
  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      I had a nightmare as a child. A nightmare that visited me again and again. I’ve never forgotten it, not a single detail, although if my parents hadn’t kept the psychologist’s report, I’d probably assume the years had added and detracted from it in various ways. But they didn’t. It’s all in writing, exactly as it rests in my head.

      Quinn, age four, was brought into our clinic due to recurrent nightmares. Parents report that patient wakes several times a week, crying for her “husband” (“Nick”), and claiming they’ve been separated by someone. Patient insists she “isn’t supposed to be here” for hours and sometimes days afterward. There are no further signs of psychosis.

      At first those nightmares—their weirdness, their specificity—made my mother scared for me. Over time though, she also became scared of me, and that taught me a lesson I’d continue to find true over the coming years: the things I knew, real things, were safest kept to myself.
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      Déjà vu.

      It translates to already seen, but really it sort of means the opposite: that you haven’t already seen the thing, but feel like you have. I once asked Jeff if he thought they actually call it déjà vu in France or perhaps keep a better, more accurate expression for themselves. He laughed and said, “you think about the weirdest shit sometimes.”

      Which is so much truer than he knows.

      “Everything okay?” he asks now, as we follow my mother and his into the inn where we will marry in seven short weeks. I’ve been off, somehow, since the moment we pulled into town, and I guess it shows.

      “Yeah. Sorry. I’ve got the start of a headache.” It’s not entirely true, but I don’t know how to explain this thing in my head, this irritating low hum. It makes me feel as if I’m only half here.

      We step into the lobby and my mother extends her arms like a game show hostess. “Isn’t it cute?” she asks without waiting for an answer. “I know it’s an hour from D.C., but at this late date it’s the best we’re going to do.”  In truth, the lobby reminds me of an upscale retirement community—baby blue walls, baby blue carpet, Chippendale chairs—but the actual wedding and reception will take place on the lawn. And as my mother pointed out, we can no longer afford to be picky.

      Jeff’s mother, Abby, steps beside me, running a hand over my head, the way she might a prize stallion. “You’re being so calm about this. Any other bride would be in a panic.”

      It’s posed as a compliment, but I’m not sure it is. Losing our venue two months before the wedding should have made me panic, but I try not to get too attached to things. Caring too much about anything makes perfectly reasonable people go insane—just ask the girl who burned down the reception hall her ex was about to get married in…which happened to be the reception hall we were getting married in too.

      My mother claps her hands together. “Well, our appointment with the hotel’s events coordinator isn’t for another hour. Shall we get some lunch while we wait?”

      Jeff and I exchange a quick look. On this point we are both of one mind. “We really need to get back to D.C. before rush hour.” Are my words coming out as slowly as they feel? It’s as if I’m on delay somehow, two steps behind. “Maybe you could just show us around?”

      My mother’s smile fades to something far less genuine. She wants giddy participation from me and has been consistently disappointed with my inability to provide it.

      She and Abby lead the way, back to the porch where we entered. “We’ve already been discussing it a bit,” Abby says to me over her shoulder. “We were thinking you could walk down the stairs and out to the porch, where your fa— uncle, I mean, will wait.” She pauses for a moment, blushing at the error. It shouldn’t be a big deal at this point—my dad’s been gone almost eight years—but I feel that pinch deep in my chest anyway. That hint of sadness that never quite leaves. “And then we’ll do a red carpet out to the tent.”

      Together we step outside. It’s a gruelingly hot day, as are most summer days anywhere near D.C., and this thing in my head only gets worse. I vaguely notice my surroundings—blinding sun, a technicolor blue sky, the rose bushes my mother is commenting on, but all the while I feel displaced, like I’m following this from far away. What the hell is going on? I could call it déjà vu, but it’s not really that. The conversation occurring right now, with this group of people, is wholly new. It’s the place that feels familiar. More than familiar, actually. It feels important.

