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Chapter 1 - Leap of Faith

Philadelphia - One Year Ago

PAGE AFTER GLOSSY MAGAZINE PAGE depicted a beautiful, rail-thin model flogging eye shadow, mascara, shampoo, jeans, shoes, lipstick… Joanie wondered why she tortured herself with such garbage. She laughed out loud at an ad for luxurious chocolate. A group of women were lounging in silk gowns, dangling the small morsels near brightly painted red lips. As if those skinny bitches would be caught dead consuming even one piece from a box of those chocolate bites! “Eat me and you can be beautiful, too.” Total lunacy.

She loved the slow walk to wakefulness found in the quiet solitude of a lazy weekend morning. Curled up on the couch in an old sweatshirt and a pair of roomy flannel pajama bottoms from the men’s department, she casually flipped pages while sipping on her strong hazelnut coffee, her flavor addiction of the month.

The page turning stopped when she spied an article claiming that skinny women could be just as fat and unhealthy on the inside as those battling weight problems. Her eyes danced across the type, absorbing every word with fascination. The piece was clearly written from the perspective of someone who was knee-deep in cheeseburger deprivation and tired of grazing at the salad bar with the rest of them, but she felt some satisfaction in considering the humbling of all those thin faces who’d ever judged her grocery cart contents.

Loud banging on her apartment door startled her.

She wasn’t expecting any company and wondered who the heck was brave enough to stop by on a Sunday morning without notice. She glanced at the decorative clock on the opposite wall of her modest apartment. It was nearly noon. Perhaps the hour wasn’t too disrespectful after all. Dog-earing the corner of the page and tossing the magazine down, she peeled herself off the couch, crept to her door, and peered through the peep hole. Holly’s distorted and smiling face stared back at her, framed by her lush brown hair. Talk about skinny women; it was her best friend since ninth grade.

She ran her thick fingers through her hair in a last-ditch attempt to bring some order to the curly red mess before opening her door. As soon as she did, her lithe friend bounded past her into the small entrance hallway. Joanie backed against the wall to make room for Mara, Sue, and Lizzie who followed close behind.

“Good morning, sunshine,” Holly grinned before leading the group of smiling women farther into the apartment.

Joanie stared after them, confused.

She and Holly had met the other three a few years ago at a weekend skydiving course after Holly had managed to talk her into the idea. They’d both been twenty-five at the time and her friend was bored, wanting some pizzazz in her life like the thrill of jumping from a plane. Joanie had eventually become drawn to the idea of weightlessness while free falling at one hundred twenty miles per hour and let Holly convince her to give it a try. By the end of that weekend, they’d added Mara, Sue and Lizzie to their social circle.

Her cheeks warmed to have been caught in Sunday morning sloth mode. She hadn’t yet taken the time to wash up, brush her teeth, or run a comb through her mane. She looked down at her outfit and could only imagine the just-crawled-out-of-bed state of her appearance. They hadn’t made plans for today!

“What the fuck?”

The girls giggled at her reaction. They were all so perky and alert. Morning people!

“Surprise!” they called out together before settling comfortably in her living room.

She raised a brow and made her way closer. “Surprise?”

They giggled again and Holly explained. “We’ve got a birthday surprise for you today.”

“You do?” She was intrigued. Her birthday wasn’t until Friday. They’d made plans to go out for dinner that night to celebrate; the whole group of them. That was enough.

“Yup, so you need to go and do whatever you need to do to get ready. We have to leave in thirty minutes.”

“What’s the surprise?” Joanie demanded.

“Can’t say. Won’t say. But dress casual; something comfy you don’t mind getting dirty.”

“We’re going to get dirty?” She narrowed her eyes in curiosity and scanned her friends; all dressed in jeans. From under their unzipped jackets, she could see sweaters and sweatshirts; casual that could get dirty.

“Yup. And it might be a little cool, so dress warm,” Sue added.

Joanie rarely felt a chill, even now with the fall weather blanketing Philly. “How cool?”

“It might be a little colder than you’re expecting,” Mara offered. “Just put on a sweater. You can always take it off if it’s too much.”

Of their three new friends, Mara was secretly her favorite. They had a special bond forged upon a similar life experience: a tumultuous relationship with the ever-evil bathroom scale. Joanie loved hers when it gave her good news and wanted to fling it out the window when it made her cry. Mara was very much the same. Her new friend had married young and by the time she was twenty-six, she was a mother to four boys and no longer recognized her own body.

Three years ago, Mara had been the only one unable to do the tandem jump with the instructor that first weekend; a requirement to move on to the next level and eventual license. Joanie had qualified by the skin of her teeth. Who knew there was a weight limit? For the first time, she’d been proud that her five-foot-seven frame only weighed two hundred fourteen pounds. A handful more and she wouldn’t have been jumping either. She’d felt so bad for the mother of four that she declined the opportunity to go up with the others, staying on the ground with her new friend. She and Mara had started their first of many diets together that day. The prize was sweet; a tandem jump with a hot instructor strapped to their back.

“Yo! Miss Wilkins!” Holly’s voice crashed through her thoughts and pulled her from the memory of being tied to Dave.

“Sorry. I haven’t been up long. I wasn’t expecting you guys...”

“That’s why we said surprise,” Holly laughed. “Why the late morning?”

“I got caught up in a movie that started around midnight.”

“Who were you hanging out with?” Sue smiled cleverly.

Her friend’s question made it sound like she had a long list of suitors to pick from. As if. Besides that one incident a couple of years ago, which she’d never share with anyone, she hadn’t had a date since she’d met the three of them. The odds that she’d suddenly have a man over watching a movie with her were slim to nil. She confidently tugged on the bottom hem of her sweatshirt. “Like I’d kiss and tell.”

“No, I mean who was the guy in the movie you were spending time with?” Sue clarified.

Joanie smiled, swallowing the blow to her ego. Her friend could have at least pretended there was a chance she could have had a guy over. Was it really such a far-fetched idea? “There wasn’t one. It was Black Swan with Natalie Portman. I hadn’t seen it before.”

“Weird movie,” Lizzie chimed in.

Sue nodded. “Brad and I rented that one. I liked it. It’s one of those movies that make you think.”

“It makes you crazy is what it does,” Lizzie dismissed.

“Well, if you have a bit of crazy to begin with, then maybe,” Sue teased, glancing her way. “No offense Jo.”

No offense? Because she “had a bit of crazy”? Or because she was a therapist?

“Or maybe you have to have a bit of crazy in order to identify with the crazy in the movie,” Lizzie countered, shooting an apologetic shrug at her. “No offense.”

“Are you guys calling me unstable?” Joanie asked, scrunching her face.

“Huh?” Sue smiled.

“Wasting time, guys,” Holly interrupted, glancing at Joanie’s mug on the coffee table. “Go fill it up and take it with you to the shower. We’ve got to leave soon.”

“Okay, okay. I’m getting ready. But no hints?”

Her friends all shook their heads.

“Alright,” she sighed in defeat, reaching for her mug. “Give me a sec to get ready.”

Following a forty-minute drive during which Joanie repeatedly tried to guess their destination from behind a blindfold, the car finally slowed to a stop.

“We’re here,” Holly announced from the driver’s seat. “Don’t you dare take that blindfold off yet.”

“Tell me already! Where is here?” Joanie grinned in the seat beside her.

Holly cut the engine, killing the music flowing from the speakers. As the other girls opened the back doors, her stomach started to churn. Familiar sounds wafted inside. She was led from the car and turned before fingers untied the knotted cloth around her head, returning her sight.

“Surprise!” they all squealed again.

She squinted in the sudden brightness and stared at the front of the training center next to the small airfield where they’d all met. The four girls stood around her, smiling, while she processed what they’d done. Clinging to denial, she hoped it was simply a surprise party at the little snack bar inside.

Her eyes followed the noisy takeoff of a small plane ferrying a load of jumpers skyward. It was Sunday. Maybe onboard were those completing their own weekend training session? That would be too bad. It would mean Dave was in the plane and not joining their little party.

She’d never forget the day she finally jumped for the first time. No one forgets their first jump from a perfectly safe airplane. Before then, she hadn’t been sure if skydiving would be for her, but after experiencing the glory of looking down at the landscape below while tucked in close to Dave; his dreamy body strapped to hers, keeping her safe and steering them back to earth, she couldn’t imagine not continuing to pursue this hobby. Their forty seconds of free fall had been spectacular, the few minutes of floating under the chute incredibly serene, and the landing—something she wrote about in her journal later that evening. She was certain she’d been incredibly clumsy and less than attractive during the entire process, but he’d made her feel wonderful and special. Of course, it had likely all been in her head. Too bad she’d only been required to be tethered to him for the first jump.

They had all taken their time progressing through the necessary levels and completing their required twenty jumps in the company of an instructor. They’d spent more time over the last three years getting together for lunches or a night out than they had in the jump zone. But they’d all passed their tests over a month ago and were all now fully licensed by the United States Parachuting Association. She was a skydiver in every sense of the word...except one.

All of them had taken their first solo jump as a licensed skydiver except her.

They had booked their solo jumps two weeks earlier, and while gearing up, Joanie’s gut had started rumbling. It was that ominous gurgling that warned of an invading bug or some bad sushi that was about to make her life hell over the next twenty-four hours, so she’d backed out and watched from the ground. In the end, hell hadn’t arrived. It had been a false alarm, but that was just as well. She wasn’t in any rush to make the jump. She wasn’t ready yet to give up the security of jumping beside an experienced instructor.

“Today is the day,” Lizzie announced, resting her arm across Joanie’s shoulder, drawing her attention back to the moment.

“Oh, guys...I don’t know.” She tried to take a few steps back. What had they done? Oh shit, she sighed to herself.

“Don’t worry. You’ll be fine,” Lizzie assured her. “And we’re jumping with you.”

But what about Dave, she thought to herself? I can’t do this without Dave. Even if he hadn’t been strapped to her back since that first jump, he’d been the instructor she’d been paired with for every single supervised jump she’d made since. She quite liked his company on the trip down to earth, and he was close by if she needed him. She wasn’t ready to give that up. What if she needed him? She didn’t want to be up there alone like that.

“It’ll be fun,” Mara smiled.

Something inside her warned that this wasn’t a good idea. It was a gut reaction, instinct. Even after all the jumps she’d completed during their instruction, something in the deep recesses of her brain screamed, “No!” But her friends had made all the arrangements. All she had to do was strap on the rig, get on the plane, and jump. She was fully trained. She’d gotten her license. She just wasn’t sure today was the day for her solo debut. She preferred knowing Dave was watching over her.

