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One


Picture the ticker-tape parade when I left the hospital. Nurses and doctors and strangers crying and waving hankies. You did it, Marlowe! You survived! Picture me driving off in the back of a flashy convertible doing my best queenly wave at the streets lined with people cheering for the girl who survived.

And then Marlowe Jensen lived happily ever after.

Except …

That’s not really how it went. And I’m only seventeen so there’s a lot of “after” to get through.

I think about what the counselor said to me, when I was placed on the transplant waiting list. That losing my heart was like a death. And that I would mourn for it. That I would grieve. That I would move on but never forget.

But she didn’t tell me I wouldn’t be able to rid myself of this feeling. The feeling that even though I’m living the happily ever after, there’s still something missing. There’s still the feeling that every beat and thump and thud of my heart is unknown and unknowable because now there’s this whole part of me that’s not me—a little locked room deep within my chest.

I thought I could know who gave me their heart. I thought I could meet their family and it would be all sunshine and rainbows and happy tears. But that doesn’t happen. You can’t know who they are. Who they were. And if my heart isn’t my own—and I don’t know whose it is—then how can I ever know who I am?

So I can’t escape that feeling.

And when people look at me, what do they see?

It can’t be me. There is no “me” anymore. They’re seeing a girl with a borrowed heart.






 



Two


You know that moment when you’re standing in front of Bert’s Quality Butchers holding a speaker blasting “Meat Is Murder” and your mum is doing interpretative dance to express the heartbreak of a slaughtered cow and your ten-year-old brother, Pip, is handing out pamphlets for your family’s new vegan-organic-wellness store called Blissfully Aware and he’s dressed in a gingham pinafore, red wig, combat boots and tiger face paint?

That moment sucks.

I mean The Smiths are all right. And I’m pro my mum’s no meat, no wheat, no dairy, no sugar, no anything-that-tastes-good diet, even though I sometimes stare longingly at cheese. And if my brother wants to dress like he fell headfirst into a costume box, then all power to him.

But does it have to be such a production? Does it have to be 8 A.M. on Queens Parade with a crowd gawking at us? Does Mum have to be “giving birth” to an imaginary dead calf with my brother pirouetting around her and Bert the Butcher holding a meat cleaver, glaring through his shop window?

Can’t we be weird in secret?

“Can I go now?” I ask.

Mum closes her eyes and takes three deep, cleansing breaths. “Hold the boom box higher, Marlowe,” she says.

“No one says boom box, Mum.”

Mum’s got fake blood on her hands, all the way up to her elbows like she just delivered a cow, which, you know, she sort of did. It’s actually a stuffed unicorn called Princess Sparkles painted black and white with the words LOVE ME, DON’T EAT ME scrawled on its side.

A guy with a knitted tie shuffles up to stare at us. I hide behind my long hair, trying to be inconspicuous, but that’s one thing my family’s never been good at. I mean, I do my best—no one rocks timid tan, washed-out white and boring beige like me. No one has worked harder to become a human-chameleon hybrid. But it’s difficult to blend into the background when you’re flanked by a blood-clad vegan warrior and a kid who thinks every day is Halloween.

Pip thrusts a pamphlet into the guy’s hands. “That’s Blissfully Aware,” he says, and points at our shop. “Grand opening today.” The guy looks at the pamphlet, then at Pip, then at our shop, smack bang next to Bert’s Quality Butchers. He shakes his head like he can’t even begin to explain just how Blissfully un-Aware we are.

He walks off and my cheeks are burning red.

I check over my shoulder. Bert the Butcher is still scowling at us with a white-knuckle grip on his meat cleaver. Even though we only just moved into the shop a couple of days ago, I think he might already have plans to put us on the specials board.

The speaker weighs heavily in my arms.

“Mum? When is this going to be over?” My shoulders grow tight. “Can’t we just go? It’s my first day back at school in ages. Why can’t—”

Bert the Butcher barrels out of the shop, and the ye olde bell that jingles politely when someone enters thrashes and clangs. “What are you lot playing at?” he shouts. His voice sounds like it’s been squeezed through the meat mincer. “You’re driving away my customers.”

I stumble back and hug the speaker to my chest. It’s not much of a shield, but I guess I could throw it.

Mum doesn’t miss a beat. She’s an expert at confrontation. She thrives on it. Which was perfect when she was a high-powered lawyer and even better now that she’s a vegan warrior.

“At least we’re not murdering innocents.” She waggles a fake-blood-red finger under his nose. “Ten million cows are slaughtered for human consumption annually. That’s mass murder.”

Bert laughs unkindly. “One of those animal-rights nuts, are you?” He’s got streaks of red all over his blue-and-white apron—the real kind of blood red.

“You’re damn right I am.”

They start shouting over the top of each other, Mum citing stats and Bert spouting hippie clichés. Pip, ever industrious, hands out pamphlets to the assembled rubberneckers.

“What’s going on?” asks a woman.

“That’s my mum, owner of Blissfully Aware.” Pip shoves a pamphlet in the woman’s hand. “Half-price soy-based products for our grand opening today.”

