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Hell was the journey
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Fake it till you make it, Robin kept repeating to herself while the classroom door was rapidly approaching. Being her own cheerleader had never been her strong suit, but she guessed that was sort of the point of her new motto. It didn’t matter who she’d been for the past sixteen years because as of today, she would become a new woman... Girl. Student. Introverted babbler.

Mrs. Ross opened the door, and twenty-plus sets of eyes turned to look at Robin. She forced a smile, avoiding their stares, and waited for Mrs. Ross to say something. Instead, the other teacher, who had stopped talking midsentence, peered at her through his spectacles.

“Miss Evans, I presume? Good morning and welcome to your new class. My name is Mr. Murray. Why don’t you come in and tell us how you became such a loser?”

For a moment, Robin stared at him as if he had just suggested she drank a glass of liquid farts. Then she realized her mind was playing tricks on her and all he had asked was if she could tell them a little bit about herself.

She took a deep breath and quietly repeated her new slogan. Fake it till you make it... Fake it till you make it...

“Hi, everyone. My name is Robin Evans, and I’ll be joining your Digital Media & Design class.” Wow, great speech. Still fake-smiling, she looked up at Mr. Murray, wondering what else he expected her to say.

“Any other information you’d like to share? Hobbies, pets, secrets you’ve been dying to reveal?”

Robin shook her head. She’d rather jump off a bridge than share her life story with a bunch of strangers. Oh, wait, she’d already done the jumping-off-a-bridge part.

“Alright then.” Mr. Murray nodded to Mrs. Ross, who returned the favor, left the room, and closed the door behind her. “Let’s see, I think there’s an empty seat next to Oliver over there.”

Robin glanced at the brown-haired boy at the back of the class, who showed no reaction when Mr. Murray mentioned his name.

As she made her way to his table, her classmates kept staring at her, and she fought against the memories of her previous school. Whatever her brain was wired to think, it had to shut up. These students weren’t like that; this class was her new beginning.

She passed a girl with an even faker smirk than her own. For a few seconds, she studied Robin as if she were a rare zoo animal, then her hand shot in the air.

“Mr. Murray, you were going to tell us that color can trigger actions, weren’t you?”

Mr. Murray looked down at his notes, then back at the girl. “Right. Thanks for mentioning that, Zoe. Let’s get back to our color theory. Who can tell me its other powers?”

Robin dropped her bag against the leg of the empty desk. Oliver briefly glanced at her, nodded without giving the impression that he truly saw her, then refocused on the report in front of him. His pen scribbled something that looked like a math formula in his notebook.

Robin suppressed a shrug. She guessed that a neighbor who ignored her was better than one who turned her life into a living hell. Besides, she had had less handsome table companions.

She sat down and casually looked at her other classmates. Zoe had once again raised her hand, but, like before, she didn’t wait until Mr. Murray took the trouble of addressing her. Zoe was clearly a girl who loved to claim the floor, whether it was given to her or not.

When Robin noticed how much her other classmates seemed to appreciate Zoe’s unsolicited contributions, she immediately realized that Zoe was her, the girl she needed for her master plan.

A rush of adrenaline shot through her body. This time not because she was about to face her new peers, but because she had already found her answer to a bright and happy future.

There was no doubt about it. The beaming girls surrounding Zoe were obviously her friends, but even the boys, who were mostly sitting at the edges of the room, looked at Zoe in a way that suggested respect. They weren’t whispering about her because she had interrupted Mr. Murray, nor were they joking about her hurricane-like demand for attention.

Although Robin had tried to avoid eye contact when she had just entered their domain, she did notice that a couple of guys had looked at her with curiosity. Now their focus was back on Zoe. The only boy who not only seemed to ignore both Zoe and Robin but also everyone else around him was Oliver.

Robin looked past him at the schoolyard. At her previous school, the schoolyard had been a place she dreaded because it had symbolized the calm before the storm. Her bullies would leave her alone as long as she was within the school gates, but as soon as she set foot outside the property, and out of sight of the teachers, they would ambush her like trapdoor spiders.

She wasn’t going to let that happen again.

Her gaze drifted back to Oliver, but a dark shadow behind him attracted her attention. Within seconds, Robin jumped up from her chair, only to crash sideways onto the classroom floor as her feet got stuck behind the chair’s legs.

For a moment, she just moaned from the pain in her back, but then she realized that everyone was staring at her. She closed her eyes and cursed herself. Wonderful, she just had to be the new girl who couldn’t even act normal for more than a few minutes.

Before Mr. Murray could recover from this unexpected turn of events, Oliver had already gotten up to give Robin a hand. When she glanced past him, the broad-shouldered man standing right outside their classroom window had disappeared.
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Robin beamed confidently at her mom. “Honestly, it was totally fine. Friendly classmates, they even gave me a tour of the school.” OK, maybe that tour had been led by Mrs. Ross instead of her peers, but wasn’t she allowed to lie a little when she wanted to reassure her mom?

Isabelle parked her car on a side street and stared at her daughter. From the look on her face, Robin knew at once that her mother did not believe her. Isabelle reached for her hand. “You know you can tell me if they start bullying you again.”

Robin sighed exaggeratedly. “They didn’t. They won’t. They’re nice. I think I’ve already made a friend.” An imaginary one.

Her mother smiled. “Good for you.”

