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To Mom and Dad, who taught me how to make a difference. 




Chapter one

If I didn’t do something soon, we were going to die. 
Come on. Stay calm. 
I took a shaky breath, trying to steady myself. I couldn’t panic now. I had to think. But I couldn’t seem to make sense of anything. My brain felt fuzzy. Unfocused. My thoughts muddled together. 
I squinted in the dim light, taking stock of my surroundings. The world listed at an odd angle, and my legs ached from trying to free them. My ankle throbbed. And the rest of me . . . I could still feel that icy, searing pain, as if I were on fire, as if my bloodstream had become an electric current, ripping me apart from the inside. The remnants of it danced like static across my fingertips. 
I shuddered and closed my eyes. 
No, I decided. We are not going to die. 
I was going to get us out of here.
[image: image-placeholder]Hours earlier, I hurried my footsteps as if the early October chill were chasing me across the street. I blew on my fingertips as I went to keep them warm. I really needed to find a decent pair of gloves. The trees that arched above me over the path shivered in commiseration, their crunchy leaves rattling on the branches or skittering across the cement. Fall break at Everett University only lasted a few days, but it had been aptly named. The trees had been bright green when I’d left last Tuesday; now they almost glowed with golds and ambers as the morning sunlight peeked out from behind the buildings on campus.
Thankfully, it was a short walk. I rounded one last corner, and the red brick building I was heading for loomed behind a small courtyard of tables and benches. The smell of breakfast sandwiches and warmly spiced espresso drinks wafted toward me, and their scent scared the last bit of cold from my bones as I descended the couple of steps at the entrance. I ordered and grabbed our usual table by the elevators, then let my eyes wander as I waited for our food. And for Andrew. He’d texted me early this morning to ask if I’d be up for grabbing breakfast with him before my first class. The message was more of a formality—at this point in the semester, our Monday morning coffee dates at the library’s added-on café were pretty much a tradition, one that I was more than happy to keep.
The elevator’s ding and the sound of the doors opening brought my attention back to the present, and I smiled as Andrew rounded the corner. I waved him over, moving my backpack to the other side of my chair so he could park his wheelchair closer. 
“You look like you’re enjoying the weather outside today,” I joked as he got settled. His cheeks and nose were rosy, and the corners of his thin, wire-frame glasses were still foggy from the temperature change. 
“Oh, of course,” he said, waving a hand dismissively. “I love hiking all the way over to the physics building in the mornings.”
“Frost on the ground, still dark outside . . .”
He nodded. “Helps you wake up, you know? Who needs caffeine for an 8 a.m.?”
I rolled my eyes. “You, evidently, if you’re making jokes like this.” 
He just smiled, his lips pressed tight around whatever secret he was keeping.
I smiled back in confusion. “What is it?”
“Maybe I just love getting to hang out with you after I get out of class.” 
I made a fake noise of disgust in the back of my throat. “Sorry, I didn’t order all this cheese with my breakfast. Next.”
“Fair enough.” He laughed. “Then maybe I finally spoke to my professor and convinced him to let me work in the lab in the afternoons.” 
“Wait, are you serious? As a freshman? That’s amazing!” I opened my mouth to say more, but the barista at the checkout counter interrupted before I could. 
“Cassidy?” 
She called my name as a question, and I held up one finger to Andrew in a silent “hold that thought” gesture. He was still beaming by the time I got back to the table with our food.
“Okay,” I said. “Now you can spill—just not that, preferably.” I gestured to his coffee cup as I passed it to him.
“Well, it’s just paperwork and errands and stuff for right now, so don’t get too excited. I’m not going to be part of any big projects or anything like that yet.” He sounded like he was cautioning himself as much as me. “But I’m getting a foot in the door at least.”
“Exactly. So I’m still going to get excited. We definitely need to celebrate.”
“What’s tonight look like?” he asked with a smirk.
I gave a small frown. “I can’t tonight. We’re going out for my dad’s birthday dinner since I’ve got midterms next week.”
He hit his palm against his forehead. “That’s right; I knew that. Well, later this week then.”
“Absolutely.” 
