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      For anyone that’s ever had a loss

      that you couldn’t quite move past,

      I see you
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      Midway through a laugh—at a joke Mason’s told a hundred times—I see the dead girl on the news. The mood of the day changes on a dime. My laughter dies quickly, like fast-motion footage of a flower withering as the first frost arrives.

      It’s an aerial shot. The news helicopter hovers over the Oklahoma River. On the bank, a forensics guy zips the top of a black body bag over the young woman’s face. I catch it, though. It’s unintentional on the part of the news. They didn’t mean to film her face. They aren’t supposed to expose victims. But the shot lasts long enough that I see she’s got blonde hair.

      Two people in white polos and black pants lift the black body bag onto a cot that’s backed into an unmarked white van. The kind you pass every day on the highway.

      I wonder how many of them have a girl just like this one in the back.

      I wonder if it’s the same van she rode in.

      My stomach is heavy, like a stone just dropped out of my esophagus down into my gut. Suddenly, I’m not hungry, but I clamp my fist around the fork in my hand, allowing the metal to dig into my flesh. I squeeze harder. It’s a grounding sensation.

      A reminder that I’m here now.

      “Winona?” Mason says my name from across the table, but my eyes remain glued to the screen. He turns, wanting to see why I’m transfixed.

      Closed captioning runs across the bottom of the screen.

      
        
        …MUCH MORE THAN THAT RIGHT NOW, BOBBY. THE OKLAHOMA CITY POLICE ARE OUT AT THE RIVER INVESTIGATING A CALL RECEIVED THIS MORNING. A KAYAKER RAN INTO THE BODY ON AN EARLY MORNING BOATING TRIP. WE’RE GETTING REPORTS THAT THE BODY BELONGS TO A YOUNG WOMAN. AS YOU KNOW, TWENTY-SEVEN YEAR-OLD AMANDA JONES HAS BEEN MISSING FOR MORE THAN THREE WEEKS. WE HAVE NO CONCRETE INFORMATION FOR US TO THINK THIS YOUNG WOMAN IS AMANDA JONES, BUT WE KNOW HER FAMILY MUST BE WATCHING WITH A HEAVY HEART THIS MORNING.

      

      

      Amanda Jones.

      I remember her name.

      A young woman that went missing only a matter of weeks ago. Young, blonde, and partying at Club Royale. A dance bar in the city.

      It’s not the same bar. Calm down.

      She’d been out with friends, then disappeared. No one ever saw her again. And the body that was just loaded into that van might be hers.

      Even though it’s not the same bar, it’s all too familiar.

      The shot pans over the river and gives a wider view of the scene. I imagine what it would be like to be kayaking and stumble onto a dead body floating in the river. I wonder if that person will ever get that image out of their head. Skin stretched beyond reason while gas builds up inside the putrefying corpse. A face so swollen it’s unrecognizable. Black splotches gathering on the skin, nature’s rot taking its claim.

      Mason turns slowly back to me. There’s a look on his face that tells me he’s mourning the day. I’d been in a good mood, something that’s not always guaranteed. Something that he delights in when it happens. The frown and the way his brow furrows make me think he’s about to say, But we were just having such a good time.

      He knows as well as I do that I can’t help the shift. Still, I feel guilty. Sometimes I feel like Mason carries me through life. Like I’m his burden. Maybe he did something terrible before I met him and this is his punishment. Although, I can’t imagine Mason doing anything wrong. I can’t even imagine him so much as gossiping about another person.

      He’s so good.

      He’s the sun while I’m a black hole, sucking all of his light into my void of nothingness and never reflecting it back.

      The thought is a hard one to swallow.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper. An entire conversation between us has played out in my mind. Me freaking out. Him comforting me. Me apologizing. I don’t want to go through that routine right now. I feel zapped. Watching the news has drained the life out of me. Like a bloodletting.

      “Winona,” he says softly.

      I want to cry. I feel tears prick the edges of my eyes as a lump rises in my throat.

      Fuck, I hate being vulnerable. I hate it.

      I would rather be dead than vulnerable.

      Not the best attitude to have if you want to make a marriage work, but Mason does his best for both of us. He takes care of me and I love him for it. There’s a part of me, though, that resents the kid gloves with which he tends to me. A part of me wishes he didn’t have to. I’d love to be better. And you’d think after five years of therapy, I would be.

      A tear escapes my eye, and I swipe it quickly.

      “It’s okay,” Mason says. He reaches across the table for my hands. I let him have them. “This doesn’t mean anything.” Mason shakes his head as he speaks.

