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To Gunner.

Because your demons don’t control you anymore.



prologue
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I PACE, BACK AND FORTH AND back again, because my intuition is buzzing but I don’t know why.

All I know is that I’d woken up from a dead sleep two hours ago, and I had a heavy, heavy weight on my chest and Beck was in my thoughts.

I cross the faded red Oriental rug, stepping carefully over the shadows on the floor. I do it once, twice, three times before I pause.

The house is so quiet I literally hear ringing in my ears, and the darkness threatens to loom out of control and swallow me up. It’s just my imagination, of course, but night does that to a person. Things come to life, and they’re bigger than they normally are.

For that reason, my home is a bright safe haven, something that helps ward off the monsters. Soft rugs, elegant yet comfortable furnishings, soothing art adorning the walls. It’s a tranquil wolf’s den, and I’m the mama wolf, and God help anyone who fucks with my pack.

Except sometimes, things are out of my control.

Times like tonight, and every night prior for the past one year, two months, and seven days.

Yes, I know the exact moment our lives changed. Who wouldn’t?

It was 1:21 a.m. on a Saturday that had just turned into Sunday.

In that one moment I learned that the human body has an endless supply of tears at its disposal.

What I didn’t know at 1:21 a.m. that night was that it was just the beginning. I thought it was an ending. And it was, but how could I know it was a beginning too?

With a sigh, I sink into the office chair and study the monitor in front of me, watching the red dot pulse on the screen that gives me hope my son is still alive somewhere. His phone hasn’t moved in days, not even an inch. That’s impossible, unless he’s . . . I can’t even think the word. If I think it, it could make it real. So I won’t do that.

If it still hasn’t moved by morning, I’ll go hunt it down in person. It’s in a terrible part of town, and I’m sure that when I get there his phone will be lying in a dumpster covered in trash, and I’ll have no more of an idea where he is and if he’s alive than I do right now.

But I’ll do it anyway. Because I always do. Because it’s all I can do. That’s what happens when things are out of your control. They spin and twist and all you can do is grasp at their pieces.

I stare at the clock. 12:11 a.m. 12:12. 12:13.

The minutes tick so slowly by I can practically feel them move.

I wrap my robe around my shoulders ever more tightly and pace again.

One, one thousand.

Two, one thousand.

Three.

A noise on the front porch interrupts my steps, the silence of the house amplifying the jarring sound. I pause in the middle of the rug and listen.

A rustling. The shuffle of a foot across the brick. A heavy thump.

My heart leaps into my throat, wildly slamming in panic. No one should be here at 12:17 a.m.

But someone is.

I don’t even feel my feet hitting the hardwood floor as I fly through the hall toward the front door and peer out the side window. I don’t feel my hands as I push the curtains back, and I can’t feel my heart when I see him. I’m too numb.

But when I see that pile of clothing—the rumpled shirt I bought him for Christmas, the dark blond hair glinting in the streetlight—I know him.

I’d know my son anywhere.

I throw open the door, and he looks up at me, his eyes blurry, dark, hollow, sad.

He’s in a heap in front of me, his legs crumpled beneath him, dried vomit on his shirt, foam bubbling from his nose.

“I . . .” He tries to speak, but there’s more foam, and it’s orange, and then it’s red like blood.

It is blood.

I scream and drop to the ground, clutching him as his eyes close. The night is shattered with my screaming, and seconds pass, then minutes, and people arrive and his eyes still don’t open. Red and blue lights flash across my lawn, and he’s shaking and convulsing and EMTs mill around and take him from me.

It’s 12:32 a.m.
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NATALIE

HE’S FOAMING AT THE MOUTH as they load him on the gurney, and he looks at me with wild eyes.

“Angel,” it sounds like he says, but his voice is thick and gurgly and it’s hard to make out his words.

“What?” I ask quickly, trying to get through the EMTs to grab his hand. “I’m not an angel. You’re not dying, Beck. Do you hear me?”

Nothing feels real as I watch the paramedics slam the ambulance doors closed. They latch with finality, sealing my son inside, and panic erupts in my heart as red and blue flash against my skin. He can’t be alone.

“I want to ride with him,” I hear myself say, and they shake their heads.

“We’re sorry, ma’am. There’s not enough room. Follow us in your car.”

I’m not sure how I find the front door to grab my purse and my keys, or how I make it to my car. I can’t even feel my foot as I press the stiff accelerator. It doesn’t occur to me that I should perhaps put real clothes on, so I find myself chasing the ambulance in my bathrobe through the Chicago streets.

It’s not for five more minutes that I remember my other children, and with a gasp, I call my sister.

“Sam, you’ve got to come,” I manage to say around the lump in my throat, a giant piece of terror that is stuck halfway down.

