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        Dear Butterflies,

        Welcome to the kaleidoscope!

      

      

      Thank you for soaring into the butterfly anthology of my heart and soul. At this moment, you’re fluttering on the precipice of a literary metamorphosis, a colorful adventure penned by the special authors and poets whose pieces await on these pages. Each and every one of them picked up their quill and brought their unique hue to this collection, and you’re in for a magical journey.

      But before you fly into the stories and poems that promise to guide you in your own transformation, I want to back up and share how Kaleidoscopic Quill came to be.

      This book started as a seed of an idea, a newborn caterpillar. At the time, I had no way of knowing what Kaleidoscopic Quill would become, but that’s the beauty of metamorphosis, isn’t it? You embrace the unknown, then emerge from your cocoon, spread your wings, and discover all you were destined to be. This anthology underwent that same transformation.

      It’s no secret that I love anthologies a little too much, so naturally, I wanted to lead one of my own. The obvious choice for the theme was butterflies.

      For as long as I can remember, I have loved butterflies and all they symbolize, especially hope and freedom. These beautiful winged wonders remind me to search for the light in the darkness, the color when everything is gray, and the sky when gravity is dragging me down to the ground.

      Once I started my journey as a songwriter, butterflies quickly became part of my brand, and people in the music industry began associating me with them. I was even wearing a butterfly dress when I won my first music award.

      But then, I got more involved in the publishing industry, and I realized that butterflies weren’t just a symbol of mine as a songwriter, but a symbol of me as a person. So, I decided to bring my love for butterflies into the publishing world through an anthology.

      I have a very clear memory of being on a call with Abigail Wild, the owner of Wild Ink Publishing, trying to gain the courage to ask her if I could lead my own anthology. Instead of directly asking her, I decided to be hypothetical. Did my casual snooping session for info go as planned? Nope. The conversation went something like this.

      Me: “So, how does someone get to have an anthology through Wild Ink?”

      There was a short pause.

      Abby: “Do you want to lead one?”

      Yeah, I was that obvious.

      I told her about my idea for a butterfly anthology, and she asked me to send her a pitch for the project. So, as soon as we got off the call, I wrote the pitch, sent it to a friend for feedback, then emailed it to Abby and tried not to panic. It wasn’t long before Abby told me the project was on the publication schedule.

      I was like, what?

      And just like that, Kaleidoscopic Quill was in the works.

      After the project got approved, I had to choose my editor, my butterfly partner in crime, you could say. There wasn’t even a decision. I knew I wanted to work on this book with my fabulous friend, Andie Smith. To my absolute delight, she agreed to be the lead editor, and the butterfly court was born.

      As the anthology’s announcement approached, I started to get worried. What if no one wanted to write for a butterfly anthology? What if no one in the writing community loved butterflies as much as me?

      I shouldn’t have panicked, though. The response that the project received on announcement day was beyond my wildest dreams, and as soon as the submission window opened, stories and poems began soaring into my inbox. Reading the pieces and seeing others’ share what butterflies mean to them made me realize that this anthology would be something very special. The pieces in this book aren’t just creative works about butterflies. They’re precious gifts, glimpses into their creators’ hearts.

      Within these pages, you will find yourself immersed into poems and stories that explore a kaleidoscope of butterfly symbolism—hope, freedom, love, transformation, spirituality, peace, and beyond. When you finish reading, I hope you’re a different person from who you were when you flipped over the cover. I’m definitely a different person from spending so much time with these wonderful pieces, from the submission period to the editing phase. The contributors exceeded my expectations and dreams for this anthology in every way, and because of their creativity and vulnerability, Kaleidoscopic Quill will always be one of the most special books in my life.

      To Abby, thank you for allowing me to publish this anthology through Wild Ink and for being part of my journey in the publishing industry. I have learned so much from you over the past couple years, and for that, I’m so grateful.

      To Andie, thank you for being the best butterfly sister in the universe and for working on this book with me. I love you to the kaleidoscopic moon and back.

