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Oliver

June 29, 1962

Woodport

Accident

We had been spending time with John, Maya, Jennifer, and John's parents at their cabin in Woodport, and the morning had started beautifully. The sun was already high enough to warm the yard around the cottage, and the scent of pine trees drifted through the open windows. Inside, Birgit had prepared breakfast for all of us, and we gathered around the table, eating and talking while trying to decide what we should do with the day ahead. As was often the case, everyone had a different idea. 

Maya suggested that we should go swimming. The weather was certainly warm enough for it, but for some reason, the suggestion failed to excite the rest of us. Perhaps we had spent too many days near the water already, or perhaps we were looking for something that felt more adventurous. Whatever the reason, our enthusiasm was limited.

Jennifer then suggested that we visit the nearby cave. The reaction was immediate. The cave had always held a certain fascination for us. We had explored it many times before, and although there was nothing truly dangerous about it, it always felt mysterious to a group of children. The shadows inside seemed deeper than they really were, and every visit felt like the beginning of a new adventure.

Maya immediately expressed her doubts. She never liked the cave. Ever since we had first discovered it, she had worried that something unpleasant might happen there. Yet despite her concerns, she almost always came with us. John had a remarkable ability to convince people to join whatever plan he happened to have in mind, and Maya was no exception. More often than not, once the adventure began, she forgot her fears and enjoyed herself as much as the rest of us.

After breakfast, we headed to the storage building and brought out our bicycles. While we were getting ready, John went to tell his parents where we were going. They always liked to know where we were spending the day, especially when our plans took us into the woods.

The cave was only about a kilometer away, but at that age, it felt much farther. The first part of the journey followed a dirt road that climbed gently uphill. The morning air was warm, and our bicycle tires kicked up small clouds of dust as we rode. After a while, the road gave way to a narrower forest path that wound between the trees. Sunlight filtered through the branches overhead, creating shifting patterns of light across the ground in front of us.

It was the kind of journey that felt completely ordinary at the time, yet years later, it remains surprisingly easy to remember. We were a close-knit group, and the days we spent at John's parents' cabin always seemed more exciting than anything we could find in the city. Every path through the woods felt worth exploring, and every day seemed to contain the possibility of a new adventure.

When we finally arrived at the cave, John was the first to suggest a game of hide-and-seek. He immediately volunteered to be the seeker and walked over to the rock wall to begin counting. The rest of us wasted no time. The moment John turned his back, we scattered in different directions, each of us searching for the perfect hiding place.

Maya was the calmest and most determined of us, and even during a simple game of hide-and-seek, she never rushed into anything. While the rest of us ran off almost immediately, Maya paused for a moment and carefully looked around, considering her options before choosing where to go. Only when John had already counted to five did she finally start running. I never saw where Maya or Jennifer went. I already knew exactly where I wanted to hide.

Inside the cave, there was a smaller chamber with a rock shelf that none of the others liked to climb onto. It was not especially high, but it felt that way to us as children, and the climb itself was awkward enough to discourage anyone from trying. That made it the perfect hiding place in my mind. I headed straight for the cave, made my way into the smaller chamber, and climbed onto the shelf. Sitting there above the cave floor, I felt certain that nobody would find me.

The cave was cool and quiet compared to the warmth outside. Only faint sounds reached me from the entrance, and for a moment, I was convinced that I had chosen the best hiding place possible. That confidence disappeared surprisingly quickly.

It was not long before I saw John enter the smaller chamber and immediately announce that he had found me. I remember lifting my head in complete confusion. There was no possible way he could actually see me from where he was standing. The shelf was hidden from view, and I was certain that I had remained completely unnoticed. Yet somehow I still revealed myself.

John immediately started laughing and informed me that I had been caught. Looking back now, I still find it difficult to understand how often that trick worked on me. He had probably used the same trick dozens of times before, and every single time, I promised myself I would not fall for it again. Somehow, I always did.

At the time, I thought it was completely unfair. I was genuinely annoyed, both at John and at the situation itself. Years later, however, I see it differently. John already possessed a talent for finding the simplest solution to any problem. While the rest of us focused on where people might actually be hiding, John focused on how to make them reveal themselves.

Still irritated, I climbed down from the shelf and joined him. Together, we started walking back toward the cave entrance. Before we had even left the cave, John decided to try the same trick again. This time, Jennifer became the victim.

John announced that he had found her, and almost immediately Jennifer stood up from behind a rock near the entrance. The suspicious expression on her face made it obvious that she knew something was not quite right. She could not understand how John could have seen her through solid rock. John, naturally, did not explain at all. The more confused Jennifer became, the more amused he seemed.

When she joined us, I explained exactly what had happened. Rather than making her feel better, the explanation only confirmed that she had been fooled in the same way I had. Encouraged by his success, John tried once more and declared that he had found Maya as well. Nothing happened. He waited, still nothing. Maya remained hidden.

John looked around the clearing, laughed, and shook his head. Unlike Jennifer and me, Maya rarely fell for tricks like that. She was too patient. While the rest of us reacted immediately, Maya preferred to wait and make sure of things first.

Realizing that deception was not going to work, John finally began searching properly. He wandered between the trees, looked behind rocks, and checked every hiding place he could think of. The longer he searched without success, the more determined he seemed to become.

After a while, I noticed movement near the edge of the forest. While John was searching in the opposite direction, Maya quietly made her way back toward the cave. Jennifer noticed her at almost the same moment I did, and we both watched in silence as Maya disappeared inside.

A short time later, John returned and asked whether either of us had seen her. We naturally denied knowing anything about her whereabouts. Judging by the look he gave us, he clearly did not believe a word of it, but he had no way to prove otherwise. Eventually, he turned and headed toward the cave. For a few moments, everything was quiet. Then a scream suddenly echoed from inside the cave. A second scream followed almost immediately. 

The next thing we saw was Maya bursting out of the cave entrance at full speed, screaming and laughing at the same time. A moment later, John came charging after her, roaring dramatically as he ran. Whatever game they had invented inside the cave had clearly become far more exciting than the original game of hide-and-seek. Jennifer and I could do little more than laugh as we watched them race across the clearing.

