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For Jess, because she always believed in this story, and helped me to keep believing too




1.

WAKE UP.

I’m in bed. Sheets and blankets tucked around me, my legs sprawled out like I’ve fallen. No light in the room except faint yellow and a darker, colder gleam shining through the window, its curtains only partly closed.

Where am I?

I don’t know these sheets, this bed, this room.

I look down at myself, see soft fabric wrapping me from neck to knees. My feet are bare.

There are dark shapes all around.

People?

I slide up onto my elbows slowly, creeping back until my shoulders hit the wooden back of the bed. I sit quiet, watching. Waiting.

No movement. No breathing other than my own.

There are no people here, just things. Chair. Dresser. Desk. Lamp. I can see them as my eyes adjust to the dark. Familiar shapes, words easy on my tongue but still—

I don’t recognize these dark shapes, these things.

Where am I?

I get up.

The door to the room I’m in opens easily, unlocked, swinging free, and I step into a hall. It’s dark and there is carpet under my feet, thick and soft. It extends out past me, leads to two closed doors.

What hides behind them?

I don’t want to look.

Stairs. I see them now, a little to my left, and move toward them, grateful. I do not know where they lead, but it has to be away and that—that is better than those closed doors.

The stairs are carpeted too, soft under my feet, and down and down and down I walk into more darkness.

I can walk. I can talk, whisper “carpet” into the dark. I know words: hands, door, nightgown, bed, dark, light.

Where am I?

Bottom of the stairs, wood under my feet now, I’m standing on a floor, darkness all around edged only by the deeper darkness of more rooms, waiting shadows.

Door to my left, just a few steps away.

I move toward it carefully, my feet silently crossing  the floor. I see my toes, but they do not feel like mine. I am dreaming maybe, one where everything is familiar but not, understood but not known.

I open the door.

Night, it is night, and a streetlight glows strong enough that it bleeds across the faint light of stars that strain above it.

Close my eyes.

I think about stars. Their light comes from years beyond years away. Constellations: Big Dipper, Orion. Venus sometimes shines brightly, low in the night sky, and is mistaken for a star.

I open my eyes.

I still don’t know here. Don’t know this place. Where am I?

There are more stairs, rugged for outside, for weather, and I walk down them. I walk away from the room, the hall, the stairs.

I turn around, see a tall shape, boxy dark in the night.

A house.

I don’t know it.

Where am I?

I back away, step onto grass. It’s cold and wet  against my feet, sends a chill crawling through my toes and up my spine.

Walking, I am walking, almost running, off the grass and onto a road, the streetlight beaming at the end of it, glowing over a sign. Homeway Lane.

Where am I?

Street, alley, driveway, walk, road, I know.

I don’t know Homeway Lane.

Where am I?

Close my eyes, this is just a dream, a weird, bad dream, like—

I don’t know.

I don’t know any of my bad dreams. I don’t know—

I open my eyes.

It’s still dark, still night, my skin is cold and I have goose bumps, but this isn’t real, it’s just a dream, a bad dream, and I know that just like I know that I am—I am—I am—

I don’t know.

I don’t know.

Close eyes, shaking now. End dream.




2.

WAKE UP.

OhGodOhGodOhGodOhGod someone says, arms around me, holding tight.

I struggle, push.

I get some space, and then flinch away from the woman looking at me. I don’t know the wide, scared eyes, the shiny nose, the shaking mouth.

I don’t know her.

OhGodOhGodOhGod she says. Her voice matches her eyes, high-pitched and terrified.

“Ma’am, you need to let go of her. We have to look at her,” another voice says. Deeper voice, a guy whose face is broken up by the flashing lights of the ambulance behind him.

The streetlight is still on. Still shining on the sign. Homeway Lane.

“No,” I say, but nothing changes. I don’t wake up.

I don’t know where I am.

I don’t know who I am.

A light shines in my eyes and behind it I see the  shadow of a face, dark eyes staring sadly, wearily into mine. (How do I see all this and not know where I am? How do I not know who I am?)

