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      For Peter,

      We are our own lights in the darkness, illuminating the way home, map already in hand.

      

      Two friends, two bodies with one soul inspired.

      —Homer

      

      In the depth of my soul there is a wordless song.

      —Kahlil Gibran

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREFACE TO THE 2011 EDITION

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s been ten years since RHYTHM was first released, originally via a 500-book print run through a printer in West Virginia, and subsequently through a print-on-demand set-up with Booklocker.

      I’ve made no revisions to the original text of RHYTHM. I was tempted to revisit my “drivel” vs. “dribble” angst from the first publication — I deliberately had Robin using the latter in place of the former, then worried that readers would think I was an idiot for not knowing the difference. But I figured I made the right call back in 2001, so left it alone.

      It’s a bit curious to go back over the text and gauge how far technology has come in the past ten years. In 1999, Robin was excited about Mary K’s colorful iMac, and she praised his work in multimedia CDs. Cell phones didn’t play a major role in this story as they would in VALHALLA (2011), and the internet in RHYTHM is still sputtering along — with no Netflix, Wi-Fi or even iTunes. There’s nary an MP3 player in sight. Kindle didn’t exist, and no one had heard of an iPad.

      At the conclusion of RHYTHM, September 11, 2001, is still just another day with no significance, two-and-a-half years in the future. There are no full-body scans or tightened security measures at airports. There is no “Ground Zero” in New York City. The U.S. is not fighting wars in Afghanistan or Iraq. George Harrison, Ray Charles and Michael Jackson are still living.

      My writing style has also changed significantly since I wrote RHYTHM. This is not at all the book I would write today, but people still seem to like it so maybe I wasn’t a complete hack back then. Ten years ago, there was a much more intellectual bent to my work, with less emphasis on action or humor. Mostly what I see, though, as I look back now from the perspective of slightly more experience is the anxiety that permeated my words then. In 2001, I worried that I didn’t have a right to tell any story — much less a groovy tale of “visionary fiction” — or to think of myself as writing professionally. I was more than a little ambivalent about self-publishing, and I internalized the negativity of that stigma. As much of a champion worrier as I am today, I was even better at it then.

      Ten years on, I make my living with words. I’m very much a professional writer — journalist, essayist, author — and though there remains a prejudice against self-publishers, this is lessening by degrees with each indie author taking the ebook and POD world by storm. I hadn’t foreseen a re-release of RHYTHM even 12 months ago, but readers and friends nudged me in this direction. We’ll see what additional leaps and bounds occur in literary technology in the next ten years, and whether that will urge a 20th anniversary edition.

      

      
        
        Jennifer Willis

        Portland, Oregon, 2011
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      20 May 1999

      New York City

      9:25 a.m.

      

      In the twenty-eighth floor men’s room, Robin Michaels stood at the sink and took a long, hard look at himself. His reflection revealed his age, and as he considered his thinning hair and sinking cheeks, he was again amazed that time had moved so swiftly.

      His hands dripping wet, he glanced out the window to his left, looking down on the busy Fifth Avenue traffic below. New York was such an exciting city, so raw—a far cry even from London. It didn’t take much to lure him here, and the synchronicity of Amnesty International’s human rights conference and Mary Katherine’s interview request provided ample justification for this visit.

      Robin’s life didn’t always offer opportunities for quiet introspection, so he found some satisfaction in moments like this one, alone in a corporate restroom. The familiar reflection of his deep-green eyes had a humbling effect these days, and he laughed as he thought again on the angle Mary K’s editor had proposed: "The Next Incarnation of Robin Michaels: Rock Star to Renaissance Man." What a joke.

      “Who am I?” he whispered to the mirror. No answer. Some final piece remained to be integrated, having eluding him for years. Robin’s focus softened, his reflection beginning to blur. He wasn’t unhappy. He did not feel incomplete. But there was something missing; he wasn’t grounded. A gentle glow brightened within the glass. Robin rested his hands on the sink basin for balance as the luminosity of his reflection grew. He could almost hear that voice...

      The door from the hallway swung open. Robin shook the water drops from his fingertips and reached for a paper towel. The mirror caught the double-take of the man in the three-piece suit headed for a nearby stall. Robin had been recognized. He said a silent prayer that the fan in question wouldn’t start humming some old, tortured tune as an indication of his appreciation for the musician’s work. He had had enough of such encounters in the nearly thirty years since he and his mates had recorded their first song.

      Robin checked his watch. It was almost 9:30 a.m. Glitter time. He looked one last time into the mirror to practice the smile he would give the photographer. The next incarnation indeed.

      As he balled up the damp towel and walked toward the trash bin, he heard foot-tapping from the stalls, accompanied by a strained voice quietly singing, “Walk me down to that ocean, feel the sand shift under my feet...”

      Robin shook his head and sighed. The well-dressed fan had been listening to his music for some time. “Not many people remember that one. Cheers,” Robin said politely as he reached for the door.
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        * * *

      

      Sharing a wall was the ladies’ room. Angela Harris leaned her hands on the rim of the sink and took a deep breath. She turned her head to the right to look down at the passersby on the sidewalk below, so many people rushing about while the automotive traffic progressed in spurts. She had tried to open the window for a breath of fresh air, but these climate controlled buildings did not allow such luxuries. It was just as well, as she doubted the air quality on the other side of the glass.

      Angela turned again to the mirror above the sink. She had hoped for a quiet moment of introspection but was overwhelmed by the day’s prospects. If the finer details of her business plan found favor with the investors this morning, she and her partner would soon launch what promised to be a truly revolutionary company. Thrilled by the fantastic possibilities, Angela was still battling nervous nausea.

      Here she was in the big city. Even though the crowded, fast-paced world outside the window was foreign to her, there was a certain excitement in being in New York. She had made it to the big leagues. Too bad she wouldn’t have any time to explore once her meeting had concluded.

      She regarded her reflection squarely and was satisfied with what she saw. Her eyes were alive and sparkling—always a good sign. The light in her gaze was a reliable indicator of her attunement, the flow of her creativity, and her command over the day. This morning, her green eyes glistened. This day would be hers.

      It was nearly 9:30 a.m. She adjusted her tailored jacket for the forty-second time and made sure she didn’t have any food in her teeth, even though her nerves hadn’t allowed her any breakfast.

