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To my fierce mother.


 


 


 




 


THE MEETING, 11TH MAY, 2015

CHAD


 


This was the kind of meeting all diaries were cleared for. Chad stood central in a horseshoe of bodies, an unlikely orchestrator. The floor was his but his tongue lay slack, hiding behind his lower teeth. There was a tremor in his wife’s shoulders which made him roll back his own, and clear his throat for silence. Each sound in the Temple reverberated off the pristine white surfaces.


“Thank you for being here today,” he began. “I have great faith in the church community and its advice. Hell, we’ve all stood where I am now at one point or another, I’m sure. And today it’s my turn to ask for your help, with our Gilly.” 


The open windows seeped humid twilight into the hall and beads of sweat formed under his cotton shirt. He talked slowly, using his hands as an offering. Holding his palms open showed he had nothing to hide: he’d been taught that by his uncle Jim. His audience gazed, unblinking. He wiped clammy paws on his jeans. He was forgetting people knew him here—since he could wobble around the neighbourhood on pudgy toddler legs—and that earned him a kind of immunity from judgement. 


“Gilly’s fifteen. Young. She’s…she’s mostly a good kid. Anything bad in her? It didn’t come from her mothering. That’s not to blame.” He nodded with what he felt was warmth at his wife, her cheeks betraying a shade of fuchsia. “Perfect mother in my Amber. She made sure those kids grew up in a loving, attentive environment, and they wanted for nothing—don’t doubt that. But since Gilly moved to Lehi, with young Ivan and their mom, well, she’s been finding getting settled tough. This is a good neighbourhood—we all know that—and Amber and I, we’ve been wanting them to make friends. And these days…well, kids are always on their phones, right? Texting nonstop. She was texting this boy, we discovered, and erm,” he paused and pulled on his earlobe, “she being underage, we looked at those messages, you know? And that’s when we saw the pictures.” He looked away from his wife’s shrinking form. “To be sending those kind of images to a boy—outside of the church—well, we’re all kind of cut up about it. There’s a kind of darkness in my home these days.” 


He breathed out, realising his fingernails had been digging so hard into his palms that they had left indents…He flexed his hands, feeling for the back of a chair to sink into.


“Thank you, Chad.” Brett’s eyes crinkled, kind. “This is exactly the right space to discuss these kind of family dynamics in.” The circle nodded at these words, mumbling approval. “You’ve done the right thing.”


Amber wasn’t looking at him. He shuffled his chair closer to reach for her hand, but she pretended not to notice. 


“Would you like to offer your thoughts also, Amber?” Brett’s voice guided all eyes towards her. As a leader, Brett was always calm and balanced in this way—it was why Chad had always looked up to him.


“Well,” she adjusted the hem of her skirt. “Chad’s account just about sums it up. Gilly’s…unsettled. It may be…that God is testing us, as a family.” 


“We all have our tests,” Chad agreed. “Marriage is a gift from God, and so are children…”


“…but you’ve struggled,” Amber murmured.


A muscle in his jaw clenched. “As I was saying. I’ll be the first to say I’ve struggled to father Amber’s kids. To connect, I guess. Not having done this parenting thing before.” 


A few members of the group shuffled in their seats but Brett began a slow clap, which the room adopted after a beat.


 


“We appreciate that level of honesty, Chad. And we’re here for that struggle with you.”


The slow warmth spread from his belly and he gave Brett a lopsided smile. Hadn’t Brett always understood him?


Amber raised her voice. “What would you have us do?” she asked Brett and a hush fell.


“First, let us pray,” Brett said. All of them crossed their arms over their chest and began to recite familiar words, before the voices petered out. “Now. This is a prime example: Gilly’s an excellent candidate for conversion therapy. Gilly’s had a troubled childhood…all that travelling, a single mother…” Brett shook his head slowly. “The death of your late husband is not your fault, Amber, clearly, but with that lack of a family unit…well I feel it’s that absence of structure which has led Gilly to the devil.” Chad felt his leg twitch like a startled horse and the group recoiled, some softly crying out. Just hearing the name was enough to allow fear to creep in. “Thankfully, my conversion therapy reverses that influence.”


Amber sat up straight. “…Reverses? What does your therapy involve?”


