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      I focus on the one thing I can see in front of me – the screen door leading out of Alex’s farmhouse. The tears pooling in my eyes blur my vision.  I blink hard, forcing myself to stop crying. I feel Alex at my back and hear him start to say something. Probably that he’s sorry again, that he can’t help how his feelings have changed.

      That we’ve grown apart as we’ve grown older.

      But we’d been long distance for four years, I said. We owe it to each other to see how we can grow together as a couple. In the same town. In the same house. We are six months away from that.

      He didn’t agree. He wasn’t ever going to agree.

      I’m an idiot.

      I hoist my floral print backpack up onto my shoulder, grateful I didn’t unpack my U-Haul trailer full of shit. The backpack is the only thing I have to take with me from this house.

      The palm of my hand slams into the worn wooden frame on the screen door and I’m through it, onto the porch, jumping down, bypassing the stairs and striding to my car – a 10-year-old gold Toyota Camry. It was the last thing my parents ever gave me for a birthday. Come to think of it, the last time they remembered my birthday.

      I open the door to the backseat and realize there’s already too much of my stuff crammed in the car. Why do we own so many things? Why do I own a poop emoji pillow? Or a Funko Pop collection? Or a travel toothbrush?

      I’d been traveling to my future home. Come January, I was going to have a permanent residence toothbrush!

      I should’ve left all this shit behind in Eugene and let my roommate Dani sell it at the yard sale she and her partner Liam will be having in August. They need to raise funds to move to Portland or New York– whichever they scrape together enough money for – after we all graduate winter term.

      My bet is they move to Portland. All three of us own a bunch of worthless crap no one wants to buy.

      I unlock the padlock on the stupid U-Haul trailer Alex insisted I rent to bring the rest of my useless shit with me down Interstate 5 during the summer because he was too worried about me moving the bulk of my belongings in the winter. I have half a mind to send him the bill for the rental. What an asshole!

      An asshole who hasn’t come outside to ask me not to leave. He hasn’t called after me or told me not to go. He hasn’t begged me to come back inside and work things out.

      He doesn’t want to work things out.

      He doesn’t want me anymore. Hasn’t wanted me for a while he said in not so many words.

      The door on the stupid fucking U-Haul sticks and is a bitch to slide open. I get it up high enough to jam my bag into the abyss of my belongings. I check my back pocket for my phone. It’s there. I fire off a quick text to Dani.

      Alex dumped me. Help. Life is over. Irate and devastated and on the verge of body slamming U-Haul trailer.

      Okay, it wasn’t that quick of a text.

      I put all of my weight on the trailer door handle trying to get it to close. Fuck this fucking U-Haul door! I kick it soundly because that always helps not at all. I resign myself to the fact that I’m never, ever, going to get it to close all the way. I toss the padlock into the abyss as well. The trailer is so stuffed with stuff that none of it is going anywhere.

      It took Liam and I both pulling on the door back in Eugene to get it closed. It was not a one-person job, and I am a one-person now.

      Single. Something I haven’t been in six years.

      It will be fine. I can stop at a rest area when I have more patience and am not fleeing the scene of the worst day of my life.

      I just need out of here.

      I glance back at the house, trying to casually get a view of the windows. Wondering if Alex is seeing me struggle with the trailer and is feeling compelled to help. Is feeling anything for me. I wipe my eyes with the back of my hand. I’m not much of a crier. I’m really done crying for now.

      Alex isn’t at any of the windows. He’s not watching me go.

      Where is he? What is he doing? Did he just break my heart and then slip out the back door to check on the horses?

      Like today is any other day?

      It’s getting on in the evening. Nearly seven o’clock. I have a long drive back to Eugene ahead of me.

      I haven’t eaten any dinner.

      We fought through dinner.

      Dammit. Hungry and heartbroken are not a good mix.

      I open the driver’s side door and get in, tossing my phone onto the passenger seat. I put my key in the ignition, start up the car, flip off the farmhouse in case Alex is looking, and drive down the gravel road and out of the ranch.

      I leave my new old life behind.
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      I’m out on the I-5 headed north back toward Eugene, speeding and crying and snotting all over myself.  I wipe my nose on the hem of my tank top. I’m seriously not a crier. I don’t know what my problem is.

      I keep replaying the break-up in my mind, replaying every second of every phone call I’ve had with Alex over the past few months.

      My phone rings. I glance over at the screen.

      It’s Dani.

      I know I shouldn’t drive and talk on the phone. But, it’s Dani and I need to tell her what happened to me. I need to hear her voice and have her assure me that everything is going to be all right.

      I pick up the phone and answer the call, putting Dani on speaker.