Robin knew she should be thankful that her mom finally showed some interest in her well-being. She just hoped that it wouldn’t turn into the type of attention where her mother treated her like a toddler.

Before summer, Isabelle had mostly been running from the hospital, where she worked long shifts as a nurse, back to Robin’s grandmother, who had still lived on her own at the time, despite her faltering memory. Asking Robin how she felt hadn’t exactly been at the top of Isabelle’s list of priorities.

Robin didn’t really blame her; she knew how her mom struggled to juggle it all. At least she had valid reasons for ignoring her daughter’s depression. Her dad, on the other hand, should have noticed something was off. But even though they regularly shared meals, he had been just as surprised as Isabelle when they heard what had happened to their daughter. That being said, he had always been completely incompetent at talking about anything related to emotions, so it didn’t exactly come as a shock to Robin that he couldn’t distinguish boredom from desperation.

Isabelle left the car first; in her world, there was no time for dawdling. While they walked toward the building, she pulled her phone from her coat.

“You know, you don’t have to join me if you’ve got better things to do,” Robin said.

“What?” Isabelle glanced at her daughter. “Don’t be silly.”

“I promise I won’t make a run for it.”

Isabelle frowned. Robin heaved a sigh. Even cracking jokes wasn’t what it used to be.

While her mom stopped to properly look at her phone, Robin continued to walk toward her destination. She was about to turn the corner when a blue blur and a healthy head of hair whooshed past, only just narrowly missing her. If she’d been five seconds earlier, he would have slammed into her at full speed.

“Sorry!” a voice called as Robin stumbled backward.

When she looked up, Oliver and his skateboard had come to a halt a couple of feet away. Only now did she notice the skate ramp on the other side of the street.

“Hey,” she said, shaking her head. She couldn’t help but smile at the shampoo-commercial-like way he pushed his hair off his face. No wonder he hadn’t seen her.

“You’re in my Digital Media & Design class.”

“I am.” Robin crossed her arms.

“Well, like I said, sorry for almost hitting you. You must have collected enough bruises for one day.” Oliver launched himself back onto his skateboard and crossed the street toward the skate ramp.

Robin watched him go, ignoring his remark about the bruises. She preferred not to be reminded of the man outside their window. He had probably been a figment of her imagination anyway.

“Who was that?” Isabelle asked.

“Just some guy from school.”

“Was he bothering you?”

“Mom! Not everyone is a potential bully.”

“Oh, excuse me for wanting to protect my only child better from now on.”

“That’s sweet of you, but I’m fine.”

“Let’s see if your psychologist feels the same way.”

Disregarding her mother’s last comment, Robin entered the big building. Even though she hadn’t been to this location before, her new therapist, Michelle Byrne, had given detailed directions over the phone. The purple door at the end of the hallway couldn’t be missed.

Robin walked into the waiting area, only to be stared at by yet another handsome boy who couldn’t be much older than her. If she had known that all the cute guys resided on this side of town, she would have asked her parents to get a divorce sooner. It might even have prevented that bridge incident from happening.

Oh well, who was she kidding? If boys like that had known the old her, they would have harassed her just as much as her former classmates.

Robin gave him a shy smile and quickly sat down on an opposite chair. Her mom came to sit next to her, her eyes still focused on her phone.

“Shit,” she whispered. “I’m sorry, honey, I have to take this. Something’s going on with Grandma.” Isabelle pressed a few buttons and held her phone to her ear.

Robin peeked at the boy across the room. He was shamelessly staring at her, his expression an attractive kind of curious. Although Robin felt her cheeks turning red, she was brave enough to roll her eyes at him while wordlessly indicating that her mom was driving her crazy. He grinned back.

The door next to the boy opened. A thirty-something woman appeared. “Miss Evans?”

Robin got to her feet again while her mom gestured that she would follow them in a bit.

Michelle Byrne’s office looked similar to that of Robin’s therapist in the hospital: neutral colors, a comfy couch, and a couple of intriguing paintings on the wall.

“How was the first day at your new school?” Michelle asked once Robin had taken a seat on the sofa.

“Fine. Much better than expected.”

“In what way?”

Robin looked at one of the paintings, trying to formulate an answer that would sound believable. “I guess I sort of assumed that everyone would be aware of what happened to me. It’s a small town; there could have been rumors. But no one said anything.”

“Which was a relief?”

“I suppose so. Although it also sort of feels like something that happened a long time ago. I know it must sound strange because it’s only been three months, but ever since I woke up from my coma, it’s like I’m a totally different person.”

Robin thought she saw a skeptical look cross her psychologist’s face, but a moment later, Michelle just smiled.

“What do you think changed?”

Robin shrugged. “All those negative feelings that were taking over my entire thinking, they are just... gone.” She didn’t know how to explain it, as it was simply not true. But manifesting seemed to be a thing these days, and she was willing to give it a try. “This new school feels like a new start too.”

A soft knock sounded, and Isabelle entered the room. “Sorry about that. My mother was brought home early from daycare; she suffers from dementia. Don’t worry, she’ll be fine,” she added while looking at Robin. She took a seat next to her on the couch. “Please proceed.”

Michelle Byrne shifted her weight and turned back to Robin. “You were saying something about your new school.”

“Right. I’ve met this girl who is in two of the same classes. She showed me around and even invited me to have lunch with her and her friends.” Manifesting? Check!

Isabelle proudly beamed at her daughter. “I knew you’d find your own tribe eventually. It just took a bit more time.”

