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This book is dedicated to my daughter, Kelly, who helps young people like these, and to my friend Cheryl, who always puts others first.


Without Warning

Sometimes

you’re traveling

a highway, the only road

you’ve ever known,

and wham! A semi

comes from nowhere

and rolls right over you.

Sometimes

you don’t wake up.

But if you happen

to, you know things

will never be

the same.

Sometimes

that’s not

so bad.

Sometimes

lives intersect,

no rhyme, no reason,

except, perhaps,

for a passing semi.


Triad

Three

separate highways

intersect at a place

no reasonable person

would ever want to go.

Three

lives that would have

been cut short, if not

for hasty interventions

by loved ones. Or Fate.

Three

people, with nothing

at all in common

except age, proximity,

and a wish to die.

Three

tapestries, tattered

at the edges and come

unwoven to reveal

a single mutual thread.


The Thread

Wish

you could turn off

the questions, turn

off the voices,

turn off all sound.

Yearn

to close out

the ugliness, close

out the filthiness,

close out all light.

Long

to cast away

yesterday, cast

away memory,

cast away all jeopardy.

Pray

you could somehow stop

the uncertainty, somehow

stop the loathing,

somehow stop the pain.

Act

on your impulse,

swallow the bottle,

cut a little deeper,

put the gun to your chest.


Conner

Arrival

The glass doors swing open,

in perfect sync, precisely

timed so you don’t have

to think. Just stroll right in.

I doubt it’s quite as easy

to turn around and walk

back outside, retreat to

unstable ground. Home turf.

An orderly escorts me down

spit-shined corridors, past

tinted Plexiglas and closed,

unmarked doors. Mysteries.

One foot in front of the other,

counting tiles on the floor so

I don’t have to focus the blur

of painted smiles, fake faces.

A mannequin in a tight blue

suit, with a too-short skirt

(and legs that can wear it),

in a Betty Boop voice halts us.

I’m Dr. Boston. Welcome to

Aspen Springs. I’ll give you

the tour. Paul, please take his

things to the Redwood Room.

Aspen Springs. Redwood Room.

As if this place were a five-star

resort, instead of a lockdown

where crazies pace. Waiting.


At Least

It doesn’t have a hospital

stink. Oh yes, it’s all very

clean, from cafeteria chairs

to the bathroom sink. Spotless.

But the clean comes minus

the gag-me smell, steeping

every inch of that antiseptic

hell where they excised

the damnable bullet. I

wonder what Dad said when

he heard I tried to put myself

six feet under—and failed.

I should have put the gun

to my head, worried less

about brain damage, more

about getting dead. Finis.

Instead, I decided a shot

through the heart would

make it stop beating, rip

it apart to bleed me out.

I couldn’t even do that

right. The bullet hit bone,

left my heart in one piece.

In hindsight, luck wasn’t

with me that day. Mom

found me too soon, or my

pitiful life might have ebbed

to the ground in arterial flow.

I thought she might die too,

at the sight of so much blood

and the thought of it staining

her white Armani blouse.

Conner, what have you done?

she said. Tell me this was just

an accident. She never heard

my reply, never shed a tear.


I Don’t Remember

Much after that, except

for speed. Ghostly red lights,

spinning faster and faster,

as I began to recede from

consciousness. Floating

through the ER doors,

frenzied motion. A needle’s

sting. But I do remember,

just before the black hole

swallowed me, seeing Mom’s

face. Her furious eyes

followed me down into sleep.

It’s a curious place, the

Land of Blood Loss and

Anesthesia, floating through it

like swimming in sand. Taxing.

After a while, you think you

should reach for the shimmering

surface. You can’t hold your

breath, and even if you could,

it’s dark and deep and bitter

cold, where nightmares and truth

collide, and you wonder if death

could unfold fear so real. Palpable.

So you grope your way up into

the light, to find you can’t

move, with your arms strapped

tight and overflowing tubes.

And everything hits you like

a train at full speed. Voices.

Strange faces. A witches’ stewpot

of smells. Pain. Most of all,

pain.


