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For Dad, who has been there and back


All that we see or seem
Is but a dream within a dream.

—EDGAR ALLAN POE


Chapter 1

Someone is crying. A girl. Not a pretty kind of crying, like actresses do, tears delicately streaming down a beautiful face. This is sobbing, sniffling, gasping for air. Crying hard. I have to wake up. I have to help her, whoever she is. I force my eyes open, but I don’t see anyone. I see a white wall with a machine attached to it. I make out a blood-pressure cuff and a large dial, like in a doctor’s office. The crying suddenly stops. Where is she, the crying girl? I have to find her. Something is wrong, really wrong. I try to sit up, get out of bed, but I can’t. My arms are strapped down. My legs are trapped somehow; I’m flat on a bed and I can’t move. I can’t speak. I can’t move my head, can’t move my mouth. My heart is racing. I’m falling, I’m falling. My throat was killing me. So dry, raw, I couldn’t swallow. Like the worst sore throat ever. I opened my eyes. Was it a school day? What time was it? What day was it? I felt like I was lying at a strange angle—I was on my stomach, but I could see the floor below me. It seemed I was hovering, floating there. And I couldn’t move. I saw the tile floor under me; it was green and white. I’m falling, I thought. But I’m not falling. I’m hanging.

I blacked out.

When I woke up again, I was looking at white tiles—ceiling tiles this time. I knew one thing: I was in a hospital. My throat hurt so bad, the pain was deafening. I couldn’t think about anything except for how badly it hurt. Then I heard a sound; it was my own voice going “Ahhhhhhhhh.”

Around me, it was quiet. I could hear some kind of machine running—pumping, swooshing air right next to my head. There was a beeping sound on the other side, very steady. Beep. Pause. Beep. Pause. Beep.

I was able to look around a little bit but not much. Something circled around my head, my shoulders, something big and white; I could see it if I moved my eyes all the way to the right or left, but I couldn’t actually turn my head. “Ahhhhhhhhhhh,” I kept saying. I tried to say, “Thirsty.” But I was so dry, the words didn’t work. Something was up my nose. I tried to touch my hand to my face and feel what was there. But my hand couldn’t move; there was something across my wrist, holding it down. I couldn’t see it by looking down. My other wrist too. What was going on? Who did this to me? Why?
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There was a woman next to the bed when I woke up again. She was holding my arm at the wrist and staring at a machine. I was able to look down and see my arm in her hands. It looked okay, not swollen or anything, just my regular arm. But it felt funny, like it was covered in a layer of blubber. “Ahhhhhhhh,” I said to her. She looked over at me and smiled. I felt my muscles relax. Thank God, an actual person to tell me what was going on.

“How are you doing, Mr. West?” she asked me, but then looked away like it was no big deal that I was awake. Had I been here long? Where were my parents? “Ahhhhhhhhh,” I tried again.

“Okay.” The nurse patted my arm. “You’re okay.” I saw her put my hand down and rub the back of it, then she slid my arm under something that looked like a wide belt across the bed. It felt weird, like she was wearing a thick glove. She snapped something metal down by my feet and did the same thing above my head. “Here we go,” she said softly, then somehow the bed turned and I was suddenly lying sideways, at a ninety-degree angle. I must have been strapped in or I would have fallen right onto the floor. But I didn’t. I just lay there rigid, strapped to the bed, looking at a wall and a doorway. And that’s when I met Olivia.

I didn’t really meet her; I heard her. That’s not right either—I heard her mother.

After rolling me sideways, the nurse left without even asking me if I wanted some water. I heard shoes, high-heeled shoes clicking on the tile floor, and saw a woman pass the doorway. She was tall and thin and wearing something red, a suit or a long jacket or something. She walked past my doorway, into the room next door to mine. There wasn’t a real wall between the rooms, just one of those big, thick accordion-screen things. It was all the way closed, but I could still hear almost everything. “Hello, darling!” a voice said brightly. I assumed it was the woman in red.

“I’ve brought you your favorite flowers, pink roses. See how tiny they are? They’re called miniature roses. I thought you’d like these.” I liked listening to her voice. She sounded foreign, like she was French or Italian or something. I heard her pull a chair across the floor. “Let me tell you about my day. I wish you could have been with me. I went to Nordstrom’s and I tried on so many bathing suits. C’était terrible.”

