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I’LL SLEEP WHEN I’M DEAD. I used to say it a lot. When my dad suggested I turn off the flashlight I thought I so expertly hid under my covers. That time youth pastor Joe told us to pipe down at the church lock-in. The balmy summer night I convinced Autumn to sneak out after midnight so we could dance in Nidda Park, arms outstretched to the stars. But then I died.


And now I can’t sleep. Except, that is, when I access my memories of sleeping. You wouldn’t believe how many times I’ve combed through the seventeen years and 364 days of my life, searching for those rare uninterrupted, nightmare-free stretches of slumber. Because sleep is my only real break from this endless reel of memories, both mine and those I’ve rented.


Naturally, I’ve compiled a top ten. Most of the list includes Neil, though I often revisit a memory of being cradled on my dad’s chest as a baby. It makes me feel like nothing bad could ever happen to me.


His lullaby envelops me in such warmth, I can almost forget I’m trapped here in this pristine hive with a bunch of other drones. All my age, all from the United States, all females who died in accidents in the early twenty-first century. And all so addicted to their personal memory chambers, they barely ever venture out.


Not that I’m not. Addicted, I mean. It’s just that everything’s hazy when I’m out of my memory chamber. I don’t even remember how I got here. And though I do retain names and faces and relevant details of my fellow inmates, I never seem to be able to hold on to much else. At most, there are snatches of my conversations with Beckah and Virginia, but these fade in and out of my consciousness like barely remembered dreams. The three of us are the only ones who spend time in the communal area at the center of the hive. And sometimes, before we are compelled to heed the siren call of our chambers, we sit awkwardly on the polished, blinding white floor that matches the color and texture of every surface in our godforsaken prison. We muse about what this place might be, if this is all we have to look forward to for the rest of eternity, and about how strange it is not to have to eat or drink, or sweat or pee.


But we rarely talk about our deaths. We don’t remember much about them after all this time anyway. We try to keep it light, inconsequential. I suggest “movie nights,” where the three of us pull up memories of the same film in our chambers and then get together to discuss the details until our thoughts are too cloudy to continue. Virginia never gives up in her attempts to teach us back handsprings and complicated lifts, but I don’t mind because my body, entirely numb in this afterlife, doesn’t feel the pain of always crashing solidly to the floor. Beckah prefers to chat about books and where on the network to find the best quality memory editions of her favorites.


That’s what I plan to do now, to search again for a precise memory version of Thornton Wilder’s Our Town. Back in high school it was one I skimmed, which means accessing my own memory wouldn’t do much good. I’ve discovered it’s one a lot of people skim, despite its relative brevity, because I’ve yet to find a deep, meaningful reading of it, and I’ve accessed at least two hundred copies by now.


But before I embark on my search, I decide to say hi to Neil.


I lie down in my airy chamber and fit my hands into the grooves at my sides, feeling a slight zing and a rush of endorphins as my skin connects. Above me the hologram interface lights up, and I use my index finger to scroll through my memory folders until I find one of my favorite memories of Neil. I push play, and I’m there.


Ward, Felicia. Memory #32105


Tags: Ohio, Neil, Hiking, Youth group, Favorite


Number of Views: 100,235


Owner Rating: 5 stars


User Rating: Not shared


It’s one of those gorgeous spring evenings I can never get enough of, when the trees burst with fresh, impossibly green leaves and the air is fragrant with promise. I am nearing the end of a daylong hike with the girls from the church youth group, and I nod from time to time as if I’m listening to the chatter around me. The talking barely registers because my head swirls with impressions of last night. Of how close I sat to Neil in the back of the van on the way up here. How casually, and without looking at me, he shifted the coat on his lap until it spilled over onto mine. And then how, without missing a beat, he trailed his fingers down my forearm and let them rest on my wrist, as if to take my pulse. How awareness of my surroundings faded as I zoned in on the slightest movement of his hand inching forward, slowly, tantalizingly. How my skin tingled and my own hand ached to touch him back.


And I am going to see him again soon. Very soon.