      My phone is crappy enough that I have to hold it close to my mouth to talk. My car is crappy enough that I can’t answer the phone hands free. It doesn’t even have a CD player.

      “You’re on speaker,” I say. I focus my eyes on the road. It’s not super traffic-y, but the sun is going down and shadows sometimes play tricks on my eyes.

      “What. The. Actual. Fuck!!” Dani yells, her voice loud and clear over the speaker. “I got your text. Cowboy is a coward, an asshole, a shit head, and a long list of a million other despicable things. That’s right, I said despicable!”

      A slight grin turns up the corners of my mouth. “I knew you’d know just what to say.”

      “We’re livid. Liv-id!” I hear Liam saying in the background.

      “I don’t know what to do,” I say. “I need to come back home, I guess. I mean, our home, not Medford, home.”

      “Of course,” Dani says.

      Was I really going to give up on six years so easily? “Or I could head back to Medford and rent a storage unit in case Alex changes his mind.”

      “You will do no such thing. Even if Alex does change his mind, you do not have to make it easy on him. Liam and I will help you move all your stuff back into the ’plex. Bright side – you don’t have to sleep on an air mattress for all of fall term.”

      “Thank you,” I say, sighing with relief. “I’m just, I feel numb, you know?”

      “I get it, boo,” Dani says.

      “He … he didn’t build the dance studio,” I admit, the realization gutting me. “I pulled up in front of the house and the barn that he was going to turn into my dance studio was still a crappy run-down barn. I should’ve known then that something was up but I … didn’t. It’s Alex. Alex always does what he says he’s going to. He keeps his promises.”

      “He’s a hemorrhoid,” Dani says, rolling her r’s. “You don’t break up with someone after six years together. You marry them. Or at least you live in blissful sin.” She harrumphs. “I’m sorry your happily-ever-after super sucks, dude. Do you want me to beat him up or hack his computer or something?”

      “You know how to hack a computer?” I ask. I never know with her.

      “No,” Dani scoffs, “but that’s beside the point. I would learn so I could seek revenge for you. That’s how much I love you.”

      I hear the squealing of tires behind me and my eyes shoot to the rearview mirror. I can’t see anything but the top of the U-Haul. I check the left side mirror and see that the trailer is barfing all of my belongings out onto the freeway. Everyone behind me is laying on their horn and getting in the left lane to pass me.

      “Oh, shit! Gotta go!”

      I end the call and toss the phone onto the passenger side seat, swerving my car toward the side of the road.

      The final thought I have before my car spins out of control whipping the trailer behind it and slamming into the guardrail is, why can’t I breathe?

      Metal scraping against metal, throwing sparks. Glass breaking, cracking, crunching. My car spins and slams, spins and slams. I’m thrown forward into the steering wheel, my chin tucking into my chest, the bridge of my nose giving way and sliding underneath thin skin, and then jerked in reverse and thrown forward again. The air bag goes off, punching me backward.

      The car finally stops after what feels like ten minutes but is probably less than ten seconds. I turn my head ever so slightly to the right, freeing my face from the powdery air bag. The trailer is to the right of the car now. It has broken through the guardrail and is butted up against the top of an evergreen tree growing in the ravine next to the interstate.

      I struggle to get a sip of breath in between my aching teeth. It hurts too much. I slowly draw in air through my crushed nose. Even worse. I gulp oxygen through my mouth, forcing myself to expand my lungs. If I’m breathing, I can think. If I can think, I can survive.

      My world is completely silent for an instant before it explodes into sound. People screaming in the distance behind me, cars still whizzing by, heavy footsteps slapping against the pavement and grinding glass, coming closer then retreating, muffled talking.

      The hood of my car bursts into flames – the glow of the fire reaching my eyes around the air bag seconds before the heat. Then there is a man is to my left, shouting at me to lean away from the window.

      I slide my battered right hand, my knuckles bloody like I’ve been sparing with the dashboard, down my hip and unfasten my seatbelt. Ignoring the man, and buoyed by the success of getting my seatbelt off, I reach for the door handle with my left hand. My grasp is weak and the door won’t open. My thumb is hanging down at a really weird angle.

      “Turn your head to the side! I’m going to break the window,” the man says, his face right next to mine on the other side of the glass. “It’s the only way in.”

      I drop my hand from the door and try to tuck my battered face into my chest.

      “I’m sorry,” he shouts. “I don’t want you to get hurt more than you are. I have to do this to get you out.”

      Something hard knocks into the window, once, twice and it shatters.

      “Keep your head turned, I gotta clear the glass away.”

      I do as I’m told and hear him running whatever tool he used to break the window around the edge of the window frame, glass falling to the asphalt. It’s starting to get really hot in the car, like I’ve been standing next to a campfire to warm up and need to give it my backside. My toes are especially warm and I curl them up in my Nike’s.