      They’re discussing the lake. I’m not sure what I’ve missed, but Abby is worried about its proximity. “It would just take one boatful of drunks to create chaos,” she says. “And we don’t want a bunch of looky-loos either.”

      “Most boats can’t reach this part of the lake,” I reply without thinking. “There’s too much brush under the water on the way here.”

      Abby’s brow raises. “I didn’t realize you’d been here before. And when did you ever sail?”

      My pulse begins to race, and I take a quick, panicked breath.  They know I haven’t been here. They know I don’t sail.

      I don’t know why I let it slip out.

      “No,” I reply. “I read up a little before I came.” The words sound as false to me as they are, and I know they sound false to my mother too. If I were to glance at her right now, I’d see that troubled look on her face, the one I’ve seen a thousand times before. I learned early in life it bothered her, this strange ability of mine to sometimes know things I should not.

      Jeff’s phone rings and he turns the other way, while my mother walks ahead, frowning at the ground beneath her. “I hope they’re going to water soon,” she frets. “If it stays this dry, that carpet will be covered with dust by the time the ceremony starts.”

      She is right, unfortunately. I can see the soil shift loosely before me, the grass burned and threadbare beneath an unrelenting sun, all the way to the pavilion. If there were even the slightest breeze, we’d be choking on it right now.

      We round the corner of the inn, and the lake comes into view, shimmering in the early July heat. It looks like any other lake, yet there’s something about it that speaks to me. I stare, trying to place it, and as I do, my gaze is compelled upward, beyond its sapphire depths, to a cottage in the distance.

      It’s a tap, at first. A small tap between my shoulder blades, like a parent warning a child to pay attention. But then something shifts inside me, invisible anchors sinking into the ground, holding me in place. My stomach seems to drop as they go.

      I know that house.

      I want to look away. My heart is beating harder, and the fact that people are going to notice makes it beat harder still, but already a picture is forming in my head—a wide deck, a long, grassy slope leading to the water’s edge.

      “How can the grass be so dry with all this water around?” Abby asks, but her voice is growing dim beneath this sudden ringing in my ears.

      And then, her words disappear entirely. There is no ground, no light, nothing to grab. I’m plummeting, and the fall is endless.

      [image: ]

      When my eyes open, I’m flat on my back. Soil clings to my skin and the sun is beating down so fiercely it drowns out all thought. I’m in some kind of field with a house in the distance, and a woman is leaning over me. Have I met her somewhere before? It feels like I have but I can’t place her at all.

      “Quinn!” she cries. “Oh, thank God. Are you okay?”

      The light is too much. That drumming in my head turns into a gong. I need it to stop, so I squeeze my eyes shut. The smell of parched grass assaults me.

      “Why am I here?” I whisper. The words are slurred, the voice barely my own. God, my head hurts.

      “You fell,” she says, “We’re at the inn. For your wedding, remember?”

      The woman is pleading with me as if I’m a child on the cusp of a tantrum, but nothing she says makes sense. I am already married. And since when did London get so hot? It’s never like this here.

      A man comes jogging toward us. His build is similar to Nick’s—tall, muscular—but even from a distance, I know he’s not Nick, not even close. My eyes flutter closed and for a moment, I feel like I’m with him again—watching the smile that starts slowly before it lifts high to one side, catching the faint scent of chlorine from his morning swim. Where is he? He was right next to me a second ago.

      The man drops to the ground beside me, and the women scurry out of his way. “She must have tripped,” one of them says, “and now she’s really out of it. I think she may need to go to the hospital.”

      I’m not going anywhere with these people, but I feel that first burst of fear in my chest. The throbbing in my head is growing. What if they try to force me to leave with them? I don’t even know that I’d be able to fight them off with my head like this.

      “Where’s Nick?” The words emerge wispy and insufficient, needy rather than commanding.

      “The hotel manager is Mark,” says another voice. “Maybe she means Mark?”

      “Can you sit up?” the guy asks. “Come on, Quinn.”