      To the authors and poets, thank you for trusting Andie and me with your words and your hearts. It has been a true honor watching your pieces undergo their own transformations and earn their wings.

      And to you, dear reader, thank you for picking up Kaleidoscopic Quill and for embarking on this inspiring journey of metamorphosis. The sky is the limit, and I wish for you to flutter your wings and soar with purpose, hope, and joy.

      
        
        With love from your Anthologist and Butterfly Queen,

        Demi Michelle Schwartz
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            WHO WILL I BE?

          

          BY DANA GRICKEN
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        The future is unwritten

        A blank page in a history book

        But I wish I could peek ahead

        And take a quick look.

        Who will I be

        What will I become?

        What will I do?

        Will I help anyone?

        Will people think of me

        After my life is done?

        So many possibilities

        And things I can become.

        The adventure

        Has only just begun.

        Like a flower in bloom

        Like a butterfly out of my cocoon

        Metamorphosis, here I come.

        But it is still a mystery

        Of who I will be

        And what I will become.
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            UNCOCOONED

          

          BY MICHELLE SANCHEZ
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      The light rouses me. Slow to rise, filling my enclosure with a warm, pink glow as a cacophony of loud caws break the entombing silence. I shiver at the sound, every instinct warning me to hide.

      I stretch my limbs oh so slowly, needing to remind myself of their tender ache. My body has lengthened, and it’s difficult to move now. I have outgrown this dwelling.

      This silken cocoon is all I can remember, and cold fear ripples through me as my stomach quakes with an unfamiliar hunger. Will this small space be both my beginning and my end?

      No… I refuse to believe it.

      Hope has seeded deep inside me. A small voice that insists there must be more to my existence than this.

      I’d rather live a short life in that warm light than die safe within these walls.

      I trace my fingertips along the thin silk streaked with veins that glitter and glisten.

      Am I ready? Is it time?

      My limbs have become stronger with each rise, and something deep within me whispers, “Yes, you are ready, daughter. Spread your wings and fly.”

      I place my palms on the thin barrier, applying a pressure I never dared to before. As I watch breathlessly, my beautiful prison falls to my feet in silken threads.

      I am…

      Unhindered.

      Uncrowded.

      Uncocooned.

      Unencumbered, my vision floods with a myriad of colors. A deep blue embraces the light that now glows so bright I can’t look at it directly. Lush green growth sways before me, moved by the same cool breeze that caresses my cheeks and dries the tears of my rebirth.

      This is it. There’s no returning to what once was.

      With such wonder before me, I wouldn’t resurrect my cocoon even if I could.

      In a swift motion, I extend my limbs to rise powerfully behind me.

      I am strong.

      I am beautiful.

      I am brave.

      Leaping into the air, I finally taste the freedom of my first flight.

      And then…

      With a surge of my strong and silken wings,

      I fly toward the light.
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            MIGRATION | TRANSFORMATION

          

          BY REBECCA MINELGA
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        Alone she flutters; alights on a petal; drinks deep. She is unbound, untethered, unhindered. She dances on the breeze, no fear of falling. Pale light energizes cold muscles, thrilling her hemolymph. She is a voyager, an adventurer, a free spirit.

      

      

      
        
        Alone, she crosses the stage, accepting the first accolades of adulthood. She runs, she flies, she tastes the goodness of the world, she crashes, she soars again, always stronger. She is enough. Always pushing, always striving, always rising.

      

      

      
        
        Chill nights and multi-hued days, the slow transition from green to gold. A cooling sun is slower to bring life each new morning. She chases it, but lazy basking days are gone. The air nips her wingtips, now chasing her.

      

      

      
        
        She falls again and does not rouse. Her broken wings run with wax, feathers falling, burned and blazing. Alone she flew, alone she fails. Friends, family, old flames long forgotten. The ambition she’s chased is a tiger’s tail. If she lets go, she is lost.

      

      

      
        
        Her wingbeats slow. The last fading rays dapple through sage leaves shot through with brilliant clusters of orange, night-deep black. She wavers, drifts, falls, recovers. She climbs, each labored flutter nearly her last.

