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PREFACE

This book is set in an afterlife: what sort of afterlife, the reader may decide.
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Chapter One
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Cassidy stood tall and watched the wave approaching. Fifteen was a good age for confronting the ocean. That morning she had been five years old, playing happily in her sandbox; from sand to beach, from beach to ocean waves, seemed a natural progression.

The wave loomed above her, glowing turquoise and green. She dove under the crest, through the surging water, and popped up behind the swell, bobbing in the follower waves. The water held her and rocked her; over the hiss and roar of the waves, she could hear the distant squawk of seagulls. All around was the smell of seaweed and salt and sunshine.

Once, her mother had held her, carried her, rocked her, surrounded her with love and safety. She had no idea how long it had been, but she remembered. Remembering, she let herself slip younger as she floated on the swells. But larger waves were coming, so she grew again, six, ten, sixteen; then caught a wave and rode it into shore.

Her grandparents and her great-grandmother were waiting for her. Great-Grandma was young today, slim and blonde and straight, standing like a dancer just before the music starts. Grandma Sarah and Grandpa Jack had chosen to be older, gray-haired, with the comfortable look of a couple who for years have weathered each other’s moods and followed each other’s thoughts.

Cassidy ran up the beach toward them. She slipped to eight years old as she reached them, so Grandpa Jack could pick her up and toss her in the air. The sun flashed in her eyes as she flew up, and again as she fell back toward his hands. He set her down again and flopped onto the sand, patting the space next to him. She sat, folding her legs tailor fashion; Great-Grandma flowed gracefully down to sit on her other side. Only Grandma Sarah remained standing, younger now, her hair in a long red braid.

Grandpa Jack and Great-Grandma both put their arms around her. Cassidy looked at Grandpa Jack. He was blinking as if he had something in both his eyes. She swiveled around toward Great-Grandma; Great-Grandma nodded toward Grandma Sarah.

Cassidy threw her head back, looking up at Grandma Sarah and squinting in the sun. Grandma Sarah squatted down in front of her. "Cassie, love, we have some news for you. Good, important news."

The seabirds were calling as if they wanted to be first with the message, whatever it was. Grandma Sarah leaned forward to kneel in the sand, reached out and took Cassidy's hands.

"It's your mother, sweetheart. She's coming. She'll be here soon. We'll all be seeing her again."

Cassidy felt herself getting smaller, small. She was two years old. She scrambled to her feet. "Mommy!" Her own shrill voice frightened her, and she called even louder, twisting from side to side, searching the beach and the water. "Mommy! MOMMY!"

Great-Grandma had slipped old, white hair shining in the sunlight, her cheeks pink, soft wrinkles in her face, smelling of flour. She pulled Cassidy close, crooning, "Hush, hush. It's all right, baby. Shhhh." Cassidy burrowed against her and breathed the comforting scent. She thought she might feel better if she got big again, but nothing happened.

She heard Grandpa Jack speak. "Mama, Sarah, let's go somewhere cozier." Then the sun, the waves, the seabirds were all gone, and they were in Great-Grandma's living room. She was snuggled up next to Great-Grandma on the big shabby couch. There were shortbread cookies on the coffee table. Grandma Sarah sat on Grandpa Jack's lap in the big armchair, Grandpa Jack playing with Grandma Sarah's hair.

"Cassidy, honey, it's time to be a big girl. We have more to talk about." Great-Grandma stroked her cheek, then kissed it.

Cassidy squeezed her eyes tight. "I'm trying. It's hard. Why is it hard?"

Grandpa Jack spoke. "Well, baby, you were just this age when your mama left. You're remembering it so hard, right now, that you're maybe a little stuck. Relax, honey, and know that everything's all right. It'll come."

Cassidy took a deep breath, and another, and another. Great-Grandma skootched away to give her room. Cassidy opened her eyes. She was thirteen years old. She reached for a cookie.

"There, that's better, isn't it?" Great-Grandma picked out a cookie for herself and took a hearty bite.

"When will she be here? When can I see her?"

Grandma Sarah brought Cassidy a glass of milk, then sat back down on Grandpa Jack's lap. "Honey, those are two different questions. She'll be here very soon, and you can see her just a little while after that. It's going to be —"

"Why can't I see her right away?" She didn't want to yell at Grandma Sarah, but she felt like yelling. It was always harder to be patient at thirteen. She slipped to twenty, but it felt wrong, too big, too grown up for a little girl missing her mother. She slid back to ten.

