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My Brother, Isaac
By Hanel Baveja
Isaac isn’t just my family.  He’s not just my sibling, and not just my brother.  He’s my twin.
You know what they say with twins- what one twin has, the other doesn’t.  I guess our case was particularly extreme.  Isaac, the scrawny, underweight infant with a heavy case of down syndrome and mild autism, and I, Noah, the bouncy plump one with not so much as a pollen allergy.
I’m thinking about this difference, still, on the first day of 8th grade. 
We’re now 5 years old, dressed in red overalls for the first day of Kindergarten.  Mom tried to find us as close to matching overalls as she could find- people love to see twins in matching clothes.  Isaac’s red corduroy Elmo overalls boasted “Mama’s boy”, in yellow writing on the front, as he still fit into baby sizes.  Mine proudly display some kind of mustard green pick up truck, the emblem for shopping in the “big boy” section.  Mom walks us into school, stopping to chat with a smiling parent.  The smiling lady bends down in front of us.  To me, she coos “And are you going to take care of your little brother on the first day of school?” 
“He’s not my little brother,” I say.  “He was born 3 minutes and 11 seconds before me.”  The lady withdraws, and asks Isaac the same question.  He ignores her for a split second, vaguely picks his nose, pauses to hum a few bars of the Sesame Street theme song, and then bursts into tears.  His face is red and wet.  The lady bends down to comfort him, and then he’s fleeing, a flash of red, and gone.  Mom runs after him, leaving me with the not-so-smiling lady.
For the last ten years, Isaac has gone to a special school downtown for autistic and mentally challenged kids.  Recently, it shut down.  Tight economy, and too small of a 
population to keep it running.  I don’t think Isaac could have continued even if it hadn’t shut down.  Dad moved out several months ago.  He was an education specialist, working in the public spotlight.  He wanted a flawless family, but what he had was a musician wife, playing her violin at small gigs around town, and two dysfunctional 14 year old twins, one of them autistic with the ability to memorize virtually every Sesame street episode that crossed his path, and the other so consumed with responsibility and guilt that he struggles to not take his anger out on everyone who insults his brother.
My Brother, Isaac
I’m thinking of these memories, as I get ready for the first day of school.  Isaac, for the first time in 10 years, is going to the same school as me.  My school has a program for kids with disabilities- the school provides a teacher aid that travels to all the students’ classes, and helps them.  Ms.Campbell, Isaac’s teacher aid came to our house yesterday to meet him.  She’s young, and pretty, with a fresh face.  She looks as if she should be teaching a group of happy preschoolers instead of my scrawny 14-year-old brother.
Mom drives us to school, Isaac moodily staring out the window, for once not reciting lines from Sesame Street, his favorite show, which is what he does when he is nervous.  It’s silent in the car.  Isaac likes silence in the morning, but I like to listen to the radio.  Cheerios and milk splatter the seats, remainders of Isaac’s breakfast.  We’re late already.  Isaac took a long time getting ready.  I’m upset, although I try not to show it.  The car pulls up to school, and I walk through the doors, not looking back once.  
In the excitement of the first day of school, I forget about Isaac, until I walk into Biology- when I know I have come face to face with reality.  The double desks built for two are filling up fast, just as they usually do, the early comers each taking up a pair of seats.  I rush to the last available pair, and plunk my books by the second chair, next to me.  The remainders of our class trickle in slowly.  As the bell rings, I see Isaac and Ms.Campbell.  She sees me and gives a small wave.  My heart races. Luckily, Isaac stops, squats on the floor, and covers his ears with his eyes clenched tightly shut.  His lips are moving fast, but I don’t hear anything coming out of his mouth.  Quickly, I move, over to the empty chair by my friend, Billy, in the corner.  By the time Isaac straightens up, Ms.Campbell is relieved just to find an empty seat, and gladly sits down next to him.
Our teacher, who’s barely out of college, comes in.  She pulls out a yellow attendance sheet.  I know I have five minutes, if that, before the inevitable happens.  I was stupid to think I could hide it.
The A’s. B’s.  I’m sitting there, sweaty, wishing our last name was Baker.  There are three Bakers in our science class alone, none of them related.  She passes through Cadbury and Cass uneventfully.  She squints at the next name. “C-czarisoli?” she stutters, looking up.  “Czarosoli, Isaac?”  Ms.Campbell looks at Isaac expectantly, who picks his nose carefully.  
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“He’s here, “ Ms.Campell says.  The teacher nods, relieved.  
“Czarosoli, Noah?”  She asks.  “Here,” I reply.  “Oh,” she brightens.  “You’re   brothers!” 
Darn. Darn that last name Czarsoli, inherited from a father that moved out and hasn’t talked to his only sons in months. I’m sitting in that plastic seat, wishing for a last name like Baker.
_  _   _
“Retard.”
There’s that word again.  This time, as I’m walking to lunch, I stop and face the offender.  
I see the back of Isaacs’s head, and hurry to catch up.  Suddenly, the same voice shouts, “Retard!” A group of three boys comes out of the gym, sneering, as Isaac, a deer caught in the headlights, turns confused.  “God, he’s even more retarded than I thought. Look at that face.” a particularly fat offender laughs.  My blood begins to boil.  The smile on Isaacs face is slowly slipping to the floor.  Suddenly, a rubber band flies out of nowhere, and pings Isaac on the side of the face, who spins around, off balance, and lands on the floor, bewildered, amidst the sound of laughter.  “Cookie Monster thief, not liar,” he mumbles over and over, the words tumbling out of his mouth like a toddler. “Freak,” snorts the fat one.
Before I know what I’m doing, I’m running. I’m running towards the tallest of the three boys. Suddenly he’s against the wall, and I’m breathing his peppermint breath. I hear myself shouting words, just bubbling out of my mouth nonsensically. My left hand curls into a fist and smashes the side of his face ruthlessly, again and again and again. The sweat on my forehead is in my eyes, stinging.  Isaac’s whimper has now curdled into a high pitched squeal as he beings to bawl, crying between breathes “Cookie monster thief, not liar!” He tries to pull me off peppermint-breath, his bony hands having no affect whatsoever.  There’s the sound of footsteps from somewhere in the distance, and then 
nails are digging into my back, lifting me off peppermint-breath, who’s cowering against the wall.
The custodian is dragging me away from peppermint-breath, and Isaac is still shouting Sesame Street quotes.
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Ten minutes later, I’m in the principal’s office.  Isaac is with Ms.Campbell and the nurse, getting a glass of water and a cherry lollipop.
_ _ _
Principal Goodman leans forward to look at me.  Hands crossed, narrow, beady eyes squinting, she’s inspecting me under her microscope.  I’m the fascinating amoeba on her slide.  At that moment, my mother rushes in the door, talking on her cellphone. 
“Yes, okay. Okay, Phil. I said I’d be there. Yup, yes, see you. Okay, bye.” 
She takes her seat, flustered. I try not to look at her.
“Mrs. Czarsoli,” Goodman begins.  “Your son has recently committed a school crime- physically harmed one of his fellow students, which I understand was caused when the student in question provoked your son.”
