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one

The first moment is utter darkness. The absence of thought, the absence
of everything. An absence that stretches infinitely backwards and threatens
to smother your sanity—if there was a you, that is. But there’s not. I am
nothing and no one. I never was. I must not have been because otherwise,
wouldn’t I remember?

Don’t look back. Don't let the darkness inside you.

If ’'m talking to myself, there must be a me. That in itself is a
revelation. I exist. The second before was starkly empty and now I'm
swimming with celestial stars. They’re as silent as stones but they shimmer,
glimmer and shine. I think ... I think I can hear them after all but not in a
way I’ve heard anything before.

The sound isn’t music and it’s not whispers. I don’t have words to
describe it. If teardrops, blinding sunshine and limitless knowledge
combined to mut ake a noise, it would be the one the stars hum while I float
amongst them. I don’t know much, but this is something I’m certain I’m
learning for the first time: the stars know things that we don’t and they
always have.

And then, just as my mind begins to expand with questions

—who am I?

—where is this?

—howamT ...

I’m falling, plummeting through the glittering darkness at a speed that
would normally make your stomach drop. Instinct kicks in and makes me
throw out my hands to break my fall. Only, I don’t have any—no hands and
no stomach either.

The fear of falling exists in my consciousness and nowhere else.
There’s nothing I can do to stop my descent. Beneath me continents of light
beam their brightness as I speed towards them.

Catch me, stars. Help me.

But they’re not stars, as it turns out. They’re the lights you see from a
jumbo jet when you’re coming in for a night landing. They make



civilization appear minuscule and for some reason that makes me want to
sob but I can’t do that either. No hands, no stomach, no tears.

What happens when I hit bottom?

I’m so close now that I can spy individual cars, streetlamps, house
lights left on.

Is someone, someplace, waiting for me, leaving the light on?

Where am I supposed to be?

A pointed suburban roof reaches up to meet me, and if I have no body,
surely there are no bones to shatter, no damage to fear, but my
consciousness flinches anyway. It quakes and tries to yank whoever or
whatever I am away from the solid mass shooting up underneath me.

In the split second it takes to realize I’ve failed, I’'m already through
the ceiling. Inside, falling still. Falling ... and then not.

I don’t crash. I don’t even touch down. All T can do is stare into the
pair of blinking eyes below me. They’re not even a foot away. They’re the
distance you hold yourself from someone when you’re on your way to a
kiss. I don’t remember my own kisses but I remember the concept the same
way I remember what a roof or a jumbo jet is. I remember romance,
yearning, love and hate in a way that has nothing to do with me. Maybe I’ve
never been in love—or maybe it’s happened a hundred times but so very
long ago that I’ve forgotten each of them. I can’t decide which idea is
sadder.

The eyes open and close as I stare at them. His eyes. The white boy’s.
They’re not staring back at me, but looking clean through. If I had a body
I’d estimate it was hovering just above his, toe to toe and head to head with
him.

It’s night and we’re cloaked in darkness, the two of us. But he’s the
only one ttehe onlywho’s truly here. Here. Wherever that is.

I’d move if I could, give him the space he doesn’t realize he’s lacking.
I feel awkward, embarrassed about all I can see from here—his pores, his
nose hairs, a cracking bottom lip that could use lip balm—even though he
doesn’t appear to have a clue he’s being spied upon. But there’s nothing I
can do about it. I'm like a camera, picking up images but not in control of
angles or focal length.

So I watch the boy’s eyelashes flutter and listen to him breathe. What
his lungs expel sounds like a steak knife slashing into meat. Not like an
asthmatic but like someone so steeped in despair it’s a wonder he hasn’t



drowned in it. How long can someone live like this? It hurts to hear. My
nonexistent hands clamp themselves over my nonexistent ears.

Outwardly, my focus barely shifts. I’m still floating over him, listening
to breaths of bottomless anguish. Wait ...

I must be asleep. My fall from the stars and the hurt I hear in this boy’s
breathing, they can’t be real. This vision I’'m watching is nothing but a
wildly vivid dream. When I wake up tomorrow, with my stomach, my
hands and all my memories intact, I’'ll shake my head at my panic. Then I’ll
grab a pen and jot the details down before they fade to nothing. I imagine
how crazy every bit of this will seem when I read it back in the morning.
Stars that make a noise of wisdom. The power to read emotions through
someone’s breath.

Insane. Even for a dream. Why not dream of something my eyes
would want to linger on—the rapturous merging of two bodies or a purple
sky hanging over a majestic blue-green waterfall? Why dream of this sad
boy?

I examine him, attempt to cement the details in my mind so I can
record them when I wake up, and as I’'m watching I realize I can shift the
camera here and there after all—not much, but a little. Yes, I can stare at
him from the end of the bed if I prefer, or from a blue acoustic guitar
leaning against the wall near his window. Maybe I can even ... No, I can’t
escape the room, can’t leave him behind. That’s beyond my power. He’s
meant to be the star of this dream for reasons my unconscious isn’t ready to
share with me. I notice that when I turn away from him to study the room,
my gaze jumps inadvertently back to him before long.

And when it does this is what I see: a white boy of about sixteen or
seventeen, curly brown hair framing his face. His eyes are light but in the
dark I can’t determine whether they’re green, blue or even hazel. The boy’s
lying in bed in a gray T-shirt, his bare arms stretched over the covers. He’s
motionless. Stiller than still except for the blinking. The horrible breathing
has stopped, or so it seems. When I listen more intently I realize I can still
hear it if I choose. There are some things I can control within this dream,
evidently, and this strange audio ability is one of them.

I watch the teenage boy close his eyes. A cell phone rings on the
bedside table next to him. My eyes follow his as they dart to the phone and
I wonder if the call is important in the scheme of this dream fiction. Perhaps
the real action is finally getting started.



Who wants to stand by and ch,tand bybe a helpless witness to the grip
of misery? I hope, since I’'m being forced to take in this vision, that the
dream’s preparing to morph into something more entertaining—maybe
something more closely resembling an action movie or thriller. Do I like
chase scenes and gunfire in movies? Shouldn’t I be able to remember that,
even in my sleep?

Once the phone falls silent, the boy reaches for it, looks to check who
called and begins to set it down again. It erupts in his hand and I could
swear this time it’s louder, almost like a siren. If I have to guess I’d say I’'m
hearing the phone the same way he is—with added urgency. This time he
switches his phone off before returning it to its space on the bedside table.

The boy’s gaze flashes away from his cell and towards the alarm clock
next to it: 12:23. He lies back in bed, his eyes glued to the ceiling where I
both am, and am not. Long moments pass like this. 12:24. 12:25. 12:26. 1
begin to feel like I’'m waiting for a change of scene that will never occur. At
last a light tap at the door breaks the spell.

The boy’s eyes snap shut as if on cue.

“Breckon?” a middle-aged man with a receding hairline whispers as he
pops his head around the now-open door. The man’s tie is askew and he
smooths it down with one hand and then eases the door open wider, waiting
for the boy—Breckon—to stir.

Breckon does no such thing, although I know he’s awake. The man
pads towards him, sighs silently and sits on the side of his bed. He does this
carefully, so as not to awaken the boy I now know to be Breckon. I wonder
if the man is his father and if he wishes Breckon would open his eyes and
speak to him or whether he prefers this false silence.

The sound of Breckon’s breath still hurts if I let it, but I don’t. I use the
special volume control that allows me to swing down the audio on that
alone. His father, or whoever the man is, doesn’t seem to hear anything
unusual. At first he surveys the moonlit walls—a key-chain collection
hanging from four curtain rods mounted one beneath the other on the far
wall, a surreal Dali print tacked up close to the door and nearer the bed
posters of Pink Floyd’s The Wall and a photographic image of a soccer ball
sailing through a blue sky.

Dali. 1 remember Salvador Dali. Jumbo jets, kisses, Salvador Dali and
Pink Floyd too. How I wish, how I wish you were here. I hear the lyrics play



inside my head and the memory of them makes some currently unknowable
part of me ache.

Breckon’s father curves his hands around the edge of the bed. He
transfers his attention to the boy next to him, peering down at Breckon until
his eyes well up with tears.

The movie inside my head isn’t an action film but some kind of
tragedy, and I’ve seen enough for one night. I begin to struggle with my
brain. Wake. Up. Open your eyes! My subconscious brain is obviously
stronger than my conscious one. It’s not ready to depart yet. No matter how
many mental shakes I give myself, my focus holds on Breckon and his
teary-eyed father. Please, please, please let me wake up. I try it like a chant.
Please, please, please. With profound longing.

But no matter how much I plead with myself, I can’t regain
consciousness. I’m trapped inside these four walls.

Slowly, Breckon’s father rises and starts back towards the door, closing
it gently behind him. That leaves me as Breckon’s sole witness and,
helpless, I continue to watch him pretend to sleep, his lips parted and his
breathing shallow. I suppose at some point the pretense becomes the truth
because it lasts until morning light. What should unfold in hours feels more
like minutes, and when the sun rises and birds begin chirping outside
Breckon’s window, I’'m no clearer about who I am but at least there’s more
to see.

Breckon rolls onto his side, curling into the fetal position. He lifts his
head and then tugs the rest of his body out of bed with it. In the daylight his
eyes are a smoky blue. They match the stripes on his sweatpants. Now that
he’s standing I can see that he’s lean and medium-tall. There’s a bump in his
nose, which could mean it was broken at some point, but don’t ask me how
I know that when I couldn’t tell you my own name. Breckon’s fingers dig
into his head and scratch. I circle him, testing out my camera skills now that
I have an active subject. I’'m able to swirl 360 degrees around his body or
sharp-focus on his bare feet or the back of his skull, if I like.