I waited to hear a response from the person she was talking to, but she said nothing, just listened to this woman’s boring shopping story. Then I started thinking about bathing suits. Wait. It was winter. Why would someone be shopping for a bathing suit in the winter? I felt hot all over, sweat on my face like I was having a panic attack. What month was it? Then the woman mentioned a trip she was going on with some man and how happy she would be to get away from this “snow and dreadful weather” and how she wished she could take her “little angel” with her. I was so happy to hear that it was still winter.

Her voice got softer and softer as she went on, so soothing, I could tell she loved the person she was talking to. I realized she was saying everything I wanted to hear: that it was all going to be okay, that she was here now. My eyes closed for a second, and when I opened them again, I was still staring at the same wall.

Over the sound of the machines around me, I listened for the French lady. I could hear someone humming. I tried to speak, but just ended up making that sound again.

“So, you’re awake,” a voice floated over to me from somewhere I couldn’t see, somewhere behind me. “I’m your neighbor, Olivia. I already know your name is West. Don’t bother trying to talk. You have a respirator tube in.”

The second she said it, the feeling in my throat made sense: a tube. That whooshing machine: a ventilator. What did that mean, how bad off was I? I heard the sound of something being rolled and then there was a girl in front of me. A small girl with huge dark eyes. “And by the way, you’re paralyzed, in case no one’s told you yet.”

No. That couldn’t be right. I was not paralyzed. I could move. I tried to wiggle my hands, but my wrists were strapped down. I wasn’t paralyzed, just strapped in. I tried to lift my fingers to show her, but I couldn’t be sure they were moving.

“Don’t believe me?” she asked. She moved to my bed, pulling her IV stand along beside her. There were tubes going into her arm and the back of her hand. I saw her reach out one arm. “Feel that?” she said, standing at the foot of the bed. “Of course you don’t—you’re paralyzed, that’s why.”

I tried to check in with my lower body. I could feel it, I could feel the weight of my legs attached to me. They were there. I tried to move my foot. Did it move? I couldn’t tell; it felt like my legs were strapped down too, like they were wrapped up in something thick. But if I could feel that, didn’t that mean something? I felt my heart start to beat fast again, that awful sweaty, cold feeling sweeping through me. This girl was wrong. Why would she come in here and start telling me this horrible stuff like it was no big deal?

Olivia rolled her IV stand to the chair in the corner and gathered her white robe around her tiny body as she sat. “Sorry if you didn’t already know. I’m sure you’re bummed. I’m a dancer, so if that happened to me, if I were paralyzed, I would just … I don’t know what I would do,” she said quietly.

I’m not paralyzed! I wanted to yell at her. Get out, just get out. Until my parents can get here and explain to me what is going on, I don’t want to hear what you have to say.

She looked down at her feet and pointed and flexed them a few times. “I bet you’re wondering why I’m here,” she said, pushing her dark bangs from her eyes. “I used to weigh about eighty-five pounds, but I’m sure I look so different now, you’d never know. It’s from lying in a bed all day, and this”—she pointed to her IV bag on the metal pole—“that’s liquid nutrition. So tasty!” She smiled, and I noticed her teeth were tiny, like a child’s, and a funny color, like a dark white, but maybe that’s because her skin was so white her teeth looked strange next to it.

I knew girls like her. Crazy eating-disorder chicks. She was probably going to sit in here all day and tell me about every calorie she ate.

“You were on a mountain bike when you had an accident; I heard your parents talking about it.” She watched my face. “Do you remember?” She stared hard at my face, like I could answer. “Just blink once for yes and twice for no,” she sighed, exasperated.

I blinked once, then blinked twice fast. Was I blinking? It felt like I was; maybe my face was paralyzed too. I felt like I couldn’t move my lips.

“You do remember it, or not?” Her eyes were like black marbles, no pupil. They were pretty but in a scary way, with her pale skin and dark hair. I blinked twice this time, just to answer her, but really I was confused. I couldn’t totally feel my legs and my arms felt so funny.