“Felicia?” Savannah snaps her perfectly manicured fingers in my face. “Don’t you think I’d make an ideal Esther? Pastor Joe says I’m too blond.” She huffs, shaking her head so her long golden waves shimmer in the fading sunlight. “He says Esther should be played by someone with dark hair. Like you. But no one really knows what Esther looked like. It’s all conjecture.”


“Black wig,” I manage to get out, my face flushing as I remember the intensity of Neil’s gaze on me last night as we got out of the van, the last time I saw him before the girls and guys split off to our separate cabins.


“Are you getting sick?” Savannah recoils, and immediately reaches into her pink purse for her bottle of hand sanitizer. My nostrils fill with molecules of artificial peach. She doesn’t wait for my answer but moves away from me, catching up with some of the others, leaving me trailing behind.


I pick up my pace when I see the lights of our cabins through the trees. My heart starts pounding, and I stuff my hands into the pockets of my hoodie. I look up, and I see him. He’s at the edge of the fire pit, joking around with Pastor Joe and Andy as they light kindling, trying to get a fire going.


Neil looks up and sees me too. His blue eyes twinkle. His smile is so luminous and pure, it’s like he’s been saving it up his whole life just for me. Andy pokes him in the side with a twig and whispers something into Neil’s ear that makes him blush. Neil punches him lightly on the arm, and Andy shakes his head, snapping the twig in half.


“Hi,” I say when Neil approaches. My giddiness at being this close to him again bubbles up in my throat, and I giggle. I want to hug him. Really hug him. But not here. Not in front of Pastor Joe and Andy.


“Hey!” He reaches out and tugs playfully on the strings of my hoodie. “Want to go for a walk?”


I giggle again. “It’s not like we haven’t been walking all day.” The guys group went hiking too but took a different trail. A more challenging trail.


“Oh.” Neil blushes, his smile faltering, and he runs one of his hands through his brown curls. “You must be exhausted.”


I am. I’m also parched, and sweaty. My shoes are covered in mud. “I’m okay.” I sigh. I’d love to change outfits. “But maybe I’ll go in and grab another bottle of water at least.”


“No need.” Neil’s smile is back to full force. He leads me over to where he has stashed his backpack next to a tree, and he bends down to pull out a bottle of water. As I take it from him, my fingers brush against his, and the sensory memory of last night pulses through my body.


I lift the bottle up to my lips and watch how his gaze follows and lingers. He swallows, and I swallow. Our eyes meet.


I look away sharply, over at the fire pit, where the kindling is burning now and Pastor Joe gestures for Andy to give him one of the bigger logs. This is a mistake. I shouldn’t be here, shouldn’t encourage Neil’s interest in me, no matter how much I want to. He’s too good. And he deserves better.


“Maybe we should go help with the fire,” I mumble. My eyes are stinging, and I squeeze them shut to keep angry tears from escaping. It’s all so unfair. He probably thinks I’m like him, without a care in the world. But that couldn’t be further from the truth.


I feel Neil’s hand on my cheek as he turns my head back to face him. “Hey, what’s wrong?”


I look up at him and am overwhelmed by the concern shining in his eyes. All the feelings I’ve been pushing down for the past months well up inside me. A couple of hot tears trickle down my face, and my nose starts to itch.


Neil takes my hand, deliberately this time, not caring who sees, and leads me into the darkening forest. We pick through the underbrush slowly, side by side, and with each step I feel better. Stronger. Safer. Finally I stop. Neil stops too and faces me. Even though he’s only inches away, I can barely make out his outline. But I feel his warmth, hear his raspy breathing.


“Um, Neil, do you have a flashlight?” I whisper.


His breath tickles my ear. “A Boy Scout is always prepared.” He takes my other hand and guides it down to the lower pocket of his cargo pants. “In there.” His tone is innocent despite the bold gesture.


I’m a little taken aback, but I fumble around in his pocket and pull out a mini Maglite. I turn it on, and without letting go of Neil’s hand, I twirl in a circle so beams of light bounce off the surrounding trees.


