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YUN AND EMORY


‘But depression wasn’t the word. This was a plunge encompassing sorrow and revulsion far beyond the personal: a sick, drenching nausea at all humanity and human endeavor from the dawn of time.’

– Donna Tartt, The Goldfinch






1.

Boy meets girl at a wedding and the world ends. The classic meet-cute.

Yun’s memories of the wedding were malleable, different parts of that night in late April shifting into brighter and greater significance, like raking through coloured sand. The DJ wore a red baseball cap and ill-fitting blazer, and started his set with a drinking game to ‘Roxanne’. Whenever Sting sang ‘Roxanne’ all the women took a drink. Whenever he sang ‘put on the red light’ all the men took a drink. It was an efficient strategy; got everyone the maximum amount of drunk in the minimum amount of time.

Over the DJ’s incessant hollering and grainy speakers, Yun caught snatches of conversation at the next table, between three guys he vaguely remembered from NYU.

‘Yeah yeah yeah, that’s the dream though, isn’t it,’ one of them said. ‘Just take the consultancy money and fuck off to, like, Taiwan for a year.’

‘Get tan, teach English for, like, four hours a day and bang foreign girls.’

The only other person Yun knew well at this thing was his best friend, Andrew Zhou, who looked about as immaculate as one would expect from the only son of a wealthy Chinese-Canadian family. He was over by the bar arguing with his wife, both of them adopting the low, strained voices of people who had been together too long.

Yun couldn’t blame her for wanting to leave early. The only reason he and Andrew used to get on with Mike Ellison – who was already cataclysmically wasted along with his bride – was because he always had a steady and shareable supply of pot. Mike’s friends from Economics had mostly seemed like budding serial killers or, at the very least, flag-waving white nationalists waiting to happen. From what Yun could tell, they mostly spent their studies presenting graphs explaining why the majority of people in the world deserved to starve, actually.

He had a joint in his pocket but he wasn’t planning to go outside and smoke it unless the night became truly unbearable. He looked at his phone, then cast his eyes about, noticing some older relatives talking to each other, a few younger women scattered around the room who seemed forlorn. It was ten p.m. and heels were already being taken off on the dance floor.

A lot of the charm of weddings is in their clichés. The house lights were a little too bright, giving the venue a warehouse aesthetic. There was even a chocolate fountain. Yun grimaced as the DJ yelled, ‘Ladies, make some noooooise!’ But he also acknowledged that people like him – single people conspicuously refusing to enjoy themselves, as well as the couples having quiet altercations – were as much of a cliché as the rest of it.

A microcosm of happy ignorance, like a scene in a snow globe.

Another eruption of obnoxious laughter from the next table. Waiting staff started to clear dessert plates and empty glasses while the DJ messed up a transition, moving from one song to another with halts and gaps, which he tried to cover with a ‘We all feeling good tonight?’

Scrolling through the news cycle on his phone, restraining his displeasure to a slight shake of the head, Yun glanced at the dance floor and saw her looking at him. She was wearing a dress the colour of peaches, slow-dancing with Lara – the bride – who was leaning against her shoulder in a delighted drunken haze.

Maybe she hadn’t been looking at Yun at all, and they just happened to catch each other’s eyes. Maybe he was flattering himself to think about it that way. But the way he remembered it, she was already smiling.

He looked back at his phone, but he wasn’t seeing it.

When his gaze flicked back up, she wasn’t looking at him any more. Lara was saying something and she laughed. He saw her exchange a look with one of the waiters; a young guy with black, slicked-back hair who was smirking to himself.

The song changed. The Killers. Another terrible transition, and Yun began to think more seriously about leaving. He found himself scrolling through the news again but felt no corresponding emotion.

‘You don’t like The Killers?’

He turned and there she was, sitting in the chair next to him.

His expression of mild surprise made her laugh. She’d had more to drink than he had but wasn’t as far gone as the rest of them. Her eyes were distractingly blue, and her smile was sincere and imperfect in a way he found interesting.

‘I don’t like him.’ He inclined his head at the DJ.

She raised her eyebrows. ‘And you could do better?’

‘I was Mike’s first choice to DJ.’ He put his phone on the table face down. ‘So I could, actually.’

‘Prove it.’ When she smiled again, he noticed her canines were slightly elongated.

‘I don’t wanna drag you away,’ he said, gesturing at the dance floor.

‘I don’t mind. I’m Emory Schafer, by the way.’ She leaned forward to read the name written on his place card. ‘And you’re … Yun?’

She pronounced it like sun.

‘Yun,’ he corrected her, rhyming it with soon. ‘It’s Korean. It’s Dan Yun, really. Daniel Yun. But … who’d remember a DJ called Dan?’

One stolen bottle of bourbon later and they found themselves in the vacated ballroom on the lower floor of the hotel. Yun switched on the lights inside the doorway. It looked like there had been another party earlier, but there hadn’t been a chance to clear up yet. Green and pink decorations lay across tables, empty champagne flutes. A grand piano in the far corner.

Emory preceded him inside, holding the bourbon, looking at the high ceilings and festive debris with wide-eyed awe, like someone walking through a forest.

