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      “Death is no more than passing from one room into another. But there's a difference for me, you know. Because in that other room I shall be able to see.”

      -Helen Keller

      

      “A dream is not reality, but who's to say which is which?”

      - Alice Through the Looking Glass
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        A Journal Entry: Day Twenty

      

      

      

      Life without the delete button or SpellCheck is, quite frankly, a terrifying place. I find myself chewing on the cap of my pen, debating how to spell “receipt.” “I before E except after C,” isn’t exactly the most reliable spelling rule, no matter what Charlie Brown says. Species. Science. Sufficient. Eight. Protein. Efficient. Cheiromancies. Cleidomancies. Eigenfrequencies. Obeisancies. Oneiromancies. The rule should probably go, “I before E except when it doesn’t damn well feel like it.” Still, the rule does serve some purpose. It’s short and catchy enough for children to remember so that they can raise their hands in class and spell really important words like friend, believe and cookie with a big smile. I suppose that’s why people make up rules in general. They make you feel safe. Which is probably why I haven’t felt safe since I arrived here. There are no rules in this place. At least, none that I understand. I thought that writing down everything that’s happened here would help. It hasn’t.

      I’ve never been the type of person who liked talking to herself, not even on paper. To make it easier, I pretended that I was writing letters, but my growing stack of unsent mail only made me feel more trapped. I switched to writing in a journal. Considering my circumstances, it seemed more appropriate. It felt less like a lie. Whispering secrets in ink isn’t a task you do when you have company. Here, I am always alone. I’ve discovered that the hardest part about writing is signing my name. Bothering to spell it out after each journal entry would mean that I entertained the hope that, one day, someone might actually find my words and wonder who I was. A name is only important when there is someone around to call you by it. I doubt very much that I shall ever hear it spoken again. Perhaps, in time, I will forget what it is. But for now, there is no such danger. I know who I am, where I am from, and who I love. And when I am brave enough to be honest, I may even admit that I also know why I am trapped behind this door.
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      The door never changed, but the rooms behind it did. Small rooms. Burning rooms. Rooms that weren’t rooms at all.  Shiori Ametsuchi had stopped trying to guess where the door was going to lead her next. The only certainty was that whoever she found inside those rooms was going to be dead before she left. She pressed her ear to the warm cypress planks and listened, half-convinced that she did this out of habit than hope. Only silence ever echoed through the wood.

      Shiori closed her fingers around a brass doorknob that had tarnished to black. There was no shape she knew better. She had turned it countless times and each time, it grew slick from her icy sweat. She wiped her palms over her blue gardening apron. Like the door, the apron and the ripped linen dress she wore beneath it, were a constant. She was always dressed for a day of puttering around a garden, pruning branches and snipping off dead leaves. Shiori did not mind that her clothes never changed. They kept her ready for good days when the door allowed her to spend time with her trees. On bad ones, her clothes didn’t matter. There was no appropriate attire for watching people die.

      Shiori drew a breath deep into her lungs and held it until her chest burned. Her eyes watered. In this place where a door dictated her destination and days, She treasured the handful of things she could control. A few even served a purpose. Pain, however fleeting, was a respite from being lost. Shiori closed her eyes and counted backward, savoring the seconds the door and its rooms retreated into the back of her mind. Sixty-three. Sixty-two. Sixty-one. Sixty. Counting anchored her. When nothing else was certain, there was a numbing comfort in always knowing what number came next. Fifty-nine. Shiori exhaled a wish.

      Not a child.

      Not again.

      Please.

      Shiori pulled the door open and stepped through.  A desert and the sea greeted her from the other side.
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      No one expects to die young. We are invincible and immortal until we are not. When the illusion lifts, we see death barreling towards us, toppling over, without the slightest hesitation or pause, all of our precious things. Aiden Yoshimoto Millen’s sole consolation on the occasion of his death was that there was scarcely anything in death’s path for it to knock down. He cared about little and worried about less. A single regret gnawed at the walls of his stomach. Any day after he turned sixty would have been a much better age to go. Dying at thirty-three invited too much pity.

      Aiden’s father, Robert Millen, had gotten it right: a massive heart attack in his favorite recliner at age sixty-five, clean underwear, and a really good scotch still wet on his lips. Quick. Clean. Dignified. Robert’s death was the only thing Aiden envied about the man. He had hoped to die at home like Robert had, but to do so required having one. Aiden chastised himself for complaining. His hotel room was more than comfortable, and the complimentary bathrobe, exceptionally soft. If he was checking out tomorrow, he might have been half-tempted to steal it. It cocooned him as he sat by a tall window with a view of an unremarkable street, enjoying as much comfort as a 100% Turkish cotton robe could give to a man who was going to be dead by morning. Aiden leaned back in his chair and stared up at the ceiling, trying not to think of how much time he had left or how utterly meaningless his remaining hours were. It was easier than he expected.

      A hundred thoughts swam in lazy circles above him, defying gravity in spite of their weight. They moved gracefully along the pond that was the ceiling, like the koi fish that lived in the crystal canals of Gujo-Hachiman, his mother’s hometown. Aiden trailed his thoughts. While they were many, they were of only two things: Sophie and cake.

      One of his earliest memories of cake was of a chocolate cupcake he had dropped on the kitchen floor when he was five. The sticky mess of fudge icing and rainbow sprinkles over the white tile was the most tragic thing he had ever seen. In time, Aiden learned not to run while carrying cupcakes, and that sadness had a much darker range of shades than chocolate brown. But not all cakes were sad. His divorce cake was possibly the most amazing red velvet cake he had ever tasted.

      Aiden had paired the cake with a double shot of espresso that he drank from a chipped red mug. Between sips, he rested his coffee on an old cork coaster he had inherited from the previous occupant of his freshman college dorm room. The coaster offered timeless advice in bold, italicized black print. Don’t Fuck Up the Table. Aiden had modified it almost as soon as he found it, crossing out the last two words with a Sharpie he had borrowed from Liam, his roommate. Liam had been wearing a gray hoodie, ripped jeans, and a pair of faded red Chucks when he dug the Sharpie out from his blue backpack. It was eight o’ clock in the morning when Aiden sipped his espresso and ate his red velvet cake. It had just started to rain. He remembered every detail of that day not because he was particularly sentimental. It was just what he did. He remembered things.

      The burgundy and black striped tie the weatherman wore two Thursdays ago.

      The chicken curry puff he had for lunch on a Monday last month.

      The lilac scarf the painfully thin woman standing in front of him at the supermarket checkout counter wore around her neck last year.

      When he was six, Aiden thought that being diagnosed with an eidetic memory was just a fancy way of saying that he kept a large box of pictures in his head that he could touch, smell, and taste. When he got older and remembered more things than he cared to, he realized that it was also the doctor’s kind way of saying that he was cursed. Still, it was useful when he needed a party trick or felt like distracting himself by reminiscing about cake.

      The red velvet cake balls served at the hotel’s buffet that afternoon might have been better than the cake that marked his divorce, but Aiden had been forced to skip dessert. From experience, he knew that he could not hold down anything more than two cups of black coffee before screening his films. His latest documentary, The Loneliest Hour, explored the Japanese epidemic of people dying alone in their homes and remaining undiscovered for long periods of time. The Japanese called it kodokushi. Lonely Death. It was not a topic that Aiden enjoyed discussing, despite the compulsion that had driven him to film the kodokushi apartments and the companies that specialized in cleaning them.

      There was something tragically beautiful, yet deeply repulsive about cleaning up homes that had turned into tombs. Push and Pull. The best films, in Aiden’s opinion, were the ones that held the audience captive no matter how hard they tried to look away. What Aiden didn’t count on was how tightly the world of the kodokushi would hold on to him. It had been nine months since he had stepped inside his first Lonely Death apartment, but whenever he closed his eyes, the pieces of rotting scalp that had fused to the apartment’s tatami mat flickered like an old film on the inside of his lids. A private screening for an audience of one. Aiden rubbed his eyes. The image clung to him, more stubborn than a stray eyelash or a speck of dust. He forced his lids open, blinking away hot tears. A shadow grew in his periphery.

      Arms. Legs. A body sitting on his bed. Aiden steeled his jaw, refusing to look in its direction. Dying had a way of playing tricks on the mind. He anchored his attention on an abstract painting mounted next to the flat screen television. It looked like the sea. Or the desert. He couldn’t decide.

      “It’s the ocean, I believe,” the figure on the bed spoke, her voice, crystal and sweet like a wind chime made from tiny glass beads. “But it also could be sand. What do you think?”

      Aiden squeezed his eyes shut, telling himself that she was not real. If he ignored her, she was going to go away.

      “Or it could be both,” the woman said. “You don’t need to choose. This is what I enjoy most about art. Everything else in the world demands that you make a choice. Coffee or tea? Black or a splash of cream? A peaceful death or an unimaginably painful one?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tea

      

      

      

      Shiori had stopped counting the visits she made to the dying after her hundredth one. There was no point in keeping track of something that was never going to end. But abandoning her count did not prevent the tiniest details of her visits from being carved into her skull. Though many of them were far from pleasant, a part of Shiori was grateful that she was allowed to keep them. Without these bits and pieces of other peoples’ lives, she would be empty. She had no memories of her own. She wondered what stories the young man sitting by the hotel room’s window was going to leave with her when he died.

      “Who are you?” The man’s voice, a blend of whiskey and smoke, quivered at the edges. The man was bundled in a white cotton robe, his dark hair still damp from a bath. The scent of his shampoo wafted in the air, a soothing blend of light citrus and warm spices. But if his bath had meant to relax him, it had failed. Tension hardened his temples and jaw, but did not make him any less beautiful. He had the kind of face you could get lost in if you were not careful.

      “My name is Shiori.” The syllables coated her mouth with rust. She winced, fighting the urge to retch. Saying her name out loud was always a painful reminder of how it was the only thing she knew about herself.  And even those three syllables were uncertain.

      “What are you doing here?” the man said with a steadier voice.

      Learning her name, Shiori thought, had given him courage. Labeling things calmed people. It was the unknown that they feared the most. “I was invited.”

      “Listen, lady, I don’t know who ‘invited’ you here, but it wasn’t me. You need to leave. Now.”

      “May I know your name?” Shiori studied the chiseled angles of his face. He looked like a Daniel, a Kai or a Jin, but she doubted that any of her guesses were correct. In all of her visits, she had never gotten a single name right.

      “I said get out.” The man pushed himself off the chair.

      “I will.” Shiori plucked a bottle of water from the minibar and twisted it open.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “Making tea.” Shiori emptied the bottle into a stainless steel electric kettle. “I can’t leave until you die. I thought that you might like to have some tea while we wait.”
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        * * *

      

      Earl Grey or Chamomile? It was one of the simplest questions Aiden had ever been asked, but he struggled to answer it. Giving Shiori an answer was to concede that she was real. Dying was difficult enough without losing his mind. The kettle gurgled over his thoughts.

      Shiori tipped the kettle into two white ceramic cups. Wisps of chamomile-scented steam twisted up from their rims. “Our time together might be more pleasant if I knew what to call you.”

      Aiden clenched his jaw, unwilling to feed his delusion that a Japanese woman who came up to his shoulders was sipping tea in his hotel room while waiting for him to die.

      “I know that this must all seem very strange to you,” she said. “It still feels strange to me too and I have done this many, many times.”

      Aiden kneaded the bridge of his nose. “Get a fucking grip,” he hissed beneath a breath.

      “If you don’t feel like having tea, perhaps you’d like to go for a walk? It might help you to relax.”

      Aiden struggled to keep his eyes from Shiori, but her words drew him to her. They were soft and rhythmic, the patter of rain on a tin roof. He watched her hands make small, gentle movements as she spoke, each gesture, a little dance through the air. Aiden gave himself points for creativity. As far as delusions went, he could have done worse. Shiori was quite pleasant to look at and rather polite.

      “Fresh air always helps me clear my mind,” she said. “How about you?”

      A tug between Aiden’s ribs emptied the breath from his lungs. He wheezed. It was starting, he thought. Soon, he would be dead. He had given up any lofty aspirations for his death, but sanity was a small dignity he was going to fight to keep. “Stop. Just stop. Go away.”

      “If you don’t want to take a walk because you are worried about dying in the elevator or on the street, you don’t have to be.”

      “I’m not listening to you.”

      “You can go for a stroll with me without leaving this room.” Shiori pointed behind him. “Look.”

      A man who looked exactly like him stared up at the ceiling from the striped reading chair. Aiden stumbled back. “What the-”

      “Don’t be afraid,” Shiori said.

      Blood pounded in Aiden’s ears, drowning out Shiori’s voice. He pressed his hand to his mouth, unable to tear his gaze from his double. His long fingers trembled against his lips. His twin sat motionless. Frozen tears glistened in the rims of his unseeing eyes, a blink away from falling. “Who…what…” An invisible hand squeezed inside Aiden’s chest and tugged, cutting him off. He coughed.

      “You felt a pull just now, didn’t you?” Shiori said.

      Aiden tilted his chin to nod, but stopped himself. He was not required to respond. Shiori was not really there.

      “That was your connection to your body,” she said, pronouncing it as plainly as if she was pointing out attractions from a tour bus. To your left is the Luxor Obelisk. To your right is the Jardin des Tuileries.

      “My body?” Aiden held out his hands in front of him, flexing his fingers. They were solid. Real. He was not a ghost. His shoulders relaxed. The only phantom in his hotel room was the woman he was hallucinating.

      “You are an ikiryō,” Shiori said. “A living ghost. You are a spirit, but you are not yet dead. You are still bound to your body.”

      Aiden swallowed hard. Though he was certain that Shiori was nothing more than a twisted dream, her words coiled around his spine. He backed away from her, inching towards the man in the chair. He stood over his twin, his legs shaking.

      Aiden studied the face he saw in the mirror every day. The small mole by his left ear. The tiny scar on his chin from a fall when he was eight. His steel gray, hooded eyes. Every feature was intimately familiar, yet the man staring blankly at the ceiling was a stranger. Aiden reached for his double’s wrist. It was warm to the touch, but an icy emptiness leeched out of its skin. Aiden recoiled. His delusion was getting more convincing the closer he got to death. “This is insane.”

      “I know that this is a lot to take in,” Shiori said. “I can help you.”

      “Help me?” Aiden narrowed his eyes. “How?”

      “As a soul, you may wander from your body. I will keep you company while you do.”

      Aiden rubbed his forehead, scouring his mind for the part Shiori had emerged from. Dying alone was a common fear, but not one that Aiden had shared until he filmed the kodokushi apartments. Their owners had lived in the middle of one of the world’s most modern cities and could have connected to anyone, anywhere, with the push of a phone button or the click of a mouse. And yet, they had died utterly alone, as though lost in the desert or the sea. Shiori, he decided, was a companion he had conjured for his last hours. He half smirked at the thought, unsure if it made him happy or sad.

      “Is something funny?” Shiori said.

      Aiden allowed his eyes to roam over her face, pausing at her mouth. “You look so real. It’s too bad my imagination can’t make you sound like you’re making any sense.”

      “Is that what you think I am? An illusion?

      “Or a dream. I haven’t decided.”

      “A dream.” A ghost of a smile flitted over Shiori’s lips. “That would be nice. Anything would be better, I suppose, than what I really am.”

      Aiden massaged the back of his neck, letting out a heavy breath. A conversation with his subconscious killed time. He had nothing better to do while waiting to die. It was better, he decided, than being alone and afraid. “Fine. I’ll play along. Go ahead, Shiori. Tell me who…or what you are.”
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        * * *

      

      Shiori sat on the bed, smoothening wrinkles in her skirt that she could never get out.  The linen was a record of every move she had made. A rip along the edge of the skirt told the story of a mishap it alone could remember.  Unlike her, the cloth knew her past. She looked up at Aiden. “If you wish to have this conversation, I would really like to know your name.”

      “It’s Aiden. Aiden Millen.”

      “It’s good to meet you, Aiden Millen.” Shiori bowed.

      Aiden hesitated before bowing back.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Apart from the fact that I’m dying and talking to thin air? This wasn’t how it was supposed to be, you know. I thought that I was simply going to close my eyes and never open them again. Everything was just going to stop. My heart. My lungs. My mind. But here I am talking to myself about complete nonsense. So much for having any profound last thoughts.”

      “You can still have them,” Shiori said. “You’re free to think whatever you wish. I can’t force you to believe anything that I’m telling you. Some people take longer to accept the truth than others.”

      “And just what is the truth, Shiori?”

      “I could try to explain it, but you would only brush it off as just another part of the delusion you’re convinced you’re having.”  Shiori pulled a tarnished doorknob from her apron pocket. “It would be better if I just showed you why I’m here.”

      Aiden folded his arms over his chest and lifted his chin. “You’re here to show me a doorknob?”

      “I’m here to take you to the room it opens.”
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        A Doorknob

      

      

      

      It was simpler for Shiori to call the places behind the door ‘rooms’ even if many of them weren’t. The dying were more willing to come with her when they could picture where she was taking them. They imagined that they were going to a space with ceilings, windows, and walls.  Sometimes, they were right. Other times, they ran screaming out of their rooms, cursing Shiori and calling her a liar. She understood how they felt. When she entered her first room, she screamed too.

      Shiori could not remember how long ago it had been since she had learned how to use the tarnished doorknob she had discovered inside her apron pocket. All that was clear to her was that it belonged to a door. Finding a door for it was easy enough. The potting shed she had woken up in only had one. She had no memory of any moment before she opened her eyes and found herself sitting by a worktable, shivering and dripping wet. White light poured out from a rusty lamp hanging from the shed’s wooden ceiling and illuminated a hole in the door where a doorknob should have been. Shiori pushed the knob through the gap. It clicked into place and rattled against her trembling fingers.

      Shiori rubbed her arms, trying to warm them through her wet sleeves. Thunder cracked twice over the chattering of her teeth. She backed away from the door, water dripping into her eyes from her hair. She stood still, her neck and shoulders rigid, debating whether to brave the storm or to wait it out. She sucked in a breath, pulled the door open, and ran out. A wall of fire shot up in front of her. Shiori screamed, staggering back. The doorknob slammed against her spine. Shiori twisted around and grabbed the doorknob, flames licking her heels. The knob vanished from her grasp, leaving her holding a fistful of black smoke. Her throat constricted. Shiori swallowed back her panic and gripped the edge of the door. She dug her fingernails into the wood and pulled hard. Her hands slipped, toppling her backward. Flames swallowed her whole.

      A muted warmth that, under different circumstances, Shiori would have described as pleasant, embraced her. Shiori held her breath, unsure if the pain was about to begin or had ended. She had not expected to burn to death so quickly.

      “Help!” a woman’s voice pierced the roar of the fire.

      Shiori squinted at the inferno. Curdling black smoke hid everything beyond her eyelashes.

      “Over here!”

      Shiori pushed herself off the floor. Fire crawled over her body, but did little more than cast a golden glow over her skin. She felt no pain. She clenched her jaw and thrust her arm deeper into the flames. It sliced through, unscathed.

      “Help!” the voice screamed.

      “Hold on,” Shiori squeezed her voice from her throat. “I’m coming.” She took a small, trembling step in the direction of the voice. Then another. She waded through the flames, her mind tethered to the woman’s pleas. Wondering why she was not burning alive or suffocating would have to wait until she managed to get the woman to safety. A burning bed emerged through the smoke. A woman huddled in the corner of the room behind it. Shiori rushed to her side, no longer caring about the flames in her way.

      “Thank God.” The woman threw her arms around Shiori and sobbed into her hair.

      “Get up.” Shiori pulled away. “We need to get out of here now.”

      “We can’t.” The woman clung to Shiori’s arm. “We’re trapped.”

      Shiori glanced behind her. Flames blocked the path to the door. She gripped the woman’s shoulders. “Look at me. We will get out of here. But you need to calm down. My name is Shiori. What’s yours?”

      “I…I’m Lupe.”

      Shiori squeezed Lupe’s hand. “Is there another way out of here? A fire escape? A window?”

      “There’s a window over there.” Lupe pointed across the room.

      Shiori peered through the smoke. The path to the window was shorter than the one to the door. If she could shield Lupe from the flames, they stood a chance of reaching it.

      “But we’re on the twelfth floor,” Lupe said. “There’s no way down.”

      “Maybe there’s a ledge or a-” A figure sprawled on the floor by the window caught Shiori’s eye. Shiori scrambled to stand.

      Lupe grabbed Shiori’s wrist. “Don’t leave me.”

      “I’ll be back. I need to help her.”

      “Don’t go. It’s too late.”

      Shiori tugged her arm free and sprinted to the unconscious woman. Fire illuminated her face. She was Lupe’s twin. Shiori hooked her arms under her and heaved. The woman, though not much larger than herself, was as heavy as stone.

      “You can’t move her.” Lupe forged a path directly through the fire, emerging unharmed. “I’ve tried.”

      Shiori gaped at Lupe. “How…”

      Lupe glanced at the flames lapping harmlessly at Shiori’s feet. “We’re the same, it seems.”

      “What do you mean we’re the same?” An acrid, greasy smell rose from the floor and pierced Shiori’s nose. Fire ate the unconscious woman’s legs. Shiori grabbed her arms and pulled. The woman remained frozen in place.

      “There’s nothing you can do,” Lupe said.

      “We can’t just leave her like this. She’s your sister.”

      “She’s not.” Fresh tears filled Lupe’s eyes. “She’s me.”

      “What?”

      Lupe knelt by her double. “I woke up and saw that the bedroom was on fire. The flames were everywhere. They blocked the door. I thought I could try and escape through the window, but I couldn’t find a way to climb down the building. The room filled up with smoke. I passed out. When I woke, I found myself standing over…myself.”

      The blood drained from Shiori’s lips. She glanced from the unconscious woman to Lupe. Everything about them, from their dark hair to their loose pajamas, was identical.

      “I tried to wake myself up, but I couldn’t. The flames didn’t hurt me, but I couldn’t put them out. I couldn’t open the door.  It was almost as if I wasn’t here. It was as if I was a ghost. But I can’t be a ghost.” Lupe’s eyes pleaded with Shiori. “Look at my body. It’s still breathing. I’m still alive.”

      Shiori backed away from Lupe, shaking her head. “This isn’t real. This is a dream. A nightmare.”

      “I wish it was.”

      The scent of burning flesh filled Shiori’s lungs. Vomit rose in her throat. She pressed her hand over her nose and mouth. “I need to get out of here.”

      “No. Stay. Please. I don’t want to be alone.”

      “You’re not real. None of this is.” Shiori ran blindly through the flames.

      “Shiori! Don’t leave me! Shiori!”

      Shiori reached the other end of the room. A white-painted door marred by scorch marks stood in place of the door she had stepped through. Shiori twisted its gold doorknob. It refused to move. Shiori braced her arm and rammed the door with her shoulder. An object rolled around inside her apron pocket, knocking against her thighs. She shoved her hand inside the pocket and drew out a tarnished doorknob. It stared back at her from her palm, mocking her. She cursed, slamming it against the door. It slipped into the solid wood like a hot knife through butter and clicked into place. Shiori glanced back, biting her bottom lip. Even if Lupe was an illusion, Shiori couldn’t bring herself to leave her behind. “Lupe,” she yelled. “I found a way out.”

      Lupe ran through the flames. “How did you-”

      “It doesn’t matter. Let’s go.”

      Lupe yanked the door open. A dark mist filled the doorway. Lupe jumped back. “What…what is that?”

      Shiori took a step forward.

      Lupe grabbed Shiori. “You don’t know what’s on the other side.”

      “I know what’s on this one.”

      “But-”

      The tarnished doorknob vanished from the door. Shiori felt its familiar shape weigh down her apron pocket. “Lupe, this door may not open again. If you want to get out of here, we need to go now.”
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      It was one step, but the blind journey across the doorway seemed endless. Lupe preferred the fire to the dark. In the inferno, she knew she was going to die. In the darkness, she had no idea what was going to happen next. The scent of pumpkin spice mingled with the mist. Lupe leaned forward, following its trail. The floor vanished from beneath her feet. Lupe fell, too breathless to scream. The edge of a queen-sized mattress broke her fall. Her morbidly obese mother, Dolores Santiago, puddled over the rest of the bed. Faded pink pillows propped Dolores up as she scribbled on a note pad, humming to herself.

      Lupe gasped. “Mama?”

      Dolores Santiago continued to write. A pumpkin spice scented candle burned on her nightstand.

      “Mama?” Lupe laid her hand over her mother’s blistered ankle. Edema had swelled it to almost the width of her calf.

      Shiori clutched Lupe’s arm. “Why can’t she see or hear us? Where are we? What’s going on?”

      “I…I don’t know.”

      “Lupe, make sure you get the shoestring fries, okay?” her mother said without looking up from her shopping list. “You bought the thick-cut ones the last time. You know how much I hate those.”

      “Oh my god.” Lupe gaped at her mother’s shopping list.  “I think I know where…when we are.”

      “What do you mean ‘when?’”

      “I remember this day. It happened ten years ago.” Lupe’s ribs squeezed her lungs. She had followed Shiori out of an inferno and into a room that contained the one day out of her thirty-eight years of life that she had hoped to forget. Every detail was exactly as she remembered. With one difference. This time, Shiori was with her.

      “Ten years ago? What are you talking about? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “And standing over my body, walking through fire, and stepping through a doorway of mist does?”

      Shiori kneaded her temples. “People don’t travel through time. This is not the past. It can’t be.”

      “It isn’t the present either.  If it was, my mother wouldn’t be sitting in this bed, writing down her grocery list.” Lupe guessed that her mother was now close to six hundred pounds. Dolores had stopped weighing herself after she had broken the local clinic’s scale.  This was also about the same time that she had stopped getting out of bed. Lupe lingered over her mother’s face. Thick, dark lashes framed her brown eyes. Out of all her mother’s features, only her eyes, no matter what she weighed, looked the same. They were always sad. Dolores lived up to her name. Sorrow. Lupe had never understood why her abuela had given her only daughter a name that sounded like a curse. She did not share her mother’s name, but on days when Dolores’ shit splattered onto her blouse while she cleaned her bedpan, Lupe found herself wondering if she was cursed too.

      “Why wouldn’t she be?” Shiori said. “I’m sure she makes lists all the time.”

      “My mother died a year ago.”

      Shiori’s mouth fell open.

      Dolores looked up from her list. “I think that’s everything. Don’t take too long, okay?”

      “Yes, Mama,” Lupe said, mouthing the reply from her memory.

      Dolores smiled, creasing her doughy cheeks. “What would I do without you?”

      Shiori inhaled sharply. “She can see you.”

      Lupe bit back tears, shaking her head. “What she sees is the version of me that sat on her bed ten years ago. She’s following a script. And so am I.” She squeezed her mother’s hand just as she had done in the past, even if what she really wanted to do was throw her arms around her and cry. The one-bedroom apartment they had shared had always felt cramped, but when Dolores died, Lupe drowned in all the space. But she couldn’t bring herself to move out. It was all she had left of her mother. It didn’t matter that it was always damp and cold. Candles helped make the place feel alive.

      Her mother loved the scent of pumpkin spice even when it wasn’t autumn. She said that it reminded her of Thanksgiving. Whenever she asked Lupe to light her candles for her, she told her that of all the things she was grateful for, she was most thankful that she had raised a daughter who understood what being loyal and responsible meant. After Dolores’ stroke, Lupe lit them whenever she felt lonely. The night of the fire, she lit all the candles in the apartment and dreamt of a night she didn’t sleep alone.

      Shiori creased her brow. “What do you mean you’re following a script?”

      “Everything my mother just said to me and everything I’ve said back to her were the exact words we exchanged ten years ago. This…room won’t allow me to change anything about this moment. The only thing I’m free to do differently is talk to you.”

      “So does this mean you know what’s going to happen next?”

      Lupe nodded, her eyes filling with tears. “I wish I didn’t.”

      “Is something bothering you, Lupe?” Dolores asked. “You’ve been very quiet.”

      Lupe fastened a smile. “No. Everything is fine, Mama.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Lupe lowered her eyes and wrung her fingers. “It’s Joaquin.”

      “Joaquin? Did you get into a fight? What did he do? I told you not to trust him. I knew he was trouble. That’s how all men are. Your father was exactly-”

      “Mama, stop. We didn’t fight.” Lupe thrust out her hand. A small diamond sparkled on her ring finger. “Joaquin asked me to marry him and I said ‘yes.’”

      Dolores tightened her grip on her pen, burying it in the folds of her flesh.

      “Please say you’re happy for me, Mama.”

      Dolores lowered her eyes.

      “Mama?”

      “He isn’t good enough for you, Lupe,” Dolores said, her voice barely a whisper.

      “He’s a good man, Mama. He just got promoted. His company has a new position for him in Florida and-”

      “You’re leaving me. You’re going to abandon me just like your father did. I thought that after everything we’ve been through…”

      “I’m not abandoning you, Mama. Joaquin and I will visit. And with Joaquin’s new job, we’ll be able to hire a nurse to care for you.”

      Dolores crumpled her grocery list into a ball and threw it across the room. “Tell Joaquin that he can save his money. I don’t need a nurse. I don’t need you or anyone to take care of me. I can take care of myself.”

      “Mama, please don’t be like this.”

      “Be like what? A pig? A freak? A lazy cow? Don’t you think I know what everyone thinks of me? What you think of me?”

      Lupe threw her arms around her mother. “That’s not what I think of you. I love you.”

      Dolores shoved Lupe away. “Just go.”

      “No. Let’s talk about this. Please.”

      “What is there to talk about? You’ve already made up your mind. You’re wearing his ring. You’re leaving me. What else is there to say except goodbye? And you know what? We don’t even have to say goodbye. Your father didn’t. He left us while you were in school and I was at work. Do you remember that day, Lupe? Do you remember coming home and finding him gone? No letter. No call. Nothing. So just leave. I’m used to it. I’ll even turn my back to you so you won’t have to look at me while you walk out the door.” Dolores grunted, heaved herself out of bed, and crashed, face-first onto the floor. Blood pooled beneath her head.

      “Mama!” Lupe screamed.

      Shiori screamed too.

      Lupe ran to her mother. Dolores vanished before she reached her side.

      “Where did she go?” Shiori stared at the empty spot on the floor. “What just happened?”

      Lupe wept into her hands. “Exactly what happened ten years ago. My mother threw-” She bit her lip. “My mother fell off the bed and broke her nose because I was being selfish.”

      Shiori jerked her head back. “Selfish?”

      “Mama took care of me all of her life. She worked two jobs until her body wore out. And what did I do? I jumped at the first chance I got to leave. She was right. I was just like my father. After my mother’s accident, I knew I couldn’t marry Joaquin.”

      “Lupe, I was here. I saw what happened. That wasn’t an accident.”

      “I know what I saw. Mama needed me and I wasn’t there to catch her. I promised to never make the same mistake again. I never left her side until the day she died.”

      “Your mother manipulated you.”

      “No. You’re lying.” Lupe rubbed the space on her finger where her engagement ring used to be. “My mother loved me. And I loved her. She was my life. She was all I had.”
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      Shiori seemed smaller, her eyes, tired and withdrawn. Lupe’s story, Aiden thought, had drained her. Word by word, it had emptied him too. He had told himself that Lupe’s inferno was just another layer of his delusion, but it consumed him just the same. A dying man’s thoughts made good kindling. Old sadness was not wet with tears. It burned hot and slow. Any strength Aiden had to argue with Shiori about whether he was imagining her or not, burned to ash. He was no longer even sure if it was a debate he wanted to win. If Shiori was a hallucination, it meant that he was alone. Like Lupe.

      Aiden lay on the bed and looked up, searching the ceiling for all the thoughts he had chased before Shiori appeared in his hotel room and offered to make tea. Cake, though sometimes sad, was simple and safe. Shiori’s rooms were not. He gnawed on the ragged cuticle of his left thumb. A half-formed thought stirred next to the smoke detector. Sophie’s eyes, large, brown, and smiling, met his. Aiden bolted upright.

      “Is something wrong?” Shiori said.

      Aiden looked away. “I was just thinking about Lupe.”

      “So you believe me?”

      “I didn’t say that. But-” Aiden chewed the corner of his lower lip.

      “But what?”

      “Let’s pretend that I do.” Wading deeper into his delusion turned his stomach, but between burning rooms and any memory of Sophie, Aiden’s choice was clear.

      “That is enough.” Shiori nodded. “For now. A story can only do so much. You must experience your room just as Lupe visited hers.”

      The flames of Lupe’s room crackled along the edges of Aiden’s mind. He flinched.

      “But not all rooms are like Lupe’s,” Shiori said. “I cannot tell you whether they will be better or worse. Some rooms will let you watch the events inside it from a distance, like a movie or a play. Each soul experiences its rooms the way it needs to.”

      “Rooms?” A crease dug into Aiden’s forehead. “A person has more than one?”

      “The number differs from soul to soul.”

      “How many did Lupe have?”

      “One,” Shiori said. “A single room that she had to visit ninety-seven times. Lupe watched her mother break her nose on the floor over and over again before she saw what was right in front of her. She had pushed back her anger so deep inside herself that she had forgotten that it was there. When she let it go, the door led her back to her apartment.”

      “To burn to death?” Aiden grit his teeth.

      “To move on.”

      “How? By being forced to forgive the woman that had robbed her of any happiness she could have had in life?”

      “The room did not force Lupe to do anything.”

      “Right. It only held her prisoner until she did what it wanted.”

      “Lupe’s anger anchored her to the past, not her room.”

      “How many rooms have you seen, Shiori?”

      “Too many.”

      “And did all these rooms trap people with their monsters, breaking their souls down until they were willing to say anything just to make them go away?”

      “It’s not like that.” Shiori shook her head. “Rooms don’t-”

      Aiden’s face hardened. “I changed my mind. Dying alone is better than this sick hallucination. Get out of my head, Shiori and take your so-called peace. I don’t want it. I’d rather burn in hell.”

      “You don’t mean that.”

      “You haven’t met my monsters.”
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      While other ten-year-olds worried about the imaginary monsters living inside their closets or underneath their beds, Aiden prayed, every night to find a real one. A monster was something his father would have to come home for. Aiden had tried asking his father to return to check on a leaky faucet and his science project, but his father had told him to only call him for extremely important things. Cheryl, his new wife, was seven months pregnant and didn’t appreciate being woken up by Aiden’s late-night calls. Aiden said that he understood. Besides, he had a plan. He reached under his pillow and drew out the Swiss Army knife that his father had left behind. He pressed the blade to his thumb. A bead of blood splattered onto his white sheets. He tucked the knife away and lay down. If he didn’t find a real monster to hurt him, there were other ways to bleed. Maybe then, his father would find him important.
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      Cars honked. Buses stopped. People crossed the road. The world outside his hotel went on, not caring that he was dying nineteen floors above it. Aiden stepped away from the window and watched Shiori sip tea that had gone cold half an hour ago. Every question she answered led to another. Delusion or not, Aiden did not relish the idea of taking unanswered ones with him to the grave.

      “I’m sorry, Aiden, but I’m not going anywhere. This isn’t your choice or mine.” Shiori drained her cup. “You can’t die without going through your rooms and I can’t leave until you do.”

      Aiden threw up his hands. “Fine. Let’s get this over with then.”

      “So you’ll come with me? You’ll go to your rooms?”

      “The sooner we do this, the sooner I can get back to dying and you can hop back onto whatever shelf you tumbled from in my head.”

      “Follow me.” Shiori walked over to the hotel room’s door.

      Aiden frowned. “Where are you going? That door opens up to the hallway.”

      “It used to. Now it leads to your rooms.” Shiori handed the tarnished doorknob to him.

      Aiden rolled the knob around in his palm. It was heavy for something that was made of imagination and air. “I really thought that dying was going to be like nodding off on the train and then waking up at your station. No one ever told me that it was going to be some kind of twisted game show where you either find a brand new car or an angry bear behind Door Number One.”

      “I wish there was another way,” Shiori said.

      “Me too.” Aiden jammed the knob into the door. It slipped through the solid wood panel as easily as Shiori had described. He stepped back from the door, swallowing hard. New Car or Bear.

      “I will be right behind you.”

      Aiden pulled the door open. Swirling black mist spilled out of it and lapped at his toes. Aiden set his jaw and rushed into the fog, a sliver ahead of his thoughts. Half a moment’s hesitation was all it would take to talk himself out of surrendering to his delusion. He faltered mid-step. He had been in dark spaces before, but this place was different. It was empty, devoid of the minutest speck of matter and time. And though he knew that Shiori was at most a step behind him, in the vacuum of the doorway, he was completely alone. A panicked cry clawed up from his gut and burst out of him in a silent scream. He stumbled forward and landed on his hands and knees. Cold white tile pressed against his palms. He jerked his head up. A small, boxy apartment surrounded him. Aiden pushed himself off the floor, his eyes darting around the room.

      The apartment’s walls were painted white, but it did not make the place feel less claustrophobic. Though the apartment was barely furnished, it was difficult to move anywhere without knocking your knees against a table or a chair. The tightest squeeze was around a scuffed dining table that served as a border between a tiny kitchen and a threadbare couch. Only one out of the table’s four chairs could be slid out without hitting a wall. Despite the dining table’s size, it was a table for one.  Aiden rested his hand on the back of the only usable chair. “Where are we?”

      “Your room.” Shiori walked up from behind him.

      “But didn’t you say that my room was supposed to mean something to me?”

      “I did. Why?”

      “I’ve never been here before.”

      Shiori knitted her brows. “Are you sure? Perhaps you’ve just forgotten about it.”

      “I don’t forget things.” When Aiden was four, his father took him to the zoo. Robert Millen wore a navy blue shirt with a gray collar, and he wore an orange shirt with a faded ketchup stain on its right sleeve. After seeing the elephants, his dad bought them ice cream. Robert got chocolate and Aiden had cookies and cream. Aiden accidentally dropped his cone after licking it twice. Aiden did not remember this day like it was yesterday. He could see, feel, smell, and taste it as if he were walking past the lion enclosure now.  “Ever.”

      “Look around. You might find something that will help you remember. All the rooms I’ve visited have held some significance to their owner.”

      “You’re not listening to me, Shiori. I am 100% certain that I have never been here before. I can’t forget things even if I wanted to.”

      Shiori rubbed her right temple. “But the door always leads a soul to its room.”

      “Well, your door must need a tune-up because this isn’t my room.”

      “The door doesn’t make mistakes.”

      “There’s a first time for everything.”

      “Look again. Please”

      “Fine.” Aiden rolled his eyes. “But I’m telling you that this is a waste of time. Your door is broken. Rather, my imagination is. I guess my dying brain can’t keep up with its own delusion.” Aiden walked around the apartment, stopping to inspect pieces of furniture and décor. A stove. A reading lamp. A couch that used to be cream. “Nope. Nothing. Nada. Zilch.”

      “I don’t understand.” Shiori wrung her thin fingers. “This has never happened before.”

      “So what do we do now? Do we go back to the hotel? Do I die?”

      “I need to think.” Shiori lowered herself onto the couch.

      Aiden sat next to her and rubbed his chest. The tugging sensation behind his ribs was constant, but it did not hurt him as much as it reassured him that he remained anchored to the world outside of his mind. Whatever happened in this strange dream, he was going to find his way out of it. “Maybe I don’t have rooms.”

      “Everyone has rooms.”

      “But what if there’s nothing I need to resolve? I don’t have any unfinished business.”

      Shiori glanced at a wilted houseplant in the corner of the room. “We should have taken that walk.”

      “Why?”

      “So that you could have asked me while we were strolling around what I do when I’m not visiting the dying and I could I have told you that I take care of my trees.”

      “Your trees?”

      “Bonsais.” A memory flitted behind Shiori’s lashes, teasing a small smile from her lips. “I’m glad that the door lets me see them. But I understand that a strange woman’s hobby is the least of your concerns. You don’t even believe I’m real. I only mentioned it because you said that you don’t have any unfinished business.”

      “What does unfinished business have to do with gardening?”

      “Wabi-sabi,” Shiori said. “It is the principle that guides the art of growing bonsais. Nothing lasts. Nothing is finished. Nothing is perfect. Nurturing a tree isn’t something that can be completed. Neither is life. You can make the most detailed list of your affairs and make sure everything is in order when you die, but there will always be things left undone. This is because death is not the end of you. It is the birth of the person you are when every single thing you have accumulated throughout your life has been stripped away and left at the door. Your body. Home. Wealth. Debt. Accomplishments. Failures. Love. Loss. Everything. You are standing at the beginning, Aiden. Nothing about you is finished.”

      “I know one thing that’s finished. This conversation.” Aiden pushed himself off the couch. “I did as you asked, Shiori. I walked through the door and entered a room. Is it so hard to believe that I’ve made peace with dying without your help? I didn’t ask you to visit me. I didn’t ask to go on this useless little field trip. I can comb through every inch of this apartment, but it’s not going to change the fact that this room has nothing to do with me. It’s. Not. Mine. You can stay here if you want, but I’m leaving.” Aiden marched to the door.

      “Aiden, wait.”

      Aiden reached for the doorknob. A silver, egg-shaped knob took the place of Shiori’s tarnished one. Aiden tried to twist it, but it refused to move.

      “The room decides when it’s time to leave.” Shiori stood up.

      Aiden threw his fist against the door. “Screw this.”

      “Hurting yourself isn’t going to help,” Shiori said. “This is your room, Aiden. It has to be. You must have missed something. Look again.”

      Aiden leaned against the wall and sank to the floor. It seemed like both a blink and a lifetime ago that he was sitting in his hotel room, waiting to die. Time had stopped having any meaning when Shiori showed up. He could no longer sense the current of seconds sweeping him away. Without it, he felt the weight of every choice. He could not blame time for rushing him, blinding him, or swaying his decisions in any way. He exhaled a heavy breath and stood up. “One more time.”

      Aiden made his way through the kitchen cabinets, examining bowls, cups, and spoons. He opened the kitchen’s last drawer. A red pocket knife, just like the one he used to keep under his pillow as a child, peeked out from beneath a pile of pencils, pens, batteries, and an assortment of homeless odds and ends. Aiden slammed the drawer shut.

      “Did you find something?” Shiori asked.

      Aiden rolled up the sleeves of his hotel bathrobe and thrust out his arms. Fine white scars lined the length of the inside of his forearms like a ladder. “Do these count as unfinished business? I’m missing one.”
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      A fifteen-year-old Aiden used to try to imagine what it would be like to forget where he had left his backpack or which baby tooth he had lost last. For starters, he guessed that his head would weigh at least fifteen pounds less, one pound of memories for every year that he had lived. Some memories were heavier than others. They rolled off their shelves and knocked against the front of his skull. Aiden found himself constantly trying to tidy up and put them away. Except on his birthdays. On his birthday, Aiden gave himself a day off and let his memories make a mess. On this day of the year, it was impossible to keep his father’s shelves in order even if he tried.

