Chapter One

“You Can Bring Me Flowers”

326
September 2008

"I can fit in here," Cathy said, throwing her head backwards to get a clearer view.  My eyes shot around wildly.  She couldn't possibly be talking about the fraction of a space so small that every other car desperately trying to park passed by.  Cocking my head to side, I witnessed a couple walking from a side street.  Using my best reasoning, I could only assume that that they had understandably passed by this space to park much farther away, now walking the fairly lengthy distance to the house. 

My eyes jerked back to watch her eyes.  There was not even a slight crinkle of uncertainty.  

I frowned involuntarily, but I didn't express my disapproval or worry verbally.  Turning my body rigidly to face forward, I sat on my hands and clamped my mouth shut.  Maybe after I knew Cathy a little more I could have thrown in a sly or sarcastic remark about her nervy driving, but I had only known her a few short months.  I had met her soon after moving here.

Her overly enthusiastic face had been burned into my memory banks my very first week at my new job, a beaming expression that seemingly existed at all times.  Making a beeline over to me the very first moment she spotted me in the library of the spacious elementary school, she didn’t stop until she was scarcely two inches from my face.

"You must be Wyn!”!" she had crooned loudly, instantly drawing the attention of all of our older, much more subdued co-workers.

I had deduced immediately that she was a kind person.  And she was certainly an attractive person, but in more of a cute way.  In fact, that's how people always described her.  "Cathy's so cute!" 

She had an energetic spirit and vigorous enthusiasm that was contagious.  It hadn’t taken long to determine it was her personality that made her such a magnet.  And her confidence was enviable.  She could start a conversation cold with a person she had never met, like with me, a new colleague, for instance.  I was thankful for her animated eagerness after sighting me that first day.  She was my one and only friend in my new home.  

“See!  I knew I'd fit!" she beamed, tapping her hands on the wheel.  "That's why I bought this lil’ beaut!”

Holding back a relieved sigh, I forced a smile, knowing it what was inevitably awaiting me just a few yards away now.  

My eyes nervously scanned the line of cars, mentally calculating the countless number of uncomfortable introductions I would have to endure.  By the looks of it, it would take all night to meet every person.  I only knew Cathy and her boyfriend, Fred.  I didn’t even know the hostess.  Cathy had invited me. 

Walking up the sidewalk, I was joined immediately by Cathy, her short blonde curls bouncing as she did.  She grabbed my folded forearms with both of her hands and squeezed tightly with her bony fingers.  "Remind me to introduce you to John.”  
Walking backwards, she met my gaze.  Her eyes narrowed and she angled her head to create an even more playful expression.  She was obviously working something out in her mind.  The way her eyes had widened and her voice slowed when she spoke his name made me feel like this was not the first time this idea had crossed her mind, as she was attempting to convey.

We followed stone pavers to walk past the house.  It was obvious by the sounds and smells that the party was not inside the small bungalow, but in the backyard.  Once she pushed open the metal gate, crossing the threshold into the grass, I nervously eyed the partygoers for Fred.  To my relief, I didn't spot him.  And it was easy to spot him in a crowd.

He towered over Cathy's petite frame, by at least a foot and a half.  Even so, they still fit together nicely due to their similar personalities.  I liked being around them in crowds because I never felt compelled to or the need to talk.  They took care of that; enough and more so for everyone in the room.  

She turned to look at me with one eye twitching.  It was apparent she had gathered Fred had not yet arrived, and she was visibly perturbed, as she was often when it came to his perpetual lateness.  Her lips pursed until they were were almost invisible.
After a few seconds her contorted face smoothed and a single eyebrow rose curiously.  Her blue eyes danced across the crowd wildly.  Her annoyance was seemingly replaced with the realization she could use the time without him to socialize with several long lost friends.  Abruptly, and without a look back, she scurried off and left me on my own.  Since she found it effortless to force herself into any groups’ conversation, she obviously assumed I would have no trouble doing the same.

"Liz!" she chirped all too happily, as she giddily trotted over to the delicate girl with a sleek raven colored hair.  Her bangs were trimmed short, with acute precision.  She appeared even tinier than Cathy.  Her eyes widened as she took in Cathy's excitement and put down her drink with an expression I couldn't decipher as being terror or enthusiasm.  Her subsequent reaction was blocked as she turned to receive a hug from Cathy.  Seeing this as my chance to flee before I was waved over, my feet shuffled undecidedly for a few seconds before they followed the stones in an alternate direction to the deck.  

The mahogany colored wood was strewn with different clusters of people chatting away.  I walked on with my head slightly down, so I wouldn't be invited to join a group out of pity.  There was a large table covered in a red and white checkered table cloth that was serving as the bar.  

The centerpiece was a clear vase holding six pink carnations.  With further inspection, I examined that the vase was actually a glass jar, most likely previously housing spaghetti sauce, due to the dried red speckles around the upper ring and white residue along one side that resembled the remnants of a paper label.  Without thinking, I automatically leaned in to smell the nearest flower.  Closing my eyes, I allowed the scent to enter my nose and impart its potent effect.  

It offered a split second of pure joy.  

Smiling, I finally opened my eyes and the feeling quickly dissipated.

My sense of smell has always been exceedingly developed.

“You’re like a shark,” my mother would always say, obviously referring to their supposed ability to smell blood over a mile away.  

Smells served as benchmarks in my life.  

Once the instance was impressive enough to have been seared into my conscious, its accompanying emotions could easily be retrieved with a familiar smell.  These triggers could be anything; food, elements found in nature or simply fragrances that were unknowingly present at the time a particular memory was etched into my subconscious. 

Already tonight I had experienced two such reactions; the flower just now, and when I entered Cathy’s car.  Upon sitting down in the soft cushioned chair, I had been instantly bombarded with the potent fragrance of mildew.  She apologized immediately, explaining the scent constantly swathed her car, due to her absentmindedness when it came to putting the top back on her convertible, consequently transforming it into a sponge for rain.  Immediately I was reminded of camping in the backyard with my siblings in an old tent when I was seven or eight years old.  Detailed feelings and memories I hadn’t recalled since those particular nights came rushing back in a brief instant.

Sadly enough, the sensation faded as quickly as it had emerged.

My eyes scanned the low table, housing several shallow tubs.  Edging in closer, I stuck my hand in the ice to search for something that looked good.  It was only full of brands of alcohol and other drinks I was not familiar with.  It was my conclusion that the hostess, the same one famous for her "crappy joes" must also be known for her affinity to keep costs down.  I was about to give up when I found a ginger ale.  

My mother informed me before I moved from my childhood home in Indiana that it was most likely called "soda" by most people in California, not "pop".  She had compiled a helpful list of “differences” I would need to be aware of to help ease my adjustment.  This particular differentiation may take some practice as the word elicited an awkward feeling as I spoke it.  

Selecting a styrofoam cup, I looked around for some ice.  There was none to be found, but the pop had been sitting in some half melted, slushy cubes, so I figured it would be cold enough.  As I pushed opened the top of the can a few wayward drops flew on to my blouse.  Quickly, my fingers worked to brush them off before they settled into the soft pink fabric.
I took my drink in my hand and crossed over the length of the deck and followed steps down, across a small patch of grass and went to stand against a fence under a large tree.  Many, smaller trees and shrubs lined the fence, but I approached the largest, which offered the greatest feeling of camouflage into the backdrop. 
After taking a few methodical sips of my drink, I swirled it around in my cup.  My eyes shot around to take in the surrounding faces.  Cathy's voice sailed over many others, causing me to look up.  My eyes shot around to take in those surrounding her.  

Still no Fred.  

She had moved on from Liz and was now hugging a girl in dark rimmed glasses and bouncing ponytail.  She was equally as eager to see Cathy and they were now both hunched over in laughter.  Cathy was playfully hitting her back.  I was momentarily relieved.  At least she wouldn't notice me hiding out, engrossed in her current dialogue.  Undoubtedly, she would soon come to realize I was on my own and force me to join her conversation out of misplaced sympathy.  

With a cup housed in my left hand and the can in the other, I nervously pulled at my hair, cascading over my shoulders and resting along my chest.  Scanning the crowd again for Fred, I accidentally caught the eye of a seemingly interested male partygoer.  Before I could ascertain a complete and detailed observation of his appearance, I shrunk awkwardly, looking down immediately to cut short any communication through our gaze.  

The main reason I had moved from my home was for a new start.  Wanting mainly to concentrate on my new job and settling in, a superficial date with a stranger was the last thing I desired.

Staring into the bubbling liquid, I noticed it was quickly dwindling due to my nervous sipping.  Pouring more into my cup, I swirled it around some more.  I turned around, pretending I was again examining the tree.  Staring blankly into the adjacent property, I hoped our broken eye contact would prevent his seemingly imminent approach.  

Startled, I slightly jolted as I felt a faint breeze whoosh by me.  It was enough make my face fall in exasperation.  Turning my body in the direction of the faint draft, I had a clear expectation of whom I was about to see.  It was a pleasant surprise to quickly take in that the man, now standing only about two feet away, was indeed not the male I had observed just moments earlier.  He also was not a part of any of the other social groups closest to me.  He was leaning against the fence with dry, smug look on his face.  His elbows were pulled back, resting on the top of the low fence.  One leg was bent with the sole of his foot pushed against the black metal slabs and the other leg held knee locked and protruding out.  

"Hello," he said.  

Looking around, I noticed I was the closest person to him by a good ten feet.  

Was he talking to me?  

He looked down at his own drink and then slowly glanced up at me and smiled.  He offered a kind and sympathetic sentiment.  

I hadn't noticed him before.  

It appeared he was somewhat taller than me, at least seven inches or so, making him around 5’10”.  Even though he had on a baseball cap, I could tell his hair was light brown or maybe even a little blonde.  He was wearing a worn red t-shirt with a design on the front I didn't recognize.  Seemingly comfortable and maybe even a little put off, he said, "I'm Domenic.  How do you know Shannon?"  

Narrowing my eyes, I puckered my lips as I pondered his question.  Shannon?  Who was Shannon?  Oh, the sloppy joe lady....

"Oh," I said.  My mouth tweaked, slightly embarrassed.  "Actually, I've never met her.  I was invited by my friend."  Instantly, my cheeks flooded with a heated discomfort.

"Who?" he inquired curiously.  

The way he angled his head to the side and offered a slight smile demonstrated there was no contempt in his question.  His eyes met mine for the first time.  Holding our stare for a moment, it was not necessarily the unpleasant sensation I had been so certain each new conversation would generate.  My eyes shifted to his mouth as held a pleasing curve.

"Uh, Cathy invited me.  She's Fred's girlfriend.  I think Fred works with Shannon."  My feet shuffled across the dense grass, a slight unease suddenly generating that I hadn’t been directly invited.  “I don’t know anyone here, except for them, and he’s not even here yet.  I'm just kind of hiding out....drinking some so-da."  As I divulged my last word I presenting a tiny grin, aimed merely to delight myself.  Each word came out slowly and carefully.  I was proud of myself for executing my new dialect.  
“I work with Cathy, Fred’s girlfriend,” I stated, in my own effort to ease any impending discomfort.  “Do you know them?” I asked, hopeful.
“I don’t know them….but I know who they are.”  He smiled slyly.  His expression depicted that he had indeed had some sort of previous interaction that conjured a definite impression.

Looking down, his smile began to fade as he swirled his own drink around in his cup.  The strong line along his jaw slightly tightened suddenly.  

"I….uh, actually came over to tell you something,” he spoke softly, turning to look at me again.

My fingers instantly dropped my thick strand of hair, which they had still been anxiously pulling.  My face was obviously illustrating my eager curiosity.

"WYNNNNN!" cried a deafening voice.  Instantly, my pleased expression fell, as my eyes enlarged as far as they could open as they caught view of a blurred Cathy running over to seize me by my shoulders.  Luckily I had finished most of my drink out of nervousness or it would have spilled all over me with her force. 

"Fred’s here with John!  C'mon!"  She grabbed my wrist and led me forcefully back onto the deck.  I looked back at Domenic and he shot me a kind and sympathetic glance. 

Fiercely desiring to remain in my current conversation, my mouth parted to speak a plea directed at him.  His forehead scrunched as his face depicted surprise in the interruption.  He pushed his lips to one side and playfully mouthed, "Have fun."  I strained to hold his gaze until it was unwillingly obstructed with several unmoving partygoers.

My body, rigid with steady resistance, was hauled along by Cathy’s underestimated strength.  Bouncing over to Fred, she offered giddily, “Here she is!  John, this is Wyn.  And Wyn….this is John.”

My face nearly crumpled with the realization that this meeting was, without a doubt, premeditated.  As he turned to greet me, my eyes began at his chin and rose slowly to observe his blue eyes, wild with enthusiasm.

His hand rose to move a rogue strand of hair that had fell over my eyes with Cathy’s fervent heave over to him.  Instinctively, my head jerked away.  Not reading my obvious dislike for his unwarranted contact, he presented an excessively syrupy smile.  My eyes widened at the sight of a set of grossly large teeth.  Instantly they reminded me of teeth that may have belonged to a donkey.  

Speechless, my gaze shot to Cathy for an explanation.  His hand rose again and brushed lightly over my bare shoulder.  Quickly, I shifted to pull back with a jerk, but spotted Cathy's overly pleased smile first.  

Standing in frozen disbelief, I pleaded my blaring inquiries through exceeding broad eyes.  She only offered a playful expression, as if to say, "Well...whatcha think?!"  

Not able to form coherent words, I watched in bewildered terror as Fred whispered something to Cathy.  In an instant they snuck off, leaving me alone with John.  Still dumbfounded as they disappeared, I couldn’t believe they were abandoning me with this overly confident stranger.  My eyes finally shifted back to face, which was brimming with unbridled zeal.

The subsequent one-sided conversation went by in a haze, as my glazed eyes peripherally surveyed the sky evolve from blue to navy to black.  The transformation went by in slow motion animation as he expunged a string of exceedingly fast words, seemingly unrelenting.  Every once in a while my fog would ease, as my mind would temporarily focus to scan the illuminated backyard for Domenic.  I never found him.

My legs, unmoved for the entire stretch of time, finally began to sway in slight circles as my limbs went numb.  Squinting and tilting my head, I watched in curious wonderment John's face, finding myself strangely engrossed for the moment.  Unblinking, I surveyed his pointy nose move up and down as he talked.  Leaning in curiously, I watched as it shifted vigorously with every word…and even more so when his mouth broadened to expose his giant teeth.  It was my current wonder if mine moved the way his did.  My hand rose to curiously touch my nose.  

I jumped when Cathy brusquely clutched my shoulder.  In a snap she whispered with a snarl, "I need to go.  Now."  

The look on her face illustrated she was apparently irate at something Fred had said and wanted to go.  This was not the first time I had been with the two of them and this exact thing had happened, so her response did not surprise me.  More that glad to oblige, my head cocked to the side in forged disappointment to offer a farewell to John.  Even though I had desired to flee without a goodbye, my mother’s years of painstakingly impressing well-mannered practices and niceties forced me to do so.

Before he could fashion his own concluding statement, or churn out an offer for another meeting, my body spun around rapidly.  My new-found energy swelled to my feet, as they bounded the stone pavers, skipping over two at a time.  Hiding a relieved smile, I reached the car ten steps before Cathy, who was huffing a slew of words, barely discernible, behind me.  Not paying close attention, I leaped over to the car.  
Squinting, I noticed something on the street that hadn't been there when I had banged the door earlier.  It looked like a piece of paper.  While Cathy was still rambling and fiddling with putting down the top of her convertible, I bent over to pick it up.  It was a long thin piece of paper.  It resembled the paper that came on pads that stick on refrigerators to write grocery lists on.  It had been connected to another like piece so when fastened they formed a rudimentary sort of envelope.  Lying inside the paper was a pale pink carnation, very similar to the flowers that were sitting on one of the hostess' makeshift food stations.  As I peeled the two pieces of paper apart further, I saw the words, 

"I’m sorry we didn’t get to finish our conversation.  

It was nice to meet you,

Domenic"

Gripping the gift in my hand, I held it unseen from Cathy's sight the entire ride home.  With her left elbow resting on the ledge just below her window, she wove her fingers vigorously through her curls in exasperation.  Twisting and turning, she set free an unyielding string of grumbling and disparaging words the entire ride home.  My face continually twisted to express my understanding, but there was never a break to verbally speak.  It was fortunate, too, because I wasn’t sure if I could even fashion a coherent thought, due to the swarm of new sensations swimming throughout my head.  His note was certainly harvesting several feelings, mostly pleasurable.

Finally, as I closed the door to Cathy's car I wasn't sure what to say.  "Thanks for driving," was all I could come up.  

"I'll call you," she said dramatically.  She held both of her hands at the top of the wheel and rested her head on her arms.

I turned slowly because I didn't want to seem too eager to get into my house.  But before I was even facing the front of the house I heard her tires screeching forward.  She never waited until I was in the front door like I did for her.  But I was actually thankful for her unconscious thoughtlessness tonight.  

As soon as I was sure she was a safe distance down the street, I elevated the flower to my nose.  Inhaling the pleasant fragrance generated a mild trembling in my chest.  The after affects of his surprise gift were not yet dissolving.  

Smiling, I walked up the concrete blocks slowly.  Shifting the note and flower into one hand, I rooted around in my pocket for my house key.  Suddenly, my body froze as a loud screeching sound startled me.  My head instinctively jerked to the side as something flew wildly past me on the walkway.  All of my senses instantly alert, my tense posture relaxed as I rapidly decoded the scene.  

It was the family of birds who found their home in a large bush on the side of my house, unseen to me where I was currently standing, still motionless.  Every morning when I walked out my back door to my car to go to work, they completed the same reactionary act.  I was curious to the cause at present, however.  They never did it when I walked in or out the front door; only the back.  Shrugging, I assumed the shrieking of Cathy’s getaway must have startled them from the safety of their home, even if their response was a little belated.  

I hurried to my front door, even though I had convinced myself to the cause of the birds’ retreat.  Just before I stepped up and inside, I halted to reach my hand in my mailbox, fiddling around with the contents.  

It had obviously been placed in its current location by someone much taller than me.  I certainly couldn't see into the box and but I could just reach my hand into it if I stood on my tiptoes and stretched uncomfortably.  First feeling the clothespin I used to alert my walking mailman I had outgoing mail, I pushed it aside to get to the two pieces of mail I had failed to gather earlier in the day.  Surely one was from my father.

My decision to move across the country had pained him the most out of everyone in my family.  We certainly held a special bond that most parents and children do not.  As part of our unique relationship, for the last fourteen years my father had written me a letter every day.  Not a customary tradition amongst daughters and fathers, especially those who lived together, we had both become quite attached to the practice.  Growing up, whenever I would explain this daily tradition, the listener would question the habit with surprise.  

"He writes you letters even though he lives with you?" my high school friends would ask, as they contorted their faces in juvenile disbelief.  I would just shrug my shoulders with a slight smile.

Only those closest to me knew the reason behind it.  

These letters had always been dear to me, something I looked forward to each day.  And now that I was so far from him, they took on new significance and held much more potency.  

As I sat down at my kitchen table, I was a little sad I had to read my letter by the unnatural glow of the florescent bulbs.  My room was no longer golden amber, or even pale yellow.  It was now cold and ashen with the shades of my cream tile and pale oak cabinets invading.  

Now rubbing the soft petals of the gift under my chin, a smile began to grow, swelling to even my cheeks.  Still curious to where the conversation would have moved if we had not been interrupted, I stood to place the flower on the counter, next to the two letters I had received today.  Unhurriedly moving from the kitchen now, I trudged to my bedroom.  I fell asleep with a grin manipulating my entire face.

Chapter 2
“Some Surprise”
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Cathy had proven over the last few months to be a very entertaining running partner.  Her nonstop commentary and funny stories made the time go by quickly.  

Last week she relayed an account about an overprotective mother who she found peering through the classroom window during story time.  She claimed she pretended she couldn't see the mother and then began to scratch her forehead with her middle finger, sending a subliminal message.  At times I had to slow my pace because I was laughing forcefully enough to affect my breathing.  

Yesterday’s outing proved very humorous as well.  We both took turns relaying our interactions from Saturday night.  When she confided that she thought John had “horse teeth” I nearly tripped over me feet with the jerking of constrained laughter.  When it finally ceased, I gripped my sore stomach, strained with so much amusement, and straightened my gate.  The ensuing image caused me to do an involuntary full body shiver.  Cathy caught sight of it and mouthed, “sorry”. 

It had been continually raining all day, so we decided to forego our otherwise implicit plans.  Relaxing at my kitchen for a moment, scraping the now hardened paint off of my knee length khaki skirt, I suddenly remembered the mail.  Bolting to my door, my hand strained to reach for the items in the box connected to my house.  

Bills, blah.  But a few letters inside.  

Maybe one was from my mother.  Every once in a while I would receive a letter from someone in addition to my father.  I sat down at my kitchen table to read what I anticipated as being a stress releasing present from an unknown family member.  Pulling my chair in closer to the table, I realized the first letter I was holding was not written in my father or mother’s handwriting.  My eyes shot to the upper left hand side of the white envelope, but there was no return address.

I pushed my head to the side in curious wonder, turning the letter over to examine it carefully.  I finally opened it excitedly even though my face wouldn't have given that fact away.  My eyes were narrowed as I looked at the short message written on a single piece of neatly folded notepaper.  

Wyn,

I hope you don't think it's strange, but I looked up your address.  I would have called, but there was no number listed.  

I was just wondering if you would like to go out sometime?

Domenic

My face heated with restrained excitement.  

Domenic.  

Nearly three days had passed since I had met him.  

My eyes shot down to the bottom of the note, where he had written his phone number.  

I walked over to my dining table where I had placed his first message, unfolding it to compare the identical handwriting.  Even though I had kept it and the flower, I had pushed any hopes of seeing him again to the back of my mind, assuming it would never come to pass.  

Any inquiries regarding his full name or contact information would have to be gathered through the hostess of the party, which caused me to resign any hopes almost immediately, ceasing any continual considerations.  

Frantically searching back through my memory files, I attempted to recall exactly what our sparse interaction entailed.  

His appearance was the first detail I attempted to recall.

Nice-looking, that was for sure.  But our conversation was short, making the details a little sketchy.  

He was not creepy like John.  

He had a nice smile.  

Definitely no horse teeth.

With further examination, I observed there was no stamp.  My steady heart rate accelerated slightly as I stared at the envelope unblinking.  It took only a short moment for me to understand what it meant.  

He had been here. 

He had driven to my home.
I wasn't sure what I thought about that.  

If someone like Cathy had told me the same story in regards to something that had happened to her, I would probably tell her I didn't like it….and to "be careful."  But the truth was, the more I stood there and thought about it, the more my pulse continued to quicken and I think I liked it.  

My legs shifted weight from the left and then to the right.  My fingers rubbed along the entire surface of my face, smoothing my heated skin.  Shifting again, I contemplated the rushing thoughts and emotions in my head.  They were all swimming around immediately and luridly.  

He must have had to do some investigating.  I was pretty sure I had told him my first name.  And if not, he surely heard it when Cathy had screeched it; but not my last name.  

Who did he ask?  
Fred?  
I would venture to bet he didn’t even know it…nor would John.  Certainly he hadn’t asked Cathy, or she would have told me instantly.  I bit my thumb nail curiously, attempting to resolve this sudden mystery.  

Finally, I gave up.  Moving on with my curiosities, I could only assume he most likely then went on to look me up on a computer, because I don't know if I'd even be in the phonebook since I'd just moved here.  

After the first note, I had implicitly thought he must be fond of me, but the considerable effort involved in delivering this second message caused me to be a little more taken aback.  This took time and inquiry.  How interested could he possibly be after our brief interaction?  Why would he go to all the trouble to find out my name, look me up and drive this proposition to my home?  These measures didn't seem to match up with his reserved behavior at the party.  

Regardless, he was unquestionably pursuant.  

His actions made me recall a specific instance, years ago.  Caroline spent an entire weekend crying over a "broken heart".  At one point, I was in the kitchen where she and my mother were talking.  They continued to carry on their conversation as if I wasn't there as I pulled a banana from our tiered fruit bowl.  Listening casually at first, I heard our mother tell her, "You should not be wasting time on someone who is not willing to pursue you."  

She sat down next to my sister, who was home from college for unexpected weekend visit.

"What does that mean?" she asked through her stammering sobs. 

My mother put down her orange dishtowel and wiped her damp hands on the seat of her pants.  

"Well, when man really loves a woman, it should be obvious.  His pursuit of you should be written all over his face and will be clear through his actions." 

She sat down next to her and eased in close to her face.  

"A woman shouldn't let her heart get ahead of what the man is willing to give.  Expect high standards and you'll receive high standards."

With raised eyebrows and a slight smirk, I had leaned against the counter, standing silently.  I hadn't understood what my mother was saying at the time, but now I think I did.  Almost smiling now, I allowed the memory to sear into my head.  

Certainly, I liked the way Domenic was overtly obvious in his interest for me.  It was already proving to provide me much delight.

Suddenly my thumb rose to the space between my eyebrows as I thought curiously.  In an instant, my mind raced to recall a specific memory, only a few moments earlier.  

As I had rifled through my mailbox on my tiptoes, the very faintest aroma had hit my nose, barely apparent at the time.  Most people would never have even noticed it.  

Suddenly, my eyes bolted in the direction of the front door. Holding my breath, I allowed a new hopeful thought to invade.

Running now, my breath and heart beat picked up as I unlocked the front door in anticipation.  I stood on my tiptoes to reach into the black metal mailbox, fishing around feverishly.  Since I was only minutely expecting it, when my fingertips felt the soft but bushy body of the flower, a gasp escaped my excited lips.  

Another flower.  

A carnation.  That I knew without even pulling it from the metal box.  

Carnations had always been one of my favorite flowers, because of their commanding, pleasant scent.  They were also strong and hearty and lasted much longer than other, more expensive flowers.  I had always selected those for my mother on special occasions.  

Standing there in the doorway, I was slightly shaking in excitement and also perhaps a little swollen with pride that I had discovered my previously overlooked and possibly lost gift.  

Working quickly, I locked the door and walked into my kitchen, radiated a pale yellow now.  The golden hue was just an undertone currently, but would continue to grow a bit deeper as the sun began to set.  

Lifting the soft, peach petals up to my nose, I closed my eyes and drew in the scent, which offered a short-lived, but powerful effect.

Smiling, I answered my previous question to why he hadn’t simply mailed the letter.  

Moving quickly to the kitchen, I went to unite it with the original flower he had given me, still not in water.  My eyes wildly scanned the right side of my countertop, where I had placed it on Saturday night.  Frowning when I didn’t see it immediately, my face instant perked up when I spotted it on the opposite side of my sink.  I was momentarily confused.  I couldn’t recall having moved it.  

As soon as I had it in my hands, my curiosity quickly dissolved.  It still was pink, but had started to lose its firmness and had started to wrinkle.  The edges were browning and little rust colored speckles had developed.  Reaching to pick it up, I noticed the stem had turned a bit rubbery.  It was a contrast to the new, fresh gift¸ which was sturdy and much more solid.  The curls and bends of the petals were crisp and clean.  No browning or signs of decay.  For a moment, I stared at them both.  Pulling a glass from my cupboard, both flowers found their way into cool water.

Looking at the paper again, I drew in a deep breath.

My blood was racing in exceedingly fast motion causing the thoughts and images in my mind to twist into surreal abstracts.  My stupor prompted an uncharacteristically impulsive decision.

I picked up the phone. 

Without even a moment of deliberation, I pressed the numbers.  My fingers were shaky, but not enough to hinder the dialing.

"Hello." a voice answered soon after.

My eyes widened, suddenly startled.  The voice shattered the euphoric swelling in my head and reality consequently invaded.   I bit down on my lip, now feverishly rethinking my brash reaction to call without any mental preparation.

"Um, hi, is Domenic there?" I asked softly. 

My head fell.  Maybe I should have gone over what I would say.  Or maybe I shouldn't have called altogether.

"Yes, this is," he stated quickly.

"Hi…uh, this is Wyn..."  I stopped.  

There was at least a three second silence. 

"Hi...wow.  I'm surprised you called.  I wasn't sure you were going to.  So, you remember who I am?"

"Yes, I remember," I said, trying to hide the invading smile on my face, although I wasn't sure why I was trying to veil it, since he couldn't see my expression.  Suddenly I was thankful for that.

"You were the only good part of that party," I confessed.  It was entirely true, but as soon as I said it, I wished I wouldn't have been so transparent and quick to present my sentiment.  My forehead coiled into a mass of lines all concentrated between my eyebrows.  I leaned my head onto the kitchen counter in an affected pose.

Then just as swift he added, "I could say the same for you."

My head lifted slightly.  There was another moment of silence.  

Was he as uncomfortable as I was?

He couldn't be.  

He had been bold enough to drive to my house, knowing he would appear eager.  He must be pretty confident, I assumed.  

"Thank you," was all I could muster.  

Another three second stretch of agony.  My heart's pace picked up.  

“I was wondering….would you like to go out to dinner on Friday?"

Instantaneously, I couldn't help but imagine his face, my hopes that it was swimming with the same unspoken excitement mine was.  In an attempt to keep him from sensing my juvenile giddiness, my breathing slowed with a controlled effort.  
“Yes, I would.”

My mind was skipping back and forth from the picture of him in my mind to the distracting sound of something in my backyard.  Elevating my free hand to open the curtain, my eyes scarcely focused to look out and observe the cause.  Engrossed with the anxiety caused by our conversation, my eyes dropped and I lightly touched one of the flowers.
"Um….may I ask you something?” I started.  Without waiting for his answer, I continued.  “How did you know my last name?”

“Oh.…” he started in a startled tone, obviously caught off guard with my question.  “….uh….well, someone came up to me at the party and asked if ‘Wyn Westerfield’ was there yet?  I told him I didn’t know anyone by that name, so he proceeded to describe you, apparently in hopes of jogging my memory.  He said you had long brown hair and big green eyes.  When I saw you standing under the tree, I assumed he had been talking about you.  Then, when your friend screamed your first name I was certain.”

For the first time since we had been talking, I stood up erect, no longer bent over the counter.  His explanation left me a bit curious.

“So….can I pick you up at 6:30?"

"Uh….” I spurted, due to the unexpected change of subject.  “That sounds really good."  I was nodding slightly, my surface action to show him I relaxed and laid back about the whole situation, again forgetting he couldn't see me.  

Silently I wished I could see him.  

"I'm looking forward to it," he asserted.

"Me too."

"Alright….um, bye."

"Okay....goodbye."
Lowering the phone down to the counter, my mind worked feverishly to conjure an image of him, but could only recall surface details; a gray hat that was worn around the edges, light brown hair sneaking out from behind his ears, his relaxed stance against the elbow height fence, a red t-shirt that fit snugly around his biceps.  My face became hot with that vision.  

Regrettably his face was mostly a blurry picture; a rough outline, but no clear details.  The more I tried to recall it, the more I realized I was beginning to create an image that may or may not have even existed.  Halting my metal picture there, I decided I would have to be patient for a few more days.  

Chapter 3
“The High Road”


Holding the cellophane enclosed candy in between two fingers, I rotated the circular mint to observe the swirls of red and white.  Similar to the design of a pinwheel, the tiny sphere I was gripping held nearly the same hypnotic quality.  For some unknown reason, just as certain smells often served as benchmarks to pleasing memories, the smell, and even sight, of this particular candy imparted a similar sensation.  
On the long road trip out to California from Indiana I had eaten one at one of the rest stops.  Instantaneously, it produced a very pleasing feeling that in turn calmed my nerves about the move.  Its effect was not soon forgotten, and once I was at my new home I went out and bought a bag almost immediately.  With each reaction, I found myself frustrated in that I was unable to determine the correlation.  Even with the feeling, seemingly more potent with each subsequent mint, I still could not lessen the haziness of the memory.

