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      Gabby tried to make a clean slice around the lateral rectus, but her blade was dull and the eyeball was stuck.

      She eased her finger between the muscles that control eye movement and pulled the blade up slightly but with precision. There was a squishing sound as the eyeball popped forward.

      She was off her game.

      Normally she could slice out an eyeball and put it back together within three minutes. Two minutes was her personal record.

      She reached down to the dangling eyeball. She was going to need a sharper blade.

      “Everything okay, Gabby?”

      The voice made her jump. She was so focused she didn’t notice her boss standing behind her.

      “I need to head out. Are you okay to stay alone?”

      “I’m good.”

      Some people might dread the thought of sharing a room with a bunch of dead bodies, but Gabby was used to it.

      “Don’t worry, Mr. Bernard.”

      “Ed, Gabby. Mister is way too formal. Please.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr… Edward. Ed. It’s hard after calling you Mr. Bernard since I was ten.”

      “It’s okay.” He smiled. “Have a good night. I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon.”

      He left, and she was alone with the four other bodies in the room.

      The display she was working on is The Diver, a man standing with his arms straight out, parallel to the floor with his knees bent, preparing to leap off a diving board. Someone had damaged his eye. People are curious, and many overzealous patrons ignore the signs. The instructions are simple: DO NOT TOUCH.

      She walked back to the repair area, better known as the office Emergency Room. The exhibits were difficult to break, but certain parts were more fragile than others. Someone had placed their fingers into The Diver earlier in the day during one of the tours.

      Gabby walked straight to the medical supply drawers, found a scalpel, and inspected the blade. She was able to tell right away that it was in better shape than the one she had been using.

      She returned to the main showroom. The Diver’s eyeball was still dangling, hanging on by strands of the six muscles connected to a human eyeball. When she was done, no one would be able to tell it had ever been disturbed.

      She looked straight into The Diver’s eyeball as she lifted it.

      A small shiver ran up her neck. That happened from time to time. Even though she had been around bodies and displays like this for years with her mother, every so often the creep factor made an appearance. As long as she didn't think about it too long, she’d be okay.

      She went back to the lateral rectus, and it sliced through easily. She positioned the eyeball and started the reattachment.

      She pulled out her glass cement glue and spread it around the muscles of the eye, ensuring it covered all the necessary parts. It left a bright and reflective look. The shine would diminish somewhat once it had time to set and dry.

      She heard something move in the adjacent room.

      “Mr. Bernard? Ed?”

      Nothing.

      She put the cement glue back down and picked up the scalpel before walking into her least favorite place at work: The Baby Room. It was the darkest of the exhibit rooms, which was necessary so the displays, which consisted of transparent cylinders and glass boxes, could illuminate their contents, that included fetuses in various states of development as well as body parts showing nervous systems and bone development. Fortunately, she didn’t have to visit the room too often since the bulk of her responsibilities were with the actual body exhibits.

      She looked around, passing some of the baby displays. Some were still in the placenta. She tried everything she could not to think of Ally, but couldn’t help it. She was overcome with the realization of how lucky she was that her daughter was healthy and didn’t suffer the fate of these babies on display for the public’s consumption. She upped her pace and passed through the next section, which held Informational Displays and showcased smaller sections of bodies and body systems with explanations on the Plastination process that allowed the human body displays to remain so well preserved. Some called it the Reading Room. She rushed past into the final section used for storage and major body repairs, but more importantly, held their Archives. She took a few quick glances around, trying to avoid the spare body parts laid out in various areas of the room. She didn’t find anyone.

      Probably just the air conditioner or something that came from the hall.

      She returned to the showroom and, out of her peripheral vision, noticed something bright and out of place to her left.

      The Runner. One of the displays that depicted a runner in a full sprint stride. Someone had painted her face.

      She turned slowly and saw a mix of colors on the skeletal muscles. The Runner’s anatomy exposed her legs and arms to show how the muscles moved when in motion. Her face was multicolored. The eyes were white and odd-colored patterns covered half of her face. It was a mix of black and pink flowers, but it didn’t look like paint.

      She reached toward the flowers with her finger and felt the coarse material. She looked at the cheek and then back to her fingertip, then brought it up to her lips. She licked it.

      Sugar.

      That’s what it was. The Runner’s face looked like the type of skulls that appear around Halloween or the Day of the Dead. Calaveras. Sugar skulls.

      The hair on the back of her neck rose.

      Then she thought of Ally.

      She pulled out her phone and quickly hit speed dial #2.

      It rang. Then again. After four rings, it went to voicemail.

      Gabby looked back at The Runner’s sugar decorated face and then turned back to her phone. She broke into her own sprint.

