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Daryl Gregory (darylgregory.com) livesin Sate College, Pennsylvania, with hiswife, a
psychologist and university professor, and their two children. Heis a full-time writer, although
half of what he writes is web code for a software company. His stories have appeared in ASmov's
Science Fiction Magazine, The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, Amazing Stories, and
elsewhere. He'sworking on hisfirst novel, a science-fantasy about demonic possession and golden
age comics.

"Second Person, Present Tense" appeared in ASmov's, and is certainly one of the stories that
made that magazine a leader in the field in 2005. Gregory postulates a drug that can destroy the
construction of self. A teenage girl overdosed, and the new replacement self has been, in effect,
raised for a couple of years by her neurologist. Now she has to go back to the family that raised
the original personality that she can remember, but whom she is not. Good science and good
writing make this story a candidate for the single best S- story of the year.

If you think, " | breathe,” the" " isextra. Thereisnoyoutosay"1." What wecall " 1"
a swinging door which moves when we inhale or when we exhale.

isjust

—Shun Ryu Suzuki

| used to think the brain was the most important organ in the body, until | realized who was
telling me that.

—Emo Phillips

When | enter the office, Dr. Sisleaning againgt the desk, talking earnestly to the dead girl's parents. He
isn't happy, but when helooks up he putson asmilefor me. "And here sheis,”" he says, like agame show
host reveding the grand prize. The peoplein the chairsturn, and Dr. Subramaniam gives me aprivate,
encouraging wink.

Thefather standsfirst, ablotchy, square-faced man with atight belly he carries like abasketbal. Asin
our previousvidts, heisamost frowning, straggling to match hisface to his emotions. The mother,
though, has already been crying, and her face iswide open: joy, fear, hope, relief. It'sway over the top.

"Oh, Therese," she says. "Are you ready to come home?' Thelr daughter was named Therese. She died
of an overdose dmost two years ago, and since then Mitch and Alice Klass have visited this hospital
dozens of times, looking fo her. They desperately want meto be their daughter, and soin their heads |

dready am.

My hand is still on the door handle. "Do | have a choice?' On paper I'm only seventeen yearsold. | have
no money, no credit cards, no job, no car. | own only ahandful of clothes. And Robierto, the burliest
orderly ontheward, isin the hallway behind me, blocking my escape.

Theresg's mother seemsto stop breathing for amoment. She's a dim, narrow-boned woman who seems
tall until she stands next to anyone. Mitch raises ahand to her shoulder, then dropsit.

Asusud, whenever Alice and Mitch cometo vist, | fed like I've walked into the middle of a soap opera



and no onegsgiven memy lines. | look directly at Dr. S, and hisfaceisfrozen into that professond smile.
Severa times over the past year he's convinced them to let me stay longer, but they're not listening
anymore. They'remy legd guardians, and they have Other Plans. Dr. Slooks away from me, rubsthe
gdeof hisnose.

"That'swhet | thought,” | say.

The father scowls. The mother burstsinto fresh tears, and she cries al the way out of the building. Dr.
Subramaniam watches from the entrance as we drive away, hishandsin his pockets. I've never been so
angry withhimin my life—al two years of it.

The name of the drug is Zen, or Zombie, or just Z. Thanksto Dr. S| have a pretty good idea of how it
killed Therese.

"Hick your eyesto theleft," he told me one afternoon. "Now glance to the right. Did you see the room
blur asyour eyesmoved?' Hewaited until | did it again. "No blur. No one seesit.”

Thisisthekind of thing that gets brain doctors hot and bothered. Not only could no one see the blur,
their brains edited it out completely. Skipped over it—Ieft view, then right view, with nothing
between—then fiddled with the person’'stime sense so that it didn't even seem missng.

The scientists figured out that the brain was editing out shit dl thetime. They wired up patients and told
them to lift one of their fingers, move it any time they wanted. Each time, the brain started the Sgnd
traveling toward the finger up to 120 milliseconds befor e the patient conscioudy decided to moveit. Dr.
S said you could see the brain warming up right before the patient conscioudy thought, now.

Thisisweird, but it gets weirder the longer you think about it. And I've been thinking about thisalot.

The conscious mind—the 1" that's thinking, hey, I'm thirsty, I'll reach for that cold cup of water—hasn't
redlly decided anything. The signal to start moving your hand has aready traveled hafway down your
arm by thetime you even redize you arethirsty. Thought isan afterthought. By the way, the brain says,
we've decided to move your arm, so please have the thought to moveit.

Thegap isnormally 120 milliseconds, max. Zen extends this minutes. Hours.

If you run into somebody who's on Zen, you won't notice much. The person'sbrain is till making
decisions, and the body till follows orders. Y ou can talk to the them, and they can talk to you. Y ou can
tell each other jokes, go out for hamburgers, do homework, have sex.

But the person isn't conscious. Thereisno "I" there. Y ou might aswell be talking to acomputer. And
two people on Zen—"you" and "1"—are just puppets talking to puppets.