I had once heard in college that it was theorized that eating one of these particular candies while taking a test could amplify your brain function.  I tried it a few times, but it didn’t seem to work.  Surely, this was not the memory seared into my subconscious.  Test taking certainly didn’t hold the same soothing feeling this act yielded.
With the candy now in my mouth, I walked to my room, my nerves about tonight with Domenic already being soothed.  Since it was our first date, I assumed it wouldn't be anything too fancy.  The same jeans I wore to the party were my final selection as was my favorite top.  I had bought it several years ago because it very closely resembled a top that both my sister Elizabeth and I had when we were younger, probably five or six years old.  It took me a few minutes to find it, as it was not on the foot of my bed, where I was convinced I had placed it this morning.
My momentary confusion quickly evolved into a smile as I eyed the series of thin horizontal stripes running down the shirt, each line a different color.  Beginning at the top, the colors followed the actual progression of the colors of the rainbow, seven narrow lines in all.  I couldn’t recall if our old shirts followed this exact color progression, but it was certainly close enough.  I always wore this replica on special occasions.  And I couldn’t help but feel contented and more at ease when I did.  

Heat lurched through my limbs as I watched him pull into my driveway.  He drove a large truck.  It was dark blue and looked what I was guessing to be at least ten years old, although clean and dent free.  

Even though I had been prepared for it, the loud knock from my front door still jolted my pulse.  I had jogged to my kitchen just moments earlier, so he wouldn't see me peering through the white sheers.

Running my fingers through my hair, I tousled it feverishly in a last ditch effort to give it some fullness.  I passed a mirror hung on the partition that faced my front door, but I purposely didn’t look.  I took in a deep breath and forced a timid smile as I opened the door to reveal him standing on my doorstep.  My eyes enlarged as I took in the picture.  
It was like I had remembered, but so many more details were instantly satisfied.  He wasn't wearing a hat so I could see his hair now.  

It was light brown with some slight shimmers of blonde.  It was about two inches long in most spots.  Mostly straight, it held a bit of bend behind his ears as I caught sight of some peaking out around them.  It was not meticulously combed, but not messy either.  His face was strong and had a masculine bone structure to it.  A tanned forehead held the remnants of burn, probably from this weekend, by the degree of its fade and faint peeling skin in a couple of spots.  His dark blue eyes were framed by extended, curving eyelashes.  Overall, his features were very manly, but also friendly.  

His eyes danced over my face, and I could tell he was taking in my appearance as well.  I hoped his observation was satisfying whatever positive memory he may have held of me.  My own inspection of his forgotten features proved to be even more pleasing than I had recalled.

He was wearing jeans as well and a long sleeve, button up white shirt, not tucked in.  My eyes shot down to his waist as his arms shifted.  He was holding one hand behind his back.  Pulling it out slowly, he revealed an assortment of different hued carnations.

Involuntarily, my thumb rose to my lips and I bit down on my nail nervously.  Not wanting him to sense my juvenile bashfulness, I was quick to remove it and reach out to grab the flowers.  Our fingers brushed against each other in the transaction and the interaction made my face flush.  I pulled my hand back quickly so he wouldn't feel any nervous trembling.

My smile widened as I expressed my gratitude.  "Thank you.  That's really sweet of you."  The desire to look down invaded, but I fought the response.  

A slight heat of adrenaline began to flow through my limbs with the new excitement of finally seeing him in person.  And it hadn’t ceased in the slightest, even as we were five minutes into our drive.

"So, where are we going?" I asked, turning my head to see his face.

"Well, I'm taking you to one of my favorite spots," he said. 

"Oh, okay,” I surrendered.  My eyes shot nervously out the window, thinking about my next question.  “How close do you live from here?" I finally asked.

“Actually only about fifteen minutes away, in Eastlake.  How long have you lived here?" he asked, not taking his eye off the road.  

"I've only lived here three months.  I just moved here from Indiana."

"Really?" he asked in genuine curiosity.  He voice went up an octave as he voiced his surprise.  "What brought you here?"

"A job," I began, my grin finally dissolving.  "I wasn't finding anything permanent there and this was the first place I was offered a job."

"What do you do?" 

"I'm an Art teacher.  An elementary school Art teacher," I specified.

"Wow, an artist," he presumed.  

"No, I didn't say that," I pointed out.  "And I suppose it's pretty ironic, since most art teachers are tremendous artists," I said with a truthful smile.  "I love art, and I like being surrounded by it.  But my hands can't exactly keep up with what my mind would like to create.  That's why I teach Kindergartners.  They think my stick figures are breathtaking."

He laughed lightly.  He shifted his left hand to lie on his upper thigh and moved his right hand to hold onto the wheel.  Altering his position, he moved in his seat to face me a little more.  My growing unease reminded me of how long it had been since I was alone with a member of the opposite sex.  The tension flooding the truck was palpable.  It certainly wasn't an unpleasant feeling, but it was tension nonetheless

"What do you do?" I asked him, trying to get him to talk a little more.  
"Well, nothing as scary as what you do," he said, his lips pouting in a comical smile.  

"I'm a physical therapist."

"Really?" I replied, almost precisely as he had just a minute earlier.

"Yes, I mainly work rehabilitating injured athletes."

"That's neat," I said, realizing my response was so juvenile.  My head turned to the right so I could roll my eyes without him seeing.  In an attempt to redeem myself, I asked, "What does a typical day look like?"

"Well, every day is a little different," he began.  "I divide my time between the hospital rehabilitation center and a local high school.  I work part time as one of the sports' trainers, so I'm actually pretty lucky to be off tonight.  Usually I'm at a game of some sort, making sure the kids don't kill themselves."

"That sounds like a fun job," I said.  "But I don't know how you do it.  High schoolers scare me."

"Oh, you are dead wrong," he spoke through an exaggeratedly furrowed brow.  "Nothing is more scary than a six year old."

"Ha," I laughed.  

His humorous response hinted he was comfortable and not at all nervous as I was.  The beds of my fingernails tingled as I looked over to observe his hands, tightly grasping the wheel.  They weren’t shaking wildly like I was so certain mine were.  Desiring to keep him talking, I changed the subject.  

"Thank you so much again for the flowers.  Carnations are actually my favorites," I spoke.  It wasn’t exactly true, but close enough.  I certainly liked them.

"I thought maybe you liked them.  I saw you smell one at the party and you really seemed to like it."

"Yes,” I whispered contemplatively, suddenly recalling the scene he was describing.  “I remember that now.  I’m sorry, by the way, that I had to run off.”  I rolled my eyes and my head shivered with the sudden memory.

"Don’t be sorry," he said.  "I felt sorry for you.  I almost cut in, but I was having too fun watching it all unfold.  It looked like you were pretty engrossed in conversation."  His eyes left the road momentarily and looked over to me.  The way his mouth curved to form a devious smile made it clear he was poking fun.  

“You had said you wanted to tell me something,” I posed, almost a question.
“Oh….yes, but I already told you on the phone.  I was just going to tell you that someone had been looking for you.  But I’m kind of glad I didn’t get to tell you.  He was better looking than me, so it’s probably as well that you didn’t know at the time.”
He faintly chuckled and I smiled humorously.  I certainly found the chances of that to be slim, but nonetheless, I found his modesty charming.  

“Wait….that’s weird,” I interjected curiously.  “I didn’t know anyone at the party, except for Cathy and Fred.”

“Let’s not forget John,” he chimed in, his face holding an ornery smile.  It dissolved as he continued.  “Well, he definitely seemed to know you.  He was pretty intense.  So I could tell he was on a mission to find you.…or something.”
Even though I was perplexed and interested with his story, I didn’t want to think I was more intrigued with the mystery man than him.  And really, I wasn’t.  Fortunately, he changed the subject.
"So why did you end up traveling all the way across the county to get a job?" he asked.

"Well, I went to college to be an Art teacher, but I found it difficult to a full-time position.  I had been substitute teaching for four years."  
About to hesitantly delve into the process of deciding to seek out and acquire my current job, I was relieved when he slowed to pull into a large parking lot of what looked to be a nature preserve.  I was surprised by its close proximity to my house, since hadn't been aware of its existence prior to this exact moment. 

We drove under a large wooden structure that included large yellow lettering that alerted me to our precise location.  There were several cars parked in the lot, but no visible signs of people.  Catching sight of trail markers and a dusty path, I could only assume they owners of the cars were running or walking.  

"We're here," he said as he opened his door.  He ran to my side to release me from the car.  Holding out his hand, he helped me from my elevated seat.  .

Once I was out he grabbed something out of the bed of his truck.  He looked at me and said, "This way," as he nodded in the direction he wanted me to follow.  

I followed close behind, curious as to what had been planned.  After about one minute of brisk walking, he led me to a small wooden covering, housing four sets of worn picnic tables.  He plopped the bag he was carrying onto the table.

"This is one of your favorite spots?" I asked, careful not to sound disappointed.  Disappointment was definitely the emotion I was feeling.  Mostly I was excited.  My question was due to my swelling curiosity.

"Well, maybe I shouldn't have built it up as a surprise," he spoke calmly.  “I guess it was my attempt at trying to make things exciting,” he smiled.  “It’s really nothing all that thrilling.  I've been coming here for years.”

“This is nice,” I spoke, closing my eyes for a moment and taking in a deep breath through my nose.  A very faint scent hit my senses and when I opened my eyes, they narrowed curiously in an attempt to figure out what the familiar fragrance was.

“What is it?” he asked.  “Do you smell something?”

“Yes, I think so,” I answered, surprised that he taken noticed.

“What is it?”

“I’m not exactly sure.”
He subsequently took in his own deep breath.  Looking over to me, he scrunched his forehead.

“I don’t smell anything.”

“Whatever is was….it was very faint.  But….I’m a shark.”

“A shark?” he asked, his face painted with intense inquiry at my nonchalant statement.

“Yes.  I can smell things absurdly far away.  It’s a rare gift,” I joked, trying hard to keep a straight face.

He paused for a moment, looking like he was thinking about his impending response.  Finally he smiled.  "I thought bears had the best sense of smell.”

“Oh really?  I’ve never heard that,” I smiled back.  

“Yeah, haven’t you ever heard you should have picnics in the woods because it attracts bears?  I think they can smell human food up to ten miles away.”

“Uh oh, isn’t that what we’re doing now?” I asked with a forged panic.

“Don’t worry, there hasn’t been a bear attack here in a few months,” he winked.  He moved to set up our plates.  "Shall we?" he asked, once he was finished.

"This looks great,” I said.  Still a little tense, my unease was melting a bit.  
He proceeded to set up a salad with grilled chicken, bread and two bottles of grape juice.  There was also a plate covered with tin foil, set off to the side.  Patiently, I waited as he served us both.  Awkwardly, we both looked at each other and then the food.  Slowly picking up my fork, I resolved to wait for him to be the first to speak.   Luckily we only endured few bites in silence before he began.  

“I’ve always found you can learn a lot about people by asking them about their favorite things,” he said.  I halted my eating, hoping anything he might ask wouldn’t say anything too false.  “What is your favorite color?”

I breathed a sigh of relief.  That was easy enough.

“Green,” I replied.  

Before I could ask him his favorite color or contemplate what my answer might suggest, he continued.
"What’s your favorite animal?”

My eyes shot up to the wood ceiling for a moment before I answered, “Definitely a cat."  I tilted my head down a little and raised my own eyebrow, posing, "I’m a little scared….what is all of this saying about me?"

"Tons,’ he smiled slyly.  “What is your favorite song?”
I released an involuntary huff, causing his expression to become alert.  

There was no way we were going there.  If that particular information were ever to be divulged, it would only be after ample time spent in seclusion with a pencil and paper.  I would need to deliberate for some time to successfully come up with a list to choose from that was somewhat accurate and not embarrassing.  In fact, I held my musical tastes under such guard, that I would never let anyone come in close proximity of my iPod.  
"I'll have to get back to you on that one," I diverted. 

“Do you have a favorite book?”
"You could say that," I said, my expression evolving to illustrate I was being serious.  I squeezed my own knees in an attempt to ready myself for the complex explanation.  

“Three actually.  My father is an English professor and has been reading to me since I was in the womb.  When I was twelve years old he began “The Lord of the Rings”.  It’s his favorite and it almost immediate became mine as well.  I loved it so much he even took it upon himself to learn the one of the fictional languages within the books.  Over time he became as fluent as one can.  He, in turn, taught me, and now I can read and speak the language just as well as he can.  We can carry on conversations that none of our other family members can understand.  To this day, he writes me a letter every day in the language."  

Chewing through the last few sentences of my explanation, he ended with a big gulp so he could respond in a timely manner.

"Wow, that’s very interesting.  It sounds like you have a great dad.  Has he ever missed a day?" he asked, just as a piece of lettuce was trying its hardest not to go into my mouth.  Assuming it must have been really attractive, I tried quickly to shove it into my mouth with my fingers.

"I'm sorry, what?" I asked, my eyebrows rising.  Trying to be coy about the food shoving, I had been momentarily distracted.  
"Has your father ever forgotten to write a letter or skipped a day?  You said 'every day'."

"Um….no, actually.  He's never forgotten.  And it’s been really great lately, since I'm so far away now."

"Do you like it here?" he asked, seemingly hopeful.
"Yes, I think so.  I really like my job.  The kids are great.  And Cathy....is great.”

He smiled slyly with my hesitant admission.

“No really, I am really thankful for her,” I said, smiling.

“Well, I'm certainly thankful for Cathy, too," he confessed.

"Why is that?" I asked, suddenly baffled with his declaration.

"Because she brought you to the party,” he said slowly with a smile."

My cheeks heated with my own bashfulness.  Abruptly, I attempted to change the subject.
“My grandfather used to claim you can learn a lot about a person my allowing them to divulge how they got various scars.  Each one tells a story….he said.  How did you get that one?” I asked, eyeing the significant scar on his hand.  

From his middle finger extending all the way to his wrist, was a thin scar, fairly lighter than the surrounding skin.

“Hmmm, I got that a few years back.”  He looked down and lightly laughed, shaking his head.  “I wish I had an exciting story, but it’s actually a cat scratch.  My grandmother’s cat was up a tree and I climbed up after it to get it for her.  It didn’t want to come down so I when I got to it, I just grabbed it quickly.  The cat went nuts and clawed the heck out of my hand.”

“Ooooh,” I cooed, sympathetically.

“I wish it was more of a manly story,” he smiled.  
“It’s a fine story….it shows that you are very sweet grandson….and….you have a tender heart.  You care about animals.” 

“All that from a cat scratch?” he laughed.
Looking at me, he brushed his finger against the flesh of my right cheekbone.  His touch caused my face to immediately flush with a rush of flowing blood.
“How did you get that?” he asked.

My anxious tension eased.  He had been merely touching a scar on my face.  I had actually forgotten about it when I had altered our conversation.  It was a somewhat considerable scar, about three-quarters of an inch long, running vertically underneath my eye.  My fingers rose to touch it, as he removed his hand.

“I actually have no idea how I got it.  It kind of just appeared about a year ago, I think.”

“Hmmm, I actually don’t know what that says about you.”

Twisting his face, he brought his finger to his mouth, as if assessing the information thoughtfully.

“I think it means you must be a very tough person.  I mean, if you got that severe of a cut and don’t even recall it.”

“Yes, that’s me, alright.  I’m really tough.”

He let out a slight chuckle, understanding my sarcasm.

Both of our eyes scanned over our remaining exposed skin, not finding any other scars. 

"So, do you have any brothers or sisters?" he asked innocently, breaking off a piece of bread.

"Um, yes, I do.  I have an older brother Andrew.  He's a firefighter back in Indiana.  And I also have an older sister, Caroline who's married and has two great kids.  Annie and Jack.  I really miss them."  Even though I was full, I nervously pulled off another piece of bread out for myself.  "And I have another sister, Elizabeth," I said quickly.  That's all I needed to say for now.

"Is she older or younger?" he asked as he took another bite.

Wow.  He worded his inquiry in precisely the hardest way for me to skirt around the truth.

"Umm....." I said slowly.

He looked at me confused and swallowed.  He raised one eyebrow quizzically.

“Well, actually we're the exact same age.  Give or take a few minutes."

"What?!  You're a twin?"  He put down his fork and wiped his mouth with the hunter green cloth napkin.

"That's awesome.  Why didn't you tell me?  Fraternal or identical?"

"Identical," I answered.  I moved my teeth to create an extreme under bite, a face I only make when I am extremely uncomfortable.  My lower lip extended.

"Really?  Where does she live?  Back in Indiana?" he asked, truly curious now.

"Well...um, she actually died when we were twelve," I answered.  
I could see his face drop and I felt bad for him.
"Oh, I am so sorry.  I was just curious.  I would never have asked--"

"It’s fine,” I answered honestly, offering a sympathetic smile.  
He looked down at the table hung his head slightly.  Finally looking up, he still looked quite discomfited.  He took a chunk of his bangs in his hand and made a fist.  When he let go a section of mangled hair was standing straight up.

"She died unexpectedly after a brief illness.”  

His eyes widened and his mouth parted slightly, appearing as if he was searching for words.  He shifted his arms and laid them across the table, placing them palm up.  Accepting his invitation, I rested my hands in his.  There was a charge, not muted at all due to our uncomfortable exchange; at least on my end.

“You said when you were twelve?” he questioned.

“Yes.”

“That’s when you said your father started writing you letters.”

“Yes,” I confirmed.

He smiled sweetly to display his unspoken understanding.  I presented a smile in return and we held our gaze for an extended period.  Still watching each other intently, our smiles slowly dissipated, more serious expressions taking over now.  

"The dinner was really good.  Thank you,” I diverted, to help ease the mounting awkwardness.
“It was my pleasure,” he said, squeezing my hands gently.  "Do you want to go for a walk?" he asked.

I nodded and he stood up rapidly.  The trail was dark, but our close proximity allowed me to still observe his features.  Our feet steadily trudged along the dry path again.  Taking in a deep breath, I heaved an extended breath before I was the first to speak. 
"What’s your favorite color?” I asked finally.  “I know I don’t know the secrets behind each color, like you do, but I’d still like to know.”

He smiled.  "Blue.  And before you ask the next question, ‘dog’.  More specifically, a Golden Retriever."

"Oh," I spoke, fighting a smile.  “A dog person.”

"Oh, most definitely.  Dogs are just more to the point," he clarified.  "They wear their heart on their sleeve.  Cats play too many games," he winked.

"I guess I can agree with that, but that's all a part of their charm.  When you win them over it's all the more rewarding.  They may seem aloof, but they need love, too," I concluded, generating a playful pout to express my humor.

Still smiling, we continued our darkening trek in silence.  My mouth opened slightly, in preparation of my next question.

“I can’t help falling in love with you,” he said unexpectedly.

Halting suddenly, all forward movement ceased abruptly.

“Wh- what?” I choked, looking to his face for assurance that words I had just heard were indeed what he had spoken.
“That’s my favorite song.  You know, ‘I Can’t Help Falling in Love with You,’ by Elvis.”  A grin began to generate over his lips.  “What?” he asked.

“Nothing,” I said, looking down.  My cheeks were surely burning a tell-tale red, so I was relieved the sun was almost completely set.  He proceeded to back up, then turning to look in our original direction.  

“Um….you know, it's getting late," he breathed.  "Maybe we should get you home."  

Nearly exhaling in an enormous sigh, I stopped to hide my disappointment.  

"Alright," I agreed.  Turning around now, my eyes strained to see his face.  Dark shadows overtook him, so his expression remained a looming mystery all the way back to the table.

Now in complete darkness, he grabbed the bag we had temporarily abandoned.  Moving to the truck unhurriedly, he opened the door for me and placed the bag in the back.  Even though he followed the same route, the ride home seemed to take much longer.  He sat straight forward with both hands on the wheel.  His features continually altered their expression, making faces like he was about to say something.  Just as his lips would part, he’d instead take in a breath and his mouth would suddenly clamp shut.  I was certain his mind was swimming with thoughts.
He pulled to a stop on the side of the road in front of my house, not in the driveway as he had done when he arrived to pick me up.  He opened my door and walked me to the front step.  

"I had a nice time," he finally smiled, after several hushed moments.

“Me too,” I spoke softly, exposing a relieved grin.

Moving his fingers to rest just inside his pockets, he turned his head to look to the side, away from me.

I couldn’t completely tell if he was nervous or completely confident.  If he was tense, he was masking it well.

Undeniably, I wanted him to kiss me, and the warmth that swirled inside my mouth was proof of that.  I watched his eyes as they fluttered across my face, sensing that they had come to rest on my cheeks momentarily.  Apparently, the rushing blood encircling my rigid body certainly hadn’t been kept a secret.  
Slowly, while my feet remained stationary, I began to lean in.  My hands abruptly tensed, as my lids began to lower in surrender.

I could feel his warm breath hit my mouth and it slightly parted, yielding to its sway.

In a touch I hadn’t been expecting, his fingers grasped my hands and squeezed moderately.

"Goodnight Wyn," he concluded, abruptly taking a step back.  His movement backwards pulled me slightly forward.

My mouth was still slightly open and I immediately shut it in slight embarrassment.

"Uh…okay….goodnight Domenic," I returned softly.  It was immediately obvious to me this was the first time I'd said his name tonight.  I really liked the way it sounded.  

Not wanting him to sense my disappointment, I took a step back.  He let go of my hand and my face fell¸ although he didn’t see it because he was already turning, walking back to his truck.  Fiercely not wanting him to go, I blurted out the first words that came to mind.

“All I want it you!”

Pausing his progress to his truck, he stopped and turned around.  

“Yeah…..” he said, nodding.  “I like U2, too.”

Throwing all of my relief onto right foot, my face erupted into an all-encompassing smile.  Without any more discussion, he turned back and walked to the street.
It was a good night- the best night-sleep since I’d moved.
Chapter 4
“Is There A Ghost” 

"You're happy today, Miss Westerfield," a tiny voice noted.

"Really?" I said, my head looking up to find the unidentified second grader.  "I'm always happy when you guys are here.”

"You're just extra happy today."

I raised an eyebrow inquisitively.  Smiling, my paint stained fingertips worked to re-fasten the knot securing my green apron that had been decorated in an unintentional Pollack-esqe design.  Rubbing my hands on the dappled fabric, now softened with many washings, I conceded.   

“Maybe you’re right.”  

My fingers shifted to find the front pockets of the apron, feeling for the mint I had purposely placed in there earlier in the morning.  Turning slightly, I pulled it out and covertly stuck it in my mouth, so the students wouldn’t see.  Surely they would ask for one if they saw mine.  I knew that from experience.

 “Can we do the bee song?” a child asked, hopeful.

“Yeah!” others echoed in unison.

Turning back around, I smiled.  “Um….okay.”
I walked over to my c.d. player.  Fiddling with the buttons, I turned up the volume.  There was no need for instructions.  They knew what to do.

“The bee song” was actually “The Flight of the Bumblebee” and I played it whenever I needed to clean the room up in a hurry.  The lively tempo motivated the children to run around the room and clean up the materials quickly.  They saw it as a treat because I let them squeal and run around as they did it.  I was fine with it, since it provided such a prompt and effective result.  Also, the song was short, so they couldn’t get too riled up.

Moving slowly against the back wall as to get out of the way of their frantic hustle, I used the one minute and twenty-two seconds to read the letter from my father I never got to read yesterday.  I quickly peeled open the envelope, breaking the large “W” imprinted on a wax seal, another homage to our beloved book.  My eyes scanned his neatly written words unhurriedly, smiling as I read the short message.  Like always, it was brief, only three sentences.  But I liked them that way; more concise and straightforward; never any filler.

I quickly translated he had taken a long walk with the newest addition to our family, a three-month old German shepherd, named Rohan.  We had never had a dog my entire growing up, but apparently the week after I moved cross country, my father broke down.  I deduced it had something to do with my absence.  It made me feel slightly better because my father had a new and inseparable buddy.  

He also noted that the leaves were in the midst of changing colors.  This was his favorite time of year.  

This would be my first autumn outside of Indiana.  My mother had done her research before my move and found I could expect to see a variety of colors in the fall, due to my more northern locale.  Even though I always thought of California as a southern state, my new home was not too far off the line of latitude I was used to in Indiana.  I was glad.  It was my favorite time of year as well, precisely due to the transformation of leaves.

Sensing the music was coming to a closure, I folded the paper along its original bends, placing it back in my pocket.  On cue the children were already making their way back to their seats.  

A sudden movement in the doorway caused to break my current contentment.  

“Oh, your teacher is here,” I spoke.  Suddenly, the cramped room was full of a shuffling mass of students, already moving to the door without direction from me.  I didn’t protest.  They were a good class. 

Watching from the back of the room where I was now washing my hands, my eyes narrowed in suspicion.   As each individual child exited, they shot upward glances to the left, developing wide eyes.  Giggles escaped a few mouths, mostly girls'.  My growing assumption was there must something exciting on the other side of the door, unseen to me, eliciting their reactions.

Wiping my newly wet hands on my apron, I ran my fingers through my hair. They stuck in spots and didn't go through fluidly, due to remaining dampness.

My feet halted their forward movement as Domenic suddenly appeared in the doorway.  Automatically, my heart began to pick up its speed.  He waved to one of the unseen students.  Even more, louder giggles followed.

He crossed the threshold and stood just a few feet from me now.

"Hi,” he greeted, smiling broadly.

“Hi,” I breathed back.  My eyes were still broad, with his surprise emergence.  

"How long have you been out there?" I asked, suddenly embarrassed.  Did he hear a different little girl observe I seemed "happy"?

"Not too long.  It was fun.  I thought it was about time I saw you in your element.  You’re a great teacher.”
I smiled modestly in response.  "I’m glad you did," I finally said, moving around the room, pulling the remaining wet paintings off of the table, my eyes never leaving him.

“I brought you some lunch.  Would you like to eat together?”

“Yes, I’d love to.”

He bore a relieved smile as he shifted in further from the doorway.  Dressed in dark khaki pants, a navy blue pull over jacket, I could also see what looked like a light blue colored polo shirt collar peeking out.  There was an insignia on his pullover that looked like it was from the hospital.

Moving over to the nearest table to the door, he set down the clear plastic bag and began removing items.  I passed him to shut the heavy door and took the brown paper bag lunch that I had previously set by a small table by the doorway.  I was moving to put it back in my large tote bag before we began.

"May I?" he asked, motioning with his hands he wanted to see what was inside.  My face contorted curiously as I pondered the purpose of his request.  Unhurriedly, I reluctantly moved to hand it over.  He sat down and started to remove items, one at a time, forming a line on the table.

“Okay, let's see what we have here.  Apple…. grapes…. carrots….cucumber….cheese….crackers?"  The words had begun as individual statements but the last three ended in a subsequently higher octave, each one with an even more questioning tone.

"What are you doing?" I asked.

"I had been beginning to think your healthy eating was just a cover, but now I know you really do eat this way."

“What do you mean?” I asked, my curiosity obvious through my expression.

“Well, for the past month, every time we’ve ever eaten together, you eat healthy things.  I thought you were holding back like most girls do the first few weeks of dating, but now I know it wasn’t an act.  This is sickeningly healthy,” he spoke, smiling.

"Uh….it's from a lifetime of conditioning, I suppose,” I laughed.  “And my mother would certainly beg to differ with your analysis that it is ‘sickeningly healthy’.”

“What?  She wouldn’t think this is healthy?”

“No….but, first off, she’s a bit of a crazy person when it comes to food.  I can’t believe I’ve told you this before.”  I met his gaze for the first time.  His interested smile immediately melted my unease.  My cheeks flushed in an automatic response to this, my first detailed observation of his face since he’d walked in the door.  Debating whether I should share my mother’s distinctive quirk, I decided to satisfy his obvious interest.  

“She’d start by saying cucumbers don’t have any nutritional value and she would probably faint that my crackers aren’t whole wheat.  Growing up, we had several rules when it came to food.  We weren't allowed to eat candy."  I pulled out the seat across from him and sat down.  My knee accidentally banged into the metal leg of the table.  Hiding my internal wince, I continued.  "Well, we were allowed to eat candy, but only after we had eaten our recommended three to four servings of fruits and vegetables," I spoke, my tone slightly mocking and sarcastic.  "‘You can eat all the candy you want after you eat your daily allowance’," I imitated in a shrill voice, nothing like my mother's actual voice.  He seemed entertained with the story so I continued. 

"Ever since I can remember my mother my mother has been known as the “FP5-O.”  

The inquisitive look on his face hinted I needed to do a little more explaining.

“Well, the ‘FP’ stands for ‘food pyramid,’ and the ‘5-O’ is old school slang for police officer.  My dad came up with it.  She had pictures of the food pyramid all over the house.  In our refrigerator, in our pantry, and even in the bathroom, although I’m not sure why….” I spoke, shaking my head slightly to express my amused confusion.  

“Little reminders, I guess.  She knew that if we had eaten our daily allotment of "good foods" then we would most likely have no appetite for candy," I explained.  Envisioning the worn, but colorful charts, I rolled my eyes.

"But, it actually worked.  We probably ate more fruits and vegetables than all the kids on our block combined - just so we could have candy.  Most days we would eat about two servings of each before we threw in the towel."  I paused and took in his expression.  He sat listening, his eyes still broad with interest. 

"Don’t even get me started about when they changed the serving recommendations.  It was a dark day in our house.”  

Suddenly his face twisted to demonstrate he was restraining some identified emotion.  Fearing my mother’s antics may be sending red flags regarding any inherited peculiarities of my own, I quickly concluded with a shrug, “So, basically, that's why I eat lots of fruits and vegetables."

"So, how often did you earn candy?" he asked.  My hand tapped nervously on the table.  Unbelievably, he was fascinated with this odd disclosure.  

"Only about twice, maybe three times a week.  And sometimes now, even though I'm on my own and across the country, I feel guilty when I….eat candy."  I whispered as if my mother was in the next room.  Smiling, I leaned in closer.  "Don't tell my mom, but I ate an entire candy bar last week and I'd only eaten an orange that day."

"The horror," he said, shaking his head.  His hair jostled a bit and he smoothed it back with his hands.

"Well, I brought a special treat."  He pulled out a tin foil covered paper plate.  "But you're not allowed to eat one until that apple and carrot are gone."

"Understood," I agreed, finally returning a broad smile.  

He had brought two ham and cheese subs and two bags of potato chips.  He slyly, but purposely moved the chips away from me as if to say, "None for you."

"Hey, careful now!" I playfully warned.

We took the first few bites of our sandwich.  Looking down, I quickly wiped off the remnants of flour I had provided the students to thicken their paint.  Suddenly I wished I'd had a chance to wipe it down better.   But there wasn't much hope.  The tables were covered in years' worth of paint, glue, and other hardened substances that had made the smooth surface now rough and uneven.  They looked like art projects themselves.

“What was your project today?” he said, shooting his gaze across the table to my black-wire drying rack.

“Well, my last class created their own reproduction of Vincent Van Gogh’s “Starry Night.”  

“I think I remember doing that myself,” he smiled.  “Are they studying space?”

Putting one of my carrot slices down, I answered, “No.  Why?”

“I just wondered because it looks like most of your projects have a space theme.”

