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Prologue


Summer 1988

Megan and Holly ran, weaving their way through the crowds of the carnival and hollering to hear over the thick cheer that permeated the festive evening. Two teenage boys looked them up and down as they passed. Megan yanked Holly by her arm and pulled her into a long shadow cast by the colorful lights that illuminated a rickety roller coaster. They huddled together, giggling. A moment later, the roller coaster whooshed by, sending them scampering through the mass of carnival-goers, engulfed in uncontrollable shrieks of laughter.

A small red tent with a psychedelic sign that read “Psychic Readings! See Your Future! $3!” caught Megan’s attention. She dragged Holly to the entrance, and they peered into the smoky gloom as they parted the curtain of stringed glass beads, which clinked and jingled as they were pushed to the side.

Holly pulled at Megan’s sleeve, “Let’s get out of here.”

Megan distractedly shrugged off Holly’s hand. She was mesmerized by the rush of the unknown, spellbound by the eccentric woman sitting within the darkened tent. A chill ran up Megan’s spine. The woman looked into her eyes and beckoned her forward. Megan reached behind her and grasped Holly’s hand, pulling her into the tent against her will. She reached into her pocket and, barely able to take her eyes from the old woman’s, fumbled to count her money and then shoved six crumpled dollar bills into a glass jar that sat on a pedestal by the entrance.

The cacophony of the rides and the crowds seemed to fall away as a hushed stillness closed in around them, save for the crackle of the flickering flames dancing on their wicks. The girls’ hands trembled. They were equally scared and excited by the mystical old woman shrouded in veils. Several bracelets clanked and dangled from her thick wrist as she motioned for them to sit around the small round table. They startled when the old woman grabbed their hands with her rough, plump fingers, then she slowly and dramatically closed her eyes.

Her hands tightened around theirs. The woman gasped a deep breath, and her body raised up and back, as if she were being pushed against the back of her chair. She held her breath, then let it out in a rush of air. Her hands fell open, releasing theirs. Her shoulders slumped forward, and her head followed.

Holly snapped her head in Megan’s direction and mouthed, “What the hell?”

The woman opened her heavily-painted eyes, which grew wide and laden with concern, and stared into Megan’s eyes. Megan felt riveted to her chair. The woman reached across the table and touched her hand, sending a jolt of energy up Megan’s arm. Megan pulled her hand away, frightened. The woman whispered to her, “Ah, High Priestess, my teen querent. She will need you, and you will know.”

Megan’s legs trembled, her heart pounded in her chest. Her breaths came in short, clipped bursts. She and Holly turned wide, scared eyes toward each other. The woman moved her vision to the space between Megan and Holly. “Three of Swords pierce a heart. Against the background of a storm, it bleeds.” She closed her eyes again, and whispered, “I see death.” Her eyes slowly opened and she squinted, as if she were watching a scene unfold of a different time and place, her eyes darting without focus. Then seeming to recite, she intoned, “Blood or poison will come: Transformation—passage—truth.”

The girls reached for each other’s shaking hands. Holly’s eyes welled with tears, her head visibly shook. Megan remained focused on each word the old woman said, unable to turn away.

The psychic turned those same concerned eyes to Holly. They glazed over with a look the girls could not read. Fear? Hatred? Understanding? She pointed a long, painted fingernail at Holly and hissed, “Judgment asks for the resurrection to summon the past, forgive it, and let it go.” She lowered her hand and said, “One will be released,” then quietly, under her breath, “and returned after death.”

After a moment of panicked silence, the girls stood, sending their chairs flying askew. Then they fled, running fast and hard into the chaos of the carnival, caught in a frenzy of fear and hysterical laughter.

The psychic screamed into the night behind them. Her words trailed in their wake and echoed in Megan’s ears for days, “With this spell, I empower thee. I empower thee!”


