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The only reason for time is so that everything doesn’t happen at once. —Ray Cummings, The Time Professor


Time and space are modes by which we think and not conditions in which we live.  —Albert Einstein


 The distinction between the past, present and future is only a stubbornly persistent illusion. —Albert Einstein








  
  ONE


No one expected her to die. She wasn’t that old. She hadn’t been sick. 
One night she lay down on her bed and never got up again. Or so they said. Not to her. To each other. No one spoke to her. She tried to speak. But no one heard her. She had finally become invisible, as she had often wished to be.
It had been a beautiful spring day. The daffodils bobbed their glorious yellow heads in the breeze, and the buds on the maple tree branches shone red in the sunlight. 
The pussy willow tree at the end of the yard spread open its soft buds against the brilliant blue sky. She had stood under it, admiring its perfection, and watched white clouds drift by, looking as if they were weaving themselves between the branches.
Neighbors up and down the street had come outside. They were checking their lawns to see what winter had done to them, and waving, delighted to see each other on this glorious day. The children were riding their bikes down the middle of the street, confident that no cars would dare bother them.
 Spring had come. The days had lengthened, and the temperature no longer dropped below freezing at night. An easy winter had not diminished the joy of the arrival of spring.
While the neighborhood rejoiced in a beautiful day, Connie Matthews had kept her emotions in check. Connie believed that being too happy, or too sad, was a dangerous thing. 
For Connie, that day had been good. Not great. But good. Okay. Just as life had been for the past fifty years. She woke up, made her bed, and swept the floor for any crumbs that might have escaped her careful eye the day before. 
Although Connie often left food out for the animals that visited her yard, she didn’t want a mouse coming into her house searching for food. That was not where they were supposed to be living. They had other places to live. This was her home—hers, not theirs. 
Connie hated capturing mice. At first, she had live-trapped them. But there always seemed to be more. It occurred to her that perhaps they were returning to the house. One day she dabbed a drop of red nail polish on a mouse’s tail before releasing it. 
The day she trapped that same mouse again, she had to admit that they were finding their way back to her home. 
Hating it, but knowing it was the only way, she had resorted to using traps that killed them instantly. At least she hoped so. Every time one died in the trap, Connie prayed that they would not come back and haunt her dreams.
In high school botany class, they had been required to capture bugs, kill them, preserve them, and pin them onto boards. After two days of capturing, killing, and pinning, Connie had nightmares of the bugs flying down the tiny hallway to her room and torturing her. 
Connie was never sure who had intervened for her. Maybe she did it herself. Perhaps she had spoken up and told the teacher what was happening. She hoped that was what she did—that she had spoken up and did something instead of letting it happen to her.
But whoever spoke to the teacher had somehow persuaded him that there was another way to study bugs. She never had to kill again. Until the mice.  
But to Connie, this was different. There was no preserving the mouse and pinning it to a board for further study. That meant it might have a chance. If there was something like life after death, perhaps it ran off to join the other mice in some other place. Maybe a place better than this one.
So as Connie released the dead mice from the trap, she would send it off in her mind to join its friends. No need to be mad at her for doing what she had done. Her house was not made for mice.
The morning she died, Connie had found a mouse in the trap. She had put the body near the tiny stream that ran through the small woods behind her house. She didn’t believe that the body was a mouse anymore, and maybe the hawk would enjoy a free meal. Perhaps then it would not bother her birds because it would be full of mouse instead.
Her birds were Connie’s pride and joy. If they were in her yard, her woods, her garden, they were her birds. She watched them through the windows of her living room, and the glass door in her bedroom. She had feeders everywhere, and birdhouses, too. 
That day, her last day, she sat in the one chair in her living room and watched the bluebirds choose which house they would build a nest in. They were so indecisive. Or at least it appeared that way to Connie.
For the last month, she had watched them try to pick a home. First, they would peek into each house and then flit over to sit on the next. Sometimes they would go inside the house, poking in their heads first, and she would think “finally.” But later, they would be house hunting again. Their indecisiveness drove Connie crazy. 
“Pick one, for heaven’s sake,” she would tell them through the window.
While they played around choosing their homes, the house sparrow would take over the birdhouse. For the first few weeks of spring, she would pull the sparrow nests out of the box, telling the bluebirds that she couldn’t do this forever. 
She loved the bluebirds, but she hated that they didn’t stand up for themselves. She wanted them to take what was theirs. She wanted them to fight the house sparrows when they raided their nests.
In her heart, Connie knew she had become more like the bluebirds. She could decide nothing important. She was afraid to stand up for herself. Afraid to take action. She had made herself into this timid woman. There was no one to blame but herself. 
So, instead of living the life she had once dreamed about, she worked in the garden. She would wave at the neighbors. But they knew not to come over. 
She had nothing to say. She didn’t like gossip, and she didn’t care what they did with their own lives. And since she had done nothing with hers, she had nothing to share.
I could have done life differently, Connie thought, as she watched the people stare at the woman in the bed. The woman who looked just like her. Now that it was too late, she knew she should have. She shouldn’t have let herself be trapped like the mice in her house. Live trapped, but barely living.
One person standing around the bed was crying. A little. She has to, Connie thought, because Karla would worry about what people would say if she didn’t feel sorrow at her mother’s death.
But Connie knew better. Karla was relieved. Now she never had to worry about taking care of a mother she barely knew. 
Whose fault is that? Connie asked herself. 
No one needed to tell her it was her own. 
Later they would discover why she had died, but only she knew why she had not lived. 