Tony

Just Saw

A new guy check in. Tall,

built, with a way fine face,

and acting too tough to tumble.

He’s a nutshell asking to crack.

Wonder if he’s ever let a guy

touch that pumped-up bod.

They gave him the Redwood

Room. It’s right across

from mine—the Pacific

Room. Pretty peaceful in

here most of the time, long

as my meds are on time.

Ha. Get it? Most of the time,

if my meds are on time. If you

don’t get it, you’ve never

been in a place like this,

never hung tough from one

med call till the next.

Wasted. That’s the only way

to get by in this “treatment

center.” Nice name for a loony

bin. Everyone in here is crazy

one way or another. Everyone.

Even the so-called doctors.

Most of ’em are druggies.

Fucking loser meth freaks.

I mean, if you’re gonna

purposely lose your mind,

you want to get it back some

day. Don’t you? Okay, maybe not.


I Lost My Mind

A long time ago, but it

wasn’t exactly my idea.

Shit happens, as they say,

and my shit literally hit

the fan. But enough sappy

crap. We were talking drugs.

I won’t tell you I never tried

crystal, but it really wasn’t

my thing. I saw enough

people, all wound up, drop

over the edge, that I guess

I decided not to take that leap.

I always preferred creeping

into a giant, deep hole where

no bad feelings could follow.

At least till I had to come up

for air. I diddled with pot first, but

that tasty green weed couldn’t drag

me low enough. Which mostly

left downers, “borrowed” from

medicine cabinets and kitchen

cabinets and nightstands.

Wherever I could find them.

And once in a while—not often,

because it was pricey and tough

to score—once in a while, I

tumbled way low, took a ride

on the H train. Oh yeah,

that’s what I’m talking about.

A hot shot clear to hell.


I Wasn’t Worried

About getting hooked, though

I knew plenty of heroin addicts.

I didn’t do it enough, for one

thing. Anyway, I figured

I’d be graveyard rot before

my eighteenth birthday.

It hasn’t quite worked out

that way, though I’ve got

a few months to go. And

once I get out of here, I’ll

have a better shot at it. Maybe

next time I won’t try pills.

I mean, you’d think half a bottle

of Valium would do the trick.

Maybe it would have, but I had

to toss in a fifth of Jack Daniels.

Passed out, just as I would

have expected. What I didn’t

expect was waking up, head stuck

to the sidewalk, mired in puke.

Oh yeah, I heaved the whole

fucking mess. Better yet, guess

who happened by? You got it.

One of the city’s finest.

Poor cop didn’t know what

to do—clean me up, haul

me in, or puke himself. So

he did all three, only dispatch

said to take me to the ER.

Hospital first. Loony bin

later.


Vanessa

Cloistered

I can’t remember

when it has snowed

so much, yards

and yards of lacy ribbons,

wrapping the world in white.

Was it three years ago? Ten?

Memory is a tenuous thing,

like a rainbow’s end

or a camera with a failing lens.

Sometimes my focus

is sharp, every detail

clear as the splashes

of ice, fringing the eaves;

other times it is a hazy

field of frost, like the meadow

outside my window.

I think it might be a meadow.

A lawn? A parking lot?

Is it even a window

I’m looking through,

or only cloudy panes

of vision, opening

on drifts of ivory

linens—soft cotton,

crisp percale—

my snow just

a blizzard of white

noise?


I Hate This Feeling

Like I’m here, but I’m not.

Like someone cares.

But they don’t.

Like I belong somewhere

else, anywhere but here,

and escape lies just past

that snowy window,

cool and crisp as the February

air. I consider the streets

beyond, bleak as the bleached

bones of wilderness

scaffolding my heart.

Just a stone’s throw away.

But she’s out there,

stalking me, haunting me.

I know she can’t get me

in here. Besides, I’m too

tired to pick myself up

and make a break for it.

So I just sit here, brain

wobbling. Tipping.

Tripping on Prozac.

I wonder if they give

everyone Prozac on their twice-

daily med deliveries.

Do they actually try to

diagnose first, or do they

think everyone is depressed,

just by virtue of being here?