      Then Angela stood still. She listened to the dripping faucet several basins down. She thought she heard singing coming from the air vent. With a sudden tingling in the middle of her back, her thoughts flashed on her twin... Angela shook it off. She was leaving her old world for a new one of her own design. She knew in her heart she was on the right track, at last.

      Thirty years old, she thought to herself. Time to get on with your life.

      Angela flashed herself a quick, confident smile in the mirror, then walked past the sinks and stalls and opened the door.
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      It was all a marvelous game.

      It was too long ago to measure when the pact had first been made, the simple agreement with Self that steadily influenced and guided all decisions, actions, and states of being. This eternal exercise in Self-knowing was renewed in various forms, various shapes and sizes. Splitting apart to come back together again in conscious understanding was nothing new.

      It happened all the time.

      There was the delightful illusion of risk, though there had only ever been one possible outcome, encompassing all choices and paths. Individuating from the Whole and the Universe it had created, the Soul repeatedly broke apart to envision and experience Self, one aspect connecting with another. The Soul toyed with circumstances of birth, choosing where, when, and how. The polarities of male and female were one more interesting twist.

      The Soul had its own frequency, its own rhythm. This was one of the Old Ones, choosing its path at the Beginning, mapping out its playful course over what would be called eons. The Soul loved learning and had gained great wisdom, embodying teacher and slave, warrior and mystic, ruler and peasant. A wandering missionary, the Soul delighted in the dramas it played out with itself, feeling and breathing the lesson.

      The Soul laughed and sang and dashed itself against the rocks. It felt the pain, tasted the blood, and rejoiced in the learning. It turned the One Consciousness back on itself in an endless hall of mirrors. So very many reflections, each with a personality, an individual knowing, a name.

      For this round of the dance, the Soul divided itself across a wide ocean and a generation of years. There would be only two this time, a single pair of incarnated twins to walk the earth, dancing around each other inside the world they would create. Similar backgrounds, the same blessings and challenges, different pathways, one core personality.

      Twin stars. To experience the physical world from these two perspectives, to play with twice as many pieces on the game board, to stack the deck. The Soul boogied to its own dual rhythm.
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      October 1968

      St. Anthony’s College

      Lewes, East Sussex, England

      

      Having just turned sixteen, Robin was again away from home, at St.   Anthony’s preparatory boarding school for boys, but this time for his first year in sixth form.

      Robin was miserable at St. Anthony’s.

      The mornings found the boys rising near dawn to file into the shower room where they waited their turn for a few minutes of hot water and soap. After donning their traditional grey jackets, the students stepped out into the heavy morning air, their leather shoes collecting dew from the crisp grass along the short walk to the dining hall where every breakfast featured the same, dull mush as had no doubt been served the days and years before.

      In this afternoon’s intramural football match, Robin stood apart from the other players on the field—poised, his cleats digging confidently into the soft ground, a faint glistening of perspiration on his brow. Knees bent, Robin was ready for action. He felt powerful, a jungle panther awaiting its prey, crouched low, muscles taut. He was ready for anything, floodgates of adrenaline threatening. Robin envisioned himself on the fields of Agincourt, moments before the bloody battle, trying on the raw, fatalistic courage required to step so readily into close combat. He clenched his fists and deepened his stance, imagining the cold cunning of the broadsword in his hands.

      Something wet hit him in the ear. George had thrown a divot of grass and mud. Shaking off the dirt, Robin turned to find his friend laughing at him.

      “St. Anthony’s finest! Get your mind on the ball, old man!” Without hesitation, George tore up the field to wrest control of the ball from the opposing team, unintentionally inflicting a bloody nose in the process.

      Engaged in this modern battle, Robin cheered and ran up the field to provide passing assistance at the goal, scored by George.

      George was one of the larger boys in Robin’s class, growing into his man’s body sooner than others. He was a hero, enthusiastic for what interested him and pleasantly disregarding the rest. Outgoing and handsome, he had already had a string of girlfriends.

      His day-dreaming friend, Robin, was still short and thin, uncomfortable in his own skin.

      Under George’s leadership, their team had won the match. Boisterous from the excitement of the game, the boys from both sides packed themselves into the small locker room, the air alive with sweat, banging lockers, and raucous laughter. Robin carved out what space he could to quickly stow his gear while the others ran in and out of the showers, soaking the floors and littering the benches with damp clothes and muddy cleats.

      Robin changed clothes, saving the shower for later. George did the same on the opposite row of lockers. The two squeezed between the sweaty bodies and stepped out into the fresh air, still sweet with the humidity of the waning summer. The sun was setting. They only had a hour or so before the evening meal. They broke into an easy jog across campus to the music room, which they were happy to find deserted.

      The boys stood together just inside the heavy double doors, surveying the possibilities. There were two pianos—one baby grand and one upright—standing marimbas, large black cases containing the new hand bells, boxes of recorders, triangles, maracas, and tambourines on the shelves, along with a half-dozen acoustic guitars leaning against the back wall. The cymbals and drums were safely locked away in the music director’s office, following an unauthorized exploit the previous year involving Robin’s older cousin, Gareth, and other members of The Chippers, a popular band on campus.

      The Chippers would likely practice shortly after supper, and these walls would echo with better structured chords and vocal harmonies than George and Robin could muster; but for now, the room was theirs.

      George smiled sideways at Robin. “A bit of rock and roll, then?” he said mischievously before dashing to the bench of the baby grand. Robin sauntered over to the upright piano, though George had always encouraged him to experiment with percussion. Backs to each other, the boys sat before the black and white keys. Robin turned his head to call out, “Feeling a bit like Jerry Lee this evening...”

      George laughed and struck a familiar chord before counting out an empty measure. His fingers flew across the keys, missing a few notes here and there, but still playing a great deal better than Robin, whose enthusiasm for dramatics easily overshadowed his limited musical abilities.

      “You shake my nerves and you rattle my brain!” Robin howled, drowning out his friend’s less animated voice. “Your kind of lovin’ would drive a man insane!” Robin made up the bits he didn’t know, trying to effect an American southern accent.

      With George carrying the music, Robin attempted some of the singer’s trademark acrobatics, pretending to play the piano with the heel of his right foot. He sprinted across the room and pulled a bright blue maraca from one of the boxes, shaking it for all it was worth and using it as a microphone. “Goodness! Gracious! Great balls of fire!”

      He was dancing now, gyrating around the piano that vibrated under George’s control. Robin wished he might play half as well as his friend, but for the time being he expressed himself through spontaneous percussion and strange dance movements. Two maracas now in his hands, he jumped from side to side behind George. “Ooh! Kiss me, baby! Ooh! Feels good!”

