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Chapter 1
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I wake up feeling really bad. My head is pounding like someone’s playing bongos inside my skull, and my mouth tastes like I’ve been licking the floor. I keep my eyes closed, willing the world to stop spinning, but the nausea won’t let up. I remember drinking too much at the party—vaguely. The blur of laughter, the clink of cups, the way Corey’s arm was slung around my waist as we stumbled out to his car. But after that? Nothing. That’s all I remember. No car ride, no stumbling through the door, no collapsing into bed. Just blackness. I wonder how I’d managed to get home last night.

I can already imagine the nagging from my mother about how a proper girl should act. She’d probably lecture me about responsibility, about how one stupid night could ruin everything. But right now, I don’t care. My head hurts too much to care.

I wonder what all that beeping I hear since I wake up is. It’s constant, like a machine breathing in and out, in and out. I try to lift my hand to rub my temples, but my arm feels heavy, sluggish. The sheets beneath me are stiff, clinical—nothing like my own bed. The air smells like antiseptic and something faintly metallic.

Hospital.

The realization hits me like a punch to the gut. I crack my eyes open, squinting against the harsh fluorescent light.

The room is sterile, impersonal. A single window, high and narrow, lets in a sliver of gray daylight, but the blinds are half-drawn, as if the world outside is too much to bear. My vision swims, blurring the edges of the room. There’s a TV mounted on the wall, muted, showing some daytime show. 

My throat is dry, my tongue thick. I try to swallow, but it feels like sandpaper.

My fingers twitch against the sheets, and that’s when I notice the weight—or rather, the lack of it. My legs don’t feel right. They feel... absent. Like they’re asleep, but deeper, heavier.

I force myself to sit up, my arms trembling with the effort. The room tilts, and I grip the railing of the hospital bed, my knuckles white. That’s when I see it.

Where my legs should be, there’s just... emptiness. The blankets are folded neatly, but there’s no bulge, no weight. My breath hitches. I yank the sheets down, my hands shaking so hard they’re almost unrecognizable.

A sound escapes me—something between a gasp and a sob. My fingers press into the space where my legs should be, as if I can somehow will them back into existence. But there’s nothing. Just air.

The door creaks open, and a nurse steps in, her white shoes squeaking against the linoleum. She’s young, with tired eyes and a practiced smile. The kind of smile that doesn’t quite reach her face but still manages to be warm. She’s carrying a clipboard and a bag of IV fluids, her movements efficient, practiced.

"Oh, you’re awake," she says, her voice soft but professional. "How are you feeling?"

I don’t answer. I can’t. My throat is too tight, my chest too heavy. My fingers are still pressed against the empty space where my legs should be, as if I can somehow convince myself this isn’t real.

The nurse sets the clipboard down on the bedside table and steps closer. Her gaze flickers to where my hands are, then back to my face. She doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t react. She just keeps smiling like she’s used to this. Like seeing a girl with no legs is just another Tuesday.

I swallow hard, my mouth still dry, my pulse hammering in my ears. "Where are my legs?" 

The nurse’s smile softens, but her eyes stay steady. "You had surgery, Chloe. Do you remember the accident?"

I shake my head, my fingers still pressed against the empty space. The accident. Corey. The party. The car. Fragments of memory flicker, but nothing solid.

The nurse exhales slowly. "You were in a car crash. You were brought in last night. You had severe injuries to both legs. The doctors had to amputate below the knees."

I stare at her, my mind refusing to process the words. 'Amputate'. The word hangs in the air, heavy and final.

"Amputate?" I repeat, my voice cracking. "Like... cut off?"

She nods, her expression unreadable. "Yes. The damage was too extensive to save them."

I swallow hard, my throat burning. "But... how?"

She hesitates, then says, "You were in a single-car accident. The driver lost control. The car flipped. You were thrown clear, but the impact..." She trails off, her voice gentle but her words like a blade twisting. "You’re lucky to be alive."

Lucky. The word tastes bitter on my tongue. I stare at the empty space where my legs should be, my fingers still pressed against the sheets like I can somehow feel something—anything—there. Just emptiness.

I swallow hard, my throat tight. "Corey," I whisper. "Was he—was he hurt?"