      “Oh, shit,” I say again, and grit my teeth as a searing pain stabs the top of my right foot, followed by the sensation of my shoe filling up with hot liquid.

      “It’s time to go,” the man says, leaning in through the window and grabbing me firmly under the arms.

      “I don’t feel so good,” I say.

      “One, two, three,” he counts and tugs at me hard, pulling me up off the seat.

      I slouch against the door.

      “Are your feet tangled in something?” he asks.

      I get a look at him for the first time. He’s got panic in his light blue eyes. That wakes me up some. I move my left foot around, able to clear the pedals and get it over by the door. When I try the same with my right, the excruciating pain comes back.

      “My right foot is caught,” I say. I take in a deep breath. “I’m going to try to yank it out.” We make eye contact and he nods. “The car is going to blow up isn’t it?”

      He nods again and gets his arms back around me. “You work on the foot and I’ll get the rest of you out.”

      Everything hurts. I know that moving my foot is going to hurt worse than anything I’ve ever experienced. I decide I can’t pass out. If I don’t go through with this and get out of the car forget the pain, I’ll be dead.

      “Now,” I say and rip my foot out from under whatever metal thing it’s trapped by.

      The man has me out through the window and hoisted over his shoulder quickly. He starts to run. There is a trail of my blood coloring the asphalt between his booted feet as we move away from my car.

      “I’m in shock,” I mumble into his plaid shirt. I must be because I don’t feel anything anymore but cold and I’m certain my foot and my face and my hand should hurt.

      There are sirens and the man screaming, Here! Here! He stops running and I’m being jostled from side-to-side.

      A loud noise. Unbelievably loud, like at the movie theater when you’re watching an action flick and it shakes you loud. A blast of heat on my back for a moment and then I’m cold again. The evening light becomes bright as day.

      “Holy shit!” someone, a woman, says. “Bring her here. Let’s lower her down nice and easy.”

      I slide from the man’s shoulder onto a stretcher. Three faces look down at me.  The woman starts checking me over. The man with blue eyes who saved me has black hair. I feel myself smile at that. He looks like Superman. Everything starts to slip away.

      “What’s your name,” the woman asks.

      “Elizabeth,” I say, my voice croaky from dry mouth. “I-I don’t know anyone’s number. My stupid phone just blew up.” If Dani were here we’d have a good laugh about how I take things too literally and that blowing up my phone doesn’t mean what I think it means. My head swims. “I’m from Medford.”

      “Perfect, that’s where we’re going to take you. We can figure everything else out once you’re stabilized.”

      I take that as my cue to concentrate all my efforts on not dying.

      “Hop in the bus, man,” the other driver says to my rescuer in a way that makes me think they know each other. “You need to get checked out too, but we don’t have time to do it right now.”

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll get checked out at the firehouse.”

      He’s a firefighter? No wonder he slung me over his shoulder like I weighed nothing.

      “I can sign a release real quick,” he adds, “and you can do the paperwork later if that works.”

      “Yeah, that works.”

      The paramedics load me into the ambulance. I want to tell this guy thank you, but the doors are shut before I get a chance.
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      The fact of the matter is I haven’t got any toes on my right foot. My right foot isn’t even a foot anymore. It’s a heel. It’s a stump.

      Over the previous twelve hours there have been several doctors standing at my bedside, looking at tablets with their mouths screwed up in concentration only to slowly flatten their lips out into a smile when they notice me looking at them. From what they tell me, I must have cut my foot across the top, but only halfway through and then when I was pulled from the car, finished the job. Severed my toes. Messily.

      My pinkie toe and whatever the hell you call the one next to it – the ring finger toe? Those two were nubs – only the very ends cut off. Still, they couldn’t be saved because they were crushed. It made more sense medically and aesthetically for the plastic surgeon to cleanly amputate all five toes. A forefoot amputation.

      Career-wise, life-wise, dream-wise none of it makes sense.

      But … but I need my toes to do my job. What kind of ballet dancer doesn’t have toes? Images of dancers with prosthetics pirouette through my mind. Some don’t have legs. I’m being dramatic.

      They’re just toes, you stupid girl. And it’s not as if I was running off to the big city to become a famous ballerina.

      No, the plan had been to move back to Medford, marry Alex, and set up a dance studio at Arney Ranch in one of the barns they didn’t use anymore.

      Alex. He’d been here when I’d woken up. He’d stood from the chair next to the bed and made it to my side in one long step. I’d been groggy, drug-dizzy, and cotton-mouthed, but when he’d taken my right hand in his, careful not the touch my IV or my scraped up knuckles, my head cleared a little. Alex’s soft brown eyes were red rimmed and bloodshot.