      A stray glance toward the doors unexpectedly revealed the three figures of The Chippers, watching. Intimidated, Robin nevertheless strutted over to the older boys and half-sang, half-shouted the lyrics to them. “I want to love you like a lover should.” Two years older and more than six feet tall, Gareth towered over his cousin, whom he observed with obvious amusement. Robin twisted his body this way and that in his exuberant, haphazard rhythms, while at the piano, George neared the song’s final climax.

      “Goodness! Gracious! Great balls of fire!” Robin bellowed from the center of the room, his hands thrown down to his sides and his feet a bit too far apart. George banged out the last notes and sprang to his feet, jumping up and down at the piano. “Woo! Woo!”

      The Chippers offered a bemused round of applause. Robin exaggerated a bow before them and smiled nervously. The older boys filed into the room to choose their instruments, save for Joe, who had the luxury of his own bass guitar, though he hadn’t yet been allowed to bring his amplifier to St. Anthony’s. Ken chuckled as he passed Robin on his way to select an acoustic guitar. George stepped around from behind the piano, “Do you want to sit in with us, then?”

      “Actually, we have the room reserved,” responded Gareth, rummaging through the boxes on the shelves. “Sorry.”

      “It’s just as well,” George replied, tucking his wrinkled shirt tail into his trousers. “We need to shower anyway.” George jogged toward the door as Robin approached his cousin to hand over the maracas. “Could I stay?”

      “You want to stay and watch?” Gareth looked to his bandmates. Joe and Ken simply shrugged their shoulders. He turned back to Robin and smiled. “Why not? George?”

      With one foot already out the door, George stopped to consider the unusual offer. “No, I’ve got some studying to do. Thanks, though.” He waved and ran off into the darkening night.

      Robin gave a quick, startled laugh and announced, “He’s a bit shy.”

      Joe, with his impossible red hair drifting into his eyes, shot back, “And you’re not?”

      Gareth clapped his hand on Robin’s thin shoulder, handed him a small tambourine, and guided him toward a row of chairs. “Why don’t you help me keep time, eh?”

      Gareth and Robin sat down close to Ken and Joe, who were tuning up. Gareth reached for Joe’s bass guitar case and balanced it across two chairs. He retrieved a pair of worn drumsticks from his back pocket and beat out a quick pattern on the plastic case in front of him. “In another few weeks, I’ll have my own kit,” he winked at Robin, then turned his attention to the band. “What’s on the programme?”

      “Well, as I recall, Saw Her Standing There is pretty pathetic.” Joe launched into a chaotic bass line, warming up his long fingers. The muscles in his face tensed as he concentrated. “We’ll need it for our set next month.”

      “We’ve got a bigger problem than that, you well know.” Ken leaned his guitar against a chair and crouched down next to it. Ken had a reputation for being difficult. Though it was never his conscious intention to incite tempers, he felt obligated to point out problems, and to frequently beat them into the ground.

      “I’ll say again that someone has to replace David, more permanently. You know I can’t keep singing and playing at the same time.” He ran his fingers through his short, blonde hair. He was attractive enough, but he lacked the stamina to be the band’s front man. And he simply didn’t want it. Every Chippers rehearsal since their lead’s departure had begun with this same discussion. “I’m not that versatile. It’s just one awful sound added to another.”

      Joe sighed heavily. Gareth deliberately studied his wooden drum sticks and the positioning of his makeshift instrument. Ken clasped his hands together and sank lower into his crouch, leaning his weight against a chair, producing a loud squeak as it slid slowly across the floor.

      “I could do it.” Robin couldn’t believe his own ears, and judging by the raised eyebrows around the room, the others were having much the same reaction. He looked immediately at his shoes, already needing a polish. The Chippers were not a professional band, but they were a popular group on the public school circuit. Robin was too young, and he was woefully inexperienced. Robin raised his head and was surprised to see the older boys actually considering his suggestion. “If you can’t find anyone else,” he added.

      “This one won’t finish his studies and leave us high and dry, like David. He won’t be ready to sit for the Oxford exam 'til next year.” Joe rested his fingers on his bass strings and stared at Robin, sizing him up. The boy fidgeted under his gaze. Joe liked Robin and his quirky awkwardness, but it was easily apparent that he lacked confidence.

      Ken was less receptive. “Look at him. He’s got a stick of a body. He’s too young. David had a presence, he was a good front man.” Robin tapped his feet together, frustrated and partially relieved. Seeing Robin’s downcast eyes, Ken tried to soften his words. “No hard feelings, Robin, but you don’t cut a striking figure. What about that George? He’s a big, good-looking fellow.”

      “He can’t sing to save his life.” Joe stepped across the room toward Robin, balancing his bass with his strides. “Robin may not have the cleanest voice, but it’s not half bad. And he’s got some personality to him. You saw him with the bloody maracas.”

      Robin glanced up to Joe and gave him a polite smile, then turned to his cousin. Gareth always looked wiser than his eighteen years, and while Robin generally preferred to be left alone, his cousin’s presence on campus was often a comfort. Gareth read the tentative eagerness in Robin’s face. Turning to Ken, Gareth cocked his head to one side. “What do you say? We could use him in rehearsal at least, to free us up to focus on the instruments.”

      “But I want to play,” Robin interjected. “I know I’m not the best musician, but I’m getting better.” Robin pointed to the baby grand. “You don’t have anyone on piano.”

      Ken laughed derisively, but was quickly silenced by a cold glance from Joe.

      “A piano is an impossibility for staged set-ups. Besides transporting the thing, it has to be retuned every time you move it. And we’re not stylish enough to have something more sophisticated.” Gareth tapped the tambourine Robin held. “You can give me a hand on supplemental percussion. But we need your voice. Let that be your instrument.”
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        * * *

      

      A great excitement coursed through Robin, swirling in his toes and tickling his scalp. He was on top of the world.

      The rehearsal had not begun especially well, with Robin too nervous and too enthusiastic to effect an easy performance, though his singing had helped the others concentrate on their instruments. Once he had gotten used to Ken’s rolling eyes and occasional grimaces when his voice broke, Robin had relaxed enough to enjoy himself.