Chapter One


2009

Megan steadied herself against the cold porcelain sink, hoping the morning’s nausea would subside and trying to strengthen herself for the tough decision that had been wreaking havoc with her mind lately, and the choice that lay ahead. The familiar Tink, pause, Tink, pause on her bedroom window drew her attention. A confused cardinal had repeatedly gone beak to glass in recent weeks, as though trying to rouse her. As she tried to calculate the number of times she’d also awakened to nausea, the familiar surge of bile rose in her throat.

She clung to the toilet as if it were a security blanket. The smell of last night’s dinner still wafted in the air, sending her body into convulsions of dry heaves. Great, Megan thought as she grasped her stomach. She looked up at the ceiling, What the hell am I going to do now?
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“Mom?” Olivia’s voice carried down the hall. “Mo-om!” The single word stretched into two perfect teenage syllables.

Megan heard the drama in her voice and closed her eyes against her growing frustration. She knew that particular scream, the self-centered, in-a-hurry, where’s-my-stuff scream. She did not have the patience to deal with Olivia’s drama on this particular morning. She grabbed hold of the sink and pulled herself up. Her stomach lurched again, causing her whole body to clench. She prayed for some relief as Olivia’s voice came screaming at her again.

“What!” she snapped back. She wished she could have been more patient with Olivia, but at that moment, she was overtaken by exhaustion, confusion, and anger. She wanted to kick something, to cry, to scream until she no longer had a voice—but her body was too tired to do any of those things. She had to pull herself together and get through the day.

Megan rinsed out her mouth and averted her eyes from the sheet-white face that reflected back at her.

“Never mind!” Olivia yelled from the hall. Her voice carried lightly, the tension from a moment ago gone.

Thank God, Megan said to herself. She made her way back to her bed and lay down, pulling the blanket over her head to shut out the light—and maybe life—for a moment.

Olivia bounded into the room and jumped onto Megan’s bed a few minutes later. “Come on. We’re going to be late!”

The flea market! Megan stretched her small frame and lowered the covers, revealing her mass of dark hair and a feigned wide smile. “Okay, chill, I’m up. I can’t believe you are, though.”

Olivia laughed and made a beeline to her mother’s closet. “C’mon. What are you going to wear? Can I wear one of your scarves?” She wrapped a silk turquoise scarf around her slim neck, and turned to see the effect in the mirror. A smile grew across her face. “Please? I promise I won’t ruin it.”

“It does look pretty on you,” Megan managed, pleased that Olivia’s earlier exasperation had faded.

“Oh, thank you!” Olivia wrapped her arms around Megan. She withdrew and scrunched her face, “Geez, Mom, you’d better get ready. You look awful.”

Megan felt a pang in her heart. She had liked it better when Olivia had been ten years old and had believed that even at her worst she was still the most beautiful mom in the world—but Olivia was right, she did look like hell. She felt like hell, too, and was in no mood to be told how awful she looked. She pointed to the door, silently ordering Olivia out of her bedroom so she could shower. Olivia rolled her eyes and flounced out of the room. Megan turned and sighed, relieved to have a moment’s peace. She walked past the piles of books she was considering reading, past the wicker hamper overflowing with dirty clothes, and across the thickly-piled shag rug that covered only the center of the hardwood floor. The changing of hardwood to cold ceramic sent a shiver through Megan. She closed the bathroom door and caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. Fine lines defined the edges of her mouth, drawing the ends downward, making her cheeks appear dull and drawn. She raised her eyebrows, and deep creases streamed across her forehead. Her exhaustion was evident. The face that stared back at her looked closer to fifty than thirty-eight. She wondered where the supple skin of her youth had gone, and how it had changed so fast. She turned away in disgust, summoning energy for the day ahead.
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The radio played lightly in the background as Megan and Olivia worked around each other to prepare their breakfasts. Olivia hummed.

“What are you having?” Olivia asked.

“The usual, probably,” Megan smiled. “What are you having?”

“Cereal, same as always.”

Megan picked up on the flat tone of Olivia’s normally perky voice.

“Hm, I think I’ll have toast, actually, with jelly.”

Olivia stood with her back against the counter, bowl in hand, and watched her mother.

“Toast? That’s it?” Olivia said accusingly.

