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To my family: Kev, Jules, Lore, Mere, Jolyn—




Thank you for putting up with me, 

and for reminding me to eat every now and again.

I’m alive because of you.





To my dad, my brother, and all those lost too soon,

taken to wherever we go from here—




I like to think that you’re proud of me and what I’ve done. 

Not just the writing, but the living. 

I’ve got them. And we’ll all see you again.





To everyone else I know—




All those times I mentioned in passing 

that I was writing a book but it was “too difficult or weird or awkward to explain without sounding stupid . . . ” 




This was it.




I really hope it was worth waiting for.
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The connections we share . . .



the ones that mean the most to us . . .         




are never truly severed.








  
  Along Roads Less Traveled


SOME DAYS, LIKE THIS ONE, Bellamy’s disappearance was more than Seralynn thought she could bear. Trudging through the forest, she clung to hope that the autumn air might clear her head and inspire her to think of something—anything—she hadn’t already. 
The smallest idea, carelessly overlooked, might finally lead to an answer if she only walked far enough to find it.
Not one tangible clue emerged in the wake of her sister’s departure. Two endless months passed in what felt like the blink of an eye while everything remained in stillness exactly as Bellamy had left it, empty walls holding their breath as though she might return home at any moment. 
There were no signs of foul play. No unfamiliar fingerprints marred the surface of any object she owned—the police made sure of that much. Not one item in her home appeared out of place and as far as anyone could tell, nothing was missing. 
Except for Bellamy.
Seralynn hesitated to give any credit to the ridiculous notion that her sister could be a legitimate X-File, vaporized into thin air. Although, from time to time, her imagination ran wild and gave the idea a wisp of contemplation despite her better judgment. She knew that Bell would laugh at her—quite mercilessly—for entertaining the possibility of alien abduction, yet it was one Seralynn couldn’t help but consider every once in a while.
And so she walked, as she often did, alone and without any particular direction in mind.
They’d spent their entire lives in this familiar place, the comforting thousand-acre parcel of land her family owned and farmed for generations. As children, Bellamy and Seralynn explored every tree, every meadow, every curve of the shallow stream that split the land in two. The well-worn trails that still traversed the forest floor were makeshift roads the girls once named together, forging a private frontier neighborhood belonging only to them and their spirited imaginations. 
More than twenty years later, the street signs they’d fashioned from scrap wood remained firmly nailed to familiar landmark trees, legible despite being weathered and worn by the passage of time. As Seralynn walked, the rustling of fallen leaves shifting beneath her feet overpowered the dissonant whispers from tree branches above, disturbing her thoughts without remorse. 
Winter would be arriving far too soon.
The lowest foliage lay contorted and unwelcoming, reduced to a skeleton of what it had been a month earlier and allowing easy detour from the established trail to lesser-traveled parts of the forest. During the warmest months, the undergrowth held its barriers steadfast and impassable; roaming through the thicket was akin to navigating a Midwestern deciduous jungle. So late into autumn, even the poison ivy accepted defeat in temporary death, its angry, gnarled vines snaking around dormant trees. Wild multiflora roses invaded the land generations before but their thorny branches proved far less of a hidden threat when they no longer wore their leaves as camouflage. 
Seralynn headed farther into the woods, off of the habitual path and northward in the direction of the stream she so loved to visit as a child. As she navigated the downward slope of one hillside, a ring of small boulders came into view, nestled along the bottom of a secluded and unexplored valley.
She stilled, wondering if she had walked farther than she realized. Nothing before her seemed familiar.
The pale afternoon light had not shifted enough to mark a lost passage of time, of that much, she was certain. Surveying her surroundings, Seralynn felt the faintest glimmer of recollection creep along the back of her mind like the remnants of a dream, one that slipped just beyond her grasp upon waking. 
The more she tried to remember this place, the farther it withdrew, her mind’s eye losing sight of the horizon through gathering mist.
Before her lay twelve rocks, widely and evenly spaced in a near-perfect circle. A primitive hearth fashioned from much smaller, rounded stones rested quietly in the center, the ground between them barren from disuse. 
Seralynn approached with caution, fearing she’d stumbled upon an ancient burial ground lost to time and memory, her insensitive footsteps threatening to wake its indigenous ghosts after centuries of peaceful sleep. She watched enough horror movies to know one generally shouldn’t disturb the dead and surmised that golden rule still held merit. 
She crept around the perimeter of the larger stone circle. Every rock was similar in size, with only the forest-facing side chiseled flat. Upon closer examination of the nearest stone, Seralynn could barely make out a weathered engraving. 
Two years, separated by a single horizontal line carved deeply with intent.
Twelve stones, twelve graves, and what she suspected were twelve bodies beneath the earth, rested together in stillness. 
Seralynn pondered the nature of the cemetery, hidden from all in existence and found only by happenstance. Nearly devoured by the wilderness, it was exactly the type of place she would enjoy haunting for eternity if given the choice.
She walked from stone to stone, clockwise, studying each one she passed. The first three were far too worn to read with any accuracy; the fourth and fifth were dated in the 1700s. The lives of those paid tribute in this quiet glen spanned centuries and, as she surveyed the remaining burial markers and their advancing dates, the lack of names emerged as the most disconcerting observation.
She wondered why anyone might deserve to spend an eternity abandoned in the wilds, forgotten and alone—if each lay buried there by choice, to rest peacefully beneath a canopy of trees guarding their secrets, or if they were ostracized in death as punishment for horrible crimes against humanity.
Breath held tightly in her lungs, she mused upon their unknown loved ones, an intrusive thought for the countless, faceless souls left behind to mourn across generations.
She wondered if those families ever knew the hand fate dealt to those they’d lost. Or to those who had disappeared without word.
The sudden thought of an afterlife consigned to oblivion made Seralynn’s chest roil with liquid unease. Tears welled in her eyes, an involuntary response to the grief she carried. That constant companion moved in silent harmony with every step she took, always making its presence known when least expected. 
She wasn’t sure if she’d ever get used to it.
She knelt before the oldest grave and began pulling the dead weeds, their threads entwined into rough, woolen fingers choking the headstone. Beneath an overcast sky, Seralynn labored among the stones until the daylight brushed against nightfall, the air becoming frigid with the impending darkness that would soon follow.
Before retracing her steps and making the journey home, she paused for a moment to admire her small act of tribute, and of hope. 
It would be the first of many.
She needed to care for those twelve forgotten dead as she hoped someone might do for her one day. As someone might do for her sister. 
Seralynn felt close to Bellamy’s presence among the stones resting in the quiet forest valley, long before she knew how her story would unfold.






