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Mauge


Without this gift, I would have nothing. And yet, I resent it because having it means I have nothing at all—just the illusion of something.  
My name is Jane Morgan, and I’m alone in the afterlife. It may sound dismal—and it is—but there are perks. 
One of the gifts my new home has given me is memory recall. My memories are now cataloged chronologically and easily recalled. It's as if my brain has been unlocked and now resembles more of an organized library than a busy airport terminal like it once was. The selection is vast. Twenty-three years on the planet means I have accumulated roughly 134,000 waking memory hours. Less because they're not all there from my youngest years—some snip-its and clips that fill out with age—and more because I just celebrated my twenty-third birthday. Living in my memories has kept me sane here, but frustration comes along with being a spectator of my own life. Wishing I could change the outcome. Wishing I had reacted differently. But mostly, wishing I'd hugged the people I love more. 
When I first discovered the memory recall, I thought I'd teleported back in time. It was bizarre the way I stood by and watched like I was having an out-of-body experience. I actually called out to Connor, my fiancé. Stupid, I know, but the memories were just so real. Except the memories weren't quite right. There were little tweaks here and there. A college professor once told me that every time we recall a memory, we alter it a little bit depending on our mood and our desires. We mold memories to fit with our belief system. I can see that he was right. Watching my memories is like remembering a favorite movie I watched as a kid. It was better in my head. Even though my family isn’t as perfect as I wanted to remember, even though I was at fault more than I could have admitted at the time, and even though I wasn't as strong and fearless as I thought I was, these memories are still my lifeline. It's all I have left of the people I shared my life with. However, in some ways, I feel as if I'm closer to them now than I ever was before because now they have my full attention. 
The memory recall works like this: memories I had long since forgotten can now be carefully selected and relived. Some, of course, are not worth reliving. A lot, in fact. Waiting in line, driving, doing chores... It's amazing how few memories make up the meat of a person's life when you compile them. And even fewer make up the special moments that give color and purpose to our existence. Those, of course, are my favorite. The emotions they evoke can once again course through my veins, bringing tears to my eyes, wrenching my gut, or flooding me with warmth and joy.  
Even though I'm fond of my childhood, I find myself obsessed with my most recent living memories. Some memories I've experienced over a hundred times. Those are the ones where I hold on to Connor the tightest. 
I wish this were all a dream. There's a fleeting moment before you wake when reality is indistinguishable, and your dreams could just as easily be the reality. Then there's the inevitable moment when you throw your eyes open, and those last thoughts of your dreams slip away despite how desperately you want to hold onto them. Then you're awake with the sense that something is just out of reach, and you're wondering what it was that you were dreaming about. That moment hasn't come for me. I've long since given up hope that it ever will. This is my reality now. I’m not dreaming. Of two things, I'm certain: First, I'm dead. And second, this is not Heaven. I refuse to call it that. 
Even with this certainty, there's a critical piece of the puzzle missing. A memory. My death memory, to be precise. I've played my very last memory over and over again, looking for clues. It's maddening. The more I think about it, the more I conclude that it must have been a brain aneurysm. I have no memory of it because I never saw it coming. One moment, I was alive. The next moment… I was here. I call this place Mauge because it's like a warped mirage that never fades. So, I’ve taken the word ‘mirage’ and twisted it into a new word that pushes Heaven firmly out of my psyche to a place where I hope I can take it out one day and dust it off and toss it around casually with the friends and family I’m still waiting to reunite with.
There's something else, though. It's like a hair tickling my skin that I can't brush away. It comes and goes on the whims of curiosity and boredom. I'm convinced it's there sometimes, but other times—like now—I think my mind is filling in the blanks where answers should be in order to hold onto hope. Hope that this is not all that's left for me. Hope that I'll see them again. Hope that I'm not actually destined to be alone. Forever. 
The memory I’ve turned over and over in my head, my last memory, is clawing its way back up again. I’ve tried hard to put it to bed, to kill it. Like a fly I’ve swatted a dozen times and still tries to fly away, it’s moving again, reminding me that it’s alive.  There’s just something about the memory that doesn’t sit right. 
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My Last Memory

Monday evening, September 28, 2015 


I stop just short of my front door. The weather is starting to turn, and I can see my breath disappear as the greedy air steals it from my mouth almost before it can escape past my lips. I fumble with the brown paper grocery sack as I try to balance it on my left knee. The smell of onion and wet paper  envelopes me. 
With the bag successfully stabilized in the crook of my left arm, I stare at the electronic keypad, trying to recall the code. My fingers move automatically with muscle memory. The ping of numbers being punched into the keypad sounds more shrill than usual. There's a calm that's invaded the normally active neighborhood tonight.  
It's juxtaposing to have such a fancy lock on such an old house. Connor loves gadgets, though. He's always been the quintessential early adopter. 
I glance at the empty driveway again, wishing his car to be there. It's a shame the explanation for my tardiness I laid out in my head will all be for naught. Though, it does save me from having to fudge the truth a bit. Now, Connor will be the one expected to explain his absence. Mine will go unnoticed. 
I hadn't expected the grocery store to be so busy tonight, but that's not entirely to blame for why I’m late tonight. I'm admittedly indecisive, and with my mind replaying and analyzing the events at work today, I was worse than usual. Connor wasn't replying to my texts either, which meant I was on my own for the monumental decision of dinner planning. I settled on roasted root vegetables with romesco sauce. I had thrown various vegetables absentmindedly into the shopping basket. 
With my current scatterbrain, I'm still questioning whether I have all the ingredients when the sound of the mechanized lock interrupts my thoughts like a steel trap being released. The door creaks as I nudge it open with my foot. I love our home, but being built back in the 1930s means leaving the luxury of silence to the post-21st-century constructions. 
The neighborhood is worth the old house problems. Big, beautiful sycamore trees with their yellowing leaves line the streets. The neighborhood climbs up a hillside starting at First Avenue and ending with sweeping city views on Twelfth Avenue. The price also climbs with the elevation. There are little grocery stores, cafes, and coffee shops tucked among the residences. Most are converted old homes, which adds to the charm. Each home, while closely spaced, was designed and built to reflect all different styles, from Victorian to craftsmen, and every color imaginable. From wrought iron to white picket fences, from peeling paint to fresh stucco, there's something here for everyone. There are a few sore thumbs, like the newer three-story apartment building we can see from our bedroom or the dilapidated brick home with the brown yard a few doors down—but other than that, I wouldn't change a thing. 
We are the proud owners of a small, beautiful blue 1932 Victorian on Second Avenue. It has an adorable white front porch, complete with a swing and white trim around the windows. The large bay window protruding from the second floor delineates our bedroom.
I step into the kitchen. An expectant smile dances across my lips as I anticipate the elated greeting from our dog Oli (short for Olive), who must be beside herself with joy at hearing the door unlock. I expect to hear her nails clicking noisily as she descends the hardwood stairs, anxious to reach the kitchen. 
But she isn't here, and the house is silent. I suppress my sense of worry and disappointment that creeps up within me. Maybe Connor drove her to the trailhead for a walk, or maybe she didn’t hear me. I tend to worry prematurely. A quote my mother used to say flitters around in my head: “Worry often gives a small thing a big shadow.” 
Despite my anxiety about Oli’s whereabouts, an involuntary smile lights up my face as my eyes fall over the old woodwork and updated kitchen that Connor and I slaved over for so many hours. I can still faintly smell the polyurethane coating we put on the hardwood floors two weeks ago. After setting the grocery bag on the counter, I make my way toward the window with the intention of opening it for ventilation. I pull hard as the single-pane window jerks up a few inches at a time while making an awful screeching sound. Updating the windows is on our to-do list. Despite the flaws, I love that this is our creation. Our first home. We'll outgrow it eventually, but for now, the life we've built is perfect. It hasn't gotten old or too familiar. I feel the same swell of happiness about it every day—but today, the feeling is tainted by an unwelcome twinge of unease. 
The sun is growing weaker by the minute as it descends behind the mountains. I flick on some lights and head toward the stairs to see if Oli is sleeping in her favorite spot, my pillow. I cringe a little, thinking about what organic matter she may have deposited on my pillow from the pads of her feet, but I can't bring myself to discipline her. Honestly, I find it flattering that her spot of choice is my pillow. Probably because it smells like me. She has always been attached to me. Connor doesn't mind that she didn't take to him as well. She's my Oli. She follows me everywhere I go, warms my feet when they're cold, and is always happy to see me. I often find one of my shoes carefully preserved but tucked into her sleeping spot beside my pillow. Like a child who needs a teddy, little Oli needs my shoe. 
I bound up the stairs two at a time. I'm usually just as excited to see her as she is to see me, and today, I'm more anxious than usual. I walk into the empty bedroom, and the unease grows. Everything looks normal. I see an indentation on my pillow where she ought to be. 
I'm about to call Connor again when I hear the flap of the dog door downstairs and the scurrying of small paws and tapping of nails up the stairs. I remember closing the dog door this morning. Despite this curiosity, relief floods me. I watch the top of the landing expectantly. I wonder if I’ll hear her trip over her ears one of these days. Oli is a mutt we picked up at the shelter, but her Cocker Spaniel ears are distinguishable. Her legs are short, Corgi, perhaps. Oli comes scampering toward me with her tail tucked tightly between her legs. My eyes widen as I spot a tiny black device attached to her collar that falls to the side as she rolls onto her tummy in front of me. Nearly buried in her fur, it's a quarter of the size of a GoPro, but the lens and the blinking red light leave no doubt as to what it is. It's a camera. 
The relief I had been feeling is gone. Oli is distraught. Tiny whimpers escape her mouth. I kneel beside her and scan her over, looking desperately for an injury. I see nothing among her patchwork of strawberry and white fur. I need to turn her over to get a good look at the other side. Maybe she's just upset we left her alone for so long. Connor would normally have been home two hours ago. Where is Connor?
After a moment, I succeed in rolling her over. I run my hands through her soft, curly coat. She yelps as I pass my hand down the ribcage on her left side and quickly gets to her feet. She plows into my lap. She keeps rubbing her head and body into my stomach like she can't get close enough. 
There are no serious injuries, but I need to recheck her side. I notice her dog tag is gone, too. It had her name and our telephone number etched onto the small pink bone rimmed with rhinestones. I fold my legs underneath me on the floor and pull Oli into my lap. Her sad, brown eyes look up at me. “What happened to you, girl?” I whisper as I pet her soothingly. Despite my attempted calming front for Oli, my unease continues to spread. I spin Oli's collar around and cup the tiny camera in the palm of my hand as I pet her distractedly with my other. I stare down into the tiny lens. The red light stops blinking. 
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Mauge


The very first thing I remember about Mauge is a voice. It was soft at first and then became more persistent. "W ake up. Wake up.” In my imagination, I've assigned red, sultry lips to that sweet, seductive whisper that was slicing through my unconsciousness. It would have been easy to give in to the heaviness and sink back into darkness, but a spark had emerged, and the fire was building. 
My thoughts began to surface from the bottom of my dormancy. Awareness slowly crept in. My fingers twitched expectantly as my body's physical presence became known. Determination bordering desperation pushed me to open my eyes. I didn't remember sleeping. I didn't remember where I was. I had to know. I lament this decision now. I wish that I had never given in to that curiosity. I wish I were still asleep. 
At first, there was the clichéd vast nothingness bathed in bright light. That's how I knew I was dead—the association. It was disorienting more than anything.
After I was up on my feet and the cobwebs cleared from my head, I screamed into the abyss. I called for someone. Anyone. There was no echo or response; my words were just swallowed whole. That was the first time I felt as if something was off. Fear took hold of me. I had so many questions and no one to ask them. I wandered for some time. It's hard to say just how long. I learned quickly that time carries no meaning here. Without measurements like the sun or bodily needs like food or sleep, there's no benchmark. Regardless, I’m still stuck with my brain, and time is a concept that governed my life before and, therefore, has forged stubborn neural pathways. The need to track time is not a habit that I will be able to relinquish anytime soon.   
The memory recall has helped soften the effects of isolation, but without the other gift Mauge provides, I do not believe I could have held onto my sanity. It gives me an outlet, a way to convince myself that I can live separately from my head, even if only acting as a veil. I discovered this gift before the memory call. 
My mind was growing bored of the fixation on finding someone else, and I began to daydream about a beautiful meadow. A warm breeze carried the smell of blueberries through the swaying grasses on the meadow floor. I thought of a creek in the distance, the sound of running water just reaching my ears—a giant oak tree to sit on and observe. I closed my eyes for a moment, and when I opened them, I was there. It was just as I'd imagined, only even more beautiful. It was like I laid out a blueprint, and the divine filled in the rest. 
This is the gift; I can create whatever landscape I desire. I can be anywhere. I can walk it, touch it, breathe it, and experience it as if it were real. It’s all mine. Expansive castles, villages from the French countryside, private islands, resorts, shopping malls, theme parks... Whether it's from my memories or from my imagination, it lays out before me like a red carpet. It's not just that I feel like I have the superhuman power of teleportation; it’s more than that. These places have an ethereal quality. They’re better than the real deal. For a time, I was sure I'd made it to Heaven. 
I've had a lot of fun with my new reality, but now, the places aren't working as the distractions they used to be. Quite the opposite. Now, they're just crushing reminders that they're merely figments of my imagination that can disappear with the wave of my hand because I cannot conjure up what I most desire—the presence of others. The truth I’ve come to know is voiced succinctly in the saying, ‘It’s only when you share happiness with others that it becomes true happiness.’
This is where my other gift, the ability to recall memories, lends itself. I can see them again in a non-interactive way. However, I'm no longer sure if these recollections are torture or life rafts. I feel like an addict who's allowed just a taste but never enough to fully satisfy. It’s maddening. 
I feel robbed of the security sold to me when I was living that in death, there would be a reunion. My nana, my granddad, older relatives, Callie... My heart clenches. In the beginning, I was naïve enough to get excited about embracing those old faces again. I opened myself up. I allowed myself to be vulnerable. My heart skipped the fastest with eager anticipation at seeing my high school bestie, Callie, again. Like a fool, I pictured that enthusiastic embrace many times before it finally vanished and Heaven became Mauge. 
Once the delirium wore off, a shockwave of guilt quickly followed because while I was busy looking for people who would never be found, Connor must be miserable back home. Daring to be excited about my current circumstances felt like a betrayal. Guilt turned quickly to anger, and now anger has retreated only to be taken over by despair. That's where I am now—shamelessly wallowing in self-pity and wishing for the stereotypical Heaven that seems more unlikely with each passing second that I remain utterly and completely alone. 
* * *
It’s been what feels like years. 
My body jerks to the side as the train attempts to glide smoothly along the worn-down tracks. I welcome the disruption. I'm unsure of how long I've been on this train. The cabin smells stale. Rays of projecting sunlight capture dust particles and hold them hostage, suspended in time as the world around them rushes by through the windows. I wonder what Connor is doing today and if he thinks of me.  
I prop my perfectly manicured bare feet on the old red velvet seat across from mine. The cabin walls are covered with tacky wood paneling, and the matching deep rep drapery is tied elegantly with gold tassels. The illusion of luxury hangs in the air for a beat until a sharp turn causes the train to creak and the dust to stir, now appearing in fresh, thick clouds. 
I wrinkle my nose at the sight. Dust means abandonment and, furthermore, secures my feeling of isolation. These seats could have once carried important people to their important lives, their mundane jobs, or their families with their 2.5 children. But it's not even real, I remind myself. Everywhere I go, I see where people should be but are not. 
I'm not sure why I chose such an outdated train. I'm not sure why I do a lot of things these days. Days. I use that word as if it carries significance here. The night does not fall here, and I've learned there are limits to what I can create. Darkness is one of those limitations. Darkness and ugliness are not elements that I can construct in Mauge. I am only just beginning to formulate a set of restrictions here— rules, I suppose. 
My mind is in a constant semi-directed wander lately, seeking distraction and avoiding objects that could ultimately lead to my downward spiral. I aim to avoid these like the Titanic should have avoided the iceberg. In defense of the Titanic, it is hard to see the objects coming sometimes, and by the time you spot them, the over-laden ship has too much forward momentum, and you inevitably crash into the iceberg despite knowing it’s there.  
This is my reality now. The only way I keep surviving is to push my past aside and keep the ship steered toward calm, unobstructed waters. Avoidance doesn't come easily. There are reminders constantly threatening to overturn the ship. The most threatening of which is evidence of a life shared. It's just me here now. Forever. In this moment—and every moment to follow. No one else is coming. He will never come. I will never see Connor again. My stomach knots, and I fight the urge to vomit. I rarely allow myself these bleak admissions that I’ve come to know as truth the more time that passes. 
I close my eyes and lean over until I’ve pressed my forehead into the cool glass of the train window. I let the vibrations rattle my thoughts until they shuffled their way through the cracks and disappeared, unable to assemble through the commotion. 
Satisfied, I open my eyes and stare out the train window into the intense tropical forest whizzing by me. I saw this place in a magazine once. Page 86 of National Geographic's 43rd edition, to be exact. The memory recall lends itself nicely to the ability to create my environment. The forest makes up a complete sea of bright green broad-leafed foliage spattered with bright yellows, reds, and oranges of tropical flowers and fruit trees. The sky is a brilliant blue, not a cloud to be seen. A wide river sparkles as it snakes through the jungle terrain. The river steadily widens as the train approaches. Its broad expanse is now measurable. The sound of the steel grinding between track and wheel changes as the train passes high above the reflective murky water on a grand wooden trestle. The old me would have pondered the idea of these intricately woven wooden poles supporting such a heavy iron object. I used to be curious and thirsty for knowledge. But that's the thing with the word “old” in reference to a previous state of being; it means obsolete, that it's been replaced. Learning seems meaningless. This... place is not real.  
As if to mock me or validate my point, the sunlight is released from the tangles of the jungle as the train glides above the river, causing my reflection to appear in the train’s window. I sit back and blink at this girl. She looks more like a doll than anything. Perfect porcelain skin, green sparkling eyes, flawless wavy, lustrous brown hair that falls past her shoulders, bending around her curves. Her lips are a glossy red. My breath catches in my throat for a beat. I bring my fingers to my lips. The image mimics. "Jane, is that you?" I whisper to the image. 
My voice sounds foreign to me. I hardly have use for it anymore. The eyebrows press together, suddenly dismal. I search for a trace of the old me. The Jane from my memories. A single tear rolls down her cheek. The image of the woman staring back at me would be more appropriate for a mannequin hiding behind the storefront glass. The train has passed over the river now, and the shadows cast by the first towering trees that welcome us back into the jungle cause the reflection looking back at me in the window to flicker. This sudden break cuts through my thought process, and I look away, wiping at the rogue tear.  
I'm ready to get off this train. I close my eyes and focus on a new scene. I know where I'm going before my eyes have even shut. It's my default and my haven, the closest place I have to home here. Of course, I made sure it looked nothing like my real home. That's a mistake I won't make again. 
My abode is built into a cliffside as if the insides of the cliff were gutted to form my walls. It camouflages well with the natural rock walls and the greenery growing from every flat, protruding surface, but the tall windows jutting from the cliff face and the large deck identify it as a home. The deck juts out over a gently rolling river. The interior is more of an extension of nature. The walls are natural stone, projecting a soft light in streaks like angel rays from the sun. There is no central light source as in traditional homes. The walls are sunshine. The interior is cavernous, far more spacious than the exterior suggests. A large fire pit is sunken in the great room, surrounded by cushions. The fire is forever burning, yet it produces no smoke. My kitchen surfaces and dining table are made from the branches of a large banyan tree that stretch out, creating benches, counters, and a table from its roots. One particularly large root reaches up to the top floors, making a winding staircase. The only surface not formed from the tree is the kitchen island, which appears carved from solid gold, always emanating a soft glow. The farthest wall is a wall of water. Its waters disappear into the floor below, creating a soft mist that rolls across the floor. The sound it produces is melodic. An intentional distraction from the silence I run from. The water parts when I approach, revealing my bedroom beyond it. While unnecessary, the bed is still the focal point. I lie on this bed only when I want to look up at the artificial sky I created from the colors of rainbows that peek through a hole that looks more like a magical portal on the ceiling above my round, oversized bed. 
The change takes a split second. I smell the fresh air and feel the wood of the deck beneath my feet. I hear the roar of the river below me, especially tumultuous today. I sigh involuntarily as the sound kneads its way into my body, soothing my nerves and drowning out my internal cry for a different fate. With my eyes still closed, I reach out and rest my hands upon the familiar rails of the rough wooden deck that hangs over the river. It's gnarled and weathered. Faded from the beating sun. Of course, the sun here doesn’t really do that. There is no destruction here. No aging, no death, no pain. I did that. I caused the signs of time to show themselves. The extent of my destructive manipulation tactics ends with worn wood. In a different way, it's still beautiful—like driftwood art. I believe this is why I was able to escape the “ugly” rule, as I like to call it.  
I run my hand along the railing, fingering the etched tick marks and noting the scars I've created in the wood from my obsessive and ridiculous attempt at timekeeping: one tick mark for each estimated day. My eyes follow the marks down the entire length of the expansive deck railing, where they then double back. There are thousands of them. I estimate the marks translate to roughly nine years. Of course, it's impossible to really know without the rise and fall of the sun, but I feel it in my core. 
It's been years since I've laid eyes on him. I allow myself to think of him. Connor. He's probably married to someone else now. Does he have children? Does he think of me? I sink to my knees and curse how quickly dark thoughts can consume me. Ugly, choking sobs leave my body. Callie, Nana, Grandpa Joe, Aunt Fiona, other long-lost relatives... Where are you guys? If I pretend that they're still out there waiting for me, my fate doesn't seem too bad. I have to keep that hope alive. Looking for them provides me with purpose, and purpose is a wonderful distraction.  
I lay on the deck and stare up at the cloudless blue sky. The sun warms my face. Tears pool in my ears as they fall. I lie there until they've all dried up. Numbness begins to seep in. “This can’t be it,” I say robotically over and over. I sense something changing within me. Hope dying. I search desperately for an intervention. 
I let myself replay a memory I've been avoiding. One I've kept locked up for years. “Callie, shouldn’t you be here?” I whisper before the memory takes hold.
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Memory

October 8th, 2009 


Callie and I have the first birthdays in our grade, so we celebrated our 17 th birthday together the week before our junior year began. We threw a joint birthday party, just like we have done every year since Callie moved to town in the 7th grade. We were instant best friends. This last birthday, our 17th, we had a big bonfire with all our friends. Half of our grade must have been there, plus quite a few Seniors. Having a class size of only seventy-eight, I guess that isn't saying a whole lot. Though considering we only invited half of the people who showed up, I'd say it was a good turnout. 
People always want to be around us. We’re fun and carefree. But Callie and I only really need each other. It has always been me and Callie, and then everybody else. I think that's why people want to be around us. They can sense that connection, and they want a piece.  
I’m in my room, lying on my bed as I browse the party pictures on my phone. It’s hard to believe these were taken almost two months ago. While I have a little free time, I thought I’d find some new pictures to print for the photo frames that litter my room. For some reason, a picture frame always seems to be included in the gifts Callie and I exchange. That, plus a burnt CD with a new mix on it to play in our cars. 
As I swipe, I realize that almost every picture has Callie and me together—plus someone else occasionally or a horrible candid shot of nothing in particular. I sigh audibly. Tonight won't be one of those times. Callie is heading up the mountain to Boulder Creek Hot Springs with one of our guy friends, Tyler. The beginning of chilly fall nights is starting to settle in. They have a few beers they're taking up there with them as a "celebration" to the end of summer and the beginning of Fall. We'll use any excuse to drink, really. Although we're pretty good at drinking without excuses, sometimes we have the decency to seek small justifications for the things we do. 
Tonight, however, I'm grounded for a week because I've broken curfew one too many times already this school year, and my parents are trying to set a precedence. Callie is lucky her mom isn’t as strict. Usually, that doesn't deter me (I've got a quiet window), but I don't feel like going. I have a headache, no doubt, from arguing with Robin all day over my current curfew time. I call my mom by her first name when I'm mad at her. Dad (who I rarely have to call Jay) avoids being around during these times and makes himself scarce. 
Aside from the headache, Tyler and Callie have had a "thing" before, and you never knew if they would be batting eyes at each other or bearing their claws. I don't get what Callie sees in him, but thankfully, we've never had the same taste in boys. And perhaps, even more fortunately, they always seem to be attracted to one or the other of us as well. It's likely our physical differences. Callie is blonde with big blue eyes and ivory skin. I'm slightly taller with dark brown hair, green eyes, and olive skin.  
The biggest difference between Callie and me, aside from the physical, is that I like to think I avoid drama while she creates it. I don't necessarily like to be in the spotlight, but when I'm with Callie, I forget about that sometimes. I'm an upgraded version of myself with her: fearless, carefree, always laughing, and maybe a little loud.  
My picture browsing is interrupted by the playful Mario Brothers ringtone Callie picked out for herself. I pick up, knowing the intent of the call before she says anything. "I caaan't goooo," I say in a playful sing-song voice. 
She pleads one last time with me to go, "Oh, come on, Jane! You know you want to..." She's dangling a carrot in front of my nose. Or so she thinks. "We'll swing by and pick you up. Same spot. 11 p.m. Do you think your parents will be asleep by then?"  
"Cal, seriously, not tonight. I think I should lie low for a while before I'm grounded for life." 
"Oh, please. They're not going to catch you. Besides, we've got like four nice Fall nights left." 
I roll my eyes sarcastically on the other end of the phone. "You can't possibly know that." 
Callie recognizes when I have put my foot down. "Boo. Fine. Next time." 
"Next time,” I say. It's a promise. 
"I'll tell you all about the great time we have tomorrow morning, and you’ll be seething with jealousy by the time I’m done.” A carrot in disguise, but I’m still not biting. 
I chuckle. “All right, Cal. Have fun. Love you." 
"Love ya," she sings out before the line goes dead. 
I pop a few Tylenol PMs in a final rebellious act against my herbalist mother, who would preach the “risk/reward” arguments if she knew I was taking these for a mere headache. But I don’t want to go to her for one of her natural remedies. 
Just before 10 o’clock, I sink under the covers. I feel a fleeting pang of regret over not going out tonight with Callie, but the Tylenol is kicking in, and I am looking forward to a solid night of sleep if I’m being honest with myself. Whatever, it's just for tonight, I think. I reach over and click off the bedside lamp.  
I have my phone under my pillow on vibrate when I feel the familiar buzz coming through my pillow and massaging my cheek. Even in my sleep-heavy mind, I think that’s another thing my mom would lecture me over—the radiation I just subjected myself to by having my cell phone so close to my head. I drowsily pull it out and hit ignore without looking at it, then set it on my bedside table instead of beneath my pillow after remembering the study she showed me on increased Glioblastomas in the brain closest to where cellphones are placed for talking. I'm almost back to sleep when it buzzes again, louder this time without the softness of the bedding to absorb its vibration. I crack my eyes just enough to see the digital clock glowing one thirty-three a.m. I almost hit ignore again out of irritation, but curiosity forces me to look at the caller ID first. Crap, it's Callie's mom. I'm jarred awake. Callie must still be out. Do I answer? I guess I better in case she decides to call my mom next. 
"Hello?" I say, dramatically groggy for added effect. Maybe she'll say sorry for bothering me and hang up. Wishful thinking. 
"Jane?" Her voice cracks, and incoherent sobbing follows immediately. 
Crap, she's really freaking out. As long as I've known Mrs. B., I've never heard or seen her cry. An uneasy feeling pits itself inside my stomach. I sit up alert in bed. 
"It's okay, Mrs. B. Callie's with a friend. I'm sure she'll be home soon." It comes out more like a question. I think I'm trying to convince myself just as much as her. Something about the long silence that follows makes the uneasy feeling in my stomach tighten. Something is wrong. Did my big fat mouth just get Callie in trouble? 
"There's... been..." her voice is shaky. She takes a deep breath, steadying herself to finish the sentence, "—an accident." 
Oh my God, no. "Is she okay?" Her silent sobs are killing me. I want to shake her! "Mrs. B.!?" I urge. 
"She died, Jane." 
"Noo..." The phone falls from my hand, and I gasp for air. Goosebumps rise all over my body. My eyes are stinging from the sudden onset of tears. No, no, no... There has to be some mistake. Callie's not dead. I did not just hear that. Callie can't die. I pick the phone back up and try as best I can to form coherent, steady words, "Wh-what happened? Are you sure?" 
With the hardest part over, Mrs. B. speaks more easily, but her words are choked as they come from her swollen throat. "They went off the edge of the road on the way back from the hot springs. There had been some drinking. She wasn't wearing a seatbelt. Tyler walked away—he’s okay." Long pause. 
It's true. I can't believe it. I'm an instant mess. I can't control my sobbing; moans are escaping me uncontrollably. Nothing else matters in the entire world except that Callie is dead. 
"No." I don't want to accept this. 
"She was ejected from the car. And... and crushed." She choked on the words, and I know it must have taken everything she had to say that one sentence she thought she’d never have to say about her only child. 
Oh, God. I might throw up. I can barely pull in breaths between sobs. Mrs. B. is very patient on the other line. While there’s an unspoken agreement between parents and children, Mrs. B. and I were the two people who cared most about Callie in this world. Callie’s dad died when she was little; she was all Mrs. B. had left. We share this moment of tears for a long time. It’s the longest phone call I’ve ever had or will ever have with Mrs. B. I hold myself, rocking back and forth, my phone still held to my ear. 
“I’m so sorry.” Her words are barely audible at this point. “I have to go, Jane. I’ll call you soon.”  
I can’t say another word. My throat is so choked up I can barely manage to get breath through to my lungs, let alone form a reply. Mrs. B. must assume as much. She waits a moment and then hangs up. 
The days following the accident are a blur; people hugging me, asking if I'm okay, and trying to offer words of encouragement. “She’s in a better place now” or “It’s not goodbye; it’s see you later.” I never respond. I don’t even remember their faces. I don’t do anything for days. Don’t eat, barely sleep, don’t go to school. After two weeks, my parents threatened to send me to a shrink. So, I start to get out of bed, dress in clean clothes, brush my hair and teeth, eat a bowl of cereal, go to school, come home, lock myself in my room, and repeat with mind-numbing compliance.  
I thought my life was over, and in my darkest moments, I toyed with the idea of joining Callie. I couldn’t imagine ever feeling happy again. A smile seemed impossible. In hindsight, I see how short-sighted I was. 




5







Mauge


I’m not sure if Callie is in a better place, but I know she isn’t here. At least, that’s what I know on the days when I let the flicker of hope die out.  
***
Months pass uneventfully. 
As hope evaporates further, my self-regulating control is slipping. I no longer feel like the master of my own mind. Nor am I sure that I care.  
I put myself in the redwood forest near the Pacific coast. I stand before a behemoth tree and crank my neck back to look up at it. It's big, it's powerful, it's old. And it's not real. I kick the tree softly at first. Then, with my anger building, I begin punching and kicking the tree with as much force as possible. I unleash myself like a wild animal. I should be bleeding. The bones in my knuckles, my feet, and my shins should be broken. I should be in excruciating pain. I fall backward onto my butt. I'm not hurt. I'm not even fatigued. I let out a shrill scream of frustration and hope that it reaches into the depths of this monster, Mauge. I lay back and stare up through the canopy of redwoods that blanket the sky. 
It's happening again—a memory tearing through my world. The landscape melts away before me like a beautiful mandala being tipped into a river. I allow myself to go along for the ride. The fight has left me. 
It's him. My chest feels hollow. A knot forms in the pit of my stomach and begins to grind like a pestle to mortar. It's always him. I let the heaviness leave my body, and I embrace the feelings of this carefully preserved moment. I don't remind myself that this is only a memory; he isn't real. Instead, I fall into it.  
The air smells of damp earth and pine. The birds are singing together melodically. The sunset's reflection shines like a gold and pink oil slick across the surface of the small mountain lake. I know he was there, next to me, before looking over at him. I feel his hand slip into mine. 
I change my mind. I don't want to relive this moment. I don't want to be reminded of what I've lost. I flex what little muscle of control I haven’t allowed to atrophy. I close my eyes and will him to leave. My brain races through other memories, like flipping through a Rolodex, but nothing sticks. I have planted a seed in my mind, and it is stubbornly growing like a weed with deep, absorbing roots. I must see him. To experience him again: touch his hand, smell his hair, absorb the lake’s glassy reflection in his milky brown eyes. 
As my second most visited memory, I've been through it over a hundred times, but I keep coming back to this moment. The moment Connor told me he loved me while we sat beside a beautiful mountain lake. It was the wide-open future full of possibilities that had me so love-drunk that day. It was an intoxicating feeling, and I kept returning for a hit. Never again would I experience something so potent and pure as that feeling. This moment is my drug of choice, and I'm addicted. 
A thought begins to spread in my mind like an ink droplet on a wet paper towel. This is not real. This will not happen again. All I have left are memories. A heaviness begins to weigh on me. My lungs feel constricted. I want to sink down into the wet, dark soil of the water's edge and let the darkness devour me. I can feel the cold water nipping at my toes, tasting me. 
I dig my nails into my palm and make one last push to free myself from this memory's hold. Finally, I succeeded at shutting it out, but my success was short-lived. Another memory quickly takes its place. 
The sound of waves crashing becomes more violent with every passing second. The smell of the ocean has replaced the smell of the pine and damp earth of the mountain lake. I can feel Connor's arms holding me close to him from behind, his breath in my right ear, his chin resting on my shoulder. I let the heaviness escape me as I surrender to this moment. 
My eyes follow the waves crashing against the seaside cliffs, demanding entrance. The spray that follows is their cry of defeat. The wind whips my long, black dress around me. We stand still for a moment, marinating in anticipation while looking out at the beautiful Hawaiian coastline. Its edges are bare and jagged, but the land is frosted with the most vibrant, crowded green expanse. It is as if the ocean has taken a bite out of the shore. While my body appears calm, my heart flutters wildly in my chest.  
The importance of some memories has surprised me, but not this one. I knew this day would forge a lasting impression. Even then, I knew a memory was being preserved in order to be revisited over and over. Only, I had hoped it would be experienced differently as I reminisced on our younger days with Connor old and grey by my side. What a sick way fate twisted my desire.  
Before we left for our hike to the seaside cliffs that day, I could sense Connor's urgency to get me out to that spot. I felt the sweat on his hands. I could practically read his mind as our short bushwhack through the thicket in silence led us there—the perfect place for such a proposal. His hands slipped from around me, and I reluctantly released them. "Jane," he said, voice thick with emotion. I loved hearing him say my name. When I turned around, he was on one knee. Expecting it didn't quiet my heart in the least because it raced faster still. He was so handsome with a shy, boyish smile in contrast to otherwise strong features. His square jaw was flexed with nervousness, the muscles pulsing. His curly brown hair blew across his tanned forehead and thick eyebrows. 
I can't bear to look at him any longer, not when I know the ending to this love story. I squeeze out the last drops of control and fight left in my body to pull myself from the memory prematurely, unwilling to let it play out this time. 
I pull my hands through my long, brown hair and tug on the ends in agony.  The temporary high is not worth the withdrawals when the memory ends, but I know I've already let it go too far. Shortly after we were engaged, we bought our Second Avenue home together. The earliest memories of Connor are the easiest. They don't pack the same gut punch that memories forged from love do. They may be just enough to quell the pain threatening to consume me again. I go back to our college days. 
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Memory

February 23, 2013 


Libraries always invoke a sense of security and comfort in me. They're quiet, they're full of adventures and wisdom, and best of all, most college students prefer to avoid them. Well, the first-floor printers are always in a queue, but on the upper floors? Those are my safe haven. I take the stairs to the third level and head for a reading corner tucked away in the far back. Along the way, I thumb through some of the newer displays to see if anything interesting will catch my eye. Intrigued, I run my thumb down a spine titled  Into the Buzzsaw. But when I hear the elevator ding announcing its arrival, I set the book down and leave to go claim the back corner on the obscure chance that someone else has the same idea as me. 
The University library has a strict no-food or drink policy, but seeing as how I plan to camp out for a while, I came with plenty of provisions to see me through. Besides, no one ever goes back to the far northeast corner hidden behind the undesirable archive of radio cassettes. I take a deep breath and let the smell of paper and dust wash over me. It never ceases to amaze me that this smell represents millions of words written by people long since dead and forgotten. These people poured their hearts, souls, and time into those words at one point in their lives. And now they sit largely unread—some forgotten even. Was it worth it? I want to ask them. Would you spend your time differently? 
I'm falling deep into my happy place when I turn the corner and stop dead. Someone is sitting in my corner. My smile vanishes instantly; it isn’t just anyone. It's Connor, that dolt from the football team. This cannot be happening. I’ve spent nearly two blissful, quiet years at college without ever having met this human, and now, two times this semester already.
I know his type, so I turn to go, but it’s too late. He’s seen me. He smiles. It comes off as mocking. I will my eyes to shoot daggers at him. How is it possible that this guy happens to be in my corner, slouched down in one of my oversized, decrepit armchairs? Okay, maybe I’m being petulant. I don’t own them, after all.
"Hey," he says, unperturbed by my look of annoyance. 
I don't return pleasantries. After an awkward pause, I managed one word. “Why...” as I look around, baffled. It’s all I can say without an awkward outburst. My confused feelings are bubbling up in a chaotic and surprising fashion. 
"I go to the library too, Jane. It is available to everyone." His eyes are teasing me. 
He has a stack of classic literature on the table beside him. Dickinson, H.G. Wells, Emerson, and Faulkner. "Class project overdue?" I can’t help but take the opportunity to get in a little jab. 
"Uh, no." He blushes a bit. "I just like classic literature." 
"Bullshit," I say it tightly, a little surprised that I let that slip. I should really be leaving now—time to find a new spot. 
"Quiz me.” He catches me just as I’m turning away. 
"What?" I roll my eyes inwardly. I don't have the patience to humor this guy. 
"Ask me anything. Preferably American Literature related. If I can't answer, I'll leave." 
Okay, I'll bite. "American, huh?" I guess this is as good of a time as any to call his bluff. Besides, how could I pass up an opportunity to deflate a football player's ego? I think for a second.  "Okay, who wrote under the pseudonym Poor Richard?" 
"Easy. Benjamin Franklin." He seems comfortable as he leans back into the chair, which looks entirely too small for someone so tall. "Interesting question, though. Most people wouldn't classify Ben Franklin as a literary agent at all. More of a political historian." 
"He's very much both. He did have a profound impact on our political system, but without a skill for the written word, he wouldn't have accomplished this. Don't you agree?" 
"He was a man of many talents," I note that he doesn't confirm or deny my assessment but appears to be thinking about it. 
He gestures for me to sit down in the adjacent armchair, and to my own surprise, I do. For a minute, I've forgotten that I'm talking to Connor, the annoying football player, and I'm excited to talk more about literature. Trivia was always a family favorite on Tuesday's game night in my house growing up. So, I'm primed and excited about the challenge presented. It's in my nature to play games, but I hate to lose. It makes me an undesirable opponent and an asset if we’re on the same team. 
"Okay," I continue. "What was the second short story written by the same author shortly after The Legends of Sleepy Hollow?" 
I can tell by his smile that he knows the answer before he's said a word. "Rip Van Winkle by Washington Irving. Arguably the first important storyteller in our history." He drapes his arm over the back of his armchair. He looks confident, and I begin to wonder if maybe I've underestimated him. He already knows more than I originally gave him credit for. Although, I tell myself, they were easy questions. I'll make my next question more difficult, but first, I need to address his previous comment. 
"Hm, that's an interesting perspective. Certainly, based on timelines alone, he would qualify as the first storyteller of significance, but his prose is decidedly British." I can feel the exhilaration of debate boiling up inside me. I am a bit disappointed when I get flashed a bright smile instead. His perfect white teeth are displayed prominently, and I notice he has one dimple that indents his left cheek. The asymmetry is kind of cute. It takes me a second to come back to the present. "What? You don't agree?" I prod, silently wishing he’d stop smiling. 
"I'll think it over,” he replies. In a weird way, I'm touched by this. He’s confident but not impulsive. He’s not entirely unpleasant, I decide. "Do you like the story of Rip Van Winkle?" he asks. 
This strikes me as somewhat of an odd question. I’m used to evaluating and calculating, but he wants to know how I feel about it. I mull this over for a few seconds. "I think it's tragic," I respond.  
I look at Connor, who raises his eyebrows and blinks in what I assume is encouragement, so I continue. "The story is largely unfashionable in American Literature discussions today, but I think it still carries a relevant message. Slightly adapted, of course,” I add. “So many people going about their lives today are just going through the motions. Asleep like Rip Van Winkle, in a way. They follow programming with mind-numbing compliance. The sad part is that most people will die before they truly wake up. At least Rip Van Winkle woke up eventually." 
He stares blankly at me. He opens his mouth and then closes it before beginning again. "That," he pauses, "was not what I was expecting." 
I can feel my cheeks heat with embarrassment. He must have noticed because he speaks before I can open my mouth and stumble over some lame retraction. "No, no. It was beautiful." Hearing 'it was beautiful' from a brawny football player draws my immediate skepticism, but it never surfaces because his face is deadly serious. 
At ease again, I tuck my hair absently behind my ear. I’m not looking at him when I talk this time. I'm talking for me mostly, not for him. "We apply meaning to things based on our own perceptions of the world, which is inherently shaped by our unique experiences. That's why any review of a piece of literature can only ever be an interpretation. Only the author knows their true intentions, and most authors’ intentions are to have you apply your own intentions. That's what makes something speak to you rather than at you. Which is why textbooks are so boring." I look up at him. He's smiling. To my internal critic's horror, I smile back.  
"Well said." His eyes study me with an uncomfortable intensity. It’s like he’s trying to figure me out, and for the first time, I wonder if maybe we both categorized each other unfairly. 
I'm suddenly aware that my hair is in a messy bun, my T-shirt is two sizes too big, and my skinny jeans have a large hole over the left knee. A hole that was not designed to be fashionable but rather a gaping hole ripped open by a rusting nail in high school by an old wood fence that clearly had an agenda. I silently curse the heat I feel creeping up my cheeks again.  
My legs begin to itch for an exit. Just before they spring into action, he begins talking. 
"My dad used to punish me by making me read classic literature. I'd be locked in my room for hours." He’s staring down at his feet, seemingly miles away in his childhood memory. "I thought I was being defiant by deciding to like it. I'd talk about it excitedly at the dinner table, and we'd get into a debate over our differing perceptions." He chortles to himself, but his eyes are still distant. "Of course, I realize now that he knew I'd react that way. The clever bastard." He meets my eyes. "I've never met someone as manipulative as my dad." 
Whoa. I did not see that coming. It was such a personal statement. I swallow uncomfortably, unsure of what to say and grappling with the desire to leave and the desire to stay.  
He jumps to his feet and claps his hands together loudly, declaring the discussion over. He has spared me the decision.  
"I come here every other day just after 4 o'clock now that the season's over. I'll sit here." He waits expectantly, but I’m not sure what for. He's leaving; that's a relief. He sighs and begins stuffing his books into his backpack. "I'm telling you so you can either choose to avoid me—or you can choose to join me." I swallow hard. "Bye, for now, Jane." He swings his backpack over his shoulder. "Maybe next time I can quiz you." He winks at me and gives me another one of his smiles before turning deftly on his heels.  
I watch him walk away. There's something intriguing about that one. 
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Mauge