Melanie, Chad’s oldest friend and neighbour, leaned into the circle. “Brett is the founder of this treatment, Amber. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. So you’ve nothing to fear from it.”


Chad observed his wife watching Brett, who cracked a lazy smile. “It’s just like a baptism, Amber. A water-based therapy. The elements have much to teach us about healing, don’t you think?”


Chad himself hadn’t heard much about the therapy, just that it was new, and not practiced in other Temples as of yet. But he had seen Brett’s first patient, Peggy-Sue from number nine, go from fishnets and eyeliner to long dresses and a career in administration. She didn’t talk much now, mind, but the change had apparently significantly reduced her mother’s blood pressure and restored harmony. And Brett’s advice came from the heart. That was all he needed. 


He cracked a calloused knuckle. “When can we start?” 




 


FOUR MONTHS EARLIER

30TH JANUARY, 2015

AMBER


 


Here, she could be anyone, she thought, fixing her eyes on her reflection in the mirror, shoulders held taut, as though pulled by ropes. Her mother had always told her to hold herself upright like this: like she owned the space. The world wouldn’t give her that freedom, not a single mother, not a widow from trailer-trash beginnings, no: she had to claim it. And she knew this: if you weren’t well-acquainted with yourself, you could find yourself alarmed by your own reflection. But Amber had trained herself to stare at every inch of herself, for minutes, sometimes hours of the day, logging every inch of herself. It was a necessary part of the role: being a faith-healer, a vessel between the crowd and the other side, and so the holder of a crowd’s disbelief, and of all their hopes and dreams…That kind of responsibility necessitated full command over her body. 


When she was on stage, it was essential that no tremors should betray her raised hands, the tools of the trade. No doubt, or hint of tiredness, should cross her eyes: a twitch of the eyebrow, a purse of the lips. 


In the mirror, she found a tall woman, with long, blonde locks—meticulously brushed until they shone. Difficult to place in age (she’d accept twenty-nine, but never thirty, and planned to forget her thirty-fourth birthday before it even took place), though she knew there was a softness around her hips, her breasts, which betrayed her as a mother, to a practiced eye. Legs crossed, she placed herself on a vast, lace-trimmed quilt, hovering over a king-size bed. A reflection of vine-yards, stretching to where the grapes blurred into one another. A sky so blue, it felt like a sign. This was a far cry from Utah. And that was the whole point. 


This was her first retreat week, and her first trip to Florida, and so each part of this new journey for her brand should be mapped out, to ensure success. She had needed to scale up. Going from town to town was one thing, but it racked up the bills, and Gilly and Ivan were practically feral from their school-hopping, life one big old holiday to them. But when she lay alone in bed at night, looking up at the ceiling, she prayed for money to come to them. Consistent, reliable. For the Lord to bring them a foundation. Sometimes, she wondered if she could swallow her pride, register at a night school…She’d never been allowed to go to college. But, no. There were some things you just got too old for, so faith healing was the only way she knew of making money.  


But she was lonely in her thoughts. These days she felt like her children defined her and her status as a mother. This retreat was about more than the money. She let her shoulders sag forward slightly, imagining someone—a partner—coming up behind her and placing his palms in the grooves of her shoulder blades, where the lactic acid had built up and needed coaxing out. This retreat was a dipping of her toe into meeting someone. Maybe. Someone open-minded. Faith-led—that was important, because it offered stability. Someone who adored her. Surely that was the kind of man who would attend her retreat? Hence, she had accepted twice the number of men as women. There was no such thing as luck. She had always had to make her own.


She closed her eyes and took the tour through the resort which she had taken upon arrival that morning. Amber had always been gifted with a photographic memory. 


To the left of the entrance doors had been a small, but well-lit seminar room. There, she would teach the principles of her practice: not everyone attending would be of the Church of Latter-Day Saints (though she felt sure most would) and all would arrive curious to discover the links between their faith and communicating with those beyond the grave. The left corner of her mouth tilted up. Of course, it was unlikely her guests would walk away from the week with the gift. Some things couldn’t be taught, only led. And her gift had been realised after she had seen her mother…She cleared her throat, and shifted slightly, eyes still firmly closed. Well, it was the experiences of youth, the losses suffered, which shaped whether you had the sensibilities to possess the gift. 


