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For the incredible friends I’ve made online, the virtual spaces that became my lifeline, and the vibrant disability community that shows up for one another day after day.

And for my IIH support group. There isn’t a day I don’t wish for all of us to have less pain, more answers, and the care we deserve.







Author’s Note



Dear Reader,





Thank you for picking up It’s All in Your Head. While this is a romance novel filled with beloved tropes and a happily ever after, it is also a narrative that refuses to treat disability as an afterthought. The title comes from a phrase that people living with chronic pain hear all too often when their symptoms are dismissed. The truth is, not everyone has ideal pain management, supportive doctors, or families who truly understand. For a lot of us, support groups are the only place where we can speak openly about our experiences and receive validation, insight, and help.

In this novel, you’ll encounter characters navigating chronic pain within the US healthcare system and facing systemic ableism. Some content may be triggering to readers sensitive to these topics, which are listed below for reference. While the narrative doesn’t shy away from the tough realities many disabled people face, it also unapologetically calls out ableism and microaggressions toward our community.

Although I’ve done my best to accurately portray these characters’ struggles with chronic illness and long-term pain, many of them drawn from my own lived experience, this remains a work of fiction and is not intended as medical advice or a one-size-fits-all depiction. Every individual’s experience with disability is unique; even with the same diagnosis, no two people face identical challenges in severity, pain, or treatment. The medical details in this story, including surgical interventions and outpatient procedures, are not endorsements. The narrative also doesn’t attempt to address every systemic issue disabled people face. While COVID-19 remains a serious and ongoing concern for our community, It’s All in Your Head takes place in a world where COVID-19 is not a factor.

At its heart, this book is a love letter to online Spoonie friendships and the support of the disability community, acknowledging the care, resilience, and connection that sustain us. If chronic pain or illness has upended your life, I hope you’ll hold on to the possibility of your own happy ending. Joy, romance, and belonging are not out of reach just because we are ill or disabled. We do not need to be cured or inspirational to find love, in whatever form it takes.

Thank you for joining these characters on their journey, and I hope something in this story makes you feel seen.



With love,

Sabina





Content Warning

This work contains medical trauma (including medical gaslighting, pain, side effects of medications, trauma responses to seeking emergency care, and medication rationing); on-page lumbar puncture; BMI weaponization and fatphobia from a medical professional; emotional, physical, and psychological struggles following a life-altering accident; online harassment (trolling) with ableist and threatening language; ableist commentary; conversations about forced psychiatric care; toxic relationships between disabled adults and nondisabled parents; ableist language in the context of unlearning ableism; discussions of parental abandonment; mentions of parenting struggles within the disability community; on-page sexual content; and a minor, single-vehicle car accident with no injuries.







1

Skylar

There’s nothing like a notification from the hot guy in your support group to make you momentarily forget how miserable you are. I refresh the page, half-sure my painsomnia has reached a level of making me hallucinate. But it’s still there.

Pike replied to your post.

I switch my cooling lavender compress from the left side of my face to my right and adjust the heat pack under my neck. It doesn’t take away the feeling that invisible brain fingers are trying to pop my eyeballs out of their sockets, but it makes squinting at my phone through one eye more tolerable. Since I’ve come out of remission with my idiopathic intracranial hypertension, hanging out in my online chronic pain support group is the only thing that gets me through unbearable nights like this.

I click on my latest post.

Skylar King: Anyone else’s champagne tonight electrolyte water? Their party hat a pillow? *gestures around in exhaustion* Can’t wait for the holidays to be over.

There are a host of commiserating replies. Members who are looking forward to tonight’s hangout. And now, Pike.

Pike: Couldn’t have said it better myself.

I screenshot and jump into my private chat with Analia and Emy, my best friends and fellow group members.

Yes, it’s a generic reply, I write. Anyone could’ve said it. But the fact that it’s *Pike* makes me want to squeal.

ahh! Emy sends thirsty GIFs. it says he’s online too! welcome to late night with the ladies, sir!

I laugh into my heat pack, the smell of stale rice making my nose wrinkle, then check the member list. There are 1,179 of us; right now, 77 are online. And Pike—no last name, no emojis—is one of them. I’m always online at night, and I’ve never seen Pike in the group past 10:00 p.m. He’s probably a functioning adult, not a twenty-six-year-old with a parasympathetic system that makes her body think it’s awake when it’s supposed to be asleep (among my other great qualities).

Analia sends a wink. Someone still has a crush on a profile picture.

I reply with a heart. He’s online on New Year’s Eve! Makes me like him even more.

maybe he’s joining the party, Emy says.

As a group admin, I host virtual hangouts for people like me who don’t have supportive friends or family outside the group. Tonight, we’re supposed to be watching the ball drop together, but I can’t handle all the flashing lights. The only part of me ringing in the New Year is my tinnitus.

I enter the hangout room. At least ten others join in succession. Did they notice Pike come on and also want the chance to chat with him before anyone else? All it takes is one hot man joining your support group for grown-ass women to regress into middle school girls.

For the record, I noticed him first.

When he joined three months ago, it was his picture that caught my attention. Side profile. Pensive in front of a mountain peak. Muscular build. A bit too I know I’m hot. With a brush cut, sharp jaw, and a hint of scruff just a shade darker than his rich brown hair, it was hard not to take a second look.

Or a twentieth.

After all, I’m the admin who approved his request. All we require for membership is that either you or a loved one have chronic pain, are over the age of eighteen, live in Rochester, and promise to abide by all group rules. Some applicants give us essays on their diagnoses. Pike just answered yes to every question, so I didn’t learn anything else about him.

Nope, I say. He hasn’t joined.

Emy sends a detective emoji. lost: mysterious sexy man we’re dying to meet.

I grin. If found, please return him to my DMs.

The thing about Pike is, he lurks. He rarely replies to anyone beyond offering a stray like. I get it. A lot of people in support groups lurk, overwhelmed by the plethora of knowledge and the number of different health conditions represented.

Pike has only ever posted four times.

First, an intro—common for new members: Hi, thanks for letting me join. Hope everyone is having a low-pain day. Not much to go off, pretty generic. He got a whopping 257 likes.

