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Incense smoke drifted lazily through the store, softening all the edges in a thin haze. When one incense cone burned down, another was put in its place in the altar in the back of the store. The altar wasn’t dedicated to any one deity in particular, but whenever the shop was open, an incense was lit. 

When they’d started, Bowie Martin thought the scent was soothing and mystical. Previous retail and office jobs had just smelled like cleaner and whatever someone had microwaved in the break room, so the sandalwood and frankincense had been a welcome change. But after two years, it just smelled like work, clinging to their hair and clothes. They went home to their empty apartment—emptier now after their cat’s death—and the memory of work surrounded them. They didn’t mind, exactly. They liked their job. It just reminded them that they didn’t have much else to care about. 

Sometimes they wondered if ancient priests had the same problem, going home after a long day, linens permanently perfumed with sacred funeral rites.

Still, Eye of Newt was a good place to work. Bowie’s boss Donna usually played soothing New Age music (Tibetan bowls, windchimes, pan pipes, and other features of 90s late night CD commercials) but that was much better than a previous job’s constant use of Michael Bublé, for whom Bowie still held a small amount of resentment. When they closed or opened or, sometimes, when it was slow, Bowie and their coworker Hector took turns picking music. Bowie, predictably, preferred glam or classic rock, while Hector favored 90s pop and country divas. Both were perfectly happy with the other’s choices, and most importantly, none of it was Michael Bublé. 

Of course, now slow times were becoming more common, to the point that Bowie and Hector didn’t work together as much. Donna kept them both on staff for the moment, and tried to give them full-time hours, but Bowie had a feeling things would be cut back soon. Hector knew, too, but when they did see each other they seldom mentioned it, to each other or to Donna. 

The drop in business wasn’t all bad, though. Afternoons that they did work together meant that they could sit and talk over the voices of Whitney Houston or Ronnie James Dio. And other times, Bowie could take time to chat with the occasional customers instead of rushing through transactions. 

On the evening before Bowie’s life ended, it was actually a full house. Hector was working with them because Donna had expected a big delivery. Donna herself had been in her office all day, going over spreadsheets like a magician studying an ancient text, ever since a slim letter had arrived that morning from the strip mall’s newest owner. 

Bowie rang up a regular in the last few minutes before the store was scheduled to close. The regular, Elinor, claimed she was a spiritual TikTok influencer. Bowie wasn’t sure she influenced much, but they also didn’t ask. 

“I’ll miss this place if it shuts down,” said Elinor. “The nearest place I like is Milwaukee, and that’s too far and less personal.” 

“Yes, this is a nice store,” Bowie said lightly, resisting the desire to point out that they’d miss it more. 

But Elinor caught herself all the same and gave a sheepish laugh. “Of course it’d be worse for you,” she agreed. “Can you keep the citrine and the sodalite separate? I bought them for chakra alignment and I don’t want their energies to mingle too soon.” 

Bowie obediently began wrapping them in separate scraps of brown paper, which satisfied Elinor enough for her chakras. 

“I always like when you work, Bowie,” continued Elinor, leaning on the counter. “You seem very grounded. Sometimes I think you’re a skeptic, but you aren’t, not really. You’re open-minded, but there’s a sense of presence to you, more grounded than mystical. Your aura is very old, maybe that’s why.” 

“My skincare routine doesn’t do much for auras,” agreed Bowie. 

“I just mean you seem quite anchored,” said Elinor. “Solid. And yet very open to other things. I suppose that’s why you were called to work here.” 

Bowie worked at Eye of Newt because they enjoyed the benefits that came with employment, such as regular income, but they were certainly not going to say that. “I’ve always felt like there was more to life than just life,” they said, and that was true, too. “People all see it a different way, that’s all.” 

“Have you ever had any spiritual experiences yourself?” asked Elinor eagerly, as the clock ticked over to five PM and Hector crossed the room to turn around the open sign. “I mean, before working here. I’m sure you’ve had more since.” 