I can cling to the ceiling or dart over to the window at the speed of
light, but the real trick—soaring through it and fleeing into the open air—is
a magical feat that I can’t muster. Meanwhile Breckon himself has opened
his bedroom door and is shuffling into the hall. My being follows like we’re
attached by an electrical current. Staying in his bedroom is suddenly as
impossible as leaving it was just moments ago.



In an instant a dog that is little more than tufts of fiery orange and
white races towards Breckon with a high-pitched yelp. It launches its front
paws up to rest them on Breckon’s left leg. The dog stares at him
beseechingly.

“Moose,” Breckon scolds. It’s the first thing I’ve heard him say, and
his voice is deeper than I would’ve guessed. Breckon bends to push the dog
roughly away from him. First his father and now the dog. Is there anyone
this boy does want to interact with?

I home in on his breathing, only for a moment, but that’s long enough
for the ache to register. Things aren’t any better for him this morning than
they were last night.

Moose whimpers as he’s shoved aside. He lets Breckon pass, his eyes
trailing him, when a forty-something-year-old woman appears in the
hallway in pale linen pants and a cardigan. Her long brown hair’s back in a
ponytail, and her eyes are near enough to the same color as Breckon’s. It
would be difficult to decide which of them looks more tired.

“Morning,” the woman says. She leans in towards Breckon to wrap her
arms around him and he lets her.

“Morning,” he mutters back.

“I was just about to go down for breakfast,” the woman tells him as
she straightens and steps back, one of her hands still touching his arm. “Is
there anything you’d like?”

Breckon rubs his dry lips wearily together and shrugs.

“How about some eggs?” she suggests.

“Sure.” He scratches at his T-shirt. “Thanks.”

As they head downstairs together, Moose following, I’ve begun to
doubt my initial assumption that the woman is Breckon’s mother, but she’s
clearly someone he knows well. Someone who wants to make him eggs
because at least that means she’s doing something for him. Or am I reading
too much into their exchange? Perhaps she doesn’t have an inkling about
the pain he’s feeling.

Down in the kitchen, Breckon collapses into a wooden chair and
watches the woman pull eggs out of the refrigerator and retrieve a frying
pan from the shelf beneath the stove. He clears his throat and sets one of his
bare feet on the chair across from him. “So did Sunita get home okay?” he
asks. “Did you talk to her?”



“I did.” The woman pivots to face Breckon. She smiles for him, but
the wrinkles in her forehead proclaim something other than joy. “About an
hour ago. She complained that the man in the seat next to her was sneezing
nonstop during the flight last night, but other than that she seemed fine.”

Breckon nods in response, a yawn creeping into his mouth and making
him open his jaws.

“Do you want some toast too?” she ventures. “Juice?”

Breckon shrugs like he doesn’t care but the suggestion of juice jolts
through me. I remember. And this is different than with jumbo jets or Dali. I
remember something specific about me. I like orange juice. Apple too but
orange more. I’m not even thirsty, but the mere mention of it sends me into
an orange craving that would rival an alcoholic’s yearning for vodka or
whiskey. Nothing in the world seems more appealing than a tall glass of
freshly squeezed orange juice at this exact moment.

Wake up, 1 urge. Don’t you want to get out of bed and pour yourself
some real-life orange juice?

While I’'m busy having a personal revelation (I love orange juice!), a
second woman has entered the kitchen. In many ways she resembles the
first. In fact, if the first woman didn’t have her hair tied back, I might
mistake them for the same person.

“Dawn,” the first woman announces, reaching out to stroke the
second’s arm. “I’m about to fry Breckon up some eggs. Can I put a couple
on for you too?”

Dawn cradles her chin like this is a difficult, almost unanswerable
question. One of her blouse sleeves is unbuttoned at the wrist but she either
hasn’t noticed or doesn’t care.

“Go on, sit down,” the first woman adds, leaping over her original
question. “I won’t be a second with the eggs.”

Dawn bobs her head and trudges towards the table, where she stops
and studies the apricot-hued wall behind it. What appears to be a recent
school picture of Brforicture eckon hangs next to an empty hook and then a
family portrait. I study the photos along with her, confirming that Dawn and
the man who sat on Breckon’s bed last night are his parents. I haven’t
worked out who the woman making breakfast is yet, and there’s a girl in the
family portrait—young with white-blond hair cut as short as a boy’s—who
has yet to make an appearance.



“Oh,” the woman at the stove remarks, her mouth drooping around the
word as she notices where Dawn’s stare has landed. “I have to drop by the
funeral home and pick up the photos. I’ll do that later today.”

Oh. 1 feel the sting of the implications behind that syllable too and I
hope I’'m wrong. The girl in the family portrait is much too young to die. In
the photo she can’t be older than six. But the woman’s reference to a funeral
home could mean anything—an older relative’s passing. It’s only a dream
anyway, I remind myself. Nobody’s died, not really.

Breckon’s mother sits across from him at the table. They nod at each
other but remain quiet. The sole sounds in the kitchen are of a wall clock
the shape of a sunflower ticking and the woman at the stove scraping a
spatula against the bottom of the frying pan.

“Lily?” Breckon says, breaking the silence.

The woman with the ponytail turns to look at him. “Hmm?” she says,
tilting her head.

“I’m going to hit the shower,” he tells her, already on his feet. “I’ll
have the eggs when I’'m finished, okay?”

“Sure, honey.” Lily’s face is gilded with sympathy. “Whatever you
want. I’ll keep them warm for you.”

Breckon glances down at his mother. Her eyes are blue too, but
brighter than his, and she points to her feet, where Moose is sitting on the
tile floor, dazedly watching the three of them. Dawn’s mouth flaps open as
she struggles to formulate her thoughts. “He’s been so—”

“I know,” Breckon cuts in. He turns abruptly away and makes for the
stairs, taking them two at a time like he can’t escape the kitchen quickly
enough.

“Breckon,” his father calls from the top of the stairway. Breckon’s
shoulders curl towards his chest as he looks up at his father. “I heard your
cell ringing in your room just a second ago,” his dad continues, hands
dipping into the deep pockets of his navy-blue robe. His face radiates the
same unhappiness that everyone’s inside this house does. And still no sign
of the little blond girl, 1 note. But can’t people change their dreams if they
want to?

If T concentrate hard enough, imagine the face from the family portrait
and wish her into being with all my might, will she materialize in front of
us, white-blond hair still mussed from being flattened against her pillow?
Can I create a miracle in my sleep?



They call that lucid dreaming, I think, but either I’'m doing it wrong or
it’s a phony concept in the first place, because nothing hapoo, nothinpens
when I envision the little girl in the hallway with us. Absolutely nothing.

“I’ll ...” Breckon’s fingers dive into his curls. “I’'ll check messages
when I get out of the shower.” He squints as he continues his climb, maybe
remembering the same thing I am—didn’t he switch his phone off last
night?

Breckon passes his father on the stairs and lurches through the second-
floor hall and into the bathroom, where I watch him tear off his T-shirt and
sweatpants. He leaves them in a heap on the floor and reaches, naked, for
the shower tap. Inside he stands under the stream of water, bowing his head
and letting droplets run down his face. He closes his eyes and hooks his
fingers into his armpits. His shoulders begin to shake. His face crumples.
He cries quietly into his own chest as the tremble takes hold. Breckon’s face
is red with agony. He quakes and sobs under the sound of running water,
and the sound of that undercover weeping is worse than his tormented
breathing, though I can still hear that too.

If I’ve ever seen anyone cry like this, I can’t remember it, but I’'m
certain that even in my waking life, I won’t forget, and with the pain of that
thought, finally, finally my brain changes gears and starts to release its hold
on my dream world and let me go. Not through the roof and stars the way I
came, but with a simple fade to gray and then black, Breckon dropping
away from me as I fall into pure, blessed silence.
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Something has gone horribly wrong. Panic sets in as I thrash around in
the darkness. Just try to thrash without a body and see where that gets you.
Frustration and fear with no form. Indistinct half-thoughts tumbling in a
void. Grasping, without hands, for certainties that don’t exist.

Nothing. And that goes on forever.

Nowhere. Except for the spot you wanted to leave behind. That place
still exists: the boy, Breckon, sobbing in the shower. I can hear him in the
distance, as though he’s standing at the opposite end of a long tunnel, when
I tune my ears in to the sound. Apparently I've switched off visuals the
same way I turned down the audio on his breathing earlier. It happens that
I’m capable of blocking his world out entirely with no trouble.

The problem is, when I switch off that noise and matching pictures,
there isn’t anything else to replace it. Just some weird essence of me in the
blackness.

This is no regular dream. I would’ve woken up by now. Try again, I
tell myself. Maybe you haven't really tried with everything you’ve got. So 1
thrash harder. I rail against the darkness, fighting for my consciousness like
my life depends on it. Maybe it does. Maybe I’m in a coma in a hospital
somewhere. That would explain my amnesia. Brain damage. Some kind of
head injury or a high fever.

Scream, 1 advise myself.

Let the nurses and doctors know you'’re still in here.

Advising myself is well and good but in practice the ="0=screaming
proves exactly like the thrashing. While I don’t have the use of my body, I
suppose it can’t be any different. All I can do is try in the exact same way.

