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Аннотация
Ana is. Ana was. Ana will be. The voices, they follow. She may blur them out but they trot like a herd behind her heels. She must break free or she will be stuck in this cycle of physical, sexual and emotional abuse until her final days.


Mare Moody
[blank]

For Laurie,
You are amazing ♥

�You simply cannot cross the sea by merely standing and waiting for the water to move itself.�
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PART ONE


CHAPTER ONE: THE TIDE

Have you ever wondered how much of your life has been decided by your looks?
What if I had red hair? Would my fate be the same? Could the color of my hair change who I was entirely? Maybe my story would be so different.
The small mirror stares back at me in the dark room. It reflects the face of a girl that I barely recognize. Long brown hair, and brown eyes. Curves flow down my tired body and deep crevices are placed at the exact points where my hips begin. Men stare at me though I strongly believe that my body is mediocre at best.

Four walls surround me. They may contain me but they cannot command me. I can choose at any moment to leave these walls. I can choose in any whim of a thought to leave this room and never come back. What keeps me here?
Perhaps it is the metaphorical ropes of relationships that I have burdened myself with. Even more so, it could be the real ropes of a family. Genetics can pull you down to earth so hard that you break your bones upon the roots that you thought would never hurt you.
I�ve known since I was seventeen that I needed to get out of here. The dark rooms eat me every night. I know that every night I stay here, it�s one more night that my soul slowly slips out of my ears like a leaking faucet. I feel the gentle waves of tears begin. I know I can never get out of this town.
The bed begins to drown me. One pillow is not enough by two is far too many. My hand grips the pillow to my left. I throw it across the room. I want to get up. My feet move off the bed and find their own way down to the floor. I stand upright. The oversized shirt loosely hanging off of me hits my knees. I feel the cool breeze go through my body like an ancient spirit awakening for my late night plight. The wind feels relieving on my tired knees.
One foot in front of the other brings me to the threshold of my bedroom. I stand in the frame for a second, grasping the the door frame. What is my mind doing? The stairs look so inviting. My foot tests the temperature of the waters of my conscience but my brain is too flooded to understand when to stop. So, my feet move on, down the staircase. The front door is too close to my bedroom. The temptation dangles before me like the greatest treat in front of the greediest dog.
My hand finds the door knob and I walk through. My bare feet hit the pavement. The shock of the frozen ground fills my body with adrenaline. It propels my steps. I walk with as much purpose as I can. My hand drags along the cold metal fence of my neighbor's house.
I see the light of his bedroom from 3 houses away. The only lights echoing on the concrete of the street are his and the two street lamps that are actually lit.
My heart begins to pump chaos through my bloodstream.
My feet grow numb and encourage me to find his warm bedroom rug. My feet move me slowly, steadily. If my steps are steady, perhaps my brain will become steady too. Lord, let my feet be the platforms on which my life takes me.
I find his front steps and boldly walk forward. The cold stair rail guides me up. I follow it blindly. Blindly is as blind does. I do this with most things. My feet land on the porch. His door is unlocked. I walk in. The stairs are directly in front of the vestibule; they beg me to come up and meet him. I indulge.
The carpeted stairs feel warm compared to the shocking pavement outside. My toes curl around the fabric between each step. My memory guides me to his room. I�ve been here before. I know this place. I�ve walked this floor and every time, it feels a little bit more familiar.
I open the door to his room and a feeling of dizziness rushes through me. It is a heavy excitement disguised under my mistrust.
He is asleep on his bed. His arm is casually slung over the edge of the bed and the white sheet barely covers his naked body. He is exposed. Yet, in his sleeping haze, he has little to no care about the world around him. He is so at peace. The image seems to paint him like a dead man but breath still finds his lungs. Perhaps he had prayed.
I stand before his bed. My hands trace up my abdomen and pull off my shirt to reveal my naked breasts. I stand before his sleeping body, as naked as him.
My shaking hand grips his sheet and pulls a section of it up to reveal his left buttock. I lie down and pull the sheet over myself.
He stirs. I woke him. I feel his arm move from its original position and his whole body rotates toward me. His gaze hits my soul like a ton of bricks. I know what is coming. His hand lightly touches my cheek and gently beckons my face towards his. I give in and feel his soft lips against mine. My whole body irks. My back arches and my breast push against him. He pulls himself on top of me.
The world is so simply described when using single words. My hands slip on his sweaty back. I feel his arm move down my spine. His finger traces each vertebra. Breath passes through my mouth. The deepest sigh escapes from my body.
His mouth nuzzles my neck and his lips press intently against my throat. I feel his body breathe. It moves to a beat. The universal beat of lovers. It beats in all of us; it is loud and proud and must be heard. My hands slowly move up to his hair. My fingers naturally tangle in his messy thick hair. His bare chest forces itself against my breasts.
I can feel him on every nerve. I can feel his saliva on every inch of my body. He is swallowing me whole. I am sobbing but he can�t see me. I wish he was mine. I wish I was home. I wish I was anywhere but here. I wish I am someone I�m not.
Then I feel it. I feel it enter into my body like a piece that had been missing. It feels so right yet so wrong at the same time. I want him. I want more but I do not need it. My mouth pleads with my brain.
He presses himself in further until his entire being is in me. I gasp. The eternal pleasure that breaks the floodgates of sin becomes one with me. I am it and it is me. Indescribable. Unbelievable. Unaltered. Confined.
He swallows me whole like a mother bird feeds her young. Open mouth, open tongues, open stomachs to what is to become.
He lets himself go inside of me.
Our bodies swarm each other in the most blissful spiritual way. He falls to my side and breathes a heavy sigh.
I lay by his side after the fact and the existential logic of my being grows fogged. I try to remind myself why I came here in the first place.
Sleep overtakes me.

It was night and morning. The second day.
I wake to the dim sun pouring through the dirty window. Guilt flows into my soul like a nonstop sluicing. My hand moves to his side of the bed, seeking his warmth. All that greets me, is cold sheets and an empty pillow. I open my eyes to confirm what my hands told. I look at his pillow. He isn�t there. I place my hand on it, attempting to feel his presence through the use of a dirty rag that has touched his cheeks for longer than I ever have.
I hear his heavy footsteps and my eyes look for him. He walks to the bed and grins from ear to ear. He knew what had happened. I reach out for him. My index finger gingerly rubs against his bare chest.
He looks at me. I hate his gaze. It is a gaze of meat. He simply sees me as a doll. A sex machine. I will never see his love shower on me. His stare slowly makes me more uncomfortable until I need to get dressed to get the feeling of his look off of me.
I get out of his bed and walk past him. I only walked here in a long shirt. He approaches me after I have my shirt on. He places his hands on my face and gazes into my soul with a new emotion.
In a split second, his entire gaze has changed to something of mystery. His thumb brushes against my cheek. His hands are soft. Is this love? His rough hands hold my being and without his security, I am nothing. I know his power; he could break me in two if he dares to. But I don�t care, he can break me a million times and I will still run back to him.
I can�t resist those brown eyes that are filled to the brim with curiosity and beauty. He has a spell on me and I let it happen. I hold his hand and breathe in his life. I feel the earth revolve around us and I feel as if together we can rule the world.
Nothing can stop the dynamics of love except love itself. I dreamt and dreamed of a time that we would be together without impediments, just full of love and no remorse between us.
Yet dreams are dreams and I know none of that is to be. Still, my mind craves it. It craves the sweet taste of lust and wants after the rush of love that swarms our warm bodies when they connect.
I strive, I live, I remain on that one strand of hope.
Every day I wake up alone but every night, I feel something new.
His words are like precious diamonds. I yearn to collect every single one of them and never let them go. But I know that it won�t last long. The love became complex and cannot be felt unless certain circumstances let it.
I have pushed on despite this. For 7 years, I have stayed in the paper house on the beach of my dreams, just waiting for the tide to blow me away. One single breeze finally blows in my soul and I feel the words form themselves.
�I�m sorry,� I whisper in a small voice, �I can�t do this anymore.�
I can feel the pain sweep through the room. He looks wounded, yet almost angry. I have never seen this expression before. It is intimidating but with this man, it is still drawing me towards him.
There is still something in him that I love. Something untouched and pure. It resembles light. It is beaming and every time I look at his unholy face, it blinds me. This is not simple love. I cannot have it.
�That�s just it?� He says, spitting out all of the promises he had made.
My soul sinks and my aura cries. I simply nod. My mouth cannot muster up any vowels to explain how I feel and I don�t dare try.
I can see small tears develop on the sides of his gleaming brown eyes that I had fallen so in love with. He hangs his head and all of our memories rush down. He winces in pain.
We stand in pure, painful silence.
Suddenly, his fist bangs on his knees. His eyes look up at me in fury. He is not upset because he loves me, he is upset because he no longer has something to have sex with.
My stomach drops as I see a whole new side of a gentleman. One who does not know how to love. One who does not know how to hate. He simply knows how to feel the way he is feeling and nothing else. This time he is feeling angered.
�You,� he speaks sourly, �it was you.�
I look at him with a confused yet loving glance.
�You!� He cries out.
�Me?� I ask, slightly scared. I have never seen a man in so much turmoil.
�Yes! You! You ruined me.� He guts out his throat with these words. He speaks it so harshly, it seems as if he was going to spit out his tongue.
I swallow all of my words and stand silent. I have no idea of what this man will be capable of when he is angered but I know that my sorrow fate will soon be fulfilled through this man of uncontrolled spite.
�Look,� he says, holding back the anger that his aura is throwing at me, �Can I have one more kiss?�
I look up at his eyes. I know I shouldn�t have. Those brown globes of faux innocence always make me rethink everything.
I can vividly see what they looked like on that day that I fell. They were filled with respect and love. Love that his aura offered to my broken conscious. I could not resist.
He leans forward. I have no fears. I feel my heart skip a beat. I want it but I don�t. My love screams but my hate yells over it. My heart belongs in different places. It is covered in ice. Part of me hates his soft lips and beautiful face that rubs so tenderly against mine. Yet another part wants it so.
I hold my breath and he feels me recess. He wraps his arms around my waist to prevent me from walking away from his demons but still, they swarm him evermore and the more I try to stop kissing the master, the more I kiss on.
Woe to the moment that I could�ve let go. Woe to that one last breath I took while I still had myself. Woe! Woe to the greater man who decides that I am the great one he will love to bite! To the one, he will love to create a memory out of! Woe as I stand here while he presses his body against mine and slowly seduces my physical body into his trickery.
Sorrow fills my entire existence when he lets the kiss go and pushes me onto my fate. I feel the fabric under me as my still body is shoved onto the bed.
Finally, my mouth speaks, �No.� I say.
He looks at me with a malicious grin.
He moves ever so on top of me.
I try to move my body out from under him but all of his weight presses down.
�Kane!� I cry out as he starts to unzip his pants.
�Shh�� He shushes me softly, the sin lingering in his voice.
He slips his hand over my mouth to rid of any protest I might create. I cry out with no reply and I can feel his demons by my side.
His hand is cold like his soul. I can feel his aura coming off of his hand, it is so strong. He is mad, he is vengeful, he is broken just like my love for him is about to be.
He presses more of his body on top of me as he pulls up my shirt. I kick my legs to stop him but his knees lock mine in place and I am immobile.
I cry into his hand. He can feel my tears but this only fuels him more.
�You DESERVE this.� He spits in my face.
Slowly, his other hand slides up my leg and touches me. I cry more. I don't want this. I can�t have this.
Then with one swift, sinful, vengeful movement he is inside of me, taking away any purity that remains in my abused body.
He fuels his energy with hate. His member feels like a pure yet dirty craze. I hold myself and howl and scream. I finally found myself joining everything underneath. I feel dead inside. All I can do is accept that it is over.
My dreams have blown away like the sand in a low tide. My tears have become nothing more than treasures to him and his aura becomes stronger as he continues on.
I feel the rhythm he is making inside of me. It beats through my heart.
I sob and sob but nothing stops the man until nature itself when he finally takes his unholy member out of me.
He immediately gets up, unguilty. He does not look at my wet face or my abused part. He places his eyes on anything but.
He stands up.
Not one word is spoken between us.
I was obeying the abuser and the abuser had his way with me.
Not one hint of love remains in the room. The demons that follow us laugh at me and the scars that would be there for the rest of my life taunt me.
My legs melt under me like an old candle but I have to muster up the strength to get up. I have to get home.
I close my eyes and focus. I focus on anything but what had just happened. It is like this every time. My thoughts begin to cool as I think of leaving this town. The plane ride will shake my everything and I know that that is exactly what I want.
* * *
From way up in the heavens, the horizon flowed like a dirty sea. Specks of brown marsh glided gracefully as the mountains matched the wing. Oceans of green swirled in the abyss below. The pioneers of the air now knew what it felt like to be a pirate of the wind. To conquer a debauched conquest that only a few dreamed of in the near past.
The metal eagle soared farther more. The menial movements of the pilot shook the plane like an earthquake. His slight touch of the finger created waves in the stagnant waters of existence. His methodical fiddling started ripples of effects. The sea below spread out an abundance of leather under the thick atmosphere. The knitted fen seemed to continue forever. The sun beat harder than it ever had but the frigid current overpowered the goddess and cooled the pilot evermore.
The dips felt like a canoe shaking to and fro, lulling the young nymphs to sleep in it's never ending river. This too would be one of the ends as we know it. The map of the world seemed like a work of art created by a warm hand. Every pattern and presence of hills seemed so perfect and purposeful.
The entire globe was waterlogged in the waves of warmth. The white froth of the clouds tides blanketed the earth. The hearth of the horizon calmed Mother Earth and the pilot smiled down at the creation and knew that it was good. The majesty would only fade if fated to. The cabin held everyone the effervescence had ever met. In them was the opportunity for millions more.
If the ship sailed smoothly they would arrive without woes and praise the pilot. This is not always how it goes. Sometimes the turbulence stirs the passengers and the whole idea of life is made intricate. Even the passengers knew that when the plane would land, the shaking would grow and move the cabin still.
But who shall we blame? The pilot who could not predict the clouds behavior? The wind who could not think of any but itself? Or perhaps the passengers for letting themselves be pushed? Or perhaps it is no fault but fate's. We mortals will never understand why. Perhaps for a reason.
* * *
As my brain begins to silence with those fleeting thoughts, I pull myself to my feet. The bed lends itself as my noble support. I do not even look in his direction. I get up and walk away as I know I have to.
My feet bring me back the way I had come the night before. Across the cool pavement that barely heated up overnight lays my fate. My aching feet continue on my quest. I just need to get home.
When at last I reach my door mat and open the door to my house, the terror of what is inside begins to hit me. In that small moment, living with the rapist I had just greeted for the thousandth time seemed more appealing than the rat-infested shack that laid before me.
The whole house stirs with nothingness. The ghosts of the past leak out through the air vents and the tintinnabulation of the grandfather clock is never truly on time.
I open the door. The wind catches in the door frame and whistles at me. I move forward still. One foot in front of the other.
I have not been home all morning so it is still dark in the house. I reach on the wall and flip the light switch. The lights have a delayed reaction but turn on after some persuasion of the old wiring. A yellow glow spreads across the front room. Old furniture lays in a thick layer of dust. No one has sat on it in years.
I walk through of the barren wasteland and up the stairs. Perhaps if I went back to sleep, I can pretend that my entire existence is just one sick dream.
My sore feet lead me to my bed and I crawl under the blankets to hold in my thoughts.
Why do I love him? Why am I addicted to the addicted? I clench the sheet on my bed. I can feel my heartbeat through my balled up fists. My eyes squeezed shut. Would a prayer really do much at this point?
Please. I do not even know if you are there� it seems like you have never been. I love you and your negligence. Forgive my sins� forgive his. 
Get me out of here.
I close my eyes and I see his face. The sheer amount of times that I�ve had his body on top me, both willing and unwilling overwhelms my weak corpse.
A feeling overwhelms my entire existence. That feeling you get when your toes curl over and your muscles tense. Your heart throbs but the throbbing feels good and you don�t want it to stop. Everything is beautiful and perfect for those few seconds but those seconds really feel like hours and you can�t help but smile. Smiling doesn�t do this feeling justice. You want it to never leave and for the time being it feels like it never will. You want to care for it and lull it so that it never has to.
All it does is eat and eat but the eating feels good on your heart so you feed it more. It eats and eats and eats. Those long deep hugs. Eat. Those smooth and endless kisses. Eat. Those laughs and jokes through the night. Eat, eat, eat. It can�t leave. It is unconditional.
Then you think about when it could go and your heart throbs in a new way. A painful way and you want it to stop. You feel sick and healthy at the same time and all the colors of the rainbow seem to blend. The world begins to look like the most beautiful train wreck.
But then he looks at you again and with those sly remarks and gorgeous freckles he makes you believe that all is well. And all is love. And you don�t want it to leave. But I simply cannot have a love like this.
All he wants is sex. All he wants is my insides and not me.
I wish he was mine.
I wish I am someone he will love like I love him.
My sobs return heavier than ever. It shakes my bed. My fists are still clenched and slowly turning yellow from the lack of circulation. I begin to cry out.
I shove my balled up fist in my mouth. I taste the fabric of my sheet. It tastes like his sweat. I open my eyes. The room around me spins lightly. Just enough for me to notice yet not enough for me to care.
I could will myself to get up and go back to his house. I know I did nothing wrong but I feel the need to apologize. I caused him pain. Emotionally.
I stare at the ceiling. There are 30 tiles. 10 of which have water stains.
Go. the voices whisper to me.
I shake my head. Ignore. Ignore. Ignore.
Go!
I rip off the bed sheet from on top of me and throw it on the floor. A force outside of my own pushes me to the floor with the blanket.
My body hits the ground like a bag of sand. Entirely limp. If I resist, it only gets worse.
I stand up.
�Ok,� I say breathlessly, �I�ll go.�
I walk out of my room.

CHAPTER TWO: THE RIVER

He walks with seduction in his step. The devil and he must be very good friends. He slowly walks toward me. He analyzes me.
He smirks, �Why are you here?�
He puts his hand under my chin and pulls my face towards his. He pulls me into a kiss that I can�t get out of�even if I do in fact want to get out of it.
After his lips part from mine, he looks into my eyes anticipating an answer.
�I-uh�� I search for words but none come to mind. Think. Why did you come here?
�Did you come to apologize?� He says chuckling.
�Y-yes�� I say timidly.
�Well, I forgive you.� He backs up and looks at my apparel. I�m dressed in the drab shirt from last night.
�Why don�t we get you into something nicer?� He smiles and walks forward. He presses his mouth to my ear. I can feel his hot breath down my neck. �Or maybe nothing would suit you better.�
He grabs my hand and immediately turns around. He walks toward the stairs, leading me. My only thought is if this is going to be willing or unwilling. Who knew with this man.
If only I had the ability to crawl out of my skin and feel myself in the purest form. I don�t want to be his. I can�t be his. How do I get away?
I stand still. He continues up the steps; each tantalizing movement he makes taunts my conscious. My soul is slowing dying. I don�t know how to breathe or live. I don�t know how to live or breathe.
Have you ever watched someone you loved simply give up? The slow slip of any motivation drains from their blood like a disease. I don�t want to stay where I am but I love him. Perhaps if I follow him, if I give him what he wants, he will finally love. Anxiety comes over me like a storm cloud over my congested brain. Every thought, every millisecond of time that passes is one more millisecond of torture. One more millisecond of doubting. One more millisecond of hating, loathing, internally ripping myself apart.
I pull away. I snatch my hand out of his.
�No, not today.�
I back up.
�No.�
I turn around and before he can�t object, I am out of the door.
I speed walk down the street. My feet grow more anxious and my walk becomes a full on sprint. I�m glad for the moment that my shirt is so large that it covers my body in the daylight.
My door is almost in front of me. I can�t turn around. I will see him looking at me from his driveway. Don�t look. I know that if I do, I will become a salt pillar stuck in the repetitive cycle of lust.
Ignore. Ignore. Ignore.
I run towards my door when I see it. I sprint straight up the stairs and into my room. I feel the tears streaming down my face. Why do I do this to myself?
I need to get away. Far away.
My head turns toward my dresser and my hands begin to move. I grab a revealing shirt and skinny jeans. The old shirt on my back feels like a breath of fresh air when it is removed by my trembling hands. I get dressed at a steady pace. When I am finally wearing an actual outfit, I walk back out of my house.
I walk the other way from his house. I walk and walk. I may walk for miles, or I may walk for a minute. Whatever my brain decides should happen will happen. I let it control me like a dog on the leash.
Eventually the sunset catches up with me and we both slowly fall into a deeper darkness. The sounds of the city are amplified in the darkness. My feet are still leading me. I need a drink. The water on the pavement reflects back at me like a portal to a better world. In its troubled surface, my face is blurred and the fear printed on my face is unrecognizable. Anything and everything written on my face is blank in the face of the water. My future holds the same fate. I watch the puddles pass me as my feet push me further into the blank, unwritten future.
* * *
The rhythm slipping out of the speakers falls on the floor and drags itself to my untouched body. It crawls like a hungry demon, bound to fill my existence with its grasp. As soon as the bass bites at my feet, I am overtaken. It fills my body and radiates through my veins. All emotions which cannot be expressed through words are reveal themselves in music.
My heart beats with the drums. The club is dark, but enough light beats from the ceiling that a clear path to the bar is lit. I walk towards it, like a slave to the need to forget.
Liquor. That�s what I came for. I find an empty bar stool and sit on it.
�Give me your cheapest and strongest,� I request.
The barkeep nods and pours a shot. I push it down and pat the bar for another. With every shot, my body feels heavier.
After six shots, a man with a shirt covered in Greek letters sits two stools from me. Maybe it's the alcohol pumping through my veins or it's the pure insanity that has become me, but a huge smile materializes on my face. It feels foreign.
I haven�t smiled since I got with Kane. I have always wondered what it would be like to be with someone other than Kane. I look towards the man and bite my lip. He sees my glance and slides his eyes across my figure, inspecting the terrain.
I get out of my seat and walk towards him. I had not realized how hard the alcohol had hit me and my first step on the ground is the most unsteady step I�ve taken in a long time. My foot attempts to convince my brain that the floor is slowly slipping out from under my feet. I look up, he is still glancing at me. I follow his eyes to the seat on his left and I sit.
�Can I buy you a drink?� he asks.
Part of me knows that he has realized how trashed I am and intends to make it that much worse.
He taps the bar and the barkeep drops two shots in front of us. My brain simply acknowledges the fact that it is liquor and without caring what the actual liquid is, I attempt to throw it back.
My balance breaks when I lean back. The man notices and puts his hands around my waist to steady me. I giggle. That too feels foreign.
�My name is Chris,� he smirks, �what�s yours, beautiful?
�Ana,� I mutter as I reach for yet another shot.
I still need more liquor. My brain is almost off. I�m still registering lyrics from the club music behind me so I know I�m not drunk enough.
I tap the bar again. Maybe 20 more taps and I�ll be done. Chris continually talks to me. I�ve learned that if make eyes with him at the right times, I get free shots. The bar keeps getting tapped and Chris keeps talking.
I am drowned in my thoughts. The face of my mother comes to the front of my head and refuses to leave. I shake my head to try to rid of the thought.
I look around the bar, attempting to find a distraction while the alcohol sinks into my bloodstream. I notice another man looking at me from across the bar. He seems exponentially more attractive than Chris though the dark lighting and the copious amount of alcohol I�ve consumed. He sees me glance back and he walks over. He stands over me for a second. I can barely see his face.
�How�s your night going?� He asks.
�Good,� I giggle as I reach for another shot.
This does not make Chris very happy.
�What the fuck, man?� Chris yells at him
�Dude, she is obviously uninterested.� He chuckles.
I sit as a middle man, slowly swaying on my bar stool. I�ve had enough liquor to kill a horse.
�Fuck off!� Chris yells as he reaches out and pushes him. The new guy falls into the people behind him. The beat of the music is so mesmerizing that I zone out of the mayhem and into my thoughts.
WHAM.
A fist is slammed straight into Chris� face. I scream and look at Chris who is now on the ground.
�What the fuck!?� I scream at the new guy.
Chris gets back up after wiping his face and returns the favor. I am caught in a sea of blood and fists but there is too much alcohol in my system for me to safely get out of my chair, let alone the club. I drunkenly analyze my options. I could try to stumble away or I could calm the two men down.
�Guys, let�s just�� I get interrupted by a fist colliding with my jaw. A scream escapes my mouth and I fall to the floor. My eyes blink in and out of focus. I don�t know if it's the liquor or the head trauma. I roll over and lie on my back. I look at the ceiling and begin to laugh. My life will always be a mess. I may as well accept it. The lights in the club begin to fade to black. My laughter grows louder.
* * *
I wake up in a daze. My head is pounding and I know that there is still alcohol in my system. I can see bright lights through my closed eyes. It takes an insurmountable amount of courage to open them. When I open my eyes, a wave over confusion comes over me. I�ve been in this room too many times.
Fear creeps its way up my spine and nestles in the back of my head. It nags me to be scared. It curls itself around my head and whispers softly in my ear.
Death. Death. Death.
It sings in my ear.
What have I done?
I look around the room, the walls are no comfort for me. All of the events that happened last night blur together into a tangled web of memories. I scream at my brain, demanding it to remember what happened. I start to get out of bed but my arms don�t follow my body. I look at them, urging them to behave. My eyes are met with silver handcuffs trapping them to the bed frame.
Fear gets louder and begins to tap on my eyes, creating black spots in my vision.
Death! Death! Death!
It sings loudly and vibrantly. It wickedly chuckles after its chant is over.
I need to get out of here. I fight with the lock, attempting to get my hands free. The more I try, the more it chafes my wrists. I begin to cry out in my panicked daze.
�Fuck!� I continue to try to let myself free.
The handcuffs rattle against the bed causing an incessant noise. Through the shaking, I can�t hear his heavy footsteps come up the stairs. He begins to open the door and my breath catches in my throat.
When I see his face, a shudder comes over me.
�Kane,� I beg, �let me go!�

CHAPTER THREE: THE WAVE

�Now, that would be too easy,� he grins, �wouldn�t it, Ana?�
I continue to fight with the handcuffs.
�Maybe if you loved me, I would let you go.�
I look at him in pain. I do love him. I look at his face as closely as my watering eyes will allow. I have been trapped in his reflection since the moment I saw his face for the first time. The memories grow around me like a tidal wave.
I put my hand up against it. I refuse to let it crush me. The wave obeys. My heart beats. The weight of the water grows and my soul splits in two under the pressure.
Let go! 
My conscience cries into my ears.
Keep holding!
The voices demand.
Tears start to fall down my face.
�Kane,� I say softly, �I will always love you.�
He looks at me. He reads my face like a book.
�Bullshit!� He yells, �you were going to fuck him, weren't you?�
I look at him pained.
�No,� I plead, �of course not.�
�If I hadn�t sent people looking for you, you would have.�
I lower my head, tears running down.
�I am empty without you.� He melts with his words. His face fills with faux happiness. It is at these times that I can physically see his addiction manifest.
I wipe my face of my tears. All of the emotion in me comes to a standstill when I think about the reality that I am in. I cannot keep coming back to him. I am nothing to him. I look up at him. He expects me to fall back into my loving glance but instead I greet him with a blank stare.
Stop! No!
The voices yell at me. I turn my head trying to distract myself. I cannot stop listening.
Ignore. Ignore. Ignore.
He reads my facial expression and he realizes that faking love won�t get me in bed with him this time.
He grits his teeth. We momentarily combat each other with cold looks.
As our eyes meet, the dark, unforgiving reality of romance is unshed. Truly this is the end as we know it. When lovers look with hate and abusers greet with smiles. How am I to tell who is sincere?
The tension breaks as he raises his hand above my face. I know what is about to happen but I want to convince myself that maybe it won�t.
His hand swipes down and strikes me across the cheek.
�You are mine.� He spits.
He walks to the doorframe.
�All of the doors and windows are locked. Don't even try to get out.�
He slams the door behind him.
My face stings but I try to ignore it. Why am I so horrible? Every part of me knows that I deserved that.
You love him. You are loyal.
The handcuffs are for your own safety.
The voice are loud and clear.
No. I need to get out of here.
I need to escape. God, help me!
Stop! Don't fight it!
Ignore. Ignore. Ignore.
I fight with the handcuffs. I need to get out. I drown out the overwhelming voices and focus on getting out. It seems impossible. I am stuck here.
Haha! Death! Death! Death!
They laugh at me.
I stare at the ceiling. There is nothing left to hope in. There is nothing left to become. I am me and I have caused this by my mistakes and my mistakes alone.
As I stare at the ceiling, the light placed in the center begins to blink. It starts softly and gently at first but as I watch, it grows faster and stronger.
My eyes glue to it, completely entranced. The light shifts from its position and begins to move around the room. It moves quickly in short spans. It bounces like a magnet on a table.
As I watch, the light turns blue and begins to melt. The glass begins to fall back into the sand from which it was made and the plastic transforms back into the liquid it came from. It slowly slides down the wall and the ingredients combine to make a viscous slime.
My eyes flutter. The slime crawls across the floor. It slithers like a snake. Its contents continually fold over themselves to propel the movement.
It makes its way to the bed and begins to worm its way onto the comforter. Once it has a firm grip, it creeps its way up the bed and onto my ankles.
I try to kick it off and begin to scream for it to leave but my legs have become paralyzed and my voice switched off as if it were a light switch.
My eyebrows contort to match what my voice wishes it could be saying. The slime steadily squirms its way up my legs, numbing them at it moves.
It hits my thighs and begins to solidify. It continues to move up my body. It feels heavy as it grows more solid. It makes its way to my face and drops all of its weight on my mouth and nose. It falls completely into a solid and creates a concrete mask around my face.
I can�t breathe. My lungs begin to flutter, gasping for breath but I can�t respond to its request with the hardened slime over my nose and mouth.
I try to cry out or even move a limb. If I could only get help. If someone would come to my aid, perhaps I�d be saved.
My breath becomes sparse and I can feel myself receding out of my body and into my spiritual essence.
I am dying. I can feel it.
My soul is slipping out of my fingertips. It flows like a river of knowledge out of my palms and onto the floor.
This is the end as I know it.
The last breath escapes my mouth.
* * *
My arm twitches and I begin to pant. I look around the room. Nothing had happened. The room is as still as it was before.
Death is pretty, is it not?
I shudder. Part of me wonders if I put the fascination of death into my own head or if it was planted by some sick deity who feeds on my disdain.
As my eyes start to close and relax, I hear the lock on the door creak. The fidgeting continues for a moment until the door opens.
His face peeks out. His grimace hurts my soul. I know it seems ridiculous for me to be emotional about my kidnapper but our history makes hating him so much harder.
He walks in with a sly look on his face. He looks at me trapped to his bed and smirks. He is proud of himself.
�Why are you doing this?� I ask, my voice quivers more than I realized it would.
He searches his brain for an answer. As he stays silent, I see his smirk falter. His head begins to hang and he moves his eyes away from me.
After a second of holy silence he raises his eyes to me. He looks at me sadly, almost apologetic. I am immediately confused. Perhaps he has never heard me truly express the pain that he causes.
He walks to the edge of the bed and looks down at my body. He analyzes it, praising my curves with his eyes.
�I love you, I really do.� he whispers under his breath.
I take a deep breath. I feel the air fill my body and give me a replenished view of the statement he has hit my conscience with.
�I love you too,� I whisper back to him.
I can�t profess my love loudly. I�m afraid if I do, my brain will hear it and begin listening to my heart.
His face reacts in a different way than I expected. I had anticipated that the love he professed is simply from his addiction and not from his heart but as I look at his troubled face, I get a glimpse of the Kane that did love me.
Memories of his smiles flood my small well of morals. It overflows and I am the one who has to clean up after his wreckage.
His hand outreaches for my chin. Normally I would pull back from him but I don�t want to. My love for him no longer has to be hidden and ashamed. While his love shows forth, my love can match it unaccused.
His hand gently grasps my chin. His finger strokes the side of my face. So much is put into that small gesture. He lets go of my face and reaches over my shoulder. With his other hand, he pulls a key out of his pants pocket. He grabs the handcuff restraining my left arm and unlocks the clasp.
Before reaching for my other hand, he gently pulls my hand out of the cuff and holds it like the most precious relic.
He studies the red mark with his eyes. He takes the hand and pushes his lips against it. It�s so sincere that my head hurts along with my heart.
This seems like a different Kane. Like the old Kane. Maybe we can be what we were. My heart hopes. It begs. It pleads.
Please.
He places my hand softly on the bed and reaches for the other cuff.
When he moves forward, his chest moves in front of my face. I can smell his aroma. Its sweet and sultry yet devilishly impure. I close my eyes and let his scent fill my nose. It is the part of him that has never mistreated me.
He lets my right arm free and kisses the red, flaming mark on it. When he places it down, he levels his eyes to mine. He looks into my eyes and I am overwhelmed. Every muscle in my body tenses. It does not tense in a frightened way but in an excitement that I have not felt since we were teenagers.
�I�m sorry,� he speaks softly, �I didn�t see you for you until you��
He sighs and looks down. True sympathy and guilt is written all over his face. A smile slowly makes it way onto my expression. His mirrors mine. He moves his face closer to me, centimeter by centimeter. Time becomes menial and space becomes irrelevant. The only people in the world are him and I. Somehow, through all of this time, I realize that he was the reason I wanted to die.
His lips caress mine tenderly. The tension that had just built in my body is immediately defused. It drains out of my body as if the dam of my sins is tumbling down and giving way to the love which I feel in the deepest depths of my heart.
I push into the kiss with all of the strength in me. My eyes close tightly as I attempt to project all of my emotions onto his lips. I know that no matter how passionate the kiss is, it will never truly demonstrate the amount of adoration I have in this man.
I let him sway me in his currents. Although my brain hates it, my heart seeks after it. I am as addicted to the chaos as much as he is addicted to me. It�s the addicted addicted to the addicted.
I put my hands on the sides of his face and draw him closer to me. He responds by moving onto the bed and putting his body over me.
He pulls away from the kiss abruptly. I look at him confused. Pain is written all over his face.
�I can�t,� he whispers.
My heart leaps as he moves to the other side of the bed and lies on his back. I can see his breath becoming even.
I turn to him and put my head on his chest. I can hear his heartbeat. It it the only reminder that he is alive.
�If I do,� he breathes deeply, �I will revert.�
My hand caresses his chest through his shirt. His body is so warm and inviting. I could hold it forever if fate allowed.
�Come here.� He raises his arm, giving me clearance to cuddle him tightly.
My body fits in the crevice between his arm and his body. My head lands perfectly in the crook of his neck. For this moment all is well and all is good.
Both of the addicts have been calmed and the triggers have been set aside for the time being. Perhaps if we pray hard enough, it can stay this way forever.
No! This is not him! You do not love the one who loves you!
The voices begin to overtake me. I cannot stop them, though I try.
Wake him up!
I look over at Kane. His body is still. He is at peace. This is the most content I have seen him since we were young. I couldn�t wake him even if my life depended on it.
You don�t deserve this. You are a nasty whore.
The logic of the statement hits me. I am a whore. I was going to leave Kane and sleep with a nasty frat boy from a club. I deserve the Kane who hates me and longs for just my body. Although tonight he fought it, maybe I like it better when he doesn�t.
The thoughts begin to overwhelm me. They enter my head like a bubble full of poison and burst in front of my reasoning so that I can no longer make sound choices.
My breath becomes rapid. If it becomes too quick, it will wake up Kane. I try to steady it.
Breathe. Breathe. Breathe.
If I ignore the voices, I can breathe.
I close my eyes and focus. None of my senses are being used other than my touch. My hand is still placed gently on his chest. I focus all of my energy on the energy I am getting from the sensation of touching him.
My breath evens. My soul settles in my body and I feel sleep drift in. It moves down my body like a warm blanket until it finally brings silence upon my brain.
* * *
I awake panting. I look at Kane. He is still fast asleep. Through the small window, only darkness spills in. I feel extreme unease. The memories of Kane abusing me circle my mind. The rattling of the handcuffs won�t leave my ears.
He was so sweet and kind after and our love rekindled for that short time but I can�t forget what he has done to me. He has raped me, hit me and even kidnapped me. How can I justify that with love?
The unease grows and builds in my body. It ripples down from my head to my toes like a scorching flame. I�m not supposed to love him but I do. I wish I didn�t and right now I know I have to put my feelings behind me.
I slowly try to get out from my position. I am still nestled between his arm and his chest. I slide my body out from under him and free myself. Now that the cuffs are no longer on my wrist, it�s easy to leave.
Why are you leaving?
I thought you wanted him to love you.
You will never be happy, will you?
The voices taunt me. It is at these times that I wish there is an off switch. I gently get off the bed and walk out of the door.
The stairs greet me like an old friend, I walk down them carefully. If I make too much sound, Kane will wake up and there is no telling what he will do if he sees me leaving. I hold the railing in an attempt to make my footfalls a little bit lighter.
A part of my heart hurts. Seeing Kane be loving again but still leaving him is the hardest thing. It doesn�t help that the voices keep telling me to turn around and go back into his warm, inviting arms. I shake my head in an attempt to throw the thoughts out of my ear. I make it to the bottom of the stairs and I peer back up.
Dear Lord, please protect him.
With that fleeting thought, I turn and leave his house. Hopefully and remorsefully, I wish it to be the last.This feels like the end of an era full of begging and tears. Now the real challenge is making sure I can stay away from him.
You know you don�t want to.
I know.
Then why?