“Oh, of course,” Bowie said, and held out a bag for her to take. “You’re all set!” 

Elinor smiled, taking the bag. “I suppose everyone has,” she said. “Tarot readings at slumber parties, that sort of thing.” 

Bowie, who had not spent much of their childhood being invited to slumber parties and was not particularly fond of tarot, just smiled. “You know how it is,” they agreed. “Have a great night, okay?” 

This time Elinor got the hint, and waved to Bowie and Hector on her way out. The door jingled lightly as it opened and shut. 

“You’re a master of the non-answer,” said Hector, coming over to the cash wrap. 

He did not leave much room for Bowie, but that wasn’t his fault. Bowie themself wasn’t petite by any metric, but everything about Hector was huge. His height, his gym-honed muscles, his waist-length ponytail, and especially his enthusiasm. He would very proudly claim to anyone who asked (and to many who didn’t) that his wingspan was the same as a harpy eagle’s. He even had a harpy eagle tattooed on one massive bicep, its talons clutching a Colombian flag. He said it was easy to wear his heart on his sleeve with a self-themed tattoo, but he was so outgoing that Bowie was pretty sure he didn’t need the tattoo. 

“You’re a master of avoiding chatty customers at closing time,” Bowie replied. “Which is impressive, because I think you’d talk to anyone who stood still long enough.” 

He laughed. “I had to avoid her, though.” He switched the music over to his playlist. “She keeps trying to read my aura without permission.” 

“Well,” Bowie said, “stop flaunting your aura all over the place like some kind of aura-floozy. Anyway, she’s harmless.” 

“Only because you don’t believe in auras,” said Hector. “Do you believe in anything?” 

“I do,” said Bowie. “I didn’t lie when I told her I thought there was more to life than life. I just think people see it however they want to. Maybe none of it’s real, but I like to think maybe all of it’s real. In some way.” They started closing procedures on the cash register. 

“Oh,” said Hector. “I thought that was just you putting her off.” 

Bowie shrugged a little. “I believe in stuff. When Munkustrap died in January, I was sure I heard him for weeks. Still do, sometimes. I mean, it’s probably just normal apartment sounds, but sometimes it sounds like a cat. It could be a cat.” 

“You don’t do any religion or any spiritual practice or anything,” Hector pressed, sensing that Bowie was still sort of avoiding the topic. Or maybe he was just hoping for something more concrete and certain. “I’ve never even see you do tarot when you’re bored.” 

Bowie was quiet for a moment as they counted out cash. 

“I should do a reading for you now,” he said then, and stopped what he was doing to grab one of the sample decks off the shelf. 

“Well,” said Bowie.

“I don’t know why I’ve never read for you,” Hector said. “I do it all the time for myself and my roommates. I’ve even read for Donna. It’ll only take a second.” 

“I don’t really like having tarot read for me,” they said, and Hector slowed mid-shuffle. “That’s why I never do it.” 

“I thought it’s just never come up,” Hector admitted. “How come?” 

Bowie put the cash in the deposit bag. Too little cash. They thought again of Donna in the office, poring over spreadsheets and account books. “Honestly?” They glanced up at him. “Because it sort of creeps me out.” 

“Oh. Like an old religious thing?” he asked. “Were your parents the types who thought tarot was Satanic or whatever? My roommate’s parents were.” 

“No, not like that,” they answered, wondering vaguely if their mother had ever thought about the spiritual realm at any point in her life. “Honestly? I’ve had it read for me a few times. I even tried myself when I first started working here. And...it’s weird, but every single time I do, I get the Death card.” 

“Well, you know that’s not a bad card,” he said. “It just means change.” 

“I’ve had enough change,” said Bowie. “But that’s not the point. I’m not exaggerating, Hector. Every time.” They looked at him a moment, then sighed. They took off the bandanna they wore over their short bleached hair and ran their fingers through it, making it stick up at all angles. 

But Hector had started shuffling again, grinning at them, and they sighed. Might as well let him and get it over with, they decided, and gestured for him to continue. 

