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        For my kids—Jackson, Lilly, Landon, and Rowan.

        Because you mean everything to me and always will.
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        London 1859

      

      

      

      Charles Dickens tossed back his third shot of whiskey and studied the counter in front of him, mesmerized by the scratches in the old wood grain, watching as each individual mark began to blur. If he squinted hard enough, he could practically see each mistake he’d ever made etched inside those imperfect lines. He arrived at the tavern only a half-hour ago but, in that time, he had contemplated every life choice ever made, beginning with his questionable desire to write books and ending with soothsayer’s earlier words:

      “I wish you success in beginning again.”

      Tradition or not, he bemoaned ever visiting her this morning. That unfortunate decision had cost him everything—his sanity, his livelihood, and now apparently…his book. His leather-bound, newly completed draft of Great Expectations disappeared only an hour ago, just as she forewarned it would. And he, in his foolish arrogance, hadn’t believed her. He’d looked everywhere to locate it—through his satchel, his office, the entirety of his apartment above the publisher’s headquarters. He retraced his steps all the way back to the fortune teller’s door, but nothing. He was as empty-handed after searching as he was at this very moment, sitting at a tavern with only his own torturous thoughts to keep him company.

      And a pint of whiskey, of course.

      “Another, please,” he growled at the barman, only to be acknowledged with a judgmental frown.

      “Seems to me you’ve had enough, Mr. Dickens. Perhaps you should head home to the missus?”

      Dickens scowled. “I’ll be the judge of when I’ve had enough. Pour me another. My wife will do well to leave me be this evening.”

      Dickens’ foggy vision split the barman in two for a moment until the man’s image melded back into one. He was quite possibly drunk, but he certainly did not care. It took him nearly two years to write that draft only to have it vanish in an instant, all because of his harebrained idea to pass off a chum’s life story as his own.

      “I spent my first five years in a home for parentless children…,” Dickens had written to start the story, a word-for-word account from his dying friend. “…Until my parents rescued me from the horrors of the home.” Dickens went on to conjure a false tale of personal abuse, neglect, and starvation so pitiable he came off as a martyr of sorts. All because his publishing partner wanted a dramatic novel grounded in Dickens’ own reality. But his life wasn’t that interesting. So, when his friend unfurled the story, Dickens stole it and rewrote it as his own. What you don’t know can’t wound you, he figured. And, with his friend’s impending demise, Dickens saw an opportunity and snatched it.

      Shame flooded through him once again, chased quickly by regret.

      How might things be different if Dickens had the chance to make a more prudent decision? To go back to his friend’s bedside and listen to the heart-wrenching tale, then file it away for safekeeping in his memory. What if he had chosen to write his own story—albeit one not nearly as adventurous? Then he might not be so decidedly miserable, feeling like a failure…a fraud…a thief. A heartless fool only concerned with his own self-interests.

      At the very least, he would have his book. He wouldn’t be sitting in this tavern, mid-day and half-drunk, mourning the disappearance of a handwritten manuscript now lost to him forever.

      “I wish you success in beginning again.”

      The memory of the old woman’s words tightened like a knot of self-defeat inside his chest.

      Or perhaps what he felt was simply regret.
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            Present Day

          

        

      

    

    
      Lew

      The most ironic thing about last night—if you’re looking on as a spectator and not as an emotionally involved insider whose life was just humorlessly destroyed—is that it was absolutely not my fault. I despise social media. Always have. I only use it because my agent insisted I join every moronic platform that exists.

      From the moment my agent said, “Lew, we need to reach the fans, so join Facebook and start posting about your books,” nearly a decade ago, I balked. I'm an old soul in a youngish body who has watched too many colleagues inadvertently lose their grip on the muse while chasing that particular distraction. Have you written today? No, but I posted three times on Instagram, which netted a combined total of four thousand likes! I'm not willing to let that happen. I can reach readers just fine by writing a good book, with no witty captions necessary.

      And I don't do selfies.

      Social media is for those who need to prove something. It's for unstable women with fragile egos and balding men who drive red convertibles, both of whom live for the hit of instant validation. It's for the weak. For the hot-tempered. For folks whose only brush with bravery comes from taking cheap shots at strangers behind the anonymity of smartphone screens. Congratulations on your participation trophy, you pathetic loser.

      Best-selling authors like me would rather earn their accolades in real-time, thank you very much. I've worked in relative privacy for most of my career, and my book sales have steadily increased.

      Again, with the irony.

      The first wave of vertigo started after I reached for my phone and read the first of an apparent sixty-three text messages that had come through overnight. And then another wave hit. And another and another because I'm apparently masochistic and thrive on self-torture.

      After perusing the seventh text or so, I jolted upright, knocked my phone underneath the bed, and fell back down when the room began to spin. An awful breakup, an entire bottle of Jack Daniels, and an instant barrage of bad news could do that to a person. Who drinks that much whiskey? I've never hated myself more. After nearly two years of staying sober, I fell right off that slow-moving wagon and let every rickety wooden wheel thump right over me.

      I'm run over, hungover, and aching all over.

      The ceiling sways and comes at me like a toy Starship Enterprise in a child's hands. I close my eyes in a futile attempt to make the tilting stop. When it doesn't, I gingerly reach for a bottle of Tylenol on the bedside table.  Pouring three pills into my hand, I chase them down with four gulps of water and carefully ease over onto my stomach.

      I'm going to stay here for the rest of my life. One-hundred eighty-three pounds of motionless dead weight, save for emitting the occasional groan, just to prove to myself that I am still alive. The sky is falling, and I've found a soft spot to land. I'd rather not risk moving on the off chance that I might continue to shatter the already broken parts of my rapidly disintegrating life.

      Everything is ruined. All the eye closing and denial in the world won't change that sickening fact. As much as I dread moving, I need to find my phone.

      I raise my head, locate the device, and fall back on my pillow, every excruciating movement rolling over me like a rusty barbed ball. The pain is nothing compared to what I see when I bring the phone to my face. Seventeen new messages. All sent in the span of the past ten minutes, and each says the same thing.

      What in the world were you thinking?

      Get off your crazy butt and call me now.

      Your career is over.

      What in God's name is wrong with you?

      How could you be so stupid?

      It's all over.

      There's only one problem: I have no idea what any of the messages mean because I had no memory of anything past dinner last night. I search and search my mind…but every plotline ends abruptly and plays out the same.

      I order steak, medium-rare.

      I smile at my fiancé, sitting across from me in her low-cut navy dress.

      I talk about the wedding date.

      She changes the subject.

      She receives a phone call.

      I glance at her screen in an odd display of bad timing just as the name “Scott” appears.

      Scott is also the name of my agent.

      Guilt washes over her face, and I know.

      She answers the call. Rather rude of her, if you ask me.

      "Not yet," she says, glancing at me. "Can I call you after?"

      Rage washes over me.

      Nauseated, I ask for whiskey, straight up.

      I drink one glass. Then three.

      We fight. Her engagement ring bounces off my chest.

      She storms out, leaving me at the table alone.

      I pour another drink.

      After that…nothing.

      The only tangible remnants of last night are a burning throat, a churning stomach, and a world of regret swelling like a wet sponge in my stomach. Regret for what? No idea, but the sponge grows spikes and rolls around  in my gut when I stare at my phone and cautiously tap on the video link my agent sent. Ten seconds in, and I barely make it to the bathroom on time.

      Oh, holy hell.

      I posted a Facebook Live video at midnight.

      That's my face staring back at me from an author page I've used exactly twice in ten years. My very slack, slobbery, teary, red-like-a-hand-slapped face.

      I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and slump onto the wall.

      I look awful, but my appearance is the least of my problems. Eighteen seconds. It's at that exact moment in the recording that I committed career suicide. It's the exact moment I called my very faithful, very loyal, very willing-to-hand-over-twenty-hard-earned-bucks-every-time-I-release-a-new-book readers, "lazy non-thinkers who have nothing better to do than read smut and engage in back-room self-gratification." Yep, I went there.

      And that isn’t where it ends. I went on to call my readers, “moronic imbeciles who wouldn't know good literature from People magazine,” which means I also insulted the editors of a well-respected publication who have twice chosen my books as their number one yearly read. Editors, I'm almost certain, who never will bestow that honor again.

      Gullible, stupid, and foolish were also on this list of words I dropped in my drunken, public filleting of romance readers. My romance readers. The romance readers I'd accumulated after years of writing in a genre relegated almost entirely to women. I love romance. I love the idea of it and the style of it and the vulnerability it requires for a man to put his heart on display. Sometimes what we love most is also the thing we're personally lacking.

      My name is Lew McDonnell.

      I'm a thirty-two-year-old New York Times bestselling author of six romance novels with one more in the works.

      Or I used to be.

      By the time I hang up with my agent twenty minutes later, I'm nothing but a thirty-two-year-old has-been. A failure. A writer told to use social media for the attention, who gets more attention than anyone ever wanted.

      And now I've lost it all.

      My fiancé, my contracts, my agent, my reputation, my career, my money.

      Welcome to the quickest downward spiral in the history of written entertainment.

      And it's only just begun.
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        Today, 12:21 pm

        New York, New York

      

      

      

      Lew

      The first person I planned to see in New York is apparently no one at all.

      I've been stood up.

      In the forty-five minutes I've been waiting on the no-show, there's been ample opportunity to think. It isn't difficult to imagine the scenario. Let's rewind a few days, shall we?

      Woman stares at my photo on Tinder. She thinks my appearance looks somewhat passable—I do still indulge in overpriced haircuts and bi-monthly manicures, so I'm not completely barbaric yet—then swipes right. Boom. A connection. Intrigued, she sends me a message. I like your eyes, it says. To which I respond, thank you, they've helped me to see that you are absolutely stunning. Cliché for sure, but I remain a not-quite-reformed ex-romance writer, despite my best attempts. Cheesiness flows through my now-cynical blood, so much so that I could probably eat it as an appetizer.

      The line works. She asks to meet. I agree, with a caveat. She lives in southern Maine, and I live in Manhattan. It's only a bit of a snag because she’s scheduled to be in the city in two weeks to attend some function or another. Coincidentally, her function is on the same day as a meeting I have scheduled with a literary agent. It’s time for me to start writing again, but we’re getting off track. I ask if that timeline works for her, and she agrees. My hopes shoot up faster than my blood pressure, but I tamp them down with an over-abundance of cynicism and just make the freaking date.

      Let's meet at Café Viva right across from the MET, I propose.

      Sounds great, she responds. See you at eleven o’clock on the first of November.

      Then, in non-dramatic typical fashion, she discovers my identity. Was it Google? A friend? An avid reader? Happenstance? None of that matters. What matters is that my hopes rose for an unfortunate fourteen days, and all because I had a weak moment and uploaded my profile to a dating app a friend pressured me to join. More proof that smartphones, social media, and now online relationships are a foolish waste of time. Nothing is real anymore, and I fell for it against my better judgment. Fourteen days, the longest stretch I've lived without bitterness in over three years. Loosening the choking noose was nice while it lasted, but it won't happen again, not if I can help it. Love sucks for the brokenhearted.

      Shouldering my laptop bag, I push through the café front door and immediately get hit with a lethal blast of spitting snow. Pushing my sunglasses higher on my nose, I shove my hands deep inside my pockets and walk across the street. The steps leading to the MET are directly in front of me, but I've lost the urge to socialize. For what? A meeting with an agent who will likely stand me up as well.

      This day has gone downhill fast.

      Faster than the speed of my life.

      I swallow my desire to do bodily harm to the next person I see and take a step up, the bustle of tourists fighting to drown out the storm brewing inside my mind. Nearly everyone holds up a cell phone—snapping, recording, selfie-taking. No one views the world in front of them without a lens. God's probably shaking his head in heaven wondering why He bothered to give us eyes when no one appreciates them anymore.

      As people bump into me from both sides, I check my watch; three hours to kill until my meeting. I'm standing outside the most popular museum in America, and I have no idea how to pass the time. Seeing a play on Broadway is out; I can't stomach the thought of all that upbeat singing. Chinatown is an automatic no—my ex-fiancé loved it there, so I no longer do. Grabbing coffee might sound appealing if I hadn't already downed five cups while waiting around and glancing out the window for no one. I want to be alert for this meeting, not fidgety and hyper.

      There are literally no options for a guy who's all alone and hating life. I scan billboards and doorways for a few seconds when I spot something that manages to make my heart skip a beat. It's been years, like finding your high school yearbook and seeing the notes and signatures of people you barely even remember. I follow the feeling and let it guide me straight to a banner hanging above the museum's front door.

      Charles Dickens. He's here.

      Obviously, not him exactly. A compilation of his works and artifacts, and even a replica of his childhood home are currently on display inside the MET. Dickens is my favorite author despite a dislike for all things romance. These days, I only read crime novels…the bloodier, the better. But I'll forever make an exception for Charles Dickens.

      I've read all of his books, and I've always admired his dedication to the craft. At a time when writers were considered eccentric, peculiar, quite possibly even crazy, Dickens did not care and let the criticism roll off him while he plodded along. Writers are still considered those things, but unlike days gone by when the world was run by farmers and politicians, enlightened society now accepts the oddballs.

      Since my afternoon plans were so rudely canceled, I head straight for the ticket counter. Some people worship rock stars and actors, but I've always bowed to the literary greats, especially when I can relate to their stories. Like me, Dickens wasn't always lucky in love. He was, however, one heck of a writer. Maybe spending a couple of hours surrounded by the words and artifacts of lasting greatness will be just what I need to get my own words flowing. I've tried for weeks to unclog the drain; so far, I have a dozen ideas and only a few sentences on paper. Being a writer who can't write is a unique sort of desperation.

      That feeling of frustration melts away when I step inside the museum.

      Something tells me I'm about to come face-to-face with the muse I've been looking for.
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            Today, 12:30 pm

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        New York, New York

      

      

      

      Eliza

      It wasn’t until I arrived in the city that I realized the enormity of what I’d agreed to. The Metropolitan Museum of Art. A reception. For me. An online classic poet turned accidental best-selling author. How did I even get here? Life is nothing if unpredictable.

      When I sat at this corner coffee shop table and looked out the window at the tourists heading inside the building…that’s when I felt a growing sickness taking over my insides.

      What in the world have I done?

      I release the thumbnail I’m chewing, a childhood habit that still makes an appearance when I’m under stress, then press my hand to my stomach. I’ve mangled my new gel manicure; my red polish now looks like blood dripping on my thumb and index finger, which makes my stomach flip. I pull a bottle of Sprite out of my bag and take a sip. I gulp it down in a few swallows and pray for an instant miracle. My mother always insisted the carbonation helps.

      Now I feel worse. I should have known that claim was a lie.

      Why did I say yes to this whole charade? In theory, I’ve never minded the spotlight, but this is different. This isn’t Instagram. This isn’t me making a video for my ninety-thousand followers from the safe confines of my well-lit closet. This is my work on display in New York City. This is me making a speech in front of strangers. For a shy girl who grew up in Texas, it’s all just a little overwhelming.

      I wish I could say I’m not nervous, but I’m terrified. In real life, I’m fairly confident. I talk to strangers at the grocery store. I enjoy smiling at people. I’m aware that my eyes are my best feature. I look halfway decent in a two-piece bathing suit. I also rarely ask, “Does this dress make me look fat?”

      Because I’m not. I was Little Miss Travis County at seven years old and landed a bit part in a top-selling toothpaste commercial when I was ten. At fourteen, I attended finishing school to fulfill my grandmother’s expectations. At eighteen, I was elected my high school’s homecoming queen. For each of the next three years, I placed on the Dean’s List at college. Also, at twenty-one, I wrote my first story and uploaded a snippet of it to Instagram. After a few months of writing and posting new mini-poetic retellings of other classic stories, I’d accumulated a quick ten, then twenty, then fifty-thousand followers and was dubbed “The Classic Poet” online. Cute, huh? The title stuck.

      At twenty-four, I landed my first publishing contract, and at twenty-seven, I saw my first book published (yesterday, in fact). Up to this point, my life has traveled mostly uphill in a brand new, luxury convertible with the top down, hair blowing in the sunshiny breeze.

      Uphill with one very low valley.

      Thoughts of my sister land on me like a sucker punch. I mentally command myself not to go there and say a quick prayer for strength; nothing good will come from reliving the past anyway.

      I stare at the creamy white swirl of foam at the top of my coffee cup and blink back tears, thinking of happy things like puppies and leprechauns and seven-figure book advances. When that doesn’t work, I give up.

      It’s already twelve-thirty, and the reception starts at one.

      The good news is I no longer feel like crying.

      I pick up my phone, plaster on a fake but believable smile, and take a selfie. After running it through a few filters, I title it Best Day Ever! and post it to Instagram. Like always, it should have a thousand likes in only a matter of minutes. A shallow thing to care about, but this is part of the job. My following got me an agent, which lead to my first book deal, so I owe it to my readers to make regular updates. Besides, it’s so much easier to interact with people online than in person.

      Online, they can’t see the way my hands shake.

      Online, they can’t see that I’m a girl who spends most of her time at home.

      Picking up my laptop case and the department store bag that holds my Dior designer dress, I toss my pumpkin spice yuck into the trash and step outside. A gust of cold air rushes down my sweater and up my skirt, so I pull my coat tighter and pick up the pace. The building looms in front of me, frightening and more than a little imposing.

      I make eye contact with my sister, Sarah, and my nephew and wave at them. They’re waiting for me just like she said they would be. She smiles from her spot on a bench out front. Her smile makes everything better—and I breathe a little easier. When she stands, you can tell her left leg bothers her by the way she favors it, bracing the bench with one hand for support. The accident left her with a broken femur and two cracked ribs. Everything has healed but the residual pain in her lower leg. But she’s alive, and she doesn’t blame me, and that means everything. I need to get her inside before she catches a chill.

      As for my nephew, he’s climbing on the back of the bench and jumping onto the grass, completely ignoring my sister’s futile attempts to stop him. At five years old, he’s as precocious as they come with energy that increases throughout the day.

      Thank God, they’re here. A few short years ago, I thought I might have to face an entire future without them.

      “Are you ready for this?” I ask when I come up beside them.

      Sarah smiles and takes my arm while Timmy slips his tiny hand into mine. The squeeze of his warm fingers makes every worry fade. What’s to be nervous about when we’ve already faced the worst and come away better for it? I let him swing my arm back and forth while he skips beside me.

      “I’m ready,” Sarah says. “But I think the better question is, are you?”

      I’m not. And yet I am. Seeing her manages to put my nerves into perspective. A little speech is hardly worth losing air over.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” I say. And I mean it.

      Walking past a crowd of people waiting to buy tickets, the three of us make our way inside.
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            Today, 1:05 pm

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        New York, New York

      

      

      

      Lew

      For someone known for picturesque villages, ascot-wearing carolers, and snowfalls that would make Santa and his many elves feel right at home, Charles Dickens was a psychotic son-of-a-gun. For one, he kept a pet raven at his house, and after it died had it stuffed and mounted above his bed so he could fall asleep looking at it every night. Second, he was a member of The Ghost Club, a once-famous London investigation group made up of local wackos intent on proving the paranormal as a primary cause for local crimes. Third, he couldn’t stay at a hotel without completely rearranging the furniture so that his head faced north at all times—while eating, sleeping, and going to the bathroom. I made that last one up, though it might as well be true. If he could’ve resituated a toilet, I’m sure he would have. And fourth, he nicknamed all his children stupid things like Skittles and Plorn. What the heck is a plorn? This is, by far, the worst one.

      Walking down a makeshift cobblestone sidewalk on the west side of the display, I turn around and stare directly at the turquoise door in front of me, so realistic in its placement. I study it a little critically, an old prejudice creeping up to haunt me. I have a theory that turquoise is the color primarily chosen by insecure people who want to appear confident. Blame this on an overweight, overly tanned aunt who wore only turquoise earrings that swung back and forth while she bragged incessantly about her travels. She peppered her descriptions with underhanded criticisms of my mother’s inability to ever leave the house, “If only you could see them, Martha. Maybe someday you can visit, when things settle a bit and if it isn’t too late.” Her meaning was clear: My life is better than yours and always will be.

      We were poor back then. When I got my first book advance, the first thing I spent it on was two first-class tickets to Italy. The look on my mother’s face when she opened the envelope is something I will never forget.

      “Not a fan of the door in general or just the color?” a man next to me asks. I glance over at him, hating that I’m this transparent.

      “It’s the color most used by people with no imagination.”

      “You think Dickens had no imagination, do you.”

      He doesn’t pose it as a question. His tone suggests he’s amused by my lack of theory.

      I shrug. “I suppose Dickens can be given a pass on this particular issue.”

      The man laughs to himself and walks away, leaving me to contemplate the impression I just made, my distaste for turquoise, my current attire, the state of my failed career, and my desire to resurrect it. I’m an author. A well-known author of six books, four of which are New York Times bestsellers. I have each book cover framed and displayed in my own library at home. No one will ever see them there because that would result in the blending of two worlds that I’ve worked very hard to keep separate.

      There are chapters in everyone’s life they would rather not revisit. My chapter was written in a four-book series that spanned five very long years. Ten years if you count the ones leading up to publication.

      Those years can die, sink into oblivion, and burn in the depths of hell.

      I’m deep into a pity party when a burst of applause sounds from the next room. Applause so loud I suspect these walls are made of tissue paper or equally flimsy material. You’d think an establishment as nice as the Met would invest in better insulation. I’m in the verge of finding someone to complain to when I spot something the piques my interest—a first edition of Great Expectations displayed inside a glass case in front of me. The noise from the other room disappears as I am almost magnetically pulled toward the book, the first original I’ve ever seen. Rust-colored marbled leather encases a one-inch stack of yellowed parchment paper worn from years of use by readers long gone. Oh, to touch those pages. To run my hands across the aged leather quite possibly once held by Dickens himself. My pulse runs with possibility, and I can barely contain my wondering imagination.

      Without thinking, I test the lock on the case despite the “Do Not Touch” sign taped to it. I glance at the security camera on the ceiling; so far, nothing has happened. When no one tries to stop me, I press my forehead to the glass and stare, mesmerized by the book’s crinkly yellowed pages and the opening line of the chapter.

      “Suffering has been stronger than all other teaching and has taught me to understand what your heart used to be.”

      I frown.

      Suffering hasn’t taught me anything. Suffering is just that—suffering. Something people experience all alone while the rest of the world keeps spinning and twirling as though they’re at a Saturday night town carnival having the time of their lives. While you’re the balloon cringing at the thought of what comes next, everyone else holds the dart, just hoping for a chance to pop you and take home a prize.

      And as for the “understanding your heart” in the quote, you can’t understand heartlessness. I tried once. I haven’t seen her in almost three years. She walked out of my life and took my entire heart, mind, creativity, and soul with her.

      Thanks to her, heartless now applies to me.

      Another burst of applause breaks through my thoughts, this time so loud it makes me angry. Some of us are wallowing in the past here. Some of us are attempting to be inspired. Some of us are trying to renew an old love for writing. Some of us came here searching for a muse to kick-start a new direction in life. All this public enthusiasm isn’t helping.

      With a growl, I give up my muse-seeking and walk out of the room in search of the commotion. Partly because I’m curious. Mostly to tell whoever is causing the racket to knock it off. How’s an ex-writer supposed to come up with a new plan for his future when he isn’t even allowed to think?

      I stop in a doorway a few rooms down. When a waiter walks by carrying a tray of champagne, I reach for a glass and drain it in three swallows. My sobriety streak broke three years ago, and I’ve never felt the need to fix it.

      When I see the stack of books on the table with the title and subject matter proudly splashed on the cover, I reach for another glass, remembering with a bitter laugh the hopeful optimism I’d woken up with earlier today.

      I reach for a book and flip it over in my hand to read the back cover, then knock back the drink in one big swallow. With any luck, I’ll be drunk in five minutes. I look up to glare at the author onstage. She’s just like the rest of them, out to get me, and ruin my career. But what’s worse about her?

      She’s also a lying little thief.
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            Today, 1:17 pm

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        New York, New York

      

      

      Eliza

      I stumble over the word autograph when he walks into the room. Lew McDonnell was once the biggest selling author of this generation, and by all accounts, he still is. But no one has seen or heard from him in years. I remember reading he had a drinking problem a few years back and admitted himself into rehab, but he’s drinking now. From the way he just stumbled into that table, he’s drinking pretty heavily already.

      After a two-second pause, I resume introducing myself to the crowd and slyly study him.

      He’s a bit rumpled, there’s a five o’clock shadow darkening his jawline, and even from here, his eyes look bloodshot. Lack of sleep. Depression. Residual anger. Drunkenness. I’ve read enough about him in the past few years to know it could be any of these and more. Maybe all rolled together. I look away, my heart hammering my throat in merciless swings.

      Lew McDonnell is here. At my book launch party. If I hadn’t felt intimidated before, good news! Heaps of insecurity are currently being shoveled over my head. In front of all these people, no less.

      Every teenage girl has a crush. On a movie star. A singer. The quarterback on the high school football team. Lew McDonnell is mine.

      Don’t believe me? Take a trip to Austin, Texas, find my parents’ address, and walk upstairs to my old bedroom. You’ll find laminated posters—yes, posters, ones I made by enlarging a single picture and printing it on six different sheets of computer paper to make a giant headshot—still hanging on the bedroom wall. Lew’s nose was the size of my fist. His eyes were the last things I saw at night; they practically glowed when the moon broke through the slats of my windowpanes.

      Lew’s gaze rolls over a stack of my books at the same time I stumble over the word editor. Editor. Editor. It takes me three tries to get it right; so ironic that even the audience begins to laugh. When did I forget how to speak? I glance at my agent, Scott, and he nods. Thank goodness for his settling presence.

      I take a deep breath and try again, doing a mental fist pump when the word finally comes out right. Still, my eyes keep drifting to the back of the room to watch Lew. What is he doing here? Is it really him? Maybe this man is just an incredibly accurate lookalike. My gaze lingers, taking in his mannerisms as he picks up a book.

      Lew McDonnell.

      Is reading.

      My book.

      Mundane Realities looks small in his hands, even from here. He thumbs through the first few pages, then flips to the back. Seeing his hands holding my book threatens to launch me into a chest-heaving, shallow-breathing, grip-the-sides-of-the-podium panic attack, the first one in more than two years. He’s reading my words. He’s reading my words! Blood rushes through my ears, and my own personal meltdown is imminent. That can’t happen. Not here, not now.

      Feeling a need to be rescued, I play with the single diamond at the end of my necklace and lock eyes with my sister, sitting on the row directly in front of me. She frowns, recognizing my discomfort, and I shrug. Timmy is playing with a Matchbox car next to her, rolling it across the carpet and up my sister’s chair. When he makes a revving engine sound with his lips, I fight back a smile. It’s hard to give in to panic when she’s here, and he’s happy. They both have a way of putting unimportant situations into perspective.

      Lew McDonnell isn’t an unimportant situation, but I should probably calm down a little.

      After that editor blip, I don’t miss another beat for the rest of my speech. When I’m finished, the host opens the floor for questions. A hand raises at the front of the room, one attached to a cute blond teenage girl who probably learned about me on Instagram. A correct assumption when she asks her question.

      “Do you have any tips on growing your following? I only have, like, four hundred followers, but I want a hundred thousand, like you.”

      I focus on her face and force what I hope looks like a genuine smile on my lips, but I hate this question. It’s the number one question I’m asked by the under-thirty crowd, but I can’t exactly give an honest answer. I could say: “You can buy followers for twenty dollars per thousand people if you download the right app.” Or I could say, “You can ask a family member to involve themselves in a headline-inducing tragedy. That helps.” But the first one endorses dishonesty and the second is something I’m currently trying not to think about ever again.

      Both scenarios are true.

      I’m not proud of either.

      I keep smiling and say something a little less controversial.

      “The key to growing your following is to post quality content regularly and engage with your followers every day. If they comment, say something back. If they like one of your photos, try to visit their page and like one of theirs. It’s so important to make your followers feel special. That’s the best advice I can give you.”

      Aside from, hire someone else to do the work for you. I keep that tidbit to myself. Not every piece of dirty laundry needs to be aired. Honesty is not always the best policy.

      I scan the room for another hand in the air and spot one on the right side of the room, but just before I acknowledge the woman, the host calls on someone from the very back. I can’t see a face, but the person takes a step sideways, and then I do.

      It’s him.

      My heart begins to pound in anticipation of his question. My pulse throbs in my throat, every nerve ending I possess begins to buzz. Will you be my new muse? It’s a fantasy I’ve held for three years now, ever since his abrupt exit from the spotlight. He would call my name, and I would singlehandedly rescue him from his self-imposed life of isolation. It’s the stuff every romance novel is made of. I should know.

      Since Lew McDonnell is the king of romance novels, he should know too. Our story would only have a happy ending. The happiest ending to scoff at all other happy endings’ pitiful attempts.

      Sure, he made a stupid mistake—even I was angry about it back then. But saying a few careless, drunken words on Facebook hardly negates the man’s talent. However, it did set his sobriety back a few years. From the looks of the champagne he’s currently sipping, he isn’t back on track. Still, he’s a master of words, a crafter of perfect sentence structure, my inspiration for writing the book everyone is here to celebrate. To have him in the room is nearly on par with meeting Shakespeare, at least for me. He’s a writer’s dream—a wordsmith’s aspiration.

      Maybe even a certain someone’s romantic fantasy.

      I’ll keep that to myself, too.

      I’ve been daydreaming so hard about his question that I realize too late I’ve completely missed it. A few people whisper around me, which makes me feel doubly ridiculous.

      I clear my throat and focus on him. “I’m sorry, could you repeat the question? The acoustics aren’t very good in here.” Yes, that’s it, blame the venue.

      “Eliza!” My sister whispers my name like a curse and my gaze darts to her. Why does she sound distressed? Why is a buzz of commotion rising from the crowd?

      I find him again at the back of the room and frown. Why does Lew McDonnell look so angry?

      “I said,” he fairly barks, holding my book in the air, “why did you steal my book, and why are you trying to pass it off as your own?”

      The murmurs grow louder. Horrified anger sloshes through me washing all my organs in a fair amount of mortification.

      Or maybe that’s the blood rushing through my ears.

      “What are you talking about? And why on earth would you insinuate such a thing—”

      “I’m not insinuating anything. This is my work, and my former agent knows it.” A nod to Scott, who now looks both angry enough to punch someone and strangely pale.

      Former agent?

      “I wrote every word of that manuscript.” The words sound certain, but my glance at Scott makes me seem unsure. A little help here? But my agent says nothing.

      “Oh, I’m sure you did,” Lew continues. “After hearing about the plotline, reading the original manuscript, and rearranging the ideas to sound unique.”

      It’s the way he says it, with confidence. I glance at Scott again and wonder if it’s now anger or fear that I’m seeing in his expression.

      “We have an idea we’d like you to write…”

      Scott’s words from two years ago come back to me, but the memory holds a touch of doubt this time.

      My blood stills. My mouth is suddenly too dry to form a rebuttal. Nothing works—not my tongue or limbs or ability to think.

      We have an idea…

      Before I can say anything else, Lew walks out of the room. He takes another glass of champagne and a copy of my book with him, and I look like an idiot in front of all these people. My temper shoots sparks into the air. No matter what he outrageously claims, that book belongs to me, not him. I wrote it. The idea wasn’t stolen.

      Right?

      “Excuse me, everyone.” I offer what I hope is a reassuring smile. “I’ll be right back.”

      Gathering my sequined dress in a fist in front of me, I step off the stage and take off after him, ignoring the whispers and murmurs that follow me. Do they believe him? Why would they? I didn’t do what he claims.

      My high heel gets caught on the edge of the carpet, and I pull it free. Why couldn’t I have worn jeans and sneakers like I wanted to? Right now, I’d give anything for a pair of Converse and an old sweatshirt. I’ve never been good at walking fast in heels.

      I think I hear my sister call after me. I think I hear my nephew ask where I’m going. I think Lew just stunned a well-packed crowd, but there’s no way I’m going to stop moving now.

      Remember what I said about Lew McDonnell being my romantic fantasy? That was five minutes ago.

      As of right now, killing him is my new one.
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            1:46 pm

          

          New York, New York.

        

      

    

    
      Lew

      “My heart, once pink and pure and beating freely

      was easier to handle before dull blades divided it

      it into jagged sections of

      Before and after.

      Before the accident, when my heart was free.

      After the accident, when my soul wore chains.

      Before the affair when innocence waltzed inside oblivion.

      After the affair when blood stained my hands…”

      “What was that all about back there?” Eliza Sterling says from behind me, her voice level and steady despite what I’m sure is a clear desire to throttle me.

      I should be throttled for lashing out so publicly. My behavior in that room was deplorable, albeit justified. The woman is a fraud, though I might have been better off to tell her so in private. Like right now.

      I shut “her” book and turn. The penny drops inside my chest from her unexpected closeness. Sweet lord, she’s even more beautiful up close. Her copper hair falls in lush waves below her shoulders; her green eyes shine like unexpected slivers of sea glass inside a mound of crushed shells. I would say something sarcastic, but my mouth has gone dry. I swallow and attempt to speak anyway.

      “I believe it was about your reception,” I say. “Which I also believe you’ve abandoned. Don’t you think you ought to head back to your throng of admirers? You can sightsee later.” Her nostrils flare. I hate myself for finding it cute.

      “I’m not out here to sightsee,” she says. “I’m here because of your comments. They were offensive, and rude, and you owe me an apology.”

      I laugh her off and focus on a marble sculpture of Dickens’ head to the right of us. Not because I’m all that interested in it, but because my heart is beating wildly, and I need an anchor. His forlorn expression will have to do. I’m certainly not looking at what’s-her-name again.

      “An apology?” I say, studying the slope of Dickens’ nose. “For what? Thieves are generally the ones apologizing when they commit a crime. And, as for my comments being rude, perhaps you’re just too sensitive at the notion of getting caught,” I say, flippancy hanging off each word. I check my fingernails just to annoy her.

      “If you’re going to embark on this career, Miss Sterling, you’ll have to learn to answer the hard questions with less of a chip on your shoulder.” I place my hand on a glass display case in front of me, resenting the way my fingers visibly shake. I grip the case a little hard to steady them and focus on the book inside, the original copy of Great Expectations from before. Once again, I’ve drifted to it like gravity has pulled me here. “So, let’s try again. Why did you steal my book?”

      She inhales a sharp breath. I find the sound irritating.

      “I didn’t steal anything. You’re just an arrogant jerk mad at the world for the way your career ended, and you’re taking it out on me.”

      Deep inside, something simultaneously pokes my heart with a knife and strikes a match to my temper.

      “Let me tell you something, Eliza Sterling. Every writer is mad at the world in some way, no matter how well they hide it. Every writer is tempted to steal bits and pieces of someone else’s story and pass it off as their own. If they hear a better idea, if writer’s block sets in, if they’re within reach of a lucrative opportunity…” I purposefully take my time perusing her face, her neck, her low-cut dress, her waist, her hips. All worth it when our eyes lock again. Her face flames with anger. Good. “Including you. So, tell me, what did they offer you? What kind of monetary deal could you not pass up?”

      “Nothing!” She practically roars at me.

      I might find her outrage slightly believable if I didn’t know better. I smile, making sure it’s a condescending one. “Go ahead, keep telling people that you wouldn’t do something so immoral.” I lay one hand on my heart like I’m just so touched, while the other clenches the display case in a death grip. I feel a slight give along one side as though something cracked, but I think nothing of it and lean forward. “Next time, though, you should make sure the real author of your story isn’t in the room. Because, baby, I can see right through you and your fake sincerity.”

      My lips are inches from hers. She keeps looking at them. I’m visibly torn between two very raw emotions. The first, to shove her away. The second, to kiss her until everything in the room burns to ash.

      A little more of me is leaning toward that first one, but the second one is putting up a good argument.

      She sets her jaw and narrows her eyes. “Don’t call me baby.”

      “You called me mad at the world. Tit for tat.” I glance at her cleavage and feel my pulse trip.

      “Are you trying to be offensive?”

      “Are you trying to show me everything you’ve got?”

      She tugs at her dress, which isn’t even that low-cut. “Are you always this much of a jerk?”

      “According to you, it comes naturally for me.”

      She slaps the glass case right above my hand. Maybe it’s my imagination, but inside, the pages of Great Expectations flutter. I glance toward the case and tighten my grip on it in a foolish effort to make the fluttering stop. It is an old book. It would be a shame to ruin it.

      “I hate you,” she says.

      “I don’t like you much, either. You stole from me.”

      “No, I didn’t. When I get home, I’m going to burn all your books.”

      “Are you a Baptist?”

      Her confused look is quite entertaining. “Methodist, but what does that—”

      “You can pick up where the Baptists left off during the whole book-burning phase a few decades back. For now, though, you probably ought to run off to your reception. It’s rude to keep the fans waiting.”

      “My fans can deal with it.”

      “Careful, Miss Sterling. That’s the same attitude I took on Facebook, and we both know how that wound up. Then again, I was drunk. Are you drunk?”

      “I’ve never been drunk a day in my life.”

      I roll my eyes. “You must be fun at parties.”

      “At least I’ve never needed to attend AA meetings.”

      “I wouldn’t brag about having nothing in life to overcome. It makes you sound like the arrogant jerk you accused me of being.”

      “It doesn’t look like you’ve overcome anything.” She glances at my champagne glass, so I set it down.

      “Some things take more than one attempt.” Her words are a gunshot from the starting line, and now the race is on; I don’t back down from a challenge. No more alcohol for me.  “You might know this if you weren’t a child trying to play grown-up in a very adult world.”

      “I’m twenty-seven.”

      “Like I said.”

      Her glare darkens. She takes a step forward until our chests are close to touching. I don’t like her so near, at least that’s what I tell myself. This woman has no concept of personal space. Also, she smells great. Why do I keep noticing the good things?

      Something trembles, and I glance at the glass case, then double back when something catches my eye. The book. It seems…different than before. The rusty leather is more of a rich brown, and the pages are bound with twine. Like it’s an advanced copy, one printed without the benefit of a publication date. Recognition nags the back of my mind, but when Eliza says my name like a curse, it evaporates, and I lock my gaze on her. Her anger is as strong as ever; maybe my imagination is running a bit too wild.

      “Why are you so rude?” she asks.

      “Why do you care what I think?” I toss back.

      “I don’t care one bit about your opinion. I care that you insulted me.”

      “It’s true. You’re only bothered because I called you out.” My thumb brushes hers; I leave it there.

      “Stop calling me a thief.”

      “Stop stealing things.”

      “You are not allowed to come back into the reception.”

      “I have no desire to.”

      “Good, because I—”

      The ground shakes, and I stop talking. From the way Eliza’s eyes dart to the side, she feels it too. Glass fractures in spidery directions. We both look at the case. Her eyes widen, and she looks at me.

      “Is that—?”

      It’s like the words get stuck in her throat.

      Much like the thoughts inside my brain.

      Because yes, it is that. The book. The one whose existence I’ve read about but always doubted.

      Protective glass cases inside state-of-the-art museums aren’t supposed to crack, are they?

      But that’s exactly what happens.

      The floor shakes.

      Glass shatters.

      A shard cuts the skin by my left eye.

      Blood spurts in my eyes blurring my vision and trails down my cheeks, running into my mouth.

      Eliza screams and stumbles.

      I’m too shocked to move.

      Great Expectations. First edition. Two hundred years old. Beloved by millions of readers everywhere. Written by Charles Dickens himself. Bound with twine and absolutely a different version than the book I first saw.

      I’m holding it in my hands. When did it leave the case?

      Eliza’s hand lands on top of mine in an effort to steady herself.

      I look at her, and she looks at me.

      What on earth is happening?

      The question dies in my mind before it fully forms.

      Because life.

      It moves forward on a fast-track. A whirlwind.

      A bullet.

      I’m hit, and everything hurts.

      Falling into a void of blackness is the last thing I remember.
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            London, England

          

        

      

    

    
      Lew

      I’m lying in bed at home, lost somewhere between partially awake or partially dreaming or fully insane. All scenarios are entirely possible. A woman’s pleasant voice slowly creeps into my consciousness. So, dreaming it is.

      “And so that’s the legend, although no one can prove it since the chances of something like that happening are about as likely as a DeLorean zipping through the Voltaire display on its way back to the future,” the voice says. “Still, I wouldn’t recommend touching a book unless you want to find out for yourselves. Also, you would get arrested, so keep that in mind as well.”

      People laugh, but the sound is muffled. I have no idea what’s so funny, but I do know that my head hurts like someone has just stomped on it with a steel-toed boot. The pain is excruciating, pounding right between my eyebrows, and radiating up and back to the base of my neck. That’s when I register there’s a book on my face, a hardcover that settles with the weight of a thousand pounds right on my nose. Maybe I fell asleep reading. I reach up to slide the book off, the freeing sensation creating a shock as my nose springs into the correct position.

      I keep my eyes closed as a male voice says, “What in the world?”

      I have no idea what he’s referring to. There seems to be a weird combination of people in my bedroom. I concentrate on a crusty spot the size of a cigarette burn on the bedsheet. My finger keeps finding it, tracing it round and round and round, back and forth. A fingernail snags on a loose fiber and pulls. It hurts a bit, but I barely notice. This sheet feels unfamiliar and not at all like my bed coverings at home, so I open my eyes. And that’s when things begin to register.

      I blink and blink again. I am not in my bed.

      I’m on someone else’s floor, lying on a carpet I do not recognize. Have I fainted? But…where exactly? Why doesn’t anything look familiar?

      My bedroom carpet is white shag, and I don’t sleep on the floor unless I’m too drunk to make it to the bed. I don’t remember being drunk. In fact, I don’t recall drinking anything but two glasses of champagne and, excuse me, but I am not a lightweight who can’t handle his alcohol. Except for that one time I drank like an alcoholic, but this is not the time or place to think about it. Not when I can’t figure out who might have bought this dull brown rug.