“We should go,” I say. Then I turn the flashlight off and slip it back into Neil’s pocket.


I step closer to him, and recklessness takes over. I reach up and touch his lower lip lightly with my finger, and I close my eyes—


A siren blares. Glass shards cut my face. Intense pain hammers me everywhere at once. One, two, three beats, and then I jerk my hands out of the grooves. I’m back in my memory chamber, almost surprised to see I’m unharmed.


Something’s wrong. That’s not at all how the night ended.


Voices buzz all around me, an unusual sound. I sit up to look over the ledge to investigate. The other drones are all doing the same.


“Did you feel that?” Virginia calls out. A chorus of yeses responds, and everyone makes their way down from their memory chambers, to meet in the middle.


I head over to where Virginia stands, and Beckah joins us.


“What just happened?” Beckah asks, shaking. She has a haunted look on her face, a look I see echoed on all the other faces.


A girl named Amber is pointing at something behind me. “Omigod!” she shrieks, excited. “There’s a boy coming in through a door!”


Impossible. We haven’t seen any boys here. Ever. I spin around, and my mouth drops open. Because I know this boy. And he’s calling my name.
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“FELICIA!”


His deep voice echoes through the hive, and the drones go silent, looking over at me with open curiosity.


He’s standing in some sort of rectangular doorway—one that has never existed before—and he looks uneasy, frantic even. From behind, an arm is pulling at his black, fitted T-shirt, and as I rush over, I try to catch a glimpse of his companion. But all I see through the door is more glaring whiteness.


“Listen.” His voice is lower now that I’m near the doorway, his head turning and his eyes darting from me to whomever it is he’s with, and back again. “I’ll be coming for you. Soon. Be ready.” He steps out, and the last I see of him is his black high-top Converse, halfway laced. There’s a pounding sound, heavy footfalls, and the door slides closed.


Not even a second later I run my hands over the smooth wall the closing of the door left behind, feeling for a ridge, a hinge, a control panel. But there’s nothing. Just like there was never anything to find the approximately one million times I’ve been over this wall before, searching for a way out. I beat my fists against it, and then turn and let myself slide down the wall, defeated. At least I know now for sure there’s something more than this single hive. Which means Neil might be out there somewhere.


“Who was that?” asks Virginia. She crouches down, examining my face. Beckah hangs back a bit, staring at me in awe. The others crowd around, reaching out to press their own hands against the wall.


“That was Julian.” I shake my head, still not quite believing it.


“Who’s Julian?” Virginia probes. “You sure seem important to him.”


“Very important,” Beckah chimes in, tucking her petite frame in next to me. “He said he wants to take you away, but I know you wouldn’t leave us.”


“He’s just someone I knew once.” I look Virginia straight in the eye and do my best to sound dismissive so she won’t pry. “I have no idea why he suddenly showed up after all this time.” It doesn’t make sense. Not that anything makes sense here.


I turn to Beckah and soften my tone. “Don’t worry, Beckah. I promise I won’t leave you behind.” And I mean it too. I’d go crazy if I didn’t have her and Virginia with me.


Beckah lights up and reaches out to squeeze my hand. She’s never given up her habit of touching us, despite our insensitivity to physical contact. “Thank you. You two are the best friends I’ve ever had,” she says. I squeeze back.


“Well, he must be important to someone,” Virginia says, clearly not yet ready to close the subject. “I mean, why does he get normal clothes while the rest of us are stuck with these shapeless white shifts? He even has hair.” Virginia rubs her bald head. It’s the same bald look we all have.


I laugh, the bitter sound of it strange on my lips. Leave it to Virginia, former head cheerleader, to ask hair and fashion questions. “At least you still have some color,” I say. Virginia pushes up the long sleeves of her shift, proudly exposing more of her tawny skin. There are only two other girls in our hive who don’t blend into the walls. The rest of us are so bleached out, we’re like photographs that have been overexposed.


The other drones are starting to lose interest in the wall and in me. They drift back off in the direction of their chambers. The temporary excitement has been sucked out of the hive, leaving only the dull nothingness we’re used to.


