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Hallie

 


One, two, three, four, five, six. Turn.

One, two, three, four, five, six. Turn.

It’s been exactly ten years. And I mean that:
exactly. Down to the minute, it’s been ten years.

A decade of New Year’s Days has seen me
pacing just like this, back and forth and back and forth—in my
girlhood bedroom at first, because I was sixteen when 3:19 P.M. on
January 1st was initially seared into my brain, and then in this
apartment after I moved into it a few years later. It used to take
nine steps to get from one side of my bedroom to the other. Nine
steps, then turn away from the wall, then go nine steps back the
other way, then turn again….

One, two, three, four, five, six. Turn.

I pace until the clock above my dresser says
it isn’t 3:19 anymore, and then I leave the room and head for the
kitchen. I don’t drink alcohol terribly frequently and especially
don’t do it before dinnertime, but on New Year’s Day, I am all in
on the whole, ‘It’s 5 o’clock somewhere,’ thing.

And while I go through the motions of pouring
myself a rum and ginger ale, I remember…

…as I always do…

…with a knot in my stomach and a burn in my
eyes…

…the vision that led to this.

The vision that came to sixteen-year-old me
after I went to bed on December 25th, a week before my classmate
Alexis Albertelli was found dead—found murdered—in a forest
on the outskirts of town.

The vision that told me she would be
found dead.

The vision I’ve still never spoken a
word of to anyone.

Tears fill my eyes as I remember, too, how I
felt when it first came to me: winded, confused, horrified,
sickened, heavy.

None of my previous dream-glimpses of the
future had ever been about something so serious and disturbing as
that. And I’d never told anyone about even my most trivial
clairvoyant moments, so I had no idea how to begin to
warn….

Blinking the blur from my vision, I quit
staring unseeingly at my now-prepared drink and take a deep gulp of
it. It’s both cold and hot going down my throat; I put more rum in
it than I meant to. After I shudder and thud the half-drained glass
down on the counter, I dab at my mouth with the back of my hand and
blow out a breath.

Yeah, I didn’t know how to begin to explain
what I saw of Alexis’s future, but the biggest reason I had for not
telling anyone about it was that all I saw was her lying
dead on the ground. I wasn’t even aware it was a forest at that
time—could’ve been a yard or the side of a road, for all I knew—and
I couldn’t see any identifiable landmarks. I couldn’t tell what
exactly had happened that resulted in her death, and I didn’t see
anyone with her. I couldn’t even tell what outfit she was wearing
because she was bundled up in a tattered blanket. I simply had no
clues to submit to her or to my parents or to the police.

Had nothing in my arsenal but the mental
image of her lifeless brown eyes, dirtied face, and limp black hair
against withered grass.

I see it all over again now, still as weirdly
vivid and sharp as all of my visions are, like it’s a scene from a
movie.

I put up with it only for a second before I
sniffle and say softly, “To you, Alexis. I’m so sorry.” Then I
finish off my drink.

Ugh, that’s a lot of rum.

Covering my mouth with my wrist, I try to
work on calming my distraught pulse.

God, I wish I…

…understood.

I wish I understood why bits and pieces of
the future come to me the way they do—what’s the point if they’re
all so useless? If there aren’t enough details to file away so that
I know what’s happening and what to do when the moment stops being
in the future and becomes part of the present? They’re always about
people I know, but even that fact brings no benefit. What use do I
have for seeing that my friend Chelsea’s car is going to break down
if I can’t make out the time of day or street signs or hints about
what the problem might be? What’s the use in me seeing a huge order
of drinks smashing against the floor at work if I don’t also see
who was carrying the tray or what caused them to lose control of
it?

What was the point of me seeing Alexis lying
dead if I had no way of saving her?

I’ve never figured it out. This has been
happening to me since I was a kid and I’ve never understood it.

Maybe I never will.

Maybe there isn’t a point to any of
it.

Maybe my brain or soul or whatever is just
broken and that’s that.

It would be nice if I could, at the very
least, get some relief out of the old saying about time healing
everything. I know for sure that it’s helpful in some cases. Huge
arguments seem increasingly unimportant as time passes. The pain of
a beloved dog dying eases with learning that losing pets is a part
of life and that what matters is how loved they were. Break-ups
often turn out to be blessings in disguise.

So why haven’t I been able to come to terms
with Alexis’s death? She wasn’t a friend of mine, just a girl from
some of my classes. What happened to her wasn’t something I caused
or had anything to do with; our social circles were completely
different, so I didn’t see her anywhere the night before she was
found dead, didn’t go to the same New Year’s Eve party she went to
or anything.

But, nope, the passage of time hasn’t done
anything except make sure I know how many steps it takes to walk
across my bedroom.

Even after all these years, I’m still as
shaken by the vision as I was when I woke up from it that night,
both sweating and shivering in my bed, trying hard to stifle my
hoarse sobs so my parents wouldn’t hear and come to see what I was
whining about.

I’m still wrought with the feelings of
illness and anger that bombarded me when her murder made the local
news; someone took her life and it was monstrous and tragic, and no
one was ever found to be the killer, which made it all even
worse.

And although I know there was nothing I could
do to stop it all from happening, I still feel guilty.

Yes, those things twist up in me
now—breathlessness and shock and fear and revulsion and fury and
shame—as I shake the ice around in my glass. Aside from my tearful
sigh, the clinking is the only noise in my silent apartment.

“I would’ve told someone,” I try to say to
Alexis, not for the first time in all these years. “If I had seen
anything about how or who or—or…I….” I sniffle thickly. “I wouldn’t
have cared how crazy people might’ve thought I was for saying I
could see the future. Any information…. I would’ve told someone if
I’d had any information at all.”

God only knows whether she can hear me
wherever she is. If she can, she’s probably as angry and disgusted
as I imagined she was the first time I ever said these things out
loud.

It’s all I’ve got, though.

Way too little way too late, but it’s all
I’ve got.

I wash down the lingering burn of my drink
with some water, then go to the living room. It’s time to hunt down
a coloring book, because I need something new to think about and
there’s absolutely nothing on my itinerary. As is tradition, I’m
off work since Red Grove Bar & Grill is one of the few
restaurants in town that are closed on New Year’s Day—waiting
tables won’t offer any distractions from my thoughts today.

That said, even being distressed by all this,
I’m not interested in finding someone to hang out with; I’ve never
been much of a social butterfly and trying to be one now would only
stress me out more. Yesterday’s dinner was the only free time my
couple of friends could scrounge up since they’re always busy with
their families and entrepreneurial obligations. I haven’t dated
anybody in some time, so I don’t have a guy to talk to. My brother
Halston is out of town…and that’s okay with me because he hasn’t
been nice to be around in years. Our parents have never been
nice to be around, so I’m doubly relieved that they’re homebodies
like me who prefer to do their own thing and who grew tired of
visiting with people after Thanksgiving and Christmas.