"Cassie, you were so young when you got here, only six years old. You weren't set in your ways yet — you expected to learn new things every day, to have adventures and surprises. Coming here was just another and bigger adventure. But it's different for older people. It's more of a shock. We think it'd be best if Great-Grandma welcomes her first, and explains things."

"How long will that take?" Cassidy swallowed tears and washed them away with a gulp of milk.

Great-Grandma moved back over and hugged her. "Not as long as it will feel to you. I'll bring her to see you as soon as I can."

––––––––
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Eleanor felt very strange. Where was she? The pain that had seized and crushed her heart had vanished. She had been in an ambulance; but wherever she was now, the space was not in motion, and everything was quiet. And she could breathe again, freely and easily — no longer gasping for air, but breathing in and out as she had done for twenty-nine years.

And the room around her kept changing. One moment it looked like a Red Cross donor center, one of the many at which she had given blood from time to time. Then the cot became a bed in a motel room: a room with orange and brown plaid curtains, a tan shag carpet, a small television, a double bed and one hard chair. She had been in that room just once, years ago, and had never wanted to see it again. And now appeared a room from long ago, with pale blue walls and a white window shade, white wooden furniture, a small and overflowing bookshelf; and Eleanor found herself sitting up in a single bed with a wooden bedstead, feather pillows, and a lavender quilt. 

Grandma's house! Whenever she spent the night at Grandma's, it had been in this room. A room in a house that someone had bought and torn down, years ago, to put up a big modern showpiece, a blue and copper box with patios instead of grass.

Something lay lightly on her shoulder. It was her hair, long again, its chestnut color restored. And her shoulder and arm were curved, cushioned — no longer gaunt from months of neglecting her needs.

Eleanor felt a sudden urgency to get out of bed, to get up and go downstairs while this was still Grandma's house, before she found herself back in the horrible motel room. She pushed back the quilt and stood up, looking around wildly; then ran to the door, threw it open and stood, breathing hard, in the hall near the worn wooden stairs. She waited to stop trembling before walking slowly to the stairs and down to the lower floor. She could hear someone moving around downstairs, in the kitchen, opening and closing cupboards or drawers. 

At the foot of the stairs, she stopped, clutching the banister. For four years she had stayed away, in hotel after friend's couch after cheap apartment, assuming that home and family would always be there waiting for her. And then, after the car crash, when it was too late and they were gone, she had longed so desperately and hopelessly to see them all again — Cassidy most of all, of course, but also Mom and Dad and Grandma. She had wanted so much to tell them how she loved them, to apologize, to try to explain. Now, in this impossible place, she might have that forfeited chance — and she had no more idea than ever what to say.

The stairs ended in the front hallway. The kitchen was toward the back, past the living room. Eleanor walked with small hesitant steps into the living room, stopping to touch the armchair, the couch, the coffee table. There was the framed poster from Grandma's ballet company, advertising one of their galas. Under the poster, on the mantelpiece, stood the row of photographs.

Dad and his brother, camping in their back yard, lying in the blue tent with their heads sticking out of the flap and grins on their grimy faces. Mom and Dad on their wedding day, with Mom in her gown and Dad in his tuxedo, both in climbing harnesses, hanging from a cliff wall somewhere in Argentina. Grandma and Grandpa on their fiftieth wedding anniversary. Then a much older photo of a much younger couple: Amanda and Stan, no one's grandparents yet, in black and white, standing near an old-fashioned car. 

And then the picture that made her turn away, turn back, and walk closer, reaching out: Eleanor, on the living room couch, holding tiny baby Cassidy, just two weeks old.

"Is that you, dear?"

Eleanor froze in place. She forced herself to speak. "G-Grandma?"

"In the kitchen, Nory. Come on. It's all right."

Eleanor headed on into the kitchen. There sat her grandmother, looking just the same — soft white hair, soft wrinkled face, flowered apron, thin rounded shoulders. Eleanor stumbled forward as Grandma got up from her chair. They stood for a moment, face to face, Eleanor speechless, Grandma seeming to feel no need for speech.

Eleanor found her voice. "Grandma. I'm so sorry. Oh, God, I'm sorry." She started to cry.

