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For anyone who has ever fought themselves from the inside out
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book considers what the world might have been like several years after quarantine if COVID-19 were no longer a threat. I made this choice deliberately to show that even if COVID-19 is eventually eradicated, it doesn’t mean that life returns to normal for the disabled, chronically ill, or vulnerable people who were treated as expendable. We learned hard lessons about who society deems worthy. This is not meant to minimize that experience in any way.

Additionally, Brynn’s story reflects my personal experiences with one subtype of Ehlers-Danlos syndrome and other disorders. It’s not meant to be fully representative of these conditions since there are many distinct forms and presentations.




[image: ]

One [image: ]

I’m just like other girls, and I’ll throat-punch anyone who says I’m not.

Every time I turn around, someone is making fun of Basic White Girls. Well, I’m a Basic Yellow Girl, then. I live for yoga pants and bath bombs and pumpkin spice lattes. I have a designated seat in detention and last year’s junior prom crown on the doorknob of my closet. Go ahead. Tell me I’m so predictable. Uninspired. Ordinary.

Tell me I’m like everyone else. Please.

I keep my eyes trained on the football field as my hand massages away a dull pulsing in my knee that worsens with every shiver. Between the storm looming on the horizon and the slow creep of time, I know that the pain will only get worse. I can feel the first whisper of winter in my bones, a deep ache lurking beneath flawless makeup and the kind of well-rehearsed smile that hurts if held too long.

My armor.

“Why are we still here again?” Francesca asks off to my right, clutching the sides of her jacket around herself, a broken zipper dangling in between. “It’s freezing. We could leave and they’d never know.”

The cheerleaders finish up their act and scatter, opening the field for the marching band to parade through in an ornate formation. “My sister’s skit is up next. You don’t have to stay.”

Her face falls, and I search for a quick way to shore up our friendship, if that’s what you want to call spending inordinate amounts of time together without so much as making a dent on each other. We’re like two refrigerator magnets who would repel each other if only we ever got close enough in the first place. A prolonged acquaintance.

“Thanks for coming, though.” I jerk my chin toward the pep rally, where the rest of our prolonged acquaintances are holding instruments or hovering on the sidelines in various sports attire. “It’s nice to have company.”

She perks up again and shifts closer to me, just an inch.

I lift my phone and start filming as Eliza and the varsity crew team spread out onto the field. Even at a distance, I can tell that she’s nervous from the way she’s gripping her fake oar as they pretend to row their plywood boat past the fifty-yard line.

I don’t know why she worries so much. With the universe’s most tragic quarterback and swimmers who apparently can’t swim, we all know the crew team is our school’s only chance of winning anything more athletic than hopscotch. “Let’s hear it for the Pineland Prep Women’s Crew!” the announcer shouts. “First up, the rowers in the women’s varsity four: Romano, Lopez, Edelstein, Kwan! Led by Coxswain Jones!”

I scream extra loud for Eliza, who towers over Amy Jones as she shouts into her fake bullhorn. Just as they finish introducing the men’s varsity, a dubstep remix of “Row, Row, Row Your Boat” blasts from the stadium speakers, and the junior varsity teams rush out onto the field in full-sized goldfish onesies with blue fins on the backs of their hoods. The last person out is dressed in the Sammy the Shark mascot costume, the torso naked where it usually sports a football jersey in the fall and a lacrosse outfit in the spring.

“No way!” Francesca giggles, clapping a hand over her mouth as she watches Brandon get a bit too frisky during the team dance. “I’m telling Kayla that Brandon is cheating on her with Sammy.”

I look around for Kayla’s notable height even among the boys, but I don’t see her. “I think she is Sammy.”

I never thought I’d be recording a video of a goldfish gyrating on our school mascot while my sister spanked them with an oar to show to my parents. Still, the crowd loves it, and it’s clear from Eliza’s relieved expression that she wasn’t sure people would laugh.

I stop recording as they reach the sidelines and wriggle out of the straps that held up the plywood boat.

“I wonder if I could snag that for comedy club,” Francesca muses.

“Why do you need a boat for that?”

She shrugs. “I don’t, but it never hurts to have more props for improv. I feel like we always have to build every single thing from scratch.”

