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BEGINNINGS

THE FIRST PERSON

The field didn’t end so much as trail off, beaten back by the rusted-out trailer and circle of junked vehicles surrounding it. As if they had forgotten how to be still, the girl’s bare and bloodied feet tripped and stumbled over each other. Slowly, slowly, the momentum that had brought her through the night and into the cold gray dawn leeched away. She tugged at the garbage bag she’d refashioned as a poncho. It was worse than useless at keeping her dry, but its constant crinkle had been a steady companion, and now that she’d reached her destination it seemed wrong to let it be lost to the wind.

Standing still, she studied the No Trespassing sign spray-painted on a weathered chunk of plywood, waiting for something to happen. Certain that something would. She didn’t know where she was, or even her own name, but she felt sure of this. 

She smelled the smoke only a split second before a girl stepped around the side of the trailer. Perhaps the same age as herself, this girl divided her attention between bouncing a baby on her right hip and taking little puffs of the cigarette pinched between her fingers. Mid-exhale their eyes caught and held.

They might have let the moment pass, pretended they’d never seen each other at all, but then the baby released a wild wail that was instantly answered by the screen door flying open and a heavy woman with an uneven gait thumping down the stairs. Her body moved slowly and awkwardly, but her eyes were quick and took in everything. The hastily dropped cigarette. The baby’s hand curled tight around a chunk of his own hair. And the stranger with the bare feet, garbage-bag wrapping, short-cropped hair stuck flat to her head from the rain, and, hovering over her left eye, the red starburst scar that resembled a crack in a car windshield.

THE THIRD PERSON

“Annaliese, let me interrupt you right there,” Dr. Grimace and Gloom said. His eyes squinted at me in an attempt to be piercing, but only succeeded in creating the network of wrinkles across his face that had earned him his nickname. “Now the girl with the scar—you also refer to her as the stranger. You do realize this person is you?”

“Yeah.”

Predictably the creases multiplied. The doc hated one-word answers.

“Then why are you referring to yourself in the third person?”

The third person. I liked that. I felt like a third person in this new life where they called me Annaliese and knew everything about me. Except the one missing piece—where I’d been for the past year. Unfortunately, no matter how many different ways they asked me, I couldn’t answer this either. My memory only went back five days. One day made of walking. And the last four spent within the white-and-green walls of the hospital.

“Annaliese? Do you not understand the question? The third person is when you refer to yourself as she or her, as opposed to me or I.” Dr. Grimace and Gloom explained this in an almost singsong way, like he was breaking down a difficult concept for a small child or the mentally deficient.

He’d placed me in the latter category before he’d even examined me in person. Several examinations and interviews later, he could still only see the brain scans showing extreme damage to the cerebral cortex, and not the girl in front of him who against all odds could not only breathe, walk, and talk but had somehow also retained all of her metal faculties... with one small exception: any knowledge of who she was. To them I went missing for a year. For myself I might be gone forever. And without myself, how could there be an I? I didn’t say any of this to Dr. Grimace and Gloom.

“You told me to write my story down. You didn’t say to write it a certain way.”

Dr. Grimace and Gloom knew more about the human brain than just about any other person on the planet. Everyone said this, in an awed voice, like he was some kind of rock star doctor. He was pretty impressed with himself too. “I am a physician specializing in the field of neuroscience, specifically trauma and neurocritical care.” That was how he’d introduced himself. Not, “Hey, I’m the brain doctor.”

Maybe he was a genius when it came to brains, but he didn’t know anything about teenage girls, and my answer nearly killed him. The wrinkles in his face quavered and burned bright red.

“That is true.” He shifted slightly on the hard chair he’d dragged across the room and parked beside my hospital bed. “However, what I am attempting to get at is the reason why you chose to write it this way, especially when you are now speaking of yourself in the first person.”

“Yeah, well, it’s different when you’re writing something down and talking out loud, isn’t it?”

His eyes closed, and his nostrils flared as he took several deep breaths. In. Then out. In. Then out. “Fine,” he said at last, as if it pained him to concede this small point. “Let’s move on to the sheriff arriving. You explained to him that you were searching for something specific.”

I looked down at the bound pages of the journal. It was a gift from the parents. They said I had liked to write. That I’d even won some sort of poetry prize. They seemed really impressed by that. When I stared at those blank pages, the only poem that came to mind began, “There once was a girl from Nantucket.”

So I skipped the poems and instead filled seven pages writing this girl’s—my—story down in painstaking detail. But now Dr. Grimace and Gloom just went and skipped ahead to the sheriff coming. He didn’t want to hear about how after the heavyset woman came flip-flopping out of that trailer, she—in the same breath—said I looked like trouble but I’d best come on in and sit down anyway, turned to her daughter and told her to stay out of her damn cigarettes if she knew what was good for her, and ordered the baby to stop crying. And all three of us had nodded and yes-ma’amed her, because she was the kind of person to make you do that sort of thing. Even that little baby, who must have been older than I’d first thought, lisped out a little, “Yes’um.” 

I closed the journal. He already knew this story, or the parts he wanted to hear about anyway. And I didn’t need the journal to recall what had happened. When your memory only contains five days, you don’t worry much about forgetting the little details. My head was like a pantry where all the nonperishable memories got stored. I opened it, and there they all were—lined up in a neat little row—no need to push things around, or hunt for anything. Easy accessibility was nice, but at other times I opened that memory pantry hungry for something that wasn’t there.