  
  TWO


At first, Connie thought being dead wasn’t that bad. No one talked to her, so she didn’t have to make up something to say. Since she had no desire to hang around and watch people fake how much they missed her, and there was no way she was attending her own sad funeral, she had started walking. For a while, she loved it. She could go anywhere she wanted, and no one saw her. 
She visited the library, the coffee shop, sat in the park, and walked to her favorite garden store. It was lovely. Until it wasn’t.
It took only a few days to realize that she was utterly alone, and that was not how she thought it was supposed to be when death arrived. Wasn’t someone supposed to meet with her and help her go someplace else? 
Wasn’t there supposed to be a light to walk towards? She had lived a reasonably exemplary life. Except for that one time, she had stayed out of trouble. If there was a heaven, shouldn’t she be going there? Eventually? 
But there was nothing. Not even another dead person to talk to. It didn’t surprise Connie that there was life after death, but the loneliness of it did. How could she be lonely? Wasn’t being alone something she had actively sought?
It also surprised her that she missed having conversations. She spent much of her life hiding away from people so they wouldn’t bother her. Although the thought that she had kept away from people because she didn’t want to hurt them flashed through her mind, she shut it down as quickly as possible. As she always did. 
But if she had wanted not to bother people or hurt them, now her wish had come true. Maybe that’s why being dead looked like this. 
Perhaps this version of heaven was designed for her because it was what she had wanted. But being totally alone was not as pleasant as she thought it would be. 
In fact, by the end of the second day of aimless walking, Connie was desperate to find someone, anyone, to speak to. She tried tapping the people she saw on the shoulder, and when that didn’t work, she tried bumping into them. 
Once in a while, someone would shudder and look around, but that was it. She would wave at them, scream, even try walking through them, which worked—the walking through part, but not getting their attention.
Finally, she gave up on the live people and started looking for others like her. There had to be more people that were dead and still in town the same way she was. Maybe there was a community of dead people who lived somewhere together. 
By then, Connie realized that she was willing to be part of a community of people, if only she could find them. 
She was also hungry. Or at least she thought she was. There was a strange sensation of emptiness, and she thought food might fill it. But even though she could walk up to the food she saw everywhere, she couldn’t touch it.
Eventually, after finding no one to talk to, she decided to think about the problem logically. First, it was apparent she was dead. Yes, she had figured that out right away. Wasn’t that hard. Looking at a body lying in a bed that looked just like her made it pretty obvious. 
She was grateful that she had been wearing pajamas because she had no desire to walk around with no clothes on, which was how she used to sleep. However, even though she didn’t feel hot or cold, and no one could see her, she didn’t like it. 
Why and how she died wasn’t clear. But perhaps that wasn’t important. What was important was to find someone who could tell her what was happening to her.  Maybe even show her how to change into something more presentable.  
Another few days went by, and finding no one, Connie decided to do something different. She went home. No one was there, just as it had been while she was alive. 
There was a for-sale sign on the front lawn. Karla had wasted no time getting rid of the house. When she had left it to Karla—who else would it go to—she had half hoped that Karla would come live in it. 
But obviously Karla wanted to forget their life together as quickly as possible. Inside the house, the closets were empty, and half the furniture was gone. Karla is staging the home to make it look good, Connie thought.
Even though she had expected Karla not to care, it still hurt. Surprisingly. Although she couldn’t feel cold and heat, she could feel hunger and emotions. That didn’t seem fair. For the first time, Connie felt a touch of panic. What if this was what eternity would be like for her? 
Sitting alone in the house she used to own, Connie thought about her life, hoping that perhaps that would prime the pump somehow and allow her to move on. 
Besides, Connie thought, what else do I have to do? What if this is eternity? 
That thought terrified her, so she let herself drift back to where it had all begun—in the trailer park, stupidly called King’s Row. 
She thought back to the day she left that place. Over fifty years ago. How impossible that seemed. But now that she was dead, what did time mean anyway?








