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        There is only one happiness in life: to love and be loved.
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      The coach sways as we travel through the forest. I’m so tired… exhausted, and bereft of sleep. Nights have been consumed with worry, making it difficult to drift into a dream.

      It’s been six days since we left Boston. The air is warm and fragrant with mountain flora, and birds chirp throughout the surrounding trees. But it’s warmer inside the coach, though a breeze enters the window and moves loose ringlet tendrils over my face. My stomach anxiously quivers as I anticipate our destination. I don’t know what to expect when we arrive.

      Will we find an explanation, letting us understand what happened to me? What if it happens again? Can the phenomenon be controlled? If not? Then, this forever is my home. But what if…? Could I really be lost forever? If the anomaly breaches again when I’m there this time, what’s going to happen to me? Is the strange occurrence random? Systematic? What could it be…? Supernatural even? And, if there are no answers…?

      A chill rolls over my skin, and my blood runs cold. I shudder at the frightening possibilities running through my mind…

      My breath shakily escapes me, and I try managing my breathing while gazing out the window. But I decide to rest my head against the backrest of the leather seat instead, and the life inside me stirs. Tiny feet press against my lungs, causing my breath to grow shallower. My gaze turns toward his hand, stealing beneath my cape, and he gently caresses my swollen belly.

      “I don’t know if I can do this,” I whisper, turning my gaze toward him, meeting his eyes.

      “Hold fast,” Leif reassures me, carefully brushing my ringlets off the side of my face and placing them behind my ear.

      “You know when you think that you’ve got the whole world figured out?” I ask him.

      “Ye mean understood?”

      “Yes.”

      “Aye,” he says, looking steadily at me.

      “And then it turns out you don’t know a thing about it?”

      “That ye have been mistaken?”

      “Because of naiveté.”

      “Aye.”

      “Well, I feel like that,” I tell him. His arm comes around me now, and he pulls me close against his chest. “I don’t know what’s going to happen. If anything will happen. But, if it does… I don’t know, Leif. Anything can go wrong. I’m scared.”

      “Try holding this sentiment tae heart—fear not, fur whit is unknown has not given rise tae harm till it has been revealed. Yet, if ill becomes of us, ken that we shall endure nae matter whit passes amongst us. Recall whit we have already experienced and see that we live. Find strength in this, and we shall overcome any menace,” he tells me. I want nothing more than to latch onto his bravery and believe him as he gives me a reassuring smile and kisses my brow.

      The horses’ hooves clack over pebbles in the dirt over the path.

      Clack… Clack… Clack…

      Dust stirs up into the air, and flecks enter the window, making the air smell like earth. I’m uncertain of how much time we have left to travel before arriving, so I lean my head on his shoulder; too tired to wonder anymore.

      Risking ourselves and our unborn child by journeying this far into the frontier this late into my pregnancy jars me considerably. But he vowed that he’d bring us to this destination after the thaw to discover the anomaly that brought me here. It’s our only chance before the baby’s born.

      I sense him thinking also as we continue traveling, when he contracts his arm securely around me, and he pulls me closer against his chest. The sway of the carriage begins lulling me, finally, and now it seems as if weights are pulling my eyelids closed…
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        * * *

      

      “Sylvie… Sylvie…”

      I groggily open my eyes, hearing Leif’s muttering lips speaking against my temple. My sight adjusts to the dim light inside the carriage, and I peer out the window of our coach. A river rushes by a low embankment, and the forest envelopes us. I know now that we’ve arrived.

      I hesitate stepping outside the coach. Foreboding comes over me, but Leif looks at me with expectation and some discernible caution. Months ago, I thought I wanted to do nothing but this, dreaming about it daily: to come here and to know how I came to exist in this place in time. I wondered for so long if I’d ever see my family and friends again. Now, the answer was finally close at hand.

      Except, fear suddenly sways me to change my mind. It holds me still, and I don’t care to know the answers anymore. My gut clinches. I need to tell Leif to turn back for our haven in Boston. We have to go back.

      God, I can hardly breathe…

      Tiny fists double punch me from inside my womb, and I look at Leif, realizing he is staring observantly at me.

      “We are arrived,” he says calmly.

      I nod in response instead, despite myself, as he taps the ceiling with the silver grip on his fashionable walking cane. My voice catches in my throat to tell him to turn the coach around. But it comes to a halt, and Samuel, our coachman, is heard scraping himself off the driver’s seat outside. He promptly arrives at the door and opens it.

      “Thank ye, Samuel,” Leif acknowledges him while shifting from me, stepping outside now into the fresh late spring air.

      “Aye, Your Grace,” Samuel replies politely.

      I slide from my seat toward the door when Leif leans inside, proffering a hand for me to take. All hopes of avoiding this and returning to Boston are now gone. Slipping my gloved fingers into his hand, he clasps my hand with strength, easily assisting me from our coach, and my feet plant onto the ground. Glancing around our new surroundings, the smell of moist earth permeates my nose as I recognize the Hoosic River rushing by us.

      “Do ye recall whaur tae go in the wood?” Leif asks me, calling my attention to him from scanning the enveloping trees surrounding us, flanking the path. I nod at his question. “Guide me.”

      I start pacing the road upstream, and he follows, assisting me along the way. Leading him off the trail, we walk between the towering trees and soon, not far from the path, I suddenly recognize the basalt outcrop: Crazy Eye. I immediately cease my tracks and stand before it, staring at the point where time unraveled. My heart wildly hammers in my chest.

      “Here. This is where it happened—where I disappeared… I awakened right over there the day we met.” I point to the location directly before the pupil of the rock’s eye, suspended over a patch of bloodroot blossoms to the side.

      “Do ye recall whit precisely occurred tae ye?” he asks curiously, appearing cautious now.

      “That night, I got into a vehicle accident—everything was so confusing… I hit something unseen on the road while I was driving. When I got out of the car to see what it was that I’d hit—there was nothing. But I saw the damage done to my brother’s car… That’s when everything really strange began happening.” I compulsively move toward the flowers and stand among them in front of the “eye,” looking up at it, striving to attempt to make sense of it all. “I was standing right about here when it all started happening.”

      I proceed, telling him in detail what occurred to me that fateful Christmas Eve night in twenty seventeen.

      “Ye discovered yerself amidst the flowers whaur yoo’re standing presently once ye had awakened?” he asks with a serious look of consternation on his face now.

      “Yes,” I tell him. He pauses in bewilderment and is pensive while we simply stand here together, gazing around our surroundings, nonplused.

      “’Tis deeply puzzling as I am confounded by the nature of this possibility,” he says finally, interrupting the lull. I notice how severely furrowed his brow is. But it lifts high, and his eyes suddenly widen when an unexpected ringing sound emits, startling us. We instantly realize it’s resonating from the folds of my skirts, and our gazes lock with alarm. Leif has the unmistakable look of fear on his face as I stare at him, stunned. He watches me retrieve my hidden cellphone I’d been carrying undisclosed in my pocket. Flummoxed, I look at the illuminated screen and stagger as I recognize the caller. My fingers shake as I receive the call and put the phone to my ear.

      “Hello?” I say tremulously.

      “Sylvie?” A male voice answers on the other end.

      “Kyle?” I gasp and can barely breathe.

      “Thank God you answered. I’ve been trying to get a hold of you,” he says, sounding expressly relieved. “Yeah, it’s Kyle. Where are you? You’re late. I told you that I was going to call the cops if you didn’t get back here in time, so I did, and now everyone’s worried. So, tell me where you are ‘cause I’m coming to get you myself.”

      “Kyle?” Saltwater swiftly fills my eyes, and a tear immediately slips down my cheek.

      “Yeah?” My breath catches, and I uncontrollably begin sobbing.

      “It’s going to be okay. I’m coming for you, Sylvie. I’m leaving the party right now.”

      “Is it really you?”

      “Of course, it’s me. Who else would I be besides everyone else who’s worried sick about you?”

      “I—I—mean—how—” I stammer.

      “Tell me where you are. You should’ve been back from the grocery store by now,” he says. I think of putting the conversation on speakerphone so Leif can also hear my brother’s voice.

      “Kyle?” I continue sobbing.

      “Yeah?” he responds, and Leif’s eyes immediately widen as he looks at me. He’s thunderstruck, and fear pours out of his expression as his face blanches.

      “I love you,” I tell Kyle.