      I squint, trying to see him better in the bright sun. How does he know my name? There’s something familiar about him, but he also just has one of those faces. “Are you a doctor?”

      His jaw sags open. “Babe, it’s me. Jeff.”

      What the hell is happening here? Why is this guy acting like we’re old friends? I focus on him, trying to make sense of it.

      “Your fiancé,” he adds.

      My chest empties, caves in. I suck in air and begin scrambling backward, a useless attempt at escape. No, no, no.  But even as I’m denying it, praying this is a nightmare, some part of my brain has begun to recognize him too, and remembers a different life, one in which Nick does not exist.

      Nick does not exist.

      I roll face down in the grass and begin to weep.
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      My memory has mostly returned by the time they’ve gotten me into the car. My mother and Jeff look at each other carefully, but say nothing about the fact that I, for a period of time, did not recognize either of them. I rest my aching head against the seat as they quietly argue outside. God only knows what my mother is making of this.

      “It will take you an hour to get back to D.C.,” she says. “There’s a state-of-the-art hospital in Annapolis.”

      “Even a state-of-the-art hospital is not going to be as good as Georgetown,” he replies. “Look, just finish up with the contract here. I swear I’ll take good care of her, and I’ll let you know what they say the second I hear anything.”

      I swallow hard, willing away this desperate thing in my chest, the one I woke with. They tell me I collapsed, but the things I saw seemed so real—Nick seemed so real—that it’s hard to believe I imagined them.  A dream, a hallucination—it should be shadowy, vague. This is not. I remember our first date, our second date, the weeks that went by afterward. I don’t see Nick as some blurry figure I could only describe in generalities. I remember his eyes, his mouth, that dimple of his. I remember how familiar he seemed from the moment we met, that I knew before he’d even opened his mouth how he would laugh, how he would smile, how he would kiss. It was as if our relationship wasn’t new at all. It was a path so well-tread we could run rather than walk.

      My eyes open. Two feet away, Jeff and my mother continue to discuss me, and my throat pinches tight. Jeff’s the person I’ve loved for the past six years. The man I wake up next to each morning, the one who made crepes for my birthday and gave up a day of fishing to walk through the Hirshhorn with me last weekend. I hate that I’m sitting here right now wanting someone I’ve never met.

      Someone who doesn’t even exist.

      But on the way home, the motion of the car lulling me to sleep, it’s not Jeff who’s in my head. It’s Nick, just as I imagined him when I fell.

      [image: ]

      I wake in Nick’s flat just before he does. His hand is on my hip, possessive even in his sleep, and I’m smiling at that when his eyes flicker open. I’m also smiling at the view, given that a sheet is only covering his lower half, leaving the rest of him—bare, tan, flawless—on glorious display. Last night he said he’d stopped swimming competitively in college, but he’s obviously still doing a whole lot of something.

      “You stayed,” he says, his grin lifting high on one side. My heart flutters at the sight of it. I can’t believe I crossed an ocean only to fall for a guy who grew up a few hours from me.

      “I did. Although to be fair, I kind of had to since I have no idea how to get back to my apartment from here.” Given that I could easily have called Uber or pulled up a city map on my phone, this doesn’t make much sense, but he’s kind enough not to point it out.

      That dimple of his appears. I want to marry him based on that dimple alone. “All part of my evil plan to keep you here.”

      I glance around his flat, which I saw little of last night because it was late when we got in and the two of us were, um, a little occupied. It’s bachelorish—bare walls, windows in need of curtains, ash-gray hardwood. I decide I’m open to the possibility of being kept.

      “Evil plan?” I ask. “So this is something you’ve been working on for a while?”

      “Absolutely. Though ‘meet gorgeous female with no knowledge of London’ was a surprisingly difficult first step.”

      We are both smiling right now. How can it be so comfortable? How can I already feel so connected to him? From the moment we met yesterday, it was as if I was meant to know him, or perhaps, somehow, already did.  “So far I sort of like your evil plan.”

