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For Nate. 

I’ll haunt you (but only because I love you).


 




1. MEGHAN

Oquirrh Mountains, Utah

1 Year Before

 

Despite the crushing weight of him, my brain screamed at me to run.

Run, it demanded as he grunted and pulled the scarf—my scarf—tighter around my neck.

Instead I lay frozen, like a mouse under a cat’s paw, until the vise of pressure and pain suddenly released.

He looked at me for a few seconds as he got to his feet, his mouth turned down in disgust. He was breathing hard. His pale face hovered above me in the darkness, the distinctive mole on his cheek a stark punctuation mark.

He let the limp, pink-and-green scarf fall to the ground beside me.

Run, my brain roared again. RUN!

I still didn’t move. I didn’t even blink. 

He turned toward the car he’d precariously parked on the shoulder of the rutted dirt road. 

I could only imagine what he’d left in the trunk. But if I didn’t move, I knew I’d find out. 

So that’s when I finally ran, bolting into the shadows of the pines that beckoned with hiding places, if not safety. 

I scrambled down a steep embankment toward a dry stream bed, pushing myself faster and willing myself not to fall, no longer even conscious of the pain in my throat.  

I wasn’t sure where I was going. All I knew was that I needed to put as much distance as I could between myself and the spotless blue Kia Sorento. And more importantly, I needed to get away from the soft-spoken, fine-as-hell man who drove it: The needle, I’d called him when I told Sharesa about our upcoming date. As in, the needle in a deep haystack of bachelors on the MatchStrike app: divorced dads with kids, complicated custody agreements, and cringey gym-bathroom selfies.  

Jimmy was different. With his dark amber eyes, a close-shaved beard along his angular jawline and a hard-part haircut, he was a dead ringer for Chris Hemsworth. 

When I showed Sharesa his photo, she’d actually squealed.

I, on the other hand, had kept my expectations in check. I wasn’t new to the online dating scene. I’d taken an Uber to Gracie’s Spot in Salt Lake after my shift and braced to meet Chris Hemsworth’s creepy cousin. I even texted Sharesa on my way. Call me in an hour with an out? I could see the text bubbles appear immediately after I hit send. Whatever, you know you’re thirsty. I rolled my eyes. More bubbles. … I’ll call <3. 

We talked in the back booth of Gracie’s until last call at eleven. I texted Sharesa from the bathroom that there was no need to rescue me after all. She’d replied immediately, like always: Thirrrrrsty. 

As I washed my hands, a paper sign taped to the bathroom mirror caught my attention. “On a date that isn’t going well? Do you feel unsafe or just a little uneasy? Ask for Andrea at the bar. We’ll make sure you get home safe.” I smiled as I dried my hands, grateful I didn’t need to ask. Not tonight. Not with him.  

I stopped looking at the sign and studied myself in the mirror. I’d taken extra time with my hair, which I usually let fall in a blunt line across my shoulders. Earlier, I had coaxed it into waves that looked like spun gold in the restaurant lighting. I reapplied some of the deep pink lipstick that had become my signature accessory over the years and pressed my lips together, wondering if he’d kiss me later. 

I had two beers over the course of the evening. Not enough to get me drunk or anything. Just enough to take the edge off my nerves. Because he did not in fact look like Chris Hemsworth’s creepy cousin. He was thoughtful and funny. Even the large mole on his cheek somehow made him all the more attractive.  

He drank ginger ale. It didn’t faze me. I lived in Utah, after all. 

The last thing I remember was feeling a little bit too warm. And really, really happy. The syrup-colored lights blazing in the trendy sputnik chandeliers suddenly had these little auras surrounding them. So when he suggested that I let him drive me home instead of waiting for an Uber in the cold, I didn’t even hesitate.

The car had those crinkly paper covers on the seats, like it had just been cleaned. 

That’s the last thing I remember. Until I woke up with his hands—and my scarf—around my neck. The warm lights of Gracie’s were gone, replaced with the bite of pine needles and dirt under my hair and the swirling dark of the freezing night air.

For a few seconds, I couldn’t understand what was happening. I couldn’t scream. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t even tell where I was. All I knew was that everything hurt.