Just then, a man stepped out of the entrance of the building. Dressed in tight jeans, an aviator jacket, and mirrored sunglasses, he might as well have been Tom Cruise himself; well, if Tom Cruise were blond. Dave! Her friends plastered on huge grins. Lizzie flicked her brown hair and ensured her chest was pumped up and protruding. Joanie wasn’t alone in the mesmerizing spell of this guy’s good looks.

“Hey, birthday girl,” he smiled as he approached; a white, toothy grin that left Joanie feeling weak in the knees and started a fluttering in her stomach. He didn’t glance at the other girls; his eyes set squarely on her. “C’mon inside and we’ll get you ladies all squared away. Plane’s waiting for you.”

He’d never met them outside the door before. Feeling incredibly special, she nodded and drifted toward him, following him inside. He was the Pied Piper of the airfield, she later thought as the plane gained speed and left the runway. Instead of a luring flute, he dressed in tight pants and flashed a sexy smile, and they all simply followed. She wasn’t sure how, but in less than an hour she’d found herself sitting on the bench inside the small aircraft watching Holly quite eagerly jump first. Lizzie made her way to the door, and when Dave told her it was time, she also willingly flung herself from the plane.

She was next, only she didn’t want to go. That voice inside her head kept telling her this was a bad idea.

“C’mon birthday girl. You can do it,” he encouraged loudly while holding on to the wall of the plane. He’d forced his voice to be heard over the roar of the engines, the wind whipping past the open doorway, and the cushioning inside her helmet covering her ears. He gave her a thumbs up and yelled, “Just like we practiced.”

She swallowed and edged her way closer, reluctantly clambering to her feet.

“C’mon beautiful. You’re good to go,” he further encouraged.

He’d never called her beautiful before. Even though she was sure he hadn’t really meant it, how could she disappoint him after that? And after all their training together? She couldn’t let him down, could she? He smiled at her; brilliantly radiant. She tried to focus on his gorgeous face and not the snug fit of his jump suit. Doing her best to gracefully make her way closer, she positioned herself in the open doorway. Sue was behind her. Mara would be the last to jump. She glanced back at them to see them smiling and nodding.

“Ya gotta go now, babe,” he shouted, flicking his head toward the sky outside the doorway.

She felt her insides melting. “He called me babe,” she swooned silently to herself. “Okay.” Her shouted response felt awkward. She hadn’t really meant it. She stared down at the distant earth outside of the plane and spotted the markings of the jump zone.

“And go!” he shouted, raising another thumbs up.

She felt her legs push her through the opening as her body tumbled into nothingness, wishing she hadn’t just done that.

But then it was calm; quiet almost, apart from the rush of wind around her.

She was weightless. Oh, what a feeling! She squealed in delight at the sensation, remembering what she loved about jumping.

Pointing her belly toward the ground, she reached her arms in front of her and bent her knees, feeling the resistance against the air rushing up to meet her. Oh my god, I’m diving all by myself. She felt incredibly proud. Her lips spread across her round cheeks in a wide grin, aided by the wind tugging on her skin. She’d never felt freer; more alive.

The view was breathtaking, as always. Soft clouds floated above a sea of haze, casting wide, blurry shadows on the ground below. She looked up but didn’t see Sue or Mara leave the plane yet. She was all alone. Below her to the left, she saw the bright color of a chute open.

She checked the altimeter strapped to her wrist. She’d left the plane at around thirteen thousand feet, but she still had time. About forty-five seconds of free fall was all she could expect and she reveled in it. She adjusted her arms slightly and turned around so she could glance at the landscape in the opposite direction and ensure she was on track to land in the jump zone. It was so beautiful up here. She wasn’t sure why she’d been worried. This was an absolutely stunning moment. She loved her friends for putting this together today. What a great way to greet her twenty-eighth birthday.

She checked the altimeter again.

She always felt so tiny when she jumped, a feeling she wasn’t used to in her day-to-day life. Usually, she was squeezing herself into a chair that was too small, or feeling like she should apologize while navigating crowded buses and elevators. But up here, jumping from a plane and falling to earth, she felt incredibly small and weightless. It made her feel special in a positive way, like she was the same as everyone else.

She checked the altimeter once more. Disappointment rang through her. It was time to deploy her chute. She envied that guy who’d jumped from the edge of outer space. Talk about having plenty of time to enjoy falling toward earth. She waved off any divers nearby, even though she knew no one was anywhere close enough to be thrown off kilter by her deploying chute. Reaching her right hand around her back to grip the deployment handle, she stretched out her left to keep from spinning. She pulled on the handle and started to count, knowing that in about three seconds, she’d feel the familiar jolt of the pilot chute dragging out the main canopy; that familiar yanking feeling that stretched her upwards for a few seconds.

There was a slight jerk, but it didn’t feel right.

She looked up. Serenity and joy were replaced by numbing confusion. The lines were tangled. The main chute didn’t deploy properly. In fact, it didn’t even catch any air; a lump of a mess trailing behind her.

Her heart stilled for a moment before it returned with full force, pounding in her chest. The ground was getting closer, and she needed to slow down. Stay calm, she coached, taking as deep a breath as she could muster in a bid to force herself to maintain control. She had to make some decisions and didn’t need her brain running amok out of sheer panic.

She needed to deploy the reserve chute. Would it get tangled in the mess above her? Should she take the chance? She decided to cut away the main. She’d practiced this process in her mind over and over and over in the event she ever found herself in this situation. Never thought it would happen, but here she was.

She found the cutaway handle on the right front of her rig and grabbed it while fumbling for the reserve chute deployment handle on the left with her other hand. She arched her body backwards and pulled the cutaway handle with all the strength she had, clearing the tangled mess behind her. Pulling the reserve deployment handle, she again started counting. One thousand one. One thousand two. One thousand three...

There was no body-jarring jolt.

What the hell? She pulled it again with all she had. Nothing happened.

“Oh shit. Oh shit. Oh shit,” she chanted, pulling again on the handle.

Her heart raced and her stomach dropped. Her gear was defective. It wasn’t working. She didn’t have a chute. Why the hell wasn’t it working? The reserve was packed by a certified rigger. It should be working. This can’t be happening. She was falling toward earth without a parachute to slow her down. Everything should be working just fine. Her mind began to freeze.

What the hell was she supposed to do now?

Oh shit. This wasn’t good. This was very, very bad, and she didn’t have Dave nearby to coach her through this or save her.

Her chest tightened around her banging heart.

She screamed.

It was usually so peaceful this high above the earth; looking down at the patchwork of greens and browns, the distant trees, and the snaking roads and runways that edged the familiar jump zone. She’d always had Dave with her; his beautiful body floating nearby making her feel safe, and she’d enjoyed every second of those four minutes together. Nothing had ever gone wrong. But this was something entirely different. She didn’t have Dave, and she didn’t have a way to slow her descent.

She should have listened to her gut. Facing death wasn’t exactly tops in her book of birthday surprises. If the reserve chute wouldn’t deploy...

She glanced up, desperately searching for Sue or Mara; not that they could reach her in time. She didn’t see either of them above her.

This was going to hurt.

She tugged on the reserve handle again. And again. And again. Please open. God damn it, open!

Her heart continued its drum solo in her tight chest while tears clouded her vision. Open, god damn it!

Still nothing.

Anxious nervousness rippled through her entire body. No, no, no, no, no! She tugged and tugged. What the hell! Fucking open! She screamed and screamed, and tugged and tugged, but nothing worked. Why the fuck won’t you open?

She recalled from training that in ninety-two percent of all fatalities, the equipment wasn't at fault. Had she screwed up? What didn’t she do? How did she mess this up?

She tugged again. “Fucking open, god damn it, you fucking piece of shit!”

The distant patchwork of greens and browns gave way to a growing sea of pale, dry dirt and wild grass below her. Had she been steering at all, she couldn’t have had better aim. She was perfectly lined up to land smack dab in the middle of the drop zone.

Why did she even get out of bed this morning? Why did she answer the door? She should have gotten up earlier and run out to do some errands. Then she wouldn’t have been home when her friends had called, and their plans would have been squashed. She was about to be squashed...or flattened...or something...

Open, for the love of God!

“Please, God; don’t let me die this way. I’m not ready to die. Please, God, I’m not ready.”

Shit. If she landed and only fractured her spine, she’d be an invalid for the rest of her life. Someone had said you should aim headfirst if you don’t want to risk being left paralyzed. Did she want to do that? Intentionally crack her skull? She couldn’t do that. That was suicide and she didn’t want to die.

She maintained her position and closed her eyes, tugging viciously on the handle. If this was the end, she didn’t want to see it arrive.

“God? I’m sorry I haven’t been to church in a while. And I’m sorry I’ve been cussing an awful lot lately. I’m sorry for everything. Please don’t let me die. I don’t want to die.”

She held her breath and braced for impact.

Her body connected with the ground with as much force as she’d anticipated; knocking the wind right out of her while she felt a strong vibration and heard a sickening thud. Lying against the dirt and grass, she took a deep breath to refill her lungs and prepared for a world of hurt but didn’t feel any pain.

She immediately panicked. Oh my god, I’m paralyzed. I’ve broken my spine.

She ran through a quick mental checklist. Legs...check. She could feel them. She could even wiggle her toes. Arms...check. Her fingers could move as well. Head...check. She opened her eyes and stared at the dirt and grass in front of her, taking another deep breath and resting for a moment, absorbing the impossibility of it all.

How had she landed in great belly flop style and survived?

Crawling to her feet slowly, she prepared for all sorts of wincing pain that never reached her brain. Turning in place, her eyes surveyed the landscape; somewhat dazed by the entire situation and not really taking in anything in particular. She glanced back down at the spot on the ground.

“Oh my god. I didn’t die,” she whispered, turning around in another full circle and again surveying the open field.

Holly had landed about two hundred feet away. It must have been her chute she’d seen deploy from above. She looked down at her landing spot again; stunned. It was impossible. There’s no way she survived that fall.

She again ran through a mental checklist of body parts, searching for something that hurt—something that was broken. Joy crept in, filling her with relief. She’d never felt lighter, as if she were floating on good luck despite the weight of the rig strapped to her. A giggle escaped her throat, releasing the horrifying fear that had consumed her only moments before. Her happiness was quickly followed by a shake of her head and another stunned examination of the ground where she’d landed.

On wobbly legs, she made her way across the field in Holly’s direction. Absolutely beside herself with relief, she basked in the bright, warm sunshine. Freeing her helmet, she tossed it aside as she walked, and when close enough, she shouted to her friend.