      A pair of equally plain brown loafers complete with wide rubber soles and uneven laces plant themselves right in front of my eyes, and that’s when I know two things for sure. One, they aren’t my shoes because I’m fairly sure my feet are still attached to my own body. And two, I don’t recognize the shoes either. They look like they came straight from a retirement home or a nerd convention.

      I groan. My head is bent at an odd angle, and my neck has that slight pull to indicate I’ve strained a muscle. And the noise…people are talking and murmuring, and so much of it feels like it’s coming from right above me.

      I carefully slide my gaze upward to see that I was right.

      A halo of concerned faces looks down on me until the guy in the old-man shoes waves them away with an exasperated sigh and proceeds to shake my shoulder. He isn’t being gentle about it.

      “Lew, get up. Why are you lying on the floor? Are you drunk? I leave you for one second to go to the bathroom…”

      Whoever this guy is, he’s neither concerned nor helpful, not to mention a terrible conversation starter. No, I’m not drunk, and why would I want to hear about the bathroom habits of a complete stranger? And how does he know my name? A dawning thought sends a mortified chill down my spine. Could this be the agent I was supposed to meet with later this afternoon? If so, I am making the exact wrong impression and may as well kiss a hoped-for comeback goodbye forever.

      Still, none of this explains why I’m stretched out on a foreign floor with a raging headache and no idea what’s going on.

      “Come on, get up,” the guy instructs, tugging on my arm. “You’re going to make us late, and I’ve had it up to here with your diva attitude. Honestly, a nap in the middle of the afternoon. What are you even doing inside?”

      Nap? I wasn’t taking a nap.

      And late? For our meeting at the coffee shop? I still have plenty of time.

      I shake my arm free and slowly sit up, glancing down to see I’m holding that woman’s book. The stolen one. My stolen one. That’s it, I’m going to sue.

      That thought fizzles the moment I take in my surroundings.

      Artwork lines the walls, painting infused with grey with gold flecks to make the scenes sparkle. Floor-to-ceiling bookcases tower ahead, filled with aged novels and newish-looking dictionaries. An antique mahogany writing desk sits along the wall, its hinged front open to welcome paper, a single quill, and an inkpot. Tucked underneath the desk is a wooden chair. Its once-red padded seat now darkened to a stained and spotted burgundy. I peel my eyes from it, looking for more clues when I notice a Dickens flyer lying next to my thigh and pick it up. I’m suddenly filled with relief because now I remember.

      The Metropolitan Museum of Art.

      The obnoxiously beautiful thief-of-an author, Eliza what’s-her-name.

      The argument. Her temper that could burn down buildings.

      The book. Great Expectations. Yes, it’s all coming back to me now.

      Now it all makes sense. I’m at the museum. I was arguing with that woman, and then she grew angry, and I became angry, and the room started shaking. The glass exploded and cut my face. Thank God for memories that come rushing back when you find yourself sinking into nothingness. I look around for the woman but don’t see her. No matter, she was too testy for my taste anyway. The only thing I have is her stupid Mundane Realities book.

      I reach up to feel the cut, worried it will require a bandage and medicine to keep infection away. Not to mention a scar. The last thing I need is for my face to go the way of my career. It’s the one asset I have left. Think Tom Cruise in the Top Gun era, at least that’s what I’ve been told. If my face looks terrible, it might be time to jump off a bridge and bid goodbye to everything. I’ve wondered if this day would eventually come.

      I expect my skin to sting. It’s doesn’t.

      I look at my hand. There’s no blood. My fingers search and search, but there’s no cut anywhere. That can’t be, because the glass hit my eye, and it freaking hurt.

      What the heck is going on?

      “Lew, for the love of God, quit sitting there like you have all day. Get up, and be quick about it. Did you fall and hit your head or something?”

      I don’t enjoy being ordered around, yet this guy is talking to me like he’s in charge. It strikes me that there’s a ninety-nine percent chance this is not the agent I was set to meet.

      I gingerly stand. I spent my entire life hating my dad’s constant directives—stand up taller, try harder, get a better attitude—but I would pay money to be ordered by him now. A little direction from him wouldn’t be such a bad thing. Life runs circles around us in perfect irony, doesn’t it?

      I brush off my sweater, but frown and look down. When did I change into a tuxedo and bowtie? Where is my sweater? Where are my sneakers? I look over one shoulder and then another. This is not the same room I was in earlier with that author. All artifacts are intact, and there’s no glass on the floor. There’s not a single book in sight. What is going on?

      The odd man in front of me tugs on my jacket, and I face him to see the end of an eye roll. I reflexively yank my arm backward because, hey buddy, personal space! Then I pause.

      “What are we late for?”

      “Oh, you’re going to be a funny guy now? Spare me that for the time being. This isn’t the time or place for your jokes. Now, should I be concerned? Do you need to see a doctor? Can I get you some Tylenol, maybe? Black coffee to cure your hangover?”

      Do I have a hangover? “I didn’t drink anything except a little champagne,” I say.

      “It’s a little early to be celebrating, don’t you think? We just got here.”

      No. This part is not true. I’ve been here for over two hours, I’m certain.

      Except not here. Not in this room. Maybe he can help me with a bandage, at least. I point to my face.

      “A piece of glass hit my eye when the display case exploded. Does it look bad? I don’t think it’s bleeding anymore, but…” I touch the spot again, so very confused.

      The man glances over his shoulder before looking at me like I’m five cards short of a full deck. “Um…your eye looks fine. And, as far as I can tell, there haven’t been any recent explosions.”

      He says the words like I’m quite possibly strapped to a bomb, a danger to him and everyone in the room. He’s right. There’s still no glass on the floor.

      The man drags both hands down his cheeks and studies me. There’s no hope of getting any information from him. “Do you feel sober enough to give a speech?”

      “I’m entirely sober. Why am I giving a speech?”

      He emits a high-pitched laugh that verges on hysterical, his hands sliding from his cheeks to his chin. He closes his eyes for a long moment and pulls his eyebrows together, making a deep crease. His eyebrows are very dark and thick, like two caterpillars once crawled onto his face and decided to set up house and pay rent. It’s unsettling to witness him work them so hard, as though one wrong move on his part might kill them both. Opening his eyes, he levels an impatient look at me.

      “Funny guy. This isn’t the time or place. Let’s go.” The guy glances at the book tucked under my arm. “And lose the book. What is it, anyway? We’re promoting your book, not someone else's.”

      He takes off walking, and I follow. What other option is there?

      I keep the book with me. Something tells me losing it might be a bad idea.

      The guy can’t be more than five-six in height with hair so curly that it would undoubtedly be an afro if he grew it long enough. His sweater is a size too large, his khaki pants are too long, and his shoes are too brown and clunky. He looks like the quintessential high school dropout who somehow struck it rich but never upgraded his wardrobe. He’s probably the type who chooses manicures, expensive moisturizers, red sports cars, and Botoxed twins to prop his fragile ego instead.

      I clear my throat. “Can you at least tell me your name?”

      He doesn’t break stride even when I see his shoulders slump. “Get it together, and we’ll talk about this later.”

      I want to ask what we’ll talk about. I want to tell him I’m not kidding. I really do need to know his name and where we’re going and what is happening and so many other things that zip through my mind like a hurricane ripping apart everything in its path. But we head to the back door and stop underneath an exit sign.

      And then I see the banner.

      The giant picture of my face. The larger-than-life signature scrawled underneath it. And the book, the one I’m holding with my name credited as the author. Mundane Realities. A clever play on Great Expectations that, in retrospect, might not be as creative as it sounded inside my head. But it’s my book. The one I submitted to my agent the night before my life went to hell three years ago. The one Eliza was promoting as her own at her book release party only moments ago.

      My book. No longer taken from me, but here in my hands. Written. Published. Real.

      Relief washes over me in wave after wave, but what follows is a riptide of confusion. If this is my book, if I’m here at the launch…where is Eliza?

      A weird feeling stirs in my gut, one that rises as high as the rooftop before turning into a crater filled with fiery lava the longer I stare at my own image. At the date typed at the top of the banner. At the words, Meet Lew McDonnell, printed in big, bold, obnoxious letters right below my chin.

      We’re at a meet and greet. I’ve done dozens of these before, but it’s been more than three years since my last one. That alone is enough to scare me, but what really cements my terror is, aside from a very rough first draft that I turned in to my agent, I don’t remember a single thing about creating this book. They’ll ask questions. How long did the process take from start to finish? Was the cover art your idea or the publishers? Is this your favorite book? Will it be made into a movie?

      I know none of these things. I only know what happened while I wrote the first draft, and barely even that. I finished writing it three years ago, and a lot has changed since then—namely, my love for writing.

      Worse: my love for love.

      How is a bitter cynic for all things love and romance supposed to effectively promote those things? Hoping that reading a bit might spark a talking point or two, I pick up a copy of the book and flip it open, skimming a few lines of text. Nothing helps. Resigned, I set the book on the table in front of me and scan the room once again.

      What am I doing here? Where do I find Eliza?

      “Here, drink this. It will help.”

      I’m back to staring at the stack of my own books when the nameless man shoves a paper coffee cup into my hands. I take it gratefully and blow across the top, then begin chugging the beverage in hopes that it will soothe my aching head. Hot coffee burns the back of my throat, and I wince. I’m one deep breath into launching a string of expletives when a male voice shouts from behind us.

      “Daniel! Thank God you finally found him. We’re getting ready to start.”

      I turn around as yet another stranger with a British accent extends his hand to me. I shake it without a word because saying, “Who are you?” hasn’t worked in my favor up to this point, so I doubt it will work now.

      “I’m Don,” he says, pumping my arm furiously. “Very nice to meet you. I’ve been looking forward to this for a long time. Now, where did Daniel manage to locate you? I told him you might be in the restroom. Getting a little nervous before the big event, are you? We have some things in the back that might calm you a bit if you’d like.” The man elbows me on the side and laughs.

      I join in but sound slightly hysterical, so I stop.

      But then…Daniel! The badly dressed guy who found me on the floor is named Daniel! I study him and try to recall anything that might trigger a memory. Coming up empty, I answer the new guy’s question. Everyone’s name starts with a D around here.

      “Yes, a little nervous,” I say. “Nice to meet you too.” But I’m not, and it isn’t. “Can you point me in the direction of the vodka?” I vaguely recall making an internal vow only minutes ago to quit drinking, but the world has changed a bit since then. Four eyes blink at me with expressions to indicate both men are waiting for a punchline I have no intention of delivering. I hold up two hands. “Or wine, either work.” Though weirdly, the idea of drinking not only fails to fill me with anticipation, but it’s also slightly repulsive.

      I’m busy pondering that odd epiphany when the man named Daniel laughs, nervous and jittery. “Don’t mind Lew,” he says to Don like I’m not even standing here. “He’s just a little uptight this morning.” He straightens the lapel on his already smooth jacket and squares his shoulders. “How’s the crowd?’ Still talking to Don. “Pretty sizable?”

      “Standing room only.” Don what’s-his-name shoves me lightly on the arm like I should be impressed, but I’m still stuck on the word morning. Last I checked, it was two o’clock in the afternoon, approximately two hours before my four o’clock meeting with the agent. I discretely check the time on my phone, then not-so-discretely gasp.

      “Why is it nine a.m.? And standing room only? For me?” My mouth hangs open, but I’m powerless to close it. I haven’t been well-liked in years, and I’m not too comfortable with the feeling. Maybe everyone showed up to heckle me. That I’m comfortable with.

      The men exchange glances before Daniel emits nervous laughter. “Lew, stop joking around. It’s nearly time to begin.”

      When I don’t respond, Daniel sighs, and Don turns away like he’s sorry he walked up to us at all. Take a number, pal. I’m not too happy to be here either, considering I have no idea what I’m about to face. Here’s all I know so far: There’s a crowd. It’s very sizeable. Everyone here is dressed up, including me, who was wearing my favorite Nike sneakers and gray pullover sweater only a few short minutes ago. I’m in some building I don’t recognize. Everyone here speaks in a British accent except me. And it’s early in the morning. Too early. I’m never awake at this hour.

      At nine o’clock this morning, I was asleep in my hotel bed.

      This means that of all the things I know, I actually know nothing at all.

      The longer I think about this, the more I feel a sensation of blood draining from my head into my shoes—a pity since this pair looks expensive. I pray to God that I don’t faint. I pray even harder that I didn’t spend a fortune on this tux. I don’t have Armani kind of money anymore.

      Daniel clears his throat, that kind of slow throat-clearing one does to keep themselves from saying what they really mean. Get it together or I will personally kick your butt. To his credit, he keeps the threat to himself. “Ready to go outside? It’s time to start.”

      Oh, dear God, I’m not ready. My ears begin to ring. Sweat collects on my upper lip. I’m fighting nausea and lightheadedness, and no one seems to notice.

      As Daniel opens the door, cameras flash. People clap. Women and men, wearing a mixed array of designer clothes, white smiles, envious frowns, and Botoxed foreheads, study me. There’s another stack of books on a table in the back. My books, though it’s all surreal. Behind those books, there’s a smaller banner with my face on it appearing to observe the happenings of this room with a very self-indulgent smile.

      Everything looks familiar because I’ve done this before.

      But nothing looks familiar because I’ve never done it here.

      My panic level climbs toward DEFCON two when an oddly familiar female voice speaks into a microphone. My pulse trips over itself. I turn around and come face to face with…her.

      Eliza. It’s all I can do not to shout, “Hey, I know you,” and take off running in her direction. Obviously, we arrived here together. She’ll have an idea of what’s going on and how to fix it. I take a step in her direction and then pause to scrutinize her. If I were an actor in a movie, this is the point where I would realize she looks different.

      Her hair is the same shade of coppery brown, but it’s tied back rather severely on the sides, without a hint of the smooth lush waves from a few minutes ago. She’s wearing glasses a little too small for her face, a shade of green eyeshadow that looks slightly last decade, and she’s clearly tired. Women wear exhaustion around their shoulders…a slight slump, a heaviness, resignation.

      Eliza Sterling is wearing it in layers. Her attire, black jacket and skirt, white button-up shirt, and clunky black pumps screams professional, but not necessarily in the way anyone wants to be. Like, if you bought your best clothes off the clearance rack at a resale shop or if a fast-food joint handed out regulation uniforms one size too big. There’s not a bit of cleavage showing; her blouse is buttoned up to her collar; it’s practically a turtleneck. She’s making announcements, setting directives for the evening, telling guests what to expect.

      Come to think of it, her voice sounds suspiciously like the voice of the tour guide I heard when I first woke up from this surreal dream. What was she saying then? Something about a legend. Something about…Back to the Future. That can’t be right. Why would Eliza Sterling be working as a tour guide here at the...the…? I still have no idea where we are. It definitely isn’t the Met. The Met doesn’t have a brick-lined courtyard.

      I look around just to be sure. This place is much smaller than the museum in New York City. Much older. Much drabber. The carpet is brown, and the walls are painted gray and gold. Someone hired a very bad decorator back in the 1950s, and it appears nothing has been updated since.

      I grab a glass of some sort of alcohol and keep walking toward her. I’ve got questions, and, as far as I know, she’s the only one with answers. One way or another, I’m going to demand she give them to me.
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      Eliza

      Lew McDonnell keeps looking at me. In any other scenario, I might be insanely flattered. After all, he’s gorgeous, and I am, hands down, his biggest fan. But I’m hardly good-looking or even all that interesting. However, I am extremely self-conscious, not the best trait to have while addressing a crowd. I look away to compose myself, but my own traitorous eyes slide back to his handsome face.

      He isn’t smiling. A hand absently straightens his tie, his cuffs, and his suit coat as he looks at me straight on. Something about his demeanor seems…agitated? But I haven’t done anything to make him that way. I keep talking nonsense while my brain ticks off possible wrongdoings on my part. Maybe there’s food on my face or wayward strands of hair coming loose from my topknot. Maybe there’s a run in my stockings or paper trailing from my shoe. Maybe I mispronounced a word during my introductory speech or misidentified his publisher. My blood chills. It’s Hachette. I know this. But what if I said Hatchet, as in a weapon a striped-sweater-wearing serial killer named Freddy might carry? Oh, the mortification for a wannabe author like myself.

      I’ve been teased about my penchant for mispronunciation since fourth grade when one of my classmates called me out for saying burgular—emphasis on the ‘u’—instead of burglar during an oral spelling test. Later that day, the same boy caught me walking into speech therapy and spread it around the school. Back then, I had a very notable lisp to compound the problem. The lisp went away. The quirk did not. If I’m not concentrating hard enough, supposedly becomes supposably, espresso becomes expresso, and the list goes on and on.

      More possibilities rattle through me, and now his eyes seem raven black. Maybe he knows I had the same idea for a book as the one he’s promoting. Mine is printed on now faded computer paper and tucked away in a drawer at home. A manuscript I put aside when life plummeted south and writing became impossible. It’s difficult to be creative when all you feel is despair. I gaze longingly at his book cover on the podium as the weight of what if wraps around my shoulders. It’s a question I’ll have to live with for the rest of my life. The idea that was once mine moved on to someone else, as ideas often do when the person they visit fails to pick them up and turn them into realities.

      Mundane Realities. The book title could describe my daily life for the past two years. My heart flutters, skipping a beat. Remembering where I am, I focus on the crowd once again. Lew is still staring at me.

      He looks away for one second to speak to someone while I prattle on about exit signs and toilet access, but then his eyes drift back to me and hold there. His mouth stops moving, his eyebrows smash together, and he tilts his head like he’s thinking really hard about what to say to me. I don’t need any more anxiety than what I already deal with, thank you very much. You stay there, and I’ll stay here.

      My breath shakes in a futile attempt to calm myself down; my heart races faster as I introduce the president of the museum. After I’m finished, and he takes the microphone, I step off the stage into a sea of self-doubt and fear. It isn’t three seconds before I feel a sharp tap on my shoulder.

      “Excuse me,” a man’s voice says.

      “What?” The word comes out a little more defensively than I intend, especially when I whip around and come face to face with Lew McDonnell himself. New York Times bestselling author of six romance novels, four of which I have displayed on a shelf above my bed at home. I first placed them there as a joke. “The only way I’ll ever lie in bed underneath Lew McDonnell,” I quipped to my sister when I set them there one year, eleven months, and seventeen days ago. We laughed about that comment all day. Later that night, we weren’t laughing anymore.

      I haven’t laughed since.

      “Um…sorry to bother you.” His hands keep folding and unfolding like a well-oiled accordion. He looks anxious and uncertain, and I feel myself relax. Of course, with that new wave of relaxation comes a very real sense of just how handsome the man is. I take a deep breath and inhale his perfect woodsy scent, unfair since this building isn’t flanked by a single tree. I clear my throat and force my mind back to unpleasant things, not that difficult considering.

      “Can I help you?” With a self-conscious tug at my topknot, I paste on what I hope is a welcoming smile and look Lew McDonnell in the eye. As a tour guide, it’s my job to make the guests feel at ease, especially when hosting an event. Maybe not the dream career I’d always hoped for, but at twenty-seven years old, I have more bills to pay than a law school graduate opening a practice. Trust me, no one envies me.

      “Yes, actually,” he says with a hard nod, “you can tell me how in the world we both got here, and then show me how to get us back home.”

      “Excuse me?” I ask, then look over my shoulder to see if he could be intending to talk to someone else. There’s no one behind us, which is confusing. It’s still morning. It isn’t time to go home. The event hasn’t yet started. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      I’m met with an impatient eye roll. “This whole thing is your fault, and I need you to fix it, Miss Sterling.”

      My fault? I don’t even own this museum. “I don’t understand what you’re—”

      “It’s obvious you’re unsure, but if you hadn’t started that fight, we wouldn’t be here, now would we?”

      I stare at him, convinced he’s hallucinating. Maybe it’s true what they say about writers: they’re all strange and live with only one foot inside reality. I know this from personal experience since I spent my nights curled up in bed, writing stories no one will ever read. Back before everything happened. Despite a self-imposed routine existence, I do still have a love for the written word. I do not, however, have a love for odd writers currently giving me the stare-down.

      “Mr. McDonnell, I certainly don’t want to start a fight. I’m not sure how to get you back home because I don’t know where you live. But, as soon as this is over, I’d be happy to call you a cab.” There. That should pacify his agitation.

      His head snaps back like I’m only compounding it. “I don’t need a cab. I need you to take us back to the Met. Back to the Charles Dickens display, before you blew it up.”

      Blew it up? A Charles Dickens display? I would never do something that insane. I might laugh if he didn’t look so completely serious. Almost…crazy. I decide to approach carefully.

      “Now, when you say The Met, are you referring to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City? Or the Mets? As in the baseball team.”

      He scoffs. “How stupid do you think I am?”

      I wait, wondering if this is a rhetorical question.

      “Um…” I look around for help, but of course, everyone else is occupied. All too busy to take on the crazy. Someone should probably be alerted to the fact that Lew McDonnell needs to sober up before anyone gives him a microphone. If his behavior is this odd now, there’s no telling what he might say onstage. When he remains mute, I try another smile. “Okay, well, as for the Dickens display, you’re standing outside of it. We are at the Charles Dickens museum, as you know. Everything here is dedicated to him. And, to my knowledge, none of it has blown up. Yet.” I try a laugh, but it dies at the still puzzled look on his face.

      How could this possibly confuse him? This is his event. He closes his eyes and releases an impatient sigh. His breath smells like lemon and spearmint, two of my favorite scents.

      “Why are you asking me about baseball?” he says slowly, as though I’m the dense one here. “I need to find the glass case and the book. Great Expectations, remember? And what happened to the cut above my eye? Did you somehow fix it before we got here? And why did you change clothes? That dress looked really good on you. Not that you don’t look okay now, too, because you do.”

      It’s the strangest non-compliment compliment I’ve ever received. A nervous chill runs the length of my spine, and simultaneously, all my preconceived notions about Lew McDonnell begin to fizzle in the space between us. I begged to host this event. Begged. I wrote a lengthy explanation of why I was his biggest fan, highlighting the time I started a Lew McDonnell fan club at fifteen. I even designed member t-shirts for all three of us who belonged to the club. I also sent monthly emails updating everyone on his latest releases. I included the dates of movie premieres, and information on local book signings that, of course, I was regularly the first in line for. It all added up to make me the clear choice to introduce him today.

      Now it’s clear that he’s severely disturbed. I’m struck with a twinge of sadness and speak to him like one talks to a feral dog in hopes of avoiding an attack. Slowly. With an abundance of caution. “Mr. McDonnell, as soon as the museum president is finished speaking, I’m going to walk up to the podium and introduce you to the audience. Maybe we can sort this out later? After the event is over?”

      “No,” he says, “we need to sort this out now. This should be your event, not mine. Your book, not mine. Even though you stole the book from me, of course.” He scans the room. “Where is your book? I was just holding a copy of it.”

      He latches onto my hand, a bit desperately, in fact. Has he never heard of personal space? I want to shake myself free but fear I can’t without causing a scene. His grip isn’t firm, and it doesn’t hurt, but it makes me uncomfortable. Using my other hand to give a gentle pull, I ease myself free and take a small step back, putting some space between us. I stole what, nowt?

      “Mr. McDonnell, you’re making me nervous,” I say quietly, swallowing a lump of fear forming in my throat. “I just need to introduce you, and we can talk later.” I can’t afford to lose my job, and the museum president is giving his final thank-yous. I try to walk away, but Lew just follows me.

      “I’m sorry, I’m not trying to scare you. It’s just that you were there,” he insists. “Speaking to people. And I accused you of something that made you mad. And then we switched places. How did that happen? How can you not remember this?”

      Oh, for heaven’s sake. “Has something happened to you, Mr. McDonnell? Have you hit your head or come down with a fever? I’m not trying to be rude, but you’re not making any sense.”

      I’m baffled. There’s something clearly happening with this man, something I’m not supposed to see. Maybe this is what happens when artists spend too much time with their creations. One day they’re deeply engrossed in their storytelling, and the next day they completely lose their bearings and all sense of everyday life. I’ve wanted to be a published author for as long as I can remember. Maybe I should rethink this. I clear my throat, unsure of what else to say. Thank God, someone interrupts us.

      “There you are, Lew. I wondered where you ran off to so fast.” The man turns to me and holds out his hand, so I shake it. “I’m Daniel White,” he says. “Mr. McDonnell’s agent.”

      “Nice to meet—”

      Lew whips his head around. “No, you’re not. I don’t have an agent.”

      Daniel and I exchange a look. He attempts an awkward laugh.

      “Always the jokester.” Daniel rubs his hands together. “Are we ready to get started?”

      I nod, a strange foreboding washing over me.  “We’re ready. You’ll do just fine, Mr. McDonnell. I’m sure of it.”

      “Wait. Just tell me—”

      I stop listening and walk onstage again, taking my bad feeling with me, my heart hammering in my chest. I’m not sure he’ll do fine. I’m not sure of anything.

      Except this. If this event falls apart, I’ll get fired.

      And, if that happens too many people would suffer for it.
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      Lew

      Throughout my career, I’ve participated in many question and answer events, sat for countless interviews, talked about current books and future books, shared myself with readers and reporters alike. But I can say, without a doubt, that this is the first time I’ve had to rely on my “agent” to answer anything at all. I’m a bumbling idiot. This is a colossal disaster. More than a disaster. This is the flood, the bubonic plague, and last year’s 7.2 earthquake all rolled into one sphere of destruction. And, judging by the looks on every face in front of me, it’s a pretty safe bet they all agree.

      I’ve been asked about my research process. About the time I made a cameo appearance in a recent Dickens’ movie for promotional purposes. About my trips to The Charles Dickens’ Birthplace Museum in Portsmouth, and the People Magazine Sexiest Man Alive issue—apparently, I was listed as number thirty-eight. I’ve been asked many, many questions about everything but my actual manuscript. What am I supposed to do? This isn’t my life. My real life revolves around hate mail, hangovers, extreme bitterness, fantasies involving my ex and a witch doctor, and a mind devoid of inspiration. Every word I’ve written in the past three years has been absolute crap, even if the ideas have been decent.

      I’ve never been named the sexiest man of anything.

      I bumble my way through a question about my home in Knightsbridge—what home in Knightsbridge? —when Eliza sighs loudly from behind me. Apparently, a grown man saying he starts his day at nine in the morning with whiskey-spiked coffee is a problem for her, even when the man is clearly joking. She steps up beside me, nails me with a scathing look, and takes the microphone from my hands. I’m so relieved, I could kiss her.

      “Thank you for your very enlightening answers, Mr. McDonnell. This hasn’t been awkward at all.”

      A ripple of nervous laughter works through the crowd at her sarcasm. I consider joining in to save face but then contemplate strangling her instead. Too many witnesses. A pity.

      “Let’s talk about something besides your lifestyle for a moment,” she says. “A little ‘get to know the author’s writing routine’ in five questions or less. How does that sound to everyone?”

      The audience claps in response to her horrendous idea, which leaves me no choice except to agree. This day has gone straight to hell and is gathering pitchforks while I burn to a charred crisp in front of everyone. I clutch my so-called book to my chest and brace myself for Satan’s first question.

      Eliza brings the microphone to her mouth. “So,” she says, and I swear I see flames lick the insides of her irises, “how long does it take you to complete a manuscript? I assume you have the routine down pat since this is your tenth novel?”

      My breath catches as a niggle of panic closes my throat. Tenth? It’s only my sixth. Which begs the question: what if she asks me about the other books I have no recollection of writing? I shake my head and look around for something…anything…to ground me. Maybe a banner to reference my earlier works. Maybe a website pulled up with my mug on it. But there’s nothing. So, I do the only thing one can do in this scenario; I start pulling words out of my backside and hope a few of them make sense.

      “Um…I…” So far, not so good.

      “Do you need more time to answer this one too?” Eliza asks.

      The audience laugher snaps me out of my stuttering monologue.

      “No, I think I can answer a question as basic as that. I don’t think one can ever have the writing process fully down, so to speak. But as for me, if I’m able to write with few interruptions, a first draft takes me approximately six to seven weeks.”

      When she gasps and whispers, “That quickly?” I send her a curious look. It seems her road to success in New York must have been filled with a few troublesome potholes. “Of course, that doesn’t take into account the second and third drafts, which take at least that long, maybe longer. From the time I begin a book to the time I submit it takes four to five months, give or take a couple of weeks.”

      I sound so confident. Amazing, since my insides feel like a cluster of nervous, batting moths all crashing into themselves. Writing on that time schedule was my old process, but I haven’t written a book in so long that now it might take me years to complete a manuscript.

      “Could you give us a little information on your next book? I hear it’s going to be a sequel to Mundane Realities.” She smiles at the crowd. “Could you confirm or deny that? Maybe a hint as to when the next book might be released?”

      A wave of excitement ripples through the crowd. But…a sequel? There is no sequel to Great Expectations. What would I base it on? I don’t write sequels. Never have, never will. I made that vow to myself years ago and have no intention of breaking it. I take the book from her hand and hold it in front of me. Time to deflect.

      “Yes, I’m writing a sequel.” A squeal from a woman in the back. “It’s going to be called Extra-Mundane Non-Realities. It’s about a woman who watches Wheel of Fortune reruns all day while eating ice cream and cookies, which might seem boring if it wasn’t for the fact that she shares her house with the ghost of her ex-husband and three dead cats. Reality? Non-reality? That’s up to you to decide.” Light laughter skips around the room as though no one can tell if I’m serious or not. “Maybe we could have another delightful reception here when it’s released next year?” I gesture to the crowd and give them a wink. “You’re all invited.”

      Everyone claps and laughs good-naturedly like they’re finally in on the joke, as terrible as it was. I breathe a sigh of relief and wait for Eliza’s next question.

      “Well, that sounds…interesting.” Eliza brings her hands together and gives the crowd a little bow. “Thank you for coming. And good luck with your book, Mr. McDonnell. Have a wonderful afternoon, everyone. Lew will be in the back to sign autographs shortly.”

      She steps off the stage and heads for the back of the room, and I find myself panicked at her departure. She’s my lifeline, the only tie to both the world I’m stuck in and the one I just left behind. What if she just disappears? I can’t let that happen. Despite the crowd gathering around me to offer congratulations, I don’t take my gaze off Eliza. The second she walks out of this room, I plan to follow her.

      This meet-and-greet might be nearly over, but I need her help to fix the rest of my life.
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        * * *

      

      Thirty minutes later, I’m signing autographs and fake talking my way through questions about my book, where I’m staying, and what I’ve done so far during my time in London. But I still haven’t spoken to Eliza. I glance at her again, keeping her in my line of vision.

      Today has been a Freaky Friday experience without a mother in the know to offer support. This “Friday” is me on my own, more confused than I’ve ever been in my life and in need of a big cup of coffee. I pause at this; where is my craving for alcohol? Despite the whiskey joke, I don’t actually want it. Weird.

      I don’t have a second to ponder the revelation. Eliza heads back inside; I leave a waiting line of people and half stumble in my quest to catch up to her.

      “Eliza, wait!” I call after her, pushing through the door to follow her. A spark of hope ignites in me when she turns around in a hallway, but that same hope fizzles the moment I see the look on her face. Exhausted. Wary. Completely ragged and worn out. Nothing at all like the woman I saw this morning in New York. That woman seemed excited about life; this woman is beaten down by it.

      “Mr. McDonnell, I’m going home. Did you need anything else from me before I leave?” She pushes her glasses higher on her nose, and I have an inexplicable desire to pull them off and see what’s behind the lenses. Her eyes are a blue I’ve never seen before, the color of ice when it begins to melt around the edges. Soft, yet cool. Guarded, yet not entirely.

      I blink, remembering why I’m here. “So…you work here? As a tour guide?”

      She stares. “No, Mr. McDonnell. I’m a veterinarian. I just walked in off the streets and took over the microphone. Still can’t believe they let me.”

      Cute, this one. “Next time, bring a pony. Might make question and answer time a little more exciting.”

      “Oh, I think your answers were pretty entertaining. Any chance you’re high? Might explain your difficulty with answering nearly everything I asked.”

      “Unfortunately, I’m not high. But if you’re offering…”

      “I’m not offering.” She crosses her arms.

      I guess we’re in a standoff. “Got a minute?” I ask.

      She sighs. “Not really. Like I said, I’m heading home.”

      “Big plans tonight? Watching television? Writing a book, maybe?”

      Something changes in her expression. A glitch of surprise. A flinch of hurt. Whatever it is, her arms come uncrossed, and her carefully controlled mask slips for an instant before she composes her face. “Do you have any other questions? I really need to be getting home.”

      “Yes, can you tell me the date?” I blurt, only now realizing I have no idea. “And the time, if it’s not too much trouble.”

      She looks at me, eyebrows pushed together like it’s the oddest question she’s heard in a while. Considering the circumstances, I suppose it is.

      “26 October?” The cautious words come out as a question like she’s carefully tiptoeing to the border of my sanity and peeking around it. “And it’s nearly noon, as that clock overhead will tell you.”

      She points, and I look up to see she’s right. Two minutes away from noon, in fact. I want to ask her the year, but I decide I’ve pushed my luck enough. I’ll assume we’re still in the twenty-first century until I discover otherwise. “Can I ask—”

      “No, you can’t.” She stops me. “Like I said, I’m tired. But if you’ll permit me one thing…”

      “What?”

      “Most people would give up everything to have your life. Your career, your money, your experiences. I know I would. So, the next time someone throws you an event on a scale this grand, try to be better prepared. No one has ever had a book launch here at this museum, and probably no one will again, and it should have been an honor for you. Instead, you treated it like you could not have cared less. I would think you, of all people, would respect Dickens more than that.”

      Me, of all people. I’m oddly hurt. “This isn’t about disrespecting anyone. This isn’t about my career or me being ungrateful. I just need to know if you can help me—”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. McDonnell, I can’t. I can barely help myself right now.”

      “But if you could just tell me—”

      “Go home. Get some sleep. Maybe whatever this is,” she swirls a finger in the space between us, “maybe it will make sense in the morning.”

      “But when will I see you again? When will—”

      She isn’t listening. She turns and walks away, leaving me standing in the middle of the museum hallway with two very important questions:

      Why am I the only one who remembers anything?

      And where on earth is home?
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      Eliza

      I’m only partially awake, and it’s the middle of the night, but my heart won’t stop pounding. It’s possible that falling asleep thinking about Lew McDonnell spurred on my dream, but it feels too real and entirely too good. I flip my pillow to the cool side and press my cheek in, keeping my eyes closed so that I don’t lose the dream entirely. It doesn’t take long to sink back into the depths of sleep.

      I’m wearing a ballgown and full makeup like it’s been applied by professional make-up artists. My hair is twisted to one side and draped over my shoulder, smoother and shinier than it’s ever been before. I’m glamorous, standing onstage as people clap for me. But I’m unhappy; in fact, I’m downright mad.

      The dream changes sequence, and I’m running.

      “How dare you,” I say to dream Lew, fairly spitting the words in his face. We’re standing so close, and I’m angry. Why am I so mad when I’ve only just met the man? I slam my hand against something hard, maybe glass, maybe a wall. It gives a little, moves like an indentation. His hair is disheveled, his clothes rumpled, his eyes level with mine, intense and burning in a challenge. His hand lands on my fingertips, and all I feel is warmth—the kind of awed warmth you feel when a long-dormant dream comes true. The crush I’ve had since the seventh grade is now looking at my lips. I’m looking right back at his, every school-girl fantasy slamming together and pulsing wildly in my neck. There are lots of ways to turn a woman on; it turns out my favorite is a combination of intensity and the man in front of me. I push the hair off his forehead and lean forward to kiss him, but he grasps my hand and backs away with a laugh.

      “Not if you were the last woman on earth,” he says with a sneer.

      Embarrassed, I slap his hand away as my temper flares. I hate his hair and his eyes. He grabs my hand again in a tug of war, and something shatters. His eyes grow wide as he looks at me. I start to sway as I look back at him, and suddenly we’re holding a book. Great Expectations, first edition, bound with string. It practically jumps out of the case and into our hands. I’ll be fired for this, for sure.

      I turn to look for help and find my sister standing behind us, lovely and whole, until she crumbles before my eyes like she was never there at all.

      With a jolt, my eyes fly open. I’m drenched in sweat, clutching the corner of my pillowcase as tears stream down my cheeks. My jaw hurts from the phantom pain of screaming inside my dream. I move my lower lip back and forth to loosen the tension a bit, then blink up at the moonlight streaked across my ceiling fan in thin, long lines. It brings me back to reality; I stare at it until my heart rate slows.

      I never dream anymore. Haven’t in two years.

      After the accident, I haven’t allowed myself to sleep deeply enough to make even the smallest dreams possible.
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        * * *

      

      Thursday morning at the restaurant is unusually busy for so early in the morning, but the numbers can’t be denied. Every table is full, and there’s a line of grumbling people still waiting to be seated inside the lobby. Where is my name on the list? How much longer should I be expected to wait? I’ve been asked this question a dozen times in at least as many minutes, and each time I answer with a patience I don’t feel.

      I tell myself I can make it through this, but my still-groggy subconscious doesn’t believe me. I’ll need another cup of coffee or three to make it happen.

      “Can you cover for me for just one second?” I wiggle my empty mug at Tricia, who works behind the counter hawking peppermint sticks and old-fashioned gum as she checks out customers. Adorned in an Americanized old-style apron and hairnet, she looks miserable. Every time I see her, I thank my lucky stars that it’s my job to greet customers. While she’s stuck wearing that get-up, I’m in jeans, an Old World House sweatshirt, and a drab brown apron tied at the waist. Apparently, the restaurant owners thought it best for diners to be welcomed by modern-day people and then dismissed by those in costume from the nineteenth century. A bit of a bait-and-switch, if you ask me. Which no one has, save for the one elderly woman who won’t stop asking what her place is in line. Coffee, and a lot of it. Pronto.

      “All right, but bring me cuppa, please. Three sugars, extra hot.” Her British accent seems so oddly out of place here, but in reality, I’m the only American around. I’m the one who doesn’t quite fit.

      “Coming right up,” I say and set down my pen and walk as quickly as I can toward the kitchen. As busy as the lobby can be with its storefront of toys, records, candles, and various household items for sale, the kitchen is worse. It’s a bustle of activity with plates flying out of racks, calls for bacon, “extra crispy, but hurry it up.” More biscuits and gravy are being ladled onto plates than an entire high school wrestling team would be able to eat. My own stomach protests on the inhale. Ignoring it, I seek out the coffee, fill my empty mug, and an extra paper cup for Tricia, then top it with a lid.

      The plan was to walk straight back to my station. A nice plan. Until I see him. He’s nestled in a back corner, his head bent over a newspaper. His brow is creased in thought, his eyes skimming the page in front of him. Of all the restaurants he could have chosen in London, it pains me that he chose this one. For one, my appearance leaves much to be desired. For two, after that dream, there’s no way I can face him. He’s still wearing his tuxedo from yesterday, though the tie is gone, and his collar is unbuttoned nicely; even rumpled and slept in. Lew McDonnell’s looks would shame every male attendee at Paris fashion week. It’s all too much for me to handle.

      I quickly dip my head and sprint to the lobby, holding two coffee cups over my face like a shield. There’s a good chance he didn’t see me, which means if I stay on the lookout and hide when he approaches the exit, he’ll never know I work here. I once stayed hidden for an hour during a game of hide-and-seek at my sister’s ninth birthday party. The prize for the winner was the first hit at the unicorn piñata, and I wanted to wield the stick. Which I did. This can work.

      Handing off a coffee to Tricia, I take a sip of mine and duck behind the welcome desk. I pick up a pen and scan the latest list of names, keeping one eye on the open doorway while trying to focus on my job. Twice in thirty seconds, I see a black jacket. Both times, I pretend to drop something and lunge behind the podium.

      “What on earth are you doing?”

      I stand up and look over at Tricia. “I’m working.”

      “Your behavior is quite odd.”

      Another flash of black fabric. I flinch, but it turns out to be a lady’s scarf. “No, I’m not.”

      “You’ve hidden behind your station three times since you returned with coffee.”

      “No, I haven’t.” I see a black ball cap and spin toward the wall, pretending to study boxes of pancake mix.

      “Okay…you’re right,” she says slowly, drawing out the word. “You’re not acting strangely at all.”

      I chew on a fingernail and peer over my shoulder, ignoring her tone. “I’m hiding from someone.”

      “Really, I would never have known in a thousand years.” She’s a master at sarcasm. “Who?”

      “A guy,” I hiss.

      “A guy? What guy?” The way she says “guy” would amuse me under any other circumstance. As it stands, I’m too uptight to be anything but nervous. I shoot her a look.

      “Just a guy. Keep your voice down.” I’ve moved on to straightening a row of peppermint sticks, but I’m not confident enough to turn back around yet. “He’s wearing a tuxedo. Do you see him?”

      “A tuxedo? Sounds intriguing to me.” She raises on tiptoe and cranes her neck like a flamingo.

      “He is.” My face flames. I didn’t mean to say that out loud.

      “Hmmm…interesting.” There’s teasing in her tone.

      I continue organizing the peppermints.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve always been good at throwing myself into work, whether it be my hours working as a hostess here, as a wannabe novelist who writes from the safety of her bed at all hours of the night, or as a tour guide at the museum. Being a guide is my favorite—as far as paid positions go. If I could make a living writing stories that move masses, I would do it. As it stands, I haven’t shown a single page to anyone in three years. The simple act of letting another person read my words takes a trust I no longer have. Maybe I did once, when I was less beaten and battered by the world, but that moment has long passed. Sometimes I miss the innocent, trusting girl I once was. Most days, I don’t have time to think about her. She’s too busy trying to make rent.

      I’m so distracted with my thoughts that I don’t hear the man I’ve tried to avoid all morning approach from behind.

      “You’re here,” he says.