The nurse hesitates, just for a second, before shaking her head. "He’s fine. Minor injuries. Bruises, a concussion. Nothing serious. Just a few stitches and a night in the observation ward. He’s already gone.

The nurse’s words settle over me like a weight. Corey walked away. Unscathed. While I—

I look down again, my fingers still pressed against the empty space where my legs should be. The reality of it hits me harder now, like a physical blow. No legs. No running. No dancing. No standing up and walking away from this.

The nurse shifts, her voice softer now. "The doctors will come by soon to explain everything. You’ll have physical therapy, prosthetics—"

I don’t hear the rest. My vision blurs, and my chest tightens. I can’t breathe. The air in the room feels thick, suffocating. The nurse’s words swirl around me, but they don’t make sense. Prosthetics. Like something out of a sci-fi movie. Like something that happens to other people.

Not to me.

My fingers dig into the sheets, crumpling the fabric, but it doesn’t help. Nothing helps. Not the nurse’s gentle voice, not the sterile beep of the machines, not even the faint hum of the TV in the corner. My chest feels like it’s caving in, like someone’s reached inside and squeezed all the air out of me. I can’t think. I just stare at the empty space where my legs should be, my fingers still pressed against the sheets like I can somehow will them back into existence.

The nurse’s voice cuts through the haze. "Chloe? Are you okay?"

My throat is too tight, my lungs too heavy. The nurse’s voice fades into the background, drowned out by the pounding in my ears. The room tilts, the walls closing in. I grip the railing of the bed, my knuckles white, my fingers trembling.

This isn’t happening. This isn’t real.

But the empty space after my knees is real. The weight of the sheets, the absence of limbs—it’s all real.

The nurse’s hand rests on my shoulder, warm and steady. "Breathe, Chloe. Just breathe."

I try. I suck in a shaky breath, then another, but it doesn’t help. The air feels thin, like I’m drowning in it.

The nurse’s fingers press gently into my shoulder, grounding me, but it’s not enough. My vision blurs at the edges, the fluorescent lights above flickering like a bad dream. I can’t stop staring at the space where my legs should be. 

The nurse’s voice is soft but firm. “Chloe, look at me.”

I force my gaze up. Her eyes are kind, but there’s something else there—pity, maybe. Or worse, resignation. Like she’s seen this before. Like she knows what comes next.

“You’re in shock. That’s normal. But you’re alive. That’s what matters.” The nurse’s voice is steady, but her grip on my shoulder tightens just slightly, as if she’s bracing for my reaction.

“Alive,” I repeat, the word tasting like ash. “But not whole.”

“No,” she admits quietly. “Not whole. Not yet.”

I swallow hard, my throat burning. The word 'yet' lingers in the air between us, fragile as glass. I want to believe it. I need to believe it. But right now, the weight of the word amputate presses down on me like a tombstone.

The nurse steps back, giving me space, but her presence is still there—warm, steady. “The doctors will explain everything,” she says again. “But for now, just focus on breathing.”

I nod, but my chest still feels like it’s caving in. The nurse adjusts the pillows behind me, her movements efficient but gentle. The way she moves—like she’s done this a hundred times before—makes me want to scream.

“Can I have some water?” My voice is hoarse, like I’ve been shouting for hours.

She pours a cup from the pitcher on the side table, the ice clinking softly. She holds it to my lips, and I take a sip. The cold liquid burns my throat, but it grounds me. For a second, I forget about the empty space where my legs should be.

The water is cold, sharp, real. It’s the first thing that feels real since I woke up. I take another sip, then another, until the cup is empty. The nurse sets it down and steps back, giving me space.

I exhale, my fingers still pressed against the sheets. The weight of the moment settles over me, heavy and suffocating. The nurse watches me, her expression unreadable. She’s seen this before—seen the shock, the denial, the slow, painful realization. But she doesn’t say anything. She just waits.

Like she knows better than to rush me.

The silence between us stretches, thick and heavy. I stare at the empty space where my legs should be, my fingers still pressed against the sheets like I can somehow will them back into existence. But they’re gone. Really gone. And the realization settles over me like a second skin—something I’ll have to wear for the rest of my life.

