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Some spirits are mischievous, some are playful. 

Others are angry. 

When we encounter those, God help the living.
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Chapter 1
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Crash

Santa Monica, CA

1982

Red splashed along the highway metal and plastic forming a trail that stretched a hundred feet. Gas and burnt rubber fumes floated over the road, smoke swirled away from the ocean side of the highway, snaked through sage and chaparral and up the steep hillside. Night blooming Jasmine rose faintly beneath acrid fumes; a tiny ballerina on a football field filled with warriors. The VW bug lay across two lanes of Pacific Coast Highway and rested on its hood like an overturned tortoise. Lyric forced one eye open and knew it was bad, life flashing before her eyes bad. But it was not a string of life’s moments that surfaced in the blood-filled space behind her eyes, it was a face. 

A woman’s face. 

Her dearest friend’s huge brown eyes opened wide, blinked then hovered just out of reach.

Rachel! Where is Rachel? She opened her mouth to shout for her friend. No sound came out. Instead she tasted copper and spat - a glut of fluid splashed over her chin but that made room for oxygen. She coughed and sucked in a lungful of salty air. Grit and coagulating blood crunched between her teeth. Calm descended unexpected, welcomed. Waves crashing onto the beach lulled her closer to darkness, away from pain. Not fully realized, the promise of agony brushed her lips: a lover’s kiss. Some part of her understood that laying across a road in the dark was bad but she observed this from a faraway place. She saw a broken doll or maybe it was a mannequin fallen from the back of some unsuspecting pick-up truck. Or maybe it was a body... The figure had landed in a tangled heap on the highway: a mélange of metal and flesh. That’s no body, that’s me... Tranquility persisted. And if distant alarm bells in her brain had reached her consciousness, what could she have done? Movement was not currently an option. Slender legs stuck out from under a blue miniskirt but the angle of them was wrong. Wrong like a Barbie doll whose legs could pivot overhead but not bend at the knees. My legs are broken. Doesn’t hurt, Lyric marveled. Her first impulse was to smooth fabric over exposed panties, pink lace with the Sears label pointing up towards her back, but her limbs would not obey. She’d written her initials in permanent marker on the label. Cover yourself, she thought, then, doesn’t matter anyhow. Hadn’t her mother said something about clean panties in case of an accident? Oil and urine and blood soaked the thin fabric. They were clean when I put them on... She recognized that her thoughts were askew, as jumbled as her broken limbs. The knowledge that this was also cause for concern slid away faster than an Alzheimer’s patient forgetting her own name. My name is Lyric. She might have laughed if not for a low growl that snapped her back to the now.

A dog transfixed by hunger and the rich metallic smells of blood and gasoline stood absolutely still. Lips pulled back over yellowed teeth, haunches higher than its head a line of saliva snapped as conflicting messages surged through its brain. Eat! Danger! Hungry, eat! Skeletal ribs framed its gaunt belly. The stray had foraged garbage and a few sea creatures that ventured onto land since its human loosed it on the beach six weeks prior. A jagged pink scar on its snout was evidence that live food, a large crab in this case, sometimes bit back. The pain in its belly flexed. A purse had vomited its contents: cherry red lipstick, an unpaid parking ticket and shattered glass from a perfume bottle sat just beyond her reach. Chanel No. 5 blended with liquid fuel. The noxious mixture elicited another whine from feral jaws as it licked its injured mouth.

That’s not my perfume, it’s Rach... Funereal sirens wailed in the distance growing louder as they approached. There was a word for that sound, that bending of decibels as the echo moved through space. Lyric couldn’t remember it. Spell for beast and woman was broken. The animal whined, sniffed coppery blood once more then fled into dry brush, its hunger still raging. The woman slid into oblivion wondering if someone owned that poor creature.

She was instantly awake. Something hard pushed into her back. Coastal fog thickened the air and the temperature plummeted. I’m cold. Her head felt enormous and would not move. Nausea rolled in and nestled in her gut. A foghorn blared. Sea mist clung to the road in lazy circles, mixing effortlessly with thicker smoke. She could see through it but only as far as her periphery. And just with one eye that was slightly open. The perspective was wrong, tilted but she couldn’t assign the view any significance. It reminded her of an off-kilter oil painting of mother and child that hung in her gynecologists’ exam room: it appeared straight when the stirrups forced a certain angle. Lyric wondered if the tipped artwork had been intentionally placed. She felt an urge to vomit but thought this would make things immeasurably worse. Instead she swallowed past a hard lump and waited for her roiling belly to calm. Time slid in a bent, windless rush. Rachel’s face, partially hidden by long dark curls smiled then floated past her, just beyond reach. Rachel?