      “We rehearse Tuesdays and Thursdays, with occasional Saturdays and Sundays,” Gareth explained as they made their way across the grassy quadrangle toward St. Anthony’s main administrative building. “Tonight wasn’t part of the usual routine, but we figured we needed the practice.”

      Robin didn’t respond. He was lost in his own surge of energy, bobbing his head and taking strides much larger than his normal gait. He smiled at the terrific collection of butterflies in his stomach as he thought of himself on stage with The Chippers only five weeks away.

      Easily pacing him, Gareth observed Robin for a few metres, then laughed. “You’ve caught the bug, eh? Don’t let it go to your head. This practice was easy, and short. Some nights nothing goes right and we all flat out want to kill each other.”

      “Good,” Robin said too loudly, enjoying the sound of his voice as it echoed back from the walls of the stone and brick buildings. “I look forward to that.”

      His companion shook his sandy curls. “Your enthusiasm will wane, believe me.” Gareth pulled open the heavy wooden door to the administrative building and held it for Robin. “But you can tell that girlfriend you’ll be breaking schoolgirl hearts all over the district with those green eyes of yours, once you’re up on stage.”

      Robin lowered his head and flashed his cousin a truly devilish grin. Gareth liked seeing him in such good spirits. “Go on, see if you’ve received something from Marianne. I’ll save a seat at dinner.”

      Gareth turned up the grand hallway toward the dining room while Robin skipped down the steps to the cellar, where he hoped a letter waited in his mailbox. It had been a month since he had last seen Marianne, whose family had taken up residence down the road from his home during the summer. His friends envied Robin his American girlfriend, assuming her to be free from the Victorian bonds which had such a tight grip on the rest of them. But he had only kissed her a handful of times, and this friendly correspondence between boarding schools would be their only contact until the holidays.

      He didn’t bother turning on the light in the mailroom. He reached his mailbox in the corner and found a letter waiting. Following St. Anthony’s strict honour code, there were no combination locks or even hinged doors on the student mailboxes; their very presence would be an insult to the institution.

      Stepping into the dim light of the hallway, Robin recognized Marianne’s flowery handwriting on the envelope. He happily tucked the letter into his jacket and flew up the stairs, his empty stomach rumbling.
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        * * *

      

      It was nearly 10 p.m. before Robin found some time to himself. He was lucky to share a double room with George this year, and there were only six boys altogether in their suite, with a lavatory to themselves, though they still shared the showers with the rest of the boys on the hall.

      Robin stepped gingerly over the books strewn in a haphazard trail from his bed to his desk. Although the reading lamp on Robin’s desk had been left on, George had already retired. Perhaps it was the afternoon football match, but it was always possible, even probable, that George had been coaxed into several rounds of wrestling in the hallways after dinner.

      Robin tossed Marianne’s letter onto the bed and hung his jacket on the back of his chair. The rest of his clothes he folded and stored at the bottom of his closet before pulling on his linen pyjamas. Getting into bed, Robin made himself comfortable. He opened the envelope carefully and laid one hand on his thigh, considering a masturbatory fantasy as he began reading.

      Robin liked the chattiness of Marianne’s letters, telling him about her studies, her new friends, and her continued adjustments to English culture and boarding school. Her descriptions of her school uniform and her athletic activities sent a warm thrill through his body. He slid his fingers under the crisp fabric of his pyjamas and over his own skin. He thought of her long, blonde hair that always smelled of strawberries and the freckles highlighting her cheeks. He thought of holding her hand as they walked along the beach after a dinner party at his grandparents’ house. He read on about the colours of the leaves outside her window and thought of seeing her again in another six weeks.

      There was a quick knock at the door. Robin glanced over to see if George had been disturbed, though he lay still. Before Robin could respond, the door slowly creaked open. Robin dove under the bedcovers and feigned sleep. He heard someone slip quietly into the room and step toward his bed. Robin kept his eyes closed and tried to slow his breathing.

      “Robin,” a voice whispered. “Robbie?”

      It was Timothy. Robin unconsciously pulled the bed clothes closer around him. He pretended to stir in his sleep.

      Timothy bent down over him. Robin felt the familiar fingers touch his hair. He tried not to flinch. “I haven’t much seen you this term,” Timothy whispered. “I hear you have a girlfriend.”

      Robin gripped Marianne's letter under the blankets and prayed George would wake and throw Timothy out. He faked snoring.

      “Alright.” Timothy stood up straight and finally turned toward the door. Robin listened to his bare footsteps retreating across the floor. “You know where to find me, Robbie.”

      Robin cracked open one eye as far as he dared without being found out. He saw Timothy's back as he faced the door, disappointment visible in his shoulders. He made some incomprehensible gesture with one hand and then turned back to face the bed. Robin shut his eyes tight. It was a long, anxious moment before Robin heard the door close behind Timothy.

      Robin sat up in bed. He filled his lungs, then slowly let the air escape through his nostrils. He looked down at Marianne’s letter still in his hands, then glanced back to the closed door. Damn St. Anthony’s and its blasted honour code. There were times when a simple door lock was absolutely necessary.

      He reached over to his desk, dropped the letter on the wooden surface and switched off the lamp.
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      November 1968

      McLean, Virginia, USA

      

      The soul had been watching, studying the partnership between Mark and Marie Harris. Watching and waiting. These prospective parents would provide a suitable environment for the necessary work. Their baby would have an appropriate launch platform into the world. The soul made a decision; the couple announced that they were pregnant.

      Preparations were underway on many levels. The soul was more heavily concentrated in these incarnations, choosing only two avatars. Much of its more earthly energy was already contained in one form; now a higher vibration would manifest. The limbs and organs took shape in Marie's womb, all according to plan. The soul laughed when it felt the delicate fingers and toes, trying them on for size. The soul danced, hearing the mother’s heartbeat, smiling at the muffled sound of her voice, “The baby just kicked!” That time was gone quickly, and the soul fused itself into this new form. Angela.

      Accepting the heavy imprisonment of flesh, the child was born, thrust out into a cold world. It seemed an eternity that the squeezing pressure and pain assaulted her. She could feel the sympathetic strain in her mother’s body. Agonizingly slow.

      There were hands on her. She was held aloft by her ankles, exacerbating the painful throbbing in her head. Her diaphragm contracted, then expanded, and she took her first breath. The frigid air shocked her fragile system, and she cried, her body erupting in searing spasms.

