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I


PROLOGUE

 

t was impossible. It had to be a nightmare of some kind. Soft beeping emitted from a nearby monitor. I hesitated near the edge of the hospital bed, my outstretched hand quivering. My heartbeat erupted through my chest, setting off a fire in my lungs, then suddenly stopped.

Before me lay my unmoving body sprawled across the sheets. 

What is happening?

With a shaky hand, I reached out with caution and touched my other face. My fingers traced the outline of my chin before I summoned the courage to lower them further. They passed beyond the flesh as though it wasn’t there. Gasping, I jerked away, stumbling several feet backwards. 

My body shuddered as I shook my head in disbelief, overtaken by an unrelenting chill.

I closed my eyes, telling myself that when I opened them, I would be back in my room at home. Everything would be back to normal. This would all just be a terrible dream. 

Slowly, I opened my eyes. I was still there on the bed, exactly as before, a motionless form stuck inside of a coma. 

Hesitantly, I stepped closer to the bed and stared down at myself. Out there, in the real world, I could move and breathe on my own, without tubes and machines; I was a normal teenager with friends, a loving family, and a future. Clinging to that reality, it was almost easy to believe that this new version of myself, stretched out across the bed, was just a teenager sleeping, not a girl whose life was in danger.      

 


THE BEGINNING OF THE END

 

You are not wanted, Monster.

The red block letters dripped down into the corners of the sign, held in place by duct tape. The crimson paint was fresh. A bloody threat.

My gaze swept down the hall and over the handful of students milling about. Who had written this? I saw the softball team getting ready for the last game of the season, my best friend Violet talking with our friend Mike and some of my classmates from English. It could have been anyone.

I turned back to the horrible words. Why would someone leave this for me? My throat squeezed tightly as I peeled the sign off my locker and shoved it into the large plastic trash can a few feet away.

When I looked behind me again, everybody appeared intently occupied with their own lives, but somebody had written it. Somebody knew what it meant. 

I searched for Violet and Mike, but they were nowhere in sight. Frowning, I slung my worn-out red backpack over my shoulder and pulled out my phone to text Violet. As I stepped outside, the sun sprayed the edges of the courtyard with golden light. The leaves on the trees fluttered, gently caressed by the soft breeze. How could someone leave me such a cruel note on such a beautiful day?

I sent a short message to Violet and waited. If anyone knew what to say, it was my best friend. She responded right away. Meet me at my car.

I hurried toward the senior’s parking lot on the north end of the school grounds. I tried hard not to notice people staring at me, but it seemed that word had gotten around already. What that word was still eluded me, but judging by the scathing sneers they cast my way as I jogged by, it couldn’t have been good.      

Violet was standing at the driver’s side of her new Mustang. She had paid for it with her own money from a savings account her parents had set up for her when she was born. Though her parents could have easily afforded to buy their only daughter her first vehicle, they’d wanted her to earn it so she would appreciate it. She had.

Violet’s usual lopsided grin was missing, replaced by a furious glare. Before I’d even made it all the way to the car, she was shouting. 

Her sharp words stabbed my chest and I froze. The tightness in my throat grew, and for a moment, I struggled to swallow. Why was she so angry with me? I had done nothing.

“Violet?” I took a step forward.

She threw her hand up like a stop sign. 

“No! Stop right there. I don’t want you anywhere near me, you filthy liar!”

Liar? I hadn’t lied about anything. I tried again. 

“Violet, what is going on? Do you know about the sign on my locker? Did you see who did it?” 

She scoffed at me, hatred twisting her face into an ugly stranger’s. It chilled me to the bottom of my heart. My most trusted friend. We’d enjoyed so much time together for the last several years. What was going on?

Her eyes shifted to my backpack, her lips curling into a sneer. “Red suits you. Your backpack, your jacket, your manicure. It’s your signature color, isn’t it? We should have seen it all along!”

“What does that mean?” I snapped, my anger finally breaking through my confusion.

“Red is sin. It’s power and death. You figure it out, Monster!” The moniker they had given me that had been scrawled across my locker stung even more coming from her. Before I could protest, she took off in the direction of the football field where I knew our friend Robyn was waiting for her. 