The memory of our date crashed through the haze when I saw his eyes glinting above me. They weren’t warm or even amber-colored anymore like they had been in the booth at Gracie’s. These eyes were cold. Wide. And full of rage.

I thought about the sign in the bathroom at Gracie’s. Ask for Andrea. 

Andrea couldn’t help me now. No one could.

I moved faster than I’d ever moved in my life, the pounding in my head and my chest and the crushing pressure of the scarf forgotten. 

I didn’t care where I was going. All that mattered was putting as much distance between us as possible, even if it meant running headlong into the looming woods.

I thought I heard someone call out as I dove down the rocky slope of the shallow stream bed. It sounded like a woman. 

I ignored it and kept running.

He didn’t follow me. 

He didn’t need to. 

Because when I finally stopped running, I realized to my amazement that I wasn’t out of breath.

Just as quickly, the amazement turned to horror.

I wasn’t breathing hard because I wasn’t breathing at all. 


 


 




2. BRECIA

Boulder, Colorado

2 Years Before

I first realized I was dead the same way you realize you’ve been dreaming. Except backwards, I guess. Because the bad dream was real. 

I didn’t know it had happened at first. Not for a few seconds. Not until I stood up—while my own body stayed put. I looked at the soft chambray pajamas I’d changed into after getting home from work, now dirty and damp. One of my slippers was kicked off, so you could see the chipped peach polish on my bare toes. My long, dark hair was streaked with something darker and sticky. I couldn’t feel the throbbing in my head or the awful pressure on my neck anymore.

He was looking at me, too. Not at me, me. At my body. At my unblinking, bloodshot hazel eyes. He was breathing hard, expressionless. He was still holding the extension cord. 

He’d grown out a Joaquin Phoenix beard that nearly—but not quite—obscured the dark mole on his cheek. It made him look ten years older than the last time I’d seen him. If he’d been sporting the beard back then, we probably wouldn’t have gone out in the first place. Don’t get me wrong: I’ll swoon for a good five-o-clock shadow, but this thing was fully bird-nest material. It took him from a comfortable nine to a very solid three.

A year earlier, we had dated for exactly one week. How do I know that? Because he was upset when I spent our “one-week anniversary” with my girlfriends. I couldn’t understand why it bothered him so much. It was Lanelle’s birthday. And like I said, we’d been dating for one week. Still, I talked about him the whole time. I hadn’t dated much since my last breakup a couple years earlier, and it felt good to say the word “boyfriend” again. It felt good to answer all the juicy questions over watermelon margaritas about whether he was a good kisser (yes), good in bed (no idea, early days), and how we’d met. That one, I fudged a little. I wasn’t proud I’d finally gotten desperate enough to make a profile on MatchStrike. So I dodged the question. I decided that if we lasted, I’d fess up. 

When I ran into him on my way out of the restaurant after Lanelle’s party, I didn’t know what to think at first. He smiled his pretty smile and acted like it was a wild coincidence. That’s how I played it off to Lanelle and the rest of my friends. I could tell that they thought he was cute. That I’d done well. So I pushed aside the uncomfortable feeling in my gut as I tried to remember whether I’d mentioned the name of the restaurant to him earlier. I was pretty sure I hadn’t. 

I let him drive me home, even though that meant leaving my car in the Barbacoa parking lot. At first, he just seemed happy to see me. But when I asked who he’d met up with at Barbacoa, he sort of dodged the question. So I asked again. That was when he just kind of blew up. 

He went on and on about me brushing him off to hang out with my friends. Then he ranted about me not even being glad to see him at the restaurant. 

I texted him later that night to tell him I thought we should break up. He tried to call me immediately. When I didn’t pick up, he called again. And again. And again. I put the phone in airplane mode and went to bed, still feeling the watermelon margs and wishing I hadn’t told Lanelle or the girls about him yet. 

When I woke up the next morning, I had twenty-two text messages waiting for me. They started out sort of sweet. He’d had a terrible day yesterday and just really wanted to see me. He understood why I was upset. Could he have another chance? By the last text message, I was a fat bitch. A fat bitch who had wasted his time. As soon as I had finished reading that one, another text came through. He could see that I had read his texts, so why wasn’t I responding? I’d wasted his time, broken his heart, and now I wouldn’t even write back.