  
  Four Years, Or Eternity


THE DAWN CHORUS of birdsong echoing through the darkness just moments before sunrise was a melody that always felt like home. When she was still a child, those early morning harmonies would drift into Seralynn’s dreams, their soft currents rousing her  just enough to announce that at least one more hour of blissful sleep remained. She would tuck herself further beneath her bedcovers back then, embracing the comforting warmth of a cocoon spun from soft flannel blankets.
As an adult, her morning habits had not changed. 
A casual onlooker would never assume that Seralynn was the daughter of a farmer and his wife. They rose before the sun kissed the horizon every single day of their lives, yet somehow, Seralynn had not inherited their morning-driven instincts—nor their love of agriculture and cow manure. 
Quite the opposite. 
After her parents passed away, leasing the tillable acreage of her family’s homestead seemed the wisest decision because she couldn’t bear the thought of selling the land any more than she could bear the thought of actually farming it herself.
She lay still, listening to excited chirrups heralding a new morn, but even their familiar sweetness could not lull her back to sleep once her thoughts began to wander over the checklist of things she had to do on this particular day. It was shortly past dawn on a Friday and Eloquence Through Artistry, her shop and studio, wouldn’t open for business until noon. Seralynn might have stayed in bed for at least another hour had there not been errands to run and a nine o’clock meeting with the biggest pain in her ass.
She stretched her body beneath radiant streams of sunlight pouring through sheer white curtains aglow with ethereal light. The remnants of a long and bitter winter had finally limped away in defeat, leaving the air temperate enough for windows to remain open at night, their breath flooding the room with the heady scent of a wonderful spring morning.
Seralynn emerged from bed despite a tugging desire to live there all day, slid a robe over her bare skin, and stepped across the chilly wooden floorboards of her two-story farmhouse in search of coffee. She chastised herself—as she did almost every morning—for not having yet learned how to program the machine to brew on its own. She knew that she would one day explore the secrets hidden within the depths of its operating manual and become a master coffeepot programmer once and for all, to have fresh coffee waiting for her each morning until the end of time. It was on her bucket list and everything.
#33: Master Coffeepot Programmery