The library memory still stings. I need to move on, but I'm unsure where to go. I want comfort, but I don't necessarily want nostalgia. It's a bit of a conundrum, but I think I have just the place.  
I don't create many places from my memory anymore. They're only painful reminders of the people I used to share them with. Instead, I pull from my imagination or gather inspiration from insignificant places that would pop up when recalling memories. Places from magazines, movies, someone else's social media feed, that kind of thing. I'm always careful to avoid a connection. 
However, I have one exception. Nana used to have a large old willow tree on her property. That was before they moved her in with my parents—against her will, of course. She was always so proud of that tree. She planted it just a few years before my brother Luke was born when Nana and Grandpa Joe had first moved to Idaho. Grandpa said it wouldn't grow, that the winters were too harsh. But Nana made it happen. She was always so stubborn and determined to prove people wrong. A trait she passed along. 
Aside from weekend visits, every summer since I was five, my brother Luke and I would spend two weeks at Nana and Papa's. Often, I would climb that tree and hide out for hours, often until Nana's shouts for dinner carried up through the grove of fruit trees and reached the willow. It was a safe spot for me to get away from my brother and the neighbor boys. There were no other girls. While I could run just as fast, jump just as high, and throw just as far as any boy, I preferred solitude to their rowdy company. 
I've been back to this tree many times. It reminds me of a time when life was simple and my troubles were small. I can still feel the solace it provided to me as a child. It's a lingering sensation now. It's nearly dried up but is still alluring enough to pay a visit. 
I approach the willow tree I’ve created as a replacement in Mauge. Of course, I know intellectually that it’s not the same tree, but I still let myself feel like it is. Its branches are just low enough to be parted so I can enter under the canopy. It's Fall in this rendition of the tree, and the leaves are just beginning to turn yellow. I chose this time of year because it’s particularly powerful. Nana would be making pumpkin spice cookies for us, and Mom would be there to limit our sugar intake. We’d come once or twice in the Fall for a weekend trip up from Utah. As a kid, I liked summer stays at Nana's best when my parents weren’t around. But now, it’s these family weekend trips that smell of pumpkin spice that provide me with the most comfort. 
Instead of climbing the tree, I slide down the bark of the tree, my back against the rough trunk until my knees are tucked to my chest and my butt has hit the ground. The sun outside the canopy is bright—rays of light escape through to linger on my skin in patches. 
I hug myself tightly. It's enough to remind me of the feeling of arms around me. I cling to myself, digging my nails into my skin, wishing, not for the first time, that I could feel physical pain. At least that would mask the emotional pain. But I know my nails won't pierce the skin or show any sign of physical disturbance. I'm perfect here, a flawless, porcelain doll. A hollow representation of the alive me. I despise it. It's a constant reminder that nothing is real here, and nothing is ever going to change. I don't age. I can't make myself uglier, I can't make it dark, and I can't make it rain. It's like this place won't allow me to contribute to my anguish. I hit my head on the back of the tree. Harder and harder until I grow too frustrated to continue. Then, I bury my head in my hands and sit quietly. Unable to sob. I have no tears remaining to spill over my current predicament. 
Time passes. It's unclear how long I've been sitting like this when I hear a girl's voice. "Hello," it says angelically, although not with confidence. It sounds more like a question. I barely lift my head to observe the source. The first things I notice are the strappy sandals winding up her legs, sparkling like polished diamonds as she parts the canopy and steps beneath it. My eyes travel up her body, unbelieving. She wears a baby blue billowing dress trimmed with lace and just as bedazzled as her shoes. Her hair is yellow, like dry sand beneath a beating sun, with loose curls. From her ears hang two huge diamonds. They must be seven carats each. The light glinting off them is blinding, making it difficult to make out her facial features in detail. I shield my eyes with my hand.  
"You can't be real," I say dejectedly.  
I put my head back in my hands, not wanting to indulge in my delusion. "You've been alone here a long time. I get it. I have, too. And I am real. I've been looking a long time for you," she says. I don't respond.  The girl clears her throat. She's clearly not going to go away so easily. 
"You look like a disco ball," I say without looking up. She laughs a bubbly, nervous sort of laugh. I look up again to get a better look at her. For the first time, I allow myself to consider the possibility that there really is someone standing before me. I’m not crazy. Maybe this isn’t some sick delusion I’ve conjured up in my head. But no, I also know human isolation can cause hallucinations (thank you, documentaries). I thought this day might come.   
"Yeah, maybe this was a bit much," she muses while twirling back and forth ever so slightly. I scan her up and down. She looks offended, but only for a second. She studies me, and I study her back. Hope surges before I catch myself. I caught some familiarity in the look she gave me, or maybe it was the blond hair and blue eyes—but she's not Callie. My face falls. If my brain were going to produce hallucinations, why not give me Callie?  
Her lips are a rounded baby pink like her cheeks. Her eyebrows are soft brown squiggles sitting atop big doe eyes. Her nose is small and delicate. Her features are in direct contrast to mine with my sharp edges, darker complexion, and emerald eyes. She looks young, but it’s hard to tell here. A teenager, maybe.  
"I thought you'd be happy to see me," she says.  
I look up at her quizzically. "Callie?" I ask only because she acts as if she knows me. Could I have missed it? I watch her closely, looking for signs of Callie again.  
The girl recoils. "Noooo." Of course not.  
I sigh. I've truly lost it now. This can't be real. I lower my head to my knees again. I have two options here. I can indulge in this crazed state because why not? Or I can wait until she goes away, or I go away.  
A touch so foreign to me lands on my knee. I bolt upright, my back pressed firmly against the tree. I definitely felt skin-to-skin contact. She holds her hands up and backs away. "It's okay, Jane. Everything is okay." 
"How do you know my name?" I shoot back. At this, she looks caught off-guard. There's a lengthy pause between us. She begins twisting her hair around her finger nervously.  
"Lucky guess?" She shrugs a little at her feeble attempt. My brain is not computing. I'm only staring. "I'm Abigail." She takes a stride toward me with her hand outstretched. 
I push harder against the tree at first until I get a grip on myself. I'm not a caged animal, and this is just a girl. A girl named Abigail. Breathe. My skepticism turns to curiosity rather quickly, and my heartbeat begins to slow. What if she is real? She lets her hand drop, looking rejected. 
"I'm Jane. But you already know that, don't you?" I ask. She looks sheepishly at me. "How do you know that?" I narrow my eyes at her. 
"I'll tell you. Soon. I promise. But not here." She reaches out to me again. An offering. Her eyes are pleading. I hesitate. However, when I consider my options, this is quite simple. I can return to my misery, or I can take her hand and see what happens. It's not much of a choice. My hand closes around hers, and I take a moment to appreciate the feeling of her warm flesh pressed against mine. I stare at our intertwined hands. Something so simple yet so impossible only moments ago.  
"Close your eyes and focus only on your breathing," she says. Her words are laced with warning, but then she softens. "I'm going to take you somewhere." I nod, going along with it, and close my eyes, timing my breath. One...two...three... 
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Mauge


I feel the wind first. I open my eyes to see that we're standing atop a snow-covered mountain. A blanket of thick clouds obscures the world below. The wind roars angrily. Snow swirls from the mountaintops and is hurled at us. It looks and feels like glitter being thrown at my skin. It's not cold at all. The snow diverts from my face, only hitting my body and creating a strange sensation. My eyes widen as I take in this entirely new landscape devised by Abigail.  
Many other white peaks are reaching up from under the hidden abyss. A series of old, sagging, drawstring wooden bridges are strung between the mountain tops, creating a network of pathways. A good portion of each bridge disappears as it dips below the layer of clouds. A brown, circular hut stands out against the whitewash on the peak across from us. I watch the drawstring bridge leading up to the hut bounce and sway with Abigail's steps. I watch until the clouds swallow her. Something alights, and I scramble to follow. 
The world changes below the deceptively thin blanket of clouds. I can feel the change with each step forward before I can see it. It works its way up my body until my head has fallen below the cloud line. The air is thick with moisture, and the wind is completely absent. In the real world, my brown hair would be glued to my skin, and my face would appear as if painted with oil in this level of humidity. But, of course, this isn't the real world, and the invisible shield of perfection surrounds me with unwavering loyalty. 
The thick sprawl of the green jungle reaches as far as the eye can see. Its unrelenting crawl up the mountainsides is a testament to the power of nature when left unchecked. It's a stark contrast to the world just feet above us on the other side of the sagging drawbridge. Birds squawk, and monkeys howl. 
I wish that I could stay and observe awhile, but Abigail carries along at a brisk pace. Anxiety builds within me the farther away Abigail gets. I stumble on the unfamiliar footing and hurry after her, working my way back up. Above the clouds again and into the Arctic conditions, it's only a hundred yards to the hut. 
Once inside, Abigail moves toward the single, massive armchair in front of a crackling fire and settles in. The fists of the wind beat against the hut, but inside is warm and cozy. She gestures with a pat for me to sit next to her. The intimacy of what she's suggesting gives me pause. I look around. Stacks of books, DVDs, and junk food wrappers lay around. You'd think if one were expecting company, you'd have cleaned up a bit. She smiles shyly, realizing that I've taken note of the mess. "Sorry," she says. "Habit. I stopped changing this place a while ago. There's comfort in returning to the same place just the way you left it." An understanding smile lifts the corner of my mouth. I continue to take in her home. 
There are beanbag chairs, a blanket fort, a spiral slide that stems from a closed room at the top, and a hole in the floor where a rope dangles down through a hole in the floor. I walk over and look down into an abyss. The familiar clouded chasm from outside is visible below the hole where, under normal circumstances, only the solid mountain would be. The clouds lap at the edges of the hole. It makes it seem as if we're floating above it. I shudder and back away. 
I glance around one last time, running out of time to procrastinate before it becomes rude. The hut is larger than it appears from the outside, but not by much. There’s a wide-open living room on the main floor and a large kitchen just around the corner to make up the second half of the dome-shaped hut. The staircase leading up to the second floor, which seems to occupy half the space of the first floor like a semi-circle, stops at a door. This place must be Abigail's equivalent to my home base above the river. Though, with access to unlimited possibilities, I would have expected something more opulent. I somewhat reluctantly take a seat next to her in the armchair. I'm sitting as far away from her as I can comfortably manage. Our legs barely touch. I'm acutely aware of every square inch of contact. I stare into the fire, a welcome distraction. The faint smell of smoke fills the air. 
"Tea?" she asks. 
"Sure," I say, shifting uneasily.   
Abigail hops up, and I watch over my shoulder as she disappears around a corner into the kitchen.  She returns promptly, holding a tray with a kettle and two small, fine China mugs with tiny painted flowers decorating the rim. She pours hot amber liquid into the mugs and hands me mine. A floral aroma fills the air.  
“I didn’t know this was possible,” I say, looking around. “To be somewhere that’s not in my own head.” 
“No, I suppose now you’re in my head. This should be fun. I could use a change of pace," she smiles lightheartedly before adding, "Which is the understatement of the century.”  She snorts and looks down into her tea mug as if embarrassed by her admission. 
I nod in understanding but remain stoic. Before I can say more, she continues. 
"So," she says, folding her legs up under her. With her face only inches from mine, she looks at me intently. "Tell me what you know about this place." This catches me off guard. "Please," she says in a treacle voice while she bats her eyelashes playfully and takes a sip of her tea. Her eyes remain locked on mine. I don't know what to make of this girl. She seems vulnerable and playful but also cautious. Normal things for a girl in a new situation, but there's something else. An air of mystery seems to cling to her. 
"First, tell me how you were able to find me. Are there others here too?" I'm unable to keep the desperation from infusing itself into my dialog. My words are strung together tightly, rushed. "Is there a way to find them?" 
"No." She looks hurt. My heart sinks. "I don't know how exactly, but you're the first person I've ever managed to find." 
"How?" I have so many questions. 
She laughs nervously as she attempts to brush it off. "I just said I don't know how." 
"No, you said exactly. You don't know how exactly." I blink expectantly at her.  
Abigail frowns. "We'll get there, I promise. I'd just like to know what it's like for you first. What do you experience here?" 
All I want to know is how this meeting with another person in Mauge is even possible—and why her? Why not others? I'm getting annoyed at her avoidance. Abigail must sense this. She sighs and continues, "We've got forever up here, Jane. We can afford to take our time—and the truth is, whatever you want to hear, you'll just be disappointed.” She leans in close to me, and I lean back at the forced closeness. She takes my face between her hands, squishing my cheeks together slightly, and brings my face to hers. I’m too shocked to resist. Our noses are only inches apart. “I’ll tell you everything,” she whispers. Her breath smells of bubblegum. “We will come to know absolutely everything about each other because it is just us up here. Forever.” She’s staring into my eyes, and I have the absurd notion that she could kiss me at any moment. Then, she gently releases me. I adjust myself so that we’re at a comfortable distance, though I feel strangely at ease with Abigail’s boldness now. 
She's smiling at me with patient understanding. Her eyes are warm and welcoming. My guard resolves a bit, even though I don’t want to believe her. She seems entirely sincere and innocent. Like a child, almost. Determined to start this relationship on the right foot, I allow myself to surrender. I’ll go with the flow to keep the peace.
"Okay," I sigh. "I don't know how long I've been here. I haven't figured out a way to tell time other than benchmarking from my memories. I can relive memories with perfect clarity. Any memory I want, mostly. I can create places, like you, that I think up." I look around to admire her handy work. "It's like being on Earth, except more beautiful, and there are no people." I breeze past this last one, hoping it won't catch in my throat. "I can't make it dark, make it rain, make it cold. I don't need to eat, but I can. I don't need to sleep, and I can't anyway. I don't have to relieve myself. I can't hurt myself. My body is seemingly frozen in an... unnatural state." I reach for my tea and take a sip. Despite the steam, the temperature is barely above warm. I like my tea much hotter. Like the British, my dad would say. Abigail is nodding. 
"And we have no superpowers." She sounds petulant. Is she mocking me? Before deciding whether to be offended or smile, she asks, "Do you think we're in heaven?" 
"No," I'm quick to answer. "This can't be it." 
"Yeah." She sounds far off. Her eyes are fixed on her tea. "I don't know, though. I sort of think it is." Neither one of us says anything for a minute while that sinks in. I don't want to believe that, but it shakes me a bit to hear that she does. Then she asks, "How long do you think you've been here?" 
"Like I said, I don't know." It comes off brusquely, and I try to recover, not wanting to offend the only person I've seen in years. "Nine years, maybe. Ish. What about you?" 
She blows absently on her tea even though it doesn't require it. Her eyes are looking out the window. "It's hard to say," she continues blowing. "Decades." 
I choke on my tea and wipe away the dribble that fell from my mouth. "Decades?! Like how many decades?" 
She shrugs. "I feel like I've lived enough for two lifetimes." I take note that it's not a direct answer, but I drop it because she probably doesn't know. I get it. 
I'm more interested in knowing something else. "How have you managed to stay sane for that long?" 
"Same way you have, I guess. You just do." 
Heat touches my cheeks. I feel like Abigail just granted me a kindness I don't deserve. I don't know if I'd call the state of mind I was in 'sane.' We're silent for a long time until she asks, "How did you get here?" 
It takes me a second to understand she means the afterlife. "Um, I don't actually know. Brain aneurysm, I think. My last memory just ends. It's like the curtain drops in the middle of the play. It doesn't feel like that was the real ending at all, but I can't explain it. Did you have the same thing?" 
She shakes her head from side to side slowly before answering, "Cancer." 
"Oh, I'm sorry,” I say before I can catch myself. I used to hate when people would say they were “sorry” after Callie died. What were they apologizing for? It drove me nuts. “Sorry you had to suffer,” I add for clarification, but it still doesn’t come out right. Maybe there’s just nothing else to say when someone goes through a crappy situation. 
"Meh. On the bright side, I think it made me appreciate this place more." To my relief, she sounds nonchalant. Her cancer is clearly ancient history in her mind. I guess that’s what decades will do. 
"How old were you when you died?" I ask.  
"Seventeen. Barely." 
Same age as Callie, I think. Too young. I wonder if things would be different for me if I had died of cancer. If I'd seen it coming. I think it would. I know that never would have been my reality, though. My mom wouldn't have allowed it. She wasn't an ordinary mom, and she wasn't an ordinary doctor. She was a healer—and a good one. As a kid, I remember my friends getting sick more often and more severely. I would feel indignant about it because they’d get to stay home from school and drink 7-Up. It wasn’t until later in life that I realized my mom’s knowledge and dedication to our health were largely to thank.
I want to ask more about Abigail’s time alive. If she’s been here decades, she must have died, what, in the 80s? I want to ask her, but she changes the subject before I get the chance. Her time alive represents only a fraction of her existence. She's obviously not nearly as obsessed with it as I am, and I’m so desperately lonely that I let it go. I don’t want to rock the boat I've just had the good fortune of embarking upon.  
"What should we do today?" Her smile is playful. Her eyes sparkle with wild excitement. Her hand is outstretched in an invitation. 
I feel the flames of hope reemerge from the depths of neglect. Fanned to life by the comfort of companionship without risk of death. She can't disappear permanently from my life the way Callie did. Maybe I wasn't meant to be tortured here. Maybe I can have fun here. Maybe, just maybe, I'll laugh again. 
"Close your eyes. I want to take you somewhere," she says, and her hand reaches for mine. I know how this works now, and I’m so relieved that I’m not destined to be stuck in my head, limited to my own imagination. Now, I have access to Abigail’s. I may not know her, but when I take her hand this time, I feel it fuse with mine. I never want to let it go. 
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Mauge


We're standing on the edge at the very top of the Sears Tower building in Chicago. I'm painfully aware that we are 110 stories up. I've been here once with my friend's family when I was eight. Of course, we weren't allowed up on the roof. But the building shape and the architecture in the surrounding sea of skyscrapers are unmistakable.    
I peer over the edge at the ground beneath. My heart electrifies, and my stomach drops like a rock. I take a tentative step back. Heights are not my thing. I slowly sit down and look out at the city instead of down. The city is beautiful. Lights sparkle, horns honk far below, and the smell of caramel popcorn carries with the wind. Abigail is now wearing leopard print leggings and a black jacket with pointed shoulders. Her feet are in red wedges, bringing her up to my height. Her eyes are outlined in thick black makeup. Her hair is pulled back in a tight, high ponytail. She looks Vogue-worthy, beautiful, and a little like she's going clubbing. My clothes haven't changed since the willow tree—a sleeveless, burgundy jumpsuit with a plunging neckline and bare feet.
"I've been here before, but they only take you as high as the observation deck. How were you able to come all the way to the roof?" I ask. I shudder remembering the glass floor of the observation deck and the sudden death it stood between. Whitney and I were screaming like little girls, holding onto each other's arms for dear life. That's just what we were, though. Little girls. Not yet weathered and molded by the real threats of our lifetime. Whitney was my best friend before Callie moved to town. She was slowly phased out. Sometimes, I wonder if she'd have turned out differently if I had kept her close. The feeling of rejection can sometimes push the deflated ego to find other ways of feeding it. Whitney turned into a full-blown addict after she started using Oxycontin recreationally in high school. As far as I know, she’s still a slave to pharmaceuticals. 
"Oh, I've never been on the roof. I mean, not in real life. I remembered the sky deck, so I went there, and then I created the stairs that took me up the additional floors to the roof. I don't know what the roof really looks like, but who cares? It's ours now." Right. This is all we have now. It is whatever we want it to be. There is no other reality for us. So, who cares if it isn't like the one among the living? That's irrelevant. It feels good to shed that layer. I had no idea my own beliefs were still limiting me, even here. 
The smell of caramel popcorn is so strong I can taste it. My mouth waters. Normally, I can create whatever I want to eat in whatever place I have imagined being in. However, this place is Abigail's creation. No matter how hard I imagine caramel popcorn, it doesn't appear. I dust off my list of ‘Mauge Rules’ and add this new revelation to the list along with the ability to share realities. Provided, however, that there’s someone to share them with. This leaves me with a confusing rule that I have yet to solidify. So far, there’s only one other person whom I can connect with in Mauge.  
I look out across the city to the horizon. The boundless perspective of heights always leaves me humbled. Strokes of pink and orange sweep the sky. The sun is just beginning to dip below the Earth's edge. It's yolky-color is three-quarters visible. It represents the full extent to which we can conjure darkness. I look down at the city lights. Millions of windows are illuminated. During my time alive, I wondered what kind of people lived behind those windows. Were they happy? Did they have a dog? Were they looking out at the sun setting, too? Depending on my mood in Mauge, the illusion of life is either comforting or disturbing. At this moment, I feel at peace for the first time in ages. Stepping out of my head and into Abigail's was just the escape I needed to get my head back on straight.  
"Why the horns?" I ask curiously. 
She shrugs. "Makes it feel more like we're not alone." 
There's a moment of silence when even the horns stop honking. We stare at each other in understanding. Words are not enough. After a few beats, she looks away. A car alarm goes off in the far distance. The breeze has picked up a bit. My hair is blowing across my face, tickling my nose. I tuck it behind my ear just as I catch a wicked, mischievous smile on Abigail's face. Her eyes are wild with excitement. 
"What?!" I demand as I attempt to keep the alarm out of my voice. She's freaking me out. 
"You know why else I like the background noise?" 
"Whyyy?" I draw it out, hesitant to hear an answer. Something about her expression puts me on edge. My body feels charged.  
"It makes it feel more real when you jump off." Her eyes flit to the rooftop ledge.
She looks dead serious. I immediately feel the fear strangling my lungs. I stop breathing entirely. My heart is pounding wildly. I back as far away from the ledge as possible until my back is against the door and my hand finds comfort on the handle. 
"No. Effing. Way." I attempt to speak forcefully, but my voice wavers, impacted by fear. 
She laughs a little, dropping some of the hysteria. "Jane,” she says earnestly. Oh no, she's in reasoning mode. She's reaching for me as she takes a step closer. I have no intention of taking her hand this time. Her eyes are sympathetic. I'm bracing for what she's going to say. 
"What's the worst that can happen?" A playful smile tugs at the corner of her mouth. "We die?" 
I'm momentarily stumped. She has a point. I allow myself to entertain the idea. "Okay," I say shakily. I take a slow, deliberate breath of air. "What happens then?" 
She begins tiptoeing backward. Her eyes never leave mine. She's only a step away from the ledge when she stops. She shrugs her shoulders. Just shrugs her shoulders and steps backward off the ledge. I instinctively reach for her. I rush to the edge and look down. She seems to be moving slowly; a long stream of hair is pulled tight around her body, reaching back for the ledge she left behind. Her arms are spread wide. I swear I can see a smug smile on her face. She's tempting me to follow. She gets smaller as she falls until she's only a speck and then disappears from my view entirely before I can witness the impact. 
I step back and crack my neck. I'm not the type that backs down from a challenge. "I'm already dead. I'm already dead," I say out loud as I hop up and down to shake out some of the nervous energy, but my anxiety is growing along with the distance between Abigail and myself. She must be on the ground now. I take advantage of the coursing adrenaline that's temporarily choking off my fear and leap! 
The wind whips wildly around me. The sound of the air in my ears drowns out my thoughts, and I'm left to just feel. It feels good. Like I'm weightless. Like I left my body behind on that roof, the ground is approaching rapidly, but I'm not afraid anymore. The hard part was jumping. Falling is easy. There's the tiniest split second before I hit the ground that I feel that same pang of panic hit, but it happens almost too fast even to register it. There's a loud sound and a strange sensation. My body compresses as if being sucked into the ground. I’m flung back into the air a hundred feet or more and fall, again, back toward the ground, almost as if I’m bunging jumping. 
I can see Abigail bent over her knees in laughter before yelling, “Control it!” 
I take a deep breath and brace myself as the pavement approaches. This time, my feet connect, and momentum makes me bend at the knees to absorb the impact. I stand up. 
“That was like a Cat Woman landing,” laughs Abigail. 
I shake my head at the lunacy of what we just did. To my surprise, Abigail runs up to me, wraps me in her arms, and lifts me off the ground. She's surprisingly strong for such a tiny person, but then again, I must remind myself that we’re in Mauge. She's giddy, drunk off adrenaline. We laugh, and I smack her playfully on the back. 
"Let's do it again!" she cries. 
"Hey, guess what?" I ask. 
"What?!" 
"We do have a superpower!" 
She cocks her head, looking at me bemused. 
"We can't die," I say. Duh. My hands sweep up and down my body to signify the proof. "Ta-da!" 
She giggles and takes my hand. "We're going to be best friends. So, ready for round two?" 
I know she's right about best friends. I think I knew it when I realized she was a real person. Of course, at the time, it was mostly about a lack of options. But now, my perspective has changed.
“I think I need a minute to process this one before we do it again.” I pull my fingers through my long, wind-blown hair. Of which, there are no knots. No stray hairs. “Where to next?" I ask. 
"You pick this time." She squeezes my hand and closes her eyes, ready for wherever I decide to take her. Anticipation buzzes in my fingertips. 
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Mauge


We've learned a lot about each other in a short amount of time. It's all there is to do, but it's also all we want to do. There's desperation between us; it's almost palpable. Our eyes are always confirming. Our bodies turn naturally toward one another. Places are less interesting than just talking. Places have turned into tools to aid in delivering our life stories. Our interdependence was formed like a volcanic eruption, swift and strong, the landscape forever altered by the force of that event. I've become someone I used to loathe. I’m needy. But it’s a two-way street, which somehow makes me feel better.  
There's a thrill that comes with being able to take someone with you to the places that shaped you. To be able to relive a memory and then come back to tell it in excruciating detail. We are connected now. It feels almost physical, like twins attached at birth. Even watching her enter a memory carries excruciating weight. The minutes tick by as if being dragged through the mud. I hate watching her eyes empty and her limbs go slack. The first time it happened, I panicked. It was like her cord was suddenly unplugged. Thankfully, it never lasts long. We’ve learned that while we can share our personal designs of Mauge, we cannot share a memory in the same way. Those are reserved for us alone. Though we can recreate the places from memories, the memories themselves remain locked within our own minds. 
We do our best not to go into memories too often. Or we at least warn one another. It's not always easy, though. Our wandering thoughts hold power, and I'm still learning how to tame mine. Abigail is better at it. 
Fortunately, it takes a more concentrated effort to transport to another place, but we've got a plan in place for the unnerving instance that we accidentally transport without one another. The Plan is a meetup place. It's my grandmother's weeping willow tree where we first met. It seemed fitting. 
In order to go places with each other, we need to be holding hands. Without that physical connection, we'll leave the other behind. At least, that is our theory. We are partially correct. Turns out, we can go to different places even when we're holding hands. And we have. Once. This is another rule added to the list: one must empty their mind for the other to be able to transport them.
This is what happened. 
We were in a silly mood. It was Abigail's turn to take me somewhere, but when we took hands and closed our eyes, I was deep in thought, reminiscing about high school. It was a lingering conversation in my head from our conversation just moments before. Basketball was the only activity I continued after Callie died, mostly at my parent’s insistence. In hindsight, I think it helped me release some of my anger. I became a more aggressive player. In college, when I no longer had basketball, I became more sullen and more withdrawn. 
Anyway, when I opened my eyes, I was on an empty high school basketball court. I took a moment to look around. The experience was jarring, like stumbling across a bear on a hiking trail. This was an acute reminder that I had a past life full of people and noise, and unpredictability. When the full weight of my current reality made a comeback, I panicked because Abigail wasn't there beside me. 
I went back to where Abigail and I had just been. She wasn't there. My heart was pounding. I started searching frantically through all our most recent hangouts, screaming her name like a lunatic until I finally got a grip and remembered that we had this scenario planned out. I was there in an instant. It took me exactly half a second to see her. She had the same worried-sick look plastered across her face. Her fingers were in her hair, twisting away with spring-loaded angst, her nervous habit. 
We ran to each other. We nearly knocked the wind out of each other with the ensuing embrace. 
I think it started with Abigail. This giggle that turned into hysterical laughter. We were literally on the ground, unable to walk, just racked with uncontrollable laughter. Nothing else mattered at that moment, and it felt good to let go and leave that basketball court in the dust. But the impression it left lingered beneath the surface long after the dust settled.  
*** 
It's my turn to take Abigail somewhere. I spent my summer vacation after high school backpacking through Europe. Much to my parent’s disapproval, I spent all the money I'd saved working weekends during my Senior year rather than applying it toward college tuition. Instead, I relied heavily on government aid, private grants, and, largely, student loans to carry me through. I decide to take her to a rocky knoll in Ireland. 
We sit with our backs against a stone outcropping, the sea spray just out of reach. I wonder idly where our conversation will take us today and if there will ever be a day when there's nothing left to talk about. I dismiss the thought before it can set down roots. 
 "Who did you think would be waiting for you beyond the pearly gates?" Abigail lays on her belly, trailing her fingers through the grass. Her bare, painted red toenails wiggle in the air. 
I'm sitting upright, looking out across the sea as I revisit my earliest time in Mauge. "Nana first. Then, of course, Grandpa Joe, Aunt Mary, and my cousin Cole. What about you?" 
“Hm? Oh. My cousin Catherine mostly, and I guess my grandparents—but I didn’t know any of them well. My grandparents died when I was little. We had a small family. I’d sometimes see my cousin Rebecca from my Aunt and Uncle on my dad’s side, but she was years older than me and wanted nothing to do with me, really, and Catherine's mom wasn't a part of our lives after she died. My mom’s mom I met twice. She was cold and distant. She wouldn’t allow me to call her grandma. I guess the apple didn’t fall far from the tree there.” I sit with that for a moment. I’ve already said so much on the subject about how Abigail deserved better. The redundancy here would be overboard, but I do want to know more about her cousin Catherine. She looks deep in thought, so I give her a moment, but I’ve misinterpreted her self-absorption.  
Fingers entwined in the grass, picking at it absently, Abigail asks innocently about the friend I seldom mention, oblivious to my intentional sidestep from a moment ago. "What about Callie?" 
I know Abigail has been waiting to talk more about her. Callie and Abigail were the same age when they died. Similar in their light, carefree manners, but characters cast from different molds of society. Callie was rougher around the edges; Abigail is more refined. 
"Of course," I say.  
"It still hurts, doesn't it?" she asks. I nod, even though she isn't facing me.   
"I had locked Callie away for so many years. It was habit. And then, when I got here, I thought it was finally safe to think about it. I let myself believe I'd see her, too. I even got excited about it." I was still mad at myself for that. If anyone had been there to witness that, I would have looked pathetic. And stupid. "I never processed Callie's death in a healthy way. I see that now." 
"How does someone process death in a healthy way?" she asks with curiosity.  
"Talk about it, for starters," I say. I begin mimicking her absentminded grass-picking.  
"My cousin Catherine died when she was eleven. I was eight," Abigail volunteered. "No one talked about that much either." We sit in silence. "There was a plane crash. Total freak thing." Abigail now has a nice pile of grass stacked up that she continues to add to. "Her mom, Fay, never forgave herself for allowing her daughter to fly unaccompanied to visit her dad. She may as well have died on that plane with her. It would have been better for her. What’s worse, I think my mom blamed Fay, too, but even my eight-year-old self could see that she just needed a hug. We didn’t see Fay after that. I guess my mom got a good dose of her own medicine, though, when I was diagnosed with cancer."  
"Wow, that's awful," I say a silent thank you that I won't have to ever worry about losing a child or dealing with childhood cancer. Silver lining? My heart squeezes for my parents. At least I got to grow up some.  
"Yeah." Abigail sits up on her heels. As if she can read my mind, she asks, "Do you think it's worse for them? The people we left behind. Or worse for us?" She's looking at me with imploring eyes as she brushes blades of grass from her dress. 
I think of Connor and then of Mom, Dad, and Luke. I think of how I was after Callie died, how I would have been if it had been Connor who died. But I also think of the extreme loneliness I felt here before Abigail came into my life. Still. 
"Them," I answer. It comes out as little more than a whisper because I’m still unsure. 
"Do you think the others before us are wandering around like us? Somewhere in all of this?" She makes a wide, sweeping gesture with her arm. 
"No." I shake my head. It sounds more pointed than I had intended. A knee-jerk reaction. Or denial, maybe. It's still easier to think of those who've died if I tell myself they're in a better place. That’s what everyone told me when Callie died. She’s in a better place. A true Heaven.   
"I think that's how I'd want to go; in some freak accident. You'd be scared at first. Or maybe you'd be brave. But it'd be quick. Not a lot of time to think about it," Abigail says. 
"I'm not sure there's an ideal way to go. I never thought about it much before. I guess for me, it'd be when I was old and gray, holding Connor's hand beside me." 
Abigail wrinkles her nose in mock horror. "Oh, not me! I'd ask you to push me down the stairs before I let myself get old and gray." 
Despite the somber subject, I can't help but laugh just a little. "That sounds like something Callie used to say." The chuckles die off, and an expectant silence stretches out between us, so I elaborate a little. "Callie was always pushing the limits. Doing reckless things. She said one day it'd get the better of her. And one day… it did." 
"Do you think she regrets it?" 
"I'm not sure," I reply with contemplation. Callie was always doing things that got her into trouble. She liked to live on the edge, and she liked the attention. She didn't always like the consequences, though. "Probably," I say with commiseration.  
In the silence that follows, my thoughts wander into familiar territory. I let the questions that are constantly orbiting around me come down for a brief landing. Why am I able to be here with Abigail and no one else? How was she able to find me? Why did she know my name already? These questions plague me if I let them, but there’s a novelty to holding onto them and keeping them locked away. Like I’m savoring the last bites of something delicious. It adds just a little more intrigue and mystery to my relationship with Abigail. It’s like fuel on our fire, and I don’t know how I know this, but it feels as if knowing the answers to these questions will change everything. I look at Abigail, who is content staring out at the seaside. I like this. The calm between us. Where we are now is comfortable and familiar. But the questions floating around in my head feel like a wrecking ball that’s getting harder and harder to hold back… 
What do you know that you’re not telling me, Abigail?  
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Mauge


I've stopped adding tick marks to the wood at my Mauge residence, but I know it's been a while. I've been much less concerned about tracking time ever since meeting Abigail. I'm not sure what I was counting up to before, but maybe it was her.   
I still don't talk about Connor much. Bringing Connor up to Abigail feels like a betrayal somehow. However, I'm not sure if the betrayal is to Connor or Abigail. There are too many conflicting emotions, so I try to avoid it, even though Abigail is always bringing him up or pressing me for more juicy relationship details. Her first and only kiss had been behind a vending machine in the 8th grade. She was mortified because she had just taken a bite of a muffin when this guy she liked decided to lay it on her. They had made it known publicly that they were "boyfriend and girlfriend" that morning and had broken it off the same day soon after the inaugural muffin kiss.  
At least she could laugh about it now, but she was the kind of girl who let that consume her during her Earth time. She ruminated obsessively over that moment, wishing she could change the past. She had exactly one kiss after that one, and she criticized the poor guy publicly for it. She was attempting to settle some kind of score in a game that fellow wasn't even playing. She sees the insanity in that now. After that, she scared every boy around into staying far away from her for fear of being the next subject of defamation. 
One day, she told me, "I wish I could take it all back. Have a re-do at life. My life. I wasted so. Much. Time." She enunciated each word separately to stress its importance.  
I think about it, too, sometimes. Although, these were things I thought about mostly pre-Abigail. I have fewer regrets than Abigail does, it seems. In a lot of ways, I have Callie to thank for that. One day here, and the next day gone. There was a lesson to her passing, I guess, but it took me a long time and a special someone to help me come to that realization. 
Connor helped me feel again. To allow myself to be vulnerable. At first, Connor was reserved and gentle. Then, as our connection grew deeper, he got more affectionate. If he sensed any reluctance, he would give me space again. It wasn't until many Gabor Maté lectures and Eckhart Tolle books later that I finally shed that protective layer I had been carrying around. I stopped pushing him away playfully when he smothered me and, instead, let myself fall into it. I loved without reservations. We loved without reservations. When we were together, covetous eyes would follow us from passersby. It felt good to have a connection like that again, but deep, deep down… I was still terrified of losing it. Of losing him. A revelation that proved to hold truth. I had no idea it'd play out like this, with me being ripped from him against our wills—but I'd do it again.  
Two months after I had allowed myself to give him my heart completely, Connor proposed. We stayed engaged for two years. We spent the cash we’d been saving for a wedding on a down payment for our house. Connor’s parents might have footed the bill, but traditionally, my parents were supposed to pay for the wedding, and I knew they couldn’t afford it. I was absolutely committed to paying for it ourselves. I didn’t want to feel like I owed his parents anything. We could have gone to City Hall for a marriage license, but we didn’t see the urgency. What’s the rush when you think you have a lifetime ahead of you? 
Our last year together was pure bliss. I would watch him do things like make coffee or brush his teeth. I'd watch the expressions on his face, the movement of his body. He'd catch me often and smile like he understood. He loved it (I think) the way I'd watch him. When we hugged, I held him tight for a few extra moments. I'd smell his hair or tickle his neck with my lips. No matter what kind of a rush we were in, I'd make sure a few moments were stolen just for us. Of course, none of this made losing him any easier, but at least I have fewer regrets and more meaningful memories to hold onto. Memories worthy of playing over and over. I thank the stars and all the self-help gurus for the awakening I had. Without it, my life would have been much more meaningless.  
I still know what Abigail meant that day, though. I'm not sure there's a person alive who wouldn't change something about how they lived their life. I'd have held Connor tighter at night. I would have let things that had upset me go away quicker. I would have laughed more. I would have surprised him at work more. I would have gone home to see my parents and my brother more. I would have called more. I may have even pushed the wedding date up. It's a shame I never got to see that carefully planned event unfold. Again, what was the rush when we thought we had forever?  
It was three days after her seventeenth birthday when Abigail died. I was twenty-three. Sometimes, the age difference shows when we talk about our past lives, but here and now, Abigail has matured and grown in ways I still have not. She’s content here, emotionally more mature about our predicament than I am. Sure, she’s silly, but she's also wise. We've helped educate each other in different ways. She's teaching me French and showing me places around the world I had no idea even existed. She often relays an enriched backstory or history behind the place. Her family was the kind that could afford private tours and held lofty dinner conversations. She learned French from her nanny Claire, who she says was more of a parent to her than either of her biological parents. She speaks fondly of Claire.  
The first time Abigail took me to her family home, I was in awe. It was one of three massive estates her family owned. This particular house was in the Beacon Hill neighborhood of Boston. It was a fenced-in mansion sitting on the most beautifully manicured landscape I had ever seen. It could have been its own tourist attraction. On the inside, nestled in the middle of a double grand staircase greeting the entrance, was a waterfall chandelier of twinkling crystal. The walls were decorated with art pieces that cost many times more than the family home I grew up in.   
At first, Abigail's life looked glamorous, almost like a fairytale. But now I know that the massive iron fence and security guard were doing more than keeping people out of their estate—they were keeping secrets in. Her dad was never around. Her mom was more interested in shopping and spa days than she was in her own daughter. Although I don't want to pity her, my heart aches for Abigail. She may have had houses, chauffeur services, and nannies, but I had something I believe to be much more valuable. 
*** 
I took Abigail to my college and showed her around a while back because I knew it was an experience she never got to have. Abigail was wide-eyed in disbelief at the size of my Freshman dorm room. "And you have to share a bathroom?!" she exclaimed. 
I took her to my grandparents’ house, where we made the best living room fort and ran barefoot through the yard and creek. We revisited the willow tree where we had first met. I couldn’t help asking my questions here: how were you able to find me here? But, once again, she was insistent that it wasn’t the right time to talk about this. 
I took her to my parent's house, where I spent eighteen years of my life. We looked at my baby book and spent a lot of time chatting while lounging in my old room. I walked her around the small town where I grew up. Its western flare and two stoplights had Abigail gawking. "I had no idea people lived like this!" She didn't say it to be mean; it was just a fact. 
I never minded growing up in a small town. I got to be the star of the basketball team with very little real talent—something I discovered when I went to college tryouts. Mostly, everyone knew me by name. I'd get pats on the back after a game and a blurb in the local paper. This also turned out to be a curse after Callie died. Then I got sympathy pats and way too many people asking me if I wanted to talk about it. 
It's Abigail's turn to take me somewhere. I open my eyes to see that we're on a purple conveyor belt spiraling upwards toward the clouds. It appears endless. I give her a pointed look, "You're going to make me sick," I say jokingly. 
Abigail smiles deviously. "You know you can't get sick," she states. 
There's elevator music playing from the sky, meant to accentuate the joke of waiting in Mauge, an undesirable Earth experience and totally unnecessary here. I look below us and see a shrinking forest as we continue our slow accent to the clouds. The trees grow in funny angles around narrow pathways that make a pattern. "A maze?" I ask. 
"Yep, for later." 
"And for now?" I ask, looking up. "What? We're just going to go around and around?" I peer over the edge and say, "Maybe I'll jump." 
Abigail has a grin that spreads as wide as the Cheshire cat, and she doesn't have to say anything for me to know that this is exactly what she has planned for us once we reach the top. Abigail is a spirited thrill-seeker, and I love that about her. Falling is one of her favorites. 
We’ve devised some silly, get-to-know-you games throughout our time together here. One is called Rapid Fire. Abigail starts the game knowing that we have time before reaching the top. 
"Early to rise or last one up?" she fires. 
"Early to rise," I fire back.  
"Doritos or Cheetos?" 
"Neither," I reply.  
"Wait, what?! How can it be neither? What planet are you from?" she exclaims. We never get too far in Rapid Fire before we tailspin into a conversation. 
I chuckle. “My mom never let us have those. She said they were poison. She’d tell us about the research behind artificial colors, preservatives, and inflammatory oils.” Abigail’s eyes are wide with horror now. 
“Say whaaaaat? So, you like never had them?” She lowers her eyes at me. 
“Well, sure. Sometimes, other moms would put together pre-game care packages, and they'd have junk food. Or school picnics or other kids' houses. I had plenty, but I always felt yucky after I ate them. I'm not sure if it was guilt or the Cheetos themselves, though." Most people did not get these conversations. They just felt sorry for me, but I felt something else entirely. I felt grateful. Of course, that didn't come until later. I wanted to end this conversation before it felt like a condemnation of Abigail's upbringing. "So, what about you? Cheetos or Doritos?" I ask. 
"Cheetos, for sure." Which she’s already eating. Lucky for her, we’re sitting in one of her created spaces. If I want something here, I must ask Abigail to make it happen, or I have to leave and then return with the object in hand. But without hunger, it’s just mindless eating or eating for sheer pleasure. I don’t do that nearly as often as Abigail does. "Look, no orange." She wiggles her perfectly clean fingers at me. I smile and shake my head as my eyes squint at the orange bag with Chester on it. I think to myself that the packaging hasn’t changed much since the 80s. It’s a fleeting thought.  
In between bites, she looks at me thoughtfully. "Can I ask you something?"  
"Of course."  
"How did you and Connor meet? Was it love at first sight?"  
This catches me off-guard. It’s been a while since she's brought up Connor. I guess I should've known the peace was only temporary.  
"No..." I say, trailing off. The first time I became aware of Connor's existence was not a memory I held in high regard. In fact, I hadn't thought much about it at all. I much prefer to think of our second encounter at the library. 
I look at Abigail, and she nods in encouragement, already knowing what I’m silently asking. I think back to that time, and the memory grabs me. 
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Memory