The texts trickled in for the next three days, even though I didn’t respond. I finally blocked his number and reported his profile on MatchStrike, figuring that maybe I’d save other girls the trouble. 

When the texts stopped, I pretty much forgot about him. 

I redecorated my duplex. I got a new job and a raise. I got bangs and highlights in my hair. I deleted MatchStrike after a handful of duds who didn’t even make it past a second date. And I adopted a cat: a fire-point named Frank.

So when I took the recycle bin out to the side yard in my pajamas that night, he was the last person I was expecting to see. 

I didn’t even recognize him at first with that awful beard. He was standing there almost casually, like maybe it was some kind of coincidence. Just like he had that night at Barbacoa. Except this time he was standing in my side yard. Behind my fence. 

I almost screamed. I only caught myself when I recognized his eyes. Honestly, I was a little relieved that he wasn’t a stranger. 

Then I got mad. It had been an entire year. What the fuck was wrong with him, showing up like this? Scaring me like this? Did he think I was going to take him back now?

That was when he pulled out the extension cord. My extension cord. I recognized it in slow motion as he came toward me. I hadn’t bothered to bring it inside yet after using it to plug in the Christmas lights I’d finally goaded myself into putting up. 

If you want to know, it takes a long time to strangle somebody. I’d heard that on an episode of Investigation Discovery once. I can tell you it takes even longer when you’re the one being strangled. My throat was on fire. My head was on fire. My chest was on fire. Even my eyes felt like they were burning. I couldn’t make a sound. I couldn’t even see, as the tears poured down my cheeks. 

I guess it was taking too long for him, too. Because in the end, he smashed the side of my head against the pavement. After that, everything went dark. The unbearable fire was suddenly gone, along with the chill in the air and the feel of the wet, rough pavement.

When I caught my first glimpse of, well, I still didn’t know what to call it—my soul? My spirit? My echo?—it was sort of like looking at my reflection in a mirror. I wasn’t wafting in the breeze or anything. I wasn’t see-through. I just wasn’t alive anymore. I was still wearing my pajamas and slippers, but they looked clean, the way they had a couple minutes earlier.  

As soon as he realized I was dead—which was a hot minute after I realized I was dead—he booked it through my back gate. I was left standing beside my own body and the recycling bin I’d just wheeled out of the garage. 

I followed him, finding that I could keep pace with him easily—something I never could have said of myself while alive. I actually grabbed his arm and watched as my own fingers rested lightly on top of his shoulder. I sort of expected them to slide right through. 

He didn’t react, exactly. However, he did walk faster, down the dark driveway, down the sidewalk, until he reached the blue Kia he’d left at the end of the street. 

When he opened the driver’s side door, I dove inside the car headlong with him. I wasn’t going to risk letting him go if that car door slammed shut in my face. 

As I watched him hurry into the car, I knew that I couldn’t do anything for the girl who was lying on the pavement with blood in her hair. I couldn’t do anything for Frank, who was probably still asleep on the big tufted chair in my bedroom. 

Nobody else was looking out for me tonight. Nobody else was going to realize that I was missing, let alone dead, until I didn’t show up for work tomorrow. Nobody could do anything to help me now. 

Before he drove away, he used a packet of wipes to clean his hands. Carefully. Almost lovingly. Like he hadn’t just used them to wrap a dirty extension cord around my neck by my recycle bins in my side yard until I finally stopped fighting. 

In hindsight, that was when I decided I was going to haunt him. 

I studied him from the passenger seat while he drove. His amber eyes, black in the darkness of the car, stayed fixed on the road while we made the twenty-minute drive back to his place. 

It wasn’t the apartment he’d told me about last year—down to the roommate who left his socks in the kitchen. Instead, it was a little brick 70s-style rambler in Broomfield with one porch light burned out. 

I followed him up the front walkway of the house, past a Big Wheel bike tipped over into an overgrown flower bed and a tangle of half-naked Barbies on the steps. 