“What’s wrong?” she says quickly, even though she was sleeping and I can hear it in her voice.

“Beck.” My voice breaks, and I can’t breathe. I try to inhale and it doesn’t work. I can’t speak. It’s Beck. Of course it’s Beck.

“Nat?” My sister is urgent and her voice is thin. “Nat! Talk to me! You’re scaring me.”

“We’re on the way to the hospital,” I manage to gasp. “Dev and Annabelle are at home. Sleeping. Please . . . go there.”

That’s all I can squeeze out.

“I’m on my way,” she says, and I can hear her throwing her covers off and grabbing her clothes. “Vinny, we’ve gotta go,” she tells her husband. I hear him mumble that he’s asleep, but I can’t think anymore.

All I can do is focus on the back of the ambulance, on the perfectly square doors and silver handles. My son is in there, and I can’t lose him.

“Nat?” Sam asks, and she’s hesitant. “Is Beck . . .”

“He’s alive,” I say limply. “Or he was when they took him. But barely. I don’t . . . I can’t . . .”

I hang up because saying any of those words out loud might influence the outcome. I might tempt fate and God might take my son if I doubt Him.

“Don’t take him, don’t take him, please don’t take him,” I plead under my breath as I weave in and out of traffic, trailing the ambulance like I’m attached with a tether. The siren wails and it’s monotonous but it’s good. It’s good the siren is on. They would only turn it off if . . . if . . .

I can’t think it.

Beck is in that truck.

He’s okay.

He’s breathing. I have to believe that’s true.

The hospital is a beacon of light and hope as we pull in. I barely remember to put my car in park before I jump out and leave it in the middle of the lane, the tires wrenched haphazardly toward the curb.

“Ma’am, you can’t park there,” a guy in a security uniform says with his fake badge, but I don’t answer. I toss him my keys and push my way to the doors, and that’s when I see him.

My son.

They’ve pulled him out of the ambulance, and he’s so still, so white. He’s got the body of a man and the face of a boy, and he’s got vomit in his hair. One hand dangles over the edge of the gurney, orange flecks dripping from his fingers to the floor, but no one notices.

“Beck,” I breathe, but he doesn’t open his eyes. “Beck,” I say louder, as loud as I can. His mouth is slack, but he’s not dead—he can’t be dead, because someone is pumping his heart with her fists. She’s running next to the gurney, and she’s pounding on his heart, making it beat.

“Coming through,” she yells at the doors, and there is a team of people working on him. They’re frantic, and that’s not good.

I chase after them, through the emergency room, through the people, but someone grabs me at a giant set of double doors, the gateway to the important rooms.

“You can’t go in there,” a nurse tells me.

“That’s my son,” I try to tell her, but she doesn’t care. “Beck,” I scream, and I try to see through the windows, but I can’t because he’s gone. “I love you, Beck. Stay here. Stay here.”

The nurse grasps my arm, and I can’t stand anymore. My legs are tired and the adrenaline . . . it numbs me. I collapse beside her and she tries to hold me up, but she can’t . . . I’m on the ground.

My face is wet—when did I start crying?

“You have to save my son,” I beg her, my fingers curled into her arm. I stare into her eyes. Hers are green, ringed with blue, and she looks away. Something about her seems so familiar, something about those eyes.

“We’ll try, ma’am,” she says uncertainly. It’s the uncertainty that kills me. “We’ll do everything we can. I’m going to take you to a quiet room and give you a blanket. Is there anyone I can call for you?”

I shake my head no. “I already called my sister.”

“Okay,” the nurse says quietly, and her name tag says Jessica. She takes me to a waiting room, a quiet private one, the ones they use when the outcome might not be good. I know that because I’ve been here before.

I swallow hard and she puts a cup of coffee in my hand.

As she does, she pushes a stray hair out of her face and her bracelet catches my eye. A simple chain with a silver dolphin on it.

“You were here the night my husband was brought in,” I say slowly. “Weren’t you? Do you remember me?”

It was over a year ago. Of course she doesn’t remember me.

But Jessica nods.

“I’m so sorry about your husband,” she tells me now, her voice quiet and thick. “I swear to you, we did everything we could.”

“I know,” I tell her. Because I do. The accident was so bad, there’s no way anyone could’ve survived. Except for Beck. He lived. But Matt . . . his injuries were insurmountable. That’s what the doctor told me that night.

I stare at the door, and this is the same room and that is the same door and this is the same blue-and-white-tiled floor. For a minute, I’m back in that moment and the doctor is coming in. I’d waited for hours and his face was so grave and I knew, I knew, before he could utter a word.

I shook my head because I didn’t want to hear what was coming next, but he spoke anyway.