Grandma opened her arms. "Oh, Nory. We'll talk about that later. Come here and hug me just as hard as you can! and then sit down. I've made some good strong coffee. Pour yourself a cup. I've got things to tell you."
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Chapter Two
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Jack and Sarah sat in twin rockers on the farmhouse porch. Jack, though tall, was somewhat stooped, and thin; Sarah, a bit plump, sat straight. Both had white hair; Jack's was scanty on top, but Sarah's braid still hung long and full. Cicadas droned in contrapuntal chorus, the sound swelling and subsiding in overlapping waves. Jack held a tall glass of sweet ice tea, beaded with condensation; Sarah sipped a mint julep.

Jack looked over at Sarah as she gazed off into the distance, her forehead furrowed, her eyes anxious. He searched for something encouraging to say. "Amanda will handle things as well as anyone could. Try not to worry."

Sarah smiled faintly. "Or not to fret, as she would say." She took a larger swallow of her drink and changed the subject. "Tell me again what you like about being this age."

Jack slurped his tea up through the straw and put the glass down on the porch rail. "It's a symbol, lover. It means many years' worth of sharing, knowing each other inside and out. It means being long past any need to hide from each other or get embarrassed about things."

Sarah smiled at him. "That's lovely, truly. But you know me. I get restless. This isn't a good body for restless."

Jack stood up, twenty-five again, and loomed over her, black-haired and muscular. "Is this better?" He bent down, lifted Sarah out of the rocker and tossed her in the air. She came down gloriously young, red hair flying loose, laughing. He carried her into the farmhouse and toward the bedroom.

––––––––
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"What do you think?" Becca posed in front of the mirror. She was wearing short denim shorts over black and yellow striped tights. A red camisole peeked out behind a dark blue tank top. "Should I add high-tops or heels?" A red high-topped sneaker appeared on her left foot, a black leather ankle boot on her right.

"Looks good," Cassidy mumbled from the beanbag chair. She rolled onto her side and curled up in a ball, ankles dangling over the side.

Becca squatted down beside the chair. "Cassie, what's wrong? I thought you had a lot of ideas to try, and you said you wanted to see my latest ensemble."

A tear rolled down into the depths of the chair. "It's my mom. She's arrived. She's here. I didn't see her for years when I was alive. I was waiting and waiting. Don't wanna wait! Wanna see her now!"

The tiny figure looked lost in the big chair. Becca sighed and picked up her friend. She gave the little girl a hug and a tissue. "Here, I'll help you blow." 

Becca tossed the used tissue into nothingness and shrank down. "Cassie, I'm five. Be five with me! Come on! We'll play dress-up." A large chest appeared next to the mirror. Over the top spilled long velour skirts, petticoats, and tall peaked hats, along with cowboy chaps and several uniforms. Cassie wiped her cheek and dried her hands on her jumper, then joined Becca at the chest. She caught a glimpse of a pirate hat under the skirts, pulled it out and plopped it on Becca's head. Becca pulled out a clown wig and set it on Cassie. They posed together in front of the mirror, giggling and nudging each other. Then they pulled all the clothes out of the chest, made them into a nest, and played at being squirrels until they got hungry and fixed themselves some cookies and milk.

And after that, Cassidy found out she had somewhere to go.

––––––––
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Eleanor and her grandmother sat at the kitchen table, drinking their coffee.

"Grandma? Is this coffee better than it used to be?"

Grandma chuckled. "Yes and no. You're drinking the best cup of coffee I ever made in this kitchen. That's part of how things work here. Once you get something right, you can hang onto it. If you want to." She took a sip and looked thoughtful. "As a matter of fact, this coffee comes from October 12th of the year you started high school. You were spending the night with me, but you weren't drinking coffee quite yet, so you missed it."

"You can remember that?"

Grandma took another sip. "Yep. That's another thing. If you focus, you can remember just about anything. "

Eleanor slumped back in the chair and closed her eyes. "There's a lot I don't want to remember."

Grandma made a disapproving noise in the back of her throat. "It's important, remembering. You had all those moments of life. Your life was your project, and now that you're finished, it's worth taking a good look at it . . . . And by the way, when you remember something here, you remember it right. All those little changes that build up — all the tinkering you did without knowing it — it's all cleaned away. It can be a bit of a shock. But it's good medicine."

Eleanor looked down into her coffee cup. "So I really am dead."

"Seems that way."

"I don't know how, exactly. It felt like a heart attack. But I'm — I was only twenty-nine."