“Annaliese.” He said the name I still didn’t recognize as my own as a verbal nudge, prompting me to answer his earlier question. 

“I told him I was trying to find myself,” I answered in a flat voice, annoyed he was making me say it out loud, making me hear again how stupid it sounded. 

BEYOND STRANGE

All five of us were in the cramped main room of the trailer. I sat in the middle of the sagging couch, with Deenie, the mom, on one side, and her two kids, Lacey and baby Robby, still tugging at his own hair, on the other. They’d introduced themselves when we came inside, and having no name to give in return, I gave them nice manners instead. “Pleased to meet you.”

When the sheriff arrived, he took the recliner chair and immediately kicked back in it, apparently not afraid to be seen lounging on the job. “Well, EMTs will be here shortly. Couple kids ran their cars into each other over near Route Fifty-Six, and they need to finish sortin’ that out. In the meantime, we can relax some and get the basic information I’ll be needing for paperwork and whatnot.”

A bit of the tension that had been holding my shoulders stiff released. The way he spoke, where a car crash was something that could be sorted out and a girl appearing out of nowhere caused no more trouble than filling out some forms, took some of the terror from my situation.

“Now,” he said in a low drawl, almost sleepy sounding, “what’s yer name, sweetheart?” 

The name problem. Again. My shoulders went tight once more. “I don’t know.”

Deenie stepped in here. “She looks like the girl from that Dateline we saw on TV the other week. Remember, Bobby?” It took me a moment to realize this was the sheriff. “What was that girl’s name? Something kinda funny—like a regular name that somebody tried to fancy up.”

The sheriff—I couldn’t think of him as Bobby—frowned at her, not for interrupting but for dropping that detail about them being together. I wanted to tell him that I already knew. When Deenie had gone to refill the plastic Thomas the Train cup with more water, Lacey had told me. The sheriff was Deenie’s steady boyfriend, despite having a wife and a full-grown boy at home. Lacey didn’t really care about that; what upset her was that the two of them worked together to scare away the boy she liked. “They got the whole high school thinking I’m a narc.”

“Nobody knows how to have a quiet affair no more,” the sheriff finally grumbled, but he didn’t seem too upset about it either.

“Affair?” Deenie shot back at him. “Hmph. Five years in and he’s still calling it an affair.”

“Five years in and you still don’t know I never can stay awake more than ten minutes after you turn one of them news shows on. By the way, Bethany says hey.”

“That’s his wife,” Lacey informed me, with a roll of her eyes that seemed to say, Can you believe these people?

I was so caught up in this back-and-forth that I let my guard down. In retrospect it was a fine interrogation technique. When the sheriff abruptly turned toward me and asked, “So, Dateline girl, whatcha doin’ way out here anyway?” I answered truthfully, without hesitation.

“I woke up, I’m not really sure where, and I had this feeling, and I kind of started following it. I didn’t know where I was or who I was, but I felt like maybe I could find some answers... could maybe find myself here.”

They all stared at me, and I realized that while they were strange, being so open about their messy private lives, they were not a girl with bare feet and a funny scar, wrapped in a garbage bag, who had followed a feeling to their door.

I was beyond strange.

“Find yourself, huh?” the sheriff said at last. “I think that’s what Tim Butler’s wife said when she ran off with that orthopedic-shoes salesman.” 

His voice was light and teasing, but there was no missing the look he exchanged with Deenie. It said she had been right. This girl was trouble for sure.

KIND OF NORMAL

“And what did you mean by that?” Dr. Grimace and Gloom asked. 

I’d meant exactly what I’d said. The afternoon before I’d arrived at the trailer, I’d woken up in a one-room wooden cabin with a dirt floor. The only thing in it other than myself was a plastic milk jug full of water and a garbage bag beneath my body acting as a bed. I wore a T-shirt and jeans that despite being covered in faded stains had the clean smell of soap. I wasn’t scared. Scared would come later. At that moment I was just confused. I couldn’t think why I would be there. Or who I was. Or where I should be. The whole thing felt unreal.

Pushing aside the sheet of plastic that covered the doorway, I’d stepped outside. That’s when I felt it. The pull. Something telling me to walk. Like some internal GPS had been activated, I’d crossed through a wooded area strung thick with spiderwebs, waded through some swamplands while the frogs and crickets croaked and chirped in alarm all around me, and then there was that long field that stretched through most of the night until I reached the trailer. 

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I was just trying to figure out what was going on.”

The doctor said nothing, but his eyes turned into the tiniest little slits and his frown twisted into a sneer. “I have been a physician for more years than you have been alive. Do you have any idea how many brains I have studied in my career?” His voice changed with this sudden shift of direction, becoming more directly challenging. Menacing.

“I don’t know.” I shrugged again.

“Guess.”

“A hundred?”

“Seven hundred.” Pause. “And fifty-two.”

“Oh.”

“Out of those seven hundred and fifty-two brains, only four have behaved in ways that I could not understand. In all four of those cases, I determined after extensive testing that those brains were aberrations to the point of no longer being technically human.”