      Aiden angled a video camera over its perch of graphic novels stacked on his desk. His mother, Aiko, had won the camera at her office Christmas Party a few years back. It was an ancient model and was meant to be one of the joke gifts no one wanted to win, like a fax machine or a robotic singing bass.  It had sat in an unopened box on a shelf in their garage until Aiden nearly knocked it over while helping his father move out his things. Aiden dusted it off and filmed his dad pulling out of the driveway for the last time from his bedroom window. Robert Millen drove away without looking back. It was at that precise moment that Aiden realized that things didn’t hurt as much when viewed through a lens.

      Aiden reached beneath his pillow and retrieved his father’s old Swiss Army knife. He pulled out his favorite blade and tested the point on his finger. He winced. The last time he had used it was exactly one year ago, but it was still sharp enough. He pushed his sleeve up, held out his arm in front of the camera, and pressed record. He counted the fine, pale scars on his arm. One. Two. Three. Four. He drew the blade over his skin, adding a wound that would, in time, be the fifth. Each scar marked a birthday his father had missed. Aiden blew on the wound like a candle on a cake and made a wish.

      What he wished for had changed over the years. The first one he had made after his father had left was for him to come back. Aiden wore short sleeves even when it was cold hoping that someone would notice the wish he had cut into his skin. No one did. The next year, he sliced deeper. He thought his mother might have seen the wound one morning during breakfast, but all she did was look away and say that he should wear a jacket because it was chilly and he might catch a cold.
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      Each scar was slightly thicker and longer than the next. Shiori ran her eyes over Aiden’s arms, counting them. There were five on his left arm and four on the left. “Nine birthdays without your father.”

      Aiden tugged his sleeves down. “Ten. As I said, I’m missing one scar. So can I have your magic doorknob now?  I found the knife in the junk drawer, remembered my scars, and reminisced about my years as an angsty teen with abandonment issues. Good job, room. I’d like to get back to dying now.”

      “That’s not how it works,” Shiori said.

      Aiden plopped down on the couch, folded his arms behind his head, and rested his feet on the tiny coffee table. “Enlighten me then.”

      “The other rooms I visited weren’t empty like this one. There were people inside them…moments that the dying immersed themselves in.”

      Aiden shrugged. “I had a ‘moment’ when I saw that knife. Mission accomplished.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “What can I say? I’m a simple guy.”

      “Who marked his birthdays by cutting himself.”

      “That was a long time ago. I was a kid. I’ve worked through my daddy issues. I’m not that person anymore.”

      “Then why would the door take us here?”

      “You tell me. You’re the expert.”

      Shiori closed her eyes, collecting herself the only way she knew how. She counted backward silently. Twenty. Nineteen. Eighteen. Seventeen. Sixteen. Fifteen. Fourteen. Thirteen. Twelve.  Eleven.  “Ten,” she said, beneath her breath.

      “Sorry?” Aiden said.

      “Ten. You said that you were missing your tenth scar. What happened?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Talking about it might help you figure out why you were led to this room.”

      “My dad missed my twentieth birthday, but I didn’t cut myself. End of story.” He walked up to the door and waved his hands around. “Open Sesame.” He twisted the knob. “Still locked.”

      “This isn’t a joke, Aiden.”

      “That’s a shame. A dying man stuck in a room with a part-time gardener and psychotherapist has the makings of a great sitcom.”

      Shiori balled her hands into fists, her chest heaving. “Do you think I asked for any of this? Do you think I enjoy watching people die?”

      “Then stop.”

      Tears scalded the rims of Shiori’s eyes, but she refused to let them fall. She clenched her teeth, tilting her face to meet Aiden’s gaze. “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because the day I stop opening the door is the day I truly stop believing that my life might be waiting for me on the other side. If I stop believing in that…” Tears dissolved her voice. “I’ll have nothing else.”

      Aiden followed the salty stream down her cheeks, his eyes softening. He looked away. “I…I’m sorry.”

      “Are my tears real enough for you, Aiden? Because they feel real enough to me. If you’re imagining me, then I’m begging you, make them stop. Give me a past. Let me remember who I am so I can stop walking through doors and into the lives of strangers who don’t want me around. End this now.” She gripped his arm. “Please.”
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        * * *

      

      Shiori’s hand warmed Aiden’s skin. Life pulsed through her as palpably as it flowed through him. He had been able to brush away her words, but her touch carved the truth into his bones. He pulled away from her. “You’re-” His voice cracked. “You’re really here.”

      Shiori dried her eyes. “I am.”

      “And this place…” He ran his hand over the dusty coffee table. “It’s real too.”

      “I have never lied to you, Aiden. The door. The shed. Lupe’s room. Everything I’ve told you is true.”

      “And you don’t remember who you are?”

      “All I have are my name and my trees.”

      Aiden wrapped his arms around himself, his old scars throbbing. He lowered his eyes. “I’m sorry. You’re stuck here because of me. And we don’t even know where ‘here’ is.”

      “This is your room. It can’t be anything else.”

      “I can think of one other place it could be.” Ice rose up from Aiden’s ankles. “What if I’m already dead? What if the reason this room is different from the others you’ve visited is that it’s my hell?”
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        * * *

      

      Shiori walked over to the window, keeping her eyes ahead of her. Aiden, she thought, couldn’t be in hell. If he was, he would find himself standing in front of the potting shed’s door each day, right by her side. Hell wasn’t a prison with demons and flames. It was the endless, joyless waiting for nothing. “You’re not in hell, Aiden. You aren’t dead. If the tether to your body broke, you would feel it.”

      “What if I didn’t notice-”

      “You would.”

      Aiden shook his head. “But how do you know for sure? Do you feel a connection to your body? How do you know that you’re still alive?”

      Shiori turned away and clutched the windowsill, feeling the room shrink around her as she breathed. Its walls pressed the truth against her chest: the pull she had felt when she had woken up in the shed had faded to the point where she wondered if what remained was a memory or a wish. She reached for the window’s lock, desperate for air. Light shimmered over the glass plane. Shiori glanced up. A gray sky outlined two lighted billboards across the street. Shiori sucked a breath through her teeth. “Aiden…”

      “What is it?”

      “I know where we are.”
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      Bold kanji characters glowed over the two billboards, hawking a brand of beer and canned iced coffee. Shiori traced the strokes of the names with her eyes, finding comfort in their familiar shape. Japanese was the only language she knew, and yet, whenever she spoke, the people she visited, regardless of where they were from, understood her as clearly as she understood them. When stripped of their bodies, people freed themselves of all the borders they built.

      “We’re in Japan?” Aiden stared up at the billboards.

      “Yes.” Shiori stepped away from the window. The excitement over coming across objects and places from her old life never lasted long. Frustration took over when they rattled inside her like a hopelessly shattered bonsai pot. Her visits to the dying had taken her back to Japan numerous times and on each occasion, she stumbled across at least one fragment from her past: a brand of strawberry milk, the melody of a song, the sweet scent of imagawayaki cakes cooking on the street. Encountering them felt like bumping into an old friend, but being unable to remember how they had first met, what they had been through together, and any conversation they had ever had.

      “Japan…” Aiden held his breath, letting his eyes drift around the apartment. Memory hid in the random, waiting for the perfect moment to jump out. Once, Aiden had found it in a piece of toast that was slightly burnt around the edges. Another time, it rippled in a cup of black coffee. Today, it leapt from the boxy apartment’s bedroom door.  Aiden gasped.

      “Aiden? What is it?”

      “You were right,” he said, his voice thin. “I have been here before. I didn’t recognize the apartment because the last time I was here, it looked very…different.”

      “Different? How?”

      “It was a tomb. The apartment’s owner had died here. His body was only discovered after several months. By the time they had found him, he had rotted into a black puddle. I filmed the cleanup process for a documentary. They had emptied most of the furniture by the time I got here. All that was left were the maggots and the smell.” Aiden traced his fingers over an invisible spot on the wall. His face contorted as though he was trying not to gag. “The stench…God …it was everywhere. The walls. The ceiling. The floor. It was as if when the owner of this apartment died, every inch of this place rotted with him. His body had been removed before the cleaners came, but I don’t think it made this place any less of a hell. If anything, it made it worse.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I once saw a ton of fleas climbing up an alley wall. They were abandoning a dead stray. Fleas leave their host’s body as soon as its temperature drops. Loneliness is like that too, I think. I remembered that exodus of fleas as soon I set foot inside this place with the cleaning crew. It felt as though when the man died, all his loneliness leeched out of him and soaked into the apartment’s walls. It had nowhere else to go. Until we arrived.”

      “Every second we were here, it seeped into my pores. It made me wish that they had not removed the man’s body. If I had I seen how its rotting flesh hung from its bones, I might have spent the afternoon vomiting in the hallway. Disgust is easy to wash away. Loneliness is different. Once it gets beneath your skin, it is impossible to tell someone else’s sorrow from your own.”

      Aiden gestured to the bedroom door. “He died in there. He slipped and hit his head on the wall. If he cried for help, no one heard him.”

      “He didn’t,” Shiori said quietly.

      “What?”

      “He didn’t call for help.”

      “How do you know that?”

      Shiori walked over to the bedroom door, her shoulders heavy. “Because I was with him when he died. Would you like to meet him? Haru may still be here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Boy

      

      

      

      The blood was redder than Aiden remembered. It was still fresh and hot as it pooled over the tatami mat beneath the man’s head. Aiden’s hand flew over his mouth. “Jesus Christ…”

      “He is not in any pain,” Shiori said. “It will be over soon.”

      Panic flashed in Aiden’s eyes. “We should call for help.”

      “There’s nothing we can do.”

      “We can't just stand here and watch him die.”

      “Aiden, listen to me. You cannot change anything here. This is the past.”

      Aiden rubbed his temples, his fingertips cold and pale. “I don’t understand. How can this be my room? I wasn’t here on the day this man died. I never saw his body or any of this. This isn’t my memory.”

      “I know. ” Shiori gestured to the corner of the room. “I think it’s his.”

      A boy, perhaps fourteen or fifteen years old, sat quietly on the floor in the corner of the bedroom. A woman who looked exactly like Shiori sat next to him.  The boy stared at the man lying in his own blood. His eyes did not show any fear or distress. In their place, Aiden saw an emptiness that had no place in a child’s face. He had never seen someone so young look so tired. Neither the boy nor Shiori’s twin seemed to notice that he and Shiori were standing by the bedroom door. “Who are these people? What’s going on?”

      “The dying man is Haru Sugimoto,” Shiori said. “I initially didn’t recognize this place because I did not see the rest of his apartment when I visited him the day that he died. I only saw this bedroom. The woman with the boy is my past self.”

      Aiden blinked slowly, trying to digest Shiori’s words. “And who is the boy?”

      “Haru.”

      “Haru? But I thought you said that Haru was the dying man.”

      “He is. The boy is his soul. The essence of a person has very little to do with the shape of their eyes, the color of their skin, or even the wrinkles on their face.”

      Shiori’s past self whispered in the boy’s ear. He shook his head, burying his face in his hands.

      “What did you say to him?” Aiden asked.

      “I told him that it was time to go.”

      Aiden watched the other version of Shiori get to her feet and offer her hand to the young Haru. He clasped it and stood up. They walked towards the bedroom door, unable to see that Aiden was standing in their way. Aiden stepped aside and let them pass.

      “Where are they going?” Aiden lowered his voice.

      “You don’t have to whisper. They can’t hear us.”

      “Uh…right. I forgot.”

      “They are going to Haru’s room, but he doesn’t want to go. He is afraid. He has not left his home in a very long time. He is terrified of going outside.”

      Shiori’s past self plucked the brass doorknob from her apron pocket and handed it to Haru’s soul. His fingers trembled around it.

      “You can do this,” she said. “I will be by your side.”

      Haru nodded and pulled the door open. A dark mist veiled the doorway. Haru jumped back. Shiori’s twin closed her fingers around the boy’s hand and led him into the mist.

      Aiden stared at the open doorway. “What now?”

      “I’m not sure. This is the first time anything like this has ever happened during a visit. Perhaps we should wait for Haru and my past self to return.”

      “Are you serious?” Aiden looked at Shiori, keeping his eyes away from the dying man on the floor. “I’m not staying here a second longer.”

      “You’re right.” Shiori nodded. “We shouldn’t be here.”

      “Good.”

      “We should try and find your rooms or-” Shiori threw a furtive glance at the door.

      “Or what?”

      “You wanted to know what other people’s rooms looked like. Haru’s door is still open.”

      Aiden’s brows shot up. “You want us to follow them?”

      “I’m not even sure if it would work, but this might be your only chance to see another soul’s room.”

      Aiden forced himself to look at the dying man on the floor. Haru’s blank eyes stared back at him. This man, Aiden thought, had been dead long before he cracked his head against a wall. He did not bother to shout for help when he fell because he knew that no one was going to answer him. Aiden felt his sorrow thickening the air like soot. It coated his lungs. If Haru’s rooms were anything like the one he was standing in, Aiden did not care to visit them. “No way, Shiori. Absolutely not.”
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        * * *

      

      The darkness was always the worst part of the journey through the doorway. Though Shiori knew that her blindness was brief, uncertainty made it feel like forever. Aiden had told her that he wished the door would take him to his rooms or back to the hotel, but Shiori did not have the heart to tell him the truth. There was no guarantee where the door would lead them next. But while they traversed the dark, both of them could still hope. She had given up praying for a way back home a long time ago, but this did not stop her from dreaming about it.

      Shiori liked to borrow pieces from the lives of the people she met and weave them together to make a story of her own. Since they were dead, she did not think they would mind. On some days, she imagined that she had a husband patiently waiting for her to return. On others, she pictured herself with a child. Most days, she pushed their imaginary faces as far as she could from her mind. Hoping for a family was selfish. If they existed, her absence meant that somewhere out in the world, she was causing them pain.

      “Shiori…” Aiden’s voice called to her from beyond the darkness of the doorway.

      Shiori emerged from the mist and felt herself moving upwards even though she was standing still. It took a few seconds for her to understand that she was on an escalator. Shiori craned her neck, trying to find Aiden in the crowd. Streams of people hurried down the staircase next to the escalator. An announcement blared over the clatter of the footsteps. A woman, speaking in Japanese, apologized for a train departing twenty-two seconds early. Shiori gripped the handrail, remembering where she had heard this announcement before. Aiden waved at her from the top of the escalator.

      “Where are we?” Aiden glanced around.

      Shiori scanned the edge of the platform and recognized her face in the crowd of commuters. Her past self stood next to a vending machine selling hot and cold drinks. A young Haru hovered by her side. “We are in Haru’s room.’”

      “A train station?”

      “Yes.” An approaching train rumbled over Shiori’s voice. “But we won’t be here for very long. Haru’s train is almost here.”

      The rumble grew louder.

      Aiden fixed his gaze on Haru. The boy’s lips were pale and his eyes were glued to his feet. “Why does he look so terrified?”

      Shiori hurriedly looked away from the tracks. “It’s because he knows what’s about to happen next.”
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        A Journal Entry: Day Thirty

      

      

      

      I hope you haven’t forgotten about me. I know that it’s been a while since I sat down to write. It was hard trying to find the words I needed. Words tend to rust when they aren’t used, and I am out of practice at having a conversation of any length. But today, rusty words will have to do. This is one day I don’t want to forget. After losing all hope of seeing another human being again, I walked through a door and saw the person that I wished to see the most.  But I don’t think that he saw me. This should make me sad, but it doesn’t. When you have learned to live alone and with so little as long as I have, you would be surprised how much easier it is to smile. It’s when you’re surrounded by everything that you want that it gets harder to notice the things that really make you happy. I saw him today and he made me smile. I will open as many doors as it takes until he sees me and smiles back.
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        Haru Sugimoto

      

      

      

      Hot blood wet his cheek. Haru had hoped to die in his sleep, but decided that bleeding to death on the floor was close enough. He only wished that he did not have to make such a mess. He wanted to apologize to the person who had to clean up after him. It embarrassed him to think that his decaying corpse was going to be a terrible inconvenience. If he had known that he was going to die today, he would have forced himself to find the courage to go outside.

      Haru did not remember the last time the sun touched his face. It was much easier to venture out of his apartment at night. The Family Mart at the corner had everything he needed. Cigarettes. Beer. Instant ramen. Boiled eggs. He did not require much. Staying alive was simple. It was living that Haru found difficult. He sometimes looked out at the gray building across the street and watched people live their lives through their windows, struggling to comprehend how he was once able to do so much more than eat, shit, and breathe.

      “Good afternoon,” a woman’s voice said from the corner of his bedroom.

      “Who’s there?” Haru scrambled to stand, forgetting that he was bleeding out on the floor. His muscles obeyed him, moving more swiftly than they had in a very long time. Haru pushed himself to his feet without any stiffness or pain. If this was what dying felt like, Haru wished he had cracked his head open sooner. He inhaled deeply, relishing the lightness in his chest.

      “Would you like me to make you some tea?” the woman offered.

      Haru jumped backward, remembering that she was there. “Who are you? Why are you here?” he demanded, speaking in a voice he had not heard in decades. It was clear and higher-pitched, free of the grit years of smoking had left in his throat.

      The woman smiled. “My name is Shiori. I am here because you are going to die today.”

      The calmness in her voice, Haru thought, was better suited to describing how the weather was on a clear, spring day. “I don’t understand.”

      “You fell and hit your head.” She pointed over his shoulder.

      Haru twisted around. Cold, blank eyes stared back at him from the floor. He had removed all the mirrors from his home a long time ago and it took him a moment to recognize the man sprawled over the tatami mat. He had caught glimpses of his reflection in his window and the convenience store’s glass doors, but seeing his bloody face drained the strength from his legs. He leaned against the wall and pressed his hand over his mouth. The body on the floor was so worn out and frail that Haru wondered how it had not fallen apart sooner.

      Haru held out his arms in front of him, trying to understand how he was standing up and bleeding on the floor at the same time. Smooth, young hands stuck out from his sleeves. He wiggled his fingers, checking if the hands were his. They moved when he told them to move, and curled into a tight ball when he ordered them to make a fist. He slid his fingertips over his cheek, gliding it over a stranger’s smooth, taut skin.

      “Your spirit has chosen to appear as your younger self,” Shiori said. “You do not look older than fifteen.”

      Haru closed his eyes and let Shiori’s words sink in. Youth tingled and flowed through him with every breath he took. He was no longer the broken man on the floor. “I’m dead.” A tiny smile crept over his lips. “At last.”

      “Not yet.”

      Haru creased his smooth forehead.

      “Your body is not yet done dying. You may have to wait a little bit longer to leave it behind.”

      Haru watched the blood ooze out of his body’s scalp. “I see.”

      “What is your name?” Shiori asked.

      “My name is Haru Sugimoto,” he said, delighting in the strength and clarity of his voice. “Shiori-san.” He bowed to Shiori, remembering to show his respect to someone who was older than him.

      “It is good to meet you, Haru.”

      “Will you be taking me to the afterlife?”

      “I am only here to accompany you to your rooms before you die.”

      “My rooms?”

      “It is better if you see them for yourself.”

      “Are they scary?”

      “Some are, but there are beautiful ones too. The rooms contain moments from your life that you need to revisit.”

      Haru shifted his gaze to the bleeding man on the floor and wrinkled his nose. He had never seen anything more revolting or pathetic. “There is nothing from his life that I need to see.”

      “I am sorry,” Shiori said, “but it does not work that way.”

      Haru slumped on the floor and hugged his knees to his chest. “I do not care about any of his rooms.”

      “You are his soul.” Shiori sat next to him. “You are the same person.”

      “No.” Haru shook his head. “That thing isn’t me.”

      “If your body is broken and weak, it is because it has sheltered you from every decision and mistake you have ever made. It has brought you to this very moment.”

      Haru cupped his hands over his ears and squeezed his eyes shut. Hot tears swelled behind his lids. “I am not him.”

      “Haru, you grew up,” Shiori said quietly. “You became a man. You had a life. And before that life ends, there are things, people, and places that you must see. You must go through all of your rooms and close each of their doors before you can leave them behind.”

      “No.” Haru heard the years creeping back into his voice. Memories swarmed around him like flies. He swatted them away, but they were too many. They buzzed in his ears. Haru could not hear himself think. “I want to forget. I want to move on.”

      Shiori leaned over and whispered in his ear. Her voice, though soft, cut through the noise in Haru’s head. “You will. After you see your rooms.”

      Shiori took Haru’s hand and led him to the door. His fingers trembled over the doorknob. It was a task, he thought, that was simple enough for a child. But he was not a real child. He was a man who had opened too many doors that he shouldn’t have, and locked ones that he should have knocked down. When he was a young man, opening doors took him one step closer to where he wanted or needed to go. He recalled how the doorknob felt exactly the same each day: small, round, and slightly cold. It gave no warning about how a train that was going to depart twenty-two seconds early on one winter morning, would change all the days that came after it. Nothing, not even the doorknob, ever felt the same again.

      “You can do this,” Shiori said. “I will be by your side.”

      Haru’s hand tightened around the knob. Shiori did not know it, but she had just spoken the words that Haru feared the most. If the door led him back to one particular cold gray day, he did not want anyone else to see his greatest shame.
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        * * *

      

      Haru emerged from the darkness of the doorway and onto a moving escalator. Shiori stood in front of him. She looked over her shoulder and gave him a reassuring smile. Haru swallowed hard, his palms like ice. Swarms of people, bundled in nearly identical dark suits and coats, streamed past him, making their way up and down the station’s escalators and stairs. A slender, angular young man bounded up the stairway two steps at a time, his chest heaving beneath his coat. Beads of sweat trickled down the sides of his face.

      Haru stepped off the escalator and followed Shiori to a less crowded part of the platform. He caught his reflection on a vending machine’s glass panel. A face he had not seen in a very long time blinked rapidly back at him. His younger self looked like both a stranger and a friend. A loudspeaker crackled to life. A woman’s voice apologized for a train leaving twenty-two seconds early. Haru caught a small group of Americans chuckling at the announcement.

      “This is your room,” Shiori said. “Do you recognize it?”

      Haru surveyed the crowd. The young man who had rushed up the stairs stood near the edge of the platform, panting and clutching his sides. “Yes. That’s me.” Haru pointed the man out to Shiori. “I missed my train by twenty-two seconds. It left earlier than scheduled.”

      “Oh. That’s too bad.”

      Haru’s soul nodded, his eyes welded on the young man he used to be. The man caught his breath and absently ran his fingers over the stitching of the bag strap slung across his chest. His gaze grew further and further away. Haru remembered what he was dreaming about.

      Twenty-five year old Haru imagined the trip he was going to take to Hawaii once he had saved up enough money. He glided expertly over the waves on an orange surfboard, salt water spraying over his skin. It didn’t matter that he didn’t know how to surf and had no idea how to swim. The sun was out, the water was warm, and he was not sitting in his gray office cubicle, typing out his sales report on his computer. When he was done surfing, he was going to buy an ice-cold American beer and watch the sun set from the beach. A tickle in the back of his throat yanked him from his surfboard and planted his feet back on the platform. He coughed and shivered. He shoved his hands into his coat pockets. He lifted his chin, searching the station for anything to keep his mind off the cold. A face at the head of the queue to his left leapt out at him. The last time he had seen Jiro Watanabe was when they were both fifteen.

      Jiro’s coat was too thin for this time of year, but he did not seem to mind. He was standing perfectly still, his eyes fixed in front of him. His faded black suit hung from his thin frame. He did not carry a workbag like the other commuters waiting in line behind him. A small, crumpled piece of paper peeked out from his hand. His grip around it was loose, as though he was hoping for the wind to snatch it and carry it away.

      Haru studied Jiro’s face. His cheeks were sunken and dark circles were carved beneath his eyes. His lips were set in a thin, hard line. Jiro looked as broken as he did when Haru had left him curled into a ball on the side of the road and urinated on his face. Haru and his friends were always careful to never leave bruises in places where they could be seen. Today, Haru saw all of Jiro’s invisible scars. Twenty-five-year-old Haru tried to pry his eyes from them. His soul did too. They both failed. They were frozen in place, forced to face their old sins.

      There was a look of determination on Jiro’s face that Haru had never seen before. In all the time that he had played his part in making Jiro’s life a living hell, he had never dared to look him in the eye. He was terrified that if he did, he was going to see the boy who had once been his best friend and that boy would see him. Each time Haru clenched his fist to strike Jiro, he closed his eyes and told himself that Jiro only had himself to blame. Haru had not asked Jiro to kiss him and it was not his fault that he had kissed Jiro back. If the others had not caught them that afternoon behind their school, Haru would not have had to keep on shoving Jiro down to keep himself standing up.

      Haru tried to believe that what he had done to Jiro was behind him. All children, after all, were cruel. They were different people now. He had a life and Jiro had his. They had both survived. He had even dared to hope, that if Jiro turned his head ever so slightly to the right, Jiro would see him. He was going to smile at Jiro, tentatively at first and then more broadly, and Jiro was going to smile back, forgiving him with his eyes. They were going to find seats next to each other on the train and before they reached their respective stops, Jiro was going to tell him how happy his life had turned out, how he had just gotten promoted at work, and had moved into a bigger apartment.

      The train grew louder. Haru’s soul stiffened.

      “Are you okay?” Shiori asked.

      “No.” Haru’s soul watched Jiro straighten his shoulders, turn to his right, and look directly at Haru’s past self.

      “Do you know that man?” Shiori asked, her eyes on Jiro.

      “We went to school together. His name is Jiro Watanabe. We were friends. Shiori…”

      “Yes?”

      “You should look away now.”

      “Why?”

      The sound of metal slamming into flesh and crushing bone drowned out Haru’s answer. Screams filled the station as the train screeched to a stop. Haru watched the scene unfold even if he did not have to, having relived it every single day since Jiro threw himself onto the tracks. Bloody chunks dripped down the front of the train, but most of Jiro was pulp beneath its wheels.

      Shiori moved her mouth to speak, but no words came out.

      “Come with me.” Haru choked on tears, leading Shiori away from the turmoil. “What you saw was my fault. Jiro is dead because of me. I now understand why my soul chose this form. The face I am wearing is the face of a murderer. I killed Jiro with these hands when we were fifteen years old. I made sure that there wasn’t a day that he didn’t feel afraid. I was brought back to this time and place so that I wouldn’t forget my crime and I could take every detail of this day to hell with me.”

      “Is that why you think we’re here?” Shiori said.

      “What other reason would there be? This day at the station was the last day I was truly alive. I was dead long before you found me on the floor of my apartment. But unlike Jiro, I did not feel that I deserved to escape this life. I sought out every sorrow the world could offer. I shunned friends and family. I locked myself in a cage. I kept myself breathing all these years only so that I could wake up and feel worse. Dying feels like I am doing Jiro another injustice. I have done nothing to earn an end to this pain. My only consolation is that when we return to my body, I will suffer a worse death than Jiro’s. I will die unforgiven, forgotten, and alone.”
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      One man’s cries pierced the chaos on the platform. Twenty-five-year-old Haru was sprawled over the floor like an open wound, ragged howls clawing out of him from a place deeper than guilt or regret. Haru, Aiden thought, sounded more like an animal than a man. “How do you do this, Shiori?” His words snagged in his throat.

      “Do what?” Shiori dabbed at her eyes. New tears took the place of every drop she dried.

      “How do you step into a stranger’s room…a stranger’s life…and then find the strength to walk away?”

      “I don’t. Only the dying get to walk away. I am left behind. For me, there is no end.”

      Aiden dropped his eyes to the floor. “Forgive me.”

      “For what?”

      “My death. My rooms. For everything that will happen next. I can’t begin to imagine the burden you must be carrying and it kills me to know that I am only going to add to it.”

      “Don’t worry about me. Your only concern should be your rooms. What’s happening to you now, visiting other people’s rooms, this has not happened to anyone else. Something has gone wrong. I must find a way to get you back to where you need to be. You can’t move on without seeing your rooms. We need to leave Haru’s room now.”

      Aiden glanced around the station, a furrow deepening between his brows. “Are you sure that this is Haru’s room?”

      “Of course. Haru is right over there.”

      “It may have been Haru’s room the first time you came here, but now it’s not.”

      “But things are exactly as they were. The weather. The station. The train. Jiro. Nothing is missing.”

      “It isn’t what’s missing that makes it different. It’s what’s been added. The first time around, there was only one version of you here. Now there are-”

      Shiori’s eyes grew large. “Two.”

      “This isn’t Haru’s room, Shiori. I think it’s yours.”

      Shiori wrinkled her forehead. “But only the dying have rooms.”

      Aiden said nothing, allowing Shiori to hear her own words.

      “No.” She shook her head. “That’s impossible.”

      “Is it? You don’t know where your body is. You have no idea what’s happening to it right now. Maybe after all this time watching people leave, you’re the one who finally gets to go.”

      Her lips paled. “But what if I don’t-”

      A crumpled sheet of paper blew across the platform and landed on Aiden’s chest. He pulled it off and aimed at a garbage bin.

      “Wait.” Shiori gaped at the paper. “Stop.”

      Aiden lowered his hand. “Why?”

      “You shouldn’t have been able to do that. That paper is part of the past. Jiro was holding it before he died.”

      Aiden opened his fist. Handwriting filled the crumpled sheet. He read it, realizing that he understood Kanji.

      “What is it?” Shiori said. “What does it say?”

      “It’s a letter.” Aiden reread Jiro’s words to make sure that he did not make a mistake. “Addressed to you.”
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        * * *

      

      Shiori traced Jiro’s handwriting with her fingertip. His words were simple and sparse, but she struggled to comprehend them. Jiro had written that he had hoped Shiori was well and that he wanted her to know that he was grateful for what she had done for him. He had not mentioned anything about his plan to kill himself. The note did not sound like a goodbye.

      “Jiro knew you, Shiori. This can’t be a coincidence. I think you were meant to find this note. What if your rooms are trying to bring back your memory?”

      Shiori shook her head. “That’s not how the rooms work.”

      “But you said it yourself. This has never happened before. Can you think of any other explanation why the door brought us here?”

      “This has to be a mistake.”

      “When has the door ever made a mistake?”
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        * * *

      

      Aiden’s words followed Shiori through the next doorway, surging towards her like a wave.  They crashed into her and rose quickly, rising past her chin. In the darkness, no one was ever going to find her if she drowned. Shiori counted, clinging to numbers to keep her head above the tide. Five. Four. Three. Two. One.

      Dark mist gave way to a cold white light. The scent of antiseptic filled Shiori’s nose. She remembered this room more clearly than most. A crowd of people, dressed in blue surgical gowns, surrounded a table in the center of the operating room, fighting to keep a woman alive. The first time Shiori was here, the frenzy held her in a trance. This time around, it was her past self that held her captive. Shiori watched her twin hover near the surgical team and swore that she could hear her heart pounding.

      “What happened to her?” Aiden said, his eyes on the woman on the operating table.

      “She was in a bus accident.”

      Aiden looked around the room. “I don’t see her soul anywhere.”

      “It’s in her body. She is going to live.”

      “Then why did you visit her?”

      “I didn’t.” Shiori glanced to her right. A petite, young woman walked up behind her past self. “I visited her.”

      Shiori’s past self turned to the soul. “There you are. I was wondering where you were.”

      The woman’s eyes grew wide. “You can see me?”

      “Yes.”

      She threw her arms around Shiori’s past self. “No one else seems to know I’m here.”

      “My name is Shiori. What’s yours?”

      “I’m Tiana.” The soul straightened, staring at the slightly older woman on the operating table. The woman’s pregnant belly swelled beneath the surgical draping sheets. “At least that’s what my mother was planning to call me.”

      “That’s a beautiful name.”

      “I like it too. Do you think I will get to keep it even if I die before I’m born?”
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      Though the pregnant woman on the operating table was her mother, she looked nothing like the image Tiana held in her mind. Tiana had been with Janet every second of every day for almost six months, but she had never seen her face. Whenever Tiana heard Janet’s voice or felt her stroke her through her belly, she imagined her smiling. With her eyes taped shut and a tube shoved down her throat, her mother looked like a stranger. If Tiana heard Janet sing, she might have felt more familiar. Her mother sung to her all the time, up until the moment she was hurled out of her bus seat.

      When Janet wasn’t singing to Tiana, she spoke to her. She didn’t seem to mind that Tiana couldn’t talk back. Tiana guessed that it was what Janet enjoyed most about their conversations. Tiana was the only person who really listened to what Janet had to say. Most people just wanted to make sure that Janet got their order right. Double Cheeseburger. Large Coke. Medium Fries. Tiana had heard her mother repeat these menu items so often that she wondered what they tasted like. The one thing she did not have to imagine was how her mother felt about her. When Tiana listened to Janet’s heart, she was certain that she made her happy. The warm, steady beat was her constant companion in the womb, a reminder that she was loved and safe.

      Tiana watched her mother lying motionless on the operating table, straining to hear her heart again. “She looks so tired.”

      “She’s fighting for her life,” Shiori said. “And yours.”

      “She’ll be very sad when she wakes.”

      Shiori nodded.

      Hot tears streamed down Tiana’s cheeks. She had never cried before and did not know if she was ever going to stop.

      “Here.” Shiori handed Tiana a clean white handkerchief.

      “Thank you.” Tiana dried her eyes. “For what you do.”

      “For what I do?”

      “You’re here to help me die, aren’t you? When I found myself outside my body, I tried to wake my mother, but she couldn’t hear or see me. No one could. I was so relieved when you came. I want you to know how grateful I am for your help. What you do can’t be easy.”

      Shiori’s eyes widened.

      “You look surprised.” Tiana tilted her head.

      “You’re the first soul that has understood what was happening to them without needing an explanation. You haven’t even been born.”

      “It’s just something I’ve always known. I knew from the moment I was conceived who I was, where I came from, and where I was ultimately going. Maybe it’s when you’re out in the world that you forget. I haven’t been anywhere except for this room and I already find the noise of this world overwhelming. There’s so much going on. It’s so hard to see and hear my thoughts, much less hold on to them. If I stayed here any longer, I would probably forget the truth too.”

      A shadow fell over Shiori’s face.

      “Have I said anything wrong?” Tiana said.

      “No. I was just thinking that I must have lived in the world for quite some time.”

      “Why do you say that?

      “Because I’ve forgotten everything about my life.”

      “We both have questions then. I wonder what the world is like. You’re looking for your place in it.”

      “We’re alike then, I suppose.”

      “Do you feel like you’re being ripped apart too?”

      Shiori creased her forehead. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m being pulled in opposite directions. On one end is my mother, on the other, a place where she…isn’t.”

      “No,” Shiori said softly. “I don’t feel anything like that.”

      “Then we aren’t the same. I’m dying. You’re not. At least, not yet.”

      “Do you wish you could have grown up and lived your life?” Shiori asked.

      “I have lived my life.” Tiana smiled. “I had the chance to spend every moment of my time here with the person who loved me the most. When my mother stroked her belly and felt me inside her, she knew that I loved her back too. Isn’t that what living is? To love and be loved back? I haven’t missed a thing. I’ve lived as full a life as anyone in this room.”

      Shiori lowered her eyes. “Maybe more.”

      “I’ve made you sad.”

      Shiori looked up, forcing a smile. “I’m fine.”

      “I haven’t known you for very long and you haven’t known me, but I think it would be safe to say that apart from my mother, you’re my closest friend in the world.” Tiana nudged Shiori with a smirk.

      Shiori let out a small laugh. “That’s true.”

      “And so I hope you know that you can tell me whatever is on your mind. My mother used to say that I was a very good listener. I think I helped her feel better even if all I did was let her speak. Maybe that’s what you need too.”

      “Don’t worry about me, Tiana. I have been doing this for a very long time. My life is simple. I visit the dying and accompany them to the rooms they need to see before they leave this world.”

      “Do you think that someone like me has rooms?”

      “I don’t know. You’re the youngest person I’ve ever visited. I have no idea what someone who has not been born would see. The only guarantee I can give you is that whatever room is waiting for you, you will not be alone.”
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        * * *

      

      Tiana emerged from the silence of the doorway. A high-pitched cry pierced her ears . Her heart jumped to her throat. She had never heard such a noise. She squeezed her eyes shut, clamping her hands over her ears.

      “Open your eyes,” Shiori said. “There is nothing to be afraid of. I promise.”

      Tiana peeked through her lashes. A smile lit her mother’s face from across the room. Tiana gasped. “Mama…”

      “She can’t see you, Tiana,” Shiori said.

      “But-”

      “She’s beautiful.” A nurse walked up from behind Tiana and laid a crying, swaddled bundle over Janet’s chest. The baby’s cries stopped as soon as her cheek touched her mother’s skin.

      Janet cradled the baby, nuzzling a small, half-moon shaped birthmark on the baby’s right temple.

      “Who is that?” Tiana whispered to Shiori.

      “You.”

      “What?”

      “You have the same birthmark.” Shiori pointed to Tiana’s forehead.

      Tiana touched her temple, realizing that she had never seen her own face. “But how can that baby be me? I’m not going to be born.”

      “Rooms aren’t simply memories.”

      “But is this real?”

      Shiori nodded. “That is your mother and that is you in her arms. In this place between life and death, possibility is as real as the present, future, and past.”

      A jagged pain twisted inside Tiana’s chest. The bus accident had introduced her to pain, but this was different. She did not feel like she was being crushed or suffocated. This was worse. She rubbed her chest, trying to soothe the invisible wound. “If that baby is me, then why does it hurt to look at her?”

      “Perhaps it’s because you want what she has.”

      Tiana balled her hands into fists. Tears scalded her cheeks. “I hate this place. It’s cruel. Why show me what I can’t have?”

      “But you can have it, Tiana. This is your room. You can take every detail inside it with you when you leave. Your mother’s smile. The sound of her voice. The light in her eyes when she looks at you. Isn’t this a better memory to hold on to than the image of your mother being cut open? What you see here is everything your mother feels for you. Nothing here is an illusion.” Shiori looked directly at Tiana. “I have seen dark, terrible, and hurtful rooms. Trust me. This is not one of them.”

      Tiana drew a shaky breath and dried her eyes. She walked over to her mother and stroked her cheek.

      “She can’t feel you,” Shiori said.

      “This is enough for me. She’s softer than I imagined. And she smells nice. Warm and sweet.”

      “You look like her. You have the same smile.”

      “I know that she won’t remember any of this, but do you think that there’s any chance that she’ll find this room in her dreams?”

      “I don’t think-” Shiori clamped her mouth. “I suppose anything is possible.”

      “Will I get to dream about her too?”

      Shiori tilted her head as though rolling Tiana’s question inside it.

      “Shiori?”

      “I was just trying to recall the last time I dreamt.”

      “And?”

      “And I remembered that dreams require sleep.”

      Tiana frowned. “What are you saying?”

      “My days don’t have a beginning, middle, or end. Opening the door always leads me to a new day, a new room, and a new soul that needs my help. I haven’t had the chance to pause long enough to sleep.”

      “You haven’t slept?” Tiana’s eyes widened. “Ever?”

      Shiori shook her head. A tiredness came over her eyes that made them look much older than the rest of her face.

      “Shiori…” Tiana bit her lip. “Did you mean it when you said that you wanted to help me?”

      “Of course I did.”

      “Good.” Tiana sat on the floor.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Pausing.” Tiana patted her lap. “Rest, Shiori. Sleep.”

      “But you need to see your rooms.”

      “I need this more than any room. If you really want to help me leave this world, you’ll lie down and close your eyes.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I have to know if souls can dream.” Tiana held out her hand. “So I can die with the hope that when I sleep, I will see my mother again.”
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      The operating room emptied.  A nurse took Tiana’s tiny body away. Only Aiden and Shiori remained.

      “So did you dream?” Aiden asked.

      Shiori nodded. “It wasn’t anything important. I was just happy to have a chance to sleep. Unfortunately, I dreamt that I was awake. It was as if I closed my eyes in Tiana’s room and opened them, seconds later, in my greenhouse. I was trimming a tree. No. Wait. I was repotting it. It was a hundred years old and I remember feeling excited and scared about it at the same time. It’s quite terrifying when you think about how easy it is to kill a tree. But repotting is necessary when the roots have outgrown the old pot. If you don’t repot, the tree will deteriorate and die. I was explaining this to a boy that was helping me. I don’t remember his face, but I remember his hands. They were trembling the whole time he was brushing the soil off the tree’s roots.  When we finished, he plucked a small heart-shaped stone from the old pot’s soil and gave it to me. That’s when I woke up.”

      “Who was the boy? Was he a soul you had met before? Was he someone from your past?”

      “I don’t know.” Shiori shook her head. “His face slipped from my mind as soon as I woke up. I wanted so much for him to be real. I hoped he was family…a friend…anyone from my life. I tried to dream about him again, but since Tiana’s room, sleep has kept its distance. It became less painful to make myself believe that I had just made him up. Anyway, as I said, it wasn’t anything important. We should get back to finding your rooms.” She dug into her apron pocket for the doorknob. The back of her hand grazed something smooth and small. Shiori gasped.

      “What is it?” Aiden asked.

      Shiori pulled the object out, opening her fingers slowly. A heart-shaped stone nestled in the middle of her palm. She looked up at Aiden. “A dream.”
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      Some of his dreams were blurry, but whenever Aiden dreamt about Alfie, he recalled every detail. Unfinished stories haunted him the most.

      Aiden had met Alfie when he was in tenth grade. His class had been assigned to make a video about things in their community that they wanted to bring attention to. More than half of the class chose to make videos about local landmarks and the food bank. The rest selected the animal shelter. Aiden chose Alfie.

      Alfred Jameson spent his days pushing a rusty shopping cart around town, looking for scraps. At night, he made his home on a bench in the park, beneath the branches of a large oak tree. Aiden had biked past him every day, but had never once slowed down enough to meet his eyes. One Tuesday after school, Aiden hung his video camera around his neck and found the courage to stop.

      Aiden leaned his bike against a lamppost and stole footage of Alfie from across the street. Alfie did not seem to notice or care. He was elbow deep in other people’s garbage, his gray eyebrows knitted so tightly that they could hold a pin between them. He paused only to examine empty soda cans the way an art collector inspected paintings to spot fakes. Based on criteria known only to him, Alfie left most cans in the garbage and chose a handful to keep in his cart. He arranged them carefully next to a pile of ancient magazines, shuffling them around a few times before taking a step back and folding his arms across his chest. A quiet smile broke through his matted beard and lit his cloudy eyes. Aiden caught Alfie’s smile a few more times that day, the widest reserved for a blue moth-eaten blanket and a half-dead houseplant. That evening, Aiden laid his head on his pillow and swore that his bed had never felt more comfortable. He stared up at the ceiling, thinking about all the right choices that kept a roof over his head, and the infinite number of wrong ones that could knock it down. Raindrops clattered against his window, lulling him to sleep.