      She felt the sweat pouring down her back as she blew past the main door and didn’t even consider locking it behind her.

      Gabby rushed down the hall, threw open the exit door, and ran down the stairwell to the first floor. One of her heels flew off mid-stride as she picked up her pace, but instead of turning around to pick it up, she kicked off the other one. She was panting as she reached the door marked “LOVE DAYCARE” and panicked when no one was at the front desk.

      She hit the bell twice before heading into the hallway, then almost ran into a woman walking in the opposite direction.

      “Gabby, what’s going on?”

      “Ally?” was all Gabby could get out.

      “She’s fine. I was just in the room. Two babies threw up at the same time, so they needed me to help. Did you need to pick her up?”

      Gabby tried to catch her breath.

      “You’re sure, Donna?”

      “Take a look for yourself. She’s in one of the playpens having a great time.”

      Gabby took a few more bare steps toward the door and looked in. Ally was standing and smiling while she looked at the few kids who were still there. Most parents picked their kids up by 5, but Ally was one of the last kids picked up since Gabby usually wasn’t out until right before closing.

      Gabby shook her head.

      “Are you sure you’re okay, Gabby? What happened to your shoes?”

      Gabby turned and smiled through her flushed cheeks.

      “It’s okay—just mom paranoia. I’ll be back in a little while to get her. I need to go finish up.”

      Donna nodded as Gabby walked back down the hall. She took the stairs back up instead of the elevator to grab her shoes. Although she exercised on her home elliptical at least four times a week, she was breathing hard as she made her way back up to the office’s front door. Fear and adrenaline mixed with sprinting the fastest she’d run in years weren’t kind to her body, even though it was a healthy one.

      Gabby entered the room and The Runner was in the same spot, wearing its colored sugar mask. She grabbed a towel and a water sprayer and touched the display’s chin.

      “I hope you don’t think I’m a coward just because someone decorated your face. If this is just an office prank, I’ll find out who it is.”

      She raised her voice at the end of the sentence as she soaked some water on the cloth and dabbed The Runner’s cheek. Fortunately, the sugar wasn't glued or embedded, and within a few minutes, its entire face was clean.

      She returned to The Diver, feeling calmer and foolish. The staff sometimes played pranks on each other, but it hadn’t happened since she first started. Jimmy Foreman from marketing was the office prankster and had rigged an old, damaged body in the ER to raise its arm as Gabby walked by, scaring her so badly she fell to the floor. It was a newbie ritual, and Gabby had gotten a kick out of it, her scream turning into crying laughter. It was something her friends would have done.

      Even so, how good would someone have to be to make up the face so quickly? Maybe that’s why only half The Runner’s face was decorated. Gabby closed her mind off and concentrated on The Diver’s eye repair. This time, she was able to get it fixed on the first try. The glue would dry within an hour but would take up to 24 to dry completely. Once it looked normal, she walked back to the ER to put away her items. She placed her old scalpel in the repair box so that it could be sharpened later. She walked back out to move The Diver back into his place.

      She entered the room and stopped cold.

      The Diver and The Runner were in the center of the Showroom, facing each other with each of their faces fully decorated in sugar designs.

      Gabby let out a piercing scream as each of their heads turned to face her and smiled.
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      Gabby flipped around and ran, grabbing her purse on her way out without bothering to lock the office.

      She was halfway out the front building doors when she stopped, gasping for breath.

      “Ally!”

      Her arms were shaking as she raised her palms to her face to calm herself down. She rushed back into the daycare and got Ally out as fast as she could.

      Once in her car, she fumbled to issue a voice command to her Bluetooth.

      “Call Angie.”

      “Calling Angie,” her car’s voice echoed.

      “Hey, Gabs. What’s going on?”

      “Angie, can you and Ree come by for dinner? Something happened. I’m not even sure what it was, but I need to know I’m sane.”

      “Of course. I talked to Ree earlier. Let me see if he can make it. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’ll tell you all about it when you come over. You’ll have new material to make fun of me if it’s just stress.”

      “Already worth it. I’ll see you in a little while.”

      Ally squealed and Gabby looked into her rear-view mirror. Her daughter smiled when she saw her eyes through the reflection.

      “Your momma may be losing it, Love.”

      Ally didn’t seem to think so as her hands shook in delight at her mom’s attention and pointed at her.

      “Mama!”

      By the time Angie and Ree arrived, Gabby had the delivered Chinese food set out in three places on her kitchen island.

      They each sat and started eating without saying much. They knew the food from Fortune Cookie didn’t taste the same cold.

      “So, what happened with you today, Gabby?” Ree asked as he finished up his last egg roll. “Angie said you sounded pretty shaky on the phone.”