Maya came running back to us and immediately moved closer to Jennifer. She was clearly upset and thought John had gone too far once again. Maya had never liked being frightened, and although she usually calmed down quickly, she was not impressed by John's latest attempt at entertainment.

A moment later, John appeared from the cave, still looking far too pleased with himself. Even then, he understood that he had probably pushed things a little too far. He apologized to Maya and tried to explain that he had only been joking. Maya listened to him with an expression that made it clear she was not entirely convinced. For a moment, she looked genuinely angry, but like most childhood arguments, the disagreement slowly began to fade as quickly as it had appeared.

Before long, Maya's attention had already shifted elsewhere. She wanted to know what we should do next. Jennifer and Maya started walking toward the woods, and John and I followed them. As we wandered through the clearing, we suggested different games and ideas, but none of them seemed good enough. Every suggestion was quickly rejected for one reason or another. Looking back now, I think none of us really knew what we wanted to do. We were enjoying being together and searching for the next adventure that would fill the day. Eventually, Jennifer suggested a running race.

The race would begin in a nearby forest clearing and end inside the smaller chamber of the cave. The idea immediately sounded better than anything else we had discussed. We looked at one another for a moment before agreeing.

Competition was a natural part of our friendship. It seemed as though every day included some race, challenge, or contest. Yet there was never any bitterness attached to it. Whoever won was congratulated, and by the next day, somebody else usually won instead. None of us stayed on top for very long. Looking back now, I think that was one of the reasons we remained such close friends.

We made our way to the clearing and took our places. The morning sun still shone brightly above the trees, and the warm summer air carried the scent of pine and dry earth through the forest. Excitement built quickly as we waited for the signal to start.

Jennifer counted us down, and the moment she gave the signal, all four of us burst forward. John immediately took the lead. He hated losing and ran with the determination of someone who had already decided he was going to win. I stayed close behind him as we crossed the clearing and followed the familiar path toward the cave. Maya and Jennifer chased after us, their footsteps echoing through the trees as the race gathered speed.

When the cave entrance finally came into view, I found one last burst of energy. Just before we reached it, I surged past John and slipped into first place. The victory felt enormous. Without even glancing back, I raced into the cool darkness of the cave and headed straight for the smaller chamber.

By the time I reached it, excitement had completely taken over. I shouted in triumph and hurried toward the rock shelf that jutted from the wall. The shelf had always fascinated me. None of the others cared much for climbing onto it, which only made it more appealing in my eyes. Standing there always gave me a sense of accomplishment, as though I had reached a place that belonged to me alone.

I scrambled up onto the shelf and looked down. John had just arrived below me, clearly frustrated that he had lost the race after leading for so long. A moment later, Jennifer and Maya entered the chamber as well. Their attention was enough to fuel my excitement even further. Like many twelve-year-old boys, I enjoyed being noticed, and in that moment I felt proud of both my victory and my perch above everyone else. I waved my arms, laughed, and celebrated far more dramatically than the occasion deserved.

Then, in the middle of my performance, I felt my foot slide. At first, it seemed impossible. I tried to correct my balance instinctively, shifting my weight and reaching for stability, but the rock beneath me was already gone. Suddenly, I was falling.

My hand shot toward the edge of the shelf, searching desperately for something to grab. For an instant, my fingers brushed against the stone, but there was nothing solid to hold on to. The chamber seemed to tilt around me as I dropped.

The fall lasted only a moment, yet it felt strangely stretched out. I remember seeing the faces below me, feeling the rush of air, and realizing with growing certainty that I could not stop what was happening. Then I hit the ground. A sharp burst of pain tore through me, overwhelming every other sensation. And then my world went dark.

That was the moment when I disappeared from the world I had known for twelve years and found myself in another one. When I opened my eyes again, I was lying on soft grass.

For a while, I remained where I was, staring up at the clear sky and trying to make sense of what had happened. The air felt warm against my skin, carrying a quiet stillness that seemed almost unreal. What struck me most was the absence of pain. Only moments earlier, I had been falling, yet now every ache had vanished so completely that it felt as though the accident had never happened at all. I slowly pushed myself upright and looked around. 

The place felt oddly familiar, though I knew I had never seen it before. It was as if I had stepped into a memory that did not belong to me. Everything appeared peaceful, wrapped in a calmness that should have been comforting, yet beneath it lingered a faint sense that something was not quite right.

An endless meadow stretched away in every direction, its green surface rippling gently beneath a breeze so light I could barely feel it. Beyond the distant horizon, there seemed to be nothing at all. Now and then, I thought I heard sounds drifting from somewhere far away. They reminded me of a jungle alive with birds and movement, but whenever I listened more carefully, all I could see was the empty meadow surrounding me.

I rose to my feet and stood there for a moment, uncertain of what to do next. Then I heard what sounded like my mother's voice. The sound was faint, almost lost in the distance, yet it reached me with startling clarity. For an instant, I was convinced she was nearby. Along with the voice came the familiar scent of her perfume, so recognizable that it stirred something deep inside me before I even had time to think. I turned quickly, expecting to see her. There was no one there. Instead, my gaze settled on a solitary stone standing alone in the meadow.

The sight immediately felt wrong. Nothing surrounded it, no path leading to it, no fence, no sign that anyone had ever visited the place. Yet it stood upright with such purpose that it seemed impossible to believe it had arrived there by chance. A feeling of unease crept over me as I began walking toward it.

The grass brushed softly against my legs while the stone grew larger with every step. The closer I came, the stronger the feeling became. By the time I reached it, I already knew it was not an ordinary rock. It was a gravestone. My confusion deepened as I looked at the inscription carved into its surface.

The name engraved there was mine. Oliver Parker Jones. Beneath it was my date of birth. June 2, 1950.

I stared at the words, unable to understand what I was seeing. My thoughts drifted back to the cave. Only moments earlier, I had been racing through the darkness with my friends. I remembered climbing onto the rock shelf, losing my footing, and falling. Yet somehow I was now standing in a silent meadow, looking at a gravestone bearing my own name.

