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    First Edition


Chapter 10

	One ordinary afternoon, Beckett came out of his study and walked straight into the kitchen and took the kitchen knife out of my hand.

	He looked at me with a hatred I had never seen in him.

	He set the blade against my throat. The cold of it went through every nerve.

	I closed my eyes. I didn't fight.

	*This is your fault,* I told myself.

	"You know how to be scared too?" His voice was low. It belonged to something that wasn't him.

	I didn't dare breathe.

	He moved me — left hand at my throat, right hand holding the knife — out of the kitchen.

	I pulled at his arm. He was so much stronger than I was. None of it did anything.

	He took me into his study and held the knife up to the monitor and said things to me — technical, work-related, none of it making sense to me.

	I scanned the room. There was a half-empty pack of cigarettes on the desk. A wastebasket with ash and water in it. A keyboard that had been snapped in half.

	What kind of project drove a man to this?

	"Beck. It's me. It's Lila."

	He laughed at me. He brought the knife down on the screen. The crash made me scream.

	"Lila. I'm so tired."

	The shift was instant. His arms released me and he sank against my back. He pressed his face into my shoulder.

	He sobbed.

	I had never seen him let himself be that small.

	In

	
	
	
	
	
	

Chapter 13

	After the divorce in the first life, I had moved home.

	My father had died two years before of lung cancer. After I'd married, my mother had been living alone.

	Beckett's mother had not liked me, so on the holidays I went home and he went home and we did not share each other's families.

	When I came back to her bruised and worn out, my mother cried for a long time.

	She traced the marks on my arm with her rough fingers. Her tears went heavy onto the back of my hand.

	"My Lila. My girl. I held you in the palm of my hand. How did your life come to this?"

	We held each other and cried.

	As a child she had never once hit me. The worst I had ever gotten was a stretch of kneeling in front of the family shrine to think about what I'd done.

	I never thought marrying Beckett would mean this.


Chapter 14

	I had thought, after the divorce, that things would get better.

	I was wrong.

	I left work one evening. Beckett was outside the office. He bundled me into the passenger seat of his car. He locked the doors.

	I pounded on the windows.

	He drove me out to the outskirts. Empty land.

	He tied me into the passenger seat with rope. He opened the engine.

	He dropped a lighter.

	The explosion took the windshield out. A piece of glass went into my face. The wound bled fast.

	He came toward me through the fire, his face already burned away. He held me.

	"Lila. Next life. We'll be married again. We'll never be apart."

	I felt the heat reach my dress.

	I watched myself end.

	The pain was beyond anything I could describe.

	I asked myself, again and again, *what did I do wrong?*

	I hadn't done anything wrong.

	In this second life I was going to stay far away from him. As far as it took.

	My brushes became my way out. The dark fairy-tale paintings I'd been making — when they started getting attention, I knew there were thousands of women out there exactly like me.

	Trapped in something they couldn't get out of.

	What looks like a fairy tale from the outside is a thicket of thorns.

	What looks like heaven from the outside is, from the inside, hell.


Chapter 15

	I drifted through a lecture. The professor called on me, and I had no answer. My roommates tried to mouth the words to me. I couldn't read them.

	The professor sighed and told me to copy out the key points ten times and bring them to her after class.

	"Thank you, Professor." I pushed my chair back. My legs were shaking.

	The shaking knocked the cup off the edge of my desk. It rolled down the aisle.

	The classroom went quiet.

	The professor lowered her glasses and looked at me. "Lila. What is it today?"

	She had always liked my work. She always checked in.

	She came over.

	Kindness, sometimes, breaks you. I gripped her sleeve and cried.

	I had never cried in a classroom before.

	In the hallway, on the way to the next room, I tripped on a step and went down. My palm scraped open.

	"Lila — go home. Skip the rest of the day." Pippa was almost crying for me.

	I shook my head. I dusted off my palm. I picked up my book.

	I told myself, *this is the last time you cry for Beckett. After this — no more.*

	I drew a long breath and walked into the building.


Chapter 16

	After class, Pippa produced ointment from somewhere. The palm of my hand was hugely swollen.