Virginia looks at the retreating drones with disdain and lowers herself to the floor with an exaggerated sigh. “Ugh. They’re all so boring.”


Beckah regards me solemnly. “Where would you even go if you could get out of here? Would you look for Neil?”


“Of course she would, silly,” Virginia blurts before I can reply. “She talks about him all the time.”


I untangle myself out of Beckah’s grasp and cross my arms over my chest, imagining for a second they are Neil’s arms wrapping me in a hug. “I really miss him.”


“I wish I had the chance to have a boyfriend as nice as Neil,” says Beckah. “Or any boyfriend, really.” She picks at invisible lint on her shift.


“Eww . . . but what if you find him and he’s, like, ninety years old?” teases Virginia. “Maybe it’s better to stick with your memories.” Of course Virginia has a point. We’ve been here so long, and it’s entirely likely Neil lived to a ripe old age, that he got married and forgot all about me. It’s too depressing to contemplate.


“I can’t stand not knowing,” I say, hugging myself tighter. “I need closure. To know how he lived. If he ever still thought of me. How he died.”


Virginia and Beckah stiffen at the mention of death. “I really want you both to meet Neil,” I say, hoping my enthusiasm will relax them again.


It works. Virginia winks at me. “Oh, but we have met him,” she says.


She’s referring to the fact that they’ve both rented some of my memories of Neil. I haven’t shared the more intimate ones on the net, but if I could blush, I would. “I mean, for real.”


I duck my head, but Beckah catches my chin with her steady fingers and lifts it so I’m staring into her faded blue irises. “I hope we find him, Felicia. You deserve to be happy.”


Maybe I should tell her that happiness is not exactly what a girl with my checkered past deserves, but the words stick in my throat. A strange mist swirls around Beckah’s head, causing her mouth to go slack, her eyes to go glassy. The mist seems to permeate the room and to sink into my skin, making my limbs feel heavy. I want nothing more than to lie down. The three of us pick ourselves up slowly and wander off to our separate chambers.


I climb in, my thoughts jumbled. What was it I wanted to do? Look for a book? No, something more urgent than that. The name tugs at the edge of my consciousness. Julian. I need to look for him. Figure out what he wants with me. Figure out if he can really get us out of here so I can look for Neil. Once I position my hands correctly, the familiar glow of the hologram screen greets me. I scroll through my Julian memories, so unvisited that I wouldn’t be surprised to find them collecting cobwebs. I decide on our first meeting and push play.


Ward, Felicia. Memory #31125


Tags: Germany, Autumn, Julian, Sushi, The Three Seasons


Number of Views: 5


Owner Rating: Not rated


User Rating: Not shared


Autumn and I have commandeered a table at our favorite sushi restaurant near Eschenheimer Tor. We haven’t been here long, but I’ve already downed my second cup of espresso, burning my tongue in the process. Autumn’s not paying attention to me, or her steaming cup of green tea. She’s got her notebook out and she’s focused on the couple sitting next to us, who are arguing over who should pay the bill. As I tear open the paper covering my wooden chopsticks, I stifle a yawn.


“Should we get two orders of California rolls or one?” I ask Autumn. I split my chopsticks and place them carefully on my chopstick holder, a lacquered green stone.


Autumn lifts up her hand to shush me. She scrawls notes into her notebook with her purple glitter pen. The feathers on top of it bob back and forth, and I bite back my annoyance. After a few moments of harsh remarks in German, the woman next to us reaches into her purse, pulls out some euros, and slaps them into the black plastic folder provided with the bill. The couple gets up to leave. The woman strides to the door without a backward glance, and the man shuffles behind her. The door dings once, closes, and then dings again.


“How hungry are you?” I ask. Neither of us has bothered to open our menus. It’s never a question of what we’ll get, just how much.


“Let’s do two orders,” Autumn says. She stacks her menu on top of mine, and then tucks her notebook and pen back into her bag.


“So, what was that all about?”


“Something I learned from Mr. Bennett,” she gushes. “Eavesdropping is the best way to develop an ear for authentic dialogue, which is going to help us so much with our novel.”