      I don’t know how to tell him this, but it does.

      Not every dead woman on the news has a connection to her.

      My therapist’s voice comes through loud and clear.

      I fight back against his gentle baritone. The sage advice may be comforting, but eventually it will be wrong.

      Eventually, one of them will have a connection to her.

      And what if I’m looking at that one right now?

      “You don’t know anything about this girl,” Mason says, still holding my hands.

      I know he’s right. Logic fights with emotion inside me. The terror is real; the connection may not be. It’s a panic I’ve addressed over the years with Dr. Ewing.

      Ride the wave. Let the anxiety crest.

      I inhale deeply.

      “There isn’t any reason to think she has anything to do with her, honey,” Mason says. His voice is so kind it cracks me open. My chest aches for him. He deserves to be with someone who doesn’t need him to glue their pieces back together at least once a week.

      I’m better than I was, though. Things had turned around. We’ve been trying for a baby lately. Life has been stable.

      But just that one news shot is enough to remind me that it’s all a house of cards. I’ve been waiting for this day.

      Mason deserves someone stable. Someone good.

      That’s another thought I’ve learned to question through therapy.

      But right now, I’m not doing so hot at stopping those intrusive thoughts.

      Just hold it together long enough to get to the car.

      That’s all I’ve got to do.

      “Are you ready to go?” Mason asks.

      Our food is only half-eaten on the table. He used to do this for me all the time. When I would have a panic attack in a restaurant, he would get our food to go and have me wait in the car. It’s not something we’ve had to do in a long time.

      I just nod my head, not wanting to speak because I’m afraid I’ll cry.

      “Here,” he releases one of my hands long enough to fish his keys out of his pocket. I take them and head for the entrance, walking quickly like I’m escaping danger even though we’re safe here. It doesn’t feel that way to me, though. When you live with severe anxiety and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, your gut gets turned inside out. You can’t trust it any longer, seeing danger where there is none and sensing none where there’s plenty. This is why people with trauma can end up putting themselves in risky situations without realizing they’re doing so. It’s also why I left the last concert I was at, midway through my favorite band’s set. I became convinced a bomb was about to go off in the arena for no reason other than my mind decided that was what was about to happen.

      I feel that way now. Like if I don’t get out onto the street, I’m going to be grabbed from behind and dragged screaming to the back of the diner. I jog the last few steps to the door.

      Pushing it open, the bell rings. The winter air hits my face, reminding me that it’s almost Christmas. I inhale the cold, letting the shock of it fill my lungs. Letting its prickly little fingers force the blood vessels around my trachea to warm themselves, making my lungs burn. It’s a reminder that I’m here now. Nowhere else. And that there isn’t someone chasing me out of the diner.

      I hurry over to Mason’s SUV and get inside, locking the doors once I’m safe in the seat. I breathe a sigh of relief. For a moment I sit in silence.

      Grabbing my purse, I rifle through it for my wallet. I open the cracked, yellow leather and pull a photograph from behind my driver’s license. The photograph that’s been in this beat-up old piece of leather for far longer than five years. And I look at us.

      We’re young, still in our twenties, and intoxicated by the possibilities that life is throwing our way. She smiles, radiant and gorgeous as always. Megawatt. That’s how I used to describe her smile. Those blue eyes pierce through me even now. Familiar blonde hair falls down past her shoulders. We sit together on a porch swing. It’s dark outside. We were at a party. A lit cigarette clutched between her slender fingers as she rests a hand on the bench seat below us. I lean into her. I remember our skin touching that night. How hot she was—life pulsing against my side. I’ve never known someone that alive. Not before or since.

      I’m smiling in the picture, too. A smile that I haven’t seen on myself for years. This was innocence. This was youth.

      I catch movement out of the corner of my eye and look up. Mason walks out with our to-go bag. I shove the picture back behind my driver’s license and toss my wallet back into my purse, resting it at my feet.

      Maybe he’s right, I try to tell myself.

      But there’s a voice I can hear, coming from somewhere inside of me that’s older than I am. A voice that’s primal, part of my lizard brain.

      A knowing that’s bigger than this moment. A culmination of indicators I’ve picked up subconsciously. My gut isn’t lying to me this time.

      With calm assurance, it washes over me.

      That body is not random.

      The person who put it in the river is the same guy.

      The man that killed Amanda Jones is the same one that killed my best friend.

      It’s the same guy that killed Rosie.

      He’s back.
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      I swallow the feeling down, pushing the realization to the back of my mind.

