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“Tish...Tiish...Tiiish...Can you hear me?” the nurse whispered, gently caressing Tish’s shoulder while she muttered, “Take me home now...Take me home now,” as she convulsed under the blanket. Her half-shut eyes dripped with tears. Some rolled down the side of her face, landing freely on her curly red hair, sprawled all over the flimsy hospital pillow.

“It’s okay. You’re fine now,” the nurse continued, applying light pressure on Tish’s shoulder, causing her to spasm and move her head from side to side as though frantic to break free from a powerful force causing her unimaginable harm.

“Where am I?” Tish asked, wide-eyed, wriggling to escape from the nurse’s grip, still unable to grasp her condition as she stared at her face, looking for answers.

“You’re safe. We’re in the Jand clinic,” the nurse assured her, slowly loosening her hold and signaling her to remain still. “I wouldn’t move if I were you. You do not want to open those wounds.”

“Wounds?” Tish gasped, immediately moving her right hand to her chest, where she was starting to get a tight feeling. “What...What happened to me? How did I get here?”

“Please be patient. I’ll get the doctor right away. He’s the one that can answer all your questions,” the nurse said as she exited the room, muttering a few words in Spanish.

After she left, Tish altered her gaze from the stained ceilings to the ill-plastered walls in the ward, which seemed to move closer the longer she stared at it. In her mind, the glossy pink pastel oil paint would have been more appropriate for an indoor garden, not for a crowded hospital ward where it left a crippling feeling of hopelessness.
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There were at least six other beds in the room, each with an occupant at a different level of discomfort. The patient on her left had one leg hanging in the air, and the one on the far right had tubes entering and exiting different parts of his body. Tish scanned the room and wished she could talk to each of them to hear their stories, but she knew that was not feasible in her condition. Instead, she focused on the patient to her left. The lady looked so frail, and there was something oddly familiar about her. It took her some time, but she recognized Jesse. Her long, black, silky hair hung down the side of the bed as she slept in fits and starts. Her pale white skin carried the tell-tale sign of someone who had not seen the sun for days. The most striking thing was her facial features. Not only did they seem more pronounced than the night she ran into her when she first arrived in Costa Rica, but they also looked like they belonged to someone who had conceded defeat.

Across from Jesse was Eli. He was seated upright in the bed and gave her a little wave when their eyes met. Eli's friendly gesture brought back memories of their initial meeting. It was a far cry from his behaviour the night they met. He had been seriously unfriendly, but now, as she looked into his tired eyes, she couldn't help but feel a sense of sadness. Feeling too numb to reciprocate but worried he could label her rude, she merely nodded at him. At that moment, a strong scent of antiseptic filled the room, suffocating her, therefore causing her to gag and shift her position on the bed. She sobbed loudly as the tightness in her chest turned to piercing pain.

“Are you okay?” Eli asked exasperatedly.

“No,” Tish responded, shaking her head. “I don’t feel good.”

“Press that button,” he said, pointing to a red switch on her side table. “That will alert the staff. I’m sure someone will be here soon to attend to you.”

Tish winced as she bent to find the button before mouthing “Thank you,” to Eli and lying flat on the bed to continue staring at the ceiling as she waited for help to come.
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The last thing Tish remembered before she woke up on the hospital bed was staring at herself in the mirror the morning after Adam arrived at the apartment. Even the memory of that was now hazy. Her image in the mirror when she regained consciousness at the apartment had seemed to belong to a different person, one who had been out of touch for days.

“How long have I been here?” she said to no one in particular as she waited for the nurse or doctor to appear. Her voice was rasp and loud enough to cause Jesse to stir and open her eyes. Her recollection of the events that put her in that hospital bed had jolted her idle memory and caused her to become more agitated than she was when she first opened her eyes.

“I don’t know. We came in two days ago,” Jesse responded, pointing to herself and then at Eli, “You’ve been unconscious since we arrived. You were here before us.”

“What do you mean by unconscious? Where is Adam?”

“We discharged him yesterday,” a man in a long white coat announced as he stepped into the ward and headed straight for Tish’s bedside, with the nurse walking behind him. 

“Hello, I’m Doctor Jorge. Glad you finally opened your eyes. How are you feeling today?” he asked with a sing-song Spanish inflection, placing the back of his hand over her forehead and grimacing with concern.

Tish creased her brows, alarmed by the look on his face. “Hi. I’m Tish. Why am I here? What is wrong with me?” she asked, her heart pounding as she waited for him to respond.