CHAPTER FOUR: THE SHIFTING CURRENT

I walk into my house and lower my head. Perhaps if I don�t acknowledge the demons, they will stop berating me.
I walk straight to my bathroom and close the door firmly behind me. I look into the dirty mirror. My face is so tired. My vision flashes to my 16 year old self. The difference is staggering. My 16 year old face looks angry at me. It begs to know why I have let myself be pushed by Kane to a point where even my appearance is taking a toll.
I lower my head. I would be ashamed but I know that even if I had warned myself that this would happened, I still would have followed him as I did.
My hands grip the edges of the sink.
Go back.
Go back.
Go back. 
My grip gets tighter on the sink.
I look back up at my face. Perhaps if I saw my pain then my brain would respond. I beg to myself in the mirror.
You can stop this.
I relax my body and let go of the sink. I breathe steadily to keep the voices at bay.
I grab the bottom of my shirt and pull it off of my body. The cold breeze flowing through the bathroom bites at my bare skin.
I pull my pants off and look back in the mirror. I analyze my body. It is the body of a woman matched with the mind of a scared child who never really came to terms with reality.
I take off my bra and underwear and turn to the shower. I turn the cold knob on full blast and stand close to the tub. I can feel the stray droplets hit my skin. The sharpness of the cold fills my body with renewed breath.
I put my hand into the stream of water. The coldness hurts but it is the most vitalizing death. I step in and let the water run over my aching body.
I massage my hair under it. As the water falls over my shoulders and pours down my body onto my legs, I feel as alive as life will allow.
However, the water begins to grow unbearable. The feeling of renewed life only lasts so long before it becomes uncomfortable.
I turn off the water after letting it hit my face for a few more seconds. I step out of the shower and onto the hard bathroom floor. The water continues to fall down my body and pool between the tiles. I walk forward and reach for the towel hanging on the hook next to the sink.
I pull it around my body and walk out of the bathroom. The walk to my room is one of slight triumphant. With the fresh water came fresh views. I have the opportunity to leave Kane forever. I can push the voices down for as long as my brain will allow and use that time to my advantage.
When I waltz through my door frame, I immediately drop the towel and grab a new outfit from my closet. I dress myself in a loose t-shirt and jeans. Simplicity makes life easier.
I sit on my bed and look around the room. I don�t want to be in here. I hate this house. If I am to get away from the Kane and the voices, I have to get out of this house.
I walk back over to my closet, grab the old back pack sitting in the back and shove clothing in it. I do not care what happens to make it into my bag. I stand up and look around the room. These walls will never stop eating me if I give them the opportunity to. As I gaze over the walls, my eyes connect with an ancient picture frame that hangs slightly to the left. I walk over to it and look at it for the last time.
My grandmother stands in the front of my house with a huge smile on her face. She stands hand in hand with my grandfather. The house looks new. The past glory of it sinks into my conscience and guilt flows over me.
I let it go to waste. The walls eat me because I allow them to eat me. It is no fault but my own.
I reach for my shoes, put them on my feet and tie the laces. My life is headed towards change. I can do it.
No. You don�t want it.
I take a deep breath, look over the room one last time then with as much courage as I can muster, I sling the backpack over my shoulder and walk out. As I walk into the living room, my breath catches in my throat. The dust collected on the furniture pours the guilt back over my already burning body.
I�m sorry.
I bite my tongue to hold back the tears. My tears have kept me in this cycle of insanity. It is time to let go and clear my head.
NO. GO BACK.
My teeth bare into my tongue in an attempt to distract my focus away from the voices as they surface in my head.
I walk forward without looking back. I leave the house. When my feet hit the pavement, I become aware of my cluelessness. I have no idea what my next step is. I turn and look at the house. My head is intruded with an idea. Normally I would throw it out but I am out of options. I greet it and let it manifest.
I walk away from the house. My steps resonate in my ears. It�s so hard to leave but I can�t let this control me. I walk and walk. Out of my neighborhood lies my fate. I hope this is the truth.
I walk in a steady, yet hurried pace. As soon as the main road becomes visible, my heart grows increasingly anxious.
Boston is a big city for a small girl like me. I have hidden in that house for the last 5 years, hoping that maybe my problems would go away if I ignored them. But, the problems simply grew larger and forced me to the ground.
Kane.
Kane.
Kane.
Ignore. Ignore. Ignore.
I walk to the lip of the sidewalk and flag for a taxi. If I am going to keep this journey going, I need to get off of my feet. There is no telling when this burst of motivation will drain from me.
A taxi stops in front of me and I climb into the backseat. The taxi driver sits in silence until I open my mouth.
�East 6th Street�
As the words flow out of my mouth, nostalgia pours over me. I haven�t been there in 7 years.
He nods and the car starts to move. The soft swaying of the taxi lulls my worried spirit. I look out of my window and watch a slideshow of buildings zoom out of my line of vision. They fly by so quickly that even if I was determined to catch a glimpse of one, the view would only be fleeting. My recovery reflects this pattern.
The car passes a garden and I am overwhelmed with nostalgia. Beautiful sunflowers line the perimeter. Smooth mulch is casually strewn about under the bright green playground. I remember it so vividly. If school every day, my 6 year old self would urge my mom to let me go back. She had such a soft heart that 9 times out of 10, she would sigh and would walk me to it. I would grab the monkey bars with my little fat hands. My stubbornness would become so evident as I attempted to make it to the end. I would get three bars in and realize that I didn�t have the strength to get to even the fourth but I pushed on. I had to get to the end. Majority of the time, I would fall while reaching for the fourth but over time, I made it to the fourth. Then I made it to the fifth. I was 7 years old when I made it to the end. I knew I could. The day I did, I looked at my mom will pride stapled on my small face. She shared in my glory and kissed me on the cheek. She never failed to shower me with love.
As the taxi continues, the reality of what is happening begins to gnaw at my conscience. Is this really the best idea I could come up with? I look at floor of the taxi. My black converse blend into the black floormat of the car. Mashed up crumbs are imbedded in the floor mats. Years of abuse is evident on them.
Suddenly, the car jerks to a stop. I look out of the window. The look of it hits me like a slap in the face. Before I get out, I pull my wallet out of my pocket and absent mindedly hand the fare to the driver. Then, like clockwork, my shaking hands open the door. I step out, still completely unsure of my decision.
I close the door of the taxi and it speeds off into the city streets.
I look up at the building. The architecture matches my house, brick for brick. It is identical. It was created this way intentionally. The only difference is that this house is alive. Flower boxes are placed in every other window. Their presence promises life to its inhabitants.
I walk unsteadily up to the door and knock.
I stand for a moment in front of the door while awaiting a response. The door is painted a vibrant red but the paint is slowly peeling from the corners.
The door opens quickly and he is standing in front of me.
�Ana?� he looks at me in shock.
�Hi, Dad.�

CHAPTER FIVE: THE DROWNING

�What are you doing here?� he asks, completely agast.
�I-uh.� I can�t manage to produce any reason. I could tell him what happened with Kane but I would risk him asking questions which I can�t answer. Questions which I won�t answer.
�Please, come in.� Despite not seeing me for five years, he knows me and is totally aware that I will not give him any reason until I am in the right state of mind. He is also aware that that state is not going to manifest naturally while standing on his porch. He steps out of the door frame and gestures into the house.
The living room is breathing with vibrancy. The windows are open and light pours in. White curtains hang over them; they blow in the gentle breeze.
Leather couches lay casually in the center of the room. They are well worn but not so worn that they look old. This house is lived in. It not simply a cover from the rain.
�Come sit on the couch,� he says, walking over to the living room, �do you want some coffee?�
�Uh, no,� I say as I gingerly smile, �thank you.�
�No problem.� He smiles back at me.
I look at his face. It�s much older than I remember. Wrinkles outline his exhausted features. The only wrinkles he lacks are ones around his cheeks. He stopped smiling before the aging began.
He sits down on the arm chair adjacent to the couch and gestures for me to sit. As I sit, I sink into the crisp leather. The smell of new money breathes out of it as my body stretches the fabric.
�So, why are you here?� He questions.
I rack my brain. I am here because I know if I don�t leave my neighborhood that I will continue in the non-stop circle of hell. Kane will continue his abuse if I stay where I was. I can�t tell him this but he reads it all over my face. Though we have been apart for 5 years, he still knows me.
�It�s Kane,� he states.
My eyes look at him, entirely guilty.
�I told you he was no good!� he witling sneers.
I lower my head in shame.
�What did he do to you?�
What did he not do to me?
�We had an argument,� I sigh, �that�s all.�
My father sighs in beat with me. We are both exacerbated by the experiences that I have endured.
�You need to stay here.� He looks at me intently.
I match his gaze. This is the first time I�ve looked into my father�s eyes in 5 years.
�Forever.� It is not a suggestion from him, it is a demand.
�Only for a few days, Dad.� I say.
�No!� he yells, �Your grandmother should�ve never let you move in and you definitely shouldn't have stayed after she passed.�
I sigh again. I did it to be close to Kane and he knows that. My young mind did not think about the consequences that would arise.
�Dad, I�ll stay tonight,� I say, �we�ll see after that.�
He sighs and puts his hand up as if to block the anger that would be growing in him if he allowed. He slowly nods.
I get off of the couch and walk out of the living room. My memory brings me up the stairs and towards my old bedroom. My door is ajar and I can see the gaunty lime green walls from the end of the hallway. The walls of the hallway are dimly lit. They are littered with photographs. I know if I turn my head and look at them that it will break my already cracking mental health.
My feet bring me to the door frame and I peer in. The bells of my childhood mobile ring in my ears. This rhythm has never truly left my mind. I look around. It is exactly how I left it.
My bed is neatly made. The gray blanket still lays carefully over my bed. The small bed lies on the floor with a frame. Just how I liked it.
In my house, this room is completely bare.
I look at the walls. Pictures are hanging in glittery frames. Times from when I was happy rush over me. Huge smiles are plastered on my face through all of them. My arms casually thrown over friends shoulders, embracing them. I haven�t seen these people since we graduated.
Suddenly, memories of my graduation fill my head and I am overwhelmed. My mind flashes back to my walk of Pomp and Circumstance. My cap and gown completely blank. I lost everything that year. Tears flowed down my face during my walk. That was when hell began.
I close my eyes tightly. I have repressed these memories ever since they happened. I don�t need to remember. I sit on the edge of my bed and put my head in my hands. Why is life so messy?
I hear footsteps walking down the hallway. My father walks into my room and sits next to me on my bed. He puts his arms around me in an attempt to console me. His arms make me uncomfortable.
I remember him screaming at me, a lonely 18 year old. He told me it was all my fault. I could have stopped it.
�Kane was never good for you,� he says softly.
Tears develop in the corner of my eyes. I have wasted so many tears on Kane.
�Your mother would be proud that you left,� he coos.
That sets me off. I get up and push his arms of me. I look at him and anger fills my stomach. In his face lays all of the torture that caused my downfall. How can he even dare tell me how my mother would feel. He has no idea.
�Don�t pretend like you know how mom would feel,� I demand, the anger rising. He senses my anger and sighs.
�She has been gone long enough, Ana,� he says gently, �you need to let it go.�
Let it go? 
He is right.
It is your fault. You fucking whore.
The voices push me into a deeper anger. A fire burns in my soul and when I open my mouth, I am sure that flames will fly out and bite at his sinful face. My jaw is clenched so hard that the nerves in my cheeks begin to pinch and get sore.
I look down at him.
�You told me it was my fault.� I spit.
He sighs and rubs his face with his hands. He acts so nonchalant about this but that one sentence has shaped who I have become.
�I mean,� he sighs again, �in retrospect, it was your fault.�
As the sentence reaches my ears, the fire grows. It flickers in my stomach. It burns a hole in my esophagus and the fire licks out of my neck uncontrollably.
I turn around and walk out.
I can�t be here.
I walk through the living room and out of the door. I slam the door behind me and march onto the sidewalk.
The cool Boston breeze hits me. It hits the flame bursting from my neck and calms it. I can breathe again. I walk down the street. I haven�t been in this part of Boston since I moved. The architecture calms me more. Though this city never treated me well, it�s appearance resembles a hug from a maternal figure. Familiar and inviting.
I continue walking. As my feet move, I get deeper into the city. The fire hits my liver and I urn for a drink. My feet lead me to the closest bar. I know that being drunk isn�t the thing I need right now but something has to numb my brain because nothing else will.
Fucking alcoholic.
The voices know me better than I do. The entrance of the bar looks like it was sloppily thrown together. Assorted signs advertise different beers; each taste more like shit than the last. The door frame is barely hanging on by loose nails. This place is the epitome of a health code violation.
I open the door and the smell of whiskey assaults my nose. I march forward. This is not my first time at the rodeo.
I sit on a bar stool. The bartender walks towards me.
�What�ll you have?�
�Give me your strongest and cheapest.�
�Looking to get shitfaced?�
�Who knows.�
The bartender chuckles and places a shot glass on the counter. He pours a shot out of a suspicious white bottle.
�Enjoy.�
I grab the shot and immediately throw it back.
When it hits my stomach I hear someone call my name.
�Oh my god! Ana Henderson?�
My head turns towards the noise. The voice is coming off a preppy white girl who has too much money to be in a shit hole like this. I don�t recognize her at first but she walks closer to me and I gasp.
�Tabitha?�
�Yours truly!� she replies.
�Holy shit,� I gaup, �how are you?�
She chuckles and without answering puts out her left hand. A huge diamond ring is placed delicately on her ring finger. A spike of nostalgia with a twist of jealousy rushes through me.
�Um,� I search for syllables, �wow.�
�I know!� She squeals.
She sits on the stool next to me and looks at me intently. Her eyes look over my attire then beg me to answer her question.
�What about you? How�s life?�
I begin to tell her the same old �nothing much� until she interrupts my train of thought.
�What about Kane? Did that work out?�
I choke. I don�t know if it is the after effect of the shot or simply that she of all people would ask if him and I worked out.
�That bad, huh,� she says with slight sadness in her voice.
I laugh. Not because she is funny but the fact that she is acting concerned.
�Um, yeah,� I say, clearing my throat, �it didn�t work out.�
�I�m sorry, Ana,� she says empathetically, �I really am.�
I laugh again. She reads it as comedic laughing. She is about as sharp as a marble.
�Yeah,� I sigh, �I guess it was for the better.�
These people have no idea what Kane has become. They knew him as the shy guy who was also a slight player but they will never understand how much of a sex maniac he has become. I will never reveal that I am running from him even if my broken conscience begs to tell someone.
�How long are you in town for?� She asks, with a huge grin on her face. She acts like I have not lived near the city.
�Oh, not long.� I chuckle.
�Well, you should stay with me for a day or two!� she says this way too enthusiastically. I have changed so much since high school that I don�t even see why I was friends with her.
But then I think about the fact that I only have two places to go tonight: my fathers or back to square one at my own house. Though it may annoy the hell out of me, Tabitha�s may be the better option until I plan my next move. Hopefully I will find a new place to call home soon.
�Alright, sure,� I say, �would tonight work?�
�Oh sure!� She says.
I turn to the bar.
�Another shot please.�
The bartender looks from her to me and chuckles. Then he pours another shot.
I grab it and throw it back as fast as possible. I hope this alcohol hits me hard and soon.
I turn back to Tabitha. She is looking at me with sheer disappointment. I think she is just now realizing how downhill my life went after high school.
�Do you want to go now?� She asks looking at my empty shot glass. Perhaps she thinks that by getting me out of the bar, I will stop drinking. She is sadly mistaken.
I look at the bartender. He smirks and turns around. He busies himself cleaning out glasses with a dirty rag. I throw down a few dollars on the bar and get up off of the bar stool.
�Yeah,� I say, �let�s go.�
She smiles and stands.
�I live over in Brookline.�
I try to not snicker. Her husband must own Tom Brady.
�So you have an apartment there?�
�Oh no, we have a nice house.�
I try to control my face but I can�t help it and I look at her with pure confusion. Houses in Brookline go for easily a couple million. Tabitha grew up in the city, in a two bedroom top-floor apartment in Jamaica Plain with her struggling single mother. She did not come from New Money.
�Where did that money come from?� I question.
�Oh, Mark is a professor at Harvard.� she states matter-of-factly.
I deeply sigh. This should be interesting. I guess this is what I get for not going to out college.
She starts to walk out of the bar. I follow on her heels. Some of the sick chuckle heads in here will assume that I am going to hook up with the rich woman from the Brooks. Maybe if we walk fast enough, their slow brains can't comprehend what they are seeing until we are out of the door.
Then it dawned on me. Why is Tabitha in the bar? Perhaps her happy-go-lucky relationship is not truly as fantastic as she makes it seem. A part of me is happy about this. It makes my failure at life not as gaunting. I let the thought go and follow Tabitha into a taxi.

CHAPTER SIX: THE RIPPLE

Tabitha�s house is one that people dream of one day owning. The outside is a modest tudor but as I walk into the main entrance, I am greeted by a huge room. A loft sits above the room. The walls of the loft are lined with built in bookshelves. A spiral staircase flows down and into the room. The walls of the room itself match those of the loft. Hundreds of books cover them.
In the center lays a simple living room set. A white couch is accompanied by two matching arm chairs. This is truly the dream house.
�Come meet my family,� Tabitha says, gesturing for me to follow her. The doorway leads into a warm tan hallway that perfectly spills into a cream kitchen. At the counter stands her husband, holding a small toddler in his arms.
He is showing her the different fruits that lay on the cold marble counter. Her soft giggles bring a smile to my face. Tabitha�s husband hears our footsteps hit the tile and he turns around.
�Hey, Honey,� he says to his wife. He walks up to her and kisses her cheek. The simplicity is so beautiful. This small action is so easily thrown under the rug by lovers.
�Hi, Mark,� she says, returning his kiss.
She puts her hands out and the giggling toddler outreaches for her mother. Tabitha takes her from Mark�s arms. She pulls her close to her body and smiles at the little girl. She looks in my direction and walks toward me.
�This is Margaret.� Tabitha radiates pride.
She looks at the child's face and her whole faces relaxes.
�Do you want to say hi to Aunty Ana?� Tabitha says to the baby.
These words hit me like an unannounced attack. Aunty? I would have never expected Tabitha to consider me family after not seeing me for 5 years. At first I�m uncomfortable with this but as my mind processes it, it warms my heart a little bit.
Though before I was annoyed at her attitude, now I realize what I saw in her. She is caring, understanding and only hopes for the best of people. If she allows me to come back into her life with no questions asked than this should not be considered an omen but a blessing.
A smile spreads across my face as I watch her daughter sway in Tabitha�s arms. She looks shockingly like Tabitha. They share the same sharp cheekbones and glowing blue eyes.
�Do you want some dinner?� Mark asks.
He walks back over to the counter and starts cleaning up the fruit he was showing to Margaret.
�Sure, honey.� Tabitha smiles at him. She walks through the kitchen and into the dining room directly behind it. She places Margaret in the high chair adjacent to the table and walks back over to me.
�Ana is going to spend the night tonight,� Tabitha says to Mark.
He nods in approval and the smile plastered to his face does not falter for a second.
�Let�s get your room ready.� Tabitha smiles at me.
I return the smile and follow her as she walks out of the kitchen, into the great room and up the spiral staircase.
�Mark didn�t think about having kids when we bought this staircase.� She chuckles.

I find it comedic that she has decided to focus on her downfalls rather than her achievements. I continue to follow her and she leads me around the loft and into another wide hallway. The white hallway is lit brightly. The paint assaults my eyes as I walk past.
Huge portraits of her wedding glare back at me. Pictures of an infant Margaret are also hung sporadically across the hallway.
Seeing this idealistic adult life makes me look at mine shamefully. I have completely failed since I lost everything my senior year.
I didn�t go to college because I didn�t get any scholarships, I didn�t get married because Kane went off the deep end before I had time to catch my breath. Maybe it is wrong to be jealous but she has everything figured out and we are the exact same age. She married a man many years her senior and managed to build a house for her family. Her long black hair flows down her back like a dark river as she walks down the hallway. Maybe it is her looks that gave her this life.
I continue to follow her until she walks through a doorway and into a large room. A king sized bed falls in the center of it and the walls are covered in lilac wallpaper.
�Is this ok?� She asks, unsure.
�Yes, this is wonderful.�
She smiles at me again. I can�t tell if she is doing this as a pity favor or if she truly wants to get closer to me. She called me an aunt to her daughter but was that just a nonchalant gesture or does she really care about me still?
She doesn�t care.
You know what she did to you.
I close my eyes. I breathe in sharply through my nose. The voices were at bay for at least a few hours and now that they are back, I don�t know when they will stop. I can�t make it obvious to Tabitha. She can�t know about the tornado going through my brain.
I open my eyes again and she is looking at me with a confused face. I smile quickly to cover up my grimace.
�Just enjoying the smell.� I word vomit.
The smell? Wow. Great job, Ana.
�Alright then.� She slowly nods her head.
She walks to the doorframe and looks back at me.
�Make yourself comfortable, I�ll tell you when dinner is ready.� She walks out and closes the door behind her.
I sit on the bed and look around the room. The lilac wallpaper is fresh and vivid. The whole house looks brand new. On the walls are layers of shelves. More books are neatly lined up on them. Mark�s collection is massive.
I get up and inspect them. Small pictures and little knick knacks are scattered on the shelves. I brush my hand across the hard spines of the books. It ripples down like a forgiving rapids.
My eyes catches on a picture hidden by books. I pick up the books and place them on the bed behind me. I reach into the shelf and grab the frame. When I pull it out, it is covered in dust. I blow it off and look at the picture.
My heart sinks and floats at the same time. This picture is at least 7 years old. Tabitha, Kane and I all stand together with smiles painted firmly on our adolescent faces. I was 16 years old and more naive than I realized.
We all look shockingly different. My hair has grown out and curves have been smoothed over my hips. Tabitha has grown into a more mature face and a thinner body. Kane has changed the most. His baby face and slender shoulders have been completely replaced by a strong chin with chiseled cheekbones and broad shoulders that lead down to a defined chest and abs.
The picture makes me realize just how much has changed. My heart breaks as I realize that I was the only one to be crippled.
I set the picture back down and put the books on top. I wonder if she was hiding it or if she simply forgot. Either way, it has been out of her line of vision for a long time. I did the same thing with my photographs of us.
I walk backwards and look over the room one last time. Margaret is going to have a good life full of love, trust and riches. I wish the same on my unborn children though I can�t promise it and that�s what hurts most.
I open the door and walk back out into the hallway. I gaze into every doorway as I pass them. I see Margaret�s nursery and I peer into the room.
A large bassinet is laid carefully in a nook in the wall. An oak changing table sits next to it. The walls are painted a faint pink and above her bassinet, �Margaret� is written in beautiful typography.
A small smile comes across my face. I walk away from the room and walk onto the loft. I walk alongside the books until I get to the staircase. I walk down and see Tabitha sitting on the couch alone. She is holding a book and is intently reading it.
�Where is everyone?� I ask, walking down to her.
�Mark and Margaret are in the kitchen,� she smiles, �he is showing her the different spices.�
She puts a bookmark in her book and places it on the coffee table. She looks towards me.
�He uses every opportunity to try to teach Margaret things. I�m not sure how much she actually retains.� She laughs.
�I saw an old picture of Kane and us during sophomore year of highschool.� I tell her with a vacillating smile on my face.
She looks at me with wide eyes. She looks surprised perhaps she really had forgotten about it.
�Wow,� she says in shock, �where did you find that?�
�Upstairs in the room,� I say, �it was under a couple books.�
�Man, those were good times,� She say with a laugh.
They were. Those were the days when depression seemed like a foreign concept. I was full of life. We all were. Then life happened. I had my downfall and during it, Kane spun out of control.
�You aren�t still mad at me about the incident, are you?� She asks. Guiltiness fills her eyes and it hits me. I can�t still be mad. It was 7 years ago.
�No,� I say quietly, �it�s fine.�
�I mean, it was only sex.� She loves to make everything understated.
�I guess so,� I agree.
�But I mean, Kane was your boyfriend so I guess that was shitty of me.�
She looks up at my face.
�I really am sorry.� She says amicably
�Me too.�
We sit looking at each other in genuine, nostalgic euphoria. It is interrupted as Mark walks into the great room.
�Dinner is ready.� He looks at us, smiling.
We both get up and walk into the kitchen.
Margaret sits in her chair with happiness written all over her little face. This whole family fills their house to the brim with nothing but good vibes. This is something I truly yearn for.
I sit on a dinner room chair and look across the table. Mark gazes sweetly at his wife. I will have that soon. I swear it.

CHAPTER SEVEN: THE WHIRLPOOL

I smile, �Thank you for your hospitality.�
�It�s really no problem, Ana,� Mark replies, �our house is always open to friends.�
Tabitha gets off of her chair, walks over to Margaret and takes a rag against her chin. The toddler is covered in tomato sauce. She giggles and licks her fingers.
�It is time for a bath anyway,� Tabitha laughs, �could you bring her up for me, Mark?�
Mark gets off his chair and pulls the toddler out of her high chair. He smiles at her. He has little to no care about the mess the child made all over herself and her bib. He holds her slightly away from his white sweater and carries her out of the kitchen.
Tabitha begins to busy herself with clearing the table. I reach to help her. We stack the dishes in the sink. Tabitha tells me that her maid will come and wash them anyway so we leave the mess behind us in the kitchen.
We walk through the Great Room, up the stairs and back into the hallway. As soon as we reach the top of the stairs, a soft smile comes across Tabitha�s face. I can hear Margaret�s giggles echo through the upstairs.
As they hit her ears, her face relaxes and she is at peace. Children have a magic effect on their parents.
Tabitha walks to the entrance of the bathroom and studies the scene taking place. Her daughter sits in a the bathtub. Soap runs down her fat cheeks as she attempts to hand her father a toy from the tub. He laughs and accepts it from her tiny hands. He holds a loofah in his right hand and through Margaret�s giggle fits and gift giving, he is making an asserted effort to at least scrub her small body a little bit. Tabitha gazes in with love.
He looks up at us and smiles, �I love you.�
�I love you, too,� she beams.
She turns around and walks back into the hallway. After seeing her husband and daughter, her steps got lighter. She flows through the wind, rather than being taken by its power. She stops and looks at me.
�Goodnight,� she says.
She pulls me into a hug. I throws me off guard but as I stand there with her arms around me, my body relaxes. For a small moment, time seems to turn back 6 years to our closest year. I hug her back firmly. I know I pushed her out of my life before but I want her in it more than ever now.
�Goodnight,� I reply.
She walks into her room and shuts the door. I walk down the white hallway and I look at Tabitha�s wedding picture. I keep going back and forth between happy and envy but now that she has greeted me back into her life without any reason to, I can�t help but feel happy for her. I long for my life to be like hers. Not in a jealous way but as motivation.
I walk into my room and sit on the bed. It seems like all of my life I have been watching everyone else through a glass window. I have never experienced what other people have on the same personal level. When people receive achievements, they beam with pride. When I receive them, I never truly give myself credit for them. Who am I to get praise?
When other people find something they love either in a store or a restaurant, they show it all over their face and body that they do truly love it. Whenever I find something I love, I smile and approve of it. Who am I to give praise?
I lay down and stare at the ceiling. I start counting the tiles. The room is 8 tiles by 16 tiles. 128 tiles. Almost 100 more than my room at home. As my thoughts catch up to me, I realize that I am the most solipsistic narcissist.
Out of the corner of my eye, I see a dark shadow leaning against the wall. I turn my head and look at it. The shadow begins at the floor and flows up into the shape of a little old lady. I immediately recognize her. This is not the first time she has been here. I sit up.
�Hi Grandma,� I say, a smile coming across my face.
�Hello, darling.� Her voice as gentle as the warm flame from the candles on her bedside.
�What are you doing here?�
�Oh, I forgot to say goodbye.� She walks over to me and pulls me into a hug.
I try to hug back but only air greets me. I pull out of the hug and look around the room. My grandmother is gone.
I fall back on the bed.
You are fucking crazy.
I know.
I kick off my shoes, pull the comforter down and sink into the egyptian cotton sheets.

It was night and morning. The third day.

I wake up and although I should be happy that I got away from Kane, the first thought to hits me is: I wonder how he is. I really shouldn�t care, I know this but my love for him has yet to completely leave my abused head. I open my eyes and look around the room. At least this time I didn�t wake up handcuffed to his bed.
I pull the comforter off of me and kick my legs off the edge of the bed. I stand unfirm. I�m still wearing the jeans and t-shirt from yesterday. I can�t help but assume that I smell horrid.
I walk out of the room,through the maze and down to the kitchen all while keeping my eyes peeled for any family members. I am meet with not a single one.
As I enter the kitchen, I look around. On the fridge, a tiny sticky note is haphazardly held on to the door by a �We Love Greece� magnet. Once again, their money is evident. I inspect the note and read it contents.
�Hey Ana,
So sorry to leave you but Mark and I had work and Margaret is at daycare. Feel free to eat anything out of the fridge and read all of the books you�d like.
With love,
Tabitha�

I chuckle and place the note back on the fridge. I assume that this means that I can use her shower too and that�s what I really need.
I walk out of the kitchen, back through the maze and upstairs. I�m not quite sure what room is the bathroom. I use trial and error by opening every door and looking into it, searching for a shower.
The first couple of doors open to grand bedrooms. The next opens to Margaret�s nursery. Finally, the door after that opens to a large white bathroom. I am scared to walk on the fresh white tile. I�m nervous to make a dirt smudge on the pure tiles.
I walk in, nonetheless and begin to take off my clothes. I don�t realize how sweaty I am until my shirt peels off of me like a bandaid. My shoulderblades feel the air and breathe again. I turn on the water. I turn the hot on full blast and the cold on half.
I step in. The water is scorching under my beaten body. I let it roll down my back. Tabitha has 30 different bottles of shampoo lined along the back wall of the shower.
I blindly reach for a random one. When I open the cap, the smell of apples bursts through the room. I hate apples. I close the cap and put it back. I reach for another. The bottle is a bright gold. I open it and the deep sweetness of honey subtly pours out and thickens the air. I pour a good amount on my hand and run it through my hair.
The evaporated water makes it hard to breathe. Our world is cover in 70% water, yet all of it is inhospitable to all humans. It makes me wonder if the Earth was actually made for us.
I finish washing my hair after running identical honey conditioner through it. The aroma flows around my body and lightly caresses my skin.
I turn off the water and I am met with harsh cold. I shiver and goosebumps wash over my entire body. I reach for one of the folded towels laying on the counter next to the sink. I wrap it around myself, grab my clothing and walk out.
My wet feet sink into the rug. I leave a track in it as I walk to my room. When I walk through the doorframe, I grab my bag, pull out yet another pair of jeans and a plain white t-shirt. I shove my dirty clothes in and push the bag to the side.
I get dressed in my outfit. My wet hair pours water down my white shirt, creating see-through spots.
I walk down stairs hoping that a family member has shown up. When I reach loft and look down, I see Tabitha sitting on the couch.
�Hey there!� She says, looking up from her book.
I smile and walk to meet her. She looks at her watch and smirks.
�It�s five o�clock in the afternoon.�
I lower my head and laugh. I didn�t realize I had slept that long. That is typically behavior of me, though.
Tabitha puts down her book and looks up at me with a mischievous grin. With her this means one of two things: she is about to do something dumb or she has done something dumb and is proud of it.
�Do you want to go to a club?� Bingo. Choice number one.
When I hear her request, my memories throw me back into the whirlpool of the events that happened the night before I was kidnapped. I don�t know if I want to risk getting caught by Kane again. I know for a fact that he won�t soften up again. For all I know, he could kill me.
You would deserve it
You should go back anyway.
My jaw clenches and I grit my teeth. I try to keep my face neutral as I look at Tabitha, her face anticipating a reply. What do I have to lose? If I lose my life, why would it matter? I hate it anyway and no one would even blink for a second. I am certain that nobody would go looking for me anyway.
�Sure.�
�Awesome! Mark will put Margaret to bed when he gets back so we can go after getting a little more dressed up.� She looks at my apparel. I know that comment is directly aimed at me.
Go back.
�I-uh,� I swallow through my dry throat, �I don�t really have anything to go to the club in.�
Tabitha looks at me and her smile grows wider.
�That�s perfectly fine, � she grins, �We can pick you out something, like old times.�
She grabs my hand and leads me up the stairs. We tread through the white hallway again but this time, we stop almost immediately.
Tabitha�s bedroom is the definition of class. An elegant four poster king bed is placed between two gold etched night stand tables with antique lamps lightly placed on top. The decor scattered through the room breathes with Feng Shui and elegance.
She walks through the room and into a back room. The walls of the room are traced with clothing. Small sections are grouped together delicately. I�m sure this whole clothing collection could be sold and repay for the house.
She reaches deep into one of the racks and pulls out a glittery blue tank top. Ruffles covered in tiny reflective metal pieces flow down from the neckline to the bottom seam.
She hands it to me. Excitement is pouring from her aura. She looks at me and nostalgia runs through my bloodstream. My vision flashes to a time when we would harbor ourselves in her bedroom, tearing apart her closet. We would try on every combination we could and when nothing remained, we would fall back on her bed and stare at the ceiling together. That was when our deepest conversations took place. We would talk about the philosophes of Cartes and debate about Creationism. She was the only one who cared. Our friendship just made sense.
I grab the tank top and a wide smile comes across my face. Whenever I�m around her, it�s hard to not smile. It feels so refreshing from the depression filled hell I was buried in.
�Perfect,� I sigh, relieved.
She hands me a pair of silver buckle sandals, then urges me to try on the outfit.
I take off my sweaty t-shirt and slip on the tank top. Our bodies are still the same size. She hasn�t changed a bit even after having a baby.
I kick off my converse and unbuckle the sleek silver sandals. I slip them on my feet and rebuckle them. I look in the mirror in front of me. For the first time in 5 years, I look happy.
I look over at her, she is pulling off her shirt and pants. A red, scoop neck shirt and a pair of tight jeans are hung on the hanger in front of her. Her once clear, beautiful skin is now broken by a large scar tracing the bottom of her stomach. Wrinkled and abused skin sits at below her abdomen. She sees me looking and she looks down. She begins to cover herself as a flame of self-consciousness runs over her.
�Sorry,� she apologizes, �they are from having Margaret.�
You can never have a good thing in life without giving up another. Blessings are simply trades. Only curses are able to stack on top of each other.
�It�s really ok,� I say. I feel bad for staring at her scars like that.
She pulls the shirt over her and zips the pants up. Instead of relaxing and talking about life, Tabitha and I are destined for alcohol.
�Are you ready to go?� She asks, analyzing my new outfit with approval in her expression.
I nod my head. The smile begins to return to my face. She is infectious.
We walk out of her closet, trek through the bedroom and back into the hall.
�Let�s go.�
We walk side by side down the stairs and out of the door. The sun sets as we get into a taxi.
I don�t really know many clubs downtown other than the one I walked to a few nights ago. I was also not in the proper state of mind for anything to really stick in my conscious. Tabitha throws an address at the driver and the car jolts into motion.
The taxi flies out of Tabitha�s rich neighbor and the scenery around me begins to change rapidly from Baby Boomers to Millennials.
Apartment buildings flood the street and the business buildings continue to get taller and taller. Soon, I am in a labyrinth of skyscrapers and cars. As the car comes to a halt, the very last ray of sun is pulled under the earth, leaving Boston in the eerie dark.
Before us lays a glowing LED ridden building. It is the standard, �we don�t actually check IDs� joint. We walk forward and march with the crowd as it slowly spills into the club. Thankfully we came when night had just fallen so we don�t have to wait in line to get in.
The floor of the club is a shiny black and the walls are painted a matte black. Either they think we have night vision or they really want their patrons to trip.
We waltz in and Tabitha immediately runs to the bar. I follow after her. I remember her in the bar earlier and a realization comes over me.
�Two shots of Tequila and a Tom Collins,� she says to the bartender.
I look at her awestruck.
�Give me your cheapest and strongest.�
She laughs at my request and raises her shot of tequila.
�Cheers to that.� With that, she takes the shot with ease. After the liquid is down, her face doesn�t contort at all. She has done this many times.
�Do you drink often?� I ask, looking at her inquiringly.
�Yeah, a few times a day,� she answers nonchalantly, �why?�
I look at her surprised. A few times a day seems more than a typical amount. I wonder why she looked at me with disgust at the shitty bar earlier. It must have been what I was drinking not the fact that I was drinking.
The bartender slides a shot to me and I raise it.
�Cheers to that.� then I swiftly throw it back.
* * *
The alcohol has changed my blood into running tequila. My vision is surprisingly still fine but my balance is teetering between fairly ok to absolute shit.
Tabitha has vanished into the crowd and I am left at the bar, alone. I go to pat the bar again but I rethink. Do I really want to go to Tabitha�s house tonight and throw up in her hall like a college girl?
I stand up from my bar stool. At first, my stance is unsteady but with my arms stretched like a drunken airplane, I am saved. I walk like a toddler. My hands remain slightly stretched to make sure I don�t fall. The music reaches my ears but my sense of hearing is so impaired that I can barely tell just how loud it is.
I walk into the mass of drunk, horny people and start dancing. Although I dance alone, I can barely tell through the haze. The rhythm is entrancing.
My arms are pulled close to my body and I smoothly rock my hips from side to side. I can see eyes on me but I am dancing for myself. I close my eyes and run my hand through my sweaty hair. I can�t tell if it�s actually hot in here or if the alcohol is creating a sauna in my veins.
Closing my eyes is the worst idea I have come up with. The first few seconds are ok, but when I try to move, all of my balance is gone and I can feel myself being to topple. Everything runs in slow motion. My body swiftly falls to the ground like a sack of sand. I expect the cold black tile to greet me but as my body hits the ground, I feel warmth. I feel skin. Someone is holding me, slowly pushing me up into a standing position again.
�Hello?� I slur.
�Hi.� The voice behind me chuckles.
I turn and look. A man stands before me. He eyes beaming such a bright blue that I can even see them in the dark. He has light skin and a wide smile printed on his face.
�Are you ok?� He asked. He has worry in his voice but I can also tell that he finds my drunkenness funny.
�I am now,� I say, looking at him up and down.
I can�t help but allow the alcohol to look all over his body. He is built butt not so built that I am intimidated. He has shaggy blonde hair and rough stubble down his chin. He laughs at my drunken remark.
�Did you come here with anyone?� He asks me.
I think of Tabitha but if he is asking for the reasons I think he is, than my answer should immediately be �no.�
�Nope,� I lie.
�Ok,� he says as he smirks.
He grabs my arms and pulls me closer to him. He starts dancing along to the music. I grin and allow myself to be moved with him. The beat fills the club and passes through like a quick breath.
I look at his face again. He doesn�t seem drunk but a lot people I know get shitfaced and can cover it really well.
My hand falls on the back of his neck and slides down seductively. His arm is around my back and I can feel his grip through my loose tank top. Part of me wishes he would lift the small edge up and put his hand on my skin.
As we dance, our bodies progressively get closer and closer. A pseudo form of lust grows between us. He rests his head on my forehead and dances closer.
My heart begins to race. Excitement builds in my bones and I am overwhelmed. I feel like a college girl. Perhaps my life is finally back to where it should have gone.
�My name is Noah,� he says over the music.
�Ana.�
He smiles at me and as the dancing continues, time seems to fly. With the alcohol numbing my senses, all concepts other than lust completely vanish. We simply move back in forth in perfect synchronization with the songs blaring from the speakers in front of us. After a while, he brushes his head against my forehead and slowly moves it. He brings his lips close to my ear and seductively whispers.
�Do want to get out here?�

