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This book is dedicated to my dad.
Can you hear me? I have a voice now.
It’s big enough for the both of us.
Love’s divine . . .
Your beautiful baby
1

[image: logo]

the other side
of
the surface

My body smacked the water. Thoughts scattered like a handful of beads dropped on a bare wood floor. I gasped for air and the current rushed in. My throat burned. Panic, thrashing, spots of light exploding in my head. Surrender. I sank softly down . . . until . . . fingers wrapped around my wrist, yanking me out of the water. As my head broke the surface it all became clear. I had died . . . again.

•  •  •

I stood on the end of the dock that jutted out toward the middle of the lake, fingering the silver eagle feather charm that hung in the hollow below my neck. The chain tangled in the short hairs below my ponytail. I was stunned and spots bounced in front of my eyes. Memories of Mel and my previous visits to the Obmil were rushing at me, but when it came to knowing who I was in my last life, all I could pull from the murky haze was the fact that I was a girl. A girl and a failure.

“Samantha? Is that really you?” Mel inhaled deeply and smiled, confirming that she knew exactly who I was.

It was starting to come back to me now. Everything around me looked the same as it had on my last two visits. I, on the other hand, was guaranteed to appear completely different. But that wasn’t unusual or problematic. A soul in the afterlife is recognizable. When you arrive at the Obmil in the last body you inhabited, it really isn’t much different than showing up at a family reunion in a different outfit. Everyone has a scent, a personal pheromone that overrides the optical illusion of the body they’re wearing. I’m told my soul smells a little like freshly cut wood and dark chocolate.

Mel took another deep breath and smiled at me, her face warm and welcoming. Slowly, the knot of information in my head was unraveling. It was Mel’s familiar hand that had pulled me from the water, out of my third life. That made sense. After all, she’d greeted me on my last two arrivals at the Obmil Center for Progression. Crappity, crap, crap—this meant I was here for the third time. I was stuck.

Mel studied me for a moment, then dropped her gaze and focused on recording my arrival in her notebook. She was big into journaling, but I also suspected she was giving me time to get my bearings. Her pen flew across the page as she wrote down tidbits of information. I could imagine her comments about my future. Lost soul—going nowhere fast.

I thought about it for a moment, realizing that I wasn’t Samantha anymore. That had been my name in my second life, the last time I’d taken a detour through the Obmil. I could feel the skin between my eyes crinkle up as I searched my memory. Who was I now?

On my first visit to the Obmil, my memories of life had been like Swiss cheese: baby Swiss, to be exact. There was more information present than missing. As a Second Timer the gaps were larger. It took a little longer for the memories to return, but with time, all the voids were filled. Honestly, it had almost been easy. No Delving was necessary for First and Second Timers. But I could still hear Mel’s voice warning me last time that remembering my past wasn’t my primary goal, I was supposed to be learning something deeper about myself during the process, to avoid ending up at the Obmil again. Why hadn’t I done it then? Being a Third Timer was humiliating. It was like failing gym because you refused to change for class. But as stupid as I felt for being in the afterlife again, I also knew I would have to find out what had led me here.

Last time, I’d tried doing what Mel suggested, letting one of my memories go deeper, but it had been like rubbing my heart against a cheese grater. In my second life, my husband had cheated on me. Repeatedly. Remembering that was painful enough, but then I discovered my response to his philandering. I’d thought I could fix it. I thought it was me. I was convinced that if I put my mind to it, I could be whatever it was that he needed. I stayed—in an all-star show of pathetic behavior—and then he dumped me. I’d wanted to kill myself and maybe would have, if it hadn’t been for my best friend. She’d saved me from doing something unforgivable.

What I’d learned from the exercise was that self-examination hurts. It had taken my breath away. I never wanted to do that again. Things were better on the surface.

Standing on the dock now, the memories from my previous life as Samantha raced past me like a train passing through the station. I was so engrossed in the slide show in my head that I sucked in my breath when the recollections suddenly stopped short at the end of my second life. Who was I now?

Mel’s hand steadied my elbow and I knew without a doubt that this time around, things were different. I was empty. There weren’t any significant memories from my third life for my mind to grasp. The whole thing was one big, blank hole. I didn’t know my own story. It was the Obmil’s way of forcing my hand, upping the ante.

“Samantha?” Mel waved her hand in front of my face.

I felt a small ping. Like the wink of a firefly, one small memory shot across my mind. “It’s Elliot. Elliot Turner,” I answered.

“Elliot . . .” She rolled the name around on her tongue, looking me over from head to toe. “You’re younger than you were on your last visit. Not as curvy, either.”

I hugged myself, trying to make my own acquaintance, more small details starting to emerge. I squeezed tighter, attempting to reconcile the changes between my body as Samantha and the new me—Elliot. My hands and arms crushed my chest and sides. My new shape wasn’t a roller-coaster ride, Workshop this morning0hi that was for sure. Leaning over, I found my reflection in the smooth water of the lake. Seventeen was a lot younger than forty. I studied my face. It was plain compared to Samantha’s. The new me appeared forgettable. I turned away from the water.

Mel tilted her head to the side. “How was your trip in?”

“Wet.”

Sarcasm? I wasn’t sure where that came from. Maybe it was my first clue to my new personality.

Mel paused for a second, maneuvered her mane of frizzy red hair out of the way and gave a chuckle. Everyone who came to the Obmil through a waterway was dry as a bone when they exited. It was one of the perks of being dead. There were others. The last time I’d been here I’d dropped in from the sky. Cause of death: plane crash due to mechanical failure. Luckily, high-impact landings were about as painful as water entries were wet.

Searching Mel’s sympathetic eyes, the full realization of being a Third Timer crashed over me like a wave. Without thinking, I flew into her arms.

“I don’t remember anything at all this time.” Small hiccups bounced my shoulders up and down. I remembered my first two lives, but my life as Elliot felt as if it was tucked away, someplace long forgotten, and no one had given me a map to find it. I buried my face in the crook of Mel’s neck where she always smelled the strongest of lavender and peppermint.

“Sshh . . .” Mel crooned in my ear. “It’s okay. There’s nothing to feel embarrassed about. I know you thought you’d figured it out last time, but I did try to warn you. It takes more than just touching the surface.” She squeezed my shoulder and smiled. “It’s fine, it wasn’t meant to be. Besides, if you’d gotten it right, I wouldn’t have the chance to see you again.”

I sniffed once or twice, allowing myself to feel safe for a moment, wrapped in her arms and her confidence.

“Enlightenment is highly overrated,” I said, pulling back and shrugging my shoulders. I thought about the cheese grater pain of recollected memories and deeper emotions. I shuddered. “I’m not in a rush anyway. Staying here isn’t so bad—I’ll just hang around with you for a while.”

“You don’t want to do that,” Mel snapped.

I looked up in surprise. She was usually as even-tempered as they come.

“Listen, Elliot, I’m not really supposed to interfere too much with a soul’s personal journey. I’m simply a guide. But you should know that there are consequences for lingering too long at the Obmil. It’s okay to take all the time that you need if you’re actively working toward your growth plan, but eternal avoidance isn’t an option.”

“What kind of consequences?” I asked, noticing how her mouth was a thin hard line.

“It’s—let’s just say the consequences can be hellish.” She shifted her gaze away from mine.

“So, what you’re saying is that there really is a he—” Mel cut me off with a sharp stare before I could finish. Everyone at the Obmil was always speculating. Do all souls move forward after their time here, or are there other options—less pleasant options?

Mel cleared her throat. “I’m just saying that the best way to handle being a Third Timer is to take Julia’s approach.”

“Who’s">But this little bird’s fallen out of that nest now.

Mel gave herself a light thunk on the head. “Sorry. Julia is Emma.”

Emma. My best friend in life and the afterlife. During my first life she’d also been a he. In fact, we were eighty-year-old twin bachelor brothers named Arty and Jim. We’d both died in our sleep and woke up in “twin” beds at the Obmil.

During my second life as Samantha, Emma was my best friend. We’d met at a divorce support group. She’d found me when I was at the end of my rope. We were on our way back from a retreat when our plane went down. Twice we’d been in the same life and afterlife together.

“When did she get here? Is she my age? What does she look like? Does she remember her last life? Has she started Workshop yet?” I would’ve kept going but Mel had a funny expression on her face, like she was sucking on something sour.

“What? What’s going on?” I dug my nails into the palm of my hand, but nothing happened. I glanced down, realizing I no longer had Samantha’s perfectly manicured fingers. I fought the urge to yank at a hangnail with my teeth.

“Going—Julia Going.” Mel stumbled over her words. “That’s her last name. And, well, she isn’t in my Workshop this time.” The corners of Mel’s mouth turned down ever so slightly.

“What do you mean? Why didn’t you take her?” My voice was louder than I expected and it echoed off the rock walls.

“I tried to take her.” Mel folded her arms and then unfolded them. “She didn’t want to be in my Workshop.”

“What?”

“Come sit with me.” Mel patted a sun-warmed spot at the end of the dock. The warm cedar smell lured me closer.

I sat down next to her and she put her finger up and touched it to my lips, stopping the next question that was sitting on the edge of my tongue. “Elliot . . .” She removed her finger and began tapping it on the wood. “She didn’t want to be in the same Workshop as you.”

I was sure I hadn’t heard her correctly. My jaw hurt from grinding my teeth together. I was not going to cry again.

“Before you ask, I want you to know that I don’t know the answer. She wouldn’t tell me why she didn’t want to be with you. You’re going to have to ask her yourself.” She waited, but I was suddenly out of questions.

“Can I be selfish for a moment?” Mel asked, reaching for my hand.

I nodded, unable to say anything.

“I missed you. I love everyone who walks into my life at the Obmil. I’m where I am today because I’m good at connecting with lost souls, but you and I have a special bond, Elliot.” My name already slid off her tongue like it was the only one I’d ever had.

I felt just as strongly about her. I wanted to tell Mel how special she was, not selfish at all, but I felt like a leaf floating haphazardly downstream. I couldn’t stop thinking about Emma. Wait, she was Julia now. Unfurling my clenched fingers, I wiped them against my pants. I could feel Mel’s gaze as I picked at the cuticle of my thumb.

“Is she a lot older than me or something?” I needed to find a reasonable explanation.

Mel winced.  asked in a whisper.msu“She’s nineteen.”

“Oh.”

Mel stood up and dusted off her wildly colorful peasant skirt. “Come on,” she said. The two inches of silver bangles on either wrist jingled. I glanced at her untamed hair, down to her toes painted in a rainbow of colors. Even if Julia was mad at me for some strange reason, how could she not want to be with Mel?

“Let’s go up to the Haven and get you settled in your room.” Mel tilted her head toward the path. “We should get out of here. David’s on his way down to the lake. Looks like he’s meeting someone who’s arriving in a little bit.” She peeked back at me with one eyebrow raised. I didn’t like David and I wasn’t fond of Mel’s eyebrow at that moment either. Not wanting to get cornered on the dock with David, I double-timed it to solid ground with Mel. Now that I was paying attention, I could feel the subtle vibration in the air that gives advance warning of a new arrival. Follow the quivering and you’d have a pretty good idea where the next dead soul was going to pop up. Even though the vibrations were stronger facing the lake, I turned and watched David make his way toward us.

David also worked at the Obmil, but he was nothing like Mel. He oozed arrogance. I opened my mouth to say something unpleasant about him, but Mel put her finger to her lips. I wasn’t sure if this was because David was striding toward us or because she didn’t want to hear me bad-mouth another “dedicated” soul at the Obmil. Before I could find out, David was standing four inches too close. I could smell his overpowering cologne as his bulk towered over me, blocking out the sun. He leaned over and gave a big mucous-filled sniff.

“Samantha.” His voice boomed. “You’re back so soon.” He plucked at his bushy mustache, then started counting on his fingers.

“It’s Elliot Turner now,” Mel said.

He shrugged and continued like he’d never been interrupted. “Miss Turner, doesn’t that make this your third visit? Time for you to step up. When you’re a Third Timer, you have to truly resolve your issues before you get to move on. Unfortunately, you don’t seem like the type who’s very self-motivated.” I gasped. He cocked his head to the side. “Or maybe, you have a reason for avoiding the truth.”

Everything he said was too loud. His smile was overly big and bright. Even though he was an overfed, overdressed windbag—more like a caricature of a powerful man than an actual one—I still stepped behind Mel like I was seven instead of seventeen.

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. He dismissed me with a wave of his hand and sauntered past us, speaking over his shoulder. “Must be going. I’ve got to hurry and register this new arrival because it’s almost time for Workshop. I don’t want to keep my prize .xpgt"/>
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reunions

Tendrils of vanilla and beach sand danced around me, confirming who this girl was, but it seemed so unlikely. The last time I’d seen her she’d been tall and raven-haired with warm brown tones. Now her skin was pale, almost translucent. Before she’d had the body of a volleyball player. Now the biggest thing about her was the mop of blond ringlets that corkscrewed in every direction.

I rushed past Mel and threw my arms around Julia. Her head tucked itself under my chin.

“Ouch, Samantha. Think you could ease off on the bone-crushing enthusiasm?”

I loosened my grip and felt her skinny little toothpick arms wrap around my waist. Her lungs inflated as she sucked in my scent. I buried myself in the nest of her hair.

Mel cleared her throat. “Ladies, I’ve got things to do and no time to waste witnessing sappy reunions.” I thought I heard her sniffle and smiled to myself. I knew everything would be all right. “You two catch up. By the way—she’s Elliot now, not Samantha, and don’t forget she won’t be attending Workshop today. Today’s arrivals start tomorrow. You, on the other hand, need to be on your way in just a few minutes. See you later, girls.”

Julia wiggled out of my arms like Houdini. Then she sat down on her bed, pulled up her knees, and wrapped herself up into a tiny ball punctuated by blond fluff. “So you know?” Her voice was a squeak.

I plopped down on the remaining bed and peeked out the window. “I was told you didn’t want to room with me. If that’s what you’re referring to. I also heard that you aren’t in Mel’s Workshop, that you’re in David’s.” I tried, but I couldn’t keep the disgust from leaking into my voice. “Is it true that you picked David to be your guide?” I turned and inspected Julia, who appeared to be getting smaller as I examined her.

“Is it because you didn’t want to be in Workshop with me?” I couldn’t help it, I got teary. “What’s going on, Jules?” I began to pace, unable to sit still any longer.

“Don’t call me that. My name is Julia.” She vaulted off the bed. “You always do that.”

“Do what?”

“You decide things. You make choices and you never ask me how I feel about them.” She grabbed an indigo hoodie off the end of her bed and put it on. The color brought out her eyes and made them take up all the space on her face. “I don’t want you giving me a nickname.”

I threw up my hands. “Okay. Sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I just missed you. I’m trying to figure out what’s going on here.”

“I missed you too.” Julia walked over and hooked her arm through mine. It was a familiar gesture, something that she’d done before as Jim and Emma. It stopped the out-of-control feeling that battered me from all sides.

“Jule-ia,” I stopped myself. I could hear her sigh as if she knew it had been too much to ask. It was like I couldn’t be counted on to get the simplest things right. That sigh was another nail being pounded into my coffin of failure. Yet, even though I knew what an utter screwup I was—back here for the third time—it seemed ridiculous to feel bad about wanting to call my best friend by a term of endearment. I just wanted to make her feel special, but my rationalization of the situation wasn’t stopping the sick feeling in my stomach. I hated the sensation of not doing things the right way, or, should I say, the expected way.

“Sorry. I promise I won’t do it again.”

“I know.” She rolled her eyes and smiled—major mixed message. “Listen, Elliot, about the whole David thing.” She flipped her wrist and took a look at her watch. “Oh crap, I’ve gotta go. Listen, we’ll talk later. I do love you, Elliot—I just don’t think I can stand to be in the same room with you for too long.” Before I could react, she’d darted down the stairs, her feet moving over the steps so quietly, it was like she was flying.

•  •  •

I didn’t need a clock to know that it was lunchtime. My stomach growled loudly. I racked my brain to remember when I’d last eaten. Like everything from my previous life, it was a mystery. I headed down the stairs, my shoes tapping a staccato rhythm on the stone beneath my feet. Instantly I was surrounded by the smell of brick oven pizza. Closing my eyes, I inhaled, filling my lungs with the perfect combination of cheese, tomato, and spices. I must’ve loved pizza in my earlier life. It smelled so delicious right now.

I opened my eyes, ready to follow my nose all the way down to the dining room. My mouth watered in anticipation, but I couldn’t resist one last peek up the curved staircase. I was in love with my room—our room. I felt a tap on my shoulder. Julia must have forgotten something important (like the fact that we were best friends forever). I turned quickly, ready to accept her apology—the one that wouldn’t have been necessary if she hadn’t gone all looney to start with. No one was there. I felt a double tap on my other shoulder—the old tap-the-opposite-shoulder trick. She was notorious for that when we were a very young Arty and Jim. I whipped around, ready to make her beg for forgiveness, and almost choked on my own tongue. The guy standing in front of me was . . . was . . . radiant. Guys can be radiant, right? ’Cause this guy was beautiful. But it was more than just the blond waves in his hair and the earnest green eyes. It was like he glowed—from the inside.

“Hi, Elliot.” He appeared to be about my age, but he came off like a little boy waiting in line to sit on Santa’s lap and give his wish list. He bounced lightly up and down on his toes as he watched me intently. He almost vibrated. How the heck did he know my name? I stared at him. Nothing about him was familiar. Despite his youthful exuberance, he seemed weirdly worldly, like Yoda trapped in the body of a sun-kissed teenage heartbreaker. Bizarre. He gave a soft laugh.

“Do or do not . . . there is no try.” He sounded just like the pint-size Jedi Master. My jaw sagged;
	font-weight: normal;
}
g before open and Radiant Guy raised an eyebrow at me and waited.

I glanced up, wondering if I’d managed to somehow project a cartoon bubble with my Yoda thoughts for him to read. That’s when I saw it: I’d created a recording of the introductory roll-up that starts the Star Wars movie. The familiar theme music was playing softly near my left shoulder, words scrolling over my head—in a galaxy far, far away. . . .

For exactly ten seconds I was completely weirded out, but then he hunched over and said, “Good relations with the Wookies, I have.” I couldn’t help it, I cracked up, which made him chuckle, leading me to laugh harder than before. I think we would have stayed there forever, entertaining each other, if Mel hadn’t shown up.

“There you are, Oliver.” She pointed a finger at him. “I seem to recall asking you to let Elliot get her bearings before you inundated her with your relentless enthusiasm.” The scowl she flashed was a complete fake.

Oliver grinned. “I tried—couldn’t wait.”

“You’ve been waiting for me?” I asked. My mind was jumping around like water on a hot skillet. I twirled a loose strand of hair around my finger. His name was Oliver. So, I knew that, and the fact that he was a Star Wars fan; but that wasn’t really enough to explain why standing next to him made me feel like coming home after a really long vacation. How could someone be utterly familiar and completely unrecognizable at the same time?

“Yes, I’ve been waiting.” He said it with confidence. The magnetic pull between us made me want to reach out and touch him, lay my head on his shoulder. I was being lured in by the subtle scent of freshly mowed grass and shampoo. I shivered, but managed to curb the odd impulse. I was flooded by the most unexplainable connection with this boy. In all my lifetimes, I’d never experienced anything like this before.

Mel cleared her throat, reminding me she was still there.

“Is he like this with everyone?” I asked.

“He’s lovable.”

“But is he . . .” I was having trouble explaining the deep connection that had sprung up so quickly. I needed confirmation. “I’ve come here over and over again with my best friend and up until”—I swallowed—“this visit, I would have considered us to have a special bond. But this isn’t like that. This feels different. Am I wrong?”

“Nope. This is a bit unusual,” she said.

“I’m standing right here.” Oliver’s finger made a circling gesture. “Girls,” he muttered under his breath.

We ignored him.

“Have you ever seen this happen before?” I asked.

“Just once,” Mel said, making little frown lines over her nose. “But we really should be going, kids. Elliot, I can hear your stomach growling from here.” She turned and headed down the twisting corridor. I turned back to Oliver and at that exact moment my stomach gurgled like something volatile in a science lab beaker. We were standing so close I wondered if he could feel the rumbling.

I extended my palm and Oliver took it. His hand fit perfectly in mine and within a few strides we’d found a comfortable rhythm, stomachs rumbl and rested my forehead6String in unison.

•  •  •

Crossing the threshold of the dining room, I was blissfully happy to zero in on a steaming pie sitting there for the taking. I made a beeline for it, dragging Oliver behind me. I looked at the pizza and then down at our still connected hands, not really sure how I was going to pull this one off. Oliver gave me a very Zen smile and said, “It’s pizza—we must.” I cracked up and wiggled my fingers loose. I loaded up a plate with enough pizza for a small army. Oliver got some too.

We found an empty table and plopped down. I picked up a steaming slice and leaned over my plate, knowing it would probably burn the roof of my mouth but willing to take that chance. When the first bite of hot gooey cheese was grafted to my insides, I glanced up.

I didn’t know who the guy at the table across from us was, but he was staring at me with a dark scowl. At first I thought I’d violated some weird afterlife pizza-eating etiquette, but his pale blue eyes were too cold for that. He was dressed in black boots, black jeans, and an equally black T-shirt that read I DON’T DISCRIMINATE. I HATE EVERYONE. I flinched. I’d never seen this guy before—the murderous stare had to be coincidental. Still, I found I couldn’t keep myself from peeking up at him. Before I could ask who he was, Oliver leaned over and whispered in my ear.

“That’s Trevor. Appears to have anger issues.”

“Yeah, I got that,” I said.

Trevor pushed back his chair and stood up. He must’ve been over six feet. “Is he always angry like this?” I wondered aloud.

“Not completely sure. He just got here. He came right after you.” Oliver ripped off one third of a new slice and chased it down with a few chugs of whatever was in his glass.

“How do you know who he is, then?” I asked, already feeling a wave of dread washing over me.

“I overheard Mel talking. He’s going to be in our Workshop.” Oliver paused. “But that’s not all. I think I knew him in my last life.” His eyebrows scrunched up. “I can’t quite figure it out. There’s something about the guy I don’t like. He just annoys me.”

Happiness sloshed around my insides hearing that Oliver and I would be together for Workshop. I watched as Trevor stalked off, hitting the exit door hard enough that it banged into the wall on his way out. Some of my excitement lost its fizz. There were dozens of different Workshops at the Obmil. Why did Angry Boy have to be in mine? But I knew the answer to that—Mel. She couldn’t pass up a stray.

“Anything else I should know?” I asked.

Oliver’s face lit up. “Plenty, but I’ll start with the important thing first—there’s dessert on the table.”

A big plate of chocolate chip cookies appeared on the buffet. In my mind, exchanging a hostile guy for warm cookies was a good trade. Maybe we could talk Mel into bringing dessert to Workshop tomorrow and leaving Trevor at the Haven.

•  •  •

After lunch I was strangely concerned that separating from Oliver would be traumatic, but as we said good-bye, I still felt relaxed. Perhaps it was the side effects of the pizza and cookies. I stood on the Haven porch, watching as he walked backward toward the trail that led to Workshop. and rested my forehead6Str

“It’s not so bad,” I shouted out. “The separation, I mean.” I felt dumb after I said it, but Oliver nodded his head in agreement.

“It’s because I’m full,” he called back.

“Of pizza?”

“No—full of you.”

“Huh?”

“When I first saw you, I felt like I was running on empty. As if I’d been away from you for far too long. I needed an Elliot fix.” He grinned. “But now I’m feeling fully charged again. I’ve got a full tank.” He patted his heart twice. “Now I can venture out, safe in the knowledge that I know where to find you should I need to replenish my reserves.”

I blushed. Who was this guy? Granted, I couldn’t remember my last life, but I was pretty sure that no one could have ever made me feel this special before. I grinned, completely embarrassed, but sort of wanting him to say more.

I waved, sending him off, but a small sigh escaped as he disappeared from view. I could feel the effects of him wearing off and the reality of being a miserable Third Timer setting back in. I was happy that he was content and running on full, but the truth was, I already felt like there was a cloud blocking out the sun.

I went back to my room, and spent the afternoon reliving everything that had happened so far. I was hoping that Julia might show up so we could hash out all this nonsense between us, but she either had a full dance card or she was avoiding me. I thought about exploring the grounds but it didn’t seem nearly as fun as it would be with Oliver and I was afraid I might run into Trevor. He’d just arrived too, so he also had the day off to get his bearings.

I finally saw Julia at dinner, but she walked in with David and the rest of her Workshop. Not an optimal situation. But I cheered up when I spotted Oliver. The sight of him made me feel lighthearted and optimistic for the first time in hours. But as he passed by Julia’s table, some guy yelled out for Oliver to join them. I held my breath. I couldn’t believe it as I watched him squeeze right between Julia and David. Julia’s face lit up and David clapped him on the back. Everybody adored him, not just me.

What if this whole deep connection we shared was just the way Oliver was with everyone? My stomach twisted into a knot of a million different emotions. I couldn’t join them and I certainly couldn’t watch. My heart hammered inside my chest as I leaned up against a wall. Everything had me feeling off balance, even Oliver, so I decided to hide in my room again. It was foolish to be so insanely wrapped up in this guy—I’d known him all of a couple hours. I didn’t understand this whole magnetic attraction thing, but Delving was going to be tough enough, I didn’t need additional complications making things harder. I already had plenty of problems.

I figured if I waited in our room, Julia would have to show up eventually so we could really straighten things out. I knew I couldn’t possibly survive the Obmil feeling so lonely. Oliver was great. He was like a life jacket keeping me afloat, but no boy can ever take the place of your best friend.

The sun was just about down when I heard her soft voice in our doorway. “Where’d you take off to during dinner?”

“I didn’t feel like watching you with your new guide.” The bitterness in my voice was like black coffee. Ironically, David smelled like black coffee underneath the Ol choked out the words.lo befored Spice.

She lifted her chin. “I have my reasons, you know.”

“Are you going to explain them to me? Because I can’t seem to make sense of them by myself.”

Julia plopped down on a pile of pillows on the floor, folding in her spindly limbs like a doe curling up for the night. “I need space, Elliot.”

“Space? Space from what? From me?”

“I don’t want to hurt your feelings.” It appeared that she meant it, but that didn’t make it better.

“Why do you need space from me? We’ve always done everything together. It’s worked out perfectly up until now.” I hated the whiny pleading sound to my voice.

“That’s it right there.” She snapped her fingers. “We’ve done everything together. Life and afterlife and every single time, you’ve led the way. Forgive me . . . but I want to be in charge of myself for a change. Oh, wait—forgiveness isn’t your strong suit, is it? You have to have the control—better to run the show and not let anyone make any mistakes. This way you don’t have to be judgmental at all.”

“Excuse me? If I remember correctly, in my Samantha life, you pulled me out of the depths of depression and saved me. You took charge then.” I crossed my arms and gave her a look.

“You were still running that show though. Everything that was happening—all about you.”

“I—that’s so not . . .” I didn’t even know where to start. I threw up my hands. “So, take the lead. Nobody’s stopping you.”

“Aw, come on, Elliot. You know I can’t be in charge with you around. We’ve got a pattern. I’ve got to break that routine. This is something that I have to do.”

“You can be the one calling all the shots.” I pointed at her. “I don’t care. I’ll support you. I’m not a bully, you know.”

Julia blew a curl up off her face but it settled down right in front of her eye and she had to sweep it away. “I know that you don’t mean to do it, but you have a tendency to need things to be the way you think they should be. That doesn’t leave a lot of room for the rest of us to have an opinion.”

It felt like a slap. “What are you going to do, then? Just discover everything without me? Avoid me and move on? What’s going to happen if you make sense of everything before I do and then you leave? We might not be able to get into a new stream together if we don’t leave here at the same time.”

“I know.”

She said it quietly.

So quietly it was like a knife sliding in between my ribs and severing my heart into two pieces, halves that would never be whole again.

“Well—now I guess I know too.” I rolled over, putting my back to her. Now that I’d badgered her for the truth, I wanted to put it back where it’d come from. Neither onw3.org/TR/xhtm
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The next morning Julia was gone when I awoke. I was stiff and uncomfortable from sleeping in my clothes and staying on my right side in order to avoid looking at her. She’d snuck out early but left an origami crane sitting on my pillow. Cranes are supposed to be extremely loyal. Legend says that if you fold a thousand cranes you’ll be granted a wonderful wish, like a long life. Since I was already dead at the age of seventeen and the closest soul I’d ever known wanted to get away from me as fast as possible, it was too depressing to think about.

I placed the crane on the shelf over Julia’s bed, but then changed my mind. I didn’t need a constant visual reminder of everything wrong between us. I held the tips of the wings between my fingers and gave a test pull. It wouldn’t take much. I bit down on my lip. I couldn’t bring myself to cause harm, even to a little paper crane. Compromising, I moved it to the corner of the shelf above my bed where I couldn’t see it.

I glanced at my watch. Although I’d had the periodic urge to escape from the dark loneliness of our room last night, now I was finding it hard to leave the Nest, my nickname for the place. I headed out anyway, feeling as if I was traveling down the path of other people’s choices.

Despite my reluctance to get to Workshop, I found I was actually enjoying my walk to the Delving School. I was torn between avoiding my past and enjoying the rush that came from playing with my surroundings. I knew the novelty of creating would soon wear off and become second nature, like breathing, but for the moment I greedily envisioned my two favorite seasons at the same time. I sighed as I watched beloved characteristics from autumn and spring jump to life in front of me. I was having so much fun tromping through crunchy leaves and smelling flowers that my steps became a little quicker, despite the fact that I wanted to avoid my destination. Thinking about it, I realized that the last thing I wanted to do right now was to engage in an emotional excavation of my last life. It wasn’t like I was going to discover something good—how well could my last life have gone if I’d ended up here? But on the other hand—I’d be spending more time with Oliver since he would be in my Workshop.

When I reached the doors of the school, no one else seemed to be around. This was evident because the school appeared exactly as I would imagine the perfect school to be. Unlike the stability and continuity of the Haven, this building was subject to personal interpretation. It had a designated location in the clearing at the top of the western trail, but that was about as much consistency as this part of the Obmil offered. When no one was around I imagined the space was like wavy heat dancing over hot pavement, but I was only guessing. Whenever I got close enough, my vision filled the gap.

With my imagination unimpeded, the main section of the building was stone and brick with . Instead of sittingsuunderstandlarge windows and ivy crawling any place it could get a hold. There were large majestic oaks, maples, and willows keeping guard around the edges while smaller, bud-laden trees held court in the front entrance. Over to the side there was an addition to the building, a seamless connection that was glass and light, beams and angles, a modern contrast to the ancient history of the brick and stone. It was the equivalent of the glass pyramid that announced the Louvre in Paris. It was wrong in such a way that it wouldn’t be right if it were any other way, at least for me.

Resigning myself to my fate at Workshop, I headed toward the towering dark wood doors. Suddenly they disappeared. I found myself standing in front of a drab gray urban warehouse of a building. Where there once was ivy and gently warmed stone, now stood graffitied concrete and dirty chicken-wired windows that blocked me from seeing inside. A mere two inches from my face, a vent belched moist, dank air straight at my nose.

My gut told me exactly who had done this. Somewhere nearby was the sullen-looking Trevor with the piercing blue eyes. Only he would create something like this. Instinct suggested I move out of his way, but I was not going to give him the satisfaction of seeing me flinch again.

I had two options. One was to stand there and fight it out with Trevor, to try and override his pathetic preference in architecture. Or I could partially suspend belief and share the design. If we had a creative confrontation I couldn’t imagine how long we’d be standing there flipping architecture back and forth, but it killed me to have to cocreate with Trevor. I felt a twinge of guilt. Hadn’t this been what Julia was suggesting—that I had to always have things my own way? I shrugged it off, because that couldn’t possibly apply here. No one in their right mind picked rusty chicken wire as a decor choice. He had an agenda.

It was so silent I could hear the soft ticks of the minute hand of my watch. I released the tension in my clenched fists, realizing that I’d have to at least give it a try. I hated feeling vulnerable, but if I didn’t make the attempt, Trevor and I would find ourselves spending half the day ping-ponging between my creative vision and his dark and nasty view. Besides, I’d sworn to Mel that I wouldn’t be late and I wasn’t planning to break my promise, even to irritate someone so rude.

I closed my eyerethe way we&#
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Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Trevor dash into the building through a ding of root beer and motor oil.  through lled and scratched windowless steel door that hadn’t been there seconds before.

“Jerk!” I kicked the grungy brick wall. I didn’t even have time to rub my throbbing toes as I darted into the building, heading for Workshop.

My toes were fine in seconds, but running like a startled rabbit down the hall left me frazzled and breathless by the time I reached Mel’s door. I paused outside her classroom to steady my breathing and collect my thoughts. I wanted to walk into the room seeming completely unruffled, but Trevor’s antics had left me flustered. I needed to be calm and prepared. I knew once everyone was settled, I would have to step up to the Swing and Delve for my memories. My hands were sweating just thinking about it. I planted my face in my palms, trying to erase the sudden vision of myself in the Swing, everyone judging me. Things would be so much easier if Julia was here.

I’d never Delved before, but we’d witnessed other Delves during our last two visits to the Obmil. I’d learned a lot from watching other Third Timers dissect their pasts. But obviously I hadn’t learned enough to avoid becoming a Third Timer myself. I should’ve listened to Mel more carefully; she was always dropping little hints about how easily anyone could find themselves being a Third Timer. But I’d never really thought it could happen to me. Now I was standing here with knots in my stomach, worried about being dropped like a rock into my own unenlightened past.