Matt’s injuries were insurmountable, he’d said. We did everything we could.

But everything wasn’t enough, and my husband died.

“Is it a different doctor tonight?” I ask suddenly. “I need a different doctor. One who can save my son.”

I know it’s illogical. I know it was never the doctor’s fault, but it doesn’t matter because Jessica is nodding. “It’s a different doctor tonight,” she tells me. “Dr. Grant, and he’s very, very good.”

“Okay,” I whisper. “Okay.”

“If you need anything, you tell me,” Jessica says, and I can see that she means it. She likes me. Or she feels sorry for me. It doesn’t matter which. I nod and she’s gone, and I’m alone.

Just like I was a year ago, and just like that night all I can do is pace.

I’m a caged mama wolf and there’s nothing I can do, but I know that if I stop moving, Beck might die. My energy is attached to his energy. I have to move. It all depends on me.

So I walk in circles.

I walk six paces, over the six white tiles, then I turn, taking three steps over the blue. I tread back six paces over the white, and then turn again, taking three more over the blue.

I will not stop, Beck. I won’t fail you. I won’t.

It becomes rhythmic, and I match my breaths with my steps. I’m a machine, a timekeeper, a being made of clockwork as I walk in circles, marking time. Every step I take, Beck is still alive. I feel it in my heart. It’s all up to me.

I’m alone in the room, and the door is ajar. The lights in here are dimmed, but the lights out there, out in the hospital, are bright. A wedge of that brightness falls across the floor, across the line of blue and white tiles, and I step over it time and again, determined not to touch it.

I won’t step into the light, Beck. I won’t go into the light if you don’t. Promise me.

They won’t let me see my boy, but if I just think hard enough, if I feel it hard enough, he’ll hear me. He’ll hear my begging and my pleas, and he’ll forgive me for everything, and he’ll live.

Please, please, please.

I pause for just a second on the far edge of a blue tiled square. The tile is dog-eared here in this spot, standing out amid the other perfectly polished ones. This one is cracked, and I’d stepped on it a hundred times a year ago when I was waiting for news of my husband.

Kneeling now, I finger that crack.

Maybe if I hadn’t paused then, if I hadn’t focused so much on the imperfections of this one tile, Matt would’ve lived.

I hadn’t moved enough that night. I didn’t save him.

Bolting to my feet, I restart my pacing, furious now. I’m a woman possessed, and I don’t care about being rational. I don’t care about logic.

I care about saving my son.

I would do anything to save him. I’d offer my own life in trade. I’d make a deal with the devil.

“Tell me what I need to do,” I whisper adamantly to God. “Just tell me.”

Through a heavy fog, I hear the hospital sounds instead of an answer.

The beeps of machines, the squeak of nurses’ shoes on the floors. I hear gurneys rolling and curtains being shoved back, the metallic rings scraping against the metal rods. I smell the waxed floors and the iodine and the sterility, and it makes me sick.

An overwhelming blanket of dread drapes me, wet and suffocating, covering me up. I feel so suddenly hopeless, so bereft.

“This can’t be happening,” I whisper to the empty room. “How can this be happening? What kind of God would do this to me again?”

But then I’m instantly scared. “I’m sorry,” I tell Him. “I didn’t mean it.” But I kind of did. I just can’t say it aloud. I can’t have Him punish Beck for my doubts.

“Don’t take my son,” I say instead. “Please, please, God. Don’t take my son. You took my husband. Please don’t take my boy. I can’t deal with that. It’s been enough already. You know it’s been enough.”

I leave it at that, and I begin to pace again, because in my addled and illogical mind, my movement also has a direct correlation to how hard the doctors will work on Beck. My steps are frantic and fast, and that’s good. It’s something I can do. I can power the doctors with my energy; I can push the breath in and out of my son’s lungs with my steps.

I’ve made two hundred laps around the tiles when the door is pushed open, and the light opens onto the floor and I look up, and I’m frantic, and I expect to see the doctor.

But I don’t.

It’s Kit, my husband’s best friend, and he’s filling the doorway with his giant shoulders. He’s a Great Dane in a sea of Labradors. He always has been.

“You don’t need to be here,” I tell him immediately. “It’s fine. I’m fine. Beck is going to be fine.”

“Tell me how he is, Nat,” Kit says calmly, unaffected. He steps inside the door and grasps my elbow in an effort to get me to pause. I shake him off because I can’t stop. Not for anyone.

“I don’t know,” I say, and I’m helpless. “He overdosed, I think. He was on my porch and there was so much vomit, and he was . . .”

My voice trails off, because I can’t relive that moment.

“What has the doctor said?”