‘So they hired the smaller room,’ Yun remarked, surprised by how large the space was compared to the one they’d just left. He looked at the crystal doorknobs and estimated that each one was worth a decent percentage of his rent. He added, ‘I’m not saying I could afford either …’

‘Lara hates being around too many people.’ She glanced over her shoulder as he made his way to the piano and sat down.

He started playing a tune that fell into time with her steps. When she noticed, she laughed in a way that made him laugh too; a nervous laugh that didn’t feel like his own.

‘You clearly weren’t busy tonight,’ she said, with another look over her shoulder. ‘So why aren’t you DJ-ing?’

‘I told him I didn’t have time to put a playlist together. Though honestly, we just don’t have the same taste in music.’ He spread his hands, aware he was coming off as a snob. ‘I think he felt like he then had to invite me to be polite.’

When Emory came to join him, finally, she had several items collected in her dress, which – she was excited to tell him – also had pockets. The bottle of bourbon thunked on the top of the piano, and she shifted on to the stool. The ruffles of her dress were gathered up like some rural, historical woman who’d been collecting berries, and her knee was touching his.

‘So you’re a musician?’

‘Mostly. I produce too. What did you find?’

‘Thirty cents.’ She placed the coins carefully on top of the piano.

‘Amazing.’

‘Two lighters.’

‘Always useful.’

‘A spork.’

‘Genius invention.’ He was smiling, too much. Calm down. ‘Great name.’

‘And someone left this.’ She held up a crucifix on a thin gold chain that caught the light.

‘You’re not some weird Christian, are you?’

A mock frown as she took a gulp of bourbon. ‘I like to think of myself as a non-weird Christian, thank you.’

He took the bottle from her and also drank. It was overly sweet. ‘I like to think of myself as a don’t know.’

‘You’re agnostic.’

‘I thought that was more don’t care.’ He played another tune. Something upbeat.

‘Can you put this on for me?’ She held up the necklace again. ‘I’ve got whiskey-hands.’

He took it from her and she turned on the stool, brushing her long, white-blonde hair over one shoulder before gathering it up in her hands. He was suddenly extremely aware of his breathing. It wasn’t always this overwhelming when someone made it clear they wanted something from him. But Emory’s attention felt overwhelming.

He encircled her neck with the chain, and after fastening the catch he looked for a long time at the pale, exposed skin at the nape of her neck.

The air between them pulled tight, like a length of rope.

A phone vibrated. The rope slackened. She let her hair fall and took her phone out of her pocket.

Yun pretended to be absorbed with playing something on the piano, but wasn’t thinking about the music so much as occupying his hands, masking some mild annoyance.

She said, ‘Lara’s noticed I’m gone.’

And the moment was over, he thought, as she stood. She looked at his hands, still resting on the keys. ‘You’re really good at that.’

‘Oh, I’ve only been playing – my whole life.’

It took him a few seconds to follow her, and by the time he caught up she was in the doorway. Voices approached. One of the waiters – the one with the slicked-back hair – followed by a young, delicate-looking man from the wedding upstairs who Yun didn’t know.

‘Do you often do this at weddings?’ the young man asked.

‘More than you’d think.’ The waiter pushed a rattling, clinking trolley full of empty glasses.

One couple glanced at the other as they passed in the quiet, dimly lit corridor. Yun met the young man’s eyes, and no one said anything.

He walked with Emory towards the stairwell. They knocked shoulders briefly, he smiled, and then she stopped so abruptly he had to turn back to meet her exasperated expression.

She said, ‘Are you going to kiss me or what?’

He laughed, and immediately wished he hadn’t. It wasn’t cool.

‘Ah,’ he said, because it was all he could manage.

First, he stooped to put the bottle of whiskey on the floor. He took a step forward and she took a step back, until she was standing against the wall. Unsure of what to do with his hands, he took another step to lean them on the wall either side of her, and then she closed the space between them.

It was as if he’d fallen into his own body from a huge height. He kissed her gently. She kissed him back less gently. He could taste the bourbon as she pulled him closer, hands under his jacket. He was touching her face, then her hair. Pressed against the wall, he felt her shiver in his arms, let out a sigh against his lips.

A clunk from close by made them both jump; the sound of a glass hitting the ground.

Emory laughed. ‘We should get back.’

He didn’t want to. He wanted to kiss her again and was leaning in when a gasp, or maybe more of a sigh, came from further down the corridor. They took that as their cue to go.

Yun walked a little behind Emory in the stairwell, then she was lost to the onslaught and noise of the wedding party.

Realizing they had left the bottle of whiskey downstairs, Yun went to the bar and found Andrew drinking a lime and soda alone. Looking over his shoulder, he saw Emory talking to Lara, who glanced with pointed interest in his direction.

‘Where’s Nicola?’ Yun asked, though he never wanted to know.

It’s not that he disliked her, but her presence had recently started to bring out the worst in her husband, and likewise Andrew brought out the worst in her.

‘She called a car.’ Andrew waved at the bartender and ordered Yun a beer. ‘It’s all right, I can still drive you home.’

‘I thought you guys were in therapy?’

‘We are. The only conclusion we’ve come to is we’re not good at being in the same room.’

Yun wasn’t sure what to say, so he put a hand on Andrew’s shoulder and drank in solidarity. He searched for Emory, but she was dancing and wasn’t looking for him.

