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      I love the ocean. But it’s dangerous. It’s tempestuous and tranquil at the same time. It’s expansive, and it seems the earth suddenly ceases to exist at the brink of the horizon, where nothing else can be seen as water turns into sky.

      The light cobalt-blue sky begins from the water and spreads like a canopy high overhead as the bright sun beams down on me. It’s the end of April, and the hot, dry summer is not yet upon us. It’s midday, and there’s a light breeze that stirs my pink polka-dot ribboned straw hat.  I glance at the pier to my right, seeing the large Ferris wheel rotating above, and then return my gaze to the front, watching them play together in the sand at the edge of the folding aquamarine waves as they crash and lap up to their little feet. I decide to pace closer toward the shoreline and sit on my beach towel beneath the sun umbrella, just watching.

      My small son turns from the bucket of sand he has just emptied over his damp feet as his wet, gilded head glistens under the sun and waves at me while I watch him and his sister together from a slight distance. I wave back, happy to see them playing, when my daughter, the same age as he, rushes toward the incoming wave to catch the ocean in her sand pail. Her damp locks reflect the sunlight and shine like polished onyx.

      I look past them as the waves surround their ankles, and my vision ceases at the edge of the horizon where the earth ends. I remember what it is like to be at the edge of the world. Where everything seems to suspend in zero gravity right before the plummet. All that I know vanishes right before my eyes as I’m falling helplessly into a black chasm. Falling… falling… falling… There’s no control. I frenetically struggle to grasp onto something to stop from tumbling downward. But there is nothing to hold on to as the earth has opened and is swallowing me whole. There’s no hope. There’s only stark fear. It is free fall into the unknown right before imminent death.

      I pray to God to save me.

      Then He does as I open my eyes.

      A man whom I have never met appears.

      He calls me Ceisdein and Leannan.

      He says he will find me.

      So, I will tell you how he and I begin…
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      Los Angeles International Airport

      

      “Now don’t forget to call when you get there,” Mom said as we got out of the car in front of the airline terminal.

      “Yeah, Mom,” I said.

      “Your grandfather will be waiting for you in Cheyenne when you get there, as you know, so don’t forget to call us once you’re at the ranch.”

      “I know. I won’t forget,” I said. Dad rushed to get my luggage out of the trunk of his Audi sedan.

      “And don’t forget to call when you arrive in New York at your Aunt Aidia’s,” Dad said, coming around the car toward me.

      “Sure,” I said. He passed my luggage to me. I took it and released the handle so I could easily roll the bag.

      “Give your dad a kiss, Sweet Pea,” he requested naturally. It didn’t matter to my parents that I was a full-fledged adult woman with a medical career. To them, I was still their sixteen-year-old girl. I didn’t mind it, really. We were a close-knit family and cared about each other. He gave me a kiss on the side of my head and then tapped my nose.

      “All right, Mom,” I said as I turned toward her. We exchanged hugs and kisses.

      “Here, you’ll want this, I’m sure.” She reached inside the car and gave me my messenger bag.

      “Oh yeah, thanks,” I said, grateful that she remembered it.

      “Tell Kyle to give us a call too before we leave for our trip. Your brother is always missing for far too long. I can never get a hold of him these days.”

      “All right, I’ll tell him,” I said.

      “Good. Give him and Dakota hugs and kisses from us, and wish them a Merry Christmas from us too,” Mom said.

      “I will,” I agreed.

      “We’re going to miss you kids for the holidays this year,” Dad said.

      “Don’t worry about us. You and Mom just go ahead and have a nice time in Hawaii. You haven’t had a vacation together since I don’t know when. It’s long overdue.”

      “I’m still concerned, you know. Are you sure you don’t want to come with us instead?” Mom asked.

      “No, definitely not. Stop worrying about me. I’m fine,” I insisted. Mom sighed, looking at me with some skepticism.

      “You’re sure?” she pressed.

      “Yeah, I’m sure.” She didn’t believe me. She knew a lie when she heard one; being a former prosecutor, she could unravel anyone—especially her kids. But she didn’t press anymore and seemed to let her troubled thought go.

      My mom, Bernadette Seveine Engle Esperanza, was a woman with a pleasant disposition. Especially when she decided to quit her longtime career as a federal attorney to instead become a law professor at UCLA.

      My dad, Leonardo Miguel Cielo Esperanza, had a relatively friendly, easygoing disposition—particularly for being an army veteran. He served three tours in Vietnam as a field trauma surgeon before I was born and did a stint in the First and Second Gulf Wars until he ultimately settled as a burn specialist at the VA hospital here in LA. Now my parents have settled comfortably as a retired couple, living in the same house they have had for five decades in Santa Monica.

      “She’ll be just fine, Bernadette,” Dad encouraged, assuaging Mom. But he knew otherwise too. “You better get going, Sweet Pea—don’t want to miss your flight.”

      I glanced at my phone and caught the time. The plane would be boarding soon, and I could see through the terminal windows that the line through security was already long. It was going to take a while to get through it before I reached my departure gate.

      “Okay, yeah, I better go,” I said, tucking my phone inside my coat pocket. I gave my parents one more hug and kiss before leaving them, then darted through the automatic glass doors and inside the terminal.

      After scanning my e-ticket and easily checking myself into my flight, which helped me bypass the long line at the airline counter, I staked out my place at the end of the security line. I anxiously waited in line with everyone else who was departing before I finally entered the security checkpoint. Passing through the metal detector, I shoved my toes back inside my red pumps and grabbed my carry-on luggage. I trotted toward the correct airline gate just in time to board my flight headed to Cheyenne. I was making a pit stop in Wyoming to visit my grandfather and his wife before arriving at my final destination in New York City.

      After pushing my suitcase inside the overhead compartment on board the airplane, I was happy to finally take my seat. I tucked my messenger bag beneath the seat in front of me and retrieved my phone from my coat pocket to check my messages. While waiting for everyone to board the plane, I sent out a couple of emails to my close colleagues at the pediatric medical practice we shared. I also texted my brother, Kyle, who lived in Manhattan with his wife, Dakota. I was very much looking forward to the visit, since we hadn’t seen each other in a little over a year. After texting, I browsed the Web to further pass the time before the plane was ready to depart.

      Noticing that it was going to be a full flight as passengers continued streaming into the cabin, I knew that I wasn’t going to have the luxury of an open seat next to me as I glanced at the crowded aisle. A pleasant middle-aged, beachy couple moved awkwardly down the aisle with their young son, their hands full between the young child they were minding and the carry-on luggage they were holding. Their child appeared to be approximately four years old, and he was cute as a button with plump pink cheeks, big brown eyes, and slightly long, wavy auburn hair nearly touching his shoulders. His parents seemed to have their hands curiously full with him as they passed by my seat. The toddler boy was quite expressive and communicative while he asked his father all sorts of questions about flying on an airplane. It seemed that it was the boy’s first flight. He was evidently amazed by his surroundings, and between his tiny tightly gripping fingers was a pin of airline wings that the captain had given him the minute the family had boarded.

      Watching the family pass by made me think about my own circumstances. My child probably would have been a few months younger than this cute little boy walking by me now if the accident hadn’t occurred. It had been three and a half years since it happened, and not a day went by that I didn’t lament and dwell on it. The sadness at times was unbearable. So when I could, I forced the memory of my unexpected tragic loss out of my mind, not wanting to be reminded of it.

      “Hi,” a young man said, appearing to be about my age, as he lifted his carry-on baggage up into the overhead compartment.

      “Hi,” I replied modestly, interrupted in my thoughts as I observed him close the compartment door. He proceeded to sit in the aisle seat next to me. He was noticeably attractive, with a slightly chiseled face, dark-brown hair, and blue eyes.

      “Thought I was going to miss my flight. I should’ve just shown up in boxers—would’ve made it through security a lot quicker, I’m sure,” he joked.

      “Yeah, I guess so.” I laughed a little. “But you might have been arrested for indecency, and then you really would’ve missed your flight.”

      “Yeah,” he chuckled. “Enjoying the friendly skies is long gone, unfortunately.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Oh well,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “Such a long time ago, it seems.”

      “It does seem long ago. And we aren’t that old.”

      “I know.” He lightly chuckled as he fastened his seat belt, ready to go. “But I always sound old, though, whenever I fly.”

      “Oh.” I smiled.

      “I liked it better when I was a kid.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. Everything was easier, straightforward and fun. Not like it is today with so many obstacles in the way. I’m wondering when they’ll start asking me for my ID to buy a cup of coffee,” he said ironically.

      “Hopefully not before we land,” I said.

      “Yeah, no kidding,” he responded with a grin.

      The door at the front of the plane had been latched shut, and one of the flight attendants began speaking over the intercom. While the flight attendant was giving instructions, the plane jarred a little as it started backing away from the terminal and taxied out onto the tarmac. My neighbor retrieved his phone from his pocket and checked the time. He then placed his phone on his lap, and I gazed out the window as we rode down the runway. There were several planes ahead of us waiting to move, so we waited for a little while before taking off. The flight attendants had already taken their seats, and the cabin was quiet from further announcements, leaving passengers to speak quietly among themselves.

      “So, are you from Wyoming?” my neighbor asked.

      “No,” I said. “I’m from LA. I’m visiting my grandfather and his new wife there.”

      “Oh, I see. Should’ve known,” he said.

      “Why?” I asked curiously.

      “You’re too pretty a girl to be from there,” he said.

      “What?” I asked awkwardly. “Well, I’m sure there are plenty of pretty girls there too.”

      “None like you, I can tell ya,” he said confidently as he shook his head a bit.

      “Yeah?  How do you know?”

      “I’m from there.”

      “Are you?” I responded surprisedly.

      “Yeah. I was born there. Lived there my whole life until I went to college.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So, where did you go to college?”

      “I went to Cal Tech and studied computer engineering. I work for Sony now as a programmer,” he said.

      “Do you work at the studio in Culver City?”

      “Yep.”