How nice.  How charming. “Provoked your son.” How about knowingly insulted and potentially physically harmed the boy in question’s twin brother.  Who just so happened to not be have a very good day, and who only reacted because he was sick of his last name, tired of his absent father, and angry with his twin brother, Isaac, who just so happens to have autism.   
“Look,” Goodman continues.  “I’ll let Noah off this time, because I understand he was provoked, but if there is just one more infraction of school rules, suspension and proper school procedure will be followed.”
The crease of worry on my mother’s forehead is lifted.  Goodman goes on to explain exactly how the school procedure works, but my mother has stopped listening.  As long as I’m not getting suspended or punished, it’s fine.  After the meeting, we walk with Isaac and Ms.Campbell to the car, my mother on her cellphone again.  Isaac is troubled. He can’t stop fidgeting, and his eyes avoid me, even in the car.  “Oh, I love 
pigeons more than anything else in this world…..besides oatmeal”, he repeats over and over.  This is a line from one of the first episodes of Sesame Street.  Bert says it.  Isaac has only recently gotten over Bert’s scary unibrow and yellow skin and no longer 
screams in fright when he appears, but now has taken to memorizing everything Bert says.  
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My mother has already moved on to the next thing in her life, and Isaacs’s fascination with his cherry lollipop and pigeons and oatmeal is slowly fading, and he reaches out and tries to pet the top of my head.  This is a game we play sometimes, when I’m in a better mood.  Today I shrug his hand off and think of reasons why my father left us.
_ _ _
At home, I get a text.
SkrPlyr24: R U DONE W/ THE MATH HW???
I don’t feel like answering, but I reply anyway.
NoahC: NO
SkrPlyr24: Mr.B IS SO RETARDED
That word again.  I have a sudden urge to smash the phone against the wall.  I calm myself down.  Its just a word. Just a word.  Words don’t hurt.  Fists do. I hurt. I hurt the tall boy in the hallway.  No, I hurt the tall boy who was throwing rubber bands at my brother.  
“It is I, your furry pal, Grover!” Isaac sings loudly from the next room.
_ _ _
Another day, another life.  Life without Isaac.  I know, I know, its bad to think these things.  You can’t control thoughts.  They spiral off in any direction they like, filling up space and time, but weightless.
  In science class, it’s quiet.  People are afraid to look at me, especially careful to avoid staring at my bruised eye and bloody nose. Billy doesn’t talk to me, and our teacher 
fumbles through the lesson, confused.  Its her first year, and ‘what to do when a boy beats another child because the child was throwing rubber bands and insulting his autistic 
brother, who (shh) he sometimes wishes didn’t exist’ probably wasn’t covered in her teachers handbook.  The only person that even talks to me is Ms.Campbell, who quietly asks me if I’m okay.  Haha, I think to myself.  She should see peppermint-breath.  I’m debating whether this is something Dad would be proud of, when the P.A speaker system comes on, calling me down to the main office.  
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I try to control myself.  If you can’t imagine it, think clumsy silence.  Fumbling, bumbling pieces floating around in the classroom. 
Stupid.  It was stupid of me to think I could get away this.  Too many people saw, probably teachers, too.  As I shut the door behind me, the last things I see are Isaac’s wide, troubled eyes.  For a second, I think I see a flash of concern, but then the door is closed and his face is gone.

_ _ _
I can’t afford to get suspended from school.  Mom says this kind of thing goes on a permanent record.  I can’t have a smudge like this on my permanent record.   
_ _ _
I’m walking down the hallway.  My fingers are still curled into tight fists, peppermint-breath’s blood still caked onto my knuckles. I can feel the blood dripping from my nose into my mouth.  It tastes bad, like boiled eggs.  I’ve always hated boiled eggs, even though they were Dad’s favorite thing in the world.  I spit.  Red beads pepper the speckled tile in front of me.  I’ll probably get charged with vandalism now, too. I do not like where this all is heading.

In my head I hear the lines from last nights episode of Sesame Street.  Big Bird has just found out that Mr. Hooper is dead, and he still thinks that he’s coming back to make him birdseed milkshakes and look at the picture that Big Bird made.  Susan tells him that when people die, they don’t come back, and Big Bird says with indignation 
 “Well, I don’t understand! You know everything was just fine.  Why does it have to be this way? Give me one good reason!” 
I’m almost at the principal’s office now.  I see it, and have a sudden urge to run in the other direction.  I’m going to get suspended, I know it. Maybe even expelled.  What a joke that would be, me, expelled, and Isaac, star student at Truman Middle School.
I promise myself never again.  If I’m let off this time, I will never risk myself to protect him. I shouldn't be this weak. I shouldn't have broken.  Dad never would have done this.
	It’s astonishing how well I can lie, even to myself.
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Out of nowhere, a sharp bleeping sound known only too well as a fire alarm suddenly shakes me from my stupor.  Kids and teachers come pouring out of classrooms, and I numbly follow them outside, scarcely believing my luck.
Across the field, I see Ms.Campbell.  Isaac is not with her.
_ _ _
Later we are all riding in the car. My mother, Isaac, and me.  Principal Goodman announced that a student has pulled the fire alarm, and we were all released.  Another hard criminal slips through the cracks.
I’m in my room that night, when Isaac walks in.  He’s in his flannel Elmo pajamas and carrying his keypad.  The whole scene is rather pathetic.
He opens his mouth to say something, but nothing comes out.  He finally sits down on my bed, and hands me his keypad.  
‘Where were you when the fire alarm was pulled?” I type.
He picks it up, and looks at the screen for a long, long time.  His eyes fill with tears as he points to himself.  
“What?” I ask, puzzled.  He points to himself again, and mimes pulling on a lever, and I stare in wonder.  All this time I thought I was the one looking out for him, but even Isaac, my twin brother, looks out for me once in a while.  “Don’t forget to breath! In and out!” Isaac sings from down the hallway.









HANA
By Jessica Liu

You said you liked flowers with bright, dazzling colors. 
And these days I look to the window, summer reborn, and all these flowers blooming madly.  I wondered if you would have said what you did again.
 
* * *
Living in the countryside is where everyday was a sunny day.  Rays from the hot boiling sun hitting your skin – like most boys I am tan, sweat dripping down my face as I work in our family farm. 
It was a surprise to the town that someone had moved to the empty house not too far away from the hill.  It was a little house, not a farm.  No one had any uses for it.    For my mother’s conscience and politeness, I am made to come along to say hello to the new neighbors, hearing that there’s a boy about my age.
I am smiling politely as I hear the broken English from the Japanese family, my mother shaking their hands wildly with grin too wide for comfort.  They sat down in the living room, I’m urged to go upstairs and meet their son. The wooden stair creaked as I walked.
I went and what I saw was an almost empty room: a bed, a closet, and a desk, surrounded by the plain white wall.  And you, the boy that I met at this moment and never forgot. You were sitting on your bed; every movement you made was without a sound.  Your smile was quiet and done in the gentlest way.  Skin paler than the bed sheet and your pajamas, but dark hair that glittered under the sunshine down to your shoulder, the eyes that shone even with the dullness around you.  Hana.   The name that meant flowers in Japanese, the name anyone would think did not fit you.  I was the only one that understood – this is the name for you.