CHAPTER EIGHT: THE LOW TIDE

Noah�s top floor apartment is not nearly as nice as Tabitha�s house but it's nice nonetheless. Before I can even examine the area, he walks towards me and presses his lips against mine.
Suddenly, I feel myself come to. I have not kissed anyone but Kane. Then my brain flashes to him. I had not thought of him at all tonight.
As Noah continues to kiss me passionately, my brain is only focused on Kane. I shut my eyes tightly and think about where I am. I am at a new man�s house. This man is so much better than Kane. He is more attractive, and a significantly better kisser.
STOP.
The voices are louder than the music was at the club. As Noah kisses me, the voices get quieter. Once I realize this, I kiss harder.
Then my heart leaps. I enjoy this. The feelings I have for Kane wash away in the low tide that Noah is creating in my soul. Noah pushes me further and I feel his hands grip the bottom of my shirt. He begins to pull it off. For the first time, I assist. I want this.
As my shirt is pulled off, I reach for his. He pulls it off immediately and picks me up. His strong arms are so secure. His lips move to my collar bones as he walks through his living room and into a dark room. My eyes close once again and I put all of my trust into Noah�s arms.
He puts me down on a soft surface. I am laid on my back. I can only assume that the surface is his bed. His lips press more and more intently.
My stomach begins to pop. A warmth spreads over my body. Desire fills me. It grows like a flame and refuses to be put out. Passion flickers in the cold breeze coming from his window. Though the alcohol has worn off, life still moves in slow motion.
He pulls himself on top of me. His warm chest touches my stomach. His body breathes in a new beat. A beat I have never heard before. The beauty of this new discovery overwhelms me.
A hot ripple flows through my conscience. I should be feeling guilty but I feel so much else. I feel new. I feel free. This feeling is one that I have never felt before.
I grab his shoulders and roll him onto his back. I lie on top of him with my legs straddled over his. I want this.
My kisses grow more intense. He can feel my energy and it fuels him. A moan escapes my lips as he grabs my entire body and pulls me close to him.
Our tongues touch and a new connection is made. I cannot go back now. Lightning strikes through my entire body. The pattern it makes in my body is forever scarred there.
He pulls off my pants. They ease off so easily. There is no resistance in any of our touches. I reach for his belt and pull his pants off.
A small amount of light beats into his room from the street light outside. I can see his eyes. We look at each other for a moment. The earth stands still. I can hear our beating hearts. They are in sync. His face relaxes and the heat is cooled.
A feeling comes over me. My stomach falls to my feet and red spots grow in my eyes. No words will ever accurately describe it. Is this love?
I lean down close to his face. Breath passes between our mouths. It mixes in the air between us. It tangles together and becomes one. My mouth touches his. The softness echoes through the room.
His hand slowly rubs against my spine. Shivers run up my back and push fear out of its hiding place. It runs from itself. My body has no hospitable place for it any longer.
He returns my kiss with one of genuine trust. He has placed himself in my soul. How?
Gently, he enters me. The feeling is completely different than anything I have experienced before. Time fades even more. I never knew that was possible. As it continues, my body fills a newness. I feel refreshed. I feel secure.
My whole body irks as it grows more intense. It irks in the most innocent way. I want his love. I know that he will give it to me. Is that so sinful?
It winds down. Our breath is one. My mouth lays over his. We are not kissing, but rather sharing. Then it is over.
I feel my soul reconnect with my body. I fall to my side and let his bed take me.
He turns his body and looks at me. We both lay naked, completely vulnerable to the other. We have exposed ourselves and left our trust in the other.
Kane.
I flinch. I was hoping the voices would stay away while I am with Noah.
Noah looks at me worried.
�Are you ok?� He asks.
He places his hand on my ribs and gently rubs my body. His touch is so pure and honest.
�Yeah,� I say quietly.
My bleeding mind begs to tell him. The voices. Kane. My past. My flight from the whirlpool.
�Ok,� he says with a drip of hope in his voice. He wishes that I am telling him the truth. I don�t understand why he cares. I may have developed a love for him but I don�t deserve a love from him. I know this and so does my broken brain.
He kisses me heedfully on my cheek. My mind throws me back to when Mark kissed Tabitha on the cheek. I can see it. We could have that.
You just met him. You could have that with
Kane.
I squeeze my eyes shut. Maybe if I sleep, I will wake up and this will all be a dream. Before I drift to sleep, his voice pushes through the silence and fills my ears.
�What do you think life is about?� Noah whispers to me.
�What do you mean?� I ask. I can�t tell if this is his drunk banter or if he actually thinks about these kinds of things.
�You�ve never had an existential crises�?�
I chuckle and look at his face. His blue eyes are full of questions, rather than secrets. He begs to know rather than take. Warmth spreads over my heart.
�My whole life has been an existential crisis,� I joke.
He laughs. His laugh is hearty. It fills the room with giddy sound waves.
�Fine,� he says with a laugh, �what about philosophy?�
�What about philosophy?�
�Are you fond of Plato?�
�Plato?� I sigh, �That is the most cliche philosopher.�
�I agree, but you�d be surprised at how many girls don�t even know what existential means.�
I laugh. I haven�t been this happy since high school. I am happy with myself. Leaving was the best thing I could have done.
You shouldn�t have.
You know this.
I am not even going to acknowledge them. With Noah next to me, I have plenty to distract me.
�Oh, look!� Noah says, pointing out of his window. The sun is peeking out from the horizon. The once dark sky is now stained with purple, blue and orange striations. He gets up and sits on my the edge of his bed. I follow him and lean my head against his shoulder. He carefully places his hand on my thigh. We sit like a statue, watching the sun rise.
The deepest conversations are spoken through silence. I look up at Noah. He candidly looks ahead. When he senses my eyes, he peers down.
Our eyes match again. Every time they do, the same energy is transferred between us like a holy trade of angels to demons. He cleanses my soul and my worries with one look.
The sun begins to beat heavily and my eyelids grow heavy. With my head still resting on his shoulder and my body completely exposed, I drift to sleep. Peacefully and full of content.
* * *
The sunshine blinds me, even with my eyes closed. I squint as I open my eyes and put my hand in front of my face to block some of the incessant rays.
I am lying on the bed, directly facing the window. The sun pours over me; my skin glows and paints me as a small flame flickering in the light of life.
I turn my body to face the other way. I am greeted with the face of a blonde, extremely attractive man. He is still here.
He feels me stir and his eyes slowly open. As soon as he sees my eyes on him, a smile spreads across his face.
�Did you sleep well?� He mumbles. Sleepiness lingers in his voice.
�Yeah.� I move my face forward and my lips search for his. They met softly. My body eases of all tension. Our souls are floating above the bed, kissing in the spiritual essence, rather than just here and now.
As the kiss is pulled apart, we are both left with smiles taped to our faces. I hope this isn�t a one night thing. Although I�m not well-versed in drunken hook ups, it is commonly known that they tend to be one night stands.
I look at his sandy blonde hair. I reach over to him and run my hand through it. I pull him closer to me. He rests his head against my collarbone and wraps his arms around my waist. Peace fills the room. Nothing can disturb us in this state. Not even life.
We lie for a while, breathing in each others life. His scruff tickles my neck as he presses his lips to it. I chuckle lightly. Life is so simply described when using single words.
�Do you want some breakfast?� He asks me, his voice muffled by my neck.
�Sure.�
I pull the comforter off of us and move my feet to the side of the bed. The beating sun once again flows over my body. The rays nip at my skin and attempt to leave their mark.
I bend down and pick up a long white shirt from the floor.
�Already stealing my clothes?� Noah jests. I know he is fine with it, especially because he is well aware that my clothing is scattered through his front entry and bedroom.
I pull it over my head and stand up.
�Fight me.�
He laughs. God, I love that laugh.
�No hangover?� He asks.
�Nope,� I reply, �I�ve never had one.�
�Me neither.�
He throws his legs off of the opposite side of the bed and stands. He stretches as he stands. His biceps bulge and his exposed back flexes in the sunlight.
He walks to his closet and inspects it.
�Lazy or attractive?� He asks, obviously talking about his clothing choice for the day.
�Yes, you are,� I reply with the snarkiest tone of voice I can muster.
This brings out more laughs in him. The world seems like dance and I am conquering each step as if it were the last. I spin in perfect rhythm; the world blows air through my skirt, painting me like a ballerina on opening day of her debut. The smile on my face won�t wash of.
He walks over to me. He is only wearing a pair of grey sweatpants that rest perfectly on his waist. My hands land on his hips as he pulls me into a hug. I grow dizzy. The world around me begins to spin. I slip in his arms as my legs become numb.
�Are you ok?� He continues to hold me upright.
�Dizzy,� I mutter as the spinning grows sevenfold.
�We need to get some food in you.�
His arms rest on my waist as he leads me out of his room and into the kitchen.
He brings me to a chair in front of his breakfast bar. The bar flows perfectly into the kitchen and I see him frantically open a cabinet. He reaches in and grabs a frying pan. He pulls it out with so much vigor that the other pans in the cabinet topple down. He closes the door as soon as they begin to fall and holds it closed until the clattering stops.
He looks up at me blushing.
�Don�t worry about it.� He looks embarrassed. A red haze spreads over his cheeks and a huge grin is glued to his face. He takes the frying pan and puts it on the stove.
�Eggs?� He questions.
I hate eggs.
�Sure.�
He smiles at me and reaches into the fridge.
Why are you still here?
You cheated on Kane.
You fucking whore. You should kill yourself.
The voices attack my head. My eyes squeeze shut. They are so loud and demanding that I can�t help but flinch. My already dizzy body is overwhelmed and I put my hands over my ears. Maybe they will stop if they can�t get in.
Then I remember Noah. He doesn�t know. He can�t know. If he finds out, there is no way he will keep me around. I am surprised I�ve made it this far. I slowly take my hands off of my ears.
WHORE.
I grit my teeth. It�s ok. Breathe.
Kill yourself. 
I don�t know why they are so strong right now. This is the least optimal time for it.
�What�s going on?� Noah is desperately shaking my shoulders. I realize that he has been asking me what is wrong since they started but my brain has been so out of it.
Breathe. Breathe. Breathe. My brain comes down from the adrenaline kick. I can feel my nerves again. I open my eyes and look up at him. He is on his knees in front of my chair. His eyes are filled with worry. A frown is firmly placed over his once permanent smile. I don�t like seeing him in distraught.
�Just a headache.�
His frown recedes. He looks down and laughs silently.
�So much for �I�ve never had a hangover�� He looks up at me with his smile slowly growing again.
I laugh along. I�m glad he bought that excuse. Hopefully I can get the voices under control if we become anything more than this. Whatever this is.
He stands up and looks down at me. He looks slightly worried still. He bends down and kisses me on the forehead. A shiver runs down my back as he places his lips on me. Even the smallest touch from him creates waves in my body.
�Oh shit,� he says looking down at the frying pan on the stove, �I burned your egg.�
I laugh. How does he get me to laugh so much?
�It�s ok,� I reply, a drip of joy lingers in my tone, �I don�t like eggs anyway.�
�You lied to me?� He says in a joking yet surprised way.
I shrug my shoulders. A giggle escapes my throat.
He walks over to me and pulls me from my chair. I am still dizzy but he holds me in his arms and I am secure. His lips collide with mine. I am taken aback but I certainly cannot complain about my current situation.
I kiss back. My body relaxes. The dizziness becomes drowned in a sea of affection. I am floating. I am wading. I stand on the dock of my dreams and when his lips push more, I jump off, praying that he will be at the bottom to catch me.
He lets go of the kiss and looks into my eyes. In proper lighting, I can see just how bright a blue his irises really are. They are so enticing. They beg me to look. I indulge.
�I know it seems ridiculous to be so caught up in someone after a drunken one night stand but you are truly amazing, Ana. I hope this can continue if you allow my goofy, idiot self to be part of your life.�
His monologue is a lullaby to my worries. We learned each others names not even 24 hours ago but love is mysterious. Perhaps it is my heart's way of detaching from Kane or simply it could be that he entrances me to the level of love.
�You will always be welcome in my life, Noah.�
He smiles and pulls me into another kiss.
Kane.
Ignore.
KANE.
Please stop.
KANE.
I let the kiss go. The voice won�t-
WHORE.
Please. Lord, plea-
DIE.
I can�t do this anymore. I hold my hands up to my ears. My dizzy body falls under the pressure and my body hits the floor.
I can hear the muffled cries of Noah.
�Ana!� He yells, �Are you ok!?�
�No!� I cry through the voices. Breathe. Breathe. Breathe. He interrupts my breathing.
�What�s wrong?� He asks.
�I hear voices!� I cry out, not thinking of the consequences that might arise from my disclosing this information. I just needed him to stop talking while I tried to calm my brain.
He stops and pulls away from me. Immediately, I shove the pain down and look at him. His look towards me distorts. He is confused and scared.
�Please,� I beg, �I can be normal.�
�I-uh,� he doesn�t know what to say.
I expected this. I am too fucked up to ever actually be happy. Why did I fill myself with hope?
�I understand if you don�t want to see me anymore,� I say solemnly.
He stays where he is, looking at me. I don�t even want to know what his thought process is because if I did, it would exasperate my already overwhelming problems.
I stand up. I balance myself and walk with as much steadiness as my body will allow. I see Tabitha�s blue tank top lying on the floor, I bend down and grab it. I walk to the bedroom, grab my jeans and get dressed. My heart is hurt yet again. I don�t know why I expected a happy ending.
I look around his room. 24 hours still makes a difference on people. I will never understand my heart and why it does what it does.
I see a notepad on his desk and reach for it. I grab a pen off out of the pile of writing utensils lazily strewn on the desk. I scribble him a note that simply holds Tabitha�s phone number. If he ever wants to see me again, he will call.
I shove on my shoes and walk out his room, note in hand. He stands in front of the bedroom door with the same worried look plastered on his face. He begins to tell me something but I don�t want to hear it. We may both regret it later.
I hand him the note and walk out of his apartment. My heart bleeds but I have to push it down. If I feel then I will feel everything. I can�t let it affect me.
His apartment building is a maze. I don�t quite remember how to get out but I can make educated guesses. I walk down the hallway. Dozens of white doors pass me. Each apartment holds at least one person. This person, whoever they may be, has a life as intricate as mine, equally filled with issues and problems. I am not special in my struggle. No one ever is.
An elevator comes into view. It is a short walk so I pick up my pace. I don�t want to give Noah even a slight chance to catch up to me.
I press the down button and get into the elevator. I press the button for the ground floor as I get in. And when the doors shut, my heart begs me to feel. I allow for a split second and I am immediately flooded with emotions. Noah wanted me. I could have had him. I am so fucked up. Why am I this way?
It becomes overwhelming. I lean against the wall of the elevator and slowly slide down. Tears begin to fall.
Fuck everything. I don�t deserve love. I don�t deserve anything but what fate has planned. Depression. Insanity. Suicide.
The last thought lingers in my brain. It echoes as if my mind temporarily transforms into an auditorium. I stand on the stage and yell it into the audience. The word reverberates and returns to my ears. The audience claps. They approve.
The elevator dings. I stand upright, wipe off my wet face and walk into the lobby with false confidence. Nobody notices me. In a world so big, nobody will ever notice me unless I beg them to.
I walk out of the front doors and into the buzzing city. A line of available taxis are parked on the side of the street. I walk to one and get in. I tell the driver Tabitha�s address and the car speeds off.
The buildings whip the car with wind as they pass. How the wind makes it through the maze of buildings yet still retains itself is a mystery. If anything, I wish to be as strong as the wind.
The humming of the engine calms me. I let it overtake my fogged brain. Time melts as I have been wishing it to for the last 20 minutes.
The taxi comes to a halt and I am knocked out of my brain. I look out, her riches glare back at me. I hand the driver my fare and step out.
As the days go on, the air gets colder. It flows around me, numbing my bare shoulders. I walk up to her door and knock.
Tabitha opens the door and looks at me. A smirk comes over her face.
�The walk of shame, huh?� She laughs.
She has no idea what is going on in my head.
I chuckle lightly. I just need to go to bed. She opens the door and lets me in. I walk through the great room, up the stairs and back in my temporary room.
I crash on the bed and stare back at the ceiling. 128 tiles. 8 by 16. I wonder sometimes if my life actually has any meaning. Am I placed here for a purpose or is life simply a scientific lottery that I just happened to win.
Tabitha walks in and looks at my bed.
�Are you ok?� She asks, worry fills her tone.
There is so much I wish I could tell her. Had this been 7 years ago, it would have rolled off my tongue with ease. But now, I hesitate. Although we both know who were, we barely know who the other is now.
She sits on the edge of the bed and looks at me with sympathy.
�I feel like it�s sophomore year again,� I kid.
�I know,� she says, �I like it.�
A smile comes across my face. Through all of the emotions that pulse through my brain, happiness shines the brightest. It is my light in the gloomy dark. Although my heart has been broken again even if it was a small misconduct, it still dimmed the flame.
�Do you remember Rachel?� She asks.
My head is spun in a loop of memories. The late night escapades that the three of us went one. The endless laughter on the deep summer nights. Dopamine rushing through our veins. We didn�t care about anything but us. Then life happened. At least for Tabitha, I thought about her over my 5 incognito years. When it came to Rachel, she immediately dropped off of the face of my Earth. Not one thought was spared for her.
�What about her?� My words bite harder than I intended.
�Still mad at her?� Tabitha inquires.
Am I? If I gave Tabitha the benefit of the doubt and forgave her, I should do the same for Rachel.
�She was one of our best friends for a while� She states.
�I know,� I say, guiltiness filling my voice, �she was just the first time Kane cheated on me� it�s hard to let go of some of the frustration I felt.�
She nods in understanding. I know she cares. Although before it annoyed me that she cared, now I know it comes from a place of love rather than ignorance.
�He cheated so many times.� My voice doesn�t even make it to the end of the sentence.
I let him walk all over me. I still do. He has manipulated my entire being and getting out of his grasp is the hardest part.
�I guess it�s good that you guys didn�t work out,� Tabitha says.
�Yes, I guess so.�
She stands up and looks back at me,
�You can stay as long as you want.�
I think she has realized my struggle. Her intuitive nature has probably put two and two together.
I am still trying to get away from the desire to walk back.
You should.
I know.
Then why not?

CHAPTER NINE: THE BRIDGE

Something touches my arm and I am jolted awake. My eyes open sharply and I study the room. A white outline is slowly drifting towards me. I squint my eyes attempting to properly see the figure.
My stomach drops when my eyes settle. My mother stands before me. Her face is as pale as paper and her wrist are as red as roses. Blood drips off of her arms and drips slowly onto the floor.
She walks towards me. Her arm extends. She is reaching for me. I reach for her arm.
When my hand touches her wrist her blood flows onto my hand. Her wrists are covered in redness. My heart begins to beat harder and harder.
�Mom,� I ask, my voice weak, �why?�
She doesn�t respond. She simply nods her head. She brings her hand back down. When it hits her body, it creates a red hand mark on her once white shirt.
As I watch her, tears flow down my face. I am taken back to 5 years ago.
�You could have stopped me,� My mother finally speaks.
The words hit like daggers in my heart.
�I wanted to Mom,� I cry, the tears multiplying and falling over each, �I wish I had gone into the kitchen.�
�You could have,� she whispers again.
�I know.� The tears have overtaken my face, �I�m sorry that I was distracted.�
�He was more important than me.� Her voice gets more frail.
�No, he wasn�t.� I bite my lip to stop from sobbing, �I should have told Kane to leave.�
�It�s your fault.�
�I know.�
As those last words come out of my mouth, she drops to the floor. Her body shakes and convulses. I throw myself off of my bed. I can�t see this again.
�Are you ok, Mom!?�
�Mom!?�
�Please answer!�
�Mom!?�
She is still. I reach to touch her body. When I touch it, all that greets me is air. She is gone.
The tears flow down my face still. I pull my legs up to my body and sit in the fetal position. I fucked up. I am a fuck up. I did this. I caused this. Me.
The sun begins to go down outside and I am left in the dark. It feels inviting. None of my senses beg to be used when nothing stimulates them. It swirls around me like an incessant tornado of pure nothingness. I let it take me.
It picks me up off of the ground. I am pulled into the air. My feet no longer have the security of the earth. I close my eyes. It levitates me, the wind of nil enchants me and causes me to feel naught. I am it and it is me. Inseparable.
It flows over my eyelids. It calms me. My body goes numb. The numbness doesn�t scare me; I want it. It is the peace that passes all understanding. I feel it deep in my consciousness.
Perhaps now, only now, am I taken.
* * *
The breeze blows into my ears and whistles loudly. I shuffle. I am on the floor. The harsh carpet has left its mark on my face. I bring myself to my feet and look out of the window. The cool Boston breeze pours in without permission. I shut the window.
I walk to the bed and sit down. It is completely dark outside. Although the night beckons for quiet, the city does not respond to its request. Cars burst through the streets and people travel aimlessly through the winding maze.
I rest my head on my pillow. I want to sleep but I don�t want to dream. I want eternal sleep with no way of waking up. The most peaceful state I have seen a human in is one of unending, blank sleep.
I close my eyes. I play the lottery of my life and let sleep take me.
* * *
SMACK.
I am hit in the face by a notecard. I squint my eyes and look at the abuser. Tabitha stands over me with a wide grin on her face.
She has let me stay at her house for two weeks now. I don�t know why I have received her grace in this matter.
�Someone called for you.� The grin is plastered on, �they left this message.�
I take the notecard off of my face and sit up in my bed. Tabitha remains in the room, her grin lingers over me. I am afraid of what it may say that is making her gauke so much.
�Ana,
I�m sorry. Please come see me again. I can�t forget that night and I know it�s stupid to be infatuated after one hook up but I swear to you, nothing you do or have can stop me from wanting to spend my time with you. Please come back.
-Noah�

Tabitha giggles as I look up at her. A smile slowly spreads on my face. I am unsure. I don�t know if I should. I can�t trust anybody. I can�t even trust myself. I don�t want to trust myself.
�Are you going to go?� She asks in anticipation.
I sigh. The smile starts to evaporate. I don�t want my heart to get broken again. I can�t keep doing this to Kane, either.
�I don�t know,� I say.
�Why not?� she asks, �what do you have to lose?�
What do I have to lose? I�ve already lost my sanity, my self-control and my heart. What could he do to me? Kane doesn�t love me. I need to remember this. Why am I holding myself hostage for someone who doesn�t care about me.
You love Kane.
You want Kane.
No. I don�t.
�I guess I�ll go.� I say. I bite my tongue. The voices can�t control my life. They can�t.
She looks at me like she has won the battle. And perhaps she has.
She frolics out of the room and shuts the door behind her. I think she feels pity for me. I don�t have my life nearly as in order as she does. She went to college, got married and has a kid. I pushed everyone away, fell in a depressive hole and let my mind gnaw away at my heart.
I get out of bed and walk over to my backpack. I don�t have much clothes left. I leave my jeans on but swap out my shirt for a clean one. I could stop at a laundromat on my way back. I zip up my backpack and sling it over my shoulder.
I stand in front of the door for a moment, daring myself to open it. I hesitate. I love being with Noah. What is the problem?
Kane.
The voices are sly and rhythmic. They imbed themselves in the most sensitive part of my brain and corrode it bit by bit.
I push my hand out, grab my doorknob and open the door with vigor. I am strength. Remember. Breathe. Remember.
I walk through the hallway. If I don�t walk with purpose, I don�t walk at all. I stop in front of Tabitha�s door.
Tabitha sits on her bed. Margaret is sitting between her legs. They are reading a book together. It is so candid and sweet that I don�t want to interrupt it.
�I�m not sure when I�ll be back�� I say, �Probably tonight.�
She nods her head. Her grin comes back to her face. Her eyes lock with mine. I know exactly what she is thinking.
I walk into the loft, down the stairs and onto the street. I try to remember through my drunken memory what address Noah gave the driver. I hope that just describing the building is enough.
I step into a taxi and begin.
�So the building is kind of like yellowish brick. It�s a really tall apartment complex sorta near the Prudential but not quite close enough� I don�t know, I can see it through one of the windows� I�m sorry��
�Yeah, I got it. Copley Square.�
I breathe a sigh of relief. Instead of professing his love in the note, he could�ve left an address.
The taxi attempt to speed off but the moment we pick up speed, he comes to a halt. The midday rush hour clogs the tiny streets of Boston. I slouch in my seat. I don�t even want to think about the fare I�m racking up. I look at the door. The symmetry of the locks is calming to my eyes.
Humans are trained to glue to symmetry. Is this intended so that we hate the people whose faces aren�t exactly right or is it just a sick joke made by God to watch us run like chickens with our heads cut off, attempting to find beauty that is nearly impossible to find naturally. The stopping and going of the traffic gets on my nerves. I look up at the driver.
�How do I get there?� I ask.
�To the building?� He asks, he looks at me in the rear view mirror confused, �You go down 4 block, take a left and then 5 blocks down, it�s on your left, why?�
I look at the fare meter and hand the money to the driver.
�Here,� I say rushed, �thanks so much, have a good day!�
I jump out of the cab and into the summer breeze. I run out of the street but once I get to the sidewalk, I don�t want to stop. I continue running. My feet push off of the sidewalk, for milliseconds at a time, I am flying.
The sun shines down on my face, I feel its rays. For once, I prefer the light to the darkness. The sun burns bright and fills my soul with hope.
I smile. I take a deep breath and when the breeze hits my lungs, I am propelled farther and farther. I can feel life grow intense but in the most exciting way. The sky seems to continue forever. The light glares down on the pavement in front of me. I chase the rays. �Follow me� they tell me. I know if I follow, I will be okay.
The world passes by. 4 blocks zip by. I am free. I push my arms out and feel the breeze push on my body. All I see is light.
I turn to the left and run across the street. My chest starts to feel heavy but I continue on. My body has betrayed me for too long. I am in charge.
Time grows faster and faster as my legs go faster and faster. I can only feel the sun on my neck and the sky on my face. My heart begins to beat happiness. I haven�t felt this way is so long.
Then I see it out of the corner of my eye. The large building casts a long shadow onto the street. My smile grows wider. Noah. I think about my night with him. With no reminisce of Kane, my thoughts begin to pulse with Noah�s name.
I slow down and look at the building. The hope still lingers. I walk up the doors and the doorman opens them for me. I walk in with purpose. The elevator stands in view but I turn and look towards the stairs. I don�t need memories to buzz around my brain. I open the door to the stairs and start on my journey. The 3rd floor is my destination.
I leap up the steps. The energy pours out of my eyes and ears. I am overflowing. I am becoming. Level after level meet my eager feet and I pushed into the future. The deep, unwritten, blank future.
The door has a large 3 printed on it in bold writing. I walk towards it, I know it is my friend. The ethereal beauty that lays in my fate makes itself known.
I walk through it and retrace my steps from our night together. My feet are the platforms on which my life takes me. Thank you.
I see his door from across the hallway. It glues in my vision and begs to be seen. My conscience pulls me back to my memories. The gentle kisses. Eat. The laughs through the night. Eat. Those deep blue eyes. Eat. Eat. Eat.
It is not about the amount of time you have spent with someone; it is about the quality of the time you have spent together.
I knock on his door. I have no fears. He answers and suddenly we stand facing each other. We are the audience to the others stage. Our hearts beat in sync though we just saw the other's face again. The heaviness of the decision I just made sets in. Why did I do this?
�Hi,� I say, I just realized how out of breath I am.
�Hi.� A smile comes across his face. I don�t think he expected me to come back.
He opens the door all the way and lets me in. I walk in and stand in his living room. His living room is a lazy layout of white couches and tan arm chairs. Of course, all of the furniture is facing a large television. Now that I am here, I�m not sure what to do. I look at him with anticipating eyes.
�Please, sit down.� He gestures to the sleek white couches; they lay in perfect symmetry to the wall.
I sit down in the one facing the window. I can�t see anything through it but the building in front of his apartment. The sun beats down on the building and it reflects the sunlight into Noah�s living room.
He sits down across from me in one of the ugly tan arm chairs. He looks at me fondly. It calms my spirit.
�So, can you explain it to me?� He asks, he is unsure if this is the right question to ask but continues with it regardless.
Nobody has asked me this before. At first I am taken aback but his desire to know pushes me to find an explanation. Then an idea comes over me.
I stand up and turn on his TV across the room. I flip the channel to the news and turn the volume all the way up. The news anchor starts having a debate with another and they start yelling. The yelling echoes through the apartment building. I look back at Noah. He has his hands over his ears and his eyes are squinting. He is in obvious pain. I remain unphased. I look at him.
He begins to understand. His face of pain starts to melt into a sympathetic look. I don�t search for pity; I search for comprehension.
He grabs the TV remote and hits the power button fervently. He walks to me and pulls me into his arms. He locks me into a warm and fulfilling hug. I feel understood. Suddenly, it feels easier to control them.
Stop.
I hug him tighter. No. Not anymore. He pulls me out of the hug softly. He puts his hands on the sides of my face and pulls me in closer to him. He gently pushes his lips against mine. My stomach leaps and my feet go numb. All of the nerves in my face become increasingly more sensitive. He kisses more intently as my breath becomes even.
His hand moves to the back of my head and he holds me tenderly. I know that in his arms, everything is ok. He pulls away from the kiss and looks at me in the eyes.
�I�m so sorry for not understanding.�
I smile. Happiness creeps its way up my spine and nestles at the back of my neck. It softly coos in my ear. �Everything is good. Everything is fulfilled.�
�Do you want some wine?� He asks, �You could definitely use a drink.�
I laugh. He learns quickly.
He walks to the kitchen and pulls a bottle of wine off of his counter.
�It�s shitty stuff,� he smirks, �Just how you like it, determining from your breath that night.
�Yummy!� I joke. The smile on my face only grows wider.
He pours two glasses and walks back over.
�So how about Plato?� I jest.
He laughs and once again, it fills the room with his cheerful sound waves. They peel at my ears and beat on my eardrums.
He sits back on his arm chair. I follow his lead and sit back on the couch.
�So tell me,� he says, �how much do you know about Plato?� He places a glass of wine in front of me.
�More than you,� I stick my tongue out.
�Oh?� He laughs, �Well, I know more about Lafayette than you.�
�War generals?� I questions, �Why that topic?�
�History Major.� He shrugs his shoulders.
�Ooh, a college boy,� I laugh and shake my head in mocking approval. I reach down and take a sip of the wine in front of me. It tastes like watered down rotten capri sun.
�Well, a graduate with a debt of 30k,� he sighs, �I am a war general dealing with these payments.�
�Oh, you poor baby,� I mock him.
�Did you go to college?� He looks hopeful. I don�t want to let him down but I�m not going to lie to him.
�Um, no,� I say quietly,
�Oh?� He seems surprisingly nonchalant with my answer, �Can I know why?�
I breathe in a deep breath. I may as well tell him. He has seen more of my crazy than any other person in my life. I take a deep sip of my wine.
�My mom killed herself at the end of my senior year.� The words resonate in my throat. They vibrate and feast incessantly on my vocal chords.
He chokes on his wine and looks at me with empathy.
�Me too.�
Suddenly, our mutual understanding is stretched far beyond the level that it first began on.
�Wow,� I swallow my words, �I�m sorry.�
�Yeah,� he sighs, �I�m sorry to you too. Although coming from someone who has also experienced it, I know how little that phrase helps with the pain.�
I nod. Fate has glued us together in an attempted jig saw of unlikely matches. Somehow, we won the lottery of life. I have been struck with lightning twice.
I look at him. Awe is the only emotion that can surface in my brain.
I lean over from the couch and kiss him again. Emotions swarm our lips and our entire beings are traded in that kiss. He lets it go and gets out of his chair. He grabs my hand and pulls me to my feet. He starts walking towards his room. I follow.
Through the threshold of his bedroom we walk. Hand in hand. Lover by lover. Complete.
Sunlight beats through his window but shadows remain cast over our faces. He leads me to his bed. I lay in the middle of his bed. He moves his body on top of me and gently kisses me. It is so slow and sincere. I know that he is entirely present and with me. This is something I have never experienced before.
Every time I am with him, I feel new emotions that I never knew even existed. My body entirely relaxes. For the second time, I am making love with someone who isn�t Kane. It is honestly so surreal how far I have come from even 2 weeks ago. I was begging in Kane�s bed. I was begging for his love.
Because you should.
The more I fight it, the worse it gets. When I never held it in, they would flow freely but now that I fight them, they grow louder and more demanding. But if I allow them to flow freely they will change my train of thought to Kane constantly.
Then I come back into reality quickly when I feel Noah begin to take off my shirt. Breathe. You are ok. Breathe. I become in the moment and think about how much Noah means to me. He saved me. He accepts me and all of my issues. When he laughs, he fills the room. I just want to hold him in my arms and never let go.
I push my kiss harder. Our bodies begin to breathe together. We share the Earth and the Earth shares with us. His hands move up onto my face. He strokes my face while he kisses me intently. He pulls off his shirt and moves his lips steadily down from my mouth to collar bone. A moan escapes my lips. Life starts to revolve around us.
I pull off my pants while keeping my lips on him. This time, it is slower. The kisses hold longer and the beat runs at a steadier pace. I feel my breath get deeper and faster. He breathes heavily out of his nose.
I reach for his pants. I slowly unbutton the top. I reach for the zipper and pull it down while feeling his lips on my neck. He moves his face away from my neck and takes his pants off. He throws them off of the bed. We are now exposed to each other. Only small bits of fabric separate us from eternal connection. The most intimate exchange possible between two humans; yet he decides to share it with me.
He stops and looks at my body. He runs his hands down the side of my body. It ripples down with my curves. His is warm against my skin. He is sweating.
�You are beautiful,� he whispers to me.
I haven�t heard those words in 7 years. They tear through like the dullest knife. I can�t help but tear up. The sincerity in his tone moves me to new emotions. I am beloved. How? Why?
I respond to his compliment by grabbing the back of his head and pulling his face to mine. Our lips collide. My chest bursts and I feel surreal.
In tandem, we pull off each others final garments. The next movement is inevitable. I prepare for it. But Noah stops. He looks at me. Sympathy washes over him.
�Are you sure?� He asks, his hand reaches up and wipes a tear off of my cheek.
He stays still. He is the statue David, so contrite. His emotions render him chaustic. I look at him. My nose flares and my eyebrows fraught. I don�t deserve this love.
Leave.
Don�t make this mistake again.
I flinch. My memory takes me back to his face on the day I told him of my voices. He looked so disgusted. He looked at me like I was the craziest piece of shit to roam the Earth, yet he loves me?
�I-uh,� I hesitate.
He is obviously hurt by this. He closes his eyes and a frown grows over his smile.
�What�s wrong?� He asks, his voice trembling.
I don�t understand why he is so emotional.
�I just�� I try to tell him but my own thought process is fogged. Even if I tried explaining, I would have to tell him about Kane which isn�t happening. He already knows of the voices and my mother. That is where the crazy starts and stops.
His shoulders lower and he rolls to the other side of the bed. He puts his hands over his face. He is overwhelmingly upset about this ordeal. The intuition in me senses that there is more to this sadness than just my uncertainty of sleeping with him.
�It�s me,� he says, �isn�t it.�
He turns and looks at me. His eyes are pleading for me to give him an answer.
Go back to Kane.
He won�t keep hurting you.
Noah isn�t hurting me. He is worrying about me. I don�t understand. When I don�t understand I get frustrated and when I get frustrated, the only emotion I can feel is anger.
�No,� I snap. My words come off harsher than intended. But I am annoyed. He is pushing to know more about me. Whether he means to or not, he is pushing.
�Oh,� he gets more upset.
�Look,� I say, �you are fine, I�m just too fucked up for a happy relationship.�
I look him back in the eyes.
�Okay?� I demand a response back.
He nods. Tears collect in his eyes. Why does that make him upset? I was with him for one night.
�What�s wrong?� I ask. The roles have been switched.
�I just acted like a shit head the other day and I feel bad about. I knew you�d be totally off-put from me after that.�
He looks straight into my eyes. I can physically feel his honesty.
�Ana, you are amazing. I can�t imagine what you go through every day and you still come out as a strong woman. I appreciate you so much. I know it�s dumb to be infatuated after just two weeks but love works in mysterious ways. I just want you to know that I am sorry.�
He keeps eye contact through his speech. My heart leaps. I can�t tell if my brain is ready to let him in. The reason I needed to leave after his reaction was because my brain wasn�t ready to let him in. My brain pulses. I can feel the blood streaming through my conscience. I don�t know how to feel.
He leans over to me and kisses me firmly. His lips are so soft. Only good feelings come off of his aura. Yellow. Green. White. He is true. He is honest. When his kiss hits my lips, I am throw through a wave. My body grows shaky and I feel as though my body is being thrown into a whirlpool of emotion. But at the bottom of Charybdis lies a calm place filled with warmth. As Noah reaches out his arms and pulls me into a hug, I feel the warmth come towards me.
The journey is long and winding. Skylla does not care for my woes. My arms slowly get hotter and hotter. The hottness fills my brain, my heart, my lungs and my limbs. I have become a flame in the endless world of sea. He is my lighter and my savior.
More tears run down my face but they are tears of joy. I feel my salvation appearing on the horizon. The dove is on its journey back with the olive branch.
I press my lips firmly down on his. He rolls me onto my back as our kisses grow more and more intense. Our spirits start to swarm. They grow entangled with each other. Nothing after this day will untangle them. I breathe. It is an easy breath.
He enters me with ease. I don�t notice until it hits my stomach and my body is filled with shivers. I feel nauseous but it is a desired nausea. I embrace it as I embrace him. My arms curl around him. We are becoming one.
His breath is heavy on my lips. It grows more and more intense until it all drops like the last drop of water to fall from a broken dam. He groans in my ear. That last noise satisfies my soul. He kisses me one last time. He falls to the other side of the bed.
�I think I love you,� he whispers.
�It�s only been two weeks.�
�I know.�
�Then why?�

CHAPTER TEN: THE ARK

�Because love has no rules,� he says softly.
�What is love?� I ask.
This is the universal question that everyone begs to know the answer to. He looks up at his ceiling. The questions perplexes him. He purses his lips and turns back to me.
�Love is caring and appreciating someone else.�
I look at him. If that is so than I have loved one too many people in my life.
�I disagree,� I say.
I have always known that I have an idealistic and frankly, unrealistic definition of love. That doesn�t stop me from sticking to what I assume. Stubbornness runs in my blood.
�Love is attention. If someone constantly looks at you and spends time with you, even if the reason is superficial: it is love.�
He looks at me confused. We both have very different definitions of love.
�Do you trust that I do love you?� He is worried.
I think. Have I ever trusted anybodies proclamations of love for me? My brain is even more conflicted about this case because 90% of my conscience is still addicted to Kane�s soft touch and daring eyes.
�I�m not sure.� I am as honest as possible with Noah. Maybe if I tell him the truth of what I am feeling he won�t ask me why I feel that way.
He looks hurt at my response. At first sadness is written on his face but it slowly turns to frustration. He sits up in bed and looks at me.
�Why not?� He demands.
I want to love, and I do in some ways but my brain isn�t entirely all his yet. I can�t tell him this. He can�t know about Kane. I feel everything slipping out from under me. I will lose him if I tell him and I will lose him if I don�t tell him.
�I just�� I breathe in and close my eyes, �I can�t.�
I open my eyes. He looks like I have just slapped him on the face. His eyes beg me to love him but his body language is telling me to leave. I grow uncomfortable. We sit for a beat. Silence.
�I should leave.�
He stays silent. I get off of his bed, put on my underclothes. I grab my jeans off of the floor and slip them over my sweaty legs. I look around the floor and spot my shirt. I throw it over my thin frame. I start to walk out.
I hear him get up from the bed. His silence frustrates me to no end. Whenever I am conflicted he just stays quiet. He never expresses how he is feeling unless what he is feeling is love, then he expresses it ten-fold. I don�t know if I want that kind of relationship.
Kane is so much better.
Kane did the same thing to me. I make every relationship fail. I can�t figure out love. Maybe it is my skewed ideals or maybe it is simply the fact that I am looking in all of the wrong places. I walk towards the threshold of the bedroom. This is all too much.
�Wait.� His voice rings through the small apartment.
I turn towards him. He stands defenseless in his boxer shorts. I can barely see his face in the dim lighting. Night begins to echo through his window and reflect onto his grimace.
�Please don�t leave.�
He whimpers like a lost dog. It frustrates me. Why is he so infatuated by me? It makes no sense. We have only known each other's existence for two weeks. How does that constitute the deep feelings he presents to me.
�Why do you want to be with me so badly?� I yell. I hardly ever get this frustrated but two battles at once is too much for me.
He lowers his head. He looks at the floor like it will give him the answer. I roll my eyes and begin to walk out of his room.
�Shepherd's High School.�
I stop in my track. How does he know that name? He must have been stalking me in the time after our drunken hook up. Fears begins to creep its way up my spine yet again. Happiness is soon disintegrated. I can feel my body start to shake. Could he be part of Kane�s sick plans? Is this all a rouse to make me come back? My breath grows rapid. I look at him with fright in my eyes.
�You and I had Geometry together during Sophomore year.� He walks forward and I see the smirk on his face.
I am still unsteady. I am untrusting.
�I never talked to you but I wanted to.�
I am confused. I am conflicted.
�You were so beautiful.� The smirk grows into an embarrassed blush, �I know it sounds creepy, but I watched you from the back of the room.�
He walks up to me. He can still see the fear in my eyes. I look into his blue irises. He is being honest. I think he is being honest. I hope he is being honest.
�You chewed on the ends of the strings on your hoodies,� he laughs, �you always had a mischievous look locked onto your face.�
He looks into my eyes further. He wants me to believe him.
�We had Ms. Jackson,� he says pushing more proof at me, �when I saw you at the club, I couldn�t believe my eyes� I thought you had left the city for good.�
My defense falls. Kane wasn�t in that class. He wouldn�t know anything about it. I look down at my hands. I fidget with them. I crack my knuckles nervously.
�That too!� He looks at my hands with a gleaming smile.
I quickly put my hands down. I look back at his face.
�Really?� My tone is so doubting.
�Yes,� he smiles, �you meticulously straightened the pencils on your desk. I watched you. Your face of determination of such a small thing amazed me.�
I blush. I never thought I was noticed by anyone in school. I had my 3 friends and that�s all I needed. Now, I wish my 16 year old self would have turned around and seen Noah in the corner.
�Why didn�t you talk to me?� I ask.
�You were too beautiful,� he says with awe, �I couldn�t get the courage to even look at you in the eye.�
My heart softens. He is honest. I can�t believe this would happen to me of all people. I have always made life harder for myself than it has to be.
�I know it�s creepy but now I have my chance with you and I don�t want to mess it up,� he says hopefully.
My grimace melts and as he looks at my face, his blue eyes transfixed on my �beauty�, I can�t help but smile. I can�t believe someone would be this honest. It hurts me. I wish I could ok with it but I have never encountered this before.
Slowly, I walk back over to the bed. I pull off my jeans and lay them on the floor. I lie down and pull the comforter over me. Noah follows and curls up next to me. I don�t look at him. I�m afraid if I do then my brain will fight with me more than it has to.

CHAPTER ELEVEN: THE PORT SIDE

My stomach lurches and I am thrown awake. A tight pain in my abdomen disturbs my restful sleep. I breath to fight off the nausea but it come back twice as strong in a matter of minutes.
I don�t want to puke all over his blankets. I pull the comforter off of me and run to the bathroom. I don�t know exactly where it is. I wish I had looked earlier. As I run out of his room, I frantically look for any other door in the apartment. Off of the kitchen, I see a small hallway. I pray that the bathroom is in that hallway and I don�t puke in his pantry.
My stomach bubbles and I feel an acidic burp making its way up my throat. I put my hand over my mouth and run towards the hallway. As my feet hit the floor, my stomach grows more uneasy. I run through the opening. There are two doors. One of my left and one on my right. Damnit. The vomit lottery has begun. What�s the winning numbers?
I quickly open the door to my right. My eyes are greeted with white tile and a toilet. Thank god. I pull up the toilet seat as my stomach lurches again. This time a foul taste fills my mouth and vomit bursts its way out of my mouth.
The nausea settles in my stomach, as another spat is thrown into the towel. I feel disgusting. My mouth is covered in stomach acid and my hands are shaking.
I can feel my stomach calm down. I haven�t eaten much so there wasn�t much to expel. I didn�t feel sick last night so I have no idea why this is happening. My head feels heavy. I stand up. My back is throbbing.
I flush the toilet and shakingly walk to the kitchen. I turn the knob on his sink and wash my hands. I pump the hand soap on my hands repetitively. After my hands are scrubbed thoroughly, I drive them with the paper towels sitting on the counter.
My head is pounding but I don�t want to pillage his bathroom for pain meds. I look around for a different solution. I see his home phone lying on the kitchen counter. I pick it up and punch in Tabitha�s number.
It ring for a moment before I hear her voice.
�Hello?� She sounds exhausted.
�Hi, it�s Ana, can you bring me some Tylenol?�
�Ana, it�s 5am.�
Oops.
�Please?� I ask. I know Tabitha. Her sympathy will get the better of her.
�Where are you?� She sighs. I look at the fridge for an address. I can�t do the taxi man trick on an exhausted Tabitha. I see a card hanging off of an old Fire Department magnet. His address is scrawled on the back of it. I recite back to Tabitha like I knew it all along.
�Fine,� she concedes, �I�ll be there in a minute.�
She hangs up. I put his phone back down and looks around the room victorious. Then I realize that there is no there to cheer with me so I awkwardly lower my hands.
My stomach rumbles again. No. Please no. I walk down the hallway again but this time I turn to the left. I open the door. Shelves of food are tightly packed into the small perimeter. That could have been bad. I reach in and grab a box of crackers. I shut the door and quietly mumble a thank you.
I walk into the living room and flop onto a couch. I am determined to not vomit again. I open the crackers and pull a few out. My stomach bubbles and I throw them into my mouth. I swallow them quickly in attempt to stop my stomach from expelling anything else. This action could either work or hurt me in the long run.
I sit, eating crackers when I look out of the window and see the sky slowly changing color. I remember when Noah and I watched it the first night we were together. A smile comes across my face. I watch it change from a dark blue to a soft yellow. It is progressive but the end results are as definite as death.
I hear a knock on the door. My pounding head pushes me to open it. For a second, I am scared that somebody else will be at the other side who is not Tabitha. I push the fear aside and open the door.
Tabitha stands in an oversized parka. She puts her hand out. She hands me a box of Tylenol.
�Here,� she says. She pulls a water bottle out of her pocket, �I brought this too.�
I grab both and walk forward to hug her. She takes a step back and interrupts my gesture.
�I want know why you need it before I will hug you,� she frets, �also, why does your breath smell like death?�
I open the door and gesture for her to come in. She apprehensively walks in. She looks over to the door that slightly cracked open.
�Is this that guy?� She asks, �The one from the bar?�
A smile comes over my face.
�Yeah,� I say with a smirk
�Is he still asleep?� She points to ajar door.
�I think so.� I place the water bottle on the kitchen counter.
She nods her head and looks around. She is judging the architecture. I�m not sure if it�s actually her judgemental nature or if she wants to test and see if Noah is a good guy for me to be with. She purses her lips and nods her head slowly. She looks back at me.
I begin to open the Tylenol box in my hands. I pull out the plastic case of pills and pop one out. I throw it in my mouth and swallow. I grab the water bottle and take a huge chug.
�So why do you need that?� She asked, pointing to the Tylenol.
�I puked earlier, my back is hurting, and I have a splitting headache.� I ramble, �But I ate some crackers and the nausea is basically gone.�
Tabitha looks at me with wide eyes. She walks over to me and puts her hand on my forehead.
�You don�t have a fever��
�Hm, weird.� I shake it off, �it was probably anxiety.�
�Have you guys had sex?� She asks. She looks worried. Her worry makes me worried. She is the sensible and intelligent one in our friendship.
�Uh, yeah,� I say, �twice.�
�Oh shit, you are probably pregnant.�
I freeze. Pregnant?
�No, no way.� I shrug it off. There is no way I�m pregnant. It�s just a freak anxiety thing.
�You have to take a test, Ana.� She looks at me. Her worry is growing. I don�t like where this is going.
�Are you sure?�
�Yes.�
�Do you have one?� I ask. She looks at with a face of mocking.
�I had Margaret two years ago.� She says, �No way in hell am I having another one anytime soon and any of the ones I had while I was trying for her would be expired.�
�So we have to buy one?� I sigh.
�Yeah, but you might want pants for that.� Tabitha laughs and points at my bare legs. I had bursted out of bed so quickly that I forgot pants.
I laugh and walk back into the bedroom. I search the floor for a second then I pull them on. I walk to the other side of the room and pull on my shoes.
�Where are you going?� A small voice mumbles.
I look towards the bed. Noah is sitting up and rubbing his eyes. He yawns widely and then drops his head onto the backboard of the bed frame.
�I won�t be long,� I whisper gently. I walk out of the door, I peer back in. He has lied back down. A rush of warmth comes over me seeing his peaceful face.
�I love you,� I breathe into the darkness.
I shut the door and turn back to Tabitha. She still looks exhausted, I feel bad for waking her up but I know I need her. If I�m pregnant, if I am going to have a child, I need her by my side more than ever.
�Alright, let�s go,� I sigh. I reach down, grab the water bottle and head towards the door. Tabitha follows.
We walk down the hallway and through my spinning head, the hallway feels smaller than ever. We get in the elevator and when the initial fall begins, I feel my stomach rise and fall heavily. I groan and rub my abdomen. God, I hope I�m not pregnant.
We walk through the lobby and I begin to see people�s eyes on me. I look back them. Momentary faux communication is shared between the strangers and I. Perhaps I was the one who started looking in the first place.
We walk onto the street and into a taxi. I crawl in and breathe. My brain is racing. I don�t want a baby. I�m too much of mess to be a mother. I want my child to grow up with a loving family and have a life of comfort. I want to give them nursery�s like Margaret�s. I want to give them love like Mark. I just can�t do that. I am not able.
Tabitha tells the driver to take us to the nearest drug store. This is setting in. At first, I thought Tabitha was being ridiculous but now that she has pointed out the possibility, I realize the smaller symptoms so much more.
The cab sways and I can feel my body move with the motion of traffic. The streets are brightly lit by the sun. Although this escapade began with darkness, light now flows through the situation. The cab comes to a stop and Tabitha gets out quickly. I match her urgency.
I catch up to her and walk by her side.
�It�s fine,� I say to her. I say it to myself too. I am keeping my external physique relaxed but inside, I am tense. I know if I show my unease that it will only make her worry grow.
She nods her head and bustles off towards the farthest aisle. I struggle to keep up but when I do, she is holding a box with a pregnancy test on it. Her hands are shaking. She is getting progressively more anxious.
I take the test out of her hand and pull her into a hug. She wraps her arms around me. I don�t know why she is so upset. I know she worries but her react to this confuses me.
�What�s wrong?� I ask.
She pulls out of our hug and looks up at me. Tears are developing in her eyes.
�I just don�t know what will happen with you,� she says sadly, �we lost touch for five years and I know if you have a baby, you�ll leave and I don�t want you to get hurt again.�
Her words enter my heart like a dagger slowly pushing through my flesh and slicing into my heart. The incision is so precise. I look at her. I need confidence right now.
�I will be fine,� I say softly. My heart throbs. �Let�s go buy this test.�
She nods her head and we begin to talk to the cashier. As I stand in line, Tabitha begins to calm down. She has real trust in me. I feel a responsibility that I never have before. She actually believes me that I am going to get my life in order if I am having a child. Regardless of the potential pregnancy, I should get my life in order as soon as possible.
This is because you are a whore.
I let the thought flow through me. If I just let it go through my head, it doesn�t fight back. I am learning.
�Next in line, please.�
I begin walking. Now the anxiety is hitting me. My legs are wobbling as I walk towards the checkout counter. I place the box on the counter and my eyes glue to it. I don�t want a baby.
I begin to hand money to the cashier but Tabitha pushes my hand down and puts her hand out with force. The cashier looks at me and then back to her. She grabs the money from Tabitha and puts the test into a bag. I reach for the bag and look back at Tabitha. Her eyes are still sad but she has a smug grin.
I chuckle and walk through the store again. Before we get to the doors, I look at her worried yet again.
�I don�t want to take this at Noah�s.�
She thinks about what I said and immediately agrees. I don�t want to scare him unnecessarily.
�We can go to my house.� She smiles.
I nod my head and we head back into the street. Rain has started to drizzle over the city. The small droplets fall in rhythm and splatter on the ground, spreading water across the pavement. I look up at the sky. Water pours down my face. My eyes squeeze shut and my face tenses. I used to love water but now, when it rains harshly, I want to get out of it. I put my head down and walk quickly to the the sidewalk. No taxis are anywhere to be seen.
Tabitha whistles with her fingers but still no taxi appears. We stand in the cool rain for a hot second. I look at her. She seems to have calmed down but the rain makes her look as if she is still crying. A heavy feeling builds in my body. I feel sympathy. I don�t want to cause her to feel this way.
I see a flash of yellow driving down the street. Through rain it is hard to see but Tabitha whistles and throws her hand out. The car slows down and stops in front of us.
We get in. The rain has drenched us from head to toe. I can feel the moisture go through my skin and penetrate the nerves on my fingertips. I wipe my hands off on my jeans in an attempt to dry them even the slightest bit.
After Tabitha calls out her address, here we are sitting in yet another taxi cab with silence echoing in the cabin.
Tabitha is still very tired and I can tell. Her head leans back onto the seat and her eyes are closed to the world outside. I wish I could feel that much peace. The ride seems to last forever. I hold the brown plastic bag anxiously. My hand has a firm grip on the handles. It sweats onto the synthetic material. I can�t let go even if I wanted to. The longer I hold it, the heavier it gets. The weight of my decisions manifests into a physical form.
When the car slowly comes to a stop, I feel the bag jolt forward and I am pulled with it. It has so much control over my actions. I open the door and carry the bag up to the entrance. Tabitha walks in front of me and unlocks the door. I b-line it to the bathroom. The stairs seem stepper than ever and the hallway longer than ever. I walk into the door of the white bathroom and slowly, I let my grip on the bag free. The plastic left an imprint through the palm of my hand. Now the memory will linger longer than I would like.
Tabitha walks in through the open door. She comes over to the sink and puts her hand on my back.
�Maybe you aren�t,� she says, �Don�t get too upset yet.�
I nod slowly. She faintly smiles at me and walks out. The door softly closes behind her.
I pull the box out of the bag and I avoid looking at the design on the box because I know that it will cause me to hesitate further. I quickly tear open the box and pull the thin test out. The tip is covered by a blue plastic sleeve. In the center, a little screen is etched into the frame. On this screen, my fate lies. Please.
I walk over to the toilet, pull down my pants and pull off the cap. The end looks so daunting. I lean down and attempt to pee on the thin stick. This proves difficult but after a slight struggle, I am successful. I pull my pants back up and stand up.
I put the cap back on and wait. I place it on the counter and open the door. Tabitha sits against the wall in the loft, holding a book. She is intently reading. I am starting to realize that reading is her way of destressing.
She sees me in the doorway and immediately puts her bookmark in the book and firmly shuts it. She places it on the bookshelf to her left and walks over to me.
�Did you see it yet?� She looks nervous. She holds her hands together in front of her body. She only does this in times of severe anxiety for her.
�I want you to look first,� I say quietly. I move out of the doorway and she walks in, alone.
I watch her as she walks to the counter and analyzes the test. After a second she picks up the test.
She looks at me with wide eyes and turns the test around to face me.