      She heard her own small cries as her physical senses took hold. She remembered this trauma, but was still unprepared. There was another sound, a human voice, the doctor speaking to her mother. Everything was alright; she was healthy. She wiggled her fingers and sent little electrical pulses down to her toes. She kicked her legs. She had forgotten the inherent ache and sluggishness of the physical body. She continued to cry.

      They were poking at her, cleaning out her mouth and nostrils, wiping the fluids out of her eyes, and drying her skin. She heard the sweet music of her mother’s voice, the joy in her laughter, so far away. She wanted to touch her, to be reassured by her heartbeat and the rise and fall of her breath. This sudden separation was frightening. She saw formless shadows pass over her closed eyelids.

      Finally, she felt warmth. Someone had wrapped her in a soft blanket and had covered her bare head. They were taking her away, farther from her mother. Her body was so tired, her tiny muscles exhausted. Her cries became quiet whimpers. She wanted to open her eyes and see, but something blinded her, stabbing at her new eyes and sending painful shards ricocheting through her brain. Then she remembered: light.

      She was completely helpless, bound by this blanket, though thankful for warmth after the icy coldness of the delivery room. Everything happened so fast in this world. She would adjust to this new perspective soon enough. She struggled against sleep, for sleep meant forgetting. She wanted to remember, to stay firmly on her chosen path. But there lay ahead many years of meandering, so much growth. She took a deep breath into her tiny lungs, already growing used to the pain, and she drifted off to sleep.

      It was perfect. Everything. A gentle relaxation spread across Angela’s newborn features as she rested.
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      April 1970

      London

      

      While the small audience dispersed, Robin stepped down off the stage and made his way through a dark, narrow hallway to the oversized closet of a dressing room, where George and the other boys in the band were already enjoying the complimentary drinks that came as partial payment for their performances at the Bidder’s Suite. With only a pair of chairs and a few crates as furniture, The Wombles made themselves comfortable and talked excitedly about their most recent set.

      Stepping over his lounging bandmates, Robin ducked into the corner to retrieve a towel from his rucksack on the floor. He mopped his dripping brow and pulled out a spare jumper, as his shirt was soaked through with sweat.

      Robin had lingered on the stage after the set, as was his habit, interacting with audience members. While George, Matthew, Ian, and Terry packed up the instruments, Robin sat on a wooden stool at the edge of the raised platform that served as a stage, with friends, acquaintances, and a few total strangers gathered in front of him. They bantered back and forth, each taking a turn at telling part of a story they were creating together in the dingy, upstairs parlour of the pub. Improvisational Myth Making, Robin called the process, and he used these spontaneous tales in his own compositions, though he never found the confidence to share these with his band, much less an audience.

      Terry thrust a beer toward him, but Robin shook his head and took off his damp shirt. Wrinkling his nose, the seventeen-year-old leaned back against the cool, cinderblock wall and observed the other boys’ enthusiasm—save for George, who remained quiet like himself.

      Robin was glad Ken had made it to tonight's gig. The two had encountered disagreements and massive creative differences with The Chippers. They couldn’t even agree on simple stage lighting, much less the songs for any given set. The Chippers had disbanded after the graduation of all members but Robin—with still a year to go—though the stubborn contest of wills would have split the group eventually.

      The sudden change in this strained relationship had everything to do with Alice, Ken’s sister.

      Robin ran the towel across the back of his neck, smiling as he thought of his golden-haired, raven-eyed sweetheart who both excited and intimidated. A year older than himself, Alice had latched on to his own passion, quietly considering the possibilities. She believed in him.

      This night would be their first truly alone together. For not quite a year, they had only seen each other on occasional weekends when Alice made the journey by train to see him. Even then, Alice had to be sandwiched between Robin's rehearsals, his growing performance engagements, and his rigidly enforced “studio time”—Robin’s hours in seclusion fitting together the ideas and phrases constantly swimming through his head.

      Terry and Ian laughed at a joke Matthew was telling about elephants in ladies’ undergarments. Robin crouched down on the floor. A furtive glance to George confirmed their plan.

      Tonight’s performance was Robin’s last with The Wombles. Their meager but loyal following and even the few pounds they occasionally brought in were not enough to counteract his impatience with the same, tired playlist and lack of originality. George had already thundered at him several hours before the show when Robin announced his intentions. George tried to convince him that The Wombles offered good performance experience while The Chippers were re-forming, but Robin held firm.

      He just couldn’t bring himself to tell the other boys.

      Standing up, Robin pulled the dry jumper over his head and felt the cotton knit sticking to his moist skin. He worried about not showering before meeting Alice, but then decided the sweat would enhance his masculinity. He thrust his damp shirt into the bottom of his bag and took a quick look around before making his escape. George caught his glance. Robin just shrugged and headed toward the door.

      “Goodnight, lads,” Robin announced cheerfully. The others returned his salutation, and Ian gave him a quick pat on the shoulder. Robin felt his resolve waver as he reached for the dented metal doorknob, but in the next second he found himself again in the dark hallway and heard the door close shut behind him. George would break the news. The Wombles were through.

      A handful of people still lingered in the club, kids barely older than Robin. He was amazed at the small size of the room, holding only a handful of tables. He felt the walls expand exponentially whenever he took the microphone into his hands, due to stage fright, the love of being the center of attention, or perhaps a combination of the two.

      Alice hadn’t moved from her seat in the back corner, where she sat quietly during these shows. She never came forward to participate in Robin’s fantasy roundtables, preferring to admire the proceedings from her obscure vantage point. As he approached her, nearly lost in the shadows, Robin was in awe of her loveliness.

      Alice was no great beauty, though Robin saw deeper. She was intensely endearing, holding out to him some mysterious promise. Her pink lips curved into a smile as she reached for his hand. Robin’s pulsed quickened as her slender fingers curled around his, and he hurried with her down the stairs and into the London night.
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        * * *

      

      Within the space of a few minutes, Robin had turned into a blabbering idiot.

      He knew he was jabbering on excessively about insignificant details of his day and plans for the summer, but sitting on the subway car holding Alice’s hand as they made their way to her flat, the meaningless stream of words issuing from his tired lips was the only thing that kept his mind from exploding.

      Alice smiled and nodded politely, complimenting him occasionally with a quiet giggle. She was caught up in the nervous tension in her hands and shoulders and wasn’t paying much attention to what he was saying anyway. Her mind flitted from one vision to the next, focusing first on the image of Robin electrified by the stage lights, balanced precariously on the edge of the platform, hovering over his audience as the room filled with the strange sound of his howling; then flashing ahead to the possibilities of the next few hours. Her toes curled inside her shoes, and she bit her lip when she felt his knee press against hers.