  
  THREE


Living in a dump like King’s Row had not dampened Connie’s thoughts of the future. At eighteen, Connie had seen a lifetime of possibilities stretched out before her. She would conquer the world. 
First college, then a career doing something important. She didn’t know what that would be yet. What she would choose wasn’t essential to know. What was important was that she would be free as a bird. A college had accepted her, and she was leaving home. Forever, as far as Connie was concerned. 
There would be no returning to the broken-down trailer she had lived in with a father who came home only long enough to see if his one and only daughter had money that he could steal or con from her.  
Connie had been earning her own money since the women in the trailer park had decided that she was old enough to watch their kids while they went out. Sometimes the women actually went someplace useful, like shopping. Other times, Connie suspected they just went anywhere that wasn’t home. 
Husbands existed for some of those women, but were rarely seen. The men said they were busy trying to earn enough money to bring home. But often it was to spend on what they felt they deserved. After all, since they were the money-makers they could do what they wanted with it. In that way, the men acted like the kings of the trailer park.
To pay Connie for babysitting, the women would squirrel away some grocery money, work at jobs their husbands didn’t know about, or sell things they made. 
Like Connie, they had learned to hide what they earned. They had come up with many creative hiding places. For a long time, a favorite spot was inside an old face cream jar. But once one husband discovered the money, they all knew. Some kind of male bonding ritual, Connie thought. 
But that didn’t stop the women. They found alternative hiding places and inventive ways to make money. They were always trying to stay ahead of everything and everyone that wanted money from them—from bill collectors to the men in their lives. 
As Connie got older, they included her in their secrets. By the time she was eighteen, she thought she understood how the world worked. And she was ready to outsmart it.
All her life the women of King’s Row were Connie’s bedrock and her family. What they did when they left their trailers didn’t bother her. She understood that they had to find life somewhere. At least they came back. Unlike her mother. Whoever she was. 
Connie had no memory of her, and there were no pictures around the trailer to give her a clue. Connie had learned long before that asking questions of her father only earned her some form of punishment. If she was lucky, it was the silent treatment. That was preferable to other kinds. 
When she turned sixteen, the women who had known her mother told Connie that she looked like her. After that, she had often stood in front of the window, trying to see her reflection. She pretended that it wasn’t her standing there; it was her mother. What she saw wasn’t much. She wouldn’t stand out on the street with her dirty blond hair that hung to her waist. 
Looking more like her mother was probably why her father had been increasingly evil-tempered. She doubted it was because she was leaving home. She had told him, but he had paid no attention. Maybe he didn’t believe her. Or perhaps he was relieved she was going. It was hard to tell what her father felt. If anything.
Maybe he hadn’t considered who would keep the trailer reasonably clean, or make food for him. She had only told him her plans that one time. That’s all she owed him. Probably didn’t even owe him that. Long years of hiding from him had taught her the art of deception. So she thought that telling him once was enough. What she would never tell him was where she was going. 
But she was leaving, and her heart felt as if it would thump out of her chest she was so excited. She had been saving money to go for years. First babysitting, and then once she was old enough, she worked any job she could get. 
Despite her terrible home life, or maybe because of it, she had studied hard enough to get a decent score on her SAT because college had always been her goal. She figured that if she could get to college, she would make it out of this life, and she would never return. 
But no matter how much she worked, she knew she wouldn’t have enough for school. It didn’t matter. She knew she would go to college, anyway. Even if it meant it took her ten years to get through college—working, and paying her way as she went—she would make it.
But one night, a miracle happened. A miracle delivered by the women of King’s Row. A miracle organized by the woman everyone called Mama Woo.
 Connie thought she was going to babysit. But when she reached the trailer, they were all waiting for her. All the women of King’s Row stood in the tiny space that passed for a living room with tears in their eyes. Connie thought something terrible had happened, and her world had shattered.
These women had treated her like a daughter. They made sure she had clothes to wear. They told her about boys and babies. 
She wasn’t surprised that they told her to stay away from boys and even men. “You don’t want to end up like us,” they would say. 
Connie had agreed. She didn’t. So she had obeyed the women. Most people would have called the women trailer trash, but Connie knew differently. And she loved them as they loved her.
That night, the tears didn’t mean the end of the world for her. It was the beginning. The women told her a secret they had been keeping from the day her mother had disappeared. 
Not only had they squirreled away money for getting out of the trailer park and paying her babysitting wages, but they had also saved money for her. 
Every week, for sixteen years, they had each put a bit of money into an account in her name. And never told her. They waited until they were sure that she would choose to escape the life she had been born into and become someone. They couldn’t replace her mother, but they could help give her a future. 
The money that they saved was enough for the first year of school if she wanted to go. She did. So for her last few years of high school, she had worked even harder. 
She would make Mama Woo and the women proud of her, no matter what it took.
Two years later, and she was ready. Her clothes were packed and waiting for her in Mama Woo’s trailer. Another woman was driving her to the college. It wasn’t far. But what it looked like and how she would live was like going to another universe. Connie figured that once there, she would figure out how to get around. She would get jobs to make sure she could eat and pay the next year’s tuition when it came due.
A life full of possibilities stretched before her. If she did it right, she could come back and help these women who had been her mother. They had told her “no,” never come back. Ever. They needed to know she had escaped. They would find her if they needed her. 
But she had returned, and instead of bringing help, she had gone to them because she was in trouble.
So many wonderful things had happened to her by then, Connie had almost forgotten where she had come from. Almost.






  
  FOUR


For Connie, going to college had delivered a one-two punch to the gut. Although it was less than a hundred miles from home, it was as if she had moved to another planet. 
She thought she would feel free. Instead, she felt exposed. She was a fraud. She didn’t belong there. Everyone moved through the classes, the dorm, and the town as if it was second nature. Groups of people walked together, chatting, laughing, wearing clothes that she could never afford. What had made her think she would fit in? 
And she was homesick. How that was possible shocked her. She had no idea that she would miss the children she had taken care of for years and the women of King’s Row with such intensity. How much a part of her life they had become had not occurred to her until she realized she might never see them again since they told her never to come back. 
She didn’t miss her father. And she hoped she never saw him again. He didn’t know where she had gone. She left a note saying goodbye, but nothing else. It had to be a secret so he couldn’t find her. If she ever returned home, it would be when she was successful enough to help the women, but never for him. 
But her heart yearned for the love and acceptance she had felt when she was with the women and children who had been her family.   
It was only for them that she kept going, dragging herself through each day like it was mud. Knowing that they had scrimped and saved so she could leave home and become somebody was her motivation. 
The money they saved not only paid the first year’s tuition, but also for her dorm room. They hadn’t given her the money directly. They sent it to the college. 
Only then did Connie fully realize how wise they were. If she had the cash in hand, she would probably have run away. No. Not probably. She would have. As it was, the college was the only roof she had over her head, and she owed the women to try, so she stayed. 
It took a few weeks, but she finally found a part-time job at a tiny hamburger place near the middle of town. She got a free meal every day, which helped her budget. 
She tried to get people she met at school and the restaurant to call her Constance instead of Connie, but within the first week, someone used the nickname, and she was back to the name she had heard all her life. 
By then, she had realized that she couldn’t escape where she came from, even if she changed her name. So she gave up on the idea of Constance and settled into making herself as Connie fit into this new life.
The first thing she did was to cut her hair. It was the first time she had ever been in a beauty shop, and the feeling of being pampered both soothed her and made her anxious. 
But when she walked out of the shop up the stairs to the sidewalk, her bob bouncing with every step, she knew it had been the best money she had ever spent. 
People turned and looked at her, even a few boys. But she remembered what the women told her. No boys, even if they thought they were men, for now. School first.
It took months, but by the time Thanksgiving and chilly weather arrived, she had begun to feel as if she belonged in that simultaneously strange, exciting, and scary place. 
Watching the other students, she had adjusted her looks and her speech to fit in better. And that brought her more attention. Some of it good. Having mirrors and makeup helped. And she began to understand that she had life experiences that would serve her no matter where she went—even college.
It was her roommate’s invitation to go home with her for Thanksgiving that changed everything. 
She and Edith had not gotten along at first. Connie had to admit it had been entirely her fault. Edith had been friendly from the start. When Connie arrived at the dorm, sweaty and exhausted, Edith Warren was sitting on the bed she had chosen, looking as if she hadn’t a care in the world. 
As Connie struggled through the door with her one suitcase, Edith had unfolded her legs from the yoga pose she had been sitting in and came to help. Her shiny ebony hair swung like a curtain over her face as she bent down to pick up the bag that Connie had set down to open the door.
“I’ll get it!” Connie had snapped at her, and Edith had pulled back, startled at Connie’s tone of voice. But instead of reacting, Edith started gaily chatting about how happy she was to meet Connie and bombarding her with questions. Where was she from, what was her major, did she want to go out to lunch?
 Connie had answered all of Edith’s questions with a grunt, or a “no” until Edith had given up and left Connie in the room alone with the realization that she didn’t fit in and had no idea what was she going to do about it. 
She had smacked her pillow in frustration at being stuck with this bubbly girl who probably was off talking with her friends about the hick from the sticks who was wearing the wrong clothes and was ugly to boot.
But Edith never gave up. She was relentlessly cheerful. Her blue eyes, startling against her pale skin and dark hair, would sparkle and snap as she talked and talked about college, where she came from, people she met, teachers, and what they wanted, until finally Connie started to respond. 
Later, Connie realized that Edith had been telling her what she needed to know to succeed. Doing it as if she was a chatterbox, but really she was a teacher. After Connie started talking and sharing, Edith stopped the constant chatter and became a listener instead. It was mostly because of Edith that Connie didn’t give up, or go crazy, but instead started to feel at home.
So when Edith asked her to come home for Thanksgiving with her, Connie, having nowhere else to go, said yes with only the briefest moment of hesitation.
And in that way, she met the family that would not replace the women of King’s Row but would become her new home. Until she ruined it. 
But then, that day, sitting around the table with Edith, her parents, Ralph and Lorraine, and Edith’s brother, Bill, she felt as if the world had finally opened its heart to her, and she was ready to say yes to living life with the same light heart as her friend Edith.  