The lone porch light flickered a little as he turned the knob and went inside the house, shutting the door behind him and leaving me standing on the porch for a little while longer, staring at the toys and the riot of azaleas in the flowerbeds I just knew he hadn’t planted.  

I found that I couldn’t just walk through the front door, once he went inside. So I was glad I’d gotten into the car when I had the chance. 

I stood outside on his porch for a while. Because despite all the scary movies I’d watched, I had learned zero useful information about being dead. Could I make the doorknob move if I focused really hard? No. What would happen if I screamed? I tried it. I could hear myself just fine, but based on the reaction of the guy walking his dog across the street, nobody else could. 

Well, that’s not totally accurate. The dog—a little gray schnauzer—stopped walking and looked straight at the front porch. 

I got my hopes up. “Hey, buddy! Hey!” The schnauzer growled a little. He sniffed. Then he kept walking. The owner didn’t even look up from the blue glow of his smartphone. 

I turned away from the useless dog and sat down on the porch. I studied my hands—the reflection of my hands. I watched the way they rested on the reflection of my knees. The way my feet rested on the cracked concrete. Barely touching, as if I were made of something just heavier than air.

I swiped hard at a leaf on the step and watched it move so imperceptibly it was impossible to tell whether it had been the night air. 

You’re dead, I told myself firmly. Feel sad. 

When my favorite aunt had died in a car accident, the cushion of denial lasted a solid hour. It was too big. I couldn’t take it in. When it finally hit me, I felt like the wind had been knocked out of me. It felt like that. Only this time, the impossibly awful thing had happened to me.

I could see blurry shapes moving behind the pebbled glass of the kitchen window above the flowerbed. I stepped into the azaleas and watched my reflection scatter through the spaces between the leggy blooms. The plants didn’t move. I did. 

It would have been completely fascinating if I hadn’t just been murdered; however, it did give me an idea. I couldn’t walk through walls. Or grab anything. I seemed to have had all the power of the night air. Not the wind, even. The air. 

I sat with this idea for a while, watching the azalea leaves shiver in the slight breeze. I lifted my hand toward the nearest flower and reached for a cluster of blooms. This time I watched more carefully as my hand slipped, sort of like smoke, between two large magenta blossoms.  

I wasn’t wind: I was air. But air could go places. And that gave me an idea.

I walked around the house until I got to the side gate, which was closed. I could see the side yard—and his recycle bins—through the slats. I focused on the air between the slats and moved forward. 

Easily enough, I scattered right through the fence. 

My gaze settled on a cat door, slightly ajar, leading into the garage. I went through that too. No problem. 

The light was on, illuminating a neat garage and a few rows of stacked boxes on one side, a minivan on the other. I gave the boxes a cursory glance. They were labeled with kitchen, bathroom, bedroom, etc. A stack of labels and a permanent marker sat on the topmost box. 

He was moving.

I heard a clattering noise behind me and turned in time to see a little calico cat scurry into the garage through the cat door. 

“Hi, kitty,” I said softly, and I swear he sat down and stared right at me for a few seconds—then settled in front of a bowl of cat food. I followed him and crouched beside him as he ate. I thought of Frank with his chirping meow. He was probably tearing up the carpet at the bottom of the stairs in protest that I hadn’t fed him yet. 

I knew I couldn’t cry actual tears. Even so, I felt the familiar prickling feeling in the back of my eyes and sadness that spread through the center of me. I wouldn’t ever feel the downy fur underneath Frank’s chin or his rumbly purr as he flopped down on the bed beside me with his eyes closed again. 

As the feeling got bigger, I heard a quiet pop that plunged the garage into sudden darkness. 

I froze, listening to the quiet tinkling of the filament in the bulb.

“I think I did that,” I whispered to the cat, who continued crunching away. 

There were little pinpricks of light surrounding the door to his house. I moved toward them and the sound of the muffled voices inside. 

An hour ago, he had taken everything I had. 

I didn’t know how, but I planned to return the favor.

 


 




3. SKYE

Kuna, Idaho

Now

He came into the Daily Grind coffeehouse a lot when I was on shift that summer. 