      The rain fell slowly, as though deciding whether to pour in earnest or stop. Lightning cracked the sky open. The storm leaked into Aiden’s dreams, pouring over a man curled over a park bench. The man pulled his thin blue blanket tighter, shivering beneath its soaked cloth. Aiden woke, his cheeks damp with tears. He reached for his video camera and filmed the rain through his window until it stopped. The next day, he stuffed his backpack with a rain jacket and a pair of socks his father had left behind, two ham and cheese sandwiches, and a thermos of strong coffee. He hopped on his bike and headed to the park, rehearsing, as he pedaled, a hundred ways to say ‘hello.’

      It took a week of sharing a bench and ham and cheese sandwiches with Alfie before Alfie said anything back.

      “You were in my dream last night,” Alfie said, as though he and Aiden were already in the middle of a conversation.

      “I was? What was it about?” Aiden kept his video camera on Alfie’s hands. Alfie had waved the camera away each time Aiden had attempted to focus on his face, but he didn’t mind Aiden filming his hands. His fingers were thick and stubby and shook with an occasional tremor. The tremors didn’t seem to alarm Alfie and so Aiden decided not to worry about them too.

      Alfie shrugged. “I don’t remember. I just know that you were in it.”

      “Oh.” Aiden failed to keep the disappointment from his voice. His video project currently consisted of footage of Alfie rummaging through trash bins and nursing a thermos of coffee between his trembling hands. Alfie seemed perfectly content to sip his coffee and eat in silence. The dogs at the shelter, Aiden thought, would have given him better quotes. He shifted his camera over to Alfie’s shopping cart, hoping to find something interesting. The contents of the cart hardly changed, but the way Alfie arranged them did. Alfie seemed to enjoy constantly moving things around.  Today, the soda cans were at the bottom of the cart and an old comic book wrapped in a plastic bag sat at the very top of the pile.

      “I forget a lot of things now, kid. I guess my brain just doesn’t have enough space for everything. It’s like my cart, you know? You can’t just keep tossing any old thing in or it will get too heavy. When you get to my age, if you don’t chuck stuff out, you’ll topple over. But I’ll choose a dented soda can over some of the people I’ve met any day. Empty cans are a lot lighter.” Alfie chuckled.

      The face of his father pushed its way into Aiden’s head. Aiden blinked it away.

      “But I dreamt about you which probably means you’re not junk.” Aiden tapped his forehead. “Trust your dreams. You see better with your eyes closed than when you’re awake. Remember that, kid.”

      Aiden nodded, knowing that forgetting things was never an option for him.  He was going to remember every detail of his time with Alfie in the park. It was half past four. A procession of black ants marched past the heel of his left blue sneaker. A bread crumb nested in Alfie’s beard, just above his chin.

      “That’s the best free advice you’ll get, Aiden.”

      Aiden jerked his head back. “You know my name?”

      “Of course I do. You introduced yourself the first time you came to the park. You’re too young to be forgetting things, kid.” Alfie smirked.

      “I wasn’t sure if you had heard me,” Aiden said. “You haven’t said anything to me this entire week.”

      “I haven’t?” Alfie scratched his beard.  “Sorry about that, kid. Sometimes I think I say stuff, but it gets lost on the way to my mouth. I’m out of practice.” Alfie laughed. “Have I told you that you make good coffee? And sandwiches?”

      Aiden shook his head.

      “Well, you do. Thank you.”

      “I’m glad you like them.”

      “I’m guessing that I haven’t told you my name either. It’s Alfred B. Jameson. But you can call me ‘Alfie.’”

      Aiden ran his eyes over Alfie’s face, trying to marry his name with the wrinkles etched over his skin. Alfie sounded like the name of a much younger man. Aiden struggled to picture Alfie as anyone else but the graying man sitting next to him. He had begun this project thinking about how interesting it would be to discover Alfie’s story, but now it soured his stomach. He could not come up with a question about Alfie’s past that did not sound like he was asking how Alfie had failed.

      “You have something on your mind, kid? Best you spit it out or you’ll choke on it.”

      Aiden fidgeted, crushing an ant with his heel. The ants scattered. “It’s nothing.”

      “I think I know what it is,” Alfie said.

      “You do?”

      Alfie glanced at the comic book resting at the top of the pile in his cart. “You want to know if you can have it.”

      “Have what?”

      “My comic.”

      “Your comic? I…uh… actually-”

      “I know you’ve had your eye on it. Go on. Take it. It’s missing a few pages, but all the important parts are there. The beginning. The middle.”

      Aiden wrinkled his brow. “The end’s missing?”

      “Yup.”

      “You don’t think that’s important?”

      “Do you?”

      “Isn’t that…well…um…the whole point of the story? To find out what happens in the end?”

      Alfie chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Everything, kid.” He swept his hand over the park and smiled. “Everything.”

      Aiden took a bite of his sandwich and chewed slowly. He had expected Alfie to sound broken inside, the way the pieces of his mother rattled inside her after his father had left. If Alfie was shattered, he hid his cracks well.

      Alfie yawned and leaned back on the bench, stretching his arms over his head. “Do you know what the difference between a dream and the world we live in is, kid?”

      “One is real and the other isn’t?”

      “When you dream, you don’t think about anything except what you’re doing at the exact moment. Your mind doesn’t wander off to your next vacation or worry about how you’re going to pay the rent. You can’t distract or lie to yourself. What you see and feel in a dream is always the truth. When you’re awake, you can’t keep still. Your brain is hopping all over the place. Tomorrow. Yesterday. Ten years from now. That’s why even if your eyes are open, you’re barely able to see what’s right in front of you. You’re flipping pages in your head, trying to sneak a peek at the end.”  Alfie reached over to his cart and handed the comic book to Aiden. “You can thank me later for ripping the last pages out. I never did like the way I wrote them.”

      Aiden’s mouth fell open. “You wrote this?”

      “And others too. But that was a long time ago. It was a different time. I was a different person.”

      “I…I had no idea.”

      “That I wasn’t always a bum?” Alfie laughed.

      “What? No. That’s not what I-”

      “And there it is.” Alfie sighed, shaking his head.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “That look on your face. Pity. I was wondering when it was going to show up.”

      Aiden tightened his grip on his sandwich, squishing the cheese. Color rose up his neck.

      “Look, kid. You don’t know me or my story. Not the beginning, not the middle, and sure as hell, not the end.”

      “You’re right.” Aiden laid the crushed sandwich over his lap. “I’m sorry.”

      Alfie cast his gaze across the park.

      “Alfie? I said I’m sorry.”

      Alfie jumped in his seat. “Oh. I didn’t see you there.” He glanced at Aiden’s sandwich. “Are you going to eat that?”

      “Uh…no. You can have it.”

      “Thanks.” Alfie took a big bite and chewed. Bits of ham stuck between his teeth. “Did you know that the first sandwich I really tasted was the first half-eaten one I fished out of the garbage? The bread was stale. The lettuce was soggy. The cheese had mold. But I tasted it, every single, disgusting bite.” He smiled at Aiden. “I taste your sandwiches too. Did I tell you that you make good sandwiches, kid?”

      “Yes, you did. I’m glad you like them.” Aiden tucked the comic into his bag. “Thanks for the comic.”

      “The comic?”

      “The one you just gave me?”

      “The comic…right. Right. It’s good, but it’s missing some pages in the end.”

      “You already told-” Aiden pressed his lips together to catch the rest of his reply. “But it still has the most important parts, right? The beginning and the middle?”

      “It does.”

      “Thanks, Alfie. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “See you tomorrow, kid.”

      Aiden hopped on his bike.

      “Hey, kid…”

      “Yeah, Alfie?”

      “You were in my dream last night.”
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        * * *

      

      Alfie wasn’t at his usual spot in the park the next day. His cart was gone and the little nest he had made from other people’s garbage was missing. Aiden biked around town twice, but couldn’t find him. When he circled back to the park, he spotted a police officer making his rounds.

      “Excuse me, officer.” Aiden hopped off his bike. “Have you seen Alfie?”

      “Alfie?”

      Aiden pointed to the empty park bench.

      “The homeless guy?”

      “Um…yeah. The homeless guy.” Aiden did not like the taste his words left in his mouth. Alfie had a name.

      “We found him this morning,” the officer said.

      “Found?” Aiden swallowed.

      “He died in his sleep. Did you know him?”

      Aiden stared at the empty bench, trying to decide what the right answer to the officer’s question was. He had a week’s worth of footage of Alfie and had probably spoken to him more than anyone else had in years. But did he know him? In the time they had spent together, Aiden had done most of the talking. At first, it had been to coax a reply out of Alfie and make sitting next to him less awkward. Later, Aiden realized that he enjoyed having someone who seemed content just to listen, nod now and then, and chew. Aiden had told Alfie about his father’s affair, about how it felt like to be that kid who looked different from everyone in school, and everything else that, if he said out loud, was only going to make his mother worry. Alfie knew more about him than anyone did, but all Aiden knew about Alfie was that he liked black coffee, ham and cheese sandwiches, and comic books that didn’t have endings. Aiden looked at the police officer and shook his head. “I didn’t.”

      Aiden never turned in his video about Alfie. He submitted one about how the park needed more trees and got a D.
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      Parks and evening storms stirred Aiden’s memories of Alfie. Neither was present in the operating room where Tiana had lost her life. It smelled like antiseptic and defeat. Nothing about it hinted of grass or rain. Alfie shouldn’t have been there, but he was, whispering in Aiden’s ear as Aiden gaped at the heart-shaped pebble in Shiori’s palm. What did I tell you, kid? What you see and feel in a dream is always the truth.

      “I have no idea how this got in my pocket.” Shiori handed the stone to Aiden. “The last time I saw it was in a dream.”

      Aiden ran his thumb over the pebble. “He was right.”

      “Who was right?”

      “Alfie.”

      “Who’s Alfie?”

      “A man I probably should have paid more attention to a long time ago.” Aiden squeezed the stone. “You didn’t make the boy in your dream up, Shiori. This stone proves it.”

      Shiori winced, clutching her chest.

      “Are you okay?” Aiden steadied her by the elbow.

      Shiori looked up at him, grimacing. “I felt it.”

      “Felt what?”

      “The connection to my body. It was so slack before. Barely a cobweb. I could hardly feel it. But now it’s reeling me back.”

      “Does that mean-”

      “I don’t have much time left.” Shiori glanced at the empty operating table, rubbing her chest. “I’m scared, Aiden.”

      “But you’ve helped so many people die. I didn’t expect you to be afraid of death.”

      “Leaving this world doesn’t frighten me. ” Shiori wrung her fingers. “But dying without knowing who I am does. I’ve seen what happens to a soul that can’t remember its past. It gets lost.”
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      Rey Arnaiz’s head was wrapped in duct tape and his thin hands were bound behind his back. The creek’s filth soaked through his bloody clothes. The sixteen-year-old looked dead, which was probably why the four policemen who had abducted and tortured him the night before didn’t think twice about tossing him in the water and heading off to get breakfast. They climbed into their car, arguing about whether they should eat at McDonald’s or Jollibee.  In the end, they decided to go to Tapa King. They drove off into Manila’s congested roads, looking forward to fried strips of slightly spicy beef, sunny-side-up eggs, and garlic fried rice.

      Rey’s soul watched his body bob in the creek from a muddy bank. If he did not know what he was looking at, he might have mistaken it for just another piece of trash. He turned to the small Japanese woman standing next to him. She had introduced herself as Shiori and explained that she had come to help him die. He might have panicked and run from her if at some point during the night, a wall had not come down and cut off the person he was before he was tortured, from the bloodied, sobbing piece of meat tied to a chair. The boy behind the wall remembered how to smile; the one on the bank could only feel pain. “It’s my birthday today. My mother was going to cook pancit.”

      “Oh.” Shiori’s voice caught in her throat. “Happy birthday.”

      “Thank you.” He closed his eyes, trying to recall what his mother’s pancit was like. It was his favorite dish, but the memory in his mouth tasted like blood.

      “I’m sorry about what happened to you,” Shiori said, her eyes on the body in the creek.

      Rey followed her gaze. “Why hasn’t it sunk yet?”

      “When a soul wanders, it doesn’t just leave its body. It leaves time behind too.”

      “Time has stopped?”

      “For now. But it will come and find you when you need to return to your body and die.”

      “Then I’ll sink to the bottom of the creek with the rest of the garbage.”

      “You aren’t garbage, Rey.”

      “That’s what the policemen called me. They said that people who took drugs didn’t have names. They said I was trash.”

      “That’s not true.”

      Rey glanced at a backpack lying in the mud. Second-hand schoolbooks peeked out from beneath its torn flap. “They searched my schoolbag for drugs. When they didn’t find any, they said I had sold it at school. I told them that I wasn’t a drug pusher, but they didn’t believe me.”

      “I believe you.”

      “I would never do anything like that. I wanted to be a…” Rey struggled to remember what he wanted to be when he grew up. A single night separated him from all of his hopes, but it felt like a lifetime ago. He closed his eyes, scouring the shadows in his mind. A fragment of a dream peeked out from a tiny crack in a wall. “A teacher. I wanted to be a teacher. Everyone said I was good at math.”

      “You would have been a great teacher.”

      “I helped my classmates whenever they didn’t understand the lesson. Last night, Julio asked me to go to his house to help him study. It took us longer than I thought to finish all the math problems I had prepared. My mother had told me not to stay out late, but the policemen grabbed me before I got home.”

      Shiori touched his arm. “It’s over, Rey. You’re safe.”

      “I told them the truth. But they didn’t let me go. I think they wanted me to lie. If I lied, I would be home right now. This is all my fault.”

      “You can’t blame yourself for what happened to you.”

      “My mother always said that I was stubborn. She thought I was stupid to want to be a teacher. She said that teachers don’t get paid well. She nagged me every day to practice my English so I could work in a call center when I graduated. I told her that I didn’t care about the money. I wanted to teach. Sometimes, she would get so mad at me that she would cry. She said that I couldn’t buy food with dreams.” Rey’s eyes drifted back to his broken body. “I should have listened to her.”

      “It wasn’t wrong to dream. Dreams are important.”

      “More important than money?”

      “Yes.”

      “You must be rich then. Only a person with money would say that money was not important. Poor people die in creeks. If I had money, today would have been very different. I would be at home with my mother, eating pancit. I’d grow up. I would forget about becoming a teacher, work in a call center, and take care of my mother. That’s what a good son would do. But I wasn’t a good son.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “Why not? It’s the truth. A good son obeys his mother. I didn’t do the one thing my mother asked me. Be careful and come home early. Can you think of a simpler request?”  He dropped his eyes to his feet, hiding his tears. He dried his eyes with the edge of his shirt. “I am never going home and my mother will spend the rest of her life wondering why.”

      “You’ll leave all this pain behind you soon. I promise.” Shiori reached into her apron pocket.

      Rey jerked back, shielding his face with his arms. “Don’t hurt me.”

      “I…I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to show you something.” Shiori slowly drew out a tarnished doorknob from her pocket. “It’s just a doorknob. See?”

      Blood dripped into Rey’s eyes, blurring the object in Shiori’s hand. He gasped. “I’m bleeding.”

      “You’re not bleeding. You’re safe.”

      Rey rubbed his eyes and stared at his hands. “The blood…it’s gone.”

      “No one can hurt you anymore.”

      Rey looked up. A small woman with a kind face stood in front of him, holding a doorknob at her side. She looked familiar, Rey thought, like someone he had met in a dream. “Do I know you?”

      “Oh…uh…yes. My name is Shiori. We met earlier.”

      “We did? Why don’t I remember you?”

      Shiori glanced at the creek. “You’ve been through a lot. You need to rest and clear your head.”

      Rey turned to the water. A body floated in it. Duct tape hid its face, but Rey recognized its pain. He clawed at his cheeks, trying to rip off tape that wasn’t there. He stumbled back, falling into the mud. Unseen fists pummeled him.  Rey curled into a ball and screamed.

      Shiori knelt by his side, gathering him to her. “It’s not real, Rey.”

      Rough laughter echoed around him, drowning out Shiori’s voice.  Rey clamped his hands over his ears. The voices grew louder, calling him a liar and urging him to confess. Rey sobbed. “I want to go home.”

      “Look at me, Rey.” Shiori lifted his chin. “I can take you far away from here. You will never see those men again.”

      “No.” Rey squeezed his eyes shut. “Can’t you see them? They’re still here. They want me to confess.”

      “They’re gone.” Shiori stroked his back. “We’re alone.”

      “You’re one of them. You’re trying to trick me. I just want to go home. It’s my birthday. Let me go home. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “I believe you, Rey. I know the truth. You were helping your classmate study for your exam. You want to be a teacher. That’s your dream.”

      “How…” The voices in his head receded. Rey pried his eyes open. “How did you know that?”

      “Because you told me. Look at me. You know me. You know why I’m here.”

      He studied her face. One by one, her features clicked in his head like pieces of a puzzle finding their place. Other images shifted around too. His mother’s face.  A math problem. A cigarette burning his skin. “You’re Shiori. I remember. And I’m Rey.”

      “Yes. That’s right. You’re Rey.”

      He pointed to his body. “And that’s me too. I’m dying. The police…they took me last night because I was a bad son.”

      “What? That’s not-”

      “I wanted to be a teacher. I didn’t listen to my mother. That’s why they killed me.”

      “No, Rey. That’s not what happened to you. You were a good son. You wanted to be a teacher to help people and that was a good dream.”

      “It was a small dream. I dropped it. It rolled into the creek. I tried to get it back, but it fell in. That’s why I’m in the water. That’s why I can’t go home. It’s all my fault.”

      “We need to find your rooms now. They can help you remember.”

      “Remember what?”

      “Who you are. Why you’re here. Your mother.”

      “Nanay.” Rey drew a sharp breath. “She’s waiting for me. I need to go home.” He took a step forward and snagged his foot on the strap of his muddy backpack. His shoulders sank. “My bag…my books…”

      Shiori tightened her grip on the doorknob. “I’ll get you new ones.”

      He looked up, his eyes bright. “You will?”

      “But you need to come with me so we can get them. I promise I’ll give them to you. Then you can go home to your mother.”

      “You’ll help me? Why? Who are you?”

      “I’m Shiori and I’m…the new math teacher at your school. I heard you’re really good at math.”

      Rey smiled. “Thank you so much. I have a test tomorrow and I need my books.”

      “We should get your books then. Follow-”

      “I want to be a teacher when I grow up.”

      “You’ll be a great teacher.”

      “My mother says that I should be something else. Teachers don’t earn a lot of money. Nanay doesn’t want to be poor anymore. She works so hard washing other people’s clothes so that I can study and have bigger dreams.”

      Shiori pressed the doorknob into Rey’s hands. “Take this. It will open the door to…a…uh…library. We’ll get your new books there.”

      He stared at the knob. “What is this? Where are we? Who are you?”

      “Rey, it’s me. Shiori. I’m here to-“

      “Rey?” He frowned.

      “That’s your name.”

      He slumped to the ground. The doorknob slipped from his fingers and fell into the mud. “Why can’t I remember anything?”

      “Your name is Rey.” Shiori reached for his hand. “Rey. Say it.”

      “No. It’s not. They said I didn’t have a name. I’m nobody.” An invisible rope tugged behind Rey’s ribs. He groaned, lurching forward. The rope yanked harder. Rey scrambled backward, digging his heels into the mud. He clenched his jaw, resisting the pull.

      Shiori’s gaze flew from Rey to the creek. His body began to sink.  Shiori grabbed Rey’s arm. “It’s time. Your body is pulling you back to die. Return to it now.”

      “They’re not taking me again.” Rey wrenched his arm free and ran.

      “Rey! Come back!”

      Rey sprinted down the bank. The rope snapped inside him and grew slack. Rey stumbled, landing on his palms. He scrambled to his feet and lunged forward. He froze, trying to remember what it was he was running from.  His eyes fell to the creek and caught a body sinking into the filth. Rey wondered who it was. He watched the body disappear, taking with it any curiosity he felt. His thoughts turned to mist almost as soon as they formed, thickening the fog churning in his head. A woman wearing a gardening apron ran up to him. Her lips moved, but they did not make any sound. Rey backed away from her. She reached for his wrist, her eyes pleading with him to understand words he couldn’t hear. Her fingers slipped through his arm as though she was made from air. Rey screamed, jumping back from the ghost. He teetered on the edge of the black water, his fear vanishing as quickly as all his other feelings and thoughts. Wet garbage bobbed by the tips of his muddy shoes. Rey stared at the trash-filled creek. It felt like the safest place to hide. No one spared a glance at things they threw away. He let himself fall, sinking into the filth and forgotten.
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      Manila’s sun had been unforgiving on the day she had watched Rey’s soul vanish into the creek, but Shiori remembered how her insides had turned to ice. The operating room where Tiana had lost her life felt just as cold. Shiori rested her hand on the operating table and shivered. Wherever hope died, it turned the warmest day into winter. “I waited on the bank as long as I could, but Rey never came back.”

      Aiden grimaced. “That’s horrible. Why do you think Rey lost his memories? Has that happened to other souls you’ve met?”

      “I’ve thought about that a lot. He was not the first soul I visited that suffered from violence, but he was the only one that was a child. Maybe his mind couldn’t take it. Maybe he was so broken, the only way he could forget the pain was to forget everything else. Each time I open a door, there’s a part of me that hopes that it will lead me back to that creek so that I can search every inch of it and prove to myself that Rey isn’t there.”

      “Maybe he isn’t. Maybe he’s found peace.”

      “Maybe.” Tears welled in her eyes. “I will probably never know for sure. All I know for certain is that what happened to Rey is my fault.”

      “Monsters tortured and killed him. You had nothing to do with his death.”

      “I have one task, Aiden: help people die. I failed Rey.”

      “You did everything you could.”

      “Just like the doctors did everything to save Tiana.” Shiori clenched her fists, digging her nails into the flesh of her palms. “It wasn’t enough. I wasn’t enough. And now I’m being punished. I guess it’s only fair that I die without remembering who I am too. If I get lost, maybe I can find Rey and keep him company.”

      “You’re not being punished.” Aiden held out the heart-shaped stone from Shiori’s dream. “This rock and Jiro’s note prove it. Each door you open is leading you closer to the truth about who you are. And if you’re right about your body pulling you back, we don’t have any time to waste.”

      “We?”

      “The door brought both of us here. That must mean something. All this time, you’ve helped people visit their rooms. If the door is now leading to your rooms, then perhaps…” Aiden met Shiori’s eyes. “You’re the one who needs help.”

      “Have you forgotten that you’re dying?” Shiori turned away,  taking the rock from him. “You’re a soul too. You’ll be gone soon.”

      “I’m not dead yet.

      “Why do you even care about this, Aiden? Your main concern should be finding a way to move on.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m doing,” Aiden said. “You have no memories and so you have no idea what it feels like to be waiting for death. Before you showed up, I was staring up at the ceiling, feeling all the things that I hated the most. I was helpless. Useless. Done. There was nothing ahead of me except my last breath. The idea of death can be terrifying, but knowing that your final moments in the world mean absolutely nothing is worse.”

      “But-”

      “I’m a selfish man, Shiori, and I’m not about to pretend to be anything else. I am looking out for myself. If helping you find your way through your rooms makes my death slightly less meaningless, then there is absolutely nothing you can say to convince me not to stay by your side while I can. What kind of death would I have if I simply walked away and let what happened to Rey happen to you?”

      Aiden’s eyes told Shiori that he had made up his mind. She exhaled a heavy breath and pushed the heart-shaped rock deep into her pocket. Jiro’s crumpled letter brushed against her knuckles. Her name and these two objects were the sum of all she was. Rey had less. If souls that died like Rey fled pain by erasing their past, Shiori could not help but wonder if this was the reason she had forgotten her life too. “Can I ask you something, Aiden?”

      “That depends.”

      “On what?”

      “On whether you are going to keep on trying to stop me from helping you.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Good. Ask away.”

      “If you could wipe away anything from your life…a day…a moment-”

      “A person?”

      Shiori nodded. “Would you?”

      “Yes.”

      Shiori waited for him to say more. He didn’t. She pulled out the tarnished doorknob, steeling herself for the next room.
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      Time did not exist here. The trip through the doorway was both a lifetime and over in an instant. In the expanse of a step, Aiden discovered, you could live in one moment or many. The darkness was the perfect canvass to paint the past. Mid-step through Shiori’s next door, Aiden found himself walking back to a day he had not thought about in a very long time. It was a Saturday when he and Sophia Alexandra Lee were both sixteen and he had nearly run her over with his bike. It was the best and worst day of his life.

      Alfie had died that morning and Aiden could not pedal fast enough to get away from the park. Though he had no idea where he was heading, Aiden figured that it didn’t matter. He couldn’t see anything past his tears. He pedaled faster. The untouched ham and cheese sandwiches and thermos of coffee in his backpack had never felt heavier. He wanted to fling the bag to the street, but he didn’t want to slow down or stop. If he did, his thoughts were going to catch up to him.

      “Hey! Watch it!” a voice yelled.

      Aiden swerved and skidded on the street, skinning his elbow.

      “Are you blind?” A girl stood over him, her hands planted on her hips.

      Aiden glanced up. His tears blurred the girl’s face. He dried his eyes with his sleeve and noticed the blood on his arm. Aiden winced. “I’m sorry. I didn’t see you.”

      “Obviously.” She offered Aiden her hand. A reddish-brown stain coated her fingers.

      Aiden gaped at her hand. “You’re hurt.”

      “What?”

      “Your hand,” he said. “I’m so sorry.”

      The girl glanced at her fingers. “Oh. That.  Antique Cherry. It’s a wood stain. Not blood.” She frowned at the gash in his arm. “You, on the other hand…”

      “It’s just a scratch.”

      “If you think that’s just a scratch then you really are blind.” She narrowed her gaze at Aiden’s damp eyes. “Hey, seriously, are you okay?”

      Aiden brushed off the dirt from his jeans, trying to ignore his throbbing elbow. “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine. What happened to you?”

      “Nothing happened to me. A friend of mine just-” The word tasted like chalk.  Aiden fought the urge to spit it out. Alfie was not his friend. He barely knew the man. He had managed to record the few words Alfie had spoken, but he wished he hadn’t.  You don’t know me or my story. Not the beginning, not the middle, and sure as hell, not the end. Alfie, Aiden thought, could not have been more right. People were all like Alfie’s comic. Everyone’s last pages were ripped out. No matter how carefully you wrote every word of your story, your ending was going to be a surprise. “A man I knew died today.”

      “I…I’m sorry.”

      “I didn’t really know him very well.” Aiden wiped away the last of his tears and picked his bike up. “I was making a video about him for a school. He was a project. That’s all.”

      “If you say so.” She turned and walked away.

      “Wait.”

      “What?” She stopped.

      “I’m sorry I almost hit you.”

      “Forget about it. Just be more careful. Crying and biking don’t go together.”

      “I wasn’t crying.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Sure.”

      “My…uh…name’s Aiden or ‘the idiot who almost ran you over today’ if you prefer.”

      She smirked. “Idiot? Boring. Beef-witted hoddypeak has a nicer ring to it.”

      “I’ll pretend I know what that means.”

      The girl shrugged. “I like old words. Look them up. You might learn something. Good luck with your project.”

      “Alfie.”

      “Sorry?”

      “His name was Alfie.” Fresh tears watered Aiden’s eyes. “And he wasn’t just a project.”

      The girl checked her watch and rubbed her chin. “Twenty minutes.”

      “What?” Aiden blinked back tears.

      “You can have twenty minutes.” She pointed to the coffee shop across the street. “In the interest of road safety, you’re buying me a grande non-fat iced latte.”

      “Road safety?”

      “I’m 99.9% sure that you’re going to run over the next person on the road if I don’t let you buy me a coffee right now. I’m going to need something to sip while you tell me all about why you’re not crying about a man who was not your school project,” she said. “And my name’s Sophie, in case you were wondering what name you should tell the barista to put on the cup.”

      Aiden did not keep track of how long Sophie sat with him at the coffee shop that day, but he was certain that they had continued to talk long after Sophie had finished her drink. Her mother had called to ask where she was. Sophie told her that she was with a friend. Aiden hoped that what she said was true.
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      I’ve been here for over a month. I know because I’ve kept track of the days in this notebook. Forty little black lines are my only reminder that once, time existed. The lines, however, are at best guesses. I can’t really tell when one day ends and another begins. Here, nothing changes. It’s so quiet; you can hear the earth breathe. The world sounds happy to have every tree, cloud, and pebble to itself. As for me, I have this room, a notebook, and a pen. Apart from writing my thoughts down, I’ve discovered that I enjoy drawing. It brings to life things I may never see, hear, feel, or taste again. God, I miss coffee. And chocolate. And sourdough crispbread topped with truffle honey and melted brie. And bacon. Bacon. Bacon. Bacon. It doesn’t matter that I never get hungry. Hunger has nothing to do with craving salty processed meat.

      I have gotten quite adept at drawing coffee mugs, but crackers and cheese remain a challenge. It’s hard to get the shading right when you only have one pen. I remember when I used to have a ton of pens. I would lose at least half of them before the month was over and not be the slightest bit concerned. That’s what pens, socks, and hair ties do. They get lost. But when you have only one pen in the world, everything changes. You guard it with your life. Sometimes, I think that this is how things should be. You cherish one thing fiercely without any backups or Plan Bs. But nothing lasts forever and all pens run dry. Loss is always on the other side of contentment. Waiting. But today my notebook still has blank pages and my pen still has ink. I can write about a door and how I intend to walk through it again. Maybe today, it will lead me back to him.
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      The room was almost as dark as the path through the doorway. Aiden took a step forward and squinted, trying to make out the shadows and shapes. “Shiori?”

      “I’m over here,” Shiori’s voice called to his left.

      A light switch clicked in the darkness. A table lamp came to life, illuminating a medium-sized bedroom that was painted sage green. An elderly couple curled into each other’s bodies on a brass bed. A woman who looked exactly like the woman lying on the bed, stood by the night table, her hand on the lamp switch. She looked directly at Aiden. “There. That’s better. Now we can see each other. I was expecting you.”

      “I…” Aiden stammered.

      “She’s not speaking to you.” Shiori pointed over his shoulder. “She’s talking to her.”

      Aiden glanced behind him. Shiori’s past self stood by the door.

      “I was wondering when you were coming,” the old woman said.

      “You know who I am?”

      “Of course. You’re the angel that’s come to take me away.”

      “I’m not an angel. My name is Shiori.”

      The woman tilted her chin. “If you’re not an angel, then why are you here? I can see myself lying on the bed and so I’m pretty sure I’m dead.”

      “You’re not dead, you’re dying. I’m here to help you.”

      “Well, that sure sounds like something an angel does.”

      “I’m not an angel.”

      “Semantics.” The woman shrugged with a smile. “I’m Mrs. Bridges, by the way. But please, call me Alice.”

      Shiori’s past self walked over to her and shook her hand. “It’s good to meet you, Alice.”

      Alice sat on the bed and stroked her husband’s thinning white hair.  “This is George. He’s very handsome, don’t you think? We’ve been married fifty-eight years. I was hoping to make it to our sixtieth wedding anniversary, but cancer’s a bitch that way. What can you do? When your time’s up, it’s up.”

      “I told George to take me home from the hospital. I absolutely despise peeing in other people’s bathrooms, so there was no way I was going to die anywhere else but in my own bed. George said that I was going to be more comfortable in the hospital, but he knew better than to argue with me. He’s been married to me long enough to know how stubborn I am.” Alice chuckled. “How about you, Shiori? Are you married? I’m not sure how things like that work in the, you know, afterlife.”

      “I…um…don’t remember.”

      Alice’s face fell. “Is that what happens when you die? You forget? I’ve been Mrs. Bridges for most of my life. I don’t want to be anything else.”

      Aiden’s gaze hovered over the old woman sleeping on the bed. She looked happier, he thought, than most people did when they were awake.

      “You have nothing to worry about,” Shiori’s past self said. “You will remember your past.”

      “But you forgot yours.”

      “I don’t need to remember my life to help you leave yours.”

      “You really are an angel then.”

      “No, I’m not-”

      “You don’t need to be called an angel to be one. I can’t imagine what I would do if I had to go through this alone. I truly appreciate you being here.” Alice stroked George’s cheek. “But I was wondering if there was one more thing you could do for me.”

      “What is it?”

      “Do you suppose we could wake George so I can say goodbye before I go?”
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      What’s it like to grow old with someone? It was a question Alice got asked a lot even if people didn’t say it out loud.  She caught it in their eyes whenever they saw her and George slowly pushing their cart down the supermarket aisle or sharing a piece of chocolate cake at their favorite café. Alice understood why they were curious. Whenever she looked around, she found herself in a sea of the beautiful and young. Compared to them, she and George looked like they had tumbled out of a dusty cabinet of ancient odd and ends. They could not have been more out of place. They had grown up in a time when things were slower and people were not so quick to throw things away. They kept things and took care of them, and when they broke down, they tinkered with them and patched them up until they worked almost like new.

      Alice had lost track of all the times her marriage felt like it was going to fall apart, but somehow, it had managed to outlive all of their appliances and cars. She and George didn’t drive anymore. They took the bus or walked wherever they needed to go. They liked it better this way. They got to their destination as fast as the bus could take them or as slow as their legs could move. They were not able to rush even if they wanted to. When Alice thought about all of the things she had done wrong in her life, hurrying was her only true regret. Life was a one-way road to a single, ultimate destination and now that she had reached it, she wished that she had not gotten there so soon.

      Alice knew that she sounded greedy. To most people, eighty years seemed like a long time to live. Alice disagreed. She had blinked and met the love of her life, had two beautiful daughters, watched them grow up, and bounced three grandchildren on her knee. If she had known how fast her life would pass, Alice thought, she would not have wasted any of it thinking about anything other than the moment she was standing in. She wasn’t proud of the times that her thoughts wandered to grocery lists she needed to make or appointments she had to set while her children excitedly told her about their day. It seemed silly now to have chosen to make a mental list of eggs, milk, and cereal over listening to stories that were never going to be told again. But there was one thing in her life that Alice did not think required even the smallest change. Every night that she got to fall asleep next to George was perfect.

      George’s arms were the only place where time could not find her and hurry her along to the next extremely important, absolutely urgent thing. No matter how much they might have annoyed each other about errands one of them had forgotten or a carton of orange juice that had been left on the kitchen table, they took nothing of their day with them when they curled up in bed. The borders set by their brass bedposts were sacred and kept their small eternity safe.  But tonight, their borders failed. They had allowed Death to crawl into bed with them and pull her from George’s side.

      “So can you wake him, Shiori?” Alice said. “I would really like to say goodbye.”

      “I wish I could, but what you are asking is impossible. It may look like we are in the same room as George, but we are not. You can shake his shoulders or shout in his ear, but to George, we simply are not here.

      “But I can touch him.”

      “He can’t feel you.”

      “He can. I know he can.” Alice grabbed George’s arm. “George, darling. Wake up. Please.”

      “I’m sorry, Alice,” Shiori said. “There’s nothing you can do.”

      Alice sank to the floor and leaned against the bed. It was something she had not been able to do for a very long while. It felt strange to move without stiffness or pain. “Then I won’t leave.”

      “You can’t stay here.”

      “You can’t make me go anywhere with you. I thought I was ready to die, but I’m not. I can’t leave George. He needs me. He always forgets where his glasses are. He never puts the juice back in the refrigerator. The only things he can cook are bacon and eggs, but sometimes he even burns the bacon.”

      “You’re right.”

      Alice looked up at her. “I am?”

      “You’re absolutely right that I cannot force you to go anywhere that you don’t want to. You also know your husband more than anyone else. But choosing to stay here won’t change a thing. You cannot return to your life. You will only be able to watch it as you are watching it now. You will watch your husband search every inch of your home for his glasses, but will not be able to tell him that they are sitting on  top of his head. You will see him leave the juice on the counter, but will not be able to yell at him to put it back in the refrigerator. You will smell the bacon burn, but you will not be able to pull the pan from the stove. And one day, your husband will pass away in his sleep and you will be stuck in this empty house, unable to follow him. Is that really what you want? Is that what George would want?”

      Alice dried her eyes, stood up, and walked over to the window. She had watched the seasons change through the glass, sometimes catching her reflection in it. The old woman staring back at her used to startle Alice, but over time, she learned to make peace with all of her wrinkles and age spots. When she turned sixty-five, she stopped dyeing her hair. That winter, it matched the snow. She remembered thinking that her own winter had begun, but that she had no spring waiting for her at the end of it. Tonight, snow covered the backyard, reflecting the light from the full moon.

      Alice closed her eyes and heard her twins playing on a swing that was no longer there. Yesterday was both near and far away. When the girls had outgrown the swing, George replaced it with a fire pit. The twins swore that the s’mores they made over it were the best they’d ever had. When the girls left for college, Alice and George used the fire pit less and less. During their first year away, Alice cried whenever she called them down for breakfast, forgetting that they were gone. In time, she got used to eating her oatmeal facing their empty seats.  The part of her life that began with hurried mornings with her daughters had ended when a new chapter in their life began. That, Alice thought, was what life was. Beginnings, endings, and all the s’mores in between.

      Alice turned to face Shiori. “I get asked all the time what it’s like to grow old with someone.”

      “And what do you answer?”

      “I tell them the truth. I have no clue what it’s like. I’ve spent a lifetime with George, but I don’t feel like I’ve grown old with him. I’ve certainly felt like a fossil around other people, but I’ve never felt that way with George. He sees past my wrinkles and I see past his. He’s still the boy that stole a kiss on my front porch and I’m still the girl that let him steal it. You see an old man bundled in a blanket. I see the promise I have chosen to keep every single day of my life. To have and to hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish…till death do us part.” She drew a deep breath, her eyes falling on her dying body. “I guess there’s only one part of that vow left to keep. But I don’t how I’m supposed to leave him behind.”

      “That’s what your rooms are for. They’ll help you move on.”

      “My rooms?”

      Shiori pulled out a brass doorknob from her apron pocket. “I will need you to trust me, Alice. I will take you to places you need to visit before you die. Some will be pleasant, some won’t. But all of them are necessary. Will you come with me?”

      Alice’s eyes lingered over George’s face. She could not imagine any place that could make it easier for her to leave him behind, but if an angel told her to trust her, she didn’t think she had much of a choice. “Alright, Shiori. Lead the way.”
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      A little over six months had passed since Aiden had almost run over Sophie with his bike and he had spent every Saturday afternoon since then in her garage. He enjoyed watching her work. Sophie’s family owned an antique shop in town and Sophie liked to say that finding and fixing broken things was in her blood. There was a rhythm to the way she sanded wood, nailed pieces together, and polished silver drawer handles until they gleamed. Aiden found the way her hands moved hypnotic. He could not recall a day when her fingers weren’t stained from her latest project. Today, Sophie was restoring an old desk. Aiden focused his video camera on her hands, capturing the way she painted on a rosewood stain in deliberate, sure strokes. The grain came alive beneath her brush.

      Sophie looked up from her work. “I swear, you must have at least a hundred hours’ worth of footage of my hands by now.”

      “Two hundred.” Aiden chuckled. “What can I say? I like your hands.”

      Sophie smirked, setting her paintbrush down. She wiped her hands on a rag and drew a long sip from a tall glass of iced coffee. “You do, do you?”

      Aiden trained his camera at her face. “Your smile too.”

      Sophie walked over to him. “So am I ever going to see this masterpiece of yours?”

      “Patience, padawan.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Mom’s asking if you want to stay for dinner, by the way. We’re having spaghetti.”

      Aiden winced. “Thanks for the invite, but if it’s your ‘famous’ cold spaghetti sandwiches, I think I’ll pass.”

      “That’s for tomorrow’s menu, silly. Only the very best tittynope will do for my culinary creations.”

      “Tittynope?” Aiden rubbed his chin. “I’m guessing that means leftovers?”

      Sophie smiled. “Well done. You’re learning. So you will be staying for dinner?”

      “I’d love to, but my dad might call tonight.” He pushed up his sleeve and checked his watch.

      Sophie’s eyes fell on his scars.

      Aiden tugged his sleeve over his arm and stood up. “I…I should get going.”

      Sophie clasped his hand. “Wait.”

      “Don’t.” Aiden looked away.

      “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t look at me like I’m one of your broken things.”

      “I’m not. It’s not the first time I’ve seen your scars, but I want you to know that it’s the last time that I’m going to pretend that they aren’t there.”

      Aiden sighed. “You don’t need my shit in your life, Soph. Can you just forget about it? Please?”

      “I can’t and I won’t. I wouldn’t be your best friend if I did. But if you’re worried that I’m going to try and fix you, I’m not. I’m a teenage girl with perpetually stained fingers and an addiction to caffeine and old words. I fix furniture, not people. I know that I can’t make your scars go away with a coat of wood stain or paint. But I can listen. It doesn’t have to be now. Or tomorrow. Or even next week. But whenever you’re ready to trust me, I’ll be right here.”

      “I do trust you, Soph.”

      “Not enough. If you did, you wouldn’t keep bolting whenever your scars accidentally peek out from under your sleeves. Friends don’t hide things from each other.”

      “But what if…” Tears crept into his voice. He tightened his grip on his camera. “I don’t want to talk?”

      “I know you don’t. And you probably never will.”

      “But you just said-”

      “I said I would listen to you.” She reached for his camera. “But I didn’t say you had to use words to tell me your story.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wedding Guests

      

      

      

      Alice slid next to Shiori on a pew at the back of a small church. Roses perfumed the air. Alice breathed it all in. “Thank you for bringing me here,” she said, squeezing Shiori’s hand.

      “The door led us here. I don’t play any part in deciding the rooms you get to visit.”

      “Well, I’m glad the door chose this one.”  Alice turned around in her seat. A woman dressed in a simple white gown stood at the end of the aisle. “Not everyone gets to be a guest at their own wedding.”

      Shiori surveyed the empty pews. “And it looks like we’re the only guests here.”

      “George’s family didn’t approve of me. I was raised by my aunt, but she had died before I met George. A poor orphan working her way through school wasn’t exactly the kind of girl they had pictured for their daughter-in-law. They thought that I was only marrying George for his money. They didn’t know that the real reason I wanted to marry George was that whenever he made love to me, it was difficult to walk straight the next day,” Alice chuckled.

      Shiori choked on a laugh.

      Alice leaned back on the pew with a smile. She cast her eyes towards the young man waiting at the altar. “But seriously, next to the birth of the twins, my wedding day was the happiest day of my life. It sounds cliché, but it’s true. I married a man with the kindest and biggest heart in the world.”

      “You were very lucky to find each other.”

      “Do you know what’s inscribed on our wedding rings?” Alice pulled her wedding ring from her finger and handed it to Shiori.