“Oh my god, did you see that? Holy shit! Did you see that? Hols? Did you see me land? Oh my god!”

Holly didn’t reply.

Several feet closer, she shouted again. “My chute was screwed so I cut it and then my reserve wouldn’t open but I managed to land anyway. Did you fucking see that?”

Holly stared in Joanie’s direction; absolutely gobsmacked.

“No shit, right? I don’t believe it. Look at me! No chute and look at me! Cheese and crackers, I made it! Thank you, God!”

When Joanie got closer, she found her friend looking pale and ashen. “You okay?” she smiled. “Did you see me land? Holy shit, right? No chute! I don’t know what happened, but the reserve wouldn’t even open.”

Holly turned to her side, squeezing her eyes shut and hugging herself tightly. She gasped for air and let out a loud sob, fumbling to rip off her helmet before a stream of vomit hit the dusty ground near her feet.

“Oh shit, Hols,” Joanie cooed softly, wrapping an arm around her friend in support. Even though they’d known each other since high school, this was the first time she’d ever seen Holly sick to her stomach. It wasn’t pretty, but she couldn’t blame her. That was quite the ride. She was surprised she wasn’t puking her guts out as well.

She saw Lizzie approaching. “It’s okay,” she waved. “Just a little motion sickness.”

Lizzie covered her mouth as she got closer.

“You should have seen it, though. My chutes wouldn’t open but I still landed it, no problem. That has to be some sort of a…I don’t know; a miracle or something.”

When Lizzie reached them, Joanie was confused by the fear and sadness on her face. The brunette reached for Holly and the two of them desperately clung to each other.

“She’ll be okay. Just some motion sickness, I think,” she assured Lizzie; taken aback by their mutual sobbing and failure to join in the amazement of her safe landing.

Holly vomited a second time and Lizzie joined her. She stepped back to avoid getting hit by any splash and looked up toward the horizon.

The familiar outline of a man walking toward them caught her attention; out of place within the open field they were standing in. As he approached, she scrunched her eyes, trying to obtain a better look. It was so bright, she had a hard time focusing her eyes, but it was impossible that it would be him. By the time he was thirty feet away, she couldn’t help but call out.

“Uncle Phil?”

Her mother’s brother had died about five years earlier after a relatively brief battle with cancer. She’d seen him over the Christmas holidays; his normal distant and cold self, and by Easter, they were attending his funeral. It seemed like he’d been hit hard and fast and it had shocked everyone. But it couldn’t be Uncle Phil walking toward her. He was dead.

“Hey, Jo Jo,” he smiled brightly, stopping several yards away and stuffing his hands into the pockets of his black jacket. It was definitely Uncle Phil’s voice.

Joanie took a few more steps away from her friends and sat down on the ground, suddenly feeling nauseated. Everything around her seemed very still. She buried her head between her knees and waited for the moment to pass. Holly and Lizzie continued to sob. Such an odd reaction, she thought. Neither said a word; they just blubbered incoherently. Shit, a solo jump really took a strong stomach. She hadn’t known it would be like this; that they’d be reduced to vomiting, crying, hallucinating messes. She wondered how Mara and Sue were faring. She hadn’t seen them land yet.

A minute or two later, the lamenting sounds from her girlfriends mixed with the faint wail of an approaching siren. At first, she thought it was a further hallucination, but as the sound grew stronger, she came to realize that something was wrong somewhere. She slowly lifted her head and looked at Holly and Lizzie huddled together a few feet away. Her hallucination of Uncle Phil was gone. Her heart skipped a beat. She wondered if Mara or Sue had been hurt. Another faulty rig? Missing the drop zone…or worse? There was that line of trees not too far away…

“Do you guys hear a siren?”

Holly and Lizzie didn’t soften their crying or pay her any attention. What the hell was with them?

She glanced around the horizon but couldn’t see any vehicles approaching. It was so damn bright. What happened to the clouds?

“Guys! Listen! Do you hear a siren?”

“It’s coming for you, Jo Jo,” Uncle Phil’s voice sounded quietly from behind her.

She shot around on her bottom. Her hallucination was still there; he’d only shifted position. He crouched down about ten feet away and offered her a look of empathetic sadness. She closed her eyes again. Christ! Had she been drugged before she jumped? What the hell was going on with her head?

“I’m sorry, sweetheart, but you didn’t actually land that jump.”

 


Chapter 2 - Booze-Soaked Memories

Boston - Present Day

In the stillness of the bedroom, the dark shadows had paled as the morning sun began its leisurely caress across the Boston skyline. Behind the crisp, ivory curtains hanging in front of the window, the veil of night was releasing its hold, the faintness of dawn creeping through the loose weave. Joanie tried not to move while she fought against her sleepy mind and worked to get her bearings. The pillow under her head felt foreign, as did the stiffness of the sheet draped across her bare chest.

Her eyes traveled to the figure lying beside her; the peaceful calm across his sleeping face was a stark contrast to her muddled remembrance. Wisps of blond hair rested against the navy, cotton pillowcase under his head while the matching sheet barely reached his navel. She stared at his defined, bare chest and watched it rise and fall with only the slightest movement. Beyond him, her eyes settled on the pale gray wall beside the window; a color that matched the tone of her regret.

What the hell was I thinking?

Her mind journeyed over the last several hours. The Halloween housewarming at Willy’s bus had been in full swing last night. Juliette and Miles couldn’t keep their hands off each other. Mel and Willy were jumping feet first into a relationship. Her and Sam… He’d almost seemed to be making a point of hanging out with June and her crew of friends instead of spending the evening with her.

She’d spent last night drowning her sorrows in an unending supply of rum and Cokes and soaking in whatever attention was thrown her way that soothed her bruised ego. No wonder she’d taken him up on his offer of a drink at his place; a chance to talk.

What the hell was I thinking?

She slowly turned her gaze to the dim ceiling, trying to ignore the sleeping nude man beside her.

She’d been a royal bitch on wheels to almost everyone at the party. Hell, she’d been bitchy since that family reunion in Philly, but that was beside the point and hardly an excuse for what she’d done. It was one thing to soak her emotions in alcoholic numbness. It was entirely another thing to willingly engage in meaningless, mind-blowing sex. Talk about a mistake! Regret flooded through her, and she winced at the foggy memory.

Oh, Sam, I’m so sorry.

She slowly and carefully moved to the edge of the bed and slipped out, trying not to disturb him. Scanning the floor, she located her panties and bra. They hadn’t been tossed far. Her angel costume lay bunched up in a corner of the room. She quickly painted it into sweatpants and a T-shirt and slipped them on.

“You leaving?” His voice was husky; only half-awake.

She was hoping she could escape unnoticed. She didn’t want to talk about what they’d done...again. “Yeah,” she whispered in return, trying to hide the truth of her emotions.

“Don’t want to stay for breakfast?”

“No thanks. I’ve got to go.” Her mind quickly searched for an excuse. It was Friday and she had to…

He nodded and rolled away from her, slipping back into the world of sleep. She silently sighed in relief.

Finding her shoes by his front door, she slipped outside into the fresh, early morning air. Closing her eyes, she focused on her new bedroom in the condo she now shared with Mel and skated home.

The apartment was unlit and quiet. Even though she was certain she was home alone, she paused to listen before tossing her shoes to the floor next to her bed. Mel probably wouldn’t be home before noon, if at all today, she thought. She swallowed her jealousy. Their sexcapades were different. They were in love.

She didn’t bother to undress or change, slipping under the familiar covers of her own bed. It was a great place to hide, as was sleep. She’d been doing that a lot lately. She wouldn’t have to face herself or her life if she was no longer awake.

How had she managed to end up in his bed a second time? Oh god. The first time had been a mistake. How do you make the same mistake twice? She pulled her quilt up to her chin, hugging it close.

She didn’t want to think about what she’d done. She didn’t want to think about having sex with him. Was she really such a horrible person? Had she allowed her jealousy to percolate into such an extreme, knee-jerk reaction in the arms of another man? Sam would be crushed. She shut her eyes and hoped for a quick escape into sleep to replace her self-loathing.

His scent still lingered on her skin. Faint wisps of him snuck in with each quiet breath. It was those eyes. That’s what had done her in last night; a sudden flash of something almost indescribable in his eyes—a deep heat and longing framed by his soft lashes. It was but a whisper of a look, yet it had echoed loudly within her; the rumble of a thousand drums messing with her own natural rhythm and pushing her off balance. She hadn’t been able to resist.

She gave her head a shake. She was waxing poetic over her spotty, booze-soaked memory in an attempt to soothe her regret. It was probably just a flash of energetic lust, if she’d seen anything. After all, she hadn’t noticed anything special in his eyes before, and it definitely hadn’t been his eyes that had convinced her to bed with him the first time. It was just sex—cheap, meaningless sex and nothing more. And like last time, it was probably not something either of them would be openly sharing. Both of them would pretend it never happened.

How could she do that to Sam? Crap, she was such an idiot. He was the guy she wanted to be sleeping with given the choice. He was the one who started her heart pumping and her lust tingling whenever she saw him.

How was it possible that her life was still screwed up after having been dead for practically an entire year?

And guy problems? If someone had told her she’d die and then have guy problems, she would have peed herself laughing. Guy problems were a sweet annoyance she’d never really experienced before. Until recently, she’d never been subjected to the weird world of balancing friendships with girlfriends while pursuing a guy. Six of them had ventured off to the mortal plane at the same time and five of them were back without any memories of their life at Home. Learning recently that they’d all been friends had royally turned their friend group upside down. Juliette was sleeping with Miles, but maybe he was the wrong guy for her. Mel was sleeping with Willy, but there was no guarantee that she wouldn’t end up with a broken heart. And Sam… She wanted Sam. She wanted him to be the one. But what if they were only friends?

Stabbing regret punctured her once more. How could she sleep with someone else? How could she set Sam up to be hurt that way—even if he turned out to only be a friend?

That was her problem. She didn’t know anything about being a true, deep down, honest friend. Crap, between the second and ninth grade, she’d been entirely without friends. Those were formative years! And then high school? College? Shit! How could she advance to the next level—a full-blown relationship with a guy—when she had yet to master building a friendship on anything but a false foundation? 

What the hell am I doing? Why does life have to be such a piece of shit?

Second grade. That’s when it all started. From what she could remember, that school year had started quietly enough. She had vivid memories of playing hopscotch with some of the girls and giggling with a bunch of other kids during class when they were supposed to be working. She’d gone to some birthday parties. Kids had attended the few her mother had thrown for her.