“Yes, that’s it,” she paused, turning to look at her. “Olivia, is something wrong?”

Olivia stared into her bowl, her lips pursed.

Megan sighed and chalked up Olivia’s attitude to being fourteen. “Sit with me,” she said.

Olivia sat and desultorily pushed her cereal around with her spoon. The silence hung in the air, uncomfortable.

Megan tried to lighten the mood. “What are you looking forward to most at the flea market?” she asked.

Olivia’s eyes lit up, but her voice remained flat. “Everything, I guess. I hope Joe is there with the wind chimes, and I want to get another pair of wraparound pants.” Olivia’s voice began to carry a happier tone, “Oh, and the jewelry! I guess all of it, really. How about you?”

Megan smiled. She knew the thought of shopping would lift Olivia’s spirits. Megan longed to be one of the flea market vendors once again, and realized that in her current condition, that was not likely to happen. “I’m just looking forward to everything, you know, being with you and Holly, and seeing everyone from last year.”

“When are you going to sell again, Mom?”

“I don’t know, Liv,” Megan’s response was short. Her bowels rumbled with urgency. She went to the sink, turning her back to Olivia. What am I going to do? “Are you ready? We don’t want to be late.”

Olivia left her unfinished bowl of cereal on the table and flew upstairs in search of her shoes. Megan made her way to the bathroom, grabbing the bottle of Pepto-Bismol along the way. The pink, peppermint liquid had become like an old friend, soothing away her daily discomfort.
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The tips of the flea market tents appeared in the distance, and Megan’s heart beat a little faster. “There it is, Livi!” She smiled and turned to face her daughter. “Isn’t it exciting? I can’t believe it’s been a whole year.”

“Mm-hmm,” Olivia grunted in pure teenage annoyance.

Megan rounded the bend into the field of parked cars, scanned the grounds for an empty parking spot, and glanced at her watch. Why the hell am I always late? She sighed, realizing that her life had become one late appointment after another but pleased that her stomach issues had subsided. She hastily pulled her Corolla between a conversion van and a Lexus.

Megan lingered for a moment, watching the people hurry through the parking lot. A sense of loss floated through her. The image of Lawrence walking up to her vending booth on that steamy afternoon so many years ago flashed in her mind. Her nerves tingled, a reminder of their immediate attraction. Quickly, she pushed the thought deep inside. Can’t cry over spilt milk.

“We have to hurry,” Megan said quickly. “Do you see Holly anywhere?”

She checked her hair and makeup in the mirror and scrunched her face in displeasure, oblivious to her daughter’s silence. She twisted her hair into a loose bun with all the finesse of a bumbling plumber and secured it with the quick stab of a pencil. That’ll have to do. She grabbed her patchwork bag and hurried Olivia out of the car.

Megan rushed across the field toward the tents. Olivia lagged behind. “Where did we say we’d meet Holly?” she asked, frustrated with the fogginess of her mind.

Olivia sighed heavily and spat out, “At the scarf guy.”

Megan spun around. “What is up with you, Liv?”

Olivia looked down, unable to meet her mother’s eyes. “Nothing,” she said. A strained moment of silence passed between them before Olivia said, in almost a whisper, “What’s up with you?”

Megan froze. Oh, God. She knows. “What?” she said, more than asked.

“Come on, Mom. I heard you this morning. You were throwing up again.” Olivia turned away from her mother.

Holly’s voice cut through the tension, “Meggie! Olivia!” Holly waved as she ran toward them, arriving out of breath. “I’ve been looking all over for you guys!” She embraced Megan. “Meg, have you lost weight?” She moved to hug Olivia.

Megan shot her a look that said, Don’t go there. She forced a smile and put her arm around Olivia, ignoring Olivia’s eye roll. “C’mon! Let’s go see what they have this year!”
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They joined the crowds, strolled past the entrance and into the large tents that housed the vendors. Megan lingered at the jewelry stands, drawn in by the bright gems and sterling silver. She turned toward the sound of Olivia’s laughter, and watched as Holly and Olivia tried on sunhats that were wider than their bodies. A feeling of comfort and happiness embraced her, immediately followed by jealousy—or was it fear? She felt lightheaded and dizzy, and settled onto a nearby bench.