The woman narrows her eyes at him. “And you’re supposed to be…?”

“Jungle Anne of Green Gables. Like if Anne of Green Gables got lost in a jungle and she had to fight her way out Survivor style.”

The woman laughs, but it’s a nervous trill. She looks at me. Questioning. Like I can make sense of it for her. And even though I don’t offer any answers she keeps looking at me.

They’re all looking at me.

My new heart is thumping. The doctors said it was a good one, but I don’t know: should it race like this? I’m not unfit—I have a strict post-op exercise program and it usually doesn’t take long for my heart rate to settle after a run. But I’m not even moving, so why do I feel like doubling over and passing out? Why does it feel like my heart is failing, after all?

I turn away from the gawking crowd only to find I’m being watched from inside the butcher shop too.

He’s got that bones-bursting-through-the-skin kind of look, like the man inside is just dying to rip through the outer shell of boy. He’s a head taller than me, broad shoulders, square jaw, tousled dark-blond hair. He’s behind the counter, wearing a blue-and-white apron, holding a that’s-not-a-knife-this-is-a-knife. And he looks like he just stepped in dog shit. Like I’m the dog shit.

My heart is beating fast and hard—it’s making me feel breathless. Maybe it’s a dud, maybe it’s a ticking time bomb and it’s seconds away from exploding and I’ll die here on the pavement and the paramedics won’t be able to tell what’s my blood and what’s the blood of a fake unicorn/cow. What even happens when you die with a transplanted heart—do you get buried with it or do they give it back to the donor’s family?

I turn to my mum. She’s really yelling now and Bert’s face is turning purple and Pip is dancing, singing the shop’s theme song he wrote last night.

I feel like I could drop the speaker on the concrete and scream. But I don’t want people looking at me. Not because I’m shy and hate being the center of attention. I am—I really am—but it’s not because of that.

It’s because of that feeling. That borrowed-heart feeling.






 



Three


The best thing about showing up at school with my brother (pinafore, tiger face paint, massive diorama of the Roman coliseum) and my mum (fake blood up to her elbows) is that most people aren’t looking at me.

Most.

“Breathe, Marlowe,” says Mum. “In through the nose, out through the mouth.”

I smile weakly at her. “I know how to breathe, Mum.”

“I know.” She nods. “It’s just … don’t forget your positive affirmations if you feel overwhelmed. And remember your calming exercises.”

I tell her I’m fine.

People staring at me is fine.

Returning to school after almost a year off is fine.

My heart—someone’s heart—pulsing a thousand beats per second in my chest is fine.

Seriously, unbelievably, completely fine. (Breathe, Marlowe. Just breathe.)

Pip screws up his nose, whiskers morphing out of shape. “Everybody’s staring,” he announces. “I think it’s cos they’re jealous of my diorama. It’s to scale.”

Mum tells him his diorama is so awesome it’s going to cause a riot, and Pip beams. I could roll my eyes but the truth is his diorama is spectacular. So instead, I sneak glances at the crowd of students in front of me and reassess my definition of “fine.”

Most of the student body is milling about before the first bell—there’s no uniform so it’s a color explosion, like a T. rex ate a truckload of confetti and vomited all over the school. In my grey T-shirt and tan shorts I’m the one dull spot in the middle of it all.

I search the faces around me, but there’s no one I know. A dodgy heart will drag you out of school so often they have to keep you down a grade. And another grade. Until everyone you began school with has graduated and you’re the only seventeen-soon-to-be-eighteen-year-old starting year eleven.

Welcome back, Annie McNoFriends.

Northside Community P–12 is a mixed bag of buildings, from giant Rubik’s Cube art studios to kidney-shaped learning centers; the school motto NURTURING CREATIVE MINDS SINCE 1972 is painted in not-quite Comic Sans above the front entrance. I hitch my backpack over my shoulder and mumble good-bye as I head toward the main office for my “welcome meeting” with the principal.

“Do you want me to come with you?” Mum calls.

Yes.

“No. I’m fine.”

“Well, don’t forget: hospital appointment after school.”

I nod over my shoulder and get a bloodstained wave. She ruffles Pip’s hair and tells him to “Go get ’em, tiger.”

I keep my head low and the crowd parts for me, Moses style. Pip hurries after me, telling me to wait up.

I can’t breathe.

I’ve forgotten how to breathe.

Can I run back to Mum and ask her how to do it?

I turn and stand behind the Feeling Tree. I just need a moment. Maybe five moments. Maybe more.

The Feeling Tree is a tree-shaped sculpture carved out of wood with pens strung from the branches, ready for any desperately troubled teen to express their deepest troubles. In reality the pens have been used by boys to draw penises. Lots of penises.

The ironic thing is that right now I could totally use the Feeling Tree.

Because I have Feelings.

And I’m struggling to breathe.

Pip pauses beside me, his tiger-face squinting up at me. “Have you forgotten where the office is?” He tries itching his nose with his shoulder. The face paint smudges. “Do you want me to show you the way?”