Close my eyes. Wake up, wake up, this is all a dream.

“Looks like she’s high,” the man with the weary eyes says, and then leans into me, forcing my eyes up, shining bright light into me so I can’t sleep. Can’t get away.

“What did you take?” he says into my ear, taking his time with each word, as if it has to fly to me from somewhere far away. “Your mother says you’ve been home all night but—”

Mother? The word makes my heart pound faster, ticktock shattering in my chest. “Mother?”

He blinks at the way I say the word, then gestures at the OhGod woman, who is huddled nearby, staring at me. Her eyes are full of want and pleading, and her hands are reaching for me.

“I don’t know her,” I say, moving away even though her fingers can’t quite touch me, and the woman’s mouth falls open.

“You have to take her to the hospital,” she says, and then does reach me, moves and grabs my arm, fingers sliding around my wrist, clinging tight. “Ava, honey,  we have to go to the hospital now, okay? You’ll be fine, though. You’re going to be fine.”

Ava?

“Is that your name?” the man with the light says, arms folding me onto a stretcher, twirling this place around me, Homeway Lane turning out of sight, and the woman looks at me like she knows me. Looks so happy.

This is a dream; this has to be a dream.

“Ava, can you hear me?” the man says, and I don’t want to be pushed down onto a stretcher. I don’t want this, I want to go, I want to wake up but I’m not, I’m not, and I can’t breathe, there isn’t enough air in me, in this place and the OhGod woman is still here, still looking at me, and she looks so real, all this looks so real, and I just want to go to sleep, I just want to wake up and breathe, stop this heavy fuzzy darkness in my head.

Shock, I hear someone say as the darkness starts to swallow me, creeping up all around. Oh shit, she’s going into shock.

I close my eyes.




3.

I LOOK AROUND THE ATTIC. I don’t need to, of course. I know it, I’ve seen the plans for the whole building, memorized them. I learned how to do that early on when I was in school, hoping that I’d be here, that I’d be part of SAT, the State Antiterrorism Taskforce. It’s cold, but after I’ve been here for a while my body heat will warm the air, stop my breath from coming out in frosty puffs.

I stroke the side of the chair I’m sitting on, my fingers skating over the cracked orange plastic, and turn on the headset.

I am here, finally, and I must do a good job. I know what will happen if I am lazy or sloppy or stupid. The People’s Democratic Movement, the ones who make the rules that keep us safe, who run everything, who want to know everything—they will know if I fail. They know everything.

And if I do, the crèche will swallow me again, that I will disappear inside its endless gray walls full of children who are unwanted, or, like I was, orphaned and watched, doomed to nothingness unless they can prove themselves. The PDM is letting me try, letting me be part of something  that is as necessary as breathing, for if the SAT isn’t working, if people aren’t looking out for each other, listening or watching or doing whatever it takes to keep everyone safe, then we aren’t part of a strong government. We’d be at the mercy of anyone who wanted anything.

If we have all the information, no one can ever hurt us.

There are no instructions for me to read, but I don’t need them. I was trained for this. I’ve proved myself. I can do this in my sleep. Power on listening device, switch on right side; hit pause to show start of duty, and then begin recording. Extra batteries are stored inside the bottom of the unit, and all battery changes must be done after noting them in my report.

I unfold the keyboard. It is sticky. The other person who listens here, the silent man who left when I came in, must have eaten. My stomach rumbles. He must be higher in the SAT than I am.

Of course he is. He didn’t come from the crèche, isn’t a child of those who did things that SAT works to stop.

I open the report. The date and time fill themselves in automatically, and the field for subject is labeled “56-412. MORGAN.” It doesn’t say why 56-412 is being watched.

There is no need to. Everyone who might matter, who might possibly think things that could hurt the government,  is watched at one time or another. That is what the SAT does, and this is just 56-412’s time. It might just be a few days. It might be a few months.

