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    To the lub of my life. 

      

    



  	
        
            
             

"The more real you get, the more unreal the world gets."

- John Lennon

 

 

From Me to You 

None of this is new information. In fact, you're aware of everything I'm about to tell you, you just don't remember — yet. If we planned this out properly, then by the end you'll remember everything as I did. I only hope you take the news better. So here goes. But don't forget, this was your plan too…
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Help!
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The funny thing about rock bottom is that it doesn’t always look like a back alley or a bottle. Sometimes it’s a corner office, a Mercedes in the underground parkade, and a wardrobe curated like armor. I built this life on logic, precision, control — and still, something’s unraveling. Maybe it’s me. 

My eyes burst open. The glow of perspiration warms my face and my heart races like I just hit the perfect line of coke. Too the opposite is true. Instead of a rush of euphoria – it’s panic. I took an Ativan before my appointment. I shouldn’t feel this anxious.

My gaze darts around the room as I get my bearings. Off-white walls, framed accolades, APA awards, and a picture window overlooking a manicured garden remind me of where I am. Dr. Reiner looks at me with concern, just not enough for her to stop the session. Curiosity must have gotten the better of her.

“Petra,” she says, peering over her glasses, “you’re safe. Nothing can hurt you. It was only your subconscious.” Only my subconscious — great. “Remember the grounding exercises we practiced. Focus on your breath.”

Jittery as hell, I follow her instruction, close my eyes, and silently repeat my two-syllable word of choice: water. I imagine I’m in a jungle standing at the foot of a waterfall. Inhale, wa-. Exhale, -ter. Wa-ter. Wa-ter. After a few rounds, the hammering in my chest slows to align with the clock ticking on the desk.

“Good. You’re doing great,” she says, studying me a moment longer before scribbling something in her notebook. 

Dr. Reiner – Brenda, as she insists – has been my psychiatrist since I was sixteen. Among other things at that age, I struggled with the highs and lows of popularity. High school was a balancing act – some days I was everyone’s best friend. Other days, I would eat my lunch in a bathroom stall wishing I could disappear. I managed. Until the end of my senior year. Life at home wasn’t going well, so when Carla Wilson spread a rumor that my best friend Meghan and I were “masturbating each other” in the girls’ locker room, it was the final straw. I had a meltdown and cried to my mom about being bullied at school, assuming (if not hoping) she would offer me motherly advice or, at the very least, pay attention to me for an evening rather than make her suffering more important than anyone else’s. 

Nope. 

My mother insisted that I needed to talk to someone who could “help me properly.” Evidently, offering love and support was harder for my mom than paying a shrink to fix me. Voilà, enter Dr. Brenda Reiner to save the day.

Now, a couple of decades later, I’m still here. Only this time, instead of dealing with displaced anger and abandonment issues, I’m a grown woman having a panic attack over a silly visualization exercise intended to rid me of my recent bout of night terrors. Dr. Reiner — excuse me — Brenda thinks my nightmares are actually suppressed memories surfacing in my dream state and that the cure is to consciously relive said memories, viewing them from a different perspective. I, however, blame the antidepressants I’ve been on for years. I’d wager a hefty bet the meds are finally taking their toll and wreaking havoc on my brain. 

Dr. Reiner nestles her glasses in her brown tinsel hair and waits for me to talk about what I just saw. I don’t bite. Even her “I genuinely care about you” expression isn’t working on me today. I’m sure she means well, but I feel like her science experiment. 

“That wasn’t what I expected,” Dr. Reiner says, adjusting her glasses. “In rare cases, memories surface that... don’t fit.” She studies me, as if weighing her words. “Some describe them as past-life memories. Although, I have read about it happening on the rare occasion during EMDR, I’ve never witnessed it firsthand.” 

Judging by her tone, I gather she’s pleased with herself for having new subject matter to discuss with her peers. Before we started the session, Dr. Reiner explained that EMDR (an acronym for Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing) has successfully helped people who suffer from anxiety, PTSD, and an array of other conditions by mimicking REM sleep. The idea is for her to put me in a receptive and relaxed state, which is fine enough, except once she asked me questions about where I was and what I was doing, I felt like I was remembering things that never actually happened, yet I was emotionally invested in what I was seeing.

I check the clock. Still thirty minutes to go. I sink deeper into what might be Seattle’s comfiest sofa and think carefully about what to say next. The last thing I need is to be thrown into a psych ward for having delusions. I’m afraid of what her answer might be, but I figure my best option is to respond to her with a question, rather than react to her ludicrous suggestion.

“What do you mean I brought up a past life?” I fail to mask the irritation in my voice.

“I mean a life where you weren’t Petra Geary. A life other than the one you’re living now.” 

I let out an exasperated sigh. Dr. Reiner knows I’m not spiritual and I’m even less religious, so wherever she’s going with this better be good if she wants to maintain her credibility with me. 

“I understand this is a lot to take in,” she continues. “And we weren’t prepared for it, but now we are. I think we should try once more to see what comes up.”

I shake my head no. “You said this was supposed to make me feel better. If anything, I feel worse.”

“It is supposed to make you feel better. Sometimes it’s necessary to feel worse before we can feel better. It’s part of the process so you can live your best life. That is what you want, isn’t it?” 

No, Doc. I prefer to struggle. “Of course, it is,” I mutter.

“All right. Well, if our goal is to taper off your medication and get you to a place where you’re feeling better, then I’ll need to access your subconscious. Once I’m there, I’ll uncover the root cause of your anxiety and reprocess negative attachments you created years ago.”

I use my hands to pretend to weigh my two options. “Years ago. Past life. Years ago. Past life. You realize this sounds insane, right?”

“That’s the beauty and the risk of science.”

“To sound insane?”

“In the pursuit of truth, sometimes yes. Think of how different the world would be if Galileo or Copernicus didn’t risk sounding insane by going against commonly held beliefs. Just because something is widely accepted doesn’t mean it’s right,” she says matter-of-factly. 