Grandma reached out and covered Eleanor's hand with her own. "Yes, dear. You were still a young woman. But such a sad one. You were confused, and lost — and then you lost us. It was too much. I remember reading about what can happen." She gazed off to the side for a moment. "About two years before I died, on a Tuesday, in a magazine at the dentist's. Seems you really can die of a broken heart. Stress cardiomyopathy, they called it."

Grandma patted Eleanor's hand and stood up. She took a plate from the cupboard and opened the cookie jar. Eleanor looked at the plate. The pattern wasn't what she was used to seeing in Grandma's kitchen, but it was somehow familiar. She stared at it and tried to concentrate. The memory came suddenly. She had been thirteen. She had brought Grandma some cookies, proud to have made them herself: a dozen cookies, piled on a plate and covered in plastic wrap. Mom had come with her, and when Grandma admired the plate, Mom told her to keep it.

Something about the memory made Eleanor feel oddly different — somehow lighter. The feeling was disorienting. She closed her eyes and breathed deep for a moment, then opened them. The feeling had passed. Grandma was looking at her, her lips pressed tight as if resisting some comment, or holding back a smile.

Eleanor took a sip of her coffee and grimaced. "I guess coffee still gets cold, here."

"There's more."

"More coffee?"

Grandma laughed. "That, too. I meant, there's more you need to know about."

Eleanor got up and poured herself more coffee, then sat back down and waited.

"Let's see now. I guess I'll just show you. I want you to remember the hill behind the old cemetery — the one with such a good view for looking at the stars. Just think of that hill, and see what happens. Oh, and put down your coffee first."

Eleanor took a gulp of coffee and put down the mug. She folded her hands in her lap, closed her eyes and thought of the hill, of sitting in the grass on a summer night with a light breeze blowing. 

She felt air move on her arm and thought Grandma must have opened a window. She opened her eyes to see night, and a sky full of stars. She was sitting on the hill, in the grass. She heard a rustle on her left and looked to see Grandma sitting next to her. A firefly blinked in and out of sight just over Grandma's shoulder.

Eleanor fell back onto the grass, speechless. After a moment, she managed a weak exclamation. "Wow."

Grandma winked at her. "Nice spot, isn't it? I come here often. Mostly at night, but sometimes I come in daytime and bring a picnic . . . . Here." Now she held a thermos in one hand and a travel mug in the other. "You didn't have a chance to finish your coffee."

Eleanor sat back up and reached silently for the mug. She sipped the coffee and looked around at the trees just visible down the hill, at the stars, at the fireflies blinking in the grass.

"Grandma — we aren't on the real hill, are we?"

Grandma tilted her head. "I don't see why this shouldn't count as real. But if you mean, are we somehow sharing the spot with the living world — well, I doubt it. I've never seen anything to suggest it. And you've seen my house — doesn't seem to matter that the house met its tractor a while back, does it?"

Eleanor drained the last of her coffee; Grandma took the mug back. "Now, then. When was the first time we sat together on this hill? Think back and remember that night, and just let things happen. Don't be afraid."

That was hardly reassuring, but Eleanor tried to obey. She let her mind drift back. "It was my seventh birthday. You said I was old enough not to be afraid of cemeteries, and that I would love the view." Something felt different. Had Grandma grown larger? But the trees were larger too. Eleanor jumped to her feet.

"It's all right, sweetheart. Seven is a fine age to be. It was kind of a shame to leave it behind. Now you can visit it whenever you want."

Eleanor looked down at her thin arms and small hands. She reached up and touched her face, the nose shorter and less pointed than it had been — than it would become. She looked down and saw cut-off denim shorts, and legs with old and new scratches.

Grandma watched her inspect herself, and grinned. "Jumping feels good in a child's body. Go on, jump and see."

Eleanor bounced tentatively on her toes. She felt almost weightless. Her legs were like springs. She jumped, and jumped again, waving her arms, laughing. Another jump, and she lost her balance landing and fell on her side, then found herself rolling, rolling down the hill. She came to a stop and jumped up again, dizzy and grinning a huge grin.

Another small figure came rolling down the hill and slowed to a stop. A girl with long golden blonde hair in braids and a green cotton dress turned to her and held out her hands. "You see? That's nothing to be afraid of, is it?"

Eleanor's mouth fell open. She shut it, feeling foolish. "Grandma?"