What happened next is something I can’t bear to remember yet. Worse than Violet’s callous words, worse even than the sign left for all to see, what they did to me on that beautiful Monday afternoon would haunt me for a long, long time.

Who was I talking about, you wonder? My friends. Violet, my closest friend, Mike the troublemaker, Robyn the quiet girl, Jimmy and Lexi, the inseparable couple, and Devin, the hottest guy in school.

In the middle of eighth grade, when I’d first moved here to the small town of Waterman, California, I had instantly become the girl of every boy’s dream and the trusted friend of every girl. My popularity had little to do with anything I did and more to do with how “beautiful” I was. I did stand out against a crowd at six feet tall with long thick black hair and fair skin.

I hit that tall height at the beginning of middle school. But it was my lavender eyes (technically darkish-blue and translucent), Violet insisted, that captivated everyone, especially the boys. 

I have a congenital disorder called ocular albinism. In technical terms, I was born with a gene that increased my eyes’ sensitivity to light and transformed the color of them into an illuminating purplish color. My eyes have an annoying mind of their own with a tendency to sometimes move from side-to-side, at times too fast like the wacky-looking rolling eyes of a cartoon character, but usually in a slow lazy kind of way. It freaks people out. Fortunately, now that I’m older, this happens only occasionally, and my glasses usually keep my sight clear and focused and reduce my sensitivity to light.

As the most popular girl at Royal High, my calendar was always full of important events: dates, parties, yearbook committee meetings. . .Then one day, at the end of my senior year, my calendar turned blank.

I have no idea why they stopped talking to me. I went from the yearbook’s “Most Liked Girl” and “Most Likely to Succeed” to my most famous moniker, “Monster”. 

I couldn’t care less. I never particularly wanted to be popular, but it was the way my popularity was taken away that bothered me. I was viciously knocked down that ladder. 

It had only taken Violet two days to convince the whole school that I was undeserving of popularity.

They had all turned against me, and I quickly discovered that I couldn’t escape my new title, the one they favored the most. I found the ugly phrase “Monster” written in red Sharpie across the girl’s bathroom stall, scribbled in black marker on my backpack, and scratched jaggedly into the side of my white SUV after school. 

There had been something else, however, which troubled me even more than my new-found ostracism. I became convinced that I was about to die. There was a pressure sitting on my soul that refused to go away. A dark ache, like a knife resting flat against the side of my heart, waiting for someone to turn it ever so slightly and plunge the jagged end through my heart.

Through a small window at the end of the hall I could see out across the iron-clouded schoolyard. The temperature had dropped well below thirty degrees, resulting in a good foot of snow, not the usual weather for the end of spring. Yet somehow, the colder temperature seemed fitting for the dreadful and unexpected change my reputation had undergone. The name-calling had been bad enough, but it’s what they did to me that terrified me. 

No. I couldn’t think about any of that. I couldn’t bear to. 

As soon as the dismissal bell rang, I ran desperately to my car. Thankfully, I avoided any more confrontations, though the echo of my new nickname continued to ring in my ears.

As I drove down the main stretch of road leading away from school, white blankets covered residential yards. The snowplows had scooped aside what lay in the road, creating powdery mountain ranges. Most of the snow had fallen during school hours and now the last few flakes fell softly to the ground. Several minutes later, I arrived at my destination, a secluded spot in a more rural part of town.                                

I locked my gaze on the beautiful scenery, willing myself to not reflect on what had happened to me these past two days. I thought about graduation, just a week away. My spirit hadn’t been in it. I’d been toying with the idea of not attending. My mom was trying to insist that I go, saying that I would regret missing out. She’d even gone so far as to contact my dad and my brother David, both of whom had agreed with her one hundred percent. Yet for all their effort, I couldn’t help but despair, and it was with that sense of gloom that I found myself climbing up the side of our town’s twelve-story water tower. 

The ladder rungs were slick with slush. I was glad I had decided to wear my running shoes instead of my usual flat-toed boots. When I reached the top of the tower the sun was still bright and high across the mountaintops. There would be about four more hours before the light began to dip behind the peaks, but I planned on staying awhile. Maybe the darkness would bring answers.