He drew a card, face-down, with a flourish. “Are you a betting man, Bowie?” 

“Please just show the card,” Bowie said, trying not to sound too terse.

“Okay, okay.” He turned it over. 

There it was. Death, looking up at Bowie like an old friend. Hector’s brows went up. 

“I didn’t get very far learning tarot,” Bowie admitted. “Learning cards seemed like a lot of work when I kept getting the same one over and over.” 

“Okay, that’s weird, but surely not every time. That’s like...confirmation bias.” He put the card back in the deck and shuffled. “Three card spread. I’ll do it properly this time.” 

Death, Wheel, Lovers. 

“Well,” he said. “Let me try another one.” 

Two of swords, Death. 

Six of swords, Death, knight of cups. 

“Okay.” Hector started stacking up the cards again, not paying attention to what he was doing, staring at Bowie. “I admit, that’s, uh, weird.” 

“Yeah,” Bowie said. “I noticed.” 

He fumbled as he stacked them, and a card fell out. He picked it up, stared at it, and put it back in the deck. 

Bowie didn’t ask what card had turned up. 

Donna emerged from the office then. Her crocheted shawl and silver curls were in disarray, like perhaps she’d been physically fighting the spreadsheets. Her pale face was lined, and her makeup had smudged to make the circles of her eyes even darker, but her smile was warm as always. “Why don’t you two clock out?” she asked. “I’ll close up. I want to check some inventory anyway.” 

“Sure,” said Bowie. “Register’s closed down, the deposit bag is in the safe when you’re ready for it.” 

“Thanks,” said Donna. “You two go on. Bowie, you’re scheduled for tomorrow?” 

“Yep,” Bowie said with a nod. 

“Don’t worry about the morning, just come in tomorrow afternoon,” Donna suggested, making it sound like a favor. 

Maybe the Death card was for the shop, thought Bowie grimly, but didn’t say anything. 

“Great!” they said instead, brightly. 

“You’re off tomorrow, right, Hector?” Donna edged her way around the cash wrap to finish up. “Any plans?” 

“Oh, you know,” Hector said, still frowning at the cards in his hand. “Nothing much. Roommates have been bugging me to watch Buffy so I think I might try it.” He put the cards down. “I guess we’d better go.” 

Bowie and Hector both got their things from the office. Neither spoke for a moment. Maybe the Death card didn’t really mean anything, but Donna’s expression did. 

When Bowie got their phone they discovered two missed calls, and immediately called back, still in the office, while Hector lingered nearby. 

“Hello, darling,” chirped her mother’s voice in her ear. “Wonderful news! I’m in town tonight.” 

“Tonight?” said Bowie, surprised. 

“That’s right. It was a bit last-minute. I tried to call you earlier but you didn’t answer.” 

“Well, I was, you know. Working.” They glanced up to see Hector still taking up the bulk of the doorway. “But you’re here? Why?” 

“Oh, darling, you know I like to see you when I’m in the state,” she said warmly. “I have an audition for a commercial in Milwaukee this week, so I thought I’d stop by Klausberg tonight and we could have dinner! Doesn’t that sound nice?” 

“Yes—yes, of course,” said Bowie. “Text me details, I’ll be there soon.” 

“Of course, darling, see you soon! Bye!” Their mom hung up without another word. 

“That was your mom?” asked Hector. 

“Uh-huh.” They glanced over their other messages and emails and tried to figure out if they’d have time to stop at home and tidy up. They couldn’t change their freckles or heavy frame, which their mother had eventually learned to accept, but if they showed up messy-haired and dressed for comfort, they would never hear the end of it. Then they registered that Hector had spoken and looked up. “Why?” 

“Just wondering,” he said. “Uh. You okay?” 

“Of course. Why?” 

He shrugged his big shoulders and held the office door. “I don’t know. I guess pulling a bunch of Death cards for someone made me feel weird.” 