Or 56-412 might say something that could harm the PDM, in which case he’ll disappear and I—

I will have another job. I’ve proven myself. I have.

I listen, hands hovering over the keys.

After a moment, I type 56-412, Sleeping. It is the same as the last entry, and the one before it.

56-412 rolls over. I hear the bed rustling, and curl my feet into my socks, wishing I had better shoes.

56-412 breathes slowly, deeply. I try breathing like that too. The best way to understand those who might want to harm the state is to know them, to do what I am doing now, to listen and serve the greater good, but after a few minutes I feel myself sliding toward sleep. I stayed up too late last night waiting for now, waiting for my life to truly begin.

I close my eyes.




4.

WAKE UP.

I see white-green lights flickering overhead. I’m flat on my back, a bed under me and a television high up on the wall, its screen dark. White walls, and signs at eye level: NO PHONES, NO ELECTRONIC DEVICES, NO SMOKING, PLEASE STOP AT THE DESK BEFORE LEAVING THE HOSPITAL.

Hospital. I’m in the hospital. I must have been in an accident. I try to remember it, but my head hurts, blinding hot pain, and I squeeze my eyes shut, see an attic, an orange chair, and the number 56-412.

The pain gets worse, and I push the images away, see a house and a road and a streetlight shining down on me.

Which one is real? I have to think.

Go on, do it. I’ll tell myself to.

______, think.

What? No. no no no no.

_______, think.

I feel myself start to shake.

I don’t know who I am. My head aches and is  empty, full of words but nothing more. I sit up, frantic, scrabbling at the bed, at my body (Is it real? Is any of this real?), and startle a slumped lump in a chair in the corner.

One look shows me it’s the woman from before, from the street. The house.

The one who says she’s my mother.

“Ava, honey,” she says, and is there, right there, grabbing me again, covering one of my hands with her own. Her skin is warm, normal.

Real.

Skin renews itself daily, new cells born, old cells die. The human body is a complex machine, and there is one spot on the foot that, if pressed, will make your body cramp in pain. People will answer questions if you place your fingers there and push.

I know that, but I do not know this woman.

I do not know me.

“Ava?” the woman says again, and I look at her for a moment. Her eyes are scared but happy too, and she keeps patting my hand. I crawl my fingers away.

Her face falls, going sad.

“Honey, it’s me, it’s okay,” she says, as if that means everything.

It means nothing and I swing my legs away from her, my feet on the floor. I still don’t have shoes, and the floor is cold.

The door opens and a man—a doctor, I know from the way he walks, the way he’s dressed—comes in and looks at me.

“So you woke up,” he says, and I stare at him because this has to be a dream. Doctors never come to a hospital room unless something very bad has happened because there simply aren’t enough of them. The study required—and the screening for it—is intense, and few meet the qualifications of intellect and respect for all that’s done to keep us all safe.

“I—I think I’m still asleep,” I say, and he frowns, looking at the not-mother.

“No, you’re awake,” he says, moving toward me as a nurse comes in behind him, head bowed over a tray she’s holding. “You hyperventilated on the way here and passed out, and then you did seem to fall asleep for a while. How are you feeling now?”

“You don’t—I know something’s wrong,” I say. “You wouldn’t—you wouldn’t be here if there wasn’t. And the attic and the orange chair and the number—” I break off, my head hurting again, sudden cramping  pain, and know—yes, know—that I shouldn’t say any more. That I must be careful.

The doctor frowns, and then looks at the chair the not-mother was sitting in.

Orange plastic.

Then he touches my wrist once, gently and impersonally as the nurse moves around behind me. I look down, see what he sees, thin strip of plastic around my wrist.

Ava Hanson, it says. Allergies, none. 56-412.

“I don’t—I thought—” I say, and the woman who called me Ava, the mother not-mother, says, “Oh, honey,” and starts to cry, big wet tears and hiccuping sobs.

“Mrs. Hanson,” the doctor says, and the woman shakes her head, says, “I’m sorry,” and moves away.