We sat for a little while longer, chatting in between bites of the sandwiches I’d bought us. After a few minutes, I glanced at my watch, then leaned over and gave him a peck on the cheek. “I’ve got to head out so I can print my paper before class. Text me later though, okay?”
“Sure thing. And tell your dad ‘happy birthday’ for me.” He blew me a kiss as I headed for the door, the gesture as sarcastic as his earlier gushiness had been, and I rolled my eyes and laughed. 
Andrew and I had been together for about two years. We’d met when he’d joined our high school study group, where he’d started simultaneously flirting with me and scoring leagues ahead of all of us in every science and math exam. It hadn’t been a complete surprise that we’d both decided to go to Everett University. After all, the campus was only a thirty-minute drive from where we’d grown up, and it was the place where my dad had worked and taught for close to twenty years. Between scholarships and my discounted tuition, it was easily the most affordable place we could’ve gone—well, “affordable” in the way most colleges were these days. But it especially made sense for Andrew: a renowned physics program, a wheelchair basketball team, a big campus with plenty of ways to get involved. To make friends.
That had never been me. Not that I didn’t get along with others; I had plenty of people who waved hi to me in the halls, offered to work with me on group projects, made polite small talk when they passed me in the grocery store. People had always been friendly with me, but I’d never been the kind of girl to have many true friends. I didn’t necessarily mind it. I could keep my nose in my books as much as I liked, and no one’s expectations of me were ever any higher than the expectations I had for myself. For now, Andrew’s popularity and charisma were enough for the both of us, and I was perfectly happy sharing the limelight.
The line to use the library’s printer wasn’t as long as I’d expected it to be, so I made it to my lecture hall with time to spare. I turned in my paper in the basket by the door and found an open seat toward the back of the room, then pulled out my laptop. I was an anthropology major—or at least, I would be once I finished all my prerequisite classes—but of course I’d lucked out schedule-wise and had my most difficult class first thing in the mornings. Professor Wasserman’s was the kind of history class everyone had taught us in high school to fear: plenty of hard-and-fast deadlines, an unforgiving grading scale, and a strict attendance policy. “I want you all to be as knowledgeable about the culture of the world today as the one yesterday,” she’d told us all during our first lecture, her heeled shoes clicking back and forth behind her lectern. It meant that even though it was a history class, our attendance question always had to do with some big news event from that week. Usually not one I recognized.
Today, though, I was pleasantly surprised. I actually knew this one. As the class web page finished loading on my screen, I pulled out my phone and took a quick glance at my newsfeed, just to be sure. “Which public figure from Everett was recognized as a ‘dedicated changemaker’ in this weekend’s edition of the Santina Enquirer?” 
My cursor blinked only once before I typed in my response: “Phase.”
That was the one corner of the news I actually did pay attention to, and not just because Wasserman’s class required it. People had accepted the existence of superheroes for a while now, at least in theory, but they almost all lived in big cities, or they kept such a low profile that their identities—even while wearing the mask—were hard to separate from myth and rumor. But Phase was different. She still kept her real name a secret, always hid her face behind the same sleek black motorcycle helmet that matched the leather jacket she’d detailed with fire-engine red piping that faded to a baby blue along the sleeves. But unlike the others, she lived here in Everett, a Midwestern town with a population that could only be considered impressive when the university students were in town. She’d shown up out of nowhere a year and a half ago, and she was still here, cropping up in the news every so often or in blurry photos on social media. And her ability to manipulate phases of matter? It could keep Andrew and my dad talking for hours, sure, but it was flashy enough that even I would’ve been a bit awestruck to see it in action. 
As I’d expected, the answer I’d submitted turned into a green checkmark on my screen. I smiled, then swiped over to a blank notes page just as the last of the students trickled into the auditorium and Professor Wasserman cleared her throat to begin class.
[image: image-placeholder]The rest of the day passed rather uneventfully, and much faster than I’d expected, I was back in my dorm room, with nothing much to do but work on homework before dinner that night. I’d opted to take a nap instead and startled awake only when my phone’s alarm had buzzed for me to get ready. Now, I stood in the doorway to my dorm and hugged my jacket around myself to keep out the cold, checking the clock on my phone every few minutes. Dad had told me he’d be picking me up by 7:30, so he still had fifteen minutes before I felt obligated to call and see if he’d gotten lost somewhere in the university parking lot. As silly as it sounded, I was excited to see him again. Even though Andrew and I had gone home over fall break, I hadn’t felt like I had near enough time to spend with either of my parents. Hopefully having dinner tonight with just the three of us would make up for it. At the very least, any excuse to give myself a chance to eat somewhere other than a dining hall was a good one in my book.