It’s just me, myself, and I until tomorrow’s
work shift comes around.

Oh, and Daisy, too, of course: a loud meow
reminds me not only that I do have a friend around here but
also that she relies on me for food (the loud meow is the, ‘I’m
hungry,’ one). I look up from the stack of coloring books on my
coffee table to find her sauntering into the room from wherever
she’s been catting around, her bushy gray tail flicking hither and
thither.

“Daisy Lou Who,” I greet her, my voice still
a little watery. “Are you hungry?”

Loud and long, this meow is.

So I go back to the kitchen. When I pry open
the large lidded container I store the cat food in, I have to try
to keep her from sneaking into it—she swats at my hand with her paw
like she’s telling me to move out of the way, so I swat at her paw
with my hand in return and rhyme, “Miss Daisy, you’re crazy!” She
complains and I tell her to hush, but she only does it once I
succeed in scooping food into her empty dish.

I tsk at her and put the lid back on the
container. After it’s secure, I reach down and pat her soft head. I
love how little fur she sheds despite that she’s fluffy.

“You being mischievous only delays me getting
your food, you know,” I inform her.

She garbles out a weird meow-growl while she
chews.

I have to laugh, honestly, because not even
this shadowy day can keep a noise like that from sounding
funny.

And then I really go hunt down a
coloring book.

This is probably my favorite thing to do in
my free time. It’s partly because I love artwork but suck at
creating it, and partly because it usually doesn’t take long for
the calming effect of this activity to befall me. I’ve got a wide
variety of colored pencils, gel pens, and markers to help me fill
in all kinds of pictures; my coloring books range from intricate to
simple, from expletive-filled to Disney-themed. There’s something
for every mood, it seems.

I get situated on the floor with an animal
book in front of me and a teal pencil in my hand. And, indeed, only
a minute of coloring passes before I start feeling like I can
breathe better.

Thank the Lord for this.

This is the most comforting thing in my
life.

As I do every time these sentiments come to
me, I spend a gray moment thinking it’s pathetic that there are so
few joyful spots in my world…but I don’t dwell on it for long.
Don’t want to. So I push away the dull feeling and carry
on.

I carefully add vibrancy to some feathers of
the elaborate peacock I started working on a couple weeks ago. I
focus on which places should be lighter and which should be bolder,
choosing new colors with care. I’m sure that when I eventually
finish this page, it won’t look as stunningly gorgeous as the
examples that came with the book—typically, my coloring is nice at
best—but it’s okay. I just want to feel a little less weighed down,
a little more freed up, and coloring helps with that.

By the time Daisy comes back to stretch out
next to me, the signs of my tearfulness are just about gone and my
thoughts are quieter. I can’t guess when my darker emotions might
fully subside, if they ever will, but they’re not clouding my mind
like a storm the way they were a while ago, and that’s a
relief.

And by the time I’ve finished coloring what
seems like fifty feathers, I’m able to simply sigh sadly when
Alexis drifts into my mind. Although my stomach still twinges with
unease, more prevalent is my knowledge that her death was nothing I
could stop. Feelings and facts have their separate places in life;
in this case, the facts are what I should concentrate on, not how
they’ve left me feeling.

And by the time my stomach is growling and
ready for dinner, I feel much steadier than I have all day. It’s
especially nice that Daisy is purring and that the peacock is
actually looking pretty.

“Whew,” I murmur as I set down the navy blue
pencil I’ve been using. I stand up and stretch, feeling even better
after my stiff muscles have been moved around a bit. Daisy gets up
and stretches, too, and follows me into the kitchen. She still has
food in her dish, I see, so I’m the only one I need to feed.

While I build a ham sandwich, I listen to the
popping and cracking of fireworks in the distance.

Oh, how I love fireworks.

We only got to light sparklers last night at
the New Year’s Eve dinner that Chelsea and Ryan hosted, because
they live inside city limits. Even though those were a lot of fun,
they weren’t…grandiose.

When was the last time I saw grandiose
fireworks?

Hm. I really don’t know. Guess it was that
long ago.

What I do know is that when my wedding day
comes along, I want to have an evening ceremony in a wide-open
space somewhere so we can shoot off grandiose fireworks at the
reception.

The daydream makes me smile until I think
about my most recent ex-boyfriend.

Ah, Brendan.

I kind of, flimsily, somewhat contentedly
thought he and I might get married someday, but he left me after a
year and a half because he decided he was still in love with
his ex. He didn’t cheat on me with her or neglect me or
anything, so I don’t really have any ill will toward him, or even
toward her…but it wasn’t a fun time in my life. I think it’s easier
to get past a break-up when it’s clear that one person or the other
was in the wrong—or maybe both people—but the only thing wrong with
Brendan and me was that we weren’t Brendan and Michelle. And
I don’t suppose it’s anyone’s fault; you can’t choose who you love
and all that, and I certainly couldn’t become a completely
different woman just to please him.

I did feel rather inadequate compared to her,
though, for a while. She’s one of those super tall women with super
long legs, and I remember thinking she had a truly glowing smile
the few times Brendan and I ran into her around town, and her hair
is naturally auburn and gorgeous and it always seemed so smooth….
Meanwhile, I’m only five feet and one inch tall, and my smile is
just a smile, and my hair is simply brown and even though I always
straighten it, I can never seem to make it smooth without also
making it greasy. I don’t think I’m terribly unattractive, but I’m
definitely not on Michelle’s level of beauty.

Facebook alerted me not too long ago that
they’re engaged now—Brendan left me and got her back a couple
months later, after they decided it was stupid that they broke up
years before on the premise of not seriously dating anyone in
college. And they looked really happy in the picture I saw of them:
her smile was glowing and his was too (and so was the ring on her
finger). It looked like her beauty had stretched out to him and
made him extraordinarily gorgeous just like her.

True love, I guess. Genuine joy.

Good for them.

Him leaving me hasn’t turned out to be a
blessing in disguise just yet, but it’s worked out for him in what
I think everyone can agree is an awesome way. That’s some Romance
Movie stuff right there.

Besides, if we’re being honest, the fact that
I never felt like I could trust him with my visions was a pretty
big sign that he wasn’t my true love.

I put extra pickles on my sandwich, smack the
top half of bread onto my pile of ingredients, and take a big chomp
out of it.