Though the resort was stunning—the marble floors, the dappled, textured pillars—it was the beach which her mind’s eye urged her to paint in full colour. There, as dusk fell, she and her guests would build a fire. Contained, but fiercer than a campfire. Its purposes were for new life. A burning of all regret. 


She opened her eyes, satisfied, and blinked lazily into the mirror. Next to her, a small Nokia cast a green glow against her fingertips. She jabbed at the unlock button—though she had always possessed a brick-style phone, refusing to engage in technology (the work of the devil, her father had always said), she struggled to operate the keys. Good, she nodded. A text from her oldest, Gilly, and from her youngest, Ivan. Both told her that the kid’s club back in Utah was ‘Okay’. She pressed her lips together. When would they learn to communicate? She pressed ‘dial’ next to Gilly’s name.


“Hey Mom, how was the flight?”


“Nice of you to ask me now, I landed six hours ago, Gilly.” She brought her legs up and onto the bed, crunching into a curved position. She had spent much of the flight with her eyes firmly closed—her first plane, and the turbulence had sent her heart into double-time.


“I thought it—”


“That’s as maybe. I hope you’re studying. Just because I’m not there, doesn’t mean the two of you can get away with it. You’ll have your exams soon…” 


“Mom, you sound really stressed out.”


Amber felt a protest rise from her belly, hot on her tongue. “I’m fine.” 


“Okay.” 


The two of them always skirted around feelings like this. Perhaps at fifteen, Gilly was old enough for Amber to start treating her daughter like an adult, confide in her, but she had never been able to find the right words to start. And perhaps it was better this way? This way, she could protect her daughter from experiencing the evils of the world, the weaknesses of her own mother.


Then the voice on the phone softened. “It’s cool, though. Your own retreat. Everyone’s gonna know who Amber Lakes is by the end of this. Faith-healer extraordinaire, you know?”


Amber laughed. “Well, I’m here to make you two proud of your momma, for sure.” And she felt a tinge of separation catch her belly. “I haven’t left you since you were five years old, you know,” she murmured down the phone. “And it doesn’t matter how old you both get, leaving you doesn’t get any easier.”


“Mooooom,” Gilly groaned, stretching out the vowels. “I know you’re being cute and stuff, and God knows we love you—”


“Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain, Gillian—”


“I wasn’t!”


“Hmmm.”


“We’re fine, okay? I’m going to stop Ivan eating any more pizza now, or his skin is going to break out into those gross pimples again.”


“Don’t be mean to your brother, please.”


“What? You’d tell him the same.”


“Still,” she smiled into the phone. “I have that privilege. You do not.”


 


She could almost feel the eyeroll coming from her daughter. They exchanged pleasantries and Gilly wished her luck for the week. Amber called off. Suddenly, without Gilly’s voice in her ear, the room felt stuffy, oppressive. She slid open the shutters and released the window catch, inhaling to taste the air crisp on her tongue. Her fingers itched in the cool breeze and she grinned down at them, stretching them further out the window. Whenever her body tingled like this, she just knew the wind was speaking to her. The Lord was sending her a sign: her life was about to change. 




 


31ST JANUARY, 2015

AMBER


 


 


The resort woke in a haze of sunrise. Amber was awake to see it, downstairs and seated towards the rising light as the staff began their day, bustling around with the breakfast tables. They blinked when they saw her and then nodded, wished her a good morning. She gave them a warm smile, accepting the offer of a blanket which she wrapped around her legs, but refused a hot drink: no one needed to entertain her. She just wanted to absorb this moment of quiet before her guests arrived. 


The resort doors were ajar from the dining area to the gardens and she closed her eyes, back to a large wicker chair, face towards the gardens. Behind her, she heard the staff greet someone else, and then the clink of a jar, a spoon. She opened one eye and glanced behind her. A man so tall he could block out the sun; the spoon, spilling sugar, ridiculously small in his hand. The chair was tall enough to hide her, so she watched him curiously, undiscovered. He was operating the coffee machine with confusion, quickly rising to irritation, and then, just as quickly, relief as a staff member showed him how to release a stuck coffee pod. His blue eyes smiled.