Second, a mobility aid question: Any suggestions for canes that work in the snow? What are your favorite models?

Unless he was Christmas shopping, the man uses a cane for something.

Then, the most interesting one: For those with visible disabilities, are people constantly asking if you can still have sex?

The answer is, yes, of course, everyone is a nosy fuck when it comes to disabilities, especially if it relates to our sex lives, so he might be more recently disabled.

And lastly: Is it okay to have a beer every once in a while with oxy? Just one. Special occasion.

I spent a night fantasizing about what his special occasion might be. If there was a special someone. Maybe someone asked him about his junk again and he finally told them, Yes, I can still give you the best orgasm of your life.

I’ve commented on his posts, but this is the first time he’s interacted with me.

I drop a few replies in the hangout to show I’m around, but a part of me hopes he won’t join. Not tonight. Being online is such a double-edged sword. I love talking to my friends, but it also hurts to look at screens when my cerebrospinal fluid pressure is skyrocketing, the way it is now from my IIH.

The base of my skull burns, so I reluctantly shuffle out of bed to switch out the compress for my ice hat. Every step feels like a plane roaring off the runway that wants to jerk me back into my seat. I grab a sip of water too. It doesn’t help the tingling in the left side of my upper lip.

My fault for waiting until winter break to start my meds. I’ve spent the holidays stumbling around banging into random walls and gasping for air while I get re-accustomed to my meds. But I’d rather waste my uneventful break than take sick leave.

That gives me another two weeks to adjust to the many side effects of the pills meant to lower my intracranial pressure. Among them, the torturous zapping that’s overtaken my fingers and face. People with my condition don’t call this medication the devil’s Tic Tacs for nothing.

Luckily, it’s not fair season at work yet. But it’s coming. I need to be more stable by then—both with my condition and the medicinal side effects—so I can safely drive and stand up all day without passing out.

My muddled mind goes back to Pike when I lie down again. I’ll like his comment but not engage. It’s not like anything would come of it. Besides, if there’s anything I’ve learned, it’s men are always better admired from afar.

So true, Analia says. Another client from work sent me a DM today asking if I’d give him a massage with a “happy ending.” Still vomiting in my mouth a little.

Eww, I write. That’s so inappropriate.

Sometimes I want to write ASEXUAL on my forehead so everyone will leave me alone. Maybe they won’t even talk during their session.

i worry that’ll make some of them see it as a challenge, Emy says. better to report.

Wait, Analia says. Pike posted!?

I scramble back into the group hangout. There’s nothing from him there, thankfully, because I’d struggle to keep up with the constant moving text.

Pike’s not even online anymore. I head to the discussion forum. And there it is.

A new post from Pike.


“Write down what you’re grateful for”

Well, if you insist:

I’m grateful for

no longer holding myself

to your toxic standards of positivity

that have never touched

the type of pain I feel

or the loss I’ve had to overcome



Well, hello, Mr. Deep Dark Soul. Hot cane boy is a poet. And a salty one at that.

My ridiculous crush on a profile picture grows exponentially as I keep reading. There’s a rawness to his words that leaves me feeling less alone. It’s exactly what I wish I could tell my mom. If I were brave, I’d print it out and mail it to her.

Pike vents for a good page and a half. His vulnerability fascinates me. It’s heart-wrenching and honest, with a lot of snow metaphors that go over my head, but the ending is simple.


No show and tell

I play hide and seek

but all that’s left to find

is pain



By the time I’m done reading, I’ve missed the midnight ball drop, but I couldn’t care less. His post already has fifteen hearts and four comments.

I click to expand the first one. A comment from Pike himself: Just writing out some vents. Thanks for reading.

Aw, he’s polite too.

Second comment. GinaB: Needed this. Please write more!!

Third comment. Laurie Durnam: Brandon? It’s your mom. This is very sad and alarming and I need to know you’re all right. Please answer your phone.

I nearly choke. What’s his mom doing in here!? Besides the fact that he’s a full-blown adult, there’s private messages for this sort of thing. He said he was venting. And beautifully, at that!

I check the timestamp. She replied one minute after Pike. Her screen probably didn’t refresh in time to catch his comment. I cringe. He’s going to be mortified.

Not his mom, Analia says. Also, *Brandon*?

I head back to the forum. Laurie Durnam posts another comment.

I’m calling, Brandon. Why aren’t you answering?

Maybe he’s not answering because he posted his poem and went to bed? Why can’t she read the other comments and see how deeply everyone is relating? We understand how battered your heart becomes from fighting your body every day.

Soon there’s a third plea. Brandon, if you don’t answer your phone in the next five minutes, I’m going to call the police.

What the hell? We have protocols when people are suicidal, but that’s not the case here.

Should I message her? I ask the girls. The other admins aren’t on to confer with.

based on this interaction, Emy says, i doubt his mom even knows how to check a DM. probably better not to do anything.

Maybe I’m spurred on by a lifetime of my own parents misunderstanding everything I say, but I feel like I need to intervene.

I write, I’ve seen horror stories in this group about disabled people who were forced into emergency psychiatric care. And doesn’t he take oxycodone?

Oh, yeah, Analia says. They confiscate your meds. Isolate you. Forced psych treatment is super traumatizing.

Analia would know. She’s been through all kinds of psychiatric care.

good point. Emy sends a thinking emoji.

Pike was venting. An adult who vents in an online support group doesn’t need family snooping around and making assumptions about what they post.

I’ll tag her in one of the comments, I say. She’ll get a notification.

But I don’t know what to say besides: Hi @LaurieDurnam! Sending you a message about Brandon.

A message from her pops into my notifications after another minute. She’s not that technologically challenged, after all. Hello? Is he okay? What’s happening?

I type as fast as my medication-muddled fingers will let me, my thumbs slipping unevenly on my phone. Hi, Laurie! I’m an admin. Brandon was just venting. If you scroll up, you’ll see his comment. He’s fine.

A minute passes. I know my son. He’s never like this.

It’s a poem in a support group. We encourage creativity (and venting).

Something’s wrong, she says. There was suicidal ideation in that poem.