The nurse clears her throat gently. “You should rest, Chloe. Your family should be here shortly.” She adjusts the IV drip with practiced ease, her fingers cool against my wrist. “The doctor will come by soon to explain everything in more detail, but for now—just try to relax.”

I don’t answer. Relaxing feels impossible. The word family lingers in the air, heavy with unspoken meaning. My mother. She’ll be here soon, her face tight with the kind of worry that turns into anger when she doesn’t know what else to do. And my father—well, he’s not really in the picture, not since he left when I was little. Just my mom, who’s been holding everything together with duct tape and sheer stubbornness since then.

The nurse must see something in my expression because she softens. “It’s a lot to process. But you’re strong. Stronger than you think.”

I want to laugh. Strong? I don’t feel strong. I feel like a broken doll, missing its legs, propped up in a hospital bed. The nurse’s words hang in the air, but they don’t stick. They’re too light, too easy. Like she’s saying them because she has to, not because she believes them.

I want to tell her she’s wrong, that I’m not strong, that I’m just a mess of shattered bones and broken dreams. But the words won’t come. My throat is still too tight, my chest too heavy.

The nurse gives me a small, knowing smile before turning to leave. "I'll be back with your pain meds in a bit. Try to rest."

Rest. As if that’s possible. As if my mind will ever stop racing, my heart ever stop pounding. The door clicks shut behind her, leaving me alone with the sterile beep of the machines and the hollow echo of my own breath.
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The beeping of the heart monitor was the first thing I heard when I woke up. It was steady, rhythmic, like a metronome counting out the seconds of my new life. 

I squeezed my eyes shut, willing myself to wake up, to open them and see my legs there, whole, unbroken. But when I opened my eyes again, nothing had changed. The room was still. The machine still beeped. The room still smelled like antiseptic and something faintly metallic—like blood, maybe, or just the lingering ghost of it. I turned my head slowly, as if moving too fast might shatter the fragile illusion that this wasn’t real. 

The curtains were drawn, but I could hear the distant hum of the hospital outside—nurses’ shoes squeaking on linoleum, the murmur of voices, the occasional beep of another machine, another patient, another life suspended in this limbo.

I flexed my toes.

Nothing.

I tried again, harder this time, like if I just concentrated enough, my legs would remember how to exist. But there was nothing. No twitch, no ache, no sensation at all. Just emptiness.

Then I finally noticed my mother, hunched in a chair by the bed, her fingers twisted around the edges of a magazine she wasn’t reading. Her eyes were puffy, her usually neat hair tangled like she’d been running her hands through it all night. She looked up when I stirred, and for a second, I saw the raw panic in her face before she smoothed it into something softer, something she thought I needed.

"Hey, sweetheart," she said, her voice cracking. She set the magazine down carefully, as if it might break. "You’re awake."

I swallowed. My throat was dry, like I’d been screaming. "Yeah."

She reached for my hand, hesitated, then let it drop. "The nurse said you’d sleep a lot. That’s normal. They gave you something for the pain."

She reached for the cup on the bedside table, the ice inside clinking like tiny bones. Before I could stop her, she tried to put it directly to my mouth, like I couldn’t use my hands to do it myself. I jerked back, my fingers already closing around the rim before she could press it to my lips.

Her hand hovered in the air, the cup trembling slightly. "I just—I thought—" she stammered, then set it back down with a sharp clink. The silence between us stretched, thick and awkward. I could see the guilt flickering in her eyes, the way she kept glancing at my lap, then quickly looking away.

I took a slow sip, the cold water numbing my lips. 

My heart aches as I witness her in this vulnerable state, so different from the fiery spirit I am used to. I find myself wishing she would just get angry at me like before, because this silent and shattered version of her is truly heartbreaking. The pain in her eyes, the inability to meet my gaze - it cuts deep. I long to see her strong and fierce, not broken and fragile.

I miss the way she would scold me for staying out too late, the way she’d roll her eyes when I’d come home smelling like beer and bad decisions. I miss the way she could make me feel like a child with just one look. Now, she’s the one who looks lost. The woman who once carried me through scraped knees and teenage tantrums now stands frozen, her hands twisting in the fabric of her sweater like she’s trying to wring out the words she can’t say.