Her eyes are full of pain.




5.

THE DOCTOR ASKS ME where I live. “Your address,” he says, when I don’t answer.

“I don’t know.”

“What were you doing tonight before your mother found you?”

I force my body to go rigid, to not shake. I force myself to look into the endless dark of my brain and search. “I don’t know.”

He looks at Mrs. Hanson and I keep trying, looking for something, but there is only blankness because behind the bed and the light, behind Homeway Lane, there is nothing, and all I think when I think “Me” is—

Nothing. I am a blank, a blur.

“Okay. Tell me exactly what you do remember,” the doctor says.

“Double-checking temperature,” the nurse says, moving around the doctor to scan my forehead with a small plastic machine.

“I woke up in a room and I didn’t—I didn’t know where I was. So I left and I went downstairs, I went outside—”

“See, she knows the house,” Mrs. Hanson says. “She knows how to go downstairs, and she knew how to open the front door. She’s fine. I’m sure she’s fine. She has to be—”

“Mrs. Hanson,” the doctor says, so kindly, so evenly, and so full of pity that my skin prickles, and then he turns back to me and says, “Where are we?”

“The hospital.”

“And where is the hospital?”

I stare at him because I don’t know.

I know what a hospital is, I know what this room means, but it could be anywhere, I could be anywhere, and I don’t know how I woke up in that house or who Ava Hanson is and who her mother is and why I’m here, why I’m supposed to be here.

The doctor frowns a little and then looks at Mrs. Hanson, the mother who has claimed me. “We’ll need to run some tests.”

“Temperature’s normal,” the nurse says, and when I look at her she is blurred around the edges somehow, as  if she’s here but not here, but then she becomes clear and I see an old woman, grandmother-age with silver hair and hands so thin they are nothing but knotty ropes of veins, watching me, dressed all in white like an angel.

She is smiling at me, but her smile is like broken glass, shiny and sharp.

She knows things about me. I can see it, and for the first time since this dream that won’t end began, I know something too. I know she has answers.

“Where am I?” I say. “Who am I?”

She points at the plastic on my wrist and says, “Hospital, of course. But soon you’ll be back home. Be back to your old self. You’ll see.”

“But I—” I say and then stop because she puts her fingers on my wrist and her skin is cold like winter, like her eyes, and I’m not sure what I’m seeing now. I thought she knew things but my head is spinning, painful but not, like it is being looked at from the inside, and—

“Ava,” the doctor says, and I blink, see him frowning at me. The nurse has two fingers on the inside of my wrist still, frowning as her eyes squint in concentration. She looks different though, younger.

“What happened to the other nurse?” I say, and she looks at the doctor.

“There was no other nurse,” he says, and then looks at Ava’s mother. “She drifted away just now, somehow. Her eyes were open, even. We have to run more tests.”

“But she—she’s here, she’s going to be all right,” Ava’s mother says, her voice rising. “You don’t understand, but if I could just take her home—”

There is more talking, lots of it, but this isn’t real, it can’t be, I can’t be a blank, unknown and full of darkness. And then I am being gently pushed onto the bed again, the ceiling gleaming down at me, and I don’t know this place but the older nurse knew something, knows me. I remember that. I know it.

She said I was going home soon and so I will because I will wake up. I will. I have to.

I close my eyes.

Nothing happens.

I just see dark edged with light, sneaking in and flickering green-white while Ava’s mother cries and the doctor talks more about tests and the nurse, the young one, the one who wasn’t here before, says, “I’ll go see if the neurologist is here yet.”

I close my eyes tighter but nothing happens. I don’t wake up.

When I finally open them Ava’s mother is looking down at me.

“Everything will be fine,” she says. “Really, honey, it will,” and the doctor says, “Yes, it will,” and I don’t know where I am. I don’t know who I am.

But I know a lie when I hear one.




6.

56-412 SLEEPS. 56-412 wakes up. I hear it; the stirring, the shifting of arms and legs, the scissoring up from dreams.