      He raises himself up, leaning on his forearm. It brings him closer to my mouth. “And I was a perfect gentleman as promised, wasn’t I?”

      Our eyes lock. He kissed me for hours the night before, until I was on the cusp of begging him to undress me, but it went no further. His gaze flickers to my mouth. He’s remembering it too.

      “You were a perfect gentleman.”

      He leans over me, broad, tan shoulders sculpted by God himself. “You can’t kiss me until I’ve brushed my teeth,” I warn.

      “Then I’ll focus on other parts.” His lips brush against my jawline and move to my neck. He pulls at the skin just hard enough to elicit a sharp inhale, my body arching against his without thought.

      “Jesus,” he groans. “I’m trying to behave here, but you’re not making it easy.”

      Since he’s only wearing boxers, that fact was already clear to me, but I don’t care. My hand skims down his broad back to his waistband. I want to slide my palm over his hard ass, and let my nails sink into his skin…

      “I want you to make that noise again,” he says, his voice husky and low. He pulls at my neck in the same place he just did.

      “Oh God, I like that way too much,” I murmur. “Just don’t give me a hickey.”

      He laughs apologetically. “I think it’s too late.”

      “Then,” I reply, pulling him back down, “you might as well do it again.”

      [image: ]

      “Hon,” says Jeff, shaking my shoulder. “Wake up.”

      I blink, trying to make sense of the fact that Nick is no longer with me. And then I look over at my fiancé, at his sweet face and his furrowed brow, and feel sick with guilt. It couldn’t have been real, with Nick, but I still have the sinking feeling that hits when you discover you’ve done something very, very wrong.

      “Where are we?” I ask, my voice raspy with sleep. We’re surrounded by the cement walls of a parking garage, deep underground and lit only by flickering fluorescent light. It provides no clues.

      “The hospital. You fell at the inn, remember? Hurt your head?”

      Argh. It comes back to me in a rush. Planning the reception, the sense of déjà vu, the sight of that white cottage in the distance. And then the time I spent with Nick—the time I thought I spent with Nick—during which Jeff didn’t seem to exist. It was so real. It still feels real. It would be enough to make me believe in reincarnation, except it was all happening now, or close to it. I remember his iWatch on the nightstand. I was thinking about Uber. It was recent. And the very last thing I want is to be poked and prodded by some doctor while skirting around the fact that part of me still thinks it happened.

      “I think we can skip it,” I tell him. I’m sure to Jeff this whole thing seems monumental, but my childhood was littered with bizarre little episodes none of us could explain, and this seems likely to fall in the same category, if a thousand times more extreme. “I’m fine now and I don’t feel like sitting in a waiting room for hours just to have some doctor tell me he thinks I’m okay.”

      His jaw swings open. “You seem to be gravely underestimating the seriousness of this. You had no idea who I was.” His voice is strung tight—concern or hurt feelings, I can’t tell. “I already called your office and told them you won’t be in.”

      I lean my head back against the seat and allow my eyes to shut for a moment. “A few hours of sleep would do me more good than any doctor right now.”

      His door opens. “You didn’t even recognize your own mother. We’re getting it checked out.”

      I’m too tired for this, but also too tired to argue.  I follow Jeff into the hospital, petulant as a teenager. It seems like an even worse idea once we’re inside. While Georgetown the city is a haven of the wealthy and privileged, Georgetown hospital is not.  I walk in expecting private school kids with lacrosse injuries or socialites with adverse reactions to Botox but find chaos instead: police restraining a screaming woman just inside the doors, a guy with an abdominal wound dripping blood off to the right.

      Jeff shields me through all of it, placing his broad shoulders between me and the blood and the screaming woman, with no concern for himself. If my father is somewhere watching us right now, he’s pleased. He was so certain Jeff would always keep me safe, and he was right.