“Yeah,” said Bowie with a laugh. “Now you know why I don’t do tarot. And yes, I know it doesn’t mean much.” 

“Do you?” he said. Bowie wasn’t sure how to answer that. “Have you thought about getting a new cat soon?” 

They opened the door to a cool evening. The sidewalk outside of Eye of Newt was thick with gray slush. When Bowie stepped into it, cold spread up their pant leg, making them grimace. 

“Sometime,” they said, shaking slush off their sneaker. “But I’m fine, Hector. Really. Why the concern?” 

The two of them stood outside the store for a moment, and Bowie breathed in the smell of fresh-baked bread from the sandwich shop next door, mingling with that perpetual smell of frankincense. 

“What do you mean?” he said. “We’re friends. Right?” 

“Well, of course,” said Bowie. Sure, they didn’t see each other outside of work, but they texted memes all the time. 

“So,” he said, “I’m concerned, as a friend.” He shoved his hands in his pockets, then sighed. “I’m not a good friend, I know. I keep to myself—and my roommates. But so do you.” 

Before Bowie could figure out what to say, or even what he was saying, the door to the sandwich shop opened. The owner poked his head out, white hair covered with a green and gold Green Bay Packers hat. 

“Bowie!” he said. “Can I get your usual started?” 

“Not today, Jim,” they said. Your usual. They hadn’t often frequented anywhere long enough to have a known usual. “I’m meeting someone for dinner.” 

“A date?” Jim asked. 

Bowie laughed. “Nope. Just my mom. But maybe tomorrow.” 

“Good,” said Jim. He smiled, but he glanced past Bowie to the empty parking lot. “I’ll watch for you. Don’t you forget, now, eh?” 

“Promise.” Jim slipped back in, leaving Bowie smiling. “Maybe you should go get a sandwich from him,” they suggested to Hector. 

“I would,” said Hector, “but my roommate’s making lasagna.” 

Hector seemed to have a good situation—him and his two roommates all cooked together, watched movies together, hung out constantly. Bowie knew it was very good fortune to be able to live alone as they did. Their last attempts at living with a partner a few years ago hadn’t gone very well. Bowie was pretty sure they were at their best when they were alone. 

But sometimes, they still imagined going home to someone who cared enough to make dinner. 

“Okay,” Bowie said. “Anyway, look, don’t worry about the card thing. That’s the issue, right? But I always get that. It’s weird and that’s why I don’t read it, but I don’t think it’s like...a bad omen or anything.” 

“Of course not,” Hector agreed. “Well, have fun with your mom.” 

Bowie wondered what that was like, too, but just smiled. “Sure. See you later.” They started digging their phone out as they headed into the empty parking lot, checking their texts to see what restaurant their mother had chosen. 

Their mind was everywhere else, though. They tried not to think about tarot. Hector’s concern for them. Donna’s face when the new owner increased the rent. Their late cat, who they missed fiercely, too fiercely to really entertain the idea of another cat just yet. Wondering where to move next when this job ended someday. Their mind was whirling, but over that, the image of the Death card, over and over, kept rising to the surface like a body in a lake. 

They never saw the black sedan coming. 

They didn’t even feel it hit them. 
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Bowie woke somewhere new. 

And somewhere very old. 

“Oh,” they said softly. Their voice was faint, wondering, as they looked around at the familiar place they had forgotten their whole life. 

The ground was thick and gray—not slush, or incense smoke, but a dense fog that whirled around their ankles like a friendly cat, and then it was a friendly cat. Munkustrap purred, pressing against their shins, tail wrapping around their calf, just as he always did whenever they arrived home after a long day.

“Munkustrap!” they exclaimed, bending to pet him. His fur was wispy-cool in their fingers, not the warm fluff it had been in life, but it was still him. 

“He’s been waiting for you,” said a voice. 

Bowie had never, in 35 years, heard that voice. But they knew it. They knew it like they knew the sound of their own breathing, like they knew the taste of water and the feeling of sun on their skin. 