      “I love you, too, of course. But you need to tell me where you are,” Kyle demands, sounding even more worried and confused now, too.

      “Tell Mom and Dad that I love them also, will you?”

      “You can tell them yourself after I come get you.”

      “I miss you guys so, so much.”

      “Tell me where you are, Sylvie.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Why?”

      “For damaging your car,” I snivel.

      “I don’t care about that. I just need you back here with us, where I know you’re safe and okay.”

      “I’m safe. And I’m okay.”

      “You don’t sound okay. You’re crying. Are you hurt?”

      “No. I’m not hurt.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “But you’re crying, and you haven’t come back yet. Something’s obviously wrong. You’ve gotten into an accident, and I’m worried about you. I’ve been calling you repeatedly and spamming you with texts with no answer from you. Why didn’t you respond right away?”

      “My phone wasn’t working. The reception was so bad.”

      “Yeah, service around here does suck. Luckily, it’s working now, though, and I got through to you, finally.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Now that I’ve got a hold of you, tell me where you are so that I can come get you. Can you share your location with me? Or better yet, send me your coordinates.”

      “I can’t,” I sniffle.

      “Why not?”

      “Because my GPS isn’t working.”

      “Are you by any street signs, then? Give me the name of a street, and I can be there to help you in no time⁠—”

      Suddenly, there’s static erupting over the phone. It’s loud, interrupting us. Kyle’s voice cuts in and out. Then, abruptly, there’s dead air…

      My heart instantly falls to the pit of my stomach. I turn my gaze from the phone and return, looking at Leif. He’s staring at me, flummoxed and flabbergasted. The pallor on his face is ghostly. He’s frozen motionless, standing in front of me, petrified.

      “That was my brother,” I inform him, paralyzed as he with fear and confounded, while wiping tears from my eyes with shaking fingers. Leif absently nods in response.

      “Mercy God,” he barely utters under his breath. The ashen color on his face is so noticeable. He looks the way I feel. But he pulls forth a handkerchief from his waistcoat pocket and places it in my palm. I dab my damp eyelashes dry. “Why does yer discussion with yer brother nae longer proceed?” he inquires peculiarly.

      “The transmission was interrupted.”

      “Och…” he responds blankly, sheerly bewildered.

      My gaze falls to the illuminating phone in my hand, and my thumb accidentally swipes the timer app as I fumble to return it securely into my pocket. The app opens, and I see the timer set for seventeen hours, fifty-six minutes, and six seconds. I stare abstractedly at the numbers for a moment, utterly baffled that my phone is somehow working when it shouldn’t be.

      “I—I think we should leave,” I say to Leif, feeling inexplicably unnerved as we stand isolated in this forest location. “Something very strange is happening around here… My phone shouldn’t be working at all. Nothing’s making any sense…”

      “I am also entirely mystified,” he says, appearing exceptionally edgy also.

      “I’m looking at my timer right now—and it’s striking me so oddly…” I show him the set time on my phone’s timer as a wild thought crosses my mind and shockingly registers.  “Seventeen hours and fifty-six minutes. Do you see it?”

      “I reckon,” he responds meaninglessly.

      “Seventeen fifty-six is the year I came here. And, six seconds matches the exact month I arrived. Is that a coincidence? Or could it mean there’s a correlation?” I ask, feeling the tiny hairs on the back of my neck electrify and stand.

      “I dinnae have the merest notion if thaur is a correlation. It is all extraordinarily perplexing,” Leif replies with a questioning look. He suddenly glances around himself at the sky, and the enormous trees stir from the breeze passing through their limbs. He quickly returns to looking at me with sharp unease, additionally shaken. “We ought tae take our leave immediately.”

      I agree. He starts away from the outcrop overhanging the bloodroots, intending to guide me as he expects me to follow. Except, something outside of myself causes my hesitation. So I remain, instinctively compelled to set the timer to twenty hours, seventeen minutes, and twelve seconds, remotely considering if, by chance, there’s a quantum connection.

      I open my mouth to tell Leif to wait, pacing ahead before he goes any further from me, when an unexpected, distant, low-frequency pitch pulses the earth. He freezes in his steps and turns, facing me, realizing that I’m not following him. As I look at him, an eerie expression washes over his face, and he thrusts a hand for my arm, urging me away with him.

      “Do you hear that noise?” I ask him as he tightens his grip around my elbow. He pauses and listens to the air.

      “I hear naught.” His brow furrows. He’s looking extremely confused and impatient for us to leave.

      “That noise. It’s a low pitch. I hear it,” I say. He stills himself again to listen and briefly gazes up at the clear cobalt sky now beginning to cloud over.

      “I merely recognize the mere soond of birds singing amongst the trees,” he says, returning his eyes to mine.

      “No—it’s a low-pitched sound, instead,” I differ. “It’s getting stronger in frequency. Don’t you hear it now?”

      “Solely the birds,” he repeats. “Let us make haste tae take our leave. This place bestows an uncanny sentiment. I believe it cursed.” He abruptly tugs my arm, urging us away from the outcrop.

      “There has to be some kind of scientific explanation for all of this. Understandably,” I counter frightfully as he forces us away. The unusual noise grows in intensity, becoming more distinct, and rumbles the earth. Suddenly, the earth begins roaring and, within a nanosecond, quakes, throwing us apart from each other. I struggle, stepping toward Leif as he fights his way toward me. But we only jar farther apart, and the distance between us grows.

      Now aware of the raging sound resonating throughout the forest and the earthquake happening, he panics as he strives to capture me. But he abruptly jolts backward and hurls airborne, crash-landing on his back. He’s too far away from me now. Struggling to his feet, the noise continues intensifying, causing pain in my ears. As the earth shakes, Leif makes it to stand and endeavors off balance to approach me. The mounting pain in my ears is unbearable, and my phone accidentally slips from my grip to the ground when I suddenly bring my hands to cover my ears, trying to muffle them.

      I scream for him. Trepidation is all I know.

      “Sylvie! Sylvie!” he hollers for me in terror and stretches a hand forth to grab me as I reach for him also. The tips of our fingers touch. He suddenly begins fading. Swirling light emerges around me, distorting my vision and blinding all that is seen. Desperately, I exert myself, searching for his hand in the whiteout. Then, gravity abruptly takes control and paralyzes me, catching me in a spinning centrifuge. I can still hear him calling, “Sylvie! I shall find ye! I shall find ye! Hold fast!”

      A massive sonic boom unexpectedly erupts in the vortex, shredding the atmosphere. Leif’s voice instantaneously stifles, and all sound mutes. Light recedes in the existence of darkness. It’s cold now. Freezing. I free-fall into a black abyss as matter dissolves around me.

      “God, help me!” I frantically scream. The sound incapable of escaping my lips, I beg for the hand of God to save me. But, I fall, and fall… Nothing to grapple… I wonder when I’m going to hit the bottom of the universe before I die.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes fling open. I gasp, and fresh air fills my lungs. My body painfully aches. It feels debilitated as I stir to sit from lying near a patch of bloodroot blossoms. I’m not dead…, and I’m thankful to my Savior.

      As I struggle to my feet, I recognize Crazy Eye outcropped beside me. It’s still spring, and the air is fragrant with mountain flora. But I notice the vegetation. The trees surrounding me are no longer as tall with massive trunks, but spindly, as many saplings encompass the area. The air also smells different, but the blue sky looks almost the same; it is cleared of previously covering clouds. I also now notice, to my horror, the faint sight of a jetliner cruising high above in the atmosphere. My eyes immediately dart from the sky, and I nervously glance around my new surroundings as I peer through the woods. A sudden, horrific feeling intensifies and washes over me as a paved road not too far away, between the trees, can be seen. A car whizzes by over it, electrifying my terror.

      “Leif! Leif!” I cry, shaking, panicking, desperately scanning the area, looking for him. But he’s nowhere in existence…

      Suddenly, warm liquid streams down my legs, and a violent cramp arrests my abdomen, forcing me to crouch. The pain briefly passes. Beside myself, I begin searching for my phone that I remember dropping to the ground among the vegetation. Except, as I search, I can’t find it anywhere and realize it’s lost, disconcerting me further.

      Disoriented and scared, I anxiously rub my eyes from tears, desperately needing to find my way back to him. Except, I know I’m lost. Stranded again from the one I love.