Spittle flew from his lips, and he was no longer Dr. Grimace and Gloom. He was Dr. Crazypants. Dr. Nutso and Insane. Dr. I Will Kill You While You Sleep. I inched my fingers toward the call button on my bed rail.

“I have remained silent concerning these findings,” he continued, “because those brains all came from cadavers. But yours is the fourth brain. And that makes you my first living monster.”

My fingers, instead of pressing the button, went to the indentation on my forehead. What had he seen in my brain underneath the skin and bone? 

He stopped, clearly wanting me to say something. Maybe my confession. Or defense. I had neither.

The rage seeped away into the silence, leaving him grimmer than ever. Leaning back, he studied me over steepled fingers.

“People prefer to believe in miracles over monsters. And so tomorrow I will give my recommendation that you have survived some traumatic event through unusual and, yes, perhaps even miraculous means. You’ll be released to your parental guardians immediately. But first . . . first I want you to tell me one thing. One honest answer from you.”

He leaned forward once more. “I want to know what it feels like.”

I gulped. I didn’t know if I wanted to go home with my parental guardians—those strangers I met yesterday after the DNA tests went through and I was officially declared Annaliese Rose Gordon. I did know that I didn’t want to stay here, near Grimace and Gloom and all the other doctors who might not have said it as directly as him, but with all their questions seemed to also imply that I was some kind of monster.

Looking directly into his beady little eyes, I answered as truthfully as I could.

“I don’t know.” The three-word phrase that had quickly become my signature exited my mouth before I could recall it, and Dr. Grimace and Gloom’s brow darkened. Hurriedly, I added, “I mean, I don’t know anything about myself except from these last couple days, and I know what happened to me is weird and no one can explain it, but somehow I just, I don’t know, I feel normal, I guess.”

“Normal,” he repeated. 

I nodded miserably. “Yeah, I mean, kind of normal.”

PASSED

He left without another word.

I didn’t sleep that night. 

Wondering if I had passed his test.

Wondering if he was right about me being a monster.

Wondering exactly how he expected a monster to feel. 

How he expected me to feel.

I still felt normal.

Whatever normal was.

It wasn’t until the seven a.m. nurse-shift change, when the night nurse said good-bye and good luck, that I realized I was leaving. Going home. Whatever and wherever that was. 

All of the many doctors I’d seen during my four days at the hospital made a point of coming by my room and wishing me well; some even told me to keep in touch. Only Grimace and Gloom stayed away. I guess we’d already said our good-byes. 





HOMECOMING

HI, MOM

Hi, Mom.

Hi, Dad.

I know you love me lots.

Of course, I love you lots too.

 

What else can I say?

 

School’s fine. I’m fine.

Yeah, the weather’s gray.

I know whatever I need, you’re there.

Of course, I’ll always come to you.

 

What else can I say?

 

Bye, Mom.

Bye, Dad.

I know you trust me.

Of course, I’ll be good.

 

I’ll be good.

That’s what I told ’em.

 

What else could I say?

 

—ARG



 

FAMILY ROAD TRIPS

They found me in Oklahoma, which was strange, because Annaliese Rose Gordon’s home was in the northeastern part of the country. Western New York to be more specific. Buffalo, if you were looking to stick a pin in a map. According to the GPS stats, that was a distance of almost thirteen hundred miles. From the way everyone kept shaking their heads and saying “Oklahoma” in the same way they might have said “Mars,” I guessed this was far beyond the range where anyone had ever considered looking for Annaliese.

Here’s another GPS-derived fact. Those thirteen hundred miles can be traveled by car in about twenty-one hours. A little less than a day to get from one part of the country to another seems reasonable, but that doesn’t include stops. When you account for stopping early and often, those thirteen hundred miles start to stretch across several days... and they begin to feel like forever.

My parental guardians explained their reasons for this mode of transportation very earnestly. Well, she explained. The mom. She is the talker. And the crier. And the hugger. And the everything else. The dad is there for one thing and one thing only. Backup. He stands behind her. Sometimes holding her up. Sometimes bracing her. Sometimes just there. Waiting. Waiting in case she sticks her hand out, and then he will be there, ready to take it in his own.

They are a good team. 

The explanation for the drive went like this:

Air travel would be too traumatic after everything I had gone through.

Traveling by car would give me time to adjust.

We’ve always loved family road trips. 

After three hours I added another possible reason: to quiz me endlessly.

The mom insisted on calling my memory loss amnesia. As if I were a character in a soap opera. She thought I just needed the right trigger to snap me out of it. It started with a picture quiz. I correctly identified the Gerber baby, but couldn’t place my own baby picture. 

It got worse from there.

Ronald McDonald—yes. The clown from my fourth birthday party—no. I easily named every character from Friends. My own best friend—“Gwen is such a nice girl,” the mom told me, as if this detail might jog my memory—no recognition at all. In the animal-kingdom category I got Kermit the Frog, Lassie, and Dumbo all correct. But Snowball didn’t come close to Here Kitty Kitty, the rather cumbersome name that I apparently gave my own dear cat at the age of five. 

The game officially ended when I incorrectly identified a woman with iron-gray curls and a closed-lip smile as Queen Elizabeth. Turns out that one was my nana.

Next we played something called, “What’s Your Favorite...?”

The first topic was food. 