Robin only barely managed to restrain herself from sighing out loud. Her mom might think she was being cool by using words like “tribe,” but Robin knew her well enough to know that wasn’t true.

“What?” Isabelle said, looking offended. “You’re an introvert; that’s nothing to be ashamed of. You’re perfect the way you are.” Her mom seemed to have forgotten that, if she was perfect, she wouldn’t be sitting on a therapist’s couch.

“How about your physical progress?” Michelle asked. “Is your body fully healed? I’m checking because, in addition to all the conversations you and I will be having, I would recommend physical exercise as well.”

“She is. Fully healed, I mean. Her doctors and physiotherapist signed off on her last week.”

“That’s great news. Do you have any type of sport in mind?”

“I used to love playing tennis when I was Robin’s age. Maybe that’s something she can try as well?”

Michelle ignored Isabelle and looked at Robin instead. “What do you think? Exercise could make you feel better.”

“And you’ll be among peers,” Isabelle added. She shook her head. “I still think it’s a miracle you didn’t break any bones when you hit that water.”

They brainstormed a bit more about potential sports. Then they agreed that Thursday would be Robin’s regular therapy day from now on. Just for the two of them, without her mom. Michelle and Robin had shared a look of understanding. Isabelle’s inability to know when to stop talking was one of the reasons why Robin didn’t blame her father for divorcing her mother.

Back in the car, Isabelle looked at her phone again. “So, you’re not going to believe this. One of the supervisors at your gran’s daycare went home sick. The ones left behind felt overwhelmed, trying to keep an eye on so many demented people by themselves, so they asked the driver to bring everyone home early.”

“Which means Granny has been at the house all by herself?”

“Exactly.” Isabelle started the car and left their parking spot. “What did you think of Michelle? She seems competent, doesn’t she?”

Robin shrugged. She didn’t want to sound too enthusiastic about someone who would be digging deep into her soul indefinitely. Her therapist at the hospital had seemed kind and understanding at first as well, but as soon as he started to ask questions about the bullying, Robin almost thought he was trying to talk her back into a depression.

Her mind jumped from her former shrink to the cute boy in the waiting room. Unfortunately, by the time they had left Michelle’s office, he was gone. Robin wouldn’t have minded sharing a mysterious look with him again. “I wonder what his dark and twisted secrets are,” she murmured at the windshield.

“Whose secrets?” Isabelle asked.

“Nothing. Just the boy in Michelle’s waiting area. He didn’t seem depressed or anything.”

Isabelle looked puzzled. “I’m not sure what or who you’re talking about, but people don’t have to be completely ruined before deciding to go see a therapist. It can be helpful just to have someone to talk to.”

Robin glanced at her mother. She had probably been too busy trying to survive in her own messed-up world to really think about all the things her mom worried about. And since her dad could be so insensitive, she could imagine that Isabelle sometimes needed an outsider to vent to.

Robin looked back at the road in front of them. “Mom, where are we going? Are you taking me to Dad? I thought we had to get home to Granny as quickly as possible?”

“Oh, shit.” Isabelle made a U-turn and took another side street. “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking.”

Only then did Robin realize that her mom had started driving to their old house on autopilot.

“No worries. I’m sure it will happen to me at some point as well.”
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When Robin and Isabelle had returned home—the correct one this time—they found Nana Mary, as Robin had nicknamed her long ago, outside. She was whispering and sauntering around the neglected front yard, scattering what turned out to be the last bit of their table salt.

As Isabelle muttered something about having to cook a bland dinner tonight while trying to convince her mother to come back inside, Robin decided it was a good moment to escape to her new bedroom. She had only moved in last night, which meant her room was still filled with boxes.

Although she was released from the hospital two weeks ago, Robin had stayed at their old house, which was now just her dad’s, while Isabelle was still fixing up their new place. Not that Robin had been able to spot many of those home improvements yet. Except for the bit of fresh paint and some of their old furniture, the place still looked like it could be used for scary movies. Robin wasn’t surprised that it had been on the market for so long. But she guessed she shouldn’t complain too much. She was proud of her mom for being able to buy them a house instead of a one-bedroom apartment in some shady neighborhood. She would much rather live in this shady house instead.

Robin threw her coat on her office chair and kicked her shoes into the corner by the door. She opened one of the boxes and started pulling out her clothes. Her closet, which had been left behind by the former owner, smelled like it hadn’t been used for at least a decade. She sprayed deodorant in all directions and prayed her clothes wouldn’t smell of death tomorrow.

After that, she pulled her fluffy slippers from a box, put them next to her bed, and grabbed her diary from her backpack. She plopped down on her duvet and wrote in capital letters: TO DO. As she wanted to get her parents off her back as soon as possible, she jotted down:


-  Find a sport that suits me

-  Keep reassuring my parents about my mental health



She thought for a bit, then added:


-  Become friends with Zoe because no one bullies the popular girl’s best friend!



She included two more exclamation marks to emphasize the importance of this task. As both her parents had insisted on two more weeks of bed rest after her return from the hospital, Robin had used that time to come up with a master plan for her future.

At her new school, she would no longer be the outsider, the loner, or the weirdo—at least if they could forget about that little falling-off-a-chair slip-up. She would become part of the in-crowd. Although she knew for sure that she was going to hate it, she was also convinced that this would hugely improve her life.