      “No Returns. No Refunds,” Shiori smiled as she read it out loud.

      “It’s funny how you get warrantees on silly things like toasters, but there’s no such thing for marriages. And yet…” Alice glanced at her younger self as she fidgeted in her white dress. “The only fear I had on my wedding day was tripping over my skirt.”

      Alice watched herself walk down the aisle, recalling how her mind was entirely on her feet. Left foot. Right foot. Left foot. Right foot. She had been walking for twenty-one out of her twenty-two years, but as she made her way to George, every step felt like her first. Getting tangled in her gown, she had decided, was inevitable, and the sooner she crumpled into a heap of white tulle and lace in the middle of the floor, the sooner she could pick herself up.

      “I’ve got you.” An arm hooked through young Alice’s arm, steadying her.

      “George,” she whispered through the side of her mouth. “You’re supposed to wait at the end of the aisle.”

      “Sorry.” His mouth twitched at the corners as though undecided whether to grin. “But it didn’t look like you were going to make it that far.”

      “I wasn’t.” She gripped George’s arm and slipped off her heels with one hand. “Not in these silly shoes.” She tossed her heels to the side and smiled at George through her veil. “Let’s do this, shall we?”

      “We were crazy kids.” Alice giggled at the scene from her seat. A touch of crazy was a requirement for any marriage, she thought. Binding yourself to someone else was insane. Almost everything doubled. Groceries. Problems. Responsibilities.  But then there were things you got to share. Rent. Sometimes a toothbrush. A heart. As she listened to her younger self make a promise of forever, Alice wondered how George would be able to carry on when he woke up and found half of his heart gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Secrets

      

      

      

      The blood trickling down the side his arm appeared brighter on the television screen in his bedroom. An eighteen-year-old Aiden looked away and pressed the pause button on his video camera. The blade of his pocketknife froze over the skin of his forearm. Aiden leaned against his headboard. “This is the first time I’ve watched these videos,” Aiden said, his eyes on the unfinished wound on the screen. “It almost feels as if I’m watching a different person.”

      “Maybe because you are,” Sophie said. “The person who filmed these videos isn’t the same person sitting next to me. That person wouldn’t have shared these secrets with anyone else except his camera.”

      Aiden wrapped his arm around Sophie’s shoulder and pulled her closer. “You’re not just anyone else. You’re my…uh…”

      Sophie looked up at him. “I think the word you’re looking for is ‘best friend’ or freond, if you prefer Old English.”

      “I’m not actually.” Aiden straightened and took both of Sophie’s stained hands in his. He drew a deep breath. “I’ve shown you my films. My scars. But I still have one last secret.”

      Sophie’s neck tensed. “What secret?”

      “I can’t be friends with you anymore, Soph.”

      “What?” She yanked her hands away from him.

      “I can’t look at you without wanting to kiss you. I can’t be in the same room with you without thinking how empty it would be without you in it. I know that you think of me as a friend, but I don’t want to lie to you anymore and pretend that I don’t want something more. I…care about you, Soph.”

      Sophie swatted Aiden with a pillow.

      “Ow. What was that for?”

      “You almost gave me a fucking heart attack, Aiden. Don’t you ever do that again.”

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have blurted things out like that. It wasn’t fair to you. Forget I said-”

      “Shut up.” Sophie pressed her lips to his.
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      The stark white room looked both foreign and familiar. Alice scanned every corner for a fragment of a memory. “Are you sure this is my next room, Shiori?”

      The door behind Alice creaked open. She turned. Her daughters walked into the room, but they had aged since the last time she saw them. With the new creases around their mouths and eyes, they looked more like her. Alice clasped Shiori’s hand. “Is this the future?”

      “You can call it that if it helps you understand it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The rooms have shown me that time isn’t as simple as what we’ve been taught to believe. Most people think of time as a train on a one-way track, and that we are its passengers. Everything in the world is built around that belief. Calendars. Clocks. Our lives.  These structures have been set in place for so long that we can’t see time as anything else. It’s only when we step outside our bodies and that we’re able to see the truth.”

      “And what is the truth?”

      “There is no train. There are no tracks. We aren’t passengers. The way we perceive time is affected by the limits of our body. We start to die the moment we are born and our steady, constant deterioration makes us feel that the seconds are sweeping us in one direction. But the soul sees things differently because it doesn’t age or decay. It can stand in one place, look around and see that time is actually--”

      “Just one moment.” Alice’s eyes grew large as she stared at the faces of her daughters and saw past the years etched on their skin. Emma and Eli were the babies she rocked to sleep and the mothers to their own children at the same time. Alice glanced out the window. Leaves were both golden and green, the flowers, frosted and in full bloom, the sky, warmed by the sun and birthing snow. All four seasons blended into one day. “I see it, Shiori. No. I feel it. Yesterday. Now. Tomorrow. They’re all rippling around me. It’s like an ocean without an end.”

      Shiori nodded. “And you are at the center of it.”

      “I wish people didn’t have to die to see things this way. I imagine that we would live life very differently if we didn’t feel like we were constantly chasing something or being chased.” Alice stroked each of her daughters’ cheeks.

      Emma smiled wistfully. Hope fluttered in Alice’s stomach that her daughter had felt her touch. Emma walked over to the window and opened it. A breeze snaked into the room, carrying the warm and earthy scent of soil sighing after the rain. “I remember how mom used to keep an eye on us from up here.”

      Eli smirked. “To make sure we didn’t kill each other.”

      “Do you think we made the right decision about selling this place?” Emma asked.

      “We both live too far away to take care of it.  A new family will make new memories here. That’s what mom and dad would have wanted.”

      “Yeah. I guess so, but it still feels weird. We’ve been planning to sell the house for a long time, but now that we’ve sold it…” Emma’s voice broke off.

      “It feels like we’re saying goodbye to Mom and Dad all over again.”

      Emma wiped back a tear. “But you’re right. This is what they would have wanted. Especially Dad. He was always so practical. I thought we were going to have a hard time convincing him to move closer to one of us when mom died, but he packed his bags almost as soon as we brought the idea up. I guess he knew that moving was going to make it easier for everyone.”

      Eli ran her hand over the windowsill. “He only brought one suitcase and a picture of Mom with him. That was it. I asked him why he didn’t bring more stuff from home. Do you know what he said?”

      “What?”

      “He said that he didn’t need anything to feel that Mom was close because on the morning she died, a part of him had gone with her. But not in the way people say that a part of their soul dies when their loved one passes away. He said that he felt more alive because she was alive too. He knew that wherever she had gone, she was happy, finally free from her pain. Since a part of him was with her, he had no doubt that they were going to find each other again.”

      “I can hear Mom yelling at him to put the orange juice back in their heavenly fridge right now.” Emma squeezed Eli’s hand. “We should get going. It’s getting late.”

      Eli nodded and followed her sister out of the room. She glanced back, her eyes resting for a moment on the spot where Alice stood. “Bye, Mom. Bye, Dad.”

      Alice linked her arm through Shiori’s. “Let’s go. I don’t need to see anything else.”

      “The door will decide where you go next.”

      Alice smiled. “Oh, I already know where it will take me. I’m willing to bet that this is my last room. It’s shown me everything I need to see. I know what time really is, but more importantly, I know where George is. He’s lying in bed next to me on the other side of the door. But as my daughters said, he’s also moved on from this world. He’s waiting for me, Shiori. He always complained about how long it took me to get ready. I think that this is one instance where it’s okay to hurry.  I don’t want him to wait a second more.”
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      Rooms changed as people entered and left them. Some people made rooms smaller and warmer; others made them larger and colder. When Alice left the room, Aiden felt its white walls push out, expanding its emptiness. “I know that I should be glad that I got to see Alice’s room, but I’m not.”

      “Why?” Shiori said. “Alice found peace.”

      “No matter what her ‘enlightened’ view about time is, it doesn’t change anything for George.”

      “George?”

      “Behind that door, George has no idea what’s waiting for him when he wakes up. Alice’s journey is over. His is just beginning. He’s more than eighty years old, but tomorrow, he’s going to go down a road he’s never been on. He’s going to go through all the little rituals of his day exactly the way he’s done them for decades, but none of them will ever be the same. Eating. Walking. Breathing. He’ll notice the biggest difference when he goes to sleep. He’ll drown in his bed.”

      Shiori looked directly into Aiden’s eyes. “I never asked you if you were leaving anyone behind,” she said softly.

      Aiden looked away. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does if it makes you feel this way. That’s why you need to see your rooms. You need to make peace with-”

      “Forget my rooms, Shiori. The only thing we need to focus on is finding more clues about your past. Did Alice’s rooms help at all?”

      Shiori cast a long gaze out the window. “I hadn’t thought about Alice or her rooms for a while. When I first met her, Alice asked me if I was married.”

      Aiden nodded. “I saw that.”

      “And you also saw that I told her that I couldn’t remember my life. I had looked at the way she and George held each other and doubted that I had experienced anything close to it. A love like that, I imagined, could not be erased.”

      “And now?”

      Shiori leaned out the window and inhaled deeply. “I found something my eyes couldn’t. Air. I had missed it the first time I was here because my attention was on Alice and her daughters. But now, I can notice nothing else. It’s all around us.” Shiori lowered her lids, breathing slowly. “I know this scent, Aiden. Warm. Earthy. Sweet. I can’t picture his face or remember his name, but I know the scent of his skin.”

      “His skin?”

      Shiori rubbed the empty space on her ring finger. “My husband’s.”

      “Your husband?”

      “Or a lover’s. I can’t say for sure. All I know is that there is only one way someone’s scent finds its way this deeply into your mind. Intimately.” Her fingers flitted over her lower lip. “The body has a way of remembering what the mind forgets.”

      Aiden’s face lit up. “That’s wonderful, Shiori. I’m sure that whoever that man is, he’s important to you. His face and name will come to you in time like the rest of your memories. Is there anything else that you remember?”

      “Well…I…” Shiori’s eyes shifted.

      “What is it?”

      “I’m not sure if this counts as a memory. When I remembered his scent, an image flashed in my mind. But I may have just imagined it. It seems so random and doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Or it could be real. The tiniest crumb counts. What did you see?”

      “A blue pickup.”
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      Large raindrops splattered over the windshield. Shiori gripped the steering wheel and leaned forward, struggling to see the road. Lightning lanced the sky. Shiori grit her teeth, her shoulders tense. “We should park and wait for the rain to stop.”

      Long, lean fingers reached over from the passenger seat and gave Shiori’s shoulder a squeeze.  “Keep going. We’re almost home. You can do this,” said a voice that was soft and warm, butter melting into toast. “Just do it like we practiced. Keep your eyes on the road.”

      “I’m trying, but I can barely see anything,” she said, even as the reassuring firmness of the hand on her shoulder kneaded away the tension from her muscles. “I told you this wasn’t a good day for driving lessons. Even the trees knew it was going to rain.”

      “That’s why I chose it.”

      “What?” Shiori frowned, not daring to look away from the street. Thunder cracked in the distance. “You wanted me to practice driving in this weather?”

      “If you can drive through a thunderstorm, you will be able to drive on sunny days. I won’t have to worry about you when I’m gone.”

      Shiori tightened her grip on the wheel. “Don’t say things like that, Itsuki. You’re not going to die.”

      “Shiori…” He withdrew his hand from her and set it over his lap.

      “Say it.”

      “But you know that-”

      “Say it.” Tears pooled behind Shiori’s lashes, blurring the road. Shiori blinked, letting them fall harder than the rain.

      “All right.” Itsuki exhaled heavily. “I’m not going to die.”
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      If there was one thing having an eidetic memory had taught Aiden, it was that no memory stood alone. If you pulled on one, you rattled the length of a chain. Aiden handled even his happiest recollections with the greatest care, knowing too well how the most mundane memories could drag less pleasant ones out. The Spider Man pajamas he insisted on wearing nearly every night when he was seven inevitably led to a first edition comic that did not have an end. The blueberry pancakes Sophie made on a Sunday morning one December always conjured the Thai takeaway they had when Sophie asked him for a divorce. The pad thai was good, the milk tea too sweet, and the guy who delivered their dinner had a mole on his chin and wore a faded black baseball cap. Aiden was certain that the blue pickup that had popped into Shiori’s head was one link in a much longer chain. “Can you remember anything else about the truck?”

      Shiori shook her head. “All I have is the image. I don’t recall driving or riding in it. I’m not even sure it was mine. I wish I could have remembered something more useful.”

      “Everything you can recall is important. It may not seem like much now, but we may find out how all these details fit into your story later on.”

      “My story,” Shiori whispered the word beneath a breath, casting her eyes on the garden beneath Alice’s window. “I’ve spent so much time learning about other people’s lives, that thinking that I might actually have a story of my own feels…”

      “Strange?”

      “Terrifying,” Shiori said. “What if I don’t like the life I left behind? What if I’m a horrible person?”

      “I honestly believe that’s the one thing you don’t have to worry about. I haven’t been with you for a long time, but all I’ve seen from you is kindness for people you don’t even know.”

      “But that’s just it. What do you really know about me, Aiden? All you’ve glimpsed is who I am in these rooms. I don’t have to tell you that the world behind the door is very different. You know what it did to Jiro. Haru. And Rey. The world can change you. It can make you do things you regret. It’s easy to be kind when you don’t have a past. But like I told Alice, I’m not an angel and I’m definitely not a saint. There just isn’t anything else to shape my actions except what’s right in front of me. I’m not hardened or jaded. I don’t carry around any grudges or ulterior motives. So if I see someone that needs help, I help them. What else am I supposed to do?”

      Aiden shook his head. “Your memories have nothing to do with how you feel about the souls you help.  Sure, you could go through the motions of chaperoning them to their rooms. But you do more than that. I’ve heard you talk to them, Shiori. You feel their sadness and their pain. You have empathy and that’s not just something you can switch on and off no matter what side of the door you’re on.”

      Shiori sighed, deflating her shoulders. “I want, more than anything, for you to be right.”

      “You’re in luck then. You picked the right dying man to visit today.”

      Shiori arched a brow. “I did?”

      “Didn’t you know?” Aiden smirked. “I’m always right.”

      “Is that so?” The corners of Shiori’s mouth curled slightly upward.

      Aiden nodded. Shiori wasn’t wrong, he thought. He didn’t really know much about her. But what he did know was that he preferred to see her with a smile than without one. “In fact, we should make this interesting. Let’s make a bet. If we find out that you’re actually a decent person, then I win. If you turn out to be a serial killer, you do.”

      Shiori let out a small laugh. “And the prize?”

      “Everything I own this world.” Aiden rummaged through the pockets of his bathrobe and pulled out something so small that it was hidden between his forefinger and thumb. “A genuine piece of 100% cotton fluff. Shall we shake on it?” he said, extending his hand.

      “Lint.” Shiori grasped Aiden’s hand, making a visible effort to keep her smile from slipping. “Just what I’ve always wanted.”

      Aiden caught the shadow of sadness Shiori tried to hide behind her lashes. He lowered his gaze to make it easier for her. He glanced at the small hand in his grasp, noticing how Shiori’s skin was slightly lighter in the spot where a wedding ring might have once been. He shook her hand firmly and let go. “Done,” he said, running his thumb over the empty space on his ring finger.
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      The strongest storm to hit the West Coast in over a century had chosen to make landfall a day before Aiden and Sophie’s wedding day. The power was out, the streets were flooded and the airport was shut. Eighty-five percent of their guest list had gotten stuck on the other side of the country.

      “I called the hotel, Soph,” Aiden said, lowering himself into a vintage Gunlocke chair Sophie had restored. “They were really nice about the situation and said that we could reschedule the reception if we wanted to.”

      “I don’t want to reschedule.”

      “We’ll be lucky if we have ten guests tomorrow.”

      “The two of us will be there. That’s enough.”

      “But all your plans-”

      “I don’t care about any of that. Unless, you’re saying that you want to postpone the wedding.”

      “Of course not. I just wanted you to have the perfect day, you know?

      “And I appreciate that. It would have been great to have everything go according to plan, but I’m kind of relieved that it didn’t.”

      “You are?”

      “The sad truth is, more than half of all marriages end in divorce. If you told people that there was the same probability of being hit by a car if they stepped out of the house, many of them, myself included, would probably stay indoors. But when it comes to marriage, the human race seems to think that a 50% chance of ruining your life isn’t as scary. We dance our feet off at the reception and get blissfully drunk, happily ignoring that we are taking the biggest risk of our life. At the end of the evening, we fall into bed congratulating ourselves for pulling off the most beautiful, perfect start to the rest of our lives. Then when morning comes and the wedding is over and the marriage begins, you get curglaff.”

      “Curglaff?”

      “An obsolete Scottish term from the 1800s. It’s the shock you get from plunging into freezing cold ocean water.”

      “Okay, now I’m officially confused. Are you saying that you want to get married to me or that you don’t?”

      “I’m saying that pegging my happiness on having an absolutely ideal wedding day probably isn’t a good idea because all the days that come after it will be far from perfect. Making our vows on perfect days when we’re the best version of ourselves is easy, but keeping them on our shittiest days when I’m in the throes of PMS and you’re stressed out about a shoot, is what matters the most. So if our wedding day turns out to be soggy and chaotic, I say bring it on. A little rain isn’t going to stop me from spending every amazing, crappy, and-”

      “Sophie, I don’t want to marry you tomorrow.”

      Sophie’s jaw fell. “What did you say?”

      “Don’t move.” He ran into the bedroom and rummaged through his nightstand’s drawer.

      “Aiden?”

      Aiden hurried back and took Sophie’s hand.“I want to marry you today. Right here. Right now. I don’t need a minister or anyone else to tell me that we belong together. I’ve known that since the day I almost ran over you with my bike.” He pulled a ring from his pocket.

      “Aiden…what are you doing?”

      “Marrying you.” He slid the ring onto her finger. “May I kiss the bride?”
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      Shiori didn’t know which made her heart pound faster: the prospect of finding out who she might have been married to or learning the reason why she had taken his ring off.  Up until that moment, Shiori had only allowed herself to believe that she had left behind a happy life. The possibility that her past was not as she had imagined, made the journey through the next doorway feel a thousand times longer. She stepped across the door and set foot in a new room. A chill seeped through the soles of her sandals.

      A dark, icy road stretched out before her. Flames flickered in the corner of her eye. Shiori turned. Fire engulfed a car crumpled around a tree. A shadow was slumped inside it.

      “God…I think there’s someone in there.” Aiden ran towards the car.

      Shiori pulled him back. “There’s nothing we can do.”

      “Damn it, Shiori.” The flames flickered in Aiden’s eyes. “A person is burning alive.”

      “She is,” Shiori said. “But she’s also standing over there with me.”

      A teenage girl sobbed as she watched the car burn from across the road. Shiori’s past self stroked her back.

      “Her name is Alba.”

      Tears rose in Aiden’s throat. “I thought that after seeing all those other rooms I would be used to watching someone die.”

      “I don’t think that death is something people are meant to get used to,” Shiori said. “It would be a sad day if we did. It’s important to feel grief, but it’s just as important not to feel too much.”

      “And just how are we supposed to do that?” Aiden clenched his jaw. “Pain doesn’t exactly come with a measuring cup.”

      “We need to remember that death is the period at the end of a story, not the story itself.”

      Aiden turned his gaze back to the burning car. “And some stories are shorter than others.”

      “Alba had a difficult time accepting her death,” Shiori said.

      “Of course she did. What teenager wouldn’t?”

      “She was seventeen when she died, but it wasn’t her age that bothered her. She had known for a while that she was going to die young.”
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      Good memories, Alba thought, were a lot like the marshmallows swimming in a bowl of Lucky Charms. Most of your day was made up of cereal that tasted like cardboard, but bobbing next to them, were the few, colorful shapes that made every other mouthful a little sweeter. But if that Monday had been a bowl of Lucky Charms, the milk would have been rancid, the cereal, stale, and Alba would have found only one marshmallow, an extra sweet one that allowed her to swallow everything else.

      Sarah, the girl that Alba had loved since they were twelve, had texted her that morning and said that she liked her back. Alba stared at her phone, waiting for Sarah to send an ‘LOL’ and tell her that she was kidding. Instead, Sarah asked if she could come along with Alba to the hospital that afternoon when she got her test results back. Finding out that she had osteosarcoma and, if she was lucky, a year to live, should have been Alba’s most distinct memory of that day, but it was Sarah’s sterling silver charm bracelet of European landmarks that she remembered the most distinctly. The Eiffel Tower. The Parthenon. The Duomo in Florence. Big Ben.

      Alba had looked at nothing else during the entire time the doctor explained her results. This, she thought, was probably why her parents and Sarah had cried at the doctor’s office and she had not. Her thoughts had been busy wandering through the shiny little Europe dangling from Sarah’s wrist. The space between the tiny silver columns of the Parthenon was the perfect place to get lost. Nothing, not even terminal bone cancer, could find her there. It was only when she was alone in bed that night that Alba began to understand that she was going to die. She buried her head in her pillow and cried until she ran out of tears. The next day, she washed the crust from her eyes, and pressed her pen to an empty page in her sketchbook.

      Drawing had always been Alba’s way of processing her thoughts. Problems felt smaller when she could crumple them up and toss them in the trash. But when Sarah came over and saw what Alba had drawn, she refused to let her throw any of them away. They had one year to make as many memories as they could, she said, and she was not going to let even the smallest ones slip away. A week later, Sarah brought Alba’s sketchbook to life.

      Sarah had composed a song inspired by Alba’s drawings. When Alba heard it, she decided that it was her turn to give Sarah a surprise. She animated her illustrations, set it to Sarah’s music, and posted it online. She didn’t care if no one else but the two of them viewed it. All that mattered was that she had found a space where her truth could live on after she was gone: she was seventeen, dying of cancer, and determined to savor every single marshmallow she could find. After Alba and Sarah watched the video, they looked at each other, and knew, without exchanging a single word, that they had to make more.

      Alba’s animations chronicled bits and pieces of the last year of her life. The videos hardly got any views, but she didn’t care. It was her way of catching things that would have otherwise fallen through the cracks. Alba had been worried that she would run out of stories to draw, but she found that there were so many more moments worth remembering when you didn’t know if they were ever going to happen again. A great book. A gigantic pimple on her nose. Chemo. Nothing was too big, too ugly, too silly or too small. The present was all she was ever going to have. She called the video series, “LIFE: a List of Insignificant Forgettable Everylittlethings.”

      As the months passed, more people showed an interest in Alba’s minutiae. Alba figured that they watched the videos because they were fascinated by the idea of watching someone die. And some did. But the majority of her viewers turned out to be people who were just like her, people whose social media accounts didn’t consist of photos of them climbing the Sydney Harbor Bridge, swimming with whale sharks in Oslob or eating a live octopus in Seoul. Her videos became conversations with people she had never met about the things that made them smile, and the things that made them wish they didn’t get out of bed. Living a world away didn’t keep Alba from giving someone a hug or holding his hand. Alba’s death sentence became her reason to live.

      And then one night, when the roads were slick with ice and Alba was supposed to be in bed, she threw it all away.

      Alba watched herself burn in the car across the street. She dried her eyes. “This night is full of surprises,” she said to the small Japanese woman standing beside her.

      “What kind of surprises?” the woman asked.

      “Well, for starters, I didn’t imagine that I would end my evening by burning to death inside a car. Since my diagnosis, I had a lot of time to think about how I wanted to die. This wasn’t in any of my plans. I wanted to have a party. Nothing fancy. I thought that it could be something like the birthday parties my parents used to throw for me in the backyard. We would have balloons, party hats, cake, and candles. I would blow them out and make a wish.”

      “What would you have wished for?”

      “That no one would pity me or feel sad when I died.” She dropped her eyes. “I guess that’s not going to happen now. My parents had made peace that they were going to lose me to cancer, but they did not prepare themselves for this.”

      “I don’t think anyone is really prepared for death, no matter how much you plan for it. Life isn’t a book where you can skip ahead to find out what happens in the end.”

      “You certainly fall into the unexpected column,” Alba said.

      “I do?”

      “I didn’t expect Death to look like a beautiful Japanese woman wearing a straw hat and a gardening apron. It’s not that I thought that you were going to show up in a black robe and carrying a scythe either, but I thought you’d look more, well, supernatural, you know?”

      “I’m not Death. I’m just here to keep you company while you die. My name is Shiori Ametsuchi.”

      “Shiori Ametsuchi…” A crease dug between Alba’s eyes.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Your name sounds familiar.”

      “It does?”

      Alba nodded. “I just can’t remember where I’ve heard it before. Don’t you just hate it when that happens? When you try to remember something, but can’t? That drives me crazy. It’s like an itch you can’t scratch.”

      Shiori exhaled with a sigh. “I do.”

      “And on the opposite end, there are things you can’t forget even no matter how hard you try. Like this night. I hate that my parents will never be able to forget it. I don’t want them to remember me this way.”

      “They won’t,” Shiori said. “This was one moment in your life. The accident wasn’t who you were.”

      “Isn’t it? I know what people will say about me. They’ll say I was stupid for being so reckless. And they would be absolutely right. I was stupid. I was irresponsible. Because of what I did tonight, seventeen years of my life will be reduced to this one stupid decision. I’ll forever be known as that idiot girl with cancer who accidentally killed herself by slamming into a tree.”

      “But that isn’t the whole story, is it?” Shiori held Alba’s gaze.

      Alba flinched and looked away. “I…uh…don’t know what you mean. Of course it is.”

      “You said that you had several surprises this evening. Your death was just one of them. I am curious whether it was one of these surprises that made you decide to steal your parents’ car tonight. I’ve learned that people do not drive off without a purpose. They are either running towards something or running away.” Shiori pulled out a brass doorknob from her apron and handed it to Alba.

      Alba took the knob, grateful that she could use it to avoid answering Shiori’s question. “What’s this for?”

      “It opens the doors to your rooms.”

      A door appeared behind Shiori. On any other night, Alba might have been startled by it. But there was a calmness that came with dying. The second she had left her body inside the burning car and realized that she was free from all its weaknesses and disease, Alba knew that nothing in this world had the power to hurt her anymore. She had left all of her fears behind her, except for one. It pounded against her chest, screaming a secret she hoped would burn to ash with her.
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        * * *

      

      Alba stepped out of the darkness and into a room that she had never thought she would see again. Sarah sat at her keyboard, playing around with a new melody. Shiori had told Alba that she was merely going to be an observer inside her rooms, but Alba found it hard to believe that Sarah did not see her standing by her bedroom door.

      “Sarah!” Alba called out to her. “I’m here.”

      Sarah continued to play. The song sounded like twilight, sorrowful, yet sweet. A phone rang over it. Sarah picked up her phone and smiled. “Hey, you.”

      Alba did not need to hear the words on the other end of the line. She remembered everything about the conversation she had with Sarah earlier that evening. Alba turned to Shiori. “I called to tell her that our latest video was up. I had posted it a few days later than our usual schedule.”

      “Finally,” Sarah said. “What took you so long? I don’t understand why you needed to make any changes to it. The version you showed me was perfect.”

      Alba backed away. “Can we leave now, Shiori?”

      “I don’t think the room has shown you what you’ve come here to see,” Shiori said.

      “It doesn’t have to. I already know what happens next.”

      “What do you mean you have a surprise for me?” Sarah walked over to her laptop. “Okay. I’m going to watch it now.” She clicked on the video. “Wow. It’s already gotten so many views.”

      Alba grabbed Shiori’s arm. “I can’t stay here.”

      “It’s really beautiful, Alba,” Sarah said over the phone as the video played.

      Alba squeezed her eyes shut, but the video was just as clear in her head. Her original animation had told the story about a day that had more marshmallows than cereal, but when she heard the song Sarah had made for it, she decided that she had to make one change. All of her videos had been about the present moment, but Alba could not ignore the hope in Sarah’s song. At the end of the video, Alba allowed herself to dream. It was a kiss, beautiful and sweet, just like the ones she shared with Sarah in secret.

      Sarah watched the kiss on her computer screen, her eyes wide. It was drawn with simple pencil strokes, but each stroke was gentle and warm. Her hand flew to her mouth, stifling a gasp. A small smile peeked out from between her fingers. “Alba,” she said breathlessly into the phone. “I love you too.”

      “Sarah…” A deep voice cracked from the bedroom door.

      Alba turned. Sarah’s dad stood behind her, staring at the laptop’s screen. A deep shade of crimson crept up from behind his collar and over his thick neck.

      “What the hell is going on?” He clenched his fists.

      Sarah dropped her phone. “Daddy…it’s not what you think. I can ex-”

      He slapped Sarah across the face. “I did not raise a dirty homo,” he said, raising his hand to strike her again.

      Alba staggered back, stumbling through the doorway and into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Alba tumbled through the doorway and landed on something soft. Shiori sprinted through the door after her.

      “Are you okay?” Shiori hurried to her side.

      Alba sat up and looked around. She was in her bedroom, sitting on the edge of her bed. A girl who looked just like her sat in front of a computer on her desk, pressing her phone against her cheek.

      “Sarah?” the girl yelled. “Sarah?”

      Alba turned to Shiori, her heart thundering. “This was earlier tonight. I heard Sarah’s father barge into her room over the phone and hit her. Sarah begged him to stop. I heard everything, but there was nothing I could do.”

      Alba’s past self grabbed her jacket and ran out of the bedroom.

      “And so you decided to drive to Sarah’s house,” Shiori said.

      Alba nodded, tears flooding her eyes. “I couldn’t just sit here. I had to be with her. None of this would have happened if I hadn’t added that stupid kiss to the video. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “You wanted to speak your truth.”

      Alba sank to the carpet, feeling weaker than she had felt after her chemo sessions. “Why did we need to come here? I thought the rooms were supposed to help me get closure before I died?”

      Shiori sat next to her. “Sometimes a wound needs to be reopened so that it can heal properly.”

      “That’s bullshit. Because of that stupid room, the last memory I get to have before I die is Sarah’s dad hurting her.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Of course it is. You saw what he did to her.”

      “But you already knew that he had hit her before you entered that room. You heard it over the phone. That’s why you took your parents’ car and tried to drive over to Sarah’s.”

      “Yes…but…”

      “The first room showed you something new. Something you couldn’t see over the phone.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You saw how the video made Sarah smile. Years from now, when the ugliness of this night has faded, Sarah will remember that moment and so will you. You both will get to keep the memory of how the truth you shared made both of you happy.”

      Alba dried her eyes and dug her nails into the carpet. “I just wish we could have had that moment without all the shit that came after it, you know?”

      “Wabi-sabi.”

      “Sorry?” Alba said.

      “Do you know what I do when I am not visiting the dying?”

      “Oh…uh...it didn’t even occur to me that you did anything else.”

      “I care for Bonsais. The principle of Wabi-sabi guides the art of growing them. It is the acceptance of life’s transience and imperfection. Nothing lasts. Nothing is finished. Nothing is perfect. We treasure a tree’s flawed beauty. The lines in its bark, the bending of its branches, and its twisted roots are all part of the tree’s journey.”

      Alba stared out her window. The tops of the trees peeked out from behind the glass and swayed in the wind.  “The fire will leave horrible scars on the tree I crashed my car into. Everyone will see its pain.”

      “Good,” Shiori said.

      Alba frowned. “How is that a good thing?”

      Shiori squeezed Alba’s shoulder. “Scars aren’t memorials to pain. They’re proof we’ve found the strength to heal.”
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        Details

      

      

      

      Of all the films he had made, it was his short video of Alfie that Aiden revisited the most. It was amateurish and rough, but it had taught Aiden the value of what would later become his most important tool. What the video lacked in polish, it made up for in deliberate, thoughtful detail. Alfie’s trembling hands. A dent on a soda can. A first edition comic book wrapped in plastic. Aiden used them like words. Even when he wasn’t filming, it was the minutiae that captured his attention. Lies thrived in large, open spaces, but the truth lived in the overlooked. Aiden’s eyes roamed around Alba’s room, finding all her tiny truths. A sweatshirt of a college she would never go to. An old teddy bear with more stitches than stuffing. A framed photo of Sarah by her bed. “Death has a way of picking the good ones, huh?” Aiden said without looking at Shiori.

      “Young souls are always the hardest for me to visit. I think about them long after they’ve gone.” Shiori’s gaze followed Alba and her past self to the door. “They’re heading to Alba’s next room. We should follow them.”

      Aiden held her back. “We don’t need to.”

      “But you heard what Alba said. She said that my name sounded familiar. Maybe we’ll find something new in her next room.”

      “I already found it.”

      Shiori’s brows shot up. “What? Where?”

      “Here.” He pointed to Alba’s laptop. “Your name’s on the screen.”

      “What?” Shiori’s mouth fell open.

      “Her video was playing on the laptop when we entered the room, but there were thumbnails of other videos on the website too. One of the thumbnails was an image of a bonsai. The video was titled A Universe in a Pot - Shiori Ametsuchi, Bonsai Artist Talk .”

      “That’s me…” Shiori stared at her name, dropping into the desk chair. “How did you even see that?”

      “Habit. Sophie said that my problem was that sometimes, I saw too much.”

      Shiori glanced up at him, her brows creased. “Who’s Sophie?”
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        Cold Spaghetti Sandwiches

      

      

      

      It was on their wedding night that it had dawned on Aiden that a lifetime was not going to be enough to fully know the woman he had married. He and Sophie had fallen into bed, lost in each other’s lips and hands. A light floral scent, a blend of white lilies and green tea, teased Aiden from the curve of Sophie’s neck. He followed the perfume’s secret trail with his mouth, letting it guide him over Sophie’s skin. Aiden tore at her clothes, desperate to follow where the perfumed path led. He parted her legs and slipped inside her. He moved his body in time with her, following a rhythm they both knew well. Sophie moaned against his chest, drawing him deeper. If hours, months or years had passed, neither of them noticed. Their embrace left no room for time. Urgency and sweat took up every available space. Sophie cried out, digging her nails into Aiden’s back. Aiden groaned into her ear, finding release. He leaned his forehead against hers, panting through a smile. “God, I love you.”

      “I love you too.” Sophie drew him into a kiss, laid her head over his chest, and closed her eyes.

      Aiden stroked her hair. Sophie always wandered into her dreams ahead of him. His mind took longer to settle down, conceding to sleep only after it had gone through his shot lists and scripts in his head at least thrice. Sophie had suggested that he count sheep, but Aiden gave up on the idea when every other animal was covered in bright yellow Post It Notes instead of wool. Tonight, Aiden had no lists or neon sheep to keep him awake. He and Sophie were flying off to Prague for their honeymoon in a couple of days and the only thing on his agenda was to make love to his wife.

      Aiden had fallen asleep curled against Sophie more times than he could remember, but tonight, everything was new again: their lumpy pillows, their week-old sheets, the watermark on the ceiling left by a leaky pipe two years ago. Aiden knew Sophie’s body as well as his own, but wherever her skin grazed his, it sent a bolt of lightning through him. Tonight, Sophie was a stranger and his best friend, a one-night stand and his longtime lover, a storm and his shelter from it. She was a creature in flux, growing, learning, and evolving with every breath. She was both one thing and many.

      “Aiden?” Sophie whispered.

      He kissed the top of her head. “Yes?”

      She looked up and touched his cheek. “We’re married.”

      “I know.” Aiden grinned. “I was there.”

      Sophie laughed. “We’re married, Aiden. We. Are. Married.”

      “Yes. We. Are.”

      “It feels strange. Strange, but good. Like cold spaghetti sandwiches.”

      Aiden rolled his eyes. “I’m sorry, but you will never convince me that those cold spaghetti sandwiches of yours are even edible.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing then that we have the rest of our lives to make you see the light.”

      “You know that you’re a weirdo, right?” Aiden pulled her closer.

      “You’re weirder. You married me.” She kissed his cheek. “Good night, Mr. Weirdo.”

      “Good night, Mrs. Weirdo.” Aiden closed his eyes, curious what sleep was going to be like. He doubted that he was ever going to dream again. Everything that he had ever dreamt of was in his arms, naked and slightly damp with sweet sweat.
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        Two Hares

      

      

      

      The tight line of Aiden’s lips made it clear to Shiori that he had no intention of giving her an answer. If Aiden did not wish to tell her about Sophie, she was going to let him keep his secret. Nito o ou mono wa itto o maezu. He who chases after two hares will not catch either one. Shiori took the saying to heart. Alba’s room had given her a more pressing question to pursue. The video Aiden had glimpsed on Alba’s computer was the proof Shiori had been longing for. It was evidence that her name existed outside her mind. She was not a figment of her own imagination. Her trees were real too. A warmth she had not felt since she had found herself visiting the rooms of the dying filled her belly, the forgotten comfort of having a purpose. In the world beyond these rooms, she was someone whose life held meaning, even if only to the trees she cared for.

      “It’s okay, Aiden. You don’t have to tell me-” A sharp tug squeezed the air from her lungs. Shiori staggered back.

      Aiden steadied her. “You okay?”

      Shiori gripped his arm. “I felt it again. My body’s pull. It was stronger. More urgent.”

      “Then we need to hurry.” Aiden clicked on the video about Shiori. Alba’s video continued to play. Aiden clicked again. The laptop ignored him. Aiden swore beneath his breath. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “This is the past, remember? We can’t change anything.”

      “But-”

      “I don’t think I have much time left.” Shiori rubbed her chest.

      Aiden gripped the edge of Alba’s desk, unable to tear his eyes from the laptop’s screen.“Damn it.”

      Shiori pulled the doorknob from her pocket. “We need to go now.”
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        Eyes on the Road

      

      

      

      Her drive home doubled in length that day. Shiori kept one hand on the blue pickup’s steering wheel, the other on the urn nestled in the passenger seat. The urn’s marble chilled her skin, but she refused to pull her hand away. She couldn’t risk the urn toppling over. As much as Itsuki loved his pickup, it was not where he had asked Shiori to scatter his ashes. He had chosen a spot beneath the canopy of a full-sized tree at the back of the greenhouse, a place he said, where he could watch Shiori from while she worked.

      Itsuki had always enjoyed watching her care for her trees. When they were younger, he had stolen glimpses of her whenever he came by the greenhouse to help his father with their gardening supply deliveries. Shiori fixed her eyes on her shears and clipped leaves, pretending not to notice. She only dared to look up after he had climbed back into their truck. She watched him leave, hoping that the next time Itsuki came by, he would say hello. Trees, she thought, were much better at reading her mind. They calmed her when she was stressed and consoled her when her older brother Yoshi had died. She never had to tell them what she needed. They just knew. Teenage boys were different. They required words. And maybe a nudge. Or two.

      It was a Saturday morning in autumn when Itsuki came by, carrying a sack of potting soil on his back. Shioiri watched him pour out the sack it into one of the crates on the other end of the greenhouse. His face was lean, his eyes, bright, his lips, softly shaped, but determined. He slung the empty sack over his shoulder and made his way back to his truck, his eyes on his feet.  Shiori nudged an ashinaga shear off her work table. It clattered on the ground just as Itsuki passed. Itsuki stopped and turned, his eyes flitting between the shear and Shiori’s face.

      “I’ll get that for you,” he said, crouching and scooping up the tool. He straightened and handed it to her with a shy smile. His gaze wandered to the maple tree she was working on. Its fiery red leaves lit his eyes. “That’s a beautiful tree.”

      “Thank you. My name is Shiori. What’s yours?” Shiori already knew what his name was, but she wanted to hear him say it.

      “It’s…uh…Itsuki.” He shifted his weight on his feet.

      “Itsuki. Tree,” Shiori said, enjoying the shape of his name and its meaning over her tongue.

      Itsuki met her eyes and smiled. “My parents like nature. My sister’s name is Katsuki.”

      “Flower moon. That’s a beautiful name.”

      “Do you have a sister?” Itsuki asked. “Or a brother?”

      “Yes. His name was Yoshi. But he…he was born sick. He died a few years ago.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s all right. I think you would have liked each other. He liked trees too.”

      “I wish I could have met him.” Itsuki glanced at his watch, the corners of his mouth falling. “I have another delivery. It was very nice to meet you, Shiori. I hope to see you again.”

      And he did. Quick hellos turned into conversation, conversation into meandering walks, and walks into wandering kisses beneath the moon. Years later, when they were married and lay naked next to each other, still warm from just having made love, Itsuki’s fingers would stroll over Shiori’s thighs, glide across her stomach, and circle the swell of her breasts, mimicking the long walks where they had fallen in love. They would plan the rest of their journey together, listing the places they would visit, and naming the children they would have. If they had a girl, they would call her Kikumi. If they had a son, they would name him Yoshi, after a boy who grew too old before he could grow up.

      The children never came, but they had their trees. Itsuki named each one. When it came time for him to load a tree into their blue pickup and deliver it to its new owner, he always drove back home with his shoulders more slumped than before he had left. In these moments, Shiori knew that it was best to leave him alone with his thoughts and sencha tea. He always came back to her, his smile as warm as the day they had met.

      “Never leave me, Shiori,” he would say.

      “I won’t.”

      Shiori slowed to a stop at an intersection and waited for the stoplight to turn green. “You lied to me, Itsuki,” she said, squeezing the steering wheel. “You promised me that you were going to get better. You should have fought harder. We were supposed to grow old together, but now you’ve left me behind.”

      The traffic light turned green. Shiori pressed the gas pedal, driving off more slowly than she should. She was not in a hurry to go home. She wasn’t even sure if she had one anymore. A thief had stripped it clean while she slept, and replaced every single item with something new. Her bed, though identical in every way to the one she had shared with Itsuki, no longer had two sides. The width of the white bathroom sink she and Itsuki use to knock elbows at, doubled. The other end of the small dining table she sat across Itsuki from, dropped off like a terrible cliff. But the thief had overlooked their pickup and the spare jacket Itsuki always kept in it. Shiori had draped it over her lap to keep her warm during the drive to the crematorium. She lifted a sleeve to her nose and inhaled deeply. Rain and Spring. Her husband’s scent was something she swore to always remember, a part of him that not even death could steal. Itsuki’s voice whispered a gentle reminder over the pickup’s engine. Keep your eyes on the road.
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        A Storm

      

      

      

      Raindrops lashed at the large greenhouse’s roof and walls. Wind howled. Lightning streaked over the sky, illuminating a forest of tiny trees. Thunder cracked twice. Aiden glanced around the tiered rows of bonsais, his eyes wide. “Is this your greenhouse?”

      “It is,” Shiori said, stepping through the doorway. She stared up at the storm churning above them, her forehead creased.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s night. And raining. This hasn’t happened before. I’ve never visited this place at night. Each time the door allows me to visit the greenhouse, the weather is always clear and-” Shiori stiffened, pointing to the far side of the greenhouse. “Aiden, look.”

      Aiden narrowed his eyes, peering through the rain. Light glowed from behind the greenhouse’s clear walls. “Where’s that light coming from?”

