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The Floating Space: A struggling actress experiences visions of alternate lives, compelling her to reflect on her past choices and future possibilities. —By Claire-Dee Lim
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To Be, or Not: Seventy-five-year-old visual artist, Melissa, is losing her sight. Surgery may help, but it may also leave her completely blind, or worse, brain damaged. All her life she has carefully planned for important events, and now she only has limited time to explore and choose options for possible bad outcomes. Warning: Some of her choices are controversial and may be disturbing. —By Aletta Bee
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A Picnic in Eden: Two men escape the French prison on Devil’s Island in a small boat and drift across the Caribbean Sea, without food or water, until they reach an island and are rescued by its inhabitants. The locals seem friendly, but the criminals soon clash with their rescuers and find themselves in danger. —By Lawrence Urban
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Winners: Two siblings seek a dead man’s penis, hoping to obtain the reward that his family has promised. Will they find the penis? Will they become wealthy? Or will they learn something about themselves that money cannot buy? —By Yash Seyedbagheri
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12 Hours: This excerpt is taken from Just One More, an unpublished historical fiction novel. The story is set during one of the strangest battles of World War II, which took place after Hitler’s suicide, but before Germany’s surrender. It recounts a rare joint effort between U.S. and German forces to defend a castle. —By Jonathan Byrd
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Pieces of the Puzzle: Wartime is synonymous with fate. The fate of a young, quiet man, an island caretaker. 1940 - German frigate pulls close to build a landing, and this caretaker finds himself face-to-face with a German sailor who jumped ship, scared for his life, already marked a warmer bruder. This caretaker learns about love, the power of fright, and the importance of capturing the pieces of his life’s puzzle. —By Dena Linn
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Paula’s Medical Odyssey: A woman’s quest for treatment of the severe, distressing back pains she is experiencing reveals her resilience. Her determination and faith overcome her despair and frustration. —By Ana Paulina Lipster
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One Day Closer to Death: An archangel’s promise to a cancer survivor. —By Jennifer Rinaldi
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Love Uncaged: A woman’s escape pod crashes on an unknown planet. She is captured by the Bajo who plans to sell her into slavery. Rescued by the King of the Kador, she discovers fated love. A love that strengthens and heals as well as arms them both for the battle of their lives. —By Kathleen Osborne
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Eva’s morning begins with a vomiting Australian cattle dog. He had gorged on juniper berries, fallen from the trees along the path of his evening walk. She knows while berries give gin its distinct flavor, when eaten raw, they can cause digestive distress, especially in dogs. She prescribes a bland diet and suggests the animal’s owner find another route with less edible appeal.

The next patient is a ragdoll kitten. A bad case of ear mites does not mitigate the fact that the little thing is achingly adorable. Eva cuddles the cat’s squirmy body against her chest. A rush of oxytocin nearly brings her to tears.

What follows is a parade of more dogs and cats with ailments ranging from allergies, dental disease, and sadly, cancer. As a holistic veterinarian, she is not one to offer expensive surgical treatments or a litany of drugs, but rather alternative paths involving diet, lifestyle, and supplementation.

Caring for animals is what Eva lives for. She found her veterinary calling as young girl when she discovered a baby hummingbird—blown from a nest—on the sidewalk. Desperate to save its life, she diligently fed it sugar-water with an eyedropper. She nurtured the bird until it shed its downy fluff, grew feathers, and eventually flew away. Throughout her childhood and until she left home for college, neighborhood strays, and even malingering rodents found their way into her compassionate hands.

Henry, an apricot poodle with hip dysplasia, is her last patient of the day. She strokes his soft curly coat and looks into his alert eyes. The dog then rests his head in the crook of her arm. The empathetic connection flowing between them fills Eva with warmth.

The moment is disrupted by a faint tapping sound. She glances around the examining room for its source. Only she and the poodle are present. The mysterious sound gets louder. Her confusion spikes, and Henry emits a whimper. She pulls him close.

Suddenly, the room lights go out, covering them in utter darkness. The dog stiffens. “It’s okay,” she says more to herself than the animal. She senses he’s no longer in her arms. Huh? Where’d he go?

Reaching into the black, her balance falters. The floor falls away, and a thickish water coalesces around her body. She gasps, more out of curiosity than alarm. Instinctively, her hands run up and down her limbs and torso. Much more than her surroundings have changed: her clothes are gone. Now naked and buoyant in this wet void, Eva finds the sensation oddly pleasant and soothing.