CHAPTER TWELVE: THE RAPIDS

A tiny positive sign glares back at me. My hands move over my mouth. I don�t know what to do. My brain is too fogged to even process this information. I don�t think Noah even wants a baby let alone one with a stranger�
Then the thought hits me harder than any have previously. It could be Kane�s. I was with him twice during the same week I was with Noah.
I feel my legs go weak and my breath get sparse. I look up at Tabitha with fear in my eyes.
�It could be Kane�s,� I whimper.
She looks at me and matches my expression. She doesn�t know how bad Kane has gotten but I assume she has inferred through context clues.
�Did you sleep with him?� She asks, �I thought you broke up 4 years ago?�
My assumption was wrong.
�Um, yeah,� I say shakingly, �we broke up the same week I came here for the first time.�
She looks confused. I don�t know if she sees this as betrayal or if she is truly worried for me.
�I don�t understand,� She says. She puts the test back on the counter and looks at me.
�We-uh.� My throat starts to get dry, �we were together for 7 years and he��
It hurts to talk about. I don�t want to tell that he was abusive to me but I paint him like the good because for 5 of the 7 years, he was manipulative and horr-
You love him.
Tell her you love him.
My throat tightens and my nostrils flare. I can�t. I don�t. Do I? I think about Noah. His soft cheeks and hearty laughter always calms me. I close my eyes and let the memories of him take over. My breath starts to even again.
�He was abusive,� I admit. Just saying that sentence is so relieving on my tired shoulders. My conscience has been begging for the last two and a half weeks to tell Tabitha what has been happening.
She looks at me. I expect shock but her face remains neutral. She does feel empathy but I can tell she must have seen this coming.
�I should�ve just�� Tabitha tries to find a way to blame herself, �i just, I thought he might become abusive.� She whispers �abusive� like it is the taboo word that could be said in the setting and time.
�It�s ok,� I breathe, �it couldn�t have been avoided.�
�So what are you going to do about the baby?� Tabitha asks. She looks down at the positive test. The anxiousness grows. My recent proclamation and the idea of having a baby with either a �stranger� or my abusive ex-boyfriend is not exactly where I anticipated my life going after leaving Kane behind.
It seems that even if I physically get away from him, I can never mentally detach myself.
�I don�t know�� My sentence trails off. I want to keep the baby. I know I didn�t want a baby at this exact time but if it is Noah�s this could have a happy ending. The one I have always waited for.
�Are you going to keep it?� She asks. I let the question sink in.
�Yes.�
�You have to tell at least Noah,� Tabitha says, �you don�t have to tell Kane if you don�t want to.�
I nod my head. I can�t look at the test anymore. I begin to walk out of the bathroom. Tabitha follows me.
�If you are going to keep it, you need to take multivitamins and call for a doctor's appointment.�
�How do I do that?� I am so new to this I have no idea what kind of vitamins I should take or how to call a maternity doctor.
�I can call the doctor for you and I have some of the vitamins still.� She sounds rushed.
She speed walks into the bathroom and moves through the room with more energy than I have seen her use in a long time. She reaches into the cabinet above the sink and pulls out a fat bottle filled with tablets. She thrusts it forward into my face. She has become in charge of this situation. I know and she knows it.
I take it and inspect the label. A picture of a pregnant woman is printed on it. I look at the picture. I can�t imagine myself with that kind of bump. I can�t imagine myself as a mother. I have always wanted kids but not in my current situation. This is not the right time.
My hand moves up and holds the bottom of my abdomen. It is surreal to think that a child is growing inside of me. A human is in the process of developing and using my body as it�s growing space. Human are naturally parasitic.
�Take two of those,� Tabitha insists.
I open the bottle and throw two of the pills down my throat.
�Come with me,� she says. I put the bottle down and walk downstairs with her. She walks to the coffee table in the great room and picks up her cell phone.
�I�m going to call Dr. Martin. He was my maternity doctor.� She says.
I nod in agreement. I don�t really know any other optional. She quickly dials a number and holds the phone up to her face.
�Hi? Dr. Martin? Yes, this is Tabitha Grenich. No, no I�m not pregnant. Yes, thank you that�s very nice. No, actually my friend Ana is pregnant. Yes. No. Uh, hold on.� She hands the the phone to me.
�Hello?�
�Hello! You are Ana?�
�Yes?�
�First off, congratulations.�
�Thanks��
�Second, how many weeks are you?�
I try to think. How long has it been since I slept with Kane and Noah? I try to count back.
�Two and a half weeks, I think.�
�Since your last cycle?�
�Oh, um, 4 weeks.�
�Ok, well, we can�t make an appointment until around 8 weeks so we�ll plan it for a month from now, ok?�
�Um, yeah?� I say unsure. I still really have no idea how any of this works. I don�t have any younger siblings or have been close to any of my friends while they were pregnant.
�We�ll see you next month!�
The enthusiasm flows through his speech. I wish I was excited as he was. It�s hard to be excited when I think about the fact that I could be holding Kane�s baby.
I hang up the phone and hand it back to Tabitha. She puts it down and looks up at me. I can tell she is trying to be excited for me but the same worries circle her mind. I don�t think she wants me to be carrying Kane�s baby either.
�When are you going tell Noah?� She asks. She is unsure about this question. Her stare at me saying �Maybe you shouldn�t tell either of them.�
�Maybe I should just rip off the bandaid,� I say, �if he gets scared and leaves, then the sooner the better.�
She nods in agreement.
�You can stay here if you want.� She glances at my stomach, �you know, even when the baby comes.�
�The baby.� It still hasn�t clicked in my mind. I am having a baby. My baby. A shudder runs down my spine.
�Thank you,� I say gratefully, �I will try to get an apartment but I don�t have any money right now. I stopped going to work after I left. Maybe I should try to get another job.�
�That�s not necessary, Ana,� Tabitha says gently, �you are pregnant now. Don�t push your body.�
I feel so horrible for using Tabitha like this. I don�t like to. I wish I could something about it but I really am at a loss here.
�Well, if you want to tell Noah, maybe you should today,� Tabitha says.
�Yeah. Maybe.� I motion for her to follow me.
I start to walk to the front door and Tabitha�s voice stops me.
�I think you should go alone,� she says softly.
I look at her. I know I need her support but at the same time, I agree with her. I should be alone.
I walk out by myself and call a cab.
I climb in. I tell her where to go and the car starts moving. I feel like cab rides always make me more anxious. Being in a confined place for so long with nothing to entertain me but my mind causes a lot of mental strain on me.
I close my eyes and lean back my head. I let rest come over my body. I am not asleep but I am not aware of the world around me. Time flies in this state.
The taxi stops and I look out. Here goes nothing.
* * *
When I walk back up to his apartment door, a wave of anxiety rushes over me. I could either lose the only other man I have cared about or he could be supportive. There is really no telling which reaction I�ll get. I knock tentatively.
He opens it quickly. He wears the same white shirt I stole from him during our first night together. Part of me finds that ironic but the other part of me wishes he wasn�t wearing that.
�Hey! You are back!� He looks happy and relieved. He has idea what I�m about to tell him.
�I made pancakes!� He says gleefully. He points to a plate that is toppling over with fresh hot stacks.
I smile. He is so sweet it hurts.
�Thank you.� I chuckle. He leans down and kisses me firmly on the lips. I don�t know if this is the last kiss I will get from him. I hope it�s not but I can�t hope for the best outcome. It is out of my nature to.
He opens the door widely and lets me in. I walk passed him and sit on the couch.
I don�t want to tell him in the off chance that it isn�t his baby. I don�t want him to get his hopes up and think he�s having a child when it�s not his baby genetically. It might better if it�s not his though. Maybe if he leaves because he doesn�t want a baby that if I have Kane�s baby, he will come back. I know that logic is so flawed but it at least helps me with a little bit of the anxiety.
�I have to tell you something,� I say.
He walks over to me holding a plate of pancakes and sits on the chair to my left.
�What�s up?� He asks as he sets the plate down on the coffee table.
There is no other way to say it. There is no getting around it. I have to tell him.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN: THE POTENTIAL STORM

He looks at me with surprise written all over his face. I can�t tell his exact emotion. This scares me. My heart is beating in my throat. I have a hard time swallowing. I�m so anxious to know what the outcome of this information being revealed will be.
His face of shock melts and a giant smile materializes on his face. He looks at me and beams. He looks at my stomach and then my face, then back to my stomach.
�Really?� He asks, wide-eyed.
�Yeah, I took a test at Tabitha�s�
�That�s your friend, right? Wow. This is simply amazing!� He is so enthusiastic. I can�t tell him about the possibility of it not being his. I can�t ever tell him. I am just praying now that it won�t be Kane�s.
A weight is lifted off of my shoulders still. I know that my child will at least have the opportunity to have a father. That is still better than the worst case scenario.
He pulls me to my feet and encases me in a hug. I feel so passion in this exchange that I am overwhelmed. Maybe it will be ok. Maybe I can stay in his arms. Forever. What if it is his and we can all be a family together. My mind starts to drift to a happy place. I begin to be infatuated with optimism.
I look up at him and smile. He keeps his arms around me and kisses me on my nose. The smile grows wider.
�I love you,� he says.
�I love you too,� I respond. It floats out of my mouth so easily. It is almost automatic. My mouth knows the right answer before my brain does.
He looks at me in shock and happiness. To him, all of his dreams have come true in one day. I don�t how I, Ana, the mental mess of a person, can cause so much happiness in someone.
�So does this mean I can meet your family now?� He asks. At first I think he is joking but as I analyze his face, I realize that he isn�t kidding.
I pull away from the hug and look down. I don�t know how to tell him that I have cut them entirely out of my life.
�I don�t talk to them anymore,� I say.
�None of them?�
�My grandparents and Mom both passed away, my cousins kind of drifted away after they died.�
�Oh, I�m sorry,� he says sadly, �what about your Dad?�
�We don�t talk much,� I say this hoping that it will be the end of the conversation.
�Where does he live?� I can see the gears turning in his head.
�In the city,� I say apprehensively.
�Shouldn�t you tell him that you are having a baby?�
�I don�t�� I breathe in, �want to.�
�Can I at least meet him?� He asks hopefully, �I am his grandsons father.�
My argument to this is that he might not be the father but I can�t tell him that. I don�t want him to know the blame that my father put on me when my mother committed suicide.
�I�� I try to find any other excuse. I finally crack, �Fine.�
He gets even more excited. He looks like he just won the argument of his life.
�Yes!� He says triumphantly, �We can invite him over for dinner!�
He says �we� as if we were a married couple who shares this apartment. In my mind, we are simply together but separate.
�Ok,� I say, �can it be tomorrow?�
I haven�t built up my mental stamina to talk to him. I don�t know how he�ll react to my pregnancy. I don�t know if he�ll completely frown on it or grow into the father figure that I have always needed. The main thing that makes me anxious about this pregnancy is not knowing how everyone is going to react. I am walking on thin ice.
�Of course,� he says, �however, that baby needs some food!�
He picks up the plate of pancakes and holds it in front of my face. His stupid grin makes me laugh. He is so excited. My anxiety begins to wash away and I start to feel his excitement. I take the plate from his hands.
�Thank you.� I smile.
He stands up and kisses me on the forehead. He walks back to the kitchen and comes back with a vat of maple syrup. He places the ginormous bottle on the coffee table.
�The best in the state!� He gleams.
I take the bottle and open it. Immediately, the smell nauseates me. My face contorts and I put the bottle down in disgust. He looks at me worried.
�What�s wrong?� He picks the huge bottle up and checks for the expiration date.
�The smell just makes me nauseous,� I say. I feel bad.
�Do you not like maple syrup?� He looks confused.
�I normally love it,� I say, just as confused as him, �I don�t know.�
He takes the bottle and puts it back in the kitchen. He looks hurt but I can tell he isn�t trying to show it. It makes my guiltiness worse.
�I�m sorry,� he says when he walk back. He hands me a fork and sits back down.
�Don�t be,� I say with a smile. I take a bit of my pancake and gleam up at him.
We look at each other and share a moment of bliss. Is bliss real? Or is it a haze we create in our brain to pretend that everything is perfect?
↔
I hold my stomach and rub it gently. Noah is fast asleep besides me. It is just starting to set in that I am going to be a mother. Regardless of the father, I know I have a responsibly to make a good life for this baby. I can�t let my worries get in the way of giving this child the best childhood possible. I also have to set up a fulfilling adulthood for them.
It�s Kane�s.
Go back to him.
Tell him.
I relax and let the thoughts flow. Don�t stop them. Let them happen. They will happen whether or not I want them to.
I hold my stomach firmer. I have to get my brain in order for you. I will. I promise.
↔
I wake up to Noah rolling over to me and pulling me close to his body. I don�t know if he is awake but even subconsciously he wants me to cuddle him.
I move towards his body and press my face against his chest. I can smell his aroma. I don�t know why smells are so calming to me but they always have been to me. I breathe in his scent and relax my muscles.
Through the window, dim light begins to pour in. It�s a cloudy day and the fall weather begins approaching faster and faster. I don�t sleep as late as I used to. I don�t know if it is Noah or if it simply my mental state improving.
I rest my eyes and just enjoy the feeling of having another human desiring my body to be near them. It makes it so much better that it is Noah. He means more to me than he will understand. I can feel myself drifting from Kane�s grasp as the days get colder and my brain gets more and more alive. His control is slowly becoming frozen in my mind.
Noah moves slightly and I can feel him start to get out of his sleepy state. He opens his eyes and looks at me. My face is still pushed to his chest. He picks up his arm and brushes his fingers through my hand. He sighs deeply. He is content.
�Are you ready for today?� He asks.
I nod my head against his chest.
�Ready as ever,� I mumble.
�Should I call him now?� He asks. He reaches over and grabs his watch off of his night stand, �It�s 8am. You think he�ll be up?�
I think back to my father�s early morning routine. He would wake up at 5am and run from one side of the street to the other. When he reached the other side, he would run all the way to the T-station, then run back to the house. The whole trip was 4 miles. That was then and this is now. I don�t know what my family does anymore. I haven�t lived with him since before Mom died. He could have deteriorated as I did.
�I�m not sure,� I say as I roll away from his chest. I spread my limbs and yawn widely.
�Doesn�t hurt to try.� He says. The grogginess lingers in his voice. Personality, I found it adorable. Everything about him has become enchanting to me. I can feel myself slipping into the same hole I fell down when I first fell in love with Kane. I know Noah won�t do the same so I trust him. I can trust him. He won�t hurt me.
He kisses me on the forehead and starts to move off the bed. I groan and latch my arms around his.
�I gotta get up,� he says with a chuckle. He attempts to move again.
I groan louder and hook my legs around him.
�Ugh, you are such a terror.� He laughs. He stays in his position for a second then he rolls closer to me and starts to tickle me incessantly. I start shrieking as the nervous in my armpits start to twitch. I laugh uncontrollably as he continues.
�Stop it!� I laugh, he just starts tickling me more with this demand.
�Let me get out of bed and I�ll stop!� He laughs.
�Never!� I cry out. It is a battle cry. I will win!
�Ok then.� He starts to tickle me more. He tackles me and has me pinned down. He continues with his masterful tickling torture.
�Fine! Fine!� I yell, �Uncle!�
He stops and looks at me.
�I�m your Uncle?� He laughs, �Kinky.�
Even though he is no longer tickling me, my laughter still grows.
He leans down and places a firm kiss on my lips. I reach out and pull his head closer to mine. Our lips lock and love flows around us. We stay afloat, blissful and free.
�I love you,� he says, �but I have to get up.�
�Fine.� I pout.
He throws his legs off of the bed, stand up and yawns loudly. I look at his body in awe. The longer I look at him, the better looking he becomes.
I roll in the comforter for a moment before rolling out of bed. When my feet hit the floor, I stand and look over at Noah. His smile is sincere.
We walk out of the room together. I reach for his hand and hold it in mine. The feeling of his hand in mine is something I never thought I�d experience. Energy pulses from my fingertips and up my arm. The shock follows all they way up my brain and slowly zaps it. It hits my neurons and forces a smile across my face. We walk into the kitchen and I sit at his breakfast bar.
He picks up his phone and hands it to me. He wants me to type in my father�s number. My memory is blank until I persuade it to remember. I haven�t recited this number in the longest time.
I take the phone in my hand and punch out the 10 digit number. It feels weird. No muscle memory remains.
I hand the phone to my ear. I don�t think Noah can tell how anxious I am. I don�t want to see my father, let alone tell him that he is going to be a grandfather.
The dial tone stops and a voice materializes on the other side.
�Hello?�
I stay still for a second. It takes a lot of courage to answer him. I look at Noah, he is mouthing �talk!� over and over again. His eyes are wide and he fills the room with a sense of urgency.
�Hi, Dad,� I say with false confidence.
�Ana?� He asks.
�Yeah, I am calling from my boyfriend�s phone.�
�Boyfriend?� He is very confused. He has no idea what is coming to him.
�Um, yeah.� I chuckle, it is embarrassing.
�Well, what do you need?� He sounds so helpful, yet I know that if I actually asked for something other than his presence that I would be let down immediately.
�I wanted to invite you over here�� The request sticks in my throat, �for dinner.�
�Oh sure!� He sounds too happy about this, �When?�
�We were thinking tonight?� A part of me wants him to say he is busy but another part wants him to say yes so that I can appease Noah.
�Works for me!� I can hear the smile on his face, �Where is your apartment?�
I never thought of it as �our� apartment or even �my� apartment. It has always been Noah�s. But now I realize that the spend every night here. I have basically moved in without a formal invitation. I know Noah doesn�t care but a guiltiness blooms in my throat.
�Copley Square,� I say loosely.
�Alright, send me the full address tonight and I�ll be there around 6, ok?� He searches for affirmation. It takes an enormous amount of bravery to agree to the plan. I have a fear that I will regret this. My father knows too much and Noah knows too little. This could go really badly really quickly,
�Sure.� I force the vowels out of my larynx, �I�ll see you then.�
I hang up the phone and hang it to Noah.
�He�ll be here at 6,� I say.
He looks at his watch and looks back at me, scared.
�It�s already 2. We have to go to the grocery store now,� he says as he starts to walk back to the bedroom. I follow close behind him. He starts to quickly strip once he is in the room.
I can�t help but watch him. As he pulls off his shirt, I see his back muscles flex and his shoulder blades extend. I walk over him and gently place my lips on his back. My arms wrap around his waist and I hold him firmly.
He sighs and throws his shirt on the floor. He attempts to rotate in my arms so that his face is facing mine. When he achieves this, he places a kiss on my forehead. He reaches his hands down and puts them against my stomach. He smiles so widely. I feel wanted and needed. I know if this baby is his then it will have a good and happy life.
�We�ve got to go,� he says. I know he doesn�t want to leave either but duty calls. I have to make dinner for my father.
I walk away from him and get dressed in my usual attire. Old t-shirt, jeans and converse. My apparel stopped maturing when I stopped maturing.
He wears a soft navy blue t-shirt that hugs his body in all of the right places. His jeans carefully caress his thighs and hang gently on his waist. When he stretches, I can see his white underwear band from below his shirt.
I am becoming obsessed with him slowly. I don�t know if this is unhealthy but I�ve stopped caring. I just want to be with him. I think I am at the bottom of the hole with no way out. I don�t mind it one bit.
�Alright, let�s go,� he says as he slips his shoes on.
He walks out of the bedroom and reaches for my hand. I grab it, willingly. He stops at his coat rack and pulls on a hoodie.
�It�s starting to get cold,� he says as he hands one of his hoodie�s to me. I take it from him and pull it over my body. It is a little big but it nestles me with warmth. I pull the hood over my head and smile up at him. He chuckles when he sees me drowning in his sweater.
�Come on.� He takes my hand again and we walk out together.
Things seem to be ok. I am happy where I am. I walk hand and hand with the potential father of my baby and I feel love in my heart.
We take the elevator down and walk through the lobby. When we reach the street, I immediately aim for a taxi. I start walking towards the line of them but Noah�s arm doesn�t follow me.
�That baby needs to have a healthy environment,� he says, �we should walk so that you get a little exercise in.�
I smile. He really does care.
I follow his lead and we walk through the streets of Boston. The cool breeze is becoming frigid and the leaves that were formerly on the trees have now made their home on the grass and concrete.
We pass car after car and walk through crowds of hundreds of people. I love the city. It has always been my home. It is a way for my introverted self to have the opportunity to be around people and receive social satisfaction while not having to be bothered with a conversation.
As we walk farther the wind gets colder. My hand begins to freeze against his and I feel my thoughts beginning to focus on the goal at hand. To get to the grocery store.
I don�t think that Noah had planned for the weather outside to be this cold. His face is growing paler and he looks pained. He doesn�t want to admit that we should have taken a cab but he knows very well that I was right.
�Are you ok?� I ask as our steps continue.
�Mhm,� he groans. This makes me chuckle. So much for caring about me being healthy. Now I am freezing to death.
�It�s only a block away.� He sounds hopeful.
I laugh at his unease. It is, after all, his fault. We walk across the street in a hurry and I can see the glowing orange sign from across the block.
In tandem, our feet get closer and closer. I can feel my hands go numb as I focus on the task at hand.
Then it stands before us in all of its shitty glory. The old building looks like it has been in one to many snow storms. A thick layer of dirt rises its way up the side of the building rests in the dissolving gutters. It makes me worry about the quality of the food I�m about to purchase. Though, on second thought, giving my father food poisoning has certain comedic value to it, so Noah and I continue our voyage into the store.
The automatic doors open. The metal screeches as it is pulled. I swear I see sparks coming from the old mechanics. I step through. The inside of the store smells of old plastic and disintegrating non-perishable items.
�What are we going to make?� I ask Noah. I don�t usually cook so I�m leaving this in his hands.
�Maybe just a simple Chicken Alfredo?�
I hate Alfredo.
�Sure.�
We walk towards the meat aisle and Noah inspects the packages of pre-sliced chicken like he is picking the most important thing in his life. He puts his hand under his chin and looks at them. I ignore him and grab a random one.
He looks offended but I grab a cart, throw the chicken in it and walk away. He runs after me.
�I see how it is,� he jokes. I am relieved that he isn�t actually upset over my nonchalantness in this matter.
We walk passed the vegetable and he stops me.
�Don�t you want to make it fancy?� He begs. I can tell he really want to impress my father. What he doesn�t know is that my father is easily pleased by everyone but me. He walks over to the produce and starts to grab random phallic objects.
�Cucumbers or zucchini?� He holds them both in his hands. He holds them up to show me. I laugh at the scene. He looks ridiculous.
�Always go for the bigger one,� I say with fake seduction.
�Always,� he agrees and he drops the zucchini in the cart.
�Now, we need sauce and noodles!� he declares. He starts walking. He is a man on a mission. I wish I had that kind of motivation for life, let alone a pot of pasta.
I follow him through the maze of aisles. Finally, the sauce aisle lays in front of us. He stands in power stance in front of the sauce. I go to grab a random one, yet again and he grabs my arm before it even gets to the shelf. He slips his fingers through mine. He holds my hand. I know this is a tricky ploy to stop my attempt.
I reach with my other hand and he turns to face me. He grabs my other hand and we stand in a prom pose in the middle of the sauce aisle in a shitty grocery store. He refuses to let me grab a random sauce but prefers to be a jokester rather than a hard ass. I can�t say I dislike it.
�This is an important process, Ana Henderson,� he says looking straight into my eyes. His faux seriousness makes me laugh. What a man I have here. He lets my hands go and faces the wall again. He attempts to read the italian labels.
�BeroCHI.� He emphasizes the last vowel, �CatastruNAM�
I giggle at his stupidity.
�Just grab a damn bottle, Noah.� I demand through my laughter.
�I don�t see the brand �a damn�,� he says. His face does not move from his deadpan expression for one second.
�For fucks sake, Noah.� I facepalm.
�That is Mr. Evanston to you, Ms. Henderson.�
�I�m going to whoop your ass if you don�t grab a fucking bottle, Mr. EvanSTON.�
"Yes, please," he says. He sticks his tongue out at me and grabs a bottle off of the shelf.
"If the whole trip is going to take this long then I am scared about actually making it back in time," I jest.
"Don't worry about it."
I shake my head and follow him as he walks down more aisles until getting noodles and placing them in the cart.
Then, unannounced, he walks to the cash register. I walk behind him and attempt to place the items on the belt for him. He rejects my help with a stupid grin on his face and begins to place them down as slowly as possible. He knows I don't want to take up a ton of time so he intends to do just that.
The cashier begins to ring up our items. As she does this, Noah looks at me. He is eyeing to the payment counter with the register fresh and ready for my money. He is going to try to pay. I will not let this happen. It is my father coming over therefore it is my responsibility.
�RACE YOU TO THE COUNTER!� He yells. The entire store hears his battle cry and looks in awe as two grown adults sprint forward. The small check out aisle does not fit both of us. He takes the lead by getting in the middle. I attempt to pass him but I hit the gum display on the side of the aisle. Gum spills all over the floor. At least 100 packs of gum and 50 candy bars plummet to the floor. I made the entire candy rack fall. I stop once I hear the crash. My adrenaline comes down quickly and I look around the store, mortified.
Every person's eyes are on me and the giant mess in front of my feet. If Noah hadn't banshee screamed before I wouldn't have this amount of attention me. Noah is already at the register paying. I lost that battle but now I have lost as the incognito battle as well. The cashier looks at me disappointed, I bend down and try to pick up some of the gum but the entire rack has fallen. There is no place for me to put the loose packs. As I am focusing, suddenly, my hand is grabbed and I am pulled to my feet. Noah has the recipe and bags. He pulls me away from the mess and starts to speed walking out. I feel bad for leaving that big of a mess but Noah refuses to slow down so I fall him out of the grocery store doors as quickly as possible.
When we walk onto the curb, Noah bursts into laughter. His once glued on seriousness fades away and I am left with a giddish mess. I can't but laugh along to his infectious laughter. He puts his arm over me as we walk, laughing.
"Goddamnit Noah." I laugh.
"You were the one who knocked over the ENTIRE gum shelf." When he says this, his laugh grows louder and more intense. He has reminded himself why he was laughing.
"Let's get a cab this time," I mock him.
"Yes, lets."

CHAPTER FOURTEEN: THE HARBOR

"Get that pan!" Noah insist.
"This one?" I am digging through his disorganized drawers, attempting to find his desired pan. "Can't you just make it with one?"
I hold up a sturdy pot. The shiny metal glows back a reflection of my face.
"No." He is adamant. He has the zucchini placed on a cutting board and he is slaving over it. The slices he makes are so precise. He is stressing too much over this.
"It's just my father, Noah," I remind him, "he will like you no matter what."
He stops cutting the zucchini and looks at me.
"This is super important to me," he says as he looks into my eyes, "I am about to tell him that I got his daughter pregnant."
He doesn't know that he might not be the father. Just thinking about that makes my brain so much more fogged. I push the thought away and focus on Noah. I can understand his worries but I can't relate. I will never be in the same position as him. I wish I could understand but I know even if I tried, it wouldn't come close to an actual understanding.
"Ok," I say, "do what you need to do to bring your anxiety down."
"Thank you," he says, "now, I need that pan."
He once again points at the drawer. I grab yet another pan and I am immediately shot down. I reach for another one when Noah turns around.
"Oops," he says under his breath.
I am worried. Fear is written all over his face. My mind automatically skips to the worst case scenario. Is my father already here? Is something on fire? My brain races. I turn around quickly and mentally prepare myself.
"I left the pan on the stove," he says.
Lo and behold, a stainless steel pot sits on the stove. It looks identical to the three others I attempted to give him earlier. He takes it off of the stove and walks over to the sink.
"I'm sorry." He says this like I will be upset. If anything I find it comical.
I laugh and shake my head. He really needs to get his nerves under control.
He turns on the water and fills the pan half full. He places it back on the stove then immediately occupies himself with the zucchini yet again. I walk over to him and wrap my arms around his waist. I press my face to his back and hold him tightly. His grey t-shirt feels soft against my skin. Although, I can't see his face, I can feel his smile radiate onto the table in front of him. He carefully cuts a chunk of zucchini off and blindly attempts to put it in my mouth even though I am still standing behind him.
I bite into it and let the sweet water fill my mouth. The frail inside breaks with even the slightest pressure from my teeth. I chew it quickly.
"Thank you." I smile into his back. He turns around and puts his arms around my waist. He hugs me tightly and temporarily I am pulled off of my feet.
"No problem," he says, "now go put the noodles in the water"
He slaps my butt as I walk away. Immediately after the smack hits me, I slap his butt in return. He laughs and continues to cut the zucchini.
The water is boiling. Large bubbles are being forced up by the heat and popping on the surface. I open the package of noodles next to the stove and put the noodles into the disturbed water. They calm down the angry water and bring it to a soft current.
I turn back to Noah who has now put the sauce into a pot and is carefully stirring the zucchini bites into it.
"Now we wait," he says.
"Now we wait."
* * *
I hold Noah's watch in my hands. I am growing impatient. The clock reads 7pm. I have been watching each second tick away until my father knocks on the door. I begin to wonder if he will come at all. Noah waits in the kitchen with the completed pasta sitting in the oven.
"Is he coming?" Noah asks. I can tell he is growing as impatient as me.
"I don't know," I say, "I'm sorry."
I don't even know how defend my father actions. He has never actually cared so I don't know why I expected him to actually give an asserted effort now.
A part of me is happy that he didn't show up. Now Noah might understand my family's impact on my life. They know literally nothing about me and I know that now of them truly care to find out.
They cared when you were with Kane.
Maybe they would if you went back.
Deep breaths. Ignore them. I was in sophomore year of high school when I started to date Kane. My mother and Grandparents were still alive. People cared about me because they cared about me. Now, they are gone and I have to fend for myself.
Noah sits down at the table we pulled out. We got everything ready for the most undeserving of our affection. Just as he lays his head on the table in defeat, a knock is heard through the apartment.
I walk to the door slowly. Deep breaths. I have to let this happen. Noah needs to understand how little my family cares.
I open the door and there he stands. Robert Henderson in all of his bastard glory.
"Hey there!" He says enthusiastically.
"Hi Dad," I groan. Why did I agree to this, again?
I open the door and let him in. Noah is standing in the living, anxious as ever.
"You must be the new boy." My dad walks over to him and pushes his hand out. Noah grabs it and shakes hard. He is good at covering his nervousness. He knows he has to act tough around my father.
"The name's Noah, sir."
"Sir?" He looks back at me, impressed. He turns back to him and smiles from ear to ear.
"My name is Robert but you can call me Rob."
"Can I take your coat, Mr. Henderson?" Noah asks, politely.
"Why sure!" He says as he pulls his jacket off and lays it in Noah's outreached hand.
"And it's Rob," he corrects.
"So what's new with you, Kitten?" He looks at me.
"Other than Noah, nothing much." Noah looks at me in confusion. He was expecting me to tell him about my pregnancy but I want to put that off for as long as possible. At least through dinner.
"Well, you know me, never doing much these days," he sighs, "my bad knee has gotten me down most of time and I'm having to get disability."
I smile politely but frankly, I don't give a fuck. He starts to sense my uninterest and moves his focus to Noah who is frantically trying to get the pot of pasta out of the oven.
"So what do you do for a living?" He interrogates.
"I'm a firefighter," he says. This comes as a surprise to me. He never went to work when I was here so I assumed he didn't work.
"I'm on leave for a bit because of a nasty burn I got a few weeks ago," he says.
I try to think about any scars he had. Am I really that selfish? I didn't even know my own boyfriend's injuries.
"Wow," my dad says.
"Yeah, wow," I say nonchalantly. I feel so stupid.
Noah smiles at me. He knows very well that I never noticed or even asked. He places the giant pot on the table. Thankfully, it is still warm. I owe that to Noah.
"Looks delicious," my father says as he sits at the table and greedily grabs the tongs. He serves himself a heaping pile and immediately starts to pig out.
Noah makes a face at me. He is starting to draw an accurate picture of my father. A picture that he did not expect though I warned him. Noah grabs a serving but passes the plate to me. I blush and take the plate. My father looks extremely impressed. His standards are obscenely low.
Everyone begins to eat when my father begins to ask questions that I had hoped he wouldn't mention.
"Has she told you about her mother?" My father rudely asks.
"Um, yes." Noah says. He is growing uncomfortable. I feel bad for him.
"Damn woman couldn't handle it after her mother died," he says staring into his plate of food while shoveling it into his face, �It runs in the family, you know."
Noah and I sit in silence. My father is really good at getting people to shut up just by making them uncomfortable.
"What about Kane?" My father asks. He did not just say that. Please tell me he didn't say that. I can't handle any more conflict right now.
"Who?" Noah says. He looks thoroughly confused and he should be. I intended for it to stay that way.
"He's nobody," I reassure Noah. He can't know. He won't know.
"You haven't told him?" My father pushes.
"Who is he?" Noah asks.
"It's nothing!" I bark. The urgency in my voice worries Noah. He knows I'm holding a secret from him now. I can't tell him. He just going to have to understand that.
My dad laughs and shakes his head. He shovels more pasta into his mouth. I make a disgusted face at him. I hate this man so much.
Noah looks at me. He wants to know but I won't tell him. No way in hell am I telling him. I look down at my plate. | Everyone sits in awkward silence. Like I said, it's my father's speciality.
I eat until my plate is empty. Perhaps if I keep pasta in my mouth then nobody will ask me questions.
When all of the plates are empty, Noah gets up and grabs all of them. He roughly grabs mine. He is mad. I feel bad for not telling him but I never wanted to tell him. I want to repair from it and keep it out of my new relationship. If I bring the poison into our chemistry, it will become toxic. I can't risk that. But I know I fucked up. I should have explained it in a way that would have made it seem like not a big deal. According to my actions tonight though, he knows that it's not a relaxed topic for me. He puts the plates in the kitchen.
"Anybody want coffee?" I can hear the grit in his voice.
"Sure," my father replies. I was hoping he'd just leave.
"No, I'm good," I say fidgeting with my fingers. The room feels like it's spinning. I fucked up. I know it.
"You don't drink coffee anymore?" My father laughs, "You used to drink it out of your bottle."
I shake my head, "It's an expensive addiction."
My father scoffs at this and grabs the cup of coffee that Noah is handing him. He takes a hearty chug and audibly expresses his adoration with a gentle "Ah!"
"So what else has gone on," he inquiries, "You can't tell me nothing has happened in 5 years."
"Dad, I saw you less than a month ago." I sigh.
"Yeah, but you ran off like you always do," he sighs back.
Noah is caught in all of this just trying to stay afloat.
"Well, something has happened in the last month." I say indignantly.
"Do tell." My father requests.
"I'm pregnant."
He chokes on his coffee and almost spills it on the clean wood floors.
"Pregnant?" He asks. He sounds alarmed. I can understand why.
"My little girl is having a baby?" The confusion fades in his voice and cheeriness starts to rise.
"Yes, Dad," I say, "I'm having a baby."
He places his coffee cup on the table and walks over to me. He pulls me out of my chair and into a bear hug. For that moment, I actually felt loved by him. I can feel my mother channeling through him and it gives me a certain sense of peace.
He lets me go and walks over to Noah.
"Is this the lucky father?" He grins.
"Yes," I say. I say it with confidence though I still don't know. In my heart I hope he is so in my mind he will stay as such.
This lightens up Noah a bit but he is still, I can see it in his grimace. He hides his frown with a smile but I've seen him excited before and this expression does not match that at all. My father pulls him into an even stronger hug than mine.
My father is so ecstatic that I can't help but feel the watered down version of his joy. He looks at is in pure ecstasy.
"Well, I better get out of here," he says with a laugh, "I�ll leave you kids to it."
I roll my eyes. Dumbass.
He hugs me again. Noah walks over to the coat rack and grabs his coat. He hands it to him when our hug is terminated.
"If you need anything, you know who to call!" My father yells on his way out of the door.
Tabitha.
"Of course, Dad," I smile, "I'll see you soon."
I shut the door behind him. He is finally gone. I sigh and lean against the door. My eyes shut and attempt to permit any sense of rest into my body. I am so tense. My shoulders are so tired from all of this weight. I relax for one moment until I remember Noah's anger. Shit.
I open my eyes. He stands in front of the breakfast bar. He grips the counter. His fingers are white from the pressure he is placing on them. His face is cold and his aura is red.
"Who is Kane," he asks firmly.
"Nobody," I say. I avoid looking him in the eye and begin to clean up the table.
"Ana." He harshly snaps.
"Yes?" I keep my tone neutral.
"Who is Kane." His tone intensifies.
"I told," I say, "nobody."
"Why are you keeping secrets from me!?" He yells.
I break.
"Because that isn't my life anymore. Stop mentioning it." I holler back.
"ANA," he shouts, "Tell me!"
"No." I yell abruptly.
"You need to let me in! I need to know!" He sounds like a little kid begging for candy at the grocery store. His chagrin is almost laughable.
"No. You don�t. You want to know." I bark at him.
"Don't make this harder than it has to be!" His temper grows which in turn causes mine to explode.
I turn to him. Anger is filling my bones. I feel it move through my body like a restless flame. It builds from my stomach and makes its way across to my arms. I can feel the fire in my palm. I let it control it and my hand flies forward and matches his cheek.
"Get out of my life." I demand.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN: THE EYE OF THE STORM

I walk through his hallway completely broken again. Why do I keep doing this. I am the one that walks out. I always ruin it. What is wrong with me. Every bone in my body wants me to go back but the fire knows that I will cause more damage if I return.
I can figure this out for my child. I can do on my own. I am completely cutting every even slight reminder of Kane out of my life. If that includes Noah, then with pain, I will abandon him too. I can't hide the mirror in my head. It reflects a girl I don't recognize. She rejects love and gives in to weakness.
Listen to me.
No.
LISTEN
NO.
I can't ignore them. I have no distraction. My legs feel weak under me. I walk to the elevator. I hold my stomach delicately. I want to just kill myself. I can't do this anymore. I am only here for the little one growing in my tainted womb. I love them more than the sun can love the moon for take half of it's weight. Please tell me this gets easier.
I pray that my child won't get the shitty life that I have been given. Life has given me shards of glass when I asked for sand. I can't handle it anymore. I want to switch off my brain and feel my mind as a blank slate. I get into the elevator. I feel the hurricane grow around me. I stand in the center watching my life fall apart. I take one noble step and let the storm sweep me up. I am taken in its chaos and embrace the predetermined hell I am in.
I hold my breath as the elevator drops to the ground level. I hold the metal railing with white knuckles. It is my only support.
Go back.
I let go off the bar in the elevator and walk out. I walk out and through the lobby. My heart murmurs. My ears ring. I need to get out of here. I run out of the door and straight into the nearest taxi.
"1st and Washington"
My mouth shudders when I say this but I need this. I need it. I want it. I have avoided this but I know is the best place for me to go right now.
The cab sways and my stomach starts to ache. I can't feel any of my nerves other than the damaged ones. My body has always betrayed me. I know it will continue to so I let it happen. I breathe with the beat of the Earth. My life wire has snapped and all that remains is my broken conscious. There is nothing feasible in me any longer.
The cab stops and I immediately step out. I stand across the step. His porch light is still on. One step in front of the other. I feel my brain moving my feet and overriding my heart. I grab the railing and it leads me up his stairs. I can feel my steps. One. One. One.
I take a deep breath.
Good.
I put my hand on the doorknob. The cold metal sends a shiver through my body. My fingers grip it and I attempt to turn it. It doesn't move. It is locked. I walk down the steps and around the house. A large cedar tree lies between his house and his neighbors. A bird feeder rest tranquility on the lowest branch. The wood is carved into a boat with perches the shape of oars. Long rows are carved over the basin of seeds. Underneath the body of the feeder lies a trap door. It opens with a simple turn of a hook. I take hold of the boat and turn the bottom hook. The door falls but is caught by its hinge. The seeds, however, have no savior. They plummet towards the Earth. They fall in a straight stream. The grass absorbs their impact and they bounce in assorted direction across his land.
I put three fingers into the trap door and feel around. Then the metal hits my ring finger. I immediately grab for it and pull it out. The key pulls out of the boat with ease. When I have reached the object of my desire, I close the trap door and lock it again. Only few seeds remain in the feeder. I would be upset but it was gravity's choice, not mine.
I walk away carefully away. I can feed the seeds cracking against my shoes as I walk through the grass. I make my way back to his door and insert the key. It is covered in natural dust from the seeds and leaves a white powder on my hands. I turn the key and the door opens for me. I open it and it creaks. My feet are relieved as I feel his soft rug.
Almost there.
I follow the voices. I ignored them but now I know where I need to go and they are exactly correct. I walk to his staircase. The smell of the oak wood is a pleasant memory for me. I follow it up. I continue on. I remember coming to his house late at night. I would come feel his love. I was so wrong. He did love me. And I love him. I feel the voices take over my entire body and I let them. Anything they say is no longer a suggestion, it is acted on without my brains permission. But my meager mind has given up and hope, therefore gives up its control. It is a sad exchange but a needed deal. This is the only way it should go. The only way I should go.
My hand drags on his railing. The rough wood is only a few years away from giving me splinters. I invite it to try to reach me for that long. As long as I control it, a few years won't be in my near future. I walk through to the top of the landing and immediately turn into his room. The door opens as it always has for me. I look around the room. He isn't asleep on his bed. He is gone. I pray he comes back. Maybe he will find me here.
I walk over to the wall and place my shaking hands on it. I run my fingers along the edges of the wallpaper. I must make the most of my senses while I still have them. I smell the room. His aroma lingers in the thick musky air. I urge it closer to me. My hand moves to my stomach and I rub it.
"This is your father's house."
I walk to his bed, massaging my little joy. I sit down on it and fill my body sink into the mattress. This feeling is so familiar. My memories that have negative tints completely fade when I close my eyes and breathe in his life. It is the most surreal feeling. True ecstasy.
I open my eyes and analyze his room one more time. My eyes connect with his window curtain. I get off of the bed and walk the few steps to it. On the curtain rod lies a rope. A simple decor to accent the bland curtains. I reach up and grab the end of the rope. I pull it down and it hits the floor. I gather it and get back on the bed.
Start with a lope.
I begin to sing.
"Hush little baby, don't you cry,"
Tie it around twice.
"Momma's gonna sing you,"
Pull it through.
"A lullaby."
I stand and pull the rope around the ceiling fan. I tie it securely. On the edge of the bed, I stand. One jump. I put my hand on my stomach. Tears fill my eyes. My father's words echo in my ears. "It runs in the family.� Visions of my mother's shredded wrists clog my brain. I'm so sorry, my child.
I'm so sorry.
I get on my tip toes and prepare to jump.
I'm so sorry.