I tried hard to remember what the last thing was before … here. It was foggy, like a dream the morning after you sleep too much. I remembered Allie, my girlfriend. Her blond hair blowing in her eyes, she’s watching me. I’m at the dirt-bike trail by the quarry in the woods with Mike; we’re doing jumps. And … and then, what happened next? I had only fragments. Suddenly I did remember. Something bad had happened. Someone got hurt. Someone was crying.

Olivia’s voice cut through my thoughts. “I didn’t think you’d remember it, not yet,” she said. “It’ll probably come back to you later,” she added quietly. “That’s how it was for me, too.” I wanted her to stop talking for a second so I could think. But my thoughts were all scrambled. I couldn’t focus on one thing for more than a few seconds. My throat was killing me.

Olivia watched me; her face looked sad for a second, then she stood up and pulled her IV stand behind her. “It’s almost six. That means your mom will be here soon—she always comes around then.” She pulled her baggy robe around her and left without saying anything, even good-bye.
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“There’s my boy.” At the sound of Mom’s voice, I woke up. Had I been sleeping? Was it still the same day—wasn’t that girl just here? My mom. I wanted to see her so badly.

“Hi, hon.” Mom came around the bed to where I could see her, and it was her. She was acting so normal, looking so normal in her same old clothes, her long navy-blue wool coat, it was like she had just come home and found me sitting on the couch watching TV. She pulled over the chair and sat right beside me, pushing my hair out of my face. “I know you’ll hate me for saying this, but I think we need to do something about this hair. It’s just going to drive you crazy.”

Her face was calm; she was smiling a little bit, looking me right in the eye. Why was everyone acting so normal? Didn’t they all get it—I was lost, I felt like I had amnesia or something. I tried to speak. “That tube is still bothering you, isn’t it?” She wiped the corner of my eyes. “I’m so sorry, I wish I could take it out but you need it in there to breathe, okay?” My hair fell across my eyes again and she pushed it back, stroking my forehead. “I’m so lucky to have you, you know that? You’re getting so much stronger every day, and pretty soon you’ll be able to go home, pretty soon.”

I made the only sound I could, a grunt, like a throat clearing. I saw my mom look up at the doorway. “That tube is giving him a hard time again—can you check it, please?” she said to someone behind her.

“Sure, Mrs. Spencer. It’s time to rotate his mattress again,” said a female voice. It sounded like the nurse from before, the one who checked my blood pressure, and as she came into view, I saw that it was her—an older, round woman in a nursing uniform with her hair pulled back from her face. She loosened something at the foot of the bed and then pulled the mattress back to flat, so I was lying on my back, staring at the ceiling. “He’ll need some eye drops, too.” The nurse held a tiny flashlight over my eyes for a second, making me squint. “You’re sure you don’t want us to tape his lids shut? It can help keep irritation down,” the nurse added, looking at my mom.

“Oh no, he’d hate that, please don’t,” Mom told her.

The nurse shrugged. “Your call.” She picked up something from a tray next to the bed and then dropped some liquid into my eyes that made my vision go all blurry and my eyes feel greasy. I felt the nurse touching my neck, my throat. She was tugging on something. “Do you mind if I flush this out while you’re here?” she asked my mom. “It can be a little messy.”

“Actually I have to leave early today, so I’ll just say good-bye and let you get to work,” she said. She leaned over me where I could see her face. “Sorry I can’t stay too long today. Bye, sweetie. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?” She kissed my cheek and gave me a smile. She never even took off her coat.

The nurse waved to her as she left. “Your mom is a good lady,” she said softly, leaning over me as she worked on the tube in my throat. “Not everyone is so lucky.” The nurse motioned with her head to the wall that separated my room from Olivia’s. “That one’s mother is a real piece of work,” she whispered, shaking her head. “Nothing’s ever good enough for her Olivia. Piece of work,” she said again, pulling up a clear plastic tube. “No wonder this is bothering you. Let’s see that chart,” she said, walking to the foot of my bed where I couldn’t see her. She was still talking, but now it was quietly, and mostly to herself. “Have to remember to talk to Cheryl… . Thinks you can’t feel it….” I could hear her writing something on the chart, scratching the paper with a pen.