 
* * *
Oliver-kun.  That’s what you inform me as.  You explained it was a normal address for a young boy in Japanese.  I nodded, just a bit bored.
“There are a lot of pretty flowers out there, Oliver-kun.  Their colors are so  wonderful.”  You looked outside the window.  That was your view of the world.   You were forbidden to be outside, because somehow something out there is harmful to your fragile body.  To most of the folks around town, who ran their mouths feeling rather unashamed, call your body “will swift with the wind if it hits him”.   Cancer is a disease that tries to take you away.  You survived, obdurately.   You wake up, open your eyes every morning, though it’s just another start of pain you must take in.
“Those flowers are nothing.”  I spoke.  “I see way more than these.”  I said in despise of your blindness.  But not criticize from anyone brings you down; I admire that, in secret.   A young teenage boy can never lose their insolence.
“You’re very lucky, Oliver-kun, to see all those things out there.”  You said with the look longing in your eyes; a littler bitter, but then you were never defeated.  “But I will get cured, you know, then I can walk outside, play soccer with the boys, and maybe even do a little farm work.  And I can see more flowers.”
Your eyes then shone with hope, as if tomorrow you could jump off your bed and run outside, free.
I fell silent.  Mom has been talking about it at dinner, how your disease was could not be cured, how you would not live pass 16, how your family is having trouble paying your medical bills, how they wanted a child that was healthy and strong, how I needed to be by your side, be your friend, until the wind takes you away.
Like those flowers I planted in spring.  Some of them are dying, and you know you can’t help it, but watch its ephemeral life to the end, heart broken.
Life is a story.   Places and characters, twists and events – it seems it’s all set in the script, immutable.
* * *
It is your 14th birthday.  I bought you some pot-grown flower seeds and things needed for it to grow.  You were excited; you wanted them to grow well.  You told me if I could just please bring some more fertilizer, some water, some this some that.  I laughed, I joked and said So now I’m less important than some flowers?
Your face becomes flushed.  You stuttered as you spoke: “No – no!  Of course not!  Oliver-kun is a lot more important than flowers!”  
I cracked up and watched you kept on trying to make out your words correctly.  I rub your head and made your smooth black hair messy.  I’m glad at that moment that you are not losing your hair like all those cancer patients I have heard from.  It is too beautiful to be lost.   You told me it’s in the medicine, chemo, as they’re called.  I don’t really know much about cancer, I didn’t want to.  Perhaps it would pain me to know what kind of things you go through each day.   You accept my cowardice, as you did with my arrogance.
“Alright, quit talking before you really embarrass yourself.”  My laugher rang through the room.
You blushed again, holding the pot in your hand; silently you press the seeds into the dirt.  Your fingers are long and bony, slender, fitted for piano playing.  I know few girls in my school that plays piano. The way they play upon those black and white keys, the music they make out of it – it is beautiful.  I wish you could learn it too.   Me being your only friend, I would be honor before all others to hear it.
I lean on the wall by the window; the sun was warm today.  You hum as you worked. 
“Ay, Hana.”
You looked over to my direction.
I didn’t know what to say, I just felt like calling out your name.
Before you’re gone.
Before you disappear.
“You like your presents?”  I grinned.
“Yes.  Thank you, Oliver-kun.”
I notice how you smile then, those smile contain of pure happiness, that image was somehow never gone from my memories, no matter how much time can wash away.
* * *
The flowers grew to our friendship alike.  I came to your room everyday, telling you about my life.  You act like a child hungry for those fairytales each night.
I found my first crush.  I told you about that too, how her red hair was so beautiful, how her eyes shock me when it meets mine, so on.  You always listen to my words with interest, nodding along the way.
“There must be lots of pretty girls out there.”  You held your knees with your arm; you always sat like that.
“Che, yeah.”  I sat next to the window; looked to your direction, pinch your face lightly.  “If you were a girl, I guess you could be called pretty.”   I have no interest in boys, but if being honest, that is the truth plainly.   You can’t really tell that Hana is a boy by looking, and by his feminine name it’s just more confusing.   His features are rather delicate, with long lashes, big round eyes full of spirit despite his illness, pale skin because he never faced the sun.  A pretty boy, end of judgment.
I see you blushed and smiled, shyly, quietly, in your own little way.  That’s just you.  A flower blooming though its stems and roots are weak, but still with pride and that brightness that was beautiful no less.
You touched the flower buds lightly.  “They’re growing, Oliver-kun.”  You smiled again.  You adored these flowers.  You forget to take your medicine on time but you don’t forget to water them.  You have a little notebook, a diary, and every page you draw or write about the flowers, things outside the windows, and me.
A little circle of your life.  Your parents, your room, your window, your flowers.
And there stands me, in the middle, in the center of your attention, always.
I was 16, you were 15.
* * *
And comes the twist, the turn in this scenery – our family moved to the city.   Away from the countryside, the flowers and grass and farms.  
You couldn’t come to say goodbye.  I understand.  We said we did write to each.  You still smiled, like always, but somehow your eyes’ shines seem to be faded.

* * *
We wrote, but less and less.  Whether it is my life moving forward and you’re becoming the smaller parts of it, or your strength is finally fading, so much so that to hold a pencil would be a struggle.
Everything moved on so fast with the wind and clouds, going forward.  It took some time to get use to, but I learn to like the neon nightlights and the rushing people of the city; it was different type of beauty.  Things were fine, my role and such, a boy that loved sports, hard worker, energetic, has some girls around him – too fine, that I have forgotten the country’s vibrant blue sky, the green grass, and a boy named Hana, waiting for me. I bought girls flowers: roses, tulip, daffodil, lilac, corsage, iris, pansy, lavender. It reminds of you and your flowers.  I would remind myself to write a letter, see how you’re doing, but it never came to be so urgent.  Time washed everything away.  You faded from the picture.  I didn’t realize, I was still your center, though I am gone.
Every time I look back, I regret.   Why had I not remember you, recall your name, why had I not know you were still waiting, a little flower, waiting for someone to come to him, to see him, to care for him?
And I know there is the part of me that forever remained to long to be by your side.  But then I was denying it for whatever reason.
* * *
I was 18 then.
I went back to take care of some business.  See the hills of flowers and blue sky, sniff the fresh air.  I looked around.  It seemed as if nothing has changed.  And then there was that little house by the hill.
Hana.
My memories rushed, my head rushed, my body rushed.  
I bang on the door so loudly your parents seem to be cursing in Japanese.  As they open the door, the surprise spread their face to see me.  I couldn’t catch my breath.  Didn’t dare to.  I look to your father’s eyes, earning to ask the question burning inside, but no sound came.  He studied my face for a little while, and merely closed his eyes and shook his head.
Gone.
16 years was your penalty of death.
* * *
A boy that’s locked in a room with dullness of white walls and illness, a boy that longed for the hills, desired for the colors of life, those eyes never faded, no matter what comes in the way.
No matter how agonizing waking up everyday would be.  No matter how lonely looking at the white walls would be.  No matter how hard it is to accept, to know, the solemn fact of your death’s date.
And for the knowledge of I was gone, why had your eyes faded away.