      

      

      
        
        Shattered, her spirit sleeps, existential exhaustion dragging her deep. Days pass in the daily grind, bone-weary, burned out, barely surviving. Nights lengthen, slumber her only respite.

      

      

      
        
        She waits…

      

      

      
        
        Are you okay?

        Let’s get coffee.

        I’ve been there, too.

      

      

      
        
        Dawn breaks, and she is not alone.

      

      

      
        
        Paper bark and the scent-taste of honey, citrus, pine. A billion gentle breezes buoy her body, caress her carapace, sweep her spiracles. She is warm. Safe. Together.

      

      

      
        
        Light returns, a life lived large. No longer attenuated but attached; grounded in grace, carried by community, lifted in love.

      

      

      
        
        She is one. She is many.
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            FOR NOW

          

          BY ERIN JO ELDRY
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        A caterpillar does not anticipate her future

        She does not sit on a leaf and gaze at the moon come midnight

        Dreaming of wings with innocent expectation

        Instead, she’ll live in blissful ignorance of something greater than herself

        Comfortable in an Earthly routine

        Until succumbing to the will of the God that made her

        Since her creation, she was destined for metamorphosis

        To not understand what will eventually become of her

        And we are both the same

        I cannot in good honesty say that I conceive a future

        How can I when I’m trapped in this prison of windowless brain cells?

        Solitude in a cocoon made of tear-soaked sheets and stained cotton pajamas

        Sentenced to looping memories that decay whatever’s left

        Downtrod from a shattered promise

        Brokenhearted from the lie of a love eternal

        Is this what our chrysalis was made to be?

        A mental fog by the wicked we swore to love forever?

        A lonesome hollow where sentience of the meek fades to die?

        So be it, then

        I have no will to argue what’s already been decided for me

        Much as the caterpillar has no say in what has also been chosen for her

        What will be, will be

        I’ll melt into the ether

        Suffer through the night

        Sprout from what I was created to endure

        And if there is a tomorrow?

        Like those of the caterpillars soon to live as butterflies?

        I’m sorry

        I have no strength left to pray that mine will be as kind.
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          BY CHAYLEE MCCLEESE

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I got into the front seat of my car and slammed the door shut. A cool droplet fell from the corner of my eye while I took off my school lanyard. My fingers picked through my clunky charms until I found the fob. I needed to get out of here. My slug bug rumbled to life as I turned the key in the ignition. I cranked the AC up, even though it couldn’t save me from the summer heatwave or the doctor’s words.

      I am sorry to tell you this, but your ANA test came back positive. This is just something you will have to live with.

      I threw my purple wallet into the cup holder. My driver’s license was sticking out. Stephine Brant. Minor. Brown Eyes. 5’4. Birthdate 5/12/2008. The picture was of me, but I couldn’t recognize myself anymore. My face was puffier now.

      I backed out of the rheumatologist’s parking lot, without a clue of where I was going. I forgot to plug the aux cord into my phone, so the radio turned on at full blast. The local station played the same annoying top 10 songs, but I tried to enjoy the music anyway. However, all I could hear was the doctor’s words repeating in my head.

      This is just something you will have to live with.

      More tears blurred my sight, causing me to barely see the road’s markings. I took a couple of random turns onto some side streets, unsure of what to do. Then, I caught a glimpse of a familiar place.

      I pulled my car over to the curb of my old bus stop and put the gear in park. The sidewalk contained a metal bench and a non-working phone booth. My mom used to wait for me there every day after school. Even though she was in pain, she would smile and wave at me, yelling, Stephie! I can’t wait to hear about your day! No matter how mundane my life was, she would ask me questions all the way back to our house. She wanted to know everything I did—from what I learned in each subject, to what I ate for lunch, to how I spent my recess time. The bus stop used to be busy and full of life. Now, it was rundown and abandoned.