      They didn’t speak of the fact that it was late at night and the underground would be shutting down shortly, that Robin would be stranded at Alice’s apartment. Nor did they discuss Alice’s roommate conveniently visiting family in Brentwood. There was no mention of Robin’s excited afternoon visit to the chemist in search of prophylactics.

      Reaching the top of the stairs at Alice’s tube stop, Robin fell silent. It had rained while they were in transit, and the humid night air mingled with the traces of sweat on Robin’s brow and the back of his neck. The wet street hissed as a stray automobile drove past. Robin was distracted by a humming street lamp a few buildings down.

      Alice fumbled for the keys in her coat pocket as they mounted the cement stairs to her apartment building. Robin scarcely noticed, distracted by the lonely sounds of the wet road late at night. Alice pushed open the door just as Robin softly touched the back of her neck with only his fingertips, his slight caress a gentle breeze playing with her hair.

      They entered the apartment without a sound. They took off their jackets and slipped out of their shoes in the darkness. Alice took his hands into hers and led him carefully through the hallway to her bedroom.

      Robin would not be her first lover, but she was most certainly his. Alice was touched by his inexperience, neither timid nor self-conscious. She watched his eyes, illuminated by a street lamp outside her window, as first his gaze and then his hands moved over her, discovering every ounce of her sensuality. She had imagined a more natural performance, a carefully choreographed and instinctive pairing, but a sincere innocence seeped deep into their pores as they fumbled around the bed in the dark, learning how to love each other.
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        * * *

      

      Robin’s departure from The Wombles proved less than popular. Reluctantly, George broke the news as gently as he could. He understood his friend’s fear of confrontation and ambiguous insecurity, even if Robin himself couldn’t see it.

      Matthew accepted the news the best, his shocked excitement revealing a desire to front the band himself. Long frustrated with Robin’s eclectic leadership, Matthew crouched low on the floor and ran his fingers through his hair, scheming. At last, with Robin the prima donna out of the way, he would have his chance.

      Ian, on the other hand, was immediately despondent, giving into his quiet brooding about which Robin had vented endlessly in private to George. Terry exploded, angrily cursing this abandonment, convinced Robin thought himself too good to associate with simple school boys now that he was to be a university man.

      George had always been the peacemaker, attempting diplomatic solutions to even the most trivial conflicts within the band. In the midst of this tumultuous news, he wanted to stay with these three in the small dressing room to help reach some resolution. But as Matthew frantically paced the floor, masterminding his rise to power, while Ian silently drummed his fingers on his corduroy trousers and Terry ranted aloud about artistic subservience and entitlement, George felt a murky resignation take hold, and he slipped quietly out of the room.

      George had returned alone to his parents’ home, where he and Robin were staying the weekend. His parents had already retired for the night, and it was no surprise that Robin was nowhere in sight. George smiled when he thought of Robin with Alice. He had watched them as the band was setting up for the show, Alice hovering on the outskirts as usual. Robin had gently touched her cheek, engaging her in an intimate, soulful gaze that wasn’t quite a smile. In that moment, George understood the depth of Robin’s feelings for his lady. He was truly in love.
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        * * *

      

      The telephone woke George the next morning. He was alone in the house, his parents out on Saturday morning errands and Robin having never returned. His eyes heavy with only a few hours’ sleep, George stumbled into the hallway and lifted the receiver.

      “Hullo,” he grumbled into the phone. His voice was hoarse from the smoky Bidder’s Suite, and he could taste the tar at the back of his throat as if he had been smoking those cigarettes himself. There was a chaotic racket at the other end of the phone. Assuming it was Robin phoning, he began to laugh but quickly coughed up bits of blackened mucus instead.

      “... you sure picked your timing. I bloody knew you were a gutless leech, just using our talents to fake your way through,” Terry’s voice came into focus. George squinted against the early morning tirade and scratched his head.

      “Terry, you’re over-reacting...”

      “I’ll tell you who’s bloody over-reacting! Your impossibly inflated opinion of yourself and your so-called musical stylings. It was an embarrassment playing with you. Can’t even hold a simple note without inventing some wild excuse of a tortured animal sound to mask your own ineptitude.” Terry had probably not slept and had quite possibly had several pints too many. George imagined he was prompting himself with written notes.

      “Terry, you’ve got to calm down. Listen now, this is George.”

      Terry sputtered a few unintelligible syllables before shouting as loud as he could. “Then you put that slimy maggot on the phone right now!”

      George held the receiver far from his ear and raised a hand to his brow to stave off the pounding headache he felt threatening. Even with the telephone at arm’s length, he could hear Terry shouting and cursing, raving like a lunatic. It was too early in the morning for this. George gently returned the receiver to his ear.

      “Terry, Terry, listen to me. Robin isn’t here. You’ve had a long night and need some sleep. You’ll just have to take this up with him some other time. I’m going back to bed now, Terry.” Out of patience, George rang off while his former bandmate was mid-invective.
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        * * *

      

      Alice awoke to the vague clattering of pots and pans.

      She stretched her long, slender body and blinked her eyes lazily in the golden light creeping in through the window. Warm in bed, listening to the birds outside, she drifted out of slumber into consciousness. Alice took a long, deep breath and smiled at her tingling muscles, luxuriously musing on the previous hours with Robin, tangled together in love and in sleep. Her heart beat faster as she remembered cradling his head as he slept.

      She turned to regard her lover in the morning light, but her bed was empty. Propping herself up on her elbows, she recalled the earlier noise in the kitchen. How long ago had that been? There was a rhythmic tapping coming from down the hallway.

      Then she smelled the burning.

      She found him sitting at the small breakfast table that separated the tiny kitchen from the cramped sitting room. Robin had an army of wadded up paper balls on the table and many more scattered about the floor. Tapping his feet, he kept time with the music in his head and banged out a series of rhythms on the table top with a pencil and his fingers, pausing only to scribble in Alice’s notebook.

      He was completely oblivious to the smoke rising behind him in the kitchen.

      Alice rushed past him, quickly grabbing a towel to keep from burning her fingers as she lifted the smoking saucepan from the stove and dropped it into the sink. Robin appeared vaguely aware of some activity behind him. Alice turned off the stove and flooded the charred pot, trying to make out what Robin had attempted to cook.