My ears ring.
I can't do it.
You need to do it.
I know.
Then why not?

CHAPTER SIXTEEN: THE WIND

I feel myself begin to fall. I hear a loud bang over the ringing in my ears.
"ANA!"
My fall accelerates and I expect to feel the emptiness that awaits me. I prepare to let it take me. But I feel warmth. I feel skin. Somebody is pushing me into the upright position.
I feel my feet hit the bed again and the noose being slipped off of my neck. There are spots in my eyes so I can't see clearly. The person is crying. I can feel their sobs against my chest when they pick me up and take me off of the bed.
My vision begins to clear when they place me gently on the floor. I look up. Tears fill my eyes as I see Noah. He came to save me.
"I couldn't do it," I cry out to him.
"I know," he shushes me.
He knees down and rubs his hand across my sweaty hair. He attempts to console me even though I know that he is one that needs to be consulted.
"I'm so sorry." I grow more upset. I almost killed his child. I almost killed my child. What the fuck is wrong with me?
He shushes me more. He puts his arms over me and pulls my body towards him.
"It's ok," he says gently, �just breathe."
I nod my head through the tears. He hugs me tighter. My hand reaches to his shirt and grabs a handful of the fabric. I breathe in his scent. Every part of him is calming my congested brain. I can feel his warmth and his vivacity. I want it. I need it. The sobs get more intense.
"I love you," I cry into his white shirt. I really mean it. I love him. I love his sure smile. I love the way his hair reflects in the sunlight. I love the softness of his fingertips. I love his respectful attitude. I love his love for life. I love his dedication for others. I love him.
"I love you too," he says.
These words bring a warmth to my heart that hadn't existed after our argument.
"How did you know where I was?" My voice trembles. Noah pulls out of the hug and gestures to the doorway. Tabitha stands in the door frame. Tears stream down her face. He waves at me lightly. She smiles through the pain and wipes her tears. She doesn't want to show me that she is upset. Then it hits me. Noah is in Kane's house. Does he know? Did Tabitha tell him?
"Do you know about him?" I ask. I intend to make the question ambiguous. If he understands my context, he will answer. If he has no context, he will ask what I mean.
He slowly nods his head.
"Yeah, I do." He looks around the room and sighs deeply. I wonder how much Tabitha knows and how much she told him.
"I'm sorry I didn't tell you," I cry, "I didn't want to be reminded and have to think about him whenever I talked-"
I am cut off my Noah pressing his finger to my lips.
"It's ok," he coos, "I know."
His understanding hurts me. I wanted it. I know I wanted it but now that I have it, I don't know how to handle it. He doesn't pity me. He simply wants to help me and that's what hurts the most. Why can't I handle love.
"You are free from him, Ana," Noah assures me.
Free. From Kane. I am free from Kane. Sitting on the floor of his bedroom with a noose of my making wrapped around his ceiling doesn't feel like freedom.
"We will have a future," he tells me, "we can get away from Boston."
This hits me hard. I want this.
No. You don't.
Yes I do.
All of my thoughts start to vanish. I feel blank. I feel broken.
"Where will we go?" I ask.
I see Tabitha walk down the stairs with a cell phone against her ear. They are going to take me to a mental hospital.
NO.
I can't control it.
You were going to be ok if you just listened to us.
I know.
"We can have a little house in Pennsylvania," he says. He has tears still running down his face but a smile developes and the tears slowly fall into his mouth. He looks at me with such hope. He has little to no care about the world around me. The world flowed between us but it stops at my heart and throws the gravity back at him.
A smile refuses to make its way onto my face. I feel conflicted. I wanted to die but I am happy that I was saved. Am I?
He leans down and presses his lips to mine. I feel it bubble in my stomach. I love him. But I don't want to. God, help me. My lips respond to the kiss but my body isn't sure. I wish I could cut myself into three. My heart, my mind and my body all separate. My heart with Kane, my mind with Noah and my body by itself. My body would float, blissful and free. No brain to weight down its weary neck. No heart to pump poison through its closed veins. Nothing but loose joints, shallow breaths and sun beaming on its pale skin.
Maybe if I killed my heart and mind, then my body would be free.
I hear a commotion outside. People are talking loudly. I get more nervous. They are coming to get me.
They think you are insane.
You are.
I know.
"I don't want to go to a hospital," I say to Noah. He looks at me with sympathy.
"You have to go," he says. I can tell he doesn't want to force me to go. For some reason, he is compelled to. �I don't want this. They will tell me things I don't want to hear."
"They will help you, Ana," he says. He puts his hand on my stomach and rubs it softly.
"Don't you want to get better for our baby?" He says.
I want to get better for my baby. But I know this is not the way to get better. I can't go. I squeeze my eyes shut. I don't want to go.
When I open my eyes again, I see my grandmother in the corner of the room. She looks at me with a worried look.
"Never go to mental hospital," she warns me. She holds her cane in her right hand. When she talks, she points it at me. She uses it to intimidate me.
"I went when I was 20. Your grandfather sent me. I tried to stop the voices with a steak knife and he called the cops on me. They took me to a giant building and locked me in."
She walks closer to me and I listen to her, completely attentive to every word she says.
"The doctor told me it just because I was a woman. They put me in a room and told me to just go through my menstrual cycle and it would be gone."
I am scared. I don't want them to keep me until I have my baby. They will take them away from me.
"They kept me in that room for a week. They finally switched me to another room and I was sent back into another psychological evaluation. This time they told me I was insane and needed to get electrotherapy."
I feel the fright heighten.
"They put a kitchen strainer on my head and zap me with a lightning bolt. I was never the same again."
She looks at me with a stern look.
"Never go to a mental hospital."
"Ok, Grandma," I say, "I won't go."
"Who are you talking to?" Noah asks me. He looks overly worried.
"My grandmother." I point to her.
She smiles at him and waves.
"Ana," he says, "nobody is there."
I look at him confused.
"She is right there," I gesture yet again to her.
I get off of the floor and stand up. My feet are completely unsteady. I wobble with my first step. I walk to my grandmother and attempt to touch her shoulder. When I do, air hits my hand when I look to Noah. When I look back at her, she isn't there.
I look at Noah scared.
"You need to go with them," he says.
"No!" I say. My grandmother cared about me. She wouldn't tell me any advice that wasn't sound and true.
I hear footsteps coming up the stairs. I walk backward. They aren't taking me. The door opens and two men walk in. They wear white shirts and blue pants. The patch of Aries is placed on their shoulders.
One walks forward. His black boot makes a noise against the rug.
"Will you come with us?" He says softly.
He is attempting to talk to me as he would a child. It only scares me more. Will they all talk to me like this?
"We just need to get some vitals." He lulls. His voice is intentionally smooth and sweet.
"You are going to take me to a big building and shock me." I say, my hands shake.
"No, we won't," he says with a laugh, "who told you that?"
"My grandmother just did," I say with confidence.
"Was your grandmother in here?" The second man chimes in.
I nod my head.
"I told Noah," I say as I point to him.
He is now standing with the men and looking at me with the same doubtful face. They think I'm crazy.
"Right, Noah?" I plead. I need him to agree.
"Right, baby." he says. He shakes his head to the men and I feel betrayed. He wants them to take me away. He wants them to shock me. He hates me. This is what happens any time I love someone. They betray me.
"Why?" I ask him.
"It's ok," the man attempts to calm me, "just come with me."
I look at him. I don't know if I trust him. I can't be sure.
He puts his hand on my shoulder and fear rushes through my veins. I pull back my body as quickly as possible. I don't want him to touch me.
"I'm not going with you," I tell him firmly.
"We just want to help," the other man says.
"I don't need help."
"Just take her," the first man says. He pulls out a pair of silver handcuffs. My brain flashes back to the handcuffs holding me to Kane's bed. I get more scared. I can't handle this. I run to the edge of his bedroom and attempt to get away from the cuffs.
The man walks forward with them and I try to back up but I met with walls. He walks up to me and tries to reason with me again.
"I won't have to use these if you just come with us, ok?" He moves the handcuffs around in my face. He knows they scare me.
Noah looks nervous. I look at him with fear. He betrayed me but he is the only one in the room that I trust even the slightest bit. Tabitha is nowhere to be seen and I wish she would come rescue me from this.
He sees my eyes and softens, "Do you want to just walk with me for a bit?"
I nod my head. I hope he won't force me to go with him. He acted like he was going to before but his look of empathy made me trust him a little bit more. He walks over to me and the man backs up. Noah grabs my hand and we walk forward. We walk below the fan and I see my noose still dangling. It still dares.
You can try again once they leave.
Noah walks with me down the stairs and into the front room. 4 more men stand in the room. A hush comes over them when they see me.
"Why are they looking at me like that?" I ask Noah, "Do they think I'm crazy?"
"No," he says, "they are just worried."
Worried? About me? There is absolutely no reason for that. I wish they would stop because frankly, their worry makes me uncomfortable. I wish I could shake it off but when I look at their faces again, the look has only intensified.
"We can go outside," Noah tells me carefully. He still holds my hand but I feel his grip tighten. I look up at him. He looks down at me with love, then I feel a sharp pinch in my leg. I cry out and my knees bends. Noah tightens his grip more. He doesn't want me to be in pain. Then why am I?
I drop to my knees and I feel my whole body grow weak. My arms lose their strength and I fall completely on the ground. My arms grow numb and my legs twitch.
"What is happening!?" I cry out.
"It's just something to it make it easier for you to get to the hospital without getting hurt." One of the men in the white shirt tells me. A group of them walk over to my now limp body and pick me up. As I raised off of the ground, my vision grows spotty. I can see spots and I can't feel my bod-

PART TWO


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: THE SAILOR

I gasp. My eyes open quickly and my body jolts. The air around me is cold and the room around me is not my own. I look around. There is an empty bed next to mine. The room resembles a shitty motel. I have no idea where I am or why I'm here. I really need to stop drinking.
I get off of the bed and I realize that I am wearing grey sweatpants and one of my tank tops. Did I change last night? I rub my stomach. I don't know why I drank while pregnant. I hope my baby is ok. I mentally scold myself. I am so fucking selfish sometimes. I get up and start walking out of the room. I really hope I didn't cheat on Noah. When I open the door, I am greeted with the clean hallway of a hospital. I take a step back. What?
Look what you did this time.
I grunt and hold my head. I want to let the thought through but my attention can't focus. I am try to sleuth my way into an understanding on my whereabouts. I walk into the hallway and my barefeet hit the cold tiles. It sends a shiver throughout my body. I cross my arms to hide from the cold. I walk gingerly through the hallway. Nobody stirs. I continue down passed the endless doors. Finally, I see a nurse walking towards me. When she sees my glance, she walks faster. She wears white scrubs and her hair is messily tied into a tired ponytail. I can tell she has been here for far too long.
"Are you Ana?" She asks, rushed.
"Um, yeah," I answer as she approaches me.
"Come with me." She says.
She starts walking into an adjacent hallway that is lined with more doors. This place is a huge maze of entrances with no exits. I follow her heels halfway down the hallway until we reach a nook in the wall. Assorted chairs and tables are scattered. It resembles a waiting room. I am more confused then I have been in a while. She sits on one of the chairs and gestures for me to sit in the across from her. The chairs are an ugly green. I grimace and sit.
She begins to talk, "Do you remember where you are?"
I shake my head.
"Do you remember how to go here?"
I shake my head again. If she keeps asking questions like this, my neck will snap before this conversation is over.
"Do you know what you tried to do?"
Tried to do? Her wording confuses me. I shake my head again.
"What is the last thing you remember?" I can hear the sympathy in her voice. It intimidates me. I don't know what point she is getting at.
"Um, Noah, my boyfriend, and I were having an argument and I walked out."
"Do you remember where you went after that?"
I try to think. I don't remember anything. I can't even conjure one memory of the last whoever knows how long.
I shake my head again.
"Ok, well, you are seeing a Doctor later today and he will explain everything." She puts on a fake smile for my sake and my sake alone, "You are in a mental health facility. Don't worry though, we will take good care of you."
"Thank you?" She managed to not clear up much of my confusion and in fact made me a little more confused.
She stands up and puts out her hand to help me up. I accept her help and rise to my feet.
"I'll bring you to the mess hall so that you can get some breakfast," she says cheerily.
"Ok?" I don't want food, I want answers.
I take a step and I feel my barefeet hit the floor. Should I really keep walking without shoes on? I stop and look up at the nurse. She sees me as I move my feet awkward and chuckles.
"Maybe you should get some shoes first." She says with a laugh, "I'll come back here in a minute and you can meet me after you get them."
I look at her. Does she really like I can get through this terrifying labyrinth of hell without a guide? She smiles at me casually and turns back around. She strolls aimlessly down the hallway and into the abyss of doors. Goddammit woman.
I pick apart my unfamiliar, vague memory that I just created while walk towards here and pray to God that it brings me back. I don't even know my room number. I start my journey. Mash, mash, mash. I walk with uncertain confidence. I walk forward and it an intersection of hallways. I think I go right?
My feet decide before my brain and I turn right. The doors are endless. I don't even want to know how many mechanics, nuts and hinges it took to make this haven of entrances. The end of the hallway become slightly familiar � well, at least more familiar than the last. I scan the doors on my left. I think my room is somewhere here?
I can't run the risk of opening a door and seeing a fat naked guy or a mean old lady who starts throwing greeting cards at me when I even attempt to fully open the door. This is the russian roulette of openings.
I assay the first door hoping that neither of the latter greet me. When I push the door open, I see a sleeped-in bed with my backpack slumped on the side of it. I sigh in relief. My eyes have been spared this time.
I walk into the room and look around the floor. The rug is an ugly vomit color. You can tell it was stapled down in the 1980s. The whole room has an "unrenovated" feel to it. The walls are painted a pale yellow that I assume was once vibrant. Along the walls in a trim that resembles the design on 1990s styrofoam cups. I shake my head at the poor interior design and resume my search for shoes. The fact that I wasn't the one who took off my shoes makes it that much harder to find them.
They could be in Timbuktu and they would still be just as lost to me. I move the blanket off of the bed. Maybe they are under here? The old comforter peels from the mattress like a used bandaid. Years of germs are nearly visible. I try to not gag as I throw it on the floor. My shoes still remain invisible to the naked eye. My glance moves to my backpack. Why didn't I think of that before?
I pick it off of the ground and begin rummaging through it. My clothing is haphazardly balled up and throw in. I can tell it was packed in a rush. I can also tell that this wasn't my doing. I unpacked my backpack at Noah's. I dig through to the bottom. There are no where to be seen.
Then I look at the dresser. On the top are ugly tennis shoes. They are hospital provided and it looks like this is my only option. I sit on the edge of the bed and pull them on my feet. Now I have to make my way back to the nurse. Dear lord help me. This rat race is going to wear me out.
I turn back out of my room. My feet squeak in my new-to-me shoes. They make me unbelievably uncomfortable. I walk down the hallway. Retracing my steps is much easier the third time. Third time's the charm?
I walk with more confidence as I turn left, walk past copious rooms then turn left again. The nurse is sitting in one of the chairs, holding her clipboard. She looks up when she hears my footsteps.
"I see you found our stylish sneakers," she says, "They are in season, you know."
I chuckle. She starts walking through the maze again. I follow her. I stay directly behind her heels. I'm afraid if I don't follow her feet exactly then I will get lost, again.
She walks down the hallway for what seems to be a mile. The white tile's pattern is entrancing. I follow it with my eyes. The diamond into a wide doorway that spills into a cafeteria. Metal tables are scattered throughout the room. People seem to be grouped in some sort of fashion but without proper speculation, I can't decrypt the organization. Some people are wearing sweat suits, while others, like myself, are wearing our own clothing.
"You can go through here," the nurse says to me. She points to a queue line that is made of a dirty rope tied to individual posts. A huge sneeze guard covers a long metal trough of food. Assorted cooks are busy at all of the different stations of said trough. I walk into the line and stand in front of the sneeze guard. A cook smiles at me and hands me a plate.
"It's pancake day!" She says enthusiastically
I hate pancakes.
"Yum!" I respond as I take the plate.
The nurse still follows me. It feels weird to have someone always behind me. Every second I wonder when she will go away.
The cafeteria is almost as unrenovated as my bedroom. Peeling white paint covers the walls. Tacky posters of happy people are placed randomly along the perimeter. Nurses are also places randomly throughout the room. It seems like everyone is under 24 hour surveillance. The tables are unsturdy and no amounts of cleaning would rid it of the germ infestation taking place before my eyes. It makes me wonder if the rest of the world even cares about mental health. Sadly, I don't think they do.
I put my tray down at an empty table. I can feel people's eyes on me. Hopefully they will mind their own business sooner than later. I know they are looking at my stomach. It has grown a lot over the last couple days. 'Why is a pregnant lady here' is most likely ninety percent of their thoughts. Or maybe they can't even tell. The nurse sits next to me. It attracts even more attention. She very well could go stand with the other nurses than right next to me. That's like tattooing "new person" on my forehead. I guess it doesn't matter because they will figure out eventually that I am new. I definitely don't fit in. I have never been in a facility like this and some people here seem like this is their second home. They lounge around, comfortable as can be. I sit tense with the least amicable expression I can muster.
I cut into the pancake. When I get my forkful close to my mouth, I realize that I am not even the slightest bit hungry. I put the fork down and sigh.
"Are you going to eat?" The nurse asks. She sounds more worries than I assumed she would be.
"I'm not very hungry."
She doesn't argue with me at all about this and simply pulls her clipboard up and scribbles on it. A part of me feels like I'm going to get in trouble later for this. Oh well. The nurse looks at her watch.
"Your appointment with Dr. Simmons is in 20 minutes," She says, "Maybe I could walk you around and show you some stuff if you are sure that you are done eating."
I nod my head. I pick the fork up and eat just the bite that I already sliced. The sweet taste in my mouth makes me nauseous momentarily. The bite gets swallowed and I proceed to throw my plate in the trash. The trash can is placed oddly in front of a door. It looks like it hasn't been opened in at least 30 years. This place needs to be fixed up, badly.
The nurse urges me towards her. She is walking towards the exit. I catch up to her and we down the hallway together. She ornately describes the advantages to being in a mental health facility. After she starts describing the group therapy, I start to zone out. Perhaps she thinks that creepy men with guitars will get me excited.
How did I get here? I don't think I have any serious problems that would warrant a mental hospital check-in. The only thing I can think is that my father brought me in under my own will. Maybe he drugged me? I'm very confused. My backpack wasn't packed by me either. Somebody else threw my clothes in. My backpack was at Noah's so maybe he and my dad had a plan? My father did tell me that mental issues ran in the family and I told Noah about the voices. Did they communicate when I wasn't around? What about Tabitha? Does she think that I'm safely at Noah's or does she also know about this. I don't know my confusion can get an more convoluted and extreme. I'm really hoping that this doctor does explain to me and tell me what the actual fuck is going on.
We continue to stroll. As time progresses, so does my anxiety. Maybe I'm in here for my anxiety?
"Here is the office." The nurse points at a door in the hallway. This one sticks out; it is the only one that has a window in its frame. I look at it. It looks very suspicious. It's probably just my anxiety telling me to be cautious and paranoid.
The nurse opens the door and gestures me to go inside. Inside is a little room the size of a closet with chairs strewn about. On the farthest wall there is another door. This one has no window and looks much more daunting than the last.
"Just sit here and the doctor will come out when he is ready for you," the nurse tells me. She points to one of the chairs, then closes the door. Other than my shoe voyage, this is the first time I have been alone since I got here. I look around the room and try to make acquaintances with it. Something tells me that I will be seeing these walls for a very long time. Who knows how long I will be here.
A bit of thread sticks out from the stitching on my chair. I pull at it nervously. My mother always told me that if I pull threads then the whole stitch will come apart. I have always wanted to test out this for myself. I feel like it would be so satisfying to watch an entire project be ripped apart, literally by the seams, just by pulling a single thread that was out of place.
The door creaks and I am pulled from my thoughts. I jump and my hand pulls the thread farther. I look up. I feel guilty for ruining it more. The doctor chuckles. His face is one of someone who needs more sleep. He has thick purple coloring under his eyes. Although he appears to be around thirty, he has wrinkles of a 60 year old. With his laugh comes raspy vocal cords and an exacerbated grin. I honestly feel sympathy for him. I can't imagine what he goes through day in and day out.
"Come talk with me, Ana." He tells me.
He opens the door to his office wide and walks back into the room. It is only slightly bigger than the closet outside but is still barely enough room for someone to properly utilize the space. The walls are a forest green with touch of shit color to them. The ceiling has a moldy look to it but it matches the wall color, so I can't complain. One thing does appeal to me: the giant couch he has sprawled across the far wall. Its plump cushions look so inviting. I walk over to it and sit down. I melt into the soft cotton. I am still anxious but the comfort does help a bit. My eyes continue to soar across the room. There is so many stimulants. I feel like it was decorated this way intentionally. Once again, posters of smiling families cake the walls. He sees me looking and smirks. I assume they are frequently stared at.
"Those are mandatory from the hospital board," he says.
The groups of people look so relaxed. A couple walks hand in hand in a sunflower field with the perfect lens flare on their backs. I wish life was that happy. I know they put them there as inspiration but honestly, it makes me more depressed. I see what I can never truly achieve. I know that I will never achieve it. Especially if I never find out why I am here. I still don't understand why I wound up here or what I did to warrant this admittance. I hold my hands in my lap and look at the doctor. He better answer some of my questions.
"They told you that you were in a mental health facility I assume?" He asks.
"Yes," I say, "but I don't know why."
My words come off much harsher than I intend. I am confused and annoyed but I don't usually express that to people.
"Well," The doctor's voice is much cooler than mine, "you attempted to kill yourself."
Although this should shock me, I don't doubt it for a second. The voice have convinced me to try before.
"Ok." I say. The doctor is not sure about my response. Most people probably react more extremely to the news. My react however is not candidly nonchalant.
"How?" I ask. Hopefully I was creative.
"You tried to hang yourself." He seems slightly apprehensive to tell me. Perhaps he takes me as a repeat offender. He isn't necessarily wrong. If I was just a tad more sociopathic, I would make a mental note that hanging doesn't work for me.
I slowly nod my head. I know that this is going to hit me later. I am more inclined to offset stress for a moment when I am alone. I hate showing people weakness unless I am in a deep depression. Even then, I am hardly in charge of my body.
"So how long am I going to be here?" I ask. It's not like I have a place to go other than Tabitha's but preferably, I'd rather be at her house than in a mental hospital. No matter how appealing a mental ward sounds to some. The doctor looks down at his feet. I know this is a bad sign.
"We are putting you on a 72 hour hold." The doctor sighs, "however, after that you are able to check yourself out but I suggest you stay at least a week."
"So I have to stay for 3 days but I can leave after that?" I clarify, "Can I have visitors?"
"At certain points in the day, you can have people come see you," Dr. Simmons reassures.
"So the suicide is the only reason I am here?"
"Well, we also think you might have underlying problems."
I am confused. I don't know what he is referring to. I know I'm crazy but I didn't think any of the issues were asylum worthy.
"You had a hallucination while they were trying to get here." He tells me.
"Hallucination?" These words are confusing me more.
"Yes, you saw something that wasn't there." He says, "It could have been the stress of the attempt but we need to make sure you don't frequently do that."
I nod my head. I think of all of the times that I have talked to people who have passed. I assumed that I could just talk to spirits but maybe they weren't there? I have always taken pride in my introspectiveness but now I am at a loss for words. Am I more fucked up than I originally thought?
Dr. Simmons picks up a clipboard and a pen. He looks me straight in the eye. Temporarily, I feel like a child.
"Do you hear voices?" He asks. He is so straightforward that it makes me wonder how easy it would be to just lie to him. He has no way to crawl into my brain and see if I am lying or not. It makes me guess that so many people have done that to their doctors. I realize how distracted I have become and push myself into reality yet again.
"Huh?" I ask. I wish I hadn't gotten so distracted.
Dr. Simmons scrawls something on his clipboard and reiterates himself.
"Do you hear voices?"
"I hear thoughts," I say, "if that's what you mean."
I know if I admit to the voices that I will be placed here for much longer than I'd like. But another part of me wants to tell him. Maybe he could actually help me. I could get medications that would stop the voices. Maybe?
"Are the thoughts your own or do you hear someone else's voice talking to you?"
"Someone else." I say it slowly. I know this is where he realizes how crazy I am. There is now way out now. Down the rabbit hole we go.
"Do you know who it is?"
Why are you talking about us?
Stop telling him.
"Uh, no," I stammer. It is harder to concentrate when the voices are interrupting.
Dr. Simmons scrawls yet again.
"Are they talking now?"
NO.
"Y-yes�" My voice gets less sure as I continue on.
Stop!
"What are they saying now?"
Don't tell him!
"They are telling me to not tell you," I say. I feel so uncomfortable in this situation. I hate talking about it. I don't want to anger the voice or they will get louder. I don't know what to do. If I don't tell him, I have no way of getting help. If I tell him, the voices get stronger. I have to think in the long run.
"Why are they saying that?"
"Because if I tell you, they know that I will get rid of them," I say quickly. If I don't get it out then they will try to convince otherwise still.
"Do you tell anyone about them?" The doctor asks, his pen in hand, "like your boyfriend or parents?"
"Uh, I told my boyfriend." If he is even my boyfriend anymore.
"And your parents?"
"My father wouldn't care�" I say sadly. I wish he would.
"And your mother?"
My mother. I assume she had the same problem as me. My father did say that it ran in the family. Maybe my grandmother did too. Maybe, if I have this baby, they will too. I don't want to put the curse on them. My mother most likely didn't want the same for me. Then why did she kill herself?
"She-uh." I try to form the sentence. It was so easy to say to Noah. Perhaps the glass of wine in front of my face made it easier.
"She killed herself," I finally say.
The moment of hesitation does not go unlooked by his busy pen. I assume my file is going to look like thirty toddler went ham on a piece of notebook paper.
"When was this?" He goes into business mode. He has to remain unattached from the patients. He can't feel sympathy. This works for me. I don't want pity. I simply want understanding. Now that I am out of my deep hole on Grove Street, I can feel my mind refreshed the longer I stay away.
"When I was 17," I say, I swallow my consonants down my dry throat.
"How was that?" He asks.
I have no idea what he means. Does he want me to tell him how the suicide was, how it made me feel or how it happened?
"Uh," I stammer yet again.
He writes again.
There is a sinking feel that surfaces when you say something and the doctor writes on his notepad. You know you have fucked up.
"It made me feel alone." I fast track my interpretation of his question, "she abandoned me."
"But you still have your father," he says. He picks the pen off of the clipboard and waves it as he talks. He continues to babble but my eyes glue to it. The shiny metal tip with a black dot in the middle. The plastic white body with blue writing on it. It is tucked securely under his thumb and on top of his index finger. This minute thing has so much power over me. Whatever it traces is what becomes of my brain. What I am perceived as. I am insane. He may as well scribble that on his pad. He click the top of the pen and the metal tip is retracted.
"Are you listening?" He asks. He could see my eyes fixated on the pen and clicks it again.
His wrists flex as he brings the pen down the paper. The pen swiftly follows his movement. Each tiny muscle that is stretched makes huge movements from the utensil. He gleams up at me while writing.
"Are you ok?" He clicks the pen closed again. This time he puts it in the pocket of his white button up.
"Um, yeah." I ask, pulling myself out of the zone I had entered.
"If you still had your father, why did you feel alone and abandoned?" The doctor resumes our discussion.
"Because my father never cared much for me," I say. This is hard to say. I don't like admitting this because this is the equivalent of admitting defeat in my eyes.
His elbow flexes and his fingers reach for the white pen, yet again. My eyes center on it. I don't want him to write anymore.
He sees my expression and stops trying to get it. Instead, he reaches over to his desk and grabs a different pen. He thinks that I am just obsessed with that specific pen but in all honesty, I just want him to stop writing on the pad all together. He scribbles down something on the clipboard with the new pen. I sigh and sit back farther into the fluffy cotton couch.
"Why do you assume that your father didn't care?" He asks.
"He was never really around," I say, "sure, he was present but he always seemed to be in a far off world, ignoring all of us."
"Has your father been to a health care professional?"
I shake my head.
"Not that I know of," I say timidly, "why?"
"Well, if we know what your dad is suffering from, we can more correctly diagnose you."
This makes me slightly angry. He is assuming a lot of things.
"How would you know that my father has a mental illness?" I spit. Now my annoyance is starting to blossom. It must be his incessant writing.
"Genetically speaking," Dr. Simmons says calmly, "most mental disorders come from parents or grandparents."
I look at him. How would he know? He doesn't know my family. He doesn't know my father. Then I remember. That one goddamn phrase won't leave my mind. 'It runs in the family.' I always assumed that he was referring to my mother but could he have been talking about himself. This is all confusing me. My confusion from before was cleared up but now new confusion eats away at my head.
"It could have been from my mother," I tell him.
"True." Yet again, he scribbles on his notepad. Goddamnit.
"What are you writing?" I ask as I attempt to peer over the clipboard.
"Just your evaluation." He pulls the notepad closer to him so that I can't see anything, even if I tried just a little harder.
"Everything looks good?" I ask.
"Everything looks good." He replies staunchly.
Somehow, I don't believe him the slightest bit.
"What's wrong with me?" I ask, "why am I here?"
He puts the clipboard down on his knee and looks at me. He glare worries me. It isn't one of anger or mistrust. It is one of sympathy.
"Tell me, do you have mood swings?" He inquires, "like highs and lows?"
He moves his hand like a rocking boat trying to help me visualize exactly what mood swings are. I know what they are and I am starting to think he is moron. I don't think he wants me to think that of him.
"Doesn't everybody?" I ask.
"No," he says, "some people have more extreme highs and lows than others."
"Ok?"
"Have you ever been very low and sad?"
"Yes." I say. I would be dithered to release that information but it spills out of my mouth. I guess my brain has been waiting to tell someone for longer than I realized.
"Have you ever been very excited and emotional?"
"Occasionally?" These questions are bemusing me, "Why are you asking all of this?"
"Well," the doctor says as he places his clipboard next to him, "I'm trying to react a diagnosis here."
"For me?" I ask. "I thought I was just in here for the suicide."
"You are," he says matter of factly, "but there may be some underlying problems."
"I presumed that you were going to discover the reason why I tried and then let me sulk for 72 hours." I say.
"It's not that simple, I'm afraid." He sighs. "The reason tried could be a long term illness that has to be treated just like a physical illness."
I am baffled. They think I'm sick? I am perfectly healthy. I just tried something once and I hear voices that I have begun to control. This doesn't mean I'm permanently damaged.
"So you are just going to pump me full of medication so that I don't go burning down buildings?" I project back at him. The fire is starting to flicker in my stomach.
"That's not what I said." The doctor puts his hands up. I can't tell if he is surrendering, seeking to calm me or both.
"I'm afraid you are most likely schizophrenic." He says in the most commiserative expression.
I am taken aback. All of the times that I have heard these words, they are associated with serial killers and rancid celebrities. I can't be part of that group. I am not part of that group.
"I'm a murderer." I say strictly.
"Ana, only about twenty percent of schizophrenic individuals are in jail," he says, his eyes growing wide at my retort, "and as is, violence is not a symptom of this illness."
I look at him perplexed.
"All of those people who were violent in public had many more issues than just schizophrenia," he says, "don't let society tell you wrong facts."
I nod my head slowly. I think I understand what he is saying but it simply makes me more mad that people in this world are so ignorant like that. I can't believe that they would just assume who is and who isn't going to be a terror to society. But I'm also mad at myself for being driven by those stereotypes. I am also mad at myself for being like this. I am mental incapacitated. Now, it is on record too.
"So are you going to put me on some drugs?" I ask, annoyed.
"Normally we would," He says, "But we can't."
"Why not?"
"Because of your pregnancy." He gestures to my stomach. "we don't want to do anything that could hurt the baby."
"Ok�" I place my hands on my stomach. I don't know whether to be angry at myself or happy. Maybe medication would be good for me but at the same time, I'm glad that I have an excuse to not start right away.
"So," I test the waters, "nothing happens?"
"Nothing happens."
"But I'm still schizophrenic?"
"I'm afraid you always will be, there is no cure," the doctor says, "but we can get you on a therapy schedule during your stay here and when your baby is born, we can start medications."
I feel half relieved and half more scared.
You just had to ruin it.
I bet Noah sent you here.
I breathe deeply.
"Are they talking now?" The doctor asks. He picks up the damned clipboard again.
I nod my head.
"What I want you to do is take three deep breaths."
I nod my head slowly again. I didn't even realize that I had been giving myself therapy for all of these years. If breathing is all he can teach me then I guess I'm a lost cause.
"In for four�"
I breathe in. 1, 2, 3, 4.
"Hold for six."
1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6,.
"Out for eight."
1, why am I doing this, 2, what is this even helping, 3, I just want to rip off my head, 4, I've already learned this, 5, I don't have enough air to actually breathe out to eight, 6, I don't want to do this anymore, 7, ugh, 8, Ok, I'm done.
As soon the last breath passes, I feel a peace come over me. It is warmth accompanied by a stillness.
"See? One did the trick for you." The doctor says as a smile comes across his face, "Every time you feel them start to talk, just do that. It'll shut them up real quick."
I smile. I guess it did work.
"So, part of this program is group therapy, recreational therapy, and personal therapy." He says, "You are required to do both."
He turns around and reaches up to his bookshelf. It is a giant wooden monster. The top of it brushes the ceiling and hundreds of book are neatly lined on the seven shelves that go all the way to the floor. He takes out a folder filled with little pieces of paper. He opens it and flicks through them for a second before pulling out a pamphlet. He hands it to me.
The cover is ridden with more happy families. I look up at him.
"More of these pictures?" I sigh annoyed.
"Hospital mandated." He shrugs.
On the cover, below the gagtastic cover work is the words: "St. Joseph's Psychiatriatric Program." I peel open the front flap and unfold it. Behind the first fold is a giant list of sponsors; majority of them being grocery stores. This is quite ironic considering that on the next page they advertise their overeaters anonymous group. The glossy feel to the pamphlet makes me uncomfortable. I'm not sure how many people have touched this and what they had been touching before.
I hand it back to him and reach for the hand sanitizer on his desk. I pump it twice on my hand and feel the coolest on my palms. Every draft can be felt on my hands until they are dry. It is honestly the weirdest sensation.
"Well, our main programs here are for depression and bipolar so you came to the right spot." He flashes the trifold in front of me yet again, only to show a page that's header is a stock photo of a pill. How wonderful a message they are sending about their treatment plans. 'We'll just knock you out with meds until you are a zombie! You'll feel better in no time!"
"Ok, thanks." I sigh.
"That's just about all I had to talk to you about." The doctor smiles and looks at his watch. "It's about 30 minutes until recreational therapy."
I nod my head and stand when he does. He walks over to the door and opens it. It squeaks as the rusty hinges call for help. I walk out with more uncertainty than I went in with. I still don't know who sent me but I do know that my baby help me to get away from drugs.
The nurse is waiting in the closet waiting room.
"I came back to get you," she says as she stands up from her seat, "you have to be accompanied at all times during your first day. I will be around intermittently tomorrow also."
I sigh. Apparently I am a child after all.
"Usually we just have the patients all together but you didn't wake up till late because of the sleeping meds we gave you." She says, "You won't be able to sleep in like that anymore."
This just keeps getting better. I should've been cattle this morning but rather they tranquilized me and let me suffer the after effects.
"Wake up is at 7am and you will have activities all day." The nurse is starting to detected my displeasure and looks at me solemnly.
"You'll be ok, I promise."
She walks me back through the hall of doors. We turn right in the intersection and I am lead to a place where I have never ventured. We continue to walk and the doors become more and more sporadic. I don't doubt my eyes and drudge forward. At the end of the hall a living room set sits. The hard hospital tiles is replaced with shiny wooden floors in only that section. Big couches and smaller armchairs that clash are scattered across the corner. On the wall, a huge TV is mounted. Somebody must have sponsored this. Probably a furniture store. The nurse walks me up to the set.
"Everybody will be over in a moment," she smiles, pointing to the couches, "make yourself comfortable."
I awkwardly follow her command and sit on the giant white couch. I wonder how they clean this. Do they have some sort of admission process for people with lice so that they can't get on the furniture? A huge part of me hopes so.
The nurse stands facing the hallway. She looks as if she is meditating; relaxing for the few moments of peace she has. I feel bad for the staff here. I assume I can't be the worst kind of patient for them. I must have been if they sedated me in order to bring me here. I bet she had no idea what she would be dealing with. I hope how I am is the best case scenario.
I see her tense more and I look down the hallway. A gaggle of people are slowly tracing their way across the cold hospital tile. Their eyes look excited by their body's tell me otherwise. When the group reaches her, she glues the fake smile on�the same one she gave me�and greets each individual person like her best friend. I hate people so her job would be impossible for me. They all swarm around me. They start sitting on and around the couches. A skinny boy sits directly next to me. His arms are so thin, I'm afraid if I lean too far over, I'll snap it in two.
"My name is Lee." He says, his expression is not quite a smile and not quite a grimace. I have a feeling that over my three days, that I too will acquire this facade.
"Ana." I stick out my hand for him to shake it.
"No physical contact," Lee says as he puts his hands up in the air as if he is being caught by the cops.
I look at him weird. Is he a germaphobe?
"Not my rule," he says, "it's theirs."
He points to the nurses. My nurse has now been absorbed by the assemblage of scrubs.
"We can't touch people?" I ask. This is the most peculiar rule I have heard of. Once again, I feel kindergarten call back to me.
"Yeah," he sighs, "too many people would make out if we could."
I personally can't see how a mental ward would be the best place to find a relationship. Then again, I shouldn't be the spokesperson for good relationships. I have yet to find a completely fulfilling one and part me has accepted the fact that I most likely never will. Perhaps I will with my baby.
"Do you know what movie we are watching?" He asks. He pulls his legs up and crosses them. This takes up more space on the couch and the girl next to him sighs and glares. He ignores it all. I can tell that he sees her but he has decided to leave her in his peripherals and just have a conversation with me. I respect it.
"I don't know," I say, "I'm new here."
"Oh, yeah," he laughs, "I knew that. I just figured maybe a nurse spilled the beans to you."
I chuckle. "Nope."
"I mean, they let you sleep in so I wasn't sure what other privileges they were gonna give the newbie."
"Oh? I'm sorry." I feel a sudden guilt for being given a pass that I didn't ask for.
"Nah, it's fine," he says, I can feel his annoyance, "they do that for patients they had to knock out to admit."
I sigh. I'm fucking crazy and people hate me for it. What else is new?
"You must have been a real fighter." He laughs. He looks away from me and stares up at the TV. The once black screen has turned into a fuzzy blue. Three nurses are gathered around a shitty 2007 DVD player and trying to figure out how to turn it in. You'd think they would have a clue if this is a normal occurrence. I turn to ask Lee but he has already started an energy filled conversation with two girls sitting in front of the couch. I drop my breath and give up on my questions.
Music begins to blare from the TV speakers and everyone cheers� except me. I have to get out of here sooner than later. Maybe it just follow what they say, they will ok with just letting me go after the 3 days. They can't give me medications so what's the point of being here.
I lean back and stare up. It would take years to count all of the tiles on the hospital ceiling. It is something that I would honestly try if I were given a chance.
Schizophrenic. The word flows through my mind repeatedly. I am schizophrenic. I have schizophrenia. It never truly registers. I know it never will. On top of that, I am bipolar. All of the people I have heard of who are bipolar have shaved their heads or done cocaine. I am neither of those. I don't understand why Dr. Simmons thinks that. I hope he is wrong.
You know he is wrong.
I know.
Then why do you believe him?

