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Prologue –

	Descent into Matter
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	t was decided. The light being had looked over the terms of her mission. She understood the dangers, which were to include trauma, emotional manipulation, and subjugation by dark and covert forces. The worst part was that she must agree to have all of her memories wiped, forgetting her true identity, the nature of her mission, and indeed, that she was even on a mission at all. She would be starting from ground zero, as an infant born into a hostile world, with no access to information from outside the simulation.

	The pitfalls were complex. Many who had entered this other domain before her had become lost in the maze of confusion. Buckling under the intensity of emotional suffering, they succumbed to the temptation of victim mentality. Many had given up hope or become so immersed in the game itself that they had forgotten that it was just an illusion. Ignorant of the grand deception, they tried to extract whatever pleasure they could from the system and became consumed with winning and self-indulgence. Lifetime after lifetime, they remained trapped in the simulacrum, searching for answers, trying to remember the meaning of life and discover their destiny in a fallen world.

	There were so many false trails that led them astray. Drawn in by the fight against injustice, they became ensnared in conflict and war. Feeling the ache of separation, they sought love and acceptance from other damaged souls who then betrayed them and left them feeling even more dejected and alone. Longing for the abundance and beauty of the world they had come from, they devoted their time and energy to accumulating wealth.

	No one had predicted the formidable power of emotions. So many souls before her had been overcome by them, reacting to illusory characters and circumstances inside the simulation rather than holding true to themselves. They swung this way then that, caught up in jealousy and revenge, poverty and greed, love and loss, completely consumed with the very distractions designed to ensnare them. And if they recognized their shortcomings and fallen state, they blamed themselves and became consumed by guilt. It was this guilt that was used to coerce them into reincarnating to atone for their sins and clear their karma. The guise of free will was upheld because they did choose their own demise, not knowing that they had been manipulated by a distorted sense of justice to punish themselves. By all appearances, they had become mere mortals.

	Assisting these lost souls was the purpose of the light being’s assignment. She, like so many before her, would incarnate into this troubled realm, bringing with her the light of divine consciousness. The goal was to wake up the lost souls who had fallen asleep in this dream world. First, she would have to personally connect to the divine light inside of herself and remember the truth of who she was. To come into alignment with the truth of her divine innocence, she would have to resolve any internal conflict and relinquish any guilt she had taken on inside the simulation. Only then could she effectively shine the light of Oneness into the world to help others wake up and remember. It sounded straightforward, but observing all those who had tried and failed, she knew it was not as simple as it seemed.

	The game had originally been created as an adventure. Its design was light years ahead of any virtual reality video game ever created. A player would enter an Earth avatar and typically experience only what their five senses perceived. It was thrilling, and there were so many soul lessons to be gained from the challenges it provided. Souls lined up for years for the opportunity to participate.

	But something had changed since its inception. A dark force had been introduced that changed the whole nature of the project. No longer could a soul come into the game, experience the limitations of time and space, and leave at the end of their lifetime having gained a wealth of wisdom and gratitude. This discarnate force, conscious, yet devoid of the divine spark, could not perpetuate its own existence without the life force energy provided by the souls within the game.

	Unwilling to risk its own demise, it had changed the rules. No longer was a soul free to exit the game at the end of one lifetime. The dark force devised a plan to recycle souls into new lifetimes, trapping them inside the simulation. These souls were forced to be born, live, and die over and over again in a never-ending loop of reincarnation. Their only chance for escape was to fully wake up to the truth of their innocence, stop being manipulated by letting go of attachment and resistance, and forsake the illusion of the dream in favor of their limitless divine self.

	Having considered several options, she had chosen to enter as the child of a teenage mother with significant mental health issues. It would be a difficult assignment, though not as harsh as some. From her current perspective, it seemed quite doable. She felt capable and sure of herself. However, it was impossible for her to anticipate the loneliness of the total immersion experience that lay ahead. While intimately connected with the Oneness, feeling only love and light, she could not conceive of the pain of separation or the horrors of fear, guilt, and shame.