January 3, 2013


I sit observing as the players board the plane, all dressed in red warmup garb and looking languid. Most have headphones in and their heads down. All sway slightly as they shuffle the massive human cow movement down the aisle. I know these types. The arrogance rolls off their bodies and hits me like bad BO.  I can't believe I have to be here. I might even be glaring, but I don't care. With my face hidden and hair tucked in the hood of my oversized sweatshirt, no one is paying me any attention anyway. 
Normally, I find people watching pleasant, but today I plug my headphones in and look away. There’s something intriguing about people-watching. Every now and then, I'll lock eyes with someone. If they hold my gaze for more than a few seconds, a silent language is sometimes expressed—like a secret code. We know. If their eyes do something else, like travel down my body and linger inappropriately, then they are a different class of person altogether. One I despise. 
I'm not supposed to be on this trip, but as yesterday, my hand was forced. There was no shortage of delicate, manicured hands raised to volunteer to cover the football playoff game. I was never one of those hands. I didn't anticipate that never being one of those hands meant I stood out. I blame Mr. Casterson.  
Yesterday in class, Mr. Casterson was facing the whiteboard, writing the day's lesson plan as he announced, "Thanks to the flu, we need two more volunteers to cover tomorrow's game." He spun with reluctance to the eager classroom. This was Sports Reporting 210, which is not the career path I want to take when I get my journalism degree, but it's part of the required curriculum.  
As expected, about half of the hands shot into the air. Most of them were female. Mr. Casterson looked around and grunted. Meg's hand was practically dancing up in the air, giddy with anticipation. She was a shoo-in. She knew the game and how to recap events better than anyone in the room. She’d become well-recognized for her abilities after she made some comparison between running for president and running for a touchdown. I didn't get it. So, hearing the confirming "Meg" from Mr. C's mouth was no surprise. She did a silent happy-dance. I watched her bop up and down slightly in her chair. At least she had the dignity not to yelp or "Yes!" I rolled my eyes at the back of her head.  
When I returned my attention to the professor, I realized his eyes were locked on mine. Crap. "Jane, you never volunteer for these things. It'd be nice to get a fresh perspective and for you to challenge yourself. You and Meg leave with the plane at nine a.m. tomorrow." He turned back to the whiteboard, and that was that. No discussion. No choice.  
So here I am, sullen that I’m being subjected to this and wishing I was anywhere else—but sadly, I’m not that far removed from my typical despondent attitude. I can hear my parents’ whispers of worry in my head. “She’s changed,” “When was the last time you saw her smile?” and “What can we do?” they’d say behind closed doors when they thought I couldn’t hear. 
The air moves around me and there's a rather loud plop beside me. I keep my face turned toward the window, but I assume it’s Meg. I leave my headphones in and try to look like I'm sleeping.  
A nudge. Again, I pretend to be sleeping. Meg pulls one headphone out of my ear. Annoyance surges inside me, but I continue my sleeping façade, more determined than ever to ignore her.  
"I know you're not sleeping." The voice is deep. Not Meg. I sigh, realizing I've been found out, but new courage arises with the unfamiliar voice. Men, I can be rude to, especially athletes. Women, I feel a little more guilty about. Perhaps it's their delicate psyche. I scold myself for thinking that. The more likely reason is that women's intentions seem more innocent. They're expecting a kinship solely based on our shared anatomy. But friendships with women don’t come easy to me anymore. 
Maybe it's because I've compared every girl since high school to Callie, and I’m always disappointed. Or maybe it's the exhaustion that comes with attempting to decipher the meaning behind their actions and words, which are not always noble. With men, things seem simpler. Fewer feelings. I don’t do well with feelings these days. 
I open my left eye just a hair. It is a player. I close it again and hope my acknowledgment of his existence yet my insistence on ignoring him is enough to move him along to someone more affable.  
He chuckles a little. "That's fine," he says before adding, "I'm Connor, by the way. What's your name?" I don't care, I think to myself. I don’t even bother responding.  
After a few minutes of silence, I think he's gone. I open my eyes, but he’s still beside me. He’s lying back with the seat reclined and his eyes closed. I decide he can stay if he's going to be quiet. I go back to my podcast, but it isn’t long before it's interrupted by a bubbly laugh making its way down the aisle. I retreat further into my hood.  
"Jane!" Meg calls. I can’t suppress a small groan; luckily, I don't think she hears me. "Hey, Jane!" she calls again. I give her a small wave in acknowledgment, hoping she’ll leave me alone, but now I can tell why she's so insistent on grabbing my attention.  
Her eyes can't help but check repeatedly to see if the guy sitting next to me, Connor, I think he said, has noticed her yet. 
When she reaches our aisle, she leans over Connor and pulls my hood back, revealing my face. I feel my carefully tucked hair come tumbling down along my face. Irritation surges within me, and it takes everything I have not to snap at her pathetic attempt to secure Connor's attention. Her reach conveniently lands her breasts mere inches from Connor's face.  Why do some girls have to act like this? It’s embarrassing for us all.
To my surprise, Connor isn't looking. I don't see him even glance. Instead, his eyes are fixed on me, his mouth slightly agape.  
"Gosh, what are you listening to anyway?" Meg laughs as she pulls back into the aisle, not wanting to be too obvious.  
"You wouldn't like it," is all I say as I yank my hood back up in one jerk.  
"Who's your friend?" she asks. Ah, there it is. She's still smiling at Connor, but he’s still not looking. A small ounce of satisfaction settles my irritation. The fact that Connor is a classic type of handsome hasn’t escaped me, but it’s like noticing an ant; it’s just there, and I’ll forget about it in a moment. Meg, on the other hand, has noticed and is not willing to let the opportunity pass. With as much reporting on the football team as she has done, I wouldn’t be surprised if she already knows exactly who he is.
"Connor. Connor, that's Meg," I address him without looking at him and close my eyes, hoping they’ll take it from here, but I hear nothing. I don't know what occurs, but when I crack my eyes again, Meg has moved along, and Connor appears to be dozing. I breathe in relief and prop my head against the window for a better sleeping angle.  
A few seconds later, I hear him say, "So, it's Jane..."  
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Mauge


I relay the details of that memory to Abigail. I owe Mr. Casterson so much. It's amazing how almost everyone can pinpoint a moment in time that shifted their entire future. Most often, we credit the negative moments as life-altering. I.e., the time we lost our job, were turned down by a crush, lost a friend, etc. This can trigger the "what ifs" to play out in excruciating repetition. It's human nature to live in the 'what-ifs' and 'could have beens' that reside only in our heads rather than to accept what simply  is and carry on. 
The memory of my first encounter with Connor triggers another memory that I have resisted revisiting, but now—with Abigail by my side—it feels safe to go there again. I close my eyes and let the memory play.
It’s August 16th, 2013- moving day. I plop down on the stairs next to my dresser, which sits at an angle with one end on the first step and the other on the landing. That’s as far as I made it in my attempt to take my five-drawer dresser up a single flight of stairs to the second floor. I got it out of the back of my car and managed to get it over to the stairs of my new apartment complex by picking up each end and walking it. But now, it’s time to recognize defeat. There’s no way I’ll be able to get it up the stairs by myself. I wipe the sweat from my brow. It’s a hot August day, and I’m tired from moving all day, taking multiple trips between my old room at a house nearby that I shared with several other girls my Sophomore year to my new one-bedroom apartment that I was finally able to afford by securing a waitressing position at one of the local high-end restaurants. It’s not my favorite job, and I resent the fact that I’m using my good looks to get good tips, but the polite smile I use until my cheeks hurt is only two nights a week, and it's worth the solitude it provides me in my new apartment the rest of the time I’m not working or in school. 
But now, with no roommates to call on and hardly any real friendships to show for my first two years of college, I’m in a conundrum. I suppose I could remove the drawers and see if that lightens the dresser enough to get it up. I try the drawers. They glide along tracks and then catch once pulled all the way out. They won’t be easy to remove, and I don’t know if I can put them back together. Plus, I glance up the stairs, it might not lighten it enough to make a difference. I sigh deeply and take out my phone. I begin scrolling through my contacts to see who I may be able to summon for help. 
I fan myself by pulling my white t-shirt off my chest to create a draft and push air into my face. I’ve been scrolling now for ten minutes. No one has jumped out at me, and secretly, I’m hoping someone will come by and offer to help—but the only person I’ve seen in the last thirty minutes was a girl who happily put in her earbuds as she walked around me up to her apartment. I lean back and crack my neck. I know who would help me, but I’m hesitant to ask him. My heart flutters nervously at the thought. 
I’ve met Connor at the library five times in total since that first meeting about five months ago in February. After our first encounter, I avoided the library and tried to find substitute places to study at local coffee shops and hotel lobbies, but after a month of that, I came back to the library. Coffee shops were too loud and too expensive since I felt I had to buy tea each time I went. Hotels were beginning to ask me if I was a guest after they saw me a few times, making it uncomfortable. So, after a month, I went back to the library, careful to avoid the times Connor mentioned he’d be there. I even found a different spot, but it wasn’t as good as my old spot where I had my first real conversation with Connor. 
After two months, I went back to my old spot. He showed up one day. It was four o’clock. Just as he’d said before. After all this time, he was surprised to see me but sat down nonetheless. There was something that opened my heart just the tiniest crack by his persistence. Even after two months, he was still coming at four o’clock. 
We talked easily, and I found myself going back purposefully at four o’clock on some days. We managed to see each other three more times before school was let out for the summer. With each visit, the conversations stretched longer and grew broader. The last time I saw him, we managed to exchange numbers, though it was awkward.
It's been a couple of months since I’ve seen him. The last time was in mid-May. I went home for most of the summer months, but I just returned to look for a job and secure a new place to live before the fall semester begins. Check and check. I’ve accomplished those things. 
I hover over Connor’s name. I’ve never contacted him this way before. Should I text or call? I opt for the less awkward option and text him. 
Me: Hey, Connor. Long time no see. So sorry to bother you. Are you, by chance, in town? 
His reply comes quickly.
Him: Hey stranger! Yeah, I’m here. 
Of course, he is. Football players have to stay in town over the summer for practice. I see the “…” and wait for more. The dots come, and they go. Connor is unsure of what to write next, it seems. Then, finally, another text comes through. 
Him: Want to meet up? 
I’m surprised to feel a building excitement within, but how do I respond? I don’t want to sound like just a user. Plus, I wouldn’t mind meeting up. Would I?
After a minute, I respond.
Me: Are you free now? 
Him: Yeah. Where?
Me: I’m hoping you can help me out with moving a dresser, and then we could discuss from there? I’m at the apartments on 74 Vine Street. Sitting on the stairs. Can’t miss me. 
Him: Be there in a minute. 
I swallow down the nerves making their way up my throat and attempt to compose myself. I force myself to stay where I’m seated, feigning relaxation. 
He’s there in six minutes. He’s not hard to spot because he’s the only car driving slowly, the driver looking around, attempting to locate something: me. His brown hair has grown out some and curls at the ends. I’m surprised to see him driving a shiny, silver Audi. When our eyes meet, he waves, and I wave back, swallowing the bile rising in my throat. Seriously, what is wrong with me? I chide myself; get a grip. 
But watching him step out of his car prevents me from stamping down the feelings rising from within me. He has a stubble that outlines his strong jaw. His smile is so adorable that I have no control over the answering smile that displays on my own lips. His black shirt is stretched tight across his pec muscles. His colorful board shorts hang loosely on his narrow hips. The contrast of his tanned skin and perfectly white teeth makes my breath catch. At this moment, I’m aware of two things. One: I wish I had gone upstairs and attempted to spruce myself up a bit. Two: I am undeniably attracted to this boy. 
“Hey,” he says coolly as he strides over to me. 
I stay seated, not trusting myself to stand right now. “Hey,” I reply. 
He eyes the five-drawer dresser, “So, this is it, huh?” 
“Yep,” I say, managing to get to my feet. “Thank you,” I say just as our eyes meet. We stare at each other just a beat too long. His milky brown eyes have flecks of gold I’d never noticed underneath the library's artificial lighting. 
“Don’t mention it,” he says as he flashes another of his gorgeous smiles. I swallow and look away. 
“Do you want top or bottom?” I ask as I look at the dresser, still propped at an angle on the first step. I see Connor shift out of the corner of my eye. As I turn to him, I notice crimson red flashes up his neck and an amused smile on his lips. Realizing my mistake, I feel heat blaze across my own face. I try to self-correct, “Maybe you should get it from here.” I point to the bottom of the dresser that's resting on the landing.
“You got it,” he says, still smiling playfully. 
We lumber our way up the stairs with only a few resulting dings to the dresser’s glossy black finish. Once we reach the top step, my heel catches, and I fall backward, dropping the dresser, which narrowly misses my foot. I land with a humph on my rear on the top landing. I’m about to get up, hoping that Connor pretends not to notice that I dropped the dresser, but he’s kneeling beside me before I can move. 
“Are you okay?” His voice sounds frantic. His hands and his eyes are searching me, assessing me. I watch his face, which is deeply concerned and concentrated on the task. He seems so exaggerated. It takes me a moment to realize he’s being serious. His reaction transfixes me. Once his assessment of me is satisfactory, his eyes meet mine. Our faces are mere inches apart, our eyes locked. I feel his longing mirrored in my own body. 
I look away and push myself back, sliding along the concrete landing until I get to my feet and brush myself off. 
“I’m fine,” I manage to say, averting his eyes. He gets back up slowly and resumes his position behind the dresser. When our eyes finally meet again, I see the disappointment in his expression. I take a breath to steady the thumping in my chest that started when our eyes locked a moment ago. “Almost there,” I attempt a smile. 
He returns the smile easily, the traces of disappointment wiped away, “We’ve got this.” 
We move in stilted motions, grunting as we manage to make it inside my new apartment. I’m thankful for the distraction of the dresser and its physical bulk between Connor and me, but I’m painfully aware that soon, this task ends in my bedroom, and we’ll be in each other’s presence with an expectation that still lingers from our moment just a few minutes ago. The apartment is small and only has one bedroom, so it doesn’t require further instruction. We’re quiet as we move in that direction. 
“Just here.” I nod toward the corner of the room at the foot of my mattress, which is lying on the floor next to my unassembled bedframe. We let out our breath as we settle the dresser into its final resting place. Determined not to make this awkward, I’m prepared to move from the bedroom and thank him for his help. Maybe offer him a drink before he leaves, which may result in polite conversation until he finishes it. The scenario is playing out in my head as I turn to him. “Thank you again for your help.” 
“Anytime,” he says. I want to move toward the bedroom door, but the intensity with which Connor is gazing at me stops me. I feel the temperature rising in my body and the beating in my chest picking up speed. Connor takes one quick step in my direction, places his hand behind my neck, and kisses me gently. He pulls away and looks into my eyes, wordlessly searching for permission. I’m so aware in that moment of the walls that I have put up around human relationships. It’s as if the light was flicked on, and what was once invisible, or at least ignored, is now standing right in front of me, illuminated plain as day. I haven’t allowed myself to get close to anyone since Callie died, and the longing has been building inside of me, no matter how much I’ve tried to convince myself that it wasn’t there. And now, I’m faced with a decision. Do I allow it to keep standing, or do I take a sledgehammer and begin demolishing it? I squeeze my eyes shut, and I gather courage. The decision is easier than I imagined. I allow myself to self-indulge and surrender to the moment. I kiss Connor in return, more urgently. We meld into each other, hands moving fervently, shirts coming off. The escalation is intoxicating. We’re on the mattress; my hands slide just under the seams of Connor's shorts. His bare skin is cool to the touch. Our mouths are locked. I feel him inhaling sharply, but then he pulls away. 
He sits on his knees next to me and runs his hands through his hair. His expression is dazed. I stay lying on the mattress, averting my eyes to the ceiling, the sting of rejection beginning to beckon those walls back to their full strength. 
“Sorry,” he says breathlessly. “It’s just… not like this. I mean, I want you. I want you so badly—but not like this.” 
I look at him and raise my eyebrows. 
“What I mean is, can I… take you out to dinner?” 
I sit up, now acutely aware that I’m only in my bra. My eyes scan the room for my white T-shirt. “Yeah, yeah,” I say somewhat dismissively as I locate it and pull it over my head. I want this moment to end as rapidly as it began, but Connor stands and closes the gap between us. He wraps his arms around me, and to my embarrassment, I find I’m fighting back the urge to cry. 
“Jane,” he whispers into my ear. “It’s just that I have this feeling that you and I are going to retell the story about our first time many times in the future, and I want it to be perfect.”
I can’t help it. Tears slide silently down my cheeks as we remain locked in each other’s arms. The walls melt away. 
Abigail and I are sitting on a large sectional sofa built into the bow of a luxury yacht. The boat rocks gently as it points us toward a white glacier's magnificent, looming walls. The reflective surface of the rolling water dances in waves of light on the boat's surfaces. This is Abigail's creation, and I wonder if it's created from a real experience or an imaginary one. Her nautical attire suggests that this is an environment she's familiar with. She's wearing white linen pants, a tight navy-stripped shirt, and a big, floppy sunhat. 
"What was that one about?" Abigail asks over her steaming chai latte—clearly referring to the memory I just watched in my head with Connor, the dresser, and our first kiss. 
"How did you know?" 
"You get this far-off look, and it's like someone hit the pause button for a few seconds." She lets her mouth fall open and eyes close, mimicking me, but I’m familiar with the look—I’ve seen it on her. I just thought I could disguise it as “relaxation,” but the slack jaw is apparently a dead giveaway. 
"Huh. I was literally zoning for just a few... seconds?" 
"Yep. Like two seconds. I probably miss you doing it all the time." Something about the way she says this makes it seem as if she hardly ever misses me doing it. Abigail is much more attentive than I thought. She continues, "How long was your memory? In Earth terms?" That was the word she used in place of "alive." 
"Ten minutes. Maybe,” I say uncertainly.  
She takes another slow sip of her sugary drink. I wonder if she ate like this when she was alive. Always putting refined sugar and processed foods in her mouth. I think I know the answer to that, though. Abigail likely got everything she ever wanted, and, as my mom would say, cancer is often created. That was a belief that made her unpopular among the conventional crowd. She said there were exceptions where genetics and age alone could be blamed, but it wasn’t a probable excuse for young people.   
“Huh, weird,” she says, mostly to herself. It was barely audible and almost didn't register with me as I was deep in thought. Almost.  
"Wait, what's weird?" 
"A few minutes on Earth is like forever here, but reliving a memory from Earth is like no time here." 
I'm looking incredulously at her. She knows before I speak that she's said something she'll regret. She wants to take it back. I can see it. 
"How do you know this?" I'm unable to keep the impatience from my voice. I'm willing my gaze to hold the power to communicate to her that I've waited long enough. I used to ask all the time how she knew my name when we met, how she found me. 'In due time. In due time,' she would often tease with an increasingly annoying fake English accent she reserved for topics that made her slightly nervous. 
I was willing to go along with it at first. It added allure to Abigail, like holding off on the last few chapters of a crime novel and savoring the buildup. If I don't know, I'm free to create an ending I can finish any way I like. It could be a fairytale ending like the ones I used to hate—with a man's arms wrapped tightly around his woman, vowing never to let her go again. My story wouldn't end here with two girls stuck inside their heads. I'm terrified of the letdown I somehow know is coming, but I can't let it go this time.  
My patience for Abigail's insistence on secrecy is growing thin, and she knows it. There's near-constant ambient tension lately. This must end. I'm ready to flip through the final chapter and face the nasty hangover disappointment leaves behind. She'll tell me this time. She'll tell me, or I'll threaten to leave. Being alone is the only thing we have left to fear. I wouldn't go through with it, but I hope she doesn't call my bluff. I feel guilty even thinking about allowing those words to hurt Abigail, but it's my only card, and I'm about to lay it on the table. 
"Please don't make me." She's chewing on her bottom lip, looking visibly pained, but I can't find it in me to empathize with her. Instead, I want to shake her. 
"Why won't you just tell me?!" I shout with exasperation.  
"It's not that simple, Jane." 
"Yes, it is. Open your mouth and make words come out." I'm standing over her now.  
She looks near tears, and I regret my harshness. I sit down next to her and place my hand on hers.
“I died in the year 2015,” Abigail whispers. “In Earth terms, it was recently. Only days before you died, probably.” 
Pieces of a puzzle I didn’t know I had been gathering begin to assemble in my head. Of course, the modern packaging on her junk food, the places she creates, nothing was all that dated. It was hard to tell because her parents had a natural taste for vintage… but what about their flat-screen TVs? I cannot believe how blind my new friendship had made me. She didn't die in the 80s. This wounds my pride as a journalist immeasurably. But then, why would this have stuck out to me in such a unique and beautiful place where so much is possible? Still, I kick myself figuratively for being so obtuse. 
As this marinates, her admission reveals more to me. She may as well have punched me in the stomach. She's been intentionally misleading me this entire time. Her selection of music, books, and television shows—all of it—was chosen carefully so as not to implicate her. She kept this time difference from me. 
"Why?" I ask, knowing that she'll understand that I'm referring to her purposely concealed actions. She has been deceiving me for so long. This hurts in ways I thought I'd never have to experience again. The betrayal is reeling. 
"To protect you," she says quietly. 
"Why not tell me the truth? How do you know this about Earth time and Mauge time? How did you know my name?" I ask these questions, unable to mask the hurt in my voice. Abigail is still, staring down into her knotted hands across her lap. 
I break the silence. "Whatever it is you're holding back, I'm sure you think there's a good reason not to tell me, but I can handle it. Whatever it is. It's time to tell me. I’m not going to just forget that there are secrets you’ve been holding onto. You knew my name, and now I find out that you know time on Earth moves so much more slowly than time here. How do you know these things? I’ve been sooo patient with you." She looks away. I wait for her to speak. Her shoulders slump, and she sighs audibly. 
"Please don't hate me." Her voice is small. 
"I could never hate you." Even though I won't forget that she's lied to me anytime soon, I mean that. 
"I've been here longer than you." Yes, I know. I wait for her to find the words she's looking for. I nod in encouragement. "There's someone else here," she says with profound resignation. 
I pull my hand away involuntarily. My eyes are wide.  
She begins talking faster. "His name is Khye. He found me. And he's not like us." She pauses. Her eyes are pleading for me to understand. She continues reluctantly, "He has a special gift here. He offered me a way to go back." 
I'm stunned. I can't move. I stare at her. She mistakes my frozen state of shock for confusion and says, "Like Earth home." 
I'm angry now. My hands are in my hair, and they're pulling hard. I'm trying to keep it together. To keep my desire to strangle her from manifesting. I can't believe this is what she's been keeping from me. 
"It's not what you think." Her hands are up, and she's inching toward me like she's talking a crazed person off a ledge. 
"What. Do. You. Mean?" I draw out each word, mustering every ounce of remaining calm. 
"I only know what he told me and what I experienced. Take a deep breath, and I'll tell you everything I know." 
"Take a deep breath?! Are you joking with me right now? There's a way to go home?! And you never told me?! We’re not dead?!" 
"No, I mean, yes. Yes, we’re dead. It's not what you think. It is not home!" she snaps at me in uncharacteristic Abigail fashion. I use it as justification to fuel my anger. 
"Then tell me what it is!" 
Abigail winces and then seems to regain her composure. "Okay, okay, but not unless you calm down." She crosses her arms across her chest in defiance. The anger continues to boil inside me. I'm visibly shaking now. How dare she? 
I'm still for a long while addressing the strong emotions bubbling up inside me. I decide, more than anything, I want to know the truth. And right now, Abigail looks scared of me. I don't like that I've elicited that response in her, either. So, I try a breathing technique my mom taught me to turn down the sympathetic nervous system response. Breathe in for five seconds, hold for five seconds, breathe out for ten seconds, and hold again for five seconds. Repeat. After a couple of rounds, I feel my composure returning.  
"Okay, I'm ready," I say. 
She motions for me to sit next to her, and I do. She doesn’t look at me as she tells me her story. "Khye said there's a moment when a soul becomes vulnerable. In the moments before its physical body dies. A transitionary period where another soul, unbound to a physical body, can take its place. He says it’s an honor and a great privilege to relieve that transitory soul from the burden of bodily death. It makes transitioning to the afterlife more peaceful and quicker, or something like that.” She shivers. Her gaze is far off. “But I didn’t even do it for those reasons. The truth is, I did it because I was bored…and I wish I could take it back.” Tears are pooling at the bottom of her lids. I have so many questions already lining up in my head, but I’m afraid I’ll break the spell if I speak, and she’ll clam up again. So, I wait for her to continue. 
Her head drops. Like a lifeless ventriloquist dummy, words fall from her mouth. I watch her jaw move up and down in slow motion. "You were that soul, Jane. I took your place in your physical body before you died. I have your last memory." 
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I feel like I'm going to vomit. This is overload.  
"I'm sorry." She's reaching for me, but I pull away. Our eyes lock. Her eyes are begging. Her mouth is pulled in a tight frown. 
"What happened?" I ask without computation. My brain has frozen. Abigail's last words are on repeat. 
"The most horrible thing. The reason why I couldn't tell you." 
The most horrible thing. The reason why she couldn't tell me. 
My brain is racing toward conclusions, but I pull back. "Go ahead," I encourage her, but she remains mute. Her fingers are twisting around a lock of golden hair, eyes averted. "Oh, come on, we're way past this now, Abigail."  
She inhales. "I was disoriented for a few seconds. Then, I began to recognize my surroundings. I was in your bedroom. Your dog, Oli, was barking at me like crazy. I thought she might bite me. I backed her into the bathroom and shut the door. It was upsetting to me to have to do that to her. I could feel everything you felt. It's like instead of replacing you, we melded together. I could feel your love for Oli. For Connor. I could feel everything."She squeezes her eyes tightly shut. Something about what she said feels like a violation. She may as well have punched me in the gut because all the air has left my lungs. She goes on, "I didn't want to die. Didn't want you to die. It hit me with such force, Jane. I wanted to protect you. Us." She shakes her head. "It was all so confusing. Trying to sort out what was you and what was me. But regardless, I was terrified. I regretted my decision immediately. Khye called it a gift, but at the time, it felt more like a curse." She swallows. Her eyes gleam with fresh, wet tears. She looks at me pointedly. “It’s one thing to die, but to know you’re about to die suddenly is a whole different beast.”  
"How did it happen?" My voice is low and hoarse. My throat feels constricted. 
Abigail swallows hard. "I stumbled downstairs. You're taller than me. I felt clumsy in your body. Then I ran to the front door. I had every intention of bolting out the door and driving away. I wasn't sure what I was going to do after that, but I had to live. We had to live." Her tone changes to subdued. We both already know the ending of this story. "When I opened the door, he was there." 
"Who?" I'm fast to interject. 
"I didn't know him. I mean, you didn't know him. There was zero recognition from you." 
Damn. "Are you sure? What did he look like?" 
"I had access to your mind, Jane. You didn't know him." She's insistent. 
"Just tell me." 
She sighs in resignation. "He was carrying a pizza box and wore a blue baseball hat with a hairnet underneath. He also wore gloves and bags around his feet. He reminded you of a school lunch employee. He was middle-aged, Caucasian, bald head, clean-shaven, and wearing a plaid shirt under a jacket with a pizza slice emblem below the shoulder. Even his eyebrows were shaved. It made his dark eyes look… hollow." She shivers.
I wait for her to go on, but she doesn't. "That's it?" He could be anybody. 
"Yes," she says with an air of ‘I told you so.’ 
"Okay, go on." 
She takes a deep breath in preparation for what I imagine will be the hardest part for her to revisit. Her voice starts small but gains confidence as she goes, "When I opened the door, intending to leave, I think we caught each other off-guard. He was steps away from the door and looked like he was delivering a pizza, but I knew that you’d never order a pizza. I did wonder if he was lost, though, but then I remembered why I was there, and I let out the loudest scream I could as I tried to slam the door. He was so fast, though, and he got the pizza box in the door before it could shut. That's when I noticed the knife the pizza box had hidden from view. He pushed me back inside with such force. His intentions didn't completely catch me off-guard, but it still shocked me. 
“I tripped and scrambled backward. I started for the backdoor, but before I knew it, he had me by my hair, your hair.” She takes a shaky breath. “He smashed my face into the counter. There was a terrible crunch. The pain was blinding. Blood poured down my face. He had the knife at my back, and my head yanked back so hard I couldn't move. Then he whispered in my ear." At this, Abigail trembles. Disgust is evident on her face. "He said, 'We’re not off to a good start, are we? If you scream like that again, I think I’ll have to take my time.'  There was so much malice in his voice. He hated you, and you didn't even know him." 
I let her sit with that for a moment before gently nudging her. "Then what happened?" 
"It's all a blur after that. He stabbed me, you, at least twice. I remember here and here." She points just below my rib cage and once above my collarbone. Her gentle touch above my collarbone and my ribs sends shivers down my spine. My muscles tense. 
She continues, "I remember trying to get away and being in so much pain. I slipped on my own blood. I scrambled on all fours toward your kitchen knife set. I was so close," she says through gritted teeth. "Then he had my hair again. He said, 'this is for ruining my dinner plans.' My head was smashed into the counter after that, and everything went black. I woke up here. I never want to relive that memory. Please, Jane, do not make me do that." The tears that once glistened threateningly in her eyes are now spilling down her cheeks in a silvery cascade. 
"Jesus." I don't know what to make of this, but I scoot over and hug Abigail. She hugs me back with such fervor it feels like a vice grip has closed around me. Her body is shaking. I stroke her hair, and we rock back and forth together. 
After a few minutes, she whispers, "I'm sorry." 
"Don't be," I say. "You saved me. In a way." It may have been my body, but it was her experience. For that, I am grateful. I see both Khye's words and her own holding truth. A gift and a curse. 
I welcome the silence that stretches between us as we remain locked together so I can focus on my thoughts. Whoever it was, it was planned based on what they were wearing. But I didn't know the person. Where was Connor? Something doesn't add up. 
I've replayed the minutes of my last memory many times before, but now I have new information that colors it in a different light. It changes my perspective—but most of all, it has raised suspicions. I don't want to believe it, but I know only one person who could do something like this to another person. 
And, to top it off, I gave him a motive.  
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Memory