      Eventually, my name is called, and we are led back to a room with cinderblock walls and a poster that asks me to describe where my pain rests on a scale between the smiley-face emoji and the crying one. A resident appears moments later to complete an exam of my reflexes, orientation, and medical history. No, this has never happened before. No, I don’t use drugs. Yes, I drink socially, but not much. And then the attending comes in and does it all over again.

      I’m not in the mood to go through it all twice. And it’s exhausting, telling half-truths, keeping so many things to myself. “I just fell,” I tell her. “It wasn’t a big deal.”

      Jeff frowns at me. “She didn’t recognize me or her mother when she woke. She had no idea where we were and was asking for someone named Nick.” There is a hint, just a hint, of outrage when he says the name. He’s jealous, I realize at last. That’s why this bothers him. He probably thinks Nick is some ex of mine I’ve never mentioned, and I could attempt to reassure him on that point, but the truth is almost worse. If he could picture what I do—Nick looming over me with that look, the one that even now makes me want certain things more than I’ve ever wanted them before—I doubt he’d be relieved. Especially since it all seemed to be happening recently, during the time I’ve been with Jeff.

      “So, you had a little memory loss and recovered quickly?” the doctor asks.

      I try to smile, the way a perfectly normal person who isn’t fantasizing about a stranger might. “Yeah, it took a minute and then I was fine. Just a headache, and that’s gone now too. I skipped breakfast and wasn’t feeling great anyway.”

      “We’ll get an MRI just to be sure,” she says.

      My shoulders tense. She’s probably checking for concussions and it will come to nothing…but I don’t love the idea of anyone looking too closely at what’s in my head. “I’d really rather not. Honestly, I don’t think it was a big deal.”

      “It’s best to be on the safe side,” she counters. “Are you sore anywhere?”

      I shrug. “Not really.”

      “Let me check your lymph nodes.” She moves in front of me and places her hands just beneath my jaw. Her palm hits the base of my neck and I wince. “Sorry,” she says. “I pressed on your, uh—” She trails off.

      “My what?”

      Her smile is so awkward it’s physically painful. “You’ve got a, um, bruise…on your neck.” I struggle to understand why, exactly, she’s being so weird—until I realize that by bruise she actually means hickey.

      “What?” I scoff. “No.”

      “Look in the mirror,” she says, with another awkward smile. I glance at my reflection and there, glaring back at me, is a small purplish-red mark. My pulse rises as Jeff steps forward to take a closer look. His face falls. Whatever is there, we both know he’s not responsible for it. He’s never given me a hickey in my life, and he’s been out of town for most of the past week.

      I put these things together and a quiet kind of fear creeps in, spreads icy fingers inside my chest.

      Because all that comes to mind is the memory of Nick’s mouth on my neck.
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      When my exam is complete, a nurse directs us upstairs, to neurology. Jeff’s silence on the way is unnerving. He hasn’t said a word since he saw the bruise. “Tell me what you’re thinking,” I say. “You know it’s not a hickey.”

      “All I know,” he says without inflection, “is that I didn’t give it to you.”

      I groan quietly under my breath. Despite the dream about Nick, there’s no way it’s actually a hickey. And I can’t believe he’d even question it. “You’ve been with me all day long. And last night too. If I really had a bruise on my neck the entire time, don’t you think you’d have noticed it by now? I probably just hit a rock or something when I fell today.”

      The doors open and his hand goes to the small of my back as we step out. Even as upset as he is, he still wants to take care of me, guide me, shield me. I guess this is what my father saw in him, long before I did. I was only 20 when I came back home after my dad’s diagnosis, and to my mind, Jeff was already an adult—out of college, back in Rocton working as an assistant football coach. I ignored my dad’s hints about Jeff, but toward the end, they turned into pleas.  Jeff will keep you safe, he would whisper, squeezing my hand, the morphine making his words nearly unintelligible. Marry him and you’ll always be safe. I nodded only to comfort him, not really meaning it. But the way Jeff took care of me and my mom after my father passed made an impression on me, and once he really set his mind to winning me over, it was impossible not to fall in love with him. So I guess my dad was right all along.

