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Chapter One

 


I brake hard on the wet road. It’s raining
buckets. My windshield wipers can’t compete and there’s a sheet of
water constantly on the glass. Squeak. The wipers don’t make
a dent in this rain.

There’s a list of things running through my
mind. Gift for friend’s birthday next week, get oil change at the
place that stays open until late, and drop off some library books.
Then there are the flowers. I look at the flowers in plastic I just
bought … they’re lying on the passenger seat. I inhale sharply,
thinking about my classmate … such a tragic death. I’ll put these
at her death site.

Looking at the dashboard clock, I know I
need to hurry before all these places close, and then, last thing,
place the flowers at the death site. I’ll go to the library first
since it closes before everything else. It might be unsafe, but I
go ahead and open my text messages, anyway.

Going to library, see you later

I’m a responsible person—when I want to
be—letting my parents know where I am. At a red light, my purse
falls down. I curse, unbuckling my seatbelt to pull it up. Since my
air conditioning is broken, the windows fog up and it’s hard to
see. I roll down the window.

The condensation is relentless, so I pull a
beach towel from the backseat and wipe the windshield. Now that I
see better, I speed up. The red eyes of brake lights glare at me.
Other drivers honk if I go around them, middle fingers are raised,
and curse words drift out of open windows. I have things to do and
everyone better get out of my way. Anger simmers in me, but I
squash it down. This is the new me. The old me was angry all the
time, which got me nowhere. It also hurt others. I regret doing the
rotten things I’ve done.

When I turn on a quiet road, I speed up. The
road is full of houses flashing Christmas decorations: an inflated
Santa, a floppy Santa on an artificial chimney, and plenty of
lights around doorways, fences, and palm trees.

It continues to pour, but no one is blocking
my way with their annoying brake lights. The sky has become darker,
as if Mother Nature flipped a switch. I hit the pedal some more.
I’m a few blocks from Atlantic and a library that’s right before
it, and I see cars are clogging the entire intersection. I
groan.

A closed gas station with the store gutted
and construction vehicles in front of it come into sight. Since
this is a shortcut, none of this is very familiar, although I have
a sensation that I’ve driven around here before. Or it could be the
effect of the rain. Every wet road looks the same just about
now.

The rain finally lets up, going from heavy,
to a drizzle, to none at all, and I sigh. On my right, opposite of
the gas station, is an empty lot with a real estate sign. The grass
is wild and overgrown. There’s also one of those lollipop-shaped
memorial markers next to a tree stump. It’s on the swale of the lot
with a garland of pink flowers around it.

A streetlight shines on it as if it were a
spotlight. I slow down, lean forward, and strain my eyes to read
the name on the marker. Someone died in a car crash on this spot
and I’m curious to see if it’s for the person I bought the flowers
for—even though this is the last place on my list to visit, with
the address written on a sticky note that’s inside my wallet. This
could be the spot. If it is, I can park here, place the flowers by
the marker to pay my respects, and leave.

The lettering is small. The pink flowers are
bright and beautiful against a bland landscape. Their frilly petals
are feminine when everything around it—gas station, construction
signs, pipes, and cinder blocks—is hard and ugly. My gaze roves
around the flowers and letters. I slow down some more.

I read the name aloud. “D—” I begin
pronouncing the name and am cut short at the first syllable. My
foot, which was off the accelerator, twitches back onto it and
without meaning to, I’m speeding forward. My car skids and spins. I
clutch the steering wheel. The tires screech and a scream is caught
in my throat. Then I let it loose.

“Ahhhhh!” My scream is primal, forced from
my lungs … no, even deeper … from my abdomen… The sound wrenches
out of my mouth and into oblivion as the world becomes black.


Chapter Two

 


I hover on the ceiling, looking down, as if
I’m a camera or a spirit watching. The school hallways are murky.
They might shift any second to transform into another setting. A
trio of girls is right below me. Words spew out of their
mouths.

“Don’t tell anyone, but Tina’s boyfriend,
Brad, is cheating on her,” one girl says. She has long, straight
black hair and her face is clouded over. My dream is hiding it,
with all her features blurred. “Tina’s such a retard that she
doesn’t realize it.”

“No way,” Danielle says, her blue eyes
widening.

“Tell us more,” Krissy says. She swishes
her blonde hair to the side and crosses her arms underneath her
chest.