      Mason gets into the SUV and puts the food in the floorboard behind us with one of his long arms. I look over at him when he reaches for his seatbelt. His long brown hair falls past his shoulders. The sound of his jacket rustling against its own fabric overtakes the vehicle. His presence surrounds me and for a moment, his presence comforts me.

      Somehow, it feels like nothing that bad can happen if Mason is with me.

      Maybe if I just stay here—right here—nothing bad will happen ever again.

      “I feel better,” I tell him.

      It’s halfway true. I do feel calmer. I don’t feel better about the situation, though.

      “You do?” Mason asks.

      There’s surprise in his voice. A note of hopefulness that kills me.

      It doesn’t matter how many times we go through this, that hopefulness stays. His budding excitement makes me feel horrible, knowing that what’s wrong with me will never completely go away. That we’ll always be dealing with this. And the fact that Mason still thinks I’m going to be normal is like a knife to the heart.

      Dr. Ewing assures me that I can continue to improve, but I’m afraid I’ve reached the pinnacle of my healing. That this is as good as it gets. He assured me that it would be highly unethical of him to keep treating me and telling me I can get better if I really can’t. Dr. Ewing told me he believes in me and that I’m one of the strongest patients he’s ever had.

      Part of me wants to call bullshit.

      I don’t feel strong.

      I feel weak for not being able to carry on with my life. It feels terrible. Being wounded is horrible. And people look at it differently when your wound is psychological.

      There’s little sympathy and even less understanding.

      “Do you still want to go to the estate sale?” Mason asks.

      “Yeah,” I say and force a smile. “I need to go back to the house first, though,” I tell him.

      It’s not entirely true. I want to check on Charlie.

      “Why?” Mason asks.

      “I forgot my wallet,” I lie.

      Mason nods, accepting this as the truth. I don’t want to tell him I’m concerned about my brother. I know that will only lead to a discussion about him and I’m not in the mood to get into Charlie’s issues. It’s unpleasant and I’ve already done enough to ruin the day for Mason.

      We head to the house and I hop out when we get there. I bring my purse with me just in case Mason decides to glance at it and sees my wallet. I unlock the front door and head to the back. Charlie’s staying in our guest house.

      I look out the back door and see him through the window. He’s intent on something. The thought fills me with dread. I hate it when Charlie gets fixated on something. It’s never good and his predilection for fixation on things he can’t have is what landed us in this situation to begin with.

      I head out the back door and walk up to the guest house. I knock on the door. Charlie doesn’t answer and I knock again. When he doesn’t come the second time, I gently open the door and find him poring over something on the coffee table.

      “Hey,” I say.

      Charlie grunts in greeting.

      “What’s up?” I ask.

      “Nothing,” Charlie says, looking over at me. He gathers the papers up as I walk that way. He clutches them to his chest and carries them to his desk. “Why are you back? I thought you were going somewhere with him.”

      Him. How he almost always refers to Mason. Charlie and I were tight growing up. For him, the idea that someone could replace that close relationship is jarring. He doesn’t process attachment the same way most people do. He worries that my relationship with Mason takes away from my relationship with him. I’ve tried to tell him it doesn’t work that way, but Charlie’s brain is different.

      You could say the same about mine.

      In my first session with Dr. Ewing, he’d pulled out a silver canister and opened it. He’d sat it on the end table next to my chair. I had reached for it instinctively and he had nodded, encouraging me. Inside was a clump of putty.

      I’d looked up at him, furrowing my brow in confusion.

      “Place your thumb in the middle and press down,” he’d said with a nod.

      I did as instructed.

      “Now pull it out,” he’d said. “Do you see your thumbprint?”

      As clear as the blue summer sky outside were the swirling ridges of my flesh. I rubbed my thumb and forefinger together, surprised that my thumb wasn’t dirty.

      “Yeah.”.

      “Imagine that putty is your brain,” he’d said. “And your thumb is the bad thing that happened to you. Your trauma. Anytime something traumatic happens to us, our brain imprints it deep within itself. It records things like temperature, barometric pressure, season, time of day. On and on. All of those data points are meant to protect you from ever facing that trauma again. Which is why you have more panic attacks at night. Especially in the winter, Winona. The trauma has changed your brain.”

      The trauma has changed your brain.

      I wonder what changed Charlie’s brain. When his metamorphosis happened. Or maybe he’s always had the propensity for obsession somewhere inside of him. As I watch him shuffle the papers around, I wonder what secrets he keeps from me. We’ve always been close, but things changed after he went away. He’s been different.