“I’m fine, Pip. Just get lost.”

“Why are you so mean?”

Pip is the sweetest kid alive and as far as kid brothers go he’s actually the best, but right now I’m trying to be invisible and standing next to Jungle Anne of Green Gables is not helping me. So I ignore him until he wanders off, over to a gang of junior boys. Pip gets this sloppy grin on his face and I can hear him telling them, in excruciating detail, all about his diorama—how accurate it is, how to scale it is. “Look at that mini toga I made,” he says.

My five or more moments are up, but I stay rooted to the spot looking at the east lawn, at all the groups of friends huddled in conversation, school bags dumped around them like walls. Impenetrable walls.

My heart squeezes against my ribs like it’s too big for my chest. I have two more years of this. Two years of hiding behind the Feeling Tree because I don’t know anyone and groups were fixed in prep unless you have the kind of personality that can break through the Great Wall of Friendship. And I don’t.

I mean, I was celebrity of the month when I was The Dying Girl. Nothing attracts friends like impending death. You should have seen the flowers, the cards, the fund-raising stalls and the nondenominational prayer circles when I had to leave school for good.

But then someone else’s bad luck meant I could trade in my dodgy heart for a new one and here I am again. And it turns out “celebrity of the month” literally means you get a month. When it’s over, you’re a nobody again. And if I’m not The Dying Girl, who am I?

I don’t think anyone—including me—imagined what would happen if I didn’t die.

Just picture it: you’re in one of those disaster films. You’re in a 7-Eleven minding your own business when suddenly the lights flicker, the earth shakes and everything falls off the shelves as an alien spacecraft appears overhead shooting lasers. People are screaming and you think, well this is it. It’s the end of the world. So you and the ten random people who happened to be in the store with you hug and say how much you love each other and how crappy it was that you never got to eat a croissant in Paris or swim with sharks, and you promise if you get through this alive you’ll do all of those things and then you start making out with the nearest guy because you figure you’d rather have a good time before you die. But then the lights come back on and the UFO flies away because Will Smith saved the day.

What do you do then? Do you sell everything and go swimming with sharks in Cape Town? Do you still want to hook up with the cashier? Are you going to be forever friends with this random group or are you just going to pay for your Slurpee and leave?

Breathe, Marlowe. Just breathe.

And walk.

I head for the main office but, after only two steps, three honey-blond girls trap me in a circle of smiling and waving. “Marley!” they squeal.

Close enough.

Besides, they can call me anything they like because actual human teenage girls are talking to me! Maybe this won’t be as bad as I think.

“Oh my god, Marley. You’re back.”

“You didn’t tell us you’d be back.”

“You should have told us.”

I know they’re not sisters, but they look identical—same haircut, same blue jeans, same white sneakers. I can’t remember their names because honestly the sum total of our relationship before today is five seconds of conversation and a get-well-soon card. It doesn’t help that I’ve always mentally referred to them as Cerberus. But, like, a fairly nice Cerberus. Well, as nice as a three-headed dog-beast can be.

“Tell us everything,” says head number one.

“Every detail,” says head number two.

“You’re famous,” says head number three. “Everyone’s talking about you.”

The truth kicks me in the stomach—beyond an encore performance of The Dying Girl (otherwise known as The Transplant Girl) I don’t stand a chance of holding their interest.

“There’s nothing to tell,” I say. “I got a new heart. I’m better.”

They look at me, waiting, expecting—they want gory details and I’m holding out on them. How many bones do you have to throw to appease a three-headed dog-beast? I don’t know, but they’re getting nothing from me.

“I like your … shoes,” I say, pointing at all three sets of white sneakers.

“Oh.”

“Yeah.”

“Thanks.”

Head number one looks over my shoulder, scanning the crowd for a new distraction, a better distraction, something a three-headed dog-beast can really sink her teeth into.

“Do any of you have English with Mr. Laidlaw?” I ask.

The three heads share a look.

“Yeah.”

“I think so.”

“Sure.”

Their eyes grow dull with disinterest.

“You’re shitting me,” squeals head number one. She bops up and down on the spot, grabbing the other two by their arms. “Kaitlyn what’s-her-face has a fugly new haircut. I have to see this.”

And then they’re gone, quicker than you can say “confetti vomit.”



“This must be overwhelming,” says the principal, a flat-faced lady with an asymmetrical bob and one of those arty, flowy dresses that could double as a bedspread. She says it with a sympathetic smile and points to a beanbag in the middle of her office. Yes, a beanbag.

I hover in the doorway.

“Sit. We’ll have a cuppa and a chat.” She watches me cross the room and sink into the beanbag. “I just wanted to say welcome … Welcome back, I mean.”

I nod.

She waves her hands, scrunching up her nose. “It’s all a bit strange, isn’t it? After so much time away. Trying to fit in again, finding your feet, meeting a bunch of new classmates.”

Every time I shift, the beanbag makes a crinkly crunch like someone loudly unwrapping lollies in a movie theater. I fold my hands in my lap and roll back my shoulders.