As my psychiatrist, Dr. Reiner has an unfair advantage of knowing how to sway my opinion, but she presents a compelling case, leaving me little choice but to agree with her. 

“Petra,” she says, lacing her fingers on her lap, “if you give EMDR a chance, you’ll find the process works well.” 

I can tell by her tone she wants me to take this seriously and isn’t in the mood for my inflated skepticism. I swallow a lump of pride and apologize for being difficult. She hasn’t steered me wrong in the past and I have little reason to think she would now. 

“All right,” I concede. “But you should make a note that Petra Anne Geary does not believe in past lives and is only doing this to appease Dr. Reiner and a couple of dead white guys.” 

She ignores my suggestion and moves her chair closer to where I’m sitting. I squirm into a comfortable seated position and relax my shoulders in preparation for round two. Last time, my eyes were shut and I held pulsing rubber paddles while she asked me questions. This time, she instructs me to follow her hand, traversing in front of my sightline. She quickens the pace. I slip seamlessly into a dreamlike state, aware that I’m in her office, yet equally aware of my inner world. 

I’m greeted once again by a memory of a tropical, white sandy beach and cliffside waterfall that cascades into a glass-like sea, reflecting a cloudless sky. I’ve never been here before, yet it’s as if I’ve returned home. 

“Where are you?” she asks. “Tell me what you see.”

My voice sounds blissful as I exhale my response. “Home...I’m back home.”

“Home in your apartment, here in Seattle?”

“Seattle isn’t home,” I quip as if she should know better. 

Dr. Reiner knows this is a lie but plays along anyway. “I see, and where is home?” 

Good question. 

“I... I don’t know. I can’t place it on a map or give you a name. I just...know it? Everyone is here.”

“Everyone?” 

Her follow-up question refreshes the scene in my mind. On the shoreline, everyone I’ve ever cared about fills the beach: childhood and college friends; noteworthy grade school teachers; professors; babysitters; neighbors from long ago; my grandparents, cousins, aunts, and uncles. Even ex-boyfriends. 

“Yes!” I exclaim. “Yes, everyone is here for me! I’ve missed them so much. They’re here to welcome me home.” My chest flutters. This is how I always imagined my wedding day would feel, only ten times stronger. 

Someone is missing...but who? 

A faceless form pokes through the crowd. “He’s here! He’s here! I can’t believe he’s here.” My heart swells, erupting with joy.

“He?” She sounds intrigued, if not surprised. He didn’t come up last time and neither did this crowd. Consciously, I recognize people in the crowd but have no idea who he is. 

“My other half,” I blurt out. What the...? My heart clamps to my chest, causing me to wonder if I do know who he is but chose to forget.

She waits for a beat, then asks, “Tell me what you and your other half look like.”

“Let me check.” I look at my feet to investigate my body and find nothing. Strange. “I don’t have feet or a body. No one does. We just...are?” My rational mind grapples with how this is possible. I just thought I recognized everyone so why can’t I make out what we look like? 

Dr. Reiner reassures me it’s okay and instructs me not to intellectualize, lulling me back into receptivity. “Now let’s move forward to the moment when everything changes.”

The scene vanishes, thrusting me into a void, propelled against my will. This is where I lost control the last time. “He’s gone,” I whisper. “Everyone is gone. I’m all alone.” 

I grip the sofa cushions as my eyes flick back and forth, scouring the darkness for a clue. As if recreating the experience, my body becomes leaden, paralyzed by fear, refusing to cooperate. “Everything is black. I’m stuck. I can’t move.”

“Yes, you can. You are in control.”

“No, I can’t! I’m telling you; I’m stuck.”

“Yes, you can. I’m right here beside you. Nothing can hurt you. You are safe to look at what scares you. Call it by name. Dismantle its power.”

“How am I supposed to look at something when I can’t see?” I say, raising my voice. Sweat beads on my brow and my rhythmic breath morphs into panting. “Everything is black. I’m stuck!” I search in desperation but to no avail.

She’s quick to pivot. “Let’s try another approach. Tell me, what do you feel? Taste? Smell? Hear?”

My ears ring, taunting my other useless senses. “I hear ringing. No — screaming! I hear a woman screaming. It’s muffled. She must be far away. It’s getting closer. Oh, God... She’s in pain! She’s crying, begging for them to stop. It was him. He did this to her! She’s screaming it’s all his fault. I’m next, I know I’m next!”

Dr. Reiner remains calm. “Petra, you are safe. You are in control. You have power.”

“No, I don’t!” Tears trace down my face and blur my vision, shoving me deeper into the murky waters of my psyche. Last time was bad, this is worse. “I want to kick and scream but I’m stuck, I can’t move. I can’t see. I don’t have a voice!” 

“Yes, you do. I’m right here beside you.” She slows her hand to a halt. 

No longer held captive by the torture of my mind, I gasp and collapse into the sofa. 

She passes me a box of tissues and reaches for my hand. “Petra, I’m right here. No one can hurt you. It may not seem like it right now, but this is progress. Truly.”

“I don’t understand,” I say, blowing my nose. “What in the hell just happened?”

“I can’t say for sure. I’m confident that time, patience, and persistence will lead us to the answer.” 

Like hell I’m ever doing this again. I take a few deep breaths and gaze out the window. Two songbirds flutter around the feeder. Reality sets in, followed by my immediate reaction: get me the fuck out of here. I grab my things and agree to whatever follow-up appointment she suggests before bolting out the door. 

I hurry up her driveway and habitually check my phone. Seven missed calls, thirteen text messages, and I don’t dare guess how many emails. I shove my phone back into my purse. Work can wait.

My Mercedes’ cool leather seats and new car smell welcome me back to the present. The sound of German engineering purring from under the hood is music to my ears. It’s only 11:11 but I need a drink. Stat. 