The realization sent a chill through me. I called out for my mother and father, hoping to hear a reply. Nothing answered. I shouted again, louder this time, but the meadow remained silent. The memory of my mother's voice still lingered in my mind, as vivid as the scent of her perfume, making the emptiness around me feel even more unsettling.

Unsure of what else to do, I looked around once more. Only then did I notice something that had not seemed to be there before. Behind me stood a line of trees and bushes, and between them ran a narrow path disappearing into the distance. It offered the only direction available, so after one last glance at the gravestone, I began to follow it.

The path wound through the trees, carrying me farther and farther from the meadow until it vanished completely behind me. After what felt like a long walk, the landscape suddenly opened up.

I found myself standing at the edge of a beach. The shoreline stretched endlessly in both directions, untouched and pristine. Beyond it lay water so brilliantly turquoise that it hardly seemed real. Gentle waves rolled lazily onto the sand, and farther out, a wooden pier extended across the calm surface of the sea.

Something about the scene drew me forward. As I crossed the sand, I became aware of a strange tingling sensation in my legs. I had not noticed it before, but now it seemed impossible to ignore. For reasons I could not explain, I felt certain that the water would help.

I stepped into the sea and continued until the water surrounded me. It was pleasantly warm. Small ripples moved around my body while I stood there, letting the gentle motion wash over me. Gradually, the tingling began to fade. The discomfort weakened little by little until it disappeared altogether. For the first time since arriving in that strange place, I felt a sense of relief. I remained standing in the calm water, looking back toward the beach and the endless landscape beyond it, still searching for some explanation of where I was and how I had come to be there.

Standing on the pier, I looked out across the landscape. The beach stretched along the shoreline, bordered by calm water on one side and dense forest on the other. Everything before me felt strangely familiar, though I could not understand why. It was not the certainty that comes with recognizing a place, but something far more elusive, a faint impression, like the lingering trace of a dream that fades the harder you try to remember it. The longer I stood there taking in the view, the stronger that feeling became, yet no answer surfaced, no matter how deeply I searched my memory. It was in that moment that I first realized something was terribly wrong.

Until then, I had been so focused on my surroundings that I had barely considered my own thoughts. When I finally turned my attention inward and searched for an explanation, I discovered how little remained. I could still hear my mother's voice as clearly as if she had spoken only moments ago, and I could remember the familiar scent of her perfume, but when I tried to picture her face, I found only emptiness.

A chill ran through me. Again and again, I reached for some image of her, some detail that would prove she was still there in my memory, but every attempt ended the same way. I knew who she was. I knew how much she meant to me. I knew I had heard her voice not long before. Yet somehow the memory of her face had vanished completely, leaving behind a hollow space where it should have been.

The realization hit me with overwhelming force. My legs gave way, and I sank onto the wooden planks of the pier. Tears welled up before I could stop them. Fear, confusion, and loneliness crashed together inside me, leaving me feeling utterly lost. I did not know where I was. My parents were nowhere to be found. Worst of all, even my own memories seemed to be slipping away, disappearing one piece at a time while I stood helplessly by.

I do not know how long I remained there. Eventually, the intensity of my emotions began to fade. My breathing steadied, the tears slowed, and little by little I regained enough control to think clearly again. After wiping my eyes, I looked around once more and understood that remaining on the pier would accomplish nothing. If I wanted answers, I would have to find them myself.

As I scanned the area, I noticed another path near the edge of the forest. It wound between the trees and disappeared into the shadows beyond. With nowhere else to go, I followed it.

The trail carried me deeper into the woods, and as I walked, the landscape gradually changed around me. The sounds of the shore faded behind me, replaced by the quiet rustling of leaves overhead. After some time, the trees opened enough to reveal a familiar rock wall rising from the earth ahead.

I stopped immediately. Despite the gaps in my memory, I knew that place. The certainty came from somewhere deeper than conscious thought. I could not explain how I recognized it, yet there was no doubt in my mind that I had stood there before. As I stared at the weathered stone, fragments of forgotten memories began to stir. I could almost see children playing there. There had been four of us, two girls, another boy, and me. The knowledge felt solid and undeniable, but every detail surrounding it remained frustratingly out of reach whenever I tried to remember names or faces; the memories dissolved before I could grasp them.

Still, one memory remained stronger than the others. There was a cave hidden within that rock wall. Without fully understanding why, I began walking toward it. The entrance appeared exactly where I expected it to be, tucked into the stone as though it had been waiting for me all along. When I reached it, I paused and stared into the darkness beyond. An uneasy feeling settled over me.

The cave felt familiar in a way that was impossible to ignore, yet that familiarity carried a sense of dread. It was as though some forgotten part of me remembered something important hidden within those shadows. Part of me wanted to turn around and leave immediately, while another part felt compelled to continue.

After a moment's hesitation, curiosity won. I stepped inside. Cool air brushed against my skin as I moved deeper into the cave. The silence was almost complete, broken only by the faint echoes of my footsteps against the stone walls. The tunnel stretched ahead of me, and I had not gone far when movement suddenly caught my eye. Two girls rushed past me. I froze.

For the briefest instant, I recognized them. Not enough to know who they were, but enough to feel a sharp tug somewhere deep inside my mind. They belonged to a memory I had lost. I was certain of it. Before I could call out or even fully process what I had seen, they vanished into the darkness behind me.

The encounter left me unsettled, yet it also drew me onward. I continued deeper into the cave until the tunnel opened into a smaller chamber. There, beneath a rocky ledge, stood a boy gazing upward. The sight of him sent a strange sensation through me.

For a moment, everything seemed to blur. The cave around me faded, and the world shifted in a way that felt both impossible and strangely familiar. I was no longer standing in the chamber watching from a distance. Instead, I was the boy.

I felt my hands gripping the stone as I climbed toward the ledge. I felt the effort in my arms and the excitement building inside me as I pulled myself higher. A moment later, I reached the top and stood triumphantly on the rock shelf, overwhelmed by the simple pride of having made it. Then everything changed. My foot slipped. And I watched myself fall.