Brendan hated ham and pickles, I
remember, which is something my mind could never wrap itself
around. I mean, I could live without ham because I like turkey and
pastrami, too, but pickles are a part of my soul. Sometimes I eat
them straight out of the jar.

“Daishy Dukesh,” I muffle out before
swallowing my bite, “I need a guy who likes dill pickles as much as
I do.”

She doesn’t cat-speak back to me, which is no
surprise—I didn’t ask if she’s hungry, so she doesn’t have much to
say.

I listen to the fireworks for another minute
and then take my plate and a bag of barbecue chips back to the
living room. I think it’s Netflix time. I personally have no
romance, fun-filled friendships, or close family to speak of, but
that is not true of people in Netflix movies.

What do I pay that company for if not to
distract me from my own life?

 


*

 


The strangely lustrous scene is picturesque
in almost every way.

Front and center is a small yet charming
house, bright white, with multicolored Christmas lights decorating
the porch. The front door is forest green and the black number 709
is posted next to it, along with what appears to be a child-painted
wooden reindeer decoration. The grass in the front yard is a much
more vivid green than the door, and so are the leaves on the
enormous tree that offers sprawling shade to a nice chunk of the
property.

The driveway is out in the open sunlight
rather than beneath the tree’s branches; a silver Honda Accord is
parked there, gleaming and in good shape despite clearly being
several years behind the newest model. The license plate is from
Texas. A bright red bumper sticker reads, ‘BENICIO’S MEXICAN
GRILL – THE ONE AND ONLY!’ and a Ninja Turtle action figure is
tucked into the empty space between the back windshield and one of
the rear speakers.

At the end of the driveway stands a white
mailbox that has the crooked look of having recently been bumped
into by a car. Shiny black stickers on the side divulge the house’s
full address: 709 Winegarden Circle.

The only movement is that of the tree’s
leaves in the breeze.

It’s a calming sight.

Then, out of nowhere, two laughing people
race into view from the direction of the back yard. One is a
strikingly handsome guy who looks to be in his late twenties and
whose eyes are full of life. The other is a boy who is tall but
doesn’t look like he’s nearing his teenage years quite yet, and his
enthusiasm about blasting the guy with his Nerf gun is unbridled.
His hair is a mess of blonde curls, unlike the guy’s, whose brown
hair is styled casually. Their facial features and shapes, however,
are evidence of their relation to one another—father and son,
unquestionably.

The boy’s jubilant, “Surrender, Dad! I’m
gonna win!” further proves it.

He chases his unarmed parent around the
yard, firing off foam dart after foam dart. After one good lap, the
dad starts circling around to pick up the fallen darts and fling
them back in playful defense. The laughter ringing out is hearty,
the yelps lighthearted, the grins on those faces sunny.

The two of them complete the scene.

This little house with the simple Christmas
decorations, shaded yard, and crooked mailbox is home to them.

More importantly, though, they are home to
each other.

Somehow, it seems like it might be just the
two of them around here, but in spite of the inherent sadness in
that, their bond is warm and comforting. It’s sweet and fun.

They are beautiful.

 


*

 


My eyes fly open as I suck in a startled
breath. The carpet of my living room floor blinks into view once,
twice, thrice before I drag my gaze up to the TV, which is quietly
waiting for me to answer Netflix’s prompt about whether or not I’m
still tuned in.

My heart is pounding.

My lungs are struggling to keep up with the
shock coursing through me.

I’m suddenly wide awake even clearly having
fallen asleep on the couch some time ago, because confused
shock is blaring through my brain.

I don’t understand what I just had a vision
about.

I…I don’t understand who I just had a
vision about.

Who are they?

Beyond perplexed, I swallow the best I can
with my throat feeling so dry.

As touching as the scene was, I have no idea
who the guy and boy are, and that—that doesn’t make any sense.

I mean, I know my clairvoyance already makes
no sense, but this is on a whole other level of peculiarity. This
is something I haven’t dealt with before. My visions have always
been about people I know, not anyone and everyone.

And I’ve always lived in northern
Ohio, never been to Texas.

I’ve certainly never heard of a street in
Texas called Winegarden Circle or a Mexican restaurant there called
Benicio’s.

So who are those people?

As the question tumbles around in my head, I
rub at my eyes.

Who are they? I’ve never even seen them
before—I’d remember that guy. That’s not a face you forget.

Maybe I was just dreaming about the movie I
was watching before I fell asleep…?

Yeah. Maybe.

…But, well, no, I couldn’t have been. For one
thing, I’m recalling that the movie didn’t feature a kid, and it
sure as hell didn’t have that handsome guy in it. For another
thing, this wasn’t a standard dream about some experience I had,
wasn’t even the kind my brain might come up with on its own—it had
the same glowing, well-defined look to it that all of my visions
have. Although they really do seem like scenes from a movie,
I’ve experienced enough of them in my life to be able to tell that
they are, in a manner of speaking, real.

Why would I see a glimpse of people and
places I don’t know, though?

A sigh huffs out of me. I close my eyes, then
drape an arm over them and try to calm my pulse.

Will I ever be able to keep up with my
ability?

In a way, it bothers me that I’m not sure I
will, but in another way, it just wears me out.

And as lovely as this latest vision was, it’s
also got me sighing more heavily than a moment ago. I see worthless
things about the future all the time, but I’ve outdone myself here.
More than ever, I have to wonder about what the point of my stupid
clairvoyance is.

After another minute of thinking about it, I
move my arm from my eyes and fumble my phone off the coffee table
so I can check the time. Blinking blearily now, I read that it’s
almost 9. Not too early for me to turn in for the night. My ham
sandwich was huge and the stuff about Alexis always exhausts me, so
having this new development on top of that…. I think my day is
pretty well done.

Still, while I try to decide if I should move
to my bed or stay on the couch, I find myself absently thinking
about the peaceful shade of the tree from my vision.

No matter how weird the vision was, that is a
cute house.

Cute little family too.

The last thought I have before I accidentally
drift off right where I am is of how I wish I had someone to have
Nerf gun fights with—Daisy may be my little pal, but I don’t think
she would like it if I shot foam darts at her.
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Ding-dong! Ding-dong!

The echo of the chiming doorbell hasn’t even
begun to leave my ears before an excited whoop sounds from the back
of the house, followed by the exclamation, “Yes! Dad,
they’re here!” Thundering footfalls tell me my kid is fast on his
way to the front door from his bedroom.