What if I don’t ever wake up? What will become of me?

Don't think like that, I command. You can’t lose hope. That might
make things worse still.

I don’t even know what I have to lose; I don’t know who I am. A few
very select personal details have bobbed up inside me and made themselves
known while the real world goes on without me. Hoping for more, I



concentrate on those details by keeping the lifelike vision of Breckon and
his mourning family at bay. Alone, turned inward to delve for information
about myself, my dream world temporarily ceases to exist. This is what I
imagine being blind and deaf is like.

Silence isn’t golden, it’s like being the last person on earth, but it helps
me think. To review, this is what I now remember to be true:

1. I like orange juice.

2. I’m female (a fact I only realized when I watched Breckon take off
his sweatpants and climb into the shower, but that somehow didn’t come as
a complete surprise).

3. There’s a good chance I haven’t seen a guy naked before (I
gratuitously lingered on certain parts of his anatomy while simultaneously
feeling self-conscious about that, even in my invisible state).

Breckon’s dog is a Pomeranian. (I didn’t recall the breed name when I
first saw him but now I remember it along with others—cocker spaniels,
beagles, Great Danes, bloodhounds, chow chows.) I continue listing them in
my head for so long that it leads me to the next detail, which is:

4. I’m a dog person, not a cat person.

5. I don’t like snakes or big creepy crawly things, though the smaller
ones don’t bother me.

6. I like songs you can dance to (but I can’t conjure any specific
examples).

7.1 don’t like sad songs except when they’re breakup songs (not one of
which currently resides in the near-blank slate that is my mind).

8. My favorite color is aqua.

9. I’m right-handed (I think). I imagine reaching out to open a door,
and in my imagination my right is the first to extend itself.

But what else? Who are the people closest to me—my friends and
family? When they call my name what is it they say? When they look at me
who do they see?

On those matters my brain sputters, stalls and refuses to budge. I'm
like a novel with all personal references methodically cut out, leaving only
inconsequential words like “the,” “that,” “from” and “said.”

I have no plotline, hardly enough information about myself to form the
most basic character. When I wake up will Dawake up I even be able to
feed and dress myself? And if not, who will be around to help me?



The only people who exist in my memory are ones I don’t know.
Salvador Dali, the members of Pink Floyd (and I don’t know their names
either). Who else? Think. Musical groups. Painters. Which ones can you
remember? Leonardo da Vinci! Mona Lisa smiles her enigmatic grin in my
mind. Vincent van Gogh. He lopped his own ear off. Michelangelo painted
the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.

The Beatles sang “I Want to Hold Your Hand.” Marvin Gaye: “I Heard
It Through the Grapevine.” Tina Turner: “River Deep, Mountain High.” But
these are old songs, aren’t they? Somehow I sense that, although I can’t
recall what year it is out in the real world. So what’s the last song I heard?
And what’s my very favorite song?

I have no idea. I make a mental note of what I know about the world
and try to measure it against my personality and history.

The world is round, not flat. The earth revolves around the sun. Those
are facts they teach you in school, but I don’t know precisely who taught
me them. Something even simpler then—do I like the sun?

10. I do. I like the sun and

11. snow too.

What do I do in the snow? Do I skate? Do I ski?

Memories of lacing skates and slipping boots into skis flit effortlessly
through my head. No people. Just skates and skis.

12. 1 can do them both but I’'m not sure how well.

13. Swim too.

14. And stand on my head.

So what do you like besides orange juice? What do you eat?

15. Ice cream, but then doesn’t everyone? So what flavor? Orange, of
course! But also chocolate, butter pecan, bubble gum, black cherry, cookies
and cream and Ben & Jerry’s pumpkin cheesecake.

So it sounds like I’'m fond of ice cream. There are an infinite number
of flavors swimming in my head and none of them seem unappealing.
Images of wvarious scoops—strawberry, coconut, mint chocolate chip,
raspberry ripple—flash through my unconscious. My hand, holding
dripping cones. My hand.

The image of it is still in my memory. My hand is darker than
Breckon’s, more of an olive tone. My God, if I can see that, there must be
more. My body, my age, my name.



There’s a part of me that remains me even without that knowledge,
I’ve discovered. And that part is racing through the darkness without
moving, searching for the countless parts of myself I’ve mislaid.
Reaching ... Remembering ...

Yes.

I’ve got it. No doubt Breckon’s still crying in the distance, if I bother
to listen, but that barely matters. I’'m reveling in my trdiving in ue identity,
dancing in the dark.

I’'m me and no one else. I love orange juice and ice cream and
someone from the real world will find me and bring me back any moment
now.

I’ll open my eyes, dance in the sunlight, cry out my name at the top of
my lungs and make people I don’t know stop and stare. Their eyes on me
will make me laugh and shout until I’m all out of voice. I'm me! I’'m me and
no one else!

I’m almost sixteen years old and my name is Ashlyn.
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three
breckon

When I get out of the shower I feel shaky, like I could fall down and throw
up at the same time. I sit on the floor next to my T-shirt and tilt my head
down towards my knees. I don’t want to pass out. The last thing my parents
need right now is to have to take me to the hospital. It doesn’t matter how
much medication they’re on, that would push them over the edge
completely. My aunt Lily would be the one who’d have to bring me. If there
was something really wrong with me, her girlfriend, Sunita, would fly back
from Ottawa to keep Lily from falling apart.

But I know there’s nothing wrong with me that anyone can do
anything about. I slide myself along the tiles and lean over the toilet. I let
myself cry too much; I can’t do that. When I lose my grip it’s too hard to
get it back. Stupid.

I envy Skylar for being dead. I’d trade with her anytime.

Shit, here it comes. I throw the lid up and heave liquid into the bowl. I
haven’t had breakfast yet and I can’t remember if I ate anything last night. It
looks like there’s nothing but spit for me to lose.

Okay, I need to get it together. I’ve already been in here too long. Lily
will be downstairs watching my eggs get cold and worrying about me—
about all of us.

I haul myself up, stomach still churning, and stare at my reflection in
the mirror. I look red and shriveled. If I was bald I bet people would think T
had cancer.

Breathe, asshole. Get your shit together. You can’t go anywhere
looking like this.

I run the tap and splash cold water on my face. There’s just my
toothbrush left in the toothbrush holder now. Someone has already packed
Skylar’s away. It’s a shock to notice it missing, the same way seeing her
school picture missing from the kitchen wall came as a shock to my mom.
There’s a new shock every sixty seconds. She’s gone. BAM. You’ll never in
your life see her again. BAM. They just keep coming.



I know she’s gone and everywhere she isn’t still comes as a shock.

I grab my toothbrush and brush so hard that my gums begin to bleed. I
spit the blodo od into the sink. It leaves a weird, metallic taste in my mouth
but I don’t care.

I dripped on my sweatpants and T-shirt after climbing out of the
shower. They’re pretty wet but I throw them on because I forgot to bring in
a change of clothes. Once I’'m back in the wet stuff I make a beeline for my
bedroom to check phone messages that I don’t care about either.

My cell’s lying facedown on the carpet where it’s turned itself on. If
Skylar were here she’d probably say a ghost did it. Two months ago I made
the mistake of letting her watch a documentary with me about a haunted
house in Connecticut and she’s been obsessed with ghosts ever since.
Scared too sometimes but she wouldn’t admit it. Well, not to me.

I only know because I caught shit from my mom for letting her watch
the thing. A couple days after we’d seen it, my mother said Skylar was
having trouble sleeping because of it and didn’t I realize she was only seven
years old?

It would sound like I was making excuses if I said that sometimes with
Skylar you can forget, but I’ve seen it happen with other people too. She
can hold entire conversations with adults (or people my age) about their day
and you don’t have to dumb things down for her. Other times she’ll break
herself up with her own homemade jokes and sing in a loud, on-purpose
off-key voice that will make you want to clap a hand over her mouth.

Another thing you can almost forget about Skylar sometimes is that
she’s a girl. She scowls at Bratz dolls and anything pink and hasn’t let my
mom put her in a dress in almost three years. She keeps her hair short
because she says she hates when it whips around in the wind and that long
hair makes her head feel heavy. Her favorite toys are the race-car track she
left laid out in the family room for all of March and a bunch of action-figure
explorer and wilderness sets that come with stuff like tiny weapons, boats,
little tents and canned food for the ranger figures to cook over a campfire.

About a month ago Moose swallowed the miniature pair of binoculars
that came with one of the sets, and Skylar’s so hung up on all that explorer
gear that for the next twenty-four hours she kept checking out his shit to see
if she could find them. She never did. They could still be parked in his
intestines. With any luck the binoculars will go septic and kill him in his
sleep. Then the dumb dog could stop wandering around the house looking



for Skylar like we’ve hidden her away behind a fake bookshelf or
something.

I pick my cell up from the carpet and it would be warm and fuzzy for
me to say that it was Skylar’s ghost that threw it there but anyone who
would think that is just deluding himself. I didn’t answer my phone once
yesterday so there are a bunch of messages. Some of the people I go to
school with have texted their condolences. The girls send lots of
“xoxox0x0” and “((hugs)).” The guys mostly just say “sorry.”

Lots of them were at the funeral yesterday too but I made sure that I
hardly spoke to anyone. I heard some of the girls from my school crying
when the church started playing “Bright Eyes.” My grandparents picked the
song because my parents and I couldn’t come up with one. I couldn’t
remember the name of a single song when the minister asked me for
suggestions, but it would’ve been C201one. I hbetter if they hadn’t played
one at all. Some other people were crying during “Bright Eyes” too but the
girls from school wailed the loudest. I wanted to tell everyone to shut up.
Most of those girls never even met my sister.