I was lying at the bottom of the cave, and the boy who had been looking up at the rock shelf immediately ran to my side. He knelt beside me and tried to see whether I was still alive. His voice was filled with panic as he called to the other girl and told her to run back to the cabin, find his mother, and get help as quickly as possible. When he called her Maya, the name felt familiar, and for the first time since arriving in that strange world, a small piece of my memory returned to me. Maya did not hesitate. She turned and ran from the cave as fast as she could.

After that, the boy called Jennifer over. She approached much more slowly. Even from where I stood, I could see how frightened she was. She stayed close to the boy while they both knelt beside my body, trying to help in whatever way they could. Neither of them seemed to know what to do, and after a while, Jennifer's fear became too much for her. She began to cry quietly while the boy continued trying to help me.

Some time later, an adult man and woman hurried into the cave. They immediately began asking questions about what had happened and whether anyone had already called for help. As I watched them, more memories slowly returned. The boy was John. The girls were Maya and Jennifer. The adults were John's parents. The names and faces that had seemed distant and unfamiliar only moments earlier gradually settled back into place.

As the memories returned, I finally began to understand what I was looking at. I was watching my own accident. Until then, everything had felt confused and disconnected, but now the pieces started fitting together. I remembered the race to the cave. I remembered climbing onto the rock shelf. I remembered losing my footing and falling. What I was seeing was not someone else's memory or some strange dream. It was the moment that had brought me to this place.

I tried speaking to them. I asked whether I could help and called out to them several times, but nobody reacted. No one looked in my direction or even seemed aware that I was standing there. The longer I watched, the clearer it became that they could neither see nor hear me. All I could do was watch from the side while events unfolded around me.

Eventually, the paramedics arrived and entered the cave carrying equipment with them. They quickly took control of the situation and began examining my body. John's parents remained nearby while Jennifer continued crying, and Maya stood silently beside the others. John looked frightened and helpless as he watched the paramedics work.

After a while, they carefully lifted me onto a stretcher and carried me out of the cave. John's parents and the other children followed behind them, and before long, they had all disappeared.

I remained where I was for some time, staring at the cave entrance and thinking about what I had just witnessed. The cave felt strangely empty after everyone had left. Only a short time earlier, it had been filled with voices, movement, and urgency. Now there was nothing except silence and the questions that continued to circle through my mind. Eventually, I decided to leave the cave as well.

Once outside, I wandered into the forest without any real destination. I did not follow the paths that wound between the trees but walked wherever my feet happened to carry me. I had no idea where I was, what had happened to me, or what I was supposed to do next. Now and then, I thought I heard my mother's voice somewhere in the distance, and sometimes I caught the familiar scent of my parents. Each time I followed it, hopefully, only for it to disappear again before I could find its source.

I do not know how long I walked before the forest finally opened into a large meadow. Three buildings stood there. The moment I saw them, I stopped. One of the houses was my home. Another was Rick's store, where we children had spent countless hours together over the years. The sight of the buildings awakened even more memories, and for the first time since arriving in that strange world, I felt a small sense of hope. Everything suddenly seemed a little more familiar and a little less frightening.

I stood there for a while looking at the houses. More than anything, I wanted to go home. I hoped that my mother or father would be there waiting for me, and that somehow they would be able to explain everything that had happened. Eventually, I walked across the meadow and made my way to the front door. It was unlocked, just as it usually was, and I stepped inside and called out that I was home. My voice echoed through the house. No one answered.

Time passed, but no answers came. At first, I spent most of my days searching. I wandered through familiar places, convinced that somewhere among the winding paths, abandoned buildings, and fragments of memory I would finally find an explanation for where I was and why I had ended up there. Yet no matter how far I traveled, the world refused to reveal its secrets. The voices I occasionally heard grew fainter with time, appearing less often until even my father's voice, which had once been my strongest connection to the world I had left behind, faded into silence.

As the days slipped into weeks and the weeks into something longer, I grew older there. Time did not feel the same as it had before. Seasons seemed to change, and the landscape shifted in subtle ways, yet I never truly understood how much time was passing. Looking back now, I do not think it could have been many months, but it was long enough for loneliness to stop feeling temporary and become part of everyday life. Eventually, I stopped expecting answers to appear around the next corner, though I never completely stopped looking for them.

Then, without warning, everything changed. I was walking through the meadow where my own gravestone stood when something unfamiliar caught my eye. At first, I thought I was mistaken, but as I drew closer, I realized that another gravestone had appeared beside mine.

A feeling of dread settled over me before I even reached it. Slowly, I approached and read the inscription carved into the stone. John Brandon Jones. Born April 12, 1951. For several moments, I could do nothing but stare. The meaning became clear almost immediately, and when it did, a chill ran through me. John had arrived in the same world.

The realization horrified me. I had spent so long alone that part of me had often wished for another familiar face, yet I had never wanted anyone else to share my fate. Seeing John's name carved into stone meant that something terrible had happened to him. Whatever had brought me there had somehow brought him as well. I began searching for him immediately.

For days, I wandered through every place I knew, retracing old routes and exploring familiar landmarks in the hope of finding some sign of him. Each morning, I convinced myself I would find him before the day was over, and each evening, I returned empty-handed. The world felt as vast and silent as it ever had, swallowing every effort without offering a single clue. Eventually, my search led me back to the cave.

The moment I stepped inside, memories returned with surprising clarity. The narrow passages, the cold air, and the distant echoes were exactly as I remembered them. I made my way to the smaller chamber where my accident had happened and stood for a moment looking around. Nothing had changed. The rock shelf still protruded from the wall, and the cave remained as silent and lifeless as it had been on the day everything began.

Drawn by a feeling I could not fully explain, I walked to the spot where I had landed after my fall and lay down on the ground. Part of me hoped that returning to the exact place where it had happened might awaken something buried in my memory. Perhaps I would remember details I had forgotten or finally understand something I had overlooked all those years ago. But nothing came.

I remained there for a long time, staring at the ceiling and listening to the stillness around me. The silence was so complete that when I finally heard a sound, it seemed almost unreal. Footsteps. At first, they were faint, little more than distant echoes drifting through the tunnel. I wondered whether I had imagined them, but they continued, growing steadily louder as they approached. I sat up and turned toward the entrance.