      I recognize the voice immediately. I completely forgot what was supposed to be unforgettable. Before I can turn to make eye contact, my dread against seeing Lew McDonnell scatters all over the floor next to a few broken crayons. A very naughty toddler has unwrapped and discarded them right next to my feet, save for a bright green one he’s using to draw on the wall with his chubby fist. Sweat breaks out on my upper lip.

      “Please put that down.” I scold the child as softly as possible, letting him know I mean business while working to pry the crayon from his hand. The boy’s mother is nowhere to be found, likely off smelling candles while leaving me to the unpleasant task of tending to her child.

      He responds with a loud, “No!” and slaps the wall, managing to make two more marks as fat, indignant tears fill his eyes. Of course. Any second now, he’ll start wailing, and his mother will be over here to lob her offense my way. In three, two…

      “What did you do to him?”

      It’s always the same. Right on cue, a woman scoops him up, pats him on the back, and glares at me. A lesser woman would crumple underneath her scrutiny; I am only slightly lesser and, therefore, still standing. Score one for me.

      “He was marking on the wall, and I asked him to stop.” I point to his very uneven lines, but my gesture only elicits an eye-roll from her.

      “The crime of the century, one might think. You can cover the marks with paint, but you can’t undo the damage you’ve done to his feelings. How horrible of you to make him cry. It’s barbaric, honestly.”

      Across from me, Lew laughs. “What’s barbaric is letting a woman you don’t know tend to your child while you wander around the store sampling items you don’t intend to buy. I saw you browsing while your kid was making a mess. If you need a nanny, hire one. In the meantime, pay attention to your child. Abandonment will do more harm to him than hearing the word ‘no,’ trust me.”

      “Well, I never,” she says, turning her wrath on Lew.

      “As we’ve all witnessed,” he fires back.

      I fight back a grateful smile since laughing at the customers is generally discouraged.

      “How dare you,” she says. “We will never dine here again.”

      “A pity.” He raises an eyebrow. “Just make sure you pay before you go,” he says. “For the food and the damage done to the wall.”

      The woman storms away right as a small laugh breaks free. I used to fantasize about Lew McDonnell swooping in to rescue me, but this wasn’t exactly the scenario I had in mind.

      I turn to face him. “Thank you for helping out. That sort of thing happens quite often, and it gets tiring.”

      “I worked as a server in my college days. Most customers are pleasant, but there are always a few who love to complain.”

      I glance toward the woman’s retreating back. “What if she complains about me?”

      “I’ll tell your boss I watched the whole exchange. By the time I’m through, you’ll be offered a raise and a free vacation.”

      A vacation. The words sound foreign, even in my thoughts.

      He takes a slow breath. “I was wondering if you have a minute to talk. After work, maybe?”

      Something inside me softens a bit at his earnestness. Last night, he was almost confrontational. Today, he’s cautiously welcoming. That small switch has me agreeing to his request. It and the childish fantasy that he rescued me like I was a damsel in distress.

      “I’m off in an hour. Meet me in the parking lot?”

      Lew smiles. I’m struck again at how gorgeous it is. The dimple in his chin only enhances it. “An hour it is. I’ll be waiting for you outside.”

      I always did love a good fairy tale.
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      Lew

      It’s been over an hour, and I’m starting to think I’ve been stood up again. Of all the things my real world and this one could share, of course, this would be it. I glance at the door for any signs of her—still nothing. Eliza Sterling is as elusive in real life as she is on the internet. I pull up my Google search like a bad habit and keep scrolling, looking for her name. Three minutes later, there’s still no sign of Eliza in real life or on my phone.

      Eliza Sterling barely exists. If I didn’t know it before, I know it now. The woman currently working inside that restaurant bears the same name and likeness as the author in New York, but nothing else matches. I’ve typed her name into every web address I can think of, including social media and local library pages. Barely a mention. She doesn’t even have an Instagram page. The Eliza Sterling from the Met has a list of her web and social media accounts in the back of her book; I know this because I read them. She would have been mentioned everywhere. Any author who’s published anything would be easy to find—headshots, bios, websites, blogger sites. I have no doubt she had them all.

      This Eliza Sterling is reclusive.

      Other than a Twitter page with no identifying photo and a Facebook profile that hasn’t been updated once in nineteen months, there’s nothing about her. The only information of even the slightest interest was a small writing competition she entered two years ago. The winner was to appear in a past issue of Writer’s Monthly—photo, short story, and bio. Eliza placed third and won five hundred dollars. Impressive, but it gave no further hint to the woman’s identity. Truth be told, even though her name is unique, I can’t even be sure that Sterling is her real last name. The only shot I have at finding out is our meeting.

      If she even shows up.

      I’m contemplating marching away from the parking lot just as I stomped out of her book launch in New York when she appears. She changed shirts, trading out a standard-issue company logo sweatshirt for a scooped neck grey sweater that falls slightly over one shoulder. When a burst of chilly air slides over her skin and dips the sweater lower, she visibly shivers and plunges her arms into a black quilted coat. She quickly zips it up, and I’m selfishly disappointed. This catches me off guard because I shouldn’t be anything at all.

      If only my brain would get the message.

      Her chestnut hair, twisted into a severe topknot both last night and an hour ago, now hangs in loose waves just below her shoulders. A hint of makeup gives her eyes sparkle, and my pulse trips, though I chalk it up to too much coffee. I should never have had a fourth cup. I should never have taken a second look at Eliza.

      But I have. She’s more beautiful than I remember. She stops a few feet away and looks up expectantly. I’m briefly distracted by a strand of hair that blows across her forehead. I have a sharp desire to reach up and pull it away.

      “Lew?” she says, yanking me from my little fantasy.

      “What? Hello, Miss Sterling.” I meet her eyes and feel myself redden. I never blush.

      “Have you been waiting out here the whole time?” she asks. Once again, I’m struck by her lack of accent. It’s American, with a slight southern drawl, just like she spoke in New York. Unlike everyone else I’ve met so far, Eliza Sterling is not from here.

      “No…” I manage, though my voice barely registers above a whisper. I clear my throat and try again. “I took a walk in the park across the street and came back to the lot a few minutes ago.”

      “It’s a beautiful park,” she says.

      “It is.” I shift in place, awkward and unsure, two emotions I rarely feel. “You’re not from England.” I don’t mean to pry, but the words are out before I think better of them. Unlike writing, there is no edit button for talking.

      She looks at me cautiously and slowly shakes her head. “No, I’m not. I have family here. I moved here a few years ago to be with them. It’s partly why I work here, at a very Americanized restaurant in the middle of London. We have several of them like it where I come from. It reminds me of home since I can’t be there in person.”

      “And where do you come from?”

      “Austin.”

      “I’ve been there. Texas is a beautiful place.”

      “Yes, it is. I miss it sometimes.”

      “Ever think you’ll move back?”

      “No.”

      Her answer is somehow disturbingly final and filled with resignation. The writer in me hears the story behind the words and wants desperately to push for more information, but I don’t. You get to know a person over time and in showing interest, not by forcing your way into their lives. Not by demanding answers.

      A part of me wants to know Eliza Sterling. A bigger part of me than I’ll admit.

      “So, last night…” I begin, steering the conversation into safer territory.

      She stops me with a wave of her hand. “Don’t worry about it. You were stressed. I was stressed. Probably jet lag factored in and coupled with multiple glasses of wine, it just—”

      “I didn’t have a single drink.”

      That statement was in question the moment I uttered it, clear when she raises a single eyebrow. “You didn’t? I guess I just assumed.”

      “No. Believe it or not, that performance was done entirely sober. I only drank water.”

      “Wow, maybe next time you should get drunk. Maybe alcohol has the opposite effect on you than it has on the rest of the population.”

      I can’t help a grin. “Meaning maybe it would make me more cognizant?”

      “Meaning that.” She smiles back, shrugging. “Maybe.”

      I don’t tell her that it won’t. Drunk Lew does foolish things like name-call his fiancé and insult romance readers. Drunk Lew gets fired and loses his career. Drunk Lew definitely isn’t more put together.

      This conversation has made me depressed, fast. One, because I don’t like revisiting old behaviors, not even mentally. And two, because this current life isn’t one I recognize. It’s like watching a blockbuster movie starring Chris Hemsworth and finding out while the credits roll that Chris Hemsworth is you. Not the worst situation, maybe, but entirely bizarre and completely unearned.

      Just this morning, I saw my giant face on a city bus, advertising a movie one of my books supposedly inspired. Then someone asked for an autograph as I was boarding the Tube, and two girls approached for a selfie once I was on the Tube itself. Apparently, I’m much more successful in England than I ever was at home. It’s madness. That’s what it is.

      I pause.

      Isn’t it?

      It only now occurs to me that I’ve gotten my old life back in spades in London. Tension collects in the back of my neck, and I reach up to massage the spot. We’ve switched places, Eliza and me. But the more interesting part is I’m the only one who knows. The idea makes me uncomfortable, like I’m cheating something. Why am I the only one who knows?

      “Let’s talk about something besides my bad performance last night, okay?”

      She grins. “Fine. What did you want to know? I assume you didn’t come all the way to Old World House from downtown because you heard great things about the bacon.”

      I frown. “No, and now I’m a little disappointed I ordered an omelet with sausage. I’d like to file a complaint with the waiter.” When she laughs, I feel as though I’ve won something.

      “I’ll make a note of it. But, now that you’re here, Mr. McDonnell, you want to tell me why?”

      I take a slow breath and begin what I hope is a very convincing speech, deciding the best approach is probably to lay everything out and start with the truth. “I’m here because I need your help.”

      She glances off to the side, a slight touch of worry creeping into her gaze. Worry for me or weariness at my being yet another person asking her for something? That’s more accurate; Eliza looks tired. “Help with what?” She sighs, long and slow.

      “Well…first of all, where I’m from, you’re an author.”

      She’s fiddling with the strap on her purse, but she stills at my words and eyes me with caution. “No, I’m not.”

      “But you are. You’ve just had your first novel published—stole the idea from me, in fact. You’ve also posted many stories online and—”

      “I remember you saying something about that last night.” She crosses her arms and flashes a challenging look at me. “What exactly is this thing I stole from you?”

      I swallow a retort, acutely aware of how brash I sound. No woman likes to be accused of thievery. Still. “The Dickens’ book, actually.”

      “The one you just released? The one we were helping you promote last night?”

      “Yes, that very one. Minus a couple of very minor details, of course.”

      She nods once. “I’m not sure about the minor details, but I find your theory odd since I am the last person who would write a book about Dickens.”

      “You don’t like him? He practically invented Christmas.”

      She looks bored. “That’s a movie you’re thinking of. I’m fairly certain Jesus invented Christmas.”

      I open my mouth to argue but close it. Who in their right mind would argue with that point?

      Eliza saves me from having to answer. “I like Charles Dickens very much, but I spend all day with him. Why would I want to spend my nights the same way? Besides, wanting to be an author and actually being one are two different things, Lew. You’re the author. I’m just a waitress wearing an ugly uniform by morning and a tour guide spouting random facts about long-dead authors by afternoon.”

      She flinches at her own words, as if talk of his death was insensitive. I’m inexplicably unsettled for a second, like I’m tapping against the thin ice currently holding her life together—a fissure here, a wider crack there. One false move and she might come tumbling out, broken and spilling in a rush, and I’m left staring at the mess I’ve made. She’s rigid, holding her breath, silently begging me to stop talking. Maybe I should listen.

      But I’m me. So, I don’t. “I’m telling you, you’re an author. A famous one. You’re all over Instagram and Facebook. You give interviews and attend book signings at the MET in New York and wear designer dresses and give speeches that people line up for.”

      She holds up a hand to stop me. “Your imagination is very vivid, but I’m not an author. Never have been, and at this point, I never will be.  As for helping you, I can’t. I already have too much to do in my own life, let alone help anyone else with theirs.” She takes a step away.

      “Eliza, wait.” I can’t let her go, not yet. “Please listen to me with an open mind.”

      She speaks over her shoulder, her eyes downcast and sad. “That’s the problem, though. My mind is too tired to be fully open, Mr. McDonnell. It has too much to think about already. And the very last thing I can think about right now is the claim you’re so insistent on making. You’re the author here, not me. Not ever me.”

      There’s so much sadness in the words “not ever me”, that I’m certain there’s a story behind them. One that’s both heartbreaking and final.

      “Go home, Mr. McDonnell. Sleep it off. Enjoy your success. Take it from me, someone who’s been a fan of yours for years. But please, no more talk about this. My mind can’t take it.”

      When she sighs, I realize that I’ve somehow closed the gap until her face is only inches from mine. So close, I can see the pulse in her neck pounding. I drop my gaze to study it.

      Here’s a fact. Sad women leave men feeling helpless. One second you want to comfort them. The next second, you feel an urge to protect them. Maybe it’s desperation or just a rush of adrenaline, but suddenly I want to wrap my arms around her in this parking lot. No doubt I would be slapped for trying, but the urge is there all the same. Eliza is the only person in this world that ties me to the other world, and I need her. One way or another, I’ve got to get her on my side. It’s lonely and frustrating over here all alone. But no one ever got what they wanted by force.

      “Okay.”

      Her left eye twitches. “Okay? Meaning you won’t come here to ask me about this again?”

      Of course, I will, but right now isn’t the time to push. Besides, what do I have so pressing that I need to get back now anyway? A day or two won’t hurt. Maybe three. I’ll get her to understand once I figure out how to make it happen. In the meantime, maybe I could learn to enjoy this new reality before it disappears. There’s no denying my current circumstances are better.

      “Meaning I won’t come here again.”

      She twists her bottom lip in thought. “I mean, you still should try the bacon…”

      That victorious feeling is back. “Is that an invitation?”

      “That depends,” she says. “How well do you tip?”

      Before I can stop myself, I throw my head back and laugh. Eliza might be worn down, but she’s funny as hell. “Quite well, actually.”

      “Then I guess you can come back if you want.”

      I might believe her nonchalance more if her gaze hadn’t just dipped to my mouth. “Maybe I will.”

      She blinks and takes a step backward, clearing her throat. “Maybe you should. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to head home and take a nap before my shift starts at the museum. I’ll see you later?”

      “You definitely will.”

      She walks away, and seconds go by before I notice my hands are clenched. Odd that I’m tense around her. I’m also holding my breath. I haven’t had any sort of emotional reaction to a woman in years. I need Eliza’s help, but it’s more than that. When it all settles into place, what I really want is for her to see me. I’ve been buried a long time, maybe longer than I should have allowed.

      I take a deep breath and loosen my fingers, listening to my knuckles pop one by one as I watch her walk away.
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      Eliza

      “Do you think my coming there is a waste of time? I’m worried she’ll stay asleep and won’t even know I was here.” I put the phone on speaker, then grip the steering wheel with one hand and swipe underneath my eye with the other, wiping away self-pity as I catch another tear in my palm and shake it away. If I never cry again, it will be too soon, though wishing for it is the equivalent of dropping yet another penny into a bottomless well. My dreams never come true, at least not in the last three years. Someday, maybe life will be different. That moment isn’t today.

      “I wouldn’t call it a waste of time,” Maya says. “And we both know that your second statement was a waste of words.”

      The light turns yellow, so I slow the car to a crawl and stop. “I know. I’m just feeling sorry for myself.” There’s a young girl in the crosswalk in front of me who didn’t bother looking both ways before she took off walking. I resist the strong urge to roll my window down and give her a stern lecture. Not everyone appreciates my wisdom.

      “That feeling is going around today,” Maya says. “So far, an elderly man wandered off, and it took nearly ten minutes to locate him. And then a thirteen-year-old boy died early this morning. I’ve been crying in the break room for a couple minutes already.” Her voice stops abruptly. “I’m sorry, Eliza. “It’s just been a bad day. That isn’t something you want to hear.”

      She’s right. It isn’t. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned in the last three years, it’s not to take everything personally.

      “It hasn’t been great here, either,” I say. “I’ll be there in ten minutes, and we’ll talk.”

      “See you in ten.”

      I hit the end button, toss my phone in the passenger seat, glance in the rearview mirror, and gasp when I see a car approaching the light at full speed. I honk my horn to stop him, and the girl in the crosswalk looks up. She jumps out of the way in time and lands on her backside right in front of my car. The car next to me screeches to a halt, and the driver jumps out, running to make sure the girl is okay. She is, but I’m no longer here as the scene morphs to an earlier one in my mind.

      Now all I can see is a different girl. Squealing breaks. Screams. A siren. A gurney. Spinning blue lights of a police car thirty feet in front of me. Me standing on the side of the road, accepting the blanket a stranger wraps around my shoulders.

      A car honks behind me, and I blink the image away. It’s already taken up enough seconds to shave a year off my life, a movie on repeat that I hate but am forever stuck watching. The light is green, so I slowly pull away from the scene in front of me, my heart bouncing inside my chest like it’s desperate for a way out. The girl is safely across the street, the man back in his car and ahead of me by several yards. Traffic is moving. The crisis is averted.

      Pulse is returning to normal.

      But then I hear Lew McDonnell’s words again and take three giant steps away from anything remotely close to progress.

      You’re an author.

      Of everything he could have said to me today, that was the absolute worst. It’s like he knew, almost like he somehow managed to climb inside my brain and pull out my most tender thoughts without asking permission. The long-dormant monster rises from my past, using claws and tentacles to scratch its way up despite my determination to keep it buried. An author. It’s about as laughable as the stacks of spiral notebooks on my bedside table. Becoming an author was once my dream, one that nearly came to fruition.

      But that was before.

      This is after.

      Life is divided that way, you know. Into before and after, now and then. It’s the only way some of us can manage to keep past disappointments separate from any chance of future hope. That way, maybe one will never touch the other and become contaminated, infecting everything around it. Some people say you can’t have disappointment without hope, happiness without sadness—that neither works without the other. But take it from someone who’s experienced disappointment and sadness in a nearly continual stream for two straight years. You can experience one without the other. Sometimes you’re forced to. Sorrow is piled so high in my hand that I’m having to balance it with the hand that was supposed to hold joy. That hand is empty, so it isn’t a sacrifice.

      You can’t lose what you never had.

      I’ve been fresh out of hope for years.
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        * * *

      

      I stare at my sister’s face, still and unmoving as always, and look at the paper on my lap. They say sadness is the great well that a writer draws from; if there is a truer statement, I haven’t heard it. The spiral notebook is nearly filled with the words and scribbles of desperation. I’ve written more in the past two years than I wrote in the previous twenty-three combined. However, if you had asked me back then, I would have proclaimed my seriousness and dedication to the craft. Thinking about it now, it’s almost laughable.

      I attended my first writer’s conference five years ago, a nationally renowned one held yearly in New York City. It was a college graduation gift from my grandmother. She’d saved up the five-hundred-dollar registration fee for months, determined to put me on a plane to the city so that I could chase my dream. And chase it, I did. Compelled to see the world and document it as I went, I swallowed my many apprehensions and hopped on that plane without glancing backward. All in all, the trip was a success.

      By the time I got home, there was an even bigger dream in my soul and the fire inside my gut to pursue it. I set up a Facebook page and regularly posted. Professional headshots came next, then business cards, query letters, and a regular daily schedule to abide by. I was a real writer who cranked out short stories and partial novels faster than regular people switched laundry.

      An agent showed interest in my work. Writer’s World held a national competition, and one of my stories came in third out of nearly four thousand entries.

      A publisher reached out to request material. Another offered a contract.

      I printed out every word I’d ever written, along with a short biography and a partial novel I’d begun writing based on the life of Charles Dickens. Even though Lew’s insinuation was entirely wrong, his claim that I’d written a Dickens book myself was not. Weird how those facts exist for both of us. I wrapped a giant rubber band around the whole stack as instructed, boxed it up, filled out an address label, set the box on the kitchen table, ready to ship to both inquiring publishers the next morning.

      And then the accident happened.

      The accident that was all my fault.

      That box—along with half my heart and nearly the entirety of my once-innocent brain—still sits untouched on the top shelf of my pantry, pushed as far back as possible but still partly visible when I reach for a trash bag or a roll of paper towels. Every day I see it. Every day I remember. Every day I think of what might have been.

      And then I climb into my car and drive to see my sister.

      It used to be the two of us against the world.

      Now it’s me. Alone. A ticking clock inside my head is counting off seconds while my life stands completely still.

      How long this will last is anyone’s guess.

      To this day, the only one who knows about the box is me.
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        * * *

      

      “He said you’re an author? A published one? That’s like, impossible. It doesn’t even make sense.”

      I feel my eyes narrow. What started off as a puzzling discussion only minutes ago suddenly feels like an attack, unintentional though it may be. “It’s not entirely impossible,” I say, “but thanks for that.”

      She slides the blood pressure cuff off my sister’s arm with an eye roll, then records the number on her clipboard and looks up at me. “Oh, don’t get offended. I’m just saying the Met? And you’re supposed to be social media famous? You only used Facebook for, like, six minutes. You hate social media. It sounds to me like he’s a bit delusional. Are you sure he’s even who he claims to be?”

      I don’t exactly hate social media; it just reminds me of what might have been. I’m still online once or twice a day when I’m bored. I still stare at the smiling faces of the four hundred people I follow whose lives are all markedly better than mine. When’s the last time I went on vacation? When’s the last time I read a book? Both seem like luxuries afforded to other, more fun-loving people.

      People who aren’t me.

      “I’m not offended. But, yes, I’ve followed Lew McDonnell’s career for years and recognized him right away. When I was a sophomore, I even had a poster of his face hanging above my bed.” I smile to myself before shaking my head to focus on the issue at hand. “But you’re right about him being delusional. He’s insane.”

      “Should be committed.” Maya checks my sister’s urine output and frowns, then makes a note on her clipboard. “And only you would have the poster of an author above your bed. Actors and musicians aren’t good enough for you?” Teasing words, but her tone is off.

      My heart trips a bit. “Is something wrong?”

      “No, it’s just a little less output than I’d like it to be today. We’ll increase her fluids a bit, and I’m sure things will be back to normal tomorrow.” Silence hangs for a few beats, just long enough for me to start worrying.  As usual, Maya stops my mental train before it wrecks. “Nothing to worry about. Now, back to the crazy author.”

      I smile. “Crazy maybe, but have you seen his picture? It’s like if Tom Holland and Bradley Cooper had a baby, and he inherited Tom’s eyes and Bradley’s smile. Not to mention the hair of both, which…is there anything better?”

      “Tom Holland and Bradley Cooper? That’s a weird pairing.”

      “Not once you see what he looks like,” I quip.

      A glint of curiosity sparks in her eyes and an almost laugh. She twirls her finger toward my phone. “Pull up a picture.”

      With a smug expression, I do just that, feeling a familiar flutter when Lew’s Wikipedia page begins to load. I’ve pulled up his photos from the first day my mother bought me a phone and gave me twenty-four-hour internet access—a dangerous thing for teenagers, even the anti-social, bookworm types. My idea of a good time on Friday night was searching for the latest facts on Lew McDonnell, J.K. Rowling, Stephen King, and Nicholas Sparks. Whatever made up their social lives, that’s what I wanted for mine. I dreamed of marriage proposals and swoon-worthy acceptances. Will you marry me, Eliza? Of course, I will, Nicholas, as long as I can star in your next film. I planned to name my first baby after all four authors, which would only work if my first baby was a boy. Cheesy to have that much of your life planned at sixteen, but I was crushing hard for individuals I never thought I’d meet, two of whom were married men old enough to be my father, and one was a woman.

      “Here he is.” I hand Maya my phone. Suddenly nervous about how she’ll assess his image, I look at the gray blanket covering my sister and tug at a loose string. When it doesn’t give right away, I pull harder. It doesn’t break as I hoped, and instead, I’ve made the string longer and created a small run in the fabric. Just like me to ruin everything.

      “Oh, dear God,” Maya says.

      I loop a finger around the string and look up. Her eyes are shining, reminding me of a younger version of myself.

      “I told you, he’s gorgeous.” The string breaks off the blanket, and I loop it around my finger a few more times, watching as the tip of my skin slowly turns purple.

      She hands the phone back to me. “Maybe you should talk to him again.”

      I make a face. “What happened to him being delusional?” My fingertip is almost numb.

      She walks around the bed and pats me on the arm. “A little crazy never hurt anyone. I’m also invested in you having a social life outside of sitting in this room night after night waiting for something to change.” She shrugs. “He’s cute, Eliza. Maybe you should hear him out. If nothing else, maybe his weird stories will give you something to write about. What better way to research than to fantasize about him in person? It could be a fun way to pass the time.”

      Her words are locked and loaded with innuendo. She’s right. The Dickens book. I have said I wanted to finish it, sprinkle it with romance, and wrap the story up. I suppose I could ask Lew a few questions…

      “I’ll be back in a half-hour, okay?” Maya says, tucking the clipboard under her arm and walking toward the door.

      “I’ll be here,” I say, and I will. I lean my head against the back of the chair and close my eyes.

      Her words hit a nerve deep inside me, one I rarely acknowledge. It’s been two years. Two long years of me holding my breath, waiting for a miracle, begging God to perform one or rewind time. I want what Maya spoke of. I want friends and a great love and a reason to write stories once again. I want my life back. My motivation. My muse.

      But how can I ask God for any of those things when the person I love most in the world is lying in a bed, staring unseeing at the ceiling, and unable to move at all?

      How can I ask Him when it’s entirely my fault?
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      Lew

      “Can you move a little closer?” A girl of about sixteen asks. “And would you mind giving me a kiss on the cheek?”

      We’re standing in the middle of a busy sidewalk, and I am absolutely not doing that.  Instead, I turn my face toward her friend’s phone and smile. One, two, click and done. I back up while the girls flip through the pictures, one holding up a finger to indicate I should wait. I never got used to this a few years ago, and I’m not comfortable with it now.

      “Okay, we’ve got a good one,” her friend says. “Thank you so much, Mr. McDonnell!” Both girls squeal, staring at their phones while I watch them walk away.

      Fame is simultaneously flattering and disappointing in that it rushes in on a high and then leaves you crashing back down to earth. Lots of people recognize me, but no one really knows me. I might be able to blame this weird time shift, but it’s a true statement in both worlds.

      It’s the worst kind of vertigo that can’t be helped.

      I scan the city streets, looking for something…anything to make me feel normal. And then I spot it. A magazine stand. Surely, they sell only current editions. I’ll go there, casually pick one up, and quickly scour the cover for anything that feels current.

      “No reading the material if you don’t intend to purchase it,” a male voice with a broad English accent startles me. An elderly man appears up from behind the counter, wiping the wood's surface with a dirty paper towel as he goes. He’s wearing a tan woolen vest and a chocolate brown beret—the picture of old English regality. Or of a singing, dancing, chimney sweep.

      I frown. “Sorry, I was just scanning the cover for—”

      “That matters not. Read the sign.” I follow his gaze to a small plaque hanging to the right of the small stand. If you touch it, you buy it. This is the rule used by small-town corner five and dimes that I remember from my childhood. I reach for my wallet and pull out two bills.

      “You’re that fellow, aren’t you?” the man says like he knows a secret that I don’t. Which would be correct, considering I know nothing about my life.

      “What fellow?”

      He nods at something behind me. “That one. Your photograph is all over the city.”

      Thinking this day can’t possibly get more confusing, I roll the magazine into a tube and look over my shoulder to seek out whatever the man is rambling about. My eyes go wide at a life-sized cardboard cutout of myself on display in a bookstore window. Next to it, a smaller display of my books with a header across the top: meet Lew McDonnell this Saturday at eleven. I stare at the window, trying to comprehend what it means. A reflection slides across the glass, something familiar and foreign at the exact same time. Whirling back around, I spot it on the other side of the newspaper stand.

      A city bus, the red double-decker kind so typical of London. Except my image is plastered across the side, the title Mundane Realities slashed in red ink across my right eyebrow. A horrendous title indeed, but everywhere I look, it’s still so obviously mine.

      On busses.

      On cut-outs.

      In entire window displays.

      In teenage girls and elderly men pointing out my identity.

      It’s…a lot. Something that never happened in New York, not even at the height of my fame.
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        * * *

      

      My image is all over London. In every bookstore window and on at least two city busses so far. This town celebrates its authors, or at least they celebrate me. In one afternoon, I’ve been asked for five more autographs, kissed one additional non-underage woman, been propositioned, and slipped two phone numbers that I quickly dropped in the trash. It’s all a bit unsettling, but nothing compares to the shock I felt when I saw an announcement about my movie premiere in two weeks. For a movie, I don’t recall.  For a book, I have no memory of writing. This presents a problem considering I’m undoubtedly expected to show up and act like I’m aware of everything. Lest we’ve all forgotten, I’m an author. I write for a living. Writing is a solitary endeavor. Large crowds are not my forte. I’ve never met an author who enjoys the spotlight. Yours truly is no exception.

      “Excuse me, are you Lew McDonnell?”

      Oh, for god’s sake, will it never end? I turn, ready to fake pleasantries and sign autographs for yet another over-enthusiastic fan, but to my surprise, I’m met with the face of a young boy. He can’t be more than six or seven. Chocolate brown hair, wide eyes, very proper manners, and he’s clutching what appears to be a walking stick in one hand and a children’s book in the other.

      I tilt my head to look at him. “I am Mr. McDonnell. And who might you be?”

      “I’m Timothy,” he says, so formally childlike that I wonder if six or seven might be too generous. I scan the area, but there’s no sign of an adult.

      “What are you doing out here all by yourself?” For all its poshness and air of polite society, London has a homeless problem like any other city. It isn’t unusual to see children roaming the streets at all hours of the day and night begging for money. I look around again, but still no sign of anyone remotely responsible. If adults can’t care for their children, they shouldn’t have them.

      “My father owns this bookstore.”

      Oh. Maybe I was mistaken.

      Timothy twists his torso a quarter turn to show me. “He saw you out here through the window and yelled at me to grab my book and hurry. Could you sign this for me? I would be eternally grateful.” He holds up a book with wonder in his eyes as he looks me over.

      It’s that look that makes me pause. The look and the way he says eternally grateful, both the accent and the words. Eternally grateful if I sign his book. This book. I take it in my hands and study the front cover, yet another cover I don’t recognize or recall writing.

      Apparently, I write children’s books now.

      So much goes through my mind in this seemingly insignificant moment. The boy, the bookstore, my career, the last forty-eight hours-- all things that add up to me no longer recognizing my own life. Not only do I not know where I am or how I got here but I also don’t know how the girl who won’t speak to me factors into all of it.

      I’m increasingly uncertain that I’ll ever find out.

      I’m scared I’ll be stuck here forever.

      The boy still stares at me, so I force a small smile and reach for the book. “I’ll sign your copy. And then would you be so kind as to show me around your father’s bookstore?” I have an idea, one that’s only just now surfaced. When opportunity rears its head, I’ve learned to use it to my advantage.

      “Oh, I certainly will. I’ll show you everything, even the Harry Potter section. We have the best one.” He claps a little to emphasize his enthusiasm. I can’t help but grin at him, thinking everyone should have the best Harry Potter section. Are you even a bookstore if you don’t?

      I fish a pen out of my jacket pocket and scratch out my signature as the child beams up at me. His gap-tooth smile tugs at a part of me I thought was long dead. I’ve never cared much for children, but this one is cute, a spitting image of what a child of mine might look like one day if I were to have one. You had the fullest head of black hair when you were born. Doctors said they had never seen so much…

      I startle at the memory of my mother’s words, coming at me in a rush as though spoken only yesterday. It’s been three decades since I last heard her voice.

      I hand him the book and watch as he tucks it under his arm, then turns with his walking stick to guide me toward the store. I assumed the stick was a child’s prop, like play-walking with crutches or using tin foil as braces, but I can’t help but notice Timothy walks with a slight limp. It isn’t large enough to impede his movements, but it’s there all the same. I start to ask him about it but now doesn’t feel like the right time. Now it’s time to do a little looking around. Now is the time to find Hermione and all her magical friends and let Timothy play the part of an accommodating host.

      Now is also the time to do a bit of research on this strange version of Lew McDonnell.
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        * * *

      

      “The sentence structure is remarkable,” I whisper to myself, struck once again by the surrealness of the moment. I’ve heard people talk about an out-of-body experience, a hovering above themselves like an observer, a feeling as if you’re in a room but somehow exist outside of it. Other than the occasional odd dream, I’ve never experienced anything like that in real life until now. For an author, there can’t be anything stranger than reading words you constructed into a rough draft years ago that have since been transformed into a polished novel, all without your help. Writers are tied to their characters like parents to their children. I’m not a father, but I highly doubt there’s a parent around who couldn’t instantly point out one of their kids in a crowd. This book is fantastic, but so far, I only vaguely recognize it.

      I close the book and tuck it under my arm, deciding to buy my own copy and read it in its entirety at home tonight.

      Home.

      The word leaves me in a major predicament.

      I vaguely recall a question about my home in Knightsbridge, but I’m unsure what that refers to. Last night, I slept at the St. Pancras hotel down the street from the Dickens museum because my agent had conveniently arranged the reservation. This morning, he left London for…for…only God knows where, and now I’m on my own. Trouble is, I’m flailing on my own. If I were abducted, I would have absolutely no one to call because not one of my phone contacts is a working number. If I have a home in London, I’ve yet to find any information about it. The only thing I have to go on is a Royal Mail post office box listed on a business card I found inside my suit jacket pocket.

      Lew McDonnell, Author

      Address: One Hyde Park

      Website: Lew McDonnell.com

      Authors are notoriously private with their personal information. I curse the day I ever believed that to be a good idea. I leave the fiction section and head for the biographies, then search for my own name, pluck a book off the shelf, and open it to page one, distracted but trying to focus.

      After I leave here, I need to go shopping. I’m still wearing my tuxedo, minus the bow tie and jacket. My white shirt is rolled at sleeves and untucked to hide the smudge of dirt on my pants. I need jeans and sweaters and, for the love of God, a new pair of shoes. The pair I’m wearing is expensive and incredibly nice, but they’re cutting into my heel like someone inserted a rusty shoehorn and left it there. Shopping is up next on the list of—

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were stalking me.”

      I smile at the book but don’t immediately react to the light-hearted insinuation, even though I recognize the voice instantly. I mark my page with a finger and close the book, turning to face her.

      “And how do you suppose I would do that since I know next to nothing about you?”

      “So, I suppose being here is just a coincidence.”

      “Of the strangest kind,” I say.

      Eliza leans against a shelf and glances at my hand. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m buying a book,” I say like it should be obvious. It takes work not to let my gaze drop to her scooped neckline, to her auburn hair falling well past her shoulders, to her waist that…

      Like I said, it takes work.

      I curse inwardly and scan the bookshelves. Starting now, I vow to focus on the fact that she still hasn’t offered to help me time warp back to New York like a decent human.

      “You do realize you’re buying your own book, right? And reading a biography on yourself?” When I don’t respond, she keeps going. “Brushing up on your own life so that you’ll be prepared for the next meet and greet. Oh! You have a movie premiere in a couple weeks. Better get to learning about yourself. Here, take this one too.” She plucks another biography off the shelf and thrusts it at my arm.

      “You’re a funny one. I was just nervous, okay? Some of us get that way in public, and I’m no exception.” It’s a lie, of course. I’ve never had a problem talking about myself until last night, and I have no intention of letting it happen again. “But the real question is, what are you doing here?”

      “My brother-in-law owns this bookstore. I came to see my nephew.”

      I blink. “Timothy is your nephew?”

      She raises an eyebrow. “How do you know Timothy?”

      “I met him on the sidewalk. He asked me to sign a book for him. It seems I also write children’s books now, even though I’ve never even considered the idea in real-life.”

      Her lip twitches in a confused smile. “You’re an odd fellow, Lew. My nephew loves your book.”

      I can’t think of a thing to say because there is no book. I don’t write children’s books. Why would I when I barely even like children?

      “Aunt Eliza! You came to see me!” Little boy arms and legs come from nowhere and leap from the ground, wrapping around Eliza like an octopus would snare its prey. The entire display looks incredibly painful, which is why it surprises me when I realize I’m smiling. Eliza turns Timothy in a circle and ends the spin with a kiss on his nose.

      “Of course, I came to see you, silly boy. I would never miss a Thursday. What would you like to do?”

      I know she’s talking to Timothy, but all I can think about is how much I wish she were talking to me. Suddenly I want to be included in their plans. Find out what’s so special about Thursdays.
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      Eliza

      It happened on a Thursday, and I’ve spent every Thursday for the past two years trying to make it up to him. Blissfully unaware, Timmy makes it his mission to unwittingly torture me for it.

      “Timmy, hold on tight and don’t fall. And for the love of everything, please slow down.”

      I’m rewarded with yet another groan as he continues to pump his legs higher. Swinging and swimming are the two instances where his legs are weightless. Timmy knows this and uses that power to the last percent. If my brother-in-law could see this…me allowing it…he would undoubtedly give me the tongue lashing I deserve.

      “You call him Timmy? That’s cute.”

      “It’s been my nickname for him since the day he was born. So, yes, I—Timmy, slow down! That’s too dangerous!” His shadow looms overhead, and as usual, I’m ignored. If he’s this rambunctious at age six, what on earth will he be like as a teenager?

      “Look how high I am!”

      Every muscle in me tenses, and I fight a wave of nausea. “Good job. Now finish swinging, and we’ll go get ice cream.” I told him no to ice cream earlier. Now I’ll buy him every single flavor if he’ll just come down safely.

      “Quite the protective aunt, aren’t you?”

      I glance at Lew, once again wondering what in the world possessed me to invite him along. As far as bold moves go, I’ve never been one to make them. But I did, and now we’re standing side by side watching my very precocious nephew swing for the heavens as fast as his lame left leg will carry him. There’s still a very large part of me that cannot fathom the idea that I’m standing next to Lew McDonnell or that he said yes to this little endeavor at all. But deep down, I can’t deny that a small part of me is curious.

      Where I come from, you’re an author.

      It’s the curious part that nudged me to invite him.

      Try as I might, I can’t seem to erase the memory of those words or the way they made me feel. Is it even remotely possible that what he said might be true? Even more, what on earth might his meaning entail? A sort of Freaky Friday in reverse? A type of…time slip?

      Even as I think it, the idea is utterly absurd. Embarrassing. Outrageous. I’m crazy for even entertaining the idea in my mind. I shake my head dismissively and concentrate on Timmy, now dragging his feet through the dirt below the swing.  That’s when I remember Lew’s comment. “I’m very protective, considering his history.” I hate myself the second the words come out.

      “What’s his history?”

      Of course, Lew would ask the question. It’s a normal response to a leading statement. But I don’t want to talk about my nephew’s history, not when I’m trying so hard to forget it myself.

      “He just has a tendency to be a bit clumsy.” I clear my throat and scratch at a phantom discomfort under my right rib. Guilt and blame tend to itch when you give them acknowledgment.

      “Is that the reason for his limp?” Lew asks, keeping me on a memory lane that I’d rather not travel down. “He broke a bone?”

      “Yes.”

      No. Not exactly.

      “How?”

      “Do you want to get ice cream or not?” I call to Timmy, desperate to escape more questions. I absolutely will not elaborate. Not here, even though the problem isn’t the playground, or the jungle gym, or Timmy’s affinity for heights. The problem is that I’m his aunt, and Timothy does, in fact, walk with a limp, and no matter where we go, someone always asks what happened. My nephew is six, and right now he believes me when I tell him it was an accident.

      What happens when he gets older?

      What happens when he starts to remember?

      What will he think of me then?
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      “Use a napkin, silly boy. Ice cream is running down your chin.” I pull a tissue from my pocket and hand it to him, laughing at the spectacle he makes.

      He swipes the cloth across his face but misses half the mess, then hands me back the napkin and uses his jacket sleeve to catch the rest. He’s never been fond of baths or basic grooming. My sister was the same way as a child, or I might have a reason to worry. I wad the napkin into a ball, toss it into a nearby bin, and then resume eating my own cone. “You’ll be sorry when bugs start nipping at your face, trying to get a bit of that vanilla you’ve left everywhere.”

      Timmy sees right through my thin threat and laughs. “There aren’t any bugs, Aunt Eliza. It’s cold. The bugs have all hibernated into their nests.” I don’t think this is true, but I say nothing as Timmy uses his cane to hop over a crack in the sidewalk, oblivious to the way his ice cream jostles and nearly falls to the pavement. He is so happy, and far be it from me to break the spell of the moment. Happiness is often hard to come by, and I never want to risk its disappearance.

      “He’s right, you know,” Lew says. “There aren’t any bugs this time of year. But he’s wrong about the nests. They aren’t around because they’re all dead.”

      “That isn’t true,” Timmy protests. “Is it?”

      He looks suddenly sad, a black stain on my sweet aunt-nephew moment. “Of course not.” I shoot Lew a look. “Next time I invite you to join us for ice cream, remind me not to.”

      Lew smiles and drat if it doesn’t make me happier. “You invited me to the park. You never mentioned the ice cream or the fact that I would be paying for it. But now that we’re here…” He turns away from me to look at my nephew. “Timothy, I challenge you to an eating contest. First one to finish his ice cream gets a soda, on me.”

      It isn’t like I asked him to pay. He was just the fastest to pull out his wallet.

      Timmy stops hopping and looks at Lew with wide eyes. “I’m not allowed to have soda because it eats away my insides.”

      He’s so solemn and serious that I’m instantly embarrassed. My face burns hot when I feel the weight of Lew’s stare on me.

      “You use that line on a six year old, but you can’t tell him the truth about the lifecycle of bugs?”

      “It’s true. Soda is terrible for you.”

      “So is beer, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t occasionally had one.”

      “Occasionally my—”

      “Careful, Eliza. Cursing isn’t healthy for a kid, either. In fact, between the two, I’d venture to guess that hearing adults cuss does more harm than a single Coca-Cola.”