An awareness dances at the edge of her consciousness. She can’t make sense of it—for the tapping continues.

***
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Eva’s two hours in the sensory deprivation tank were up. An attendant, knocking on the tank’s exterior, brought her attention to this fact. She reached behind her head and rapped against the interior three times.

Moving slowly through the dense, magnesium-loaded water, she sat up. The warm liquid came to her waist. She couldn’t see a thing in the inky blackness. Not even her hand before her eyes. Her head throbbed, like she had a slight hangover. She massaged her temples and blinked her eyes fast, hoping it would jumpstart some mental clarity. She settled back into the water for a few more moments, processing what she had experienced.

Her best friend Monica had given her a gift certificate for three sessions at the Floating Space for her thirty-fourth birthday. “Once you’re in the tank, free of sensory distractions, your heart will speak to you,” Monica had intoned. “Floating will change your life.”

I don’t know about changing my life, she thought, remembering her friend’s encouragement. But it gave her a window into a life, one she was not living. She was not a veterinarian like she had planned as a kid. Her first semester of college, she couldn’t hack Chemistry 1A—the course that weeded out all the pre-med and scientific hopefuls. The mathematical equations eluded her even though she studied hard and had a tutor. She saw her C+ final grade as a sign: to dump the vet dream and move on. Her fate lay elsewhere.

So, what did all discouraged Chem 1A students do? They raced right to the humanities. She easily changed lanes. Eva had always been a bookworm and a theatergoer. She loved losing herself in fantastical realms and emotional storytelling. Now that a science major was out of the picture, she could cultivate her imagination and the creativity quietly burning inside of her.

Many humanities graduates went onto law or business school once the reality of dim employment prospects took hold. Not Eva. She pursued a career with the least employment longevity and success. She became an actress.

Eva reached for the tank’s stainless-steel door and pushed it open. Now bathed in light from the anterior shower room, she squinted. She wasn’t ready for reality. Outside, it caught up with her in the form of a different kind of light. A gray, overcast day—the glare so piercing, she fumbled for her sunglasses.

Moseying to her car, she remembered she’d be hearing about a callback. Was it for a commercial? Insurance? A drug for a skin thing? Psoriasis, maybe? She couldn’t recall. These days, auditioning had become a blur. The anticipation bit at her heels and propelled her forward.

Once seated in her Honda CRV, long overdue for a tire rotation, she checked her phone. No calls, no emails, and no texts from her agent. Shit. She tamped down her anxiety with a sigh and started the car. On the road, she wondered how different her life might have been if she were a veterinarian. Would it be more satisfying? More meaningful? She certainly wouldn’t be driving to her shift at Erewhon in hopping Studio City. One of the most expensive grocery stores in the nation, it boasted probiotic smoothies with raw almond milk, goji berries, and activated charcoal for $19.00. And that was for the small.

Ping! Eva knew she shouldn’t check her phone as she drove up Coldwater Canyon’s winding two-lane street, but she couldn’t resist. The alert from The Hollywood Reporter instantly captivated her: Cecile Goff had landed a major role in a big-budget action movie.

Cecile’s career rise had been both notable and perplexing. Partly because it had been swift, and mostly because she wasn’t talented. A few summers back, she performed with Eva in a Chekhov play. She said her lines with no care for their meaning and in a flat tone. Eva complained “the set design was more expressive.” Both actors came off poorly as a result. Reviews were brutal, and forever etched into Eva’s memory.

Afterward, the slightest mention of Cecile in the trades or via the actor-gossip mill made Eva shudder. This time, she was struck by an urge to cry. I knew I should’ve screwed that producer. I’m sure Cecile did! She was being petty and horribly envious, but goddamn it! Why couldn’t she catch a break? When she had done everything right: classes, coaches, showcases. And now with the current demand for more ethnic representation, she was repeatedly told her look was getting traction. 

“People of color are hot right now. You’ll get booked for everything,” her agent said with authority.

Yet the feedback she received was always the same: you’re too exotic, too Asian, too whatever. All the assurances—from the industry, her reps, and diversity pundits—sounded good though. Kept her hanging on, stuck on the treadmill of hope and despair.