Then she was back over me, her tight face bunched up as she worked on my throat. Her dark-brown eyes were focused on my neck. I felt cool water suddenly inside my throat. I tried to swallow, but it felt like it was too low to swallow so it just went down on its own. “Good job,” the nurse said, pushing something into my throat. “That’s better now, huh?” she asked me.

It did feel a lot better and I wanted to tell her, so I blinked once for yes. I hope she got the message. Was that what Olivia said, once for yes, twice for no? Or was it twice for yes? The nurse took my hand and held it at the wrist while looking at her watch for a few seconds. “Okay, doing great.” She tucked my hand and arm back under the belt on the bed. “Get some rest now.” She winked at me and left the room. I stared at the ceiling, trying to soak in everything that was going on—or not going on—and listening to the noise of the machines next to my bed.

This can’t be happening, this is a dream. A bad dream. I closed my eyes and tried to get myself to wake up. Wake up in my own bed, putting this behind me. I had learned my lesson. I would be more careful on the bike. I would not show off for Mike or anyone else. I could make this all go away. This isn’t real. This isn’t real. This isn’t real.


Chapter 2

The winter sun is setting and the glare keeps getting in my eyes. I pull down the visor on my helmet and wipe my gloves on my jeans. “Let’s do this!” I hear Mike yell as he zooms by me, his legs pumping the pedals. He’s standing up on his bike and hits the wooden ramp going fast, almost too fast. He slides smoothly up the incline, yanking his bike to the right and his body to the left, jumping back on his wheel jacks hard and bouncing the tire up to the ramp ledge. “Whooooooooooo!” he yells, pulling his bike up on its rear wheel beside him, like a trophy fish. “Come on, hit it!”

With the sun behind him, he looks like a photo negative, a black cutout against the red and orange sky. I flip up my visor and turn to look at Allie. She’s sitting on that big rock, watching us, but I know she must get bored with all this. She tilts her head and looks back at me, that little smile on her face. I snap the visor back down and wheel around, get far enough from the ramp to get some distance, some speed, some air.

I’m moving fast, standing on the pedals and pushing hard. I love it when the bike just feels like another part of me, an extra limb, connected. I hit the ramp but something’s wrong. The wheel pulls to the right so I pull left—too hard. I’m gonna spill, maybe even backward. I feel it coming, that loss of control, that idiot feeling. Damn, I hate giving Mike something to talk smack about. I yank my arms up to break my fall, but they won’t move. They’re stuck, strapped down. I keep pulling them up, but I can’t … I can’t …
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And then I woke up, straining against the strap across my bed. I was still here, it was real. I was in a hospital, paralyzed, or at least that’s what the girl next door said.

“Hey there, mister, calm down, you’re okay,” the nurse said. “Where do you think you’re going?” She pulled my arm out from under the strap and held my wrist. “Heart’s racing; what kind of dream you having?” She was looking me right in the eye, as if I could answer her. I didn’t even know how long I’d been here, but for the past two days I’d seen this same nurse. She talked to me like she knew me, but maybe all the nurses did that.

She wiped my forehead with a small towel. “Getting your exercise in your sleep, huh? Wish I could do that,” she said. “Instead, they got me counting my points and walking on that treadmill every day. Huh!” She smiled at me. “Now how many points do you think there are in a chicken salad sandwich? Well, you’d be surprised. A whole lot, that’s how many.” She clicked the mattress at the top, then at the bottom, and rotated the bed ninety degrees. “There, now you can look outside.” Beyond her was a big window, winter sun streaming in.

“You have a good day now,” the nurse said, and left the room. At least I think she left; they all wore such quiet shoes, it was hard to tell.

I must have drifted off again, because the next thing I heard was someone talking. “You awake?” a voice said. Olivia. The room was getting dark now, dusk settling in.

She sniffled and rolled her IV pole around the bed so I could see her. There was no chair on that side, so she just sat on the other bed that was there, pulling her knees up to her chest. She looked like she’d been crying.

“Oh, thank God you’re awake,” she said, looking at my eyes. She was quiet for a moment, just looking down. “Do you know how long I’ve been here?” After waiting a beat or two for my answer, she laughed. “I’m so desperate, I’m having a conversation with a human vegetable!” I blinked twice. I’m not a vegetable.