At some point later in the night, someone else who Yun didn’t know punched his boyfriend in the face. They were separated by a bleary-eyed Mike and a couple of other guys, and Yun was vaguely aware that the young man left clutching his eye was the same man he had seen in the downstairs hallway with the waiter.

The new sound was hard to distinguish at first over the music, the men who were still shouting. But Yun was sure he heard a woman scream, and he craned his neck towards a small group – Emory and Lara among them – gathered in a knot around someone on the floor.

The screaming stopped momentarily. Yun glanced at Andrew, who shrugged but also moved to take a closer look. It didn’t strike Yun as anything to worry about, not in the context of expected wedding dramas. But all the same, it was curious. The young woman in the teal dress appeared to have sat down, right in the middle of the dance floor.

Someone waved a hand in front of her face, having to yell over ‘I Believe’ by Stevie Wonder. ‘Rose? Rose!’

‘The perils of a free bar,’ a man behind Yun remarked.

Andrew had gone, and Yun noticed him talking to the young man with the swollen eye, whose assailant was now nowhere to be seen. Yet another thing that only gained significance with time.

Emory took both of Rose’s hands and gently pulled, but as soon as she exerted enough force to threaten to bring her to her feet, Rose snatched herself out of Emory’s grasp with what could only be described as a snarl. Her face was contorted, teeth bared. Only when she was free did her expression slacken once again. Her eyes, though, those were blank. Even while her body wrenched itself away, Rose’s eyes never focused on anything.

‘Rose, snap out of it!’ Lara was less patient. It was her wedding, after all. ‘Come on, how much have you had to drink?’

‘Are you sure she’s okay?’ Another woman hovered behind Lara, like she didn’t want to venture too close. ‘She looks … weird.’

Everyone was talking over each other, and Yun found it amusing that no one considered telling the DJ to turn the music down.

‘Rose! Can you walk?’ Lara tried pulling her up, a lot rougher than Emory.

Then came the screaming again. Even in the midst of so much noise, it made Yun take a step back. It was angry and distressed, like an animal caught in a hunting trap, and it made Lara let go immediately.

‘She can’t get on the subway like this.’ Emory touched Lara’s arm. ‘Shouldn’t we try and take her to the ER?’

Lara exclaimed, ‘Well I can’t, I’m fucked.’

‘I can drive, if you want?’

Yun was hoping Andrew wouldn’t offer. He was Yun’s ride home, and leaving now meant leaving without speaking to Emory again. But of course he offered. Andrew, with his pristine haircut, open face and eternal obliviousness to how he made most women lose their minds.

He even carried Rose to his car, and when she was being carried she didn’t scream or fight back. The outro to ‘I Believe’ was still playing while she hung pliant in Andrew’s arms. Her gaze didn’t land on anyone or anything, but when another of her friends tried to make her drink some water she jerked away as the glass was pressed to her lips.

Yun left his beer on a random table and tried to catch Emory’s eyes, but her gaze never found him again. As he left, he wondered why he always seemed destined to be slightly too far ahead or too far behind his own life.

In the car, Yun sat in the front next to Andrew, and tried not to look into the back seat.

Every so often, Rose’s friend, Michelle, would try to get her attention. ‘Rose! Rose, can you just answer me?’ – clicking her fingers in front of her face, clapping her hands – ‘Can you drink something? Can you just … say something?’

As they pulled into the parking lot across from the ER, Michelle started weeping with frustration and didn’t stop. Andrew helped her carry Rose into the hospital while Yun waited in the car. When he returned, he took a moment before starting the engine.

‘It’s strange,’ he said softly. ‘I don’t think I’ve seen anyone that out of it before.’

‘Maybe it was that stupid drinking game.’

‘Maybe someone put something in her drink. Nicola said she had her drink spiked once and it just wipes you out. One minute you’re fine and the next you don’t even know where you are. Total blackout.’

Yun shrugged. He was getting a headache and didn’t want to go home. He had looked at the girl in the back of the car and wished he could feel genuine concern, but all he felt was dehydrated. Being driven through New York at night always made him melancholy.

Andrew kept staring unseeingly at the entrance to the ER like someone else trapped by their own relentless trajectory, like he wasn’t driving his own car, and Yun realized they were still sitting there because he didn’t want to go home either.




2.

Emory woke at two in the afternoon in her tiny Greenpoint apartment, and messaged Rose twice in the time it took a couple of painkillers to dissolve in a glass of water. By the sounds of it her room-mates were, thankfully, all out. When she received no response – the messages unread – she went back to bed and held the phone above her face to message Michelle.

Michelle called back immediately.

Looking at the incoming call like an act of aggression, Emory repressed the urge to ignore it. ‘Hey, what’s going on?’

Michelle’s voice was cracked, like she hadn’t slept or had anything to drink. ‘I’m still at the hospital.’

‘What? Is Rose okay?’

‘No, she’s really not. They don’t know what’s wrong with her. I found her parents in her emergency contacts and I’m still waiting for them to get here.’ A sigh, and Michelle sounded on the verge of tears when she said, ‘They live in Columbus. It’s going to take them nine hours to drive.’

Emory dragged herself upright. ‘Did someone spike her drink or something?’