My arm throbs

and I look at the bandage,

a small red stain

beginning to slither.

Did I pop a stitch?

Wouldn’t that be luscious?


The First Cut

Wasn’t the deepest.

No, not at all.

It was like the others,

a subtle rend of anxious skin,

a gentle pulse of crimson,

just enough to hush the demons

shrieking inside my brain.

But this time they wouldn’t

shut up. Just kept on

howling, like Mama,

when she was in a bad way.

Worst thing was, the older

I got, the more I began to see

how much I resembled Mama,

falling in and out of the blue,

then lifting up into the white.

That day I actually

thought about howling.

So I gave myself to the knife,

asked it to bite a little

harder, chew a little deeper.

The hot, scarlet rush

felt so delicious

I couldn’t stop there.

The blade might have reached

bone, but my little

brother, Bryan,

barged into the bathroom,

found me leaning against

Grandma’s new porcelain

tub, turning its unstained

white pink.

You should

have heard

him scream.


Conner

Pain Isn’t the Worst Thing

At least you know you’re not

just a shadow, darkening

someone’s wall, a silhouette

thrust haphazardly into their lives.

My fingers trace the sunken

scar as I pace the plain room,

counting steps from near wall

to far, right to left. Eight by ten.

Eighty square feet to call my

own for the next how many

days? Eighty square feet, with no

television or phone, only two

tiny beds, a closet, and one

vinyl chair near the window—

a window that doesn’t open,

not even a crack for air.

Two beds. Does that mean I

might get a roommate soon?

Some paranoid schizo, rambling

on through the suffocating night?

Well, hey. Maybe he’d think

that he was the one who drew

the short straw, having to share

a room with some totally

whacked-out freak. I wonder

how long it would take him

to realize I’m right as sin—it’s

the rest of the world that’s wrong.

I’m not even sure how I

qualify for admission to

Aspen Springs. Does wanting

to die equal losing your mind?


It Doesn’t Seem

So incredibly insane to me.

In fact, it seems courageous

to, for once in your life, make

others react to a plan you set

in motion. Not that I meant

to cause anyone pain, only

to make them realize that

everyone has flaws. Even me.

Especially me. Hell, I’m

so flawed I wound up here,

with sixty defective humans.

Odd, to think I made the A-list.

I open the dresser drawers,

start to put away my neatly

folded clothes. No Sears. No

Wal-Mart, but Macy’s. Nordstrom’s.

I can see my mom, stalking

aisle after aisle of designer

jeans, intent on the latest

style, perfect eye-catching fit.

I hear her tell the silicone

saleslady, Nothing for me

today. I’m shopping for my

son. He fails to comprehend

fashion. If it wasn’t for me,

I swear he’d choose nothing

but T-shirts and khaki. Now

where will I find the Calvin Klein?


I Reach

For a lavender Ralph Lauren

shirt, ironed into submission,

collar starched into crisp, straight

Vs, no hint of dirt or sweat.

Back at school, clothes like this

made me the cream of my senior

class, at least in the eyes of

twisted dream girls and cheerleaders.

Oh yes, Mom’s expensive tastes

went a long way toward getting

me laid. Did she have a clue

that all those dollars spent on

haute couture allowed her sweet

young son to feed his appetite

for carnal pleasure—to divvy

himself among a stable of fillies?

As the vile green walls defy

my stare, some evil makes me

wad Lauren shirt and Jockey

underwear into a wrinkled lump.

Okay, maybe that’s a little

crazy. Maybe I belong here,

after all. Maybe crazy is

preferable to staying strong

when you just want to break down

and weep. But big boys don’t cry.

Do they? So instead I’ll just

keep jamming clothes into drawers,

grinning.


Tony

When You Try

The big S, the first thing

they do is lock you away

by yourself, like you

might try to do someone

else in, ’cause you didn’t

do yourself good enough.

Then some lame nurse’s aide

checks in on you every

fifteen minutes, probably

hoping you’ve found a way

to finish yourself off and save

them a whole lot of trouble.