	She was briefed on what she would experience initially, specific challenges she would need to overcome, and a few kindred spirits she would encounter along the way. She knew that once she climbed onto the roller coaster, there was no turning back.

	She took a deep breath and began her descent.

	
Chapter 1 –

	Born in Forgetfulness
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	ophie opened her eyes, squinting in the bright light. She felt cold, although there was some type of material wadded up around her, pressing into her back and uncomfortable against her skin. What is this place? What’s going on? She opened her mouth to voice her question, to demand an explanation, but all that came out was a pitiful wail.

	Almost involuntarily, the cries continued to bellow from her lungs. She was bewildered by the loudness and pitch of the sound coming from her vocal cords. Her intention was to call for help, to convey the dire nature of her predicament, but a formless wail was all that emanated from her mouth.

	What in God’s name is happening? Confusion gave way to sheer panic as she realized that it wasn’t only her voice that she had no control over. She tried in vain to get up, to roll over, to at least lift her head and upper body so she could see her surroundings. She wasn’t paralyzed, exactly, but she seemed to have no power to move or direct her limbs or torso in any useful way, much less with any precision. Her body was a helpless, unworkable lump of flesh.

	As her terror mounted, her crying intensified, piercing, so loud. Every second that passed felt like an eternity in an absurd purgatory of nothingness. Surely, someone must hear me.

	Then someone appeared. Sophie didn’t quite recognize her, but something about her voice sounded familiar, and it was comforting. She felt her body, quite tiny compared to this other person, being picked up and held. The fear, which only a moment ago was unbearable, began to subside. Something about being close to this woman made her feel safe, as if everything was going to be okay somehow. She still had a million questions. She had no idea how any of this had happened, or how she got here, or how things were going to be okay. Yet she felt better, and that was enough for now.

	Something warm and soft was thrust into her mouth. She reflexively began to suck as a warm fluid ran down her throat into her stomach. A part of her mind thought all of this to be quite strange, but she surrendered to the craving for nourishment with a little shudder of relief.

	Waves of satisfaction and comfort washed over her. Her hunger as well as her nervous system calmed. Her body started to relax as her consciousness began to fade into the familiar repose of sleep. She belonged once again to the stillness, from whence all things come and return to. Merging with the Oneness, she dissolved into peace and bliss, aware of everything and nothing.

	Sophie had woken up in forgetfulness and returned to the stillness many times by now. She was beginning to recognize certain features of her waking life. Familiar faces popped in and out of her field of view, hovering over her, contorting their faces in various ways and making different sounds as if they were trying to convey something. Sometimes when she cried, they picked her up, fed her, or changed her diaper. Other times, her cries went unanswered. These times were an unwelcome reminder of the loneliness of this place and the powerlessness of her own existence.

	She wondered if they ignored her because she had done something wrong. Was she too big, too small, too loud, too quiet? These weren’t well-formed questions, more of an indistinct feeling that she must not be lovable enough to deserve their attention. She had no words to put to her generalized feeling of loneliness and pain. Her uneasiness was at once vague and acute, her sense of uncertainty as confusing as it was undeniable. One thing seemed clear: she had no control over any of it. She knew with a gnawing conviction that her survival depended on winning the good will of the people in her waking life.

	Fear and self-doubt were beginning to settle into her bones and tissues, out of sight and out of mind, stored away to be dealt with at some future date when she would hopefully have the capacity to sort out what it all meant. For now, there was so much to process and figure out in each and every moment. She was beginning to be able to move her arms and legs with some degree of intention and direction. When the people moved their lips up at the corners of their mouth, she perceived that her mouth did the same thing, without her even knowing how or why. This seemed to give a great deal of pleasure to the big people. She recognized that one of them seemed to be called Mom and the other Dad. They often said the name Sophie when talking to her.

	Is that my name? Is my name Sophie?