“I’ll ask my sister and text you. And if she says no, I’ll just ask Kayla because she definitely won’t care.”

The cringeworthy Pineland Prep anthem cycles back on as our outgoing homecoming court takes the field again to close out the pep rally by giving wreaths to all the team captains. For some reason Pineland has a tradition of only electing jocks as our homecoming royalty, a fact that doesn’t bother me as long as they don’t encroach on prom.

“I cannot believe we elected Pat Zeller and Lisa Baker-Grant as our prince and princess,” Francesca mutters as we watch Pat try to stuff an extra flower into the homecoming queen’s cleavage. “I have lost faith in humanity.”

“Don’t even get me started.”

“Are we allowed to go now?” Francesca asks, searching for a signal from one of the chaperones. “I don’t think there are any teams left.”

“I have to pee, so I’m leaving.” I descend the bleachers with care, waving to TJ, the co-chair of the student council, to signal that I can talk since he’s been relentlessly blowing up my phone for the past fifteen minutes.

Francesca follows, head swiveling to see if we’ll get caught. We’re technically leaving a bit early, but none of the teachers seem to be policing the formal dismissal time. With only a half day of classes and the rest spent on the athletic fields, they’re probably tired of keeping us corralled.

I pause at the corner of the bleachers to wait for TJ. Ethan, the senior class vice president, isn’t far behind. “Pretzel sales are down,” TJ laments in his most dejected co-chair voice, cupping both of his hands into a megaphone and leaning so close to my ear that the bill of his hat pecks against the side of my head. “I don’t know if we’re going to have enough for the Community Costume Closet and the Boo-Boo Blood Drive.”

I shake my head at TJ’s obsession with alliterative names and run a few quick numbers on my phone, mentally pulling up the spreadsheet with our projections for costumes, blood-drive snacks, and decorations. “We might be able to scrap some of the decorations or send out a notice that we’re accepting costume donations for charity.”

“We could donate some cash from the senior-class fund,” Ethan proposes, shamelessly eavesdropping over TJ’s shoulder as he herds us away from the noise of other students chatting while they wait to be released.

I glower at Ethan, old arguments fresh to my tongue. “You can’t keep giving away all our prom money just because you’re friends with everyone.” I let the declaration sink in for a moment as we round the corner and leave the field behind us. “I know you snuck money to the freshmen.”

“But they’re so tiny and sad and bad at fundraising,” TJ points out, pressing a freckled hand to his heart. “We have to save them from their terrible bake sales.”

“You’re both such suckers.”

“Ice queen,” Ethan stages-whispers to TJ.

I shove his arm and almost push myself over in the process. Damn swimmer biceps. “At least I’m not a bleeding heart.”

“Party pooper.”

“Tool bag.”

“Scrooge.”

TJ lets his hand fall and shakes off a pretend burn, hissing through his teeth. “You’re making me glad I’m a junior. This senior class is too intense.” He leans his neck back to catch a glimpse of Francesca. “Except you, Franny. You’re the bestest art-class buddy ever.”

“Anytime?” she offers, laughing. Her laugh trails off as we circle around the bleachers and into the parking lot, where the crew team is facing off with a group of red-faced lacrosse players. Of course the instigator is Pat, fresh off the field with last year’s sash for homecoming prince still wrapped around him.

My heart jolts when I spot Oliver De Luca a few steps away, wearing a matching expression of curiosity and distaste as he watches the argument become more animated. Or maybe that repulsed look is for me. We lock eyes for a moment, and I tilt my hand in a half wave that he doesn’t reciprocate.

Francesca tugs on my sleeve. “Did you just wave at Oliver? Are you getting back together? We can go on double dates now!” She practically vibrates with excitement, her loose curls springing in every direction from under her Pineland Prep beanie.

“Hardly.” Though whenever I see him in person, my conviction to not beg for him back wavers somewhat. I run my eyes over his tanned skin, his hair long and mussed by the breeze. He’s even wearing the school polo I shrank by accident in the wash, the one that shows every muscle of his torso. I’m staring. I’m staring. Stop it, you useless eyeballs. Look somewhere else. “I’m just being nice.”

“But. But. I just don’t get how you can go through”—Francesca lowers her voice and looks over both shoulders for imaginary eavesdroppers—“freshman year and then break up now.”