In my dream, I know the names of the other
girls, but not this blurred one. They’re wearing cheerleading
uniforms and all have the same kind of body: small waists and
thighs that don’t touch. When the bigger girls look their way, they
sneer, but not the faceless girl since she’s still blurred out, yet
I imagine her sneering.

The faceless girl tells her eager listeners
about how Brad was kissing and making other moves on some girl, and
then Tina enters the hallway. They all hush.

Krissy hides a smile behind her hand and
Danielle openly grins. When Tina’s long, brown hair sways to the
side and her mouth opens into a dazzling smile, boys look her way,
but she gushes about Brad. She has no idea what a dog he is. “Brad
bought me a single rose last night and it was so sweet … you should
have seen the fancy restaurant he took me to…” Tina’s eyes roll up
to the ceiling as she praises her amazing boyfriend.

And I have a feeling that the blurred girl
is smiling, because she was the one who slept with Brad.

****

It’s hazy, my eyes want to glue themselves
shut, and I’m so high that I don’t know what’s real and what’s not.
Strange dreams take place in high school hallways. Drama and
bitterness between girls. It’s like a movie I want to pull away
from, but I’m forced to watch it. That’s one nice thing about being
in the hospital—there’s no drama. School is a horrible place with
backstabbers, gossipers, and bullies. I’d be happy never to step in
a school hallway again … not that I remember ever doing so. My mind
has been wiped clean from the accident.

With the help of a nurse, I walk around the
floor. My hip screams and my knee aches, but I want to walk.
Visions of wasting away in the hospital bed scare me. What if I
atrophy to nonexistence or sleep my way into death? I need to move
around to feel alive, even if it’s painful.

Next door to me is an elderly woman with her
leg in a cast, suspended in the air, and bandaged ribs. She tells
me to call her Sydney, but I call her Ms. Mills. She was in a car
accident.

In the same hallway, on the other side of
me, is a man with a cast from his neck all the way down to his
feet. He suffered numerous broken bones after a construction
accident at his job. “Heh, heh, don’t be working on any condos when
you grow up, young lady,” he tells me, his broken smile marked by
missing teeth and graying stubble. His name is Don, but I always
say Mr. Fry. I just can’t bring myself to call older people
by their first name.

When I visit my two new friends, they’re in
and out, sometimes sleeping or mumbling with a few moments of
clarity. One hour they might talk clearly, as if nothing were wrong
except for their injured limbs and torsos, and the next hour their
words are slurred and their eyelids are heavy. We’re all like that
on this hospital floor.

There’s a new nurse every hour, or maybe
every day. I don’t even know time in this place. One woman sits
glum at my bedside. She has short, curly brown hair and large
emerald-green eyes. “Dez, it’ll be okay,” she keeps saying. “You’ll
be home soon.”

I want to call her Mom, but I don’t
know her. The few times she’s smiled, it doesn’t look right. Her
smile is odd, crooked at one corner with her thin lips. She smiled
differently before… I don’t have a memory, only a sensation of
this. Her hair was in a different style. Her eyes were darker.
She’s different, so a lot of time must have passed since I’ve been
here. I don’t recall much. What’s my name? Dez, this woman
calls me, and Destiny, everyone else says. My name is
Destiny.

Nurses come and inject me with things.
Dilaudid is the name of one of these drugs that takes me places,
makes me sleepy, and causes me to slur my words. My hip hurts, the
blood not just pounding but also roaring through that spot. There’s
a bandage wrapped around my wrist. When the nurses change it, I see
an open, oval mark there. My arm had banged against something in
the crash. The crash … when my car spun and I screamed. What had I
been doing out on the road?

My hip and arm are nothing compared to
what’s happening on my head. There’s an egg-shaped lump on my
forehead. I can’t help but touch it, even though it makes me wince
to do so. It’s not just the pain, but also the fact that there’s an
abnormal protrusion on my head. The other issue is my left ear. I
have what one of the nurses calls a “cauliflower ear.” My ear was
mangled when my body flew out of my car and rolled and scraped
along the ground. It’s painful, but it’s better than dying in a
fire, since my car smoldered into smithereens.

What had I done to myself? I must have been
speeding. I might not remember anything because of my amnesia, but
I have the impression that I was hasty and determined. Other bits
and pieces of my personality escape me. Pumped up with drugs after
my head trauma and other injuries, I don’t have a clear sense of
who I am.