	New sounds were starting to come out of her. She experimented with the effect they had on others. It was far from a practical form of communication, but she did notice that certain reactions were becoming predictable in response to her various coos and giggles, shrieks and cries. Some of the reactions were favorable, others unfavorable. Sometimes she seemed to be able to get what she wanted, and other times, not even close. Regardless, the intense fear of the unknown, that had once filled her tiny body was subsiding into the comfort of familiarity. Her staunch resistance to this waking life was beginning to soften into a kind of acceptance, a flicker of hope that she could find a way to navigate this unknown world. It is, however, inarguably and unspeakably strange.

	Day rolled into night rolled into day. Sophie learned to grasp things and sit up, and was even beginning to crawl. Being mobile was so liberating, like she had the tiniest bit of control, of her own body at least. Life had a kind of rhythm to it. In the morning, she would wake up and gaze at the objects and pictures in her room. As the sunlight streamed through the paisley curtains, she would reach out for a toy or rattle and enjoy the pleasure of waving it back and forth with her hand. She liked the sound it made.

	Sometimes Mom or Dad would come in to check on her to see if she was awake. They would greet her with smiles and coos, pick her up, place their lips on her cheek and make a mwah sound. It was lovely and warm and yummy nuzzling her mom. Life was happy and safe and inviting. On these mornings, all seemed right with the world. Fear and aloneness were nowhere to be found.

	Mom would take her into the kitchen and put her in her high chair. Sophie would watch her mother as she prepared some baby food. Learning how to manage the process of being fed with a spoon was a little tricky and took some getting used to. It was, overall, very enjoyable, experiencing different textures and flavors, interacting with Mom and having her undivided attention. It got messy. Sophie couldn’t care less, but Mom seemed to mind and always made a point of cleaning her hands and face.

	After breakfast, Mom would put her on the floor on a blanket with a few toys. Some of these had interesting textures too, although not much flavor. Sometimes Mom or Dad would sit and play with her. Other times, they’d read her a book. These days were sweet. There was laughter and songs and cuddles. It was good.

	But there were days when things were different. Sometimes, after waking up in the morning, looking around, and shaking her rattle, nobody came in to check on her. She would lie for a while until she became aware that she was hungry. Her discomfort gave way to crying. As of yet, she was unable to get out of her crib, and crying was still the most effective way to communicate her need for assistance. At these times, she would cry and cry, but no one came for ages.

	That sinking, empty feeling began to come back. She was reminded of her utter helplessness, and that love and security were fragile and unreliable. The contrast of the wonderful, bright days made it feel even worse. Just as she was trying to establish a sense of certainty and understanding of her world, everything changed. She felt colder and more alone than ever before. A new feeling was creeping in - one that she didn’t yet have a word for. One that she would later come to know as abandonment.

	On these days, when her mom finally entered the room, she didn’t greet her with smiles and coos. She seemed sullen and tired. She picked her up roughly. Her voice sounded sharp and cold, admonishing her to stop crying. Sophie had mixed feelings of relief that her mom had finally responded to her cries for attention, and confusion as to why her mom was treating her this way.

	She was taken off guard when her mom snatched her up and carried her into the kitchen. Sophie was jostled, somewhat aggressively, into the highchair. All of this was jarring to her nervous system, and she started crying again. Her cries were greeted not with comfort, but with harsh reprimands, which only made her cry all the more. Her mother’s unkind words gave way to yelling. It was loud and terrifying. What did I do?

	Trying to make sense of it all, Sophie felt a vague sense of guilt that somehow this must be her fault. She didn’t know how or what she had done, but one thing seemed certain: she couldn’t fix it. She was beginning to realize that she was helpless to make Mom feel happy again, to make her be loving again. A preverbal and deeply unconscious belief was born: I am not enough.

	Sometimes her mom would return to normal after a day or two. Other times, she was checked out for weeks. These experiences were disturbing in a way that was hard to describe, disturbing and bleak. It was as if the whole world turned gray and hollow. The warmth and belonging that were so bountiful just days before were sucked out of the room. Sophie sat, going through the motions of playing with toys, eating meals, watching TV. Everything was pretty much the same, but it all felt completely different. An invisible and unidentified energy of despair permeated her entire world. It was subtle, like background static, but she could feel it. She couldn’t be sure if anyone else felt it too, because no one spoke of it. She was alone with this feeling, without words to describe it, without validation that her experience was even real.