The party! I was at the party with Rachel.

Pineapple juice masked the ghoulish burn of cheap rum, barely. Lyric chewed a piece of ice and swallowed more of the concoction hoping to dull a sense of foreboding that had no business haunting her at a party. Someone had strung paper lanterns that radiated out from a central hub, a circus tent above – resplendent in reds and purples – gave her parents’ home a carnival feel but old, maybe Dust-Bowl 1930’s. An old-fashioned phonograph spun uselessly – a prop – as a D.J. kept Michael Jackson, Madonna, Duran Duran and a whole host of technopop pumping without interruption. This was a ‘make-it-right’ party, technically thrown to celebrate her homecoming but more obviously a blatant attempt by her mother to smooth things over between them. Their parting words before she’d boarded a plane for Lesotho Africa two years ago (two, had it really been two whole years?) had been bitterly angry but honest which was a rare thing indeed. Her mother had accused her of running and as the saying goes: the truth hurts. But the motivation for her mad dash was where things got testy. Testy was a safe word; they’d gotten downright ugly.

UCLA was a perfectly good school. Why did Lyric need to go halfway around the planet to serve? To study? There were plenty of needy folk and opportunities right here in Los Angeles County. There had been no arguing with Natalie Freeman. The woman was a bulldog disguised as a matronly black saint. And Lyric hadn’t run – she’d sprinted putting some serious distance between herself and the Freeman clan. Tribe was a more accurate description. Clearly, she had not gone fast nor far enough. With the soiree in full swing, Natalie had come at her again. But instead of an ugly confrontation, Lyric had smiled and sucked down another glass of pineapple rum poison. The silence had done the trick: her mother had given up and avoided even looking her way.

Lyric jerked awake. The ocean breeze had evolved. Now brutal wind teased her hair into a wild mass and numbed her face and hands and toes. Eddies of sand and dirt choked her nostrils and made her open eye water furiously. She blinked and winced at the sandpaper sensation beneath her eyelid.

“Rachel,” she rasped and managed to widen her field of vision. A light brown hand dangled from the bottom of the car, now its highest point. Pale pink polish contrasted with Rachel’s caramel skin. The hand was very still. Lyric closed her functioning orb again. This is so very bad... A weight slunk from her thickened throat to her belly and stirred up the nausea once again. Dread threaded up and over her spine, icy fingers engaged in a horrible massage.

She was banged up. Being in such a state seemed to give her mind a lot of wiggle room. It let the grey matter wander into previously inaccessible territories. The acumen with which she could see, the absolute clarity of her insight would never had been possible had she not been sitting (lying) in the middle of a main thoroughfare, one of the few that connected points north (Oxnard, Santa Barbara, San Francisco) with the sprawl that was Los Angeles. Guess the party’s over.

She felt the movement of a vehicle but still no pain. Metallic and plastic wrapped equipment defied gravity on white walls then shimmered; an oasis in a desert before her vision cleared. Clear tubes snaked from somewhere above her head but she could not see where they terminated. The confusion coalesced: ambulance! Well at least I won’t die alone. Lyric felt strangely calm at the thought of her own expiration. It should have elicited panic but calm resignation was all that she felt; that and a glimmer of apprehension for pain that should be present but was not. She knew agony was imminent only just outside the door. Men’s voices lobbed questions at her and she tried vainly to answer. A wet gurgle was all she could produce. Soon even that effort was abandoned. A radio growled and a call and response ensued. ‘ETA eight minutes’, one of the voices declared with confidence but it sounded very far away. A prick of pain shot up her arm followed by warmth. Loosed of tethers she floated. Lyric tried to smile. A bloody grimace was the result. She couldn’t keep her eye open nor could she win the battle with exhaustion, shock and whatever they’d injected into her. Darkness came again and Lyric welcomed it.

When her eye snapped open this time, the King had arrived in all of His glory: and his name was Agony. It ripped through her legs, twisting slowly up her nerve endings before lodging itself into her brain. It was all that it had promised and so much more. A distinctive wail washed over her and she realized it was coming from her own broken mouth. A smudged light greeted her; forced acknowledgement with torturous sensations. Lyric bowed to His Highness; his unwilling subject. She bent before it, broken. A shadow moved in front of the light. Agony receded. Tears slipped from her opened eye and a warm hand wiped them away. Lyric heard soothing words that had cadence but no meaning. Blackness saved her again. Nothing swallowed her pain and all.