      “I am,” I tell Charlie. “We’re going to an estate sale. Do you want to go?”

      Charlie shakes his head without looking at me.

      “Are you sure you want to stay here? Alone?” I ask him, immediately wishing I hadn’t said that.

      “I’m fine,” he spits at me. “I don’t need you breathing down my neck all the time.”

      He runs a hand through his hair, then wipes at his nose. He looks at me briefly, then his eyes dart to the desk. Mine follow.

      “You’re being good, right?” I ask him.

      Charlie looks me dead in the eye.

      “I’m being good,” he says, mocking my voice when he speaks. Vitriol drips from the words. I find myself taking a step back as the rage radiating from him builds. He needs some time to cool down.

      “I’ll see you later,” I say. Leaving the guest house, I breathe a sigh of relief. When I get back into the main house, I lock the door behind me and glance again at the window, but Charlie’s closed the blinds now.

      I stand there for a moment, dark thoughts threatening to surface, swimming like sharks, circling the truth. Then I head back for the SUV.
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      “Okay,” I sigh, relaxing into the passenger seat of Mason’s SUV. I click my seatbelt into place and look over at my husband.

      He smiles at me but it falters. My own does the same. Not convincing enough? Damn.

      “Are you okay?” Mason asks.

      Suddenly, I understand Charlie’s annoyance with my line of questioning. It’s been the same with Mason since Charlie came to stay with us. Are you okay? Did he upset you? Do you want me to talk to him?

      I don’t have the heart to come right out and tell Mason that him talking to Charlie would make things exponentially worse. The last person Charlie wants to tell him anything is Mason.

      “I’m fine,” I assure him, my voice going up about an octave in false cheerfulness.

      Mason narrows his eyes.

      “Is he…okay?” he asks.

      “He’s fine,” I say. “As fine as someone in his situation can be, I suppose,” I add. “Let’s go.”

      I don’t want to discuss this further. It feels like we’ve already had this conversation, and we have. About a hundred times. It’s only been a month, but Christ, it feels like five years. Mason is too good to ask me how long this Charlie situation is supposed to last.

      He’s too good.

      I don’t deserve him.

      The thought is old. A way of thinking that feels almost ancient now. Something that I’ve worked hard for years to overcome in therapy. Still, it’s hard. And this morning rattled me. It’s natural for me to be regressing a bit in my thinking patterns. I have therapy Monday morning, as usual, and I’ll have plenty to talk about. My session will make it better.

      “Okay,” Mason says, holding up his hands as if he’s surrendering. At least he isn’t wanting to push the topic any further.

      The deepest conversation we’ve had about Charlie was the night before he came to live with us. My parents had refused to let him come back to their house. Mom had said she didn’t feel safe living under the same roof as him. She said she didn’t know who he’d become.

      Ever the protective older sister, I’d thought she was being absurd. She might have been onto something, though. Charlie did seem different when we went to get him. He was angrier. His aura dripped with rage and he wasn’t very good at pretending he was grateful.

      He’s been through a lot. Regardless of what was in the legal documents and the shift in his personality, I know my brother. And I knew then that he didn’t mean to do what he’d done.

      Mason heads out of our neighborhood toward downtown Oklahoma City where the estate sale is going on. It’s in one of the famous historical neighborhoods. The kind of house that’s got to be full of amazing antiques and remnants of a life well-lived. I don’t know how much Mason enjoys going with me to these things, but if he doesn’t like it, he’s never made it apparent. I’ve always loved browsing through other people’s belongings. Thrift store finds are my favorite. Used books. All of that.

      If there’s the possibility that I might get a small glimpse into another person’s life, I’m interested. It’s something I used to do with Rosie, though I’ve never admitted that to Mason. He thinks it’s something I did with my mom when I was growing up.

      I know he wouldn’t want to keep doing it if he knew the truth. I know he’s coming from a good place, but Mason doesn’t think it’s good for me to indulge in melancholy things that remind me of Rosie.

      When we first met, he had seen the news about her. He already knew what had happened to Rosie when I brought up her name. He’d let me tell him everything. Mason listened patiently and with sincere empathy. He saw me at my most wounded and loved me anyway.

      I’ve never really been someone who needed saving. Or maybe what I really mean is that I’m not someone who ever wanted to admit I might need a hero. But looking at myself in the mirror, I know Mason brought me back to life. He took my hand and gently escorted me off the ledge.

      I glance over at him as he drives.

