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    To the scared inner child in me.

To the scared inner child in you.
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“Kids will change your life.”

“I know mom,” Emmi engaged her security system and chucked her painfully corporate shoes into the bin among the pink sandals and light up sneakers. “That’s why I’m not having them.”

“I worry about you, baby. Doesn’t Nick want a family?”

“Nick’s a little busy right now.” Emmi flicked on her phasing rainbow lamp and hauled her groceries past the unfinished living room mural and the teenaged girl texting on her couch. “He’s got enough grant money for another eight months in Cameroon, so unless you think I should fly out there—”

“Well...”

“Mom!” Emmi gaped, heaving the bags up beside a little girl seated on the counter. 

“I want you happy, honey! What if you never settle or something happens to you? I mean, Gloria—”

Gloria could have survived if anyone had been there to help. She lay in her studio for days. No job to miss her. No husband or children to come looking.

“Oh my god mom, that’s so morbid!” Emmi took her phone off speaker and pressed her hand over her eyes.

By the time they found Gloria the maggots had made a home in her.

Emmi quashed the bolt of nausea and pushed the wriggling images away. The little girl was looking at her with wide, fearful eyes. “Mom, I’ve gotta go.”

“Emmi Bean—"

“I’ve got to go. But I promise I’ll get right on that baby thing. Fly to Cameroon. Raw Nick in the jungle.”

“Emmiline Chae!”

She hung up.

The relief was immediate. Emmi leaned next to the girl. She had a soft, pale face. Her shoulders were sunburned, bringing out the red burst of a birthmark they both shared. Emmi had since tattooed a star outline around hers but she liked remembering how the mark looked before.

Emmi Chae had always existed concurrently with her past selves. Her life was a chain link mesh of tiny paradoxes and it had become mundane long before she’d realized it was unusual.

Emmiline, at eleven years old, was a fragile self. She was old enough to fear and young enough to be helpless against it. She’d only recently overheard her parents discussing the local eccentric’s death in detail never meant for their little eavesdropper.
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