I was trying, even though my palms were sweaty and a headache had formed behind my left eye. It would’ve been easy to tell the mom where to shove her questions. Except the mom was a really nice lady. And she was trying to be upbeat, chirpy even. But with every wrong answer, she’d deflate a little bit. She tried to cover it. She’d pat my hand and tell me it was okay. She was always touching me—patting, rubbing, squeezing my hand, arm, or leg. And that’s when she wasn’t hugging me. That was okay, too, though. She was a good hugger. As soon as her arms wrapped around me, there was this sensation like everything was going to be okay. So far this was the one thing that we had most in common—we both really wanted everything to be okay.

So favorite foods. I knew she picked this topic first because I was so skinny. I knew she thought I was so skinny because she said it every time she looked at me. And she’d shown me Annaliese’s school picture from the previous year. It had been taken only a few days before she’d disappeared, just a few weeks away from her seventeenth birthday. There was a roundness to her cheeks, not fat, just a sort of youthful glow. But now, as the mom made sure to remind me, it was almost exactly a year later, I was once again only weeks away from a birthday, but the glow and roundness had been replaced by hollows and eyes too big for my face. 

“Well, I don’t really know about favorite,” I said at last, wanting to play along. “The hospital food was pretty bad.”

The mom jumped on this. “It was terrible! Wasn’t it terrible, John?”

That was the dad’s cue. He knew his part too. “Awful.”

For a moment we were a family, united by our shared disgust for hospital food. Buoyed by my success, I added, “It was so bland—that was the problem.”

Another hit. “Yes! It’s like they have a flavor extractor back there in the kitchen.”

“Must take out color too, ’cause my green beans last night were gray,” the dad added, backing the mom up in her comedy attempts.

We were all smiling at one another. It felt good. No, great. It felt great. If I could take that moment and plant it in the ground, I would wait for a tree to grow from it, and then I would build a fort in that tree where I would live forever. That was how good it felt. 

“I need something to wake my taste buds up again,” I said.

“Ooh, yeah,” the mom agreed excitedly. “How about Mexican for lunch?”

“Or better yet,” I said, “curry. That would really hit the spot.” 

The smiles dimmed. “Curry?”

I’d said something wrong. “Yeah, like Indian?”

“Indian?”

“Uh-huh?”

Every one of our words had question marks attached, as if we would recant them in an instant if asked.

“You never liked foreign food. That’s what you always said?” This was the mom again.

The dad stepped in. “Your favorites were spaghetti and tacos, which we always thought was funny because they are foreign foods.” This was a statement. At last. He would not rewrite history for me, just because I couldn’t remember it. 

I said nothing, feeling like I’d been caught playing a part. The monster trying to disguise herself as someone’s daughter.

The mom suddenly gasped. “Annaliese, do you remember where you had those Indian foods? Do you think it’s possible that a—what’s a person from India called, John?”

“An Indian.”

“Of course, of course. Indian. I always think cowboys and Indians, but they’re Native Americans now. Except they live on Indian reservations, don’t they? I mean, we don’t call them Native American reservations. Or should we?”

“Sweetheart.” The dad’s voice was soft, a reminder that she had gone off track.

“Oh, right. Do you think it was maybe an... an Indian that took Annaliese? Annaliese, what do you remember?”

“Nothing,” I said immediately. Except there was something. Pointing to the word vindaloo on a menu. And the taste. I kept a tissue clutched in my hand to dab at my nose, running from the heat, but I didn’t stop eating. Using pieces of naan, I sopped up every last bit of sauce until the bowl was clean.

“Chocolate,” the mom abruptly broke in. “You love chocolate. We love chocolate. Do you re—?”

She stopped herself from asking if I remembered, not wanting to hear that I didn’t. Pulling one of her overflowing bags from the backseat, she rooted around in it until she found a package wrapped in brown paper. Carefully, as if it held precious contents, she unraveled the paper until at last she revealed four bars of chocolate. 

“I bought these before you... well, I’ve been holding on to them. It was—it is—our thing. Monthly chocolate taste tests. We’d find different places on the internet to buy from, all over the country, little specialty places and—” Her voice cracked as she stared down at those chocolate bars. Her hair fell forward, hiding her face, but I could tell she was struggling against tears. There was a charged feeling in the car, like the way the air feels before a thunderstorm. 

Wanting to make it better, wanting to bring her daughter back, I snagged one of the bars off the pile, peeled away the paper and foil, and took a huge bite. The chocolate was hard and at first tasteless, and as it melted between my teeth and found its way onto my tongue, it wasn’t sweet, but instead bitter and salty. 

It felt like chewing on my own tongue, like my mouth was filling with blood. I tried to swallow but my throat had closed up. No, it wasn’t closed, but merely already occupied with my last hospital meal of orange juice and Cheerios coming up. My hand flew to my mouth, but it was too late. My insides erupted. Even after everything was out—spattering the backs of the car seats, the floor, my clothes and shoes—I couldn’t stop gagging. Finally in desperation I sucked on the fabric of my own shirtsleeve until it absorbed most of the terrible chocolate blood taste from my mouth. 

The dad had pulled onto the side of the road by then, and they’d both gotten out of the car, throwing all the doors open. Together they stared at me like I was some kind of wild animal that had wandered into their car, and they were waiting for me to realize I didn’t belong here and go back to wherever I had come from. I simply sat there, staring at my puke-spattered sneakers.