She thought of her previous years as a flea market vendor, the excitement of building her career and meeting the locals. She smiled at the memory of Olivia, toddling around the grounds, wrapped in a sweatshirt and gloves until the brisk Cape air settled and the sun rose. The end of the day would find them bundled back up as the sun set and they headed out to their usual dinner at Arnold’s Clam Bar. The years have passed so quickly, Megan thought. It’s as if just yesterday Olivia was four years old and bursting with joy over new sights that only a four-year-old could recognize. Even two years ago, at her last flea market as a vendor, Olivia had still delighted in the novelty of the staggering array of wares. Megan sighed, if only she had known then that she would not be a vendor again, she wondered what she might have done differently. She might have enjoyed each moment a little more, said goodbye to her regular visitors.

The flea market patrons hustled past. A stab of pain seared into her lower right abdomen, bringing with it the anxious memories of the long hard battle that she thought she had won—beaten, erased, never to rear its ugly head again. She remembered the fear and sadness that Olivia and Holly had worn like winter coats during that hot and hectic summer, the fatigue she had waded through as her treatments had ravaged her body. Her face tightened in anger. Remission. Remission my ass! All remission really means is that the disease still lurks in your body somewhere, waiting to steal your life away. She hated illness. She hated the silence of illness, the way it slithered inside of you, eating away your fortitude without so much as a hint that your body, your life, was about to morph into a weakened shadow of its former self, or be taken away completely. She hated the way she felt like a marionette, with no control over her own body. Sometimes, she even hated God.

[image: * * *]

Holly hooked her arm in the crook of Olivia’s elbow and walked toward Megan, where she rested on a wooden bench. “C’mon, Olivia,” she said conspiratorially, “let’s go check out the clothes!” She winked at Megan, flashing her a friendly smile as she and Olivia walked away. “Your mom takes forever when she looks at jewelry.” Holly yelled over her shoulder to Megan, “We’ll meet you at the concession stands in forty minutes.”

They faded seamlessly into the crowd, passing mothers and daughters that other women may not have noticed, but Holly desperately yearned for such a relationship. She watched the women’s carefree glances, the confidence of knowing their daughters were right there beside them. Some women smiled at Holly—private smiles that spoke volumes about the shared secret pleasures of motherhood. Holly knew it was wrong to pretend as she did, but it made her happy. She was proud of Olivia, and she liked to feel like Olivia’s mother, if even for a moment. At times like these, she was ashamed of her feelings. As effortlessly as happiness had enveloped her, her fraudulence tore it away.

“Holly!” Olivia said for the second time.

“What?” Holly said, pulled abruptly from her reverie.

Olivia cocked her head in question.

“I’m sorry,” Holly said quickly, “I was just thinking about something.”

Olivia shrugged and continued talking.

Holly remained silent. The sun beat down on her shoulders, bringing warmth and what should have been relaxation. Instead, her heart began to race and her hands tingled. A familiar anxiety coursed through her—the feeling that all eyes were upon her, as if every stranger saw into the recesses of her haunted mind, and they knew what she had done.

Just look at her, Holly thought. How could anyone not see it? How could I have done such a thing to Megan, to Olivia. Then, swallowing the desire to cry out and run, she asked herself, How could I have done this to myself?

Olivia tugged on Holly’s arm, pulling her mind out of its panicked state. Holly breathed deeply and willed herself to believe that it was only her own fingers doing the pointing. The strangers were just that—strangers. They could not know the depth of the deceit that lay within her soul.
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Olivia chatted on the ride home as if their earlier discord had never happened. She talked about her new scarf, and how it looked just like one that Megan owned. She wore her sun hat and inspected her new shirts and earrings. “Holly loved this on me. Do you like it, Mom?” she asked.