Robin smiled at her to-do list when she heard a crack coming from the attic above her. Ever since she arrived last night, she hadn’t been able to shake this creepy feeling that they weren’t alone. She hoped that her mom would continue fixing up the place because these weird noises didn’t help her to get rid of the deeply rooted anxiety the bullies from her previous life had caused.

Although she guessed she could also try to see this old house as an opportunity. Being scared in her own bedroom might make her braver. It could be good practice for her motto. FAKE IT TILL YOU MAKE IT, she added to her diary.

While brainstorming about ways to show her parents that she was doing fine, Robin unpacked a couple more boxes. Even when she was sitting on the toilet, her brain was still trying to figure things out. She had no idea how extroverted people had time to manage both their inside thoughts and their outside chatter. Zoe must be even more exhausted than she was at the end of the day. Or did people like her just replace the thinking part with talking? Robin wouldn’t dare to let everything she thought slip from her mouth.

Walking back from the bathroom, she realized how cold the wooden floor in the hallway was. She should ask her mom to replace it with carpet. In her bedroom, Robin reached for her slippers next to the nightstand, but they were gone. She dropped to her knees and looked under the bed. Except for some cobwebs, the space was empty.

“Robin! Time for dinner! Your dad’s here!”

Robin shrugged and got back up. “Just a minute!” She scanned the floor and double-checked one of the boxes, but her slippers seemed to have disappeared into thin air.

With an extra pair of socks on her feet, she went downstairs. Her dad was standing in the living room, holding a box.

“Did I forget something?” Robin asked before kissing him on the cheek.

Peter smiled mysteriously. “You should probably have a look. I don’t think this belongs to me.” He carefully put the box on the coffee table.

Normally, her dad wasn’t really one for surprises. Although Robin guessed it could be seen as a surprise that her parents still treated each other this civilly after their divorce. Her mom had insisted that her dad would come over for dinner after her first day back at school.

Robin bent over the box and pulled aside the cardboard flaps. A moment later, the most adorable face looked up at her. Robin let out a little scream, then reached inside the box. A tiny kitten clamped its paws around her hands.

“I thought you might like some company.”

Isabelle walked in from the dining room. “What’s that?”

“Just something to cheer up our daughter.”

“You bought a cat? Without telling me.” Isabelle crossed her arms.

“I thought you’d both like it. You were always going on about getting a cat when we just lived together.”

“That was almost two decades ago.”

Robin turned the little furball toward her mom so she could see its face. “Isn’t he adorable?”

“She, actually,” Peter said.

“Thank you, Dad. I love her! We can keep her, right?” Robin looked at her mom, whispering, “Please, please, please.”

Isabelle heaved a sigh. “As long as you take care of her. I already need to keep enough breathing creatures alive. Speaking of which, let’s sit down at the table before Granny eats everything.” She glanced over her shoulder.

At dinner, everyone wanted to have a say in naming their new roommate. Peter suggested Grumpy Cat, but Robin thought the little one looked way too cute for that. Isabelle suggested Crookshanks, as she’d always been a huge Harry Potter fan. Nana Mary just mumbled something about finding cat and dog hair everywhere.

“I think I’m going to call her Muffin.”

“What kind of name is that?” Peter asked.

Robin shrugged. “Everyone loves muffins.”

By the time they’d reached dessert, Robin noticed that her parents had to restrain themselves from bickering too much. That’s when she decided to take little Muffin upstairs to her bedroom. If they fell back into their old habits, she’d prefer to be somewhere else.

After about a hundred attempts, Robin finally managed to take a selfie of herself and Muffin in which they both looked into the camera. She posted it on Instagram, the first photo she’d shared since archiving everything from her life pre-bridge. Her new school life needed a clean social media life as well.

It didn’t take long before she found Zoe’s account. Without hesitation she clicked on “Follow.” A small rush of adrenaline shot through her body. She scrolled through Zoe’s profile. There were lots of pictures of her and some guy who seemed a couple of years older. In between were shots and videos of Zoe with her friends Tess, Annabel, and Stella, hanging out at parties and singing along to Taylor Swift songs. It wasn’t always clearly audible over the music and the screaming of the other girls, but whenever Zoe’s voice could be distinguished, she actually sounded amazing. Fascinated by what she saw, Robin read the comments and zoomed in on some pictures.

Suddenly, an idea popped into her head. She quickly went back to her Muffin post and changed the accompanying text from a simple heart into a line from Taylor Swift’s song “Lover”: “Have I known you twenty seconds or twenty years? ♥”

Then she continued inspecting Zoe’s profile. She had just brought her phone closer to her face when a notification appeared at the top of her screen:

OMG! Who is this cutie pie and when can I hug her? 😍

A moment later, Zoe was following her back. Robin threw her fist in the air. “Yes! It’s happening! You’ll be mine, Zoe.” Muffin looked at her with big eyes as Robin let out an evil laugh. “Sorry, sweetie, but I’m a girl on a mission.”
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Robin was looking at herself. Not in a mirror or at a reflection on glass, but actually looking at herself. In a hospital bed. Covered in bruises and bandages.

A moment later, she shot upright in bed. Panting, she stared at the dark room. It took a few seconds before she realized where she was. Her hand was shaking as she reached for the light on her nightstand. Sweat trickled down the back of her neck.