  
  FIVE


After meeting Edith’s family for the first time, Connie’s desire to be someone important kicked into high gear. That drive to achieve was what had kept her sane growing up. It had stopped her from falling into the trap of her father’s life. 
Now that she had found her footing, she felt ready to conquer the world. And the place to start was where she was, in college.
She decided that every class she took was equally essential. Because each one would take her one step further away from the poverty she had known growing up. It didn’t matter what the subject of the class was. She tackled it as if her life depended on it, which, to Connie, it did. 
She had no time for a social life. She had never been a fan of what seemed to her to be silly games or talking about things that didn’t matter. Now she had even less time for what she saw as wasting time. Her life revolved around work, going to classes, studying, and eating when she remembered to or when Edith brought her food. 
One exception was the late-night talks she had with Edith about what they wanted to achieve in life. Alone in their dorm room, their hair in curlers, sitting cross-legged on their beds, walls covered with posters, clutter everywhere, and wearing college t-shirts that hung to their knees, they talked about what they would do after graduation.
They often disagreed. For Connie, going to college was the stepping-off point to doing anything she wanted to do, and although she hadn’t decided exactly what that would be yet, she knew she would be the best at it. 
Connie couldn’t understand why Edith wanted so little and would ask her why she was at college, anyway. Edith would laugh and say it was fun and gay, and something to remember when she got married and had kids. 
“Oh my God,” Connie would scream at her, “That’s all you want? What about being somebody? Making money?” 
“No,” Edith would answer, shaking her head so hard that her shiny dark hair would swing side to side, “That’s not what is important to me.” 
Connie would huff, roll her eyes, and flop back on her bed in exasperation. She had not yet realized that she was the one out of step with the times. Edith was following the rules and social norms expected of them. Connie was not. 
But she was too busy making her way through school to notice. Even if she had, she wouldn’t have cared. She had bigger plans than marriage and children. 
In fact, she had no plans for them at all. She had seen what marriage and children did to the women of the trailer park. It was not what they wanted for her, and it was not what she wanted for herself.
 But it was their differences that made life better for both of them. Edith’s ability to meet people and her cheerfulness kept Connie from falling into pits of depression over not being the best in the class, or by the mind-numbness of work.
In return, Connie helped Edith study for tests and raise her grades enough that her parents had stopped worrying that their daughter would never make it through school. Edith was grateful. She could stay in college and get what she wanted. She had her eye on some of the boys in her class. 
Edith was determined to marry someone like her father. Someone who would be an excellent family provider, and adore his wife, the same way her father adored her mother. 
Edith never told Connie all of that, though. She knew that Connie would think that was stupid and rant and rail at her to change her mind. Instead, Edith thanked Connie in every way she could think of for helping her through school. 
She was grateful that although Connie was her friend, she wasn’t like her, because Connie’s intense need to be someone and be the best was sometimes exhausting to be around. 
Besides, she knew that none of the boys she had her eye on would like a woman like Connie. They were looking for women just like her. Ready and willing to be wives and mothers.
On the weekends, Edith could sometimes get Connie to take a walk through town with her. They would stroll in and out of the stores that lined the downtown streets. Many of the stores catered primarily to the college students and anyone who wanted to get gear that said “Penn State.” 
It was where they had picked up their man-sized Penn State t-shirts for nightwear, and when there were clearance sales, they added sweatshirts and t-shirts to wear during the day. Connie almost always said no to buying things. She had to save her money. But one time got a baseball cap with a lion on the front and she wore it all the time to remind herself that she was a lion at heart. 
Edith would often treat Connie as a thank you for her tutoring. So after window shopping, they would head to Murphy’s Five and Dime and have ice cream sundaes at the lunch counter. It was one of the few times that Connie would allow herself to laugh and giggle in public. 
Edith told Connie that she was the sister she always wanted, and Connie told her the same was true for her.
 Connie was making that up. She had never actually wanted a sister or a sibling of any kind. She thought it was lucky that her parents hadn’t gotten around to having more children since they weren’t fit to raise a child. A drunk, abusive father and a missing mother did not speak highly of their parenting abilities. 
But she didn’t want to hurt Edith’s feelings. Technically, it was true because if she had known what it was like to have a best friend and a sister, she would have wanted one growing up.  
During their first year of school, Connie went home with Edith over Christmas and spring break, and when Edith invited her to come home and spend the summer with her, Connie jumped at the chance, but with the caveat that she needed to work to earn money. Edith promised her there would be plenty of jobs. 
It was during that summer that two things happened that moved Connie’s life onto a path that would force her to make a decision that now, in death sitting alone in her empty house, she wondered if it had been the right one.