It didn’t bother me. I looked forward to it, actually. He tipped. He was cute. He was one of the few white folks in Idaho who didn’t try to make small talk about where I was really from or take the opportunity to test out their fledgling Spanish. (Much to my mom’s disappointment, I had taken exactly one year of Spanish elective in middle school.) 

He called me “Dolly,” on account of me wearing a Dolly Parton shirt the day he first came in for a hot chocolate. Never coffee. Always hot chocolate. That was a little unusual, so I remembered his order. I started adding a little smiley face on the cup, next to his name. James. 

“Thanks, Dolly,” he always said with a grin that made me blush. So of course I mumbled something awkward and turned around to prep the next order. His amber eyes—I swear, they looked like dark, liquid gold—lingered on me while I pretended not to notice. 

My manager, Ken, teased me about him once in a while. He told me I should write my number on his cup next time he came in. “The hot chocolate dude that looks like Chris Hemsworth is totally flirting with you,” Ken said, wiggling his eyebrows. “Ball’s in your court, honeybun.” 

I almost did. I rolled the idea around in my head sometimes while I was toasting somebody’s bagel or adding exactly 5.5 pumps of caramel syrup to a Frappuccino. I was embarrassed to admit—even to myself—that I had never been on a real date, let alone made the first move. I told myself that’s what college was for. When I got there in the fall, somehow I would shed my skin and lose my awkwardness when I crossed the threshold of campus at Idaho State.

It wasn’t unusual for me to see him three or four times a week that summer; however, a few weeks before I was set to drive to ISU, he suddenly stopped coming by. I felt weirdly sad about it. Like I had missed my chance or something. I pictured his face while I worked, feeling wistful that I’d probably never see him again. He was older than me by a lot—late twenties, if I had to guess. Honestly, he was so good-looking with those caramel eyes, dark hair, and dramatic celebrity-style beauty mark that I didn’t really care.

It felt like fate when, on my last day at work before I left for ISU, he walked through the doors with a big smile and ordered his usual. I could feel my cheeks go red as I tried to bully myself into writing my number on his hot chocolate cup. I told myself it was practice, I guess. To prove I was ready for college (I wasn’t). But I chickened out. I reasoned that I was leaving for school in two days, so what was the point? 

I told him in a mumbled rush that today was my last day. He probably wouldn’t see me at the Daily Grind again. He looked genuinely disappointed and then sort of shrugged. “Well, I’ll miss you, Dolly.” 

My cheeks flared even hotter, and I pretended that the espresso machine was spilling over until he left. Idiota, I thought to myself. I remembered the curse words.

I finished my shift at four and turned in my apron and employee door tag. I gave Ken a hug, promising I’d text him. Then I walked to the bus stop. I was about to hit send on a text to my mom about dinner—pupusas at our favorite food truck? I had skipped lunch and was starving—when I saw a car slow down beside me in the shopping center. 

It was him. 

He gave me that smile, like he was as surprised as me. Like it was serendipity. Then he said, “Hey, Dolly. Want a ride?” 

I didn’t even hesitate. The universe had given me a second chance after I’d punted earlier—and all those other times. I easily batted aside the voice that quietly piped up to wonder why he was still in the sleepy shopping center two hours after I’d last seen him.

“Sure, why not?” I said, pleased that my voice sounded so easygoing, even when I could feel my heart pounding hard against my chest. It’s not a big deal, I told myself. It’s not like he’s a stranger. I smoothed down my curls, which were a mess like they always were after work. 

Then I got into the blue Kia and buckled my seatbelt. 

“You maybe wanna grab something to eat first?” he asked. I felt my heart calm down a little. 

“Sure, I’m starving,” I replied, blushing and making eye contact with the dark mark on his cheek. This meant it was a date. I couldn’t wait to text Ken later. He’d be so proud of me. 

He grinned. “Well, then I’m gonna take you to my favorite place, okay? It’s kind of out of the way, but it’s worth it.” 

The voice in my head piped up again. I’d lived in Kuna all my life. There weren’t many places I’d never been. Especially when it came to food. “What’s it called?” I asked. 

He shook his head. “You’ll see.” 

