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​​​Chapter 1. The Voice Before the Light
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Clara

The light hurts.

Not metaphorically. Not poetically. My retinas actually scream when I peel my eyelids apart, and the first thing I think—clear as a bell, stupid as hell—is that I don't remember the sun being this aggressive. The second thing I think is that I don't remember much of anything at all.

"Welcome back, sweetheart."

The voice belongs to a woman wearing lilac perfume and a cardigan the color of overcooked salmon. She is crying beautifully, mascara intact, hands fluttering toward my face like she's not sure whether to touch me or sanitize first. I don't know this woman's perfume. I don't know her cardigan. I don't know the anxious love in her eyes.

But my mouth says, "Hi, Mom," before my brain catches up.

She breaks. Sobbing, laughing, pressing her forehead to my knuckles. I stare at the ceiling tiles—twenty-four of them, water-stained in the northeast corner—and perform recognition. It's easier than explaining that I don't recognize the woman who apparently gave birth to me. Easier than watching her face crumple when she realizes her daughter is a stranger wearing familiar skin.

"Six weeks," Mom keeps saying, like a prayer. "Six weeks, baby. We didn't know if you'd—" She can't finish. I squeeze her hand because it seems like the daughter thing to do. The gesture feels borrowed. Stolen from a movie I watched in another life.

A nurse enters with the quiet efficiency of someone who has done this a thousand times. She checks monitors, adjusts my IV, notes my vitals with a pen that clicks too loudly. I want to ask what happened. I want to ask where I am. I want to ask why the last thing I remember is being twenty-five and defending my master's thesis on deep-sea bioluminescence, and now I'm apparently twenty-eight and someone has cut my hair into a bob I would never have chosen.

Instead, I say, "I'm thirsty."

The nurse smiles. The smile doesn't reach her eyes. "Small sips, Ms. Wynn. Your throat's been through a lot."

Ms. Wynn. Clara Wynn. I roll the name around in my mouth like a marble, trying to feel its weight. It fits, technically. It's my name. I know it's my name the way I know the capital of France or the chemical formula for salt. But it doesn't feel like me. It feels like a label on a jar whose contents have been replaced.

Mom chatters while I sip water that tastes like pennies and regret. She tells me about the ferry collision on Puget Sound. The brain trauma. The coma they weren't sure I'd wake from. She tells me about the prayers, the vigils, the casseroles from neighbors whose names I don't recognize. I nod at appropriate intervals. I squeeze her hand again. I am a very good daughter for someone who isn't sure she has ever been one.

"Your sister's parking the car," Mom says. "She'll be so—oh, Clara, you should see your apartment. Maya and I aired it out. Fresh flowers. Everything ready for when you come home."

Home. The word lands like a stone in still water. I have an apartment. I have a sister named Maya. I have a life that continued without me, accumulating dust and fresh flowers, while I was somewhere else entirely.

"That's wonderful," I say. My voice sounds like someone playing me on a radio with bad reception.
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The photographs arrive with Maya.

She bursts through the door like a hurricane in designer jeans, all sharp angles and louder crying than Mom's. She hugs me too hard, too long, smelling of vanilla latte and something citrus I almost recognize. Almost. The almost is worse than the blank.

"We have so much to catch up on," Maya says, unloading a tote bag onto my rolling tray. "I brought pictures. Mom said not to overwhelm you, but I think—you need to see your life, Clara. You need to remember who you are."

She spreads them like tarot cards. Me at a beach barbecue, holding a beer, laughing at something off-camera. Me in a lab coat, peering into a tank of something glowing. Me with a man.

"That's David," Mom says, hovering at Maya's shoulder. She says it like she's introducing royalty. Like the name should spark fireworks in my chest.

I smile. The man in the frame is handsome in a forgettable way—blond, symmetrical, teeth too white. He has his arm around my waist. I am leaning into him with the ease of long intimacy. My hand does not reach for the photograph. My heart does not stutter. I feel nothing except the vague embarrassment of being caught in a costume I don't remember wearing.

"He's been calling every day," Maya says, watching my face too carefully. "He wanted to be here when you woke, but we thought—family first, you know? He's your fiancé, Clara. You were supposed to get married next spring."

Fiancé. Next spring. I look at my left hand, expecting a ring, finding only a pale stripe of skin where one might have sat. "Where—"

"In the drawer," Mom says quickly. "The nurses took it off for the swelling. I'll get it."

She rummages in the bedside cabinet while I stare at David's smile. Fiancé. I was engaged. I was in love. I was building a life with this man, and now I am supposed to perform that love from a script I can't read. The weight of expectation settles on my chest, heavy and humid.

"He's wonderful," Maya presses. "You'll remember. Once you're home, surrounded by your things—"

"I don't remember him," I say. The words slip out before I can costume them. The room goes still. Mom freezes with the ring box half-open. Maya's smile calcifies.