I set the cup down. "Mom. You don’t have to—"

"I know," she cuts in too quickly. "I just—" She exhales sharply, her shoulders slumping. "I don’t know what to do."

The honesty in her voice surprises me. My mother, the woman who had all the answers, now admits she’s as lost as I am.

I want to tell her it’s okay, that I don’t need her to fix this. But the words stick in my throat. Because the truth is, I do need her. I need her to look at me like I’m still me, not like I’m some fragile thing that might break if she says the wrong thing. But I also need her to say the wrong thing—to yell, to cry, to do something instead of sitting there like a ghost.

The silence between us is suffocating, and I can feel the weight of everything unsaid pressing down on my chest.

I shift in the bed, the sheets rustling against my skin. The movement sends a sharp, electric pain shooting up my legs—phantom limbs, the doctors called it. Like my body still thinks my legs are there, still thinks it can send signals to them.

Mom flinches at the sound, her eyes darting to my face like she’s waiting for me to scream. But I don’t. I just clench my jaw and wait for the pain to fade.

"You don’t have to tiptoe around me," I say finally, my voice rough. "I’m not made of glass."

Mom’s fingers tighten around the edge of the magazine, her knuckles whitening. "I know. It’s just—" She stops, swallows hard. "I don’t want to make it worse."

I exhale through my nose. "You can't."

She doesn’t look convinced.

The door creaks open before she can respond, and Corey steps inside, his hands shoved deep in his pockets, his shoulders hunched like he’s bracing for impact. His eyes flick to me, then away, then back again, as if he’s not sure where to land. He looks different—older, somehow, or maybe just more tired. He just nods at my mom, who’s already standing, smoothing her sweater down like she’s been waiting for an excuse to leave.

"I’ll get some coffee," she says, her voice too bright, too forced. "You two should talk." The door clicks shut behind her, and suddenly the room feels too small, too quiet, with just the hum of the machines and the weight of everything we’re not saying.

Corey finally looks at me, his jaw tight. "Hey."

"Hey," I say back, because what else is there to say?

He shifts his weight from one foot to the other, like he’s not sure where to stand. "How are you feeling?"

I stare at him. The question is so absurdly normal, so before, that I almost laugh. But the sound that comes out is hollow, brittle. "Oh, you know. Just peachy."

He winces. "Chloe—"

"No, no, it’s fine," I say, cutting him off before he can say something stupid like I’m sorry. Because what’s the point? Sorry doesn’t grow legs back. Sorry doesn’t make the phantom pain go away. Sorry doesn’t change the fact that he was the one behind the wheel that night. The one who made the choice to drive when he shouldn’t have. The one who walked away with nothing but a few bruises and a guilty conscience. 

I stop myself before the bitterness can spill out.

I watch as Corey’s fingers flex at his sides, like he’s fighting the urge to reach for me. But he doesn’t. He just stands there, his shoulders stiff, his eyes darting between my face and the empty space where my feet should be.

"You look good," he says finally, and the words sound so hollow, so rehearsed, that I almost laugh.

"Yeah, well, I’ve always been a fast healer," I say, my voice dripping with sarcasm. The words taste bitter on my tongue, but I can’t help it.

Corey flinches like I’ve slapped him, and for a second, I almost feel bad. Almost.

He exhales sharply, running a hand through his hair—the same way he used to when he was nervous before a test or a big game. But this isn’t a test. And there’s no winning here.

Not for either of us.

I watch as Corey’s fingers tighten around the edge of the hospital bed’s railing, his knuckles turning white. The silence between us stretches, thick and suffocating, until he finally clears his throat.

“Look, Chloe, I—” His voice cracks, and he stops, swallows hard. “I think we should take a break.”

I stare at him, the words hanging in the air like a bad joke. A break. Like this is some normal couple fight, like I’m just being dramatic. Like I didn’t just wake up to a life that’s been completely shattered.

“A break?” I repeat, my voice dangerously quiet. “You want to break up with me. Great timing.”

He winces, but doesn’t deny it. “It’s not like that.”