Monday Morning, September 28, 2015 


I pay a ridiculous fare to park my car on the street just outside my downtown office building. I work for one of the most prestigious newspapers in the city. Of course, most everything these days is done online as opposed to print, but I still prefer to call it a newspaper. Although I've only been working here for a little over a year, I've managed to make a name for myself and snagged two bylines on major stories. My area of expertise, or the area I'm drawn to at least, is health. I thought by exposing all the diseases, sickness, and declining health statistics, I could make a difference and that people would wake up to what was happening. Ultimately, I feel unfulfilled and disappointed by my lack of impact, but I remain hopeful. I thought my career path would stoke my mom, but instead, she was concerned. When I told her, she said it was an important message but not to forget that the messenger is often the one persecuted.  
I set a reminder on my phone to feed the meter in two hours and bound up the stairs leading to the massive grand entrance. I push impatiently against the giant revolving door. It grants me entrance to the copper skyscraper, and I stride purposefully to the elevators.  
I punch the elevator button. It was already lit up when I hit it the first time, but I hit it again for good measure. I'm a woman on a mission. I don't bother to look around at the others waiting patiently for the elevator to arrive; I can feel their eyes assessing me. I know what they're thinking. It isn't my thing to care about what other people think anyway. 
Once on the nineteenth floor and marching toward my cubicle, there are a few jeers from my fellow colleagues. I catch snippets of "cat dragged in" and "gracing us with her presence." Little do they know I am, in fact, an "early riser"—and working from home occasionally is not against company policy. My mornings are reserved for me. I've had the same sacred ritual since college. Six a.m. wake up, have coffee, and then exercise, which lately is a jog with Oli out to the old cemetery. I’m always back by seven-fifteen to wake Connor up. Then it's my time to shower, get ready for the day, read a little, meditate, or whatever else I feel like. Okay, maybe I should come to work a little earlier.  
There's a surprising amount of people here. Keyboards are clicking away, and phones are ringing. Many desks I walk by contain steaming mugs of coffee. I always bring my own. I'm not sure how people swallow the company-provided, pesticide-laden mud water. I check my watch. It's eight-seventeen. 
As I wait for my computer to start, I quickly put my self-made "do not disturb" sign up outside my cubicle under the placard that reads my name 'Jane Morgan.' My heart leaps in my chest and seizes for a moment when I think about the new last name that will soon be on that placard: 'Jane Wells.'  
Wells. The last name I'm about to inherit should give me pause from what I'm about to do. I should stop this now. But I know this itch, and I know I have to scratch it if I ever want to put it to bed. Just looking can't hurt. 
I take a big swig of my rich black coffee. I made an extra-large pot this morning. My mind buzzes on caffeine, but the stimulation always leads to a more productive, creative me. At least temporarily. 
An unwelcome sight pokes his head up over the north wall of my cubicle and starts talking to me just as my desktop starts up, and I’m fumbling with my ridiculously complex password that they make us change every ninety days.  
"Hey, Jane. I'd take a stab at some joke, but it looks like you've already been heavily bantered with. So seriously, why are you here so early?"  
I fight the urge to rebuff him before anything more can come out of his mouth. Perhaps I'm being a bit harsh. I do like Kevin, but I think he likes me a little too much. He makes me uncomfortable sometimes and seems to make coincidental appearances frequently. On my way to the bathroom, I'll pass him on the way out. In the breakroom, there he is. On my way to the printer, so is he. It happens enough that it is not a coincidence. Not to mention, he pokes his head over the cubicle wall between us enough. I think most of the floor thinks we work on projects together. He's harmless enough and sometimes has good insights or funny jokes. So, I let it slide mostly.  
"I've got a lead on a story," I say simply. Just then, icons start popping up on my computer desktop. I'm in business. I quickly open a browser but hesitate. I don't want to punch in a company name while Kevin—or K-Dawg as he and he alone sometimes refers to himself—can see my screen. I haven't told anyone about this yet, and he certainly isn't going to be the first. A small voice in my head reminds me that that person needs to be Connor. And soon.  
Thankfully, he gets the hint and goes down easy. "Cool. I'll let you get to work then. You know where K-Dawg is if you need him."  
I give him a thumbs up and fake a smile until I see his head duck down and hear the squeak of his chair protest under his weight.  
I spin around, eager to get started, but first, I set my phone up to where I can see the reflection of the cubicle wall separating me and "K-Dawg" to my back. Peeping Kevin won't get away with it this time. 
I open five tabs and two different browsers so I can load five different articles with different search terms simultaneously and machine-gun my way through them. I'm not sure exactly what I'm looking for, but I have a knack for identifying useful information. I search "Mackleen Pharmaceuticals" and load the first five articles.  Then, on the second browser, I search "CEO Richard Wells," aka Connor's dad.
I start with the search results for the company. If a suppression campaign is deployed, you'll find the negative press you're seeking past pages two and three, and negative press means juicy details the subject doesn't want widely disseminated. It's entirely possible that I'll be disappointed with the information that's available. Silence can be bought, and Mackleen Pharmaceuticals has plenty of resources to spare. I mentally prepare myself for the letdown. 
I tap my fingers on the desk. I may have to find a way into his home office to look through some files. I shudder at the thought and push it to the back of my mind. After the other night, I never want to be in that situation again. 
Two hours later, I have a good sense of their business model, and I have a hypothesis. I have come to two conclusions. First, concerns are raised about their product safety a lot. Second, they always manage to sweep it under the rug. This is largely accomplished through smear campaigns. Why some of these things don't create public outcry is still a mystery to me. How does he do it exactly? Just this year, a popular heart drug was recalled from the market after it was discovered to have a 4% kill rate in chronic users. This amounted to hundreds of thousands of deaths. That article was buried on page seven of my search results. 
The second interesting article I came across was a settlement for $1 billion for the off-market promotion of a certain drug. Basically, doctors were being bribed to recommend off-label uses of this prescription drug. This was the biggest payout from a pharmaceutical company in history. This was on page two. It was global news, meaning it wasn't as easily contained. However, I happen to know the CEO's son—which is an understatement—and I have never heard of it. I think I'll mention it to Connor tonight. It's public knowledge, so I shouldn't have to spill the beans on my whole escapade just by bringing it up.  
My hypothesis is this: there's a drug currently under development known as Zedsen, and it's receiving a lot of attention. It's for diabetics. It's currently in the human trials research phase. It's expected to be released to the market at the end of Q1 next year. This must be the drug that Richard was talking about on the phone the other night when I inadvertently eavesdropped. He's invested nearly a billion dollars in R&D, and given that nearly ten percent of Americans are diabetic, the amount he has to gain is substantially more. While it replaces the numerous pills and insulin Type II Diabetics take with one monthly injection, its price will likely be much higher and be widely accepted given the convenience factor. And I believe he's trying to bury the negative side effects of the injection by threatening the lead scientist. This is huge.  
After a quick bathroom break and some annoying small talk, I go back for round two. This time, I click into the search results for "CEO Richard Wells." Page one displays exactly what I expected: some social media links, a personal blog, and favorable news articles. Curious, I click on the personal blog. Some family trips are covered, but it's obvious that he doesn't write these himself because ...well... they aren't personal. They are about things to do and places to see while visiting wherever. He hires content writers. This doesn't surprise me in the least, but it does get me excited. It could mean he's trying to drown something out. Otherwise, why publish something so... dull? To push the good stuff to a page farther back. It isn't like Richard to do something just "because." He has to benefit from it somehow, and he clearly thought recruiting someone to write and manage a blog for him was worth something. Someone likely manages his social media profiles as well. I decide to skip to page nine and comb my way backward through the search results.  
After I make it back to page one, I'm ultimately unsatisfied, and the sense that I’ve wandered into forbidden territory is growing. This is Connor’s father. I should leave it alone. I know this intellectually, but emotionally, it’s pulling me in. This feels important. Too important not to pursue, but regardless, I have to bring Connor in on this. Tonight. My phone alarm buzzes, but I'm annoyed at the interruption to my reverie, and I hit disarm. I skip back over the internet search results. The most interesting discovery was an internet chat room where they posted rants and raves. Richard was the subject of harassment frequently. The last post was two years ago by a user named calico_kitty. Boy, did they have some words for Richard. Among them were "tyrant," "murderer," and "corporate pig."  
I feel slightly deflated at the lackluster search results, but I think I know what to do. I knew someone in my later college years. We've lost touch, but I still feel comfortable enough to reach out. All I have is his school email address, though. Likely, he doesn't use it anymore anyway. His name is Gunner, and he's a total computer guru. Nerd. Geek. Whatever you want to call it. He saved my butt on a few college projects, including one time when my junker laptop wiped out two hours' worth of work I'd done on an Excel project. Like magic, he was able to go into my C-drive and recover it.  
He said something I recall now: "Once on the internet, always on the internet." He said it when I deleted my social media page. "Whatever," I had said disbelievingly. He typed away like mad for a few minutes and then spun the computer around to display a picture of me in high school. It was one of Callie and me laughing. He managed to both irritate me and strike awe with that picture. And something else that followed close behind. Fear. It was a reminder that we're never truly invisible.  
I type up a quick email to Gunner and send it off. I have some to-do items piling up, but I can't concentrate. I leave the building to get some fresh air and move my car.  
I have a parking ticket. I silently curse myself for ignoring that alarm and get in with a slam of the door. With no hurry to move my car now, I pick up the phone. There's someone else who may be able to aid me in my research quest: my mom.  
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In my household, growing up, we were taught to be skeptical of authority and crowd mentalities. We were taught to listen for the sake of absorbing and seeking to understand. Mom and Dad scolded us if our responses around the table didn't consider the other person's point of view. We were taught it was ok to be wrong.   
Being on the high school debate team was a requirement, not by the school but by my dad, Jay Morgan. Because Dad was our high school English teacher, he was always dropping in on our practice. He was the reason my tiny high school even had a debate team. Because enrollment was so low, all ages practiced together. That meant I had to endure two years on the high school debate team with my older brother, Luke. My parents always said the greatest gift they could give us kids was the ability to question the status quo and that it would drive innovation and change for the betterment of mankind. They said that would set us up for the best possible life in this world or, at the very least, set us up for a life of purpose. Given where I am now, I wonder if they still feel that way. 
I called my mom that day because she talked about politics in medicine a lot. She was a Naturopathic Doctor, an herbalist, and a self-proclaimed public health advocate. She preferred to be referred to as an Herbalist. She said 'doctor' was a loaded term for her.  While growing up, my house always smelt like plants, and the counters were always littered with amber jars of dried herbs and tinctures. When most kids got Neosporin and a Band-Aid for cuts and scrapes, I got topical cayenne pepper to stop the bleeding and an herbal wound spray. I might have even gotten a poultice if it were an animal or bug bite.  
I once heard my mom joke that the Mackleen Pharmaceutical slogan was "A customer cured is a customer lost." I brushed it off because she always said stuff like that. I expected it when I told her who I was dating, but after digging into Mackleen Pharmaceuticals a bit, I called because I wondered if she knew more. 
Thinking about the slogan joke reminds me of the first time I took Connor home to meet my parents. We were juniors in college and had been dating for almost a year. 
We’re all sitting around the same rectangular table we’ve had since I was six. Connor and I are sitting across from Luke and Mom. Dad is sitting at the head of the table. Amazed that I had a boyfriend, Luke made a special trip home from grad school to meet Connor. The initial introductions were pleasant enough, but I’m dreading the moment my mom finds out who Connor’s family is and what they do for a living. I guess I should have told her before dinner to avoid any surprises, but I think there’s a good chance she can learn to like Connor first, and then I can tell her to soften the blow a bit but, as fate would have it, it doesn’t work out this way. 
Connor reaches for a second helping of chicken and green beans when my mom asks, “So, Connor, what do your parents do?” 
Completely unaware of the minefield before him, he says, “My mom doesn’t work, but she does head the charity ‘Girls on the Move.’ My dad is CEO of Mackleen Pharmaceuticals.” 
My mom’s green eyes go wide. We have the same eyes, but I got my olive skin and dark brown hair from Dad. Mom is a dark blonde with a light complexion. She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear as she points a look at me. I take a sip of my water and avert my eyes, but I choke on my water when I hear her say. 
“Oh, yes. I know Mackleen. ‘A customer cured is a customer lost.’ That’s their motto, right?” 
“Mom!” I scold. 
She laughs a little. Connor looks questioningly at me. “Sorry, that was so rude,” I say to him as I direct a glare at my mom when punctuating the word rude. 
“It’s okay,” he says nonchalantly as he looks down at his plate and takes another stab of green beans. But Mom isn’t going to end the conversation here despite the awkward turn. 
“So, Connor, what are your feelings about your family business?” she probes. 
I was mortified when she said that in front of Connor, but he just brushed it off and said it wasn't completely inaccurate. Connor was all for people using pharmaceuticals if they understood there were alternatives but chose not to pursue them. He listened with genuine interest as my parents explained that lifestyle was at the foundation of health and pharmaceuticals were only symptom suppressors. My mom would say, "To truly heal the body, one has to give the body what it needs: proper balance, nutrition, detox support, and rest." The one area both Mom and Connor praised using pharmaceuticals and conventional care was when it came to crisis care. At least they could agree on that.  
As an athlete, Connor was aware of the body's response and profound abilities regarding injuries and performance. He began performing better once we started dating, and I began cooking for him. Plus, I had all sorts of remedies for faster muscle recovery and bruising. That didn't stop Connor from quitting football after his Junior year. He said he wanted to focus on his school work and me and, he admitted, to piss his dad off. 
Connor took to my family right away. I knew I loved Connor when I first took him home and watched him interact with them. I was so nervous because I thought my mom wouldn’t approve simply because of who his family was, but it was all for naught. He was one of us instantly. Of course, I knew he and Luke would hit it off. They could talk about football for hours.  
Ever since meeting me and my family, I picked up on the subtle changes Connor made. He would turn off electronics at night to avoid blue light exposure so he'd get better quality sleep. He swapped out his deodorant for a natural, aluminum-free one. He made a point to get more sunlight exposure. He'd talk about the importance of things like lymphatic drainage and buying organic with our friends and other family members occasionally. Connor never stopped surprising me. Like a well-worn shoe, he was the perfect fit after a little tug on the laces. 
After I left the office that morning to call my mom, she didn't answer... Because of her concern over radiation exposure, she didn't have a cell phone, only a landline. I figured she was probably out in the garden or with a patient. She saw patients from her home office. I left a message for her to call me as soon as possible. That conversation never happened. She had returned my call later that evening, but I wasn't in the right frame of mind to talk and had rushed off the phone quickly as I walked into the grocery store. 
I don't need to replay the memory from later that day when I returned to the office after moving my car. I remember it well. Plus, who would want to relive the moment they were fired? No thanks. Once was enough.  
When I got back to the office that day, I made a few more minor discoveries. A picture began to transpire for me, and it wasn't pleasant, but it would make big news. I had three names written down. They were all Chief Scientists for Mackleen Pharmaceuticals. One present and two formers. I started with the oldest one—who had been retired for over a decade. I tried several phone numbers for people of the same name. None of them admitted to being the retired Chief Scientist I was looking for. I decided to try the second name, only to find out from his widow that his short three-year career with Mackleen was due to accidental drowning. That was an interesting yet short conversation.  
I was about to call the current one when I got an instant message from the Editor, Tom. A little yellow light blinked on the bottom of my screen. I opened it. He wanted to see me in his office. 'Be right there,' I typed back. On the way, I had thought of all the excuses for not filing the corrections needed for that day's three p.m. deadline on the Japanese tradition of Forest Bathing. I still had time to get them done. That was the truth. 
Tom didn't discuss the deadlines, though. He asked me what I was working on. So, I told him. Tom sighed, took off his glasses, and began rubbing the bridge of his nose. The conversation that followed went something like this:  
Tom: "We can't publish that, Jane." 
Me: "Why not?" 
He gave another impatient sigh like he was speaking with a child. 
Tom: "Look, move on to something else and drop it." 
He wasn't unkind, but he seemed tired and unwilling to give me an explanation I felt I deserved. So, I pushed him. 
Me: "Why? What's wrong with the story? I'll have sources secured by the time it prints." 
He surprised me with what he said next. 
Tom: "There's an opening for a reporter at The Gazer. Maybe you'd be a better fit there." 
The Gazer was a joke of a paper that published conspiracy theorists, gossip, and unsubstantiated "tips." I gaped at him.  
Me: "Are you firing me? At least tell me what's wrong with my story before you make backhanded remarks about my journalism." 
Tom: "You're a good journalist, Jane. You're just naïve. I can't publish that because they'd retaliate. We depend on advertising from that industry. Besides, the less we know, the better. At least at The Gazer, you could publish the truth, and it wouldn't be a threat because it could be pawned off as fictitious. You can publish anything you want at The Gazer, or you can stay here and publish what's...allowed. You choose." 
I didn't hear much after he called me naïve. That stung. I had worked my whole life toward not being naïve. I prided myself on it. Because I didn't trust my emotions not to betray me, I walked out. I didn't say a word. I just left. I may have slammed the door behind me. I honestly don't recall, but it feels better to think I slammed it.  
When I got back to my desk, I sat there going through the motions and wondering what to do next and if I should even be sitting there at all. I technically could have complied and kept my job. I hadn’t even been there that long. Even though I worked my way through college, that was my first career job. Still, I couldn’t stay there, knowing I would be censored. But then what? Even though Connor made enough to support us with his job as a Junior Software Developer, I debated sticking it out. 
Before I knew it, it was past my normal quitting time. 
As I walked out, I passed the breakroom, and Tom caught me. “Oh, hey Jane. Hold up.” He looked nervous. “I just got word. I have to let you go.” Even though I believe I had already made that decision, I was in shock. My mouth moved in different directions, trying to find the right words. I finally asked, “Word from who?” 
Tom scratched behind his ear and avoided eye contact. “I’m sorry,” he said as he walked away. 
Before I went home, I decided to stop by the grocery store to pick up dinner. On the way there, I had a revelation. They must monitor our search history at work. How else did Tom know what I was working on? It couldn't have been a coincidence that he called me into his office that same afternoon to ask what I was working on. Who was pulling the strings there? And what was it about the story, or me, that had Tom so rattled?
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Mauge


Things are not the same between Abigail and me. We're different with each other. I know firsthand the weight of a secret. Sometimes, the burden is not released when told. Instead, with cruel deliverance, it amplifies.  
You can see that burden in the unsure, lingering way Abigail carries herself. I did this to her, and I can make it stop. But I don't. I'm still processing the new information. Sometimes, Abigail will begin a conversation only to have me interrupt and redirect it back to that event. I've asked her a million questions. It's like I've sentenced her to obsessive rehashing. How many times can someone ask the same thing in a different way? Gathered from my recent experience, about twenty. We're mostly quiet now. Abigail is afraid to talk. I realize I'm punishing her. I really shouldn't, but I need a little more time to sort things out. 
I don't know what I expected Abigail to say, but somehow, I managed to marginalize the secret that followed us all this time. I convinced myself it'd be something to laugh over, something trivial. It'd go something like, "I can't believe that was what you kept from me." And she'd say, "I know! Silly, huh?!" Oh, ha ha ha. 
I've pieced enough together to come to several conclusions about how Abigail and I met. Abigail has basically been inside my head. She was me for a brief period of time. At that time, she shared my feelings, thoughts, and even some memories. She replayed the first minutes of her solo memory as me when she was in my house several times, carefully avoiding the “incident” as much as possible. She honed in on the pictures hanging in my house. She spent a lot of time bouncing back and forth between those places, hoping I'd be there. 
I know at least a few places she would have been based on the pictures in our bedroom and along the stairway. There was the cliff-side proposal spot. My ring gleamed as I held it up for the camera. Connor and I were looking at each other, though. The ring was much too big for Connor to have purchased on his own. His dad likely loaned him the money, but I didn't want to spoil the moment by asking. 
There was a picture of Connor and I throwing water at each other on a beach in California. Connor was embarrassed by the excessive cheesiness of the photographer's requests, but he was a good sport. The results were worth it. 
There was one of us holding up the keys to our new home. We stood on the sidewalk so the entire house’s profile could be captured.  Our home was light brown then. It looked better after we painted it blue with white trim. I didn't spend time there in Mauge, though. It was too painful. 
There was a picture of teenage me with Mom, Dad, and Luke standing in the snow with our prized Christmas tree tied to the car's roof behind us. There wasn't much to go off in that one. 
Last but not least, at the bottom of the stairs hung a picture of Grandma and I standing in front of her ancient willow tree when I was twelve. Grandpa Joe died when I was only six. I didn't remember much of him from before, but now that all my memories have been accessible to me, I've met Grandpa Joe again. At family dinners, on holidays, and on the few occasions when he took Luke and me out for ice cream. He would give us rides in the truck bed of his old yellow Ford. He was pretty funny. And kind. I remembered that part, though. 'My gentle giant' is how Grandma sometimes referred to him. He stood at 6'1, which was incredibly tall to my six-year-old self. At six years old, I was nearly as tall as Grandma already, so I can see why she called him that, and he called her "half-pint." His favorite thing to eat was my grandma's cherry pie. The way they looked at each other made my stomach swim with familiarity and longing. I didn't understand love then, but I do now. 
Abigail said she spent most of her time at the house in my bedroom, hoping that since we had both been there physically during Earth time, our recollections would match closely enough for our Mauge realities to become one. She didn’t know if it would work, but she had nothing better to do. She did avoid the kitchen, where she was attacked, mostly, but over time she was able to relax. It makes sense that she would wait at the house, but I was never there. She wasted years in Mauge waiting in that house. I found myself standing out front a few times. I wonder if she was ever inside. I've been as far as having my hand on the front doorknob, but I could not make it turn. I thought if I could just let that one place remain untainted, I could keep living in two separate worlds. One with him still in it. Even if it was only in my head. 
Finally, on her many pop-ins at the willow tree, there I was. Turns out, our renditions of places on Earth only have to be marginally similar for us to overlap in Mauge, but this leaves me with more questions. Wouldn’t we run into someone at a popular or iconic place like the Eiffel Tower? That’s the one question neither of us seems to know the answer to: Where is everyone else? Are we together because, in some roundabout way, we shared a physical brain—my brain—if only briefly? Perhaps this Khye character would know. 
With the mystery mostly solved of how we were able to meet, I've come to a second conclusion regarding time. A conclusion that Abigail had already reached upon her return, but one she kept hidden—like so much else. She knew the date when she was in my body, and after she had time to reflect in Mauge, she realized that she had only died days before she went back as me—but it had felt like decades in Mauge. I want a more precise measurement. So, I mull it over. 
Abigail took my place immediately upon my arrival here. Abigail says she couldn't have spent what felt like more than ten minutes in my body. She then spent years waiting and searching for me in Mauge. No matter how I asked, she wasn't sure how much time had elapsed. She finally threw out an estimate of five years. With the notches on the wood around my deck, I calculated nine years in Mauge before meeting her. From my calculations, that left four Mauge years that accounted for ten Earth minutes. That would mean roughly 2.5 minutes on Earth for each year here. Of course, I could be wildly off with no true measurement of time in Mauge except a feeling. But no matter how I slice it, time moves way more slowly on Earth. 
Can it be just minutes after that incident in the kitchen? Has Connor even come home yet? And the question that never goes away: Why was that man there for me?  Could it really all be about that one news story I was writing? The one I never even got to break? Where was the threat? But I think I already know the answer to that because I've witnessed the power a moment can hold. My death was in motion from the second I overheard that phone call.   
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Memory

Saturday Night, September 26, 2015 


Dinner is going okay. It’s extravagant, and I've had to watch Connor to see which set of utensils to use for which dish. I have never been waited on in someone's home before. The tour of the home upon our arrival left me speechless, especially considering it was only their Park City home. I knew Connor's family had money, but I hadn't expected it to this degree.  
Connor successfully dodged his parents’ requests for a visit home for years. He didn't say much about it except it would be another opportunity for his dad to harangue him about working for the company and taking his place someday. His dad, Richard, doesn’t take 'no' very well. He wants both of his boys to work in the company he founded and take it over one day, but only one boy is even close to eligible in terms of age, and that's Connor. Devon is still in high school. I had only met Connor's parents a couple of times when they came to visit us in college. Once was for one of Connor’s football games, and the other time was graduation day. They seemed nice enough, but I understood why we had disproportionately chosen to spend time with my family over the holidays. 
I eat small bites at a time because my stomach is tight. Maybe Connor was also trying to protect me from this: feeling inadequate and uncomfortable. I wonder if Connor is embarrassed when he goes to all my family dinners. They seem grossly inadequate compared to this, but at least they're convivial. An awkward tension hangs in the air here. The conversation is polite and stilted. Richard broaches the topic of American literature, and I feel eager anticipation at being able to contribute to the conversation finally, but, to my surprise, Connor shuts the conversation down. The only authentic conversation after that happens between Connor and his younger brother, Devon. They've been talking about Devon's high school football team throughout most of the dinner. Connor keeps giving me reassuring squeezes under the table. 
Dessert will be out soon. The five-course meal was announced by Gretta, the head chef, shortly after we were seated in the formal dining room. I've never heard the food described so poetically. Dessert is cherry tomato tarte tatin with coffee or tea. How could cherry tomatoes be a dessert? I hope we leave after that. I'm thankful that Connor mentioned I should change into his favorite dress. I thought wearing the elegant emerald dress for a family dinner was silly, but he was adamant. His motives are clear now, and I question whether it's his favorite dress or just the most appropriate dress I own for the occasion. 
Richard's cell phone beeps. It cuts through the silence, and I jump a bit. He uses his napkin to dab his mouth and then stands. "Please excuse me. I need to take this call." He leaves without waiting for a response. It's clearly non-negotiable. My parents would be horrified by the presence of cell phones at the dinner table. 
I decide an extended bathroom break is my preferred way to pass some time. I excuse myself with what I hope passes for proper tableside etiquette. 
In the hallway, the sound of my high heels on the tile echoes off the adorned walls. Although there's chatter filtering after me from the dining room, the echoes whisper secrets of loneliness. I wonder how his mom and dad get along in this huge space. Do they ever see each other? 
There's a bathroom nearby, but seeing as how I plan to extend this little excursion for as long as politely possible, I go for the extravagant bathroom downstairs I remembered from our earlier tour. It's nearly as large as mine and Luke’s childhood bedrooms combined.  
As I head down the stairs, I stick to the strip of velvet, navy carpet rolling down the middle of them so that my steps are muted. The thud of a high heel as it hits the floor is unsettling to me. It commands a confidence I don't currently possess. 
A giant waterfall chandelier cascades down the spiral staircase's center. A childish whim makes me reach out to see if I can touch it. As I do, my ankle rolls and I grab for the railing before I fall. Feeling stupid, I take my high heels off and walk barefoot the rest of the way down. I've always hated heels, and I hate that I'm wearing them tonight. They're a sign of conformism and a failed one at that. I'm still underdressed in my bargain rack outfit. I wonder what kind of jokes my brother Luke would pull out for this one if he were here. At least he would lighten the mood. Everyone likes Luke. And while our age and gender differences keep us from being super close, he’s my brother, and I love him. If he were here, I’d feel more comfortable.  
Once I hit the landing, the bathroom is just two doors down the hall on the right. A chill runs up my spine. It's cold down here. Once on the toilet, it takes me a second to register that the seat is warm. Seriously? I let it go. The relief from my bladder and the quietude to collect my thoughts is comforting. I close my eyes for just a minute. My thoughts are interrupted by shouts coming from down the hall. I get up but pause before my hand can press down on the flusher. It seems intrusive not to announce my presence, but the journalist in me won’t let me do it. So, I tiptoe out and head for the stairs, intending to leave. 
"So, fudge the numbers!" Richard growls. I pause at the ugly sound. "I'll see to it that you never work in this business again. You will be radioactive if you don't fix this!" A brief pause. "I. Don't. Care. We're talking about billions." Another pause. 
I make a move toward the stairs but stop dead when I hear the next statement. "A few lives are not worth it. Sacrifices have to be made." Pause. "Hundreds? I don't care if half of the test subjects drop dead. Do your job, and I’ll take care of the rest." Pause. By now, I've stepped a few feet closer. "Then I'll find someone who will!" There's a loud shatter as something is thrown against the wall, and I make an involuntary yelp. 
My heart is pounding furiously, and I stop breathing as I listen. I don't hear anything, but the office is eerily quiet. My feet beg me to run, but my eyes are glued to Richard's office door. I hear movement from that direction. I respond immediately. 
My escape attempt is fluid and quick. My long legs reach for the stairs. My steps are as soft and delicate as a ballerina's. I race up the stairs as quietly as possible, suddenly eager to return to that dinner table. At the top of the stairs, I take deep breaths to compose myself and put my heels back on while keeping a keen ear trained on the stairs. My heart is still racing as I take my place back at the table. 
Connor slips his arm around me, and I take a sip of wine to calm myself. As my mind races, I try to join the conversation with what I hope sounds like natural banter. 
My hearing is so acutely on edge that I know Richard is approaching the table before anyone else. I don’t make eye contact. I laugh as Connor and his brother discuss their fantasy football draft. It's too forceful. Connor gives me a look, and I feel heat rush to my cheeks. 
My eyes flit across the table to Richard. I'm unnerved to find his eyes locked on mine. His mouth is set in a firm line, his expression unreadable. 
Richard breaks the eye lock and claps loudly. I jump involuntarily. "How does everyone feel about having dessert on the back deck overlooking the gardens?" There are nods and murmurs of agreement. He calls for Gretta to make the arrangements. 
Connor is watching me curiously. I use my eyes to point to my wine glass and give a playful shrug. He leans over and whispers in my ear, "Let's get out of here. I'll say I don't feel well." 
Relief floods through me. He knows me so well. But even though we’re on our way out and saying our goodbyes, there’s a feeling that is leaving with me, and it’s not welcome. When we reach the door after saying our goodbyes, I look behind us and notice Richard standing in the hallway, his eyes watching me. The feeling intensifies. 
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Memory

Sunday Morning, September 27, 2015 


As we lie bathed in the softness that only well-worn sheets can offer, amplified by the luxury of a lazy Sunday morning without the compulsion to complete my normal weekday morning routine, I feel the urge to dive into the inner workings of his parent's relationship. It's a mystery to me—and I'm not too fond of mysteries. I always take them as puzzles that need to be solved, like every human has clear-cut motivations, and they all fit together to paint a clear picture of their inner workings. While I know black and white rarely exist when it comes to the human psyche, I still try. Last night at dinner, I kept watching his parent’s interactions—or lack thereof. They were oddly formal with each other and sat at opposite ends of the table.  
Connor is normally evasive when asked about his parents. I know I need to approach the subject delicately or risk shutting him down completely. I snuggle closer into him and bury my head into his chest, purposefully avoiding eye contact. After a few moments of silence, I feign disinterest and small talk.  
"Your parents are nice," I begin, even though my gut twists referring to Richard as ‘nice.’ He was polite, but I wouldn’t say nice.  
"Yeah," he yawns. I decide to go for it. He's too tired to drag this out. 
"What's their relationship like?" 
That hand that was stroking my hair freezes. Silence draws out between us. Just when I think he won't answer, he replies, "I don't even really know."  
"What do you mean?" I probe. "How can you not know? They're your parents." 
"I'm aware. It just seemed like growing up, it was always me and Mom or me and Dad. Never all of us together except around the dinner table when Dad wasn’t working." 
"What was it like around the dinner table?" 
"Quiet. Unless he and I were talking about literature, nobody else liked to engage him," he pauses. "They didn't use to have so much money. Well, comparatively. They were always well-off. The house we grew up in was still big. I remember floor-to-ceiling windows and sweeping views of the city. But Mom did the cooking and cleaning back in those days. She wasn't the best cook, but I could tell she tried. Mostly for Dad, I think. She'd be stressed the whole time she was in the kitchen, and when the food came out, I swear she always stole a look at Dad to see his reaction. He never said thank you. Not once. He hardly even looked at her, come to think of it. I remember feeling sorry for her." He's quiet for a minute before he continues. His voice is far off in the past. 
"They would take turns asking me questions. Dad would dish out advice pretty regularly. But the thing I remember most was Dad having to step away to take a phone call or never coming to eat with us at all. Some nights, you could hear him from his office, just livid.” The hair rises on my arms, thinking of what I overheard last night, but Connor doesn’t notice. He continues, “I always felt sorry for whoever was on the other line. I don't remember ever feeling sympathy toward Dad like, 'Why is he yelling? He must be having a tough day.' Nothing like that." 
He laces our fingers together. His thumb rubs my hand absently, and I know I've done it. I’m in. 
"They seemed like they lived separate lives and were barely aware of each other's existence. They slept in separate rooms. Had separate friends. They even had separate dogs. Honestly, I keep thinking she'll divorce him." This last part seemed more for him than for me. Words of wonder and confusion. "Maybe when Devon goes to college, " he muses.  
"That's an odd thing to say." 
"Huh?" He seems to remember I'm here with him. I curse myself silently for interrupting his reverie. 
"That you think she will divorce him," I say.  
"Oh. Yeah, well, Dad is... Dad." I want to know so badly what he thinks of his father at this moment. I need his insights to confirm my own suspicions, but I'm afraid I've approached the subject with too much blatant desperation.  
"Did you ever enjoy spending time with your dad?" I try again.  
"Ugh," Connor rolls over, throws the covers off, and heads for the bathroom. "He's just... kind of an asshole," he says before he sticks his electric toothbrush in his mouth. I sigh with resignation. The conversation is over.  
“Kind of an asshole.” I get that impression too, but it isn't just that he's what schoolyard banter would peg as an asshole—he's something more. Something sinister and disturbing runs deep beneath the surface in Richard Wells. I can feel it at my core. However, the window of opportunity to tell Connor what I'd overheard last night while maintaining my integrity closes. 
I head downstairs to feed Oli and start the coffee, pulling my hair into a messy bun as I go. Oli hops off the bed and pads behind me into the kitchen, where she stops to sit patiently by her bowl for breakfast.  
After starting the coffee, I head to the laundry room to pull on an oversized sweatshirt and baggy lounge pants from the drier. I return to the kitchen and sit folded up at the table. I look down into my glass coffee mug, tuning out the sounds of Oli chowing down, and pull my knees to my chest. I ponder over when would be the best time to tell Connor about what I overheard last night. I feel guilty keeping something from him, but I don't feel as if I know enough. I’m still processing it. I need more time to think. I stare at my cup as I swirl my coffee around and watch the coconut milk I sometimes use reincorporate itself. 
I run my hands along some of the harsher indentations on the wood table. Signs of life. It was a tight fit to get this table into the kitchen. This was a score at a second-hand store, and I bought it before thinking about measurements. It had beautiful etchings in the wood encircling the table, but if I'm being honest, I bought it because it reminded me of a table we had growing up. I adjust myself a little as I react to my deeply ingrained memory of the uncomfortable chairs from my childhood. They had a decorative floral cushion padding tied to the seat. The cushion was always sliding off and required constant attention and adjustment. I opted out of that particular style. There are some things I would do differently in my family. The thought of children enters my mind, but I push it away. We’re not married yet, and I’m still focused on my career ambitions. Still, it's interesting to see this evidence of my upbringing creeping into our home like unconscious preparations for my own brood. 
The chair I choose to sit in is backed up close to the wall, leaving little room for me to squirm into the spot, but I don’t care. I still sit here because it gives me the best view of the entire kitchen. I love to watch Connor do his morning routine. He's almost always running late on weekdays, and he's super adorable when flustered. Even though I go in to work an hour—or two if I'm being honest—after him, I’m always up before him. I've always been early to bed, early to rise. It doesn’t come as easily to Connor, who could sleep in until noon if undisturbed. He definitely would have slept longer this Sunday morning if I hadn't strategically wiggled myself into his arms. 
Connor's footsteps come heavy and fast down the groaning staircase. He skips a step at the bottom and makes a loud thud. He’s pulling on a hoodie as he comes into the kitchen. 
"Good morning?" I ask with amusement, wondering why he seems in a hurry. 
He tugs the sweater into place, then runs his hand through his hair to tame it. "I told Devon I'd go shooting with him this morning. I just remembered." 
"Ooooh, that's right!” I say, remembering a conversation they had from last night. “I'm sorry, I should have woken you earlier. I completely forgot." 
"I'll still make it," he says as he jams some sourdough bread in the toaster and opens the refrigerator door. After throwing some snacks in a backpack, he slings it over his shoulder and reaches for a travel coffee mug. He fills the mug from the coffee I had just brewed and grabs his toast. I stand to kiss him goodbye as always. It's brief, and he's heading for the door when he suddenly whirls back around. I expect him to run back upstairs and grab whatever he forgot, but he kisses me again. More fervent this time. More sincere. It's a long kiss. He lets go and holds my gaze. "I love you," he says. My heart thuds as it always does when he says this. He has the power to bring me to my knees. Probably any woman who's into the stereotypical tall, dark, and handsome type. 
"I love you too." I smile, then smack him on his butt to send him on his way.  
"I'll be back this afternoon around two or three!" he calls on his way out.  
Long after the door closes, I'm still there staring at it, staring after Connor. I'm dragging the moment out just a few more minutes, letting my thoughts of gratitude flow freely. I hold on to the magic of that kiss as long as I can before I bolt up the stairs to get on my running attire.  
I think I'll take the short drive up the hill to the trails where Oli can run off-leash, and I can be engulfed in peace and solitude. Normally, Sundays are my rest days, but nothing clears my head and helps me problem-solve quite like running does, and I've got some things to sort out. There's a voice inside my head that's been writing up the story ever since I overheard Richard last night—but there's another voice that keeps reminding me that it's Connor's dad. 
Family should be off-limits… Right?
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Mauge


I don't want to believe I know who killed me, but I don't have to protect anyone anymore. Richard had the money to hire a hitman, had no qualms with killing people, and wanted Connor to follow in his footsteps. Given my family's stance on pharmaceuticals, it's likely I was a threat to him before I ever started writing that article.  
I tell Abigail my theory while we sip hot tea out on her parent's Aspen home deck. The smell of pine is thick in the air. We've been here many times, mostly at my insistence. Abigail says she doesn't mind. I like seeing expensive art on the wall and the never-ending pine tree forest from the deck. The home is a large log home with a huge stone fireplace and expansive views from every window. We've only altered it slightly to remove all signs of neighbors. It's as if this home was built in a far-off, secret location. Like a Forest Service lookout only, it's far more luxurious and grand. 
Abigail likes to tell made-up stories. When we're at this house, we're exiled princesses destined to keep watch for signs of intruders for all eternity. The reasons behind why we're exiled and who we're keeping watch for change depending on our moods. I've grown quite fond of her fairy tales. We've built enough of a story around this house that I can almost believe it. This time, however, the atmosphere is more somber. 
"Is it possible that it was just random?" Abigail asks despite us both knowing the answer. It was too personal. Too carefully executed to be just anyone off the street. Plus, as a journalist, I know that killings are rarely random. It's possible I fit a profile and attracted some psychopath, but the odds of that are far slimmer than it being someone I know. The question doesn't even warrant an answer. I only shoot her a knowing look. 
"Where was Connor that night?" I muse out loud. Connor wasn't home and didn't tell me he would be late. Fear creeps up from the depths of my denial, but I push it back down. There’s no way he could have played a part in this. 
"I'm sure there's a perfectly sound explanation," says Abigail. She might know where my mind was going, and I'm grateful she won't allow me to entertain the idea. She felt what I felt for Connor. He loved me. Loves me. I must remind myself that Connor may not know what happened to me yet. Even with my shoddy Mauge calculations, it has to be the same day on Earth still.
What I don't tell Abigail is that a plan is forming in my head. A plan that she will vehemently oppose. It's the reason she didn't tell me, and I know it'll be an act of ultimate betrayal—but fate clicked into place the moment she told me. I think we both knew it. 
I want to know that Connor is okay. I might even want him to know the truth. I try to feign disinterest in the next topic. To make it sound like I'm only changing the subject. 
"How did that Khye guy even find you? Or did you find him?" I wrap my hands around my mug to draw courage from its warmth. 
"He found me. He found me once after, too, but I told him to leave me alone." She sighs. It's a sound that signifies defeat. "He's getting close again, though." 
This catches me off-guard. "What? How? How do you know?" 
"A feeling mostly." 
"A feeling?" I prompt, no longer able to feign disinterest. 
"It's like he's hunting you," she whispers. Abigail seems far off. I give her a second to compose her thoughts. Her eyes are still averted when she asks, "You're going to talk to him, aren't you?" 
I open my mouth to deny it, but the question was innocent enough. "Yeah. Eventually," I say matter-of-factly. 
"And then what, Jane? You'll just end up going back to Earth." With this, she whirls on me. Her voice is trembling with rage. "This is why I didn't tell you! This is why I didn't want you to know! I was protecting you, Jane! You don't know what you're asking for!" This sudden burst has me paralyzed. Her voice is still menacing, but it's quieter when she continues, "I know how compelling it sounds. I had ideas about what it would be like and how much time I'd have. I fantasized about seeing my family again, but it won't happen, Jane. It'll never happen. Going down there won't change anything." 
I feel the heat rise to my cheeks. Abigail saw right through me the entire time. I should have known she knew me better. I feel a kind of shame for pushing her away. I've kept her at a distance ever since she told me about her mission home. I can see now that I've only added to Abigail's insecurities. 
"I don't know what to say." I wish I did. To deny it would be a lie. To admit it would be to acknowledge the horror that awaits me. 
Abigail huffs under her breath in disbelief. Or maybe it's disappointment. 
"I'm sorry, Abigail." I reach out to her and grab her hand. Her body is turned away from me. She doesn't pull away, but she won't turn around and look at me. "I shouldn't have alienated you like that. I should have taken the... news better." She's still not looking at me, but she shifts enough for me to see a teardrop running down her cheek. I continue, "This isn't about not wanting to be with you. I know going back isn't going to change much, but there's something I have to try. I think I can get a phone call off. To check on Connor or tell the press. I can't let Richard get away with this. I know what that means for me, what I’ll have to… endure while I’m down there, but other lives could be at stake. Richard is a tyrant who lets people die for profits." Her tears are full-on streaming now. "I'm so grateful for you and what you did for me. Why can't you let me do that for someone else?" At this, her head drops. 
"I need some time to process this," she says. I let go of her hand. Dread fills me.
I stay put long after watching Abigail walk inside the house. I'm not sure if she'll stay inside or leave altogether. I can't bring myself to check. 
I do a few calming yoga poses on the deck, but with no muscle resistance in my body’s state of perfection, yoga quickly loses its draw. I attempt to meditate but find that I cannot quiet my mind. 
When I can stand it no longer, I push open the door and peek inside. I can feel the panic gripping me when my eyes don't find her. 
"Abigail," I whisper into the silence. No answer. Then, "Abigail!" louder and more desperate. I'm so close to losing it and running through the house like a deranged animal when I hear a sigh and a reluctant reply. 
"I'm here," she says quietly.  
I look up to see her sitting atop a wooden support beam that runs along the length of the ceiling. My breath catches as I watch her jump from the beam fifteen feet in the air, but she lands gracefully. Some things are hard to get used to. 
Our eyes lock. I study her, unsure if it'd be appropriate to hug her but longing for a comforting embrace. She strides over to me with confidence and takes my hand. 
"I'll take you to him," she says. Her eyes are shrouded with intensity.  
"Oh," is all I can say. I'm terrified and confused all at once. I still don't know where we stand, and I don't know if I'm ready to meet Khye yet. I let my hand fall from hers. 
"You want to go, don't you? You'll do it anyway, won't you?" Her face is unreadable. 
"Yes," I reply a bit sheepishly. 
"If I can't stop you, I'll be there for you." My heart races with her words. A smile begins spreading across my face. "But Jane," she warns. I freeze. "I won't take responsibility for your suffering." 
All I can do is nod stupidly, but then I manage to push words out of my mouth that I hope are more freeing for her. "Of course. It's not your burden to bear, Abigail. Only I am responsible for my actions." 
She nods her head in acknowledgment, but her eyes look sad. 
"Let's go then," she says, holding her hand out to mine. I want to freeze this moment and go over every warring emotion and every second thought until I feel confident about taking her hand, but there's no time. I seize the opportunity. I grab her hand and close my eyes. 
When I open them, we're standing outside a rusted, beat-up-looking dome that could have once been a magnificent show of architecture and art. The sky is grey, and the land surrounding the building is similarly bland, with no real plant life. I'm already curious and in awe of Khye for how he manipulated Mauge. Abigail wastes no time and strides for the door. 
Upon further examination, the structure almost looks like an observation tower in the middle of a desert. The door stands in juxtaposition to the building. Heavy mahogany doors with intricate wood carvings would be appropriate, but instead, they're dirty, double glass doors like you'd find at an old gas station. “This is where he took me after he found me,” she says as she pushes open the door on the right side, eliciting a jangle in response. 
"Who's there?" a gruff call responds to the bell. 
Ornaments shaped like teardrops hang from the ceiling. No, float in the air, maybe. There are no strings that I can see. The sunlight that makes it through the aged, milky glass of the dome glints off them; they throw shards of color around the grand expanse. It's a welcome contrast to the grey of the exterior.  
"Hello, Khye," Abigail responds.  
A slender man with disheveled dark hair stands from behind a massive wood desk littered with books and papers. He pushes his glasses down his long nose and eyes us both with penetrating brown eyes. A smirk flickers across his face.  
"Well, this is a first," he says. We both shift uncomfortably. His eyes find mine. "Anxious, are we?"  
I shrug. I gaze around in wonder at what seems like an ancient library we've stepped into. The walls are at least twenty feet high and stacked with books. Ladders on tracks circle the library reaching up to the higher books. It's chaotic and musty smelling, but there's also the familiar scent of paper and dust that I love so much. It reminds me of Connor.  
“This is Jane,” Abigail says to Khye, breaking the silence. Her voice shakes with nerves. Khye nods and looks at me. 
"Shall we get down to it then, Jane?" He watches me closely.  
I shift, trying to hide my discomfort, and nudge Abigail. Out of the corner of my mouth, I whisper, "He's not one for small talk, is he?"  
Abigail only frowns.  
"How does it work?" I ask with feigned self-assurance.  
Khye lets out an impatient sigh. This prompts my next question.  
"How many have done this before?"  
"Most try it at least once," he responds. I take note that he doesn't answer me directly.  
"Is there anyone who tries it twice? And what do you mean by try? What do they try?" Khye frowns at me but gestures for us to sit in the two wooden chairs facing his desk. Khye sits on the corner of his desk, looming over us as we take a seat. I run my sweaty palms along my thighs. 
"Try to see the people they love again. Try to stay or try to leave, depending on how you look at it."  
"Oh," my heart sinks a little as it becomes increasingly clear that there have been others with similar objectives and that their failure sounds evident.  
He seems to read my mind. "No one succeeds, and no. No one has tried it twice."  
This revelation makes my stomach swirl.  
"This, however," he waves his hands in a gesture that encompasses Abigail and me, "is proof that there is a first time for everything."  
Abigail blushes in response and averts her eyes. I, on the other hand, beam. My heart soars with renewed hope for improbable outcomes.  
"What else do you want to know?" Khye asks, fixing his attention on me.  
“How is this possible? Who are you? And why do you get to send us back? For starters,” I grin, anticipating his patronizing sigh of impatience.  
Abigail raises her eyebrows at me. Khye’s mouth twitches. He sits up straighter and cracks his neck. “That’s rather complicated, I’m afraid. I suppose I could simplify things for you, but there are things even I don’t fully comprehend.” He eyes me thoughtfully. “We are energy. We exist here not in our physical bodies but as an energy—a vibration if you will. Certain energies are attracted to one another.” His eyes look to Abigail and then to me. 
Even though I still feel as if he hasn’t told us anything, I encourage him to say more. “Okay, what else can you tell us?” 
“There’s a shared consciousness among all people. With enough practice, we can all access that state of connectedness, of shared energy. I have the knowledge and the experience to tap into this for brief periods of time. It’s how I can connect with others who were isolated until I found them. Well, until you two actually…” He watches us with a quizzical look. I can all but hear the gears turning in his head, but he changes the subject before divulging his inner thoughts or allowing me to ask. Instead, I’m completely thrown off track with his next statement.  
“I have terms for participation,” he says, focusing his gaze on me. His nose is very beak-like. His small, brown eyes set behind his glasses are unmemorable, yet there’s an allure to him. It must be the power he holds. The knowledge he possesses. 
I cock an eyebrow. “Terms?” 
Khye takes a deep breath and then lets the rules fly from his mouth, monotone in one breath like he's reading a discretionary statement at the end of a drug advertisement. 
I catch most of what he’s saying. No attempted contact with previous family members, no attempt to save a life, no running, and provide a full report upon return. Basically, no attempting to change fate, and it’s necessary to tell Khye what happened upon return to Mauge. Got it. We are there for one purpose only: to take a painful memory from a person so they don’t carry it with them after death. 
“Why?” I want to know. “What happens if someone doesn’t follow the rules?” 
I look at Khye, who only shrugs and picks at his nails. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave if you aren’t serious about this, and I can disappear, so you’ll never be able to find me. My patience is running thin. What’s it going to be?” 
I’m aware that I’m being pressured into a decision before fully understanding the ramifications, but if I’m being honest with myself, I’m going to do it anyway. If I don’t take this risk, it’ll torment me forever. 
“Fine,” I say. “I’m ready, but I do have one more question.” 
“Just one?” he scoffs. 
“What’s in this for you? Why do you do it?” 
“That’s two,” he points out without bothering to answer either. 
“What’s in it for you?” I repeat with more authority. 
“Scientific advancement. A Nobel prize. Something like that,” he says as he walks behind his desk. 
Abigail huffs in disbelief and stomps off. Khye begins rummaging in his desk.
“Why would that matter if you’re dead?” I ask, genuinely curious. 
Khye waves away my question and keeps his eyes on his desk drawer. “That’s enough for now.” 
I walk over to Abigail, who knots her fingers in her hair as she paces up and down along one of the towering bookshelves. She stops and turns to hug me tightly. Her body shakes. I, on the other hand, am completely steady. Numb even.  
"Just keep telling yourself it will be over soon," she whispers in my ear. I nod.  
Khye hands me a small glass vial the color of deep purple. The bottle makes a popping noise, releasing pressure as Khye pulls the cork off. He hands it to me. I hesitate.  
He seems to read my mind. "All of it," he nods toward the vial.  
Before I can think too much about the implications, I throw the vial back like a shot of tequila. To my disappointment, it creeps slowly toward my lips. The sticky liquid catches in my throat. I swallow hard several times. The taste is not unpleasant. It's much like the elderberry syrup my mom used to make. It has some spice like clove and ginger but is sickly sweet, like honey.  
Khye takes the bottle and replaces the cork. He labels it and sets it back. Glass jars clink together as he shuts the drawer and turns back to me.  
"You're going to want to lay down," he says. I search his face hungrily for a clue as to what is about to come, but his eyes betray no hints. He gestures toward two different couches.  
The brown leather sofa is covered in books, so I chose the lounger with floral upholstery and what appears to be hand-carved wooden trim. There are hints of elegance all around, yet the place feels uncared for.  
I fan away some dust that comes dislodged as I plop down. I lay back and observe the ceiling in an attempt to avoid Abigail's penetrating eyes. I want to say something, but I'm afraid to speak and betray myself with the fear that's bubbling up inside of me. I don't want Abigail to know, I'm afraid. It'll be better for her if she doesn't see that.  
“You’re going to begin to feel some physiological sensations. Close your eyes. I’m going to count back from the number ten. With each number, you will feel more and more relaxed.” 
Khye’s words begin to fade into the background as he counts down. Anticipation is now all-consuming. My heart pounds as I sense changes occurring in my body. Unconsciousness begins to push down on me. My body feels like it's sinking into the couch, weighed down by lead clothing. My breathing becomes shallow as it becomes harder to raise my chest by filling my lungs. The last glance my lucid mind can comprehend is Abigail staring down at me. Her face is etched with deep concern. 
Then, I'm off. I fall fast and hard at first, like a rock straight out of a slingshot. My heart is pounding. Adrenaline and fear surge like electricity through my body. I want to scream, but all I can do is keep my breath held behind clenched teeth. My eyes are closed tightly, but I imagine myself hurling toward the Earth like an asteroid. Then, I slow slightly. The once deafening sound of wind rushing past my ears has subsided to only a low whisper.  
I inhale deeply. I can feel the adrenaline slowly leeching from my body, taking my energy with it. With the last remnants disappearing, exhaustion digs its claws into me. I feel weak, lighter, perhaps. My thoughts become hard to hold onto. I've stopped falling. I'm aware of that. The sensation is more like floating.  
Darkness grabs hold of me, and I lose consciousness. 
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Earth, Real Time 