      Unsure of how to respond to this, I press my lips together and say nothing. Maybe he’s right, or maybe he isn’t, but judging by the hopeful look on my nephew’s face, I’ve already lost the battle. Lew grins and gives me a wink. It’s hard to stay annoyed when he directs that smile at me.

      “What do you say, Timothy? Is it a bet? It won’t hurt your insides that much.”

      My nephew glances at me. I nod, assuring him that it’s fine. It’s all the permission he needs, and he lets out a whoop.

      “On your mark, get set, go!” Timmy takes an enormous bite of ice cream, melted liquid spurting and gushing down the sides of the cone. As for Lew, no adult male has ever eaten slower, a blatant attempt to lose. I’d be thoroughly annoyed if his actions didn’t tug at my heartstrings. This man may be unstable with his crazy rantings and improbable ideas, but he does have a way of pulling you to his side.

      After a ridiculously slow five minutes that finds both wearing sticky white mustaches around their lips and chins, Timmy shouts in victory.

      “I won! Now you have to buy me a soda! A good thing, too, since I don’t have any money.”

      His words send a ripple of laughter through us both as we wander the streets in search of a vendor.
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      “So, why the sudden change? Why the invitation today?”

      Lew’s face is the picture of curiosity when he asks this question. I, however, am at a loss. I have no idea why I asked him to come with us, but that isn’t exactly an answer I want to give.

      “Because my nephew seemed taken with you. That much was obvious at the library.”

      He seems amused by my response. “Yes, but he didn’t ask me. You did.”

      I roll my eyes. “I invited you because it seemed like a good idea at the time. Simple as that.” I’ve never been able to think on my feet, and this is why his story about my being a writer in some alternate universe has to be utterly false. Writers can always think on their feet because they’re creative at anticipating scenarios. They have to be. It’s a requirement for good storytelling. And, as my ineptitude at this moment so painfully highlights, I can’t think fast at all. I watch Timmy walk down the sidewalk in front of us, doing his best to avoid cracks in the pavement despite his difficulty walking a straight line.

      His responding, “Hmm,” sounds slightly forced and condescending. “A more skeptical man might think you were having second thoughts about what I told you yesterday.”

      I don’t tell him that he might be right.

      Last night and, for the first time in years, I pulled down my box of papers…those old stories and that single manuscript still paperclipped together, still waiting to be mailed to the agent who requested it. I thumbed through the slightly yellowed pages, reading select passages while the pages creaked and protested the months they’d been left untouched. I am my own worst critic, but even I had to admit the lines were well written. The story is a good one, oddly similar to Lew’s latest book; in fact, both are a retelling of Dickens’ Great Expectations. Both focused primarily on the minor character Avenger, a servant boy hired by the protagonist. Odd that our shared details would be so similar.

      I thought of the idea my first week working at the museum, but I’d never shared it with anyone. Last night, I spent hours reading and rereading each page, allowing myself to wonder, daring myself to dream, giving myself permission to hope for the first time in two years. Hope is a scary thing when you’ve spent so much time erecting walls around it. But the walls were beginning to crumble. I made a fast decision not to let them.

      When I finished the story, I panicked and straightened the papers, then stuffed them back into the box and carried everything up to the attic. Further out of sight, further out of mind. At least now, I wouldn’t catch sight of the box every time I reached for a new roll of paper towels.

      I square my shoulders and answer Lew’s claim. “I had second thoughts for a moment.” Seeing the flash of relief in his eyes, I forge ahead to explain myself. “But I don’t anymore. The mere idea of my being an author in some other universe is preposterous at best. That sort of thing might happen in novels, but it doesn’t happen in real life.”

      “Eliza, I’m telling the truth. If you’d just—”

      “That’s just it, Mr. McDonnell. I won’t ‘just.’ If you have any desire to spend time with me or my nephew, this will be the last time we discuss it.”

      “Eliza—”

      “The last time. I know what I can handle in my life, and this isn’t it.”

      When he falls silent, it appears the issue is settled. It would be nice if I could feel just a little bit relieved.

      I don’t. I feel lonelier now than I’ve felt in years. And I get the sense that I’ve just made the wrong decision.
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      Lew

      I’m walking the streets of London with Eliza and Timothy, but I’m filled with the grim realization that I’m on my own. Completely and utterly alone.

      In the past four years, I’ve been ridiculed, discarded, shamed, embarrassed, shunned, and rejected. But nothing feels worse than being alone because it’s happening in a world where nothing is familiar. I can’t call anyone for support; I’ve tried, and none of the numbers work. I can’t reach out to my old publisher; they have no record of my employment anywhere on file. I could call my new publisher, but what help would they be?

      It’s like everyone I knew in my old life has vanished completely. I’m certain every single one of them lives out there somewhere, but I have no idea how to find them or even where I might start. Worse, would they know me if I appeared before them? Did the Lew McDonnell of today permanently delete the Lew McDonnell of yesterday? This version of me feels very much like Jimmy Stewart in It’s A Wonderful Life, without the bell ringing and childlike hope for the future.

      Hope. It’s the only thing I have, so I’d better find it fast.

      Hope that someone will call me. Hope that someone will reach out. Hope that someone familiar will run into me on the streets of London and recognize me for who I really am. So far, all this hoping for hope is entirely…hopeless.

      “Why does everyone ask for your autograph?” Timothy asks, looking up at me.

      I only then realize I’ve been completely lost in thought, forgetting the company I’m keeping and the path we’ve walked. We’re back to the bookstore as though it appeared from nowhere, much like the rest of my life.

      On our walk from the ice cream parlor, we were stopped three times with requests for photos. I obliged, of course, but Timothy didn’t hide his impatience—with sighs, loud groans, and one very loud, “I hate pictures. Why do we have to keep stopping?” But stop, we did. And the most interesting thing about it?

      I grew to dislike it less and less.

      I could get very used to the star treatment I’m receiving in London. In New York, it’s been years since I’ve been treated as anything but an outcast, and this is definitely better. Is there a person alive who would voluntarily choose scorn over praise? In this new world, there’s no choice to be made.

      I glance at Eliza and ruffle Timothy’s hair. “You asked for my autograph, remember? I suppose it stands to reason that other people would too.”

      He ducks under my arm. “Yes, but I am a kid. All those other people were grown-ups who shouldn’t still be reading children’s books. That’s silly.” He holds out both arms and spins in a circle, careful to favor his good leg. When he wobbles a bit, I reach out to steady him.

      “Well, a couple things about that. First, children’s books can also be for adults. Dr. Seuss happens to be one of my favorite authors. Did you know I’ve actually eaten green eggs and ham three times, and I own a pet Fox in Sox?”

      Timothy’s eyes widen like saucers before he sees through my lie and giggles. “No, you don’t.”

      I smile. “Okay, you caught me on that last one. But,” I pause for effect, “I happen to write more than just children’s books. For example, have you seen this poster?” I point to the cardboard cutout in his father’s bookstore window. “I wrote that book.” I sound very confident for someone who couldn’t even tell you what the book is about.

      Timmy looks at it, then between Eliza and me with a very surprised expression. I almost laugh when he says to Eliza, “Did he really write that book?”

      “He did,” she nods.

      Timothy studies the cutout as though weighing her words against what he knows about me. “His head’s a lot bigger on that poster than in real life.”

      “Oh, I think his head is big in both cases,” Eliza quips.

      I raise an eyebrow, and she blushes. The words sounded flirty, which means I’m clearly hearing things that aren’t there.

      “You think you’re funny, do you?” I say, unable to hold back a smile. “I’ll have you know that my ego is not nearly as large as you might like to pretend. Don’t listen to this nonsense, Timothy. In real life, my head is normal size. Though we should talk to your father about the proportions on that poster.”

      “Yeah, he needs to fix it. You look like an alien.”

      Timothy giggles, and I tilt my head. Alien is a stretch, but the boy is finding amusement in the situation, and I can’t fault him for that. He skips ahead of us, and I open the bookstore door, ushering all of us inside. Eliza enters in front of me, and my gaze dips downward to admire the view. Catching myself, I drag my eyes upward and swallow. This is not the time or place, and until I figure out how I got to this time and place, it possibly never will be.

      I make my way to the back of the store where the biography section is located. I’ve made it only twenty pages into the biography about myself that I was reading earlier, and I need to know more. Where I came from. How I got here. My journey to publication. My thoughts and beliefs because, right now, even those are in question. I’m famous for a lot of things, but I have no idea how they came to happen. If I start reading now, I could probably finish by midnight, make a few notes before the sun rises, and have a better idea who the hell I’m supposed to be.

      Then, maybe, I’ll finally understand how to undo this mess.

      “Will you read me a story?”

      I halt, hit with the sensation of all my plans smashing together. Timothy blinks up at me, holding a large book under his chin. He looks like one of those cherubs in a Raphael painting, all angel-faced and innocent, just wanting some attention.

      “You want me to read to you?” I look around for Eliza, but there’s no sign of her. Of course, her overly-concerned hovering isn’t available right now; of course, she’s disappeared when I need her most. I look at Timothy again, blinking up and me and waiting for an answer.

      I’ve been the guest at many readings and book clubs in the past, but this is the first time a child has asked me to read a story.

      “What book do you have there?” I ask, genuinely curious, despite the ticking clock. If I have any hope of life returning to normal, I need to finish my research.

      Timothy holds the book up high with a grin. “Your book,” he says. “Will you read it to me?”

      I take it from him and turn it over in my hand to see my image staring at me from the back cover. I’m struck with a sense of detachment, like looking at a long-lost twin you’ve never seen before but instantly recognize. The picture is of me, but isn’t. I’m wearing plaid. I’ve never worn plaid a day in my life.

      Have I?

      “You don’t have to read it if you don’t want to.”

      His statement jolts me out of my reverie. I’m a tiny babbling brook of emotions welling to the surface but not yet spilling over. I won’t let it.

      “Of course, I’ll read it to you. It isn’t every day that such a cool kid asks me to read my own book to him. Should we sit over here?” I point to a make-shift stage in a children’s book area and lead him toward it. Timothy hops up and sits front and center. I lower myself next to him, open the book, and then wait for him to settle in before I start.

      “There was once a boy named Timothy, and he—” I stumble, a cold chill of realization pricking the hairs on my arms. That’s the name I chose to use for my main character? Does everyone know this but me? “Timothy?”

      “Yes, that’s the best part!” Timothy says from his spot next to me. “You wrote a book about me even before we met. Isn’t that so cool?”

      I’m numb yet still manage to answer. “Yes, so cool.” How is this possible?

      I go on to read about a seven-year-old, accident-prone boy who gets stitches three different times in six months due to his affinity for climbing high objects and getting lost in the forest. By page thirteen, Timothy is wearing a Band-Aid and walking with a limp, though none of it slows him down.

      “The boy in this book is an awful lot like you,” I say when he tucks himself under my arm. A protective wave of emotion, foreign but not unwelcome, moves over me. This kid has no idea how much he’s softening my well-hardened heart. “Is that how you got your limp, from climbing trees like a monkey?” I mean it as a joke, but he grows serious. His eyebrows push together, and he worries his bottom lip. Eliza does the same thing, and often.

      “No, my leg got hurt in the accident.”

      “What accident?”

      “I don’t—”

      Before he can finish, Eliza appears from the end of an aisle holding a book in one hand and her car keys in the other. When she spots us, she smiles.

      “I thought I heard voices back here. What are you reading?”

      Timothy beams, that toothless grin once again tugging at my heart. It’s almost painful when your heart thaws rapidly after being frozen for so long.

      “He’s reading me his book!” Timothy snatches it from my hands and holds it up, effectively losing my place.

      “You’re reading your own book to him?” There’s a teasing lilt in her voice, and I can’t help but smile.

      “Not by choice. He begged.”

      “Because I wanted him to read the story he wrote about me to me. Isn’t that funny? We just got to the part about the limp. Mr. McDonnell was asking me how I got mine, and I told him that I was—”

      “I think that’s enough of story time for tonight,” Eliza says, interrupting whatever train of thought her nephew was going down. “It’s a school night, and I need to get you to bed.”

      “But I’m not tired,” Timothy whines. Kids are cute, but they can complain better than any human alive. Unless you count readers who don’t like romance. If they hate it, they will let you know with no reservations at all. “Can’t he finish first?”

      “Afraid not. We need to go. Tell Mr. McDonnell thank you for coming with us. And for buying you ice cream and soda.”

      “Thank you for the soda.” He squeals the words straight into my ear, piercing my eardrum with his high pitch. I flinch and laugh.

      “You’re welcome. Maybe we can do it again in a few days.”

      “Can we, Eliza? Can we?”

      She laughs. “We’ll see.” At me, she nods. “Goodbye, Lew. Hope to see you again soon.”

      “You will.” The two words are loaded, a shotgun cocked and ready.

      She’s back to worrying her lip, which means one of two things. Either she’s dreading the day I run into her again, or she heard my conversation with Timothy and didn’t want me to know something about that accident. The first option makes more sense.

      Something tells me the second one is correct.
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        * * *

      

      Life is strange. Lately, more so than ever.

      Sometimes while you’re walking your path, you stumble over answers when you’re only vaguely aware of the questions. You have big things on your mind like your job, your relationship, your faith, but all the seemingly insignificant things get pushed down deep until you hardly think about them at all. Commonly referred to as Life’s Little Mysteries, and what would life be without them? Nothing more than a mundane succession of twenty-four-hour periods that roll one into the next like you’re strolling leisurely on a treadmill. You’re going nowhere, but at least you’re staying busy. And in today’s world of go go go, a busy life is the measure of a successful one.

      I’ve roamed the treadmill of London all afternoon—up streets, down streets, turn a corner and do it again.

      Along the way, I accidentally find my apartment.

      “Lew! Where have you been?”

      A woman I’ve never seen before calls to me from across the street just before I reach the hotel front door.

      “I used my key to get into your apartment earlier because I haven’t seen you in a few days, and those bloody cats of yours would not shut up. I fed them and changed the litter tray, so you owe me for that. Buy me a drink, and we’ll call it even?” She pats me on the chest and toys with one of my buttons while I stand mute and stalling for time.

      “Um…what if I pour you one at home? I’m really tired and wouldn’t mind getting out of these clothes.” It occurs to me then that if I have an apartment, I must own clothes. If I have clothes, I won’t need to shop for them. My circumstances suddenly seem a bit brighter.

      That is until she takes it as an invitation to do more than just have a drink. She moves in closer and toys with a lock of hair above my right ear. Clearly, she’s never heard of boundaries. I clench my jaw and fight the desire to step back as she leans in and whispers into my neck.

      “I can help you out of these clothes if you want.”

      I don’t, but I can’t risk offending the woman before I even know where I live.

      “Why don’t we talk about that when we get there?” I pour more suggestion into my words than is fair, but now isn’t the time to squash anyone’s hope. Least of all, mine.

      Ten minutes later, I’m standing inside a slow-moving elevator and spending an equal amount of time wondering how to ask the woman to leave and wondering why I have cats. I hate cats, but to hear her tell it, I own more than one.

      “So, about your books. You’re not afraid of someone trying to steal them again? Is that why you invited me over?” The elevator rocks a bit between the fourteenth and fifteenth floor, so I steady myself against the handrail. I’m struck with a sudden headache.

      It wasn’t an invite for invitation’s sake, but that hardly matters now. I pinch the skin between my eyebrows, but the ache only intensifies. Is she talking about Eliza and my Dickens book? Does that even apply to this weird realm we’re living in? And, if not Eliza, then who? Will anything here ever make sense?

      I pause, wondering how to respond.  “I’m not worried about it anymore. As long as you promise you won’t try to steal any yourself.”

      Her eyes dart away nervously, which can only mean I’ve either said something wrong or she has, in fact, tried to steal one. Her gaze settles on me, suddenly fierce and determined. The hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention, though I don’t understand why.

      “Deal,” she says.

      I slowly nod as the elevator doors open. We step off into a richly painted hallway, one adorned with mahogany wood trim, deep burgundy walls, floor-to-ceiling mirrors, and brushed copper hardware. I’m rich and living in a rich person’s apartment. This shouldn’t surprise me, but it does. Even when I had money, I never lived this flagrantly in New York. It’s obnoxious and brash, even for me.

      Exactly how wealthy am I?

      I don’t have time to dwell on the thought because we’re standing in front of flat number eleven-fourteen, and I have absolutely no way to get inside. In a panic, I pat my pockets and scan the floor to buy myself time.

      “I must have left my key inside. Can we use yours to open the door?”

      “Then how did you lock—?” She frowns but nods. “Hold on just a second, and I’ll grab mine.”

      Before she turns, I graze my finger across her arm in a suggestive show of appreciation. The gesture works to elicit a grin, much to my shame. But I can’t have the woman doubting me.

      “I’ll wait here,” I say, softening my gaze.

      She turns around and lets herself inside the apartment directly across the hall. The phrase “friends with benefits” flashes through my mind, something I immediately dismiss until she says,

      “You can come with me if you want. I still have that bottle of Merlot on the counter. We can…finish it off before you go home.”

      There’s so much innuendo between those lines that my sex drive involuntarily heads toward the fast line and sends my pulse into overdrive. Who is this woman, and what exactly is our relationship?

      Out of nowhere, Eliza’s face cuts through my mind. The image ushers in a wave of guilt, one I resent immediately. What do I have to feel guilty for? It isn’t like I stole one of her books. My expression must darken because the woman sighs.

      “Never mind. I’ll just get the key.” She closes the door behind her.

      Two minutes later, after claiming exhaustion I don’t feel, I’m standing inside my apartment alone. I wish I could say I’ve found the answers I was looking for.

      Instead, the questions running through my mind all afternoon multiply like rabbits.

      More accurately, like kittens.

      Lots of them.
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      Eliza

      “What are you doing here this early? Isn’t it Saturday, or did I get the day wrong?” Maya asks when I approach the nurse’s desk.

      It’s a fair question. I never show up at this hour, especially not on Saturday since it’s the busiest day of the week at the museum. I report to work by ten, and I’ll be working until eleven tonight at the restaurant. I have a staunch rule about Saturdays: sleep until nine, and no one calls me before noon. It’s the only day of the week I assert my tough side.

      “It’s Saturday,” I say around a yawn, “but Timmy wanted to see his mom.”

      My toughness softened to putty the moment he called last night. His call comes once every six weeks or so—long enough in between to give me a false sense of ease, but not long enough that I ever stop dreading it. There’s a special cruelty in taking a six-year-old boy to see a mother he doesn’t remember, a mother he hasn’t seen awake in more than half his life. A mother he waits for patiently because children seem to have an endless supply of optimism. A mother who dashes that innocent hope each time he’s forced to leave without the change he so diligently prayed for.

      I sound bitter, but none of this is my sister’s fault.

      All of it is mine.

      I tuck Timothy’s little hand inside my own and keep my pace slow to accommodate his limp. It seems exaggerated today, possibly from too much exercise yesterday. A swing set and ice cream outing might be considered simple for most children, but it’s taxing on little ones for whom walking takes a toll. I vow for the thousandth time never to allow exertion for more than thirty minutes, a rule I implemented after the accident but have rarely enforced.

      Maya’s expression turns downward. Watching a child’s hopes get repeatedly dashed can wear on a person. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you here, Tim. What will it be today, a lollipop or an ice pop?”

      “Ice pop!” Timmy shouts. “Cherry!”

      Maya smiles but stays surprisingly quiet. They have a longstanding argument about the best popsicle flavor. Timmy insists the winner is cherry; Maya repeatedly scoffs, says cherry tastes like allergy medicine, and claims orange to be the winner. For the record, only people with bad taste agree with either of them. Grape is the best flavor. Everyone knows this.

      I raise an eyebrow, and she shrugs. “Can’t argue with a kid with he’s right.”

      When I peer at her over Timmy’s head, she pats her heart and grimaces, echoing exactly the way I feel. “Cherry popsicle, coming right up,” she says without breaking my gaze. Maya is one of three people who know my story and how unpleasant bringing Timmy here is for me. “Want one?”

      I shake my head and pump fake enthusiasm into my voice. “No, thanks, it’s a quick visit today. I have work in a couple hours, but it’s been a long time since he’s been here. Time to make up for that. Right, Timmy?”

      Timmy says yes and punches the air. His excitement seems out of place, but you can’t argue with a happy child. I don’t tell Maya that Lew brought up the accident or that Timmy was on the verge of spilling the entire story and would have if I hadn’t intercepted the conversation under the guise of casually stumbling upon them both. In truth, I had been eavesdropping while hiding behind a shelf, amused by their exchange all the way up to that last question.

      My leg got hurt in the accident. That’s when my amusement died, a boiling mixture of panic and fear resurrecting in its place. Part of me wanted to hear Timmy’s answer just to know what he remembers. It’s been so long since we’ve talked about the accident, I no longer know. The more pragmatic part of me grew terrified. What if talking about his mother unleashed mountains of suppressed memories that pointed directly at my guilt?

      I can’t face it. Not now. Hopefully, not ever.

      “Here you go. Cherry for the kid with bad taste.”

      Timmy giggles. “No, you have bad taste. Orange is for losers.”

      “Timmy,” I quietly scold him, unable to keep a grin off my face. When you’re right, you’re right. Maya ruffles his hair.

      “One of these days, you’re going to see the light and agree with me. Until then…,” She slips a hand into her pocket and pulls out a piece of bubble gum, “don’t tell your aunt.”

      When Timmy hollers, I shake my head. “Bribery isn’t the best look, Maya.”

      “Depends on who’s doing the bribing.” She casually turns away, the issue closed for discussion. I can’t help a smile at her underhandedness.

      Timmy tucks the gum under his sleeve, a habit he’s had since he was two, and slides his hand inside mine as he slurps the popsicle. I’ve found rocks, leaves, and one dead inchworm inside his shirts in the past couple of years. A disgusting habit for sure, but if his little collections make him feel better, who am I to argue?

      “Ready to go see your mom?” I ask, forcing more confidence into my words than I feel. I’ve gotten so used to coming here alone, equally used to keeping Timmy safely away at my house when my brother-in-law visits. All three of us used to come as a family to see my sister, but Timmy’s time with his mother became so heartbreakingly frustrating that we quit. He would cry. Demand she wake up. Tug at her face and the cords attached to her body, begging her to stand up and take him home. It became too much for a small boy his age to handle, especially since my sister never progressed past the occasional opening of her eyes. She does open them at times; the first time it happened, we celebrated the achievement with a lot of shouting and dancing.

      It didn’t take long to realize it was only a reflex—like a twitch or muscle spasm. Sarah’s brain activity has never changed. It’s minimal at best and shows no sign of improving. Most people wonder why we’re still holding on to hope. Most people don’t know that for every thousand people in our same predicament, one family is rewarded with a loved one coming out of the same coma-like state completely unscathed. They retain all the same memories as if they simply went to sleep and re-awoke, even months or years later.

      Hope is a hard thing to kill.

      “Momma, time to wake up now.”

      Timmy’s voice snaps me out of my reverie and slams me into the present. He says it so matter of fact like he was just here yesterday and is picking up right where he left off. Straight and to the point, unaffected by the scent of bleach and mildewy flesh and yesterday’s urine dripping into a bag beside the bed. Wake up. Let’s go home. Enough of this silliness. Time to be my mom again.

      I’m crying before I even realize it, hot and silent tears dropping onto my chest. Maybe if I had some of his faith, she would wake up. Maybe that’s what we’ve missed all along. I reach for her hand and hold it in mine, then decide to join him. Name it, claim it is a thing, right? Maybe it’s time to put that into practice.

      “Timmy’s right, Sarah. Time to wake up. He wants to show you how high he can swing at the park. You wouldn’t believe how tall it makes him.”

      He climbs up onto her bed, sits beside her left shoulder, and then pokes her on the chest. “So tall! As tall as King Kong! I was even taller than daddy, and he’s the tallest ever.”

      My brother-in-law is five-nine on a good day, but Timmy’s perception makes me smile.

      “Yes, the tallest ever. And Timmy has a new piece of gum, and last week we bought new shoes.  He wears a size eleven now. Can you believe his feet are so big?”

      Timmy looks over at me. “Don’t forget to tell her about the ice cream. I ate ice cream and had a soda on the same day, and I didn’t even get a tummy ache.”

      I nod. “Not even a tummy ache. It’s like he’s already a teenager with his bad eating habits. Next thing you know, he’ll have pimples and girlfriends.”

      Timmy giggles, and it makes this whole visit a little less frightening. If he isn’t afraid, I won’t be afraid either. “Girls are gross.”

      “Okay, just pimples then. Hundreds of them.”

      His giggles multiply so fast that I join in. “That’s gross too, Aunt Eliza. I don’t want bumps all over my face.”

      “Okay then, no bumps and no girlfriends. Let’s just stay six for a while. What do you say?”

      He gives me a very somber look. “I think I should turn seven. I can drive when I turn seven.”

      My heart thuds at the thought of Timmy behind the wheel, even if his statement is absurd. It’s difficult enough just strapping him into a car seat. When I drive with him in tow, my gaze darts everywhere, and I drive slower than almost everyone else on the road, ignoring honks and occasional shouts of disapproval from passersby. I care more about keeping Timmy safe than keeping up with others. I owe him that much.

      “Let’s turn seven first and see what happens, okay? You might need to grow a little taller before you climb behind the wheel. Not to mention you’ll need more time to save money to buy a car of your own.”

      He sighs. “Okay, maybe when I’m eight.”

      I reach across the bed and chuck his chin. “Maybe when you’re eight.”

      We both grow quiet.

      Sitting here with my nephew and sister is a poignant moment,. She’s peaceful, looks very much like the girl I remember from years ago. Her bruises—once dark and angry, faded to purple and yellow before they disappeared altogether. If I imagine hard enough, it’s easy to pretend my sister is taking a nap or has the flu or some other ailment making her especially tired today. I can picture myself covering her forehead with a cool cloth to help speed the healing, giving her sips of water with instructions to keep hydrated to avoid becoming weaker, the way my mother used to do. I’ve always had a very vivid imagination. My mother and sister still talk to me in my dreams.

      “She looks like she’s asleep, doesn’t she?” Timmy asks in a very small voice. Imagination runs deep in the family.

      “She does. I keep thinking she’ll open her eyes and talk to us.” We’re whispering out of respect for the mood. It’s turned peaceful, and I don’t want to rattle it for Timmy’s sake.

      He stares at his mother for a long moment, then takes a moment to bush a strand of hair off her face and plant a quick kiss on her cheek. After a long pause, he climbs off the bed and walks around to my side. I assume he wants to sit with me; I’m surprised when he tugs on my arm.

      “Let’s go.”

      I look down at him, surprised by his abruptness. “You’re ready to leave already?”

      He nods and tugs on my arm. “I don’t like it here. And she’s not going to wake up, so I want to go home.”

      Children come into this world needing only a few basic things: to be loved, to be well-fed, to be kept warm, and to be held. It’s we adults who slowly strip away their simplicity with our harsh reprimands and high demands. Where trust once resided, it’s replaced with fear. Where truthfulness once reigned, it’s edged out with lies because the truth often gets them punished. Timmy hasn’t yet learned how to lie. Every day I pray I’ll never give him a reason to.

      “Okay, sure, we’ll go.” I take him by the hand and kiss my sister on the forehead, whispering a promise to come back tomorrow. And I will, but I don’t want my nephew to know Coming here can be difficult on even the strongest adult; the burden is a lot to ask of a six year old, and I never want him to feel obligated. I push open the door and wait while he slides under my arm and into the hallway.

      “Leaving already?” Maya asks.

      “Yes, Timmy is ready to go. I think he’s a little tired.”

      “I’m not tired. I just don’t want to be here anymore.”

      Maya and I exchange glances over his head. “Touché. Me either. I’ll see you later.”

      “I’ll be back soon,” I say and take a step away.

      “Oh, wait!” Maya says. I look at her over my shoulder. “Before you go, I need to talk to you about something. Timmy, why don’t you run over to the desk and look on the bottom shelf? There are some crayons and markers and maybe even a few stickers under there. Want to draw us a picture so that we can hang it in your mom’s room? It might be nice for her to have something from you.”

      He glances at me before shrugging and walking off in search of supplies. I study her, and my stomach drops at the way she’s still staring toward Timmy, stalling for time, waiting until he’s out of earshot. I can practically see her calculating something in her mind--something I know I won’t like.

      “What is it?” Sometimes it’s best to rip the bandage and let it burn.

      She sighs. “There have been some changes in your sister’s vitals.”

      My chest feels hollow and sick. “What kind of changes?” The ringing in my ears starts small and quickly crescendos to a high-pitched trill.

      “Just…not quite as strong as they once were. We’re going to run some tests to see if we can bring them up. Specifically, her blood oxygen levels and her white cell count. Nothing to be too concerned about, but I wanted you to be aware.”

      I nod, willing myself to stay calm. Timmy is clutching a single sheet of paper and an orange marker and walking this way. “How worried should I be?” I whisper.

      “Not too much.” She answers in a low voice, then quickly brightens when Timmy returns. He plops at our feet and begins to draw.

      “What are you drawing, Timmy?” She ruffles Timmy’s hair and crouches low to look over his shoulder.

      “Me and my mum,” in a voice that rips my heart in half. “I wish I could show it to Lew when I’m finished. Maybe he’ll come to the bookstore again today.”

      I feel Maya’s curiosity pique at his words, and it’s confirmed when I glance her way and see her eyes already glittering.

      “What’s this about Lew? The author from the museum? He came to the bookstore? Have you spent any other time with him that I’m not aware of?”

      I start to defend myself, but Timmy’s talking only makes it worse.

      “He took us to the park! And then he bought us ice cream and sodas even though Aunt Eliza didn’t want me to have one! And then he read his book to me at father’s store!”

      A glitter bomb explodes behind Maya’s eyes, making them all shiny and bright and evil. “That sounds like fun.” So much innuendo is tucked inside those four simple words.

      “Stop whatever it is you’re thinking about.”

      She pinches her lips together on a smile, and I glare at her.

      “Stop what, Aunt Eliza?”

      “Your mother’s nurse is just being silly.” All gaiety drops from my mood when I remember where we are. The worry from seconds ago rushes back, and I look at Maya. “You’ll call me if anything changes, right?”

      She grows serious and nods. “I’ll call. No worries, Eliza, all right?”

      An impossibility, but I nod. “No worries.” I force my attention to return to Timmy.

      “Ready, Timmy? I think we need more ice cream.”

      He stands slowly, but his excitement is clear. “We do?”

      I give him a smile that I don’t feel and take his newly drawn artwork from him. “Maya, can you hang this up for us? We’re going to enjoy some ice cream. Triple scoops. And two large sodas.”

      “Three scoops?” Timmy leans back and howls. “But you always say that much will hurt my tummy.”

      “It won’t today, kiddo. It wouldn’t dare.”

      “Woohoo!” he yells. “Maybe we should ask Lew to come with us.”

      I slide my gaze to Maya. Sure enough, the shine in her gaze is back. I make a face, and she laughs.

      “I think Lew might be busy today.”

      “Call him, Aunt Eliza. Maybe he isn’t too busy…”

      I insist that he is. As for Timmy, he is happily singing and blissfully unaware of the way my heart hammers at the thought of seeing Lew again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      Lew

      I smell the litter tray before locating it tucked into a closet off the laundry room, hiding behind a tiny cat door that someone must have installed. Surely not me. Could I have been the one to think the smell of cat waste would mix well with the scent of laundry soap? It appears I’ve lost not only my recollection in this alternate universe but also my judgment. I open the closet door and promptly begin coughing.

      “So, she fed the cats but didn’t bother to take care of this horrific monstrosity,” I mutter to myself, slightly bitter that it’s up to me. I shouldn’t be ungrateful; I suppose it’s a win that neither animal is dead, though I’ve never been one for cats. I’m allergic. And I despise the way they sneak up on people, always on the prowl like tiny murderers with knife-like claws tucked inside their fur coats.

      As though sensing my thoughts, two cats appear in the doorway, and I jump. Unaffected by my reaction or the fact that I’ve just bumped my head on a closet shelf, they use the doorframe to slowly scratch the lengths of their slender bodies. Both are meowing loudly to make their appearance known. The meowing is unnecessary and not at all helpful. I sneeze, then sneeze again.

      Cat one is a spotted black and tan and white variety, the prettier of the two but quite a bit thinner. Maybe it’s her type of breed, maybe she’s malnourished, maybe I should stop thinking of it as a her until I pick it up and find out for sure. Either way, cat one is already my favorite if such a thing even exists.

      Cat two is solid white and, undoubtedly, what most people would consider beautiful. I don’t. All I see is long hair that leaves its marks all over a pair of newly dry-cleaned black pants. More than likely, this apartment is covered in long white fur. If I’m lucky, all my clothes will be covered in cat hair by breakfast.

      My clothes. I’ve only just now remembered them, and they were my reason for coming.

      I exit the laundry room in search of the bedroom. The litter box can wait until after I shower and change into something more comfortable. Hopefully, the London Lew McDonnell owns a pair of sweatpants.

      Finding what I assume is my bedroom at the end of the hall, I feel around for the light switch, flip it on, and then stand rooted to the floor. This has to be a joke. I can’t believe what I’m seeing—the bedroom.

      It’s an exact replica of my room in New York.

      It’s from Saks Fifth Avenue and cost over a thousand dollars for the full size, and this bed is a king. The black and gray checked pillows are identical. A cream-colored Pottery Barn lambskin blanket folded in thirds at the end of the bed is the same. Even the area rug is an exact match—as though someone took photos of my apartment in New York and flew to London with the express purpose of reproducing the room. It worked. Deja vu is coming at me so fast I’m in danger of losing my bearings.

      Why is this the only familiar thing I’ve seen in two days? I can stumble upon a bedroom I recognize but not a single person who remembers me?

      I lower myself to the bed and begin to remove my shoes. Immediately my feet scream in relief after being confined to this pair so long. Off goes one sock, then another. And then everything else. Everything but my boxer briefs, which is an unsettling shade of white. In real life, I only wear black. This pair is silk, however, a saving grace. Shuffling over to the dresser, I open the top drawer and suck in a breath.

      Manuscripts. At least three with my name on them neatly displayed in a single row. I gently pull them out one by one and carry them over to the bed. I blow to remove a fine layer of dust covering the top sheet of each bound stack of papers. The titles come at me in a triple succession of words.

      The Other Woman.

      House on Cherry Hill.

      Don’t Say Another Word.

      Familiar. Weirdly so.

      These three books were published in America years ago. Eight years have passed since the first one and four years since the last. Don’t Say Another Word is the book that killed my career, the one I mocked my readers for buying. Moronic imbeciles who wouldn’t know good literature from People magazine, I believe I said, effectively insulting my readers and the editors of a well-respected magazine who often chose my books as a number one read and who never will again. The book I called out as simply a money-maker, a way to bilk consumers out of cash, a book that was up-charged because gullible saps like my readers would buy anything I put out—probably even scribblings scratched on used toilet paper, thanks for the $12.99. The book where I made fun of romance, calling it a lonely person’s escape from their crappy isolated lives. A book for a chick who couldn’t get a date unless she paid for it in cash by the hour at a cheap backwoods’ motel. A book for the fools who believes in happy ever afters because they’ve never set foot outside their front door to discover that happy endings don’t exist.

      I could keep going, but I won’t. Besides, none of those things were even the low point. They were just a series of cuts that lashed deeper and deeper until I reached the main artery. The death slice came a few seconds after my anti-romance tirade, and I bled out.

      That’s when I admitted to using a ghostwriter for Don’t Say Another Word.  It was the first and only time I used one because I had never faced the need before. Even now, I can’t pinpoint what happened. Lack of desire, maybe. Nonchalance about my entire career, perhaps. What I know for sure is the closer deadline drew, the more frighteningly apparent it became that I wouldn’t be able to finish the book on time. I’d never missed a deadline, but months of procrastinating in the form of spending time with my girlfriend had finally caught up with me.

      My ex-girlfriend. The biggest regret of my life.

      Six weeks away from the deadline, and I was only halfway finished. I called a buddy of mine who had racked up an impressive resume for ghostwriting on behalf of several well-known authors in the past—the most recent being a New York Times bestseller that remained number one on the list for eight weeks. My friend’s writing was solid; more importantly, he had a reputation for being quick with words and highly discreet. Those were my main requirements.

      Three years prior, when I first published, I publicly vowed never to use a ghostwriter, calling the practice “a cheater’s way of writing” and “a tool of the talentless.” I said that onstage at a writer’s conference in that same pompous way one speaks about children before they become a parent. I effectively insulted ghostwriters everywhere, most of whom actually are talented in their own rights. Back then, I was an arrogant jerk who wanted to sound knowledgeable. Some might argue that I’m still that way, and they would be right. But I do occasionally like to keep in mind the feelings of others.

      Like Eliza. I keep thinking about her feelings a little too much, I’m afraid.

      I set down the manuscript without unbinding it, suddenly filled with a need to see her. It’s a wasted thought that never ends well, so I stand up and open another dresser drawer, planning to shower to distract myself. A clean Lew is bound to be a new one, right?

      In the bottom drawer, I locate fresh boxers and a vintage gray Queen t-shirt, then find a pair of black joggers in the closet. Even this outfit is pricey. Lew McDonnell 2.0 has exquisite taste in clothing, even in his loungewear. After two days in a suit, the relief is palpable.

      I shower and shave, feed two still hungry cats who will not stop whining as they meander around the apartment, then look around the apartment for something more to do. It takes thirty seconds to give in. I close the apartment door, ignoring the cats’ protests.

      Just as a taxi pulls up, I write down my building’s address. The chances of finding this place again without explicit directions are about as likely as…time travel.

      I climb inside the waiting car and give the driver directions.
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        * * *

      

      The best place to start is at the beginning. It’s where God started, where the Bible started, and those can’t be wrong, right? Here’s to hoping that’s a correct assumption.

      The museum opened an hour ago, but no activity surrounds the place this dreary Monday morning. The air is chilly, the sky misty, the atmosphere grayer than my mood. Working to brighten it a bit, I take a deep breath and open the front door to an empty lobby. So much for a change in mood. A little sun, a little noise might help settle my nerves, but neither want to comply.

      Whatever.

      A twenty-something receptionist with short black hair sits at the front desk, chewing gum. She doesn’t look up when I approach, lost in the romance novel she’s hunched over. The guy on the cover is shirtless and the title includes the word sexy, and I bristle at the marketing ploy. I’ve written enough books to know what sells, and this combination doubles an authors’ chances to double their paycheck. I reach across the desk for a museum brochure and catch a glimpse of the girl’s mind your own business tattoo slashed in midnight ink across her left wrist. Not the best message for a receptionist, but no one asked my opinion.

      “Excuse me,” I say. She glances up, but only barely.

      “May I help you?” Her gum snaps and echoes through the room, the words delivered without a hint of sincerity, like her day would be made a million times better if I would walk back outside and away from here. Even her British accent can’t soften the annoyance. Nice to know Gen Z are largely the same no matter what continent you live on.

      Undeterred, I clear my throat. “I need to speak with someone who’s a Dickens’ expert if you don’t mind.”

      She looks up again, and this time she stares. “Um…in case you didn’t realize it, this is the Charles Dickens Museum. Pretty much everyone here is an expert. So, unless you had someone specific in mind…”

      “Perfect, then maybe you can help me. I need to know about the historical facts on—”

      “Not me,” she says quickly, setting her book face down in front of her. “I only hand out maps and take people’s money.”

      Now I’m looking at a naked male chest and feeling more than a little intimidated—typical cover. I prop an elbow on the desk separating us and lean forward. “So not everyone is an expert, then?”

      Her lips press into a thin line, and she gives me a hard stare as she picks up the phone and punches in a few numbers. A faint ringing sound fills the space between us for one, two, three beats before someone picks up.

      “I have someone here who needs to see Harry.” The receptionist looks up at me as if to say, happy now? I wink just to tick her off. I took a big gamble coming here, seeing as I have no idea who Harry is or if he can help me. If he can’t, I have no other leads to follow. I’ll have reached the dreaded end of the road.

      A few minutes later, I’m pacing the lobby and repeatedly glancing at an oak-paneled door, hoping it will soon open and guide me down a brand new path.

      “I hope my granddaughter didn’t give you too hard a time,” a male voice says when the door finally opens. He offers a hand, and I shake it. “Harry Wright, Curator of the museum. Lovely to finally meet you.” He glances at who I assume is his granddaughter, who has gone back to reading her novel. The only thing visible is the top of her ink-colored head.

      “Thank you for meeting with me. And your granddaughter was the picture of helpfulness.” Sarcasm makes a small appearance in those words, but I need the man’s help too much to tell the whole truth. “It was an absolute joy to converse with her.”

      When Harry raises a skeptical eyebrow at me, I pull back on the insincere compliments and press my mouth closed. He slides his gaze to his granddaughter, barely hiding a smirk.

      “It’s nice to hear you’re treating the patrons right, Patricia.”

      She flicks an upward glance in our direction and shrugs. I wouldn’t have guessed her to be a Patricia. A Joan maybe, as in Jett. A Morticia definitely, as in Addams. A Marilyn even, as in Manson. Pick your poison, as they say.

      “Well,” Harry says, clasping his hands, “how can I help you Mr. McDonnell?”

      How can he help me? I’ve already constructed what I hope is a plausible explanation.

      “I’m writing a sequel to my Dickens book, and I need some help working out some of the rough spots.” Only one lie, but I have a feeling they’ll pile up before I leave. I’ll ask forgiveness once I’m back to my normal miserable life.

      “Let’s go into my office, and we’ll discuss whatever you need to know,” Harry says, leading the way. I follow him, taking in the wood-paneled hallways, the low ceilings, and the dimly backlit paintings on the wall as we walk. “I’m really looking forward to your movie premiere next week. I have my ticket taped to the refrigerator at home. The wife is nearly beside herself with nerves, wondering which dress to wear, which shoes, whether her nails need to be manicured or her hair needs fresh color. It’s amusing to see her so excited, almost like she’s a teenager going to a formal dance. It must be very surreal to be in your shoes, having movies made from your words and seeing such big-name actors playing the main roles.”