Itsalittle girl'sroom strewn with teenager. Stuffed animals crowd the shelves and window sills, shoulder
to shoulder with stacks of Christian rock CDs and hair brushes and bottles of nail polish. Pin-upsfrom
Teen People are taped to the wall, next to abulletin board dripping with soccer ribbons and rec league
gymnastics meda's going back to second grade. Above the desk, aplaguetitled "I Promise..." exhorting
Chrigtian youth to abstain from premarital sex. And everywhere taped and pinned to the walls, the
photos. Therese at Bible camp, Therese on the balance beam, Therese with her arms around her youth
group friends. Every morning she could open her eyes to athousand reminders of who shewas, who
she'd been, who she was supposed to become.

| pick up the big stuffed panda that occupies the place of pride on the bed. It looks older than me, and
the fur on the faceisworn down to the batting. The button eyes hang by white thread—they've been



re-sewn, maybe more than once.

Theresgsfather sets down the pitifully smal bag that contains everything I've taken from the hospitd:
toiletries, acouple of changes of clothes, and five of Dr. Ssbooks. "'l guess old Boo Bear was waiting
foryou,” he says.

"BooW. Bear."

"Yes, Boo W!" It pleases him that | know this. Asif it proves anything. ™Y ou know, your mother dusted
this room every week. She never doubted that you'd come back."

| have never been here, and she isnot coming back, but aready I'm tired of correcting pronouns. "Well,
that wasnice" | say.

"She's had atough time of it. She knew people were talking, probably holding her respons ble—both of
us, redly. And she was worried about them saying things about you. She couldn't stand them thinking that
youwereawild girl."

"Them?'
Heblinks. "The Church."

Ah. The Church. Theterm carried so many fedlings and connotationsfor Therese that monthsago |
stopped trying to sort them out. The Church was the red-brick building of the Davenport Church of
Chrigt, shafts of dusty light through rows of tall, glazed windows shaped like gravestones. The Church
was God and the Holy Ghost (but not Jesus—he was persona, separate somehow). Mostly, though, it
was the congregation, dozens and dozens of people who'd known her since before she was born. They
loved her, they watched out for her, and they evaluated her every step. It was like having a hundred
overprotective parents.

| dmost laugh. "The Church thinks Therese was wild?”

He scowls, but whether because I've insulted the Church or because | keep referring to his daughter by
name, I'm not sure. "Of course not. It's just that you caused alot of worry." Hisvoice has assumed a
sober tone that's probably never failed to unnerve his daughter. ™Y ou know, the Church prayed for you
every week."

"They did?"' | do know Therese well enough to be sure thiswould have mortified her. She was apray-er,
not a pray-ee.

Therese'sfather watches my face for the bloom of shame, maybe afew tears. From contrition it should
have been one small step to confession. It's hard for meto take any of this serioudly.

| st down on the bed and sink deep into the mattress. Thisis not going to work. The double bed takes
up most of the room, with only afew feet of open space around it. Where am | going to meditate?

"Wadl," Theresg'sfather says. His voice has softened. Maybe he thinks heswon. ™Y ou probably want to
get changed,” he says.

He goesto the door but doesn't leave. | stand by the window, but | can fed him there, waiting. Finaly
the oddness of this makes me turn around.

He's staring at the floor, ahand behind his neck. Therese might have been able to intuit hismood, but it's
beyond me.



"Wewant to help you, Therese. But there's so many things we just don't understand. Who gave you the
drugs, why you went off with that boy, why you would—" His hand moves, a gtifled gesture that could be
anger, or just frudtration. "It'sjudt... hard."

"l know," | say. "Metoo."

He shuts the door when he leaves, and | push the pandato the floor and flop onto my back in relief. Poor
Mr. Klass. He just wantsto know if his daughter fell from grace, or was pushed.

When | want to fresk mysdf out, "I" think about "me" thinking about having an"'l." The only thing stupider
than puppets talking to puppetsis a puppet talking to itsdlf.

Dr. S saysthat nobody knowswhat the mind is, or how the brain generates it, and nobody really knows
about consciousness. We taked amost every day while | wasin the hospital, and after he saw that | was
interested in this stuff—how could | not be?—he gave me books and we'd talk about brains and how
they cook up thoughts and make decisons.

"How do | explainthis?* he dways sarts. And then he tries out the metaphors he'sworking on for his
book. My favorite is the Parliament, the Page, and the Queen.

"Thebrainisn't onething, of course" hetold me. "It'smillions of firing cells, and those resolveinto
hundreds of active sites, and so it iswith the mind. There are dozens of nodesin the mind, each one
trying to out-shout the others. For any decision, the mind erupts with noise, and that triggers... how do |
explainthis... Have you ever seen the British Parliament on C-SPAN?" Of course | had: in ahospitd,
TV isacongant companion. "These members of the mind's parliament, they're al shouting in chemicas
and dectricd charges, until enough of the voices are shouting in unison. Ding! That's a'thought,’ a
‘decison.’ The Parliament immediately sends a signd to the body to act on the decision, and at the same
timeit tdlsthe Page to take the news—"

"Wait, who'sthe Page?'

Hewaves hishand. "That's not important right now." i Weeks later, in adifferent discussion, Dr. Swill
explain that the Page isn't one thing, but a cascade of neurd eventsin the tempord area of thelimbic
systemn that meshes the neural map of the new thought with the existing neura map—hbut by then | know
that "neural map" isjust another metaphor for another deeply complex thing or process, and that I'll never
get to the bottom of this. Dr. S said not to worry about it, that nobody getsto the bottom of it.) "The
Page takes the news of the decision to the Queen.”