Like the watched pot that refuses to boil, a coffeepot never brews under similar constraints. Seralynn showered and did all those mundane bathroom routines that herald the productive start of a brand-new day.

She slipped into comfortable, well-worn jeans and an old T-shirt that declared “I Survived The Mayan Apocalypse” before descending the stairs to pour the travel mug of coffee that would fuel her journey into town. It was eight forty-five already. She calculated the possible repercussions of canceling the meeting she dreaded attending.
It was April already and she had taxes to file. 
When she pulled into the gravel parking lot of her accountant’s office, she parked next to a vehicle she’d never seen before. Seralynn had the first appointment of the day and a tiny black sports car was the only other vehicle in the lot—it had to be his. In a town as small as theirs, a hardworking community that relied on agriculture and manual labor for its survival, Alexander Larkin stood out like a rusty nail.
Those who knew him best were always careful to avoid his roughest edges. 
Unfortunately for Seralynn and unless she wanted to drive more than an hour to reach the nearest city, Alex was her only option. Anything more complicated than a tax form designed for a five-year-old was out of her league. She could have taken a class or three to learn how to manage the land leases and business, but accounting never was—and never would be—her thing. Leave the maths to the math-minded, she’d always say. Or at least she would, if she had a reason to say that phrase often.
Seralynn heaved herself out of the old Jeep she refused to part with and stalked toward the glass door that read “Alexander Larkin, Tax & Accounting” with a stride in her step that screamed “DO NOT FUCK WITH ME TODAY, WORLD,” although she was positive it would do exactly that. 
The tinkling of sleigh bells attached to the door was a festive warning system that broke the silence, declaring her entrance. Alex’s receptionist had not yet arrived and Seralynn began to choose a seat in the lobby a moment before she heard his voice echo through the building.
“If that’s my nine o’ clock, come on back.”
Without a reply, Seralynn walked along the only passage and paused at his doorway, thinking of something snarky to say in response to his command.
“I have a name, you know,” was the best she could come up with, knowing that she would think of a much better quip when it would be far too late to use it.
“Yes, you do,” Alex replied with a devilish smirk. “And it’s a very lucky thing, too. Can you imagine going through life without a name? How tragic an existence that would be.”
“Did you get my stuff?”
“You mean the disorganized shoebox of receipts and paperwork that you dropped on my desk like a tax-evading bandit? Yes. It’s a gift I look forward to receiving every year. By the way, it was lovely of you to leave that mess behind last week before dashing out the door without so much as a hello.”
“Hello,” she said with a wave of her hand.
“Still as charming as ever.”
“I am, aren’t I?” she replied. “Like fine red wine vinegar, I only get more bitter and delightful with age.”
Seralynn crossed the floor of his office and flung herself into the oversized leather chair in front of his desk. It was ridiculously comfortable but she didn’t let Alex know that she thought so.
Shuffling a stack of paperwork toward her and choosing a pen from a cup of uniform and high-end writing utensils, he gave her the rundown on the year’s income, her business expenditures, and all the tax write-offs that applied to her situation before telling Seralynn the amount the government expected to receive from her, along with his personal fees for compiling everything. 
“I need you to look over these and then sign here and here, and initial here when you’re done,” he instructed, using the pen to gesture toward each space that required her attention.
The damage was not as bad as she expected. Seralynn knew that if she made herself more familiar with tax law she could have been able to project how much she would owe with decent accuracy, instead of always anticipating and bracing herself for the worst. 
She signed where instructed, wrote a check, and slid the papers across his desk. His fingertips brushed her own when she returned his pen, and although she tried to quell the physical urge to cringe as she leaned back in the chair, she wasn’t entirely sure that she was successful in the endeavor. 
“Have you given any consideration to my suggestion about the other thing?” Alex’s tone was cautious and reserved, two qualities he rarely, if ever, actually possessed.