I felt a small sting as the taste of blood hit my tongue. I’d gnawed too voraciously on my cuticle. I sucked on the fresh wound, then stuffed my bloodied finger in my pocket, pushing the door open with my hip. Turning to face the class, I instantly realized I was the last one to arrive. I scanned the faces but stopped abruptly when I saw Oliver and Trevor glaring at each other with blatant hostility, sparks practically flying between the two.

Before I could break away from the sight of them, a low humming noise filled my ears. Everything was fading. My legs began to go numb. My knees sank to the floor. As Oliver and Trevor disappeared from view, I noticed a tiny pinprick of light and heard the faintest sound of music in my ears. I’d never heard of anyone making a Delve unguided before, but my memories crashed over me before I could stop them.

•  •  •

The applause no longer rang in my ears but the memory of it vibrated through my heart, causing me to feel more alive than I ever had before. Onstage I was someone special.

I opened the windows in the car and the wind whipped my hair around. I was glad I’d taken the extra minutes to remove my stage makeup before I met up with everyone at the cast party. It was the end of the school year and there wouldn’t be many opportunities to get together with friends before we all went our separate directions. It always felt like the summer would be loaded with extra time, but jobs and vacations seemed to fill up all the potential empty spaces.

Dad had offered to drive over with me, which was sweet, but I kind of wanted a few minutes to myself. I only needed to go a couple miles down the road to hook up with the cast and all my adoring fans. Elliot Turner having fans—who would have thought? I felt lit from within.

I turned up the song that Mom had left in the car. I’d always been a music mutt, pulling inspiration from whatever was around. “Little Bird” by make a bigger version of what we already are.lo before Annie Lennox was pumping like a heartbeat and I felt as if I was flying. I was alive, belting it out with Annie. It was just me on the road, except for a silver minivan up ahead. I was singing so loud I wondered if they could hear me.

“They always said that you knew best,

But this little bird’s fallen out of that nest now.

I’ve got a feeling that it might have been blessed,

So I’ve just got to put these wings to test.”

“Damn it!” My cell phone was ringing and my bag was on the floor. I hooked the strap with my finger and tugged. It didn’t budge. I swiped the hair out of my face again and gave another tug as I glanced back up at the road. The bag flew up onto my lap, tipping over the morning’s coffee remains.

“For I am just a troubled soul,

Who’s weighted . . .

Weighted to the ground.

Give me the strength to carry on,

Till I can lay this burden down.

Give me the strength to lay this burden down . . .”

I could still hear the ring of the phone wandering off into the wind as I flipped it open and squeezed it against my ear. I blotted up the coffee. Oh shit! I was leaving a trail of damp tissue paper on my skirt and I didn’t have another change of clothes for the party.

“Hello?”

The airbag responded first, exploding into me. The seat belt bit into my chest, trying to hold me back from the metal and glass that had silenced Annie Lennox’s voice. Something wasn’t right, but I couldn’t quite figure out what it was. I felt as if my brain was moving at a fraction of its normal pace.

Oddly, I was now holding the phone clutched between my fingers. A panicked far-off voice kept screaming “Ellie!”

I tried to open the car door, but it didn’t seem to work when I tugged at the handle. I used my shoulder to shove it. When I stepped out, a cascade of glass fragments leapt to the pavement and scattered like stars across the night sky.

I glanced up and saw the silver minivan with its front end wrapped around a tree, like a bun around a hot dog. The rear of the van was similar to an accordion. The sweet bite of gasoline crept into my nose. Unbidden, my feet began to move. I couldn’t look at my car. Instead I walked in a wide circle to the front of the minivan. I was afraid to get too close, but I was magnetically drawn to the wreck.

The woman in the front seat was screaming. Blood streamed down her forehead and into her eyes. Her hands were flying everywhere. She was ripping at herself. Her seat belt finally released her and she was free. Stumbling out of the vehicle she practically They always said that you knew best,g beforetore the sliding door off its track. Her animalistic howl almost knocked me over. That’s when I saw her: a little girl, maybe three or four years old, buckled into her car seat. My heart stopped as the mom grasped the little girl’s head in her hands, smearing a bloody trickle across the side of her face. As if the woman’s hands contained the spark of life, the little girl, ponytails crooked, reached for her, returning from horrific silence. The harder she strained against the car seat, wanting to be in her mother’s arms, the louder her cries became. I took a step forward thinking I could help, somehow fix things, but I stopped cold when I realized that the woman was tearing through the van like a hurricane. It didn’t make sense—why was she ignoring her daughter? What was she looking for? She whipped around, wild-eyed, searching. I froze, thinking that maybe it was me she was searching for, retribution her focus. She went as still as I. We waited—the only noise from the backseat, an endless “mommymommymommy” . . . thumping against my head like a heartbeat. Theof the sleek b
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Waves of fear and horror washed over me. I was drowning. If I screamed long and loud, maybe I would disappear from the inside out. I wanted to die, but that really wasn’t an option anymore.

That’s when I felt fingers gently brushing against my forehead, almost as if they were trying to sweep away the ugliness that was imprinted there. I quieted, staying fetal on the floor, eyes closed, heart beating like a trapped hummingbird inside my chest. I could feel Oliver sitting inches from my head.

“Why are you crying, Elliot?”

“I am so, so sorry, Oliver.” Each word was ripped from my gut. Tears streamed down my face.

“Why are you sorry?”

I heard the scraping of a chair and feet pounding against the wooden floor. The contents of someone’s stomach emptied into a nearby garbage can. I cringed. My own stomach lurched wildly. Maybe if I’d reacted so strongly to someone else’s Delves when I was a First or Second Timer, I wouldn’t be lying here on the floor right now.

“Elliot, why are you sorry?”

The heaving had stopped and everyone in the room was deathly silent. I couldn’t hear brushed up againsthiI bit my lip another sound besides the velvet lilt of Oliver’s words. I craved the sight of his face, was desperate to see the same kindness that was in his voice, but the urge to hide from the rest of the room was stronger. I could feel dozens of eyes boring into me. I didn’t want to know who was hunched over a dirty trashcan. I pictured the looks of disgust on everyone’s faces. Everyone would have seen what had happened in my Delve.

With lids shut tight, I pulled my limbs in tighter. The silence was palpable. What do you say to the guy that you murdered? Are there words that could reach past the surface? I had ripped him away from his life. I opened my eyes and searched his face. We were nose to nose—he’d tipped over, mirroring my position on the floor. Oh God, he was smiling at me.

He nodded matter-of-factly and said, “It’s okay.”

What was he thinking? It could never be okay. Never. I’d killed him.

I had two options. I could close my eyes again and spend all of eternity right where I was or I could lift up my head and meet the eyes of everyone else in the room. I could face the people who weren’t delusional like Oliver. I wasn’t fond of either option.

“You’re all right, Elliot,” Mel said.

It sounded like she was talking me down off the edge of a cliff. I wanted to believe her, but there was no way that anything could ever be all right again. Obviously there wasn’t a hell or I would’ve been magically transported there instantaneously. Or maybe this was hell. Maybe heaven was innocence, limbo was ignorance, and hell was fiery illumination.

“Look at me, sweetheart,” Mel said. “Please.”

I lifted my chin, letting her gaze at the disappointment of me. I was waiting for the ugliness I was feeling to make itself visible in the windows of her eyes. Beat after beat, my heart ticked off the seconds, and yet there was no disgust or hatred in her face. I didn’t deserve it, but I was grateful.

“I’m bad, Mel. I’m really, really bad.” My voice quivered.

“You’re not bad,” she said.

“Okay—whatever—but what I did was horrible. Thoughtless.” Once again I could hear Julia talking about how I was self-absorbed. I shook my hand like there was still a cell phone in it I needed desperately to get rid of. “Did you—did you see his mother? Oliver’s mom? Oh, I can’t . . .” I sat up but started to hyperventilate. Oliver gently tucked my head between my knees.

“Elliot, you’re not bad, you’ve just been blindsided by your memories,” Mel said.

“I can’t turn it off—the pictures in my head—it’s all I see now.” The acid from my stomach was rising up into my throat again. Everything was bitter and raw.

I could feel Oliver’s hand resting lightly on my back. Part of me wanted to shake off the unbearable weight of him, but he was the only anchor I had. Without Oliver to ground me, I suspected that the rational part of me would take flight and disappear. It was tempting to fall apart, but something wouldn’t let me go there. Some primal defense mechanism kicked in. Wasn’t it human nature to blame someone else when things go wrong? Suddenly I felt pissed. Where was Julia? She should’ve been here. Friends shouldn’t be around for just the fun stuff. Best friends are supposed to be there for you when ugliness seeps out of your soul. I jumped to my feet. heading upasu

Fired up, I dared Mel to really examine me.

She spoke softly. “You’re not the first person to be overwhelmed by such strong memories. In fact, I’ve been here awhile and you know that Obmil time is a lot longer than regular time. I’ve seen my share. Shocking revelations are par for the course. That’s what happens here, although I will admit, you’re the first soul I’ve met whose memories couldn’t wait until you were settled in the Swing. So, while you may be a bit hasty in your approach,” she gave a tiny smile, “you’re not alone. I promise you won’t feel like this forever if you continue to Delve and try to see. The point isn’t just to learn about our past, it’s to learn from it.”

I wanted to believe her. I could feel myself swaying, wanting to be convinced of an eternal fairy-tale ending. I allowed myself to look around the room. I was met with pair after pair of scrutinizing eyes. They didn’t appear angry or disgusted, but there was something there. It felt like curiosity, or maybe even fear. Perhaps they were remembering their own ugly secrets and fearing exposure. Maybe they were happy not to be me right now. I couldn’t blame them for that. I didn’t want to be me either.

I felt a chill dance along my spine. That’s when I saw Trevor.

He was standing with one leg thrown over a loft railing, acting as if he might spring down upon me. He had created his Workshop space in the form of a catwalk that ran all the way around the room. It was both disconcerting, having him patrolling the area above everyone, and a r44">I still co
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The word seared me, like a brand upon my soul. I scuttled backward, shielding myself from the coming attack. I let out a gush of air when I saw that Trevor wasn’t headed toward me, but to the Swing. Crap. The truth was that I didn’t want him to Delve, either. I was afraid of seeing inside the mind of someone so completely hostile.

I fiddled with my ponytail as Trevor tinkered with the Swing. Talk about someone who had to have things a certain way. Ironically, I found myself feeling impatient. It was time to suck it up and let this Delve happen. Maybe it would be better to let someone else be in the hot seat.

I headed to my chair with Oliver} ibll right behind me. To be honest, Trevor wasn’t the only one making me jumpy. It just wasn’t natural to be so calm about having your life mowed down. No one was that perfect, were they?

“Umm, which spot is your space?” I asked, taking a step back from Oliver.

He grinned. “Right here, next to yours.” He pointed to a gigantic tree. Well, what would have been a gigantic tree if you could see all of it. The top half of the tree emerged straight from the floor as if the rest of it continued downward into the room below. A multicolored hammock was suspended from a sturdy branch, on which sat a tree house that any kid would die for. Or any guy who was a kid at heart. As someone who’d always longed for a leafy hideaway but also got squeamish about heights if they weren’t safely enclosed, I could appreciate the advantages of such a layout. Oliver bounded up the ladder into his branches, then turned and held out a hand for me. I was tempted but shook my head. For some reason I couldn’t follow him while feeling Trevor bore holes into my back. I kept my back to Trevor, deliberately postponing my need to turn around and face him.

My creative space was nestled in the shade of Oliver’s tree. Behind me was a glass wall, overlooking the far end of the lake. Across from me the First and Second Timer senior citizens were arranged around a bingo table. Just down from them were three middle-aged businessmen in suits. They held disposable coffee cups in their hands, paced the floor, and gesticulated wildly while they talked. I figured the odds were pretty good that at least one of them would be coming back as a Third Timer. A few women were comfortably ensconced in a variety of chairs and love seats, nestled up against a stone fireplace. They seemed relaxed, as only First and Second Timers can.

Stepping into my space, I flopped down on my plush purple armchair with matching ottoman. It wasn’t the fluffy couch that Julia and I had always shared, but I was flying alone now. Might as well get used to it.

Unable to avoid it anymore, I glanced up to meet Trevor’s gaze. There was clearly a challenge there. I gulped, still marked and tender from his earlier attack. I could sense Oliver above me, moving around like he might come back down from his tree, but then Mel hooted and jumped up, no longer rooting through the epic pile of stuff on her desk. “I found it!” She waved her notebook over her head, looking like the winner in capture the flag.

I scrutinized Mel’s organizationally challenged creative space. Her area reminded me of an eagle’s nest, an aerie. It was bigger every time I visited the Obmil. Two eagles begin by building a nest that meets their basic needs. Every year they add onto their place of residence, and the pile of sticks and fluff that they started with becomes a home of epic proportions.

It was rumored that Mel had originally started with one extremely heavy oak desk. She’d added on quite a bit since. Eagles have been known to work on a nest for their lifespan of thirty years, with some nests reaching up to two or three tons. I wondered how long Mel had been building her nest here at the Obmil.

“Trevor, you ready to go?” Mel interrupted my runaway thoughts about her domain. Trevor hopped back up, giving the Swing a kick with his boot before sitting back down and slipping on his headset. The Swing reminded me of a suspended recliner. It sort of resembled a float you might see in a swimming pool. When you climb aboard, it works like a giant air hockey game. You never really touched the recliner, because a powerful layer of air suspends you above it. If that wasn’t enough to plac my safe place to falllo beforee you in a state of hypnotic relaxation, the swing also gently rocks back and forth. If I weren’t so afraid of what would happen in the chair, I’d be dying to lie down and relax.

All of the other twenty plus people in the room already had on their headsets, which look like the offspring of earmuffs and a sleep mask. No one needs them to observe the Delved memories of another soul, but they block out distractions, making the process quicker and easier for everyone. I pulled mine on, eager to block out the sight of Trevor’s dark scowl.

“Trevor?” Mel repeated.

He grunted some kind of affirmation of readiness. Despite the tensions of the day, I could feel myself begin to relax as we slipped quietly into his past.

•  •  •

The summer rain was warm, but it fell with an unrelenting intensity. As Trevor drew closer to the memory, I could see waves of people standing under a flock of black umbrellas. It reminded me of an endless sea of raven wings.

Everyone was staring at something, and as Trevor drew closer to his memory, I realized it was a coffin, encrusted with flowers. Next to the coffin was a crumpled-up figure, kneeling in the mud, bareheaded and out of the reach of the umbrellas’ protection.

At that moment, the perspective changed. All I could see was the mud and the rain pelting the petals of the flowers. I was seeing through Trevor’s eyes. He was the figure on the ground.

I sucked in my breath. In my past visits to the Obmil, I’d always felt like a pure observer when watching someone else Delve. Julia and I often joked about “going to the movies.” This was a different experience. I wasn’t privy to Trevor’s thoughts or feelings, but I couldn’t escape the weight of the water pounding on my head, the chill that seemed to penetrate deep into my heart. I felt closer to this memory than I should feel in someone else’s Delve. If this is what it felt like, simply touching the surface of Trevor’s intense emotions, I was grateful that I didn’t have to handle it from his perspective.

Trevor’s gaze shifted to his hands and I could see his fingers clutching a clump of grass whose roots were torn from the mud. His fist was crushing the rced myself to
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I felt hollow, like a gourd. As I trembled, the dried-up, shriveled seeds of who I thought I was danced around in all my empty spaces.

Trevor shot up out of the swing, ripping off his headset, flying through the air. I wanted to cringe as he came at me like a bird of prey, talons ready to rip me to shreds, but that was a luxury my guilt didn’t allow. I stood there needing his absolution but ready to accept punishment. It was only fair.

Right before he would have found his mark, a Plexiglas wall sprung up between us. I flinched as he slammed into it and flew backward onto his back on the floor. As he shook off the disorientation of the impact, all I could picture were the black avian silhouettes that are used to keep birds from hitting windows and glass partitions. Hysterical laughter bubbled up in my throat as I pictured black shadows of Trevor placed on the glass. Would Trevor silhouettes have obnoxious sayings across the fronts of their T-shirts?

“Son of a—” Trevor thundered. He didn’t finish his sentence. Instead his leg shot out and his boot made contact with the Plexiglas. A web of cracks radiated from the point of impact.

Mel was now by his side, trying to help him up off the floor. He pushed her away.

“Relax. Calm down. I’m sorry, Trevor. I didn’t mean for you to hit that hard. It was all I could come up with before you did something you’d regret.” I couldn’t tell if Mel was trying to hug or restrain him.

“Regret?” Trevor shoved against Mel with his shoulder. “I regret you saving Elliot. Now we know for sure where your loyalty lies,” he said with a sneer. “It isn’t like I could kill her anyway. I can’t do to her what she did to my little brother.” He spit out the words as if he had battery acid on his tongue.

“You may not believe this, Trevor, but I did what I did for Elliot and you. I care about you, too. I’ve been around here long enough to know that things are never as simple as they first appear.”

“You think what she did was simple?” His voice was layered in icy darkness.

“No, Trevor. You’d be surprised how utterly complex I know things to be.” She gave a tired little sigh and brushed a tangle of hair off her face.

“This is the first big memory you’ve acquired by Delving; it won’t be your last. Remember, this is about you, not Elliot.” She reached for him, but he shrugged her off. “We’ve now established that you, Elliot, and Oliver are linked. While I respect your initial emotions, I’m hoping you can see that this is an opportunity to heal and grow—together.”

“Little brother . . .” The remembrance was barely audible. Trevor whipped his head around, searching frantically, and then locked on to Oliver. Moving away from me, he reached his hand out. “Ollie?” The uncertainty in his face was in stark contrast to his previous waves of hostility, but it was oddly as intense.

Mel eliminated the Plexiglas wall protecting me, but I stayed where I was, fascinated by the electric sparks of emotion that seemed to bounce back and forth between the two brothers. Suddenly, without warning, Oliver strode past Trevor and+ee changed my mind firmly planted himself shoulder to shoulder with me. My ears heard Trevor’s guttural moan, but the rawness of it registered deeper, causing me to take a step backward. Swamped by a red-hot tide of guilt, I pulled Oliver toward me, burying my face against his shoulder.

I whispered into his shirt, “Oliver? He’s your brother.” I had to see his face. “You’re here because of me. Trevor didn’t do anything.”

This time there was no Yoda wisdom. He bit his lip, confusion darting across his face before it returned to its usual level of boisterous confidence. “Everybody does something, Elliot. I’m here because I made you a promise.”

“You made me a promise? What does that mean?” I wanted to sneak a peek at Trevor, to see his reaction, but I was afraid. It felt twisted to still have Oliver’s attention and loyalty.

Oliver shrugged. “I’m not a Third Timer like you and Trevor. I’m a Passenger. The only thing I remember is that I came here to help you, Elliot. I don’t remember anything about him.” He nodded in Trevor’s direction. “From the vibes he’s been giving off, I really can’t imagine how we ended up being brothers.”

I’d heard talk about Passengers. The phenomenon is rumored to happen at the Basin, the Grand Central Station of the afterlife, where souls travel between one life and the next. When a soul decides to become a Passenger, he makes the choice to journey with another soul, a Tandem, into a third life, to be a catalyst for their growth. The idea is to have an impact on that person—to make the Tandem look at things differently. The Passenger tries to help the Tandem avoid returning to the Obmil as a Third Timer. It’s very altruistic. By being present in someone else’s life, the Passenger is passing up an opportunity to work toward a new growth plan of their own. I’d never actually run into a Passenger or a Tandem on my visits at the Obmil. Obviously, they weren’t very common. I groaned. Knowing that I’d failed at my third life even with special assistance only made me feel like a bigger loser.

“You’re my Passenger? Are you sure?” I asked.

“I’m sure. I came here to help you because—well—I love you.”

Oliver’s words were a vacuum, sucking all the noise out of the room. My skin began to prickle. I could feel everyone focused on me.

“How do you know that you don’t have your own growth plan to figure out?” Mel asked.

Everyone else in the room leaned forward in unison. It surprised me that Mel seemed to have never met a Passenger either. She’d worked here a long time, but was clearly seeking information.

Oliver gave me one of his enchanting little smiles. “I know because—I just feel it.” He crossed his arms, satisfied as a cat with a feather sticking out of its mouth.

“So we’re supposed to bow to your expertise based on what? Warm and fuzzy feelings?” Trevor grunted for a finishing touch.

Oliver took a step in his direction. “Oh, and I suppose immature, violent tantrums are the true pathway to enlightenment.” He let his gaze drift to where the Plexiglas had been.

“Boys, boys.” Mel put up one palm in each direction. “This isn’t helping—”

“You love me?” I interrupted, then clasped my hand get out of here.lo before over my mouth. I hadn’t meant to say that out loud.

“Of course he doesn’t love you.” Trevor sneered. “That whole soul mate, deep-connection sappiness is a bunch of crap.”

“Don’t get all freaked out about the L word. I didn’t say I was in love with her, just that I love her.” Oliver stared pointedly at Trevor. “But maybe someone is protesting a little too aggressively. Maybe someone is a little bit”—Oliver brought his thumb and finger together—“jealous?”

“What?” Trevor and I shouted in unison.

“That’s bullshit,” Trevor responded.

“You’re an ass,” I shot off, staring at Trevor. Grrrr—he brought out the very worst in me, every time.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” Mel’s voice was getting louder. Despite the noise, I heard the door open. I wondered if someone was fleeing the chaos.

“Sorry to interrupt, Mel.” I knew that voice. Julia’s head peeked into the room. “David wanted to know—”

Like we needed this right now. Not that Oliver or Trevor had even noticed Julia’s arrival.

“Hey, Elliot, are you okay? What’s going on in here?”

I ignored her, irritated by her god-awful timing. She never managed to show up when I needed her. Now I had other things to worry about. Sparks were flying between the two brothers again.

“Guys, what’s the matter?” Julia’s soft little voice didn’t even penetrate the thick wall of hostility between the brothers.

“Now is not a good time.” I glared at her.

“I can see that. Despite what you think, I’m not an idiot.” Julia’s eyes welled up.

I looked from her to the guys. Both brothers were waving their arms and shouting. “Sorry, I’m just a little stressed right now.” I shoved my hands in my pockets. “I had my first Delve and it was—it was unpleasant.” That was putting it mildly.

Julia wrapped her fingers around my wrist, anchoring me to her. “You can tell me anything. . . .” Julia’s voice was just a whisper, but it came in the only pocket of silence the room had seen since this fiasco started. Everyone stopped, but I couldn’t be sure if it was because they were listening to Julia or it was because everything was beginning to fade and we were all dropping into a Delve . . .

•  •  •

My first reaction to the Delve was that I felt small. Minuscule, in fact. I was in the Basin. I felt certain of it. There just aren’t many rooms that are a cross between the Roman Coliseum and New York’s Grand Central Station. I tried to turn my head and nothing happened. Wasn’t my Delve. Trevor’s again? Suddenly I was looking at myself—sort of. It was me, but back when I was Samantha. Whoever’s Delve this was had fixated on me. Despite the fact that I was all grown up, I appeared nervous. I guess change had never been my thing.

“God, this place is huge. I don’t remember being here last time, do you?” Emma’s voice sounded just as nerv
Touching the Surface




We were in Julia’s Delve. I mean, she wasn’t Julia yet, she was Emma, but I’d know that soul anywhere.

“It’s epic,” Samantha said.

Weird. Being in Julia’s Delve meant that I was now watching myself. The Samantha version of me kept right on talking. “I think they don’t want you remembering this part. Actually, I think we aren’t supposed to remember Basin stuff at all. Isn’t it supposed to be deep, emotional internalization or something?”

“Yeah, I heard something like that too,” Emma said. Her gaze began to wander around the room. In the center of the marble floor was a placid pool. The water was so blue, it seemed as if the tile below it was a vibrant cerulean. Yet, that couldn’t be the case—there couldn’t possibly be a shallow bottom because a head was slowly breaking the surface and a body was rising upward through the pool like it was on a platform elevator. This was the doorway into the Basin and the elegant gentleman with the silver hair and tailored vest who emerged was dry. His feet glided ankle deep through the water as he strolled to the edge of the pool. Then he righted his already straight bow tie and stepped out onto the floor.

“I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of watching that,” I listened to Samantha say.

“Yeah, me either, but . . .” Emma’s voice trailed off. Her eyes searched the outer walls of the round room. The whole place was ringed with archways, one floor stacked on top of the other. There was a pinprick glow of light at the top, but I wasn’t able to see the upper floors. Layer after layer of arches: these were the exits.

“Samantha?”

Emma was watching Samantha again, but Sam’s focus was on the room. I wondered what she was thinking.

“Sam, there’s kinda something that I wanted to talk to you about,” Emma said, focusing on nothing but me.

“Yeah, sure,” Samantha said. “What’s up? Oh, wow. It looks like the guy who just came out of the water is set to leave already. That’s kind of a quick turnover, don’t you think?”

“I guess. But that’s kind of what I wanted to ask you about. I need to talk to you before we step onto the ring.”

“That’s right, I forgot about the ring. Oh, check it out—he’s stepping on it now.”

Emma finally turned her head away from Samantha and focused her attention on the dapper guy getting ready to jump streams. He placed his toes right up to the hairline break that separated the largest part of the room from the last ten feet of space near the archways: the outer ring. No sooner did his toes make their intentions clear, than the outside loop began to glow. Dapper Guy crossed the line, stepping over onto the ring. That’s when the wind picked up. A rush of air came from both above and below us at the same time. The two forces counterbalanced each other, making it feel as if we were in zero gravity, but gently incapacitated. We couldn get out of here.lo before’t move. I mean, Emma could turn her head and move her arms, but it was like being in slow motion or encased in clear jelly. It was pleasant enough, but that wasn’t its purpose. It was a safety measure designed to keep other souls off the ring when someone else was in transit. No last-minute, highly emotional, snap decisions could be made as you watched someone else pick a life choice. You were only supposed to move forward when you felt the pull.

“Seems like he figured out his growth plan pretty easily,” Samantha said, as the ring rose like an elevator.

He traveled at least fifteen levels before the upward momentum stopped. It was replaced by a slow spin, like a geriatric roulette wheel.

“How long do you think it will take us to get to that level?” Samantha asked, nudging her chin upward.

“That’s exactly what I wanted to talk to you about. Do you think that maybe this time around you could do me a favor?” Emma’s voice wavered, shaking like a child who’d spent a little too long in the swimming pool.

“Hey, you okay?” Samantha directed her attention back on Emma. She very slowly moved her arm through the column of air and draped it around Emma’s shoulder, pulling her in close and rubbing her hand up and down Emma’s arm—mistaking the moment for a real chill instead of an emotional one. “Look! He’s getting ready to go.”

“I’m not cold—” Emma’s voice was low, more like an mumble from under her breath, but while it may have been hard for Samantha to hear, being in Julia’s Delve made her words distinct to everyone who was a witness in her head. “I want you to be my Passenger.”

I felt topsy-turvy. It was like I’d taken a swig of sugared coffee, expecting it to be light and sweet, only to find out I’d grabbed the salt by mistake. She’d wanted me to be her Passenger? No, this couldn’t have been how it happened . . . could it?

Oblivious, Samantha pointed up to Dapper Guy. My stomach coiled, tightening around this ugly piece of information.

The ring had stopped moving and Dapper Guy was standing in front of an archway glowing with light. “He’s getting ready to jump streams,” Samantha said. “I love this part—particularly when it’s someone else making the leap into the unknown.”

Without glancing back, Dapper Guy walked into the light and disappeared. The ring dropped back down into place and the wind died away.

Emma took a deep breath, but it was Samantha who jumped in first. “Emma, I think I need your help. I mean—I think I need your help again. You were amazing in our last life and so supportive at the Obmil. I hate to think about the choices I might have made if you hadn’t been nudging me in the right direction.” Emma started to interject, but Samantha held up her hand. “Please, just listen. I know how much you’ve helped me and I think I was close—really close—to figuring out my growth plan. Don’t make that face. You can’t blame yourself, you did everything you could. I’m so lucky to have you, but now there’s
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	font-size: 1g before something else you can do that might really make a difference . . .” Emma leaned backward as if she was trying to get out of the trajectory of Samantha’s words. I could feel myself leaning with her, wanting to get as far away from my own self-absorption as I could. There was nowhere to run.

“Emma, I know it’s crazy to ask you this, and I haven’t really thought it through, but there isn’t time. This is my last chance. I don’t want to be stuck back at the Obmil or worse. You know what they say, that some people don’t get to come back.” Samantha’s voice dropped several octaves but her face was puppy-dog eager, like she was waiting for someone to throw her a tennis ball or scratch her behind the ears. Like she knew that the answer to something was just within reach. I could feel Emma shrinking in on herself and I wanted to switch the channel. I didn’t want to watch this stupid show anymore.

“I—I don’t know what to—” Emma paused and took a deep breath.

Before Emma could continue, Samantha’s head shot up and whipped to the side, like she was privy to the frequency of a dog whistle. Emma’s attention tore off in the same direction, wondering what had caused the reaction.

I would have rubbed my eyes if I could have made Emma’s arms do my bidding. Coming out of the water were two identical guys. Mid-forties, salt and pepper hair, the kind of guys you’d see walking the red carpet at the Oscars. Oh, this was double trouble. As they stepped out of the pool, they were shoulder bumping each other and bantering back and forth. Mid-jab they froze, as if they’d heard the same dog whistle as Samantha. Emma rubbed her eyes after all, but it didn’t make my double vision disappear. The twins were headed our way and I could feel my own displaced heart racing faster as they drew closer. They stopped directly in front of Sam, watching her like she was the sun, the moon, and the stars—all rolled up into one little universe. Both of their hands reached out to touch her at the very same moment. All I could think was that they had long fingers, nimble like a pianist and then—BOOM! The moment they made contact with Samantha, my head exploded like a firecracker in a tin can.

•  •  •

I don’t know how I knew it so instantaneously, but I did—we’d switched Delves. These were my memories now. It was as if the magnetic surge of energy from the twins’ touch had to be experienced firsthand. My head throbbed from the sudden jolt of switching roles. I felt like a time traveler. I was in Samantha’s head, but now that I’d watched her, I didn’t know if I wanted to be.

The twins had dropped their hands but both stood, focused on Samantha—on me. Waves of emotion flowed off of them, landing on me as if I was the shore. The brother on the left was sending off a vibe that made me want to hug him. He was the tide when it gently meets the beach, hypnotic, slowly washing away the rough edges of life. There was a rhythmic ebb and flow of energy between us. To my right, it was a different story. This brother was a force that made my heart race. He was the uncontainable ocean that inundates the rocky cliffs where it isn’t safe. And while the water was icy cold, the sheer will of it, forcing itself into every crack and crevice, created its own kind of heat. How could two people who
{
	color: #420862;
	font-family: "VenetianBTStd";
	font-size: 1g before appeared identical be so insanely different?

“I don’t mean to interrupt, but . . .” Emma turned to the twins. “We were sort of having an important conversation when you guys arrived. I need to ask Samantha something.”

I shook my head, clearing the fog.

Emma finally had my attention, for the first time since the guys had shown up. I examined her closely, trying to see if the twins had the same weird effect on her as they had on me. It didn’t appear to be the case, and now in retrospect, the whole thing seemed bizarre. Who were these guys and why did I feel this way? What was I doing? Yes, she was right, we needed to finish up this Passenger conversation. “I’m sorry, Emma, I didn’t mean to lose track of what we were talking about.” I looked back at the twins, trying to explain. “I know it’s a big thing to put out there, but I’m asking Emma if she would be my Passenger for my third time around.”

“But . . .” Emma sputtered.

I held up my hand to stop her and looked at the twins. “She’s my best friend. There’s no one else I’d ask. No one else I could trust.”

“But I said that—”

Emma seemed as if she was going to crumble. My stomach felt sick because I could see the train wreck coming even though Samantha didn’t have a clue. Or maybe I felt nauseous because I knew I should’ve seen it and I hadn’t.

“So, what do you say, Em?” Samantha asked.

Emma took a deep breath. “No. I’m sorry, but I say no.” Two tears plopped down on the smooth marble. I wasn’t sure if they were hers or mine.

“Why?” Samantha asked, her voice shaking.

“You really have to ask?”

“Are—are you mad at me?” Samantha stuttered. “Did I do something?”

Emma bit her lip hard. “I’m not mad at you. I mean, maybe I am. But—no—I just wanted—Does it matter, Sam? I just can’t.”

“I’ll be your Passenger.” Both of the twins said it at the same exact time.

“What?” Emma and I replied in unison, making it slightly creepier.

The twin on the left, the gentle one, reached out and grabbed my hands. “I know you don’t know me, but I have this feeling, this strong feeling that this is right. I’d be more than happy to be your Passenger.” His eyes twinkled with sincerity and I felt mesmerized by him all over again.

“Hey—” The other twin, intense and edgy, took a step forward and grasped me by the shoulders, commanding my attention. “I don’t think you want to do that.” He raised his eyebrows and waited, making me feel as if there was an answer I should provide.

_ even dy“Okay. I mean—why not?” I was suddenly very confused.

“I should be your Passenger.” The intense twin was staring me down.

“Don’t listen to him.” The gentle twin butted back in, pulling my gaze. “He’s got a competitive streak. Can’t you feel the connection between us?”

I felt like a Ping-Pong ball, bouncing back and forth between the two. Now the intense twin was back, cupping my chin in his hand and bringing my attention back to him. He leaned forward and whispered in my ear. “I’m the one who’s supposed to be important in your life. I can feel it.”

The warm air from his mouth sent icy hot ripples down my spine, but then I felt a yanking sensation coming from the pit of my stomach. The pull of the ring had started and it was strong. I gave a little involuntary yelp of surprise. I wasn’t prepared for this yet. I didn’t have enough time to think. My eyes rocketed back and forth between the twins. I couldn’t tell if either of them was experiencing the pull. That would have been an easy way to decide if one of them was really supposed to go with me. I glanced around, trying to find a clue to help make the decision. Emma! She was still standing there, a weird expression plastered to her face. I sighed. It was obvious that Emma’s expression meant she was feeling the pull too. My feet were moving toward the ring. It was making me dizzy not to honor the pull.