Finally, the mom handed me a tissue. Only then did I notice my runny nose and the tears leaking down the side of my face.

“I think I must have gotten carsick,” I said feebly.

“Annaliese was never carsick.”

The mom didn’t seem to notice that she had referred to Annaliese as if she was a different person from me, a person who now existed only in the past tense. 

BY THE NUMBERS

Thirty-four. “She’s our daughter.” The whispered words came from the dad when he thought I was asleep, in one of the two queen beds that filled our tiny motel room. At first I thought he was talking to the mom, but then he said it again, again, and again. Repeating that phrase. To keep myself still, I began to count each set. 

It wasn’t simply a statement, but a mantra. He was trying to convince himself. Eventually the flow of words became a trickle before stopping entirely, replaced by the sound of his steady breathing. 

I didn’t sleep again for the rest of the night.

One interview on the Today show. Three with each of the local news stations. It was necessary to remove the reporters camped out on the front lawn. Annaliese’s disappearance had been a major news story, but my reappearance was more than that. Annaliese Rose Gordon. The name was at the top of internet search phrases, and that meant that people were talking about me, and they wanted to know more. The reporters were there to feed that appetite. The mom and the dad did most of the talking, and at the end I delivered my one line: “I’m happy to be home, and just want to get back to normal.” 

Sixteen. That was the number of counseling sessions I attended. Some alone, some with the mom and the dad. The mom was behind it. On the ride back to New York she’d read some book about families in crisis—apparently unable to find one specifically about having one’s amnesiac daughter returned after disappearing for almost a year—and this book stressed the importance of finding the right counselor for YOU. The emphasis was theirs. 

Two. The number of hours I spent touring Annaliese’s old school. She was only a few months into her junior year when she’d disappeared, and I would be picking up where she had left off. The parents trailed behind the principal, and I trailed behind them as he gave us a guided tour, helpfully pointing out the classrooms I would go to on Monday morning. It felt like another test. One I failed again and again as they asked, “Remember this?” And then they reached my old locker—preserved exactly as it had been at the mom’s insistence that I might return any day.

“Go ahead,” they said. “Give the lock a few spins, maybe the muscle memory will remember what you don’t.” 

So, I tried. But my muscles didn’t remember any more than the rest of me did.

Forty-five to zero. That was the score at the end of the Homecoming football game. At the school we’d seen the signs advertising Saturday’s game and the dance that would follow. Annaliese’s disappearance came a month before last year’s Homecoming, but according to the mom, the dress for the dance was hanging in the closet—the tags still on and waiting. When we returned home I checked, and there it was. Perfectly preserved inside a clear plastic bag, a pink dress with spaghetti straps and matching pale-pink crystals, hanging at the back of the closet. Of course, I couldn’t go to the dance this year. As the dad quickly pointed out, quelling the gleam in the mom’s eyes, it was too soon. After a moment to swallow her disappointment the mom agreed, adding that with all the weight I’d lost, the dress would’ve hung on me anyway. 

The game was another matter. It was the perfect opportunity for me to get my feet wet, while still having the mom and the dad at my side.

Five seconds. That was how much time remained on the game clock when I decided to stop counting, and begin my new life as Annaliese Rose Gordon for real. It wasn’t that I started feeling like Annaliese, but more like it shook me awake. For the first time I knew for sure that the worst wasn’t behind me.

No, the worst was straight ahead, and I was headed right at it.

GAME CHANGER

There were only seconds left on the clock, and the other team, losing and desperate to put some kind of number on the board, launched a Hail Mary pass. It wasn’t a game changer, but you could feel how badly the other side wanted it, needed it, to ease that long ride home. And as if God himself were behind that ball, it was the first the quarterback threw that didn’t jelly-roll through the air but flew straight and true, landing right in the outstretched hands of... one of our guys. 

Number sixteen, the name RICE written across his back, tore down half the field and danced into the end zone to score the final touchdown of the game. Rice Sixteen ripped his helmet off and, shaking his head, sent long, shaggy hair flying. The setting sun flared, gilding him.

And that’s when I felt the first hunger pang. Even from my spot halfway up the bleachers, I could see the beads of sweat on his golden-brown skin. Except it didn’t resemble sweat so much as the juices dripping from the crisped and crackling skin of a roasted chicken. I wanted to sink my teeth into him. My stomach growled with hunger at the thought. Saliva collected in my mouth. I swallowed loudly.

As if he knew, Rice Sixteen’s gaze turned toward the stands and latched on to me. Surprise, shock, and something I couldn’t name rippled across his face—and then the other players surged around him, hiding him from view.

Nausea replaced hunger. Drool turned to dust. Had I really wanted to take a bite of another person?

In that moment it became clear: there was something seriously wrong with me. But was this something new to Annaliese or a problem she’d already had? I turned to the mom, already knowing she wouldn’t react well to the question of whether I’d had a problem with cannibalism before I’d disappeared, and trying to think of another way to phrase it. Instead, she was the one who had a question for me.

“Annaliese, did you recognize Logan?” Her eyes, even I had to admit, looked amazingly similar to my own. A cloudy shade of blue that shifted chameleonlike depending on what other colors were in close proximity. Right now they were twin wishing wells, begging me to toss a penny in and give her a chance to make my dreams come true.