“He hasn’t been out at all. They were . . . Jesus, they were doing CPR on him, Kit. His heart wasn’t working.”

There are tears on my cheeks even though my heart is a block of ice. I don’t know how that’s possible. Kit tries to hug me, to pull me against his big chest, but I can’t, I can’t. I pull away.

“Kit, stop. I have to move.”

The rejection and pain on his face cut me a little, but I can’t worry about that. I can only worry about Beck, and I have to move.

I feel Kit watching me as I pace, and I know that I look crazy. But I don’t care.

“Nat, is there anything at all I can do?”

I feel him trying to read my thoughts and I look away. I want to tell him to just leave me alone so that I don’t have to worry about anyone but myself in this moment. I word it more delicately than that.

“No. There’s nothing. I just want to absorb the quiet and pull myself together, honestly.”

He pauses, unsure.

“I mean it,” I insist. “You know how I get. I handle things better alone.”

He finally nods, albeit reluctantly.

“Call me if you need me,” Kit says before he turns to leave. I nod, and he’s gone and I’m back to being alone.

I pace and time bends and blends.

Jessica brings me another coffee at some point, and I’m dizzy from pacing.

“Your friend wants you to drink this.” She pushes the hot Styrofoam into my hand.

“My friend?”

“The big blond guy? He’s out in the public waiting room.”

I exhale. Of course Kit didn’t leave. He wouldn’t. He’s the closest friend we have. He would never leave.

“Thank you. Is there any news?”

She shakes her head. “They’re still working.”

God.

I nod, and my head is a ball on a stick, bobbing like a bobblehead doll.

She starts to leave, but I stop her.

“Jessica? What time is it?”

She checks her watch.

“It’s one forty-seven.”

I exhale slowly with relief. Matt died at 1:21. Beck outlived him. I know it’s illogical, but I don’t give a fuck at this moment. It seems important.

“Thank you.”

She nods and she’s gone, and Beck outlived Matt.

It’s important.

But I can’t get cocky.
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BECK

WHERE THE HELL AM I?

A heavy weight presses on my eyes and I can’t open them.

What the fuck is that about?

My arms and legs are like concrete, too heavy to move, and my body is frozen in place. I’m in a state of complete stillness, and for a minute I’m pissed about that.

But then I realize something.

The itching . . . the horrible bugs-crawling-all-over-me feeling from earlier is gone. I don’t feel anything now, actually. Just a slight warm sensation.

I feel calmer now, and I wait, listening.

There’s a lot of movement, and then some prodding. Someone is poking me in the ribs, in the belly, but it doesn’t hurt.

That’s fucked up.

Maybe I’m just really fucked up.

Maybe this isn’t real.

My thoughts aren’t coming as they should. Instead, they feel broken, choppy. Like the water in Lake Michigan on a stormy day.

Lake Michigan.

I live in Chicago. That’s a start. That’s something.

My name is Beck Kingsley, and I live in Chicago.

“He’s still tachycardic,” a woman says next to my ear, and cold metal is pressed to my chest. “His arrhythmia is out of control. Someone get me droperidol. The lorazepam isn’t touching him. Oh, son of a bitch. He’s gonna seize.”

I feel my chest rise off the table, breaking rank from the rest of my body, and I feel myself thrashing against my will, yet it doesn’t hurt. My arms are restrained; there’s something around my wrists. I don’t know why I’m able to think calmly when my body is out of control.

My head slams against the table over and over, and then someone is holding it. I feel steady hands on each side by my ears. Their fingers are cool, my skin is hot, and yet my head doesn’t hurt.

“His temp is one-oh-five,” a man says. “We’ve got to bring it down.”

“He’s got blood coming from his nose,” someone else says. “Shit, we’ve got cerebral edema.”

Their voices blend together now in a frenzy of noise. My fingers are matchsticks and they are striking against flint, and I’m in flames and everything around me is cold, too cold. My teeth chatter together, slamming like ivory doors.

If this is real, I’m in the hospital. But with me, especially lately, I don’t know what’s real and what’s not.

I don’t know how I ended up here.

I can’t think of anything. My mind is a fuzzy mess, and it’s incapable of focusing. I try harder, trying to grab anything from it.

Anything.

So I do what anyone would do.

I focus on home. I mentally grab a piece of a memory and drag it to me. Anything is better than being here in this moment, even if the memory is from long ago.



“LET’S GO!” MY MOM called from the bottom of the stairs. I tumbled out of my room and found my mother with her hand on her pregnant belly, waddling toward the front door. She looked so top-heavy, like she’d topple over any second. She held my little brother’s hand as he toddled with her. “Matt!” she called over her shoulder.

My father emerged from the kitchen with sports drinks in the crook of one elbow and a bat bag slung over his shoulder.