After a couple of days

the main person you want

to strangle is the annoying

dude who keeps poking his

head through your door.

How ya doing? Okay?

So by the time you finally

get to see your shrink,

you’re irritated to begin

with. And she asks you

to tell her how you feel

and all you can think

to answer is “pissed.”

Then she wants to know

just whom you’re angry with

and you decide maybe you

shouldn’t tell her the friggin’

nurse’s aide, in case they worry

you might try to strangle

him. So you try to think

of someone else you’re

mad at, and the unavoidable

answer pops into your

warped little brain: everyone.


They Kept Me

Locked up in isolation

for almost two weeks.

See, you have to make

Level One to go to school

and eat with everyone else.

You arrive here at Level Zero.

Nothing. That’s exactly what

you are until you can

prove to them that you

won’t save up your meds

and OD or lynch yourself

with strips of your sheets.

So you hang out in your room,

maybe reading a book

(approved literature) or

journaling with a felt pen.

No pencils (no leads).

No pens (no points).

Maybe I could think up a way

to kill yourself with a felt pen.

Maybe I could sell the idea

to the dozen or so freaks

in here determined to do

themselves in. Maybe I’ll use

it myself. Am I saying that

I’m a freak? Effing A!

I quit worrying about it

a long time ago. Better

a freak than a total loser.

Better a freak than a liar.

So far, everyone I’ve

ever met has been a liar.

Everyone but Phillip,

my only true friend, my

savior. Never hurt me, never

coerced me. Never lied to me.


The Worst Liars

Are the ones everyone thinks

would never, ever tell a lie.

The teachers who act like

they care about you, then

turn you in for smoking a cig

or kissing someone in the hall.

Or the plain Jane, churchgoing

soccer moms who plaster on

some anonymous face, then

sneak out once a week or so,

pretending they’re off with

girlfriends when they’re really

looking for ways to get laid.

No, my ma wasn’t one of

those. She made no bones

about getting laid, something

she did plenty of. Laid by no-

good, nasty losers, single,

married, it didn’t matter,

long as they had a few bucks

and the necessary attachments,

in good working order. Beat

up. Knocked up. Messed up.

She got all of those things,

didn’t care. Worse, she

didn’t give two cents

about what her “lifestyle”

did to me. Her son.

Her only son, because

after one particularly

ugly abortion, her body

decided it had had enough

of Ma’s mistreatment and

formed scar tissue around

her ovaries. The odds of my

having a sibling shrank

to nil.


Vanessa

I Heard My Brother’s Scream

Through the cloud

that had veiled my brain,

coloring everything crimson.

It seemed to last forever,

that scream. Poor Bryan.

He’s only eight,

too little to understand

that dying isn’t something

to fear. It’s a comfort.

I felt comfortable, dying

that afternoon, and would

have, except Grandma

happens to be a nurse—

a good nurse, hard,

wise, through and through.

And she happened to be home.

She calmly dialed 911,

wrapped my arm

in a soft yellow towel

which looked ochre through

the scarlet mist.

Stay with me, Vanessa,

she repeated over and over.

I remember that,

and I remember one EMT,

with blondish hair and a killer mouth

that refused to say a word,

except to his partner.

I remember his eyes the most—

brilliant blue, and filled

with disgust.

Grandma rode in the ambulance

with me, and the last thing

I remember is telling her I was sorry

for staining her new bathtub.

Screw the tub, Vanessa,

there’s help for that.

And there’s help for you.


Which Is How I Wound Up Here

Left hand stitched neatly

back in place.

They tell me it will

be good as new, but my fingers

feel like they belong

to someone else and don’t

want to be attached to me.

Nothing does.

I’ve been here about a week,

I think, watching it snow

and listening through the walls

to other girls, sicker than I am.

They talk about themselves,

about the things they’ve done,

the things they’d like to do.

Parents. Teachers. Counselors.

So-called friends.

They’d all better run when

those sociopaths find their way

back outside.

There are boys here too,

somewhere. I know because

sometimes I hear the girls

call to them down the hall.