“It’s fine,” I say. Except did you know you had a three-headed dog-beast running rampant in your school grounds? That has to contravene several occupational health and safety laws.

She leans down, slapping her hand over mine. “Marlowe? I want you to know I’m a friendly ear anytime you need it.”

I picture her as a giant, grinning ear wearing a bedspread and large, loopy red earrings and that helps. It really helps.

“Now,” she says, clapping her hands. (Ears with hands? Hilarious!) “You have your timetable and I think you know most of your teachers already and…”

I look out the window while the Friendly Ear blabbers on about how daunting this must be for me and how I shouldn’t feel embarrassed about my age compared to the others, a sentiment she repeats enough times to make me feel like a grandma trying to squeeze into her granddaughter’s cutoffs so she can pick up boys at the skate park.

This welcome meeting sucks.

I tune out and think about the letter in my backpack. It’s to my donor’s family. Legally I’m not allowed to know the person who owned this heart before me—not even a name. I only know it was a teenage boy. But lately I keep wondering: was he brave? Was he mean? Was he full of laughter? Was he in love?

So right now the only thing I can do is write letters. So long as I don’t tell the family who I am or say anything personal.

I’ve written four letters over the last year. I can’t send them directly to the family (obviously I’m not allowed to know their address), so the letters go through the hospital and then the family can write back that way too.

Except they haven’t written back yet.

I’m waiting.

I’m hoping.

“Marlowe?”

The Friendly Ear is holding out a mug of dandelion tea. When she sees me eye the mug suspiciously she smiles. “It’s like a hug for the soul,” she says.

I hate dandelion tea. Mum used to make me drink it to settle my stomach. All. The. Time. But it tastes like disappointment. And feet.

“Maybe next time,” I tell her, and she places the mug on her desk.

“My door is permanently open,” she says.

I tell her thanks.

I tell her I’ll come and see her.

I tell her I’m fine.

She slaps her hands on her thighs. “Now. I wanted to ask you about assembly.”

“Assembly?”

“We’ll sort the details out later, but when you’re settled in I thought it would be a good idea for you to do a little speech, tell people about your experience. I’m sure the other students would love to hear your story.”

My heart thumpthumpthumpthumps because what the hell does she mean, speaking in front of the whole damn school?

That will never happen.

I know everyone gets a bit breathless when they’re nervous. I get that. But I used to live every day trying to keep my heart rate level, knowing there was a tipping point for me. Except not knowing, because you have no idea where that point is and you never know how close you are to falling over the edge and there’s no way back once you fall. So the idea of me, the shyest girl in the history of shy girls, standing up in front of the whole school to talk about my “experience”? Is she trying to kill me?

I shake my head but I can’t get any actual words out.

“We’ll sort the details out later,” she says, and writes me up a late slip to show my first-period teacher. If by “sort the details out later” you mean burn them in the pits of hell, then sure, we’ll do that.

I kind of roll out of the beanbag while it tries to eat me alive. And practically run out the door.

Where I nearly slam face-first into someone I actually know.

Zan Cheung.

She’s standing in the main doorway, wearing black skinny jeans, a black T-shirt, black high-top sneakers and a black cap. Maybe I’ve died of embarrassment and this is my funeral.

I mumble “sorry” and try to slink past, but she steps in front of me. “You’re back,” she says.

Here’s the thing: Zan Cheung is cool. She’s always been cool. The coolest of the cool. She doesn’t have a group, just slips in and out when she feels like it—mostly she hangs out on her own and somehow that only makes her cooler. You’d feel like you’d won the lottery if she even spat in your direction. She’s so far outside the social stratosphere that she’s right at the center of it.

So why is she talking to me?

She holds a mostly empty folder in one hand and a detention slip in the other—it’s the first day of school for the year and she already has detention.

I want so desperately to charm Zan into liking me, but I’m experiencing a major word shortage.

“I’m better,” I manage. I pull at the neck of my T-shirt and wait for her to ask for gory details, just like Cerberus.

But Zan just nods her head and says, “Cool.”

And then we stand there in awkward silence. On a good day I could possibly have scrounged together: “You. Me. Friend. Please?” but now I can’t even open my mouth.

“What do you have?” she asks finally, because she’s not socially inept like me and she realizes that you have to actually speak to have a conversation.

“Congenital heart defect,” I say.

She blinks at me. “I mean, what class do you have?”

Kill me. Just kill me.

“Um, English?”

Any second now her eyes are going to glaze over. She’s going to realize that just being seen next to me will wipe off every one of her cool-person points. She will realize that I have the power to suck the cool from her soul like a really nerdy Dementor.

“Me too,” she says. “See you there?”

I’m about to say “yes”—who am I kidding? I’m about to scream it at her and beg her to be my best friend and please can we sit together—when everything goes horribly wrong.

Even more horribly wrong

It’s Eddie Oro.

I vaguely know Eddie in the way you vaguely know all the popular people at your school even if you’ve never breathed the same air as them or made eye contact, let alone gone to any of their parties. You just know them.