‘That’s what the doctors thought. But when that happens you just sleep it off, right? She’s still exactly the same. I can’t get her to say anything, I can’t even get her to look at me. It’s …’ Her voice broke. ‘It’s scary, I don’t know what to do.’

‘Which hospital are you at? I’ll come wait with you. Did you message Lara?’

‘No. Do you think I should?’

Emory swung her legs out of bed and willed the painkillers to kick in. ‘Actually, let’s not bother her unless we have to.’

‘Do you think she took a bad pill?’

‘Rose?’ It was hard to concentrate on the conversation while struggling to get her legs into a pair of pants. ‘I don’t think so. Was anyone on anything last night?’

‘Honestly, I was too drunk to notice.’ Michelle sniffed. ‘Maybe I shouldn’t have got so out of it, I’d have been able to check on her.’

‘We were all out of it, it isn’t anyone’s fault.’ Emory wedged the phone between her shoulder and chin to put on a shirt. ‘Unless someone did spike her drink, in which case we’ll find out who it was. Do you want me to bring you coffee?’

‘Oh God, can you? The coffee here sucks. Also maybe a spare toothbrush?’

While on the subway Emory searched the side-effects of different date-rape drugs, and realized with a dull, sinking feeling – which may have also been the hangover – that Rose’s symptoms were too general to reach any solid conclusions, or start suspecting any specific men who had been in attendance. Most confusingly, she couldn’t find any cases of people becoming violent after having their drinks spiked. Those drugs usually removed the capacity to fight back against manhandling; that was the point. But Rose had been able to fight just fine.

She didn’t know Rose that well compared to the rest of Lara’s work friends, couldn’t remember the last time she had hung out with them. They were all into coke – a finance thing – but it was hard to imagine anyone spiking a drink with it.

Two blocks from the hospital, Emory ducked into a cafe to buy two oat-milk lattes, extra hot, and two grilled breakfast sandwiches.

Michelle was half sitting, half lying across the chairs in the waiting area when Emory arrived. She was still wearing her burgundy wrap dress from the night before, her jacket and a pair of Crocs that were several sizes too big. Her heels were on the floor.

‘What are those?’ Emory gestured at the ridiculous shoes.

‘Staff Crocs.’ As Michelle stood up to hug her, she muttered, ‘I told them you’re her sister. I thought they might tell you something.’

‘Have you looked through her bag?’

‘Yeah, nothing.’ Michelle took a long gulp of coffee and scraped at the dried mascara under her eyes with her thumbnail. ‘Thank God she had her insurance info on her.’

Emory took the black clutch and sat down to rifle through it. Phone, lipstick, keys, portable charger, wallet. Nothing in the wallet either, aside from some store cards and her emergency information.

‘So she’s still exactly the same?’ Emory looked up as Michelle slumped into the chair next to her again. ‘Did she sleep?’

‘Not that I noticed. I slept a couple of hours so I guess she might have slept at the same time.’ She shook her head. ‘They said they had to strap her down to get the IV in because she wouldn’t drink anything without going crazy. Like, she’s totally unresponsive but freaks out when anyone tries to get her to do anything.’

Emory stood up, leaving the sandwiches next to Michelle. ‘I’m going to ask them what’s going on, see if I can find out anything else. It’s Rose Hailey, right?’

With another quick scan of Rose’s driver’s licence, Emory walked up to the desk and asked where her sister’s room was. It was another ten minutes before a doctor came – a woman with long braids and a calming tone – and escorted her down the corridor.

‘The good news,’ the doctor explained as they walked, ‘is that she is responsive to certain stimuli, even if the outbursts do sound and appear distressing. We were told she was drinking but obviously this isn’t a common response to alcohol so I wanted to ask, did you know of your sister ever taking recreational drugs?’

‘Nothing heavy, I don’t think. Maybe some coke at parties.’

‘I’ve only seen comparable reactions to certain types of methamphetamines. Or synthetic cathinones like bath salts. You may have heard of them?’

Emory almost laughed, and stifled it quickly. ‘No. No way. Who takes meth at a wedding?’

‘Has Rose ever suffered from depression or any other mental illness?’

‘Not that I know of.’ She swallowed, beginning to feel uneasy. ‘Can I see her now?’

‘In a moment.’ They had paused outside a door. ‘Has Rose ever suffered from blackouts or psychotic episodes?’

‘You mean like schizophrenia? I really have no idea.’

‘If the blood tests don’t offer anything conclusive, I’d like to send her for an MRI as a next step, to see if the problem is neurological. We’ve given her a sedative to calm her down, so she’s been sleeping. You’re free to talk to her, but she is restrained for her own safety. Try not to worry, she is comfortable.’

‘Has she said anything to you at all?’

The doctor pulled a face that Emory didn’t like. ‘She hasn’t been responding to instructions, and was also unresponsive to a basic cranial nerve examination.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘Her pupils show signs of light sensitivity, she’s capable of blinking, her pupils dilate. She just won’t focus on a light or follow it when instructed, which is reminiscent of catatonic states. So if she does have a history of depressive episodes, it would be useful to know.’

When the doctor finally left, Emory took a seat next to Rose’s bed. She messaged Michelle so she could update Rose’s parents. It was only when several minutes had passed, and Emory was still looking at her phone, that she realized she was delaying looking directly at her.

She reached forward and took her hand. ‘Rose?’