The things they say!

A truck driver would blush.

I would never talk that way

to Trevor. He walks on water.

I want him to think I do too.

For a while, he did, or at least

he pretended to.

I did things with Trevor

I wouldn’t dare confess

to anyone—things I didn’t

know anyone did.

But he wanted me to,

so I did. That’s what you do

when you love someone,

right?


The Door Opens

Death watch crew, come

to check up on me.

They’ve been after me

all week, first every

fifteen or twenty minutes,

then every hour or two,

making sure I don’t rip

stitches and let my hand

drop off after all.

Hello, Vanessa, says Paul,

who is fabulously tall

and almost as wide

as the door. He hands me

my morning pill, unwraps

my bandage, peeks underneath.

Dr. Boston says if you join us

for group this afternoon, she’ll

award you Level One. You

could start school tomorrow.

So far I’ve avoided group,

preferring to semi-vent

my pent-up insanity in private

therapy sessions—Vanessa

Angela O’Reilly, closed book.

But I have to admit I’m

tired of this room, weary

of these auburn walls.

Maybe, if I stash my meds,

I can keep my mouth

shut and just listen to the sob

stories, passed around

the big circle like joints.

Maybe I’ll find them entertaining.

So I tuck the Prozac

under my tongue, nod.

“Okay.”


Conner

Suitcase Emptied

I walk to the sealed window,

stare at the glistening world

outside. Buried in snow.

Glare threatens my eyes

but I don’t turn away. I like it.

Up the hall come deliberate

footsteps. Suddenly they

stall and the door creaks open.

It’s Paul, the rather large

guy who escorted me here.

Everything good? It’s almost

a sigh. All settled in?

“Uh-huh.” I offer a (not)

genuine smile. “Unpacked

and ready to party. When

does the shindig begin?”

Paul, who is not amused,

tosses a pair of gray sweats

on the bed. Put these on.

He crosses the room, opens

drawers, assesses sundries

and wrinkled clothes as I slip

into the sweats. You’ll wear

those except for Sunday services

or when your parents visit.

Now Dr. Starr would like

to chat. Please come with me.

He draws to the far side

of the door, allows me by,

takes his place at my elbow,

reminding me I no longer

own the space around me.


Dr. Starr Isn’t Like Dr. Boston

No tight navy suit, no

miniscule skirt. Nothing

about her hints nymph

or flirt. She’s a bulldog.

She motions for me to

take a chair, studies me

as I move, as if the very

way I plant myself there

can tell her something

of import. She stays silent

for several long seconds.

Finally, as if holding court,

she lifts her chin, sights

down her nose, and asks,

Why are you here, Conner?

An unsettling energy flows

through the room, and it

emanates from the canine

Dr. Starr. Her patronizing

tone activates my inner

mute button. I answer with

a small shrug, and she gives

me a grin worthy of Hannibal

Lecter—evil, overtly smug.

You don’t know? Don’t you

think it’s time to find out?

The “f” elicits a saliva spray.

The bulldog doesn’t even blink.

I realize you don’t want to

be here. But until you give

me a hint about just what

you fear, you can’t get better.

Her voice is almost gentle,

and part of me wants to

give her what she wants.

The smart part says no way.


Play the Game

I instruct myself, give her

a little taste of what

she wants to hear. After

all, we don’t want to waste

a perfectly good shrink

session. So I settle deep

into my chair, search for

some vapid confession.

Finding none I wish

to give voice to, I decide Dr.

Bulldog has given me

no other choice but to lie.

“It was really all a huge

mistake. I was goofing

around and the gun just

went off, for God’s sake.

I mean, you’d think my

dad would have left

the safety on.” I almost

feel bad for blaming him.

But her eyes tell me she’s

heard the line before. With

quiet ferocity, she says,

Not another word, Conner.

You believe this is a game,

and you may be right.

But if you think you can

play it better than me, think

again.


Tony

I’m Glad I’m an Only Child

Ma didn’t deserve kids.

I mean, if it had been up

to her—impossible, all

things considered—I’d be

back on the streets right now.