As we drove, he asked me questions. Questions about my family. Whether I’d ever visited El Salvador (once, when I was a baby). What kind of music I liked. What I wanted to study. Whether I was a morning person or a night owl. Question after question. Like I was the most interesting person in the world. All with that smile. Stealing glances at me while he pulled onto the interstate toward Boise.

I told myself to relax. Boise was a thirty-minute drive, but it did have more restaurants.

I focused on what he was saying and tried to enjoy myself. He was telling a story about one of his roommates, who had gotten a growler instead of a pony keg for their last party. I laughed, not really sure what the difference was either but unwilling to reveal that. He seemed kind of old to still be partying, but what did I know?

Five minutes later, he signaled to leave the interstate. I looked up at the sign. Blacks Creek. Kuna-Mora Road. My stomach turned over. He didn’t miss a beat as he continued telling the story. I had been on Blacks Creek Road once, on a hike. As far as I knew, there weren’t any restaurants this way. Just hills and canyons. 

My stomach started to hurt. “Is this the right exit?” I asked, as lightly as I could. I was still worried I would blow it. Hurt his feelings. Disappoint him. Reveal that I was a baby who had never even been on a real date or kissed a boy. That Ken—who himself had a boyfriend—was the only boy I ever spent any amount of time with. 

“You haven’t been to Moe’s?” he asked, glancing at me with genuine surprise. “And you grew up here?” He shot me a sly smile, and I believed him. 

Just in case, I decided to send a text to my mom. “Oh, Moe’s?” I bluffed. “Oh yeah, I’ve always wanted to try it.” I swallowed as I pulled my phone out of my jacket pocket. “I’m just going to text my mom, let her know. I told her I’d be home soon.” 

As I said it, I looked at the screen and saw zero bars. 

My thumbs hovered over the text message box as I read my mom’s last text message again and again. Te quiero, mi’ja. 

The sick feeling came back. And when I looked up at him, I saw that he had been watching me. I plastered a fake smile on my face.

He took it in stride. “There’s no service for a couple miles—but just past that hill, you’ll get three bars. No problem. You want me to stop there so you can text her?”

The whiplash from dread to relief made me feel dizzy, and I mustered up a real smile. Maybe Moe’s did exist. Maybe everything was fine. I was getting worked up over nothing. Like I always did. “Sure,” I said, as casually as I could. “She’ll worry if I don’t.”

A few minutes later, we took a bend in the road. There was a “Ranch exit” sign just ahead, and he slowed the car and signaled onto what looked like little more than a dirt trail. I looked down at my phone as the tires crunched and rumbled along the uneven, rocky surface. 

Still no service. 

He spoke as if he had read my mind, pointing outside the car. “If you still aren’t getting bars, that spot down by the creek should do it.” He smiled. “Found it by accident when my friend Greg had to take a leak on the way out here.” 

I laughed a little and got out of the car, my eyes on my phone as I walked toward the creek. 

Still no bars. 

I held the phone up and took a few steps forward and tried again. 

Nothing. 

And that’s when he grabbed me from behind. One hand roughly pulled my head back by my hair. The other closed around my throat as he pushed me to the ground. I landed hard on my stomach, but the only sound I could manage was a muffled grunt as his knees pinned me down. 

I tried to scream. Tried to twist my body around to get him off me. Tried to fight. 

All I could focus on was trying to get his hands off my throat. 

When I was in fourth grade, the little boy next door—his name was Dewey—drowned in the hot tub on his back patio. He tried to get in it while his mom was making lunch, and the cover shut on him. After that, I sometimes had a hard time falling asleep at night. I couldn’t stop thinking about what it must have been like for him. 

Drowning was the worst way I could imagine dying. 

Until now.

It couldn’t have been more than a couple minutes before I lost consciousness, but the seconds seemed to expand as I tried—and failed—to find a way to make him stop.  

When the darkness finally closed in, the pain and the pressure disappeared with the light. 

When the light reappeared, I could still hear him grunting behind me. I could still see the dirt and gravel beneath my face. Everything else had gone numb.

To my amazement however, I rolled away from his grasp. 

