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I’ve read somewhere that the first snow is kind of like your first love. It’s here today and gone tomorrow. Yet, there’s a nostalgia to it that cannot be shaken. And what is snow, really? A bunch of snowflakes. 

Six types of snowflakes exist, as discovered under an electron microscope. Plates, stellar crystals, columns, dendrites, needles, spatial dendrites, and capped columns. What made two hexagonal snowflakes alike, no one knew. No one could also explain what force drew the six molecules, millions of inches apart in the sky, to come together and hold in the center. Similarly, what made two different individuals draw close to each other in love was also inexplicable. 

For a nuclear physicist working at the nuclear plant at Henderson County, it was a wonder to Dawn Nash. She truly marveled at all the things science had yet to explain. Now, as she saw the mild powdery snow fall to the earth, she stared in wonder if anyone could explain love to her. 

Her first love had also melted away as the years passed. With every new baptism of snow, that former love had lost its hold on her. She didn’t ache anymore over its loss. Her heart had grown cold toward that former flame. 

Dawn turned away from the window and sat down at the desk inside her office. Light streamed through the windows warming up the place. The wood-paneled wall and dark brown interiors were designed for a male occupant. Female physicists were a rare species but Dawn didn’t mind. Her only personal touch, a framed quote of Marie Curie. It read, “Life is not easy for any of us. But what of that?” against a backdrop of a lone bird over a snowy winter land. 

A light knock on the door of her office startled her. 

“Come in,” she said. 

She smiled at the woman entering the room. Cara Reynolds nee Wallace came in with a homemade apple pie. Cara had become synonymous with apples ever since she married Nathan Reynolds. 

Always a sucker for happy endings, Dawn loved how their story had unfolded. Secretly a romantic, Dawn wished something similar for herself. Alas, time seemed to be slipping away as the years passed, and love was nowhere on the horizon. She went around the desk to embrace Cara.

“I brought you flowers,” she said, holding up a big bouquet. The blooms were large and vibrant. A pop of color against the backdrop of winter.

“How’s the baby?” she asked Cara while sinking back down to her desk. 

“Crazy hours. Brooke’s been so helpful, but Nathan is nervous about everything. He panics at the sound of a sneeze or a night cry.”

The Reynolds had adopted a beautiful baby boy when it was abandoned at the convent of the Sisters of Carmel. 

Dawn folded her hands, happy to hear more details about the baby, the excitement clear in her voice. “Don’t you think it’s miraculous how this baby was just gifted to you?”

Cara touched her wedding ring unconsciously. “Yes. It’s as if after years of heartaches, the blessings are raining down.”

Dawn sighed. She was happy for Cara, but inwardly, she wondered, when would it be her turn?

“So what about this zoning plan?” Cara asked her, shuffling her satchel and her papers. Despite her change in circumstances, Cara still wore her bohemian chic dress that reached all the way down to her ankles. The black and autumn leaves floral pattern dated the dress. Its two-stage flounce at the bottom even more so. Cara had always worn clothes like this, and it was good to see that marrying Nathan Reynolds hadn’t changed her. 

They had talked briefly on the phone about the zoning issue. Dawn extracted a folder from her organized drawer and slid it across. “Bauer Incorporated wants to purchase more land at the south of the property closer to the mountains for nuclear testing. It will be a new site for the plant extension. It must be investigated before we buy. The trouble is we need someone who understands the environment in the area. Management is keen on preventing any environmental damage. We don’t want to cause any harm to the fauna and flora.”

Cara seemed to mull it over. “So you want me to study the local flora?”

Dawn nodded. “Not just the flora but also ensure there are no exotic plants, insects, pollinators that would be affected. The last thing we want is some environmental group staging protests at our door.”

“And what if there are exotic species?” Cara gave her the side-eye. 

Dawn remained cool. “Then you’ll have to identify them in the report. Bauer will either transplant all of them to another area or look for another alternative.”

Cara studied the dossier in her hand. “It would be awfully expensive to transplant,” she said after flipping through a few pages. 

“Money is not a constraint. Time is. Once we have the approval, we’ll green-light the extension, and one part of the plant will shut down to build the new one. They expect it to come online in six months. That’s the current time frame.”

Cara suddenly looked up. “Wait, so if you have the approval and the plant shuts down, what happens to Bauer employees?”

Dawn smiled. Cara—always worried about everyone else. “Don’t worry; they’re not laying off anyone. Most of the workers will be working offline, but some in the labs will be sent to Germany to train for the new plant. The main reactors will keep going with their usual staff.” Dawn paused. “Truth be told, Cara, I’m hoping to train and stay on in Germany.”

“Oh.” Cara’s hand flew to her mouth. “Why? Your dad is here, and what about the house?”

Dawn stopped to pull off the lint from her 100 percent cashmere sweater. “My dad’s planning on going sailing around the world. He wants to continue traveling the globe. A couple of his widowed guy friends are joining him. The house”—she looked up with glassy eyes—“it’s not really been our home since Mom died.”

“Maybe you’ll meet someone in Germany,” Cara said with a warm smile. 

“Yeah, maybe,” she repeated absent-mindedly. 

“Have you even heard from Logan?”

Dawn wistfully stared at a spot on her desk. Once there stood a picture of all of them at her sixteenth birthday. Cara and a bunch of girls and guys stood on opposite ends of the picture, Logan in the middle. Back then, they were such a tight-knit group without the cares and worries of life. She’d chucked that photograph years ago. Now that spot was empty. She kept no photos of anyone anymore. They seemed like a bad omen. Everyone she loved left her anyway. 