With no other way to gauge time, anticipation of relief became her clock, her world. Warmth dulled the shriek to a gentle whisper, never gone but far enough away to ignore. Occasionally it was interrupted by a frantic need to locate something. Or someone. A dirigible filled with helium floated by and a woman at the helm winked at Lyric and gestured upward. Enormous lengths of ribbon trailed behind the vessel, an offering. Catch me if you can! The ropes looked like antique cloth Lyric had seen in the Anderson Building at the Los Angeles Museum of Art: An exhibit called ‘Victorian Technology: Then and Now.’ The docent had gone on and on about the strength of the twisted embroidered ropes and how form followed function or some such crap. What the hell? Rachel? This is some freaky, drug-induced hallucination. But even the ornate visions floated away in the presence of enough morphine.

Lyric heard someone speak her name and utter the beautiful declaration again: morphine. She couldn’t pull words from her own damaged mouth. I’m here! But warmth flowed. At the moment, hurt teased her but it was peripheral, less pungent than its potential. Who’s there? No answer. A sweet dreamscape swam up to greet her. She’d slunk away from pain as it loosed its hold reluctantly. She’d sailed high above it, chasing the oddly modern Victorian zeppelin but never quite able to grasp the grand ribbon ropes. The lady pilot looked sadly over her shoulder, shook her head and turned away. Eventually the vessel faded and she rose up and away and into a vast nothing.
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Chapter 2
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Rachel

Rachel’s head hurt. She meant to move her hands, explore her injured her body but her limbs were leaden. A finger would do.

Let me move a finger. Please? Nothing. Stay calm. Stay very calm. She did not feel calm. Rachel’s heart slammed in her chest. Sweat pricked her armpits, dark stains spread on the gown. She smelled her own frantic odor and a sharp antiseptic smell. I’m in a hospital! She was sure her words had not externalized. She moaned silently and her heart hammered faster.

I’m ok, she consoled herself with the lie. Fight or flight receded and her next thoughts were of Lyric. They’d been in the car. She was looking at her friend. Lyric: so beautiful without even knowing it. I love you Ly she thought, then, what happened? A huge bang echoed in her head then Lyric was yanked from her. She heard a dog growling but couldn’t see anything. We crashed. Rachel had a distinct sense of gravity, of hanging upside down, blood bounding behind her eyes and in her ears. There was darkness and now it deepened. Foghorns bellowed lament. Where are you? Where are you Lyric?

Open your eyes, Rachel. Did I say that out loud? I’m talking to myself... Lyric can you hear me?

Rachel noiselessly shouted her friend’s name. If her vocal cords had been functioning she’d have hollered herself hoarse by now. She could almost see Lyric from a nonsensical vantage point: somehow she hovered high above the ground in some sort of cabin. This was nestled in noiseless hot-air balloon. Rachel hollered but Lyric seemed not to hear her. Finally, blessedly, she heard a response. But try as she might to reach Lyric, the distance was too great. A length of heavy braided rope lay coiled at her feet, heavy beyond reason. She managed to push the rope over the side and gestured frantically for her friend to grab hold. Rachel felt the familiar rush of her own heart and the crush of disappointment as Lyric looked longingly up, unable to do anything else.

***
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Lyric drifted, her pain small, hushed but not quite asleep. Like a new lover, it was always with her, just below the surface waiting to reemerge. As she hovered, memories sifted in:

Rachel’s crooked smile; her voice, deep enough to be mistaken for a man’s. When a friend comes along, a real one, it is cause for celebration. A knowing settles in that something seismic has taken place. We don’t always recognize the event for what it is. Lyric had. Rachel is her best friend. Has been forever. Forever is a long time. Rachel?

Rachel Charles and Lyric Freeman bonded over a school- yard scuffle. The accelerant on that fire had been ‘The Question’. Everyone that looked like Lyric and Rachel; not obviously Caucasian caught it daily: sometimes more frequently than that.

“What are you?” nearly always asked in innocence but also without much tact. What they’d meant, all of them, was this: what is your ethnic background? Rory Amonson, Lester Graves and Pete Johnson were half of the Six-Pack that roamed the halls of Santa Monica High School. The other three, Jim Henry, Toby Wilcox and Harry Mason were in their regular spot: the detention hall, really just a corner of the library. Rachel had made an enemy of Lester simply by standing up to him. Her 5 feet and 11 inches, caramel skin framed by an unruly mass of dark curls and North African features were enough to ignite Lester’s insecurities. She towered over him both in stature and presence.