"You might call me Mandy, this age. But I spend more time as Amanda." Suddenly the child was a woman, slim and lovely with long golden hair, standing very straight, leaning slightly forward as if about to take flight. "And here." The night, the trees, the stars were gone. They were indoors, in a room with shining wood floors and mirrors on every wall, with barres along the mirrors. There was a black baby grand piano in one corner, and a turntable and speakers in another. And now Grandma — Amanda — was wearing a short-sleeved black leotard with a scoop neck, black tights, black ballet slippers.

"Your dance studio. You were still running it when I was —" The ceiling got higher. Eleanor's arms were shorter now, her fingers pudgier. "I was four, the last time I came here."

"We had students that young, but I taught the older children. Would you like to be twelve and have a lesson with me?"

Eleanor put her hands to her face. She was shaking. She could feel the return of adult size and weight, pulling on her, pulling her down. She sat abruptly on the wooden floor and put her head in her arms.

Amanda knelt next to her and put an arm around her. "I know. It's a lot to take in, at first. You'll get used to it soon enough." She rose again, slid lightly over the floor to one of the barres, and began doing exercises.

Eleanor lifted her head and watched her. "Do you actually — teach people, here?"

"Sometimes. But I spend more time coming up with new dances. When I was alive, I never had enough time for choreography." She held out her hand to Eleanor. "Let's go back home."

Eleanor took the proffered hand and found herself back in Grandma's living room. Grandma, old again, back in her apron, sat on the couch and beckoned for Eleanor to join her. "What haven't we talked about? And I don't mean the big hairy question — why you left us. I don't figure you know, and like I said, we can get to that later."

Eleanor sat down and reached for Grandma's hand again, gripping it tightly. "Cassidy. My baby. She's here, she must be. Is she here? Can I see her? Will — will they let me see her?"

"Yes, love, Cassidy's here, and your mom and dad. You'll see them soon. Of course you can. We thought, your folks and I, that you should maybe see how things work here, a little bit, before you saw Cassidy. We didn't want it being too much of a jolt."

"Cassidy can do all these things? But she was so young, when —" Eleanor's voice shook. "When it happened."

Grandma peeled Eleanor's hand off hers and stood up. "How about we go and find her. She can tell you all about it." 
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Chapter Three
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Eleanor could barely speak: her throat was too tight. "Where? And — what will she — how old . . ."

Grandma's tone was matter-of-fact. "She's been two years old a good deal of the time since we heard you were coming. And at your old house. She's there now — I let her know it was time. If you want it different, we can change things."

Eleanor struggled for composure. "All right, then. In her old room, in our old house."

She found herself in a familiar narrow hallway. The carpet had been worn threadbare by previous tenants. The drywall was peeling in some places, bulging in others. There was a faint smell of mildew. The door at the end of the hall was closed.

She looked around and saw Grandma behind her. "Is she in there? Waiting?"

Grandma held a finger to her lips. "She's asleep. She wanted to wake up and find you here."

Eleanor stared at Grandma, lost for words. Grandma opened her arms and Eleanor rushed into them. She felt Grandma straighten up and grow taller. Eleanor hugged her more tightly, no longer constrained by fear of hurting brittle skin or fragile bones.

Grandma let go and stepped back. "You'll do fine. Now go on in and see your daughter."

Eleanor stretched out a hand to the wall for support and made her way down the hall. On the door was a large letter C, pieced together out of colored glass jewels. She turned the handle carefully and eased the door open.

The small room was a contrast to the dismal hallway. The wallpaper, still new, showed roly-poly puppies and young children playing and chasing after each other. The air held the soft scent of the dryer sheets Eleanor had tucked in the drawers. A dark blue window shade covered the small window. The chest of drawers was light unfinished wood; on the wooden floor lay a light blue area rug. A stuffed turtle occupied a used and somewhat battered rocking chair in the corner, near the window. Next to the rug stood a toddler bed with a pale yellow quilt, a quilt big enough for an older child. In the bed lay Cassidy.

The little girl was still asleep. Her fine blonde hair curled around her face, stirred by her breathing. Her wrist stuck out from under the quilt, her hand near her mouth as if she had been sucking her thumb before sleep made her hand heavy.

Eleanor knelt on the rug next to the bed, reached out and stroked the curly hair. "Cassie, sweetheart." She had to stop and wipe her face to keep the tears from falling on Cassidy's cheek. "It's Mommy. Mommy's here. Time to wake up."

Cassidy rolled over, and her eyelids fluttered. Then her eyes opened wide and she scrambled to her knees, lifting her arms. "MOMMY! MOMMY!"