After drumming my fingers for a few more minutes, I checked my phone again. 7:23. I grumbled a little at my own impatience and clicked into my phone. Just as I started scrolling for my dad’s name, though, the shine of headlights pulled my attention. I grinned and headed outside.
The passenger side window rolled down as I approached. “What, no phone call?” Dad asked as I got in. “Could it be that you finally mellowed out?”
“Ha!” I climbed in and buckled my seat belt. “Says the man who acts like he hasn’t driven us into the wrong state during a family road trip. Twice. Nah, you just lucked out this time.”
He clucked his tongue. “My own daughter doesn’t trust my navigation skills.” 
I snickered and shook my head, then glanced into the back seat. Before I could say anything, he answered my silent question. “Your mom had to work late at the office, so she said she’s going to meet us at the restaurant,” he said. “It’s just the two of us for the drive.”
“Hey, I’m okay with that,” I said. I turned toward the window to watch the familiar campus scenery melt away, then felt my phone buzz. I glanced at it and let out a snort.
“Andrew?” Dad guessed.
“Yeah. He says he still can’t believe I chose hanging out with you over him tonight.” He’d added a winky emoji, so I knew he was kidding. Still, I shot back a quick text of my own: 
Consider it a rain check. ;)
I turned back to Dad. “He actually got some exciting news today. They’re going to let him start working in the physics lab this year.”
“That’s wonderful!” His eyes crinkled in the corners when he spoke, the way they always did when he was especially excited about something. “You’ll have to let me know who he’s working with. I think Jeff Scanlon is there part time again, and I’m sure there are a couple other guys I used to work with who are still around.”
I smiled. Dad had been retired for probably close to two years now, but he still got giddy when he talked about the work he used to do at Everett. I, on the other hand, wasn’t even sure I understood what he’d studied, much less had the ability to talk about it. The most I’d ever managed to explain to anyone was that it had something to do with how subatomic particles moved through time. 
“He says he’s going to just be doing menial stuff to start, but hopefully they’ll let him move on to bigger stuff before long.”
“And what about you? How are classes?”
“You mean for the couple of days I’ve been back since fall break?” I joked. “They’re okay. Still nothing too interesting—but you would’ve loved the attendance question in our history class this morning.” I recited it to him, and he gave half a smirk.
“Was the answer Phase?”
“Of course.” 
He smiled for a moment, but then his face fell into a concerned frown. “Sweetheart, you are careful when you go downtown at night, right? You travel with someone else? You keep your phone on you?”
“Dad, you know I do.” I frowned. “What is this about?”
“I know, I know, but it’s my job.” He drummed his fingers for a moment on the steering wheel. “I read something in the news the other day about a superhero in Lakewood, and it just got me thinking.” He sighed, slowing the car to a stop at the red light in front of us. He turned to face me. “Phase being here to protect this city is great, but it also means it needs protecting. Whether one of them invites the other or vice versa, a town with heroes is also going to have . . .” He trailed off, leaning in his seat to squint at something over my shoulder. “Cassidy, do you see that?”
I shifted in my seat, turning my attention in the direction he pointed. All I could make out was a dark field. “What are you looking—”
Before I could finish my question, a blinding white flash filled my vision. It was as if a bolt of lightning had struck the ground right in front of us, rattling my teeth in my jaw and filling my vision with light. I couldn’t see anything, but I could feel my limbs flinging about like a rag doll’s as the car spun out of control. A searing pain started on the top of my head, spreading in icy hot tendrils down my spine and into my fingertips and toes. It was as if I were being ripped apart. I jolted with our impact against something solid, and the sound of crunching and grinding metal screamed in my ears. 
I came back into myself after just a fraction of a moment, enough to notice the world had stopped spinning. My vision was hazy and filled with spots of color, as if I were pressing on my eyelids with the heels of my palms. Still, I could make out my dad, draped across the steering wheel. He was bleeding from a cut on his head. I tried to reach out for him, but my body was pinned somehow. A fiery pain twinged up through my ankle, and I hissed out a curse. 