After parking in the garage at the Sportsmen’s Lodge complex—housing an Equinox gym, boutiques, and Erewhon—she moved past its outdoor café tables, filled with twenty-two-year-old social media influencers, who spilled over from nearby luxe condos. Many were eating edamame and vegan fart-making amaranth salads. Based on the affluence and careless spending she witnessed every day at the market, it was impossible to believe the nation was in an economic crisis.

Eva managed the store’s body care and vitamins section. For the next few hours, her attention was divided between helping customers with flawless complexions choose small batch facial serums, and frustration at the lack of communication from her agent. No news was not good news: in Hollywood, a prolonged silence meant a big fat “no.” Who cares about a stupid commercial anyway? Pretending made it easier to cope.

While on break, nursing a decaf chai latte, her thoughts cast back to her float tank vision—a life imbued with the opposite of what she now endured—and fantasized: what if I did something else? Would my life be better? Happier? She tried imagining possibilities, but nothing came to mind. Instead, her throat tightened and her eyes stung. Jesus, don’t cry. Not at work. She pushed down her emotions, tossed the drink, and went back inside.

Not booking the commercial upset Eva more than she admitted. After several days, a dark cloud took up space in her attitude and in her body. The sensation had happened a few times before: an unease and peevishness that clung for days. She wouldn’t go so far as to call these slumps “depression,” but as the career disappointments racked up, they came on faster and lasted longer.

Maybe another visit to the Floating Space could stave off the inevitable. She fingered the gift card. Two more sessions left. Maybe this time, her heart could provide insights that were a little more helpful and less cryptic. Tomorrow was her day off. A perfect time to book another session.

The Floating Space’s familiar darkness surrounded her. She inhaled warm moist air through her nostrils, then exhaled a steady stream. The rhythmic breathing allowed her mind to empty itself of to-do lists, career concerns, and fears. This is exactly what I needed. Her body felt weightless, suspended in space and time.

***
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It comes at her in a rush. The roar of a jet engine, the g-force upon take off, then airborne as Eva relaxes into the leather seats of the Gulfstream.

Her husband, Raffi, seated beside her, takes her hand and squeezes it. “Thank you.”

“For what? You’re opening a new restaurant. In Dubai.” She bounces their joined palms on his thigh for emphasis. Even though Eva has made this type of trip many times, across the nation, to other foreign lands, it never gets old. “I wouldn’t miss it.”

“Not just for coming along. For sticking by me. For hanging in there.”

She laughs softly. “It’s been so worth it.” Her eyes drop to the swaddled infant in her lap, their son, Jacob. “I don’t know how he slept through take off.”

“It’s a good sign. He’s unflappable, like his mama.”

She strokes the baby’s plump cheek, then gazes into Raffi’s gray-blue eyes. Her heart swells with love and happiness. “A very good sign.”

***
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Eva emerged from the Floating Space, cursing herself. What the hell is going on? I’m supposed to feel transformed not shittier!

She returned to her apartment of six years. Located in Van Nuys—one of the congested and banal San Fernando Valley neighborhoods—she scrutinized the dwelling with a cold eye. She had tried softening its functional layout with boho chic touches: macrame plant holders, beigey and natural fiber furniture, and wicker basket wall art. This decor had been cool and trendy for three seconds; now it screamed “lonely and desperate.” She appraised the tiny kitchen and negligible balcony. Remembering how she got here threw her deeper into a funk. 

She had met Raffi on a catering gig. Like many marginally employed actors, Eva often served food and drinks at movie premieres and private parties to help pay her bills. Raffi was the hottest restauranteur at the time with eateries across the country. One summer Eva found herself repeatedly hired for events catered by his flagship bistro, Erato. Their paths crossed a lot. Flirty banter led to dating, then love and impassioned talks about building a future together.

There was just one problem. Raffi was embroiled in a divorce battle. Eva knew all this from the beginning. What she hadn’t known was how it would impact her life.

“What’s taking so long?” Eva asked Raffi for the thousandth time.

“Divorce is complicated. Dividing the assets and properties, the back and forth with the lawyers, it takes a while,” he said.

“I’ve been living in this crappy apartment for over a year. It was only supposed to be temporary.”

“I know. I’m sorry. My ex wanted a forensic accounting of all the restaurants. It’s been crazy.”

She shook her head in disbelief.