      “Oh,” I said, impressed.

      “How about you?”

      “I’m a pediatrician. I share a practice in Santa Monica with some colleagues of mine from medical school.”

      “That’s great. Where did you go to med school?” he inquired.

      “Harvard,” I said.

      “Harvard?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Wow, nice,” he said. “I’m Jim, by the way.” He introduced himself and stretched out a large hand for me to shake.

      “I’m Sylvina,” I said, shaking his smooth hand.

      “That’s a beautiful name,” he remarked.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you,” he said.

      “Nice to meet you too,” I replied politely.

      “Oh,” he said, hesitating briefly. “I should’ve known.”

      “Known what?”

      “Your husband’s a lucky man.” He noticed the sparkling platinum bands on my wedding ring finger. His eyes locked on to the flawless two-carat, cushion-cut pink diamond glittering in the sunlight coming through the window beside me.

      “Thank you,” I said demurely. I didn’t reveal the fact that I was a widow. Instead, I chose to leave the impression as it was because in my heart I was still married, and I wanted it to remain that way. Coping with the loss of my husband was something that remained at the forefront of my consciousness every day, and I didn’t know if I could ever move beyond the void it had created in my life.

      My travel companion didn’t have much else to say after he observed the ring on my finger, except for a few humorous comments here and there that we both got a chuckle out of. I spent most of the time in flight listening to music on my phone, working a little on my laptop, and napping. Overall, the flight was comfortable, except for a bout of light turbulence, which bounced and rocked the plane a bit like a small roller coaster. The jarring didn’t last for long, though, and the rest of the flight was smooth.

      After several hours, we landed easily, and I disembarked, wishing my traveling companion a nice farewell.

      When I arrived at my grandfather Ed’s sprawling Wyoming ranch, I was happy to be reunited with him and his new wife, Julie. They placed me in a nice guest bedroom for my brief visit, where I could glance out the windows and view the Grand Tetons in the background. The snowcapped mountains were toned in hues of cool gray and lavender against a cloudless light Prussian blue sky, and the earth seemed calm but formidable. The scene was captivating, and it inspired me to wonder about my true place in the world.  I often thought about it when I was alone since I had lost my husband and infant to an untimely death. But I thought about what had happened to me even more so now, since the awe-inspiring environment surrounding me was still and quiet, removed from the noise of everyday distractions consuming my mind back at home.

      I wasn’t sure how I was going to get through this holiday season, as I turned away from the windows feeling bereft of happiness.
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        * * *

      

      Today. New York City.

      It was biting cold outside. I scurried in from the winter air as I rushed inside Dean & DeLuca Café in the Village. Dakota and I had planned to meet here for lunch, since it was close to the bookshop she owned. I glanced around the café for a table and spotted a couple of free seats in front of a large window. Dakota hadn’t arrived yet, so I quickly grabbed the vacant seats and made myself comfortable.

      Shortly, a waitress came up to me and took my order for hot cocoa and a peanut butter cookie. She was young and pretty, and seemed nice. She appeared to be about twenty years old, and was most likely a NYU student, I gathered. But, I thought to myself, why on earth would she have cut her blonde hair so short, spiked it up like a pineapple top, and dip-dyed it bright carmine? And what on earth possessed her to have pierced her nose and bottom lip with noticeable, small silver studs? I just didn’t understand it. I also wondered about the black nail polish on her dainty fingers and the strange interlacing Celtic tattoo around her wrist. It never failed to baffle me why some girls her age would tarnish their attractive looks that way.

      I shrugged mentally. Live and let live, I supposed.

      “Okay,” said the waitress as she took my order with a pleasant smile, then left me by the window.

      The café was becoming packed with people. The lunch crowd had arrived. I sensed it was going to be a moment before the waitress would return with my order, so I picked up the stray Newsweek magazine laying on the empty chair next to me and started flipping through the pages.  Before I started reading too far into one of the news articles, I pulled my phone out of my pocket to check the time: 12:10 p.m.

      “Hey, sorry I’m late,” Dakota said suddenly as she swept through the place and slid into the seat beside me.

      “No problem. How are you?” I asked.

      “Great, except frozen. I need a coffee or hot cocoa,” she said.

      “I’ve got hot cocoa coming.”

      “Sounds good. I think I’ll order the same.” She quickly flagged the waitress and ordered.  “Did you also order lunch already?”

      “Just a cookie,” I said as our waitress left us.

      “A cookie? Is that all?” she asked.

      “I know that’s bad, but I’m not too hungry.”

      “Still, you could have a salad or something.”

      “I know,” I said.

      “All right,” Dakota said, and snatched the café menu from the middle of the table to look at it. “Okay, I’ve decided,” she said, making a hasty decision. She just as swiftly returned the menu to the center of the table and proceeded to order for both of us when our waitress returned.

      It was nice seeing Dakota again, and it was pleasant having lunch together like we often did when we were in college. She and I were best friends in school. I was thrilled when she told me that we were going to be sisters once my brother had proposed to her. I really enjoyed her company because she had a unique sense of humor, was carefree, and we had a lot in common. Her wry, mocking sense of humor always caught me off guard with laughter. She could always shed light on a grim situation and made me consider a less serious side to life. But the most important thing about Dakota was that she was extremely supportive of me when my husband died, and for that, I would always be grateful to her. She was my best friend, and she was my sister.

      “So tell me. How are you doing?” she asked me as the waitress set piping hot cups of hot cocoa before us along with my cookie.

      “All right, I suppose,” I answered.

      “That’s a load of crap. I can tell just by looking at you,” she said. “You look awful.” One thing about Dakota was that she could always be depended on for her frankness. “What? Well, you do,” she said, clearly observing the annoyance on my face.

      “Thanks,” I replied, rolling my eyes.

      “Seriously, are you eating?”

      “Am I eating? You mean am I going to eat here with you? Uh, obviously, yes,” I said. Dakota frowned at me.

      “Well, you’re too thin. Nobody is gaunt on purpose,” she said sarcastically.

      “Do I look that thin?” I asked with a little concern.

      “Maybe not that thin. But any thinner, you would,” she answered honestly.

      “I haven’t been that hungry lately,” I admitted. Dakota nodded contemplatively.

      “Don’t misunderstand me, Sylvie. You’ve always been beautifully thin. People would die to have your natural ballerina figure, but right now you’re too thin. You need to eat—regularly.”

      “I do eat regularly. Now can we just leave it alone?”

      “Fine, for now.” We both took a sip of our hot cocoa. “So, are you dating anybody?” she asked as she set her mug on the glass tabletop.

      “No.”

      “You’re still not ready,” she commented. Her tone was one of understanding rather than nosy persistence.

      “No. I’m not,” I replied honestly. She shrugged a little with a compassionate look.

      “Maybe in time,” she responded thoughtfully.

      “I don’t think so,” I said certainly.

      “I understand. But don’t be so sure, because you never know how life will turn out.”

      “I know what you’re saying. I hear you, but I just don’t feel it.”

      “I’m not pushing you.”

      “No… I know.”

      Our waitress finally returned to our table with our order and carefully placed our food in front of us. She inquired if we needed anything else. Dakota and I were both satisfied, so our waitress retreated and we were left alone again.

      “Did you visit your Aunt Aidia?” Dakota asked as she bit into her panini.

      “Yeah.”

      “How is she?”

      “Great. She gave me the recipe for her chocolate lava cake. I can’t wait to try it out,” I replied as I scooped up a bit of Chinese chicken salad onto my fork.

      “Mmm… sounds good. Are you going to eat any of it once you make it?” Dakota asked. I gave her a quirky grin.

      “Maybe,” I said.

      “Well, make sure you give me some when you make it.”

      “For sure.”

      “Promise me you’ll make it when we get to my parents’ house.”

      “Yeah, sure,” I said, smiling.

      “My parents are really excited to have all of us this year for Christmas.”

      “It should be nice,” I agreed. “Is your sister and her family coming too?”

      “Mm-hmm, they’re arriving today from DC,” she informed me. “Desiree is big as a house with her third child. They’re driving. The plane was off-limits for her because of all the restrictions. It’s a pain—especially with two- and three-year-old toddler boys.”

      “Yeah, I guess it would be,” I said.

      “I think they’re having a boy again this time.”

      “Oh, that’s nice.”

      “Yeah, well, we’ll see. She’s kinda got her hands full with two right now.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be all right.”

      “She was hoping for a girl, though, to kinda offset the boys’ energy.” Dakota and I both laughed a little. “She and her husband have agreed that three is the limit.”

      “So they’re not going to try for any more afterward for sure?” I inquired.

      “No, they’ve made up their minds.”

      “Oh.”

      “Seriously. Isn’t it amazing, though, how there are plenty of others who keep trying and trying until they get what they want?”

      “I know.”

      “I assure you, that would never be me.”

      “Nor me,” I agreed. Dakota lifted a knowing eyebrow and subtly nodded her head. “So, I take it you and my brother still don’t see yourselves having kids?” I asked casually. Dakota stuffed her mouth full of her panini again and began chewing.

      “Well,” she started with a mouth full of her sandwich, “I’m not ready for that. But Kyle wants one.”

      “Does he?” I asked interestedly.

      “Yeah. But I don’t know.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know…” she said as she chewed. “I like owning my own business. There’s just so much to my bookshop that I really enjoy. Plus, I haven’t gotten to the point yet where I can hire a good manager to look out for it when I’m not around,” Dakota explained after she swallowed the food in her mouth.

      “Oh.” I understood. “So, you mean if you got to the point where your business allowed you more freedom, then you’d be ready for a child?”

      “Well…  I don’t know. The thought of being solely responsible for an innocent human being kinda freaks me out a little. Besides, I still just like being able to hang out with our friends—go to a play or movie every once in a while, whenever I want to. I couldn’t do that with a kid,” Dakota said honestly.

      “There are babysitters, you know?” I suggested.

      “Sure there are. But how would you—” she interrupted herself.