I call out with equal excitement, “Cool! Let
them in!” and it’s utterly needless because, yeah, Mason is way
ahead of me on that one. By the way he barrels past the entryway
between the living room and where I’m forming burger patties in the
kitchen, it’s evident that he’s been going insane waiting for his
birthday party to start. Honestly, I’m surprised he hasn’t been
anticipating folks out on the porch steps.

There are two quick seconds of the front door
locks turning, then the whoosh of it being flung open. A cheery
storm of noise explodes: birthday wishes from my sister and her
husband, and their son wasting no time in begging to play Mario
Kart 8 Deluxe on the Nintendo Switch I got Mason for Christmas.
I hear Mason rush out greetings to Kaci and Zach before he and Andy
loudly start setting up video game camp in the living room.

It’s funny how much wilder those two get when
they’re with each other. They’re pretty chill on their own; Mason
is almost shy if Andy isn’t around to hype him up.

Well, I say it’s funny. The reality is
that once the rest of the guests have shown up and joined them (my
dad, my best friend Charlie, his son, and the handful of
schoolmates Mason got RSVPs from), I imagine it’ll be true chaos
around here.

“Ah, man,” I chuckle out. Why, again, did I
agree to host a boy’s tenth birthday party in our little-ass
house?

Kaci comes into the kitchen just in time to
see me shaking my head at myself. Like she knows what I’m thinking,
she says, “Hey-o! Noise meter went from a zero to a four with the
arrival of just one kid!”

“Right?” I laugh. “What have I gotten us
into?”

Grinning, she sets her purse down on a
kitchen chair. “A mess, most assuredly—but also some hella good
food! You need any help?” She tosses her ponytail behind her
shoulder and, without waiting for an answer from me, heads to the
sink to start washing her hands.

I wasn’t going to ask her to do anything
except hang out, but I concede, “If you’re bored, yeah, it’d be
cool if you wanted to prep veggies for the burgers.”

“I’m on it.”

There’s plenty of chatter coming from the
other room, where it sounds like Zach is helping the boys get the
game going, so I don’t mind when silence falls between me and my
sister. She goes from washing her hands to gathering up the stuff
she’ll need for the vegetable job, and I keep forming patties out
of the ground beef I seasoned up. Whew, I’m only halfway done with
these….

After a minute, it occurs to me that I may
not have set out the storage containers Kaci will need. I look over
to check—and, quite unexpectedly, I spy a sorrowful frown on her
face. “Hey, you all right?” I ask.

She inhales deeply, picks up the head of
lettuce, and starts unwrapping the plastic as she walks this way.
After she stops at the trashcan two feet away from me, her soft
words float beneath the conversation in the living room: “Has
you-know-who reached out to Mason at all?”

My heart sinks.

Well, it sinks for him. For his mother, it
clenches with anger and resentment.

I wonder if I’ll ever get over what a
piss-poor example of a parent she’s been to him his entire life. I
know she was eighteen when he was born, but so was I. And that’s
not even super young anyway. It’s no excuse for her garbage
behavior.

“Nope,” I mutter. “She has not.”

Kaci’s breath of a laugh is harsh and
unamused. “Bitch.”

“Yeah.”

It wasn’t always like this—Tara wasn’t always
gone. Not physically, anyway; as far as emotional attachment went,
there’s no denying she kept me and Mason at a distance from the day
he was born. But things really started changing when he was almost
three, at which time Tara left to go on a birthday road trip with
her best friend. We didn’t see her for a month and she only called
three times, and after she came back, she was…well, a bitch, like
my sister just said. She was aggravated and impatient nearly all
the time. She would regularly be severe with Mason just
because she was aggravated and impatient. She often
complained that she didn’t get to do anything she wanted anymore
and that she wished she had a different life.

And, I mean, I understood a fair deal of it.
Understood how frustrating a toddler could be, understood wanting
some peace and quiet and for the money we earned not to slip out of
our hands as soon as we got it. I understood wanting to have fun
without always having to worry about a child, and I understood
wanting to chase dreams and achieve goals. But we were the
ones who made us parents; we weren’t careful enough. Period. It
wasn’t Mason’s fault that the two people he happened to be born to
weren’t very prepared for him.

I’m not going to act like I’ve always been
the golden standard for tolerance and responsible behavior, but I
can say with honesty that I have always treated Mason with love.
Adjusting was a hard struggle for a long while, but I didn’t take
it out on him like Tara did. And I didn’t take it out on her like
she took it out on me.

On one hand, I was glad when she left us—glad
that there wouldn’t be constant tension in our home anymore and
that neither Mason nor I had to keep putting up with crap like
listening to her tell us all the ways we ruined her life. But on
the other hand, I was pissed at her for leaving because it just
wasn’t fair. To my eyes, she hadn’t tried very hard to
accept what we’d gotten ourselves into. She hadn’t considered that
I was undergoing stressful changes too. And worst of all, she
didn’t care what her desertion would do to Mason. Far more often
than not, she looked at him and saw a burden, not our cute little
boy with my green eyes and her blonde curls and a more lovable
existence than I ever thought anyone could possibly have.

He was six when she left.

He literally watched her go, too, with
confused tears pooling in those green eyes and a waver in his small
voice. ‘Mommy?’ I remember him wobbling out. ‘Where are
you going?’

I was pissed at her for that.

Pissed that she didn’t answer him—or so much
as glance over her shoulder at him—as she stomped out of our tiny
duplex.

Pissed that she never tried to talk to either
of us again, even on holidays or on his birthdays, like today. No
phone calls, no cards, no anonymous gifts. Nothing.

I personally got over her pretty quickly. By
the time she was leaving, I’d been with her for almost seven years,
and maybe one year in total was good; not for a minute do I miss
who she was the rest of that time. But Mason has been indelibly
altered by her actions. In addition to some of the other things she
put him through, he’ll never get over watching her walk away from
him like that.

And he’ll never understand how his mom
could….

In fact, he used to ask me if it was because
she didn’t….

No, don’t, Keaton, I order myself.
Not right now. It’s his birthday party and he’s in the other
room having fun. Don’t let Tara ruin things, even just in your
head.

Blowing out a breath, I realize I’ve been
standing here with a half-formed hamburger patty in my hands—and I
realize Kaci is patting my back.

“I’m sorry, big brother,” she says with
solemnity in both her tone and her blue eyes.

I nod.

She does too. “At least he has you. You’re a
wonderful daddy to him. Don’t ever forget it.”

Now I tip her a half-hearted smile. After I
let her words sink in, I clear my throat and resolve to get back to
my good mood. “You and Zach and Dad are also wonderful with him.
I’m glad he has y’all too.” And it’s true; they all helped in their
own ways when Tara was still around, but after she walked out,
everyone really stepped up to try to fill the void she left behind.
It wasn’t perfect, but it was invaluable, and Mason loves the hell
out of all three of them. “Thanks for that, as always.”