      “You’ll think I’m losing it, but it really freaked me out.”

      “You work around dead bodies almost every single day,” Ree said. “No surprise there.”

      “It’s not like she hasn’t seen them since she was little,” Angie said.

      Ree nodded. “Okay, Gabs. Spill.”

      Gabby told them everything that had transpired after her boss left.

      “It doesn’t surprise me,” Angie said. “You have Ally to take care of at night, then work and grad school during the day. Not to mention the studying in between it all. You’ve got to be tired.”

      “That’s what I think, too, but it was so real. I’m positive I didn’t move either display. I mean, sometimes I get into my work and forget what I was doing an hour before, but nothing like that.”

      “Yeah, but you haven’t had to do so much alone either,” Angie said. “Losing Michael was difficult enough, but losing him and your mom within two years? I can’t believe you’re right back into it. Eventually, it’s all going to catch up with you.”

      “You know you have your two best friends,” Ree said.

      “Don’t forget who the number one BEST friend is, though,” Angie said.

      “Ignore the Petty Queen. You know I’d be happy to come watch Ally a few hours just so you can get some rest. I keep offering and you have yet to ask.”

      “You’ve both already done so much,” Gabby said.

      “Between your sister and the two of us, you should be able to get at least one night to yourself just to recharge,” Ree said.

      “I hate to leave her,” Gabby said. “You know that.”

      “Yes, and I understand, but you can’t keep doing this. You’re obviously stressing. You never expected to be a twenty-three-year-old widow with a toddler. That’s too much for almost anyone to handle, no matter how strong you might be.”

      Gabby nodded. Her friends and sister Teri had been incredible after Michael’s passing. They had brought food and company during those first two months after the funeral. Gabby and Michael had been married less than two years with Ally on the way when he died, but she knew she would never give up school. Her future and Ally’s were too important.

      Nine months earlier, just as she was throwing herself into a normal routine, her mom had passed.

      “And for the hundredth time, Gabby, you should let your sister watch her one night so the three of us can go out. Maybe you just need to let loose a little,” Ree said.

      “For once, I agree with Ree,” Angie said. “I’m not saying go party all night, but just come out and don’t let yourself worry. Let your sis keep her overnight and you can sleep in. Say yes for once!”

      Gabby thought about it. “Maybe. But what about this thing at work? What if it happens again?”

      “Look,” Angie said. “Jenna’s brother Jay is all into the occult and attends seances. At first I thought he was a lemming poseur, wearing black t-shirts and eyeliner just to look the part. Jenna says she thinks he’s legit and they have some family history that she doesn’t really like to talk about. And you know that says a lot coming from Jenna.”

      “Yes, your girlfriend tries SO hard to be lame,” Ree said.

      “At least I have someone, unless Blow Up Cheerleaders count.”

      “It was one time on a dare FIVE years ago after way too much tequila!”

      “Do you still have her?”

      “That’s not the point!”

      Angie smiled as she continued. “I haven’t hung out with Jay much outside of their family events, but once when we went club-hopping with him and an old girlfriend, he seemed to know what he’s talking about. Claims he knows people that have seen haunted houses, that kind of thing. If anything happens again, I’ll contact him and he can check it out.”

      “Ghosts? Oh, now you believe?” Ree said.

      “Not really,” Angie said. “But Jenna keeps an open mind, and although she tries to keep her family’s offbeat history quiet, I know she believes. I don’t buy into all that supernatural stuff, but if it helps.”

      “Don’t buy into all the supernatural stuff? Really, Angie? You know what happened to me when I was little!”

      Both women groaned.

      Angie put her hand on Ree’s shoulder. “Please don’t tell that story again.”

      “I know what I saw!” Ree said. “And my cousin was with me. Whatever it was floated across my backyard and then stopped and looked right at us. My dog wouldn’t go outside for a week. That ghost wore a really outdated white dress, and it wasn’t just a poor fashion choice. My cousin pissed himself!”

      “I don’t think we have ghosts at the exhibit, Ree,” Gabby said.

      “Those bodies were once alive. You have dead babies in there, Gabby! Maybe you just need to get the place blessed or something.”

      Gabby thought about it. They received the bodies from a private overseas company and had little verifiable background information on many of the bodies used in their exhibits.

      “Okay, Ree. If something happens, I’ll have Angie contact Jenna’s brother. I still think I’m just tired and seeing things.”

      “Okay, then,” Ree said. “If something else happens, take a picture or video before you leave the room. Maybe you can show us something and we can decide if you’re bonkers or not.”

      That sounded reasonable enough.

      “Gabby, since we met, I’ve never known you to be superstitious. Don’t let Ree’s supernatural stories freak you out.”