      Abruptly, another cramp painfully clenches my belly, causing me to bow over. I clutch my stomach, forgetting to look any more for my phone. Instead, I need to find my way out of the woods. So, I instinctively start walking through the trees toward the road. I’m in pain, and I’m terrified. But I’m getting closer to the paved road. As I arrive at the edge of the forest on the shoulder of the road, my orientation is confused. Still, I just start walking along the road’s side, desperately hoping to find someone to help me.

      A vehicle approaches. It’s a pickup truck, and it begins slowing. The driver notices me and pulls the vehicle onto the side of the road and stops. The sharp, seizing pain returns in my belly and arrests me, bringing me down to my knees onto the ground. The aching stabs me. It’s nearly too much to bear as it radiates from my stomach toward my back.

      The male driver of the truck quickly emerges with a woman passenger, and they carefully approach. They have inquisitive looks as they introduce themselves. They seem kind and offer to take me to the hospital.
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        * * *

      

      The nurse pushes me in a wheelchair toward the maternity ward. I arrive in a private delivery room, and she gives me a couple of hospital gowns. As she gives them to me, she stares at the way I’m dressed. I know she thinks my appearance is strange and thinks I’m weird. After she gives me the gowns, she leaves, and I remorsefully begin undressing as I remember my past. Water pools in my eyes. I feel helpless and bereft of hope. Leif possesses me, and I sob.

      Dressed in gowns now, I tearfully place myself over the bed when a different nurse enters the room. She catches me suddenly clearing my appearance and gazes at me with an empathic look. But she doesn’t say anything. Instead, she instructs me to lie against the pillow and relax as she begins connecting me to a fetal monitor.

      “Is it too late for me to have an epidural?” I ask her, clearing my throat. I’m trying my best to remain composed in front of her.

      “We’ll find out. My name is Jessica, and I’m going to be your nurse,” she says politely while taking my blood pressure. She gives me a kind smile.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Jessica. I’m Sylvina.”

      “What a pretty name.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Okay, let’s see how far apart your contractions are and check your dilation. Then, we’ll know about the epidural,” she says cordially. I nod in response, gripped by nervous insecurity. “Do you know what you’re having?”

      “I don’t—actually.”

      “A surprise then, huh?” I nod again. “Surprises are always so sweet.” She smiles at me again and observes the fetal monitor for a moment. She takes the Velcro blood pressure cuff off my arm when she’s finished. “Well, it seems you’re having twins. A double surprise!”

      My heart skips a beat when my attention attaches to the monitor registering the unexpected double heartbeats.

      My thoughts run wild… Twins? My God… What am I going to do? I’m not prepared for any of this. How can I do this all by myself? Oh, Leif… Not without you.

      “You know, your husband can be in the room with you, if you want,” Jessica suggests thoughtfully, intuitive to my apprehension.

      “He isn’t here.” My voice cracks, and my eyes well. I blink, and a single tear slips down my cheek.

      “Oh.” She gives a regretful look. “Would you like to call him to let him know that you’re here?”

      “He’s away.”

      “I’m so sorry. Well, is there someone else you’d like to call instead?

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “Okay, let me first check your dilation, and then I’ll give the phone to you.” She goes to the counter and places sterile nitrile rubber gloves over her hands. Lying on the bed, she begins gently probing me as I fight back the urge to break down and sob. After a second, she removes her gloves, tosses them into the haz-mat bin, washes her hands, then reads the monitor again. “Looks like you’re still good for an epidural. Now, I’ll get the phone for you.” She reaches behind my headboard and gives the phone to me, then retreats from the room. Alone now, I dial Dakota’s cellphone, and she answers. I’m apprehensive and relieved to hear her voice again.

      “Hi. It’s me,” I say, breaking down, sobbing all over again.

      “Oh my God…! Sylvie?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is it really you?”

      “It’s me.”

      “I can’t believe it…! Where have you been? Where are you now? Please tell me. We’ve all been so worried sick about you. I can’t believe it’s you.”

      “I’m in Adams,” I snivel.

      “What?” She gasps.

      “Yeah.”

      “You’re in Adams?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Right now?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I can’t believe it! Are you okay? You’re not okay. You’re crying.”

      “Don’t be worried.”

      “How can I not be worried? Of course, I’m worried. What happened to you?” she asks, sobbing now, too, as we’re both overwrought from hearing each other’s voice. But I pause, unable to answer her question.

      “I need to ask you something,” I blurt instead.

      “Sure. What?”

      “What year is it?”

      “What year is it?” she echoes, sounding strange as she’s crying.

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s twenty-eighteen, of course. Why are you asking?”

      “The date? What’s today?” I pursue shakily.

      “Tuesday. May first,” she answers.

      “May first?”

      “Yeah,” she says. Leif’s birthday…  I pause again, sobbing more. My soul weeps. “Sylvie…? Are you there? Are you all right?”

      “I’m here.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “I’m not okay,” I whisper unevenly.

      “I’m so sorry. I want so badly for you to be okay. No one’s heard from you in five months. We have the police and FBI searching for you. Where in God’s name have you been? What happened to you? Can you tell me?” she prods compassionately, speaking through tears. I stay silent. I don’t know where to begin answering her questions. I don’t know how I can tell her anything. It’s impossible. So, I pause. “Tell me—please. What happened to you? Where are you, exactly? Let me help you.”

      “I’m in the hospital,” I choose to say.

      “You are?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Oh no! What’s happened to you?”

      “I’m about to have babies.” The phone trembles against my ear.

      “Babies? You’re pregnant?” Dakota gasps.

      “I’m having twins, and I’m in labor.” I have no choice but to tell her this.

      “Oh, my goodness…” She pauses. “I don’t understand. How? I mean, the last time I saw you, you didn’t… I mean, you never told me anything.”

      “Please don’t ask me to.”

      “But, did something bad happen to you?” she inquires anyway.

      “Nothing like that,” I respond. She exhales. I know she’s relieved and grateful.

      “So, were you seeing someone, then—that no one knew about?”

      “It turns out.”

      “Oh… You told me that you weren’t dating when we last saw each other. Why didn’t you just tell me what was really going on?”

      “I—I couldn’t.”

      “Why not? You know you can tell me anything, Sylvie.”

      “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Of course, I would. I won’t judge you,” she assures gently. I become quiet; there’s no way of telling her anything about what’s happened to me. “All right. I won’t push you. Except, where did you go for so long?”

      “Nothing makes sense for anyone…” I say to myself.

      “I’m sorry things are so difficult for you right now. But you should know that I’ll help you in any way that I can. Okay?”

      “I can’t express how much that means to me, Dakota.”

      “Of course, there’s no need to thank me, Sylvie. We’re family. Remember?”

      “I know.”

      “Good.” She pauses again. “So—you’re pregnant. What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know… I feel so alone.”

      “You’re not alone. You have me. We just reestablished that fact—and you have Kyle, as well as your parents. We’ve missed you more than we can say. I’m so happy and relieved to hear your voice again. It’s going to be okay, Sylvie. You’re going to be all right,” she consoles.

      “Do you think you could be here with me? I know it’s a stretch—being so sudden and everything. But I’m just wondering. I’d be so grateful to have you with me.”

      “I’ll catch a flight outta LaGuardia tonight. I’ll be there,” she promises quickly.

      “Really?”

      “For sure.”

      “Thank you. You mean so much to me,” I sob.

      “You mean a lot to me, too. I love you, of course. You should already know that,” she replies, sniveling also. “Have you contacted your parents yet?”

      “No.”

      “Please contact them immediately, Sylvie. They’ve been beside themselves.”

      “I’ll call them,” I assure her, noticing the anesthesiologist now entering my room to give me the epidural.

      “They’re going to be so grateful and ecstatic to hear your voice again also,” Dakota says.

      “I’ve missed them so much. More than words can say.”

      “That’s exactly how they feel about you. They’re going to be so happy to know that you’re back. You have no idea. And I can’t wait to see you.”

      “I can’t wait to see you also.”

      “Then, let me get off the phone with you so that I can book the soonest flight to come see you.”

      “Okay.”

      “But before I hang up, I hope you’re feeling a little better now that we’ve talked.”

      “I’ll be much better when I see you here.”

      “I’m on my way.”

      “I love you.”

      “I love you too, and I’ll see you soon.”

      “See you soon,” I reply.
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        * * *

      

      I gaze at them, and I behold them with marvel. I think of him. He possesses me, and my soul is comforted when I remember us as I see their small faces.