Again Lester said:

“What are you?”

“I am me,” Lyric responded to the growing circle of high school juniors. “My mother is an African queen and my dad is an Indian warrior. I’m mixed, like in a genetic blender.” They’d laughed because Lyric put people at ease, but Lester Graves had sneered.

“So I guess that makes you a mutt.”

Lyric shrugged but that had done it for Rachel. She’d leapt across the small gathering and punched the offender in the mouth. It had been a solid blow and several of the boy’s teeth had been knocked loose. Rachel broke two knuckles on her right hand. In that moment best friend status had been cemented.

As they’d waited in the emergency room, Lyric and Rachel continued to bond like twins reunited. How long ago had that been? Rachel?

A breeze moved her hair carrying Rachel’s perfume. Lyric was slammed back into her body. Fully awake, she heard a sound. It vibrated through her head, so familiar. Rachel’s voice close and clear broke through the haze. Lyric’s heart leapt, relief crashing over her.

“Lyric Freeman, is that you?” the voice was tentative, breathy but absolutely Rachel. Chanel perfume, now cloying filled Lyric’s nostrils.

“Do you know someone else named Lyric?”

Emancipation from fear flooded into Lyric’s chest. She felt absurd but asked anyway: “Oh, Rachel, you ok?” then, “I think your perfume bottle broke.” Lyric held her breath against the onslaught of fragrance.

“Stupid question Rachel, but are you? Ok I mean.”

“I don’t think so, Lyric. I don’t think either of us is.” Rachel’s words dissolved into plaintive sobs. “Why can’t you grab the rope?”

“I will grab the rope! I will!” Then Lyric hollered herself hoarse calling for help. But no one came. No one reprimanded her for yelling in a hospital. Nothing at all happened. But Rachel continued to weep, her heartbreak tore at Lyric’s own as she lay helpless.

“Rachel. I’m here. I won’t leave you.” Lyric tearfully promised. But even she was not convinced. Rachel’s next words pushed all the air out of Lyric’s lungs.

“Yes you will, Lyric. I’m dying. You’ll leave me and I won’t ever find my way out,” her smoky voice hitched.

“Rachel, you’re not going to die,” Lyric said around sobs. Find her way out of where? The balloon? Her stomach lurched. “I won’t leave you.”

Icy cold raised hairs all over Lyric’s body. Rachel continued crying.

“You already have. Ly. You shouldn’t have left me but you did. You should have grabbed the line. I threw it but you didn’t catch it. I’ll come back for you. Believe that.”

She didn’t hear Rachel after that. Lyric begged her friend to say something, anything. Even angry words would have been welcome. Silence was agony. It bit more deeply than her broken body or King Pain ever could.

Finally an upright heard her! A woman dressed in angel- white with a thick gold chain draped round her neck leaned in and nodded at her. A crucifix dangled at the end and caught the light.

“Where is Rachel? Rachel Charles. She was with me in the car...” That was all she could manage. The air in her lungs thinned. Lyric gasped.

Lyric opened her eyes. A plastic mask covered her mouth and nose. Cool air flowed and she breathed deeply. The room was empty except for the woman in white and a stocky man in a white coat. A stethoscope worn with authority wrapped around his neck. He held a small notebook clutched under crossed arms like a shield. The woman spoke with a soft accent. Her name tag read: Amelie, Registered Nurse. No last name. Lyric pushed the mask aside and tried to sit up. She did not get far. Waves of pain pushed her down onto a stiff hospital pillow. Her teeth felt loose and sore and her tongue had a bit missing near the tip.

“You’re finally with us. It’s been a while, young lady.” The nurse did not look any older than herself. Another time she’d have been annoyed. But Lyric was only interested in one thing.

“Rachel?” She heard a croak and realized it was her own voice. The woman looked directly into Lyric’s eyes. Empathy and sorrow filled them, but she did not say a word.

“Oh, please no. No, no, no.” Crushing weight, a massive brick settled onto her chest. Cold permeated her body, evolving her pain to new heights. Then familiar warmth shoved it all aside as the baby-faced nurse pushed liquid into her arm. A hand brushed against her wet cheek. Lyric caught familiar perfume. I’m coming Rachel...

Lyric held her friend’s hand, warm and solid and perfect. She did not understand how it was possible but she did not care. Lyric would never let go. Somehow she’d scaled the antique ropes and reached Rachel. Rachel was speaking, relaying the events of the crash but Lyric could not focus. Their hands seemed to shimmer, wavering in and out of focus as Lyric looked on amazed. They were clad in unrecognizable garb: corsets and long skirts and their hair blew in a silent wind. Rachel whispered a lullaby. Her description of the crash of Lyric’s car was clipped. Rachel did not stop, insistent that Lyric hear her.