Seralynn’s first instinct was to raise her defenses, to stand up and hurl insults that would reduce his walls to ash: No, she would not consider beginning the process of dismantling her sister’s estate, he was an asshole for even suggesting it and he should mind his own damned business because fuckyouverymuch. 
She more than understood that the maintenance of Bellamy’s home required a considerable sum every year; the property taxes alone were almost four thousand dollars. She also knew that it likely seemed illogical to cling to it so tightly, or to believe that Bellamy might come back one day. 
To an outsider, Seralynn was sure it appeared a severely misguided and long-ago-lost cause.
“I have not.” She rose from her seat. “Thank you for getting my taxes in order.”
She turned and took several steps toward a graceless exit as he pleaded for her attention. “Sera, wait. You know that I get the way you feel about all this. I do understand your reasons.”
Seralynn remained poised like a statue in the doorway, afraid of letting him see even the smallest ripple from the tumultuous wave of emotion she wouldn’t be able to conceal if he looked at her face.
“Do you? Do you really understand, Alex? Because I don’t think you . . . can.” She stilled for a moment and took a deep breath to gather her composure, closing her eyes to hold back angry tears that threatened to spill before she turned to face him again. 
“Bellamy is gone. She’s just . . . gone. And I have absolutely no idea where she is right now. I might not ever know and that scares the living hell out of me, every single day of my life. She was always here, until one day she just wasn’t. With no explanation. You couldn’t possibly know what that feels like. Not really. I can’t let go of her life or her house or her things because it would feel like I’m letting go of her and I can’t do that. I’m just not ready.” 
Resting her back against the doorframe, Seralynn’s gaze drifted toward the floor as a tear slipped through her lashes. “I don’t know if I ever will be.”
“I cared for her, too.” Alex sighed, trying to choose his next words. “But I know that she wouldn’t want to see you hurting so much, for so long. Sera . . . sometimes we just can’t see for ourselves when it’s time to let go of something. Or someone. You taught me that lesson yourself once, remember? I know how stubborn you can be and it’s a trait that I’ve always admired but maybe it’s time t—” 
“Don’t play that card with me,” she said, casting a glare that could raze a small country. “You have no right to advise me of anything beyond what I pay you for. So don’t. I said no.”
Without another word, Seralynn stalked out of his office and drove home at speeds faster than she usually traveled, forgoing her other errands in favor of stewing in her own rage. She left the “CLOSED” sign hanging in the window of Eloquence Through Artistry and headed into the woods, hoping that nature might extinguish some of her fury.
Over the four years that passed since the day Seralynn discovered the cemetery in the forest, a permanently worn trail formed along the route she took during her first visit. She had not yet found a name to suit the path she forged. 
Something that felt right would come to her one day, she was sure of it.
With the recent wave of warmer temperatures, everything in the forest returned to life. While the branches of the towering, oldest trees were only yet peppered with tiny buds, the ground cover already donned a light coat of freshly borne leaves and flowers. Within two weeks’ time, the entire woodland would be lush and breathing with color. 
It always happened so quickly once the transition set itself in motion—overnight, it seemed—and Seralynn never stopped marveling at the process, year after year.
The cemetery itself remained unchanged, beyond a few small additions she made out of necessity and a desire to make it a better place. When she took on the role of dutiful caretaker, she built a small shed along the edge of the valley to contain all the things she needed when tending to her work in the forest. 
A rustic bench Seralynn fashioned out of wood taken from nearby fallen trees sat beyond the circle of gravestones, topped with a pair of waterproof cushions someone left along the side of the road on trash day. She was proud of her handiwork. It was a comfortable place to sit and read, something she often did when she wasn’t gathering her thoughts or sketching ideas for things she might create in her studio. 
Seralynn loved spending time there among the family of headstones. It was a peaceful, inspirational space and a secret she shared with no one.