So, he isn’t a Mormon, she thought, as he sipped an espresso drowned in brown sugar. Mormons weren’t supposed to consume caffeine. He drank it quickly, and dunked the cup under the breakfast bar, as if to dispose of the evidence. He even looked over his shoulder as he did so. So maybe I’m wrong, she smiled, and I’ve just learnt his dirty secret. There was something in his lolloping walk that she recognised. It reminded her of something…


He was walking towards her. She immediately faced the front, sipping from a bottle of water. 


“Oh,” he said, when he saw her. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know anyone was sitting here.”


She looked at him for a few beats, the way his shirt tucked in neatly to a metal belt, the slight crumple around the collar that told her he was single or immune to ironing, and then gave him the reward of a smile. 


“Join me,” and she gestured to the seat opposite her. He sat but was unsure of how to place his limbs. He crossed an arm over his chest and she watched a bicep flex, feeling her mouth dry. She swallowed, trying to place the itch of déjà vu she was feeling watching him. Had she seen this man before, back home? “My course doesn’t start until nine,” she told him and he laughed, as though she had told a joke.


“Aw shucks. You know, I didn’t even realise that you’re Amber Lakes! I’m needing glasses if I’m honest, though I think they’ll make me look…Anyway, hey.” 


She swallowed a smile as a gentle blush spread across his cheeks and she wrapped a spiral of her hair around her little finger. There was something warm about him. It made her want to laugh too. 


“In truth, I’ve always found it difficult to sleep when I’m excited,” he told her.


She sat forward, and found herself winking. “You were excited to meet me?”


He brought his trousers legs up with heavy palms. “I guess…cat’s out the bag on that one! My friends all say I’m a just a big boy, really. You know,” and he leaned towards her, as though telling her a secret. She felt her breath catch. “This is my first time outta Lehi.”


“Lehi?”


“Mesa.”


 


She nodded, not having been herself, but because it felt familiar. She knew there were strong faith communities there. But it meant she couldn’t know him. She bit her lip, wondering why that fact felt wrong, somehow…“Why did you come all this way to see me? I visit Arizona sometimes, you know.”


He thought about this for a moment. “One day, I just got up, ma’am—”


She wrinkled her nose at the formality. “Please call me Amber.”


He raised his hands. “How long you got?” 


She rested her head against the back of the chair and gave him a lazy smile. “I’m all yours. Don’t be shy. I love a life story. Who doesn’t?”


He grinned. “Amber, one day I just realised I’m getting old, and I ain’t seen much of the world. If I’m honest, Lehi has most of what I need: the church, places to fish, you know, and my job—driving, goods and all—well, I like it. But I’d seen your flyer on my church’s community board, and I’ve long been an admirer.” It was her turn to feel heat rise to her face. Sure, there were those who admired her. But rarely those who said it with such reverence, unblinking. “And I thought, why not? I ain’t got people relying on me back at home, and this was a chance to maybe…Talk to some…people I’ve lost. Maybe find myself, too. Does that sound corny?” He blew his lips at her, laughing at himself, but she shook her head. No, to her it sounded like fate. What if he was meant to be here? What if this man, who she felt both unsettled and comfortable next to, all at the same time, was meant to meet her?


“Sometimes talking about the big things in life just sound ‘cheesy’. But this is your truth,” she told him and saw his shoulders soften.  


“It’s not as exciting as your life, though. Your work.”


She gazed over the dew-speckled grass. Was what she did exciting? “I’m sorry, I didn’t ask your name, I’m so rude.”


“Chad. Rude, you? Nah.”


She swept her hair back into a dainty bun at the nape of her neck. She noted how he watched her fingers, slim and nimble. “You said you heard about me from a flyer in your church, right?” He nodded. “Latter-Day Saints, is it?”


He nodded again and her eyes brightened. If he was from the church…Her heartbeat fluttered a wing-beat. Her mother had always told her that you could know, on first meeting, whether someone would be a part of your life going forward. In some way: friendship or romance. And Amber agreed with that; felt she was a good judge of character. But there was also something Amber knew, but had never felt: that feeling of knowing someone from before. From another life. It was a deep, abiding sense of a connection with another—so strong, that you could be sure you had been connected to them in another life. A few years ago, she’d read about the concept online—there was so much more to be learnt about spirituality outside of Temple services—and the more she had read, the more she yearned to learn more.