Aside from the texts there are a few voice-mail messages from closer
friends asking me to let them know if there’s anything they can do. One of
them is from my best friend Ty. In his message he sounds like someone
stomped all the air out of him. He says call whatever time I want, even if
it’s four a.m.

Jules has called multiple times. In the first message she says she loves
me and that she’s been thinking about me, the others just say, “It’s me
again.” I throw on a pair of pants that I haven’t worn since all this
happened, a clean T-shirt and a checked long-sleeve shirt over it. When
Jules sees me wearing it she likes to say that I'd look like Kansas farm boy
Clark Kent in it if I had straight hair. Superman’s the only superhero either
of us likes, so it’s a compliment.

I pick at the stitching on my sleeve and think about returning Jules’s
call but in the end I switch the phone off again and go downstairs. Lily
heats up my eggs for me and toasts two pieces of whole wheat bread. Then
Mom, Dad, Lily and I sit ourselves in front of the TV until my grandparents
(Dad’s parents) and Mom’s mother (her father came down with bronchitis
and coughed during the entire ceremony yesterday) show up. The
grandmothers itemize the meals other people have brought over, squishing
their own contributions into the fridge along with them. Then they wash the



few dirty dishes in the sink (one of my grandmothers complaining how hot
the water is) and clean things that don’t really need cleaning.

Dad and his father stand around in the backyard so my grandfather can
smoke a cigarette, and Mom, Lily and I stare at an old disaster movie on
TV. Eventually we eat reheated chicken stew and when my grandmothers
get me alone one of them asks if there’s anything of Skylar’s she should
take away or tidy up but I don’t know what to say.

She sniffles, pats my hand and says, “Don’t mention it to your mother.
I don’t want her to have to give anything a thought today.”

I nod numbly, excusing myself to find my grandfather and ask if he’s
ready for another smoke. We head off to the front yard this time, and he
hesitates before shaking the package in front of me and asking if I’d like
one. I don’t care what I do so I take one. Jules smoked vanilla herbal
cigarettes for a couple months last fall. They were supposed to taste like
marshmallow mixed with vanilla but instead their flavor was more like
moldy leaves that you rake up off the lawn in October and after a while I
couldn’t even bring myself to kiss her if she’d just finished a cigarette,
which is like the equivalent of Superman losing his lust for Lois Lane.

My grandfather’s brand tastes more like a cigarette is supposed to but
mostly I just hold it between my fingers and keep him company until Lily
walks out the front door and says she’s going to the funeral home to pick up
the photographs. If she was going somewhere else I’d offer to keep her
company but I don’t want to see that place again.

When my grandfather and I go back into the house Moose jumps on
me like he did this mornin Cd tm">

Moose stares at him in the same annoyingly blank way he’s been
staring at everyone in the past few days. “He’s driving me crazy,” I tell my
grandfather, my voice nearly breaking.

My grandfather scratches under Moose’s chin and dips his head like he
understands.

“You want a dog?” I ask, trying to make a joke out of it. “You can have
him dirt cheap.”

My grandfather bounces Moose up and down in his arms like he’s a
baby that he can make laugh. “You hear that?” my grandfather asks him.
“He’s trying to unload you for a quick buck. You better try harder to earn
your keep.”



Moose barks, wanting to be let down. “Ah, go on then.” My
grandfather lowers him to the carpet and Moose trots off down the hall
looking as unmoose-like as ever. “Your sister sure had a sense of humor,”
my grandfather mutters, rubbing at his left eye. “Imagine calling a little bit
of a thing like that Moose.”

Skylar wanted a big dog—an Akita or German shepherd—but my
mom said she wouldn’t have a horse in the house, so this is what we ended
up with. Skylar gave him a big-dog name to compensate but Moose doesn’t
realize he has a big-dog name and acts like a little dog or even a cat.
Sometimes, when he’s really content, he makes a purring noise and if you
take him for too long a walk he flat out refuses to take another step and you
have to carry him home in your arms. Lucky for Moose, Skylar ended up
loving him despite all of his deficiencies.

At the end of the day, when my grandparents have gone home, all of
Skylar’s photographs are hanging back where they should be, and I think I
can finally be alone, Moose scratches insistently at my bedroom door. 1
ignore the noise for a while, thinking he’ll get bored and wander off, but
then the sound of his claws on the door starts to wear on me so I let him in.
He zips into the middle of the room and just stands there with his head
cocked, wanting something I can’t give him.

She’s not here, idiot dog. She’s not anywhere you can find her.

I point silently towards my open door and hope he’ll get the message
and leave. I don’t want to yell at him anymore today.

Instead Moose hops straight up onto my bed and sits down, eyes still
watching me. I don’t care how much he gawks. I’'m not letting him sleep at
the end of my bed like he used to sleep on Skylar’s. “Down,” I command. I
don’t shout but I’'m not using my happy voice either. I snap my fingers and
repeat myself.

On a normal day I don’t have anything against the dog, but we’re done
with normal days around here. I can’t keep an airtight lid on myself and feel
sorry for him too. There’s not enough of me left over for that. If Moose is
depending on me to get him through this I guess he just won’t make it.

Moose obeys my command, leaps down from my bed and scurries out of
the room. I shut the door behind him, reach for my cell and speed-dial Jules
before I can lose momentum. Usually she’s the easiest person in the world
for me to talk to but I don’t have the energy for anyone right now.



Jules answers on the first ring and I hear her mother calling “Julianna”
in the background—Ilike she’s always doing to let Jules know her cell is
ringing in another room—as Jules picks up.

“Hi,” Jules says to me and then shouts to her mother, “I’ve got it,
Mom.”

“I picked up your messages earlier,” I tell her, “but I couldn’t talk. My
grandparents were around for most of the day.” I sit on the bed and notice
the clump of orange fur Moose left behind on my bedspread.

“I figured there’d be people over. I just wanted to make sure you were
doing ...” Jules pauses and tries to start over. “... that you were—"

I cut her off. “Thanks. I know.”

Jules is quiet and waits for me to continue. When I don’t, she says,
“Do you want me to come over?”

I don’t want anything, really, so it’s impossible to say. “Maybe I’ll just
try to get some sleep.” I knock Moose’s flyaway fur to the ground.

“That’s a good idea,” Jules says in a soothing voice.

“I don’t think I slept at all last night.” T close my eyes and yawn. I
didn’t feel tired until this second and now I’m down to the bone exhausted.

“Sleep,” she tells me, the word itself sounding like a lullaby. “Sleep.
I’ll come over after school tomorrow.”

My stomach twinges as my eyes pop open. “But I bet I'll just lie here,
that I probably won’t be able to drift off, no matter how tired I am.” The
minute my head hits the pillow I'll either lie there as numb as a dead thing
like I did for hours last night or lose it the way I did in the shower.

“You know, your parents probably have pills that would help,” Jules
says into my ear. “Didn’t you say you thought they were both taking
something?”

They’re like zombies, so yeah, they’re sure as fuck on something
but ... “I don’t want to ask them,” I admit, my voice strained.

“I can bring you something,” Jules promises without a moment’s
hesitation.

I can’t imagine what she has access to—Jules doesn’t even really like
smoking weed—but I say okay and to call me when she’s outside because I
don’t think my parents are ready for visitors that aren’t family, not even my
girlfriend.

My mom didn’t like Jules much when we first started going out last
year after the tenth-grade trip to New York. I told her that Jules was big into



theater and really independent-minded—one of the least superficial people
I’d ever met—but when they met I watched Jules’s nose ring, dyed black
hair and the battered burgundy combat boots that she wore all last year
overpower the good things I’d said about her. As far as my mother was
concerned Jules’s personal style indicated that she—and by extension I—
was on the way to becoming a drug addict or homeless person. Not that my
mom said anything like that, but she’d get this slightly pained squint when
she’d look in Jules’s direction and she didn’t say much to her until about the
fifth time Jules came over.

Skylar had found this frog at the park down the street and smuggled it
home in her hoodie pocket. When my mom found out she told Skylar she
had to bring it straight back and Skylar got so sad and quiet (but she didn’t
cry, Skylar hardly ever cried) that my mom told her she could have an hour
to say goodbye to it.

Enter Jules and me, interrupting Skylar’s bonding time with the frog,
which probably only would’ve made saying goodbye harder anyway. Jules
started to make up a story about how the frog’s family would be waiting for
him back at the pond and I helped pile on the details. It probably sounds
stupid now and it’s not like Skylar believed a word we said, but it seemed
funny at the time and when we took Skylar out later to return the frog to
nature she didn’t seem so sad anymore.

My mom thanked Jules and me and I could tell that she’d changed her
mind about Jules because she didn’t have the squint in her eye anymore
when she looked at her. I never asked Jules if she noticed any of that but it’s
ancient history because now both my parents like her a lot. This is the first
time I’ve ever suggested that she meet me at the side door so I can sneak
her in. Maybe my parents wouldn’t mind her being around, but I don’t want
to take any chances.

So fifteen minutes after we hang up Jules calls back and says she’s
standing outside. I hear the family room TV on as I head downstairs to meet
her. Someone’s still up, but if we’re lucky we won’t run into them.