  
  SIX


The house was so quiet. Connie thought she would go out of her mind. What had she been thinking when she was alive, staying in the house, not being part of life for so many years? Now, not being able to talk to anyone made her crazier than she had ever felt in life. 
A few prospects had come through the house in the past few days to see if they wanted to buy it. Thankfully, it was the realtor who brought them through and not her daughter. 
Connie didn’t think she could handle hearing Karla describe the rooms as if nothing of any importance had ever happened in the house. Which wasn’t true at all, she was sure. But then, for the life of her—what a funny term, she thought to herself—she couldn’t remember what they might have been. 
The house was familiar, but her life wasn’t. It was slipping out of her grasp. Which was terrifying, but she had no idea what to do to stop it. What would she become when she didn’t remember anything? What was she now?
The last time the realtor brought a young couple to the house, she had described it as a lovely starter home. When the couple asked what had happened to the woman who owned the house, she heard the realtor say that she had died, but the rest of her words had faded out, and Connie hadn’t heard how she had died. In her sleep? Was that it? 
That was what she thought had happened. Hadn’t she gone to bed and then woke up like this? Dead? 
Questions with no answers bounced around in Connie’s head like ping pong balls. If someone bought the house, would she stay? Why? Would she be stuck here forever? 
At the moment, Connie couldn’t think of where else to go. If she had thought death would bring her a measure of peace, she had been wrong. She had none. 
She was tired and couldn’t sleep. Hungry and couldn’t eat. She could pretend to lie down on the bed or sit on the swing on the porch, but nothing in her life was touchable. She hovered over everything. She was not gone and not present. The irony of it didn’t escape her. 
As she asked herself those questions, standing at the kitchen window looking out at the backyard and garden, Connie saw something that made her think that not only was she dead, but probably she had gone crazy too. 
A boy was standing in the yard, staring at the house. Something about him seemed familiar, but she couldn’t place it. She had never allowed children in her yard. Why was he there? Could she scare him away? She was a ghost, after all. Maybe she could be a scary ghost and get rid of him.
Habit, she told herself. 
She had developed a habit of hiding in life, and now that she was dead, she was tired of it. She was dead tired of it—no more hiding. The boy was staring at the kitchen window, which meant that possibly he could see her. She raised her hand and waved with the tips of her fingers. 
The boy didn’t move. Had he seen her or not? A second later, he was gone.
“Come back,” she said to no one because even when she was speaking out loud, she didn’t think her voice sounded in the world. Having no one to test it on, she wasn’t sure. And since the boy had vanished, she couldn’t test it out on him. 
The possibility that he hadn’t been there passed through her mind, but she was unwilling to accept it. She wasn’t that crazy. She wasn’t making up things just to see them, and for sure, she wouldn’t make up a boy in the yard.
Still not being used to being able to walk through the walls, she went around the kitchen cabinets and walked through the door instead. She couldn’t touch it to open it, but it felt better to walk through a door. Made her feel more human, or real, even though she knew she wasn’t anymore. 
Looking around the yard, she could see no sign of the boy but noted that the garden seriously needed weeding, and the bird feeders were empty. Two things she had enjoyed doing in life, she realized. Had she noticed that she liked them when she was alive, or did she think of them as only chores to do during the day? 
Thinking of gardening took her back to the summer with Edith at her family home, where she had first been introduced to gardens and birds by Edith’s mother, Lorraine. 
What a glorious summer it had been. Because Edith knew that Connie needed to work to earn money for school, Edith had talked her father into hiring Connie as a part-time assistant. 
Edith thought it would be the perfect opportunity for Connie because she knew that Connie wanted to learn all about business, and her father was an accountant for almost everyone in town. 
 It hadn’t taken much to convince Edith’s father, Ralph. He liked Connie, and although he had wanted to work with Edith, she had refused. To Edith, what her dad did was boring. Instead, she took a part-time job as a lifeguard at the town’s outdoor pool. 
Edith’s father told her to call him Ralph and even gave her a desk of her own at his office. 
Connie couldn’t believe how interesting the job was for her. Not the numbers or the filling out of spreadsheets and doing budgets, but learning how businesses worked. 
Ralph was the accountant for many of the small companies in town, and when he found out how much Connie loved to hear about how those businesses operated, he let her sit in on many of the conversations. 
It was her job to take notes, get coffee, put the papers in order, and retrieve files. None of what she did was important, but the words and what they talked about lit up Connie’s life, and for the first time that she could remember, she was entirely happy.
Because both of their jobs were part-time, she and Edith had plenty of time to hang out by the pool, or ride bikes, or lie in the hammock in the backyard reading books. Edith’s calm and happy family life provided Connie with a new understanding of why Edith might want to choose that kind of life.
But it didn’t change her mind about what she wanted. She wanted to be like Edith’s father. Not the family side of him. The business side. 
She wanted to run her own business, be her own boss, make her own way in life, have people talk about her because she had achieved something on her own. There would be no family life for her. She would borrow Edith’s, but not create her own. 