A gentle glow brightened her bedroom as she pulled the duvet up to her chin to calm down her shivering body. A noise down the hallway made her look at the door. She didn’t remember leaving it ajar when she’d gone to sleep, but she wouldn’t be surprised if her mom had checked in on her before going to bed herself.

Then she remembered that Muffin had been lying on her foot end. Her mom must have let her out of the room so she could get to her food bowl and litter box. Her dad had already bought most of the basics they needed for Muffin to get through the first few days before they would go shopping for more cat supplies this weekend.

Another noise sounded, followed by a small bang, as if something got knocked over. Robin swallowed, hoping it would help her get rid of her dry throat. She threw both legs over the side of the bed and listened to the sounds of the house.

Unfortunately, there was no warning. No thump or bump to announce what was coming. Robin just blinked, and a moment later, the girl was there.

In a reflex, Robin grabbed the stuffed animal on her bedside table and slung it across the room. An even bigger shock hit Robin when the cuddly toy flew right through the girl and bounced against her closet.

For a second, they just stared at each other, then the girl opened her mouth. “What the hell did you do that for?”

Before Robin could answer, Muffin came running into the room, immediately followed by a small dachshund. Muffin growled and disappeared under the bed. Just as the dog was about to do the same, the girl grabbed it and held it in her arms. She looked at the door, where an old man shuffled right through the wall. Robin pinched herself to make sure she wasn’t still dreaming.

The old man heaved a deep sigh, then held out his hands to take over the dog. Robin could do nothing but stare at the duo. Or trio, if she counted the dachshund. She wasn’t sure what stunned her more: the fact that these people—were they ghosts?—thought they could just show up in her bedroom in the middle of the night, scaring the hell out of her, or the tiny detail that the old guy was wearing her fluffy slippers.

The girl, who couldn’t be more than a few years older than Robin, shook her head. “I warned you that Beethoven wouldn’t listen.”

The old guy muttered something Robin couldn’t quite hear.

Having recovered from the initial shock, she got up to her feet and pointed her index finger toward the intruders. “Who are you, and what are you doing in my bedroom?”

The girl glanced at the old man. “Didn’t I tell you?”

“She must have hit her head.”

“Well, it doesn’t really matter.” The girl looked back at Robin. “I’m just glad you can see us.”

“We thought you could use our help.”

“Your help?” Robin asked.

“You know, with the teasing,” the girl said.

“Because of your awful classmates,” the old guy added.

“I don’t have any awful classmates... anymore. As far as I know, at least. I just switched schools.”

“Oh.”

“Didn’t I tell you?” the girl repeated.

Having decided that these intruders seemed more odd than dangerous, Robin finally brought down her pointing arm and index finger. “What are you, why can I see you, and how do you know about my former classmates?”

The old man scratched his dog behind its ears. “So many questions.”

“You really don’t remember?” the girl asked.

“Remember what?”

The old man shook his head. “Tragic, is what I’d call it.”

The girl gave her a little smile. “You were one of us.”
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Robin let herself fall back down onto the bed. “I was what?”

“One of us. A wandering spirit. When you were in a coma.”

Robin frowned. “I... I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”

The old guy looked at her compassionately. “And we know about your former classmates because your parents were bickering about it while they were sitting next to your hospital bed. Blaming each other for not noticing that something was wrong. Feeling guilty that neither of them had been able to stop you from jumping.”

Robin averted her eyes. It felt weird that a total stranger was talking about the darkest moment in her life as if he had read about it in some newspaper.

The girl seemed to notice because she took a step toward Robin. “What the Chief means is that we know you. And you know us. Or at least you did for those two weeks you were in a coma.”

“I was a ghost?”

“A spirit.”

“And I was hanging out with you guys?”

“Yes.”

“And now I can still see you. Am I in a coma again?”

“No.”

“Are your bodies in a coma somewhere, waiting for you to wake up as well?”

“Not as far as we know.”

The old guy, who was apparently called the Chief, sat down in Robin’s office chair. “We’re stuck here, in The Inbetween.”

“It’s like a no-man’s-land,” the girl added. “We can’t cross over to The Bright until our unresolved problem on earth has been resolved.”

“So, for now we live in your attic.”

“You live in our house?”

“You told us that it was OK for us to come stay with you.”

“When I was in a coma?”

The girl nodded. Her hair, which was combed to one side, swayed back and forth.

“Sorry, I’m still confused. Does the fact that I was one of you mean that I had an unresolved problem as well, or does everyone who is in a coma temporarily become a spirit?”

“Not as far as we know,” the girl repeated.

“Not the first or not the latter?”

“The latter.”

Robin scratched her head. “So, not everyone who is in a coma becomes a spirit, but I could have had an unresolved problem.” She paused for a bit, then asked, “What if it is related to my parents’ divorce? What if I must bring them back together? You said it yourself; they were bickering next to my hospital bed. They had only just decided to get a divorce before I had my... accident.”

“Trust me, that won’t be it,” the Chief said. “I don’t know why I know this, but it’s never up to the children to fix what went wrong between their parents. Sometimes people still love each other very much, but they’re just better off living apart.”

Robin shrugged. “Then maybe my unresolved problem was simple; it just wasn’t my time to die yet.”
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Despite her unexpected night, the next day at school, Robin went back to her original plan: befriending Zoe. Even though they didn’t share any classes on Tuesdays, Robin concluded that, so far, her Muffin strategy was working quite well. Zoe came over to greet her the moment she set foot in the cafeteria. She didn’t invite her to have lunch with her and her friends, but she did want to hear everything there was to know about Muffin. Robin showed her a couple of pictures and videos she had already made and told her about Muffin’s playfulness.

