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Francis woke up to the sound of her alarm going off, something that happened at exactly seven a.m. every morning.

She took a deep breath and started her day. When Francis looked in the mirror at herself, she always saw the familiar face staring back at her. Like many of the other people in this town, Francis was starting to forget.

They forgot simple things, like their lives, before all of this happened. Francis forgot what her husband’s face looked like and the names of her kids. She taught a class in high school but couldn’t remember her profession before she was cloned before her original body had been torn apart piece by piece.

Francis was starting to like the other faculty members, people she was beginning to call by their names instead of nodding her head. Even though they could hear each other’s thoughts and feel what they felt, they had all decided not to talk out loud to each other.

Talking out loud made the process of the huge lie become a reality. Sure, they talked about regular stuff, like work and lake life, while they were in large groups, but that’s what they were programmed to do. No, they never talked about their new lives, the fake lives they had been given.

Francis started to wonder if her husband walked by her when she was in the grocery store. Would she recognize him? They all wondered why whoever had done this to them hadn’t just erased all their memories, but it was starting to become clear to all of them: This was the reason they hadn’t done it. They wanted the clones to forget on their own.

“Hey,” Francis grinned as Hank came into her classroom.

Another thing that was happening to Francis was that she was starting to look forward to seeing Hank. Although she could feel that he hated being around his brothers, on the outside, it was happening to him.

“Thought I would pop in and bring you lunch,” Hank grinned.

“Very thoughtful,” Francis smiled.

She stood up from her desk as he put her favorite dish down. They hugged and then kissed.

When the people who controlled their lives first introduced Hank and Francis, she hated kissing Hank. She hated how his hand always wrapped around her and touched her lower back, and she hated the way his lips felt on hers, but now she craved it.

Francis, the real Francis, was fading away, and this new Francis was taking over. She used to hate walking the halls of this school and seeing the children and their parents. She hated her headmaster, and she remembered why she hated him.

Luke used to be her neighbor. The two used to argue all the time about his loud truck, his dog always laying waste in their front yard, and her husband, her husband.

Francis stopped. ‘No!’ she thought as she stood still in the hallway. His name, her husband’s name, was gone. Francis frantically rushed to the women’s restroom.

She washed water over her face. “Please remember,” she frantically told herself. “Please!” she looked at her wedding finger, which was the first thing they took. There was no sign of the wedding ring.

Francis was hyperventilating. ‘I have to remember!’ she told herself.

“Forget it love,” an elderly lady came into the restroom.

All the clones in the building could hear Francis’s thoughts. “We are losing,” the lady said.

“No!” Francis yelled. “I won’t become who they want me to be!”

Francis could hear others talking in her head. They were also scared. They were all fighting back, but they were losing the battle.

Even if they did the worst to themselves, they would return the next morning or within hours. Francis had jumped off the bridge into the lake numerous times, and she always woke up in her bed at seven o’clock, no matter what she did or how many times she tried to end it.

“It has to stop,” Francis said. “I have to remember!”

“I barely remember my life,” the elderly lady shrugged. “Whoever did this to us, they knew what they were doing.”

Francis sank to the floor. She had been fighting for so long, and she, like everyone else, didn’t even know why this was done to them or if they were the only ones.

People from out of the town were not affected, so why did these people or beings choose them?

“I am starting to fall for him,” Francis said as she looked up at the woman. “The guy they are pushing me to like, the out of towner.”

“We know,” the lady said.

Just like everything else, all the experiences and memories were shared. Looking into the eyes of the woman before her, Francis knew she was struggling to hold onto her old life. Francis saw glimpses of it: She had owned a pet store and lived a great life in a nice house.

“I liked your store,” Francis stood up slowly. “My sons wanted to buy a dog.”

“I remember,” the lady said. “They wanted the golden lab...”

Immediately, they stopped talking. The blue light in their eyes indicated that whoever it was had remotely taken over.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Francis awoke to find herself in her car and outside the newly remodeled Pump House. The brothers had decided to keep the old bar's name in memory of their grandfather.

The remodeling made the place look brand new, and people were already coming by to get a drink.

Francis tried to remember driving here or the last conversation she had, but she couldn’t. She remembered Hank coming by to bring her lunch, but that was hours ago.

The sun was already going down.

Francis took a deep breath, something she was getting used to doing when they took over or made her do something she didn’t want to do. “Alright,” she said as she got out of the car.

“Hey!” Hank greeted her at the door.

“Hi,” Francis said as she walked inside. “It looks great!”

“Thanks,” Hank held her hand and gave her a tour of the new bar.

His brothers were all around the place, making sure drinks were full, and food orders were taken to the table.

“Who did you get as a cook?” Francis asked as she sat at the bar.

“The diner’s new cook,” Gregg smiled. “We stole her!”

“Right,” Francis said.

Like everyone else, she knew that the new cook was an out-of-towner who had been reprogrammed. They didn’t know much about her, but that would soon change. Francis could already feel the woman’s memories pouring into the collective mind. Soon, they would know everything about her old life, but eventually, it would slip away as she became one of them.

That was how it was done. The moment the memories were shared, they became diluted. The feelings for Hank came from his old teacher, and the feelings for enjoying teaching and seeing kids came from any number of real teachers in the town.

It was like pouring sugar into water; eventually, no one could separate the sugar from the water. Somewhere in this town, a woman was falling for Francis’s husband, and he was falling for her.

“I don’t really want to be here,” Francis said as the night dragged on. No one wanted to be here; they were all going through the motions.

Francis knew Hank hated his brothers, he didn’t like his mom for dying on them, and he didn’t want her in their lives.

Sure, Hank had a crush on her in high school, and they dated, but that was many years ago. The feelings had passed. Why were these people or things trying to push them back together, making them change everything about their lives, and why wouldn’t they let all of the townspeople die in peace?

Everyone wanted to be released from these fake bodies. Francis remembered breaking one of her legs in high school, and it didn’t heal right, so she limped constantly. Now, it was perfectly healed, and she could walk perfectly.

There were times when they let her do what she wanted, just a few moments before they turned off the lights and put their toys to sleep. In those moments, Francis still limped, not because her leg hurt, but because that’s what she remembered.

There were nights when the whole town woke up from the same nightmare at the same time. The sound of machines tearing their old bodies apart and the sound of their inside dropping into containers to be used and recycled repeatedly to form these new bodies.

It was the reason the town was still open to outsiders; they needed the body parts and the fluids. Some of the people went missing only to be turned loose and sent back into the world, not knowing
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