“We don’t talk about the F-year,” I mutter. “No one wants to talk about the F-year.”

There was no point in talking anyway. When the worst of the virus was over, everyone was so burned-out by illness that they just wanted to forget. People took off their masks, if they’d bothered to wear them at all, and swapped stories about how virtue or eating pool cleaner—not science and luck—had kept them safe.

And those lifelines that we’d so desperately clung to together, the remote medical appointments and free testing and permission to just be sick without having to apologize for it? It turns out those had an expiration date, and even whispering about the coronavirus that wiped out seven million souls made you the new buzzkill. Healthy is always in vogue, after all.

“I didn’t mind getting to stay home,” Francesca reflects, almost like it was an optional break instead of a narrowly dodged doomsday. She turns her attention back to the scene before us. “At least I didn’t have to deal with Pat.”

The situation between the two teams is clearly escalating, at least judging by the rise in voices and the fact that Brandon’s shoulders are so high that they count as hackles. Pat is the opposite, slouching his weight back on one foot, pausing his verbal tirade long enough only to let his cronies add in their live laugh track. “Yeah… about that…”

“Should we do something or just go?” Francesca asks, pausing far enough away that we could scurry in the other direction without anyone noticing.

I sigh, choosing the former option but only because Eliza would want me to stick up for her teammates. “You don’t have to come with me.” I know that Francesca doesn’t have a confrontational bone in her body, but that’s okay because I’m a Scorpio, so I’ve got 206 of them.

The shouting and profanity become easier to hear as I approach. It’s not so much a dispute as a one-sided attack. The issue seems to be the theft of the Sammy the Shark costume from the athletic storage room. I was wondering how the crew team managed to convince the lacrosse coach to lend them the mascot.

Brandon, still dressed as a goldfish, takes the costume from Kayla and tries to return it. “Here. Sorry. We didn’t think it was a big deal.”

“We don’t want it now that you’ve rubbed your fucking fish dick on it, man.”

Francesca leans against me, whispering, “What do we do?”

“This is so petty.” I don’t how much more of a toxic, homophobic asshole Pat Zeller can be before he actually grows a second anus on his forehead or something. I’ve never forgiven him for “Fran-chest-a”—the seventh-grade nickname that still makes Francesca walk everywhere with her arms folded, her fingers tucked under the straps of her backpack.

I put on my cheeriest smile and step between the two groups before this escalates even more than it already has. I don’t like to get involved in stuff like this, but most people listen when I talk, if only to avoid my revenge when they want something changed in the yearbook. “You know you’re not all going to be able to play this season if you get in a fight, so let’s just leave it.”

I feel the creep of eyes and glance over, registering that Oliver is still there, still watching me. I wish he would just go home already. Go work on his screenplay and bake with his grandmother and bond with his rescue animals. And be perfect.

And forget how I blew through his life like a tempest, an unwitting tribute to the line he whispered in my ear that idyllic morning, with dying junior prom flowers on the bedside and my dress shed just inside the threshold. Awake, dear heart, awake.

The linemen back away a bit now that I’ve inserted myself into their spat, but Pat doesn’t budge. “We’ll get the costume dry-cleaned or take it to a fish-dick exorcist or something,” I say. “Everybody good with that?”

Pat takes a deep breath. His shoulders rise and drop. “Okay. Fine.” He shifts to my right and extends his hand to Brandon. “Shake on it?”

As Brandon moves to reciprocate, Pat lashes out with a quick jab and punches him in the face. Brandon stumbles, blood spraying from his nose, and I scramble to catch him before he can fall on the rough asphalt. But Pat isn’t finished. His next blow, this time from his left, is midswing by the time I notice. I’ve stepped straight into it.

Seeing stars is an understatement; I discover new galaxies in the microseconds it takes my brain to process the shock of impact. The momentum. Gravity.

On instinct I throw out one arm toward the ground and wrap the other around my head. My left arm buckles under the combined weight of me, Brandon, and the shark costume, sending spikes of pain bursting through my shoulder. I lie there, gasping, feeling the warmth of blood trickling from the side of my mouth.

Beyond the throbbing in my ears, I hear one of the lacrosse players screaming while Francesca pulls Brandon off of me. “What did you do? You! Punched! Brynn! Kwan!”