Alyssum and sweet woodruff blanketed the earthen floor with white flowers, and the creeping jenny had begun to weave its way between and around the stones themselves, creating a living rug of ever-expanding vines that would fill the glade with tiny yellow flowers by early summer. Large clusters of woodland phlox and lily of the valley added a heady blend of sweet perfume to the thick forest air. During summer twilights, bushes of white four o’clocks would open themselves to the impending night and when a full moon graced the velvet sky, the entire dell would glow with ethereal light.
April showers might bring May flowers, but April thunderstorms tend to deliver nothing but a mess. As she maneuvered down the hillside, Seralynn gazed upon a sea of broken branches, twigs, and natural debris littering the forest floor, a violent destruction left behind by the wicked tempest that wreaked havoc three nights earlier. She intended to contemplate the meaning of life and all the ways she could get back at Alex for being Alex, but Mother Nature had other plans for her afternoon.
Seralynn began clearing the branches away, scattering them into the underbrush beyond the boundaries of the cemetery. Immersed in her thoughts, she threw a small armful of twigs into the forest and lost her footing the moment she turned back around. 
She pitched forward, catching herself to avoid landing face-first on the ground but not before cutting her hand on a grave marker. Her heart pounded as adrenaline coursed through her veins; six inches to the left and her nose would have bore the brunt of the impact.
The gash that splayed across the palm of her left hand didn’t appear to be so extensive it would need stitches, but it did need tending to, and soon. She walked to the shed, grateful for having the foresight to leave a first aid kit inside and feeling like a rather successful adult because of it. She cleaned and sterilized the wound as well as she could, applied some ointment, and wrapped her hand in gauze. It would have to do until she returned home.
As she closed the door to the shed and began walking toward the center of the cemetery, Seralynn stopped dead in her tracks. 
Perhaps it was a sudden dip in blood sugar; she was so upset by the morning’s events that she skipped eating lunch. Even so, she could have sworn that the inside of the hearth was faintly undulating. Like waves of heat rising from the surface of a paved road during the height of a blazing summer day, the rippling air was so barely perceptible that Seralynn wasn’t entirely sure it existed.
Had she lost so much blood that she was hallucinating? She tried to convince herself that it was nothing more than a trick of the light. The pain in her hand was exquisite, hot and throbbing in perfect rhythm with every beat of her heart. She felt disoriented by acute physical pain and that, coupled with a lack of adequate sustenance, had to be responsible for what she thought her eyes were seeing.
Seralynn took three steps toward the shimmering space that dazzled the heart of the cemetery. It seemed a tangible thing, liquid and alive. She stood there, staring and unsure, afraid to move even an inch while wondering what the hell it could be—or what she should do about it.
Sera! was a whisper on the wind and a buzzing in her ears. The soft static inside her head became deafening. She was overwhelmed by a sensation reminiscent of twirling in violent circles the way she and Bellamy had always done as children. They would spin and spin and spin-spin-spin until stopping to stand still, trying not to fall to the ground as they rode the waves of dizziness that overcame their bodies. 
The feeling was an exciting, playful rush back in those days, but in this moment it was terrifying. 
“ . . . home!” a voice pushed through the roaring hiss. 
Too many whispers tickled her ears. The medley of soft, airy voices talking over one another created an inescapable chaos that made it impossible to register anything they said. All she knew for certain was that she needed to leave. 
Immediately. 
Seralynn stumbled her way around the hearth, only turning back after she found herself standing at the edge of the glen. She looked toward the shed through the shimmering ripples of air above the hearth in the center of the cemetery. 
It was real. Whatever that was, it was definitely real.
Seralynn staggered up the hillside and away from the glade as quickly as she could without losing her balance and tumbling back down, feeling a little better with every step she took. Her heart still pounded a syncopated beat, but the dizziness eventually began to dissipate and within a few minutes, her head no longer felt as though stuffed with electrified cotton. 
When Seralynn returned home, she sought comfort on the couch, placing a heated rice sock across her eyes before drifting into a blissful mid-afternoon sleep. 
She never intended more than a brief respite to calm the lingering effects of the adrenaline rush, but she remained there in a dark and dreamless state of limbo until the next morning.