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: THE WAKE

The grilled cheese tastes like shit. The pre-frozen mozzarella adheres to the bread like duct tape and frankly, it has the same consistency. I shove the tape sandwich down my throat and swallow it before the taste burns my tongue. My personal nurse, Nurse Juay � who I finally attached the name to after trying to catch a glimpse at badge without it seeming like I staring at her boobs � sits besides me, scratching on her clipboard. She is pleased with my eating. I hope that is the note she is writing.
I stare at her pen as I jam the last bite directly into my esophagus. She clicks the pen and puts it down when she sees my eyes. She looks at me and frowns. She doesn't like it when I glare at her clipboard. I can't blame her but she doesn't understand my self-consciousness. I already feel insane. I don't need her to validate my concerns in front of my face. It's doing a cancer screening by hand in front of the patient. It's cruel honestly.
"You are going to have to get used to being evaluated," Nurse Juay tells me.
"Why is that?" I ask, my temper seeping through my teeth, "Because I'm crazy so I'll always be somewhere like this?"
She shakes her head and sighs deeply. She has to stay calm or she'll lose her job. I feel bad for getting irritated but I can't help it sometimes.
People begin to shift in their seats. Most people are done eating their grilled ass. Every type of person is represented in this group of people. Skinny, chubby, every race and skin color. Mental diseases do not discriminate. Everyone is equally as likely to become a sociopath. Everyone is equally as likely to fucked over by life. Everyone is equally as likely to attempt to take their life. It's sad but we can't rule the world; the world rules us. We are simply the pawns in fates Chess game. Bound to die in the first 5 minutes. Nurse Juay stands up and checks her watch. This place is so meticulously scheduled that being even a second late could result in another day of being on suicide watch. Or so I've been told. People aren't necessarily friendly but they don't pull back on sharing negative information. Recreational therapy was simply an orchestra of shushing and shit talking.
"You have to get to group therapy." Nurse Juay says to me while continuing to stare at her watch.
"What exactly is that?"
"You'll meet the other schizophrenics in the ward." She tells me. Her tone has a hopeful feeling to it. She has more hope for me than I do.
I stand up and grab my tray. She starts to speed walk and I hurry to follow her. As we walk out of the door, I dump my tray. A thud echoes through the cafeteria. Momentarily, the chatter quiets. The distraction of new sounds offsets all of the conversation happening. Humans are just overgrown squirrels. I chortle silently and walk out of the door. When my back passes through the threshold, I hear the talking grow louder and louder until it levels at its original volume.
We walk through the hallway. The labyrinth grows more. I seriously doubt I will ever fully learn the layout. The shear number of doors makes me realize how many people have the same issues as me. Although they may not have the same diagnosis, many of them most likely have similar experiences as I have. Maybe that's what has caused most of the mental issues in the world. It's just a cycle. My grandmother instilled it in my mother, my mother tried to keep it from me until she succeeded which immediately instilled it in me. Now, I hold my child and hope to God that it doesn't happen to them. I will fight it day after day if it means that my child will never go through the hell that I do. Even if it is printed in their DNA I will make sure without a shred of doubt that they will healthy and mentally stable. God, please. Please.
My hand moves to my stomach and I rub it gently. This baby will have the best life I can provide. Maybe this treatment will help. I don't want it but maybe I do need it.
Nurse Juay stops in front of an open archway. The archway is brown against the blaring white paint of the hallway. The entrance causes a clean flow into the adjacent room. Instead of furniture, I am met with simple folding chairs, positioned perfectly into a circle. It is oddly placed in the middle of the room. The room around looks like a failed garage. Big industrial windows are on the far window. I can see the evening sky peek through thick metal Venetian curtains. The room is painted an off white. I can only assume that they attempted to adapt a machinery storage closet.
Nurse Juay gestures me forward. I walk in and sit in one of the shaky chairs. I feel incredibly uncomfortable. I have never met anybody who shares the voices. I thought it was normal to think this way until I was 20, when I ask Kane-
Are you thinking about him again?
Keep thinking.
I remember his dark hair blowing in the soft breeze coming from his fan. It was a hot summer day. He rubbed his index finger against my cheek. Sweat was falling from both of our bodies. The heat never conquered us. We greeted it and when it become overwhelming, we rubbed our bodies together and made it glue in our conjoined existences. It was magical in a world of blurs and scars. We had been together for almost 5 years. I was unbreakable. I could at least control the thoughts. They simply reminded me how lucky I was to be with Kane. He was so charming. I loved his goofy smile and his carefree attitude. We would escape the house and run through the street. His button up shirt would be open and flowing in the breeze that he made with his sprinting. I would run alongside him, in my shorts and barefoot; the biggest smiles on both of our faces. Life was good. I don't remember anything bad about those days. Just happiness.
But then.
I remember that night. He got angry because I was tired and didn't want to spend the night at his house-
"You must be the new girl." I hear a voice blare behind me.
I jump in my seat and turn around hurried. A boy around my age stands before me with too wide of a smile plastered on his face. His auburn hair is combed to the side. His pale face amplifies his piercing green eyes.
"Woah," he says, "didn't mean to scare you."
"Um, it's fine." I say. I straighten myself out, self-conscious of all facets of my personality and physical appearance. I know already that has voices like mine. I don't know how to communicate with him properly. Do I mention my voices or just keep it out of our casual conversation?
"It's fine." He laughs. "So you here for group therapy too?"
He grabs the chair next to me and sits in, comfortable as can be. He must come here a lot�
"Y-yeah," I stammer. Don't mention my schizophrenia. Don't mention my schizophrenia.
"A fellow schizo!" He remarks. He smiles at this fact but I don't see anything positive about this fact. If he suffers from this as much as I do, why would he want more people to? I wouldn't wish this on my worst enemy.
I laugh politely.
"It's just nice to meet a couple people who understand." He says, "My name's Brooke."
"Nice to meet you," I say hazardously. He senses my nervousness.
"This group is only the non-violent ones." He says matter-of-factly.
"Non-violent?"
"Yeah, there are some really bad ones that hallucinate all of the time," he teaches, "some also have Psychosis."
"Psychosis?"
"Wow, you really haven't done any research�" He seems surprised.
"Yeah, I was just told a few hours ago that I am schizophrenic. I had no idea what it really was." I say shamefully, �I still really don�t.�
"Wow." He says, "How did you handle that diagnosis? I mean, I denied it for a while and then came to terms with it when the meds helped."
"Um, honestly," I swallow my excessive saliva that is slowly accumulating, "it made too much sense for me to deny it."
"What about meds?" He asks, "have you taken any?"
"Uh, I can't."
"Why not?" He is thoroughly confused. I can't just say 'because.' I feel an obligation to tell him the real truth. Don't ask me why.
"Uh, I'm pregnant."
His eyes widen and his mouth slightly falls. He looks from my face to my stomach and back again.
"Really?" He doubts it entirely.
"Yeah," I say, "only 4 weeks or so."
"Wow. Lots of news all at once."
"Yeah." I look down at my hands. I don�t want to this about it because my brain would begin the spiral of anxiety.
"Oh, here they come!"
His neck cranes and faces a swarm of people slowly trudging towards the archway. Most look disdained, but others seem assorted degrees of excited. I assume the more acute schizophrenics are the most excited. I make a mental note to not engage in any form of communication with them. Maybe that is disingenuous but I can't help it. I can't help any of my automatic assumptions. Society has fucked me over on that account. They all take seats in the circle and suddenly, we are formed into a halo of crazy. Nobody would even try to provoke a group such as this.
A middle aged man with medium length, well-kept brown hair sits in the very last seat. The longest strains tease his eyebrows ever so slightly. His face is comely but his hand twitches slightly on his tan pants. Subconsciously he doesn't want to deal with group as much as I. Or maybe I am overthinking natural nervous tics. Everyone is anxious in every part of their life; it's human nature. Just some have been cursed with a higher dosage of cortisol than others. I can't say I feel bad because apparently I am part of that group � or rather, this group.
The man brushes his hair back and his face relaxes into a permanent look of sympathy.
"Alright," he musters up an amicable expression, "let's get started."
The bantam banter slows to a halt. All eyes move to his. He intertwines his fingers and rests his conjoined hands on his abdomen.
"Let's go around and say a little bit about ourselves," he says, "My name is Dr. Emmett, and a clinical psychologist who likes dogs."
Thus began the awkward eye contact between the people on either side of him. Neither of them wanted to start the circle going. Brook's voice breaks through the silence.
"Hi, my name is Brook, I'm 22 and insane." He smiles at the end of his sentence. He takes too much pride in his mental disabilities. Maybe I just don't take enough pride.
"Brook, we have talked about tagging ourselves as 'insane,'" Dr. Emmett reminds him. You'd expect Brook to look even slightly guilty but when he sees Doc's reaction, it simply fuels his pride even more. His belligerence is frankly entertaining.
"Sorry Dr. Em," Brook snickers.
The doctors attention shifts from Brook after realizing that he wasn't going to get any actual progress with the unguilty, overgrown teenager. It is at this moment that I realize that I am the one sitting next to Brook and it is my turn now. With Dr. Emmett's eyes burning into my face, I begin to stammer nervously.
"I-uh," my words jumble, "um, Ana."
I look around the circle and see everyone eyes on me. This makes it so much worse. Surrounding me is a vortex of schizophrenics. They look at me with their full attentions. I clear my throat.
"My name is Ana, I'm 22 and, uh�" I can't think of any traits that I have. For the last five years I have simply been 'Kane's girl' or 'That one with brown hair.' I press my brain. I have personality somewhere, right?
"Burgundy is my favorite color."
I haven't actually told people that in a very long time. If you asked anyone I knew what my favorite color was, they would just tell you 'I don't know� blue?'
"That's a very nice color," Dr. Emmett comments. A smile is on his face. Instead of fake, it actually seems to be sincere. That small fact brings my confidence up by a smidge.
The girl next to me fidgets in her seat. Her arms are gripping the sides of her seat. Long red marks are streaked from her wrist to her shoulders. Both arms match. Depression has given her the tattoo gun and she made the scars so they would never fade. They glisten red and some look so new that they are hard to look at. She sees me looking and frowns. Her long auburn hair is incredibly thin and swipes across her shoulder every time she moves her head even slightly. She licks her lips and clears her throat.
"My name is Minnie, I'm 19 and I love to ride my bike." She looks down at her lap, in an attempt to clear herself of the attention. This girl, just like me, has to deal with voices that tell her to do things she doesn't always want to. I would call myself lucky if all mine do is bring Kane back into my conscious and always tell me to go back. At least I don't self-harm on a regular basis. For once, I feel more or less thankful for my schizophrenia.
"Exercise is very good, Minnie," Dr. Emmett says, "Thank you sharing."
"Hi," the next person says with much more confidence than Minnie and I. She sits, a mature woman, with a radiant smile on her face. Her gleaming green eyes have so much hope in them. "I'm Amanda, I'm 32 and cats are my favorite thing in the world." She pushes her frizzy red hair behind her hair and straightens her striped shirt that barely fits around her busty chest. She is so sure of herself. She has been going through this for ten more years than I. Hopefully the hope she pours through the room will fill me by the time I am her age.
"Animals are great!" Dr. Emmett chuckles, "I prefer dogs though, as you know."
The very last person comes into the center of attention. He is definitely the youngest and most nervous. His tight curly brown hair reminds me of Kane too much. He had blaring brown eyes with freckles to match. His resemblance to my lost lover is almost too much for me. My hand moves to my stomach and once again, I clutch my baby anxiously. What if my baby wound up like this? I can see it now. My son, sitting in a schizophrenics group therapy, looking exactly like his father but with his mother's head. Who knows how he would wind up after that. If his father became a sociopath without the help of schizophrenia, where will my son wind up? Fear pulses through my veins. Minute by minute I get more anxious. My hands start fidgeting and I hear the air in my ears. My breath starts to grow shallow and the drowning begins. I start to pant. I am having a heart attack. I know it. The blood pulls away from limbs, leaving them numb with pins and needles. I hold my hands together and squeeze. My muscles tense in response and I am left defenseless.
"My name is John, I'm 17 and I should be in the adolescent ward but my 18th birthday is so close so I requested the adult ward."
I hear as if I am underwater. Everything is feels like the static coming off a TV. All confusing and blurry. My breath continually gets more and more shallow until I am gasping.
"Are you ok, Ana?" Dr. Emmett notices my failed attempts at breathing.
He moves straight into emergency mode. He gets off of his chair and walks over to me. He can see the fear in my eyes and the lack of breath in my lungs.
"I need you to breathe." He says calmly as he kneels in front of me.
"Take a deep breath in"
I try to control my muscle and force a fulfilling breath into my straining chest.
"Let it out slowly."
This is even more difficult as it requires twice as many muscles. I take control of my throat and diaphragm; with this I am able to let it out at a slower rate than hyperventilation. When I have total control of my lungs, I lose control of my face. My tear ducts develop a mind of their own and begins flowing oceans upon my shirt. I put my hands over my eyes to prevent my tears from being seen but once I put my focus back on my face, my lungs loss control again. I begin breathing with the flow of my tears. My face contorts and my eyebrows furrow. I can feel everyone's eyes on me and it make me that much more upset.
"I'm sorry," I say between breaths.
"It's ok," Dr. Emmett says, he remains on his knees in front of me, "we are all here for you."
I wipe my face of the tears and look around the circle. I expect faces of mocking or even faux sympathy but I am met with only looks of empathy. It not condescending but rather they understand my struggle have been through a close version of hell that I have. They know me even though all they know is my name and favorite color. I am understood. This is not sympathy. This is the most freeing feeling after the most crushing collapse.

CHAPTER NINETEEN: THE WADING

Pounding on my door rips my conscience out of its acetaminophen and benadryl filled coma. I had begged Dr. Simmons for some sort of sleeping aid last night and now I am regretting it. My eyes snap open and I peer towards the window. Outside, the only light is the street lamp. Why the fuck am I awake.
"Breakfast in 30 minutes!" The pounding continues.
I groan and pull myself out of bed, demanding each muscle one at a time. I wake up at 3 o'clock in the afternoon on most days. Rising before the sun would never be listed as a hobby of mine. When my body finally responds, I t over to the light switch and flick it on.
"Come on," I urge Jamie, "get up."
She stirs for a second, then grows still. I have only known Jamie for 30 minutes total (minus the time we were asleep) and I can already tell that this will be a friendship that could take a while.
"Breakfast is in 30 minutes." I repeat the command yelled at us.
She moans against her pillow. She is as much of a morning as I am. However, I have more motivation than she. Wish is quite frankly surprising. I shake my head and walk towards the bathroom. The small room is indented in the wall. A dirty vanity lies above a porcelain sink which is much too close to the small toilet. I cram myself into the room and shut the door. My hands find my cheeks and absorb the warmth. When I am tired, I heat up like a space heater. It was always a good way to trick my mom into letting me skip school. After 6th grade, she caught on and I had to get resourceful like other kids.
I bend down and turn the faucet on. I rub my hands under the stream for a moment until my palms are soaked. I push the water onto my face in an attempt to wake myself up. A yawn pushes its way out of my lungs, indicating that my plan has failed miserably. I shake my head and look in the mirror. My face has thinned out. I don't know if this is good or bad. The weight seems to be moving to my abdomen which swells more as the days go on. I sigh and walk out. I don't feel like actually getting dressed for the day. A sweatshirt that I messily put away last night hangs out of the wooden dresser next to my bed. I pull it out and throw it over my tired body. I can't even count the amount of sighs that expel from my mouth in just five minutes of my morning.
Jamie begins moving again. I look over to her bed and chuckle under my breath. If she gets in trouble for being late, it won't be my fault by any means. I slip on my zip-tied shoes and walk out of the room, intentionally shutting it much harder than is necessary. Perhaps if I make enough noise on my way out, Jamie will actually get out of bed.
I look around the hallway and see an exodus happening from the assorted bedrooms lined along the wall. A steady stream of people coat the hall and lead towards the cafeteria. I wish this human river would stay where it is at all times so that I always have a living, breathing navigation system; this will make getting lost basically unheard of. I join the crusade and stumble sleepily to breakfast. When I join the queue line, the overwhelming odor of fried onions assaults my nose. I feel nausea raise up in my esophagus. Nope. Not happen. I swallow hard and try to ignore the impending barf. I see an apple shining under the harsh mess hall lights and I blindly reach for it. If I can get some sort of fuel and still get out of the queue line without beginning the vomit lottery, I will take that option any day. I grab the apple and duck under the rope. My greatest and most important escape has been achieved.
I speed walk to an empty table and sit. I breathe deeply through my mouth. If I breathe through my nose I know that the nausea will come back twice as terrible. I drown out the entire world around me. In doing so, I can feel my stomach relax. I look around the room and too many eyes are on me. I see Lee, from yesterday, looking at me with a smirk on his face. He sits with other skinny kids. They look at me condescendingly. They must think I'm a failed bulimic.
"Hey!" An abrupt noise jumps me. I yelp and my shoulders twitch all the way to my ears.
"Oh sorry, I did it again."
I turn around and Brook stands before me with a stupid smile on his face. He says he is sorry but his expression tells me otherwise.
"It's fine," I sigh. At least the nausea is gone.
He places his food down and sits a little too close to me. I look back at Lee and he waves at me in the most highfalutin manner. Brook look over at them and scoffs.
"Don't even try to make amends with them," He says, "Lee was an asshole to me from day one."
"Same," I say mournfully.
"Only an apple for breakfast?" He gestures to my lonesome fruit.
"Yeah�" I say, "I hate apples."
He laughs and attacks his tray. Apparently the breakfast designated to me was an omelet with a side of oatmeal and assorted fried vegetables. Gross. Brook likes it all the same. As I watch him in amazement, Nurse Juay walks up to my table and sits down.
"I hope you two are playing nicely," she says, eyeing primarily Brook.
"We are all cool, Nurse J," Brook reassures through a mouth full of oatmeal. When he talks, chunks of white meal spew out of his sloppy embouchure. I wish I had as little care in the world as he did. Once again, I look at him in amazement.
Nurse Juay sees my expression and chuckles. She herself must feel the same way at times. Her gaze settles on apple and her eyebrows raise. She points at it and purses her lips. She wants me to eat more than this.
"Jordan, you've gotta chill sometimes," Brook sighs.
"I'm ok with Nurse J but you are not allowed to call me by my first name," she warns him. It is very easy to get annoyed by him but I really have no other options for friends.
"My apologizes," he says as he laughs.
I pick up my apple to calm the situation and take a bite. The raw, sweetness fills my mouth. My mouth tenses. The aftertaste of rotting water is what set me off of them. It hits me when I swallow. Apples are nasty and though my plan when I chose it was to push back the aggressive disgorging that I felt coming, this apple is making it come back rapidly. I put it down on the table with only one bite gone. Nurse Juay looks at my disappointed. She shakes her head and pulls out her clipboard.
"No, no," I say quickly, "I'll eat."
"I still have to log the apple," she says, keeping her eyes on her moving pen. The damage is already done.
"Where is Jamie?" She asks me.
"I don't know," I say, staring at the cursed apple.
"Did she wake up this morning?"
"I don't know."
I look up at her and she looks even more disappointed.
"Ana," she exhales, "you have to make sure your roommate gets to breakfast."
"Why?" I groan, "isn't that your job?"
She shakes her head. She pulls at her ponytail seeking to make it tighter. Her must have a permanent ring where she has kept it tied up. I turn away from her glare and look towards Brook. He has been silent for more time than I figured he could be. My heart leaps. He is in pain: eyes squeezed shut, fist clenched, leg shaking feverishly. I see from an outside view for the first time. I can see the pain wash through his brain. I know what he is feeling. His breath is short and shallow.
"Brook, I need you to breathe," I say softly. Harsh noises will make it worse. I need to talk quietly but still get the point across.
"Breathe in deeply." He starts to respond. I see his chest expand and weight falls off of my shoulders bit by bit.
"You are not drowning." I assure him, "it's just the voices. They aren't you."
His breath becomes steady. I can see his face begin to relax and his knuckles return to a faint pink.
He keeps his eyes closed through three more deep breaths. When he finally comes down, he opens his eyes gently. He is cautious and anxious about revealing himself again to the outside world. I understand exactly how that feels. I helped him. I understood him. Somebody understands the shit storm that goes through my head. I look into his eyes and for the first time, the green hits my soul. He looks thankful and relieved. A deep, subconscious revelation is passed between us.
"Thank you," he says in a small voice. He looks at me and his green eyes brand into my face.
"N-no problem," I sputter. I look down at the apple quickly. I need to get out of his gaze.
I look over at Nurse Juay. Her pen is dancing across her clipboard; this time, I am not angry to see it. Hopefully that witness account will reflect positively on me but still my head can't disconnect from the connection that Brook made through that attack. I feel way too close to him.
I clear my throat, get out of my chair quickly and walk away from Brook with the apple in my hand. I throw it in the trash harshly. My mind zones out and my thoughts begin to spiral. If he gets the same voice attacks as I do, does he also so the people? Obviously not my grandmother and mom but maybe his? I want to know. I want to get to know his actual condition. But at the same time, should I let myself do this all over again?
It's different.
He understands us.
I agree with the voices which scares me more than anything. Then again, I am learning how to control them so I honestly don't know if it's them or if it's my actual thoughts.
"Is there something wrong with the trash can?" Nurse Juay says from behind me.
"Huh?" I ask, coming out of my thoughts.
She points to the trash can and chuckles.
"You were intently staring at it."
"Oh. Sorry." I say embarrassed.
"Are you sure you are done eating?" She asks.
"Um, yeah."
She breathes out heavily and her disappointment returns.
"It's time for medications," she says, "but you don't have any so you can sit in the lounge with me while everyone gets theirs."
"Ok."
Each table gets up in skewed tandem and line up at the door. It takes all of three minutes to get every patient out of their seats and into line. They walk like cattle, stumbling to get their drug induced euphoria. I can see the appeal but at the same time, I count myself lucky for being able to skip that whole process. It seems more daunting than awarding when I see some of the elderly people here who talk to walls and stare at me for no apparent reason.
I walk behind them through the hallway until the line stops in front of the nurses' station. A tray has been spread on the counter with small dixie cups of antipsychotics. Each cup has a label on it with a patient's name. From a side view, I see my name on a cup. All that lies in it is my benadryl for sleeping. I count myself as one of the lucky ones.
Nurse Juay leads me around the line and further into the long hallway. The skein ends as a new room begins. Tables and chairs lay scattered across the floor. The room is completely empty but it shows signs of past use. A large bay window pours sunlight over the metal chairs, heating them in its track. I walk over to a table and sit. The metal is hot to the touch but once my hands adjust to the temperature, it cools. On my table, a deck of cards sits. I eye it, debating whether to play a game.
"Do you want to play connect four?" Nurse Juay asks, gesturing to the table next to me. The connect four looks a lot less abused than the deck of cards but I prefer to play games that depend on chance rather than skill. I lack skill in anything that takes an actual thought process.
"I'm good," I say. I reach out and grab the deck box. All 52 cards spill out in front of me. Each card looks just as desecrated as the last. I begin to sort the cards by suit and color. This sort of activity always calms my nerves even if they aren't that active in the first place � then again, when are they not active?
As I organize, a cacophony of babbles, chatter and fuss grows in the corridor. I look up as a band of newly medicated patients come into view. They gaggle in one by one through the threshold and sit in chairs throughout the room. I keep my head down, attempting to camouflage myself and make my demeanor unfriendly. This fails entirely as two men walk up to me and each take seats at the table.
"Ready to play cards?" A man with gleaming teeth and dark skin looks at me intently, "I bet I'll beat you at Rat Slap!"
"Yeah, count me in!" The other man says. This man sits in his bathrobe, pajama pants and slippers with his bald head shining in the sunlight.
They seem overly excited and though I can be a rude asshole, maybe they would be a good distraction from the impending socialization materializing around me.
"What are we going to play?" I say attempting to match their enthusiasm. Hopefully I can feign it until my appointment.
* * *
Only so many card games can be therapeutic. After my fifth hand of 'Rat Slap,' I want to slap the nurse who suggests 'Go Fish.'
"Oh come on," the nurse soughs, "it will be fun. You are up to see Dr. Simmons next."
"Can't I just go see Dr. Simmons now?" I throw down my hand of cards onto the table.
"You had a matching pair!" Bathrobe guy yells. He points at my strewn cards in pure excitement. I roll my eyes and right before my mouth opens to express my displeasure, the nurse walks around the corner. Her ponytail is messy as ever.
"Ready for your appointment?" Nurse Juay asks me.
"Yes," I sigh, "finally."

CHAPTER TWENTY: THE TSUNAMI

"So he lectured you on the voices?" Brook asks me as we walk down the hallway, on our way to the visitors section. I knew I would get lost if I didn't go with someone who actually their way around.
"Yeah, he says I can control them without medications." I say exhausted. Although it was only my second session, it was twice as fatiguing as the first. During the initial one, he told me I was schizophrenic. During the second he drilled the fact into my bones and forced me to actually address the voices. Have you ever gone up to your boss and told them to their face all of the wrongdoings they have done to you? If you have, you understand the mental distress it causes. Apparently I am 'strong' enough to 'get passed this.'
"I'm just telling you from experience, medications definitely help." He says, shaking his head. He chuckles lightly and looks back at me.
For the second time, I am caught in his glance. His vibrant green eyes kill me. His dumb smile, though annoying initially is completely entrancing. Goddamnit, why do I keep falling for so many people? I don't even know if I have fallen for him. I am just going to blame my hormones. This baby is doing weird things to me. But then again� Noah is out of my life, Kane is out of my life. The father spot is open wide for Brook to fill in. What am I even thinking? No. This is ridiculous. I can't do this to my head again. Why am I so addicted to effects of feelings. Maybe it is just my way of living in a romance book rather than reality. Only good things happening. Sexy sex and dastardly attractive heros to save the heroine. Ugh.
"My mom is over there," Brook says, breaking our eye contact, "I'll talk to you later, ok?"
"Yeah," I say. I still have no idea who came to see me. Nurse Juay simply said that somebody came to visit me and somehow to knew the hours without me calling them. I hope it is Tabitha. She is the only person from outside that I am ok with seeing me in this mental state. I stand in the middle of the room like a deer in the headlights. I see people from all walks of life standing with their families and friends. A line of security guards and nurses stand in the doorway. They occasionally open the door for a visitor. I turn away from the door. I don't want to be seen by anybody else's family. For some reason it makes me self-conscious.
Ana?
I can't listen to the voices. They can't take over this moment.
Ana, it's me.
Wait.
"Ana?"
I turn around. I see him and my whole body irks. I feel like vomiting and rejoicing at the same time. My whole conscious is tied into knots. I am elated yet scared. I don't know how to react yet I know exactly what to say.
"What the fuck are you doing here?" I exclaim. The bellow is a strange mixture of hate and love.
"I wanted to see you," Kane says. I am not surprised that he is in a mental hospital but I always thought it would be him as the patient and not me.
"How did you know?" I am flabbergasted.
"I saw the mess in my house� I called the police and they said they saved a suicidal girl. I asked who and they told me. They also told me where you were so I looked up the visiting hours."
"Um, are you ok?" He asks with such smoothness and love. The doctor says I am bipolar but I'd love to send him in for an evaluation. I think he would get similar results.
"I mean, I guess," I say.
"Why did you leave?" He questions. He sounds hurt.
"Kane, I can't be with you," I say, avoiding his long, fixed stare.
"Why?" His voice is soft, sincere and debilitating. Seven years of memories always crush my soul when I see him. Goddamnit.
You can be with him.
I swallow through my dry throat and look at him. I have to say this into his deep, brown eyes for me to convince him� and myself.
"Kane, you have done too much to me. You can't kidnap me, rape me, abuse me and still have my love."
His face is bereaved. I want to tell him how much he has flowed through my brain but I know if I do that I will again feel the effects of emotions. I can only handle so much in one day. He reaches out and touches my arm. His rough fingertips slide down my bare forearm. A shiver rises up my spine and I exhale heavily. His touch is too much for me. He looks at me with pure dejection in his eyes. He leans his head forward.
Do it.
I close my eyes and lean in. This is the last time I swear. His lips press against mine and my entire body is refreshed. I can feel the lingering bitterness wash away. I lose track of any anger and I fall back under his spell.
"Ana?" I hear another voice blare through the room.
It snaps me out of my faux bliss. I open my eyes and pull out of the kiss briskly.
"Noah?"
He stands stiff, shock written all over his face. In his shaking grip is a bouquet of baby's breath; my favorite.
"Is this Kane?" He is hurt and he has every reason to be.
"I-uh." I stumble trying to explain my wrong doing. If it is a wrongdoing. I honestly don't even know anymore.
"Who is this?" Kane demands.
"He's-um," The word vomit returns.
"Alright," Noah dolefully replies, "Message received."
He turns around, and starts to walk out. He stalls for a second. He looks at the trash can in front of exit for a moment before chucking the beautiful flowers into it. He sighs so deeply that it can heard throughout the visitor's center. As the nurse opens the door for him, he mutters a thank you. Something tells me that this is the last time I am going to see him. I hope not. My heart is in more knots than it was before. Kane stands before me and Noah has disappeared from me. This is the exact opposite of what I intended to happen when I left my neighborhood.
"Who was that?" Kane's anger is growing.
"He's nobody," I assure him. I know if I told either of them the realities of my relationships, they would both leave me. They may leave anyway at this point.
Kane's face rapidly cools. In a split second, he changes to a calm, collect man. He steps closer to me and throws his arms around me. He holds me in a tight hug. My mind twists and I search for a reason for his vanishing temper. His face gets close to my ear.
"If you ever see him again, I swear to God I will kill him." His teeth clench and all of the anger I just saw pushes into my ear.
He pushes out of the hug violently and steps away from me.
"I'll see you later," he says cheerily. A smile returns to his face and his cheeks rise to show his dimples. In his eyes I can still see his temper dosing his brain in evil ideas. He turns and walks out of the room, not even gesturing to the nurse who opens the door for him. I am thoroughly scared what this man can do. Whenever I fall back in love with him for even a second, his psychopathic side creates so much fear in me that it is impossible to feel love towards him� yet I do. What the fuck is wrong with me.
I think of Noah. I had it all with him. He cared. He never talked down on me, abused me or told me how useless I am. We had history, just not as entangled as Kane and I's. The sunset lit our faces and the house around us became so small that the only thing we could do was get closer. His rough hands resting on my thigh, lovingly stroking it. His hearty laugh echoing when I made fun of his egg making abilities. We would sleep in on saturday's; our son would climb up the side of the bed and curl between the two of us. Him and I would make eye contact and a deep understanding would flow between us. I have put all of that at risk. I have put him at risk.
I feel the tears begin to shed. This is the sunset of my life. I can never have either of my greatest wishes.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: THE DEBRIS

"What was that?" Brook asks as we back down the hallway. I want to be as far from the visitors center as possible.
"Just some guys from back home," I say.
"Some guys?" Brooks laughs. "They were having a war over you."
"It's fine," I bark. "Don't worry about it."
"Woah, sorry," Brook says, holding his hands up, surrendering to my anger.
"Whatever." I speed ahead and double-time it to my room.
I need to get out of here. I need to get back to the word and hide out at Tabitha's. There is no telling what Kane is going to do to Noah. Even though he said this as a warning to not see him, something tells me that Kane will hurt him regardless. I want to warn him but at the same time I really don't want to show my face to Noah ever again. He is too hurt for me to even attempt an apology. However, not calling him could result in his demise. I would blame myself forever if Kane actually murdered Noah.
These hallways get easier to maneuver through watering eyes. The adrenaline pumping through my veins jump starts my memory and forces to remember where my room is. I'm not supposed to go back in the middle of the day but I am not going to any bullshit therapy after that. The only therapy I need is sleep therapy�also known as sleep.
My feet pound against the tile and my room comes into view after a few turns through the warren. I grab the doorknob and try to open it. It is locked. Everything overwhelms me. My body starts to convulse and tears stream down my face at their own pace. Hundreds fall at a time as my face grows drenched. My muscles tense and my knees grow weak. Once again, I fall into a crumpled mess. I don't know how I have managed to fuck up this hard. I have led one of the only people I love into a life of fear and possible homicide. Whatever I do, I make mistakes. I can't not. I am attracted to the chaos for no other reason than the fact that I am mentally debilitated.
I sit against the door, my knees pulled up against my body. I lay my head into my knees. My eye sockets fit perfectly on top of my knee caps. My tears flow into my pants. The wet fabric slowly rubs against my eyes and irritate them further.
"Ana?" I hear Nurse Juay voice and I peer above my knees. "What are you doing?"
"I want to go to sleep," I say harshly.
"You have to go to Dr. Simmons office," she tells me. "Let's go."
I stand up and grab at the door knob again.
"No. Let me sleep."
"Ana, let's go."
"I already saw him today," I yell at her. "Why do I have to see him again?"
"He needs to see for something. It's important."
Tears flow harder when I realize that my sleep therapy won't be available until tonight. Goddamnit. I hate this place. I still have another 24 hours in this hell.
"Fine."
I grit my teeth, wipe my face and follow her. My swollen eyes, irritated face and bawled fists all give her red flags. I hope to God that she doesn't attempt to tell Dr. Simmons to keep my longer. I would only get more angry which would result in more time being added. I just want out.
I follow in her footsteps despite my displeasure. The corridor seems to get smaller and the space easier to remember. We stop at Dr. Simmons office and I walk in. I throw myself down into one of the chairs in the waiting room. His door is slightly open and I can hear yelling inside. I can't make out words but whatever conversation is taking place is obviously one of great animosity.
"Fine." I hear someone yell.
The door swings open and Brook marches out with a red face and pursed lips. He sees me and his face relaxes for a moment. Our eyes meet and his deep, green eyes cry out for help.
"Hey Ana," he says on his way out. The closet door slams behind him.
Dr. Simmons peers out of his main office and looks at me.
"You ready?" He asks.
"Um," I look back at the door that Brook just slammed. "Yeah."
I walk in and sit nervously on the couch. I don't know if it was Brook who got mad first or if it was Dr. Simmons.
"So, today is your last day."
"It was?" I am confused.
"Apparently we can't keep people for longer than 48 hours if we don't give them some sort of medication," he sighs. "Because you are pregnant we can't do much about it."
I try to process all of this new information.
"I can go home tomorrow morning?" I ask. I scared to ask because I'm afraid of him saying no.
"It appears so," he says.
All of my anger washes away and joy displaces any bitter feelings I had. All of my worries are pushed to the back of my head naturally.
"Is that all you need to see me about?" I ask, excited.
"Yep." Dr. Simmons seems very disappointed. He knows that I am not better yet. He knows I need more help but I don't want to stay and if I don't give them the ok to keep me, they can't. I get off the couch and walk out of the door. I waltz through the closet and meet Nurse Juay at the door. She smiles when she sees my tears are gone and we walk together down the hallway.
"Why are we going now?" I ask. I still want my sleep; especially if the next time I wake up I will be leaving.
"Dinner," she says. "I assume you are actually going to eat."
No.
"Yeah."
We walk through the hallway silently until we hit the threshold of the cafeteria. I get into the queue line and the overwhelming smell of tomatoes attacks my nose. Somebody massacred thirty dozen tomatoes to make this potent of a smell.
"Looks like spaghetti." Nurse Juay says with a smile. She walks away from me and stands with the mob of scrubs that spills across the far wall.
I grab a plate and walk to an empty table. I know she will join me soon but I hoping she doesn't. It would be nice to get even a second of alone time in this crowded hell. I put my plate down and sit. My eyes hover over the noodles. The memories of Noah and I making pasta flood my brain. Our smiles and laughter eat away at my heart. I want that back. Everything that the joy pushes back in now throwing itself to the front of my train of thought. Anxiety pulses through my blood. The cortisol makes its home once again. I lost it all. God, can I just get away from the spiral for even a moment.
"Heyo," Brook pushes his mounting plate of spaghetti onto the table. My mind eases off of my problems and begins prodding into his.
"What was going on in Dr. Simmons office today?" I ask.
"The bastard won't let me leave," he growls. "Apparently, I'm not 'ready.'"
He huffs again and crams a forkful of noodles into his mouth.
"Bullshit," He mutters through the half-chewed food.
"Why were you sent here?" I know this a bad question to ask but my curiosity begs to know. What can I say? I am a selfish prick.
"The same reason most people were." He puts down his fork and pulls up his long sleeves. Gauze patches are taped over his wrists and tiny slash marks trace all the way up his forearm. "They have kept me too long, though."
"How long?" I am pushing too far but I am already neck deep so may as well go all the way.
"3 weeks," He sighs.
I scoff and look at him in awe.
"3 weeks?" I am not sure if I heard that correctly.
He nods his head slowly.
"Then why do you still have gauze?" I point at his bandaged wrists.
"The cuts were deep as hell," he says examining them. He pulls up a bit of the overwrap but flinches and stops. "I thought I was gone for sure."
"Damn," I say in shock, "You remember it?"
"I remember dying," he says. "But apparently I just passed out for a few hours."
"I don't remember anything," I tell him.
"Nothing?"
"I remember my�" What is Noah to me anymore? He isn't my boyfriend but I don't want think of him as an ex, "friend saving me."
"What did you try to do?" At least he has also begun to ask the big questions.
"I don't really remember." I try to think back to what Dr. Simmons said but my brain blanks. I have no memory of it so any attempt at trying to get the information from that source is completely mute.
"Damn," he repeats my past interjection.
"Yeah."
I still haven't touched my spaghetti. I reach out and grab the fork. I twist around a small bit and force it into my mouth. I slowly chew it. I hate that fact that most things in my life have a negative memory attached to them. I eat the spaghetti despite this. I can see Nurse Juay's eyes on me from across the room. Surprisingly, she hasn't sat with me this time. I take another bite and look over at Brook who has scarfed down his entire plate in a matter of seconds.
"How does your body keep up with that much food?" I ask, stunned.
"How does your body keep up with that little food," he snears back at me while he scraps his plate.
"Touche, my friend," I say with a laugh.
"Oh," he looks at me surprised. 'I'm your friend?"
I laugh and nod my head.
He looks at me again with his green eyes. Damn you, Brook. The clock chimes and one by one all of the tables stand, clear off their trays in the trash and stream out of the room. The nurses follow our stampede. We walk in a line to the medications. I am towards the end of the line, with Brook in front of me. I wish they did this alphabetically but because I only have to deal with this once a day, I have no grounds to file a formal complaint. From the back, Brook looks much younger. He has a boyish frame and budding shoulders. He is one of those people who won't look like a man until he is 35. I feel bad because he will get carded until he is 50 but at the same time, he will look 21 until he is 50. Although my taste in men has always been nerdy skinny types, it melded a bit for Noah. However, now that I am looking at Brook, I feel it moving back. But I can't let it. I can't fall for someone new every time the person I fall for turns out to be shitty. Or I turn out to be shitty.
I watch as Brook takes a copious amount of pills. Each shining capsule bigger than the last. He looks grieved to be taking so many but then again, if he didn't he would need new gauze. I walk up to the nurse and she hands me my small dixie cup with one tiny tablet of benadryl. I swallow it and chug the water she passes to me. The water goes down my throat smoothly and pushes the pill further into my esophagus. I give the two cups back and walk to my room. The walk is slow and lonely. With Brook going to the men's side of the rooms, I have no one to talk to. They always tell you that mental facilities will help you get away from your distress but it had made it more intense for me. I am definitely not as depressed as I was a month ago but all this place has done is multiply my worries. Now I have weird thought at the back of my head to just drop Noah and Kane all together and go with Brook and I have the constant nagging of my diagnosis. I am not going to date Brook. I am not going to take medications. I am done with both of those ideas.
I push the door to my room open. Jamie is already in bed, most likely asleep. She has turned the light off. I clear my throat and flick the switch. She doesn't move a muscle. With one swift movement, I peel off my sweatshirt. Underneath is a simple tank top. Due to the 'no bra rule,' my breast hang free under the thin fabric. It feels relieving to not be constricted but then again, every other facet of my life is constricted. At least they let my body breathe. I fold the sweatshirt carefully. On the front is a vinyl sheen that spells out "Juilliard Conservatory." My eyes rest on it. I remember back to my sophomore year hopes and dreams. I sang in the chorus and performed the musicals. Either the other students hated me or loved me. There was no in between. Some wanted my voice or some wanted to hear my voice. It makes me laugh when I think back on it. I haven't sung since my grandmother died. I honestly think that might have been one of the things that drew my mother deeper into her depression. I will never stop blaming myself for her demise. No matter how hard I try, my mind always falls on my mother with slit wrists. I see all of these patients, ninety percent of them with gauze or scars, but me with none. It never crossed my mind to repeat what my mother did. Maybe it was because I had seen it and the trauma always pushed me away as a sister wouldn't do drugs after seeing her older sister overdose. It just never appealed to me. I know there must be something deeper but for the meantime, I will fold my sweatshirt, turn of my brain and sleep, the only thing that actually makes me feel worthy of life. I flip the light switch off and curl into my bed.
The benadryl has begun to fill my bloodstream. As soon as I get to 10, I should be asleep.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: THE SIRENS