“Of course. We adore him.” She smiles sweetly
at me, gives my back one last pat, and then resumes working on the
lettuce.

As if on cue to end our conversation, the
doorbell rings again, and I can hear my friend Charlie hollering on
the front porch, “Hey, birthday boy! You got five seconds to open
the door before I keep your present for myself! Five. Four….”

Kaci scoffs good-naturedly. “Will he ever
not be louder than hell?”

“Doubtful,” I say on a snicker, hearing our
new guests being welcomed into the living room. “Dude has been that
way since elementary school. I don’t foresee him growing out of it
at almost age thirty.”

“True.” She elbows me playfully as she takes
the lettuce to the sink for rinsing. “Well, the noise level has
just gone from a four to an eight, thanks to him! It’s
doubled!”

She ain’t lying. Charlie is outgoing and
goofy and so is his son Evan, who is eight years old just like
Kaci’s son.

I say, “Yep, and it’s gonna get even
loud—”

“Well, well, well,” Charlie interrupts
jovially as he enters the kitchen. He’s got cowboy boots on his
feet, a bag of charcoal slung over one shoulder, and a six-pack of
beer in his other hand. “If it ain’t my two oldest friends in the
world! How the hell are ya?”

It’s funny how different he and I are when it
comes to how we speak and dress. In addition to being quite a
boisterous guy, he’s a lot closer to the Southern stereotype than I
am. But I love the dude.

“Hey, man!” I greet him with a grin. “Doing
great! And I’ll be even better after you give me one of those
beers, but don’t you dare serve it like an amateur. You better get
a mug and—”

“Boy, this Shock Top don’t have, ‘Property
of Keaton Iorio,’ written anywhere on it, and if you talk to me
one more time ‘bout how to pour beer, I’m—”

“Wheat beer is best poured into a glass in a
certain—”

“See there, though? Sayin’ they’re
best served that way really means it’s only suggested
they’re served that way. The world as we know it won’t implode if
I—”

Kaci’s laughter cuts through our banter. “All
right, we’re officially at a nine on the noise meter, and we’re
still expecting more actual children to show up!”

Charlie and I laugh, too, and he sets down
the stuff he’s carrying. Then he both offers me a beer and grabs a
mug for me to drink it out of since my hands are still sticky with
raw meat—he even pours the beer properly for me.

“I knew you could do it,” I mock-applaud
him.

He winks at me before he cracks his own beer
open and starts drinking it right out of the bottle. Then he flips
me off with his free hand.

Yeah, this is definitely going to be a fun
afternoon.

 


*

 


By the time I’m finishing grilling all the
hamburgers and hot dogs, two loaves of garlic bread, and some corn
on the cob, my property has long since turned into precisely the
chaos zone I figured it would.

As more people showed up, it became more and
more complicated to figure out who should play Mario Kart
for how long, so I had to make Mason turn the Switch off and
entertain himself and his guests in some other way. He was
disappointed, but only for a minute, because he remembered we
planned for a paintball-throwing fight in the back yard. All the
kids got swept up in it and it was very messy, but it was fun to
watch because they were having fun; the couple of girls from
his class turned out to be just as rowdy as the boys, which was
great. I had hoped no one would be too shy to participate.

That wrapped up a little bit ago, so while
everyone cleaned up, Dad and Charlie helped me arrange the grilled
food, warmed baked beans, bags of chips, and beverage options on a
few outdoor tables. Now we’ve all settled down to eat. The energy
changes as everyone starts digging into their food—Mason and his
partygoers have gone from being rambunctious around the yard to
being goofy at the table they claimed for themselves, and we adults
get to have our conversations at a more reasonable volume now that
the kids aren’t hollering so much.

I especially appreciate that we don’t have to
talk so loudly when my brother-in-law turns away from a chat with
Kaci and our dad to say to me, “So, hey, we’ve got a new girl at
work and I told her a bit about you. She’s interested in meeting
you. She’s kind of young—only twenty-two, I think—but she seems
cool. Apparently loves Benicio’s Mexican Grill as much as the rest
of us do. Works in the billing department.”

I nod along with this information, but
truthfully, I’m not terribly intrigued. And it’s not because of how
Zach described the girl; although I appreciate that he and Kaci
want me to find a good match for myself, the many dates they’ve
insisted on setting up for me in recent months have just been…ah, I
don’t know. There was a fair balance between fun ones and not-fun
ones, but none of them were what my mom used to call ‘tattoo
memories,’ so whether I had a nice time or a boring time, the
outings didn’t linger in my mind and neither did the girls. I only
really remember the name of one because it was spelled the same way
as my sister’s—it was pronounced like ‘Cassie’ instead of like
‘Casey,’ but still.

Although I wouldn’t say I’m done with dating
just because it’s been slow-going, I do think I’m getting burnt out
on it. Being lonely sucks sometimes, but I’ve got a pretty
fulfilling life. Mason is the center of my world even though he’ll
soon be growing away from me and toward his friends, and I have a
job I love, and the rest of my family is great. Maybe I’ll paint a
new figure into the picture someday, but I’m getting a little bit
tired of trying to force it.

Of course, Kaci and Zach don’t think
searching is the same as forcing. I’ve respected
that, but no, I’m not sure I really agree with it anymore. This
dating strategy they’ve put me in the groove of is starting to
sound like hunting, in a weird way. When someone goes looking for a
relationship and they’ve got a checklist in their mind, I think
it’s easy to eventually start trying to make a relationship
fit that checklist because the person gets tired of the hunt. And
that’s crap, just like it would be crap if Charlie were to go deer
hunting, not spot a deer all day, and then kill some other animal
just so he has something to take home for his trouble. I don’t want
to risk doing that to myself, to Mason, or to anyone else. Just
isn’t right and doesn’t even sound fun.

I know sometimes people find exactly what
they’re looking for, like Kaci and Zach did, but I tend to believe
they’re two of the lucky ones. Many searches end in a mess and
others don’t ever end at all. Why waste time on that when there are
better things to focus on?

I only realize I haven’t answered Zach out
loud when he asks perceptively, “Not interested, huh?” After a
beat, he guesses, “Too young?”

“Oh, well, no,” I reply with a shrug, “not
really. Six years isn’t that big of a gap, in my opinion.” The
smile I give him is apologetic. “Thanks for keeping me in mind, but
I’m actually kind of bored with dates right now.”

His eyebrows go up and his tone lightens.
“Oh! All right, dude. No big deal.” He shrugs too.