      “We’re looking for imaging,” he says to a nurse passing by.

      She doesn’t even look up from her phone. “Sixth floor.”

      We glance at each other and return to the elevator, facing forward. His hand remains on my back.  I think there’s probably nothing I could do to him, really, that he wouldn’t forgive—not that I’ve actually done anything that requires forgiveness. And that loyalty of his is one of many things I love. My friends come to me with story after story of men behaving badly, and it just confirms what I already know: I got one of the good ones.

      He shifts beside me. “Look, put yourself in my shoes. You wake up asking for another guy. You don’t even recognize me. And it turns out you’ve got this hickey on your neck I didn’t give you…”

      “You know better,” I reply. “Whatever the explanation is, you should know me well enough to realize I would never cheat, and if you don’t, then you shouldn’t be marrying me.”

      The elevator doors open. When we get on, I push the button for the first floor.

      “What about the MRI?” he asks.

      “I’m totally fine and I’m tired,” I tell him. “I just want to go home.”

      He turns and wraps his arms around me. “I’m sorry. You’re right. You’ve never given me one reason to doubt you.”

      I allow my head to rest against his chest. “I just don’t get where it even came from.”

      “Sometimes…” he begins, and the gust of his exhale ruffles my hair. “You’re the smartest, most beautiful girl who ever came out of our town. And sometimes I wonder how I got this lucky, like it’s just a matter of time before you figure out you could do so much better than me.”

      I ache for him. His issues with work may have taken an even greater toll than I realized. “That’s crazy,” I whisper.

      “Can we just forget this happened?”

      I nod and give him one last squeeze as the elevator doors open. I’d love to forget it happened too. I’m just not sure I can when the proof it did is staring back at me every time I look in the mirror.
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      Meg’s alarm wakes me, and my first feeling is regret. I was having the dream again—a girl standing on a boat, seen from a distance. Lithe, golden-skinned. Her husky laugh echoing off the water, sun-streaked curls blowing in the breeze.

      Meg’s alarm continues shrieking. “Hon,” I groan. “Alarm.”

      She mumbles something, reaching for her phone to hit snooze.

      In the ensuing silence, suspended somewhere between sleep and wakefulness, I think of the dream and feel a pang in the center of my ribcage. It’s the same one every time, and I never remember much of it. Mostly, it’s just the sight of her standing there, nothing but smooth skin and a tiny red bikini I long to remove, and the way she makes me feel—as if my heart is exploding in my chest.

      Meg’s alarm goes off again and I give up on sleep, padding quietly to the closet for my gym bag. I was at the hospital until after midnight and it feels like I just shut my eyes five minutes ago, but birds are chirping so I figure it’ll be dawn soon enough. I don’t mind waking up early during the summer anyway. At least with all the students gone I won’t have to fight for a lane at the pool.

      “Why are you up?” Meg asks, yawning again as she moves toward the stuff she keeps on the left side of my closet. “I thought you went in late on Tuesdays.”

      “It might have something to do with the fact that you hit the snooze button three times,” I reply. I’m crankier than normal. That dream about the girl on the boat always leaves me feeling dissatisfied with my life, and guilty at the same time. I have an amazing girlfriend. I shouldn’t be dreaming about someone else. “It’s fine. I’ll get in an extra-long workout.”

      She winces as she pulls a clean pair of scrubs off the rack. “Then this is probably a bad time to ask, but do you mind if I crash here for a little while? I want to end my lease but I haven’t found another place yet. I promise I’ll never hit the snooze button again.”

      I drop goggles in my bag and look in a drawer for my second pair to stall for time. I know the question should be a no-brainer, but I’m comfortable with what Meg and I have. I don’t know if I’m ready for more, and moving in here temporarily seems like the kind of situation that turns permanent before you know it. “I like your place.”

      “It’s just too far from the hospital. I’m here almost every night anyway. What’s going to change?”