Megan glanced beside her and was astonished at how old Olivia looked with her hair swept back off of her face and held in place by the peach-colored hat. She fought hard to keep the tears that threatened at bay. She focused on the road and cleared her throat, willing herself to remain unemotional. “I love it, Livi. It’s beautiful. You’re beautiful.”

“Thanks!” Olivia took off the hat. “Hey,” she said, “who is Lawrence?”

Megan’s eyes flew open wide, and for a moment, she sat in stunned silence.

Before she could form an answer, Olivia said, “Mom! Who is Lawrence?”

Megan feigned ignorance, “Who?”

“Some guy named Lawrence. Holly said he helped you start your career or something before I was born.”

“He was a very kind man.” Megan hoped that would be enough to satisfy Olivia.

“Oh, I thought he was your boyfriend or something,” Olivia said. “Holly said something about you missing the boat with that guy or something.”

Megan remained silent.

“Hey! I’ve always wondered, Mom, why don’t you have a boyfriend?” Olivia asked.

Megan laughed, “A boyfriend?” she said. “Who has time for that?” she winked at Olivia.

Olivia shrugged, “Yeah, I guess, but you know I wouldn’t mind if you had one.”

“Yeah,” Megan said, thinking about how she hadn’t felt as though she’d missed out on much by not having a boyfriend, or boyfriends, for that matter. She’d been happy with her life with Olivia. “I wouldn’t mind if you did, either,” she quipped back at her.

They were almost home when Megan was enveloped by another rush of nausea. “Olivia, I need to use the bathroom. We’ll stop at the farmer’s market.”

“Mom, I really want to get home. Can’t you wait?”

“No, I can’t!” Megan snapped. “It’ll just take a minute.”

“But, Mom, we’re almost home,” Olivia’s annoyance was clear.

Bile rose in Megan’s throat and she began to gag. She swerved to the shoulder of the neighborhood road and threw open her door.

“Mom! Are you okay?” Olivia was right behind her, caught between embarrassment and worry. She held her mother’s hair back as Megan threw up on the hot pavement. “Mom?”

Megan’s stomached emptied itself of the salad she’d had for lunch and the toast and jam that had been breakfast. She swallowed the acidic remains. “Kleenex, please, honey.”

Olivia rummaged through the front seat of the car, tossing her mother’s books and paints to the side until she found a clean rag. “Here, use this,” her voice shook. “I can’t find the Kleenex.”

Olivia grew angry as she watched her mother. “You’re sick again, aren’t you?” she accused.

Megan looked at her through tear-streaked eyes and shook her head, No.

“Yes, you are! Why else would you be throwing up so much? I heard you this morning!” Olivia stomped to the car, her back to Megan. “I’m not a baby. You can tell me, you know.”

“Olivia, I am not sick again.” She looked at the pavement, her lie tasted as bad as the vomit. “I just ate something bad, that’s all.” She settled her shaking body into the front seat, avoiding Olivia’s stare.

The car ride home was silent. Olivia’s face was ridden with anger and mistrust, and Megan wallowed in her own miserable thoughts. The doctor’s words played in her mind like a bad rerun, “We can try chemo again, but it’s already metastasized to your bones. It will delay things a bit, give you a few more months, maybe.” Months? I need years, not months! Olivia needs me here. Olivia can’t go through this again. It’s not fair! God damn you!
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Olivia disappeared into her room and ignored Megan’s calls to the dinner table, leaving Megan alone with her sorrow and confusion. Megan pushed her food around on the plate. Salmon, she sighed to herself. She had made Olivia’s favorite meal with hopes of smoothing things over. She hated to waste food and forced herself to take a bite. She winced in disgust. Her medications made everything she ate taste like metal. She spat the salmon into her napkin. Her heart hung heavily in her chest. She hadn’t realized that loneliness could cause such weight.

Megan endured a constant mental battle to make a decision about her treatments, and the angst with Olivia brought the battle full-on like a loud drum beating in her head. Her doctor had made it crystal clear that treatments needed to begin immediately in order to buy her any extra time, and yet, she remained undecided. Should she suffer through the harsh treatments that would slowly and certainly deteriorate her body and spirit, and ultimately end in her death? Or should she simply let her body go; allow her body to leave the Earth in the manner God had chosen for her, without delay, forgoing the interfering medications that would make her sick and unable to care for herself?