“Siri, call Meghan Whitely,” I command. Megs and I have a one o’clock lunch date and I bet she’ll get there sooner if I ask her to.  

It’s barely noon when I arrive at my local watering hole, Elliot’s Oyster House on Pier 56. Despite the constant parade of tourists, I can’t get enough of this place. The fantastic people-watching is a welcome escape from the hustle and grind of my day-to-day life. Think fanny pack-laden bellies, hoards of Canadians, cross-country RV road-trippers, and Florida retirees. It’s like being on vacation; what’s not to love?

As usual, the place is a flurry of activity. From the entrance I spot Stu, my favorite bartender, shucking oysters behind the counter. I swear if it weren’t for Stu, Meghan wouldn’t agree to meet me here as often as she does. When it comes to tourist spots, she’d sooner go all the way to Freemont and stand in line for an hour for a sandwich at Paseo than pay the inflated prices here. No deal.

“Petra!” Stu exclaims, waving me over. 

I skirt past the crowd and dodge a few disapproving stares. Living in Seattle all my life must count for something, even if it is only VIP treatment at a local tourist trap. I head directly to my usual spot at the bar and drop my purse on the seat next to me, saving it for Megs.

“You must have known I couldn’t wait a moment longer for a drink,” I say, slumping on my stool. “What gave me away?”

Stu’s Aussie accent is in full force. “Ah, I can spot a thirsty bird from a mile away. The usual, luv?”

I nod. “And a dozen Kusshies. Unless you have something smaller.” The thought of slurping giant, clammy things makes me want to gag, the exception being little Kusshi oysters. They pair perfectly with a dirty gin martini.

“I’ll see what I can dig up for ya.” He winks as if hoping I caught his pun and leaves me with a menu. 

I think it’s his nerdiness that gets Meghan’s panties in a twist. Even more than his “kind eyes and honest smile” — her words, not mine. Don’t get me wrong, I wouldn’t kick him out of bed for eating crackers, but as far as Aussies go, he’s no Chris Hemsworth.

I once tried playing matchmaker but Megs begged me not to. To her, telling a guy she’s into him is the original sin. She insists that when it comes to opposite-sex relationships, it’s only acceptable for men to pursue women, never the other way around; otherwise, the woman sets herself up for relationship failure. I’d protest but there’s no point arguing with her. Besides, Meghan’s mild temperament makes it damn near impossible anyway. 

While I wait for my drink, my mind wanders back to today’s therapy session. I’ve never considered myself artistic or imaginative, and I wouldn’t stand a chance as an improv actor. Crafting wild stories on the spot, or even going along with someone else’s, isn’t my thing. I’m left-brained, as they say. I deal with facts — a logical and rational thinker. That’s why I stick to numbers, even irrational ones are explainable. It doesn’t make sense for me to make up a memory and embarrass myself in front of my therapist. But what’s tripping me up more than my sudden burst of creativity (if I can call it that — more like insanity), is how real it felt.

A playful squeeze from behind interrupts my train of thought. “There she is! The yang to my yin, the Yoko to my Ono.”

“Yoko Ono is one person.” I laugh. “I’ll be your Lennon, though.”

Meghan’s strawberry-blonde hair bounces off her shoulders as she plops on the stool beside me. “And a yin-yang is one symbol, silly! You’re the fiery yang sun to my mellow yin moon.” I gather this is her idea of paying me a compliment.

“Whatever you say, mellow moon.” I smile.

Meghan’s long limbs attract the attention of a man sitting a few seats down. She doesn’t notice. She rarely does. Her unassuming nature is one of the qualities I love most about her.

“Oh, P! I’ve missed you.” She pouts. “What has it been? Three weeks? Twelve? Thirty?” Megs and I have a loose standing Friday date but lately, I’ve bailed more times than not.

“Maybe four?” I say apologetically.

“Now that you’re an ultra-important ‘Top 40 Under 40’ I guess you don’t have time for us commoners.” She beams. “It’s all right, though. I’d be the same way.” She’s lying. Megs would be the type to donate all of her money to charity, change her name, and head for the hills at the slightest whiff of fame. Likely why she underprices her artwork. If she charged based on her talent people would turn her passion into a status symbol.

I lean over the bar, desperate for my drink. “I take it you saw the magazine cover,” I say as if having my face plastered on the cover of Seattle Met is more annoying than a point of pride. “They couldn’t have picked a worse picture.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself. You look gorgeous.” Meghan only partially buys my modesty. She scans the room, looking for a familiar face. “I assumed you wanted to meet early to celebrate.”

“Not exactly.” Before I can fill her in on my therapy session, Megs pinches my leg.

“Copperworks gin martini. Two olives. Extra dirty,” Stu says, sliding my glass in front of me. “And for the lady in green, what can I fix ya?”

Meghan’s snowy complexion turns pink. “Uh, the house Chateau Ste. Michelle, Sauv Blanc,” she stammers, pointing to the menu.

“Cheers, I’m on it.”

I get the sense Stu is aware Meghan is into him. I’ve never asked him but her schoolgirl antics make it hard not to. Maybe he’s playing coy. 

I whisper loud enough for Stu to hear. “Megs, give him your number for chrissakes. Who cares if you make the first move?”

“Never you mind.”

“You’re the boss. But you might want to do something before someone else does, just saying.” I take my first sip of the day. Meghan pretends she doesn’t hear me.

“I completely forgot about your session!” she exclaims, slapping my arm. “Was it as eye-opening as I said it would be?”

“Oh, my eyes were open. Nearly the whole time.” I take another sip of my half-finished martini. “Let’s just say it wasn’t for me.” 

On second thought, I don’t want to talk about it after all. I only tried EMDR because Meghan suggested it. When I brought it up to Dr. Reiner, she insisted it was a respectable form of treatment. Respectable to whom, she didn’t say. 