My eyebrows shoot up. I scroll back through Pike’s words. There’s grief, but that’s not the same thing.

I can see my own mother misinterpreting something I find cathartic as suicidal and further screwing up my life because I’m not “positive” the way she thinks I should be.

I send Pike a message. Hi there. Bit of a situation with your mom, if you’re on/invisible, could you please respond ASAP?

Please be invisible, Pike. Please log back on.

He does not log back on.

I appreciate the “admin” help, Laurie writes, but I’m going to call the police. If he’s this depressed, he needs help.

Wait! I type frantically. This is going to ruin Pike’s New Year—his year period.

Just dissuade Laurie from calling the cops, Analia says, and Emy agrees. Of the three of us, Analia’s the rational one who thinks things through. Emy is spontaneous, while I’m always ready to take charge. If they both think I should do something…

How?? I ask.

Don’t you have his email as an admin? Analia says.

I look it up. A bunch of numbers. Probably fake. I email it anyway, then go back to the girls. What if I say he’s with me?

She’ll want to talk to him, Analia says.

say he accidentally got drunk married, Emy suggests. she’ll be so relieved tomorrow it’s fake that she’ll forget all about the poem.

Spontaneous indeed. How would I even know he got married?

Emy sends another thirsty GIF. u were the bride.

He’s so depressed after marrying me that he wrote a “suicidal” poem?? I can picture Analia and Emy laughing, but I go back to my chat with Laurie and write, I’m pretty sure he’s fine because…I glance at my chat with the girls. Marriage seems a bit too fake, but…I’m pretty sure he’s fine because he’s sleeping right next to me. My pulsatile tinnitus whooshes to the same tempo as my erratic heart rate. If I’m going to sell this, I need to commit. I didn’t want to say anything earlier because it’s new and I’m guessing he didn’t tell you yet. Sorry you were worried. I feel bad waking him up.

I press send and hold my breath. Will she buy it? I send a screenshot to the girls.

WHAT DID YOU JUST DO. Analia is freaking out, but frankly, so am I. DID YOU EVEN CHECK THAT HE’S SINGLE?

“Fuck.” I flip onto my elbows so my phone will stop falling on my face. She wrote me back! I open the message, my heart somersaulting, and skim. I’m guessing he *doesn’t* have a partner, I report, because his mom really wants to meet me!? I keep reading. She’s buying it? She says she feels bad for worrying but this isn’t like him and when can I come over for dinner?

What are you going to say? Analia asks.

I pause. I have no idea.

Pike still hasn’t responded to me. I google Brandon Durnam, and when that turns up nothing, I try Pike Durnam. I quick search his name with Sutherland, Fairport, Webster Schroeder, and other local high schools in case he grew up around Rochester. Nothing. Brandon Pike is a last-ditch effort, and when some Olympic athlete clogs the results, I groan and give up.

After eleven minutes, his mom writes me again. Hello?

She can see I read her message. I hate that feature.

Hi again, let me talk to Pike. I delete that. My relationship with Brandon is really new so I’ll let him make that call. No. Shit. How can I make this vague enough? You should talk to Brandon. We’re pretty new! Happy New Year!

I send the message.

Then I screenshot the entire conversation and send it to Pike.







2

Skylar

Since pain won’t let me sleep, I’m caught up on most of my admin duties by morning, from deleting buy links to reviewing the membership requests assigned to me. The sheer number of people who have joined in the last four years is overwhelming. But every newcomer reminds me that even if some of these tasks feel tedious, someone will appreciate this work when they’re at their loneliest and saddest hour.

I’ve been there. When I first realized that most people couldn’t handle me talking about my pain, it damn near killed me. There’s no dagger to the heart like opening up to a loved one only to discover that your life is a little too inconvenient and sad (read: disabled) for them. I quickly joined a national support group for IIH.

But after attending a chronic pain retreat in Rochester, I wanted to be part of something smaller—something more than a Q&A forum. But it had to be online because in-person events drained too much energy. So I created this group with three women I met at the retreat.

I hoped we’d become friends, but our personalities never really meshed. Still, the group helps me cope emotionally with chronic pain. It gives me a community, a safe space to vent, and a place to share knowledge and lived experiences. Doctors tend to bristle when we bring in our own research, but patients know their conditions best. For many of us, support groups are the only way to find answers.

Every time I accept a new member, I feel like I’m paying it forward. Someone else no longer has to be completely isolated because they can virtually attend our movie nights or moderated discussions from their beds or preferred pain spots. As a bonus, I met Emy and Analia.

Pike has sent you a message.

I sit up so fast that black sparkles temporarily take over my vision. Once I can see again, I shake out my tingly hands. He wrote me!!

It’s only ten, but Analia responds with a popcorn-eating GIF. WHAT DID HE SAY

I open Pike’s message and cringe.

What the hell???

My pulsatile tinnitus whooshes louder and faster. Okay, okay. I expected him to be mad.

How does it even cross your mind to pretend to be a random dude’s girlfriend?? To his MOM??

…But not this mad.

I’m sorry! She was going to call the cops!

Pike is typing pops up for so long that I turn on a rerun of The Price Is Right. I can’t watch because of my eyes, but Bob Barker’s voice is soothing in the background.

It has to be the worst-case scenario if he’s typing this much. If you already have a boyfriend/girlfriend, I write, I will totally call whoever and vouch for you.

No girlfriend. But.

I wait. And wait. And wait.

She’s already left me a dozen messages. She wants to meet you!

My thumbs pause. I said our relationship is new.

Yeah, thanks for that. Not.

Pike is typing. Good grief.

I haven’t had a serious girlfriend…ever? I always told my mom the day I did, she’d be the first to know. Now she’s not only wondering if I’m suicidal but also why I didn’t tell her about my new relationship. You said I was at your house, Skylar. Sleeping. Fucking. Over. Now I can’t even pretend it’s a casual fling like always.

My eyes narrow at our break in polite conversation. I copy everything over to Analia. HOT CANE BOY IS A PLAYER.

Not necessarily, she says. You prefer casual flings.

That’s different, but Pike sends another message.

I don’t need this bullshit. Not here. I’m reporting you to the admins for harassment.