Eleanor rose and picked Cassidy up, holding her tight, rocking backward and forward. "I'm here, baby, sweet baby, my baby girl. I'm here at last."

She did not know how long she stood with her child in her arms before something caught her peripheral vision. The background had changed. Eleanor looked up. They were in Grandma's kitchen. Sunshine flooded the breakfast nook. The child in her arms was suddenly heavier. Eleanor looked back down at Cassidy and saw a little girl of five or six. She swallowed hard. This was an age she had seen only in photographs.

"I want breakfast, Mommy!"

Eleanor carried Cassidy to the table and lowered her into a chair. "I haven't got much better at cooking, sweetheart, but I'll try. What would you like?"

"Well, why don't I cook, then? I like to cook. I make breakfast for Grandma and Grandpa all the time." The girl in the chair, confident and smiling, was at least fourteen.

Eleanor staggered back. "What — how?? You never — you weren't — you were only six when —"

Cassidy flickered back to age six for a moment before the teenager reappeared and gave a smug little smirk. "It's not a problem. My body" — she laughed — "or whatever you want to call it — knows how to grow up. That knowledge is built in, you could say." She fiddled with her long pale braid. "And when it's older, it's older all the way through. Brain and all. Besides, I'm around older people, people who lived longer, all the time." Cassidy reached adult height as she spoke. "I have plenty of opportunity to observe them. And not only from the outside." She was perhaps twenty. "When it's feasible, I make a point of inhabiting the memories of adults, sharing them, rather than simply viewing them. Then I can really be older, think and feel as someone more mature. With that as a basis, I can function as an adult quite nicely."

Now Eleanor was looking at a woman her own age. The woman had fine curly hair, still light blonde, lighter than Amanda's gold, and cut short around her face. She had the symmetrical features and broad forehead of Eleanor's father, the pointed chin and piercing eyes of her mother.

Eleanor's eyes went wide with shock. She stumbled backward and turned to look for something sturdy to lean on. A piercing scream came from behind her, a young child's scream. "MOMMY!! Don't LEAVE!"

Eleanor froze, then whirled around and rushed back to the table. "Oh, no, sweetheart, I wasn't leaving. Oh, baby, I'm so sorry, so sorry . . . ." She picked Cassidy up again and cradled her, crooning endearments, while the little girl sobbed on her shoulder. When the child was quiet, Eleanor sat at the table with Cassidy on her lap. She took a deep breath. "Okay. What do you want to do now, honey? Do you want to get big and cook us breakfast?"

Cassidy considered for a moment, then wriggled off Eleanor's lap and walked toward the refrigerator. Fourteen again, she opened the door and reached in. "How do you like your eggs?"

––––––––
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Jack stood with Sarah at the crest of a hill, looking down at the sea of autumn foliage in the valley below. Sarah picked up a stray maple leaf, scarlet with a few anomalous patches of bright green. "I wonder how it's going."

"They have a lot to talk about." Jack sat on the grass, pulled out a chunk of wood and a pocket knife, and started whittling a maple leaf.

"A lot that's hard to talk about. They'll have to get easy with each other first." Sarah lay down beside Jack and gazed up at the sky. "That cloud reminds me of the flat tomb in Ji'an, where we went with Eleanor. On her first trip with us."

Jack looked up from his whittling. "I remember how she loved the Chinese babies. She would follow the mothers down the street, staring at their babies."

"She always stared at babies, everywhere we went. Do you remember the time in Provence when she followed that woman with the twins all the way through the market?"

Jack nodded and went back to his sculpture.

"Now that cloud — it looks like a zebra. Do you remember Eleanor and the zebra herd, in Botswana?"

Jack closed his pocket knife. "Let's remember together." He put the carving in his pocket and helped Sarah to her feet.


A rich cacophony of bird songs struck the ear, punctuated with the distant trumpets of elephants and the occasional honking grunt of a hippo. It was hot, but without the oppressive humidity the summer would bring. The three of them stood near the cluster of jackalberry trees, looking across grassland to the watering hole. Eleanor tugged at Sarah's hand. "Here they come!"

A herd of zebra, dozens of them, were approaching the water. Eleanor dropped Sarah's hand and edged closer.

Jack followed her. "Are you trying to sneak up on them, like a cheetah?"

Eleanor grinned. She bent low and started forward on all fours, growling the deep growl of a cheetah hunting. A large male zebra lifted his head and looked at her. The wind was blowing toward the herd. The zebra snuffed and lowered his head again.