“Okay, you’re not a vegetable,” she said, as if she could hear my thoughts. She lay on her side, tucking her robe carefully around her skinny legs. Her modesty made me sad—like I would really try to sneak a look up her hospital gown.

“I’m just so tired of being treated like a child, you know?”

I blinked yes.

“This is not what we’re supposed to be doing at sixteen. We’re supposed to be having fun.”

I blinked twice, no—also because I wasn’t sixteen; I had just turned seventeen.

“Let’s do something,” she said slowly. “No TV until free period tonight. You obviously are not up for a game of checkers, are you?” She grinned. “I mean, we could try it—I could move your pieces based on yes-or-no blinks, but … I think maybe not.” Her sense of humor was growing on me. Maybe she wasn’t so bad. “I’ll read to you. You like it when your mom does that.” I didn’t remember my mom reading to me. How could Olivia know about it when I didn’t? Had I been unconscious that long?

She opened the bedside table and took a book out of the drawer. Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone. It looked like my copy of the book. But I hadn’t read that in years—it was so like my mom to bring in that book. She was always pulling out stuff from when I was little and trying to make it relevant now, like she didn’t want to let go of me at age ten or twelve or something. When Olivia opened the book and started reading, I was surprised by how quickly I slipped into the story and forgot about what was going on. I liked her voice and her pale white face, her lips so red as she formed the words.

When I discovered Harry Potter, I ripped through the books at lightning speed. I was ten and I guess I was what you would call a nerd. Actually, I had no idea how nerdy I was until I met Mike. Mike was the person who saved me from a high school career of being a complete outsider. I had to give him total credit: he sought me out, made friends with me. Of course, he did it for totally selfish reasons—he wanted someone to bike with. But I was saved from nerdom, and got a best friend in the bargain, so I’m not about to complain.

I’m not sure if Mike and I ever talked about Harry Potter. If he knew that, at one time, I was obsessed with those books. It’s not the kind of thing he and I would ever talk about—books, reading. It only took Olivia about twenty-four hours to figure it out, and I’ve never actually spoken a word to the girl. As I watched her mouth move, I couldn’t help noticing her face was really pretty, and I was hardly hearing the words. Before I knew it, I was asleep again.

When I woke, it was dark and I was facing the floor. I’d been rotated again. I didn’t know how much time had passed, or even whether it was the same day. But something woke me up. Someone was crying—Olivia, in her room?—but it was closer than that, and I could see, looking to the side, that the door to my room was now shut. Who was crying? It felt like a dream, like a dream I had had before.

That’s when I saw feet, beside my bed, by the small table. They were not in nurse’s shoes, but in sandals. Painted toenails. Little girl’s feet. She was sniffling and doing something in the drawer by my bed, pulling things out of it. Who was this person? She pushed the drawer shut and walked away, still sobbing, sniffling, but her sounds growing more distant as she left the room. I didn’t hear the door close behind her.

I tried to clear my throat, but I knew the sound wouldn’t be loud enough for Olivia or the nurses to hear. The next thing I knew, it was bright in the room, and the nurse was rotating my bed. I must have fallen asleep again.

“I heard from your mom today,” the nurse told me, dropping some liquid into my eyes. “She’s not going to be able to make it after work tonight and she wanted me to let you know. I told her that you wouldn’t be any trouble at all, so don’t make me out to be wrong, okay?” She smiled, and I noticed that she had a big space between her front teeth. Something about that made me instantly like her even more than I already did.

“All right, handsome, you have yourself a good day,” she said, hanging my chart on the foot of the bed and leaving the room.

I couldn’t really wake up. With all the sleep I was getting, you would think it would be easy to be awake, but I drifted in and out, unable to tell what time it was or what day. Sometimes a nurse went down the hall. Another time, someone in a lab jacket came into my room and looked at my chart. Maybe they were giving me some painkillers that were fogging my mind; something was going on, and I couldn’t seem to even focus. How long had I been here anyhow? Suddenly, someone leaned over me.

“Boo!” Olivia said. She was holding her IV pole beside her, and pulled over a chair. “More Potter this evening, I presume?” From the light, I could tell that it was evening already—another day had passed in a blur with no visitors, not any that I knew of, and no doctor to tell me what was going on.

I blinked once for yes.