I unlock the side door for Jules and raise a finger to my lips to let her
know we have to be quiet. In place of her nose ring she has the clear
retainer thing in, the same way she did at the funeral yesterday, her hair’s
tied back in a messy ponytail and she’s wearing the chunky black Mary
Janes, which are her favorite shoes these days.



She nods at me and grabs for my hand, squeezing hard. I lead her
upstairs. Our steps don’t creak much and we make it upstairs without a soul
intercepting us. Inside my room I turn the radio on low to cover the sound
of our voices and Jules sits on my bed and holds out her palm to reveal five
white caplets. “You only need one,” she whispers. “I brought extras in case
you need some for the next few days.”

I can’t imagine how things could be any better after the next five days
but I tell her thanks, pluck a caplet from her hand, slip out to the bathroom
and gulp water to chase it down. Then I go back to my room, sit on the bed
next to Jules and mutter, “How long do they take to work?”

“It didn’t say on the bottle,” she says apologetically. “But I guess most
things take about thirty minutes to kick in.” Jules motions to my bedside
table. “I stuck the rest of them in there.”

I open the drawer and look at the other four tablets laying across the
sheet music for the Beatles tune “I’ve Just Seen a Face.” The song always
reminds me of Jules and I was teaching it to myself just before Skylar died
but now I never want to play it, or hear it, again. With all that’s happened, I
can’t believe the music’s still there and that I haven’t torn it up and burned
the pieces to ashes.

I shut the drawer and ask, “Where did you get the pills?”

“My parents’ medicine cabinet. Sometimes my dad has trouble
sleeping.” Jules runs a hand loosely along her dark ponytail and adds, “His
job stresses him out.”

She’s never mentioned that her dad takes sleeping pills before but I
nod. I still can’t make up my mind whether I really want her here or not.

Jules rubs my back and pulls me nearer to her on the bed. “Do you
want me to stay?” she asks. Jules’s parents don’t hit her with a curfew when
they know the two of us are just hanging out at my house and not a party
somewhere but she’s never spent the night.

“I told my mom I was coming over and that I thought maybe I should
stay if you wanted me to,” she adds, her voice soft and supportive. The
sound pushes me a step closer to crumbling.

The air in here’s too heavy. My lungs fight to breathe.

“Why don’t you get in?” Jules suggests, taking charge. “I’ll get the
light.” She slips off her Mary Janes before ambling towards the light switch
and flicking it off. Then she stands in front of my key-chain collection,
examining them in the dark. “I’ll go before your parents wake up in the



morning,” she whispers, reaching for one of the key chains in the second
row. My eyes haven’t adjusted to the dark yet but I think it’s the toy
penguin that Ty found on the steps of the Royal Ontario Museum back
when we were in seventh grade.

Ever since I started collecting key chains at ten years old, everyone I
know has felt compelled to pick them up for me when they go away on
vacation or stumble across bizarre novelty ones. You wouldn’t believe all
the weird things they make into key chains. I have emergency condom key
chains in three different colors given to me by three different people; a
pregnant woman key chain that’s clear so you can see the baby inside her; a
fish-shaped one that works as a TV remote, bottle opener and flashlight;
and a solar-powered LED key chain that flashes “Barack” every two
minutes. I take off my pants and shirt and slip under the covers in my
boxers and T-shirt, continuing to itemize my collection in my head to see if
that levels me out any.

Jules strips off her skintight black jeans and gets in next to me. I leave
the radio on and turn onto my side, Jules spooning protectively up against
me. “You’re chilly tonight,” she murmurs as she lays her hand against my
abdomen.

I feel her bare legs, cold, against the back of my calves. Jules is always
freezing but she’s right, tonight I’m cold too.

Most of the time that I’m not on the verge of losing it, I’'m working
backwards in my head, trying to redo things with Skylar and make them
turn out differently. It’s like my brain still believes I have another chance,
for a millisecond, before it completes the equation and realizes it’s all over.
BAM.

If I’d known how precarious life was I would’ve kept track of the
details and never allowed this to happen. I didn’t realize how everything
could change in an instant. I don’t know how I could spend almost
seventeen years on the planet without learning such a fundamental fact
about life.

I squeeze my eyes shut just as they begin to drain. Jules feels my chest
collapse and hugs me harder. “I’m sorry,” she says to my back. “I’m so, so
sorry, Breckon.” She says it over and over again, for I don’t know how
long, until I’m sure the damn pill she brought over must be about as potent
as children’s aspirin and that I’ll never sleep through the night again. And



then, in a terminally slow fade, the cold and pain disappear and there’s just
dark.
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ashlyn

Levitating in the center of what I can only describe as my mind’s eye, it’s
as though someone left a single tiny lamp on in an attempt to illuminate
infinite darkness. But the light isn’t nearly powerful enough to stretch far
enough. It can’t and even if it could there’s not much to see. Oranges.
Vague memories of snow and ice. The knowledge that my name is Ashlyn.
Ashlyn Baptiste to be precise.

Grateful as I am for my lightning-bolt moment, I wanted more. A
landslide of information, the story of my life flashing through my head with
the speed of a super computer upload. Instead, so far I’'m not any wiser
about myself than I was yesterday morning. I’m that same cutout novel I
described before, name and age pasted on the cover but so full of holes it’s
unreadable.

The funny thing is that even with the majority of my backstory
missing, I’'m feeling more like myself, as though my thought patterns are
homing in on my Ashlyn nature, digging down to the core and dragging up
a more distilled Ashlyn, even if they don’t know what that means yet, to the
surface of my being.

I don’t know what any of it means yet. I can’t digest why my mind
would offer up this gloomy grieving vision of Breckon and his world. If it’s
to keep my brain occupied until I regain consciousness, wouldn’t it make
more sense to drop me into some kind of brain-teaser reality, a puzzle that I
have to solve? Watching this boy is really only accomplishing one thing.
It’s making me feel, and what I feel is sad.

Could it be that the empathy I feel for him is meant to make me f FA-
teaseight harder to return to my own loved ones? But I don’t know how to
fight any harder than I am right now.

Surely every second of this darkness and despair must be making my
cells ache with the desire to wake up again. I want to live, but not like this. I
swear to God, or whoever else could be listening, that if I wake up I’ll do
the right thing for the rest of my life, no matter how difficult that is. And I



won’t be afraid of anything or anyone. I’ll be brave and true and make a
difference somehow. I’ll help and heal people like Breckon and his family.
I’ll do whatever it is you want, if only I’m allowed to wake up.

Please, please, please. Give me my life back.

This is what I do now. I make promises to the darkness.

In front of me, Breckon and his girlfriend are beginning to stir. That
makes a day and a half that I’ve been watching him now, following him
around like he’s the star of a 24/7 reality TV show. Yes, I've learned I can
stop watching, turn down the audio and video and retreat into the darkness,
but it’s so lonely on my own that I don’t like to shut him out for very long.
At least Breckon has the pills to make him rest. My mind never stops. I
have two choices—I can watch his every move or wrestle with my memory
in complete solitude, but either way there’s no such thing as sleep.

Maybe that’s because technically I’'m already unconscious.

I’'ll go stark raving mental in here with only my own thoughts or
images from someone else’s train wreck of a life to keep me company. How
will I stand it?

Breckon’s girlfriend is leaning over him in bed. She watches him
adjust his head on the pillow and swing his arm over his eyes—an
unconscious reflex reaction to block the sun’s rays—but it appears that she
doesn’t want to wake him. She lies back next to him until the alarm clock
reads 8:42, at which point she throws her legs over the side of the bed and
reaches for her jeans.

When she turns to face him again, jeans on, Breckon peers up at her
with sleepy eyes. I zoom in on them in an extreme close-up and am glad to
spy the telltale crusty residue underneath his lashes that proves he’s been
asleep and not faking.

I marvel at the cleverness of my brain to create such an intricate
plotline. Breckon. His parents and extended family, complete with a
cigarette-smoking grandfather, grieving Pomeranian and deceased little
sister.

If my mind has the energy for that why can’t it bring me back?

So many questions and no means to locate the answers.

“Hey,” Breckon’s girlfriend says quietly as she works her hair free
from its ponytail, brushes it with her fingers and then reknots it in place. “I
didn’t want to wake you but I’m late for school.



“I don’t have to go,” she adds, bending her leg to rest one of her knees
on the bed.

“No, you should go.” Breckon clears his throat, Ks h.

I wonder if they might be, if they thought it would help him.

His girlfriend pauses in place, her Mary Janes still on the floor next to
the bed. “Well ... what are you going to do today? You should do
something.” She sits down on the bed and curls her arm around his waist. “I
mean, maybe being busy will—”

Breckon scrunches up his forehead, his eyebrows leaping together.
“Being busy won’t do shit. Nothing changes the facts.”

Breckon’s girlfriend winces at the bitterness in his face and tone and I
know her suggestion wasn’t meant to be callous, just the opposite, but that
she can’t think how to get that across without risking saying something else
he’ll take the wrong way.

“What?” Breckon challenges, squaring his jaw.

“Nothing.” She moves her hand away from his waist to caress his face.
“I just want to be here for you.”

Breckon blinks heavily. “I know. But I’m not even here now. You
know that, don’t you?”

Breckon’s girlfriend nods and reaches for his hand. Their fingers
automatically entwine. She bends towards their interlocked hands and
presses her mouth to his skin, changing his demeanor entirely.

“Thanks for bringing me the pills last night and everything,” he tells
her. “But it’s okay. You can go to school, Jules.”

Jules, so that’s her name. It’s possible Breckon mentioned it before
when I wasn’t really listening. Now that I know she’s a Jules instead of an
Emily or Megan, I can’t picture her being anything else.

