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This book is dedicated to my dad.
Can you hear me? I have a voice now.
It’s big enough for the both of us.
Love’s divine . . .
Your beautiful baby
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the other side
of
the surface


My body smacked the water. Thoughts scattered like a handful of beads dropped on a bare wood floor. I gasped for air and the current rushed in. My throat burned. Panic, thrashing, spots of light exploding in my head. Surrender. I sank softly down . . . until . . . fingers wrapped around my wrist, yanking me out of the water. As my head broke the surface it all became clear. I had died . . . again.


•  •  •


I stood on the end of the dock that jutted out toward the middle of the lake, fingering the silver eagle feather charm that hung in the hollow below my neck. The chain tangled in the short hairs below my ponytail. I was stunned and spots bounced in front of my eyes. Memories of Mel and my previous visits to the Obmil were rushing at me, but when it came to knowing who I was in my last life, all I could pull from the murky haze was the fact that I was a girl. A girl and a failure.


“Samantha? Is that really you?” Mel inhaled deeply and smiled, confirming that she knew exactly who I was.


It was starting to come back to me now. Everything around me looked the same as it had on my last two visits. I, on the other hand, was guaranteed to appear completely different. But that wasn’t unusual or problematic. A soul in the afterlife is recognizable. When you arrive at the Obmil in the last body you inhabited, it really isn’t much different than showing up at a family reunion in a different outfit. Everyone has a scent, a personal pheromone that overrides the optical illusion of the body they’re wearing. I’m told my soul smells a little like freshly cut wood and dark chocolate.


Mel took another deep breath and smiled at me, her face warm and welcoming. Slowly, the knot of information in my head was unraveling. It was Mel’s familiar hand that had pulled me from the water, out of my third life. That made sense. After all, she’d greeted me on my last two arrivals at the Obmil Center for Progression. Crappity, crap, crap—this meant I was here for the third time. I was stuck.


Mel studied me for a moment, then dropped her gaze and focused on recording my arrival in her notebook. She was big into journaling, but I also suspected she was giving me time to get my bearings. Her pen flew across the page as she wrote down tidbits of information. I could imagine her comments about my future. Lost soul—going nowhere fast.


I thought about it for a moment, realizing that I wasn’t Samantha anymore. That had been my name in my second life, the last time I’d taken a detour through the Obmil. I could feel the skin between my eyes crinkle up as I searched my memory. Who was I now?


On my first visit to the Obmil, my memories of life had been like Swiss cheese: baby Swiss, to be exact. There was more information present than missing. As a Second Timer the gaps were larger. It took a little longer for the memories to return, but with time, all the voids were filled. Honestly, it had almost been easy. No Delving was necessary for First and Second Timers. But I could still hear Mel’s voice warning me last time that remembering my past wasn’t my primary goal, I was supposed to be learning something deeper about myself during the process, to avoid ending up at the Obmil again. Why hadn’t I done it then? Being a Third Timer was humiliating. It was like failing gym because you refused to change for class. But as stupid as I felt for being in the afterlife again, I also knew I would have to find out what had led me here.


Last time, I’d tried doing what Mel suggested, letting one of my memories go deeper, but it had been like rubbing my heart against a cheese grater. In my second life, my husband had cheated on me. Repeatedly. Remembering that was painful enough, but then I discovered my response to his philandering. I’d thought I could fix it. I thought it was me. I was convinced that if I put my mind to it, I could be whatever it was that he needed. I stayed—in an all-star show of pathetic behavior—and then he dumped me. I’d wanted to kill myself and maybe would have, if it hadn’t been for my best friend. She’d saved me from doing something unforgivable.


What I’d learned from the exercise was that self-examination hurts. It had taken my breath away. I never wanted to do that again. Things were better on the surface.


Standing on the dock now, the memories from my previous life as Samantha raced past me like a train passing through the station. I was so engrossed in the slide show in my head that I sucked in my breath when the recollections suddenly stopped short at the end of my second life. Who was I now?


Mel’s hand steadied my elbow and I knew without a doubt that this time around, things were different. I was empty. There weren’t any significant memories from my third life for my mind to grasp. The whole thing was one big, blank hole. I didn’t know my own story. It was the Obmil’s way of forcing my hand, upping the ante.


“Samantha?” Mel waved her hand in front of my face.


I felt a small ping. Like the wink of a firefly, one small memory shot across my mind. “It’s Elliot. Elliot Turner,” I answered.