“Fiebre Alta,” the doctor said in Spanish, prompting the nurse to jot frantically in her notepad as he bent towards Tish and took her hand before muttering, “High fever.”

“No wonder I feel so terrible,” Tish managed to say through chattering teeth. “My head hurts.”

“We’ll give you something for the headache and the fever. We’ve been monitoring you for days. Your friend Adam was so worried you were never going to get up. If the mystery caller had not dialed 911 when he did, only God knows what would have happened to the both of you in that apartment. Consider yourself lucky to be alive.”

Tish was entranced as he spoke. His words, more importantly, his tone, spelled that something more sinister than she could ever imagine had occurred, but what it was, though, she could not tell. Despite her deteriorating physical and mental state, her instinct was intact. It moved her to consider her words carefully as her life, and that of Adam’s could depend on it.

“Why am I here? What...What are we all doing here?” she finally mustered the courage to ask, her heart racing as she spoke.

“You need to calm yourself down,” the doctor warned, putting her hand down and muttering something indecipherable to the nurse before he focused his attention on Tish again. 

“You’re all in the same boat,” he finally said, gesturing with his hands. “I’ve examined the others and run some tests. All four of you have been victims of some kind of medical foul play.”

“Medical foul play?” Tish exclaimed, glaring wildly across the room as the rest of the patients, including Eli, and Jesse, looked on in anticipation. “I don’t understand. Can you tell me more?”

“Well,” the doctor continued. “From what I hear, there were unexplained noises in your accommodation, which might indicate you were being monitored. Whoever was responsible for this had access to your rooms while you slept. They took advantage of the situation and did things I doubt you approved of. From all I’ve seen, we’re dealing with a severe case of malpractice. It’s also important to keep in mind that these misdeeds may not have been carried out by registered professionals, which makes your case even more treacherous.”

“What exactly did they do to me?” Tish muttered, running her hand across her chest once more. A strip of bandage lay along the path where she had seen the scar in the mirror the day she collapsed in front of the apartment’s bathroom mirror.

“We have alerted the police here and contacted your family in the States,” the doctor responded after hesitating for a few seconds. “The FBI may get involved at some point. Everyone is doing all they can with the investigation to figure out who did these things to you.”

Tish’s chest heaved frantically as the doctor spoke. “So, what did they do?” she asked again.

The doctor sighed and shook his head slowly before responding. “You received a heart transplant,” he said, checking her pulse as he waited for what he’d just said to sink in.

“A heart what?” Tish shrieked, glancing around as if looking for support or maybe an affirmation of the seriousness of the emotional turmoil she had just been thrown into by the doctor's revelation.

“Yes, these people performed a heart transplant on you,” the doctor repeated. “I want to plead with you to take things easy. Reacting this way will cause you more harm than good.”

“How? Why?” Tish continued, flailing her hands and ignoring his warnings. “There was nothing wrong with my heart. What do you mean?”

“As I said earlier, there has been some kind of foul play. Do you remember revealing health problems of any kind to the organizers of this contest?”

“Why? No!” Tish yelled, wide-eyed and confused. “I have never ever been sick a day in my life, at least not since I was a kid. The last time I was in a hospital I was maybe seven or eight and it was to remove an abscess from my back. I don’t recall entering that information in the form. I have even completely forgotten about that hospital stay until now.”

“Are you sure? The others mentioned a contract. Just like you, none of them could remember agreeing to this Do you really not recall anything? Do you remember signing any waivers?”

“I am very sure. What about the others? What did they do to them?”

“Doctor-patient confidentiality. I can’t reveal more than I already did about the others to you. As I said earlier, the investigators are doing their work. You were all severely tampered with under the most bizarre circumstances. That’s all I can tell you now.” 
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The doctor's words sent shivers down her spine. She could feel her chest tighten as she thought back to the contract she’d signed. She was so desperate to leave her old world behind that she had signed whatever was put in front of her, without even reading the fine print. Now, it seemed that she had given away more than just her privacy for a prize that was turning out to be a nightmare. The pain in her chest grew stronger, and she couldn't help but feel angry at herself for not paying attention. Tears streamed down her face as she thought about the consequences of her actions. She knew she had to stay strong, but as the pain in her chest grew more intense, she couldn't help but wonder what else she had given away in those contracts. 

“What of Adam?” she mustered the strength to ask.

Your boyfriend Adam was lucky. He recovered faster than every one of you.” 

“When can I see him?” she said
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