I let out something between a gasp and a protest and almost swallow my cotton tongue in the process. It’s not harassment. I know the rules. I *am* an admin.

Well, there’s another one, he says. Maria. We talk. Good thing you sent me a screenshot of your lies.

My face flushes with a rush of irrational jealousy. Figures he’d talk to Maria. She’s the prettiest admin and the most outgoing, the one everyone gravitates toward.

Oh shit, what if Maria also tells Tess and Adiba, the other two admins? My chest tightens unbearably. Pretending to be someone’s girlfriend isn’t against any rule, because who in their right mind thinks of doing that? No one, that’s who. I’m not in my right mind, though. My brain is being squished. Surely that qualifies me for some leniency. But even in my panic, I don’t want to use my disability as a shield. That’s not why I helped him.

Analia’s sent me about twenty messages, but I’m afraid to leave my chat with Pike. He might already be writing Maria.

Hear me out for two seconds, I plead. I was trying to help. Your mom thought you were suicidal.

That doesn’t mean you pretend to be my girlfriend!

You’re rgiht, I say, typing so fast I don’t care about typos. I messed up! I hvae family taht doesnt understand my chronic pain. I thoght yours was the same. I loved your poem! I’m rly sorry!!

Pike is typing.

Note to self: Never engage with a hot profile picture again.

I had no idea my mom was even in this group, he says. How the hell did that happen, admin?

Let me check. I go to Laurie’s profile. Adiba accepted her, so I pull up her application responses. I don’t have chronic pain, but my son does. I want to learn.

We allow caregivers and loved ones, I say. Her answers seem like she has a little kid. Usually that’s why moms want to learn.

I’m 27. There should be rules against parents joining without the consent of their ADULT children.

My neck throbs from holding the same position too long. I shove at my makeshift pillow throne and drop back against it, but my head still feels like it weighs a thousand pounds. I fully support that! I write. I can look into changing those rules. Parents/partners could identify their loved one in the group and get permission? Either way, I’ll remove your mom now.

Wait. Don’t remove her. Not yet. She’ll worry even more.

I’m getting the impression this guy is more of a thinker than a slow typer. Maybe he hasn’t messaged Maria yet.

I’ll remove her when you give the word. Pike starts typing again, but I plow on. Listen, now that she knows you’re okay…can’t you tell her I made it up?

No.

Is she so horrible/ableist that there’s no way you could explain why I stepped in?

Pike sends me a damn essay.

My mom isn’t horrible. She cares a lot. But she’s having trouble accepting my new disabilities. I can’t open up to her about how I’m really feeling. I try to be positive and put any negative thoughts into my writing instead. Sometimes things are dark, but it’s not because I want to die. I just need to get out the heavy, which my mom’s not ready for. Now—because of your interference—she sees an alternative to the depressing image she has of her disabled son. I have a girlfriend. Things must not be as bad as she imagines. I can still have the “normal” life she wants for me.

Ugh. He just had to pull on my heartstrings. And use em dashes in a chat.

You can still have a “normal” life while disabled! I say, but I get what he means. My parents haven’t accepted my disabilities, either, and it’s been five years. I didn’t even bother telling them I went into remission for seven months. They don’t understand that IIH is lifelong, that remission isn’t a cure but a temporary abatement of symptoms. And now it’s back. Like I knew it would be but dared to hope it wouldn’t.

I’ll talk to Maria, Pike says. This shouldn’t happen in a group like this. Especially from an admin!

I type a few words so it looks like I’m responding, then message Analia. What should I do?

Emy has entered the chat.

1) can’t talk long because we’re making pasta 2) this guy is an ungrateful mofo who should feel lucky u stepped in 3) u should meet his mom.

That’ll make her seem like a stalker, Analia says.

no, meet his mom *with* him

I blink. What.

Log off, Skylar, Analia says. He clearly doesn’t appreciate what you did for him.

He threatened to tell the other admins!

meet his mom, Emy insists. pretend ur his gf for a day.

He could be a serial killer, Analia says.

meet in a public place! is it bad i think u should suggest it simply because he’s hot? She’s obviously already forgotten that he’s an ungrateful mofo.

I don’t know what to do. I understand why he’s uncomfortable. He might even leave the group. We’re striving to be inclusive—a guy’s perspective is rare.

And this group is my lifeline. I spend most of my evenings here. It’s the only place I can truly be myself.

I won’t allow anyone to threaten it.

What if I met your mom? I ask Pike.

Are you drunk?

Hear me out. You don’t want your mom’s ableist fantasies shattered. I would like to make up for putting you in a tough situation. So how about we pretend we’re together? I’ll make you look awesome so she’ll stop hovering.

Pike is typing.

I proposed it, I tell the girls.

Analia calms down first. I’ll sit in my car with sunglasses while you’re with him if necessary.

i will bring my sharpest knitting needles, Emy says.

I love you guys, I say with sobbing emojis. We’ve never even met in person, but they have my back more than anyone I’ve known in real life.

I head back to Pike’s latest message. The phone feels too bright now, and each new word stabs at my already aching eyes.

It’s not the worst idea. But if you don’t want me to talk to the other admins, we’ll need to do this for at least two months. Having a “serious” girlfriend for only one day won’t keep my mom off my back. And you and I will meet first because I’m a little creeped out by you, not gonna lie.

I’m screaming by the time I’m done reading.

You’re creeped out by *me*? Read what you just wrote, buddy. You want me to date you for *two months*!

I don’t want to date you. But you need to do this more than one time so I don’t have to pay a random redhead to be “Skylar King.”

I perk up a little. Ooh, there’s money involved?

No! It was your idea!

two months with this broody hot poet? Emy sends eggplant emojis. can *i* pretend to be skylar king?

Ugh, go back to your pasta, I say, wishing I also had a family to cook with me.

Hello? Pike writes. Don’t leave me hanging, Skylar. You owe me.

I glare at my screen. I’m trying to be nice here, but let me be crystal clear. I don’t owe you anything. You can’t make me do anything.

You’re right, he says. It’s just—argh. Argh? Another em dash? Is this guy for real? All I want is to erase the part of my life where my mom read the most vulnerable thing I’ve ever written. But I can’t. This is the next best thing. Please.