“Elliot . . .” She rolled the name around on her tongue, looking me over from head to toe. “You’re younger than you were on your last visit. Not as curvy, either.”


I hugged myself, trying to make my own acquaintance, more small details starting to emerge. I squeezed tighter, attempting to reconcile the changes between my body as Samantha and the new me—Elliot. My hands and arms crushed my chest and sides. My new shape wasn’t a roller-coaster ride, that was for sure. Leaning over, I found my reflection in the smooth water of the lake. Seventeen was a lot younger than forty. I studied my face. It was plain compared to Samantha’s. The new me appeared forgettable. I turned away from the water.


Mel tilted her head to the side. “How was your trip in?”


“Wet.”


Sarcasm? I wasn’t sure where that came from. Maybe it was my first clue to my new personality.


Mel paused for a second, maneuvered her mane of frizzy red hair out of the way and gave a chuckle. Everyone who came to the Obmil through a waterway was dry as a bone when they exited. It was one of the perks of being dead. There were others. The last time I’d been here I’d dropped in from the sky. Cause of death: plane crash due to mechanical failure. Luckily, high-impact landings were about as painful as water entries were wet.


Searching Mel’s sympathetic eyes, the full realization of being a Third Timer crashed over me like a wave. Without thinking, I flew into her arms.


“I don’t remember anything at all this time.” Small hiccups bounced my shoulders up and down. I remembered my first two lives, but my life as Elliot felt as if it was tucked away, someplace long forgotten, and no one had given me a map to find it. I buried my face in the crook of Mel’s neck where she always smelled the strongest of lavender and peppermint.


“Sshh . . .” Mel crooned in my ear. “It’s okay. There’s nothing to feel embarrassed about. I know you thought you’d figured it out last time, but I did try to warn you. It takes more than just touching the surface.” She squeezed my shoulder and smiled. “It’s fine, it wasn’t meant to be. Besides, if you’d gotten it right, I wouldn’t have the chance to see you again.”


I sniffed once or twice, allowing myself to feel safe for a moment, wrapped in her arms and her confidence.


“Enlightenment is highly overrated,” I said, pulling back and shrugging my shoulders. I thought about the cheese grater pain of recollected memories and deeper emotions. I shuddered. “I’m not in a rush anyway. Staying here isn’t so bad—I’ll just hang around with you for a while.”


“You don’t want to do that,” Mel snapped.


I looked up in surprise. She was usually as even-tempered as they come.


“Listen, Elliot, I’m not really supposed to interfere too much with a soul’s personal journey. I’m simply a guide. But you should know that there are consequences for lingering too long at the Obmil. It’s okay to take all the time that you need if you’re actively working toward your growth plan, but eternal avoidance isn’t an option.”


“What kind of consequences?” I asked, noticing how her mouth was a thin hard line.


“It’s—let’s just say the consequences can be hellish.” She shifted her gaze away from mine.


“So, what you’re saying is that there really is a he—” Mel cut me off with a sharp stare before I could finish. Everyone at the Obmil was always speculating. Do all souls move forward after their time here, or are there other options—less pleasant options?


Mel cleared her throat. “I’m just saying that the best way to handle being a Third Timer is to take Julia’s approach.”


“Who’s Julia?”


Mel gave herself a light thunk on the head. “Sorry. Julia is Emma.”


Emma. My best friend in life and the afterlife. During my first life she’d also been a he. In fact, we were eighty-year-old twin bachelor brothers named Arty and Jim. We’d both died in our sleep and woke up in “twin” beds at the Obmil.


During my second life as Samantha, Emma was my best friend. We’d met at a divorce support group. She’d found me when I was at the end of my rope. We were on our way back from a retreat when our plane went down. Twice we’d been in the same life and afterlife together.


“When did she get here? Is she my age? What does she look like? Does she remember her last life? Has she started Workshop yet?” I would’ve kept going but Mel had a funny expression on her face, like she was sucking on something sour.


“What? What’s going on?” I dug my nails into the palm of my hand, but nothing happened. I glanced down, realizing I no longer had Samantha’s perfectly manicured fingers. I fought the urge to yank at a hangnail with my teeth.


“Going—Julia Going.” Mel stumbled over her words. “That’s her last name. And, well, she isn’t in my Workshop this time.” The corners of Mel’s mouth turned down ever so slightly.