Watching his eyes as a clue, mine shot in the direction of his gaze and noticed the particular pieces he must be referring to.  

Last week we had made mobiles in the likeness of Calder.  They were hanging from the plastic grids of the drop ceiling.  I smiled when I figured out why he would assume as much.

“Well, they were allowed to cut out any kind of shape, but I think most of them just ended up copying my model,” I pointed, showing him my own colorful creation.  Hanging from the wire was a series of vibrant stars, rocket ships and comets.  

I noticed his eyes had shifted again and I followed to see he was observing the pointillism paintings we had created with acrylic paint and q-tips.  Even though there were a few dinosaurs and cars, and even a rainbow, most of them were yellow stars amidst a dark blue background, again, just like my prototype.

I looked back over to him.  He was taking a bite of his sandwich.  

“Hmmm, I never really noticed I did that before.  I must have a subconscious fascination with space.”

He stood up to examine the entire room, eating while he did.  When we were both finished, he offered me a brownie.  Even though my mother’s ingrained rule caused me to eye my un-eaten apple, I accepted it.
When we were done, I lead him though the hallway, strewn with colorful artwork, finally reaching the parking lot.  

"Which one is yours?" he asked.

"Which car?" I asked, making sure that's what he meant.

"Yes."

"Um, the Honda over there," I pointed to the silver Civic sitting in the row behind his.  "It was my dad’s.  He gave it to me before I moved here.  My car was kind of a clunker.”    

“It sounds like you have a great father,” he noted.

Nodding, I was absolutely certain his observation was accurate. 

Now standing at his truck, he turned back and gripped me by the sides of my shirt.  I stretched up and met his lips before they would have met mine with his current forward motion.  Unconsciously, I let out a small sound demonstrating my pleasure.  Pulling me tighter when I did it, he demonstrated he had heard it and liked it.  After a moment I did it again, consciously this time, just to feel his close embrace again.  

It was a success.

"You'd better stop that," he pulled back.  "I have to get back.  I'm already late, actually."

"Oh, I'm sorry, you go."

"Yeah," he ended with a tiny smile.  "Bye."

I turned around and started walking to make the departure easier.  Even though I felt guilty he was late, his disclosure triggered slight pleasure in that he risked any sort of consequence to be with me.

Once I got back to the double doors I looked back to wave.  He was still in his truck, fiddling with his seat belt.  I waved in a controlled, steady motion, and he looked up and waved back.  I hurried inside to my classroom.  

Scarcely fifteen seconds later, Cathy's elfin smile greeted me.  She heaved herself onto the table with her thin legs crossed, leaning back on her hands.  

"Ahem," she coughed.  

Not answering her right away, my hand rose to my mouth and rubbed my lips nervously.  I still hadn’t shared many details with her regarding Domenic.  This drove her crazy.  I started setting up materials for my next class, like she wasn't there, now smiling humorously.

"Come onnnn!  I'm dying over here.  You owe me!"

“What?” I responded, looking up.

“You owe me for driving over to your house today at the crack of dawn to jump your car.”
I rolled my eyes.  
“Oh, I guess you’re right.  Thank you, by the way.  I still don’t get it.  I can’t believe I didn’t notice I’d left my door open.  I mean….I got home after dark last night, so I would have been sure to see the light go on if my door was left open….”

Before I even finished my thought, she bounded off the table in an agile leap.

“Oh, before I forget. Put this back on,” she said, placing my apron back over my head.  

“I want to borrow this shirt this weekend and I want to wear it stain free.”

After securing and arranging the apron, she grabbed my shoulders firmly and shot a serious look directly into my eyes.  

“Alright.  Details.”

Laughing now, I was truly appreciative of Cathy.  She was a good friend.  As I moved through my remaining classes, I smiled every time I envisioned her crazed expression.  I didn’t know anyone else quite like her.

Her face was still seared into my mind as I walked to my car.  Smiling and carrying loads of bendable wire I needed to sort for an upcoming lesson, I opened the back door to put it in.  I bent over, leaning in.  Still lowered, with my hands free, I noticed something sitting on the outside of the windshield.  My speed quickened, to stand upright.  One single red carnation was resting on the outside of my windshield.  Using one hand to lift the wiper, I pulled it out carefully.  My face beamed with excitement.  Lifting the carnation to my nose, I allowed the sweet aroma to fill my senses.  

During the short drive to the library, I continually rubbed the soft bushy petals under my chin.  Before I headed home, I needed to check out a few books on abstract art, the focus of next week’s lessons.

Having been to this library many times before, I was familiar with the art section.  I walked right there and found what I needed.  Most of the tables were occupied with middle school kids who had been dropped off by their parents.  They would giggle, whisper in each other's ears, run back and forth from the restroom and rustle around in their backpacks for their cell phones.  I looked around for a quiet spot far from the note passing and sentences laced with many other cringe-worthy utterances. 

After climbing a flight of stairs and much determined roaming, I finally found a solitary empty table behind a towering case of economic journals.  My six heavy books, sticky notes and bag noisily plopped down on the table.  Sitting down in the royal blue plastic chair, the metal legs clashed against the table legs.  My eyes shot around to see if I had disturbed any one.  

No one was around.  

I reached in my bag to make sure I had change so I could make copies of the pages I needed.  Once rummaging around inside, I ran my thumb over one of my most prized belongings.  

It was a standard college-ruled notebook.

I had been in my possession for well over ten years and it showed.  The edges were worn and the red face had been bent so many times that there were several white cracks speckling its softened cover.  I carried it most everywhere I went, in case I would need it, and also a little afraid to leave it unattended.

Beginning when I was twelve, I started writing down definitions of certain words from the fictional language my father and I were just learning.  Back then, when I had learned a new word I would jot it down so I could use the notebook as a sort of reference, if needed.  I kept it a secret, and it often came in handy when I was translating letters on my own.  Very quickly, my father began boasting to our family and friends that I was “flawlessly fluent.”  Little did he know I had a “cheat sheet” assisting me in my efforts.  However, I think he knew I had difficulties, because he would include little illustrations, serving as hints to the mystery words.  I even cut several of them from the bottoms of his letters and glued them into the notebook, for visual reinforcement.  And now, even though I didn’t usually need the help, I still encourage him to include his pictures.  

Later, with the help of my secret aid, I was able begin writing letters of my own.  Certainly not as dedicated as he was, I probably wrote him about once a week, although since I had moved, it was closer to three.

Our letters back and forth, in combination with our near daily telephone conversations, had made my move was all the more tolerable.  I envisioned him rushing to the mailbox just as I did.

Pulling out some paper, I decided now was a perfect time to write to him.  I started it off just as he did most often, by describing what I had done that day.  Pretty sure I hadn't never written down the translation for the word for "library", I rustled through wrinkled, faintly yellowed pages to check, just in case.  I flipped continually, but I never found the word.  My pencil drew imaginary doodles in the air as my mind concocted several different ways to write "library."

Boom!  

The immense resonance caused me to jerk instinctively away from the loud sound.  An enormous annul had fallen off the bookshelf situated right next to me.  My eyes narrowed as they shot to survey the cause.  

No one was there.  

Contorting my face in confusion, I moved to pick up the pencil I had dropped with my alarm.

Suddenly I spotted movement through the space where the book had been.  There was someone on the other side and they must have accidentally pushed the book over the edge.  The book sat only a few feet from my table so I got up to put it back.  The perpetrator walked from around the shelf.  

"I'm sorry," he said, barely louder than a whisper.  

Instantly, my eyes scanned over his face.  They first met his forehead, painted with creases, expressing he was embarrassed he had knocked over the book.  His highly elevated eyebrows hinted he hadn’t expected anyone to be sitting back here.  Shifting down to his eyes, I took in that they were still depicting surprise, straining wide open.  Strikingly large and dark brown, they imparted a slight unease due to their intensity.  I removed my curious gaze, but not to appear rude for not maintaining eye contact, I added a smile.

"That's alright.  I needed my daily dose of shock therapy,” I joked.

I pushed my chair back so I could move to put the book back up on the shelf.  Swiftly looking back up, but careful not to meet his eyes, I observed he was still standing motionless.  His behavior caused me to feel I needed to convince him again.

"Really, it's okay," I reassured, nodding my head.

"I'm sorry, I -"

"It's fine," I interjected.  "I'm sure it happens all the time here.”

I widened my smile to comfort him one last time so I could get back to my letter.  Sitting down, I looked at the paper intently.  Figuring out how to write what I wanted to say was proving more difficult than I'd predicted.  A few illustrations were added to aid, in case it didn't make sense to him.

I hadn't looked up in a good five minutes so I was relieved when I looked up the man was gone.  The way he stood there motionless I had half expected him to be there, still standing in frozen shame.  It made me think of Domenic and how his personality was so different.  He was confident.  I was very grateful for his initial and continual endeavors in courting me.

I already liked him immensely; much more so than a person should have after knowing a person for just over a month.  

The mere thought of him caused me to smile. Automatically, a slight tingling in my chest commenced.  The pleasure continued to grow as I paged through the books, placing sticky notes on the ideas I liked.  Shaking my head wildly to break the trance of my current daydream, I realized I had tabbed nearly twenty pages or so, much more than was needed.  

I gathered my books and went to the copier.  It was in use by two pre-teen boys.  With one hand I decided to reach into my pocket and check my cell phone to see the time.  

One missed call.  

Caroline.  

I would call her later.

As I attempted to push it back into my pocket something was preventing its smooth glide back into its previous home.  It was a red and white peppermint.  I forgot I had it in there.  Lifting it up to my mouth with my phone still in my hand, I pulled it from the loose wrapper.  Instinctively, I inhaled the fragrance until it hit the back of my throat, cooling it.  I closed my eyes as a soothing effect moved on to engulf my diaphragm, continuing to swell until it seemingly affected my entire body.  My head slightly rocked in a circle, succumbing to the pleasing sensation.  After a moment, I twisted my face in exasperation, as I again could not recall the source of this feeling.

When I finally looked back up, my eyes rolled slightly when I saw the boys still weren't finished.  Maybe they weren't aware I was waiting behind them.  They continued to chuckle and rattle the ancient machine.  I cleared my throat and they instantly bolted back to their companions.  

My copies were finished so I grabbed my stack of prints.  On the bottom lay two additional pictures of hands making lewd gestures.  

This was precisely why I taught little ones. 


Chapter 5
“Bend Me Shape Me”

“Well, call me when you get home.  I’ll be up until 11:00 p.m.”

“What?!” Cathy shrieked in response to my apparently offensive words.  “I’ll tell you what - he better not have me back home by 11:00 p.m.!”  

I laughed at her reaction.  I hoped for Fred’s sake that their date in less than an hour was a good one.  According to Cathy, their last few had ended in her exploding in frustrated anger.
The truth was I probably would be up much later because Domenic had provided me with an inkling of hope that he would be able to possibly get out of work early.  Even if he didn’t make it over, I’m sure I would be up waiting, in case he did.  
On the way home from work, I had even rented a couple of movies in case he did stop by.  Uncharacteristically, I had also bought some popcorn and candy, succumbing to the promotional “deal” at the store.  My mind had been bursting with joyful daydreams, all concerning Domenic, so when the teenage employee read his scripted petition, I agreed to it unthinking.  

My racing thoughts related to him and only him the entire ride home.  The musings continued as I gave up a few hours later, finally conceding he most likely wasn’t coming.  Curling up on the couch, I reached to turn off my lamp.  The box of candy hiding in my lap fell off the couch, hitting the floor.  Squinting, I smiled when I realized what I had selected during my happy trance.  I had chosen Lemonheads.  

Lemonheads were Elizabeth's favorite.  

My eyes closed gently as I opened the box.  Lifting it to my nose I inhaled.  Unfortunately, there was no discernable scent present.  But really, I didn’t need any sparks to ignite certain recollections.  

With my eyes still closed, I thought about another time I had held a similar box in my hand.  About ten years after the accident, I was rifling through my cramped closet, attempting to find something.  My foot gently nudged the orange plastic milk crates housing winter sweaters and to my surprise one turned slightly.  It was my sudden assumption there was something behind the crates, preventing them from being pushed flush against the wall.  I knelt down, surprised I had never noticed this before. Removing them from the closet, I saw a tiny door, about two feet tall.  It had a worn brass handle on the left side.  I had to pry open the door because it stuck somewhat after an unknown period of un-use.  My eyes focused in on the dark space and noticed it was housing an unfamiliar box.  Pulling it out, I curiously stroked a lock in the form of a faux red ruby.  Shifting it over to the right, the clasp unlocked and the aged wood creaked as I lifted the lid.  To satisfy my anxious curiosity, my eyes hesitantly crawled over the edge of the box.  Then, even more cautiously, my hand reached in the box as if I was reaching in a clay pot full of asps.  

My body began to crumple in emotional resign as the first articles I extracted were silly pictures Elizabeth and I had taken of the two of us with our family Polaroid.  A flood of giant sized tears shot out horizontally as the images first met my gaze.  I flipped through more; her and I wearing our mother's slips after "makeovers”, others doing cartwheels in our backyard, another of Andrew with his mouth open as he snored on the couch.  

Next I pulled out a copy of "Go Ask Alice", a book we were forbidden to read by our mother when we were younger.  To my surprise she was also stashing a lacy lavender bra she must have taken from Caroline.  There were a few smaller items, but most significant was a small, unopened box of Lemonheads.  Taped to the rectangular box was a note.  I had feverishly un-taped it immediately, although careful not to tear it.  When I saw my name at the top, my heart had nearly exploded out of my chest.  Reading the short message slowly, I had to concentrate on restraining my impending sobs, as to digest the words accurately.
“Wyn,

I love you so much.  

You are my best friend and always will be.  

Sometimes when things seem wrong, they are actually right.

However, eating my Lemonheads is wrong.  Don’t do it.
Sincerely,

Elizabeth”

I always thought was a silly way to urge me not into eating her hidden candy, but nonetheless I had always felt incredibly fortunate to have this special note.  It was housed, along with the old box of unopened Lemonheads, in a locked chest on my dresser.  Examining the new packaging, it looked similar, but was far bigger.  It must be true serving sizes have multiplied over the years.

Wiping my moist eyes with the memory, I rattled the yellow balls within the opened box.  I’d save them for tomorrow, after I’d eaten better, I decided.  Today had not been a good day in that regard.  Placing them on my side table, my heart immediately picked up pace as a large shadow of a figure was cast in my front picture window.  Domenic had come.  
Throwing the blanket off my lap, I moved my fingers at high speed as I attempted to plump up my hair while I ran to my entryway.  With broad eyes, I opened the door expectant.  

He wasn't there.  No one was there.  

My eyes shot the place where he parked on the street previously.  No truck.  

I looked to my driveway.  No truck.  

My garage was not attached to the house and was set back about thirty feet behind the house.  Maybe he had parked behind the house like I sometimes did.  I walked out of the front door, carefully down the brick steps of my stoop, aware my feet were newly bare.  I followed the square concrete blocks to my black top driveway.  Peering around the bushes, I anticipated seeing something at least.  No truck.  

My shoulders shrugged slightly and I jaunted back to the front door.  Certainly I didn’t imagine I saw something.  

Maybe it was just Meriel, my elderly neighbor.  She took her walks in the evening.  

But she wouldn't be so close to my window, I deduced.  My mail had already been delivered so it wasn't the mailman.  

I resigned and trudged to sit back down on the couch, expunging an enormous sigh.  Starting one of the movies, I decided to multitask, working on a prototype for an upcoming art lesson.  For the first few minutes of the movie, my fingers swiftly bent and manipulated the wire to craft a form, my eyes attentively staring at the scenes unfolding on my television.  
My head immediately flew upwards as I saw another shadow outside.  This time I was to the door before it had even passed the front window completely. 
“He-llo,” greeted Domenic, his hand raised to knock.  His face illustrated his surprise with my premature opening of the door.
“Hi!” I responded.  “I knew it was you!”
“You did?” he smiled curiously.

“Yes.  Was that you before?”
“What do you mean?”

“Were you outside my house about a half an hour ago?”
“No, I just got here.  Why?  Was somebody outside of your house?”
“I thought there was, but it must have been my imagination,” I smiled.

“What’s that?” he asked genuinely, reaching towards my hands.
Looking down, I chuckled and gasped simultaneously as my eyes finally took in the form in my hands.  It was an elongated figure of a person, gangly and exaggerated in length.  The limbs of the figure were several wires wide, while each of the joints of the anatomically correct figure were bound with several revolutions of knots.  The head was a series of circles and loops, with the details of the face abstract.  I smirked however, at the one small exception: a gape at the bottom of the head that actually resembled a smile; an immense smile.  It was an interesting outcome, seeing as I completed the entire piece while seemingly so distracted with the movie, scarcely looking to my project at all.  
“I was just making this model for my students to see before I had them do the same thing.”

“I like it,” he smiled.  “Hey, I know it’s late, but I figured after two months it’s about time for you to see my condo.”
“Yeah,” I whispered.  “I’d love to.  Can you just give me a minute?”

“Sure.”

I bent the legs of my sculpture accordingly, so the figure would stand on my side table, just underneath my lamp.  I offered a pleased grin to match my current sentiment as I bent the figure over slightly and elevated one arm for more secure balance.  It looked like the figure was keeled over in laughter.   Grabbing my purse, he led me to his truck.
"Hey, you know what?" I finally asked, nearly to his condo.  “Your twenty-eighth birthday is next week.  As of now, we’re only one year apart in age.  In a few days, we’ll be two.”  Smiling an ornery smile, I inserted an addition thought.  “Now that I think about it, it makes me wonder why someone as old as you is still single.” 

"All right, Judy,” he said, overly sarcastic.

“What?  Who’s Judy?”

“Judy’s my mom.”
“Oh yeah,” I laughed, attempting to mask some of the excitement I was feeling internally.  I was very interested in seeing what his home looked like.  After he'd told me he lived in a condo I had created a very descript visualization in my mind.  When we were on the phone I would imagine him on his couch, in a very different setting entirely.  
Once we pulled into his driveways, my eyes began to shoot all around, taking in a very detailed account of everything.  I wanted to future daydreams to be accurate.  My first step inside revealed a main entryway tiled with geometric-shaped brick-colored tiles.  I looked up to take in the entire space.  

There was a large kitchen and a vast living area.  It was all very open.  There weren't any walls or partitions.  From the front door I could take in the entire space, all the way to the French doors on the back wall.  

“I hope you don’t mind, but I ordered us some Chinese food before I picked you up.  It should be here any minute.”
This was new for me.  I had never had anything other than pizza delivered to my home in Indiana.  I would certainly have to fill my mother in, so she could add it to her ever-growing list of differences between our homes.

Just then the doorbell rang.  Domenic paid for our food as I continued to observe his home.  The sun was completely set, but he hadn't turned many lights on yet.  The main living area was now being lit by two track lights above his kitchen sink and a single glass mosaic sconce positioned next to the front door.  

Instead of placing our plates on the small, round glass dinette in his kitchen, he pulled a blanket from a shelf situated in the highest point of his coat closet.  He spread it out on the floor in the empty space between his couch and entertainment center.  I helped arrange our food and drinks while he went over to the unit.  Debating whether to tell him I'd rather talk with him than watch television, a gentle sound of music emerged from invisible speakers.  Smirking slightly, I assumed he was setting the mood.  

The song was muted at first, so I couldn't decipher what it was.  He turned a dial and the volume slowly increased.  As soon as I recognized the melody, I smiled, yielding to its effect.  

It was my "favorite" song.

He climbed down onto his knees and moved over to his plate, with a tiny grin growing.  I positioned myself with my legs crossed, like Cathy's second graders did as they listened to her during story time.  Carefully I lifted my fork to my nose and smelled the new food.  It was a new aroma.  No memories surrounding this particular scent.  

The chorus began and noticeably he altered his expression.  Cautiously he lifted his eyes to see my reaction.

"How's your food," he asked after a brief pause.

"It's good," I said, lifting my hand to cover my mouth full of food.  "Hey!”  I suddenly spurted out.  "I forgot to tell you….my family is going to fly out for Christmas.  I told them that it's crazy for them all to come here and I should just go there, but I think they just want an excuse to come to California.”

"Have you told them about me?" he questioned as I took a sip of my drink.  The curiosity on his face expressed he was surprised we had never talked about this before.
"Of course," I answered.  "But mostly to my dad.  The less my mom and sister know, the better.  I’ve written to my dad about you several times now.  Actually, I just sent off another letter a few days ago, so he's probably finding out a little more as we speak."

"What have you told him about me?" he wondered.

"Well, I didn't write it in my native tongue so I wasn’t as descriptive as I would be in English.  Basically it would be translated as 'I met boy.  Boy is nice.  I like boy a lot.’”
He laughed and dropped his food from his fork.  He attempted to gather it again.  I watched him as he put forth effort to replicate his previous forkful.

"But I’ve drawn several pictures," I offered.

"I would like to see those."

"Yes...my drawings are breathtaking,” I added, smiling.

"Not as breathtaking as you are," he swooped in.

My smile immediately dissolved.  Fighting back an eye roll, my head cocked to the side displaying my discomfort.  Wanting to tell him to 'stop it', I looked down, embarrassed.  My chewing halted.

"I'm serious," he added.

My cheeks blushed and my eyes looked even further down, but I doubt he could even see my face.  It was so dark in the room.  Feeling very uncomfortable now, I desperately wanted to change the subject.

"You are very beautiful, Wyn," he kept on.

My face burned even more.  I've never felt comfortable with compliments.  But I had to learn quickly after twelve years of age how to accept one gracefully.  If I would have disagreed it would be like saying Elizabeth was not beautiful.  And my father was my most loyal flatterer.  Many of his letters included such kind words.  At least then though, I could hide the discomfort on my face in the confines of my room, as I read compliments, alone.  

"Thank you," I said in an uneasy voice.  

"So….” he began, causing me to look up.  “Are you enjoying your….‘so-da’?”  A tiny smile began to generate over his shadowed mouth.  He brought up his hand to rest over his lips like he was trying to hide an even bigger smirk. 

My face fell.  Apparently my first attempt to display my understanding of local color, months ago now, hadn't succeeded as I'd hoped.  I frowned…then smiled.

Putting down his fork, he crawled over on knees and moved our plates to the side.  He didn't have to wait to pull me up.  I mirrored his position instantly and he put his hands around my waist.  My hands and forearms rested on his biceps all the way up to his shoulders.  Dark silhouettes were enveloping his face, but our proximity allowed me to watch the expression in his eyes.  They were gleaming in excitement.  I could feel his body shifting his weight forward, but instead of leaning in to kiss me, he leaped up and pulled me to standing as well.

"C'mon," he pulled.  "I want to show you something."

Not about to complain we hadn’t finished our dinner, I allowed him to lead me to the French doors in the back of the room.  We stood there waiting for a moment as if he was listening for something.

He led me along three individual patios, to a grassy area, to two more patios as we followed an extensive region situated behind his street.  A few sensor lights went on so he pulled me even more quickly.

It was dark now so I was taken aback when our path was suddenly blocked by a black iron fence.  We had approached it with no warning.  He put his hands on the barrier and followed it to reach a tall gated door, now pushing it open.

"Where are we going?" I spoke softly.

My eyes adjusted to focus on a muted blue glow coming from a glassy surface.  Suddenly it transformed into a green glow; then a red glow.  

We were standing at a pool.  

Under the still water was a dim lighting system that was changing colors automatically.  Just when I would become mesmerized with one hue, thinking it was the most pleasing, the next would develop, changing my mind.  

"I'm glad it's still up and running.  They usually drain it in October, but it’s been pretty warm so I guess they put it off.”  He let go of my hand to bend down.  He immersed two fingers in the motionless water.  “They keep it heated, so even when it is cold, you can go swimming.  It’s especially beautiful at night so I just wanted to show you before it was too late."

"It’s very beautiful," I commented.  A gust of wind caused me to shiver.  In his sudden decision to dash to the pool we'd forgotten our jackets.

He reached down and dipped his fingers in again.

"Yeah, sorry, I don’t know what I was thinking.  We should get back.  It's kind of chilly," he gave in.  He stood up and slowly led me to the door.

"Wait!  What's that?!" he abruptly exclaimed.  He ran over to the water's edge and I followed curiously.  He was slightly bending over to look at something when he turned to me in a flash.  Wrapping his arms around me forcefully, he flung himself backwards with enormous force.

In a split second I was submerged in warm, vigorously swirling water.  He released me as soon as we were under and I flailed my limbs to reach the surface.  Two seconds before I would have reached it with my own efforts he yanked me upwards.  My first instinct should have been to find air, but it wasn't.  My first effort was finding his head to push him under.  It wasn't done in anger, but severe annoyance.  

My jeans added weight to my frame and made it a little difficult to move about the water.  I held him under for a second and he shot free.  Water rushed from his hair to flood the entire surface of his face.  He kept his eyes closed as he spurted out a mouthful of water to laugh.  

I couldn't see through the jungle of dark hair covering my eyes so I plunged my entire head under water to smooth it back.

When I re-emerged, I barked, "I can't believe you!  Was this premeditated?” 

He laughed again and splashed the water so it shot up into my face.

"Ugghhh!" I screamed.  I was after him in a blaze.  My hands were raised to shoulder level as I approached with a frenzied look on my face.  

He countered my attack and grabbed my hands.  I scrunched up my face in exasperation and tried to pull them back.  He yanked my wrists towards himself and attempted to impose his body into my space.

"C'mon," he pleaded through a smirk.  "Sometimes you just need a little pushing.  I have a feeling you don't always know what you want to do."

"What?  You thought I wanted to be thrown in a pool?  In my clothes?!" I shot back at him as I still struggled to escape his grip.  

Fearful he was going to dunk me, I held a protective stance.  He had me backed up against the side of the pool now.  Once he had me there, my irritation began to melt and evolve into more of a playful energy.  I tried to disguise my emotion, but my sudden ceasing to fight his pull was obvious.

His smile began to fade as he came closer.  He lowered himself so only his head and shoulders were protruding out of the water.  To duplicate his stance I only had to bend my knees slightly.  My hands and arms were completely void of any force now.  

He approached me and parked himself motionless three inches from my face.  I could feel his heated breath hit my wet skin.  He tried to move even closer but my bending knees created a barrier.  I put one hand on his shoulder to steady myself and I wrapped my legs around him, just below his waist.  He tightly secured his arms around my waist and I locked mine around his neck.  He angled his head and brought it in slowly.  He kissed me with a gentle force.  

Unhurried, he took my bottom lip in between his, allowing me to feel the warm moisture from inside of his mouth.  He slowly progressed and until I could feel the tip of his tongue scarcely brush across my upper lip.  It advanced to move under and into my mouth, igniting even more fervor in both of our advancement.

His hands moved up my spine and up to the back of my neck.  He sporadically changed the angle of his head and altered his pressure, gentle first, then with more eagerness.

He pushed himself off of the wall with one foot and positioned us deeper into the pool so he didn't have to bend his legs.  It was a wonderful kiss.  

The cold air beating against my wet face didn’t hinder our lengthy kiss, the heat of his mouth pressing against mine providing more than enough warmth.  I repeatedly pulled in deep breaths through my nose, enjoying the scent.  It was a combination of chlorine and him.  It was a very pleasing aroma and as I soaked it in, it sent pleasurable chills that ran back and forth between my shoulder blades.  The next breath I took in was through my mouth and it stopped short.

Suddenly, a bright light flooded the pool.  He jerked away squinting, to both of our disappointment.  Scurrying, we quickly made it to the back patio of his unlit home.  He opened the door, but I decided not to walk in too far because I was still dripping.  Pausing, he looked like he was contemplating his next move, his water-soaked long-sleeved t-shirt clung to his pounding torso.  

I grabbed at his wrist just as he was turning to implement his clean up strategy.
"You know, I hate to say this, but I think you were right about something," I said.

"About what?" he relinquished, turning to face me. 

"You said sometimes you have a feeling I don't always know what I want to do.  Well, I did want to do that.  I just didn't know it.  I’m glad you made the decision for me."

“Mmmmm, that’s good to know….because there’s plenty of things I have in mind that you have no idea you want to do yet.”

Chapter 6
“Half a Person” 
"What are you doing, Mom?" I asked, rolling my eyes.

"Oh, just checking to see what you're keeping in your refrigerator," she replied.  
Her voice was muffled because she had almost her entire torso leaning inside to take a look.  Standing upright, she smiled.

"I’m very relieved to know at least he can cook.”  
She was referring to Domenic.  

We had started a tradition where once a week one of us had to cook for the other and the next week vice versa.  This week it was his turn to cook for me, and since my entire family was here, the second day into their ten-day stay, he had decided to prepare a meal for everyone.  Purposefully mindful of my mother’s specific tastes, he had been able to fool her into thinking this was his usual way of eating, in turn pleasing her abundantly.

“I like him,” said Caroline.  “He makes you happy.”  She shot a look to my mother.  “It’s written all over your face.  Literally.”

"What?”  I asked, uncrossing and re-crossing my legs as I sat on the kitchen counter.  “What do you mean, ‘literally’?”  

I returned her smile, but my eyebrows hinted at my curiosity in her last word.

“Caroline,” my mother hissed, seemingly in annoyance.  

“What?” I asked again.

“Just tell her,” Caroline said, apparently annoyed herself.

My mother took in an agitated breath and then finally looked up to me.

“Wyn” she began, eyeing my face intently.  “You….”

I looked to Caroline for some hint of what was coming.  She had me bursting with interest now.  

“….sort of have a way of….well….”  
She stopped and looked at Caroline.  Obviously impatient with my mother’s slow delivery, she chimed in quickly.  I was glad for this, because I was rapidly growing impatient.

“Wyn, we’ve never told you this, but everyone in the entire family can tell when you’re happy or sad….just by your face.”

“What do you mean?  Isn’t that the case with anyone?” I asked, smiling.
“Well….not exactly.  When you’re happy, there are two creases in your cheek that appear when you smile.  However, when you smile just to appease someone into thinking you’re really happy, only one appears.  Over the years we’ve figured out when you’re genuinely happy….or faking it.”

My bottom lip dropped open in an attempt to form a response.  Their disclosure had left my mind spinning, as it was not one that I had been expecting.  
“What?  Really?” I finally asked, raising my hand to touch my chin.  “Are you sure?  I- I’ve ever noticed that before.  How long ago did you notice this?”

“Your father first noticed it about ten or twelve years ago and after he pointed it out, it became obvious to us all.” 

“Why have you never told me?”

They shot looks back and forth to each other, shrugging.  My mother began first.

“Well, I guess we felt if we told you, you would try to manipulate it from then on.  It was our covert way of knowing what you were feeling when you wouldn’t tell us yourself.”

         “I had no idea.”

         “We know,” they both said simultaneously, shooting looks back and forth.  

         “Now you have to promise not to try to stop it from now on….because it would kill your father,” my mother continued.  
         “Well, I have no idea how I would even go about doing that, so don’t worry about it,” I cut in honestly.

         “You’re father’s been over the moon this entire trip because nearly every smile has shown you are happy.  He had been worried.  We all were.  You hadn’t smiled for a few months before you left for California, and he had been really worried you were still unhappy.”

         “What do you mean, I ‘hadn’t smiled for few months’ before I came to California?  That’s crazy, I smiled all the time,” I said with a gentle force.

         “Yes, you smiled.  But it was never a true smile.” 