A figure appeared in the darkness. For a moment, I stared, unable to process what I was seeing. Then recognition struck me. It was John. He was no longer the boy I remembered from the day of my accident. Time had changed him just as it had changed me. When he saw me, he froze in surprise before hurrying forward. The relief I felt in that moment is difficult to describe.

After so many years of complete isolation, seeing another familiar face felt almost impossible. For a while, neither of us seemed to know where to begin. Eventually, we talked for hours. John wanted answers about where we were, how long I had been there, and what I had learned about the strange world around us. I told him everything I knew, though the truth was that my knowledge amounted to little more than observations and unanswered questions. Even so, his arrival transformed my existence.

For the first time since entering that world, I no longer faced it alone. As time passed, John and I began exploring together, and little by little, the mysteries surrounding us started to reveal themselves. Answers never arrived neatly or predictably. More often, each discovery led to new questions, and every piece of understanding reminded us how much remained hidden. Yet despite the uncertainty, something slowly began to change within me.

For the first time in years, I felt hope returning. It began as a faint possibility when we discovered that our songs could somehow be heard between the two worlds. Later, when John succeeded in getting Maya to read the letter he had written, that possibility grew into something stronger. For the first time since my accident, I allowed myself to believe that my time in that strange place might not last forever.

For a while, that belief sustained me. Then one day, I noticed something new on my gravestone. A date had appeared. I remember standing before the stone for a long time, staring at the inscription and trying to understand what it meant. The date was December 27, 1980.

Its significance did not become clear until later, when John told me that I had been in a coma for eighteen years. Once I learned that, the meaning of the date became impossible to ignore. The realization struck me with a force I had not expected. After spending so many years searching for a way home, I suddenly understood that the life waiting for me there might be slipping away faster than I had imagined. The hope that had carried me forward began to give way to something else. For the first time, I found myself wondering whether I would return too late.

There were moments when I came dangerously close to giving up. The years we spent in that world were not easy. Loneliness often settled over me so heavily that it felt impossible to bear, and there were times when the uncertainty of our situation seemed greater than anything I could endure. More than once, I found myself slipping toward despair, convinced that we would never find a way back and that all our efforts were leading nowhere.

Whenever that happened, John was the one who pulled me back. For reasons I never fully understood, he always managed to hold on to hope, even when there seemed to be no reason for it. While I struggled with doubt, he kept searching, kept believing, and kept moving forward. His determination carried me through moments when my own strength had failed, and over time, his faith in our chances became my faith as well. Looking back now, I know with complete certainty that I would never have survived that world alone. John's arrival changed the course of everything, and I will always be grateful that our paths crossed when they did.

The letters exchanged between John, Maya, and Jennifer became another source of strength. Through them, I learned about Jennifer's feelings. In a place where hope often felt fragile, that knowledge meant more than I can adequately describe, knowing that I had not been forgotten brought comfort during the darkest periods and reminded me that there was still a life waiting beyond the boundaries of that strange world.

As the years passed, John and I continued searching for answers. We followed every clue we could find and tried to make sense of the strange rules that governed the place where we had become trapped. Progress rarely came in a straight line. Some discoveries brought us closer to understanding the truth, while others ended in frustration and disappointment. Even so, neither of us was willing to accept that there was no way home, and that refusal to surrender kept us moving forward. Eventually, Maya wrote to John and told him that the map was ready upstairs in Jennifer's shop.

That message set the final stage of our search in motion. By then, we had already overcome countless obstacles, and for the first time, it felt as though the scattered pieces of the puzzle were beginning to fit together. Clues that had seemed unrelated for years started forming a pattern, and with each new realization, our confidence grew. For the first time in a very long while, the possibility of success felt real. That hope made the disappointment that followed even harder to bear.

When we opened the hidden door inside the cave and found no obvious way out beyond it, something inside me collapsed. I had invested so much hope in that moment that the failure felt devastating. For a time, I stood there, unable to think clearly, struggling against the temptation to abandon the search altogether. After everything we had endured, it seemed as though we had finally reached the end, only to discover that there had never been a destination waiting for us. Yet the story did not end there.

Somewhere among the clues, memories, and fragments of understanding we had gathered over the years, one final answer remained hidden. When I finally understood the meaning of the last clue, everything shifted once again, and what had seemed like another dead end suddenly became something entirely different.

As we climbed onto the rock shelf inside the cave, my thoughts drifted away from my own future and toward John's. The possibility that one of us might return while the other remained trapped weighed heavily on my mind. More than anything, I feared that John might be left behind alone.

At the same time, there was comfort in knowing that he had established a connection with reality. For years, we had searched for proof that the world we remembered still existed beyond our reach, and now that connection no longer felt like a distant possibility. For the first time, it felt real.

When I think back on the journey that began with the accident and ended with my departure from that world, I remember how often the path seemed impossible. Some setbacks tested my resolve, losses that left deep scars, and long stretches of loneliness and fear that felt endless while I was living through them. Yet those hardships are not what remain strongest in my memory.

What stays with me is the way hope endured despite everything that tried to extinguish it. It survived through friendship, through perseverance, and through the bonds that connected us even when entire worlds stood between us. Above all, it survived through love.

Jennifer became the reason I continued moving forward when every logical reason to continue had disappeared. Through every setback and every disappointment, the thought of her remained with me, quietly reminding me that there was still something worth fighting for and that giving up was never truly an option.

Then the light appeared. At first, it was distant, but it continued to grow until it filled everything around me. As I felt myself beginning to rise, I reached for John's hand and held on as tightly as I could. Neither of us wanted to let go. After everything we had endured together, after all the years we had spent relying on one another, the thought of being separated again was difficult to accept.

But some things cannot be prevented. Gradually, my grip weakened, and despite our efforts, our hands began to slip apart. I watched the distance between us grow as the light carried me higher, and in that moment, I understood that the final part of my journey was something I would have to face alone. For the first time in many years, I was afraid. I did not know what awaited me on the other side. All I knew was that I was finally going home.
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Oliver 

August 15, 1980

Treatment facility for comatose patients

The beginning of our story

I was lying in a hospital bed, and a storm of emotions raged inside me. At first, I could not open my eyes. My body felt heavy, and even the smallest movement seemed to require an enormous effort. Voices drifted around me, distant and unclear, as though they belonged to another world. Gradually, they grew stronger, and the darkness behind my eyelids began to fade until I finally managed to force my eyes open.