The symphony of banging pulls me out of my sleep again. God, this hospital has the worse alarm system.
"Breakfast in 30 minutes!"
Not for me, it isn't. Joy once again takes over my thought process. I get out of bed with activated energy and grab my backpack. I pull out a pair of jeans, and rummage around for a suitable shirt for my return to the world. I don't want to actually pack my bags until I get the ok. Though I don't want to think about it, there is still a chance that Dr. Simmons could pull some legal deal and I'd be stuck here as long as Brook. I stir the pot for a few seconds until the tiny metal pieces slide by my finger gently. I hook my hand around the neckline and pull it out. The tank top I wore in the night club stares back at me. I clear my throat, throw it on the bed and zip my backpack back up. Normally my mood would slow me down but the reminder of my discharge lingers in my brain and demands that I don't stop for anything; even rough memories of a night a long time ago. I pull on the jeans and stare at the shirt for a moment. I need to get over him. I need to rid any object of his memory. Do I?
I hear the bathroom door open and I jolt. My head swings to the direction of the bathroom and my arms cover my exposed breast. It's funny how someone as loose as me is also just as modest around people who are not of the male gender.
"Dude, chill." Jamie stands in front of the bathroom with a dirty white tank top and frumpy sweatpants on. She looks exhausted, though I know she has been sleeping since I got here. I shove on the tank top without a second thought.
"Sorry," I stammer. "You weren't up normally so I assumed that you were still asleep cause I didn't lo-"
She puts her hands up and laughs under her breath.
"It's fine." She smirks and grabs her hoodie hanging up. She throws it over her tank top and heads for the door of the room. She hesitates at the threshold for a moment. She looks up and down at my house with a smudge of confusion spread across her face.
"Have fun on the outside."
With that, she walks out of the room, shutting the door firmly behind her. Apparently when someone isn't wear a sweatsuit it's a sign that they are going home. I take a deep breath, and reach down for my zip-tie shoes. I pull them on, anticipating the feeling of my chuck taylors once again against my feet. I take one last look around the room and walk out.
The hallway has a distinct smell to it. It is a strange mix of pancake batter and medical equipment. If they made it into a candle, I would buy fifty. My journey begins to the nurses station, one step at a time. Now, I know my way. The funny thing about knowledge is that when you need it the most you don't have it but when you don't need it any longer, you have it readily available. Something in life just don't work out perfectly. I walk straight to the counter and shine my biggest smile.
"I think this is yours," the nurse says, looking back. Nurse Juay sits at a desk behind the counter. She looks up and sees my glaring smile.
"Thanks, Carrie." She stands up and walks around the the counter.
I follow her as she begins traversing through the rabbit warren. Instead of being baffled by the number of doors, I simply walk with confidence. The barrage of doors eventually stops and I am met with his office. Day by day, it becomes more and more familiar. My last appointment. 48 hours later. Not much has changed, if anything. I have met people and the growing tedium of this hospital begins to nag at my patience.
I walk through the door and sit in the closet waiting room. The room begins to look bigger through eyes which have seen it 3 times now. The peeling wallpaper resonates as loud as ever. My anxiety continues at it treacherous pace, keeping me hostage, and my leg shakes like a rumbling avalanche until the door finally creaks open. He peers out with a look of curiosity. He knows I'll be here. I am probably the only person who is excited to come to his office today. Today I am set free. After I get this appointment over with, I will set loose like a bird from a broken cage. I can't wait. His eyes rest on my figure and he nods his head.
"Ready?" He asks. He knows my answer. His question is obviously rhetorical but it seems like a rite of passage for doctors to repeat that phrase until patient's ears are bleeding.
"Of course," I reply.
I walk confidently anxious into his office. I am so scared that even after my 72 hour hold, he will suggest that I stay longer and 'get more out of the experience' or whatever bullshit he'll most likely spew. I sit on the couch and look at him, awaiting his words. Awaiting his goodbye speech. Please.
"So you have been here for all of the required time," He says, "And you seem to have benefitted."
I nod feverishly.
"How are the voices?" He asks, "Under control I presume?"
Not all.
"Yup," I say with a faux smile, "I'm feeling way better, thank you Doc!"
He groans and looks at me suspiciously. I am a terrible actor.
"Are you sure?" Dr. Simmons asks. I can hear the doubt in his voice, "Not many patients come in with acute schizophrenia and bipolar symptoms and leave feeling completely free of symptoms."
I hold my breath. Shit.
"Maybe I pulled through against all odds?" I say unsure. I know I'm not going to fool him at this point but may as well go out with a bang.
"Ana," He says, "It's ok if you don't have the voices total in your own control."
He pulls his chair closer to the couch so that he can see me a closer view. Maybe he can smell the lies on me.
"You will eventually but schizophrenia does not have an overnight cure," He says, "Neither does bipolar, especially without mood stabilizing medications."
I nod my head. My facidious smile melts and he is met with my true emotion: overwhelming anxiety.
He sees my face change and his scowl of doubt moves into an empathetic frown.
"You'll be ok," He coos.
He takes out his damned clipboard and scribbles on it. He knows I hate it.
"I'm going to refer you to a therapist." He says, "I would suggest you go once you get out."
I nod my head slowly. I don't want to go to a therapist. I want help but I don't want someone to softly babble to me like I'm a toddler which is exactly why I want to get the fuck out of here.
"The therapist will then decide if you should get medication and if so, they will refer you to psychiatrist who will decide what medications would be appropriate for you."
This is all too complicated so I zone out. I don't want to remember it and I don't have to remember it if I am never going to act on it. He pulls a piece of paper off of his clipboard and hands it to me. On it, in chicken scratch, are assorted dots and tiddles which I assume direct health care providers to what the fuck they are supposed to do with a nut case as myself.
"Thanks," I mutter.
"This is also for you," He says as he hands me yet another paper from his clipboard, "Give it to your nurse on the way out."
I grab it and inspect it thoroughly. Thankfully, this is a printed form that is all typed minus Dr. Simmons signature and date. A real smile comes across my face. It is my dismissal paper.
"You have gone through your 48 hours and you can leave," He says. He sounds mournful. He knows that I am not at all mentally stable but I am on my way. I have a future. It may still be blank but it is not always unending and perhaps I can predict some things in this tedium of existence. Maybe, just, maybe, will I then understand the reason why I exist. Maybe I am more than just a lucky sperm.
I get off of the couch and hold my ticket out gently in my hands as I walk out. I walk straight through the closet room and into the hallway. Nurse Juay looks at me with an all knowing smirk. She has seen this many times and knows exactly what I am going to do when I get out: completely ignore everything I have been told. She is wrong on one account though; my diagnosis will never leave my mind. It is something that I will carry with me to my death bed like dead weight. I hand the slip to her and she inspected it for a minute.
"Alright," she sighs.
"I can go pack my bags?" I ask, the smile glued to my face.
"You can go pack your bags." She rolls her eyes and gestures for me to follow her.
My heart beats with joy. I am finally going home. She walks me to the nurses station and hands me my black pair of Chuck Taylors. Thank the lord. I hold them in my hands like my child. She turns and keeps walking. We walk along the corridor towards my room. I march with a strut in my step. I am ready to get back out into the world. Truth is, I am probably going to stay with Tabitha for another couple months. At least until the baby is born. I doubt that Noah will want to talk to me anymore and I don't even want to attempt to contact Kane. Don't even get me started on Brook. I can't go back into old habits when I am actually making a difference in my life. I may not always want help but naturally help comes to me. It as if my mother has grown into an angelic form and lead just the right people back into my life. She stopped my suicide attempt; I am sure of it. I just wish I had stopped her's.
I throw my assorted clothing in my bag as fast as possible. I pause in front of the Juilliard sweatshirt. It is folded neatly from my mental shit storm last night. I grab it and hold it in my hands carefully. My sophomore dreams may be gone but the reminder of them does help. I was a person before Kane. I am a person. I know I can't protect Noah. Life will happen. Goddamnit. I am a person. I am finally get out of here. I grab my backpack and pull off my zip-tie shoes. I place my Chuck Taylors on the floor and slowly put them on. The smile on my face doubles when I stand up and feel the soft cushions under my toes. The only thing that has ever given me comfort is being with things that I have kept with me for my whole life. My Chuck's being one of them. I sling my backpack over my shoulder. The walk out of my room is one of glory. I am excited. I want to express that - but somewhere, buried way down deep, is uncertain. If I am sick enough to wind up and I don't remember it ever getting that bad, how do I know that I won't come straight back here? I shove the doubt aside and glue a smile on my face. I think of the beating sun, the busy streets and the smell of gasoline in the air. I want it back. I want the city. Being stuck in a medical building is like living in a clorox wipe. Not a single bacteria touches me other than the nasty germs that slip through the cracks. Sadly, those germs tend to be the worst kind. Vomit, snot, and lots and lots of Hep B positive tears.
When I step out of my room and into the winding hallway, I look around. This place is still a labyrinth. Whether I look left or right, the hallway looks like a trick mirror causing you to see through 'inception' vision. It is identical on both sides. I have only learned through recognition. Repetition is the mother of memory. I say a silent prayer for whoever occupies my space when I leave. Lord have mercy on them. I hope Jamie comes out ok and more than that, I hope Brook comes out even better. I know that's a lot to ask. I have the voices attack me as ferociously as they do him. The only difference is that mine reject the use of razors. I just hope that Brook's do too at some point. I walk to the nurse's station and smile at Nurse Juay.
"Who do you want to call?"
I recite Tabitha's number with pride.
"You can say goodbye to anybody you want while I make the call." She smiles back at me.
"Thanks," I say. I walk down the hallway and into the cafeteria.
The busyness of the room is somewhat alarming. I am usually in the midst of it so watching as a bystander is very unnerving for me. I graze over the many people and look for one person in particular. I see his head ducked over his plate. He sits alone at the table. Now I know what he had been doing before I came along. I am sure in his 3 weeks here he has made different friends who have come and gone. I wish I could keep him as a friend but I know I see him on the outside the I will proceed to do some very regrettable things. I walk up behind him and loudly call in his ear.
"Hi there!"
He jumps at least a half an inch off of his seat and looks back at me.
"Don't rape me!"
The air around us is dead silent. I look at him shocked. I don't know if he has some sort of bad memory that I just triggered by scaring him.
His face cracks with a smile and he starts laughing triumphantly.
"You can never scare me," he says, his laugh growing louder. "You should have seen your face!"
I roll my eyes and sigh.
"I just wanted to say good-bye," I say.
"You're leaving?" His look of triumph sheds rapidly.
"Yeah. I only had to be here for 48 hours because they can't give me meds."
"Oh." He looks down at the ground. He is defeated. I don't think he expected me to leave so soon. Then again, neither did I.
"Hey, maybe I'll see you on the outside?" I ask timidly. I know I don't mean it�though I wish I did.
He stands up and looks around the cafeteria mysteriously.
"Come with me," he urges. He walks towards the exit, the nurses suspiciously eyeing us the whole time. We make it in into the hallway and he begins speed walking. I try to catch up with his pace as he turns down a corner. I haven't been in this corner of the ward before. How much of this hell have I not experienced yet.
"I have to go, Brook," I demand.
"Just follow me!" He says. There is excitement in his tone. He slows down for a second and looks at me with his bright green eyes. He smiles widely and puts his hand out for me to grab it. My heart stalls. His gaze remains fixed on me and I know it won't let go until I give him my hand. Fuck it. I peel off my insatiable worry and put my hand in his palm. He grips it and starts running. The slippery tile holds no grip on my Chuck's. At any moment I could lose my footing and fall. It is that lottery that propels me to test it farther. Nothing motivates people more than fear. We run free through the halls, the wind whipping against our faces. The sunken yellow lights glow down on us. The dim light barely lights the hallway but he guides me and I know I won't get lost.
We stop in front of a door. I have no idea where we are. The hallway has a new smell to it. Instead of pancakes, it smells like moldy pancakes. Brook pulls at the doorknob but it doesn't budge. I sigh.
"If we ran all this way to find a locked door, I'm going to deck you," I joke.
He turns back to me and winks. His sly smile makes me worry. He is much to mischievous. He rummages in his pocket for a moment until pulling out a business card.
"Dr. Simmons is good for one thing," he says.
He takes the business card and pushes it into the crack between the lock and the door. He slides it down like a credit card and I hear the lock snap back. He looks back at me, gloating as he opens the door. Inside is his room. His clothing is throwing into heaping piles and the mysterious rotting smell comes back ten fold. It hits me hard and I curl my lip to distract my nose while not making it obvious to Brook. It makes me wonder how he doesn't wreek. He walks in and turns to his dresser. On top of it lies a towel with an object tightly wrapped in it. He grabs it and hands it to me.
"I made this for you." He smiles as he passes it over. He is very proud of it. I make a mental note to be happy with it no matter what it is.
I unwrap the towel and a large stone falls out onto my palm. I look at it closely and it is carved in the shape of a fish. The scales are so intricate that at a distance, it would look alive. I hold gently in my hands and look up at him. I am in awe that he would be able to do this is in just two days and it look so beautiful.
"I'm sorry, I wasn't completely done but I want you to have it before you go and I-"
"It's beautiful, Brook." I smile, looking at the delicately made sculpture. My heart drops and I feel the knots begin to form.
We match eyes and laughter bubbles in my stomach. I feel it come up without any request. My laughter causes him to mirror my behavior and we stand, with unbreakable eye contact, just laughing at the breeze. He reaches to me and pulls me into a hug. I have never touched his skin before. The whole �no touching' rule has made that impossible. His arms feel different than I expected. They feel so much more safe than I had assumed. I could stay wrapped in his arms for longer than would be socially acceptable. I look up to him. His face is closer to me than it has ever been before. I lean up and throw all of my thoughts out of the window. I push my lips against his as hard as I can. He pushes back for a second before letting go of the hug and pulling out of the kiss.
"I-uh." He looks at me confused. "I don't like you� like that."
I step away from him. My face flushes red and my breath becomes shallow.
"Oh." My throat grows dryer by the minute. "I'm sorry."
"Yeah, me too," he says back to me.
"I'm gonna go�" I stall my words. I don't know how to come back from that awkward encounter.
"Yeah�"
I turn around as quickly as possible and cascade myself out of his room. Fuck.
I'm in a new part of the hospital and I have no idea how to get back to the nurses station but I am going to give my best try because I'd rather get lost in the maze than have to go back and ask Brook for help. I hold the fish in my hand still. I can't even part with this even if I totally misread our entire friendship. I push the thought back. I try to remember back to when we were running, we only took 3 turns. I can do this. I walk past what I can only assume are the men's bedrooms. I walk down until I get to the first intersection. Eenie meanie minie moe. I turn left. I walk down with an unsure look on my face. I just stare at the floor, I know if I look ahead, the enormity of how lost I am will cause anxiety that I don't need right now.
"Ana?" Her voice is the voice of an angel. My savior.
"Nurse Juay?" I look up, trying to find her face but she isn't in my hallway.
"Ana?" She calls out again.
"I'm over here!" I yell back. I start walking quickly trying to make it to the next intersection.
"Where?" She calls back. There is silence for a prolonged period of time. This makes me even more nervous. My palms sweat and coat the fish in slime. Now it feels natural
"Ana!" I hear her yell but it's not from where I am headed. It is behind me. I turn around and see her strutting towards me.
"There you are." She seems slightly angry. I mean, I did run off. I don't know how she'll react so I shove the fish in my pocket. Its slimy body slips easily in but it feels weird against my thigh.
"Sorry," I say already knowing that this won't do much.
"Just come on." She demands. I catch up to her and go right in the intersection. Damn it. Eenie meanie minie moe has failed me.
We walk awkwardly next to each other until the nurses station is in view. Tabitha nervously sits in a chair, staring at the floor. I honestly don't know if she is more worried about me or the baby. When she hears my footsteps, her head jolts up. She stands when she sees me. She clutches her black handbag. She is way too anxious. I think she would benefit from two days here. Nurse Juay walks me up to the counter and hands me a clipboard from it. With it in my hands, I feel all of the power she had over me yesterday. A sly grin comes across my face. I feel victorious. I let myself think that I outsmarted them but the only reason why I can leave early is because I'm pregnant. I totally outsmarted them by not using protection.
"Just sign at the bottom," she says.
I hold the pen against the paper and scribble something resembling my name. I hand it back to her and the sense of freedom is overwhelming. I know I was only here for two days but there is nothing here for me anymore. All I had at the end of it was Brook but now that's just another sore memory.
"Are you ready to go?" Tabitha asks. It's so nice to hear her voice again. She is my sanity majority of the time. I just wish I could always keep her with me like a good luck charm around my wrists.
"Ready as ever."

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: THE LIFE GUARD

I groan and rub my stomach. Sleeping peacefully has grown impossible. The more my belly swells, the harder it is to feel comfortable. I don't even know how far along I am at this point. Somewhere around two months, most likely. The birds won't stop chirping.
Maybe if they could get to sleep, I could get too. The sunlight pours on me harder and brighter by the minute. I don't see any progress, any time soon.
"Fucking fine!" I call out to the sleep Gods. I throw the comforter off of me, stand and give the middle finger to the sun. Typical morning, I'd say. I walk out of the room and into the hallway that has no windows. Its cool and dark, the perfect place for a bat like myself. I crouch down and attempt to sit but I just do the pregnant woman roll. Half of my body goes one way and the other half is dragged with the child the other way. I know I am complaining a lot for someone who is barely showing but honestly, I already feel bloated as hell. I can't imagine how I'm going to feel in six months. I shudder. Six more months of this and it's going to get worse? Why fuck did I sign up for this. I groan loudly�much louder than I anticipated in fact.
"Are you ok?"
I look towards the voice and I see Tabitha peering out of her bathroom, a curling iron in one hand and half curled strand of hair in the other.
"Yup," I sigh. "This pregnancy thing just sucks."
"Well, you have your appointment today so you'll get some comfort from that."
This throws me off-guard.
"Appointment?"
"Did you forget?" Tabitha asks me.
"I guess just with all of the mental hospital stuff I got lost in all of it," I say, my eyebrows furrowing. "I feel so shitty for forgetting."
I rub my stomach. I don't ever want to forget about my baby. I promise to myself that this will never happen again. Even if I am a terrible person, I will be a wonderful mother. This is the only standard I will place myself under. I am not doing this for me, but them.
"It's really ok," Tabitha chuckles, "It's called 'pregnancy brain,' lots of women experience it."
A cry is heard throughout the upstairs. Margaret has woken up which means that no matter what her mother was initially doing, she has to drop immediately to go tend to her. Tabitha puts the curling iron down gently and brushes back her hair. She takes longer to respond than I assumed she would. Perhaps there is some weird mental thing that makes you start to ignore the kid after a certain amount of time; or she has become immune to the blood curdling yelps. She walks through the hallway, continuing our conversation through the sobs.
"I went to the doctor's without shoes on for my 20 weeks scan," She laughs at herself, "I laugh now but I was pissed then."
I know she is intending to make me feel better but it doesn't help much. I still feel like total trash. She walks into Margaret's nursery and the squealing stops. She walks back out with the toddler in her arms. She bounces gently with the child which seems to calm both of them. I look at Margaret. Her frown is progressively changing to a smile now that she is in her momma's arms. She is so happy and satisfied. Her waning smile reflects the knowledge that she has a loving set of parents who will do anything for her. At such a young age, she knows this. I hope that my baby will know that they will have a loving mother. I may not be able to provide the father figure but I will never abandon my baby.
"Will they be able to tell me if it's a boy or girl?" I ask Tabitha. My eyes remain on Margaret. It is hard to take your eyes off of a giggling 2 year old.
"You are 8 weeks right?" She asks.
"Yeah, almost I think," I say. My stomach has begun to swell and will continue at a rapid rate. I wonder if I will have a basketball belly like all of the thin women who keep their figure but have a huge belly. Or maybe I'll be the kind of pregnant that you can't tell. My stomach will just blend with the rest of my overly swelled body. I hope it is the first.
"I'm not sure," She says, "Maybe."
She looks at Margaret. We share a moment. We both understand what it means to be a mother. Although I am not one yet, I am being to fill the impulses grow. I know that all of my reflexes won't fully make themselves known until my child will no longer need them. That is the curse of knowledge. You learn it when you no longer need it. I look at Tabitha. She watches her child in total disbelief. Her baby is growing into a fully grown human before her eyes; before my eyes. I have stayed at her house for over two months now (minus the hiccup at the hospital) and the change is enormous. I wonder if God made it that way so that mothers get scared of time but at the same time, can't wait for it to pass. The eternal chase that you both love and hate.
"Are you going to call Noah?" She asks me. She looks worried. She has been bothering me for the last month to actually contact him. I want to but I can't. I haven't told her about my run in with Kane because if she actually knew the enormity of event, especially the death threat, she would force me to call him. But if I don't see him, he will be ok. I know that I am weighing too much on Kane's words because I know him and he will hurt Noah no matter what. The spiral begins. No. I take a deep breath. In for four, hold for six, out for eight.
"Well, I'm going to go take a nap." I smile at her. This hallway is getting shorter and shorter the more I move through it. I wonder how quickly Tabitha and Mark march through it at this point. I open my door and throw myself on the bed. The cushions catch my momentum and stop me from bouncing off. I look up 128 tiles. As I look up, my face relaxes and the sun from outside burns my eyes, even though the light comes in at an angle. Bits of the sunshine reflect on the white tile. Small circular swirls show on the ceiling like replicated puddles of fire. I look to my night stand. I have a mural of mistakes. The picture of Kane, Tabitha and I is stood up right and right below it lays the carved sandstone fish that Brook gave me.
The door squeaks open and Tabitha peers her head in.
"I don't suggest you nap for very long. The appointment is in only two hours."
I sigh. Maybe it's a good thing the incessant UV rays woke me this morning.
"Alright," I say, exhausted. I stand yet again and look in my wardrobe. I know I want to wear as much of this stupid as possible before I am too big to even squeeze my head passed the neckline. I grab out a long shirt and old jeans. Pair with my Chuck's, and I'll look like a 50s Greaser in no time. This outfit is most comfortable and easiest to slip on. I put on the t-shirt and feel all of the memories sink into my skin. If I press my nose on just the right spots, I may be able to smell my granddad. I wear this whenever I have a hard night. Although the reality of his sweet hand is much darker, I like to pretend that I have had at least one family member who is slightly sane. I sigh, pull on my jeans, tie up my Chuck's and walk out. Tabitha has since turned on the hallway light. Now LED rays pierce my eyes. They are so much harsher than natural light. I never understood why somebody would want them in their house.
I can hear chatter in the great room. I follow the sounds down the stairs. Tabitha plays with an overjoyed Margaret, calling out compliments as the toddler happily gnaws on a big, red ring. I smile at the view. She keeps her child with her at all times yet knows exactly when to not give her too much attention. She looks up at me.
"Are you ready to go?" She asks.
I nod my head. She picks up her child and places her on her hip. We walk out of the door together. Mother by mother.
* * *
The inside of the building smells much too metallic for comfort. I shuffle in my seat and look around the waiting room. No matter what, I can't get away from hospitals. I was mentally and physically fucked by two men. The wide array of women is somewhat peculiar. Some have bulging bellies while others have petit bumps such as mine; even a rare one or two show no sign of swelling at all.
"Ana?" If I had a nickel for every time someone said my name as a question, I could pay all of my medical bills without my insurance.
I stand and walk to the nurse. Tabitha follows me with Margaret in her arms. The corridor is painted an ugly yellow and looks too new. This whole building looks like it was made yesterday. The rich smell of construction lingers in the corners. The nurse leads me to a room with a large blue bed that has a white slip of tissue paper over it. I timidly sit on the bed. The walls are covered in little decals of teddy bears with wall trimming to match. The gaunty violet paint is much too violent. |
A huge white machine that slightly resembles a 1990s computer is placed next to the bed. A wide, purple keyboard is attached to the bottom of it. The nurse sits on a stool in front of it and smiles.
"My name is Erica, and I'll be helping you today." She is way too excited about her job. Then again, if I got to see babies every day, I'd love my job too.
I lie down and pull my shirt up. The bump is much larger when I am lying down. She leans over me and holds a clear bottle of blue gel. The container oddly looks like a ketchup dispenser.
"This will be cold," she warns me.
She squeezes the gel onto my lower abdomen and a shiver goes up my spine. I had not realized how sensitive those nerves were until after the shocking gel touched them. She picks up a device that is attached to the ultrasound machine. In one elaborate move, she twists the cord around her wrist and holds the device in her palm. She presses it against my stomach and moves it around for moment. A dark picture appears on the screen. I can't make out anything until she moves it more to the left and a pocket is shown. My uterus sits in the picture, looking swollen as ever. Inside it is a white smudge. A small pebble has made its nest in my body.
"Do you see it?" She says, her smiling growing wider. I sigh out with an enormous amount of relief. My worries about their father wash away. This is my baby. I am going to be a mother. I don't care about anything else. I sound like a broken record to everyone but myself. If I don't convince myself of this, then I know I will fail.
"From measurements, it looks 7 weeks and 6 days gestation," Erica announces
My smile grows even wider.
"You can tell this early?" The excitement rises in my body.
"We can make a prediction," she tells me. "There is a chance it could be wrong, but it's fairly accurate."
I look over at Tabitha whose smile is beginning to match mine.
"Yeah, I want to know."
The doctor moves the device around more until the baby's profile moves.
"They are a real mover," Erica jokes. I laugh with her. I have been set into a weird type of euphoria. Not one that can be produced by pills or caffeine but one that is purely instinctual.
"Here we go," Erica says, moving the device a centimeter.
"It looks like a boy."
A lightness bubbles up from my stomach. It pushes through a laugh but as soon as it is released, the light bubbles continue to grow and multiply. One after the other they burst into the air.. A smile is plastered on my face but that doesn't even begin to explain it. It is relief matched with hope. I am going to have a son. A little boy to call my own. He will be the only man I need in my life. My eyes shut in pleasant approval. The smile on my face settles in, perfect and natural. Relaxation washes over me as I watch my little boy moving around in my womb. He is mine.
"Thank you so much," I say breathlessly.
She nods her head, grabs a paper toilet and wipes off the blue goo. I pull my shirt down and sit up.
"I'll print some of those out for you, if you'd like."
"Yes, please!" I never realized I could get this excited.
She chuckles, pushes a button and two pictures push out of the side. She hands them to me gently. I hold them and my smile doesn't falter for a second.
"Well, we are done here." She grins.
She stands up, presses a few buttons on the machine then walks out. I stand up and begin to walk out with Tabitha.
"I can't believe I'm going to have a son."
"I can't either."

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: THE LAND BRIDGE

They bumping of the taxi cab makes my heart flutter more. I hold the pictures in my hand. The glossy pigments show me my future. It isn't blank. It is filled with color and hope.
"He's a big boy." Tabitha looks over my shoulder. "Margaret was much smaller."
I laugh. My belly is going to be huge by the end of this if he really is a big baby.
"Are you going to call Noah?" Tabitha berates yet again. I sigh deeply. My son has been washing away any of my actual problems but now I realize that part of his existence is my biggest problem.
"I don't know." I want to but I want to protect him.
"Seriously, do it," she says. "This little boy needs his dad."
I wish it was that simple. I agree that he needs his dad but I also know that neither are well suited�and one might be dead before he is born. I shudder. I can't think about that. But I can push it off. I can make it ok. Right? Am I willing to run the risk of him seeing his son or him never seeing his child and still being harmed. Although I don't want to think of the obvious answer, it's so much easier to ignore my problems rather than face them head on. But no. Right now I need to. I feel a rush of confidence come over me. I need to.
"Ok," I sigh. "I will."
The taxi comes to a stop and I step out. My balance has gone to shit. I never thought I'd feel my drunk legs unless I had chugged liquor. Now I know that I can just by getting knocked up. I walk into the house. The warmth of the house proves just how cold it has become outside. I know that this will be a bitter winter. I just want the summer back. It was just here and now it is leaving, freezing all water in its tracks. The TV blares out of the great room. Mark plays with Margaret, a huge smile on his face. She carries around a wooden book that is almost as big as she. He sits on the floor, attempting to be at eye level with her even though she stands up straight.I grip my pictures. That is coming soon.
"How did it go?" He turns around and beams at Tabitha.
"Great!" I say enthused. I walk over and hand them to him.
He puts both side to side. He moves them around curiously, while moving his head from side to side.
"Look at that cute� potato?" He jokes. He chuckles and hands them back to me.
"It's a boy." My teeth show through my smile. This never happens. My smile has taken over my face.
I look down at them again. I gaze longingly. I didn't want a baby when I first got pregnant but now I want him more than anything. I peel my eyes off them and look back at Margaret but I met with something entirely different. A woman sits on the couch. She has a very round belly and looks thoroughly exhausted. A long, pink sheer robe falls from her shoulders, her hair is messy and wavy as always. She looks at me and smiles. My mother. Her hand rubs her abdomen. She closes her eyes lets the euphoria wash over her. She looks so fulfilled.
"Over in Killarney, many years ago." My breath catches in my throat. I remember.
"My mother sang a song to me," She rocks gently back and forth to the tone.
"in tones so sweet and low," Her beautiful voice rings through me.
"Just a simple little ditty," She chuckles, "in her good old Irish way."
"And I'd give the world if she could sing," I close my eyes and listen.
"that song to me this day."
She stops but I don't want this to end. I walk to the couch and sit next to her. I hold my belly gently, softly touching my baby. I feel the song form itself in my throat.
"Oft in dreams I wander," my voice fills the room, "to that cot again."
"I feel her arms a-huggin me." I haven't sang since she left but now that she is here, I know I can again.
"As when she held me then." My smile can heard through my song.
"And I hear her voice a-hummin'," I look at her. She listen to me with tears in her eyes.
"to me as in the days of yore," I feel so at peace that I could keep singing until I grew sore.
"when she used to rock me fast asleep," Even then I would still sing some more.
"outside the cabin door." The verse ends and sadness fills my heart. I don't this to end.
A tear runs down her cheek, as if like clockwork, one runs down my cheek in exact tandem.
"Too-ra-loo-ra-loo-ral, Too-ra-loo-ra-li," Her voice burst forth again, "Too-ra-loo-ra-loo-ral, hush now, don't you cry."
The tears multiply. She rubs her stomach gently as her face grows wet as mine. I reach out to wipe the tear from her cheek but my hand passes through her. I feel the air surround it, I break down. She vanishes with my touch. My mother loves this child as much as I do. She loves me as much I love him. That was the most real experience I have ever experienced.
"That was beautiful, Ana," Tabitha says to me. She heard me. I blush, I got completely taken over by the experience that I totally forgot that life was a tangible ideal and that I was still part of it.
"Thanks," I say, my cheeks red as her robe.
Margaret watches me, her eyes fixed on my face. She sits completely still, entranced. I smile. I lean over and kiss her on the forehead.
"I love you, bug."
Tabitha is looking at me intently.
"You need to call him."
"I know."
* * *
I nervously hold the phone. I could dial his number so easily. Just a few twitches of my finger. I can't. The pictures of our son lie next to me on my bed. I feel like a little school girl. I lie in a lilac bedroom, with a phone in my hand, unable to call the boy. I feel the courage build in my stomach. I need to do this for my son. He needs to know at least one of his fathers know about him and loved him. I need to give him that. He deserves it more than either of them. I hold my breath and punch in the numbers with numb fingers. Each beep taunts me for the decision I am making right now. I hit 'call' and the dial begins. I wonder if Kane has tapped into this phone yet. I don't know what he is capable of but judging by his anger, he will do very fucked up things to get me back in his bed. The phone clicks.
"Hello?" I hear his voice and anxiety pours over me. Shit. I don't know what to say. He probably hates me. This could lead to his death. I need to show him his son. "Hello?"
"Hi." I finally speak. There is a moment of silence. I wish I could see his expression, then I could judge what kind of silence it is. Is it anger, sadness, or relief? My leg begins to shake.
"Um," he stammers. "Why did you call?"
"I had an ultrasound." I say straightforward. I need to get the information out so that this call ends sooner than later. But I love hearing his voice. There is a certain calmness to it. More silence. "I didn't know if maybe you wanted to see the pictures?"
I hear a sigh on the other end. I don't know what this means but I am scared to.
"When?" He asks. He sounds bitter, as if he is doing this only for me.
"I mean I don't have to." I backpedal.
"No," he calls out. "I want to see them. Really."
"Oh," I say moving forward again. "Can I just drop by now?"
"Yeah," he mutters. His tone is still filled with pain.
"Alright, I'll see you in li�" He cuts me off
"Why didn't you call for a month?" He asks.
"I had a lot of my mind," I push back at him. �Why didn't you call?"
"Are you dating him?"
With this question, hundreds of knots form in my heart. I don't want to date him. He is a psychopathic asshole. But I was with him for 7 years and I have seen his good side.
"No." I state.
"Really?" He is very torn about this.
"Yes. I promise." I say this with more confidence than my last reassurance. This change in tone makes a difference in his reception.
"Ok," he says significantly calmer. "I'll see you soon."
Before I can get a word in, he hangs up. I am left with silence. I am so good at fucking everything up.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: THE LAPPING

I knock on the door cognizant of what might greet me. On the phone he didn't seem angry but then again, I don't know how much it actually hurt him. I do hope he just shrugs it off but then again, if he does, does that mean that he actually cares? I just don't want him to be bitter. I am starting to wonder if it would just be easier to this whole parenting thing alone. Day by day, my stomach grows bigger and bigger. With this, I become more and more aware of what lays ahead of me in just a matter of months. I stand for a second staring at the door.
The wood seems newly refurbished. The orange gloss shimmers in the hallway light. The tree from which it was created still makes itself known by the rings that remain present on it. It's almost as if the tree never truly lost itself by being broken apart for parts. It's lifespan is still poured out in front of me with the orange gloss as the finishing touch. It never really gave up. The door opens and I am throw out of my desired reality.
"Hey," Noah says. His eyes remain on the floor. Normally he would immediately look at me and bless me with his radiant blue eyes. Now, I am matched with nothing. He is upset. Fuck.
"Hi," I mutter. Silence breaks out between us. I don't know how to fill it. I don't know how to remain contrite yet loving all in one go. I hold the pictures of my baby boy in my hand. I lift them up to show him. He looks up and his face melts. He reaches out and grabs them. His face of shame is immediately replaced with a face of pride.
"Come in," he tells me, not looking up from the ultrasound. He moves out of the doorway to reveal his apartment. I haven't been in here since the night that I apparently tried to kill myself. Tabitha only told me short description of what she saw. She told me that I tried to hang myself from Kane's fan. It makes too much sense for it to not be true. I shake my head quickly to rid of the thought. I walk into his living room and sit on the couch. Everywhere I go, I sit. I want to preserve my feet while I can.
He looks up from the pictures and walks over to me.
"Who was he?" His eyes pierce into my skin. The blue brings me back to when we were happy before he asked about Kane. Kane ruins everything.
"I didn't want to tell you because he is my ex boyfriend of seven years."
"Hold on." He is confused. "That's the douche you dated in high school?"
"Yeah but I-"
"Holy shit. He looks so different." He cuts me off.
"Yeah, I dated him for two more years after we graduated." I said with an enormous amount of guilt.
"He-uh." I want to tell him. You can tell him. "He was abusive."
"What?" Anger bursts from his voice. "What did he do?"
"Uh-" I've never told anybody a list before. "He raped me and-"
"He did wha-" He starts to yell but I put my hand up.
"Let me finish," I say softly. "He raped me multiple times, hit me and actually kidnapped me one time."
His shoulders lift and I can see the fire growing and taking over him. I have never see him have so much emotion.
"Where the fuck is this guy," He spits. "I'm going to fucking kill him."
He puts the pictures on the coffee table and walks to the jackets. He grabs his sweater and starts to pull it on.
"Noah," I bark. "This baby needs his father. You can't attack him because he will fight back."
I stand up and walk to him. I look at him in the eyes.
"Just calm down. I am ok now." I coo.
"He can't get away with that." He yells at me.
"He won't!" I belt. "Sit the fuck down, Noah."
My yelling throws him off.
"I'm trying to protect you." He says with hurriedness.
"I don't need a protector."
He puts his hand on his face, closes his eyes and sighs into his palm. His hand wipes down his face and he looks at me intently.
"Promise me that he will never touch you ever again." He puts his hands on my shoulders and buries his eyes into mine.
"I promise."
He sighs again and hangs his sweater back up. I sit back on the couch and pick up the pictures. I know they will at least slightly distract him. He sits next to me on the couch. Together, we look at our baby. I wish I could tell just from this picture if it's Noah or Kane's. I could do a DNA test but it's too invasive and I could miscarry my baby. That's the last thing I want.
"You know I want to hurt him. I am only controlling myself for you."
"I love you," I mutter. I don't aim towards either my son or Noah. I love them both. My fantasy of sleeping on Saturdays can come true. I want to express that I want it.
"I love you too," he mutters back. I don't know if he is telling the baby that he also loves him or if he is responding to me. Either is just as sweet as the other.
"We can get away from here. Out of Boston." He looks at me. "Where do you want to live?"
"Leave Boston?" I ask. I have always dreamed of actually doing that but never actually had the guts to do it.
"Yeah." His smile returns. "How does Connecticut sound?"
"Way too expensive," I say with a laugh. "What about Pennsylvania?"
"Good schools," he comments as if he is a realtor.
"How do you know that?" My smile grows.
"The internet is great, man." He smiles back at me. We make eye contact. This time it is not filled with hate, anger or begging but love. I wonder how much better our relationship would be had Kane never been part of my life. I would have my mother. I would have Noah. I would know who my baby's father is. The spiral. I push it off. This is not happening every time I get happy. I need to focus on my smile and his smile. Kane has nothing to do with this.
I look at Noah's face and brush my hand across his cheek. He leans in and kisses me gently. All of the air in my lungs is dispelled. I feel my muscles relax. My heart beats harder than it has in a long time. This feel so right. I want him. He is my choice. I kiss back harder. I feel a flip in my stomach. Normally I'd chalk that up as butterflies but this time I physically feel something move. I pull out of the kiss and gasp.
"He moved!" My jaw is gaped open at the wonder.
"He did!?" Noah matches my excitement. "Wait. He?"
He grows more excited and starts to move his arms up and down.
"I'm having a son?" He asks eagerly.
"Yeah," I say overjoyed.
He leans over and kisses me again. Let's hope this happiness lasts.
The sun begins to go down. We sit, a family of three, watching the sunset. The sun rose to our relationship and now it sets as we begin a new part of our life. Striations of purple, pink and blue splotched on my future.
No.
You love Ka�
I stop it in its tracks. I didn't know that was possible. I feel everything come back apart underneath. I can control them. I am being dried after a storm which I managed to survive. This is euphoria.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX: THE HURRICANE

I wake to blood curdling screams. My body irks and I look towards the source. Noah is sobbing and squealing for help. The bed is shaking and I can his leg twitching. In the darkness, a thick liquid pours out like a deep shadow of pain. My heart beats twice as fast as it should as I try to process the situation. I can see an enormous black smudge coming out of his leg. He winces, the more it stays there.
"Quiet!" A voice barks. My eyes as still waking up but I begin to see a shadow of a person. I grow nauseous. This is the end. Happiness only lasted so long.
"Keep whimpering and I'll twist it." The voice is cold and hard. A shiver goes through me. I recognize that voice.
I gasp. As soon as the sound of my breath leaves my mouth, the shadow moves to me immediately.
"Look who you woke up." He says with an evil drawl. "How'd you sleep?"
His moves his face close to mine until I can feel his breath on my nose.
"Aren't you going to answer me?" He growls. I can hear Noah still struggling and gasping. He whimpers loudly.
"Shut up!" Kane yells.
My eyes adjust to the darkness and I can see Kane grab towards the object in Noah's leg. It's a knife. My breath becomes unsteady and I can feel the stress enter my body. I am shaking and shivering. He is going to kill me. He takes the knife and moves slowly turns it in its spot. Noah screams out in pain again. I have never heard a scream so loud and high. I want to save him but I know if I move to him then Kane will stab me too. I think of my baby. I can't risk anything.
"If you scream one more time I will twist it deeper." Kane maliciously spits. He turns back to me. He sees my fear and shakes his head. He chuckles lightly.
"At least I brought another knife." He reaches into his back pocket and pulls out a retracted knife. He brings it close to my face and flicks it open. The tip of the blade lands only a centimeter from my nose. I can barely breathe. I'm afraid if I do then my face will hit the blade.
"So baby girl," he smoothly repeats, "how'd you sleep?"
He doesn't drop the blade for a second. I can hear Noah gasping and spatting.
"I slept well," I stammer.
He looks at me and laughs.
"Well!" He cackles more. "Oh, you and your proper grammar."
He sits up and crosses his arms, temporarily pulling the knife away from my face.
"I love you so much." He says with a hearty chuckle. I don't respond. How could I? He senses my disapproval and pulls himself back into his previous position. The blade hangs over my cheek this time. I hold my breath. He feels me recede.
"Don't you love me?" He puts the knife closer to my face and feel the blade tip caress my nerves. All of Noah's breathing and moaning goes quiet. I begin to panic more. He could be dead. I risked all of it just to show him my son and now I have caused his demise. I can only blame myself. I continue to hold my breath.
"Tell me you love me!" He shouts at me. My hands defensively move up to my stomach. I hold my bump as if by a primate reflex. Maternal instinct is stronger than any emotion at this moment. He sees me move and pulls the knife away. He studies my stomach.
"Are you pregnant?" He snarls.
The tears begin to fall as it all overwhelms me. I can't tell him. He will hurt the baby. He knows I won't tell him. He moves back over to a silent Noah and flicks the knife. The screaming comes back. When he sees that he is still alive, he pulls the knife out slowly. It drips in blood.
"Tell me." He holds the knife in his hand. The blade aimed at Noah's chest. I don't know how to answer if I say no, he'll kill Noah. If I say yes, he'll kill Noah. Goddamnit. This too much. My mother's philosophy comes to my head and I place Noah's life on it. The truth is the best way out.
"Yes." I say softly. His anger grows and I see him raise up the knife, preparing to plunge it into Noah's heart.
"But it's yours!" I yell quickly.
He stops.
He looks at me closely, trying to decipher whether I am lying or not.
Technically I am not lying because I don't know whether or not he is the father but in this moment, I take it on as the trust so that my facial expression looks real.
He moves closer to me. One blade in either hand. He lifts up his left hand and I feel the blade push against my skin. A shocking heat ripples from the blade. It quickly drags along the surface, the heat rising as it moves across my freckles. It burns me and scream out in pain. Its hotness is accompanied by a piercing throb.
He pulls the knife up and looks at me again.
"I'll be back for the baby."
He flips both knifes shut, stows them in his pocket and gets off of the bed. I can see his eyes in the dark. He looks at me with a terrifying grin. And with that, he flees out of the door, leaving Noah and I in a sea of blood. Noah starts screaming more when the door closes behind him. His cries are ones of desperation. I know he is almost gone.
I get off of the bed with shaky legs. My cheek has gone completely numb and I break down when I stand. I sob and gasp repeatedly. My lungs spasm. My face is overwhelmed with tears. The saline from my tear ducts fills my cheek wound which I am sure looks very gnarled. I walk to the light switch and flick it on. I don't want to see Noah but I have to get the phone. I see it on the night stand next to him. I jumpstart my adrenaline and briskly walk to it. I see his leg in a mangled mess on the bed. The entire duvet is covered in thick, deep red blood. I can barely see his would through the sea but something deep down tells me that he will loss either the leg or his life at this point. I grab the phone quickly and dial 911. The world becomes a blur. My vision grows white and I am forced to the ground. My legs have betrayed me.
"911, what's your emergency."
"We've been stabbed. My eyes are turning whi�

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: THE BAPTISM

His hand is still cold. I am waiting for the moment when it grows warm. Then I will know that he is still with me. I don't believe the incessant beeping of the monitors. They had monitors on my grandmother and that made no difference.
My leg is shaking. I can't even attempt to drag my eyes down to the large bandage on his leg. I have seen under it. I can't get the vision of my hands inside the bloodied mess. I shudder. I squeeze his hand tightly. It is the only thing helping me in this drab hospital room. The white walls glare back at me and the beeping machines are just annoying. A large window faces my profile, pouring an ever dimming light into the room. I have been sitting here for so long that my coccyx has grown numb. I will sit here until the nurse tells me to leave which hasn't happened yet.
I close my eyes and drain out the beeping. All that replaces it is the pulsing of my blood. I feel it coursing through my veins, faster than and harder than it should.
"Hey," a soft voice breaks through the silence.
I open my eyes and see the only people I want to see right now. Tabitha and Mark stand before me with Margaret tucked under Tabitha's shoulder. My face of pure anxiety relaxes.
"Hi guys," I smile sadly as my eyes settle back on Noah, who sleeps soundly.
"I'm sorry we couldn't get a babysitter," she apologizes. "Daycare is only during week days and we are usually home on weekends."
I chuckle lightly. "It's ok."
She looks at the huge patch I have on my cheek. She gasps and her eyebrows pinch.
"Are you ok?" She asks worried, "Is your son ok?"
"Yeah, we are fine," I say. "But Noah may not be."
The ambience of the room remains. The somber reality of the situation sinks into our bloodstreams.
"Was it Kane?" Tabitha finally speaks. It is the question that everybody wants to know but I don't want to answer.
"Yes�" I quietly admit.
She breathes in sharply and purses her lips. She pulls in all of her self-control. I know she is in turmoil. We were all best friends and now we stand on the bedside of his anger. He almost killed a man and I am still not certain that he didn't.
A doctor walks in and smiles at the crowd. She wears green scrubs and a long white coat. Her hand is trimmed short and glasses loosely hang off of her nose.
"I'm Dr. Grundge," She says, her glasses wobbling with her vowels.
"Are you family?" She asks Tabitha, gesturing to Mark and the baby.
"Um, no," she awkwardly responds. She looks at me with a compassionate expression. 'We'll be in out there."
She turns to walk out but the bed starts to rustle. Noah is moving. His hand squeezes mine firmly and my heart leaps.
"Baby?" I say hopeful.
He groans and takes a deep, fulfilling breath.
"Perfect timing, Mr. Evanston." The doctor chuckles.
He groans again and his eyes flick open slightly.
"Is this your wife?" Dr. Grundge asks him. She waits for a second for him to respond.
"No," I stammer. "I'm his-"
"Fiance" He cuts me off.
I look at him confused. I don't know how to feel about this response.
"Ok, well then you can stay." She says cheerily. "I'm glad to say that you should recover fine, Mr. Evanston, the wound didn't hit any major arteries or bone."
I look at him with a huge smile on my face. He will be ok. Now we just need to get out of here. We need to move tomorrow.
"But," she interrupts my thoughts. "You will need to do physical therapy because there is some significant nerve and muscle damage. I will have you set up appointments with a physical therapist but in the meantime, you can go home and get some rest."
"Thank you, doctor." he mutters.
"Don't me, thank her," the doctor winks at me. "I heard she was the one who saved your leg with a blanket."
I hold my breath. I don't want to take credit for it. I don't want to think back on it. The doctor kurtly waves and walks out. When the door closes behind her, I look at Noah. A million emotions flow through me.
"Why did you tell her that I'm your fiance?"
"That's the plan," he says with a smile. "As long as you were lying to Kane."
"Lying to Kane?"
"Yeah." He leans up and looks at me in the eye. "He's my baby, right?"
I shuffle in my seat. This is the moment that I have avoided. I can't lie to him. But at the same time, I don't need to put him through more than I should right now. Just be honest.
"I'm not sure," I awkwardly whisper.
"What do you mean you aren't sure?" He is attempting to give me the benefit of the doubt. "We were together when you conceived. How could it be his?"
I lower my head. I need to muster up the right words to tell him.
"I was with him the day before I was with you."
He lets go of my hand and I feel the coolness of the room surround it.
"You were?" He sits up and furrows his eyebrows. "So its his?"
"No," I sigh, "Well, I don't know."
"You don't know if the kid is mine or some crazy psychopaths?" The anger rises in his tone. "Ana, tell me right now that you were lying to him."
He looks at me with a flared nose and watering eyes.
"I told him that it was his so that he didn't murder either of us!" I say back with desperation. "Please try to understand."
"I was so excited to meet my son," the tears begin to drip down his cheek. "And now I don't even know if he is my son."
"I know," I say. "I'm so sorry."
"Sorry doesn't even cover the surface, Ana," he cries out. "This guy has physically hurt both you and I and you want me to raise his child?"
"He told me was going to come back for the baby," my face reflects his and tears begin to fall "I don't want my baby to get hurt. I need you."
He is conflicted. I completely understand why. If I could just end this whole thing and tell him once and for all that it is his baby, then it would be ok.
"Please," I beg through my tears. "Please try to understand."
He sighs deeply. His eyes fix on the ceiling. I don't want to know his thought process because it probably isn't in my favor at this point. He turns his head and looks at me again.
"I do." The tears fall down his face. "I will help you no matter what because goddamnit Ana, I've never met a woman who is anything like you. So fuck you for your past. Fuck you for everything you've put me through and fuck you for being so convincing."
He leans forward and kisses me firmly.
"We need to get the hell out of here." He demands.
I kiss him back. My brain is blank. I have no idea how to respond other than to accept his love and hope for the best.
God. Help me.