To my horror, he didn’t even notice. Because the girl with the dark, messy curls lying face down in the dirt didn’t move at all. 

I’d seen those Dateline specials about people who had out-of-body experiences. Near-death experiences. I quickly decided that’s what was happening. 

“GET OFF ME,” I screamed, launching myself at him. 

My fists landed on his back with all the force of a butterfly wing.

“Stop, stop, stop,” I cried. I knew he couldn’t hear me. I wasn’t sure I could even hear myself. 

The girl on the ground—me—wasn’t putting up a fight anymore. Her lips were a deep lavender. There was a long line of drool coming out of one corner of her mouth. Her eyes weren’t closed, but they weren’t open, either. 

The distant sound of a vehicle on the interstate was what finally made him let go. It wasn’t close, but there was no cover out here, aside from some scrubby sage and the shallow creek.

I watched as he finally stood up and inspected his hands then walked back toward the blue Kia.  

He didn’t look back at the body on the ground. 

As I heard his tires crunch along the road, I waited for it to happen. For my soul to reunite with the lifeless, dusty body in the dirt. 

I sat down and got as close as I could to my body. “He’s gone,” I whispered. “You can wake up now.” 

I imagined reuniting with my body, focusing as hard as I could on what it had felt like in the moments before everything went dark. I lay down next to myself, hoping that all of a sudden, I’d feel the pain again, the desperation to breathe. That was what happened in the Dateline episode. You saw yourself outside your body, and then wham, you came roaring back. Or some kind of loving being appeared to tell you it wasn’t your time to meet God yet. 

“Come back,” I whispered. I thought about my mom, already home from work and wondering why I hadn’t beat her home. Why I hadn’t texted. Whether I wanted two or three pupusas. 

My phone was lying in the dirt beneath me. I could see one corner, pinned underneath my thigh. 

It was still and silent.

Just like me. 

 


 




4. MEGHAN

Oquirrh Mountains, Utah

1 year before

It took all night for me to find my way back to my body in the dark forest. 

The thumbnail of a moon provided just enough light to get me back to the rocky gully. From there, it was an impossible guessing game of sagebrush, crumbling limestone, and hundreds of scrawny pine trees that looked exactly alike.

There were no stumbles or falls to slow me down as I moved through the darkness. But as it turned out, being a ghost didn’t come with a maps app. And it didn’t make me any less afraid of the dark. The night was full of snapping branches, and unearthly muttering noises. I screamed in terror and frustration every few minutes. The sound didn’t echo. 

Despite my best efforts to move like the spirits I’d seen on TV, my feet stayed on the ground, in the lace-up coral flats I’d been wearing earlier. 

Above me, the stars were brighter than I’d ever seen them. Everything else surrounding me was swallowed up in inky blackness.

I’d always enjoyed camping—the few times I’d gone anyway. Still, I was quick as anyone to park myself around the campfire or zip myself up in my tent when the sun set. Nature was beautiful, at a distance. Up close, it was usually terrifying. 

With every new twig snap or rustling branch, I froze. Or screamed.

From somewhere in the distance, I could hear the excited chorus of coyotes. 

It wasn’t that I was afraid something bad would happen to me. The worst thing had already happened. Fear felt different than it had while I was alive. My heartbeat didn’t speed up. My breath didn’t speed up. I just felt the terror of being alone, of being lost, of being dead, in every part of me that was left.

When I came around a bend and saw a huge pair of glinting eyes staring back at me from a rocky outcropping, I shrieked. 

The eyes didn’t disappear. If anything, they moved a little closer before I ran. The pinpricks of stars swirled in front of me as I moved faster and faster, still screaming for help I knew would not be coming. 

* * *

It was the coyotes that led me back to my body as the sky turned steel gray above the rocky horizon.

They had stopped calling to each other. But as I climbed up an embankment that looked vaguely familiar, I could hear growls and snarls coming from just beyond the ravine. 

The first thing I saw was one of my coral shoes: the battered mortal twin to the pristine reflections on my feet. It was lying in the dirt, smears of something dark crusting the tongue. 