      I sigh, frustrated more with myself than the situation. She’s absolutely right, and there’s really no reason for me to object. I like having her here. The fact that we share a profession makes things easy with us in a way it hasn’t been with other women I’ve dated. I just really need to stop waking up thinking about someone else.  “Yeah, okay.”

      She wraps her arms around my waist. “You could at least try to sound enthusiastic,” she scolds.

      I drop a quick kiss to the top of her head and grab my bag. “You know I’m just cranky until I swim.”

      “Fine, go swim,” she replies, pulling me back for a real kiss, content once more. “But I expect enthusiasm when I talk to you later.”

      I force a smile, hoping I’ll be able to drum some up by then.
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      At the pool, I swim hard, longer than normal, building up from a 4x25 to 4x200 before I work my way down. I take long strokes, feeling the water rush past as my arms slice through. What I love about swimming is how scientific it is. Muscle and position and timing, all simple to adjust when it goes off course.

      I only wish the rest of my life was as simple, that I knew which parts required adjustment. I’ve done exactly what I was supposed to, dammit—college, med school, residency—but something is still missing, and it’s this constant itch just beneath the surface of my skin, wondering what it is.

      My mother claims what’s missing from my life is a family, but I suspect that has more to do with her desire for grandchildren than anything else. You and Meg are both 30, she says. Her biological clock is ticking even if yours is not. But every time I even consider it, the dream about the girl in the boat returns to needle me, to leave me dissatisfied with what I have and suddenly uncertain I’m doing the right thing.

      It makes no sense, really. I can’t name a specific quality about the girl. I can’t really see her face. I don’t know what she likes, how she will laugh, if she’s rude to waiters or hates dogs. All I know is how I feel—as if I’d swim the ocean to save her, walk into battle on her behalf without a second thought. That when I stand on that dock in my dream, I want to give myself to her until there is nothing left of me.

      And I don’t feel that way about Meg. I’ve never felt that way about anyone.
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      My morning is full. It’s afternoon before I get in to see Darcy, the patient who kept me here so late last night. Things looked pretty grim fourteen hours ago, but when I walk into her room she’s laughing over a cartoon so hard she’s got to hold onto her stomach. Her exhausted mother is sound asleep in the chair beside her. Seven-year-olds bounce back a lot faster than adults.

      “Teen Titans?” I ask. “Or Teen Drama Island?”

      “Teen Titans,” she replies.

      I walk over and watch for a few seconds. “And your favorite is the goth one.”

      Darcy tilts her head. “What does goth mean?”

      I take the seat beside her and point at the screen. “You know how Raven never smiles and is always wearing all black and looking unhappy? That’s goth.”

      “I want to be goth when I grow up too,” she says.

      When she grows up. My chest aches, but she’s watching my reaction so I force myself to smile as I rise. “Don’t tell your mother I gave you that idea.”

      I go to the nurses’ station next to make sure there’s nothing pressing to be dealt with. The waiting room is packed, which means I’ll be here this evening too. Not a great day to get by on four hours of sleep.

      I turn away, but as I do my eyes catch on a couple standing by the elevator. There’s something so familiar about the woman, even from behind—about the set of her shoulders, in the way she gathers her long brown hair into a ponytail before letting it fall. I feel a pull toward her I can’t explain, and the fact that she’s clearly with the guy beside her matters not at all.

      “Mr. Jensen’s family has called for you twice,” says Bev, one of the nurses, thrusting a piece of paper into my hand. “The nursing home wants you to up his meds.”

      I look back at the elevator but the woman is gone. For a moment I just look blankly at the space where she stood, feeling as if I’ve lost something.

      “You okay, Dr. Reilly?” Bev asks.

      I wince. I’m acting like a nutjob today. “Sleep deprivation,” I tell her.

      Yes, that’s probably all it is.

      
        
        Parallel arrives June 13th. Add it to your Goodreads TBR here!
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