She could not bring herself to imagine the devastation that her death would cause Olivia. Instead, she guided her thoughts to dissecting her daughter’s feelings toward her decision. Would Olivia ever be able to get past the fact that it would have been her choice to terminate treatments? Would Olivia hate her forever? Would she understand that it would break Megan’s heart to watch her daughter’s hopeful eyes, only to know the hope was useless? Would the pain and anguish of false hopes that the treatments would give Olivia just extend her inevitable torture? How could she choose to leave her daughter?

Megan was depleted, ravaged by the irresolution, yet she remained unable to escape her tangled thoughts. Her mind swam in circles, inevitably drifting to Holly. An overwhelming sense of loss and jealousy consumed her, and guilt pierced her heart. She loved Holly. She could think of no one else that she’d rather have raise Olivia than Holly and Jack. Jack. Megan couldn’t even go down that road. She had enough anguish on her plate.

As evening turned to night, Megan felt smothered by her illness, as if it hovered around her, waiting to steal her last breath. Its vigilance was inescapable. She tried to distract herself. She attempted to paint, but her mind was a black hole. Her typical creativity lay dormant, stale. Reading was out of the question; each word attacked her in its own way. Living, I won’t be living anymore. When, There will be no when to plan for. Mother, What kind of a mother leaves her daughter?

She sat on the couch until fatigue settled in. Then she made her way upstairs to Olivia’s bedroom and listened at the door—silence. She peered into the dark room. Olivia was tucked into her blankets, still wearing her clothes from the afternoon.

Her sleeping face looked soft as cotton and smooth as water. Megan’s eyes washed over her daughter’s, which, even closed, she knew were green around the edges with brown flakes in the center. Fields of lily, the ophthalmologist had said. The most beautiful ones he had ever seen. She took in her upturned nose and her delicate pink lips, which had spread across her face through puberty, as if they were painted on, bringing with them a confidence that only a teen could posses and a seductive quality that Olivia herself had yet to become aware of.

Olivia’s fine golden hair reached across the pillow in straight lines. Megan reached up and fingered the ends of her own chestnut brown hair. Once full of body and effortless bounce, it hung frizzy and limp against her sheer cotton nightgown. It’s so thin. Megan remembered how she had always wanted hair like the other girls—the other women—straighter, thinner, and more manageable; the kind you could throw up in a pony tail and pull down without thought; the kind that cascaded over your shoulders and flowed with the wind. Now she’d give anything to once again have her thick mop of unruly curls. She laughed to herself as she remembered her mother’s daily rant, Brush your hair! It looks like “where’s that hair going with that girl!”

Megan’s limbs ached from exhaustion. She lowered herself carefully behind Olivia, whose body settled naturally against her own. Megan draped her arm around Olivia and listened to her breathe, memorizing the simple sound of air being released from her daughter’s lungs. She felt Olivia’s heartbeat through her back, strong against her own fragile chest. She closed her eyes and willed her heart to dance to the same rhythm as Olivia’s, reveling in the feeling of oneness, the closeness she’d always shared with her—the closeness she now had to let slowly slip away.

Moonlight crept in through the sheer curtains, and Megan carefully extracted herself from the warmth of Olivia’s body. She padded to her bedroom, slowing only for a moment to ponder getting into her own unmade bed. Her body, however, had another destination in mind and carried her into the bathroom.

Megan caught sight of her reflection in the mirror. She wondered how her body could have betrayed her in this way. She ran her fingers along her right shoulder and traced her sharp, visible collar bone. She did not want to believe the signs her body was giving her. If she ignored them, she hoped that maybe they would go away and the whole mess could be chalked up to a miracle, or a mistake.