“How’s everything at the gallery?” I ask, switching gears. Typically, Meghan has a memory like a goldfish. Mentioning her work should do the trick. “Have you talked to your boss about finally curating your own show?”

“Come on! What happened?”

I groan. Here goes nothing. “Dr. Reiner said something about a past life. It’s ridiculous.” For a second I forget who my audience is. Meghan is grinning from ear to ear.

“I knew it!” she squeals. “I just knew you would tap into something extraordinary!” She turns to face me, revealing her open-back sweater to the man making eyes at her.

“All right, you two. Reign it in now, will ya?” Stu laughs and hands Meghan her wine. “What’s all the fuss about?” 

He leans on the bar to get in on the gossip. For Meghan’s sake, I’ll oblige.

“My dear friend suggested I try some hokey therapy, which has left me feeling crazier than before.”

“Not possible,” he jokes. “And I’ve seen a lot of crazies.” Stu is acting flirtier than usual. I don’t know what’s gotten into him.

Meghan laughs. “P isn’t crazy. She had an accidental past-life regression.” She says it like it’s as routine as telling someone about your day or what you had for lunch.

Stu gives me a sideways glance and shrugs. “That’s not so strange. In Perth, the Aboriginals tell myths about The Dreaming and Everywhen. Kinda magical, really.”

Megs is captivated. “What’s that?” she asks, wide-eyed. If she was into Stu before, she has officially reached the next level.

Stu explains there’s a difference between past lives where we live in physical form, and in-between lives where we plan our lives. “Think of The Dreaming as a metaphorical gap year, a reprieve from one life to the next. Everywhen is timelessness, simultaneous time. When was it? Everywhen.” 

I’m half-listening to him, more interested in the rapidly declining amount of liquid in my martini glass.

“My mates regard it furphy,” Stu says, summing up. “I say we don’t know what we don’t know.”

“I don’t regard it furphy,” Meghan swoons. “Not at all.” Meghan’s cooing is bordering on embarrassing, although it is kind of funny.

Stu notices the amassing chits spewing from the printer and excuses himself. I humor Meghan while she rambles about life on other planets, multiverses, and the near impossibility of humans not being alone in the universe.

“Let’s say you and Reiner are correct,” I interrupt. “If past lives or whatever are real, then what?”

She seems to love that I’m coming around. “Then you explore it. Learn everything there is to know about who you were and why you’re here now.”

“How do you propose I do that?” I ask dryly.

“You could get in touch with a local regressionist?”

“Sounds like more New Age bullshit if you ask me. Another way to monetize spirituality and prey on the weak,” I say, recalling a documentary on cult mentality and corruption.

“Despicable.” Meghan shakes her head. “You know I’d never support that.”

“Yeah, yeah. It still makes me uneasy.”

Meghan frowns at her wine. “It’s natural to fear what we don’t understand... It’s like you’re at a crossroads. You have to make a choice and going back the way you came isn’t an option. That path isn’t for you anymore.” 

I give her the side-eye, cautioning her to tread lightly. She catches my drift and continues. “You’ve had a rough go the past few years considering everything with you-know-who—”

“His name is Jay. You’re allowed to say it. I’m fine. Really. I’m great.”

Meghan twists her lips. “Okay...but sometimes past lives show us recurring problems. Like, maybe you haven’t forgiven yourself for—”

“Megs,” I interrupt, raising my hand to stop her right there. I keep my warning as light as possible. “Thank you for your concern, but let’s not. I have plenty to keep myself busy.” I finish my drink and stab an olive with a toothpick.

“Fine,” she grumbles. “But working sixty hours a week isn’t healthy either.”

“Seventy,” I quip back. “And work keeps me sane. I can’t flit through life as you can.”

“They demand so much from you they gave you a Mercedes ABC. They think they can buy you.”

“Firstly, it’s AMG, not ABC,” I correct her. “And, yeah, they kinda can buy me. That’s literally what work is. Plus, there are worse things than driving a kickass free vehicle.” I stab my last olive and flag Stu for another round.

“If you say so,” she says, circling her finger around the stem of her glass. “Forget current life stuff. If it was a past life memory, maybe that’s what you need to work on? Like karma or something.”

“Great.” I snort. “You’re telling me I have two lives’ worth of problems to deal with now? Shouldn’t death give me a clean slate? Press the reset button or something?”

“Not if you didn’t learn your lessons or if you have unfinished business. You’ll keep coming back in different lives until you do.”

“You’re supposed to be my uplifting best friend, not the grim reaper of pre-happy hour!” Thanks to my breakfast martini, the gin tingles have set in nicely.

Megs looks mildly offended. “I am uplifting!” She waits a moment and checks behind her shoulder to see if anyone is eavesdropping. “What if you let me try?” 

“Try what, dying? To see if you get a clean slate?”

“I’m being serious!” She groans. “What if you let me hypnotize you?”

“This is you being serious? Could have fooled me.”

“Yes! I’ve been put under lots. It’s not like EMDR. I think it’ll be better. It’s even more relaxing and you won’t be lucid, so you won’t have to worry about what you’re saying to me. Dang! I should have thought of this sooner.” 

To her credit, Megs is well-read and knows a little about a lot. I’m sure she’d be able to do it but putting myself in another potentially embarrassing situation isn’t going to happen.

“You know, there is one option we haven’t thought of,” I say, leaning toward her.

She mirrors me and leans in close, biting her lower lip to hold back her excitement. “Really? What is it?”

“Forgetting this whole thing ever happened so I can live happily ever after.”

Megs tosses her head back and whines, “You’re insufferable! I bet John Lennon would have let Yoko Ono hypnotize him.”

“So, what’s your point? I bet he also let her give him blow jobs.”

“Gross!” She laughs as if we’re in grade school. “You’ll see, P. One day you’ll let me. I just know it.”