The fog is lifting inside my head. Sounds and smells become sharper. I know where I am even before I open my eyes by unlocking foreign thoughts. The smell of cigarette smoke assaults my lungs, but it isn't strong enough to cover up the musty smell of yeast from old spilled beer. The sound of glasses clanking, pool balls breaking, people laughing, and country swing buzzes with deafening chaos. I blink my eyes open. The bar is small and crowded, with wood side paneling, worn-out pool tables, and mismatched chairs.  What am I doing here again? 
"What can I do fer ya?" It's a female bartender who finally interrupts my inner dialogue. 
"Um..." I blink several times. It's taking me a second to put all the pieces together. "I need to use the bathroom." My voice is foreign. Much raspier and deeper than my own. 
The bartender frowns at me while she rolls a large piece of pink gum around her mouth. Her finger extends impatiently toward the bathroom as she pops a large bubble in her gum. 
"Uh, right," I say and make my way. I stumble on the massive platform high heels strapped to my feet as I head that way. I must look drunk. 
The bathroom is near the back exit. I remember where I am and who I am with more clarity. Swinging saloon doors welcome me into the small, two-stalled restroom of The Rusty Lantern Bar. A rundown place on the very outskirts of town in Malad, Idaho. It's just hours from Salt Lake on the state border. What are the odds? I look for an open stall, but both are occupied. I walk up to the mirror. Yikes. I'm not only too pudgy for my outfit but also too old. I pull down my shirt in a feeble attempt to cover up my stomach. The only thing this accomplishes is giving me more cleavage. I'll take the belly. The critical eyes of Jane versus the confident attitude of this woman war inside my head. I’m ashamed. I’m angry at myself for feeling ashamed. I shake my head and continue the examination. 
I have thin, bleach-blonde hair with dark roots that have grown out nearly two inches. It's pulled back in a ponytail by a leopard-print scrunchy. Bangs are curled and fall over my eyes. And, oh boy, the eyes. A painted streak of blue across the lids, thick black eyeliner, and caked-on mascara has been reapplied many times throughout the day. The foundation job is horrendous. My lips are smudged red from... oh, gross. I turn on the faucet and rinse my mouth out. While at it, I attempt to wash some of the gunk off my face. I only make it worse. 
I have to get out of here. I need a phone. 
I leave the bathroom scrubbing at my face and under my eyes with a scratchy, cheap brown paper towel. 
This woman has a purse with a cell phone in it. An internal gut punch lands when I refer to myself as “this woman.” I am Tatianna Gorvich, I think. No, I'm not, I say to myself in response. Dang, this is bizarre. I take a second to scan the brain of Tatianna. It’s all rather dismal. 
Tatianna didn't deserve this life. All the wrongs throughout her life come floating to the surface. She could have made something of herself back home in Russia. It's all because of meeting that one guy. That guy she thought loved her but only used her and sold her downriver. Hatred and hurt swirl inside of me. I fight back tears and then anger again at feeling ashamed of my life—Tatianna’s life. I fight for control over my thoughts. 
Finally, I get through the chatter and assess Tatianna’s memories. My purse with my cell is in Jorge's car, parked outside. I walk out into the dark, quiet parking lot. The green neon from the bar sign helps illuminate the vehicles. I spot Jorge's car and begin walking over to it. 
Just then, I'm painfully aware that I'm supposed to die tonight. That Tatianna is supposed to die. My eyes dart around for signs of trouble. There are none. Aware of the stakes, I dash for the car but don't get far, thanks to the heels. I rip them off and run to the car in bare feet. It's locked. Shit. I smack the glass with my hand. The sting splinters out to my fingers and up my forearm. I shake my hand out while I return to the bar. Just before reaching the door, it's opened, and someone steps outside to light a cigarette. 
"Excuse me, do you have a phone I could borrow?" I ask. 
"Well, hello to you too," he says around the cigarette sticking out of his mouth. His inhale is long and slow. He blows it out quickly so that a thick cylinder of smoke is running away from his lips. "And what would I get in return?" he asks. 
"Oh, screw you," I say and open the door to go inside. I'll find someone else.  
The door hasn't shut behind me before I hear him chuckle, "That'll do." I ignore the jest. 
I see a corded phone hanging just inside the bar. I sit on the bar top and reach for the phone. 
"Hey!" the bartender yells at me, but I'm already punching in Connor's number. I repeated it so many times before I got here that I made a song up about it. It rings. Anticipation wells up inside of me. It rings again. I want badly to speak to Connor, but something else feels like it’s propelling me toward my old connections as Jane. It's almost… physical. I should steal Jorge’s car and drive to Connor… 
"Hello?" The most beautiful voice answers the phone. My whole world seems to halt for a moment. Only it's a tormented version of the voice I remember so well. And a formal one. I miss the greeting he used to give me when I called. I want to cry before I've even gotten a word out. That simple, angelic ‘hello’ was worth this whole thing. My rehearsed response goes out the window. I'm at a loss for words. "Hel..." he begins to ask again, but he's cut off as the line goes dead. I whirl around and see the smug bartender with a bony, red-painted finger on the hook. No... 
"What did you do?" I growl at her through gritted teeth. 
"What did I do? Honey, you got some nerve." She keeps berating me as I jump down and scan the bar for Jorge. I need his car keys. I have to get to Salt Lake. It’s such a strong sensation like strings are pulling me along. But he's not here. That's right; he's in the back of the bar with his boys, doing business with the owner. Jorge wants more of the cut. We make it, and the bar peddles it. Meth. Great, I think. 
The man who was smoking the cigarette outside walks up to me and puts his arm around me. I shrug it off. 
"Oh, come on," he says. "I'll let you use my phone. I was only playing with you." He smiles. He's not an unattractive guy. One of the better-looking ones here, for sure. Clean shirt. Nice jeans. Straight, white teeth. Probably not one of the meth heads. 
His hand is now on the small of my back, leading me out the door. I let him move me along because the prospect of hearing Connor again beckons me like a siren. The quiet and the fresh air greeting me from outside clears my head some. The bar backs up to an unkempt field with overgrown grass and a rundown barbed wire fence. He places the phone in my hand and smiles. I turn away from him to dial. My heart thrums at the excitement of hearing his voice again. This time, I'll talk to him and tell him everything. The backdoor opens behind me. More people filter out. I move farther away for privacy. 
The cellphone displays the time and date: ten forty-seven p.m., September 28, 2015. It's still the day I died, and judging by Connor's voice, he must know. 
I know it before I've finished punching in the numbers. There's something about the quiet that’s troubling. Without alerting anyone, I continue to move away from the eerie presence I feel behind me. Rocks crunch beneath their feet as they follow me, but I don't look back. The phone is ringing now. I lie and say, "Jorge, I'm out back." Short pause. "Okay, see you in a sec," I say. The pursuers hesitate. The rocks cut into my bare feet as I continue to step away. It rings a third time. Pick up, Connor, pick up, I plead. 
"Hello?" He sounds anxious or tormented.
My heart clenches for him. I have to control myself. It's important that I get the message out. I don't waste any time. I talk fast in a hushed whisper while my feet attempt to calmly carry me farther away from them and closer to the front door. "Jane was murdered for an article she was trying to publish on your father. He's trying to push a drug through that's killing people in the clinical trials." 
They've lost patience. The gravel gives them away. They're lunging for me. I make a mad dash for the front of the bar. The phone is pressed firmly to my right ear. 
"Who is th..." 
I interrupt him, "Connor..." Wham! 
I don't even make it three strides before I'm tackled to the ground. I slam into the gravel. The wind is knocked out of me, and my head is pounding. My vision blurs. 
"Stupid cunt tried to run," someone sneers. 
"Good work," comes from a familiar male voice. 
"Let's teach her a lesson," says another one. 
My arms are yanked behind my back and secured with a zip tie, I think, and duct tape is placed across my mouth. I begin to panic as the airflow is confined to just my nostrils. I can't catch my breath. I’m panicking. I'm being dragged over to the field by my hair. My scalp feels as if it's being disconnected from my skull. I kick, but it only makes the pain worse. So, I try to stand and release the pressure on my head. I can't do it. They're dragging me too fast. There are three of them. One woman and two men. I'm pulled over a downed section of the fence. Barbed wire cuts into my buttocks where my skirt has slid down. My breath catches, and my chest heaves to keep up with the oxygen my body is screaming for. I can't help it; tears are streaming down my face. I can't breathe. I can't make the air come in any faster. I'm going to suffocate. The feeling of helplessness is enraging.  
"Oh, for Christ's sake," someone says. "She's going to suffocate before we get what we want." Just then, the tape is ripped off of my face. I gasp greedily for breath as my lungs fill again and again. I haven't fully satisfied my need for oxygen before the tape is placed back over my throbbing mouth. My hair is released. My head falls to the ground with a painful thump. We've stopped in a section of the field with trampled-down grass. I manage to scramble clumsily to my feet. 
"Scream, and I'll blow your brains out." It's the guy again. The one who loaned me the cellphone. His gun is trained on me. He pulls the duct tape from my mouth again and steps back. I glare through the throbbing left behind by the duct tape. He smiles. "Where's the stash?" he asks. It takes me a second to register what he wants. He wants the meth. He cocks the gun back impatiently. 
My body trembles. This is it. This is how this body dies. It won't matter what I tell him. I know my fate. Will it hurt? There are already so many painful areas on my body competing for my attention. Can it get any worse? My hands pulse from the circulation being cut off by the zip tie. The one holding the gun exchanges a nod with the lone girl in the group. But I’m sorely mistaken to allow myself to hope for an ally in her simply based on our shared sexual identity. 
She charges me, and I fall on my side, unable to catch myself with my hands tied. I land hard on my shoulder, the wind rushing from my lungs. She begins kicking me. Sharp pain pulses throughout my abdomen. I choke on vomit when she kicks me in the stomach. I stop breathing altogether when she hits one of my breasts. It feels like a knife was plunged into my chest. "Stop! Stop!" I'm choking out the words as fast as I can, begging for mercy. She lands a kick to my face and my nose cracks. Blood begins gushing immediately. "That's enough," I hear. 
"You're pathetic," she spits at me. I can't hold back the tears and the hatred I feel toward that woman. If the roles were reversed just then, I would kill her. I know I would. Why did I agree to this? I aggrandized my ability to handle this experience, but this is ugly. The physical pain is reeling, but the ugliness inside of me is the most difficult feeling to reconcile. I can’t breathe out of my nose any longer; there’s too much blood. I spit it out of my mouth, and I try so hard to see past the pain and rise above the hideous feelings inside me. 
"Last chance," the man says as he approaches me and places the gun barrel on my temple. "Where's the stash? I know a delivery was scheduled for today, and your boy didn't bring it. We want it. All of it." 
My body is shaking uncontrollably. The pain makes it hard to think. I know I die anyway, and right now, I hate these people more than anyone else in the entire world. I muster up whatever courage I have left, and I tell them a lie. I give them an address for a storage unit Tatianna occupies across town. They'll find old lab equipment and some personal items. It'll be just enough to taunt them. 
The second guy punches the address into his phone. "It's a storage unit facility." 
"What's the code?" the first man asks as he digs the gun barrel into my temple. 
"1467," I say. My breath is shallow and rapid. The pain is unbearable if I breathe too deeply. He stands up, and I curl instinctively into a fetal position. 
"You are pathetic,” he says as he raises the gun to my head. 
"Wait," says the second man. "What if she's lying?" 
I close my eyes and think of Connor's voice. 
"She's too much of a coward to lie,” he retorts. Maybe Tatianna was—but not Jane. I almost smile as he pulls the trigger. 
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Mauge


I bolt up screaming. My chest heaves, and my hands are frantically feeling my surroundings. They touch the carved wooden frame on a rough floral upholstered lounger. Books are stacked high around me. The room smells of leather and paper. My mind is desperate to grasp my reality, but my body adjusts slowly. My hands pat down my abdomen and head, searching for the bullet hole. It's not there. I place my right hand on my heart and feel my chest's rapid rise and fall.  
"Abigail!" I call out. No answer. I clasp my hands together in an attempt to control the trembling. I'm anxious to find Abigail, so I give up and roll off the lounger. A quick perimeter search tells me no one is here. In desperation, I bolt for the door and scan the naked, lifeless horizon.  
"Abigail!" Desperation has seized my voice. Breathe in. Breathe out. Breathe in. Breathe out. I invite the calm back in by controlling my breathing and reminding myself that I'm okay now. It’s over. I’m Jane. 
If she's not here, she's clearly somewhere else. I'll find her. That's all. It takes me a second to collect my thoughts enough to have the fortitude to push aside the swollen thoughts and emotions that came from Tatianna and focus on recalling the intricacies of Mauge. I’m so thankful for this place with its imposed perfection, peace, and beauty. Right now, I can’t remember why I ever agreed to leave. 
I close my eyes and feel the familiar air move around me as I'm taken to Abigail's Aspen house. Aside from Khye's lair, this was the last place where we had been together. It was a happy place, but now, it seems tainted somehow. The feeling amplifies as I walk about in the dormant house. I search all the rooms, the rafters, and the forest beyond. I lean against a large pine tree letting it support my weight. There are a thousand other places she could be. We had a specific place in mind, but that contingency plan was another scenario. “Oh no,” I say out loud. I had assumed she’d be by my side when I awoke. I was so caught up thinking about what would happen that I had forgotten about time. While I was gone only a short amount of time, Abigail spent years here alone. How could I be so stupid? She probably hasn’t been waiting by the willow tree all this time, but it's still my best option. 
I close my eyes and blink them open to see the large willow tree I remember so fondly from my childhood. Just when the tree was losing its effect on me, I met Abigail here, and it was given renewed significance. This tree has seen me through the worst and best times, but today, it's letting me down. She's not here. I part the branches and step underneath the canopy. It seems darker today, and the absence of birds and running water gives it a stillness I wish would disappear. 
I place my hands on the tree and run my fingers absently across the bark while I think. I'll just flip through them all as fast as I can. I'm thinking of all the places we've been together. But what if I miss her? This could take years. I feel my punishment; the most logical thing would be to wait for her here. 
***
What feels like days pass, and I grow impatient and eager to escape the torture of my thoughts. I decide to go back, briefly, to the place where I last saw Abigail: Khye’s. 
The first thing I see is both Abigail and Khye. The dam releases, and relief floods through me, but I freeze instead of running to her. They haven't seen me yet. They're in some kind of heated discussion. 
Unable to make out what they’re saying, I clear my throat. Abigail whirls in my direction. "Oh, thank God!" she exclaims as she runs toward me. I meet her halfway, and we collide into a warm embrace. I let pent-up tears of relief run down my face. Abigail pulls away so she can look me in the face. Her hands press my cheeks together as she looks me over. "Thank God," she says again. Her eyes shine with tears, resembling the blue of a pristine mountain lake. She takes my hand, "Let's go somewhere... private," she whispers as she turns me away from Khye and heads for the door. I look back and see Khye throwing daggers with his eyes at us. I haven’t forgotten that I promised him a recap of my experience, but I can’t do it yet with it being so raw. 
Once we're outside and the door has closed behind us, she looks at me with familiar animation and asks, "Where should we go?" 
"Home," I say, wanting to be back in the comfort of my cliffside home. "Close your eyes."  
I don't mean for it to happen, but some of Tatianna's memories come to the forefront of my thought at the most inopportune moment, and to my horror, the bar is right there in front of us. Abigail looks confused. I feel heat rush up my neck and reach out to my cheeks. 
"Close," I say flatly. Abigail looks at me questioningly but then closes her eyes obediently.  
When we open them, we're on a small wooden bridge that hangs above a somewhat unsightly ditch. It smells like mud. The bridge is covered in peeling brown paint with many patches of bleached wood exposed to the sky. It's one of Tatianna's memories that I came across when trying to figure out who she was. 
"What's happening to me?" I moan. Abigail must understand because she grabs my hand and sits me down. We sit cross-legged, looking into each other's eyes. Her eyes are soft and kind, with no depiction of hubris. I love her all the more for not saying what she could say now: I told you so. 
"It's okay," she says. “You’re reeling. It’s still fresh. When you come back, you still feel attached. It happened to me, too, remember?" 
I nod numbly. 
"It gets easier," she says. "Much easier." We're silent for a moment before she nudges my shoulder. "It would help if you talked about it. You know, healthy processing and all." 
I reject the idea of talking about it immediately, but I know instinctively that it would ease my mind if I could share the emotional burden with her. "Are you sure you want to hear it?" I ask guiltily. This is what she didn't want at the outset.  
"I can handle it," she reassures me.  
Abigail sits deathly still with a pained expression contorting her delicate features while I recount the events. After I finish, she squeezes my hands in a loving, comforting gesture. I wait for her to speak. 
"Just remember that you gave her a gift. You have to carry the burden of that memory now, but you don't have to do it alone." She smiles encouragingly, and I feel some of that burden already being shifted. 
"Thank you," I say. "For everything. For being forgiving. For being that person for me and for being here for me now." 
"For you, I would do anything," she replies with penetrating sincerity. 
"And what about you?" I ask. "What did you do here?" 
"Oh, it was torture!" she exclaims, then looks abashed. "It was more of the same. You already know everything I could have been possibly doing." 
"How long was I gone?" I ask quietly. 
"It gets harder to tell the longer I'm here," she replies with far-off, reflective eyes. "There's less and less for me to benchmark from, and I feel like my recollection of my time alive is weakening." Her eyes return to me with cheeks the color of blush. "Too long. Years." She shrugs at her frail attempt.  
I squeeze my eyes shut. "I was afraid of that. I’m so sorry, Abigail. I open my eyes to gauge her reaction. She shrugs, and we sit in silence for a moment. Hurt becomes evident in her delicate facial features. Her eyebrows knit together. A frown pulls her mouth down at the corners. Her eyes are glassy with the risk of tears. 
It hurts to see her like this. I start to reach for her, but sensing my sympathies and likely wanting to avoid a meltdown, Abigail changes the subject. "Do you think Tatianna is here?"  
I shake my head no. While I can't explain how I know that, I can't feel her. A search for her would seem futile. Abigail looks relieved at my response. I guess she's not interested in being a third wheel, but she has to know it would never be like that, even if Tatianna were here. 
I give her a comforting hug, and then I remember something I've been meaning to ask her. "What were you and Khye talking about when I showed up?" 
"Oh, um..." I can see her chew the inside of her lip. I recognize that look in her. Abigail and I are so connected now that we can communicate effectively by gestures. There's something she's hesitant to tell me. "He said that he's been in Mauge so long that he's the Ruler. I told him that self-proclamation doesn't make him shit." I see her smile at her rare use of profanity. It sounds so unnatural that she succeeds in eliciting a small smile from me at our old joke, but her face quickly returns to concern. "He’s up to something, though. I swear he can’t answer anything directly. I was getting so frustrated. Mostly I just wanted you back, and he said you might not come back." 
"What?" I say in disbelief. 
"Yeah,” she huffs. “I was starting to panic. Maybe I was demanding answers he couldn’t possibly have.” 
“Did you learn anything new?” 
“I think his rules, or terms, whatever,” she swats away the semantics, “are made-up. I don’t know what he’s up to, but after you told me what happened, it’s cemented this feeling that there are no rules.” 
“Well, that’s a relief,” I say. My mind begins to chew on this new information, slowly digesting it. "So, I’m not in trouble for attempting to reach Connor?" I ask. 
Abigail shrugs. “Doubt it. Doubt he'd even know without a confession. I just wish I knew what he was holding back.” 
“You and me both,” I mutter. 
We sit silently for a few minutes while we both dive into our thoughts. If there are no real consequences to breaking Khye’s terms, does this change things? I need to talk to Khye again and see if there’s anything else I can glean from him. When I was back, I felt a call like never before. It was like a magnetic pull to somewhere in Salt Lake, to Connor, if I had to guess, but it didn't seem to be anchored to him. Abigail is not going to understand. I'm not sure I understand, but a decision was made before I even admitted it to myself. 
I stand and smooth my yellow sundress with my hands. I toss my long, dark hair behind my shoulders and turn to let the sun touch my face. Before I have too much time to dwell on it, I need to cement it with my words. 
"Abigail, I need to tell you something." Catching the seriousness in my tone, her eyebrows knit together, and her lips tighten in suspicion. In one hurried breath, I collect myself and say, "I have to go back. I'm sorry." 
Abigail is mostly handling this as I expected. She shoots to her feet. "You can’t be serious!” Her exacerbated shouts continue. “You might not get another chance to contact Connor. You could go back chained to some post and endure torture for hours on end. You could go back as a helpless small child. You could go back to the middle of nowhere." Her arms wave emphatically in disbelief as all the dire scenarios she's stored let loose in a torrent of frustration. 
"Hey... hey..." I approach her cautiously. She's getting too worked up. I put my hand on hers to bring her back down to reality. "We don't know that. What are the odds I ended up in the same state the first time? I can't know for sure, but I think I'll be close again. I felt this… this pull. I don't know how to describe it," I finish lamely. She's looking at me with mouth agape. "Abigail, what was that hospital your parents took you to? The last one?" 
"Oh, um…" Her face pulls tight in concentration as she tries to recall a memory from long ago. Then her eyes go wide in realization. "Oh! The Huntsman Cancer Institute. Oh my God…" She looks at me with wide, uncertain eyes. "I was there in your city? How is that... wait," her face falls. "I still don't get it." 
"I don't really get it either, but I feel like there's some kind of pull to our last known location, or maybe to those people we love, or maybe even to our dead bodies." I shrug. She seems to be considering it. "I can go to Connor next time. I know it. I can do this," I say with reassurance designed to placate both of us. 
"You're impossible!" she growls. "What kind of person has such reckless regard for their life!?" 
Her sudden outburst takes me aback. "My life? Abigail, that's the point. I don't have a life. I'm not alive." 
Tears spring to her eyes. "I know not in that way, but what about this? Here. With me? You just got back." Her voice cracks, and I understand now that her anger stems from her vulnerability and uncertainty. Her fear. 
I pull Abigail in for a hug. She resists for a second but then collapses into me. "Abigail, I love being with you." I let this sink in for a second before continuing. "But we have forever together. I won't get that with Connor or anyone else. This just feels like something I need to complete for myself." 
We're quiet for a moment before I begin reflecting out loud. "Besides, once you know what's waiting for you on the other side, all that's left to fear is the pain of your physical body dying, but that's only temporary." In the last few minutes, I feel as if a blanket of comfort has been draped over me. The sharpness of the experience is now just a dull, bearable ache. It’s surprising how quickly the memory is fading.
Abigail groans and pulls away from me. "Ugh, but what if you don’t come back at all?" 
“I did come back, and I’ll come back again. Khye is a liar. We know that.” 
I smile and am relieved when she lifts the corner of her mouth in an attempt at one, too. 
"Can you promise me something?" she asks. 
“What?”  
“That this will be the last time,” she says. I frown.  
“I can’t make that promise, Abigail." Despite looking disappointed, she chews on her lip as she nods in understanding.  
"Well, there's no time like the present," she says resolutely. She wipes under her eyes even though there's no makeup running. She still looks perfect. Her curly blond hair falls into just the right place. Her makeup is light yet stunning. Her eyes reflect like blue crystals when wet with tears. This place doesn't allow for anything other than flawless appearance, but it amazes me just how long habits that no longer serve us linger. Like wiping under our eyes. Even after death. 
"It doesn't have to be right now. I just got back," I say gently. I'm a bit offended that she suggested now is a good time. I was planning on taking some time. Or perhaps I'm only trepidatious about what the next visit back will bring. 
"It's okay. This time, I'm not going to wait for you," she says matter-of-factly. 
I can't help but feel stung and a little confused. "Okay..." 
She's busying herself with invisible dirt on her dress and nonexistent flyaway hairs. "I'm coming with you," she says with eyes still averted by made-up distractions. 
"Wh… what? You can't mean…" I venture but trail off, hoping she'll pick it up. 
"Yes. I do. You were right. It's not so scary now that we know what happens after the pain is gone. Besides, maybe I'll get lucky and just be pushed in front of a bus or something." She gives me a fragile, wavering smile. 
"Abigail, you can't… I won't…" I don't know what to say without being hypocritical, but I know I don't want her to go. I want her to stay here, where I know the only challenge she'll be facing is boredom. 
She lowers her eyes at me. "It doesn't feel so good, does it?" 
"Are you doing this to be vindictive?!" I ask in disbelief. 
She lowers her eyes to the ground and kicks absently at the chipping wood paint of the bridge. "I don't know," she says quietly. Her eyes return to mine. Her expression is pained and frustrated. 
"Abigail, to hurt yourself in order to hurt someone else is..." I search for a word that won't offend her too much. "…destructive. To both of us." 
"I know you're right," she says without looking at me. "But I just need some time to be angry, I guess." 
"I understand." I walk up to her and reach for her hand by her side. She doesn't stop me but doesn't hold my hand back, either. Her hand lies limply in mine. "I've got an idea," I say. At this, she looks up at me with interest. "We don’t need Khye to go back there.” Abigail's eyes widen. She knows I’m referring to Khye’s ‘office.’ Her nod gets more emphatic as she begins to see where I'm going with this. 
"Let's do some investigative work," I suggest with building excitement. "We both know something is off about him. Let's wait until he’s not there and find it. I’m still supposed to report to him what happened. So, if he catches us, I’ll say that’s why we’re there."  
"All right," she says with lifted spirits. "Let's go snooping!" I squeeze her hand, and we close our eyes as we think of Khye's place. 
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Mauge


The familiar atmosphere of Khye's home no longer holds feelings of wonder and angst but feelings of exposure and hesitancy. He's not here this time. I expected as much because we've been sneaking glances inside his door for what feels like weeks now, and he hasn't been here the last two times. We finally dare to enter.  
"All right, Detective, what are we looking for?" asks Abigail. 
"Not Detective—Investigative Journalist," I retort. 
"Oh, right, right. You actually are a pro at this, aren't you?" 
"Welllll, not exactly, but let's start with his desk. I don't know what we're looking for either, but if you see anything interesting, let me know." 
We head for Khye's desk and begin rifling through papers and books. A few minutes pass without finding anything of interest. 
"Whoa, look at this!" she calls from behind an open book. The tone of Abigail's voice sends shivers of anticipation up my spine. 
I'm looking over her shoulder at sketches of people and notes. She begins thumbing through the pages. 
"Is this like some kind of personal journal? Maybe his family or people that he knew?" she muses. But before I can answer, she freezes on a page, and my jaw drops open involuntarily. It's a sketch of Abigail and a recount of her time as me. We read the notes scribbled in the margins. 
Abigail Prescott 
Pending deposit 
Soul count: 213 
After death: 214 
Complications: Unusual tether 
 
We look at each other with intrigue infused with horror. Abigail begins hurrying through the pages again until she finds what she wants. 
Jane Morgan 
Pending deposit 
Soul count: 221
After death: 222 
Complications: Unusual tether
 
There’s space left next to my name and some other names as well. That’s where he puts the notes of those who leave Mauge and go back. 
"What does it mean?" Abigail asks with consternation. 
"I... I don't know. Skip forward a couple of pages." She follows instructions, but I don’t see her yet. He must be waiting for me to tell him about Tatianna before she’s entered into his book. 
"What in the..." I trail off. My mind is racing with computations. I take the book from Abigail and thumb through a few more pages while Abigail watches me intently. I flip back and forth and back and forth. I open the book to the beginning. 
"It starts at 109. There must be another book." 
"On it," replies Abigail as she opens books on Khye's desk and searches through his desk drawers. The massive oak desk is littered with books that all look similar. Worn leather covers pulled together with strings of rawhide. Some have stamped gold lettering and more modern binding. Abigail skips those. Abigail's facial expression dances as she flips open many books. Bewildered. Confused. Horrified. But I'm barely paying attention. I catch a note barely legible scribbled in the top right corner of one of the pages. It says, A distress signal? Is the future known? Only those in limbo can return. I flip back and forth between pages but find nothing else useful. My thoughts hum, calculating. 
A few minutes later, I drop the book with a thud on the desk. I lean against the desk and hang my head. 
"What is it?" Abigail asks with concern.  
"I think I've got it. I mean, I've figured it out. The book. At least… how the counting works." 
Abigail stops what she's doing and stares expectantly at me. Her eyebrows knit together with apprehension.  
I take a deep breath in. "Khye is counting souls. That much is obvious. It seems anyone we go back and take their place as, ends up as a counted soul. There have been hundreds of people who have gone back."  
"But why?"  
"I don't know," I deadpan. I wish I did. "There's something else."  
Abigail raises her eyebrows. I study her face for a moment, prolonging the next revelation. Goosebumps run up and down my limbs. 
I sigh. "I don't think we're dead."  
Abigail pulls her face back. "What?" She shakes her head as if that'll help her understand what I told her. "What?" she asks again without comprehension.  
"We're 'pending' deposit. His notes say only those in limbo can go back. And see how some souls were originally written as pending but then crossed out and changed to ‘successful’?” I open the book and show an example. “He's already counted us, but we’re just pending…” I trail off in my thoughts. Abigail holds the silence. I speak out loud from a place that seems far off in my own mind, “When I was back, I felt this pull. Like I was trying to get back to something. Now, I think it was me. My body.”  
After the silence stretches further, I look up at Abigail to gauge her reaction. She’s looking blankly at me. “How can that be, Jane? Then why are we here?"  
"I don't know exactly."  I whisper to myself, “We’re in limbo.”
We both sit against the desk, allowing it to hold us up while we process the weight of our discovery. A plan begins to formulate in my mind, and as it unfolds, an urgency builds.  
I get to my feet and stand in front of Abigail, grabbing her by the shoulders. "Abigail, I think I know what we need to do." She blinks at me, and I continue before waiting for a response. I talk fast. "We were going to do it anyway, so it's not like the plan has changed much—but the intention has. We have to go back to find our bodies. To see if it's true. To follow the pulling. I think it makes sense. It makes sense that this isn't heaven, after all. That there's more to the afterlife."  
Abigail is chewing her bottom lip. She looks unsure. Experience tells me that she's on the verge of tears. "I don't remember a pull, Jane." 
I frown, stumped momentarily. I plop down next to her on the edge of the desk and wrap my arm around her shoulder, pulling her in.  
She continues, "I'm not sure I want to go back to that life, Jane. I'm happy. With you. But it seems... it seems maybe you don't feel the same." She looks down at her bare feet with hot pink painted toenails. She wiggles them nervously as she awaits my response.  
"Abigail, you are someone who is so special to me. Nothing will ever change that. We could be together again back home in our physical bodies." I squeeze her shoulder, but she still doesn't look at me. "Besides, I'm starting to get the feeling that we need to get out of here. Whatever Khye is up to or whoever he is, I get the feeling that we don't want to be a part of his soul count. And where are the souls going? They're not here. Maybe, just maybe, we don't actually have forever here," I offer.  
She nods with more conviction and says an incoherent curse under her breath. "That would change everything. So, what now?"  
"We drink the purple drink." We both look at the cabinet that holds the tiny vials of sticky purple liquid. I walk over and try the cabinet. There's a tantalizing tinkle of glass clanking together from inside, but the drawer is locked.  
"Let's start looking for the key," I say. Abigail nods.  
Our search becomes more frantic with each passing minute, but then Abigail shoots up. "Wait!"  
"Have you got it?!"  
"No, but do we really need it?"  
"Huh?" I'm not following.  
"Give me a second," she says. Before I can respond, Abigail closes her eyes and disappears. I stare at the spot where she was just standing. She's back in an instant, but now she's holding something. A saw.  
"It's just wood," she says. "Let's use this bad boy." She holds the saw up to the sky as if in tribute.  
"Oh, good thinking."  
It's much more difficult than I expected, but we end up sawing away a corner. I can glimpse the vials inside. I reach my fingers through the hole and grip the top of one of the vials. I pull it through. It's a tight fit. I reach in for another. Success. I've got two. I hold one out to Abigail.  
She frowns. "Tell me again how this is going to go."  
"We do our best to get back to our bodies. You're at the Huntsman Cancer Institute. I must be at a hospital somewhere, too. Or still on the floor in my kitchen, but based on Connor's tone, I think the hospital is more likely. I'm pretty sure he knew, but I'll have to figure that out."  
"Say we do make it, then what? I'll be miserable in my physical body, Jane. If I’m still alive, I'll probably die any minute—and you might too."  
I look at her. A heaviness begins to settle in my chest. I don't have the answers. I don't want to see her suffer. Here or there. I see doubt settle into her features. I hold onto the one thing I am certain of. "Abigail, we can't stay here. You must know that. We have to try. And when we succeed, we'll find each other again. And maybe," I drop my eyes to the floor to avoid the pain looking into her eyes will bring, "maybe it won't be until heaven. The real heaven." As I say it, I feel a lump forming in my throat. I swallow it away and look up. Our eyes lock. Abigail throws her arms around me, and we squeeze each other tightly. "I'll find you," I keep saying through unleashed sobs.  
We let go and stare into each other's eyes. Abigail's are wet with tears, too. She nods to signify she’s ready. I nod back, and we hold out our vials in a sort of cheers.  
"On three," I say. Tiny pops ring in the silence as we uncork them. Abigail reaches for my free hand and laces her fingers with mine. The familiarity of her soft hand in mine is encouraging. With a deep breath in, I steady my voice, "One, two, three." We tip back our bottles in unison. I feel a mixture of dread and excitement. 
We lay next to each other on the cold, hard floor beneath us and wait. Our hands remain locked. My heart is beating wildly. 
Just before the darkness closes in, I hear Abigail whisper, “I’m scared.” I try to squeeze her hand in reassurance, but I’m not sure I succeed before succumbing to the familiar sensation of falling. 
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Earth, Real Time


Oh, boy.  My head feels as if it’s pumped full of helium. I lay still and wait for it to subside, painfully aware of precious seconds ticking by. I impatiently force my eyes open a slit but squeeze them shut again. There's a heavy blanket dampening my senses. It feels like a nasty hangover. I need more time to adjust. 
While my eyes remain closed, my mind awakens enough for me to assess my situation. My name is Rosy Miller, although I've tried in vain to go by Rose. My father mocks my attempt at maturity by calling me Nosy Rosy as often as possible. I'm a tall, thin fourteen-year-old. While I'm rather gangly, my blonde hair, blue eyes, and smooth ivory skin have garnished a lot of attention. I'm somewhat of a local celebrity among the male inhabitants of the trailer park. While this brings Rose joy, I can't help but pity her and say a silent thank you to my parents for the upbringing I was afforded.  
Rose is a classic example of the attention one seeks to fill the void of neglect forged from inside the home environment. It's interesting to have two perspectives readily available to me. I wish I could leave Rose with a thought: It will never be enough. The attention. You are worthy of real love. Of course, she'll never get that message. 
I can't know who will be responsible for Rose's death, but a top contender is definitely her dad. Angry. Nearly always drunk. He already has a long history of physical abuse toward Rose, who became the sole recipient of his fists when her mother left three years ago. 
Rose has several hiding spots she frequents depending on her father's whereabouts. Luckily, his footfall is heavy under his weight, and he's passed out half the time. In the unlucky instance where he's inside and actively searching for Rose to release his frustrations, Rose keeps an old sleeping bag on the trailer's roof. She uses a box to reach the windowsill from the outside or an end table pushed under the window from the inside. She hammered a wooden block between the windowsill and the roof to be used as a step. He hasn't noticed that step yet, thankfully, but someday, there will be hell to pay for the defacement of his property. She spends half of her time at home up there and is dreading the impending weather change that will drive her indoors more often. Today is September twenty-ninth. The day after I was attacked and the morning after Tatianna died, I note.
More time has passed than I would have guessed. My body is either at a hospital or lying lifeless on my kitchen floor by now, but I know it can’t be the latter. I can feel my body like it’s calling me home. The same familiar pull is beckoning to me. Only it’s stronger now. Closer.
But for now, I get to be Rose. I need to focus on that so I can get out of here. It's easier if I allow myself to be immersed in her being. Fighting the constant battle of her thoughts is easier when I've turned the Jane-dial down, and I let Rose be in the captain's seat. It feels more natural. 
It's midmorning. Daddy hasn't been out of his room yet today, and I figure I've got another hour or so after the late-night bender he was on last night. I look around my sparsely furnished room. My mattress lays on the floor. It doesn't have a sheet on it right now, just a blanket and a pillow. One of my closet doors is hanging off the hinge. Clothes are strewn everywhere, and a scratched black end table sits beneath the window. 
My bedroom door is closed. The backside is covered with stickers I've collected over the years. Dad says I need to get a job so I can replace the door. He didn't exactly put it like that, though. I rub my cheek absently at the memory. 
I think I'll go see Sam today. Sam is the nineteen-year-old boy who lives several trailers down beneath the sycamore tree. Sam says he's going to college soon, but I have doubts. Still, he's the coolest boy in this area that I know. 
Jane’s thinking surges within me at the thought of seeing Sam. I'm going to do things differently this time around. Whatever Rose was planning to do today in these next few moments, I'll do the opposite, and I’ll do it quickly, and it’ll be completely uncharacteristic for Rose. This is my last chance. I have to be bold and unpredictable. I need to find a vehicle and get to Connor. I'm in Rose Park. It's on the west side of the Salt Lake Valley. I'm only twenty or thirty minutes from the avenues where my home is. My stomach flips excitedly. I knew I'd be close. I say a silent prayer for Abigail. "Please make it," I whisper out loud. She has to make it. We have to make it.  
I have to get Dad's truck keys. He usually leaves them folded up in the visor, but they could be in his room, too. A jacket or pants pocket, maybe. I stand and take a breath while I check out my wobbly legs. They're mostly exposed. I'm wearing tight, cutoff jean shorts and a white tank top. I try to cover up a stain on the right strap with my hair. It's not exactly weather-appropriate, but Rose knew it'd get Sam's attention. Just now, she was waiting patiently in her room until it got a little warmer outside, so it didn't look like she was trying so hard. 
I rummage through some clothes on the floor and pull together a couple of mismatched socks. I don't bother smelling them or looking for clean ones. I slip on a pair of worn-out tennis shoes that are now a size too small, but I can't bring myself to ask for a new pair. He'd probably tell me to get a job again. 
I stare at the closed bedroom door and then back to the window. I could walk out the front door, but it seems risky. I slide the window open. It protests loudly with a screech, and I freeze while cursing under my breath. The tracks need to be oiled again. After listening for a minute, I'm satisfied with the quiet and continue the carefully drawn-out process of inching the window open. It's not easy to keep the rickety thing quiet. 
Then I hear a sound that strikes fear into the center of my heart and shivers up my spine. He yelled my name. Dad yelled out, 'Rosy.' I scramble to pull the window open the rest of the way. I hear a thud as Dad likely rolls off the bed. Now he'll be really pissed. I try to reign in the fear. Jane knows intellectually that decisions made out of fear are almost always bad ones. I gather myself and look around. I have an idea. 
I pull at the loosely hanging closet door panel. I get it loose and wedge it beneath the door handle and the mattress. If Dad decides he wants to get in, it won't hold for long, but it’ll buy me some time. 
I step onto the end table and swing one leg over the platform. The metal tracks bite into my flesh as I maneuver my weight over the sill, but I ignore it and ease myself through the window and onto the box below. Just as I land softly, I hear a pounding on my door. He's pissed now. The whole trailer park will be able to hear his shouts soon, but that's nothing new. No one ever does anything. The kindest anyone has ever been to me is Mrs. Putter, who sometimes invites me in for a meal when she sees me walking alone. It's usually a microwaved TV dinner and an off-brand soda, but I don't mind. Sometimes, it’s the best meal I've had in weeks. 
I crouch below the window line and slink around the trailer to his truck. I reach for the handle of the old, brown GMC but freeze before I make contact. 
"Heya, Rosy! I've got me a propa-scision fer ya." It's my old, crotchety neighbor Francis. He's holding up a twenty-dollar bill. He lurches forward and catches himself with the twenty still raised high. He's clearly drunk, but more importantly, he just blew my position. 
I yank on the truck door handle. Luckily, it's open. Just as I pull myself up onto the seat, Daddy comes pushing through the screen door in his boxers and a stained white t-shirt. The look on his face makes my heart lurch, and my hands scramble clumsily to close the door behind me and lock it. I reach over and push down on the passenger door lock too. The keys have to be in here, or I'm screwed. 
I pull down the visor forcefully, and the sweet sound of keys reaches my ears as they drop onto my lap. As I pick them up, I jump in surprise as a fist hammers against the window. Shit. The keys fall to the floor beneath my feet. My mind is racing so fast that the words he's screaming at me don't register. 
I bend down and scramble for the keys when another round of pounding rains down on the window. I jerk up and hit the back of my head on the steering wheel. Ow! Rubbing my head with my left hand, I get the keys into the ignition on the second try with my right. The engine roaring to life is the sweetest sound I've ever heard. I move my left hand to the steering wheel and my right to the gear shift. I'm not good at driving yet, but fortunately, Jane is. I take a parting glance at Daddy, whose face is as red as molten lava. Rage has completely consumed him. 
The engine revs, and the truck lurches forward as it catches first gear. I make a smoother transition into second gear and take a deep breath. I steal a glance in the rearview mirror. I can make out the shapes of Daddy and Francis. The growing distance between us brings me the luxury of sweet relief. 
With the fear subsiding, I can think clearly again. I reach over and flick off the staticky country twang emanating from the radio. I find comfort in just the sound of wheels on the pavement and an engine humming. I guide the truck out of the trailer park and through residential backstreets with ease and familiarity. 
Rose knows her way to the intersection, and I can take over from there. There's a quarter of a tank of gas. It's more than enough. While I'm still remaining cautious, a victory smile tugs at my lips. Now all I need to do is keep from getting pulled over. Next stop, my house. Jane's house. 
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Earth, Real Time