Then life got weird.

Her grandfather had suddenly died. The funeral had been an “adults only” affair according to her parents. She and her older brother and younger sister had been excluded from participating; something that had really bothered her. It had hurt to have been treated like such a baby and not given the chance to say goodbye, even though she barely remembered the guy now.

When they had returned to school, things had changed. Suddenly, they had been getting picked on and teased. Apparently, there was fun to be had in the death of their grandfather. Her brother and sister hadn’t been bullied as much as she had been and had both found a way to keep their heads down, playing invisible, until the kids all moved on to something else. For some reason she’d been the main target of all the taunts anyway, and her siblings hadn’t wanted to draw attention by standing up to the bullies with her. By leaving her to face that alone, they had planted the seed that would grow into her massive dislike for them as they’d gotten older.

While being picked on, she had heard a lot of stupid things out of the mouths of babes. She had also learned that the mind of a child is capable of such imagination, such venomous attacks on others. Everything from her alleged lack of personal hygiene to a claim that her mother had been a prostitute was tossed around the playground. Some joked that her grandfather had committed suicide to get away from her, while others slurred comments about incest in the family. They had called her entire family trash and her a slut. She hadn’t even known what that word and others had meant but had understood they were bad. For a seven-year-old, it had been overwhelming.

It had fueled a rage inside of her, to be constantly fired upon at recess by a mob of classmates along with many other children she hadn’t even known. It had been impossible for her to “duck and cover” like her brother and sister. One day, those children had been her friends, and the next; they weren’t. She hadn’t been able to stand being treated that way. She wouldn’t. That erupting fury landed her in trouble for the schoolyard fights that had almost always left the other kid with a bloody nose. Needless to say, she hadn’t won back those friendships.

She had talked with grown-ups in the school office about her anger issues. They had always been amazed to hear that she had only been upset because of the way the others had been treating her; as if it were some far-fetched, foreign explanation their minds weren’t able to compute. Why else would she have been upset? Her only problem in the world at the time was the way she had been marginalized at school. Those talks had never helped; had never solved the friend thing. Their best advice? Steer clear of the children who were causing her problems and only hang with those who were being kind. Like hello? Were you not listening to me? No one was being kind.

Teachers had gathered on the playground and whispered and nodded in her direction, their faces grim. And not only had she noticed that regular event but so had the other kids. In the minds of those children, if the adults were whispering and nodding in her direction with a concerned look on their face, that could only mean one thing. Not only was she the angry, nose-punching kid with the dead grandfather, but now she had cooties as well.

When life had gotten weird at school, it had also gotten weird at home. Her parents had become more watchful than other parents, subjecting their children to tighter rules and less freedom. But that hadn’t been the weird part. Around that same time, they had begun treating her differently. It was hard to quantify, but they had left her with the impression that she was fragile. Broken. In need of protection. They had spoken in hushed tones behind their closed bedroom door and had stopped conversations in mid-sentence when she’d walked into the room. They hadn’t treated her brother and sister in that same way; so delicately. Had she been the baby of the family, she might have been able to explain their extra protection, but she wasn’t.

At first, she’d felt confused; unsure if she’d come down with cooties like they had said at school because she had been sick, or if her parents had begun treating her the way that they had because of the social troubles she’d been having at school. She’d asked them pointedly what was wrong with her, but they never had a satisfying answer. Instead, they had treated her to a double fudge sundae after a particularly bad day at school, or had let her stay up a little past bedtime so she’d been able to indulge in some sweet snack away from the jealous eyes of her siblings. It didn’t take long for her to realize they’d been entirely avoiding the issue.

She had found herself begging them to tell her what was wrong with her so she could march to school the next day and inform the mob of bullies that she was actually dying of some strange, noncontagious illness and did not have any cooties, but they hadn’t had a diagnosis to share. She had known she wasn’t really sick. There had been no hospital visits or parade of doctors. She hadn’t been physically limited in any way. There had been nothing wrong with her. That had been the feeling coursing through her veins her entire life.

I am not fragile or broken. I am not damaged, despite the world’s evidence suggesting otherwise.

Eventually, the other children had grown tired of their sport and had left her very much alone. She’d spent many recesses wandering the outer edge of the playground in solitude; wishing for the good old days when she had joined in and played hopscotch or jumped rope with the others. She’d told herself that it had been her choice to spend that time enjoying the quiet while she watched the others gleefully play their games. She hadn’t had the same energy that they had anyway; likely already suffering depression at that early age. By the end of the school year, she hadn’t just been the lonely girl with the cooties; she had been the lonely and chubby girl with the cooties.

She’d long ago decided that her parents’ borderline neurosis had been behind her weight issue. There hadn’t been any medical reason for it; just a pattern of behavior borne of insecurities and paranoia learned since childhood. Had her failure to find comfort at home lead to the habit of drowning in a tub of ice cream? Or had the habit been taught to her by her parents, leaving her without the need or desire to seek comfort from other people when food had done the trick? It didn’t really matter. Comfort food had found a way into her life, and the fatter she’d felt, the more she had found herself depressed and eating.

Alright, feeling fat wasn’t really an emotion. Sad, happy, angry; those were emotions. Feeling fat reflected the loss of control over her life; anger that she’d allowed herself to morph into that shape, and sadness for the loneliness she had felt as a result. It was that growing frustration that had finally helped her early in her high school career.

It wasn’t far into the ninth grade when she had come to blows with her gym teacher, Ms. Lee. Her emotions had been brewing for years. Her period had started that morning. She’d been late for her first class and received an “understanding” smile instead of a detention. By the end of her second class, she’d developed a headache. Ms. Lee’s gym class was the third of the day and if she’d been braver, she would have skipped it altogether. As it turned out, she had been in the right place at the right time.

Ms. Lee had been a physical fitness maniac who had loved to look down her nose at the girls who hadn’t been able to keep up with the rest of the class or perform to her high standards. She’d often called on one of the perfect, athletic girls to help demonstrate a new skill she was trying to teach. Holly Dunlop was one of those “stars”; a gymnast since she’d been a toddler and an exceptional new addition to the cheerleading squad. That day, Ms. Lee had called on her for help in demonstrating how to properly bump a volleyball. The problem was that Steve Simon had broken up with Holly during the two minutes that they had met at his locker before class. Everyone there had known. Joanie had known. Holly had been wailing in the girls’ change room.

The poor girl hadn’t been able to see properly through her tear-soaked eyes and had missed the first ball altogether that Ms. Lee tossed in her direction. That bitch had ignored the emotional turmoil Holly had been experiencing and called on Joanie to fetch the stray balls. “Because you could use some extra exercise,” is what she’d heard in that request. She had grumbled quietly to herself as she had walked after that first ball.

Ms. Lee had lobbed another couple of balls toward Holly who’d sent them all off in the wrong direction if she’d hit them at all. Joanie and the rest of the class had endured a full ten minutes of wincing at Holly’s public humiliation as the arrogant woman had spewed a series of condescending remarks toward Holly with each failure. Joanie had grown increasingly agitated and angry.

“You have to anticipate that the ball could come from any direction,” Ms. Lee had growled at the poor heartbroken girl.

Joanie finally snapped. “Anticipate this!” she had snarled loudly, whipping a ball at her teacher from about twenty feet away and hitting her squarely in the chest despite the woman’s stumbling attempt to catch it. “Bad form, Ms. Lee. That totally sucked.”

She’d never done anything like that to a teacher before and had been mortified that she had, standing in front of the group of girls like some badass punk. She was still embarrassed by that outburst, but much to her relief and delight, the class had laughed. For once, they hadn’t been laughing at her, but at their teacher. She had been the hero and not the chubby girl with cooties. They’d laughed because she had brought some good-triumphs-over-evil entertainment, dripping with sarcasm, to the ice queen’s presentation.

She and Holly Dunlop had both been asked to leave the class for the rest of the period. Eager to escape, they had dressed quickly and had headed to the office together with their behavior report forms in hand. Joanie had gotten her very first detention, which she had proudly accepted, and had convinced the vice principal that Holly was innocent of whatever the charge had been against her. And when they were leaving the office, Holly had thanked her for standing up for her. It had been the first day of the rest of her high school career.

Her life had changed on a dime.

She had reached a point where she’d had enough, raised her middle finger to life, and overcompensated for all of it. Since she couldn’t be the cute, skinny cheerleader, she had stumbled across a way to survive by creating a mask and hiding behind the funny and entertaining, chubby social butterfly. She had started hanging out with Holly and the other cheerleaders, and the boys who came with them. Gone was the lonely, shy, quiet fat girl. She had become the funny and entertaining chubby girl and that had kept her surrounded by a large group of friends. She had no longer sat in the stairwell by herself to eat her lunch. Kids had smiled at her in the halls and hoped she smiled back. She always had. She’d known all too well what it had felt like to be ignored.

By providing the other kids with entertainment, they had gravitated toward her upbeat and happy personality and had stopped judging her exterior. They’d no longer pointed and whispered. She’d finally had a circle of friends, and not just any circle; she’d become friends with the cool and popular kids.

In college, it had been much the same. She’d perfected the artful execution of her extroverted, fun-loving self and hadn’t wanted for friends, although with college came maturity and so the antics hadn’t been as extreme.

But it hadn’t really been her. She’d made up a personality to share with the world. It had been made-up Joanie that they all loved. It had been her fictitious self that maintained friendships. It had been a mere façade behind which a scared and messed up girl hid in the shadows, wondering why she had been picked on every time she’d come out to play.

Her popularity hadn’t stopped her from eating. By the twelfth grade, she had been carrying two hundred seventy-three pounds; her highest weight ever. College courses had offered a better understanding of her relationship with food. In her world, it had become a special kind of medicine, an antidepressant of sorts. That extra dessert or the stop for ice cream when she’d been a child had been intended to negate whatever bad had happened in her world that day. And it had also been a reward; a special meal on her birthday with as much cake as she had wanted to eat, or a chocolate bar as a treat because she’d scored perfect on a test.

Food had become associated with happiness, but not just any sort of food. The perfect comfort food had usually come with exceptionally high calories and next to no nutritional value. That’s where the good flavor was, in her opinion. It had been the food that made her happy; especially when she’s been having a particularly rough day. Greasy French fries and cherry cheesecake had always lifted her spirits.

What started as a feel-good escape became a habit. She wasn’t happy about it. It wasn’t something she’d been proud of. She’d enjoyed eating; that was the plain and simple answer, and it was an incredibly tough habit to break...especially when comfort food was the one thing that had soothed her soul when she’d needed that extra support. And throughout her life, she’d found that she had many reasons to turn to comfort food to soothe her soul.