She smiled. “That’s brilliant. It’s not a requirement for the course to be from the Mormon faith, it’s more about connection—with ourselves, with those who have left us—but it’s always a pleasure to talk to someone who has the same values as you, you know?” She edged forward. “To have that closer connection.”


“Yeah, I feel that.” 


Amber watched him bite his lip, aware that her eye contact was making him nervous. She held a giggle down, a tickle of excitement building in her chest: when was the last time a man had looked at her this way? Lust, yes, but tainted with uncertainty, the power firmly laid at her feet. “What do you feel?” 


He scratched his head. “Well, for me…faith gives me a structure. Happiness, sure. But you know…I’m a guy, right? My friend, Mel, says it’s like I want someone to organise me, tell me what to do all the time. And you know, I don’t think that sounds all that bad.” Amber snorted, so he gave her a lop-sided smile. “Yeah, if I wasn’t getting up for church on a Sunday, I’d have no ironed shirts all week…”


“At least your mom isn’t still doing it for you.”


“No mom.”


Her bottom lip fell open slightly and she wondered if this was who he had lost. “…I’m sorry. I, erm…I lost mine young.”


“Well then you get it—so don’t go apologising.” He cleared his throat. “You know, I’m really looking forward to today. Thought I’d get up early and catch some rays, actually. In case we’re inside all day. Which wouldn’t matter to me, by the way. Don’t mean to be criticising—”


She absorbed his words and then nodded, springing to her feet. “No, you’re right! Just look at this, in front of us. And the earth seems to sing here, you know? I think we could have our seminar right out here.” Amber stood and surveyed the manicured hedgerows. “Yes, I think we should feel the soil under our nails when we talk about grief. The earth can teach you much more than I can about resurrection.”


He squinted. “You know, those hedges look just like piped icing on a birthday cake…” She let out a laugh like a tiny bell and saw him gulp, straighten his spine. “I really have been reading your book on the regular. You carry the responsibility of souls so…bravely. You know, I used to think heaven and hell were boundaries we do not pass, until it’s our time. I was happy with that. Then I heard you speak, Amber, this amazing video online about your visions, how they affect you, and I felt…” Chad’s voice was heavy with emotion. Before she realised where her feet were leading her, she had flown to him and clasped his arm. Did he feel it too? That sense of…being drawn to her, as if it was inevitable? She felt his veins pulse against her fingers and his breath catch. He looked down at her hands. 


 


“Tell me?”


“Unsettled.”


“Like you’d never be happy again?” 


“Almost like that. More that I was desperate to acquire…knowledge. To meet you. I felt I had to.” And he was flushing magenta, like a schoolboy. 


“You’ve met me,” Amber whispered, still holding his arm, the scratch of her nails on his skin like a delicious secret. “And now how do you feel?”


“I am ready to listen. To learn, I guess,” he stammered, eyes flitting to hers. 


“I can teach you more about the afterlife, Chad. I can teach you to be receptive.” Amber decided, tracing his arm with a gentle finger. “There are things I’d like to share with you…About second lives, when you’re ready. Not today. Not in the group, either. Just you, alone. You must come find me.” 


She suddenly clapped her hands and vanished back into the building, feeling her feet practically buoyant against the marbled floors. She had felt it. A connection she thought she’d never experience. He would come find her. And when he did, she would be ready. Because here, already, she had realised the new direction that life was taking her in. She squeezed the banister as she ascended the stairs: it was bittersweet. The first and only person she wanted to tell about it was her mother. 




 


1ST FEBRUARY, 2015 

CHAD: FLAMES OF THE RETREAT 


 


They started a fire of branches and added scraps of paper, photographs, and locks of their loved ones’ hair. Twenty middle-aged men and women crouched around the lazy flames, their shoes covered in sand. Coyly, Chad made eye contact with the eyes gazing back at him, on the other side of the fire. It was around nine in the evening, and the gnat ballet had already begun. There were mosquitoes lovingly kissing scarf-less necks, liberal in their affections, and a rustling in the hedges, which Chad suspected might be crickets. He smiled blearily across at a comrade on the other side, eyes sliding across her frizzy yellow mane and grey, solemn eyes. A ironed-on patch on her coat read: Live like you’re in the 60s, baby. “Hi,” he mouthed, and she mouthed a ‘hello’ back, her shoulders shaking slightly, as though giggling.