Or maybe I’d have already

finished myself off. No, it

wasn’t dear old Ma who

paid my way to Aspen

Springs. According to Dr. B,

it was, in fact, dear old dad.

Dad, who dumped Ma and me

when I was still shitting

green. ’Course, looking

back, I guess he had every

reason to leave Ma in

his dust. But did he ever

once think about me?

Anthony Ceccarelli III.

Medium height. Medium

build. Medium brown

hair. A medium chip off

the ol’ block. Where was

medium Dad all that time?

Dr. B says he lives at Tahoe,

has his own insurance office,

makes decent dough. Ma

never left Reno, except

when she was working out

at “the ranch” near Dayton.

Ranching hookers. They

do that in parts of Nevada.

Funny, if it wasn’t so sick.

Did Dad know? And what

made him decide he gives

a damn about me now?


The Clock Reminds Me

It’s time for group. I open

my door, nudge my hand into

the hall. A faceless voice

shouts, What’s up, Ceccarelli?

“May I go to group, sir?”

Stay polite. Earn ten points.

You may. Don’t get lost

along the way, though.

Old joke, not funny.

Still, I chortle and say,

“I’ll do my best, sir.

You know how confusing

these halls can be, though.”

Yeah. Follow the yellow

line to the classrooms,

white to the dining hall.

The blue one leads to

the conference rooms.

Mommy Long Legs waits,

black widow–style, in

room C-3. Most guys

would call her a fox,

I guess. But to me she’s

all spider, poison stashed

in hidden fangs. Yes, Dr.

Boston’s questions sink

clear through flesh, into

bone. She’s after marrow,

but she hasn’t managed

to get much of mine yet.

Funny thing. No one but

me seems to recognize

how her Barbie-doll act

covers up a real lack

of charm. She’s a user.

Same as everyone here.


We Gather

In room C (for Conference)-3,

six crazies, looking to

unload. Or thinking of ways

to avoid it. There’s Schizo

Stanley, three hundred pounds

of loaded gun, who tried to off

his little brother. Yeah,

he denies it, but hmm . . .

wonder how Daddy’s Xanax

got mixed into Junior’s milk.

On the far side of the table

sits Lowball Lori, princess

of depression. I bet at

home she wore nothing

but black—clothes,

makeup, mood. Next to her

is Do-Me Dahlia, who

uses sex like most people

use money. I heard she

tried to put the moves

on Dr. Starr, even. Yech!

What an ugly picture!

Jesus-save-me Justin

lurks in one corner,

greasy hair hanging in

his eyes, while Toot-

it-all Todd rocks back

and forth, as if his past

pursuits haven’t quite

deserted his system.

Just as Dr. Boston says

it’s time to start, the door

opens. Someone new steps

inside. She’s pretty (did I think

that?), with copper hair and

startling eyes, and her name’s

Vanessa.


Vanessa

Seven Pairs of Eyes

Pierce me as I walk into the room.

I already know I can’t

measure up to Dr. Boston’s

expectations—she’ll want

me to open my head and let

this crowd of eyes peer

into my psyche.

I want to turn and run.

Please sit down, Vanessa,

urges Dr. Boston.

We’re ready to start.

If I can’t run, I want to

scream. I want to scream,

but I can’t find my voice,

hidden somewhere

in the indigo sea that has

swamped my brain.

Blue. Blue. Deep, dark blue.

The blue that fills me with desire,

the desire to find a small,

sharp blade and watch

blood run, red.

Vanessa? Dr. Boston’s

voice swims down through

the blue, disturbs me enough

to set my feet in motion.

The eyes follow me as I sit

beside the guy with the most

startling eyes of all—

round, dark eyes, with

gold flecks. Eyes that look

like they’ve glimpsed

behind the gates of hell.


So Why Are His Eyes

The only ones mine want to meet?

I can feel the girls, taking

measure, and part of me

wants to turn and offer my own

assessment. The bigger

part is consumed by blue.

Hey, Vanessa, I’m Tony,

says the guy with hellfire

eyes. I would have expected

a deeper voice from someone

who has shaken hands

with the devil.