The abandoned wooden structure was situated between an isolated house and some unused railroad tracks, now obscured by a thin layer of slush. A snowplow had come through earlier to scrape away the snow on the neighboring property, creating a two-foot snowbank below. 

About fifteen feet away, a towering sycamore tree rustled gently in the breeze; at its crown, tiny green flowers created a beautiful spring canopy. The trunk’s naturally peeling bark, normally revealing mottled earth tones, was currently speckled with snow.

The location was solitary, quiet. An immense view of the horizon. Far away from their watching eyes. I needed to be alone. I sent a text to my mom, letting her know I had gone for a drive around town, but promised I would be home in time for our nine-o-clock TV ritual. Of course, I didn’t tell her I was going to be ascending a water tower, but she at least knew my general vicinity.

Up here, the walkway wrapped around the hulking structure in a narrow circle. I wasn’t altogether fond of heights, but my fear was outweighed by my need to think.

Time passed quickly that afternoon. Just minutes before the sun’s descent, I was greeted by a cool wind and by a new barrage of snowfall. The heavy breeze lifted the branches of the surrounding trees and threw my hair into disarray as a cloud of white encircled me, hundreds of tiny snowflakes dancing erratically as the wind jerked them about. Though I wore a thick coat, the rapidly dropping weather found its way inside the small space between the collar of my coat and the bottom of my neck.

Two days isn’t a long time, but it felt endless. I had rattled my brain for forty-eight hours, even in my sleep, unable to come up with any answers. We all had spent the weekend together at Jimmy’s house to celebrate his eighteenth birthday. Everyone had greeted me as usual, happy to see me. Robyn bought eighteen black balloons and Mike had popped each and every one of them, one right after the other, the sound as deafening as a burst of firecrackers. Violet had playfully smacked the back of Mike’s head, annoyed by the noise. Other than that, we’d all had a good time. 

I found myself returning to the same questions again. What happened? What changed? What did I do wrong?

North to the mountains, the shadow of the sun was dancing across the peaks, searching for answers, but only the crisp air responded, embracing my chin with cold fingers. As dusk begin to settle, the cold turned bitter, the kind that sinks into your bones. I held my palms up to my mouth and blew hot air into them before shoving them beneath my armpits.

My thoughts went to Devin. I had seen him Monday morning, just before the warning bell sounded, walking to the front doors of the school. His head was down and since he was walking away from me, he didn’t notice me. I don’t know where he went after that. It was like he was avoiding me, like Violet had gotten to him too.

I felt my eyes lose focus as my nystagmus, a condition of my eye disorder, began to act up. I squinted, trying to combat their stubborn movement as they began to blur and roll recklessly from side to side, but my vision refused to clear. Frustrated, I walked around to the east end, trying to focus on the unused tracks below. I felt like a camera trying to get its target object in centerfield, but instead continually zooming in and out.

I groaned, resting my arms over the railing, my body heavily leaning into the guardrail. That’s when I started to cry. The salty droplets warmed my arms a little as I stood there feeling wounded, like a helpless little girl. 

The sun had slipped behind the mountains just as the streetlight some yards away snapped on, and the cold air was now more amplified. 

A sliver of the moon poked through the black starry night, casting a hazy glow across a wide band of interweaving links around my wrist. I had purchased the bracelet with money I had been saving since the second grade, the one major gift I had ever given myself. I ran my fingers over the braided gold feeling a surge of protection; the jewelry meant something special to me.

Finally, after several long minutes, my sight adjusted, almost as though the tears had brought some sort of lucidity. 

A montage of my social position at Royal High flashed before me. Homecoming, junior prom, Violet’s parties, lunch in the cafeteria, all moments where I had been the center of attention without having ever tried to be. Everyone liked me. I was the girl the whole school talked about, the one they all looked up to. They put me on a pedestal, but I refused to stay there. I was one of them, no better.

To my friends, I wasn’t just a gorgeous girl. Because of the way I smiled and laughed with my friends, how easygoing I was, they saw more than just my looks, and accepted me as an equal. 