      “It’s okay,” I reassured.

      “Well, I was just going to say, you’re even busier than I am. I mean, you’re a physician.  How were you going to handle being a mom and a professional at the same time?” she asked.

      “Our plan was that I was going to take some time off with the baby, then I’d go back to work,” I answered.

      “So, were you going to hire a nanny once you returned to work?” she inquired.

      “No. We were going to leave the baby with my parents.”

      “Oh.”

      “Besides, I was also going to shorten my work week by a day, since I could do that with my practice.”

      “Oh,” she said thoughtfully. “That sounds like a workable situation.” I nodded a little. “You know, Kyle told me that men are at the mercy of women when it comes to having children.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “That it’s really women who decide when men can have children. Essentially, if we don’t want to, then it’s not happening—but if we do, then all of a sudden, there is a baby,” she said.

      “Hmm…  That’s interesting.”

      “It’s true, isn’t it?”

      “Well, Matt and I both really wanted to.”

      “Yeah, but if you didn’t want to, then would it have happened?” she asked, lifting her brow in question. I thought about it.

      “I see your point,” I replied.

      “Exactly,” she said. “Hey?”

      “Hmm?” I took another bite of my salad.

      “Not to abruptly change the subject, but have you packed yet? Because we’re leaving tomorrow.”

      “I just have a few things left to put in my suitcase. I’m pretty much done.”

      “That’s good, because I still need to pack everything before Kyle comes home. I need to close the shop early today to do that.”

      “What time does he want to leave tomorrow?” I inquired.

      “Early. He wants to be out of town by seven at the latest, since we’ve got an all-day drive,” she said.

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Wanna hang out with me while I close up the shop? Keep me company while I pack?” she requested as her glance fell onto my figure skates resting by the window. “Oh, you went skating?”

      “I was going to,” I replied.

      “Oh, okay, then go,” she said instead.

      “Well, sure, I can keep you company,” I responded.

      “No, no, it’s okay, just go and have fun,” she encouraged.

      “Are you sure? Cause it’s no big deal.”

      “Yeah, no, go skate. It’ll be good for you.”

      “Okay.”

      “Which rink are you going to?”

      “The Pond.”

      “Oh, it’s nice there.”

      “Yeah. I’m only going for a couple hours. So I can still help you pack if you’d like.”

      “Yeah, that’d be great.”

      “Hey, do you think we could stop off at Amherst on the way and go to Atkins to get some of those cider doughnuts?” I asked eagerly.

      “Mmm, of course! How could we not? I wouldn’t think of driving through without stopping,” Dakota said excitedly.

      “I wish we had enough time to visit our campus. It would be so nice to walk around,” I said, reminiscing.

      “I know, like old times.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I loved Mount Holyoke.”

      “Me too. It seems like I was just there yesterday.”

      “Please don’t remind me,” I said ironically.

      “Spare me. You look like a kid still,” Dakota scoffed. “So, yes, we’ll definitely stop for those doughnuts.”

      “Yum.”

      On the heels of our conversation, we agreed that I would meet her back at her home at four o’clock.
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      I liked skating at the Pond in Bryant Park. It was less crowded, and the rink wasn’t too small. I was listening to a suite by Bizet on my phone and lost myself in the spontaneous choreography amid a camel layback combination spin. I made several combination jumps comprising of a triple axel, double flip, and double lutz, followed by a double toe loop. When the section of the Carmen suite I was listening to ended, I decided to warm down with practicing my edges around the rink. As I curved my blades, edge by edge into the ice, I thought I heard someone calling my name, and I stopped for a moment.

      “Sylvie?” said a tall, slender, effeminate middle-aged man skating toward me. He had a shortly trimmed mustache and beard. He was vigorously waving at me as he approached.

      “Yeah?” I said cautiously as I watched him approaching me, taking note of his black turtleneck and matching athletic pants. He was also accompanied by a much shorter man who stood at the height of his shoulder.

      “Sylvie? Is that you?” the tall man called out to me again. I stood still, caught off guard as I stared at him. “Oh my God! It is you!” he expressed excitedly, grabbing and pulling me into his arms with a big embrace.

      “Keith?” I said, stunned, as I stood looking again at him once he released me from his friendly hug.

      “Yeah!”

      “Oh my God! I can’t believe it!” I replied, shocked. I recognized him from a long time ago when we were friends.

      “I know!” he exclaimed breathlessly as he placed his gloved hand over his heart.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked confusedly, equally glad to see him.

      “Well, I could ask you the same thing!” he replied.

      “I know—well, I’m here for Christmas. I’m visiting my brother and sister-in-law. We’re actually driving up to the Berkshires tomorrow to celebrate Christmas with my sister-in-law’s family,” I explained.

      “Oh, how sweet,” he said. “Isn’t that sweet, Ricky?” Keith turned to his friend, who was dressed in dark denim jeans and a black peacoat with the collar turned up over the burgundy cashmere scarf tucked around his neck.

      “Sounds nice,” his friend said amiably.

      “Oh, this is Rick, my better half. Rick, this is Sylvina. We were friends way back when,” Keith said, introducing us.

      “Nice to meet you,” I said.

      “Nice to meet you too,” Rick said, holding out his hand for me to shake. “You never told me that you had such gorgeous friends.”

      “I know, she could be a model. I used to tell her that all the time. So, did you listen to me?” Keith replied cheerfully.

      “I’m afraid not,” I said.

      “No wonder I haven’t seen you on the cover of Vogue,” he joked.

      “So, how do you two know each other?” Rick asked.

      “We used to skate at the same rink back in LA,” Keith said.

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Oh?” Rick said.

      “Let’s see, how long ago was that?” Keith asked.

      “Oh gosh, it has to be about thirteen years ago—at least,” I answered.

      “God, has it been that long?” Keith responded dramatically.

      “Yeah, it has.”

      “How crazy is that? Where did the time go?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” I replied.

      “Did you compete too?” Rick inquired.

      “No,” I said.

      “Well, she should have,” Keith countered. “She was extremely good.”

      “I don’t know about that,” I said self-consciously.

      “Stop! Yes, you were too,” Keith insisted.

      “Well, you’re the one who won three national championships, right?” I replied.

      “Well, what can I say,” Keith teased.

      “There you go,” I kidded back.

      “How ’bout that,” he replied, grinning.

      “So, how did you guys meet?” I asked.

      “We met in South Beach through an acquaintance. I moved there and didn’t have a friend in the world. I thought I wanted to live there, but I really missed LA. I was going to move back, except I met Ricky. It was love at first sight,” Keith explained.

      “That’s nice,” I said. “So, are you guys on vacation or something—for the holidays?”

      “Oh, no. You see, Ricky here is in fashion, and he acquired this new position as a buyer for Saks,” Keith informed me.

      “Wow,” I said, impressed.

      “I know! Isn’t that great?” Keith said.

      “So you live here now,” I said.

      “We do.”

      “How do you like it?”

      “I didn’t think I would, but I love it.”

      “That’s nice,” I replied.

      It was interesting seeing him again after so many years. He had lost a large portion of his hair and was bald at the top of his head. A ring of shortly cropped salt-and-pepper gray auburn hair encircled the sides of his head. He had a closely trimmed mustache and beard matching his cropped hair. He appeared somewhat heavier due to age, and his cheeks had filled out a little around his facial hair, making him look slightly like a walrus. A couple of wrinkles on his brow and crow’s feet around his hazel eyes had replaced the snappy, spry urban skating whiz kid I remembered as an adolescent.

      “So, what about you?” Keith asked.

      “I’m a pediatrician,” I said.

      “No way! You’re a doctor?” he asked, waving a hand over his mouth in surprise.

      “Yes, I am,” I responded.

      “Check this girl out! You’re amazing. Isn’t she amazing?”

      “Amazing,” Rick agreed simply.

      “You have to have a lot of brains for that. You can’t be stupid,” Keith said frankly.

      “No, you can’t be stupid,” Rick agreed, causing me to smile a little.

      “You are such a smart girl, Sylvie,” Keith said thoughtfully.

      “Thanks,” I said humbly.

      “Well, that’s great. It’s just wonderful. Caring for children is such an important contribution to our world. Isn’t she a good girl?” Keith asked.

      “It appears she would be a good girl,” Rick echoed.

      “She is, let me tell you—heart of gold. I know from experience,” Keith said, scrunching his nose up in a grin.

      “Well, thanks,” I replied modestly.

      “Hey, why don’t you join us for some coffee? We were just about to get some,” he said.

      “Okay,” I accepted gladly.

      “Great, now we can really catch up,” Keith said enthusiastically. So, we skated off the ice, with Rick less skillfully following behind us. There was a local café located just outside Bryant Park, which we ducked into, leaving the winter chill outside. We sat easily together for a while around a small coffee table, catching up on our lives over the past thirteen years. Keith told me all about his traveling adventures as a professional ice-skater. He also revealed how he recently quit the exhaustive tours for the serenity and simple pleasure of coaching young champion hopefuls. Compared to him, my life seemed less adventurous when I told him about my long academic career to become a pediatrician.

      “But I thought you were in an aspiring rock band at one point,” Keith said.

      “Right,” I replied, reluctant to recount the memory only because it was a silly idea when I was in high school.

      “You were in a band?” Rick inquired, impressed.

      “Yeah, she was,” Keith answered for me.

      “It was my brother’s band,” I clarified.

      “But you were the lead singer, weren’t you?” Keith asked.

      “And I played guitar,” I said.

      “That’s right! And the fiddle! Now I remember,” Keith said.

      “Really?” Rick inquired interestedly.

      “Yeah,” I said, amused by their reactions.

      “Wait, what was the band called again?” Keith asked, trying to remember.

      “Blushing Bride,” I recalled.

      “Oh my God! That’s right!” Keith laughed.

      “You weren’t an all-girl band, then?” Rick asked, entertained.

      “No, I was the only girl in the band,” I said.

      “Clever,” Rick replied, grinning widely. “So, how old were you when you were rocking out?”