“Dad?” I whimpered, turning to him. He didn’t move. I tried again. “Dad, please! Wake up!”
I turned back around and managed to unbuckle my seat belt, but the dashboard had come toward me in the impact, pressing against the tops of my thighs. I tried to wriggle my left leg—the one that wasn’t throbbing—free, but it wouldn’t budge. 
My lungs ached. My heart stammered in my chest. If I didn’t do something soon, we were going to die.
Come on. Stay calm. 
I took a shaky breath, trying to steady myself. I couldn’t panic now. I had to think. But I couldn’t seem to make sense of anything. My brain felt fuzzy. Unfocused. My thoughts muddled together. 
I squinted in the dim light, taking stock of my surroundings. The world listed at an odd angle, and my legs ached from trying to free them. My ankle throbbed. And the rest of me . . . 
I shuddered and closed my eyes. 
No, I decided. We are not going to die. 
I was going to get us out of here.
I patted around on my seat for my phone, but it wasn’t there. A rock settled in my stomach as I realized it must’ve slid down by my feet. My breath hitched.
Stay calm. The words repeated themselves over and over in my mind. With my good foot, I felt around on the floor for the small device, and after a few seconds, the toe of my shoe landed on its corner. I slid it back toward my seat, then leaned forward. The movement sent a sudden wave of dizziness through me, and I fought to keep the world from spinning. There was a thin gap between the edge of my seat and the dashboard. If I could just move my seat enough, maybe I could reach my arm down and grab it . . . 
Using my heel, I felt around for the bar underneath me that adjusted my seat. After a few tries, I disengaged the lock, grimacing a little at the angle it required of my good leg. I placed my hands on the dash in front of me and took a steadying breath. Then, I pushed. 
In an instant, my nerves were electric. The dizziness and nausea I’d felt a moment ago returned, and this time I wasn’t able to keep the ground from pitching beneath me as my eyes drifted closed.




Chapter two

I awoke to a dim fluorescent light shining from another room and a machine incessantly beeping and whirring in the corner. I blinked a few times and squinted as my eyes adjusted, trying to figure out where I was. The scratchy blankets against my arms. My clothes replaced by a gown that swallowed me. Something blowing air into my nose, and other tubes draped across my arm. A hospital? 
I turned my head to the side and spotted someone curled up in an armchair in the corner. It was my mother, deep asleep. She wasn’t wearing any makeup, and her clothes were wrinkled. 
“Mom?”
I said the word quietly, but it was enough to wake her up. Her eyelids fluttered open, and when she saw me, tears welled up and threatened to spill onto her cheeks. “Oh, honey,” she said, coming closer to kneel next to my bedside. She grabbed my hand and squeezed it with both of her own. “You’re awake. How are you feeling?”
“I’m . . .” I trailed off. I was still too groggy to really be sure how to answer her. “How long have I been asleep?”
“It’s been a little more than a day. The doctors were concerned about your head and your spine, so they kept you pretty heavily sedated. It’s technically Wednesday morning now—I sent Andrew back home a couple hours ago so he could try to get some rest and eat something. He refused to leave your side all of yesterday.”
I studied the room around me a bit more. There was a large window behind Mom with the curtains drawn up, but from a small gap in the fabric, I could tell it was early enough that it was still dark outside. A small collection of cards and a teddy bear holding a toy-sized “get well soon” balloon were set up in the windowsill. On the wall across from me, a white board had something scrawled on it in illegible script. Or maybe I was still just squinting too much to read it. I furrowed my brow, trying to work past the fog that filled my brain. “What happened?” I asked, turning back to Mom. Concern suddenly shadowed her features. 
“Honey, do you not remember? You were in the car with your father, and you two were driving to the restaurant—”
I sucked in a breath, the wreck suddenly replaying itself in brief flashes in my head. That blaze of light, the sound, the feeling of being pinned in my seat. My eyes widened, and my voice wavered. “Dad? Is he . . . ?”