      “There you go again,” Ree said. “Just because I didn’t move here until high school, you get the final word.”

      “I am her bestest, number one friend,” Angie said.

      “I’ll always be number two. I get it. Why do you have to rub it in? Just because my best friend moved away after graduation, I get stuck with you two. Lucky me.”

      “You know you love us,” Gabby said.

      “That I do,” Ree said, smiling.
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      Gabby got through her morning classes and was back at work after lunch. As soon as she walked in, Mr. Bernard greeted her.

      “We had some vandals during one of the class visits this morning,” he said. “I’ve already had the display pulled aside.”

      He led her into the Emergency Room and The Gymnast waited for her. The body was in a bridge pose, with her hands and feet on the floor while her front formed an upward arch. One of the back legs was bent like someone had kicked in the metal bar that held her leg up.

      “Did you find out who did it?”

      “A few pre-teens. One pushed another into the display and ran off. Didn’t want to cause a stir. That school is one of our steadiest customers and they were just being kids.”

      She sighed. This was going to take some time compared to yesterday.

      Not only was the bar bent, but the back leg muscles down to the Achilles were smashed in. She would have to repair much more than she expected.

      Her phone dinged. It was a text from Ree.

      “Take pics.” He followed up with a ghost emoji.

      She smiled, then took a snapshot of the ripped up leg and sent it to Ree and Angie. “Vandal repair. Before.”

      “You have a disgusting job,” Ree replied.

      “I’m already gagging. Thanks, Gabs.” Angie didn’t have much of a stomach for the dead bodies Gabby worked with.

      Gabby got settled in and started to work. She had to replace the bar first so she could work on the muscle repair. The bars were sectioned and fortunately only one section was bent inwards. There were so many class visits this time of year, minor damage was expected. She could see the sneaker mark on the muscle.

      She pulled out a screwdriver and tools to help pull the bar free. It was bent almost 40 degrees, but the base and connecting bar above it were mostly intact. She was able to get it off without a major effort. The top connecting bar was also slightly bent, but she was able to reset it with her hand.

      Gabby started working on the muscle. The display was too heavy to lift, so she alternated sitting and squatting positions as she commenced with her repairs. After an hour, she felt a twinge in her left quad.

      “Ooh, cramp,” she said aloud.

      Gabby stood up, massaged her quad for a few seconds, then left for the break room to fill her water bottle. She noticed more groups in the exhibit than normal, but from what she could tell, they were being civil. She returned from the break room and as she entered the ER, she noticed something was off.

      The body was still intact, but there was something. She lifted her phone to take another picture of the area.

      She sat at the repair table and took a few chugs from her water bottle.

      Then she saw it. One of the computer monitors nearest her was blinking. It flashed in orange bursts, like it was in sleep mode or not fully connected. Normally, there was a screen saver with turtles swimming in water, but the screen was blank now. She hit the keyboard and the lock screen popped up.

      Ed or somebody else must have come to check on something during my break.

      The screen wouldn’t typically just lock up like that.

      She unlocked the screen, and the turtles were swimming again after a few more seconds. That was more comfortable to her than a dark screen.

      She returned to her task and had the back calf muscle repaired within thirty minutes and moved to the ankle and Achilles. This was going to be more uncomfortable since she would have to do it from her stomach or back.

      The perks of this job are never-ending.

      She lowered herself down to start her work. There were some minor tears and one big slice. Before digging in, she posed with the severed muscles pieces beside her. She pretended like she was going to stick a piece in her mouth as she snapped it.

      “I will never kiss you again,” Angie said with a smiley face.

      Gabby got into it and before she realized it, a few more hours had passed. It was almost closing time.

      The door opened and Ed popped in, noticing her on her back.

      “Hey, Gabby, looks like you’re fixing something under a car.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, this one is a little awkward.”

      “I am going to leave in a few. If you need to finish this tomorrow, you can.”

      “No, it’s okay. I should be done in another 15-20 minutes. I’d rather finish it now than have to pull out all these tools again tomorrow.”

      “Just like your mother,” Ed said. “She never could leave anything unfinished.”

      “Have a good night,” Gabby said.

      Ed looked at her for a few moments but didn’t say anything at first.

      “Everything okay, Ed?” she asked.

      He looked up like he was startled from a daydream. “No, no. It’s fine. Just thinking about your mother.”

      “Yeah, I do that sometimes.”

      “It’s just that when I see you, it’s uncanny how much you remind me of her. I’m sorry she won’t be around to see Ally grow up.”

      “Me, too, Ed. I’m glad she was able to meet and enjoy her for her first year, at least. Have a good evening.”

      He smiled, hesitated like he was going to say something else, then walked out.

      Gabby returned to her work and finished up.