      “I was fifteen,” I replied, taking a sip of my hot pumpkin spice coffee.

      “I can’t believe it’s been that long since we last saw each other,” Keith said.

      “I know,” I agreed. “I left the band when I got into college. But my brother stuck with it for a lot longer. They got another girl singer and worked the LA scene for a while until my brother graduated college, decided to get married, and quit. Now he’s a stock analyst on Wall Street.”

      “A stock analyst? That’s a bit of a difference, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Yeah, I know. His friend’s dad got him the job.”

      “Interesting. Is he still doing that?”

      “Mm-hmm. Fortunately for him, he was able to get another job after the market crashed, but a lot of his coworkers were laid off.”

      “Lucky for him.”

      “Yeah, I guess it helps knowing someone.”

      “Seems to be the case with everything.” Rick sighed.

      “Hmm,” Keith responded. “So where are you living in LA?”

      “Um, Santa Monica,” I replied.

      “Nice,” Keith said.

      “It’s conveniently close to work,” I said as I removed my gloves to grip my coffee cup better while I sipped from it.

      “What a gorgeous ring!” Rick expressed, his eyes instantly seizing onto my wedding band.

      “You didn’t tell me you got married!” Keith interjected, fully captivated.

      “Check out that rock! Holy cow!” Rick admired. “I’d recognize a Tiffany’s ring anywhere. May I?”

      “Sure,” I said, letting him take my hand to see the ring. It was a flawless two-carat purplish-pink cushion-cut diamond set uniquely in a white diamond-studded platinum engagement band. The platinum wedding ring itself was a shared setting with a full circle of alternating diamonds and pink sapphires. Matt had completely surprised me with his proposal when he gave me this ring. I remembered every aspect of that happy, brilliant day when he asked me to marry him as if it had been only a minute ago. My heart warmed wistfully, and I felt my face relax a little with a distant grin as I thought about how joyful he was when I said yes to him.

      “Isn’t that simply divine?” Rick commented, highly impressed, as he gently turned the ring around my finger with his well-manicured, smooth, small fingers. “Your husband must do well.”

      “Hmm,” I muttered, retrieving my hand from his light clasp as I forlornly glanced at my ring. Actually, my late husband wasn’t as wealthy as the ring might have portrayed. He’d made a decent living as an anthropology professor at UCLA and had a newly published book listed on The New York Times best-seller list a month before he died. So, whenever I glanced now at my wedding band, it had immeasurable value to me; I vowed the day he died that I would never remove it from my finger—just as I had done the day we got married.

      “So, when did you get married?” Keith inquired curiously.

      “Four and a half years ago.”

      “Really?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “Well, why didn’t you say anything?” he asked. I inadvertently changed the mood of our conversation as I hesitated answering him.

      “You know what? It’s okay,” Rick interrupted understandingly, and gave Keith an uncertain glance.

      “What?” Keith protested.

      “Well, it’s obvious she’s suffered a loss. I’m sorry, I hope you don’t mind my observation,” Rick said to me sympathetically.

      “It’s all right,” I said.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know,” Keith said regretfully.

      “It’s okay,” I said.

      “Rick is clairvoyant. I bet you didn’t know that,” Keith said. I grimaced doubtfully. “It’s true,” he assured me. “It just gets on my nerves sometimes—that’s all.”

      “What?” I said confusedly, turning to Rick. “Is that really true?”

      “I just have a sense about things, that’s all,” he said dismissively.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “It’s just that sometimes—I don’t know… I just get an overwhelming sense about things,” he replied simply.

      “Like, you can see things? Like ghosts or the future?” I inquired skeptically, although I kept my pleasant demeanor.

      “No, nothing like that—necessarily,” Rick responded.

      “Then like what?” I asked.

      “It’s more like a strong feeling,” he said.

      “Oh… Are you ever right about your feelings?” I inquired.

      “Oh, yeah, he’s good,” Keith interjected positively.

      “Can you give me an example?” I asked.

      “Okay.” He considered carefully. “Well, you seem to me to be a naturally good-hearted, spirited individual.”

      “Okay, that’s an easy supposition,” I agreed, regarding myself.

      “Except right now, I can see that you’re really sad. You’ve experienced something enormous in your life that has landed you in a spiritually depressed place,” he continued. “I don’t know what it is, specifically, that put you there, but that’s the condition of your aura at this moment in your life, that I see,” he explained.

      “Oh…” was all I could think of to say as I remained nearly unresponsive and silently stunned by his perception.

      “Is that true?” Keith asked me seriously, reading my obvious expression.

      “Um—I lost my husband three and a half years ago. This time of year is just a hard time for me to deal with being without him,” I said.

      “Oh my God,” Keith replied sympathetically.

      “He died—unexpectedly. It was a car accident. We were only married a year before it happened. The driver was drunk when he hit my husband and fled the scene. The police eventually caught the guy though.” I didn’t want to explain any further, because there was no point. I didn’t manage grief very well, and I didn’t wish to revisit the trauma that had landed me in this position of feeling alone and despondent with missing the man I loved. “But my patients need me, so work keeps me busy. I don’t know what I’d do without it. I’m sure I’d be a wreck otherwise.”

      “Oh, honey, I’m so, so sorry. I had no idea,” Keith said compassionately. He gently covered my hand with his.

      “I’m sorry for your loss too,” Rick responded carefully as well. A silent, cumbersome pause ensued for a moment. “Would you mind if I looked at your hands for a minute?” Rick began again cautiously, appearing contemplative.

      “Um—okay,” I replied awkwardly, feeling skeptical. He reached for my hands, turning my palms faceup, and delicately pulled them toward himself. He quietly gazed at them as he glanced back and forth between my two hands, taking his time to study my palms. The minutes seemed to drag by as he quietly examined my hands. I wondered when he was going to finish scrutinizing them, as his occasional grimaces were beginning to make me feel uncomfortable. At one point, he appeared very puzzled, but there were a few instances where he lifted his brow, seeming pleased.

      “So?” I interrupted finally. “What do you see?”

      “Well, for starters,” Rick began, “from what I can tell, you’re going to lead a very full life.”

      “Okay,” I responded, inwardly unimpressed as I truly doubted him.

      “There are definitely children in your life that are your own. Three of them, I’m sure,” Rick discerned, carefully looking and feeling my hands between his soft fingers.

      “That’s impossible,” I countered.

      “Don’t give up,” he replied, lifting his dark-brown eyes back to me. Then, he seemed to have a second thought enter his mind when he returned his examining gaze to my palms. “But it’s really weird.”

      “What?” Keith chimed in curiously.

      “Well, looking at everything is confusing. It’s all jumbled up,” Rick observed with a puzzled look on his face.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “The lines say one thing in one area, and then they are contradicting in another area. I’m reading that you’re extremely adventurous,” Rick noted.

      “Adventurous?” I remarked dubiously.

      “Mm-hmm,” Rick said confidently.

      “I’m hardly that,” I said.

      “That’s no surprise, because then I’m reading the opposite. I also see that there are two marriages in your life,” he observed.

      “Two?” I questioned.

      “Well, why not? Anything’s possible, if you’re open to it, right?” Keith interjected. I glanced at him wordlessly, thinking how skeptical I was of this palm-reading business.

      “I don’t get it. It’s like it’s saying that you were born, and then you weren’t born, then you were born again,” Rick explained, frowning a bit.

      “Like what? She was reincarnated or something? Or had a near-death experience?” Keith asked Rick. My heart suddenly skipped a couple of beats at this supposition, because in fact I had been close to death at one point in my life as a consequence of the car accident.

      “Well, look. Look at this,” Rick said, pointing to my right palm. His index finger followed along the longest line at the center of my palm. “This is the life line right here.”

      “Uh-huh,” Keith replied, looking closely.

      “Okay, now, hers, you see here where it starts?” Rick pointed it out on my hand.

      “Yeah,” Keith said.

      “It goes down like usual, but about a third of the way down, it stops—and then it picks up again after this gap here.” Rick examined my hand thoroughly.

      “Uh-huh,” Keith muttered, engrossed.

      “So, if you continue to follow it down her hand another third of the way down, it breaks again. You see there’s a second gap before it continues to the end at the top of her wrist,” Rick observed.

      “What does that mean?” Keith inquired curiously.

      “I’m not sure,” Rick replied thoughtfully. “Now, if you look at her left hand, the line is nearly identical to her right one.”

      “So what does that mean?” I decided to ask.

      “Well, it’s unusual to see both hands so closely resembling each other,” Rick stated.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, because most of the time, there are differences in both hands, which provide for some change in your life as it goes on. But yours is expressing that your life is fated,” Rick explained.

      “Fated?” I asked, frowning somewhat, since I entirely disagreed with the notion of predestination.

      “That’s right,” Rick replied certainly.

      “I hope not bad?” Keith said uneasily.

      “Yeah,” I agreed.

      “No, I don’t get anything bad from it—actually, the opposite. There’s a lover,” Rick said.

      “Ooh, really? A lover, huh?” Keith asked.

      “Okay,” I said unbelievingly as I retrieved my hands from Rick. “There’s no lover,” I assured them. Keith and Rick exchanged glances when my phone suddenly rang.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you,” Rick said.

      “No, no—it’s okay,” I replied easily. “Please excuse me while I answer this.” I was secretly relieved as I grabbed my ringing phone from my coat pocket.

      “No problem,” Keith said. I quickly answered my phone, and it was Dakota calling me to find out where I was, wondering if I was still going to help her pack, since the day was getting late.

      “I’m sorry, I’ve lost track of time,” I said after I hung up my phone and tucked it away in my coat. “I regret that I have to go.”

      “Do you?” Keith asked, appearing disappointed.

      “Yeah, I’ve gotta meet my sister-in-law now.”

      “Sure, I understand,” Keith said, and then he asked to put his contact information in my phone. So I gave him my phone, and we mutually exchanged contact information then returned our phones to each other.