	The first layer of paper had stuck to the wound. When she pulled it off with tweezers, I broke into a cold sweat.

	"That's better. If it hurts, you yell. You cry. Girls don't cry for themselves anymore? Just for boys?"

	Pippa was lecturing me, even though I knew exactly how many times she had cried over her own boyfriend.

	When she'd finished, she sighed. "You finally look like a real person again. You've got texture."

	"Have I changed that much?" I said, sniffling.

	"You used to be like one of those expressionless characters. Now you cry. That's huge progress. I thought you were stone. Turns out you're just very fragile."

	She leaned back to make a point and the chair tipped backward and she went over.

	The class snapped around to look.

	I almost couldn't breathe from laughing. I helped her up.

	The professor let us move to better seats.

	"Honestly. Karma," Pippa wheezed. "I shouldn't have made fun of you."

	Walking her back to the dorm, she wouldn't lean back in her chair. *Once bitten,* we all teased her.

	After the laughter, she proposed a summer trip. Did we want to go.

	I checked my phone. Beckett had sent me a new message.

	*Will you only stop being unhappy when I'm dead?*

	I opened his profile and tapped *block.* I deleted the message thread.

	I muttered, "*Drama queen.*"

	"Sure. Where?" I joined the trip conversation. The image of Pippa unable to lean back was still making me grin.

	The others said I looked lighter for having cried. They proposed beating me up regularly so I'd cry more.

	I pretended to be terrified. They were dying laughing.

	"How about Disneyland?" Pippa pivoted.

	"Yes! The happiest place on earth!" I shot my hand up — and slapped it down on the desk, opening the scrape.

	I yelped. They roared with laughter.

	It was rare to have a moment like this.


Chapter 17

	The semester ended. The four of us bought tickets and went to Disneyland.

	Just before we got on the roller coaster, Pippa's boyfriend called. We had to wait for her.

	She had drifted further and further down the line and into a separate part of the park.

	When she came back, her face was off. She wanted to say something to me, but the safety bars were already down.

	She got it out as the coaster started moving.

	She wasn't shaking from the fear of the ride. She was shaking from something else.

	She said, "Lila — Beckett jumped."

	The coaster rolled into the first drop.

	My heart went down with it. My hands locked on the bar.

	So he had meant it.

	Was I happy.

	The coaster dropped. The wind tore through the past in front of my eyes.

	When we got off, I threw up over a trash can. My face was hot and wet. My throat kept heaving.

	"Lila. Wipe your mouth." Pippa handed me water.

	I saw the water bottle and I broke.

	I had sworn to myself I wouldn't cry for Beckett anymore.

	But the news had cut me. Even pity is grief.

	"Lila. Don't cry. Don't cry. You can't cry at the happiest place on earth." Pippa's voice was so thick the sentence barely held.

	"Pippa. Am I terrible?"

	She didn't answer. She helped me to a bench.

	People walked past. A mother near us had a small boy who was crying because he was afraid of the coaster.

	She finally lost her patience and told him, "Don't make me hit you at the happiest place on earth."

	The boy stopped crying instantly and let her lead him to the line.

	I couldn't get mine to stop.

	Pippa took both my hands and said it carefully. "Lila. You did nothing wrong. People are allowed to say *no.* I don't know everything that happened between you and Beckett. But I know being around him made you smaller. You started to look like an outline of yourself when he was near you. You don't owe him a different version of you. You are allowed to just be a happy Lila."

	I cried into her shoulder.

	She was right.

	I could be a happy Lila.


Chapter 18

	I heard about Beckett afterward in the way you hear about things. He survived. He hadn't come back, though. His mind hadn't.

	After I graduated, I went to see him a few times. He would startle when he saw me, and apologize, again and again.

	His mother told me to set it down. That she didn't blame me. That she would rather he stay where he was now than become his father.

	The last time I saw him was at a clinic. I had brought my own father in for a checkup. From across the entryway, I looked at Beckett.

	He was holding a photo. The smile on his face was empty and shining.

	His lips moved.

	I think he was saying my name.
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