      Once she was done, she walked to the bathroom to wash her face. She had built up a sweat and her hands were sore. She hadn’t really felt it until she ran her hands under the cold water. She was going to pick up Ally, have a light dinner, and hit the books. She had a big test coming up and was behind a few chapters.

      Her phone dinged.

      Ree sent a group message to the long-standing trio of friends.

      “Anything mysterious happening today? Where’s the after picture?”

      Gabby smiled.

      She walked back toward the room. She held her camera ready as she opened the door. She lifted her camera and as she started to press the button to snap the picture, she jumped back.

      The Gymnast was on the table. It had been lifted four feet onto one of the bare tables, facing her. She screamed as she ran. She already had her purse around her shoulder and almost dropped her phone.

      She was still shaking when she got to the daycare downstairs to pick up Ally. She assured Donna she was fine, even though she knew her quivering voice showed otherwise. Donna was about to ask more questions, but decided not to press.

      After arriving home, she fed Ally and tried to distract herself. A little after nine, there was a knock at her door.

      Ree and Angie were waiting. Her face must have looked bad because Angie rushed in through the door as soon as she saw her.

      “I texted you three times!” Ree said.

      Angie looked at her best friend’s face. “Are you okay?”

      Gabby nodded.

      “Phone?” Ree said.

      Gabby hadn’t even checked her phone. She had seen Ree and Angie’s texts and missed calls, but was too shaken up to answer.

      “I was waiting for your picture!” Ree said. “What happened?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said. “The display model I had just finished working on was on the floor. I left the room for just a couple of minutes and came back to take the picture when I saw it. I’m not even sure if it took any.”

      “Saw what?” Ree asked.

      Gabby tried to explain but couldn’t.

      Angie picked up Gabby’s phone and entered her password. There weren’t many secrets among them.

      “Oh my God,” Angie said.

      Ree looked and grabbed the phone. He flipped through screens.

      “Is there something there?” Gabby asked.

      Ree turned the phone back to her.

      “You took a burst of pictures, but I can see why.”

      The Gymnast was staring straight back into the camera and was most definitely on top of the table.

      “I was gone for no more than four or five minutes,” Gabby said. “I just went to the bathroom to wash up.”

      “How much do these things weigh?” Ree asked.

      “At least 200 pounds, depending on the display weight. It would take at least two people to lift that. It’s too awkward to lift alone, even if you were strong enough.”

      “And you’re sure no one was in the office trying to play a prank on you?”

      Gabby shook her head. “No one was there, and I saw everyone leave for the day. It was so quiet I would have heard the chime if someone had walked back in. Ed always locks the door, and it was still locked when I ran out.”

      “What do you think it is?” Angie said.

      “I don’t know. Maybe someone was in there the whole time, but why go through all that just to scare me? All I know is I don’t think I’ve ever been more terrified than I am right now.”

      “What do you want to do?” Angie asked.

      “Ang, can you contact Jenna’s brother? I need to know what’s going on and I’m not going to tell my boss anything until I know for sure. I need this job and if this turns out to be nothing, I don’t want to make it sound like I’m losing my mind.”

      Angie nodded and stepped away as she dialed her phone.

      “We’ll figure out what it is, Gabs,” Ree said. “It’s okay.”

      She hugged him and still felt herself shaking. “Hopefully it’s just a sick joke.”
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      When Gabby arrived at work the next day, Mr. Bernard immediately walked up to her.

      “Gabby, who did you get to help you pick that up? Good job on it. Can’t even tell anything was wrong just yesterday. It took three of us to get it down and back in place earlier.”

      “I saw some of the guys from the law office down the hall and they were able to help me. Just needed to get some detail on the lower part of the heel.”

      He nodded and didn’t question any further.

      Gabby enjoyed two quiet days at work. No more unusual activity, and Gabby was grateful. She didn’t think she could be in another room alone with the bodies. She told Mr. Bernard she had to leave early, and it wasn’t a lie. She had to catch up on her studies and the next day she was meeting with Jenna’s brother. She didn’t want Ally around it, so she spoke to her sister Teri about watching her.

      Gabby arrived at her sister’s house late Thursday afternoon. Teri was an accountant for a few select clients, which allowed her to work from home most of the time so she could be around for her kids. Her husband, John, was a lawyer who worked long hours, so Teri’s job flexibility kept her close with the children.

      “Thanks for watching, Ally, sis,” Gabby said. “I know you’re busy.”

      “No, it’s fine. John’s working late, anyway. He has a big case he’s preparing for. You might pick up Ally before he even gets here. I love seeing my only niece.”

      “Aunt Gabby!” a yell came from another room as two young girls came running in.