  
  SEVEN


The next day the boy appeared again. This time he was sitting in the grass looking at the oak tree in the backyard. At one point, when Karla was little, it had a swing attached to it. But Connie had taken it down long ago. 
Even if Karla had children of her own, she wouldn’t have brought them to her mother’s house to play. That was something that Connie knew for sure, and until now, had told herself that she didn’t care.
Now, seeing the boy outside staring at the tree, Connie had a momentary sense of panic. Was all of this some kind of test? 
As far as she could tell, she had been dead for two weeks now, and still, there had been no contact from anyone, other than this boy, who hadn’t actually contacted her. He just appeared out of nowhere. 
Was she supposed to do something with him so she could leave this in-between place? She was dead, and she wasn’t. She was thinking, feeling, and seeing things. That was life, wasn’t it?
Connie decided that it had to be a test. Because if that was what was happening, all she had to do was pass it. Then maybe she could move on to somewhere else. 
She didn’t know where that somewhere was, but it had to be better than the waiting and not knowing. 
I used to be good at tests, Connie thought. Even though she had no idea if she was right or not, or what the outcome would be if she passed it, Connie decided to throw herself into it. 
She would assume that the little boy was a crucial part of her test. It was time to stop moping around. She had spent too much of her life doing that. Perhaps it was time to be like she used to be—brave, confident, and sure of herself. 
Back in the trailer park, she had pretended to be those things. It had gotten her out of that life. If she did it again, perhaps it would bring her out of this in-between state. 
Taking a deep breath—out of habit because no air passed through her body—Connie moved through the kitchen door and onto the lawn. The boy stood, turned, and looked at her, nodded his head, and disappeared. Again. 
This time Connie knew that he had seen her, and a flare of hope rose in her heart. Someone had seen her. It didn’t matter that it was only a boy, and it almost didn’t matter that he kept disappearing. She had been seen. It was a beginning. 
There was nothing that she could do to bring him back. Her only choice was to wait for him to return, which meant she had to stay at the house because she had no idea if the boy was attached to the home or not. 
The house was probably part of the test too. Because just as she had never dreamed of starting a family or owning a house, she had done both. 
Yes, it was time to revisit her life. Perhaps that would give her a clue an idea of what test she was in, and how to pass it. No, that is not the right attitude, she told herself. She would ace it. She would be like she was before, not like what she had become. 


      [image: ]
That first summer opened up a whole new world for Connie, and as a result, she decided that she would study every aspect of Edith’s life. Everything about the way they lived was entirely different from what she had known. 
The most obvious was that they had a house, not a trailer. The trailer she grew up in would have fit into their living room. Actually, Edith’s bedroom was larger than their trailer. 
Instead of a shelf to sleep on, it had twin beds and was entirely pink. When Edith first showed her the room, Connie started laughing, partly because it was delightful in a weird way, but also to disguise the rush of envy that she felt. How many shades of pink could there be? And two beds? Why two beds?
Edith had said that the other bed was for sleepovers. Connie had sat on one bed and wondered how life could be so different for some people. What she thought of as sleepovers were the men who fell asleep drunk on the floor of their trailer, so she had to step over them to get out, being careful not to be caught or tripped on purpose by one of them.
To Edith, it was girls eating snacks, laughing, talking about boys, curlers in the hair, and playing Roy Orbison on the record player over and over again. It was being told by her parents to keep it down, but not really meaning it, and her brother Bill banging on the walls to be quiet but secretly enjoying that the house was filled with his sister’s beautiful friends.
Every day that first summer was a revelation about life in a middle-class family. Connie ate food she had never heard of before, sang songs around the piano in the living room, and went to drive-in movies with Edith and Bill.
But it was the time at Ralph’s office that showed her what she could do with her life. She learned to appreciate that knowing how businesses operated, and where their money went, gave Ralph power. Knowledge of what went on behind the scenes was essential. Ralph knew more about some people’s businesses than they knew about it themselves. 
When one of the car dealers came to Ralph, Ralph—as he insisted Connie call him—decided it would be a perfect test case for Connie to learn about how his business worked. At first, she hated it. 
The dealer’s company was a mess. He had receipts and bills in cardboard boxes. He didn’t understand where the money came from or where it went. He hadn’t filed taxes for years.
Later, Connie realized that Ralph wanted her to see the worst of it, and had chosen that business because it made her learn by starting at the beginning. She came to love it. She only had to see what Ralph was teaching her once, and she understood. By the time the summer was over, Connie felt as if she could have run the car dealer’s business. 
Ralph had told his entire family—actually anyone that would listen—that Connie was a natural. He would bet on her being a success at anything she did. And he told her that if all else failed, which he doubted would happen, she always had a job with him. If she wanted it, after she graduated, he would make her his partner. She was that good.
To Edith’s credit, she didn’t resent her father’s decision or feel jealous. Instead, Edith, like the rest of her family, rejoiced that Connie had found a place in their family. 
To Edith, that meant they would stay best friends forever, and that was important to her. Important enough to do what Connie asked her to do, even when she didn’t want to.
Now, Connie, hovering in her garden, unable to do anything at all, wondered if this test was about what had happened to Edith. And that it had been her fault. 
She knew it then and had told herself that she didn’t care. But perhaps she had cared after all. That thought was almost more terrifying than the knowledge that she was dead.