Megan’s stomach heaved, pushing her hopes out of her body along with the contents of her stomach. She clung to the cold toilet and waited for the next retch to tear through her. Anger and helplessness stewed within her and flushed her cheeks. Every muscle in her body tensed. A chill ran down her spine. She clenched her eyes shut. I cannot do this to Olivia! We cannot go through this again! She shook her head to clear her mind, but the heart-wrenching decision to forgo her treatments remained.

Megan pulled herself to her feet with determination. She lifted her gaze to the medication on the shelf above the toilet, staring with both desire and angst. Seven pill bottles like the seven dwarfs: sleepy, nasty, nauseous, baldy, weepy, starving, and full. That’s how they made her feel. She closed her eyes and reached for the bottles. Her hand shook as, one by one, each plastic container released a pill until all seven settled restlessly into her palm. She closed her fingers around them, recognizing each pill by their odd shapes and sizes, their sandpaper scratch or too-smooth texture. Megan hated the way they made her hand feel heavy and wrong. Her eyes closed again, her body swayed, the slightest of movements. She took in a quick and deep breath and brought the pills toward her mouth, hesitating for just a second beneath her nose. The pungent odor of the medicine, a mixture of metal and dung, hung in the air. Her stomach lurched again. Her throat impulsively closed. With a quick jerk of her hand she threw the pills into the toilet. Breath rushed out of her like a balloon emptying its belly, and she took several gulps of the cool night air streaming through her window. Tears sprang from her eyes as she flushed the toilet.

She watched the seven dwarfs swirl in the water and wash slowly down the drain, wondering for a split second if she’d done the right thing. She turned back to the mirror. Seeing horror in her eyes and a withering face that she did not recognize, she knew she had made the right decision. She accepted the tears that came from deep within her soul and wept into her frail hands. Her body became heavy, tired. She leaned back against the pale green walls and let her deflated body slowly sink down to the tile floor.
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The early hours of dawn found Megan back in Olivia’s bedroom, rocking in the same chair in which she had rocked Olivia as a newborn. She looked around the bright yellow room and remembered the squabble she and Olivia had had over the color. Megan had thought that light purple might be more soothing, but eleven-year-old Olivia had insisted on “the color of the sun.” The breeze from the bay window blew the dragonflies that she and Olivia had spent three weeks creating out of wire, fabric, and paint. They moved in circular motions, as if they were flying rather than hanging by yarn.

Olivia’s blanket shifted slightly with each breath, each breath strengthening Megan’s resolve to maintain her choice—the choice that she believed would hasten her death, thereby diminishing the suffering and agony Olivia would endure during a prolonged and fruitless battle.

“Mom?” Olivia said quietly from her bed.

“Mm-hmm.”

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Megan opened her eyes and whispered. “I just needed to be with you. I’m sorry.”

Olivia sat up in bed. “Why? What’s up? What did I do?”

“Nothing, honey,” Megan said. “I just missed you.”

“O-kay,” Olivia said, laden with sarcasm.

Megan reached down and brushed Olivia’s hair from her face. “I’m sorry if I woke you.”

“You didn’t.” Energy crept into Olivia’s voice, “What are we doing today?”

Megan had anticipated, even dreaded, the question. They spent most weekends together, shopping, gardening, or watching movies. There was a time that Megan had worried about Olivia’s lack of desire to hang out with other girls her age. Teenage girls were supposed to do fun things with their friends, not their mothers, but ever since Megan’s first bout with ovarian cancer, Olivia was reluctant to leave her side. Megan knew that if she was going to save Olivia from prolonged heartache, she had to put some distance between them.

“I don’t really know, honey,” Megan said, softly. She looked at the pillows, the floor, anywhere but into Olivia’s eyes. “I thought you might want to call one of your friends, go to a movie maybe.”

Olivia stood abruptly. “No, thanks. What are we doing today?”

Megan shifted her legs under her body and got off the rocker, keeping her back to Olivia. “Well, I have some painting that I need to do, so you should find something else to keep you busy.”

“Can I come with you?” Olivia asked, energetically.

“Not today, honey. Today, I have to do it by myself.”