“What do you mean? Why didn’t you take her?” My voice was louder than I expected and it echoed off the rock walls.


“I tried to take her.” Mel folded her arms and then unfolded them. “She didn’t want to be in my Workshop.”


“What?”


“Come sit with me.” Mel patted a sun-warmed spot at the end of the dock. The warm cedar smell lured me closer.


I sat down next to her and she put her finger up and touched it to my lips, stopping the next question that was sitting on the edge of my tongue. “Elliot . . .” She removed her finger and began tapping it on the wood. “She didn’t want to be in the same Workshop as you.”


I was sure I hadn’t heard her correctly. My jaw hurt from grinding my teeth together. I was not going to cry again.


“Before you ask, I want you to know that I don’t know the answer. She wouldn’t tell me why she didn’t want to be with you. You’re going to have to ask her yourself.” She waited, but I was suddenly out of questions.


“Can I be selfish for a moment?” Mel asked, reaching for my hand.


I nodded, unable to say anything.


“I missed you. I love everyone who walks into my life at the Obmil. I’m where I am today because I’m good at connecting with lost souls, but you and I have a special bond, Elliot.” My name already slid off her tongue like it was the only one I’d ever had.


I felt just as strongly about her. I wanted to tell Mel how special she was, not selfish at all, but I felt like a leaf floating haphazardly downstream. I couldn’t stop thinking about Emma. Wait, she was Julia now. Unfurling my clenched fingers, I wiped them against my pants. I could feel Mel’s gaze as I picked at the cuticle of my thumb.


“Is she a lot older than me or something?” I needed to find a reasonable explanation.


Mel winced. “She’s nineteen.”


“Oh.”


Mel stood up and dusted off her wildly colorful peasant skirt. “Come on,” she said. The two inches of silver bangles on either wrist jingled. I glanced at her untamed hair, down to her toes painted in a rainbow of colors. Even if Julia was mad at me for some strange reason, how could she not want to be with Mel?


“Let’s go up to the Haven and get you settled in your room.” Mel tilted her head toward the path. “We should get out of here. David’s on his way down to the lake. Looks like he’s meeting someone who’s arriving in a little bit.” She peeked back at me with one eyebrow raised. I didn’t like David and I wasn’t fond of Mel’s eyebrow at that moment either. Not wanting to get cornered on the dock with David, I double-timed it to solid ground with Mel. Now that I was paying attention, I could feel the subtle vibration in the air that gives advance warning of a new arrival. Follow the quivering and you’d have a pretty good idea where the next dead soul was going to pop up. Even though the vibrations were stronger facing the lake, I turned and watched David make his way toward us.


David also worked at the Obmil, but he was nothing like Mel. He oozed arrogance. I opened my mouth to say something unpleasant about him, but Mel put her finger to her lips. I wasn’t sure if this was because David was striding toward us or because she didn’t want to hear me bad-mouth another “dedicated” soul at the Obmil. Before I could find out, David was standing four inches too close. I could smell his overpowering cologne as his bulk towered over me, blocking out the sun. He leaned over and gave a big mucous-filled sniff.


“Samantha.” His voice boomed. “You’re back so soon.” He plucked at his bushy mustache, then started counting on his fingers.


“It’s Elliot Turner now,” Mel said.


He shrugged and continued like he’d never been interrupted. “Miss Turner, doesn’t that make this your third visit? Time for you to step up. When you’re a Third Timer, you have to truly resolve your issues before you get to move on. Unfortunately, you don’t seem like the type who’s very self-motivated.” I gasped. He cocked his head to the side. “Or maybe, you have a reason for avoiding the truth.”


Everything he said was too loud. His smile was overly big and bright. Even though he was an overfed, overdressed windbag—more like a caricature of a powerful man than an actual one—I still stepped behind Mel like I was seven instead of seventeen.


I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. He dismissed me with a wave of his hand and sauntered past us, speaking over his shoulder. “Must be going. I’ve got to hurry and register this new arrival because it’s almost time for Workshop. I don’t want to keep my prize pupil waiting.” He stopped walking for just a moment and winked. “I suspect that unlike you, Miss Turner, Julia Going is going places. She’s very motivated and can’t wait to leave the Obmil.”
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circles
in
the sky


My right temple pulsed. Anger rushed through my veins. It wasn’t just me who felt like this. Emma—I mean Julia—hated David too. He was kind of a creep to everyone, but he really didn’t like us. It had started when we’d first arrived as the twins and obviously it had escalated. There was no way that Julia would want to be in his Workshop. As soon as I talked to her I knew I could straighten this out. Since I couldn’t take my frustrations out on David, I kicked at the rocks on my way up the path. After I almost blasted one into Mel’s back, I kept my eyes glued to the Haven, stomping my feet as I stalked after her.