“Samantha, you have to choose.” I wasn’t sure which brother said it. My mind was reeling. I needed a Passenger. I couldn’t be a failure again.

“Okay, I’ll pick, but I need to move over here.” I motioned toward the ring and bo/span>. I trie
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suspending
disbelief

It was eerily quiet when we all returned from the Delve. But Trevor didn’t stay speechless very long. “This is bullshit!”

“You should be glad she even wanted you along,” Oliver said.

But Trevor wasn’t watching his brother. He was locked on to me. I could feel red heat flooding my cheeks, despite the penetrating chill emanating from him. He looked volatile. I wasn’t feeling the magical magnetic pull anymore—it was more like repulsion. I turned my head away from him and caught Julia staring. She seemed shocked; wounded. I groaned—things had just gone from bad to worse in the friendship department. Now that she remembered what had happened at the Basin, she had new ammunition. This new incident was just icing on the Elliott-screwed-up-again cake. I opened my mouth, wanting to say the right thing, but before two neurons could get together and at least attempt a plan, Julia burst into tears and dashed from the room.

“She’ll be okay.” Oliver put an arm around my shoulder. The sweetness of it was baffling.

“Doesn’t seem that way.” Trevor’s voice had a sarcastic bite. And he was correct. There was no reason for Julia to be all right. It hurt me to admit it, but she had bad taste in friends.

Oliver interrupted my thoughts. “Seriously, don’t worry. We’ll get it all sorted out. Julia is going to be fine.” He glared at Trevor. “My brother is the king of misguided emotion. He’s just sore because you picked me to be your Passenger. He seems to think that you’re his soul mate.”

Mt. Saint Trevor looked as if it were about to erupt. Up until now he’d been so cold, but it appeared that Oliver knew how to cause friction. Acrid smoke rose all around him as if something had ignited inside and was eating all the oxygen in the room. I noticed that he’d reengaged his billboard T-Shirt. It now said GO TO HELL! I wrapped my arms around myself, the slogan giving me the shivers. It felt too much like a premonition. Trevor stood there long enough to make his commentary known and then turned and strode out the door.

“Are we done, Mel?” Oliver asked.

Mel glanced over at Lily, the other Third Timer in our group. “You interested in Delving today?”

Lily ran a hand over her silky scarf and sighed. “I Delved yesterday and, honestly, I’m feeling tired from reliving the chemo. Maybe I could skip it today?” She gave Mel a subtle nod and I knew she must have been a mother in her last life. She had that I’m-going-to-do-whatever-is-best-for-the-kids expression on her face. I felt torn between being appreciative and feeling manipulated. Unable to decide, I figured I’d just ignore the whole situation.

“Wanna walk back to the Haven, Elliot?” Oliver said.

“You sure you want to go with me?” I asked, my heart skipping little beats of surprise and hope.

“Yup.” His curls bobbed up and down.

I nudged him with my hip. “If you’re sure you want to go slumming.” I said it with a light, airy tone in my voice, but I knew I meant it.

“Don’t say that.” Oliver’s brow furrowed.

“But it’s the truth. You were there. You saw what I did to you. The way I treated Julia when she was Emma.” I tipped my head and hid behind a curtain of hair, trying to buffer myself against the truth.

“Look—maybe it makes you feel better to say that kind of stuff, but it makes me feel bad.” He rubbed his temples like he could smooth away the headache I was giving him. “If you can’t do it for yourself, do it for me.”

“Do what?” Now I was confused.

“Give yourself a break.”

I stared at him, trying to gauge his level of sincerity even though I somehow knew that he was honest to a fault.

“If you can’t believe it, fake it. Okay?”

I couldn’t help it, a sigh escaped. I had a feeling that fooling myself was something I might be really, really good at. I shrugged my shoulders, sensing that Oliver had me wrapped around his little finger. “Sure,” I replied, shaking my head but smiling.

•  •  •

As we walked out of the classroom, Oliver launched into a description of a project he was working on with Freddie. They were building a greenhouse with a retractable roof for Freddie’s vegetable garden. Although it would be easy enough to create the food, just like most things here, we all tended to want to do things the familiar way. Even if it was ridiculously time-consuming, everyone had certain stuff they were nostalgic for. And of course, some people just liked the challenge. Or maybe they wanted to avoid thinking about other things. Oliver stopped short and tapped his fist into his palm. “Damn.”

“What’s the matter?” I was immediately on guard.

“I just remembered—I was supposed to check with Mel about what materials we should use. We were thinking about having the roof open and close automatically depending on the temperature. You never know what the weather is going to be like around here, with so many people and their different moods. A lot of tomatoes could be ruined by one of Trevor’s frosty outbursts.” Oliver’s face crinkled up in laughter.

“Well, why don’t you go talk with her now?”

“I promised I’d walk back with you.”

“Because you want to or because you’re worried that I’ll go fetal again if left alone?”

He blushed. “Would it be so bad to say a little bit of both?”

“Nah,” d="BE6TT">R
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I shouldn’t have cared one bit about who that idiot was kissing, yet Oliver’s words jumped into my head and repeated like a ticker tape in Times Square: He seems to think that you’re his soul mate.

Thinking about it was causing a disorienting, warm flutter in my lower gut. Really? I visualized a fisted hand thumping me on the noggin. The ridiculous words rattled around momentarily like a shiny orb in a pinball machine and then dropped out of sight. Tilt.

My temples throbbed. Julia and Trevor were still attached at the lips. “Oh, for God’s sake, get a room.” I instantly pictured walking in on a tangled pile of Trevor and Julia, and quickly added, “And I don’t mean mine.”

Julia stiffened and peeked out from under Trevor’s arm. She looked like Dorothy after being blown into Oz. No clue as to how her little house had migrated from Kansas.

Trevor turned around with calculated ease. He kept his grip on Julia, who seemed like she wanted to bolt.

“Elliot, um, I . . .” Julia sputtered.

I couldn’t stop staring at her mouth, puffy from being kissed. Without making eye contact I barked at her. “Spit it out—you’re in charge now. Remember?”

Trevor released Julia and sauntered up to me. “I’m sorry”—his sarcasm had extra bite—“but is there some reason why this is your business?”

I could feel the color drop from my face like an elevator with its cable severed. Why was it so hard for me to think things through before barbs started flying out of my mouth?

“I asked you a question.” Trevor’s voice tightened.

I stared at him, realization crawling over me like mold. The kind that you see in fast-forward on a National Geographic special. I was being invaded by the nasty green knowledge that possibly, maybe, I could be slightly, just a bit—jealous. What the hell? all my empty spaces.er through ll

“Leave her alone,” Oliver said. He must’ve snuck up behind me.

Leaving me alone seemed like the last thing that Trevor wanted to do. His face was anything but inviting, yet he was looking at me like I had something that belonged to him and he wasn̵ off and heade
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revelations

I braced myself, expecting to be swept away in his anger and hatred, waiting for the vise to tighten.

“He’s my brother.”

It was a quiet and simple statement and I couldn’t get a lock on the motivation behind it. Then I remembered Trevor’s despair at Oliver’s funeral, his crumpled form.

Oliver tugged at my hand, but I let my fingers slip from his grasp. For the first time, I tried to see everything from Trevor’s point of view. I didn’t want to admit it, but his new memories must’ve been as shocking to him as mine were to me. It didn’t matter how big of an ass he was, his Delve to the gravesite had been heart wrenching.

I decided to extend the olive branch. It was obvious that he’d been hurt too. Like Mel had suggested, maybe we were in this together. Besides, he didn’t have a Passenger watching out for him.

I glanced up at Trevor. Correction. I obviously wasn’t in anything with anyone. Julia moved forward and entwined her fingers with his. The placement of each finger was like the tumblers of a lock falling into place. She was on one side and I was on the other, separated by a wall of Trevor. I focused on the newest slogan printed in neon across his chest. reason for being here.  through ll

HOW CAN I MISS YOU IF YOU WON’T GO AWAY?

He was hateful! I was trying and he was so—

I scrolled through my mental list of nasty phrases and they all seemed to apply.

Arrogant.

Destructive.

Cocky.

Insensitive.

Rude.

Conniving.

Manipulative.

Ugly—I threw that one in just because I felt like it. Finally, convinced I had enough anger in me to hold my ground, I faced him. His jaw was clenched so tight it pulsed, and I felt myself wilting under his gaze. All my bravado melted into puddles at my feet.

My weakness made me hate him more. The fact that he had Julia and I didn’t was unbearable. I rushed past Oliver and out the door.

•  •  •

I skipped lunch and snuck up to my room. I had one ear tuned toward the door, listening for the delicate dance of Julia’s footsteps. This was the first time I was hoping she wouldn’t show up. If I heard her coming, I might seriously consider hiding under the bed.

I’d expected to feel safe up here, but I couldn’t get out of my own head. I couldn’t block out the vision of Julia sucking face with Trevor or stop remembering Oliver bloodied and broken.

I broke him.

I flipped back and forth between self-loathing and confusion. I winced as a fresh strip of cuticle was torn from my ring finger, a hapless victim of my emotions. I started picking at the next finger while I paced. I couldn’t remember her, but I so wanted my mom right now.

What about Oliver’s mom? She must be devastated. She wasn’t aware that he was safe and happy, here with me. She couldn’t comprehend that he loved the girl who’d taken him away. She might be struggling to believe there even was an afterlife. Did she have moments where she wondered if her baby had been erased?

I flashed back to the look on her face, when she knew without a doubt that Oliver was gone. The raw, visceral noises that poured out of her soul as she ran to him.

I could hear the hum and feel my legs quivering. The lights were going out again. This memory was the last place I ever wanted to return to but it seemed like my intense emotions were the trigger for these unexpected Delves. I threw out my hands in protest but . . .

•  •  •

I couldn’t watch anymore. I couldn’t move. Horror anchored my feet to the earth. I could hear sirens in the distance, but they were too late.

Too late to save Oliver.

Too late to save me.

Too damn late.

Staring at my feet, I noticed my hand. It had blood on it. Curled between my fingers was a cell phone filled to capacity with the indescribable cries of my mom.

I flipped the phone shut. It slid from my fingers and clattered to my feet. I was alone, wishing for my mother and realizing that I didn’t deserve to have her comfort me.

The little girl in the car seat wailed and I could hear the sirens coming closer in the moments when Oliver’s mom quieted, pressing her lips to his dirt-streaked face. Her silence only lasted as long as it took for her mind to rewrap itself around the trunk of that tree. It was agonizing to watch. Then her head shot up and she blazed with accusation. She burned from the inside out and all her fire was directed at me. She knew what I’d done.

•  •  •

I woke up sprawled across my bed, with the sun peeking up over the trees. I must have staggered over before falling into that Delve. I didn’t know if my exhaustion was from the heart-wrenching memories or if it was a shut-off valve for having taken in too much information. Either way I’d slept through the night. I was grateful. Sleep had been a reprieve from the problems that were never going to go away.

Looking around, I realized Julia wasn’t here, but she had been. Two more paper cranes lay on my pillow. Now I had three of them.

There was a persistent tap at the door. “Elliot, open up.” The voice was male and authoritative. I must’ve processed the words a little too slowly, because as I glanced up he was coming through the door.

“David?”

What was he doing in my room? I didn’t see a hospitality basket with muffins.

David stood in the middle of my sanctuary and slowly rotated 360 degrees. My fingers reached up and clutched a lock of my hair, trying to find something tangible to hold on to while my space was being invaded.

“So, this is where Mel stashed you.” He sniffed and a plug of phlegm shifted and rattled. “I suppose Freddie had something to do with it too.”

Was I supposed to say something? This guy was utter kryptonite—rendering all my best snarky retorts useless in his presence. My brain rattled around like a squeaky hamster wheel. I closed my mouth for fear of drooling and giving him more ammunition.

“I imagine you’re wondering what I’m doing up here,” he said, as his fat fingers molested the fuzzy blanket tossed over the end of my bed. He plucked one of Julia’s cranes, sending it flying into the limbo space between my bed and the wall. I could feel cold sweat pooling in very unattractive places.

“Mel asked me to check on you since she’s busy spending time with Trevor. You remember Trevor?”

“Trevor and Mel are together?” I choked out the words.

When I looked up, David’s bushy mustache could barely disguise a smirk. The twinkle in his eyes showed how much he enjoyed my distress.

I stared at him but found myself sliding backward toward the headboard of my bed, bracing myself for his next verbal attack. I didn’t have to wait long.

“You seem confused, Miss Turner. Did you expect her to come and corection. ̶
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still
waters
run deep

I’d killed Oliver. But then there was Trevor. I hadn’t made the connection until now: two boys were dead from one family. Thinking about it caused my stomach to twist and knot.

I pinched myself, forcing my mind to focus on something else besides the horror film in my head. Taking a deep breath I glanced around once more. David had disappeared, but the overpowering scent of his cologne lingered, polluting my safe haven. It didn’t really matter. The truth was that no place was safe anymore. I hightailed it to the stairs.

Common sense dictated that I couldn’t hide from any of this, but my feet seemed to have other ideas. I walked down to the water and followed the shoreline away from the Haven, Mel’s Workshop, and the smell of David.

I was gagging on my guilt as I headed for the lake. I needed to escape, get out of my own head. I seriously thought about taking up drinking, but I was already too aware of how revealing my sober bursts of emotional creativity could be. Drinking at the Obmil could cause quite a show. I didn’t want to be a sloppy mess. As it was, I could barely meet the eyes of the people who’d Delved with me.

I plodded forward. The soft, sandy beach was getting progressively rockier. Before I knew it, I was climbing boulders and hugging sheer rock walls. Sweat dripped from my brow, and my thoughts narrowed to a pinpoint of focus. My palm stung from gripping a knife-sharp handhold.

I tried to increase my speed and slammed my knee into the wall of granite. I could feel a bruise rising to the surface. I let out a hiss and rubbed the tender spot. I’d have to concentrate more in order to move forward safely. A chuckle escaped at the thought. “Hello, dummy, you’re dead and can’t be injured.” I said it aloud to myself. Old habits die hard. The living are wired for self-preservation and I’d never been able to shake those instincts over the course of my visits.

Once when I’d been eighty-year-old Arty, I was goofing around, trying to make silly faces at a child who wasn’t?mime=image/jpg" width="3suunderstand interested in eating her dinner. In the middle of my theatrics, I tipped over my glass and it shattered on the floor. In the scramble to pick up the broken pieces, I’d sliced open the palm of my hand. Blood oozed through my fingers. Spots danced across my vision. Just as I began to panic, Mel asked me to stop for a moment and picture the wound healed. The image was in my head no more than a few seconds before the cut and the blood were gone. I asked her what would have happened if I hadn’t pictured myself fixed. Would I have sat there bleeding and suffering forever?

She’d laughed, assuring me that the process was automatic and would kick in by itself. We simply had the capacity to hasten our own ability to be healed.

A sigh escaped from my lips. I could create weather and buildings. I could make the world around me appear just like I envisioned it. I could make myself whole, too. Well, at least physically whole. Mel also seemed to think that if I tried hard enough, spiritual and emotional wellness could be mine for the asking. It sounded nice, but I had my doubts.

The rocky terrain leveled off as I moved away from the lake. I found myself walking through a shady forest of old growth trees. There was no path. This was clearly a manifestation of my own state of mind, proof that I had no idea what direction my life should be taking. I squinted. I’d stepped out of the cool and quiet darkness of the woods into the sunlight. The sudden movement from dark to light blinded me, so I took a step back and shaded my eyes with my hand.

In front of me was a pond. I could smell its earthiness now that I was paying attention to my senses. The outer edges were decorated with a filigree of lily pads and blossoms. On one side, across from where I stood, there was an army of reeds and cattails fencing in the perimeter. The bull’s-eye ripples on the face of the water gave away the last location of a small frog. Directly across from me was a small peninsula of land that jutted out into the placid water. A tiny, cedar-roofed gazebo—really just an awning over a bench—caught my eye. I exhaled, not realizing until then that I’d been holding my breath.

The whole scene was beautiful, but I hadn’t created it, so who had? This place was so achingly lovely and relaxing. It had to be someone’s creation, but I’d never heard about it, so I must have stumbled across someplace private. There were some legendary places at the Obmil that souls passed down. If I left here and told Julia about the pond, and later she came searching for it, she might actually find something that was pretty darn similar because my vision had become her vision. Not like that would actually happen, the way things were between us.

I scanned the banks of the pond. No one was here. I moved to the left and circled around. I felt as if I should be cautious, but the calmness of the place balanced out the strangeness of not knowing where the mysterious creator was.

That’s when I saw him. Trevor was sprawled out on the very tip of the peninsula. He’d been hidden from view by a clump of wild grasses growing by the water’s edge. His eyes were closed and he was soaking up the sun. He appeared relaxed, and obviously he was, if he could create such a tranquil place to rest. His chest was free of his usual taunts and it rose and fell slowly as he breathed. What was he doing out here? David had told me that he was off Delving with Mel. I wondered who’d been lying.

I edged closer, crouching down and moving like a ninja from one form of cover to another. I felt silly, but I couldn’t resist seeing his face relaxed, devoid of its usual hostility.~uthi

When I reached the gazebo bench I stood on the seat and threw one foot up on the railing. Wrapping my arms around the side support I pulled myself upward and peered down at Trevor, not knowing how I would explain my awkward behavior if he woke up.

The sensation of wrongness hit me immediately. At this height I could see the other side of his languid pose. His arm was tucked underneath him in an awkward position. He wasn’t sleeping—something wasn’t right.

I leapt off the railing, reaching for him as I dashed down to the water’s edge. As I moved closer I could feel my vision starting to disappear and my legs dissolving into fizzy tingles. Before I could reverse my forward momentum I realized that he was deep in a Delve and I was being pulled in by my proximity to him. As I tumbled into Trevor’s memory, I felt my body fall against his. Great.

•  •  •

I dropped into Trevor’s memories like a cartoon anvil. He’d already settled into himself, and catching up with him so rapidly knocked the wind out of me.

He was back in the cemetery. He was alone this time, in the warm golden light of the morning sun that reflected off the jet-black marble bench that served as a headstone.

Trevor straddled the beyeballs. My s
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questions

We were back at the pond and I was no">I didn’t have time to speculate as he roared back to awareness. “Why are you spying on me?”

Did he mean here or in the cemetery or both? It didn’t matter because I couldn’t answer him anyway. I could barely breathe with him crushing my ribs like twigs, and when I tried to suck in air, the weight of him compressed my lungs even further.

“Gahhhhh . . .”

“Oh, sorry,” he mumbled, pushing off the ground next to me and rolling to the side. He sprung to his feet, agile like a cat. I, on the other hand, was trying to reinflate my lungs before I made any sudden movements. It occurred to me that I would require air to deal with Trevor.

I was less than graceful as I moved into an upright position, nearly tipping back over as I tried to free a stick from my tangle of hair. Trevor paced back and forth between where I sat and the gazebo. His feet were surprisingly stealthy considering the intensity of his movements.

He stopped abruptly and studied me. “Can you answer me now?” His voice was calmer but still had an edge to it. His face was all kinds of serious.

I wasn’t sure how to answer. Like it would matter, anyway. My existence alone was enough to tick him off. I gave a seriously unattractive snort thinking about it. Realizing that there was nothing I could do to make him happy had released all the pressure that was building up inside me.

“All right, Trevor,” I said, flying to my feet and dusting off the butt of my pants. I felt a small quiver of power, as his eyes grew large at my unexpectedly confident response. Feeling braver, I strode toward him. Giddily I watched him take a step backward, then two.

What would he do when his legs pressed up against the wood of the gazebo? The thrill of dominance prickled the hairs on the nape of my neck. Let’s see how he likes being the prey for a change.

“First of all, no one is spying on you.” With my arms crossed, I threw my hip out to emphasize the point. “It’s called hiking. It’s what I do to blow off steam and get my thoughts together. I accidentally came across the pond and . . .” How could I say it without giving him an even bigger ego? “Well, I was searching to see who’d created it. It was just so surprisingly beautiful.” My eyes were slits, making sure he didn’t mock my honesty. If he laughed even a little bit I’d throttle him. But his gaze stayed steady and he remained quiet so I continued. “That’s when I found you and at first I thought you were sleeping. Then I noticed your arm was twisted and . . .”

He was easily swiveling the appendage around with the tiniest of smirks on his face. “Good as new,” he said.

“Oh. Well, good. I’m glad to hear it.” I unfolded my arms.

“Anyway,” I continued, “I ran to help you and—” I was interrupted by a much louder snort than my own. I ignored it and continued. “So as I got close to you, I mean near you, I fell into your Delve and that’s how I landed on . . . This}
@font-face
{hibto really could be seen as your fault.”

I found myself taking a step back at the same exact moment that Trevor took one in my direction.

There was a slight drawl in his voice as he asked, “So you were trying to save me?”

He was drawing closer and if I moved back too much farther I’d be standing in the pond. Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing; I could feel the heat flaring up in my cheeks.

“Well, I appreciate your worry.”

I couldn’t tell if he was being sincere or sarcastic. He was within a foot of me now and I needed to look up to meet his gaze.

“What I wanted to know was, why were you spying on me in the cemetery?”

“Oh.” I bit my lip. “I don’t know why I was there.” I thought about it a moment. “Did you know it was me? I mean, did your past self know it was me in the woods or did you always go around threatening people?” I didn’t add that from what I knew of him in the afterlife, it was completely believable.

“Do you always snort?” he asked.

He was outrageous, the master of deflection. I could feel a vein pulsing in my temple.

“Me? Did you not hear the snort that came out of your nose?” I demanded.

The chuckle rumbled from someplace down in his gut. It rolled up and out and bounced around me. He was laughing. For the first time, he wasn’t hard and angry. My tongue felt dry from the breeze blowing into my gaping mouth. A piece of me wanted to be angry that he was making fun of me, but that smile was like light reflecting off the snow on a crystal clear day. I was hypnotized by it, blinded.

“I’m not a beast,” he said, the corner of his mouth twitching.

“Sure acted like one,” I fired off without thinking.

“Ha.” He threw back his head. “I think I like you better with a backbone.”

“Hey, I’ve always had a backbone.” I glared at him, trying to distract myself from the hummingbirds doing loop-the-loops in my stomach. Where did those little birds come from? I tried to concentrate. “I, on the other hand, was just wondering where you’ve had that smile stashed.”

I sucked in some air for fortification and took a step forward. Shoot, he didn’t back up. Now we were almost nose-to-nose. Actually it was nose-to-chest. All the breath I’d taken in came rushing back out and piled up against the place on his T-shirt where he displayed his witty slogans. God, I hoped it was minty fresh.

“Fair enough,” he said. “I came here angry.”

Neither of us budged and the hummingbirds were going all ADHD on me now.

Breaking the spell, he rocked back and knelt down to tie his shoe. I took that moment to remind myself to breathe.

“I emerged from the lake right after you arrived. I could see you, the back of you, heading up to the Haven with Mel and I think I just imprinted my anger on you. I had no idea who you were, but I could barely control it. Then . . .” He tugged the lace of his shoe free and started tying all over again.

I finished the thought for him. “Then I Delved and you discovered that manslaughter was a pretty decent reason to hate me.” I plopped myself down on the ground next to him.

“I’ve got two questions for you,” I said.

“Just two, huh? I’ve got more than that for you.” He chuckled. How could I respond? It was just outright weird to be having a semi-pleasant conversation with him.

“Fire away,” he said, facing me straight on. The pale blue staring back at me was caught between emotions that I couldn’t read or understand.

I fingered my necklace, running the charm swiftly back and forth across the chain. “Okay. I understand why you’re so angry with me.” I stopped. His arm was tossed casually over his knee and he was chewing on a blade of grass, watching me in a way that made goose bumps run up and down my arms. “But why were the sparks flying between you and Oliver from the start?”

“I don’t know. Something ignited when I came face-to-face with him.” His knuckles cracked under the pressure of his fingers. “During this last Delve, the me from the past was flooded with thoughts of him. I think some of the emotions were more complicated than just grief.” He picked at the worn threads on the knee of his jeans, causing a hole to appear. “I’m not sure what it meant because the Elliot in the past interrupted me.”

I ignored his implication of blame. This was the first truce we’d acquired and I didn’t want to crush it.

“So did the past-life Trevor know that it was me in the trees?” I asked, repeating my original question.

“I only knew it was you because I know you now. Back then, the other Trevor had no idea who was stalking him.”

“I wouldn’t call standing quietly in the trees stalking!” I said, my voice getting higher.

“I probably wouldn’t have either, but past-life me was thinking that you’d been there every day for a week. I guess you were freaking him out.”

I pulled a pen out of my pocket, grateful for the ability to create something to keep my nervous fingers busy. I started tattooing the sole of my shoe.

“I don’t know what it all means either,” Trevor continued, “but I think that Mel is probably right.”

I couldn’t help it, another snort snuck out. “Sorry,” I said, trying not to do it again.

“As I was saying,” Trevor continued, “it might be better if we do this together. I’ll try to put my anger aside.”

I clicked the top of my pen up and down. “You’ve been doing a little better while we’ve been sitting here,” I said.

“I can’t make any promises.”

I could hear the underlying edge in his voice. Mean, angry Trevor—that guy could show up again at any time. I wasn’t going to fool myself about that, but there was something about this new Trevor who smiled. He reminded me of the brother he’d been at the Basin. Obviously, we would never be friends, but maybe a truce wasn’t out of the realm of possibility.

“Trevor, I have one last question.”

“You’ve used up your allotment for the day, but I’m feeling charitable.” He almost grinned as he pushed a thatch of hair out of his face.

“What made you change your mind? Why are you giving me a chance?” I asked. Before I could blink, I was hit with a Delve faster and harder than any I’d to make her feel bettermsu experienced previously. I was catapulted into the past.

•  •  •

There was a knock on the door, but there was no waiting.

“Elliot?” Mom called as she walked in. There was concern etched in deep lines all over her face.

For years I’d watched my mother’s fantastic rituals in front of the mirror, creams and serums applied to keep her skin looking young. A lifetime of faithful care had been erased in moments. My mistake had aged my mother, hardened her. The weight of it was on her face and she seemed as if she could barely hold it.

My breath caught as my dad followed my mom into my bedroom. I’d hardly uttered a word since that single scream of terror had lodged itself in my throat weeks before. I knew that the silence caused my mom and dad to panic, but I couldn’t seem to get control over my voice. I was drowning in my own horror.

It was agonizing to watch my dad pretend to be brave. I was well aware that he always adjusted his face before he walked into my room. I wasn’t fooled. At night I could hear him down in the den. When he thought the world was asleep, the sounds of his weeping traveled through the lonely house. Heaving gasps would rise out of him as he realized he couldn’t fix things for me, his only child.

I wanted to block it out. Instead I listened to his anguish and watched my mom’s torment. It was part of my punishment.

It would never be enough.

My mind had wandered, but I suddenly realized my parents were staring at me. I wondered if they noticed my greasy hair and my pale skeletal remains. The sheets and blankets around me were a nest I’d burrowed in. I sniffed. They smelled like fear and I reeked of it too. Mom and Dad wanted their daughter back. I didn’t know where to begin to search for her, and I certainly didn’t know the girl who was sitting here in her place.

I just wanted them to leave me alone. Couldn’t they see that their daughter had died the same day as Oliver Lowry, one of the most popular kids at school? I scanned their faces, realizing that they couldn’t let go of their hope, denial, or both.

I questioned my ability to rouse enough energy to get them to leave me alone. There was only one way they’d let me be; I needed to lie. If I fed the illusion they were clinging to, their denial would have something to nourish it.

My unused voice cracked, but the words fell easily from my lips. “I was thinking of taking a walk, maybe going over to Cari’s house.” It didn’t matter that my BFF hadn’t stopped by, hadn’t called. It didn’t matter that Cari’s silence was so loud it hurt my ears. She did know what I had done, but she had nothing to say and that spoke volumes.

Like I’d expected, their hope was a spark, so I blew on it gently.

“Sweetie,” said my dad, “would you like me to drive you over to her house?”

“Or I could brush out your hair and curl it for you?}
@font-face
{hibto” my mom asked. Her fingers trembled. It was as if she longed to touch something familiar.

“I—I would really like to get out and about by myself. Maybe things will feel more normal,” I said, pasting a smile on my face. I hoped my cheeks wouldn’t crack from the effort. It hurt, knowing for sure that it was so easy to fool them.

I climbed out of bed and headed for the shower. It’s amazing what water doesn’t wash away. An hour later I gave a reassuring wave to my parents as I walked down the road toward Cari’s house. I glanced back over my shoulder once. Mom and Dad pulsated with hope at the appearance of normality. I turned back, unable to get out of their line of vision fast enough. I felt exposed out here in the open. The world was too big.

Avoiding Cari’s house, I headed for the trees, my feet falling into a mind-numbing rhythm as I hiked farther and farther into the woods.

I was ready and willing to be lost, and very much surprised to find myself standing on the tree line of the cemetery.

•  •  •

The guy from the cemetery. Oliver’s brother. He saw me watching him in the woods. His index finger made contact with my shoulder. It was a concentrated point of accusation and I tried to flee from it. My heel caught a root and down I went. I was vulnerable. This past week I’d witnessed his agony. I’d watched his pain unfold while I sat hidden in the trees. I knew there was nothing he could do to me that I didn’t deserve. Yet despite having lost the will to live, I scooted farther away, trying to find protection from the shrapnel of his fury.

“Who are you? Why are you always here watching me?” he asked, his voice tight. He wedged his fingers under my upper arm, trying to yank me up off the ground. I dug in my heels.

Honestly, I hadn’t thought it was possible that he didn’t know. How ironic, I thought to myself. This boy hated me already and he didn’t even know who I was or what I’d done.

“You’re hurting me,” I whimpered.

He stopped yanking and let go. I rubbed my upper arm, trying to regain the circulation but not actually feeling any better.

“I’m sorry.”

He appeared less menacing when he was apologetic. He had the palest blue eyes that I’d ever seen.

“Like I said,” he ran his fingers through a mop of jet-black hair, hair the same color as the marble gravestone he’d been sitting on. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking, it’s just that my bro—” He composed his face. “It’s just been a hard time lately. You were making me really uncomfortable. I thought you might be one of those reporters or—never mind. I had no right to take my anger out on you.”

I should tell him who I am, I thought. I must tell him who I am. But at the exact moment that my mouth opened, his hand shot out toward me. Without a thought, I cringed and scuttled deeper into the ~msuwoods, pressed my back against a tree.

“Oh shit, I’m really sorry. I’m just trying to help you up off of the ground. Please . . .” His hand moved forward, more slowly this time. He opened his fingers, palm up, advertising its innocence.

Tell him, my conscience screamed. Tell him now!

I reached for his hand. His fingers closed warmly around mine.

“You’re freezing! Come out here in the sun where it’s warm,” he said.

I felt so embarrassed. He was obviously trying to keep the crazy girl from climbing into the underbrush.

I’ll tell him in a minute, I thought. He’s being so nice and I haven’t spoken to a single person besides my parents in weeks, and with them I mostly nod. It felt good to say words aloud again. Everything at home is so unspeakable. I’ll tell him in a minute—when I’m done remembering why I can’t possibly tell him.

“Hey, anybody there?” It was Oliver’s older brother waving his hand in front of my face. “I forgot to ask, what’s your name?”

“Elliot,” I said, tensing in case he recognized the name after all. While I’d known Oliver—heck, everyone knew Oliver—I hadn’t known his brother. Didn’t even know he’d had one.

“My name’s Trevor. Listen, I don’t blame you for having a bad first impression of me. I’m an idiot. Would it be okay if we just talked for a little bit? It feels good not to be alone.” He appeared younger and more vulnerable now that the anger wasn’t pouring out of him.

Tell him. You have to tell him the truth.

“All right,” came the whisper of air passing over my lips. I was hypnotized by the sensation of being innocent again.

“Okay.” Trevor gave a shy smile. “Me first. I’ll give you something easy, to warm you up. What’s your favorite color?”

“Brown.”

“Brown? That’s a little weird. I’ve never met anyone who likes brown the best. Care to elaborate?” He chuckled, giving me the once over. “On second thought,” he said slowly. “You don’t have to explain at all, it’s right in front of me. Earth tones suit you with s focus was el
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I felt groggy and disoriented. The left side of my face was sore where it’d been pressed up against a rock for the duration of the Delve. We were both a lot slower coming out of this Delve than the previous one.

“Stop doing that without giving me any warning.” Trevor stood up and stretched out his arms.

“I’m not the only one causing Delves, you know.” I kicked a rock and it actually skipped four times before sinking. I couldn’t have done that if I’d been trying.

“Yeah, I know, but I can’t believe you pulled us back out of that Delve before we found out how your big announcement went over.”

“I didn’t pull us back, we just came back,” I huffed.

“I don’t think you consciously pulled us back, but maybe you didn’t want to know how I reacted to learning who you were.”

He was probably right, now that I thought about it. We’d been in my past life, not his.

“I don’t want to do this anymore,” I announced.

“Do what? Be dead?” There was a sarcastic edge to his voice. “You could’ve thought of that before you started playing with your cell phone while you were driving. Before you dragged us all here with you.”

It was cruel and it reminded me of how fragile this new peace between us really was.

“I didn’t kill you! I killed Oliver and it was an accident.” I picked up a rock and launched it as far over the pond as I could, wrenching my shoulder with the effort. The irony that I was defending myself by referencing manslaughter was not lost on me.