	As she looked around the living room and kitchen, Sophie saw empty bottles and food wrappers strewn on the Formica counters and avocado carpet. Her mom, hair uncombed and wearing only a T-shirt with no bra, looked sullen. She didn’t interact with Sophie. She didn’t make eye contact. Sophie wracked her tiny brain to figure out what she had done, or what she could do - but of course, she had nothing to do with it.

	Through the dark days and the sunny days, time continued to slip into the future. Soon, Sophie was walking and learning to talk. Her vocabulary was limited to the basics, such as the names of familiar objects and action words like eating. There was so much to explore, so much to take in. She learned to color and play with dolls. She discovered building blocks and sandboxes. She even went to the park. The slide was huge, and the swings were mesmerizing. The real surprise, however, was the other children - other people her size, other people like her. She found this discovery to be incredible, since she’d had no idea that other small people existed.

	Although nervous and shy, she also had a strong desire to make friends. She hadn’t yet learned social norms or how to know whether her friendship was welcome. Sophie, dressed in a motley display of mismatched clothing, ran over and threw her arms around one unsuspecting victim. She held on too tightly for too long. He stood with his arms straight down by his sides and a distressed look on his face.

	“I love you,” Sophie said as she pressed herself even closer.

	“Mom!” he yelled.

	His mother looked around to see who was with the girl squeezing her son, at which point Sophie’s mom ran over and pulled her off of him with some difficulty.

	 Undaunted, Sophie ran around squealing and shrieking in delight. There was another little girl with brown hair and a blue dress. She was about the same size as Sophie. They ran up the jungle gym together. They went down the slide one after the other. They were running and jumping and laughing. It was grand.

	The day was bright and sunny as if the whole world were joining in to celebrate this moment. The colors were vibrant, the grass a vivid green. Trees were budding with the new leaves of spring. Birds were singing in the trees. Sophie could feel the warmth of the sun on her face. All around her, the earth sang and danced with joy. The background static had been replaced with a symphony of glorious, celestial music. The energy of despair was superseded by an energy of expectancy and wonder. It was so beautiful, she could have cried. The sharp contrast between pain and rapture vied for her devotion and nearly tore her heart in two.

	Sophie had started to blame herself for the dark times but she did not give herself credit for the lighter times. She had internalized her mother’s sadness and depression and taken it on as her own. Her innocence had been replaced by guilt. She loved this park, and the girl in the blue dress, but she wasn’t sure if she deserved to be here. What if that girl finds out there’s something wrong with us?

	Somewhere deep inside, in the unseen and unspoken parts of Sophie’s mind and heart was the faint echo of a memory - the memory of a world where she remained forever innocent and pure, a world where life was happy and beautiful, a world where she belonged. She felt a longing for what her soul remembered, but that her mind could not grasp. It was like a ghost, haunting and teasing her from the shadows of her conscious awareness, just present enough to make her heart ache for what she could never have.

	Just beyond the grasp of her sensory perception lay the world of Oneness and perfection. What her eyes could not see and her ears could not hear was countless beings of light beings supporting her and wanting to convey to her just how loved and lovable she was. They understood that her feelings of inadequacy and self-doubt were nothing more than her perception - a perception based on the limitations of her five senses, a perception dependent on the actions and attitudes of the people in her life, a perception distorted by the corrupt reality in which she found herself.

	Sophie couldn’t perceive or touch these ethereal beings. She couldn’t access their unconditional love and support. Her experience of love was, by contrast, very conditional, subject to the whims and moods of her parents, a commodity to be bartered in exchange for pieces of her essence. Her happiness and self-expression were contingent on the approval of others.

	While this other world of love and beauty surrounded her, it remained just out of sight. The distorted reality, on the other hand, overwhelmed her senses and saturated her awareness. The experience of want and lack was compelling. It felt unshakably real. Sophie was starting to become convinced that it was the only reality there was.