      I flipped the sun visor down and opened the mirror. My tears destroyed my foundation’s coverage. The splotchy red rash that blanketed the area underneath my eyes and over my nose was lurid and irritated. I had seen it before. It was the same shape as my mother’s rash. But I wasn’t like her. I couldn’t be. My slug bug’s already confined walls began to close in on me. I jumped out of the front seat and went to sit on the bench.

      When a slight breeze finally came, the dam holding my fears leaked. Tears fell hard and fast. I put my hands over my face, hoping no one was around to see the mess I had become.

      I missed my mom. Nothing was the same without her, and she was the only one who would understand this.

      There was something bright stuck in the crease of my car’s hood. I rose, tucking my frizzy brown hair behind my ears, and walked over to it. Maybe it was a ribbon or a little girl’s lost hair tie.

      I carefully popped open the hood and placed the bright blob into the palm of my hand. It was a butterfly. The poor insect must have gotten too hot and crawled in. Unfortunately, it was dead, but everything about it was still in place. Its beautiful yellow and black wings were spread wide open. The creature’s bottom trim shined blue and orange, and its antennas were upright. The butterfly was perfect. Just like my mom, even though they both were gone from this world, their impact remained.

      I carried its lifeless body into my car and placed it on top of the dash. I took a deep breath and looked at myself in the mirror once again. Instead of seeing my mother’s pain in the rash, I saw beautiful butterfly wings.

      This is just something you will have to live with, the doctor had said.

      Maybe I could live with this. My mom had. My fingers gravitated to the butterfly’s wings. The touch transferred my mom’s resilience onto me.
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            THE BUTTERFLY WING

          

          BY HEATHER HASSIG
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        “What happened to it, Mama?”

        My toddler asks. 

        She found the butterfly’s wing 

        On the pavement

        Papery thin

        Iridescent colors

        No body left to fly.

      

        

      
        In preschool,

        She learned about caterpillars,

        And chrysalises,

        And metamorphosis.

        They hatched eggs,

        Watched them every day,

        Waited for them to emerge 

        Into a beautiful butterfly.

      

        

      
        Then they released them.

        The children watched with joy

        When the delicate wings

        Ascended into the sky.

      

        

      
        In school, she learned 

        All of that.

        But she didn’t learn this part.

      

        

      
        I have to find a way to tell her

        About the end.

        I have to find the words

        To explain death,

        And how beautiful things can break.

      

        

      
        And how none of this lasts forever. 

      

        

      
        Except that joy. 

        Maybe the joy stays.
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            THE BOOK OF WINGS

          

          BY A. N. GRIFFITH
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      The Book of Wings sat on Mom’s shelf.

      When I was five, I would stand on my tiptoes to sneak the book filled with preserved butterflies.

      “Don’t!” She’d swat my hand away. “There’s nothing for you in there, AnnaMae.”

      Still, I’d risk a timeout to count the butterflies she’d collected. It was the one spot, the one thing, in our house that was beautiful.

      Behind the broken toaster, mouse droppings were scattered like crumbs, and the counters served as fairgrounds for roaches eager to eat the moldy food that piled up.

      “You could fry eggs with the grease in your hair,” a classmate once told me. I didn’t know how to tell him our water was cut off. Or how to explain to my teacher I wasn’t dirty—just had nowhere to bathe but the creek.

      Despite that, Mom’s book and the shelf that housed it were always clean.

      I considered burying her with it, but the thought of the butterflies never seeing light again was more unbearable than the thought of Mom being in the dark forever.

      I could reach the book easily now.

      In Mom’s penmanship, the opening page read:

      A butterfly for everything I need to change.

      The first butterfly was an orange monarch. Below it, she’d written, Finances.

      The second, a yellow one.

      Happiness.

      The third, red.

      Love.

      I skipped to the last page, my chest inexplicably heavy.