“Well, now, wait,” Kaci interjects, evidently
having been eavesdropping. “Are you sure, Keaton? If you don’t
think Nevaehlyn sounds interesting, I’m sure we can find—”

“Y’all know a girl named
Ne-vay-a-lyn?” Dad cuts in, too, with a chortle. “I wouldn’t
wanna go around saying that name all the time, either, son. Don’t
blame you.”

Kaci says, “Oh, pff. Daddy, hush. That name
is not that bad!”

He tells her, “You’re too kind, baby girl,”
but there’s no real nastiness in his tone, as there rarely is. The
same could always be said of Mom too. My sister and I definitely
got our lighthearted attitude from our parents.

Charlie chimes in with, “That name don’t
bother me. Ain’t her fault what her parents named her anyway.”

“Yeah,” I agree, “but I also didn’t know her
name until Kaci said it just now, so that wasn’t even relevant to
my decision!”

“And,” Kaci comes back, “‘Keaton’
isn’t really an ordinary first name, either, Daddy! You can’t make
fun of other people’s names when you named your son something like
that!”

My mouth falls open and everyone erupts into
laughter. I join in after a second and complain playfully, “Damn,
Kaci! Rude!”

She reaches over from her spot next to Zach
and holds her fist out to me, wanting me to bump it. “I’m kidding!”
she giggles with her familiar sweet smile.

“Yeah, okay, jerk,” I tease her as I tap her
knuckles with mine.

“But really,” Charlie says loudly, “if
Nevaehlyn is single, y’all feel free to tell her about your good
friend Charlie, who is every bit as handsome and good at cookin’ as
Keaton is….”

The conversation gets funnier and funnier as
it goes on. We all hear a bit more information about Zach’s
coworker and, truly, she doesn’t sound bad. Still, I’m much more
entertained by the idea of Charlie meeting her than I am by me
meeting her. I suppose he is a good-looking guy, for anyone who can
get past the cowboy boots; he really does pretty well with women,
so I guess not many of them care about how he dresses.

No one is surprised when the kids are the
first to get done eating—Mason is dying to open his gifts and the
rest of them are dying to get to play with whatever they are. I
strike a deal with him that if he gives the adults fifteen more
minutes to finish eating, I’ll let him stay up as late as he can
handle tonight. He’s on board with that (and so are my nephew and
Charlie’s son, who are quick to start begging to stay the
night).

I’m fine with that, but it leads to its own
discussion between the other parents. Then the conversation turns
to the trip that Kaci, Zach, and Andy are taking out of town
starting tomorrow afternoon; she’s a teacher at the middle school,
so she’s been off for winter break just like all the students, and
Zach took extra days off work so they can all go to his cousin’s
wedding. It’s sure to be snazzy since both the bride and groom are
lawyers, so folks are as excited about the festivities as they are
for the marriage itself.

Mason seems to have been timing me, because I
think exactly fifteen minutes have passed when he comes bounding up
to where I’m eating my last bite of grilled garlic bread. “Ready,
Dad? Are we ready for presents now?” His eyes are as full of green
enthusiasm as the grass on the ground is.

(Not for the first time today, I’m amused
that it’s January 3rd and our town is both still waiting on the
first good freeze of the season and enjoying
sixty-four-degree weather right now. Ah, northeast Texas.)

I swallow my food and then answer Mason with
a grin. “Yes, sir, we’re ready! Let’s do it!”

“Yes!” He jumps up in the air before
turning and racing back to the other kids.

Hell, I’m just about as excited as he is. I
spent more money on all his Nintendo Switch stuff at Christmas than
I did on his birthday gifts, but I happen to know the opposite is
true for my dad. Mason is going to love what his
grandpa—

“Hey, guys?” an unfamiliar voice suddenly
calls from somewhere behind us. Confused, several of us peer around
to see what’s up, and I spot a dude I don’t know walking hesitantly
through the gate from the front yard. “Whose house is this? I’m so
sorry, but there was a little hiccup out front. I’m so
sorry!”

I get up from the table and hurry that way
with Zach and Charlie, unsure of what we’re about to see. Was there
a car wreck or something? I didn’t hear any loud noises.

But we find out what happened before we’ve
even left the back yard because the guy starts rushing out
nervously, “So, okay, I hit your mailbox, but it’s totally not as
bad as it could’ve been. I swear I wasn’t speeding down the road—I
didn’t crash into the mailbox. I promise! I just bumped into
it ‘cause I swerved to dodge a cat that ran out in front of
me.”

Indeed, as the front yard and driveway come
into view, I see my mailbox leaning at an unusual angle up by the
street. From what I can see, though, it’s not broken or dented or
even pulling out of the ground.

The guy is still chanting, “I’m so sorry,”
like this is the worst thing he’s ever done, in spite of how
obvious it is that he truly didn’t crash into the
mailbox.

And it cracks me up big time.

While I get a good laugh out of the
situation, the guy looks torn between being puzzled and being even
more nervous than before. “Um…?” he halfway questions me.

“Thanks for your honesty,” I manage to say
with a wave of my hand, “but it’s fine. A crooked mailbox isn’t a
big deal. Your car okay?”

He says, “Um,” again, then nods after a
second. “Yeah, it’s—yeah, it’s all right.” He gestures to the
well-kept Toyota parked nearby, the front of which looks fine.

Charlie claps energetically. “All right,
then, bud! Nothin’ to worry about! Wipe your brow and relax!”

“R-really?” The guy peers between us and
Zach, who looks as amused as I feel as he walks over to inspect the
mailbox.

“Yep,” I confirm, crossing my arms blithely.
I dissolve into new laughter as I remember that time I hit my
parents’ mailbox when I was first learning to drive—I knocked it
completely over and got it stuck up under the car.
“In fact, I think I like it. Brings back funny memories.”

I can feel the guy’s disbelief emanating off
of him. Sure enough, I glance at him again and see he’s gaping at
me. “You’re seriously not mad?”

Shaking my head, I assure him, “Not at all.”
Because I’m in such a great mood (and because I can hear Mason
calling for me from the back yard), I add, “Want a hamburger for
the road as thanks for not doing a hit-and-run out here?” God knows
I grilled plenty of food.

He blinks at me. “Uh…sure? Yeah. Please.”
After a beat, he gives a timid smile. “Today is actually my
birthday, so a free burger is a pretty good gift.”

“Really? Awesome!” I reach out and clap him
on the shoulder. “It’s my kid’s birthday too!”

“For real? Cool!”

Charlie starts walking back to the party,
saying, “Well, come on, then, fellas!”