She lowered her gaze. “He, um . . .” She paused to collect herself. “He’s in a coma. The neurologist says he’s showing signs of coming out of it, but with the severity of his brain injury, they’re just not sure—” Her voice cracked, and she met my gaze again, her eyes misted over. “They’re just not sure when he’ll wake up.”
I took a deep breath, trying to stop the panic suddenly clawing at my chest. The realization of what she’d said took a moment to settle in. No. Please, no. The air evaporated from my lungs faster than I could breathe it in. Tears spilled onto my cheeks, and Mom squeezed my hand, wearing her own pain and understanding plainly on her face. 
I wasn’t sure how much time passed before I could finally settle myself. As my tears ran out, I felt the warmth of Mom’s hands on mine, tasted the saltwater that had caught on my lips. Eventually, I heard the beeping of the machine behind me slow until it was back to the same steady rhythm as before. Mom wiped at her eyes with a tissue and blew her nose delicately, and I watched her body language shift as she tucked her emotions under the surface once more. She pursed her lips in a sad smile, then leaned forward and gave me a small kiss on my forehead. “Let me call the nurses in here. They’ll probably want to know you’re awake.” I nodded in agreement, and she reached over my lap and pressed the call button on the bed’s remote.
[image: image-placeholder]Mom had been right. The nurse who answered a few minutes later was thrilled to see my eyes open—as was everyone else who worked at the hospital, it seemed. Within a few hours, it felt as if the whole floor had been in my room to check on me, introduce themselves, and ask if I needed anything. Even as my eyelids started to feel heavy again, I could only ever start to doze off before someone else would come in the room to take my vitals or adjust my IV. I’d startle awake every time, and my mom would just catch my eye, her eyebrows turned upward in a silent apology. 
I truly didn’t mind it all that much. I was exhausted, but the constant distraction gave me something else to focus on. I didn’t want to think about Dad, and if I was being honest, my memories of the crash were still cloudy and hard to sort through. The scenes I remembered were fragmented, and none of them pieced together in any way that made sense. We’d just been talking, and then . . . what had we crashed into? Or had something crashed into us? I remembered seeing a flash of light, but that must’ve been in my own mind. I couldn’t remember anywhere it could’ve come from. And then there was the pain, and the adrenaline, and the fear. And then I was here. I had so many questions, so many gaps I wanted to fill in, but every time someone else mentioned the accident, I could see my mom withdraw a little. They’d say it was a miracle that I was awake and relatively okay, and the same heavy, pained look would flash in her eyes, a little as if she’d been slapped in the face. Of course she’d react that way, when Dad was just down the hall, still unconscious and hooked up to twice the machines I was now. So even after they’d leave, I would hold my tongue and keep my questions to myself. 
Eventually, it grew lighter outside, and any sense of quiet I’d had during those first few hours ended with the changeover to the hospital’s day staff. Out in the hall, people bustled back and forth almost constantly, and I caught myself staring at them through the window in my door more than once.
“I think the cafeteria’s open again,” Mom said after a while, glancing at her watch. I turned my attention from the TV show I’d been pretending to watch back to her. “Are you hungry at all?”
“Actually, yeah. Food sounds really good.” I hadn’t even thought about it until just now, but I was starving. 
Mom nodded, then slipped her purse onto her arm. “I’m not quite sure what they’ve got, but I’ll see what I can find and bring us back a few choices.” She straightened and stood, and I smiled my thanks. 
Just before she could leave the room, though, a knock sounded at the door. A tall man in a starched white lab coat entered, waving cautiously. 
“Hello, girls,” he said, his voice lilting with a slight accent. “How are we this morning?” 
“Pretty good,” I offered. Mom nodded politely.
He clasped his hands in front of him. “That’s wonderful to hear. And Cassidy, it’s so good to finally meet you. I’m Dr. Babu. I’ve been helping to take care of you and your father down the hall. I heard you were awake,” he said, turning from me as he spoke to address the both of us, “so I wanted to stop by and see you before I started my rounds for the day. But it looks like you are just heading out?”
“I was just running down to get some breakfast from the cafeteria, but I can stay for a moment . . . ?”
“Well, I just have a few things I wanted to go over with Miss Cassidy, but now that she’s awake, I’ll need her permission for you to stay in the room.” He raised his eyebrows in question, and it took a second before I recognized he was addressing me. I nodded hastily.