Rose didn’t open her eyes. Her fingers were bone cold.

Emory tried to remember how she’d ended up sitting in the middle of the dance floor. Emory had come back to the party with that guy, gossiped with Lara, some other guy had punched his boyfriend, and by the time anyone noticed Rose she was already on the floor.

Careful not to let go of Rose’s hand, Emory made a note in her phone to check if anyone had been filming or taking photos. Maybe someone had witnessed the moment it happened.

‘Rose?’ She tried again a little louder, squeezing her hand.

Still nothing.

Standing up, Emory brushed some of Rose’s hair out of her face and tentatively opened one of her eyes with her thumb. Rose couldn’t lash out, but she didn’t look at her either. Emory wondered if she would fight back if she tried to make her stand up, even while sedated, but knew it would be too cruel to attempt. She felt Rose’s forehead; a little cold, but that was probably normal for someone who was sedated and unmoving.

After a while, Michelle came to join her and sat on the other side of the bed. ‘I spoke to her parents again. They’re gonna get here soon. Then I’ll call a Lyft, if you want to share.’

‘Did they say anything about depression?’

Michelle rubbed her eyes, now clear of makeup. ‘They said Rose went through a depressed phase in high school, but she wasn’t medicated. She was never psychotic or dissociative, nothing like that. She was just moody.’

‘So, normal then.’ Emory picked at her nails, searching Rose’s exposed skin for any sign of marks. But, of course, there was nothing. ‘Would anyone have spiked her with something like ketamine? Is that even possible?’

‘At the wedding?’ Michelle made a dubious face. ‘Really?’

‘Maybe someone did it as a joke.’

‘That’s the kind of thing that would show up in a test, though, right?’

‘And it doesn’t really fit, does it.’

‘People do act weird on that stuff.’

‘But why would anyone do it? And why was it just her?’

A shrug. ‘I don’t think it’s drugs, to be honest.’

Emory hesitated, glanced at Rose again and sighed. ‘Me neither.’

A polite knock on the door, and the doctor returned with a reassuring – but not happy – smile. ‘I wanted to let you know we got some blood results back, and we haven’t found any traces of recreational or date-rape drugs in her system. So, we can rule those out. Sometimes people spike drinks with stronger types of alcohol, but there isn’t a significant enough level of alcohol in her blood to be concerned about. Even if it was an allergic reaction to a common substance, we would expect to see other symptoms like a rash, nausea, swelling, that kind of thing.’

Emory would never have admitted it out loud, but she had almost hoped the test results would show something. Even the clarity of something like Rohypnol would have been a relief, given Rose had made it straight from the dance floor to the hospital without any predator intercepting her. Ruling things out was good, but nothing was ruled in.

‘Thanks,’ was what Emory said instead.

‘So what now?’ Michelle asked.

‘We’d like to proceed with an MRI as soon as possible, to check if anything is affecting the soft tissue of the brain.’

‘Do you think she had a stroke or a blood clot?’ Michelle looked nauseated.

‘After an MRI we’d be able to confirm that either way.’

The doctor left the room with an apologetic nod, and Emory stood up.

‘I’m going to call Lara. If Rose’s parents get here, could you explain the pretended to be her sister thing?’

Michelle grimaced but didn’t argue. ‘You know, the only thing this reminds me of is something this guy at work mentioned happening to his girlfriend once. He said she seemed fine, no depression, no signs of anxiety, nothing. But she had a nervous breakdown, completely out of the blue, apparently from stress. He said one day she literally sat on the floor and cowered against the cupboards with her fists up, and just wouldn’t stop screaming.’

Emory shivered as Michelle acted out having her wrists up to her face. ‘What happened?’

‘He called an ambulance, and she screamed until they sedated her and took her away. She was sectioned for a while but she’s fine now.’

‘Maybe this is a nervous breakdown.’

‘Yeah. Maybe she was really stressed out with work.’ Michelle’s voice became shrill with false optimism. ‘Maybe it’s burnout. People generally recover from nervous breakdowns, don’t they?’

‘I think so.’ Emory could hear her voice rising to match Michelle’s, and wasn’t sure she totally believed it herself when she said, ‘Yeah, she’ll probably be fine.’


CNN Breaking News @cnnbrk

Eight people declared unresponsive in possible drug-related incident at Hunter Mountain, NY. Story developing.
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Emory called Rose’s parents at the hospital every day for a week, but there was still no change. They ruled out a stroke or a brain tumour. Aside from an intermittent racing heart, Rose seemed physically well. The hospital decided to insert a feeding tube, which Rose’s mother told Emory about on the phone with the stunned, thin tone of someone who had staggered away from the scene of a violent incident. After that, Emory agreed to stop calling unless someone contacted her with news.

A few days later, the site of a small music festival at the Hunter Mountain Resort was sealed off in Greene County, New York. Some reporters were camped out in their cars outside the resort waiting for news, so Emory messaged her father, a forensic drug analyst, to see if he was involved in investigating the scene. Worst-case scenario, he said, it was a reaction to some illegal substance in circulation, possibly even exposure to an unknown pathogen. Though that was more unlikely, as only a handful of people were affected so far. But it was still a story, which meant Emory could take some time off worrying about Rose to focus on work.