“Megs, I will never, ever, let you give me a blow job. I promise. Ah-ha!” I exclaim. Stu’s timing couldn’t be better. “There’s the man with my martini. Let’s get this lady another round as well — it’s on me!”
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Come Together
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The following week is a muddled mess of client meetings, shopping sprees, and late-night cocktails in an attempt to forget about my outburst in therapy and, more importantly, my ex-boyfriend, Jay Ambrose. 

It has been four months since Jay and I last spoke, our personal best. Since Meghan brought him up at Elliot’s, I haven’t stopped thinking about him, making me question if breaking it off with him, yet again, was a good idea.

Over the past seven years (give or take), Jay and I have broken up countless times, each breakup more dramatic than the last. That’s how we are. We are either high or we are low, never in between. When we’re high, it’s as if I’m an addict and he’s my insatiable drug. When we’re low, the comedown is debilitating, leaving me craving my next hit. 

After a few weeks apart, one of us caves and we’re back to weekly booty calls that lead to promising each other to try harder next time. Our infamous catchphrase, “We owe it to each other,” keeps us coming back for more. Despite the dizzying on-again/off-again status of our relationship, until now, I hadn’t considered the unsettling alternative of being indefinitely off with Jay. I just assumed one day we would figure it out and be forever on again.

When I get home after my Saturday buying bender, I’ve successfully put therapy out of my mind and several thousand dollars on my credit card. I peel off my newest pair of Gianvito Rossi boots, toss them in the foyer closet, saunter to my wall-to-wall living room windows, and snap an innocent-looking picture of the Space Needle peeking through the clouds. Jay will get the innuendo, possibly even turned on. It’s the same spot he's pressed me up against many times before. I add the caption ‘Miss You’ and text Jay, just like I swore I wouldn’t.

Fuck. I wince, skewered with remorse for breaking yet another promise to myself. But it was bound to happen. Jay would have reached out sooner or later. Who cares if I did it first? No use delaying the inevitable.

As if Meghan can somehow sense what I did, my guilty thumbs fire off a text asking her what she’s up to tonight. 

Nothing to see here, just keeping to myself, business as usual. 

Meghan despised Jay the moment I introduced them, and for no good reason. Aside from using my criticisms about him and our relationship against me, the best Megs could come up with was that she got a “bad vibe” from him but couldn’t put her finger on what it was.

Although she will never admit it, I think Meghan is intimidated by Jay. She can barely talk to Stu the bartender let alone Jay, who wears a Tom Ford suit like it grew on him and has more money than her entire family’s net worth. I used to joke that Jay reminded me of Mike Prince in the show, Billions. Only Jay isn’t a billionaire, nor does he waste time putting on a philanthropist façade. He’s the strong silent type who gets shit done and isn’t afraid of going after what he wants. All the better when it’s me.

I need a drink to take the edge off and settle on the bottle of gin Megs gave me from a distillery named Dingle. Two hours, one solo fashion show, and a few Dingles later, I’m itching to go out. In painted-on jeans and a low-cut tank, I admire the city skyline, entangling itself with the onset of night. Lit up office floors and television sets float above red-dotted streets.

In our early thirties, Meghan and I would hit the town semi-regularly but now, three years away from forty, fewer things are more depressing than spending an evening in a bar with university students. Even so, tonight I’m willing to challenge my theory in an attempt to blow off some steam.

I check my phone again. Still no word from Jay, but Megs has invited me to her place where she and Amber, her other best friend, are “laying low.” Not exactly the night I had in mind.

Rather than drink alone and check my phone every few minutes to see if I missed a text from Jay, I grab my bottle of Dingle and trek across town to Meghan’s apartment in Queen Ann.

The beauty of living downtown in the Emerald City is the walkability to all of my favorite places. Cabs are rarely necessary. If my outfit requires heels, I put them in my purse and wear flats until I arrive at my destination. Even if it’s raining enough to require an umbrella — which, as a true west coaster, isn’t often — I still prefer to walk. It’s when I do my best thinking, and tonight I have a nagging feeling that I should have stayed home. 

––––––––
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My sentiment is reinforced when Amber’s raucous laughter echoes through the intercom as they buzz me inside. 

I tolerate Amber in small doses to keep the peace between me and Megs. She and Amber are cut from opposite sides of the same cloth — if that’s a thing — and are into anything weird or supernatural. It works to my advantage because I don’t have to get into it with Megs; that’s what she has Amber for. And for the most part, they avoid woo-woo topics when I’m around.

The problem is, Amber is an unjustified know-it-all, a barista for chrissakes, who takes night classes at a community college “just because.” Meghan insists Amber is genuine and down-to-earth, and that Amber and I would become friends if I spent more time with her. That’s where I draw the line. 

I also take issue with Amber calling herself a psychic medium. As far as I’m concerned, communing with the dead does not down-to-earth make. I’m sure I could get past Amber’s underwhelming career aspirations and questionable beliefs; Meghan shares the same views, after all. However, unlike Meghan, Amber has a knack for offering unsolicited advice and cavalier opinions, which again, I may be able to get past except she has the worst timing and delivery.

If Amber was actually psychic, wouldn’t she see the outcome of her actions and stop herself before ruining an otherwise pleasant evening? Supposing Amber did know but did it anyway is even worse. How Megs isn’t bothered by this is beyond me. Take a breath and admire the architecture, one stair at a time.

Recently renovated, the building is a six-unit, late nineteenth-century brownstone walk-up. Meghan’s apartment is one of three overlooking the tree-lined street, whereas the others have an exquisite dumpster view with local riffraff congregating in the alley. Not like it matters this time of year but come July, when the air is thick and the stank of hot garbage permeates the hallway, at least Meghan’s apartment has a canopy of leaves doubling as an air-conditioner and privacy screen.

“Petra!” Amber exclaims, prancing across the room. Her silk onyx hair and glossy red lips irritate me already. “It’s been too long,” she says, squeezing me tightly. 