      “Mom,” my little son calls my attention away from my thoughts, revisiting the day he and his sister were born. He’s running from the ocean wave advancing toward his sandy feet and approaches me.

      “Yeah, sweetie?” I say to him, admiring him. His skin is tan and sandy from the shore. I look at him and see his father’s deep, crystal blue eyes and gilded head as it glistens beneath the brilliant sun.

      “I’m hungry,” he tells me.

      “Would you like some strawberries to snack on before we go home?” I suggest. He nods. “Okay. Sit here on the blanket beside me, and you may have some.” He moves toward the blanket and plops himself down next to me, facing the aquamarine waves as they rush in over the sand. I reach into the beach bag and retrieve a container full of freshly ripened strawberries. I open the container and give it to him. His little hand reaches inside, pulls out a large, red berry, and he happily takes a bite.

      As he eats, my gaze returns to the shoreline, and my daughter notices her brother sitting with me away from the incoming waves. She dashes from the sand pail she was filling with sand and runs toward us as her damp onyx ringlets gleam in the sunlight, bouncing as she now skips along her way. Her fair skin has started turning slightly pink over her bare shoulders. So, I reapply sunblock on her when she comes close and sits beside me, opposite her brother.

      “I want some strawberries, too,” she says in her tiny voice.

      “Okay, you can have some,” her brother offers kindly. He reaches into the container he’s still holding and draws forth a large strawberry, giving it to her.

      “Thank you,” she says to him. He smiles at her and continues to feed himself another berry.

      I watch them as they peacefully eat, loving their innocence and beauty. But for his complexion and the relaxed curls mussed over his golden head, my son is the spitting image of Leif as I imagine him as a boy. He’s darling, and I feel my deep warmth of affection for him embrace my soul. Turning my gaze now toward my daughter as she also eats contentedly, I adore her equally. Recognizing Leif’s complexion and the rose tint in her cheeks, sharply contrasting her long onyx ringlets and bright emerald eyes, I’m reminded of him completely. I smile at her, celebrating her with all my being, and she smiles sweetly at me in return.

      They eat enough berries and dart back toward the water. I let them play for a while longer as they build sandcastles. They pack and move sand in and out of their sand pails while the ocean waves crash on shore at their little feet.

      I realize, while watching them play, that they are gifts from Leif: that they belong to us in a way that is fundamental to our existence and to the love we share. They are the beginning and the end of us, and this is how Leif and I came to be.

      I close my eyes, remembering him well, longing for him, wanting him, needing him to be with me. My heart and my body return to aching for him as I yearn. I can’t bear it. Then, the experience of that horrifying day erodes my amorous thoughts. I remember falling through time. The feeling of losing him rushes to my mind and buries me without mercy as cold fear takes me all over again. Darkness surrounds me, and my heart races. My breath quickens, and I think I’m going to die.

      My eyes fling open, and my sight returns to my children radiant under the sun. They’re shrieking with delight as they play in the wet sand and shallow waves. Calm restores me, erasing fear, and my life is safe. But, immense aching from loss remains.
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        * * *

      

      Then, he appears from the blackness. From nothing, he solidifies. So, I feel him. He touches me, and I languidly open my eyes as consciousness replaces the cobwebs of slumber and my blood warms. The silhouette of his face comes into view when he hovers over me in the shadows of darkness broken by moonbeams entering windows in the room. His mouth presses over mine, and my yearning manifests as I ache to receive him. He knows. He then enters me, joining us together. My legs wrap tightly around his hips, sealing the connection of consummation between us as my heart fills with joy. The warmth of his flesh tenderly moves against mine when he thrusts generously inside me.

      I burn as he takes me. The taste of his skin is salty as I kiss him. The heat from his body encasing mine spellbinds me with bliss as he brings us to climax.

      Then, I shudder. My depths electrify and rock. Euphoric spasms consume me. He trembles with me as we embrace. Simultaneously, he erupts, seizing into oblivion. After, he collapses over me, satisfied, and I exist with him in bliss.

      Suddenly, a bell emits, ringing throughout, disintegrating the spell between us, and all that exists vanishes…
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      The alarm on my phone buzzed, and my eyes flung open, throwing me from deep sleep. My vision adjusted to the shadows of predawn, my heart still pounding as my body settled from the dream I’d just had.

      I instantly reached for my phone over the nightstand beside me and turned off the alarm in a haze, feeling an empty echo in the pit of my soul, remembering that I was alone. It took me a minute to adjust as I lay in bed staring in the dark, up at the ceiling. Haunted by another dream. One of the worst ones. The kind that contradicts reality, tricking your mind, and torturing your soul. Cursing you as it merged the subconscious with reality, making you question if it really, in fact, did occur. Except, most of it was actually real and embedded into my subconscious, possessing me.

      Memories haunting me in many ways, uniquely manifested into my consciousness this morning as I continued feeling the strange residual effect of my throbbing cervix subsiding now from feeling ecstasy while dreaming of him. I knew him and had felt him so pristinely. Leif was the ghost visiting me. He would haunt me until I die. Becoming an apparition dissolving into nothingness, the second I opened my eyes, he was gone, leaving me agonized. He possessed me, and he was my obsession.

      As the haze from my dream began clearing, I was left in solitary bereavement. The reality I now lived was nothing like I’d ever experienced before. I was captive to what I had lost. An inescapable hostage to the past. Leif and I were real once. My love for him remained unbroken, and all I did now was hold on as I desperately longed.

      Torment was all I knew at this hour. My mind wouldn’t release the dream from which I had just awakened and grant peace. The fixation branded my awareness, further tethering me to him in the four years that have passed. During days while simply functioning, my mind perpetually gravitated toward his memory. Many times, I found myself barely coping with the pain of missing him. During these times, I’d escape others for privacy to weep and to simply be left alone since no one was capable of understanding.

      Desperation often gripped me to be with him once more. I perpetually thought if I could make a wish that would come true, I’d wish to escape alone to the Berkshires to travel back to him, leaving my obligations behind and forgetting this world as if I had never known it. But the ironic thing about guilt is that it forces honesty and selflessness. So, I was bound to admit that I couldn’t run away. I couldn’t abandon our children. I couldn’t do it. Ever. I knew it would be a betrayal to them, to Leif, and to myself. It would be an unreconcilable sin to us all. Because I loved them at heart, I accepted my current circumstances.

      So, I was committed to the happiness of our children and to the stability of their lives. I meant to raise them in this society surrounded by the love and support from my family, including their friends. The thought of suddenly ripping my children from the security of their current lives and extricating them from what they’d ever known in order to move them to a place that was not only completely foreign to them but might likely risk their lives was unthinkable. The idea was also extremely cruel to my parents. To take their only grandchildren away from them and disappear forever hurt my heart.

      Instead, I remain here alone, lying in bed in solitude, feeling gut-wrenched with a profound sense of loss, unlike the time I’d lost my first husband, Matt. As the misery reached the core of my being every single day, I wasn’t certain how I might last without Leif.

      Saltwater had pooled in my eyes, and silent tears were slipping down my cheeks. I rolled onto my side away from the moonlight still entering the windows and turned my face into the pillow, feeling the magnitude of our separation, and wept a stream of anguished tears.

      I’m unsure how long I grieved, but I noticed dawn had broken as fresh daylight was now entering the room. I turned my gaze toward the windows and watched the sun climbing the sky from the brink of the horizon, trying to settle from suffering. Retrieving my phone from the nightstand beside me, I glanced at the time: 7:00 A.M. Regarding the hour, I cleared my tearful face, deciding to finally get out of bed and head for the bathroom to refresh with a shower.

      Once showered, my emotions, to an extent, had eased to somewhat bearable. So, I quickly tied my hair into a ponytail and dressed in a pair of leggings and an oversized sweatshirt as I intended to exercise before going to work today. But before I did that, I strove, pushing my sorrows behind, and turned my focus toward preparing my children this morning for preschool.
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        * * *

      

      I paced through the hallway and entered my kids’ bedroom, which they shared at the end of the corridor. The Thomas the Tank Engine nightlight situated on the dresser to the right of the threshold softly illuminated their nicely decorated bedroom. Reaching for the lamp, I switched it off as warm golden hues seeped inwardly through the windows from the early morning sun, casting the room in a warm, gentle orange glow. The children were peacefully sleeping when I arrived between their toddler beds and moved to carefully awaken them.