In public, she had forced herself to be an extrovert. Behind closed doors, that was another story altogether. And now she was Home; eager to leave that world far behind her.

If only she could…

She rolled over and pulled her covers high overhead. At least her weight wasn’t an issue anymore now that she was dead. She could indulge in whatever comfort food she wanted without worry. But just because she’d shed more than a hundred pounds after transitioning Home didn’t mean that all her other issues had disappeared as well. It was like her sudden popularity in ninth grade. She might have had friends to hang with, but that hadn’t fixed the issues firmly planted within her mind. Issues of the mind were an entirely other story.

She was still hiding behind “public Joanie”. None of her new friends knew her truth. She’d slept with another guy. She’d set Sam up for a world of hurt. The reunion in Philly had sent her into a tailspin.

Or maybe she’d been in a tailspin her entire life…

She reached for her phone and sent Sam a quick text. “Want to meet for coffee today?” Not expecting a reply at this early hour, she tossed her cell onto her bedside table and burrowed back under her covers.

“I’m so sorry, Sam. I don’t know what the hell I’m doing,” she whispered into her pillow.

 


Chapter 3 - Just Another Monday

She walked into the coffee shop, breathing in the smell of freshly brewed coffee and warm baked goods. She needed to feed her soul, especially today, and painting a cup at home was never the same. She joined the line just inside the door. There were only two others in front of her, and she occupied herself by pulling her wallet from her purse. Without glancing farther into the shop, she noted it was busy for a late Monday morning. It was usually quieter at this time of day.

Her phone vibrated inside her purse. She tucked her wallet under her arm and pulled it out. It was a text message from Mel.

“Sorry, I have to say it—Happy Anniversary! Thankful to have you as a friend. I’m here for you if you need me. Staying at Willy’s again tonight, but if you want me home, I’m there.”

She smiled fondly and typed a reply. “Thanks, hun. I’m good. Just another Monday. Glad to have you as a friend as well. Have fun! xoxo”

“What can I get you?” the woman behind the counter asked.

“A vanilla frappé with a hazelnut pump, please,” she replied quickly, tossing her phone back into her purse. She decided against anything else. The drink was enough of a treat, and she felt better already just thinking about it.

“And the name?”

“Jo.”

The woman wrote her name on the cup and set it on the counter behind her to be filled. She paid in gratitude and stepped to the side to wait; taking in the various mugs and trinkets for sale lining the “waiting area”, all stamped with the chain store’s logo. Strategic marketing placement, she thought. The chain probably made a killing on these things on the mortal plane. She picked up a stainless-steel travel mug and examined it briefly before setting it back down on the display shelf. It didn’t take long for her name to be called, and as she grabbed her filled cup from the counter, she heard a familiar laugh.

Glancing toward the dimly lit rear corner of the room, she saw June and her gang huddled around a table. Norman, Ian, June, Stella, Prim...they were all there. Someone had said something funny as the group was in hysterics. The familiar laugh belonged to Sam. He’d told her he wasn’t available to get together for coffee this morning; he already had plans, and there he was hanging out with June and her friends.

It was the third time in the past four days since the Halloween party that she had tried to invite him to do something and was turned down. She wanted to make it up to him, even if he didn’t know that was her motivation, but he wouldn’t commit. He hadn’t told her what his plans were, but now she knew. She’d been feeling so guilty over cheating on him, and here he was.

She turned on her heels, intent on escaping before she was spotted, and walked quickly to the exit. Her guilt-ridden heart smacked of rejection, again, and she didn’t want to be seen; to be forced to extend niceties if she were waved over to their table. She crashed into someone trying to come in through the single glass door but managed to step around them with a quick apology and hit the sidewalk.

He had plans, she scoffed to herself. He wasn’t available. Of course, he wasn’t. Not when he had June and Stella and Prim flashing their pretty eyes at him. How could she compete with that?

She only managed to get about ten feet down the sidewalk before she heard his voice call out behind her.

“Jo?”

She turned to face him. She was angry. She was hurt. She felt rejected. It was her mortal life all over again. She couldn’t compete with pretty girls like that. Her face likely spoke to the full range of her emotions. She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself down. She didn’t want to appear fazed at all.

“Sam,” she replied coolly.

He’d done something different with his hair. The sandy-blond strands that were usually neatly placed seemed intentionally scattered, maybe with the help of some wax or pomade. A new look for a new girl? He looked good in his fitted jeans and button-up shirt. She held her breath, willing her heart to slow down.

“Jo, I’m sorry. They’re trying…” He looked at his feet. “They’re trying to get me to join the theater group. They invited me out for coffee to talk shop.”

He was apologetic in offering his explanation, yet he hadn’t seen the need to explain why he wasn’t available when they’d spoken earlier today. Now it came across like he’d been avoiding telling her; that if she hadn’t run into him, he never would have told her.

She shrugged, trying to seem aloof. “It doesn’t matter. You weren’t available.”

“I’m free later. I tried to tell you that earlier, but you hung up so quickly. Do you want to grab dinner?”

“Can’t. I’ve got other plans,” she volleyed back. Rejection had a way of slamming doors shut in self-defense, even when she wanted to keep them propped open just a little.

“What plans?”

“I’m doing orientation at Southdale.”

“The purgatorium?” He took a couple steps closer.

“Yeah, my new job. I’ve got orientation for the rest of the day, so I need to go. But have fun...” She forced a smile. Orientation was only till five, but he didn’t need to know that. And she wasn’t expected for at least half an hour yet, but he didn’t need to know that either. She swallowed, realizing she was being as evasive with information as he’d been.

“Why are you doing that?” He sounded frustrated; his eyes narrowing.

“What, Sam? Doing what?” Why couldn’t he just ask a direct question? Was she to guess what he meant? Did he mean her cold reception? Blowing off a chance to get together with him later? What?

“A purgatorium? I thought you were tired of being the therapist and dealing with everyone’s problems. You were going to try to get some distance from all that.” His face spoke to his confusion. His eyes studied her carefully.

“I’ve got to go,” she sighed, turning and walking away. She didn’t want to discuss it with him. She couldn’t admit that focusing on other’s problems made her own life easier to swallow and that she needed that right now.

“Are you doing anything later tonight? Because today is...” He cut himself off.

“Today’s just another Monday,” she repeated, pausing to glance back at him. She’d said it often enough when people had raised the date to her that she didn’t even need to think of a response anymore. He knew she didn’t want to focus on it.

“It’s not just another Monday.” His voice was soft and empathetic, his eyes caring and warm, as if he saw right through her stoic facade. He may not know much about her past, but he knew the significance of the date.

She didn’t want to hear that tone from him. He couldn’t reject her and care about her at the same time. She shook her head, trying to block his compassion, and turned away, taking several steps down the sidewalk.

He called after her. “How about tomorrow, then? Can we get together tomorrow?”

Keeping her back to him so she could avoid the emotion in his eyes, she shrugged, pausing for only a moment before skating to the parking lot of Southdale Purgatorium and leaving him standing on the sidewalk alone.

In landing, she took a deep breath and controlled its release, trying to slow down her beating heart. She knew she wasn’t behaving well. Hell, she was acting like a royal bitch when it came to him, but damn, she was pissed off. He was her friend and he’d rejected her a few times over the last several days, not to mention ignoring her for most of the party at Willy’s. That was a lot of rejection to deal with; especially from someone who’d told her many times in the past several weeks that they should be dating; immersed in a relationship. And she wanted to be with him. She’d been openly pursuing him since she arrived in Boston in August. But she couldn’t…

Her guilt tempered her anger. She was such a hypocrite; pissed off because Sam was spending so much time with June and her friends, and while he was doing that, she had frolicked naked under the sheets in someone else’s bed. Sam hadn’t even crossed her mind when his hands had slipped under the skirt of her costume. It was so selfish of her.

Revenge sex was what it probably was, although her memory was weak. She did recall the soul-capturing, furtive glances as they both lay on the carpet in his wide hallway staring up through the skylight in the ceiling, the kiss that followed and set her on fire, and the steamy heat that had moved into his bedroom. She rolled her eyes at her own thoughts. The world always seemed to be so much more colorful when she was drenched in alcohol.

Part of her wished that Juliette’s transition Home at the end of September hadn’t changed things with Sam. When Juliette came Home, her shit with Miles had resulted in the sharing of new information—they had all been friends before their mortal retreats. And if they’d all been friends, then dating Sam could be a mistake. His heart might belong to someone else, and how could she do that to a girlfriend? How could she be with Sam if they were only friends? She didn’t need to add even more mistakes to her screwed up life, even if he hadn’t felt like a mistake before she’d learned that news. At the same time, part of her was relieved that she’d been handed a reason to step back. She needed time to pull her head together.

Even still, she knew they had feelings for each other. Hiding those feelings behind the friend label didn’t excuse her for sleeping with someone else, and it didn’t excuse him for dismissing her in favor of June and her friends. Did it? It shouldn’t, she thought.

Why did crap always have to be so complicated? Why couldn’t life be easy? Why couldn’t death?

She looked around at the old high school parking lot. It brought back memories from her own time in high school, standing in the small crowd near the outer perimeter of the property after eating lunch, sucking on a Benson and Hedges while keeping her friends in stitches. She hadn’t had a cigarette in years. Standing there now at the edge of the lot, recovering from her encounter with Sam, she entertained the rebellious thought. She had some time to kill.

She grabbed a small pebble off the asphalt and painted it into a lit cylinder of tobacco. What’s the worst thing that could happen here at Home? It’s not like she’d get cancer or anything. Crap, if alcohol and drugs weren’t real; then neither was this. She placed the soft filter to her lips and inhaled deeply; crossing her eyes to watch the end of the tube glow and the paper encasing the packed tobacco burn to ash. She tilted her head back and exhaled a wispy plume of smoke. Her lungs objected and she sputtered through a short series of coughs. What the hell? Even here her lungs were going to protest?

She brought it to her lips once again. Still tastes like crap, she thought.

The only thing missing was her group of high school buddies. She’d stand there and crack jokes and entertain the hell out of them. She had been the comedian. People had gravitated to her because she’d made them laugh and appeared to never take life too seriously. It was what had worked for her…eventually. What else could she do? It wasn’t like she’d been a cheerleader or anything, like her friend Holly. And not like June, Stella and Prim. No wonder Sam preferred their company. Guys always preferred the perky cheerleaders.