      All of this comes at me like a rapid-fire round on a game show. Answer these five questions correctly and win the money, answer wrong and look like a fool in front of millions of people; either way, you have ten seconds. I make a mental note to check up on this movie premiere. I’d nearly forgotten all about it. Assuming by some unfortunate circumstance that I’m still here in London, it wouldn’t do to skip. What has my world come to?

      “Everything is incredibly surreal,” I answer, because what else is there to say? “You have no idea how crazy things are at the moment.”

      Mr. Wright’s small office has navy walls, a simple oak desk flanked by two small bookcases and black padded side chairs to round out the room. The carpet is worn in the way of historical museums—musty yet giving off a bit of its own history without meaning to. The smell of old paper and new ink permeates the desk area. A small window behind the desk provides the only active light in the room. I want to turn on a lamp, but don’t. It’s as though the entire Addams family resides here, and they like living in the dark. I slide around to one of the chairs and sink into it. There isn’t much room to stretch my legs, but I manage without complaint. This new Lew McDonnell seems more the diva every day, so it’s my plan to soften his reputation.

      A faint smell of coffee coming from a corner station catches my attention, and I nearly sigh in relief when Mr. Wright asks how I take mine.

      “Black, please.” Maybe it will help alleviate this raging headache. Alternate realties can wear on a person, I’ve found.

      Harry hands me a steaming paper cup of midnight-colored liquid, and I take a grateful sip, waiting while he rounds the desk and sits down. Almost immediately, my nerves settle, and my headache becomes more of a dull throb. Progress, I suppose. He folds his hands in front of him and leans forward a bit.

      “Before we start, I’m curious how you would feel about having another reception here after your premiere next week. I know it’s last-minute, but I’ve had a few inquiries about it the last couple of days. One from the museum director, one from your producer, another from that male star of your movie—”

      “Who is he?”

      Harry gives me an odd look. “You don’t already know? He’s that actor who starred in Little Woman a couple years back. Have you seen it? A brilliant adaptation. I guess he felt a little left out when he saw the press coverage from last week.”

      Press coverage? I make a mental note to Google it when I return to the apartment.

      My apartment. Home. A place made up of four walls, five spacious rooms, and two cats I don’t recognize. The only thing remotely familiar is an expensive bedspread and throw pillows unless you count the tube of Tom’s toothpaste I used before coming here. So much irony using the word home, so I won’t.

      “Sure.” I nod absentmindedly because I have no idea how else to respond. “We can have something here if you’re sure it’s not too much trouble.”

      Harry brightens and reaches for a paper next to him. “No trouble at all. In fact, I already have a press release ready to go. I was planning to send it to your agent for approval, but since you’re here...”

      I hold up a hand. “My approval is enough. I’m sure whatever you said is fine, just contact him with the date and time, and we’ll both be here.” If he asks me to deliver the information, I’m screwed. I can’t even remember my agent’s name right now, much less his phone number. The name starts with D, and that’s all I’ve got.

      Harry smiles and slides the paper over for me to sign, so I do. He sits back in his chair. “Perfect. So, what would you like to know about Charles Dickens? I’ll help you as best as I can.”

      I slide the paper back and take another slow sip of coffee, buying time for my swirling thoughts to settle. Where to start? The beginning seems improbable. The truth seems impossible. And then I remember the words that first woke me up. Touching a book. Maybe dancing around my situation will somehow bring us to the heart of it.

      “There’s a legend,” I say, my pulse ratcheting up a notch. “In my research, I came across a mention of a belief surrounding one of Dickens’ books. Can you tell me if you’ve heard of it and what you know about it, assuming any sort of legend even exists?”

      Harry tents his hands over his own coffee mug. Steam rises between his fingertips.

      He offers me a patient smile. “It most certainly exists, although anyone who could offer any first-hand accounts of it has long since passed. With the exception of one girl who claims to have seen the book in recent times.”

      I sit up straighter. “What girl?”

      “A college student from Princeton. She wrote a paper about the book last year, though most contend it was based on fantasy. She claims she traveled to Dickens’ time to look for answers about his last book, The Mystery of Edwin Drood, only to come face to face with the author himself. Convincing paper with very detailed notes, though I’m a bit skeptical of her tale.

      So am I. It’s one thing to experience a life-altering blip; it quite another to claim an acquaintance with Dickens in the flesh because of time travel. The girl must be somewhat daft.

      But I wait, desperately trying not to look affected by his statement. Daft or not, this is the first glimmer of hope I’ve had in days, even if the odds are preposterously small.

      “Can you tell me the specifics of the legend as you’re familiar with it?” A museum curator would be more knowledgeable about the subject than me.

      He nods. “Interestingly enough, the legend centers around the book Great Expectations. It wasn’t the first book he wrote or even the last, but maybe because it’s Dickens’ bestselling book? Maybe the legend is what made it sell so well in the first place. No one knows for sure. According to firsthand accounts, Dickens misplaced the first printed copy of the book after a fortune teller took issue with his version and placed a curse on it. That copy was never found, at least not definitively. Though it began popping up in stories of strange incidences…”

      “Incidences?” I question. My pulse beats double-time--a reactionary impulse. I will myself to calm down, remembering that everything Mr. Wright has said up to this point is speculation and nothing more. Just because someone claimed “incidences” doesn’t mean they have anything to do with me.

      “Yes, incidences. The first documented case took place in 1947, nearly a century after the book was published. A young medical student named Theodore Keyes claimed he picked up a copy of the book at a bookstore in California and was immediately transplanted to 1870 England, around the time of Dickens’ death. Says he spent nearly three months there before he traveled back home. There’s no mention of him after that. It’s almost as though he vanished.”

      “Maybe he and the college girl hooked up there.”

      Mr. Wright laughs, as do I. Two crazies in the same time period, what are the odds?

      “So, he made it back to 1947, and then…nothing? It seems to me that someone would have kept running documents on his claims.”

      “Not if they found them to be invalid.”

      I’m not sure they were. But I can’t say as much." Any idea how old he was when this supposedly happened?”

      “Twenty-seven.”

      Only six years younger than I am right now. “Anything else?”

      Harry checks his notes. “Nothing at all until another man claimed to experience the same phenomenon nearly ten years later, also originating in California. That was followed by a woman in 1962—a teacher in New York. And then the college girl last year. That’s the last mention on record.”

      Twice in California, once in New Jersey, and another in New York. I shift in my seat and sit up straighter. “What happened to the woman from New York? What do you know of her story?”

      She’s the closest in proximity to whatever the hell I’m going through, so his answer seems imperative—like the mere possibility of my future rides on his response. Will I ever get out of here? Or will the rest of my life be relegated to rambling tales of time hops no one believes? The world I come from already thinks I’m self-centered and careless. I’d rather not add crazy to the mix.

      “According to her statement, she was gone for a month when she managed to return. The interesting thing for her was that—unlike the others who came before—no time actually went by. She disappeared during a trip to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City—on a field trip with her fifth-grade elementary school class. She insisted she was merely leaning against a display case that housed an original copy of Great Expectations when a different book appeared, and the case burst open in front of her. Alarms went off, security was called. But, by the time anyone arrived, the book and the teacher were gone. A few minutes later, she reappeared from the ladies’ restroom, telling a tale of weeks gone by and a life lived in London. Very far-fetched, of course. But interesting because the other two men claimed the same sort of thing years prior.”

      I stopped listening several sentences ago, fixated on the one word that leaped out over all the others: The Met. The same place I disappeared from, perhaps even while holding the same book. My heart rate beats a bass drum inside my ear. I’m desperate to have her story happen to me. I don’t want to miss a month of my life back home, no matter how ugly my current situation. Lew McDonnell of Brooklyn might not be the celebrity he is here in London, but no one wants to skip an entire time in life.

      Harry’s words settle around me, and all my faculties stop, namely the lungs that make it easy to breathe. Suddenly I can’t, and my head feels foggy, as though I’m hovering over the scene…listening inside a vacuum…watching the drama of another man’s life while the rest of the world marches on inside own lives.

      Where do I fit? What will I become? And the most pressing of all—how long will I be here? I suppose that depends on when I find that book, the one with the handwritten words and the odd string. Once I do, I should be all set.

      “What was that?”

      I blink into the puzzled face of Harry Wright, all at once aware I’ve just spoken out loud.

      “For my research. I need to find a copy of that book. The one that holds the curse.” I’m stammering but unable to help it. “To keep everything authentic. For research.”

      The man laughs, hearty and full. “So, you said that, twice. Just be careful, Mr. McDonnell. If you’re lucky enough to find that particular work, treat it with great care, or you might come face to face with Dickens yourself.” He doubts the possibility. That much is clear.

      I join in with what I hope sounds like a genuine laugh to match his own. “No worries, I wouldn’t be so careless to touch it.” I don’t say it’s exactly what I hope for.

      Again.

      Suddenly an idea seizes me. “Do you have any of those old records I could look at? Or perhaps…that book?” If I could get Harry to let me see it if I could convince him to let me hold the book for even one second…

      “No, I’m afraid we don’t have even a first edition of the published version in our possession.”

      My head jerks back. “At the Charles Dickens museum? You don’t have an original at all?”

      Harry swipes at his lapel as if to brush off my question. “Not currently. Like I said, all first editions are kept in a more secure location, seeing as this is the first place a thief might think to look. Most early editions are currently on display in various parts of the city, some even back in the states. They’ll be shipped back here in a month, five weeks tops.”

      I swallow a complaint. I don’t have five weeks, and England is a big country.

      “Where in the city? Or the states?”

      Harry gives me a thoughtful look. “You’re very interested in this. Must be the way of an author.”

      I nod, ready to agree to anything the man says.

      “I can’t give you a list of the locations or tell you exactly which book is where, but I can put you in contact with the person who keeps the information on file. After that, you’d have to visit the individual exhibits yourself. As for the book tied to the legend, no one knows where it is located.”

      I startle. “No one?”

      “Not a soul. It’s said to appear and disappear without warning.”

      “To what purpose?”

      “According to claims, it appears to teach people a lesson and disappears once they’ve learned it.”

      “What lesson?” It’s a preposterous notion, considering lessons are subjective. Books aren’t all-knowing, and they certainly can’t ascertain when a person has learned or not learned anything.

      “Well, I suppose that depends on the people and what they need to learn.”

      I grip the cloth on the seat and attempt to stay calm, overcome with the idea that I’m facing a battle with ink and paper. Short of striking the book with a match, there’s no real way to win. But I’ve never been a quitter.

      “I would love to talk to your contact. The sooner, the better. Can I have his number?”

      “Her number. She works here, but she’s off today. I’ll write down her name and number, and you can give her a call.” He spins in his chair and reaches for a pen and paper, then jots down a few words and extends the paper to me.

      “Thank you, I’ll—”

      The words die the moment I glance at the name in front of me. I lower the card and stare at him.

      “This is the person who can help me?” Doomsday is real, and now I am facing it.

      “Yes, but she’s very sweet. I’m sure she’ll give you all the help you need.”

      Yeah, she’s a real peach.

      Eliza Sterling. She’s the contact I’m stuck with. I’m sure she’ll be real happy to help.

      At this rate, I’m never going anywhere.
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      Eliza

      When I walked into work this morning, Harry told me about last night’s visitor and that I should expect a phone call sometime today. From that point on, I’ve spent exactly three hours and twenty-seven minutes walking tourists through the museum, and three hours and twenty-six minutes resisting the urge to check my phone. The internal monologue playing on repeat inside my brain goes something like this:

      If Lew calls me, I’m going to ignore him.

      Wait, I think I missed his call.

      If he calls me, I’m going to scold him for talking to my boss.

      Is my phone working?

      What’s taking so long? Doesn’t he need my help?

      I’m a female Jekyll and Hyde—most of the time falling firmly on the side of not wanting to hear from Lew or even see him again. But then a tiny bit of excitement creeps up at the thought of talking to him again and…bam. I find myself disappointed that he hasn’t even tried to call. Why hasn’t he tried? Worse, has he found someone else to question? Some other woman more than willing to help him out, quite possibly in more ways than simple information gathering. And that has me seeing green despite my black uniform jacket and decidedly dark brown irises. Why can’t I be that kind of woman?

      Sometimes having high standards is terribly inconvenient.

      “How old was Dickens when he published his first novel? Because I’ve written two manuscripts, and I’m only fifteen. My teacher at school says that’s highly impressive,” a young girl who looks closer to eleven or twelve asks me.

      Two manuscripts? I’m twenty-seven and have completed only one. Envy and irritation weave through my brain for no good reason except I don’t like feeling inferior. No teacher ever complimented my work in school unless you count a science teacher who was quite impressed with the swift way I dissected a fish. A skill not fit for a writing resume.

      Also, Lew still hasn’t called. I check my phone once again to make sure and—no, still nothing from him. I sigh and slide my phone inside my jacket pocket, and lock eyes with the girl in front of me.

      “Dickens was twenty-one when A Dinner at Popular Walk was published, his first short story. After that, he went on to publish The Pickwick Papers and Oliver Twist.”

      “But he was twenty-four when The Pickwick Papers was released. That means I might have to wait nine more years?” the girl whines.

      I hear this complain so often, but it never fails to surprise me. Fifteen? It must be quite the hardship to have to make it all the way through your teen years without being multi-published and famous, an unfair lot in life for the pre-pubescent. However, will she manage?

      “I’m afraid most publishers don’t sign authors until they’re over eighteen for legal reasons, but maybe you’ll be one of the lucky ones who find a loophole.” Unlike me, it will undoubtedly happen for you, I think without saying even though I desperately want to. I push away thoughts of the shoebox filled with stories and a single manuscript currently buried in my attic and forge ahead. “Does anyone have any other questions?”

      “I have a question,” a voice calls from the back of the room. Immediately the hairs on my neck stand. Partly from fear, partly from nerves, partly from curiosity, and partly because the sound of it is so darn sexy. All my parts are fully working.

      I pointedly ignore him, needing a minute to catch my bearings and calm myself down. I can’t deal with Lew and his Dickens questions in front of all these people, not when every cell in my body is standing at attention.

      “Anyone else?” I say, my voice wobbling a bit.

      “It’s really only one question,” Lew says.

      I spear Lew with a look and scan the crowd.

      “So, you’re just going to ignore me? Not very polite of you, Ms. Sterling.”

      “It’s Smith. And Mr. McDonnell, I don’t see what—”

      I stop, a memory suddenly tapping the back of my mind, foggy and distant like a nagging sense of Deja vu. I’ve been here before. In this exact situation. Speaking to a crowd with Lew asking persistent questions from the back of the room. But I haven’t, because I’ve known him only three days and none of those days involved a situation such as this.

      Did they?

      The pull persists, leaving me no choice but to run from it. I clear my throat.

      “Anyone else at all?” An elderly man off to the left raises his hand, so I acknowledge him with a smile. “Yes, what would you like to know?”

      “I’d like to know what that man’s question is. He seems awfully eager to ask it.” The elderly man then turns to Lew and sends my inward battle straight to hell. “Are you Lew McDonnell who writes the books? Because I love your books.”

      When a low murmur glides across the crowd, I inwardly cringe and glance over the sea of heads at Lew. When the teenage girl from a few moments ago asks out loud, “How old were you when your first book was published?” his victorious expression turns smug.

      “I was twenty-four,” he answers, looking straight at me. I roll my eyes at the same time the girl’s shoulders slump in defeat. Oh, for heaven’s sake.

      I make myself take a breath before forging ahead, pouring sweetness with sour undertones in my tone. “Did you have a question, Mr. McDonnell? Something pressing, something that can’t possibly wait until later after the tour is over, and it’s just you and I meeting…say…in my office?”

      Lew raises an eyebrow as all the heads turn toward him. “I didn’t realize you had an office. I thought you were just—”

      “A lowly tour guide?” I finish the question for him. It isn’t the first time it’s been pointed out so rudely, but it is the first time I’ve been troubled by it. “I am a tour guide, but I’m also an assistant to the curator, which means I’m in charge of filing and wear a few different hats. It’s a small museum.”

      “I was going to say ‘volunteer,’ but if you like that description better, I suppose we can go with it. As to my question, I was wondering if you know anything about time travel. Maybe not ‘travel’ so much as a slip. Or maybe that isn’t the right term either. Maybe it’s more of a—”

      I hold up my hand to keep him from saying more. He was so pleasant when we were just eating ice cream.

      “Mr. McDonnell, how about you wait in my office, and we’ll talk in a few minutes? It’s almost lunch break anyway.” His questions would invite more questions, and I have no desire to get sucked down that rabbit hole—not when this tour is so close to being finished. “Just take a left out of this room, and it’s the third door on your right. There’s even a sign with my name, so it’ll be easy for you to find.”

      “Is that a dig at my navigational skills?”

      I press my lips against a smile. “I wouldn’t dream of digging at you.”

      “A pity.”

      The crowd snickers, and my insides begin to simmer. That man and his insistence at using innuendo.

      He scratches his chin and takes an exaggerated step away, determined to prolong this awkward exchange and make me suffer. “I’ll just be waiting in your office. Just to get this straight, I’m to be on the lookout for a fancy door with your name on it?” Lew takes another step toward the exit.

      “A plain door with my name on a Post-It note.”

      He emits a low whistle. “Fancier than I thought.”

      The crowd laughs, and I inwardly bristle. “I’ll be along shortly.”

      “Okay,” he says, his face brightening with the look of a sudden idea I’m positive he came up with hours ago. The man is nothing if not prepared, evident in how he buttered me up with my nephew a couple of days ago. “Since it’s nearly lunchtime, how about you pick up something for us to eat? We can have a little carpet picnic on the floor of your office when you get there.”

      I want to throw a shoe at his Pretty Woman reference, but these pumps are new, and I can’t afford to replace them, not on my salary. Lowly tour guide was a more truthful statement than I’d like to admit.

      “How about you pick something up since I’m still working. And make sure you spread a blanket on the floor, so we don’t make a mess.” I offer the suggestion with a smile, one that says, “challenge me, and I’ll eat you for lunch and not in a good way.” He seems to get the hint, or at least I think he does, until he throws out one more helpful statement.

      “Great idea. Have any quarters for the vending machine?”

      I barely squeeze a glare in before he disappears around the corner, leaving me stuck with visions of stale chips and moldy snack cakes as staples of our lunchtime picnic. Would it have killed him to be a little chivalrous?

      That thought holds until the girl in front of me mutters, “I’ll die if I have to wait nine more years.”

      My own sense of chivalry dies at her words. Kids these days.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you trying to get me to help you or marry you?” I stand in the doorway of my tiny “office”—which is nothing more than an oversized storage room with no windows— and stare at what is definitely not vending machine food. This is far too elaborate for lunchtime dining. Lew took the Pretty Woman thing to a stratospheric level by apparently choosing one of every item on the Luce e Limoni menu. You won’t catch me complaining. Italian is my favorite; although, I have no idea how he knew.

      My eyes drift to the brie with cracked pepper and truffle oil on toast that looks so out of place next to the two metal folding chairs, and my traitorous mouth begins to water. Luce’s is my favorite restaurant, but I’ve never had the pleasure of indulging in this dish. It’s too expensive for my budget, costing three times more than my usual salami sandwich on brioche. I inch close enough to reach down and grab a piece of toast, then test out my suspicions that this will be the single best thing I’ve ever tasted. I moan around the bite before I can stop myself, and my cheeks ignite.

      Lew doesn’t miss my reaction. “I should have known food was your aphrodisiac.”

      I pause mid-chew. “What are you talking about?”

      He shrugs. “Every woman has one. For some, it’s a foot rub or chocolate. For others, it’s a smutty romance or—”

      “I don’t read smutty romances.”

      “I don’t doubt it.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” This man and his unsettling assumptions. If a person thinks something, they ought to come out and say it. Unless, of course, that person is talking about aphrodisiacs and my involvement with them. I work two jobs, for heaven’s sake. I don’t have time for smutty romances…anymore.

      Lew rips me from my swirling thought process. “Just that you don’t strike me as a woman who would read them. But then, from the sound of things, one might think I was trying to seduce you. One might also think it’s working.”

      Before I realize that I should not be looking at him right now, my gaze flies to his face. The smirk. That self-assured confidence that seems to rise from his pores like he’s emerging bare-chested from a lavender-scented sauna. He winks at me. Winks! And runs a hand through his hair.

      I clear my throat. He mentions smut, and I conjure up images of Fabio. What were we talking about? I tug at my blouse and attempt an exaggerated eye roll. “Oh please, as if feeding me a little cheese would work.” The protest would be more effective if my stupid face would stop burning. Darn Lew and his ability to pick every item off the menu I’ve dreamed of trying.

      Is that bruschetta with truffle oil?

      “I guess I’ll just have to take your word for it. Or your sounds. Would you like more?” His voice is raspy and low.

      I’m fighting a losing battle, so I sink into the carpet picnic and kick off my shoes, all too aware of how Pretty Woman ended. Richard Gere did seduce Julia Roberts with food. And then he bought her clothes. Gave her a makeover. Took her to the opera. Rented a white stretch limo. Kissed her on the fire escape. We don’t even have a fire escape here at the museum, so this little scenario playing through my head will never happen. Happily ever afters aren’t for people like me. I stare longingly at the platter in front of me.

      “Who eats all this for lunch? Scallops and lobster, Lew? Really?”

      “I couldn’t think of a better way to butter you up.”

      “Nice pun.” I sigh and reach for a tail and crack it open. He’s right. There is no better way.

      “What do you need, Lew? Besides what we’ve already talked about, I mean. The answer to that question is a big fat no. There’s no such thing as time travel, although lord knows I wish there was. I’ve seen Jamie Fraser on television. If I could Outlander my way into meeting him, I would.” This much is true. I’ve been watching that show since it premiered, and I’ve dreamed of finding my own stones more than once to transport myself out of the current time and into seventeenth-century Scotland. I pick up a roll and dip it in olive oil.

      “Three days ago, I would have said the same thing,” Lew says. “But I believe in at least some sort of time warping now because I’m living it.” Lew takes his own roll and tears it in half, popping a bite into his mouth. “Do you know that according to the bookstores in London, I’m the author of seven books, but I don’t recognize any of them except for the Dickens retelling that just came out? Except in my world, I never turned that book in to my agent because he fired me before I had the chance. Did you know that someone asked me about the date of my movie premiere, and I had to Google it because I had no idea when it was? Or that I have an agent named Daniel whom I met  three days ago? Or that my last literary agent was Scott, but he fired me four years ago after I went on a particularly embarrassing Facebook rant. Who are these men?”

      A slow crawl of concern inches up my spine at the desperation in his voice, a tone I haven’t heard until now. He’s said the words, of course, but for the first time, the frustrated conviction behind them comes through. I study him a long moment, trying to gauge his sincerity, but there isn’t a glimmer of humor in his eyes. It’s unsettling and gives me pause.

      “You signed with Daniel three years ago, and your book—all of them actually—hit the New York Times list. As for what happened with Scott… two years prior, he was involved in a cheating scandal with...,” I hesitate to say the insensitive words, but he seems to be searching for the truth, so I forge ahead. “…your fiancé. But there was no Facebook rant to my recollection.” At the revelation, his expression moves from curious to stunned. I glance at my lap and pick at a non-existent thread. “You really don’t remember any of it?”

      “I’m aware of the cheating scandal. But…five years ago?”

      I raise my hand and drop it in defeat, chastising myself for telling him that part. He’d been so devastated when it happened. “Give or take a few months, but yes.”

      “So, in both worlds, my fiancé cheats.” It’s more of a resigned statement than a question. “I can’t get a break anywhere, it seems.” He rakes a hand through his hair and slumps against the wall.

      “Both worlds?”

      His eyes slowly slide upward to meet my gaze. “I was cheated on three years ago in New York. By a lying, nasty, heartless—”

      “You really don’t have to tell me,” I rush to say, worried the conversation might do more harm than good. The normally over-confident Lew of late now stops talking, exchanging his words for a look of defeat. But whatever pain he’s dealt with in the past, he doesn’t have to bring with him here. Sometimes we all need a little permission to set our disappointments down for a bit, even just for lunch.

      The irony of my thoughts isn’t lost on me. If I were offered the part of the pot or the kettle in an elementary school play, I’d have to take both roles on principle. No one likes a hypocrite.

      Lew stares at the wall. “So, you’re telling me that no matter where I go, I’ll have to deal with the reality of a life that fell apart in both places?”

      I swallow a tingle of laughter. “Your life hardly fell apart. I’m not sure of all the details, but writing that revenge book seemed to help. The movie premiere is next week, after all.” I reach for a fried ravioli and dip it in marinara sauce. This hodge-podge of a lunch is incredible, even if the conversation is odd.

      “I wrote a revenge book?”

      This time I allow a laugh. “I Think She Did It. It’s only the best revenge book of all time, stayed on the New York Times list for forty-eight weeks, but I admire your humility. I’m sure the actors and director admire it too.” Red sauce slides to a corner of my mouth, so I blot it off with a napkin. “Your ex probably didn’t like it much, though, seeing as her character wound up blind and penniless at the end.”

      Lew’s mouth quirks to one side as he picks up his own piece of ravioli. “She shouldn’t have cheated on me then.” He’s so smug when he says it, but he’s right. All’s fair in love and storytelling, or something like that.

      I lick a dot of sauce off my finger and casually say, “Remind me never to date you.” When he doesn’t respond, I glance up to see him staring at me. All traces of humor have been replaced by a shadowed, steady look in his eyes. “What?” I ask.

      “I would never leave you blind or penniless. You have my word.”

      His voice is hoarse, the sound sending shockwaves through my insides. Pressing a hand lightly to my stomach, I manage to cover any reaction with a smirk and slowly meet his gaze. “In fiction or in real-life?”

      “Both. In this world and the one I left.”

      He winks, and I look away as all the tiny shockwaves collide into one giant lightning bolt. Reaching for a bottle of water, I take a few sips. Pouring it over my heating head seems a bit extreme. I replace the cap and set the bottle down, only then remembering why we’re both here.

      “Lew, could you have had an accident? Hit your head? Amnesia, maybe?”

      He wads a napkin and sets it on the paper plate in front of him.

      “Please believe me when I tell you this: I didn’t hit my head, Eliza, and I don’t have amnesia. I remember everything that happened in clear detail. The museum. Your speech. The fight we had about you stealing my book. The book that—”

      I pause at his comment. “What fight?” This is the first time he’s mentioned a fight. “What are you talking about?”

      “Oh, now you’re eager to listen. But I don’t exactly want to rehash the fight, seeing as it’s the reason I wound up here in the first place. If I hadn’t said what I said, and if you hadn’t stolen my book, we wouldn’t have gotten into an argument, and then the case wouldn’t have broken, and I wouldn’t have woken up on the floor of the museum.”

      Suddenly I have a headache. None of this makes sense. Rubbing my forehead, I say a prayer for patience while also commanding my pulse to stop racing. “First of all, I didn’t steal your book. How could I possibly have done that? Just…start at the beginning. And this time, don’t leave anything out.”

      “Fine, but don’t even think about getting angry. If I somehow wind up in nineteenth-century Italy, I’m not sure I can take it.”

      Thank God no one else is in my office. This conversation bears every mark of insanity. “My lunch break is over in twenty minutes. Start talking.”
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        * * *

      

      If I could rewind time fifteen minutes, I might consider changing my start talking to don’t say another word. My life is already stressful enough without adding the outrageous tale Lew just unloaded to the mix, starting with a book signing—my book signing—and ending with his waking up on the floor of the Dickens’ museum. As if becoming a published author wasn’t something I’d dreamed about for twenty-four of my twenty-seven years, now he spews this unbelievable tale?

      Me, as an amateur writer turned best-selling author?

      Him, as a has-been New York Times bestselling author who ruined his career in a single drunken tirade on Facebook?

      Me, in a Dior ball gown? At the Metropolitan Museum of Art of all places? I’ve never even been to New York unless you count the two times I’ve flown through the airport.

      Him, swiping free books and alcohol and shouting at me in front of my fans?

      Both of us running from the room? Both of us in front of an exploding bookcase? Great Expectations flying into our hands?

      Most statements are clearly lies, yet none of them as outrageous as the last one.

      My sister, healthy save for a slight limp, sitting front-row-center at that same book launch party, with my nephew.

      Whole.

      Alive.

      A mother.

      If I didn’t know about the book and the curse, I might think him to be certifiably insane. As it stands, I cling to the second one with all the determination I possess.“Get out of my office.” The curse can’t be real, can it?

      His face blanches. “What? But I need you to help me. Harry said—”

      “I don’t care what Harry said. You’ve clearly researched my life to find out exactly how to tap all my pressure points. Only someone calculating and cruel would craft my perfect wish list just to convince me to cooperate.” What if there is another dimension, one where I have everything I’ve ever wanted…one where my sister is whole? On shaky legs, I stand and brush crumbs off my pants. Even if it’s possible, I can’t afford to hope.

      “And how exactly do you suppose I did that?” he says, exasperated.

      That makes two of us. Maybe I’ll start another fight and send him to seventeenth-century Italy. A girl can hope.I shove to-go containers into a shopping bag and thrust the remaining food at him.

      “I don’t know. Maybe you scoured my old Facebook page. Asked Harry personal questions about my history. Hired someone to follow me.” That last idea has me seeing crimson. How dare he investigate me.

      “I haven’t hired anyone, and you haven’t posted anything online in two years!”

      My temper shoots skyward like an erupting volcano. “So, you have been stalking me.”

      He takes a step closer. “There’s nothing to stalk. You’re the most technologically boring female in the entire country.”

      That makes me mad. “And by country, do you mean England or America? It’s hard to know with you.”

      “Both. Quite possibly the whole world.” We’re nose to nose. Why do I feel like we’ve been here before? It makes me uneasy, so I step back.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment. Now please leave.”

      “I’ll leave when you tell me everything you know about the Dickens’ curse.”

      “Go Google it like you research everything else. Or better yet, time travel back two hundred years and ask him yourself!” I push on Lew’s arm, but he doesn’t budge. I hate muscular, well-built men. “You can’t just stand here taking up space in my office. Leave. And don’t show up here to fill my head with your ridiculous stories again.” My voice breaks on the last word, betraying just how close I am to crying. I will not cry in front of Lew. He will not know how much I want his story about my sister to be true. To have her cheering for me at a book event. To have her here and healthy and back in my life. To have her not lying unmoving in a hospital bed where nothing changes from day to day to day. To not be forced to live with the guilt. Should I listen to him and at least consider he’s telling the truth?

      I shut down that thought before it breaks me.

      Hope is something I abandoned  a long time ago. The risk is too great to welcome it again, not when the heart latches on quickly and damages itself instantly by clinging to false promises. My heart has been through enough trauma in the last three years to last a lifetime; it wouldn’t possibly survive another round of crushing disappointment.

      Bones break and heal. Hearts aren’t always that lucky.

      Lew seems to understand my plight because everything about him softens. His angry expression fades into concern. His clear frustration gives way to caution. We stand toe to toe, our breath coming in short gasps, slowing as we look at each other. I wish he would stop looking at me. If eyes are the window to the soul, he’s taking full advantage of barging into mine. I try to avert my gaze, but I don’t do it fast enough.

      “Why does talking about your sister upset you so much?”

      There are only so many lies you can tell in a twenty-four-hour period before exhaustion hits from all the sinning, and my quota was reached this morning. The burden wraps around my heart, and I turn away before he can see me cry. Emotion is something I never show in front of other people. In front of my sister, yes. In front of the bathroom mirror, definitely. But that’s where it stops. I’ve never once broken down in front of my brother-in-law or Timmy. It’s entirely inappropriate. My sadness is merely but a blip on the radar next to theirs, and I don’t deserve compassion. Not when I’m the direct source of everyone’s grief.

      I dig around in my bag of sins and pull out one more. “It doesn’t upset me to talk about her.” I lie. “I just have no desire to discuss things that have no bearing on my present situation. No matter how many appealing tales you weave, my nephew still walks with a limp. My sister is still—” I slam my mouth shut. I cannot possibly finish that sentence.

      “Sick?”

      My bitter laugh answers everything the single word refuses to. If she were merely sick, we might have something to believe in. As it stands, she’s barely clinging to life. Faith these days is scarce at best.

      “No, Mr. McDonnell. My sister is not sick. She’s dead.” The guilt from speaking the words nearly doubles me over, but maybe it’s time to call our situation for what it is. Her heart may be beating, and machines may still be pumping oxygen into her lungs, but for all intents and purposes, my lovely and wonderful sister, who spent every one of my first twenty-four years being the best friend I’ve ever had, is gone. No sense in clinging to a minor technicality. Not anymore.

      “But how can that be. When I met her, she was—”

      When he met her? How far is he planning to carry this charade? Until my heart is ripped out and bleeding a steady stream underneath his well-soled feet? When will enough be enough with this cold-hearted man? Right now, that’s when. I’ve absolutely had enough.“This conversation is over. Get out, Mr. McDonnell. Now.”

      Instead of walking toward the door, he grips the back of his neck and spins toward the window. “What is it going to take for you to believe me?”

      The words are a frustrated curse. Too bad I don’t like profanity. “It won’t take anything because I won’t believe you. End of story.” If I expect a retort, I’m mistaken. All I get in response is Lew facing me in defeat.

      “You have no idea how sorry I am to hear that.”

      And with those words, he leaves.

      The relief I hope to feel doesn’t come.
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      Lew

      We’ve played this game a few times already, and I’m wary of always being on the losing end. It goes like this.

      Me: butter her up.

      Her: slide into my flattery and take a big bite.

      Me: issue a challenge when she’s nice and indulged.

      Her: spit out the bite I’ve offered like it’s laced with strychnine.

      Me: try a new tactic, one that involves concern and sympathy for her well-being.

      Her: see straight through my act and toss me out on my butt, both my pride and tailbone fractured.

      Now I’m resentful. I hate losing. Despise it so much that I’m currently pacing the sidewalk one block from Eliza’s apartment because I stalked her address until I found it. The plan is to knock and politely ask for help one more time. But if she refuses to answer, I’ll barge inside and refuse to leave until she listens to me. I’m not a violent man or even particularly angry by nature, but I am stubborn. “You will believe me or else” might get me a restraining order or two, but I’ve run out of options. She is the only person in this dimension who crossed over from my real life. Who else could I possibly go to for help? If she doesn’t eventually remember, no one will. So, if I come across like a bully in a fourth-grade schoolyard ready to land a proverbial punch at recess, so be it. Whatever it takes to put me back on top in this game. I’m sick of being on the bottom with nowhere to travel.

      Time to go.

      

      I make it two steps when my phone buzzes. Usually, I curse the day the dude at Apple invented this two by six control device we all believe we can’t live without, but today I snatch my phone from my jacket pocket like it’s hope reincarnated. Like the solution to all my problems might appear in full brightness on a display screen that fits in the palm of my hand. It might be someone I know. Maybe my brother. Or the publisher I was supposed to meet with in New York last week. All thoughts converge in a mashup of possible ways to get me back home, then fizzle like cold water on blistering rocks when the name Daniel fills my screen. My agent. So much for possibilities.

      “Yeah?” I say.

      What follows is a twenty-minute rundown of upcoming events that leaves my head in a fog and my ego wondering why I want to leave this new reality in the first place. Daniel drops good news on top of great news on top of unbelievable news, and my pulse races so fast it’s galloped a thousand miles away from Eliza and her constant strings of, “No.”

      New York? I never felt at home there anyway.

      London? I’ve been in my flat for no more than an hour, and suddenly I want to hire a decorator and hold a housewarming party.

      “And you’re sure it was her and not some imposter claiming to be her? One with an agenda to make me look even more foolish than I already do? I can’t risk that happening again.”

      There’s a pause on the other end. This isn’t the first time Daniel has gone silent; it doesn’t last long. “You keep saying that like you expect the worst, but what exactly has gone wrong in your life up to this point? Let’s see, a major four-book deal, one of which has already been made into a movie. Then there’s The New York Time Best Sellers, which you’ve hit twice in a row. A movie premiere next week that is drawing every A-list celebrity in Hollywood and the music business to our city. And now a call from the biggest author known to man asking to have coffee with you. Yes, I can see why you’re paranoid. Life’s been just awful for you as of late. So, unless you fill me in on something that has escaped me, I’m having trouble seeing why any of this would make you look foolish.”

      I squeeze my forehead with one hand and close my eyes. The memory of everything I’ve been through is lost on Daniel, something I need to keep reminding myself. The sky has only fallen on me, not anyone else in my current life.

      “Okay, fine. But…J.K. Rowling? Are you sure?”

      Daniel sighs. “You say this like you didn’t attend a party at Stephen King’s house six months ago.”

      I did? In Maine or Florida? I barely stop myself from uttering those incredulous words out loud as disappointment sinks like a muddy shoe. Of all the things to not remember, this might be the worst. But of course, the only clear memory available to me is a comforter set in an apartment I don’t recognize.

      “Any chance he’s having another party soon that I might attend?”

      Daniel completely ignores my question. “Okay, then, can I put you down as a yes for next week? Her publicist wants to know.”

      It takes work not to overreact. “Put me down for a yes, but please set it up for earlier in the week than later.”

      “All right, I’ll schedule it for Monday. She’s attending the movie premiere later that night, so that should work well for everyone.” Suddenly feeling woozy, I sink to the sidewalk. My premier?

      Dear God, what is my life? I lower my head between my knees and hope I don’t sound too muffled. “Okay, I’m looking forward to it. Anything else we need to talk about?”

      “Not now. But keep your phone close, and turn the ringer on. I’ll probably call again with something in the next few hours.”

      I flip the ringer switch on. It took Daniel three tries to reach me this time; I won’t make him wait again. “I’ve turned the volume all the way up. Call if you have anything.” I hang up and stand in the middle of the sidewalk, wondering what comes next. I’ve gotten myself here, been rejected by Eliza…twice, and have just hung up on the most successful call I’ve ever had from an agent, one that resulted in coffee with J.K. Rowling herself. What could possibly top this?

      I turn in a slow circle, looking for an answer.

      “Do you like the toy store too?” a small voice says from behind me.

      The toy store? I turn to see Timmy looking up at me while holding hands with a man a few years older than me, a man I assume is Eliza’s brother-in-law. Twice inside his bookstore, and I have yet to meet him. But first things first. Timmy is studying me with wide, excited eyes; it’s a look so filled with wonder, you’d think I was Santa Claus here to grant his every wish.

      I glance to the side to catch my bearings. We’re in front of FAO Schwartz, of course. Eliza’s apartment is in a decent part of town.

      “Doesn’t everyone love a toy store? Where else are you going to play with trains and zoo animals on the same day?” I lean down a bit to look Timmy in the eye, aware of his father’s tightening grip on the boy’s hand, all too aware that I’m still a stranger to him, even if he does have my life-sized mug on display in his bookstore window.

      “Father, this is Mr. Lew, the man I was telling you about. He writes books!”

      I exhale when the man’s grip loosens, and he extends his hand. I shake it, surprised by how very much I want these people to like me. I tell myself it’s for the sake of Eliza helping me get back home, but I’m not entirely sure that’s true.

      “I thought I recognized you, but one can’t be too careful,” said William Stacy, Timothy’s father. “I’ve heard all about you since yesterday. Thank you for signing my son’s book. He’s carried it around the house nonstop, even slept with it under his pillow the first few nights.”

      “Is that so?” I wink at Timmy. He buries his head in his father’s leg, so I make up a story to undo his embarrassment. “You know, they say that people who sleep with books under their pillow have the very best dreams at night. When I was little, I slept with a copy of Winnie the Pooh, and I dreamed of teddy bears and honey so often that I woke up with a regular tummy ache. Sometimes I even had sticky fingers, as though I’d actually been eating honey in my dreams.”

      Half of Timmy’s face reappears. “You did?”

      No. Making up stories is what I do for a living.

      “I certainly did. When I grew older, I slept with a copy of Dracula, and well…my first book is about vampires, isn’t it? Sold a lot of copies.” I have the boy’s attention now, so I add another little tidbit just for fun. “Keep sleeping with that book under your pillow, and maybe someday you’ll be a writer like me.”

      “I want to be a writer!” he says a bit loudly.

      William gives me a look, but it’s laced with humor, so I’m not too worried.

      “You probably will be if you keep that up.” Everyone needs encouragement, and something tells me this kid could use it more than most.

      Timmy looks at his dad. “You see, Father, sleeping with books isn’t a bad habit after all.”

      He chucks the boy under his chin. “I suppose not.”

      The boy’s toothless grin once again tugs at my chest. There’s something about this kid that has me forgetting all about my dislike for children.

      “Are you going inside to play with the trains?” he asks.

      I sneak a glance at his father, but I can’t read the man’s expression. “I wasn’t going to. I thought I might—”

      “Want to come in and play with us? Father and I do this every Saturday morning.”

      “Is it Saturday already?” The question comes out before I think better of it, so I attempt to laugh it off. This means I have only two days to prepare for coffee with the world’s most famous author. My pulse trips over my heart on its way to my throat. Why on earth did I agree to Monday?

      “Yes, it’s Saturday, silly. And the Thomas train is so big we’ll be playing for hours. Come see.”

      Timmy is tugging on my hand, and his father is holding the door to the store open, giving me no choice except to follow them both. I suppose thoughts of the world’s biggest author will have to wait until later.

      Right now, I have a train to catch.
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        * * *

      

      “And this one’s name is Henry, and this one is Gordon, and they’re my favorite because Henry is green and it’s my favorite color, and they’re best friends. Do you have a best friend? If you do, what’s his name? My best friend is my dad, but there’s a kid at school named Jerald that I like, and once he even came to my house. Want to see how fast the trains can go, Mr. Lew? Watch this.”