“How do I know you didn’t kill me too?” came Trevor’s steady voice.

I gasped.

He shrugged his shoulders with a fake apology. “All I know is that I’m dead and I died right after you did. I know this because I watched you walk away from the _t iblllake, to the Haven. Dying that close together—doesn’t that make you wonder?” Trevor scowled. “Maybe I hated you enough to kill you. And then I couldn’t live with myself any more than I could live with you. No matter how you slice it—still your fault.”

I hadn’t made that connection before. I’d been too engrossed in my own death and reemergence at the Obmil. My head was pounding with the revelation. Could he have really done that? I shivered.

“I don’t want to do this anymore,” I said again. My voice sounded wooden. I stood up and headed through the trees toward the Haven.

“Hey—where are you going?” Trevor asked. Feeling the now-familiar grip of his fingers around my upper arm, I shook him off and put the pond far behind me as quickly as I could. I wished he would storm off like he usually did, but I could hear him snapping the underbrush behind me.

I whirled around. “I just need to get away from you right now.” I dug my fingers into my temples. “Why don’t you go find Julia? I’m sure she could distract you.” It came out harsher than I’d planned and it brought an unexpected flash of confusion across his face. Just as quickly as the vulnerability had illuminated itself, his all-too-familiar stoniness dropped into place.

“I didn’t mean it like that,” I pleaded. “It’s too much right now. I need to get away from it for a little bit.”

“Do you know the funny thing about you, Elliot? You never do the expected. When I wanted you far away and out of my very existence, you just kept popping up. I couldn’t get away from you, and now that—” Trevor’s voice stopped short.

“Now that . . .” I echoed.

His face gave nothing away.

“Now that I know you better, I’m realizing how perceptive you are. I was hoping you’d get the hell out of here and give me some space. Now that you mention it, I think I will go meet Julia.” His shirt blazed with the words I’M NOT BEING RUDE, YOU’RE JUST INSIGNIFICANT!

I didn’t wait for another attack; instead I turned around and headed home. Let Julia have him.

•  •  •

The sun was high in the sky, baking the back of my neck as I approached the Haven. The air had become humid and felt heavy in my lungs. Mosquitoes pooled around me.

There wasn’t a soul in sight as I moved along the path. It was a relief to be alone. I was exhausted from living and reliving so many emotions. The sound of my footsteps bounced off the shadowy portcullis, emphasizing my solitude. In a flash of panic I imagined everyone else enlightened to the meaning of life, all souls having vanished from the Obmil, leaving me here on my own.

I dashed up the stone steps into the Haven. The air wasn’t as moist in the lodge, but everything was eerily still inside the cavernous lobby. I wandered past Freddie’s empty front desk to the now dark fireplace that was big enough for me to walk into upright. I’d hoped to find Oliver here, telling funny stories or giving piggyback rides to the little kids. I needed my Oliver battery recharged. But of course no one was here—it was midmorning and everyone was at Workshop. I’d left on my hike before breakfast, and because of Trevor piece of informationasu and the Delves, I’d completely lost track of time. Mel was going to be finger-tapping annoyed.

Everyone had probably been sitting there for hours, waiting for us to show up and Delve. I pictured the senior citizens playing bingo. The antsy businessmen who paced the floor might be upset, but they’d likely be more annoyed that we caused a deviation in their schedule than that we deprived them of the opportunity for personal development. Then again, maybe they hadn’t been waiting for long. I wouldn’t put it past Trevor to head straight there after leaving the pond. His motive, of course, would be to show me up. He’d likely Delve and find out something important without me, something even worse to use against me. Then he’d run to Julia so she could comfort him.

With a sigh of resignation I realized there was no way I could retreat to the quiet of my little upstairs nest. Mel might not be happy that I’d lost track of time, but she would be even less pleased if I made the decision not to come at all.

I spun around, ready to head back up the trail, when I heard a noise. I froze, straining to hear where the faint moan had come from. Then it came again. What first sounded like an exclamation of pain was now a low rumbling sob. My feet moved me through the lobby and down the hall. As I passed the dining room I realized I’d have to branch off into the residential wing. The gut-wrenching noise was coming from one of the rooms.

Part of me wanted to tear through the hall, flinging open doors so that I could help whoever was in need, but I found myself moving forward cautiously. The sobs became louder as I moved farther down the passageway. When I rounded the last corner, it was clear that they were coming from the end room. I inched forward slowly. The door was halfway open and I was afraid to be seen. Curiosity won out and I allowed myself to sneak a glimpse over the threshold.

“Mama,” the voice sobbed. I peeked my head ever so slowly around the door.

I wasn’t prepared for what I saw. David was lying on a twin bed, curled up in the fetal position. He was half wrapped in and half cuddling a ratty-looking blue cotton blanket.

His room was nothing like I expected. It was a living book of memories, one layer of decoration and talisman tacked on top of another. At the very top of the room, pressed up against the ceiling, was a wallpaper border of airplanes. As I examined it closer, I saw that the blanket that David was clinging to had matching aeronautics on it.

The room was like a giant scrapbook of a boy’s life. Airplanes, robots, baseball paraphernalia, music posters. On the desk and bookcase were da Vinci models and anatomy books stacked in piles. This was the room of a child with dreams. Every inch of the place seemed to tell the story of a boy who was nothing like the hard-hearted man I’d encountered.

I couldn’t reconcile it and it scared me a little. David must’ve created all these items and brought them into his room. Everyone did it to a certain degree. If you were bored while sitting out by the dock, you could simply create a book to read. Then, when the sun went down and it got dark during the very best chapter, a book light would appear. Rarely did anyone erase his or her creations. They just brought them home and dropped them in their rooms or passed them on to someone else. Then, once they’d left the Obmil, their belongings left too. Anything that wasn’t consciously connected to a remaining soul disappeared along with its creator.

David’s room felt different than creating when a need arose. It was like he was deliber);
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	font-weight: g beforeately reconstructing his childhood, collecting objects to fill an emotional void. Were they memories or wishes?

Quietly I pushed the door open further. David was making soft whispered sounds that I couldn’t make out, so I leaned closer.

“What are you doing, Elliot?”

The voice behind me was soft, but it was magnified by the adrenaline already coursing through my body. I whipped around, swallowing a high-pitched squeal of fright.

“Oh crap, Freddie, you scared me to death.” I clutched my heart, trying to keep it in my chest. “Well, I guess it’s impossible to actually scare me to death.” I rambled through my nervousness, unable to stop myself from babbling. “I know it’s silly, but I keep forgetting that I’m not alive anymore.”

“What makes you think you’re not alive?” asked Freddie. He leaned his broom against the wall and tucked his hands into the pockets of his overalls.

His unexpected question made me freeze in place while my mind raced. I sucked in a deep breath to give myself a moment, inhaling the scent of root beer.

“Well, I guess I would consider myself not alive because I just died recently. Although . . .” Something was scratching at the back of my mind, but I couldn’t get a clear picture of what it was. I moved closer to Freddie, magnetized by his words.

“Yes, there usually is more to think about under the surface.” He nodded at the layers of papers, posters, and art scotch-taped to David’s walls. “Scratch that surface and there’s typically another layer below it. Makes easy explanations a little bit more complicated, huh?” He pulled his fingers out of his frayed pocket and cupped an antique silver pocket watch.

He flipped it open and gazed at the face.

“Time. Now, time, Elliot, is a very interesting thing to think about.” Freddie snapped the watch closed and tucked it back into his pocket.

Before I could say or ask another thing, David began to stir behind me. I’d almost forgotten he was there.

“Freddie?” David’s voice was sandpaper.

“You want to know what he’s doing, huh?” Freddie stared at me, unruffled by David’s ascent into awareness.

I looked back at David, who seemed to be close to waking up. The clock ticking in the background was forcing my breathing into a rapid rhythm. I wanted to hear what Freddie knew, but I didn’t want to get caught here. I didn’t want David to figure out that I’d seen him. But seen him doing what? Having some kind of emotional breakdown? I wiped the sweat from my palms onto my pants, and decided to be risky. I was already one up on that curious cat, being dead and all already.

“Yes. I want to know what he’s doing,” I said. I sidled closer.

“Can’t rightly say for sure, but maybe he’s remembering.”

“Remembering what? He can’t Delve. He’s not a Third Timer. He works here,” I said, trying to get it all out before I had to flee. My heart accelerated as David became more alert.

“I can only guess at the things I don’t understand, but I can tell you what I do know.” Freddie placed a steady hand on my shoulder. “We have a choice. We always have a choice and we can pick again any time we want to.”

“What’s that me a weird sensationg beforean?”

“You gotta go. You know he wouldn’t like knowing that you saw him in the middle of his choices.” Freddie pushed me away from the door.

It felt as if I’d stepped farther away from some important piece of knowledge, rather than closer. I glanced back over my shoulder, my feet pointing down the hall but my mind glued to the intrigue of the moment.

“Remember you were saying something about not being alive because you had died?” Freddie’s voice reached out to me.

I nodded.

“Well, I think David isn’t alive, but it’s got nothing to do with the fact that he died.”

“Fred? That you?” David’s words filtered up out of the depths of wherever he had been.

Freddie went inside and closed the door behind him, releasing me. I ran through the halls and launched myself out the front doors of the Haven, my mind whirling with what had just been dumped in my lap. Every time I thought I was beginning to make sense of the afterlife, something else popped up to muddy the waters.

I was never going to make it before the end of Workshop. Mel was going to be worse than angry, she was going to be disappointed. And then there was Oliver. I pictured myself lost in one of his hugs and couldn’t imagine a place I’d feel safer right now.

Wait. If everyone was at Workshop, why wasn’t David running his group? Where was his group? Where was Julia? Maybe she really was available to hang out with Trevor. My stomach tightened because the truth was, I hadn’t been expecting that, even though I’d run my big mouth about it. I’d left him at the pond because I was mentally exhausted, but things were even worse now. Emotions shot around inside me like Pop Rocks followed by a gulp of soda: repulsion and attraction bouncing together in a hyperactive dance.

It didn’t take me long to reach the Delving School because I tromped along at a pace that kept time with my busy mind. When I got to Mel’s room I couldn’t hear anything so I pushed the door open quietly. Trevor was relaxed in the Delving chair and the rest of the room had on their headsets and were just as submerged as Trevor was. That’s when I realized Julia was in the room, curled up like a kitten on a giant pillow near Trevor. I couldn’t believe that he’d actually gone searching for her, that she’d had the nerve to come back to Mel’s Workshop. She had no business knowing about my past. I headed across the room toward her, not sure what I was going to do when I reached her, then growled at my own stupidity. The moment I crossed the threshold, I could feel myself sinking to the floor as Trevor’s Delve dictated my life once again.

•  •  •

The good news, if you can call it that, was that I hadn’t missed much. Trevor must’ve just fallen into his Delve. He was staring at the Elliot from his past. From the look of horror on her—my—face, it appeared everyone would get to see exactly what Trevor would do if he met the girl who’d killed his brother.

“What?” The word left his mouth in slow motion, but the rest of him stayed eerily still. I watched Elliot shrink under his gaze.

“I . . .” She had to clear her throat to make the words come out. “I killed your brother.” She shuffled her feet and I thought that she was going to run, but  piece of informationasuinstead she dropped to her knees, bowing her head. She appeared sacrificial.

“You? You killed my brother? You’re the unidentified teenage girl under protection? It was you who ran my mother off the road and killed Oliver?”

He took a step closer, towering over Elliot kneeling on the ground.

“Answer me.” The words were too quiet. A hurricane was about to hit land.

Elliot lifted her head to look Trevor in the face. Her face was shadowed, fragile. Her response darted out between barely parted lips.

“Yes.”

Trevor raised his hand, searching for something to destroy. I flinched, but the old Elliot never batted an eye. She watched him in a detached way, like his hand was a natural side effect that she wasn’t surprised to see. His anger was an extension of the r question? I 
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Still in Trevor’s Delve, I saw myself close up, sitting on the bench, the grave marker">“Yes.”, changed my mind for Oliver. I could almost feel the length of my leg pressed up against Trevor’s. It was a different day. Elliot was wearing another outfit, sure, but I didn’t need a wardrobe change to know that this wasn’t the same moment I’d just left. The biggest indicator of time having passed was my face. I still appeared tense, close to breaking into a million pieces, but there was a subtle change behind the surface.

Of course, I couldn’t see Trevor because I was in his Delve, and when he suddenly turned his head, Elliot was no longer in the picture either. As he began to speak, he looked down into his cupped hands, his forearms propped on his thighs. It appeared as if he was trying to give his words a place to land so they wouldn’t scatter.

“You were brave, Elliot, telling me about you and Oliver.”

His leg brushed up against Elliot’s as it moved up and down, as if to discharge whatever excess emotion he was feeling.

“I watched you kneeling there, telling me how you killed Oliver and destroyed my family. I wanted to rip you limb from limb. I came close.”

A crow cawed in agreement.

“That’s when I saw you, really saw you for the first time. I didn’t intend to look at you, it just happened. It was like those pictures, you know, those optical illusions. You can gaze at them forever and see only one thing. Then when you relax your eyes for just a moment, another picture magically appears. The funny thing with that kind of visual trick is that it’s really hard to go back to seeing the original picture once you’ve seen the new one.” He sighed. “I realized instantaneously that there wasn’t a thing I could do to you that you hadn’t already done to yourself. You were already gone, a shell of a person. You stared me in the face and I knew. You wanted the hate and the rage that I was providing. You wanted punishment.”

He didn’t face me, so I couldn’t see myself either, but I could hear my soft sobs and almost feel my shoulder pushing up against him in time with my tears.

After a few minutes Trevor said, “I’ll be honest, in that first moment that I backed off, I only did it because I hated you so much. I couldn’t give you anything that you wanted. It was empo class="TX" ai
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the things
we
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My mind was swimming as I pulled my head up off the floor. My fingers bumped into someone close by. I rolled over onto my stomach, meeting Oliver eye-to-eye on the floor. He had a smudge on the tip of his nose, perhaps from working with Freddie. I reached out to brush away the imperfection and then changed my mind at the last minute. He was almost too beautiful. The streak of dirt grounded him, made his connection to me much easier to believe. My hand was still stalled in front of his nose, so Oliver threaded his fingers through mine, connecting us.

“Keeping watch?”

“Haven’t seen you all day. I missed you.” He brushed back a lock of hair that was hanging over my eye.

Like a child waking up from a deep sleep, I remembered where I was and who was in the room. Oliver steadied me by the elbow on my way to my feet. The first person I saw was Mel. There were worry lines etched on her forehead and it made me uncomfortable. I wrenched my neck toward the Delving chair, but Trevor was gone.

“Elliot?” I turned around. Julia was standing behind me, nibbling on an apple. I’d forgotten she was there. Everything had fallen out of my head except Oliver and Trevor. Julia hitched her thumb toward the door. “He ran out right after the Delve.”

“Seems he’s pretty good at storming off.” Oliver said it like it was a casual observation, but his right eye twitched ever so slightly.

“He’s mad at me. I hurt his feelings earlier this morning. We’d been Delving.” I sounded guilty, as if we’d spent the whole time doing something illicit. I felt bad saying it in front of Oliver, but then I thought of Julia entangled in Trevor’s arms and felt a little thrill to hear her soft intake of breath.

“We were sitting around waiting,” Oliver said. “Lily had already come out of her Delve by the time Trevor and Julia got here.”

Color infused my cheeks. I hadn’t been present for one of Lily’s Delves yet. Talk about being self-centered. I bit my lip and looked at Lily. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay._it had changed my mind” She gave a little nod of her head and I was floored by how gracious she was. It was hard to believe that someone like her would be a Third Timer, lumped in with a screwup like me.

I focused on Julia. “What are you doing here, anyway?”

Julia had demolished her apple and moved on to a chunk of cheddar cheese. She swallowed. “Oh, David had a scheduling conflict. He canceled our Workshop, and when I ran into Trevor in the hall, he asked me to join him.”

I searched for signs that his fingers had been threaded through her hair again, but who could tell with her helter-skelter curls? I was inundated with dark feelings.

Mel jumped in. “We were delighted to have you join us today, Julia.” She hugged her around the shoulders, practically lifting Julia off her feet.

Julia gave me a shy smile and kept nibbling. I didn’t understand her intentions. I smiled back anyway. It was an automatic response to her sunshine. She was like Tinkerbell with a tapeworm. I wasn’t hungry for food; I just wanted things to be the way they’d always been between us. Then I really thought about why she was in this Workshop. “Maybe you’re delighted, but I’m not.” I said it to Mel but glared at Julia.

“But—but you said you wanted me in Workshop with you.”

“You didn’t show up for me.”

“Maybe she did,” Oliver said.

Oh, no. I couldn’t believe it. Now he was taking her side. What did she have? A freaking magic wand? “Maybe you’re being a little naive,” I fired off at Oliver, sick and tired of this whole gallant knight thing that was going on. Oliver looked stunned. I reached for him, thinking to explain myself, but before my fingers could find their target . . .

•  •  •

We were in a dance studio. Julia’s Delve. I could see her warming up in the mirror. She was sitting on the floor, stretching her limbs like a contortionist. She wore mismatched leg warmers that added bulk to her legs and a wraparound sweater over her outfit. Her usual mop of curls was piled into a pom-pom at the top of her head. Watching her, it didn’t surprise me that she was a dancer. Now that I thought about it, she was always gliding from one place to another, silent and graceful. I drank in the sight of her as she twisted and moved her muscles. I’d been curious as to what her life was like—without me.

“I’ve got a great idea!”

Who? I wanted to look around but of course I couldn’t. Julia’s nose was resting into her toes and she wasn’t looking up, so I had no idea who was talking. Complete frustration.

“You came up with a possible song?” Julia said, her voice muffled in her fuzzy leg warmers.

“No . . . I came up with the perfect song.” Julia’s head shot up. Through the mirror, she connected with a girl who was visually her polar opposite. The girl was dark haired with olive skin, but it wasn’t just that. She had curves. Voluptuous was the word that came to mind. It was funny because I might not have thought that if I’d seen her walking down the street, but as a dancer, she was unusual. to be your Passenger the ObmilhibI 

“Come on, Becks.” Julia stopped stretching and hopped to her feet. I could see them both now, as they stood shoulder to shoulder in the mirrored wall.

“I don’t know why I didn’t think of this before. It’s so perfect for us.” Becks bounced up and down on her toes. Julia whirled around to face her.

“Just tell me!” She grabbed Becks by the shoulders and pretended to shake her. “Please, tell me.”

“Well . . .” Becks teased. You could tell she enjoyed the suspense.

“Becca!” Julia said.

Becks scowled and looked like she couldn’t decide whether to be pissed or to cry. She sucked in a deep breath. “I’ll tell—just promise not to call me that.” She shivered. “You know how I hate it.”

“And you know how I hate it when you keep me dangling.” Julia’s whine was interrupted by Becks’s giggle.

Know what I hated? I loathed the fact that they were friends. That should have been me. Would have been me, if things hadn’t gotten so screwed up at the Basin.

Becks grabbed Julia’s hands and they plopped down on the floor. She flashed Julia a high-wattage smile. “It’s the perfect song—not overdone like the one we talked about. The other one is funnier, but in this one they’re still best friends, just like us.”

My stomach lurched and I didn’t know if it was from watching them be so familiar and close with each other, or if it had to do with the sudden shift in the Delve. Time flying forward like the fanning of pages.

Whoa . . .

One minute I was watching the face of BFF-stealer Becks and the next minute I was kissing some guy. Only—too weird—because it wasn’t my Delve, I couldn’t pick up on any of the emotion or physically feel what was going on. I was in the dark, stuck and smashed up against some guy.

Julia’s eyes were closed so I couldn’t even see the guy she was sucking face with. For all I knew, he wasn’t even cute and had bad breath. I decided I needed to do something like count sheep to distract myself—God knows how long this was going to go on. Then I imagined how much worse it must be for Oliver to be in this Delve and couldn’t stop myself from laughing. If only Trevor were still around.

It all happened at once. There was a loud gasp. Julia’s eyes flew open. She was angled just enough that she could see the person who made the noise. It was Becks—her face falling like an avalanche. She was the picture of devastation, and then she was gone. Julia flew after her, boy forgotten.

“Becks, it’s not what you think . . .”

•  •  •

I cleared my throat. “That’s funny, it seemed exactly like what Becks thought it was.” I couldn’t help it. “You to be your Passengermargin-right: hibI  have a way of making your best friends feel really good about themselves.” I narrowed my eyes at Julia. Now Oliver had his arm around her.

Oliver shook his head at me, while Julia just appeared horrified. I wanted to be more compassionate, I did—but really, Julia was the one being mean to me. She was the one who’d cut me out of her life.

“Oliver, can you walk Julia over there?” Mel waggled her finger in the direction of her desk. “Have her sit down and get her a drink of water.”

“Sure,” Oliver said, gently holding Julia up. He turned to look at me, his jaw clenched tight. “You want to help me?” I wasn’t falling for that Jedi mind trick. I glared at him. The sensation of being misunderstood was bubbling up and threatening to choke me.

Before I could say anything, Mel shooed Oliver forward. “I need to speak with Elliot. We’ll be over in a minute.”

Mel turned to me. Her voice was soft and private. “You can’t blame them too much. It’s not their fault they’re unable to see what’s going on inside your head. I know how confused you are. First Julia doesn’t treat you the way you expected and then Oliver shows up and smothers you with unconditional love. Then to add to the confusion, there’s that connection between you and Trevor. No wonder you’re flustered.”

“I think you’re confused, Mel. I don’t have a connection with that asshole—” Mel threw up her hands but I kept going. “It’s Julia and Trevor who are connected.” Connected at the lips.

“I agree, they do have a link too, but you and Trevor seem bound and determined to be together.”

“What?” I said it so loud that the whole room halted midsentence and turned to stare at me. I backed up, definitely not making eye contact with Trevor’s girlfriend. I zeroed in on Mel.

“What’s that supposed to mean? I don’t want to—ewwww!” I spat out the last part, daring her to contradict me.

“Oh, don’t get your panties in a twist,” Mel said. She waved me off, which turned my mood extra sour.

“It’s not funny.”

“I understand. I apologize. Let me clarify. What I meant was that both of your souls are pulling you together. It’s as if you need each other to figure out what’s going on and understand how to move forward. It seems to me, the more you try to avoid each other, the more entangled your paths become. Right?”

I didn’t want to admit it, but it was true. And I really wondered what he had meant in his last Delve, when he announced that he was to blame for Oliver’s death.

“You don’t always have to be so hard on yourself,” Mel said gently. “Everything is simply about choices . . .”

Just like Freddie had said.

Screw it.

Everyone was conspiring to make me crazy.

“In that case”—I turned my back on the room—“I choose to get the hell out of here.” I stalked off, exiting the building, but came up short—I had no idea where the hell I wanted to go. Needing to move, I started out toward Trevor’s pond. After working up a sweat, I to be your Passengerps qui changed my mind about going there. That hadn’t really worked out so well. Instead I decided it would be better to just go back to my nest. Backtracking, I was about halfway down the hill when I heard the sharp snap of a branch breaking behind me. I whirled around, but I could barely see a thing. I couldn’t believe that I hadn’t noticed the eerily quiet forest all around me before now. Fog twisted heavily around the trunks of the trees. It draped over the lowest branches of the cool evergreens.

I’d never run across such a place at the Obmil before, so I peered out into the mist to discover whose creation I’d stumbled upon. As I strained to see, a warm light seemed to break up the fog. The harder I looked, the brighter the light became.

This was my creation.

It was a little unnerving to be reminded how my subconscious operated without me. If this reflected my personal level of clarity, I wasn’t getting out of the Obmil any time soon.

There was another noise. I turned toward it. Before I could decipher the sound, Oliver broke through the mist and stopped short in front of me. The expression on his face looked just like that girl Becks, when she’d caught Julia kissing someone important. It was a patchwork of hurt and disappointment, sewn together with shock.

I suddenly felt unbalanced, like I’d made a misstep and should realize it, but I couldn’t quite figure it out. I’d never seen him like this.

“What’s the matter? Are you okay?”

“What the hell was that back there?” Oliver was literally giving off sparks.

“What?” Oliver angry? My mind was spinning.

“You. At Workshop.”

Understanding unraveled from the inside out. He’d wanted me to help him with Julia. He was such a good guy and he expected me to be like him. Compassionate. “Hey, she’s the one who’s always pushing me away.” I sniffed and swallowed at the lump in my throat. “But anyway, I’m sorry. You’re sweet and kind and I know I really should try to be a bigger person.” I shoved my hands in my pockets, not knowing what else to do with myself.

“You’re jealous.” Oliver’s voice had a bit of an edge to it and it took me up short.

“Jealous?”

“Of Trevor and Julia. After everything I’ve done for you. You want him.”

“What?” I asked, but a panic was building inside my chest. I knew who he was talking about and thinking about it made me afraid. It seemed like I was a magnet for trouble—prone to thinking asinine things. Oliver was standing in front of me, once again wearing his heart on his sleeve, and I’d just taken it for granted. Instead of appreciating the love I had, I couldn’t stop myself from thinking about someone who didn’t make me feel safe and comfortable—how stupid was that? I could see it clearly. I’d hurt him and, even worse, I hadn’t even thought of him in the moment I was having my Trevor rant. Seeing the look of betrayal etched across his features felt as bad as the moment I realized I’d killed him.

Apathy and self-absorption should have been a smaller wound than manslaughter, but in some ways, it cut deeper.

“I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking.” I started to cry, a sick feeling in my stomach.

“I gave up everything to be here for you. Why do you need more?” Appearing exhausted,  to be your Passengerg.hihe sat down. “I’m supposed to be helping you find your way, and unbelievably, hanging out with you makes me feel lost and in need of intervention.”

I’d made things even worse. I should’ve paid more attention. I’d been lost in my own thoughts and I’d dragged Oliver right along into the abyss with me.

“Can I walk home with you?” I pleaded, wanting a way to make us both feel better.

It stung, watching him flinch at my approach, but he allowed me to pull him off of the carpet of pine needles. As soon as he was on his feet, he let my fingers fall away.

Neither one of us made a sound as we traveled through the woods, scattering the mist that had become more ominous as we both wandered around in our own thoughts.

I was hoping we could talk once we reached the Haven. I didn’t want to leave things like this. But Oliver said he’d promised to meet Mel at her room. I followed him there, not wanting to let him out of my sight until things were back to normal between us.

I twisted Mel’s art deco silver doorknob and pushed against the heavy dark wood with my shoulder. When the door gave way, I was surprised to see Mel already inside, sitting on her forest-green chenille overstuffed couch. Her feet were tucked up underneath her and  id="page_129"
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“Elliot, I died for you.” His shoulders slumped and his voice was just a whisper. “I didn’t know what I was doing, but my soul did. Sure, I unbuckled my seat belt to put my little sister back in her car seat, but I also did it for you on some unconscious level. I decided to take that risk in order to force you into an intense examination of yourself. I made a choice and a promise when I was leaving the Basin to do what I needed to do as your Passenger. You picked me. I didn’t know it in my last life, but I was hardwired to connect with you in the most intense way possible. To be the catalyst for you to realize who you really are. Damn it, I’m still trying to do that.”

What? He’d died on purpose? For me? It couldn’t be. I felt dirty, stained.

I tore off down the hall, unable to search deeper, afraid of what I might possibly learn about myself if I stayed. I raced straight to my room, ignoring everyone else along the way. I couldn’t risk another personal interaction that might end in disappointment, but when I passed by Freddie’s desk I couldn’t help but pilfer the soft, blue plaid flannel shirt that was hanging on a brass hook. I stuck my nose into the kind of softness that only comes with time and breathed in the scent of apples and cinnamon. It wasn’t his aroma; he’d been filching pie from the kitchen again.

My stomach rumbled, but the need to hide away and watch the eagles was stronger than my need for comfort food. I couldn’t stand the heaviness of my thoughts anymore. Couldn’t they be weightless for a change? I wanted to soar. What would it feel like to leap with abandon and ride the currents? Imagine launching into the unknown. Could falling be only a heartbeat away from flying?

It was nowhere near bedtime, but I pulled off my clothes and dove into Freddie’s shirt. I wasn’t going anywhere and I wanted to be able to pretend I was asleep when Julia arrived. I didn’t know what to say to her. I let my finger trail across the ledge, over to the paper cranes. My heart skipped a beat. There had to be at least fifty cranes in different sizes and colors, standing at attention.

When had she made them and, more important, why?

My head was throbbing. I couldn’t think about those delicate origami birds. I perched on my window seat, scanning the sky and waiting. I wanted to see something real, not cleverly folded paper that masqueraded as something true. I rubbed my silver eagle feather charm. It felt familiar and strange at the same time.

I couldn’t remember how the necklace had come to me, but I must have acquired it on one of my other visits to the Obmil. Tokens from life don’t travel with souls into the afterlife, but gifts made in the afterlife have a way of sticking with a person. Here at the Obmil, the charm was a cool and tangible connection that I could place my fingers on. In my last life it would’ve been  to be your Passenger of herhiI bit my lipthe ghost of a necklace, a niggling feeling that there was something I could tap into if I could only access it. It would have felt like intuition, guiding me, if I was paying attention.

Sighing, I pressed my thumbs into my eye sockets. My headache had deepened from the effort of thinking in spirals. I looked back out across the lake. There they were, the two eagles. They were free and I was envious. Could I fly away from the Obmil? My lids became heavy, exhaustion catching up with me as I wondered how far you really did have to travel to leave limbo.

•  •  •

I was aware of the cool night air blowing across my face before I registered anything else. I shifted slightly, eyes still closed. I could smell the nightly bonfire from down on the beach. I stretched, rotating my sleepy, stiff muscles, as I snuggled deeper under the warmth of the down comforter.

“What the—ouch!” I sat up in a rush and smacked the top of my head against the inside storm shutter that must’ve come loose from its hook on the wall. I tried to search the room while extricating myself from the tangle of blankets, but all I could see were stars shooting around in my own head.

“Who’s here?” I yelled. The smell that hit me was wrong—it wasn’t Julia. Who did I know that smelled like pinecones and jelly beans?

The final indignity was tipping off the window seat into a heap on the floor. My head was half buried in down, and suddenly I didn’t care if there was an axe murderer in the room. I just lay there, rubbing the goose egg on my noggin. Damn thing felt more like an ostrich egg.

“How’d you know I was here?” the voice asked. It was soft like the breeze in summer.

Really? Pinecones and jelly beans? Trevor? I must’ve been quite distracted when I was pinned beneath him at the pond. I didn’t remember that at all.

“Elliot?”

The gentleness of his voice ran a finger down my back to the base of my spine, sending goose bumps everywhere. Goose bumps were better than goose eggs.

“Elliot, you okay down there?”

He actually sounded a little concerned, like I might’ve knocked myself unconscious during my acrobatic fit. I thought about playing dead, but then I realized how ridiculous that was and couldn’t stop giggling.

“What’s the joke?” he asked, his voice traveling to me from across the room. I flipped over and sat up, gazing out the window. I needed to give myself a moment. No eagles, but lights, similar to the aurora borealis, rippled in the black sky. I turned to look at him.

Trevor was sitting on the floor, his back angled against the door to my room. His knees were propped up but I could see enough of him in the starlight to know that his black T-shirt was absent its usual commentary. He was mindlessly banging his thumb in a rhythmic beat against his thigh.

I stood up, piling my blanket back onto the window seat. I could feel myself growing increasingly warm despite the cool air blowing my oversized flannel shirt around my knees, the very same knees that seemed to no longer be qualified to hold my own weight. I wanted to ask what he was doing in my room, but he was busy mumbling something under his breath. He stared at me with a steady gaze, but I didn’t believe he was relaxed at all. His fingers were making tracks through his hair.

“The comforter,” I said.

“Huh?”

“You asked how I knew you were here. It was the comforter. I hadn’t been wrapped up when I fell asleep.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“You covered me?” I asked.

“Your toes were cold.”

“How did you know my toes were cold?”

“I accidentally brushed up against them when I checked to see if you were Delving. Julia thought you might be sleeping up here and didn’t want to wake you. I said I’d check.” He shrugged as if going around and testing people for Delves was an average, everyday occurrence. Like hanging out with Julia was what he always did. He shrugged as if being here with me was completely random. Then I noticed the way he was fiddling with the laces of his boots.

I wanted to feel violated that he’d snuck into my room uninvited while I was sleeping, angry that he was with Julia before he came to see me, but I didn’t. I had the unexpected feeling that he was here because he needed me. The fragile tenderness had returned from those moments at the pond. My heart beat like the wings of a baby bird.

“Thank you—for covering me.”

“What, no huffing and puffing? No lecture for sneaking up on you even if I had a good reason?” His voice had a scratchiness to it, like he’d been sitting quietly for a long time. He was baiting me. I decided my best bet was to ignore it.

“You said you had a good reason for being here?” Luckily, I sounded calm, but inside I was ready to spring in a million directions. I grabbed at a lock of hair, wrapping and unwrapping it around my finger.

He sighed. “You’re twisted, Elliot.”

I tried to drop my hand but I’d gotten myself tangled in my own hair. Before I could unknot myself, he was on his feet and moving closer.

“You need to Delve.” He was fixed on me like a hawk tracking a baby bunny.

I freed myself just in time to throw my palms up in surrender. “I’ll be there in the morning. I’m not hiding from this anymore.”

I peeked down at my toes. They were getting cold again now that they were hanging out on the night floor. But pulling on my woolly socks wasn’t an option. I didn’t need to make my outfit look any more embarrassing than it already was. I added, “Something’s been bothering me. I didn’t really have time to think about it before, but . . . I don’t know how I died.”