For our latest in a string of half-completed writing projects, Autumn has come up with an idea for a book about three friends all fighting over the same guy. It’s called The Three Seasons because each of the friends has a season as part of her name. Autumn will tackle two of the points of view: Autumn Hooper, “the long-suffering friend,” and Chelsy Winters, “the mentally unstable one.” Autumn has charged me with writing the point of view of Bethanne Summer Chandler, “the guy magnet.” I think it’s her passive-aggressive way of trying to tell me something.


I groan. “Why do we have to work on another novel? Can’t we try a screenplay this time?”


“Maybe I’d rather be the cliché of the starving writer than the waitressing screenwriter.” Autumn tucks an errant strand of her short blond hair behind her ear. “Movies are more your thing anyway. I’m not the one who spends my entire allowance on cinema tickets and downloads.”


“I read as many novels as you do. Maybe more. I’m just not sure I want to write one. And I think you’re so into this because you want to impress Mr. Bennett.” I don’t add that I doubt our tweed-wearing, classics-loving English teacher, as relatively young and sexy as he is, will be all that likely to praise our teen melodrama.


Autumn blushes. “Don’t be a dream crusher,” she retorts. “Have you even started on your first chapter yet?”


“Tell me again why I am involved in this project.”


She goes into lecture mode. “You know it has always been our dream to be published by the time we’re twenty. And I read online that multiple-point-of-view novels are hot right now. Finding the right voice for each character is essential.”


I roll my eyes. “We made that pact when we were eight. How long are you going to torture me with it?”


“And, you owe me.” Her tone hardens. “Everything’s not always about you, you know.”


“I know.” I gulp. I suspect she’s referring to my getting a highly coveted spot in Mr. Bennett’s advanced writing seminar. She’s the one who convinced me to go for it in the first place, and now she’s angry that Mr. Bennett chose me over her, and that I refused to quit and let her take my place. I know I should give on this book project of hers, let her have her way for once, especially since she seems so envious of me sometimes. In the grand scheme of things, it’s so minor. But the espresso has finally kicked in, and I feel jittery and argumentative. “Well, if we have to write something, couldn’t it be a little more . . . epic?”


“C’mon, Felicia. We’ve discussed this.” Her exasperation with me is loud and clear. “Mr. Bennett says it’s important to focus on one project at a time.” Autumn juts out her chin and fixes me with her steely gaze. “And besides, you need an awesome idea first. Do you have one of those?”


I take a deep breath, ready to fight this out if I have to. “I’m sure I could come up with one. How about . . .”


But my words die on my lips, because the door has dinged again, and Autumn looks like she’s been hit by lightning. She lunges at me and grabs my arm. “Dibs,” she whispers under her breath, pinching me with her fingernails and shooting me a warning look. Then she pulls back with a radiant smile.


Though I want to tell her calling dibs doesn’t magically make a person like you instead of someone else, I refrain. Instead I turn around to check out the latest object of Autumn’s affection. My body stiffens with recognition. The boy walking in is achingly beautiful, too model perfect with his high cheekbones and strong jaw to be someone I’d know, but he looks familiar all the same. He scans the restaurant, reaching up casually to brush shaggy blond bangs across his forehead. When his dark eyes meet mine, the force makes me physically shrink back. He heads over to our table.


“Ist hier frei?” he asks in German. He pulls out the chair at the table next to us and sits down without waiting for an answer, never letting go of my gaze.


“Yes, this seat is free,” Autumn answers in English, her voice tinged with a sweetness that makes me want to gag.


“Excellent,” he says, easily switching to an English as unaccented as his German. “I knew today was my lucky day.” He plucks one of our menus off our table with a large, pale hand and opens it. “What’s good here, ladies?”


“The California rolls. That’s what we’re getting.” Autumn leans over to point it out on the menu, though he doesn’t stop staring directly into my eyes. “They make it with tamago here. Really tasty.”