56-412 listens to music. I force my feet to stay still, to not tap along because music doesn’t benefit anyone. It’s hard, though, because I’ve only heard the national anthem and it doesn’t beat in a way that snakes inside you.

56-412’s phone rings, and the music stops. 56-412 is quiet, but doesn’t answer the phone.

I listen, I hear the sounds of breathing. In, out, in, out. The phone rings and rings and rings. Why won’t he answer the phone? I can’t believe he has one. The waiting list for one is years. Usually only PDM officials or their families can get one.

Breathing is regulated by the central nervous system. It happens without thought.

My feet are cold. I think of shoes, lined with warm fabric. If I do well, if I get permission to shop in a government store, an official store, I can buy some. One day, I might even be able to get on the line for a phone, although if I talk  on it someone like me will listen to every word I say. The SAT is always, always vigilant. That was the first thing I learned. We have to keep everyone safe, and everyone has a part to play in that—unless they are trying to hurt the PDM. Hurt us.

I yawn, rest my head on my hand. Tell myself to keep listening, to stay awake. To wait. Something will happen. I know it.

I can feel it.




7.

I WAKE UP SCREAMING.

I wake up inside a machine. I can’t see anything, I’m in a tube and its insides are pressed up against me and the noise, so much noise, a harsh rhythmic clanging. I’ve dreamed myself inside a grave, I’ve dreamed myself dead, and I scream and scream and scream.

I’ve fallen asleep inside an MRI machine. The doctors—I have more now—tell me that. They are looking inside my head.

They give me something to make me sleep; they have to run these tests and no, there aren’t any phones ringing, they say when I ask. I see them look at each other.

I see Ava’s mother watching me, hands held out like she’s waiting for me to take them before I close my eyes.




8.

WAKE UP.

I am still in the hospital. Still in a world where everything is a blank.

But there is a reason for the blankness, for all my confusion.

I have amnesia.

I have forgotten myself. The doctors think I might have gotten an infection inside my head, all around my brain, and that’s what made my memory go away.

There was no trace of an infection in any of the tests they say, but I’m young and healthy and probably fought it off without ever feeling bad.

I just lost my memory instead.

I don’t see the gray-haired nurse again, but she’s right, I get to go home.

Sort of.

I’m sent away from the hospital, told I’m young and healthy, I’m lucky. I’m told, “Ava, you’re a lucky girl; things could have been much worse; you’ll get everything back; you’ll be fine. Take care.”

It’s repeated over and over, a song of words, until I find myself outside the hospital, inside a car I don’t know—brown on the outside, brown on the inside, stranger mother, Ava’s mother, asking me if I’m hungry or thirsty or need anything as we drive down streets I don’t know back to a house I do because I’d woken up in it and thought I was dreaming.

But I wasn’t.

It’s where I’m supposed to be.
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AVA HANSON is seventeen. She is a junior at Lakewood Day, which is a private school and expensive, but worth it because Jane, Ava’s mother, wants Ava to get the best education she can, and Ava likes Lakewood Day. Loves it, even. She writes in a messy scrawl, her A huge and the rest of her name almost hidden inside it.

My handwriting matches hers.

Ava has always lived with her mother. Her father died before she was born.

There are pictures of Ava and her mother. Jane shows them to me, shows them all to me, and I watch Ava go from tiny to tall, up and up until Ava stands looking down at her mother, half grin/half scowl on her face.

I can twist my mouth the same way.

I look like the girl in the photos.

I don’t remember anything.

Inside my head is empty space. I know things; everyday life things, and a few things that make Jane’s eyes  shade strange, afraid when I mention them (“Crèche?” she says when I ask. “No, Ava, honey, you were never in one of those. I don’t even know what that is!”)

I feel things too; hunger and sleepiness and boredom (I don’t care about Ava’s first grade report cards)—and fear.

Fear is always with me.

I should remember things. This. Me. (Shouldn’t I?)

But I don’t.
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