He moved to within a foot of me. “Not tomorrow. We need to Delve now. I can’t wait, Elliot. I’ve been thinking about this too and I have to know what happened.” He needed me to Delve? Well, that explained why Julia couldn’t help him.

“I—I think I might have killed myself,” I spat out. The cold in my feet moved upward, freezing my heart so it could barely beat. “Things were so bad and I was feeling so dead inside.” I didn’t know what else to say.

“Jesus, Elliot. I don’t want to hear that.” He began pacing the floor like the walls held him here against his will. “There are too many unknowns to start making stupid guesses. Like we need to worry about your eternal damnation when we can’t even figure out what I was ready to confess.”

“So this is about you? I should have known.” Here I was worried that I’d comm want to go back therewhibI itted a cosmically irreversible offense. I could end up banished to hell and he was only concerned about himself. My fears were more than realistic. Mel had hinted that there were consequences for taking too long to sort out your soul, but I had a feeling there were also ramifications for the really big screwups. It wasn’t so hard to believe that certain crimes were unforgivable. I shivered.

“Oh for God’s sake, this isn’t about who’s the biggest drama queen.” He rolled his eyes. “Even Julia knows that.” I involuntarily reached for my cheek. His harsh words should have left a five-fingered mark on my face.

“Why do you need me? Why can’t you go fall into your own Delve, like you did at the pond?”

He mumbled something that I couldn’t make out.

“What?”

His head shot up sharply. “Don’t you think I would if I could? That I haven’t tried? I’d been standing in that spot forever, staring at the stagnant fucking water. I didn’t drop into that goddamn Delve until you wound your way up the path.”

I sucked in my breath. I hadn’t known. And why did it feel like my chest was being crushed, to hear him say that he’d tried to Delve without me? So stupid.

“We just need to Delve so we can find out what happened. I need to know!” He exhaled, pushing his demands in my face.

“What? What do you need to know?”

“Come on, are you going to make me say it? How much are you going to take from me?”

I jumped back as if I’d touched a live wire.

“I don’t know why I told you I was just as responsible as you for Oliver’s death. We already know you caused that. So what the hell was I talking about?”

God! He was so insensitive. My teeth ground together.

“That’s not the only thing, Elliot. The other problem is that I don’t know why I followed you here. Obviously, I came to the Obmil because I didn’t figure out what I needed to during my life, but why did I come right after you? Nothing makes any sense the way we left it. All I know for sure right now is that you killed my brother.” His lip started to tremble. “But I think it’s my fault too.” He took a deep breath. “We also know that Oliver hates me but loves you. So I’m thinking, I did something pretty damn terrible. Elliot, please. You know better than anyone what it feels like to be the walking dead. You saw what your past self looked like when I found you.” Tears were running down his face and now his T-shirt glowed softly . . . DON’T FOLLOW ME, I’M LOST TOO.

I couldn’t help it; I moved closer and touched the tip of my finger against a tear sliding down his cheek.

•  •  •

“Elliot, I’m just as much to blame for Oliver’s death as you are.”

Before I realized there was a tear sliding down the side of Trevor’s cheek, my finger had already reached out to touch it. His eyes were huge. I’d seen them full of rage and anger, full of hostility. This was different. Now they were bottomless. He was floating through my Delve without an anchor.

“ to be your Passengerre.hiI was fourteen years old when my parents had Abby. That made Oliver lucky number thirteen. We were just a year apart and more like twins. We did everything together, until Abby came along.”

I traced that single tear down his jaw line.

“Our sister was a surprise, but my parents were completely thrilled to have a girl, insane with joy, in fact. And she was beautiful—a real charmer. Had us all wrapped around her little finger in a matter of hours.”

Trevor shrugged his shoulders, as if he didn’t know how to adequately explain it.

“So what was the problem?” I prodded.

“The problem is that I’m a self-centered jerk and—”

“And . . .”

“And I was jealous. Abby seemed to prefer Oliver to me, just like everyone always did.” Trevor’s voice dropped even lower. “I—I felt like a third wheel when I was with them. It sounds so goddamn stupid when I say it out loud, but there isn’t any other way to say it.” He moaned from someplace deep.

“It doesn’t make you a bad guy just because you had a selfish thought or two,” I said softly.

“But it wasn’t just a thought, don’t you see?” He pounded his hand into his fist. “I started acting on those thoughts. I avoided Oliver, wanting him to see what it felt like to be left out. But it backfired. He was hurt. He overcompensated, spending more time with Abbs because I was pushing him away. They got closer and I pushed harder. It was so fucking stupid.”

Trevor>
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I thought my heart would explode—unable to contain our mutual grief. Without thinking, I launched myself across the bench and engulfed Trevor in my arms. He was racked with sobs and I could barely hold on to him. The truth was tearing him apart from the inside out. I pulled him closer—aware of how painful it was to search within.

Even knowing what I’d done, a part of me was uncomfortable with his confession. As bad as my crime was, it was a careless accident. In a way, his had intent. He hadn’t caused anyone’s death but he’d shaped his relationships with Abby and Oliver. He’d chosen his own path over and over again. I would have given anything to have a brother or a sister. How could he just close them out?

But I knew what it felt like to have someone see past your worst fears about yourself. He’d given me a thread of something to hold on to and it made him beautiful to me. My hand rubbed slow, even circles of comfort across his back, creating new patterns for us to follow.

•  •  •

We were still standing in my room, cloaked in midnight and wrapped around each other. We stood there, our hearts hammering in unison. I wasn’t sure if I would be able to look him in the eye considering how intimate we’d suddenly become. My knees wobbled and I wondered if he was overcome by the same sensation.

“Elliot, I can’t go to Workshop anymore. I don’t want to do this in front of other people.”

“No, we can’t.”

“I won’t go if you don’t go. Promise not to expose us?”

It was hard to squeeze him tighter, but I certainly tried. “I vow to avoid the Delving chair at all costs. I won’t even buckle if Mel hunts us down and tries to bribe me with chocolate.”

A tiny sigh escaped his lips, warming my scalp. For the briefest moment, I thought about telling him what I’d learned about Oliver. How he’d said that he’d died for me. Wouldn’t it ease Trevor’s mind, to know that there were things in motion that he didn’t have any control over? But even if he wasn’t really to blame, I was. And then we wouldn’t be in this together.

“So, how are we going to do this?” he asked. I could tell  to be your Passenger Trevorsuunderstandhe wanted to Delve again right away and I couldn’t blame him. Hope was addictive.

“Hold that thought. And turn around.” I didn’t know if it would help with finding the answers, but I needed to get out of the Haven. Something was pulling me. I threw on my clothes from before, whipped my hair up into a ponytail, then strode across the room and grabbed his sleeve. I was ready, proactive for a change, and it felt good.

“Let’s go.”

I pulled him out the door with me, expecting him to resist, but surprisingly he followed.

We walked along the edge of the lake side by side for as long as we could, watching the moon dance on the surface of the water. Eventually the rocky landscape became too much, so we broke apart, concentrating on the moonlit rocks we were navigating.

As the terrain became more difficult to maneuver, I had no choice but to lean on Trevor. My fingers grazed his as I reached for the same handhold he was using. His hand fitted into the small of my back as he boosted me up over a fallen tree. We helped each other over obstacle after obstacle, and each touch was a small electric spark in the night.

“Wow, I don’t remember it being this difficult to get up the mountain to the pond earlier today. Do you?” I asked as I blew at a wisp of hair that was tickling my nose.

A rumbling chuckle echoed from behind me.

“What’s so funny? It is harder to navigate at night, you know.”

He reached across the tree that lay between us and tucked the fallen strand of my hair back behind my ear.

“We aren’t cocreating,” came his voice, huskier than his laugh.

“Huh?”

I had trouble remembering what we’d been talking about. All I could manage to focus on was how close he was to my face and how his hand lingered.

“You’re doing the creating, I’m just along for the ride.” He waited with his eyebrows raised and a crooked little sideways grin on his face.

“I’m creating this? No, I wouldn’t,” I said in disbelief.

“I know I’m not creating anything at the moment. I’m having too much fun watching what you’re coming up with all on your own.”

“Oh.” I could feel my face becoming hot. The night air, that moments ago had been so cool, was now uncomfortably warm.

“Maybe you made the route difficult so that I’d have to assist you up over every obstacle?”

“I wasn’t thinking at all!” I sputtered.

“I know. That’s what I’m enjoying about it the most,” said Trevor.

“You what?” My voice sounded high-pitched and screechy. As I finally got myself untangled from Trevor and the tree I was straddling, I stepped back and noticed the new lettering that glowed white against the black of his T-shirt: I REJECT YOUR REALITY AND SUBSTITUTE MY OWN.

I plopped my forehead into my hands. “Okay, Lowry, I get it, you’re messing with me. I’m not completely used to this lack of hostility between us.” I braved a peek and said, “I don’t remember how we—I mean the past-life Elliot and Trevor—were with each other after we learned each other’s darkest fears and failures. Even though want to go back therearhibI  I don’t remember it, I have a strange feeling that things between us got a bit better. Maybe we found some hope to hang on to.”

I wondered how big hope could actually grow.

“I don’t remember either,” he said. “But if we base our assumptions about us on what we actually know, you do realize that it’s not pretty.”

He kept his tone light as he said this, but I knew he wasn’t off the mark.

“You’re right.” I plopped down next to him. “It’s crazy.”

I glanced over at Trevor’s tousled hair. I impulsively reached up and ran my fingers through the silky black strands and squeezed my eyes shut, internally bracing myself. “It might be possible that I—that I wanted you near me.” I didn’t dare peek at him as I made the admission.

I felt his warm breath in my ear. “If I promise to be near you, do you think you could create an easier path up to wherever it is that you’re taking me?”

My eyes popped open. His face was unreadable.

“I can do that. Yeah, I can definitely do that,” I said, grabbing his hand. I had no idea what I was doing, but I decided I didn’t have to think about it. Within moments we found ourselves spiraling into another Delve, hand in hand.

•  •  •

My vision came into focus and I found myself staring up into the canopy of a mature maple tree. The sun was directly overhead and the wind was blowing just enough that bits of light danced everywhere, like water bugs shooting across the surface of a pond.

Lying there, I felt calm. I couldn’t remember the last time I hadn’t felt dead or dying on the inside. It was like finally breathing after being underwater.

I could feel the cool ground supporting the length of my body. Sparse blades of grass tickled the backs of my knees. My head was propped up on Trevor’s stomach, slowly rising up and down in time to his breathing.

“Do you like it better over here? Not so hot, huh?” came Trevor’s voice.

I turned my head and saw Oliver’s bench gleaming in the hot sun.

“Yeah, this is better,” I said, remembering how we’d sat in the bright white sun all last week, getting to know the very worst things about each other. It was almost as if we’d let the sun bleach away our personal shortcomings.

“What made you think to come over here?” I asked.

“I’m not sure.” He paused long enough that I wasn’t positive he would continue, but he did. “It was your face, I think. Your cheeks were so red and flushed; I was worried that you might pass out from heat stroke. Then who would I talk to while hanging out at the local cemetery?”

I’d spent enough time with him now to know that the teasing sound in his voice would correspond to a twisted little smirk near the corner of his mouth. It was thrilling to finally be able to know some of his nuances.

“Thank you,” I said, return to be your Passenger4OhibI ing to the comfortable silence we’d been sharing. There’d been so many words and tears over the last week. Now it was a quieter time.

The sky was bright blue and the clouds were exquisite. They were billowing and pristine as they rollicked across my line of vision. When they passed across the sun in just the right place, they appeared illuminated from within.

“Do you think it looks like that?” Trevor said.

“Do I think what looks like what?” I asked.

“Heaven.”

How could one word invoke so many mysteries?

“It seems just like I always imagined Heaven. These really are the kind of clouds a Heaven would exist in,” I said.

“That’s what I was thinking, but—” He sucked in a deep breath. “I think that would be too easy. I used to believe that clouds were a fine place for Heaven, until I understood that people could fly above them. It sort of ruined it for me.”

“Did you stop believing in the afterlife?” I asked, a hint of reservation in my voice.

“Not sure exactly. I guess I always figured there’s a place that you go, but I stopped thinking of it being in the clouds. It seems childish to think that way.”

He hadn’t asked anything else, so I allowed him to ruminate.

“Where do you think he is?” The questioned ripped raggedly from the depths of him. He wanted to know about Oliver.

“I don’t know, Trevor. I don’t know the answer to that any more than I know where I’m headed after what I’ve done.” The words skittered shakily, fear catching in my throat.

A cloud passed over the sun, leaving Oliver Lowry’s bench cool, black, and lonely.

•  •  •

There was hardly any disorientation as we came out of this Delve. We were getting used to hurtling around on the space-time continuum. I was still holding Trevor’s hand. We weren’t sprawled across each other on the ground. I wondered if that was significant at all. Were we gaining some control?

“Well, that was interesting,” said Trevor.

“It’s all interesting, but what do you mean exactly?” I gave him a tiny nudge in the ribs, still unsure if he recognized the humor in my voice when I was teasing him.

“I was thinking about us under the tree.”

“Well, it was so much more comfortable under there.”

“So you were comfortable, leaning on me?” He gripped my hand a bit more firmly, maybe guessing that I’d yank it back when he teased.

It was becoming harder to separate the way I’d felt about the boy from my past and the way I responded to Trevor now. It didn’t seem so strange to be holding his hand and smiling at him when moments ago I’d had my head tucked against his chest. This was getting way to be your Passenger4OhibI  too weird. I didn’t want to talk about it until I’d had more time to think.

“It was fascinating to watch what was happening from a different perspective,” Trevor continued. “We’d put some distance between ourselves and Oliver’s death.”

“Oh, I hadn’t thought of it that way. What do you think it means?”

“I think it means that I’m more confused than I was before,” he muttered under his breath. I was ready to second the thought when I heard an out-of-place sound behind me. I whipped my head around in time to see David thundering up the path behind us, the sunrise framing him.

“Not an interesting development.” I was pleased that my voice sounded snarky instead of terrified, despite the bull that was charging straight for me. Trevor’s presence gave me a boost of confidence.

Trevor stepped forward, more diplomatic than I’d expected, probably trying to run interference. “Hey, David.” He paused. “You don’t seem like the type who goes out for a stroll.”

David bent over and gave a wheeze while mopping his drippy forehead with the sleeve of his shirt. “I—I was searching for you.” He righted himself and took a deep breath. Then he squinted and a bottle around. I 
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I wouldn’t have known we’d entered a Delve except that the waterwheel disappeared. One minute it was there and then it was gone. Instead of sitting in the shade, surrounded by ferns and pines, I was perched high in the air with the sun making everything dazzlingly bright.

I attempted to turn my head, but my eyes stayed glued to the endless blue sky painted across my field of vision. This wasn’t my Delve, it was Trevor’s.

Without warning, my gaze shot downward to an immense river. I felt a wave of vertigo at the sudden movement. This was uncomfortable. I had no idea where we were and I could feel Trevor’s body tense up and my stomach roil as I peeked at the water below.

Just as I thought Trevor would tip over, he turned to look at me, the past-life version of me. The sight was shocking. She was glorious. She was sitting on the edge of a granite outcrop, feet dangling aimlessly over the abyss. Her arms were propped behind her, with her face turned up to the sun. Elliot’s eyes were closed and the sun lit up her hair with a warm caramel glow.

I was clearly watching a stranger, not the girl I thought of as myself. I started to sweat, watching her on the edge. A jittering ball of height-induced fear rolled around my stomach, yet this Elliot was in her element.

“So, this is what you do to relax?” There was a mixture of admiration and disbelief in Trevor’s voice.

Elliot turned to look at him and I drew in my breath.

“Yeah. This is what I do,” she replied with a twitch in the co to be your Passenger1suunderstandrner of her mouth.

I felt myself wanting to lean toward this strange vision of myself, to discover this new unexpected version of me. Before this, I hadn’t discovered anything good about Elliot Turner I wanted to explore. The first memory of Oliver had been the start of a slippery slope, one negative thing after another.

“My dad brought me up here all the time when I was younger.” Elliot turned back to stare out over the water, completely at ease sitting on the edge of the world. “The first time, I was nine years old. We brought along a little picnic. While we were sitting here, we watched an eagle soar on the wind.”

“That must’ve been amazing.”

“Oh, it was. I was perched in the same piece of sky where an eagle flew. It felt as if I was about as close to heaven as anyone could possibly get.”

“Back to heaven in the clouds,” Trevor said.

Elliot nodded and continued. “My dad and I would hike up here from time to time, but as I got older I found myself craving this place. So I started to come by myself when I needed to get away from the rest of the world.”

Trevor panned the horizon. “It’s freakin’ amazing. I can see why you come here.”

He edged over to the side of the rock, peering down. My stomach did flip-flops in response.

What was she thinking, sitting up here like this? I was really beginning to question my own past-life sanity, yet I couldn’t argue with the look of contentment on her face—on my face. What the hell had happened to me? I used to love this and now I was chickenshit when it came to heights.

“The more time I spend up here, the more I find myself,” said Elliot. “When I’m down on the ground walking around in my regular life, I can never see anything but the complications. When I’m up here, seeing the world from a different perspective, even the smallest things are meaningful and more interesting.”

“How so?”

“Well, one day, when my eagle didn’t show up, I found myself captivated by the surface of the water. I couldn’t believe it. It appeared as if the river was moving in two different directions.”

“Seriously?”

“I know. I thought it was some weird visual trick, but I researched it later and discovered that the Hudson is actually part river and part estuary.”

“And that means . . . ?” Trevor asked.

“It means that my eyes weren’t actually playing tricks on me. The river can’t make up its mind.”

I could hear my own laugh as Trevor’s focus stayed locked on the water below, probably searching for evidence of the odd behavior of the currents.

 to be your Passenger t.hiElliot put on her very best flight attendant voice and waved her fingers like she was indicating floor lights. “This intriguing piece of information has been around for generations. The Algonquin people in the Hudson River Valley termed the Hudson estuary Mohicanituk, “The River That Flows Both Ways.” Thank you for flying Elliot Air.”

Her voice returned to its normal cadence. “Every time I come up here now, I flip around the concept in my head. It’s like a puzzle. I still can’t shake the feeling that there is some nugget of knowledge here.” She gave a sigh. “In all seriousness, if I could just get more than a fleeting glimpse of it, I know I’d understand something significant.”

Elliot threw up her arms. “But as you can see, I’m still chasing enlightenment.” She said it with humor and maybe the faintest longing for something more.

“So, enough about me. We now know that I hike, perch on cliffs, bird watch, and get philosophical for relaxation. What do you do, Lowry? Because you’re obviously not super comfortable with heights.”

Elliot winked at Trevor and I ever so softly returned to the waterwheel, where everything moved in only one direction over and over again.

•  •  •

“So, you don’t want to tell me what you do to unwind? Seems suspicious,” I said. He’d pulled us out of his Delve just before he was going to impart some personal information. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who avoided things.

“I would tell you right now if the me sitting next to you could remember.” He tapped his index finger against his temple. “Delving is getting easier though, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” I nodded back.

“So where are we going, Elliot?” He searched my face for answers.

“You mean what’s out there for us after this? I don’t know any more than you.” My insides twisted around. “Heaven, hell, a different limbo?” There had to be more Obmils in existence than this one. It wasn’t like the whole deceased population of the world was here. I’d have to ask Mel if she knew. Maybe she and the other guides got some kind of special training before they came to the afterlife. Maybe she knew if souls were grouped by need or if everything was completely random.

“I just meant where are we going now.” Trevor raised his eyebrow at me. “You couldn’t have been headed here, I just created it. Besides, you seemed like you were climbing this mountain with intent. You do remember yesterday when you dragged me out of your room and halfway up here before David sidetracked us? Call me curious.”

I stared at him, mouth half open. “Oh.”

He smiled.

“Oh, right,” I repeated, getting up and dusting myself off. “The truth is, I didn’t really have a destination in mind. I just hoped that we might figure out how to come up with some answers.”

He didn’t say anything so I continued. “I couldn’t Delve in front of everyone anymore either. I know that’s what we’re supposed to do, but everything is be to be your PassengerweighthibI coming too . . .”

“Personal,” Trevor filled in.

“Private,” I said at the same time.

Trevor got to his feet. “So you have no idea where we’re going?”

“I didn’t say that. I said I didn’t know earlier, but I do now. Before I tell you, I have a question.”

“Shoot.”

“Will we ever come back here again? I mean, the waterwheel is your creation, but it’s an unconscious one. I guess I like it here and was just wondering if we’ll be able to get back some time.” I took in the scene, made more amazing because it was a visceral piece of what was deep inside him.

“I have no idea.” He sighed. “It’s all uncharted territory for me too.”

I glanced around one last time. I wanted to clutch this magical place between my fingers but it would have been easier to catch a handful of steam.

“We’re off to the top of the mountain,” I said, tipping my head in the direction of the eagle’s aerie and adding a significant amount of bravado to my voice.

“And why would we do that?” Trevor asked.

“I think we spent a lot of time on a very similar outcrop.” I nodded toward the summit. “The thought of going to the top of a mountain scares the heck out of me. It makes my heart race. It’s also intriguing. I hate the height, but being close to the eagles . . . What I’ve started to figure out is that the things I avoid the most seem to have the most importance.”

“You’ve avoided me like the plague,” said Trevor.

“You were obnoxious.”

Trevor clutched his chest in mock anguish. “I’m wounded by your words.”

I couldn’t help it; I gave him an exasperated shove. I didn’t intend for him to lose his balance. His arms flew round and around like twin waterwheels, trying to keep himself perched on the mossy rock. The last thing I saw before he plopped backward into the small pool of water was his T-shirt . . . SHIT HAPPENS.

•  •  •

This time it was my Delve, which took me off guard. I assumed I’d be back in Trevor’s past, considering we transitioned the minute he hit the surface of the water, but I could see him, standing next to a vintage red Ford pickup truck. It was clean and pristine, even on this dusty, tree-lined back road.

As I settled into myself, I noticed that my heart was racing and my breathing was shallow. Trevor walked toward me, his face concerned.

“Elliot, are you okay? You don’t seem so good. Here, sit down and put your head between your knees,” he said.

Now all I could see was the tiny patch of grass between my shoes. Trevor’s hand was massaging the tension out of my neck.

“I’m confused,” Trevor said. “You took me up to a dangerous mountain peak and laughed at me because my knees were practically knocking together in height-fright. But when I suggest that we take a ride in my truck, a truck so old that it shakes a to be your Passenger t.hi little when the speedometer hits sixty, you almost pass out.”

My head stayed wedged between my knees.

“Come on, Elliot. This is what I do. I drive the back roads in my grandfather’s old truck and listen to music. This is how I get lost in myself. I thought you wanted to be a part of that.” The vulnerability in his voice was unavoidable now.

My head flew up. Trevor was blurry as tears welled up.

“I haven’t been in a c-c-car since . . .” My voice trembled so badly I couldn’t continue talking. I wiped my face with the back of my hand.

“Oh, shit. That never even occurred to me. I have no idea what I was thinking. Damn. I wasn’t thinking at all.” He shook his hair in every direction. “Let’s get out of here. We can climb your mountain and go see the eagles. I promise I won’t even complain about how scary it is sitting on the tip of that rock.” He was suddenly crouched in front of me. “Let’s leave Sally parked and get out of here.”

That didn’t feel right either.

“No.” My voice was steady, sure of what it was about to say, although the stiffness in my limbs hadn’t managed to catch up with my new attitude. “I don’t want to leave. I want to stay here. I don’t think I can actually get in your—did you call your truck Sally?” I made a sound that was something between a chuckle and a gulp.

“That’s right. Her name is Sally.” He puffed up proudly.

Before I could snicker, he leaned in close to my ear and his warm breath rustled the loose hair against my neck.

“Shhh, don’t tease her. She’s very sensitive. She thinks she’s a Mustang, and I don’t have the heart to tell her any different.” Then he winked.

It was like a lightning strike.

In that moment, I realized I was in love with Trevor. It felt like an instantaneous revelation. In truth there were hundreds of small moments building to it, all in varying degrees of proximity to a tiny little gravestone. This was just the moment when it came together—the tipping point.

“I don’t want to leave. I want to hear all about your complicated relationship with Sally.” My heart felt like it was leaking golden light and filling up all my empty spaces.

Trevor jumped to his feet like an excited little boy.

“Really?” he asked.

“Really,” I confirmed. “I don’t think I’m ready to sit in the front, but what about if we sit in the back instead? We wouldn’t even be facing in the typical direction; it wouldn’t feel like driving at all.”

“I’ve got some of my grandfather’s old blankets tucked behind the seat in the cab. I’ll go grab them, okay?” want to go back thereorg before

“Okay.” I couldn’t believe I wasn’t close to hysterics.

“Is this chao it than that
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complications

I’d loved him. Ugh! Could things get any more complicated? Well, they probably could. I should be grateful that Trevor hadn’t been privy to my private thoughts in the past. We were getting along much better now. We might even be friends, but I couldn’t be in love with a guy who could explo want to go back thereitsuunderstandde at any time. I couldn’t be in love with my ex–best friend’s possible boyfriend. Just because my heart raced when I got too close to him didn’t mean that—

“Time to go,” I said, taking control of the situation and my mutinous thoughts. I reached to help Trevor climb out of the pond.

He gripped my hand all the way up to the wrist and with a quick yank I was flying through the air and toppling head first into the water.

I came up sputtering, trying to work myself up into a good huff, but when I saw how pleased he was with himself, I had to appreciate his master plan.

“I should’ve seen that coming.” I dipped my head back under the water, enjoying the sensation of my hair floating and then drying instantly as I broke the surface. Giant beads of water tumbled back to where they’d come from.

“It is a weird sensation,” said Trevor, watching me defy water.

“Did you ever play with cornstarch and water when you were a kid?” I asked, suddenly remembering that I had. Hadn’t Mel mentioned that once some of the big memories were unlocked, smaller ones would start popping up with little triggers?

“Can’t say I did. Why?” Trevor asked.

“When you mix the powdered cornstarch with water it’s almost solid, but the minute the heat of your hand makes contact, it softens the goop and it runs through your fingers. You can’t hold on to it.”

“Like the way we’re wet and dry simultaneously,” Trevor said.

“Yes and no,” I said. “It does have its similarities, I guess, but I was thinking more about Delving.”

“Yup, Delving is a weird sensation. Especially when I’m in one of your Delves.”

“Hey!” I punched him in the arm, but it wasn’t very effective, considering that I was treading water.

“Here, let me help you, shorty.”

Before I could protest, Trevor had wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled my back against his chest. His chin brushed the top of my head.

“Is that better?”

Oh boy—this qualified as a weird sensation. I didn’t know that contentment and electric shock could exist in the same moment of contact.

“What were you saying about Delving?” asked Trevor.

“Um, well . . .” I was having a hard time remembering what I’d been talking about.

Trevor’s mouth was so darn close to my ear. “It’s fine—I get distracted all the time. I’m sure you’ll think of it later.”

Before I could come up with a witty retort, he was gliding me toward the rock so we could climb out of the water. With a little boost, I was up and out of the pool. I froze. Julia was standing in the shadow of the waterwheel. How long had she been there? Long enough, I guessed from seeing her shocked face.

Trevor turned and used his arms to pop up into a sitting position next to me on the rock. “So what dangerous paths are you going to lead me down now?” He grabbed my hand, mingling his fingers with mine. Then he looked up.

“Julia?” Trevor said.

She appeared forlorn and I was dumbfounded, unable to to be your PassengerwohibI  think of a single thing to say.

“Julia, what’s the matter?” Trevor’s fingers untangled themselves from mine, but he still hadn’t moved.

“I was searching for you.” She sounded shaky. “I had a bad Delve earlier and I can’t get it out of my head. I need someone to talk to.” Her voice caught at the same time that her face crumpled.

The way she stared at me, it was as if none of the nonsense that had gone on between us had ever occurred. She needed me, finally. And I needed to be needed. My heart swelled and I took a step forward, ready to forgive her. I was all set to cover her with my friendship, like bubble wrap. I’d help to keep her safe.

When Trevor rushed past me, my humiliation was complete. I watched as he pulled her to him, enveloping her in his arms. She didn’t need me. She’d been searching for him. I clenched my fists. My teeth were grinding into each other. At first I thought the dizzy sensation had to do with the fact that I was so steamed I was holding my breath, but—

•  •  •

I was in dark shadows and a woman towered over me, framed in bright lights. I disliked her immediately. Her face was shifting plates of harsh lines and her anger drilled into my face or the face of whoever’s Delve this was.

“Mama, I don’t want to go out there.” The voice was whispery and pleading.

Where the hell was I?

“Julia Antonio Going. We have been through this before. You will go out on that stage,” the woman hissed, and stepped closer.

Julia—this was Julia’s Delve again. She peeked up at the woman. My stomach sank with the realization that this was her mother. The woman seemed gigantic. All I could think about was Cruella de Vil.

“But I told you, I don’t want to do dancing. It’s scary to do a recital. I don’t like the people watching me and the lights in my face.”

The pieces were starting to fall into place. Julia’s mother wasn’t overly tall—Julia was little, really young from the sound of it. Then there was music, a swell of notes, and a woman with her hair in a bun and a corsage pinned to her dress popped her head over Mrs. Going’s shoulder.

“Everything all right here?” The woman sounded nervous, but you could tell she was trying to hide it behind her happy preschool voice.

“Everything’s fine.” Mrs. Going grabbed Julia by the upper arm, her nails digging into her daughter’s skin. I felt myself flinch. The first time because of the cruelty of the act and the second time because Julia didn’t flinch at all, telling me all I needed to know. She was used to this.

“Are you ready to dance then, Julia? It’s time,” the woman with the corsage said. I saw a flock of tiny girls in tutus being herded onto the stage.

“She’s ready to dance. Aren’t you, Julia?” Her mother leaned over and whispered in her ear, “You’re already a disappointment. Don’t embarrass me out there_ I was  at the Obmil.”

Julia nodded as she was led away to join the rest of the ballerinas.

I said a little prayer, hoping she’d realize that the stage wasn’t such a bad place to be. At least her mother wasn’t on it. I was pretty sure that there weren’t a lot of things scarier than that woman. Julia found a glow-in-the-dark circle in the row of stickers on the stage floor. She fixed her feet and I took in what she was seeing. We now stood center stage, facing the rich royal blue curtain—watching it slide open. The widening gap, becoming bigger by the second, exposed a sea of bright lights and shadowed faces. The curtains stopped and in the moment just before the audience made its first sound, Julia looked down to see a stream of liquid race down her little leg, fill her pink ballet slipper, and then puddle at her feet.

•  •  •

“Shh,” Trevor cooed, rocking her in his arms. “It’s okay. She’s not really here. You’re safe with me.”

Julia lifted her head and there was no hiding from what I’d seen. She stood up and faced me, so close I could have reached out and hugged her. Her expression was full of things, some that I understood and some that I didn’t have a clue how to decipher, but I wanted to try. I found myself leaning toward her, wanting to be included. In one second I realized that a single horrific event, in my otherwise pretty good life, was less traumatic than her life full of tragedy.

Julia’s delicate wrist dabbed at the corners of her leaky eyes. “Elliot, would it be okay if I borrowed Trevor for a little while?”

Of all the things she could’ve ask for, she picked the one that would wound me the most. This was beyond taking Trevor away from me.

It was utter rejection.

I could feel the anger boiling in my soul. She should understand what rejection feels like and not ever want to hurt someone else that way. And now I couldn’t help it—I hated her. It seemed so wrong after what I’d just witnessed, but it was beyond my control. It all roared out of me as a storm—clouds, raindrops, and lightning. Julia stood her ground, even though my feelings were pouring down on her. Of course she had her protector behind her. Another rush of anguish. Trevor, on the other hand, appeared frazzled as he watched my volatile emotions, making God knows what kind of display over my head. A sharp crack of thunder made Trevor tense, which I enjoyed until Julia practically shot back into his arms.

“Please? Please give us a couple minutes. Will you wait for me?” Trevor asked.

I wanted to say no, that I hated him, too, but flashes from our Delves kept going off like fireworks in my brain. I’d fallen in love with him once, but that didn’t have to mean anything now.

“I’m heading up,” I said, tight-lipped, trying to reel in my emotions.

“Promise me you’ll wait up top.” He looked dangerous and demanding, but I didn’t care. Julia was still folded into his arms like she belonged there.

I remembered when he’d demanded that the suicidal Elliot return to meet him. I threw imaginary daggers at his face, although I was aiming for his heart. “You don’t get to use that request twice.”

Conveniently, a path opened up in front of me as I turned to stalk off.

I walked until the trees had to be your Passenger, but g before swallowed me up and then I waited. It was pathetic and I knew it, but I did it anyway. Plopping down, I hugged my knees to my chest and rocked back and forth and cried.

He didn’t come. I felt a tiny ache like a small hammer banging in the outer corner of my left eye. Choices were made and I was deemed inconsequential. I wanted to get up and do something productive. Sneak back and see if Trevor was making Julia forget her troubles. But if he was . . .

Another part of me wanted to head up to the top of the mountain and Delve without him. I’d have the answers that he wanted and then I could refuse him when he asked. I wanted to send him back to Julia empty-handed.

I did neither. I sat right where I was and let the beat in my head drown out the sad song in my soul.

•  •  •

It seemed like forever had passed when he finally came tromping through the woods. He stopped short, not expecting me to be so close to the pond. He must’ve believed that I’d taken off to the top without him.

He sucked in a deep breath and then plopped down next to me. As I continued to rock, I could feel the sleeve of his shirt dance back and forth over my upper arm.

I had a million and one things that I wanted to say, but they were all pushing and shoving to get to the head of the line. I couldn’t decide which thought to let out of its cage first.

“She’s not my girlfriend.” His voice was controlled.