“Who’s Logan?” I asked. The light faded away, and the mom’s eyes sank back into the dark circles beneath them. Not for the first time, I regretted causing this nice lady so much pain. 

She wasn’t giving up that easily, though.

“Logan Rice? The running back?” She pointed toward the field, although Rice Sixteen had, along with the rest of the team, headed back into the school, leaving the field empty.

“Were we friends?” I asked, trying to remember, trying to understand my disturbing reaction to him. But I already knew the answer. That boy was one of the popular kids—the kind with the inner spotlight, drawing others closer. I’d already figured out enough about Annaliese to know she couldn’t have been anything but another mosquito, hovering nearby.

“Well, no, I don’t think so,” the mom admitted hesitantly. “He’s one of those boys who everyone knows, and I thought you might remember him.”

Next to me, the dad snorted. “She doesn’t remember us, you think she’s gonna remember a boy she probably never even talked to?”

The mom didn’t say anything in response, just made this soft little mewing noise that was her response to being hurt. Hearing it, the dad, as he always did, immediately apologized. And then we stood, and were carried out with the rest of the crowd.

When we’d arrived at the game halfway through the first quarter, I’d caught whispers of “That’s her. There she is. Annaliese.” Now, though, in the parking lot, my classmates were braver... or drunker. They yelled “Welcome back” at me in the same rowdy way they did “Go, Panthers,” with a long “Whoooooo” tacked on to the end of the phrase, as if my return was something to be celebrated along with their football victory. With the slightest encouragement, they might have picked me up onto their shoulders and paraded me through town like a trophy.

I couldn’t think of anything worse. The mom’s fingers brushed against mine, and I gladly grabbed hold of her hand. When we finally reached the car, she sat in the backseat beside me and kept the same steady grip the whole way home.

It would have been comforting, except I couldn’t escape the thought that maybe I should warn her. There was a chance I might one day try to bite that same hand off. 





ANSWERS AND QUESTIONS

A COULD-HAVE-BEEN

A could-have-been destroyed.

Although “might have” only in my mind.

 

How awful to have mini moments of maybe slain.

A betrayal—the worst kind.

One that exists only in my mind. 

 

How tragic to know

I’m not second best.

I wasn’t even in the running.

 

How horrific to make such mistakes.

To mourn a fantasy,

and find it meant so much.

 

How... 

how pathetic.

 

—ARG


 

DETONATION

By eight thirty that night I was in bed, staring up at the ceiling, where star-shaped stickers arranged into smiley-faced constellations glowed dimly in the darkness. It was early to be in bed—even I knew this—but I couldn’t stand to sit in front of the TV watching it while they watched me. 

As I lay there, I did what I’d done during every free moment since I’d woken up in that cabin a few weeks ago. I tried to remember. Dr. Morgan, the hospital psychiatrist, told me not to try so hard, that the straining could actually make it more difficult for the memories to resurface. Resurface. That was the word he used, and even then, I thought of them as bobbing beneath murky waters, just out of reach. Still, I couldn’t stop going on my fishing expeditions.

I don’t know what time I drifted off to sleep, but when I woke, the red numbers on the bedside alarm clock told me it was ten after two. In the desk chair at the other end of the room, the mom slept, hunched in on herself, her neck folded so that her chin rested on her chest. It looked horribly uncomfortable, but every night she was there, until around eight a.m., when she tiptoed back out, believing I was none the wiser. I’d come to find the sound of her soft, rhythmic snores soothing in their constancy, like listening to a recording of waves breaking.

Tonight, though, the noise grated against my nerves. I tossed and turned, trying not to think about the way my stomach had clenched with that sudden hunger at the football game. I stared into the darkness, wishing for a distraction. And suddenly, there it was. Whirling blue-and-red lights leaked between the blind’s slats and splashed across the ceiling. 

I lay still for several long moments, gazing at the lights, waiting to see if they would wake the mom. When they didn’t, I slipped out of bed and down the stairs. For pajamas I’d taken to sleeping in my hospital gown, feeling now, as I did then, that it was the only thing that truly belonged to me. Reaching into the closet by the front door, I pulled out the first thing my fingers grabbed hold of—a gigantic puffy parka that covered me to midthigh. Even though it wasn’t that cold out, I pulled the fur-edged hood over my head, figuring it would counterbalance my bare feet. 

The front door opened soundlessly and I slipped into the night to watch the spectacle taking place across the street. I didn’t know how I’d slept through so much of it. Music with a heavy bass beat pounded from the house, and, almost as if they were running from that punishing beat, the interrupted partygoers streamed out the front door, taking off in various directions. Of course, the reason they were fleeing wasn’t the music, but the two cop cars sitting in the driveway. The cops didn’t pay any attention to the mass exodus of teenagers, except to pull aside those who were obviously staggering. 

In the middle of this a girl cried. Loudly. Histrionically even. Despite the tsunami-size tears sliding down her cheeks, it was obvious she was faking. It wasn’t that her acting was all that bad; maybe it’s just impossible to buy the crying of someone clad in a string bikini, especially when she stands in a way meant to show off her body to the best possible effect. And that effect was impressive. She looked like her body had been made for bikini wearing. Or maybe vice versa. Either way, this girl could not simultaneously rock the bikini and look believably distraught.