The only person who didn’t seem too happy about Robin’s sudden presence in their midst was Zoe’s friend Tess. Although she tried to share Zoe’s enthusiasm for the interesting new girl and her kitten, Robin couldn’t help but notice the jealous look on Tess’s face when Zoe put her arm around Robin as they said goodbye, as if they’d known each other forever.

One thing that was a bit distracting, though, was the fact that Robin constantly wondered whether the people she saw in the school hallways, in the cafeteria, or in the schoolyard were, in fact, spirits. She thought she’d seen a couple of them on her way to school, but since they looked like normal people whenever they weren’t walking through walls, she wasn’t entirely sure. Maybe Rit, as the spirit girl from last night had reintroduced herself, could tell her if there was a simple way to recognize her wandering colleagues.

Back at home, Robin had continued her analysis of Zoe’s socials to figure out which TV shows Zoe enjoyed watching (Gossip Girl, which didn’t surprise Robin in the least, and One Of Us Is Lying) and which music she listened to (Taylor Swift, obviously).

With Muffin as her new companion, Robin made notes in her diary while listening to Taylor and researching fun facts about Zoe’s preferred shows. By Wednesday, when Robin “accidentally” ran into Zoe on her way home, she could even join in on the latest gossip about Swift’s relationship status. If only her homework wouldn’t suffer as much from all the hours she spent on “Project Popular,” as she now called it in her journal.

“How was your day?”

Robin shut upright from bending over her desk. “Jeez, Rit, don’t you knock?”

“Sorry. I’ll try to remember.”

Robin turned around on her office chair so she could face the dead girl. If she was being totally honest, she hadn’t been able to concentrate as much on Zoe or her schoolwork because her curiosity about the spirit world had been more present than she liked to admit. Where her first instinct had been to ignore this new “gift” of hers, if she could call it that, she was now leaning more toward the question: why me?

“Can I ask you something?”

Rit sat down on her bed. “What do you want to know?”

Robin heaved a sigh. She hoped she didn’t sound stupid. “Am I the only one who can see you?”

Rit smiled at her. “Not counting other spirits, then yes, in this area, you’re the only person I know of. I’ve heard rumors about others like you, but I’ve never met any of them.”

Robin scratched her face. “I’m sorry, I don’t want to offend you, but how do I know that my... bridge incident didn’t just give me brain damage? How do I know that I’m not crazy?” Robin stood up from her chair and sat down on the floor in front of Rit. Muffin jumped off the bed and into her lap, her little claws trying to grab Robin’s hair.

“I guess I can’t really prove that nothing is wrong with you as long as you’re the exception to the rule, but what does your gut tell you? Do you think that the Chief, Beethoven, and I are just part of your imagination, or have you always felt that it would be unlikely that humans and animals were the only creatures occupying the earth?”

Robin contemplated Rit’s question for a moment. “Before my coma, I never really thought about things like gods or heaven. I mean, I watch horror movies and Buffy the Vampire Slayer, but I don’t believe vampires, zombies, or werewolves exist.” She looked up at Rit. “You seem real to me, though.”

“Lucky me.”

“I just don’t understand how The Inbetween works. If you can’t communicate with anyone but me, what’s the point?”

Rit grinned. “If you ever find out, please tell me. But all kidding aside, we can sort of communicate with the living. Just not like you and I are doing right now.” Rit got up from the bed and walked to Robin’s desk. “It does drain some energy, but if we try hard enough, we can touch, move and carry objects.” She demonstrated it by pushing against Robin’s teacup. It moved a couple of inches. “So, in theory, we could leave a note to people, but to be honest, I don’t really see the point. Unless it’s to scare someone. Like writing a message on a foggy mirror or a whiteboard.”

“But couldn’t you use that skill to communicate with people who could help you resolve the problems that are keeping you here?”

“In theory, yes. The only issue is that we can’t remember what our problems are. Or, in fact, who we were as humans.”

“What?” Robin pulled Muffin from her shoulder and put her back on the floor. “You guys were accusing me of not remembering you when you don’t even know who you are?”

“Hence the name Rit. It’s short for Spirit, as I have no clue what else to call myself. Beethoven knows he got run over, though. He still has nightmares.”

“But there must be someone who still knows who all of you are.”

“Oh, definitely. The thing is, we’re sort of on a teasing ration.” Rit must have seen Robin’s puzzled face because she added, “We can get part of our memories back if we scare or tease our earthly friends, family, loved ones, classmates, colleagues, or other acquaintances. We usually just don’t know who they are at first. And when we do figure it out, by scaring random people, we start to feel guilty because we see how terrified they get. That’s why the Chief, some other spirits, and I decided to tease as little as possible. As a result, only a few memories stick.”

“Wow,” was all Robin could say. She hadn’t realized how complicated Rit’s life was.

“A lot of spirits tease random people whom they think give them a special feeling, wishing they’ll soon discover they know one of them from their earthly life. As soon as they have found a loved one, they hope they’ll get enough memories back about other people they know as well. Then they’ll keep teasing them, so they won’t lose their memories again. Some spirits even create an entire schedule so they can take turns to tease different loved ones instead of bothering the same person over and over again.”