I don’t want to hear this. I don’t want to see. But the zeppelin faded and a new vision persisted: Rachel shattering the windshield, flying straight through it - a bird in an upward trajectory. How is she doing that? Through the magic of physics and in defiance of gravity, Rachel landed back on the car then was wedged beneath the front axle. The axle itself was broken, a mangled receptacle for Rachel. Her head was bent at an odd angle from her neck. Does that hurt Rachel? Lyric thought it must.

But something else was very wrong. Rachel’s arms enfolded her with waning strength. Lyric closed her eyes and breathed in her friend’s scent. The odd old clothing was back but it smelled of coppery blood. Comfort was eclipsed by the certainty that they would be ripped apart by a large unstoppable force. Lyric wept.

“Rachel, don’t go!” Lyric shrieked, arms reached skyward for her friend who was ascending, again unreachable in the cursed blimp. Lyric’s hands passed through the other girl’s flesh like water. She could not hold on.

Tubes and wires pulled Lyric back, tethering her to a cold metal bed, crisp white sheets. Nothing else moved. Lyric hollered for her friend but no one heard her.

Lyric watched Rachel see herself. The thing in her bed looked back. Lyric saw horror on her friend’s face. Together they stared at a white gauzy cap attempting to hold a misshapen head together and a large plastic hose that snaked down a slack throat. The hose terminated in a large robotic piece of equipment. Machines with whirring parts and blinking lights upstaged the mangled creature beneath. That creature was Rachel. Lyric did not know why she was so sure, but the broken thing in the bed was her very best friend. Death hovered over the bed, a thick shadow. Both wept.

“Rachel, don’t look. Please don’t look.”

Acceptance spread over Rachel’s once lovely features, dark eyes and soft mouth were opened wide. Rachel looked down at the broken figure and saw herself. No way to stuff this genie back into the bottle. Lyric pleaded with her to stop. Stop looking, stop leaving.

Rachel shook her head, tears flowed freely. Both women knew inevitability.

Rachel said, “Lyric! Don’t leave me. Have to tell you... I’ll come back for you. Believe that.”

Rachel floated up and up and up, faster, faster without moving anything at all. Her clothing was once again a Victorian vision: the braided ropes entwined with her hair. The zeppelin resplendent in golds and oranges shimmered as if in a wave of heat; a setting sun. She hovered for an instant then faded, melting into the ceiling, vessel and all. A single hand reached down, pink nails on dark skin and then nothing.

Lyric heard whispering:

“Don’t leave me...”

Then the only sounds were beeps from medical machinery and an occasional sob. Lyric wept alone.

They buried Rachel on a Tuesday, the news withheld from Lyric until days later but she knew. The Charles family filled her tiny hospital room. Her birth parents had been distant for years but Rachel’s family had become a lovely replacement without incumbent baggage.

Forced cheer and bright sunlight penetrated the grime covered window. A haze of painkillers surrounded Lyric in a protective shroud. But not enough to dull the terrible ache. She wept, drenching Amelie’s matronly blouse, unable to meet the eyes of Rachel’s mother (so like Rachel’s) and brother. They were gentle with her. But heartbreak cannot be contained. It leaks slowly from the core, radiating out to contaminate those around it, a shared incurable sickness. She forced smiles but her secret heart cringed. Lyric craved the dark wave looming over her. She willed it to pull her under. Lyric sighed deeply but her lungs filled only with regret. Her own spared life jammed guilt into her heart. She longed for death and the company of her friend.

Not your fault they all said but they lied and she knew that too.

In unattended moments she wandered. Did no one see how far she traveled? She searched for the air-ship that had taken Rachel away. She searched for a respite from self- loathing. In the dark place it was better that she moved unobserved. If they happened to glance at just the right moment her true ugliness might have been revealed. Remorse engulfed her. Waves of shame moved through her core, a never ending tide of self-hatred soured every swallow, every breath. But she was here to feel it: pain, sadness, regret, anything. Rachel would never feel anything ever again. O darkness, take me home!

In her dreams, the crash was a muddy cartoon, blurred to blunt anguish that threatened to consume her. In that recurrent dream of ripped metal, blood and chaos, Lyric first heard someone other than Rachel. Just her name was enough to rip the scab from a bleeding place. But these voices were many. They called out for loved ones, or water, or some goddamned pain medication now Now NOW! They formed a crowd around her circling their prey as she lay bloodied on broken concrete. A dog snarled moving closer, a promise of pain in rabid eyes.