  
  Monologues And Revelations


AN ERRANT RAY OF SUNLIGHT streaming through the living room window masqueraded as the most ill-mannered laser beam there ever was, setting her eyelids alight with flameless fire and coercing Seralynn to escape from its hateful wrath by any means necessary.  
Her head throbbed in angry response to the sudden upward movement as she rose. Half-asleep, she made her way into the kitchen after retrieving three tablets of ibuprofen from the downstairs bathroom. The coffee pot remained mostly full from the previous day and she drank a room-temperature cup to wash down the pills before chasing it with one warmed in the microwave. Stale or not, she was grateful for the immediate dose of caffeine. 
She sat quietly at the kitchen table, her fingertips tracing familiar grooves in its worn wooden planks, forward and back, as her mind raced with a thousand thoughts and questions she could not answer. 
Seralynn spent years tending to the cemetery and nothing out of the ordinary had ever occurred—as far as she knew. She couldn’t say with absolute certainty that it didn’t happen during her absence, but she considered it rather unlikely. 
Whatever the phenomenon was, it seemed to be limited to the hearth itself, and it most certainly had something to do with her.
It called her by name.
Seralynn struggled to find an explanation that made sense. Unsure of what triggered the event, she wondered if it still continued at that very moment. 
Perhaps the question she was most afraid to ask herself was this: 
Did she want to go back there to find out? 
The swift and violent sensations she experienced were as frightening as they were intense and she wasn’t entirely sure that she could willingly face them again. 
Even so, she also knew that no matter how much dread filled her body at the thought of returning, she would never stop thinking about it until she had an answer.
Seralynn made a plan to head back into the forest once her headache subsided. After finishing a third cup of coffee and some buttered rye toast, she took a long, hot shower to steam away the stubborn remnants of the throbbing between her ears. By the time she dressed in fresh jeans and a T-shirt, she almost felt like a brand-new woman.
The distant crush of gravel beneath tires drew Seralynn’s attention as she descended the open staircase. Midway through a Saturday morning, the sound was a rather uncommon occurrence. 
Opening the front door, she crossed the threshold and stepped onto the porch that wrapped around her house, just as she spotted the familiar black sports car coming to a stop in the turnaround. 
It was far too late to pretend she wasn’t home. 
Still in bare feet, she took a few more steps across the sun-warmed wood and rested her forearms on the banister, watching intently as Alex emerged from the driver’s side.
“Morning, Sera,” he said, striding across the lawn toward her. “I wasn’t sure if you’d be awake yet, or if you’d . . . be home.” 
Seralynn had never seen Alex look quite so uncomfortable.
“I wouldn’t be spending the night anywhere else if that’s what you’re getting at,” she replied, raising an eyebrow.
He stopped at the foot of the stairs and looked up at her. “No. Maybe not. I just thought you might have been . . . busy. Or something.” 
“Well, you know how it is,” she said as her arms opened widely, making a grand gesture to her surroundings. “I usually spend every weekend island hopping with a guy named Giovanni, who’d probably be feeding me breakfast in bed right about now if my private jet wasn’t in the shop for repairs. Something to do with the manifold, I guess. Should be fixed soon.”
“Giovanni, huh? You always did have a thing for Italians.”
“Yep. Too bad you’re French-Canadian.”
Alex shifted his weight and paused for a moment before advancing up the steps to stand beside her. “Can we talk?”
Casting a sideways glance, Seralynn looked at him. “It would appear so.”
“Can you just . . . for once, drop the sarcasm? Just for one minute? Is that even possible?”
She pursed her lips and considered his request, furrowing her brow. “Doubtful. I’m like a porcupine. Only instead of razor-sharp quills, my defense mechanism is razor-sharp wit.” Her eyes widened and a wide grin spread across her face. “I’m a sarcastupine.”
She was proud of that word.
“I really didn’t mean to upset you with our conversation yesterday, or rather, the turn it took,” Alex began, ignoring her response to his plea. He took a slow breath, choosing his next words carefully. 