“Eva, just hang in there a little bit more. Once the divorce is final, we’ll get our own place. Like in the Marina or Topanga Canyon. I promise.” He opened his conciliatory arms. She fell into his embrace, placated—but not for long. Every few weeks, her impatience bubbled to the surface, and their fight would cycle again. When the proceedings ticked over into the two-year mark, her dissatisfaction exploded.

“This divorce is never going to happen. You’re totally stringing me along.”

“Eva, I want this as much as you. Why would I do that?”

“For control. Over me, your ex, the situation.”

“That’s not fair.”

“What’s not fair is wasting my life in this bullshit, one-sided relationship,” she said with relish.

“How can you say that? We love each other. We’re in this together.”

“Not anymore, Raffi.”

She didn’t have an ounce of remorse about the break-up. Raffi had been holding her back. Now she was free to thrive, focus on her acting career, and find a man who would love, cherish, and support her. And most definitely, she was free not to be stuck in never-ending divorce proceedings.

That sense of empowerment and well-being was short-lived. Four months later, she heard Raffi’s divorce had finalized. He was now dating one of the willowy Pilates instructors at the gym they both attended. Eva was aghast. If only she had sucked back her impatience a little harder, her life would be completely different: she’d be married, she’d be traveling, and she’d be living by the coast rather than in the Valley.

Soon after she spotted Raffi and his new love—both looking tanned and relaxed, like they had just returned from Cancun—together in the gym’s parking lot. She felt like her heart had been cleaved out of her chest. She canceled her membership that day. A serious relationship had been eluding her ever since.

Eva vowed to stay away from the Floating Space. After this last experience, she admitted it was doing more harm than good, churning up painful memories. Yet she was drawn to its uncanny abilities. What was it? A portal into other dimensions? An oracle? Why was it continuing to expose her to lives not led, choices she could’ve and upon reflection, should’ve made? Her heart was trying to tell her something critical. But was she ready to listen?

“How cool,” said Monica. Her brown eyes marveled at Eva, who had given a detailed account of her Floating Space adventures. The two sat in the lush garden of Monica’s Los Feliz hillside home.

“So not cool,” Eva huffed. “All floating has done for me is point out my life is filled with deep regrets. I didn’t think I was that unhappy.”

“Well, looks like a part of you wants to take stock. You know, like that saying: ‘Everything you’ve ever done in your life has led to this moment.’”

“I hate that saying.” Eva considered the platter of deli meats and cheeses Monica had set out for them on an end table. She selected a few slices and chewed vigorously. Between mouthfuls she said, “The last time I was really happy ... when I got that guest spot on Yellowstone.”

“When was that? A year ago?”

“Try two.”

Monica frowned.

“I know. How sad and pathetic.” Eva poured the last of the sparkling water into their goblets. “I’ve been to enough self-help workshops to know if there’s no joy coming from here,” she motioned to her heart, “then one’s life is basically meaningless.”

“It is not meaningless. But clearly you need to make some changes.” Monica nibbled on a cracker and gazed at Eva thoughtfully. “Look at my sitch. I was a back-up singer for fifteen years, then one day I decided the touring and industry nonsense weren’t for me.”

“You had your successes though.”

“True. But a few are never enough. Me, my team, the record label, we were always seeking the next and the next. Forever scrambling up a hill that could never be topped.”

Eva nodded in recognition.

“Now I have this whole other life: I’m married, I have two kids, and I’m teaching music. It’s more gratifying than I could’ve imagined. You know why?”

“Of course, you’ll tell me.” Eva smirked.

“I am living right here, right now. Not for some event or moment out in the future, which may never come.”

“Sounds sort of liberating.”

“Yes, it’s liberating. So, when it comes to changing one’s path—I highly recommend it.”

Eva gave a weak smile as she absorbed her friend’s words. Her attention shifted to the empty water bottle. “I think we’re ready for something stronger.”

Later that night, Eva drew a hot bath and threw in a CBD bath bomb for its extra soothing and relaxing properties. Settling into the sudsy water, fragrant with sandalwood and geranium oil, she thought about Monica. Her bold move had worked for her. Could it work for Eva?