      “My potting shed.”

      Thunder clapped two times as a shadow moved across the shed’s window.

      Aiden gasped. “There’s someone inside it.”

      “And I know who it is.”

      “What? How?”

      “Listen.”

      The sky rumbled over her voice. And then once more.

      “Did you hear it?”

      “The thunder? What about it?”

      “It cracked twice.”

      “So?”

      “It’s going to do it again in five…four…three…two…”

      “There’s a storm. There’s nothing unusual about thunder.”

      “One.”

      Thunder roared in quick succession, the sound uncannily identical to the pair of thunderclaps that came before it.

      Aiden gaped at her. “How did you-”

      “I’ve been on this side of the door a long time and the only time it ever rained was the night I woke up in a shed, soaked to the bone. And there was something different about the storm. There was a pattern to it. This pattern. The storm was in a loop.” Shiori fixed her eyes on the light outside. “You can see the light from the shed, because earlier this evening, I switched it on. This isn’t the present, Aiden. This is my first night here.”
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        * * *

      

      Rainwater dripped from Shiori’s ripped skirt and pooled over the shed’s floorboards. Shiori wrapped her arms around herself, shivering. Aiden slipped through the door behind her and pulled it shut, his hair dripping into his eyes.

      Shiori stared at a figure huddled in the corner of the shed. Her past self sobbed into her hands, oblivious that she had company. “I didn’t move from that spot for a very long time. I had just returned from Lupe’s room and was more confused and terrified than I had been when I had first woken up here.”

      Aiden’s clenched his hands at his sides. “I hate that all we can do is stand here and watch her…you…cry like that. It’s cruel.”

      “I’m right here, Aiden.” Shiori lightly touched his arm. “I survived that night.”

      “I can’t imagine how. Waking up here without any memory and then walking into Lupe’s inferno must have been beyond terrifying. You’re an incredibly strong woman, Shiori.”

      “It helped that I found familiar things to hold on to.” Shiori walked over to a worktable heavy with an assortment of gardening tools. She ran her fingertips over the neatly arranged tools, pausing at a shear with a long handle and thin blades. “This is an ashinaga shear. It’s designed to reach inside the bonsais’ canopy and trim small branches and leaves.” She moved her hand over the next tool, grazing its handle. “And this cutter is for removing branches from the trunk without leaving a swollen scar.” She walked her fingers to the last tool. “And this is a sickle knife. You use it to cut along the edges of the pot when you need to take the rootball for replanting.” She looked up from the table and met Aiden’s eyes. “They anchored me. Without these tools, I would have been completely lost, adrift without any sense of self. Still, I remember being so jealous of them.”

      “Jealous? Why?”

      “It sounds irrational, I know. But I couldn’t stop myself from wishing to be one of them. They were certain of their identity, their function, and their proper place on this worktable. They had a purpose. All I had was a name that didn’t even feel like it really belonged to me.”

      “You’ll soon have more than just your name,” Aiden said. “We’re getting close. I can feel it.”

      “I wonder though why the door brought us back to this night.” Shiori looked out at the storm. “If there were answers in this shed, I would have found them a long time ago. There is nothing I remember more clearly than my first days here.”
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        Day One

      

      

      

      Shiori’s earliest memory of her new life began with thunder cracking in her ears. Her eyes flew open. Shiori found herself sitting by a wooden worktable, water dripping from her hair and onto its scuffed top. Her soaked clothes clung to her shivering skin. Shiori rubbed her arms, thawing her thoughts. She closed her eyes and drew slow, measured breaths, trying to look past the borders of the present moment. Beyond the seconds surrounding her, everything was veiled in inky black. Shiori slammed her fists on the table, rattling the gardening tools arranged on top of it. A shear bounced close to the edge. Shiori rescued it. Her calluses remembered its shape. “Shohin shear…” She picked up the next two tools. She knew them well even in the dark. “Knob cutter. Root hook.”

      Each tool greeted her like an old friend. It was her hands that were strangers. Shiori stared at the lines of her palms, convincing herself that it was the darkness that made them look unfamiliar. If she could find the light switch, everything was going to be okay. She walked over to the shed’s door, and knew without pausing to think, that the light switch was to its left.

      A bright white light washed over the small room. Shiori recognized every inch of it. Her eyes stopped at the shed’s sole window. The darkness outside had turned its glass panes into a mirror. She made her way to it, her legs trembling with every step. She drew a shaky breath, lifted her chin, and peered into the glass. A young woman wearing a soggy straw hat met her gaze. Shiori gasped. The woman in the mirror gasped too. Strength drained from Shiori’s legs. She fell, slamming her knees into the wooden floorboards.  Shiori cried out, a stranger’s voice spilling from her throat. She clasped her hands over her mouth. The scent of soil wafted into her nostrils. She pulled her hands away from her face. Mud packed the underside of her fingernails, forming dark crescents. Shiori stared at her soiled hands, wondering if she had clawed out of hell or into it.
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        Day Twelve

      

      

      

      Each day bled into the next. Shiori’s sole consolation was that it had stopped raining after the first night. But the storm had taken the night sky with it. The sun hung, unchanging in the sky, locked at what looked like midmorning. Shiori did not have a watch or clock and could not know for sure. Her only means of keeping track of time were the notches she made on the worktable’s top. She counted them and etched a new one with a long shear. The notches represented the entire history of the only life she remembered. All twelve days of it. Her time in Lupe’s inferno had been harrowing, but her second day in the shed was worse. It was then, as Shiori looked out the window and stared up at the sun, that she realized that the shed was not a nightmare she was going to wake up from. She cried throughout the second day and into the third. By the fourth day, she had run out of tears. Shiori spent the next days doing an accounting of everything she knew about her new life. The shed’s door held the most surprises.

      Shiori had discarded any intention of ever opening the door again after returning from Lupe’s room. She had attempted to climb out of the shed through the window, but it was sealed shut. After several failed attempts at breaking its glass, it became clear, that the door was Shiori’s only option for escape. Midway through her sixth day, Shiori walked up to the door and closed her hand around the doorknob. She adjusted her grip twice and drew a deep breath, ready to slam the door at the sight of the smallest flame. She pulled the door open and was greeted by cool white tile.

      Over the following days, Shiori learned that the small white bathroom was one of the three places the door randomly led her to.  The second was a paved path to the greenhouse, the third, a tunnel of black mist. The rooms behind the mist changed and everyone she met inside them died. Today, Shiori strode to the door, hoping that it would lead her to her little sanctuary of white tile.

      It did.

      Shiori had grown to enjoy her little bathroom. Though she had not eaten nor felt the need to eat since she found herself in the shed, when the door permitted, Shiori liked to start her day by brushing her teeth. Shiori plucked a green toothbrush from a white plastic cup resting on a narrow counter. She squeezed a pea-sized dab of whitening mint toothpaste onto its bristles. She paused, realizing that she could add two more items to the list of things she had discovered about herself: she liked to squeeze the toothpaste from the bottom of the tube and enjoyed how mint tingled over her tongue. She looked up from the sink and stared into the mirror. She tucked her straight black hair behind her ears and noticed a tiny mole along her jawline. She studied her face, trying to guess her age. She vacillated between thinking that she was a tired-looking twenty-five-year old and a fairly well-preserved woman in her early to mid-thirties. She settled on the latter and added it, along with her tiny mole, to her list.

      It was odd, Shiori thought, how a list of less than ten things defined who she was. She imagined that if she knew whom she loved and what she cared about, being stuck in a greenhouse with only trees for company, was going to feel a million times worse. Missing nothing made it easier to go through her day without shattering the greenhouse’s walls with her head.
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        Day Sixteen

      

      

      

      Shiori sat in the small bathtub, lavender-scented froth lapping against her skin. She had planned on taking a quick shower, but changed her mind at the last minute. There was no need to rush into a day that was going to be exactly the same as the one before it. She closed her eyes and sank deeper into the water, listening to the soft popping of bubbles around her ears. Thoughts whispered beneath it and grew louder with every breath she took. You will never know who you are. You will never know why you are here. You are trapped here. Forever. In the shower, thoughts like these rolled off her back and disappeared down the drain. In a tub, they soaked into Shiori’s skin. It was at this moment Shiori realized why she preferred taking showers to baths and added it to her list of things she knew.
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        Buried Things

      

      

      

      Shiori and Aiden did not need to exchange a single word to know that they both preferred to wait out the storm in the greenhouse. The sobbing of her past self made the air in the shed difficult to breathe. Shiori darted into the greenhouse, trailing water over the ground. Aiden sprinted inside after her, slipping on a puddle. He caught himself on the edge of a round wooden table. A white pine, larger and more gnarled than the other bonsais in the greenhouse, grew from a glazed clay tray in the center on the table.

      “This tree is from the Meiji era. It is over a hundred years old,” Shiori said, admiring the whorls in the pine’s trunk. “It’s sad that I know more about this tree’s past than my own. Each tree here is like a book. I can look at any tree, read its leaves, branches, and roots, and tell you its history. I remember their stories, but not my place in them. It’s as if someone took one of my shears to my memory and clipped off anything that was not related to these bonsais.”

      “But the memories that you made since your first night in the shed are intact,” Aiden said.

      “Everything I told you about my first days here is absolutely clear. I can close my eyes and see every detail as though it happened yesterday.”

      “Did you ever discover why your hands were covered in dirt?”

      “No.”

      “Maybe we should try to. You can remember each moment of your time here, except for that one part. It could be important.”

      “Even if it is, it was so long ago. How do we even start trying to figure out what happened that night?”

      “In my experience, the only time you get mud under your fingernails is when you dig something up or bury it. And since you didn’t have anything with you when you found yourself in the shed, I’m guessing that in your case, it was the latter.”

      “You think that I buried something that night and somehow forgot about it?”

      Aiden nodded. “And I have a hunch about where it might be.”

      “You do?”

      “The shed’s door only opens up to three places, right? A bathroom, the path to the greenhouse, and the rooms of the souls you visit.”

      Shiori nodded.

      “I think it would be a safe bet to say that we can rule out the first two rooms as possible locations to bury something in,” Aiden said.

      “You think I buried something in here?”

      “Where else would you have put it?”

      Shiori shook her head. “I may not remember my past, but I do know that I would never risk killing centuries-old trees no matter how desperate I was to bury a secret.”

      “I agree. It’s obvious how much you care about your trees.” Aiden glanced at four crates arranged in a row in the far side of the greenhouse. “That’s why I think that whatever it is you buried is over there.”

      “The potting soil mix.” Shiori’s mouth fell open. “I haven’t needed to repot any of the bonsai in my time here and so I’ve barely even thought about those crates.”

      “Or maybe you didn’t want to think about them.”

      Shiori wrung her hands.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “If you’re right, then I can only imagine how horrible or painful this secret must be that I buried it so deep, that I forgot it existed.”

      Aiden rubbed the empty space on his ring finger. “It isn’t just bad things that people erase.”
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        Three Years Ago

      

      

      

      Thank God for mugs. They were an easy place to start. When dividing two lives into moving boxes, undisputed ownership was always a plus. Aiden plucked his red mug from the kitchen cabinet and rolled it up in the Sunday newspaper’s sports section. It was chipped and stained from years of nursing his morning cups of Komodo Dragon Dark Roast Blend, but Aiden wasn’t inclined to warm his fingers around anything else. Divorcing Sophie was enough change.

      The mug was fleeting peace. The air in the townhouse was heavy with the arguments simmering in the rest of its rooms. There were thirty packing boxes piled in the hallway and none of them were labeled, “Ours.” The word had gone the way of “snoutfair” and “jirble,” dusty, meaningless, and obsolete. It could not help settle who went home with the vintage bookshelf he had found at the flea market and that Sophie had restored.

      Sophie reached inside the cupboard for the purple mug that used to sit beside Aiden’s red one. Her arm brushed against Aiden’s shoulder. Aiden stiffened. Their kitchen had always been tiny, but today it felt like it had shrunk by at least a foot and a half on each side.

      “Sorry,” Sophie mumbled without looking at him.

      Aiden took a step back from the tiled counter to give Sophie more room. They had meant to upgrade the white tile with dark granite, but it was one of the little weekend projects they had never got around to. To-do lists didn’t seem urgent when you thought you had the rest of your lives to re-grout the bathroom or touch up the paint on the front door.

      Aiden set his mug next to his box. A photo of a smiling pit bull peeked through the newpaper wrapped around it. Aiden smiled back. It was his favorite photograph of Bear. Sophie had it printed on the mug for Father’s Day the year they brought Bear home from the shelter. Sophie ripped out a page from the newspaper’s entertainment section and handed it to Aiden.

      “Thank you.” Aiden took the page, careful to avoid grazing Sophie’s fingertips.

      “You’re welcome,” Sophie said.

      They were a lot more polite to each other, Aiden thought, now that they were getting divorced.

      Sophie’s eyes wandered over Bear’s photograph. “He would have been five next month.”

      “Four,” Aiden said. A year had passed since they had put Bear to sleep, and for the first time, he was almost glad that he was gone. Deciding who got Bear was not as simple as dividing up dishes.

      “Right.”  Sophie lowered her gaze to the spot on the kitchen floor where a stainless steel dog dish used to be. “Four.” She wrapped up her purple mug and tucked it into a corner of her box. “One cabinet down.”

      “A million to go.” Aiden scanned the kitchen. Marriages didn’t dissolve inside courtrooms, he thought. The thread that stitched together two lives was ripped in dining rooms and dens, in family rooms and home offices, one piece of cutlery and flat screen TV at a time.

      Sophie pulled open a frosted glass cabinet. A row of Japanese clay bowls was arranged over its lowest shelf. “Do you want these?” she looked over her shoulder at Aiden.

      He shook his head. “You can have them.”

      “Are you sure? They were a wedding present from your mother.”

      “I know. But you should keep them. She won’t mind. You’ve always liked them.”

      “Okay. Thanks.” Sophie packed the bowls into her box. She taped the box shut and set it down next to potted Philodendron and Ivy plants by the breakfast nook. “Can I…um…have Phil and Evie?”

      Aiden regretted letting Sophie name the houseplants. Naming things made you miss them when they were gone.

      “I have the perfect spot in the new apartment,” Sophie said.

      “Come on, Soph.” Aiden folded his arms over his chest. “You know that you’ll never remember to water them. They’ll be dead in a week. Remember what happened to Fred?”

      Sophie sighed. “Fine. Keep them. But I want the blender.”

      “Deal.”

      Sophie pulled open another cabinet. A tower of baking pans threatened to tumble out. “You want these?”

      “Baking was your abandoned hobby, not mine.”

      “You made brownies once.”

      “That doesn’t count. It was from a mix and it was for your birthday. Why don’t you just donate them?”

      “Goodwill it is then.” Sophie shut the cabinet and moved on to the one beside it. “Next up, plates.”
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        * * *

      

      Their bedroom was painted blue. Aiden preferred taupe, but Sophie had convinced him that Riviera Azure was more calming than Coastal Fog. They painted it together, just like all the rooms in their home.

      “Last room.” Sophie planted her empty moving box on the king-sized bed.

      “Finally.” Aiden set his box next to hers and picked up a framed photograph from his nightstand. Only the tops of his and Sophie’s heads were visible in the picture. Neither of them was particularly good at taking selfies. A moonlit beach stretched behind them. “Were we smiling in this photo?”  he asked, even if he already knew the answer. He remembered every single moment of his time with Sophie. Good and bad.

      “Believe it or not, we used to do that a lot.” Sophie riffled through her nightstand’s drawer and pulled out a leather-bound journal that Aiden had embossed with her name for Christmas.

      Aiden ran his thumb over the framed photograph, wishing that one of their names had been engraved on its frame too. That way, there would be no debate about whose box it would be packed in. Memories didn’t have owners. He sat on the bed. It had taken them forever to decide to splurge on a Tempur-Pedic. Aiden wondered if its memory foam remembered as much of their time on it as he did. He patted the mattress and said a silent goodbye. He and Sophie had never discussed it, but he was certain that none of them wanted the bed.

      “The new owners of the house seem nice, don’t you think?” Sophie said.

      Aiden shrugged. “I guess.”

      “I hope they’ll be happy here.”

      Aiden rubbed the spot on his finger where his wedding ring used to be. The skin was lighter than the rest of his hand. “We were happy here too.”

      “Yes. We were,” Sophie said softly.

      Aiden pulled out a white envelope from his drawer. “This was supposed to be for your birthday, but I guess…well…anyway. Here you go.”

      “Oh…uh…thanks.” Sophie took the envelope from him.

      “You don’t need to open it right now,” Aiden said. “I’m sure you already know what it is.” He had given her exactly the same thing every year since they were sixteen.

      Sophie opened the envelope and pulled out the store-bought birthday card. Aiden’s sharp handwriting spelled out three obsolete words. Zafty. Soda-squirt. Tyromancy. Beneath them, he wished her a happy birthday and told her that he loved her. Sophie swallowed back tears. “They look like good ones this year.”

      Aiden smiled. “They are, aren’t they?”

      “So are you going to tell me what they mean?”

      “Zafty: A person very easily imposed upon. Tyromancy: Divining by the coagulation of cheese. Soda-squirt: One who works at a soda fountain in New Mexico.”

      “They’re great,” Sophie said.  “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” Aiden held out their framed photo. “Do you want this?”

      “Um…do you?” Sophie said. “Maybe we should leave it behind.”

      “Because the new owners of the house would just love to have a photo of our foreheads next to them when they go to sleep? I’m sure that would make the perfect housewarming gift.”

      “Come on, Aiden. Be serious. What would any of us do with that thing anyway? Or any of our old photos for that matter? It’s not as if we’d actually take them out of the box and ever look at them again.”

      “I’m sorry. I thought we were getting a divorce, not having our minds wiped clean. My mistake.” Aiden tossed the framed photograph into a garbage bag, shattering its glass.
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        An Apology

      

      

      

      Shiori stood over the four crates. The first contained akadama, pebbles of fired clay, the second, hyuga, a light-colored volcanic rock, the third, a pile of small river stones, and the fourth, crushed charcoal.

      “Do any of these look like the dirt you saw on your hands that night?” Aiden asked.

      “No.”

      Aiden’s face fell. “So much for that theory then.”

      “But that’s because they’re dry.” Shiori scooped up a handful of the akadama clay. “If the dust from these pebbles got wet, they would look exactly like what I saw under my nails. If I did bury something that night, this crate is our best bet.”

      Aiden rolled the sleeves of his robe and crouched by the container. “I guess there’s only one way to find out.”

      Shiori clasped his shoulder. “I’ll do it.”

      Aiden stepped aside.

      Shiori stuck her hands into the crate and clawed at the clay. Her arms sank deeper into the pile of pebbles. Shiori found herself hoping to find something and nothing at the same time. Cloth grazed her knuckles. Shiori froze.

      “Did you find something?” Aiden knelt beside her.

      Shiori pulled out a small bundle haphazardly wrapped in a strip of blue linen cloth.

      Aiden glanced at the ripped edge of Shiori’s skirt. “I guess we now know what happened to the missing piece of your skirt.”

      “It looks like I cut it off with one of the bonsai shears.” Shiori stared at the ragged cloth. “In a hurry.”

      “Shiori…”

      “Yes?”

      “I can leave if you need privacy.”

      Shiori’s hand trembled around the bundle. “I’d like you to stay, if that’s alright.”

      “Of course.”

      Shiori laid the bundle on the ground and unwrapped it. She drew a deep breath and let the linen strip fall away. Two objects stared up at her: A laminated name tag and a folded piece of white paper. She picked up the tag and read it. “Shiori Ametsuchi. Guest Speaker.”

      “Does the tag mean anything to you?” Aiden leaned closer.

      Shiori shook her head. She picked up the piece of paper and unfolded it. Her fingertips tingled, as though remembering the paper’s texture and shape. She gaped at the words on the page.

      “What does it say?”

      Shiori handed the paper to him, swallowing hard. “Read it.”

      “To Aiden Millen. I am very sorry. Shiori Ametsuchi.”
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        * * *

      

      Aiden leaned against a potting mix crate, crushing clay pebbles in his fist.  He had not expected to find answers to all of Shiori’s questions when she dug up her secrets, but neither had he counted on getting buried in more of them. “This makes absolutely no sense,” he said, rereading Shiori’s note. “You wrote this note on your first day here, but we hadn’t met until you showed up at my hotel. Why would you write an apology to someone you didn’t even know existed?”

      “Is that what’s really bothering you, Aiden?” Shiori asked quietly.

      “Doesn’t it bother you?” Aiden crushed another pebble between his fingers, his eyes lowered.

      “Of course it does, but I don’t believe it’s the reason you haven’t looked me in the eye since you read that note,” Shiori said. “I think it’s because you believe that somehow, I’ve wronged you. You feel that you need to be mad at me even if we both don’t know what I’ve done. And I don’t blame you. You have every right to feel that way.”

      “No.” Aiden looked up. “You’re wrong.”

      “Am I?”

      “I’m dying, Shiori. My life is ending as we speak. The things that went wrong in my life went wrong long before I met you. They have absolutely nothing to do with you. If there is anyone to blame for any pain I’m taking to the grave, it’s me. As much as I’d love to have a scapegoat, one mysterious apology letter isn’t going to cut it. You have nothing to apologize for, Shiori. I mean it.”

      “But you’re upset.”

      “I am.” Aiden brushed his hands clean over the front of his robe. “But not at you. I’m upset at this whole convoluted game we’re in. I’m tired of all these twists and tricks. Isn’t life hard enough? Why does dying have to be cruel too?”

      “It’s not cruel, Aiden.”

      “You’re basically a prisoner here, Shiori. No. Worse. You’re a slave. You’re forced to visit dying people without even knowing why.”

      “I do know why.”

      “But I thought-”

      “I may not remember my past life or how I got here, but I suppose deep down, I’ve always known why I have to do what I do. It’s the same reason I take care of these trees. If I don’t, no one else will. No one comes into this world alone, but when we die, there’s no such guarantee. You could breathe your last breath in a room full of people, but still die alone. I can’t visit everyone, but regardless of how lonely or lost I feel, a part of me is still grateful for the chance to have been with the people that I have. I don’t know if I was a horrible person or what sins I may have committed in my past life, but I am glad that I get to do some small good in this one. I cannot offer the dying answers, but if they’re afraid when they close their eyes for the last time, I can hold their hand.”

      “You’re a good person.” Aiden folded the apology letter and handed it back to Shiori. “Maybe too good.”

      Shiori tucked the letter into her apron pocket. “We shouldn’t waste any more time on me. I have more answers than I thought I would ever have. I know that my name is real and that I had life. That’s enough. I don’t know why I wrote that letter, but I do know why I went to your hotel room. To help you die. It won’t undo the crime I committed against you, but it might be the only chance I’ll ever get to make things right.”

      Aiden took her hand. “Look at me, Shiori. You don’t remember your past, but I remember mine. You weren’t in it. You’ve done nothing wrong. I don’t care what that note says. Now go and grab that doorknob so we can find your next room.”
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        * * *

      

      It was moored along the canal, flitting in and out of leafy shadows. Moonlight churned over its peeling yellow paint with every turn of the breeze. In this light, the small houseboat looked like a frail dream, one that might vanish, Aiden thought, if he blinked.

      “This looks like Amsterdam.”

      Shiori shut the door that had appeared on the cobbled road behind her. She tucked the doorknob into her apron pocket. “It is. I remember this visit. The soul’s name was Bas. He was a writer.” Shiori pointed to the houseboat. “He lived over there.”

      “How did he die?”

      “Technically, he died of a heart attack, but Bas broke his heart years before it stopped beating.”
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        A Book for Ilse

      

      

      

      His main character was in a particularly tough bind and Bas de Vries was tempted to reassure him that a reprieve was coming in the next couple of paragraphs. Beyond that, he couldn’t make any promises. His manuscript had just breached the halfway mark and things were likely to get worse for his protagonist before they got better. Medieval Amsterdam did not lack damp alleyways to weave danger through. He lifted his eyes from his typewriter and gazed out the porthole above his slightly lopsided desk. The swathe of sky above the Prinsengracht canal was starless and dark. Morning, Bas guessed, was still approximately two cups of tea, several yawns, and a chapter and a half away. He reached for the free mug that he had gotten at a writer’s conference the year before and took a sip of his orange herbal tea.

      The tea was weaker than he liked. He drank it anyway. He strained to find the orange peel, hibiscus flowers, cinnamon, roasted chicory root, and clove its box had exuberantly promised. The slightest hint of citrus washed over his tongue, but its saccharine quality made it suspect. He knew the taste of wishful thinking too well. Bas swallowed his disappointment, swearing to never cheat on his loose-leaf brew with a tea bag ever again.  The night’s work required a proper cup of tea. There were clues to follow, riddles to solve, and lines to craft to make himself appear more clever than he was. Despite his choice of beverage, he wasn’t too concerned. He had at least two more drafts to get them right. Unlike life, books had the benefit of editing.

      His tea, however, was not a complete loss. He wrapped his hands around the steaming mug and thawed his fingers. Tonight was less than the ideal time to discover that the houseboat’s heating was not working. It was still technically summer in Amsterdam but the season had chosen to end earlier in his cabin. The cold made a fading scar shaped like a breaking wave pulse with old pain on his forehead. Bas set his mug down and rubbed the indention near his hairline.  He rifled through the pages of the manuscript and stopped at the dedication page. It was the same message he had written for all of his books.

      Dearest Ilse,

      For all the good days and the one that wasn’t.

      Love,

      Papa

      He put his hands together and cracked his knuckles. He poised his fingers over the typewriter’s keyboard and came to the rescue of a participle dangling precariously on the page. The clatter of typewriter keys bounced off the room’s oak paneling as Bas set a flurry of thoughts on paper.

      Bas could always count on his Olympus to keep him company on cold nights.  His agent had given up persuading him to switch to a computer three novels ago. While he conceded that it allowed him to answer the occasional email from his mother and respond to the stream of letters his young fans sent him, he could not conceive of his laptop serving any other purpose. It did not chatter away the way his typewriter did when the quiet around him became too loud.

      A sharp pain radiated down his right arm and exploded in his chest. Bas groaned and doubled over, slamming his head onto the Olympus’ keys.

      “Hello,” a woman’s voice said.

      Bas jerked his head up. A small Asian woman waved at him from across the room. Bas jumped from his seat, barely noticing that the pain in his chest was gone. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Shiori. What’s yours?”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I think you may need my help.”

      “Help? With what?”

      Shiori shifted her gaze to Bas’ typewriter.

      Bas looked down. A man was slumped over his Olympus. Bas staggered back. “That…that’s…me.”

      “You had a heart attack.”

      “What?”

      “You’re dying. I’m sorry.”

      Bas backed into a wall, his eyes glued to the body at his desk. “No. No. No. That’s not possible. You’re lying. Is this a joke? Did my brother put you up to this?”

      “This isn’t a prank. I’m telling you the truth.”

      “But I can’t die. Not now. I haven’t finished the book…and….” Sobs drowned his voice.

      Shiori pulled a doorknob from her apron pocket.

      Bas peered at it through his tears. “What is that?”

      “Something that can help you leave this world behind.”
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        * * *

      

      The doorway opened up onto the edge of a small harbor. Bas stepped onto its wooden planks. A lake stretched out before him.  Small boats sped across it, sending ripples through the blue-green water. Bas frowned. “You said that we were going to a room.”

      “It was simpler to call it that.” Shiori stood next to him, casting her eyes over the water. “This may not look like a room, but it’s a place that the door has decided you need to see before you die. Do you recognize it?”

      “This is Lake Garda in Italy. It’s…Thursday afternoon.” Bas backed away from the water. “Please don’t let me go through this again. I’m begging you. Take me to any day, but this.”

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t decide where you need to go.”

      Bas grit his teeth, fighting back tears. “You lied to me. You told me that my rooms would make dying easier.”

      “That might have been what you heard, Bas, but that is not what I said. Dying is never easy. How can it be? When you die, you are ripped, without warning, from all you’ve ever known. You are made to give up everything that mattered to you without any promise of getting anything in return. No room can make that any easier.”

      “Then why do we even need to be here?”

      “We’re here because your rooms can help you see death for what it is and accept that the only choice you have is whether you take its hand willingly or kick and scream as it drags you away.”

      Bas let out a joyless laugh. “It brought me here so I could see death for what it is? Then I was right. This place is pointless. I already know exactly what death is. This is the day I learned that lesson.”

      He walked over to the edge of the harbor and watched a motorboat pull away from the dock. A man that looked exactly like him steered the boat. Sitting behind him was a little girl no older than five. She twisted around in her seat, her blonde curls dancing wildly in the wind. She directed her gaze to the harbor, broke into a big smile, and waved.

      “Ilse…” Bas waved back.

      “She can’t see you,” Shiori said. “She is waving at someone else.”

      “Something else.” Bas turned and looked up. A castle watched over the lake and bid the girl a silent goodbye. “She’s waving goodbye to the Rocca Scaligera. Her mother and I promised to take her to a castle on her birthday. This was her surprise.”

      “Is Ilse your daughter?”

      “She…” Bas’ throat tightened. “Was.”

      “Oh…I’m sorry.”

      Bas marched away from the harbor, keeping his head down.

      “Where are you going?” Shiori called after him.

      “I told you. I don’t want to be here.” Bas bolted from Shiori and the water, running from what he knew was going to happen next. His memories chased after him. Bas tripped and stumbled to the ground. He looked back. The motorboat he had rented for Ilse’s birthday grew smaller as it sped away. He squeezed his eyes shut and clamped his hands over his ears. Ilse and the boat were no longer in sight, but the scenes of that Thursday afternoon played out in his mind as though it was he, and not his past self that was on the boat with her.

      “That was fun, Daddy.” Ilse turned from the castle and settled back into her seat. “Can we go back on my next birthday?”

      “Of course. I’m glad you liked our surprise,” Bas said, keeping his eyes ahead of him.

      “I wish mommy could have come.”

      “Me too,” Bas said. “I don’t think she’s used to having cake and ice cream for breakfast. But I’m sure her tummy will be better by the time we get back.”

      “I’ll make her a drawing so she can see what it looks like.”

      “That’s a wonderful idea, princess.”

      “I love you, Pa-”

      A loud bang thundered over Ilse’s voice. Bas’ eyes flew open. He lay still on the harbor, uncertain if what he had heard was only in his mind. He glanced at Shiori. Terror filled her eyes.

      “Bas…” Shiori choked.

      Bas pushed himself off the ground. In the distance, dark smoke writhed over the lake. Bas let his tears fall. “A speedboat crashed into the back of our boat. Its driver was drunk and was showing off to his friends. He lost control and slammed into us. Ilse was killed instantly.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “My wife and I…we weren’t the same after we lost her.  We couldn’t look at each other without seeing Ilse in each other’s faces.” He touched the scar on his forehead.

      “Is that from the accident?”

      “No. This came after,” Bas said. “The world was different without Ilse. Every second of every day felt like this moment. The crash exploded in my ears and every breath I took tasted like black smoke. And when I slept, I dreamt about it. I tried to imagine that Ilse was in a better place, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t see Ilse. I couldn’t hear her. I couldn’t sense her in any way.  She was simply gone. Erased. One afternoon, I left a letter to no one in particular, got into my car, found a wall, and tried to make the pain stop.” He ran his finger over his scar. “I failed.”

      “My wife left me after that. She said that being sad on our own was going to be easier than being sad together,” Bas said. “There’s not a day that goes by that I don’t blame myself for losing Ilse. If I hadn’t taken her to that castle, if I had taken the ferry instead of renting that boat. And don’t you dare say that I shouldn’t blame myself. Blaming ourselves is what people do. We look at tragedy and try to make sense of it by looking for fault. We’d rather feel guilty than acknowledge that life is random – that it doesn’t need a reason for twisting and turning the way it does. Blame allows us to continue believing that we have some control over our fate.”

      Bas met Shiori’s eyes. “So you see, Shiori, if my rooms are meant to teach me about how death works, I think we can skip them. I know exactly what death is. It is an infinite expanse of absolutely nothing. I dedicated all my books to Ilse because it helped me pretend that she still existed. But the reality was, I never believed it.”

      “And now?”

      “And now what? Nothing’s changed.”

      “How can you say that when you are standing here talking to me? You are proof that people continue to exist after death.”

      “But I’m not dead yet, am I? All the souls that you ‘helped’ could have simply walked through the door and into oblivion. Do you have any shred of evidence, any proof at all that life goes on?”

      “No, but-”

      “Since the day Ilse died, I’ve collected a million unanswered prayers that prove that it doesn’t. All I asked for was the smallest sign that somewhere in this universe, Ilse went on. But I didn’t get a dream, a shiver on the back of my neck, or even the slightest tingle on the hairs on my arm. Only my books kept her alive. But after I’m gone, her life between the pages of my stories will be taken too. There is no sequel to this life, Shiori. Nothing comes after ‘The End.’”
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      Aiden’s eyes followed the thick black smoke’s trail from the surface of the lake to the sky. His thoughts darkened to the same color. Bas’ words burrowed into him, finding old rooms in his mind that he had taken great care to board up. One opened into a nursery painted in old rose and decorated with words no one used anymore. Sophie had lettered each of the words herself. Apricity. Galimaufry. Welkin.

      Sophie sat in the recliner by the empty crib, hugging a small green storybook to her chest. She whispered the words from the book from memory, saying each phrase like a prayer.

      Goodnight moon.

      Goodnight room.

      Goodnight cow jumping over the moon.

      Aiden knelt by her side. He clasped her hand and pressed it to his lips. “Sophie, don’t do this.”

      She looked up at Aiden with swollen, red-rimmed eyes. “Don’t do what? Grieve? What’s wrong with grieving? Our daughter died, Aiden. What do you want me to do? Feel nothing? Like you?”

      Aiden dropped her hand and stood up. “You know that isn’t true.”

      “Isn’t it? You fly around the world shooting your documentaries as though nothing’s happened. You haven’t even visited her grave since the funeral.”

      “Why should I? Chloe isn’t in the ground.”

      “I know that, but-”

      “But what, Sophie? If Chloe isn’t there, then why do you feel the need to spend your entire morning sitting by her tombstone?”

      “Who else am I supposed to talk to? You? I’m sorry that I can’t get over our daughter’s death as fast as you did. I didn’t realize that grief had a deadline like one of your documentaries. It must feel very safe and sterile when you’re hiding behind your camera. The real world must seem a lot farther away.”

      Aiden clenched his jaw. “I’m not hiding behind anything.”

      “Oh? You could have fooled me. You didn’t put that stupid camera down once at her funeral.”

      “I filmed it because I wanted to remem-”

      “Remember it?” Sophie arched a brow. “Really? We both know that your memory doesn’t need any help. You wanted to edit it. Isn’t that what you do to all your films? You take out the bad footage and leave the good? You can’t edit our lives to fit your narrative, Aiden. We lost our daughter and no matter how well you shoot it, light it, or edit it, the way our story ends won’t change.”

      “But that’s just it, Sophie.” Aiden threw up his hands. “Our story hasn’t ended. Chloe’s gone, but you and I are still here. But you act as if we’re all ghosts. You’re either at the cemetery or holed up in this room. Jesus, Sophie. It’s been more than ten months. You need help that I can’t give you. I don’t understand why you refuse to see a therapist. Don’t you want to start living again?”

      “I am living.” Sophie twisted her wedding ring around her finger. “I know I’m alive because I’m wounded and can feel pain. You, of all people, should know that. You have two arms full of scars that-”

      “Stop.” Aiden clenched his teeth.

      “I’m sorry my grief is inconvenient for you. Not everyone can hide their wounds beneath their sleeves.”

      Aiden slammed his fist into the wall.

      “Aiden!”

      He hit the wall again, staining it with blood. He held out his ripped knuckles to Sophie. “Is this what you want from me? Do I have to make myself bleed to prove that I miss Chloe as much you do?”

      Sophie shook her head, lowering her eyes.

      “I’m not a robot, Sophie. I get hurt. I bleed. I feel pain just like you. Our only difference is that I think that trying to find a way to heal is a good thing.”
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        Unfinished Business

      

      

      

      Water lapped against the houseboat, rocking it gently from side to side. They might have soothed Shiori if Bas’ last words to her had not stung as much as they did. They hurt as much as the first time she had watched him die. Until his final breath, Bas had been convinced that all that was waiting for him was oblivion.

      “Do you think that Bas was right about death?” Aiden peered out of a porthole, his eyes on the canal’s dark water.

      “Do you?”

      “Out of all the souls we’ve met so far, I can relate to Bas the most. I…I’ve been in his shoes.” Aiden drew a deep breath. “I lost a daughter too. Chloe was born with a heart condition and died just before she turned three months.”

      “I’m so sorry, Aiden. I had no idea-”

      “It was a long time ago. I’ve made peace with her death. Chloe was suffering. A part of me was relieved to have her pain end. Bas didn’t have that kind of consolation. Ilse’s death was senseless and sudden. To him, she was like a book that was cut off in the middle of a chapter. Chloe’s death was kinder in that sense. Illness is like a strange gift. It gives you time to prepare. All of this is on hindsight, of course. When you’re watching your child die and not able to do anything about it, you don’t think quite as rationally or clearly. You make all sorts of bargains with God as though death was some kind of negotiation. You begin by asking for big things like a miracle, but when you realize that nothing in your life is good enough to make such a trade, you scale down. If you can’t have a cure, then time will have to do. You ask that she gets to see her fifth birthday, but when she gets worse, you convince yourself that a third or second birthday will be more than enough. Towards the end, your hopes get whittled down from years, to months, to days. In the final moments, when you see her fighting for every small breath, you offer every single thing in your life for it to be over quickly and for her to be out of pain.”

      Aiden walked over to Bas’ desk and thumbed through Bas’ unfinished manuscript. “But when you’ve found the strength to pack up your child’s things in boxes and paint over the nursery’s walls, you get to look back on the time you did have and think about how every second of it was a gift you didn’t deserve. I came to realize that Chloe’s story was complete no matter how short it was. Chloe fulfilled her purpose the day she was born.” He set Bas’ book down. “She brought the rain.”

      “Rain?”

      “Two people in love can feel like they’re invincible. They build a life together where they feel safe, dry, and warm. But two lives can never fit seamlessly together like perfectly plastered brick walls. We breathe, we grow, we age, we constantly move and change shape. The gaps are small, but they’re there. On sunny days, they don’t even matter. But when it rains…” Aiden drew a shaky breath. “That’s when you’ll find the cracks and everything leaking through them.”

      “And is that a bad thing?”

      A sliver of light sliced through the room. Shiori twisted around. Light poured through a crack in the door. The door swung open, letting more light through. Shiori shielded her eyes with her hands.

      “Shiori?” A man’s voice spilled out of the doorway.

      Shiori squinted through her fingers, trying to remember where she had heard the voice before.

      A man stepped through the doorway, his smile brighter than the light shining behind him. “You were right, Shiori.”

      “Bas?” Shiori gasped. “What…how did you come back?”

      “I used the door, of course.” Bas chuckled.

      “But why are you here?”

      “I said some terrible things to you before I died. When I crossed the doorway I realized that I was wrong. I turned right around so I could catch you before you left. I am so sorry, Shiori. You were right. Ilse was waiting for me. I need to get back to her, but I thought you should know this. You know how much I hate to leave things unfinished. Take care of yourself, Shiori. Goodbye.” He turned to leave. He stopped mid-step and glanced over his shoulder. He slapped his forehead and smiled. “I almost forgot to tell you. I saw him, Shiori. He asked me to tell you that he was waiting for you too,” he said, closing the door behind him.

      “Bas!” Shiori choked. “Wait!”

      The door clicked shut.

      Shiori ran to the door and yanked it open. The houseboat’s dark galley kitchen stretched out in front of her. She massaged her temples, trying to slow her thoughts down enough to catch them.

      Aiden stared at her, his eyes wild. “What just happened, Shiori? What did Bas mean by ‘he was waiting for you too?’ Who was Bas talking about?”

      “I don’t know.” Shiori clenched her jaw and pulled out the doorknob from her apron. “We should follow him.”

      “Follow him? Is that even possible? Bas isn’t like us. He’s…”

      “Dead. I know.” Shiori tightened her grip around the doorknob. “But I need answers and so do you.”

      “But what if we can’t find our way back? I mean, we’re both dying and so it really shouldn’t matter, but you haven’t gotten your memories back yet. If you die without knowing who you are, you’ll lose yourself just like Rey did.”

      Shiori thrust the doorknob into the door. “And if I don’t try and follow Bas and get answers, I’ll be just as lost.”
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        The Ghosts in the Elevator

      

      

      

      Aiden stepped back from the elevator, rubbing his chin. He did not expect heaven to look like a garden in the clouds, but he was almost certain that it didn’t look like an old elevator either. “We might have missed heaven by a few hundred floors.” He turned to Shiori. “I don’t think this is where Bas went.”

      Shiori glanced down the hallway, her eyes growing tired and sad. “You’re right. I know where we are. This is John Butler’s apartment building. I visited him a while ago.”

      Aiden heard the frustration in Shiori’s voice. “It will be okay. All the rooms we’ve been to have helped us get closer to the truth. John’s room shouldn’t be any different.”

      “But his room was different, Aiden. Very different.”

      “How?”

      “Because it wasn’t just John that I visited in this building. I met two of his neighbors too.”

      “Three people died here?”

      “John, Lee, and Bing.”

      “How did they die?”

      A bell dinged as the elevator’s doors slid open.

      “You’ll see.”
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      Books far outnumbered the occupants of apartment 10B. They overflowed from bookshelves and closets, and where they fell on the hardwood floor, they took root and grew into rows of crooked trees that brushed the floral-patterned tin tiles on the ceiling. John navigated his way through the hardbound forest, careful not to knock over his teetering piles of Tolkiens, Kings, Christies, and Grishams. Margaret had given up trying to put order into the chaos a long time ago, knowing that John would only come home with more books to fill a newly cleared a tabletop or shelf. His one concession was to keep the pathways his wife had managed to carve out clear, reluctantly conceding the necessity of carrying his tea from the kitchen to the living room without tripping over Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.

      There was no debate, however, about their home’s only small, white hexagon-tiled bathroom. They both agreed that it had to be nothing less than immaculate. John checked the clock peeking between Rowlings and Hemingways and stood up from a wingback chair. Its worn chocolate leather bore John’s shape long after he had left it, giving the impression, if one were to catch a glance at it from the corner of one’s eye, that a rather tall ghost with slightly hunched shoulders, lingered on it. John made his way to the bathroom, weaving through an alley of Dr. Seuss books and Anne Rice’s vampire novels. He drew himself to his full height in front of a medicine cabinet’s freshly polished mirror and pulled his shoulders back. His perfect posture lasted as long as his reflection kept it in check. John smiled, not because he remembered that his latest book order was arriving in a couple of days, but because he liked his face better that way. When he smiled, his wrinkles found their rightful places and told the story of how he had earned each laugh line and furrow over the past seventy-two years. When he didn’t, they reminded him of under-kneaded dough.