“I didn’t ask.”

“No, I guess you didn’t.” There was a frayed spot on the knee of his jeans and he picked at it with his finger.

“She needs a friend.”

“She had a friend and she threw me away.” I stopped rocking. The silence sat between us like the ghost of Julia.

“It’s complicated.” We both said it at the same time. How did he always do that? Fall into sync with me when he’d just been—gone.

We studied each other and then we both smirked.

“Everything’s complicated.” Trevor hopped up and reached out a hand to pull me up.

“I’m here now,” Trevor said, his shoulders relaxing. Uncharacteristically, he nibbled at his cuticle. I felt myself wanting to soften at the gesture of insecurity, but I also knew what he looked like when Julia was entangled in his arms, when he was her protector. I understood what it felt like to be chosen last. I was at the bottom of everyone’s list lately.

Despite knowing that I was seper.”
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the rain
on
the pain

It had been raining for three days and all I wanted to do was curl up in some cozy corner and have everyone leave me alone. I didn’t want drama, excuses, guilt, or responsibility. I just wanted to drink hot chocolate and get lost in the pages of a good book. But every time I tucked myself away in a discreet corner, I was inundated by people trying to steer clear of me. Irony sucks. Julia would stumble into our room and mumble under her breath while trying to avoid coming anywhere near me. Trevor would show up wherever I happened to be and scowl at me. Like I was the one who’d followed him into the room. Hello? I was here first.

Even Mel was a problem. I’d approached her with an excuse for missing Workshop, but before I could open my mouth to suggest a hiatus, she gave me a hard stare and I shriveled up like a raisin. So I’d created some all-weather gear and a heavy-duty umbrella and trudged my way up the trail and back, day after day after day. I never stayed wet for more than a second, but in a strong rain, with each drop hitting me in succession, I felt damp and annoyed until I was out of the storm.

At Workshop, I settled into a defensive position and was ready to dare anyone to make me Delve. I wasn’t sure if i to be your Passenger did youhiI bit my lipt was the vibe I was giving off or the ring of barbed wire around my chair, but Mel and everyone else left me alone. The only person I didn’t see was Oliver, and asking about him really wasn’t an option since I’d started flying my freak flag to keep everyone at bay.

So now it’d been three days and I was tired of defensive machinations. I grabbed my slicker and slipped outside as everyone was settling down for the night. I stopped caring that the rain was beating on my skull. I needed to be in open spaces so I headed to the lake.

“Nice hiding place.”

Trevor. Did I have a tracking chip or something? “I’m not hiding, I’m sailing,” I shot back. The water was smooth but the unrelenting rain bounced on its surface with a staccato sound. I was surrounded, inundated with water.

“Your dinghy is tied to the dock. I’m not sure you can call that sailing.”

I could feel a snort trying to sneak out as I pictured the sides of his mouth curling up. I bit my cheek. I wasn’t ready to stop hating him. I fished for a sharp retort but I must have exhausted my supply. “Who are you calling dingy?”

He chuckled in the darkness, and for the first time in days I felt like I could take a deep breath. I turned around. He was in the shadows, barely a silhouette.

“We’ve been fighting,” he said.

“I guess we have.”

His voice lowered. “I don’t want to fight anymore. I can explain about Jul—. No, wait. I don’t even want to talk about our fight. All we ever seem to do around here is rehash the past. I just want to move forward.”

“So we can hurry up and relive the past?”

“Funny, huh?”

“A laugh a minute.” I adjusted my rain hat. “You’ve been following me around. It would be my assessment that you didn’t want to actually be near me, so, I’m guessing you were only worried that I’d go off and Delve without you.”

He looked guilty of my claim but I was feeling like it didn’t matter as much anymore. Ten minutes ago I would have submitted to waterboarding before allowing Trevor to be my friend again, but now that he was here, it only mattered that I felt warm again. Things might not be what I wanted when he was around, but they didn’t really seem to be any better when he wasn’t.

“Hey, the rain stopped.” I glanced around, surprised.

He shook his head at me as he grabbed the dinghy rope and started reeling me in.

“What?” I asked.

“It’s only been raining in your world. Anyone unfortunate enough to be in your vicinity for the last three days has been the victim of Hurricane Elliot.” He tapped his temple with his fingers indicating that I was mental.

“Shit.”

He reached out his hand to pull me from the boat. “You’re developing quite a potty mouth.”

I placed my hands on his chest, contemplating a good push into the lake. Just like at the waterwheel, where we’d left off. I dropped my hands and lifted my chin to see him. Rivulets of rain danced down my neck when he tipped back the hood of my raincoat. I shivered. “What do we do now?”

Someone behind me cleared his throat and I tensed, sure David had found _ch at the Obmilus again.

“Kids these days. Gotta tell them everything.” I gave a sigh of relief. It was Freddie. I relaxed and rested my forehead against Trevor’s chest. His smelled good, woodsy and sweet at the same time.

“Hi, Freddie,” Trevor said. I couldn’t manage to get my nose out of Trevor’s T-shirt. How embarrassing—yet I persisted.

“Hi,” Freddie said back. “You were wondering what to do, young lady? I’ll tell you what you’re going to do.”

My head shot up. Even Freddie? He’d been the only one who I thought I hadn’t really truly annoyed.

Freddie took two steps closer and leaned in, lowering his voice. “You’re going to run. David is on his way down from checking your room. Don’t quite know why you get under his skin so much more than everyone else.” He turned his head to evaluate Trevor. “I take that back. He doesn’t like you much either.” Freddie tipped his hat at Trevor, who gave a grunt in return. “So wherever it is that you two are headed, I suggest you be quick about it.”

Trevor grabbed my hand and started pulling me off the dock and toward the woods. I yanked back, needing to give Freddie a hug, but Trevor wouldn’t loosen his grip.

Freddie winked at me. “Go! I’ll send him in the wrong direction.”

I opened my trap to at least yell a thank-you and got a mouthful of Trevor’s fingers.

“Shhhh—he’s coming,” Trevor hissed. He removed his hand and we were off.

“Are we going to the—?” My voice was a gasp from the unexpected sprint.

“Yes.”

•  •  •

We moved quickly, stopping every so often to listen for David, but everything remained silent once our breathing slowed. With the frantic pace we were keeping, it didn’t take long to reach the summit of the mountain and the rock outcrop that looked an awful lot like the one in Trevor’s Delve.

“Do you know what I found to be a weird sensation?” Trevor asked as he jumped onto the edge of the rock and plopped down, his feet dangling into space.

It was amazing. He could just drop back into the middle of a discussion we’d been having almost four days ago, the conversation that Julia had interrupted. I felt my chest tighten someplace in the vicinity of my heart. I shook my head when I realized he was waiting for a response: gazing at me like we’d never been in the middle of a storm. Well, if he wanted to pretend that Julia had never interfered, that was fine with me. In fact, it was better than fine.

Trevor was still sitting on the ledge and out of nowhere I was feeling lightheaded. I stayed back a good twenty feet, sweat now dripping at the pace of my racing heart. An overwhelming fear of heights gripped me, making my head spin like a dog chasing his tail. What was my problem? The old me was fearless, at least when it came to mountains. And the old Trevor would never have perched so casually on the edge of the world.

“Elliot, you gonna come sit down?” He turned to look at me and my face must have given me away. “You okay?”

“Uh-huh,” I said while shaking my head left to right.

“Interesting development,” Trevor said. He squinted, like it might help him see me clearer. to be your Passenger">.hi

He hopped back up and joined me farther back.

“So, as we were saying,” Trevor continued, possibly attempting not to draw attention to my new weakness. “I find it strange to be in your Delves. It’s bizarre enough to be dropped back into my own memories, where I know what I’m thinking and feeling as the memory unfolds. When I’m in your Delve, I’m inside and outside at the same time.”

“That’s what I was going to say earlier. I mean, the other day.”

“Kinda like cornstarch,” Trevor said with a sideways glance.

“Exactly,” I replied, happy that he’d remembered.

“I need to know more,” Trevor said. “I can’t be in this half-informed limbo anymore.” Trevor paced back and forth between me and the edge of rock that jutted out over the glassy surface of the lake far below. I drew in my breath every time he was out there.

“I don’t mean to bring up a slightly embarrassing subject,” I said. A picture of Julia danced in front of me, making me hesitate. Maybe I shouldn’t be saying what I was about to say. I made a snap decision. I wasn’t responsible for her anymore. It was time to clean up my past, and that included Julia. My stomach dropped as I mentally pushed her image over the side of the cliff. For all intents and purposes she was gone.

“Yes?” Trevor examined me like I was an X ray.

I couldn’t help it, I was blushing again. This was so frustrating. I couldn’t seem to pin down which way the wind was blowing with this guy. He was a lottery.

“Remember when we were walking and you accused me of creating an obstacle course so that we would have to, you know, be near each other?” I ducked my head, unable to look at him. He reached over and grabbed my hand, threading his fingers through mine. His palms weren’t even sweaty. Mine were like Niagara Falls. I hoped he didn’t notice.

“Refresh my memory,” he said. “Near each other like this?”

What was he doing? If I didn’t know better, I would think that he was flirting with me, but it couldn’t be. It must be mockery. I wiped my other hand on my jeans and couldn’t help but gulp in too much air when I noticed his T-shirt. It now read LET’S COMPLICATE THINGS.

“What?” His eyebrows shot up in surrender, a look of pure innocence on his face. “You make obstacle courses and hurricanes, I make T-shirt slogans.”

“Let’s not complicate things,” I said with the straightest face I could muster. He gave me the stink eye as he realized I’d used his own humor against him. But he didn’t let go of my hand.

“Seriously, listen to me. The other day, why were you at the pond? Was that your destination, or did you just not get where you were going because of your Delve and the argument with me?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” he said slowly. “After walking around for a while, I stopped to think. Before I knew it the pond just materialized. My thoughts were so stagnant and I was standing there thinking about you—”

“Not fondly I’m sure,” I said.

“No, not fondly at that moment.” He at least seemed apologetic when he said it. “Yes, I was thinking of you and Oliver and that’s when the to be your Passenger">.hi Delve hit and I dropped so hard that I broke my arm.” He gave it the once-over, reconfirming the healing powers of the afterlife.

“the Haven.
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near
misses

I felt sick, so this had to be my Delve. I could want to go back theree suunderstand feel bile rising in my throat, but I couldn’t see anything. Was it dark or were my eyes closed?

“This wasn’t my idea, Elliot,” Trevor said with a mix of humor and concern.

“It isn’t my fault either.” I gasped. “I wasn’t thinking straight.”

My sweaty palms hid my face, creating the darkness. I felt the wind whipping my hair around. Was I on the rock ledge? No, I was on a seat. That’s when it occurred to me that I was sitting in Sally. We were riding in Trevor’s truck. No wonder I was a mess.

“You weren’t thinking straight? Hmmmm, that’s interesting to know,” Trevor said with glee.

Why was he so happy?

“I just meant that I was a bit distracted when I decided it would be a good idea,” I said in my best huffy breath. “I was feeling safe there for a moment. You should have known better and talked me out of it.”

Trevor’s voice was soft and deliberate. “So you feel safe when I’m kissing you? I must be a pretty good kisser to—”

My eyes flew open, and if looks were able to turn a person to dust, Trevor would have been a sandbox.

“You’re an arrogant ass!”

“And you’re so pretty when your face is all lit up and alive.”

He was so charming when he wanted to be. No wonder I’d kissed him.

“You’ve been baiting me. Distracting me from riding in Sally,” I said with a mix of accusation and relief.

Trevor smirked. “It must’ve worked. You stopped being scared when you had something else to think about.”

I ignored him and glanced around. Sure enough we were driving along a winding mountain road. It was mostly tree-lined, but at odd moments the sun poked through, illuminating a scenic view of the Hudson on the other side of a low stone wall.

“Wanna drive?”

“Don’t push it, Lowry. I’m never getting behind the wheel of a car again, but maybe—”

I could feel myself peeking over at him. He was like a seat belt for my soul.

I continued, “Maybe I’ll be okay if I’m with you.”

“Speaking of being safe with me.” Trevor’s tone lost its playfulness. “Are you ready to talk about going back to school?”

So much for feeling relaxed. I now had rigor mortis.

“They hate me.” My stomach knotted up just thinking of reaching out beyond the safe haven of Trevor.

“They don’ to be your Passengerneg beforet know you,” Trevor said.

“They don’t need to know me. They know what I did. Everyone adored Oliver.”

“I know what you did and—”

“And what?” I prodded.

He blushed and stammered over his words, “I know you and I love you.”

I could barely breathe.

I hadn’t dared to hope, or had I?

Oh, the hummingbirds were back, but they’d migrated to my heart.

“I love you too.” I could feel my cheeks pulling up at the corners.

He glanced back at me, making me feel special. Things are so much easier when you’re only living in a world of two.

I unbuckled, slid over to the middle seat, buckled back up, and leaned into Trevor’s side. He wrapped his arm around my shoulder.

“I promise to be there for you. I’ll catch you if you fall.”

The Delve began to shift . . .

•  •  •

I was now in Trevor’s Delve. I was standing outside Sally’s open door and could see Elliot sitting in the truck. She was clutching a messenger bag to her chest, her knuckles white against the brown leather. The high school, freshly painted to start the year off right, should have seemed innocent, but the HOME OF THE SCREAMING EAGLES sign gave it a predatory feel. He’d parked Sally in the farthest corner of the school lot, where the ground was littered with cigarette butts and weeds that managed to grow despite the absence of dirt. They’d found a way to thrive even when the odds weren’t in their favor.

I watched Elliot through Trevor’s eyes. She was pale, fragile, frightened.

“You promised to come to school with me.” Trevor held out his hand.

“I thought I could do it. I really did.” Elliot’s hands shook.

I wanted to turn away from the desperation on her face, but Trevor was strong enough to look, so I had to be too.

His tone dropped lower. “I’ll make everyone understand. It’s going to be all right.”

“You can’t promise that. Nobody can promise that. Things happen.”

I shouldn’t have been able to feel Elliot shiver.

“I’ll make them understand.” He stood tall, with his arms crossed like Superman.

I couldn’t tell whether she believed him or not, but something changed. I wondered, was it determination or resignation?

•  •  •

The Delve was switching again, and I was moving back into my memories. I had mixed emotions about this. I wouldn’t have to see myself anymore, but now I could feel everything. And I was battered.

Trevor was holding my hand, but even though there wasn’t anyone else in the parking lot, I self-consciously pulled away from his touch.

He reached for my fingers again, but I shook him off.

“I don’t care what anyone else thinks. No one’s even here yet.” He had a little frown on his face.

“Maybe so, but let’s do it this way anyway, okay?”

“Sure. Whatever makes this easier for you.”

We walked across the empty parking lot. Behind the school, I could see the mountains that I’d used as a refuge over the last couple of months. I could feel their pull. I craved the safety of the trees, the freedom of standing in the sweet space between heaven and earth, the wind whipping away my sins. I stared at the upper peak and saw low dark clouds rolling in. It was going to storm.

Trevor and I walked on and I sucked in my breath as I crossed the threshold of the school. It took a moment to adjust to the dim light in the main hallway. Trevor was silent, most likely letting me get my bearings. When I was ready, we moved side by side down the hall, feet echoing in the quiet.

He checked the slip of paper in his hand. “Let’s stop at my locker first, it’s right down here.” He pointed to the left. “Then we can walk down to your locker, put your things away, and I can take you to your homeroom.”

My head nodded in agreement, but it might have done the same thing if Trevor had suggested that we dress like chickens and run through the school clucking at the top of our lungs.

By the time we reached Trevor’s locker there was a small trickling of early birds infiltrating the school. Even though they were way down the hall, I noticed he deliberately used his body to shield me, giving me extra moments unseen.

He closed his locker door, jiggling the lock to make sure that everything was shut tight. “All right, I’m set here. Should we head over to your locker now?”

I shrugged.

Trevor deliberately took a cheerful tone and ignored my ambivalence. “Let’s get you set up.”

He grabbed my fingers, his large hand swallowing mine. This time he didn’t give me the option to let go. Instead he guided me through the maze of hallways to my locker.

By now the school was becoming busy, and even though we were connected, I floated behind Trevor like I was riding in his jet stream. If he stopped moving I was sure I would drop like a rock. When we reached our destination, I leaned my forehead against the cool, smooth metal. Voices ricocheted around me and I felt as if I were trapped in the middle of a pinball machine._el qui

“Hey, Trev, good to see ya. How was your summer?”

“Trev!”

“Yo, Lowry. You doin’ okay, man? You didn’t return my calls.”

“Dude, where you been all summer?” came the chorus of voices as people spotted Trevor. Everyone was working extra hard to avoid the tragedy. I was sure everything had been said over and over again at the service anyway. The whole school would have been there because everyone loved Oliver—he was like that. Some kind of golden boy who mesmerized the lot of us. Even Cari and I’d talked about him being the perfect boyfriend, doodled his name next to ours. We’d never talked about Trevor. Knowing him now, it was hard to believe that I hadn’t been aware of Trevor, hadn’t loved him before. If it wasn’t for Oliver, I might not have ever come in contact with him. A chill ran up my spine.

The voices that filled the hall smashed into me like an air bag. If Trevor wasn’t popular before, he was certainly in the limelight now. With his brother’s death he was now a quasi-public figure. Apparently, no one had noticed me yet. Who would suspect? A bitter laugh bubbled up from deep inside, but I clenched my teeth, ren’t argu
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Like a Secret Service agent, Trevor reacted quickly and hustled me past the shocked crowd. He didn’t give anyone time to respond to what he’d said. Before I could get my bearings, he had me tucked into a seat in my homeroom. People trickled in after us but no one said anything to me. I knew this was disconcerting for everyone—the unwritten rules for hating and judging are pretty clear in high school, and Trevor had just broken a whole bunch of social norms.

I remembered that Cari Taylor, best friend missing in action, would be walking through that door any minute. Alphabetically we always ended up in the same homeroom. Suspecting that someone you love hates you is difficult, but confirmation of it seemed unbearable. I thumbed through the blank pages of my notebook, staring at the empty sheets. Trevor had found a way to love me and he hadn’t even known me. The people who know you should—

Trevor interrupted my thoughts. “Bell’s gonna ring. Maybe I should just stay here with you?” He scanned the silent room. It seemed as if he would growl at anyone who got too close. Everyone was suspiciously busy, magnetically drawn to anything other than Trevor, but they wanted to peek. I could smell the ugly desire like a stench that hung in the room.

That’s when I saw Cari. She was standing in the doorway, face unreadable.

Despite it all—I wanted. I wanted her and I couldn’t stop.

No matter what, I couldn’t help holding the door to possibility open a crack. If our friendship had died a different death, it might’ve hurt just as much as it did now, but I’d get over it eventually. After everything that had happened, I knew that this was going to break me. It was the wrong piece pulled out of my house of cards.

Witnessing this pathetic version of myself, I shuddered and thought about Julia, a much bigger loss than this twit that I’d called my best friend. Even hating Julia, I could see that what we had was so much stronger than this sham of a friendship. But the old me didn’t have a Julia to compare and contrast. She didn’t know about the to be your Passenger black hiI bit my lip lives and afterlives we’d spent together. Regardless, the death of a friendship hurts. The death of anything just sucks. All of it breaks you and scars you; it’s indiscriminant. There is no easy way to watch something you love die.

“Elliot, do you want me to stay?” Trevor repeated.

Forever, I whispered to myself.

Looking at him I was filled with love. If it eased him, I could pretend I was standing fearlessly on the mountain. I plastered on a mask of confidence. These wheels were already in motion. There was nothing he could do here.

“I’m fine, Trevor. Cari is just coming in now and you don’t want to miss your first homeroom.” I nodded in the direction of the door.

I watched Trevor search Cari’s face for some indication of friend or foe, but she remained blank.

“All right,” Trevor said, still examining her carefully while talking to me. “I’ll meet you here after first period.”

I watched him just as carefully as he dashed out the door.

Seeing him disappear, I knew instantly that I was alone. The last wisp of hope had fled the room. Then Cari sat down in front of me, continuing to pretend that I was already dead.

•  •  •

The bell rang, surprising me. I hadn’t realized that the class had even started, let alone ended. I glanced up and there was Trevor.

He hugged me tight. I didn’t bother to look around to see what everyone was thinking. I already knew it wouldn’t be good.

“Come on, I’ll walk you to your next class.”

The trek down the hall was peppered with hellos directed at Trevor, but I didn’t think he realized that I wasn’t included in them. I didn’t blame him for not really seeing it. This was at least better than that frozen silence we’d experienced this morning. Near the cafeteria there was a memorial display for Oliver in the glass trophy case. Trevor’s grip tightened as we walked by it. I kept my head down and let him lead wherever it was that he thought I might belong.

“Okay, second period.” He spewed forced cheerfulness.

I laid my palm on his cheek, just wanting to be close. It would be a relief to get lost in him. He leaned down at the same moment that I broke away from his gaze. I felt his lips press gently onto the top of my head before he headed off to class. I was relieved that he hadn’t heard the hiss of disapproval that cut through the air behind me.

•  •  •

I stumbled into second period and saw faces filled with hatred. I couldn’t go in. It was easy to turn and leave. What did it matter? Unable to sit there and wait to be sentenced, I changed directions and walked away from my jury. I gave a sigh of relief.

I moved directly to my locker and turn_i quied my back to the rest of the world. Fingers shaking uncontrollably, I twirled the combination. Three tries later, it still wouldn’t open. It was too much. Did they think I’d killed him on purpose? My fist beat against the door of the locker. I sank to my knees, tears pouring silently down onto the floor.

“Elliot?”

A familiar voice was calling my name.

I wanted.

I wanted her to love me and I couldn’t stop.

I whipped my head around, more of me crumbling to pieces. If bits of me kept breaking off and blowing away there’d be nothing left. Maybe then it wouldn’t hurt anymore.

Standing a few feet away from me was Cari, and she was flanked by the masses.

“What did you do to him?” There was no denying the accusation in her voice. It dripped with disgust. Was she right or was she righteous?

I could feel the explosion—her words rubbing an already raw place. The barrier holding it all in became too thin. I could no longer contain it.

“I killed him! Is that what you want to hear me say?” The moan ripped out of me, breaking off another piece of my soul and carrying it away.

“I know what you did to Oliver.” Cari spat out the words.

She said it like she’d known him, not just known of him. She’d never linked arms with him or grasped his warm, safe hand. She’d never sat and talked with him about how the meaning of life could be found in Yoda’s words of wisdom, while at the same time fighting over the cheesiest nachos on the plate. Every living and dead piece of my soul was wrenching itself apart.

“I want to know what you did to Trevor,” Cari said. She jutted her head forward, but it wasn’t curiosity, it was a malevolent gesture. “Seems like you’re bent on destroying the whole Lowry family in one fell swoop.”

I couldn’t contain the gasp of pain. It was as physical as if she’d kicked me in the stomach. Cari towered over me, as I lay crumpled and broken on the floor, clutching the place where I imagined I used to have a heart.

She shook her head, making her black bob swing back and forth, sharp as a knife. Something was being permanently severed.

My voice was quiet. “We used to be best friends.”

I wanted.

I wanted her to love me and I couldn’t stop the realization that she’d never really loved me at all.

I got to my feet and felt a twinge of pride when I realized my back didn’t have to be to the wall anymore. I could afford to be reckless. It was easy to be dangerous when there was nothing to lose. I now knew that it didn’t matter if Trevor and I found a way to get past our own private disaster. No one was going to allow him to forgive me. to be your PassengerguhibI 

It was out of my control. Everyone had a role to play and Trevor’s role was victim. Mine was the role of the villain. Everything was white and black, with no room for gray.

Like a lightning strike, the moment was illuminated. Trevor loving me was real but that didn’t mean it could ever be more than an illusion.

Cari, done with her glaring, turned to stalk off, a master showman in front of the crowd. It had always been her way, I’d just never chosen to see it.

“Cari.” My voice was strong, dangerous. I didn’t recognize it, but I liked it.

She whipped around in irritation, her dramatic exit interrupted. I stood straight and took a step in her direction. She wasn’t expecting this from me and took a quick step back, perhaps unwilling to be cut by the ragged edges of my broken soul.

“Cari, you are nothing but surface.”

I pushed my way past the silent crowd and out the fire exit door, into the rain. I walked slowly with my head up high until I hit the cover of the tree line where no one could see me crumple from the effort. Hunched over in brokenhearted pain, I climbed, heading for the mountain.

•  •  •

Ding-ding. Delve over. Thank goodness—I’d seen enough. And it was plenty to convince me that I didn’t need to see any more. It felt like an eternity, but my fist finally connected with Trevor’s face. How dare he make me the prize in his competition with Oliver? A kiss was supposed to mean something.

The satisfaction of landing the punch quickly dissolved into a shock of pain that radiated up my arm.

“What the hell was that for?” Trevor growled at me while walking in circles and holding his jaw in his hand.

“Oh, just heal yourself and shut up!” I shouted. All the pent-up emotion from the back-to-back Delves was releasing itself. My hand hurt. My pride hurt. My heart even hurt. I wasn’t going to cry, so I turned my back to him instead.

“Unbelievable!” he bellowed. “Aren’t I the one who just got decked? Remind me not to try to kiss you again.” He stalked over to the edge of the cliff, where he knew I would be unwilling to follow.

“You didn’t really want to kiss me anyway,” I shot back over my shoulder.

“How do you know what I wanted to do?”

“You said you only wanted what Oliver had and I know I haven’t been going around kissing Oliver.” My hand was feeling better so I pointed a finger at him for emphasis.

“That’s not what I said. I made a very simple observation about Oliver always getting the things that I want the most.” His gaze ate a hole right through me.

I walked toward him like a magnet. I couldn’t help myself.

“Just because I fell in love with you in my last life doesn’t mean that I want to fall in love with you in the afterlife, Trevor Lowry.” I stuck out my lower lip but it trembled.

“I didn’t say anything about falling in love. I said I wanted to kiss you.” Before to be your Passenger reallyhibI  I could fashion a reply, his lips softly brushed against the side of my neck just below my ear and disappeared again as quickly as they’d come. I didn’t give a hoot at that moment what the reason for that butterfly kiss had been. All I knew was that it had turned me inside out. I stepped up on tiptoe, with the intent of returning that soft little shiver of a kiss to its owner. I wanted to see if I could crack some of his icy control, but the minute my lips touched his I could barely remember my own name. I wrapped my arms tightly around his neck, needing them there to hold me up. Trevor had become my heartbeat. I felt his fingers clasp the back of my head and I tried to pull him closer.

Breathing raggedly, Trevor wrenched himself away, and suddenly I was lifted off my feet and deposited an arm’s length away.

“God, Elliot, what are you trying to do?”

I blushed and ducked behind my hair. Plenty of it to hide behind, it was all over the place from Trevor’s fingers.

“Look at me,” Trevor said.

I lifted my head. Unable to read his face, I immediately lowered my gaze to see what the billboard on his chest was saying, but it was dark also.

“Lower, Elliot.”

My eyes dropped down and I gasped out loud. Trevor’s feet were about an inch from the edge of the overhang.

“I almost killed you.”

“I’m already dead,” Trevor said, his sarcasm amped up a notch. “Just unwilling to take the plunge.”

Overrun by emotion, I sat down on the ground right where I’d been standing and began to sob.

It only took a minute for him to sit next to me and scoop me into his lap. He must have known I couldn’t have stopped crying if I wanted to. He just held me until I was exhausted.

“Your shirt’s all wet,” I said, leaning back to see the damage I’d done. Trevor’s shirt had a new slogan on it: BOLDLY GOING NOWHERE.

I could feel myself reverting from warm and open Elliot, to the more familiar prickly defensive one.

“What are you saying?” I snipped, touching my finger to my lips. I’d thought the kiss had been pretty good.

“You’re so easy to read,” Trevor said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Well, first it means that you always jump to the worst conclusions, like thinking that I stopped because I didn’t like kissing you.”

I hated being easy to read.

“You said first. What’s the rest?” I demanded.

He pointed to his shirt. “ ‘Boldly going nowhere’ is what will happen if we don’t finish this. I know you well enough to know you’re not going to want to Delve any further. Can’t you feel how close we are?”

That was the second thing? What about . . . Secondly, Turner, you jumped to the conclusion that I was saying our relationship was going nowhere. The reality is that I am falling in love with you. . . . Apparently, I had a vivid imagination to go with my chickenshit personality. The truth of it was like a scab being ripped off. The ripping didn’t hurt, but the throbbing afterward seemed to go on forever. The worst part was to be your PassengerguhibI  that I didn’t think I could help being in love with him anymore. Maybe if we hadn’t Delved I would’ve been able to focus on his crabby, mean side. But after falling in love with him in the past, I couldn’t help but see the softer side of his soul.

“Elliot? Am I right? Or are you going to surprise me and tell me you’re willing to Delve further?”

“It hurts,” I whispered, wrapping my arms around myself. I had no intention of ever Delving again. Maybe I could run away. I didn’t know what was beyond the beyond, but maybe I could hide from it. I got a sudden chill picturing the Obmil like a giant snow globe, a beautiful place with no escape.

“There’s nowhere else to go,” Trevor said. I hated how he seemed to get inside my head.

“I can’t find out the rest,” I said. I felt the knot of terror in my gut and realized that subconsciously I’d been worrying about this long before I’d even understood it. “I can’t watch myself commit suicide. I don’t want to go back there anymore.” I was bottomless in my capacity to fail.

“You don’t know for sure that’s what happens.” His fingers running through his hair gave away his uncertainty.

“It’s pretty damn likely, don’t you think?”

Trevor admitted nothing, but his T-shirt went blank.

“So what if you did commit suicide? What would be the worst thing that could happen?”

I could barely speak. “I believe that maybe the stories are true. I think that taking your own life is unforgivable. The taboo around it is so strong and there must be a reason for that. I’ll be sent to . . .”

My voice broke and I was unable to finish. Trevor’s face was stone. It seemed so cruel, to struggle through my issues and to come out on the other side, only to figure out that I’d screwed up royally from the start and now I was going to pay the price.

“We have no proof that there even is a hell,” he said.

“You also can’t prove that there isn’t one,” I countered.

His face softened ever so slightly, yet it caused a painful tightening in my chest. What if I was doomed one way or another, but Trevor needed me in order to find his way out of the Obmil? And what if Oliver was depending on me to finish what I’d started so he could have his own life back? I loved them both. Could I really let them down like that?

“Have you been carrying this around with you the whole time?” Trevor asked, pulling me away from my thoughts.

“No, not originally.” I thought back to those early Delves. “It was a likely outcome in the beginning. How do you survive after doing what I did to Oliver? But I was so distracted at first that I just didn’t think it through. Then, when I remembered meeting you and saw what you meant to Elliot, I became hopeful. But things have been going downhill rapidly since we went back to school. Cari was sort of the tipping point. I think she just pushed me over the edge.”

“Hate her,” Trevor said.

Was it wrong that I wanted to hug him for that?

“What do you think it’s like? Hell, I mean. I can’t get past the image of heat and flames. Or the absence of fluffy white clouds in a perfect blue sky. to be your PassengerJulia hibI ” I could feel myself choking up again.

“You’re not going to hell, Elliot,” Trevor said. His teeth were clenched tightly together. Under his breath he mloors, but in 
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This kiss was an electric shock, but something wasn’t right. We hadn’t Delved. I raggedly pulled away, confused. We were still standing in the same spot. I wriggled myself out of his arms, spun around in disbelief.

“Am I boring you?” asked Trevor.

“No. I just thought we were going to Delve. We didn’t go anywhere.” Couldn’t anything about this place be predictable?

“You trying to get rid of me?”

“Nah,” I said, still trying to figure out how it was that we could drop into the past without a moment’s notice when I was unprepared and now that I was determined to meet my fate—nothing. Nada.

Trevor glanced down. “Unbelievable. Is that the best you could come up with?” he asked.

“What? Best of what?”

“Your T-shirt. Very romantic. Is that your evor asked slo
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The drop, which should have taken mere seconds, seemed endless, as if we were hanging between earth and sky. We were momentarily suspended between the best and the worst of us. It occurred to me that as scary as this was, falling together was better than falling apart.

I saw shades of blue beneath me and I angled our bodies to enter the water in a dive. There would be no last-minute change of direction for us. I could feel Trevor’s breath warm in my ear as he whispered the single word remember . . .

•  •  •

I barely noticed the trail or the rain. The only thing that drummed through my head was the need to escape. The calm that had bucked me up moments ago had been replaced by blind panic and rage. I moved along the slippery rocks without a hand to hold, imploding with the realization that I would never be allowed to love Trevor.

I knew that if I stayed in this life, with these people, I would have no hope.

More gut-wrenching sobs racked my body as I stumbled and slid back down five feet of loose rock, scraping my knees and cutting the palms of my hands.

It seemed wrong to welcome the distraction of physical pain, but it also kept me froms playful expr

27

[image: logo]

frozen
in
place

I could still feel Trevor attached to me when my head broke the water. I instinctively wrapped myself tightly around him as we bobbed in the middle of the lake. No sooner was I curled up against him, than I started to worry that my weight would make it impossible for him to tread water. It was deep here, maybe even bottomless. I tried to break away from him, but his arm was like an iron band around my waist.

“The dead don’t die, Elliot. When are you going to remember that?” There was a bite to his words.

“Oh.” The reality of our unreality sank back in. I was still feeling relief that I hadn’t killed myself in a momentous leap, but there’d been consequences for my choices. I’d put myself on the edge, in a place where  to be your PassengerlvhiI bit my lipI had very little control. How far can you push chance before it isn’t chance anymore? I swept the thought aside, opting to leave my subconscious out of the thought process. I hadn’t jumped. That was all I needed to know.