“Great.” He snaps the menu closed and lets it fall onto his table. “I’ll get those too, then.” He waves his arm to summon the waitress. She comes over, and he finally breaks his eye contact, setting me free. I let out my breath. Had I been holding it the entire time?


Autumn addresses the stranger. “Is one order okay for you . . .” She trails off.


“Julian,” he supplies, extending his hand in her direction, a charming smile on his lips.


“Autumn.” She shakes his hand, lingering longer than strictly necessary before letting go. “And this is Felicia.” She gestures at me as though I am no more than an afterthought.


I reach over to shake his hand too, to be polite, but my movement is jerky, and I knock the second menu to the floor.


I bend down to retrieve it at the same time as the waitress. She whisks it away, and as I straighten, Julian’s hand grasps mine. His touch ignites a longing—and a pang of fear—that burns through my veins. I pull away instinctively.


“Hi.” I look up at him through my long hair and then reach up with my hands to smooth it back into place. “Is it possible we’ve met before? Do I know you from somewhere?”


Julian chuckles. “Have you ever been to rural Kansas? The stretch of Highway 54 between Greensburg and Wichita?”


“No.” So he’s from Kansas? He doesn’t look like a farm boy.


Autumn clears her throat and kicks me under the table. “Is one order enough for you, Julian?” Her eyes slide with naked admiration from his face down his imposing frame.


“Just a snack. One order is more than enough.” He’s tapping his foot, drawing my attention to his black Converse.


“We’ll take three orders of California rolls,” Autumn tells the waitress. The waitress nods and stalks off. They’re never very talkative here.


Julian looks us over. “I take it you’re Americans?”


“Our parents work for the U.S. State Department,” I say. “You?”


“I’m taking a year off.” He shifts in his chair and then rises. “We can shove these tables together and get a bit cozier.” He pushes his table until it’s lined up with ours, and then sits back down, satisfied. “Germany is my first stop. I want to explore the world, you know?” he says. “Been trapped way too long in one place.”


“Well, join the State Department, then.” Autumn laughs, a little too loudly. “We’ve been all over. Africa, Asia, South America.”


“See, now that’s impressive. To be so young and to have experienced so much already.” He looks contemplative. “If you died right now, you’d still be so rich.”


A shiver runs down my spine.


Autumn laughs again and places a hand on his arm flirtatiously. “Oh, we’re not ready to kick the bucket yet, Julian. We still have to give you the grand tour of Frankfurt.” She counts out the attractions of Germany’s banking capital. “The Old Opera, the botanical garden, Nidda Park . . .” She pauses. “Well, anyway. There is a lot to see.”


Julian cocks his head and regards us for a long moment. “I’d be honored to have you two as my guides.”


I shake off my dread and look over at Autumn. She’s stretching like a bloom aching for the sun’s attention. “We’d love to!” she squeals, bouncing in her chair, the color high on her cheeks. She bends over and extracts the feather pen from her bag again, and then offers it to him. “Write down your number for us.”


He waves her pen away. “Actually, maybe we can meet here again tomorrow? Same time? I still need to get a phone.”


“Right, of course.” Autumn reaches down with one hand, takes out her pad, and places it on the table. She opens it up to one of the last pages and starts writing with her garish feathered pen, forming the loops of her name and her mobile phone number with a flourish. She sets down the pen and starts to rip out the page.


“Wait. Can you give me Felicia’s number too?” Julian shrugs, and shuffles in his seat. “You never know. I may not be able to reach you.”


“Uh . . . sure.” She pauses. “Felicia? Is that okay with you?”


I don’t know exactly why, but I don’t want Julian to have my phone number. “Actually, my phone battery died. I have to get a new one,” I lie. “Call Autumn for now.”


Autumn grins. “That’s right! No phone problems here!” She finishes ripping out the page and hands it to Julian. He nods, folds it, and shimmies it into the back pocket of his jeans.


There’s an uncomfortable silence then, broken only by the waitress returning with our tray of sushi. She places it on the table, and then distributes three tiny plates, one for each of us. I reach for the bottle of soy sauce as she walks away. I am in the middle of pouring when a flapping motion outside attracts my attention.