“She can stay.”
“Excellent,” he said with a smile. He turned back to me. “Well then, Cassidy, how are we feeling this morning, hm?” He found a small stool against the wall and rolled it over, taking a seat at the foot of the bed. I hesitated, trying to think of how to answer.
“I’m really foggy. It’s hard to focus on things.”
He nodded. “Any pain?” I shook my head. He wrote something on the clipboard of papers he’d brought in with him. “Good. The grogginess is probably from your pain medication. I’ll have them lower your dose and see if that helps.” He sorted through his papers for a moment before continuing.
“Now, has anyone spoken to you about your injuries?” 
I shook my head again. Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t even considered asking what all was wrong with me—I’d been too worried about my dad and how everyone else had been managing.
“Well, you’ve had a small concussion and bruised an area in your lumbar region—your lower spine—as well as broken two of the bones in your right foot.” He paused, flipping through his papers for a moment before he found the images he was looking for. Removing the X-rays from the stack, he held them up one at a time in front of me so that the light from the window illuminated them faintly, and he circled my injuries with his finger as he spoke. “Now, neither injury is inherently serious, though you’re going to be in a cast and need to stay off your leg for a few weeks. Your spinal contusion is very mild, though with that you might also feel some pain and tingling. If any of that changes or gets worse, you need to let us know.”
“Tingling?” I asked. 
Dr. Babu nodded, then cocked his head for a moment. “Have you been feeling any of that so far this morning?”
I spotted my mom’s worried expression in my periphery and shook my head. “No, sorry, it’s not that. I thought I remembered feeling this weird tingling in my back when we were in the car,” I clarified. “I’m still only remembering bits and pieces of what happened after the wreck. Is that normal?”
The doctor nodded, frowning in thought. “It’s certainly nothing out of the ordinary. As I said before, you do have a mild concussion. Beyond that, the wreck was a traumatic experience. People can often experience memory lapses around those moments. Still . . .” He paused, consulting his chart again before turning his attention back to my mom, then to me. “There is something else I should discuss with you. When you first arrived at the hospital, we ran a variety of tests to monitor your brain activity and make sure nothing more serious was going on beyond your concussion. We spotted a slight abnormality then—nothing we were too concerned about.”
“Abnormal how?” I asked, interrupting his train of thought.
He shifted in his seat. “To be frank, I’ve studied neurology for almost thirty years, and I’m not sure how to describe it.” He clicked the pen in his hand repeatedly as he spoke. It was starting to worry at my nerves. He must’ve noticed—a moment later, he stopped, then straightened. “It’s quite possible that it was nothing, just a fluke in our equipment. But just to be on the safe side, I think I’ll order some more scans. To be sure we haven’t missed anything.” The last bit he added as an afterthought, as if trying to comfort the two of us. “But you seem to be alert and in good spirits, which makes me tremendously happy.” He smiled and nodded his head once in finality, then secured his stack of papers back onto his clipboard and stood. “I’ll be back in later today to see how you’re doing, but for now, I’ll let you rest some more.”
I called out a quick “thank you” as he closed the door to my room behind him, then glanced at my mom. Her jaw was taut, and she picked absentmindedly at the side of her thumb as she watched the doctor leave. Once the door clicked shut, she turned her attention back to me, any trace of nerves buried once more. “You’re sure you’re not hurting at all?” she asked. 
I smiled. “I’m fine, I promise.” Hastily, I switched topics. “He seems really nice.”
She nodded, trying on a smile of her own. “He is.” She glanced down for a moment, thinking about something, then met my gaze again. “I’ll head down to the cafeteria and see what they have. You’re okay?” I nodded again, giving her another smile. This time I must’ve convinced her, because she shouldered her purse and headed toward the hall. But as soon as I heard the door click shut behind her, the content expression I’d worn as a mask slipped away. I closed my eyes and covered my face with my hands. I’d never been great at telling when people were trying to hide things from me, but even I could tell Dr. Babu had been lying about an error with the equipment. Mom had obviously picked up on it too. Stumping the doctor was never a particularly good sign.