      In the corner, in her faded script:

      I wanted more for AnnaMae. She’ll break her chrysalis. I never could.
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            BUTTERFLIES IN THE SNOW

          

          BY SALLY LOTZ
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      Sometime after midnight, the snow stops and I peer out into the night. The city is silent, except for the howling of the wind between the buildings. Above me, something knocks and hammers in the storm, a loose shingle, or the metal bars on the fire escape. I can’t tell. Streets are empty of the buses with advertisements for chewing gum and taxis that seem to only move by honking their horns. Gone is the endless stream of people, always hurrying along the sidewalk to get to wherever they are going. They’re all home now, locked behind their doors, they don’t see the snow, white and smooth like frosting on a cake, covering everything. And the yellow light of the streetlights twinkling as if it were Christmas. Or that everything is clean and smelling fresh, like laundry hung on the line to dry.

      The snow started earlier in the day. At first, it came down slowly in giant fluffy flakes. They floated and drifted to the ground, where they melted. I caught them on my tongue. They tasted sweet, like the sugar cookies grandma used to make. The flakes became thicker and heavier as the day drew on, falling in sheets, piling up in corners and on ledges. And that’s when I headed for my place, the narrow space between two buildings. The wind howled, and people, their heads bent, hurried to get home. I didn’t mind at all. It was like winter back in Nebraska, where we’d sit on the long cold nights listening to the wind blow across the plain while we sat around the fireplace playing Uno or Monopoly, if Dad were up to it. Then we’d have popcorn from a big bowl, our fingers greasy with butter.

      I wish for Nebraska and those times. But it was so long ago, and everyone is gone. There’s no one to remember me, but I remember them. I pull Rex close and wrap us up in a quilt I’d found at the Salvation Army Thrift Store for $1.00. I’d chosen it not just because it was cheap and would keep me warm, but because of its pattern of stars in shades of blue. And because of the tiny butterfly patch sewn into the corner. The quilt and butterfly are both reminders of home when Mom and her friends quilted on our front porch. They shared colorful scraps of fabric while drinking tea from delicate cups with pale violet flowers painted onto the fragile porcelain. And my grandmother would appear from the kitchen with a tray of tiny sandwiches with the crusts removed. If my brother, Ben, and I were quiet, my grandmother would give us each a sandwich and a slice of cake–but only if we were very quiet.

      Rex whimpers and wriggles before settling his head against my chest. His warm body against mine takes away some of the chill, but I’m still cold. The icy chill seeps in from the cement beneath me, the pieces of cardboard I’d laid out, not doing their job. I should have stayed at the shelter, but they wouldn’t let Rex in, and I can’t leave him alone. Rex moves closer, as if he knows what I am thinking. I don’t tell him how each breath hurts as the icy air hits my lungs and how my bones ache with cold.

      “It’s only a little cold. We’ve been through worse, and tomorrow, we’ll be warm again,” I say, patting his head. He pulls closer. “Tomorrow we’ll have a big breakfast at the Community Kitchen.”

      Eventually, my eyelids grow heavy, and I drift off to sleep. I dream of warm beaches and coconut-scented sunscreen, and backyard picnics on the 4th of July with glasses of iced tea, and lemonade with thick slices of lemon, the sun bright and warm. I dream of chasing Ben through the tall grass and into the cornfield. Just the edge, because the cornfield was a place where a boy like Ben could get lost. I dream of riding Bay, my horse, along the dried river bed, and of the rain’s fresh smell.
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        * * *

      

      A car horn wakes me. I shift but don’t get up until Rex licks my chin and nudges me with his nose.

      “Okay, I’m awake,” I say, and wrap myself tighter in the quilt.

      Rex stands, shaking off a layer of frost from his fur. He licks my hand and face again until I sit up. But I don’t want to move. The dreams from last night linger in my head. They’re always the same. I dream of home. Because after home comes darkness. Always the darkness. And I never dream of that. I can’t let myself go there. It’s done and I am here now, with Rex.

      My dog barks, a playful bark, and tugs at the quilt.

      “Okay, okay,” I say, loosening the quilt.