          Instead of rolling my eyes with my mother’s response, I narrowed them, thinking curiously.  I suppose there was a slight chance her observation was accurate.  Those days hadn’t exactly been the most wonderful.  I could even recall at the time trying to determine a reason why, and now, just like then, I wasn’t able to identify any discernible cause.  In fact, this unnamed discontentment was the main reason for me moving to California.  I hoped finding a full-time job would help the feelings to dissipate.  
"Ahem..." my mother over-pronounced, distracting my thoughts.

She was holding an opened bag of peppermints.  Stashing them away in the back of my breadbox apparently was not a quality hiding spot.
"Hey!" I chimed.  She was holding the bag in between a finger and her thumb, like one might a soiled and foul piece of laundry.

"Don’t you want me to have fresh breath after I eat all those brussels sprouts!” I exclaimed, grinning.

Not wanting to continue either of the latest conversations, I asked Jack and Annie if they wanted to build a castle with the wooden blocks I bought at a tag sale before they arrived.  They were called "garage sales" in Indiana.  That hadn’t been on my mother’s helpful list either, so I had mentally added it just recently.

Attempting to balance a triangular block on a series of tall squares and rectangles, I heard a roar from the kitchen.

"What was that?!" Caroline screamed.  Putting down my block, I ran back towards her voice.

As I quickly entered the kitchen my mother and Caroline were pushing back my yellow curtains and standing on tiptoes, looking at something in my backyard. 

"What?  What is it?" I asked.  They were swaying back and forth, trying in vain to locate an unidentified object.  "Hey!" I added with more emphasis to ensure their response.  "What happened?"

"We don't know," my mom started.  "We heard a loud bang in the backyard.  It almost sounded like thunder."

"Do you see anything?" I asked.

"No, I can't see anything.  It's too dark out there.  You need a light on your garage," she continued.  I fought my thousandth eye roll since she'd arrived.

"I have one, but you have to turn it on from the inside so I always forget."

"Go out and turn it on," suggested Caroline.

"No!" exclaimed my mother.

"It was probably just a raccoon in her trash can," Caroline proposed, still peering.

"Yeah, that was probably it," I assured.  They moved back from the window and I took my own quick peak.  I didn't see anything out of the ordinary.  

“Where are Dad and Domenic?” I suddenly complained.  “They have been gone forever.  It shouldn’t take that long to pick out a tree.”

Suddenly my mother’s face softened and she looked to Caroline.  

“I think they’re probably immersed in conversation.  I know your father had a lot of questions for him….and I’m sure he has some for him in return….at least….one….in particular.”

Caroline laughed.

“What?” I asked, truly confused with their apparent inside joke.

Jack and Annie had followed me into the kitchen to see what caused all the commotion.  Winking at them, I took their hands and led them back into my living room to finish our tower, completing our fairy tale kingdom.
Chapter 7
“New Year’s Day”
The all too familiar scene was unfolding before me.  Two giggling girls pulled a large encyclopedia from the copying machine and the hood slammed closed.  A dull thud resounded as they shut the thick book.  They turned and saw me waiting, books in hand, and immediately ran off.  I couldn't be certain, but I was pretty sure I caught a glimpse of a large "P" on the volume.

Noticing a pair of boys waiting behind me, I made my copies quickly, adding to a growing collection of used Post-It notes on my sleeve after each copy.  I finished up and gathered my immense load into my arms.  Before I had even taken five steps from the copier, it was taken over while the antique motor was still running noisily from my use.  Barely able to see over my pile of books, I realized I didn't have much time to restore all of them to their proper home so I decided to leave it to the professionals.  

  
Cathy and I were meeting for lunch.  She had remembered that Domenic had a baseball game this afternoon, so she insisted we get together to look at bridal magazines.  Ever since we had gotten engaged two months ago in February I was constantly humoring her in similar ways.  Domenic and I hadn't even settled on a date yet.
My car was parked in the back parking lot due to its proximity to my top-secret table.  Through my investigating and data collecting over a period of months, I found it to be the only table in the entire library not overtaken with pre-teens, concluding that since it was a solitary table, not surrounded by overstuffed couches or other seating options, it must not be compliant to a proper social experience.  

I just had to follow a set of black metal stairs to the heavy door leading to the isolated parking lot.  Without using my hands, my right shoulder propelled to force open the door.  My feet sprung along the concrete sidewalk to my car.  There was a speed in my step.  There were only ten minutes remaining to reach the restaurant if I wanted to arrive in a time frame that Cathy found acceptable.  Luckily if I hurried, it was my estimate that I could get there in eight minutes.

Oh no….  

I'd forgotten to grab the reserved book I'd offered to pick up for her.  Without hesitating I used my forward momentum to reverse my direction.  To my surprise I was blind-sided in my U-turn.  Before I even made out the cause, the blunt force to my face caused a white light to invade my blurred vision.  The wall I'd hit brought about a powerful plunge to the ground.

Momentarily confused, my fingers moved along the sidewalk to assist in finding my bearings.  They came across the soft fabric of my bag, which had fallen from my grip in the fall.  A groan escaped my lips and my hand rose to my forehead.

My sight slowly began to return.  Vaguely I could distinguish a fuzzy shape on the ground in front of me.  Loud breathing was audible, which clarified the brick wall as another person.

"Ohhhhh," I started.  

In my hurry I must have turned directly into the unknown person behind me.  I hadn't even known there was a person behind me.  If I had I wouldn't have turned so abruptly.  

My shock melted into shame.  It was my carelessness that had knocked the both of us to the cruel ground.  

"I'm so sorry," I began before I'd even made out the details of the nameless face.  The individual slowly stood up.

The first vision I clearly made out was a large hand extending out in my direction.  I didn't know if I had enough sense of balance to stand up on my own so I accepted the hand and it pulled me easily to standing.  

"I'm so sorry," I repeated as the man's face grew to be much clearer now.  My head lifted carefully.  

He was much taller than me, at least six feet tall.  No wonder I fell with so much force.  I didn't stand a chance against his form.  He had a solidly strong physique.  

I realized this as I stood there still holding onto his hand.  Gently easing it out from under his grip, I looked intently at his face.  The wideness of his eyes struck me and my eyebrows abruptly furrowed.  

I knew him.  

I wasn't sure from where, but I definitely knew him.

Desperately searching the recesses of my brain, my unblinking eyes continued to stare at him, seeking an answer.

His face was one I'd certainly seen before.  All of his features seemed so familiar, but his eyes especially poked at some sort of preserved knowledge.  He had still yet to offer any verbal acceptance of my apology.  His eyes continued to look at my face.  Maybe he was just still reeling from our surprise collision. 

Then his frozen posture suddenly served as the clue answering my brief mystery.  

He was the man who'd dropped the encyclopedia next to my table months ago.  I remembered the way he stood next to me completely unmoving, just as he was doing now.  

"It's alright," he answered in a slow, deep voice.  

The sound of his voice shocked me.  I threw my head back vigorously.  His words sent me into a tailspin.  My head twisted and turned even though there was no apparent movement to the onlooker.  

Maybe I'd stood up too soon.  

A strange sensation began as a flicker in the back of my head.  Instinctively my hand flew up to touch it, to see if a source outside my body was the cause.  My head spun even more convincingly and the white light began to ease its way back into my sight like an apparition.  My limbs went numb and I felt myself edge gently out of consciousness.  
Chapter 8
“Awake”

Lying perfectly motionless in bed, I was relishing in a wonderful sensation.  Still not quite awake, I wasn’t sure if I was reeling in the effects of a dream or another memory.  The feeling was similar to that of what I felt when a particular fragrance sparked a pleasing recollection.  However, my dazed attempts to figure the cause were all unsuccessful. 

A growing force continued to overtake my entire body.  I was so weak that even my mouth was unable to move to match the internal smile I was feeling.  Desperately, my entire being wanted to hold onto the feeling and prevent it from slipping away.  Unable to even open my eyes, I took in an extended deep breath.  
A sudden movement in the room immediately erased all of my curiosity surrounding the source of the scent.  My eyes shot open and instantly forced a squint.  Something was not right.  
Normally when I opened my eyes in the morning the first sight I made out was the bright orange batik hanging on the back of my shut door.  Both of my eyes strained to focus in the darkness.  Maybe I had forgotten to close the door when I went to bed.  My hand lifted up to my eyes, kneading them with cold knuckles.  

The scene before me caused a gasp.  
I was not in my room.  
A flood of questions swirled all at once.  
Where in the world was I?  How did I get here?  What happened?  My eyes shot wildly around.

The sudden movement sounded again and I shot up as I turned to face its direction.  Surprisingly my body was able to fling itself onto my feet.  However my legs were extremely weak, so instead of standing, I was crouching with my knees bent, balancing on the balls of my bare feet.  Teetering unsteadily, my back banged against the large wooden headboard, crashing it against the wall.

Someone was standing in the far right corner of the room.  The space was dark so I couldn't make out whom it was.  My eyes focused on the light struggling to invade the area from behind the drawn shades.  It must be daytime.  

"Where am I?" I blasted at the anonymous figure.  My voice was firm, but trembling.  
The undefined shape moved steadily to stand under the window.  As the invading beams hit the form, I could see it was a tall man.  He tugged on the tassel and allowed the barrier to rise slowly.  As light slowly invaded the room my heart picked up.  I could see his face now.

It was Walter.
My head jerked.

I was sure I was dreaming.  

Something was not right.  Something was certainly wrong.  My thoughts didn't make sense.

It was Walter.  

It was Walter.
How had I not realized this before?  
Suddenly I realized something.

The man in the library was Walter.
I had been holding my hands protectively in front of my face, but they dropped like dead weights to my side with the stunning bombshell.  My balance continued to waver as I attempted to hold my pose on a tower of pillows.  My ankles began to wobble and my vision began to blur.  I shook my head wildly, to fight the invading haze, but my efforts failed and I began to fall forward.  My limbs were extremely weak and as soon as my hands hit the bed, my elbows collapsed and my face smashed into the soft blankets.  I wasn’t sure why, but I could barely move.  My head was heavy with a barrage of new information.  It felt like a rock.  I tried to lift it, but its seemingly heavy weight held it there.

Whimpering, my whole body made a sudden and violent involuntary jolt.  His footsteps picked up pace and by the sound and vibration, I guessed he must be standing at the foot of the bed.

Lying motionless, an onslaught of awareness invaded my mind.  Walter's face flooded the inside of my head, moving wildly from one colorful vision to the next, and then feverishly jumping to yet another.  It was one after the other, moving at a wild pace, like a computer downloading files.  

The excess of information caused a physical ache in my skull.  My hand rose to cup the back of my head, where the tenderness was originating.  Groaning slightly, I could hear his feet shift.

In a prostrate position, my lips shifted to test if I could articulate my barrage of questions.  My tongue was dry and I had to exert effort to remove it from the inside of my mouth.  Hesitantly, it opened to speak.

"Walter?" I asked timidly.  My voice was muffled so I wasn't sure if he was going to hear it.

A powerful thud sounded and the bed shook with the force.  I raised my head slightly from the pool of dark hair surrounding it.  My eyes followed the reverberation.  He had dropped to his knees and his head and arms were lying down on the end of the bed, not far from my head.

I couldn't see his face, only the top of his head.  The darkness of his hair was consuming.  My eyes bore down on the now-familiar sight and my face crumpled.  How could I have forgotten?  
My strained eyes took in the sight for a moment and now desperately desired for him to lift his face so I could make sense of the crazy surging in my head.  

"Walter, is that you?" I asked, even though I already knew the answer.

Slowly he lifted up his intensely furrowed face.  A look of pained confusion washed over every discernible crevice of his face as he parted his lips to speak.  As I lie, staring at his face, I could not understand how I had not remembered him all this time.

"Wyn?" he offered in a crackling voice.  His eyebrows raised and he put a hand to his mouth.  "You remember me?" he asked in a hushed voice.  The question in his tone illustrated disbelief. 

The throbbing in my head intensified as I nodded my answer.  

He threw his head down again.  He shook it from side to side as if he was not able to accept that answer.

"I don't...." he began to say.

With all my strength I rolled over onto my back.  It was a relief not to hold my head up.  In an attempt to loosen the building tension, my eyes closed.

"What's happening?" I asked.  “Why can’t I move?  How long….have I been out?”
He didn't answer, but his breathing was audible.  It was so labored and vigorous, it was impossible not to take notice of it.  The accumulation of racing images still had not slowed in velocity.  The speed of the evolving information made me dizzy
"What happened?" I asked again, this time with more intonation.  I wanted some answers.  His silence was contributing to my pain.  
"I don't know," he answered in a slow whisper.  There was a faint shuffle as he readjusted his position.  A gentle pressure pushed down next to my head and I opened my eyes.  He was sitting on the bed, looking down at me now.  I stared at him, too, taking in his entire face.  It was just the same as the pictures now filling my mind.  
His dark hair, almost black, looked just the same as I remembered.  As always, his longer bangs were pushed back off his forehead, although the position of his bending neck caused a few strands to cascade nearly down to his eyebrows.  His hand rose to push the strands back and my eyes immediately met his.  They were unchanged, still large and dark brown.  Their deep placement generated shadows and caused them to appear black.  His thick, extending eyebrows added to his masculine appearance.  A pained scowl was creating a line between them and painted his otherwise smooth forehead.   

My eyes moved back and forth from each feature, now taking in the middle of his face.  Even though he was not smiling, creases where his dimples sat were noticeable.  I could see them vividly in many of the returning memories.

I looked to his mouth, hopeful for even the faintest smile to reassure my mounting confusion.  They too, were the same; full and naturally pouty.  Even though they were closed, they weren't completely flush against each other.  There was a tiny opening, making it appear as if he was about to say something.  As he labored to draw in each breath of air, the gape became larger.
He had fine, black even stubble, extending down his face to his neck.  It was interrupted by his thin, white t-shirt.  It was the kind usually worn underneath a dress shirt, not by itself, like he was doing.

I was extremely mystified as to where this picture escaped to.
I felt his hand touch my quivering shoulder.  He added a small amount of pressure that actually helped ease my shaking.  He hung his head.  Still looking utterly pained, he shook it slightly in apparent confusion.

"I wish I had an answer for you, but I don't understand this," he said.  "I'm not sure what has happened."

My eyes squeezed shut as I took in his voice.  The memory of it, combined with hearing it so clearly now caused me minor grief.

"What do you remember?" he asked kindly.

I sat still for a moment.  My eyes raced back and forth under closed lids.

"I'm not sure.  I think everything," I answered truthfully.

Suddenly my face tightened in a startled response to an abrupt sound.  It was if he had choked with my response.  My eyes opened and strained to see him.  He was covering his face with a single hand.  
"What does it feel like?" he asked, creases multiplying around his eyes.

My head was relaxing more and I was pretty sure I could sit up now.  Using my arms to push myself, his hands were immediately gripping them, helping me up.  He leaned in close and held his hand on my shoulder to help steady me.  Spontaneously, my fingers rose to run through my hair, but my arm was too heavy to elevate more than a few inches.  

"My mind is racing.  I can't really explain it.  The last thing I remember was being at the library and seeing you.  But for some reason I didn't know it was you.  I woke up here and I remembered everything."  
He cringed on my last word.  
Something was wrong.  I felt it.
"Why didn't I remember you?"  
He closed his eyes.  I already knew he wasn't going to answer me.  I wasn't even sure if he knew.

"Wyn, I have to explain something to you and I don't even know where to begin."  

Rapidly, my hand whipped back to tend to a tender spot right above the nape of my neck.  It was stirring with a dull ache, growing in intensity exponentially.  I moaned as a sharp pain shot in its epicenter.  A white apparition began to ease its way back in to block my view of him.  My head rocked slightly before the bright light enveloped me completely.
Chapter 9
“Supernatural” 
August 2006

Gripping the tackle box, I jogged to my car to quickly pull out of my parent's driveway.  Even after moving into my own place a year ago, I was still making frequent trips to their house six blocks away to pick up forgotten personal affects.  Luckily my parents had left my room just as it was the roughly twenty three years I had resided in it, making it easy to find my collection of art supplies.  It had been hiding under my bed, just where I'd left it, along with other items I'm sure I'd be back for eventually.

I still had many small errands to run today but my main mission had been in the works for a while.  My father's birthday was in two weeks and I had been strategizing for months.  The plan was to drive an hour south to his childhood home near Kewanna, a farm situated on several acres.  Using my camera, I was intending to capture the scene before it was gone forever.  
During a recent phone conversation with my aunt, she informed me that the house had been sold and the new owners were planning to demolish the house and old barn.  She only lived a few miles from the house and had heard through the grapevine that the destruction would be taking place soon.  I wanted to get the pictures before the memorable site no longer existed.  

A broad smile generated across my face as I exited the highway to follow the long single lane road to the house.  In my attempt to find my art supplies under my bed I had also inadvertently unearthed my father's stash of black licorice.  Nothing overt was spoken to him at the time because my mother was there.  Instead, I had cocked my head to the side and coyly asked my father to remind me how to write the term "sweets" in our “secret” language.  It was my way of secretly implying that I had encountered his secret hiding spot for his candy.  Looking at me with one eyebrow raised, it was apparent he understood my covert tease.  He provided the single-word answer very slowly and cautiously, and as soon as he told me, I wrote it on my hand so I wouldn't forget.  Surely I would integrate the word into my next letter.  I looked forward to poking fun at his sneaky deed next time she wasn't around.  
I actually let a tiny laugh loose.  

Black licorice?  Yuck.
My old car pulled to a stop at the end of the long blacktop driveway, now a faint gray with years and years of aging.  The piercing sound of grinding metal made me wince internally as my leg pushed open the car door.  And it was even worse when I closed it.  Unseen hinges had stuck, causing the door to close not completely flush.  Using my hip, I bumped it shut.  It was certainly better than reopening it and hearing that screeching again.

Looking down, I noticed there were many new cracks decorating the driveway since last time I was here.  Several tufts of dead grass were sprouting up out of the nature-induced holes.  My tennis shoe slowly trudged along one of the bigger gapes, suddenly sad to think this place would soon be gone forever.

I adjusted the camera situated around my neck as I entered the overgrown grass.  Looking around watchfully, I realized this was the first time the house wasn't being currently occupied by an owner.  I moved quickly, careful to get shots of every view of the house; trees, complete with different hues of green foliage, the long expanse of the rolling estate, the crooked wooden fencing, and a hanging tire swing.  
My feet waded through the tall grass to walk the thirty or so feet to the barn.  Pushing on the doors, they creaked with my hesitant pressure.  As soon as they opened, I was overtaken with the smell of the hay.  It was a pleasant scent, and instantly transported me back to the handful of times my father had snuck me here, much to my mother’s dismay.
My eyes immediately found the ladder.  I decided to climb up to take some images from the hayloft, knowing he would be pleased with the material reminder of his special place.  He had spent hours as a young boy here.
Smiling with the memory of his vivid story-telling, I reached the top and pulled myself onto the wooden planked floor.  The aged wood squeaked and cried out as I carefully eased all of my weight onto it.  Remaining on my knees, I scooted over to the mound of hay accumulated in the corner loft.  The screeching slacked off slightly and I moved to capture several images.  

My eyes narrowed and strained to see something near the corner of the loft.  My heart picked up its speed as I scurried over to quench my anticipation.  Roughly sketched into the wood, now darkened with age were the words, 
"Robert Lloyd Westerfield  7 - 14 - 62".

I could not believe my luck!  
Whipping the camera up into my sight, my fingers feverishly adjusted the settings as to capture the forgotten inscription.  Excitedly, I snapped more than enough pictures.  

Still on my knees, I finally started to crawl carefully back over to the ladder.  My path halted and entire body tensed nervously as the warped timber fluctuated beneath my knees.  It startled me and I threw down my hands in case I needed to steady myself.  My head perked up as I heard a slight bending of old wood.  To test if it was just my sudden movement that had caused the protest, I attempted to remain completely motionless.  Otherwise frozen, my face crumpled as the creaking continued.  Holding my breath as the instability intensified, an abrupt snap sounded.  

My hair flew up and my camera knocked into my face.  In a feeble attempt to catch myself, my arms searched madly for something to grasp onto.  My face burned as it was pulled along a rough edge of splintered wood.  I slammed with thunderous collision into the ground.

Reactively I covered my head with my hands as wood and other debris showered onto me.  My body remained unmoving, still protecting itself as I lay on the now cluttered dirt floor.

My hand and wrists stung with a sharp soreness.  They had caught most of my plunging weight.  After realizing what had happened, I attempted to ease myself up.  As I added pressure to my left wrist I winced.  

My attention suddenly left my pain to concentrate on a faint sense of wetness on my upper cheek.  Assuming I was raising my knuckles to wipe off any tears generated from my startling fall, I was taken aback when I lowered my hand back only to reveal I was bleeding.  All of the sudden, a slight burn ensued, emanating from the previous wet spot.  My head tilted backwards to look up.  There was indeed a large hole now in the loft, complete with jagged chards of splintered wood.  I must have caught my cheekbone on a serrated piece with my fall.  I lifted my forearm to wipe any more excess blood.  There was less this time, but it was still dense and red.
My head flinched as my eyes were unexpectedly overwhelmed with flooding sunlight.  The large barn doors had been opened by an unknown source.  I did my best to straighten my torso and pull myself into an upright position, still in a daze.

Moving swiftly, what appeared to be a man walked over and stooped down about three feet from me.  
Oh no, this must be the new owner.  
"Oh, I'm so sorry!" I cried apologetically.  I was too embarrassed to even look up at his face.  I tried to stand up but could see peripherally that he was motioning with his hands to stay down.

I watched his feet as he slowly inched forward.  He stood motionless, still silent.  He must have been assessing the damage.  
Mustering up enough courage to finally look at him, I was surprised when my eyes finally hit his face.  I had been expecting for him to be looking up, examining the large hole I had caused in the hayloft.  Instead, his eyes were wide, concentrated on mine.  They were pooling with surprise; extreme surprise.  

Normally it is difficult to decipher the exact color of a person’s eyes when they are that far away, but the way they were open so wide, it was obvious that they were dark brown, very similar to the color of his hair.  He was tall and looked like he was about my age.  I suppose I had expected the owner to be a little older.  He was very attractive, so this added to my already embarrassed state.
With my eyes still locked on his, I was slightly relieved when his broke our gaze and they moved downwards to scan my limbs, seemingly looking for more wounds.  Obviously he would have observed the one on my face.  
Due to today's elevated heat I had worn running shorts and a modest tank top.  I regretted this decision currently, my exposed skin scratched in several spots and covered with a vast amount of brittle hay.  His eyes moved speedily with expressed vigor.  I could tell when they came to a stop on my hand, now covered with a somewhat considerable amount of blood from my cheek.
"I'm okay.  I was up in the loft and I fell through the floor.  I am so sorry."

He drew in his eyebrows in a confused look, looking back to my face.  

"This is your property, right?" I questioned. 

His eyes widened and he slowly and almost hesitantly shook his head to answer no.  His face was still concentrated with surprise and he still had not uttered a word.  My eyes met his and I pleaded silently with him to respond.  Childishly, I decided I would not break my gaze or offer any more words until he did.  It was a slightly uncomfortable next few moments, but he finally did.

"I heard something crash in here,” he began carefully.   “I….came to see what it was."

I looked down, somewhat confused.

He heard something crash?  
Where had he been?  The barn was a good seventy feet from the road.
Even though my eyes were aimed at the ground, I could feel his eyes still bearing in my direction.  His emotion depicted on his face was still extremely concentrated.  Surely, I couldn’t have caused such a startling response as he was depicting.

I sat there processing my plan to stand up.  My wrists were throbbing and I was fearful to use them to propel myself to the elevated position.  I looked up as I heard him take a few slow steps backwards.
Generally I would have anticipated him holding out a hand to help me up, but his cautious stance was conveying he was trying to keep his distance.  He tossed his head back towards the door as if in anticipation of something.  His face tightened as a series of worried creases developed, concentrated on his forehead and chin.  

My curiosity muted my pain, almost completely unnoticeable to me now.  While he was momentarily distracted, I took in a good, long look at his face.  In an automatic response, my head tilted to the side.

It certainly was a pleasant face, even when contorted with apparently unpleasant emotions.  My own eyes were surely just as wide as his now, but seemingly for an entirely different reason.  I didn’t know why, but he struck me.  My face tingled with self-conscious nervousness.  
He looked back to me again.  Slowly, he began to back up.  I nearly choked with disappointment, beginning to resign all hope of some sort of gentlemanly gesture.  Wanting to stop him, and without thinking, I placed my wrist down again, and pushed.  Pain immediately pulsated.  Severe stinging caused me to involuntarily grimace in discomfort.  

He stopped suddenly.  Again he looked to the door and then back again to me.  His face twisted in what looked like a combination of concern and also a great deal of aggravation.  He edged over to me very carefully and reached out his hand.  His eyes were even wider than they were when he first discovered me.  They made me slightly wary, but even so, I quickly reached out my own hand rapidly, afraid he would attempt to retreat if I didn’t accept his offer quickly enough.  

He bent down and grasped onto my forearm, sensitive not to hurt my wrist or to touch any of the transferred blood drying on my hand and arm.  He put one arm around my back and placed his hand on my waist.  Cautiously he hoisted me up.  Letting go of his grasp around my waist as soon as my feet were on the ground, his other hand glided down my arm to my hand.  The gentleness of his touch roused tingling in my skin.  Embarrassment grew as I hoped he didn’t notice the goose bumps developing.  

Watching his eyes warily to see if he detected them, they narrowed as if he had been yet again surprised.  In an act I hadn’t anticipated, he delicately took my wrist and turned it to get a better view of the top of my hand.  He pulled back his head to the side as hand took in the sight.  A look of astonishment seized every one of his features.

"What language is that?" he asked quickly.

His question caught me off guard.  I looked down to my hand.  I had forgotten I'd written a word there.  

“Uh….” I spoke, beginning to emerge from my stupor.  I opened my mouth to form an answer.

"It looks similar to Finnish," he stated before I could start, his face inquisitive.  

"Wow….," I started slowly, pulling a piece of hay from my hair.  "I’m impressed.  It is somewhat related, I think.  It's actually a fictional language from one of my favorite books.  I think the author based it on some sort of combination of languages from different European countries….Finnish and Welsh, I think.”  
"Does it say.... 'something that is pleasurable to the senses'?" he asked.
A mystified look generated across my face now.  Then I laughed out loud, forgetting my aching bones.  

"Kind of….it's the word for 'candy'…. or 'sweets.'  So in a sense….yes."

Both of our eyes lowered to rest on our still intertwining hands.  His fingers very gently ran over my skin as he slowly eased his hand out from under mine.  It incited an even more impressive effect than his first touch had.  I fought the impulse to anxiously bite my lip.  His unblinking eyes watched my face as he backed up again carefully.  Throwing back his head, he looked to the door again.  Without any proper farewell, he turned to walk out.

"Wait," I declared suddenly, confused and frustrated at his sudden retreat.
He kept moving, though his pace slowed a little.  Desperately not wanting him to go, I threw out the first thought that came to my head.
"Can I give you a ride somewhere?"

He stopped.  He lifted up his hand to his face.  Even though I could only see his backside, I could perceive he was holding it to his mouth.

My hasty offer surprised even myself.  
I would never suggest the idea of someone giving a stranger a ride, especially someone of my stature in comparison to his.  His frame surpassed mine by nearly a foot.  Veins prominently swelled out from his strong forearms and biceps, exposed underneath the thin faded black t-shirt he was wearing.
But the way he had not yet hurried off demonstrated his desire to make sure I was okay.  His consuming, dark eyes were conveying an overpowering sense of concern, which made me trust him.  I could not see them now, but their brief image, deep set and shadowy, had been burned into my mind already.  I desired him to turn around so I could see them again.  

"My name is Wyn," I offered now, leaning my body to one side.  My head peered to the side to see if I could catch sight of his face.  

He slowly turned his head, but kept his body forward facing.  

"No, but thank you.  I must be on my way."

He remained still for one more moment and then was off.  He didn't look back as he strode convincingly to the road.

Before I could contain it, a sigh of extreme disappointment escaped my mouth.  
He must be on his way?  
What was he on his way to?  
Suddenly it saddened me slightly to think this would be the last time I would ever see him.  I watched him walk hurriedly further and further away from the barn as I internally yelled to him to come back.  I waited a moment more to see if he was going to turn around to take one last glance at me.   He did not.
Sighing again, stood motionless for a moment with my eyes at my feet now.  Finally, I brushed off my camera and turned it on to make sure it was still working.  Once the red light appeared I quickly turned it back off, relieved.  After considering leaving the owner a note explaining the hole in the loft, recollection seared that he or she was going to tear it down anyway.

I slowly staggered to my car, hauling my tense body with increasingly sore muscles.  Pulling out my keys, I threw myself down into the driver's seat.  I caught sight of my cheek in the rear view mirror and gasped.  The wound was more severe than I had anticipated.  My head turned slightly to view it from all angles.  The bleeding had stopped, but a thick maroon gash was now exposed.  Certainly it would leave a scar.

My keys entered into the ignition and turned.  A tiny rattle proceeded and then silence.  
My eyes closed.  

I turned it again.  This time, a shorter rattling and then silence.  
Oh, come on! 

I rested my head on the steering wheel, sitting there for at least a minute, thinking over my next move.

A light tapping on my window jolted me to a quick start.

Whipping my head to the left, I moved quickly to crank the rickety handle several revolutions with my aching wrist.  With jagged spurts, the glass lowered, revealing his serious face more clearly.

"Can I help?" he asked.

His return had provoked a start in my heart.

"Uh, I don't know," I answered, not able to prevent involuntarily biting my lip.  "But I'll certainly let you try." 
I slowly opened the door, accentuating the unpleasant grinding.  Decidedly, I left it open to spare him the secondary scraping.

"Can you open your hood?" he asked.  

I bent into my car and pushed the button.  It didn't unlatch so I popped it three more times before it caught.  Sitting down, I rested in my seat.  Carefully, I rolled my wrists in circles out of nervousness and also to ease the tightening of my stiff joints, still aching from the fall.
“I hope it’s nothing serious,” I called to him, hidden behind the hood.  “I actually live about forty five minutes from here, so I’m not sure what I’ll do if it’s dead."  I looked down and pulled some hay from my pounding chest.

"Why are you here then?" I heard him respond quietly, without much intonation.

"My father grew up in this house and we heard it was going to be torn down.  I wanted to come and take some pictures of it before that happened.  He doesn't have one picture of his childhood home."  
I presented a tiny bent smile, even though he couldn’t see me.  It was my attempt at hiding expanding nerves.  
“I normally don’t drive my car this far from home.  I should have known.”  I reached over to grab my cell phone from my bag.  Fittingly, the battery was dead.
"Go ahead and try it," he called out.
  
Raising my eyebrows, I was surprised, yet pleased with his quick work.  A slow turn of the key generated an immediate ignition.  My hands tossed up in an ecstatic clap and I jumped out of the car. 
"What did you do?" I exclaimed.

"Not much, it was just a sparkplug cap that had come loose," he admitted, not smiling.  Dropping the hood closed, he brusquely took several steps away from the car to stand directly under an immense oak tree.  Immediately following him, I bolted the several feet until I was standing in the shade as well.  It actually was a welcomed reprieve from the day’s heat.

“It sure is hot today,” I spoke, nearly rolling my eyes at my seemingly mindless declaration.  It was my pitiful attempt to keep him from fleeing.