      “Hey, sweethearts,” I greeted softly when I leaned to give each a tender kiss on the cheek, mindfully rousing them from slumber. Leilani stirred beneath her pink Hello Kitty comforter and sleepily opened her eyes, focusing on me as she yawned. I softly stroked her plump, ruddy cheek as I knelt between their beds.

      “Good morning, Mama,” she said in her sweet little voice. “Is it time for school?”

      “Yes, it is. We have to get dressed and eat breakfast,” I said affectionately.

      “Okay,” she replied and groggily stretched before playfully rolling out of her low-raised bed and hitting the floor with a giggle.

      “Silly,” I said, smiling at her as she now lay beside me on her back, gazing up at me. Amused, she giggled again.

      “Is today when we have our birthday yet?” my little son asked me, awakening also. I turned my attention toward him, and he sat up from his Star Wars comforter, gazing at me with eager anticipation.

      “Well, today is Monday,” I replied, smiling at him also. I was happy to give them a birthday week to celebrate since I had to work over the weekend and couldn’t properly celebrate their birthday on their actual day, which was yesterday.

      “Yay!” they both cheered in unison.

      “It’s our birthday at school today!” Leila cheered again, picking herself up off the floor and jumping around the room with excitement.

      “I’m four years old now!” my little Leif realized with equal enthusiasm.

      “So am I!” Leila informed us.

      “Are you bringing cupcakes to school?” Leif happily asked me. His bright ultramarine eyes were big and round as he also leaped out of bed, and hopped with joy before me.

      “Yes, I am,” I confirmed pleasantly.

      “Yay! Yay! Yaaay!” he expressed and did a little happy dance, causing me to laugh.

      “I want a chocolate one,” Leila told me as she stopped bouncing around and looked at me.

      “I want a vanilla one,” Leif said, settling himself from jiggling around too.

      “Sure. You both can have whatever one you want,” I replied, smiling at them both.

      “Goody!” Leila expressed elation.

      “Don’t be late, Mom. Okay?” Leif warned.

      “When am I ever late?” I asked as I turned my gaze toward him. He gave me a certain look that struck deep into my heart, reminding me of a look that only his father could give when he was serious.

      “Well, you might get stuck in traffic,” he said.

      “We live only five minutes away from school,” I replied, smiling at him. He didn’t respond except to maintain the particular look on his face. “All right. I promise I won’t be late. I’ll even get there a little early so that you will see that I’m there ahead of time.”

      “Good!” he responded, nodding his head once, ultimately satisfied.

      “All right, now we need to dress and eat before we go,” I directed as I straightened from kneeling on the floor.

      “Okay,” they agreed. I moved toward their dresser, retrieved their school uniforms, and assisted them as they freshened and dressed.

      When they completed dressing with their faces washed, teeth brushed, and hair neatly combed over their heads, we scampered down the staircase to the kitchen where I prepared them portions of yogurt, banana, and apple slices with pieces of toast, along with a bit of fresh orange juice for breakfast. While they ate, I made myself a glass of iced coffee and viewed all of the sprinkled cupcakes I had baked last night for their preschool class to celebrate their birthday.

      This was the first year I hadn’t bought them gifts to celebrate their birthday since Dad requested that I not. Instead, he and Mom had made plans to take the kids to Disneyland for the upcoming weekend for their birthday. My parents were very indulgent with their grandchildren; they adored them immensely and had no hesitation in showing it. I loved that they loved them, and I loved that the kids equally adored their grandparents.

      The kids spent much of their spare time at my parents’ house as my parents were always willing to spend their time with them, enjoying themselves with them. Still, I felt really guilty not getting my kids anything for their birthday to celebrate. But Mom agreed with Dad and insisted that I not buy anything for the kids. She promised me that the kids would overlook missing any gifts from me because Dad had something extra special to give them when they visited us tonight to have dinner and cake with us. So, I relented to my parents’ wishes.

      When the kids finished their breakfast, we went to the foyer, where they proceeded to place shoes on their little feet. As they did so, I collected their petite backpacks from the bench seat by the front door and patiently waited for them to finish covering their toes with shoes. In a moment, they’d completed the task, and I assisted them with their backpacks over their shoulders once their sweaters were placed on them first. Finally leaving our house together, we entered into the cool, crisp spring air.

      It wasn’t a long walk through our Westchester neighborhood to school, since it was about a five-minute walk from home. I enjoyed strolling to school with them; it was a time when we had many curious conversations. The kids were inquisitive about everything and prattled on about their innocent thoughts and ideas. I found their curiosity was profound and existential, and it impressed me.

      They often asked me about dinosaurs, the creation of the planets and the universe, and why Nature was the way it was. And they also talked abundantly about God—wondering why He created things and made them the way they were. I discovered that I could easily answer many of their questions when it came to science. But when they asked me about God, I found the answers to be slightly more difficult because I couldn’t truly fathom God’s will, even though the Bible might grant us some insight about Him and His will. Instead, I would simplify those answers for them using my own perspective. Except, that only seemed to satisfy them a little as they continued to ask me spiritual questions, I thought that I had already answered. Consequently, these discussions had a tendency to pique my own curiosity as I also tried fathoming God.

      When we arrived at Immaculate Heart School, we entered through the side gate leading into the playground. We continued walking toward the back of the school until we arrived in the junior high school courtyard, where all the school children assembled at this location every morning in lines corresponding to their grade levels. Each grade was then divided into a pair of lines that corresponded to the children’s gender.

      At this moment, Leif and Leila released my hands and ran to their group of friends congregated in their grade. I glanced around, noticing parents gathering around the perimeter where their children had gathered, beginning to mingle and socialize with each other also.

      “Hey,” my friend Heather suddenly appeared, greeting me as she approached my side, where I had found an empty spot to stand behind the perimeter beneath the green awning, watching my children talk happily with their friends.

      “Hi, how are you?” I asked, turning my attention toward her now.

      “I’m good,” she said pleasantly. “How are you?” She was holding her five-year-old son’s hand, Mason, and leaned to give him a kiss before he was sent running toward the kids assembling in their proper lines, sharing the same class as my kids.

      “I’m okay,” I responded while tucking loose tendrils behind my ears that had escaped my ponytail in the breeze.

      “Good,” she replied naturally. “Happy birthday to Leif and Leila.”

      “Thanks.”

      “So, the party is Friday after school, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “At three o’clock?”

      “Right.”

      “Okay, just making sure. I wanted to confirm it with my husband so he wouldn’t make other plans for us to do at the same time,” she said.

      “Oh, of course,” I agreed.

      “Mason is so excited for it. He’s been counting down the days as if it were his own birthday party happening. So, we’ll definitely be there.”

      “Great! It’ll be fun,” I said gladly.

      “Yeah,” she agreed easily. The morning sunlight caught the blonde highlights in her voluminous hair, and I noticed her new haircut. She frequently complained about the length of her hair and the way it appeared before she changed its style.

      “Your hair looks really nice,” I commented.

      “Oh, thanks! I told my stylist not to cut it too much since I wanna grow it out past my shoulders like the way Brigitte Bardot had it. Do you remember her in Hollywood from a long time ago?”

      “Yeah, I remember her from the old movies. That style would look really nice on you,” I complimented.

      “Thanks. Yeah, I was thinking so, too. It’s been so long since I’ve worn it long. I don’t know if I could wear it as long as yours, though. Yours is so beautiful with your ringlets down your back. I’d have to cut mine all off if I had it as long as yours, because mine would just look flat and straggly like Cousin It,” she said, and I laughed.

      “You’re so dramatic,” I said, amused by her.

      “Trust me—it would,” she giggled. “So, are you working today?”

      “Yeah. Are you?”

      Heather was a dental hygienist and was employed by her husband, Rick, who was a dentist and had a practice in town close to school.

      “Nope. Not today,” she informed me.

      “Oh, that’s right, today’s your day off,” I remembered suddenly.

      “Yeah. So, I can help you with the cupcakes today if you want,” she offered.

      “Oh, that would be so nice of you. I could definitely use the help.”

      “I figured.”

      “Thanks so much. You’re a lifesaver.”

      “No problem.”

      Suddenly, the school bell rang, and the surrounding conversations from everyone ceased.  Announcements promptly began over the intercom, and birthday wishes were mentioned. As the speaker wished Leif and Laila a happy birthday, all their classmates cheered for them, causing their faces to light with happy excitement.