      “Crying? Or been here forever?” I’d asked, my words coming out on a whisper. I’d swallowed, trying to get some moisture into my mouth. My lips had felt puffy, heavy. I’d run my tongue over my teeth, pleased to discover they were all intact. At least I had that going for me.

      “Crying,” he’d admitted, which had surprised me a little. I’d kind of been joking. “I haven’t been here forever.” Alex’s gaze had darted from my face to the end of the bed and back again. “Let me get a nurse.”

      “You can push the call button,” I’d said, my voice not loud or strong enough for him to hear me. I’d missed the warmth of his hand immediately and felt the overwhelming urge to cry. To sob, actually.

      Instead, I’d chosen to wiggle my toes. Well, my brain had told my toes to wiggle, but nothing happened. I looked down at my feet. On the left side was a foot-shaped thing under the covers. On the right, slightly elevated in a sling-like contraption, a large rounded mound. I tried to only wiggle the toes on my left foot. Nothing.

      For a split second, the panic of thinking that things were much worse than I’d thought them to be consumed my entire body.

      My shoulders tensed. I’d tested my left wrist and it flexed despite my splinted thumb and index finger. I’d chewed at my lower lip, felt that familiar sensation. I’d attempted to suck my stomach in. Nothing. I couldn’t feel anything from my chest down.

      “Alex!” I’d called, finally managing to get enough saliva in my mouth to keep the cotton out of my voice. “Alex, come back!”

      He’d run into the room, a tall skinny nurse with glasses and a buzz cut striding in after him.

      “I can’t feel my legs,” I’d said to both of them.

      “You’ve had a spinal block,” the nurse said. I read his nametag it said David. “It will wear off over the next few hours. You’ve been in surgery and I actually woke you briefly in recovery.” He’d smiled and started pressing buttons on the machines above the head of my bed. “We chatted for a little while. It’s okay if you don’t remember, not everyone does.”

      “So, I’m not paralyzed?” I’d asked, my shoulders relaxing some.

      “No. You have been in surgery, though. You were in a car accident. You remember that?”

      I’d nodded. A flood of memories had surged into my thoughts. The Superman firefighter with the worried blue eyes. My blood dripping onto the asphalt. His plaid shirt soft against my swollen cheek.

      I’d turned to Alex. “A fireman pulled me from the car.”

      “Yeah, I know. Mom saw a report on the accident on the news and called the hospital to see if it was you and talked to the paramedics who brought you in.”

      David finished up what he’d been doing. “Dr. Rasmussen will be in soon and can talk you through what happened in your surgery and what you can expect in the upcoming weeks and months.” He’d smiled again. “As for the immediate future, as the block wears off, you’re most likely going to have some pain. It’s my job to manage that. I’m going to go grab a few things to hook up to your IV and bring you some ice water. Sound good?”

      “Drugs and ice water sound amazing.” Something about that phrase had made me long for Dani. That’s the weird thing about having a hilarious best friend. When you say something funny you want them to be around to witness your attempts and validate you.

      David had left and Alex had pulled a plastic chair up next to the bed. He’d kissed the top of my broken hand.

      “You’re confusing me,” I’d said, pulling my hand from his grasp and finally acknowledging our break-up.

      Alex had grimaced and shrugged. “Let’s not worry about that now.” He’d taken my hand and kissed it again.

      Dr. Rasmussen had come in soon after and explained the details of my forefoot amputation. He’d been nice about it. He’d showed concern and said, “I understand you’re a ballet dancer,” with the appropriate amount of empathy. Like he’d thought about how his life would change if the fingers on his right hand had been amputated and he could understand what I was going through.

      There would be physical therapy. Re-learning how to walk with a series of special footwear. It would happen sooner than I expected. My stump would take about six weeks to heal. Dancing would be possible again … down the line. People were doing wonderful things with 3-D printing these days. I hadn’t suffered any other major injuries. My thumb was fractured, as was my nose – both of which became super apparent when the drugs finally started wearing off. But there was hope. Things wouldn’t be the same as before, but they could be almost the same.

      I’d expected Alex to give a sigh of relief that he wasn’t stuck with me forever after all but his face had remained stoic. Always the cowboy.

      Dr. Rasmussen had left after shaking Alex’s hand. Then Alex left, promising to return in the morning. He’d bring Dani. He’d talked to her when I was in surgery and was picking her up at the bus station later tonight, after visiting hours were over.

      I could just imagine that phone conversation.

      Did I want the TV on?

      No.

      No. No. No. No. No. No. No.

      I’ve been staring at the end of the bed for an hour now. The fact of the matter is I don’t have any toes on my right foot and my life is pretty much ruined.
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