She looked down at herself and took in the view; still amazed after a year of being dead that she had a rocking hot body. She kept forgetting. She’d spent almost three decades driving around in her old, oversized body, battling her self-esteem issues. Whenever she brought up the mental image of who she was, it was rarely this Joanne. Sam would be damn lucky to be with this, she thought; if the person who came along with the body wasn’t quite so screwed up at the moment.

She kicked another small pebble toward her left foot and then back again before taking another drag. If she hadn’t been in the right place at the right time, and in the right mood, maybe she never would have had the opportunity to hang out in the smoking area with a group of friends. It was ironic, really. The chance to intentionally inhale cancerous smoke with a group of other kids had been a major step up in the world for her at the time.

The same wasn’t true for that god damn family reunion in Philly. “Shit,” she sighed for what might have been the hundredth time since that night. That was the total opposite: wrong place at the wrong time, for sure. Yes, she wanted answers. Yes, she wanted an explanation, but that isn’t what she got. All she was handed was an inkling of an idea that turned her stomach and encouraged her feet to run in the opposite direction. Stupid karaoke. She kicked that other pebble and sent it scurrying across the asphalt.

She had spent her entire existence trying to understand why her life had traveled that path, why her parents had treated her that way, why the kids in grade school suddenly ostracized her and thought she had cooties, and why no one would give her those answers. For the guy to suddenly show up out of the blue… Goose bumps raced up her spine causing her to cringe.

His apologetic face flashed in her mind again and she tried to whisk it away. “I’m so sorry,” he had said; this stranger who’d brought about an abrupt end to her time at the reunion. She shook her head to wipe the memory away, drawing on the cigarette. God damn!

She stared across the school’s open front yard; a concrete lawn blending in with the rest of the concrete in the neighborhood. Her elementary school had had a similar front yard, only it had been enclosed with a wrought iron fence. At recess, boys used to bounce balls and clusters of girls would skip rope or draw hopscotch patterns in chalk. She had been one of those girls in the first grade, but during her second year, things had quickly changed, and she had never been able to sort out why. She hadn’t understood it. At seven years of age, all she could comprehend was that her world had changed.

Her purse vibrated. Setting her drink down, she pulled out her phone. Juliette had sent a brief note. “Just saying hello. Coffee soon, okay? And maybe pie. I’ve been having a craving.”

“Okay,” she quickly replied, tossing her phone back in her purse. Pie did sound good right about now. She checked her thoughts. She didn’t really want pie at that moment; she wanted to feel better.

Here at Home, she expected that things would be different. She expected answers, but answers weren’t what the Cogs in her life were interested in providing. Her uncle had refused to shed any light on the matter. As her Catcher, he was quite willing to tell her all sorts of things that would help her settle into life at Home, but he couldn’t or wouldn’t tell her what she really wanted to know. Oh man, they had fought and fought for the first several months over that before she gave up. She cringed once more as she thought of the Philly reunion. She should not have gone.

Her phone vibrated in her purse again. Fishing it out, she read the text message from Kevin. “Not acknowledging the day but am thinking of you.”

She hadn’t wanted any sort of a fuss today and liked that he remembered that. Smiling at his thoughtfulness, she took another drag and flicked at the filter with her thumb to release the burnt ash at the tip before responding. “Thank you. Just another Monday.” Surprisingly, it felt nice to know he was thinking of her. She dropped her phone back in her purse and scooped up her frappé, taking a sip. The cold of her drink soothed the harshness of the inhaled smoke in her throat, and she reminded herself that neither was real.

She was surrounded by illusion—the tastes that tickled her tongue, the booze that played with her senses; even the outfit she’d painted to wear that day. The only thing she knew to be entirely true was her fucked up mind and how she felt.

Her thoughts traveled back to Sam. A lot of things changed when Juliette came Home. Miles changed; they’d all noticed the intensity with which he pursued the new arrival. She and Mel had talked about that quite a bit. Sure, it was a fine line between declarations of “I know we’re meant to be together” and creepy, stalking behavior, but life was full of the same, boring, everyday sort of interactions between people. What was wrong with wanting a bit of intense longing from a guy who “just knew with every breath” that they were meant to be together? Juliette got that literally the moment she transitioned Home. She didn’t have that with Sam. Not even close.

When they were all thrown for a loop in learning they weren’t just a bunch of strangers who happened to stumble upon each other and become friends; that they all had some kind of history with each other, what did Sam do? Did he intensely pursue her after she suggested they take some time to digest that news? Nope. They didn’t talk at all for several days. Miles had fought for Juliette instead of sitting on the sidelines. Why couldn’t Sam have done the same?

She took another sip of her frappé and a long drag on the cigarette. Tilting her head back, she tightened her lips in a circle and tried to release a few smoke rings. It had been too long. She couldn’t remember exactly how she used to do that. She exhaled and watched a car pull into the driveway and carry on toward the school building. There were only about a dozen cars parked near the front doors of the large, two-story brick building. She assumed most staff just skated to work. She didn’t see the fascination with cars. It just wasn’t her thing. Mel seemed to be enjoying hers, though, not that she’d seen much of her friend in the last four days.

Shortly after Willy had figured out he was dead, he and Mel had barely spent a day apart, and since the party at his bus on Halloween, Mel hadn’t been home to their new apartment as far as she knew. More intensity. That’s the way it was supposed to look; not like it did with Sam. It’s not supposed to be so damn easy to spend so much time apart. Was he really the guy she was meant to be with? Would she have slept with someone else if her feelings for Sam were real?

Her stomach sank with regret once again at the thought of what she’d done. Who was she kidding? She was in love with Sam, and she was pretty sure he felt the same way about her. Both were freaked out by the news they might just be friends. Alright, she was freaked out and he was prepared to throw caution to the wind if she’d let him. He was simply a different kind of guy. She doubted he did anything with the same intensity that Miles did. That just wasn’t his style.

And nowhere was it written in stone that Juliette was supposed to be with Miles and Mel was supposed to be Willy. Maybe they were all making a huge mistake; letting lust win out over rational thinking. Maybe one of her girlfriends was actually boinking her guy and they all just didn’t realize it. Maybe Kevin and Tim were sitting around watching all of this and having a good chuckle, knowing the truth. Hell, maybe she’d made a similar mistake when she’d slept with Sam that one time. That’s why she had cooled it with Sam in the first place; no more mistakes.

Tim and Kevin… What kind of friends let their “foggy, cocooned, Newcomer buddies” deal with this kind of crap? That was the piece that always got her riled up. Friends don’t let friends suffer, and yet there they were, in all their cognition and wisdom, watching the rest of them struggle and fall down and make mistakes. The same applied to her uncle. Who cares if she told them all before her mortal retreat that she didn’t want to know anything when she came Home. Screw that! Cough up the info and let us all off the hook. But as hard as she tried to stay pissed off at Tim and Kevin, they always ended up saying something that cooled her jets.

Given what she’d recently learned in Philly, maybe she was better off not knowing too much. Maybe she should just keep her head down, like her brother and sister had in elementary school, and wait for wisdom to find her.

Her phone vibrated and she again balanced the cigarette and her cup in one hand while fishing it from her purse. Oh geez. Joel. Why would he be sending a text?

“Heard today is your anniversary. We should party!”

Ugh. How did he hear that? She cringed at the realization that he’d been talking to someone about her. Why would he do that, and with whom, and what were they talking about?

Mr. Blond with his piercing blue eyes and “just home from the war” swagger was the last person she wanted to see today. Maybe that was his thing at the moment—trying to bed as many women as he could. It certainly came off that way. Mel had mentioned via text she’d thought he had been hitting on her at the Halloween party. Later that same night, he’d turned his attention to her sorry, drunken ass. A player.

She knew all too well how meaningless sex unlocks an emptiness within the soul that creeps in on the heels of that fading afterglow. What had seemed like a good idea at the time becomes yet another unwelcome guest in the mind’s “regret hotel”; where the rooms were filled with mistakes and bad choices and partied together on sleepless nights with unfulfilled dreams and all the should haves. She wondered if Joel felt the emptiness as well.

On the mortal plane, most guys thought about meaningless sex a lot less than women; they didn’t analyze it and hold on to it the same way most women did. Conquests. Women often used sex to get emotionally closer to a guy, while guys used sex to get laid. She wondered if that continued here at Home. Maybe Joel was one of those guys and just didn’t care, as long as he was getting his rocks off.

Juliette once shared learning from Tim that random sex didn’t feed the soul. She’d found that an ironic statement coming from him. She wasn’t alone in thinking he was a skirt-chaser, too. And she wondered if anyone had said the same thing to Joel, or if the newly arriving guys just didn’t get the same advice.

She typed a quick reply. “Thanks Joel...but it’s really just another Monday.” She tucked her phone away and finished her smoke.

Monday, November fourth. A year ago today, she died. She jumped from the plane to complete her first solo dive—an early birthday present from her friends—and had wound up dead. Faulty main chute. Faulty reserve chute. The new guy had handed her a rig that they hadn’t intended to hand out. Dumbass. John Carsman. That guy changed a lot of lives that day. Of course, he no longer worked there. No one did. The place was shut down for investigation shortly after that and hadn’t yet re-opened. Maybe it never would. It was their third death in as many years. Her parents had started that lawsuit. The whole thing just wasn’t really something that deserved any sort of celebration. “We should party.” Yeah, right.

Her purse vibrated again. Oh my god! What’s with all the phone action today? She sipped on her frappé and pulled it out of her purse yet again. Tim.

“Glad to have had you Home for a year, Red. Know you don’t want to mark the day, but if you want to go out for coffee or a drink later, give me a call. And good luck with orientation.”

Shit. Orientation. She glanced at her watch. She still had ten minutes, but she always liked to be early. She was nervous about starting this position and wanted to make a good first impression. She didn’t want to end up late because she’d been drowning her sorrows in a cloud of smoke. She was good at drowning her sorrows. Food. Alcohol. And now a cigarette. She didn’t need to be a licensed therapist to know she was an emotional wreck.

Her thumbs quickly danced across the small keys on the screen. “Thanks. And thanks for helping me get this job. Just going in now. Maybe a drink later—will let you know.”

She crossed the parking lot, smoothing out her skirt and straightening her blouse under her jacket. Taking a deep breath, she firmly gripped the handle on the door.

 


Chapter 4 - Breaking Twigs

While the front exterior might still resemble a high school, once inside those front doors, nothing was reminiscent of her teen years. Her high school didn’t have a tall, chain link fence around the perimeter of the rear yard to keep students in, for one. And the interior of her school definitely did not resemble an upscale hotel or spa getaway. The soothing sound of trickling water greeted her. Behind the reception desk, a smooth slate wall glistened with rivulets running down its face and disappearing behind a small ledge of stacked river stone.