      Once all of the school announcements had been concluded, the Lord’s Prayer was said with everyone’s participation, followed by the Pledge of Allegiance. Afterward, the children were dismissed from the assembly and proceeded, leaving the yard for their respective classrooms in an orderly fashion, with the youngest grades departing the congregation first.

      Heather and I stepped between the boys’ and girls’ preschool lines and paced with our children toward their classroom building, with their teacher, Ms. Lambert, leading the way. I held my children’s hands as we normally did while walking toward the main school building where their classroom was located, listening to their classmates’ innocent conversations as they excitedly discussed the birthday celebration expected today. When we soon arrived at the door to their classroom building, I kissed my children goodbye, wishing them a good day. They each kissed me back. Then, releasing my hands, they continued walking in line through the open doorway, vanishing inside the school.
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      After leaving the kids at school this morning, I decided to jog around my neighborhood for exercise as my thoughts pulled toward Leif again. Desperate to center my mind before I went to work at my pediatric practice in Santa Monica, I needed this time to use for myself. Every day I did this because I had to. Without this spare moment, the need to compose myself wouldn’t exist. Crumbling before everyone’s eyes wasn’t an option.

      But today seemed harder from the start, despite my intention to focus on my responsibilities for the day. I couldn’t shake the feeling of the dream I had last night from my consciousness. The memory of him was so clear this time, as if we’d never been separated. I wanted the sensation of him to remain impressed upon my soul and not dispel. But the compounding sorrow accompanied, so I beat the pavement with my feet. The distraction, in particular while running, drew me away from the present as I plugged earbuds into my ears and turned up the music to the calming song, Emotion, sung by Destiny’s Child, breathing again the minute it flooded my mind.

      Inhaling the fresh, cool air filling my lungs while jogging, a light breeze stirred, breaking across my face. A different state of mind came over me at the moment, and a sense of peace was beginning to fall onto my consciousness. The sadness had dimmed. My mind was settling, and I found nothing held my attention any longer. My mind emptied. My emotions disappeared.

      Remembering Crazy Eye and the Berkshires, feeling heartsick, all went numb—granting me solace—for now. My focus latched onto the present, and the only thing I was aware of was the rhythm of my heart beating, my panting breath escaping me, the pounding of my feet against the pavement, and the music in my ears faded into the background. I was now running no longer for the exercise, but just running simply to run. It was serene. I was existing. It didn’t matter where I was going, because I wasn’t going to stop.

      So, I ran—losing track of time…

      When I realized I had turned onto Emerson Street and rounded the corner of 83rd Street, I recognized my titanium-white colonial-style house coming into view, and I automatically slowed my pace. Lightly jogging along the shrubs lining the white picket fence, I found myself entering through the gate. Panting, I walked the stone pathway until I reached the porch, finally exhausted despite my urge to continue running anywhere else down the street. Instead, I unthinkingly came through the front door and entered the foyer the moment my cellphone rang.

      “Hello?” I answered as I was heading for the kitchen.

      “Hey, it’s me.” Dakota’s voice solemnly came through on the other end.

      “Oh, hey,” I replied, glad to hear from her, while going to the cupboard and retrieving a clean glass.

      “How are you?” she asked, sounding concerned and a little stilted.

      “I’m okay,” I said, moving toward the refrigerator now to fill my glass with cold water.

      “Good,” she said.

      “How are you?” I inquired.

      “I’m—okay, too, I guess.”

      “What do you mean, you guess?”

      “No, I’m okay—really. I’m just calling…”

      “What’s wrong?” I asked a little nervously, as she wasn’t sounding like her typical buoyant self.

      “Where are you right now?” she replied instead.

      “I’m at home. I just got back from a jog,” I informed her.

      “Oh. You went for a jog?”

      “Yeah, I needed the exercise.”

      “Right… I forgot that you do that.”

      “What’s going on? You’re not sounding like you normally do.”

      “Are you alone?” she asked directly instead of answering my question again.

      “Yeah,” I said, strangely, wondering why she was calling me.

      “Good. I was hoping to catch you before you went to work—and while you were alone.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked, now worried.

      “Well…” she started, but paused. She sighed, and I knew that something was surely wrong.

      “What is it, Dakota? You’re starting to scare me,” I prompted.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t want to scare you.”

      “But you are.”

      “I just don’t know how to tell you what it is that I need to tell you.”

      “Just tell me.”

      “I’m trying to. I am—I mean.”

      “Are you okay? Because you seem unsettled or something, and I’m becoming very⁠—”

      “Right now, Kyle and I are in the Berkshires at my parents’ house for the week—house sitting while they’re in Seattle visiting friends,” she interrupted, informing me.

      “Yeah?” I responded curiously.

      “Well—there’s a guy here—at the house with us. He just randomly showed up today,” she continued anxiously.

      “Who?” I asked, alarmed. Suddenly, I believed that she was experiencing a crime right now and was secretly informing me of it—that this man had broken into their house and was going to harm her and Kyle. “Are you being threatened? Do you need me to call the police?”

      “No! No—nothing like that. We’re okay. Seriously. Just listen to me. Okay? I’m sorry that I’m freaking you out.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “It’s not my intention. I’m sorry.”

      “I’m so confused.”

      “I know. Just listen,” she urged.

      “All right. I’m listening.”

      “The guy who showed up here is someone we’ve never met before. He seems to be a foreigner—from the U.K., I’m guessing—given his accent. No big deal, I suppose. But the very strange thing about him, though, is that he’s weirdly dressed in a bunch of eighteenth-century Revolutionary garb as a redcoat. He says he knows you.  He also says he’s a duke or something, very strange like that, and gave us an extensive name, identifying himself. If I’m remembering what he said, he said that his name is essentially Seamus Stewart, and that he⁠—”

      “Oh my God!” I gasped, abruptly interrupting her. My hand catapulted to my mouth, and my heart instantly ceased within the span of a beat, fundamentally shocking me. The world immediately came to a grinding halt. Everything around me instantly became surreal. I suddenly stared into oblivion, dangling in suspension, not believing any of this. “Leif,” I uttered beneath my breath, flabbergasted.

      “Yeah—he says that’s the name which you call him by,” Dakota responded oddly.

      The glass I was holding was shaking, and some of the water sloshed out, spilling to the travertine floor at my feet. I carefully turned away from the refrigerator, slowly setting my full glass of water on the white marble countertop over the island as best as I could, before uncontrollably sinking to the floor with my back supported against the island cabinet, unexpectedly sapped of all my strength.

      “It’s impossible…” I whispered unevenly, dilapidated on the floor, utterly discombobulated.  “How is it possible? This can’t be real…”

      “Wait. What? So, you know him, then?” Dakota asked, astonished.

      “He’s there? With you? Now?” I responded instead, tremulous throughout my limbs.

      “Yes—he’s here. So, you actually know him?” she questioned curiously again, sounding clearly confused now, too.

      “Yeah—I know him,” I heard myself saying. My fingertips trembled uncontrollably against my lips as I strove to measure my quick, shallow breathing. My vision rapidly blurred. Water began pooling in my eyes while I remained collapsed, sitting on the stone floor, trying to make sense out of the senseless. Simultaneous joy expanding my being, immediately uplifting me as countless thoughts swarmed my mind, overwhelming my ability to speak.

      Dakota paused also, becoming silent for a moment, letting dead air come between us. Then, I heard her saying in a muffled voice to someone, “She says she knows him.”

      “She does?” I recognized Kyle's response. He sounded incredibly flummoxed—like I knew he would be.

      “Yeah,” Dakota said to him.

      “So, who the hell is this guy?” Kyle questioned her, expressing his cutting skepticism.

      “I don’t know yet. Let me find out,” I heard Dakota saying to him.

      “Well, stop hesitating. We’ve gotta find out who this guy is right now,” he told her.

      “Be patient. She’s upset,” Dakota replied to him.

      “How? Is she afraid or something? Afraid of this guy? Let me talk to her.”

      “Wait. I don’t think she’s afraid. She doesn’t sound like it.”

      “But you just said she’s upset.”

      “Yes. She’s crying. So, let me handle this delicately,” she insisted. Then her voice became clear over the phone again when she pursued asking me, “Are you all right to talk to me, Sylvie?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Okay,” she realized in a compassionate voice. “I know that you’re upset. I feel really bad that you are. But I’m going to have to ask you who this guy is, Sylvie—since he’s here with us at the house, and we don’t know anything about him. He swears that he knows you and that you know him. And now, you’re telling me that you, in fact, do know him. So, please tell me. Who is he?”