“Has it?” I say, tearing myself away. 

As we part, Amber’s crimson boatneck sweater falls off her shoulder, highlighting her petite structure and flawless olive skin. I hate hugs and this is another reason to add to my list: possible wardrobe malfunctions. How did mushing our bodies together to say hello become a thing? And why is there an expectation for women to press their breasts against someone they barely know, barely like, or worse, just met, yet men get away with shaking hands? I’ve been labeled standoffish and cold if I extend my hand rather than go in for the hug. Patriarchal bullshit.

A guy I dated for all of ten minutes once ridiculed me for not eagerly hugging a random lady at a burrito stand. His friends happened to know this woman and hugged her. Even though he didn’t know her, my ten-minute boyfriend followed suit because “it’s the friendly thing to do” and pushed me to do the same. I did. Later that night after a few drinks, he slurred that my peer-pressured, one-armed hug was offensive and wouldn’t let it go for the rest of the night. The hugging debacle was the demise of our relationship. Why? Because he didn’t think I was friendly enough.

Amber ushers me in as if she owns the place. “Come in, come in! Megzy was just telling me about your therapy session. I can’t wait to hear all about it!”

My stomach churns, sickened by Amber’s nickname for Meghan and the possibility my therapy story was the cause of Amber’s laughter. 

“Oh she was, was she?” I say to a chipper-looking Meghan folded in her armchair.

Meghan twists her lips, guilty as charged. “You only came up because we were talking about past lives. It wasn’t a big deal. Cross my heart.”

“Uh huh,” I say before heading to the kitchen to make a drink. 

I can’t help but think about the last time I saw Amber. It was a few months ago when I was in the wallowing stage of my breakup with Jay. I went out with the girls to a local eatery. The night was fine until Amber made a snide remark that I’m a “Beatles fan living a Rolling Stones lifestyle.” 

I took a swig of my martini. “Thanks, I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“What I mean is, you’re living in a state of cognitive dissonance and won’t find happiness until you align with your higher path,” Amber insisted.  

Megs changed the subject immediately. Granted, Amber’s attempt to insert herself into my and Meghan’s love for The Beatles was laughable — it’s been our thing since the seventh grade when we found a stack of vinyl buried in Meghan’s attic — but I spent the night fuming. Who calls someone out for being unhappy while they’re grieving a breakup?

I stewed over Amber’s remark for a week and decided it was uncalled for and wildly unfair of her to pass judgment on me while I licked my post-breakup wounds. When I brought it up with Meghan, she said Amber was researching the effects of rock ‘n’ roll on the human psyche for a psychology paper and was quoting an article that claimed Beatles fans were happy, well-adjusted, and intelligent, whereas Stones fans were evil, drug-ridden criminals. 

“Amber was only trying to help,” Megs insisted. 

I told Megs if I wanted help from Amber Freud, Queen of Community College, I would ask for it, and that me and my cognitive dissonance were content, thank you very much. 

Megs laughed and politely corrected that it was Leon Festinger who developed theories on cognitive dissonance and social comparison, not Sigmund Freud.

On my way to the kitchen, I notice a photograph of Meghan, her family and me that was taken forever ago on Canon Beach. I’m struck with a brief sensation of dizziness as if I could fall into the memory of that day if I want to. Instead of reliving the past, I resolve that two can play the “I’m best friends with Meghan” game and make myself appear equally at home by clinking glasses and closing cupboard doors louder than necessary. 

“Amber, can I make you anything while I’m up?” I shout, feeling petty. 

She responds that she’s fine and thanks me for asking. I pour a triple gin on the rocks into a chipped tumbler and join them in the living room. “Where’s my Sgt. Pepper’s mug?” I ask, interrupting their conversation.

Amber turns to me and frowns. “You mean this one?” She holds up my favorite yellow mug. “Are you drinking tea tonight too?” 

I can’t tell if her comment is sincere or condescending. I mutter that mugs can be used for more than just tea and sit on the opposite end of the couch from her, the only available seat besides the floor. It’s the second time in three minutes I wish I’d stayed home.

Judging by Meghan’s expression the tension isn’t lost on her. She recrosses her legs, places her wine glass on the round antique table to her right. “Guess what, P?” Meghan squeaks.

“North Dakota and South Dakota worked out their differences and are now one Big Dakota?” I say, clinking the ice in my glass.

“Noooo!” Meghan laughs. “You’ll be happy to know that Amber totally took your side. She doesn’t think I should hypnotize you either — so much for my big plan!”

In my periphery, I notice Amber slow blink at Megs as if appreciating Megs’ attempt to encourage a bond between us. Meghan’s go-to move to mitigate tension is throwing herself under the bus, as if highlighting our similarities at the expense of her differences will somehow turn Amber and I into life-long besties.

I sigh and lower my guard ever so slightly. “Well I’m glad someone could talk some sense into you,” I say, tipping my glass to cheers Amber. “By the way, your Dingle is fantastic, worth taking a transatlantic flight to buy more.”

Amber raises an eyebrow but doesn’t inquire and wraps her hands around my favorite mug. “Actually, there is something I wanted to ask you,” she says, blowing gently on her tea.

“Go for it.”

“I’d like to do a reading for you tonight.”

“That wasn’t a question.”

Meghan shoots me a look, begging me to be nice.

“What do you mean, a reading?” I tap my fingers on the armrest. “Like tarot cards?”

Meghan’s eyes light up and she eagerly fills in the blanks before I reject the idea entirely. “It’s an intuitive reading!” She beams. “Amber will connect with your guides clairvoyantly and doesn’t need tarot cards or any other divination tools. No hypnosis required either.”

I rub the bridge of my nose, unsure why Meghan thinks I would sooner agree to “connecting with my guides” over hypnosis. 

“That’s kind of you to offer,” I say in the most serious voice I can muster. “But my guides don’t work weekends.” 