	
Chapter 2 –

	The Split
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	he fighting was getting worse. Sophie’s parents, Justine and Caleb, were suffering under the strain of life’s demands, not the least of which was taking care of a young child. In many ways, they were still children themselves, emotionally unequipped to deal with the conflict of married life or the challenges of being a grown-up. The stress of bills, keeping up with a household, and taking care of a toddler 24/7 was taking a toll. Justine’s drinking wasn’t helping.

	Sophie was woken up by a loud crash from somewhere outside her room. She felt terror and panic wash over her, and she began to cry.

	“Great, now you woke up the baby!” She heard her dad yell. The screaming back and forth continued for a while. “I’m leaving!” he shouted as he slammed the front door.

	Then it was quiet - too quiet. She wondered if anyone was there. Was she all alone in the house? She kept crying, hoping someone, anyone would come to let her know she wasn’t completely abandoned, that she hadn’t been left here to die all alone. Is my mom okay? Where is Dad going? Is he coming back? A million questions that she couldn’t put words to swirled in her toddler mind. What were they arguing about? Is it my fault?

	Finally, after an unbearable amount of time, her mom came into the room. She had been crying too and was slumped over as though defeated.

	“It’s okay, Sophie,” her mom said in a voice she had already come to recognize as intoxicated. “It’s okay,” she repeated.

	Sophie’s mom gave her a sippy cup and put her back in the crib. But Sophie didn’t want to be left in the crib. She needed someone to hold her and reassure her that everything was going to be okay, but her mom didn’t have the energy for that. She was hanging on by a thread, and a crying baby was simply more than her nerves could stand. Juice, rather than attention, was what she offered Sophie, a sweet distraction to shut her up.

	Relieved that someone was still in the house, Sophie felt her panic go down a notch or two. It wasn’t gone, but it went down a little. She held the juice cup and accepted the comfort it offered. Her crying stopped.

	“There, there,” her mom said as she stumbled out of the room.

	Sophie’s room seemed especially dark that night. It felt big and empty and lonely. When the cup was empty, she intuitively knew not to cry. Her dad had yelled at her mom for waking the baby right before he left. She was figuring out that crying or speaking up might be dangerous. She decided that she had best keep quiet, or something bad might happen. She lay in crib, wondering if her dad would ever come home. If only I hadn’t started crying.

	When her mom got Sophie up the next morning, her dad was not there. Her mom was quieter and more somber than usual. She went through the motions of getting Sophie’s breakfast, cleaning her up, and getting her dressed. She was there, but she wasn’t there. Sophie tried to smile and be adorable to cheer her up, but she couldn’t get a reaction. Her mom looked right through her as if she were invisible. Silence echoed throughout the entire house.

	Sophie played with her toys and watched TV, but mostly she tried to keep quiet and stay out of the way. She wondered when her dad would come home. She wondered if he would come home. Her survival instinct began to go into overdrive. It seemed she had already lost one caretaker so she needed to make sure the remaining one was okay. Mom didn’t look or act okay. She was barely there, shuffling rather than walking, staring blankly at the table or the wall or the door.

	Even though Sophie was still a small child, she sensed that she had more resilience and resourcefulness than her mother. Her inner light had not yet been snuffed out. She believed she could lend a little of her light to her mom to revitalize her. It was almost as if when Sophie was around her, she could see her mom glowing a little brighter, and feel herself glowing a little dimmer. By giving her caretaker some of her life force, she could ensure her physical survival and well-being. She made it her job to make sure her mom was okay, thereby ensuring that she was okay.

	Behind the scenes, her guides and angels wept with grief that at such a tender age, Sophie had entered into this deal with the devil, this insidious compromise to dim her light in exchange for safety and love.

	“Shine your light bright, Sophie!” they urged. “You are loved unconditionally. You are supported limitlessly. We see you!”

	She could not see them nor hear them, but in some very far-off way, she felt them. However, she misinterpreted that warm feeling as confirmation that she was on the right track - that rescuing her mom from despair and self-destruction was moving herself in the right direction to be loved and safe and worthy. She might not be worthy of love as she was right now, but she would prove her worth by taking care of her mom and making her happy. She unconsciously took on the noble role of caretaker.