I pulled myself out of my memories. Something wasn’t right. I was suddenly freezing, my teeth chattering. Glancing around I could see why. The Obmil was coated in snow and ice. Everywhere I looked it was as if the White Witch’s Narnia had sprung up. I sucked in a shocked breath and the cold air burned my lungs.

I turned my head to see what Trevor thought of this new development but when I saw his face, I knew. He’d created this winter. The pain was frozen on his face and his eyes were ice. I wondered if he was frozen all the way to his heart.

“Trevor?” I asked. I reached up to stroke his face.

“Don’t,” he growled as he pulled me closer to him.

I didn’t understand his intense reaction. We knew everything now. We had the last of our memories back. We had a chance at a fresh start and yet he seemed to be shutting down, while I only felt relief. I wouldn’t be carted off to hell, ripped from his arms. It was easy to see what had happened now. I had fallen and then he had jumped . . . “Oh my God—NO!” I shouted. “It was an accident.”

“It wasn’t an accident.” He sounded as cold as the icicles hanging like daggers from the surrounding trees. “I went after you.”

“Then it’s fine,” I said as soothingly as I could manage with my teeth chattering. “You were trying to save me again, like you saved me when I found you at Oliver’s grave. You loved me despite myself. Our time together was short-lived, but it’s all right. Now I have you back again. We can move on together.”

“Here, let me help you. Put your hands on the ice.” Trevor cupped his hands around my foot and helped to elevate me out of the water. When I turned around he was still bobbing in the small hole in the quickly thickening frozen lake.

“Give me your hand.” I kept trying to picture a warm front, but nothing was working. Trevor’s creation was just too powerful. “Come on, I’ll pull you up,” I said as I reached trembling fingers out to him.

“You don’t get it, Elliot. I didn’t jump after you to save you.”

“You slipped too?” I whispered.

“No! I came after you.” His words were painfully slow and deliberate. “I remember.” His voice was bitter. “I jumped knowing full well that you would shatter into a million pieces. I knew that there would be nothing left to save. I jumped anyway.”

“Then why?” I asked, unable to think straight in the icy cold.

“Do you really want to know the ugly truth?” he barked at me without waiting for an answer. “In those endless moments when I saw you slip and fall, everything stopped. My life flashed before me. I realized that until I’d let you into my heart, I hadn’t lived at all. Right before your back hit the water, our eyes met and I knew that I would go to hell and back for you.”

I pressed my fingers into my temples. It was beginning to sink in.

“And,” he continued, “if everything we suspected is true, I just might be on my way there—without you.”_ shibI 

It was like a dam had burst. Wild ideas, things I hadn’t allowed myself to investigate, came flying at me from every direction. Horrified, I turned away, not wanting Trevor to see my thoughts. I couldn’t make a sound.

“Elliot, I need to get out of here.”

I reached for him.

“Not with you,” he said, his voice heavy.

My tears burned hot tracks down my frozen face. I tried to suck in enough air to say the words that would keep him here, but I couldn’t breathe.

“Don’t you realize how hard it is, knowing that I may never . . .”

“It’s just rumors,” I said. I was shivering uncontrollably now. “That’s what you told me. We don’t know anything. No one knows what comes after here. Let’s go find Mel. She’ll be able to help us. This can’t be as bad as you think.” Prattling on, I tried to keep him close and my fear at bay.

“You find Mel. I’ve got to get out of here.”

As I reached for him, he ducked under the dark gray water. My fingers slammed into the ice, as the hole froze solid over his head. My only consolation was that he was already dead, as he so often reminded me. It didn’t make me worry less.

The top of the lake was a thick sheet of ice. I bent down and ran my hand along the surface, thinking about the walls we build when we’re scared and vulnerable. I concentrated, thinking the warmest thoughts I could—a kiss from Trevor. The memory made my face flush but his flash-frozen anger was untouchable. When I could no longer feel my hand, I stood up and faced the shore. I tried not to think of Mel keeping her distance and of Oliver, so obviously hurt and angry. I needed them now.

I turned around one more time to see if Trevor had decided to stay with me after all. He hadn’t. He must’ve swum to the other side of the lake, exited the water, and headed up another section of trail. As he moved northward, the previously green landscape was icing over.

Now I understood. Trevor’s raw feelings were too strong for me to affect them. I couldn’t breach the wall of ice that he’d placed between us. I’d never seen anyone impact the environment so powerfully. It scared me that he was pushing everyone else’s thoughts out of the picture. He was such an emotional force right now that I hadn’t even been able to cocreate with him.

I moved closer to the shore and felt a subtle thaw. As I ran, the distance between us grew and so did the variation in temperature. The thick ice was now making groaning noises under my weight. Even though I knew nothing would actually happen to me, I shivered at the thought of breaking through the frozen water. Trevor hadn’t needed to come up from underneath the ice to breathe, but I still resisted, unable to shake my innate fear of drowning.

I placed one foot on the ladder leading up to the dock, when my other hiking boot crashed through the ice, sending frigid shards under my pant leg and into my sock. I yanked my already dry foot out of the water. The last time I’d come up out of the lake, Mel had been there to greet me. It felt strange and lonely to walk up that path alone.

I stopped short, realizing I wasn’t by myself after all. Julia was perched atop a large boulder, sitting all cross-legged and Zen-like. She hadn’t said a word, but she was watching every move that I made. How long had she been here? What had she seen?

 to be your PassengerI love youhibI “He’s not here.” I bristled, unsure if it was because I suspected she was searching for Trevor or because I didn’t have him.

Julia opened her mouth like she wanted to say something, but before she could mess with my head again, I pointed at her. “Do. Not. Say. It.”

“But I—” Julia stood up on the boulder. I took a step in her direction.

“I said, don’t say a word. I’ve had enough of your mixed messages.” My voice took on a high-pitched imitation of hers. “I don’t want to room with you. Or be your friend. But I love you and I’ll make you paper cranes to prove it.” I was so close now that I had to tilt my head backward in order to stay in her face.

“Is that what you think?” Her face went blank for all of thirty seconds and I expected her to melt into tears. I realized my mistake right as the shock wave of anger hit me, blasting me into a Delve so hard I was blown over on my back.

•  •  •

“Julia, open-this-door-NOW!”

Julia’s mother. I could hear her banging her fist against the door and swiveling the knob. The only thing I could see was the ceiling. Julia wasn’t moving.

“Fine, I’ll get the key. I am coming in, aid="SJGSM">I
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I practically flew to the doors of the school, but when I got there my heart sank. They were exactly as only I’d imagine them. There wasn’t a touch of frozen, urban grime anywhere. Nothing that would tell me Trevor was nearby.

My steps quickened as I hurried down the vacant hall, hearing only the faint echo of a rubber squeak every time I took a step with my left foot. Each tread announced the return of the prodigal dead girl.

Mel’s door was ajar. I stood gripping the cool metal of the doorknob, making a half-baked attempt to control my heavy breathing. I was just about to plow through the door and rally Mel and Oliver to help find Trevor when something stopped me. The rest of the class was talking. I froze in place, my ear tuned to the disgruntled sound.

“I don’t know why we have to be here when our remaining Third Timers don’t even feel it’s necessary to show up,” said an annoyed guy, possibly a suit. “Now that Lily’s moved on, what are we supposed to do without someone to Delve?”

There was a chorus of agreement.

I felt instant relief that I didn’t have to Delve with Lily again, but it was mingled with equal parts shame and regret. I hadn’t made the effort to know her, let alone help her. I didn’t even say good-bye.

“First of all,” said Mel, “Trevor and Elliot need us here.” I heard bangles jingle and pictured her pointing her finger at the spot where she was standing.

“Actually, it’s pretty clear they don’t need us. Obviously, they think its easier to figure stuff out on their own,” came another voice filled with indignation.

“You never know when they’re going to walk through that door,” Mel continued. “There’s also a second important reason for being here.”

I sensed, without looking, that her eyebrow was in action. Despite my nerves, I had a moment of sympathy for the group. I knew what it felt like to be on the receiving end of that eyebrow.

“What’s the second reason?” came an unfamiliar voice.

“Coincidence, of course.”

“Coincidence?” It sounded like the whole room was thinking out loud.

“What about it?” someone asked.

“I don’t think it exists,” said Mel.

There was dead silence.

Mel waited a few beats before continuing. “Everything that is occurring, or in this case not occurring, may be exactly what’s supposed to happen.”

Someone else quipped back angrily, “That would mean we have no free choice. Should we just sit here passively and let the afterlife just happen to us?”

“I said there was no coincidence. I didn’t say that everything is predetermined. Life and death unfold and every moment is a mystery to all of us, but the mystery isn’t that it happens, it’s what we do with it,” Mel kept going, not letting anyone interrupt. “Let me give you an example of my thought process.”

I wanted to storm in and get Mel’s attention directed on Trevor, talk to her about Julia, but at the same time I was captivated by what she was saying. In fact, I was slightly aggravated that she hadn’t volunteered this information a little earlier.

“I’ll use an example from outside this room, someone who I know won’t mind if I share his story.” Mel’s chair squeaked as she settled down to tell her tale.

I held my breath, hoping she would say something about Trevor.

“Everyone knows Freddie, right?” asked Mel.

There was a chorus of acknowledgment. Freddie was the Haven. I didn’t know a single soul who couldn’t remember him always working here.

“Freddie keeps everything on track and moving smoothly.” Oliver sounded relaxed and confident and it made my heart flutter. I’d missed him so much.

“Yes, Oliver, Freddie is all that and a bag of chips.” I could hear the amusement in Mel’s voice. “But he doesn’t work here.”

The room buzzed with questions, and static hummed inside my head. I pushed very gently against the door. I needed to see Mel while she was talking.

She continued, “Freddie is a Passenger, like you, Oliver. He doesn’t actually work here.”

The hum of people talking on top of one another started up again, but Mel put up her hand to shush everyone. “Just let me finish and I’ll try to make it clearer.” The room quieted. “Freddie is here because he’s a Passenger for someone who’s a Third Timer. That person has yet to move on, so Freddie hasn’t moved on either.”

“Who’s the Third Timer? Freddie’s been here so long that . . .”

A booming voice came from right behind me. “WHAT ARE YOU DOING, MISS TURNER?”

I jumped, pushing my weight against the door, causing it to swing open. I took a quick couple of steps into the room, putting some distance between David and to be your Passenger anyonehibI  myself. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t smelled his cheap cologne before he’d snuck up on me.

Mel ignored David and looked at me. “I was hoping you’d show up, Elliot.” The smile on her face was genuine and I felt myself relax a little bit. It’d been good to Delve in privacy and close off the rest of the world, but I suddenly found myself craving Mel’s mothering. I thought about Hurricane Elliot and the barbed wire I’d erected. Those were physical walls, but the emotional ones were even harder to break through. What if Mel hadn’t been giving me the cold shoulder? What if she was responding to the barriers that I’d put up? I shifted my weight from foot to foot, but she still was beaming at me, open and warm.

I turned to Oliver cautiously. “Hi, Oliver.” I couldn’t believe how much I’d missed him.

“Told ’em you’d come.” His voice was gravelly with emotion. He strode toward me and wrapped me up in a big bear hug, lifting me off my feet.

“Where have you been?” I asked, even though it was hard to talk with him squeezing me so tight.

He chuckled. “Mel put me on a project helping Freddie.”

I turned to Mel and the lightbulb went off. She’d been protecting Oliver, didn’t want him exposed to my dark and hurtful headspace. She’d given me some time to get myself together without causing him further harm. I mouthed a thank-you over Oliver’s shoulder and she winked back.

But I still needed to fix things with Oliver. “It broke my heart to think that you’d stopped loving me,” I whispered. He’d put my feet back down on the floor, but I was still wrapped in his arms.

Oliver met my gaze and said, “I was out of line.”

“No, you had a valid point, and I’m sorry.”

“No, I’m the one who’s sorry. Do you think we could talk about it”—he cleared his throat—“someplace a little more private?”

When he said that, I realized that I’d been leaning closer and closer to him. Embarrassing heat flooded my face. The whole room was watching like we were forty-seven minutes into a juicy soap opera. I shook my head to clear it, but Oliver wasn’t letting go. “I still love you, Elliot,” he said.

Clap, clap, clap. David’s sausagelike fingers slapped against each other. I whipped around to face him.

“I heard a rumor that you were quite the little actress in your last life. Seems your skill has carried over to the afterlife,” David jeered. His features were more hostile than I’d ever seen. “What are you doing here, Miss Turner?” I didn’t know if he was questioning why I’d been crouched outside Mel’s class or my qualifications for being in the afterlife. My head was spinning and suddenly it didn’t matter.

“I have a question for you, too,” I said. “Why would someone who works here need to be in his room, Delving by himself, and calling for his mommy?” The words were ugly, but I couldn’t stop them from pouring out. All my fear and worry over Trevor had found a place to land. All the horror of Julia’s last Delve rushed out of me, and the confusion I’d unexpectedly just felt about Oliver was the last bit of zing I needed to launch the attack. Besides, he’d started it. David was a sizable target and I owed him.

David’s flesh to be your Passengerthg beforey face went pale and he took a step back. I should have been grateful and backed off too, but a tidal wave of pent-up frustration and anger had been unleashed and I no longer had control of it.

“I’VE HAD ENOUGH!” I bellowed, moving deliberately toward him. I flew in for the kill. “I cannot fathom why anyone would have you, YOU, here at the Obmil as a guide, as a mentor.”

David backed into the hallway, mouth agape and speechless, for once.

“Leave me alone and mifan a minute l
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My head was spinning. David was a Third Timer? I paused at the realization . . . that’s what Mel had been talking about. Freddie was David’s Passenger. That explained why he was watching over David the other day. Mel had intended to say something else about Freddie earlier, but David had interrupted. Now it was all coming together. He clearly didn’t want anyone to know that he was a Third Timer. He had a lot of nerve, making me feel bad when I arrived at the Obmil again. I could feel my temper beginning to flare.

“Elliot!” From Mel’s tone, it must not have been the first time she’d called out my name.

“What?” I said, startled to be taken away from my internal detective work. Things were finally starting to make a little sense.

Mel waggled her pen back and forth. “What happened to make Trevor run away?”

I shivered, trying to consolidate what felt like a lifetime into a few brief sentences.

“I was beginning to believe that I ended up here at the Obmil because I killed myself.” I dropped my gaze, avoiding her. “We Delved and I figured it out. I fell accidentally, off a cliff and . . .” Oliver walked back over to where we were standing.

“And?” Mel wanted to know.

I wanted to say that Trevor had followed me into the afterlife on purpose, that he was the one who’d committed suicide. I should tell her that he was terrified of going to hell, but I remembered how frightening the possibility had been, and I couldn’t say it out loud. I was afraid of making it true.

“He left me!” Everything frozen inside me blazed with a fire that had finally sparked. I hadn’t realized how furious I was with him. I loved him and he’d left me. He hadn’t trusted me enough to help him. I blew on the flames of my anger. It was easier to deal with this emotion than with the sickening fear that something had gone terribly wrong and I couldn’t fix it.

He was the one who’d talked me into taking that final Delve. I knew what his fear felt like—it had been my own. A tear slipped past my defenses. I didn’t know how long I had left to be with him, to love him. If our deepest fears were true, he was wasting the time we did have together.

Mel let out a soft breath. It felt like sympathy.

“We need to talk, Elliot. I need to explain some things to you, but right now I must try to find Trevor. Will you stay here with Oliver?”

“No way. I’m going with you.” What on earth was she thinking?

Oliver swallowed and his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. “I know you want to go after him, but I need to talk to you first.” Oliver watched me with a Trevor-like intensity. I was torn. Oliver and I were finally back on the right foot. If I left I’d have blown him off for Trevor once again. I tugged on a cuticle that I’d been too busy to gnaw at before. Time rushed past me.

I eyed Mel in defeat. “He was leaving the lake, heading up into the tree line, on the opposite side of where the eagles nest.”

“I can’t believe he left you like that.” Oliver’s caustic tone sent my internal compass spinning.

“Any place else he might be?” Mel asked.

“We created a rock outcrop that hangs over the lake, but I don’t think he’ll want to go back there.” I couldn’t help remembering that moment in his arms when we pushed off the edge. It was a single moment of optimism, hanging between life and death. It seemed that perfection only existed on the edge of a knife, a place too fragile and sharp to find balance for more than an instant. Oliver grabbed my hand.

“Mel?” I had no idea what to ask, but I couldn’t stop myself from wanting more.

“Later, Elliot. Go with Oliver.” Mel turned quickly and headed out the door.

•  •  •

“I want to go home.” Oliver’s words wandered out in front of us on the trail and interrupted my thoughts.

“We’re headed back to the Haven right now,” I said, bumping my shoulder against his arm as we bounced over the packed earth.

“I miss my mom. I miss Abby, too, and my dad. But I really, really miss my mom.”

I stopped abruptly, hearing the emotion before I could see it running down his face.

The woods were empty. Never before had the Obmil felt like such a void. I wrapped my arms around him, muffling his sobs against my shoulder. He was always so put together, so purposeful in everything he did. I hadn’t known. Shame on me, for once again forgetting to consider beyond myself. I squeezed him tighter and we cried. It felt as if all the words and all the air had been sucked out of existence.

Eventually, we could both breathe again. I smoothed his blond curls, wondering if I would be able to say the right thing.

“Oliver?”

His lip trembled as he stared at me. This was a chance to make him feel better. Thinking that maybe I could give him something for a change gave me the courage to continue.

“I suspect that there is always missing that happens. You don’t really love someone unless you miss them.”

“I know—in my head at least.” Oliver tapped his finger to his temple. “But a part of me”—he slid his finger down to rest on his heart—“kind of wonders why, if everyone is so sad, we just don’t stay together? Over and over, we die so we can start again. What’s the point of the pain—of the missing?”

“Damn, I wish I knew the answer to that.” It was killing me to see him so vulnerable—so un–golden boy. I wasn’t used to this. “I don’t know, but I can take a guess. I think that no one would know how great being together feels, until they knew what being apart feels like too.”

Oliver to be your PassengerMelhibI ’s eyes darkened like a storm rolling in. “Do you miss your mom?”

I nodded. “I miss a lot of people.” Julia popped into my head, MIA from my last life, but now I wasn’t so sure that things between us were an easy black and white. Stuff with Julia seemed just as gray as the pallor of her skin in that last Delve. Then I pictured the frozen face of Trevor, a mask about to crumble. God, I missed him. Something must have shown in the expression on my face because Oliver grabbed my face between his hands and pressed his lips against mine. The kiss was slow and warm and I melted into his arms, once again using him as my soft place to fall. I could have stayed, wrapped up in Oliver for all of eternity—but . . .

Oliver broke away and kissed the tip of my nose, then moved on to the space between my eyes and then my forehead. I glanced up at him, not sure what I was going to see on his face.

“It was nice, wasn’t it?”

Oh boy.

“But not a single firework. Same for you?” He gave me a sheepish grin.

“Yeah. I mean, no. No fireworks,” I mumbled. “Kind of cozy and warm.”

Oliver hooted. “Yeah, cozy is exactly how a guy wants to be described when kissing a girl.”

I shook my head. “You knew it was going to be that way, didn’t you?” I asked.

“I kinda figured.” He shrugged. “I don’t know, I just thought we should probably try it—just to be sure. Even though it isn’t that way between us, I’ll admit it, it irks me when you have Trevor written all over your face.”

“But I—”

“Nah, you don’t have to explain. It’s been that way since the moment I saw you. We’re like brother and sister.” He blushed. “Besides, if Trevor and I both felt like that about you, we’d have even more to fight over.”

I gave him a giant hug. “About you and Trevor—”

“Hey, listen,” Oliver interrupted. “We’re almost at the Haven. Walk the rest of the way with me and then you can go off and search for my butt-head brother.” He winked. “And just so you know—the way it is between you and me . . .” His finger flicked back and forth between us. “The Passenger thing, and me dying. I wouldn’t change a thing. I love you.”

I grabbed his hand in mine, tugging him down the path. I looked at him over my shoulder, hoping he could see how much I meant it. “I love you, too.”

•  •  •

As we walked through the front door of the Haven, I kept an eye out for David. Luckily, he was nowhere in sight, but Freddie was nursing a mug of coffee at the front desk while sorting through a large pile of keys.

I plopped my elbows on the desk. Oliver immediately began to help Freddie with his task.

I watched how they worked together intuitively, organizing things into groups that I couldn’t figure out the pattern for. “You guys are freaky in your ability to communicate wordlessly.” Freddie gave a two-finger salute and Oliver stood up straight.

“It takes special skill to pull off a job like this.” Freddie pretended to be serious. want to go back theret.hi

“The kind of job only a Passenger could do?” I asked pointedly.

“Well, now that you mention it, Passengers do tend to be really good at unlocking things.” Freddie stared me in the face. “So, you figured out that I don’t work here, love.” He pulled off his cap and put it right back on.

“You could have told me you were a Passenger.” I tried to keep from sounding hurt, but when I said it out loud, I realized I was tired of not knowing things.

“It wasn’t your business, Elliot, but even if it had been, I wouldn’t have told you anyway.”

“Why not?” I pouted.

“The waters. No need to muddy up the waters. You had enough stuff floating around to figure out. Sometimes it’s best to let things settle, then you get to them when you get to them.” Freddie stopped fiddling with the keys and looked at Oliver. “Son, I forgot all about it, but before we head out to the greenhouse, we’re going to have to take a run over to Miz Connolly’s room. She’s been having a little trouble with her bed again.”

“She could tell her grandson that her bed is not a trampoline,” Oliver said.

“And you know as well as I that she feels guilty enough about him being here—that ain’t gonna happen.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

“What I need you to do is run down to the basement and grab my toolbox. If you’d be so kind.”

“I’ll get it right now.” Oliver strode around the desk and headed into Freddie’s office. He stopped short, turned, then bounded around and gave me a peck on the cheek.

“What was that for?” I asked, my fingers touching the warm spot, trying to keep it from disappearing.

“You’ll be gone before I get back.”

“How do you know?” I wrinkled my brow.

“I figure you’re not going to like what he’s going to teckers. They so
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It was my turn to be confused. “What?”

“I’m not David’s Passenger,” Freddie repeated. “I’m Mel’s.” He reached for me, but I pulled away, feeling as if I’d lost my footing yet again and was spinning wildly out of control.

“Mel?” My heart plummeted into my stomach.

“Mel doesn’t work here, Elliot. No one works here. This is simply a stopping place for souls. You stay until you go.”

I continued to back away. Everything here was an illusion. Nothing was what I thought it was. It seemed so much simpler when I was just a dumb, forgetful dead girl.

“Please tell Oliver I’ll meet him later.”

“Don’t run away again.”

“I gotta go find Trevor and Mel.” My feet were moving me backward toward an escape. to be your PassengerWesuunderstand

“She does, you know,” Freddie yelled out as I neared the door.

I didn’t want to be near him anymore.

“Mel, I mean. She loves me. She really does love me.”

I was happy he didn’t have the same doubts that I did.

•  •  •

It wasn’t long before I was cresting the mountain. It was easier to climb when my subconscious wasn’t creating obstacles. Mel was sitting cross-legged in the exact place that Trevor and I had leapt from. It was surprising to see someone besides Trevor in our place.

“Hello, Elliot. I was keeping an eye out for you,” she said, without getting up. There was a sadness in her voice that I’d never heard before. I wanted to grab her by the shoulders and shake her.

“I didn’t figure you’d have too much luck finding Trevor, unless he was ready to be found.” I plopped down beside her, my feet dangling out into space. An unexpected calm—or was it numbness?—had taken over. I glanced below and marveled at what a difference a single cliff dive could make in overcoming one’s fear of heights.

“Truth?” asked Mel. Like I might choose a lie.

I raised my eyebrow in an imitation of her usual gesture.

“Ouch, I guess I deserved that,” she said. “The truth is, I went after Trevor and sent you with Oliver so someone else would break the news.”

“Why didn’t you just tell me?”

“No good excuse, really. It’s just that love happens in layers.” She smoothed her skirt over her legs.

“What do you mean, layers?”

“I’ve known you through three visits to the Obmil, Elliot. Every time you came here, you were someone different. But your soul, that was constant. As I got to know that soul, I loved it a little bit more every day. At what moment do you love and trust someone enough to share everything? The day I realized that I loved you and trusted you that much was the same day I started wondering if you loved and trusted me enough not to think my admission came too late. It was—”

“Like standing on the edge and not knowing if the leap would result in falling or flying,” I finished.

“That wasn’t my exact thought, but yes, that was the general feeling.” She made a little noise in her throat that was hard to interpret.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“For?” Confusion flitted across her features.

“For not being perfect.” I realized I was apologizing to myself as much as to Mel.

She reached out and ran her fingers through my hair—not for connection like Oliver and not charged with electricity like when Trevor touched me. This was different. Her bracelets jingled softly in my ear.

Her touch was absolution from my self-imposed sins.

•  •  •

Mel cleared her throat. “So, now you remember everything.” It was a statement not a question.

“I thought that when we remembered, it would all be clear, but it’s just made me more confused.” I sighed and tugged on a loose thread dangling from my to be your Passenger.hi shirt.

“Don’t go back to being so hard on yourself. You’ll make it unbearable for me.”

My head whipped around in surprise.

“I’ve been here, lost in my own confusion, for so much longer than you. I have my own issues of failure to deal with. If you have the right to be so harsh with yourself then what should I feel like about my track record?” She smiled, softening the words, knowing how easily I took on new forms of guilt.

Curiosity nudged at me. “Can you tell me about it?” I asked. I needed something to keep me from leaping off this cliff and retracing what little I knew of where Trevor might have gone.

Mel pulled me back. “No one works at the Obmil.”

“I heard,” I said. The sarcasm leaked out, but I tried to rein it in. “But you were placed with me.”

Mel shook her head.

“But—but I remember it. You were the guide who was assigned to me.”

“Everyone is here for a reason. I’m not a guide, Elliot, just a Third Timer like you, except I’ve been here a lot longer.”

“I was so sure,” I responded, feeling like a big idiot.

“Your assumption wasn’t crazy. You arrived needing someone, and I needed to be wanted.”

I nodded, capitulating a little.

“There are plenty of ‘guides’ around here. The more the assumption happens, the more real it feels. Lots of souls find themselves lingering here.”

“Souls like Freddie?” I knew I was baiting her, but I couldn’t help myself.

“I’m assuming you know he’s my Passenger?”

There I was, standing on the edge again, wanting to sympathize with Mel and at the same time feeling angry that she was holding Freddie captive in the afterlife.

“Yes. He said he knows you love him.”

“I really do, but I feel so guilty. He’s always telling me to relax because he’s got nowhere else to be, but that just makes it worse. He signed on to help my soul grow and he can’t move on until I leave here.” Mel broke into choking sobs.

I slid closer and gathered her up in my arms. “Oh, sweetie . . .” I crooned in her ear. “It’s okay. We’ll do this together. I won’t leave you here. You should’ve let me help you. I had no idea.” I felt her begin to relax and calm down with every word I spoke. I squeezed her shoulder, keeping her close to me.

“Elliot, can you tell me how you were able to do it? How were you able to Delve outside the classroom? I’ve never met anyone who’s done that before. I didn’t even know that it could happen. Leave it to a bunch of teenagers to push the boundaries.”

I thought about it a minute. “It actually was easy. We just kind of let go. Had a giant emotional surge.” I created a couple of tissues to hand to her.

She clutched the wad between her fingers.

“I saw David, Delving in his room. So did Freddie. That means even David knows how to do it.”

“Oh, I think you misunderstood. David wasn’t Delving, he was having a nightmare.”

“How do you know?” I asked to be your Passengerhelo before. It had seemed like he was Delving to me.

“David can’t Delve because you have to be a Third Timer to bring up the memories.”

“But you told me he was a Third Timer.” I couldn’t keep the exasperation out of my tone.

“Yes, but there’s a catch. David doesn’t think that he’s a Third Timer. In order to Delve, you have to be a Third Timer, aware of your soul. He isn’t cognizant.”

“So he thinks he really works here?”

“Believes it with a passion, as I’m sure you’ve witnessed.” Mel gave a little humph.

“How long has he been here?”

“Now, that’s a good question because I’ve been here longer than dust, and David greeted me when I arrived.”

We both nudged each other at the exact same time.

“Well, that explains it. That first meeting must have stunted your spiritual growth,” I said.

Mel smoothed her billowy skirt and stared off into the horizon.

“Gosh, I wish it were that easy. It would be nice to blame someone else for being stuck here at the Obmil, but this has been my choice.”

“Even though Freddie’s been stuck here with you?”

I regretted the question the moment it flew out of my mouth. Mel’s face lost its color.

“Wow. I’ve always let myself believe that everything was all right as long as Freddie wasn’t complaining. He’s always seemed content to wait until I was ready to move on. My, that does sound horribly selfish, doesn’t it?”

I wanted to say something to make her feel better, but I was afraid of putting my foot in my mouth again. I felt terrible saying something that hurt her.

“It’s okay, Elliot. This isn’t your fault. These are my issues and I have to find a way to deal with them. But let’s change the subject for a minute.”

I moved my hand toward her to protest, but she wrapped her fingers around mine and said, “Trust me, helping you is helping me. So, you and Trevor . . .”

“This is so confusing. And weird. But somehow, in the middle of all the damn Delves”—I cracked my knuckles one finger at a time—“I fell in love with him. After that, even when he was rude or mean, it still hurt me, made me unsure of myself, but I never felt the isolation that I felt in the beginning. Once I was connected to him, it was easier to remember my past.”

“Does he love you too?” she asked in a whisper.

“I don’t know. We have a strong connection but . . .” There were moments when I was so sure that he did love me. But maybe I was confusing him with the Trevor who adored me in our past life. Or maybe it was just the intensity of the things we’d shared. I pictured our leap off the cliff. I felt the tug behind my navel that you get when you ride a roller coaster. I wasn’t sure if the pull was a reminder of our flight downward or the simple fact that thinking of Trevor did the strangest things to my insides. It wasn’t just those brief, confusing kisses either. It was the way he examined me sometimes, like he could see my soul. Like he believed in me.

“In the moment we leapt to be your Passengerhelo before off the cliff together I was so sure he loved me, but when we surfaced from the Delve, everything was all wrong.” My stomach tightened.

“The instant we leapt, I wasn’t afraid of anything. It wasn’t like the past, when I fell off the cliff in real life—when I died. The first time, it was intense, especially the moment when I saw Trevor jump. The physical impact of the fall and the emotional impact of my life collided with indescribable force. Then I surrendered and everything became soft and blue and your hand reached for mine.”

Mel squeezed my fingers.

“This time . . .” I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “This time when I jumped with Trevor, I did it without expectations. I was ready to just be whatever I was. I longed to move forward, no matter where that took me. This time I wasn’t alone—I jumped with Trevor.”

“Maybe you should work here, Elliot.” Mel’s voice caught.

“Oh, Mel.” I didn’t know what to say to make her feel better. “The only thing I know how to do is to share with you what I figured out about myself. Do you want to know what my life lesson was?”

“You know that now?”

“Yes—I’m pretty sure I’m starting to understand it. The patterns of my life, or I guess I should say lives, is all about forgiveness. I had trouble forgiving others, trouble allowing myself to be forgiven, and the biggest one of all was deciding that I was worthy of my own absolution. I was living in a kind of isolation with no real faith in anyone, not even myself. In my last life, I almost figured out the growth plan after meeting Trevor. Over the summer, when we became close, I started to believe that I could have a life and love. I had hope, despite what had occurred. I started to believe that an accident didn’t erase a soul . . .”

“So, what happened?”

“We left the shelter of our world of two. We went back to school. He convinced me that together we could open the eyes of everyone else. He believed that if we were together, everything would turn out all right. We made a gamble that, deep down inside, people are good.”

“Are you saying they really aren’t?”

“No.” I took a deep breath. “They really are good at heart, but I couldn’t hang on until they remembered it. I was so fragile, which gave them free rein to steal my hope, but at the last minute I found my stride. I’d like to think it would have been enough if I hadn’t fallen, but I’ll never know for sure. I’d like to think that I would’ve made it—that I found something true in myself.”

The words floated in the air, swirling around like the eagles. I felt lighter having said things out loud too. I pulled my knees up, hugging them.

“Trevor killed himself. He jumped after me.” Maybe if I said this out loud, it would somehow make it easier to bear.

“Maybe he was trying to—”

“No.” I shook my head. “He admitted it. He knew I never would have survived a fall from that height. Our eyes connected when I was falling backward, right before I hit the water. He decided to follow.”

Mel’s face clouded over.

“He heard—well, we’ve both heard the r to be your PassengerKVg beforeumors. People who commit suicide go to hell. Everyone says so.” I stopped talking, not knowing what else to say. I felt my old fears pressing back in on me. I couldn’t sit here and wait for him any longer. Even if it was hopeless, I needed to be out and moving, trying to find him. “And when I came back this time, you insinuated the same thing. You said that there were consequences to staying here—but wait, you’ve stayed here—”

Before I could finish, Julia came dashing up the path, her cheeks flushed with exertion. She was panting, and as she got close she hugged her waist and doubled over. Mel and I jumped up simultaneously. I sucked in my breath, flashes of Julia’s withered body moving through my mind. She’d been a walking corpse when I’d last seen her in the Delve and it was hard to erase that visual, even though she now stood in front of me, petite but not sickly. I shuddered.

“Are you all right?” Mel asked, fussing like the mother Julia never got to have.

I stood very still, although my insides teetered back and forth like a seesaw. I’d just talked about forgiveness and believing that all souls were ultimately good. And yet, the hurt I felt when I was near Julia was like a bruise. In some ways it had gotten deeper, more layered over time. Then there was the jealousy. I loved Trevor and I had no idea what he felt for Julia—or, for that matter, what he felt for me.