“Um….yes it is,” he replied, immediately looking down.  After a moment, he reached into his pocket for something.  I watched his movements carefully.
“Here….” he said, extending his hand cautiously.
Lying in the center of his palm was a red and white peppermint, wrapped in cellophane.
“These remind me of the cold.”  
“Uh…thank you.  It’s been a long time since I’ve had a Starlight….” I spoke, taking it from his hand.  
“What?” he asked, his face contorted curiously with my chosen term.
“Starlight….um, that’s what these are called.”
“Oh….I did not know that.”  

“Uh, yes….are you sure I can't give you a ride?" I quickly added in.
He hesitated, narrowing his eyes.  He looked up to the tree, then to the road and then back to me.  My face instantly tingled with heated pokes, assuming his pause meant he was at least considering my offer.

"No….” he said so quiet, it was almost indiscernible.  “That's not necessary.”

I tried my hardest not to let my face depict my fierce disappointment.

“I-….I’m glad I could be of help.  It was….very nice to meet you….Wyn."
He turned and was off, walking back in the direction he had been headed previously.
"Wait.  What's your name?" I called after him, really not wanting him to go.  It didn't feel right that this would be our one and only meeting.  
An unseen force seemed to be tugging at my core, causing me to move towards him.  It was not a characteristic occurrence for me to be so attracted to someone, especially so immediately.  There was a heat emanating from my chest, fortunately unseen to him.  My hand desired to reach out and grab onto his arm and urge him to stay.

Hesitantly, he stopped.  Turning his head, so I could see his profile, he spoke softly, "Walter." 

Still not facing me, he pulled something out of his left pocket and looked at it for a moment.  Without turning around, he spoke, “I-….uh, I’m glad I could be of help.  It was nice to meet you."

"You, too," I offered quickly, slightly confusion.  Hadn’t he just said that?  

Without another word, he strode quickly off to the road.  His head remained straight forward, without even the slightest turn to look back.  Watching dumbfounded, my mouth dropped in bewilderment.  He had left me astonished, wanting to know more.
My body flooded with disappointment.  Obviously he hadn't felt the same attraction and lure that I had.  
I still watched him as he quickly moved farther and farther away, completely overrun by his allure.  My eyes blinked rapidly, displaying my multiplying fascination.  After an extended period, I finally conceded.  Huffing a final, and the most exaggerated sigh, I decided I might as well follow suit.  
Putting my car in reverse, I backed out of the driveway carefully.  My heart picked up its pace as I approached him and even more so as I passed him.  Apprehensively, my hand elevated to present a tiny way.  In turn, he bestowed a forced smile and a slight nod.  Purposely and cautiously, I put on my sunglasses, so he couldn’t observe my eyes as they shot up to survey him in my rearview mirror.  The strange fascination with him continued to multiply, filling my senses.  I continued to watch him until he was out of sight.
He certainly did not behave like anyone I had ever met before.  Our brief interaction had left me with little explanation to his person and I wanted more.  I wanted to know him.  
Unfortunately for me, I didn't have much courage or self-assurance, so I left him on the side of the road, leaving this, our first meeting, as apparently our last.  

As I pulled onto the highway the image of his dark hair and opaque eyes would not escape my mind.
Why did he have to act so mysterious?  
His peculiar behavior struck me and I began going through different scenarios in my mind.  Several implausible explanations swirled, but none provided any logical judgment to explain his effect on me.  My overactive thoughts caused me to completely forget about the several errands I still had planned.  
Suddenly, I reached over to the seat next to me and grabbed the candy, still unopened.  Normally I didn’t usually care for this particular candy.  I was sure my current eagerness to eat it had something to do with the supplier.

I placed it in my mouth.
He was right.

It did seem to alter the temperature slightly; or something like it.  It definitely did something.
Its effect lasted far into the evening, even as I climbed in bed that night.  Under closed eyes, my head was swarming with exaggerated imaginary pictures and scenarios.  For the first time, I actually wished I had a peppermint to eat.  I fought sleep, wanting to hold on to the mental images as long as I could.  My conflict was short-lived, as I slipped off into the night.
Chapter 10
“Fuglesang”

October 2006
"Wait!  Stay with your buddy!" my loud voice called after a break-away seven year old.  My pace evolved quickly from a brisk walk to a hurried jog.  Catching him by the heather gray hood attached to his sweatshirt, he halted.

"You need to stay with the class, Pete," I restated.  Putting both hands on his shoulders, I lead him back into our single file line.

“I’m not Pete.  I’m Max.”

“Oh, I’m sorry Max.”

I had been called into substitute today for a second grade class.  It was the rare case that the class was going on a field trip.  It was actually my first since I had begun teaching.  We were attending the planetarium housed at the university where my father taught.  The students were currently studying space and were scheduled to watch a program titled, "Space: What’s Out There?"

We filed into the tiered auditorium.  The circular room instantly echoed with the sound of upright seats springing repeatedly back up to their erect position.  The children giggled as the coiling seats bounced back with vigor, releasing a resonating boing.

One of the other accompanying teachers clapped her hands in an earsplitting echo, my entire body jolting.

"Everyone find a seat!"  

All four of the second grade classes in the school where attending the field trip.  My given class seemed to be the most rowdy, most likely because I was a substitute.  
The lights dimmed and a hush spread across the ring of seats.  A booming recorded voice took invaded the room and immediately captured the students' attention, as they all moved to their position, eyes upward and relaxed deep in their slanted chairs.

I parked myself a few rows behind my class, still able to see them.  Slinking down low, my head leaned back against the top of the seat.  My ears absorbed the dynamic introduction.  Vaguely I could remember watching what seemed to be the exact program when I was young.  It was so dark in the auditorium my eyes crept closed secretly, floating in and out of different thoughts and daydreams.  
My quiet diversion continued for a long stretch, but was still cut short as a stream of light flooded the black area, by my seat.  I turned to see what had caused the intruding glow.  Someone had crept in quickly to a seat in the back as to not interrupt.  My eyes had been closed for some time, so relief rushed through me that it wasn't one of my students attempting to escape.  Turning back into my frontward position, I stopped cold.  
My eyes had mechanically taken in the man's face and I rotated back before it registered.  My skin instantly filled with a racing heat.  Taking in a chestful of air and holding it in, I took in the unlikely realization.
It was Walter.  

Our first meeting had been over two months ago, but I had not soon forgotten him.  For a month, at least, I had stewed over our brief encounter.  His distinctive quality had left me in a state of bewilderment and yearning to see him again.  I had found myself thinking about him often, and it was just recently I had resigned my hopes that it would ever happen.   
In disbelief now, I fought shaking my head.  
What was he doing here?  

One of the prime reasons I had given up of the idea of our seeing each him again was the simple fact that we had run into each over an hour away.  Even if we had run into each in my hometown the odds of finding him again haphazardly was unlikely.

My head turned minutely to the side and my mouth opened impulsively as to call out to him.  Wildly racing thumps were beating, as if my heart was attempting to escape my chest.  My body shifted awkwardly in my chair.  Fortunately I had chosen purposely to sit in the back, so I could move back the three rows to reach his seat without being noticed by the other teachers and entranced students.  

Slowly rising from the seat, I used my elbow to catch the recoiling chair.  Still hunched over, I eased my way back to his seat, the pounding in my chest intense. 
I found my way to his row and his eyes were jetting forward, focused on the projected images.  Pausing, I eased my way into the row, stopping two seats from him.  Lowering myself down, he furrowed his eyebrows at my apparent interruption and looked over at me.  With no words, his mouth fell slightly open.  His eyes lowered as he took in the face so close to his now.

The surprise on his face made it instantly clear that he remembered me.  His dark eyes expanded and the brightness of the white reflected in the dimness.  His startled expression made way to a strained, faint smile.  

"Hi," I whispered, my foot rattling against the floor uncontrollably.  "I don't know if you remember me, but my name is Wyn.  We met a while back, over the summer…near Kewanna.  You fixed my car.”  I raised my eyebrows, posing my last sentence as a question.  

He opened his mouth as if to speak, but paused.  He closed it suddenly and shifted to look forward, away from me.  My smile came to an abrupt end.

Finally, he looked back over to me.  "Yes, I remember.  You still have the scar."  
His words flooded me with relief and I smiled.  His voice sounded exactly how I had remembered it.  Lifting my hand to touch the scar on my cheek, my head tilted in a nervous response.
"What a coincidence running into you here,” he spoke with narrowed eyes, now again aimed away from my face.  “It certainly seems like an unlikely occurrence.”

I released a slightly forced chuckle, barely audible.  "Yes, I saw you come in and couldn't believe it."  I shook my head.  "What are you doing here?"

He paused, still not meeting my unblinking gaze.

"I come here sometimes.  I like watching these….little shows.  I find them rather humorous.” 
Curiously, I looked down to my lap and thought back.  Even with daydreaming under closed eyes I had been able to pay some attention to the presentation.  I couldn’t recall anything ‘humorous’.  My eyes shifted to his lap where he was clenching two fists.  
"This is one of my favorites actually.  I've seen it so many times I think I have it memorized."  He offered another forced smile.  “Um….it looks like you have to get back to your students.”
His words caused my attention to shoot forward, inspecting my chunk of students.  They were slightly stirring now, as it appeared the presentation had just ended.  
The presentation couldn’t be over yet.  We had just begun talking!  Had I really been daydreaming that long before he had come in?

The lights began to return slowly and instantly a sea of tiny bodies shot up.  Impulsively I stood and entered to the aisle, my eyes adjusting slowly.  A sudden noise caused my head to jerk to the side.  Before I could even see the act unfold, I knew what the sudden recoiling sound meant.  Walter had stood up to leave.  My body internally cringed.  Suddenly I heard a dull thud as the heavy door to the back of the auditorium closed.

He was leaving!  
Without hesitation or considering my action, I ran out after him.  I assumed the other teachers were capable of watching over the children for a moment without me.  The extreme regret and sickness in the pit of my stomach if I were to let him escape again was at the forefront of my mind now.  Fortunately, he sensed my pursuit and stopped, turning back slowly.

Against my own nature and well-developed instincts, I crept slightly forward.  In an uncharacteristic impulsive action I spewed forth my nervous proposal.

"Would you like to get together sometime?"
I watched him, unblinking, in anticipation to his answer.  
Taking in a calculated breath, he hung his head and scratched his dark hair with his hand.

"Um....” 
Oh boy.
“I can’t….”
I shut my eyes.
Even though my current discomfort was completely self-inflicted, I was absolutely mortified.  My feet desired to turn and instantly flee, but the way he left his answer open-ended, it demonstrated he was searching for more of an extended excuse.  Saving him the effort, I said, "Oh, that's alright.  I'll see you around."

Offering a forged smile, my nose crinkled in a sympathetic gesture.  Knowing full well I was not going to be seeing him again, I spun around.  My daydreams and reveries halted to a crashing end right here in the gray hallway.  There would be no more futile and pathetic aspirations after this.  

The way I slunk back off to the room certainly must have depicted a wounded ego.  And it really wasn't my ego that was harmed.  It was just the absolute finality.  
Before today I had been holding onto a little bit of hope that chance might bring us together again.  Now I would be forced to stop tossing my hopes towards this unwilling target.  Florescent lights were now flooding the large auditorium when I quickly reentered.  The students were feverishly waving their hands to add their comments and questions.  

When we returned to school I had the students draw pictures and write sentences explaining what they had learned today.  They had no trouble, as their sponge-like minds were still swimming with vivid images from the presentation.

Likewise, it would have been easy assignment for me.  I certainly would have been able to write several sentences about what I learned today and I definitely would have been able to draw a picture.  The details were still very clear in my mind.

Chapter 11
“Goin’ Out of My Head”
November 2006  
"Go ahead and go in.  I'll get it," I called, as a single ball went rolling in the opposite direction of the line of students, now entering the building.
I was in no hurry.  Now that lunch and recess were over, my work day was actually over.  I had only been called in for a half-day.
The other teachers had no problem letting me catch the rogue ball.  Without a word they scurried into the building with their worn out students.  In their hurry they had also left the four plastic crates, housing all of the playground equipment.  I faintly snickered at their thoughtlessness, even though I really didn't mind.  

My decision was to return the crates before I went after the ball.  Stacking them, it took two cumbersome trips to the storage room located in the gym.  

When I returned to find the hiding ball, a single swing was moving back and forth.  My eyes shot to each end of the playground.  

There was no one.  

The force of the swinging was too much for the wind to have caused, especially since the other swings stood still.  

Resigning my short-lived curiosity, I set off in the direction the ball had rolled.  My feet trudged unhurriedly along until the blacktop ended.  It hit a small expanse of grass leading into the entrance of a thinning grove of tall trees.  Many of the leaves had fallen by this time, and the ground was heavily strewn with browned foliage.  
Looking into the dried vegetation, it became apparent that there were several crevices where the ball could be hiding. 

I rolled my eyes, leaning forward to place my hand against a tree.  Heaving in a dramatically exasperated sigh, the strong scent of autumn leaves struck me with a gentle force.  
Taking a few steps into the woods, I was pleasantly surprised to immediately spot the red ball resting besides the thick trunk of a large tree.  My pace picked up momentum as I dodged around broken branches and uneven ground.  Unexpectedly, something moved from its previous confines behind the tree to position itself right next to the ball.  Instinctively, my feet came to an immediate and curt halt.  Nearly falling, I stood frozen, wide-eyed and speechless as I took in the very real picture painted in front of me.  

A man was standing in front of me now.  

His abrupt emergence caused my limbs to freeze with sudden alarm.  Slowly, my eyes lifted to meet his, our gaze remaining for a stretched interval.  
It was Walter.

He watched me intently, as if awaiting my reaction.  My mouth positioned itself as if to pose my first question, but he beat me to it.
"Hello," he said.

The sound of his voice surprised me.  Even though it was a completely normal and expected expression, I had been the one to urge and initiate all conversations so far.  I stood unmoving, just so utterly flabbergasted he was here.

Again attempting an utterance, my lips moved again, but nothing came out.

"It’s nice to see you again," he continued his greeting, smiling.  
Standing motionless, I took in the picture before me, most particularly, his face.  He had indeed smiled at me before, they all had obviously been forced, done out of politeness.  This smile was offering a completely different sentiment.  
He looked different. 

Almost like a different face entirely.  It was full of emotion, generating emotion in me in return.
A familiar sensation ensued, pulling me towards him.  Remaining stationary, my rational thoughts were telling me to remain calm and appear somewhat aloof, so I was relieved when he instead gradually encroached into my space instead.
His gaze remained focused on my face, locked on my eyes.  A slight shift hinted he was now looking at my cheek, to my scar.  
"Hello," I shoved out, confused.  
My initial shock was being equated with several questions, swirling in uncertainty.  
"What are you doing here?" I asked boldly.  "Surely this is not another coincidence."  Suddenly, I feared my words came out too harshly, in irritation. 

Before answering he slowly looked up to the sky, which was mostly veiled by the heights of the trees, still holding on to their last leaves.  Looking back down, he smiled slightly and gently kicked the ground.  
"You're right.  It is not a coincidence."
My heart began to beat hard within my chest and I fought all reactive facial expressions that would depict my startled delight.
"How did you know I was here?" I asked.
"It wasn’t too difficult," he answered.

I was at a loss for words.  The best I could do was elevate my eyebrows to depict my inquiry.  

"I saw the name of the school on one of the other teacher's bags at the Planetarium.  I've come here a couple of times now hoping to see you.  To my luck you were here today."

My forehead coiled into several creases, surely illustrating my shock.  
He had come here a couple of times?

"I don't understand.  Why did you come?" I spoke slowly, careful with each word.  "You seemed like you couldn't get away from me fast enough before.
He looked up to the moving branches again, now shifting with a sudden gust of wind.  Several colorfully painted leaves fell all around us.  He shrugged his shoulders slightly after a pause.

"I just decided to stop letting fear rule me."  

"Fear?" I pushed, laughing.  A tiny smile generated in the corners of my mouth, laced with my flooding astonishment.  He couldn't possibly be scared of me.

“Of what?”

"Hmmmm," he said as if he was going over the reason silently in his head.  "Repercussions."

"Repercussions?" I asked, my confusion apparent.  My neck strained as I tossed my head to the side.  That wasn't the answer I had been anticipating.

"Yes.  But sometimes regret is the worst consequence."

Following one of my mother’s most reiterated rules of etiquette, I prevented myself from saying, “huh?”  I was completely baffled by his words, but I really didn’t care.  I was just flabbergasted he was here.  Maybe my mind wasn’t working well in response to him being here and that’s why I didn’t understand him.

My expression slowly started to evolve.  My cheeks began to expand upwards, my entire face swelling into a broad grin.  Self-consciously, I looked down, rubbing my hands.  My delight was obvious. 

"So, what did you expect to accomplish by coming here?”
"Hmmm…. maybe convincing you to another meeting with me.  I promise, I won’t run off again."  He bit into his upper lip.  His small action caused me to stop.  Was he nervous? 

"I think that can be arranged," I smiled, a tiny bit more confident.

"What would you think of attending a concert?"

"A concert?" I repeated in a slightly higher voice.

"Yes."

I shook my head in tiny spurts, surprised with his offer.  
"Yes, sure.  When?"

"Tonight."

"Oh."  That took me be surprise.  But the sooner the better I deduced.  "O-....okay."  

"Can I pick you up at 7:00 p.m.?"

"Yes," I nodded.

"Alright then.  See you soon."  

Leaving me there frozen, he turned and walked away.  My eyes followed his figure as it disappeared into the woods in the opposite direction of the school.  Suddenly breathing again, I quickly realized he hadn't asked for my address.  Curiously pondering my current concern for a moment, I suddenly assumed it wasn’t going to be a problem.

Chapter 12
“Sweet Flowers of Milltown”       

“Thanks for helping me out,” Caroline spoke sincerely, squeezing my shoulder.


“No problem.  You know how I love my time with them.”

I stood up from my position on a child-size chair to stretch my muscles.  Only having to work a half day, I was able to babysit at the spur of the moment.  Always willing to watch Jack and Annie, I agreed without thinking.  
“Well, I better go,” I said.  “I have some things I have to do tonight.”

“Oh….alright,” she said, seemingly surprised I wasn’t going to stick around.  I wanted ample time to ready myself.  

“Kiss the kids again for me!  See you next week,” I called out, already moving to the front door.  Already saying my goodbyes to Jack and Annie, I chose not to interrupt whatever was keeping them quiet for the moment.  
“Alright.  Love you,” she called, now in the kitchen.
“Love you, too.”

I tried not to bolt out to my car too rapidly or there would likely be a message on my machine when I got home asking me what I was indeed doing tonight.  
I was not ready to tell her.  
If I would have told her tonight, surely she would have held me captive until I had expunged all details.  For the last few years especially, she had appointed herself to the role of my “relationship mentor”.  To her continual displeasure, she hadn’t had much success.  It was always my resolution not to share any details until there was the actual hope of a genuine relationship.  However, due to my own self-inflicted requirement, Caroline unfortunately never received any details.

After more pondering and speculation on my ride home, I continually replayed today’s brief interaction over and over.  Envisioning him, I shook slightly with excitement.  Undeniably, his two preceding rejections made this unexpected proposal all the more exhilarating.  
Biting my lip nervously, I turned my head to eye my closet.  Normally, if any other male my age had asked me to a concert, I could most likely assume it would be a more casual event.  

But Walter was not a normal male.  
At least, not like any I had ever met.
Thinking for some time, I finally decided on black pants and my favorite striped cotton shirt, the one I always wear on special occasions.  I was ready an hour before he was due to come, so I had ample time to conjure even more questions, resulting in even more interest on my part.
A knock sounded at precisely 7:00 p.m.  Peering through the peephole, I took in a deep breath and my hands moved to open the door. 

"Hello," I welcomed him. 

"Hello," he greeted.  "Shall we?" he tilted his head towards the end of my hallway.  
It was a slight surprise that he didn't even look inside.  I put on my coat and grabbed my keys from the hook right inside the entrance.  We walked down the hall, our eyes straightforward.  The walk from my door was quick and laden with nervous tension.  
Neither of us spoke.  
He swiftly escorted me to a large SUV.  It appeared older, but certainly didn't seem to have lived out its full term.  It suited him nicely.  I was actually a bit relieved to see it wasn't a flashy, expensive car.  It was black, but the shine had faded with age and now had a dull appearance.  He held about the door for me.  I climbed up easily and waited for him anxiously with my hands in my lap.

With undeviating eyes, he drove off as if he knew where he was going, watching the darkening road.  My face heated in anxiousness, wanting very much to know where we were going.

"What kind of concert are we going to," I asked, turning my head slightly to see him. 

He was situated facing perfectly forward and erect in his seat.  With a firm grasp on the wheel, veins were swelling beyond the flat surface of his skin.  The appearance of his hands undeniably hinted to further hidden physicality and natural strength.  

He began to smile slightly.  
"I guess you could describe it as conventional classical music with Baroque undertones."

My mouth discharged an involuntary, yet curious, "Ohhh."

Not exactly sure what he was describing, I still nodded in agreement, as if I comprehended his explanation resolutely.  Not being completely sure of the exact definition, whenever I had heard the term "Baroque" prior to tonight it immediately brought to mind a definite image: tinkering homemade musical instruments, complete with medieval jesters dancing around an open fire, jingling bells bouncing on their hats.  
"Were you hoping for anything specific?" he asked, his face remaining forward.

I purposely looked off to the right so he wouldn't see my curious smirk.  My head pushed back against the headrest as I thought about it.  
"No, not really….just curious."

"Well, you'll see soon enough.  I don't really know much about you at all.  Tell me about yourself."  
He turned to look at me for the first time in our drive.  
"Hmmmm, I'm pretty boring, actually….nothing fascinating to report.  I've lived here my entire life and I went to school to be an Art teacher.  Right now I'm substituting until I find a permanent job."

"Oh, an art lover….that actually explains a lot.  Who's your favorite artist?"

My eyes narrowed with his first statement.  But since the answer to his following question was an effortless one, I responded quickly instead of asking him what he had meant.

"My favorite artist is Morris Louis.  You probably don't know him.  He's an abstract painter.  His works often look like paint that has dripped down a canvas."  I moved my fingers to emulate trickling paint, another nervous response.  "I've just always really liked his paintings.  They're very colorful.  Just looking at them makes me happy.  Colors have always been able to influence my mood."

“I’ve never heard of him, but now I think I'd like to see one of his paintings."

"Do you have a favorite artist?" I quickly inquired, actually very curious to his response.
"Hmmm…. yes, I suppose I do.”  
I straightened my posture, waiting for his answer.  
I was already convinced he wasn’t going to offer the obligatory Picasso or Dali response most males who knew close to nothing about art would put forward to suggest they knew something about art.  I knew better than that.  The limited time I had spent with him suggested his unique personality would lend itself to present a fascinating response.
“I've recently come to appreciate Wolf Kahn."

He didn’t disappoint.

I smiled.  This was not an artist with whom most people were familiar, even art enthusiasts, but I certainly knew who he meant.  I had always been fond of his work.  He painted beautiful, ethereal landscapes.

"That’s interesting.  I like his work too”

“I suppose I like the way his paintings make me feel as well."  He stopped, not offering any further explanation.  I opened my mouth to prod further, but halted as I sensed he was about to say something.

“You know, your name is very interesting.  In fact, I’ve never heard it before.”

Nearly groaning with the inevitable change in conversation, I rolled my eyes instead, hoping he didn’t notice.  “I know….it’s a little….strange.”
"I wasn't thinking that at all.  Your name is very nice.  It's beautiful, actually.  It fits your personality.  Is it short for anything?"

"Um.…yes.  My father named me after a character from his favorite book.  My name is actually Eowyn.  My mom always felt the name was a little out there, but she agreed to go along with it if I could go by the shortened version, Wyn.  I also have siblings with very classic names….Andrew, Caroline….and Elizabeth.  I'm the odd one out."  
"Eowyn….that’s beautiful.  I certainly like your name the most out of all of those."

“Thank you,” I said, surprised he didn’t ask me what the book was.  It was most people’s first question when I divulged the same information.  Surely he must be curious.  If he wasn’t going to ask, I wasn’t going to push it.  
“I like your name, too.  Are you named after anyone?”  It had been my assumption, seeing as I didn’t know too many Walters our age.
"Yes," he said slowly.  “I’m named after your American writer Walt Whitman.”  Pausing for a moment he corrected, “I mean, our American writer Walt Whitman.  He’s actually my favorite author.”
"Really?  How lucky for you.  Your parents must have been psychic.  Or….I suppose that’s probably why you’ve grown to love him.  I like ‘Walter’.  It fits your charm," I said playfully.
"What kind of charm is that?” he asked seriously.  “Being unfriendly and running away from you the first two times we met?" 

I paused for a moment as I carefully pre-selected my words. 

"Why did you run away the first two times we met?  Did I do something to offend you?"

"Hmmm....well, it's a little complicated, but overall I'll say you made me nervous."

My eyes swept immediately to his face to examine his expression.  It was hard to actually accept that was true.  
"I made you nervous?  How?  Why?" 

"To be honest, my senses went a little haywire when I first saw you."  His hand twitched on the wheel.  "It was a bit disconcerting."  

Looking down, I bit my lip nervously.  Admittedly I liked his confession.  An awkward smile began to spread like a wave over my face.

"I guess I'll forgive you for your behavior.”

“Let’s just blame it on the weather.  I’m still getting used to it.”

"What?” I asked, positioning my body to face him directly, I desired to see his face as he explained further.  “Did you just move here?"
"Yes, I did.  Last December.  I moved down here from way up north.  So this warmer weather has taken some adjusting.  But I have to say, the changing of the leaves is one of the most beautiful sights I've ever seen.  I think I understand what you were saying about color before.  It all certainly had an influence on my mood as well.”  He unclenched one hand and tapped it restlessly on the steering wheel.  “In fact Indiana holds some of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen….”

"Like what?" I asked in earnest.

He cocked his head to the side.  He laughed, seemingly almost annoyed, as he turned to look at me.  His response caused me to smile uncomfortably, now burning with embarrassment.  My eyes moved to look out the window.  I wanted to say thank you, but a very infinitesimal part inside feared he may not have been talking about me.  Just in case, I saved myself from any humiliation.
“I’ve also been enjoying the lake.  When I can, I like spending the day on it.”

"Do you have a boat?" I asked.

"Uh, yes, I do.  It's docked in my garage for now.  And one of these days I’d really like to get to your more open water.  Believe it or not, I’ve never been to the ocean.”
Instantly, I was aware he hadn’t specifically told me where he had moved from.  If I hadn’t been so suddenly curious, I would have asked him what he meant by, “your more open water.”  

About to ask him, he took in an exaggerated breath of air, apparently preparing himself to speak.  I halted my inquiry to listen, turning my head to watch him execute his chosen words smoothly and slowly.

“Elen sila lumenn' omentielvo.” 
My face exploded with surprise.
"Wh-," I started.  I didn’t know what was more perplexing: the fact that he just spoke in a language that virtually no one other than my father and I know, or the fact that I had forgotten about the related incident that occurred the very first time we ever met.  
In the barn, months ago, he had indeed asked about the word written on my hand, and not only that, he had somewhat successfully and very amazingly decoded it.  
I sat, mouth agape, working over his words in my head.  This was certainly not a language in which many people were familiar.  
“How…..?” I started. 

“Well….I did a little homework in a feeble attempt to impress you."

"It worked," I answered swiftly, my eyes wide open.
Since my mind was still swirling with bewilderment, it took me a moment to decode his words.  Going back over them, I audibly translated them slowly and carefully, "A star….was shining….on the hour of our first meeting".  
Still slightly shaking my head in continued disbelief, my question to why he hadn’t asked about the book that had bequeathed my namesake was answered.  Any research he would have had to do to fashion this statement would have filled him in.
“I’m not sure if you remember,” he started slowly.  “But, there was certainly some ‘starlight’ present during our first meeting.”
Smiling, my head shook in disbelief.  Before I could even combat with an appropriate response to illustrate the pleasure I was feeling, he pulled right into a parking deck.  My mind instantly changed course, taking in our new setting.

It was dark now.  
We followed the dimly lit curves and ramps up several levels until we reached the top.  It was completely empty.  He chose a spot closest to the red letters of an exit sign.  

Assuming he was going to open my door for me, I watched him in the rearview mirror as he walked around the back of his vehicle.  Suddenly he stopped and I watched him remove something from his coat and quickly look at it.  

Was it a phone?

Suddenly I remembered him doing the exact thing the day I had met him at the barn.  My face twisted to match my inward curiosity, but when he opened my door for me it all melted away in an instant.  He didn't hold out his hand to steady my balance like I desired him to.  His head just tilted in the direction he wanted me to follow.

"It's this way."  

My legs moved swiftly to follow just a few steps behind him.  We departed the parking deck through a metal gate and set foot on concrete.

I knew exactly where we were.  We were at an outdoor plaza in a neighboring city.  In the summer it was home to different cultural festivals and fairs.  Over the years I had been here several times.  My mind investigated all of the possibilities to finally recall that there indeed was a small pavilion somewhere within the open square.  Especially in the summer, small concerts were often held there.  That must be where we were going.  I didn't recall hearing of any performances here tonight.  Plus, the temperature was somewhat cold this time of year.  It seemed unlikely there would be a concert scheduled. 

We were completely alone on the boardwalk.  The towering lamps above us were functioning, but were diffused and flickering.  He walked briskly, as I followed along next to him.  Instead of walking in the middle of the concrete walkway, he proceeded to direct our path to the far right, until we were walking directly underneath the several overhangs suspended over the different buildings’ entrances.  It hadn’t been raining or snowing, but I didn’t question his motives.
Moving even more speedily now, we were still completely silent as we reached the covered pavilion.  There were several rows of descending seats that lead to a sunken stage.  The stage itself was a large semi-circle put together with what appeared to be numerous removable platforms.  It looked different up close as opposed to the several times I had seen it over the years.  But the entire atmosphere was not what I was accustomed to.  The sun wasn't shining now, and the seats were not filled with chattering and quickly moving clusters of bodies. 

He turned to walk down the first of three aisles leading to the stage.  I was confused.  There was no one here.  

Were we early?  
Had he been mistaken?  

He bounded one large concrete step at a time while I had to take two steps on each.  He reached the platform before me.  Waiting until I caught up with him, he turned around.  

"If you don't mind I think the seats up front will be the best."

One eyebrow rose, as I eyed him quizzically.  He pulled down a recoiling seat and motioned for me to have a seat.  I hesitated slightly and then moved to sit down.

My body crossed to pass him, as our arms faintly brushed against each other.  The wind cut across the stage and pulled my hair from my shoulders to float across my face.  I removed it quickly so I could see him.
He progressed as if he was going to sit down in the seat next to me, but in an effortless move, he heaved himself onto the stage using one hand.

Words were completely evading me, as I hadn't blinked once since sitting down.

He jogged over to a short stool placed in the middle of the stage and pulled it over to the edge, close to my seat.  Unzipping his thick black coat, he reached in an inside pocket for something.  Sitting now, he pulled it out and held it flush along his thigh.  I squinted to make out the object, but was unable due to the dim light.

It appeared he was fighting a smile.  His lips twitched as he desperately tried to appear serious.  

He held up to reveal what looked like a small flute.  It was rustic in appearance and seemed to be carved from wood.  His hands rose as he lifted it up slowly to his mouth.  He stopped and pulled his lips into his mouth until their line was invisible.  They reemerged, appearing glossy and polished.  Placing the instrument to his lips he began propelled his breath forward.  The sound that emerged shocked me.  I hadn't expected such a refined sound.  