* * *
The part about dying is not the pain go through beforehand, it is the memories and the pain you left behind.
Your parents said you waited for my letter, for me to visit.  Your body was weaker each day, yet the plants grew well, you took care of them.  You wrote more in your diary, took notes, hoping, praying.
The day you left, they said you sneaked outside and walked a long road over the hills.  I know how excited you must have been, to be free, to see more things and colors as you desired so, though your body at that time was so fragile, moving so much could have bought you down instantly.  They said you wanted to see me, to get on the bus and go to the city.  But they found you the next day, lying in the flowers near the city road, eyes closed, holding an envelope, with flower seeds you took in there.
Your parents hand me the letter and the diary.  Their eyes showed no sign of sadness, now that they have a new child.  You were the past for them, something that was gone, and better to be forgotten.
I didn’t read your letter or the diary.  I didn’t dare to.  I’m afraid if I do, the tears would wash away the writing.
* * *
Your grave was at the place you slept and rested; forever and no longer need to face the pain.  You liked flowers, with bright, dazzling colors, and so I planted them for you.  In heaven, you could hold them in your arms.
The seeds you gave me rest in the envelope.  In the way of life, it has always been blooming, beautifully.
I pray for cleanse of sin.
* * *
“I’m Hana, my name means flower in Japanese.  Nice to meet you, Oliver-kun.”
“I like flowers, Oliver-kun.”
“Don’t you think those colors are beautifully?”
“Thank you for being with me.”
“One day I will run through the hills of flowers with you, and rest there.”
* * *
Your name is Hana, a boy named after the flowers, that desired freedom, that longed for the hills of flowers and colors, the boy that left a seed in Oliver’s life, grew silently, till the day you disappear, is only when he then felt the pain, through and through.
* * * 
Your name is Oliver, a boy like any others, forgetful, a bit selfish but has one’s conscience.  Someone that liked to have a person to talk to, that would look up to you, to accompany with no one else was there.  That was Hana.  You didn’t realize his place until he is gone, and your remorse remains forever.
* * *
I see the flowers in the field, on the hills, through the window, and you’re missing sitting next to me.
For a sec in the flowers appeared a slender boy in white pajamas and black hair and eyes that shone.  My heart quickens a beat.  Was it you?  Could it possibly be?
I ran outside the door, I ran to you.  You were still smiling, in your quiet, gentle way.  You looked happy.  I am with tears.  I mouthed your name.
Ha.  Na.
You raised your arm, your hand swift against my face gently.  The wind bellowed, the flowers’ buds are flying, your fingers brushed away my tears.
“Oliver- kun.”  You say my name like you always did, your voice so nostalgic, the somewhat low, comforting voice. 
You smiled.  You put down your arm.
“The flowers are very beautiful, Oliver-kun.”
The wind started again, carried you away along with the flower buds, and your voice remained ringing.
I shut my eyes, I hug the flowers.  Hana.  Flower.
In the end, you were still there by my side, I just didn’t know it.
* * *
Then, there was a flower shop in the little countryside named Hana’s Garden.  The owner was benevolent and spends his lifetime earning money and donates to the cancer association.  He passed away at the age 87, holding a diary and a letter in hand, lying in the flowers next to a grave.
* * * 
Many years later, Oliver Smith and Hana Hoshino’s graves were still in the hill of bright, dazzling flowers.















The Garden Gnome
In the beginning, Charlie Habel had a seed. He had dreamed of this seed since before birth; in the womb. At two years of age, Charlie Habel had one aster seed, one watering can filled with water, one spade, one section of the backyard designated as his, and a gut full of determination, rice, and beans.
Charlie dug a hole with the spade in his section of the backyard. In went the aster seed. And a couple more, just to be sure that there would be germination. Charlie covered the seeds, watered them, and then, he sat.
For three weeks, through rain, sun, darkness, and cold, Charlie sat rigid in the same spot in his backyard, eyes fixed to the spot in which the aster seed had been planted. Occasionally his mother brought him food and water, but Charlie could have gone without. For three weeks, Charlie Habel sat, watched, and waited. 
By the end of the third week, the aster was a green shoot, almost three inches tall. Charlie could see the almost microscopic buds. He didn’t need to wait for the aster to fully bloom. The green shoot was all the reassurance he needed. Charlie Habel, two years of age, then proceeded to plant cone flowers, false indigo, asters of every kind, bee balm, butterfly weeds, cardinal flowers, fairy slippers, spiderwort, columbines, an assortment of fruits and vegetables including blueberry and raspberry bushes, and, of course, grass. And within a year, by the time Charlie Habel was three years, four months, and six days of age, The Garden had been established. Charlie stood just beyond the gate inspecting his handiwork, and gave one short, simple nod.
Charlie Habel saw The Garden, and The Garden was good.
                                              *                              *                                *
By the time Charlie Habel was five years old and ready to start at the local elementary school, he lived and breathed The Garden, and nobody was allowed to tend to it except him. It was solely Charlie’s Garden. His father referred to it as An Unhealthy Obsession. His mother said to Let Him Have His Fun.
Fun? Charlie thought. Then, Yes, Fun. I enjoy watching living things grow and flourish, so I suppose I am having fun. 
“Charlie? Would you like a carrot?” his mother asked. She was always picking carrots out of his Garden before they were fully grown—a feat so truly appalling that Charlie could not stand to even think of it—and, worse yet, eating them without washing them. That, to Charlie, was a way to guarantee premature death. Now she held out one to Charlie.
Charlie stared up at her from where he colored pictures of a smaller, less impressive garden on the floor and considered saying, No Mother, I would not like a carrot. I would not like a carrot because it is practically still an embryo and it is very dirty. You may be alright after eating one or two or three very dirty carrots, but I am smaller and weaker than you and my immune system is not fully developed. If I eat just half of one very dirty carrot, I may have a fatal hernia and sprawl dead on the floor, and then I will go up to Heaven to meet my Maker. You will then think it is okay to care for my Garden, and I will be forced to come down from Heaven and do something bad to you, not by choice of course, but rather by default, because nobody, but nobody, is allowed to see to my Garden except me.
“Is it washed?” he said instead.
She snorted. “Do I look like a well? Or even a sink? A little nature never hurt anyone.”
I bet the people who have been attacked by bears, or sharks, or wolverines, or become homeless because of hurricanes, tornadoes, and other such natural disasters would disagree with you, Charlie said in his mind. He spoke in his mind a lot. It helped him cope with other people, mostly his guardians. 
“I do not want a carrot, Mother. Thank you,” he said politely.
Mrs. Habel shrugged and bit into another one.
She then had a fatal hernia and sprawled dead on the floor.
Charlie stared down at her corpse and said, How so very anticlimactic. I guess she had one too many very dirty carrots.
Charlie Habel got up from the floor, kissed his mother tenderly on the cheek, told her he loved her, covered her face with a dish towel, and then called for Mr. Habel—“Father, Mother is dead”—from the garage.
Charlie did not attend the funeral. He stayed home by himself. In fact, he was told to stay as far away from the funeral as possible, because if not for him and his stupid garden obsession, then his mother would not be dead, because she would not have picked all those carrots and eaten them without washing them.