      John parted his silver hair with a fine-toothed comb with the precision of a surgeon. For every ten strands that John bent to his will, four ignored him. He sighed.

      “John Butler, don’t you dare complain.  You have hair. Your friends don’t. Just think of Steve and that god-awful toupee. Barbara can’t stand it, but she refuses to say anything. If you were his real friend, you’d tell him, you know. And if you won’t, I will.”

      John chuckled. Margaret was right, as always. “That toupee is terrible, isn’t it?” His voice was smoother than his lined face, golden and dark like well-aged whiskey.

      “I don’t think that he even knows that he’s been wearing it backward,” Margaret said.

      John laughed. “You’re an evil woman.”

      “That’s why you married me.”

      “True.” John tamed his hair with a coconut-scented pomade that reminded him of their honeymoon in Hawaii more than fifty years ago. He pulled on his tweed jacket and brushed off invisible lint from his left shoulder.

      “You’re looking extra handsome tonight.”

      “Of course. It’s the anniversary of the night you agreed to become my wife.”

      Margaret smiled. “I love that you proposed on New Year’s Eve. It’s like the whole world celebrates with us.”

      “Because it does.”

      “So where are we having dinner?”

      “It’s a surprise.” He offered her the crook of his arm. “Shall we?”
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        * * *

      

      The old apartment building’s lone elevator was about the only thing these days that made John feel young. It was already ancient when he and Margaret had moved into the building and John knew all of its groans and creaks by heart. The rattle was a recent addition, but none of the tenants had the heart to complain about Old Otis. John pushed one of the round white buttons on its tarnished panel. The button no longer lit up and John had to take it on faith that the elevator understood where he wanted to go. The black G printed on the button had faded years ago, but its indented shape remained.  John liked to pretend that the invisible letter stood for something more exciting than the ground floor.

      Guatemala

      Ghana

      Graceland

      He had never been to any of these places, but his imagination had always been richer than his wallet and Margaret never complained. Their National Geographic magazine subscription had taken them to more places than his salary as a public school librarian could ever have. He glanced at Margaret and smiled. “I love you.”

      She smiled up at him. “I love you too.”

      The elevator doors shook and stopped. Its doors slid open, protesting every inch of the way. A woman that came up to John’s shoulders waited outside. A chef’s uniform peeked from her coat. “Going down?”

      John nodded. He didn’t recognize her and guessed that she had just moved into the building. He stepped aside, making room for her.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      Her painted-on red smile made John think of the fake poinsettias Margaret used to set out at Christmastime when there was still space on their windowsill. Their plastic red leaves defied the white blanket outside, daring the winter to just try and come in. Books had since taken over their spot, but it was just as well. It had not snowed in the city for the past three years and there was no need for the poinsettias to stand guard against the cold.

      John extended his hand to her. “Happy New Year. I’m John.”

      “I’m Bing. Happy New Year.” She glanced at the elevator button panel next to him. “Ground floor, please.”

      “Ground floor?” He pouted slightly.

      “Er…yes. Why?”

      “That’s too bad.” He clucked his tongue. “I was headed to Greece.”
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      Three months ago

      Bing Ramos Deschamps did not wake up that morning expecting to die. There were only two things she had scheduled in her planner for that day: Divorce and Wine. She was going to sign the divorce papers that had been sitting on her dining table for more than a week, and pick up her favorite bottle of Riesling to celebrate her resolve. Dying was nowhere on her agenda. Neither was getting sideswiped by a mint green Vespa while crossing the street to get to her local wine shop.

      It wasn’t the fall that killed her, or the baseball-sized hematoma that swelled in the back of her head. As far as deaths went, Bing thought, getting killed by a Vespa while picking up a bottle of wine, would have been quite chic. Compared to it, the brain tumor that her doctor had discovered during the routine MRI they had ordered after her fall, sounded rather pedestrian. It was in an inoperable part of her brain and she had six months, at most, to live. Dr. Patel had no inkling of the truth. How could he? Her eyes were open, her heart pumped, and her lungs expanded and contracted as she listened to the words coming out of his mouth. Dr. Patel could not have possibly been able to tell, that three sentences ago, he had killed her.

      She could have died when Henri, her husband of fifteen years had told her he didn’t love her anymore or when Henri started dating her best friend, but she did not. She was forty years old, which wasn’t young, but neither was it obsolete. After a designated period of crying herself to sleep, watching Eat, Pray, Love and Under the Tuscan Sun a hundred or so times, and gaining ten pounds, she still had a decent amount of time left to become something shiny and brand new. Now, according to Dr. Patel, she did not. Six months were just one hundred eighty-two days she had to regret wasting the fourteen thousand six hundred days she had before it. She was a divorced, childless, forty-year-old, hotel line cook in charge of the pasta station at the dinner buffet with a brain tumor the size of the button mushrooms she chopped up and sautéed. Dr. Patel could listen to her heart and hook her up to any machine he wished, but there was nothing he could do to convince her that she wasn’t already dead.
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        * * *

      

      The apartment building’s weathered brick façade looked as good as it did online. It was the reason why Bing had chosen it. A drawback of not having anyone else realize that you were dead was that you still had to go through the basic motions of life: eat, breathe, split property for divorce.  Her old apartment had sold quickly and she had thrown in all the furniture. She would have let the new owner keep most of her old clothes if he had wanted it, but a six-foot-three personal trainer didn’t have much use for a four foot eleven woman’s children’s sized jeans. She packed two weeks worth of clothes in a carry-on suitcase along with a couple of her favorite books and a yellowed photo album from her mother. She stuffed the rest of her old life in boxes and dropped all twenty of them off at the Goodwill. She even included everything that she stole.

      Bing did not consider herself a thief, but her overflowing treasure box containing everything from dozens of unopened lip balm and eye shadows, to tubes of a toothpaste brand she didn’t even like, said otherwise. All of the items remained in their original packaging. It was only theft, Bing reasoned, if she opened them. Left as they were, they were simply products that had somehow found their way into her coat pocket that she had not gotten around to returning. She kept a separate box for an assortment of spoons, menu cards, pepper shakers, napkin holders and other things that managed to fall into her purse at restaurants and friends’ homes. She felt a kinship with her trove of lost little things. Like them, she imagined that when it came time for her disappear, no one was going to notice. At most, Chef Ben Yoo would be a little pissed that she didn’t show up for work, but he would quickly remedy it by pulling one of the sous chefs from the kitchen to take her place. The Spaghetti alle Vongole would be served and the arrabiatta prepared, and life for the rest of the world, and the Crescent Hotel’s dinner service would go on.

      To keep track of all the things she had rescued over the years, Bing liked to list down when and where they had come from in a little book. Her latest entry was about the clipboard she had found at the nurse’s station at the hospital where Dr. Patel had killed her. Her new apartment didn’t have room for her volumes of little record books or her treasure boxes. And with half a year to live, she figured that she really didn’t have the time to return them. Their owners probably didn’t even really want them anyway. If they had, they would not have carelessly put them on the shelves, mantles, or tables they had easily slipped off from. If she hadn’t been there to catch them with her purse, they would surely have fallen and broken.
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        * * *

      

      Bing had never thought she could hate anything more than Henri’s snoring, but her building’s old elevator proved how wrong she was the first time it had taken her up to her apartment. Its groans grated against her soul. She had considered running down the stairs and breaking her lease, but dead people weren’t supposed to care about things like that. Being a ghost, she thought, required practice. She hummed to herself, trying to drown out the noise. She dug her hand into her left coat pocket and found the doorman’s blue ballpoint pen. He was lucky, she thought. If she had not moved in that day and met him, his pen would have been misplaced.
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        * * *

      

      New Year’s Eve: Now

      When she was younger, Bing’s mother told her to jump at the stroke of twelve every New Year’s Eve. The higher she jumped, the taller she was supposed to grow. Bing wasn’t sure if it was a Filipino tradition or if her family had just made it up, but it had appeared to work for all her cousins. It may have helped that their mothers had married men whose last names were Robertson and Stuart. Bing stopped growing at fifteen when she was tall as her mother, but she continued to jump at midnight long past the time puberty had squeezed out every last inch it could. People, she thought, felt extra hopeful on New Year’s Eve. They believed, for some reason, that ripping out the last page of a calendar meant that they could just as easily tear out everything they hated about their old lives too.

      After switching as many calendars as she had, Bing knew better. She woke up every New Year’s Day feeling exactly the same as the day before, save for a pounding hangover. Free champagne was a perk of volunteering to work the New Year’s Eve shift at the Crescent Hotel and Bing took full advantage of it. This evening was no different, except that tonight, she was running late and the elevator was taking forever. She pushed the down button again.

      A moody knee from an old car accident kept her from taking the stairs. She shifted the weight on her feet, relieving her bunions. A bell dinged above the elevator. The sound reminded Bing of a childhood spent trying to ignore the jokes kids made about her name. Middle school would have been a lot easier if her mother had named her Ana or Janice. She could never understand her Filipino family’s love for names that sounded like doorbell chimes. Bongbong. Lengleng. Dingdong.

      The elevator creaked open.  A silver-haired man smiled at her.

      “Going down?” Bing asked.

      The old man nodded, stepping aside to let her through.

      “Thanks,” Bing said, trying to avoid his eyes. She tucked the watch she had slipped off his wrist into her purse. If she hadn’t stepped into the elevator when she did, he might have lost it. It would have been a shame to misplace such a lovely piece. It was his lucky night. “Ground floor, please.”

      “Ground floor?” He pouted slightly.

      “Er…yes. Why?”

      “That’s too bad.” He clucked his tongue. “I was headed to Greece.”

      The elevators slid shut.

      “Wait!” A voice yelled from the hallway. “Hold up.”

      Bing thrust her hands between the doors and held them open. A man ran towards the elevator, a camera bag swinging from his shoulder.

      “Thanks, Bing,” he said, slipping inside the elevator. “Happy New Year.”

      “Happy New Year…uh” Bing fastened a smile, trying to remember her neighbor’s name. “Lee.”
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      Not many people got married on New Year’s Eve, which was a pity because Lee needed the cash. He was one month behind in rent and had sold one of his cameras to fill his refrigerator with something other than ice and beer. It wasn’t the camera he regularly used for his wedding photography gigs, but he had had it since college. Two weeks after he had sold it, he still felt its weight hanging from an invisible strap around his neck.

      Lee cuffed his jeans in front of his full-length mirror and shut the lights. He liked his apartment best when it was dark. Its walls didn’t seem as blank. Its abundance of wall space had been the reason he had chosen the unit, but now he couldn’t walk past its walls without looking away. He had envisioned his new home as a gallery of his work, but six years later, his walls continued to wait.

      Lee grabbed his house keys from a hand-painted Moroccan bowl on the kitchen counter. He slipped them into the back pocket of his jeans and headed out the door. As a rule, he avoided parties that he wasn’t hired to photograph, but a friend of a friend’s New Year’s Eve party meant a dinner he didn’t have to pay for and perhaps a girl he wouldn’t remember sleeping with when he woke up the next day. Though not many couples committed to a shared mortgage on New Year’s Eve, there was no shortage of people who didn’t want to start the year alone.

      Lee ran to the elevator. “Wait! Hold up.”

      Bing, the woman from the apartment next to his, held the doors open.

      Lee stepped into the elevator. “Thanks, Bing. Happy New Year.”

      “Happy New Year…uh” Bing flashed an awkward smile.

      Lee guessed that she had forgotten his name.

      “Lee,” Bing said, her face relaxing.

      Lee turned to the silver-haired man standing in the corner of the wood-paneled elevator cab. “Happy New Year, John.”

      “Happy New Year, Lee.” John smiled.

      Lee stuffed his hands in his pockets and leaned against the wall. He had learned that it was best to make himself comfortable while riding the old Otis. The elevator was painfully slow, but Lee still preferred it to taking the stairs. Getting a cellphone signal inside the cab was impossible, and for a few minutes each day, Lee was spared from the endless stream of filtered photos of a friend’s heart-shaped cappuccino foam, a cousin’s new Husky puppy, or a former classmate’s jump shot in front of the Eiffel Tower or Angkor Wat. Last month, Lee had gotten stuck between floors for twenty minutes. He was disappointed that it hadn’t been longer. Twenty minutes was too short of a reprieve from feeling that his life was never going to be anything more than a blank wall.

      The elevator jolted to a stop. Bing let out a small scream and latched on to Lee’s coat sleeve.

      John chuckled. “Don’t worry. It’s just Otis being Otis.”

      Bing let go of Lee’s arm. A blush ran up her neck. “I’m sorry.”

      Lee smiled. “It’s okay. Ol’ Otis gave me at least a dozen mini heart attacks every day during my first month here.”

      “Oh…uh…okay,” Bing said.

      The elevator shuddered open.

      “Going down?” Lee stuck his head out and looked around the empty hallway. He shrugged and stepped back into the cab. He pressed the button to shut the elevator doors.

      The elevator clanged and creaked.

      Bing tensed, backing up against the cab’s wall.

      “You’ll get used to it,” John said.

      “He’s right.” Lee glanced at Bing over his shoulder. “Otis does this all the-”

      A metal groan drilled into Lee’s bones. The elevator dropped a foot, stopped, and plunged to the ground.
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        The White Room

      

      

      

      The falling elevator’s screech rang in Shiori’s ears. The screams of the passengers around her were louder. Shiori glanced over each of their faces, remembering the first time she had met them. Her past self stood at the corner of the elevator, a deep crease wedged between her eyes.

      “Holy…” Aiden pressed himself against the elevator wall, color draining from his face.

      “We’ll be okay, Aiden,” Shiori said. “Don’t worry.”

      The elevator’s light went out as it slowed to a gentle stop.

      “See?” Shiori said. “We’re fine.”

      Aiden opened his eyes, his chest pounding. “You might have mentioned that the elevator was going to fall before we got in.”

      “Would you have come with me if I had?”

      Aiden shook his head and sighed. His eyes fell on Shiori’s past self. “It looks like you weren’t happy to be here either.”

      “I wasn’t. I was very confused,” Shiori said. “This was the first time I had ever visited more than one person. I had no idea what I was supposed to do or how to take them to their rooms. As things turned out, I didn’t have to worry.”

      “Why not?” Aiden asked.

      Lee slowly opened his eyes. “We…we’ve stopped. We’re okay.”

      Bing slumped against a wall and burst into tears.

      “It’s over.” John patted Bing’s arm. “We’re safe.”

      “Hello,” Shiori’s past self said from the corner of the elevator.

      “Mother fu-” Lee twisted around and peered into the dark. “Who…who’s there?’”

      “My name is Shiori.”

      Lee jumped back.

      Bing screamed, scrambling blindly to the opposite end of the cab.

      “Please don’t be afraid,” Shiori’s past self said.

      “Who are you?” John stammered.

      “A friend. I’m here to help you.”

      “Help us?” Lee said. “How?”

      “I’m supposed to take you to your rooms before you die, but-”

      “What?” Bing said. “What are you talking about? We aren’t dead.”

      “You’re right. You aren’t. Not yet. But the elevator crashed and soon-”

      “Okay, lady. Enough. Joke’s over.” Lee pushed the button to open the elevator doors. They ignored him. Lee pressed the button again and banged against the doors. “Hey! Anybody out there? Help! We’re stuck!”

      Shiori’s past self walked over to the front of the elevator, avoiding the shattered bodies hidden in the dark. She pulled out a doorknob.

      Lee backed away from her. “What are you doing?”

      She pushed the knob into the cab’s wall, just beneath the button panel, fusing it into the wood. “Opening the door.”
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        * * *

      

      The elevator doors parted, revealing an empty, white, windowless room. Aiden glanced around, his jaw slack. “What is this place?”

      “I was as shocked as you were the first time I saw it,” Shiori said. “As you can see, it looks nothing like any of the rooms we’ve visited.”

      Aiden folded his hands over his chest, watching the elevator’s passengers cautiously trail Shiori’s past self out of the cab.

      “We should follow them,” Shiori said.

      Aiden stepped off the elevator. Though there were no light sources in sight, the room was well lit. Aiden glided his hand over a wall. It was smooth and pleasantly warm, deriving its color from an inner glow. “Where are we? Why did the door take them to the same room?”

      “It didn’t. Look at them, Aiden.” Shiori gestured to the others. “Does it look like they think they’re standing in an empty white room?”

      Aiden glanced their way. Each had found a spot in the room and seemed to be engrossed in a scene only they could see. Shiori’s past self walked from one person to the next, looking as confused as Aiden felt.

      “It took me a while to understand what was going on,” Shiori said.

      Aiden studied John’s face. John remained perfectly still. “I know that he can’t see me, but it seems like he doesn’t see anything else in this room either. It’s like he’s in his own little world.”

      “That’s because he is,” Shiori said. “They all are. They look like they are in the same room, but they aren’t.”

      “Uh…hello?” Shiori’s past self made her way to John. “Can you hear me?” She clasped his hand and jolted back.

      “What happened?” Aiden turned to Shiori.

      “That was the moment I saw where John had gone,” Shiori said.

      Aiden frowned. “But he’s standing right there.”

      “He isn’t. When I held John’s hand, I saw where he really was.” Shiori glanced at Lee and Bing. “That’s how I was able to accompany all of them to their rooms. I held their hands. I went along with John first.”

      “What was in his room?” Aiden asked.

      “Yogurt,” Shiori said. “And Margaret, his dead wife.”
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        The Bean and Berry

      

      

      

      Walls, the color of John’s favorite strawberry ice cream, welcomed him as the elevator doors opened. A rainbow of booths that reminded him of cupcake sprinkles ran down the length of the brightly lit café. When Shiori had told John in the elevator that she was taking him to rooms he needed to see before he died, the Bean and Berry 24 Hour Yogurt and Dessert Bar was the furthest thing from his mind. “This is convenient,” he said, turning to Margaret.

      “Why?”

      “Because this is where I made reservations for us tonight.” John was pleasantly surprised at how calm he was in the face of death. It helped, he thought, that he was no longer a young man and that he wasn’t alone. Margaret always knew how to help him relax.

      “A frozen yogurt bar?”

      “It wasn’t always a yogurt bar.” He walked into the brightly lit store and led Margaret to a table near the window. “Don’t you recognize it?”

      Margaret glanced around, her lips curling into a smile. “Is this…”

      “Callaghan’s.” John grinned. The Irish Pub he and Margaret had liked to frequent when they were first dating had closed a long time ago and over the years had morphed into everything from an Indian take out place to a convenience store. The Bean and Berry was its latest incarnation. “I know that we won’t be able to get your favorite corned beef and cabbage here, but I hear the Vanilla Bean yogurt is pretty good.”

      Margaret chuckled and cupped John’s cheek. “This is a lovely surprise. Thank you.”

      He clasped her hand and kissed her palm. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      “There you are.” A woman’s voice called over his shoulder.

      John turned. “Shiori?”

      Shiori walked over to the booth and sat next to Margaret. “Hello,” she said. “I’m Shiori.”

      “Hi. It’s nice to meet you, Shiori. I’m Margaret.” Margaret shook her hand. “John was too busy screaming to introduce us in the elevator.”

      John gaped at Shiori. “You can see her?”

      “Margaret?” Shiori said. “Yes.”

      “All these years…I thought she was only in my head.”

      Margaret reached across the table and patted his hand. “I am, dear.”

      “So how can Shiori see you?” John said.

      “This is your room, John.” Shiori said. “This place is different from the world outside. Out there, only you can see Margaret. Here, she lives outside of your mind.”

      John smiled at his wife and squeezed her hand. “I know she is a figment of my imagination, but I was so lonely after Margaret died, she felt real enough for me.”

      “I was glad I was able to be there for you, John. I enjoyed the time we had together. But I guess it’s finally time for me to leave.” Margaret turned to Shiori. “Am I right, Shiori? That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? To help John let go of me and say goodbye?”

      “It is,” Shiori said.

      “I understand and I’m ready. But I was hoping-” John shifted his gaze to the window.

      “What is it, dear?” Margaret weaved her fingers through his hand.

      John looked at Shiori. “It’s almost midnight and I was hoping Margaret and I could watch the fireworks one last time.”

      Shiori glanced out the window and smiled. “I don’t see why not.”

      Fiery flowers bloomed in the night sky, bidding the past goodbye and welcoming all that was new.
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        The Crescent Hotel’s Kitchen

      

      

      

      The tumor in her brain, Bing decided, had finally gotten the best of her. It had conjured a strange Japanese woman who opened elevator doors with a doorknob and made pronouncements about her death. Bing held her breath as she waited for the elevator to open, saying a silent prayer. Hail Mary full of grace, the Lord is with you. Blessed are you among women and blessed is the fruit of your womb, Jesus. She used to know the prayer by heart, but in this moment, the rest of it escaped her. Her mother, had she been alive, would have been very disappointed. She had always made it a point to get to church at least fifteen minutes before Sunday Mass to say the rosary. Bing prayed along with her, her lips mindlessly forming the words. She stared at the elevator doors wishing that she had paid more attention. Hail Mary full of grace, the Lord is with -

      The doors slid open.

      Bing exhaled, releasing the tension in her shoulders. The Crescent Hotel’s kitchen lay in front of her. She did not remember how she had gotten to work, but she was too relieved to care. Shiori was gone and that was all that mattered. Bing pulled off her coat, tied her apron around her waist and walked to her workstation. The silence that greeted her was sharper than any of her carving knives.

      “You’ve got some nerve, haven’t you?” Dark eyes glared at her from behind black-rimmed glasses. The muscles in Ben Yoo’s jaw were pulled tighter than the graying ponytail at the base of his neck. Color rose behind the head chef’s white collar.

      “I’m sorry I’m late, Chef. I got stuck in an elevator.”

      “Are you on something, Bing?”

      “What? No, of course not, Chef.”

      “Then what the fuck are you doing back in my kitchen?”

      “I…I volunteered for this shift.”

      Chef Yoo rubbed his face red. “You have exactly five seconds to get out of here before I call the police.”

      “The police?” Bing choked. “Why?”

      “Four.”

      “Chef, please.”

      “Three.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Two.”

      “Why are you doing this, Chef?”

      “Why? Because I know you did it.” He turned to one of his sous chefs. “Call the police. Now.”

      “Let me handle this, Chef. There’s no need for the police, right Bing? It’s New Year’s Eve.” Julia, the assistant to the Poissonnier, and a woman Bing often shared smoking breaks with in the alley behind the hotel, stepped in between Bing and the head chef “Bing, honey. Let’s go outside, okay?”

      Bing lifted her chin and met Chef Yoo’s glare over Julia’s shoulder. “No.”

      “No?”A vein throbbed behind the breast of an indigo sparrow tattooed onto the side of Chef Yoo’s neck. The bird’s tiny heart was pounding as fast as Bing’s was.

      “No.” Bing folded her arms over her chest to keep her insides from bursting out and splattering on the vegetable prep counter. “This is ridiculous. Being late isn’t a crime.”

      “Theft is.”

      “What…what are you talking about?” Bing took a step back.

      “You know exactly what I’m talking about.” He looked directly at her. “The watch that’s in your purse. You stole it from John in the elevator.”

      Bing clasped her purse to her chest. John’s watched clinked against loose change. “How did you-”

      “And the doorman’s blue ballpoint pen,” Julia said.

      “And the thermometer you stole from Walgreen’s last week,” a voice from the back of the kitchen said.

      “And the champagne glass from the restaurant,” another voice chimed in.

      “Stop!” Bing turned on her heel and fled the kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      Bing ran out the kitchen’s backdoor and into an alley, blinded by tears.

      Slender hands caught her by the arms. “Are you alright?”

      Bing jerked her head up. A woman’s small face came into focus. Bing jumped away from her. “Shiori? What…what are you doing here?”

      “I’m sorry you had to be alone. I was supposed to be with you when you came here, but it took me a while to figure out where you had gone.”

      “What’s going on? Is this real? Are you real?” Bing’s eyes darted around her.

      “This is the room I told you about,” Shiori said. “The place you need to visit before you die.”

      “I’m still going to die?” Bing’s voice trembled.

      “Yes. The elevator crashed. I’m sorry.”

      Bing knitted her brows. “That isn’t true. The elevator didn’t crash. It stopped and I went to work.”

      “Do you remember how you got here?”

      “Of course I do. I…uh…I got off the elevator and I…”

      “You got off the elevator and found yourself here.”

      Fresh tears flooded her eyes. “Oh God…”

      “Everything will be alright. I promise. This is part of the process. The rooms and the things you see inside them can’t hurt you.”

      Bing hung her head. “They knew…they all knew about all the things I took. John’s watch. The doorman’s pen. Everything. Does this mean I’m going to hell?”

      “I don’t know where souls go after they leave their rooms,” Shiori said. “I don’t know if there is a heaven or a hell. But I don’t think you are a bad person.”

      “I’m not. I’m really not. I was going to return all of the things I took. I just wanted to keep them for a little while. I didn’t think they would be missed. They’re…” Bing sank to the ground and hugged her knees. “They’re just like me.”

      Shiori knelt beside her and clasped Bing’s hand. “You will be missed.”

      “By whom? My ex-husband? Chef Yoo? The doorman of my apartment building? None of them would even notice that I was gone. I’m invisible. I will leave this world leaving no mark on it other than the dent I made in my refrigerator. Do you want to know why I stole all those things? Because deep down, I was hoping that I would get caught. But I never was. Not once. And now…it’s too late.”

      “I can’t change your past,” Shiori said. “But if there is anything I can do for you, I will.”

      “Then look at me.” Bing took Shiori’s hands and pressed them against her cheeks. “Really look at me. Take a good look at my eyes, notice how one is slightly smaller than the other. Look at the lines around my mouth and see the creases made from the times I found something to smile about.  Will you do that for me? Will you look at me and remember me after I’m gone?”

      “I see you.” Shiori touched her forehead to Bing’s. “And I promise you that I will never forget your face.”
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        A Supermarket

      

      

      

      Six-year-old Lee tugged the right sleeve of his mother’s black and red checkered flannel shirt and pointed to a cereal box on the supermarket’s shelf. He had a good feeling about it. His plastic monster figurine collection was almost complete. All that was missing was the purple one. His last box was still half-full, but his mother didn’t notice these kinds of things. She was usually still asleep when Lee made himself breakfast. “Can we get it? Please?”

      Alison Bishop pushed her sleeve above her elbow, out of her son’s reach. “Sure. But I forgot my wallet in the car. I’ll just run outside and get it. Don’t move, okay?”

      Lee nodded.

      Alison knelt to match his height. She licked her thumb and wiped a dried up drop of chocolate milk from Lee’s chin. She hugged him then let him go as though she had grabbed something out of the oven without mitts. She stood up. “You’re a big boy,” she said without looking at Lee. “You’ll be all right.”

      Lee tiptoed to grab his cereal. He hugged it to his chest as he watched his mother walk away. His blue eyes clung to his mother’s messy ponytail. It was tied high on her head and swung just above her collar. She glanced over her shoulder and smiled. “I’ll be right back.”

      He stood there and did exactly as he was told for over an hour. Pee dribbled down the side of his leg. But he wasn’t going to move. His mother was coming back. He was sure of it. He squatted on the floor, hid his face behind the cereal box, and cried.

      A hand rested on his shoulder. Lee turned and looked up. “Shiori?”

      “I’m sorry I took so long,” she said. “I wasn’t sure how to find you.”

      Lee blinked and remembered that he was a grown man. He stood up and drew himself to his full height. He no longer needed to tiptoe to get his cereal. At some primal level, he understood what was going on. He was both the boy who had just been abandoned by his mother, and the man who had just fallen to his death. “You were telling the truth in the elevator. I’m dead, aren’t I?”

      “No,” Shiori said. “Not yet. There is still some life left in your body.”

      “Otis let us down today. Literally.” Lee looked around the supermarket. “This place looks a lot smaller now. I always wondered why my mother chose to leave me in a supermarket. Maybe it was her way of being considerate. She could have left me on the street.”

      “I’m sorry she did that to you.”

      “Me too.” He ran his eyes over his cereal box. “This will sound strange, but a part of me always knew I’d somehow find my way back here before I died.”

      “You did?”

      “When social services came and took me away that day, a part of me got left behind in this aisle. The part that knew what ‘certainty” was. I’ve spent all my life trying to remember it. There aren’t many things you can put your faith in when, at the back of your mind, you’re constantly afraid of being left standing in your own pee, holding a box of cereal. Then you showed up.”

      “Me?”

      “When you appeared in the elevator…” Lee squeezed the cereal box, denting its side. “A new kind of fear snaked up my spine. I had tried to convince myself that you were just a crazy neighbor playing some elaborate prank, but I had learned a long time ago what a lie sounded like. I heard your voice when you told John, Bing and me about our death and the rooms we needed to see. You sounded nothing like my mother when she told me that she was going to be right back. I knew you were telling the truth. That’s how I remembered what certainty was. The fear you put inside me did not leave any room for the smallest speck of doubt.”

      “And are you still afraid?”

      “Of you? Not anymore. Of dying? I’m scared shitless.”

      “You don’t look scared.”

      Lee smirked. “That’s another lovely gift from my mother. When you don’t know how to trust, it’s hard to put your feelings on display. It’s ironic that Otis, the one thing that I did learn to trust, killed me.” He folded his arms over his chest. “I sure hope that I wasn’t brought to this room in order to learn how to forgive my mother or some shit like that. Because if it is, I think I’m going to be stuck here for a while. She doesn’t deserve forgiveness.”

      “The rooms aren’t about anyone else but their owners.”

      “Good. I just want to get this over with as quickly as possible. Falling to my death in an ancient elevator should do the trick.”

      A shadow fell over Shiori’s eyes. “I’ve watched people die in a variety of ways, but I’ve learned that there are only two kinds of death. One where the soul gets ripped apart and the other where it remains whole.”

      Lee tightened his grip on the cereal box, rattling the plastic toy inside it. “Ripped apart?”

      “The kind of death you get has nothing to do with the way your body dies. A person who is burned alive can leave this world just as peacefully as someone who passes in his sleep. Forgiveness isn’t for the benefit of the person who has wronged you, Lee. It’s the last choice you will ever make: cling to the hate that anchors you here and let it tear you in two or-”

      Lee exhaled heavily and put the crushed cereal box back on the shelf. “Let it fucking go.”
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        Going Up

      

      

      

      John, Bing, and Lee followed Shiori’s past self back into the elevator. Lee looked over his shoulder, scanning the white room. A shadow lingered in his eyes. He opened his mouth to speak. The elevator doors shut before he could utter a sound.

      “So did he?” Aiden watched the elevator vanish. “Did Lee forgive his mother for abandoning him?”

      “We saw a few more rooms together. By the end of his last visit, I think he did,” Shiori said. “At least that’s what I choose to believe.”

      “Then he’s a much better man than me. In my experience, there are things that are beyond forgiveness. Sometimes the only justice you can get is the anger you keep inside you. If holding on to that rips your soul apart, so be it.”

      “Aiden…”

      “I’m sorry. Forget I said anything. It’s useless to talk or even think about it. It’s just like being in these rooms. All we can do is stand around and-” Aiden’s eyes darted around the room’s white walls.

      “What is it?”

      “Rooms.” Aiden’s eyes flashed. “What if we’re wrong about what they are?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What if they don’t exist?”

      “Of course they exist. You’ve seen them.”

      “I have. And I’ve seen this one too. And this one is different from the rest.”

      Shiori nodded. “It is.”

      “But what if it isn’t?”

      Shiori frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      “What if this room isn’t different from the other rooms? What if it’s the same one? John, Bing, and Lee walked into this room and saw different things. What if all souls share this one room? What if this room just changes according to what a person needs to experience before they die?”

      “I…I suppose that’s possible.”

      Aiden ran his hand over a white wall. Light glowed between his fingers. “Do you know what that means, Shiori? If I’m right about this room being the same for every soul, it could be your room too. All the answers you’re looking for could be right here.”

      “Look around you, Aiden. It’s just four white walls.”

      “That’s not what John, Bing, and Lee saw,” Aiden said. “What if you used the doorknob to reenter this place? It might open into a room containing your old life and not someone else’s.”

      “But even if you’re right, there’s no guarantee that the door will lead us back here.”

      Aiden rubbed his chin. “Then we need to try something different.”

      “Different? Like what?”

      “Forget the doorknob. You didn’t need it to follow John, Bing, and Lee into their rooms.”

      “Yes, but we had already stepped through the door then.”

      “And the door led you here. Don’t you see, Shiori? This room is your room. You don’t need the doorknob. You’re already here.”

      “And, as I said, there’s nothing here.”

      “Just like it was empty before you held John, Bing, and Lee’s hands. Maybe we need more than our eyes to see what’s really in this room.”

      Shiori tilted her head. “You think I need to hold on to something to see my room?”

      “Someone.” Aiden held out his hand to her.

      “No.” Shiori backed away from him. “I can’t.”

      “Why not? You have nothing to lose. If it works, you’ll get your memories back. If it doesn’t, then we’ll find another way”

      “That’s just it. What if you’re right, Aiden? I could be whisked back to my body as soon as my memories are restored. I would abandon you. You would be left standing here the way Lee was left in the supermarket. If you’re the last person I get to visit, then I want to do this right. I want to help you have a proper death. You refuse to talk about it, but it’s very clear that you’re far from ready to leave this world behind. You’re holding on to secrets, sadness, and hate. I can’t leave you like this, Aiden. I won’t.”

      Aiden gripped her wrist. “And I won’t let you get lost.”

      “But-”

      The room’s white walls and floor vanished. Grass, gravestones, and trees took their place.
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        A Cemetery

      

      

      

      Freshly mown grass crunched beneath his shoes. Aiden kept his eyes on the ground. He didn’t have to look up to know where he was. He knew the scent of the cemetery well. Damp grass. Wilting flowers. And sadness, the lingering perfume of someone who was no longer there. The latter was a changing scent. To some it smelled like patchouli, woodsy, spicy, and warm, the scent of grandfathers and other ancient things. To others, it smelled sterile and antiseptic like endless hospital corridors and empty hospital beds. To Aiden, it was the scent of baby clothes, fresh from the wash. He breathed it in with every step. The white room had vanished and given Shiori her wish. They were in his room and not hers. He walked through the gravestones and stopped beneath the shade of a large tree. He lifted his chin and looked up. A small yellow kite danced in the wind.

      Shiori’s eyes fell on the man holding the kite’s string. “That’s you.”

      Aiden nodded at his past self. “Happy now? We’re finally in my room.”

      “Is this where your daughter is buried?” Shiori asked softly.

      “That’s Chloe’s grave.” Aiden pointed to a tombstone a few feet from where his past self was flying a kite. “I didn’t use to like coming here.”

      “Why not?”

      “I didn’t see the point. Whenever I tried to visit, I couldn’t get the image of her tiny coffin out of my head. I didn’t like thinking about her rotting beneath the grass.”

      Shiori looked at the version of Aiden who was flying the kite. “But you came here today. What changed?”

      “I had discovered a way to keep my thoughts from burrowing into the ground.”

      “How?”

      Aiden’s eyes drifted to a woman carrying a bouquet of carnations and baby’s breath. “I looked up.”
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      The kite flew over him, taking Aiden’s thoughts along with it. The clouds were his favorite part of the cemetery. He found it easier to find peace in the sky than among the rows of gray carved stones.

      “Aiden.” Sophie walked up behind him, clutching a bundle of carnations and baby’s breath. “You’re here.”

      “Sophie?” Aiden turned, holding the kite’s rod steady. “What are you doing here? It’s late. I thought you visited Chloe in the mornings.”

      “I had an appointment.”

      Aiden started to reel in his kite. “I should go.”

      “No. Wait. Stay. You shouldn’t leave on account of me.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “So…um…” Aiden shifted his weight on his heels. “How have you been?”

      “Good.” Sophie leaned the bouquet against Chloe’s grave. She reached out to the tombstone and traced Chloe’s name with her finger. “I’m good. I’ve been seeing a therapist. That was my appointment this morning. I usually see her in the afternoon, but she asked if we could reschedule today. Her name’s Dr. Holst. She’s helped me a lot.”

      “I’m glad,” Aiden said, returning his eyes to the kite.

      “You can say it.”

      “Say what?”

      “You can say ‘I told you so.’ I just wish I had listened to-”

      “What’s important is that you’re getting help now.”

      “I am. Dr. Holst suggested I write a journal and so now I have notebooks that aren’t just filled with dead words.”  Sophie smirked and walked over to Aiden’s side. “How about you? How have you been doing?”

      “I’m working on a new documentary. Surprise. Surprise.”

      “What’s it about?

      “Bees.”

      Sophie grimaced. “I don’t think I’ll be able to watch that one.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that. I know how honeycombs set off your trypophobia. I can tell you which parts you should close your eyes.”

      “Hard pass. I’ll catch your next one.”

      “Did you know that the oldest record of beekeeping dates from 6,000 B.C. on a rock painting in Spain?”

      “That’s…um…fascinating.”

      “And that bees are deaf? They communicate through dance. They waggle their bottoms to tell the rest of the hive about the quality, distance, and direction of food. I think they’re on to something.”

      Sophie arched a brow. “They are?”

      “I think they know that words can sometimes get in the way of what needs to be said.”

      “We aren’t talking about bees anymore, are we?”

      “Go ahead. Ask. You want to know what I’m doing here.”

      Sophie lifted her eyes to the kite. “You never visited her once when we were married. Why now?”

      “I’ve been coming here for the past month.”

      “I’ve never seen you here.”

      “I know that you like visiting Chloe in the mornings and so I come in the afternoons.”

      “Why?”

      “I didn’t want to intrude.”

      “Intrude? She’s your daughter, Aiden. You have every right to be here.”

      “After the way things ended with us, I didn’t think you’d want to be anywhere near me.”

      “We were in the thick of our divorce. I’m thinking more clearly now. We both are. I’m glad you’re here. Really.”

      Aiden unwound more string and allowed the kite to climb higher. He offered Sophie the rod.  “Would you like to give it a try?”

      Sophie took the rod from him and clutched it tight.

      “Relax. It’s not going to fly away.”

      Sophie loosened her grip.

      “Better,” Aiden said. “Do you have a pen?”

      Sophie wrinkled her brow. “No. Why?”

      “There was this study I saw in the news where people were made to watch cartoons while holding a pencil between their teeth. The test subjects who had pencils between their teeth rated the cartoons funnier than the people who didn’t have pencils in their mouths. It makes perfect sense, don’t you think?”

      “It does?”

      Aiden rummaged through his pockets and pulled out a lollipop. “This will do. Open wide.”

      Sophie opened her mouth to protest. Aiden stuck the tip of the lollipop stick in her mouth. She bit down instinctively, stretching the corners of her mouth to keep it from falling. “Hmmmpfh…”

      “See? It’s working already. You’re smiling.” Aiden smirked. “That’s why the people with pencils thought the cartoon was funnier. Mind-body connection. Smiling makes you feel better.”

      She spat out the lollipop and chuckled. “You know you’re crazy, right?”

      “I tell stories for a living. It’s a job requirement.” He picked up the lollipop and stuffed it into his pocket. “So do you now see why kite flying is a good idea?”

      “I thought we were talking about the health benefits of pencils.”

      “Same principle.” Aiden lifted his eyes to the sky. “You can’t feel bad if you’re not slumping your shoulders and staring at your feet. The kite pulls me out of my head and lifts my thoughts.”

      Sophie let the kite fly higher and watched it sway in the breeze. “Aiden?”

      “Yes?” Aiden kept his gaze on the kite.

      “Do you think we can be friends again someday?”

      Aiden glanced her way. “I’ve never thought of you as an enemy, Soph.”

      Sophie smirked. “Not even when I smashed your camera on the floor during one of our fights?”

      “Well, okay.” Aiden chuckled. “Maybe just that one time. But I got an excuse to get a better camera so it all worked out. And look, we’ve been here more than ten minutes and we haven’t smashed anything.”

      “Yet.” A small laugh escaped Sophie’s lips. “But seriously, Aiden, do you think we could be real friends? Not just people who are civil to each other?”

      “I don’t see why not.”

      “Do you really believe that? Even after all the shit we’ve put each other through?”

      Aiden smiled up at the kite. “Remember Alfie?”

      “Of course. Your school project who wasn’t your school project. The reason why you almost ran me over with your bike.”

      “Do you remember what he said about the comic?”

      “It was missing the end.”

      “Just like everything else in life.” Aiden met Sophie’s eyes. “Our marriage might be over, Soph, but our story doesn’t have to be,” he said quietly.

      Sophie smiled. “So you’re saying that we may just find some new life for our tittynope.”

      “Our leftovers? Sure. Why not?” Aiden grinned. “We may even be able to top your cold spaghetti sandwiches”

      Sophie smirked. “You remember what tittynope means.”

      “Of course. That’s what I do. I remember things.”
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        The Beginning

      

      

      

      The kite danced in smaller and smaller circles over the graves, struggling against the string that was reeling it back to the ground. Aiden understood its plight. He battled the urgent tug to return home too. He glanced at Shiori from the corner of his eye. The tether to his body grew tauter with every breath and if the wind happened to blow its way, Aiden was sure that it was going to snap. Aiden watched his past self strain against a gust of wind, pulling the kite to him. He rolled the last of the string around a rod and packed the kite away. Sophie stood by their daughter’s grave and waited.

      “Would you like to grab a bite or something?” Aiden’s past self said.

      Sophie smiled. “Only if that something is a grande non-fat iced latte.”

      “Done.” He knelt by his daughter’s grave and ran his fingers over her name. “See you next week, Chloe.”

      “I’m really glad we ran into each other today, Aiden,” Sophie said.

      “Me too. Now we just need to survive coffee.”

      “Fingers crossed. But I have faith in caffeine.”  Sophie made her way to her car.

      Aiden’s past self trailed after her, a hint of a smile lingering on his face.

      Aiden watched them walk away, remembering how seeing Sophie that afternoon felt like the day they had met. The scrapes he had gotten from his bike accident were nothing compared to the wounds from his marriage, but just like that first day, Sophie’s smile made the pain go away.

      “It was nice to see you smile that way,” Shiori said, her eyes on Aiden’s past self.

      “Sophie had that effect on me.”

      “Were the two of you able to become friends?”

      “There were a few false starts, but yes, in time, we did manage to learn how to talk to each other again. It wasn’t easy. We needed to realize that we couldn’t go back to how things were. The people we had been in that relationship no longer existed. We had to work on getting acquainted with the person each one of us had become.” Aiden ran his hand over the engraving on Chloe’s tombstone, mimicking the motions his past self had just done. “It’s ironic how losing Chloe helped me grow into a man who was more capable of being her father.”