  
  EIGHT


“Always running,” that should have been my motto in life , Connie thought. At first, running toward what she wanted, and then later running away from what she had done. 
“How did that go for you?” a voice asked from behind her. 
Connie grabbed her chest, thinking if she wasn’t already dead, the shock might have killed her. She whirled around to see the boy from the yard.
“Well, not all that well, if you must know,” Connie answered with a snap of anger.
The two of them stared at each other, sizing each other up. Once again, Connie had the feeling that she might have met the boy before. He looked vaguely familiar. 
She guessed that the boy was about ten, although she wasn’t good at figuring how old adults were, let alone children. Now that he was standing close to her, she could see he had dark blue eyes and shiny black hair. He had on jeans, sneakers, and a t-shirt that looked too big for him. She waited for him to say something. He stared back at her. Finally, giving up on the boy saying something else, she asked, “Are you dead, too?”
The boy tilted his head to the side before replying, “Are you?”
Despite finally having someone to talk to, Connie felt like walking away. Just what she needed, a smart-ass little boy in her life. Connie hadn’t wanted to be around kids before, and now the only person who saw her was this little monster. 
But then she reminded herself that this was probably a test, and that meant she had to do something different. Feel something different.
The boy waited while she asked herself how she felt, and Connie realized that she felt angry. Very angry. But at who, and why, she wasn’t sure. But this boy couldn’t be the focus of her anger, could he? 
So stop acting so self-righteous, she told herself. 
While all that thinking was going on, the boy stood watching her. When she cleared her throat to speak, he smiled, which disabled her good intentions, and instead, she snapped, “What are you smiling about? Do you like dead old women?”
“Not really. And you died long before you stopped breathing.”
Connie didn’t have a snappy answer to that one. Instead, she turned away and stared at the oak tree the way the boy had before. 
In her mind’s eye, Connie saw her daughter, Karla, sitting on the swing that hung from one of the tree’s branches and calling out to her to push her. She hadn’t. 
Instead, she had pretended not to hear her and kept her attention on pruning the rosebush that had started climbing up one of the screens in the back of the house.
“Mom, mom,” Karla had called and then stopped. 
Looking back, Connie knew that Karla had decided that day to stop asking her mother for help. 
At the time, Connie had thought Karla was growing up and didn’t need her as much, but now she saw what had really happened. Karla had decided to find somewhere else to get the attention she needed and stop begging for it from the mother who wouldn’t give it to her.
Turning back to the boy who had stood waiting for her, Connie asked the question she was afraid to get the answer to, “Are you here to help me?”
“If you want it,” the boy answered.
This time Connie didn’t turn away. “I want it.”
“No matter what it takes or how hard it will be?”
Connie hesitated. Could things be worse than they were? What if she failed? Would she go to some kind of hell worse than this? 
“Can you guarantee that I won’t fail at whatever this is we are doing?”
“Can you guarantee that you will keep trying no matter what happens?”
“Trying what?” Connie snapped back. 
The boy disappeared.
Two days later, he came back—actually forty-nine hours and thirty-one minutes later, to be precise. Connie knew. She had stared at the kitchen clock, counting the hours, wondering if he would ever return. 
During that time, the realtor had returned with the couple looking for their starter home. After touring the house again, they made an offer. Connie knew what that meant. Her time was running out in the home. 
There was no way she would stay around and watch people take over the house. Even though she didn’t like it—never had liked it—it had been their home for many years. 
The only thing she had liked about it was the garden and the birds. 
“Please,” she asked whoever was listening, “If there is someone out there, bring the boy back. And let the people who buy this house like gardens and birds.” 
Connie’s hopes were raised when the woman had noticed the butterfly bush blooming in the yard. She had told her husband about it as they walked to their car. She knew plants. It might be okay for the garden.
Connie knew it was a silly thing to care about. She should be more worried about her future. But what could she do about it without help? So she checked the kitchen clock every thirty minutes. 
Did people pay attention to the time when they were dead? They must. She was dead, and yet she still watched the time and counted the days. 
Did the little boy do the same thing? Did he watch the sunrise and sunsets to notice the passing of days the same way that she was doing? 
Why she bothered, she didn’t know. Nothing changed in this new way of being. She was nowhere in space and nowhere in time, and she had chased away the one and only person who could see her and who claimed he could help.
What difference was it that he was just a kid? Finally, when she couldn’t take it any longer, she stood in the empty kitchen and yelled. “I’ll do it. Whatever it takes.” 
She could barely hear her voice as she yelled. Was it like the tree in the forest—unless someone is there to listen to it when it falls, is it soundless? If no one could hear her, was she voiceless?
Nothing happened the first ten times she yelled it. On the eleventh try, the boy appeared, holding his hands over his ears.
“Stop it!” He yelled back. “I heard you the first time, but you aren’t the only thing I have going on.”
Connie just stared at him, unsure what to say or think, afraid she might offend him. Carefully she asked, “What do you mean by that? What else do you have going on?”
The boy let out a sigh that held no breath and said, “I mean, you are not the only dead person who needs help.”
“So you are confirming that I am dead. And that I need help,” Connie asked, smiling at him. 
She wondered if that was the first time she had smiled since she died. And then she wondered when was the last time she had smiled, dead or alive. 