“Really, I was thinking of something a little racier, like The Scarlet Letter, but if you want Potter,” she joked, opening the drawer. I thought about my dream—or had it been?—from the night before. A girl opening the drawer. Who had that been, in my room?

Olivia read a chapter, one that I actually remembered pretty well, and I was proud to stay awake through the whole thing. When she looked down at my face, I knew she was checking to see if I was still awake, so I blinked once. Yes, I’m still here.

“You’re doing better,” she said, her eyes opening wider. “I can tell. That’s good.” She got quiet for a second and just looked out the window at the dark. “I need a friend,” she finally said, very matter-of-fact. “I know that sounds weird, but … I just don’t have anyone to talk to. And … I probably shouldn’t even tell you this,” Olivia started to say. Then she met my eyes and smiled. “But if I don’t tell you, who will I tell?”

She closed the book and set it on her lap, holding it in both hands. After a deep breath she said, “There was a guy in this room before you … before you came here. He was very sick, I don’t know what was wrong with him. No, that’s not true.” She stopped herself and met my eyes. “I do know, or I think I know. But that’s not the point. He was here for a while, but he was in a coma or something. At first he had a lot of visitors; I watched them come and go, you know, the same way I do with you sometimes. Not spying, just bored.” She smiled and pushed her hair back. “But then, something happened: the visitors came less, even the doctors came less.” She shook her head. “By the time I really noticed, it had been weeks since anyone had come to see him. I started watching more closely during visiting hours, just to be sure. But no one came. And the weeks stretched into months. It made me really sad. But then, as time went by, it made me really angry.” Olivia swallowed. “Then one day, he was gone. Just like that. We woke up one morning and he was … the room was just empty.”

She looked up at me and her eyes were watery. “Look, I’m not an idiot. I know this is a place where they stick kids that no one cares about. It’s a place where they send kids who everyone has given up on. But …”

Was Olivia trying to say that this was going to happen to me? That no one cared about me? That wasn’t true. But then a cold feeling went through me. I thought about my mom’s visit, how she stayed for just a few minutes. She didn’t even take off her coat. Then tonight, she couldn’t come at all.

Olivia went on. “Something’s just not right about the whole thing. Sometimes at night, I get a funny feeling—about him. And I mean, this was his room.” Olivia hugged the book to her chest and scanned the darkening corners. “Have you ever …” She caught herself again. “I know this sounds so creepy and morbid, but have you ever seen or heard anything … weird in here?”

I had to think hard. My reality had been blurry since I woke up here. Drifting in and out of consciousness, the weird dreams, not knowing what was real and what wasn’t. And then there was Olivia and how I felt about her. Half terrified and half captivated. I was in over my head in so many ways; how could I judge what was weird and what wasn’t?

I blinked once. Then just as a smile crept across Olivia’s face, I blinked twice. Maybe there was something. A dream I had. Or was it real? That girl. Someone crying.

“Is that a yes, no, or maybe?” she asked, and seeing me blink twice, added, “Sort of?” She leaned in close to me.

I blinked yes.

“Was it something you saw? A feeling? A dream?” she whispered.

Yes.

Her face was so close to mine, I could smell her clean scent. I felt my heart skip a beat. I was wide awake now. She held my eyes for a moment longer than she needed to. Then, suddenly, she sat back and put the book into the drawer.

“It’s probably nothing. I mean, don’t be scared to sleep in here tonight or anything. You won’t be, right?” she asked casually, like she was embarrassed by what had just happened between us. Did something happen between us?

She glanced at the clock. “They’ll be around soon with night meds, so I’d better scoot.” It sounded like she was forcing herself to be light, like everything was okay. She went to the accordion wall and slid it open, sneaking through the crack. “Night,” she tossed over her shoulder, pulling the wall shut behind her. So that’s how she was able to get in without the nurses or anyone else seeing her.

I realized all at once that, just like I could hear her mom and nurses talking to her, she could hear everything going on in my room. She must have heard everything that went on with the guy in this room before me: every visitor, every doctor, and every nurse. No wonder it freaked her out when … when whatever happened happened. But my situation wasn’t anything like that. I wasn’t in a coma. I wasn’t even really paralyzed. That wasn’t going to happen to me, so she was worried for no reason. At least that’s what I told myself as I started to drift off. I wouldn’t think about the guy who was in here before me, and what happened to him. I was going to get better and get out of here. Hang out with Allie and Mike, and go to school and be regular again. I was going to do it. No way that was going to happen to me. No way.