Amber had said it would be like this. Releasing memories. Activating the love. This was a new kind of spiritualism. Not many people would understand the process, she had warned, looking earnestly into each pupil’s face.


Each person had brought something with them which made them feel close to a loved one. Some had photos, some lockets, and Chad had an old wristwatch of his dad’s. Amber had asked each person to present their objects, and their loved one, as though they were alive. The wait for his turn had felt agonising.


“Their name, Chad, tell the group his or her name.”


He had stumbled forward. “Stuart.”


“Louder, now,” she had cried.


“Stuart.”


“Louder!”


“Stuart!” he had shouted self-consciously.


“Say it to the watch. Tell the watch its name. Repeat it. Say it lovingly. Everyone, call Stuart.” The group had hummed the name like a prayer, a chorus of pitches vibrating through toes. Then Amber had directed each person to the fire, her hands planted firmly on their shoulders, guiding them like uncertain children to the edge of the flame’s spit.


“Set them free,” she had said, simply.


When it had come to Chad’s turn, his hands shook. The rest of the group had watched him dreamily, Amber’s hands uncurling his fingers one by one, until the watch had joined the flames in a pathetic spatter of gold.


“Trust me,” she had said, turning his face away from the fire and kissing him on the cheek. After, everyone had been told to embrace. Chad had felt understood. 


Now, he sat mellow, vacantly searching for Amber’s face in the dark. There it was. Illuminated by flame, she looked like molten honey. The gentle murmur of conversations surrounded him, but he barely logged the bodies slowly standing and moving back towards the building. Amber was moving towards him.


“I thought you were going to resist me earlier,” she smiled, taking a patch of grass next to him.


“I thought about it.” Chad pulled on his earlobe. Amber always seemed to say something which instantly made him come out in a sweat. “But it was good today. I trust you.”


“You do,” Amber nodded, and somehow, it wasn’t a question. She paused, her lips sucking slightly in, as though she was chewing over her next words. “You know, we were married in another life.” Chad mouthed a question, but no further clarifications came from Amber. Her gaze was certain, unflinching and he couldn’t help but melt under it. 


“In a dream?”


She laughed. “I’m sure it sounds like that. I’m sure it sounds crazy. But I’ve been looking into it—I’ve asked the spirits, I’ve looked at our family trees…It was two lifetimes ago. I’ve lived five. You’ve lived three.”


“Three…”


“That’s why you feel close to me.” Amber laced her fingers through the back of Chad’s hair. “I know this is strange. But it’s okay.” Chad leaned his head into Amber’s palm. The massage helped his brain to function, he thought.


“My mother used to do this before I went to sleep,” he muttered.


“I used to do this for you before you went to sleep, Chad. Really think about it,” Amber withdrew her hand and cupped his chin so that he gazed up at her at forty-five degrees. 


“You think…I should remember you?” he offered a tentative smile—he didn’t mean to criticise, he told her, wide-eyed.


She shrugged and leaned over his left ear to whisper. “You might not be able to. Not everyone can, at first. But I can show you—simply by spending time with me. I think you’ll be surprised by how easy it is to feel love.”


The words tingled down his spine—he’d always been ticklish around the ears—and he forced himself not to squirm. “You know…I’ve never been in love,” he said, mostly into his chest, but he felt her cheeks, still close to his ear, lift into a smile. “That doesn’t mean I don’t know what it would feel like. But I guess, where I live…it’s a small town, you know? Difficult to meet someone who hasn’t known ya since you crawled around in nappies. Guess I just fell out of the habit of looking for anything.” He sat up and faced her, blood pumping furiously in his legs. “Our other lives…You’ve had visions of them, then? Sorry, it’s all a bit new to me,” he offered delicately, the top of his head cold where her fingers had brushed.


“I’ve always wanted to feel it,” she murmured, fixated on the curling flames. “And I realise it must sound crazy. We’ve just met. But I feel so comfortable with you…It makes sense to me. That we were both meant to be here. So, when you feel it, you mustn’t be ashamed to love me.” 