When I’m strong enough to walk, Mom helps me
bathe in the shower nook of the bathroom inside my private room. In
the mirror, I’m horrified by my shriveled ear, bump on the
head—even though it’s been going down with time—and the bruises all
over. My dark brown hair is curly and matted, in desperate need of
brushing. My dark brown eyes are dull from the drugs with dark
circles underneath them.

“I’ll take care of you,” Mom says. “Don’t
you worry. Mommy’s here.”

She comes every single day. When her job
needs her, she goes there during the day, but comes to my hospital
room at night. There’s a chair that reclines next to my bed, and
she sleeps there. Her eyes close, a pillow is squashed to the left
side of her head, the side she favors when she sleeps, and a
blanket covers her slender frame.

Many times, I look at her, wishing I could
remember her cradling me as a little kid and saying encouraging
words about my schoolwork … but there are no memories. I only know
that in the hospital, she’s devoted. When I do fall asleep to her
wheezing breath, it comforts me that she’s here. I’m not alone
during this situation. There’s her, the nurses, the doctors, Mr.
Fry, and Ms. Mills.

One evening I’m sitting with Ms. Mills, me
in a chair at her bedside and her on her frozen position in bed
with her casts. We’re not talking much since Ms. Mills is in more
pain than usual.

“Do you want me to get a nurse?” I ask.

“No,” Ms. Mills warbles. “I had painkillers
right before you came in. They must have not kicked in yet.”

As Ms. Mills talks, I see Mom’s form in the
hallway. I think nothing of it until her face reddens and she
storms in.

“Dez!” she cries out. The door is already
open, but she bangs it into the wall. The only expressive part of
Ms. Mills’s body is her face. It moves, while her limbs don’t. Her
narrow, over-tweezed eyebrows elevate over her wrinkled brow. Her
freckled face pales as Mom stands over me, wide-eyed. Mom clamps a
hand on my shoulder.

“Ouch,” I say.

Her hand digs deeper. “Dez, don’t disturb
the other patients. Go back to bed. You shouldn’t be up.”

“I feel okay today, Mom,” I say. “At least
right now I do.”

“She’s not bothering me at all,” Ms. Mills
manages to say. “You must be Destiny’s mom.”

Mom has her mouth clamped shut, refusing to
talk to this stranger. “Mom, it’s all right,” I try to soothe her.
My words aren’t working.

“Let’s go,” she says through gritted teeth,
her face getting redder.

I get up because I see a scene coming on
with Mom making an outburst. So far she’s been on the edge of
telling off a doctor or nurse when she doesn’t get answers from
them—her facial expressions are revealing—but she always calms down
and remains polite. I don’t want a scene, not in front of Ms.
Mills, with nurses and doctors in the hallway. “Bye, Ms. Mills.
Talk to you later.”

“Bye, sweetheart.” Ms. Mills smiles in a
fake way, because her eyes are wide and fixated on Mom. Her strange
behavior would startle me as well.

Mom’s grip loosens. Now she just presses a
hand into my lower back as she leads me to my room next door. I sit
in bed and she tucks me in. She looks at the dry erase board
opposite of the bed, seeing when my painkillers are due. The nurse
is late with the next dosage. She presses a call button above my
bed.

“I’m not in as much pain today,” I say.

“These nurses need to do their job,” she
says.

“Mom, why were you so mad that I was talking
to Ms. Mills? She’s a harmless old woman.”

“People don’t need to know your business,”
she explains, caressing my forehead with her open palm. She smiles,
her teeth large and wet.

“What business?” I ask. “I’m just a stupid
girl who got into an accident who now has amnesia.”

“Shhh, you’re not stupid…”

The nurse, a grumpy blonde with sleepy eyes,
comes with a small medicine cup of pills and fills up another cup
with water. I take the cup, swallowing the contents in one gulp,
followed by the icy water. Mom smiles some more. Then I drift back
to a place I don’t want to be in … the school hallways.


Chapter Three

 


If I could scream and shake myself awake, I
would. Every time I close my eyes and fall asleep, I end up in this
dream school, following these horrible girls. The one whose face is
a blur is the worst. I follow her straight, shiny, pitch-black
hair. I might not know what her face looks like, but I assume she’s
beautiful since she’s hanging out with other beautiful girls. Her
hair is gorgeous, the opposite of my curly, wild, frizzy hair that
sticks out in every direction whether I’m standing or lying down in
the hospital bed.

