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I dedicate this little story to my wife, Pam, and my daughter, Julie. Also, to my mother, Judy, who loved Christmas like no one other.
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Christmas Day. 12:01 a.m.

 

F


rom a star-studded sky, a bursting red ball of light fell to earth. It happened not far from Tydewater Hospital where the old Stafford Hospital used to stand before parts of Stafford County were incorporated into Tydewater County. Of those who saw the red orb, they reported hearing crackling noises emanating from it like static electricity. Many just ignored the event and went back into their houses. After all, Christmas morning was coming … so many preparations still needed doing. But a fearful few felt it was their duty to report the incident. So, as it was recorded on that Christmas Day, the Tydewater County Police Department received the highest number of UFO reports in its history.

Outside in the front courtyard to Tydewater Hospital’s main entrance sat Cassie Howell on one of the many concrete benches surrounding the courtyard’s flagpole where a flag of Virginia flew high. In the night’s cold air, with anxious energy, she rummaged through her purse … talking out loud to herself.

“I’m tellin’ you Cassie, don’t go looking for these things. You don’t need them, girl. They stink. You know that. No man’s gonna kiss you after smoking them. What man wants to kiss an ashtray?” 

But then she found them. Pulling out a pack of cigarettes and lighter, she had just put one in her mouth when a sparkling light falling slowly from the sky caught her attention. She put aside the immediate fear of it being a meteor. That was because it was moving too slow as it lowered out of sight behind the hospital’s towering north wing. The cigarette still hanging from her lower lip reminded her of what she should be doing. 

“Dang it!” she yelled. “Get out of my head!” Snatching the cigarette, she threw it away. “Darn habit!” Shaking the urge, she thought about what she had seen. Could be a fire. Yeah, maybe a balloon or something on fire! May need to call it in.

Curious, she stood and trotted along the sidewalk all the way around the North wing. Once there, she looked across Route 1 to the woods beyond. That’s where the fire should be, she thought. That’s what she looked for. But there was nothing, just trees and darkness between them. Then it began to snow.

“What do you know,” she said out loud, smiling while catching one of the flakes in her hand. Staring at it, she, marveled at its beauty. Its simple complexity. Rising in her cheeks, a tingling surge arose. A tingling akin to heat. To happiness. It burst from her lips into laughter. Uncontrollable. She felt overwhelmed. She hadn’t felt that way in a very long time. Still staring at the little flake and seeing how it was about to melt, she licked it fast while giggling out loud.

Looking back across the road to the woods, she checked one last time for fire or anything unusual. Nothing. Disappointed her quest was too brief, her thoughts returned to the stress that had led her outside. She exhaled long before turning around to walk back to the hospital’s south wing.

She was taking off her jacket and squaring up her ID badge at the nurse’s station when a flashing red light on one of the patient monitors caught her eye. Running into room 425, she found her fellow nurse and best friend, Audrey Miles. 

“What happened, Audrey?” Scanning the life monitors and male patient lying before them, Cassie knew exactly what to do from her training. 

Helping Audrey, she restrained the man’s arms as he raised them and begged, “Audrey, I’m scared! I’m scared Audrey. Let me go! I saw bad things. Help me, Audrey!”

With a needle, Cassie injected the man. Almost immediately he calmed down, then slumped, and went to sleep. 

“Spasms again?” asked Cassie.

“Yeah. Bad ones this time. The midazolam is the only thing that helps anymore. I don’t think he has too much longer.” Her voice cracked on the last word, bringing a curtain of tears. 

Cassie hugged her friend, rubbing her shoulders vigorously. “We all have our favorites, don’t we baby? You have Mr. Jarmon, and me … Ms. Terrell.”

Nodding, Audrey dabbed her tears with a tissue from a box on one of the trays. Looking up at Cassie, she said, “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be on break. I told you I would handle things. You need some time … after Ms. Terrell.”

Squeaks and rattling from the hallway turned their attentions. Two male orderlies dressed in their green uniforms passed by while wheeling a stainless-steel gurney. On it, a lifeless body lay covered beneath a white sheet.

“Oh, Jesus!” exclaimed Audrey. “They would have to come now for her. I’m sorry, Cass.”

Cassie closed her eyes and breathed in deep. “It’s alright. I’m over it. It happens and it’s going to happen again. I just hate it when they’re so nice, you know? They deserve better.”

“They all do Cass. They all do.” Looking down at Mr. Jarmon and brushing back his hair, she added. “Hey, if it’s okay, I’d like to sit with him for a little bit.”
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