“But you always bring me!” Olivia pouted.

“I know,” Megan said, as she peered out the window at the dunes in the distance, “but this time I can’t. I’m sorry.”

Olivia stood and adjusted her boxer shorts and t-shirt. “Well,” she stretched her arms and carried her voice with them, “can we go shopping later for my new binder?”

“I don’t know, maybe.” Megan felt a pang in her heart. She’d lived her life taking extra care to spend time with Olivia, intentionally keeping her weekends free from other commitments. That was their time. Megan reveled in being a single parent. Raising Olivia had completed her in a way that she felt no man ever could. The thought of Olivia living her life without Megan in it was devastating.

Through her heartache she managed, “When I get back we’ll see what time it is.”

“Whatever.” Olivia’s deflated voice was almost a whisper as she sulked toward the bathroom.

As the afternoon sun reached its peak, Megan cleaned her paint brushes, pleased with the peach color she had spent hours trying to produce. She stood back from the mural and crossed her arms, thinking not about its beauty, but about the sickness inside of her—the sickness that was taking her away from Olivia. “God damn it,” she mumbled to herself. She looked around at the scattered paints, the flecks of color across her tarps, and was struck by how meaningless it all seemed. What the hell am I doing? She went through the motions of cleaning her brushes and collecting her supplies—guilt wrapped around her mind like a vice. She should be with Olivia. To hell with the cancer. To hell with giving her space! She stacked her paint cans, folded her tarp, and threw her cloths and brushes, along with other miscellaneous supplies, into her car and headed home.

As she drove, her mind was fixated on Olivia. She needed to be with her, near her, but she also knew that she might hurt Olivia more by doing so. Her head spun with confusion. She pulled off of the road quickly as a wave of dizziness passed through her. She stepped onto the road, and leaned her shaking body against the car. She wiped her forehead, sighed, and looked to the sky.

“What have I done?” she asked the clouds, which lingered above in halted silence.

She climbed back into the front seat and felt a familiar prickly sensation crawl up her legs. “Shit!” She braced herself for what she knew was coming, Olivia was in distress, and at any second Megan would lose awareness of herself and link to Olivia’s senses as if they were her own. Suddenly, flames of agony ripped through her middle. Her breath came in short spurts. Sweat streamed down her brow. She wrapped her arms around her middle and folded into herself just as the edges of her sight began to fade. Images of Olivia rolling on the couch clutching her stomach, thrashing about in pain, hit with such force that Megan fell sideways across the front seat, writhing as if her intestines were tied in knots. The pain from her illness was mild compared to the torture that accompanied her visions. Megan’s entire body went rigid, and just as quickly, fell limp.

She blinked several times, trying to make the foggy feeling in her mind disappear. “I empower thee,” echoed in her head, words she both loathed and treasured.

The encounter was not new for Megan, having felt each of Olivia’s major traumas as if they were her own since Olivia was just two days old. The feeling it left her with, one of a limp rag doll, was one she never seemed to get used to.

Megan sat up, fumbled for her cell phone, and dialed frantically. Come on! Come on! Her words tripped over each other as they tumble out of her mouth, “Holly! Olivia. Go to…go to her!”

“Megan? What’s wrong, honey?” Holly’s voice was filled with concern. She knew of Megan and Olivia’s spiritual connection. She had seen it firsthand on several occasions. Though she had never understood it, she trusted it inexplicably. She also knew what it did to Megan, which was what worried her most with each episode.

“Olivia! It’s Olivia!” Megan spat, exasperated. “She’s in pain. She’s at home. Please, go!” Megan’s vision was clear, but her mind remained unsteady.

“I’m there! Don’t worry,” Holly said. “I’ll call you. Are you okay?”

The sound of Holly’s keys jingling brought relief to Megan. “Okay. Okay. Yes. Just go!” she said, depleted.

“I’m gone.”

Megan didn’t hang up until the line had gone dead. Her arms and shoulders trembled with fear and fatigue. She rested her head on the steering wheel, moaning with pain and worry, and wondering who would know when Olivia
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