"All right then, who's the Queen? Consciousness?’
"Exactly right! The sdf itsdlf."

He beamed at me, his attentive student. Talking about this stuff gets Dr. S going like nothing else, but he's
obliviousto theway | let the neck of my scrubsfal open when | stretch out on the couch. If only | could
have tucked the two hemispheres of my braininto alace bra

"The Page," he said, "deliversits message to Her Mgesty, telling her what the Parliament has decided.
The Queen doesn't need to know about al the other arguments that went all the other possibilities that
were thrown out. She smply needsto know what to announce to her subjects. The Queen tellsthe parts
of the body to act on the decison.”

"Wait, | thought the Parliament had aready sent out the signa. Y ou said before that you can seethe brain
warming up before the self even knows about it."



"That's the joke. The Queen announces the decision, and she thinks that her subjects are obeying her
commands, but in redity, they have aready been told what to do. They're dready reaching for their
glasses of water."

| pad down to the kitchen in bare feet, wearing Therese's sweatpants and a T-shirt. The shirt isalittle
tight; Therese, champion dieter and Olympic-leve purger, was abit smaler than me.

Aliceisat thetable, dready dressed, abook openin front of her. "Well, you dept in thismorning,” she
says brightly. Her face is made up, her hair sprayed into place. The coffee cup next to the book is empty.
She's been waiting for hours.

| look around for a clock, and find one over the door. It'sonly nine. At the hospitd | dept in later than
that dl thetime. "I'm sarved,” | say. Thereésarefrigerator, a stove, and dozens of cabinets.

I've never made my own breskfast. Or any lunch or dinner, for that matter. For my entirelife, my meds
have been served on cafeteriatrays. "Do you have scrambled eggs?”

She blinks. "Eggs? Y ou don't—" She abruptly stands. "Sure. Sit down, Therese, and I'll make you
ome.”

"Jugt call me Terry,' okay?'

Alice stops, thinks about saying something—I can dmost hear the clank of cogs and ratchets—until she
abruptly strides to the cabinet, crouches, and pulls out a non-stick pan.

| take a guess on which cabinet holds the coffee mugs, guessright, and take the last inch of coffee from
the pot. "Don't you haveto go to work?' | say. Alice does something at a restaurant supply company;
Therese has dways been hazy on the detalls.

"I'vetaken aleave," she says. She cracks an egg against the edge of the pan, does something subtle with
the shells asthe yolk squeezes out and plopsinto the pan, and folds the shell havesinto each other. All
with one hand.

“Why?

She amilestightly. "We couldn't just abandon you after getting you home. | thought we might need some
time together. During this adjustment period.”

"Sowhen do | haveto seethistherapist? Whatsisname." My executioner.

"Her. Dr. Mehldau'sin Batimore, so well drive there tomorrow.” Thisistheir big plan. Dr. Subramaniam
couldn't bring back Therese, so they're running to anyone who saysthey can. "Y ou know, she's had alot
of successwith peoplein your stuation. That's her book." She nods & the table.

"So? Dr. Subramaniam iswriting onetoo." | pick up the book. The Road Home: Finding the Lost
Children of Zen.

"What if | don't go dong with this?*

She says hothing, chopping at the eggs. I'll be eighteen in months. Dr. S said thet it will becomealot
harder for them to hold me then. Thisticking clock sounds constantly my head, and I'm sureit'sloud
enough for Alice and Mitch to heer it too.

"Let'sjust try Dr. Mehldau firg."



"Frst? What then?" She doesn't answer. | flash on an image of metied down to the bed, apriest making
across over twisting body. It'safantasy, not a Therese memory—I tell the difference. Besides, if this had
aready happened Theresg, it wouldn't have been apriest.

"Okay then," | say. "What if | just run away?"

'If you turninto afish,” she sayslightly, "then | will turn nto afisherman and fish for you.”

"What?' I'mlaughing. | haven't heard Alice speak in anying but straightforward, earnest sentences.
Alicgsamileissad. "You don't remember?"

"Oh, yeah." The memory clicks. "Runaway Bunny. Did helike that?'

Dr Ssbook isabout me. Well, Zen O.D.-ersin genera, but there are only a couple thousand of us. Z's
not ahugely popular drug, inthe U.S. or anywhere else. It's not a hallucinogen. It's not aeuphoric or a
depressant. Y ou don't speed, mellow out, or even get high in the norma sense. It's hard to see what the
attractionis. Frankly, | havetrouble seeing it.

Dr. Ssaysthat most drugs aren't about making you fed better, they're about not feding anything at all.
They're about numbness, escape. And Zenisakind of arty, designer escape hatch. Zen disablesthe
Page, locks him in hisroom, so that he can't make his deiveriesto the Queen. There's no update to the
neural map, and the Queen stops hearing what Parliament is up to. With no ordersto bark, she goes
slent. It'sthat silence that people like Therese craved.

But the redl attraction—again, for people like Therese—isthe overdose. Swallow way too much Zen
and the Page can't get out for weeks. When hefindly gets out, he can't remember the way back to the
Queen's castle. The whole process of updating the salf that's been going on for yearsis suddenly
deralled. The slent Queen can't be found.

The Page, poor guy, doesthe only thing he can. He goes out and ddliversthe proclamationsto the first
girl hesees.

The Queen isdead. Long live the Queen.