The bright light made me blink as the room slowly came into focus. Everything around me was white and unfamiliar. Shapes emerged one by one, and the voices that had seemed so distant only moments earlier became easier to understand. The first face I recognized was my mother's. I could hear her calling to me in the same gentle voice that I had searched for countless times while trapped in that other world. Even so, my attention was soon drawn elsewhere.

Among the voices surrounding me was one that I knew just as well as my mother's, a voice that had stayed with me through years of uncertainty and loneliness. Following the sound, I slowly turned my head until my eyes met Jennifer's.

For a moment, everything else faded away. She was sitting beside my bed with tears shining in her eyes. The instant she realized I was looking at her, a smile spread across her face. Relief, happiness, and years of restrained emotion were all visible in that single expression. Despite everything that had happened, seeing her felt strangely natural, as though some part of me had always known she would be there when I finally returned.

She welcomed me back and told me that she loved me. The words settled deep inside me, filling a place that had felt empty for far too long. I wanted to answer her. I wanted to tell her about everything that had happened, everything I had learned, and how much her letters and the memory of her had meant to me throughout the years. But no matter how hard I tried, my body refused to cooperate. My lips would not form the words.

All I could do was look at her. Yet as our eyes remained locked, I began to feel that perhaps words were not necessary. Warmth spread through me, slowly replacing the fear and uncertainty that had accompanied me for so long. For the first time since opening my eyes, I truly felt that I was home.

Gathering what little strength I had, I tightened my fingers around her hand. It was a small gesture, but it carried everything I was unable to say. When I looked into Jennifer's eyes, I could see that she understood. There was no confusion in her expression, no need for explanations. Somehow, she understood exactly what I was trying to tell her.

Surrounded by people who had never stopped believing in me, I realized then that I had been given a second chance. Whatever challenges still lay ahead, I no longer had to face them alone. I had a reason to fight. I had Jennifer.

My recovery began slowly but steadily. The doctors monitored my condition closely during those first days, never quite certain how much I would recover after spending so many years in a coma. Every small improvement seemed to encourage them, and every day brought some new sign that my body was slowly beginning to wake up after nearly two decades of silence. Through it all, Jennifer remained by my side.

She visited whenever she could and promised that she would continue to do so. During those early days, when even the simplest tasks exhausted me, her presence became one of the few things that made the hospital room feel less unfamiliar. She told me that she had spoken with Rick and asked him to help with the store so that she could spend more time at the hospital. She hoped he would agree, and knowing Rick, neither of us doubted that he would.

Every day, Jennifer encouraged me to keep fighting. Whenever I became frustrated by how weak I was or how slowly my recovery seemed to progress, she reminded me how far I had already come. There were moments when I felt as though I was learning everything again from the beginning, but she never allowed me to lose hope. Eventually, my strength began to return.

At first, I could communicate only through small gestures and expressions. Then, little by little, my voice started to return as well. The words came slowly, rough and strained from years of disuse. Even forming a simple sentence required effort. The first words I managed to say were for Jennifer. I told her that I loved her. The effect was immediate.

Tears filled her eyes once again, and for a moment she could not speak. After waiting eighteen years for me to return, hearing those words must have meant more to her than I could understand. As my strength continued to improve, there was another question that refused to leave my mind. I needed to know what had happened to John. The first opportunity I had, I asked the doctor whether he had survived.

The question seemed to catch him completely off guard. He looked confused and then turned toward Jennifer, clearly uncertain how I could know anything about John at all. For a brief moment, neither of them seemed sure how to respond.

Jennifer eventually broke the silence. She explained that John and I had fallen into comas at nearly the same time and that he was being treated in a hospital in New York. The doctor listened carefully as she spoke, his expression becoming increasingly puzzled as the story continued. When Jennifer finished, he assured us that he would contact the hospital and find out what information they could provide.

I thanked him and then turned my attention to my mother and Jennifer. There was so much I did not know. The world I had left behind no longer existed in the form I remembered, and I wanted to understand what had happened during the years I had been gone.

My mother looked at me quietly for a moment before speaking. There were tears in her eyes as she began telling me about the years that had passed. The hardest news came first. My father had died in 1964, only two years after my accident.

The words struck me harder than I expected. For a moment, I sat there, trying to absorb what she had said. I had spent so many years hearing my parents' voices from the other world that some part of me had always assumed they would both be waiting for me when I returned.

My mother gently continued her story. After my father's death, she eventually moved into a different house. The memories connected to our old home had become too painful, and keeping herself busy had been one of the few ways she had found to cope with her losses. She admitted that those years had been difficult, filled with grief and loneliness that often seemed impossible to overcome. Yet despite everything, she had never completely let go of the past.

She told me that she had kept our old house. Even after moving away, she had continued taking care of it. She kept it heated during the winter, visited it regularly, and made sure it remained in good condition. Year after year, she continued looking after it, even when there was no practical reason to do so. Then she finally explained why. She had never stopped believing that I would come back.

As long as that house remained standing, a part of her could hold on to hope. Giving it up would have felt like giving up on me, and that was something she had never been willing to do. As I listened to her, I realized that while I had spent eighteen years fighting to find my way home, she had spent those same eighteen years waiting for me to return.

Jennifer then began telling me about her own life. As she spoke, I gradually began to understand how deeply my absence had affected her. Over the years, she had built a life for herself while the rest of the world continued moving forward without me. She eventually bought Rick's store and now spends most of her days running it. Maya had been helping her during the past few days so that she could spend more time at the hospital with me. There was something strangely comforting about listening to her talk about ordinary things, work, customers, and daily routines. Those simple details reminded me that life had continued during the years I had been gone.

As the conversation continued, Jennifer slowly opened up about the years following my accident. I could hear the emotion in her voice as she admitted how difficult that period had been. On the day of the accident, she had planned to tell me how she felt about me, but she never got the chance. Instead, she was left carrying those feelings through years of uncertainty, wondering what might have happened if fate had taken a different turn.