Charlie Habel did not bother pointing out that Mrs. Habel ate dirty carrots from the market, and not from his Garden, all the time.
Charlie Habel did not consider himself abused. He knew he was very fortunate to have a father, and previously a mother, that loved him and took care of him. 
And besides, the only thing that mattered to him, The Garden, did not abuse him.
                                             *                        *                        *
On his first day of Kindergarten, Charlie Habel woke up by himself, washed himself, and dressed himself. His father was long gone, gone to work in his law firm fifteen miles away. He then gathered his things, ate breakfast, bid his beloved Garden farewell, and walked half a mile to the bus stop by himself. But he wasn’t alone. In his pocket, he had a packet of daisy seeds, ready to be planted upon his arrival home from school.
I do not understand the point of school, Charlie said to himself when he boarded the smelly yellow school bus. If I desire only to be with my Garden, and already know how to read and write and solve quadratic equations, then why on Earth do I have to go to an institute for not necessarily higher learning and sit there? It seems to me like some sort of cruel and unusual punishment, by keeping me away from my Garden.
But my father would never torture me, Charlie continued to himself as he stared out the window. So I suppose I’ll go and see what all the fuss is about, and who knows? Perhaps I’ll like it, because, after all, Kindergarten means ‘garden of the children.’
Charlie Habel spoke like an Englishman from the 19th century. But in truth, he lived in Rhode Island in the 21st century. So alas, he did not fit in very well.
Charlie was in Ms. Ramsey’s class, room 1B. He did not know any of the other children, as he had been homeschooled for preschool and pre-Kindergarten. He sat quietly where he saw his nametag and waited for class to begin.
There were the usual introductions and explanations, and just when Charlie thought he was going to die of boredom, Ms. Ramsey assigned something of interest.
“I’m sure all of you know about superheroes,” she said. “So right now, I want you all to pick a superhero and when I call on you, tell me which superhero you want to be and why.”
All of the boys picked Superman, Spiderman, or The Hulk. All of the girls picked Superwoman or ElastiGirl, and the occasional ditz picked Lois Lane.
Charlie very nearly clapped his hands together with glee. For how many times had he pictured this in his head? Charlie Habel was—
The Garden Gnome! Appointed Guardian and Defender of The Garden, The Garden Gnome’s sole purpose was to defend and protect The Garden from all sources of evil, potential or direct. 
When Charlie announced this, there was a minute or two of absolute and complete silence in room 1B. All of the children were staring at Charlie as if he had three heads. Charlie Habel wondered briefly if, maybe, he had said the wrong thing.
Of course not, he reasoned with himself. They all said what they wanted to say, so I said what I wanted to say, and if they discriminate against me because of that, well, that’s just silly.
“A garden gnome?” one girl said. Charlie translated in his mind. Translation: What planet did this guy drop off of?
“No, not a garden gnome,” Charlie corrected. “The Garden Gnome. It’s capitalized, as is The Garden.”
“That’s . . . that’s interesting,” Ms. Ramsey said weakly over a slew of disparagements. Translation: There’s something very, very wrong with that child called Charlie Habel.
Is there? Charlie mused. Then, No. I’m fine. 	
As long as my Garden is there, I’ll be completely and totally fine.
When Charlie got home, he planted the daisy seeds, watered them, and smiled.
For the rest of Charlie’s elementary school years, Charlie was avoided at all costs, similar to the way one would treat a quarantined individual. It did not bother him one bit. Every day he rushed back home and cared for his Garden. He did his homework and made dinner for his father, and then he went back outside to tell The Garden about his day.
The carrots hummed with sympathy, and the bushes trembled their condolences. But Charlie shook his head.
“Do not pity me, friends,” he said. “For I live for you, and only you, and if you do not shun me, I will always be happy.” His Garden seemed to cheer.
It was something to be admired about Charlie, really: he found happiness in everything.
That particular night, the forecast was for clear skies. Eleven-year-old Charlie brought a blanket and a pillow out and lulled himself and his Garden to sleep by saying, “I am the Garden Gnome, appointed Guardian and Defender of The Garden. Those who bring harm upon my beloved Garden bring harm upon themselves. Sleep in peace, my Garden.”
At daybreak, Charlie opened his eyes slowly—
And screamed. It was the loudest and most impressive noise he had made since birth, shooting through a good five octaves and cracking at the end.
 There, right next to his head, was a garden gnome. Wearing a green suit with a black belt and a black hat, the thing grinned devilishly at him.
Charlie jumped up and sprinted across the yard. He was not in the practice of seeking out his father, but today that would change.
“Father! Fath—” Charlie stopped, upon seeing his father standing in the back doorway.
“Good morning, Charlie,” the man said, smiling tiredly. Had he always looked so old and tired? Charlie wondered. “Good morning, Father.”
“I assume you’ve seen Tappaja?” Mr. Habel said.
“Sir?”
Mr. Habel cleared his throat and shifted his weight to his left foot. “I got you a present. For your garden. His name is Tappaja, and he can watch over your Garden when you’re not here. The man at the antique shop said he watched over an entire nursery in Finland.”
Mr. Habel smiled hopefully, and Charlie’s heart swelled. Although he was his own garden gnome, the gnome was a peace offering from his father, and he would gladly take it.
“Thank you, Father,” Charlie said, and smiled. His father smiled back, and then turned and shuffled back into the house.
Charlie deliberated a moment, and then walked back across the lawn to his Garden.
Tappaja looked innocent enough. His smile gave Charlie the creeps, but Charlie told himself not to be judgmental. He gathered his blanket and pillow and went inside to get ready for school.
As Charlie ate his usual breakfast of a poached egg on rye bread, Tappaja turned and watched him.
His smile grew just a little more devilish.
                                            *                          *                           *
Charlie walked down the hill toward his house, glacier lily seeds rustling in his pocket. It had been a good day at school, but all he really wanted to do was see his Garden.
Charlie dropped his knapsack in his room and then headed out back. He called out a cheery hello to his Garden, and then stopped short.  
Oh. He had forgotten all about Tappaja. The thing really was quite creepy. It gave Charlie an unsettled feeling, though he wasn’t quite sure why.
Charlie smiled tentatively at Tappaja, and then moved to a clear section of the soil to plant his glacier lilies. He had just dug the third hole when he happened to glance up.
Charlie dropped his spade. There, in his line of sight, were two dead spiderwort flowers. Their purple petals were half sunk into the ground.
Since he had established The Garden, nothing had ever died in it. Things had shriveled up to bloom again the next season; certainly, but nothing had ever died. Especially not spiderworts. They were some of his strongest plants. 
Until now.
Charlie’s gaze remained on the two dead spiderworts, and then ever so slowly shifted to Tappaja, who, startlingly, was facing toward him. His evil smile seemed a little wider, if that was possible.
Charlie finished planting his glacier lilies, watered them, and plucked the dead spiderworts out of the ground. Carefully he gathered every petal, fully intending to glue them back on and press the flowers.
Charlie felt as though any second, Tappaja might grab his arm and throw him to the ground. He tucked the flowers gently into his sweater pocket and all but ran away from The Garden.
 Away from Tappaja.