Chapter 3

I’m walking. It’s dusk. It’s a sidewalk I’ve never been on before. But I know this part of town. There’s a famous theater here, where they do The Nutcracker every Christmas, and a dance studio next door. I look up at the windows, all lit up, a wooden bar running along one wall and mirrors everywhere. Girls doing ballet moves are lined up along one wall. Long bare legs, pink leotards. I watch them for a second, then I look away embarrassed, like I’ve been caught doing something dirty, and stare down at my boots as I walk. When I look up again, I don’t know where I am; I’m lost. The street is no longer the same. I turn, but the theater is gone. There’s a burned-down building instead. I’m scared; something’s not right. I want to run. I hear someone in the bushes next to me; when I look, I see a couple. I can just see his back.

She’s saying GET OFF ME and he’s hissing something at her, swearing, saying horrible, sick things. I want to help her, but I look down and see that my legs are tied together, I can’t move. My arms are tied down. I’m all tied up and suddenly, this guy—he’s standing in front of me.

“You’re okay,” he says. “It’s okay now”—but his voice is ragged and mean. He reaches out to touch my cheek and I see blood on his hand, his knuckles are raw and red like he’s been in a fight, like he’s been punching someone hard. Don’t touch me, don’t touch me, don’t touch me, I’m screaming, but it’s like I’m underwater, I can’t even hear myself. His bloody hand touches my face, I feel a rough finger on my cheek.
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“You’re okay, it’s okay now.” The nurse had her hand on my forehead. It was the same nurse I’d seen before, the super-nice one. “You’re gonna be just fine. Me, I’m not so sure.” She smiled, motioning to her uniform. “This is courtesy of you and your heart-rate monitor going off.” There was a light brown stain down the front of her white top and along one leg. “I was all ready to have myself a nice cup of tea and a couple of cookies.” She used a syringe to put something into my IV and I felt it cold in my veins. “There, that’s gonna help you calm down and rest, no more bad dreams.”

She dropped something that clanged on the floor, glass or metal, and it echoed into the empty, dark hallway beyond my room. “Sorry about that, I’m still shaking. This place is so quiet at night.” She wiped a cool cloth over my forehead and looked into my eyes. “When one of these monitors goes off at the station, I just about pee my pants!” She laughed and took a small flashlight from her pocket. She quickly flashed it into my right eye, then the other one. “Okay, heart rate looks good. Now, young man, don’t scare me any more tonight. I can’t take it.” She patted my hand and let out a sigh. “Good night, handsome,” she said, and leaned over the bed to tuck me in. “Sweet dreams now.” As she left the room, she switched out only one set of lights, leaving the other set on, which I was grateful for, and she closed the door only halfway.

When she stepped outside my door, I heard her gasp. “Oh my Lord, you all are determined to give me a heart attack tonight! I was not expecting to see you at this hour!” Her voice trailed off as she led the person away from my door. But I knew who it was: Olivia. She probably heard the heart monitor and got freaked out. The nurse would tell her I was okay, but now I would have to face her questions tomorrow. I tried to look at the clock, but the numbers and lines all floated around together, making no sense. Whatever she gave me was strong and worked fast.

I didn’t want to think about the dream, or slip back into it, like I sometimes do, so I tried to think of something else. I thought about Mom visiting me, and maybe seeing Allie. When was I going to see her again? How long had it been since I had seen her? I thought about the way her hair smelled like her shampoo, like flowers.

When she broke up with me last year, I went into a drugstore one day and actually went to the shampoo aisle to look for it. I couldn’t remember what it was called, so I kept opening bottles and sniffing them, like a total freak, until a clerk who worked there told me I wasn’t allowed to open a bottle unless I was going to buy it. I bought two bottles of random shampoo just so I wouldn’t look like a weirdo pervert who got off on sniffing shampoo. I never told Allie about that.