I drifted across the lawn, wanting to hear what the girl was saying—“But I told you, I was in the hot tub; how was I supposed to know they’d broken into the liquor cabinet?”—when I realized the maple tree that grew out of the patch of grass between the sidewalk and road was staring at me. 

When I took a step closer, the tree separated from the person leaning against it. No, not a person. A boy. The same one from the football game. Rice Sixteen.

Except this wasn’t the grinning, confident boy from before. This was a different, stripped-down version. It wasn’t just the absence of his uniform and pads, which had been exchanged for a dripping pair of swim trunks. It seemed like something internal had been removed as well. He didn’t lean against the tree, so much as sag. The expression on his face was limp, too—his mouth slack, the staring eyes heavy-lidded. Despite his muscled bare chest and legs on display, nothing about this boy made me hungry. 

I took a step closer and the reason for his inertness reached my nose. He was drunk. I wondered if he even knew who I was, but the answer came quickly enough when he whispered my name.

“Annaliese? That really you?”

Good question, I wanted to tell him, but I figured he was looking for a more direct answer, so pulling back the hood, I said, “Yes.”

“I thought you were dead. Everyone thought you were dead.” 

Actually, the first words the mom said to me were “I knew you were alive. I always knew.” Again, though, I didn’t want to complicate things. I nodded.

“Please, don’t be mad at me,” Rice Sixteen said, and his voice cracked. His head dipped into his chest, and it reminded me of the mom, still sleeping in the chair upstairs, making me wonder if he’d fallen asleep as well, but he looked back up at me and there were tears running down his face. These tears were real, and they flowed faster than he could wipe them away, until finally he scrubbed at his face in frustration. All the while the words were coming at me. “I’m sorry, so so sorry. Please believe me. If I’d known you were alive, I’d have said something, but I thought you were dead, so why let people talk, why make things harder, when it wouldn’t change anything. And I know it’s my fault. I shouldn’t have left you out there. I shouldn’t have—we shouldn’t have been together at all—not like that. Especially not out in the woods. I shouldn’t have—I shh-shh-shh—” 

He stepped away from the tree and lurched toward me, arms out, still babbling about what shouldn’t have happened—although it was impossible to say exactly what that was. His volume increased, his earlier whisper giving way to full-voiced desperation. Then his arms clamped around me, and his big head flopped onto my shoulder. Suddenly, I was the tree holding him up, and I felt similarly rooted to the ground, helpless to shake him. His words were impossible to decipher now, just sounds mixed in with syllables. Not knowing what else to do, and realizing that we were starting to attract attention, I told him, “It’s okay.” 

It’s easy to grant forgiveness when you don’t know what it is you’re forgiving, but apparently it’s harder to accept it, because he stumbled away from me, wildly shaking his head. 

“No! You don’t understand. I heard you. I pretended I didn’t, but I did. You said, ‘I love you,’ and I walked away. We’d just done it and I walked away and left you alone in the woods. I walked back to Kayla, and I left you there, still... still lying there, and I pretended I hadn’t heard you say it.”

His words were a grenade. You could see the shock waves spreading out from the epicenter, hitting the people who had quietly gathered around us. There were gasps of shock. A shriek of anger. More than a few giggles. 

But the main detonation was inside of me. Because his words triggered a memory. My first from the time before I woke up to my new life. 

LOVE AND LUST

I walk through trees, not a forest, but a dense little copse that separates two subdivisions of oversized houses, giving the occupants on either side the illusion of privacy and seclusion. The bass thump of party music pulses in the distance. 

At the deepest part of the almost forest, where the motion-sensored security lights of the houses can no longer penetrate, I slow my pace. I’m listening, looking for something. Then there it is, the crunch of dry leaves. Not the crisp crackle that even my softest footsteps produce, but a softer shuska shuska of the same leaves being ground into dust. Another step and I hear ragged breaths, interspersed with an occasional low groan. Not even lifting my feet, I slip closer, until they come into view. 

There really isn’t much to see. His dark hoodie covers his upper body, while his jeans are only jerked down to his knees, leaving an inch or two of bare leg exposed before his baggy boxers cover the rest of him. Beneath him she is almost invisible, her dark hair disappearing into a tangle of dead leaves. Only her pale white legs give her away as being there at all. Jeans bunched around her ankles force those legs to jut out at awkward angles on either side of him. Her little silver heels, silly with the jeans, even sillier here in the dirt, are still firmly fastened to her feet by their rhinestone-studded straps.

I’d hoped they’d be done by the time I arrived. High school boys can’t be counted on for a lot, but a quick finish is almost always a guarantee. I wonder what the hell he is waiting for when he gasps, “I’m gonna...” 

“Yeah, okay.” There is no mistaking the relief in her voice. Clearly, they’ve been here long enough for all the romance of this encounter to be as ground into the dirt as shiny silver shoes. 

The corner of my mouth kicks up into a half smile, as if I think it is funny how quickly this girl has been stripped of her romantic illusions. Inside, my gut is twisting. This is the least of what I plan on stealing from her tonight. 

The boy doesn’t notice the relief in her words. He has too much going on, what with trying to stay quiet and stalling his imminent orgasm, to worry about subtext. Still, he persists in his questioning.

“But you, you came, right?”

“Um...” 

“You didn’t, did you?” His movements stall completely. “It’s just I don’t wanna... if you didn’t.”