He punched Brynn Kwan.
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I try not to flinch as I take inventory of my body like a computer running a virus scan. My hip is partially popped out—subluxated if I want to be medical and fancy about it—and my cheek is swelling around the imprint of my teeth. But the worst damage is to my shoulder, which I can feel hanging out of socket, the pain pulsing intermittently with the white-hot burning of my elbow, the numbness in my fingers that almost tickles.

I attempt to move, but all that happens is a slight tensing of my muscles. Like troubleshooting the knotted skein of wires balled up behind the entertainment stand, I become aware of the commotion around me one sense at a time.

The pain subsides enough to become touch, the pressure of hands on my neck, my face.

My ears tune in next. “Your breathing and heart rate seem fine.” Instead of panicking, Eliza’s voice is the same leaden, almost gravelly tone I associate with her lecturing me for leaving the bathroom dirty. Like I’m a chore. A responsibility. “Brynn? Can you hear me?”

There’s a brief intermission as I blink, my eyelids barely lifting enough to see Eliza pawing through my stuff. She wasn’t here just a second ago, was she? I scan my limited field of view, realizing from the chaos that they must have dismissed the first set of bleachers.

Prescription pill bottles, a pulse oximeter, and my purple pill organizer are lying beside me, half-spilled from the open mouth of my tote bag. The shock wave of panic that slams through my system is like a hard reboot. I flail upright, my ankles twisting free of TJ’s grip as my hip slides back into joint with a mix of agony and relief. Before any of my classmates get the chance to scrutinize the contents of my bag, I shove Eliza away and start stuffing pill bottles and medical crap back inside like some timed carnival game.

“Oh my God, Brynn, would you stop?” Eliza tries to grab my arm. “No one cares!”

But she doesn’t get it. After an entire childhood of pills and stitches, wobbling around in braces and slings, I know that once you’re The Disabled Girl, you can’t be anything else. People stop seeing you, but they never stop looking. Judging. Helping. Imposing.

Isn’t it so much easier to just pretend? Pretend Brynn gets a few colds a year, and she’s a little self-conscious about the dimpled scar on the side of her chin from toddling into the coffee table, but really, it’s almost kind of cute. Pretend Brynn doesn’t resemble an exhausted bridge troll that needs fifteen pills a day just to feel totally worthless anyway.

With the last of my strength, I tag that Brynn into the ring, basking in the rush of her confidence as I let out an effortless laugh. “Calm down,” I drawl, batting away Eliza’s hand. “I got knocked down, not hit by a bus.”

A few people manage to chuckle. I sit up on my knees, wobbling as Oliver helps me stand. I didn’t even see him come over here. I almost topple over again before he catches me around the waist. “Are you okay?”

I feel the performance stall a moment as I wonder how much he saw, but I never forget my next line: “I’m fine.” I wrench my arm free before his touch can singe my flesh. He steps back, eyes averted, and I want to throw myself against him and kiss him until some uptight teacher pulls us apart, as if we don’t all still have lost time from lockdown in our ledgers. But Oliver and I don’t belong to each other anymore, if we ever did at all. “Pat’s got a weak left hook.”

He points to the corner of his own mouth. “You’re bleeding.”

“I just need a paper towel.” I heave myself through space in jerky, lurching stumbles as security guards and administrators descend on the two teams. My hip and shoulder ignore the demands of my threadbare nerves, my body an unmanned vehicle, a hostage crisis.

And always that question—

“Are you okay?” TJ asks in the horror-stricken tone of someone who can only be serious three times a year, and this is one of them.

Ethan holds out a tentative hand, not quite making contact on my forearm. “Hey, you should sit down. The nurse is probably still here.”

I swing my gaze in lolling arcs across the crowd, seeing my friends seeing me for the first time. The smog of their compassion envelops me. What happened? Suddenly I’m in first grade again, realizing from my teacher’s bloodless, nauseated expression that I was not supposed to pull out four baby teeth during the story about the tooth fairy just because I’d discovered I could.

I stand up as straight as I can, affecting a slight lean onto my back leg that I hope is close to nonchalance. “I’m good. You might want to check on Brandon, though.” I limp away before I can attract any more attention. Some mobs carry torches and pitchforks; others bludgeon you with pity, a death of a thousand wishes well.