Eddie walks past with one-third of Cerberus. I guess Eddie has a thing for dog-beasts because he has this look in his eye—this I’m-going-to-do-something-to-impress-this-hot-girl look—and then he turns to stare at me.

“Hey,” he says, laughing, “it’s the girl made of dead people bits. How you doing, freak?”

Cerberus giggles—“Oh my god, Eddie, that’s so mean.” She covers her smiling mouth with a hand.

“It’s true, but,” says Eddie.

Speckles of black and grey and white spark in front of my eyes. They’re like fireworks but not the happy kind. They’re the kind that remind you of when you were little and you touched a lit sparkler and it burnt and you cried and it just wouldn’t stop hurting and I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe. Because what he said isn’t mean—it’s repugnant. My donor wasn’t some “dead person” and this heart—this gift—isn’t some castoff.

Eddie walks away laughing like it doesn’t mean a thing. But it does. It means everything. It hurts deep, deeper than any dandelion tea, friendly ear or sympathetic smile can reach.

“Arsehole,” says Zan. The receptionist calls her name in a snippy tone, but Zan ignores her. “Don’t listen to a word Eddie Oro says.”

I stand there trying to breathe and wondering what to do with Zan’s unexpected words. I look at my empty hands like I should be able to pluck the words out of the air, hold them, inspect them, understand them.

Thanks, I think. But I can’t say it out loud and she walks away.






 



Four


Have you heard the one about a guy who needs a transplant? One day his doctor calls him up and says, “It’s your lucky day, Karl. Today you’ll receive the heart you desperately need.” Karl can’t believe it. “You mean there’s finally a heart for me?” The doctor looks out his office window—it’s pouring with rain. “Not long now,” he says. “Not long now.”

Okay. It’s black humor. Really black. And maybe it’s only funny if you’re a transplant wannabe. Even then it’s not ha-ha funny: getting excited about the weather because rain means car accidents and car accidents mean organs is warped.

But that’s the reality of needing a transplant. Organs don’t grow on trees or in test tubes. Someone has to die for you to hit the jackpot.

I’ve been to the Royal Children’s Hospital so many times, it’s about as funny as an organ transplant joke. It’s even less funny when there’s a summer storm brewing and you can’t stop thinking about all the patients looking out their windows, waiting.

I’m perched on the edge of a hospital gurney when my favorite nurse, Hannah, swishes through the curtains, takes one look at me and declares, “You need more sleep.” It’s Mum she aims the glare at though. “Why isn’t she getting to bed early, Kate?”

Mum looks scared. She’d take on a bear-sized buffoon with a meat cleaver but a Malaysian, five-foot, fifty-kilogram nurse? Run for the hills!

“She’s a bit stressed,” says Mum, fingers combing my long hair. “First day back at school.”

“Back to school already? Tsk, tsk.”

“But Professor Kirmani said—”

“Gah! What do doctors know?” Hannah starts laying out all the sharp, shiny, hurty things she needs to check that my body’s not about to reject my new heart. Or that I haven’t got any of the diseases I’m now prone to. Like skin cancer. Can you believe that? And pneumonia and meningitis and diabetes and everything else.

Because you don’t just shove a heart in someone’s chest and hey presto everything’s A-OK. I have to take antirejection drugs for the rest of my life and monitor my body and take extra precautions because I have zero immunity. Although this sounds like it might be a superpower—I’ll blast you with my zero immunity!—it’s totally the opposite.

While Hannah’s laying out her instruments of torture, Mum lists all the things she’s been doing to make sure I’m the picture of health—the diet, exercise, positive affirmations. It’s like a parent-teacher interview about my health. But Hannah’s not listening.

“First day back, huh?”

Hannah straps the blood pressure cuff around my arm.

I nod and keep my eyes on the cuff as it expands.

Hannah hmmmmms at me. “So what was that like?”

“Fine.”

“Fine?”

“Fine.”

And it was. Aside from feeling like I’ve been ripped from my safe little world and rammed into a hostile new environment just dying to spit me out again. Aside from Eddie being a repugnant fat-head and aside from my brother making the usual spectacle of himself and aside from a run-in with a three-headed dog-beast and aside from the fact that I’m a friendless loser who spent all her break times hiding in the library and aside from the fact that I didn’t see Zan Cheung for the rest of the day.

Aside from that it was peachy.

The blood pressure cuff squeezes tight around my arm, like it’s holding its breath. Hannah stares at me until I look away. The arm strap deflates.

“Hmmmmm.”

Mum’s head jerks up. “What was that noise? I don’t like that noise.”

“Blood pressure’s a little high,” mutters Hannah, making a note.

A breath catches in my throat.

You don’t go through an organ transplant without hearing the worst-case scenarios—rejection being top of that list. I spend a fair bit of my time imagining every little twinge or tingle is the first sign of my brand-new heart exploding in flames. So high blood pressure? Yeah. It’s enough to freak me out.

As for Mum, she never met an anxious thought she couldn’t turn into a tornado of panic. “Lavender,” she says. “And passionflower tea and green veggies. You don’t eat enough veggies. I’m making a big pot of broccoli and kale soup the second we get home.”