“It was not my intention to do that to you and I felt terrible about it after you left. I thought about calling you to apologize at least a dozen times since. You were right. I don’t know what these last four years have been like for you. And I don’t think I will ever be able to fully understand. I can empathize, of course, the way a spectator might, the way most of us probably do whenever we make eye contact with you as we cross paths out in the world, but I haven’t lived it as you have. I recognize that. And I certainly can’t find any fault in the way you’ve handled Bellamy’s affairs, not for holding on to her the way you are. I really admire you for how . . . you’ve . . . ” He ran a hand through his hair, scratching the crown of his head the way he always did whenever he was stressed about something. “You are the strongest person I know, Sera. For everything you have lived through . . . and are still surviving. Every day. You need to know that.”
His monologue wiped the smile right off of her face. She stared at the grass, searching the deepest recesses of her mind for something to say in response. When they arrived, her words softened the air that hung like stone around them, barely louder than a whisper and taking her by complete surprise because she genuinely meant them.
“Thanks. I don’t feel that way most of the time. Or any of the time, if I’m being honest. I have no idea if I’m making the right decisions, and might not ever know for sure. But, I also know that it still feels right . . . at least for now.”
He turned to look at her, the wall between them beginning to crumble. “A lesser person would not carry themselves the way you do, cracking jokes all day and just living your life. You amaze me. I wish I had one-tenth of your attitude. I really do.”
Seralynn chuckled at that. As a general rule, Alex was so tightly wound that he’d lose his shit over the smallest setback during any average day. 
Once, years earlier, he dropped a freshly poured mug of coffee on the kitchen floor. It shattered, of course, as mugs tend to do when they hit a slate tile from four feet off the ground. It wasn’t even a particularly nice mug—just your run-of-the-mill ceramic drinking apparatus from the local discount store, filled with coffee that was purchased there as well because Seralynn was always on a tight budget back then. But that morning, witnessing the disdain that swept over his form like a tempest as he cursed his very existence—convinced that the universe was out to get him—an outsider would believe he had destroyed a priceless artifact filled with the last drops of hot coffee on earth, and that the Gods Of Ancient Things And Coffee Too would be angered to the brink of world annihilation.
“Well, one of us has to pump the sunshine,” she beamed at him. “Sure as shit ain’t gonna be you. Besides, if I didn’t do it, I would probably shrivel up and never stop crying.”
A wearisome breath filled her lungs with renewed grief. 
“I lost my entire family,” she began. “Here I am, one person in this big old farmhouse. Every room is filled with their furniture, their photos and albums . . . all those little things that constantly remind me of who they once were. And I can’t part with any of those things because they’re a constant comfort at the same time. The place still smells the exact same way it did when I was a child . . . but I’m the only one left standing. I’m it, Alex. There is no one else left. When I stop to think about that for too long, I can’t breathe. It’s sort of like that feeling you get when you’re laying in the grass, looking up at the stars during a summer night and it’s beautiful and amazing and endless and you wonder how far it really goes until—just for a second—you begin to recognize the depth of the abyss you’re gazing into and how quickly it could swallow you whole if it wanted to.”
She sighed. “It’s so easily overwhelming, if I let it in. In fact, I’ve developed an honest respect for cat ladies. I completely understand the desire to be surrounded by furry little creatures who love you unconditionally, that fill your home with activity and life just so you can feel a little less alone than you really are. I haven’t adopted my first cat, not yet, anyway . . . but I get it. I’m keeping my options open, at least.”
“You could start your own family.”
Seralynn couldn’t tell if Alex was being serious but she was unable to hold back the laughter that bubbled from her chest. “I’ll pass, thanks.”
“Time’s a-ticking,” he said. “You’re what . . . thirty-two now, right?”
“Thirty-one and a half.”