What?? Now he’s the one begging?

I said I would meet you. But two months? That’s too long!

I’ve casually dated supermodels for longer than two months, sweetheart.

I rub my tired eyes. Okay? I know I don’t look like a supermodel, but…what does that have to do with anything? I ask him, then tell the girls: He told me he dates supermodels??

if i looked like him, i would too. Emy is a beautiful Italian woman with raven hair straight out of a Pantene Pro-V commercial, so I’m not sure why she thinks she can’t. But that’s a conversation for another day.

I meant that they’re pretty high maintenance, Pike says, and they still tolerated me. It’s not like we’d see each other every day.

But there’s still a problem. If you date supermodels, your mom will never buy that we’re together.

Why not? You’re pretty. I like pretty women.

So, he’s shallow. Wait: He said I’m pretty!?!?

*SCREECHES* THAT’S BECAUSE U R, Emy says.

Pike sends a raised eyebrow emoji. Is this the part where you tell me your profile pic is fake?

No. That’s me.

I can work with that. So, you’ll do it?

I hesitate. I’ll agree to meet to discuss details, and then we’ll see. My job will be demanding soon, and I’ve just come out of remission with my neurological disorder. I’m really overwhelmed.

He makes me wait an agonizing five minutes for a response.

Sorry to hear that. Sure, we can talk about the details when we meet.

And then you won’t show our convo to anyone? I ask.

If your performance is satisfactory.

Tears unexpectedly prick my dry eyes. I’m absolutely terrible with parents. I haven’t dated anyone in two years. With all my problems, there’s no way I’m going to make a good impression.

No worries, I write. I’ll be the best fake girlfriend ever!
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Pike

Ignorant parents of kids who ski or snowboard are a pain in my ass. Half my job is wasted explaining why winter sports have value. But I’d rather deal with them than the people who recognize me. Element Ridge has been packed all week with both types of customers thanks to New Year’s sales, and I’m spent.

The latest parent, a white man in a North Face fleece, fiddles with the skis I’ve told him to buy, like handling them long enough will magically make him understand what he’s looking at. It won’t. “You’re sure these are good skis? I don’t want my son to be a Joey.” He waggles his eyebrows at me like we’re in a secret club.

He’s obviously googled ski slang, which I never encourage anyone to do. But that means he’s trying, which is better than many parents, so I suppress an eye roll.

“They’re all-mountain skis, so he’ll be good for groomed and powder trails. Even moguls.” I move on to a wooden rack still decorated with holiday lights. “Get these.” I point to the Salomon boots. “Best of the season, marked down thirty percent.”

“How do you know about this stuff anyway?” He gestures at my cane.

I smile with rehearsed pleasantry. I get this shit a lot. Back when my injuries were new, I wanted to throw my fame in their faces. Now it’s the presumption that gets me. Dude with a cane can’t ski, sure, sure. No such thing as adaptive sports.

“Been snowboarding since I was two.”

I don’t add that I have multiple X Games medals. Or two Olympic gold medals. Or that two years ago, I was once again the top contender for men’s halfpipe at the Winter Olympics before I got injured. If his kid’s as into freestyle as his dad says, he’s probably heard of me.

“Huh.” He clears his throat. “Did you have a bad fall or something?”

A fucking yard sale, sir. How’s that for slang? “Let’s focus on making sure your kid doesn’t have one. You’ll want a helmet.”

I hand him the least expensive of the two we feature. I can’t bring myself to promote the other brand. They pulled their sponsorship less than twenty-four hours after my accident. Only place their shit is going during my shift is in the trash.

“He thinks helmets aren’t cool.”

I pat him on the shoulder. “Concussions are pretty uncool too. Go see Jada for some hats when he’s not on the slopes. She knows what teens like.”

He trots over there, hands full, and Jada makes a funny face at me behind his back as she models hats over her shoulder-length box braids. Once he’s at checkout, she comes over to me, her expression growing shyer. Like most boarding enthusiasts, she freaked out when I started working here.

“Hey, Pike,” she says. “I finally nailed my frontside one-eighty.”

“Yeah? That’s awesome.”

“You were right, I needed to focus more on landing with both feet at the same time to absorb the impact better.”

“And the pop off your tail?”

“Working on it.” She fiddles with the sleeve of her hoodie. “Do you think I could show you the recording sometime this week? It’s not that good, obviously, but I really appreciate your tips.”

“Sure,” I say. “Don’t worry so much about skill level. Everyone starts somewhere, and learning tricks is a whole new beast.”

She beams. “Thanks!”

I sit on a fitting bench and check my phone. Three messages from Mom. I swipe them away without replying. Some weeks I can be the dutiful son, but this week, it’s not happening.

Dad sent me a message too. Happy New Year, kiddo. How are those legs doing? Could really use your support on this new venture I’ve developed. Different from the other stuff. I’ll send you a brochure.

Nope. One of my New Year’s resolutions is to no longer be his piggy bank. Despite my better judgment, I’ve been bailing him out for most of my adult life.

An email tells me I still haven’t responded to an invite for this year’s Shred Awards. That’s gotta be the third reminder already, and the season has barely started. This year it’ll be in Whistler. My old home. Delete.

There’s also a message from my best friend, Jax, who I’ve been avoiding almost as much as my dad. Crew’s all headed to Mammoth next week. Wanna come?

Grace, another crew member, sent the same question right after Jax, but I don’t know what to say to her either. I’d rather shatter my pelvis again seems melodramatic.

The last notification reads 12:00 on Saturday for lunch?

I sit up straighter. So. After dodging my initial attempts to meet up, the elusive Skylar King is finally available.

I click on her profile picture, which says it all: black lashes that go on for days, loose red curls piled over one shoulder, and a smile like she knows she’s got you by the balls just looking at her. I’ve stared at her picture so much, she might as well be my screen saver.

What kind of person pulls something like that? And with my mom. I joined a chronic pain support group, not a dating app, for fuck’s sake.