      There are no clouds in the sky, and the sun is so bright it lights up everything around me. I shield my eyes with my hand, and something blue flits near my face before landing on my knee. It stretches its wings, opening and closing them slowly. Then, just as fast as it landed, it takes off. I rub my eyes. It’s far too cold for a butterfly. I must still be dreaming.

      Rex barks, his nose pointed toward the sky, where another butterfly has joined the other. The two do a graceful fluttering dance, circling each other. Then, they dart away, down the narrow space between the buildings before disappearing around the corner.

      “I guess I’m not seeing things,” I say. “Grandma had a saying about blue butterflies. I wish I could remember it.”

      Rex tilts his head and barks, reminding me we have to hurry.

      I shrug off the quilt and stand. Stretching my arms wide, I notice that my joints don’t make their usual popping sounds for the first time in a while. It must be too cold for anything like that. I arrange myself like I do every morning by smoothing down my hair, tugging up my socks, and tightening my belt. I shake out my quilt, marveling again at the pattern of stars someone had sewn by hand. I wrap it around my shoulders and pull up my hood for extra warmth. Soon, Rex and I are on our way.

      We step out from our home and onto the sidewalk. Around us, the city swarms with life. It’s hard to believe how peaceful it had been a few hours ago when it was only Rex and me. The street is plowed, and banks of snow are piled at the curb. Somehow, I slept through it. The usual mix of traffic churns the snow into a gray slush. My heart races. It’s later than I thought, and breakfast is only served until 8:30. I need something warm in my belly, and Rex does, too. Another look around at the traffic and the people in their hurried walks tell me we’re okay, but we don’t have much time left.

      “It’s only five blocks, Rexie. We can do this,” I say.

      We make our way down the crowded sidewalk. No one seems to shift away from me today or look at me with sad eyes or disgust, like usual. It must be the cold. Rex whines. I am going too fast for him. I slow down at the entrance to the glass-fronted office building. Here, I would normally slip between the big cement planters filled with shrubs covered in burlap to keep them from freezing, to get warm. It’s the best place to stay hidden from Tony, the doorman. He doesn’t like it when we rest here; he says I scare people. Today, though, I’m not cold. And oddly, Tony doesn’t seem to mind seeing me as I near. He doesn’t shoo me away. Instead, he reaches down and pats Rex on the head. He speaks gently to Rex, even giving him a treat from his pocket. My stomach rumbles, calling for breakfast. I thank him and move on our way.

      “We have to hurry, Rex. Breakfast will be over soon,” I say, and Rex follows, looking back over his shoulder at Tony. “He’s just being nice because of the cold. Tomorrow he’ll go back to normal.”

      Rex and I weave our way through the throng of people and wait at the corner for the crosswalk sign to flash white. That’s when I spot it, there on the other side, in the snowbank left by the plow, a single white glove. It’s the same color as the snow. I almost missed it. When I bend to pick it up, a cab nearly runs me over. I jump out of the way and wave my fist. Rex barks. It does no good.

      I examine the glove closely. It’s made of suede. The fingers are long and delicate. Fur—fake, I hope—lines the opening. There isn’t a mark on it. I slip my gnarled fingers inside. It is an expensive glove; someone is missing it. One glove can keep me warm, though. But it’s not mine. I never take things that don’t belong to me. That’s something Momma always taught me. Perhaps whoever lost it, isn’t missing it yet.

      “Come on, Rex.” I pat his head and continue down the next block, darting in and around the people who still refuse to move. I check the hands of those at the bus stop, or those who wait for a cab or their Uber. Everyone seems to be wearing two gloves.

      A gust of wind blows, and my hood flops back. I don’t feel the cold.

      It’s funny; I hadn’t really felt the cold all morning. Because I am already frozen, I laugh.

      “Almost there, Rex,” I say.

      I can already taste the hot coffee and the warm fluffy pancakes topped with syrup and loaded with mounds of butter. It’s what we have every Wednesday. If it’s a lucky Wednesday, there’ll be fruit like bananas or apples. Always bruised and cast away, just like those of us at the shelter.