Jules studies Breckon, trying to determine whether it’s really okay to
leave him.

“I’1l talk to you later,” Breckon continues, hauling himself out of bed
and into yesterday’s wrinkled pants and shirt.

“You sure?” Jules asks.

He nods and messes with his hair. “I might even go back to bed for a
while.”

Jules pulls back the straps on her Mary Janes and jams her feet into her
shoes. One of her fingers brushes against her bottom lip. “I’'m glad the pills



worked.” A stiff smile stretches onto her face. “I’ll check messages at
lunch. You call me if you need anything else, okay?”

Breckon bobs his head in agreement and reaches for the doorknob. He
and Jules stand in the open doorway, both their faces dropping in surprise.
Out in the hall Breckon’s father stops and registers their twin presence. His
mouth slumps too but only for the briefest of moments before he rectifies
that by saying, “Julianna, hello.”

“Hi Ky'">ies t, Mr. Cody.” Jules pronounces his name cautiously, as
though in anticipation of being forced to admit a mistake.

The only names I’ve picked up so far are first names, and I perk up at
the nugget of information and tuck it into my memory.

“I’'m just walking Jules out,” Breckon explains, avoiding his father’s
eyes.

“Ah,” Mr. Cody replies, as though this makes perfect sense. I
congratulate myself for guessing Breckon’s parents would be more
understanding than he gave them credit for and watch Mr. Cody turn and
continue his way along the hall. Breckon and Jules hang in Breckon’s
doorway until his father has disappeared back inside his own room. Then
they proceed quietly along the hall and down to the side door where
Breckon thanks her again.

“Stop thanking me already,” Jules says, grabbing the end of his shirt.

Breckon’s pupils are tiny. He looks every ounce as tired as before he
went to bed last night, and he wraps his arms around her and holds her to
him. “Do you want me to get you a cereal bar or something?” he asks as he
pulls away. “You can eat it on the way to school—what do you have first
period anyway?”

“Bio.” Jules frowns at the thought. “And it’s okay, I’ll swing by
Second Cup and get some coffee on the way.”

“Bio,” Breckon repeats. “Right. Now I get why you’d want to hang
around here instead. You don’t want to deal with Gallardo’s early-morning
rantfest.”

“Yeah, so you should really think about letting me stay.” Jules fingers
Breckon’s shirt again. “Save me from a fate worse—" Her lips pause on the
unspoken words, her face creasing in regret.

“Worse than death,” Breckon finishes. His shoulders jerk up into a
detached shrug. “Saying it doesn’t make things worse than they are.”



Jules sighs soundlessly and steps towards the door. “Okay, I’'m going.
Call me later?”

Breckon nods in confirmation, and once she’s gone he heads directly
back upstairs, steps out of his clothes, digs another sleeping pill out from
his bedside table and pulls the covers over himself, waiting for it to work.

Even when it does, and there’s nothing for me to see or hear but a
slight rustling of sheets or the noise of a van driving by outside the window,
I’m completely stuck within the walls that surround Breckon.

It’s eerily intimate, watching someone sleep, especially a guy my age.
It’s just a dream and I shouldn’t care, but I can’t shake the feeling that I’'m
invading his privacy. No one but me knows about that morning sleeping pill
or how he cried in the shower until he was shaking and sick yesterday. I feel
an unfair responsibility for him tug at my consciousness and it makes me
home in on his breathing again—or more accurately, the breathing beneath
his being.

Asleep, what previously sounded agonizingly similar to lungs filling
up with shards of glass currently resembles a more muted noise, perhaps
like that of shredding paper with your bare hands. Perhaps? The word
doesn’t sound like me. This is what I mean about beginning to feel more
and more like Ashlyn Baptiste—realizing she doesn’t use words like
perhaps.

Even in my amnesia state, I remember more words than I would
probably use in conversation. Hence, doth, perchance, each of those feels
exotic and ancient to me, though less so than they ever were in life, as
though I could think in Shakespearean terms if I chose to. “Good night,
good night! Parting is such sweet sorrow that I shall say good night till it be
morrow.” Why is it that I can recall the story of Romeo and Juliet but next
to nothing about my own tale?

I’m getting lost in my thoughts again, digging for more bits of Ashlyn
while keeping my visual focus on Breckon, when I notice his mother ease
his bedroom door open. She watches him for several ponderous seconds
that set me to thinking ... how long has he been asleep? It was only the one
pill that he swallowed this morning, I’'m sure of it.

Granted, you’re probably not supposed to swallow them back to back
the way he did last night and this morning, but it would take many more
than that to overdose, wouldn’t it?



My attention shifts to his alarm clock. Twelve minutes to one. No
wonder Breckon’s mother is checking on him. “Honey?” she ventures.
“Breckon?”

He opens his glazed-over eyes and they remind me of frosted glass
windows—it’s as though you can barely see through them to the actual
person they belong to. Breckon stares hazily at his mother and listens to her
say, “Your father and I are meeting Barbara and Sean for lunch. Lily was
wondering if you’d like to join her, go out somewhere together?”

I have no idea who Barbara and Sean are but Breckon runs one hand
down his face. “I’m really wiped,” he mumbles after a five-second delay.
“I’ll warm up something from the freezer later.”

“You don’t want to get up?” his mom tries again. “Lily has to drop into
the health-food store and run some other errands.”

“How does that have anything to do with me?” Breckon asks,
sounding like your stereotypical moody teenager.

Dawn Cody drops her hands into her cardigan pockets, her eyes weary
but concerned. “I thought you might like to go with her. You shouldn’t stay
in bed all afternoon today, Breckon.” I wonder if Mr. Cody told his wife
about Jules’s sleepover last night and whether this is the point in the
conversation where she’ll choose to bring it up.

“If Lily really needs me to go, I’ll go,” Breckon says. “But not if you
just want me to get up for no reason.”

“For no reason?” his mother repeats. “How about because I'd feel
better if you were doing something?”

“Why shou K20119;ll go,ld I do something?” Breckon fires back.
“Why should I do anything?”

He glowers at her from the bed and I feel sorry for his mom, even
sorrier when she points her chin down towards her chest and says, “Don’t
fight me, Breckon. I don’t have the energy for it.”

“I’m not fighting you,” he protests. “I’'m just really, really tired, Mom.
Can’t you tell Lily to go without me?”

His glazed-over eyes plead with her, her own expression revealing
she’s about three seconds away from caving. “Please eat something,” she
tells him. “Okay?”

“I will.” Breckon yawns and dives under his pillow. Outside a delivery
truck is backing up and I’ve just remembered something else about myself



—I’m a light sleeper. I’d never be able to drift off to the annoying sound of
that beep, beep.

Well, unless maybe I’d taken a sleeping pill. For the second time today
I watch Breckon Cody slip back into sleep.
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[ think I’m beginning to understand what it would be like to live inside a
straitjacket. Although time seems to speed up when Breckon’s asleep, it
can’t move quickly enough for me. With every hour that goes by I find
myself more and more surprised that the depth of my agitation doesn’t snap
me immediately into full consciousness.

I think ...

This is going to sound completely freakish but I think I might be able
to remember the moment [ was born, and if that’s true it’s something I want
to forget fast. The experience smelled like sweat mingled with disinfectant.
Overwhelmingly bright and loud and altogether wrong. I screamed at the
outrageous wrongness of it, every cell of my tiny being protesting, but I
couldn’t make it stop—the incomprehensible flurry of images and sounds,
cool air brushing against my newly unprotected skin—no, no, I don’t want
this!

And this next thing is even crazier than my false birth memory—
because there’s no way that can be real, right? Anyway, this is lock me up in
a rubber room crazy (which doesn’t matter because for all intents and
purposes, I’m already there), but the memories rushing to the surface now
predate me. One moment I’m all but clueless about myself and the next I’'m
waking up in my dream within a dream and remembering my parents’ love
story. I guess I must’ve heard it over the years so it’s not weird that I’d
remember it, but now ... well, now I can SEE and HEAR those past events
in my mind. High-definition images and surround sound. If my parents had
met in a foreign country maybe there’d even be subtitles.

Somewhere in the outside world, they’re pumping drugs into
N20119becausemy system, making me hallucinate fake memories. That has
to be what’s happening here. Either that or my brain is beginning to shut
down and this is what happens when you die, your prehistory flashes before
your eyes right along with the rest of your life.

Shut up, you’re not dying!



I’m talking to myself in two different personas now. I’m reaching for a
full-throttle meltdown and why not? Why stop halfway? Why not just go
for it, jump on and ride the wave?

I want to remember, when it comes down to it. Even if it’s fake. My
own thoughts and memories and this Breckon dream reality are all I have in
the world.

I mean, they’re my parents. Of course I want to remember. My parents.
I can’t believe I ever forgot them. The second their faces materialize in my
brain they set like cement and make my soul sing. They were so young
when they met, practically as young as I am now. They shared a first-year
philosophy class at the University of Toronto, Cynthia and Curtis, sitting
next to each other in the fifth row of a lecture hall, both of them not fans of
the professor or the subject. My dad was a babe back then, which is one of
those things you never truly want to realize about your father because that’s
gross. Gross but obvious, like the way you can’t miss that it’s pouring rain
if you happen to be standing around outside without an umbrella. My mom
was pretty too, but in an understated way, an amused intelligence in her face
that has always made people wonder what she was thinking. She’s paler and
smaller than me—her ancestry half Chinese and half Scottish. Her keen
eyes crinkled as she and my father quietly but mercilessly mocked their
philosophy professor under their breath all semester, bonding over the act of
eviscerating him.