The Haven sat above the lake, a grand mountain lodge perched on a foundation of rock. It wouldn’t have surprised me if it had grown there, wood, glass, and stone nesting on the curve of the water, the turrets and towers of the roofline rising above the trees that blanketed the mountains in every direction.


The closer I moved to the building, the safer I felt. At least something here was comfortingly predictable. The Haven and its lake never changed. Life everywhere else at the Obmil School of Progression was constantly shifting like a busy mind. When you stepped out of the Haven and looked around, you never knew what you were going to see. The landscape, weather, and other buildings were as unpredictable as the emotionally charged people who were stuck in the afterlife.


In the distance I could see a couple having an argument, a pocket of dark storm clouds hovering above their heads. Nearby, a woman was tucked beneath a tree, reading a book. The arc of a rainbow framed her face, completing the upturned curve of her smile.


There were advantages to this physical disclosure of emotional temperament. I knew to maneuver away from people with thunder in their vicinity, and I knew who to seek out for a good laugh. With concentration and awareness, people could control their feelings and hide the display, but honestly, you’d be surprised at how often emotions get the better of people.


My eye returned to the couple with the storm clouds and I had to laugh. Bursts of bright fireworks were going off above them now as they moved into a blush-inducing embrace. Wearing your heart on your sleeve for everyone to see had its ups and downs.


As I climbed the flagstone steps to the Haven, I felt a thrill of anticipation, knowing I would be seeing Julia any minute now. While there were hundreds of people moving in and out of this particular Obmil on any given day, somehow we’d always managed to be in the same place at the same time. Mel had said it wasn’t unusual for a group of souls to travel together. She’d said Julia and I were traveling in a kind of spiritual Gulf Stream that was keeping us in close proximity to each other. Was it possible that Julia’s soul was trying to swim as far away from mine as the current could carry her?


What worried me now was the unknown. I had no freaking idea what I was supposed to discover about myself. With all the magic that happens around here, you would think it wouldn’t be so hard to come up with a manual or something—What to Expect When Confronted with the Unexpected: A Failure’s Guide to the Afterlife. And what would happen after Julia and I figured out our growth plans? There were no guarantees we’d follow the same current after moving on from the Obmil this time. The whole thing was too vague for my taste. I figured that if we at least left the Obmil at the same time again, we’d have a much better chance of staying together. David made it sound as if Julia was well on her way to enlightenment and leaving, but that didn’t make any sense. In fact, it made me want to start kicking rocks all over again. I needed to calm down and remember that he was probably just trying to use her to upset me.


Once again I looked around, hoping to spot Julia, which was stupid since I wouldn’t be able to figure out who she was until I was close enough to smell her. Still, I eyed a dozen teenagers sitting at a cluster of picnic tables. I wanted to move in close to everyone until I found someone who smelled like vanilla and warm sand, but I figured that if one of them was Julia, Mel would have let me know. I stopped lagging behind and hurried up the steps and into the lobby. The first person I saw was Freddie, the caretaker of the Haven. He was right where I’d left him at the front desk.


He breathed in deeply. “Samantha, good to see you, rascal. I’ve missed you.” He edged closer, carrying an ornate brass key on a burgundy velvet ribbon.


“It’s Elliot now,” Mel chimed in.


“Hi, Freddie,” I mumbled. I was pressed tightly into the bib of his overalls and plaid flannel shirt. He smelled of root beer and motor oil.


“Let me look at you, sweetheart,” Freddie said. He cupped the charm around my neck with his paw of a hand. “Still love your eagles, I see.”


“I’m a Third Timer, Freddie,” I said, feeling like a squirrel darting out into traffic.


His eyes shifted to Mel. “Then you’ll be needing a place to stay.”