“You ready, kid?” he asked me, tapping the bill of my baseball cap. I nodded.

“Yeah, Dad.” Dad knew I didn’t like baseball nearly as much as football, but he was the coach for our Little League team, so I played and I did the best I could.

The ride to the diamond didn’t take long, but my mom groaned every time we went over a bump, her hand on her giant belly.

Dad smiled at her. “You okay, there, USS Natalie?”

She scowled at him. “I assume you’re saying I’m big as a ship?”

He opened his car door. “I would never.”

Other parents were already there, but that was nothing new. My dad was always running late. We jogged to the field and warmed up with everyone else, and before I knew it, we were playing.

I sat in the dugout with my best friend, Tray, as we waited our turns to bat. I glanced out at the stands, and my mom was perched in the bleachers, my brother, Devin, nestled into her side. She looked like she’d swallowed a watermelon. I still wasn’t sure what I thought about having a new sister. What the heck was I supposed to do with a sister?

My dad was standing behind home base, whispering words of encouragement to the batters, and when he caught my eye, he winked.

Pride swelled up in me. My dad was the head coach because my dad was awesome. Everyone knew it. I worried about letting him down, though. My dad was perfect. He never messed up. Not ever.

I wiggled on the bench, adjusting my cap and then tying my shoe. When I sat back up, Mom and Devin were next to the cage.

“Your brother wanted to give you something, sweetie,” Mom said, smiling. I looked down at Devin, and he was holding out a grubby hand, one of his green marbles in his palm.

I scowled. “What am I gonna do with that?”

Devin’s face fell, and my mom frowned.

“He wants you to have it for a good-luck charm. We know you can do this, sweetie.”

“A marble is gonna make me have a good game?”

Mom’s smile was forced. “Honey, he’s trying to be nice. He loves these marbles. We want you to know that even though you don’t love this sport, you can do anything you put your mind to.”

I sighed and held out my hand. Devin gave me the glass marble happily.

“Thank you,” I told him dutifully. I promptly handed it to Mom. “Can you keep it right now? I don’t have pockets.”

She nodded, and my dad called my name.

“Kingsley, you’re up!”

I sprinted out and got into the stance, my butt wagging and my feet spread, just like I’d been taught. My dad leaned in.

“Aim for center field,” he whispered to me. “Their shortstop isn’t good, and their center fielder is even worse. You’ve got this, kid. Swing high!”

I nodded, focused on the ball.

The stadium lights were on already, though, and I was disoriented for a minute. Why were they on in the middle of the day? I stood staring into them, and I felt a weird sense of peace overwhelm me.

“Clear!” someone yelled from the stands, and what did he mean? Clear away from what? Shouldn’t he have said strike? I missed the pitch because I wasn’t paying attention.

“Again!” that person shouted. My chest lurched, and I must have been nervous. I wanted to stare at the lights more for some reason, but my dad was whispering to me.

“Focus, Beck. It’s not time for that. Swing high!”

The pitcher aimed, threw, and this time, my bat connected with a loud, metallic thunk and the ball swept into a mighty arc, up and over the field.

“Run!” my dad called, and I threw the bat and ran with all of my might. I cleared first base, second, then third. My dad was screaming, motioning for me to come home, so I did.

I ran for everything I was worth.

I felt the other team closing in on me, I felt them throwing the ball to get me out, and I skidded. My hip hit the dirt, and I sprawled across the base.

“Safe!” the umpire called. “We’ve got a pulse again. Good job, everyone.”

I shook my head because that wasn’t right. I was pretty sure that wasn’t what he was supposed to say, but I was safe, so that was all that mattered.

I stood up and walked into the dugout so that my friends could slap my back.

It was my first infield home run.

My dad beamed at me. I’d made him proud.

Maybe that old marble was good luck, after all.



three

[image: Image]

NATALIE

MERCY HOSPITAL

2:51 A.M.

“MRS. KINGSLEY?”

I’m in the middle of my 330th lap around the room. My hands shake uncontrollably and I pause, scared to turn.

But I do.

The doctor stands there, tired and pale and sallow, a surgical cap on his head.

“Your son is alive,” he says simply, and my ears roar in disbelief and shock. I realize suddenly that I wasn’t expecting to hear this news. I was expecting the worst because that’s what happened a year ago. The worst. The doctor had said Matt’s injuries were insurmountable; we did everything we could.

But this is a different doctor, and this different doctor says different things.

“He’s alive?” I’m afraid I heard wrong. I search his face. There’s something there, something else, something yet to know. I tremble all over, from my fingers to my toes and everything in between. Behind the doctor I see Kit looming in the doorway, listening.

The doctor’s eyes are tired but kind, and he nods.