She trailed her fingertips across the surface of the water and watched the ripples. What can I change? Instead of exploring what that might look like, her mind did what it always did. It launched into default mode, devising possible ways to promote herself better: 

Write a one-woman show. Eh, too expensive. Pump out daily social media content. Too much effort for little return. Start a podcast. Ugh, nobody cares about dumb actors. She sank lower into the bath, the water silky against her chin. She chastised herself. Chasing is not changing.

She closed her eyes. Snippets of thoughts drifted in and out of her consciousness: her leaky toilet, a free training session at Equinox, who’s hosting this year’s Thanksgiving? She let her mind play with snapshots of a roasting turkey, a slice of pumpkin pie slathered in whipped cream, and rubbing her post-feasting belly. Then, a memory from her early 20s began to take shape.

His name was Mack. Eva had met him at a Thanksgiving party in Santa Monica. She was taken by his quirky sense of humor, his lean and sexy body. He spoke knowledgeably about rocks and crystals. As a self-professed rockhound, he traveled the country in his tricked-out camper van to find specimens to sell and trade.

They spent the entire evening laughing and talking, and when he invited her to check out his van, she did so without hesitation. They kissed as if ready to consume each other, the foreplay of the evening having built to this moment. Mack abruptly pulled back and reached for a small square of folded paper.

“Ever try crystal?” he asked, shaking its powdery contents onto a cracked hand mirror.

She shook her head. “I’ve smoked a little weed but nothing harder than that.”

After forming a few lines of the drug with the edge of a plastic knife, he snorted them up his nostrils with a short plastic straw. He threw his head back, pinched the bridge of his nose. “Damn, that’s good.” His face appeared to glow from within as he lined up more.

She took two quick snorts. A sharp pain shot into her sinuses. “Oh, my God. So harsh.” With the back of her hand, she dabbed at her watering eyes.

“That’ll go away in a sec.”

Her discomfort was quickly replaced by an airy, overwhelming joy, and the absolute certainty that life, at that moment, was perfect.

Mack read her giddy expression. “Some call it ‘euphoria,’ but I call it ‘magic.’ Am I right?”

“I’m rollin,’ baby.” She gave him a sly giggle.

Eva stayed with him over the long holiday weekend, woozy with non-stop sex, fueled by more hits of crystal methamphetamine. When he asked her to hang with him at the rock and gem shows in Quartzite, Arizona for two months, she said unequivocally, “Hell, yeah.”

Except when extricated from Mack’s intoxicating sphere, the proposition lost its allure. Once at home to shower and swap out her musky-smelling clothes, she checked her calendar: two auditions next week, a meeting with a prospective agent, and the acting classes—for which she had been waitlisted the past six months—were set to begin in January. She couldn’t be traveling around with a guy she barely knew, doing drugs and dealing in silly rocks. What was she thinking?

She returned to the van. In the blazing daylight, she noticed the dark circles under Mack’s eyes, a hollowness to his cheeks, and a twitchiness that had not registered before. “I can’t go with you. I’ve got too much going on. Sorry.”

“No problem.” He grinned, then handed her a chunky quartz crystal about the size of a fist.

She never saw him again.

About a month later, the friends from the Thanksgiving party told her Mack had died. He had been driving on a notoriously dangerous stretch of road in Arizona. His van had a bad blowout and rolled down an embankment.

She felt disquieted by the discovery. His life—one she had connected with on a visceral level, exposing her to an unfamiliar world of abandon and chemically altered states—was over just like that. Once the full measure of Mack’s death sunk in, she realized she could’ve been in that van too.

Eva curled her slippery toes around the hot water tap and opened it. As the lukewarm temperature climbed back up, it struck her how at that age, she had a plan. Acting was the only path for artistic and creative expression. Whether on stage, in movies, television, the medium didn’t matter. Brimming with confidence and infinite hope, nothing would stand in the way of her aspirations. She sat up in the tub, hugged her knees. What happened to that girl? Where did she go?

On the drive to her afternoon shift, she passed a sign on an animal shelter, seen a million times before: “Lend a paw. Volunteer.” Suddenly, she jerked the car to the curb and cut the engine. Thrumming her fingers on the wheel, thoughts whirled with no clear intention nor focus. Something prickled her senses—a familiar, energizing vibration she hadn’t been aware of for some time. Rather than question it, dissect it, or deny it, she allowed it to guide her next move.