"Hi, Terry. I'm Dr. Mehldau." She's astubby woman with a pleasant round face, and short dark hair shot
with gray. She offers me her hand. Her fingers are cool and thin.

"YoucdledmeTerry."
"l wastold that you prefer to go by that. Do you want meto call you something else?!
"No... | just expected you to make me say my nameis 'Therese' over and over.”

She laughs and sitsdown in ared leather chair that looks soft but sturdy. "I don't think that would be very
helpful, do you? | can't make you do anything you don't want to do, Terry."

"SoI'mfreetogo.”
"Can't stop you. But | do haveto report back to your parents on how were doing.”
My parents.

She shrugs. "It's my job. Why don't you have a seat and we can talk about why you're here.”



The chair opposite her iscloth, not lesther, but it's till nicer than anything in Dr. Subramaniam's office.
The entire officeis nicer than Dr. Ssoffice. Daffodil wallsin white trim, big windows glowing behind
white cloth shades, tropicaly colored paintings. .

| don't sit down.

"Your jobisto turn meinto Mitch and Alice's daughter. I'm not going to do that. So any time we spend
takingisjust bullshit."

"Terry, no one can turn you into something you're not.”

"Wdl then we're done here.” | walk across the room—though "stroll” iswhat 1'm shooting for—and pick
up an African-looking wooden doll from the bookshelf. The shelves are decorated with enough books to
look serious, but here are long open spaces for arty arrangements of candlesticks and Japanese fans and
plaques that advertise awards and appreciations. Dr. Ss bookshelves are for holding books, and books

stacked on books. Dr. Mehldau's bookshelves are for selling theidea of Dr. Mehldau.

"So what are you, apsychiatrist or apsychologist or what?' I've met dl kindsin the hospita. The
psychiatrisss MDs like Dr. S and can give you drugs. | haven't figured ut what the psychologists are good
for.

"Neither,” she says. "I'm acounsgor.”
"'So what's the 'doctor’ for?"

"Education." Her voice didn't change, but | get theimpression that the question's annoyed her. This
makes me stangely happy.

"Okay, Dr. Counselor, what are you supposed to counsel about? I'm not crazy. | know who Therese
was, | know what she did, | know that she used to walk around in my body." | put the doll back inits
spot next to aglass cube that could be a paperweight. "But I'm not her. Thisismy body, and I'm not
going to kill mysdlf just so Alice and Mitch can havether baby girl back.”

Terry, no one's asking you to kill yourself. Nobody can make you into who you were before.”
"Y eah? Then what are they paying you for, then?"
"Let metry to explain. Please, St down. Please.”

| look around for aclock and finaly spot one on ahigh shelf. | mentally set the timer to five minutes and
St opposite her, hands on my knees. "Shoot."”

"Y our parents asked meto talk to you because I've helped other people in your situation, people who've
overdosedon Z."

"Help them what? Pretend to be something they're not?"

"I help them take back what they are. Y our experience of the world tells you that Therese was some
other person. No one's denying that. But you're in a Situation where biologicaly and legdly, youre
Therese Klass, Do you have plans for deding with that?"

Asamatter of fact | do, and it involves getting the hell out as soon aspossible. "I'll ded withit," | say.

"What about Alice and Mitch?'



| shrug. "What about them?”

"They're dtill your parents, and you're dtill their child. The overdose convinced you thet you're anew
person, but that hasn't changed who they are. They're il responsible for you, and they till carefor you."

"Not much | can do about that."

"You'reright. It'safact of your life. Y ou have two people who love you, and you're going to be with
each other for the rest of your lives. Y ou're going to have to figure out how to relate to each other. Zen
may have burned the bridge between you and your past life, but you can build that bridge again.”

"Doc, | don't want to build that bridge. Look, Alice and Mitch seem like nice people, but if | was
looking for parents, I'd pick someone else.”

Dr. Mehldau smiles. "None of us get to choose our parents, Terry."
I'm not in the mood to laugh. | nod toward the clock. "Thisisawaste of time."

Sheleansforward. | think she's going to try to touch me, but she doesn't. "Terry, you're not going to
disappear if wetalk about what happened to you. You'll till be here. The only differenceisthat youll
reclaim those memories as your own. Y ou can get your old life back and choose your new life" Sure, it's
that easy. | get to sell my soul and keep it too.

| can't remember my first weeksin the hospital, though Dr. S says| was awake. At some point | redlized
that time was passing, or rather, that there was ame who was passing through time. | had lasagnafor
dinner yesterday, | am having meet loaf today. | am thisgirl inabed. | think | redlized thisand forgot it
severa times before | could hold ontoit.

Every day was mentaly exhausting, because everything was so relentlessy new. | stared at the TV
remote for ahaf hour, the name for it on thetip of my tongue, and it wasn't until the nurse picked it up
and turned onthe TV for methat | thought: Remote. And then sometimes, thiswas followed by araft of
other ideas: TV. Channel. Gameshow.

People were worse. They called me by a strange name, and they expected things of me. But to me, every
vigitor, from the night shift nurseto the janitor to Alice and Mitch Klass, seemed equaly
important—which isto say, not important at all.

Except for Dr. S. He was there from the beginning, and so he was familiar before | met him. He belonged
to me like my own body.