      “You’re still her dad. Not even death can change that.”

      “Are you sure about that, Shiori? If there’s one thing I’ve learned from visiting all these rooms is how alarmingly little we truly know about death. We can make the best educated guess about what’s waiting for us in the next room, but until we step inside, we won’t know for sure. And even then, the questions don’t stop.” He looked around the cemetery. “I still don’t know why I needed to see this room. It didn’t make me feel any more ready for death. This was just one day out of a long series of days where I was trying my best to be happy. To be honest, I wish I didn’t see it.”

      “Why?” Shiori frowned. “It didn’t seem like a bad day.”

      He held out his hand to Shiori. “Come on. Let’s go. I need to get out of here.”

      “We don’t know what room we’ll be taken to next.”

      “I don’t care as long as it’s anywhere but here.”

      “You can’t keep running away, Aiden.”

      Aiden clasped her hand. “Watch me.”
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        * * *

      

      The cemetery’s scent faded. A gust of icy wind kissed Aiden’s cheeks. Aiden tucked in his chin, shielding his face with the collar of his hotel robe.

      Shiori’s hand flew over her mouth. “No…”

      Aiden glanced up, braving the winter chill. Jiro’s body lay over the train tracks, frozen in the second that the train had slammed into it. Aiden staggered back from the edge of the station’s platform. “Fuck.”

      “We’re back in Haru’s room.” Shiori’s face crumpled. “This is the moment right before Jiro dies. Time has stopped.”

      Aiden glanced around. The station was a scene set on pause. A woman’s thin lips hung open in a silent scream. A young mother clung to her wailing son’s hand. A man’s coffee  hovered an inch from his left shoe. Hot, dark roasted droplets floated in the air, halted on their course to his pants. Aiden covered his face with his hands. “God. Why do we need to see this again?”

      “We don’t,” Shiori said. “Let’s get out of here.”

      A hand burst through the frozen crowd and grabbed Shiori by the elbow. “Wait.”

      Shiori jumped back. A young man in an ill-fitting suit clung tightly to her arm.

      “Let go!” Aiden pulled Shiori free and jumped between her and the man.

      “Shiori-san.” Tears quivered in the man’s eyes. “Stay. Please. It’s me. Jiro.”
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        A Journal Entry

      

      

      

      I’ve stopped counting the days. It’s a waste of ink. Writing the days down won’t make them go faster or slower. Nothing in this place ever changes. Not the sun’s place in the sky. Not the weather. Not the endless chirping of birds I never see. The seconds here are perfectly still which makes the thoughts running through my head seem twice as fast. My pen can’t keep up with them. Many slip off the page. But they never go far. They tumble off the table, hit the floor, and bounce back to me. When you’ve been alone for as long as I have, you get pretty good at playing catch by yourself.

      I find myself thinking about the same things and making lists. The things I’ve done. The things I haven’t. The things I hope to do again. I didn’t make a list of regrets. In a space where I might possibly spend the rest of my life, I have to be careful about the thing things I keep. Regrets rot and there is no place in this little room to hide from the stink.

      My first two lists are about as long as each other. The third has one item that I cross out and rewrite at least three times a day. I want him to see me. Hear me. Know that I’m standing not more than three feet away. I cross these words out almost as soon as I write them down, afraid that they might come true. My greatest joy is walking through the door and finding him in a room. My heart stops when, for the briefest of moments, his eyes meet mine. I allow myself to imagine that a part of him knows that I’m in the room with him. And then I turn away because I know that if that day ever came that he did, I would have no idea what to say. I don’t have the words for the apology I need to make. ‘Sorry’ would be as useless as a Band-Aid on a leg broken in three places. What I have shattered is worse. And so I write lists, hoping that one day, when I’m not looking, my pen will come up with a word that can heal him. Until then, I walk into rooms, stand across from him, and pretend that he knows that I’m there.
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      Shiori had learned early on that time’s rules did not apply to this place between life and death, and yet she still struggled to understand how Jiro was standing in front of her.

      “I thought I recognized you, Shiori-san,” Jiro said. “But I wasn’t sure. It’s been a while since we last met and you look a bit…different. I’m so glad you’re here. No one else can see or hear me. You’re like me, aren’t you? You’re a ghost too.”

      “Wait. Wait.” Shiori rubbed her temple. “We’ve met before? And why do you call me Shiori-san? I can’t be much older than you.”

      “Don’t you remember?” He furrowed his brow. “Oh. I know. It’s because I look different too. I’m sorry. I forgot.” He glanced at the bloody train. “It seems that I have a lot to apologize for today. I have left such a mess for others to clean up. I just thought that it was going to be the quickest way to die. I was very inconsiderate.”

      Tears welled in Shiori’s throat. “But why did you do this, Jiro?”

      His shoulders sagged. “It’s hard to explain, Shiori-san. It didn’t feel like I had a choice. When I woke up this morning, I tried to keep my eyes closed as long as I could, praying that I could find my way back into a dream and never wake up. I didn’t care what kind of dream it was. The worst nightmare was better than the pain I felt each time I drew a breath. When I finally got out of bed, all I could think of was how peaceful and quiet it would be if a train crushed my skull. But now…” He sighed. “It has been a very confusing day. I came to the station with every intention of ending my life, but when I saw Haru-”

      Shiori jerked her head back. “You saw Haru?”

      “I caught a glimpse of him just as I threw myself in front of the train. There were so many things that I had wanted to tell him, but it was too late.” He glanced at the tracks. Haru stood at the edge of the platform, his face frozen in a scream. “And it appears that Haru saw me too.”

      “Haru was very sorry about how he hurt you when you were boys,” Shiori said. “He wanted to apologize to you and make things right.”

      Jiro’s eyes flashed. “How do you know this, Shiori-san?”

      “I spoke with Haru before he died.”

      “Haru’s dead?”

      “I’m sorry, Jiro. I shouldn’t have blurted that out. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “When…” Jiro swallowed. “How did he die?”

      “He had an accident. He fell and hit his head. But he died many years after you did.”

      Jiro frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      “Time stopped for you today, but it went on for Haru. He got older. You didn’t.”

      Jiro rubbed his forehead. “And you spoke with him?”

      “I did. That’s what I do. I visit the dying and help them move on.”

      “How was Haru? Did he have a good life? Was he happy? Was his family with him when he died?”

      Shiori bit her lip.

      “What is it, Shiori-san? Tell me.”

      “Haru was never the same after what he saw today. He blamed himself for your death. He believed that he didn’t deserve to be happy. He spent his life punishing himself for what he did to you.”

      “He never forgave himself?”

      Shiori shook her head.

      Jiro lowered his eyes. “We were friends once. He wasn’t an evil person. He was just…weak.  Even after everything that he did to me, I couldn’t bring myself to hate him. I wish I did. Maybe things would have been different. For both of us. When he hit me, I could have hit him back. We would have gone our separate ways, carried this anger with us, and lived our lives. Had families. Friends.  Hating someone else doesn’t make you want to stop breathing. Hating yourself turns the air into broken glass. Every breath rips a path to your lungs. I can’t imagine holding out as long as Haru did. Death must have felt like a relief.”

      “Haru didn’t see it that way,” Shiori said. “He didn’t want his pain to end. He wanted to die alone, feeling as miserable as possible.”

      “I am very sorry to hear that.” Jiro sighed, fixing his gaze on his frozen body. “No one, no matter what their mistakes, should die alone.”

      “That’s why I stayed by his side and held his hand until the end.”

      “Is that why you’re here now? To help me move on?”

      Shiori cast a glance at Aiden. Aiden nodded back. Neither of them wanted to make Jiro feel that their appearance in his room was a detour or a mistake. “Yes,” Shiori lied. “That’s why I’m here.”

      “What you’re saying shouldn’t make any sense, but it does,” Jiro said. “The second I left my body, it was as if I ripped off a blindfold. I see things very differently now. Time. Sadness. Pain.”

      Shiori nodded. “Our body can limit what we see. A soul is free.”

      “But freedom is not at all what I had imagined,” Jiro said. “I don’t feel any physical pain, but nothing has changed about the pain that I had hoped to end. Why am I still carrying it with me?”

      “Because your pain never lived in your body. That’s why I’m here. I’ll take you to rooms that will help you make peace with your death.”

      “Then can we leave now? I don’t think I can look at my body or Haru any longer.”

      “Yes. But first, you need to answer a question.” Shiori reached inside her apron pocket and pulled out a crumpled note. “Why did you write this?”

      “You found my letter?” Jiro’s brows shot up.

      “It blew my way after you fell. How did you know that I would be here?”

      Jiro shook his head. “I didn’t. I wrote it a long time ago. I never imagined that it would find its way to you. But I’m glad that it did. Truth finds ways, I suppose. I’m happy that you finally got to read it. At least some good came out of my death. I didn’t think I would ever get the chance to thank you for what you did.”

      “What did I do?”

      “You really don’t remember?”

      “I don’t have any memories of my life.”

      “Nothing at all?”

      “No.”

      “I am sorry, Shiori-san. I wish there was something I could do to help you. I owe you so much.”

      “There is. You said that we met before. How did we meet? Were we friends? Did you know my family? Why were you carrying this note with you today? Please, Jiro. Tell me everything you know. You are my only link to my past.”

      Jiro nodded. “We met at your greenhouse and I wrote that note after I spent an afternoon there. I brought it to the train station because-” Tears crept into his voice. “Because the day I wrote that was the last day I was happy. I thought that if I held on to it when I died, it wouldn’t feel like I was dying alone.”
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      If this was a dream, Jiro didn’t want it to end. The doorway’s darkness might have caused other people distress, but for him, nothing felt more soothing. There were no flashing pachinko machines, no bright giant billboards, no blinking traffic lights to remind him how dark it was inside him. Here, his eyes could rest. He moved as slowly as he could, stretching the eternity of one step. Pale yellow light kissed the tip of his left shoe. Then his right. Jiro’s heart sank. He squeezed his eyes shut, emerging from the doorway and into the light. Sunlight glowed behind his lids. He kept them shut.

      “Jiro, your room is…” Shiori drew an audible breath. “My greenhouse.”

      Jiro’s eyes flew open. Sunlight filtered through the greenhouse’s roof, warming his skin. The rows of bonsais, the sun, and the scent of leaves and soil were exactly as he remembered. A smile tugged at Jiro’s lips. “This is incredible. Nothing’s changed.”

      Clay shattered over his voice.

      Aiden jumped. “What was that?”

      “I broke a pot.” Jiro pointed to a broken pot lying on the ground between rows of trees. A lanky fifteen-year-old boy stood over the shattered pieces, his hands trembling. “It was an accident. Our class was here for a field trip, but I had wandered off from the group. The trees were so beautiful. I wanted to examine each one. I wasn’t looking where I was going and bumped into a pot.”

      A woman who was dressed identically as Shiori appeared at the end of the row, her back to Jiro’s soul.

      Shiori’s jaw dropped. “Is that-”

      “You,” Jiro said. “This is how we met.”
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        Old Friends, Older Trees

      

      

      

      The pot shattered at Jiro’s feet, sending a shard flying into his shin. Jiro winced and clutched his leg. A small hand lightly tapped his shoulder. He twisted around. A woman wearing a straw hat greeted him with a smile that was slightly warmer than the sun. “Are you okay?” she said.

      “I’m sorry I broke your pot. I didn’t mean to.”

      “That’s alright. I have many just like it. My name is Shiori. What’s yours?”

      “My name is Jiro.” He anchored his eyes on the fragments of clay. He dug into his pocket and grabbed the few coins he had. He held them out to Shiori. “I wish to pay for the pot, Shiori-san.”

      Shiori smiled. “I told you, I have many pots. But if you really wish to pay me back, then come back tomorrow. I could use your help. For now, I think you should probably catch up with your schoolmates. They are over by the potting mix crates.”
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        * * *

      

      Jiro set his schoolbag down on an empty spot on one of the greenhouse’s shelves. He scanned the tops of the tiny trees, looking for Shiori. He was relieved that she did not let him pay for the broken pot. His father had just lost his job and the last thing his parents needed was to worry about paying for his mistakes. Wheels crunched over gravel and pulled him from his thoughts. A blue pickup truck drove up next to the greenhouse and parked. Shiori climbed out of the driver’s seat and waved at him.

      “Jiro,” She smiled. “You came back.”

      “Shiori-san” Jiro bowed. “I am truly sorry about breaking your pot.”

      “I have already forgotten about it. You should too.”

      “You said that you needed my help.”

      “I do. Follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      Its branches curved like a wave and made the tree look like it belonged in the sea rather in a clay pot.

      “This bonsai was collected from the mountains and planted by my grandfather over a century ago,” Shiori said. “Every curve you see in its branches has been nurtured by three generations of my family. Since I was a little girl, it has been my job to water it.”

      “It is the most beautiful tree here,” Jiro said, admiring its canopy.

      “I think so too. It stands apart from the other trees because its beauty comes with age. My grandfather did not believe in wiring branches to bend the bonsai to our will. Instead, he taught us to care for a tree’s roots. This is what we will be doing today. This tree has outgrown its pot. We must repot it to give its roots more room to grow.”

      “Is it difficult to transfer the tree into another pot?” Jiro asked, observing how the ancient’s tree’s current pot almost looked like it was a part of it.

      “It requires great care. If we leave the tree in its old pot, it will wither and die. By pruning its roots, and giving it a larger home, we are encouraging new roots to grow. The tree will have a new life.”

      “Are you sure you want me to help you do this? I’ve never done anything like this before. I might make a mistake. I could kill this tree.”

      “You could.” Shiori patted his arm. “Or I could. There are no guarantees when you care for nature. That is what makes it worthwhile. If there was nothing at stake, I do not think that you would find anyone willing to devote their life to caring for these trees.”

      Jiro chewed on the side of his thumb. “But it’s over a century old. It would be such a waste if it died.”

      “Life and death are on the opposite sides of a very thin line, Jiro. This tree has been brought to the very edge of this line many times for the very purpose of making it thrive. Each time it returns, it comes back with a few more scars, but is always more beautiful.”

      “Are you sure there isn’t anything else I can help you with? Maybe I can clean your work shed or dust the shelves or-”

      “Do you know why I asked you to help me repot this tree, Jiro?”

      “Because I broke your pot.”

      “No. I told you, I have many pots,” Shiori said. “I wanted to see you again because I had noticed you when your class came to visit.”

      “You noticed me?”

      “You reminded me of Yoshi, my older brother. You looked at the trees the same way. Your classmates walked past the trees, smiled, and thought they were pretty. But not you. You stopped at each one as though you were examining the lines in its bark and every leaf on its branches.”

      “I did.”

      “Why?”

      “None of the trees were perfect, but their scars and flaws did not make them ugly. I looked at the trees and felt-” Jiro dropped his eyes. “Angry.”

      “I wasn’t mistaken then. You are indeed very much like my brother. He hated these trees.”

      “He did?” Jiro frowned. “Why?”

      “For the same reason you do, I imagine.”

      “He was jealous of them.” Jiro slumped his shoulders. “Just like me.”

      “Yoshi was born with a rare condition that made him age faster than other children. His skin was wrinkled. He lost his hair. He could hardly see. Our father knew that we were not going to have him with us for a very long time. Yoshi did too. And so when he looked at these trees, he didn’t see their beauty. All he saw was something that he was never going to have. Time. Every tree here was going to outlive him. They will outlive us too.” Shiori looked at Jiro. “But that isn’t why you envy them, is it?”

      He shook his head.

      “Yoshi passed away before he got to be your age,” Shiori said. “But before he died, he made peace with the trees.”

      “How?”

      Shiori cut along the side of the pot with a sickle knife, trying to free the tree’s root ball from the soil. “Hold the pot steady.”

      Jiro drew a deep breath and grasped the pot’s edges.

      Shiori wiggled the tree gently, but a thick root kept it in place. She took a root plier and cut it, setting the tree free. She eased the tree from the pot, taking slow breaths. “Do you see that tool? The one with teeth?”

      Jiro nodded.

      “It’s called a root rake. Take it and gently comb it through the roots to remove the old soil.”

      Jiro’s fingers shook as he combed through the roots. For a trembling eternity, bits of soil broke away and fell to the ground.

      “Good.” Shiori gently lowered the tree into the larger clay pot. “Now you can scoop the soil into the pot.”

      Jiro filled the pot with soil, taking care to avoid low overhanging branches.

      “Use chopsticks to push the soil into the gaps between the roots,” Shiori said, holding the tree steady.

      Jiro nudged the soil into place, his heart pounding against his ribs.

      “Breathe.” Shiori smiled. “We’re almost done.”

      Jiro placed the last of the soil into the pot and exhaled.

      Shiori stepped back from the pot and admired their work. “You did really well, Jiro. It will be at least another decade before the tree needs to be moved again. It looks very happy in its new home, don’t you think?”

      “Bonsais are lucky,” Jiro said.

      “How so?”

      “They don’t mind spending their entire lifetime alone in their pot. But people…” Jiro’s voice broke off.

      “People get lonely,” Shiori said.

      Jiro crushed a clay pebble between his fingers. “I wish we could be more like trees. I wish our flaws made us more beautiful too.”

      “They do,” Shiori said. “They make us different. Interesting.”

      “You can say that because you are beautiful. But people like me…” Jiro’s said.  “What makes us different drives other people away. That’s why we need to keep it a secret, no matter how lonely we may feel in our pots.” He took a small heart-shaped pebble from the bonsai’s old pot and offered it to Shiori with a bow. “But I am grateful for this experience, Shiori-san. Thank you for allowing me to help you today. I learned a lot about bonsai.”

      Shiori accepted the pebble with a smile. “Walk with me, Jiro.”

      “Why, Shiori-san? Where are we going?”

      “I think it would do you some good to climb out of your pot and stretch your legs. We won’t go far. There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”
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        * * *

      

      Jiro followed Shiori down the path from the greenhouse to the back of the work shed.  “You didn’t answer my question, Shiori-san.”

      Shiori looked over her shoulder. “What question?”

      “How did your brother make peace with the trees?”

      “Ah, yes.” Shiori smiled. “My father asked us to help him repot a tree that was even older than the one we repotted today.”

      Jiro nodded. “I see.”

      “And then we watched it die.”

      “What?” The rims of Jiro’s eyes widened and quivered.

      Shiori pointed to two cherry blossom trees growing next to each other. “Jiro, I’d like you to meet Yoshi, my brother. My father scattered his ashes here. When my husband Itsuki died, I did the same for him. I like to think that a part of them keeps me company while I tend to my trees.”

      Jiro looked up at the trees. “These trees aren’t bonsais.”

      “My father wanted Yoshi to have a chance to grow up. He looks happy here, don’t you think? Yoshi’s illness made it difficult for him to play with other children. But now Itsuki keeps him company. No one should go through life alone.”

      Jiro looked away. “How did your brother feel when the bonsai he repotted died?”

      “Being helpless to stop an ancient tree from withering away is not easy. But if the tree hadn’t gotten sick, Yoshi would not have cared for it as much as he did or worked as hard to revive it. Caring for the tree as it left this world allowed Yoshi to see the truth. All the years the tree had lived and the months Yoshi had left meant nothing. The only thing that mattered was the time that they devoted to each other. The ritual of caring for a tree is no different from how we are talking to each other now. Every action we do, nurturing or not, has a response. It is the essence of what life is – a conversation. The moments we are truly alive are the moments that we share with someone else. Outside of that, we are just eating, breathing, and sleeping, biding our time until we die.”
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      On a perfectly sunny day, in the shade of Yoshi and Itsuki’s trees, a cold truth drenched Shiori. Her past self had revealed that she had been a sister, a daughter, and a wife, but there was nothing of her life for her to go back to. Her family was dead. She was as alone on either side of the door. She swallowed back tears.

      “I think I know why the universe chose you to help souls leave the world and move on to the next one,” Jiro’s soul said, his eyes distant.

      “You do?” Shiori said.

      “You are very at good easing the roots of trees from their old homes and replanting them in new ones. I can imagine that helping a soul to release its grasp on this world must be rather similar. In both cases, lives are at stake,” Jiro said. “But now, the only tools you have are your words and hands.”

      Shiori nodded, remembering the stubborn weight of the trees as she carried them into their new homes and the fear she sensed in their leaves. She understood their terror. Their old pots had been their entire and only universe, their new one, the unknown.

      “At first, I wanted to forget everything you had told me that day,” Jiro said. “I pushed your words as far away as I could, but they found their way back. Deep down, I knew you were right. I couldn’t go on denying who I was or who I loved. I had to tell Haru what I truly felt about him.”

      “I wish it could have turned out differently for both of you,” Shiori said.

      “There wasn’t a moment that I didn’t regret telling Haru that I cared for him. When he beat me. When I went to sleep. When I woke up. When I breathed. But the second the train crushed my skull, something changed. I learned that I had regretted the wrong thing. I should have regretted holding on to my pain, and not setting the truth free. My pain consumed me. I let it take over my life. I thought I could make it stop by taking my own life, but I was wrong. Who I was before I threw myself in front of the train is still the person I am now. Everything I carried around in my chest for all those years is still inside me. Nothing has changed.” Jiro crumpled into sobs. “Death is just another room to be alone in.”

      “It’s not too late to let your pain go, Jiro.”  She pressed the tarnished doorknob into his hands. “You aren’t dead yet.”
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        A Kiss

      

      

      

      The door clicked shut behind him. Jiro glanced up. A stark white building towered over him, blocking the afternoon sun. His old school was as cold as the last time he had seen it. “Shiori-san?” He glanced around. “Aiden?”

      No one answered.

      Jiro gnawed on a knuckle, wondering if somewhere in the doorway, his companions had gotten lost. He caught a glimpse of his sleeve. It was black and crisp. He recognized his old school uniform. Jiro inhaled sharply through his teeth. He was fifteen again, in a body that remembered every beating Haru and his friends gave him. He glanced around the empty schoolyard, trying to decide which direction to run.

      “Jiro.”

      Jiro twisted around. “Haru…”

      Haru was young too. But he looked different from the last time Jiro had seen him. His eyes were clear and soft, free from the hardness Jiro saw whenever Haru hit him.

      “Thank you for meeting me here.” Haru attempted a small smile. He stuffed his hands in his pockets and lowered his eyes. “I read your letter.”

      Jiro froze, realizing why Haru was not looking at him with hate. This was the afternoon before everything began. And ended.

      Haru reached for Jiro’s hand. “I like you too.”

      Heat radiated over Jiro’s cheeks. “You do?” he said, just as he did all those years ago. “I thought you would be mad at me.”

      “Why would I be mad at you? We’ve been best friends for a long time. Friends tell each other the truth.” Haru bit his lip, glancing behind him. “But we need to keep this a secret from the others, okay? They…wouldn’t understand.”

      “I’m not sure that I completely understand what ‘this’ is myself,” Jiro said. “I don’t know if it’s right or wrong. All I know is how I feel.”

      “And what do you feel?” Haru said, his voice gentle and soft. It was a blanket, Jiro thought, that he could wrap himself in, a place where he could be warm and safe.

      Words Jiro had kept hidden for so long bubbled up inside him. There were so many things he wanted to say. He closed his eyes, ordering his thoughts. He parted his lips to speak. Haru’s mouth silenced his reply. Jiro did not know if Haru had kissed him or if he had kissed Haru first. He didn’t care. A sweet secret passed between their lips, in a way words could only envy. A memory of cruel laughter exploded in Jiro’s ears. This was the point Haru’s friends would find him and Haru would push him away. Jiro braced himself for their blows.

      None came.

      Haru’s lips were still on his, his arms around him. Jiro lived in his endless kiss. He held Haru tight, embracing his truth and eternity.
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      The train resumed its course, crushing Jiro’s body beneath its wheels. Vomit rose up the back up of Aiden’s throat. The train screeched to a stop. Aiden tried to pull his eyes from the track, but could not find the will or strength to look away.

      “I hope he made the right choice in the end,” Shiori said.

      Aiden’s eyes remained on the train. Jiro’s death, he thought, was not a result of one moment of desperation. A chain of decisions had dragged to him to the station’s platform and pulled him onto the train’s path, one brave choice rusted by a long link of bad ones. Tears rolled down Aiden’s cheeks. He drew a breath, feeling the full weight of his own chains. They squeezed his chest, urging him back to his body. If he was going to help Shiori regain her memory, he had to do it soon.

      Shiori clutched her chest and groaned.

      “Shiori?” Aiden tore his gaze from the train.

      Shiori stretched her arms out in front of her. The tips of her fingers began to fade into thin air. “I’ve run out of time.”

      “No.” Aiden gaped at her. “No. It’s too soon. We need to find your memories. We need more time.”

      Shiori dug into her apron pocket with what remained of her hands. She pulled out the doorknob and pressed it into Aiden’s palm. “Take this.”

      Aiden yanked his hand away. “No.”

      Shiori grew transparent, shimmering like a cobweb in the sun. “Take it, Aiden. Forget about me and find your rooms. Now.”

      Aiden tossed the doorknob aside. “No. I won’t leave you.”

      “It’s too late for me.” Shiori vanished, leaving her last words hanging in the air. “But you don’t have to get lost.”
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      The doorway felt different without Shiori a step behind him. Aiden did not look forward to walking into any room without her by his side. He could only hope that she had found her way back. Any peace he found in his rooms would be incomplete if Shiori was lost. He stepped through the doorway and into the driver’s seat of an old red Toyota. A cardboard box sat on his lap. Aiden shifted in his seat, knocking the box to the left. A monster rattled inside it.
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        Aiden’s Rooms

      

      

      A Funeral

      It didn’t look like a funeral, but it was. Aiden sat in the driver’s seat of his old red Toyota, cradling a small cardboard box over his lap. He glanced over the dashboard. The Goodwill outlet across the parking lot wasn’t going to open for another ten minutes. He had plenty of time to say his goodbyes. Attending a funeral was not how he had thought he was going to spend his twentieth birthday, but Sophie had insisted on it. Aiden knew that arguing with her once her jaw was set was like trying to drill a hole through a cement wall with a pin.

      “This is the right thing to do,” Sophie said from the passenger seat.

      “I know.” Aiden nodded, tugging his sleeves to cover the scars that ran down the length of his forearms.

      “You don’t have to hide them from me.” Sophie gently touched his arm. “I’ve memorized all nine of them.”

      “Sorry.” He squeezed Sophie’s hand. “Old habit.”

      “A habit that ends today.” Sophie held his gaze. “Your father’s dead. You don’t have to waste any more birthday wishes on him.”

      Aiden lowered his gaze to the box on his lap. He lifted its lid and pulled out an old pocketknife from inside it. Today was his first birthday in nine years that he was not going to use it to slice his skin open. His father had died a week and a half ago and he had not attended his funeral. For once, Aiden thought, it was his turn not to show up when he was invited.

      “I’ve let you deal with your issues the way you wanted to, but today has to be different.” Sophie leaned her head on his shoulder and weaved her fingers through his. She squeezed his hand. “You have to be different.”

      It had been Sophie’s idea to donate the knife rather than throw it away. In a landfill, it would have only rusted away and poisoned the soil. In someone else’s hands, it could be new again, and have some other purpose than carving hate into Aiden’s arms.

      “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forgive him,” Aiden said.

      “I’m not asking you to. I’m asking you to try and love yourself more than you hate him.”

      Aiden drew Sophie closer and kissed the top of her head. “Thank you.”

      “For what?” She looked up.

      “For putting up with all my shit.”

      “Everyone has their own kind of crazy. I don’t claim to be saner than anyone else.”

      “True. I’m hopelessly in love with a woman who collects dead words.”

      “Consider yourself lucky. Better words than jewelry. You’ve saved a ton of money by dating me.”

      “And you have gorgonized me completely my illecebrous, monsterful snoutfair.”

      Sophie nuzzled his cheek. “Don’t forget callipygian.”

      “Never. I would be a complete hoddypeak if I did.” Aiden returned to the knife to the box. The part that hated his father felt like one of his limbs. It did not die when his father did. It was sewn into the fibers of his muscles and fused to his bones, fed by the same blood that ran through the rest of his body. It was going to take more than a pocketknife to cut it off. Aiden tucked the box under his arm and pushed the car door open. “Let’s go.” He squeezed Sophie’s hand. “We have a funeral to finish.”
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        * * *

      

      Tittles

      They explored each other’s bodies, searching for the places that used to make them feel safe. Memory guided Aiden’s hands over Sophie’s skin. The door had led him back to this moment and Aiden was content to be lost in it while he could. Even if this version of Sophie in his bed was from his past, it was enough. He wanted it to last. Sophie arched her back and moaned her release. Aiden fell on top of her, panting. Sophie clung to him until their breathing slowed. She rolled over his arm, making a pillow of his shoulder. Her shape was new to him again, fitting snugly in places and jabbing against others. It had been years since they had last made love and their bodies no longer fit together the way old lovers did. Seamlessness was a give and take of elbows, ribs, and thighs. It was just one of the things he and Sophie had to relearn. Aiden reached for her hand and brought it to his lips. “I love you.”

      Sophie propped herself on her elbow and stroked his cheek. “Are we really doing this again?”

      “It will be different this time.”

      “How will it be different?”

      “We’ve learned from our mistakes.”

      “But what if we make new ones?”

      Aiden leaned against the headboard. “We will. That’s what people do. We make mistakes. That’s how we grow. But the choice we need to make is whether those mistakes will let us grow closer together or apart.”

      Sophie rested her head against Aiden’s chest. “I think I know what a tittle feels  like.”

      “Er…a tittle?”

      “The little dot that hovers over lower case i’s. It looks so unsure of where it wants to go. It doesn’t matter where in the word it is. Even the nicest ones - “wine” for instance - is dangerous. If it tips to the left, “w” will swallow it.  If it leans to the right, it will slip off an “n.” If it drops straight down, it’s skewered. The tittle’s only choice is to fall or stand still.”

      “And what do you choose, Soph?”

      “You.” She pressed her lips to his.

      Aiden drank her deeply. He pulled away and laid his forehead against hers. “There’s one more thing that will be different this time around.”

      Sophie looked up at him, a question in her eyes. “What?”

      Aiden held her gaze. “I shut you out once. But no matter how difficult things may get, I promise that I will never again have any locks on my door.”

      Sophie drew him into a long kiss. “I wish you didn’t have to leave for Japan next week.”

      “Me too.” Aiden cradled her to his chest. “But I already made all the arrangements with the company I’m filming.”

      “I can’t imagine doing their job. Cleaning up after the dead can’t be easy,” Sophie said. “Ridding themselves of what they see at work can’t be as simple as taking a shower at the end of the day.”

      “That’s what I’d like to find out. How do they find the strength to do what they do? Death, even of a stranger, isn’t just something you can walk away from.”

      “And how about you? Will you be okay filming something like that?  Even if kodokushi is nothing like-” Sophie clamped her mouth.

      “Chloe’s death?” Aiden said quietly.

      “Are you sure you’re ready to immerse yourself in all that darkness?”

      “I’m not sure that death is different, actually. I mean, sure, some deaths are more tragic than others, but at its core, I think that death is the same. It’s a door.”

      “A door?” Sophie lifted a brow.

      “The last one we’ll ever walk through, a doorway to a place no one can follow.”
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        * * *

      

      Seatbelts

      Aiden fastened his seatbelt, strapping himself into his next room. The flight to Tokyo was laid out like a script. All Aiden had to do was follow it. It was like walking through a dream where he had no control. But unlike dreams, he knew everything that was going to happen next. Sophie lowered herself into the seat beside him.

      “You didn’t have to do this,” Aiden said. “But I’m glad you did.”

      Sophie adjusted her neck pillow. “Japan’s always been on my bucket list.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay with being alone most of the time? I’ll be busy filming.”

      “There are plenty of sushi places to keep me occupied.” Sophie weaved her fingers through his. “Don’t worry about me. I’m a big girl. I can keep myself busy while you’re at work. I have a few friends teaching in Tokyo who have been hounding me to visit them.”

      “I’m sorry that we won’t have much time to sightsee.” Aiden squeezed her hand.

      “I came on this trip because I want to be with you, Aiden. I want to fall asleep curled up next to you and wake up to your smile. That’s enough for me. We’ve already lost so much time.”

      “Soph…”

      “Yes?”

      “Are you wearing your seatbelt?”

      “Of course.”

      “Good.” Aiden pulled out a small velvet box from his pocket. “I don’t want you to run out of this plane before we take off.” He opened the box and held it out to Sophie. An emerald cut diamond ring glinted inside it.

      Sophie pressed her hand to her lips. “Aiden…”

      “I wanted to wait until we landed in Tokyo or at least until they served drinks, but if I waited any longer to ask you to marry me again, I was going to lose my nerve.”
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        * * *

      

      A Good Man

      Aiden looked out of the cleaning service’s van, watching cars zip past him.  They had left Haru Sugimotos’s apartment behind them, but the memory of it clung to Aiden’s nostrils and clothes. He glanced at the man driving the van. Akimitsu Ishikawa’s slender fingers wrapped around the steering wheel. His hands, Aiden thought, looked like they belonged to a pianist rather than to a man who made a living cleaning after the dead.

      “Does it get easier?” Aiden asked.

      “No,” Akimitsu said, his eyes fixed on the road. “Every apartment feels like the first. My staff has gotten more efficient and we are able to finish the job faster, but we still all go home feeling the same way. Heavy.”

      “Then why do you do it?”

      “I sometimes ask myself that even though I already know the answer.” Akimitsu gripped the steering wheel tighter. “I had left Japan to study in the US on a scholarship. I didn’t really have a plan in mind. All I knew was that I didn’t want to have the same life as my father. He was a salaryman who spent every day sitting in the same cubicle, wearing the same black suit, eating the same brand of instant ramen for dinner. After I had graduated, I found a job in the States and decided to stay.”

      “Over time, my phone calls to my father got less and less. Eventually, I stopped calling and we lost touch. The next time I saw him, he was inside an urn. He had died alone in his apartment and his neighbors had only discovered his body after two months. It fell to me to put his things in order and clean up his home. It was as filthy as the apartment we just visited, but there was one spot that was immaculate. My father had a cabinet, and inside it were framed pictures of me.  He had kept my childhood safe and clean behind the cabinet’s glass doors, memories I had thrown away. I knew, the moment I saw it, I could never return to the US. I had been a bad son and there was nothing I could do to change that. My father was dead. But I also knew that he was not going to be the last person who was going to die alone. That’s why I do this. The job no one else wants. The job I didn’t want to do as a son. If this work gives the dead a little of their dignity back and spares their family some pain, then the weight I carry home after each job is a small price to pay.”

      Aiden let Akimitsu’s words soak into him. He had not thought about what kind of son he had been to his father, only what kind of father his dad had been to him. Whatever love he had felt for his father had rotted away inside him a long time ago and left a stench worse than anything inside Haru’s home. “You are a good man, Akimitsu. Your father would be-” Aiden’s ringtone cut him off. An unknown number flashed on his phone’s screen. “Hello?”

      “Mr. Millen?” A man’s voice answered.

      “Yes. Who is this?”

      “This is Police Sergeant Mori. Do you know a Sophia Lee?”

      Aiden’s chest tightened. “She’s my wi-” Aiden caught himself. Sophie had accepted his marriage proposal, but they had agreed to wait until the fall to remarry. “She’s my fiancée.”

      “I am very sorry to tell you this, Mr. Millen, but there has been an accident.”

      Blood drained from Aiden’s face. “What kind of accident? What happened to Sophie? Is she with you? Is she okay? Let me speak to her. Put her on the phone.”
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        * * *

      

      Missing Pages

      A white sheet covered Sophie’s body, hiding the truth Aiden did not wish to face. He reached for her hand beneath the covers. It was still warm. Or maybe Aiden just wished it to be. Unlike other people, he did not have the luxury of forgetting. Nothing about this moment would ever fade and he needed to be extremely careful about what he allowed inside his mind.  This day was going to stay with him for the rest of his life, forever a fresh, open wound. He did not want his last memory of Sophie to be an empty, cold shell. He squeezed her fingers, pressing a prayer into her skin. Don’t leave me.

      The police had told him about how a car had lost control and crashed into a crowd of people crossing the street. Sophie had been the first to be hit. The police had asked him to identify her, but had warned him that the accident had shattered half of her face. Aiden clutched the edge of the white sheet, crumpling it in his fist. If he never looked at her, he could go on believing that the police had made a mistake. A stranger’s body lay beneath the sheets. Not Sophie.

      He dropped the sheet and walked away. He did not wish to see Sophie or learn any more details about the accident. Missing pages were better than ones that were written in blood. For as long as they remained blank and lost, their story couldn’t end.
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        Broken and Lost

      

      

      

      Shiori broke apart, each piece of her shattering into something smaller and smaller still. The pieces scattered, carried in every direction by ripples of time. Shiori was everywhere and nowhere, floating through the past, present, and future all at once. She witnessed all that had ever happened and forgot each moment as soon as it passed before her eyes. She wondered how long it would take before the fragments of her soul fractured into pieces that were too small to hold her thoughts. She hoped it would be soon. Being broken and lost was easier if she didn’t remember being whole. She clung to the only comfort she knew. Each of her fragments began to count.

      Two hundred.

      One hundred ninety-nine.

      One hundred ninety-eight.

      One hundred ninety-seven.

      The current around her shifted, swirling into a maelstrom. It gathered speed and strength, drawing all of Shiori into it. Shiori held an imaginary breath, waiting to be finally, and utterly ripped apart.
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        Alice Was Right

      

      

      

      Her eyes watered. Shiori stared up at the stark white ceiling, unable to blink. She had prayed to return to her body for so long, but now that she was in it, she understood why she had run away. Her body was a prison, every muscle frozen in place. Her mind screamed for help, but she could not move her lips to make the tiniest sound. A hand moved across her face, shutting her eyelids. For a moment, Shiori felt relief. In her next breath, she drowned in darkness. She had witnessed many deaths, but this, she thought, had to be the worst way to die: alone, trapped, and blind.

      “Hello?” a woman’s voice whispered. “Shiori? Can you hear me?”

      Shiori gathered her strength to speak. “Yes,” she blurted out.

      “Good.”

      Shiori’s eyes flew open. A woman with wavy, dark brown hair smiled down at her. Shiori bolted upright, her heart pounding. “I…I can move.” Shiori glanced around the room. It was filled with machines that made soft beeping noises. “Where am I?”

      “A hospital.” The woman directed her gaze over Shiori’s shoulder.

      Shiori twisted around. A gaunt, withered version of herself lay, unmoving on the hospital bed. Shiori gasped. “Is that me?”

      “You’ve been in a coma for a while now. Your body is shutting down.”

      “No.” Shiori shook her head. “That can’t be true.”

      “Don’t worry. You will be able to rest soon.”

      “How do you know all of this? How do you know my name? Who are you?”

      “We’ve…” The woman hesitated, biting the corner of her lip.

      “What is it? Tell me.”

      “We’ve met before.”

      “We have? When? How?”

      The woman walked over to the hospital room’s door and gripped its handle. “If you want your memories back, you need to come with me.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “Your rooms. Will you come?”

      Perhaps Alice, Shiori thought, had been right. Angels were real and didn’t need names.
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        Dying Alone

      

      

      

      Her door led to the ground. Shiori lay over a damp patch of earth, directly facing a young girl. Shiori blinked, recognizing her own eyes in the girl’s face. Rusty hinges creaked in the back of her mind. A door swung open. An afternoon when she was eleven years old slipped through.

      Shiori’s younger self was curled into a ball, her cheek against the rich, dark soil her father had placed over the cherry blossom tree he had planted for Yoshi that day. Her brother’s ashes were scattered around the sapling’s roots.

      “Why didn’t you tell us you were leaving?” The girl’s tears watered the ground. Yoshi had died in his sleep in the middle of the night while she had been dreaming of a house made of doors. “Why didn’t you say goodbye? You didn’t have to be alone.”

      Shiori stroked her younger self’s cheek, remembering her grief. She had been the first to discover Yoshi’s body when she had run into his room to tell him about her strange dream. She shook his shoulders, trying to wake him. Yoshi’s wrinkled skin turned her fingertips to ice. She screamed his name, searching his aged face for life. His lips were frozen in a thin line. Shiori stared at them, unable to tell if her brother’s last moments had been happy or sad. Had he thought about her? Had he called out her name? Was he angry when she did not come? The questions scurried over her like the spider mites that had infested one of her favorite juniper trees. They nested in her ears, asking the unanswerable. She swore on Yoshi’s ashes, never to let anyone she loved die alone.

      “Are you ready?” Her angel held out her hand. “Your next room is waiting.”
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        Monday

      

      

      

      The hospital’s walls muffled the storm, but every now and then thunder cracked loud enough to make Shiori jump in her seat. The waiting room chair’s blue leatherette upholstery squeaked. This was a room, Shiori realized, that she was not going to watch from afar. She sat quietly, her hands over her lap, waiting for what was going to happen next. A swirl of blue and green caught her eye from across the room. The abstract painting seemed to move if you looked at it from a certain angle. A lake hanging from the wall. Shiori dove in, leaving the room behind her.

      The world grew quieter the deeper she swam. This was the painting’s intention, she thought. To soothe whoever fell into it. It could not have asked for a better home. The waiting room’s rows of squeaky blue chairs were filled with people who fidgeted. After three hundred thousand years of evolution, waiting was a skill that man remained far from mastering. People were born running out of time and sitting still went against every instinct to consume all the seconds they could.

      A newspaper folded over a small coffee table fluttered in the air conditioner’s draft. Shiori noticed the date printed on the top of its front page. It was a Monday. Monday. Monday. Monday. Shiori reread the word, trying to remember why it made her stomach twist itself into a knot. Without knowing what she was waiting for, it was impossible to tell the difference between excitement and fear. Her lips tingled with a memory of warmth. A kiss. But what kind? Shiori closed her eyes, reliving the gentle caress of a mouth against hers. It was soft and sweet and full of hope. It was not a kiss to say goodbye. It said don’t worry. I’ll see you later. I promise.

      Monday.

      The day sang inside her. This was the day she and Itsuki had been waiting for so long. Her husband was going to get a new kidney and they were going to get more time. Time to grow trees. Time to make mistakes and laugh at them. Time to grow old and stooped and gray. This was the last Monday that Itsuki was going to be sick, the first Monday of the rest of their lives.