      “It was nice meeting you,” Rick said courteously to me as I gathered my belongings.

      “Yes, it was nice meeting you too,” I replied.

      “Take care, Sylvie,” Keith said, standing up from his chair to give me a hug. “Don’t be a stranger.”

      “Okay,” I agreed. “You take care too.”

      “I will.”

      “Have a safe trip,” Rick said.

      “Thanks,” I responded before turning to go.

      “Merry Christmas,” Keith said.

      “Merry Christmas,” I replied. I ducked out of the warm coffee shop back into the windy, cold air and quickly hailed a taxi. I hopped into the inviting warmth of the cab, anticipating my arrival at my brother and Dakota’s apartment. I removed my gloves from my hands as I instructed the cabdriver to head to Midtown to Madison and Eighty-Third Street. The driver proceeded to skillfully maneuver through bumper-to-bumper street traffic at the height of rush hour.

      I glanced at my right hand resting on my knee and turned it over, thinking how ridiculous Rick’s palm reading was. The idea of clairvoyance was illogical and improbable to me. But as I recalled the conversation, an unusual feeling came over me because there were a couple of things he had said with confidence that were true. He was keen in his insightful assessment of my normally cheerful disposition and the present depression I was experiencing. It was also ironic how Keith articulated Rick’s suggestion of my near-death experience. I wondered how much of his palm reading was coincidental, and if any of it by some fluke could be true.

      The taxi hit a pothole, making me jump in my seat a little and jarring me from my thoughts. I raised my eyes from my hands and peered out the window. People were fashionably bundled up in their black winter coats walking along the congested sidewalk. I spotted a young woman wearing a bright red empire-waist, knee-length peacoat and admired her coat while quickly putting Rick’s silly palm reading into perspective, dismissing it for good.
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        * * *

      

      We left the city the next morning a little later than our planned seven o’clock on the dot. It was the day before Christmas Eve, and the feeling of the festive season was palpable. Holiday decorations lined the streets, along with merrily embellished storefront windows all over Manhattan as we drove through the city and maneuvered our way to get onto Interstate 95 going north.

      My brother was very nice to indulge my desire to stop off in Amherst to go to Atkins to get some of their delicious cider doughnuts. The journey through Western Massachusetts toward Amherst would take us a bit out of the way toward Williamstown. In this case, we were looking at eight hours drive time rather than if we drove up the New Jersey Turnpike and got on the Garden State Parkway going north, which would have been faster. Still, it was a good day for a drive, and we were going to enjoy the long ride—particularly once we exited the city. But getting to that point was grueling—we became stuck in gridlock traffic for a good three hours just to get out of the city. Both lanes going north moved slower than molasses in January due to the rush of Christmas travelers hurrying to leave town. The traffic going southbound had grown congested, too, with last-minute holiday shoppers and commuters trying to get into town.

      Still sleepy from getting up so early this morning, I decided to close my eyes as Kyle started the song “High” by The Cure on the stereo.

      When I awakened, I realized that we had long since cleared the city and were now swiftly moving up Interstate Highway 91. I noticed that Dakota seemed to have fallen asleep also when I asked Kyle for our current location. He informed me that we were passing through Connecticut, and we were close to making a pit stop off the highway as he proceeded to take an exit ramp. Unfortunately, there was not much available for fine dining on a road trip, but the sight of fast food coming around the bend was always a welcomed sight when starving.
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        * * *

      

      We had driven through Hartford, Connecticut, and were well on our way north as we sped along the highway, making good time. In a few hours, we would arrive at our first destination, when at last we exited the highway into Northampton and took Bay Road just past Hampshire College toward Atkins. When we arrived at the unique country health-food store, Dakota and I eagerly rushed inside to pick up the long-awaited doughnuts along with some other flavorful snacks and treats.

      Afterward, we set out on the road again, and once we were on Route 2 toward Williamstown, we were only a couple of hours away from our final destination. It had grown quiet inside the vehicle after the rush of sweets passed, and the smooth swaying of the ride lulled Dakota into another nap while I made myself comfortable again in the back seat admiring the changing woodland scenery. All the maple and birch trees were dormant with their barren branches reaching toward the cloudy sky. The evergreens remained thick with their viridian needles as they stood like winter guards scattered around the landscape.

      When we entered the Berkshires, the terrain became more rugged as exposed basalt mountain faces trailed irregularly alongside the highway. As the land leveled out somewhat, we passed by a number of orchards and dairy farms. I had always liked the countryside; there was something I couldn’t explain that was very serene and pleasant about it.

      The sky had clouded over, and the weather was more frost-prone. It certainly appeared chilly, but it didn’t seem like there was any wind outside. Kyle was listening to the region’s Christmas forecast on satellite radio. According to the broadcast, the region had been experiencing several days’ worth of gloomy cloud coverage with no precipitation. The cloudy overcast was projected to pass into crisp, partly sunny skies by Christmas day, with a temperature high of forty degrees Fahrenheit and a low of twenty degrees. I was glad to hear that the gray clouds would clear, and we were also lucky not to have any precipitation. However, I did reconsider that some light snow for Christmas would have been really nice too.

      Route 2 took us right into the heart of town, and we soon passed through where Williams College was located. As we followed the route west taking us over several tributary streams from the Hoosic River, we passed a nice community of houses and the town’s oldest church and cemetery. We continued driving up an incline, and within minutes we were driving alongside a stream up into the wooded mountains.

      As we drove up the gradient due west, we entered into a sudden patch of fog where the road changed. The day had grown late, and the fog was unexpectedly thick, making it very difficult to see. We carefully crept through the mist, and within minutes we had safely cleared the fog bank.

      The dashboard clock read four fifteen p.m., and the sun had just about gone down completely as twilight set in. Kyle kept his headlights on, and the road became invisible again at one point as we cleared another curtain of very thick fog. The landscape was now full of shadows with barren trees framing the highway.

      After a few minutes, we turned off the main highway. Momentarily, the road let us out into a circular, stone-laid driveway facing the front of a nice, large, typical New England Colonial-era house with titanium white-painted clapboard siding and lampblack shutters. The lights were on inside, and white icicle Christmas lights hung from the edge of the multi-gable roof around the entire front of the large house. Kyle gently awakened Dakota from her snooze, and we eagerly stepped out of the SUV. We were glad to finally stretch our cramped limbs and happy to have arrived at our final destination.

      The frosty air outside smelled smoky from the chimney mixed with pine and enhanced the cheery feeling of the season. Dakota took the key hidden beneath the big flower pot on the stone porch beneath the portico between the fluted ionic columns and proceeded to open the wreath-covered front door. An instant rush of warmth combined with the smell of pot roast, garlic mashed potatoes, seasoned mixed vegetables, and apple pie came from the kitchen. Suddenly, a gust of excited voices rang out from various locations within the house followed by plenty of happy family faces headed toward us. Dakota’s whole family was there to greet us with abundant warmth and affection.

      She came from an emotional family never short of affection. Her mother, Rita, was an average height, slender woman. She was an eccentric redhead Irish gypsy abstract-expressionist artist, who avidly delved into holistic health. Mrs. Rita Rockport even had a specially made Zen room designed for herself where she could privately practice yoga and meditate three times a day. An attractive older woman who had exotic mannerisms, she appeared fun-spirited, but reminded me of a haphazard witch with her shoulder-length curly hair mussed every which way around her head. Also, the loud geometric pattern on the long, flowing silk house robe she was wearing added to her theatrical effect, and strongly reminded me of Dakota both in appearance and personality.

      Dakota’s father, on the contrary, was quite the antithesis. There wasn’t much to say about him. Mr. Eric Rockport, unlike his wife, was serious and dry but had a witty sense of humor. His dark-brown eyes were warm and inviting, particularly when he smiled or laughed. He was a serious economic professor at the local college, standing tall and lanky at six feet, two inches, with a narrow face and short, thick snow-white hair that came close to grazing his ears.

      Desiree, Dakota’s one and only sibling, resembled their father with her light, straight sandy hair, coffee-brown eyes, fair complexion, and long face. She was a couple of years older than Dakota and shared their mother’s offbeat, hilarious sense of humor. But she also had her father’s logical, dry, and good-natured wit.

      Desiree’s husband, Miles, was nice and curious looking. He was a tall, thin, young forty-year-old man with short dark-brown hair cropped close to his head, parted on the left side, and it appeared lacquered like the character Alfred E. Neuman on the front cover of Mad magazine—freckles and all. The former FBI agent had recently turned over a new leaf to become his own boss as a carpenter designing fun and whimsical furniture for children’s rooms. Desiree, who was a very eight-months-pregnant woman, seemed not quite relaxed with her husband’s new business decision, since his income would no longer come from a stable source. But he yearned to work for himself and insisted it was the perfect time to start a business instead.

      Finally, Desiree and Miles’s two boys, Luke who was five years old and Cameron who was three years old, were rambunctious, free-spirited, happy little boys—especially given the evidence of chocolate frosting currently on their faces. Apparently, to their grandmother’s theatrical dismay, during the excitement of our arrival, the boys had snuck into the cake in the kitchen and caused a comical stir around the house.

      The Rockports were a warm and welcoming family and easily made me feel right at home. They gave me the guest bedroom on the second floor at the back end of the house next to the boys’ room. At first, I wondered warily how it was going to be being placed in a room in close proximity to the young boys; I was sure to hear their continuous goofing around and clamoring next door as I began settling pleasantly into my room.

      After an enjoyable dinner with the family, it was nice to finally relax in my room with some peace and quiet for the night once the children were tucked into bed.
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      The next day was Christmas Eve, and it was going to be another active, full day. The family spent the entire day preparing for their annual Christmas party. Mrs. Rockport and her daughters slaved all morning and afternoon in the kitchen cooking delicious food they were going to add to the catered buffet. The boys and I gladly trimmed the tree and decorated the rest of the house, while Kyle, Miles, and Mr. Rockport chopped wood outside in the cold and shot the breeze with some quality beer.