The next day was Saturday. Charlie went out to his Garden first thing after breakfast, entered the gate, and cried out.
Four hollyhock flowers were dead.
“No,” Charlie whispered. He quickly surveyed the rest of his Garden, finding everything else orderly and intact. Scooping up the dead hollyhocks, Charlie muttered a good morning to the ever-creepy Tappaja.
Why are my plants dying? Charlie wondered as he sat in the soil next to the remainder of his hollyhocks. What am I doing wrong?
“You watch my Garden while I’m away,” Charlie said aloud, addressing Tappaja. “Do you know what’s killing my plants?”
Tappaja said nothing (not that Charlie really expected him to say anything); only smiled in the same ominous way.
Charlie spent four hours talking to and caring for The Garden, and then went inside. 
Later that day, it rained. When Charlie went back out later, six of his fourteen tomato plants were dead, drowned in a puddle of water. 
Funnily, it looked as though they had been intentionally bent off their stakes.
Two days, eight dead violets, and ten dead cardinal flowers later, Charlie was sure.
The Garden was being sabotaged.
And Charlie knew who was doing it, too. All the pieces fit. Up in his room that stormy Monday, Charlie made a list.
1. Father brings home Tappaja
2. Tappaja has a sinister, evil smile
3. I find dead plants, in multiples of 2. (2, 4, 6, 8, 10 . . .)
4. The plants die while I am away
5. Tappaja is always there when I am away
Charlie put down his pen, satisfied. Thunder crashed outside. Leaning back in his chair, Charlie thought about Tappaja. About how he was always smiling. About how he was always looking at Charlie. About how each time Charlie saw him, his smile seemed just a little wider.
He had come from Finland, his father had said. Finland . . . .
Charlie bolted upright, struck with an inspiration.
Going to his bookshelf, Charlie retrieved his Finnish dictionary. Tappaja, Tappaja . . . 
Tappaja.
Killer.
Charlie dropped the dictionary and sprinted outside into the slanting rain. Tappaja would strike again, using the rain as his cover. But Charlie Habel was—
The Garden Gnome! Appointed Guardian and Defender of The Garden, the Garden Gnome’s sole purpose was to protect and defend the Garden from all sources of evil. ALL of them. Those who brought harm upon his beloved Garden brought harm upon themselves.
Charlie Habel was the real Garden Gnome.
Tappaja was going to pay.
Grabbing a rake, Charlie pushed through the gate. What he saw stupefied and terrified him. Tappaja’s short, dwarfed gnome figure was bent over the patch of dwarf irises, Charlie’s absolute favorite flower. 
“Tappaja!” The rain roared, impossibly loud in Charlie’s ears, but Tappaja turned. 
“Stop right there! You have killed for the last time!” Charlie spoke in ardent Finnish.
Tappaja glared. “Tyhmfile_0.png
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 poika!” Stupid boy. He continued ripping the petals. Nine were dead already. Three more, and his goal would be reached.
“Ei!” Charlie screamed. “Kieltäydyn!”  Crossing the yard, he brought the rake down vigorously on Tappaja’s head. Once, twice—”
Tappaja shattered. Charlie slowly lowered the rake, breathing heavily as rain dripped down his face and poured down his back.
“It’s over,” Charlie said aloud. “Be at peace, my Garden.”
Charlie buried Tappaja on the other side of the yard. He pressed the nine dead dwarf irises and put the rake back in the shed.
The rain had stopped by the time Charlie went back inside. He found his father standing at the kitchen window. Once look at his face told Charlie that he had seen everything.
“I’m sorry,” Mr. Habel said. His voice sounded utterly feeble. “I didn’t know.”
“I know, Father. It’s alright,” Charlie replied quietly.
“I just wanted . . . to do something for you . . .” he croaked, gesturing helplessly with his right hand.
“You did, Father.” Charlie grinned unexpectedly. “You gave me some excitement. And better excitement I’ve never had. Thank you, Father.”
“I love you, Charlie,” his father said, smiling.
“As I love you, Father.”
                      *                           *                            *
Two months later, by the time Charlie Habel was 12 years and 23 days of age, The Garden’s missing entities had been restored. Charlie stood just beyond the gate, inspecting his most recent handiwork.
Charlie Habel saw The Garden, and The Garden was good.






   
SWITCHED    

 I screamed.


    I cried.
    I thrashed around violently.
    My lungs were begging for air, for relief of the pain.
    Strong hands gripped my wrists. My shoulders. My waist.
    Most of the nervous people walking down the hallway averted their disgusted looks. One girl had the courage to look into my pleading eyes. She looked familiar, but I couldn't tell, since the tears blurred my vision. I fell silent for a moment, willing her to help me.
    The girl didn't move. They continued carrying me down the corridor.
    They calmly walked, moving me into a room with a steel door, locks upon locks on the outside.
    The three men opened the door and deposited me on a crinkly, uncomfortable bed. They sprinted out, and shut the door. I could hear the clicks of the locks imprisoning me in the room.
    I let out one final scream and I rested my head back on the bed. I gasped for air, and tears streamed from my eyes.  
    I knew I'd lost the battle. There was no point left in struggling anymore.
    I looked around the room, taking in my surroundings. I was in a square, white room. It was too bright because all the white was reflecting the shining lights. Completely blinding.
    There was a young woman sitting in a chair in the corner opposite my bed. She was dressed in bright white scrubs; her hair bleached white, even though she couldn't be a day over thirty. Her skin was extremely pale.
    The only color in the room came from some sort of sphere-like machine that spun, colors pulsing slowly. It reminded me of a giant rainbow lollipop, with a short fat handle.
    I gasped, realizing at once what it was.
    It was where I was going to die.
    The woman gave me a smile, noticing that I had realized at once the machine. "Blank Fifty-two-thirty? Female, seventeen years of age?" asked the woman in a monotone that sent shivers down my spine. She seemed to refuse to make eye contact with me.
    I nodded, not looking at her, nor anything in particular, not bothering to respond with the generic reply we were supposed to use when asked our full names by an elder. I glanced up at her, and she seemed to be waiting for it, her expression demanding respect. 
    I glared at her, willing my face to tell her that I will not succumb to our society's idea of respect.
    I chuckled and rolled my eyes and her head darted up from the clipboard that she had begun to scribble on.
    "Don't you have to go through procedure and tell me everything that's going to happen, including who's going to kill me?" I asked sarcastically.
    She looked taken aback. "Where,” her mouth hung open, "did you hear that?"
    I knew it was true, and giggled. "Runaways have their own scary stories to tell at night. So, you have to tell me. Go ahead. I'm not scared."
    "First, I have to tell you the name of the memories and conscious that will be taking over your own. His name was—is Dandy Eighty-nine-ten. Male, twenty years of age," she took a breath to continue speaking, and I immediately cut in.
    "Male? You can't put a boy in me! I refuse! I'd rather you'd kill me."
    "I'm sorry, it's not your choice to make," she sighed, reverting back to the original monotone voice. "It's what he had chosen in the event of an accident."
    "Are you saying that he chose me to be his body?" I scowled, hugging my knees.