      I desperately wished to answer her question: to tell her everything about him, to tell her all about us. But there wasn’t any way that I could actually do that without causing more problems with my family. It was hard enough that I protected myself, including them, by holding secrets regarding my disappearance and my relationship with Leif. I guarded my secrets like I guarded my emotions whenever I was around anyone. Most of all, when I was with my family. Pretending everything was fine was easier than revealing a snippet that I was less than all right.

      How could they understand any of it? They couldn’t. The circumstances were impossible to overcome. So, I hesitated—not knowing how to respond without revealing everything that had happened to me and inspiring questions from her that I was not prepared to answer. Or could not answer instead. So, silence was my salvation. Figuring out what to say instead was also impossible, because I wept.

      “Sylvie?” Dakota said gently, calling my attention back to her.

      “Yeah?” I sniveled.

      “So, who is he?”

      “He’s, um…”

      “Yeah? Who is he? Please tell me,” she prodded carefully.

      “He’s their father,” I croaked, struggling with tears, forced to inform her of that particular truth.

      “Their father?” she echoed questioningly. But then, she suddenly inhaled. “You mean the kids’ father?”

      I blinked, and tears unforgivingly slipped down my cheeks, soaking my face.

      “Yeah,” I sniffled, hearing my voice crack as I processed her complete astonishment while stroking tears away with my fingers.

      “Oh my God…” Dakota gasped again. Silence suddenly returned between us, and I was deeply insecure over her reaction; I imagined what she was beginning to think, and didn’t want her to misunderstand my relationship with Leif.

      “Please tell Kyle not to be mad at him,” I implored instantly.

      “He’s kinda already,” she admitted.

      “He shouldn’t be angry at him at all, though.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because there’s no reason for him to be resentful,” I said, truly. She didn’t respond immediately. Instead, she remained silent, giving me the distinct impression that my brother was absolutely furious at Leif. My breath shook as I drew it in, and I started saying, “It would mean a lot to me if Kyle treated him nicely. Leif’s sincerely a very, very good guy. He did nothing wrong. He didn’t abandon me.”

      “He didn’t?” Dakota questioned seriously.

      “No. He didn’t,” I told her honestly.

      “That’s very reassuring to know, because we love you, Sylvie, and we could never stand it if you were ever hurt by anyone.”

      “I know.”

      “In that case, I’ll make sure to tell Kyle to support your wish.”

      “It would mean a lot to me. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. We’re just trying to protect you in case there was ever a problem with him.”

      “He was never a problem.”

      “Okay.”

      “So, please don’t blame him for anything.”

      “All right. We trust you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You don’t have to thank us. I know that you’re being honest with us about him. So, don’t worry about anyone being upset,” she stressed. “We’re just worried about you—you know? Whatever it was that happened between you and him that separated the both of you from each other can be helped now, if that’s what you want—of course.

      “You’ve been silent for so long, Sylvie. For many years, I’ve known you’ve been scared to tell us about what happened to you. But, just know we’re here for you—always. Okay?”

      “I know you are,” I understood, grateful.

      “Good,” she replied. “I know that you’ve mentioned some things to your parents about what had happened the day the kids were born, when you returned from missing. But it wasn’t everything. Kyle and I respect your feelings, and we promised not to push you to tell us anything until you’re ready, thinking it was best. But now that the father of your kids is here… things are different. I’m sure you’re aware of that. Just know that we love you and we’ll support you—no matter what.”

      “Thank you,” I sobbed.

      “We don’t want you feeling like you have to run away anymore.”

      “I never meant to. I’m sorry—that everyone has been put through so much heartache because I was gone. I never meant to leave anyone. I didn’t mean for it to ever happen.”

      Dakota released a compassionate sigh. “I know you would never intend to hurt anyone, Sylvie. It’s not like that. You’re not like that. But cope with us instead from now on, because we’re all here for you. You’re not alone. You never were.”

      “You’re right,” I acknowledged.

      A pause ensued between us, and the lull lasted for a moment. Both of us, I sensed, had understood each other as we rested from our conversation. Although, I couldn’t seem to stem my flowing tears as I struggled to stifle my sniveling.

      “So, now what are we going to do?” she started again.

      “I can’t answer that right now,” I replied, extraordinarily distressed.

      “No—I’m sorry. I meant, what plans should we make for him? Now that we know that you both, in fact, know each other, and with him being the kids’ father, I wouldn’t mind offering him one of the guest bedrooms.”

      “That’s extremely kind of you. Thank you so much. I really appreciate you doing that for him.”

      “Well, he’s family—so of course,” she said.

      “I promise that he won’t be an imposition on you for too long, since I’m intending to pick him up and will be bringing him back with me to L.A. to stay,” I responded.

      “Don’t concern yourself over the length of his stay with us. Take your time in getting here.”

      “I can’t ask that of you. So, I’ll be catching a redeye flight tonight.”

      “There really is no pressure. But you do whatever you feel is best.”

      “Thanks for your understanding, Dakota. It’s best that I fly out as soon as I can tonight,” I replied sincerely.

      “Sure, of course,” she accepted sympathetically. “I’m wondering, though, if you’d like to speak with him right now. He’s constantly asking for you. For some reason, I don’t think he quite understands that you’re not here with us right now, and I’m thinking that if you were to speak with him, it might ease his curiosity about you. He’s very anxious to see you again.”

      “Absolutely, I’ll speak with him. Is he nearby?”

      “He’s actually in the dining room right now having a cup of tea and a sandwich that I made for him. He said that he was famished. I guess that he hasn’t eaten in a while,” she informed me.

      “I see.”

      “But I’m sure he’d definitely won’t mind the interruption in order to speak with you while he eats.”

      “Whenever he’s ready, I’ll be ready too.”

      “All right, I’ll give him my phone. Hang on a second.”

      “Okay,” I replied.

      I waited in silence while she took a moment to bring him the phone. My heart began hammering madly in my chest as I nervously anticipated the sound of his voice after it had gone dark for so long. But as I soon heard the phone shuffling between hands, I grew dizzy. My breath suddenly caught in my throat, and my blood ran warm, heating me. A strong spell of lightheadedness came over me, making me feel that I just might faint before a word from him was spoken.

      “Hullo?”

      “Leif?” I inhaled abruptly, staggered, when I absolutely recognized his voice for the first time again, now coming through the phone.

      “Sylvie!” he gasped, instantly recognizing me, too. Copious tears flooded my eyes, obscuring my vision. Short of breath, it was difficult to breathe. Wholly mystified that I was hearing him call my name once more, I broke down and completely sobbed.

      “Oh my God—I can’t believe this is happening. It’s really you…” I blubbered helplessly, fundamentally overjoyed.

      “Holy God! I hear yer sweetness!” he expressed in sheer elation, clearly emanating from his cracking voice. “How I have missed ye. Ye will never ken.” His voice was hoarse, and I knew he was fighting back his own emotions.

      “I might have an idea of how much,” I wept.

      “Ye micht, indeed,” he agreed croakily. “Have I truly discovered the pulse of my heart?”

      “Yes—you have.”

      “Tell me ’tis nae dream.”

      “It has to be real.”

      “Aye. It must.”

      “Leif…”

      “Permit me tae hear ye say it again. How I have longed tae listen tae the charm in yer voice floating from yer lips.”

      “Leif. How? I lost you… I thought I’d never see you again. I never thought that you’d⁠—”

      “I shall explain how ’tis so once I lay eyes upon ye again,” he interrupted anxiously. “Tell me, whaur are ye? I must have ye within my presence.” His voice was cracking, and I knew he was on the cusp of collapsing under the weight of his emotions.

      “I’ll be there to see you really soon,” I told him, incapable of clearing my watery vision.

      “How soon will it be?” he asked urgently.

      “Tomorrow.”

      “The morrow?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yet, my heart was set upon the immediate present.”

      “If I could be there today, I’d be there quicker than lightning.”

      “Then, ye remain far from me?”

      “Yes.”

      “How many leagues?”

      “Enough for me to need several hours to travel to meet you.”

      “Hours?”

      “Yes.”

      “Micht it be how many?”

      “About a day’s worth.”

      “In that case, I must journey tae ye, instead.”

      “That’ll be impractical.”

      “How micht it be?”

      “Remember that I had told you about airplanes once?”