      “Hey, Grace! Linda!” Gabby said as they rushed up for a hug. “What are you up to?”

      They both started talking over each other about coloring, a dog, and something about a crash.

      “Nick! Jess!” Teri yelled.

      Two older kids came in. Nick had on his headphones and Jess, the fourteen-year-old, had a book in her hand.

      “Hey, Aunt Gabby!” They both came and hugged her.

      “I don’t know how you do it,” Gabby said. “Two teenagers and two little ones. I can barely keep my head on straight with Ally, and she’s barely 21 months old.”

      “Miss you, Aunt Gabby,” Jess said. “How are you?”

      “Good, sorry I haven’t been around the last few weeks. My classes are getting pretty intense. Semester ends soon.”

      “I get you,” Nick said. “I can’t wait to be out of 8th grade. This Algebra class is killing me.”

      The ten-year age gap between Gabby and her sister was sometimes awkward. Gabby always wished they had been closer in age, like Jess and Nick, who were only a year apart. Even Grace and Linda, who were four and six, had each other. Teri had married at 21 when Gabby was just ten. Gabby had insisted she’d never get married that young, but once she found Michael, all that changed. It hadn’t lasted long, but she had Ally. That kept her sane most of the time.

      “So what do you have going on tonight?” Teri asked.

      “Ree, Angie, and Angie’s future brother-in-law are coming over. I don’t really know the brother-in-law and really didn’t want Ally around. I know you’ve been bugging me to come over and I’m sorry I’ve missed the last few Sunday dinners. Hopefully Ally will be enough for today?”

      “I’ll take a few hours with her over nothing, but you need to promise to try to make it over here sometime soon.”

      “I will definitely try. I promise things will be better once the semester’s over.”

      “Okay, well head on out before you get stuck in traffic. I know it’s only a few miles, but it’ll take you over an hour if you wait too long.”

      Gabby knew she was right. She didn’t like stretching the truth by leaving out why Angie was bringing Jay, but didn’t want to worry Teri if it turned out to be nothing. She kissed Ally and her nieces and nephew and headed out to meet a paranormalist for the first time in her life.
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      Gabby got back to her house to set up. She wasn’t sure what to expect, so she threw herself into preparing dinner.

      Ree arrived about 6:30, and Angie was there a few minutes later with Jay.

      “Jenna’s not coming?” Gabby asked.

      “No, she had some work to finish up, plus it gives me a chance to get some alone time with this brother of hers. Jay, this is my dear friend Gabby.”

      They sat down to eat and get to know each other before diving into what had been going on with Gabby.

      Jay seemed like a decent enough guy. A little heavy on the eyeliner and a little into himself, but wasn’t overly arrogant. He took his fascination with the occult seriously. Angie wasn’t kidding when she said he was into it.

      When everyone was almost finished with the main course, Gabby decided to get the conversation started.

      “Jay, I’m not sure how much Angie’s told you. What do you need to know?”

      “I asked her not to give me too many details so I could form my own opinion,” Jay said. “First, please explain to me about your job. Angie mentioned something about dead bodies?”

      “I work at an exhibit that uses actual human bodies to demonstrate the inner and outer workings of our anatomy. It’s my job to prepare and maintain the fully posed bodies. I also help create themes for our exhibits to not only attract investors but also keep our regular customers coming back.”

      “Wow,” Jay said. “The ultimate show and tell.”

      “That’s a great way of putting it.”

      “So the best way to start is to tell me everything,” Jay said. “Please don’t hold back.”

      Gabby went into the details and finished the story by showing him before and after pictures. She was expecting him to say it was haunted, but he took some time before speaking.

      “I know you don’t know me well, but this is something that’s fascinated me since I was young. I won’t immediately assume it’s something supernatural or ghostly, but the story doesn’t add up, and Angie tells me you’re not the type of person who would claim something like this unless you really believed it’s what happened. The main thing is to determine if this is simply an elaborate prank. I know it doesn’t seem like the people at your work would do this, but could it be a jealous co-worker trying to run you out, maybe? I’d really have to see your work area to get a better feel. Any chance I could come over sometime to check it out?”

      Gabby considered it. “Yes, we could go tonight if you have the time. I have the key and with my daughter gone, the timing couldn’t be any better. I need to know what’s going on.”

      They all looked at each other.

      “I don’t see why not,” Jay said.

      They finished their meals and then headed out the door.

      “I’ll drive,” Angie said to Gabby. “Your car seat makes things a little cramped.”

      They arrived at the office within twenty minutes. Gabby led them to the second floor and Jay checked out the logo on the door.

      “The Body Parade,” Jay said. “Good name for an exhibit like this.”