“You’re going to put me with Julia, right?” I asked. “Any chance our room is overlooking the water?” I shuffled my foot back and forth across the worn wood floor. I always felt a little claustrophobic if I couldn’t see the lake or the cliffs. I’d whiled away a lot of hours here observing two eagles, far across the lake, circling their territory. I’d started watching them on my first visit to the Obmil. It was beyond fascination. It was a magnetic pull. Watching them circle the sky was meditative. That’s why I’d been so confused the day they violently locked together, talon-to-talon, free-falling toward the lake.


I’d thought they were attacking each other and were willing to crash to the surface before either would admit defeat. But right before cartwheeling to certain death, they broke apart and each flew lazy spirals in the vast expanse of blue sky. It had been romance. . . . I hadn’t realized it until months later, when there were three instead of two.


I repeated the question. “I’m rooming with Julia, right?” My stomach clenched when I saw the look that passed between Freddie and Mel.


“Listen, honey, you are going to be rooming with Julia, but she’s not necessarily thrilled about it.” Freddie patted my hand. “She’s agreed to do it because we’re so crowded, but she surrendered under protest. Thinks it will be too hard for both of you.”


“Too hard?”


“What he means, Elliot, is that Julia has chosen to put some distance between you two and she thinks that this might send a mixed message—be confusing for everyone,” Mel said.


I didn’t know what to say.


Mel straightened her peasant top. “I think it will be fine. It’ll give you a chance to talk it out.” She smiled bright as the sun, and it was just enough to remind me that Julia and I were best friends. Of course we would work this out.


“Well then, follow me.” Freddie gestured to the left, his hand calloused and tough on the palm, yet paper-thin and blue-veined on top. “I’ve got just the thing for you, Elliot.” He moved slowly, reminding me that he hadn’t been a young man when he arrived at the Obmil. Mel and I followed him up to the seventh floor, the roof of the south side. At the end of the hall was an arched wooden door. Freddie tugged it open, revealing a spiraling stone staircase. Silently I followed him up to a lofty tower room. The windows were propped open in every direction and a soft breeze blew through the space.


I spun around, trying to take it all in. It was a little hideaway, a unique perch above the crooked mob of hallways below. “I never knew this was here! I thought that door was a closet.” I danced a little jig. Julia and I wouldn’t be fighting over a bed with a view. Everything in the room was by a window.


Freddie cleared his throat. “Well, I usually save it for my special souls. The ones that need a little less chatter and a bit more sky. Although in your case, I imagine you’ll just chat at the sky.” He gave a little grunt. “Just thought you might like it.”


I glanced at Mel. “You knew about this?”


She smiled. “Nope, I found out about it when he brought Julia up. Freddie is really good at keeping secrets.” She waggled her finger at him, making her bangles tinkle softly. He clutched his hat and looked down at the floor, a faint blush on his cheeks.


“Enjoy it, Elliot.” He handed me the fancy key, warm from the heat of his hand. I placed it on the window ledge, doubting that I’d be carrying around something five inches long with decorative curlicues and a velvet ribbon. Nobody locked his or her doors at the Obmil anyway.


Freddy glanced at his pocket watch and then stuffed it back into his overalls as he turned to leave. “I’ll see you later for lunch,” he said, moving slowly down the stairs, one foot meeting the other at every landing.


“I’m going to head out also,” Mel said. She paused. “Elliot?”


I turned to look at her.


“I know you’re scared to be a Third Timer, the focus of Workshop. You’re afraid to be vulnerable in front of everyone, but I’ll be there. I’m going to guide you through this. It’s the way things are supposed to be.” Her focus shifted to something over my shoulder. “It won’t be long before you’re ready to leave here, get a new growth plan, and start all over again.”


I opened my mouth to protest, but she cut me off.


“I know you think you don’t want to leave, but trust me, you don’t want to linger here with me. No good can come from wasting time. Especially Obmil time: It’s a gift.”


I nodded, frustrated at my inability to seem enthusiastic. Honestly, it was scary. My stomach twisted into knots just thinking about it. There’s nothing easy about moving to the next level, jumping streams. It’s a huge transition. Something small and dark nudged at my insides, making me wonder if there were any real guarantees. What if there was the possibility that I wouldn’t be moving on at all? Maybe you could screw up a life so bad that they didn’t give you another one. Then where the hell would you go?


Mel deposited a reassuring kiss on my forehead. When she stepped back, someone was in the doorway staring at me.
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reunions


Tendrils of vanilla and beach sand danced around me, confirming who this girl was, but it seemed so unlikely. The last time I’d seen her she’d been tall and raven-haired with warm brown tones. Now her skin was pale, almost translucent. Before she’d had the body of a volleyball player. Now the biggest thing about her was the mop of blond ringlets that corkscrewed in every direction.