The set shape of the pavilion caused the sound to be carried throughout the entire surrounding area.  It came out loud and clear.  The sound reminded me of Irish folk music.  The resonance was prolonged and even seemed to produce a slight vibration in my face.  It was not certain if the heat that accompanied it was a result of the echo or my utter astonishment in his skill.

I looked up to his face.  He was looking directly back at me.  My eyes flinched slightly and looked down in a self-conscious response.  Even though he was the performer, I certainly was the one feeling embarrassed.  But even with the stab of sudden awkwardness, my ears were attentive to his composition.  His playing was clean, not raw at all.  The first song came to an end and I wasn't sure what I should do….if I should clap….say something….?
Promptly, he transitioned seamlessly into a new song.  My relief swelled that I hadn’t had to respond.  I smiled often at the lively mood it set.  Yes, it sounded Baroque, but there was a quality to it that was entirely original; dissimilar to anything I’d ever heard before.  It was mesmerizing.

I attempted to coyly cover my face slightly with my hand to hide any embarrassing gawks.

As I absorbed the subsequent extended period of music, my unease began to melt.  It wasn't quite apparent if he was still playing the same piece or had moved on to another.  I sunk, just slightly, into the chair, lowering my position.  My forehead slightly tilted down as I watched him intently under slyly lowered lids.  It wasn't a strategy on my part to create the devious gaze.  The pose was just my way of masking my self-consciousness.  And it worked, as I was able to hold eye contact with him.  It was impressive he could play while not looking to his instrument at all.  A few times he smiled and the altered position of his mouth, hindered his playing somewhat as the forceful breaths escaped.  His endearing errors caused fluctuations in my rapidly beating heart.
All too soon I could sense the absorbing and engrossing performance was coming to an end.  My cheeks suddenly burned.  
How would I respond?  
This was certainly the most original dates I had ever been a part of.  The surprise of it had caused some awkwardness, but even so, I absolutely loved it.  Never before had I met anyone that held his allure.  Unfortunately for me this performance just added to his appeal and mysterious quality. 

He finished his last note and looked down to me.  I decided to stand and clap.  It was scarcely audible, my fingers delicately tapping against each other.  My elbows clenched hard against my sides like I was securing pieces of paper with them.  

Turning, I nervously walked over to a set of steps.  Once I turned to walk towards him, my pace reduced to a crawl.  I stopped when I was about two feet from him.
"That was great," my voice spoke softly.  "It was certainly the best concert I've ever been to.  I think I can definitely foresee being one of your most devoted followers."

"Thank you,” he smiled.  “I wasn't sure if you'd be an enthusiast."

I laughed softly, arching my neck to look up at his face.  Our close proximity ignited a sudden surge of nervousness.  I wanted to kiss him, but it was my fervent desire to let him be the one to make the first attempt.  Instead, my eyes opened wide and my eyelashes fluttered.  Maybe that would speak my wish.  It always succeeded in cartoons.  I watched him to observe if my juvenile attempt was successful.  

He raised his eyebrows and drew in a breath.  Laughing gently, he looked to the side.  Shifting his head back quickly, his hands rose to rest on my shoulders.  He patted them gently, then pushed against them to separate us even further.  Apparently it hadn’t worked.
"It's getting a little cold.  I should get you home."

Internally I groaned.  Evidently this was the end of our date.
"Thank you for being such a captivating audience," he smiled, not turning towards me.
I turned my head toward him and smiled modestly.  My fingers traced the wide, circular buttons of my coat, still very much nervous.

"I think you mean captivated audience," I corrected gently.

"No….I meant captivating."

Chapter 13

“Such Great Heights

"Would you like the tour?" 

Thankful we were at my apartment now, I was able to present my first relaxed smile in some time.  Our ride home was certainly not as full of as much illuminating dialogue as it had been on the ride to the amphitheater.  It consisted mostly of superficial niceties and strained expressions, presumably caused by nervousness on both of our parts, mostly mine.  
His eyes narrowed as if he was contemplating his answer so I added in my next sentence quickly.  "Don't worry it will only take three seconds."  
Seemingly hesitant, he agreed, walking slowly into the apartment.  
My tease was almost true.  My apartment was very compact.  
When we walked in, we passed the coat closet on the right, flush with the wall.   I moved to the left to show him my miniscule kitchen.  He looked in, quickly examining the galley design.  On the left side was my stove and refrigerator.  Across from that on the right side was a sink with cabinets over it.  Leaning down, I peeked through an open space between under my cupboards.  He had moved into my living room now, observing the sparse elements.  His eyes shot around the small square box that held my couch, one chair, a coffee table and my simple entertainment unit. 
"I’m in the kitchen," I said, my head peering through to see him.  He inched further into the space.  "And you're in my living room."

As I exited the kitchen, he was already standing at the glass sliding doors housed on the back wall.  My vertical shades were open, pulled to the side, as they most often are, to make the space seem more open.  His hands rose to rest on the glass, moving in closer to look outside.  Quickly walking from the doors to situate himself in further into the apartment, I responded quickly.
"That's my patio.  If you look down, you can see a playground, although no one ever uses it," I added, moving to stand next to him.

Raising his eyebrows in a curious response, he moved swiftly to the large canvas hanging over my couch.  He raised his finger up to the thick acrylic paint, but didn't actually touch it.

"I like this.  Who did it?" he asked.

I chuckled and lowered my head.   Imparting him with a one-eyebrow raise, I chose not to answer him, assuming he could just read the signature on the bottom right-hand corner.  My feet pivoted to show him the remaining two rooms.

"Don't tell me you did this?” he spoke.  

Out of embarrassment, I didn’t turn around.  
“Of course you did," he whispered, barely audible.  
“I did that when I was sixteen,” I said, turning to face him.  “You are being much too kind."  

It was a landscape of leafless trees.  I hadn't used realistic colors, but pastel pinks, lavenders and blues.  Going through several art phases growing up, one of the longest and most productive was my landscape phase.  If he liked Wolf Khan, it could be supposed why he liked this piece.  

"If you like it that much, I have a closet full of them."

He snapped up his head and followed the short path to my bedroom, even beating me.  It had been meticulously cleaned with the slight chance he would be observing it tonight.  
"This is my room.  It's only a one room apartment," I explained, as if he already didn't know.  He walked over and started sliding open my closet.

"Hey!  What are you doing?" I asked, jogging over with a forced smile.

"You said you had a closet full of paintings."

"Yeah, well, the closet I was speaking of is at my parents' house.  If you want you can come over with me someday and get one."

In an instant his entire face tightened in an unspoken, yet seemingly agitated emotion.  He shut the closet and moved quickly to the door.  My wide eyes watched him, concerned by his negative response.  

I was pleased when he chose to stop at the next door, the last in my apartment.  His reaction in my room made me think he was heading straight for the front door.  

Peering around his broad shoulders, I could see the tiles of my bathroom nearly sparkling when he reached in his hand to flip the switch.  It too, had been cleaned thoroughly.  With one finger, he flipped the light off and walked back out into the main space.  

"Well, that's basically it," I motioned, still curious at what had caused his abrupt change in behavior.
"Thank you, it is very nice.  A lot like I expected," he spoke genuinely.

Internally, I repeated his last response to myself for a moment.  
A lot like I expected.  

He had been thinking about what my home looked.  I relished in the idea that he thought about me.  I smiled slyly to myself, careful not to be too forthcoming with my pleased sentiment.
He walked over to my entertainment center and scanned the collection of picture frames scattered all over the top.  His eyes moved steadily over them and came to rest on the last one, situated on the far right.  I knew which one he was looking at before I even reached him.
Looking over to me now, his face was flooding with frenzied curiosity.  It was an emotion I had not yet seen from him.  
“Are-….are you a twin?” he exclaimed.

My posture fell slightly.  Immediately, I felt bad for him, because I knew he'd feel bad following the inevitable turn of this conversation.  

"Yes.”  
His eyes widened curiously as he turned his head back to look at the picture again. 
“Is that Caroline or Elizabeth?” he asked.
“Elizabeth,” I answered softly, amazed he remembered the names I had told him earlier.
“Wow,” he breathed.  “I was under the impression that you were truly one of a kind.”

Laughing slightly, I looked to him.  

“That’s still true, I suppose.  We were very different,” I explained. 
Unblinking, both of his eyebrows rose simultaneously.

“She’s not here anymore….is she?” he spoke calmly.

Looking down to the ground nervously, I decided to get it over quickly.  
"We were young.  She got sick one day….and never got better."

My voice broke off and decided to end there.  Very quickly he offered an understanding smile.  
"How old were you?"

"We were twelve," I answered.

"Hmmmm….that really must have had an effect on you.  Events like that mold us whether we like it or not."

"You're right," I agreed quickly.

Looking back to the picture he added, “What is that on your heads in the picture?” he asked, his eyes narrowing as he took another view.

Surprised, yet thankful that my disclosure wasn’t seeming altering the mood in a negative way, I took two more steps closer to eye the photo.  It wasn’t necessary however, as I had the image memorized.  Ironically, the shirt I was wearing in the photo was the one that caused me to purchase the very one I was wearing currently.  It was my short-lived curiosity if he noticed. 

“It’s Queen Anne’s Lace,” I said.  “The house where we grew up had tons of it lining the property.  Those were crowns we had made that day because we were pretending we were….well, queens,” I smiled, slightly shrugging.
“Hence the name,” he smiled back.

I laughed, looking down to my feet.

“I guess so.  The stems are really strong so it’s easy to make things out of them.  It actually makes them pretty hard to pick as well.  They’re my favorite flower, well….actually my very favorite smell.  They have a very distinctive fragrance.  Not offensive, but not like a rose either.  Anyways, they just bring back nice memories.  Have you ever smelled one?”

Slowly he answered, “No.”  Shaking his head slightly, it almost appeared he had surprised himself with his own answer.  
“I actually try not to smell them too often,” I started again.  “Because the longer I go in between smelling them, the more powerful the next memory….of Elizabeth is.”

I looked over to him and he was staring back at me with lowered eyelids.  The tops of his brown irises were covered, making him look deep in thought.    

“That’s very interesting,” he began, narrowing his gaze.  It made him appear more mysterious, if that were possible.  “I would expect that….to your family, especially your parents, you produce a very similar effect.  Every time they see you, they are reminded of Elizabeth.  You are a living memory.”  

He paused, looking down to his feet before he looked back up to my face.  Dumbfounded by his insight, I watched him as I awaited his next words.
“Earlier tonight you claimed there was nothing fascinating about you,” he paused with a smile.  “From everything I've heard tonight I'd have to disagree.”  
My face flushed with his kind words.  My instinct was to look down, but I fought the urge.  I was utterly astonished and impressed with his understanding.
"Well it's certainly no mystery that you're fascinating.”  I spoke the last word very slowly, accentuating each syllable.  "You know, I've never been to a private concert before.  I feel very privileged."

"I've never given a private concert before," he divulged.  "And it may be a one and only deal, so maybe you should feel privileged."  The way he didn’t smile made it difficult to tell if he teasing.  Even so, I assumed he was.

"Would you like to sit down?" I asked, trying to tone down the stimulation in my voice.
Slowly, he raised one hand and rubbed vigorously behind his ear.  Maybe he was nervous.  He had no reason to be.  I liked him.
"Um, actually I think I'd better get going."

What!?  

No, no, no, no, no.  

I attempted to block his flight, but he was already to the door.

Turning back around, he added, "I had a lovely time and I'd like to see you again….if that's alright with you, that is."

If it was alright with me?  

Automatically, I let a slight choke escape.  My hand covered my mouth to act like it was just a tiny cough instead of an involuntary reaction to his statement.  He reached the door and opened it.  I followed him.
"Um, yes," was all I all I could muster.

"Alright then," he imparted, while continuing to walk slowly in a measured pace backwards.  

With unbroken gazes, we watched each other silently as he unhurriedly started to walk the length of my long hallway, still facing me.  I almost looked away due to the slight unease the fix of his eyes caused me, but the longer we held our stare, the more pleasurable the reaction was becoming.  Suddenly I was thankful I lived in the last apartment on my floor.
Still not turning to face the proper direction, neither of us spoke a word as his feet continued to carefully pace backwards.  With each step he took backwards my heart picked up speed.  Our gaze continued to remain unbroken, and the more intense the effect.  My face began to heat and I could feel tingles begin to emanate from beneath my cheeks.
Without warning, he cocked his head to the side and his mouth slightly opened as if to say something.  I held my breath in anticipation.  Instead he stopped and his eyes narrowed in concentration.  I nearly sighed in pleasure like a schoolgirl, but suppressed the involuntary response.  The sight of his face in combination with his entire frame was having a powerful effect over me.
He finally reached the end of the hall and he stopped, his eyes still connected with mine.  My current desire was to run down the hall and flail my arms around him.  Containing myself, we stood there for nearly thirty seconds more, just watching each other.  My body continued to heat, as our unorthodox exchange was more passionate than any kiss I had ever had.
Seemingly reluctantly, he finally turned to face his body in the proper direction. Without a word he walked down the perpendicular hall to the stairs.  
I stood completely motionless until I heard the loud slam of the metal door that led to the stairs.  The severity of the sound juxtaposed again against the silence sent me immediately and involuntarily back against my own door.   I remained there, nearly out of breath and a bit exhausted from our emotional interaction.
My own mouth opened as if to say something myself, but there was no one there to hear my words.  It wasn’t’ until my legs began to burn with exhaustion from their bent pose before I went back inside.
Chapter 14
“White Winter  Hymnal”
Laying face down, my head pressed into my pillow.  I was awake, but still hadn’t gotten out of bead.  A gigantic smile developed, my lips pressed against the soft cotton.  Rolling over, I blushed with the recollection of the night’s events.
He said he would like to see me again.  
What did that mean?  
And when?  
Did he even have my phone number?  

Before I could even form a worrisome frown, a loud knock sounded at my front door.  Bolting to the peephole, my entire face swelled in delight as I saw it was my father.  I whipped open the door.

“Dad!  What are you doing here?” I beamed, happily surprised with his spontaneous visit. 

“Hey sweetie,” he said, greeting me with an equally wide smile.  

Entering my apartment, he walked until he stopped at my dining room table, pulling out a chair to sit down.

“I’m glad you’re here.  I was half-expecting you to be out.  You’re almost never home on Saturday mornings.  Isn’t that when you go to the library?”

“Yes, usually.  But I’m actually just getting up,” I said, slightly embarrassed.  “I had a little trouble falling asleep last night.”

“Oh, is that so?  Anything bothering you?”

“No, nothing is bothering me,” I responded, grinning, but careful not to grin too much.  I wasn’t ready to tell him about Walter.  
My rules about expunging any relationship details extended to him as well as Caroline, even though he was always the first to know anything.

“I actually came over to bring you this,” he said, pulling something from his lap.  “You forgot it at our house a few days ago.

My eyes widened as he placed my worn, red notebook on the table.

“What?!” I exclaimed.  “I can’t believe I left it at your house!”  

Even though it was lying in front of me, I ran to my bag.  Reaching my hand in, I gasped when it wasn’t there, even though it shouldn’t have surprised me.

“I think this may be the first time I’ve ever left it somewhere.”
“I thought the same thing.  You left it on the back porch.”

“Oh…..yeah,” I started, recalling the last time I could remember being with it.  “I was adding some things when mom called me to help her with dinner.  I guess I forgot it out there.  I still can’t believe it.”  My face tightened with slight distress.  Surely, I would have been devastated if I were ever to lose it.  It held well over ten years of memories.  
“Don’t beat yourself up.  I’m still flabbergasted you’ve been able to keep it all these years.”

“I’ll have it forever,” I smiled confidently.

“I know.”
He smiled with equal assurance.  
“Hey, I can’t stay,” he started.  “I was just running a few errands while your mother was grocery shopping.  I have to go back to pick her up.  

I rolled my eyes playfully.  I knew exactly why he chose to run errands while she was in the store.  She spent an hour in the produce section every time she went.  I bet she didn’t even know he was not at the store.
He stood to go and I rose quickly.  With a customary hug, I rose on to the balls of my feet to reach him better.  My arms squeezed tightly around his.  Pulling away, I saw that the top of my head must have caused a shift in his cap.  With both of us smiling, he adjusted it with both hands, pulling the small bill down to the middle of his forehead between his finger and thumb.  
I loved that hat.  He had had it for as long as I could remember and it was just as much of a part of his physical description as would be someone’s hair or eyes.  The grey tweed was thick and of sturdy quality, and hadn’t worn the way you would expect for something that garnered virtually daily wear. 

“Love you, Dad,” I said, as he headed to the door.
“I love you too, my dear.  Have fun at the library.”

“Okay.”

Walking him to the door, I waved as he exited down the hall.  Shutting the door, I moved into my living room.  Full of newfound energy, I leaped over to the sliding glass doors.  Pulling on the cord to my vertical blinds, surprise resulted with the revealed landscape.  

It must have snowed continually overnight.  
The bright white sheet blanketing the ground flooded my apartment with intense light.  It had been snowing last night, but I was still slightly surprised. It was only November.  Usually it was December before such a fall.
Taking in the expanse for a moment, I finally turned to walk to my kitchen.  Reaching for my favorite cereal, I found it in the tiny cupboard above my refrigerator.  It was my secret hiding space in case my mother stopped by for an unexpected visit.  I didn’t even put the box back immediately, like I always do.  
I didn’t care if my mom saw it.  Or if she even saw the entire stash of sugary food I was hiding in there.  Nothing could diminish my elation at the moment.  My face couldn’t help but match the sentiment I was feeling inside.  Carrying my bowl over to my tiny table I began to eat my breakfast.  Due to my immense smile, milk trickled down my chin.  Finally snapping from uncharacteristic giddiness, I stopped the flow with my hand, suddenly feeling slight embarrassment.  
Even though I had told my father I would indeed be going to the library, I decided against it.  I decided to stay in and complete several odd jobs, mostly cleaning, here in the apartment that I had been putting off.  Plus, I’d be home in case Walter called.  

My mood continued all day, along with a steady fall of thick snow.

Once the sun had set for the day I was about to resign to any sign from him when I heard a knock sound all the way from in my room.  My face contorted into a nervous expression as I simultaneously leaped to the door to peer through the peephole.  My heart skipped a beat.  
It was Walter.

He was looking right into the opposite side of the hole like he knew I was seeing his face.
Extremely glad I had just taken a shower after a day of cleaning, I ran my hand through my hair.  Opening the door now, my face flushed with the vision of him standing in the doorway.
"Hi," I said drawn out, and with an overtly delighted face.  It was impossible not to observe my excitement.
"Hello," he countered, his own expression not nearly as blatant.  He was just grinning faintly.  “I’m sorry I didn’t call, but in the spur of the moment, I decided to stop by.  Do you mind if I come in?”

“Uh, yes, of course,” I spurted forth, otherwise frozen with the sound of his voice.  I stood flabbergasted, just watching him as he moved passed me to my small dining table.
"How was your day?" he asked.  "It smells like you were very busy," he noted.

My eyes narrowed in slight confusion.  
"My day was nice….I suppose.  How was yours?”  I said, my face obviously still portraying my surprise and even hint of panic.  I led him to sit down on my couch.  I purposely didn’t position myself all the way down the length, so he would be forced to sit somewhat close to me.

“So do you live near here?" I asked, realizing I still didn't know.

"I live a bit of a distance from Plymouth actually,” he admitted, referring to my home.  “I’m a few minutes northwest of La Porte."  
"Oh,” I said, slowly building a grin.  It was my sudden realization he had just driven almost an hour to see me.  “Then why were you all the way down by Kewanna that one day over the summer?"  
"Oh….I guess I’m not quite sure what led me there specifically.  I was just taking a walk.  I had never experienced a summer….in Indiana, so I was…well, just spending the day wandering around, checking out all the scenery.”

"What do you mean, ‘wandering around’?  Don’t tell me you walked there from La Porte?  Wh- that trip must have taken forever."
"It wasn’t that long….I’ve endured much longer.”
My head shuttered in disbelief.  “You could have come with me….I offered you a ride, you know.”
“Yes, I know....didn’t anyone ever tell you that you shouldn't be asking strangers if you can give them rides?  That's not something you make a habit of, is it?"

"No, it isn't.  You were the first."
He smiled.
“Actually, I stopped by for a reason,” he said.  “I have something for you.”

"What is it?" I asked.
"Well, I know it's cold, but we have to go outside to see it."

My pulse quickened with excited curiosity.  His performance last night had left me thrilled and in such high spirits, I was delighted in the prospect of another one of his creative endeavors.

"It's already all set up.  We just need to go outside."

I grabbed my coat.  I assumed it was cold enough that I put my hat and scarf on, the first time I had done since last winter.
Once downstairs, he paused for a moment with his back to me.  Seemingly fiddling with something he had pulled from his pocket.  Not voicing my curiosity, I waited until he was ready.

Pushing against the heavy metal door proved even a little difficult for his strength, due to a stealthy wind pushing against it.  As soon as it opened, we were sprayed with a thin layer of wispy, ice-cold snow.  It pierced my face, hitting my eyes and causing me to wince.  Luckily it must have been caused by a singular gust, because the landscape now appeared somewhat calm.  A steady fall of fluffy snowflakes fell all around us.  They were already sticking to our coats and hair.  
He grabbed my hand and led me to stand underneath the massive pine tree that stood next to small playground behind my apartment complex.  Leaning against the thick trunk was a huge, flat object, about four feet tall.  I moved in closer to examine it, my eyes running across the tautly stretched fabric.  It was perfectly square painter’s canvas and appeared as if it had been hand crafted as opposed to being purchased at an art supply store.  I had seen many store bought varieties over the years, but never one of this size or quality.  
Letting go of his hand, I touched the thick material.  Then I pulled the entire mass away from the slide and observed the back.  It had been stapled to an elaborate wooden framework.

"Where did you get this?" I asked, truly curious.

"I made it," he answered, slightly shrugging.  The faint discomfort displayed on his face depicted a humble quality that made me appreciate the gesture even more.

"You made this?  This is amazing!  I love it.  Thank you so much!"  I moved forward as if to hug him for his gift.
"Wait….there’s more.  If this was all it was, I would have brought it up to you.  I said we were going to be doing something outside, remember?"

He reached behind the trunk to pull out a previously hidden brown cardboard box.  Bringing it over, he laid it at my feet.  My face twisted with confusion as I saw an assortment of water balloons and squirt guns.

"It's a little cold for a water fight, isn't it?" I shuddered, with a confused expression.

"Well, I recalled our discussion on our favorite artists.  I wasn't familiar with yours, so I looked him up.  I really liked his paintings and I thought we could make our own likeness.  Together."

Standing speechless, the white puffs of heated air that had been escaping my mouth suddenly ceased.  
His allure, if possible, swelled exponentially.  
Not only did he remember what I had told him, he went to the extensive trouble putting all this together.  My eyelids drooped faintly with surrender.  His amazing gesture caused even more rapid waves in my pulse.

Walter's creativity left me with such a feeling of pleasure.  His efforts left me feeling valuable.  I knew with absolute certainty my mother would be pleased with his exertion.  

My fingers squirmed, as I greatly wanted to throw my arms around him.  I controlled myself.
"This is why we needed to be outside."  
He straightened the canvas with both hands as he attempted to strengthen its stability.  He pushed it into the thick pile of pine needles, which were completely free of snow.  
He backed up slowly and finally stopped to where if he took one more step backwards he would have not been underneath the confines of the tree any longer.  The tree was so immense, that even he, at over six feet tall, could stand underneath the tree without the lowest level of branches touching his head.  
Revealing a small balloon in his hand he eyed the canvas and suddenly a strong suspicion generated as to what he had planned.  Carefully winding up in an exaggerated motion like a major league pitcher, he whipped the balloon at the canvas.  It burst with a loud pop, leaving a blue explosion of color, painting the otherwise blank canvas.  My mouth opened in a stunned grin. 
It was beautiful.

Amazed and impressed with the astonishing effect, I looked over to Walter.  His expression was similar to mine.  Obviously he hadn’t done this before.  He looked pleased….and surprised.
The color began to trickle slightly down the canvas.  A sudden, light gust stopped the downward flow and pulled it horizontally.  The weight of the wood kept the canvas stationary.

I moved slowly over to the box, my eyes not leaving his.  Picking one up, I smiled as I mimicked his wind-up.  With much force, I whipped the balloon at the large target.  

To my horror, it flew right over the canvas, just missing the wide trunk of the tree.  My eyes widened and I whipped my hand upward to cover my mouth.  Mortified, I hesitantly looked over to him.  His eyes were just as wide as mine, and in an instant his face erupted with silent laughter.

"That was just a practice throw,” I laughed, quickly moving to grab another to redeem myself.
Eyeing the canvas concertedly, I decided against the distracting wind-up this time.  Keeping my gaze on the center of the canvas, I pitched the balloon carefully.   As soon as the color sprayed the top right corner, I breathed a sigh of relief.  Smiling victoriously, I moved out of the way to watch him throw another.  It hit almost the same exact spot as his first.

My embarrassment waning, we ran into each other several times, pushing each other playfully as we moved quickly to get more ammunition.  With a firefight of exploding colors, we covered the canvas, giggling.  

My breath hit the cold air, slightly affected due to my rapid movements and continued laughing.  I moved to pick up one of the squirt guns, curious to see the result.  I walked closer to the canvas and held out my arms so the gun was level with my head.  Aiming at the top of the canvas, the long line sprayed and hit the tree instead, sending droplets and a scatter of tiny dots along the summit of the swathed fabric.  The consistency of this paint was much thinner.  When his first jet hit the canvas, it streamed down in a single line, reaching the ground rapidly after staggering its way through the labyrinth of thick paint left from the subsequent explosions.

The canvas was already nearly filled at this point, but still had several water guns that had not been utilized yet.  We both went over to the box to get one, but Walter motioned for me to go first.  Moving to stand only about five feet from the tree now, the paint hit the canvas with gentle force.  It was not as thick at the paint in the balloons, but its consistency added a nice complimentary effect.  

Engrossed with our project for several minutes, I finally stopped to look over to see Walter had turned in the opposite direction of the canvas.  Facing out to the ground now laden with snow, his gun was shooting directly into the untouched layer of white.  Curious, I walked to where he was standing.  As I moved to walk past him, he lifted his arm to halt my progression, stopping me just at the boundary line of pine needles and soft snow.  Arching my neck for a better view, I slowly took in his message.
"W + W” surrounded with a very wavy, slightly misshapen heart.

My head instantly turned to him with my face completely crumpled in surrender to his endearing act.  He looked, unblinking, at me.  

“That was harder than it looks,” he said, smiling.  
His voice sent a nervous jolt through my veins.  My instinct was to look down to his handiwork again, but I couldn't pull myself away from his eyes.  They were communicating a severe tenderness blended with some unspoken plea.  He dropped our gaze and with frustration, huffed out a breath and turned his back towards me.  With concealed arm movement it appeared he was removing something from his coat and looking at it.  The vision was blocked from my angle.  My eyes shot to the sky as my mind raced backwards to recall him doing something very similar the day we met at the barn.
The obstructed view and curiosity surrounding his sudden frustration overtook my concentration.  I had observed now, a few times, where he had gone from seemingly happy to aggravated, with no apparent warning.  I desperately desire to speak my inquiry, but retreated.  Even though I very much wanted to know what had caused his instantaneous irritation, I didn't want to risk bringing up whatever was causing needless discomfort.  My swift conclusion was it could wait.  I didn't want anything to spoil our perfect night.

He turned back to face me and bore a relieved smile.  Taking my hand, he led me to our masterpiece.  Backing up, I cocked my head to the side, examining our finished work.  It didn't necessarily look that similar to a Louis, but the spirit was there.  It looked more like a Pollack, with its haphazard chaos.  But, I loved it.  
Much more, in fact.
“We should name it,” I said, looking eagerly to him.
“I’ll let you do it,” he smiled.
“Okay,” I replied, already thinking.  “Well, a lot of Louis’ works were two-word Greek phrases.  Like ‘Alpha Beta,’ for example.   I suppose we should do something similar.  Maybe we should start it off with ‘Alpha’….since this was our first endeavor together, and maybe we should use the Greek word for ‘snow’ for the second word.”

“Do you know the Greek word for ‘snow’?” he asked, curious.

“No.  Do you?”

“No,” he laughed.

“I do know the word for snow in another language,” I said, narrowing my eyes.  He smiled, assuring me he knew I was talking about the not-so-secret foreign language he had so cleverly realized recently.

“Is it ‘gloss’?” he asked.

“Yes,” I answered, nearly dumbfounded with his response.  “How-“ I started.

“‘Alpha Gloss’,” he spoke persuasively.  “I like it.”
“Uh….me too,” I spoke.  My surprise began to fade, beginning to accept that pretty much everything about Walter was amazing.
“Well, ‘Alpha Gloss’ it is.”  
Beaming now, I moved in closer to him.  Finding all of his efforts tonight so endearing, I wanted to kiss him terribly.  My eyes widened to speak my request.

Suddenly he took a step back.

“I….I better be going,” he spoke abruptly.

“What?” I asked in a shocked tone, extremely disappointed.  “Why do you have to go?”

"Well….”  He spoke his first word like he was questioning whether or not to provide an answer.
I stared at him and broadened my stance slightly to illustrate I wasn’t going to let him go until he explained why he had to flee so suddenly.

“I….actually promised myself I wouldn't kiss you tonight and I am finding it harder and harder to keep my word.  You are making it very difficult, you know."

"What?  Why did you promise yourself you wouldn't kiss me?"  My prod was very serious even though I was smiling.  However, I was relieved with his assurance that he had at least wanted to.  

"I like you, Wyn.  And….I certainly want to, but it's not considered proper to kiss so soon."

"Who says?" I retorted quickly, my eyes narrowing slightly. His face was so pleasing, I had still not lost my grin.

"My society," he answered slowly and softly, looking away.

"'Your society?  What are you talking about?" I laughed.  My warm breath expunged a white cloud of vapor against the cold air.

He noticed my shivering and cupped his large hands on my shoulders.  So much force was applied he could have easily picked me up and moved me.  
His head lowered and I could feel his warm breath hit my face.  In an instant I was overwhelmingly aware of how close our mouths were.  It was uncomfortable and pleasing at the same time.  Grabbing his elbows with my fingers, my eyes closed and I pushed up on my toes to lean in.
"Ahem," he coughed as he moved me backwards.  "Didn't you hear what I said?"

"Yes.  But I thought you were joking," I added, somewhat puzzled.  I grabbed both of his hands in mine, looking down nervously.  Then like the first sunrays of the morning immerging over the horizon, my eyes slowly crawled up his chest to finally meet his.  When they reached him his face was not holding the expression I had expected.  He looked like he was upset.  He groaned and pulled me away suddenly.  

“I really should be going.”

“Wait,” I exclaimed.  “Why?”

“I’m not thinking clearly.  I think I need to go home.”  
My grin was slowly replaced with a slightly wounded expression.  
"I don't know how to explain it articulately….” he interjected, as if to explain.  
"It’s alright,” I conceded gently, hoping to help melt any unease he was feeling.  I couldn’t help but smile, even in defeat.  
Without anymore explanation, he turned and began to walk off.  I stood, open-mouthed, watching him.  I certainly hadn’t wanted my last words to signify I wanted him to go.  His abrupt and unexpected exit after such a wonderful date baffled me, causing me to shake my head in confusion.  
He hadn’t even said goodbye.

And I hadn’t even been able to even say, ‘thank you.”

Closing my eyes in disbelief, I hoped he knew how incredibly appreciative and pleased I was with his efforts.  I huffed a confounded sigh, still stunned he had gone.  My eyes shot to the parking lot, observing he was already out of sight.  