      “Angie’s been here before and Ree once, so prepare yourself, Jay. It’s a little jarring at first.”

      She unlocked the door and they entered. She flipped on the lights and led them to the Showroom, revealing the full body exhibits as well as skeletal and multiple smaller displays, some of which featured blood vessels and nervous systems of various body parts.

      “These are the three that I was working on when all this started,” Gabby said. “These displays are called The Diver, The Runner, and The Gymnast.”

      Jay took some time to take the visual in before Gabby led them to another part of the Showroom.

      “We have seven full displays. These other four are The Swimmer, The Cyclist, The Dancer, and finally Mother and Child, which is my favorite.”

      She pointed to the display, which depicted a mother kneeling and reaching out to her daughter as she tried to run from her mommy.

      “Wow,” was all Jay said as he walked around, inspecting each model. Gabby led them into several of the other rooms.

      “Did you say there was a Baby Room?” Jay asked Angie.

      Gabby had been hoping to avoid that one.

      “I guess you get the full tour,” Gabby said.

      She pointed him into the Baby Room but only took one full step in. Ree joined Jay, but Angie stood behind Gabby.

      “I’d love to be anywhere else right now,” Angie said. “This place has always freaked me out.”

      “I know. I’m not a big fan of being here at night myself,” Gabby said as she glanced around the room and tried not to make direct eye contact with any of the baby displays.

      “Anything?” she asked.

      “Not yet, but this is fascinating,” Jay said. He was staring at the anatomy of a fetus in its second trimester.

      Gabby turned back to Angie.

      “Have you been sleeping?” Angie asked.

      “Yes, but keep waking up every few hours. If it’s not Ally, I’m thinking about these exhibits. How bad do I look?”

      Angie pulled out a compact from her purse and opened up the mirror. “You’re still gorgeous, but your eyes are saggy and not like they normally look when you’re studying too much.”

      Gabby took a look. Angie was right. She had dark patches under her eyes and looked like she hadn’t slept in days.

      “Gabby!” Jay yelled. “Come here.”

      Gabby ran in. Angie stared into the room but didn't follow.

      “What is it?” Gabby asked.

      “Did you hear or sense anything just now?”

      Gabby had felt fine and shook her head.

      “I felt something. Let me see that first display you were working on again.”

      She took him back to The Diver in the Showroom. She showed him the eyeball area she had repaired a few days before.

      “Nothing here. What about the repair area?”

      Gabby took him to the ER. The four of them entered and Jay studied the table.

      “Did anything happen that seemed unusual or out of the ordinary on either day?”

      “You mean other than moving around and one ending up on the table?”

      “Yes, I mean something small. Something minor.”

      Gabby remembered the blinking monitor and mentioned it to him.

      “Which machine?”

      Gabby pointed to it and started it up.

      They stared at their reflections on the black screen before it came on.

      “You into computers, too?” Gabby asked.

      “Just a little,” he said. “I’m no expert, but just wondering if there was some kind of glitch. I just want to run a quick diagnostic.”

      He gestured toward the computer. “May I?”

      Gabby logged in. Jay clicked through the machine and started to run something.

      He let it process a few minutes then turned it off.

      “Nothing definitive here,” Jay said. “The computer seems fine, but I did sense something in that Baby Room, though. I’m not ruling anything out based on just that.”

      “What do you mean, sense?” Gabby asked.

      He looked at Angie.

      “He claims to be kind of gifted,” Angie said.

      “Claims?” he said.

      “Jenna told me he is.”

      “Gifted how, exactly?” Ree asked.

      “I can sometimes sense when something’s not right. Supernatural stuff, that is. It’s only happened four or five times in my life, but in each case I felt or saw something. In three cases, so did others.”

      “Like you can see spirits?” Gabby asked.

      “I’ve seen a few since I was young,” Jay said. “But I can sometimes sense something’s around, even when I don’t see anything.”

      “Did you sense it in there?”

      “I’m not sure. It was so quick I couldn’t get a grasp on it. Could have just been a cold draft. I think you need my number, Gabby. I have a group of people who can do this right if it gets that far. I can’t say one way or another. Unfortunately, that means you’ll have to wait and see if anything else happens. This place already lends itself to disturbing feelings of curiosity and fear, so it could just be the remnants of visitors’ emotions I’m picking up. We’ll just need to keep ready if anything else does happen. I’ll see if I can do some research on this building, but I’ve never heard of anything in this general area. Doesn’t mean much, though. Big world out there. Can I go see the babies again?”

      Gabby nodded. She hoped nothing more would happen and this would be the end of it. Her life was crazy enough.
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      Everything returned to normal the following week at work. Gabby hadn’t seen or heard anything and there were no new vandalism incidents. The timing worked out as the long planned thespian themed exhibit was in full preparation mode. Two boxes of body and display props had arrived with more to come.