“Nothing to worry about, Kate.” Hannah keeps scribbling in my notes. “Because it’s only a little high and because Marlowe had a stressful day at school. Blood pressure fluctuates like that.” She shoots me a smile and a wink, the same smile and wink she used to give me when she smuggled me Snickers bars when Mum wasn’t looking. “But we’ll have you back for your next appointment a little sooner than we expected. I know I said we’d push it out to three months but we might stick to monthly for now. So we can keep an eye on it. And we’ll need to talk about you moving on to the Alfred. You’re eighteen soon.”

The backs of my calves bump the gurney’s frame as I swing my legs. I can feel the sharp pricks of anxiety zizzing through my fingers.

Hannah places both hands on my shoulders and looks me in the eye. “You’re okay, Marlowe. Better than okay. You had a rough start with a few rejection episodes and a bad case of meningitis, but it’s been six months since you’ve had any issues. That’s amazing.”

I bite my lip and try to focus on her eyes. Those smiling, calming, truth-telling eyes.

“You’re safe,” she says and playfully flicks my nose. “You’re our shining success story. You hear me?”

I nod. Because when Hannah tells me I’m fine I know she means it. Because that’s why she’s my favorite nurse—honesty quickly becomes your favorite personality trait when you’ve spent your whole life being fed euphemistic half-truths by adults who don’t want to worry you about things you have every right to be worried about.

Hannah always tells it like it is.

So for a moment I allow myself to feel her words, to breathe them in and savor their cooling touch against the anxiety that’s always trying to start fires inside me. Anxiety is a total pyromaniac.

But Hannah says I’m fine. So I am actually fine. I am not going to die.

I bite back a smile.

Mum frowns and tsks and places the back of her hand to my forehead. Hannah’s words never have the same calming effect on Mum as they do on me. She hovers, tucking in my T-shirt tag, picking fluff off my shoulder. Her free hand is combing through my hair because apparently my body is public property and anyone can poke or prod; they can cut it open and peer inside. Sometimes I think I’ll scream.

But whatever. Today I don’t care. Because I’m fine. And soon I’ll get a letter back from my donor’s family and I’ll be better than fine—what’s the next word up from “fine”? Good? Great? Super? Awesome?

Hannah swabs my arm, preparing to draw blood.

“Hannah.”

“Yes, monkey?”

I watch the needle pierce my skin and the syringe fills with blood. It’s always a darker red than you’d expect.

“Is there a letter from my donor’s family yet?”

I ask this question every time I come in for tests. And each time I ask, Hannah tells me I’m worse than her nephew who starts asking about Santa in May. And then we laugh and she tells me to be patient. A patient patient.

But not this time.

This time, Hannah squints hard and doesn’t answer. She swaps out the syringe when it fills up.

“How about broad bean and brussels sprout fritters?” says Mum. She’s gripping my free arm, maybe doing her own blood pressure test. She won’t look at either of us because she hates blood. “I read somewhere that brussels sprouts are good for heart health.”

“Hold this.” Hannah nods at the cotton bud in the crook of my arm. I press a finger to it and she lets go.

I stare at the tip of my finger as it turns white with the pressure. “A letter, Hannah? Has one come?”

She keeps her back to me, fiddling with tape. I can hear my heart beating. This new heart is so much louder than the old one.

She smiles at me as she tapes over the cotton bud. “We’re keeping you on the same dose of prednisone for the time being. But your numbers from last visit were good. Great, even.”

Hannah picks up my notes and hugs them to her chest.

“Hannah? Has anything come for me?” I reach into my school backpack and pull out the crumpled letter number five. Five is a lucky number, right? There has to be one culture in the world in which five is a lucky number. “I’ve got another one here but I just thought maybe they might have written back because…”

Hannah raps her fingers against my notes. Her face falls. “I’m sorry, monkey,” she says. “There’s been a bit of a hiccup.”

I shake my head and push away her talk of “hiccups” and the deep frown wrinkling her forehead so that every inch of me can focus on what she’s about to say. Because it has to be: “Here you go. Here’s the letter you’ve been waiting a year for.”

It has to be.

“The family’s asked for no contact,” says Hannah, biting her lip. “We have to respect that.”

There’s a roar in my ears. I think for a second I didn’t hear Hannah right because it’s so loud, but she’s looking at me with pity and the roar is getting louder and the words—the words I don’t want to hear—scream at me until I can’t ignore them.

Mum watches me, her brow ridged. She knows how much I want this. How much I need to hear from my donor’s family.

“This kind of thing does happen,” says Hannah. “More than you’d think. It’s usually because it’s too soon for the family and they just don’t want to deal with the reality of it yet. Maybe they’ll change their minds and contact you in another year or two, after they’ve had time to grieve. What do you think?”

What do I think?

I think.

I feel.

I.

“Marlowe?”

Mum’s throat contracts as she stares at the top of my head. She reaches out, but I jerk away from her. I’ll scream. I swear to god, I’ll scream.