The first thing she did was check if anyone had posted any interesting images from the site to social media. A survey from a few years back claimed that Americans checked their phones on average every twelve minutes, but Emory suspected it was way more. She hated checking the news. It was a self-inflicted torture, but she did it upwards of two hundred times a day. She had to. She was a part of it, and her decision to cultivate a more investigative personal brand meant immersing herself even more in current affairs.

Sixty per cent of staff writers were laid off during the last recession, and writing think pieces was hardly the most stable niche. Her little sister had moved straight back in with their father after graduating from Columbia; not because she wanted to but because there were no jobs and rents were too high. Emory was hanging on by the skin of her teeth in New York and she knew it. But worse than failure was the idea of giving in. She still thought that – contrary to all evidence – if she worked hard, if she did nothing but work, she could make it.

If her father got back to her with any answers about the music festival, then the story coming out of Hunter Mountain could turn into something. She just had to know for sure before pitching it.

The caffeine crash and the news had made her morose, lethargic. She thought about messaging Lara to ask after updates from the hospital. But she was getting ready to leave for her honeymoon, and was low-key still irritated at Rose for causing a scene. Emory didn’t want to bother her with more drama.

Emory’s phone vibrated against the table with a message from an unknown number.

Hey it’s Yun (from the wedding, Mike gave me your number).

Wanna grab a drink later?

‘I’m glad you got in touch.’

‘Really?’ His smile showed a lot of teeth, like a kid. He was wearing a white T-shirt and jeans that were ripped at the knees. He looked younger than Emory remembered. But then suits had that maturing effect on men, and his hair was no longer scraped back, but falling over his eyes in boyish curtains as he inclined his head. ‘I have a pretty memorable name, I’m sure you could’ve tracked me down.’

She slowly mimicked the gesture. ‘Okay, I guess I could have.’

They met at a bar in Greenpoint and wedged on to a table by the window. The window was open but it wasn’t cold, with the weather starting to turn now they were approaching the middle of May.

‘Mike said you’re a journalist.’ He compulsively turned his drink – bourbon – around on the spot while speaking. ‘It’s cool you can make money doing that.’

‘Not that much money.’

‘If it’s enough to live on, it’s cool.’ She had to lean forward to hear him over the bar chatter when he added, ‘Hey, what happened to that girl? We didn’t really know anything when we left the ER. Maybe we should’ve stayed, but we didn’t think we’d be much help.’

‘It’s okay, there was nothing you could’ve done. I actually went over the next day.’

‘Wait, she was still there?’

Recounting it to somebody else made it feel more real. ‘She’s still there now. She didn’t get better. It wasn’t a spiked drink or anything like that. They don’t know what’s wrong with her.’

‘Holy shit. I mean, I’ve seen people drunk before but I’ve never seen anyone do that.’ He turned his glass again. ‘Maybe it’s one of those new things everyone gets hysterical about. You know, like bath salts? Makes people act like zombies, start biting and stuff.’

His nervous, breathy laugh – like his smile – changed his whole demeanour. Unless lit up with a moment of animation, he came across as aloof, almost cold. It was partly why Emory had smiled at him at the wedding. Most people’s aloofness was just a mask for shyness, but not Yun’s. His was totally authentic, which made it an amusing challenge to poke holes in.

‘They tested her and didn’t find anything.’ For the first time that day, Emory felt cold. ‘She still won’t eat or drink so she’s on an IV and a feeding tube. The last I heard they said it looks more like depression or anorexia, or a major dissociative episode. But it’s somehow like all of them and none of them at the same time.’

‘So she had a nervous breakdown. Maybe she was going through some really bad shit no one knew about.’

‘It’s possible,’ was what Emory said out loud.

Privately, she’d started to wonder whether there could be any connection between what had happened to Rose and what had happened at the festival upstate. She didn’t say it out loud for fear of coming across as insensitive. There were more important things, after all, than turning everything into a potential story.

‘I’m sorry you and your friend had to deal with it though,’ she said. ‘It must have been pretty intense. Were you both okay?’

‘Oh, I barely did anything, Andrew did all the actual helping.’

It was like he was used to people turning conversations back to his tall, handsome friend. He started chewing the skin around his thumbnail, became aware of it and stopped.

She pretended not to notice. But it was hard, because she rarely stopped watching his hands. He had the most beautiful hands. Long pianist’s fingers that made very precise movements, strong knuckles and veins.

A couple of times he saw her looking. A couple of times she looked away and drank her wine, and he smiled.

‘Are you hungry?’ Emory asked after about an hour.

‘Now you’re speaking my language. I’m always hungry.’

Yun picked up his bike and they walked along the water for as long as they could before cutting in around Williamsburg, heading for an Italian place Yun said was great. She wasn’t that hungry, but she didn’t want to go home.

The sun went down.

‘Do you make enough money to live off your music? That’s rare for New York.’

He shrugged. They were sitting in a garden out back while a blues band played in the bar inside. Fairy lights were strewn over everything.

‘My parents said if I did music I’d go broke.’ His tone was impassive, as if talking about someone else’s parents. ‘It’s hard, but between the producing, writing, DJ-ing, I get by. I’d like to work less on other people’s stuff and more on my own. I might get to soon. But I think that’s how these industries work, siphoning off talent and using it to boost people with less talent and more family money.’