I rushed past Mel and threw my arms around Julia. Her head tucked itself under my chin.


“Ouch, Samantha. Think you could ease off on the bone-crushing enthusiasm?”


I loosened my grip and felt her skinny little toothpick arms wrap around my waist. Her lungs inflated as she sucked in my scent. I buried myself in the nest of her hair.


Mel cleared her throat. “Ladies, I’ve got things to do and no time to waste witnessing sappy reunions.” I thought I heard her sniffle and smiled to myself. I knew everything would be all right. “You two catch up. By the way—she’s Elliot now, not Samantha, and don’t forget she won’t be attending Workshop today. Today’s arrivals start tomorrow. You, on the other hand, need to be on your way in just a few minutes. See you later, girls.”


Julia wiggled out of my arms like Houdini. Then she sat down on her bed, pulled up her knees, and wrapped herself up into a tiny ball punctuated by blond fluff. “So you know?” Her voice was a squeak.


I plopped down on the remaining bed and peeked out the window. “I was told you didn’t want to room with me. If that’s what you’re referring to. I also heard that you aren’t in Mel’s Workshop, that you’re in David’s.” I tried, but I couldn’t keep the disgust from leaking into my voice. “Is it true that you picked David to be your guide?” I turned and inspected Julia, who appeared to be getting smaller as I examined her.


“Is it because you didn’t want to be in Workshop with me?” I couldn’t help it, I got teary. “What’s going on, Jules?” I began to pace, unable to sit still any longer.


“Don’t call me that. My name is Julia.” She vaulted off the bed. “You always do that.”


“Do what?”


“You decide things. You make choices and you never ask me how I feel about them.” She grabbed an indigo hoodie off the end of her bed and put it on. The color brought out her eyes and made them take up all the space on her face. “I don’t want you giving me a nickname.”


I threw up my hands. “Okay. Sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I just missed you. I’m trying to figure out what’s going on here.”


“I missed you too.” Julia walked over and hooked her arm through mine. It was a familiar gesture, something that she’d done before as Jim and Emma. It stopped the out-of-control feeling that battered me from all sides.


“Jule-ia,” I stopped myself. I could hear her sigh as if she knew it had been too much to ask. It was like I couldn’t be counted on to get the simplest things right. That sigh was another nail being pounded into my coffin of failure. Yet, even though I knew what an utter screwup I was—back here for the third time—it seemed ridiculous to feel bad about wanting to call my best friend by a term of endearment. I just wanted to make her feel special, but my rationalization of the situation wasn’t stopping the sick feeling in my stomach. I hated the sensation of not doing things the right way, or, should I say, the expected way.


“Sorry. I promise I won’t do it again.”


“I know.” She rolled her eyes and smiled—major mixed message. “Listen, Elliot, about the whole David thing.” She flipped her wrist and took a look at her watch. “Oh crap, I’ve gotta go. Listen, we’ll talk later. I do love you, Elliot—I just don’t think I can stand to be in the same room with you for too long.” Before I could react, she’d darted down the stairs, her feet moving over the steps so quietly, it was like she was flying.


•  •  •


I didn’t need a clock to know that it was lunchtime. My stomach growled loudly. I racked my brain to remember when I’d last eaten. Like everything from my previous life, it was a mystery. I headed down the stairs, my shoes tapping a staccato rhythm on the stone beneath my feet. Instantly I was surrounded by the smell of brick oven pizza. Closing my eyes, I inhaled, filling my lungs with the perfect combination of cheese, tomato, and spices. I must’ve loved pizza in my earlier life. It smelled so delicious right now.


I opened my eyes, ready to follow my nose all the way down to the dining room. My mouth watered in anticipation, but I couldn’t resist one last peek up the curved staircase. I was in love with my room—our room. I felt a tap on my shoulder. Julia must have forgotten something important (like the fact that we were best friends forever). I turned quickly, ready to accept her apology—the one that wouldn’t have been necessary if she hadn’t gone all looney to start with. No one was there. I felt a double tap on my other shoulder—the old tap-the-opposite-shoulder trick. She was notorious for that when we were a very young Arty and Jim. I whipped around, ready to make her beg for forgiveness, and almost choked on my own tongue. The guy standing in front of me was . . . was . . . radiant. Guys can be radiant, right? ’Cause this guy was beautiful. But it was more than just the blond waves in his hair and the earnest green eyes. It was like he glowed—from the inside.