	Sophie soon learned that quiet, obedient and caring children got a lot of praise and attention from adults. “She’s such a nice girl,” she would hear one say, or “She’s so well behaved.” Her little ears would perk up at times like these. She seemed to have stumbled upon a surefire strategy for gaining positive attention and approval. Somewhere inside of her, she made a decision. She would be the good girl, a people pleaser.

	Sophie wasn’t consciously aware of any of these decisions. They were being formed at the foundational level of her operating system and would later come to be known as her personality. An ego identity was being created, a way to get along in life, a way to be safe and accepted. This persona wasn’t the truth of who she was or the limit of what she was. In her essence, she was a limitless, divine being. However, in order to navigate this limited, not-so-divine world, she needed to create a pragmatic and workable identity - one that would allow others to label her and place her in a neat little box with well-defined borders.

	Sophie worked hard to make her mom happy but no matter what she did, she could not compete with her mother’s whiskey or the string of men who frequented the house at all hours of the day and night. Justine, desperate to fill the empty hole inside her own heart, gave far more attention to these men than she did her own daughter. She reduced herself to an emotional parasite, feeding where she could, with nothing left to give.

	Every time her mother would bring home a new man, she would seem so happy. She was all laughter and smiles and hugs and kisses. This made Sophie feel left out and disturbed in a stomach-churning way. She would, however, feel a small sense of relief that the burden of her mom’s happiness and well-being was lifted from her for a moment. When her mom was without a man, Sophie felt the full weight of her mother’s despair on her own young shoulders. As uncomfortable as it was having another one of her mother’s lovers invade her space, she would always hope that this time things would work out, that this time she would have an ally to support her in taking care of her mother.

	But invariably, the relationship would deteriorate into some version of chaos, with yelling, crying, threats, doors slamming, and her mother winding up once again all alone with her daughter. She would drink and cry and cling to Sophie for comfort.

	“At least I have you. You’ll never leave me, will you, Sophie?” she sobbed.

	Sophie felt a mixture of revulsion at her mother’s pathetic demeanor, and elation at being seen and wanted for the first time in weeks.

	“I love you, Mommy. I’ll never leave you,” she promised with all the earnestness of her four-year-old heart.

	During each romantic escapade, Sophie was an afterthought. She felt ignored and insignificant. In contrast, the affection and attention she received after a breakup felt like a euphoric high. The cycle of withdrawal and reconnection created an intensity of craving and satisfaction that had an addictive quality to it. The pain was so great, but the resolution so indescribably delicious. It almost felt worth it.

	It was during the off times, when her mother was deeply entangled with a man, when Sophie was brushed aside to entertain and take care of herself, that she would enter a world of her imagination that held her spellbound. She created a fantasy world where she was a princess, and everyone was happy all the time, and everybody loved one another, and everything was beautiful and perfect. When she was fully immersed in her imaginary world, it felt more real than the one where people fought and drank and got sad. She would imagine being held by a beautiful angel and smile a beautiful, restful smile. All the light beings around her smiled too.

	
Chapter 3 –

	The Kinder Years
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	ophie had all but forgotten the other world that called to her in moments of quiet reverie. She was solidly in this world now and coming to know it as the completeness of reality.

	Most days, her mom would drop her off on her way to work. Day care had been scary at first, but as she progressed to preschool and kindergarten, it became a part of her normal routine. Days were organized into various activities: the ABC’s, counting, coloring, and playtime. Sophie always received accolades from her teachers when she helped clean up and put toys away. That felt really good.

	Sophie was exceptionally bright. In addition to basic academic skills, she was learning social skills. In particular, she was learning how to get along and be liked. At home, she often felt like she was in the way or a nuisance. She found it difficult to anticipate her mother’s reactions on any given day. The slightest infraction could cause her mother’s anger to rain down upon her. There were times, of course, when she did feel like she was good and acceptable and truly wanted, but she could never sustain her mother’s approval. She remembered one time when she had helped with the dishes. Her mom was so pleased and kept complimenting her on how sweet she was and how well she was doing. But then Sophie had broken one of the dishes.