Robin just stared at Rit. It felt like her brain might explode with all the information.

“What happens to your memories when you scare someone you didn’t know before you died?”

“That doesn’t bring back any new memories, but it does help to keep the memories we already regained.”

Robin raised her finger. “Did you or any of the others happen to tease my mom the other night? To figure out if you’re connected to her? Because I heard her shriek, and when I got downstairs, she said something had spooked her. I didn’t see any spirits, but they might have left before I got there.”

Rit shook her head. “It wasn’t me.”

Robin shrugged. Maybe her mom just had an imagination as big as her own. “How about new experiences? Do you remember everything you did since you got stuck in The Inbetween?”

“That’s one of the few positive things. Everything I did as Rit, I still know.”

“But, as soon as you tease the right person and get back part of your memories, can’t you just tell some of the other spirits about it so that, once you start to forget again, they can repeat it to you?”

Rit smiled. “I like how you’re already coming up with solutions. Unfortunately, this particular one doesn’t work. Don’t ask me how it’s possible, but as soon as I notice that one of my memories is fading again, the spirit I told it to also forgets about it. Very annoying.”

Robin picked at the collar of her sweater. She suddenly felt guilty about all the things she kept worrying about in her own pathetic life. “I’m really sorry to hear all of this. I don’t know how you can deal with this on a daily basis and still look as happy as you do.”

Rit shrugged. “I guess the lack of memories also helps in a way, as I don’t know what I’m missing. Plus, I’ve got this whole new life. Have you met Tim yet, my boyfriend?”

Robin shook her head. Another question just popped into her head. “So, if you can touch objects, can you touch people as well?”

“Hm, not really.”

“That doesn’t sound convincing.”

Rit smiled. “I can demonstrate it on you if you’d like?”

Robin got up from the floor and stood in front of Rit.

“Are you ready?”

Although she wasn’t sure what to expect, Robin nodded. Rit took a step toward her, then another one. When they stood face to face, Robin held her breath. A moment later, it felt like an ice bath got poured through her body. Feeling disoriented, Robin stumbled forward until she managed to grab her office chair. A few seconds later, the intense cold had gone, but her body still shivered.

“Wow. That was”—she turned around to look at Rit—“really uncomfortable.”

Rit grinned. “You asked for it.”

Robin shook her arms and legs, trying to feel warm again, but it didn’t work, so she pulled a cardigan from her closet and put it on over her sweater. Looking at her additional clothes, she asked, “Do you always wear the same outfit, or can you put on something else?”

Rit seemed to enjoy Robin’s curiosity because her smile broadened. “I could change into clothes of yours, but then people would see them float. As we don’t want to confuse all humankind, we just stick to the outfits we wore when we died.”

Robin nodded. She appreciated how considerate these spirits were despite their own sucky situation.

“So, when I was your fellow spirit, what did we do?”

Rit sat down on the windowsill. “Honestly, not that much. You were mainly freaking out about the fact that you were one of us. You were afraid that you might actually die. Or were already brain dead, and they just didn’t realize it yet. That’s why you didn’t want to leave your body alone in the hospital.” Rit had a compassionate look on her face. “But you did give us permission to go live in your new place.” She pushed against the squeaky wood of the window. “Your new old place.”

Robin smirked, then frowned. “Why didn’t I already notice that I could see spirits when I was still in the hospital? I must have seen dozens of you after I woke up from my coma, during my recovery. Or when I stayed at my dad’s house.”

“Probably because you didn’t want to see us. If there is one place where loads of spirits hang out, it’s the hospital. You truly don’t remember seeing anyone there?”

Now that Robin thought about it a bit more, she had sometimes run into people in the hallways of the hospital who acted oddly. She’d just figured that they had escaped from the mental ward. If she had already realized what they were back then, she probably would have been admitted to that department herself.
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Robin couldn’t help herself. Whenever she passed someone at school, she just had to briefly touch them. Obviously, she made sure that no one noticed. She didn’t want to be accused of harassing people with her grubby little fingers. She just needed to make sure that she wasn’t surrounded by spirits. All her efforts to befriend Zoe could be destroyed if she started talking about someone she’d seen in the cafeteria, only to realize later that this person did not actually exist.

Today’s biggest pro was that she had another Digital Media & Design class with Zoe. Which meant she might be able to have another chat with her afterward.

Just as Robin was about to walk toward the empty desk next to Oliver, Zoe raised her hand. “Is it OK if Robin sits with me today, Mr. Murray, as Tess is off sick? I can bring her up to speed about everything she missed during our first few weeks.” Zoe beamed at the classmates around her as if she had just turned into Mother Teresa.

“That’s very kind of you, Zoe,” Mr. Murray said, “I’m sure Robin will appreciate that.”

Robin nodded gratefully, then walked over to Zoe, carefully avoiding any schoolbags that could make her trip.

“I forgot to ask the other day,” Zoe said when Robin had barely had the chance to sit down, “are you named after Robin Hood, Robin from Batman, or Robin from A Midsummer Night’s Dream?” Zoe pulled a notebook from her bag and pointed at the analysis she had made of Shakespeare’s play. At the top of her notes, she had written down all the names of the characters, including:

Robin Goodfellow aka Puck, a mischievous fairy/spirit

Robin looked up at Mr. Murray, who had begun his lecture.

