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The traveler can only observe.
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For Stephanie. Again, and always.




Of course, there are rules…




I’m in an airplane.

A small propeller plane. I look to my left and see my sister, Mary, seated next to me. A large headset covers her ears, but I make out her profile easily. Her mouth, her cheekbones, her eyes. Chestnut-brown hair falls to her shoulders. She wears jeans and a black down jacket.

My vision turns toward the front of the plane.

I have no choice but to follow.

A windshield filled with blue sky. A man seated to the left. I can only see the back of his head, but I know it’s my father. Seated on the right is my mother. Between them, the plane’s console is a smattering of buttons, levers, and lights.

Even through my noise-dampening headset, I can hear the whine of the propellers. The sound is like a swarm of hornets.

I continue looking forward.

My feet, flat against the metal floor of the narrow cabin, vibrate unpleasantly.

As a young girl, I’d flown in this little plane dozens of times. Dad’s Cessna. The last time any of us flew in the Cessna I was twelve years old. My sister, Mary, was fifteen. I think…

No… it can’t be.

I feel a concussion to my right—as if someone punched a hole in the sky—and my vision jumps toward the sound. Out the window, a thick stream of black smoke flows past. I lean forward and glance far below, where an earthen carpet of dense, endless forest rolls past. The plane shakes with a sudden violence. It dips and sways, battered by currents of air.

My father’s voice erupts in the headset.

“Hold on!”

The windshield tilts sickeningly and Mary’s hand clutches my arm. My head turns toward her and I see my own terror reflected in her wide eyes and oh God, no… please, no…

No!

Why have you brought me here?




RULE NUMBER ONE:

Travel can occur only at destination points during the previous lifetime of the traveler.

These destination points are random.




The plane shakes with such violence that I’m forced to clench my jaw to keep my teeth from rattling. My vision is vibrating, turning everything around me into a blur of trembling colors. I can barely understand what I’m seeing. Everything is distorted. Focus is impossible.

I turn to look at Mary, and then the plane drops. The engine shrieks like a demon and my stomach leaps into my throat. My hips and chest strain painfully against the locked seat harness, fighting gravity. I watch in shock and wonder as Mary’s hair rises into the air, naked fear on her bloodless face.

My dad is screaming into the headset, but all I can make out amid the savage fury engulfing our plane are the words “Hold on!” and “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry!”

Mom is yelling into a hand mic attached to the plane’s radio. I don’t know what she’s saying—I can’t hear her—but I assume it’s a distress call.

Her lips form the words: Mayday! Mayday!

I think I’m screaming but can’t be sure. It’s too chaotic. There’s too much stimulation.

The windshield is no longer blue; it’s green.

We’re plummeting; we’re going to crash.

Again.




RULE NUMBER TWO:

The traveler has only enough energy to maintain contact with the arrival world for approximately ninety seconds.




The ground rushes toward us as smoke and fire billow past the plane’s windows. A piece of the engine snaps free, slams against the door next to me. The window splinters, and if I wasn’t already screaming, I’m screaming now.

My sister claws at my arm; her fingers and nails dig painfully into my flesh, but I don’t bother turning toward her. My eyes are fixed ahead. Even in the maelstrom of the plane’s descent I can make out individual trees growing closer as my dad yanks helplessly on the controls, desperate to somehow slow our downward plunge.

We hit the top of the first tree just as my mom whips her head around, twisting back for one final look at her children. In that split second her face wears a mask of unimaginable sorrow I’ll never forget. Then the windshield implodes and thick branches rip into their bodies, shredding them like tissue, and I’m sprayed with a burst of glass and blood; the plane lurches sideways as it’s torn apart.

Something sharp and hard smacks into my face, shatters my arm.

I no longer feel Mary’s grip. It’s vanished.

The cabin rolls as we slash and tear through endless branches. I’m turned upside down as dark earth flies toward us through the ragged hole that was, only seconds ago, a cockpit. My parents.

My legs drop upward and I’m suddenly hovering in midair like an astronaut in zero g, and then we crash into the ground like the blow of a hammer.




RULE NUMBER THREE:

The traveler has no ability to interact with the world they have traveled to…




What’s left of the plane settles to a stop.

I’m hanging. My arms and legs dangle, lifeless.

My vision blurs everything a swampy gray.

I turn to my left to find my sister. I see nothing but torn metal and ruptured dirt.

Her empty headset.

I try to twist my head to look behind me, to find her, but the harness strap is cutting into my neck and my chest blossoms with a pain so deep it steals my breath.

In the end I suffered broken ribs, a broken arm. A concussion. Internal bleeding.

I steel myself against the pain, force my head to turn toward what remains of the rear cabin. Spattered against metal walls I see broad sprays of dark blood and parts of my sister’s body. I’m not sure which parts they are.

I vomit into the dirt a few feet below, my body limp, suspended in the wretched belly of the shattered Cessna like a broken marionette.

When this happened—the first time—I remember what I was thinking:

I’m in a tomb.

I’m alive, somehow alive.

I’m alone.




… the traveler can only observe.




ONE

Beth wakes to her tablet’s alarm. A chorus of birds.

Five AM.

Time to run.

She groans, taps the screen to still the alarm, and throws her legs out from beneath the covers. The early morning air is brittle cold, chilling her skin, causing her bare arms to break out in goose bumps. Gray light seeps in through the window. The room hums with the shimmering sound of rainfall.

“Perfect,” she says with a tired sigh, not thrilled to be starting her day with ten miles in the rain, but she pushes herself off the bed and heads for the bathroom to brush her teeth.