“Logan’s been gone twelve years. Not once has he ever gotten in touch. He’s moved on, and I have too.”

“You don’t have to leave the country then, surely,” Cara insisted, leaning forward into the desk.

Cara wouldn’t understand, and Dawn didn’t have the energy to explain. She pressed the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes. When she opened them, she breathed out. “You’re right. I don’t want to. I love Henderson County. I grew up here. I thought one day I’d have my own children here. I promised myself I’d wait here until I was thirty, and then if nothing happened, I’d leave.”

Her response must have shocked Cara who sank back and crossed her hands. “What if I sabotage the report and say you cannot buy the extra land? Too many endangered species and all that.”

Dawn shrugged. “Bauer may consider shutting down the plant then. We need to rebuild, Cara. The tech is old, and the system needs a reboot. As fiercely loyal as you are to me, I know you’re more loyal to Henderson County. So the fate of four hundred employees is in your hands.”

Cara rolled her eyes. “What about that guy you were dating?”

“The yeti! No, I couldn’t,” said Dawn as she waved her hands. 

Cara laughed, but Dawn could tell the news of her departure had upset the new mother. Cara’s eyes weren’t smiling anymore. She sighed repeatedly and tried to offer her other options to stay.

“Listen, everyone’s moving on, and why shouldn’t I? I’m happy with how it’s all come together, and you should be too. So just be happy for me.”

Cara came around and put her arms around Dawn’s neck, smelling of baby powder and soap. It was so unexpected. And it was moments of friendship like this that Dawn appreciated she’d been blessed with a true friend. They lived on opposite sides of the county, and they rarely met after the wedding. Yet, they remained close.

“Do you remember how we became friends?”

Dawn thought back and smiled while Cara went to the window. “You were our ace while I was the worst student of our class, failing nearly every subject thanks to the constant chaos at home with a sailor father and a working mom.” 

Cara folded her hands and leaned against the table. “I helped you during remedial classes at school.” 

She had volunteered to come around and tutor Dawn. They’d become friends and stayed so throughout. 

“It took me forever to catch up. Thanks to you, though, I made it through college.” 

Cara gave up medicine, and Dawn went on to become a nuclear physicist. Their paths in life had been so different. It had been brutal and hard work at university. Raleigh had not been far, but Cara was an aunt when Dawn returned. 

“Do you ever regret what you did, Cara?”

“Never. I did what had to be done.”

Dawn wasn’t what you’d call intelligent. She worked hard, repeated, studied, memorized, and got her grades through persistence. 

“I guess the only advice I can give you,” Cara said as she walked around the desk, picked up her bag and headed toward the door, “is that in the end, do what’s best for you, Dawn.” 

When Cara left, Dawn leaned back in her chair. What was best for her? Leaving, staying, finding someone, all of it was up in the air. Her chances here were slim. She had nothing stellar about her that would make anyone look twice at her. She was someone who quickly faded into the background with her mousy hair and spectacles. 

“Allow yourself to be discovered,” her mother, Mallory, used to say. 

At five six, she was of average height and often wore her pantsuits for business. She liked to be power-dressed. She laughed at it all, as she smoothed some of her boring brown hair back into its bun. She pursed her lips and felt she still had a good amount of gloss on those slim kissers. Not that she’d done any kissing for a while!

Now all she had to do was meet with the boss and tell him about Cara’s deadlines, and she could head home. After they had a word, she drove past the high-security gates. 

Winter wonderland had enveloped Henderson County. The chill outside condensed on the car with the toasty warmth inside. The dark green pines lay shaded under the heavy white snowflakes, and she powered on her lights, making a slow journey back into the mainland. 

Bauer lay on the outskirts of town and was a good forty minutes from home. Yet, the drive gave her the time to think about her decisions, providing insight into the day and sometimes even time to plan dinner. Her father often went ice fishing and skiing. He was into adventure sports, and since her mother had died, the fear of losing his life had disappeared. He lived on the edge. It was almost as if he couldn’t wait to join his sweetheart. Her parents had been married thirty-six years. A lifetime. She wished she’d have that someday. 

The suburban homes had all gradually started adding elements of Christmas to their yards with the close of Thanksgiving. Since Advent began, the decorations had intensified. Every door now featured a Christmas holly and a wreath, with red ribbons, silver bells and golden balls, cherries, and candy canes. Some had snowmen, a few outrageous ones, cute angels, and already a few reindeers were out. And the lights. Oh my!

She had to give credit where it was due. No one did tacky lights in Henderson County. White, soft, blinking, blue, and all other kinds of lights lined the yards and homes. Only one word could describe the decorations of the homes in the area. Tasteful. 

She’d decorated her own door with a white wreath that she’d made of white twigs, cones, nuts, natural pods, cinnamon sticks, snowflakes, and flowers, which she spray-painted white and hung. Dawn had planned a white theme this year for Christmas. And maybe some of it was an effort to whitewash her life here before she started again in Germany. Once inside the warm house, she switched on the lights and watched the yard come to life with the soft LEDs. 

Quickly she stripped off her coat lest she develop an onion sweat in her toasty home. Her father had already lit a fire, and the sky still held light. It was too early for the fire, but she didn’t complain. One thing she’d learned after her mother’s demise was to stop arguing over petty things. 
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