“You’re not real,” she said dully, but one of them turned and looked straight into her eyes. The dream woman shrugged.

“Whatever. Can you tell them I’m lying on a crease? These sheets are tearing me up. God damned hospital linens. God damned nursing shortage.” She turned and displayed a ragged hole in her backside for Lyric. It was large enough to insert an orange.

“You tell them you could drive a truck into this hole.” the injured woman sighed. “Or a zeppelin.”

“Go away.” Lyric muttered but the wavering woman turned back to face the crash site and stared at the Lyric there on the ground. Squeezing her eyes shut tight had no effect. The gruesome vision persisted through a gauzy pink haze. Her only respite came from the beautiful liquid peace that slid with regularity into her IV. She counted minutes between injections, not because pain was unbearable but because quiet would come. Delicious silence: the reward of powerful drugs.

When an old woman called out to her in the clear light of day Lyric waited tensed and focused, for someone to come running. The white haired lady was pitching a toddler worthy fit but no one flinched. Wailing screams and heartfelt pleas and not even the janitor looked in her direction. What kind of place is this? They leave an old lady screaming her head off? It took her a full day to realize that she was the sole audience in the macabre performance. As the hourly morphine doses lessened in frequency Lyric felt as if broken glass resided beneath her skin but the dense fog was lifting and she could think more clearly. All that talking she realized, all of those conversations, threats and pleas were literally falling on deaf ears. She alone heard them and it made her heart race every time.

Lila yelled:

“Hurts! Hurts, hurts hurts. Need the More Feen. Now please... hurts! Oh it hurts. Hello?” Pain made the old woman’s memory foggy but she remembered the stairs, rushing for them at Providence Train Station and losing her footing on the top one. It seemed a very long way down to her and time stalled as she tumbled ever downward. At the bottom, the lady tried to reassure horrified onlookers that she was fine. Lila demanded that they put her down. At first, she felt alright, shaken, but essentially fine. A short while later though, her head began to ache something fierce; and before she could say Jack Shit the lights winked out and she woke up in a terrible place. She was not alone in the dark. The pain, a giant monster of a beast accompanied her. Voices spoke near her but none offered an answer, nor any relief.

I don’t think they can hear me. Can anyone hear me?

Lila Smith could not understand why no one answered. Not an ‘I’m coming, not a ‘hold your horses’ or a ‘shut up old lady’. Just silence. There was one that she was sure heard her words. A flicker of hope danced just out of reach. That young girl could hear her. It was not a two-way conversation but no matter. Lila was comforted knowing that at least she was not completely alone.

The nighttime was the worst. The pain got so large her physical self couldn’t get around it. She’d beg the girl with the funny name to help her out, make them give her some medicine and she sure did try, bless her soul. Lyric was her name and she begged the nurses on Lila’s behalf but they just smiled their ‘I’m so sorry’ smiles and busied themselves with other things. After a while she stopped asking. Pain clapped its hands thrilled with bitter victory around her sinking heart. But Death offered a far sweeter prize. She thanked the girl for her efforts. Too bad no one was listening to her either.

With her regained powers of actual speech, Lyric accosted the nurses regularly:

“Why is no one bringing Mrs. Smith her medicine?” Or “Jackson Murphy can’t breathe. He says it feels like sucking wind through a straw. Want to do something about that?” For a guy who can’t breathe, he sure is making some noise. For the most part, the staff ignored Lyric’s one-way conversations. She’d become frantic over Lila Smith as the older woman cried and screamed in pain. But what could she do?

Lyric sobbed as Lila whispered a wheezy goodbye. She did not blame the lady and in fact had begged to join but Death shook a bony finger:

“Not your time girl. Not your time,” as he glided into nothing.

Finally a question yielded a response:

“How do you get anything done with all of that yelling?” The young nurse ignored her but spoke to another in the room.

“There she goes again. I wish I could hear what the other guy is saying.” Two voices laughed and continued placing photographs and false teeth, all that was left of Lila Smith into a pink plastic wash basin wrapped in more plastic.

Lyric graduated from bed baths to an actual stool in the walk-in shower. Amelie squeezed warm water over her shoulders and watched soap slide down her patient’s healing body.

“Honey?”

Lyric felt annoyed with her nurse again. I’m not your honey, she thought. But she said:

“Yes Amelie?”

“Who do you talk to? You know when you ask for things. You never ask for yourself, always for someone else. Who are you talking to?”