A particular moment from lunch hour suddenly entered my mind. Jimmy was raising my arm in the air, showcasing me in front of the entire school as they sat munching on their cheap pizza. Royal High’s ASB cabinet had been unable to raise enough funds for some of the school events, forcing us to eliminate many of the extracurricular activities, most importantly our junior homecoming. I had spent my weekends in both October and November campaigning for our school, organizing charity events, including yard sales and car washes and cake sales, until one day we had all of the money we needed. I certainly hadn’t done any of it for the fame, Violet and Robyn had helped me every step of the way, but nobody would let me forget that I had made it all happen. The cafeteria exploded with applause. Several of the students stopped to hug me and thank me. The attention was unexpected, nice, unforgettable.

Another memory, one from sophomore year, penetrated my mind’s eye next. The theatre had lost some of its expected funding, so all of the necessary maintenance and construction had to be suspended. I knew some of my mom’s colleagues worked in the industries providing the type of labor that the theatre needed. In exchange for season passes to the school’s seasonal plays, my mom’s coworkers and their spouses donated their time to repairing the building. I didn’t tell anyone about it aside from Principal Sellers, from whom I had to get permission, but he insisted on printing it in the local paper, and before long, I was the hero who had saved the day once again. 

The front office let Violet make an announcement later that day. “I know that you don’t care about any of this, that you were just doing what you thought was right, but to me, to most of us here, we can’t thank you enough for what you have done. Cassi Walker, your care for others and your inability to recognize how amazing you are—those are just two of the reasons why we adore you.”

I was sitting in math class when she made the announcement and I know I turned bright red because my classmates smiled and chuckled as they looked my way, their faces full of kindness and gratitude. 

A lot can happen in two days. 

That thought rang over and over in my mind as I looked out at the blackening night. It only takes a single moment to change a person’s world forever.

I saw the beautiful stars shining above my head amidst a blurry cloud of ivory, then the icy rail beneath my hands.

I felt my body plunge toward the wide-open ground.

Then my whole world turned black. 

 


THE FALL

T


 

here was only darkness at first. A deep black expanse cradled my body, embroidering itself across my mind, and I had an undeniable feeling that I was lying on my death bed.

Isolation hit me hard. I couldn’t see anything. Emptiness filled my ears. I struggled to move, but my body wouldn’t react. Tell me where I am! I demanded, but no words escaped my mouth. 

A ticking clock on the wall seemed to be counting the seconds until my demise as I waited dreadfully for eternity. Other sounds came at me in strange waves. Humming vibrations filled the dusky air. A low beeping moved throughout what sounded like the hollowness of a tunnel. Moments later, it occurred to me that the peculiar vibrations were actually human voices, but I couldn’t figure out where the beeps were coming from.

There were probably three or four people nearby. I heard the names “Dr. Wongananda” and “Dr. Bader.” Was I in a hospital?

Clearly, they didn’t think I was listening as they discussed some kind of tragedy. The way it had all happened. How critical something was. I’m not sure whom the doctors were speaking with, but they were laying out a hypothesis of what may have transpired.

 “Dr. Wongananda, could you explain your initial assessment to Ms. Walker?”

 “Because of the severe contusions found across part of her forehead, it appears quite likely that she did not merely slip in the snow, but rather that she may have fallen over ten stories off that water tower.”

My mother gasped. My heart tore. I held my breath. It was about me. Had I fallen ten stories? Why couldn’t I remember any of it?  

“As you can see, her arms are also covered in scratches, which, based on our report from the paramedics, was likely caused by her body brushing against a sycamore tree on her way down.”

They must be speaking about someone else in the room, another patient. I hadn’t fallen from anywhere. I sighed with relief, reassured that I wasn’t alone now, but when Dr. Wongananda continued, I was baffled. 

“In either case, she did land on a snowbank. The police were contacted, I was told, about an hour after dusk by a caller. We are unsure at this time who made the call, but will let you know as soon as we have that information. When the paramedics arrived, they found her unconscious, the left side of her head flat against the snowbank. The CT scan shows a significant amount of damage, a closed head injury—”

“What’s that?” It was my mom speaking, soft and shaky, not the voice I was accustomed to hearing.

“It means that nothing penetrated the skull. My educated guess is that she suddenly fell and that the impact of the snowbank caused the damage.”