“Hi, Elliot.” He appeared to be about my age, but he came off like a little boy waiting in line to sit on Santa’s lap and give his wish list. He bounced lightly up and down on his toes as he watched me intently. He almost vibrated. How the heck did he know my name? I stared at him. Nothing about him was familiar. Despite his youthful exuberance, he seemed weirdly worldly, like Yoda trapped in the body of a sun-kissed teenage heartbreaker. Bizarre. He gave a soft laugh.


“Do or do not . . . there is no try.” He sounded just like the pint-size Jedi Master. My jaw sagged open and Radiant Guy raised an eyebrow at me and waited.


I glanced up, wondering if I’d managed to somehow project a cartoon bubble with my Yoda thoughts for him to read. That’s when I saw it: I’d created a recording of the introductory roll-up that starts the Star Wars movie. The familiar theme music was playing softly near my left shoulder, words scrolling over my head—in a galaxy far, far away. . . .


For exactly ten seconds I was completely weirded out, but then he hunched over and said, “Good relations with the Wookies, I have.” I couldn’t help it, I cracked up, which made him chuckle, leading me to laugh harder than before. I think we would have stayed there forever, entertaining each other, if Mel hadn’t shown up.


“There you are, Oliver.” She pointed a finger at him. “I seem to recall asking you to let Elliot get her bearings before you inundated her with your relentless enthusiasm.” The scowl she flashed was a complete fake.


Oliver grinned. “I tried—couldn’t wait.”


“You’ve been waiting for me?” I asked. My mind was jumping around like water on a hot skillet. I twirled a loose strand of hair around my finger. His name was Oliver. So, I knew that, and the fact that he was a Star Wars fan; but that wasn’t really enough to explain why standing next to him made me feel like coming home after a really long vacation. How could someone be utterly familiar and completely unrecognizable at the same time?


“Yes, I’ve been waiting.” He said it with confidence. The magnetic pull between us made me want to reach out and touch him, lay my head on his shoulder. I was being lured in by the subtle scent of freshly mowed grass and shampoo. I shivered, but managed to curb the odd impulse. I was flooded by the most unexplainable connection with this boy. In all my lifetimes, I’d never experienced anything like this before.


Mel cleared her throat, reminding me she was still there.


“Is he like this with everyone?” I asked.


“He’s lovable.”


“But is he . . .” I was having trouble explaining the deep connection that had sprung up so quickly. I needed confirmation. “I’ve come here over and over again with my best friend and up until”—I swallowed—“this visit, I would have considered us to have a special bond. But this isn’t like that. This feels different. Am I wrong?”


“Nope. This is a bit unusual,” she said.


“I’m standing right here.” Oliver’s finger made a circling gesture. “Girls,” he muttered under his breath.


We ignored him.


“Have you ever seen this happen before?” I asked.


“Just once,” Mel said, making little frown lines over her nose. “But we really should be going, kids. Elliot, I can hear your stomach growling from here.” She turned and headed down the twisting corridor. I turned back to Oliver and at that exact moment my stomach gurgled like something volatile in a science lab beaker. We were standing so close I wondered if he could feel the rumbling.


I extended my palm and Oliver took it. His hand fit perfectly in mine and within a few strides we’d found a comfortable rhythm, stomachs rumbling in unison.


•  •  •


Crossing the threshold of the dining room, I was blissfully happy to zero in on a steaming pie sitting there for the taking. I made a beeline for it, dragging Oliver behind me. I looked at the pizza and then down at our still connected hands, not really sure how I was going to pull this one off. Oliver gave me a very Zen smile and said, “It’s pizza—we must.” I cracked up and wiggled my fingers loose. I loaded up a plate with enough pizza for a small army. Oliver got some too.


We found an empty table and plopped down. I picked up a steaming slice and leaned over my plate, knowing it would probably burn the roof of my mouth but willing to take that chance. When the first bite of hot gooey cheese was grafted to my insides, I glanced up.