Her breathing slowed and she lifted her head. Her delicate hand slid into the messenger bag strung sideways across her chest. Resting on the palm of her hand was an origami crane. The paper was a wild pattern of blue and black. It made me think of Trevor.

She walked toward me, hand extended with her peace offering floating on her palm. “I don’t love Trevor.” She blinked rapidly. “What I mean to say is that I do love him, but I’m not in love with him.”

“Oh.”

I extended my palm until my fingertips touched hers.

“I needed him. I was drawn to him.” She grasped the fragile crane between her thumb and pointer finger. “There’s a weird connection between us. It’s not the same as the one you have with him, but there’s something that drew us together. It was irresistible, considering that I was so lonely without you.” She slid the crane onto my palm and dropped her hand. I was the one left holding everything.

“You didn’t have to be lonely or without me.” I cradled the delicate folds of paper, feeling tired of flying in the same old circles with her over and over again.

“I know. I mean—I know that now.”

My heart skipped several beats. I couldn’t speak for fear that I might’ve heard her wrong.

“I love you, Elliot. You’re my very best friend EVER.”

A strangled cry escaped from deep inside me and I crossed the space between us, hugging her tightly to me. “I love you, too. I’ve missed you so much.” That was all I could get out before I crumpled into sobs. We both stayed that way for a while, drenched in tears and sunny raindrops. Above us, the light broke through the clouds, giving the moisture a golden glow. It was a sun shower.

Julia grasped my face between her hands. “I have a million things to tell you, a zillion things to explain and to make right, but—”

Suddenly there was a hideous crunching noise. It sounded like metal in head-to-head combat with something unforgiving. Then, as if the horrific noise was sucked up into a vacuum, everything was silent.

“What was that?” Something jittery scampered down my spine.

“Yes, what was that?” I’d forgotten that Mel was standing next to us.

“I’m afraid that was Trevor.” Julia shivered in my arms.

“Can you take me to him?”

“Yes.”

She scampered over to the ledge and pointed to the other side of the lake. Directly across from us was a waterfall that hadn’t been there before. The spill off the top of the ridge was furious and slapping violently against islands of boulders jutting out of the water below. I searched every which way, seeking Trevor, but there was nothing to indicate his presence except the eerie feeling that the waterfall was his creation.

“Where is he?” I asked, never breaking my line of sight with the precipitous drop and the water below. What was that gash of red on the rocks? Ice flooded my veins.

“Is that blood?” I pointed my finger in the direction of the goliath boulders that were the farthest from the shore. “Someone answer me! Is that blood on the rocks?”

“It couldn’t be,” Mel said, sounding shaky.

“It isn’t,” Julia said. “It’s paint. He was driving a red truck when I saw him. He was acting crazy. I’d finished my last Delve and found my path and I wanted to find you guys before I left but he was—”

“You finished your Delves? You’re leaving? Without me? No, this can’t be. You figured things out, but you’re not leaving without me. Right? Of course you’re going to wait for us. He’s driving Sally? Although, it makes sense, he loved that truck. But why is there red paint on the rocks?” My stomach was churning and my mind was flipping back and forth between a zillion thoughts at once.

“Argh! I quit. I can’t do this anymore.” I plopped down right where I’d been standing. I hugged my knees to my chest. I wanted to be smaller, so that maybe I could have smaller problems: I wanted to disappear. “I hate this.” I dropped my forehead onto my knees.

“You’re not a turtle.” Mel rubbed my shell.

“I may put in for it—you know, in my next life,” I grumped at her.

“I highly doubt you could go that long without speaking.” Mel sounded like she found me entertaining. I hated to be amusing. A little snort snuck out like a traitor.

“Elliot?” Julia’s face was awash with emotions. Before I could pinpoint what the primary one might be, there was a sucking sound coming from below the falls. The water on the surface of the lake churned and bubbled. Trevor’s truck flew backward out of the water, the front end uncrumpling his grumpy bul
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I took off at a sprint. I didn’t care that there were rocks below, that the drop would be messy and I didn’t have a vehicle to take the brunt of the landing. I was not going to be left behind. The edge of the cliff was in my sights when my feet left the ground. There was a sharp pain and my whole scalp felt as if it was being peeled off of my head. Instead of seeing the water of the lake below, I saw bright blue sky filled with fluffy white clouds. Just as suddenly as I’d taken flight, I’d landed on my back, pulled back down against the hard ground right where I’d been standing. The air was forced from my lungs and all I could do was wheeze. Julia leaned over me, blocking out the sky above.

“Sorry.” She held out her hand. It looked as if a good portion of my ponytail was still stuck to her sweaty palm. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. It’s just that you shouldn’t jump. Sometimes you’ve got to let other people figure out stuff on their own.”

I groaned and rolled over.

“Besides if you hurt that much from this landing, then it wouldn’t have been pretty down there, even if you healed yourself quickly.” Her head started bopping like a bobblehead doll. I pushed up to my knees and jumped to my feet, feeling better already.

“Oh, for God’s sake, will you stop that crazy nodding? You convinced me.” I straightened my crooked ponytail. “You couldn’t have grabbed my shirt instead?” I gave it a little pull for emphasis. She frowned but didn’t say anything. “So, when did you turn into Hercules, by the way?”

“Oh.” Julia blushed. “I think it was the adrenaline. I was worried about you.”

I studied her face. Took my time, really trying to read her. “You love me. You really love me, don’t you?”

She radiated light as if she’d eaten the sun and now glowed from within. “Yes!”

She shined brighter, if that was even possible.

“But you’re going to leave without me?”

“Yes.” Everything about her was peaceful. She must have felt the shift in me and known that the anger and hurt were gone. Those emotions had flown off the cliff without me when she’d yanked me back.

“You’re going right now?”

She reached her hand out, palm facing me. I did the same, my thumb interlocking with hers, our two hands creating the shape of a bird. We both wiggled our fingers, flapping our wings. It had been our secret handshake back when we were twins. When we felt like two halves of the same whole.

“Tell everyone I said good-bye, especially your boyfriend.” She winked.

“He’s not my—”

“We’ll discuss that at a later date.” She squeezed my hand.

“You don’t know that for sure.”

“But I believe it.” Julia’s thumb slowly unwound from mine. “I left you something in our room.” She turned, blew Mel a kiss, and then she was gone to the Basin. Before I could digest what it all meant, Trevor’s truck landed back on the top of the rock with a thud that gave Sally’s shocks a heavy workout.

My heart raced as the engine revve to be your Passengerear the hibI d once more. What was he doing? Was he going over again? Suddenly the truck shifted gears and flew backward all the way to the tree line. Then it circled around twice and headed straight for us.

Everything dropped away. All I could see was Trevor.

He was grinning all the way up to his baby blues. It took me a minute to realize that Oliver was bouncing along in the seat next to him, giving a whoop every time Trevor hit a bump. From the expression on Trevor’s face, I would’ve bet anything that he was hitting every gully he could find, just to hear Oliver’s laughter and know he was the cause of it. Finally, something had changed for the better.

Right in front of me, Trevor threw it into park and jumped out. He was different. I couldn’t put a finger on it at first but then I realized he appeared lighter. He had on a deep green T-shirt instead of his usual black one, and it was missing his typical commentary. He also wore a pair of jeans and brown leather boots. Before I could tease him about his new look, he strode toward me and crushed me to his chest. He rested his knuckle under my chin, tilting my face to his.

He leaned in close and whispered, “We need to talk, but we only have a minute. 
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“You did what?” I asked, glaring at Trevor from across the truck. He looked amused and I noticed his shirt. BY THE TIME YOU’VE READ THIS, YOU’VE ALREADY READ THIS. I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from smiling. Then I leaned back against the tire well, using Oliver’s arm as a pillow.

“Well, after I stalked off and left you on thin ice”—he shrugged—“I was half crazed.”

“H—” I’d started to say “Half?” when I saw Mel shake her head. My jaw reluctantly banged shut.

“As I was saying, I was not in my right mind. I’d picked a fight with you. I was trying to push you away before you were taken from me. When I came up out of the middle of the lake, with my memory intact and you in my arms, it was heaven. Then I realized the implications of what I’d done. That I might lose you. It was worse than never having you at all. I just had to get out of there. I’m sorry for hurting you.”

“I didn’t help either,” I whispered, wishing he were sitting next to me. “I was stupidly wrapped up in my own absolution. I was overjoyed that I hadn’t jumped on purpose. It was so thoughtless of me.” Oliver grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze. I was waiting for Mel to chastise me for interrupting again, but she just listened.

“Well, I got about halfway up the mountain, on the other side of the lake, and I got really mad at you. You wouldn’t have liked the things that were running across my shirt.” Trevor swallowed another lau}it had changed my mindgh. “Anyway, long story longer—I was mad at you because I wasn’t a hiker.”

“You were mad at me for what?” I was flabbergasted. “You hiked with me all the time in our last life and you certainly hiked with me here at the Obmil.”

“And I enjoyed it, but it’s your thing. Remember that first time we left Oliver’s grave and went up the mountain together?”

I nodded. It was hard to believe I’d ever forgotten.

“You said that we were going to the place where you went to think. The climb cleared your head. Do you remember what I told you I liked to do?”

“You drive,” I said.

“Well, I was so upset and angry to start with, that I didn’t know what to do with myself. I became focused on wanting to drive my truck. Then I got even angrier when I realized that I’d never seen a single vehicle here at the Obmil. I was murderous as I thought of everyone hoofing it all over the place. That’s when I decided to quit.”

“Quit what?” I asked, unable to stay quiet either.

“Quit hiking,” Trevor said. “I decided that if I wasn’t moving on to something better, then I was going to drive to hell in the truck of my dreams with the radio blaring.” He reached his arm over the side and gave Sally’s fender a good rub with the sleeve of his shirt.

“I focused everything I had on visualizing my red truck. I was at the frog pond sitting in the little gazebo, concentrating like crazy, when the tree line opened up. Out of nowhere, a packed dirt road and my truck emerged. I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I’d never created anything at the Obmil that didn’t seem organic to the place. Everyone creates weather and helps to create the buildings. We all create other little characteristics that make the place feel right for us. This seemed different, like it was a sign that I really was on my way to—”

He broke off when he saw the hurt in my face.

“So then what? You drove to hell? And you decided to take Oliver along for the ride. You left without saying good-bye to me.” I would have murdered him if he weren’t already dead. I thought I was done yelling at him, but I got a second wind. “What if you hadn’t come back?” I said, feeling the loss of him all over again.

He hopped to his feet and gave Oliver a look that very nicely asked him to scram. Oliver leaned in my direction. “Just remember, you picked him.” His voice was playful and he ruffled my hair as he stood up and moved over to Mel. I leaned back, ready to settle back against the tire well when—whoosh—Trevor grabbed me up onto his lap, tucking my head beneath his chin, arms wrapped around me tight.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t mean it that way, I swear. I tried to picture saying good-bye to you for good. I couldn’t believe that it might be possible for me to die when I was already dead.”

I didn’t want to admit it, but he was right. It would have been excruciating.

Trevor continued when he felt me relax in his arms. “So I had my truck and I had my destination, and I just needed a way to get from point A to point B. I figured if leaping off a cliff worked to go back in time, maybe it would push me forward into hell.”

“So I got in the car and started driving. There was only about a driveway’s length of road in front of me at any given time and when I checked the rearview mirror, the trees fell back into place, erasing where I’d just been. It was kind of weird, because I couldn’t see where I was going. All I could do was picture where I wanted to be. I definitely didn’t want it to be on our cliff—that place had become special. So I created the waterfall.”

I sucked in my breath. “Did it hurt to hit the rocks?” I tried to block out the hideous images, but my imagination ratcheted everything up another couple degrees. “You’re reckless!” I spat, jumping out of his arms so I could see him better.

“Shhhhhhh—it didn’t really hurt. It was kind of like taking a metal crowbar to a light post. It was a very intense vibration. I also made sure to start thinking about healing myself on the way down. I anticipated,” he said sheepishly.

“I went over the cliff fourteen times, but I only would have had to do it once if I was paying attention. I hadn’t realized that I’d landed straight in the middle of hell on my first launch.”

“Please explain,” Mel asked quietly.

“Well, the first time I sped off the cliff, I reflexively closed my eyes. I didn’t open them again until the vibrations had settled down. I realized I wasn’t knocked into a Delve, so I just floated there for a while. Down in the depths below Sally, there were bubbles and a deep iridescent blue glow. It reminded me of what it felt like to die and come to the Obmil through the lake. My mind was made up. I was going to see it through. I was determined to find my way to hell. So I kicked my feet and headed downward.”

“I can’t stand this, Trevor, spit it out! Was it hell? If it was, why didn’t you know it was hell the first thirteen times you were down there?” I asked.

“Every single time I came close to reaching the light in the depths of the lake, I couldn’t quite make it. I didn’t need to worry about running out of breath, so I strained against this force, a gravitational pull toward the surface that wouldn’t let me get too close. I swam down with everything I had and that’s when I saw it.”

I held my breath, imagining a zillion different things. “What did you see?” I asked in a whisper.

“It was you.”

My head began to spin. Me? It couldn’t have been me. I’d been with Mel the whole time.

“As I moved closer to the blue light and the bubbles, I could see you floating in the water. I don’t remember what you looked like when you fell from the cliff and died. Everything happened so fast. Yet somehow, I knew without a doubt, that you must have looked like this. Your hair was seaweed dancing in the river current.

“I went after you. I struggled and came close enough to almost reach you, and then you reached for me, as if you had something so important to say. I yelled out in frustration, unable to understand, and then—BAM!—I was transported out of the lake. I found myself standing back up on the cliff, right in my truck, as if it had never happened. I was insane the first time. Nothing was going to make me leave you, so I jumped back in my truck, revved the engine and did it all over again.”

“Fourteen times}je before,” I said.

“Yeah, fourteen times, but it probably would have been more if Oliver hadn’t shown up.” He stared across the truck bed, his face lit with adoration for his younger brother.

My arms got goose bumps.

“I materialized back on the ledge after try number seven and there was Oliver standing next to my truck. If you thought that I was an ass to him earlier, you should have seen me then. I was hell-bent, literally, and he wouldn’t get out of the way until I told him what I was doing. I wasn’t very polite about my irritation.

“When being mean didn’t get him to budge—I lied. I told him I wasn’t going to drive off again,” Trevor saicould burn. I 
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“What the hell?” Trevor barked at me. He was finally his brother’s keeper.

I held my ground. This I needed to know. I needed to understand why Oliver had compounded my wrong, making everything so unbearable. What purpose had it served?

Oliver grabbed me by the shoulders and turned me so that I had to see his face. I fought the ugly urge to push him away.

“It wasn’t fun.” Oliver’s hands trembled where they gripped my shoulders. “It hurt bad, not the being killed, but the leaving people I loved.”

Trevor punched Sally with enough force to make me cringe, but I stayed focused on Oliver. “Then why did you do it?”

“I did it because you needed me to, Elliot. Your soul didn’t believe in itself after its first two visits at the Obmil. That”—he glanced back at Trevor—“what did you call it earlier? God-damn-stupid-big-superhero heart of mine? It’s who I had to be. You picked me to be your Passenger and we made promises.” Tears ran down his face. “I promised to help you grow.”

We were both sobbing now.

“You were so young. You had everything going for you.” My moan was guttural. “How could I make such an amazing person die?”

“Perhaps I was only amazing because you gave me the opportunity to be. Maybe I was only a superstar because of you. Perhaps I died so young because you loved me, Elliot.” He grabbed my face between his palms. “You told me, right before we jumped streams at the Basin, that you didn’t want me wasting a whole life on you. You knew that when I finished being your Passenger, I could start a new growth plan for my own soul. You made me promise not to drag it out because you loved me too.”

I pulled him fiercely to me. In an unromantic way, he was a perfect match for me.

•  •  •

Somehow the four of us shook off the weighty emotions to be your Passengerat, changed my mind and settled back into Trevor’s story.

“So we hit the water with no problem.” Trevor and Oliver glanced conspiratorially at each other and then looked at me to gauge my reaction. I purposely yawned.

“Just like before, everything cleared, and the bubbling blue light glowed beneath me. I grabbed Oliver’s hand and we started to swim to the place I’d last seen you.”

“Can I interrupt you for a minute, Trevor? I have a question.” Mel waited for Trevor’s nod. “The Elliot floating in the water—was she alive or was she dead?”

“I think she was dead. That’s why it freaked me out so much when she reached for me, like she was trying to communicate.” Trevor touched my arm, as if to make sure I was still really there.

“Like I expected, you were floating where I’d left you the first thirteen times. I pulled Oliver with me to try to get to you. I thought that maybe with the two of us, we would be strong enough to get you out, to rescue you.” I heard the catch in his voice.

“So, what happened?” I felt oddly disconnected from my racing heart.

“Oliver got one glimpse of you and hightailed it out of there. He was like an Olympic swimmer.”

“Finally, a male with some sense,” I mumbled under my breath. “What did you do?”

“I was disappointed,” he said, “but I went after Oliver.”

The expression on his face told the deeper truth . . . it had been so much more than disappointment.

“The moment I made the move to follow Oliver, we both materialized back up on the ledge. Sally was no worse for wear again so . . .”

“So you would have gone right back out again.” Mel tsked and Trevor had the grace to look embarrassed. “Isn’t there a famous quote about insanity?”

“I know, I know, the one about doing the same thing over and over and believing you’ll get a different result. Oh, trust me, Mel, it’s a harder lesson to learn when it’s pointed out to you by your younger brother.”

“So, what changed?” I said.

“Oliver told me it wasn’t you. He was right, of course. When I checked, there you were, standing right in front of me. The moment I saw you alive and right there, something jiggled loose in my brain and everything made sense.”

“Wish it made sense to me,” I said grumpily.

“There is no hell or heaven.”

I heard Mel suck in her breath.

“Not in the traditional sense anyway,” Trevor said quickly. “There’s no destination hell, no location for heaven. There’s life and afterlife, which translates into—just more life.” His head bobbed as if he had made perfect sense. And in a way, he had.

It was weird, the idea seemed so logical—a complete no-brainer. I found it hard to believe that it had eluded me for so long.

“You’d created your own hell down there in the water.”

Trevor nodded.

“You could have stayed there an eternity, punishing yourself.”

“I almost did,” he said softly, glancing at  Workshop this morningwhibI his brother.

“So, you’re telling me that the worst punishment that you could come up with was . . .”

“The most awful thing I could imagine was being unable to reach you.”

I breathed in the moment, memorizing it so I would know how to find it again. I hadn’t known heaven would feel like this.

What was happening between us was so much more than just touching the surface.

“Oliver, I could use an escort back to the Haven,” Mel announced. “Do you think you could come with me? I have a few people I need to talk to.” Oliver tucked her fingers into the crook of his arm. Together they headed down the path.

Trevor grabbed my hand and pulled me toward Sally’s cab.

We reached the passenger-side door.

“Julia’s gone,” I blurted out. He didn’t say anything.

I waited, everything inside me on pause.

“I’ll miss her,” he said. “We had a connection.”

“A connection?”

“You.”

I felt overexposed. I turned around to give myself a moment to think.

“Oh, I forgot,” he said.

I pulled the handle of the truck, but it wouldn’t budge. His hand was propped up against the top of the door.

“Forgot what?” I asked, turning my back to the sun-warmed metal.

Trevor leaned in closer and whispered in my ear. “I forgot how worked up you get about kissing.” From the look in his eye, he hadn’t forgotten any such thing. “You want me to kiss you.” He twirled a strand of my hair around his fingertip and said, “This isn’t the first time I’ve been to heaven, I just didn’t know I was there before. There were moments in my last life and in this one that would qualify. I’ve loved you in both worlds, but it doesn’t really count if you don’t know it’s heaven, does it?”

I knew exactly what he meant. All the different times in my last life, and here at the Obmil, that I would have considered myself to be in heaven—if I’d only looked at things that way. It was the moments of learning to trust and love Trevor, but not only those: hanging out with Oliver, being hugged by Mel, having a best friend in Julia, wearing Freddie’s scented flannel. They were bits and pieces of heaven too. Even the night that I starred in the school play was a moment of heavenly bliss. How strange that it was so quickly followed by a complete immersion into hell. Maybe life was designed to be a seesaw, back and forth.

“Trevor?” I glanced up quickly, forgetting how close he was. The top of my head smashed into his nose.

“Damn it, Elliot, do you ever make kissing easy?” he said, cupping his nose.

“Maybe you should learn not to be such a tease and get to it a little quicker,” I shot back.

“So, I’ve got to get to the kissing before you start thinking too hard about something else?”

“Something like that,” I said, reaching to check his nose. He winced.

“You’ll heal in a minute,” I said with a smirk.

“You’re impossible,” he groaned. “What have you got for me?” He w to be your PassengerI couldhibI inced again, but I could tell he was faking it, searching for sympathy points. If he could recover quickly from numerous truck dives, I doubted the top of my head would do any lasting damage.

“Heaven and hell, a state of mind? Is that what we’re agreeing to?” I asked, getting serious again.

“That’s the word floating around the cosmos,” Trevor said.

“It makes sense, when you think about it,” I said, “but what happens when you’re not thinking about it?”

“What do you mean?”

“A life experience is designed to help a soul grow, to learn. It’set away.
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As Trevor’s truck bounced toward the Haven, I saw a crowd of familiar people on the large front porch. Mel, Oliver, Freddie, and David were all gesticulating at each other.

Trevor slid Sally under a large oak tree on the side lawn and we both hopped out. I figured this might be my first test, to see if I could keep that heavenly feeling, even under stress. One look at David, spittle flying out of his mouth onto Mel, confirmed that I was nowhere near my goal of enlightenment.

“David, no one here is against you. We are not trying to get you transferred. What Freddie said was true. You don’t work here.” Mel tried to keep her voice light, but her hands anchored on her hips told a different story.



epilogue

I sat on the wooden rocking chair, feet planted on the railing of the porch that overlooked the lake. I rocked back and forth, the breeze making a soft rustling in the autumn-hued leaves. I was musing about the effects of fall, a season that seemed to encompass both beginnings and endings at the same time.

I’d never seen the Obmil so stable: tranquil, even. Someone somewhere always had a patch or two of autumn, but the other seasons were equally present too. For the first time in my memory, everyone was on the same page, poised between the end of something o to be your Passenger throughhiI bit my lipld and the start of something new.

Julia’s letter was in my lap. I’d read it a dozen times. It had been on my pillow, folded in the shape of a giant paper crane and surrounded by hundreds and hundreds of little cranes. I counted them—nine hundred and ninety-nine. At first I thought it was a sick joke until I realized that the last crane Julia had given me was in my pocket. One thousand paper cranes. It was a good sign.

I smoothed the folds of the letter and started reading. I wanted to memorize and internalize the words, so I would never again doubt someone I loved that much.

Dear Elliot,

By the time you read this, I’ll be gone. My hope is that we’ve already fixed things between us, but I still owe you an apology. I’m not sure what drove me to need more; I only know that there was more need and I couldn’t seem to find a way to fill it. I was trying to search my soul, and every time I looked, all I could see was you.

Remember our last stop at the Basin, where you wanted me to be your Passenger and I refused? I think you now realize that it wasn’t because I didn’t want to do that for you, it was because I wanted you to do that for me. But I didn’t know how to ask. If I was your Passenger, then who would be mine after you’d figured out the growth plan for your soul, the purpose of your life? I was afraid that you’d move on without me, so I thought it might be better to leave you first.

It was a stupid mistake. I realize now that, like heaven and hell, invisibility is a choice too. I chose to never be seen and to never be heard. Then I blamed you for that. I also blamed my mother in my last life. She was strong-willed and abusive, and even if I’d stood up to her, it might not have changed anything. She would have worked even harder to dominate me. But it doesn’t matter whether I would have won that fight. In the end I didn’t even try to fly free. Instead I starved myself until no one could see me. I used anorexia to help me disappear, and I had the odd satisfaction of finally controlling something in the process. It felt good in the moment, but I starved my soul the same way I starved my body.

When I arrived at the Obmil for the third time, a failure once again, something snapped. All I could think about was breaking habits and changing patterns. I didn’t want to be stuck and invisible anymore. I wanted more than what was on the surface. Determined to make sweeping change, I turned everything upside down. I wasn’t going to leave any stone unturned. It all had to change: even you.

I now know that like Dorothy and her ruby slippers, I had the power all along. I just needed to look inside.

There are lots of things I did that hurt you—like kissing Trevor. We were both so needy. I just want you to know, it was never like that with us. There was a connection, and I suspect maybe it was because we’d both been suicides. Taking your own life, quickly or slowly, leaves a bruise. We recognized that, even though we weren’t sure what made us so protective of each other. And, of course, we both loved you. He’s got a good heart. You’re perfect for each other.

There are worse things I want to regret about what happened between us, but I’m not going to do it. Part of being visible is showing the bad along with the good and trusting that the people who love you will still love you after they’ve seen it all. No more regrets.

I’m already starting to feel the pull. My time here i want to go back thereac quis over and I can’t stop myself from needing to go. How do I explain it so you’ll understand?

I’ve always felt dominated. It’s been my issue, but I’m learning that the things that challenge us have a purpose. I’ve been controlled and now I’ve finally discovered how to be in control, but I’ve never lost control. I’ve never trusted my instincts, abandoned my head, and followed my heart. I’ve never stepped foot into that place between falling and flying. My gut tells me that we don’t soar in a straight line. Like your eagles, we fly in gorgeous loops. Sometimes it will appear like I’m flying out ahead of you, too far to reach. But all it takes is one small change in perspective and then I’m following you instead. We’re a circle, you and I—no, better yet, we’re a Mobius strip. One side, one edge—and if you try to separate us, cut us into two, we don’t fall apart, we simply make a bigger version of what we already are.

I have faith that the time I’ve spent with you has only touched the surface. I’ll see you soon.

Love~

Julia

I clutched the note to my heart and turned my attention to Sally, now parked in the front driveway. David was helping pack Oliver’s favorite tools in a container in the truck’s bed, and Freddie was checking the oil under the hood. The very act of it was just silly—neither Oliver’s tools nor Sally would be traveling far, since objects don’t transfer across time and space.

I fingered my eagle charm, knowing that it, too, would disappear when I moved on to the next leg of my journey, at the Basin. It was daunting to know that I’d acquired so much here, and, like my talisman, all I would eventually have left would be an echo of what I’d learned. I wasn’t even sure if I would have the people I loved. Julia was sure, so maybe she was right to go first. I could ride in her tailwind.

I rocked faster. It didn’t make sense that in my next life I would be forced to rediscover my old enlightenments and tack on an extra few for good measure.

“Now you can see why I stayed here so long—too long,” Mel said as she slipped into the rocker next to me, her chair quickly matching my pace.

But I didn’t see. “Why did you stay here so long? You still haven’t told me, and it’s been weeks since we convinced David that he was really an out-of-work, middle-aged man in denial.”

I couldn’t help but feel the greatest affection for him now. The change had been miraculous. It hadn’t been an easy transition. He had so many insecurities and emotional walls to breach, but like an abused animal, he had slowly begun to trust again.

“You did wonders with him,” Mel commented, moving her gaze to David and Oliver joking around together in the back of Trevor’s truck.

“I think Oliver’s been the key, not me. The golden boy just has that effect on people.”

“No denying it, Oliver has been a gift to him, but without you, it never would have happened. You figured out that David’s ugliness was just a manifestation of his pain.” Mel reached over and squeezed my hand.

“It was the most obvious thing I’ve ever figured out. I don’t know why it took me so long to understand.”

“You figured it out before me to be your Passenger” lo before,” Mel said, releasing my hand and smoothing out her skirt.

“At least you’ve always been kind. My behavior was ugly and mean.”

“I’ve been kind because it benefited me. It was my crutch.”

“What’s wrong with that? Kindness is good no matter how you arrive at it.”

“I don’t think you’re wrong, but my helpfulness here at the Obmil was a kind of selfishness. I had motives for my actions.”

“Can you tell me?” I asked again.

“No.”

It was hard to keep the hurt from my voice. “Why not? I’ve shared everything with you. You can trust me.”

“I know I can trust you, Elliot. It’s not that at all.”

“Then why won’t you tell me?”

“I just don’t know the answer. I’ve never Delved. I have no idea why I’m here, what I’m avoiding.”

The wide wood floor planks creaked. Our rocking chairs were no longer in perfect synchronicity. I stared out over the calm water, feeling my heart sink. So it was for sure. Mel and Freddie would not be leaving the Obmil with Trevor, Oliver, and me today. I had been hoping that Mel would secretly be ready to walk away from here.

“I’m going to do it. After you kids leave, I’m going to start Delving. I’m finally going to engage with my past. I’ll get Freddie out of here.”

I could see she meant her words but there was a tinge of something else in her face that made me wonder.

“Listen, I’ll go tell Trevor that we’re going to delay our exit. We can stay while you Delve and help get you through it, and then we can all take off together. The pull hasn’t been that bad up until now.”

Mel shook her head, tucking wild curls out of the way as she did so.

“Elliot, please don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t want you here.”

It was like a fist to the gut.

“Oh, don’t look at me like that. I can’t do it, sweetie. I can’t have another soul held up because I’ve been incapacitated by my own fears.”

I started to protest, to say how much I didn’t mind, but Mel put up her finger to stop me.

“It’s more than that. I have to do this by myself. I need to start fresh. I’m going to disappear for a little bit, so that I can reinvent myself. When I get back, the people who thought of me as a guide will have moved on. I’ll be free to come back here as a Third Timer. A real Third Timer, ready to engage in what I’ve avoided for so long.”

I understood it perfectly, but the idea of it seemed to burn me from the inside out.

“When will I see you again?” I choked out. “I don’t want to lose you.” The tears came freely now.

“My sweet girl, you can’t lose me. That is the one thing I am sure of. I know that my love for you can and will travel through time and space.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to stay?”

“I want you to stay. I need you to leave.”

I nodded. to be your Passenger” lo before

“Besides, you’ll still be with me—just like you’ll still have your necklace—even when you can’t hold it in your hand. You know, I gave you that shortly before you exited the Obmil as a First Timer.”

I grabbed for the charm and tried to mask my surprise. I’d been too preoccupied with other things to figure out that mystery.

“It’s all right.” Mel snorted. “Trevor was a distraction.”

“I was a what?” He was close behind me. Knowing he was there sent a shiver up my spine.

“None of your business, Lowry,” I said, giving him a playful swat.

“Everything about you is my business, Turner.”

I blushed twice, knowing Mel had heard.

“I’m going to check on Freddie,” she answered. “Someone has to do an intervention. If he gives Oliver another tool to pack, you’ll need to be towed out of the Obmil.”

I felt my heart tighten, knowing I was going to be leaving someone else I loved behind.

“I’ll see you kids in a little bit,” Mel said as she walked lightly across the porch and out into the sun. Her hair glowed with the same vibrancy as the autumn leaves.

I stood and Trevor wrapped me in a big bear hug.

“It’ll be okay.”

“How do you know?” My words were muffled in his shirt.

“I know because that’s what you taught me.”

“Me?” I pulled my head back. I couldn’t believe I used to despise him.

He kissed the top of my head. “If you could just see yourself you’d understand.”

I wanted more tangible proof but I knew he wouldn’t give it to me.

“We could stay?” he offered.

“No, we can’t,” I said, knowing that Julia and Mel had been right all along. For the first time, a small thrill of anticipation washed over me. I had no idea what was out there, no one here did, but it didn’t matter. I was acting on faith, and for the first time, it wasn’t faith in some unknown entity, it was faith in myself. I could almost feel my inner compass stop spinning wildly and start pointing to my true north. I had grown, and much to my surprise, I was really starting to like this new me.

Trevor cleared his throat and I glanced up at him again. He hesitated, seeming as if he had something to ask.

“What?”

He fiddled around with the belt loop on his jeans.

“After all we’ve been through together, now you get shy?” I grabbed the loop and pulled him closer.

“Do you remember that Delve when you had picked Oliver instead of me to be your Passenger?”

I was unsure of what he wanted to know.

His face was serious. “Why do you think you didn’t pick me? I would have given everything to you too.”

I opened my mouth and closed it again. It sounded so superficial to say that one look from him made my pulse race, and I was gambling that I might have more of that.

“I know it’s stupid to ask. I was just wondering why I came up short—compared to Oliver.”

He was breaking my heart.

I hugged him tight and whispered, “Maybe you can’t kiss a Passenger?”

“But you did kiss him.”

“Not for very long . . .”

I could feel him relax, melt into me.

“Then I’m not signing up to be your Passenger in our next life either,” he said, his lips catching mine.

•  •  •

We walked slowly over to the truck. Mel was hugging Oliver, and David had started helping Freddie with the vehicle maintenance. It was bittersweet seeing them like this. I walked up to Freddie and grabbed him around the middle, not even trying to come up with the words. I inhaled his mix of root beer and motor oil that was so oddly comforting.

“Well, I’ll be.” Freddie spoke with a mixture of awe and authority.

He was staring off across the lake. I turned, following his gaze. A lone eagle circled the exact spot where I had exited the water as a new Third Timer. It seemed like an eternity ago. It was hard to recall the girl I’d been back then. I wondered if I appeared as different on the outside as I felt on the inside.

“She’s beautiful,” I whispered.

“Yes, she is.”

I felt his broad fingers brush the top of my head.

•  •  •

We piled into the truck. I was wedged between the Lowry boys. Trevor’s hand lay across the back of the seat and I felt his arm resting against my neck. I peered out the window and was hit by a wave of panic.

“What if I mess it up again?” I asked.

“What if you can’t mess it up?” Mel said through the TX" aid="147LC
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