Minutes later she’s sitting on a bench in the mudroom, her breathing measured and steady through her nose as she prepares her body, her mind. Wearing a rainproof windbreaker and workout leggings, she slips on her well-worn Asics, ties them tight.

Breathe in. Hold it. Breathe out.

She taps the face of her watch and a steady beat of music plays through her earbuds. She opens the front door of their home (the spacious, classic Craftsman being their lone big splurge when moving to the Pacific Northwest), steps onto the porch, and stretches her hamstrings, her calves. A few yards away, rain shatters the quiet street, slicks the crooked pavement of the sidewalk that waits down the steps and past a small wooden gate, aged white, like the rest of the picket fence lining her modest yard.

She lifts a wrist toward her mouth. “Start morning run,” she says. A timer lights up on the watch face. She nods, jogs quickly down the steps, through the gate. She makes a right on the sidewalk, not wanting to brave the street in the early dark, nor the streams of ankle-deep water already flowing down its sides. The heavy rain drenches her almost immediately.

Beth focuses on her breathing as the Asics slap the wet pavement. After a few moments, she picks up speed.

While she runs, her focus is on her breath, the steady beating of her heart, the pulse of the music pumping into her ears. She pushes away any thoughts of being cold, of being wet or tired. She does everything in her power not to think about the day ahead, or that brief visit to her past the day before, when she was forced to relive the most horrible ninety seconds of her life.

[image: ]

When she returns to the house, the rain has lightened to a drizzle; the emerging sun has brightened the dark gray sky to a less oppressive shade of pewter. She taps the face of her watch, pleased she managed to clock her run in at a reasonable time, despite the slick surfaces.

Marie Elena waits on the porch, standing beside the door, wearing a blue raincoat. A waterproof babushka, patterned with pink flowers, is pulled tight over her head. She clutches an oversize bag in her hands, smiles warmly at Beth as she climbs, sweating and winded, up the steps.

“You’re early,” Beth says, smiling through panted breaths.

“Robert had to be downtown this morning, so I dropped him off and came straight here. Besides, I knew you’d be up,” she says with a wink.

Beth nods and opens the door. “Yeah, you know… Well, come in out of the cold.”

Marie Elena—a spunky woman in her early seventies with three grown children of her own—has been their nanny, for all practical purposes, since the day of Isabella’s birth. Beth doubts she could have ever made it this far without the woman’s help, her strength. She was a stable force in Beth’s tumultuous life, had been so even prior to Colson’s death, when the pair of them worked insanely long hours at the lab, making full-time parenting an impossibility.

And then, when Beth found herself shockingly, tragically widowed a year ago, she knew there would be no way she could continue working at the pace she needed—the pace she required of herself—while also being a responsible, dependable parent, especially given the grief and depression that engulfed her world like an unforeseen eclipse in the months following her husband’s fatal accident.

“She’s still asleep,” Beth says, kicking off her shoes, “and I obviously need to shower, but there’s fresh coffee in the kitchen, and I picked up some muffins from Lenzi’s yesterday. Help yourself.”

Marie Elena nods and shoos Beth toward the bedroom. “Yes, Beth. I’m okay. You go. Go get ready for work.”

[image: ]

When Beth reenters the kitchen twenty minutes later, refreshed after the hot shower and the change into dry clothes, she feels a pang of disappointment at seeing her daughter already seated at the kitchen table, eagerly eating a bowl of oatmeal. Waking her daughter is one of her favorite parts of the day, and now it’s just another moment she’s missed, another memory snatched away by time, never to be returned.

Marie Elena, setting a glass of juice in front of the little girl, seems to read Beth’s mind. She shrugs. “Yes, look who’s up. She must have heard us talking. Came out of her room saying she was hungry.” Marie Elena smiles and strokes the girl’s hair.

Isabella, still in pink pajamas, her hair wild from sleep, twists around and sees her mother hovering at the kitchen entryway. “Mommy!” she yells brightly, holding out one hand, flapping her fingers open and shut in a come! come! gesture.

Beth dismisses her ill thoughts and goes to her daughter, takes her hand in both of her own, kisses each tiny finger. Her heart swells with a surge of love so strong she doesn’t know how she can possibly contain it. Releasing her daughter’s warm hand, she settles herself at the table to watch the little girl eat breakfast.

She ponders how Isabella is nestled in that wonderful age between four and five years, the time in a life when the soft baby parts are being stretched and honed—her cherubic face taking on more defined angles at the cheeks and chin, her limbs lengthening as she begins the unstoppable metamorphosis that will transform her from a lovely child into the beautiful young woman she would become.

Marie Elena sets a cup of coffee in front of Beth and joins them at the table, her own cup steaming. “You should eat as well,” she says earnestly. “Stay for a minute.”

Beth nods and sips her coffee before completing the rote back-and-forth the two women seem to have multiple times a week, if not daily. “I don’t have time. I’ll get something at work.”

Marie Elena tuts, shakes her head. “There’s always time, Beth,” she says. “It’s what you do with it that matters.”

Beth starts to reply when her daughter interrupts.

“Mom! We’re making butterflies at school today,” Isabella announces, her mussed, silky black hair cresting with a casual elegance down the side of her face, brushing her narrow shoulder, enhancing her wide, bright brown eyes. “I’ll bring one home for you.”

Beth stands, kisses her daughter on the head. “Please do, baby. Now, be good for Marie Elena. I’ll be home tonight for dinner and bath, okay?”

Isabella puts down her spoon. She slides her arms around her mother’s neck, kisses her loudly on the cheek, then whispers into her ear. Like a secret.

“I love you, Mommy.”
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‘Tense, fast-moving, surprising and, above all else, entertaining’
OWEN KING, New York Times bestselling author of The Curator
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