“He is. We were able to bring him back. But I’m going to be frank. He’s in bad shape. He’s in extremely critical condition. His brain is swollen and we’ve had to put him in a medically induced coma to relieve it. He suffered a stroke from the overdose, which we believe was from a combination of heroin and methamphetamines.”

“No,” I say slowly. “That’s impossible. Beck doesn’t use meth.”

I argue even though I don’t know that for sure. I’ve been clinging to the boy he once was. I don’t know anything anymore; I haven’t seen him in two months.

“We believe he was, at least tonight,” the doctor says gently. “He’s touch and go right now, Mrs. Kingsley. His heart stopped for around sixty seconds. Be strong for him. He needs it right now. These first twenty-four hours are the most critical. If he makes it through, we’ll have reason to be hopeful. I’d like to bring him out of the coma in twenty-four hours.”

“If he makes it through,” I repeat in a whisper, and I’m frozen. His heart already stopped for an entire minute. This was what I was expecting, because this is what happened to Matt; he died, and doesn’t history repeat itself?

“You said he suffered a stroke,” Kit interjects in his calm way. “How bad was it?”

“We can’t know yet,” the doctor answers. “Not until it’s safe to bring him out of the coma. For now, we have to treat the brain bleed and the swelling. They are paramount.”

I nod and I’m limp.

“Can I see him?”

The doctor pauses. “He’s in ICU, and he won’t know you’re there. I suggest you go home and get some rest, change clothes. Tomorrow will be a long day.”

I remember now that I’m in my bathrobe, but it doesn’t matter.

“You say he might not survive the night,” I manage to say. “So I’m not leaving.”

“I thought you’d say that,” the doctor answers, and in his eyes I see a thousand other situations like mine. He has seen them all, an endless combination of other boys and other mothers. “Come with me.”

At the door I pause with Kit. “Can you call Sam?” I ask him. “Let her know?”

“Yeah,” he says. “And I’ll go get you some clothes.”

“You don’t have to,” I answer, but I’m already walking away.

I follow the doctor through the halls, and we stop outside of a room with glass walls. The curtains inside are drawn, and on the door KINGSLEY is written on a dry-erase board.

My son is in there.

I push past the doctor, and I’m stunned as I stare at the boy in the bed.

He seems so small and pale, not my six-foot-four tanned boy, the strong boy who led his football team to a district championship just last year. This boy is frail. This boy is skin and bones.

I gasp, and the doctor’s hand is on my shoulder.

“There’s a chair over there,” he tells me. “You should rest.”

I slide into the pink vinyl chair and find Beck’s hand amid the tubes. His arm is so thin. He’s lost so much weight in just two months. He’s skeletal. It’s unfathomable. I clasp his hand inside of my own, and even though his is technically bigger, it’s so bony it feels like it will break.

My head slumps to the bed rail and the plastic is cool against my forehead.

“Please, Beck,” I say aloud, staring at the floor because I can’t stare at him. It’s too terrifying. “Please. Come back to me. Fight through this. Everything will be better if you just wake up.”

I know he can’t right now, that it’s not his choice. But I want him to know that when it’s time, it’s time. That not waking up isn’t an option.

Picking my head up I stare into his face, steeling myself.

Someone has cleaned him up. The vomit is gone from his face; the bloody scrapes are bandaged. There are dark bags beneath his eyes, eyes that I know are a mossy green just like his father’s. His cheeks are sunken and I know he hasn’t eaten. There’s no way he’s eaten.

Guilt snakes around my heart, slithering in, and it steals my breath. I should’ve done something more. There had to be something else to do. I should’ve found it.

“Beck, baby, I love you,” I tell him. “Nothing else matters. You’re okay. I’m okay. And after all of this, we’re going to go home and fix everything, you hear me?”

I squeeze his hand, but he doesn’t squeeze back, because he doesn’t hear me. Because he can’t. But that doesn’t stop me. I have to speak. If I don’t . . . I’m afraid of what will happen.

So I talk.

Behind me, I hear the hospital moving on with life, saving people, clattering and clamoring. But in here, it’s just me and my boy in the dark silence.

“Remember Boy Scout camp when you were eight?” I ask him. “You were so homesick. Daddy didn’t want me to come get you, he said it was character building, but I came anyway. I picked you up in the middle of the night. And then Daddy took you back the next morning. He knew best, I suppose. You ended up having an amazing time, and you made me that green dream catcher out of Popsicle sticks. I still use it, you know.”

It hangs from the headboard of my bed. It doesn’t keep the nightmares away, but I’ll never tell him that.