‘How can you be so cynical? What are you, twenty-five?’

He laughed, twisting a fork into his spaghetti for a long time. ‘Twenty-nine, but thanks. How can you be a journalist and not be cynical? The world is …’

He made a vague gesture at everything; a gesture which had become universal in the last few years. Everything. The overwhelming feeling that everything was out of control and only moving further out of control.

‘Okay, the world is …’ She imitated the gesture and almost knocked over her wine, catching the glass with her other hand and trying to move past it. ‘But there are so many people trying to do good things. I read a lot about that too.’

‘Trying,’ he said, taking a sip of beer. But that was all he said.

In the bathroom – while the bass and drumbeat from the band reverberated through the wall – Emory took a long, hard look at herself in the mirror, and decided she was definitely going to sleep with him. Maybe tonight. That, she hadn’t decided yet.

She fluffed her hair, and when she returned to the table she saw him looking at his phone with a bewildered frown. Naturally, she thought it had something to do with her.

‘Are you okay?’

She didn’t know what she expected him to say, but it wasn’t, ‘Did you hear about that festival at Hunter Mountain?’

As Emory sat down, she noticed other people staring at their phones with similar expressions. It’s possible the memory had become exaggerated. Obviously not everyone found out at the same time, or reacted like it was anything other than a curiosity. But that’s what it seemed like. Emory saw her own gut reaction of dread reflected in everyone else’s faces.

She hadn’t checked her own phone for a few hours.


Public health crisis in Hunter Mountain, NY, as 22 people now declared ‘unresponsive’.



She scrolled further down, forgetting where she was. Her first instinct was to call her father and demand to know why he hadn’t told her anything.


Drugs incident at Hunter Mountain resort: What they don’t want you to know!



That one was from Fox News.

‘People are saying the reason they’ve cordoned it off is because they can’t move anyone.’ Yun sounded tense. ‘If people got sick that fast, and they’re unresponsive, what if what happened to your friend –’

‘My dad might know something,’ Emory said, because she desperately needed to cut in before he finished the thought. ‘He’s a forensic – you know, a scenes of crime person. He might be there, I don’t know. He usually tells me anything interesting, but it takes him hours to reply to messages, it’s so annoying.’

Yun took another drink, his eyes fixed on some distant horizon inside his head. When he put the beer down, he mustered a half-smile. ‘Maybe it’s another pandemic.’

She laughed. She had no idea why. ‘That’s all we need!’

He carried on eating, and put his phone away.

They went inside and leaned against the bar to watch the band for a few songs, not looking at each other and also painfully aware of not looking at each other. It was too hot to be inside. As one song ended, Emory raised her hands to clap and felt him brush her hair back from her shoulder, middle fingertip grazing her neck. But when she looked at him, he wasn’t looking at her.

She kept watching him until he reddened and announced, ‘Let’s go. Do you wanna go?’

While he unlocked his bike, she sent another message to her father.

Can you look at your phone PLEASE? Xx

‘I live off Metropolitan.’ Yun turned away from his bike. It sounded as though he had rehearsed all of the words in his head, but not the order in which he said them. ‘I have a room-mate but she’s away all summer. If you wanna have a drink or watch a movie or something, it’s near here. You don’t have to, you can say no, it’s not like I’m expecting anything just because you come back. If you come back, which you’re free to … not. Either way, it’s fine. I mean, you don’t have to.’

‘I know!’ Before she could second-guess herself, she added, ‘I’m going to head home, but maybe next time?’

‘Sure.’ He didn’t seem fazed, which was part of the test. ‘I’ll walk you home.’

‘It’s not that far.’

‘It’s dark, I’ll walk you home.’ He leaned his bike against the wall again and smiled. ‘But if I am gonna walk you home, can I kiss you now? I’m gonna think about it all the way back otherwise and then it becomes an awkward doorstep thing …’

Emory laughed so explosively that she forgot to make it sound attractive. ‘You mean you want to get it out of the way?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Thanks!’

But she didn’t find it hard to step forward, swaying a little, and wind her arms around his neck, and kiss him until they were both giggling and slightly off balance. He tasted of beer and whiskey and he was smiling brilliantly when she pulled away. And she thought, Oh shit, I really like him.

Oh shit, because it was never a good time to realize you really liked someone. Realizing you really liked someone meant knowing on some level it was going to hurt.


Jennie Barrett @jennieeee

sorry the video cuts out when people started freaking out and running but you can kinda see they’re going down like dominos! like they were setting each other off






4.

When Emory got inside she noticed a missed call from her father, and a message telling her to call him. It was nearing midnight, so she shut herself in her room and turned on the rattling air-conditioning unit under the window. She sat cross-legged on her bed and opened her laptop to take notes, before calling back and putting him on speakerphone.

Jeremiah Thomas sounded tired and faraway. ‘Hello, sweet pea, you’re up late?’

‘I always work late.’ She scrolled social media. ‘I haven’t seen anything about Hunter Mountain that isn’t a leak, that’s pretty weird. Is no one making an official statement?’

‘No, we were given a stern briefing and signed NDAs on the scene. But, uh …’ He made a clicking noise with his tongue that he only made when he was perturbed by something.

‘What happened? Was it a drug thing?’