Is Skylar a stalker? A snow bunny waiting for an in? I thought things had calmed down since I started ghosting media requests, but a fan did pretend to be my sister just so she could get into rehab to meet me. Pretending to be my girlfriend fits the pattern.

I scroll up through our messages, but my eyes keep returning to her picture. She’d look hot in board gear. And with that diamond septum piercing, she’d fit right in.

But Skylar did thwart my mother. She didn’t mention my fame. She seems remorseful.

I may have reached a new level of desperation in agreeing to meet her. But she has Mom’s info. She could say anything to get to me through her if that’s her ultimate goal.

If I had the balls, I’d tell Mom the truth. Then demand she stay the hell out of my support group. Instead, I’ll smooth this over like a blanket of fresh powder. I can’t handle Mom sad anymore.

Brandon, if you don’t answer your phone in the next five minutes, I’m going to call the police.

Sometimes I think she’s waiting for me to kill myself. I’m learning that’s what a lot of people would do if they became disabled, maybe even her. Strangers have actually said as much to my face: You poor thing. I’d rather be dead.

I go to swipe my bangs out of my eyes and stop. I can’t kick the habit even though I cut them off a few months ago. Too many randos recognized me with my signature brown mop.

My hair’s grown out a little, but I still keep it short. With a side view of my brush cut and a five-o’clock shadow in my profile pic, how did Skylar still recognize me?

She’s in for a hell of a surprise if she’s expecting Brandon Pike.

Brandon Pike is gone. Inside and out.
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Pike

I sit on a bench by the parking lot in Schoen Place, sweating in my gray work hoodie. Everyone’s walking and biking along the Erie Canal since it’s randomly fifty degrees in January, which means sunglasses and short sleeves in Rochester.

When a Honda with an Uber decal pulls in and I spot a flash of red hair through the back window, I get to my feet. My palm sweats against my cane like I’m waiting for my prom date. Then there she is, swaggering out like a rock star in huge black shades, long locks blowing in the wind. And of course, of course, she just has to be cute in real life too.

Why can’t her profile picture have been so heavily filtered that I barely recognize her? Skylar looks like she stepped right out of it, attitude and all, bringing gorgeous curves along with her. She has the kind of thick curls I’d love to run my hands through, which is an unwelcome thought considering the situation. I don’t want to be attracted to the woman who upended my life.

At least pretending to be into her won’t be hard.

After weeks of her canceling on me due to illness, I’m amazed at how put together she looks now. And shit, it’s such an ableist thought. It’s as bad as when people tell me I’m too young to use a cane.

I’ve had to check my thoughts a lot lately, trying not to lean on a lifetime of privilege when it comes to my body. When it comes to everything, really. Male, white, straight…now disabled. My life’s been a shit show reality check since the accident. I’ve had a lot of learning to do, but even more unlearning.

“Pike slash Brandon?” she asks, sauntering up to me.

“Yeah,” I say. “Everyone calls me Pike except my family.”

She tilts her head, very obviously checking me out from head to toe. Sunlight beats down on her face, highlighting the contrast between her pale complexion and the freckles scattered across her forehead even more. I count them (nineteen) because I don’t want her to catch me looking anywhere else. When her gaze finally meets mine again, her lips purse, their deep red color a shade darker than her coppery hair.

“Listen up, bucko,” she says, arms crossed and eyebrows arched. “I know you’re, like, huge”—she waves a hand vaguely in the direction of my chest—“and probably think you could take me in an altercation. But I have pepper spray. If you try to kidnap me, you’ll lose.”

She thinks I’m a threat? She’s the one who slid into my mom’s DMs!

But then I catch a glimpse of myself reflected in her oversized sunglasses. I’m towering over her, my expression set in what probably looks like a glare. I’m a big guy at six foot three, and while I’ve lost some of my muscle, it’s obvious I work out. Even though I’m annoyed—she’s the one who instigated all this—I get it. Meeting a stranger from the internet, even in public, isn’t something most women can afford to take lightly.

I force my shoulders to drop and school my face into something friendlier. “If anyone’s pulling off a kidnapping here, I figured it’d be you.”

She raises her phone and snaps a picture of me without warning. “Sending this to my girls. You understand.”

Yeah, I understand. You want them to see what Brandon Pike looks like now.

“If you take off running, I won’t be able to catch you.” I hold up my black cane. “Even a brisk walk would allow you to escape.”

“Do you think a guy with a cane couldn’t be a serial killer?”

“If you’ve ever seen a superhero movie, there should be no doubt. We’re criminal masterminds. The supervillain you never saw coming.”

“Are you attempting to endear me to you by citing ableist Hollywood stereotypes?” She considers me, hands on her wide hips. “Because it’s kind of working.”

With that, she spins on her heels and strides toward the Mediterranean restaurant she picked.

I follow her. Bad call. Now I know her ass looks amazing in tight jeans. I focus on the ground so I won’t trip over myself. Loose gravel is already bad news for someone unsteady on his feet.

A middle-aged woman beams at me as I approach the restaurant stairs. “You’re doing great, sweetie! Don’t ever give up!”

I ignore her. Everyone needs to calm the fuck down when they see a disabled person. We’re 25 percent of the population, not an endangered species at the zoo. The stares and intrusive comments are even worse when I use my wheelchair.

Skylar thankfully ignores me as I begin my painstakingly slow climb. By the time I reach the top, my legs are shaking so much that every part of me screams to just sink to the ground and never get up again.

At our table, Skylar orders “water, no lemon, no ice” and peruses the menu. Her shades stay on. I looked up neurological disorders after talking to Skylar and tried to guess hers. Turns out there are, like, a hundred. She said remission, so I was thinking cancer. Brain tumors can cause neurological issues.

But could it be TBI? After my concussion, my eyes hurt like hell. I needed shades for a while. The doctors said I was lucky everything returned to what they called “normal.” My eyes, sure. The rest of me? Not so much.

I won’t ask about her shades, though. I hate when people ask me about my cane. If I want to share, I will.

“Order whatever you like,” I say. “It’s on me.”

Despite my offer, she only orders a small plate of hummus and pita. “So, Pike Durnam. Tell me about yourself.” She pulls a banana out of her purse and leans forward on her elbows, staring at me while she eats it bite by little bite.