“Neither, I think,” Robin whispered. She took out her own notebook and pencil case, then bent over her bag to look for her textbook.

Zoe pushed hers in Robin’s direction. “We can share mine.”

For a few minutes, Zoe hardly seemed to be able to restrain herself from interrupting Mr. Murray’s explanation of semiotics. Then she leaned toward Robin again.

“How is Muffin doing today? I can’t wait to meet her.” Zoe squeezed her hands together as if she was picturing their introduction. Though Robin would go far to please Zoe, inviting her into her ramshackle house with her oversharing mom and confused grandma wasn’t necessarily part of her plan.

“Muffin is doing great. She loves to climb on things, including me.”

“I’ve always wanted a pet, but my dad refuses to get one.”

“Maybe you can show him some pictures of Muffin,” Robin suggested. “Who could resist a face like hers?”

Zoe chuckled until Mr. Murray sent her a warning look. After only a few seconds of silence, she asked, “Why did you come to our school anyway?”

Although the question came unexpectedly, Robin had prepared for this one. “My parents got divorced, and my mom’s new house is closer to this school.” At least that was part of the truth.

“Well, that sucks. Why did your parents wait five weeks before sending you here? Couldn’t they have thought of that at the beginning of the school year?”

Robin shrugged. Zoe didn’t have to know that she had spent the past few months recovering from multiple injuries.

When Mr. Murray gave his class permission to work on their papers together, Zoe clearly interpreted this as a sign that she was allowed to continue her interrogation.

“Show me your schedule.”

Robin pulled out the sheet that Mrs. Ross had given her on Monday.

“O. M. G.” Zoe pointed at two different subjects. “The moment I saw you, I knew we’d have similar interests.”

Robin had no clue where that conclusion came from, as she had already established that Zoe’s character nor her appearance were anything like her own.

“I don’t remember seeing you in English Lit,” Zoe said. Robin knew that was impossible, but she didn’t blame Zoe for ignoring her after her falling accident that morning. “Miss Walker is the sweetest,” Zoe continued. “She sometimes lets me skip class because she knows I don’t really need it anyway.”

While Zoe kept on commenting on Robin’s choice of subjects and the associated teachers, Robin nonchalantly glanced at Oliver. As much as she hated to admit it, Hurricane Zoe was almost making her jealous of him. Like last time, he was quietly focusing on his schoolwork.

“Psst, Robin?” a voice behind her said.

“Yes?” she asked, turning around. Annabel and Stella, who were sitting one row over, looked at her in surprise.

Robin frowned, then realized what had happened. Not far behind them, Rit waved at her. She was leaning against the classroom wall.

Feeling her cheeks warm, Robin quickly smiled at Annabel. “I was just wondering if you two take the same classes as Zoe.”

Both girls nodded, then bent over their textbooks again.

Before Robin turned back to Zoe, she sent Rit a warning look. If there was one thing she didn’t need right now, it was spiritual intervention.

While pretending that everything was fine, Robin let out a discreet sigh. By the time the buzzer announced the end of their day, she was sure that Zoe must have noticed that she was faking everything. That they were nothing alike and that she could never be one of the cool kids.

Surviving all those hours without anyone pointing out her weirdness was a lot harder than she had imagined. She was almost looking forward to visiting her shrink later today because it would mean that her brain was no longer in danger of exploding from Zoe’s uninterrupted chatter.

Unfortunately, Robin couldn’t run off into the sunset just yet, as Zoe wanted to introduce her to her boyfriend, Zach, or Zaza, as Zoe lovingly called the guy who was showcased all over her socials.

In real life, he looked even more mature than in his pictures; Robin guessed he had to be at least twenty years old. She wondered why he’d chosen a schoolgirl like Zoe as his girlfriend when his looks could obviously get him whoever he wanted.

While Zoe enthusiastically told Zach about Muffin, Zach didn’t seem too interested in Robin’s life. Just like Zoe’s friends, he was fully focused on his girlfriend’s well-being instead. For some reason, Robin got the impression that he was afraid he would make Zoe jealous if he gave Robin too much attention.

“Would you like to join us? Some of us are going to hang out at Zach’s place. Maybe watch a movie.” Zoe seemed so excited that Robin felt even worse about having to decline.

“I’m sorry. I would have loved to come, but I promised my mom I’d take a trial lesson in tennis. Thanks for the invite, though; next time I’ll join you for sure.”

“Tennis?”

“Yeah, long story, don’t even ask.”

They walked along the river near the school for a bit. Apparently, Zach had parked his car a couple of blocks away, as he’d had some errands to run. Robin was holding her bike, waiting for the right moment to say goodbye without disappointing Zoe even more. Annabel and Stella led the way at a brisk pace. Robin wondered if Annabel did this on purpose, so Robin and Zoe would have less time together. In the meantime, Robin did her best to ignore Rit, who was following the group of friends as if she was a part of it.

They passed some enclosed grounds with an abandoned warehouse. Zoe shivered exaggeratedly. “This area always gives me the creeps. Why don’t they just tear that place down and build a couple of new houses or something? Or a shopping mall. We can always use more shopping malls.” She winked at Robin.

Zach grabbed his girlfriend by her shoulders and whispered near her face, “You’d better watch out. I’ve heard that warehouse is haunted.”

Rit pretended to look shocked, and Robin had to fake a coughing fit to cover up her laughter. Zach could be more right than any of them would prefer.
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