We all turn toward the window. “Whoa—what was that?” exclaims Autumn.


“Something must have spooked all those pigeons on that old medieval tower out front. I saw them earlier.” Julian looks casually at his watch, and then gets up. “Sorry, ladies,” he says, flashing us an apologetic smile. “Looks like I am going to have to cut our conversation short. Can we meet up tomorrow?”


“But what about your sushi?” Autumn bites her lip. “Can’t you stay to finish it?”


“No, darling. Almost forgot about an appointment.” He reaches into his back pocket. “How much do I owe you?”


“Don’t worry about it.” Autumn jumps to her feet. “We’ll let you get the check next time.”


“Good deal.” He bends down and pecks Autumn on one cheek and then the other. “That is the custom here, right?”


“Right.” Autumn giggles. “On your way to being a native already.”


Julian crosses over to my side of the table, and I get up, too fast, knocking my forehead against his chin. He reaches out his hands to steady me, and I look up at him. He leans over and brushes his lips against the cheek that’s hidden from Autumn’s view. “See you soon,” he whispers into my ear, and then pulls away abruptly. His promise thrills me as much as it frightens me.


He walks to the door. He pulls it open with one hand and waves to us with the other. And then he’s gone.


“Oh, I’m in love!” Autumn crams a roll into her mouth and chews.


“What about Mr. Bennett?” I ask, settling back into my chair. I use my chopsticks to pick up a roll, but my throat feels dry. I put it back.


“Please!” Autumn slaps the table. “Seriously. You saw Julian. He’s, like, everything I’ve ever wanted in a man.”


“You don’t know anything about him,” I point out. “Except he’s hot.”


“Extremely hot,” Autumn corrects. “And I’m meeting him again tomorrow!” She scoops up her bag, tosses her notepad into it, and pulls out her cell phone all in one smooth motion.


“Shall we take this to go?” Autumn asks. But she flags down the waitress for a box without waiting for my answer, and begins texting furiously. She’s likely bragging to Nicole and her minions about her new conquest.


I slide the plate of sushi farther away from me and take a deep breath to fight the nausea rising up in my stomach. The feeling of déjà vu threatens to suffocate me.


I pull out of the memory, and then systematically revisit others from those early days of our acquaintance. There’s the one when Autumn chatted animatedly for hours about Frankfurt’s history as we guided Julian around Old Town. I hung a couple of steps behind, trying to avoid his pointed looks. And then there’s one from the week after that, when Autumn invited him to go with us to a classmate’s party. She got drunk on white wine and the envious stares of all the girls, and some of the guys, in attendance. And of course, the day we met in Nidda Park for a picnic. Autumn tried to impress Julian by bringing a blanket and a vintage bottle of port, and clenched her teeth when Julian refused both and instead sprawled out on the freshly mown grass. I asked him when he planned to move on to his next adventure. He winked at me and said he was having too much fun with us.


I scroll down to the next Julian memory on my list, my finger hovering over the play button. A high-pitched wail sounds from below me, breaking my concentration. I sit up and peer out of my chamber just in time to see Virginia running up the stairs toward me.


“Come quick! It’s Beckah. She keeps saying she’s dying.”




three


I FOLLOW VIRGINIA to Beckah’s memory chamber and have to push through the drones that have gathered there, like rubberneckers at a car wreck. Beckah’s chamber is at ground level, so there are two exits—one at her feet next to the stairs and one from the side, facing into the hive. I bend down and peek in. Though her hands are no longer in her control grooves, Beckah’s hologram screen is still on, blinking like an alarm in a way I’ve never seen before. Beckah’s eyes are squeezed shut, and she’s shaking her head back and forth, mumbling unintelligibly.


“Beckah? Can you hear me?” I caress her forehead, wishing my touch could be a comfort.


“She hasn’t responded to any of us.” Virginia bends down, her face close to mine as we look Beckah over. “It’s obvious she’s been traumatized by something. Maybe she was accessing the memory of her death?”