“Uh. I’m the assistant manager at Element Ridge. It’s a ski and board shop in winter, mountain sports in summer…I’m sorry, what’s with the banana?”

“What do you mean?”

I mean it’s painting a vivid picture of what she can do with her mouth. “You didn’t want more than an appetizer if you’re that hungry?”

“My potassium’s low.”

Right. Next she’ll say she’s also low on Vitamin D. I’ve heard it all before.

“I’m avoiding my horse pill.”

I blink. “What?”

She pulls out an orange prescription bottle and shows me a pill as thick as her pinkie. “The first one dissolved in my mouth before I could get it down. Threw up a little. Choked on the second one.”

“Ohh,” I say, startled. “My roommate takes those. They look…fun.”

“The pins and needles in my extremities are off the charts. Paresthesia everywhere.” She shakes her hands out. “On to business. I’ve made a three-step plan outlining an alternative to fake dating. Step one: You thank me for saving your ungrateful ass.”

“Excuse me?” My eyes narrow.

“Step two: You tell your mom we broke up. Step three: That’s it. You’re welcome.”

“I didn’t need you to get involved.”

“Are you unhappy you’re not currently in forced psych?”

I shift, uncomfortable. I looked up the consequences of mental health checks and realized what Mom intended was dangerous—and not just because they would’ve found me knocked out on the painkillers I need to sleep. Turns out, once someone decides I’m a risk, they can strip away everything—my cane, my meds, my freedom. I’d be trapped, with no way out until a doctor I don’t even know says otherwise.

“We’ve discussed my reaction to your choices,” I say. “We’re proceeding with the fake relationship.”

Maybe. If she’s not a stalker.

“Worth a shot,” she mutters, then folds her hands in front of her. “Do you want to talk about your mom?”

“Only in relation to fake dating.”

“But you’re okay?” Lines bracket her mouth. “Safe? Is she still trying to force you into treatment?”

“She’s not exactly trying to force me into treatment. It’s more that she thinks I need it if I’m depressed.”

“Sometimes those two things are the same if the parent has any say.”

“I’m an adult.”

“Yes, but you lose a lot of powers as a disabled adult if someone declares you incompetent.”

“I know, but I think she’s more…subtly ableist.” If subtly means joining my support group in secret and freaking out over a poem I posted. “She just doesn’t get it.”

“Hmm.” It’s a small noise in the back of her throat like she doesn’t believe me, but our food arrives, and I let it go.

While I dig in, her face goes a little green. I study the silver rings on her thumbs and forefingers while she picks at her pitas, unsure what to make of her. She called me Pike Durnam, and it didn’t seem like a ploy to out me as Brandon Pike.

“You mentioned coming out of remission,” I say. “How are you feeling today?”

It’s a delicate question. I’m not even going to imply she doesn’t look great. First, it’s a great way to get slapped. Second, it’d be a lie. I’m annoyed by how effortlessly gorgeous she is.

“Have you ever woken up feeling like a sledgehammer’s hitting your head?”

I nod over my souvlaki platter. I don’t miss that feeling since I stopped drinking.

“Imagine that,” she says, “plus a vise tightening around your head and a bowling ball hanging off your neck. Pain radiates from your skull to your back. Your ears ring and whoosh. Add dizziness, blurry vision, and extreme sensitivity to light. Then cheek and jaw pain, the sensation of a toothache and an ear infection, and finally, a band of pressure behind your eyes. Now you’re getting closer to how I feel.”

“Well, fuck,” I breathe out. “You still came?”

“You threatened to report me for harassment.”

Huh. I’ve been waiting for her to block and simultaneously drop me from the group. But something about the other admins finding out what she did stopped her. I wanted to use that if she pulled anything funny.

Now, I feel like the biggest asshole. My roommate, Luis, is chronically ill. Whenever he gets bad flares, he can barely leave his bed. I’ve forced her to do exactly that.

“I’ve felt this bad for months,” she says. “It’s how I knew it was time to start my meds again. Those little bastards are messing with me too. Today, it’s muscle fatigue, air hunger, and this damn tingling. The potassium pills should help with the latter, once I can get them down.”

Now that she’s mentioned it, I do notice her heaving breaths. I thought she was nervous, but drug fuckery is something I’m unfortunately familiar with. I shift, and my cane crashes to the floor.

Skylar winces. “Really sensitive to loud noises too.”

“Sorry. It falls all the time. No matter how I position it.” To avoid another bang, I leave it down there.

“It’s called idiopathic intracranial hypertension, by the way,” she says. “You should know the name of my condition if we’re going to pass for a real couple.”

“Yeah, I’m gonna need you to write that down.”

“IIH for short. An older, outdated name for it is ‘pseudotumor cerebri.’”

“You can’t throw Latin at me before I’ve properly eaten.”

“Well, I’m not hungry, so you can have my food too.” She pushes her pitas over. I can always eat more, so I dip one in the garlic hummus as she continues, “‘Pseudotumor cerebri’ means ‘fake brain tumor.’ Essentially, my brain acts like it has a tumor without a tumor present. It’s caused by too much cerebrospinal fluid pressure. Think of the brain as a sink and the cerebrospinal fluid as the water level.”

Never thought of a brain that way in my life, but sure. “Brain plumbing issues, got it.”

She cracks a tiny smile, not quite the one from her profile pic, but it still makes me lean forward a little. “The faucet could drip too much or the drain could clog—or both—and you get a buildup of pressure from CSF that can’t flow out properly. Besides the other symptoms I mentioned, it can lead to swelling of the optic nerves, so there’s a big risk for vision problems and blindness.”

“Shit,” I say. “What’s the cause?”

“‘Idiopathic’ means they don’t know. They’ve discovered a lot of secondary causes, but it’s still a rare disease with little research and no cure. High intracranial pressure also causes full-body problems you can look up when you’re bored. I’ve written about it extensively in our group.”

“I’ll look it up tonight,” I promise, though it’s daunting to think about sorting through all her posts. A lot of the active members post every day.