Eva glanced at the time on the dashboard. She could be a little late to work.
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If being a kid is about learning how to live, then being a grown-up is about learning how to die. —Stephen King
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Seventy-five-year-old Melissa and Benjamin live in a small retirement community built around a lake. Melissa loves her home, her husband, and her life. Especially her artistic life. She has been making award-winning paintings—huge acrylic paintings filled with cloud-like abstract washes, underwater animals and plants and mysterious tiny symbols and text in different languages. She likes to mix watery, loose, organic images with geometric symbols from many cultures.

For the last year, her painting has been affected by increasingly blurred vision, dissatisfaction with her work, and intense fear.

***
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Inner Management 

Bright sun and an eighty-degree temperature lure Melissa to the community pool for a fifteen-minute dip. Her friend Connie opens the gate and plops her tote bag down on the lounge chair next to Melissa’s. The contents spill out: two towels, sunscreen spray, and rubber shoes to wear for aerobic exercises. They are close friends and have routine catch-up talks about love and life.

Melissa pulls her sunglasses down her nose to make better eye contact. “Hi! Your turn first this time. Catch me up.”

Connie lets a slow smile stretch her lips as she sprays sunscreen on her legs. “Oh, well, if you insist. Okay. I’ve been on six dates with the same guy. I want to get a little coloring, so I look good for tonight’s dinner.” She holds the sunscreen can out to Melissa. “This might be the night.”

Melissa smiles and waves the lotion away. “No, thank you. I’m just here for a quick dip.” With a big wink, Melissa adds,” But your seventh date sounds exciting. You may have a lot more to catch me up with next time!”

Connie sprays sunscreen on her palms, rubs her palms together, and gives gentle pats to her face, puts on her straw hat. She leans against the back of the lounge chair, sighs. “Your turn.”

When Melissa tells Connie what she is thinking of doing if she goes blind, Connie’s mouth drops open, and she sits up. “Why are you considering such a drastic path?”

Melissa is stunned by the question. “Isn’t it obvious? Wouldn’t anyone want to do the same thing?”

“No, not everybody would have the same response. Like me—I’d want to hang on even if I couldn’t see or hear.” 

“I’m amazed.” Their different responses to becoming blind fascinate both women. 

Connie happens to be a psychotherapist and says, “I can ask you a question that may help you sort out your thought process. Would you like that?”

“I sure would.”

“Okay. What makes it intolerable for you to be blind? I’m going to ask that question several times, and we can see what answers you get inside. Sound okay to you?”

“Yup.”

“What makes it intolerable for you to be blind?”

Melissa pictures her life as a blind person. She answers internally. Benjamin has to drive her everywhere, do all the shopping and cooking, arrange for cleaning. He’s already exhausted and in pain with his crumpling vertebrae. She allows her tears to fall. And I will ruin his life just like I ruined my mother’s hopes and dreams. I can’t bear to burden him that way. Better to free him up so he can have a real, functioning companion.

“What makes it intolerable for you to be blind?” Connie asks again.

She again pictures being blind. She answers inside. Because seeing is the way she connects with people. She tracks their facial expressions, posture, skin tone, so she can feel how they are experiencing. Without that ability, she’ll feel in the dark, cut off, disconnected, alone. Abandoned.

“What makes it intolerable for you to be blind?” 

Because seeing is the way she knows her aliveness, herself, through her painting. Every piece, large or small, is a glimpse into her own consciousness, beauty and power. It fortifies and validates her.

And then Connie asks an even more challenging question. A worrisome question.

“Why is seeing so important that you’d rather risk any moral consequences of your actions than ‘be’ without seeing?”

She considers silently. As much as she would hate to burden Benjamin, as cut off and joy robbed as she’d be if she could not paint, there is another worry. If she chooses to leave life, will she be making a moral, ethical mistake? An ignoble choice? And might The Universe punish her?

She knows Evangelical Christians will condemn her, certain she’s going to the Fires of Hell. That doesn’t bother her much since, by the time she graduated from college, she no longer believed in eternal damnation. Some Buddhist friends, however, suggest suicide might jeopardize an afterlife. That gives her pause, but Melissa’s uncertain if we have afterlives.

Melissa looks at her watch, gathers her robe, still thinking. “Dear Connie, meeting you here with your questions could be fateful. Thank you for helping me clarify what’s going on with me and possibly reconsider.” She slips on her flip flops. With a naughty smile, Melissa leans over to kiss Connie’s cheek. “Have a great time tonight, girlfriend.”