Jack laughed. "I guess you don't smell like a cheetah."

Eleanor scratched her chin. "Maybe I smell like an elephant." . . .




Jack felt something pulling him out of the memory. He and Sarah now stood at a distance from their earlier selves and their playful daughter. Sarah stood straight and still, tears rolling down her face.

Sarah so rarely cried that Jack had no habitual response to tears. This time, he deemed it best to simply wait for her to speak.

"I wish I could have done this when we were alive. Gone back and visited the good times." Sarah wiped her cheek with her fingers. "All those years when nothing seemed to make her happy, not for long — when I could hardly remember what it was like to see her joyful . . . ."

Jack put an arm around her and drew her close. "That might have made things harder. Like waking up from a beautiful dream, and finding that you're in pain."

They turned back toward the remembered Eleanor, lumbering around and swinging one arm like an elephant's trunk. Watching, he felt a summons. "It's my mother. She wants us. Are you ready?"

Sarah gazed for a long moment at their daughter. "Let's go."

––––––––
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Amanda was waiting for them in her kitchen. "We were reliving Botswana," Jack explained.

"The diamond mine?"

"No, the Linyanti Reserve. With Eleanor. She was hunting zebras."

Amanda smiled. "Soon you can go back there together. How do you feel about seeing her again?"

Sarah hunched her shoulders and folded her arms. Jack stepped behind her and put his arms around her waist, pulling her toward him, trying to comfort her with the warmth of his body. Sarah leaned back against him, threw him a quick smile, and turned back to Amanda. "I can't wait. And I'm nervous. And I don't know how to do this. I don't know whether to ask questions whose answers I won't want to hear."

Amanda put a plate of brownies on the table and offered one to Sarah. Sarah shook her head. Jack reached over her shoulder and grabbed two. He pulled Sarah's hand away from her body and placed one of the brownies in it. "Here, fortify yourself. It's almost time."

––––––––
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Eleanor and Cassidy stood in the snowy yard. It was cold, of course, but sunny, and there was no wind. They would not have to retreat indoors any time soon. 

Eleanor was twenty-nine, the age she had reached in life. Cassidy looked to be about seven. Both were bundled up against the cold. Eleanor looked at Cassidy's mittens. "Those look too stiff. You need something that lets you use your hands more." Cassidy made the adjustment.

"This is where you grew up?" Cassidy looked around at the wooden fence, the climbing gym, the tree with its well-built tree house covered in snow.

"As much as any one place. From the time I was three or four, I went almost everywhere my parents did. But this is where we'd come back to." Eleanor squatted down and pushed some snow together to start a snowman. "I was always happy when we spent some of the winter here. I loved playing in the snow, especially making snowmen, but we always seemed to go somewhere hot. Or somewhere too cold, where I couldn't go outside much at all." 

"Did Grandma Sarah and Grandpa Jack help you? With the snowmen?"

"Sometimes. And your grandpa would try to get your grandma to pose for a snow sculpture. He'd make it really small, to tease her about being short." She started rolling the base of her snowman. Cassidy watched her and then pushed snow together for her own.

They worked for a while in silence. Cassidy was ambitious, her snowman large. As she struggled to put the snowman's middle in place, she started to grow. Then she stopped, shrank back down, and turned to Eleanor. "Help me, Mommy?"

Eleanor's throat felt tight. "Sweetheart, it's all right if you want to — to change. I'm getting used to it. You don't have to make it hard on yourself."

Cassidy ran over and hugged Eleanor's legs. She spoke into Eleanor's coat. "I want you to help me."

Eleanor bent down and kissed Cassidy's fluffy hat. She hoisted the ball of snow into place. Then she went back to rolling the top ball for her own snowman. When it was in position, she turned to Cassidy. "How do I make things — show up? I need a carrot and a hat."

"Just picture them." Cassidy looked around for branches, then conjured a pile of them and took two for arms.

Eleanor closed her eyes for a moment. She opened them, looked at the top hat in her left hand and smiled broadly. "I always wanted to use one of these! We never had one handy. I got by with knitted caps."

Cassidy finished her third ball of snow. Eleanor placed it for her. "Shall I make you a top hat too?"

"Yes! A shiny blue one."

Eleanor chuckled. "Shiny and blue. Check." The hat appeared. She handed it to Cassidy, who stretched up and plopped it on the snowman's head.