      I blink, slightly dizzy. Kids make a lot of observations, don’t they? In the few minutes we’ve been here, it’s been challenging to keep up with all of Timmy’s inquisitions, even the simple ones like what’s your favorite color? because they come at me in a rapid string of much harder ones. Do you think my Aunt Eliza is pretty? was a particularly fun one to dodge. Thankfully, he’s since moved on.

      I watch as Timmy links two magnetic engines together and releases them through a covered tunnel where they drop and slide and sail around a corner, coming to rest beside a plastic tree until he gathers them up and begins the process again. Seeing that he’s preoccupied for the moment, I turn back to my conversation with Timmy’s father. A nice man, it turns out. A bit of a hard life raising Timmy on his own, but he hasn’t once complained. He also hasn’t given me an explanation for his singleness, so I haven’t asked.

      “So, you’re the one I have to thank for my son’s sleepless night last week? I heard all about the ice cream and soda.” He nods toward his son. “These questions he’s been asking you all morning? Try having them come at you at three o’clock in the morning and not let up until sunrise.”

      I wince. “That’s harsh.”

      “You don’t like my questions, Father?”

      William hooks an arm around Timmy’s waist and drags him into a backward hug. “I love your questions. But, in the middle of the night, I like sleep a little more.”

      Timmy runs a hand under his nose. “The soda wasn’t all Mr. Lew’s fault. Most of it was Eliza’s.”

      “Yes, I gave your aunt a verbal lashing, to be sure.”

      “So, I take it you two are close?”

      “Very. My father relocated us to the states for work when I was eleven, and we moved into a little house next door to Eliza and Sarah, so I suppose you could say we grew up together. I had a bit of a crush on Eliza until her younger sister became a teenager and stopped making fun of my lisp, which was barely existent back then, I’ll have you know.” He raps his knuckles on the train table in a wish for good luck. “Three years of speech therapy remedied all traces of it.” He’s right; if a lisp was ever-present, it’s gone now. “Sarah grew tall and thin and less annoying, and suddenly I noticed her. And her southern accent, which was more pronounced than most.” He smiles as though caught inside the memory.

      “So, you and Eliza were never a thing?”

      He smiles. “Eliza’s my sister in every sense, except that we don’t share a mother. Besides, she’s never taken one interest in me and never will. The feeling is mutual, seeing she never outgrew the bratty stage.”

      I laugh. “A bit sassy, that one.”

      “You’ve noticed that, have you? Not to mention her temper. We’ve always suspected she has horns buried into her forehead that pop out when she sleeps at night.”

      “I’m sorry I haven’t had the misfortune of seeing them yet.”

      He picks up a blue engine and sets it on the tracks. “I’ve known her most of my life and haven’t seen them either, but just because you can’t see the wind doesn’t mean it isn’t there. Once when we were kids, she hit me with one of her mother’s saucepans right across the arm. Pulled it off the shelf in the middle of an argument and—whack!—right on the muscle, all because I made a comment about her being terrible at singing.”

      “She’s terrible at singing?”

      “Nah, she’s got a great voice. Better than most. But I’ve always been competitive, and I couldn’t let her know it. Anyway, a giant knot formed, and I was bruised for a week. Her mother chased her down for a good five minutes before giving up. Probably a good thing she didn’t catch her. Eliza probably would have been killed. Came by her temper honestly, that’s for sure.”

      I laugh at the picture in my head. “Two hot-tempered women in the same family. However, did you survive living next door to them?”

      “Three, actually. My wife is worse than both of them put together. It was quite a sight seeing all three of them worked up at the same time. A hint: if you want to witness their tirades, bring up politics or women’s rights—making a real point to talk against them just for fun. Not because you believe that way, but because it’s entertaining to see them get worked up. Not long after Sarah and I were married, I made a comment about a woman’s place being in the kitchen, and they both locked me out of the refrigerator for an entire day. Put a combination lock on it and wouldn’t give me the numbers. My refrigerator in my home, and Eliza was the one to do it. I had to grab takeaway for everything, even coffee. A stubborn lot, to be sure, though their mother has been gone for over a decade, God rest her soul.” William crosses himself like he’s saying a prayer.

      I try a laugh, but I’m hung up on his use of the word is in the description of his wife. Eliza told me her sister was dead, but William speaks as though she’s still alive and arguing politics over Sunday dinner. Did I misunderstand his meaning or is Eliza hiding something?

      “What brought you back to England?”

      “My mother died when I was nineteen; she’d always wanted to return home. When my father retired, he made the decision to fulfill her wish and moved back here. He got on in years and his health began to decline rapidly, so we came here to be with him. Died five years ago, he did. By then, Timmy was barely a toddler, and my wife had grown fond of my home country, so we stayed. It was intended to be temporary, but then things happened…

      Things. Meaning his wife’s accident.

      “And Eliza moved here to be with you?”

      William shakes his head, sadness taking over his countenance. “No, she was only here for a visit when the accident happened.”

      I close my eyes for a moment and sigh. A visit that became permanent due to circumstances out of anyone’s control. Isn’t that how life works for most of us? It turns on a dime while we’re busy playing with quarters, completely unprepared and shaken.

      “Speak of the devil,” William says to a commotion behind me. “You’re late.”

      I look over my shoulder, only to find Eliza herself impatiently staring right at me. As nice as she looks in her fitted black jeans and low-cut red sweater, I suddenly feel like an intruder, and that makes me angry. I didn’t ask to be here. I was fairly dragged inside against my will and forced to play with trains for nearly an hour now. It isn’t like I was stalking her, even if that was the original plan.

      “Came to stalk me again, I see, Mr. McDonnell.”

      “I invited him!” Timmy defends me. “He was just standing outside the toy store like he wanted a kid to play with, so I asked him to come play with me.”

      Eliza raises an eyebrow and gives me a barely tolerant look though there might be a hint of a smile behind her eyes. Her nephew makes me sound like the type of man who hangs out in the children’s area of a public park in front of the entire store. If I didn’t know better, I’d think this whole family is out to get me. A thought confirmed when William snickers and a mother a few feet over gives me the once-over and pulls her child a little closer to her side. I reach for a train.

      “I wasn’t exactly looking for someone to play with,” I mutter under my breath.

      “Fess up,” William says. “You wanted to play with the trains, and you know it. Timmy here was just your excuse.” He twists to look at Eliza. “I saw him pressing his face against the toy store window before we walked up.”

      “Lies.” This family is full of lunatics, and they’re all having fun at my expense. “You’re not exactly helping me here. Besides, Tinker Toys are more my style.” Another lie; I have a train collection at home in New York.

      “I have those at my house!” Timmy says. “Want to come over?”

      My knees hurt from squatting so long, so I slowly stand. Getting older sucks; something I rarely think about but can’t avoid now with the way my joints pop and crack.

      “I’d better get home. There’s a ballgame on in an hour that I want to watch and—”

      “The playoffs?” William asks, surprising me. “I have satellite television at my house if you want to watch it there. Maybe we can convince Eliza to make us some dinner, seeing as—”

      “If you say, ‘it’s a woman’s job,’ I will beat you with another pan.”

      I have no doubt it’s where he was headed. I laugh and turn to her. “He tells me you deliver quite the blow to the arm. I guess I’ll need to be careful what I say, especially if you invite me to karaoke.”

      “He’s still talking about that?” She shoves William on the arm. “I was ten. And I can still sing better than anyone you know. Don’t fight me on that. As for you,” she says to me. “You’re already walking a fine line.”

      She winks and takes Timmy by the hand, then walks off with him without looking back. There have been very few women who’ve ever talked to me like that in my adult life.

      Dang, if it doesn’t turn me on.

      William and I follow them. I’m not sure what he’s looking at, but I can’t take my eyes off Eliza’s hips.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, come on. Did you see the way he charged that guy? Swiped right at his leg. I can’t believe they didn’t give him a red card for that.” I slump into the sofa, all hope of my team winning fizzling as fast as they appeared, considering that last week The Red Bulls didn’t have a shot in hell.

      “Aw, he barely touched him. You’re just sore because your team is outmatched, considering Arsenal is crushing them.”

      William isn’t wrong. What a disappointing match-up, which brings the list of reasons I should return to New York even smaller. If even soccer can’t entice me home, what else is there?

      I glance at Eliza and feel something stir inside. Staying here has all sorts of appeal.

      She’s been in the kitchen making cookies with Timmy for a few minutes. He helped at first, but now he sits at a barstool while Eliza works around him, occasionally chucking him on the nose and bending down to kiss his cheek. The long walk home made him tired; after a few minutes of pretending his legs didn’t ache, Eliza plucked him in her arms and settled him on the stool. My heart cracked an inch or two at the sight. She may have a temper that ignites, but she’s as gentle as rain with her nephew.

      Timmy has laughed more than I’ve heard from him before, the sound like the sprinkle of bells in a timeless Christmas carol. It adds beauty…purity…to an otherwise regular moment. There’s nothing particularly special about watching a ball game on a Saturday afternoon. Add the background sound of their laughter and chatter floating from the kitchen, and we’ve all earned a gold participation trophy just for the privilege of listening.

      “Here, hold this,” I hear her say to him. I shift in my seat, trying not to be obvious as I watch them out of the corner of my eye. She hands him a cutter, the shape of which I can’t make out. Even squinting doesn’t help. I glance at the television in case William asks me a question, then slide my gaze back to the kitchen.

      “After I roll the dough out, I want you to press this real hard into it, and then I’ll help you transfer them to the pan.” Eliza’s arms move back and forth as she flattens the dough, the movement mesmerizing. “I can’t believe we’ve never made biscuits together before.” On the screen, the crowd screams. The other team scored a run, but I’ve lost interest. I want to know what shape Timmy is holding. I want to be that rolling pin in Eliza’s hands.

      “You should go join them,” William says from the recliner.

      I startle and meet his gaze, ready to shrug off his comment, but I’ve been caught staring. Without taking his eyes off me, he pushes his chair back all the way, kicking the footrest up. “I’m going to take a nap. This game is getting boring.” Translation: I’m letting you off the hook. Go hang out with my sister-in-law. He’s right, however. The point spread is too wide to expect the other team to make much of a comeback. “Besides, no one makes better biscuits than Eliza. Except maybe my wife.”

      William closes his eyes, oblivious to the way I’m staring. Once again, he says her name casually, as though she’s in the other room and not laid to rest in a cemetery. I make a mental note to ask Eliza about it when the time is right. Like, when we’re safely back in New York and she no longer wants to strangle me.

      The sofa groans a bit when I stand and make my way to the kitchen. As far as houses go, this one is small. The outside is a bit Notting Hill in looks with its blue door and tri-level layout. Each level is tiny, with barely enough room to turn around a few times and go up. On the bottom floor: a kitchen, living room, and half-bathroom. On the second floor: William’s bedroom and bath. On the third floor is a downsized repeat of the second for Timmy, plus a laundry closet that seems horribly inconvenient in its placement. Who wants to carry towels that far up and down stairs?

      I wondered at the wisdom of housing Timmy on the top floor, considering his trouble walking, but quickly noticed all flights of stairs came equipped with a motorized lift. When I asked Timmy how he liked the lift, he replied that riding up three flights of stairs was on par with riding a roller coaster at Disney World. It didn’t take much thinking to realize he has never actually been there. Hopefully, that will remain the case through the duration of his childhood; you can’t be disappointed in what you don’t know.

      Walking into the kitchen, I realize I’m worrying about nothing. Timmy has a wide grin on his face and chocolate chip biscuit dough peeking from the corner of his mouth, looking happier than any kid I’ve seen waiting for a photo op with Mickey Mouse.

      “Stop eating the dough, or you’ll get sick,” Eliza scolds before she notices me.

      There’s just no way I can let that go. I reach for a spoon and wink at Timmy just as Eliza looks up. “Adults just say that kind of stuff to scare you.” I scoop out some and lick it straight off the spoon. “I’ve never heard a single case of anyone dying from biscuit dough poisoning. Eat up, young lad.”

      Eliza pauses, spoon in mid-air, and looks me over. “Are you British now? Stop eating the dough, or I won’t have enough left to put in the oven.”

      I grab a different spoon and scoop out more. “I am decidedly American. And the dough is better anyway.”

      “He’s right!” Timmy agrees. “It’s much better.”

      I smile. “Two against one means you’re outnumbered.”

      “Two against one means both of you get out of the kitchen.”

      I pluck the boy off the counter and carefully set him down. “Come on, Timmy. Show me this train of yours that you couldn’t stop talking about earlier.”

      “It’s in my room!”

      He’s off and running in his skip hop way before I know what’s happened. His excitement is contagious, though it doesn’t quite overshadow the concern in my mind when I watch him go. Children shouldn’t be saddled with the burden of grown-up problems. They should be able to run free and fast with nothing to hamper their movements. For the dozenth time today, I wonder what happened. I saw an old picture near the fireplace when we first arrived; Timmy wasn’t born with a deformity that required a leg brace or caused a limp. He was also born with a very much alive and present mother, one who looks remarkably similar to Eliza except with a slightly shorter build and a darker shade of hair.

      Maybe she left them, disappearing when times got tough. Wouldn’t be the first woman I’ve known to take the coward’s way out.

      My ex’s angry face flashes like a murder hornet before I mentally smash it in my fist. Now isn’t the time for thoughts of bitter exes. Maybe tomorrow when I’m blending a fruit smoothie for breakfast. Imagining a whole orange as her head slowly decimating always makes me feel better.

      I watch silently as Timmy buckles himself into the lift and glides up the first set of stairs.

      “What a lucky boy you are to get a ride. My old knees will be giving out before we make it to the top.”

      Just as I’d hoped, the boy giggles. “You’re not that old. I would let you ride too, but you’re too big. You might break it.”

      “Old and fat, two insults in the same minute.” Giggles tumble out of his mouth.

      “Not fat. I just couldn’t get upstairs if it were to break. It’s only for children.”

      “Well, then, I suppose I’ll just let the children ride it. Me and my old knees will have to make it on their own.”

      And we do. A few minutes later, we’re racing two engines down separate tracks when my train derails once again. Losing is my specialty when it comes to this family.

      “I think you cheated,” I say.

      “I think you don’t know how to play trains very well,” he says.

      I might be offended, but the kid has a point. Unlike this set that requires skillful maneuvers to make them work, my trains at home are electric. I’ve come to realize that manual is better if only to boost your sense of accomplishment. Or non- accomplishment, as the case may be. Footsteps sound on the stairs.

      “Oh no, some other old person is coming up to play with us,” I say, aware that my pulse has tripled in speed at the thought of that old person being Eliza. She appears like a shiny new car on your sixteenth birthday, all sparkly and smelling nice and ready to be driven.

      I try not to stare.

      “It’s just Eliza,” Timmy says without looking up, “and she’s not nearly as old as you.” I could make a retort, but I’m too distracted with the prettiest smile I’ve ever seen. It stops all thought from materializing, and I feel myself smiling back like a schoolboy with a teenage crush. I reach for another train as my brain liquefies. Thank God Eliza doesn’t notice my reaction. She sits in front of us, her long legs folding underneath her, and reaches for a stray piece of track.

      “Thank you, Timmy. You’re right. I am not nearly as old as Lew, though that was an odd way to be greeted.”

      “You can’t be that much younger than I am,” I say, suddenly desperate to know how old she is.

      “I’m twenty-seven, though my soul is much more refined.”

      It’s like she read my thoughts. I don’t like being that transparent.

      “And I know for a fact that you’re thirty-four, which makes me a whole lot younger than you.”

      A little thrill zaps through me at her words. She’s been doing some research. She straightens an angled bridge, then sails a blue engine through it. “There are three dozen snickerdoodle biscuits downstairs waiting to be eaten, and since your father is snoring like a thunderstorm in April, that job falls to both of you.”

      “What do you say, Timmy? Should we head downstairs?”

      He jumps up as quickly as he can and skip-hops for the stairs. “Yes! But I get to eat the first one.”

      Not one to begrudge a child his wish, I fall in step next to Eliza. When we reach the staircase, I wait for her to go first. As I follow the two of them, there’s an overwhelming sense I’m watching my future descend before me. It makes no sense because my future is not here.

      Not in this time or this place.

      The feeling stays with me the rest of the afternoon and well into the night.
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      Eliza

      I wish I had never witnessed the sight of Lew McDonnell sitting at my brother-in-law’s kitchen table eating cookies with my nephew and laughing like they were instant best friends. It’s something a girl with a lifelong crush should never see. The only possible outcome is for that crush to intensify into real feelings that keep you awake at night. Especially when he compliments the chef and remarks that her cooking is even more memorable than her temper. A statement I might have found offensive except for the wink he tagged on at the end.

      Be careful what you wish for, ladies.

      My little crush died twelve hours ago, replaced by a desperate need to see him again. Irrational, considering I don’t even want to see him. He’s an annoying person who will not take no for an answer. The problem is, yesterday he was an awful person with a very nice smile and incredibly sweet way with Timmy. The way they played together....my ovaries grew three sizes just watching them. What is it about men and children that makes strong and independent women like me turn into lovesick schoolgirls hoping for a date?

      I wish I’d never baked those stupid cookies.

      How was I to know gingerbread was his favorite? Nothing in my Writer’s Digest  online subscription ever mentioned that. His favorite color is black; his least favorite, red. His favorite city is Santa Fe; his least favorite, New York. His favorite song is Hallelujah; his least favorite, Hey, Hey We’re the Monkees, something I’ve personally heard only once but remember as being quite catchy.

      I wore red today on the off chance I might run into him. The sight of his least favorite person wearing his least favorite color is sure to get my annoyance with him back on track. He might be rude to me. I might get mad at him—an inspired plan. A childish plan for sure, but necessary.

      I’m walking the aisles of Primark in search of a pair of kid’s gloves when I see it. A book. His book. Or books, a whole display of them on the end of an aisle, situated right between nail polish and women’s underwear. Lew McDonnell is everywhere, inside and outside my mind, even when I’m not looking for him. I wage a should I or shouldn’t I? war with the paperback before giving in and reaching for it.

      I’m halfway through the first very engaging and very familiar chapter when a pair of shoes plant themselves in my line of vision. I’ve been discovered reading something I haven’t bought. I carefully close the book and look up, bracing myself for a worker’s angry expression.

      What I get is Lew’s amused one.

      “Would you like me to tell you how that chapter ends?”

      I practically throw the book back on the shelf, embarrassment leaving its mark on my neck. “I think I might already know how it ends.” I don’t say that I have a similar copy of it at home or that I’m starting to wonder if Lew might be right.

      His amusement fades into inquisitive as he eyes me up and down. “What are you doing here? Nice sweater, by the way.”

      Bingo. The red did the trick. The knowledge does little to console me.

      “Christmas shopping for Timmy. What are you doing here?”

      “I can help you with that if you’d like. I would love to buy him a few gifts myself.”

      I smile at his innocence. “Little boys are expensive, and Timmy’s list is three pages long.” My nephew is the most unselfish child in the universe and has only put two items on his Christmas list, but Lew has no way of knowing that.

      The items? A handheld game. And a wish for his mother to wake up. I’m filling in the blanks with his unspoken needs. Like I said, he’s painfully unselfish. “Why in the world would you help me buy gifts for my nephew? You barely know him.”

      He glances at me and withdraws a black marker from his jacket pocket, then opens the book he’s holding to the front cover. “I’ve been here less than a week, and I’ve already spent two days with him. That’s more time than I normally spend with anyone unless you count my friend Jack Daniels. Which, as of six days ago, I no longer have any affection for.”

      A sarcastic comment sits perched on my tongue, but I’m struck by what Lew is doing. Is this how most authors behave? He returns the book to the shelf and reaches for another, opening the book jacket again and scribbling something new while I watch.

      He’s autographing them, one by one. He plucks another one off the shelf.

      “I’m fairly certain this is considered vandalism.”

      He laughs. “Most people like an autographed copy of the novels they buy. The book becomes much more valuable than the…” he flips the book over to inspect it, “twelve pounds they’re currently charging. I’ll have you know I’m insulted by this. Fifty percent off? I have half a mind to remove this sticker.”

      I try and fail to bite back a smile when I see a red, half-priced sticker on the back cover.  “Seeing as I’ve only read part of chapter one, I’m not certain it’s even worth half. Twelve pounds would buy me a nice cup. And a scone.”

      “Is that a request? Are you asking me on a date?”

      The smile drops from my face. Only I would land myself on the other end of a date without even trying. “I didn’t—I mean—I can’t. N…no.” I’m stammering like a fool, and words just keep coming.

      “You can’t, or you don’t want to? Because I would very much like to take you out for tea, Eliza. And a scone.”

      My face burns at the idiotic way my own words sound when spoken back to me.

      “How long will it take you to shop?”

      I can barely think, much less check the time. I glance at my bare wrist and sigh, then look at a clock over Lew’s left shoulder.

      “An hour?”

      “Okay, I’ll help you, and then we’ll go. But plan on dinner as well. I’m starving.”

      So much for my childish plan.

      Why am I suddenly smiling?
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      “You’re joking. You want me to come with you? How could I possibly contribute to the conversation?”

      Lew shrugs and takes a sip of tea like he hasn’t just dropped a tarantula in my lap and dared me not to flinch. “First, answer me this.”

      “No.”

      He rolls his eyes. “You can’t say no when I haven’t asked a question.”

      “I haven’t liked anything you’ve asked up to this point, so why would this question be different?”

      “I choose to ignore that.” He sets his fork down and leans on his elbows. “I mentioned early on that where I come from, you’re an author. A very successful one. Do you write now, Eliza? Even if you don’t believe what I told you, please tell me you’re a writer.”

      I shift in my seat, uncomfortable with his scrutiny. “I might have written a story or two.” Or two hundred and twenty-seven, not including an entire manuscript that is frighteningly like Lew’s and a partial draft of another, but that doesn’t mean I want to talk about it. Can someone please explain how we’ve drifted to this topic again?

      He smiles a little over-confidently. “You’ve written five poetry books and a novel where I come from.”

      “Stop, Lew. If you can’t—”

      “Talk about your poetry.” His sudden directive unnerves me. “Talk about whatever you want to talk about. You’ll be fine. It shouldn’t be too difficult, and I’ll be there to keep your nerves to a minimum.”

      Shouldn’t be too difficult? Does he even hear himself speak, or does he have some sort of disorder that prevents him from deciphering words as they slip out of his mouth? Only someone with a severe impairment in judgment would ask such a thing and expect me to just casually go along with it. Either that, or he’s become so immune to his own fame that he believes everyone hobnobs with the well-known and well-heeled class.

      I just look at him. “Maybe the most brilliant author in the entire world, and you want me to come along and talk about my writing? Are you out of your mind or just completely delusional? I wouldn’t have a single thing to contribute to the conversation, not to mention the fact that she’s freaking brilliant. I’m not brilliant, Lew. When it comes to writing, I’m barely even average.”

      Lew breaks a scone in half, seemingly undeterred. “Split the last one with me?”

      I push his hand away, unable to stomach the idea and put off by his nonchalance. “You expect me to eat right now?”

      He slathers jam on his half and takes a bite. “A couple problems with what you just said. One, I would question you referring to her as the most brilliant author ever. What exactly does that make me? Or Stephen King, for that matter. We’re both offended by your assessment.”

      “Mr. King isn’t even here.”

      “He’s offended by proxy.”

      I roll my eyes. “J.K. Rowling is British, Lew. We all think she’s the most brilliant writer in the world. There’s a Harry Potter museum only a few blocks from here.”

      “There is?” He looks out the window as though he expects to spot it, then shakes his head. “Two.” He swallows and points at me. “Of course, you should talk about your writing. Since you refuse to help me find the book, therefore relegating both of us to this existence for who knows how long, can you think of a better opportunity you’ll have any time soon? I can’t think of one.”

      “I haven’t written anything worth talking about.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “I didn’t ask you to believe me. It’s true.” My eye twitches the way it always does when I lie. I snatch that last half of the scone and reach for the clotted cream.

      “Seems we both think the other is lying about an awful lot of important things.”

      I clench my jaw and scoop out extra cream just for spite, accidentally missing the scone in favor of my hand. An attractive twenty-something with perky breasts, ultra-white teeth, and more long waves than Malibu Barbie chooses this moment to stop and ask Lew for an autograph. Cream slides from my palm and plops onto the table.

      “Lew McDonnell, right?” she says while I lick my thumb. “I’m Amber. Could you sign my napkin and take a selfie with me?”

      When she giggles in that decidedly sorority-girl way, I silently curse the room. Aren’t they all named Amber? The obvious contrast is unsettling. I don’t have the slightest fraction of sorority-girl personality. I don’t giggle or wear lip-plumper or use teeth whitening strips religiously. She probably drives a pink Corvette and dates a lifeguard named Ken when she isn’t busy stalking my dates.

      Not that Lew is my date. Because he isn’t.

      I slide a napkin into my lap and frantically swipe at residual stickiness just as Barbie Amber pulls out her phone. Bits of paper cling to my skin as further evidence of my awkwardness. With a sigh, I give up and watch the scene in front of me. Lew smiles, looking unfairly sexy with his cheek pressed up to hers, both grinning like they’re on a first date while I sit back and third wheel this bicycle built for two. Jealousy pokes pins in my side like I’m a human voodoo doll, yet another thing I resent.

      Why is it only the model-types approach Lew when I’m around? I’ll tell you why. Because nothing about me is intimidating. I’m the brunette who wears glasses, the un-fun one who wraps her hair in high topknots because it’s simple, a more efficient hairstyle than long platinum waves that drape to my breasts. My fingers itch to release my curls and let them tumble down my back, but I force my hands to stay still. I will not be intimidated by anyone. Messy topknots are perfectly sensible.

      On cue, my glasses slip a bit down my nose, and I push them up with a finger. Someone up there is laughing at me. I’ve never considered contacts but now desperately want a pair. Tomorrow I will call my eye doctor and make an appointment. I’m tired of looking like the world’s most beloved male book character. A magic wand is all I need to make the look complete.

      “What are you thinking about?” Lew says.

      I blink, only now noticing that Lew’s groupie has left. Even though I’m overly full, I reach for another scone. “Amber was cute.”

      Lew eyes me skeptically and returns the pen to his jacket pocket. “I didn’t notice.”

      He’s a terrible liar, but he manages it without a single eye twitch. “You’re the only man here who didn’t. Heads turned from all directions when she walked away. One guy did an owl-type one-eighty with his neck just to get a good look. Any one of them would have buttered her scone if she’d asked.” The sarcastic tone I hoped for sounds a little jealous.

      Lew drains his tea, eyeing me over the rim of his cup. “I’m not every man, I suppose.”

      “You’re definitely unique.” There’s the sarcasm, even if it arrived a bit late.

      “Look, Eliza, who cares about Amber or any other female for that matter. Do you want to come with me on Monday or not? I would love to have you there, both at the coffee and at the premiere.” He sets his cup down. “You can bring William and Timothy if you want. Or you can come as my…date.”

      Lew utters the last word like a question, as though it caught even him off guard. His date? Anticipation shoots through me like I’ve just bought a stack of convenience store scratch-off cards, but I manage a simple shrug.

      “Sure, I’ll go.” I just agreed to meet J.K. Rowling and attend the most talked-about movie career of the decade, and I’m sitting here like I couldn’t care less. Maybe I should consider a career change and become an actress. “But I still have no idea what I’m going to talk about.”

      “Tell her about yourself. Listen to me talk; I promise not to let the conversation lull. And if you get brave enough, I’ve already given you an idea.”

      I add a packet of sugar to my lukewarm tea and swirl my spoon around. “I can’t do that.” Darn Lew and his faith in me. The last thing I need is for hope to work its way into my subconscious, but there’s no denying it’s wiggling around in there already.

      “But you can. Read the one about the accident, the one you included at the beginning of your Dickens’ retelling. The one about your heart being divided into before and after. I loved that one.” He turns and signals for the check as though I wasn’t just sucker-punched, as though my heart wasn’t just ripped from my chest and tossed on the cold tile floor between us. Blood rushes through my ears in a painful rush, but I can’t move.

      “What did you say?”

      We lock eyes, and it’s only then that Lew seems to register what he said. His face goes slack. The air between us stills, a quiet lull before the storm. I can smell rain hovering over our heads. He looks at the table, the waitress, the ceiling, at me.

      “I said you could read one of your stories,” he says.

      I slowly shake my head. “Not that part. The part where you talked about a specific one.” My head pounds, though not as hard as my heart. Surely it was a lucky guess. A flippant offhanded remark. He can’t possibly know.

      But then Lew starts to speak and smashes that theory in the worst way possible.

      “My heart

      once pink and pure and beating freely

      was easier to handle before dull blades

      divided it into jagged sections of

      before and after.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Before the accident when my heart was free.”

      “Stop it, Lew.” I raise my voice in a barely controlled rage, feeling the stares of everyone around us. He doesn’t stop because he’s making a point.

      “After the accident when my soul wore chains.

      Before the affair when innocence waltzed inside oblivion.

      After the affair when blood stained my hands…”

      He stops, looking me straight in the eyes. I can barely discern the moment panic replaces the blood thrashing around in my veins.

      Lew’s gaze is so direct I feel naked and exposed.

      “I’ve read those lines so many times in the past week I can say them in my sleep,” Lew says. “One can only assume you wrote the story about Dickens’ love for Ellen Ternan. It’s the biggest difference between your book and mine; I focused on his relationship with his sister-in-law Georgina. He got around a bit, didn’t he?” He chuckles to himself as though my heart didn’t stop beating two sentences back. “But so many lines are identical…so many thoughts and themes. I have your book back at my apartment. I picked it up in New York. At the Met. Where they held a reception for you. Eliza Sterling, New York Times bestselling author. Somehow it traveled here with me. I can’t believe I didn’t think of telling you this earlier.”

      I only blink at him, unable to speak. Every part of me is paralyzed with shock.

      Lew just recited my soul from memory. Words I spent hours perfecting more than two years ago. Words I hid inside a box and carried up to my attic only three days ago.

      Lew’s never seen my attic.

      I’ve never shared those words with anyone.

      How on earth did he know?
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      Lew

      There are two possibilities brewing right now judging from the look on her face. One, she’s winding herself up, letting her simmering outrage reach a boiling point before pounding me to death in a couple of short minutes. Or two, she finally believes me.

      She’s silent so long I can’t decide which way she’s leaning. I can’t decide which way I’m leaning either. Or what I’ll do when we finally locate the copy of Great Expectations that has eluded me so far.

      It isn’t that I don’t want to go home. I do. But in the few days I’ve spent here, a new reality has formed, a much more appealing one than the one I left. In London, I’m practically worshipped. Back home, I’m nothing, a has-been author who’s reviled as much as he’s resented. Thought of as a talentless imposter despite having written eight books, seven of which were written without anyone's assistance—an alcoholic who can’t go more than a few hours without a drink. In London, my mind is clear, and my vices are zero. I’m not bound to anything or anyone, least of all a substance that keeps me locked in the grip of selfish need. The pros outweigh the cons on every point but one: Eliza’s life is much better at home than here in London.

      That’s the hardest part to reconcile. How can I entertain staying here when I know how much better things are for her there?

      “For argument's sake, let’s say you’re telling the truth,” she finally asks.

      I can’t help a smile. “I am telling the truth.”

      Her face doesn’t crack. “Like I said, for a moment, let’s assume the very far-fetched idea that you’re telling the truth. I have absolutely no idea what you want me to do, let alone where to even start. Time travel, Lew? How is that even possible?”

      I’ve asked myself that question precisely one thousand times these past few days. If you do the math, I’ve thought about it more seconds than actually exist during normal waking hours. Tough to do, but with time slips as a factor, it’s possible. “I have absolutely no idea. But I did read something about a Dickens’ legend, and Harry confirmed a legend does exist when I met with him earlier. Have you heard of it?”

      “We’ve all heard of it, but I highly doubt it’s real. Everyone who claimed they had traveled was deemed crazy by all of society. One man even disappeared and was never heard from again.”

      “I’m aware. That is why I would like to keep this between you and me if you don’t mind. Where I come from, I’m already considered to have poor judgment. I don’t need crazy to be added to my list of very public flaws.”

      “And that’s what I don’t understand. Where I come from, you have quite possibly the best reputation around. Except for J.K. Rowling, of course.”

      I shrug. “Of course.”

      “What did you do at home that was so awful?”

      The words feel like rocks in my chest, uncomfortable and heavy. I don’t want to answer, but it’s time. It’s also the first chance I’ve told my story without having to defend it. I take a deep breath and start.

      “I was engaged when I wrote my last book, blissfully happy and deliriously in love for the first time in my life. So happy that I spent all my time with my fiancé and almost no time writing my manuscript. So, when I realized the deadline was approaching faster than I had time to finish—”

      “This isn’t going to end well…”

      “I hired a ghostwriter to write the book for me.”

      Eliza closes her eyes to ward off the impending blow of the fallout, but I keep going.

      “Nothing wrong with using a ghostwriter, mind you. But there’s everything wrong with it when you’ve spent your whole career talking against them.”

      “So, when people found out, they crucified you?”

      “Funny enough, not for that.”

      Eliza frowns. “For what then?”

      This is the part of the story I hate, so I take a deep breath and forge ahead before I talk myself out of it. If you close your eyes, it’s easy to pretend the bulldozer isn’t there until you run straight for it and wind up with a concussion. Four years ago, I ran straight for it, and this story is my concussion. I have four-year-old stitches and scars as evidence. “For calling all of my readers gullible assholes on a very drunken Facebook Live tirade. I may have also used the words pathetic and stupid and uneducated and—”

      Eliza holds up her hand to stop me. “Why would you do that? Just because you used a ghostwriter and got caught for it? Plenty of people use them, Lew.”

      “No, because when I discovered that my fiancé was sleeping with my agent—found out over a very romantic dinner one night, right before I planned to pop the question, mind you—I got drunk. Raging drunk. Broke a year-long sobriety streak in a handful of minutes. Ever downed an entire bottle of tequila after consuming two bottles of wine? That’s what I did. And at the time, I guess blowing up my career seemed like the smarter move than blowing up her.”

      “You found out she was cheating after you bought her a ring?” She takes a sip of water. “That would have been a tough call.”

      “Apparently not for me, even though I don’t remember making the video. I only remember waking up the next day to find everything shot to hell, and I was the one holding all the bullets.”

      “Oh, dear God.”

      “The first words I uttered when I saw all the texts.”

      “What did you do?”

      I shrug. “I rolled with it. There’s not much you can do when you insult all your readers. Or when you call your agent and your publisher and your fiancé money-grubbing lowlifes who screw people and animals alike for money.”

      Eliza makes a face. “And animals?”

      “I was drunk.” A terrible explanation, but the only one I’ve got.

      “What about your sobriety?”

      “It stayed broken. Drinking was the only thing that kept all the feelings away, especially the self-loathing ones. I stayed drunk every day, all the way up until I met you at your book launch. I was drunk when I asked you the questions about your sister. Drunker still when we got into the fight.”

      Eliza opens her mouth and then closes it. Whatever she wanted to ask, she’s clearly decided against it. “And now? Have you been drinking since you got here?”

      The disbelief is still in her tone, but it’s not as strong as before. “That’s the strange thing. Not only have I not had a single drink, but my craving for alcohol has also completely disappeared.”

      “So, it’s like you have all your memories, but everything about your life is unrecognizable.”

      “Exactly. The only thing familiar is my job.” I shake my head on a laugh. “That, and a comforter I bought at Saks Fifth Avenue. For some reason, that made the trip with me.”

      “Can I see it?” Eliza’s face instantly flames red at the words that just burst out of her mouth. “I mean, maybe it would help, or…I don’t know…maybe what’s familiar to you would somehow be familiar to me, or…something?” She is stammering, reaching in her effort to explain.

      I smirk. “Sure, if you think it would help to see my bed, we can head there now.”

      Her face is a dangerous shade of scarlet. If I didn’t know she was embarrassed, I would think she was choking. It makes me weirdly happy.

      “Not your bed, Lew. Just…where you live. I’m trying to make sense of this, but nothing does. Maybe if something looked familiar, maybe…the book? Maybe if I saw my book.”

      I pause at this because she has a point. I open my mouth to tell her so, but she keeps going.

      “You’re saying my sister was at my book launch party and that she was sitting on the front row? With my nephew?”

      “Yes, that’s what I’m saying.”

      “Why is this all so one-sided? Why don’t I remember any of what you’re describing? For both of us, supposedly everything has changed, but you’re the only one who knows it? That doesn’t make sense.”

      I wish I had answers for her, but I don’t. “The same question has plagued me for days. Everything has changed, Eliza. The difference is, for me, it’s changed for the better. Now, everyone loves me again. I’m no longer an alcoholic. I have movies and bestsellers, and fans that stop me on the street. Trust me, if you were me, you would like this reality much better. You might even consider staying, but it’s hard to entertain that possibility when everything has changed in a worse way for you.” And it’s true. Why am I the bestselling author now and not her?

      Eliza seems to think on that, leaning against the wall to stare past me over my shoulder. She’s beautiful. Even the air of exhaustion that hovers over her like a third personality can’t shroud her features. But it’s clear that life is hard for Eliza. I only wish I knew why. Every deduction I make leaves me with a brother-in-law and nephew in the picture but no sister. A sister exists, or at least existed once—I saw her in New York. They share the same dark hair, the same brown eyes, the same smile. Eliza’s whole being pulls like a magnet hidden deep inside her core, drawing everyone around her in. It’s brought me closer than she realizes.

      Or maybe she does. Somewhere in all my introspection, she’s caught me staring. Her eyes are fixed on me, and I’m stuck.

      “What are you thinking about?” she asks.

      I hold her gaze without blinking, daring her to see my interest in her. “I’m wondering the same thing about you.”

      She doesn’t look away. “I don’t know what to think. Part of me wonders if you’re making this whole thing up. It’s just so…so…” She throws a hand up to indicate how preposterous it is, then lets it drop on her lap. “But I owe it to my sister to find out. Don’t make me regret it, Lew.”

      “I won’t.” Two words that hold a handful of promises and one possible lie. If this doesn’t work, she might regret everything.

      Eliza stands and brushes crumbs off her pants. “First things first. If I’m going to help you find the Dickens book that could fix this, I want to see my own book. The one you said I was promoting in New York. If what you’re telling me is the truth, that shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “It isn’t.” Challenge delivered and accepted.

      “Fine, then take me to your apartment.”

      With heart pounding and blood flowing, I do just that.
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      There’s always a certain thrill that comes from holding your own book in your hands for the very first time. The smell of the paper, the crisp turn of the pages, the awe from knowing you were once capable of stringing so many words and thoughts together to create an entire novel.

      However, watching someone hold a book they don’t remember writing or editing or having published at all is just…weird.

      “How is this possible?” She’s asked this a least a dozen times in as many minutes. “These are my words, Lew. Mine. I have them all written in a notebook at home. But I don’t recognize any of this.”

      By this, she means the paper and the cover and the novel in physical form. She holds the book up for emphasis, though it isn’t necessary. I’ve read her book several times in the past week, and I still can’t comprehend our situation.

      I sit on the bed and peer up at her.  “I’m glad you recognize your story, at least. You should be proud. It’s really good.” I slip my own book from my bag and present it to her. “In fact, it’s a lot like mine.”

      “But that doesn’t make sense. How could we have written the same book?”

      I could tell her, but it seems like too much information to unload in one afternoon. Besides, in this realm, I’m not sure the explanation applies. I read once that ideas are living things; you either take them and use them, or leave them alone to wilt. After enough time spent lying dormant and unattended, an idea moves along to someone else as a matter of survival. It’s quite possible that Eliza and I were merely recipients of the same idea in this realm. Scott’s deception wasn’t a factor at all.

      So, I simply say, “Great minds?”

      She moves to sit next to me on the bed, still flipping through the pages and completely unaware of the effect her closeness is having on me. Her thigh touches mine. My heart thuds in my chest. She’s wearing a short little floral dress paired with knee-high boots. A combination of lavender and citrus drifts from her hair every time she moves. An occasional soft sigh lands on my arm as she examines all sides of the book, leaving me with an irrational desire to capture her breath in my mouth.

      Or it might be the most rational thought I’ve had in years. I’ve been with plenty of women in my thirty-four years of life, but this is the first time in four years that my reaction to one wasn’t entirely physical. She places her hand on my leg, which doesn’t help at all. I shift in place a bit because…it is still partly physical.  “I think I believe you. I have no idea why or how any of this even makes sense, but I believe you.”

      The word believe snaps my distracting thoughts into focus, and all I feel is gratitude. Belief changes everything, especially when it’s wrapped in faith. There’s so much a person can accomplish when even one person believes in them. Many want the crowd, but all you really need is the attention of one.

      “Thank you. It’s about time.” Humor. A necessary defense to keep me from doing something stupid like kissing her. She squeezes my leg, and a jolt of electricity travels up my skin, leaving me right back where I started. Time to deflect. “You’re a hard sell, you know that? It would have been easier to convince the American news media to vote Republican in the next election.”

      She smiles. “What did you expect me to say? ‘Oh, Mr. McDonnell, please lead me to the stones so we can Outlander our way back to New York City?” She turns to me, her mouth dropping open in feigned surprise. “Wait, is that possible? Because if so, I would have said yes right away!”

      I can’t help but laugh at her tone. “Yes, I already did that once too. Jamie was there, but so was his wife.”

      Her body deflates in drama-queen fashion. “I hate her and her stupid English accent.”

      “You live in a place filled with English accents,” I point out.

      “Yes, but I would rather live in seventeenth-century Scotland.”

      She has a point, though I still like Eliza here with me, voice and all. It’s soft and musical, a sound I could get used to hearing all the time. I change the subject to something a little less uncomfortable. A very little less. “Tell me about your sister.”