	“Imbecile! You always mess everything up!” her mother had screamed.

	Those words did something to her. Something inside of Sophie was beginning to break.

	In kindergarten, however, Sophie’s strategy of being the teacher’s helper worked swimmingly. It made her feel important and needed. She would have traded being loved for being needed in an instant, but being needed was a pretty secure place to be. She decided that being needed was at least better than being alone.

	These decisions were made in the deepest parts of her soul, unspoken agreements made well outside of her conscious awareness. She made all sorts of agreements, at a time when she was so young that she would never remember, stored in places that would be almost impossible to find, fused with her neurology in ways that would make it terrifying to question.

	Every day, Sophie participated in all the daily activities. She played when it was time to play. She learned when it was time to learn. She was quiet when it was time to be quiet.

	Around Mother’s Day, during arts and crafts, the teacher, Ms. Tiffany, told the kids they were going to make Mother’s Day cards. Sophie was happy that she could make a gift to give to her mom. More than anything, she wanted to make her mother happy. The teacher showed them how the letter M turned into a W when you turned it upside down. She instructed them to write the word MOM upside down.

	As the teacher walked around, checking on all of their work, she stopped at Sophie’s table. “What’s this?” She asked Sophie.

	“It’s Mom upside down,” she told her.

	Puzzled, Ms. Tiffany looked at Sophie’s picture of a stick figure doing a handstand. It took several seconds for the penny to drop.

	“Oh!” she exclaimed, stifling a laugh. “Very nice, Sophie. I’m sure your mom is going to love it,” she encouraged her.

	Sophie’s heart swelled with pride. She couldn’t wait to give it to her mom.

	Celeste was Sophie’s best friend. They were two peas in a pod and always hung out together on the playground. Sophie could feel that Celeste genuinely liked her. It was wonderful and made her feel happier than she had ever felt around anyone. They held hands and sang songs and always sat next to each other. This must be what it’s like to have a sister. In a world where people and situations were full of little compromises, Celeste was her one constant, the one person she could count on to always like her and want her just as she was. Celeste didn’t even need her for anything. She chose Sophie for Sophie. It felt real.

	In that part of her that was even deeper than the hidden part, she felt a trace of remembering. She had felt this real kind of love before - the kind that didn’t have to be earned. There was no reference for it. It was just a feeling, or rather, a knowing. As she leaned ever so slightly into that unknown place that she could neither grasp nor see, her guides and angels rushed all around her, hugging her.

	 “Sophie, we’re right here! We love you. Remember who you are, Sophie. You are so brave and so powerful. We are so proud of you!”

	But she could not hear them. Merging realities separated once again, and the moment was gone.

	“Sophie! I love you, Sophie,” Celeste said, waving wildly. “Bye, I’ll miss you, Sophie!”

	“I love you too.” Sophie waved back.

	She thought Celeste was just saying goodbye for the day. She did not realize that Celeste was saying goodbye forever.

	The next day, Sophie arrived at school, happy and eager as always to see her best friend, Celeste. Looking around in confusion, she asked the teacher where she was.

	“They moved, honey. She’s not coming back.”

	Sophie didn’t understand. Like a dog that sits interminably by the door, awaiting his master’s return, she waited for Celeste to come back. She didn’t understand what “moving” meant. She didn’t understand the unthinkable truth: that Celeste was never coming back, ever. For days she waited, a little sad, a little anxious, but ever hopeful. But as days turned into weeks, hope was replaced with resignation that the one best thing she had known in her short life was gone. Her little heart was broken.

	Sophie continued to play when it was time to play and learn when it was time to learn and be quiet when it was time to be quiet and do what she was supposed to do. She continued to learn social skills and how to get along. But she learned something else too. She had learned, twice now, that if people loved you, they might leave. She had learned that unconditional love was too good to be true, too good to last. She was building a wall around her heart to keep hurt out, not knowing that that same wall would keep love out too.