And why do I think that?

He seems friendly enough. In fact,

he’s the only one in the room

who bothers with introductions.

The others sit, staring,

in impassioned silence.

Tony glances around the room.

What’s up, people?

Usually you won’t shut up.

Now you’ve got nothing to say

just because a pretty girl

walks through the door?

Well, that woke them up!

Everyone looks simply

stunned, including Dr. Boston.

Is it because I’m anything

but pretty? Or a less likely reason?

The guy with dishrag

hair finally opens

his mouth. I thought you

only thought dudes were

pretty, Ceccarelli.

The room explodes

with laughter. I guess

the session has officially begun.


Forty-five Minutes Later

I know a lot more about most

of the people in C-3.

Tony is pretty cool, for a gay

guy who tried to commit suicide.

He didn’t really talk about why,

only said that it’s not easy

being queer and living on the street.

“Queer.” His word. To me

it means strange, but he doesn’t

seem near as strange as Justin,

who expects Armageddon any second,

or Todd, who lost a few too

many brain cells to crystal meth,

or Stanley, who’s a total lunatic.

I mean, he spoke at length

about torturing insects—

I tattered their wings and tore

off their legs, joint by joint,

watched them crawl

in circles, like little lost

infants, until they decided to die.

Somehow, I doubt bugs

were his only victims.

Dahlia hasn’t said one word,

just sits there with her nose

in the air. Every once in awhile,

she licks her lips, like a lioness

lording it over prey.

Finally, Lori begins to talk

about the pain that forces

her down into a figurative

grave—deep, damp, just her size.

It’s hard to climb out sometimes.

I try to look inside her

head, see if the color in

there is navy blue, like

the space I’m treading

now.


Conner

Brain Poked and Prodded

But still holding secrets,

I glance over at Dr. Starr,

who’s locked in a computer

screen trance, typing words—

my thoughts, her analysis—

at a steady thirty-per-

minute pace. I tingle,

heady with a synthesis

of emotions. I feel

satisfied, that I didn’t break

down, didn’t confess major

sin, open my mouth too wide.

I feel lonely, displaced, yet

secure within the silence

curtaining each cubicle.

This is a detour, that’s all.

I feel relieved to have to

admit a little of what’s

inside my head. Sometimes

I think it might split wide,

cracked by the upheaval

bubbling beneath my skull.

But most people think there’s

nothing troubling me at all.

At least they didn’t used to.

Who knows what they think

of me now, which way the wind

of small-town gossip blows.

Finally Dr. Starr looks up.

We’ve got a lot of work to do,

Conner. A lot of work, indeed.

But not today. You may go.


Dismissed by the Bulldog

Stephanie guides my way

along the blue line. She

could pass for a Stephan, tall,

broad, and strong, but her eyes

tell a different story.

I discern a softness there,

compassion I want to wade

into. We turn a corner

and the blue line merges

with a thread of yellow,

another of white. I wonder

where all the crazies have fled,

and just then I hear voices,

leaking out of the rec room.

Two are shouting, one merely

speaking, trying to keep

a handle on the unfolding

situation—from what I

can tell, the probable

annihilation of one

of the dueling duo. Stephanie

shifts into takedown mode.

Wait right here, she commands.

It’s a mistake to leave me

alone, and we both know it.

I choose not to play the wild

card she’s dealt me. One day

I’ll use it to my advantage.

A woman like that will work

like clay—soften her up, touch

her just right, the sculptor

is guaranteed to have his way.


Back in My Room

Walled in by this impossibly

ugly shade of green, I wait for

my evening meal, no doubt

delayed by the incident

in the rec room. Will I

ever get used to living

with paranoid mutants who

endeavor to win games

of pool by swallowing

the chalk? Between that, no

food, and Dr. S wanting me

to talk, all in all, it’s been a

miserable day, almost

as rotten as those leading

up to that one, the one

best left forgotten unless

I want to drop down again

into a pit of despair. God

knows I’ve spent much too

much time floundering there.