At last I reach the sanctuary of the bathroom. Beads of sweat form along my hairline and trace rivulets around the curves of my nose as I shut myself into the first stall. I lean against the door, the cool metal nothing but a raindrop on a wildfire. It hurts to breathe. I can feel the interconnectedness of it all, how one sip of air is the difference between relief and agony.

I mash my shoulder joint and attempt to force my humerus back into place. Come on, Left Shoulder. Somehow, narrating all of my body parts like they’re a bunch of inconsiderate houseguests has always made the pain easier to bear. I thought we were friends.


LEFT SHOULDER

You let the doctors poke me with scalpels too many times for us to be friends.

ME

I hate you.

LEFT SHOULDER

Wow, that’s very hurtful.



I hear footsteps smacking against the floor and jam a knuckle in between my teeth to avoid letting a whimper escape as I release my grip on my shoulder socket. “Hey, uh, Brynn?” Francesca calls out. “You still in here?”

“Yeah,” I say, a little sharper than intended. Where else would I be? I didn’t open an interstellar portal in the toilet.

I bite harder against my knuckle until I can taste the salt on my skin, the grime of the asphalt. I pull air through my nose in a slow drag. Don’t become a pain monster. It’s not Francesca’s fault. She’s trying to help.

“Brandon’s nose might be broken. Did you find some ice for your face?” she asks. I can see the tips of her fat sneakers through the gap at the bottom of the stall door, a trend I unwittingly started when I needed enormous clown shoes to house my arch supports. In a private school with uniforms, we’re all desperate to break the mold just a bit. “I’m supposed to meet Amber for our one-month anniversary, but I don’t want to leave you like this. She probably won’t care if I cancel. I could stay.”

I press the tips of my fingers against my throat to steady my voice. “That’s okay. Thanks. I’ll catch up with you later.” When she doesn’t move, I add, “Oliver helped me out.” That’ll distract her.

I hear a shuffling noise and see the end of Francesca’s hair hovering under the door. “Is he in there with you?” she hisses, sounding half-impressed and half-scandalized.

“What? No!” I would facepalm if my busted face wasn’t already well acquainted with the human hand. “I’m just saying that I’m good. Eliza’s going to want to get home soon anyway. Say hi to Amber for me.”

“I will,” she says, still sounding hesitant. “Feel better.”

“Thanks.”

I listen to her leave. The sound of her footsteps grows louder as she transitions onto the concrete, then disappears once she’s in the strip of grass that divides the restrooms from the parking lot.

I peck out a text to Eliza with one thumb—the only time I’ve ever been thankful for autocorrect—and arrange to rendezvous out back.


Eliza [2:32 P.M.]: WHERE ARE YOU?

Brynn [2:32 P.M.]: Bathroom by the concession stand.

Eliza [2:33 P.M.]: You ran away!

Brynn [2:33 P.M.]: Just meet me in the parking lot.



“You can drive,” I say in greeting as Eliza comes jogging around the corner.

Don’t let her see how bad it is. I grit my teeth and curl my toes inside my shoes. Don’t ruin her pep rally. It’s her day.

My purse, though abused, is still slung across my chest. I retrieve my car keys and dangle them from the pinky of my good arm.


RIGHT ARM

Am I the good arm?

ME

Yes, you’re the good arm. Shut up.



Eliza looks at me like I just offered her a bottle rocket instead of asking her to use the learner’s permit I know she has in her wallet. “I’m not allowed to drive with only you in the car. How’s your shoulder?”

My laugh is more of a wheezing grunt. I toss my whole lanyard at her, counting on her reflexes to kick in. She snatches it from the air. “You know how to drive,” I point out. “Just do the speed limit and no one will notice.”

“Did you even check your blood pressure?” she demands.

“I can take care of myself. It’s not as bad as it looks.”

I hate the tinge of desperation souring my voice. Eliza is like an auditory bloodhound, her ears attuned to the slightest inflections of pain. She plants both feet and lofts a single brow, a pose she absorbed from Dad. “It looks pretty significant.”

“It’s nothing.” I cast around us for something else to talk about. My eyes land on the fake oar jutting out of her backpack. “Your skit was funny. I recorded it for Mom and Dad, but I was kind of far away, so it’s not the best quality.”