Her life had not followed the path she originally imagined. She had enrolled in business school after high school, but grief and uncertainty eventually led her to leave before finishing her studies. For a while, she drifted between different jobs, helping Rick at the store when she could and later working as a waitress in several restaurants. Over time, however, the store became a more permanent part of her life. When Rick eventually decided he wanted to retire and spend his remaining years traveling and enjoying life, he offered her the chance to buy the business. She accepted, and from that point on, the store became her own.

Listening to her, I found myself trying to picture everything she had experienced while I remained unconscious. Eighteen years. The number still felt impossible to grasp. While I had spent those years in another world, Jennifer had lived through them one day at a time. She had faced disappointments, made difficult choices, and slowly built a future for herself, all while carrying the uncertainty of whether I would ever wake up. The more she shared, the more I realized that her story was not simply one of waiting. She had continued living because she had no other choice, yet a part of her had never completely let go of me.

At some point, the emotions became too much for her. Her fingers tightened around my hand, and tears began slipping down her cheeks as she confessed how much she had missed me. There was no anger or resentment in her voice. What I heard instead was the weight of years spent grieving someone who was neither truly gone nor truly present. Yet beneath that pain was something else, a quiet relief that she no longer had to wonder whether I would ever return.

Her words stirred conflicting emotions within me. I felt a deep sadness for everything she had lost because of my accident and for all the years that should have belonged to us. Those years could never be recovered. At the same time, however, I felt an overwhelming sense of gratitude. Despite everything that had happened, despite the passage of nearly two decades, her feelings for me had endured.

For a long time, I sat there holding her hand and listening. Neither of us could pretend that the future would be easy. I had spent eighteen years in a coma, and my recovery had only just begun. There were countless things I still needed to relearn and understand, and many challenges undoubtedly waited ahead of me. Yet as I listened to Jennifer speak, a certainty began to grow inside me.

For the first time since waking up, I truly wanted to fight, not only for myself, but for the future that had been waiting for us all those years. Jennifer promised that she would stay by my side and help me through whatever difficulties lay ahead. Looking back now, I believe that was one of the greatest promises one person can make to another. Her faith in me became a source of strength during the hardest days of my recovery, and the love she had carried through all those years gave me one more reason to keep moving forward. For the first time since opening my eyes in that hospital room, the future no longer felt frightening. It felt possible.

A short while later, the doctor returned to the room to check on my condition. After carrying out a thorough examination, he seemed pleased with what he saw, though his expression remained professional and cautious. Once he had finished, he pulled up a chair beside my bed and began explaining what the coming months would likely look like.

He told me that my recovery would be slow and demanding. Waking from the coma was an important milestone, but it was only the first step in a much longer process. My body had spent eighteen years lying motionless in a hospital bed, and the effects of that could not simply disappear overnight. As he spoke, he gently explained that I would need to relearn many things, including tasks so ordinary that most people never gave them a second thought.

One of the greatest challenges would be learning to walk again. The muscles that had once carried me effortlessly through childhood and everyday life had weakened during the years I had spent unconscious. Rehabilitation would help rebuild my strength, he assured me, but it would take patience, determination, and a great deal of effort. The same would be true for many other aspects of daily life. Eating, moving independently, and taking care of myself would all require time and practice before they felt natural again.

I listened carefully, trying to take in everything he was telling me. The more he explained, the more I realized how enormous the task ahead truly was. Only a short while earlier, I had been struggling to return to reality, and now that I was finally awake, I was learning that the journey back to a normal life would be far longer than I had imagined.

Eventually, I asked the question that had been lingering in my mind since he began speaking. “How long will it take?”

The doctor paused before answering. He explained that if rehabilitation progressed well, I might be able to walk again within a few months. Even so, he cautioned that a full recovery could take years. Every patient responded differently, and there was no way to know with certainty how my body would adapt after such a long period of inactivity. The answer was difficult to hear, but I appreciated his honesty. I thanked him for telling me the truth rather than offering false hope.

As he continued speaking, however, I noticed something unexpected happening inside me. Instead of feeling discouraged, I felt my determination growing stronger. I had already fought my way back from a place where returning had seemed impossible. Compared to that, rehabilitation felt less like an insurmountable obstacle and more like the next challenge I would have to face.

Jennifer seemed to sense the shift in my thoughts. She squeezed my hand gently and smiled. There was no uncertainty in her expression, only a quiet confidence that immediately reassured me. She promised that she would remain by my side throughout my recovery and support me in any way she could.

The conviction in her voice brought me comfort. Looking into her eyes, I could see both love and determination reflected there. She understood perfectly well that the road ahead would not be easy, yet she showed no sign of fear. Instead, she seemed completely certain that I would succeed.

Her faith in me made it easier to find faith in myself. Eventually, the doctor stood and prepared to leave. Before doing so, he reminded us that he intended to contact the hospital where John was being treated to see what information he could obtain. I thanked him once more, grateful not only for his medical care but also for the seriousness with which he had treated my concerns.

When he left, a calm silence settled over the room. I tightened my grip on Jennifer’s hand, and she looked back at me with the same gentle smile. She assured me that I would recover and then went even further, telling me that she believed I would recover completely. There was such certainty in her words that, for a moment, doubting her seemed impossible.

My mother, who had been quietly listening throughout the conversation, smiled as well. She told me that she knew I would recover. Hearing those words carried a special weight. After everything she had endured during the eighteen years I had been gone, her confidence meant more to me than I could express. Neither she nor Jennifer hesitated for a second in their belief that I would make it through whatever lay ahead.

Sitting there between the two people who had never given up on me, I realized that I was no longer facing the future alone. For the first time since waking up, the challenges ahead seemed a little less intimidating. They had not become any smaller or easier, but they no longer felt like burdens I would have to carry by myself.

Jennifer told me that she wanted to spend as much time with me as possible and intended to be involved in every stage of my rehabilitation. As she spoke, she explained that she had already been thinking about practical arrangements and was confident that Rick would agree to return to the store for a while if necessary. She was certain he would gladly help until I was well enough to leave rehabilitation and begin rebuilding a normal life.