      Like I suspected would happen, the mood in the room changes. Eliza’s eyebrows form a worried crease in the middle of her forehead. Walls are erected faster than I can toss bricks aside. I’ve willingly run head-first into a danger zone, yellow caution tape warning me not to cross. I should give her an out or apologize for the request, but I don’t. If we’re going to solve this puzzle, I need all the pieces in front of me. That includes Eliza filling me in on the details of her past. Too bad only one of us thinks so.

      “There’s nothing to tell.” She stands and walks toward the window. “I only brought her up because I was surprised she was at my book launch. My sister’s not much of a reader.”

      I don’t miss her use of the present tense again. Her sister isn’t dead no matter what Eliza claims, though I can’t imagine what would possess her to claim it at all. I try a different tactic. “So, what kinds of things does she like? Do you have a lot in common?”

      She turns to look at me. “No, we’re definitely different.” She sets the empty glass next to the sink. “Listen, if we’re going to figure this out, we should probably focus. What else can you tell me about that day at the museum?”

      There’s so much I want to know, so much that doesn’t make sense about Eliza’s reality now versus her reality in my world, the absence of her sister in this one being a primary one. Where is the woman, and does she not want to be found? What kind of woman would just disappear on her husband and kid when—that must be it. In this world, Eliza’s sister abandoned her family, leaving Eliza in charge of a depressed brother-in-law and a wounded little nephew. Why didn’t I see it before now? And my questions exacerbated the wounds by highlighting all over again everything Eliza has lost.

      My mind drifts to Timmy, and I wonder how I missed the signs. Watch me! Watch me! Watch me! The boy was starving for attention.

      “Lew, did you hear me? The museum?”

      I blink, suddenly aware that my thoughts wandered off track.

      “Oh, yes, the museum. I remember you were wearing a long silver gown with a low-cut front, and you keep telling me to stop looking at your breasts.”

      Her eyes narrow.  “That’s what you remember?”

      Okay, maybe it wasn’t the best thing to say, but I needed something to lighten the moment, and this just popped into my head like God himself whispered the words to me. I smile at the memory and take a step toward her. “Listen, Eliza, the way you were dressed…I’m surprised I remember anything else.”

      When I see Eliza’s neck stain pink, when I see her bite her lip on a smile before quickly turning toward the window again, I silently congratulate myself. It appears Eliza doesn’t hate me as much as she pretends to.
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      “Okay, I get it.” She rolls her eyes. “I threw a giant temper tantrum. Do we have to keep talking about it?”

      “I mean, for history’s sake, I think we should. Especially because you very rudely left your own book launch party to run after me, then managed to shatter glass with your fist and send the whole world into a literal tailspin and alter our complete reality as we knew it. It was quite possibly the worst outburst I’ve ever witnessed, at least for a girl.” I pick up the remote and scroll through channels, stopping at an old version of Father of the Bride. I like the one with Steve Martin better, but no one can deny that Elizabeth Taylor was a babe.

      Next to me, Eliza bumps my leg with her knee. The fact that she is once again sitting close and I haven’t self-combusted isn’t lost on me.

      “So, now we can add sexist to your list of appealing attributes,” she says. “And lest you’ve forgotten, you’ve already told me you have a knack for throwing quite a big drunken fit yourself.”

      “Ah, yes, but I did bounce back from it rather nicely, it seems. Which is what we’re working on now with you. A way to bounce back, all the way back to America—where you’re famous, and I’m…not as famous as I once was.” The last sentence escapes liked a leaky tire, slow to deflate but flatten it does. I’m trading in a new pair of expensive Nikes for dollar store Converse knockoffs by going back. By choice. Why exactly would anyone want this? I stare at the screen and try to come up with an answer. Nothing materializes.

      Eliza gives voice to the question in my mind. “Why are you doing this, then? Things are good for you here, so why would you want to trade that in when it means losing everything you have now?”

      I shift a little, uncomfortable with the spotlight shining so brightly on my conscience. Just yesterday, I could have come up with a dozen valid reasons. Because success should be earned, not handed out conveniently. Because no one I love is answering their phones or email or even lives at any address I’m familiar with, proof that my reality wasn’t the only one altered. Because Eliza’s life is worse now, as are the lives of her brother-in-law and nephew. That reason alone should be reason enough. Is reason enough.

      I scan my mind for an appropriately truthful answer but find nothing. Here, I have everything: the career, the money, the fame, the notoriety. If I play my cards right and stay on my best behavior, maybe even the girl. I like Eliza, really like her. What if, once we made our way back, she goes back to being a woman who can’t stand me? I’d be adding yet another person to my ever-growing list of enemies. It’s been a long time since I’ve been admired, even longer since I had a friend. In Eliza, I would be losing both.

      I stare at the screen, watching as the father in the movie unintentionally does everything in his power to ruin the wedding. Decorations fall, misunderstanding abounds, emotional tension is on high alert. This is where the viewer is supposed to laugh, but I don’t feel anything but numbness.

      “I can’t really think of a good reason.” Eliza gives me a curious look, waiting for me to elaborate.

      I can’t because my statement is entirely accurate. Like whiplash that snaps and pops a once-strong neck, my argument for leaving now seems flimsy. Nonsensical. But now Eliza is holding her book like hope in her hands. Where she once appeared sad and defeated, her shoulders have lifted a bit like someone who’s beginning to believe in herself. I look away, realizing I’ll be taking that belief away from her. If I want things to stay the way they are, I need to give her a glimpse of the positive.

      “Want to go for a walk?” I ask.

      “Sure, and let’s get food. I’m starving,” she says.

      “It seems you’re always starving.”

      She gives me a side-eye. “You should never judge a woman by how much she eats. But because you did, now I’m going to make you buy.”

      As if I would agree to anything else. “Fine. Take us to the best Italian restaurant London has to offer.”

      She glances at me with a gleam in her eye. “Really?”

      I smile to myself. That one word holds more excitement than anything I’ve heard her say up to this point. Life is hard for Eliza Sterling, at least here in London. It’s difficult for me in America as well, but it’s a difficulty of my own drunken making. Eliza hasn’t done anything to deserve her circumstances.

      I shrug into my coat. It’s much more difficult to shrug off my guilt. Still, I won’t kill her excitement. Or her hope. It’s a low flame barely clinging to life.
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      Eliza

      “So, did seeing my bed spark any ideas like you’d hoped?” Lew says with all the brashness of a teenage boy. I lower my fork and give him a pointed look.

      “I wanted to see your apartment, not your bed. But yes, it gave me an idea.” I nearly laugh when his eyebrow goes up. “You need to hire a decorator.” I take another bite of chocolate cake and sit back, gesturing for Lew to finish it. I’ve eaten too much already, but it’s been the best and most enjoyable meal I’ve had in months. Normally I eat alone, surrounded by either fast-food wrappers or instant oatmeal packets and a constantly blaring television. Turns out sitting across from a man who drops inappropriate comments on the regular is somehow more pleasant.

      “I suppose I deserved that, though if you saw my apartment in New York you might walk back that comment.” Something clouds in his eyes when he speaks, like sadness or…guilt. I don’t like the way it makes is countenance turn downward.

      “Tell me how you knew you wanted to be a writer,” I say in an effort to bring his spark back. It works, and he smiles.

      “I wrote a paper for seventh grade English class. My teacher gave me an A and made me read it out loud to everyone. It was horrifying, definitely the worst experience of my life up to that point. But afterward, the kids clapped, a couple even made comments about how I needed to make the story longer and turn it into a whole book. After class, my teacher—her name was Mrs. Foster—told me that I needed to become a writer. She said that I had raw talent and could become one of the greats with a little practice. I started writing my first novel later that night. Us Times Three? Maybe you’ve heard of it?”

      I can feel my mouth hanging open, but I can’t seem to close it. The girl at the museum wasn’t as crazy as I once thought. “You wrote Us Times Three in seventh grade? What were you, twelve years old?”

      He wipes his mouth with a cloth napkin and balls it in front of him. A casual movement, so laid back. As if he hadn’t just dropped a bomb right on top of my inferiority complex. “I wrote half of it in seventh grade, but I was thirteen. I was one of the older kids in the class. Didn’t finish the book until a decade later.”

      “Oh, all right, is that supposed to make me feel better? Thirteen?” Us Times Three is one of my absolute favorite books, the second Lew McDonnell book I ever read. It’s the one that inspired me to hang that life-sized poster above my bed in my teenage room and stare at it nightly while drifting off to sleep. And the movie…I still come undone every time I watch the two main characters kiss onscreen, fantasizing about what it must be like to be thrown against the wall and devoured in the pouring rain. Alas, it seems I will never find out.

      Some of us naturally go through our lives feeling like failures in life and romance; now, thanks to Lew, I’m one of the lucky ones who experiences both realities firsthand. A full decade later, Lew McDonnell is still my girlhood crush. He’s also a literary genius, and not an hour ago, he asked to read my dusty manuscript. Let’s just say that’s no longer going to happen. Let’s also say I’m getting rather tired of being reminded of everything I’ll never have.

      “Why the scowl, Lizzie?”

      I try to ignore the little bubble of pleasure in my stomach from the nickname. It makes me feel like his pet, special. He’s talking to me like a friend. “So, you’re sticking with that nickname? And I’m not scowling.” If I argue, that makes it true.

      “I’m definitely sticking with the nickname, and if you’re not careful, you’ll end up with frown lines.”

      I stop frowning. I’m twenty-seven and not even close to needing Botox, and I plan to keep it that way. “You wrote my favorite book of all time as a teenager. As barely a teenager. How am I not supposed to feel like a failure after hearing that?”

      “And when I was thirty, I very publicly called my readers, and I quote, ‘lazy non-thinkers who have nothing better to do than read smut and engage in back-room self-gratification.’” He rolls his neck in a dramatic circle. “Real classy. And let’s not forget that part or all the other parts that came before and after.”

      If Lew’s goal was to simultaneously embarrass me and make me feel better, consider it mission accomplished. Once I start giggling, I can’t stop. My flaming face is just making it worse. He gives me a satisfied grin that shoots straight down my legs and has me reaching for more water. His grin could make my great-grandmother long for younger days, and she’s been dead for over a decade.

      “What else did you say?” I ask between sips, trying not to inhale water. “Did you boast about taking their money and how dumb your readers must be to believe the lies you spew or something like that?”

      “The correct term was, ‘Romance is dead, but thanks for the cash.’ If you’re going to quote me, at least get it right.”

      Now we’re both laughing, and people are starting to stare. There’s water running down my chin, and I need a bib. Even in front of a crowd of people, I still can’t manage to act sophisticated. For his part, at least Lew doesn’t seem to mind. With shoulders shaking, he hands me his cloth napkin.

      “For heaven’s sake, get ahold of yourself, woman. I knew I should have asked literally anyone else to dinner instead of you.”

      I run the cloth over my chin and neck. Dignity is a thing of the past, so I might as well accept it. I place the napkin on top of his. “For your information, I’m the best there is.”

      His smile falters a little, and he glances at my lips. “Want to get out of here?”

      On my end, the lighthearted moment fizzles in a cloud of nervous tension. Because yes, I do. I’m just not sure where we’re going or if I want to be alone with him. Worse? That last part is a lie because, of course, I do. I reach for my water and practically gulp it.

      “Settle down, Lizzie. I’m not asking you to come back to my place and ‘make yourself comfortable.’ All that stuff I said about romance is still mostly true. I do think it’s a waste of time.”

      “I wasn’t thinking that at all,” I say, returning my glass to the table, fully aware that my firm denial makes me sound like the liar I am. “I wouldn’t come back to your place if you begged me to.” If you’re going to tell one lie, you might as well go all in and tell a few more, right?

      “Wrong,” he says.

      I glance at him. Did he just read my mind?

      “You would come back to my place if I asked, and we both know it. But I just wanted to go for a walk. Want to try the park across the street?”

      “Wrong yourself, but yes to a walk. But only because I want to and because this park is my favorite.”

      He laughs, the sound making my steps feel light as I walk beside him. A car honks as we cross the street, and we speed up to avoid getting hit. By the time we make it across, we’re both laughing. Nothing like impending danger to lighten the moment, a thought that is both ironic and disconcerting considering it’s coming from me. I stopped being friends with danger a long time ago; the idea that I momentarily welcomed it back into my life is slightly unsettling. My laughter fades. I fall in step beside him, looking up at the stars as we walk to redirect myself.

      “Which one is your favorite?” Lew asks.

      I’m not sure what he means until I glance at him. He’s looking up at the stars, taking in the view. “I don’t know much more than the common ones. The Big Dipper, The Little Dipper. I suppose I’d have to say Orion’s Belt, but only because it sounds sophisticated.”

      Lew smiles.  “Mine is Andromeda, the chained maiden. Because everyone needs to break free eventually, even if they haven’t quite managed it yet.”

      I might think his words are pointed at me, but they’re delivered on a sigh, as a lecture to himself. Anyone who didn’t recognize his tone might miss it. I don’t.

      “Where is it?”

      He’s looking to the left, so I follow his gaze. Even when I squint, the image is elusive. He points, tracing an invisible outline with his finger. “Do you see it? The way her hands go up and the chains fall just so? Almost as if she’s struggling, but also like she’s already given up?”

      His finger dips and rises, but despite his efforts, I can’t see it. Sometimes the eyes protect the heart from things it isn’t ready for, I suppose. Though it doesn’t stop me from wanting the picture to materialize. Maybe if I can find the way out of bondage for her, she can help me in return—an irrational thought, but one that’s still there. I focus harder, but it doesn’t work.

      “Nothing?”

      I shake my head. “Nothing.”

      Lew drops his arm and tucks a hand into his pocket. “I’ll tell you what, next time we go to the bookstore, I’ll buy you a book of constellations. Sometimes seeing an image on a page helps you find them in real life. That’s how I learned, anyway.”

      I smile. “Deal.” I’m not sure what has me feeling happier, the idea of learning something new or the promise Lew just made to see me again. “Dinner and a book all in one night. Are you always so lavish with your—”

      I stop myself before the word slips out. I feel Lew’s stare even though I refuse to look in his direction.

      “Dates?” He finishes the thought for me.

      “I was going to say…adversaries.” I lie and my face heats as proof, but the best I can

      do under pressure.

      “Adversaries.” Lew seems to taste the word, mull it over, and dislike it. “Is that what you think we are?”

      I start to speak, but a squirrel chooses that moment to scurry up and stand on its hind legs to beg for food. London squirrels are odd for certain, especially in public parks. So accustomed to being fed by every passerby, from children to elderly men unused to seeing them in person, they have very bold personalities and almost no fear. You rarely see them scamper up trees to avoid humans in the way that most squirrels do. They’ll run between your legs and do backflips like circus creatures if that’s what it takes to be rewarded.

      I shrug and bend down to talk to it. “I didn’t bring anything with me today. I’m sorry.” As though it understands proper English, the animal immediately darts over to Lew and taps its mouth on his shoe. Lew jumps back an inch.

      “What on earth? Isn’t he afraid I’ll kill him?”

      “If you kill him, I’ll never speak to you again.”

      The squirrel races back to me, inching forward and backward as though we’re playing a game. Clearly, he doesn’t believe I’m telling the truth. “I mean it, I’m all out of anything to feed you.” I swear the animal visibly sighs before hearing footsteps behind us and scurrying off to try his luck with someone else.

      Lew shakes his head, breathing a laugh as he watches the retreat. “That was…different. I almost wanted to adopt him. Take him home and make him my pet.”

      “Squirrels poop a lot and gnaw on anything that doesn’t move, including human ears when you’re asleep. I wouldn’t adopt one if I were you.”

      “Speaking from personal experience?”

      “What you know about constellations, I know about woodland creatures.”

      “It’s like I’m actually walking with Snow White, in the flesh.”

      “If that’s how you want to think of me, I suppose I’m all right with it.” We walk in silence for a few moments. I should have known Lew would circle back to it.

      “So…you never answered my question. Adversaries?”

      At first, I’m not sure how to answer. To hear Lew tell it, we don’t like each other. We’ve argued, called each other names, fought publicly—and that’s all happened inside a reality different from this one. Even now, we’ve fought and spent most of our time on opposing sides of the same issue. It wasn’t until yesterday that I began to feel as though I could trust him. At least on this issue. On the issue of my family…that amount of trust may never materialize. Trusting someone with your soul isn’t something I take lightly, especially considering my soul has been trampled on one too many times. All the bashing hasn’t hardened me yet, but it has made me cautious.

      Letting people in comes with a price—loss when they look around, decide they no longer like what they see, and leave being the primary one. I can’t take any more loss in my life, at least not today. Still, I owe him an answer—an honest one. Lew doesn’t feel like an adversary any longer. He feels like a friend. “No. I don’t think we’re adversaries.”

      I’m not sure why he smiles. I’m equally unsure what he’s thinking. All I know is that when he brushes his arm against mine and keeps in step with me as we walk down the dimly lit pathway…

      I like it.
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      Lew

      “Do you ever get sick of it?”

      Eliza asks the question so innocently that, at first, I wonder if she means the fans. Or the photo ops. Or the autographs. Despite my best efforts to stay somewhat hidden, I’ve been asked twice for a picture already, and it’s after dark. You might think people wouldn’t be so prone to zero in on me after the sun goes down. I am technically a stranger, after all. But, no, nighttime tends to make people bolder. What surprises me most is that I’m not sick of it. After three years of being shunned in America, it’s been a pleasant surprise to be adored here in England.

      But I’ve just made fun of a man and woman kissing across the way. Public displays of affection are obnoxious, were my exact words. Eliza isn’t talking about the fans. She’s talking about my jaded views on love. “What is there to get sick of? I don’t like seeing people behave that way in public. I would guess that no one does.”

      “I don’t mind it,” she says. There’s conviction behind her words. There’s also something else…longing. When a woman speaks, the clues are in her tone. She could say, “I hate puppies,” but if wistfulness is in the delivery, you’ll know she means the opposite. If men would realize this sooner, half the world’s problems might be solved.

      There’s so much wistfulness in Eliza’s words I could gather it up and use it to make a ring. I startle at the thought. A ring? Clearly, London isn’t only affecting my circumstances. My mind has also been warped in the process. No matter, maybe someday Eliza will be kissed in public and handed a ring for all the world to see. I can almost see an image of it now, but it isn’t a pleasant one. Though, I’ve never been the jealous type.

      “Most women don’t mind it,” I scoff to dismiss my own doubt. “Most women dream of being swept off their feet and being wooed by Mr. Right. It’s the stuff romance novels are made of. Haven’t you heard?”

      “Says the man who writes romance novels but doesn’t believe in romance himself. You do see the irony in this, right?”

      “Correction: the man who used to write romance novels. That man wised up four years ago and never went back.”

      She waves off my comment. “I suppose that depends on your perspective. From mine and everyone else’s in London, you released a romance novel only three short weeks ago. One that contains some fiery hot love scenes. Good luck convincing everyone around here that you don’t want that sort of thing yourself.”

      “I don’t want it. At least not anymore. Love makes people weak, and I am not interested in being powerless, not where women are concerned.” Defensiveness skirts the edge of my tone, but I mean it. Getting hurt once is a lesson. Getting hurt twice is a choice. Only a weak person would allow that to happen.

      “But you’re okay with being powerless with everyone else?”

      I raise an eyebrow. Powerless, whatever, I might not believe in love or romance, but I most definitely believe in pushing her against a wall and fulfilling every make-out fantasy she’s ever had. “I’m hardly weak. I’m just not into the happily-ever-after most women dream about.”

      Her shoulders fall a bit. “You see, that’s the problem with men. You all seem to think you know exactly what women want. But I have news for you, mister. Not all of us want the happily ever after. Some of us just want the happily-right-now. But you guys are so certain we all want the Disney fairytale that you run and hide, unwilling to give us anything at all.”

      I’m intrigued by her monologue. I wouldn’t have pegged Eliza as the happy-for-a-night type. I loathe myself for it, but my interest in her ratchets up a few notches. I’m thinking about asking her back to my place after all when my mind slinks back to something she said a few minutes ago. Why it just now registered is anyone’s guess. “Did you say my book was released only three weeks ago? And they’re already in talks to make a movie?”

      She nods. “Movie news began circulating last year, well before the release date. You can’t write a book based on something as classic as that one and not have Hollywood talking, not when you’re the first person to ever attempt it. Surely you knew that when you started writing the book. Great Expectations, honestly, Lew. Either you’re insane or incredibly over-confident.”

      “That’s it.” Her words sound hollow—like I’m hearing them underwater. Something is wrong with my brain. Maybe in the transfer of time, something fell off. Like my comprehension switch. Clearly, it’s broken or missing altogether. How could I have missed the link? “I wrote a retelling of Great Expectations.”

      “Yes, but you already know this.”

      I did, but it only just now slides into place. Eliza seems to understand my thought process before I utter another word.

      “You think that’s the reason?” Eliza asks. “The link for everything that’s happened?”

      I do. Suddenly, and with everything in me, I do. And if I dig hard enough, maybe this is the link to everyone in history affected by the weird legend. Maybe Theodore what’s-his-name and his female companion…maybe the woman at the Met all those years ago. Maybe each one of us inadvertently stirred the remnants of an ash heap of memories which stoked the flames of secrets just waiting to roar back to life. And roar back to the life they have. For me, for Theo, for only God knows who else.

      What are their stories? How did they return to their real lives? What happened after they made it home? One thing I know for certain: after I’m home, I’m going to make it my mission to find out. Maybe even to find them. “I think it might be the link. If you’ll help me, I’m going to figure it out.”

      She nods. “I’ll help.”

      I’m hit with relief. There’s a special thing that happens when someone’s unbelief turns into support, especially when it involves you. I will figure it out. And then I’ll decide what to do with the information.
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      “All right, tell me again everything you remember from that day,” she says. “What you were wearing, what was in the room, where you were standing, all of it.”

      All thoughts of romance and throwing Eliza against walls have vanished with the dawn of this new information. I wrote a modern-day retelling of Great Expectations. No matter how many times and ways I rationalize it, nothing about this can be a coincidence.

      It’s after hours and the museum is completely deserted except for us, giving the building an intimate, albeit slightly haunted, vibe. Not unwelcome for a guy with an enviable imagination. We’re in a back room where she’s bent over a box, combing through files that haven’t seen the light of day in a few decades, judging from the dust clinging to the box lid in a thick matted layer.

      It’s stuffy and musty and damp in this room, and I should have changed into a pair of old clothes. Instead, I’m wearing the nicest suit I own because I wanted to make a good impression earlier today. Now, I’m trying not to mentally calculate what the dry-cleaning bill might be. Thinking of my less expensive dress cotton shirt underneath, I shrug out of the jacket and drape it over an old chair, praying a moth or a spider doesn’t gnaw on the fabric.

      “I was wearing brown loafers, a navy sweater, and khakis.”

      “Really?” She tosses me a disapproving look over her shoulder.

      “You’re judging my attire?”

      She turns back to the box. “Well, you don’t strike me as the khaki-wearing type.”

      “I’m not. But let’s just say I wasn’t in the tailored suit-wearing frame of mind then. In case you’ve already forgotten, I don’t have much of a career back home anymore, and I was drunk half the time. When you’re not in demand to make public appearances, you don’t spend much time thinking about the way you look.”

      “Clearly, that isn’t the case now.”

      It’s an offhanded remark, but it’s laced with suggestion. The woman likes the way I look. I wish that didn’t make me happy, but it does.

      She pulls out a file, studies it for a second, and stuffs it back into the box. “And what do you remember about your surroundings? Were you standing in the middle of the display or off to the side of it?”

      “I was right next to the book. Great Expectations was inside one of those glass cases you find in museums. Like that one, except the binding was different. The pages were tied together with twine like it had been put together as a prototype.” I point to an empty case standing unused in a dimly lit corner of the room. “I think it might’ve been the book he lost.”

      She gapes at me. “You really think you might have seen it?”

      “Harry told me legend has it that he lost the first copy and was forced into a rewrite. Supposedly the first copy was a bit different than the final published work. Normally I wouldn’t believe it, but clearly, stranger things have happened lately. Plus, there was the curse…”

      “Right, the curse.” Awe fills her tone in the way one might react when they’ve spent all their lives searching for buried treasure and then pull it up attached to a fishing line. Completely unprepared, stunned, and a little bit hopeful.

      Can’t say I blame her; I wrote an entire Dickens retelling and didn’t bother to research the curse beforehand. Even without having any memory of publishing the book, I’m disappointed in myself. It’s a writer’s job to research, and clearly, I failed mine in this strange reality. Remembering none of it is no excuse. “I can’t believe I never knew about it before your boss told me.” My mind is spinning with possibility, scenarios flying at me faster than I can hold onto them. Later, when it’s quiet, that’s when I’ll unpack the questions and hopefully solve a few.

      “What else do you remember about that day?” Eliza asks, disregarding the curse theory completely.

      I decided then and there to drop it. “Well, what I remember most is you. You’ve got quite a temper when someone provokes it.”

      “Then I suppose someone should know better than to accuse me of stealing.”

      “Duly noted, though, that wasn’t the only issue.” I feel myself smile.

      “What’s so funny? You can’t just make that face and not tell me why. What else were we arguing about?”

      “I’m not sure that’s relevant to this search for information.” I’m provoking her simply because she challenged me not to. Eliza hasn’t yet learned that when I get pushed, I push back. I might be thirty-four, but I’ve never quite matured past age twelve.

      She slams a hand on her hip. “It’s relevant to my desire to keep helping. Meaning, if you don’t tell me, I’ll lock up this office for a few days and let you roam about the city a bit longer.”

      Annoying woman. Games aren’t fun when you’re the only one playing. “For one, we were also arguing about your book. The one I showed you yesterday. I was reading it out loud, and you were irritated about it, though I think you were simply irritated with me. It was just easier to blame it on the book.”

      “And two?”

      “Your sister. But then you already know that.” I’m standing on shaky ground here. It’s only been a minute since she agreed to help me; I’m aware that one false move on my part could persuade her to change her mind.

      “Anything else?”

      “Not really, but how is any of this important?”

      Eliza’s sigh bounces off the wall and wraps around my shoulders. For such an unassuming woman, she has a low tolerance for stalling. “Because if I’m right, we’re going to have to recreate the entire scene to make this work.”

      She has a point. It isn’t long before she’s pulling out a file and skimming the contents.

      “Here’s something,” she says.

      I step a little closer, curiosity and hope crashing against my insides. We’ll come back to that conversation later when my life doesn’t have quite so much at stake. “What is it?”

      Eliza props herself on a desk and scoots back a bit, causing her skirt to ride up on her thigh. All the while, she reads, completely unaware that most of her leg is showing, and all of it is affecting me. I run a hand across my collar and loosen my tie. When did it get so stuffy in here? I look around for a thermostat but don’t see one. I suppose suffering is on the menu tonight.

      “It says that there are five original copies of Great Expectations in circulation, but all of them have been delegated to various museums. I know this because I’m the one who assigned them. That might make things easy if…,” Eliza frowns, flips the page over to keep reading.

      “If?”

      “If all but one of them weren’t contracted out as part of various traveling displays owned by the Dickens’ estate. All the displays are all in various parts of England and Wales, except for one currently being held at the…Metropolitan Museum of Art.” She trails off on the last words like she can’t believe it didn’t dawn on her before.

      It’s at the Met exactly like I said, and she’s the one who put the book there.

      She drops the paper and looks at me. “But there’s bad news.”

      “Tell me what we’re up against.”

      “Every display is set to move tomorrow. The books are loaned in rotation as part of a traveling display for six weeks at a time, after which they are stored in an undisclosed location for a week so that they can be inspected, cleaned, and repaired if necessary. Then they are shipped out again.”

      She looks up at me and sighs. “I can find a list of next week’s locations, but again…that gives us a week to sit tight until the displays are made public. And then there’s the matter of the handwritten copy that you saw.”

      “I didn’t just see it. I held it in my hands.”

      She shrugs. “Not many people know it exists, and even fewer believe the story. Harry and I are the only two I know of who’ve even heard of it. There’s also the off chance that it wasn’t the book that caused the time shift in the first place, but something else entirely. A chair, a picture, anything that might have been in the vicinity during our argument. On paper, it’s safe to assume the book put everything in motion. But since there are only three documented cases of time travel involving this book, including yours, which honestly is more of a time shift, convincing anyone to help us will prove difficult. Who would we even tell? Even the simplest explanation makes us sound crazy.”

      The weight of her words settles on me, making the situation seem hopeless. So many factors, so many variables. I’ve assumed the book caused the shift this whole time, considering I held it in my hands the moment it happened. But she’s right—it could have been anything. Our violent slapping of the case, the yelling, a nearby picture absorbing the sound. And if any random object or combination of objects might have caused our realities to change, it’s safe to assume any one of those things might be necessary to change them back. If what Eliza just said is right, my feelings about whether to stay or go might not matter.

      The choice may not be up to either one of us.
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      Eliza

      Research has always been one of the best parts of my job at the Dickens museum, but I never once thought to research the curse. I dismissed any mention of it as a strange theory that Harry uncovered in one of his odd book circles and believed in. I never once considered it truth.

      Until now.

      I was wrong about the books; there are six in circulation, one more than the five I knew about currently—four here in London, one in America. The sixth is privately owned by a collector who wanted to remain nameless. The knowledge left me momentarily panicked—what if that copy is the one we need? But I dismissed the notion because we still have five to locate.

      For the past hour, I’ve tried. I’ve made phone calls and asked questions, speaking to those in charge and cross-checking each book with publication dates and edition numbers, but all my research came to a screeching halt at the offhanded words of the curator in New York.

      “Of course, even the first editions of Great Expectations aren’t exactly the first, considering Dickens lost the original work after it was cursed.”

      In my rush to check another book off my list, I nearly rolled right over his words. I asked for a quick reading of the serial number when his casual sentence registered and halted my thought process.

      So…you believe in the theory?”

      A long pause ensued, then the man cleared his throat. “Didn’t you say you work for the Dickens museum in London?”

      “Yes,” I stammered. “I’m an assistant to the curator here.”

      “And you don’t believe it? It’s common knowledge among Dickens’ enthusiasts like myself.”

      A hand goes to my dry throat, massaging it up and down before I reach for water. “I believe it on principle, but my job is logistics. Keeping things organized, doing the occasional upkeep on documents and paraphernalia, making sure papers are filed in the right place. I’m not too focused on conspiracy theories.”

      “I see. Well, it’s a most interesting story. Two years before Charles Dickens turned in what we now know to be his greatest work—Great Expectations,” he laughs a little at his silly pun, “he completed the first draft…and lost it. Was completely devastated, by all accounts.”

      A strange vibration begins just under my skin, a swarm of honeybees on high alert. “How many accounts?”

      “Only two, because he didn’t trust many people with his work, but both have been verified through the years in biographies and retellings. One of the women just happened to be his wife.” The man laughs again, but the warning buzz under my skin begins to burn.

      “Why isn’t this common knowledge? People practically celebrate Dickens nowadays; I’m surprised there hasn’t been mention of this in movies or biographies.”

      “It’s been referenced a few times, but how could people talk about it without putting the author in a bad light? People love Great Expectations. No one wants to believe the original copy was cursed. Even the idea sounds crazy. Dickens is the author of Christmas, a grandfather of fiction. Not many people want to think of him as loony.”

      He has a point. “Did he ever find his draft?”

      “There’s no record that he found it. And considering that he had the draft bound into a book, it likely eventually blended with the masses.”

      I scratch my neck. “So, you’re saying his lost book looks like all the others? Same cover and everything?”

      “Mostly, except it was tied with twine rather than sealed with glue. A negligible difference after all this time considering most copies have taken a bit of a beating. But people have likely seen that lost book without even knowing it. That particular copy would be more of a treasure than any first edition, considering it’s truly one of a kind. Not to mention the lost book is connected to the curse.”

      My earlier doubt begins to fizzle; maybe Lew’s story is real. “Tell me about the curse,” I whisper as though I don’t already know the answer. But I’ve always heard it referred to as a legend. Curses are the last thing I need to mess with, considering the already bleak state of my life. Still, I listen. Sometimes you need validation when your world is tilting further sideways.

      “Charles Dickens visited a soothsayer after the book was printed. He wanted her blessing and good fortune bestowed on his creation. Apparently, she gave it to him the day he lost the book. As legend would have it, now that lost copy contains magic. One person claimed to be healed of smallpox right after touching the book. Another said she came into a small fortune after thumbing through the pages at her lover’s library. A few people have even claimed it’s caused them to—"

      “Time shift?” I blurt the words like a child called on in class, eager to give the answer but not stopping to consider the wisdom of saying the words out loud. Even the most confident student would be self-conscious making this claim.

      “So, you’ve heard of that happening as well?”

      “You mean it’s true?”

      “Well,” he scoffs in an obvious backtrack. “I can’t speak for its truthfulness, but I can say that at least five people have claimed it to be so. A teacher from New York, a man from 1947 who—”

      “Disappeared from a bookstore.”

      “Ah, so you have heard of it.”

      “Just the rumors. People whisper when you work in my business. I’ve always assumed that sort of talk was only gossip. Not to be trusted.” Specifically, the talk from Lew, but I keep that to myself. Guilt slides into my consciousness.

      “I can’t tell you if it’s true or not, but I would guard against dismissing any possibility. Even Dickens himself believed in ghosts.”

      I nod into the receiver, momentarily forgetting the man can’t see me. Dickens did believe in ghosts, passionately so. So much so that he started a secret club to prove their existence and involvement in local unsolved crimes. How else to explain the unexplainable? I can think of a dozen other ways, but I’ve always been the practical sort.

      My mind drifts to Lew and his many unbelieving declarations of late. Time warping. A lost career. A resurgence of fame and fortune. One version of himself here, another version of himself in an alternate reality. If one survives, the other is extinguished forever.

      Maybe he believes in ghosts as well.

      Maybe I’m beginning to believe in them too.

      “Do you have any idea where the book is located now?”

      He’s quick with an answer. “I don’t. No one does, though the last record of supposed time travel happened at Princeton last year. You might check with the university, though skeptics of the story are vast. Just remember that all first editions look the same, including the lost copy, with the exception of the string running along the spine. You’ll have to be meticulous in your research to locate it. Can I ask what you need it for?”

      “I will be thorough in my research,” I assure him, side-stepping his second question. I thank the man for his time and hang up, my job feeling even more daunting than it felt before the phone call—a lost book. To be lost sometimes implies that you don’t want to be found. At least that’s the way it works with people. A father who goes out for “cigarettes.” A daughter who runs away to join the “circus.”

      What if books also look for reasons to stay hidden?

      The man said the original book was last seen in New Jersey, so that’s where I’ll start. While Lew is off getting ready for the meet-and-greet, I grab my purse and head for the door, a list of three museum addresses in my hand and one memorized phone number in my head.
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      I’ve been driving in circles for a while now, lost but aware of my surroundings, aimless but trying to grasp another purpose. There must be something I can do, but I’m currently all out of options. My mind is a scrambled mess of possibilities but also drained of new ideas. Still, determination is a priceless tool, even if it often feels pointless.

      Princeton was a bust. I was transferred to every department on campus, but every call resulted in empty handedness. Turns out finding anyone willing to help is as much a fluke as the original copy of Great Expectations. I’m still flummoxed as to how the man could have rewritten the book in its entirety. The story is a true one, though not common knowledge because Dickens himself refused to speak of it when asked. He became angry and withdrawn, fidgety and nervous. No author wants to relive the memory of a work erased, but I suspect there was more to it in his case.

      Maybe he believed in the curse. Maybe he was a “name it, claim it” sort of gentleman; therefore, believing if you never ever named an omen out loud, it wouldn’t come to pass. Denial can become an invisible best friend, a stoic companion when the sun is shining. When the sun sets…that’s when the shadows fall and snatch denial by the throat.

      My sister’s face passes through my subconscious before I’m able to squash it. Lew. Charles Dickens. This is all I have time for. Darkness can wait.

      A magic version of Great Expectations, cursed by a prophetess over a hundred years ago? And not the blissfully magical one we’ve all come to know and love; not the classic tale that weaves a world of wonder as the reader climbs inside the story, but a separate one that causes those who come in contact with it to…what? Time travel? Time slip? Time…alter? The experiences seem as wide open as the people are diverse.

      And Lew claims to have succumbed to those very circumstances.

      I blink. There may actually be a world out there in which my sister is alive and well. Where I’m a published author who wrote a book identical to the one Lew just published.

      My heart folds in on itself at the possibility of this truth. My hand flutters to my heart and holds there as though pressing in to keep the organ in place. If a heart could hope itself to death, mine would have stopped beating years ago. But for a heart like mine, one that’s felt nothing but numbness for years now…restarting it all at once feels akin to a shock with paddles while wide awake. My heart throbs and jolts from the zap of coming back to life.

      I need to call Lew. No matter what I might believe or discover, he’s the key ingredient to making the possibility even the most remote reality.

      I lunge for my phone and hit two buttons before an incoming call interrupts me and fills the screen. With a growl of frustration, I answer without taking time to process the caller ID. Don’t these people know I’m trying to solve a life-changing crisis?

      “What?” I bark the word too harshly, but there’s no time for distraction. Thirty seconds is all I’ll give them, and then I’m hanging up.

      “Eliza?” I recognize Maya’s shaky voice immediately, and the fight drains from me in an instant. Fight or flight is an expression for a reason, and all at once, I know why. All I want to do is flee. Flee this conversation, flee these feelings, flee this life. Please, just someone take me home to Texas. Back to life before.

      “What’s wrong?” It’s a rhetorical question. I already know what’s wrong; I can hear it in her voice. Maya has never called me after hours before, not once. And I’ve never heard her cry.

      “Sarah’s heart stopped an hour ago. We were able to resuscitate her, but I’m not sure how long it will last. Things don’t look good, Eliza. Please get here, and hurry.”

      I can’t respond because my throat is shut. I just toss the phone on the passenger seat and swing the car in the opposite direction. Let them give me a ticket, let them throw me in jail. My sister needs me, and my rush to get to her trumps all else. This can’t be the end. She can’t die. I press the pedal to the floor and command the old car to go faster.

      Turns out there’s more than one way to race against time.
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      Lew

      This might be the best movie premiere in the history of premieres, and I’m not just saying that because it’s for my book. The venue is filled with A-listers and D-listers alike, the latter being the more pleasant of the two in nearly every circumstance. When you know you’re not the best celebrity in attendance, you shed the need to act like it.

      Champagne flows even more than chatter and well-wishes, of which I’ve heard no less than a hundred times from my spot at the end of the red carpet. I’m standing next to the star of the film, who is currently engaged in conversation with a beautiful redhead I last saw in that blockbuster dinosaur movie that appeared in theaters last summer. Of course, I can’t ask her about it, as I have no idea if the movie even exists in this day and time.

      My meeting with Ms. Rowling lasted nearly two hours. We talked about all things books and writing, our conversation peppered with Harry Potter references because I am nothing if not the resident Potterhead at heart. We ate scones, drank tea, ordered another pot, and signed subsequent autographs for fans who spotted us in our purposely secluded corner. In the same way a vulture can sniff out a carcass, some people have raw talent for sniffing out famous authors. Not that I’m complaining. Usually, I don’t mind, but I would have preferred my one-time meeting with the most famous author in the world to go uninterrupted.

      The meeting was flawless, everything I’d dreamed it might be, but it fell flat and stayed that way from beginning to end, lost in the world of unmet hopes.

      Eliza never showed. Worse, I haven’t heard from her all weekend. Worse than that, she isn’t at the premiere tonight.

      Where in the world has she gone?

      My calls to her have gone unanswered, and her voicemail is full. Same for my texts, all seventeen I’ve sent over the past two days like I’m a jilted teenage boy who can’t figure out where he went wrong. “Don’t Text Your Ex” is great advice, but what sort of guideline does one follow for a fellow author friend who’s up and disappeared without a word? I have to text her, and she needs to answer. My future, past, and present impending meltdowns depend on it.

      I check my phone for the hundredth time tonight, ignoring the look Daniel gives me at my complete lack of interest in the goings-on around me. Glitz and glamour are no match for panic, even when the glitz is directed at you.

      Where is Eliza?

      “You look at a bit like a deer caught in the bright lights of an automobile, frightened and frozen. This isn’t your first movie premiere, is it?”

      “No, no,” I say to the guy who arrived with Ms. Rowling. He’s some Hollywood producer best known for his work on the Goblet of Fire movie several years back. A family friend, she explained earlier, back when I was so star-struck, I couldn’t get out anything but a nod in response to everything she said. Or a thousand nods, depending on who you ask.

      By the time we got around to talking about me, I had begun to notice the absence of Eliza. Until then, I had assumed she was just late. So, I kept talking about the book writing process, easy to do considering those details span both versions of my life. About my career—a slightly harder task, but I filled in those gaps with things I’ve learned about myself in the last few days. And tonight’s movie premiere, the most difficult of the three since I’ve yet to read more than a few chapters of this particular novel and got most of my facts from Twitter headlines.

      And then I grew distracted.

      Ms. Rowling noticed. “Do you need to be somewhere?” she asked when I first scanned the room.

      “Oh...no,” I insisted. Where on earth was Eliza?

      “Are you sure, because we can always catch up later.” She said a few minutes later when I checked the room again.

      “I’m certain. Tell me about your latest project.” I focused intently on her face but heard nothing she said. She could be writing the next installment of Harry Potter, and I wouldn’t know it. Would Eliza stay away on purpose? All my instincts doubted it, but what was a man to do?

      However, it wasn’t until the long gap in conversation that our meeting was over. I suppose I’d been fretting a while and zoned completely out of the conversation. When I became aware of the awkward pause and Ms. Rowling’s expectant expression, that’s when I knew we were finished. She stood gracefully, but even I would have been annoyed with myself.

      “I will see you tonight, Mr. McDonnell. Maybe we can chat more then.”