      Mason is handsome. Devastatingly so. Long, wavy brown hair and a strong jawline. He looks like if he got a couple of braids going, he could be a Viking warrior. Tall, strong, and with bright green eyes that remind me of grass in the summer.

      Everything about Mason feels like home.

      And it makes me wonder if I made a huge mistake in letting Charlie come to stay with us. We’re just beginning to try for a baby. Adding Charlie to the mix has strained that, but we’ve persisted with Mason insisting that Charlie will be gone before I know it. Sometimes I wish I hadn’t gone to pick him up. But what other choice did I have?

      I sigh and look out the passenger side window, and that’s when I realize where we are.

      My chest tightens when I see the river. I sit up straighter in my seat and I lean hard against the window, trying to expand my field of vision. But when I look down as we pass, all I see is the dead grass of the bank next to the dark water. Any sign of the activity that was going on this morning is gone. Anyone passing by that hadn’t seen the news would never know that only this morning there was a dead woman being loaded up into a van right below the overpass.

      When I swallow, I feel like I’m choking on cotton. My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth and I struggle to produce enough saliva to do anything about it. Finally, I manage.

      “Hey,” Mason says.

      He startles me out of my little daydream about what just took place beside the river. And everything that led up to that point.

      “What?” I ask, a little too quickly.

      “Don’t obsess,” Mason says gently. He glances over at me.

      I know he means well. The word rubs me the wrong way, though. I shift in my seat.

      “I’m not obsessing,” Not yet.

      “I see you looking out the window,” Mason says. “I just don’t want you to hurt yourself, Winona.”

      “I’m not hurting myself,” I tell him with a false chuckle. “I was just curious, that’s all.”

      He shoots me a look that tells me he’s suspicious. I figure it’s best to leave the conversation at that and not get into it right now. Besides, maybe he’s right. Maybe I am getting worked up over something that has no connection to Rosie.

      It’s happened before. A seemingly similar murder only to be solved a week or two later with no connection to her or the other girls that came before her. One of the last cops I talked to about it—a couple years after her murder—told me there was every chance that the guy had died.

      But something deep inside my gut told me that wasn’t true back then. That hasn’t changed now.

      For some reason, I’ve always felt like I’d know it if he died.

      And he still feels very much alive. Just as real as the memories of Rosie that haunt me even now.

      I’d known for years it was only a matter of time. BTK took a break from killing while his daughter was growing up. It wasn’t uncommon for serial killers to go more than a year or two between murders. Maybe even five years.

      What could he have been up to all this time?

      Whatever it was, he must have gotten some degree of satisfaction. The thought is terrifying.

      I shiver even though Mason’s got the heater on.

      He leaves me alone, not wanting to press further, I assume. He doesn’t want this to turn into an argument any more than I do. I know he’s right. I’m obsessing, and likely there’s no connection. I can’t trust myself like I used to. I see the boogie man around every corner. I don’t even go to the movies anymore because I can’t think about anything but an active shooter scenario from the moment I sit down in my seat. It’s one of the few things that Dr. Ewing hasn’t been able to get me past.

      That and Rosie, I suppose. Maybe I’ll never get over her.

      Who could?

      I focus my attention on the road ahead of us, telling myself this is the direction we’re going. Forward. And that any suspicions I have are just that—suspicions. There’s nothing concrete to make me think that whatever happened to the woman they found this morning had any connection to Rosie.

      Mason takes my hand out of my lap, stirring me from my fierce concentration. I sigh and smile looking over at him. Even when he irritates me, he’s good. He kisses the back of my hand and then holds it in his for the rest of the drive.
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      Cars line the cul-de-sac when we turn onto the street for the estate sale, but just as we’re circling the dead end to look elsewhere, someone pulls away from the curb only a few houses down.

      “What luck,” Mason says when he shuts off the engine. I smile at him. Mason has always believed in things like fate and destiny. But Mason also hasn’t ever experienced anything truly awful. It gives him innocence. Something I no longer possess. I wish I could say that I’m such a good person that I never envy that. Or say that I’d never wish that he understood. Really understood. I’m not that selfless, though. And sometimes, I do wish he understood on some level.

      Especially in moments when the whole thing feels isolating. No matter how close he holds me, I know we’re separated by an expansive canyon of experience.

      It makes me sad. Reinforces the sense that no one could possibly understand. The only person who might understand made it extremely clear that she never wanted to see me again. Rosie’s mother blames me.

      And I blame myself, too.

      It’s my fault that Rosie died.