      After all the time-consuming preparations had been put into place, I could hear guests arriving from upstairs in my room while I was changing into my cocktail dress. Dakota’s parents were known for throwing extravagant Christmas parties, where the entire college faculty had been invited along with their families.

      After I had finished dressing for the party, I snuck through the back corridor toward the kitchen and unwittingly entered into an ongoing conversation between Dakota and her mom, to my discomfiture.

      “Mom! Come on! Will you just stop already? You’re driving me crazy!” Dakota exclaimed as I entered the kitchen.

      “Oh, hi, Sylvie,” Mrs. Rockport said nonchalantly as she suddenly noticed me entering the room.

      “Hi,” I replied awkwardly, watching Mrs. Rockport place a large crystal bowl on the island in front of Dakota, who was stirring the liquid contents of a sizable pitcher.

      “Will you please tell my daughter here that it is time for her to stop being so selfish and give her mother some grandchildren?” Mrs. Rockport said, placing the nutmeg to the right of Dakota’s pitcher. I frankly didn’t know how to respond, so I didn’t say anything.

      “Mom!” Dakota said, irritated. “Not everyone wants what you want. Besides, you already have two obnoxious grandsons, with another bouncing whatever on the way. So stop with the pushing.”

      “Who’s pushing? All I’m saying is that the clock doesn’t last forever. You could hit menopause early, you know—as early as your forties. Did you know that? It happens, I should know,” Mrs. Rockport said glibly. Dakota’s eyes widened at the new information about her mother, and she appeared stunned.

      “Well, I’ll just do IVF if that should happen to me, and if I decide that I’m ready then,” Dakota countered, using her mother’s dismissive mannerism.

      “Don’t kid yourself, darling. That stuff is painful and has a low percentage for success,” Mrs. Rockport criticized. Mrs. Rockport suddenly turned to me and clasped her heart. “Look at this girl,” she said admiringly, then waved a maternal finger at me. “Now, don’t you let yourself go to waste either, dear. You’re too young and simply too gorgeous for that to happen⁠—”

      “Mom,” Dakota interrupted.

      “Look at this face,” Mrs. Rockport continued, ignoring her daughter. “You have a rich and full life ahead of you, my dear Sylvie. Keep an open mind and an open heart. I should do your chart.”

      “My chart?” I inquired, puzzled.

      “Your astrological chart,” Mrs. Rockport answered. “It’s to help you gain a better understanding of yourself in terms of the stars.”

      “Oh,” I replied cluelessly.

      “Okay, Mom, enough already. Jeez!” Dakota interjected, annoyed, rolling her eyes as well. “It’s one thing to harass your own daughter, but do you have to do it to my beloved sister-in-law too? C’mon, spare us! Please,” Dakota pleaded. Mrs. Rockport sighed a little at her daughter, then she smiled at me.

      “Lovely dress, dear,” Mrs. Rockport said to me instead with an admiring expression.

      “Yes, it is,” Dakota agreed favorably. “You look amazing!”

      “Thank you,” I replied. “You both look very nice too.”

      “Oh, thank you, dear,” Mrs. Rockport said. Mrs. Rockport did indeed look really well put together in her short cream silk embroidered jacquard, fitted kimono jacket, and matching smooth silk taffeta knee-length skirt. She looked considerably different from the night before when we first arrived. Her present appearance concealed the liberal, laissez-faire woman that she was and portrayed a more restrained, conservative woman suitable for a serious businessman’s wife. She had straightened the wild curls on her head and pulled her hair back into an attractive bun. Her makeup was light and unassuming, which kept her appearance warm and accessible.

      Dakota was always good-looking and even more so this evening dressed in a beautiful cotton-candy-pink silk organza cocktail dress. Her dress was pleated in tiers from the scoop neck tank-style top and flowed into a nice billowy skirt above the knee. The dress was lovely on her small, pretty figure. She said it had been her favorite dress from Carmen Marc Valvo’s couture collection. And with her short red hair flipped up at the ends in layers at chin level and parted on the right just over pixie bangs that were clasped by a straight rhinestone barrette, she appeared vogue perfect.

      “You know, my nephew, Nole—well, I’ve told him so much about you, and he has been wanting to meet you for a while,” Mrs. Rockport told me elatedly.

      “Mom, don’t you even dare entertain the thought,” Dakota quickly scolded her mother.

      “Oh, Dakota,” Mrs. Rockport chided back. “Now, you listen to me, Sylvie, he’s very nice. I think you two might have a lot in common. He’s a physician as well.”

      “I see,” I replied, bewildered.

      “He’s a neurosurgeon at Columbia,” Mrs. Rockport informed me optimistically.

      “That’s nice,” I responded, dazed. I suddenly felt ambushed.

      “Yes, and he loves to go to rock concerts,” she said matter-of-factly.

      “Oh,” I replied.

      “Actually, he said something about liking John Mayer or something like that,” she said.

      “Oh,” I said.

      “Mother, for crying out loud. I can’t believe you’re trying to set them up. In case you’ve forgotten, she’s a grieving widow. Won’t you show some respect?” Dakota interrupted, seeming quite annoyed and embarrassed by her mother.

      “Yes, she’s a widow. But she’s not the one who died, is she? The world, in fact, does still go on,” Mrs. Rockport replied bluntly.

      “Yes, but you didn’t ask her how she might feel about it,” Dakota said, reaching for the bottle of bourbon in front of her to pour into her special eggnog mixture.

      “Well, speak of the devil,” Mrs. Rockport said abruptly, noticing her nephew entering through the doorway.

      “Ask her about what?” he inquired sociably as he came toward us. Nole strode comfortably into the kitchen with both hands in his charcoal-gray trouser pockets. He seemed like a fairly nice guy. He was not significantly tall, but stood above average height at about six feet and had a reasonably handsome face. He was young, and I gathered he must be around the same age as Dakota and me. Although, his medium brown hair was already dusted with specks of gray along his hairline. His pale blue eyes sparkled as he smiled openly at all of us.

      “Nothing, Nole,” Dakota said to him as he stood near us.

      “Ooh, it appears I’ve interrupted girl talk,” he said lightheartedly.

      “It’s okay, forget it,” Dakota replied, unbothered, and started pouring some bourbon into the large pitcher.

      “Well, I’m going to leave you kids alone while I look for your dad, Dakota,” Mrs. Rockport said, and swiftly left the kitchen.

      “Shit.” Dakota scowled suddenly.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “There’s no more bourbon,” she said.

      “There’s no more anywhere in the house?” Nole asked.

      “Yeah, there’s no more. This was the last bottle. I had to steal it from Dad’s office. I didn’t pay attention to the amount left inside. I just grabbed it thinking I had enough,” Dakota explained, dismayed.

      “Well, maybe you can just buy a bottle from the bar,” Nole suggested.

      “No, it’s not the same kind. I’ve seen what they have. I knew I should’ve gone to the store when I had the chance earlier today,” Dakota said, frustrated.

      “Well, I could go for you. It’s no big deal,” I offered.

      “No, I couldn’t ask you to do that,” she replied.

      “Really, I don’t mind. I know how to get to Stop and Shop from here. North Adams is what? Only ten, fifteen minutes at the most away from here?” I replied.

      “But it’s dark out, and it could flurry, which will wind up taking you longer to get there and back,” Dakota said.

      “Well, she wouldn’t go alone. I could go with her,” Nole said. I suddenly glanced at him, and he smiled at me. I smiled at him in return. “I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced. I’m Nole, by the way. Dakota’s cousin.”

      “Right,” I said, smiling awkwardly.

      “And you’re Sylvie,” he said confidently.

      “That would be me,” I joked.

      “It’s nice to finally meet you. My aunt has told me some really nice things about you,” he said.

      “It’s really nice to meet you also,” I said politely in spite of feeling uncertain.

      “Well, now that you two are acquainted, never mind you guys going to the store, it’s okay. I’ll just get Kyle to go. He won’t mind. He knows the area well,” Dakota said.

      “Are you sure?” Nole asked.

      “Yeah, it’s okay. Thanks for offering. I appreciate it,” she replied.

      “Well, I’ll go find Kyle, then,” I said, volunteering.

      “Oh, thanks,” Dakota said, distracted by the special eggnog she was anxiously trying to make.

      “Sure. Excuse me,” I replied, and turned toward the threshold. I could feel her cousin watching me as I left the kitchen. I was relieved to make this escape, since I had not anticipated Mrs. Rockport’s scheme to play matchmaker with me and her nephew.

      I searched all over for my brother. When I finally found him, he was in the slightly crowded pool room with a large cigar in his mouth shooting pool balls across the table with three other male guests. I stood in the corner of the room watching him put several balls in the pockets as I waited for the best opportunity to seek him out among the slight crowd. When he finally sent the white ball into the back left corner pocket, I caught his attention with a wave. He proceeded to make his way toward me.

      “Hey, what’s up?” he asked when he approached.

      “Can I borrow the keys to your car?” I heard myself ask spontaneously.

      “What for?” he inquired.

      “Dakota’s out of bourbon for her eggnog, and I said I’d go to the store to get some more,” I lied.

      “Well, I’ll go. You don’t have to go,” he said.

      “I don’t mind,” I said honestly.

      “Yeah, but it’s dark and freezing out, and you could take a wrong turn or something,” he said.

      “You have GPS in your car, and I’ve also got it on my phone. So I can find my way. All I have to do is take the road back down the mountain to Main Street and stay on it. It’ll take me right through town straight into North Adams. We passed Stop and Shop along the way as we were coming into Williamstown. I remember where it is,” I informed him self-assuredly. Kyle looked at me unconvinced. “I won’t ding your car. I promise,” I added lightly. He narrowed his eyes and considered for a moment.

      “All right,” he replied reluctantly.

      “Great,” I said.

      “You should be back within an hour—just in time for dinner,” he said, calculating quickly.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be back in time to eat,” I assured him.