Over the next few minutes, I pondered what the doctor had said and took stock of my injuries for the first time that morning. Somehow, I hadn’t felt the heavy plaster that weighed on the end of my leg until Dr. Babu had mentioned it, but taking a peek at it beneath the sheets now, I couldn’t help but frown at how massive the cast looked on my leg. It was also about the extent of what I could see—I was awkward and uncoordinated, and just lifting the sheets to see beneath them tired out my arms. Thankfully, it wasn’t too much longer before my door clicked open again. I offered a half smile as my mom entered the room again, this time carrying a beige plastic tray in one hand and balancing a small coffee in the other. “I’m back,” she said in a sing-song voice. “And I brought you a couple presents.”
Any of her worry and stress from earlier had seemingly vanished in her walk to the cafeteria and back. “It smells really good,” I reassured her. I eased myself into a better sitting position as she carried the food into the room and began spreading it out onto the rolling table set up by the bed. 
“I hope you’ve got enough to share.”
The familiar voice came from the doorway, and I turned just as Andrew peeked his face around the corner. This time, my smile was genuine.
“I did say ‘a couple presents,’” Mom whispered. She gave a quick wink. 
“She found me wandering around in the lobby and decided to bring me up,” he joked. He parked his wheelchair near the foot of my bed and grinned. Behind his smile, though, I could see the worry in his eyes, the dark circles underneath them. I realized Mom probably hadn’t been exaggerating when she’d said he’d stayed with me all of yesterday, and I felt a warmth fill my chest at the thought . . . along with a subtle twinge of guilt. 
“It’s Wednesday, though. Don’t you have class right about now?” I asked. He shrugged.
“I emailed the professor and told him I’d be missing lecture. Besides, I get three absences for the semester.”
“Andrew . . .”
He shushed me before I could say more. “I care way more about you than I do vectors.” I gave him a sideways glare, but he just waved me off. “You matter more. Besides, you getting in that wreck was the perfect excuse for me not to have to take my calc midterm yesterday, so I owe you one.”
“Ha ha,” I deadpanned.
He ignored me, just helped hold the coffee cup while my mom finished adjusting the table to the right height in front of me. When she finished, she brushed her hands on her pants and looked at the two of us. “Now, now, you two,” she said. But there was a lightness in her voice that I’d had yet to hear since I’d woken up. “While you eat, I think I’m going to go check on your father in the other room. Andrew, I’m just down the hall if either of you need me. Or Cassidy, you’ve got your call button?” I held up the remote, and she nodded. “Good.” She blew me a kiss as she headed out the door. 
We watched her go, the lightheartedness dissipating the moment she rounded the corner. Once she was out of earshot, I turned back to Andrew. “How’s she been handling all this?” I asked. He sighed.
“I mean, about as well as you’d expect. She’s tough, your mom, but when she called me Monday night and told me . . .” He fell silent and spent a moment adjusting his glasses on the bridge of his nose. “I saw pictures of what the car looked like when they pulled you guys out. Cassidy, what happened?”
I opened my mouth to answer, then closed it again. “I don’t know. I don’t know if I just can’t remember or if it happened too fast, but whenever I think of it, I just see this bright flash and the car spinning out of control. And I remember how bad it hurt.” Even now, I winced a little at the memory.
The muscles in Andrew’s jaw tensed for a second. A moment passed before he said, “I think they said a transformer blew at one point, so that was probably the flash you were talking about.” 
“I guess that makes sense.” I paused, glancing at the assortment Mom had brought, and speared a piece of watermelon to nibble on. “Have you gotten to see Dad at all?”
He shook his head. “Not really? I mean, I’ve been past his room, and your mom told me what was wrong with him, but . . .” He sighed. “Mostly, I’ve been worried about you.”
A warmth spread through my chest, but it was chased away just as quickly. Without having seen him, the reality of Dad’s condition didn’t seem to have sunk in. I kept forgetting about him, too concerned with my own injuries and the jumbled mess of memories in my head, only to have the fear and grief sock me in the stomach once more. The guilt usually followed a few seconds later.
“They want to run more tests,” I finally said, breaking the silence that had elapsed. “I guess to make sure my concussion isn’t worse than what they originally thought.”
Andrew perked up. “What has them concerned?”
“I’m not sure. The doctor said I had ‘unusual brain activity’ when they brought me in, but he said it might’ve just been their equipment acting up.”