“If Daddy were here now, he’d know the exact right thing to say,” I tell him, and that lump is back in my throat. It’s exactly the thing I’d told him the night of the accident. When he was yet again lying in a hospital bed, and Matt, my beautiful Matt, was on his way down to the morgue.

“I told you that night that Daddy was okay,” I remember aloud. “You were unconscious, and I lied to you. I didn’t think it would matter, but I feel guilty about that. I just wanted you to wake up without being afraid. But that was wrong. Honesty is best, Beck. Always. And the truth is, I’m scared right now. I’m scared you won’t wake up, and God, baby, I can’t lose you too.”

I drop my head and sob, and my ribs rasp and wrack, and I keep his hand inside my own. My tears splash onto our skin in fat drops and it doesn’t matter, because Beck isn’t awake.

The similarities between that night and this one are too much to think about. My baby is once again in a hospital bed, only this time . . .

I refuse to think of it. I change the subject instead.

“Your lips are so dry,” I tell him, and I reach for my purse, only putting his hand down for a second. I dig through the loose change, gum wrappers, and Kleenex. I also see one of Annabelle’s Barbie shoes. I find my tube of ChapStick.

I examine his face as I apply the balm to his chapped lips, and he’s still impassive. His hand is exactly how it was, his thumb bent. His hair slants across his forehead, and I push it back. The skin on his forehead is soft and smooth in his sleep. It’s as though he has no idea of the terrible danger he’s in.

He probably doesn’t.

He’s in a coma.

My kid is in a coma.

I exhale again. I reach over, putting my thumb in the cleft of his chin. My eyes well up when it still fits perfectly. It’s sharper now, though, my thumb wedged between the edges.

I think about the last day I saw him, two long months ago. The anger and the yelling, and how I’d watched him drive away and I couldn’t do anything about it.

I was helpless then, and I’m helpless now.

“Take me instead,” I pray to God. “Take me instead.”

It would almost be a relief.

I close my eyes and the machine beside me beeps, loudly and rhythmically, with the sound of my son’s ventilator. With it, he breathes.

At the moment, it’s all that matters.

After everything that’s happened, I have to focus on the hope that he will keep breathing, so that the gravity of my present doesn’t drown me like my past.



I WAS SOUND ASLEEP when the phone rang, jolting me awake.

Nothing good ever came in the middle of the night, and I struggled to find my phone on the nightstand. Matt and Beck still hadn’t gotten back from their campus visit to Notre Dame. The clock numbers glowed red in the dark: 1:21 a.m.

“Hello,” I said thickly after I pulled the phone to my ear.

“Mom!”

Beck’s voice was so desperate, so terrified. “We need help!”

“Beck! Honey, what’s wrong?” I was instantly awake now.

“Mom, he’s not breathing.”

“Who? Beckitt, what’s happening?” My heart pounded and I sat straight up.

“Oh my God, Mom. He’s bleeding so much. What do I do?”

He was screaming, and I was trying to comprehend, to make sense out of his words.

“Your dad?” My words were a rush. “Who, Beck? Where are you?”

There was a muffled noise from the background and I was saying his name. He didn’t even hear me.

“I think he’s dead,” he said instead, and he was moaning. “Oh my God, oh my God. What do I do?” More muffled noises, a cracking. “Dad, open your eyes. You’re okay, you’re okay. Talk to me. Open your eyes. Jesus, Mom. What do I do?”

“Is your father breathing?” I managed to ask, and my chest was very, very tight, adrenaline spiking everywhere.

“No. Oh my God.”

“Stay calm, Beck,” I instructed, fighting my own panic as I tried to remember what to do. “Feel for the bottom of his sternum with your fingers. Keep your elbows locked and press on that spot. Measure two fingers in, interlock your hands, and start beating his heart for him with the heel of your hand. Beck, are you hearing me?”

“Yes. I might have to put the phone down.”

“Put it on speaker. Have you called an ambulance?”

“I don’t know where we are. On the highway somewhere.”

“Did the car’s emergency system talk to you?”

“Yes. It said help was on the way.”

“Okay, good. Is your dad talking?”

“No. Mom, he’s dead. Jesus, he’s dead. His bones are . . . I can hear his bones.”

“Don’t stop CPR,” I cried out to him, and fear pulsed through every beat of my heart. Please, God, please don’t let this be real. “Don’t stop, Beck.”

“I’m not,” he assured me, and his voice was broken.

“Are you okay? What happened?” I was trying to make sense of it all with my sleep-addled brain.

“I’m not okay. But I’m better than Dad. Jesus, I’m sorry, Mom. This isn’t working. It isn’t working.”

“Don’t stop,” I instructed him with a shaky breath.

“Dad, I love you. Please breathe. Please breathe. Dad, please,” Beck begged, and his voice cracked and I was helpless. They were there, and I was here, and there was nothing I could do.