But everything el se about the world—the names, the details, the facts—had to be hauled into the
sunlight, one by ne. My brain was like an &ttic, chock full of old and interesting things jumbled together in
no order at al.

| only gradually understood that somebody must have owned this house before me. And then | redized
the house haunted.

After the Sunday service, I'm caught in astream of people. They lean across the pewsto hug Alice and
Mitch, then me. They pat my back, squeeze my arms, kiss my cheeks. | know from brief dipsinto
Therese's memories that many of these people are as emotiondly close as aunts or uncles. And any aem,
if Therese were ever in trouble, would take her in, feed her, and give her abed to deepin.

Thisisdl very nice, but the constant petting has me ready to scream.



All I want to do is get back home and take off thisdress. | had no choice but to wear one of Therese's
girly-girl extravaganzas. Her closat wasfull of them, and | finally found one that fit, if not comfortably.
She loved these dresses, though. They were her flord print flak jackets. Who could doubt the purity of a
girl inahigh-necked LauraAshley?

We gradualy make our way to the vestibule, then to the sdewalk and the parking lot, under assault the
entireway. | stop trying to match their facesto anything in Therese's memories.

At our car, agroup of teenagerstake turns on me, the girls hugging me tight, the boysleaning into me
with half hugs: shoulderstogether, pelvises gpart. One of the girls, freckled, with soft red curlsfaling past
her shoulders, hangs back for awhile, then aoruptly clutches me and whispersinto my ear, "I'm so glad
you're okay, MissT." Her toneisintense, like she's passing a secret message.

A man moves through the crowd, arms open, smiling broadly. Hesin hislate twenties or early thirties, his
hair cut in achoppy gelled style that's ten years too young for him. He's wearing pressed khakis, ablue
Oxford rolled up at the forearms, a checked tie loosened at the throat.

He smothers mein ahug, his cologne like another set of arms. He's easy to find in Therese's memories:
Thisis Jared, the Y outh Pastor. He was the most spiritually vibrant person Therese knew, and the object
of her crush.

"It's S0 good to have you back, Therese," he says. His cheek is pressed to mine. "We've missed you."

A few months before her overdose, the youth group was coming back from aweekend-long retrest in
the church's converted school bus. Late into the trip, near midnight, Jared sat next to her, and shefdll
adeep leaning againg him, inhaing that same cologne.

"l bet you have," | say. "Watch the hands, Jared.”
His smile doesn't waver, hishands are fill on my shoulders. "'I'm sorry?"
"Oh please, you heard me."

He drops his hands, and |ooks questioningly at my father. He can do sincerity pretty well. "I don't
understand, Therese, but if—"

| give him alook that makes him back up a step. At some point later in the trip Therese awoke with
Jared gtill next to her, dumped in the sest, eyes closed and mouth open. His arm was resting between her
thighs, athumb againgt her knee. She was wearing shorts, and hisflesh on herswas hot. His forearm was
inchesfrom her warm crotch.

Therese believed that he was adeep.

She believed, too, that it was the rumbling of the school busthat shifted Jared's arm into contact with the
crease of her shorts. Therese froze, flushed with arousal and embarrassment.

"Try towork it out, Jared." | get inthe car.

The big question | can help answer, Dr. Ssaid, iswhy there is consciousness. Or, going back to my
favorite metgphor, if the Parliament ismaking al the decisions, why haveaQueen at dl?

He's got theories, of course. He thinks the Queen isal about storytelling. The brain needs astory that
givesdl these decisons a sense of purpose, asense of continuity, so it can remember them and use them
infuture decisons. The brain can't keep track of thetrillions of possible other decisonsit could have



made every moment; it needs one decision, and it needsaaho, and awhy. The brain lays down the
memories, and the consciousness stamps them with identity: | did this, | did that. Those memories
become the officia record, the precedents "hat the Parliament uses to help make future decisons.

"The Queen, you see, isafigurehead,” Dr. S said. " She represents the kingdom, but sheisn't the kingdom
itself, or even in control of it."

"I don't fed likeafigurehead,”" | said.
Dr. Slaughed. "Me neither. Nobody does.”

Dr. Mehldau's therapy involves occasiond joint sessionswith Alice and Mitch, reading aoud from
Therese's old diaries, and home movies. Today's video features a pre-teen Therese dressed in shests,
surrounded by kidsin bathrobes, staring fixedly at adoll in amanger.

Dr. Mehldau asks me what Therese was thinking then. Was she enjoying playing Mary? Did shelike
being on stage?

"How would | know?"
"Thenimagineit. What do you think Thereseisthinking here?'

Shetdlsmeto do that alot. Imagine what she'sthinking. Just pretend. Put yoursdlf in her shoes. In her
book she cdlsthis"reclaming.” She makesup alot of her own terms, then defines them however she
wants, without research to back her up. Compared to the neurology texts Dr. Slent me, Dr. Mehldau's
little book is an Archie comic with footnotes.

"Y ou know what, Therese was agood Christian girl, so she probably loved it."
"Areyou sure?'

The wise men come on stage, three younger boys. They plop down their giftsand their lines, and the look
on Theresg'sfaceiswary. Her lineis coming up.

Therese was petrified of screwing up. Everybody would be staring at her. | can dmost seethe
congregation in the dark behind thelights. Alice and Mitch are out there, and they're waiting for every
line. My chest tightens, and | redlize I'm holding my bresth.