      I get out of the SUV and meet Mason at the back. He takes my hand in his and leads me toward the house with almost a dozen tables full of belongings set up outside. The three-story house looms large, perched on the dead-end street. The third floor looks smaller than the lower two and there are three circular windows spaced evenly across the dark green siding.

      There’s a wraparound porch that’s to die for. People come and go out the front door. Those entering are empty-handed, and those leaving have treasures stuffed in each hand and under their arms. One woman comes out with a hand held shopping basket of dubious origins.

      “I don’t think we’re adequately prepared,” Mason leans down and says to me as we approach.

      “That’s the whole reason I wanted you to go with me. For the heavy lifting,” I tease him. We both know I don’t hang out with anyone outside of Mason. My social life and circle shrank significantly after Rosie was murdered. I sort of withdrew into myself. Life felt bleak. Everyone felt so removed from me. Like there was an invisible curtain separating us, not unlike the canyon between me and Mason when things get dark.

      I stopped being able to relate to anyone.

      Everything became about Rosie.

      Then I had my suicide attempt, and in the hospital, I got connected with Dr. Ewing and got my life back.

      Until today.

      So much of my thought process reminds me of those hard times. Obsession. I could go over the edge so easily, and I don’t want to. I love my life with Mason, don’t I?

      Sometimes we don’t get closure.

      Another one of Dr. Ewing’s favorite things to say. It’s annoying because he’s right.

      Mason leads the way into the house and I make a promise to myself to stop thinking about murder and Rosie’s loss for now. To let it go and hope for the best. All I can do is the best I can with the data I have. Honestly, I don’t have any data. I saw a news broadcast. There’s so much information missing between what happened on that bank today and what I saw sitting in a diner booth across the city.
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        * * *

      

      The neighborhood surrounding us is historical and the house we’ve just entered fits the bill. It’s gorgeous, perfectly restored throughout the years by the strict standards of the historical society that monitors what homeowners do with these houses. In the entryway there’s a beautiful chandelier that looks like it has to be an antique worth a ton. People mill from room to room and we enter the last room to the right, which happens to be a library.

      There are floor to ceiling bookcases stretching up to the second floor. There’s a balcony that wraps around the room upstairs and a ladder to help you get there. I look upward and my mouth gapes slightly, taken aback by the splendor of it. I’ve never seen a personal library like this in person. This is the sort of thing you only see on Pinterest or in AI renderings of fan art for the castle of everyone’s favorite beast turned prince.

      “Wow,” Mason says.

      “To say the least,” I breathe.

      He releases my hand, and I head over to one of the shelves on the bottom level. It’s packed full of first and special editions. The selection ranges from classic literature and philosophy all the way through modern day thrillers. I spot a copy of one of my favorite books, a thriller about an FBI agent that investigates the weirder cases received by the FBI. I pull it out with a fingertip. It’s a hardcover. The dust jacket feels almost fragile and when I open it I realize that this must be one of the original hardbacks from when the novel came out.

      I turn, looking over my shoulder and see a young man sitting in the corner of the room appearing uncomfortable. Obviously a grandson who doesn’t want to be here.

      “Are these for sale?” I ask him, holding the book up and turning it slightly in my hand.

      “Everything you see is for sale,” he replies without emotion. Then he pulls his phone out of his pocket to make it very clear that he doesn’t want to be bothered. I tuck the book under my arm and give Mason a look. He smirks and we continue browsing.

      After a while, we separate. He takes off for the garage, surely to see if there are any power tools he might get his paws on. I go upstairs, eager to see the bedrooms of the historic mansion. Each step creaks beneath my foot as I scale it. At the top, I look over to the right and see the upper level of the library. On a whim, I decide to see what sort of treasures it might hold.

      On the upstairs level, there are far more trinkets in the shelves, making it look like the owners filled up the lower level but never quite got around to packing the upstairs with end to end books. I spot an award on a shelf at eye-level and walk up to it. From a local university, it appears to be an award for outstanding achievement in fiction. So, one of the former owners was a writer. Or at least, at one time, aspired to be one.

      It makes me wonder how many unexplored dreams we all have. I feel like my life was on pause for years. All that time spent just clawing and scrapping to get back to myself. And I’m almost there. Or at least, I thought I was.

      I walk on along the upper level and spot another trinket.

      This one stops me immediately in my tracks. A heaviness settles over my feet. I’m paralyzed, staring at it.

      It’s a sculpture of a ballerina. Her limbs are long and elegant, one delicate hand reaching as far out as she can, her body making a smooth and perfect shape. On her toes, she balances as one leg is out behind
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