“Listen,” says Hannah, “there’s a Facebook group. Strictly just for donor families and recipients. Mostly they try and connect with each other. As in, the recipients say something about themselves and what organ they received and when it happened and the donor families can post back if they think it matches them. I’m only telling you about it because well, maybe it will help you to connect with other families. Ones that want to hear from donors. It might not be your donor’s family but it still might help, don’t you think?”

All I can do is nod. I don’t have words yet.

“I’ll get my friend who’s in the group to invite you,” she says but then her brows pull in, her smile wavers. “But don’t forget your donor’s family might want to connect with you in the future.” Her voice cracks. “Just not now.”

Just not now.

And finally, I feel.

Waves of disappointment beat at my rib cage, blow after blow. Why don’t they want me to write? Did I say something wrong in my letters? Do they regret giving me this heart? Am I not good enough? I grip the fabric of my T-shirt, right over my heart, and feel the rise and fall of my chest. It reminds me of the ticking of a clock. Tick, tock; in, out. Time moves forward. But just for me. Not for whoever owned this heart before.

Mum’s hand hovers just out of reach. “We’ll fix this,” she says, but when I don’t answer I sense her and Hannah having a silent conversation over the top of my head.

Every beat of my heart feels strange, like a song I’ll never learn to play even though I can’t get it out of my head.

“Maybe Kate and me can have a little chat,” says Hannah. “Adult to adult.”

I nod. I nod and nod and keep on nodding. I’m trapped in here, pressed in by the walls, by Mum and Hannah, by the scalpels and needles and swabs and all of it is just holding me down, forcing me to stay in this moment.

Mum squeezes my shoulder. “We’ll be outside,” she says, swiping at the curtains until she finds the gap. Both of them vanish like actors from a stage.

I let out the breath I was holding and a sob escapes too, wet and broken.

I rush a hand to my mouth to hold back another sob.

Because I won’t cry about this.

I won’t cry.

I stand, knocking letter number five to the floor. This heart, this damn heart is pressing up into my throat and I think I might choke on it.

I stare at my stack of notes where there should be a letter. Just one letter—is that too much to ask? I close my eyes and picture it, sitting on top of the notes, half-curled in on itself where the folds have been pressed too tightly to ever be smooth and straight and flat again. It’s notepad paper with pale blue lines and it’s so thin it’s kind of see-through. The envelope it came in is small, one of those small, no-name-brand ones you buy in bulk at the supermarket. Not the stupidly expensive free-trade, recycled denim ones Mum buys.

The letter has tearstains on it—happy tears from when I laughed and cried as I read the family’s words to me. Words that helped me understand the history that beats inside me now and the gift I’ve been given.

I open my eyes. But there’s nothing. No letter. Just a roaring silence.

And then I cry.






 



Five


On the tram ride home, Mum bumps my side and asks why I’m so quiet. When I don’t answer she slings an arm around my shoulder. “It was a big day, wasn’t it? A full day back at school and then more poking and prodding.”

I rest my forehead against the window and close my eyes. The glass still has drops on it from the storm, but I can feel the post-rain sun on my skin.

I let Mum talk, and I hmmm and nod when I’m supposed to, but there’s not much sinking in. I know what she’s trying to do and I’m thankful to her for trying but can’t find it in myself to play along.

I get that someone had to die for me to live and that means that while my family cries with joy another family suffocates under the weight of grief. But knowing that doesn’t change the fact that I’m terrified of this feeling of being half complete, half understood, half me. I need to know who they are so I know who I am.

My shoulder gets a squeeze so I turn, and Mum’s sad-smiling at me. “Honey, I know you’re disappointed the family don’t want to communicate with you, but I’m sure they’ll change their minds in a year or two like Hannah said. It’s not your fault.”

I try to smile, but a small child on the seat opposite is staring at me. Automatically, my hand goes to my chest, right over the raised five-inch scar that cuts like a mountain ridge between my breasts. I can feel it through my T-shirt. The girl stares. Like she knows.

The girl wriggles onto her mother’s lap, hiding her face in waves of long brown hair.

Maybe people can sense it—the wrongness of me.



We head to the shop because Mum has to help with closing and that’s where Pip is, being babysat by Vivienne the fire-twirling law student (because who else would Mum hire to work in her shop?). I tell Mum I just want to go home, but she does her “it will only a take a minute” speech and I don’t bother arguing.

When we get inside, Pip’s sprawled on the floorboards behind the counter, sawing a hole through a cardboard box. There are no fewer than ten rolls of aluminum foil stacked beside him. And glitter. So much glitter Bowie would turn in his grave. Vivienne is leaning over the counter reading Roxane Gay.

She lowers her book. “Did you pass?”

“Yep.” I squeeze behind the counter, headed straight for the office out back. My need to be in an unpopulated galaxy far, far away churns my insides. “They don’t think implanting a baboon heart is negatively affecting me … Oh hey, are those bananas?”

“Ha-ha,” says Vivienne. And when I say “says,” I mean it. She doesn’t laugh—not ever—just says the word “ha” and glares at you for daring to try to make her laugh.