The drive is surprisingly uneventful. The brakes screech a bit as I pull over and put the truck in park. My neck is stiff from holding tension the entire way here. I kill the engine but don't move to get out immediately. Instead, I stare at a beautiful blue two-story Victorian on Second Ave—but it's nothing like the peaceful home I once knew.  
There are three police cars parked along the street, an unmarked van in the driveway behind my own, and people loitering on the sidewalk out front. Men and women in police uniforms congregate on the front lawn. 
Sitting here looking at my house after being gone for years but still seeing the tulips I planted in front and my car in the driveway is a totally bizarre feeling. It's like I've been teleported back in time or entered an alternate universe. 
The group on the lawn parts for people exiting the house dressed in suits. Investigators, I would guess. I know my physical body is not here—the pull is taking me to someplace different—but without a phone, it's the only place I thought to go where someone may know my location. There are several eligible hospitals in the vicinity. Based on the number of first responders at my house, this looks more like the kind of response a murder would elicit. I wonder if I am actually dead and if I’ve gotten it wrong. But I find a little comfort in knowing I’m still being pulled somewhere. 
I scan the house and watch as a man carries a red and white wispy-haired dog in his arms out of the backyard, and before I can stop myself, I jump from the truck and run toward her. What is she still doing here? My heart swells, and tears threaten to fall. "Oli!" I call out. To my disappointment and utter frustration, a man in uniform steps in front of me and holds his hands out to stop me. 
"Whoa, whoa, whoa, where do you think you're going?" he says as I come to a screeching halt.  
"I, I just, that's Oli." I'm so overcome I stumble on my words. "I know that dog," I finish lamely. 
I peer around the man. "Oli!" I call. Her eyes look so fearful. All I want to do is run to her and scoop her into my arms. "Oli!" She finally looks at me and cocks her head to the side.  At first, she doesn't move, and I'm devastated by her unresponsiveness. She doesn't recognize me. Of course not. My face falls. But then that little dog begins squirming and clawing to get away from her handler like an angry crocodile. She successfully leaps from the man's arms and runs toward me. 
It takes no time at all for that little dog to nearly knock me over in my skinny, 14-year-old body with the force of her forward momentum. We're both on the ground. Relentless wet, hot kisses smother me. Tears of joy fall from my face. Oh, how I missed this sweet little dog. 
"How did you know, girl?" I whisper just to her. She looks into my eyes for a moment and then plants a quick, wet kiss on my mouth. I laugh and wipe it away with the back of my arm. 
"Where are they taking her?" I ask, looking up at the police officer who stopped me. He's studying me with intrigue. 
"To the station until the owner can give us instructions. Do you know the owners? The couple that lives here?" He looks toward the house. 
"Yeah. What happened here anyway?" I'm aware that my excitement for the dog, but my lack of interest in the situation initially might be what's puzzling him. I feel blood move to my cheeks. 
Instead of answering my question, he asks another one. "How do you know them?" 
I'm beginning to feel more like I'm being interrogated. I quickly rack my brain and try to make my lie natural: "I went to school with Jane." 
He eyes me suspiciously. No doubt calculating my age and the probability of that being a lie. Shit, I should have said she used to babysit me. I hold my breath. To my relief, he drops it and asks, "And what are you doing here now?" 
My heart rate picks up. "I stopped because I saw all of the police cruisers." I won't elaborate further. The officer pulls a small spiral notepad from his pocket and begins writing notes. 
"Do you mind if I get a statement from you?" he asks. I'm still petting Oli idly as I contemplate my options. I shrug. I don't see the harm. If I comply, then I can go. 
I provide my name, Rosy Miller, but make up the date of birth so that I'm nineteen. 
"Do you have ID on you?" he asks. My heart skips a beat. I don’t, and he just saw me park and get out of a truck. Shit.
"Yeah, of course. It's in the truck. I'll go grab it." I gauge his reaction. He nods, unassuming. I turn to go, but I try one more time. 
"What happened here?" I look at the house. I don't have to try to look genuinely concerned anymore. 
"Jane was attacked," he states as he looks up at me from his pad. 
“Is she okay?” I feign shock. 
“I don’t know. She was unconscious when the paramedics arrived yesterday. I believe they were able to stabilize her, but she lost a lot of blood and suffered a serious head injury. She’s lucky a neighbor heard her scream and came to investigate.” My heart skips a beat and squeezes tightly at the realization that I am alive and that it may have been Abigail’s scream that saved me. Thank you, Abigail, wherever you are. 
"Where did they take her?" 
"Her family will have more details," he states.
It's clear he's only willing to divulge so much. I want to ask if they caught whoever did this, but based on how many people are there investigating, I’d say that’s a ‘no.’ "Thank you," I say as I head toward the truck. Oli is close at my heels. 
"Hey!" someone shouts. I stop and turn around. "I'm going to need that dog back." 
"Oh, right," I say. "Come on, Oli," I coax her over to the man carrying her out before, but she stops just short of him and eyes us with apprehension. I lean down and talk to her. "It's okay, girl. It's going to be okay. I'll be back soon." I soothe her with pets, then pick her up and place her in the back of the open cruiser. I shut the door quickly behind her. She gets up on her hind legs. Her face is close to the window, and her eyes are intently trained on me. She looks hurt and betrayed, but I swallow down my guilt and head back toward the truck. 
I get in calmly and pretend to rummage around a bit. Then I muster up my courage, start the engine, and pull out. I'm heading for the University Hospital. I'll pass another hospital along the way, and I'll let the pull guide me. I know the back roads and the shortcuts. It'll be my best chance at losing a tail if the cop decides to pursue me. I look in the rearview mirror. Damn. He is coming. 
I watch him get in his vehicle and turn on the lights. I step on the gas. Thankfully, he has to turn his vehicle around, and I'm already a couple of blocks away. I have the advantage. Now I need to be smart. I make an immediate right turn and then left. I pull into an alleyway that serves as access to multiple driveways, so I pick one that is shaded by large trees and kill the engine.  
Five minutes go by. I must have lost him. I can see someone peeking out from behind a curtain at one of the windows, no doubt wondering what I'm doing in their driveway. 
I give a small apologetic wave and pull out. I make it to the University Hospital without incident. Based on how my Rose body reacts, I immediately know this is the place—a wild, erratic heartbeat and an overwhelming sensation to run fills me. I almost feel as if I could lie down, and somehow, I’d still be dragged inside by the force. 
I drive around a few times before I find signs pointing to the ER. All the while, my anxiety is mounting. I pull into visitor parking and park at a handicapped spot up front. Parking ticket for dear old daddy to show my thanks. I gather myself for a moment and then step out of the truck. A wave of expulsion pushes the doubt from my mind. I'm here. That breaks the spell. I take off at a dead sprint. 
As soon as I reach the front doors, I halt and take a few deep breaths. I have to appear calm, so I don't raise suspicion. I can't wait any longer. I stride confidently up to the information desk, struggling to control my breathing. 
"Can you please tell me what room Jane Morgan is in?" I ask innocently. I'm still attempting to control my breathing as I watch the receptionist peer down her nose at me through her bifocal lenses. 
"I'll need to see your I.D. and state your relationship, please," she says, dully looking away from me and back to her computer. Her long, pink nails click and clack as they peck at the keyboard. 
My heart flutters nervously. Again with the I.D.? Maybe I could lean over the counter and glimpse the room number. If I run fast enough, I might make it. No, that'd be reckless. There might not be a room number on the screen, or a security guard might catch me before I reach the room. I'll have to try another way. 
"I'm sorry. I don't have my I.D. on me. I got a ride here," I lie. 
She looks up at me with a scrutinizing expression. Her eyes roll up and down over me. I swear they linger on the stain that marks my right shoulder strap. I think I might be starting to sweat, and I hope she can't tell. I suppress the urge to fidget. 
I continue, "I'm a friend of Jane's. My school had a mentorship program. Jane was mine. We became very close." Okay, I'm definitely sweating. "I'm sure her mom, Robin, or her dad, Jay, is here? They can vouch for me." I hold my breath. 
She pulls out a pink clipboard that matches her nails and looks at the attached visitation sign-in sheet. 
"Or Connor Wells, her fiancé," I add. It's hard to say his name. It came out more meekly than I had intended. It almost feels like he belongs to someone else, and I just acknowledged it. I add to the lie with more conviction, "He's the one who called me to tell me about Jane. He can vouch for me, too." 
She licks her thumb and rummages back a few pages. "They're all here. Haven't left, actually. I'll phone the room and see if someone will grant you visitation. Name, please," she says as she picks up the phone. My mind races. Who will Connor grant visitation to? Devon could be unisex. I give his brother's name, Devon Wells. If the same last name raises any alarm bells, she doesn't let on.  
She pulls the phone to her ear, "Yes, hi. Devon Wells is requesting visitation." A pause. "Thank you." She hangs up and looks back at me. "ICU Room 104. I'll let them know you're coming." She picks the phone back up, but I don't stick around to hear the rest. 
"Thank you!" I call as I take off, sprinting toward the ICU sign. My tennis shoes squeak loudly on the linoleum, echoes reverberating in the expansive hallway. I don't want to waste one precious second that I could be spending looking into Connor Wells's soft, brown eyes. 
As soon as I reach the ICU entrance, I yank the door. A hydraulic pressurizer controls it and opens painfully slowly. The harder I pull, the slower it moves. I squeeze through the opening as soon as I can manage. Once I'm in the opening by the nurses' station, I look wildly around. 
I see a nurse standing in an open doorway, addressing another staff member. I run up to her. "Room 104," I say between breaths. She seems taken aback by me. Her pause is infuriating. "Please," I add impatiently.  
She points down a hall, and I take off again. Once I push past the double doors barring the hallway, I see the first room number. To my disappointment, it starts at 122. As I work my way down the hall, the number descends.  
As I get closer, a sensation crawls up my spine, and I stop for a moment out of surprise. Now that I'm so close to seeing Connor and myself, I can feel fear sewing doubt into my psyche. But that's not the sensation that stopped me. 
No, what I'm feeling now is... physical. My heartbeat is heavier. I can feel it hitting the inside of my chest like it's demanding to be let out. My hand goes automatically to my chest, and I stumble over to steady myself against a wall. Am I having a heart attack? Whatever it is, it can't stop me from reaching my goal. I've come too far to stop here. I force myself to continue walking. 
My heartbeat picks up still more. It's relentless. I only hope I make it before it gives out entirely. Somehow, I pick up my pace. My skin begins to tingle. The sensation begins to feel like billions of microscopic strings attached to my skin, pulling it away from my body, Rose’s body. It's getting harder to think straight, but my feet keep moving, one in front of the other. It's almost like magnets are pulling me forward. 
I'm now only repeating one coherent thought over and over: almost there. 104. I push open the door. This body feels like it's going to explode. The skin could rip apart, and my heart could be yanked from my chest at any second. Through the blinding pain, I still see him. Connor. He's alone. His appearance sparks an emotion, but it doesn't register with me. I've just laid eyes on a tranquil, sleeping body. Her face is undisturbed. Her body is motionless under a white sheet and a thin blue blanket on a stretcher bed. A tube is coming from her mouth. There are so many lines and noisy machines attached to her body. My body. 
I try to say Connor’s name, to tell him it's me, but the pain has drowned everything out and only has me longing for it to stop. I can no longer see, hear, smell, or comprehend anything other than pain. In the split second that follows, I feel an intense pressure amount from within, and then it's gone. I’ve left Rose’s body, and I no longer hurt anymore. 
The peace within is an incredible sensation, rendering me incapable of feeling anything else. I watch with remote apathy as Connor registers the slumped body of Rose near the doorway where I had entered as her just moments ago. He's rushing over to her. I feel nothing. I hear the faint beeping of medical machines in the room. I see myself. I drift over and hover above my body. I’m ready. 
Without warning, as if being hit from behind by a freight train, a force slams me into my body, and my world goes black. 
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There are lights, and then there are brighter lights. The streaks blur together to form solid halos of light. I feel like a marble bouncing around wildly on a roulette table. I have to close my eyes. I might need to throw up. Ugh, I don't have the strength to throw up. I don't even have the strength necessary to open my weighted eyelids. I'm curious to know what is going on, but it's an impossible task to find out. I take the easy way out of this confusing, nauseating ride and let the blackness engulf me once more.  
***
I sense it. Tiny fractions of thought that try to pull themselves together. My first coherent thought is the registration of a smell. It's almost like rubber. A balloon, maybe. Tiny threads pull on memories of birthday parties. I'm pulled further toward consciousness with a touch on my hand. I freeze, not knowing what the sensation is but knowing it's familiar. 
Awareness begins to seep slowly into every extremity, every cell. As it does, it brings the fire. My head is hit with a bomb. Pressure threatens to break through my skull and unleash. My body is a dull ache with acute pricks of pain disbursed throughout my abdomen and chest. Everything hurts. Breathing hurts. Thinking hurts. I'm afraid to move. I'm on a bed of needles, and every inch of movement will result in new bursts of fire. 
I'm brought back to it again. There's a light squeeze of my right hand and a featherlike tickle on my cheek. I try to squeeze back. I'm not sure if I succeed. To my disappointment, the sensation leaves me. I hear loud shouts and heavy footfall. I wish it would stop. I'm going back to the darkness now. 
I fight the fog. There's some loud clattering nearby and the groan of the door as it's pushed open forcefully. It would be easy to leave again and let the numbness back in. The pain is already fading, but a voice in my ear stops me from succumbing completely. A man's voice. A pleading, broken voice. He wants me to stay here. To wake up. 
"Come back to me," he's whispering over and over. I wish I could, but I don't know how. 
"I can't," I respond silently. I'm trapped in my head. I don't know this voice. I begin to think of sleep again. "I'll try again later," I want to say. 
It's as if he can read my mind. He calls to me, "Fight it. You can fight it, Jane. Come back to me." 
Jane. The name registers. That's my name. The fire inside my head has been stoked, and I'm engulfed in searing pain. I want to cry out for help, but I can't. There’s something in my throat. 
"It's okay. It's okay. We're here. You'll get something for the pain soon. Just stay with us, Jane." The voice is frantic and charged with emotion. 
I don't know why I fought the call of peace to be brought back here where there's nothing but pain. It was something about his voice. It’s so familiar. I want to know who's behind these soft, urging calls to consciousness. 
I manage to crack a heavy eyelid, only to retreat behind the shaded comfort immediately. The fire is weakening. 
"We're all here," he says with another squeeze of my hand. This time, I know whose voice it is. It's enough to make me open my eyes. I'm compelled to see him. The first person I see is him, Connor. His face is flooded with relief, but he looks as if he's aged. I look around and see my parents and my brother Luke. My eyes fall last on Connor's parents. This leaves a distaste in my mouth, though I can't recall why. 
I listen to them as they each take turns addressing me. Mostly, I stare blank-eyed.  The effort is too much, and I have to sleep now. 
The next twenty-four hours are a blur. Bursts of pain followed by sleep. I found out later that a second surgery occurred sometime in this timeframe. The tube blocking my throat was removed, eventually leaving my voice hoarse and swallowing an extremely difficult task. After I have been thoroughly poked and prodded by the post-surgical medical staff and endlessly caressed by my family, I'm left alone with Connor. My body is weighed down with the burden of sleep. I know I don't have long before I succumb to it. 
***
I wake when it's dark outside. I look around and see Connor slumped in the chair next to me. I groan loudly. He instantly bolts upright, "Are you okay? Do you need more pain meds?" 
"No, Connor. Go home. Get a good night's sleep,” I have to whisper because it doesn’t hurt my throat as bad, though the pain is improving. 
He rubs his eyes. “I don’t want to leave you.” 
"I'm fine," I say weakly. "Sorry, it's just... you've been here for me. I'm okay. It's time to take care of yourself now." I’ve been in the hospital for almost three days at this point. Awake from a medically induced coma for half of that. The medication keeps my mind heavy and unfocused. I know someone attempted to murder me. I must have asked ten times before the answer sunk in. I suffered stab wounds and a concussion, but I’m recovering quickly, to the hospital staff's surprise.  
After the night shift nurses assure Connor numerous times that I'm stable, he begrudgingly leaves. Although I've been sleeping for what feels like decades, I can't fight my eyelids closing much longer. Every inch of my body demands that I sleep again, and my eyelids, in particular, feel like they have lead weights for eyelashes. It must be the pain meds. I sink deep into my pillow, welcoming the blackness that swallows me the moment I close my eyes. Every moment I’m asleep is a moment I’m without pain.
Sometime later that night, I awake to loud clangs of metal and a general sense of someone's presence. I blink a few times and recognize Dr. Bennet, who has been in and out of my room twice daily since I’ve woken from what I’m told was a medically induced coma used to prevent brain damage. When I was wheeled into the ER, they found out pretty quickly that my brain was swelling, but after cold therapy and the medically induced coma, the swelling subsided to safe levels. They reversed the coma after twenty-four hours, but I remained in an unconscious state for another six hours, worrying the hell out of everyone. My breathing was dependent on the ventilators until, miraculously, it wasn’t, and I regained a modicum of consciousness. Unfortunately, I had to wait for the proper tests to determine lung capability before they removed the breathing tube for me. 
I underwent my second surgery to address internal damage done by the stab wounds before the breathing tube was finally removed. The first surgery was done within the first twenty-four hours while I was in a medically-induced coma. I’m reminded constantly of the procedures I’ve undergone, but thankfully, I don’t remember much about these first couple of days in the hospital. 
Dr. Bennet is unaware that I'm awake, it seems. I watch him briefly as he does the most peculiar things. He's picking up files and dropping them forcefully on the countertop. He rattles the fluids. He shuts cabinets. He finally startles as he realizes I'm awake. 
"Oh, good morning, Jane." Morning? How long have I been out? It's still dark outside. I glance at the clock. It's just before five a.m. 
"Good morning," I rattle out through a dry, hoarse mouth. He quickly grabs a cup of water for me from the sink and brings the cup to my lips. "Thanks," I say after a few well-needed sips. I could drink more, but he's taken the cup and left it on the counter, out of reach. I clear my throat. 
"So, I'm doing my rounds, and I was just hoping to ask you some more questions," he says.  
"I thought rounds were at two in the afternoon?" 
"Yes, well, I sometimes do another for those patients with higher needs." 
Okaayy. I close my eyes. I feel myself wanting to be dragged down to sleep again. It would be so easy. 
"How are you feeling?" My eyes flutter open. Dr. Bennet is missing his usual clipboard. The encounter seems oddly personal. Less business-like. I realize it's also partly because he's alone. He had an entourage trailing him for his rounds yesterday. A physical therapist, a nurse, an intern, and maybe one other. I forget, but I know I feel like a lab rat by the end of their visits. 
"Okay, I guess. Groggy." 
"Right. Right." He seems far off in thought. "What's your level of pain today?" 
"Um, I haven't tried to sit up yet. It still hurts to breathe deeply, so I keep my breathing pretty shallow, but all in all, I'm doing fine at the moment. A seven, maybe." 
He strokes his chin. "Mm-hmm." He sounds almost impatient. "Do you recall anything from your time under anesthesia?" 
What an odd question. I hadn't thought about that. I take a moment to reflect and find that I can't recall much of anything since that afternoon at the house. I remember nothing from the incident. "Nooo." 
"Nothing at all?" 
I look around the room and close my eyes for a moment. A throb is beginning to pulse just above my left temple. "No, I don't think so." 
He's looking with uncomfortable intensity at me. I narrow my eyes. That seems to bring him back to himself. "Right. Right." He likes to say that. He lingers a moment more. "Well, if there's anything you do recall, would you mind giving me a call?" He takes a small notepad from his breast pocket and jots something down. He tears it out and holds it out to me. Pain shoots down my body as I reach for the paper, and I let out an uncontrollable grunt. 
"Oops, sorry. No, no. It's fine. Don't move." I relax back into the bed. "I'll just set it here," he says, placing it on the rolling tray next to the bed. Just then, the nurse walks in. Judging by the startled look on her face, she finds it odd the doctor is here, too. He leaves without another word, and I don't give it much more thought. I have something more pressing on my mind now that will require herculean effort. 
I need to pee. 
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Two Days Later


"Hey, sweetie," my mom says, rubbing my arm to stir me awake. "I made you a cold herbal infusion, but I warmed it slightly."  
"Thanks, Mom," I yawn. With her help, I prop myself up in the familiar comfort of my bed at home and grip the warm mug between my hands. Oli stretches and inches up the bed to keep her head rested on me. She has hardly left my side since I came home. She might be the best part about being home. They wouldn't let her come into the hospital. I waited eagerly to see her, and her reaction was exactly the welcome home I needed. 
Last night was my first night back home (thanks to some strong advocacy on my mom's part). I was discharged three and a half days after waking from the final surgery for a total hospital stay of five and a half days. I wince involuntarily as the acrid taste of the infusion hits my tongue. The resulting pain in my abdomen from the wince reminds me of how careful I still need to be. 
My mom frowns. "It's plantain, CBD, and manuka honey. It'll help with the pain—but the Tramadol is in the nightstand drawer if you need more." 
"I'm okay," I manage. "That stuff makes me sick." 
"You're one tough cookie." She's smiling, but it doesn't reach her eyes. I can tell that my experience has not only inflicted physical pain on me but also emotional pain for my family. "Are you still experiencing some memory lapse?" she asks. 
I nod. I don't remember the "incident" at all, and still very little about being in the hospital, but thankfully, I've come around to remembering my relationships and some preceding events up until the evening of the accident. 
"It's probably better that way," she says. I nod again, although with less commitment. The blank, empty space in my brain is frustrating. I don't believe I told the police anything useful when they came to my hospital room. "Connor is making breakfast downstairs," she says after a pause. "Should I bring you up some?" 
"Um, I'll come down in a few minutes. I'm tired of being in bed. Can you bring me my phone first, though? I want to look something up." 
"Are you sure?" She asks, knowing that screens have been giving me a headache, and I've been getting quite a few calls from journalists trying to get a quote. My whole family has been dodging calls lately. 
"It's just for a minute." Even though I've been given updates on the investigation, I want to see what's out there about it. 
"Alright." She walks over to where the phone is plugged into the wall on the dresser and brings it to me. 
"Thanks." 
"I'll be downstairs helping Connor. He might need my help more than you do right now." She winks at me, and I smile back. 
With my phone in hand, I pull up the news website from my old company. It’s still weird to think I’d been fired just days before. It’s one of the last things I remember. I look at the site because I’m curious about who got the major stories this week and even more curious to see if I’m one of those stories. Sure enough, my story is ranked #2 today in popularity and was written by none other than my old desk neighbor Kevin, aka “K-Dawg.” I shake my head, wondering how my misfortune turned into his lucky break. Local Girl Brutally Attacked by Suspect At Large. I browse through it. There are still no suspects identified. The man who attacked me left only the camera on Oli's collar behind, but it was a dead end, too. They hypothesize that the camera was used to map out my house. Anger boils inside me at the thought of that man putting his hands on Oli. 
In the article, the attempt on my life has been called a professional job. He escaped quickly through the house, leaving traces of my blood on the back door and the fence. It's speculated that he was interrupted when a patrol car pulled into my driveway to investigate my neighbor's phone call. The speed with which he disappeared indicates that he may have been familiar with the layout of my home and the neighborhood, lending credibility to the camera theory. Two neighbors on that street reported an unfamiliar gray Honda parked for hours. 
While the article doesn’t provide me with information the police haven't already told me, it does tell me why Kevin likely got the byline. He used the co-worker angle. It was an emotionally charged piece that elicited sympathy and other strong reactions. Kevin may not have been my favorite person, but I’m grateful for the personal touch and the way he made me out to be a real person and not just the subject of a salacious story designed to sell memberships. The article ends with, “The family has declined to comment thus far.” The main photo in the article is a picture of my mom and dad leaving the hospital hand-in-hand with red, blotchy faces and unkempt hair. Once again, my insides squeeze at the sight of the pain I caused them. Well, not me, but whoever did this to me. It's likely an updated picture will be out soon. Mom told me earlier she noticed some news vans parked outside the house. The more popular the story becomes, the more vans will accumulate. Maybe I'd rather it wasn't Kevin who wrote it. I'd rather disappear into oblivion with my story. I'm kidding myself. A pretty girl who gets attacked for no apparent reason in a nice neighborhood by an unknown person but survives will always be a story that sells. I wouldn't doubt it if I'm approached for a documentary, too. 
"No, thank you," I say quietly at this thought while I click my phone off. 
I ponder this mystery attacker as I close my eyes and relax into the pillows behind my back. I feel like something is just out of reach here. Something I’ve forgotten about this. My boss, Tom, wouldn’t let me continue investigating a story about Mackleen Pharmaceuticals. I remember I hadn’t gotten a chance to talk to Connor about it yet. About any of it. Not that I was investigating his dad, and not the fact that I was fired, and not that I think I was fired because of that. I’m so close to making a connection here and breaking through the haze that has been invading my brain ever since I woke up—I just have to reach for it… 
A soft knock on the door scatters my thoughts and makes me jump. The movement sends pain shooting throughout my body. "Ow!" I moan. With that, my mom opens the door and pokes her head in. 
"Is everything okay?" 
"Oh, yeah." I shift in bed to try to ease the lingering discomfort. 
"You don't look all right." Her eyebrows are knit together in concern. 
"Maybe I'll take one of those Tramadol after all," I grunt. 
"Sure, honey," she moves toward the nightstand and shakes a pill from the bottle. She hands the pill and the infusion back to me, which has now gone cold. I move the pill to the back of my throat and take a large gulp. 
"Come on, let's get some food into you before that pill dissolves. Breakfast is ready." She helps me sit up and pulls my legs over the edge of the bed. She carefully glides some slippers onto my feet and puts her arm underneath mine and across my back for support, carefully avoiding my incision sites. 
We make our way slowly down the stairs. I glimpse one of the cameras from the home security system up in the corner, pointing down the stairs. Connor had the system installed yesterday. It's comforting but it also feels intrusive. Connor wants to sell our house and move. I think I'm ok with that. I do my best to repress grunts and groans as we make our way to the kitchen. The stairs are the hardest for me. Connor is there waiting at the bottom with an outstretched hand. Together, my mom and Connor help me to the kitchen table. 
Once I'm settled, Connor springs into action. He places a large plate of pancakes in front of me and a large bowl of fresh berries on the table. Then he sets a glass of fresh-squeezed orange juice and a mug of black coffee in front of me. 
"Goodness, there's no way I can possibly eat all of this," I say. Connor sits down next to me and watches me with concern. I place my hand on his. "Thank you," I say. 
"Do you need anything else?" he asks eagerly. 
I chuckle a little. "No, this is perfect." 
"Oh!" He jumps up. "I almost forgot. I got you your paper." He places it in front of me. It's my company's paper. A mixture of emotions swirls from within me. This isn't really my company anymore. I'm not even sure I'm a journalist anymore. My paradigm has shifted, and I no longer believe in being a part of censored news. If I can't do real investigative journalism, I'd rather not do any at all. And, most importantly, I have got to tell Connor what happened and why. 
"What's wrong?" he asks. This is my opportunity. 
"Oh, I don't know. It's just... I tried to give my boss a story the same day I was attacked, but he wouldn't take it. It didn't fit with the ‘sponsors’ ideology." 
"Oh, I didn't know that. You never said—" he looks at me and clarifies quickly so he doesn’t sound accusatory, “—but that’s understandable.”
“Hey, Connor." A thought occurs to me. 
"Yeah?" 
"Where were you that day? When I came home after work. You weren't here." 
Connor scowls into the distance, "My dad called me over. He said it was urgent. Spun me more bullshit about how I need to work for the family business now." He looks back at me with a pained expression. "I should have been here. I'm so, so sorry." 
"For the hundredth time, stop blaming yourself." I squeeze his hand. 
"I'm not sure if I can." 
"Try," I urge. He nods unconvincingly. 
I take a bite of pancake and turn my attention to the paper. My appetite is larger than I imagined. I'm two pancakes and a handful of berries when a story on the third page catches my attention. I'm bringing the orange juice to my lips when it slips from my hand. It clatters on the table, and juice spills everywhere, but I hardly notice. My eyes are glued to the paper. 
Utah Woman Found Dead Behind Bar 
The body of Tatianna Gorvich was found late on the morning of September 30th by a landowner in a field behind The Rusty Lantern Bar in Malad, Idaho. The cause of death was a gunshot to the head. Her body showed signs of abuse. Body Condition suggests death occurred days before. Formerly from Russia, Tatianna moved to Utah in 2006. The investigation is ongoing. 
I'm hit with a force akin to a rogue ocean wave. I don't see it coming. I can't breathe. I'm getting hammered with more and more memories. Abigail. Tatianna. Khye. Rose. I grip my chest. I attempt to suck in air, but the result is raspy, shallow breaths that leave me desperate for more. My mom and Connor are standing next to me. I don't hear what they're saying. I'm ten feet underwater. My vision spots. 
Finally, Connor breaks through, "Jane! Jane!" 
My mom is talking to 911 on the phone. I get a grip. 
"I'm fine. I'm fine." I'm slowly catching my breath. "Mom, hang up. I'm okay now. I'm okay." 
She eyes me suspiciously. “Hold, please,” she says to the operator. 
"We can always go in later. I don't need an ambulance," I say. 
We stare each other down for a few seconds until she reluctantly nods and assures the operator that everything is fine before hanging up. 
"What was that?" my mom asks in dismay once she hangs up. 
"I remember," I say quietly through oncoming tears. I can't control the downpour from my eyes or the sobs that heave in my chest. For the longest time, both Connor and my mom comfort me without saying much more than reassurances about being safe. They think I mean the attack, but I’m thinking of Abigail and everything that happened to me in Mauge. 
"When you're ready to talk, we'll be here," Connor says. 
I take as deep a breath as I can manage without adding to my pain. "I'm ready to talk," I say with conviction once I've calmed the sobbing. "I don't think it's exactly what you're expecting, though. There's something you guys need to hear." 
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Earth, Real Time