As I’m remembering that, another memory swims up to meet it, an old
white man with piercing green eyes locking a grin on me and saying his
head was hurting with trying to figure out where I was from. I don’t think
he meant it in an unkind way but now that I remember the question I think
it’s one I heard a lot when I was a kid. People think they can ask you
questions they wouldn’t ask an older person, as long as they’re smiling.

I don’t know if I answered him but the short answer is Ontario,
Canada, which is the same place we were when he asked me. And the
answer he wanted to hear is really the answer to an entirely different
question, which is that my mother is from Canada too and her father was
born in Jamaica to Chinese Jamaican parents, and her mother emigrated
from Scotland. I see my grandparents’ faces in my mind, my memories
doubling and quadrupling. My grandmother on my dad’s side is African
American from Chicago, where she was both a teacher and an amateur
singer. She moved to Ontario when she married my French Canadian



grandfather, and when anyone meets my grandmother one of the very first
things they usually find out about her is that she’s quite possibly the world’s
biggest Tina Turner fan, which is apparently the reason that even when I
have amnesia I can still remember the Queen of Rock and Roll and the song
“River Deep, Mountain High.”

I sing the song in my head a little and I can hear the way my
grandmother sings it, almost as good as Tina herself. I love that I can
remember that. Bit by bit I’m reclaiming my identity.

Sgn=ouldnl see the three of us—my grandmother, me and my big
sister Celeste—shimmying and singing along to Tina in my grandmother’s
kitchen as cinnamon rolls baked in the oven. A big sister too, yes. One who
was long and lean like my father. The prettier, smarter one who always
knew the right way to speak and do things, even when we were both small.

My voice would pierce the air in uncontrolled bursts, my elbows and
feet accidentally knocking delicate treasures off shelves. Fragile birthday
gifts would be broken in no time, clothes torn and holes appearing in
almost-new shoes. Even my printing was messy and flopped way over to
the left side like it’d been subjected to a strong wind. And, ohhh, at night I
would lie in bed with the gigantic teddy bear my dad had won at a company
raffle, telling Winston (because that’s what the tag attached to the back of
one of his paws said his name was) about my day and then lending him my
voice so Winston could reply.

Countless nights we’d stay up late talking to each other, and the
following day I’d act like a brat from exhaustion, even clumsier and louder
than usual, until my parents threatened that Winston would have to sleep in
another room if I wouldn’t go to sleep. Of course I didn’t listen. And then I
was distraught when my father came in to take the bear away from me, and
I cried so long and hard that my mother had to bring him back.

This was such a long, long time ago, yet the images and feelings are as
crystal clear in my head as if they had just happened, the sympathy in
Mom’s eyes as she handed Winston back to me and stroked my hair. “You
save the talking to him for morning, okay, love?” she said.

Love. Like her own mother would say.

And my sister ... before my life collapsed into this surreal dream-
world existence I think I used to be a bit jealous of her, but when I
remember Celeste now all I feel is grateful for having an older sister—an
older sister and a twelve-year-old brother named Garrett, both of them



smarter and quieter than I was. I bubble with happiness as I picture the two
of them. Garrett as a baby laughing gleefully as he squirts my diaper-
changing father in the cheek. Celeste, years ago, reading me an adventure
book about an underground city, sounding, to my young ears, almost as
grown-up as my mother although she only has three years on me.

My brain swirls with memories, the sights and sounds catapulting me
back to the very beginning. I’d be dizzy if I was conscious. Dizzy and
overjoyed at the same time.

So what if this is a hallucination? I get to watch my parents fall in
love. I see them in philosophy class and want to laugh at how immature
they seem. Not like people who are anyone’s parents. Solely themselves,
Curtis and Cynthia.

Though they clearly have a lot of fun talking to each other, their in-
class chats don’t develop beyond casual friendship. That doesn’t surprise
me because now I remember how their version of the story goes, and it
doesn’t really get started until years later, at a city hospital. St. Mike’s in
Toronto, Curtis visiting my grandmother after her hysterectomy and
Cynthia visiting a friend who had just given birth to her first child.

Toronto is full of hospitals—what are the odds my parents would visit
the exact same on Sexahile on the exact same day at the exact same time?
And even so, with a huge, majorly busy hospital, the likelihood that you’d
run into someone must be slim. But there they were in the St. Mike’s gift
shop, Curtis in a light leather coat and dress pants that look like they were
tailored to fit him and Cynthia in a turtleneck and shapely brown boots.
They spotted each other while each of them was examining the bright
assortment of floral arrangements in the gift shop flower cooler, and my
father did a miniature double take. My mom grinned widely, recognizing
him right away too, and exclaimed, “Hey—it’s been a long time!”

“It can’t have been that long,” Curtis said. “You haven’t changed at
all.”

They stood by the flowers talking for so long that it was obvious they
should go for coffee and catch up, which they promptly did, my father
extracting my mother’s number so that they could meet up again soon.

“But not at the hospital,” my mom warned. “Hospitals are bad luck.”

“I think this hospital brought me good luck today,” my dad told her, an
earnest smile lighting up his face. “But I’ll meet you anywhere you want to
go.” Kind of a cheesy line but I guess Curtis’s babe status glossed over the



cheese because they met for coffee twice within the next ten days. On the
third date they graduated to dinner and my dad drove over to the apartment
my mom was sharing with her sister to pick her up.

This is the part my parents never owned up to—how my mom asked
my aunt Sandra to leave them alone so that when my father showed up it
was just the two of them. On their first real date that wasn’t just coffee
Cynthia invited Curtis in and they started locking lips and mauling each
other right on my mom’s cream-colored couch. I don’t know exactly how
far things went because that’s the point at which I decide to stop watching
and close the door on them, so to speak, but my best guess would be that
Curtis and Cynthia didn’t get around to heading out for dinner that night.

There are certain things about your parents you should just never, ever
see—even in dreams or hallucinations. And it’s just as well that I’ve
stopped there because Breckon Cody has gotten out of bed and, like he
promised his mother, is reheating himself something to eat. I check the
kitchen clock and notice that it’s nineteen minutes to three and no one else
seems to be around. His parents must still be out at lunch, and it looks like
Lily went to the health-food store and wherever else on her own.

Breckon’s food, which I think is some kind of linguini, spins in the
microwave as he leans against the kitchen counter, waiting. He’s put on
jeans and a wool sweater, and seeing him up walking around and back in
day wear gives me the impression that he’s feeling a little better. The more I
remember about myself and the more I learn about Breckon the weirder I
feel about observing him, but I can’t shake the feeling that it’s what I’'m
supposed to be doing.

The microwave dings and Breckon takes his pasta out, sets it on the
counter and stares at it. He hasn’t eaten a thing all day and maybe he won’t
go through with it now either but he really should. Even if he doesn’t feel
like it, he really should eat something. I can Shin9;t go x2019;t help saying
it in my head, kind of like when you shout advice at a movie character,
although you know they can’t hear you.

Go on, I urge silently. Just a little. It looks good.

Breckon retrieves a fork from the cutlery drawer and lowers it
reluctantly into his noodles. He doesn’t bother pulling up a chair; he just
leans against the counter and chews mechanically. Good boy, I tell him. He
manages to finish off about half of the linguini that way, eating joylessly,
but at least he’s eating.



Then he stops. Drops the container and fork abruptly on the counter
and stalks over to the sink with the same look that filled his eyes when he
rushed up to the shower yesterday morning. I brace myself for his tears, not
sure where to point my gaze.

“Okay,” he says aloud. It’s the tone of a person trying to convince
himself of something and I watch as he switches the tap on, guides it over
to hot and then hotter. Steam begins to rise from the water as it cascades
from the tap. Breckon peers at it, transfixed. I still don’t understand where
this is going but I’ve decided I don’t like it.

Without an awareness of my body, dread doesn’t feel the way it
should. I miss the beat of my heart. It should be racing—galloping—instead
I only feel the weight of fears lying heavy on my soul. It’s not just Breckon
I’'m afraid for, it’s me. There are reasons for my prebirth memories that I'm
not ready to face, the very same reasons that Breckon Cody’s life is being
revealed to me in such elaborate, painful detail.

My fifteen-year-old brain didn’t invent him for its own amusement.
What’s happening in front of my eyes is much bigger than that.

He’s nothing but a dream creation, 1 insist, battling back against the
terrifying revelation rocketing up inside me. Just a puzzle to solve. Busy
work to keep my mind well-oiled.

You know that’s not true, the more knowing side of myself proclaims.
You understand what’s going on here, Ashlyn. No one remembers moments
from before her birth, not unless ...

And when Breckon pushes his left hand under the scalding-hot water
and marshals his willpower to keep it there, I howl like the moment I was
born.
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Instinct kicks in. I should be able to take the pain—worse things happen
to people every day—but I can’t. I stumble back, losing my footing as my
vision starts to close in on me. Then Moose sprints into the room, barking
like a maniac. He runs in panicked figure eights as I fall smack down onto
the kitchen floor.

“Shut up!” I shout from the tile. “Shut the hell up!”

&gn="justify">Moose whimpers, the speed of his figure eights
unchanged. My left hand hurts so much that my lungs have forgotten how
to suck in oxygen. I fight for air, my head propped against the washing
machine and my left ankle shaking like an epileptic’s.