      A door swung open. A doctor with a sharp nose and a sharper jaw stepped through. He reminded Shiori of a hawk. His eyes swept the room from beneath furrowed brows, and something in Shiori’s gut told her that she did not want to be the person that he was looking for. She shrank in her chair. It squeaked. The doctor turned her way. To the others in the room, the change in his face was imperceptible. His jaw was still rigid, his brows still creased, his gaze still unwinking. But Shiori caught the quiver over his lips. She had spoken to more souls than she could count and had grown adept at recognizing regret. Words he didn’t want to say pushed against the hawk doctor’s teeth. He didn’t know that speaking them was unnecessary. Shards of memory rained down on Shiori, embedding jagged pieces of a Monday deep into her flesh. I’m sorry, but there were complications during your husband’s surgery. He is dead. Shiori jumped from her seat, unwilling to hear the words spoken out loud. Thunder cracked twice, drowning out the doctor’s voice. Shiori thanked the storm for its mercy. She locked the rumble inside her, playing it in a deafening loop. Shiori fled the room. Her angel waited for her at the door.
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      Her knuckles paled around the steering wheel. Shiori leaned forward, her eyes darting around the road.  Cold sweat beaded on her nape and dripped down her back. Shiori shivered. She scanned the buildings along the street, searching for anything that could tell her where she was. Just when something began to look familiar, the haze in her head blurred it. Shiori rubbed her eyes, trying to clear her thoughts. She did not recall getting into her pickup or where she was heading to. Her eyes flooded with tears. She wiped them with the back of her hand. Metal brushed her cheek.  Shiori drew her hand back. A simple gold band stared back at her.

      “Keep your eyes on the road, Shiori.” Lean, long fingers squeezed her arm.

      Shiori jumped in her seat, glancing to her side. A man sat in the passenger seat. His face was open and angular, his eyes, the kindest she had ever seen. He smelled warm, earthy, and sweet. A garden after the rain. A wave of memories rushed towards her, and at its crest, a lifetime with the man she had married. Itsuki. His name crashed into her, knocking her back into her seat and ripping her hands from the wheel. The pickup veered towards the opposite lane.

      “Shiori!” Itsuki grabbed the wheel, steering the pickup back to their lane.

      Shiori gripped the wheel, her chest heaving. “Itsuki…you’re here.”

      “I think it would be best if we parked for a moment.”

      Shiori nodded, bringing the car to a stop at the side of the road.  Her heart pounded in her ears. She turned towards her husband, her eyes exploring every inch of his face. She did not know what city she was in or what street she was on, but each of his features was home.

      “You got lost again, didn’t you?” he said.

      “I...”

      “I don’t think that it’s a good idea for you to drive anymore. The doctor said that this might happen. You should go home.”

      Shiori lowered her eyes. The haze inside her grew thicker. Hot tears streamed down her cheeks. “I don’t know the way back.”

      “Count.”

      Shiori glanced up. “What?”

      “Count. Do it the way the doctor told you. Do you remember how?”

      Shiori squeezed her eyes shut, summoning the numbers she knew. They swirled around her without order or sense. “I can’t.

      “You can do it, Shiori. I will count with you. Two hundred. One hundred ninety-nine. One hundred ninety-eight.”

      “One…hundred ninety-seven.”

      “Good.” Itsuki squeezed her hand. “One hundred ninety-six.”

      “One hundred ninety-five.” The haze in her head thinned. “One hundred ninety-four. One hundred ninety-three.”

      Itsuki nodded. “Go on.”

      “One hundred ninety-two.” Shiori blinked, her mind clear.

      “I knew you could do it.” Itsuki stroked her cheek.

      Shiori leaned into his palm, enjoying the warmth of his skin. “You’re not really here are you?”

      A wistful smile passed over Itsuki’s lips. “I’m not.”

      “Being able to see you almost makes having dementia worth it. I miss you, Itsuki.”

      “I miss you too. But you really shouldn’t drive alone like this. You could get into an accident.”

      “But sometimes my mind is so clear that I don’t feel sick at all. Besides, I’m not really alone, am I? If I get lost, you’ll be here to help me.” Shiori leaned on his chest, listening to his heart.

      He kissed the top of her head. “There is nothing I would want more than to take care of you.” He lifted her chin to face him. “But Shiori, you know that I’m dead. I died years ago. I’m not real.”

      “You’re real enough.” She wrapped her arms around his chest. “If going mad means that I get to keep you, I don’t want to be sane.”
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        Dead Trees

      

      

      

      Her hands were smaller than she remembered. Like a child’s. Shiori stared at her soil-stained palms, trying to recall how they had gotten dirty and when she had gotten so young.

      “It’s dying,” a boy’s voice drifted over her shoulder.

      Shiori turned. “Oniisan...”

      Yoshi stood behind her, as wilted as the bonsai he was staring at. His wrinkled skin hung from him like ill-fitting clothes. Only his eyes hinted of his true age. Tears welled in their rims, mourning for a dying tree the way only a boy could. “There’s nothing we can do.”

      Shiori threw her arms around Yoshi and wept.

      “Get off me, Shiori. You’re filthy.” Yoshi wriggled free.

      “Oniisan…I’ve missed you so much.”

      “What are you talking about? We’ve spent the whole day working in the greenhouse together.”

      Shiori pressed her hand to her mouth, not caring that it was dirty. She stared at Yoshi, debating whether to tell him the truth. He was not real. He was just another delusion brought about by her worsening dementia. For now, Shiori remembered that he was dead. Later, when her mind clouded, she would look at her brother and wonder what it was she had wanted to say. “You’re right,” she said, tugging her lips into a smile. “I was just joking around.”

      “There’s nothing funny here, Shiori. This tree will be gone soon. Like me.”

      “Don’t say things like that, Oniisan.”

      “Why not? It’s true. Not talking about it isn’t going to change anything.”

      Shiori covered her ears. “Stop. Please stop.”

      “You’re much older than me now, aren’t you?”

      Shiori glanced at him sharply. “What?”

      “You’re probably even older than our father was when he died.”

      “What…what are you talking about?”

      “Your hands look like mine now.”

      Shiori held her hands in front of her. They were no longer a child’s. Wrinkles and age spots marked her skin. Her mouth fell open.

      “I wish I could have grown old with you,” Yoshi said. “But I needed a new pot. I think you might be needing one yourself soon.”

      “You…you know?”

      “That I’m a figment of your imagination?” Yoshi nodded. “I didn’t want to tell you sooner, because it looked like you wanted so much for me to be real. But then I saw that I made you sad.”

      “I forget a lot of things now,” Shiori said. “But not you, Oniisan. I see you in every tree here. I think it’s because the trees remember you too. You took good care of them.” Shiori touched the bonsai’s dying branch. “I wonder if trees have a difficult time telling the difference between what is real and what isn’t the closer they get to the end.”

      Yoshi took her wrinkled hand in his. “Does it matter?”
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        A Good Day

      

      

      

      Three. Two. One. Shiori exhaled and opened her eyes. Today, she thought, was a good day.  She counted from two hundred backward and had not missed a number once. Her thoughts were as clear as the sky. She strolled between the rows of trees in the greenhouse, stopping now and then to clip a wayward leaf. She set down her shears next to a juniper tree. Its curving white trunk reminded her of a cascade of silk. Shiori reached into her pocket and pulled out a letter that had lived in her apron for two weeks.

      The invitation was from a university that was requesting her to give a talk about her bonsais during one of their Japanese culture seminars. She had given many such talks over the years, but had declined all her more recent invitations. Her dementia was unpredictable and she did not want to share a podium with ghosts. But only her trees had kept her company in the past couple of weeks. The medication she was taking kept the ghosts away. They were, Shiori thought, perhaps gone for good. A part of her was sad to see them go. Without Yoshi or Itsuki to talk to, she had little to say. Sometimes, she could go for days without hearing the sound of her own voice. Trees cared little for conversation. She refolded the letter and tucked it back into her pocket. A small smile played over her lips. A drive to the city was going to be a welcome break.
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        Universes in Pots

      

      

      

      Shiori gave the same talk whenever she was invited to speak about the art of bonsai. And it was never about trees. Most of the people who attended her talks had no intention of growing trees of their own. They were content to admire the bonsais and appreciate the work that went into caring for them from afar. And that was okay. Shiori appreciated their interest, but did not think that it was necessary to educate them on the steps in preparing potting soil or pruning techniques. There was no single ‘right’ way to grow a bonsai. There were only ways to do it well.

      Instead, she spoke about two boys who had shared her love for trees, and who might have been friends had they had the chance to meet: Jiro, the boy who gifted her with a heart-shaped pebble, and Yoshi, the boy who never grew up.

      In all the important ways, Jiro and Yoshi were the same as her small trees. They grew in their pots, in a tiny universe of their own. Trees without a forest. Always alone. Her audience might never grow a bonsai, but in their lifetime, they would meet Jiros and Yoshis with different faces and names. People and trees did not have very different needs. Air. Water. Warmth. Touch. Respect. Learning to care for one, taught you how to care for the other. Neither could be mastered in a day. They were lifelong tasks with a shared goal: that you do better at it, by whatever increment, than you did the day before.

      Shiori smiled at the audience from the podium of the university’s small auditorium, prepared to share a lifetime’s worth of lessons that lived in her heart. She parted her lips to speak, but her words got lost on their way to her tongue. Shiori stammered, her eyes flying around the room. Her heart pounded in her throat. She pressed her hand to her mouth, unable to remember why she was there. She backed away from the podium and ran, a name tag dangling from her neck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            80

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        An Apology

      

      

      

      Shiori found herself behind the wheel of a blue pickup. A name tag hung from her neck as she drove.

      Shiori Ametsuchi

      Guest Speaker

      The woman Shiori had met at the hospital looked out the window from the passenger’s seat. Wind tousled her hair. “I love the energy of Japan. You can feel it in the air. I’m glad I got to see it.”

      Shiori gripped the wheel even if she knew she wasn’t really driving the car. This was a room like all the others she had visited. Everything that was happening and going to happen here was already set in stone. She had no memory of this moment, but she did recognize the city’s streets. They were approaching an intersection south of Takadanobaba Station in Shinjuku Ward, near the campuses of Waseda University and Gakushuin Women’s College. The traffic light ahead of them turned red. Shiori shifted her leg to step on the brake. Her foot sliced through thin air. Shiori blinked. She was back in the greenhouse, a watering can in her wrinkled hand. Shiori closed her eyes, struggling to remember what was real and what wasn’t. Warm fingers closed over her shoulder. Shiori opened her eyes.

      “Shiori…” Itsuki said.

      Shiori broke into a smile. “You’re back.”

      “Count with me.”

      “Why?”

      “Count with me, Shiori.” He gripped her wrist. “Do it now. Two hundred.”

      “One hundred ninety-” A crowd of pedestrians appeared in the road in front of her. Shiori gasped, shoving her foot against the gas pedal instead of the brake. The pickup rushed forward, but inside it, time had all but slowed to a stop.

      Shiori looked up from the wheel, divorced from the memory of the pain her body had felt. She was merely an observer, stripped of the power to change the pickup’s course.

      “You weren’t feeling well,” the woman said, her eyes on the crosswalk. “You got confused.”

      “And you…” Shiori followed her gaze and found the woman’s face in the crowd. “You were in my way.”

      A loud thud reverberated through the pickup. Followed by another. And another. Red splattered over the windshield. The pickup swerved and came to a stop on the curb.

      “I killed you.” Shiori broke into sobs.

      “It was an accident.” The woman twisted the diamond ring around her finger. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      Shiori stared at the ring through her tears. “You’re engaged.”

      “Yes. My name is Sophie.” A sad smile crossed her face. “Aiden and I were going to remarry in the fall.”
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        * * *

      

      Nigeru mono wa michi o erabazu. A fleeing person is not picky about his path. Shiori slammed the pickup’s door behind her and ran without knowing how far or where a soul could run. All that mattered was that she got as far away as possible from Sophie and the forgiveness she offered. She did not deserve it. Shiori stumbled, slamming her hands and knees into the pavement. She bit down the pain and pushed herself off the ground. Fat raindrops struck the top of her head and cheeks. Shiori looked up.  A path to a potting shed took the place of the street.
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        * * *

      

      Shiori frantically rummaged through the drawers in the shed and found a pen and paper. She scribbled a hasty note on it. She didn’t need to think about the words. She already knew what to write. They were the same words that had chased her from the pickup and into the shed.

      To Aiden Millen.

      I am very sorry.

      - Shiori Ametsuchi.

      She ripped a strip of cloth from her skirt with a pair of shears, wrapped her apology in it, and ran to the crates of potting mix she kept at the greenhouse. She clawed through the clay and shoved the note and name tag as far down as the pebbles allowed. She hoped that if she buried it deep enough, she would forget about her crime.
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        * * *

      

      Shiori wandered outside the greenhouse in a haze and stood in the rain. It lashed at her and soaked through her clothes. Every drop washed away a little bit more of her memories. Soon, Shiori thought, all that she would have left was her name.
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        * * *

      

      Shiori blinked up at the sky, forgetting why she was standing in the middle of the storm. She ran to the shed and pulled the door open, hoping to find some warmth. She crossed the doorway and stepped into a white room. Shiori glanced around and where her gaze fell, beeping machines and hospital equipment appeared. A bed lay in the middle of the room, and on it, Shiori saw a withered woman lost in the deepest of dreams. Her face, Shiori thought, looked familiar, but Shiori could not bear to look at her sunken features for long. She turned and fled back to shed. She slammed the door shut and locked it behind her. She wrestled the brass doorknob from the door and stuffed it into her apron pocket. She sank into a chair, her wet hair dripping over her work tools. She closed her eyes, praying never to see the lost woman again.
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        Aiden’s Rooms

      

      

      Intersection

      Red. Blue. Red. A traffic light. A pickup. And blood. The colors blurred into a muddy purple in Aiden’s head. He stood at the intersection near Takadanobaba Station, unable to make sense of his final room. The moment inside it was not from any of his memories and yet, even behind the haze, he knew to fear it. He raised his hands in front of him, instinctively hiding behind a camera he did not have. His hands had never felt emptier. He dropped his arms to his sides and clenched his fists. Every inch of him trembled.

      Two faces emerged from the chaos. Aiden almost didn’t recognize them. Sophie’s was shattered and covered in blood. Shiori’s was aged and plastered against the pickup’s steering wheel. Aiden did not know whether to scream or cry. And so he did both. He collapsed to the ground. Pain exploded in his knees. Aiden barely noticed it. Pain was too pale to see when everything around him was painted in hate.
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        * * *

      

      Coffee

      It had been six months since Sophie had died, but there were still days that Aiden failed to make coffee just for one. This happened mostly on Mondays, because, well, Monday was just that kind of day. Aiden filled his mug and dumped the rest of the pot into the sink. It steamed from the stainless steel. Aiden watched the steam curl and thin and wondered if souls left the body the same way. He pictured Sophie’s spirit rising from her body like wisps of smoke, fading into nothing.

      Nothing. Aiden had never hated a word more. That’s what Sophie was. Nothing. She had ceased to exist. She was gone and he could not do one damn thing about it. His phone rang. Aiden stared at it, trying to decide whether to pick it up. He set his coffee down. “Hello?”

      “Aiden?” A voice like sandpaper said.

      “Who is this?”

      “It’s Bill.”

      “Oh…uh…hi, Bill.”

      “You haven’t been attending the meetings.”

      “Yeah. Sorry. I’ve been busy.”

      “Will you be going tonight?”

      “I…um…think I might be doing something later.” Aiden hated lying to Bill. The man was a competent grief support partner. He gave Aiden space. But Bill’s eyes were too sad. Aiden drowned in them.

      “Oh. I see. Maybe next--”

      Aiden hung up and kneaded the bridge of his nose. Joining a grief support group had seemed like a good idea, but after a few meetings, he realized that listening to other people share how terrible they felt didn’t make him feel any better. Aiden’s grief couldn’t be divided among the group’s members. It sat in the circle next to him, sipping coffee and eating jelly donuts, and multiplied.
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        * * *

      

      Aiden stood in line at the coffee shop after dropping his coffeemaker off at Goodwill. Making one cup of coffee was not something he was ever going to enjoy.

      “One coffee, please,” he said. Smiling was difficult without caffeine, but Aiden did his best not to scowl.

      “Regular or decaf?” the barista asked.

      “Regular.”

      “French pressed?”

      “No.”

      The barista punched a couple of buttons in the register, flashing a smile that seemed too bright and cheery for that time of the morning. “What size will that be?”

      Aiden wrinkled his brow. These were more decisions than he was used to making before his cup of coffee. He had not been to a coffee shop in years and navigating the infinite choices on the menu board made him dizzy. He pointed to the smallest cup on the counter. “That one.”

      The barista nodded and smiled. “Tall.”

      “Tall,” Aiden repeated, hoping that it would help him remember it the next morning.

      “Will that be all? Would you care to try one of our breakfast muffins or scones?”

      “No, thanks. Just coffee. Regular. Not French pressed. Tall.”

      “Okay. Your name on the cup?”

      “Aiden?” a man’s gruff voice drifted over his shoulder.

      Aiden turned. “Bill…”

      “Hi,” Bill said. “I didn’t know you came here.”

      “I don’t. I mean…I do. Now. I guess.”

      “Sir?” the barista asked.

      “What?” Aiden looked back at him

      “Can I have your name for the cup?”

      “Right. My name. It’s Aiden.” He didn’t want his coffee anymore, but telling the barista that he had changed his mind required words he couldn’t come up with at the moment. He was too busy trying to think of the quickest and neatest way to say goodbye to Bill.

      Bill patted Aiden’s shoulder. “My treat.”
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        * * *

      

      Aiden sipped his free coffee. It was dark and nutty, just the way he liked it. It was the aftertaste that he did not care for. Debt, even one as negligible as the price of a cup of coffee, was bitter. To repay it, he was required to sit with Bill at a small round table at the corner of the coffee shop until they both finished their drinks.

      “I’ve figured it out.” Bill nursed his cup. “After fifty-two years on this planet, I’ve discovered what coffee is really for. It gives you something to hold on to when everything else beyond your favorite mug is spinning out of control. I cling to it for most of the morning without drinking a drop. And I hate cold coffee. I hate that Claire isn’t sitting across from me, eating her eggs, even more. And you know what? I hate eggs. I used to love them, but now I can’t stand the sight of them. I had just made two sunny side up eggs for Claire when she had her stroke. They were lazy eggs, the kind you ate on Sunday mornings when you had nowhere to go and nothing to do. They were perfect. And except for all the times we drove each other crazy, Claire was perfect too. And now she’s gone and I can’t stand being in our kitchen without her.” Bill retreated into his coffee cup.

      Aiden sipped his coffee, not knowing if Bill had expected some kind of response from him. If pressed, he knew all the appropriate words to say. Everyone at Sophie’s funeral had given him a wealth to choose from. They ran in his head in a loop. I’m so sorry for your loss. Hang in there. I’m here if you need me. Our deepest condolences. They were polite, and kind, and utterly useless. None of them brought Sophie back. Nothing he could say to Bill would bring his wife back either or make him hate eggs less. Silence, Aiden thought, was the closest thing to the truth that he could offer Bill without being cruel. Silence was the absence of sound. It was nothing. Just like Sophie. And just like Claire. As Aiden saw it, the only way to truly rid yourself of grief, was to be nothing too.
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        * * *

      

      Small White Pills

      Aiden had nearly ticked off everything on his list. He had sold his apartment, finished his kodokushi documentary, and checked into a hotel. If there was one thing Aiden’s time with Akimitsu Ishikawa’s cleaning company had taught him, it was that he did not want to leave a mess. That’s why he knew he couldn’t use a gun or a knife. They would leave stains. Sedatives were the cleanest way to die. All he needed was a glass of water and a comfy chair. But first, he needed a shower. A hot one. It was the last thing on his list.

      Steam clouded up the hotel bathroom’s small mirror. Aiden wiped his palm over the glass and stared at his face. He had his mother’s eyes and his father’s jaw. His lips belonged to Sophie. He closed his eyes, remembering the last time he had kissed her. It had been a fleeting peck, a casual goodbye. The kind that said, without words, I’ll be back, I’ll miss you, but not too much, because I know in a few hours, you’ll be mine. If he was allowed to do anything in his life over, it was that last kiss. He would have kissed Sophie until their mouths bled and then kissed her some more.

      Aiden stepped into the shower and let the water run over his face. His tears melted into the hot streams. This was the last time he was going to let himself cry over Sophie. Soon, he would sit by the hotel’s window, stare up at the ceiling, and erase all his pain. He turned off the water and toweled off. He slipped on the hotel’s complimentary bathrobe, pleasantly surprised by its extra soft cocoon. He made his way to his suitcase and plucked a small bottle from its inside pocket. He held it up and shook it, rattling sixty small white pills. Aiden settled into a striped reading chair, set the first pill over his tongue and swallowed it. He had read that the pills would take a few hours to work, but that his death would be peaceful. He leaned back in the chair and swallowed a few more. Housekeeping would find him in the morning, but they were not going to find a mess. His clothes were neatly folded in his suitcase, his toiletries packed, and his bed made. At most, they were going to find the empty pill bottle on the floor when it slipped out of his hand. And then they would find what was left of him sitting on a chair, his last thoughts, frozen in his eyes. Perhaps, he hoped, they were going to be of cake.
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        * * *

      

      A Dream’s End

      Aiden gripped the doorknob, hoping that the room behind this door would be his last. He had watched himself poison his body and had seen Sophie die. He had lost Sophie all over again and could barely stand. He drew a shaky breath and stepped through the doorway. His hotel room waited for him on the other side. Aiden staggered to the bed and collapsed over it.

      “Aiden…” a woman’s voice greeted him.

      Aiden scrambled to sit. “Shiori?”

      A figure stepped out of the shadows. “It’s me, Sophie.”

      “Soph!” Aiden ran to her. He cupped her face and kissed her lips. “How is this possible? How are you here?”

      Sophie glanced at the limp body on the reading chair. “This is my room. I think it’s my last. I wish it wasn’t. I wanted to see you again and I wanted you to see me. But not like this.”

      “What? Why?”

      Sophie fixed her gaze on an empty bottle of sedatives on the carpet by the reading chair. “Why did you do this, Aiden? How could you do this?”

      Aiden stared at the empty bottle. Each pill he had taken had been a deliberate decision to end his pain. “Do you need to ask? For me, you die every day. Killing myself was the only way to forget.”

      “You healed after Chloe’s death. In time, you would have been able to move on from mine.”

      “Death ended Chloe’s suffering. But your death…” Aiden shook his head. “It was ugly and cruel. How can you ask me to live with it playing over and over in my mind?”

      Sophie clasped Aiden’s hands. “I’m begging you. Please don’t let my last memory of you be of you giving up. The man in that chair is not the man I married or the man I was going to marry again. I love you, Aiden. I always will. Death hasn’t changed anything. We can be together again. But I won’t be able to find you on the other side if I don’t know who you are.”

      He hung his head. “You’re right, Sophie. I’m not the man you thought I was. I’m not as strong you want me to be. I never was.”

      “You are. I’ve seen everything you’ve seen, met everyone you’ve met. Bas. Alba. Lee. Jiro. Shiori. Everyone.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I was with you, Aiden. You couldn’t see me, but I saw you.”
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        A Journal Entry

      

      

      

      I remember my last morning with him. The sound of the shower woke me from a dream where I was flying just above the clouds. I landed on the bed with a thud. I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and ran my hand over Aiden’s side of the bed. The hotel’s pillow was stiffer than the one we had at home and had cooled in his wake. I rolled out of bed, peeled off my clothes and joined Aiden in the shower. I walked up behind him and slipped my arms around his chest. He turned and pulled me closer. He took my hand and pressed my engagement ring to his lips.

      “I wanted to check if last night was real,” he said. “I was worried that it might have just been a dream. Did you really say yes, Soph?”

      I tiptoed and found his lips. “I did.”

      “Then let’s do it.” He kissed my neck. “Today. I’m serious.”

      I kissed him back. “We’re in Tokyo, not Vegas. I don’t think getting married here is as easy as getting hot canned coffee from one of their magical vending machines.”

      “I think I spotted a machine that sold marriage licenses down the street.”

      I cupped his face. Water dripped from the tip of his nose over the bow of his full lips. “We have the rest of our lives, Aiden.” I led Aiden’s hand to the wet heat between my thighs. “There’s no need to rush.”

      “Like this?” he said, rubbing me slowly.

      A shudder ran from the top of my head to my toes.

      “Or this?” He lifted me up and wrapped my legs around him. He slipped inside me, pressing me against the tiled wall. He thrust deeper, exploring me teasingly and slow.

      I clawed at his wet skin. “Aiden…”

      He pressed his lips to mine, drinking my moans. Verbena scented steam rose around us, blurring where my body ended and Aiden’s began. Our hips fell into a rhythm we knew well, but the aching pleasure building inside me felt brand new.  We gave and we took, we took and we gave, accepting the other whole. Scars. Monsters. Missing pages. Heat exploded inside me, blinding me to everything except Aiden’s eyes.

      “God, I love you, Soph,” he panted, his chest heaving against my breasts.

      “I fucking love you too.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to try and get married today?” He nuzzled my ear.

      If I had known that I was going to find the last of my pages at an intersection in Tokyo later that day, I would have checked every vending machine in the city for one that sold ministers and wedding rings.

      “Get dressed, Aiden.” I stepped out of the shower and wrapped a towel around myself. “You’re going to be late for your shoot.”

      I should have paid more attention. To how he dried his hair and pulled on his shirt. To how he buckled his belt and shrugged into his jacket. To how he kissed me goodbye. I kissed him back, but my mind had already wandered ahead to the hotel’s breakfast buffet and the two cups of coffee and onigiri I intended to have. Aiden and I were going to meet up for gyoza after his shoot and I had the rest of my life to make love to him in the shower, watch him get dressed, and kiss him goodbye before he left for work.

      I poured the coffee pot from the hotel’s buffet into my cup and warmed my hands around the white ceramic. This was always the best part of my day, a frozen moment of infinite possibility. To sit perfectly still without making the smallest decision was to own the world. Only the steam curling from the lip of my cup broke the illusion. I watched it rise. A hundred little things crept up the steam the way thoughts inevitably do: a client’s tiger oak drop front secretary desk from the 1900s that I needed to refinish, the pile of laundry I had left in the hamper, a vintage wedding gown I was desperate to hunt down. None of them were going to matter in a few hours, but at that moment, nothing seemed more important. Now, as I sit in this room and write in my journal, I think of all the things that used to steal me from the present. Here, there is nothing but now. And always, always, my pages of Aiden.

      It’s been hard to watch him visit his rooms, inches from him, but an eternity away. The rooms where he had to watch me die, where he stood over my body, and where he grieved me were the worst. I would have traded anything to hold him and tell him that he wasn’t alone. I had not left him like his father had. He didn’t have to cut himself open to wish me back. But on this side of the door, I own nothing of worth. There is nothing I can exchange for one more second with him.

      In the beginning, seeing Aiden in his rooms made me smile. Later, I fled them in tears. I replayed every decision that might have led me to that intersection, directly in the path of Shiori’s pickup. Was it when I had insisted on flying with Aiden to Tokyo? Or when I had glanced down at my phone while crossing the street to text my friend that I was running a little late for lunch? Or when I had told Aiden that I had twenty minutes to spare after he had almost run me over with his bike? My choices were a hopelessly tangled ball of yarn. Here, I have all the time in the world to unravel it. I suppose this is exactly what this room is for. It is a place to sit in my favorite buttery leather chair, with two things to keep me company. Paper and ink. Both of which are in imminent danger of running out. If I am going to write the end of my story, I have to do it soon. I may have just enough paper to write down the truth: I was wrong about Aiden’s rooms.

      I had thought the door had led me to places where all I could do was stand helplessly while I watched Aiden mourn. I ran from his rooms over and over again until I realized what they really were. They weren’t Aiden’s rooms. They were mine. And each offered a single lesson that I stubbornly refused to learn. Chloe’s death had taught me half of it. It doesn’t matter who leaves whom. To part and move on, both of you need to let go.

      Today, I am hoping that I will see Aiden again when I walk through the door. I want to see him smile, but I am also prepared to find him just as crushed as the moment he learned about my accident. Either way, I know what I must do. I will watch him live his life without me, whisper that I will always love him, and kiss him goodbye.
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        Goodbye

      

      

      

      Sophie had seen Aiden fall before, but she had never seen him give up. Not when his father hurt him and not when their daughter died. Seeing him sitting in a chair, defeated and waiting to die, was like looking at a stranger.

      “What do you mean you were with me?” Aiden said. “You’re dead.”

      “You’ve walked through the door. You know the truth about time. Everything is happening all at once. To you, I died months ago. To me, I’m still working through my rooms, trying to find a way to move on.”

      Aiden lowered himself onto the bed. “So all this time…”

      “I tried to talk to you, to let you know I was there, but you couldn’t see or hear me just as the souls in the room couldn’t see you and Shiori.”

      “Shiori.” Aiden clenched his jaw. “She killed you.”

      “It was an accident. You know it was. Your last room showed you what happened.”

      “I saw your blood splattered over her windshield. I saw the face of the monster that took you from me.”

      “Shiori’s not a monster. She was sick. Like I was after Chloe died, and just as you are now. We didn’t own our thoughts. Shiori didn’t kill me. Her illness did. You and I were just luckier than she was. The only people we hurt were ourselves. Go ahead and hate what happened to me, but you can’t make a villain out of Shiori just because your anger has nowhere else to go. You know who she really is. You saw how she helped all of those people in spite of her pain.”

      Aiden grit his teeth. “Shiori may not be a monster, but she’s a thief. She stole our future.”

      “Did she?” Sophie clasped Aiden’s hand. “What did she take from us? Love? Time? We’ve both crossed the doorway. You know that love lives on the other side. And time? Behind the door, it means absolutely nothing.”

      “Then let me walk through it with you. Today. Now.”

      Sophie let go of his hand. “No. Not this way. You may remember your name and your past, but you’re just as lost as Rey was. Maybe even more. No one can run from their pain forever. Not Jiro. Not you. You’ve held your camera in front of you your whole life, hiding behind it as you interrogated the world and chased all of your questions. But there isn’t anything to hide behind now and there are questions you need to answer for yourself. Who are you, Aiden? Are you that defeated man in that chair or are you the man who taught me how to bite down, hold on to a kite, and look up? Find yourself, Aiden. Then come and find me.”

      Aiden buried his face in his hands. “It’s too late. There’s nothing I can do. I’m dying.”

      “You’re not dead yet.” She gripped his wrists and pulled Aiden’s hands from his face. “Look at me, Aiden. I won’t you lose you a third time. I’m going to wait for you on the other side. Find Shiori and your peace.”

      “Shiori?” Aiden drew back. “She’s alive?’

      “Yes. And she needs your help.”
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        A Journal Entry

      

      

      

      This is the last page of this journal and this is my last entry. I feel my body pulling me back. All I need to do is set my pen down, close this notebook, and let my past go. I will find myself at an intersection in Tokyo, my head smashed against the windshield of Shiori Ametsuchi’s blue pickup. And I’m okay with that. I have written the end of my story. I hope that Aiden chooses what he writes next carefully too.
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        A Choice

      

      

      

      The world spun around him, alternately fast and slow. Aiden bent over his hotel room’s toilet and stuck his finger down the back of his mouth. He heaved. A groan rose from his gut. And nothing more. Cold sweat soaked through Aiden’s robe. He shoved his finger deeper, knocking his tonsils, and choked. Vomit trundled up from the pit of his stomach, burning the sides of his throat. It filled his mouth, a noxious blend of bitter and sour. It emptied Aiden in violent waves, and in their lull, Aiden swam through his memories, a fraction of an inch at a time. He pushed many away, scouring for one in particular. His college graduation. His first film. His mother’s wedding to Gus from finance, a man who treated her well and rubbed her feet when they hurt. While pleasant, they were not what Aiden was looking for.

      Aiden swam past a medovnik he had on his honeymoon in Prague, slightly reluctant to leave the honey cake’s layers of rum basted crumbs and caramel cream.  Beyond it, he glimpsed the end of his search. The supermoon hung low over a stretch of sand, and dripped into the sea, outlining the crest of waves and Sophie’s face in silver. He swam to it, quickening his strokes. This was a memory from the middle of his story, but also a night when a new chapter began.

      Aiden lay next to Sophie over a blanket, the heels of his feet nesting in the cool sand. His arms propped him up, his palms pressed into the shore. Something round and ridged brushed against his wrist. He picked it up, examining it in the moonlight. A seashell. He cupped it to his ear. A song of wind and water echoed inside it.  He closed his eyes and listened, knowing that years from then, he was going to remember every note.

      “I wish I was like you.” Sophie stared up at the stars.

      “Like me?” Aiden set the shell down and rolled to his side to face her. “Why?”

      “I never want to forget any of this. Not one detail.” She sat up. The grapefruit fragrance from Sophie’s shampoo mingled with the sea breeze. Aiden inhaled deeply.

      “I might be able to help with that,” he said.

      “Oh? How?”

      “I may have something to make this night even more memorable. At least, that’s what I’m hoping.”  Aiden reached into the front pocket of his backpack and pulled out a small velvet black box. He got on his knees, opened the box, exposing the diamond ring inside it. “Will you marry me, Sophia Alexan--?”

      “Yes!” Sophie leapt into his arms, knocking the box from his hand. “Oh shit!”

      “Don’t move.” Aiden whipped out his cellphone, shining its light on the sand. A princess cut diamond glinted next to a seashell. “Found it,” he said, scooping the ring up.

      “Thank God.” Sophie exhaled and held out her hand. “Quick. Put in on before I lose it again.”

      Aiden laughed, slipping the ring on her finger.

      Sophie wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him into a kiss. “You’re right. I’m never going to forget this night. But just to be sure…” She took his phone from him and switched to its camera function. “Say cheese.”

      Aiden checked the photo and laughed. Only the tops of their heads were in the frame. “Should we take another one?”

      “No need.” Sophie smiled. “I’ll remember this night for the rest of my life. But we should still print that photo and frame it.”

      “You want to frame a photo of our foreheads?”

      “Why not? I love every inch of you. I’ll put it on our nightstand so I can wake up to the handsomest forehead in the world.”

      Aiden chuckled and drew her to him, folding her in his arms. They fell over, tangled in a kiss.

      “Careful.” Sophie smiled against his lips. “You might lose me in the sand.”

      “I’ll never lose you, Soph. I can find you anywhere.”

      Find yourself, Aiden. Then come and find me. Sophie’s words trembled through him, tugging him back to the present. Aiden vomited the last of the contents of his stomach. He crawled to the phone and dialed the emergency services number. “Hello? This is Aiden Millen. I…I need help.”
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        A Plane Ride

      

      

      

      Aiden strapped himself into his aisle seat as tightly as the plane’s seatbelt would let him. If the plane didn’t take off soon, he was going to jump off it. It had taken him two weeks to locate Shiori and to purchase a ticket to Japan, but even as the plane sped the down the runway, he wasn’t sure why he was on the flight. His body had recovered from the overdose, but the wound that was left from learning that Shiori was responsible for Sophie’s death refused to heal.
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        Visiting Hours

      

      

      

      A hopeful bouquet of fresh yellow roses, carnations, daisies, and baby’s breath sat in a small basket by the window. The machines that hissed and hummed and occupied a third of the small hospital room looked less optimistic. Still, they did their job. They kept Shiori alive.

      Aiden watched a machine pump air into Shiori’s lungs through a light blue tube sticking out of a hole in the front of her throat. Shiori’s chest moved up and down, mimicking life. The rest of her body was motionless and reminded Aiden of a ragdoll. She looked nothing like Shiori. The woman the machines kept alive was graying and weak. Shiori had been in a coma for months and had all but withered away. If he breathed on her, she was going to break into pieces and scatter in the wind. He reached for her hand, but pulled his fingers away before they touched her skin. He gripped the hospital bed’s railing. Metal chilled his palm.

      “Hello, Shiori. It’s me, Aiden.” He stared at her, holding his breath. “I don’t know if you can hear me, but I--”

      “I can.”

      Aiden jerked his head up. The Shiori he knew stood on the opposite side of the bed. “Why can I see you? How?”

      “I guess it’s because you know the truth. With or without our bodies, we’re all in the same room.” Shiori smiled. “I’m glad to see that you chose to live.”

      “You knew?”

      “I saw the empty pill bottle. I was hoping that you would change your mind. But I couldn’t make that decision for you.”

      “It’s…it’s good to see you again, Shiori.”

      “Is it? I remember everything now. I saw Sophie.”

      “She came to me too,” Aiden said. “She was with us the entire time.”

      “So you know what I did to her.”

      “It was an accident,” Aiden said. “I know that now.”

      “I can hear you say those words, but your eyes say something else. The same thing I’ve been telling myself. Accident or not, I have caused you more pain than a heart can bear. I suppose it’s only fitting that this is my punishment. I thought that getting lost in this world like Rey was the worst thing that could happen to a soul. I was wrong. Being trapped in your body, in the company of all your sins is a thousand times more painful. I should be gone now, but all these tubes and wires, have trapped me here. Every time I try to leave my body, they hold me back,” Shiori said. “I know why you’ve come here, Aiden.  You’re here to tell me that though your mind has accepted Sophie’s death was an accident, your heart still hates me for causing it.”

      Aiden nodded. “You’re correct.”

      “I understand,” Shiori said, her voice softer than the hum of the machines. She glanced at her body. “I hope that seeing me like this gives you peace. The universe can be just after all. Sophie’s death has not gone unpunished.”

      Aiden looked directly at her, pulling his shoulders back. “You’re right that being a prisoner in your own body is a horrible fate. You’re right that the rational part of me has accepted that what happened to Sophie was no one’s fault. You’re also right that in spite of that and everything we’ve been through, I still can’t look at you without feeling anger or pain. It’s not logical or kind or good, but it’s the truth. But what’s also true is that none of that matters.”

      “What are you saying, Aiden?”

      “The tubes sticking out of your body aren’t what’s binding you here, Shiori. Neither is it the pain I still feel. I know that I’ll find a way to let go of my anger one day, but even if it somehow magically vanished right this second, you’d still be trapped.” He gently laid his hand over hers. “The only thing keeping you here, Shiori, is you.”

      Shiori yanked her hand from his grasp. She backed away, shaking her head. “No. You’re wrong.”

      “All the souls you met, however way they died…” Aiden moved towards Shiori. “They had one thing in common. They all had to learn to let go. Of their fear. Of their anger. Of their dreams. Of everything they spent their lives holding on to. The rooms didn’t teach them how to do that. You did. Now you have to teach yourself. You don’t need my forgiveness or Sophie’s. You need your own.”

      Shioiri wept into the well of her hands. “I don’t think I know how to do that.”

      Aiden drew her hands from her face. He tilted her chin to face him and dried her eyes. “Yes, you do. The door isn’t locked, Shiori. It never was. All you have to do is open it and step through.” He wrapped his fingers around hers. “And I’m going to stay right here with you until you do. You won’t be alone. I promise.”
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        Behind the Door

      

      

      

      Shiori stood in front of the shed’s door and pulled the doorknob from her pocket. She pushed it through the slot in the wood and turned it until it clicked. She held her breath and pulled the door open. The scent of leaves and spring drifted from the other side. A young boy walked up to the doorway and smiled. A forest rose behind him, its branches intertwined in a single, lush canopy. Though each towering tree stood apart, no tree was alone.

      “What took you so long?” the boy said. “When Bas crossed over, I asked him to tell you that I said hello.”

      “Oniisan?” Shiori gasped.

      Yoshi nodded.

      “You look so young,” Shiori said. The last time she had seen her twelve-year-old brother, he had looked like an old man.

      He smiled. “You do too.”

      Shiori caught her reflection in her brother’s eyes. Her hair was dark, her face was unlined, and color had returned to her cheeks. She pulled her brother into her arms.

      He looked up at her, his eyes filled with hope. “Are you ready to come home? Itsuki’s waiting for you.”

      Shiori looked over her shoulder. The machines that pumped air into her lungs and kept her alive hummed and beeped in the distance. Over them, she heard Aiden whisper. No one deserves happiness more than you do, Shiori. Don’t be afraid. Don’t look back. Let go.

      “I’m ready.” Shiori took Yoshi’s hand. “Lead the way.”
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        A Bike Ride

      

      

      

      Aiden Yoshimoto Millen had gotten it right: dying in his own bed at age sixty-five, clean underwear, and a hint of a smile hovering of his lips. On his last night in this world, he dreamt about Chloe. She was no longer the baby he had said goodbye to, but a little girl of about five or six. They were in Shiori’s greenhouse, walking through her rows of trees. He carried Chloe on his shoulders, pointing out his favorites. He had visited the garden many times in his dreams and it had grown as familiar as his own home. Sometimes, Shiori stopped by to say hello. The years had healed the wound she had inflicted, and by the time Aiden passed, it had all but faded. It throbbed slightly when the weather was damp, but whenever Aiden noticed it, he saw only the truth it had etched into him: Shiori was not a murderer and he was not his scars.  He was grateful that his memory allowed him to keep every second that he had spent with her, and was most thankful that he remembered every detail of the moment she let go of his hand and found peace.

      Aiden’s dream ended at the door of Shiori’s shed. Chloe vanished from his arms and he was left to turn the doorknob and step through the doorway alone. A bike appeared beneath him. Aiden pedaled in the dark, following a single speck of light. It guided him to morning. The light grew brighter than any star, but did not blind him. Aiden blinked, seeing more clearly than he had in years. He glanced down at his hands. His skin was smooth and firm, his muscles, strong.

      “Hey! Watch it!” a voice called out.

      Aiden swerved and skidded on the street. He stood up without a scratch. Behind the door, nothing hurt anymore.

      “Are you blind?” Sophie stood over him and grinned, her hands planted on her hips.

      Aiden jerked his head up. Happy, glorious tears blurred Sophie’s face. He dried his eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t see you.”

      “Obviously.” Sophie chuckled, offering Aiden her hand.

      Aiden pulled himself up and gathered her to him. “You waited for me.”

      “I didn’t mind. Half a second. Thirty-two years. It’s all the same here.” Sophie smiled. “Besides, I had company.”

      Small fingers tugged Aiden’s sleeve. A girl with Sophie’s eyes smiled up at him. “Chloe?” He scooped her up and held her tight.

      Chloe cupped his cheeks with her chubby hands. Dimples dug into her flushed cheeks. “Daddy.”

      Aiden swallowed back tears, glancing at Sophie. “She remembers me.”

      “You’re always in her dreams.” Sophie tucked a curl behind Chloe’s ear. “Tell Daddy what you dream about, darling.”

      Chloe giggled, pressing her nose to Aiden’s. “Daddy. And kites. And tiny trees. Did you see me?”

      “I did, sweetheart. I did.” Aiden kissed the top of her head. He closed his eyes, breathing in the scent of leaves, rain, and wood. A calm understanding settled into his lungs. Sophie’s rooms were his. His rooms were Shiori’s. And Shiori’s rooms were a dream of trees. Aiden opened his eyes. A forest grew around him, its branches linked in an eternal embrace. He drew Sophie into his arms. They were a family again and he was finally awake.
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