He nodded, scrubbing at his chin and his nonexistent beard with his hand. “I mean, you seem fine now. You’re confused about the crash, but that kind of thing is normal, right?” I nodded. “So I wouldn’t worry about it. I’m sure it’ll all be okay.” 
“Okay” was very much a relative term, and he sounded like he was trying to convince himself as much as he was me. Still, I forced an expression that I hoped was reassuring. Andrew watched me nibble at the fruit on my tray a moment longer, then leaned forward, a smirk suddenly tugging the corners of his mouth. 
“Want to know what I just realized?”
I decided to play along. “What’s that?”
“You’re going to have to be off that leg for a while, aren’t you?” he asked, gesturing toward my cast. 
I just raised an eyebrow at him. “Your point?”
He scooted himself back a little from the bed, then leaned back in his wheelchair, popping a wheelie. “Welcome to my world, baby.”
“Does this mean I can borrow your old chair then?”
“The red one?” He scoffed, wrinkling his nose. “Not a chance.”
For the first time that day, I laughed, then popped the rest of my piece of fruit into my mouth.
[image: image-placeholder]All things considered, the rest of the day passed with everyone in relatively good spirits. They backed down my pain medicine, which helped with my grogginess and the uneasy stomach I’d had when I’d tried to eat breakfast. We convinced Mom to go home for a bit to get some sleep and a shower. And despite Dr. Babu’s concern this morning, the MRI he’d ordered of my brain had shown nothing more that was out of the ordinary. Toward the end of the day, the nurses had even helped transfer me into a wheelchair so I could go visit Dad in his hospital room—only for a few minutes, but I was grateful nonetheless.
Babu had also signed off on letting me start physical therapy, and the therapist had let me try getting around the room on a pair of crutches for a few minutes. The cold metal poles still leaned against the side of my bed from earlier in the day, though I had been told not to use them without supervision. It didn’t really matter. Now that Mom and Andrew had left for the evening, I didn’t have much reason to get around. So far I’d used them more for scratching my good foot or grabbing things from across the room when I couldn’t reach. 
In fact, I didn’t have much to do, period. My phone had been lost or broken in the crash, and I wasn’t recovered enough yet to even consider doing school work. I had flipped on a random TV show a while ago, but it was more background noise than anything else. I glanced up at it now—it had cut to commercial, and some ad for Halloween candy was playing on the screen. 
I sighed. As much as I tried to ignore it, my back and my leg were starting to ache again, a deep throbbing that demanded my attention no matter how I tried to distract myself. I winced a little and tried to reposition, then grumbled aloud. The lumpy mattress of my hospital bed wasn’t helping matters. For a moment, I contemplated the button next to my remote that would increase my pain medicine, my finger running circles over the ridge in the plastic. 
Another dose would likely leave me muddled for the rest of the night. But the day was starting to catch up with me, and even though I’d spent all of yesterday passed out, exhaustion was weighing heavy on my eyelids again. Maybe sleep wasn’t such a bad idea. I could brush my teeth and tie up my hair beforehand, try to get back at least some of my normal routine. Maybe the medicine would be enough to quiet the thoughts that had been vying for my attention all day and let me actually rest.
I traced my finger along the other remote until I found the button to call the nurse’s station, then pressed it. The window in the door of my room gave a perfect view of the desk, and I watched for a minute or two as people bustled back and forth. It must’ve been between shifts. I sighed, drumming my fingers on the side of the remote and letting my eyes wander. The bathroom was pretty much right next to my bed, as were the crutches. It wouldn’t be that much work to get over there on my own. Besides, the chance to actually use the toilet in privacy for once today was too good to pass up. I reached for my crutches and pulled one of them over into my lap, then wheeled my IV drip over and shimmied to the side of the bed as carefully as I could.
I readied myself for a moment beforehand, taking the crutch in my good hand and grabbing the IV stand in the other. I glanced through the window on the door that showed the hallway. One of the nurses was standing at the nurse’s station, laughing at something with the man behind the desk. Another came by and joined them a moment later, a clipboard in her hand. I turned my attention back to the door to the bathroom in front of me. Just needed to be careful. I set the crutch down against the floor, then eased
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