I polish off my gin knowing this isn’t the end of the conversation and that I’ll need more liquor if I want to get through the rest of the evening. Amber looks to Meghan for approval. 

Being out of the loop is getting old, fast. “Out with it, what am I missing?”

“Someone wants to talk to you,” Amber says with a layer of urgency. I get the feeling she has been dying to say this for a while, not just tonight. “I don’t know who it is but I won’t tap in unless you let me. You know it’s against my code.”

I stifle a laugh, vaguely recalling a conversation Amber and I once had about the ethics of intuition. At the time I found it amusing because it sounded like an elective Harry Potter would take at Hogwarts. I wanted to see how long Amber would prattle on about the karmic consequences of looking too deeply into someone’s energetic field without their permission. It was longer than I anticipated but she kept me entertained, nonetheless.

I wait a couple of beats before giving in. I mean, what’s the worst that could happen? If nothing else, it should put the issue to rest once and for all. “Fine,” I say, jiggling my empty glass, “you can ‘tap in’ but not before I fill up.”

Amber and Megs exchange triumphant smiles and bustle around the apartment as if this were a routine Saturday night. While Meghan searches for a playlist to “enhance my experience,” Amber rummages through drawers, hunting for candles of specific colors. Apparently she requires white for the guides, blue for clear communication, and purple to uncover hidden knowledge... Sure.

I can’t help but think back to junior high when Megs, Andie — a girl we used to be friends with — and I played with a Ouija board in Andie’s creepy old basement. Of course, nothing ever happened except when one of us moved the planchette to freak the other girls out. Part of me always wished something scary would have happened so we’d have freaky stories to talk about like some of the other girls in our grade.

After I make another drink, I excuse myself to use the washroom while they continue setting up. With a moment to myself, I check if Jay got back to me. My lock screen shows one new text message, no name or preview. All thumbs, I can’t type my passcode in fast enough to see who it is. It’s times like this, when I’m in a hurry or feeling anxious and it takes me at least two attempts to get in, that I see the value in succumbing to facial recognition software. I make a mental note to change my privacy settings. Sure enough, it’s Jay. 

His five-word response yanks my heart up my throat, sending me into a tailspin. 

Jay: Let’s spend the night together.

I lean against the cool bathroom wall and collect my thoughts. I know where this road leads but, then again, what if I don’t? The only way Jay and I will ever get to being forever on-again is by actually being together. I can’t respond to him now. I’ll wait until I leave. It will spell disaster if Meghan catches the slightest whiff of a rekindling with Jay. Besides, making Jay wait is good for our make-up sex.

My reflection in the mirror reminds me to book an appointment with my hairstylist. Almond and caramel lowlights interspersed with scraggly gray hairs don’t exactly scream, “I’m thriving without you.” And I’ll book a facial while I’m at it. These pores aren’t getting any smaller and a little Botox between my eyes wouldn’t hurt.

By the time I emerge, the girls have converted Meghan’s modest apartment into a cozy spa-like haven. Candles of all shapes and sizes cast a golden hue against the white crown moldings, adding to the room’s antique charm. Yoga bolsters, throw pillows, and blankets cover the floor, hinting the sofa is no longer an option.

It smells like a new-age store Megs once dragged me into, hunting for rolled-up cedar branches wrapped in thread to clear “negative energy” in her house. After she dropped a small fortune on items she could have easily procured on any walking trail, I asked her why she’d waste money on something she could make herself. 

“You can’t just take cedar bark, P. The tree has to give you permission,” she replied. 

Apparently, none of the trees she approached thus far had given her their consent, hence why she needed to buy some. This was without a doubt the most ridiculous thing Meghan had ever said to me, which is saying a lot. I spent the afternoon relentlessly making fun of her, likely why she hasn’t invited me to go with her again.

“Geez, you guys really outdid yourselves,” I say, trying to sound appreciative.

The floorboards creak beneath Meghan’s feet as she tiptoes back to her chair. She smiles, wiggling into position. “I’m glad you approve. Now get comfy!”

I move hesitantly to my spot on the floor and lean against the couch. A few feet away, Amber sits cross-legged with eyes closed, resting her hands on her lap, palms turned upward, sleeves pushed past her elbows.  

“How does this work again?” 

She doesn’t reply, so all I can do is wait until she’s done whatever she’s doing.

I notice Amber’s watch face. It looks identical to the A. Lange & Söhne SAXONIA watch I’ve been salivating over for months. The light must be playing tricks on me because the one I had my eye on was around thirty thousand dollars. Either it’s an impressive knockoff or Amber dropped one years’ worth of her salary on a watch.

Coming out of her trance-like state, Amber sighs as if having a mediocre orgasm and smiles. “If you’re ready, I’ll open the space to connect with your guides. Once they come through, I’ll do my best to interpret the messages.”

“Do your best? How hard can it be?”

Amber spends the next several minutes explaining that things in the spirit realm don’t work the same as they do on three-dimensional Earth. She claims spirits use symbols and images, not words, to communicate and her job is to untangle the images shown within the confines of our language. When I still seem skeptical, she compares it to the challenge I would face if I were to explain quantum mechanics to a cat and how it would be pointless because we are on different levels of consciousness. I retort that it would be pointless for me to explain quantum mechanics to anyone, cat or otherwise.

“Okay, you two,” Meghan says, diverting the conversation. “I’d like a little puff to expand my consciousness.” She pulls a vape pen from her poncho pocket and presses the button to turn it on. “All charged for a special occasion!” She wiggles her shoulders. “P, care to join?” 

Meghan doesn’t offer any to Amber, who prides herself on being of “sound mind” at all times. Since I’ve known her, I’ve never seen Amber let loose and have a good time. 

“Nah, I don’t want to ward off the spirits,” I say, hoping they’ll agree. “You go ahead though.” 