“Tell him I love him,” I practically shouted as I heard a siren in the distance. “Help is coming, Beck. Hang on.”

“It’s too late, Mom,” my son said wearily. “It’s too late.”

“Don’t say that,” I snapped. “It’s never too late, Beck. He’ll be okay. He’ll be okay.”

But he wasn’t.

When I arrived at the hospital an hour later, I found out he wasn’t. I screamed, collapsed, and threw up.

Then I sat beside the love of my life and said goodbye, stroking his hair out of his broken face, my hands bloody from his skin.

“I love you,” I whispered. “I love you. Don’t leave me.”

But he did.
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BECK

MERCY HOSPITAL

3:12 A.M.

I MUST’VE DRIFTED AWAY FOR A minute, because all of a sudden I’m awake but I don’t know where I am. I have to listen again, and there are voices.

My mom is here. I hear her talking, but it’s like it’s through a tube and my ears are stopped up. I can’t understand what she’s saying; all I know is that I’m not ten years old anymore. I don’t know how I know it—I just do. I also know that I’ve done something terrible, something reprehensible, and I wonder if I’m better off not remembering.

I listen to the muted noise for a while, just soaking it in. I can’t see my mother, but I know she’s here. That’s enough.

I try to move, to say something to her, to apologize for being here, but I can’t. I’m still frozen, still too heavy. I’m concrete, I’m rocks. Why won’t my brain work right? My thoughts are like mud, slow to move and thick like sludge.

There is a ringing, accompanied by a buzz. Slowly, I realize it is my mother’s cell phone. Her voice is low and hushed as she greets someone, and I focus hard, hard, harder, and something clicks into place, like the gears of a clock, and I finally understand the words.

“How are the kids?” she asks.

“They’re fine,” a female voice answers, and the room is so quiet that I can hear through the phone. “Don’t worry. How is Beck?”

The voice . . . I know it but I can’t place it. Like everything else in my head right now, it’s a puzzle and the pieces don’t fit.

“Sam . . . he’s . . .” Mom touches my hand. I try to squeeze her fingers, but my hand won’t move. It’s like my appendages are broken, only I don’t feel any pain.

Sam. Sam. My aunt. I picture her face. She looks like my mom, only younger.

“Nat, tell me,” Sam says, and she’s scared. I hear it in her voice.

“He suffered a stroke,” Mom answers. Is she talking about me? That’s impossible. Strokes are for old people. That’s when they can’t talk anymore, and their mouths droop on one side of their face. That’s not what’s wrong with me. Is it?

Internally, I wrench around, trying to thrash, trying to fight, but my body is a prison and I can’t break free.

Help! I think, as loud as I can. God, Mom, help me!

But no words come, and she doesn’t know I can hear her. “The doctors don’t know how extensive,” my mom says, her words laced with so much pain. I did that. I can taste the guilt in my mouth.

“He’s strong,” Sam tells her, and I love her for saying that. I am strong. Or I was. Whatever is wrong with me, I’ll fight it. I wish I could tell my mother that.

A chair scoots across the floor and the legs grate on the tile.

“I need you to remember something,” Sam says, and I strain to hear. She’s talking so low and everything sort of sounds like I’m underwater. “This is not your fault. You did everything you could to help him, Natalie. You tried, you fought. But in the end, it was his decision to make. He had to get help. You couldn’t make him. No one could.”

“You don’t understand,” my mom almost whimpers. “When I see Beck in my head, I don’t see the person he is now. I don’t even see the person he was a year ago. I see the boy he used to be, the one with the sticky chin and red Kool-Aid mustache. It’s not his fault either, Sam. He was forced to deal with a situation that even adults can’t deal with sometimes. He’s a good boy. This is all . . . this is all just wrong. I should’ve tried harder. I fell apart, and you know it.”

She’s crying now, and a pang nails me in the gut. I’ve hurt her. She’s the only one who loves me no matter what, and I hurt her.

“Natalie.” Aunt Sam is calm. “You love your son. You’ve always loved him. What you need to do now is focus on your inner strength. The thing that got you through the entire past year, the thing that keeps you going every day. You’re strong too. You’ve got to use that strength now.”

“What if he dies?” my mom asks, her voice paper-thin, and I want to scream at her. No, I won’t die. I won’t. I won’t do that to you.

But I can’t promise that. My head feels funny, like rock or wood. It’s foreign to me, like something that isn’t mine. Is this what it’s like to die? Am I dying?

“Don’t think that,” Sam answers, and she’s so confident that even I almost believe her. “They’re doing everything they can medically do. He has to do the rest, and I think he will. He has fire in him, Natalie.”
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