Dr. Mehldau's eyes on mine are studioudy neutral.

"Y ou know what?' | have no ideawhat I'm going to say next. I'm gtdling for time. | shift my weight in the
big beige chair and move aleg undernesth me. "Thething | like about Buddhism is Buddhists understand
that they've been screwed by awhole string of previous selves. | had nothing to do with the decisions
Therese made, the good or bad karma she'd acquired.”

Thisisariff I've been thinking about in Therese'sbig girly bedroom. " See, Therese was a Chrigtian, o
she probably thought by overdosing that she'd be born again, dl her snsforgiven. It'sthe perfect drug for
her: suicide without the corpse.”

"Woas she thinking about suicide thet night?”

"I don't know. | could spend a couple weeks mining through Therese's memories, but frankly, I'm not
interested. Whatever she was thinking, she wasn't born again. I'm here, and I'm till saddled with her
baggage. | am Therese's donkey. I'm akarmadonkey."



Dr. Mehldau nods. "Dr. Subramaniam is Buddhis, isn't he?"

"Yeah, but what's... ?" It clicks. | roll my eyes. Dr. Sand | talked about transference, and | know that
my crush on him was par for the course. And it'strue that | spend alot of time—still—thinking about
fucking the man. But that doesn't mean I'm wrong. "Thisis not about that,” | say. "I've been thinking
about thison my own."

She doesn't fight me on that. "Wouldn't aBuddhist say that you and Therese share the same soul ? Sdif's
anilluson. So theré'sno rider in charge, no donkey. Therésjust you"

"Judt forget it,” | say.

"Let'sfollow this, Terry. Don't you fed you have aresponsbility to your old sef?'Y our old sdf's parents,
your old friends? Maybe there's karmayou owe."

"And who are you responsible to, Doctor? Who's your patient? Therese, or me?"
She says nothing for amoment, then: "'I'm responsible to you.”
You.

Y ou swallow, surprised that the pillstaste like cinnamon. The effect of the drug isintermittent at first. You
redize that you'rein the back seet of acar, the cell phonein your hand, your friends laughing around you.
Y ouretalking to your mother. If you concentrate, you can remember answering the phone, and telling

her which friend's house you're staying at tonight. Before you can say goodbye, you're stepping out of the
car. The car is parked, your phone is away—and you remember saying goodnight to your mother and
riding for ahaf hour before finding this parking garage. Joelly tosses her red curls and tugs you toward
the garwdl: Come on, Miss 77

Then you look up and redlize that you're on the sdewak outside an dl-ages club, and you're holding a
ten dollar bill, ready to hand it to the bouncer. The music thunders every time the door swings open. You
turn to Joely and—

Y ou'rein someone e sgs car. On the Interstate. The driver isaboy you met hours ago, hisnameis Rush
but you haven't asked if that's hisfirst name or hislast. In the club you leaned into each other and talked
loud over the music about parents and food and the difference between the taste of afresh cigarettein
your mouth and the smell of stale smoke. But then you redlize that theres a cigarette in your mouth, you
took it from Rush's pack yourself, and you don't like cigarettes. Do you like it now?Y ou don't know.
Should you takeit out, or keep smoking? 'Y ou scour your memories, but can discover no reason why
you decided to light the cigarette, no reason why you got into the car with thisboy. Y ou start to tell
yourself astory: he must be atrustworthy person, or you wouldn't have gotten into the car. Y ou took that
one cigarette because the boy's fedlings would have been hurt.

Y ou're not feding like yoursdlf tonight. And you likeit. Y ou take another drag off the cigarette. Y ou think
back over the past few hours, and marvel at everything you've done, dl without that constant weight of
sdf-reflection: worry, anticipation, ingtant regret. Without the inner voice congtantly critiquing you.

Now the boy iswearing nothing but boxer shorts, and he's reaching up to a shelf to get abox of cered,
and hisback isbeautiful. Thereis hazy light outsde the smal kitchen window. He pours Froot Loopsinto
abowl for you, and he laughs, though quietly because his mother is adeep in the next room. He looks at
your face and frowns. He asks you what's the matter. Y ou look down, and you're fully dressed. Y ou
think back, and redlize that you've been in this boy's gpartment for hours. Y ou made out in his bedroom,
and the boy took off his clothes, and you kissed his chest and ran your hands dong hislegs. You let him



put his hand under your shirt and cup your breasts, but you didn't go any further. Why didn't you have
sex? Did he not interest you?

No—you were wet. Y ou were excited. Did you fed guilty? Did you fed ashamed?
What were you thinking?

When you get home there will be hell to pay. Y our parentswill be furious, and worse, they will pray for
you. The entire church will pray for you. Everyonewill know. And no onewill ever look at you the same

agan.

Now theré's acinnamon taste in your mouth, and you're Sitting in the boy's car again, outsde a
convenience gore. It's afternoon. Y our cell phoneisringing. Y ou turn off the cell phone and put it back in
your purse. Y ou swallow, and your throat is dry. That boy—Rush—is buying you another bottle of

water. What was it you swallowed? Oh, yes. Y ou think back, and remember putting dl thoselittle pillsin
your mouth. Why did you take so many? Why did you take another one at al? Oh, yes.

Voices drift up from the kitchen. It'sbefore 6 AM, and | just want to pee and get back to deep, but then
| redlize they're talking about me.