In truth, I don’t like smoking pot. It either turns me into a paranoid weirdo or a bottomless pit. Seriously, though. I could devour an entire family-size bag of chips, a tray of brownies, plus a box of Kraft Macaroni and Cheese and still feel hungry. Megs loves the stuff. She claims it ignites the creativity suppressed by her inner critic. And it does. Some of Meghan’s best art was made while completely blitzed and sold for a decent amount of money. I always tell her she should take her art more seriously and turn it into a career but she refuses. I think she’s afraid she would crumble under the pressure of painting for someone other than herself. 

Amber chews on her cheek, toying with the idea. “Actually,” she says, raising a pristinely arched eyebrow, “taking a puff might open you up to the experience.”

Bursting with giggles, Meghan flops over her armrest. “Yeah, P! We’re. Gonna. Crack. You. Open!” She laughs and laughs at her joke that no one else finds funny.

“Firstly, you’re cut off,” I say, snatching the vape from her. “And secondly...” I pause mid-sentence, taken aback by the intensity of Amber’s stare, fixated behind me. I glance over my shoulder. Nothing is there. 

“Fuck it,” I say to the vape in my hand. “Here goes nothing.” I take a long inhale and channel my inner Dr. Dre, who smokes weed every day. It only takes a second for my nearly virgin lungs to remind me that I am not Dr. Dre and haven’t smoked weed since college. “This is why I fucking hate weed,” I wheeze out between coughs.

Meghan laughs, motioning for me to pass it back to her. “You inhaled too much, silly!” Here, let me show you.”

I’m hit with another aggressive cough. “No! I said you’re cut off.” As I say the words, a pleasant head rush nudges me to take one more toke before handing it to Amber for safekeeping. 

I follow Meghan’s advice and inhale a little bit less. That’s better. “Let’s get this show on the road, folks! I’ve got places to go and people to see.” My humor doesn’t earn so much as a snicker from this tough crowd. Then it dawns on me that I actually do have a place to go and a person I can barely wait to see.

For a time, no one says a word. The candles flicker and cast shadows in obscure places, adding an eeriness to the Shamanic drumming playing in the background. I sink into my cushion and pull a blanket over my knees, feeling the weed set in. My racing mind takes its foot off the gas in preparation to switch gears. In a peaceful moment of transition, I settle into quiet contemplation, homing in on the window behind Amber’s head.

Amber’s dark eyes penetrate the invisible something beside me. Like being grazed by fingertips without warning, the small of my back quivers, sending the sensation up my spine. My stomach tugs inward and anchors me in place.

Amber looks at my navel and places a hand on her own. “I felt that too,” she says softly. “That’s where you are connected, through time and space. You are never alone, no matter the distance.”

Another chill surges up my spine. Amber watches intently, untangling invisible images projected beside me. Her eyes move rapidly from left to right like she’s reading a book strung up in the air. Her words are slow, her phrases disjointed. “They’re showing me a double helix winding up a rod. A wooden staff, perhaps? I see your energy mixing with a man’s. The helix is between you, like a ladder spiraling upward to a red lion’s head. They’re showing me mountains or hilly terrain? It’s a feeling of coming together; it’s loving. It’s beautiful, but I don’t know what they’re trying to tell me.”

I try to envision what she’s describing but it doesn’t make sense to me either. She keeps her gaze steady, picking apart the images I can’t see. 

“Now what are you seeing?” I ask, surprised I’m buying into this. A cautionary look flashes across her face. Now I really need to know. “Amber, what is it?” I press harder.

She’s apprehensive and selects her words carefully. “There’s so much to decipher; they’re showing me everything at once. But the man... he’s waiting for you to be ready. He’s been waiting for you for a long time. But it’s up to you.”

I can tell Amber knows more than she’s letting on. In my hazy stupor, I clue in that she’s referring to my volatile relationship with Jay but isn’t saying so in front of Meghan because it would break her ethical code. Meghan is immersed in the moment but because she’s high, she must not have caught the reference to my ex. I want to pry further and find out what the future holds for me and Jay. What does she mean it’s up to me? It’s not worth asking her to clarify if it means potentially outing myself in front of Megs.

A second head rush spills over me, adding buoyancy to my bones. I nest into the pile of pillows and lay completely still. Light as a feather, stiff as a board. From this place of stillness, I notice every sensation I normally ignore, from the involuntary rise and fall of my tummy to the tiny blonde hairs standing on my wrists. A switch flips inside my brain, bringing the room into laser focus. I turn my attention to the horizontal blinds hanging in the window behind Amber. The light reflects off the white wooden slats and darkens in the grooves. I adjust my gaze as if waiting for a magic eye image to jump off the page. With each squinted attempt, I play with the contrast, blurring the lines and shifting them back into focus. 

I imagine myself in grade three, holding a yellowed Yamaha recorder and struggling to read the sheet music for “Hot Cross Buns.” Now, hanging gloriously in Meghan’s window in the shape of wooden blinds, is the musical octave of life begging to be understood. My brain has officially switched gears and it all comes rushing back. Everything makes perfect sense.

“Guys!” I exclaim. “I finally get it. We are all on three!” I try frantically to follow my thoughts as they whirl around me at an accelerated pace. “Amber, it’s just like you said about the spirits. We are on three and they are on six. No, maybe they’re on seven. Or twelve. I don’t know. But we are on three.” Meghan and Amber look at me, confused.

“What do you mean we are on three?” Meghan asks with a hint of worry.

“Like in grade three music class, Megs,” I mutter, struggling to figure out the blinds. “I’m stuck on three.” 

“You weren’t held back in grade three. How can you be stuck?” Meghan’s words strike a chord in my heart, making it beat faster than before. Three. Three. Held back on three. Stuck on three. I’m stuck on three. 

I rock back and forth, silently coming to terms with what I see in my head but can’t put into words. I suddenly have empathy for Amber. 
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