There were five coyotes just past the shoe. They were skinny and small enough that I wouldn’t have been afraid of any of them in the daylight. In the darkness, it was a different story. Backs hunched together, eyes flashing green as they snapped and chattered to one another, and jaws dark with what I knew was blood, they were something else entirely. 

I felt the terror expand until it was too big for me to contain it. “Get away!” I screamed, taking a step toward them. 

To my amazement, five heads swiveled toward me as the chattering snarls stopped. 

The coyote nearest me, who had a dark patch on her head, drew back her lips to bare needle-like teeth. 

“Get out of here,” I screamed again, stepping toward them.

Their ears went back slightly, and they sniffed the air, taking a few shuffling steps away from my body.

I took a step forward, still screaming. 

They didn’t flinch, exactly. However, they didn’t turn back to their meal, either.

The coyote with the dark patch made a muttering noise in her throat and moved to circle the rest of her companions—allowing me a glimpse behind her.

I’d never seen a dead body before, except on TV. 

Let alone my own dead body.

The dread and disgust shot through me like a massive bolt of electricity, and I drew back from the mangled, bloody corpse on the ground. One of my legs from the knee down was in tatters, hanging on by dark threads. They’d ripped open my stomach, letting the glinting entrails spill partway out onto the ground. 

My face had been spared. But the skin on my neck that was visible where the pink-and-green scarf lay open was a mass of bruises that could be seen even in the dim light.

The coyote with the dark patch on her head circled back around in a wide loop, sniffing the air. Her muzzle was wet with blood, and she was still making that muttering noise in the back of her throat. 

In a daze, I reached out a hand to touch her, and she gave a sharp bark then loped toward the ravine with her ears pinned against her tawny head. 

The others followed her into the steel-gray darkness. 

I sat down in the dirt, a few feet away from where the ground turned black and slick, until the sun finally came up on my remains. 

 


 




5. BRECIA

Boulder, Colorado

2 Years Before

These were the things I had learned after three days of living in his house: 

The naked Barbies in the front yard belonged to his two daughters, Emma and Kimmie. I had never been good at pinpointing exactly how old kids were. If I had to pick a number, I’d say that the two little girls with duck-down, white-blond hair were six and four. Still babies. For the most part, I kept my distance from them, wary of anything he’d touched. 

The scraggly azaleas beneath the kitchen window had been planted by his wife, April, who was the opposite of everything I’d been while I was alive. She was quiet. Blond. Rail-thin. Endlessly patient and doting. When I wasn’t following her husband from room to room, brimming with hatred, I watched her. She washed the dishes, folded laundry, picked up toys, fed the cat, read a book, and made breakfast. She snuggled up next to him at night and kissed him in the morning. At first, I was sure that if I looked hard enough I’d see that she was his match: rotten at the core. But the more I looked, the more confused I felt. To be honest, I hated her at first—maybe even more than I would have if she’d been awful. Because she seemed so blissfully, doggedly unaware. Just like I had been when I’d dated her husband a year ago. Except this woman had been married to him for years.

The cat in the garage was named Oscar. Out of everyone who lived in the little brick rambler in Boulder, he was the only one who seemed to have the sense to hate the man of the house as much as I did. When the garage door opened, he sat up in his kitty bed in the corner by the bikes, craning his neck to see who it was. If it was April or one of the girls, he made a chatty little noise in his throat and hurried over in hopes of being scooped up and taken inside the house. If it was him, Oscar stayed put. Or slunk out of the garage. 

To be fair, Oscar didn’t like me much, either. Whenever I approached, the cat stopped what he was doing and stared for a few seconds. If I tried to touch him, he shrank back and moved the other way. I found this strangely reassuring. It seemed to mean that somebody knew I still existed. Even if it was just an orange tabby. 

The boxes in the garage, stacked in neat rows and meticulously labeled with black sharpie, were destined for Herriman, Utah. The U-Haul had already been paid for. 

I followed him like an invisible shadow that first day. While he ate breakfast at his mid-century-style kitchen table. While he shaved off the Joaquin Phoenix beard that I wondered if he’d grown for the sole purpose of making himself less recognizable. And while he tickled Kimmie and Emma on his way downstairs.   
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