Still underneath the confines of the tree, I realized I was shaking.  It wasn’t apparent whether it was an after-effect of the exhilaration caused by his amazing gift, or the extreme surprise produced by his brash exit.

The reality that he was gone took a few moments to sink in, and I finally looked over to my present.  My dazed stupor began to diffuse somewhat.  

It was so lovely.  

Several thick snowflakes were colliding with the canvas now, slightly altering the paint in some areas.  Going against my immediate urge, I decided not to shield the canvas.  Instead, I liked the idea of a permanent reminder of the weather tonight, the night we made it.  Standing several feet from the tree, I remained examining the piece for a moment before I decided to pick it up and take it inside.  
My first step forward unexpectedly came to an immediate and abrupt stop.  Instantly all of my senses were edifying that there was someone standing directly behind me.  Even thought I knew who it was, I was still frozen with surprise.  My heart jolted with the soft sound of his voice.

“I forgot to say goodbye,” he spoke softly.  

Grinning in delight, I slowly began to turn around, as his hand touched my shoulder, guiding my turn.  In an even more surprising act, he pulled me in close, swooping one arm behind my back and yanking my body against his.  He put one hand on the back of my head and using my hair as an anchor, he gently tilted it back at the proper angle.  His mouth pressed against mine, closed at first.  His lips were soft and warm.  

My eyes were wide with surprise, able to take in his face.  His were closed, and from what I could tell, there was no humor lingering on his lips.  Now moving in agreement, they pulled and pushed against each other.  I felt them part slightly and my heart dashed.  Sneaking to the entrance of my mouth, I felt the soft texture of his lips.  The warm vibration shot through my entire mouth, causing the throbbing in my pulse to accelerate.  The intense sensation grew to the back of my throat, succumbing in my new desire to tilt my head back even further.  With a plea illustrated through his enthusiasm, I moved my lips further into the entry of his mouth.

Any confusion or disappointment I had been feeling just moments earlier vanished in an instant.  No longer in a daze, I felt terribly alive and lucid.  Even having been so eager to kiss him earlier, the reaction proved to be more overpowering than I had expected.  I was suddenly very aware of our intimate exchange.  Never before had I felt such a surrender of physical love and energy.  In this instant I felt so feminine, and it felt nice to be wanted by him.
With one arm still around my back, he elevated me until his firm stomach bore down significantly against mine.  Squeezing me tightly a slight moan escaped my lips.  It was a genuine combination of pleasure merged with the expelling of the air from my lungs due to his pressure.  

He stopped and pulled his head away from mine, faintly smiling. 

"Why do you keep making me do things I shouldn't do?" he smiled.  

I opened my mouth in an attempt to answer him but a slight squeak escaped instead.  Dumbfounded from our kiss, I lowered my head in bashful posture.

“Why in the world would your ‘society’ say we shouldn’t do that?” I finally was able to whisper, smiling at my poke at his earlier words.
“This time I do have to go,” he said, his face now serious.
“When will I see you again?”

“Soon.  How about in the morning?”
I nodded, surprised with his answer.  My face was contained and expressionless, but underneath my blood was swimming with unbridled excitement.

“See you tomorrow,” he spoke, unsmiling.  
This time I watched his entire trek, to make sure of his path.  He disappeared quickly, just as he had minutes earlier, but this time I was much more delighted, now certain of the source of my current shaking.
Chapter 15
“Major Tom”
Sitting in the cold seat, I placed my hands under my thighs to keep them warm.  Like Walter, my body was tight with nervousness.  The silence amplified the unease in the car.
He sat in his seat, frozen in a forward position.  I didn't dare move my head to look at his face, but my eyes strained in his direction as much they allowed.  Appearing deep in thought, his lips were moving faintly, implying he was running through a private dialogue in his head.  His features were twisted in an unspoken frustration.  Every so often, he would gain control and wipe his face clear of all expression, but only momentarily.  His eyes never turned to look at my face, and this left me grateful.  He wasn't taking in my own expression, which was painted with excessive eagerness and desire for his first words.
I wasn’t terribly surprised by any of this.  
Even though he had left last night on very pleasant terms, his abrupt departure reminded me again that there was so much I didn’t know about him.  It was obvious by his behavior, on several occasions now, that there was something going on in his mind, glaringly unknown to me.  His current demeanor made me hopeful, and a little anxious, that the inevitable answer was very near.
"I hope you don’t mind,” he finally stated, without looking over to me.  “But I would like to go somewhere farther away….just us.”
He was driving faster now, taking an innumerable amount of quick and unexpected turns.  He had said he hadn’t even lived here a year, but he apparently knew the roads well enough to take us to an area that in all my years living here, I was not familiar with.  I could not recall ever driving on these roads, now seemingly barren of all life.  After an extended period following a route I would surely never be able to recount to another person, we began to slow.  Curious, I strained my eyes to detect any discernible turn.  Not able to spot it before he started turning, there was indeed a break in the trees.  
My eyes curiously bounded back and forth over the unfamiliar terrain, completely unaware of where we were.  We were now in a densely packed wooded area, driving on some sort of dirt path.  Only wide enough for a single car, he drove at an unhurried and careful pace.  
My head turned to look out of my window, continuing to quietly take in the amazing picture.  I was overwhelmingly curious to where this location would be found on a map.  Seconds away from breaking the silence to ask him, my endeavors were halted as the car began to slow from the already unhurried pace.  I immediately turned my head to look out the windshield to see we were approaching an impressive rock formation, unseen to me until now. 
I certainly had not expected to see anything like this in the middle of the woods.

It was not clear whether the unexpected configuration was a natural or man-made phenomenon.  Two immense stones, at least fifteen feet in height were pressed together at a right angle.  Then, most impressive was the single stone that was resting horizontally over the top of the structure, creating a natural roof and overhang.  It was slightly jagged and rough, similar to a piece of mica.  


Finally coming to a stop, he parked his car underneath the natural shield.  My neck turned back and forth, continuing to take in the evolving scene.  The movement brought a delicate dusting of glittery sparkles to life.  They danced wildly along on the unbroken surface.  It was apparent he brought me here due to its natural isolation, although I wasn’t sure why.  We could have been just as alone in my apartment.
He placed his elbow on the ledge below his window and rubbed this thumb along his black, stubbled chin.  This was the first time I’d seen him with this much growth on his face.  And along with the faint purple skin painted underneath his eyes, his entire appearance assumedly declared he had not gotten much 
sleep last night.
Turning off the ignition, he quickly began.  

"Wyn, I don’t think I can be around you anymore….”

His startling words caused my entire body to freeze.  Even the breath I had been in the middle of inhaling halted.  Not able to move my head, my eyes crossed over to view him.  His hands were tightly grasping the wheel.
“….unless I tell you something first.” 
Immediately I breathed a sigh of relief.  
He shook his head like he had been debating this impending disclosure a while and was reassuring his own decision.

"I don't understand….what are you talking about?"

He pulled something out of his pocket and looked at it.  Quickly, he lowered it, as if to return it.

"What is that?!” I demanded, slightly irritated with the slow pace of his anticipated explanation.  “Why do you keep doing that?!”  My right hand automatically shot across my lap to seize the object, not really considering my rude behavior.  Assuming he would either try to divert my question or offer up an explanation that really didn’t answer anything, I figured this was most likely my own opportunity for an honest answer.
Snatching it from his loose hold, his face instantly contorted with confusion as I pulled it over into my lap.  I quickly positioned my body so my back was tilted towards him, so he couldn’t retaliate and retrieve the item away from me.

I figured I didn’t have much time so my eyes lowered to take in the small device in my hand.  My previous assumption was it was either a phone or some other sort of high tech gadget I knew nothing about.
It was indeed an electronic device.  My eyes narrowed as I gathered my latter assumption was also correct.  
I had no idea what it was.  
It was small and rectangular, and had a screen like a cell phone.  The screen took up most of the body, with no obvious buttons or switches.  There was a single blue dot emanating in the center of the screen.  My eyes rapidly scanned over the surface, revealing no numbers or words.  Turning over, I observed four small unfamiliar symbols written horizontally across the middle of the silver device.
Suddenly, I realized something.  As I had been examining it, Walter had been unpredictably still and silent.  
He hadn’t said a word. 
He hadn’t even moved in the slightest to reclaim the device.  
I moved my body to face forward and I turned my neck to look at his face.  His eyes were closed and his forehead was creased with series of lines, verbalizing some sort of unidentified distress.  With slow effort, I repositioned myself so I was leaning against my door with my body facing him, his face causing me to feel slight repentance for my abrupt action.  
“What is this?” I asked again, much more gentle this time.  I watched his fact intently, waiting some sort of response.  

"I didn't anticipate this moving along quite so quickly,” he finally spoke, causing me to pull my eyes away from the device to look over at him.  
I smiled.  Not out of any humor; but mostly it was an automatic response due to my curious trepidation.  Running my hand through my hair, it was my assumption he was talking about our relationship.  
"It’s hard to be with you."  

His words initiated another negative reaction in my nerves.  Unquestionably, I found nothing “hard” about being with him.  Pausing, he crossed his arms. 
"I thought it would be easier than this.  But I was apparently being incredibly naive," he huffed.  "I need to tell you some things….because at this point I feel it is not possible for me to continue seeing you…. unless....I tell you.”  
He took a deep breath and brought two fingers to his temple.  
"Alright," he began, seemingly reassuring himself.  "I need to tell you some things about…..myself.”

He paused for an extended period as I watched, unblinking.  My heart picked up its pace as I became excited with anticipation.  My earlier assumption that he was indeed going to clarify something today was seemingly correct.  Narrowing my eyes curiously, I was completely stumped what could elicit this behavior.  Why did we need to be here?  Wasn’t it just as private at my apartment?

Watching him intently, his eyes finally opened and he looked over in my direction, but not at my face.
“Do you remember when I told you I was from…. somewhere….else?”  He stopped again as if he was reconsidering his decision to explain things.  

Moving my eyes back and forth wildly, I did remember that.  I also remembered that he had not offered any further information as to the specific location.  My failure to ask him right then also surprised me currently.  But he had told me on our first date, and following his disclosure, each moment we spent together was so full of nervous tension and jittery feelings of juvenescent exhilaration.  Frankly, it had slipped my mind….until now.

"Yes," I pushed gently.  "You said you were from somewhere cold….up north, right?"  
"Yes, well, it's true….in a sense.  But it's also….untrue."  

"Where are you from, then?" my calm voice inquired, fighting veiled waves of anxiety.  I looked down to the device, still in my hand.
"I'm not from here."  

He paused and I waited for him to continue.  
He didn't.

"What do you mean?" I asked, speaking each word slowly and carefully. 
My gaze turned away from him and looked out the windshield to the grey color of the stone.  
The seriousness of his behavior and his foreboding silence generated a palpable air in the car and caused me to involuntarily emulate his own rigid stance, my unease obvious through my body language.  My eyes moved back to him, his face was depicting he was in pain.  It was the same expression I had witnessed a few times now, the most recent last insight right before he abruptly decided to go home.  Suddenly he released the tension in his face, seemingly purposely, and spoke each of his subsequent words very slowly and calmly.

"Here….as in...Earth."

My face fell and my eyes immediately shot to the right window.  Not looking at anything in particular, they locked in an unmoving position, unblinking.  Everything went numb, including my eyelids.  My head swirled slightly in a circle, seemingly an after-effect of his disclosure.  The natural elements outside of the car that made up the landscape began to blur, hazing together to form a seamless mass of color.  
What had he just said?
Going over his words in my head for an unknown amount of time had passed, I finally blinked and my trance shattered.  I raised my left hand and pressed two fingers on the bridge of my nose.  Leaving it there as a sort of barrier, it divided his gaze and mine.  My hair fell forwards with my forward incline, creating even more of a shield.  

I could hear him turn his body to assess my response.  My eyes couldn't see him through my obstruction, so I doubted he could distinguish much of my expression.  I replayed his last words in my head, finding it very difficult to formulate a coherent response.  

“I….” I started, my head still sputtering in disbelief.  
I was not able to look up at his face, although two large, dark spheres emanated in my peripheral vision, illustrating his eyes were wide with anticipation. 
“So….what are you saying?” I spoke, exceedingly hushed and slow.  “Are you saying….you’re some sort of…?”

My mouth twisted uncomfortably and I was unable to speak the last word of my question.  I knew speaking it would impart a thwarting sting.  Even the thought of the word left me incredibly disquieted.  It sounded ridiculous in my head and I knew it would only sound more so if I spoke it out loud.  In response, I forced myself to present an artificial smile.
He cleared his throat lightly and arched his back.  
"I suppose," he started, exaggeratingly slow.  "If you are going by your definition of the word you can’t say….then yes…. I am."  
Shooting my head backwards in response, I immediately rebuilt my barricade with my hand.  Nervously, I huffed out strained burst of laughter.  Peeking through the dark, curving strands of hair, my gaze caught his face, illustrating he was eagerly awaiting my response.

"Okay.  Alright," I whispered, lifting my hands.  Realizing they were shaking, I lowered them to my lap.  "I don’t….know what to say."  
Sensing his eyes still bearing in my direction, my head sunk down in a nervous reaction.  He was still waiting patiently for my response, but I still wasn't exactly certain what my response was.  

If anyone else had said it, I would have laughed it off as ridiculous.  But actually sitting here with Walter, hearing his strained breathing and feeling his flagrant discomfort, my response was developing quite differently.  He was either genuinely disturbed or telling the truth.  It was obvious he wasn’t joking.  His claim was hard to swallow, but his performance offered evidence to defend he wasn’t lying.  His face illustrated a sincerely distraught expression.

Automatically, a silent debate began to ensue in my head.  He remained completely silent for some time, which allowed me to clearly weigh both sides. 
The first side ran through the reasons why his claim could not possibly be true.  It was easy to come up with a few reasons to support that position.

But just as quickly, the opposition began to build its arsenal and for some reason, it almost seemed easier to defend this side.
Walter was the most unique person I had ever met.  
He imparted a distinctive impression the first time I had met him that was unable to be put into words.  He aroused immense curiosity in me, never ceasing to stir feelings of excitement combined with tremendous wonder.  There was something about his mannerisms that faintly hinted there was indeed something atypical about him.  Not to mention, his allure was almost supernatural in its influence.
Previously, my rousing imagination had considered several environmental influences that would produce such particular characteristics, but nothing sensible or rational ever suggested itself.  The likelihood of his claim was improbable, but currently I certainly held no other possible explanations.

I sat silent for an extended period, thinking carefully.  My lips unfastened their tight seal to finally respond to his confession.

"So....you're….uh…."  I stopped.  Still looking down, my hand lowered to remove my partition.  I huffed anxiously again.  "You know what?  I'm not going to be able to say that word." 

His body sat completely still and he didn't utter a sound.  His legs stiffened and by his posture it looked like he was experiencing unpleasant physical discomfort.  It also appeared as if he was not going to accommodate my desire for him to continue.  His behavior was making it hard for me to think clearly.

"What's wrong?" I asked, concerned.

"What's wrong?  I'm a bit distressed at the moment.  I'm very anxious to hear your reaction….if you actually believe me…."  He paused and glanced at me.  
Thinking about my impending response, I took in a deep breath.

"Uh, I don’t know exactly.  But….if what you are saying is….true….then….why are you telling me this?  We just met…."

His hand cupped his forehead and shook his head in surprise.  He chuckled slightly, but didn't smile as he did.  
“Well, technically, I’ve known you for four months.  We met in the summer, remember?  But really….if I’m being honest with you, I think I’ve known you much longer than that.”
The muscles in my face released their tightening distortion, smoothing my forehead instantly.  I looked over to his lap, curious to what his words meant.

“Everything I’ve ever done has been in preparation for coming here.”  
He stopped and raised his clenched hand to his mouth.  Brushing it over his lips a few times, he slowly lowered it.  
“My whole life….my whole being…. has been spent preparing; preparing to come here.  I don’t know how to explain this, but….for as long as I can remember, I’ve been shrouded by a sort of….premonition, I suppose.  Over the years it never diminished in the slightest.  It only grew as I grew.  It was a feeling that….when I finally arrived here, something….big was going to happen.  I had absolutely no idea what I expected….the feeling was completely abstract….but I just knew something was going to happen when I got here.  I tried asking others if they felt….intuition….about their arrival, but it seemed it wasn’t a universal sentiment.”

I gasped slightly as my back straightened, pushing my shoulders into the seat with much force.  

He asked “others”?  

Was he saying there are others like him?  
Immediately and brusquely, I turned to observe his face closely.  With my eyes wide with curiosity, I traced every one of his features fixedly.  Looking for anything to clarify his claim, I found nothing out of the ordinary. 

He didn’t look like an alien.
“Well, when I got here, the sensation amplified.  It was intense.  I wasn’t anxious, though; excited, but not anxious.  Then….when I first saw you that day…. something….”  He paused and slightly shook his head as if in disbelief.  “I discovered immediately what I had been waiting for.  It certainly wasn’t what I had been expecting, to say the least.  Never in my wildest dreams had I predicted my premonition to be manifested in the form of a person.  And moreover, I didn’t want it to be a person.  I was confused, and scared….so I ran away.  An internal battle waged for a while and just when I thought I was on the verge of emerging victorious, you showed up at the Planetarium.  I was just completely floored….and even more terrified.  But after that I was sure.  I was just so dumbfounded at the time I didn’t know how to react.  Even though I told you I couldn’t see you again¸ I knew that wasn’t true.  It was just a matter of time.”

My back continued to press hard into my seat, my eyes wide as I now dared to finally turn to look at him directly.  He was looking back at me, silent, his eyes wide, demonstrating he was awaiting a response from me now.  I nodded my head feverishly a few times, encouraging myself.  My words came out exaggeratedly slow and cautious.
“Prove it,” I said.
It hadn’t been my intention to sound brusque or condescending, but my eyes immediately shot out the windshield, not able to look at him.  

His long silence and several deep breaths depicted he was thinking.  Finally, he sighed as if discouraged by my demand.

“Unfortunately there aren’t many tangible “proofs”,” he started.  “If there were, it would prove much too dangerous.  We go to extreme measures to make sure we don’t possess anything that could point to our existence.  However, there may be one thing…..”

Slowly he began to unzip his coat.  My eyes widened and I was suddenly vigilantly alert.  After a moment he had freed an arm, looking back over to me.  Pulling up his thin grey sweater to his elbow, he positioned the inside of his forearm so it was facing me.  
“The only concrete evidence I have…if that’s what this is….to prove what I’m saying is true…is a tracing device implanted in my arm.”  
My limbs tingled with a slight shudder with the disclosure.  Even so, my interest pushed me forwards to observe the display.  My eyes strained to focus on the barely visible mark on his arm.  It was about a half inch long, invisible if one hadn't been searching for it.  
I assumed he was showing me the location of the “device”.

"My position is continually tracked with a satellite that is undetectable to anyone here on Earth.  They like to follow our location for statistical information."
My mind raced as I sat silently, taking it all in.  It only took a moment for a sudden and glaring realization to scream in my head.  The instant clarification caused my mouth to drop open, before I interjected with frenzied curiosity.
“Wait -is that why we’re always….hiding?”
Exhaling loudly, he softly answered, “Yes.”
With my eyes racing back and forth, things started falling into place; hiding in the woods behind my school, walking along the boardwalk only under the partitions, setting up the painting under the pine tree.  On all of those different instances, I thought it was just another facet that made him seem more mysterious.  
If what he had just shown me was truly a tracking device, his previous cautions made sense.

Considering what was being placed before me, I narrowed my gaze and leaned my head in to look to the small scar again.  I stared at it for some time.
In reality, it proved nothing.
In fact, alone, it would do very little to convince one he was indeed telling me the truth.  
It could be a simple scar.

But…. in combination with several other components…. 

I sat frozen, soaking in his “proof.”   Several seconds went by before I spoke again.
“So, really, you came here from another…. place?”
He released a strained laugh again, as if relieved.  After a moment, his lips began to curve into a shape that some might describe as a smile.  Sensing his unease, I assumed it was a forced attempt to calm the tense mood.

"I don't even know where to start," he said.

"At the beginning," I said, with my best attempts to sound firm.  My quick reply startled me.  “Please,” I added.
"Okay.  Understand first, though, that me doing so is enormously problematic."  He released his crossed arms and fiddled with his steering wheel, shifting it up so he would have more room.  His body arranged itself to face me.  "If things don't make sense….stop me."

He didn't wait for a response from me.  Continuing, his eyes shifted to gaze out at the white expanse.

"Everyone where I'm from is aware of Earth from birth.  It's just a part of our education like studying other countries would be for you."  

Immediately, a series of question swirled in my mind, one particular taking the forefront.  About to ask him where his planet was located, he continued, halting my inquiry.

"When we are around five years old there is a sort of lottery where a certain number of names are selected.  If you're fortunate enough to be selected you're sent off to a sort of training school, kind of like a boarding school would be here.”  

My body tensed visibly and he halted his explanation.
"It’s….uh…. viewed as a complete privilege,” he spoke, shaking his head as if he was in disbelief over his own disclosure.  “Even though parents will be separated from their children, ultimately for rest of their lives, it's the utmost honor to be chosen.  It's a mark of distinction."

Calculatedly, my hand pushed against the glove compartment, using the stationary force to adjust my pose.  With my back against the door now, I was facing him, taking in his entire body.  He rubbed both eyebrows roughly with his thumb and pointer finger as he continued.

"Then, well, we're sent off to….a sort of school at five and graduate roughly around twenty one years of age, depending on the individual.  It's different for each person,” he mumbled, barely in a whisper.  I leaned in to make sure I heard every word.  “Then when the training is complete we make our migration to Earth."  
He shrugged his shoulders.  
As his eyes finally settled on my face, they widened uncomfortably.  His mouth parted slightly as I realized he must have been taking in my pose.  I was uncomfortably pressed up against the door, the back of my head pushing uncomfortably against the hard glass of the window.  My eyes, too, were strained with their massive gape.  I must have looked terrified and combined with the fact I still hadn’t offered much disclosure to my true response, he suddenly became visibly disquieted.  

“Walk outside with me….” he presented, unhurried with his words.

My eyes moved to observe his intense grip on the wheel, his knuckles white, surrounded by blue veins, sticking out from his flush skin.  I nodded nervously in short bursts and he responded to my reply by rapidly exiting the car.  
We stood silently underneath the overhang for a moment before Walter took a few hesitant steps to emerge out from under the covering.  Looking up to the sky, he stepped slowly out to make a turn around the wall of stone.  Without warning, he disappeared behind the structure.

Chapter 16
“Aliens and Rainbows”

Following his brisk pace for some time, I took a deep breath, the icy air piercing the back of my throat.  After several more breaths, it suddenly became evident that there was virtually no fragrance in the air; nothing except the crisp sting of the cold, stinging my nose and throat with each breath.  
He looked up to the sky again, and I did the same.  There was no blocking the flawless blue color cutting through the swaying branches, still holding on to the last remnants of dried leaves.  With my eyes aimed at the sky, I nearly bumped into his back as he had come to a stop. 
He was standing, looking into an immense concrete pipe, hidden until just now.  My eyes widened, as it was most certainly not a structure I would have ever expected to find in such natural surroundings.  

Peeking in, I couldn’t observe a visible opposite end, but there was a faint light filling the space.  My thoughts were the tunnel couldn't be too long since it wasn’t completely black with darkness.  Cautiously inviting myself in after him, I began my trek cautiously.  

Following behind him, I finally decided to break the uncomfortable silence emanating throughout our frigid confines.  My words came out as a whisper, barely audible.
"I can’t believe I’m asking this….but, what planet are you from?”  
He halted, but didn’t turn around.

"I’m from somewhere that you….and your people are not aware even exists.  It’s that far away.”
His vagueness caused me to roll my eyes, but he couldn’t see me, as he was still ahead, leading our way.
“What's it like there?" I conceded.
“A lot like here, I suppose," he spoke unhurriedly.  Suddenly, I could make out the end of the pipe.  Halting his explanation for a moment, he finally stopped at the opposite entrance and backed up against one of the curved walls.  Slowly and purposely, I mirrored his stance.  His eyes proceeded to roll upwards, illustrating he was searching for more details to continue his answer.

"It’s somewhat similar in size and looks similar to what it does here, but it is much colder.  We only inhabit about twenty five percent of the actual land mass.  Most areas are colder than this," he motioned his arm to the snowy ground, now visible out the opposite end.  It appeared we were still in the woods, yet not as densely populated with trees.
"Essentially, that’s why most of us decide to make our dwelling in cold climates, since we're accustomed to it.  My decision to reside here was actually an abnormal one, but I wanted to experience all four of your seasons.  Seasons like yours don't really exist on my planet.”  
Finally stopping and turning to make direct eye contact, his forehead and eyebrows were excessively furrowed.  He almost looked embarrassed with his explanation, as if he was waiting for my response.  I just stared back at him, not sure of what to say.  

After standing silent for some time, he turned to continue the last leg of our journey, both of us crunching audibly into the snow that had blown into the rear entrance of the pipe.  

Squeezing my eyes shut forcefully, I attempted to clear my head.  My thoughts had been muddled ever since his initial admission.  It was hazed due to the panic and extreme curiosity his disclosure bestowed.  I could sense him watching my face, both intense eyes piercing in my direction with earnest inquiry.
Abruptly, a haphazard question popped into my head.  "So, how many of you are here?" I interjected into the silence.  
His eyes warily held their gaze to mine, unmoving.  With a concerned, steady stare, he began.

"Not many.  They try to keep at around two thousand.  It's all very carefully calculated and tracked."

"Do any other humans know?" I asked thoughtfully.
He laughed for the first time.  I was taken aback with the surprising break in his calm composure.  He placed his hand on his stomach, settling his apparent amusement, as slight as it may have been.

"Actually, we're precisely the same genetic make up as you.  I mean….technically speaking…. I’m just like you.”  
My eyes stealthily scanned the entire surface of his face.
“I guess that answers the question why you look like us….” I whispered.  
“Yes, it is puzzling.  We’re not sure why or how this came to be.  We have not been able to come to a consensus, but there are some scientific conjectures, as well as some religious ones.  But like on Earth, there has not ever been any resolute agreement as to our origins.  I promise you,” he began as his eyes narrowed.  “I’m not going to transform into anything frightening."
His faintly growing smirk helped reduce the tension.  I was thankful for the ease his smile provided me.  Any break in the awkwardness was welcomed.

"But to answer your question: no.  No other humans know….or at least none that I know of.  In fact, it's the number one imperative set forth from day one of conditioning."  He cleared his throat and began.  "Our mission is to dwell anonymously within an alien culture for the purpose of self-discovery and seeking out the meaning of existence.”
I pulled in a very abrupt and loud breath.  
He halted.  
I elevated my hand and covered my forehead with it, attempting to slow the whirlwind in my head that had still not dissipated.  I felt strange; almost like I was in a dream.  Shaking my head a few times in short bursts, I endeavored to wake myself.  When it didn’t work with the first few efforts, I gave it one last vigorous try.  Opening my eyes slowly, I came to the realization I was not indeed dreaming.  Each one of my senses was much too alert for this to be a hallucination.
"‘Imperatives’….?" I finally whispered.
"Yes….” he started hesitantly, titling his head as if he was wary and uncomfortable with his own impending words.  My face was obviously displaying my distress and confusion.  He must have sensed how ludicrous this conversation was.  Discomfited myself, I titled my own head to depict I wanted him to continue.

“In our years of conditioning, we aren't only learning about Earth, and what to expect.  More importantly, several crucial imperatives are impressed upon us.  They put forth great effort to make sure we’re ready when we come to Earth.”
"Who're….'they'?" I asked again, barely audible.

He looked down at his feet.  He flattened the snow that had built up on the floor of the pipe.

"Our elders.  They are the senior leaders and teachers at the school.  All of their endeavors have been established and executed to sustain and protect our existence."  
He spoke like he was reading from a textbook. 

"What are the imperatives?" I questioned, a little louder now.  My eyes were bursting with curiosity.

"Well, there are too many to even begin, but one important one is....we are to keep our interactions with the natives strictly light and superficial…..basically, nothing more than a casual conversation…..absolutely no communing with any significance."

Furrowing my brow, he read my unspoken question.

"It could lead to an improper connection," he answered.  We're also not allowed to interfere in your lives at all.  For instance, if we see a terrible accident we are prohibited to assist.  The elders consider our migration already a bit unnatural, so any further involvement could advance the obstruction of natural events.  That's one of the reasons why I was trying to leave when I first saw you in the barn.  Normally I would have left immediately.  There were so many things preventing me, though.  For the first time, I forgot pretty much everything I’d learned.  Nothing that had ever happened to me and I think I was a little stunned….and even a little ashamed of myself."

He paused, tapping his foot.

“And there is….one….that is considered…. the most imperative."  He turned his eyes to mine and his expression conveyed the feeling of apprehension.  I was anxious for his response.

"What is it?" I asked, almost scared to hear his response.

"Well..we are never permitted, under any circumstance to inform any one of our existence...or home."

He paused uncomfortably, shifting his legs.  His dark eyes abruptly relocated to the scene outside our concealed passageway.  Mine followed and watched as a stiff, brown leaf completed swift cartwheels across the smooth plain of untouched snow.  It imputed a quiet scraping sound.  An insignificant act, but nonetheless, it helped to ease the tension.

"Then why are you telling me?" I asked, looking back to him.
He pushed himself off of the curve of the pipe with his foot.  Removing the space between us he reached out his hand.  I rose slightly from my angled stance and accepted it.  His feet remained stationary and I was moving to him now.  Pulling me gently, the force stopped as our bodies converged.  I released our grip and wrapped my arms around him.  My hold was gentle, still a little timid.  

“I already told you.  Something in my…..heart, I think…. foretold of….you.  I couldn’t ignore the feelings you ignited in me.  I guess I just figured the sooner I told you…..the sooner….”
The beating of his heart beating in his chest was obvious through our contact.  Laying my head down to feel the pulse, my fingers pressed into his spine and seized him in even closer.  He wrapped his arms tighter around me.

"You said tell me all of this would 'prove problematic.'  What does that mean exactly?" I asked, my face still pressed into his chest.
         "Well, it's somewhat complex.  There have been many discussions of possible repercussions, but since it's never happened, and absolutely assumed it never will, it's a little ambiguous.  Banishment back to my home would be the first step."

          An abrupt, hushed gasp escaped my mouth.  I pulled back to take in his face and he stiffened his grip.

"Don't worry.  I've already figured it out.  They're not going to find out."  

Immediately, I refused to accept the possibility of him leaving and never seeing him again.  The thought generated a small crater in my lurching stomach.  Looking up, I immediately wanted to hear his strategy.

"Well, how would they even know if you did tell someone?  Do they keep tabs on you?" I asked. The hopefulness of my tone attempted to squash my already growing worry.  
"Well, by the time we graduate, they assume we are absolutely able and ready to follow the imperatives implicitly.  Really, the only way they would find out would be through any pandemonium that would ensue if you were to alert others, or if another….one of my kind….were to inform them.  And do they ‘keep tabs’ on us?  No….and yes.  Once we’re here, they kind of leave us to our own devices.  But they do assign each of us an ‘overseer’ to keep sort of a watchful eye on us.”
“An ‘overseer?” I questioned.

“Yes, when we arrive here, we're assigned an 'overseer'.  It’s someone more experienced and that has lived here longer, who is here to offer any assistance and foster my progress, if needed.  If I need help or guidance, I'm to seek him out.”