" She doesn't even walk the same. The way she holds hersdf, the way shetalks..."

"It'sdl those books Dr. Subramaniam gave her. She's up past one every night. Therese never read like
that, not science"

"No, it's not just the words, it's how she sounds. That low oice..." She sobs. "Oh hon, | didn't know it
would bethisway. It'slike she'sright, it'slikeit isn't her at all.”

He doesn't say anything. Alice's crying grows louder, subsides. Theclink of dishesinthesink. | step
back, and Mitch spesks again.

"Maybe we should try the camp,” he says.

"No, no, no! Not yet. Dr. Mehldau says she's making progress. Weve got to—"
"Of course she'sgoing to say that."

"You said you'd try this, you said you'd give thisa chance.”

The anger cuts through the weeping, and Mitch mumbles

omething apologetic. | creep back to my bedroom, but | ill haveto pee, so | make alot of noise going
back out. Alice comesto the bottom of the stairs. "Areyou dl right, honey?"

| keep my face deepy and walk into the bathroom. | shut the door and sit down on the toilet in the dark.
What fucking camp?
"Let'stry again," Dr. Mehldau said. " Something plessant and vivid."

I'm having trouble concentrating. The brochureislike abomb in my pocket. It wasn't hard to find, once |
decided to look for it. | want to ask Dr. Mehldau about the camp, but | know that once | bring it into the
open, I'll trigger a showdown between the doctor and the Klasses, with meinthe middle.

"Keep your eyes closed,” she says. "Think about Therese's tenth birthday. In her diary, she wrote that



was the best birthday she'd ever had. Do you remember Sea World?'

"Vagudy." | could see dolphinsjumping—two at atime, three at atime. It had been sunny and hot. With
every sesson it was getting easier for meto pop into Thereses memories. Her lifewason DVD, and |
had the remote.

"Do you remember getting wet at the Namu and Shamu show?'

| laughed. "I think s0." | could see the metd benches, the glasswall just in front of me, the huge shapesin
the blue-green water. "They had the whalesflip their big tail fins. We got drenched.”

"Can you picture who was there with you? Where are your parents?"

Therewasagirl, my age, | can't remember her name. The sheets of water were coming down on usand
we were screaming and laughing. Afterward my parents toweed us off. They must have been sitting up
high, out of the splash zone. Alice looked much younger: happier, and alittle heavier. She waswider at
the hips. Thiswas before she started dieting and exercising, when she was Mom-sized.

My eyes pop open. "Oh God."
"Areyou okay?"

"I'm fine—it wasjudt... likeyou said. Vivid." That image of ayounger Alice gill burns. For thefirgt timel
relize how sad sheisnow.

"I'dlikeajoint sesson next time" | say. "Redly? All right. I'll talk to Alice and Mitch. Isthere anything in
particular you want to talk about?"

"Y eah. We need to talk about Therese."

Dr. S says everybody wantsto know if the original neura map, the old Queen, can come back. Once the
map to the map islog, can you find it again? And if you do, then what happensto the new neural map,
the new Queen?

"Now, agood Buddhist would tell you that this question is unimportant. After al, the cycle of existenceis
not just between lives. Samsara is every moment. The sdf continuoudy dies and recreatesitsdlf.”

"Areyou agood Buddhist?' | asked him.
He amiled. "Only on Sunday mornings.”
"Y ou go to church?'

" galf."

Theresaknock and | open my eyes. Alice stepsinto my room, a stack of folded laundry in her arms.
lld,]!ll

I've rearranged the room, pushing the bed into the corner to give me afew square feet of free gpace on
the floor. Her face goes through afew changes. "I don't suppose you're praying.”

"No."

She sighs, but it'samock-sigh. "I didn't think so." She moves around me and sets the laundry on the bed.
She picks up the book there, Entering the Stream. "Dr. Subramaniam gave you this?"



She'slooking at the passage I've highlighted. But loving kindness—maitri—toward our selves doesn't
mean getting rid of anything. The point is not to try to change our selves. Meditation practice isn't
about trying to throw ourselves away and become something better. It's about befriending who we
already are.

"Well." She setsthe book down, careful to leave it open to the same page. "That sounds abit like Dr.
Mehldau." | laugh. "Yeah, it does. Did shetell you | wanted you and Mitch to be at the next sesson?’

"Well bethere." Sheworks around the room, picking up T-shirts and underwear. | stand up to get out of
the way. Somehow she managesto straighten up as she moves— righting books that had fallen over,
setting Boo W. Bear back to his place on the bed, sweeping an empty chip bag into the garbage can—so
that as she collects my dirty laundry she's cleaning the entire room, like the Cat in the Hat's cleaner-upper
mechine.

"Alice, inthelast session | remembered being at Sea World, but there was agirl next to me. Next to
Therese

"SeaWorld? Oh, that wasthe Hamme girl, Marcy. They took you to Ohio with them on their vacation
that year."

"Who did?'

"The Hammels. Y ou were gone al week. All you wanted for your birthday was spending money for the
trip.”

"You weren't there?"

She picks up the jeans | |€eft at the foot of the bed. "We aways meant to go to Sea World, but your
father and | never got out there."

"Thisisour last sesson,” | say.

Alice, Mitch, Dr. Mehldau: | have their complete attention.