Listening to her talk about the future was strangely comforting. For so many years, I had lived from one day to the next, never knowing whether I would ever return home. Now, for the first time, people were speaking about weeks and months instead of mere survival. They were making plans, talking about tomorrow and everything that might come after it, and somehow that made the future feel real.

As I listened, I found myself returning to the promise I had made the moment I woke up. I would take each day as it came. There was no point in worrying about how long the journey ahead might be or how difficult it could become. What mattered was continuing to move forward, one step at a time. I was surrounded by people who loved me and genuinely wanted the best for me, and their faith in my recovery gave me strength. For the first time since waking up, I felt ready to face whatever challenges awaited me. I knew the road ahead would be long, but I also knew I would not have to walk it alone.

A short while later, the doctor returned to the room. The moment he stepped inside, I noticed something different about him. His expression remained professional, yet there was a quiet satisfaction in his eyes that had not been there before. After a brief pause, he told us that he had more good news.

John had woken up. For a moment, I stared at him, unable to fully process what he had said. Ever since learning that John was alive, I had hoped for exactly this outcome, but hearing the confirmation was something else entirely. The words echoed through my mind as the reality of them slowly settled in. John was awake.

The doctor went on to explain that he had spoken with the hospital where John was being treated. According to John's doctors, his awakening had surprised everyone. They had been equally puzzled by the questions my doctor had asked. Apparently, they could not understand how I had known anything about John's condition or the possibility that he might regain consciousness.

I barely heard the rest of the explanation. The realization hit me with such force that tears began running down my cheeks before I even noticed them. Relief, gratitude, and happiness washed over me all at once. For eighteen years, John had been my closest companion in that other world. He had stood beside me through every struggle, every disappointment, and every small victory. Knowing that he had made it back as well filled me with a sense of relief so profound that I could hardly put it into words.

When I finally managed to speak, I told them how happy I was for him and how desperately I wanted to see him. More than anyone else, John understood what I had experienced. There were things that neither doctors nor family members could ever fully comprehend because they had not lived through them. John had. He had been there through every stage of the journey, sharing the fears, the hopes, the loneliness, and the uncertainty. He understood those years in a way that no one else possibly could.

Jennifer watched me quietly, her expression full of understanding. She reached for my hand, gave it a gentle squeeze, and promised that she would arrange a meeting as soon as possible. There was no hesitation in her voice. She knew exactly how important it was to me, and I could see that she was genuinely happy for both of us.

As the conversation continued, an immense sense of relief settled over me. For the first time since waking up, the years spent in that strange world no longer felt like a secret I would have to carry by myself. John had returned as well. He was alive, he was awake, and before long, we would be able to sit together and talk about everything that had happened.

That thought filled me with renewed strength. My recovery no longer felt like a journey back to life that I had to undertake alone. Instead, it felt as though John and I were beginning that journey together once again, just as we had faced every challenge side by side before. Deep down, I knew that when the time finally came to talk about those eighteen years, John would be the only person who could truly understand every word.

Jennifer gently wiped the tears from my cheeks, and after a moment, I turned my attention back to the doctor. Although I was relieved to hear that John had survived and awakened, another question had already begun forming in my mind. I wanted to know when my rehabilitation would begin.

The doctor smiled reassuringly before answering. He explained that rehabilitation would start as soon as my condition allowed it, but for the first few days, he wanted me to take things slowly. After spending eighteen years in a coma, my body needed time to adjust, and the medical staff wanted to monitor my condition carefully before pushing me too hard. His answer made sense, even if it was not entirely what I wanted to hear.

After spending so many years trapped between worlds, patience was not something that came naturally to me anymore. Part of me wanted to get out of bed immediately and begin reclaiming the life I had lost. Another part understood that rushing the process would only make things more difficult. I asked when I would be allowed to try standing up.

The doctor considered the question for a moment before replying that it would depend on how my recovery progressed over the next few days. He wanted to see how my strength developed and how my body responded before making any decisions. Above all, he urged me not to push myself too quickly. He reminded me that I had already overcome the greatest obstacle simply by waking up.

Now I needed to permit myself to recover. Jennifer immediately promised that she would personally make sure I stayed in bed and followed the doctor's instructions. The confidence with which she said it made all of us smile. The doctor laughed softly, thanked her for the assistance, and seemed genuinely pleased to know that I had people around me who would help keep me grounded when impatience got the better of me.

A few moments later, he wished us well and left the room. Once the door closed behind him, the room grew quiet again. My mother looked at me with a serious but loving expression. She reminded me that my recovery had already begun and that I did not need to prove anything to anyone. According to her, the most important thing was to take one step at a time and allow the process to unfold naturally.

Looking back now, I think she understood something that I had not yet fully accepted. After spending eighteen years fighting to return, I was still focused on the finish line. Everyone around me was focused on the next step. I squeezed both Jennifer's hand and my mother's hand while looking at them. I wanted them to know that I understood what they were saying and that I would do my best to follow their advice.

More importantly, I wanted them to know how grateful I was. The thought of having people who loved me, believed in me, and refused to give up on me filled me with a sense of strength that no medicine could have provided. For so many years, I had dreamed of returning home. Now that I was finally there, I realized that home was not a place at all. It was the people sitting beside my bed. Knowing that they would be with me through whatever challenges lay ahead gave me hope for the future and the courage to face the long journey that still awaited me.

My mother eventually rose from her chair and smiled warmly at us. She headed out to get something to eat from the vending machine in the corridor, clearly intending to give Jennifer and me a little time alone. The look she gave us made it obvious that she understood exactly what we needed in that moment. A few seconds later, she quietly slipped out of the room and gently closed the door behind her.

As the door clicked shut, a peaceful silence settled over the room. After everything that had happened, the questions, the explanations, and the overwhelming emotions, it felt almost surreal to be sitting there with Jennifer and no one else. She remained beside me, her hand wrapped around mine, and for a few moments, we looked at each other without any need to break the silence.

Then she leaned closer and softly kissed me. The moment her lips touched mine, everything else seemed to fade away. The hospital room, the doctors, the uncertainty of rehabilitation, and the countless questions about the future all disappeared into the background. For those few seconds, there was only Jennifer.

I closed
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