“Then what is it like, Corey?” I demand, my fingers tightening around the edge of the blanket. “Because from where I’m sitting, it looks like you’re dumping me right after I lost my legs. Real classy.”

He flinches, but doesn’t look away. “It’s not about that.”

“Then what is it about?” I snap.

Corey exhales sharply, his fingers tightening around the edge of the bedrail. “I started seeing Summer,” he admits finally, his voice barely above a whisper. “She was there for me after the accident. I didn’t plan it, it just—happened.”

The words hang in the air between us, heavy and suffocating. I stare at him, my pulse roaring in my ears. Summer. My best friend. The girl who was supposed to be there for me. The one who was supposed to hold my hand through this nightmare. 

I feel the air rush out of my lungs like I’ve been punched. "Summer?" My voice comes out strangled, disbelieving. "You're dating Summer?"

Corey’s jaw tightens. "It wasn’t planned, Chloe. It just—happened."

"Oh, wow," I say, my voice dripping with sarcasm. "How convenient. The two people who were supposed to be there for me decide to comfort each other instead."

I shake my head, the movement sending another sharp jolt of pain up my spine. "You know what? Forget it. Just go. Both of you. I don’t need this right now."

Corey's face twists, his voice rising in frustration. "Oh, come on, Chloe. You're acting like I'm the bad guy here. It's not because you lost your legs, okay? You're just being a bitch about this."

The words hit like a slap. I stare at him, my chest tightening. "Excuse me?"

He throws his hands up, his voice sharp. "I'm just saying, you don't have to be like this. I'm trying to be honest with you, and you're making it into something it's not."

The anger surges through me like a wildfire, hot and uncontrollable. I want to slap him. I want to make him feel even a fraction of the pain I'm drowning in. My hand jerks forward, fingers curled into a fist, but before I can even come close to landing the blow, my body lurches. The world tilts violently as gravity reminds me with brutal efficiency that my legs aren't there to catch me. I hit the floor with a sickening thud, the impact radiating up my spine like a firework of agony. The air rushes from my lungs in a shocked gasp, my arms flailing uselessly against the cold hospital tiles.

Corey's face drains of color as he stares down at me, his mouth opening and closing like a landed fish. "Oh my God, Chloe—" He drops to his knees beside me, his hands hovering uncertainly over my body like he's afraid to touch me. "Are you okay? Shit, I'm so sorry, I didn't mean—"

"Get away from me," I snarl, my voice shaking with pain and humiliation. The cold floor bites into my palms as I try to push myself up, but my arms tremble with the effort. Every movement sends fresh waves of agony through my phantom limbs, like my nerves are still screaming for legs that aren't there.

Corey's face contorts with something between horror and guilt. "Let me help you—"

"No!" I snap, my voice cracking. "You've done enough." The words come out harsher than I mean them to, but I can't take them back. My breath comes in sharp, ragged gasps as I finally manage to haul myself back onto the bed, my arms burning with the effort. The sheets are damp with sweat where my palms have pressed into them.

Corey still hovers near the bed, his hands twitching like he wants to reach for me but knows better. The silence between us is thick enough to choke on.

"Just go," I say again, my voice raw. "Please."

He hesitates, his jaw working like he wants to argue, but then he just nods. "Yeah. Okay." He backs toward the door like he's afraid I might lash out again. "I'll—I'll see you around, Chloe."

"Don't bother," I mutter, turning my face toward the wall.

The door clicks shut behind him, and I'm alone again. The silence is worse than before, heavier, like the air itself is pressing down on me. I stare at the blank wall, my chest heaving, my fingers digging into the sheets. The pain in my legs is still there, that phantom ache that feels more real than anything else right now.

———
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The door creaks open again, and I brace myself for Corey’s return, for another round of apologies and excuses. But it’s not him.

It’s Summer.

She stands in the doorway, her fingers twisting the strap of her purse like she’s trying to wring out the words she can’t say. She looks good, just a little uncomfortable, her wavy blond hair that I’d always been a little jealous of seeming more beautiful than normal. The light from the hallway catches the gold highlights, making it glow like something out of a shampoo commercial. I hate how perfect she looks. I hate how she’s here at all.