I tell them everything about my time in Mauge, my missions home, and my friend Abigail, only omitting some pieces that would implicate Richard. I need to talk to Connor about that in private first. When I finish, Mom looks dubious but breaks the silence by asking anyway, "So where is Abigail now?"  
She and Connor are more concerned that I may have brain swelling than they are willing to accept the truth. I see it in their faces. My mom reaches over and places a hand on my forehead to check my temperature. They were intent, sympathetic listeners at first, but as I dove further into my story, their expressions changed to ones of doubt, concern, and maybe even pity. I don't let it deter me. 
"She's at The Huntsman Cancer Hospital, I believe. I have to go now," I move to stand, but I don't miss the exchange that occurs between Connor and my mom. I sit back down. The painkiller is kicking in, and my movements are becoming more fluid. "Look,” I say to them, “if I'm just crazy or whatever, she won't be there. So, let's go settle this." 
"Sounds... reasonable," says Mom, but she doesn’t sound convinced. 
“There was that girl that collapsed in her hospital room. Could that have been…” he’s having a hard time saying her name. He wants to believe me because he loves me, but a long-held belief about how the world works is a powerful force. “…Rose?” he finishes. 
My eyes go wide. “Yes!” 
Connor turns from me, hiding his face. He moves to grab our jackets from the coat rack, "You sure you’re up for this?” he asks, facing me once more with jackets in hand. I nod emphatically. “Okay, let's go then." 
My mind is reeling the entire car ride. I’m constantly fighting the heaviness that's pushing on my mental clarity from the pain meds. I punch the radio off and sit in silence with my thoughts. It's been days since I went back as Rose. How long would that be for Abigail? As I'm doing the calculation, the realization grips my intestines and twists. Oh, God. She’s been alone for so long. Missions are short. She probably returned to Mauge shortly after her mission on Earth, waiting for me, and I never returned. What must that feel like? Or did she make it back to her physical body? Hope blooms. Maybe she hasn’t been alone in Mauge this whole time. Maybe I’m about to be reunited with her. Will she remember me? Or will she have forgotten as I did temporarily? These are questions only seeing her real body will answer.  
If she didn’t make it and went back to Mauge, that would feel like hundreds of years to Abigail without me, alone in Mauge. I swallow to staunch the saliva gathering in my mouth, preparing myself for a bout of vomiting. The room spins. I heave once. Nothing comes up, and the resulting pain leaves me breathless. Mercifully, the hospital comes into view. Please, be here, I say silently to Abigail.
Connor reaches over and lays his hand on my thigh; worry etches across his face. "What's wrong? Are you okay?" 
"I'm okay." I sit up straight and try not to let my level of pain show. "Let's just get there." 
His eyes assess me, but he drives dutifully ahead. Once we pull into the busy parking lot, the sense of urgency within me grows. Every second that passes means days for Abigail. 
"Can you let me out at the front, please?" 
"Uh, sure," Connor looks back at my mom for reassurance. 
She responds, "You guys go in. I'll park the car and wait for you out here." 
"Thanks, Mom," I say before Connor can make another suggestion.  
She reaches up from the backseat and places her hand on my shoulder. "Of course, honey. Good luck in there." 
Connor parks the car out front and jogs around to help me get the rest of the way out. He slings my purse over his shoulder. We walk through the front doors and head to the information desk. I stop, noticing the familiar atmosphere. I was here as Rose. The memories of my time as Rose surge again with renewed strength and feeling. Wave after wave batters me. 
I grab at Connor’s sleeve. I could punch myself for setting Rose aside like that, using her only for the part she played in providing credibility to my story. “Connor, where is Rose?” I ask in anguish.  
“What? Oh, her. I don’t know. They took her away pretty quickly. Why? Do you remember things about her?” he asks sympathetically, but I can tell he’s still trying to understand how I knew about the girl who collapsed in my room, how I knew her name, and how I knew about the strange phone call he received from someone claiming to be me. Of which, he remembered nothing about the conversation I tried to have with him when I was Tatianna. He was distracted and exhausted, only answering in case the phone call pertained to me and the investigation. 
Abigail first, I think to myself. It’s too overwhelming to let the two of them vie for my attention in my head. So, I do my best to keep Rose’s memories at bay. "Let’s just get to Abigail.” I start moving with careful, calculated steps toward the front desk. 
“Right,” he says. He hesitates a moment before following me. He’s by my side in two long strides. He slips his hand in mine and gives it a reassuring squeeze. I squeeze back, feeling a swell of love inside me. He supports me even if he doesn’t believe me. Yet.
I give the receptionist the name of Abigail’s only living cousin, Rebecca, and hope the family relation is enough to admit me to see Abigail. I hold my breath as she scans the approved visitor list. My eyes dart around, wondering if I’ll need to make a break for it. But it’s all in vain because I know I wouldn’t have the strength. This scenario is all too familiar, and I feel dizzy. The receptionist peers up at me from under long, naked lashes. “Are you ok, honey?” she asks. 
“Yeah, just really need to see my cousin,” I say. I don’t know if it’s the effect of my swoon or if Abigail’s cousin, Rebecca, is really on the list, but the receptionist sighs and waves me off. 
“Room 411,” she says wearily. She is here. My heart leaps. This tells me one thing for certain—she’s alive—but it doesn’t tell me whether she’s really in her body. I give the receptionist a grateful smile. 
We hurry to Abigail's room as quickly as I’m able. The need to know drives me forward with eager persistence, but once there, I hesitate steps in front of Room 411. The door is ajar. Connor pushes it open for me, and I see her before I’ve entered the room. My heart drops like a cinderblock in the ocean. 
I don't immediately recognize the girl lying on the bed before me, and she's all alone. Do I have the wrong room? Tubes are coming out of her from many different locations. Machines beep, and most unnervingly, a ventilator creates an even and inhuman rise and fall of Abigail's bony chest. She is, undoubtedly, not awake. I study her carefully. She's underweight. Not much more than a skeleton with skin. White, translucent skin. But that isn't the most shocking discovery. Blue veins run across her bald, shiny head. Her closed eyes are sunken and encircled by shadows. Her lips are a shade of purple, dry, and cracked.  
I swallow hard and pull a chair up beside her. This bony girl lying before me is, without a doubt, my Abigail. I would recognize her small button nose and tiny elf ears anywhere. I take her hand in mine. It's cold and delicate as if I’m holding rose petals.  
“Abigail,” I manage to croak out between sobs. “It’s me. It’s Jane.” Tears roll down my cheeks. Abigail remains still. We stay like that for a few minutes. Then I reluctantly place her hand delicately back down beside her. I pull the velvet, purple blanket up just under her chin and tuck her in as best I can around the IVs. The blanket is not a standard hospital issue. It must have come from home. The only other indicator of visitors is a soft, white bunny with big floppy ears sitting under a vase of fresh pink roses on the rolling stand next to her bed. 
“Can I have my purse?” I ask quietly. Connor pushes off the door he closed behind him and brings it to me. His face is full of emotion.  
“I’m sorry,” he says softly. He seems to be saying sorry for many things in those words. Sorry for what you went through. Sorry, I didn’t believe you. Sorry, your friend is in this state. I don’t respond. I know the only thing that would come out is a torrent of tears if I tried.  
I dig through my purse and take out what little makeup I had from before. Homemade lip salve from my mother, lip gloss, and powder. I put the lip salve on her lips first. Smoothing it over the cracks. It has a pink tint, so I smooth it on her cheeks as a bit of blush. Then I dab lip gloss on her lips over the salve. I swipe my finger through the powder and put it on the dark circles around her eyes. Connor watches in silence. Tears of frustration well in my eyes. I don’t know what to do. My presence has had no impact on her. She’s trapped in Mauge, and I can’t do anything. I want to punch something in frustration. I want to yell at the universe for the unfairness of it all. 
As I place the items back in my bag, the door opens, and Connor moves deftly out of the way. Four people walk in. Two of them are employees, as denoted by the lanyards hanging from their necks and their scrubs. They almost all stop in shock simultaneously when they see us. I feel too worn out from all the recent emotional turmoil to react. My gaze passes over the doctor in the white coat standing near the back, holding the door open. It's Dr. Bennet. My Dr. Bennet. 
The first to speak is the gal in green scrubs, a nurse. "You shouldn't be in here."  
She seems genuinely angry. I begin to respond but am interrupted before the words come out by an older woman in a silky white blouse, neatly tied neck scarf, and lined trousers. A woman who clearly isn't used to being upstaged. She should be the one to be outraged at my intrusion. Her shoes are a magnificent navy blue with a beautiful diamond-embellished buckle. Her cropped blonde hair and makeup are carefully put together. Her features are delicate and familiar. Abigail's mom. "Who are you?" she demands. 
I'm momentarily tongue-tied. My eyes meet Dr. Bennet's. His face reveals an almost giddy excitement, and I feel suspicions gathering within me as I recall his strange behavior that early morning in my hospital room. He had come alone and wanted me to tell him if I had any recollection from my time “under."  I look back at Abigail's mom and respond with the truth. Some version of it, anyway. "I'm a friend of Abigail’s." 
Mrs. Prescott regards me with suspicion. "I don't recall ever meeting you." But I can see self-doubt shadow her features.  
"We weren't close." It hurts a little to say this, and I hope Abigail can't hear me now. "But when I heard about her... state, I had to come." I look back at Abigail and try to hold back the tears.  
"How did you know she was coming off of life support today?" her mom asks.  
The room spins, and my spine snaps upright. I ignore the pain it elicits in my torso. 
"She didn't know, apparently," says the man beside Abigail’s mom. His tone is bored but not unkind. He's two inches shorter with a round belly but dressed smartly with dark hair smoothed away from a high forehead. Clearly, Abigail's dad. 
I feel as if the walls are closing in on me. The room spins. I have to get out. "Um, excuse me," I say as I stumble past everyone and into the hall. Connor is right behind me. I take deep breaths, but they’re not reaching my lungs. I need more air. 
I shuffle down the hall until I find a women's bathroom. It isn't far. I close myself in the nearest stall and just let it loose. Everything I had held back comes out, and I sob like a baby. Snot, tears, and moans of grief pour out of me unfiltered. My hands are buried deep in my hair. What do I do? I sit for what feels like a long time after the tears have stopped. I feel numb except for the pain coursing throughout my body from all the recent movements. Thankfully, no one comes into the bathroom while I'm here. 
Then it hits me again that with each passing minute, Abigail remains alone for long periods of time in Mauge, and her fate is about to be sealed. Whatever that might be. I still don't know where the souls go that are accounted for in Khye's book, but I shudder at the thought.  
I gather myself as best I can. On the way out, I run my fingers through my hair and wipe the tear tracks from under my swollen, bloodshot eyes. Before I lose courage, I'm going to march back to Abigail's room. There is one person who may have some answers.  
As I pull the bathroom door open, Connor stumbles in a bit as the weight of the door releases him. No wonder no one came in. I put my hand on his shoulder and give my guardian a small smile in thanks. "I'll be right back," I say.  
His eyebrows knit together in concern as he studies me. "Take your time," he says. "I'll be here." He nods toward an armchair hidden in a small alcove. 
I push open the doors to Abigail’s room, and right away, I see them standing over her. Her mom dabs at her perfectly painted, dry eye with a navy blue handkerchief. She stands up, ready to reprimand me for the interruption, but I look directly at Dr. Bennet before she can talk. 
"I need to speak with you," I say firmly.  
He nods in understanding and makes his way toward me. Abigail's mom appears exasperated at his compliance. Before the door closes behind him, I see her arms go up in indignation. 
When we're out in the hall, he takes my arm and lightly pulls me in closer. "We need to discuss things in private."  It’s clear to me now. He knows something. 
"There's no time!" I shout.  
"Shh, keep your voice down. My office is on the first floor. Let's go there." He moves toward the elevators, but I hesitate. "Quickly!" he hisses.  
We move to the elevators, and I follow him obediently inside. I dive into the questioning as soon as the door is shut behind him.  
"What do you know about me and Abigail? What's your part in all of this? Is Abigail still... trapped?"  
His hands are pumping up and down in a 'slow down' motion.  
"Look, Abigail is supposed to come off of life-support now. We don't have time to discuss all of this.” 
I’m incensed at his calm demeanor. I feel like my world is imploding, and he’s on his way to a business meeting or something. “You must know something! Tell me!” 
“I’ll share what I know, but I’m afraid it’s not much.” As he speaks, the elevator slows and opens. A middle-aged man wheels an elderly lady in a wheelchair into the elevator. We scoot toward the corner to make room. It takes every ounce of self-control to wait the minute longer it takes to reach the first floor. As soon as we’re out of the elevator, I open my mouth, but Dr. Bennet has anticipated my questioning and stops me. 
“Not here,” he hisses under his breath. A moment later, he exchanges waves with a colleague in passing. A smile plastered to his face. I can’t bring myself to make the same fake smile. My eyes stay trained ahead, my gaze hopefully passing as neutral. 
Fortunately, we reach a hall lined with offices, and moments later, Dr. Bennet swipes his keycard and holds an office door open for me. The office is small and unmemorable. There are stacks of paper on the desk, degrees framed on the wall, and a bookshelf full of medical textbooks. 
Once the door closes behind him, he says, "I can buy Abigail maybe thirty minutes to an hour while you go back." 
"Go back?" I ask before understanding clicks into place. "...but how? And how do you know about going back?"  
"I can induce a medical coma in you," he says simply as he sits in his chair and rifles through a desk drawer, ignoring the latter question. 
I stare at him. He garnishes a small vial with clear liquid and a needle. He sets them on the desk in front of him. 
"It'll put you back there. I do believe you'll have what seems like months with Abigail.” 
I stare at him incredulously. “How do you know this?” 
“I’ll tell you more later. There’s no time.” He pleads, but I can’t let it go. I won’t let him do this without telling me something. I need some reason to trust him. I’m desperate to see Abigail, so it wouldn’t take much. 
“What’s in it for you?” I ask skeptically. “Wouldn’t you be risking your medical license if someone finds me in a medically-induced coma?” And while the thought of seeing Abigail again is sucking me in like a vortex, I can’t help but wonder, “And why?” I fold my arms defensively across my chest.  
“This is my life’s work. You’re the first person to confirm that we’ve done it. We’ve found a way to... hack into a different state of consciousness. A shared consciousness.”  
I stare in disbelief. “All of this was for… medical research?!” 
“Look,” he rubs at his eyes and speaks as if he’s explaining this to a child, "Unfortunately, we don’t have a lot of time to act before we raise suspicions, but I’ve been there too.”
This revelation shocks me but also makes sense. After he’s allowed that to sink in, he continues. “I need Abigail alive so you two can corroborate this discovery. Together, you're proof that there's a shared plane in limbo between life and death. Before, it was just a solitary space that people often forget once they’ve woken up. Well," he adds, “if they wake up.” He watches for my reaction. I only blink at him, trying to process the information and what that means for Abigail. "I'm already under close watch, so  I need to know, do you want to do this? Go back there?" He looks at his watch. "You don’t have long to decide." 
“When you bring me out of this coma, will I come back?” 
“Yes.” 
“How do you know?” 
“Because your physical body is healthy enough to handle this.” 
“But what about last time? I had to use someone else’s body to get to my body.” 
He stares at me wide-eyed. “What? Someone else’s body?” He shakes the question off with impatience. “Let’s discuss this later. I went to this limbo place by being induced this same way, and I came out of it when the effects wore off. It is as simple as that.” 
I think about this. It’s not that I trust him entirely, but I know that he’s risking a lot by putting me in this state—and if I never come out of it, he’d probably go to prison for malpractice or even murder. So, I do believe that I’ll be back. My body is stronger now, and I have Dr. Bennet's assurance. 
With those thoughts behind me, I think of Connor. I think of my parents. I think of Abigail. I think of time. I might be able to do it all and be back before anyone knows I left. And maybe I can bring Abigail back, too. I did it. Why can’t she? I have to know what went wrong. Why she’s not back in her body. Putting my life into this man's hands unnerves me almost as much as agreeing to go back to Mauge, but regardless, I give him my answer. "Okay, let's do this." I can't leave Abigail alone, never knowing each other's fate. I have to see her again. 
He grabs a few more items from his desk, moves beside me to attach two wires on the ends of sticky pads to my temples, and sets a pillow on the floor for me to rest my head on. “Lay back and roll up your sleeve,” he says. I do as he says. “I’m going to monitor your brain activity with an EEG,” he’s talking to me as he attaches something to my finger and swipes my arm with an alcohol swab. “And monitor your blood pressure after I administer a drug known as barbiturate. Once you’ve entered a state of brain activity known as ‘burst suppression,’ I will give you five minutes and then administer the reversal drug. I’m afraid that’s all the time I can give you. Is it enough?” 
I nod as I stare up at the ceiling, feeling trepidatious. “Time moves much more slowly in Mauge,” I say. 
“I know,” he says matter-of-factly. “Is that what you call it? Mauge?” he asks in a manner that expresses mild curiosity but doesn’t warrant an answer. 
As he’s making the preparations for the coma, I ask, “Earlier, you said we’ve found a way to hack into a different state. Who are we?” I ask. He doesn’t answer right away as he busies himself with his preparations.
“We’ll have to talk about that later too. One, two, three,” he says as he turns to me and brings the needle closer. 
“Wait,” I hold up my hand. “One more thing. Is there a Rose Miller here?” 
“Doesn’t ring a bell,” he’s being short with me. He proceeds to bring the syringe to my skin, but I pull my arm away. 
“She was the girl who collapsed in my room. Fourteen years old, blonde hair, jean sh...” I don’t need to go on, understanding strikes Dr. Bennet's features, and his eyes widen. 
“The Jane Doe,” he says. “No ID on her. No phone. No one’s called about her condition. Her condition is a total mystery.” 
“Her condition?” 
“She’s in a coma, but we can’t figure out why.” His eager syringe-holding hand finally retreats to his side. “How does she fit into all of this?’ 
“I was her until I saw my body. Then it was as if my soul ditched her body for my own.” 
He sits up straighter, intrigued. “That’s how you came back?” 
I nod.
“What the...” he runs his hands down his face. “How is that possible? I must tell Dr. Haddad about this discovery.” 
“Who’s that?” 
“My research partner. Or was. That’s who the we are. He no longer works here. But anyway, we’ll have to talk more later. We need to do this.” He holds up the syringe, his face asking the question. I nod. 
The needle plunging into my arm doesn’t hurt, but the liquid entering my bloodstream does. It feels like boiling water is moving through my veins. I squeeze my eyes shut and feel an even stronger sensation. It’s a heaviness like a wet blanket being draped over me. Once the numbness spreads, I realize I’ve relinquished complete control. My body attempts to fight the invading heaviness with a surge of panic-induced adrenaline, but it’s futile.  
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Mauge


Like sweet relief after an exhausting day, I'm enveloped in warmth and calm. It's so welcoming. I hold onto it for a while longer.   
I've overslept. The anxiety snaps my eyes open. I blink several times and sit up. I'm in a familiar meadow. It smells of wildflowers, and the grass feels like velvet. Birds chirp, and the sun warms my skin. I'm in a white sundress; my feet are bare. Then, I remember: Abigail! I hop to my feet and take a deep breath while the feeling of sedation leaves my body. I almost forgot what it was like here. How beautiful and peaceful. 
I flip through our favorite spots, like browsing channels on the TV. I don't stay long if I don't see or hear her initially. When I've gone through them all, I return to the deck on her parent's Aspen house. I sit on the lounge chair with a view of the endless sea of evergreens below. Majestic peaks adorn the horizon.  
It's not so bad here. This was a place I could not wait to leave, and yet, now that I'm back, there's a new draw to Mauge. However, this wonder can't last. It never does. We're not meant to be in isolation. This is why I must find Abigail.  
A new thought occurs to me… I haven't been back to Khye's. I close my eyes and think of the dimly lit space resembling a library, an observatory, and a disorderly office.  
I see her before she sees me. She's standing at the far wall of books, running her fingers along the spine of a leather-bound as she reads the title, when suddenly her finger stops. Neither of us says anything.  
As she turns to me, she catches me off-guard with her unfeeling response, "Tell me you're not really here. Tell me I'm dreaming. Tell me I’ve finally passed on."  
"Oh, Abigail." I close the gap between us and wrap my arms around her. She remains stiff. "What is it?" I say as I step back and look into her sad eyes.  
"I thought you made it. Why are you here?" Her eyes glisten with the threat of tears.  
I grasp her shoulders. "I did make it! Abigail, I made it!" 
"I don't understand."  
"I came back for you!"  
"Oh." Her eyes drop to the floor, and my hands fall to my sides. “Jane, I want so badly to be excited you’re here—but there’s something I want more.” 
"Abigail, what's wrong? Tell me what it is."  
“To leave. To be rid of this place. This… curse.” Her voice cracks, and she begins to sob as she falls to her knees. I sit down and fold her onto my lap as she continues to sob. I know she’s been alone for far too long here, but I know something else that might help her overcome her grief. 
“Abigail, I saw you. Your body. You’re alive…  but you’ll be coming off life support soon.”
She sniffs and peers up at me momentarily before her eyes drift off to the distance, unfocused. Her voice is far off.  “I think I already knew my body was alive, Jane.” 
“How?” I ask, but she dodges the question. 
“You saw me?” she asks with renewed interest.
"Yes! Abigail, we have to go." I attempt to lift us both to stand, but her body remains limp, refusing to stand. We slump back down. 
"Go? I can’t go back.”  
This hits me hard. "Why?" She doesn’t answer immediately. 
"Let's go sit," she says gently as she inclines her head toward the floral couch I originally laid on for my first mission back as Tatianna. I follow her there, relieved to see her regaining some composure.  
"Abigail," I say impatiently once we've both sat. "You're not dead. You can go back."  
She turns toward me and grabs my hands. "I don’t think so," she says. I look at her, waiting for an explanation. She takes a deep breath. "Khye is gone. I haven’t seen him once since the last time we saw him together. I've spent a long time reading here in his library. I feel like I know him so well.” She looks around the space despondently. “I’ve nearly read them all.” I gaze around the room and swallow at the sheer volume of books here, and what that translates to in terms of time Abigail has been here alone. 
“What have you learned?” I gently prod to shake her from her reverie. 
“Nothing and everything,” she responds, her gaze still scanning the books on the walls. I wait patiently for her to elaborate. “There are many references to our spirits, also referred to as our souls, and the interconnectedness of all things in the universe." She pauses, and I wait eagerly for her to go on, but she changes the subject abruptly. "How are my parents? Did you see them?" she asks as she cocks her head. 
"Um," it takes me a second to gather my thoughts around the abrupt subject change. "Yes, and they're good, I guess?"  
"Good? That's it?"  
I elaborate further, "You've been in a coma a long time. I think that maybe..." I don't want to say it in case it solidifies her decision further not to return because I still believe that’s a possibility, but I don't want to hold anything back from Abigail. Besides, it might bring her some peace. I go on, "I think maybe they've come to terms with your death. You'll be removed from life support in about thirty minutes of Earth time." My voice cracks.  
Abigail frowns. "Don't be sad for me, Jane. My parents have come to terms with it because it's been a slow, drawn-out process. They've had time. We're all ready for it to end. To move on with our lives."  
"What do you mean? How will you 'move on with your life'?" 
"The soul never dies, Jane. This is not the end for us." She waves her hand around to indicate Mauge. "We won't be here forever."  
"H-how do you know?"
"The books,” she says, looking around us at the walls of books and the random stacks and piles cluttering the space. “This... place is just a holding place. I think some spirits come here to reflect before they move on. I think others are trapped here while their bodies are in a state of flux back on Earth. Teetering on the edge. There are two ways in which Khye has identified that a soul can return to its physical body. He outlines this all in his journals. But, to understand the different ways, it’s important first to talk a little about the principle of energy.”
“Okay, I’m listening.” I fold my legs under me and turn my body towards Abigail, my attention rapt. 
Abigail smiles shyly but then continues. Everything is made up of energy—but more importantly, everything has a unique energetic signature. Each person has a frequency, if you will, like a fingerprint. That’s the pull you told me about when you returned as Tatianna. Your soul wanted to match with its energetic frequency, like a magnet. We’re drawn to it. But anyway, we can talk more about the missions later. The point I originally wanted to express is that there are two ways a soul can be reconnected with its physical body, and those are” she holds her index finger up to indicate number one, “—proximity, and—” she holds up a second finger, “forced awakening.”  
“Proximity and forced awakening,” I repeat. She nods and elaborates a bit further. 
“Proximity means that if the soul is close to the body with the same frequency, it will naturally find its way back into that body. Forced awakening is when the body regains consciousness, and the soul returns to it, but this can only happen if the physical body is healthy enough to transmit a strong frequency in the first place.” She squeezes my hand. “Forced awakening isn't an option for me, and honestly, I don’t know what would happen if I attempted to force my soul back in by the proximity method either. My body is too far gone. Too weak.”  
My eyes fall to the floor. I swallow, a lump rising in my throat. What she’s telling me is that there’s no way she’s going back to her physical body. I had to have known on some level. After all, I saw her body. I just want so badly to hold onto a fairytale where we both exist alive together. 
She uses her finger to raise my chin and look me in the eyes. "How did you come back? But more importantly—can you leave again?" Her eyes search mine desperately.  
"Yes," I breathe. "I'll go back by forced awakening." She drops her hand and sits back on her heels, closing her eyes and exhaling with obvious relief.  
"Good."  
"Are you sure you can't go back?" I ask, subdued.  
She frowns. "Do you know nothing happened to me after I drank the purple drink? I stayed where I was. You disappeared.” This revelation helps tamp down the guilt of leaving her for so long. She didn’t have to go through another bodily murder, at least. Yet, I want to know why. There are so many questions piling up in my head. She continues, “My spirit longs for the afterlife, not my body on Earth. My time there is done, Jane. I learned what I needed to learn from that lifetime, and now it's time for me to move on."  
I fight back tears. Abigail sounds so different. The passage of decades more in Mauge has left its mark on her, if only mentally. I don't understand what she's saying. Her resolve to die is squeezing the breath from my lungs and constricting my throat.  
"How are you so sure?" I sniff, unable to stop the tears from falling.  
"You have to stop that," she chastises. "You should rejoice for me. This is not something to be sad about. We will see each other again. We are spirit sisters. I’ve learned that certain spirits travel together, and that’s us. I'll see you again, if not in this lifetime, then the next." I study her face. She's so sure of what she's saying, but I can't make sense of it. I opt for a lighter topic by asking, “What do you think happened to Khye?”
“I think he's moved on,"  she states.
"As in, he died?" 
Abigail lets out a huff, annoyed by my continued emphasis on the word ‘die.’ "His body on Earth, yes. I think so. Or he went back to it. I’m not certain, but I know he’s not here. He abandoned his home, his obsession."  She gestures around to indicate his library. 
I don't know what to say to that. To my surprise, I start to cry again. Abigail pulls me in for a hug, which only makes me cry harder. After a minute of allowing myself to cry freely, I practice breathing deeply, inviting strength back in. 
I pull away from Abigail. She’s searching my face for answers, "How did you come here again, Jane? What transpired after you drank the purple liquid?"
This reminds me. “What is the purpose of the purple liquid? Have you learned that? And what was Khye up to?”
She inhales deeply. “I don’t understand all of it. Khye was a brilliant scientist. Maybe even a mad scientist.” She smiles a little at her reference. “As for the purple liquid, he figured out a formula to temporarily alter the frequency of our souls. Like putting a mask on it. It was enough to put us in another body emitting a distress signal, but it was not enough to keep the pull of our original frequency from intervening. That’s why we could return to another body, but we were never that far from our authentic bodies.” 
“Why do souls emit distress signals?” If Abigail is losing patience with my questioning, she doesn’t let on. 
“Khye believed the universe was all-knowing. That everything that’s happened and will happen is already mapped out. There are no different paths, but there are subtle changes in energy that can give us clues about the future. He was exploring so many aspects of Mauge and our souls, but this was where his fascinations were prior to his…” she searches for the right word, “departure. And sadly, he didn’t have the answers. The way I interpret it is that you simply were meant to do those things. Khye was meant to make the purple concoction. You were meant to drink it. It was always your path. Khye suggested the distress signals were a way for the universe or God to communicate with us, give us a heads up, whatever that's worth. There is a higher power out there, Jane and no one understands it completely.” 
This explanation is disappointing. Abigail must see it on my face because she follows up: "The pursuit of scientific knowledge often results in more questions than answers.”
I nod, having heard that one before and knowing its truth from my research and reporting of medical science. 
“So,” she asks again, “what transpired after you drank the purple liquid?”
I drop my questioning for now and tell her the story of Rose, awakening in the hospital, meeting Dr. Bennet, and seeing her body. She nods patiently throughout the story, staying silent.  
"You did it, Jane," she beams with pride once I've finished but then turns serious. “So, once the doctor brings you out of the medically induced coma, you'll be back." It's not a question. “Tell me, what was it like to see Connor again? And is Oli okay? How is the rest of your family? I want to know more.” 
It becomes clear at this point that this question is one she is particularly interested in, and I almost forgot that Abigail was me for a short period of time. She had access to my emotions and my memories. I suddenly feel selfish for not telling her first thing. So, I divulge all the details. As I do, I see her face light up. When I finish, I ask a question I've been holding back myself, “How long have you been here alone?” 
Her expression changes to sadness, and I regret that I’ve brought her back to a topic she’d rather forget. “You know time has no meaning here. I don’t know exactly, but I know how it felt. It felt… like lifetimes.” I inhale sharply. I open my mouth to apologize, but she holds up her hand to silence me. “It’s okay now. You’re here, and I know that it’s almost my time to pass on. Soon, they’ll pull me from life support.” She breathes in deeply as if allowing this thought to marinate. After a beat, she adds, “Let's not waste our time together then. What should we do?"  
There’s so much more to discuss, but I itch to get out of this stifling space. I don't have the mental bandwidth to create a place from scratch or be creative. "Let's go to the beach," I say, feeling the draw of the warm, salty air and the melodic sound of waves rolling in rhythm. I reach for her hand, and we both close our eyes.  
*** 
We run, and we laugh. It’s lighthearted play, and it feels so good to be here in Mauge again. There’s a heightened emotional sense that’s adding to the euphoria. It’s the knowledge that this is temporary. We’ve done this hundreds of times before, but when the days seemed endless, we held back the light and the energy that touches those moments that we know are fleeting. 
Finally, we sit with our feet buried in the wet sand, scanning the vast horizon above the ocean in front of us. I breathe the air deeply, feeling gratitude and bliss on a level I’ve never accessed before.  
“It’s different now, isn’t it?” Abigail asks quietly. I know what she means. She feels it, too. Both of us are here for only a short while longer. 
“Mmm hmm,” I say as I close my eyes and allow my head to fall back with my face to the sky. “There’s nothing like it.” 
We’re quiet for a long time. Then I can’t help but go there again. My thoughts are always swirling around Abigail’s fate. “Abigail, how do you know that everything is going to be all right? That there’s something else for us after Mauge?” 
“I think I knew it all along. My intuition was telling me, but I didn’t allow myself to listen to it until I read Khye’s books. And I don’t know… it just feels right.” 
I frown, skeptical. 
“You’ll see,” she says. “I believe we are all here to learn certain lessons or help others learn certain lessons through our purpose so we can pass on to a higher state. I think some souls have to do it again until they’ve learned. Then they can rest in peace in heaven.” 
My expression doesn’t change. I don’t understand this new Abigail, but I must remind myself that she’s had decades to evolve and change. I shouldn’t have expected her to be the same person she was when I left, and even if I don’t understand her fully, I see that her new convictions bring her peace and calm that she never exuberated before. It’s changed her for the better. I can, at least, get on board with that. 
“You’ll see,” she repeats. We both remain silent as we feel the encroaching waves touching our feet and burying them deeper in the sand. She breaks the reverie, “I think I know what you’re meant to do.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Your purpose.” 
“Okay, are you going to elaborate?” I ask playfully. 
“When we first met, you started to tell me about diet and lifestyle, and I think you were being careful because deep down—or not so deep down—you thought my cancer diagnosis had something to do with my eating habits.” 
“Okay...” 
“Well, I think you’re meant to spread that message. To help people. Those who are receptive but need the exposure to the information.” 
“I’m a journalist,” I say simply. 
She sighs. “How did that go for you?” 
“Ouch.” 
“At the root of it, you want to spread a message, but that message is forbidden in certain avenues. It’s a tough role, but I think you need to do it. Be the messenger. Maybe that means being an independent journalist, or maybe that means being a healer like your mom.” 
I brush a lock of hair back behind my ear. “Independent Journalist,” I try it out on my tongue. “I like the sound of that.” 
Her eyes are suddenly serious, searching mine. “Is your life still at risk?” 
“Huh?” It takes me a moment to come out of my daydream about my future and focus on her question. “Yeah, I guess so.” Most of my time back had been focused on the physical pain, the confusion, and then, once I remembered, it was all about Abigail, Rose, and Tatianna. Even so, the knowledge that Richard tried to kill me was lingering in the recesses of my mind but remained dormant as I was distracted by the reminders of Mauge. 
“That doesn’t inspire a lot of confidence, Jane. What have you told Connor?” 
I smile sheepishly. “Not much,” I admit. 
She turns to me with sharp eyes. 
“I told Connor I had written an article that I wasn’t allowed to publish, but I hadn’t gotten around to telling him the details because then I was reading the newspaper, and I saw a picture of Tatianna. It was a news article about her death,” I say in my defense. My arm prickles with goosebumps, remembering my time as Tatianna.  
Wanting to move past this line of discussion, I bring up one of the many curiosities circling in my head. “You said before that some souls have to go back and do it again. Do you mean, like, reincarnation?”
“Yeah, I do,” she says. I raise my eyebrows. “Don’t give me that look,” she says playfully.
“You’ve been up here alone too long,” I joke. 
“The soul is real, and it doesn’t just die when our physical body dies. It moves on, and it may come back if there’s still more it needs to learn to reach a state of peace and purity, but heaven is our final resting place.” 
“Interesting,” I say. “So, where will you end up? Reincarnated or in heaven?” I trail my fingers through the sand, averting her eyes. 
“I don’t know. Only the highest power knows that.” 
I roll up onto my knees and look at her. “Okay, but what do you feel?”
“Heaven.” Her eyes are locked on mine, communicating a level of depth that makes me look away. 
I avoid her gaze for fear I might start crying again. I don’t know if I can believe that. What if she’s just… gone? 
“Here, come with me. I want you to see some stuff that Khye wrote.” She stands and offers her hand to pull me up. The ocean behind her is glinting with reflections from the sun.
I groan, thinking about going back there. I do want to know more, but there’s something pressing I need to tell Abigail first, so I don’t take her hand right away. 
“Rose. She’s in a coma. Like us.” Abigail catches the implications of this immediately. 
“She’s here then?” she asks, shocked. 
“She must be.” 
Abigail looks thoughtful. “You left, and her body went dormant. But why? Why not just go into a state of forced awakening?” She’s speaking to herself. I watch her as she puzzles it out. “I guess that’s where his Theory of Desirability comes into play.” 
“What’s that?” I ask. She looks down at me, still sitting in the sand. 
“There’s still so much to talk about. It’s basically that there’s also a component of free will. If the soul doesn’t wish to return, it won’t. Remember when I said I didn’t go back after drinking the purple drink? Well, I think it’s because I didn’t really want to.” 
I squint up at her. “You’re making my brain hurt,” I say as I get to my feet.
She chuckles a little at this. “It’s a lot,” she admits. “I’ve had so much more time than you to explore and digest.” We begin walking together along the water’s edge. I’m quiet, trying to process all that I’ve learned.  
“So,” she says, breaking through my thoughts. “Which do you want to start with? Finding Rose or learning more about Khye’s discoveries and theories?” 
I mull this over for a moment. If Rose only needs the desirability to go back, I may be able to convince her, but why? Selfishly, I must admit to myself that it’s more for me. If Rose doesn’t die, then maybe I didn’t just save myself when I went back. Maybe there’s still hope for her, too, and there has to be something I can do to help her escape her dad once we’ve both returned. “Do you think you could give me the cliff notes on Khye’s writings while we search?” Finding Rose may take a while, and I need to do that before I leave here. 
“Of course,” she responds with understanding. We both know how long it took Abigail to find me, and neither of us knows how long we have here. Dr. Bennet is currently monitoring me. As soon as he administers the reversal drug and deems me stable, he’ll unplug Abigail. It should feel like years, but we’ve only been able to guess the time differences. I just don’t know. 
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Mauge


While it’s difficult to imagine, Abigail and I are more attached than ever. We’re bound together over our shared goal of finding Rose, compounded by the realization that this is temporary. Sometimes, when I look at Abigail, the realization that I will have to live without her one day grips my heart and squeezes so hard that I crumple over, momentarily paralyzed.  
As we begin our search, she tells me some things she’s put together from Khye’s writing. She said Mauge has layers to it like an onion. Closest to the surface are the memories that resemble real places on Earth. The places we make from imagination exclusively are the deepest within Mauge. The depth matters little, except when it comes to finding people. Only those closest to the outer layers of Mauge are discoverable so long as one other condition is met. There’s still so much unknown about Mauge. I understand now why Abigail said she learned nothing and everything. She could tell my head was swimming with all the information. “Look,” she says. “If there’s one takeaway here, it’s this: surrender to what is, let joy be your guide, and know that the soul is endless.”
Abigail’s advice hovers in the philosophical realm, like so many other things we’ve discussed. It’s not an area of strength for me. I dipped into this well when I needed to accept and move on from Callie’s death finally, but it’s been neglected mostly since then. I fear that I may never have the time left to understand things the way Abigail has with her many decades of solitude in Mauge. I look at her and see the confident way she holds herself and the assurances she’s come to believe that give her such stability. I wonder, Will I ever experience that peace? 
For the first time since returning, I use Mauge’s gift of memory recall. I replay the memory of my conversation with Dr. Bennet to give Abigail an accurate recount. 
“Dr. Haddad? Jane, could that be Khye?” She asks. 
I want to deny it, but the more it marinates in my mind, the more it makes sense. “I guess it could,” I say. 
“It fits,” she says. “Khye was running experiments to test hypotheses, and he possessed more knowledge than we did when we came here. From what I gathered, he knew where he was and what it truly represented all along."
“Could he have come here intentionally? He could be a doctor if he is Khye Haddad. Maybe he’s in a medically induced coma or was in one. And that would mean he and Dr. Bennet were partners at one point.” Yes, the more I reflect upon this, the more plausible it sounds. Dr. Bennet said he’d been here too. He must have also come here intentionally. 
“I wonder what happened,” Abigail contemplates. 
“Guess I could find out when I return.” 
“Guess I can’t,” she says before she can stop herself.   
There it is, the dagger to my heart. While she meant it as light, the mood has dampened, and she realizes her mistake when she looks at my face. 
“Oh, hey,” she reaches for me and pulls me into her. “I’m sorry.” She strokes my hair for a while, patient with me as silent tears stream down my cheeks and soak her shirt. “You’re struggling with this too much, Jane. I told you, it’s okay. I’m okay. Maybe not in the sense that my physical body is okay, but I’m not my physical body. I’m so much more, and I get to go on. If I can, I’ll let you know that I’m okay wherever I am. I promise.” 
While her words are meant to soothe me, the sobbing continues, becoming more audible as she continues to hold me—but I feel a new sensation, too. A release. Crying won’t change the outcome. If she’s at peace with it, so should I be.
*** 
Finding Rose has proven to be difficult. Abigail and I talk about what we’ll do if we find Rose and if we can convince her to go back. How can I help keep her safe from her abusive father? Attempting to intervene too much could put me in hot water with the legal system. It’s maddening to think of all the ways I’ll be thwarted or prosecuted just for trying to help a kid in need. 
The places I know from her past—the trailer, the treehouse, her school—are all places Rose wouldn’t be too eager to revisit. Not when she has access to all the endless wonders and fascinations of Mauge. She’s a fourteen-year-old kid with an active imagination that had already been attuned to perfecting escape years before ever being handed the key to Mauge. I’m beginning to come to terms with never finding her. 
We’re taking a break now. We’re at a majestic castle that sits atop a floating chunk of land. Aside from the typical stone that makes a castle, there are entire walls that resemble stained glass windows. There are other floating parcels in proximity, each containing their own wonders. Abigail and I can jump between them. Our abilities have been growing with the passage of time in Mauge. Since my return, I've learned that Abigail can fly here but doesn't while we're together. This is another Mauge peculiarity I add to my mental list. Though, it's a list that serves little purpose now. 
We’re sitting side by side in plush, oversized chairs on a stone walkout balcony near the top of the castle. I’m wearing faded jean shorts and a white T-shirt. Abigail’s fashion sense has become less outlandish throughout the years. She’s in a hot pink silk tank top and black leather leggings. Neither of us is wearing jewelry or shoes. The one fashion indulgence she’s made is the large sunglasses perched on her nose right above her lips that match the color of her blouse. Being Mauge, sunglasses are unnecessary here. 
"She must be deep within Mauge," Abigail says after she senses my frustration at coming up empty-handed again. 
"What's the other condition?" I ask. "To be able to connect with someone in Mauge? How did Khye do it? He said something about a shared consciousness." 
Abigail sighs in a long and drawn-out manner. 
“What?” I want to know. 
“That's not how he found people. I did try it, though,” she laughs at herself. “Boy, did I try it. I was desperate for someone, anyone, after you left. You left this hole inside me that ached like nothing I’ve experienced before.” 
I frown. “Abigail, words will never be enough to express how sorry I am.” 
“It’s not your fault. Anyway, it doesn’t work. You have to have had physical contact on Earth to be able to connect in Mauge.” 
“Physical contact? Why?” 
“Something about learning another soul's energy,” she says. "Khye had notes about us. We obviously never physically touched each other, but it's possible that your body still held your soul's signature, and I was able to learn it there." 
I run my hand through my hair, trying to understand it. "So, how did Khye do it?"
“I think Khye was targeting residents of the hospital where I was at. I think he was putting patients into comas without sound medical reasons. I think he'd learn things about them first so he knew where to find them on the surface of Mauge, and then he'd induce a coma in himself and them.” 
This catches me off-guard. “What?” 
“At least that’s what I gathered from his journals. He confessed he was fired and was lucky that he didn't go to prison. After he was fired, he tried to continue his research. It sounded like there was someone at the hospital still willing to pass him patient information. I'm not sure how he made physical contact, but he must have found some way to touch them.” 
"Creepy," I shiver at the thought of Khye finding a way to make physical contact with hospital patients like me. 
"He still had a connection at the hospital," she trails off. "Yes!" She says, sitting up straight, connecting the dots from an earlier conversation. She pushes her sunglasses on top of her head and looks at me with excited eyes. “He’s got to be Dr. Haddad. It all makes sense! Khye and Dr. Bennet were research partners." She claps her hands together at the success of finding another piece to fit the puzzle.
“He has to be,” I agree, even though I believe I had already arrived at that conclusion. I consider the information about the physical touch component. “I don’t think I ever would have met Khye if it hadn’t been for you. Unless he found a way to touch me in the hospital.” I wrinkle my nose in disgust.
She leans back against the chair again and nods. “I thought he was coming for you, but it had to have been my own guilt at keeping that secret from you that was gnawing at me.” 
I barely register what Abigail said. I’m distracted by another question that’s popped into my mind. “But what was with the soul count in his journals?” I ask.
She shrugs. “Just his way of keeping track of test subjects. I don’t think there was anything more to it. Though, I don't know what ultimately happened to those people. Did they wake up? Did they die?" She asks of no one. I deflate a bit at the letdown my imagination had led me up to. “I think he was in Mauge a very long time. Like months of Earth time,” she adds. "Perhaps his sanity was not all that intact. He did try to tell me he was the Ruler of Mauge after all." She rolls her eyes at the ridiculousness of that.
"Months?" My eyes widen. “He must have been in and out of his own medically induced comas a lot then, which makes sense. No one could be in limbo that long naturally. It can’t be good for you to do that,” I remark. We muse silently about this, as we have done many other times over many different revelations. 
After a moment, I break our reverie by circling back to address what Abigail said previously. I stretch out my hand to grasp hers that’s hanging over her armrest. Our hands hang together in the space separating our chairs. Abigail looks over at me like she’s wondering what prompted the intimacy. When our eyes meet, I tell her, “I’m grateful you took me to Khye. I don't know if I would have made it back if it weren’t for you. Your scream in my kitchen may have saved my physical body, and your persistence in finding me in Mauge might be what brought me back to it.” 
She smiles and says, "It was all in the cards." 
"Maybe we do make our destiny," I suggest. "The Universe just knows it before we do." 
"Oh," she sits back in her chair. After a moment, she sits back up and faces me. "I like that," she says. "Though isn't that kind of the same as the universe being all-knowing?" 
"Yeah, except we're in control."
"Now my brain hurts," she says with humor as her smile widens, showing her perfect white teeth. 
We stare at each other for a moment, and I watch a curious expression move across her delicate features like a ripple in a pond. Her smile falters, then disappears. She looks increasingly alarmed. “Jane, you’re fading,” she says, but it’s unnecessary because I feel it as she’s saying it. 
We’ve had so long up here, what feels like months and months, but this is still happening faster than I thought. I move quickly to join her on her chair. I grab her, desperate to hold on for a little while longer. I feel as if my body is being dragged down into sleep. 
We’re both crying and hugging as I’m being pulled away. “I’m sorry,” I whisper through sobs. 
“Don’t be. Tell Connor about Richard. As soon as you get back.”
“I will,” I swear to her. 
“We’ll be together again, Jane. I prom...” 
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Earth, Real Time