“Close enough. Haven’t you ever thought about it?”
She regarded his question carefully. She’d been on birth control for years, mostly to enjoy the blissful absence of menses the continuous hormones offered, and appreciating the protection they provided during those rare times she’d needed it.
The truth was that Seralynn felt no maternal instincts to speak of. During her mid-twenties, a time when most of their mutual friends were getting married or birthing children, she felt nothing but awkward around their squirming bundles of drooling uncertainty. Babies terrified her and she was afraid that she’d make one cry just by smiling at it. She didn’t know how to hold a baby, or what to say to a baby. The extent of Seralynn’s knowledge on the topic of babies was that dropping them was bad. That much, she was absolutely sure of.
“The whole baby thing,” she said, narrowing her eyes and grimacing at the intrusive thought of dropping an infant, “is so not for me.”
“Cats are probably much easier to train,” Alex mused.
“Indeed.”
They stood there together in silence for several moments, privately collecting their thoughts and considering where the rest of their strange conversation should go next. 
There was a time when their long silences were comfortable, in olden days that had come and gone long before this one. The two shared so much history between them and for all of the occasions when their witty banter easily flowed, moments like these dragged on as endlessly as the credits in The Lord of the Rings. Seralynn could make that comparison because Alex made her sit through their entirety, anxiously waiting to see if there was an extra movie scene hidden at the end. 
She remembered a lot of stupid little things like that.
Alex broke the silence. “You are not alone, Sera. You have friends who care about you and they are your family, as far as I’m concerned. They supported you through everything the way that a family would. Your parents’ funeral was standing room only, do you remember? I can’t think of a single person from town who wasn’t there, whose heart didn’t break for you and Bellamy that day. You are loved more than you know, by more people than you even realize. You might be the only person who lives in this house, but you will never be alone.”
Seralynn lost the battle with tears fighting earnestly for their release. They pioneered glistening trails down her cheeks as Alex took her into his arms, hugging her body tightly to his own. She felt his warm breath in her hair as her chest shook with the deluge of raw emotion she tried so hard to contain over the years, and it came as a relief to finally let some of it out. To let someone in. 
She didn’t know how long he held her—only that when he was done, her tears had dried and she felt lighter than she had in a very long time. She wasn’t weightless, not by a long shot, but she greatly welcomed the respite just the same.
Alex looked into her eyes. “Do you want to go out and do something today? With me? Even if we just drove around listening to music with the windows down, it might be nice for you to just get out for a little while. Get some fresh air. We don’t even have to talk anymore if you don’t want to. You can just point and grunt if you see someplace you want to go.”
She hesitated before giving him an answer, something she hoped he wouldn’t read too much into. Seralynn wanted to go with him, she really did. Although she had been able to forget about her most pressing matters as soon as he arrived on her doorstep, she knew that she would be too preoccupied with the forest until she returned. 
She had to get back there. Today.
“Alex, I would, but I have something kind of important that I need to take care of and it really can’t wait.”
“Do you want some company? I don’t have any plans so I could come with you if you want me to.” 
He was hopeful at the idea and she felt terrible about having to let him down. Again. She seemed to have a knack for doing that, especially when it came to Alex.
Seralynn softly wrung her hands together as she thought of the right words to say. She’d always had a less-than-delicate touch when it came to dealing with people.
“It’s something very personal,” she began. “And before you ask me, I can’t tell you what it is. To be truthful, I’m not even sure about it yet, myself, but I’m hoping to find some answers that will shed some light on . . . things.”
She was moderately convinced that her ambiguous explanation wouldn’t outwardly
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