"Retrograde amnesia," the doctor had explained earlier, clinical and kind. "The last three years are largely inaccessible. Memories may return gradually, or not at all. The brain protects itself."

The brain protects itself. I want to laugh. My brain has built a wall around three years and left me on the wrong side, knocking to be let back into my own life.

"Of course you don't remember," Mom says, too bright, too fast. "It's only been an hour. Give it time."

I nod because nodding is easier than explaining that I don't want to remember David. That looking at his photograph produces the same emotional response as looking at a stock image of a happy couple. That the idea of being his fiancée feels like wearing shoes two sizes too small.

I perform wholeness for them. I ooh and aah over more photographs. I accept the ring when Mom slides it onto my finger, the metal loose and cold. I listen to stories about a life I supposedly lived, laughing at the right moments, squeezing hands, being Clara. Being the Clara they need me to be.

Inside, I am counting ceiling tiles again. I am wondering what it means that the only thing I feel is relief that this David person isn't here yet. I am wondering if the woman in those photographs was ever really me, or if I've been playing a part so long I forgot there was an alternative.
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The day nurse returns at shift change, brisk and impersonal, checking my pupils with a penlight that makes me wince.

"You're doing great, Ms. Wynn. Vitals are stabilizing nicely. We'll have you up and walking tomorrow."

"Thank you," I say. Then, because the question has been scratching at the back of my skull since I woke: "The doctor mentioned someone read to me. During the coma."

The nurse pauses, pen hovering over the chart. "Read to you?"

"Yes. He said—it might have helped. With the waking."

She frowns, flipping pages. "We don't typically—" She stops. Something shifts in her expression, a subtle relaxation, almost a smile. "Oh. The night nurse. Not standard protocol, but some of the long-term patients... well. Staff get attached." She clicks her pen, notes something. "Read to you for weeks, apparently. Weird guy. Quiet. Never caused trouble, so management looked the other way."

My heart does something I cannot name.

It isn't memory. I know it isn't memory because memory would come with images, context, the weight of recognition. This is something older. Deeper. A tuning fork struck in a dark room, vibrating in a frequency my body recognizes even if my mind doesn't.

"Weird how?" I ask. My voice sounds casual. I am not casual.

The nurse shrugs, already moving toward the door. "Kept to himself. Always had a book. Ocean stuff, I think? Matches your file. Probably just bored." She pauses at the threshold. "Don't worry about it, Ms. Wynn. You're awake now. That's what matters."

The door clicks shut. I stare at the ceiling tiles again, but this time I'm not counting. I'm listening. Straining for something I can't hear, reaching for something I can't touch. The nurse's words echo: Weird guy. Quiet. Read to you for weeks.

A ghost. I have a ghost, and he read me oceanography while I slept.

Mom and Maya return with coffee and forced cheer. I drink the coffee—black, no sugar, apparently my preference though it tastes bitter and wrong—and nod through more stories about David's promotion, David's patience, David's unwavering devotion during my coma. I perform Clara for them. I am very good at it now, after only a few hours of practice.

But some part of me has drifted to a dark room I don't remember, where a quiet man read about creatures that make their own light in the deep. Where my vitals stabilized when he spoke. Where something happened that no photograph can capture, no sister can explain, no fiancé can claim.

—-
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They leave at eight, extracting promises to call if I need anything. The room settles into hospital silence—the hum of monitors, the distant ping of the nurses' station, the rain that started sometime during dinner tapping against the window like fingers asking to come in.

I am alone with the stranger's body I inhabit.

I swing my legs over the bed edge—dizzy, weak, my muscles atrophied from disuse—and grip the IV pole for support. The doctor said walking tomorrow. I am walking tonight. I need to move. I need to prove to myself that I am real, that I exist outside the performance of Clara that everyone demands.

The cabinet beside my bed holds the detritus of my coma: a hairbrush, lip balm, a journal with a blue cover. Not mine. I don't recognize it. I flip it open, expecting blank pages or someone else's handwriting, and find both.

The first entries are in my handwriting—loopy, impatient, the pen pressure heavy. I was apparently the kind of person who underlined things aggressively. The entries are mundane: grocery lists, thesis notes, a reminder to call David back. I flip forward, past the gap where three years should be, and find the hospital entries.

Different handwriting now. Someone else has been writing here. My mother, probably, or Maya. Notes about my condition, about visitors, about the weather.

Then: a pressed flower.

It sits between two pages like a secret, flattened and pale, its petals tissue-thin and the color of faded butter. A wildflower. I don't know flowers well enough to name it, but I know it didn't come from a hospital gift shop. I know it wasn't pressed by my mother's careful hands or my sister's impatient ones.

I touch it with one finger, and something unlocks.

Not a memory. Not exactly. More like the shape of a memory, the negative space where something used to live. A dark room. A voice, low and unhurried, reading words I couldn't respond to. The smell of paper and antiseptic. The weight of a hand on mine, not clutching, just resting. Present.

The flower came from the voice. I know this the way I know my own heartbeat—without understanding how
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