Summer’s eyes dart to the empty space where my feet should be, then quickly away, like she’s afraid of being caught staring. 

"Hey," she says, her voice too bright, too forced. "Have you heard from Corey yet?"

I stare at her, my pulse roaring in my ears. The words hang in the air between us, thick and suffocating. "Heard what? That you two had your fun together after the wreck?" The words taste like acid on my tongue. "Yeah, Corey told me. Guess I should be happy for you. Congratulations. "

Summer's face pales, her fingers tightening around her purse strap until her knuckles turn white. She opens her mouth, then closes it again, like she's searching for the right words and coming up empty. The silence between us stretches, thick and suffocating, until she finally exhales sharply and steps fully into the room, the door clicking shut behind her.

"You're not going to make this easy, are you?" she says, her voice softer now, almost hesitant.

I let out a bitter laugh. "Why should I? You didn't exactly make this easy on me."

Summer's shoulders slump, and for a second, she looks almost guilty. "I know this is hard, Chloe. But you should be happy for me. It's not like you could still go out with Corey."

The words hang in the air between us, sharp and unyielding. I stare at her, my chest tight, my fingers digging into the sheets.

"I didn’t mean it like that," she says quickly, her voice softening. "I just—it’s not like you can’t find someone else. Someone who—"

"Someone who what?" I snap, cutting her off. "Someone who can look past the fact that I’m missing half my legs? Someone who doesn't care that I can't walk? Is that what you were going to say?"

Summer's face twists in what looks like genuine pain. "Chloe, stop. That's not what I meant."

"Then what did you mean?" I demand, my voice shaking. "Because from where I'm sitting, it sounds like you're saying I'm not good enough for him anymore. That I'm damaged goods."

She exhales sharply, running a hand through her hair. "You're twisting my words. I'm just saying—" Summer stops, the gold charm bracelet on her wrist jingles faintly, the sound grating against my nerves. "You're not the only one who's hurt, Chloe."

"Oh, really? Because from where I'm sitting, I'm the one who lost her legs. I'm the one who can't walk. I'm the one who has to figure out how to live like this." My voice cracks, and I hate how weak it sounds. I hate how much I want her to understand.

Summer's eyes flicker with something—guilt, maybe, or just frustration. "I know it’s not the same. But you can’t act like I’m the villain here, Chloe. I didn’t ask for this either."

I stare at her, my chest tight. The words are there, sharp and bitter, but I don’t say them. Because she’s right. She didn’t ask for this. None of us did.

The silence between us stretches, heavy and suffocating. The only sound is the steady beep of the heart monitor, counting out the seconds like a ticking clock.

I exhale sharply, my fingers tightening around the edge of the blanket. "I don't know what you want me to say, Summer."

She looks down at her feet, then back up at me, her expression softening. "I want you to understand that I didn't mean to hurt you. It just... happened."

"Yeah," I say, my voice flat. "Corey said the same thing."

Summer winces, and for a second, I almost feel bad. I swallow hard, my throat tight. It doesn’t matter. None of this matters.

Summer’s lips part like she wants to argue, but then she just nods, her shoulders slumping. "Okay. But I—" Summer starts, then stops, her fingers twisting the strap of her purse again. The gold charm bracelet on her wrist jingles softly, a sound that used to be comforting, now just another reminder of how much has changed. "I didn’t come here to fight with you."

I don’t answer. The silence between us stretches, thick and heavy, like the air before a storm. 

Summer exhales sharply, her shoulders slumping. "Look, I know this is hard. For both of us. But you can’t just shut everyone out, Chloe. You need people right now. Even if you don’t want to admit it.

I turn my head away, staring at the blank wall instead of her. The paint is peeling in one corner, revealing the dull gray drywall beneath. I focus on that imperfection, tracing the jagged edges with my eyes, because looking at Summer is too much right now.

I don’t need people. I need my legs back. I need to be able to stand up and walk away from this conversation, from this room, from this whole damn hospital. I need to feel the ground beneath my feet again, to know that I can move when I want to, that I’m not trapped in this bed like some fragile thing that needs to be handled with care.

The door creaks open, and my mother steps back into the room
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