      I responded, “Yes, we’ll pick up where we left off.” But we haven’t and likely won’t. I’m too distracted for conversation now anyway. Eliza still hasn’t made an appearance, and my phone still sits silent.

      It’s as though Eliza Sterling has simply…vanished.

      That thought catapults me into a world of panic all my own because, of course, it’s entirely possible. What if she’s vanished without me? What if she now exists in another realm that I’ll never reach because she’s the link I need to make it there? What if I’m stuck here forever?

      It’s a jolting concept, and now I know.

      As much as I love the new world I’m currently living in, it’s not the world for me.

      I want to go home.

      I want to go back to my old life. I want to work my way back up instead of having this career handed to me. I want to help Eliza with hers without taking anything away.

      Feeling a sense of urgency, I scan the room for her again but still come up empty.

      “There you are, Lew. I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

      It’s Daniel. I’ve seen his glances in my direction all evening.. He’s like a stage mom, checking to see if I’m mingling enough, smiling enough, putting myself “out there” enough. I’ve done my best to pretend not to notice since I first stepped out of the limo.

      “Here I am,” I say with less sarcasm than I’d like, “same as I’ve been all night.”

      “With the same attitude about it, I see,” he quips, taking a sip of champagne. With a resigned sigh, he sets his glass on a table next to us, then opens his jacket and retrieves a wrapped package from the inside pocket. He extends it to me. “J.K. had to leave, but she asked me to give you this. A gift, she explained, from one Dickens’ lover to the other.”

      I’m amused at his use of her name, as though we’re all on a first-name basis when we only met this morning. I’m intrigued by the object I’m holding. Flat and somewhat thick, it feels much like a book. A first edition of Harry Potter is my first thought, and my pulse races. But no, unless Harry also loved Dickens, I supposed that theory would be out. I flip it over before tucking it inside my pocket. When one receives a gift from the greatest author in the world, one opens it in private. That might not be a universal rule, but it’s definitely a personal one I just made up.

      Daniel frowns. “You’re not going to open it?”

      I nearly smile at his obvious disappointment. “I will later. Right now, I’m too worried about Eliza. She supposed to be here tonight, but I haven’t seen her anywhere.”

      His frown deepens. “Haven’t you heard? Her sister took a turn for the worse. It’s been all over the news today. I’m surprised you didn’t see it.”

      My breath catches at the same time my pulse trips. “Why would it be on the news?”

      He tilts his head. “Why wouldn’t it be? She’s been on life support for two years now since the accident. Sarah Sterling Bowery? The car that crashed into Big Ben? Her little boy barely escaped with his life. Don’t you remember when it happened? It’s all we talked about for weeks.”

      All the blood inside me has stopped pumping. I’m standing frozen and lifeless, an unmoving corpse whose legs are somehow still holding me up. Eliza’s sister? On life support?

      That’s why she’s worked so hard, spread out over two jobs just to make ends meet.

      That’s why her brother-in-law describes his wife in the present tense.

      That’s why Eliza herself described her sister as dead. For all practical purposes, she has been—to the general public, to her nephew, to Eliza herself. A new thought strikes me, alive and taunting in its cruelty.

      No wonder my claims of her sister, alive and well, made Eliza so angry. I’ve repeatedly dangled the golden carrot and snatched it away without even knowing it. She was sitting on the front row…she was smiling at your nephew…one big happy family. I’ve filled her head with a hope most people in her situation only dream of. If I were her, I wouldn’t have believed me either. There was too much to lose if trusting me proved foolish.

      “Where are you going?” Daniel asks suddenly.

      I blink, only just realizing I’ve walked to the front door. “I’m leaving. I have to find Eliza to see if she’s all right.”

      Daniel fixes me with an unbelieving stare. “Of course, she’s not, but right now, that’s none of your concern. You can’t just walk out of your movie premiere. You have a theater full of guests still waiting to meet you.”

      I grasp the door handle and just look at him, waiting for a sense of loss to fill me. Everything I’ve ever wanted—my career restored, a higher profile than I ever achieved in my old life, new contracts in the works, an agent who doesn’t drop me at the first sign of controversy—and I feel nothing.

      Nothing but a desperate need to see Eliza and set everything to rights.

      “They’ll have to meet me next time. I have something more important to do now.”

      “Lew, come back here. You can’t just—”

      But I can, and I do. I have no idea how long he stands there yelling after me. I hear nothing but the slam of the door and the sound of a clock ticking in the distance.
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      I’ve called Eliza’s number at least a dozen more times.

      Shown up at her apartment.

      I’ve gone to the bookstore twice.

      Knocked on her brother-in-law’s front door, then knocked again.

      And now I’m home.

      I’ve exhausted all my options. I’m wallowing in despair and filled with a combination of self-pity and intense self-loathing. And then I remember. Why I didn’t remember sooner is anyone’s guess.

      I turn on the television and flip through a few channels.

      There it is, a headline.

      “The Kensington Care Home: Sarah Sterling Bowery’s final hours.”

      Final hours. Time is running out for Eliza’s sister, and I can fix it. I can stop it. Somehow, I can put everything back in its right place. I just need time to figure out how.

      Time. The clock ticks louder. It’s running out.

      In this reality, I have everything I’ve ever wanted, could even have Eliza if time worked in our favor. But that means nothing if she loses it all. I’ve come to care deeply for her. Better I return to life as a has-been author who’s lost everything than watch Eliza suffer a minute longer than she has to.

      I lunge for my keys and race out of the apartment.

      The gift, still inside my jacket pocket, slaps against my ribs as I run.
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      Eliza

      It’s a bigger media circus than it was three years ago, or maybe I was too numb back then to notice. Now that I’ve stepped outside the room in search of a much-needed cup of coffee, I see all of it. The reporter camped outside the nurse’s station pretending to be someone else’s concerned family member. The cell phone propped nonchalantly atop a woman’s thigh, the camera aimed at me, the user completely disregarding the “no cell phones” signs taped thoughtfully but uselessly to various corners of the waiting room. The glances my way. The hushed whispers behind cupped hands. The police stationed outside the front entrance to keep clusters of reporters from coming in.

      And then Lew. He walks through the front door as if allowed access based on celebrity alone. The rich and famous can, indeed, get away with anything.

      I wish I could say I’m disappointed.

      I’m relieved to see him.

      It feels a bit like coming out of hiding, timidly emerging into a long-forgotten world of people who weren’t even aware you went missing. If Lew knows I’ve been running, his face registers none of it.

      “What are you doing here?” I say. “Aren’t you supposed to be at your movie premiere?”

      He glances over my shoulder as though suddenly aware of his surroundings. His eyes lock on something, and his face hardens. He shifts positions, turning me to shield me from whatever it is he witnessed. Once you learn to sniff out paparazzi, I suppose it’s a skill that stays with you forever.

      Apparently satisfied, he nods. “I am, but they can manage without me.”

      “But it’s your book. Your movie. You shouldn’t miss it.”

      “Well, I am missing it. Listen—”

      “You really should go back.”

      “Daniel told me about Sarah. About your sister.” He shakes his head, stares over the top of my head before meeting my gaze again. “All the times I’ve brought her up…why didn’t you tell me?”

      Suspecting he knew and realizing he knows are two very different things. My shoulders slump at the feeling of being discovered. Some people describe it as a weight being lifted; for me, it’s more like a weight being pressed down. My back already hurts from everything I’ve carried all this time.

      “What was I supposed to say, ‘my sister is on life support because of a car wreck that she wouldn’t have had if it wasn’t for me?’ That’s not exactly something you want to bring up the first time you meet someone.”

      “Oh, but ‘I’ve entered an alternate universe is?’” He stops speaking abruptly and stares at me full-on, his face morphing into someone suddenly faced with a harsh reality.

      I can read him like one of his books I’ve loved since my teenage years. I’ve always been a fan of Lew McDonnell; after today, there’s no chance he’ll ever be my fan.

      “What do you mean, if not for you?”

      “I mean exactly what I said, I’m the reason my sister is here. The accident was entirely my fault. I should be lying in that bed, not Sarah. Never Sarah. She’s the best sister and wife and mother a woman can hope to be, and what am I? Alone, nearly penniless, and a quitter on life. It’s incredibly unfair when a champion of life doesn’t get the chance to live it.”

      A tear slips down my cheek, the first hint of a cry in two years. “I was supposed to pick up Timmy from daycare, but I was sightseeing downtown and forgot. Sarah had a meeting at work, and she was forced to leave to get him when I didn’t answer my phone. She was rushing back to work when it happened; some guy walked right in front of her car. He was texting in the crosswalk, not paying attention. She swerved to miss him and hit a building head-on. She’s been in a coma ever since. Because of bagpipes, Lew. A man playing for pounds on a street corner was so incredibly important to me that it cost my sister her life.”

      “It was an accident, Eliza. You didn’t forget him on purpose.”

      “That doesn’t make it any less my fault.”

      Lew takes a deep breath, seemingly lost for words. “That’s why Timmy’s leg is messed up? Because of the accident?”

      I swipe at my wet cheeks as the tears begin to flow in earnest. “He wasn’t wearing a seat belt. Her office was only a few blocks from daycare, and she was in a big hurry to get back…” I feel drained, unable to continue. My sister took a turn for the worse yesterday and shows no sign of coming back. All the talking in the world won’t change that reality, and I’m running out of time. “I can’t talk now. I need to get back to her room.” I never even made it to the coffee bar, but now I no longer have the energy to hold the cup.

      “I’ll come with you, if that’s okay?” He says it like a question.

      Even if I wanted to, there’s no way I can say no. Something I’ve discovered in the past few days: I no longer have it in me to say no to Lew McDonnell, even when his requests are wildly impossible.

      I shrug one shoulder and turn for him to follow me.

      I suppose I should have known better. I should have realized my brother-in-law would be sitting at the foot of the bed, head in his hands as grief emanated off his shaking back. I should have thought of the nurses checking Sarah’s pulse, machines beeping in five-second blasts like intermittent ticks of a clock winding down. I should have remembered Timmy would be here, having been quickly delivered into the room by a neighbor.

      I should have warned Lew to stay quiet. I expected him to, but I forgot.

      I forgot Lew had a history that I didn’t share. I forgot our earlier conversations because every talk we ever had seemed to take place so long ago.

      I forgot.

      And I didn’t remember again until Lew took in the sight of my sister, gasped, and reverently whispered,

      “It’s her.”
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      Every head in the room turns to look at him.

      “What do you mean, it’s her?” William’s confused, heartbroken expression takes in Lew. “You know my wife?”

      Lew shakes his head, seeming to realize what sort of shaky ground he’s stepped on. This is the exact wrong time for false hope and bad impressions. “No, I don’t know her. She just…she just…” He looks to me for help, so I give it to him.

      “She looks like me,” I whisper. “I’ve described her to Lew, and I suppose I might’ve done a good job of painting her picture. Same hair, same complexion, same eyes…” My voice catches on the last word, and I’m suddenly aware of the coming weeks we’re facing. At every stage of our growing up years, people have commented on our similar features and dispositions. To think tomorrow is where the comparison stops…

      William nods once, then tucks his chin back inside his hand to gaze at my sister. “She looks so much like you. Always has.”

      His voice is thick and emotional, his mind likely undoubtedly filled with the same thoughts as mine. How do you end a decade of togetherness? How do you end a lifetime? They say goodbyes are never final, but in a sense, they are. Yes, you’ll see your loved ones in a better place someday, but what are you supposed to do in the meantime? The here and now is a cruel place to live when better days are elusive and distant.

      “Your description didn’t do her justice,” Lew says, pulling me from my thoughts. “She’s beautiful.” He locks eyes with me and stares, and for the first time, I see defeat in his gaze. The Lew of late has been filled with hope and promise, edged with a little impatience. We need to hurry! Time is running out! Things are better where I come from! His sense of urgency has dissipated into resignation.

      All at once, so has mine.

      I get it now, and overwhelming sadness rushes at me.

      One day. I dared myself to hope for a measly one day. Now, there’s no longer a need to locate the book or restage any scene. There’s no longer a possibility for a better tomorrow. Even if we could manage to travel back to the sort of day Lew has described, my sister is dying. There’s no longer a point. Not for me, anyway. Time has run out on all of us. Death has the final word no matter what time zone you’re living in.

      Lew inches backward and lowers himself into a chair without taking his eyes off me. I can see the way he’s trying to find a solution in the way his brow furrows, in the way his breathing becomes uneven. He leans his head against the wall and stares at the ceiling.

      “Hey, Timmy,” he whispers. “Want to come sit with me?”

      My nephew nods and wordlessly climbs onto Lew’s lap. He lifts him under the arms to ease any struggle Timmy might face trying to climb. Together they sit; Timmy, sucking his thumb for the first time in years.

      Williams turns his head to stare out the window. He doesn’t say a word to correct my nephew.

      Timmy shifts in place then lets out a loud groan. “That thing is hurting my back,” he says softly, and Lew frowns.

      “What thing?” Lew says before realization seemingly dawns. “I forgot all about it.” He opens his jacket pocket and pulls out a wrapped package, then turns it over in his hands. It’s shiny gold and flat, the color strangely out of place in this drab and depressing room.

      “What is that?” I ask. A book is my first thought, though I suppose it could be anything. Maybe a first-class ticket far away from here. Lucky him.

      “A gift,” he says simply, slipping it back into his jacket.

      “Aren’t you going to open it? Who’s it from?”

      “Someone at the premiere.” He shrugs as if the sender isn’t important. Today I sort of agree. With the sense of loss and helplessness that has descended on everyone, the only thing that matters is what’s going on in this room. Still, a gift is a gift, and I want to know what it is. I’ve never been one for surprises; even at Christmastime, I search the house for hiding places. The need to know is a real one.

      “Open it,” I say.

      “You sure? This doesn’t seem like the time or place…”

      “You better open it,” William says in a tired voice. “Eliza won’t rest until she knows what it is.”

      The hint of a smile tilts Lew’s lip, and I shrug. When you’re right, you’re right, and William has known me longer than anyone else.

      “All right.” Lew places the gift on his lap and peels back a corner of tape, then notices the note attached to the package's underside. I watch as he opens it, pulls out a notecard, and begins to read.

      I continue to watch as his eyebrows push together.

      As he sends a sharp glance up at me.

      As he sits forward.

      As he tears into the paper with both fists, and we all watch it fall away.

      Lew’s mouth hangs open. I look between him and the gift and back.

      I was right the first time.

      It’s a book.

      More accurately and from all outrageous appearances…

      It’s an original copy of Great Expectations.
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      The one privately owned. It has to be a sign; there’s no other explanation.

      Neither one of us has moved. Except for William, who sits forward in his chair, even the air has gone still. The only sound in the room comes from the machines attached to my sister. The machines that will soon stop and—

      I gasp and check the wall clock.

      We don’t have long before time runs out completely.

      “Lew.” My tone is firm, do not mess with me. He hasn’t been able to convince me in the week he’s been here. I’ve been skeptical, annoyed, and stubborn…but mainly, I’ve been too afraid to hope. Now I’m just desperate. You know what they say about desperate times.

      “Let’s go.” He stands and makes his way to the door, then turns to make sure I’m following.

      I will, but first, I lean in to kiss my sister on the cheek. My beautiful, beloved sister who has clung to life for two years now and is hanging on by a frayed string now. Whose threads are breaking one by one with every second I stand here. I grab my coat.

      “Wait, where are you going?” William asks.

      I don’t exactly know.

      But William looks desperate and afraid, reaching for my arm like a man who absolutely can’t face this alone. He won’t. If this works the way Lew insists it will, he shouldn’t have to face it at all.

      “I have to run a quick errand, but I’ll be back soon. I promise.”

      “Now?” he says, incredulous. This isn’t the time or place to leave either one of them, but I don’t have a choice. My entire family's futures could be riding on the next one-hundred-eighty minutes, one of which is being wasted while I stand here talking.

      “Yes, now. I’ll be right back.”

      I rush out despite William’s protests, feeling like the worst sister in the world. Or the best, depending on whose point of view. Lew has made it halfway down the hall, so I quicken my pace to catch up to him.

      “You know what this means, don’t you?” I breathlessly ask.

      “Of course, I know, but we need to hurry. The doctor said we don’t have much time.”

      It’s all too bizarre, the way things seem to be coming together. “Someone just gave you that book, today of all days?”

      Lew pushes the elevator button, and we stand side by side to watch the numbers rise. Two, three, four… Unsatisfied with the pace, he pushes the button a few more times.

      “Yes. I can’t believe I didn’t open it earlier.”

      “You had no way of knowing.”

      “I know that, but I should have at least suspected when her companion said, “From one Dickens lover to another.”

      “Whose companion?”

      “J.K. Rowling’s.”

      “The book came from her?”

      “Yes.”

      We’re both quiet for a long moment, contemplating our situation and the preposterous fact that we’re suddenly in possession of a book. A possible one-way ticket to a different life, one where I’m better off, and my sister is healthy and happy and alive. It all is so hopeful and beautiful and almost too much to grasp. It’s the grasping that leads me to realize something I never thought of before, and I’m suddenly afraid.

      I don’t remember any of that life Lew so passionately speaks of.

      It only stands to reason that I won’t remember any of this one.

      We reach Lew’s car, but I’m frozen in place and seized with doubt. He opens my door and gestures for me to get inside, then runs around to the driver’s side. It isn’t until he’s put one foot inside the door that he notices me still standing outside the car.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I slowly shake my head. “I can’t.”

      He places a hand on the roof of the car and frowns at me. “You can’t what?”

      I can’t do it. If this works, in this other life, I’ll have my sister and nephew, and I’m assuming William. I’ll have fame and money and everything I ever wanted. But I won’t have Lew. Even more, from everything he’s told me, I won’t like him much. He’ll become my nemesis with his accusations and theories, and that’s all I’ll know. I won’t remember the good times we’ve had here. Lew is offering to return me to a wonderful life and exchange his in the process. He’s willing to go back to a world that hates him, and that world will include me.

      “I can’t go.”

      He gives me a stern look. “You are going, discussion over. Get in the car.” He climbs inside and slams his door, unwilling to listen to my protests. But I can’t move. He looks up at me over the console. “Eliza, get in the car. I’m not asking. We’re running out of time.”

      He doesn’t understand my apprehension, so I blurt it out for him, plain and simple. “But we’ll fight. I might even hate you a little.”

      That elicits a smile. “Pretty sure you already do.”

      I can’t smile back when all I feel is sad. “No, I don’t. Pretty sure it’s the opposite of that.” The implication is there between us, heavy and thick. He doesn’t respond, and I don’t clarify my words. There’s no need to; we both know what I meant.

      After a long moment, Lew softly sighs. “We don’t even know if this will work yet. Just…please get in the car.”

      The words are a plea, so I begrudgingly climb in and close the door. Lew says nothing, but he reaches for my hand and brings it to his chest. We sit that way for a few minutes, silent with our own thoughts. Finally, he speaks.

      “You’re right. If we’re successful, you might hate me. Likely, you will. I’ll go back to being a bitter, drunken jerk who thrives on tearing people down, but it will be worth it. You’ll have your life back. You’ll have your sister back. And, who knows, maybe some part of you will remember this.”

      “Or maybe I won’t.”

      He’s quiet again, but just for a moment. “Or maybe it all comes down to what you believe. If you think life will be terrible…if you think you’ll hate me and I’ll hate you, that’s probably the way it will be.”

      I think about his words, seeing things in a newer light. “You really think that’s how life works?”

      He shrugs. “I think it works that way in part. Some things just happen, and they suck. Other things, though… come down to what you allow yourself to believe. They come down to faith. I, for one, think faith plays a big part in life being a little easier. Or a little harder, whichever the case may be.”

      I let that sink in a bit. “I’ve never thought of it that way before.” And I haven’t. But now I am. “And you think if I just believe I’ll remember you, I will?”

      He meets my eyes straight on and unflinching. “Yes.” It’s easy to recognize a truth when you’re staring straight at it.

      “But what if—.”

      “Eliza, stop thinking about what-ifs. We don’t even know if this will work yet, but we’ve got to try. Can we just try? An hour from now, if no magic book appears and we’re still standing in this life, then we can come back to this conversation.”

      He’s right. I know he’s right about everything. It might not work. All this worry might be for nothing. Worry usually is. I nod and turn toward the window. “Okay, let’s go.”

      When he doesn’t immediately shift the car in gear, I look over at him. He’s staring at me, a soft smile curving his lips. I’m about to ask what he’s thinking when he leans forward and presses a soft kiss on my forehead. It’s so unexpected that I inhale a soft breath, then let my eyes close and take in the moment. I might not remember it later, but I’ll remember it as long as I can.

      Lew breaks away and places a hand on the wheel to guide us out of the parking spot. It isn’t until we’re on the highway that I realize he hasn’t let go of my hand.
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      Lew

      “I’ll hate you.”

      Her words haven’t left my mind since the moment she uttered them because she’s right. I’ll go back to being a pompous jerk who drinks too much and complains too much and resents the world too much. I’ll be bitter and judgmental and unwilling to change my ways, and she will most definitely hate me. When I go back to my old life, I’ll hate myself. Worse, I’ll remember this one and all that good it contained, and that hurts most of all.

      But I’ll hate myself much more if I don’t give it all up. The fame. The money. The career. The adoration from fans. I’ll hate myself if I don’t give it up for her.

      We pull up to the curb outside the museum, and I slam the car in park, turning my brain off to everything but the task at hand. If I think too much, I’ll be tempted to back out, and that’s not an option.

      The car’s engine is still clicking when we jump out and race to the front door. Nearly thirty minutes have already been wasted. Eliza keeps checking her phone for a text from William. Still nothing. In this case, no news is good news. Eliza fishes a set of keys from her purse and opens the front door.

      The museum has been closed for over an hour, but low-powered lobby lights running along the floor make it easy to see. Clutching the book in my hands, I trail Eliza as she leads us through the main area and up the stairs, then through a series of corridors that take us to a room at the end of the hall. She flips on an overhead light, and that’s when I see it in a room inaccessible to the public: a display case in the far corner, a spotlight shining overhead like it’s illuminating this very moment. My chest constricts against the effort of keeping my heart inside its perimeters. We’re doing this. One life exchanged for another. Mine for hers. Hers for her sister’s. Back the way it’s supposed to be. This is where it ends. And this is where it begins.

      My feet plant themselves in the doorway. I’m frozen to the scene.

      “Lew, are you coming?”

      It isn’t until she speaks that I’m catapulted into motion. I blink, then join her beside the case. It’s empty, of course; I’m holding the book. I place it inside the case, just like I remember it being in at the Met. Open to the same line as before. “Suffering has been stronger than all other teaching, and has taught me to understand what your heart used to be.”  I was confused by the line when I read it in New York, almost bitter about it. Now I see that suffering is a part of living. That it does teach the best lessons when you’re willing to suffer for another person. The willingness to trade in a great life I fell into in London to give Eliza the life she deserves in New York…I never would have made that decision in my other life. I was too selfish, too caught up in my own pursuits to see anyone’s needs other than my own.

      Now I know why Eliza has no memory of before, why I’m the only one who switched places and lives and existences.

      This was my lesson to learn.

      Eliza has been selfless all along.

      I snap into action and close the case, hoping against time and space that this works. That it isn’t some unrealistic pipe dream. I take a deep breath and will myself to forge ahead. Pipe dream or not, I’m all out of other options.

      “Okay, tell me what I’m supposed to do,” Eliza says. “Where was I standing? What were we saying? Should I slap you or yell at you or—”

      I shake my head, seized with a thought. “No.”

      The moment is here, but something feels wrong. Nothing I can qualify and certainly nothing I can explain…but wrong. Like a rewinding of a clock when it’s spun hours ahead, like setting pottery to rights when it’s wobbling on the edge of breaking. Do you keep winding, let it keep wobbling, or do you try something else? I have a decision to make, one based on nothing more concrete than a simple hunch and a fair share of longing, and we’re almost out of time. “None of those things.”

      “But I thought you said we were fighting?”

      “We were fighting. In New York, we were. But here in London, I think maybe we should do the opposite.”

      “But how do we do the opposite? Shouldn’t we recreate the scene? Make things exactly the same to increase the likelihood of this working? I thought you said that’s what we should do?”

      She’s right. I did say that. But now I’m hit with an urgency to try something else. Maybe it’s inspiration. Maybe it’s desperation. Maybe it’s a very real sense that in only a handful of minutes, we’ll right back where we started—me angry with Eliza and her furious with me. Only time will tell where we stand with one another. But for now, we’re standing on the same side. Maybe it’s an excuse, but it’s certainly not one I’m going to waste. Not when we have a few extra minutes to work with. I start with the basics.

      “We should both put our hands on the case. That’s what launched everything in motion.” This one thing I know is true.

      Eliza nods and reaches toward the case, her fingertips coming to settle against mine. That’s right, at the Met our hands were close. When my fingers slide on top of hers, I’m swiftly filled with panic. If things happen too fast, I’ll lose my chance. I pull my hand away like the selfish bastard I am.

      “What are you doing?” she asks.

      “Just making sure you’re certain before it’s too late.”

      Her eyes scan my face, and I see hope in them. I saw a single glimmer of it once before, but now it shines back at me like a sinner who’s just found repentance. Full and bright, unwavering in its depth. A hopeful Eliza is a radiant thing to behold.

      “I’m certain.”

      “Okay, I’m going to try something new this time, and I don’t want you to stop me. Our realities have flipped, so I think we need to flip our actions as well. Trust me on this, okay? If it doesn’t work, we’ll try it the other way.”

      “Okay.” She nods slow and sideways as one might cautiously nod to a man holding explosives. You appear to be crazy, so please don’t do anything stupid. She might be right on both counts, but I’m determined to forge ahead.

      “Okay, ready?” I ask.

      This time her nod is firm and full of conviction. “Ready.”

      I take a deep breath and grasp her fingers in mine, locking them tightly and placing them on the case together. No slapping, no fighting this time. When her thumb involuntarily grazes my own, I take a quick step forward and lower my head, cupping her neck with the back of my hand. In New York, we fought; this time, we won’t.

      Like I said, maybe it’s just an excuse.

      When my lips first touch Eliza’s, I’m certain I would make a million more excuses to keep kissing her forever. I’d give up my career. I’d claim an aversion to travel and a disdain for autographs. I’d shun my fans and embrace writer’s block. I’d post that Facebook rant all over again and suffer the consequences just to keep one hand in her hair and the other gripping her palm. She’s lovely and caring and loyal and determined and, for this moment in time, she’s mine. I’d kiss Eliza until time ran out if I could.

      The moment the floor begins its tremor and the room begins to spin, I know our time is running out, indeed.

      Eliza pulls back to look at me as she works to steady herself. Her hand never leaves mine, never leaves the case. “What’s happening?”

      “Exactly what happened before. I think it’s working.”

      I look at her, and she looks at me. We look at the copy of Great Expectations.

      Except now it’s a different book.

      I can see the twine; I can see the old handwriting. Eliza can see it too.

      She rips her gaze away from it and rushes forward to kiss me again, this time sure and determined. I try not to care that it’s merely a means to an end. The thought barely has time to materialize.

      The case explodes.

      The book lands in both our hands. Once clasped together skin on skin, now our palms are gripping both sides of centuries-old leather.

      And life.

      It moves backward on a fast track. A whirlwind.

      A bullet.

      I’m hit, and everything hurts.

      Both of us fall into a void of blackness. The book is wrenched from our hands.

      Eliza goes, and I go too.

      It’s the last thing I remember.
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      Eliza

      The floor rumbles once and then twice with the shocks of what must be an earthquake, and I grip the podium to steady myself. The structure tilts sideways along with one of my high heels. I wobble as my silver bracelet gets caught on my amethyst dinner ring. Using a thumb to release it, I’m careful not to let go of the podium. Falling in front of all these people would make headlines, and not the kind any girl dressed up like Cinderella at midnight wants to see playing on newsreels.

      My dress is Dior.

      My confidence level is small-town girl proud of her private pet rock collection.

      My head is pounding when it wasn’t only a second ago.

      The room has gone silent, making me suddenly aware of a hundred sets of eyes on me. I blink at the crowd. Everyone stares with glasses paused underneath open lips, curious expressions, and concerned frowns the common denominator. A few guests whisper amongst themselves; one couple laughs quietly as though discussing my suddenly odd behavior. Champagne glasses sit full on trays as servers continue to dispense them around the room. A tower of cupcakes stands on a table in the back; I watch as an elderly man walking with a cane reaches for a chocolate one. A teenage girl slouches with her back against a wall, picking at a fingernail.

      Not one person appears to have noticed the earthquake.

      I make eye contact with my sister, still sitting on the front row, raising an eyebrow in my direction. Are you okay? is the message she’s sending. I nod and feel my lungs empty, the sight of her sitting in front of me filling me with no shortage of relief. My sister. She’s here.

      With Timmy.

      Even William.

      It’s an irrational thing to obsess over because, of course, my family is here. Where else would they be? Since Sarah’s accident, they’ve been here. Thoughts of that yellow stoplight still haunt my dreams, no matter how many times Sarah tells me to stop thinking of it. I should have braked sooner. The car was hit on her side, breaking two ribs and the femur in her right leg, but she received the best care at the hands of expert doctors, and she gets better every day. Above all, my sister is alive and well, living a full life as a wife to the best man I know, and a mother to the most energic, lively six year old ever to run through town. And run he does; Timmy doesn’t know the meaning of the phrase, “slow down.” Odd to think that, for a handful of minutes, only two years ago, everything I knew was in question.

      Time has a way of putting things into perspective, doesn’t it? A split-second decision can change everything, so we’d better be grateful for the sweet moments we’re given.

      “Ms. Sterling, is that all right with you?” the young man standing next to me onstage says, pulling me from my internal monologue and plunking me in front of a glaring spotlight. I squint under the scrutiny because I have absolutely no idea what he said.

      “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

      The crowd titters with laughter, clearly believing I’m attempting a joke. I’m not. Nothing seems funny, my mind feels so tired, and my ears are ringing with the sway of vertigo. The only thing I need to be spinning is a delightful tale of my being here today.

      The man clears his throat. “I, um…proposed to the crowd that you might have a few minutes to sign autographs after the reception has concluded? If that works for your schedule?”

      I blink. Autographs. Yes, autographs of my book. The one displayed in multiple stacks of twelve on the back table. What’s the title of the book, again? I search my memory, but nothing comes to mind except the very real fact that I’m missing something important.

      What am I missing?

      What could be more important than this?

      Forcing a smile on my face, I focus on addressing the crowd. If I come away looking the fool, everyone believes authors to be eccentric anyway, so there’s not much to lose.

      “Absolutely. I would be happy to sign autographs—”

      I stumble over the word autographs when he walks into the room. I’m motionless as a man who looks exactly like Lew McDonnell grabs a glass of water from a server’s tray. Stunned when he stops at the book display table in the back as though this is perfectly normal. It isn’t. I’ve never met Lew McDonnell in my life. I’ve wanted to; he’s been on my fantasy “Would Like to Meet” list since I was sixteen years old. You know the list, the one teenage girls make about their crushes, who they might kiss or date or marry if given a chance. My list consisted of fifteen celebrities: all of whom I would kiss, six of whom I would date, but only one that I would absolutely marry. Lew hit all the bullet points, the only unreachable man in my twenty-seven-year existence who presented the whole package. I once exclaimed to a friend that I would die on the spot if I ever met him in person. Faint dead away. Hyperventilate. Lose my mind. Pick one.

      Except I was wrong.

      Seeing Lew feels normal. Comfortable, even. I am not dying. I’m not even nervous. Instead, the mere sight of him fills me with relief. You made it, is the first thought that runs unsummoned through my head. Which makes no sense. Lew McDonnell should not be here, so why is my subconscious acting as though he should?

      He doesn’t look at me, so I take a moment to study him. He’s a bit rumpled with a five o’clock shadow darkening his jawline, but even from here, I can see he’s at ease. Confident. Nonchalant and loose. I’ve read enough about him in the past few years to know he is considered the opposite of this. Prone to temper tantrums and violent outbursts, the Lew McDonnell in this room smiles at a man standing next to him. They shake hands and face one another, embarking on a conversation I desperately want to be a part of. I strain to read their lips, irrational, considering I’m standing forty feet away. Next to me, the host clears his throat.

      “Okay…so I’ll assume autographs are authorized,” the young man says slowly, giving me a side-eye. He thinks I’ve lost my mind. He’s not the only one. “Let’s open this up for questions, shall we?”

      I nod. Questions. I can answer questions. The vertigo is still present, only now it’s compounded by nervousness and a very sick feeling in my stomach. I watch as Lew McDonnell picks up a book. My heart jumps up to hammer my throat in merciless swings as I turn to focus on the crowd, as I try to look at every face but Lew McDonnell’s as he opens the first page. I’ve never not wanted someone to read my book more.

      An image of him sitting next to me on a bed reading another book flashes through my consciousness. I’m hopeful and stunned, excited yet cautious, bouncing in place a bit. But the image is a mist, fleeting and impossible to grasp before it vanishes. My breath catches as disappointment courses through me. The vision felt so real.

      “Come on, don’t be shy,” the host says. “Someone must have a question.” I give a brief glance at the audience, desperately hoping no one does—no such luck. A hand raises at the front of the room, one attached to a cute blond teenage girl who likely learned about me on Instagram. A correct assumption when she asks her question.

      “Do you have any tips on growing your following? I only have, like, four hundred followers but I want a hundred thousand, like you.”

      Deja vu buzzes overhead like a fly in need of swatting. I’ve been here before. I’m certain of it. I focus on her face and force what I hope looks like a genuine smile on my lips, wary of answering this question. It’s the number one question I’m asked by the under-thirty crowd. I could be honest and say: “You can buy followers for twenty dollars per thousand people if you download the right app.” Or I could say, “You can cause a headline-inducing accident. That helps.” But the first one would earn a scolding from my publisher, and the second is something I never speak about to strangers.

      I smile and say something a little less controversial.“The key to growing your following is to post on a regular basis and to engage with your followers every day. That’s the best advice I can give you.”

      It’s a stock answer, one tattooed inside my brain to keep within easy reach, as simple as filling out a doctor’s form with first and last name, birth date, and social security number. The girl appears pleased with my answer, and that’s all that matters. I breathe easier as another hand raises; one down, a handful of questions to go. But just before I acknowledge the woman, the host calls on someone from the very back. A man with his hand raised.

      It’s Lew.

      He tucks the book he’s holding under his arm and smiles at me, so self-assured and bright I can see it from here. I offer a small smile back, and that’s when images flit through my brain like a highlight reel, too many to number and none of which make sense.

      Lew at a park.

      Lew on a swing.

      Lew at a bookstore.

      Lew playing with trains.

      Lew in a hospital, Timmy sitting on his lap.

      Everyone is crying, William most of all. This last memory is the most difficult to comprehend.

      I’ve never met Lew before, and neither has my family. I’m sure of it.

      But then Timmy yells, “Lew!”

      All the certainty I feel wobbles with the room.

      Have I met him before?

      What am I missing?
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      Lew

      A life can be ruined in one careless moment. Not because the moment was all that life-altering, but because the carelessness is the place where people most often get stuck. The point of impact plays in our minds over and over—glass shattering, bones fracturing, world’s ripped in half, ego decimated, reputation broken, career destroyed. We watch the scene like one watches a horror film, yelling at the main character to stop running, turn on a light, not go into another room, and flee from the killer standing right behind them. We ask ourselves what might have happened if they’d made a different decision. So, we watch it again at a different angle, shout new directions, make fresh demands, pause, and repeat over and over again.

      But in typical horror film fashion, the character gets killed, and we point and click play on the sequel. There are eleven Friday the 13th films and thirteen Michael Myers movies for a reason. Thirteen comes by its reputation, honestly. Bad luck and all that.

      I spent three years of my life living in a dark room, replaying my careless decisions at different angles, all the while never caring if a light came on again. I preferred the darkness, welcomed it like an old friend, bought it a few drinks, and offered it a comfortable place to sit. Misery does indeed love company, and a worn-out welcome is better tolerated while numb and unaware.

      I was never actually unaware, simply watched in detachment as bitterness choked out any chance for escape. But like most things about life, it moves along, repairing itself, with or without our permission. When I came to this museum the first time, my life began to mend. The problem is, I’m undoubtedly the only one who knows it.

      My heart pounds in anticipation of my question, seeing as I haven’t yet landed on one. The options are vast, the potential outcomes heartbreaking. Do you remember me? Do you remember London? Do you remember the kiss? Is there any chance we could talk?

      Every ending to that sentence is decidedly “No.” A finale with no encore. A cliffhanger with no sequel. When heads begin to turn, the last page flutters closed.

      “My name is Lew.” Not a question at all, but the only thing I have it in me to say.

      Someone takes a picture. Even then, I don’t take my eyes off Eliza.
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      Eliza

      My name is Lew.

      Of course, I already know it; I’ve been a fan of his my whole life.

      Lew’s poster on my bedroom wall.

      Lew’s words tucked under my desk in study hall.

      Lew’s Facebook live rant and my crushing disappointment. Lew’s claim here only moments ago. “You stole my book.”

      Yet it wasn’t moments ago. It’s been weeks since we had that fight.

      Of course, his statement wasn’t right. But he wasn’t entirely wrong either.

      My agent did bring me the book idea for a Dickens’ retelling, adding his own oddly specific details that I realized only later must have been lifted from someone else’s manuscript. We made it all the way to final edits before I confronted him about my suspicions. At first, he denied everything; later, he admitted to it. It wasn’t until many months later that I discovered my agent had been Lew McDonnell’s agent once upon a time.

      Now I have a new agent, and so does Lew.

      That manuscript—Mundane Realities—was released just last month by its rightful owner.

      The dip in Lew’s career hit rock bottom…and then bounced to the sky.

      His book hit the New York Times in less than a week.

      Lew McDonnell is back. But I’m not sure he knows it yet.

      I’m also not sure why I do…

      I glance at my sister for help, at Timmy preening on tiptoes trying to get a look at Lew.

      On both tiptoes.

      On two good legs.

      More images come at me, clear in their delivery.

      Lew and Timmy at the park. Lew pushing Timmy on a swing. Lew and Timmy at a bookstore. Lew and Timmy playing with trains. Lew and Timmy baking cookies.

      Timmy limping. Timmy growing tired. Timmy being carried by Lew.

      I’m there in every single memory.

      William is there in half of them.

      My sister Sarah is in one. She’s lying in a hospital bed. Lew visiting her and standing next to me.

      I inhale sharply and lock eyes with him.

      Lew kissing me. Me kissing him back. Both of us holding a book. Books seem to be the common theme with us.

      My name is Lew.

      It all plays out in a matter of seconds until I’m certain…these aren’t images. They’re memories. I nod and offer him a steady smile, keeping my eyes on him during what might be the most important exchange of my life. “I know who you are, Lew,” I say. And then I add deliberately… “I’ve read your new book.”
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      Lew

      A low murmur spreads through the crowd, a hum punctuated with words that vary in delivery but mean the same thing.

      “Yes, it’s a great book. Congratulations, Mr. McDonnell. Will there be a sequel?”

      I frown, unsteady at the sentiments. Every single person here is a book-lover, and they all know who I am. I don’t say that to be conceited. I say it because it’s true. The name Lew McDonnell is on par with Stephen King. The Lew McDonnell of today and the Lew McDonnell of London have both had coffee with JK Rowling. But both Lews are separated by one very big difference:

      The Lew from five minutes ago hasn’t released anything in more than four years. And he doesn’t have a new book.

      But the Lew from right now does, and everyone here knows it. Someone in attendance, eager for an autograph, pushed a copy in front of my face when I walked into the museum. Mundane Realities was the awful title, and, just like that, vivid memories from the last two weeks hit me at once. But, there’s nothing mundane about this unpredictable life.

      It’s the reason I can’t stop a slow smile from taking over my stupid, love-struck face.

      “Oh, you’ve read it, have you?” I cross my arms and rest my chin on a finger, that ridiculous smile incapable of leaving. It wants to play a game with her and everyone here. “Another question then…”

      “I’m afraid you only get one,” she says, her smile matching mine. I’m Hugh Grant in Notting Hill, and Julia Robert’s is getting a run for her money.

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll take my chances with two.” When that smile stays put, I keep going. “What was your favorite part of my book?”

      She studies me, tilts her head, savoring the moment while a million shared memories run between us.

      “The part where his reality turned out to not be so mundane after all.”

      I throw my head back and laugh at her answer as cameras flash all around us. Let them take pictures, let them post videos online to every site in existence. I no longer care. The world of make-believe can ogle each photo and be damned. In the end, my reality is worth the consequences.

      Time is a funny thing. It spins and rewinds and stays in place, and moves forward. It waits for no man, yet gives time for people to catch up. It offers no do overs but extends second chances. It’s entirely unpredictable but moves at a steady pace. It offers room for guessing outcomes but already knows the answer. Time holds a secret; one it only shares with itself.

      I don’t remember if I walk toward her, or she walks toward me, or if we both meet in the middle. All I know is I’m standing in front of Eliza now, fisting her hair and kissing her in front of everyone in attendance. Wealthy or penniless, happy or sad, everything I have belongs to her. The way she’s responding, I’m pretty sure she’ll take it.

      Will we leave here as a couple? Will my heart be healed, and her sister live a long life? Will Eliza finally settle into the career she’s always wanted? Will we marry and have babies and spend our years side by side? Will we live out a romance for the books and finally have our happily ever after?

      I think so, yes. Then again, even though I can see it all with certainty…on the other hand, I can’t. It’s something I’ve discovered recently.

      It’s in the not seeing that I find the most comfort.

      That’s how life is supposed to be. When it’s all said and done, when we turn the final page, life is a gift. Love is a choice. Both are a risk.

      As for Eliza and me…

      Only time will tell what happens with our story.

      

      THE END
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