Eliza ignores me and starts rattling off random guesses. “Knee? Elbow? Heart rate? Seriously, what is it?” When I open my mouth to speak, she holds up her index finger in a challenge. “Don’t even try to change the subject.”

“My shoulder’s still out,” I mumble, kicking at a crack in the pavement where two clumps of weeds are fighting for a sliver of space. “Everything else mushed back in already.”

“Can you put it back in?”

I shake my head, swallowing as a wave of dizziness passes over me at the motion. “I tried. You’ll have to do it for me. I can show you on YouTube. It’s easy.”

“I’m not going to let a YouTube video teach me how to do a medical procedure.”

I rotate my wrist to check the time, and shooting pain lances through my arm. I tug on the passenger-side door handle of my trusty Chevy Spark. “At least unlock it and let me sit down. I don’t want to be vertical anymore.”

Eliza clicks the button on the fob, her teeth scraping her bottom lip as she weighs her options. I open the door and melt into the seat, curling onto my side to alleviate the worst of the nausea roiling through my stomach. I hear the clunk of her bag getting tossed in the trunk.

I call Dad on speaker, balancing my phone on my thigh and stabbing at it with one hand. He picks up on the third ring. “Hey, I’m with a student. Can I call you back?” I hear a high-pitched caterwauling in the background that is either small animals being thrown into a woodchipper or an extremely new clarinet player.

“My shoulder is out and it’s doing that thing where it’s kind of stuck, you know?” It’s a relief to have Dad on the line, the only other person who speaks my body’s weird language. “My hip slid out a little too, but it was on my non-op side. I don’t think it disturbed any of the breaks or screws.” When my hip-dysplasia surgeon told me I could start moving more after reassembling half of my pelvis over the summer, I don’t think getting a haymaker to the face is what he meant by “high-impact activities.”

“What happened?” Dad asks.

“I got punched in the face by accident—I’ll tell you later—and I fell on my arm.”

Eliza climbs into the driver’s seat and shuts the door. She quirks her head as the clarinet gives off another shriek.

Dad makes a hrmm sound low in his throat. “You should go to the ortho or the hospital to get an X-ray and make sure you didn’t fracture anything.” His voice is muffled for a moment, the receiver scratchy as he gives some instruction or another to his student. “Our deductible is met,” he adds a moment later, though I’m not sure if that’s him talking to himself or talking to me.

I try to recall the numbers on the last insurance document I snooped when no one was paying attention. “What about the out-of-pocket max?”

“Let me worry about that. I’ll come by as soon as I can, okay? Just text me where you end up.”

I roll my eyes so far up in my head that I’m surprised I can’t see my own frontal lobe. “Fine. I’ll see you later. Love you.”

“Love you too.”

I hang up and groan, half from pain and half from the anticipated mental pain of having to deal with the hospital. “Actually, wait,” I say to Eliza, as if she’s in a huge hurry to illegally chauffeur me around. “Let me see if the ortho can squeeze me in.” Literally. But after calling and navigating the infuriating automated phone tree, the receptionist tells me that they have a packed schedule.

“No dice?” Eliza asks.

“Hospital it is.”

Eliza rises up in her seat to see better, peering down at my hunched form. “Here’s the deal.” She adjusts her seat to a rigid ninety degrees and grasps the steering wheel at the precise points denoted in the driving manual. “I’ll drive, but next time you need to ask one of your friends who actually has a license. I could lose my permit for this.”

Yelling would require me to breathe, which actually hurts more than I want to admit, so I stay silent. Eliza doesn’t understand. All it takes is one person finding out that I’m disabled and my whole life will unravel, just like it did when the non-disabled members of Dad’s extended family learned I was diagnosed before I’d even found out the truth about Santa. My cousin Tori never made a spectacle of me, but one voice isn’t enough to negate a whole ensemble at family reunions and holidays.

Oh, it’s so awful. Did you hear that Brynn has it too?

Or the weird celebration when Eliza wasn’t.

Thank the Lord that both of Jason’s kids didn’t get it. Can you imagine?

I don’t want to spend my senior year having everyone question whether I can do whatever activity, whether I need to take a break, take a pill. Calling me inspirational for eating a sandwich or scratching my butt. The scrunched, beaming faces people make when they refer to me as special or ask to borrow my handicapped-parking placard to go to a concert.