      She wanted to yell at him, but checked this angry impulse. After their first night together, she had awakened alone. He had chosen music instead of her in the early morning hours. And then he had tried to burn down the building. But she rationalized that he had been inspired to write a song for her, music so deeply felt it could not be contained for a single moment, and that he had intended to bring her breakfast in bed.

      Alice turned off the faucet and stepped up behind Robin, leaning down to wrap her arms around him. She kissed his ear. “Good morning,” she mumbled into his neck.

      He clasped a gentle hand around her wrist, frowning as he jotted down one last bit of nonsense before turning to smile at her. “Sorry about that,” he said cheerfully, nodding toward the smoking saucepan in the sink. “I was hungry, and then forgot about it...”

      “Didn’t you at least notice the smoke?” Alice ran her fingers through his red-brown hair, suppressing a sigh in her throat. He was simply adorable in the morning.

      “Oh, umm, yeah... I was just...” Robin motioned weakly to the mountain of papers on the table. He knew this was not the most auspicious start to the morning, though he was thrilled with the energy pouring through him onto these scattered bits of paper. He felt guilty for the sneaking irritation at her interruption but quickly forgot everything outside of her eyes the moment she smiled at him.

      “No permanent damage.” Alice laughed and kissed his nose, brushing a few stray wisps of unruly hair from his emerald eyes. Delighting in the boyish smile that played across his lips, she felt a vague tugging within. She turned her head and shook it off.

      “What’s all this scribbling about, then?” Alice settled into his lap as Robin collected the papers into a more organized stack and glanced through his messy notes.

      “Is this a song about last night?” Alice surprised herself with a coquettish giggle.

      Her question didn’t even register. Robin had not yet made the transition from his musical muse back into the real world. “It’s about Pepsi Cola.”

      She began to laugh, but he was completely serious. His description of the creative thoughts behind the stylings and story was quite detailed.

      “So then this chap in the pub orders some cola, takes a few sips, and then makes his way to the toilet. But when he opens the door, he’s actually opened a door into another world, another realm. I’m working out what happens to him there... He will step inside. And then what happens to him when he comes back.”

      “Pepsi Cola,” Alice said more to herself than to Robin.

      “Yeah. They used to make the stuff with cocaine, before they knew what it was.”

      “Coca-Cola,” Alice commented as she rose from his lap and stepped into the kitchen.

      “Yeah, okay, so people were drinking this stuff and not knowing what they were putting in their bodies, and to be sure they were tripping right and left, but they didn’t know it, so this bloke steps through the doorway into this kind of drug experience⁠—”

      “I don’t think they put that much in there.” She washed out the saucepan and took stock of what was available in the apartment for breakfast. Going out would be easier.

      “Okay, but it’s the whole idea of the thing. These huge companies introduce all these great new products without really knowing what they’re putting out there, things we won’t know about for years, after damage may already have been done. Like maybe some of these miracle drugs, the food we’re eating... We put so much trust into the companies making these things, products, not stopping to consider how we’re guinea pigs.”

      Out comes the activist, Alice thought as she dried the saucepan and stored it below the counter. She knew Robin as a surprisingly romantic fellow and was disappointed not to see that now. That’s alright, she told herself. Robin had within him the workings of a great and important man. Minor and occasional frustrations, like this one, would no doubt be a part of their life together.

      He was tapping again, striking the table with a pencil in one hand and a ball-point pen in the other, his foot counting out on the floor as he read through his notes. Feeling her eyes on him, Robin smiled. “I always start from percussion first, and then move forward from rhythm. Gareth taught me that.”

      Robin stopped his drumming and laid his hands flat on the table, disengaging from The Cola Trip. He turned in his chair to regard Alice, standing in the kitchen and staring at him. God, she was beautiful, wearing nothing but his shirt and a pair of socks. Her early morning hair hung in tangles around her pale face, her dark eyes piercing through this golden halo, as if she were the captive of another realm. He wondered if she had similar thoughts when she gazed on him. She looked lost, waiting for his direction.

      “Right. Breakfast.” Not until he stood did he realize he was clad only in his underwear. He looked down, then blushed as he laughed, lifting his eyes to smile at Alice from beneath his brow—that mischievous, penetrating look that so thrilled and disarmed her. He playfully strode toward her, and Alice took a few unconscious steps backward, her breath quickening. But instead of taking her forcefully into his arms, as she expected, he gently reached for her hand and raised her fingers to his lips.

      “But first,” he said smoothly, “I’m going to brush out your hair.”
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      April 1970

      McLean, Virginia

      

      It was spring when Angela’s Daddy came home.

      She had never seen him before. He had been deep in the jungles of Vietnam when she was born. A picture of his new daughter had arrived several weeks later, and Mark Harris carried her photo with him at all times. The jungle planted the seeds of superstition in the hearts of even the most practical men. His buddies had their rosaries, St. Christopher’s medals, and lucky coins; Mark had his picture of Angela, his baby angel.

      He had written Marie asking for a taped recording, to hear his daughter’s tiny voice, though he would have settled for the quiet sound of her breathing as she slept. There was no such peace for him. He closed his eyes at night, but sleep would not come.

      At last the recording arrived from home, but Mark never heard it. Within six weeks of Angela’s birth, Mark was a prisoner of war.

      Marie had moved in with her parents just after her husband boarded the military transport taking him away from her. She was only a child herself, soon to be a mother. In Mark’s place, Marie’s mother held her hand through morning sickness, restless nights, and two false labors. In his stead, Grandmum welcomed Angela into the world.

      The news of Mark’s capture had been devastating. Unwilling to burden others, and terrified of her own rage and fear, Marie put on a strong face and retreated inside herself. Marie hated living with her parents, though she needed them desperately. What if she were a war widow? Marie lay awake at night, wondering at her own breaking point. She couldn’t sleep for nightmares of what they must be doing to Mark, if he was even still alive. She shut her eyes tight against the screaming inside her head.

      Her daughter’s tears flowed freely, enough healing water to cleanse them both. Angela didn’t need words to understand. She felt it every time Marie reached for her. She heard it in her mother’s heartbeat when she held her close. And she tasted it whenever she was pressed against her mother’s breast.

      She was a quiet baby. She needed all her strength to defend against this psychic invasion from without. The slightest touch sent a confusing mixture of fear, rage, pity, and hope coursing through her. She struggled against every embrace. At each feeding she consumed Marie’s dark desperation, and the milk turned in her stomach. Unable to process so much heavy energy, Angela began to vomit uncontrollably.