      “Aye.”

      “One must be taken in order for me to see you as soon as tomorrow, and I’m the only one between us who can travel that way.”

      “Truly?”

      “Yes.”

      “I see…” he responded, sounding slightly confused and obviously disappointed. “Then, I must bide patiently.”

      “Yes. I must be patient too—even though I’m fighting it,” I said.

      “As am I…” He drifted into silence for a moment. “I’m jubilant tae hear ye speak. Pray, tell me—how have ye been faring?”

      “Well—I’m inexplicably better now that I can hear your voice again, too.”

      “I understand.”

      “I know you do. Tell me how you’ve been?”

      “I have had many difficult years since our separation.”

      “Me too.”

      He paused for a moment, and our conversation lulled again. I heard him breathing, and it fluctuated. He sniffled. “Sylvie?” he resumed, clearing his hoarseness.

      “Yes?” I wiped my damp eyelashes with my fingers.

      “I must ken about the bairn. Did it perish? I had a cursed dream once, which unsettled my soul and has tormented me ever since… I dreamt ’twas still upon birth.” The tone in his voice was full of trepidation, and I realized the haunting had chased him incessantly, too.

      “Nothing like that happened,” I reassured.

      “Nae?”

      “No. Our children are alive, Leif.”

      “Children?”

      “Yes. We have two of them.”

      “Do we?”

      “Yes.”

      “Two?” he uttered, astonished.

      “A boy and a girl.”

      “Twins?”

      “Yeah. They’re doing very well—strong, healthy, bright⁠—”

      “God Almighty!” He chuckled briskly. “’Tis an extraordinary blessing! Whit are their names?”

      “Leif and Leilani.”

      “A tribute tae us,” he recognized.

      “Yes. I remembered you said that if we had a girl, that you wanted her to be named after me. And that if we had a boy, then he would be named after you.”

      “I certainly recall it… Ye have honored me,” he croaked.

      “And, I’m thanking you,” I replied instead.

      “Fur whit reason?” he asked, strangely.

      “For giving them to me,” I said. Leif suddenly paused in silence. His breathing shook over the phone. Then, he said, “Yoo’re the lecht of my soul, and the ballad of my heart, Sylvie.” I hyperventilated with more tears, unable to reply. “Tha gràdh agam ort,” he uttered softly.

      “I love you too,” I managed, saying through weeping. “Today’s your birthday—in case you weren’t already aware of it.”

      “Is it?”

      “Yes. Happy birthday.”

      “Och. Weel now, I have been bestowed the greatest gift upon this day as I behold yer bonnie voice in my ear, knowing that we shall reunite.”

      “I’ve missed you more than I can express.”

      “It has been most bitter fur me as weel… These many years now spent in yer absence have altered me.”

      “How?”

      “I am an old man now, Sylvie.”

      “What? You don’t sound like you’re old at all.”

      “Yet, I am. Ye will see once we meet again at last.”

      “Well—if it’s any consolation to you, I’ve aged as well.”

      “Ye will always remain wet behind the ears,” he joked, and I suddenly giggled.

      “You still have your sense of humor.”

      “I do that, indeed, merely due tae yer present affect upon my heart.”

      “I’ll happily take credit for keeping you young, and throw time by the wayside,” I teased. He chuckled, and my heart leaped delightedly as I found myself giggling again.

      “Ye have kept yer wit also, I see,” he said, humored also.

      “Only because you inspire me,” I replied.

      “A perfect match.”

      “Yes.”

      “It has been too long.”

      “It has.”

      “We shall reconcile the time that has come betwixt us.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      “As am I,” he replied, causing me to smile. We both became quiet with each other for a moment. I sensed him missing me as I had missed him throughout all of this time. But strangely, we didn’t seem to mind it anymore now that we were communicating again. So, we simply remained peacefully silent with each other, comforted by the fact that we could finally exist together at the same time at this hour.

      It was a while before he and I were willing to end our conversation. Aware of each other, we were hesitant to let one of us go. Except, the time regrettably came to say goodbye.

      “I don’t want to say goodbye to you,” I uttered softly.

      “Dinnae say it,” he said gently.

      “But I need to let you finish eating, knowing how hungry you are,” I replied. “And, I should also prepare for my journey to come see you.”

      “Is it farewell after all?”

      “Just for now.”

      “Just fur now,” he echoed.

      “Yeah.”

      “I shall long fur the moment.”

      “I’ll long for it too.”

      “Farewell, then, mo leannan.”

      “Farewell for now,” I responded.

      Next, I shortly heard the phone shuffling between hands again. Feeling elated now that everything had unexpectedly changed by the incomprehensible, I was beginning to settle from my exuberant emotions. Calmness secured me again and filled my heart with rejuvenated hope and gratitude.

      “Hey…” I heard Dakota now saying over the phone, recognizing the shock in her voice; I supposed she had heard Leif’s entire side of the conversation, to my discomfiture.

      “Hi,” I responded, clearing my throat now that my tears had begun drying. “Thanks for letting us talk. It’s obviously been a while.”

      “Yeah, no problem. I’m glad that you guys were able to speak,” she said. “So, you’re flying out soon?”

      “Yeah. I’m catching a flight out of LAX tonight after I celebrate the kids’ birthday this evening with my parents,” I replied.

      “Okay. We’ll be here waiting for you.”

      “All right.”

      “Give my sweet little niece and nephew hugs and kisses from Kyle and me. We ordered a couple of gifts for them from an online toy boutique. They should arrive in time for their birthday party.”

      “Thank you so much. That’s very sweet of you,” I said.

      “I’m sorry that we can’t make it out there to celebrate this time.”

      “It’s all right.”

      “Well, we feel bad about it. But Kyle and I will call them tonight to wish them a happy birthday.”

      “They’ll love hearing from you.”

      “We’ll FaceTime them. The next best thing to actually being there with them. I know they’ll like that.”

      “They certainly will.”

      “Great. I’m glad we’ll get a chance to celebrate with them, even if it’s remote.”

      “As long as they can see your faces, they’ll be thrilled for sure.”

      “Us too. I’ll let you go now. I know you’ve got things to take care of first before you leave.”

      “Thanks for everything, Dakota.”

      “No worries.”

      “Love you,” I said, truly.

      “Love you too,” she reciprocated equally.

      I hung up the phone and removed my earbuds from my ears, thoroughly astounded and baffled that I had just had a live conversation with Leif. Truly surreal… I was left sitting on the kitchen floor, overwhelmed by joy. All I could do was simply thank God, realizing His mercy and grace.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It took me a healthy moment to settle my nerves and collect my composure. My vision had finally cleared from tears. I coincidentally glanced at the clock on the refrigerator facing me when I realized that I hadn’t called my office yet. So, I took my phone up from the floor, where I had set it down beside myself after hanging up with Dakota, and dialed my work number. Samantha, the head nurse, promptly answered the call, and I briefly explained to her that I wouldn’t be coming into the office today, using the excuse of having a family emergency.

      “Oh gosh! I hope it’s not the kids?” she asked, concernedly, when I notified her.

      “No, they’re fine,” I assured her.

      “Oh, I’m so glad to hear that.”

      “It’s a family matter involving a close relative.”

      “I see. Well, I hope everything works out for the best for your relative,” she said sincerely.

      “Thank you.”

      “Will we see you tomorrow at the office, then?”

      “Not until next Monday,” I informed her.

      “Okay. We’ll have Doctor Bailey cover your patients for you, instead.”

      “Thanks so much, Sam. I truly appreciate it.”

      “Not a problem.”

      “Thank you, anyway.”

      “Sure. Take care, then, and we’ll see you next week.”

      “You take care, too.”

      “Thanks.”

      “See you Monday.”

      “See you then,” she said, concluding our brief conversation, and we hung up.

      Finally picking myself up off the travertine floor, I moved around the island and paced out of the kitchen, heading up the staircase for my bedroom. When I arrived inside my room, I spotted my laptop on the nightstand at my bedside and retrieved it. Plopping myself on the bed with it, I activated it from sleep and began searching the airlines on the internet for the least expensive red-eye flight I could find from LAX to Logan.

      After comparing prices and flight times, I finally found the right one and instantly booked it. Then, hurrying to the bathroom, I took a quick shower, understanding that I had a lot to accomplish before arriving at school for the kids’ birthday celebration today, including going to the mall to purchase some modern clothing for Leif that I was certain he would need.
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