Eliza slows at a yellow light, stopping just in front of the crosswalk.

I knock the edge of my hand against the dashboard. “I know it’s farther away, but take me to Four Towers. I’ll die before I go back to University.”

She opens the GPS and pauses with her finger hovering over the touchscreen. “What’s the real name of Four Towers? I always forget.”

“Deaconess Medical Center.”

“I thought Dad doesn’t like that one,” she says, hesitating.

“I’m not Dad.”

A few minutes later I see the four towers that give the hospital its unofficial namesake stretching above the treetops. Eliza accidentally drives into the ambulance entrance and has to turn around. I chuckle under my breath, realizing that she doesn’t frequent these buildings like I do. “Main ER entrance is on the ground floor of the east tower.” I point in the general direction. “You can just drop me off.”

Eliza scoffs. “I’m not going to leave you by yourself.”

“Yes, you are.” The last thing I need is her hovering over me, asking me if I’m okay every six seconds while I drain my phone battery in the waiting room reading about every possible complication that could occur. “Unless you want to miss your SAT tutor.”

She groans. Checkmate. “Maybe I could reschedule.”

“I’m going to tell the doctor not to let you come back with me, so you might as well go make your enormous brain even bigger, nerd.”

After another few minutes of arguing and cajoling and calling Dad for reinforcement, Eliza agrees to go home. “But if you need anything, I’m coming right back.”

“I’m fine.”

“Just make sure you keep me posted!” she insists, sounding exactly like Mom in pitch and tone.

We have a brief standoff while she’s waiting for me to go inside and I’m waiting for her to leave. I cave first and check in at the desk, passing over my identification and grabbing a stack of intake forms. I fill them out in as little detail as possible, since no one ever reads them anyway except for the billing and insurance ones. I reluctantly write in Jenna Kwan as my emergency contact but only because Mom always answers her phone, while Dad’s gets drowned on a regular basis by screaming piccolos and sonic blasts from the business end of a tuba.

A triage nurse brings me into a separate room and asks me the same questions, eyeing my shoulder without touching. She rates me as a four, which means that I’m doomed to sit in the waiting room for all eternity, maybe even until the gross vending-machine food starts looking appetizing.


Dad [3:06 P.M.]: Hey, you hanging in there?

Brynn [3:08 P.M.]: Arm is literally hanging. I’m at Four Towers.

Dad [3:08 P.M.]: Sorry. I’ll head over as soon as I can.

Brynn [3:09 P.M.]: No hurry. They rated me a 4 in triage.

Dad [3:09 P.M.]: In that case, I’ll take a nap first.

Brynn [3:10 P.M.]: My phone’s dying. Tell Mom.



Just as my phone further protests its lack of charge, a different nurse leads me into another wing and takes my vitals in one of the narrow, cubby-like exam rooms. I need to remove my jacket to accommodate the blood-pressure cuff, which takes both of us and a fair amount of moaning to accomplish.

When she’s done, I flail my arm at my purse and accidentally knock it to the ground, not even caring that it’s my favorite bag and I’ll never get the smudges and scuffs out of the leather. “There’s a… a paper in there.” It’s the short version of the enormous medical binder I keep at home, an abstract to a dissertation. “Here, give it to me, please.” I realize belatedly how sharp my tone is, but it’s like the pain makes me into a different person.

The nurse passes it over and I dump the contents onto my lap, sorting one-handed through the mound of old receipts and Q-tips, loose pills and scarred coins. I open my EpiPen carrying case with my teeth and fish out the paper. I waggle it at her. “This has anything you might want to know.”

She gives it a quick scan. “I’ll give this to the doctor. He’ll be by in a minute.”

A real minute or a hospital minute?

“Thanks.”

She slips out through the gap at the edge of the curtain where it doesn’t quite meet the wall. There’s no television, so I sit in silence and appraise the room around me, my gaze drifting over the biohazard container and the cheap chair in the corner. I wonder if hospitals have a decorating committee where a bunch of designers sit around choosing the blandest color palette in existence.

The doctor’s introduction is so short that he forgets to tell me his name, and I can’t quite read it off the embroidery above his pocket. He has my medical sheet in his hand.