I didn’t know who the guy at the table across from us was, but he was staring at me with a dark scowl. At first I thought I’d violated some weird afterlife pizza-eating etiquette, but his pale blue eyes were too cold for that. He was dressed in black boots, black jeans, and an equally black T-shirt that read I DON’T DISCRIMINATE. I HATE EVERYONE. I flinched. I’d never seen this guy before—the murderous stare had to be coincidental. Still, I found I couldn’t keep myself from peeking up at him. Before I could ask who he was, Oliver leaned over and whispered in my ear.


“That’s Trevor. Appears to have anger issues.”


“Yeah, I got that,” I said.


Trevor pushed back his chair and stood up. He must’ve been over six feet. “Is he always angry like this?” I wondered aloud.


“Not completely sure. He just got here. He came right after you.” Oliver ripped off one third of a new slice and chased it down with a few chugs of whatever was in his glass.


“How do you know who he is, then?” I asked, already feeling a wave of dread washing over me.


“I overheard Mel talking. He’s going to be in our Workshop.” Oliver paused. “But that’s not all. I think I knew him in my last life.” His eyebrows scrunched up. “I can’t quite figure it out. There’s something about the guy I don’t like. He just annoys me.”


Happiness sloshed around my insides hearing that Oliver and I would be together for Workshop. I watched as Trevor stalked off, hitting the exit door hard enough that it banged into the wall on his way out. Some of my excitement lost its fizz. There were dozens of different Workshops at the Obmil. Why did Angry Boy have to be in mine? But I knew the answer to that—Mel. She couldn’t pass up a stray.


“Anything else I should know?” I asked.


Oliver’s face lit up. “Plenty, but I’ll start with the important thing first—there’s dessert on the table.”


A big plate of chocolate chip cookies appeared on the buffet. In my mind, exchanging a hostile guy for warm cookies was a good trade. Maybe we could talk Mel into bringing dessert to Workshop tomorrow and leaving Trevor at the Haven.


•  •  •


After lunch I was strangely concerned that separating from Oliver would be traumatic, but as we said good-bye, I still felt relaxed. Perhaps it was the side effects of the pizza and cookies. I stood on the Haven porch, watching as he walked backward toward the trail that led to Workshop.


“It’s not so bad,” I shouted out. “The separation, I mean.” I felt dumb after I said it, but Oliver nodded his head in agreement.


“It’s because I’m full,” he called back.


“Of pizza?”


“No—full of you.”


“Huh?”


“When I first saw you, I felt like I was running on empty. As if I’d been away from you for far too long. I needed an Elliot fix.” He grinned. “But now I’m feeling fully charged again. I’ve got a full tank.” He patted his heart twice. “Now I can venture out, safe in the knowledge that I know where to find you should I need to replenish my reserves.”


I blushed. Who was this guy? Granted, I couldn’t remember my last life, but I was pretty sure that no one could have ever made me feel this special before. I grinned, completely embarrassed, but sort of wanting him to say more.


I waved, sending him off, but a small sigh escaped as he disappeared from view. I could feel the effects of him wearing off and the reality of being a miserable Third Timer setting back in. I was happy that he was content and running on full, but the truth was, I already felt like there was a cloud blocking out the sun.


I went back to my room, and spent the afternoon reliving everything that had happened so far. I was hoping that Julia might show up so we could hash out all this nonsense between us, but she either had a full dance card or she was avoiding me. I thought about exploring the grounds but it didn’t seem nearly as fun as it would be with Oliver and I was afraid I might run into Trevor. He’d just arrived too, so he also had the day off to get his bearings.


I finally saw Julia at dinner, but she walked in with David and the rest of her Workshop. Not an optimal situation. But I cheered up when I spotted Oliver. The sight of him made me feel lighthearted and optimistic for the first time in hours. But as he passed by Julia’s table, some guy yelled out for Oliver to join them. I held my breath. I couldn’t believe it as I watched him squeeze right between Julia and David. Julia’s face lit up and David clapped him on the back. Everybody adored him, not just me.


What if this whole deep connection we shared was just the way Oliver was with everyone? My stomach twisted into a knot of a million different emotions. I couldn’t join them and I certainly couldn’t watch. My heart hammered inside my chest as I leaned up against a wall. Everything had me feeling off balance, even Oliver, so I decided to hide in my room again. It was foolish to be so insanely wrapped up in this guy—I’d known him all of a couple hours. I didn’t understand this whole magnetic attraction thing, but Delving was going to be tough enough, I didn’t need additional complications making things harder. I already had plenty of problems.
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