      Gabby had made the suggestion to Ed several months before when they were trying to decide on a new exhibit theme. The current athletic decor had been in place for more than three years and needed an injection of something fresh. The body displays would remain the same since once they underwent the complex plastination process, they couldn’t be repositioned, but they could be redecorated.

      Gabby already knew what she would do with The Diver. She was basing this display on Hamlet and planned to use one of The Diver’s outstretched hands to place the skull that Hamlet talks to in the bard’s play. The clothing was the key to each display, but she also wanted to adorn the throat and tongue muscles with various colors to emphasize speaking and performing lines. The bodies would have masks, hats and props to keep with the look.

      Gabby had come up with the idea one day when she was thinking about her mother, who acted in high school theater and after a long drought, also performed in a local theater for a few years before her job started taking up more of her time. She even put Gabby in a few productions when she was a child. Teri never took to the theater. She was a swimmer and involved in multiple sports. Gabby played volleyball during her high school years and performed in a few plays as well.

      It was a Friday and Gabby was thinking of her nephew and nieces she’d seen the previous week and how she’d promised to try harder to see them. She also thought she might do something for her sister at the same time.

      She texted Angie during a quick break. “Hey Angie, can you watch Ally tomorrow? Overnight, possibly?”

      Angie replied quickly. “Big date?”

      “No, nothing that juicy. I want to spend the weekend with my sister’s kids. It’s a first step to the night out I promised you and Ree.”

      “In that case, I’m in. Didn’t have any set plans for Saturday. Jenna’s out of town all weekend for work. Maybe I can get Ree to come over, too.”

      “Thanks, Angie. I’ll talk to Teri and let you know for sure.”

      Ed walked in, holding a box. “How’s it going with the new model?”

      “It’s been great so far, Ed.”

      She turned as she replied and hit the box with her shoulder, knocking it to the floor. Several items fell out.

      Gabby reached to help pick the mess up.

      “No, I got it!”

      Gabby already had a few items in her hands. She looked down and saw a picture of her mother.

      She looked at her boss and back at the document.

      “What’s this?”

      “I’m sorry, Gabby. I would rather you hadn’t seen that. I still had some of your mother’s old paperwork in one of my office drawers. I saw it and was moving it to the Archives.”

      Gabby stared at the picture. She remembered it. Mom was holding Gabby and Teri was in the background, refusing to smile for the picture and giving the photographer an angry look.

      “I had forgotten about this picture. She had it in her office in a frame.”

      “Yes, it was there up until she died,” Ed said. “I was going to separate the non-work items and get them to you when I had some time.”

      “Can I keep this one now?”

      “Yes, of course,” he said. “One of my favorites.”

      She put the rest of the papers back in the box.

      “Thank you, Ed.”

      He smiled, hesitated a few seconds, and then walked back to his office instead of heading toward the Archives. Gabby noticed but just thought he didn’t want her to feel bad, although she didn't. This was a good memory. It made her think of the times she would visit Mom at work and admire the framed family picture with other loose ones around the desk or on a corkboard. It made her feel at peace. She laughed when she saw how Teri looked. She remembered her and Mom fighting sometimes when Teri was in high school, but it was never too serious as far as she remembered. Typical teenage stuff, like wanting to go out with her boyfriend. Considering that boyfriend was now her husband, it all worked out.

      It must have run in the family. Mom, Teri, and Gabby had all married men they’d met in high school or college.

      Ed came back out. “I’m leaving for the evening, Gabby. Have a good night.”

      He shuffled out quickly and barely made eye contact. She sensed he was embarrassed, but there was no need. She was a little happier than she had been just before she had planned to call her sister.

      Sister.

      She shifted back to her phone and dialed.

      “Hey, Teri. I know I’ve been MIA lately and want to thank you for watching Ally the other night. Do the kids have anything going on Saturday? I’d like to pick them up and bring them over for the night. Maybe take them to eat and watch a movie, then hang out at the house. I’d like them to stay overnight if you’re okay with it.”

      “Are you sure, Gabby?”

      “Yes, Sister. I’m trying to heed the advice from you and my friends. I need to take more time with the people important to me and not have everything just be about school and Ally. You and John can have a night out all to yourselves.”

      “Night out? I think I’ll send him on a night out with his friends and just stay home, take a nap, a bubble bath, and binge-watch murder shows. Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve had a night to myself? I need a break from everybody and will absolutely take you up on your offer. Thanks, Gabby.”

      They hung up and Gabby sighed.

      As she hung up her phone, she didn’t see the yellow eyes reflecting off the black computer screen as it locked.
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