      Several frantic visits to the pediatrician and the emergency room produced the same diagnosis:  Angela must be allergic to her mother’s milk. One formula after another was prescribed as the doctor tried to find nourishment her system would accept. But each feeding meant more contact with the same adults. She tried to show them how their energy was making them all sick, but they just kept taking her back to that cold doctor’s office.

      Now she was close to eighteen months old, living with her mother and grandparents who doted on her, delighting in her mental strength and creative interaction with her environment. Her tiny fingers reached out to grab hold of the whole world.

      There had been some excitement several days before—a man in uniform at the door and a flurry of telephone calls. Noticing the incredible roller coaster of emotions in her mother, Angela kept playing with her brightly colored, plastic blocks.

      Marie gave Angela an extra bath and put a yellow ribbon in her red-brown hair. They both wore brand new dresses from the department store. Angela even had new shoes, and they hurt her feet.

      Angela watched Marie curl her own long, dark hair and put on her make-up. She sat quietly on the bed, fingering the lace hem of her dress as she studied her mother’s movements. Marie darkened her lashes and streaked sparkling powder across her cheeks. She drew color on her lips. Catching Angela's eye in the mirror, Marie winked at her daughter’s reflection, and they laughed together.

      Angela, Marie, Grandmum, and Granddad all hurried to the car. Angela liked getting in the car. She especially liked going places with her grandfather, even if only to pick up eggs or laundry detergent. Today everyone was dressed up, so fancy. She worried they might be going to church. She didn’t like church, so dim and dull, where she had to sit still and pay attention to a man she couldn’t see saying things she didn’t understand.

      She didn’t recognize the landmarks outside the car window as they drove along. Angela ignored the bubbling banter of Marie and Grandmum. She patted her mother’s thigh and got up on her knees on the back seat, pressing her hands and face against the glass window to blink her big, green eyes at the world passing by.

      It was always a long trip when they took her someplace new. Angela pressed her lips against the cool glass, and she giggled when it began to rain. She traced the drops of water with her finger as they meandered down the other side of the window.

      “Here we go, sweetheart. We’re almost there now.” Marie pulled her daughter into her lap. Looking ahead, Angela observed block-like islands of buildings swimming in concrete. This was a very noisy place. While Granddad parked the car, Angela frowned at the roaring she heard outside.

      Granddad opened the car door and pulled Angela into his arms. She squealed when he tossed her in the air. As soon as she had her feet back on the ground, another loud roar boomed overhead, and she covered her ears with her hands to block it out. Her mother took hold of her elbow and pulled her along. Angela shuffled her feet along the pavement in the shiny shoes that pinched her toes.

      The family entered a massive building that smelled funny—stuffy and electric. The floor vibrated gently, helping to relieve Angela’s cramped feet.

      They walked very quickly within a stream of human traffic. Angela studied the bags people carried. Some were big and strong, in dark colors, and she imagined they must be very heavy, with people hunched over and dragging their feet to carry them. Other bags were small, brightly colored, slung over shoulders or held in loose fists. Angela saw that her mother and Grandmum only carried their purses.

      Granddad mumbled something about being late. Angela was hoisted into the air, settling into her grandfather's chest as he carried her. She watched her mother rush forward, swimming ahead into the river of people. The roaring noise was growing louder. They veered right and walked down a long, carpeted ramp with posters of exotic places on one wall and glass on the other. Angela watched another current of people on the other side of the glass heading back into the main building. Pairs and groups clung happily to each other, arm-in-arm, some with heavy coats, some wearing sunhats. They were laughing together and carrying on animated conversations.

      Grandmum and Granddad walked faster to catch up with Marie, passing through an open doorway into the bright sunlight outside. Angela blinked her eyes against the sun glinting off of the wet pavement. The rain had stopped, but there was a new smell that attacked her nose and burned the back of her throat. Her eyes welled up as she coughed to get these fumes out of her system, but she only managed to breathe more of it in.

      “What do you think of that, missy? See that big plane?” Granddad was pointing to a long, sideways building up on wheels, its shiny exterior curved outward with funny little windows and people looking out from inside. “That’s an airplane,” Granddad said. Angela stretched one arm over her head and yawned. Granddad laughed.

      She sensed the expectation. Something important was about to happen. Angela studied Granddad’s profile, touching his jaw with her small hand. She saw how Grandmum’s bony fingers clutched the handle of her purse, then released their grip for a moment, only to tense again.

      Angela searched her mother’s face, peering into her thoughts and feelings. She followed Marie’s gaze to a long ramp extending down from the airplane. Bags and suitcases were being unloaded, but Marie was watching several large boxes come down out of the plane. There were people all around these boxes, people with sad faces and somber gaits. They stood together in small groups, clutching each other as if they would fall down. The boxes were covered with colors and stripes just like the special sheet Granddad hung on the pole each morning in the front yard.

      Angela reached for her mother, with her hands and her heart. Making the insistent noises that brought nearly instant gratification, she was quickly transferred from Granddad’s grasp to her mother’s embrace. She felt Marie’s anticipation, grief, excitement, and guilt. She looked at the other clusters of people. Marie was a powerful mixture of conflicting emotions, and Angela shut her eyes tight to block out this psychic flood.

      “MARIE!”

      Angela heard her mother’s breath catch in her throat, felt the explosion in her veins.

      “MARIE! I’m home!”

      She opened her eyes to find her mother sobbing with delight. “MARK!”

      Marie’s grip on Angela tightened as she ran forward, nearly stumbling on the tarmac. Angela saw a man in strange clothing rushing down a metal staircase pushed up against the plane. Other people on the stairs happily gave way as he squeezed past them.

      “Angela!” the man shouted. “Angela, my baby!”

      He jumped the last few feet from the stairway to the tarmac and ran toward them, dropping his bag to the ground. A thrill of excitement tingled inside Angela at his approach. In a flash, he had both her mother and herself in a strong embrace.

      This man and Marie were laughing and crying simultaneously, kissing each other, kissing their baby. “This is your father, Angela sweetie. This is your Daddy.”

      Angela looked into the man’s face, watching the happy, proud tears streaming down over his young cheeks. He was touching her hair, smiling as the salt water trickled over his lips and into his mouth. She reached out to touch the water drops on his face. He sobbed as her fingers made contact with his skin.
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