She smiled at the attractive guy behind the front desk. He had deep, dark eyes and hair to match. “Joanne Wilkins for Tracy Wenger. She’s expecting me for noon.”

He smiled back. “I’ll let her know you’re here.”

She nodded nervously and wandered several feet away to take in the artwork dotting the walls; soothing landscapes for the most part, with the occasional abstract in muted colors thrown in. The relaxing foyer was painted in a warm ivory with gray stone floors and charcoal trim. A small waiting area off to the side offered a flickering gas fireplace and a few comfortable chairs upholstered in matching charcoal tweed. She chose to hover near the reception area; not expecting that she’d be waiting long. In no time, a tall, brunette woman dressed in a simple, flowing skirt, sandals, and a loose blouse approached across the stone floor.

“Joanne?”

“Ms. Wenger,” Joanie smiled, extending her hand. “Most people call me Joanie or Jo.”

“And you can call me Tracy. Nice to meet you.” She placed her hand in Joanie’s while her eyes sparkled warmly. “We’re so glad to have you joining us. Tim Garvinson speaks very highly of you.”

“I’m thrilled to be here.”

“You met Doug,” she stated, motioning toward the reception desk.

Joanie nodded and offered him another smile. He winked and returned his focus to a computer screen in front of him.

She could see now that he was watching a live video feed from another part of the building, some woman in an agitated state. Perhaps he was less a receptionist as he was security? After all, clients would include sociopaths, psychopaths, serial killers, predators, and those with serious mental illnesses; generally, people with challenges that prevented them from learning necessary social skills and boundaries. On the mortal plane, they didn’t function well in society and were often considered dangerous. Once Home, they needed a period of adjustment within the confined safety of such a facility before they’d be ready to settle into a normal life here. Rehabilitation. They needed time to set aside their skewed mortal thinking and adjust to life without deficits in their social abilities.

She wondered about the agitated woman on Doug’s monitor; her diagnosis and history that resulted in her transition to this place.

Tracy whisked her long hair off her shoulder and waved her hand toward a set of doors beyond the reception area. “Let me show you around.”

She’d already had a tour of the facility when she’d tagged along with Tim the night he’d brought Eddy Thomas for a visit, but didn’t say as much to Tracy. She wanted to see it all again, and then some.

Eddy Thomas was the software genius who’d been having a very hard time adjusting to his new meager lifestyle, shoveling abuse in every direction. Tim had wanted to scare some better behavior out of him by showing him the place his Catcher was threatening to send him; not that he qualified to be here. He wasn’t dangerous—he just had a God complex. Touring the facility had been an eye opener for him, and it appeared to have worked. He came across as a much happier guy at the Halloween party, frolicking in his dress.

It wasn’t always an easy road for those admitted. Stories of the depths of purgatory and hell had reached the mortal plane; confused tales of suffering and deprivation from some who’d managed to communicate their “hardships” to psychics or mediums—mortals with some tuning abilities. Of course, Joanie already knew the truth behind those stories. Transitions just often felt like torture, waiting for wisdom to arrive. She could attest to that. She was sure Eddy Thomas could as well.

They started on the second floor; a peek at the lavish private rooms assigned to clients. Tracy showed her one not occupied. Bright windows framed by heavy drapes looked out onto the yard below; a quiet and serene garden landscape filled with reflecting pools and stone pathways, flowers and shrubbery oblivious to the change in season, and generous benches under the canopy of old, leafy trees. One would barely notice the perimeter fence in the distance beyond all the camouflage. She assumed the art of skating wasn’t on the educational agenda for new admissions.

A large, plush bed sat against one papered wall, flanked by side tables and lamps, while a small seating area filled the space near the windows on the opposite side of the room. A table and a couple of chairs offered a place to write or take a meal, while the comfortable private bathroom included a nice soaker tub and a separate shower. In her mortal life, she would have been hard pressed to afford such fine accommodations and nicely appointed rooms—not exactly the torture chambers that made it into purgatory lore.

“No television?” she asked.

Tracy shook her head. “We want people to practice socializing with others; not to hide in their rooms. There are lounges on the main floor with televisions where they can watch programs or movies with a group.”

“Of course. Makes sense.”

Most of the rooms were empty at the moment, their doors wide open. During the day, clients spent their time on the main floor. But some doors were closed and labeled with different colored cards. Joanie asked why.

“They indicate a newer arrival,” her guide explained as they walked along the wide hallway. “After we get someone to acknowledge their transition, we provide them with a day or two of personal reflection alone in their suite. It’s a chance for them to have a hot shower, a change of clothes, a meal, and to curl up and get some sleep. Those are the white cards. The arrival process is often very draining, and they need time to rest and reflect before they’re ready for any remedial therapy. Everyone pretty much goes through the same process and that much grief and remorse doesn’t need an audience.”

They paused outside one of the closed doors and Tracy lightly tapped on the white card. “This is John Mikalos. He arrived yesterday. We won’t bother the whites until they buzz, but we won’t leave them alone for more than forty-eight hours, either. They usually buzz before then, thinking they need something to eat.”

Joanie thought it would have been nice to have been able to hole up by herself in a luxurious room for a couple of days after she’d first realized she had died. But then, she was quick with the questions and if she’d been alone, there wouldn’t have been anyone to ask.

“The red cards refer to a client who’s been here for a little longer but is still not ready to integrate with the others,” Tracy continued. Across the hall was such a room and she pointed toward it. “Their doors remain locked until we make further progress; just so they’re not a nuisance to the others. They receive some counseling in-suite; no group sessions until they’re cleared. I think we have three of those at present, a bit of a record. It doesn’t happen often. Most people adjust well within a couple of days and integrate with the others fairly quickly. That one is Marjorie Blostik. She’s on her fourth day. She keeps trying to stab whoever is delivering her requested meal.”

“Really?” Joanie couldn’t hide her shock.

Tracy smiled compassionately; unnerved by the idea. “It’s alright. Each failed attempt only cements her new reality for her, but it would be too much of a disruption for the rest of the clients, so we’ll give her some more time.”

Joanie nodded. White; leave them alone. Red; be careful. “And what’s the average stay before someone’s well enough to leave?”

Tracy smiled with understanding. “We don’t pay attention to averages, and we never answer that question. That’s one of the first rules you’ll learn. Mortals love statistics, especially averages so they know if they’re close to normal or not, but it’s a personal journey. It takes as long as it takes.”

Tim and Kevin had both said something similar to her at some point in the past few months. Gaining wisdom takes as long as it takes. “But on average?”

“It depends on what their mortal life plan looks like, how much remediation they require, and how hard they want to work in moving beyond their mortal echo. If they’re going to cling, then they’re going to be here longer than they need to be.” She pointed toward Marjorie Blostik’s door. “Clients are usually discouraged to hear any answer, no matter what it is. They want to be released today or tomorrow; not next week or in a couple of weeks or a couple of months, so we never answer that question.”

“But as staff, you have to have some statistics?”

Tracy shook her head. “We don’t focus on stats. Everyone is different.”

“Okay,” Joanie replied politely. She’d have to work on getting her head around a lack of statistics. “But for my own knowledge, how long is a typical stay?”

Her guide grinned. “The shortest time someone was here was three days; certainly not typical. The longest was seven months, but that was also very unusual. Some do well and are out in a matter of weeks and others take a couple of months. Some take longer, but no one will be here right up to the time they regain their wisdom, and you know that regaining wisdom varies with age and life plan.”

Joanie nodded. “Thanks. That helps.”

“Good. Just don’t get stuck on those time frames, though. It takes as long as it takes and that’s about all we can promise. And if they’re here, they aren’t showing up and slipping right into wisdom. They’re Newcomers, like you,” Tracy noted and led her to the stairs to the first floor.

Joanie tried to swallow her feelings of inadequacy. She knew that being a Newcomer wasn’t a quality working in her favor. “Will that be a problem for me? Not having my wisdom yet?”

“We’ll see, but I’m guessing you should be able to manage just fine with your background.”

We’ll see? Right out of the gate, this woman had some doubts about her. She couldn’t really blame her, she thought. Certainly, the job would be easier for someone who was cognizant. Joanie focused on the positive. Tracy hadn’t written her off completely. At least she was willing to give her a shot. It just meant that she’d have to work harder to prove herself. She could do that. She wanted to focus on something other than her own mess and that gave her some motivation to do just that.

They wandered around the main floor and looked at a few of the meeting rooms, recreational areas, and a quiet therapy room. Tracy also showed her the staff room; some desks shared by everyone, and a circle of couches for gatherings and meetings. No one was there for any introductions. Apparently, the staff didn’t spend much time in that room at all. Tracy pointed out a space where Joanie could store her purse.

She stuffed her bag into the cupboard, wondering if she should keep her phone with her but ultimately deciding to leave it behind. It had been buzzing quite a bit today. Not a good first impression, she thought, and she really wanted to make a good first impression.

At the back of the building, they stepped outside and glanced at the yard. Beyond the view she’d seen from the second-floor window, Tracy pointed out the circular placement of some benches for group sessions in the fresh air and sunshine, along with a couple of basketball courts. A few people milled about here and there, and a handful were shooting hoops.

“How much of the therapy is done in groups versus one-on-one?”

“Most of their day is considered group therapy,” Tracy shared with a knowing nod. “But to answer your question, we keep things fairly structured and run several groups every day. Most are assigned to at least two a day, and each client is assigned a personal therapist and gets private sessions several times a week depending on what they need.”

“And what will I be doing?” she asked.

“We always start new volunteers the same way, helping to run some groups. It’ll give you time to get your feet wet. Not everyone decides this is a good fit for them, so we won’t assign you any specific clients or groups until you’re sure you want to continue. We like our volunteers to be available to clients for their entire stay.”

Joanie was tempted to ask how quickly volunteers concluded that this job wasn’t for them but didn’t think she’d get much of a statistical answer and blocked the question from leaving her lips.

“I do have a special assignment for you this afternoon, though, but we’ll talk about that after we’re done looking around.” The tall brunette glanced at her watch. “Yes, we still have lots of time.” Looking out across the yard, she continued. “There’s a morning group who gather out here for a daily run; they follow the paths through the yard doing several laps,” she shared proudly.