"Mommy — I want to see you when you were little, making a snowman. With Grandma Sarah and Grandpa Jack. The way it really happened."

Eleanor brushed snow off her gloves. "You said something before about sharing memories. Is that what you mean?"

"Not exactly." Cassidy slid older, perhaps age twelve. Apparently the topic was too complicated for a seven-year-old. "When someone shares a memory with you, you can relive it with them. And if both of you have the same memory, you change places. You see what the other person saw and feel what the other person felt."

Eleanor stood very still, hands clenched in front of her. "I can't even go near thinking about that. Not yet."

"It's all right. I wasn't there when you were little, so we couldn't swap. But we can both go and watch something you remember."

"All right, sweetheart. How do we do it?"

Cassidy shook her head, curls flying. "You're making it harder than it is. You just do it."

They were no longer alone in the yard. Near the tree, a tall man in a wool coat and scarf lifted a little girl in a snowsuit, so she could reach the top of a giant snowman. The girl was holding a carrot. She pushed it into the round face, then pulled it out again. "Not right."

The man lowered her again and turned toward the house. "Sarah! We need more carrots! We have failed to capture the true features of this big fellow."

Cassidy touched Eleanor's hand. "That's you and Grandpa Jack?"

"Yes, honey. And here comes your grandma." Sarah had emerged, wearing hiking boots and a sweater, carrying a tray with five carrots of varying widths and lengths.

"Won't she be cold? She doesn't have a coat, or anything on her hands."

"Mom — your grandma — didn't get cold easily. Heat didn't faze her either. Your grandpa always said she was the tough one in the family."

Cassidy cocked her head for a moment as if listening to something. "Mommy — I'll see you later." Then she was gone . . . .


Suddenly Eleanor was standing by her father's side, holding two carrots and appraising them. It was important to give the snowman the right nose. The snow sparkled in the sun. The cold made her nose hairs tingle. She heard the snow crunch as Mommy took the tray back into the house.

"Well, piccolina? What do you think?"

Eleanor held up the shorter, fatter carrot. "This one."

The strong hands lifted her up in the air. Her feet dangled and kicked as she shoved the snowman's true nose into place, under the round pebble eyes. She pulled off one mitten and drew a big smile under the nose with her finger.

Daddy stepped back, tossed her in the air and caught her. "Bravo, sugar plum!"

Mommy came back out with a camera. "Stand next to him, you two!" Daddy set her down, and they stood with the snowman between them as Mommy took the picture . . . .




And then, Eleanor was back in Grandma's kitchen. And there were her mother and father, standing close together, their arms around each other. Her father had tears in his eyes; her mother was chewing on her lip.

Eleanor took a tentative step toward them and stopped. "Mom. Dad. Can we — can we not talk, yet? Can we talk later? Can we just be together?"

Sarah held out her arms. Eleanor ran to her, and the three of them came together in a fierce embrace.

When they eased apart, Grandma was at the table. She had placed a steaming cup in front of her, and three more in front of empty chairs. "Come have some cocoa. The best ever. From my birthday, in 1972. Get it while it's hot."
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Chapter Four
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After all the anticipation, and even dread, the first day back with Eleanor had been easy enough, almost undramatic. Amanda remained in charge, helping Eleanor revisit several favorite spots — a field of sunflowers in Tuscany, and the pond near Amanda's home where a large family of beavers had lived and built. They shared a picnic supper by the pond, watching the largest beaver industriously hauling branches across the pond in his teeth, while his mate groomed herself and the kits clambered around on the banks and played tug-of-war with smaller branches. 

As night fell, Jack and Sarah excused themselves, with the unspoken understanding that Eleanor and Cassidy would stay at Amanda's for the time being. Back in their own bedroom, Sarah donned her favorite lilac silk pajamas, then frowned at her reflection in the mirror. "I don't feel like sleeping. Let's go do something."

Jack nodded agreeably. "Suits me, honey. It's been a while since we remembered our first meeting — how would that be?" 

"Why not?"


Sarah stood on a slab of golden rock. A few yards from her feet, the rock fell away in a cliff that cut back toward her, as if she were standing on the deck of an enormous ship. Overhead arched an intensely blue sky full of puffy white clouds. It was hot, but not humid, at least not for a girl from Toledo. 

She looked across Kings Canyon to the sheer red rock of the opposite wall. It had been a good, invigorating hike
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