    "Of course not. That's completely random. First available body. Male or female, any race," she waited for me to say something, and when I kept silent, she continued. "He was in an accident. Quite terrible, actually. We couldn't revive him, but we managed to keep him alive just long enough to extract what's needed for the switch."
    "Why do I need to know this?" I asked.
    "Because you'll be put in a dream-like state for the rest of your body's life while he lives out a normal life. At the beginning of the dreams, what usually happens is that you'll be living out Dandy's accident," she saw the terrified look plastered to my face, and tried to assure me with an evil grin. "Don't worry. It'll be painless."
    I didn't say anything, but continued hugging my legs and rocking back and forth, trying to will the tear that was forming in my eye away.
    "If you don't have anything else to say, we need to start the process."
    I sighed, giving up all hope. I was moments away from dying.
    "I'm going to inject this into your arm. It's specially made to put your body to sleep just long enough for the procedure to take place, and at the same time, it will sedate your mind for the rest of your natural life." I began shaking, and she stuck the thing in my arm.
    "We have about a minute before the sedation begins to work, so, until then, can you please grab hold of my arm and walk with me over to the machine?" I felt the coldness of whatever she had injected into me running up my arm, and, even though I wanted to say no, I did as I was told.
    We walked across the room, and I stumbled over my feet, feeling light headed. "Please sit in here," she told me, and gestured to the multi-colored machine that now had a human-sized opening in front of me. I clumsily got in.
    I poked my head out shakily to speak, "Please don't hurt them," I told her, and everything went black.
					        ~***~
    I didn’t know how long I had been asleep. But one thing that I did know was that I wasn’t supposed to wake up. Ever.
    I opened my eyes, and I was still in the machine. It was pulsing so many colors; ones I didn't even know existed. It was hypnotic, and my trance was interrupted by a countdown voice. I nearly moved, but then realized there was a hazy window where the woman could faintly see me through the colors.
    "Starting in ten seconds. All operators and observers please stand back at least four meters," an electronic voice rung through quietly, obviously meant to be heard from outside.
    I saw her fuzzy form step back behind a desk that I hadn't noticed before.
    Suddenly, it seemed, some sort of foam padding had created a thin layer between the hard plastic or glass or something, and me.
    A pulsing, colored gas filled the chamber, exactly the same color as what the machine used to be. I held my breath. It twisted around, flopping me in all different directions, and though it was nearly impossible, I tried to stay as limp and still as possible. I let my breath go after I began to get dangerously light-headed, and immediately got a scorching headache.
    After what felt like several painful years, it stopped, leaving my head feeling cloudy and compressed.
    Almost instantly, a giant wave hit me, filled with memories, thoughts, faces, and stories. They all belonged to that boy, Dandy. My eyes darted around in a panic. The lady was looking in the window again and the door to the machine slowly rose after the padding went away, and I shut my eyes.
    "Dandy?" she called hesitantly. I pretended to be asleep for just another moment, to get my thoughts together, and to decide what to do.
    After a moment, I got up shakily, and scooted myself out of that terrifying thing.
    "Dandy?" she asked again in a sweet voice that I hadn't guessed she could be capable of.
    I nearly fell flat on my face as I tripped and heard something in my head. A boy's voice. 'That's my name,' it whispered. 
    After pulling myself up, I replied, "Yes?" I said in the closest tone of voice to Dandy's that I could muster. I knew that the body kept the same voice pitch, but whatever they put into bodies changes the tone to cocky or shy or whatever tone you had.
    She sighed, grinning, "Good. Everything had gone according to plan," she led me, or rather, Dandy, to a comfy chair. "Do you remember what happened to you?"
    I began to run through his memories, but his voice interrupted me in my head, and I repeated the words after him. "I... it’s too embarrassing. I can't say. An accident at school."
    "You were on file to switch into a body, if your original failed. We switched you into a seventeen-year-old female. Her name was Blank. She was a runaway, and lived in the wild for five years before authorities were able to catch her. Runaways are said to be some of the hardest to switch into, but we've found that most everyone has had a smooth transfer thus far."
    I nodded.
    "You'll be living in the facilities for the next three months as you get used to your body and heal mentally from your accident," she told me.
    "What about my family and friends?" I questioned, knowing from looking briefly through his memories that he had many of those.
    "Sadly, you won't be able to see any of them while you're here," she sighed, as if she knew what he'd be going through.
    "Erm," I spoke without thinking. "Did you happen to be switched into a new body as well? If you don't mind me asking.” I shrugged and my mind raced, wondering why I had asked in the first place.
    The woman nodded, "A runaway shot me. With one of those terrible weapons from the year that they used to call 2000. The same one whose body I'm in."
    "I'm sorry," I mumbled, even though I wasn't. Not in the slightest.
    She quickly brushed her tear away and continued to speak. "I will show you to your room, which you will share with a newly switched girl until the end of your visit here," she stood up. "Your roommate will be waiting for your arrival." She tapped on a keypad, filled with numbers and a few odd symbols I didn't recognize. A buzzer went off a moment later, and after several familiar clangs at the door, it swung open.
    We walked down the hall, and into an apartment-like room.
    There was a girl sitting on one of two large beds in a bedroom portion of the apartment.
    I recognized her instantly.
    She was the girl I had spent my entire runaway life with, my best friend. Ruela. She had disappeared just a day before I was captured.
    "I'm Dottie," she extended a hand, and Dandy gasped.
    'That's my girlfriend, act natural,' he warned me.
    "Dot?" I asked.
    She looked at me confusedly for a moment, and then smiled.
    "Dandy? Is that you? Did they put you in a girl's body?" she groaned after pecking me on the cheek. "Why'd they do that?"
    "I don't know. I was wondering that myself," I said just a word behind Dandy's thoughts.
    The woman laughed left the room after peeking her head around the doorway, "Dinner is at seven. Someone will come by to escort the two of you."
    She closed the door behind her.
    Dottie went rigid after a moment of looking me up and down. "Blank?"
    "Ruela?" I gasped quietly after choosing to ignore the fact that she could be faking it.
    She hugged me, and I began crying, "It didn't work on you either?
    "How did they capture you?" I asked.
    "I was collecting berries in the forest, like I told you I was, and... something knocked me out, and then I was in the white room," Ruela shuddered. "How did you?"
    "I was in sort of a panic that you hadn't come back to camp. I was looking for you. Somehow, I accidently stumbled into a police base on the outskirts of this city. Did you know that I was the most wanted runaway for the past three years?" I grinned proudly after silently recalling the terrifying moment that had only been hours ago.
    "Idiot. You should have forgotten about me, and protected yourself."
    I shook my head, and she rolled her eyes.
    "Anyhow,” she paused somewhat awkwardly. “Do you have Dandy in your head? Like, talking to you?"
    I nodded and looked to her, "What about you?
    "Yeah, Dottie's so annoying. She never shuts up. It's not chilly in the slightest," she groaned, I giggled. Somehow, it felt like we were back in the forest, laughing at the fire.
    "Dandy doesn't say much, " I willed him to talk.
    'I've been in your head for ten minutes. I don't think that gives me time to say much while you're catching up with an old friend,' said Dandy's voice, and I jumped just a little less than I had the first time.
    "He's talking, isn't he?" laughed Ruela. "You'll get used to that."