Joanie briefly allowed herself to get excited about the special assignment but quickly swept that away. It was probably just some office filing or some other mundane tasks that no one else wanted to do. It wasn’t likely they’d have her working with any clients on her first day. She nodded, following Tracy’s hand as she pointed out the pathway the running group used and thought of Tim and June. Folks at Home had this preoccupation with running, it seemed. She’d never seen the attraction, but then, she’d never felt coordinated or fit enough to be seen running in public before she came Home, and after she took on her new body when she transitioned, she no longer saw the need to hit the gym.

Back inside, they entered the common dining area. Groups of busy tables and chairs filled the space and the low murmur of conversation hung in the air, until they stepped into the room. It felt like everything came to a screeching halt at that same instant. Joanie was taken aback by the sea of blank faces that all turned to focus on her. Men and women alike; there wasn’t a smiling face in the bunch. It was like standing on that karaoke stage in Philly with all eyes in the room trained on her, waiting for her to perform and entertain; only she wasn’t there to entertain these people. She found it intimidating.

Tracy paid them no attention and pointed out various components in the room; the kitchen off to the side and a smattering of comfortable lounge chairs and low tables along the outer walls. As it was midday, everyone was presently enjoying a break and some free time. The room slowly returned to its previous state as Tracy continued to talk. Two men sat in a couple of nearby lounge chairs; their voices louder than the rest. She hadn’t intended to eavesdrop. Their voices simply carried.

“It still makes no fucking sense,” the one man argued, leaning forward and stomping his feet on the ground. “The cops mowed us down at the same time, but shit, he’s out there partying and I’m stuck in here.”

“Try this,” the other man calmly suggested. “Imagine a vast, arctic plain where billions of snowflakes lay glistening under the sun; no two exactly the same. One small handful represents the uniqueness of your journey through life; your joys and sadness, your skills and deficits, environment, poverty or silver spoon, nurture or survival, genetics and health.” The man crossed his legs and rested a book on his lap so he could use his hands in animation. “Once you scoop up that handful, it’s gone. No one else can scoop up those same, unique snowflakes—ever. That’s why no two people will live the exact same life.”

“Get to the point,” the other man growled.

“The point, Carthon, is that even though you and Damon grew up in the same family, in the same neighborhood, getting into the same shit together, he wasn’t also battling whatever antisocial mental illness you had going on. If you keep comparing yourself to your brother or anyone else around here, you’ll be wasting time that could be spent on moving forward. Get your head out of your past, man. That’s all I’m saying.”

“Why do you always have to use so many words? You trying to sound like them? Why can’t you just say what you want to say? Shit, talk about wasting my time.” Carthon huffed as he left the chair and crossed the room to a table occupied by three other men.

Tracy had mentioned that a client’s entire day was considered group therapy, even when not in a structured session, learning to socialize with others. Joanie supposed she’d just seen that in action in the conversation between the two men. It reminded her of how her friend group interacted; Newcomers seeking answers from other Newcomers because the answers they often got from Cognizants weren’t clear or to the point. She had to agree with Carthon. The man with the book was sounding awfully “wise” for someone who’d only recently come Home.

“Oh, Bev, let me introduce you to Joanie.”

Tracy’s voice pulled her away from her observation. She turned to greet the woman entering the room.

“Joanie’s here for orientation today; a friend of Tim Garvinson’s. Joanie, this is Bev. She’s been volunteering with us for a couple of years now.”

“Welcome aboard, Joanie.” Bev’s smile sparkled in contrast to her dark skin. Tall like Tracy, her short, dark hair hugged her scalp while large hoops dangled from her ears. “You know Tim, huh?”

She nodded, catching a slight Jersey accent.

Bev’s eyes continued to smile. “Surprised we haven’t met before this. He’s such a sweetheart. Still takes me out sometimes. We even went dancing not that long ago.”

Sweetheart? Not a word she’d ever heard used to describe Tim before. Kevin, yes, but Tim? “You and Tim date?” She slapped herself for asking.

Bev laughed. “Oh gosh, no. He’s the one who pulled me Home to reality when I transitioned years ago. I’d gotten myself stuck and he came along and rescued me. He still rescues me from boredom every now and then. I’m waiting for people to come Home and he’s a sweetheart for checking up on me.” She glanced around the room. “So, what do you think so far?”

“I’m looking forward to working here,” Joanie nodded.

Bev laughed again, catching the hesitation in Joanie’s voice. “Don’t worry. It’s only overwhelming for the first little while.” She looked at Tracy. “Have you been downstairs yet?”

“We’re heading there now.”

“That woman is a whole pile of messed up.” Bev sighed as Tracy nodded. Still searching the room, she added, “I’m here for David.”

Joanie was curious as to what she was talking about; what woman and messed up how, but said nothing. Maybe the woman from the video monitor at reception? It sounded like she’d find out soon enough.

Tracy helped Bev locate David by pointing to the man sitting with the book off to the side. “He’ll be leaving soon, I think. He’s beginning to sound like you.”

“Love to hear that. Maybe I’ll send him packing later today.” Bev raised her voice in his direction. “David? I’m all yours.”

The man turned in his seat and smiled at the sight of her, grasping his book and rising to his feet.

“Enjoy orientation, Joanie. It was nice to meet you. Say hello to Tim for me.”

“Thank you, Bev. Likewise, and I will.”

She and Tracy left ahead of Bev and David and headed to the lower level of the building.

“How long has he been here? David?” she asked as they descended the stairs.

“Sixty-six days, I believe. He was a veterinarian.”

“Really? And why did he end up here?”

“Long list,” Tracy shrugged. “Besides the antisocial badge, he started out sexually abusing animals in his care, euthanizing them without cause, and consuming them. Then he progressed to humans; same stuff.”

“Same stuff?” she swallowed.

“Yes, unfortunately.”

Joanie always considered that she had a strong stomach, but the mental images conjured up by even a minimal recap of the man’s life caused a wave of nausea to fly through her. She took several deep breaths, working to squash the queasiness. Animal cruelty and cannibalism did her in every single time. Perhaps it was because domesticated animals were usually so trusting, counting on the humans in their lives to keep them safe and care for them. And eating another human’s flesh; well, she didn’t even have words for that.

It sounded like the man would be leaving Southdale shortly. He’d be out wandering the streets of Boston with the rest of them. That was the goal of this place; to rehabilitate so that people could get on with the business of living here at Home, but to think that she could be meeting him for the first time out in a club… She knew his mortal life wasn’t who he really was, and perhaps it was her own mortal echo that was quick to judge, but she didn’t want to meet the likes of him out there. How could she accept someone like that as a friend? She gave her head a shake. His mortal life wasn’t who he really was. If Sam told her that had been his life, she wouldn’t hold it against him. Would she? Sorry that she’d asked, she focused on the basement’s decor as they reached the bottom of the stairs.

Just as cozy as the upper two floors but without the bright sunshine streaming in through large windows, the walls were devoid of art, and everything appeared to be a neutral color: beiges and grays. Even the lighting was dimmed, yet the atmosphere still screamed luxury hotel. Tracy explained that they tried to keep sensory perception to a minimum in this area. It was the first stop for new clients.

They paused in the quiet, dark hallway outside a more brightly lit, comfortably appointed room and looked in through a one-way viewing window. It was like the one they’d sat in with Eddy Thomas while a staff member read him the riot act. A wooden table and chairs occupied one side while a cozy seating area filled the other. A small, flat-screen television was mounted to one wall, currently without power, while a few small tables were scattered against the others. Two incredibly calm facility therapists, one a shorter blonde in jeans and a shirt and the other a taller brunette in a skirt, stood in the open space in the middle while a woman, a new arrival, used the table to separate herself from the others. Joanie watched the two therapists hesitate to move closer, giving the new arrival plenty of room. Despite the commotion in the room, they couldn’t hear a sound in the hallway.

Dressed in a hospital gown and thin housecoat pushed up to her elbows, the new client screamed at the two women standing before her, drummed her palms on the table surface, and then screamed some more. Her wild, dirty-blonde hair likely hadn’t seen a comb for months, her pale face was weathered and sickly in appearance, and her eyes darted around the room like a caged animal trying to plot an escape. The scene looked familiar, Joanie thought. She’d be in that woman’s shoes and had done a lot of screaming in the early hours of her transition as well. She wondered if this is what Doug, the man behind the reception desk, had been watching when she first arrived, and the woman that Bev had been referring to.

“She hasn’t been lucid for quite some time,” Tracy shared quietly. “She’s very confused.”

Joanie nodded. “She looks frightened.” She glanced at the two therapists and quietly admired their poise in the face of such an overwhelmed client. In the same situation, she’d likely be just as overwhelmed as the scared woman. “What was her clinical history?” She almost hated to ask after hearing about David.

“Primarily bipolar, but she’s been a heavy narcotic user for several years as well. I doubt she even knows what month it is. She might know the year; maybe. She’d been manic for some time and got into it with another woman last week. That woman is still recovering in hospital. She’ll heal eventually, but Lois was institutionalized and couldn’t handle the confines of her new address and the detox. She thought she’d attempt suicide this morning; that they would then give her some pain meds to take the edge off, only her attempt was quite successful. They’ve been in there for almost an hour.” She nodded toward the room.

“A friend transitioned with schizophrenia but wasn’t admitted to a purgatorium and he seems to be adjusting just fine.”

“And Lois will likely only be here for a short time. If it was just her mental illness, she probably wouldn’t have needed our help, like your friend. Most embrace that sudden clarity and calm like they’re taking in a breath of fresh air after being trapped in a bubble filled with mustard gas their whole life; relieved to finally be free.”

Willy certainly seemed to be embracing life and a newfound freedom, she silently agreed.

Tracy pointed toward Lois. “But she’s fallen into a pattern of violence. Whenever she feels frustrated, she physically lashes out, and then she escapes. That’s all she’s been doing lately; attack and hide, and if she’s going to hide like that, she’s going to cling and get lost. It may take her a little time to break old habits, especially with the frustrations of her sudden transition.”

Joanie knew all about the frustrations that came with transitioning Home. And Willy may be doing fine now, but that’s not how his transition had started out for him. He’d gotten lost for months; wandering from the time he died in May until Juliette managed to get through to him a few weeks ago. Maybe he should have been brought here first. Why would Kevin and Tim or the other Shepherds have allowed him to drift for months in such a state when he could have been helped right away?

Tracy flicked a switch on the wall so that they could listen in.

“…told you. That bitch shouldn’t have spread her twigs for my man. That ain’t no way to show respect. She got what she deserved.”

“Lois, we told you that’s not why we’re here.”

“Ya got to listen to my side,” the woman pounded on the table, demanding to be heard.
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