      “Be careful, it’s snowing now,” he warned.

      “It is?”

      “Yeah, the forecast changed. A couple of inches or so was forecasted tonight. So be careful driving.”

      “New England weather is so fickle,” I commented.

      “I know. So be careful on the road,” he repeated.

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Oh, and watch out for shopping carts—and don’t park next to any junk cars,” he insisted.

      “Don’t worry.” I sighed.

      “Seriously,” he insisted again.

      “Seriously,” I agreed.

      “All right. The keys are upstairs in our room in Dakota’s knickknack dish on her vanity table,” he informed me.

      “Okay.”

      “If you’re a second late, I’m calling the cops.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “I’m not kidding.”

      “I know you’re not.”

      “Okay. The clock is ticking.”

      “Ticktock,” I replied sarcastically. Kyle lowered his chin and gave me a scowling look.

      “Just hurry up,” he said impatiently.

      “Well, stop talking to me and I will,” I responded. I abruptly turned on the ball of my foot, heading out of the room back down the hallway for the back staircase.
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        * * *

      

      I retrieved my knee-length cream-colored empire-waist Rockwell wool coat from my room. After I found the car keys in Dakota’s room, I snuck out of the house in a rush. My brother’s vehicle reflected the driveway lights like an illuminated black stealth vehicle. I triggered the remote entry lock and hurried into the car, instantly turning on the engine. It didn’t take long for the cabin to warm. I idled in the brand-new vehicle for a moment, assessing where everything important was located on the dashboard, and found the headlight switch. After setting the GPS for my destination to Stop and Shop, I put the SUV in drive and pulled out of the driveway into the winter night flurries.

      The narrow driveway wound down the hill for a bit before it intersected the main two-lane road, which wound farther through the mountain passageway. My instincts matched the GPS map—I took a left onto the main road and proceeded to follow it down the gradient. This road would eventually merge onto Main Street and take me through Williamstown, then west on Route 2 eventually into North Adams. According to the map, my driving time to the store was approximately twenty minutes.

      As I was enjoying listening to the Christmas melodies sung by Nat King Cole over the car speakers, I felt some relief now that I was alone away from the party. Socializing was uncomfortable for me, especially in big gatherings, and the pressure to be fun and outgoing was a bit too much for me to handle right now.

      Before I knew it, I could see Stop and Shop just off the road. I turned into the lamplit parking lot, arriving just in time before the store closed. There were some last-minute shoppers exiting the store as I pulled into a prime parking spot right next to a handicap space in front of the store entrance. I hurried into the grocery store and quickly scanned around for the alcohol aisle. Once I found it, I skimmed the lane for bourbon. After a minute, I located the brand Dakota was using in her recipe and swiftly turned out of the aisle, headed for the shortest checkout line.

      Soon, I returned to driving up the highway through the falling snow, headed east back through town. Driving along Main Street, I glanced at the clock in the car and took note of the time—5:40 p.m. I’d be arriving in time for dinner. Except the falling snow had started to grow heavy, and I was forced to reduce my speed to carefully drive up the mountain pass. I hoped that I wouldn’t be too late for dinner now.

      When I rounded the bend in the road due west, my visibility was significantly reduced. The road was slick, and the snowflakes were thick and heavy. Snowflakes stuck to the windshield wipers as they crossed the windshield. I slowed the vehicle to a snail’s pace and clicked the headlights on high for a moment, but it made visibility worse. I dimmed the lights again and switched on the fog lamps instead. It didn’t really seem to help either, but the lamps didn’t make seeing any worse. So I continued to carefully crawl around the mountain bend through the snow.

      Suddenly, a figure appeared without warning on the road several yards directly in front of the vehicle, and I instantly slammed on my brakes. Swerving off to the side of the road to avoid hitting what I believed was a man, I landed in shrubs, very closely facing a tree trunk inches away from the hood of the SUV.

      I paused, completely flabbergasted. After calming myself down for a second, I unthinkingly got out of the car in the middle of my confusion and paced toward the front of the vehicle. Scarily, I saw just how close I had come to completely crashing into the tree trunk directly in front of me off the road.

      My brother was going to kill me, I knew, when I suddenly noticed the large scrapes on the front bumper of his beloved brand-new luxury vehicle.

      Recalling the figure in the road, I abruptly swung around and suddenly felt more worried. I glanced down the highway, but could only see a few yards ahead. It was bitter cold outside, and the snow had started coming down thickly.

      I didn’t see a single soul anywhere. The silence in the air around me was deafening. The bad feeling I had was growing and sunk fast into the pit of my stomach. So, I quickly hopped back into the car and turned on the ignition, then backed the SUV out of the embankment and onto the road. The headlights pointed ahead, and my breath escaped me as a shiver of frigid foreboding went down my spine when my eyes landed on where the man had originally appeared in the road. But he was still nowhere to be seen through the car windows.

      I hesitated with my foot on the brake pedal for a second, not fully knowing why. But when my foot shifted over to the gas pedal, the vehicle unexpectedly stalled. When I pushed down on the gas again, the vehicle oddly didn’t seem to want to budge, like in the case of a blown transmission.

      Then, the electricity automatically began flickering inside the car until all the lights abruptly went out and the vehicle engine shut off. The thought of instantly being stranded on a desolate highway, in the middle of the wooded mountains at night in the snow, greatly unsettled me. I whipped out my phone, only to discover that to my added disconcertion, my fully charged cell phone also appeared to be dead in my hand.

      “What?” I said to myself, extremely confused.

      In a moment, all the lights in the car suddenly came back on, and my phone glowed again. I turned the key in the ignition; however, the car remained unresponsive. I instantly decided to call 911, but the call strangely wouldn’t go through. Yanking the phone away from my ear, I saw that the cell signal was nonexistent. So I changed my location within the car to try to get a cell signal, but to no avail.

      I was hesitant to step outside of the car again. Still, what other choice did I really have? I had to search for a phone signal. I remembered first before stepping out of the vehicle to reach for the dashboard and activate the GPS distress signal. As I waited for a response through the dead air, suddenly white noise came through the speakers. I turned off the radio, but the noise kept coming through as the electronics in the car went haywire again. Suddenly, all of the car lights went out once more.

      I took a deep, apprehensive breath, and released the car door. It popped open, letting in freezing air. Stepping out into the icy chill, I stayed relatively close to the automobile. I shifted toward the front of the car in search of a connection for my phone. As I was approaching the front driver’s side headlight, the lights turned on again and beamed ahead in the whiteout. Thank God! My phone simultaneously gained full signal strength! Great relief washed over me.

      However, my alleviation immediately disintegrated when I eerily felt someone unseen on the whiteout road watching me. Then all of a sudden, a firm hand distinctly slid over my left shoulder. I gasped from sheer fright, simultaneously whipping around to see that not a soul was near. My heart stopped, and suddenly I was stone-cold to the bone. A soft whisper came forth through the freezing atmosphere, uttering, “Sylvie.” It was a man’s voice that came against the back of my neck. I also sensed my loose hair being physically moved away from my neck over my shoulder by an invisible hand.

      I immediately took flight back toward the open car door and hopped in, securing myself inside in complete panic, utterly terrified.

      Oh my God! Oh my God! I repeated frantically to myself, gasping, completely frightened. My heart was pounding as though it would leap from my chest. That wasn’t real, I told myself, finding it really difficult to breathe. I believed I was beginning to have a breakdown. Perhaps I had finally reached my breaking point, and I was truly losing my mind. Tears started emerging helplessly from my eyes. I didn’t know what to do. I was entirely beside myself when I nearly jumped out of my skin as a sudden, tremendous bang sounded out loud like a sonic boom, except at extremely close range. My heart skipped, and my ears began ringing. The vehicle started rocking. I thought someone was trying to break into the car, but there was no one to be seen, and I realized that the ground was strangely quaking instead as the tremor grew stronger.

      The quaking seemed to last a good minute and was strong enough to bounce the car around like a toy on a trampoline. Screaming, I was being mercilessly jostled around like a rag doll inside the automobile. The tremor finally ceased when a low-pitched rumbling sound unexpectedly erupted out of the air, sounding like jet engines as the throttle is decreased when an airplane comes in for a landing. Except the sound was immeasurably louder than any landing jetliner. The noise grew more intense, causing severe pain in my ears and nearly causing me to faint.

      Without warning, the atmosphere was set aglow in an opaque luminescence.

      “Oh my God,” I whispered to myself in quintessential amazement at the unimaginable sight before me. The atmosphere was alight, and I could miraculously see up close, magnified to the approximate size of a quarter, the detail of every single falling snowflake in all of its splendid, ordered design. The titanium-white crystalline flakes hovered and floated downward on eddy currents in hyper suspension. Each crystalline flake danced in overextended motion as it refracted like a glass prism in the light. The snowflakes slowly ebbed and flowed toward and away from each other as they bounced and glided downward toward the frozen earth. I glanced up toward the glowing sky to locate the source of the radiance. But the luminescence was vast and seemed to span a wide area over the mountainous land with no distinct point of origin. Then, within what seemed to be a nanosecond, the snowflakes resumed falling faster than the eye could capture, and the light vanished.

      I sat in the car for a moment entirely staggered.

      When I realized my inaction, without hesitation I turned the car ignition, and to my utter relief, the vehicle started again. Immediately pressing the gas pedal, I zoomed away on the road. Except I had not gone too far when the car suddenly impacted something undetected in the middle of the highway with such force that the airbags deployed. The wind was instantly knocked out of me, and I heaved and gasped for air. My face stung from the sudden, powerful, burning burst of the airbag in the steering wheel hitting me. Thrown into a daze, it took me a suspended moment to finally regain my breath, and when I did, I lifted my gaze to see what I had crashed into. But there was absolutely nothing visible on the highway ahead of me.

      Bewildered and incomprehensibly perplexed, after some consideration, I stepped dazedly outside of the vehicle to see the damage. The damage was extensive, as I had anticipated. I remained at a complete loss when I saw the entire front of the SUV had been smashed, crumpled like a soda can. I gazed ahead of the vehicle and saw that the road was clear of obstacles.