    "It's just weird, having someone other than myself in my head."
    "I know how you feel.”
    "Can I lie down for a minute?" I asked her after a moment of silence. It wasn’t not awkward because we were never really been talkative people, so we filled our presences with silence so often. "I'm just really tired. "
    She nodded, and I lay down on the other bed.
    'Dandy?' I thought, trying for the first time to actually speak with him.
    'Yes?'
    'I'm sorry. Do you hate me for not completely going away?'  I didn't know why I was apologizing, and he didn't seem to know either, but it seemed legitimate.
    'No.'
    I groaned inwardly at him. What was with those monosyllabic answers? 'Are you sure? I'd understand if you did.'
    'Are you trying to make me hate you? I'm trying to figure out how to get out of your head.'
    'So I'm just someone you're stuck with? What a great way to try and make friends with the only person that can talk to you.'
    'Right, so, of course I should make friends with someone if they think I'm an annoying voice in their head.'
    'I never said that! We have yet to establish if either of the two of us are annoying yet.'
    It seemed like he was about to talk, and I felt a hint of humor, but then it disappeared after just a moment.
    'Can we be friends?' asked Dandy, and it felt sincere.
    'If you help us get out of this,' I sighed. 'Now let me sleep.' I rolled over to emphasize the point, though it didn't really help, since he was technically the same person as me now. I then fell quickly asleep after a moment of running through the day's horrible happenings in my head.
					       ~***~
    I woke up groggily, and for a few moments, I had forgotten my surroundings and circumstance.
    I jumped up, scared, but when I saw Ruela, I realized that there was nothing to fear. She was sitting on the bed next to me, watching me, almost studiously.
    "What are you doing?" I questioned, rubbing my eyes and stretching.
    "You looked so peaceful," she looked away, laughing.
    "Really?" I tsked at her. This was no time to be laughing. We had to find a way to get Dandy and Dottie out of our heads.
    'What?!’ Dandy's voice was harsh. 'You're going to just get rid of us? I thought we had a deal!'
    'A deal that you would help us get out of this mess,' I told him, and Ruela looked at me confusedly. "I'm talking to Dandy. He's being quite talkative recently," I explained.
    "Really? Hope he doesn't stay that way," then she went silent, probably to have another argument with Dottie.
    'What's going to happen to me? I won't be able to survive outside of your body!' he continued as soon as Ruela was quiet.
    'We'll figure something out. I'm not that horrible of a person. I wouldn't kill you.'
    'How do I know? You could be one of those horrible killing monsters that people tell stories about.'
    'Trust me. Go through my memories I'm anything but that. I won't hurt you.'
    We were both silent as he shuffled through my memories. We both knew it wasn’t needed.
    "Ruela, I'm going to clean up for dinner. Where's the washroom?"
    She pointed me down the hall, and I saw hundreds of buttons and knobs, so I tried for what seemed the simplest. I ended up being dripped on with mildly lukewarm water at a drizzle that I couldn't figure out how to turn off for a good fifteen minutes.
    I sighed and rinsed myself off in that water, and found a set of grey pants and a shirt, waiting for me on the floor. They were exactly like what Ruela had been wearing.
    I quickly dried off and slipped into the clothes. I noted that they were a perfect fit. I wondered how they got the size exactly right, but didn't dwell on the thought.
    I toweled off my damp hair and walked back out to where Ruela waited, her eyes full of fear. I had never seen Ruela look that way. Ever. She always seemed so confident and sure of herself.
    "Ruela?" I asked, looking at her shaking figure.
    "Ruela? Who's Ruela? I'm Dottie!" her eyes darted around the room, behind me, as if there were people there.
    I spun around, and there was the woman who had switched me, along with the four men who had carried me in.
    "Blank, darling, you've been a terribly bad girl," the woman smiled and revealed her too-white teeth.
    "Blank? Wasn't that the girl who's body I have now?" I asked stupidly, hoping she'd pass it as a little mistake.
    "Stop playing dumb. We have that whole conversation on record. Don't you know that security pings us when our new switchees are being bad?"
    I sighed and collapsed on my bed. "What are you going to do now? Kill me and Dandy?"
    The woman laughed, "Kill Dandy? That's a horrible thought, child, wherever did you come up with that?" she rolled her eyes. "No. We're going to re-do the switch. And make sure that it's done right this time. On both of you."
    The men moved forward and two grabbed me, and the two others grabbed Ruela. "I'm sorry, Ruela," I sighed and let them take us away.
    'I'm sorry,' echoed Dandy’s voice in my head.
    'Not your fault.'
    'I'd help you, but it doesn't look like there will be much of anything I will be able to do.'
    I didn't say anything back.
    This time, I didn't bother to struggle.
    They brought me into a different room than earlier. It was shiny and metallic. It was filled with surgical tools, tables, chairs, and in the corner, a switching machine. They never did tell me what it was called.
    They roughly threw me into a chair that was connected to the floor and made of some sort of cold metal. They locked my wrists to the arms of the chair, and the same with my legs, so I couldn't move. I shivered, and looked next to me, and they were doing the same to Ruela, just a meter or two away.
    In between us was a tray filled with assorted knives that I hoped they wouldn't use on us.
    The woman walked in casually, whistling to herself. "What are you so happy about?" I snapped.
    'Control yourself. They might hurt you,' Dandy warned.
    "Oh, just having a fun day today at work," she giggled girlishly and I glared at her.
    'Please hurt her when I'm gone,' I begged Dandy.
    'You bet,' it sounded like he nearly laughed.
    "You have to tell us what you're going to do to us, don't you?" I asked.
    "Maybe we're not going by standard procedure today."
    "Dandy will get on your ass about it. He'll call the authorities. You'll lose your job, and they'll probably do something to you," I smirked.
    'What? Who said I was going to do that?' he asked in a panic.
    'I'm bluffing, you idiot.'
    "You wouldn't dare," the woman hissed, standing in front of me with her hands on her hips.
    'I wish I could talk to her,' Dandy sighed, and continued, 'I've been looking through your memories. You would dare. You'd probably do just about anything to get out of here.'
    'Shut up,' I told him, 'this is serious. We don't know what's going to happen.'
    All of a sudden, I felt a sharp jab in my arm.
    "Ow! What wassat?" I exclaimed before immediately feeling light-headed. "Wha- arr?" I managed to get out before I lost my concentration.
    "We're operating," the woman had begun to pull on a pair of rubber gloves as two men in light blue scrubs marched in with masks on.
    My head started to bob against the hard metal on the back of the chair as the shapes in the room began to blend together.
                             			        ~***~
    It was like one of those dreams where everything is black, but you can hear people talking, people who sound so familiar, you can taste it, but you can't place it.
    "We'll be doing it first on the smart mouthed, red-haired girl," I wondered if I liked this person or not, because it reminded me of a bad memory.
    I decided it was best not to think too much and just listen. It was so much easier, and didn't hurt my head.
    "You'll want to disable her connection to motors and thoughts, but not his. Surely they taught you this at your fancy medical school, no?" the same voice was getting whiny and impatient. "Make sure she's completely asleep. We don't want her to—" The voice was cut off, and then there was nothingness.