‘Honey, if it is drugs I’ve never seen anything like it. The line that got out is unresponsive, as you know. But that makes it sound like people were unconscious. And they weren’t, that was the thing. They were awake, they weren’t … right. When the paramedics tried to move them, tried to give them water or medication, they –’

‘Lashed out?’

‘How do you know?’

Emory felt like the bed had plummeted several floors. ‘I saw something similar, the same thing even, at a wedding a couple of weeks ago. You know, Lara’s wedding? I didn’t mention it because it just seemed like one of those weird things, someone gets sick … But this girl, Rose, at some point in the night she just sat down in the middle of the floor. We couldn’t make her do anything. She was awake, but when we tried to get her to stand up or drink something, she went crazy.’

‘Is she all right?’

‘No. Some guys took her to the ER and she’s still in the hospital now, they have no idea what’s wrong with her.’

Her father went quiet for a time, and Emory hoped in those moments of dead air that he was about to say something contradictory, something about the Hunter Mountain incident rendering the two events completely unrelated. And she could file a story about twenty-two people drinking contaminated water, eating bad vendor food, contracting a flu virus; anything but something so hideously unexplainable.

‘You know what it looked like?’ he mused. ‘It looked like everyone had some kind of collective nervous breakdown. We were asked to look for traces of ketamine or hallucinogens.’

‘That’s what the doctor said about Rose too. They tested for ketamine and other drugs but they didn’t find anything. She hadn’t even had that much to drink.’

‘I wish I could say something different, but we didn’t find anything either.’

‘Someone from the resort is going to have to make a statement eventually, right?’

‘You’d think so when it concerns this many people. We’re up to forty-eight affected and they’re having the food stalls investigated. Food stalls! As if everyone on-site will have eaten the same thing. But the liability, this many people getting poisoned, some of whom weren’t even –’

‘I thought it was twenty-two?’

‘It was. But people kept dropping even in the medical tents, like this thing is infectious.’ The silence was heavy with the weight of whatever he was choosing not to say. ‘Honey, I know you’re a professional. So, I’m telling you this off the record, as your father.’

‘What?’

‘There were a lot of people, it was crowded. So no one knows exactly when this happened. But a Hunter police officer who arrived on the scene also became unresponsive. Somehow, whatever this is, one of the first responders came down with it too.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Now, I don’t want you to worry about me. It’s different for us, we wear protective equipment for a reason.’

‘But that doesn’t make sense. If it was contagious then surely a doctor would find something? It would be an illness, right? A virus?’

‘It could be a bad coincidence, Emmy. Like I said, it was a crowded site, and everyone else was fine.’ But he didn’t quite believe this. She could tell.

‘You know, if this has happened in New York multiple times in the last couple of weeks, it’s probably happened elsewhere.’

‘I don’t want to panic anybody.’

‘Me neither, but if something bad is happening, don’t you think people should be warned as early as possible?’

‘If it was a contagion, then surely other people from your wedding would have come down with it.’ That was the thing about her father, he could never be cajoled into anything reactive. ‘Have you heard of it happening to anyone else? The people who took her to the ER, for example.’

‘No,’ Emory admitted. ‘Everyone else who went to the ER is fine.’

‘And you’re fine? Did you touch her at any point, try to help her up?’

‘Yes but …’ She frowned. ‘Okay so, say I don’t quote you directly, can I run with this?’

‘You can’t mention the police officer.’

‘But I can file a story? And also put out a social media request listing the symptoms? That way I can find more people.’ She repressed a shudder, goosebumps flying up along the back of her neck. ‘If there are more people.’

‘I can’t see how that would do any harm.’ He hesitated. ‘I just don’t think …’

‘You don’t think I should do it?’

‘No, it’s not that.’ Something about his tone reminded Emory of the night he told her and Esther that their mother had died. ‘It’s just that, this isn’t anything I’ve seen before. It was such an odd experience, the atmosphere. I wouldn’t be surprised if a few people need to talk to a shrink after.’

Her lips felt dry. ‘Are you worried?’

‘I’m not worried. I know you’re careful. If you’re going to research it, I know you’ll be careful.’ Her father detested things that didn’t follow a logical progression. People, too. ‘It’s just unusual, to get to my age and see something in your job you’ve never seen before.’

In the days leading up to the press conference at Windham Medical Center, Emory put out requests on all of her socials for people to get in touch with similar stories of sudden catatonia, people becoming unresponsive and aggressive when subjected to forced interaction.

Within hours, the emails started coming. Some were scary, there were always scary ones. The standard death and rape threats that came with simply being a woman online. But then there were the emails Emory sifted through in the corner of the coffee shop she had taken to writing in, and put into a separate folder marked Notable Incidents. First, they were just from other Americans, but then she heard from people in Croatia, France, Australia, Taiwan.

Croatia: A young woman working in a call centre for a credit card company was called into her supervisor’s office – one of those glass-walled eggshells they called ‘pods’, which didn’t really belong to anybody – to talk about an incident of misconduct on a recent call with a customer. The supervisor wanted to talk to her about brand damage and she tried her hardest not to










































What We Actually Know About the Hunter Mountain Incident

The 95 people declared ‘unresponsive’ at Lowdown music festival last week are displaying similar symptoms to an earlier case in NYC and several confirmed cases internationally.
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