The scenery changes as the faceless girl and
her friends enter a classroom and sit down. They’re wearing khaki
uniform shorts, which are super short and tight on their smooth,
long legs. The teacher, a middle-aged woman, eyeballs them.

“Ladies, you’ll have to go to the main
office and call home for a change of clothes,” the teacher
says.

The faceless girl tilts her head back and
laughs. Her friends sneer at the teacher in disbelief that she’s
enforcing school rules, but it’s the faceless one who’s the most
bold. Every time I dream of her, she’s the leader in her group, the
one with the biggest mouth, the one with the most hurtful words.
And this teacher just challenged her about her uniform. The other
students, all wearing loose pants and shorts that come close to
their knees, shift, stop writing, and lean forward to see what’ll
happen next. This girl probably puts on a show all the time.

“Come on, Marge, lighten up,” the
faceless girl says. “You make a big-ass deal out of
everything.”

The teacher gets up, slams a book down on
the desk, and charges toward the group of girls. She’s livid, with
a red face and stomping feet. “How dare you call me by my first
name! I’m not someone your age.”

I’m not part of the scenario, and I’m afraid
of this teacher, but this group of girls isn’t. They continue to
smirk. “All right, Marge, I mean, Ms. Snyder,” Faceless Girl says.
“But seriously, this school has retarded rules.”

“I’m calling security,” Ms. Snyder says.
“In all my twenty years of teaching, I’ve never had any student
call me by my first name, and your use of the word ‘retarded’ is
offensive. I tell all my classes not to use that term! You can sit
in the principal’s office. And you’re a cheerleader? I’ll talk to
your sponsor and see you’re kicked off. We don’t need people in
clubs and teams who are as disrespectful as you are.”

That’s when Faceless Girl takes the teacher
seriously. Her voice is frantic. “No, Ms. Snyder, you can’t do
that. Don’t talk to Ms. Henley—”

“Too late,” Ms. Snyder says. Now it’s her
turn to gloat as a corner of her mouth lifts. That’s when she steps
into the hall to get a security monitor to escort Faceless Girl
out.

Faceless Girl leaves the room, saying
“bitch” under her breath, and the dream ends.

****

I wake up in a cold sweat, to the point that
I ask the nurse’s aide to change my sheets. “Sorry,” I say, even
though she hasn’t acted like I’m bothering her. I don’t want people
disliking me when I depend on everyone here. I don’t want to be
like that faceless girl from my dreams. I shudder, thinking
about her manners. She must be someone I used to know, but my
amnesia blocks me from remembering anything. Whoever those girls
are, I want nothing to do with them. If they’re former friends, I’m
cutting them off. How can I be in their circle? I hope answers come
to me soon, because I need to learn about my life as if it were a
class that needs studying and memorization.

The days blend into one another with naps,
sleep time, and school nightmares, as the haze lifts. My injuries
diminish, nurses give me less drugs, and I’m more aware of things.
I’m relieved when Mr. Fry and Ms. Mills discuss complex things like
politics and society and I can actually follow what they’re
saying.

With the haze gone, my mom comes earlier
than normal one morning. “You’ll be discharged soon, honey.”

A tall, white-haired doctor comes in after
her. He wears a pair of old-fashioned black glasses, the ones one
would see from movies made decades ago. How can I remember that,
but nothing about myself? Medical terms like catheter,
oxygen, and bandages come to mind automatically. The
cable for the TV keeps coming loose—so half the time I can’t watch
anything until a nurse comes by to screw the cable back into the
wall—but when I am able to watch it, I’m familiar with popular
singers and actors. Yet my past has been wiped out.

“We hope your memories return to you soon
and your amnesia disappears,” the doctor says. His hospital nametag
says Dr. Etienne. I’ve seen many doctors, but this one is here
almost every day. “You’re being discharged today. You’ll continue
to see me as I’m a psychiatrist in the adjacent building. You have
an appointment with me in a week.”

My mom, ever so hopeful with her wide green
eyes, nods and smiles. “I can’t wait to have Dez back home.”

I nod as well, and I’m afraid to ask about
something serious, about something that’s so vital. Is it just
going to be me and this woman, my mother? During all of her
visitations, she told me that it’s just the two of us and that my
father is dead. Still, I wonder if she has a boyfriend or if I’ll
have aunts and uncles around. Do I have older siblings in college?
Despite the amnesia, I don’t want to look stupid in front of the
doctor, so I’ll save all my questions for when we’re in the
car.