      What the…?

      I didn’t understand what I could have possibly collided with in order to have received such unparalleled damage to the car. It was as if I had hit some kind of invisible barrier.

      My head was in enormous pain. I moaned as I rubbed my closed eyes. The pain was consuming me more than any migraine I had ever experienced as I began to feel mounting pressure on my body, like gravity forces holding me still in a centrifuge. It felt like a sharp dagger had entered my brain, and I collapsed onto the icy, damp paved road when the gravity force suddenly ceased. The temperature in the air had abruptly dropped to a subzero degree, and the atmosphere became muted. My vision distorted. Then, the world vanished.
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      When I regained my awareness, I wondered how long I had been unconscious, since it was now daylight. My head was foggy and achy. Not being particularly keen on ingesting alcohol, I had never experienced a true hangover, although presently I felt as though I had the worst one ever imaginable. It took me a moment to become oriented as I rubbed my eyes and head, wishing for the pain to go away.

      After several minutes had passed, when my senses finally coalesced, I was alarmed to discover myself lying outside. I found myself in a thicket of bloodroot blossoms by a basalt outcrop within the forest off the road. There was no one else around but me as far as I could determine. I picked myself up and dusted the dirt from my cream-colored wool coat. My body felt stiff and noticeably sore, like the way arthritis might feel once it has settled deep in the bones. I was extremely achy and tired, as if I had been bluntly beaten and internally bruised. I looked myself over, and as far as I could tell, there were no visible signs of physical injury.

      I glanced around my surroundings and began wandering through the trees out onto the road, looking for my brother’s vehicle. But it was nowhere in sight. I thought that was odd and disturbing. No evidence of the car around anywhere, it seemed, as I searched the road. I frantically gazed around, wondering, Where in God’s name has the car gone?

      I started walking down the road in hopes of encountering the SUV. I pulled my phone from my coat pocket. I pressed the on button, and to my utmost relief, it started up. The screen glowed again, but I noticed the date and time didn’t register—and it read, “Service Unavailable.” Disappointed and frustrated, I shoved the phone back into my coat pocket.

      I continued pacing along the road, feeling that I should have already reached the vehicle by now. Taking in more of my surroundings, I started growing more confused and very concerned. I wondered if someone might have actually stolen my brother’s SUV. In which case I was certain to receive a double dose of haranguing from him. I took out my phone again, checking for cell reception—nothing.

      I noticed that it was strangely warm outside. The weather had completely changed. Instead, it was hot and very humid.

      Where did all the snow go?

      The sun was shining brightly, and there wasn’t a single cloud in the sky. I had not ever recalled seeing such an amazingly bright, deep cerulean-blue sky in all my life.

      As I gazed confusedly at my whereabouts, it dawned on me that the season had completely changed. The trees were in full bloom instead of dormant. Wild violets, pink columbine, buttercups, and lily of the valley flowers carpeted the forest floor, and the sound of hundreds of birds chirping among the trees resonated throughout. A monarch butterfly suddenly flew right past my face. I glanced up, following its flight path high among the trees, and oddly, I sighted a bald eagle soaring above in the sky. I had never seen that species of bird freely flying around, because of its endangered status. Profoundly perplexed, I wondered how the season could now obviously be summer when it was supposed to be winter.

      As I continued walking, it occurred to me that the road was composed of grass and dirt in two parallel paths fit for slim wheels, which forged through cleared vegetation over the ground. I wondered where the paved road had gone as I noticed that the path itself was much narrower than before. I glanced to the right and left of me, noticing that the trees bordering the road were significantly larger—enormously larger. In fact, the trees were at least as large as the ancient redwoods and sequoias on the West Coast. The forest was old—it seemed ancient, actually. The woods weren’t made up at all of the young, slender evergreens, birches, dogwoods, and maples that I remembered foresting the New England seaboard.

      I stopped in the road for a moment, pondering the oddity of my surroundings. How could I have missed months of my life without having ever known it? I knelt, grabbing a bit of dirt from the ground and releasing it between my fingers back to the earth, realizing this experience was real. I glanced down at my clothing. My cocktail dress corresponded with my last memory of being on my way to returning to the Christmas party from the grocery store. How could I explain my circumstances? This was completely bizarre—and extremely frightening.

      I knelt again and snatched up a piece of shrubbery in the path and gazed at it. I could clearly see that the plant life I now held in my hand was real, and it quickly reconfirmed that I was not dreaming. The soft dirt I was walking on, the rich smell of the forest filling the air, the hot sun beaming on my face, and the faint breeze moving my hair were all real—telling me without a doubt that I was not in a state of some form of mental stasis.

      As I was mulling over my unusual circumstances, the approaching sound of a marching snare drum was coming forth from around the bend in the dirt road. In a moment, a number of strangely dressed men in cardinal-red eighteenth-century British military uniforms began appearing at a distance, marching six abreast per row. There appeared to be anywhere from one hundred to one hundred and fifty men, and they were headed right toward me.

      These men must be fanatic American history enthusiasts and belong to some kind of historical reenactment society. As strange as I thought they were for being grown men playing pretend like kids, I was glad to see others on the road beside myself. The road was quite narrow, and I thought I would have to move off to the side in order for them to pass. But as we began encountering one another, the men proceeded to adjust their ranks, allowing room for me to pass instead.

      A peculiar feeling came over me as I began making my way past them. I noticed the men overtly looking at me with weird expressions on their faces. They sized me up from head to toe, and ogled my uncovered legs as if they had never seen a woman’s knees in all their lives until now. I stared right back at them, thinking they were a bunch of oddballs.

      “Whoo, ’ers pre’y!” I heard one of the men say to another in a strange English accent.

      “Very well pre’y,” jeered another man in the same dialect.

      “Look! ’Ers got no frock!” observed another man, pointing at my clothes. He was looking at me as if I were as good as naked. I stared at him, thinking how ridiculous he was.

      “Bonnie legs!” Another man lasciviously pointed to my feet as he walked by me.

      “Never you mind! I’d lay claim ter those legs around me anytime!” joked a different man with a pockmarked face as he gawked lewdly at me.

      “Ooh, how I would like tae taste that quim,” snickered someone else in the same smutty manner, and a number of taunting male voices laughed outright.

      I was suddenly extremely offended. I had never in all my life heard such surly, gruff, disrespectful, sneering, snickering, misogynistic jokes made in my presence. These men took their role-playing too far, I believed. I began picking up my walking pace in order to get quickly past them. A few of the men stumbled into each other while staring raunchily at me as I went by. I wondered how many more pigs were going to make idiotic remarks as I moved alongside their ranks.

      “March on!” ordered a commander on horseback approaching from behind the men. His stern eyes immediately locked on to me as he came nearer. He slowed his horse out of file in front of the trailing carriage. He was drawing closer to me. He appeared to be in his late forties or early fifties with salt-and-pepper hair tied back beneath his gold-trimmed black tricorn hat.  Given the gold epaulets on his shoulders, the gold gorget suspended from his neck, and the crimson silk sash wrapped around his waist, he wore an officer’s uniform. I was uncertain about his rank, however. He had a rugged face, a square shaven jaw, and a broad brow. He looked threatening as he sat seriously and high above me on his tall horse. When he came close enough, he pulled his horse to the side next to me. I stopped in my tracks, looking up at him. His hard blue eyes thoroughly rolled over me, and he glared at me suspiciously. The carriage following behind had also stopped, along with a number of other surrounding officers, all looking curiously at me. A wigged officer inside the carriage peered out, appearing in his early fifties also.

      “What is the matter?” asked the wigged officer from inside the carriage as he gazed out the window. His accent, I noticed, was well-spoken English from England.

      “A loan lass, sir,” answered a different bronze-haired officer with a deep Scottish brogue. He appeared fairly younger than the other two officers. I supposed he was approximately in his late thirties. He was also raised high on his horse, looking strangely at me. In fact, I noticed several more officers mounted on horses who had stopped and were eyeing me questioningly. The wigged officer in the carriage glared at me oddly also as he distinctly looked me over from head to toe.

      “Is she hurt?” the gray-wigged man asked.

      “Are ye hurt, lass?” asked the younger bronze-haired officer.

      “No,” I said, glancing back at them strangely. There was one other officer, I had noticed, who remained close and strictly observant. The shade from his tricorn hat obscured his face while he sat high on his horse, so I couldn’t estimate his age or see exactly what he looked like.

      “She appears unharmed, General,” the shaded officer observed in the same Scottish accent.

      “Well, indeed that is most fortunate. Allow me to introduce ourselves—I am General Abram, and this is General Cairns, here at your service,” the Englishman said politely as he continued to peer out of the window of his carriage.

      “Nice to meet you,” I responded automatically.

      “Indeed, a pleasure, Miss,” General Abram said courteously.

      “Are ye stranded, lass?” General Cairns inquired in his Scottish brogue as the sun caught his older appearance.

      “Yeah, actually, I was just in a car accident up the road, and I need to call for some assistance. Except, oddly enough, I can’t seem to find my car anywhere—it’s like it’s vanished or something. I tried calling for help on my phone, but the reception is dead around here. So, I just decided to walk back to town,” I explained. The officers glowered at me for some strange reason. They were looking at me as if I were speaking a foreign language. General Abram suddenly reached into his coat sleeve and pulled out a lace handkerchief. He held it out to me. I simply looked at it with puzzlement.

      “Your nose, Miss,” he said, waving the handkerchief for me to take.

      “What?” I replied confusedly.

      “Thaur’s bluid comin’ from yer nose, lass,” General Cairns informed me.

      “Blood?” I replied strangely. I took the kerchief doubtfully and put it to my nose. I wasn’t anemic and never in my life had experienced a bloody nose. Yet when I pulled the handkerchief away after wiping my nose and saw in fact that there was blood coming from it, I was shocked.
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