The doctor, of course, isthefirst to recover. "It sounds like you've got something you want to tell us.”
"Oh yeeh."

Alice seemsfrozen, holding hersdlf in check. Mitch rubsthe back of his neck, suddenly intent on the
carpet.

"I'm not going dong with thisanymore." | make avague gestiure. "Everything: the memory exercises, dl
thisimagining of what Theresefdt. | findly figured it out. It doesn't matter to you if I'm Therese or not.
Y ou just want meto think I'm her. I'm not going aong with the manipulation anymore.”

Mitch shakes hishead. "Honey, you took a drug” He glances at me, looks back at hisfeet. "If you took
L SD and saw God, that doesn't mean you really saw God. Nobody's trying to manipulate you, were
trying to undo the manipulation.”

"That's bullshit, Mitch. Y ou al keep acting like I'm schizophrenic, that | don't know what'sredl or not.
Wéll, part of the problem isthat the longer | talk to Dr. Mehldau here, the more fucked up | am.” Alice

gasps.
Dr. Mehldau puts out a hand to soothe her, but her eyes are on me. "Terry, what your father'strying to



say isthat even though you fed like anew person, theré'sa you that existed before the drug. That exists

"Yeah?You know dl those O.D.-ersin your book who say they've 'reclamed' themselves? Maybe they
only fedl liketheir old selves”

"It's possible” she says. "But | don't think they're fooling themsalves. They've come to accept the parts of
themsdvesthey'velog, the family membersthey'veleft behind. They're peoplelike you." She regards me
with that standard-issue look of concern that doctors pick up with their diplomas. "Do you redly want to
fed like an orphan the rest of your life?"

"What?' From out of nowhere, tearswell in my eyes. | cough to clear my throat, and the tears keep
coming, until I smear them off onmy arm. | fed like I've been sucker punched. "Hey, look Alice, just like

you," | say.

"It'snorma,” Dr. Mehldau says. "When you woke up in the hospitd, you felt completely alone. You felt
like abrand person, no family, no friends. And you're till just start-down thisroad. In alot of ways
you're not even two yearsold.”

"Damn you'regood,” | say. "l didn't even seethat one coming.”
"Please, don't leave. Let's—"

"Don't worry, I'm not leaving yet." I'm at the door, pulling my backpack from the peg by the door. | dig
into the pocket and pull out the brochure. "Y ou know about this?'

Alice spesksfor thefirgt time. "Oh honey, no..."

Dr. Mehldau takesit from me, frowning. On the front isanicely posed picture of asmiling teenage boy
hugging relieved parents. Shelooks at Alice and Mitch. "Are you considering this?!

"It'stheir big gtick, Dr. Mehldau. If you can't come through for them, or | bail out, boom. Y ou know
what goes on there?'

She opensthe pages, looking at pictures of the cabins, the obstacle course, the big lodge where kidsjust
like me engagein "intense group onswith trained counselors’ where they can "recover their true
identities" She shakes her head. "Their gpproach is different than mine..."

"I don't know, doc. Their approach soundsan awful lot like reclaiming.’ | got to hand it to you, you had
me going for awhile. Those visudization exercises? | was getting so good that | could even visudize Stuff
that never happened. | bet you could visudize meright into Therese's head.”

| turn to Alice and Mitch. "Y ou've got a decision to make. Dr. Mehldau's program isabust. So areyou
sending me off to brainwashing camp or not?'

Mitch has hisarm around hiswife. Alice, amazingly, isdry-eyed. Her eyes are wide, and she's staring at
melike astranger.

It rainsthe entire trip back from Batimore, and it's still raining when we pull up to the house. Aliceand |
run to the porch step, illuminated by the glare of headlights. Mitch waits until Alice unlocks the door and
we moveingde, and then pulls away.

"Doeshedothat alot?' | ask.



"He likesto drive when he's upset.”
"Oh." Alice goesthrough the house, turning on lights. | follow her into the kitchen.

"Don't worry, helll bedl right." She opensthe refrigerator door and crouches down. "He just doesn't
know what to do with you."

"Hewantsto put mein the camp, then."

"Oh, not that. He just never had a daughter who talked back to him before." She carries a Tupperware
cake holder to thetable. "I made carrot cake. Can you get down the plates?’

She's such asmall woman. Face to face, she comes up only to my chin. The hair on thetop of her head is
thin, made thinner by therain, and her scalp is pink.

"I'm not Therese. | never will be Therese"

"Oh, I know," she says, haf sghing. And she doesknow it; | can seeitin her face. "It'sjust that you look
so0 much like her."

| laugh. "'l can dye my hair. Maybe get anosejob."

"It wouldn't work, 1'd still recognize you." She popsthelid and setsit asde. The cakeisawhed with
icing that looks half an inch thick. Miniature candy carrotsline the edge.

"Wow, you made that before we left? Why?'

Alice shrugs, and cutsinto it. She turnsthe knife on its Sde and uses the blade to lever ahuge triangular
wedge onto my plate. "'l thought we might need it, one way or another.”

She placesthe platein front of me, and touches melightly on thearm. "I know you want to move out. |
know you may never want to come back."

"It's not that 1—"

"We're not going to stop you. But wherever you go, you'll be my daughter, whether you likeit or not.
Y ou don't get to decide who lovesyou.”

"Alice..."

"Shhh. Eat your cake."