Moose barrels out of the kitchen, his high-pitched barking making my
heart beat even faster. “Moose!” I roar after him. What the fuck does he
think he’s doing anyway? And when has rushing around in the shape of a
figure eight ever helped anyone?

The pain crowds out everything else. I can hardly think. I breathe in
and out but the air doesn’t feel like it’s catching in my lungs.

The second Moose is sure there’s no one to alert he scrambles back
into the kitchen with me, panting hard. A steam cloud’s wafting up from the
sink where the hot water’s still flowing and I force myself onto my feet and
whack the tap with my right hand, shutting it off.

I flop to the floor again, my head slipping back to its previous position
against the washing machine.

“Sit,” I command before Moose can start his barking routine again. If
I have to watch him careen around in figure eights again I’ll end up banging
my head against the goddamn tiles.

Moose does what I say, but not in the way I want. He drops down so
that his left side snuggles against my thigh. “I’m okay,” I tell him. “Relax.”
As long as he stays quiet, I don’t mind him next to me. I’m in too much
pain to care.



My ankle’s stopped quaking but my left hand feels like it’s being eaten
away by battery acid. I train my eyes on the furious red skin, and seeing the
evidence makes it hurt worse. I’ve never done anything like this before;
never even thought about it. I can’t believe I really did it.

The physical pain’s so intense that it’s taken me over. I’'m 17 percent
Breckon and 83 percent burnt skin. It’s a relief, ten times better than just
being me. As much as my hand hurts, part of me wishes it would never
stop. It blocks out almost everything else, or at least shoves it to the back of
my mind.

God, it burns. I pinch the fingers of my right hand around my
trembling left forearm to hold it still. Running my hand under cold water
might help but I don’t. I decide to let it sear for as long as I can handle.
Moose keeps me company. I've thought it a hundred times before but here
it is again—if Moose was in the house last Friday night to howl up a storm
when it happened, Skylar might be alive now.

I sit there on the floor with the dog, just feeling myself breathe and
burn, for what must be something like ten minutes before I think I hear a
car pull into the drive. The noise plugs me back into reality and gets me
standing. My mom keeps a bottle of Advil on the shelf over the fridge. I
reach for it, pour two capsules onto the counter and then toss them into my
mouth, chasing them down with a swig of fruit juice from the fridge.

Nobody comes through the front door. The car must’ve passed.

I set the leftover linguini on the floor for Moose. Way too much gar [
to.

“I know,” I tell him. “It sucks.”

I lob the linguini into the trash and go upstairs to do something with
the burn. The red spans from my wrist down to my knuckles. I should’ve
thought that over beforehand. If you’re going to fuck yourself up and want
to keep it a secret I guess you better know how to hide it.

I dig out the first-aid kit from under the sink and pull out a gauze pad
and antibiotic ointment. Squeezing the ointment onto my skin stings so bad
that my molars bite down on my tongue. I lay the gauze pad gently on top
of my left hand and that hurts too. Then I wrap a bandage around the pad,
finishing it off with a ton of tape to keep the bandage in place.

My shitty bandaging job probably makes the injury look worse than it
is. I'm already beginning to regret what I did to myself. Nothing’s changed



except now my singed skin won’t quit screaming at me and I’ve turned into
one of those screwed-up people who hurt themselves.

Just once, I tell myself. It could’ve as easily been an accident. You
won’t do it again. And then I realize, for the thousandth time, that my
sister’s dead and it doesn’t matter what I do or don’t do because nothing
will ever change that.

I hear my cell ringing from my bedroom as I’m putting the first-aid kit
back. I don’t want to answer it but that’s life, doing thing after thing that
doesn’t matter and won’t change anything. My feet start moving in the
direction of my room and next thing I know I have the phone in my hand
and am answering it.

“Hey, it’s Ty,” the voice on the other end of the phone says. “Jules said
she was over there this morning and that things were pretty quiet. I was
wondering if you wanted to get out for a while, or something.... ” Ty’s
voice trails off. He sounds kind of like the first time he came to visit me
after my bike accident a year and a half ago, as though he’s not sure what to
say because he doesn’t know whether I’m going to be okay.

But that accident was a walk in the park compared to this. A car rear-
ended me when I was riding home from Ty’s, throwing me off my bike. I
never saw who did it—he or she didn’t stick around to see if I was
breathing. My dad still starts tremoring like a volcano about to blow when
the hit-and-run comes up. “What kind of person can knock a kid off his bike
and then speed off without calling for help!” he rants. “I can’t believe this
sicko’s still driving around.”

It was a fifty-something-year-old woman on a Vespa who found me
and called for an ambulance. I'd fractured my C1 vertebra and spent
thirteen weeks in a Miami J cervical collar. No more contact sports for me.
The doctor even nixed things like snowboarding and mountain biking. The
downside was my parents forced me to give up soccer without even getting
a second opinion, the upside is that their fear I’d get hit on my bike again
convinced them that buying me a car would be worth the dent in their bank
account. They gave me a barely used secondhand Hyundai just two days
after I go [ys t bt my full license a few months ago.

“You can’t put a price on safety,” I overheard my father say to my
mom one night, but it turns out lightning doesn’t strike twice in the same
way. I never used to believe in fate but now my head keeps tripping back to
the idea that maybe it was supposed to be me instead of Skylar. If it had to



be one of us, it should’ve been me. Skylar was so young. She barely had a
chance to get started.

I remember the last time my parents took her and her best friend Kevin
to the museum in February. When they got back Skylar was clutching a
kids’ book on hieroglyphics and couldn’t stop talking about mummies. She
said when she was older she was going to become an archaeologist and visit
the Great Pyramid of Giza in Egypt. Months before that she went around
telling as many people as would listen that when she grew up she wanted to
go into space and see the earth from so far away that it looked like a marble.

“Wouldn’t you be homesick?” I asked her after hearing that for
something like the fourth or fifth time. “With the earth being this tiny little
circle so far away?”

Skylar paused and thought about it. “No, because I’d be in radio and
video contact with everyone and that would make it seem not so far away.”

But what if you never got back? 1 remember thinking that if it was me
I’d be scared something would go wrong and that I’d never set foot on the
earth again. I’d go because if I had the chance I'd want to have a look at
what was out there but I’d worry about it too. I didn’t say anything about
not getting back to my sister, though, and I guess it didn’t occur to her. I
wonder if that’s because seven isn’t old enough to worry about something
like never seeing the planet again or whether Skylar herself was just more
fearless than I am.

There are so many things ... so many things she’ll never do. And I'll
never know what the older Skylar would’ve been like. How can that be
possible?

Pain drags me under again. It stretches out in all directions like the
destruction caused by an atom bomb.

“Breckon?” Ty prompts. “What about it?”

I press my thumb against my bandage until I wince at that different
kind of hurt. But it works—it brings me back.

“I hurt my hand,” I say with a groan. “Fucking scalded it. There must
be something wrong with our kitchen tap.” Not the tap but the water heater,
probably. My grandmother said something about the water temperature to
Lily when she was washing dishes yesterday and then they both probably
forgot all about it.

I didn’t.



Ty and I ruminate on my latest injury for a second. He and our friend
Rory (also known as Big Red) still play for the school soccer team. For a
long time after the accident I was pissed with my parents for making me
stop, but when I got over it I realized that I didn’t miss soccer as much as I
thought T would. I wondered if maybe I’d never actually liked soccer as
much as Ty and Rory. Th [ anss en I started sketching, which is something I
used to do when I was younger, and picked up a guitar. At first my parents
paid for the lessons but then Jules and I got to know each other and for a
while most of my time went to us—even if I wasn’t with her I’d be thinking
about her. She isn’t my first girlfriend but she’s the first one I’ve felt like
that about.

When it happened it was like the opposite of discovering I didn’t miss
soccer. I thought the sex I’d had with my last girlfriend, Nadine, was pretty
good at the time, but Jules and the way our bodies were always in sync
blew my mind. And it wasn’t just the sex that was amazing; it was every
single thing you could think of. Jules and I could have a conversation about
the simplest thing, like what we had for breakfast, and it felt engrossing or
funny or made me happy in a way that it wouldn’t if I was talking to
someone else. That’s how I got sidetracked from guitar—the feeling that
Jules was the best thing to do with my time.

The feeling didn’t change, but somewhere along the way we both
gradually realized that our relationship didn’t hinge on spending every
second together. You miss too much if you just do one thing all the time,
even if it happens to be your favorite thing. So I started playing guitar more
often again, teaching myself this time.

Ty, Rory and I still hang out too. Big Red’s father is a recovering
borderline psycho soccer dad who used to freak out whenever Rory screwed
up and didn’t play exactly like the next Ronaldo or Messi. Ty’s parents are
the kind who are happy as long as he’s happy, which is pretty close to what
my parents were like for the last seven years, until this past Friday.

“You know Mr. Cirelli asked me about you when I saw him in the
parking lot this morning,” Ty says.

“What did you tell him?” I don’t want people asking about me or
trying to talk to me about Skylar. It’s pointless. None of that is going to
bring her back.

My door swings open as Ty starts to answer. If there was a knock, I
didn’t hear it, and my dad eyeballs me on the phone and points, in surprise,



to my hand. “The kitchen tap’s busted,” I tell him. “The water temperature
—boiling-hot water started gushing out of it.”

“You okay?” Dad asks with a concerned look.

“Yeah, yeah, it messed up my hand a little but I’'m all right.” Ty’s
stopped talking and is 