They lifted their eyes from Munkustrap’s ecstatic feline affection to find him there. “It’s you,” they breathed, and took a step, over Munkustrap, sending up swirls of charcoal fog. 

He looked as he always did, here in this Place Between. He held a lantern in one hand, casting golden light in a circle near him, not quite reaching Bowie. Behind him stood a tall, wrought-iron gate. Several gates, in fact, all in a row, a wall of gates and doorways, thresholds to step through, left and right, as far as the eye could see. 

There were no physical forms here. Bowie knew that, from all their previous visits before they had been Bowie. But they also knew that the human mind couldn’t quite handle that. Even in death, it created. And so to Bowie, Munkustrap was a slim, fluffy gray cat; and their hand petting him was a hand, freckled, with bitten nails; and before them stood a Sentry in the shape of a man. 

“It’s me,” he agreed, and gave them a smile. 

And maybe in reality he didn’t have an angular, golden-brown face and a long, lean shape in its flowing shirt and pants. Maybe in reality he didn’t have that silver-dark beard and a head of curls that demanded fingers in them. Maybe in reality his smile was not wide, brighter than the lantern he held, lighting up light brown eyes with its own golden glow. But that’s what Bowie saw, and that’s what made Bowie’s heart leap in recognition. 

“What happened this time?” they asked. 

Because here, their soul in this in-between place, they could remember. Memories of lives, stretching back, hundreds of years. People Bowie had once been. People who had lived, people who had experienced and existed. People who had died. 

And each time they were led through this place by the Sentry before them. Always him, ever since the first death. He would never let another Sentry reach them before he could. That was the only jealousy he could or would ever exhibit. He didn’t care who they loved in life, didn’t demand faithfulness to a Sentry they couldn’t remember. But in death, he always guided them, as slowly as he could, onward to the next life. 

“You were hit by a car,” said Sentry Zed. “But you aren’t here for good.” His voice was soft, rough, earnest. Familiar, achingly familiar. 

“I never am,” Bowie said, and maybe they didn’t truly have a throat in this place, but it ached all the same with tears they weren’t sure they could shed. 

It wasn’t fair, the way this happened. Snatches of time together, nothing more and nothing less. And in between, an existence built on loneliness. 

Interrupting their thoughts, Munkustrap bounded over to Zed and started batting at his bootlaces. Despite themself, Bowie let out a laugh. 

Zed laughed as well and reached down to pet the cat. “He’s been waiting for you, just as I have,” he said. His voice held no resentment, for all that Bowie kept him waiting, just pleasure at their presence. “He’s been good company for me. But no, it’s not like other times, sweetheart.” He looked up at them again, and the smile faded from his mouth, though he still held it in his eyes. “You aren’t dead. Your soul just doesn’t know that yet.”

“The hell does that mean?” they asked, and made him laugh again. This Sentry, this guide to the dead, laughed so easily. 

That sweet, unguarded laugh had made them fall before, so many lifetimes ago. And in their lives some part of them always wanted it, without knowing what they were wanting. Sometimes they could almost hear it, like an ear straining for notes of music just a little too far away. Hadn’t Bowie just told someone that they knew there was more to life than life? Now, here, where they remembered everything, they knew why. 

“It means,” he said, “in a moment you’ll go back to your current life. And you’ll forget you were here—for a long time, I hope. You’ll have a full life, and you’ll come back to tell me about it, just like you always do.”

“Yeah,” said Bowie, softly. But then anger fizzled in their chest, or whatever spiritual construct they had that sure felt like a chest. “Yeah.” This time their voice was bitter. “And we’ll have a little time together, and then it happens again. I’m born again and I forget you.” 

He set down the lantern, came closer, and caught Bowie’s hand in his. His was cool, as everything was here, without the warmth of life, but it felt solid in the way nothing else did. 

Bowie spent each lifetime missing that solidity. Missing that laugh. Missing that earnest affection. They never knew what they were missing, just that they were. They lived
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