My mother and the doctor disappear. I hear
them talking about my discharge and medications. Their voices
vanish, and through an open door one of the nurses appears. Her
name is Maggie, and she’s young with dark hair in a ponytail. Her
warm brown eyes flash at me with concern and delight. “How are you
today?” she asks.

“Great,” I say. Out of all the nurses I’ve
had, she’s the one who’s been the most stable. She came twice a
week, rather than vanishing like the other nurses. Her twelve-hour
shifts were also solid, with her checking up on me regularly,
unlike the other nurses who said they’d be back at a certain hour
and were always late with medication. “Um… I leave today.”

“I heard. You must be relieved. You’ve been
here for weeks.”

“I’ve been here for weeks?” My voice goes
up. This shouldn’t astonish me, yet it does. Since every day seemed
the same, I didn’t keep track of time, even when I knew the day
from looking at the captions of news shows. December turned into
January, and it all felt alike.

“Yes, and since you’re doing better, it’s
time for you to go. Listen, I have something for you.” She turns
around, closes the door, and takes something out of her pocket.
It’s a cell phone and charger.

“Nice phone,” I say. It has a fuchsia hard
shell case and it’s one of those phablets, or a phone with a large
screen.

“It’s yours,” she says.

“It is?”

“Let me explain. Police officers came by
with your belongings, the ones that fell out with you. Everything
else was lost in the car fire. Your cell phone was one of these
items. The charger is mine since I have an extra and would like you
to have it.”

“Why didn’t the police give it to me?” I
ask.

“They tried to,” Maggie whispers, looking
back at the closed door. “But your mom said something about how
young people spend too much time on their phones. It didn’t make
sense to me since this is a brand-new phone. This must’ve been a
gift or she bought it for you and regretted it since maybe you’re
always on it. Were you texting and driving?”

“I don’t know,” I say.

“A lot of people are doing that and getting
into accidents. Anyway, I remember being your age and I couldn’t
bear to be away from my phone. My mom would take mine anytime I was
bad. It was torture. So when your mom put your phone on a counter
at the nurse’s station, I grabbed it and put it away. She was full
of questions, had a doctor paged so she could talk to him, and even
yelled at a nurse’s aide who didn’t get you a pitcher of water like
you asked. She didn’t look around for it, so I got away with taking
it. Maybe I shouldn’t have done it, but it felt like the right
thing to do. It’s been in my locker and I was waiting for the right
time to give it to you. I don’t know why your mom would want to
withhold it from you. I’m sure pictures, contacts, and everything
else in it will help you regain your memories.”

“Thank you,” I say.

My mom’s voice returns in the hallway as she
walks back in this direction. My eyes widen, as do Maggie’s. “I’ll
put this in your duffel bag,” she says.

There’s a duffel bag, already packed with my
belongings, lying on the floor of the closet. She opens the flimsy
wooden closet door, sticks the phone and charger deep inside the
bag, and then zips it closed. When the door swishes open, Maggie’s
hands are on something else. Close to the closet, the cable for the
TV is dangling, which is the reason why the reception has been
spotty during my stay. Maggie plugs the cable back into the
wall.

“Honey, a nurse’s aide is coming by with a
wheelchair,” Mom says as she walks in. “Oh, hello, Maggie.” Her
voice becomes cool when she notices the nurse is here.

“Hello. I was just saying goodbye to your
daughter,” Maggie says. “We’re really going to miss her here. She
was so sweet and patient.”

“I’ve seen the brats on this floor,” Mom
says, rolling her eyes. “No one has taught them any manners. The
way they talk to their parents is atrocious and they have the
foulest mouths. It’s f-this and f-that. I’m so glad Dez has
manners.”

Mom and Maggie smile at me, and I smile back
at their compliment. Some of the nurses and doctors were snippy
toward me, but I never said or did anything in retaliation. I heard
other patients yelling, screaming, and making a fuss, but I
wouldn’t do that.

“I’d like to try to walk on my own,” I say
after Maggie leaves the room. “Do I really need a wheelchair?”

“Of course,” Mom says. “I don’t want you
falling when you’re medicated and getting another head injury. Let
me help you into some real clothes.”

She walks to the closet and I hold my breath
as she pulls out a shirt and jeans from the duffel bag. She zips it
closed, not seeing the phone amid the underwear and other items in
there. Next, she helps me take off the hospital gown and put on
regular clothes. The bruises sting as I lift my arms so she can
pull a plain black t-shirt
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