As I was drifting off, I thought I saw a figure standing by my bed, a shadow. For an instant, I thought it was him, from the dream, and I really was tied down, powerless. Then I blinked and I could see that it was just Olivia. She must have waited for the nurse to go back to her station and snuck out again, coming in through the room divider this time.

“You okay?” she whispered. She looked different; it took me a second with my foggy brain to figure out why. Her hair was down, long and dark around her face. It looked good. She touched my hand, and I felt her warmth as her fingers traveled up my arm to rest on my shoulder, then higher, to my face. I blinked and she smiled, her face so close to mine. “I was worried but you’re okay now, right? I’ll stay with you.” Her hand on my face felt amazing, so different from the hand in my dream. Soft, warm, small. No one but the nurses had touched me in so long. How long had it been? I wanted her hand to stay on me forever. She stroked my cheek and I couldn’t even tell her how good it felt, that I wanted her to never stop.

[image: images]

When I opened my eyes, Olivia was still there, sitting by the bed. “You just missed your mom.” She looked up from her book and gave me a look like she was pissed at me. What happened to the sweet whispering girl from last night?

“What did they give you? You were loopy.” I noticed she had changed out of her pajamas and had her hair in a ponytail again, so she hadn’t been with me all night. I liked her hair down better, but she still looked good. It kind of bugged me that she was beautiful, probably because I was meeting her when I was like this. I didn’t stand a chance.

“While you were playing the lead role in Sleeping Beauty, I had this idea,” Olivia went on, and from the smirk on her face, I was a little concerned. “You know, when we were trying to talk last night, it was really hard to um, communicate? And then I know you had a bad dream—wait, was it about the room? Oh my God, did you see a ghost or something?” I blinked no and she was noticeably disappointed. “Well, I’m sorry if talking to you before bed made you have a bad dream or something,” she said dismissively, like she wasn’t really sorry at all.

“Look.” She brought out a small whiteboard. “It’s a wipe-off board, you know?”

I blinked yes.

“And I was thinking …” She looked from the corner of her eye to the doorway and put her hands on the straps over my right wrist. “Let’s just see …” She undid the straps, never taking her eye off the door. “I think we have about half an hour before your next check.”

She put a thick black marker into my hand and closed my fingers around it. It instantly dropped onto the floor. Olivia let out a grunt. “Well, you have to hold it,” she scolded. She put it into my hand and closed my fingers around it again, squeezing tight. “Can you hold it?” The way she said it was more like a taunt than a question.

I sent a message to my hand to close on the pen, but it was hard to feel whether I had it in my fingers—they felt like giant sausages, with layers of something wrapped around them. I squeezed as tight as I could and hoped for the best.

“YES!” Olivia cheered, then looked to the doorway. “I mean yes,” she whispered more quietly. “You’ve got it.” She held the board next to my hand where I could see it if I turned my head to the side a little. “Okay … go for it.”

Suddenly, the room got very quiet. I heard her breathing, and the sound of the respirator, the blips of the machines attached to me. I tried to cut everything else out and just focus on moving my hand the way I wanted to. It jerked right, cutting a thick black mark across the board. Olivia moved my hand back into place and positioned the board.

“Try again,” she said sternly. “I know you can do this.”

I moved my hand a little less this time, making a smaller black mark—not exactly a line, but a smear. I dropped my hand a little lower and made another. Two lines next to each other. I made a third line. Olivia broke into a huge smile. “You’re doing it!”

She turned the board around to look at it and nodded. I jerked the pen. “You’re not done?” she asked, and I blinked no. She put the board back next to my pen and I slowly finished what I wanted to do: a line slashed across two of the lines, making a sideways H and a blobby mark over the third line. Done.

Olivia turned the board around. I could tell she was trying to figure out what I wrote. “Hi,” she read. She closed her eyes for a second, and when she opened them, I saw that watery look again. “Hi to you too,” she finally said. She rubbed her hand over her face and took a deep breath. “Well, this changes everything, huh, stranger?”

Footsteps outside my door sent her scrambling. “Oh crap, I’m gonna get in so much trouble with Norris!” She grabbed the pen from my hand and quickly attached my straps so clumsily, the nurses were sure to notice. “I was not here, got it?” She tucked the board under her arm and scooted quickly from the room, closing the wall behind her.
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