PART THREE


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT: THE SHALLOWS

Everytime I walk into the house, I bump into yet another piece of furniture. Anything that is short than my knees will not be seen. The six inches of stomach that protrude in front of me make sure of that. It makes it even more difficult seeing as this house is much too new. I don't why we waited until I was 7 months pregnant to rent it. I am just happy that in the time between our move, no run-ins happened with Kane.
I trudge through the dark room, trying to find the light switch. I have resorted to tracing along the perimeter of the wall, my hand sliding up and down like a blind man. After my first lap, I get restless. I keep walking forward until my calves bang on stray trashcan.
"Goddamnit!" I kick it in frustration. For a blind kick. it is actual decent, seeing as the trashcan makes it halfway across the room.
"Are you ok?" I hear Noah. He peers out of the doorway. I can't quite make out his face. He reaches over and flips the light switch.
"There it is!" I say exacerbated.
He chuckles and walks over to me. He hugs me from behind and nuzzles his head into my neck. I look around the room. Large windows echo the darkness outside. I am sad that we left Boston. I always wanted to leave but now that I have, a part of me wants to go back. I know that is faulty logic. I wish we were closer to Tabitha. Margaret is almost three now and if her and my son were friends, it would repeat the Grenish - Henderson cycle. If Tabitha hadn't helped us, we wouldn't have been able to leave at all.
"Newton is cozy," Noah sighs pleasantly.
"Yeah," I agree reluctantly. I don't know why I have cold feet after all of this time.
We stand in silence, peering out of our living room window. Rain drops splatter on the fresh glass. It creates streaks on the otherwise clean slate. The rest of the room looks drab compared to the architecture of our new house. Noah's old living room set has just been copy and pasted into the room. I had no furniture to bring so it is still all Noah�except that both of our names are on the rent.
I feel a pinching grow in my stomach. It rapidly gets more intense. I wince. Noah feels me tense and pulls out of the hug.
"Are you sure you are ok?" He asks worried.
"Yeah, just some pain."
"Like pain, pain?" He grows worried.
"I mean, I don't th-" The pain burst and a stabbing pain erupts in my stomach. And yes, a stabbing pain. I would know. I tense up again and groan.
"We need to bring you to the hospital"
"No shit, Sherlock."
We walk out of the door. Rain flushes down from the sky. Noah flags for a taxi. No taxis pass for longer than I had hoped. | One skids by and squeals to a halt. I can feel the rain soak into my shirt. The pinching has grown far past a stabbing. I can feel my whole lower body cramping and tensing.
I get in the taxi.
"Please make sure I don't have this baby in the taxi." I say to Noah.
His face looks just as horrified as mine.
"No promises."
* * *
The sweat is caked to my forehead. My whole body is aching. I feel like I have been ripping apart from the inside out. I pant still. The nurse walks over to me and hands me my brand new baby boy. He is wrapped tightly in a blue blanket with a pink stripe. Noah sits next to me, beaming like the proud father he is. I take my son and hold him in my arms gently. A brown tuft of hair peeks out of the blanket. He smiles up at me with vibrant blue eyes. In his eyes, I see seas of beauty. I look at him and breathe in his life. He bring him up to my face and kiss him firmly on the forehead.
"I love you, Joseph." I say softly to the newborn. I feel so at peace.
"Joseph?" Noah asks.
"After my mother, Josephine."
I look at Noah, their matching blue eyes sing songs in my conscious.
"His eyes are blue now but I'm sure they will grow into their color soon," the nurse says with a faint smile.
"Wait, his eyes aren't actually blue?" I ask, the worry rising.
"They could be but seeing as yours are brown and his are blue, you won't know for a few weeks." she says.
I look back at Noah. My eyes full apologies.
"He's my son even if he is Kane's genetically." Noah says. He sounds confident but I'm not sure if he really is. I know he wants Joseph to be his.
We gaze down at our son. This is the closest thing to a happy family that I am ever going to get.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE: THE OCEANS

I yawn loudly. The last couple of nights have been so sleepless that it would be a stretch to even call them 'a night.' I turn over and hold Noah firmly. His warm skin presses to mine and I feel relieved. I love being in love.
"The baby was really quiet last night," Noah mumbles.
"Mhm," I agree.
He begins to roll out of bed.
"I have to get to work. I'm on call at the station today." He sighs. He pulls himself to his feet and yawns widely. He stretches his arms out and I see a flash of the biceps that I have fallen so in love with.
He walks over to the crib and peers down with a smile. I turn away and bury my face in my pillow.
"Joseph?!" Noah's yell reverberates in the small bedroom.
"What?" My head snaps in his direction.
He turns back to me, Joseph's navy blue blanket in his bawled up fists.
"Kane." I lose all breath in my lungs. He took my baby. Noah managed to survive his wrath but my baby with his gorgeous blue eyes doesn't stand a chance. How did he know? Where did he go? My brain gets overwhelmed and I can feel the spiral begin. I can't control it.
Go back.
You can be a family.
I push out everything. I breathe or focus. I break down into tears. How much more is Kane going to hurt me until I am dead. I can't handle his torture anymore.
"I'm going to fucking kill him and there is nothing you can say that is going to change my mind." Noah spits. His grip around the blanket tightens and his fists turn yellow.
"At least call the police. They can arrest him. He needs to go to jail." I beg.
"No. He deserves to die." Noah throws the blanket back into the crib and moves to his closet. He throws clothes out until he has a tangible outfit. He gets dressed hurriedly.
"Noah, you can't just murder a man." I say, getting out of bed.
"Watch me." He pulls on his shoes and begins to walk out of the room.
"Noah." I yell.
He stops and turns around.
"At least let me go with you." I say with extreme stress.
"No. I can't lose you too." He barks. He marches out of the door, anger propelling his every step.
"Noah!" I yell again. He keeps walking. I walk in my long t-shirt out of my bedroom. I had a baby not even a week ago. My maternal instinct has gone off of the chain.
"He is my son!" I call out to him from the hallway.
He turns around and looks at me in the eye.
"If I can't stop you, then fine." He turns back and continues walking.
I sprint to the bedroom and pull on a pair of jeans. I still only have maternity jeans so the elastic band barely fits around my waist. I throw on my converse through swollen feet and try to run to catch up to him.
"Slow down!" I holler after him as he walks out of the front door.
He stalls for a second, holding the door for me. He has a grimace imprinted on his face. I have seen him angry but not this angry. He walks to the sidewalk and calls a cab.
We stand for a moment before a cab shows up. The sun has begun to heat the sidewalk. The summer weather has slowly creeped up on me yet again.
Noah opens the taxi door with way too much strength. For a moment, I worry about having to pay for the door in case he breaks it off. He gets in and I follow on his heels. I wait for him to tell the cabbie where to go but I soon realize that he has no idea where to go. This is up to me. I know Kane best.
Noah looks at me with unsure eyes. Where would Kane go to get my baby away or even kill him? I shudder. I can't push this thought away. I need to let it simmer so that I can get some sort of idea. The only place that I would check first is my neighborhood. I breathe deeply.
"Roxbury." I say to the driver.
He nods his head and we are on our way. I don't want to think about returning. No matter what I do, I always wind up going back simply because of the scars that Kane has put on me.
The car starts moving and Noah becomes more and more uneased. His fist remained bawled to his side. I am so scared for the moment he sees Kane. I want Kane to suffer but at the same time, I don't want him to get murdered. Nobody deserves that. He may have put me through hell but a part of me� remembers him. The stress of all of this gets to me.
You need him.
You can't kill him.
I begin to hyperventilate. My ears ring and my heart pounds. My head is twisted with my heart. I wonder what would have happened if I had just killed myself. If Noah never came to my rescue or if I just been one second quicker. Would Joseph even be alive. Would this battle be even happening. I can't say I wish I had because I don't know if my beautiful baby boy would be here if I did. I love him more than I love my right arm. This whole thing makes me overwhelmed and mourning rather than the anger that Noah expresses.
The taxi comes to stop and I peer out of the window. The look of the street creates a sheet of ice over my heart. I hate this place. I now remember why I wanted to leave Boston so badly. Noah opens the door and steps out. He looks around.
He grits his teeth. He is going to pummel him to death, I can see the temper in his face.
I get out of the car and place my feet on the concrete. It feels almost unnatural for me to walk on it with shoes. I remember all of the cold nights when I walked to his house barefoot, just seeking his warmth. There are too many to count. They have a bittersweet feel to them. I loved them when they began but towards the end, it felt as if I was just walking to be the next victim in one of his fits. I close my eyes and take a sharp breath in.
Noah walks to his house, anger propelling every step. I follow him. Fear crawls its way back up my spine. It nags at me. My limbs are warm from the cortisol coursing through them.
He walks up to the door and opens the door. It's unlocked. That is a bad sign. Noah enters to front room.
"Get the fuck out here, you coward!" He screams.
Stillness.
Through his gritted teeth, he growls. The veins in his neck are start to protrude and his grows redder by the minute. He sprints up the stairs. I attempt to follow him but I have become voiceless in this matter. I know that no matter what I do, someone is going to die today and that is the scariest feeling I think I have ever felt.
I run up the stairs. Noah stands in Kane's room in a fight stance.
"Where the fuck is he." He yells. "I want my son."
He turns around immediately and walks back down the stairs.
"Where are you going?" I holler to him.
"Call Tabitha. She might know where he is." He says back, as he slams open the front door and marches out. I walk down the stairs quickly and meet him outside. He calls yet another taxi. Now that we are in the city so they circle like predators, waiting, watching.
We dive in and Noah blurts out Tabitha's address.
He pulls out his phone and hands it to me. I take and dial her number. It rings for a second before her voicemail answers. I look at Noah and shake my head. He takes back his phone and shoves it into his pocket. The tension rises by the minute until the car finally stops.
"Stay here, we'll be right back." Noah tells the driver.
We step out and briskly walk to the front door. I opt to knock but after one attempt, Noah blatantly opens the door. He walks into the great room and looks around for any member of the Grenich family.
She walks out of the kitchen and looks at us, confused.
"Why are you here?" She asks.
"Kane took Joseph." Noah bites, "Do you know where he could be?"
Her expression melts into pure worry.
"Have you checked Roxbury?" She asks, seeking at least a little solace.
"Yes, no sign," I say, my eyes watering. I don't know if my baby is dead or alive and I just need to know soon so that I can mourn him properly.
"I can call some people from the different bars in Boston and see if they have seen him." She offers.
"Yes, please do that." Noah replies. His anger has only calmed by a millimeter. Usually he is in the saving mood, being a firefighter but now he is in a murder mood.
"I want you to stay here." He says to me.
"No." I look at him determined. "He is my son too."
Tabitha stands as an onlooker, saying no opinion either way.
Noah angrily sigh and mutters a thank you to Tabitha. With that, he trots out of the house and back onto the street. This pig chase with Noah has cause my legs to grow numb. I turn and hug Tabitha tightly.
"I hope he isn't dead." I softly cry into her ear.
She rubs my back tenderly.
"You've gotta catch up with him if you are going to go."
I pull out of the hug and nod my head. I turn back around and catch up to Noah just as he is crawling back into the taxi. I get in behind him.
"Where to now?" I ask, my voice dripping with nervousness.
"Let's just track the city." He says with uncertainty.
"Circle the Prudential," I tell the driver.
"That's a big bill," the diver responds.
"I know, just go," Noah replies.
The taxi skids away from Tabitha's house and travels at a steady pace. Just slow enough for me to look at pedestrians but not so slow that the pedestrians get a look at me. As we travel, Noah and I's eyes remain peeled on both sides of the road, our vision tracing the sidewalks.
It seems to continue forever. When I see someone who looks even slightly like Kane, I hold my breath and focus my sight in on him. It never is. I can see Noah shaking his leg. His attempts to hold in the anger somehow without racking up an even higher taxi bill.
I see the huge skyscraper draw a shadow over the day. The Prudential has finally overcast us. I focus on the task at hand. Managing to pick Kane out of a crowd. I had always prided myself with that ability when we were together in high school but now that my son's life depends on it, I put very little faith in it.
Noah's phone starts to ring. He pulls it out of his pocket. It worries me who it is. For all I know, Kane could have tapped into Noah's phone. It wouldn't be the first time. Noah's face does not contort so I remain hopeful that it is not a threatening call. He answers it and quickly becomes emerged in the conversation.
He looks up at the driver abruptly.
"I need you to go to Adam's Bar and Grill on Cape St." He says to the cab driver.
The driver nods and takes a sharp left turn. Traffic begins to build and my ever racing heart begins to beat so loud that I can hear it over the humming engine of the cab.
"Thank you so much," Noah says into the phone. "We'll call back later."
Noah hangs up the phone and looks at me.
"One of Tabitha's friends saw him here earlier," he says. "Let's hope he is still there."
Almost immediately the cabs stops and we lay in front of probably the shittiest in bar in the city. It is entirely run down and the fluorescent signs that hang in the front window aren't lit anymore. We get out of the car. I have a bad feeling about this.
Noah breathes out and tries to act casual. He opens the door and a wafting smell of marijuana and 99 cent Vodka shots pours over me. What is it with bars having the most overwhelming scents.
Noah sits at the bar and casually taps the bar. I sit next to him with a faux smile glued to my face. I would attempt a neutral appeal but with all of the chaos pumping through my face, it would quickly move to an emotion anyway. I may as well try to make it one that seems less suspicious than a sobbing wreck.
The bartender walks over and looks us up and down. She looks oddly uneased by our appearances.
"What can I get you?" She asks.
"Just something off the tap," he says. "She'll have the same."
She nods and pours our beers. While she does, her eyes remain plastered on us, like she is waiting for us to cause a commotion. She pushes the beers to us.
Noah grabs him and sips. He looks around the room, analyzing its every detail. He is looking for Kane. I nervously watch him. He has only seen his face once but I am sure by his reaction at the mental facility that Kane's face is imprinted on his brain. I take my beer and take a large gulp. This is the first bit of alcohol that I have drank in almost 9 months. It feels good going down my throat and helps create a distraction from the hell swirling around me.
"Is there an apartment upstairs?" Noah asks.
The bartender tenses up. She looks back and forth between us once again.
"No," she says. "Why do you ask?"
"Just wondering where those stairs lead?" He points to a long stairway that is blocked off by a pool table.
"That's just our storage closet," she responds.
Noah slips his hand onto my thigh and squeezes it. He gulps down another portion of his beer and stands up. He stretches his hand out. He looks at me. I am trying to read his signals but they are very confusing. I stand up with him. He grabs my hand.
"Does it cost money to play pool?" He asks. I think I am picking up on his plan.
"Just slip quarters into the table and it'll release the cue balls." She says.
We walk hand in hand to the pool table. I can feel every eye in the room on us. My heart beats louder and louder. Noah digs in his pocket and pulls out two quarters. He puts him into the table and the balls begin rolling out. The wooden triangle lies on the center of the table. He pulls out the balls one by one in places them in the triangle. He looks at me as he does so.
"One." He nudges to the door directly next to me, blocked entirely by the side of the table.
"Two." The ball collides with the table making an unpleasant clunk!
"Three!" He yells, grabs my hand and jumps onto the pool table. He jumps from the table to the stairs and races up them as quickly as possible. He basically carries me the entire time until my feet land on the stairs. I hear chairs fall over and patrons begin to yell. Noah kicks the door open and pulls me in. He slams it after we are in. The ruckus outside of the door grows. He clicks the lock and grabs a stray chair from the room in front of us. He secures it under the door knob.
The room around us is wide open. The ceiling are high and the walls freshly painted white. Only a few pieces of furniture lay around but definitely not enough for this space to be lived in. The pounding on the door grows more intense. Noah pulls me away just a knife is thrown and cracks through the old splinters. The blade just barely missed my back. The adrenaline is too high. I can feel myself trembling.
I hear footsteps. I listen as they get closer and closer until he becomes visible. Kane. He stands in a cocky stance. He wears loose jeans but I can see a black object weighing them down. A gun. Shit.
Noah sees him and his anger erupts. He tackles him. Kane is forced to the ground with the impact. Noah holds him against the ground. Kane remains calm and snarky. The gun in Kane's pocket raises my anxiety. Noah didn't see it.
"Where is my son?" Noah barks. He holds Kane down with both of his arms and legs, nearly quartering him.
"Your son?" Kane asks. He chuckles lightly. "That would explain the blue eyes."
"Where is he." Noah screams. Noah pushes his elbow into Kane's chest and with his newly freed hand, digs in his pocket. He pulls out a knife.
"Remember this?" Noah growls at Kane. He takes the knife and hold it against Kane's throat.
"Now, tell me where my son is or I swear to God I will slit your throat."
Kane's smile falters slightly. He puts his hands up to signify that he has surrendered. This isn't a good sign. I have known this man for seven years and I know for a fact that he has never surrendered.
"Alright, I'll tell you." Kane puts one of his hands down and grabs the gun out of his pocket. He pushes the barrel against Noah's head.
"No!" I scream. Noah may be able to survive a knife wound to the leg but not a gunshot to the head.
"One for one?" Kane laughs.
I stand mortified as I watch Joseph's potential fathers in a fight to the death. He may never know his real father�whoever that might be.
Noah gets off of him and stands up. He throws down the knife and holds his hands up. He knows that the gun will win over the knife any day. Kane gets up and keeps the barrel pointed at Noah in his right hand. I feel my anger swell up and the fire enter my palm. With all of the strength I can muster, I slap Kane's arm right arm. He hits the trigger just as the barrell points to his left leg. He falls to the ground, a large bullet hole in his calf. Blood flows out of it like a river. He screams and clutches the bullet wound. Noah bends down and gets close to Kane's face.
"Tell me where my son is." Noah demands.
"I'll never tell you, he deserves to die," Kane says maniacally. "Just like his whore mother."
The anger rises in Noah and nothing can stop him now. He lifts his bad leg and stomps down on Kane's face. Kane calls out in pain.
"TELL ME." Noah demands.
Kane spits on the floor while making direct eye contact with Noah.
Noah grabs the gun that laid on the floor. He points it directly at Kane's temple. Kane turns his head and looks at me in the eyes. His deep brown eyes reflect seven years of memories.
"Marry me," he says in a soft, eager tone.
Before I can reply, Noah pulls the trigger and sends the bullet straight through his head. I scream as I watch his face bend and flex to the impact. His eyes bulge out of his skull and his head falls limp on the floor. The white wall behind him painted in brains. I scream, my ears ring and I look down at my white shirt which now has the same pattern as the wall. The unearthly smell of blood fills room.
A huge wound has cut the top of his head nearly straight off. Nausea builds in my system and my eyes grow dark spots. I can feel myself screaming but I can't hear it. All of my panic is offset when I hear a baby screaming from the next room. My maternal instinct goes into full overdrive.
I get up and run towards Joseph's screams. My eyes are still splotched with dark circles but I need to find my son. I see a bedroom in an adjacent hallway. I run through and throw open the door. Joseph lies on the floor, completely naked except for a diaper barely attached to him. He is screaming and clenching his muscles. An empty bottle lies next to him. I pick him up and try to shush him. His diaper is completely full. I hold him against me. Tears run down my face as I shake him back and forth, trying to calm his screams.
Noah runs in, shaking. His face relaxes when he sees his son.
"Joseph!" He calls out. His tone is so hopeful and relieved. He walks over and kisses the baby firmly on the head. "Daddy's here."
The banging on the door stops and I hear the door break through. Noah bolts out of the hallway with me on his heels. He frankly moves to the back of the apartment, trying to find a back exit. Finally, in the set back kitchen, a door is carved out to the side of the pantry. He flings it open to reveal the outside air. A large wooden staircase traces down the side of the building. He starts to run down it. I follow him and shut the door behind me. We sprint down the stairs, depending on adrenaline alone.
At the bottom of the stairs we hit grass. Noah keeps running with me behind him, holding Joseph who has not stop screaming. We walk across the back alley of the bar until hit the next alley. Noah runs down and onto the sidewalk. A taxi sits on the curb, available. Noah and I bolt in and shut the door.
"Newton!" Noah screams.
The cab driver looks back and is mortified. Her eyes trace over our bloodied clothing and screaming baby.
"Get out." She demands.
"Please!" I beg her.
She looks at me with shock and disgust.
Noah grabs out his wallet and pulls all of the bill out. The stack is so enormous that I can't even estimate how much he holds. He hands it to the cabbie.
"Newton. Now," he says firmly.
"Ok," she concedes, takes the stack of money and hits the gas pedal.

CHAPTER THIRTY: THE EXHALE

We walk through the apartment door. I hold Joseph in my arms. He has already seen more than he should have in his lifetime. His blue eyes are progressively getting more brown by the day. Kane's comment is searing into my brain. I wish I knew if he was Noah's or Kane's. I need reassurance.
But at same time, something in me hopes that it neither of theirs. I cling to my son and watch Noah in our bedroom. The door is open and I can see him slowly pulling off his blooded shirt. I see his back flex and his biceps bulge. I fell so in love with those. His sandy blonde hair reflects in the sunlight from our wide bay window. My heart aches.
He murdered a man. How can I justify that with love? I let Kane drag me around and now my heart is broken because he is dead. Kane is dead. I don't even know how to let that flow through my mind. It doesn't connect. I still love him. I hate to admit it but he was mine for seven years and only my enemy for a year and a half. I don't think I will ever truly be over him. God. Why can't I let go of him.
I take our son and put him on the changing table. He at least tried to take care of him. He obviously didn't have the means but he tried. I know he wanted Joseph to be our son as much as Noah. This tug of war may no longer be physical but it will forever remain internally.
I quickly change Joseph's diaper and dress him in a soft onesie. The cotton fits perfectly over his chubby arms and legs. The rubby ducky's on the outfit bring out his brown hair. He is happy now that I have taken care of him. His cries have been silenced. I swaddle him in a brown blanket. He is my little diamond.
Noah walks out of the room with a towel around him.
"I'm getting in the shower," He says. He walks over to me and smiles down at the little baby.
I look at his face. He beams with happiness after just killing a man. How can someone make a full 180 like that? I grow worried. It reflects the same pattern that Kane developed. Will he start to abuse me? Will I have this happen to me all over again?
He looks up and smiles at me. I think he can see the worry in my eyes.
"I love you," He says smoothly. He walks out of the room and towards the bathroom. I walk him as he walks. Bits of blood as still stuck in his hair. I can't let this happen again.
When I hear the bathroom door close, I grab my diaper bag and walk over to his closet. I grab all of his clothing, pacifiers and bottles. When my diaper is stuffed full, I put my wrap on. I pick Joseph up gently and place him in it. He fits snuggly against my body. I sling the diaper bag around my shoulder and walk into the bedroom. I go the closet and see my old backpack sitting, looking at me.
I always run because running is the easiest thing to do.
I grab it and start to putting clothing into it. I try to fit as much as possible. Tabitha gave me a huge amount and I don't want to lose any of her items. When my backpack is full, I sling it over my other shoulder and walk out. I walk to the front room and look around. I thought I had figured out my life and now I am starting over yet again. I will never win. This is my constant struggle.
With as much courage as I can muster, I walk out. The bags start to weigh down my back and Joseph begins to cry. I try to shush him while the bags slip down my shoulders and onto my wrists. I keep walking. I can't stop now.
I try to pat him but my arms are too heavy with my bag and the diaper bag on them. I push the door open but when I do this, both of my bags fall onto the street. Joseph starts to cry louder. I pat his bottom gently and shush him. I am just thankful that I didn't drop him. I can't get him to stop. I look at him little face and tears rush down my face. Why can't I just have a normal life?
I can. I can have a normal life. I know what I need to do. I know exactly where I need to go.
I hold Joseph firmly in my right arm and throw my bags over my shoulder.
* * *
I open the door of the taxi, clutch my baby and step out. I walk straight to her door. I twist the doorknob and walk in. Tabitha sits on the couch, playing with Margaret who is now fully mobile. Margaret runs to me and hugs my legs.
"Aunty Nana!" She calls out. Her big smile radiates on her face.
"Hey, bug," I smile back at her.
Tabitha walks to me, confused.
"What's up?" She grabs Margaret and holds her tightly.
"Can you watch Joseph for a bit?" I ask. "I'll be back soon."
I hand over Joseph and look at him in her arms. She looks so natural as a mother. She is everything I wish I could be. It is not even a jealously. It is simple a deep seeded wish. I would never take it from her but rather share it. I put down the diaper bag at her feet.
"Yeah, sure," she says.
"Thank you," I plead. "You are my savior."
"No problem." I hear her say as I turn back without another glance. I march out like a soldier in the battle of my happiness. I walk out and get back into the taxi. I told him not to drive away because I knew the temptation would dangle in front of me and I knew I wouldn't want to leave.
"St. Joseph's Hospital," I say to the driver. This not the place I want to go but the place I need to go.
As the driver hits the gas pedal I feel immediate cold feet. I just want to go back to my son and cuddle him one last time. I hope this isn't long. I hope life can resume and I can be happy. But to be happy, I have to be mentally happy.
The taxi zips through the crowded streets of my beloved city. Even though it treated me like dirt, I know it will always be in my heart. Nothing can stop that. I grew up on these streets taking long walks along the skyscrapers with my mother, tugging on her hand to bring me on yet another Duck Tour. She would smile and shake her head. Such grace, such poise. Now, I have to leave behind all of my emotions, memories and apprehension. When I look at my sons face, I see the potential for a happy life. He is my inspiration for every little thing that I do. I want to be his inspiration. I know that this goodbye is the only way to the greatest hello.
The car stops and it stands before me. I don't even look up at it. I keep my head down and open the door of the taxi. The sun beats down on my face. I feel my faith soaring through my brain. I know this is the right now thing to do. I am simply trying to convince my feet to walk forward. I had the fare to the driver and step out onto shaky terrain. I keep the faces of those who love me at the forefront of my conscious. They are the gravity in my atmosphere. They keep me grounded, awake. I walk into the front entrance. The front desk is so daunting.
I walk up and say the only words that my brain can muster.
"Can I see Dr. Simmons, please?"
The nurse looks up at me with a perplexed expression.
"Do you have an appointment?"
"No, but I was at the psychiatric hospital a few months ago and I need to speak with him about something."
It feels harder than I thought it would to tell someone that I was admitted to a mental facility.
"Just take a seat and I'll call him down," she says, grabbing for the phone.
I turn and sit in a waiting room seat. I never wanted to be put into this position. My having to wait for him just makes this so much harder. I look around, trying to find a distraction from my brain. The inside of the hospital is painted an inviting shade of blue. White trimmings are wrapped around the interior. I look up at the ceiling. It is so long that I can't even see the furthest tile. I can only assume that the tiles exceed one thousand. I close my eyes and breath in the clean air.
"Ms. Henderson?"
I look up and Dr. Simmons stands at the mouth of a back hallway. He has a faint smile on his face and frankly, he looks hopeful.
I stand and walk to him.
"I had my son," I tell him.
His smile spreads and he looks at me with a sad mixture of happiness.
"That's wonderful," he says. "He is healthy?"
"Yes," I say. "His name is Joseph."
"Ana," he looks into my eyes. "Why are you here?"
"I want be admitted," I say curtly. "I need to get better, for my son."
"Are you sure?" He asks.
"Yes."
"Follow me."
He brings me through the hallway and up through until I see the familiar tiles of the wards floor. He traces the hallways as I once did. We walk in tandem. One foot in front of the other. Towards a better future.
We pass my old room. The green paint still peeling from the rusty metal door. I smile sadly. He keeps walking until his office comes into view. He opens the door. We walk in and I see the old furniture still strewn across the floor. For only three days, this place made a huge impact on me.
He walks through and into his main office. He sits on his chair and gestures for me to sit on the couch. I awkwardly shuffles over and feel the nostalgia erupt as I sit.
"So, I don't think you should be admitted," he tells me. "But I do think you should go on medications."
I am taken aback by his response.
"You don't think I should come back?" I ask.
"No, I think you have gotten all you can out of the program," he says.
"Oh�" I wasn't expecting that.
He takes out his clipboard. Usually I would know what this means but now it just confuses me. He pulls a pen out of jacket pocket and scribbles on the paper. He tears it off and hands it to me.
"I want you to start regular appointments with me at my practice," he says. "And I'd like to give you the prescription that I think will work for you."
I take the slip of paper. It has an address scrawled on it that is barely legible.
"What pharmacy do you go to?"
"Huh?" My eyes are glued to the address. I can stay with my son but still get the help I need. This is the perfect solution.
"What pharmacy do you want your prescription to go too?"
"I can stay with my son?" I ask him.
"Yes," he says with a chuckle. "Now what pharmacy should this go to?"
"Um," I swallow heavily. "Just the one around the corner."
He scribbles on yet another piece of paper. This time, he smiles.
"I'm glad you came to me, Ana." He rips off the sheet of paper and places it on his desk. His grin shines back at me.
"I am too." I hold the address in my hand as gently as I hold Joseph.
"Go fill that as soon as possible and I will see you in a week at that address," he tells me. He stands up and opens the door, allowing me to exit.
I get off of the couch with caution. Is it really this easy?
"So, I will get better?" I ask. "With just this?"
I walk towards the door.
"The pills won't work immediately but management is the plan."
And with that, I walk out of the office. Once and for all. I walk down the hallway, holding the slip in my hand. It feels so surreal to know that all this time, it was that easy. I pass my old room and reach out for it. I brush my hand along the door. It opens when I do. A girl stands before me with bright red hair. Her facial structure resembles mine but there is something slightly different about it.
"Excuse me," she says. She moves around me and walks quickly down the hall. My eyes follow her. Something about her causes me to be transfixed on her apparel and appearance. At the end of the hallway, he walks around the corner. I never thought I'd see his face again. He pulls her into a hug and holds her tightly. He whispers something into her ear and she giggles.
"Brook!" She laughs.
I look at the ground. A smile grows on my face. I am happy for him. I turn and walk out. I walk through the long hallway and out of the front doors. The sun outside has begun to set. The warm it once had over me is quickly vanishing with the blue taking its place. My soul is at peace. I walk along the sidewalk, feeling the Boston breeze hit me. It no longer is bitter but fulfilling. I can get a deep breath and breathe is out.
This burst of satisfaction is so peculiar but I embrace it. I continue to trek through the city until I stand in front of the pharmacy. The same one that I got my pregnancy test at. The dying sun splays light over it. I go inside and journey to the very back. The pharmacy is completely empty but it is still open.
"Do you have a prescription for Ana Henderson?" I ask.
A lady in a white coat turns around and smiles at me. She turns back and fishes through the sea of white paper bags.
"For Dr. Simmons?" She asks.
"Yes," I say quickly.
She reaches up and grabs a bag down. It is stapled shut but I can hear the pills rattling around inside.
"Here you are." She hands it to me then pushes a sheet of paper to me. It has a columns upon columns of words. "Just sign here."
I take her pen and sign my name. I hold the bag in my hand and walk away. This is my first step towards recovery.
Don't take them.
Don't t-
No. Not anymore.
* * *
I stand in Tabitha's bathroom. My hand shakes as I open the bag. I pull out the bottle and examine it. 90 tablets are crammed into this tiny orange container. I have medication for schizophrenia with my name on it. It doesn't even seem right. The diagnosis has never really set in and I'm not sure that it ever will. I open the top and take one out, as the bottle instructs. I hold it in my sweaty palm for a moment.
It feels so warm in my hand. I don't want to let it control me. At the same time, I know if I don't let it control me then my thoughts and voices will. It is a decision that is crucial and I have to make it. Not just for me but I'll say it a million times: for my son.
I throw into my throat and swallow. It moves slowly through my esophagus. I lean over the sink, turn it on and take a heavy gulp. The pill travels down my neck until I can't feel it anymore. I know the pills won't have an immediate effect but I just got one pill closer to a normal life.
I sigh, put down the pill bottle and walk to my room. Tomorrow will be an easier day. I am sure of it.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE: THE DOVE

Joseph's wiggles in my arms. Unless he is fully swaddled, he stretches and flails. I chuckle as my little bear moves his shoulders back and forth. I kiss him on the forehead and continue my journey down the stairs.
The door to the outside is wide open and invites the bright afternoon sky into the great room. I walk through the door and met Tabitha on the lawn. She sits on the grass, playing with my adorable goddaughter. Her puffy cheeks get smaller as she grows taller. I want it to stop so that I can forever have a mental image of her stubby legs and and soft hair. I know that this feeling will develop with my son. I bend down and sit next to Tabitha.
She reaches out her hands to take my bundled up baby. I hand him over and watch as my best friend smiles at my gurgling son. A year ago, I couldn't have even imagined my life would come this far. I no longer have the shadow of Kane's demons on my back. I live in the sunshine as the voices slowly fade from my brain. I can't even fathom a better outcome.
I don't know if a prayer will really do much at this point.
Thank you. Despite my neglect, I see you.
I see you.
My thought is interrupted as a taxi abruptly stops in front of us. The yellow reflects the sun and blinds me. I stand up, trying to get a better view of the stranger stepping out. They step out and the taxi speeds off. When the sun settles my heart drops. He walks towards me. Sorrow fills his face. He has been crying.
"What are you doing here?" I ask. I want to be more angry than I am but everything in me sings when I see him.
"I need you, Ana," Noah says. Red streaks are imprinted on his face. His eyes are puffy and sore. He walks to me and grabs my hands. I try to look away. I don't want to look away.
"I can't keep pretending that you don't exist," he says, tears mapping down his face. "I love you."
I can't pull my eyes away. My blue eyes have me entranced in the most melodious of fixes. This is not a malicious spell like Kane's was.
"I was in shock and I realize that I may have looked psychopathic but I promise you Ana that I will never hurt you or Joseph. Ever." He is being honest and part of me hates him for being honest because I love him. I look back at Tabitha and her smile radiates.
"I saved you when you needed me most. Stay with me and let me protect you," he says.
As the sunsets on the horizon, he bends down on one knee. My heart and stomach twist. Adrenaline courses through my veins. He pulls out a small box. Tears being to trail down my face. I hold my hands up to my mouth. My brain becomes blurred.
"Marry me, Ana." He opens the box to reveal a beautiful silver ring with a gleaming white stone sets perfectly in the center.
My breath becomes short and I feel the words form themselves.
"Yes."

EPILOUGE

I walk through the airport with lightness in my step. Triumphant rushes through my veins. Noah told me to trust him and I did. He will never let me down. I look over at him, he is so candid, walking with our son. Their matching green eyes shimmer in the sunlight. I never knew I would get to this point of my life.
We reach our gate and walk into the tunnel to the plane. This is the walk to my graduation. My cap and gown adorn with medals of gold as bright as my sons hair.
His chubby fingers let go of his father's hand and he tries to run towards me. I see him reach for me and I swoop him up into my arms.
�I love you, mama.� he says as I pull him close to my body.
I kiss him firmly on the cheek. I never knew I could love someone so much. I look at his face and my mother stares back. I know somewhere, he has my mother's kindness and courage. I love him more than the sea could love the moon and more than fire could love wood. It will never change. Unbelieveable. Indescribable. Confined.
�I love you too, Joseph.� I say back to the toddler.
He giggles and nuzzles his head into my neck. I feel my body move closer to his. He holds my heart in his little hands.
We walk onto the airplane and with my free hand, I touch the outside of the plane. It is my way of saying goodbye. Something so simple yet sincere. Boston was never kind to me but now Pennsylvania holds so much promise that I can forgive Boston and move on with my life.
We get situated in our seats and I hand Marius to Noah. When he takes our son, our eyes meet and an unspoken yet blissfully trusting promise is passed between us. He has completed me. I reach into my pocket and pull out my wallet. I open it and look at my last picture of Kane. His curly brown hair messy as ever and his brown eyes filled with secrets. I loved that face. But not anymore. I have finally escaped his grasp. I take the picture out of my wallet and tear it in two without a second thought. I crush the two pieces in my hand and throw it on the ground. No more. I am free.
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To these special people in my life, thank you for everything you do. The list is innumerable but it will start with the superstar of a woman, Laurie Day. My biggest fan, the best cheerleader and the reason this has gone as far as it has. You are stinkin� spectacular.
Thank you of course to my parents, my siblings, Moriah, Beth and Michael (Si). You all are amazing no matter how much I say contrary.
Thank you to NAMI (National Alliance of Mental Illnesses) for breaking the stigma and helping me through some extremely difficult times.
Thank to my cat, Solomon (Sully), for being my emotional support, my best fur buddy and overall being the best boy I could�ve asked for. Except when you ruin my toilet paper rolls. Don�t do that, please.
Thank you to the whole crew at MCV Hospital and Parham Hospital. I most literally owe you my life. Special thanks to Thomas Carr and Brittany Pressner. It would�ve been nearly impossible without you.
Thank you to anybody struggling with depression and continues to fight despite what your brain is telling you. You are worth every moment you are owed.
Love to all!
-Mare Moody
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“SOMETIMES ‘GOODBYE' IS THE ONLY WAY. AND THE SUN WILL SET FOR YOU "





