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Chapter One. AND THEN THERE WAS A MAN
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Kelly Browne walked along an overgrown path that evidently had not been used for a long time. Perhaps, she thought, she had gone a bit too far into the woods. But she didn’t really care. Her life was in turmoil. The events of the last few days of her life had driven her to a point of suicidal despair. There was nothing to go back to. Her parents, whom she loved dearly, had died in a car crash ten days ago. She was the only child and had no other family member to speak of. Life had suddenly become a meaningless journey and she didn’t care about the possible dangers of the woods she was traversing. She wished she was dead. 

Her car was parked at a roadside lodge off the beaten track and at least a thousand miles from the city she had departed from the previous afternoon. Her overnight rest at a motel did little to lift her state of depression.  The next day she continued her car trip, took a turn off the highway on to a dirt road and drove until she came across the roadside lodge deep within a protected forest region. 

After parking her car next to two other cars in front of the lodge, Kelly peered into the eerie, mist-filled woods across the road. It was still early in the day. It crossed her mind that perhaps a short stroll into the forest would help to get her mind off things before booking in at the lodge. And so she set off. The stroll turned into an adventurous exploration as she penetrated deeper and deeper into unfamiliar territory, a world of mystery to her.

Calmness came over her as she focussed on every step ahead – perhaps the need for concentration away from her personal dilemma was the catalyst for a momentary respite from the inner darkness of her soul. The beautiful sounds of bird life enthralled her. Her spirit lifted a little as her eyes roamed the branches to try and catch a glimpse of the feathered creatures. Kelly briefly entertained the possibility that she would not be able to find her way back, but further thought about it was broken by another sound gently floating her way – the sound of water. She hastened her steps between the trees and undergrowth in the direction of the source of the soothing sound. 

And then, as if through the opening of an invisible door, a new vista zoomed into focus as she stepped out from the line of trees. She looked across a narrow gorge at the forest on the opposite side and then to the waterfall to her left. The magnificent beauty of the scene took her breath away. Total wonderment engulfed her being. To her left, a flat, chair-high boulder nestled on the ground and in front of her another boulder just like it. It beckoned her. The boulders were like seating provided by nature. She stepped forward, sat down on the front boulder with hands on her knees and started bathing her soul in the refreshing sound of cascading water within the panoramic scene set before her.

Minutes went by – and then an hour. Suddenly, a shockwave shot through her body. She was startled by the sound of a voice breaking through the air from behind her. It was a man’s voice. His words penetrated her being. “Are you having the time of your life?” 

Although startled, Kelly felt a slight sense of relief. The man’s voice was deep, but it had a gentle, caring tone to it – and this allayed the initial, fleeting fear that gripped her when the voice first broke the silence. She slowly turned her head to the left, not knowing what was about to enter her vision. He was seated on the other boulder behind her. Their eyes met. He had grey-blue, smiling eyes, which was another pleasing aspect to Kelly. She quickly scanned the rest of him. A white garment covered his body from shoulder to ankle and brown sandals covered his feet. Shoulder-length hair and a neatly-shaved moustache and beard completed the picture. He looked somewhat like a well-groomed hippie.

Not wanting to show any sign of fear, Kelly nonchalantly exclaimed, “What did you say?”

“I said - are you having the time of your life?” the man repeated.

Once again Kelly took note of the man’s pleasant, almost fatherly tone of voice. “Well, not exactly.” she replied. “Who are you?” she added.

“I happened to be around and realised that you might not find your way back again. So I’m here to help you.” 

For some reason, Kelly believed him, but his introductory question puzzled her. She was not exactly having the time of her life – more like reviewing her life after going through the most horrid time of her life. 

“Well, I’m sure I’ll be able to get back on my own.” Kelly responded, knowing that it might not be so easy, but she was not in the mood for the company of a complete stranger.
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