  
  NINE


She had smiled a lot in the summer of 1965. Even now, the memory of it made her smile. That summer had been magical. There were days when she had felt as if she would split apart with happiness. While living in the trailer park, she could never have imagined feeling as happy as she had that summer. 
Each member of the family played a part in making each day perfect. Connie’s hours at Ralph’s office filled her head with thoughts about making money and becoming someone. She knew now that she would like to run her own business. Ralph encouraged that idea but suggested that she explore all her options before deciding.
 “That’s what college is for,” he told her. “It’s where you can learn how to think and discover yourself.”
Connie didn’t want to tell him that it was not what Edith wanted from college. She thought Ralph probably already knew, and she didn’t want to probe what might be a sore spot. Besides, she was delighted that both Bill and Edith had no desire to learn what Ralph had to teach. They were happy to have Connie take their spot.
 Edith was in her element and delighted in sharing it with Connie. Edith dragged Connie to the pool whenever she could and taught her how to swim. Connie knew how to swim, but it looked like what Edith called dog paddling. 
Pools were entirely new to Connie. There had been a lake near her, but she had no way to get to it. Besides, the women told her to stay out of it. “It’s dirty,” was the only thing they had said.
The pool, on the other hand, smelled like chlorine, so she felt it was clean. Forever after that, the smell of chlorine would take her back to that time. If she allowed herself, she would pretend that she was still there, living in Edith’s world. 
Her time at the pool gave her a tan and blond streaks in her hair. She liked the look. She learned to love real swimming. She enjoyed the feeling of slicing through the water. Being the person she was, she soon became addicted to swimming laps. Doing more each day was another way to achieve something. 
Edith chose a different thing to do at the pool. On her off hours, she would sit on their towel and hold court over the boys who would try to win her attention and favors.
Connie would look over at Edith, surrounded by boys, and laugh, and Edith would wink back. What those boys didn’t know was that none of them would win Edith’s heart. They were practice sessions for Edith. She was learning more skills to win over the boys she had her sights set on, the ones back in college. 
Connie had no desire to join in that kind of game. Even if she was interested, she had many mothers back at King’s Row who would be disappointed in her. 
Because Connie was not only achieving for herself. She was doing it for them. She swore that someday she would repay them for giving her a chance at a better life. In the meantime, she had things to do. Besides, she had yet to meet any boy who wanted things more out of life than she did.
Except maybe Bill. As the older brother, Bill was happy that Connie was Edith’s friend. Some days they would sit on the porch swing together and talk about what they wanted in life. 
Bill was as handsome as Edith was beautiful, and for a brief moment, Connie had considered that Bill might make a good first boyfriend. 
But that moment had passed. Instead, they became good friends, which Connie soon realized was far more valuable. Bill had one more year of college as an architecture major and was actively looking for a job in the city. 
“What city?” Connie had asked. And he answered, “Any city.”
Bill wanted to get away from the small-town life as much as Connie wanted to be somebody. But Connie didn’t think it was because he wanted to be someone like she did. It felt more like he had a secret, and a city was where he could hide it. 
Towards the end of the summer, Connie thought she had figured out his secret and wanted to ask him, but was afraid asking him would ruin their friendship. 
She also thought Bill’s mother, Lorraine, knew what it was, but she was afraid to talk about it for the same reason. Or maybe she thought it would make it real if she said it out loud.
Lorraine taught Connie about gardens and birds. When Lorraine wasn’t in the kitchen making their meals, Connie would often find her outside on her hands and knees weeding or planting. 
Lorraine belonged to the local garden club, and their house was on the list of gardens to visit that year. When Connie found out why she was working so hard in the garden, she volunteered to help. 
The moment Loraine handed her a pair of gloves and a trowel, Connie was hooked. 
It was an odd thing to like, Connie realized. She planned to take over some part of the world. Why waste time working in the garden and feeding birds when that was not on a career pathway? Gardening and birds would not help her achieve her goals in life.
But later, Connie was happy that she had found them because her love for them had helped her survive more than one trauma. Even when she had moved to the city to build her career, she always had pots of plants and bird feeders. 
Yes, that summer had provided her with more happiness in a few short months than all the years of her life until then. She carried that summer around with her as a jewel that sparkled with perfect memories. 
Every member of that family had given her something that changed her in ways so profound that it took her years to acknowledge it. 
It was what she had done that changed their lives that made her a terrible person.
At that moment, Connie knew who the boy reminded her of, and once again, she felt as if she would die of a heart attack. 
Except she was already dead. And so was Edith’s little boy, Eddie.






  
  TEN


Connie’s knees buckled, and she fell to the ground. And even though she was not actually on the ground, she bent over and buried her face in the grass, hoping she could smell it and make this horrible dream go away. She couldn’t. And it didn’t. 
Eddie laughed. “Caught you by surprise, didn’t I?”
Connie sat back and looked at him. Sitting on top of the grass, she was about the same height as him, and his dark blue eyes twinkled as he laughed at her.
“I don’t think it’s funny or something to laugh about. What’s wrong with you, anyway? You’re dead. What’s there to laugh about?”
“Now, that’s where you are wrong, Miss Connie,” Eddie said, twirling in a circle, arms in the air as if he were a leaf spinning in the wind.
“Where am I wrong?” Connie demanded, trying and mostly failing to get herself under control.
“Well, I could say you’ve been wrong about everything for years, but I don’t need to tell you that. You have had time to think about what you did with your life.
“I mean that you might be wrong about there not being something to laugh about and that I am dead.”
Connie stood up and looked down at the boy. 
“You are dead. I heard about it.”
“And you didn’t come to the funeral, did you?”  
“I never go to funerals,” Connie shot back.
Both of them stopped and didn’t speak. Eddie waited so that Connie could hear what she had just said.
When she turned and walked back towards the house, he followed.
“Go away,” Connie said.
“Even though I am the only one you can talk to? Are you sure you want to tell me to go away? What if I never come back and you are stuck here forever? Because you will be. 
“And the other thing that you are wrong about is thinking I am dead—because I am not. At least not in the same way that you are dead.”
“What makes you different?” 
Connie faced Eddy, hands on her hips, trying to take control of the situation, and then, realizing that she would never have control of this situation, started to cry.
Eddy didn’t wait for her to stop crying before replying, “It’s pretty obvious. I can come and go.”
With those words, Eddy vanished, leaving Connie feeling as if her insides had been ripped out and put on display. 
She thought things were bad before, but they had just gotten worse.

      [image: ]Eddie came back a few hours later. Connie hadn’t moved. She had stood in front of the clock and watched the minutes tick by, wondering why the world kept going the same way as before, even if she wasn’t part of it. 
And she let the tears roll down her face because it was true; she hadn’t been part of the
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