Finally, she grasps the problem. “No, no. I did. Really. A... a couple times actually.” 

There’s no way he’ll believe that, I think, at the same instant he says, “Oh, wow. Wo-ow.” Overcome by the idea of his own sexual prowess, he gasps and shudders. And into that moment she whispers the words “I love you,” so softly I’m left wondering if I’ve heard them at all. 

He heard them though. As much as he must wish he hadn’t. An inability to orgasm first and catlike hearing are apparently the double curses of this particular youth. Finished, he keeps his body held stiffly above hers for what feels like an eternity. Long enough for her to hope he might say those same words back. Long enough for her to believe this wasn’t a terrible mistake. 

At their feet, his cell phone beeps, announcing an incoming text. He grabs for it and his pants in one graceful movement, pulling the jeans to his waist, the phone to his eyes. 

She knows then. As she sits up slowly, her long, dark hair swings forward, hiding her face and the tears threatening to fall.

“It’s Kayla. She’s looking for me.” It’s an apology. Of sorts. And a request.

She grants it. “You should go.” 

“Yeah.” 

But he doesn’t. He hesitates. Tilting his head back, he studies the shadowed treetops, then his eyes follow the long lines of the branches to where they join the trunk and from there sweep all the way down to the roots in the ground that jut out toward Annaliese. His whole body jerks back, like he’s surprised to see her there. No, like he’s awakening from a dream. Already he can’t quite remember how he got here, what it was that drew him to Annaliese, a girl he’d never even noticed until two weeks ago. 

His hand scrubs through his long hair. “I didn’t mean for this to happen.”

A small sob shakes Annaliese’s body. She chokes most of it back, only allowing a tiny hiccup of sorrow to escape.

“Don’t cry, please. I didn’t mean ... I’m not saying it was bad. It was great, probably the best I’ve ever...” He stops. As if hearing the words out loud and realizing how terrible they sound. “And you had fun too, right? I mean, you came, like, how many times? Not like you were counting, but...” 

His phone beeps with another text message. Reading the message, he curses softly. “Kayla says someone saw me heading out here. She wants to send a search party.”

These words finally spur Annaliese into motion. She reaches forward, grabbing hold of the jeans still bunched round her ankles. “You should go.” Without looking, she can sense his hesitation. “Really. Go.”

He takes two shuffling steps backward, but his eyes are still fixed on Annaliese, needing some further dismissal or release. “But you’re okay, right? I mean, I know you said it wasn’t your first time or anything but...” 

Of course it was her first time, you idiot. I want to beat the words into him, anything to transfer some of the responsibility away from myself. 

Annaliese forces a little laugh. “Really, I’m fine. It’s no big deal.”

And that’s enough for him. Mumbling, he edges away. “Okay, yeah, okay. See ya around then.”

His words linger behind, even after his body has faded into the darkness.

I shift slightly, but not enough to give myself away. Not yet. Usually when it’s this bad, and goes this wrong, they start to cry right about now. It seems unfair to cheat her of that too. 

But Annaliese surprises me. She stands up, brushes herself off, and then pulls out her cell. Flipping it open, she begins tapping away at the keys. Her hands tremble and a few sniffles escape, but mostly she manages to hold it in. Probably waiting to cry until she reaches the safety of her own room, where no drunken partygoers might accidentally stumble across her. 

Unfortunately, there will be no safe haven for Annaliese tonight. 

Or ever again.

I step out of the trees.

“Hey,” I say.

She blinks in surprise, and then recognition.

“Oh, it’s you.”

I say nothing. Experience has taught me less is more.

“You were right,” Annaliese says now. “Love and lust are different.”

“I’m sorry,” I reply, placing a hand on her shoulder. The apology isn’t for the bargain that didn’t go her way. And the hand isn’t for comfort. It’s a restraint, because this is when many of them try to run away. “It’s time to pay.”

“Now?” She doesn’t know what the payment is; none of them do up front. Some guess. Not exactly, but they know it will be a price higher than they wish to pay. Annaliese, though, has no idea. She has been sheltered and thinks that evil is something you see in movies and on the nightly news. Her reluctance is because she sees my demand as an inconvenience, rather than something she should have been dreading and fearing ever since we made our unnatural deal. 

“It has to be now.”

She nods, but I need a verbal agreement to complete the circle and take away her will the same way she took his. “‘Yes, I will pay.’ I need to hear that.” 

“Yes, I will pay,” Annaliese immediately repeats, no need for my fingers on her shoulder to dig into the skin, pressing the answer out of her. And with those words, I release her, knowing she’ll stay.

Rolling up the sleeves of my sweater, I block Annaliese out. There is no reason anymore to reassure her, and right now I have to focus on myself. This is always the hardest part. I flick the straight razor open. It’s from another time and place, and yet still so familiar, still full of memories of a father long dead. My hand squeezes the wooden handle tighter. 

“Please,” I murmur softly. This isn’t for Annaliese, but directed toward a higher power I no longer believe in. I used to finish the phrase with “forgive me,” but I dropped that decades ago—along with any hopes for absolution.

Then I make two slices through my skin. One for each arm. Starting at the edge of my elbow and tearing straight through the soft flesh until I reach the edge of my palm. The razor falls from my fingers into the dirt at my feet. My hands hang limp at my sides, and
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