Mum beams at Pip. “What’s my creative critter up to?”

Pip often has to say the same thing three times because the first two attempts get garbled up by excitement. “Bortyquinrodotfodafuta. Beudy quin rodo for the fewchur. Beauty queen robot from the future.”

“Brilliant,” Mum says, then clicks her fingers at me. “Where are you going?”

“Homework.”

She throws her hands in the air. “Gah. I’ve failed as a mother.”

I disappear into the back office where it’s quiet and still, but that only makes the voice in my head screaming, “They hate you! That’s why they don’t want to write to you!” so much louder. I cover my mouth with my hand because suddenly I feel like screaming too.

Stop it. Stop it.

I count my breaths—three counts in and three counts out—and tell myself to get a grip. Wear your big-girl pants and get over it, Marlowe. You’re not going to fall apart over this.

I plonk down at the desk and open my bag. I actually do have homework, maths mostly. Doing it will hopefully melt my brain until it trickles out of my ears and I no longer have the capacity to care that I was rejected.

I breathe deeply. One, two, three.

I push all the papers on the desk to one side and set myself up. We’re going to be here for ages because Pip is really good at making messes but not so good at cleaning them up, and Mum and Vivienne will start having one of their Important Conversations about Important Issues and then vegan wine will be opened and the fair-trade chocolate aisle will be raided.

My laptop sits open on the edge of the desk. It’s not on but it calls to me.

I could …

No.

What would I search for? Accidents around the date of the transplant? I’ve done that already and it doesn’t work when you don’t have a name. Besides, the family made it clear: they don’t want me knowing anything about them or my donor.

I rule a line across the page. Perfectly straight. Red. Homework in this family is an act of rebellion. Mum reckons the best way to learn is to experience and that writing essays only encourages uniformity and complacency. But there’s nothing I like more than the smell of a new exercise book, ruling straight lines, answering maths problems with the only possible answer and writing fence-sitting essays. Does that make me a conformist? Or am I a rebel at heart?

Wait.

No.

Whatever heart I had, it was a dud.

So what kind of heart do I have now?

I draw a boy in the margins of my exercise book. A teenage boy. His features are vague, wrong. I scribble him out and start again. Maybe that Facebook group might work. Talking with families who don’t hate me. Or maybe they will. Maybe it’s just me.

Stop it. All that matters is finding x if cos (90° − x) = −0.7.

Mum calls out to me, something about dinner. I yell back “Yes.” I don’t have to know the question to know that’s the answer she wants.

I push the laptop out of my reach and tap my pen against the page.

Where are you, x?

Don’t you want to be found?

Are you hiding from me?

What if my donor was some poor boy behind the checkout at the supermarket that Mum had a go at about the way they freeze their fruit and veg for months before it even hits the shelves? What if because of us he had a really bad day and he took it out on his boss and got the sack and it was our fault? What if his heart remembers? What if it hates me?

Stop. That’s not even possible. I have to stop doing this—imagining who he was.

The out-of-tune wailing of Mum and Pip singing “Starman” snakes through the open office door. They might be out of tune but they’re perfectly in sync. I draw another boy but he’s just as vague, just as random as the last one.

I sit up straighter, gripping my pen tightly. Focus.

Find x if cos (90° − x) = −0.7.

But what if I can’t find x? Can x be like, “I regret to inform you but x is unable to grant your request to meet with him at this juncture.”

I drop my pen as the walls press tight. Suddenly, I can’t breathe.

I stand and hurry out the back door, out into the four-by-four concrete slab that will one day be a veggie patch and compost heap. I bend over, gulping lungfuls of air, wheezing and gasping and heaving.

I put a hand to my forehead: it’s warm, but not hot. I try my other hand. It’s warmer. Do I have a fever? Oh god. Hannah was wrong. I’m not better. I’m going to die.

“Are you having an asthma attack?” says a husky voice behind me, “or is this another one of your weird protests?”

I spin around. The boy from the butcher shop is slouched over the waist-high dividing fence, unlit cigarette dangling from his lips and an open book in his hands. No apron and no knife but the same scowl.

He lowers his tattered paperback and lights his cigarette. “For real,” he says. He’s all green eyes and freckles and messy hair and confidence. “Are you dying?”

Fever rages in my cheeks. I want it to rain like before—rain and take this fire away—but I can’t even smell the rain in the air, not anymore: it’s like it never happened. I focus on breathing: in, out, tick, tock.

“Are you, like, what’s it called? Mute? Is that the word? Oh wait, no, I get it. You’re on a speaking strike. You don’t say anything until the whole world turns veggo. Like Gandhi.”

Somehow I find enough breath to respond. “That was a hunger strike, dummy.”

The butcher boy watches me, his lips battling it out—to smile or to scowl? He takes a long drag on his cigarette, sucking down all forty-three cancer-causing chemicals, and, by the end of it, the dog-shit scowl has won. “So you do talk. What’s your name?”

I look down at my feet.

“Unless you don’t have a name,” he says.
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