“And remember, it’s pressure, not ‘a headache,’” she says. “Even if doctors often dismiss and reduce it to that. It’s not a migraine, either, though it can trigger one alongside the pressure pain. The meds only lower cerebrospinal fluid production. They’re not painkillers.”

I pull out my phone. “Is there anything I should know that a boyfriend would take care of?”

Her eyebrows shoot up. “I can take care of myself.”

“But a supportive boyfriend should be prepared.”

“Pretend boyfriend. Real boyfriends don’t want to hear about those issues.”

Her voice is steady, but how detached and clinical she sounds catches me off guard. It makes me wonder what kind of men she’s dating. Why wouldn’t they care? Shouldn’t her health be one of their top priorities?

“It seems important if it’s as miserable as you described.”

“That doesn’t mean they want to know. I’ll try to think of some things, I guess, but you’re not allowed to complain that I’m high-maintenance.”

“Cross my heart,” I say, making the motion across my chest.

“What about you?”

“Oh, I’m very high-maintenance.”

That gets me a laugh, and it feels good, like something I earned.

“Anything specific I should know about you?” she asks.

I spread out my legs. My sciatica’s making my left foot tingle. “I need to know what I’m doing ahead of time so I can map things out.”

Aside from my rigorous training, I went from a life where I could just go with the flow—ride hard, party harder, and not think twice—to being hyper-vigilant about every step I take. A sudden move the wrong way? Splintering pain. Spend too much time engaged in certain activities? Can’t move the next day.

“Do you know anything about snowboarding?” This is when I find out the truth.

“No?” Her nose makes this cute crinkle. “Why?”

“I had a snowboarding accident. Messed up my back, shattered my pelvis, hurt my legs.” There’s a lot I’m leaving out, but when you’re disabled, you learn to cut to the chase. I don’t like seeming—how did Skylar put it?—high-maintenance either.

“A snowboarding accident?” She sits back. “I guessed injured biker.”

“Was it the hair?”

“The hair and the mountain.”

I reach for my former bangs, finding only barely there strands. “I cut it short recently. Still getting used to it.”

“I like it.” Her freckled cheeks bloom with a rosy hue. “It looks good.”

Interesting. I’ve never had trouble getting attention from women, but I haven’t tested the market since I cut it.

Skylar props her chin up with her fists. “Snowboarding’s an expensive hobby, isn’t it?”

“Depends.”

“Am I into you because you’re rich?”

“If you’re meeting my mother, I really hope not.”

“You said you dated supermodels. They don’t usually hang around us regular-income folks.”

I scan her, wary. “Ever seen the snowboarding events at the Olympics?”

“Like the snow pipe?”

“Halfpipe. You know how they do tricks in the air? I could do some of those tricks.” To put it lightly. “Some women find that attractive. If they’re supermodels…who am I to judge?”

“Oh, please. Stop smirking.”

“Am I?” I bite down on my lip to come off less cocky, but internally, I’m brimming with relief. This isn’t some desperate attempt to wriggle into my life. I could tell her who I am, but if she doesn’t recognize the sport, she’s not in that circle.

She gestures in the general vicinity of my torso. “Are most snowboarders this…ripped?”

“You should see my legs.” It’s a line, and it rolls off my tongue like a bad habit.

I sit up self-consciously as Skylar actually ducks down. It’s not like she can see evidence of my surgeries through my jeans, but I’ll never forget how my thigh looked when it atrophied after surgery. Took me eleven months to go from skin on bone to something resembling muscle.

Multiply that by six other body parts, and you’ve got my last year and a half.

“Snowboarders have strong glutes, quads, and calves,” I clarify. “Lots of squatting. Lots of shifting from heel to toe.”

“Strong legs are good,” she murmurs. “In a very general sense.”

“I’m still working on rehabbing mine. I’ve been more successful at building up my upper body. Also doing lots of core work.” My abs will never again be where they were, but I won’t complain as long as I never have to sleep with an SI belt again. Skylar’s peering at me like I might unzip my hoodie and give her a show at any time, so I quickly add, “Other things to know: Don’t assume I can’t do something. Ask me. Don’t walk close to me on the side I use my cane.”

“Noted. Any other hobbies or interests I should know about?”

“Nothing interesting. I’ve only been done with rehab for six months. When I’m not working, I do physical therapy with my trainer, Ranielle. She hands me my ass three days a week, but she works with disabled athletes, so I trust her to know my limits.” When Skylar only nods, I continue, “The most important thing to get across for my mom: I’m happy. I’m doing great.”

“Are you?”

“What?”

“Happy. Great.”

I squirm in my seat. “Can’t complain.”

“I read your poem, Pike.”

“It was New Year’s. I was drunk.”

“Hmm.” There’s that disbelieving hum again.

And fine, I wasn’t drunk, but I thought I’d remain a random name in a group. “What should I memorize about you beyond your IIH? What should I say about us?”

Skylar twists a curl around her finger, her gaze moving to an elderly couple at another table. She thinks for a while, and I like that she doesn’t rush to fill the silence.

“I work as a regional college admissions recruiter,” she says. “I spend half my time traveling around Ohio, PA, and upstate New York, mostly by car. The other half is at home, working from bed. As for what you should tell your mom about us…” She ticks off on her fingers. “We watch reruns of game shows like The Price Is Right together and you secretly love it. When we’re not together, we chat online until at least midnight because we can’t get enough of each other—”

“I go to bed at, like, nine thirty—”

“—and when we spend the night, you always bring me coffee in bed.” Color creeps into her cheeks, but she barrels on. “But not too much. Caffeine can raise intracranial pressure. Sometimes you accompany me on road trips because work pays for the hotel. You get along great with my best friends, Analia and Emy. Have you seen them in the group?”

She pulls out her phone and shows me a picture, only to hastily swipe away a new notification, which, if I’m not mistaken, says, IS HE BEHAVING!? Do Not Disturb is switched on.

Then she shows me her friends. The first one, Analia, looks vaguely familiar. She sits at a desk in her profile picture, her hand running through her purple, angled bob while looking to the side, seemingly
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“If you have ever wondered if you were too much or not enough to be loved
completely as you are, this book is for you.”
—Sonora Reyes, award-winning and bestselling author of The Broposal
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