I feel a weight being lifted. Light filters slowly. I’m aware of what’s happening this time. I was expecting it, but it doesn’t make the pain seeping back into my body any easier. As consciousness takes hold, my face pulls together to grit the pain that’s unfamiliar to me. I’ve been away long enough that the sensation of my healing physical body, while bearable before, feels torturous.   
“Take your time,” I hear Dr. Bennet say. He sounds far away. 
Oh, no. I want to throw up. That’ll hurt so much, I hold it back. My eyes flutter open. Dr. Bennet is sitting above me on a chair. His hand holds a Dixie cup and a pill. 
“Anti-nausea medication,” he says. “But don’t try to sit up yet.” 
“I wasn’t going to,” I say groggily. I take a deep breath, attempting to keep the nausea at bay. 
After a minute, I manage to prop myself up enough to take the pill and keep from vomiting. It takes all my concentration. While I do this, Dr. Bennet pulls the tabs from my temples, takes off the blood pressure monitor, removes the needle, and applies pressure to the area. He’s quick to wrap gauze into place and pull my sleeve back down, covering up the evidence. I lay back down.  
“You seem okay,” he says. “Do you need another few minutes?” 
I want to laugh at the ridiculousness of his question but barely manage a nod, still fighting nausea. 
“Okay,” he says. “You can stay here for a while longer until you’re ready. Did you succeed? Is Abigail back?” I squeeze my eyes to stop the tears and shake my head slightly. “Damn,” he curses, “I have to get back upstairs then.” 
My eyes fly open in understanding. 
“Yes. It’s time.” He confirms.
I nod again. “I think I’ll stay here if that’s okay.” 
“Yeah, yeah. Take your time. You should feel clear-headed again in a few minutes. I didn’t give you a strong dose,” he says as he pushes the chair back and heads for the door. With his hand about to turn the nob, he asks, “Did you get to see her at least?” 
I squeeze my eyes shut again, but tears leak out regardless of my attempt. “Yeah,” I squeak. With my eyes still closed, I hear the door shut behind him. 
After ten minutes or so, I stand up and make my way slowly to where Connor said he’d be waiting for me. It’s hard to stand up straight, and I’m not able to keep from holding my abdomen for comfort. My energy is drained, and the emotional pain of never getting to see Abigail again, coupled with the physical pain, is too much. 
Connor looks anxious. His knee is bouncing nervously, and his eyes are scanning for me. As soon as he sees me, he pops up and trots over. “Are you okay?” 
“Yeah,” I assure him, though I sound out of breath. “Let’s go home.” I think of trying to see Rose, but I don’t have the energy and don’t know what good it would do anyway. I feel as if I said goodbye to her already while I was in Mauge.  
He puts his arms around me, and I’m grateful for the support. He calls my mom and tells her to pull the car out front. I don’t know when or if I’ll tell Connor about what I just did, but I know for now, it’s best I keep this to myself. Mom would be livid. 
Before we reach the front door, I stop. “What? What’s wrong?” He asks, turning to face me, assessing me for blood or something. I don’t know what. 
“It was your dad,” I say quietly. 
“What? My dad’s here?” 
“No, no. It was him, Connor. He tried to have me killed.” 
Connor stands up straight like a lightning bolt shot up his back. He freezes. His brain is turning. I give him a minute before I add, “The article I was writing was about him. Well, about Mackleen Pharmaceuticals and misconduct. They’re trying to approve a drug that’s killing people. I’m so sorry, Connor. I should have told you the second I remembered everything.” 
“Jesus,” he says. I see our car pull up through the double glass doors, but we’re frozen where we stand. I stay silent for Connor to process. After a minute, he asks, “How do you know? Are you sure?” 
I nod, unable to stop my face from contorting in pain. 
“Shoot, let’s go,” he says when he recognizes my state. Once again, his arms are around me as he leads me to the car. Connor asks my mom to drive while he helps me into the passenger seat and gets in behind me. Mom attempts to have a conversation on the way home. I manage to tell her what transpired through the sobs that come with the difficulty of talking about Abigail. Now and then, I peek at Connor's reflection in the sideview mirror. He hasn’t said a word. I worry about how he's taking the news of his dad. He only stares out the window, radiating melancholy. 
Once we’re home, I take a minute to send him the article I was writing before gingerly climbing into bed and succumbing to sleep on the mountain of pillows Mom placed behind my back before she left to make it easier to get out of bed on my own. 
*** 
When I wake, it’s dark. The bedside lamp is on, and I see a mug of tea waiting for me on the nightstand with a few pills next to it. Connor is sleeping next to me. I smile to myself, feeling lucky to be here again. To see his handsome face so serene. But I frown when I notice a line etched in the skin between his eyebrows. I frown at the mark, knowing he’s been through so much and hating myself for putting him in this position. Maybe he would have been better off without me. I shake this thought off. Even if I could have protected Connor’s relationship with his dad, it would have left millions vulnerable to Richard's avarice. Who knows how many have already suffered and how many will continue to suffer? I have to see this through.  
I reach for the mug and bring it to my lips, sipping the cold, bitter liquid. I returned the mug with a louder ‘thunk’ than I had intended. Connor's eyes flutter open. 
“You’re awake,” he says. His voice is heavy with sleep. 
“Shh… go back to sleep,” I say as I run my fingers through his brown, wavy hair. I want to see him rest. He’s been shouldering so much lately, and it’s not over. 
“I can sleep when I’m dead,” he says, adjusting the pillow behind his back to sit up with me. I frown at the phrase. I’ve heard him say it before, but I wonder if he truly believes that. We’ve never practiced any kind of religion, but we both grew up with religious influences. Connor’s mom is Jewish, and my parents are Christian. We both knew we didn’t want to go to church but were also wishy-washy about our belief in God. I guess we’d be labeled as Agnostic, but soon, I’d like to explore this with him further. 
I open my mouth, but I don’t get the chance to ask him how he’s doing. He speaks first. “I read your article.” 
My mouth forms a different word than I originally intended, still agape. “Oh,” is all I can say. 
“It’s not all that surprising.” He runs his hand down his face, trying to wipe away the sleep. “I know this might sound bad, and Jane if I had any idea where this was going to go, I swear to you, I would have done something about it a long time ago.” 
“Connor, stop,” I put my hand on his. “There is no way you can possibly try to blame yourself for this.” 
“It’s just, I kind of had this feeling that it was like that. I never wanted to work for him or join the business because I knew, on some level, that I’d have to compromise my moral integrity. I don’t think he’s a good person, but I tried hard to ignore that because, well, he’s my dad.” 
“I get that.” 
He pulls his fingers through his hair. His gaze is far off. “To be honest, I still need time to process this. Is it possible that it wasn’t him?” He looks at me hopefully, and my heart breaks for him. 
“I guess it’s possible,” I venture, but the sympathy in my expression is all the answer he needs. He knows I don’t believe that. He nods noncommittally. 
After a beat, he says, “I think I know what I need to do.” 
I raise my eyebrows. “What’s that?” 
“I need to talk to Mom.” I frown, unsure of her reaction. I don’t know much about her, but I know that she’s married to Richard Wells, and there’s something closed-off about her and uninviting despite a smile on her face. 
“Okay,” I say as I squeeze Connor’s hand. He snuggles closer. We sit silently like that for a few minutes. “I’m sorry,” I say, my voice cracking. Connor doesn’t respond. After accepting that our conversation is over, I reach over and click off the tableside lamp. We stay holding each other until we both fall asleep. 
When I wake in the morning, Connor is gone. I know he’s on leave from work, and that must mean he’s either gone to his parent’s house, his dad’s company, or out to get breakfast. I hope it’s the latter. 
After taking care of some basic hygiene necessities, my stomach growls for attention. I check my phone for the tenth time this morning and decide to call Connor if he still hasn’t contacted me by the time I finish breakfast.
As I prepare sweet potato hashbrowns and eggs, my mind goes where it often does when idle. I think of Abigail, Rose, and Tatianna. My heart aches for Abigail. While the memories of Rose and  Tatianna are there, they feel distant. As if buried under the sand. I can’t touch the emotion of them. For this, I’m grateful. Tatianna did not meet a friendly end, but I remind myself that thanks to me, this isn’t a memory she carries with her, wherever that is. 
I think if Abigail were here, she’d tell me that Tatianna’s soul was in a peaceful place. Not Mauge. Or maybe she has to come back and do it again, learn some kind of lesson. I shake my head at the ridiculousness of it, but still, something about it is niggling at me. Maybe it was the conviction with which Abigail believed it was true. Abigail. Tears begin to pool. 
I’m shaken out of my reverie by my phone ringing. I still have a few bites of breakfast, but I’m too anxious to consider a callback and do my best to get back upstairs to where I left my phone. I chastise myself for that as I ascend the stairs with lumbered, heavy steps. 
To my disappointment, it’s not Connor but my brother Luke. I attempt to keep the disappointment from my voice as I answer. After I assure Luke that everything’s going okay and give him a few brief updates on my progress, we say our goodbyes. I’ve kept a lot from Luke. My confidants are Mom and Connor; I’m okay with that for now. I know Luke would be difficult to convince, and I don’t need his validation. If I'm being honest, I crave validation from Connor and even Mom, but I know in my heart that even if I’m the only one who believes what I experienced in Mauge, it’s good enough for me. 
I take a deep breath and dial Connor, surprised to feel anxiety wrap around my chest. But as the rings continue, it releases its grip, and I feel a different sensation—worry. 
“Screw this,” I say to no one. I use the app to summon an Uber and see it’s only four minutes away. I dress quickly in baggy jeans rolled up at the bottom. Boyfriend jeans, I’ve heard them called. I slip into my white sneakers, skipping the effort to put on socks, and throw on a red sweatshirt over my nighttime t-shirt. By the time I make it outside, the Uber is waiting. I move slowly and manage to suppress a grunt as I open the backdoor of the red Corolla and fold myself inside. If the driver notices my stilted motions, he doesn’t say anything about it, just repeats the destination address to Connor’s parents’ house. “Yes,” I reply in confirmation. We’re silent the rest of the ride, though I notice he steals glances at me in the rearview mirror from time to time. We arrive.
“Thanks,” I mumble as I make an ungraceful exit from the backseat. Relief floods me as I spot Connor's car, but it does little to diminish the effects of Richard's house as it looms over me like a lion ready to pounce. I hope he isn’t home. 
I ring the doorbell and wait. I ring it again, becoming impatient. Finally, a woman answers. I recognize her from the night we had dinner here. One of the staff, though I can’t remember what her job is exactly. She doesn’t open the door for me but instead stands in the door gap. “Yes?” she asks as she assesses me. I wonder if she really doesn’t recognize me. I clear my throat, “Is Connor here?” I ask even though I know by the evidence of his car that he must be. I see recognition strike her features, but to my amazement, her brow furrows in determination. “No,” she replies as she goes to close the door. Luckily, the door is heavy and moves as slowly as I do. I stick my foot in the door to keep it from closing. 
“His car is here,” I say simply. “I know he’s here.” 
She frowns and peeks out the door around the driveway until she spots the car. She opens the door slightly wider but then says, “Wait here.” I step inside the threshold and nod. She uses a panel on the wall to push a button that I notice is labeled Mrs. Wells’ bedroom. As it rings, I glance at the other labels and note that Connor’s mom and dad don’t share a bedroom. 
Finally, I hear Mrs. Wells answer, “Yes?” She sounds groggy, and my heart drops, wondering if I just woke her up. She couldn’t possibly be with Connor. 
“Jane is here to see Connor. What would you like me to do?” she asks into the intercom as she watches me from the corner of her eye. 
“Oh, bring her up, please.” I release the breath I had been holding. 
I follow the woman upstairs. I’m lagging behind and considerably out of breath by the time we’ve reached the top. I say a silent thanks that I remembered to take a painkiller this morning and that we have not seen or heard signs of Richard. We pass a few doors before reaching one toward the end of the hall. I’m surprised when Connor answers the knock. I feel my guard drop a bit. Being with Connor makes me feel safe, even in the lion’s den. “Jane,” he says with a mixture of relief and disappointment as he gives me a quick kiss. His eyes appear to be red, and I wonder if he’s been crying. I look around the room as I step inside. I had expected something grand, but instead, it’s a simply furnished room with a four-post queen bed, bench, nightstand, and dresser. Mrs. Wells is perched on the bench at the foot of the bed. She stands when I enter and motions for me to take her place on the bench. 
While I cannot identify the exact emotion in the room, I know it’s heavy. Connor helps me to the bench, and while I want to object to taking her seat, I know I can’t sit on the floor. I need to be careful with my body’s recovery to move the healing process along as fast as possible. She folds her slender legs beneath her as she sits easily on the floor against the wall. Connor sits beside me on the bench, taking my hand, but he keeps his eyes on his mom. The feeling of secrecy in the air is constricting, like I’ve walked into a speakeasy. 
“So, what’d I miss?” I ask, unable to contain myself any longer. 
Mrs. Wells takes a deep breath. “We were just discussing Connor’s father.” 
I wait for her to go on, but she’s watching Connor. She’s asking him silently to begin the conversation and divulge what he wants. Connor slumps a bit under the transfer of responsibility. I look at his face; his mouth is downturned, and his hair is disheveled from his habit of running his hand through it when he’s nervous or upset. I reach up and smooth it to one side, then our eyes meet. He looks sad and tired, like he’s holding a hundred-pound sack on his shoulders. My heart aches for him. 
“I guess he’s not who I thought he was,” he says quietly. 
I swallow. “Can you tell me more?” I ask after a minute of silence. He nods and begins after taking a deep breath. 
“Remember when I mentioned our dog Peaches, who died a couple of years ago? My parents told me it was cancer, and it took her super-fast.” He shoots a pointed look at his mom. 
“I remember,” I say. “You got Peaches your junior year of high school. A black toy poodle.” 
“Yeah,” he says with a hint of a smile. “I was so embarrassed that we got a toy poodle, but I fell in love with that dog.” He looks away, fighting back tears. I wait patiently for him to tell me where this is all going. “Well,” he says loudly and then clears his throat. “She didn’t die of cancer. Richard kicked her.” I take note that he doesn’t say “Dad.” My eyes go wide. “Kicked her to death,” Connor clarifies. His voice catches. Mrs. Wells looks away from us, and I can see that her normally well-composed demeanor is beginning to crumble. 
“Oh my…” I struggle to think about what to say. “Connor, I’m so sorry. That’s horrible.” 
“That’s not all,” he says. “Mom says there’s a pattern of disappearing people around Dad. People who have wronged him and then suddenly turned up dead after some freak accident.” He looks at his mom now, who nods slightly and begins talking. 
“I’ve distanced myself and my children as much as I could from that side of him, but you must know—” she’s looking at me now, “—his attack on you was a new low. I’m so sorry, dear. I had no idea. Though, I fear that I’m not far behind.” My eyebrows knit together, puzzled. She admitted that she knew he attacked me and did not seem surprised by this, but something else about what she said was more interesting. 
“He’d kill you?” I ask incredulously. 
She gives a short snort. “Of course. We hate each other. Once Devon leaves the house, I will no longer be useful to him, and I’m a liability. I know too much.”
“What do you know?” I ask curiously. 
I’m surprised when I see her head drop, her shoulders sag, and her body shake with sobs. I look at Connor, alarmed. He releases my hand and goes to comfort his mom by sitting beside her on the floor and rubbing her back. “You’re not a coward, Mom,” he says. Apparently, picking up the thread of an old conversation. “Things changed so slowly that you were waist-deep and stuck before you realized it.” 
“It’s just—” she attempts to compose herself, “—he threatened to take you boys away from me. He had everything: the money, the power, the connections. I felt… trapped.” 
“I know, Mom. I know,” Connor says soothingly. 
We let her cry for a few more moments when she takes a deep breath and sits up straight, apparently finished. “The hatred I hold for that man became unbearable. I could barely contain myself. So, I found an outlet. As small as it was, I would attempt to take back some power by gathering evidence. Whatever I could discreetly get my hands on. I keep it in a safety deposit box at the bank.” 
Connor and I exchange looks of shock. But for me, there’s something else. Maybe she could eliminate the Richard threat by putting him in jail. I could kiss her.
“What’s in there, Mom?” Connor asks. I can tell he’s not letting his hopes get too high. 
“A video of him kicking Peaches to death for starters. If that circulates, he’ll look like the world’s biggest jerk, and he’ll be easier to convict when tried for other crimes. Furthermore, I have two clinical trial results with Richard’s notes written in the margin on how to change the study design and which subjects to kick out of the study for some violation so that the results are favorable. I also have pictures of text messages on his phone. The best evidence is a conversation with Paul Dali, his Chief Scientist at the time. Richard was sitting at the dinner table when a text came through. After he glanced at his phone, he angrily typed out a response and then threw it across the room at the wall before storming out. I heard him slam his office door downstairs and knew I had just a few minutes. 
“The dining room is one of the only rooms in the house without a camera, and I could see the glow of his screen reflecting off the wall. Anyway, I took my phone out, quickly walked over to his, and snapped pictures of what was displayed on the screen. I was too nervous to even really look at it. I left it lying as I found it and returned to my seat. Richard came back moments later to retrieve it. Once I was alone in my room, I went through the pictures. Paul wrote I can’t publish this. I have an ethical responsibility. Please accept my notice. To which Richard replied, Notice denied. Enjoy the view from the bottom of the lake.”
I gasp, knowing from my previous research that he was found dead in a lake from an apparent kayaking accident. 
“I just don’t know what’s admissible in court,” she says, deflated. 
Just then, the door swings open. Richard stands in the doorway, his eyes dart between the three of us and then finally landing on Mrs. Wells with a murderous glare. “What’s this?” he asks. 
My breathing stops. Mrs. Wells looks like she’s seen a ghost, and Connor is glaring back at his dad with a similar intensity. I think I’m the first person in the room to understand that our faces betray us all. Richard’s worst fears are confirmed. We were talking about him.
“What the fuck have you been saying to him?” He growls at Mrs. Wells. 
To my surprise, she doesn’t shrink away. She stands defiantly and walks closer to him, her back tall. “You will silence me no more. You’re a monster, and your kids deserve to…” Her voice is strong but is cut short with a sharp backhand across her face. Her head snaps to the side, and Connor jumps to his feet to defend her. Recognizing the situation, I grab my phone and try to get out of the way as I fumble to hit record. 
Connor slams his father’s back against the wall. “Don’t you dare touch her!” he’s screaming into Richard’s face, but I can see that there’s no reaching Richard anymore by the far-off, feral look in his eyes. He’s gone to the animalistic side. His brain and body are intent on only one thing. He ducks deftly and slams an elbow into Connor’s stomach. Then he pulls his fist back and lands a blow to Mrs. Wells' face. I see her crumple to the floor, hands holding her face. Connor grabs Richard from behind but receives another elbow, this time to his face. 
Within distance, Richard is still able to kick Mrs. Wells, who is now on the floor. The situation is getting out of hand fast. I want to help, but my body is telling me to stay out of it. One kick, one punch—even accidentally—will send me back to the hospital. Instead, I’m screaming. Helplessly screaming for Richard to stop, he’s in a state of pure rage. 
Connor’s mass and athletic ability are helpful, but not against someone who clearly has had training in martial arts. I drop my phone and scramble to the nightstand for the table lamp. Connor and Richard are now on the ground wrestling, but I hear Connor yell as I yank the cord from the wall and stride back into the action. I see Richard pinned beneath Connor on the floor but digging his fingers into Connor’s eyes. Connor reels back, and Richard seizes the moment to maneuver from underneath him swiftly. Within seconds, it’s Connor on the floor. His eyes squeezed shut in pain. Richard is on top of him, attempting to punch Connor through his shielding arms folded across his face. 
With Richard’s back to me, I bring the lamp down as hard as possible. Crack! I’ve made contact. He sits up straight for a moment, stunned. And I bring it down again. Though the lamp is surprisingly heavy and my attempts feel weak, blood gushes from a resulting gash in the back of his head. I see the crimson as it streams down his neck. He’s still on top of Connor but frozen in place. Connor attempts to open his eyes but only manages quick blinks before closing them painfully. I drop the lamp and fall back on the floor, reeling from the pain of my actions. 
“Oh my god!” The woman who let me into the home earlier is standing in the doorway, holding her hands up to her face in shock. 
“Call 9-1-1!” I shout at her. She remains rooted to the spot. “Call 9-1-1!” I scream. 
Richard is standing now, holding the back of his head. He looks dazed and disoriented as he struggles to stay standing. I crawl next to Connor. “Connor, oh my God, Connor, are you okay?” There’s blood coming from his nose and a gash on his forehead. 
“I’m okay,” he says, even though he hasn’t opened his eyes. “Mom!” he shouts. She doesn't answer. “Jane, where’s Mom?” 
“She’s here, she’s here,” I say as I look back to where Mrs. Wells was just lying a moment ago. But she’s not there anymore. She’s standing behind Richard as he stands against the wall with his back to us, bracing himself against it with one arm. His other hand is on the back of his head. Mrs. Wells has the lamp. Before I can react, she brings it down on Richard’s head. He slumps to the floor—and she hits him again and again. Richard doesn’t make a sound. His body goes limp. A noticeable cavity in the back of Richard’s head creates a steady stream of red that pools around his unmoving body. Mrs. Wells drops the lamp and stumbles back where she sits on the bench. Her face is white as snow except for blood that seems to come from her nose, starkly contrasted against the white and smeared all along one side of her face. 
“What’s going on?” Connor demands for the third time. 
“She’s okay. Your mom’s okay,” I say. Connor’s eyes flutter. “Don’t try to open them,” I say. “Paramedics should be here soon.” As adrenaline leaches from my body, I scan the room for my phone and find it face-down beside the bed. I stop the video recording to call 911. The employee hasn’t returned, and I don't know if she did what I instructed. I say as little as possible to the 911 agent. “There was an accident, get here soon…. Yes, people are hurt… I don’t know… I don’t know.” 
After I’ve hung up, I play the video I tried to record on my phone before I dropped it to get the lamp. I catch Richard clearly kicking Mrs. Wells and then turning his attention to Connor, but then it’s all blurred by movement and finally goes black. Only the sound is captured. I tuck it into my pocket as I hear the sirens in the distance. 
“No one says anything until we’ve consulted with a lawyer.” I look at Mrs. Wells pointedly. She nods dreamily. “Nothing,” I repeat. 
I inhale deeply as I look at Richard. His body is still, with no signs of breathing, and I’m not sure if that brings me relief or dread. 
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A Few Days Later


I feel as if my grasp of control and calm is returning the more talking that’s done. Talk with the lawyers. Talk with the police. Talk with my people: Connor, his mom, and my mom. So much has happened recently that’s weighing on me, but keeping me afloat from it all is the notion that I’m safe.  We’re safe. With Richard out of the picture, there's no reason his hired hitman would risk another attempt to finish the job. 
Richard was dead upon the arrival of the paramedics. Connor’s mom admitted to killing Richard in self-defense. She’ll have to be tried by the court and found innocent to avoid jail, but her defense lawyer is an old friend and one we trust explicitly. The prosecution is building a case against her by claiming ‘excessive force’ was used and injuries were to the back of the head, arguing that it couldn’t have been self-defense. With the help of Mrs. Wells' defense lawyer, Connor and I have tweaked our witness accounts enough to support her claim of self-defense, and we've cut the video I took in her room that day. The lawyer has assured us that our evidence is strong but may still come to a jury trial. On our side, we have the first ten seconds of the video showing that Richard attacked Mrs. Wells. We have Connor and I as witnesses, but the real clencher in the case is the newly and anonymously released video of Richard kicking their dog, Peaches, to death. The public will have a hard time sympathizing with him now, and, as the lawyer has stated, so many cases like these are won based on emotion, especially when a jury is involved. She’s assured us that there’s nothing to worry about. For now, Mrs. Wells is home with Devon lying low. 
Devon is having difficulty processing all the new information about his father, but Connor and Devon have each other and a good therapist. They’re going to get through this with their mental health and jovial personalities intact. They’re strong; they can do this. I just know it.  
For me, there are still so many other loose ends to tie up… Rose, Dr. Bennet, and my relationship with Connor. Connor seems to be in a state of disbelief. He’s become withdrawn. His eyes constantly leak like he’s in a permanent state of silent suffering. He hasn’t wanted to talk much. I stay with him as much as possible, as he did for me, but sometimes he’s adamant that he needs to be left alone. I’m okay with that, too. 
I’ve tried calling Dr. Bennet directly, but he isn’t getting back to me. I’ve left countless messages. I have a follow-up appointment with him in a few days, but I couldn’t wait that long. 
So, I called the hospital to ask about Rose, but they wouldn’t release any information about her condition to me or even acknowledge that there is or was a Jane Doe. The news outlets don't mention anything, either. I consider my options or lack thereof. There’s really only one thing I can do. Tomorrow, I’ll pay a visit to Rose’s dad. 
***
Before leaving for Rose’s trailer, I called my mom. Connor isn’t in a sound enough state to accompany me to Rose’s house, and I don’t want to be alone. So, I call the only other person who knows what I went through and what Rose meant to me. Mom wasn’t eager to do this, but she agreed after she realized I’d do it with or without her, and there was no talking me out of it. 
Driving the route to the trailer park where Rose lives brings back the unnerving sensation of déjà vu. Anxiety winds itself tightly inside of me, being fed by the memories of Rose that I can recall. I breathe deeply to calm the beast. Because mom is mom, her cellphone is ready with the phone number for the police department punched in and waiting in case we have any problems. I’m grateful one of us is thinking clearly. My nerves are too on edge for that person to be me. 
We’ve arrived. Our car doors slam shut behind us. I look around, but our arrival doesn’t seem to draw any attention. We make our way across the gravel and up the three wooden steps to the door. I steady myself at the screen door with a deep breath and reach through the torn-out and frayed screening to knock on the solid wood door behind it. No answer. I knock again. And again. Just before giving up, Rose’s dad opens the door, his large body filling the frame. 
He’s in his boxers and a white, filthy tank top that barely covers his stomach. The smell of vomit and body odor is overpowering. A bottle of half-drank Jack Daniels hangs from his left hand, appearing to weigh him down so that his body slumps angled toward the floor, propped up by his right hand on the door frame. He eyes us suspiciously from bloodshot eyes that have retreated behind dark circles but says nothing. I’ve brought flowers as an excuse to see him. His eyes fall on the bouquet that I hold out to him. He doesn’t move to grab them from me, so I bring them back down to my side. If he doesn’t know about Rose, I’m going to tell him. The story I have concocted is that I know Rose through a mentorship program at school and recognized her while visiting a friend at the hospital, but my story isn’t needed. 
“Those for Rose?” he asks as he brings the bottle of Jack to his lips for an unsteady swig. I squint at him, wondering what he knows. 
“I saw that she was in the hospital…” I venture. He nods. He already knows. His cheeks sag, and his head droops further, swollen from drink. His eyes fixate on my shoes as he tells me, “found out she was there when my truck was finally impounded.” Despite being a crap dad, he looks genuinely torn up about Rose’s situation.
"Has her condition improved?” I ask. That’s when he falls apart. The sound of this man crying in front of me is unsettling. I finally got out of him that he had to have her removed from life support. Something about Medicaid policies. 
I feel sick when he tells me this. My knees buckle. I want to punch him and comfort him at the same time. I hate him—but I also feel sorry for him. 
Mom gently touches my shoulder, “Let’s go, honey.” I don’t protest. We leave Rose's dad standing in the doorway, howling like a baby. I set the flowers on his doorstep before leaving. Tears stream down my face. I hear the door to the trailer close behind us. 
In the end, he did end up killing Rose—just not in the way I ever suspected, and I can’t help but punish myself by playing out scenarios in my head that might have resulted in a different outcome for Rose. Could I have changed her fate if I wasn’t so focused on saving myself? The weight of this unknown sits heavy on my chest. 
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A Few More Days


I’m so grateful to be alive and for the support I’ve received from my family. I know I’m one of the lucky ones, but I still can’t help but wish for more. I wish Abigail were here. I wish Rose and Tatianna had had a better life. I wish Connor had had a better father. My heart feels as if it’s been split in two. One half is wildly happy and appreciative of this life, and the other half is somewhere else, longing for what can never be. I only hope that with time, I can reconcile the two and bring the pieces together again.  
I’m both marveled at my body’s healing capacity and frustrated that it’s taking so long. I still move carefully with deliberate movements. I itch for the days when I can bound up the stairs again, throw on my jogging attire, and sprint out the door with Oli close on my heels. Instead, I’m winded easily as I make my way up the stairs to my room, where I’m looking forward to a nap despite my rather unproductive morning. In fact, the only thing of any real importance I’ve managed to accomplish today is printing a picture of Abigail and making Connor eat some breakfast. Connor is now fast asleep on the couch with the TV on in the background. He’s making progress, too, I think. At least, he’s looking at me with some semblance of the love I remember from before. For a minute there, I wondered if he’d ever be able to look at me without thinking of what his dad did or who his dad was.  
The picture I have I stole from Abigail’s Facebook page. I hated looking through her public pictures. They didn’t display the Abigail that I knew. It was a strange feeling, almost like betrayal or violation. But there was one picture that captured her well. She was laughing and appeared to be sitting on someone’s carpet with her knees to her chest. I copied and printed that picture this morning using my portable iPhone printer. It was such a strange experience to see her Facebook, but, in the end, it was worth it. The picture seems like an unearthed treasure. It sits on my dresser, leaning on a framed photo of Connor and me until I can get a proper frame. 
As I enter my bedroom, I move to the window and attempt to open it for ventilation. The room feels stuffy. The window is old, and pulling up on the tracks isn't easy. Even though I've only managed to open it a couple of inches before my body protests, it should do the trick. Plus, it’s so old it doesn’t have a screen, and I don’t exactly want the welcome mat rolled out for insects. 
I carefully arrange myself on the bed, still propping myself up with pillows. I’m stiff and tired from the internal mechanisms working so hard to repair my body. Patience, Jane, I think to myself as I parrot the phrase I’ve heard so much from Mom lately. Sleep will come easily, but just as I close my eyes, the chirp chirp of a bird pushes them back open. The sound of a bird would not normally be so jarring, but this bird sounds as if it’s in my room next to me. 
As my eyes dart to the window, I see it. A beautiful Mountain Blue Jay is perched on the windowsill of the open window. My heart jumps at the sight, but I remind myself it’s just a bird. I hope it doesn’t get stuck inside and then make me expend a massive amount of energy to try to get it back out the window again. But the bird just sits there, cocking its head at me. Its beady black eyes seem to be considering me. I hope it’ll hop back out, but for now, I’ll appreciate the rarity of it. There’s a bird in my room—a beautiful bird. I smile. My body jerks in surprise as the bird takes off and lands beside me on my bed. 
My kneejerk reaction cost me. “Ow, ow, ow,” I say as I attempt to catch my breath and slow my panicking heart. 
I manage a few calming breaths to quell the pain, never taking my eyes off the bird. This little bird just jumped on my bed. It’s standing perfectly still except for the twitching of its head. Its eyes never leave mine, which are still open wide in disbelief. “Well, you’re a brave little thing, aren’t you?” I feel silly talking to the bird, but it seems to help me diffuse some of my anxious energy. I don’t know what to do with this bird, but my body hurts too much to do anything about it right now. 
It chirps a little, still watching me. “I don’t speak bird,” I say. After another silent moment, the bird hops from my bed to my dresser, where it lands next to the freshly minted picture of Abigail. 
As I consider this, I feel something electrifying in my body. I can’t move as I watch the bird still watching me. It’s right next to her. The blue of its feathers matches her eyes. Quick as a flash, it takes off and lands back on the windowsill—the picture of Abigail flutters to the floor. My heart has not quieted. The bird hops on the windowsill as if impatient. 
“Abigail?” I whisper, even though it sounds ridiculous even to me. The bird chirps once, ducks through the open window, and takes flight. 
I’m too stunned to move for a moment. I look at the picture of her that’s fallen to the ground and think of something Abigail said to me when I asked how I’d know she was in a better place. “If I can, I’ll let you know,” she had assured me. I smile, only then realizing that tears are falling down my cheeks. 
“Okay,” I whisper. I think I do know. My spirit sister is ok. I can’t blink away the tears fast enough. They keep coming. I’m sad, but I’m also happy. She’s out there somewhere, and she’s ok. “I love you,” I say towards the window.
I hear Connor’s footfall on the stairs coming up to the room. I wipe away the evidence of tears. 
“Hey,” he says as he reaches the top. “Can I take a nap with you? The couch isn’t very comfortable.” 
“Of course,” I say, grateful for his presence. I watch him as he makes his way to bed. His eyes are red, and I don’t know if he’s still recovering from having his eyes gauged by Richard or if he’s been crying. They've been this color since the day his dad died. He props pillows up next to me and lays on his side with his head next to mine. I feel his breath on my neck. He gently trails my collarbone with his fingertips. I shift my head to the side so my cheek is touching the top of his head. 
“How did we get here?” he asks quietly. “How did everything get so messed up?” 
I hold my breath for a moment, feeling the pain in his words and wishing I could make them go away. I know this is all because I started that article. Everything snowballed from there. Does he blame me? I muster the courage to ask what’s been plaguing me each day that I watch Connor struggle with this. 
“Do you wish you’d never met me?” I ask quietly. Connor stops trailing my collarbone, his hand frozen above me for a beat before he resumes caressing my skin. 
“Of course not,” he says. “I know the world is a better place without my dad in it, but it’s still just a lot to process. All of it: your…experiences. My dad. My mom. My brother. But don’t ever think that I blame you. The way things unfolded was unfortunate, but we’re here now. We still have each other, and Mom and Devon will be okay.” I grab his hand and squeeze, unable to speak through the lump in my throat. “You’re still the best thing that’s ever happened to me,” he says. I wonder if he can feel the tears trailing down my cheeks and landing in his hair. 
“Forever and ever, you are my person,” I say quietly through the tears. 
“Forever and ever,” he agrees. We lay like that until we both fall asleep. 
I wake up forty-five minutes later to my mom gently nudging me. “Time to go,” she says softly. It’s time for my scheduled post-op. I’m trying to give Connor space from all that’s happened. I didn’t want him to come with me to the hospital today, and Mom was insistent she be there with me anyway. I’m grateful for her involvement. My thoughts have been elsewhere, and my recovery has not been at the top of my priority list. Luckily, it’s at the top of hers. Plus, I still haven’t been cleared to drive, and an Uber is a luxury I really can’t afford anymore, given I don’t have a job. 
I begrudgingly get myself ready, propelling myself forward only because I want to hear what Dr. Bennet has to say about Khye, and I'm eager to give him the report I've typed up for him about everything I went through and everything I learned in Mauge. I had little else to do while sitting at home these past few days. The process of writing about my experience was so cathartic that it came easily, and the final step of handing it to Dr. Bennet has come to signify so much in my life right now. It represents a burden that I can’t wait to off-load and closure that I’m longing to obtain. Speaking of closure, I offered to pay for Rose’s memorial service and a proper headstone out of my savings. The service is this Saturday. It feels like my contributions are nowhere near enough, but it’s all I can give at the moment. 
As we drive to the hospital, I daydream about ways to quell this unmet desire to help people like Rose and Tatianna. Tatianna's circumstances feel harder to dent. Goodness knows many people have tried to raise awareness about the dangers of drugs. My thoughts focus on Rose. 
I know it can’t undo the past for Rose, but it could still turn into something good. I want something good for her, even if it comes after her death. I can start a scholarship fund, donate to services that help kids in abusive relationships, or start a nonprofit. But then it comes to me; I’ll do my first investigative article as an independent journalist about children in abusive situations to raise awareness. It’ll be an emotional piece, but I know I can do that article justice. I don’t know what angle I’ll take or the call-to-action, but I may be able to leverage my budding fame as "the girl who survived" to create a ripple effect. Perhaps something good can be salvaged out of this for Rose after all. 
I rest my head against the cold glass of the car window and see my reflection staring back at me. It’s hard to believe that this is me. I’m not that girl anymore who was on a train all alone in Mauge. I’m imperfect with my tired, green eyes and messy hair that I’ve barely managed to brush. My skin lacks vibrancy, and my eyebrows need to be plucked. 
When we arrive at the hospital, we wait for a while in the orange worn-out fabric chairs lined up in the waiting room. I silence my phone after another ring interrupts the quietude of the waiting room. I usually keep my phone off. It's on now in case Connor calls. Soon, I'll change my phone number. My new number won't be as easily discoverable since I'm no longer employed and, therefore, not in the company's directory. Journalists keep themselves discoverable to mitigate suspicion by interviewees and keep a line open in case a story comes to us. 
Each notification on my phone that doesn't come from friends or family feels like a poke from my old job. Tom contacted me the other day to offer me my old position back, but with "limitations." I listened to the voicemail but didn't return his call. I know he's only using me for my new celebrity status, but with Richard gone and "limitations" still being imposed, I know the problem of censorship runs deeper than one individual or one industry. I feel resolute in the pursuit of Independent Journalism. I'm glad they let me go. 
I'll probably give Kevin a quote soon to reignite interest in my case, but I'll leave the best details for when I launch my own website. I hate that I'm pressing on that lever to build a following, but since it's for Rose, I can mostly silence my self-conscious mind.  I tap my toes anxiously on the floor. “Jane,” my mom puts her hand on my knee to steady me. 
“Sorry,” I mumble and switch to chewing on my thumbnail instead of tapping my foot. Mom shoots me a disapproving look. 
Finally, we’re called back to an exam room, where a nurse asks me some questions and puts me into a gown that ties in the back. I sit on the crinkly paper across the exam table and wait again for Dr. Bennet's arrival. 
I sigh in relief and stop fidgeting when he finally walks through the door. 
“Hello, Jane,” he says as he takes his seat and turns towards the computer to type in his password. 
“Hi,” I say. “Any updates?”
He rolls away from the computer to face me. “Let’s talk about you first.” 
I roll my eyes and hand him the eleven pages I’ve written about Mauge and Khye. “Everything I know is in there for you to review. Is Dr. Haddad, Khye?” I ask, unable to contain myself. There are so many emotions flickering across his face that I have no idea what’s going on inside his head. 
He finally settles on bewildered. “I thought I’d be beyond getting surprised by your revelations by now. Yes, Dr. Malichi Haddad was my previous partner.” He shakes his head. “Let’s get back to business quickly before we get sidetracked. I still have to do my job.” 
I sigh, exasperated. “I’ve already told the nurse. My pain level is a five out of ten. I’m moving my body, and no, I don’t have any questions or concerns.” 
“Have you kept up with the antibiotics?” He knows how reluctant I was to take those after being discharged. They destroy gut health, which is the foundation of overall health in the body. However, with my mom’s input, we agreed they were warranted. I was stabbed with a foreign object that may or may not have been clean, and I underwent two surgeries to repair the damage. While they used intravenous antibiotics when I was in the hospital, it was still considered paramount to continue their use. I have another five days’ worth of pills. I’m eager to end them and repair my gut, adding it to the list of jobs my body must do. 
“Yesss,” I respond impatiently. “Where is Khye?” 
Dr. Bennet frowns at me and glances questioningly at my mom. 
“She knows everything. You can tell me,” I guess at the rationale behind his hesitation. 
“Okay, but first, humor me. I need to finish your evaluation and make some notes. Then, we can talk about it.” 
“Fine,” I concede petulantly. 
“Lay back, please. I need to look at your incision sights.” 
I wince as I lay back and ask, “How long do you think I’ll be in pain?” 
“Hard to say,” he talks to me while he maneuvers the gown as discreetly as possible to pull back the gauze and look at my damaged skin. “This probably isn’t what you want to hear, but it’s possible that you will always experience some lingering discomfort. A full recovery back to what you thought was normal before might not be possible.” 
I suck in a breath. “What’s the likelihood of that? Have there been studies?” 
“That’s just my personal opinion based on my experience with emergency surgery patients.” 
I send a worried glance toward my mother, who gives me a cool look that I know means that she believes I’ll recover fully. 
“The lacerations look good. I’m going to remove the bandages. You can get them wet now.” 
“Thanks.” I focus on deep breathing as he delicately peels the tape securing the bandages away from my pink skin. 
He smooths my gown back into place and helps me sit up. He takes a seat back in his rolling chair, and I look down at him expectantly, studying his expression. For the first time, I notice circles under his eyes. His mouth pulls down into a weighted frown. 
“Dr. Malachi Haddad went by Khye since high school when he attempted to distance himself from his parent’s Jewish ideals. I met him in college during pre-med. We were interested in a lot of the same things…” He looks down at the floor as he talks, and I know he’s in pain—or rather, mourning. 
“Anyway,” he tries to shake it off. “As you know, we were working on the Afterlife Project together. After a while, his tactics got a little too... extreme for me. They ventured wildly outside of the scope of practice we were sworn to. He was dismissed from the hospital, and funding for the project was terminated. I managed to keep my job just barely, thanks to him. He covered for me. Made me seem as if I wasn’t aware of what he was doing.” He throws his head back and squeezes his eyes shut. Only when I see a tear escape do I realize just how hard he’s trying to keep himself together. “I should have been there for him,” he says quietly. 
“What happened?” I match his subdued volume. 
He swipes hurriedly at his eyes and stands abruptly. “They found him in his basement. He had self-induced a medical coma. He had IV tubes for nutrients and a ventilator, all rigged to keep him sustained for long periods under anesthesia, but these tactics aren’t meant for long-term use, and they require constant monitoring by a trained professional. He did it alone. His blood pressure must have dropped as a result of the medication and led to heart failure.” He walks to the door, his hand on the knob with his back to me, and he adds, “I found him that day you left the hospital after seeing Abigail. I went to his house as soon as I could get away, but he was already gone. Died sometime in the forty-eight hours prior, most likely.” 
“I’m so sorry,” I whisper. Emotions flood my body. I don’t know how I’m feeling, but I know how Dr. Bennet feels, and I ache for him. He swipes at his eyes again before opening the door and turning back to me. 
“If you need anything, you know where to find me.” Then he taps on the thin stack of papers I gave him, “And thank you for this.” 
I nod and give a small wave, but he hesitates at the door. “There’s something else,” he says, turning back to me. “Mauge is an incredible place. If I can somehow rouse interest again and get funding, I could figure out how you and Abigail were able to be together. Can you imagine the possibilities if I could figure out how to put people together in Mauge? We could give people what would feel like decades more to their lives!”
“I…” I open my mouth, but I can’t sort out my emotions. His excitement is infectious, but a part of me also wants him to leave it alone. “I don’t know what to say.” 
“Think about it,” he says. “If you were to share your story or a portion of it, it may generate enough buzz to get the study up and running again.” 
I stare at him. I already know I won’t do that. I’ve shared it with the two people I’m closest with, but I’ll never put my time in Mauge out there for the public to comment on. My time with Abigail is sacred to me. The last thing I’d want is people picking that apart. I'm only willing to discuss the details of my attack and my recovery with the public. The specifics of my time in Mauge and everything related will be carefully left out to preserve this secret. 
He senses my hesitation and adds, “What would you give to be able to spend decades more of your life in a place as magical as Mauge with the people you love? Can you imagine?” His eyes sparkle with the possibilities and, I assume, the dollar signs. I have no doubt that people would pay a lot of money to experience that. And, yes, I can imagine. I did it. 
“I could honor Khye by completing his legacy…” While I know he'd like to honor his friend, I can also tell his mind is clouded by visions of swimming in money. “Let’s revisit this after I’ve read through what you’ve written. Khye left behind some research notes as well, though sparse.” 
I feel my legs moving almost before my mind has decided. I take two long strides toward Dr. Bennet and pluck the papers I had given him from his hands. 
"Wh…" He attempts, but I cut him off.
"I have to think about this," I say, knowing that my report already tells him exactly what he wants to know. What would Dr. Bennet do once he knew it only took physical contact and conjuring up familiar Earth environments once in Mauge to connect people? He may find out one day, but I'm unsure if I want to hand him that key now. I need to think about this.
He opens his mouth but then closes it as a colleague passes behind him in the hallway. His eyes study me as if deciding on how to handle this. His mouth is set in a firm line. "If you change your mind," he begins through gritted teeth. 
"I know where to find you," I finish for him. 
He gives me one curt nod and closes the door behind him, leaving Mom and me alone. 
I stare at the door. Our visit has been tainted, and the closure I desperately sought is now out of reach. I think it does sound wonderful to be able to take a “vacation” to Mauge with the people we love, but at the same time, I don’t want modern science polluting and exploiting it either.
After a moment, my mom speaks up. “Wow,” she says. 
“Wow,” I repeat. We’re both silent while I get dressed. “I just needed to think about it some more,” I confide. 
“You don't have to explain yourself to me,” she responds. “The pursuit of wealth rarely leaves a clean trail in its wake. Exploitation, inequality, and power grabs will find a way to squeeze the magic from Mauge.” 
I nod. "I knew I hadn't thought out the implications completely once his eyes started to glaze over in the glory he had imagined for himself." 
Mom smiles and bumps my shoulder playfully as we walk out together. "That's my girl," she says proudly. 
In the car on the way home, she asks, “So, if Mauge is just a holding place of some sort, what’s next? Is there a true afterlife?”  
Mom believes in Heaven with her Christian ideals and is asking because she wants to know if I believe now, too. She never was very good at disguising her motives. I consider her question.  
I think of Rose, Abigail, Tatianna, and Callie. I picture them all untroubled and happy, laughing together somewhere. I picture the bluebird I know was sent by Abigail as a message. I smile assuredly, feeling my beliefs solidify. “Yes, mom. There's an afterlife. The soul never dies.”
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