Chad’s mouth gaped. Words didn’t seem to find the correct order in his head. 


“When will I—feel it?” He blurted, as Amber made as if to go. She laughed and he pulled at his shirt sleeve.


“How should I know? I’m not a mind reader. I’m not a witch!”




 


2ND FEBRUARY, 2015

CHAD: THE RETREAT, DAY FOUR


 


Dusk. He drank it in. The resort erupted with candles: vanilla, sage and something more artificial. The whole place was too pretty for the likes of him. He settled his nerves with a beer. Now, after a few hours, he’d even found the confidence to make friends. The frizzy-haired woman from the fire was sat next to him—he had found out her name, Lauren—and she had been chatting all evening. Lauren had travelled all around the world. She was very spiritual. Her understanding of faith seemed immense. Chad had laughed along at her travel tales, ummed and ahhed in the right places, but by now, his head was reeling with Lauren’s words. 


Drumming his fingernails against the cocktail table’s grooves, he swept the room with his eyes, hoping to catch a glimpse of Amber. Lauren’s chat was making him feel small. He hadn’t realised he had so much to learn about his faith.


“…And she showed me this chart about tracking…Well, people’s lives! And it went all the way back to the apostles, it was crazy.” Lauren’s eyes twinkled over a glass of red.


Chad was alert now. “Amber did?” 


“Yeah, she wanted to talk to me about how we all lived in more than one lifetime,” she said airily. “Because she knew I’d get it.”


“I know all about second lives,” Chad laughed and was rewarded with a surprised ‘oh’.


“Did Amber…talk to you too, then?” Lauren narrowed her eyes. They stared at each other like rivals orbiting around the same love interest.


 


He almost blurted out what Amber had told him and then something stopped him. It felt…secret. He realised Amber hadn’t said if he could discuss this with the other guests. What if it was private? “Maybe not in the same way as you…but I feel, I might have known Amber in another life.” Lauren was silent for a moment. Then she started to giggle. Chad felt his mouth turn up at the edges.


“What?” He grinned. “Why you laughing at me?”


“You’ve got a crush, Chad!” She wiped a tear from her eye. “Had a wet dream about her, or something. You can’t know that kind of stuff.”


Chad felt a bubble of irritation rise and he took a swig of beer. It felt wrong to talk about Amber in such a way.


“You think I’m not spiritual enough to know that kinda stuff, huh?”


Lauren shrugged noncommittally. “I’m just saying, it seems a stretch. I mean if you have that kinda ancient knowledge, you should probably be leading your own spiritual retreat, you know? But it’s cool. Maybe you do know.”


Chad thought about this for a moment, watching a delicate pianist arrange her sheet music for their evening entertainment. For Lauren, this retreat, the chance to meet Amber, seemed more of an intellectual stimulation. For him, it was a fascination. The pull he felt when he had first read Amber’s books. He had craved being in the same room as this wise lady, who absorbed so much of the world’s pain, and then when he had…the sweep of his belly had evolved into something more primal.


“Perhaps you’re just not that close to her,” he concluded. Lauren’s tight smile suggested she had picked up on his condescending tone. As she shovelled her chair closer, Chad felt the spice of her breath on his neck.


“You want her, you desire her, I get it. When you watch her, your eyes go all…hungry. And hey, powerful women are fucking sexy, right?” 


Chad recoiled slightly. There was nothing which repulsed him more than a lewd woman. “Filthy mind, Lauren.” A hot mist crept under the collar of his checked shirt. She grabbed a fistful of the fabric, forcing him to lean forward again.


“Just saying, Chad. Shoot your shot. But it’s a bad chat up line saying you know her from another life…” She released him and he straightened up with a grimace, moving slightly away from her to mark their friendship firmly closed.


They both observed Amber, her gold hoops flashing as she threw her head back. There was something proud, unshakeable even, in the tightly pulled back shoulders and erect tower of her neck. With her hair pulled back, Chad fixated on the nape of her neck, wondered what it would be like to place his lips on the diamond patch of skull. He shivered. This was a woman he ached to wear on his arm.