      I spot a woman at the bus stop, wearing a white scarf. I stop and hold the glove up, asking if it belongs to her. She looks through me as if I am not there. What did I expect? That’s how they always look at me. Her short, stubby fingers, I see, are already covered in red gloves. The white suede would never fit her. I move on, Rex at my heels.

      Then I see her, standing at the center of the sidewalk, halfway down the block at the entrance to the Community Kitchen. The crowd parts around the woman, not stopping at the obstacle in their path. I can see her clearly, clearer than I’ve seen in years. It’s like I had my glasses again. She wears a white hat with a ball of fur on the tip, the same as the glove. I call and wave, but she doesn’t appear to hear me. She is looking down as if she has lost something. Her glove?

      Rex nudges me to go, and I do. Time seems to shift. One moment, I am at the corner, and the next, I am standing in front of her. I hadn’t even taken a step. Her skin glistens like the snow at night, and her coat is white suede like the glove, and it sparkles in a beam of sunlight. The sidewalk at her feet is dry. Rex lies down with his chin in his paws. The woman, taller than she looked from far away, shifts her gaze to me. Her clear blue eyes investigate me, not through me. I know she can tell what I am thinking. Her lips, the color of the red roses in Momma’s garden, turn up into a smile, and warmth starts in my chest, fanning out across my body. I cannot look away.

      I hold up the glove. Surely, it’s hers. She nods and takes it from me before slipping it onto her long, delicate fingers. She holds her hands out to me, her palms facing upward. I look from the suede gloves to her face. Her eyes are full of kindness and warmth. Again, she says nothing.

      Behind her, the same two butterflies I’d seen earlier float in the air. They flutter their wings, catching the sunlight as they dash and dart around her. Then, I remember all about the blue butterfly, what my grandmother had said.

      They take the burdens of your soul. It means you’re about to leave something behind and gain freedom. A new life, like being reborn, she’d said.

      Rex sits up and barks playfully like he used to when he was a puppy and nudges me again. I take the woman’s hands. My dirty fingers, the nails broken, and bones gnarled, don’t seem so ugly anymore. My skin tingles. Warmth envelops me like a giant hug, something I haven’t felt since before the darkness. As the sounds of the city fade, I hear the voices of my past, my mom, Gran, Gramps, Dad, Ben, and even Bay. I see myself chasing after a kite and kissing Ronnie behind the barn in fifth grade. I smell the grass as I run through it barefoot and feel the sun’s warmth on my shoulders as I walk to school with my best friends, Anna Marie and K. Just K, we called her, and it always made us laugh.

      The summer and laughter fade, and the sky turns grey. The dark place. My heart races. I don’t want to go there.

      The woman whispers my name, and squeezes my hands tighter, but not so that it hurts. And the grey fog shifts and fades away. There are more butterflies now, too many for me to count. Where did they come from? Still holding her hands, I feel light, with no pain in my hips or back, and I realize my feet are no longer touching the ground.

      Rex, my mind races. But he is by my side, his head rests against my thigh.

      “It’s going to be okay. Everyone is waiting,” the woman speaks, her soft voice filling my head, her lips unmoving. I feel her words and know they are true.

      As we go higher and reach the tops of the buildings, I look down one last time. On the dry spot of the sidewalk, my starry quilt lay in a heap. The people move like ants around it. Frank comes out the doors of the Community Kitchen, stopping at my quilt. With his hands on his hips, he looks around and then picks it up. He holds it for a moment, his head bent as if saying a prayer, then folds it into a neat square before going back inside. He knows it’s my quilt. Everyone who matters knows it’s mine.

      Frank doesn’t look up. No one on the street does. They are all focused on getting to where they are going, never stopping, never noticing anything but themselves. If they did look up, they’d see an angel, holding onto the hands of an old lady, wrinkled and weathered, dirty from living on the street, her dog at her side, and a trail of blue butterflies circling them all.

      They’d see the dark parts of my soul washed away, just like my grandmother had said. But maybe it’s better they don’t. The dark parts are ugly and don’t matter anymore—at least not where I am going.
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