Lyric sat rigid on the plastic chair the air chilling water on her skin. What have I got to lose? She breathed deeply, then answered:

“I used to speak with Lila before she died. Now it’s a couple of different people. Mr. Murphy used to come, but he’s so much better now, I can hardly hear him anymore. There’s a little boy. I don’t know his name but he got burned in his house. His mom was making something with a little blue fire, something that smelled bad. Anyways, his house blew up and he got burned. I think he’s getting enough medicine though. Sometimes he just disappears right in the middle of a sentence. I think that happens when Susie gives him his meds.”

Amelie dropped the wash rag. How could she know about Steven Riser? The poor kid had been burned to a crisp when his mother’s crystal meth lab exploded in their kitchen. That Riser bitch had mercifully died and taken her four-year-old daughter with her, but her son would suffer a lifetime of pain and frightened looks. His face and hands had melted in the high heat of the blast. Reconstructive surgeries were postponed until they could stabilize the boy. How could Lyric possibly have heard about a patient on a separate floor? Pediatrics was, is and always would be an entire three stories below them.

“Amelie?”

Distracted from her reverie, the young woman murmured:

“Hm?”

“Who is Benjamin?”

Amelie stood quickly and almost slipped on the soapy water covering the shower floor. She felt blood rush out of her head and dropped to her knees, lowering her head slowly. Beige tiles kneaded a pattern onto her lower limbs.

“How do you know about Ben?”

Amelie’s voice shook like an old woman’s but she had only just celebrated her twenty-sixth year of life.

Tears began a slow stream down the nurse’s face. Benjamin Johnson had been a second year resident. They’d started out with less than covert flirting but had rapidly progressed to hurried lovemaking in the supply room of the physical therapy unit. They were regular fixtures at each other’s apartments, and her friends had given their blessing. She was not sure exactly what love felt like, but Benjamin made her feel beautiful. He screwed her like a starving man ate a steak with great reverence and abandon. He whispered that he loved her every time he came. Better still, he’d made her come each time they explored each other’s bodies. But Ben had a second mistress. He’d discovered that narcotics filled him with peace previously possible only in brief moments with Amelie. At first it had been a party favor to be used strictly as an appetizer before he discovered real bliss. But like many before him, he’d thought his grip on this tiger’s tail was absolute. Ben had danced a dangerous ballet until he’d been bitten by addiction.

Dr. Albert Whitlan, the attending physician and resident demi-god of UCLA, caught Benjamin red-handed, or highhanded depending on one’s point of view. Into a program you go, Dr. Whitlan had promised. Not a threat. But separate him from his true love? That had not turned out to be Amelie. Benjamin had not handled it well. He could not live without his narcotic lover. He’d run to the roof where critically injured patients were air-lifted into the waiting arms of the trauma team then he’d leaned a little too far past the railing. He had lived for two days, no small feat considering the height that he had plummeted from; six stories down before bouncing on an overhang roof. He’d also received more happy drugs than any junky could ever have hoped for before fleeing this mortal coil in the still quiet of twilight. She’d hoped he’d died happy.

Amelie’s own withdrawal from Ben had wreaked havoc all its own. It had been nearly a year before made it through a day without weeping. Some days she even forgot about him, the empty pit in her gut neutral for a short bit of time.

Lyric touched her nurse’s hand and spoke quietly.

“He’s ok. He told me to tell you he’s so sorry. He loves you. He bought a ring the day before he fell. He really did fall. Never meant to die. Did NOT jump. Fell. The ring, it was for you. He says to look in the pocket of his black jeans, the ones you took home to wash.”

Amelie backed out of the shower stall, soaked and shaking. Eventually Lyric was forced to pull the emergency bell after more than an hour passed and penetrating chills began to rock her naked body.

The next day Amelie arrived puffy eyed but with a much opened heart. A platinum ring with a small diamond sparkled on her right hand. She also began listening closely when Lyric chatted with thin air.

She knew that her little trauma patient listened in on those disconnected from the real world active only in the Land of Coma, one foot (or a whole being) in the underworld of the Hereafter. It was real and Amelie believed it as much as she believed lungs need air. Soon after, word spread like a nasty virus that the sole survivor of the VW crash could hear unconscious, dying and even thoroughly dead people. Hers became a voice for silent needs and unanswered prayers. A few of the staff were annoyed when Lyric via Amelie offered suggestions for their patients, but none could argue with the outcomes. Chances for survival attained new heights at University of California Los Angeles Medical Center, plain and simple. Amelie told Lyric she was doing God’s work. Lyric smiled but silently doubted that very much.