I suppose I could have

shared that information

with dear Dr. Bulldog.

But no, I spared us both

a sordid tale of Conner

the incompetent. Hard

to believe that perfect me

underwent such complete

demolition in the space

of four short months. First-

string to benchwarmer, grades

through the floor, and all because

of her.


Tony

I Keep Watching

Pretty Vanessa as the group

tries to freak her out, whether

that’s spilling spine-chilling

tales or clamming up altogether.

Nothing really fazes her,

except maybe Stanley’s bullshit.

The longer we sit here,

the further she withdraws,

like a turtle holing up

in its shell, expecting

a major rollover. I want

to reach under and yank her

back out again. “How

about you, Vanessa?” I ask.

“What brings you to our

home away from home?

Are you really fucked-up or

just totally misunderstood?”

Everyone laughs. It’s an

inside joke, one we’re all

privy to, except Vanessa,

whose brown velvet

eyes stay hitched to the

tabletop. Not good enough.

“ ’Cause personally, I’m both

fucked-up and misunderstood.

Can’t somebody get me,

please?” This time, even

the Black Widow laughs.

Finally Vanessa lifts her eyes

and she gifts us with a smile.

Then she shows us the arm

she’s been hiding, the one

wrapped in white like a

ball-game hot dog. She smiles.

I guess this is why I’m here.


One Cut or More?

That’s the first thought

to grab hold of my brain

and give it a rattle. Was

this charming little thing

into self-mutilation, or

shopping for a coffin?

Before I can open my

mouth to ask, Stanley

slobbers, Hey, cool.

Tell us about the blood.

Did it make a big puddle?

Did it spurt or just dribble?

Dr. Boston clears her throat.

I think we’re finished for today.

Odd. You’d think she’d want

to jump all over that bit

of psychology. Then I notice

her face has drained, white.

Hmmm. Something about

blood? Have to file that

away for another day.

Good ol’ Stanley has caused

quite the commotion.

And now, as he walks out

the door, he adds, I still want

to hear about the blood.

Which makes Todd grin

and Justin start praying.

Lori and Dahlia lean their

heads together and whisper.

Vanessa falls to the back

of the pack, and though

I know I should have no

contact, I touch her arm.

“I’m sorry,” I say. And she

turns. It’s okay. Not your fault.


The Grim Reapers

Appear in the hall. Dr.

Boston must have buzzed

them, afraid of—of what?

We’re all behaving

quite peaceably, though

a part of me would like

to rip Stanley to pieces.

Join the club, he’d tell me.

Paul and Stephanie divide

us according to gender

and herd us up the hall.

At the far end, the girls

turn left and we go right,

with me bringing up

the rear of the pack.

Move it, Ceccarelli, urges

Paul. You walk like an

old woman. . . . His unfinished

thought hangs in the air:

or maybe a young woman.

I wonder if I’m his

kind of woman. . . . Never

know about these big

mooks. “Gym-dandies,”

I call ’em. Before he got

sick, Phillip was a big

guy, at least that’s what

he told me. And I believed

him. Phillip was the one

person who never lied to me.

I glance back over my

shoulder at Vanessa’s

retreating behind. Damn,

she’s something special.

But why do I think so?

Why would I care in

the least?


Vanessa

Brain Swimming

In swirls of blue, I follow

the other girls up the corridor.

I feel eyes on my back

and turn to find Tony,

staring at me. He waves

and I half-wave back, unsure

of his motivation.

Can’t be lust. Friendship?

Daddy would die

if he thought

I’d made friends

with a gay guy.

Once he told me,

God had a plan,

and it didn’t include

wangs in bung holes.

Gross, I know, but it’s

how they talk in the military,

just another way of cutting

themselves off from the truth

of what they do.

Not that I’m complaining.

It’s tough, being

a hostile presence

in a more hostile land,

he said one time.

You do what ya gotta

do to stay alive. And

you trust your instinct.

Aspen Springs is a hostile

land, the people here crazier

than most soldiers

I know. And at the moment,

my instincts are shouting

to do what I gotta do

just to get by.
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