I point to the unnatural, throbbing lump that I assume is my bone. “It’s dislocated.”

He tilts his head a bit with a saccharine smile that drips with condescension and the wafting smell of wintergreen gum. “Well, a lot of people use the word ‘dislocated’ to mean ‘slipping slightly out of joint.’ That’s not the same thing. But let’s have a look.”

I unbutton my shirt and pull down the collar, pivoting on the bed to show him the worst of it. He startles. “Oh, it is dislocated.”

“Told you so,” I singsong through gritted teeth, my fist twisting braids into the thin sheet beneath me. They always sound like it’s such mind-blowing news. Call the press! Girl with condition that makes you dislocate everything dislocates everything!

“Have you ever dislocated anything before?” he asks, squinting at me with newfound interest, the way a child might stare at an exotic frog at the zoo.

I nod, almost shrugging before the pain reminds me to keep still.

“When was that?”

I think back. I popped my thumb out trying to open a bottle of chocolate syrup to make sundaes with Dad. It was so ridiculous that we laughed for ten minutes. “Last Tuesday.”

“I’m being serious.”

I lock eyes with him. “So am I. Did you read the notes?” I gesture to the paper he still has clutched in one hand. I can tell it’s my notes from the thick creases and a splotch on the back where I set it down on a drop of vanilla pudding the last time I was stuck in the ER during dinnertime.

“Ehlers-Danlos syndrome.” He sounds out each syllable like a first grader with phonics homework. “What’s that?”

“It’s a connective-tissue disorder. I also have its two comor—its two best friends, mast cell activation syndrome and POTS. The heart thing.” It’s always a battle to sound like I’m informed enough to not get gaslighted without upsetting some white coat’s ego by wanting to use actual medical terminology.

“Oh, is this the thing all those girls are diagnosing themselves with on the internet?” He squints at me over the top of the page. “What makes you think you have, uh, Evers-Damos?”

This is going well. “My board-certified geneticist told me so, but maybe he just spends too much time on TikTok.”

The doctor’s face becomes an abstract of whites, pinks, and reds as all the blood drains into his cheeks. “I’m going to send you off for an X-ray to confirm the dislocation and get a look at the bones to rule out fractures. While you’re there, I’ll do some more research to see if there’s anything specific to this”—he looks down at the paper—“Enlers… Ehlers-Danlos syndrome that I should know about.”

That means he’s going to look it up on the internet. Paging Dr. Google.

“Sounds good.”

“I’ll have someone take you down to radiology. It’s a bit of a walk, and I don’t want to risk you falling.”

He’s not going to get any arguments from me. I’ve already tested the theory of gravity with my face once today. I’m not looking for a repeat.

As I watch the doctor leave, I contemplate the question of what happens in medical school to make certain physicians this jaded. Maybe it’s because so few people on this side of the sickbed can make it through the rigors of training and residency. I still fantasize about it sometimes, that there will be some breakthrough that fixes it all and makes it possible for me to dilute some of the toxicity in medicine with a firsthand perspective.

But deep down, I know those aspirations were cemented into idle daydreams as EDS took one ligament after another, a joint here, a bone there. There’s no way I’ll be able to clock sixty-five-hour weeks or stay up all night cramming for complicated exams. I can barely go four days without accidentally stabbing myself in the face with a fork or almost shoving chopsticks up my nostril because I missed my own mouth.


RIGHT CHEEK

Someone give that girl a scalpel!



“Goodbye, bad thoughts. You don’t live in my brain anymore,” I mutter, parroting one of Dad’s little verbal cues to snap himself out of a doom spiral.

Instead I check my phone, which seems to have conveniently turned off since I didn’t have the foresight to charge it in the car. I groan, berating myself for not moving my charger from my backpack last night when I decided that I could manage an abbreviated class schedule and a pep rally with just this tote.

The curtain to my room opens, its metal rings screeching across the bar. I keep poking at the screen in my futile attempt to see if it’ll power on at all. “Sorry. Give me one second.”

And just because this day hasn’t been awful enough already, I look up to see the last person I ever expected to be here, still dressed in his school uniform with a white-and-green pep-rally ribbon pinned to one lapel: Oliver De Luca.
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