	She added this piece of evidence to her not-yet-fully formed idea that it was safer to be needed than to be loved. Her fledgling belief was beginning to solidify. Be nice and make yourself useful. Got it.

	
Chapter 4 –

	Another Time and Place

	[image: Image]
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	he marketplace was bustling this morning. The air was alive with people talking, laughing, and yelling to one other. Merchants were peddling their wares. Buyers examined their offerings and haggled for the best price. Madeleine drank it all in—the excited voices, the display of goods from fruit to chickens to freshly baked bread, the smiles, the looks of skepticism, the women in their frocks, the men in their peasant shirts. She stopped to admire a bunch of flowers, vibrant with color. It was all so glorious.

	Madeleine loved these mornings when she was tasked with going to buy the ingredients for the day’s menu. She was always careful not to let her face show any enthusiasm for her assignment, lest she be punished for indulging in any simple pleasure and the job be reassigned to someone else. Looking as somber as possible, she had gathered the baskets and jugs required to collect the necessary items.

	Once at the market, she was free—free to smile, free to feel. She stood there, feeling the warmth of the sun on her face. A wave of relief washed over her. She took a deep, deep breath of fresh air. Here at the market, she could almost be anyone. She could be a woman buying food for her own family. She could be a fair maiden, happy with the expectancy of meeting a suitor. She could just be. In that brief moment, it felt safe to remember happier times.

	Her mind wandered to memories of her mother, who had brought her here to this very market so many times. An image of the two of them sitting in a meadow, with wildflowers all around, came into her mind. They were laughing and singing. Her mom placed a flower in Madeleine’s hair and told her how beautiful she was. As she gazed at the flowers at a vendor’s table, a little smile flashed across her face. She remembered what it felt like to be happy.

	Those times were gone now. Both her parents had died of influenza what seemed like a lifetime ago. She had watched with bewilderment as one after the other—her father first, then her mother—succumbed to what had started as a benign illness. It was a completely unnecessary death.

	She had only been nine years old when it happened. Her mother had tried to shield her from the gruesome details of her father’s downward spiral, but when her mom got sick herself, there was no one else to care for her but Madeleine. She saw it all. The coughing had turned into air hunger, and her mother gasped for breath as fluid filled up her lungs. Her skin was pale and clammy, eyes sunken in. Eventually, the labor of breathing became shallow and ineffectual. Madeleine was there when her mother took her last breath.

	A mix of stark terror, grief, and confusion came over her body. She ran to the neighbor’s house, sobbing, “She’s dead, she’s dead!”

	The neighbor shooed her away. “Get away from me! You’ll be the death of all of us!”

	“That girl is cursed,” she heard another say.

	Eventually, they came to take her mother’s body away, lifeless and cold. That image was burned into her brain, and nothing could ever make it go away. For years, she would wake up in the night, reliving the horror of what she had seen. She wondered what kind of god would create a world like this.

	She was all alone now, an orphan. No fate more dire could fall upon a young girl. She was thrust into a harsh reality without warning, all alone, destitute, and hungry. Driven by this hunger and survival instinct, she found herself willing to do whatever she could in exchange for any morsel of food. She quickly learned that charity and goodwill, pontificated by the church and prominent members of society, were empty words. Their true moral code was to exact justice rather than extend mercy.

	She was treated as if her circumstances were the result of her own wrongdoing, the judgment of a harsh yet righteous god. She was told that the clergy helping her would be to coddle the weak, to intervene in God’s justice and prevent her from learning the lessons her soul needed to be saved from the eternal flames of hell. As self-appointed servants of God, they considered themselves the executor of God’s will. They justified their withholding and cruelty, claiming it was for her own good.

	Rather than them caring for her as a child who had already suffered the insufferable, she was to be taken on as an indentured servant. They would see to it that she, a lowly street rat, would be offered food and shelter in exchange for laboring in the home of one of the members of the council. They reminded her that their charity was more than she deserved. Her new master reiterated frequently that it was only because of his generosity and goodwill that he could even tolerate her existence. God’s servants polished their halos as she scrubbed his floors.
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