Amber locked eyes with him, a flirtation of a smile lingering. She had seen him staring. He heard her cry loudly about having an early night and caught her glance in his direction, before she left for the resort stairs. Chad followed on autopilot, a man so possessed, he forgot to make his excuses to Lauren.




 


4TH FEBRUARY, 2015

AMBER: DAY SIX OF THE RETREAT


 


When the garden lamps cast golden light on the grass to signal dusk, Amber pulled out a velvet catsuit and held it against her body. She was pleased with her body’s outline in the mirror. Pride was a sin, but perfection was the ultimate goal in Mormon doctrine, and she took joy in the presentation of her flesh. Tonight, there would be more of it on display than usual. Tonight, Chad had asked her to teach him about second lives. She’d been enjoying their late night conversations, and now she was desperate to make him feel the same excitement she felt bubbling up inside her.


She bit her lip. He had a magnetic pull on her. Something about the opposites in him: his huge hands, his broad shoulders and his gentle, uncertain voice, his warm smile. She knew that, in him, she would find stability—Ivan and Gilly deserved something reliable, and there was something about Chad’s uncertain tone and gentle eyes that told her she had found it. She knew if her deceased husband, Jack, had ever looked at her with a gaze like that, one that melted when she smiled, her life would have been quite different. Then she snorted at herself in the mirror.


“Well then he would have been a completely different man altogether, and you know it.”


Over the past year, she’d been completely alone. Just her and the kids. Touring her visionary readings across Utah and the border of Arizona. Sometimes they’d rent a motel for a weekend, or sometimes a local community would offer them a rental for a few weeks, at a heavy discount, sympathetic to the two children she had in tow. But if she stayed too long, they became an irritant. 


The retreat was different. With Gilly and Ivan in a kid’s camp for the week, she felt she could breathe. Forget she was a mother. She pulled a face at her reflection in the mirror, guilt spreading at the thought. Should any mother long, just for a week, just for a day, to be childless? Did it make her selfish, to want this time for herself…to crave attention? She slipped on a lacy bra and traced a red lipstick over the contours of her smile. Everyone had signed up to the week for her, so she might as well give them a show.


A knock on the door distracted her. Close the cupboard. Make-up back in its place. Phone in the drawer (turned off—nothing should distract them) and she called:


“Come in!”


His voice entered first. “Well, I think anyone could believe in God looking at you right now.” Chad stepped through the door, pushing a hand through his gelled hair.


“Why is that?”


“Like an angel.” He nodded at her outfit. She would have laughed if the rash spreading up his neck wasn’t so telling.


“You’re so sweet to me, Chad.” And he was. Didn’t she deserve that? Why not let him look? Hell, why not have him adore her forever. When was the last time she had been offered that kind of adoration?


“Make yourself at home.” She gestured to the bed. He took off his shoes first, odd socks peeping. His huge frame against the double bed made her lick her lips. She perched next to him, crossing her legs to dull the ache between them, a kind of wildness brewing.


“Thank you for inviting me tonight,” he said, eyes wide.


She had told him tonight she would reveal her ultimate secret: her knowledge of alternative lives. When she had first laid eyes on Chad, she had felt an explosion of conflicting emotions. His desire for her first. His stability next—she felt safe around him and he seemed to listen to her deeply. Then there was something which troubled her—or excited her, she couldn’t decide. “It was always meant to happen. Do you feel that?”


“I feel something. Between us.”


She adjusted her bra strap and watched his eyes follow her fingers. His gaze wouldn’t miss any of her movements that evening, she was sure of it. It was exhilarating. She chose her next words carefully.


“Well, I don’t mean to scare you, Chad, but what you’re feeling? I believe that’s a call from God.” She pressed one thigh over the other, angling her leg towards him. “Our God. In some ways, we’re still married because we were married in another life.” Chad’s expression was earnest, she hadn’t lost him yet, but vacant. “Pass me that pen and paper? I’ll trace our lives back.” She pulled back her hair into a ponytail and traced a family tree of sorts, with their names at the bottom. The family tree had required research, she could admit that to herself—she’d used his registration details to find out what she could about his family history online, revealing a long line of Latter-Day Saints, and her own ancestry was easy to compare.


“Each one—here, trace it with your finger, is your past life, your past self.”


“Wow, look at all this! And there’s Uncle Jim…even my parents.” 
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