We follow and Zach catches up to us with a
chuckle. “Dude, Keaton, all of this reminds me: didn’t you
really hit your parents’ mailbox with your car one time?
Like, didn’t it end up on the ground?”

I nod at the same time that Charlie guffaws.
“He damn sure did!” Tossing a look back to the unfamiliar guy, he
says, “Bet that story’ll make you feel better!”

I have to agree. “I bet so!”

And it does. It gets a laugh out of everyone
else, too, when we repeat it in the back yard. Kaci is brought to
tears by the recollection, and even Mason takes a momentary break
from obsessing over gifts to tease me about it.

But then he’s really ready to get down
to business, so after I get the mailbox dude back on his way, we
all crowd around where the presents are piled up on the patio
table.

He ends up with some pretty cool stuff: two
new Nerf guns with extra packages of foam ammo, a cool carrying
case for the Switch, gift cards to a few places around town, a
beginner explorer’s kit, a set of walkie-talkies that don’t look
too shabby at all, and some clothes that his loving Aunt Kaci
couldn’t resist buying for him. He’s excited about all of it…until
my dad trumps everything with a picture of the kid-appropriate
four-wheeler he’s going to buy for him. Then Mason is
ecstatic, just like I knew he’d be—so much so that for a
good ten seconds, he can’t do anything but wildly whoop and holler
with joy. Everybody else is impressed, too, and they join him in
the discussion about which color he should choose.

My face hurts from smiling so much.

I spent a good bit of money on the food,
party supplies, and couple of gifts Mason got from me. I
straightened up the house and did most of the cooking myself. And
the party has been loud and messy and it’s not even over yet
because we still have cake to serve, plus I think I heard talk of
the kids wanting to play some board game or other before it’s time
to wrap things up. However, all that being said, I have had a
great day. I can tell everyone else has enjoyed themselves
too—especially Mason, whose opinion is really the only one I care
about.

I wanted him to have fun on his birthday, and
he has.

I want him to have a life full of good things
and good people, and he does.

His mother drifts through my mind again, but
the feeling I get now isn’t the same one from earlier in the
kitchen; instead of having anger rolling over me like a wave of
scorching heat, I’m touched by simple pity for her. She’s missing
out on everything.

I notice Kaci leaving the four-wheeler
conversation and coming my way. She’s beginning to crack up about
something and, for some reason, I suspect it’s the mailbox thing. I
have to smile.

Indeed, as she nears me, she exclaims, “Okay,
now that all the fun stuff has been done, I gotta go look at
the mailbox!”

Our dad hears her and calls out, “Wait for
me, hon!” He makes his way over, then adds to me, “Son, make sure
those kids don’t break my phone, will ya? They’re all still
checking out that four-wheeler website.”

“Sure thing,” I promise.

As I watch him catch up to Kaci and wrap an
affectionate arm around her, I wish Mom was still here. She’s
missing out on everything too.

Well, maybe not. We’re all pretty sure she
made it into heaven after she passed, so I bet she’s looking down
on the party and smiling her face into soreness just like me.

I hope she’s also tickled by our Christmas
lights still being on the front porch. Since Mason was eight when
she died, he was old enough to have spent a good few years loving
that she always left Christmas lights up longer than most people
did—she took them down when winter ended. He convinced me to adopt
the tradition for ourselves, and I can’t say I minded at all. It
keeps Mom with us in a different way from how stories and pictures
do.

“Uncle Keaton!” I hear from across the way.
Looking over, I spot Andy waving both arms at me from where he’s
still gathered with everyone else. “When is it time for birthday
cake?”

That sets off new excitement in the group.
Charlie and Zach have been inspecting the walkie-talkies on the
patio table, but they abandon them in favor of going inside to grab
the cake and everything we need in order to eat it. I’m fine with
that even though it leaves me to stay out here and try to keep the
small flock of kids from crowding into the house.

One boy trips in his hurry to obey me,
scrapes his knee against the patio, and is instantly howling in
pain—and bleeding, good freaking Lord. I don’t know
if I’ve ever seen a scrape bleed so much so fast.

Yep, the party ain’t over ‘til it’s over.

I skip over to help him, having to quickly
call out to the other kids, “Hey, no, I don’t need all of
you to run into the house for the first-aid kit!”

 


 3 |
Hallie

 


“Whew! Long night!” my coworker Leah says as
we walk away from the building to the sound of our assistant
manager Gregory locking us out. She rubs her hands together and
puffs a frosty breath into the dark air. “And brrrr!”

Buttoning up my coat, I agree, “Yep,” as
sociably as I can, but I really don’t sound very sociable at
all.

It’s not because of her—in fact, she’s one of
the few truly nice people I work with. And I’m not even in a bad
mood. I’ve just been feeling…strange.

Preoccupied.

For the last four days now.

It’s something like 11:45 P.M. on Friday and
I haven’t stopped thinking about the vision I had on Monday night.
Even when I’m supposed to be focused on other things, there has
always been just enough empty room in my thoughts for the
vision to sneak in.

Gosh, it’s happening right this second. I’m
getting distracted by all that when I should be digging out my car
keys and being friendlier with Leah.

“Try to stay warm,” I say to her as we start
walking away from each other, having parked our cars several spaces
apart. “Maybe you can fix some soup or something at home.”

“Mmm, yeah!” She doesn’t sound the least bit
annoyed with me, thankfully. “I do have some leftover potato soup.
Good idea, Hallie!”

“Oh, yum!”

As I pull my keys out of my purse, I wonder
if I have any soup at home for myself. That sounds great in this
frigid weather, especially because I’m starving; Leah said a minute
ago that it’s been a long night, but I worked my typical
open-to-close Friday shift today, meaning I’ve been here twice as
long as she has. Many slow hours have passed since I last ate.

Thinking about my lunch break makes me think
about the male customer who started flirting with me at the bar, at
the far end of which I’d been quietly enjoying my sandwich and
carrot sticks.

I shake my head now just like I did at the
time.

Not because of anything he said or did,
although I ultimately wasn’t interested—no, I shake my head at
myself because of what I thought when he first smiled at
me.

‘I like Vision Guy’s smile
better.’

Seriously.

That was the first thing to come into
my head when the customer (who was decently attractive, by the way)
approached me and struck up a conversation.

How silly is that? What sense was there in me
thinking something so fond about a guy I don’t know who lives three
states away?

…I mean, it was the truth, but that’s
beside—

The sound of an engine turning tells me Leah
has gotten in her car and is about to drive away. I groan at the
realization that I zoned out again and didn’t tell her
goodnight. But in true Leah fashion, she doesn’t leave without
making sure I’m safe in my own car; she waves at me after I’m
buckled in, giving me a chance to wave back as a goodbye.