It’s unlikely that any of us would willingly revisit our deaths. I know I haven’t. In fact, the details of my death have so faded away over the eons of reliving other memories that the accident is merely the dullest of aches, and I’d like to keep it that way. In any case Beckah has always been especially reticent about what happened to her. She’s not someone who would purposely relive the fire that destroyed the group home her drunk of a mother dumped her at before disappearing from her life forever. If we can’t even talk about our deaths with one another, why would we be brave enough to relive them again all alone?


I shake my head. “Would you access your death? Have you?”


Virginia purses her lips and starts rubbing the back of her neck, a habit she’s developed whenever the subject of death comes up. Probably has a phantom pain from the cheerleading stunt that landed her here. “We’re not talking about me.” She turns back to Beckah. “And, no. I haven’t. I’m pretty damn bored, but not that bored. Yet.”


“Let’s pull her out,” I say. “Grab her under her shoulders, and I’ll get her feet.”


Virginia looks skeptical, but she doesn’t argue. We slide her out, and lay her on the smooth floor.


“You keep trying to get her to talk, and I’ll check out her console, see if I can figure out what she was accessing,” I say.


Virginia sits down, crosses her legs, and arranges Beckah’s head on her lap. “It’s not going to work, you know. We can only access our own consoles.” We have tried switching chambers numerous times in an attempt to access different memories without having to pay credits for them—to no avail.


“I know. But with all the weird stuff going on lately, maybe the system is changing. It’s worth a try.” I crawl into Beckah’s space and lie down. The screen is still blinking, red then black. I touch my palms to Beckah’s grooves lightly, ready to move away at the first sign of danger. A searing pain shoots through me, like the time I accidentally poured boiling water over my arm. And I’m pulled under.


Peterson, Beckah. Memory #29899


Tags: none


Number of Views: 10,000


Owner Rating: 5 stars


User Rating: 4 stars


When I open the cage, the puppy bounds toward me and licks my fingers. I set down a bowl of water and then scratch the wriggly animal on the scruff of his neck, saying a prayer of thanks that Lincoln let me take his shift today. Volunteering at the shelter is the only thing keeping me sane these days.


“Beckah?” Mrs. Gray calls from the front desk. “A lady brought in three litters of kittens. Can you come help me?”


I nudge the puppy back into his cage and latch the door. As I head out to take care of the new arrivals, I smooth my blazer and brush away a small clump of dog hair.


But suddenly I’m back in my bedroom. The air is thick with smoke as I inch my hand up the door, feeling for the handle. I press my pillowcase over my mouth with my other hand, but it’s not helping much. My breaths are shallow, but still I cough. When I finally find the handle, I snatch my hand away. It’s burning. I have to find another way out. The window. “Help!” I try to scream as I crawl toward the window, but my voice is so weak. My strength is gone, and I crumple to the floor. “I’m dying! I’m dying.”


But this is not me. I’m Felicia, not Beckah. As real as it feels, this is not my memory. I force my mind to push out of it and enter Beckah’s console. I browse through her saved favorites until I find a memory of Beckah as a five-year-old sitting in the middle of a sunny meadow, plucking wildflowers and arranging them carefully in a basket.


I pull out of her grooves and then sit up to examine my hands. They feel raw and look oddly red. What’s going on? I haven’t been able to feel anything, except in my memories, until now, and pain is not exactly the sensation I’d choose for my first in an eternity.


“Are you okay in there?” asks Virginia.


I scoot out carefully, wincing each time I put weight on my hands. “I did it! I was inside Beckah’s memories.” Only Virginia and Beckah remain in our common space. The other drones have moved back to their own chambers.


“Really? How?” Virginia looks from me to the semiconscious Beckah and back again. “That’s impossible!”


“I honestly don’t know. I imagined myself controlling her console, and then I was.”


“What are you, some kind of telekinetic hacker prodigy?” Virginia appraises me as if seeing me for the first time.


“Actually . . .” I consider confiding in Virginia, but don’t feel like getting into a bunch of lengthy stories about my shameful past. Not with everything that’s going on. “It’s nothing.” I shrug as nonchalantly as possible.
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