***
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Benjamin is as comforting as any other person can be. But Melissa knows the genuine work of dealing with her terror is her own internal journey. She keeps her fears to herself. What good would it do to share them with Benjamin? Just get him more worried too. For months now she has waited for Benjamin to sleep, then she works on managing herself.

That night, rolling the clarifications, possibilities, and choices around in her head puts her in a state of panic. Then she uses her picture-making to manage her fears.

First, she imagines Webb's telescope images of galaxies. She sees herself floating, moving through space with the heavenly bodies, at one with everything. That cuts the anxiety some. Then she thinks of her love for her son, Kevin, and Benjamin, allowing the energy of love to fill her body. That relaxes her some more. Meditating on an old lesson from the Course in Miracles—“I could see peace instead of this”—she also feels a shift to calmness.

But then the icy, sharp tip of a machete of anxiety jabs again.

She feels a burst of empathy for herself, sorrow for her own suffering. And then an enormous, fierce energy fills her. It’s strong and full. She sees herself as a mama lion, shaking her massive head and roaring, raging all the fears away. And the blessing of that mama lion’s outrage towards what is hurting and hobbling Melissa clears out the icicles of anxiety.

Melissa is righted again and can now go to sleep, protected, provided for.

***
[image: image]


Family Consultation

Melissa and Benjamin planned their dinner around their son Kevin’s favorite foods. Benjamin pitched in to make cherry tarts to help set the mood. They want to start this discussion with all the good feelings they can muster. 

Melissa lights up inside as she watches Kevin’s eyes as he scans the dinner table laden with offerings: curried lamb stew, fresh vegetable tossed salad speckled with corn and avocado. Most meaningful of all is garlic naan, the Indian bread Kevin has drooled over since he was three years old.

Unbelievably, Kevin is now fifty, over six feet tall and handsome enough to have had girls chasing him since he was a toddler. She is touched by his monthly visits, driving seven hours each way to L.A. from his home in S.F., and feels graced by their warm and open relationship. Happy that he is free to express his feelings, she especially loves it when he says, “I love you so very much.” She is grateful he and his girlfriend instituted a call with her every Monday night at eight o’clock. As she watches him, she remembers when she first saw her baby placed on her abdomen, the warm blast of love that filled her core, that still fills her core.

That blast of love expands as Mango, Melissa’s cat, rubs her cheekbone, hard, over Melissa’s bare ankles and purrs as loudly as the dishwasher. Melissa leans over to scratch Mango behind her ears. Mango jumps up to sit curled like a comma in the dip in the upholstered dinner chair next to Melissa. Melissa can pet her and pull her tail during the meal. Melissa and Benjamin call Mango a “cog” which combines cat and dog because she acts more like a dog—desiring company, following them around. Including Mango is routine for Benjamin and Melissa’s meals.

Benjamin, now bald, sits at the head of the table and dishes out the stew into Kevin’s bowl. Everybody makes loud, lip-smacking sounds in a parody of ecstasy. Their own antics make them giggly. Melissa, loving their shared goofy humor, sighs with relief. This seems a good start.

Kevin plays a commercial on his cellphone that shows Big Foot telling a woman, “I prefer being called Daryl.” He laughs so hard a few tears roll down his cheeks. Melissa and Benjamin and Kevin relive watching a Planet of the Apes movie on TV last night. They both imitate the Ape rule, in a loud baritone outburst. “Ape-Home. Human-Go.” Melissa laughs so hard she cries. Whew. That’s a relief.

About twenty minutes into dinner, Melissa clears her throat, looks at Kevin. “Honey, I have something to tell you.”

Kevin snaps his head up from choosing a cherry tart, cocks one eyebrow.

Melissa, trying to relax, rests both hands, open palms, on the table, takes calming breaths. Kevin will probably have a bad reaction, and she wants to be as prepared as possible.

Melissa says, “About a year ago, I started getting blurry vision ...”

Kevin flops the cherry tart back onto the platter.

Melissa inhales slowly. “After many tests, we found I had a grape-sized tumor right between my eyes, inside my skull. We decided to watch it and see if it grew or stayed the same.”

Kevin squeezes his napkin into a ball. “Mom. How could you not tell me about this before now?”

“Honey, I was hoping
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