’ve consumed.


“You almost done?” Neo asks, passing the nurses’ station.


“Mhm.” I nod from behind the desk, enthralled by Gatsby’s torrid affairs.


Neo doesn’t say anything else. He places another book in front of me. This one is Lord of the Flies. It’s a bit smaller, a pig bleeding from the eyes on the cover. It takes me a day to read. I bring both books back to him that night.


“I didn’t like this one,” I tell him.


Neo quirks a brow, an apple in his hand. “Why not?”


“I don’t like violence.”


“It’s not real violence,” he says, tucking the books back in that box.


“It feels real.”


“Weirdo,” Neo grumbles. He grabs another book and hands it to me. This one is called Wuthering Heights. The cover has an old house on it, a woman and a man in the foreground beneath dreary skies.


There are so many books to read. My curiosity turns absolutely fatal. It wonders about all those beautiful things Neo writes and what stories his mind could possibly conjure up.


“Could I read something of yours?” I ask.


“No. Go away.”


And so I’m off to read Wuthering Heights.


The next morning, I run, beyond eager to tell Neo how wonderful this story is. That it’s my favorite yet. That there isn’t a single word I could stop at. That despite the violence, this is a masterpiece. I sprint to his room, no tray in hand.


“I thought we were past this!”


I skid to a halt before I even reach the door. It’s shut, but through the wall, voices bleed.


“Honey.” Neo’s mother. Through the blinds, I see her tight hands soften on her husband’s elbow. “Calm down.”


“Don’t defend him,” Neo’s father says, only it’s not said, it’s bitten out. Papers crumple in his fist, papers I recognize. Neo’s mother holds the cross around her neck. Then his father starts to tear Neo’s stories to shreds. Slowly. In full view of his son.


“It’s fine. You’re just confused. You’re young. I can’t blame you,” he says, creeping closer to the bed, his quiet footsteps threatening. He lifts the papers, tossing their remnants at Neo’s feet. “But don’t let me find this filth again, you understand?”


I don’t hear any more. I just see Neo staring out the window, his face blank of anything. Only his thumb and forefinger move, tightening the loop around his wrist.





That night, I don’t bring Wuthering Heights when I arrive with Neo’s food. I set the tray down on the side table and observe the carnage. The cardboard box is knocked over on the floor. The books are gone, all but Great Expectations, cradled in Neo’s arms.


“It’s not Monday,” Neo says. His voice is drained, wet at the back of his throat. He picks up the apple off the plate.


Mondays are apple days.


“I think apples grow any day they want.”


“Thank you,” Neo says, but he doesn’t take a bite.


I don’t ask him about the shredded pieces of paper on the floor or the broken pen oozing ink. I don’t ask where his books have gone, and he doesn’t ask me about Wuthering Heights.


“Are there TVs in this place?”


I nod. “Do you want to watch something?”


Neo shrugs. “Okay.”


TV rights are an expensive commodity. Sick kids get the perks when no one else is around. Eric’s generosity (and desperate attempts to get us to leave him alone) wins us the remote.


Neo and I watch movies all night. During, Neo chews on his apple and spits it into the trash when he thinks I’m not looking. Out of the room, distracted, he seems more at ease. If there’s one nice thing about books and movies, it’s that they can make you forget for a while.


Forgetting is an essential part of grief.


When I see Neo the next morning, I put a copy of The Great Gatsby in his cardboard box and kick it under his bed.


That ever-suspicious brow of his rises. “I didn’t give you that.”


“I took it from the library.”


“You stole it?”


“I suppose.”


“Weirdo.”


“Can I read your stories now?”


“I don’t write stories.”


My head snaps in his direction. Never has one of Neo’s sentences quite broken my heart till that one.


My own grief morphs into tightness in my gut. Neo’s writing is something precious, even if it isn’t mine. It’s another secret we share. I read once, on the very corner of one of his pages, Paper is my heart. Pens are my veins. They return words I stole, blood to paint a scene.


If that’s true, a cemetery is all that remains of Neo’s heart. It lies in a pile of rubble on his bedroom floor like the outline of a dead body. He hasn’t bothered to pick up the pieces. He knows his heart will only shatter again if he does.


Neo’s father is a taker, and he has no material left to steal. When it’s only he who visits, Neo is never unscathed. The first time, it’s a bruise, bottle green and patchy purple. When Eric asks what happened, Neo says he fell in the bathroom. The second time, it’s blood, the back of Neo’s head stained with splatter spots. Some of his hair has fallen out or, more likely, been pulled.
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