What had happened to me? How did I fall? I tried to move my arms. Nothing. I tried my legs instead, still nothing. Were they broken? What was wrong with me? I strained to hear as their voices lowered, but the whispers sounded muffled, broken. 

 “She has sustained a broken wrist as well, but it is the swelling in the brain that we will be monitoring foremost. We are doing everything we can to bring the swelling down. The injury has affected her respiratory system as well, so we are closely monitoring that.” 

I gasped at the news, or at least tried to. All of my limbs might as well have been broken, I couldn’t move any of them. I willed myself to get up and show them I was fine, that they had nothing to worry about, but no matter how hard I fought the heaviness in my body, I couldn’t overcome it. I was growing frustrated. Heat climbed up my cheeks and boiled inside my chest. Why couldn’t I move my body? And why couldn’t I see anything? Was I dreaming? I opened my eyes, but nothing changed. Everything remained shadowy. Apparently, all I could do was hear. 

So I listened.

Dr. Wongananda heaved a long sigh, followed by a hesitant voice. “Her body temperature was around 68 degrees Fahrenheit by the time the paramedics arrived. Her heart had stopped.”

My moms’ sobs were muffled, but they pierced my ears and heart. Another person entering the room, perhaps a nurse, spoke.

“Dr. Wongananda, more family members are here.”

“Give us a moment.” Then, gently to my mother, “She might be in a coma awhile. It could be weeks, possibly months.” 

I was in a coma. The revelation rocked me. Now it made sense. Incapable of moving. Unable to see. But just yesterday I had been in class. The electric energy of our upcoming graduation had permeated the whole school. I hadn’t felt the buzz the same way most students had, of course, but I was there with them all the same. A coma? I couldn’t be in a coma. That didn’t make any sense. 

Something sharp pinched my skin. An IV? I tried to cry out in pain—I hated needles—but nothing came out. I wiggled my body around, but it refused to budge. Again, the idea that I must be dreaming came to me. It was the only thing that made sense.

 My mouth felt so parched, I realized, I needed something to drink. It was then I became aware of something stuck inside of my mouth. A breathing tube?

As though hearing my thoughts, my mom asked, “What is that?”

“This is an ECMO machine. It’s a piece of equipment used to pump blood via an artificial lung and back into the patient’s body. Essentially, we are pouring copious amounts of warm oxygen into Cassi. Our hope is that she will soon breathe on her own. . .”.  

I must be fading out.  More words rolled in waves around the air, expending themselves as garbled noises. Words that made no sense to me. 

Dr. Wongananda spoke again, though I could only make out pieces of what he said. 

“Hypothermia. . . left side of her head. . .substantial impact”.

It was frustrating trying to understand when I couldn’t hear all of it. Most chilling, however, were the next words spoken.

“Appears. . .attempted suicide.”

I wanted to shout NO! as loudly as I could. And I did, but only to my own ears. I didn’t know how I had gotten here, but everything in my being told me that I hadn’t jumped.

More crying from my mom. Submerged beeping. Watery voices. Everything sounded like it was coming from deep inside an ocean. 

I was trapped. My body was imprisoned inside of a coma. My thoughts were stuck inside of my brain. If only I could talk to them. . .

 


THE MOVE

T


 

o understand how I ended up in a coma, it might be helpful to look back to my move here, I thought. Maybe, just maybe, I would find an important clue.

It was in January, just after my 14th birthday, that I transferred schools from Kentucky to California. My parents had just split up. They had never fought, much less had any disagreements, but maybe that’s why they ended up divorcing. I remember how much I wished that they had argued or voiced their differences. As I got older, their silences became clear warning flags to me: they weren’t getting along, they were just ignoring each other. I guess two people can pretend for only so long before the reality of the lies becomes too real.

My brother David, then seventeen, stayed back with Dad because he’d just gotten early acceptance into the local university. I moved out here to the tiny town of Waterman, with Mom. With just three years between us, my brother and I had always been close. He was like my protector. The geographical divide was a painful split for both of us. I loved my Dad just as much as I loved David, but in the end, when two people wind up as indifferent toward each other as my parents had, no one cares about the kids’ feelings. So, there I was, a stranger in a new school. No networks. No sense of purpose. No happiness.

I was angry