All right, now, Hallie, I tell myself,
get it together. Stay out of your thoughts at least until you
get home.

I don’t know when our assistant manager and
the few remaining servers will finish up in the building, so
there’s no need for me to sit in the parking lot and wait for
anyone else to get in their cars. I turn some music on and then hit
the road, ready to finally get home to Daisy, some of that soup I
probably don’t have, and my bed.

And, yeah, I have to actively try not to
think about Monday’s vision while I’m driving.

In order to do that, I make myself focus on
my route and “Tiger Teeth” by Walk The Moon. I pay close attention
to the other Friday night drivers and sing along to the song
word-for-word.

After a few minutes, I spot a car with a
license plate that isn’t from Ohio, and even though it isn’t from
Texas, either, I think about a certain license plate that
is—but I push it out of my mind.

And upon entering my neighborhood, I see a
couple of homes are still boasting Christmas lights, so I wonder if
a certain house in Texas still has its lights up, too, or if my
future-dream has already come to pass and the owners have taken the
colorful strings down…. But then I push that out of my mind as
well.

I only allow my thoughts to wander after I’m
seated on my couch, having fed Daisy and reheated some leftover
pizza because I really don’t have soup.

Not for the first time—or even the fiftieth
time—in the last four days, I continue to wonder why I had a vision
about people I don’t know. Every other one I’ve ever had has
involved someone or something I’m at least a little bit familiar
with. Even if it was someone I never spent much time thinking
about, like Alexis Albertelli or a random coworker, I would still
recognize them when I glimpsed their future; it was never totally
unreasonable for me to see them since they were somehow a part of
my life.

But despite my bewilderment about this vision
and how inconvenient it has been to repeatedly get distracted by
it…

…well, I’m intrigued.

The more I think about the father and son and
the slice of their life that I saw, the more intrigued I
become.

I’ve even started having regular dreams about
them at night—been involuntarily replaying the vision in my sleep
as if my waking mind doesn’t dwell on it enough already.

I can’t help wishing I could know more about
them.

What might that handsome guy’s name be? Does
he always smile so openly and laugh so heartily? Does he have a
pronounced Southern accent?

Is there any truth to my unfounded hunch that
the kid’s mom isn’t around? If so, where is she? Did something sad
happen to her?

How did their mailbox come to be crooked? Was
it really hit with a car like I initially thought, or did a
particularly wild storm somehow manage to shift it around? What
kind of weather does that part of Texas get (whatever part
it is)?

And why exactly does the silver Honda have
the Benicio’s Mexican Grill bumper sticker on it? Does the dad work
there? Does he know the owner? Or is the food just so good that
he’s happy to show his support of them everywhere he goes?

I was sixteen years old the last time I
thought about a vision this much.

I really should just forget about it. About
the father and son. About the house.

Besides, way back when I was a child, I
learned there’s really only one way to deal with my ability: take
it in stride. Because of how vaguely it seems to work, there’s no
point in wasting time and energy getting all tangled up in my
flickers of the future. It’s exhausting to tiptoe around and
inspect every little detail of life in hopes of discerning where
and when a vision will come true. Sometimes I’m there in person and
sometimes I hear about the incident from someone else. Sometimes
things happen a day after I foresee them, but sometimes months will
pass before my vision is realized, as happened with the very first
one I ever had. And not once have I been able to stop what
I’ve seen from becoming real.

Then again, none of that matters in this
case. My vision wasn’t even a bad one.

Why is it sticking with me like this? It gave
no warnings about anything the least bit troublesome. It was just
happy.

But that’s the thing.

At the acknowledgement, my skin warms and my
heartbeat speeds up. I can’t help smiling to myself.

That’s exactly the thing: the vision is
just. So. Happy.

Yes.

Yes, that’s what has me riveted.

Me glimpsing the innocent future of two
complete strangers is curious, but what I mainly can’t stop
thinking about is how that glimpse felt to me.

It was the nicest one I’ve ever
experienced.

For the first time in my life, I was allowed
a peek at something that made my clairvoyance feel more like a
blessing than a burden.

It’s like I stumbled across a random movie on
TV and just so happened to tune in to the best couple of minutes in
the whole thing.

And every time I recall something about it, I
feel even more warmed than the last time. Every time I dream about
it, I feel closer to the picture than I was before—it keeps getting
more and more familiar, like I’m reliving actually standing at the
end of the driveway at 709 Winegarden Circle on that specific day.
I’m getting so used to all of it that I’m almost confident
enough to say I could pick the guy’s laughter out in a crowd, and
I’ve noticed he’s left-handed because of how he throws the Nerf
darts back at the boy. I’ve also noticed that the boy double-knots
his shoelaces and that he avoids running over a certain spot in the
yard because there’s a growing anthill there.

I sigh at my plate of pizza, which I haven’t
touched yet.

Of course, I feel kind of creepy about all
this; those two Texans have no idea about any of this, have no idea
that I know they exist without having met them in real life. I
know, though, that I didn’t sign up to be this way. I know I’ve
tried not to think too hard about what I’ve seen, same as with most
of my other visions, but that it can’t seem to be helped in this
case.

Maybe I need to go on a date or
something—maybe I’m this stupidly stuck on Vision Guy because I
don’t have a real male presence to focus on.

…Except I’m not stuck on just him.
It’s the whole vision that won’t leave me alone. And I did get hit
on earlier by that one good-looking fellow, so I could’ve taken
advantage of that if I was feeling frisky (ignoring the fact of him
not having a smile that spoke to me, since I’m sure a drink
would’ve changed how much I cared about that).

So, yeah, no, I’m not pining over Vision Guy
like some weirdo.

I’m just…caught.

I’m just caught by all of it.

Sighing again, I pick up a slice of pizza,
take a bite—mmm, bacon and jalapeño—and resign myself to waiting
this thing out. My emotions or fascination or whatever will
dissipate eventually. It took time for young me to get used to
having this ability in the first place, so maybe I’m seeing signs
of it evolving or something and it’s going to take time to adjust
anew.

I close my eyes while I chew my food, and the
blackness behind my eyelids is immediately colored by the sweet,
solid picture of the father and son running around their
mostly-shaded yard.

Silver Honda Accord shining in the
sunlight.

Crooked mailbox looking silly.

Multicolored Christmas lights decorating the
porch….

Happiness.

I hear a meow and open my eyes to find Daisy
gracing me with her presence. She hops up onto the couch with me,
so I pet her gray head
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