Months passed, Lyric healed. A date for her release back into the world approached rapidly. But her eagerness to go home was tempered with fear. In this place of death and sadness she felt safe, at home. The irony of this was not lost on Lyric. But the people busily moving from room to room provided her with constant distraction. And there were the noisy ones, but she managed to keep them from driving her crazy. She’d discovered a sort of switch in her head, not that she could shut them out entirely but she was able turn down the volume, like a dimmer switch. And they could hear her. Out side in that other tangible world who knew what she would hear and worse, what might hear her? Lyric was in no hurry to find out.

Night descended, a hush blanketing the still bright halls of the hospital. Lyric swallowed the small white tablet without water, eager to induce whatever sleep she might manage. It has become an elusive prize, undisturbed rest as her ‘people’ and withdrawal from a steady diet of narcotics wreaked havoc on her sleep patterns.

It was still dark when Rachel peeked around the corner of Lyric’s hospital room door, her ruined head grinning around a mouthful of broken teeth. She twirled a tattered silk ribbon in one hand. Weak morning light began to penetrate pre-dawn air and the skinny boy that delivered her newly solid meals had another tray of grey hospital gruel and cold eggs. Lyric shook her head and rubbed her eyes. He apparently saw nothing out of the ordinary as he set the congealed mass down in front of her. You’re not real. The edges of factual blurred hazily as Rachel smirked at her from the doorway. Twirl, twirl, twirl. Lyric tried to focus on the rope instead of Rachel’s broken face.

“Not happening,” she muttered. The young man clad in whites shrugged his shoulders and picked the tray up before backing out of the room.

“Wacko.”

Lyric heard him whisper before the door swung shut behind him. Pretty close to accurate, she thought as tears slid down her face.

It was not to be the last visit as her sister of the traveling shroud began to make regular appearances, sometimes in the therapy room, or out on the walkway lined with lilies and giant Hosta where patients were escorted when well enough to withstand a wheelchair or walker. Rachel had even shown up during rounds one warm afternoon, dressed in a gown from a bygone century, a shawl draped round her broken shoulders, a full skirt swishing against the linoleum tile. Lyric had shrunk back against the headboard while a dozen amazed doctors-in-training gaped at her, looking right through the grinning dead woman at the foot of her bed. ‘Real’ became a matter of perspective and Lyric’s had become decidedly skewed.

Sixty-four days after she’d skirted right up to Death leaned in and kissed his icy lips, Lyric learned she would be discharged, like it or not, the next day, just after morning rounds. She should have been elated. Instead fatigue and dread paralyzed her.

That night a new admission arrived on the very same roof that Benjamin Johnson had fallen from, straight off of the rescue helicopter demanding to see his ‘fucking lawyer’. He hollered for a time until Lyric snapped. When she could not stand his yammering another minute she shouted back:

“Shut it already, man! Your lawyer can’t hear you but I CAN!” Amelie had been hovering nearby and looked instantly alarmed.

“What is it Lyric? What’s wrong?”

“Did I just say something you know, I mean out loud?” Lyric already knew the answer.

“Not that I heard. What’s going on little one?” Her face beamed concern as Lyric’s face paled considerably from her usual lush caramel.

Lyric grabbed for Amelie who wrapped her arms around the terrified patient and held her close.

“He heard me.” Her voice was small, so quiet that the nurse had to lean in close.

“Who heard you?” Amelie tried to sound reassuring but she chilled and gooseflesh ripped along her skin as she gently rocked Lyric as much to comfort herself as the trembling woman in her arms.

“Arnold Redmond, the new admit. Trauma – another car crash, no, wait...he got shot then crashed his, his Mercedes. He just bought it. Not a scratch on it. He heard me. He was yelling and I couldn’t stand it so I told him to shut up. He heard me. No one’s heard me accept her, you know, her.” Lyric could not bring herself to say ‘Rachel’ out loud. “But he did and it scared him, scared me too.”

Amelie looked at the monitor, and saw the name and her skin shivered all over again. Redmond. Bold as life. He was on a ventilator and three rooms down. Each monitor could be set to display the rooms adjacent and his heart rate and rhythm looked none too healthy. He’d been gunned down in front of the Santa Monica Court house. The nurses had been horrified during patient report; shotgun to the head in a random drive-by or perhaps not random at all. Not that it mattered. The man was hanging on by a thread regardless of the intent of his attacker. The monitor told a clear story: he would linger on this physical
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