My eyelashes quickly fluttered with an abrupt realization.   The last few minutes had been spent taking in his words, not recognizing my panic had eased tremendously as he spoke.  And as I stood, listening to his words, something became absolutely clear. 
I absolutely believed him.

His face blurred for a brief moment as my eyes widened.  I blinked wildly to erase his distorted features.  Nearly shouting my sudden realization through the confining pipe, I instead chose to let him continue.  It took me a few moments to regain my bearing and rewind to his last words.  
“Wh-, wheere is….your overseer?” 

“Mine is in Wisconsin.  We communicate about once a week.  I have to keep a sort of running record, detailing everything.  Where I'm at, what I'm doing.  Its purpose is for documentation in aiding further knowledge….and they claim it's also given to our family back home to let them know how we are.  But certainly it must also be used to 'keep tabs' on us.  Every few months I’m supposed to meet up with him and he sends the logs off for me.  So, in a sense I guess you could say he keeps tabs on me, but not really."

He wiped his forehead with his fingers.  It was damp with sweat even though the air surrounding us was freezing cold.  
“Is it a possibility that he may show up unexpectedly someday and see us together?” I asked, my growing belief spurring even more questions in my mind.
"Hmmm….no, I don’t think so.  But remember, they continually track my position with a satellite."
He didn’t need to remind me of that.  I had been exceedingly aware of our position in relation to a direct line of the sky ever since he had told me.

“Can they see you?” I asked.  “…with the satellite?  Can they see us now?"

"They could find my location with the satellite and see me if they wanted to.  In fact, you’d find it amazing at what a detailed picture they can gather from so far away.”

I pulled away from him slightly, my face obviously painted with panic. 
“Won’t they see us together?  What if they have seen us together?!”

“Don’t worry, it’s not something they do consistently.  It’s really just for extreme situations….or if they get curious, I suppose.  And they certainly haven’t seen us.  I have tried my hardest to stay hidden from a direct line of their transmitter…..at least without appearing too suspicious.  Luckily I have a device that lets me know when the satellite is picking up transmission on my location.”
My head snapped down.  
"Is that what this is?"  I nearly shrieked my inquiry as I looked down, tightening my hold on the nearly forgotten device, still in my hand.  I had automatically and unknowingly brought it with me on our trek.
"Yes.  Since I've met you I've become a little compulsive about using it.  Luckily, in all the time since I’ve been here, I’ve only ever caught them examining my location once, and that was just after my arrival here.  Like I said before, I don’t think it’s something they do all that often.”
"Well….” I started, embarrassed with my previous seizing of the device from him.  “This is yours.”  My hand rose, hesitantly offering him what was his.  His eyes met mine as he reached up to retrieve it, just as hesitantly.  
Shivering, a gust of wind hit my face, even inside the pipe.  Looking out, the tops of the immense trees swayed, their branches waving like thin, bony fingers.  I watched them bend under the influence of the wind for some time, the sight of the sky definitely imparting an anxious sentiment.   
"Where exactly is your planet?” I asked, tightening two first in preparation for his answer.  Even though I wanted to know, I was nervous waiting for his response.
"Hmmmm," he considered, seemingly thoughtfully.  "I’ve told you a lot today.  I don't want to overload your system.  Why don’t we just let what I’ve told you so far sink in for a while….and then why don't we just agree that I'll explain what you need to know.  For now, at least."

My lids drooped over my eyes with his response.  I didn't want to concede to his suggestion, but maybe he was right.  My head was already filled with so much new information.  It needed some time to settle.

For now, I reassured myself.  
I quickly moved on to questions I felt would be easier for him to grant an answer.

"Do any of….your kind….live around here?”

“No, there aren’t any particularly close….only about one hundred in the United States, and none in Indiana.”

“Where do they live then?  You said, um…..you like cold places?"

"Well, we're pretty equally dispersed,” he began, twisting his mouth like he was surprised with my question.  “There are several in Alaska, Canada and Greenland….some in southern Australia and New Zealand….others in Russia, Norway, Sweden, Finland and Southern Argentina.  These are all perfect locations because they also tend to be less densely populated.  Some are like me and choose more moderate climates, but they are fewer in numbers."

My eyes narrowed as I began to absorb the information.  He was attempting to read the activity in my face.  

"Do you all speak English?" 
I nearly cringed as the last word left my tongue.  It was already apparent before I had posed the entire inquiry how naïve it was. 
Unsmiling, he began.  "We have a native language.  But we are required to study two different cultures in preparation.  That way, if we ever need to move for whatever reason, we would be equipped.”
"What other culture did you study?"

"I studied Finland.  Most everyone does.  Coincidentally….it seems that out all of the other languages on Earth, the Finnish language is the….most similar to our native language in sound.  So, naturally a lot of us gravitate towards that language and in turn decide to settle there.  Plus, it’s cold there.  But I think I always knew this is where I wanted to come.  I wanted a secluded home that also wasn’t too far away from a well-developed city.  I also wanted something near a lake or water with a moderate climate.  I found this place with little effort.  Nothing else felt as right as this location did.  Now I’m pretty sure why….”  
He looked at me and offered a strained smile.

"You speak Finnish….” I whispered in elucidation.  “Is that how you recognized the word on my hand?" I recalled.

"Yes, since” he grinned rigidly.  “And it certainly seems it was not by chance that I could….”  
My responsive smile was shaky.  He closed his eyes, his eyelids holding a darker shade than the rest of his even skin.  The dark shadows underneath his thick eyelashes hinted that he must have spent most of this night awake, my assumption he was most likely debating whether or not to he would tell me.  Even in the middle of this seemingly outrageous conversation, I found pleasure with the idea of him thinking about me. 
"Things just fit together too well for me to ignore them.  And believe me, I tried.  I thought about our first meeting continually for a long while, going over and over everything in my head.  Thinking how I was walking by the barn the exact moment you fell through the floor.  Thinking about how I saw the word on your hand and the odds I could read it.  But mostly thinking about the way you made me feel….and how it corresponded perfectly to immensity of what I had been expecting to feel.”  A frown edged into position over his clenched mouth.  He shrugged.  "I needed to find you.  I needed to see why it is seemingly meant for us to come together…..at least in my head.  I….I knew it was wrong, but I just knew that the regret I would feel if I didn't would be terrible….it would undoubtedly always haunt me.  Like I told you when I found you at your school, regret can often be the worst consequence.”  
“I don’t think there’s anything….‘wrong’….about us being together,” I said.  My hands rose and rested on his chest.  Inching in closer my pelvis pressed against the top of his legs.  He let out a short burst of air, faintly smirking.

"What?" I asked, truly curious to his response.

"Another rule we have is to never get closer than three feet to another person.  Now I completely understand why."

A bashful heat invaded my face, demonstrating my understanding.

A large icicle fell from the top of the pipe sending a clear sound of glass shattering throughout the resounding cylinder.  My neck turned my head abruptly to decipher the cause of the startling sound.
"I think we should get back to the car," he spoke.
He pulled out his receiver and checked it.  Straining my neck for a view, it was back in his pocket before I could see anything.  

He walked a few steps ahead of me and when he reached the end of the pipe he jumped down and turned to watch me emerge.  

My eyes rose nervously to observe the sky.  
No wonder he had brought me here.  Even if the satellite had been observing Walter’s location, which he had convinced me would be unlikely, it would be very difficult to conjure a good picture, due to the vast shelter of trees.  Even though they had lost most of their leaves, the crown of their nearly empty branches was so dense it would thwart a comprehensive image.


Moving quickly, he opened my door for me and then made a dash for to his side.  Since we were surely hidden underneath the opaque rock, I was able to relax slightly.  I looked over to take in his demeanor to get a hint to what he was thinking.  His breathing was fast and we sat a few moments in silence before he began.
"I don't know if you remember this, but that day I came to your school to find you, you asked me what I wanted.
My eyes narrowed as I revisited the image and dialogue that had just been in my head moments earlier.  The memory caused a tiny flutter in my stomach, also recalling how I had felt at that moment.

"I said that my main hope was that you wouldn't run away when you saw me."  

"Yes, I remember that," I admitted.

"Well….are you going to run away now?"
My eyes lifted to read his expression.

His face was still communicating a veiled fear, but a slight hint of optimism was beginning to grow.  The heavy creases surrounding his forehead were beginning to ease.  Closing his eyes, he grabbed my wrist and squeezed.  He released a relieved breath and held his position for several moments.

"No," I finally whispered.  
My head fell backwards to hit the headrest in mental exhaustion.  His stunning admission had left me spinning, and almost even more so, so did my own.  I believed him, and certainly was not going to run away from him.

"I’d like to go to my home….if that’s okay…..” he started, beginning to turn his car to go back down the small pathway.  “Would you mind coming with me?"

Fashioning two clenched fists, I swallowed the lump in my throat.  Undeniably, I wanted to visit his home very much, even though my body swarmed with uncertainty and slight panic.  I replayed his words again in my head and decided that the regret I would feel if I had him take me home instead would far outweigh the anxiety I was currently feeling.
"Uh….yes, of course," I answered, shaking my head in disbelief.
Chapter 17
“Invisible Hands”

We were on another stretch of road unfamiliar to me.  It was a two-lane road surrounded with thick trees.  No longer holding the thick veil of leaves, the sun streamed through the woods to the cleared route where we were driving.  Looking to the sky, I positioned myself as far from my window as I could.  Just in case.
After curving around one of the many turns, I could make out a fork in the road marked by a large cement structure.  My eyes watched his hands in anticipation of which course would be ours.  Veering right, we drove through the immense frame.  .

A low metal fence now flanked us on both sides of the road.  We followed it for another five miles before he slowed down to take a turn that was invisible to my eyes.  Almost stopping completely, he made a sharp right into a sudden break in the trees, similar to the one we had taken hours earlier.

Now traveling down a single lane of dirt and gravel, my eyes moved back and forth, examining my new surroundings.  The trees were so closely clustered that it was somewhat dark even though the foliage was absent.  We progressed at a slow and steady speed until we pulled into an unexpected open expanse of land.  It was a surprise to see such an exposed landscape in the middle of the woods.  The terrain was ethereal, as if it had been carved out with invisible hands.  The secluded oasis held both a natural and unnatural feeling at the same time.
Still astonished with the exquisiteness of the scene, my eyes moved to examine the quaint yellow-shingled house, positioned exactly in the middle of the site.  The front of the house extended down to create a roofed porch that stretched the entire length of the small home.  It suddenly hit me; this must be his home.  The beauty of the surroundings was stunning.  
He pulled under a large carport which was attached to the front of his garage.  My eyes danced nervously upwards, slightly relieved to survey that due to the given coverings we could most likely walk from the car to his front door undetected from any views from the sky.

The large garage was open and I could see it housed what looked like a small sailboat, covered in a thick tarp.  

"Wow, this is so amazing," I breathed.  "How….I mean….well, this question seems strange after everything you’ve told me, but….you never told me before what you do.  I mean, do you….work?" I asked.

"Well, I had purposely skirted the issue.  It would have been a difficult thing to explain.... previously.  It would prove very problematic to hold a job here.  If I did, it would be next to impossible to follow all of the rules set before us.  Can you imagine yourself in a job where you would have to continually refuse handshakes and eye contact?"

"You're not allowed to make eye contact?" I asked quietly, with a faintly shocked tone.

"It's discouraged unless it creates questions in itself.  We need to remain as faceless and as forgettable as possible."

"Wait, so if you don't have a job, how do you survive?  How did you afford this place?"

"Upon our arrival we are equipped with the materials to sustain a very long life.  Comfortably," he added.
Without a verbal response, my eyes displayed my continuing curiosity.

“Where I’m from there is a whole division that solely deals with that aspect.  Frankly I don’t know much more beyond that.  All I know is that they are vigilant in their wariness.  We've never had any issues that I'm aware of.”
"Okay," I responded quietly, raising my hand to signal to him to stop.  So engrossed with the barrage of new information presented to me today, I needed a moment to catch my bearings.  My hand continued to rise to rub my hairline and I noticed it was shaking.  Whipping it back down so he wouldn’t see my trembling fingers, I shook my head slightly.  
I wasn’t sure exactly where this fear was coming from.  It certainly wasn’t him I was afraid of.  I think if was just the immensity of what he had entrusted upon me, in combination with the unknown.  
"Wow,” I finally whispered.
"Yeah," he spoke assuredly.
He exited the car and was on his way to open my door, but before he reached me I emerged, my face surely oozing with a mixture of fear and marvel.  He led me to the door with a pace so quick it surely would have been a blur on any satellite transmission.

Following him under the veranda, I made sure I was pushed up as close to the house as I could without tripping.  The door was sturdy wood, the blue paint worn with age.  Turning the knob, it opened easily.  It hadn't been locked.
Trailing his steps, the slow pace led us to an island in his kitchen.  He pulled out a wooden stool for me to sit down, but I decided to stand, placing my hand on the seat instead.  A skylight in the ceiling allowed the bright beams to flood the room.  He moved across the island to stand across from me.
"Where is your planet?” I interrupted, before the new information even completely registered.  He paused for a moment before he answered.
"It's very far away.  You could never travel to it with even your most sophisticated technology."

"How did you get here then?" I asked, my heart picking up its pace.  I still wasn’t sure certain of the exact source of my nerves, since I had so easily accepted the rest of his extreme story.  Nonetheless, I was wary to hear his answer, even though I still wanted to know.
"Hmmmmm," he spoke as if he was deciding to answer me or not.

My eyes bore a penetrating beam of interest directly back at him.  They were wide and unblinking, illustrating my persistence.
"Through a sort of tunnel," he spoke.  

He stopped and watched me intently, waiting for a response.  
“You might be more familiar with the term ‘worm hole’.  Your kind came up with that theory….and it’s actually similar to the way tunnels work.”
Internally I gasped, but on all outside appearances I had remained calm.  However, I couldn’t restrain my eyes any longer, which were expanding to swell overwhelmingly broad with astonishment.  
A worm hole?  
I could recall hearing that term in a few science fiction movies, but I thought the idea was completely made up, not holding any scientific reality.

"Like time travel?" I asked with one raised eyebrow.

"No, not time travel….more like a short cut,” he smiled.
Smiling back, I straighten my posture as I prepared myself for the seeming absurdity of my next question.

“This may sound crazy,” I started, “but..."  I looked down at my hands.

"Do you have any....I mean….can you do things that we can’t?"  I smiled awkwardly at my own odd curiosity.  “I guess I thought that a-….um….well, you know….would have some sort of super powers….or something.”  
Again, I still wasn’t able to say the word, ‘alien.’

Laughing, he rubbed his hair vigorously with the tips of his fingers.
“No, we don’t have any super powers,’” he smiled.  “If you remember….genetically we’re the same.  But there are some sizable differences in our technology that set us apart….obviously.”

“Obviously,” I echoed.

He lifted his hand up to his mouth and rubbed his fingers over his lips.  Shifting my head inquisitively, I waited, as he was obviously thinking about something.  


Stepping away from the island, he opened a drawer.  Searching around for a moment, he finally unearthed a large flashlight.


“I want to show you something,” he said.


Holding out his hand, I took it and he led me to a door in the corner of the kitchen.  Opening it, I peered in to observe what appeared to be an oversized pantry.  Carefully, he pulled me in.


Eyeing him inquisitively, he reached past me with the hand holding the flashlight and closed the door until it was only slightly ajar, allowing for only a small amount of light to invade the dark.  Letting go of my hand, he turned to face me.  He switched on the flashlight, but it didn’t light the dark because he immediately placed the flashlight underneath his palm.  Lifting it to almost the height of my face, his hand was illuminating an orange color, caused by the glow of the bright light held underneath his fingers now.

Suddenly my face tightened and my sight narrowed.  Moving in closer, something caught my eye.


His pointer finger was casting a different glow than the other fingers.  Curious, I elevated my own hand and touched the single finger.


The glow of the light through his hand made it appear there was something inside of his finger, something different and much lighter, and seemingly less dense, than the others.


“What is that?” I asked. 


“A few years ago I suffered frost bite.  To save my hand, our doctors had to remove the finger.  With a transparent element found on my planet, they recreated a bone.  Then, using skin graphing they were able to craft a new finger.  It’s actually a pretty common.  I know this doesn’t make me a super hero, but it’s something that we can do that you can’t.”


Immediately gripping his hand, I cocked my head to the side, continuing to examine this most recent revelation.  I had never seen anything like it.  There was no mistaking that there was most certainly something unusual within his finger.  But with further observation, I could see no evidence of any mark of a wound.

“I can’t even see the scar…..” I stated, curiously.  

“Well, I guess that’s another thing.  We have the ability to erase pretty much any scars.  The one on your face, for instance, could be removed very easily….not that I’d want you to, however,” he said, lowering his hands back down.  He opened the pantry door and I followed him over to the island again.  Shaking my head¸ I sat back down.

“Why didn’t you show me this when I asked you to prove what you’re saying?”

“I would have needed a flashlight,” he smiled.  “And even if I did, I wasn’t sure how you’d react just then.  I didn’t want to scare you with a bionic hand.”
“Yeah, instead you showed me the site of your secret chip,” I joked.

“‘Chip’?” he asked curiously.

“Yes, the thing in your arm.”

“I’ve never heard it referred to that before,” he admitted.  “I suppose there are still many things I don’t know.  Please correct me whenever I’m wrong.  I don’t’ want to sound uninformed.”

“Okay,” I said slowly, surprised his newest information hadn’t panicked or scared me in the least.  

I looked to his hand again.  In the natural light of the kitchen it looked completely normal, nothing out of the ordinary.
Abruptly, he looked down, his eyes squinting until they were closed.  I could nearly feel his unease.  All of my churning inquiries halted for a moment as I took in his face.  My face changed its expression of nervousness to concern.
Up until now I had only been solely thinking about how his admission had affected me.  I had been concentrating on the new information and was absorbed with how my body was physically responding to the revelation.  
Now as I sat and watched his face, all of the muscles in my body loosened.  My forehead was smooth of all tense lines.  A sudden rush of sympathy swarmed.  I climbed onto the stool.
I attempted to grasp just how difficult this confession must be for him.  According to what he had shared, his entire life up to now had been spent training towards a particular directive, and then he obliterated it all with one day.  It was impossible to ignore his face was revealing strong emotion.  I just wasn’t quite sure what emotion it was.  
"I have a question,” I posed in a small, inquiring voice.  He looked up immediately, his face swimming in curiosity.  I started immediately, looking at him directly.  “I guess I don’t understand the point of coming here….if you’re prohibited contact with others.  I mean, at least to me, it seems to be human nature to crave and desire connection with others.  I suppose I understand they just want you to be protected, but….it’s a lot to give up….just to come here.”  
“You’re absolutely right,” he started slowly.  “And I didn’t realize the full truth of that until about four months ago….when I first met you.”

He looked down, his face furrowing immensely.  His expression caused me to tilt my head to the side in commiseration.  I didn’t want him to be pained.
“What’s the matter?” I asked with concern.  
"I-….nothing.  Nothing is the matter.  I'm....happy, actually."

I stopped cold.
Happiness was certainly not the emotion I would have guessed, but his expression depicted honesty.  Both of our gazes shot down while we both played nervously with our fingers along the smooth surface.  The corner of my mouth curved into an awkward smile as his confession put me at ease.
“Thank you for telling me,” I said softly.

Feeling overwhelming gratitude for the enormous account he had entrusted upon me, I momentarily didn’t care that my response sounded childish.  
"It must have been really hard to come to the decision to tell me.  I can't imagine…."

"I don’t think it’s ever really been my decision," he said.  "It it my strong suspicion that even if I hadn’t come to find you a few days ago, we still would have come together….somehow."
Unexpectedly, he began walking around the island, over to me.  His eyes were so narrowed I could barely see them.  Nervous with his sudden movement, all of my muscles stiffened.  Even so, I turned my body to face his.  Slowly, he crept in close and placed his hands on my shoulders.  My torso tensed even further and he leaned in to place his mouth on the threshold between my forehead and hair.  His lips were warm and exuded a gentle pressure.  He released his touch and rested his chin on my forehead.  I could feel his breath hit my hair.  Even though I was still nervous, it felt very nice.  

"And it was just a matter of time before I told you all of this,” he spoke softly.  “I know this must all seem so soon, but I just figured the sooner the better, I guess.  That way, when we are together, we can…."  Grabbing my elbows, he leaned back and I could see his wearied face.  “….really know each other.  There really could only be so much intimacy between us without you knowing….and me knowing you don’t know.”

He heaved a heavy sigh, considerably easing the look of exhaustion covering his face.

"It's a little scary, actually, the hold you have over me." 
My head shot down in a self-conscious reply.  I looked back up almost immediately though, because his dark eyes were working as magnets, forcing me to maintain contact.
"There's certainly no fighting it any longer."

A gentle fluttering in my chest ensued as I absorbed his voice, so close to me now.  His words tugged on my rapidly pulsing heart, initiating an overpowering effect.  I wanted terribly to lift my hands to draw his body to mine.  Still sitting on the stool, I separated my legs and pulled him by his shirt until he fit snugly between them.  My thighs tightened to clasp around his torso as I watched him, unblinking.  Unlike when we stood, there was only a few inches difference in our height now.  The stools were tall and allowed me to lean in and kiss him without the strain of tiptoes.

I found his lips quickly and as soon as our mouths touched, he immediately surrendered his rigid posture and released immense amounts tension.   He moved in closer.  His body felt warm and conforming around mine.  Arching my back in an exaggerated pose, my hands lifted up and clasped around his neck.  I held my legs taught around him, while he placed his arms around my back.

We had only shared one other kiss like it; the one underneath the pine tree outside my apartment.  
But this kiss was different.

This one was so much more.

The information in my head had caused my heart to swell, allowing for a much more emotional experience.  The pleasure I found in this kiss was entirely different.  It was deeper, and touched me in much more of an internal way, in addition to the physical sensations. 
He had been right.
There could only be so much intimacy without me knowing.

With my limbs still wrapped around him, he heaved me up.  Still engrossed in our kiss, he began to carry me through the house.  My eyes were closed so our destination was unclear.  His feet hit steps and I felt his legs lifting to move me up a flight of stairs.  Moving backwards, each step was slow and taken carefully.  After a few steps, his body leaned against the wall.  He readjusted my weight, not separating his mouth from mine and then continued up the stairs.  Even with my lids still gently closed, I could sense an overarching darkness swathing the room we were now in.  

His movement stopped and after a moment we dropped backwards, my arms tightening instinctively with the falling sensation.  Our intertwined bodies landed with a gentle force on a soft bed.  Sitting, straddling him, I arranged my legs to sit on my shins, my head above his now.  My hands took either side of his face as my lips moved down to kiss his stubbled chin.  I removed my mouth and rubbed my cheek along the rough growth on his face.  It felt somewhat feral and left my face with a pleasurable rawness.  Releasing his arms, he reached back and pulled our bodies backwards.  Slowly he lowered himself and laid his head down on a mound of pillows.  My legs straightened and my body arranged itself horizontally along his.  With my neck strained back to take in his face, I saw most of the creases that had been painted across his face were erased, only a single one remaining between slightly furrowed brows.  
As we lay with our bodies pressed together with my weight, I could feel the tangible weight of our emotional exchange.  The pleasure and excitement was certainly still there, but now another sensation was taking over.  The wonderful sensation was one I hadn’t felt before.  It was not happiness.  I was more than that.

It was rest.  And peace.  

There was a definite harmony between us that just felt right.  I already couldn’t imagine being without him.

Slowly, I reached up to grab his face.  Severing our kiss, I pulled our faces a few inches apart and stared at him silently.  His hands shifted beneath me and he moved them to hold my face as well.   Closing his eyes, he pulled my face in and kissed me.  Pulling away again, he just stared at me again.  He did this several more times before he finally moved to roll over on his back.  Emulating him, I did the same, now able to take in my surroundings for the first time.  Looking up to the ceiling, I could tell it was a small, cozy room.  My eyes traced up and down the navy blue walls.  They were slanted to form a point in the middle of the ceiling.  Speckled along the slanting walls was a collection of glow-in-the-dark stars.  
A smile crept across my face and I turned my head to look at this face.  He was grinning.  Then we just sat, staring at each other, as he reached over with his hand and grabbed mine.  His grin began to disappear.

"Was I unwise in telling you all of this?" he asked.
His wide eyes were exposing the entire iris.  It was so dim in the room that his pupils blended in completely, his eyes appearing black in the darkness.

"I'm not sure, you know much more about the consequences than I do," I started.

"No," he cut in.  "Don't you worry about any of that.  I meant, was I unwise..."  He stopped and closed his eyes.  "…was I unwise in the fact of thinking you would want to know?"

His fingers squeezed mine in an action I couldn't decipher as purposeful or unconscious.

"You know, my decision to tell you was based on a lot of assumptions.  And I don't want you to feel obligated in any way."

He stopped.

"Obligated in what way?" I asked."

"Obligated to be with me now because of the risk I took to tell you….and obligated because of my beliefs about….us.  I don't want you to feel forced into anything."

My answer came out in a contorted, confused expression.  Words were swirling in my head, but not conforming to any rational thoughts.

He continued.  "I wasn't sure what was easier.  I could have taken the safe route and never told you.  But then I would have had to leave and never see you again.  Yes, it'd be safe, but then I'd never have known what could have been between us."

My entire body tightened in response to his words.  His eyes closed but rapid movement under his dark lids illustrated intense thinking.  

"Or I could tell you everything...and risk everything."

His words seared, imparting a gentle heat in my chest.  Undeniably, I was finding pleasure in his admissions, but my eyes narrowed, my thoughts again shifting to consider the thought process involved in him choosing to tell me.  It seemed strange that the entire time he had been the focus of all my secret musings, he had been grappling achingly over his impending decision.  Rolling onto my side to face him, I squeezed his hand purposely.

"You would never have to force me to want to be with you," I spoke honestly.  "I've never wanted anyone like I've want you.  Now….” I started, stopping to swallow the thick lump forming in my throat.  It was swelling due to my expanding emotions.  “Now I can't imagine not being with you.  No….it was not unwise."

I wanted to kiss him again, but I felt a need to reassure him.  The continual crease between his brows supported that.  A sudden deep breath helped me to resume my honest declaration.

"Taking the leap to trust someone like you've decided to trust me is not a natural inclination.  I can't imagine how hard it was for you to decide to tell me….I’m so glad you did."

His large hand enveloped the entire side of my face.  The weight of his forearm put a slight pressure on my shoulder and upper arm.  He looked at my face, rarely blinking.  I noticed slight movement in his eyes which illustrated he was taking in all of my different features; first my eyes, then my nose, then my mouth.  Then back up to my eyes, my cheeks…my forehead.  It was most pleasurable when our eyes met directly.  
Moving my body closer, it stopped when our stomachs met.  Our mouths were less than half and inch apart.  The moisture that had been sitting on my lips was evaporating due to his warm breath.  His breath was very pleasant.  It held an aroma that was distinctly his.  It was a mixture of something faintly similar that I couldn’t decipher.  
My mouth opened slightly to bring it in.  He translated this as an invitation and cut the short distance to my lips.  His hand left my face and he wrapped it around my waist, pulling me even tighter.  His forearm moved to rest under my head.  This hand tousled the hair on the back of my head.  There was comfort in his arms.  He had filled my head with so much new and unsetting information, but yet I felt safe.  I didn't want to leave the confines of his hold.

And I didn't.  Not for that night, at least.  Our tired bodies fell into sleep while cradling each other tightly.  Neither of us had achieved much rest the previous night and now that we were together, we weren’t going anywhere.  Sleep found us before the sun had even set.

Chapter 18
"Dancing Barefoot"
Opening my eyes, the room was still dark.  Not sure if it was still night, my eyes searched around, while my head remained stationary.  I could see light flowing in from behind the thick curtains.  My eyes finally shifted to rest on Walter's face.
He appeared to be very alert, possibly waiting on me to wake up for some time.

"Mara tuilë," he greeted me. 
"Mmmm, mara tuilë," to you, too," I smiled.  My grogginess was instantly replaced with eager delight with his choice of salutation.  It certainly was a 'good morning.'
Sitting up, my muscles were tight from the curved position I kept all night long.  My eyes shifted to again to take in the room.  I had been distracted yesterday, so now I could examine it more carefully.  
It was a small, confining room.  His large bed took up most of the allowed space.  A single dresser was turned in a slant in one corner and a smaller than standard door hinted to be a closet.  The rich blue color extended onto the slanted ceiling, nearly the same color of the sky just before it turns black.
Raising my hand, my fingers ran through my hair rather easily, a surprise they were able to do so.  My lack of movement throughout the night must have prevented any of the usual entanglement.  

My eyes finally moved back to his face and he was still watching me, smiling.  
"We haven’t eaten anything for a long time,” he spoke.  “You must be starving.  Let's get something.”  He rose to pull me to my feet.  

Wanting to stay in my current position a while longer with him, I instead succumbed.  He was already heading to the door so I jumped up quickly to follow him.  Walking down the stairs, I inspected the wood he had so carefully carried me up yesterday.  My feet trailed his soft barefoot steps through another new room, not noticed previously.   I was silent as my eyes danced curiously around to investigate the compact living room.  A single white canvas couch was the first thing they settled on.  The material was spotless and wrinkle free.  The sparseness of the room hinted that it wasn’t used much.  A single floor lamp with an intricate stained glass design sat next to the couch.  
The focal point was an oversized brick fireplace.  Its thick, rustic looking wood mantle was completely bare, not housing a single knick-knack or picture.  Taking my last few steps in the room, I was actually slightly surprised when I caught sight of a television mounted against the wall.  Now that I understood a clearer reality to who he actually was, it didn’t seem right that he would sit on his couch and watch television.  My immediate conclusion was it must be part of an elaborate façade, only to further heighten the appearance of normalcy.  
Our trail ended where we had commenced yesterday, at the island, centered in his kitchen.  The cabinets were a bright white, set against light blue walls.  An oversized starfish decorated the backsplash behind his stove, polishing off the coastal atmosphere.  I wasn’t sure if it was purposeful or not.  He had said he liked the water.

I wasn’t sure how long I had been taking in all of the new elements of the room, but when my eyes finally came to his face, it was painted an expression of intense curiosity.  He looked as if he was bursting to know what I was thinking.  My silent and thorough ingestion of my new surroundings must have been terribly frustrating to him.  

“Why does….your kind….come here?” I asked honestly.

His face slightly fell with my honest question, his expression making it apparent my words were not the ones he had expected or desired.

“Hmmm, besides to perform experiments,” he smiled, ensuring he was joking.  Then he contorted his face as if he was really considering his answer.  Adjusting my posture, I sat completely upright as I waited.  Finally, he looked over to me with one hand on his head.

“Well, why do you travel?”

His answer surprised me and in turn my erect posture drooped slightly in disappointment.  Not affected at all with my reaction, he reached in his refrigerator he pulled out eggs and bread.  It almost seemed humorous to watch him perform such a mundane act, knowing all I now knew.  Before I grinned in slight amusement, I spewed forth another inquiry.
"You said….” I started softly.  "….your planet is cold….right?"

He nodded, straightening his bent position to a towering stance.

"Yes."

“What is it like?”

“Well, the weather is comparable to what you may experience in….Alaska….somewhat warm for a few months of the year, but overall, cold.  And it looks….similar.”  The way he twisted his face hinted otherwise.
“What do you mean by similar?” I asked.
“There are some differences in the appearance of things, but overall….they’re similar.  For instance…most of our trees are coniferous and look very comparable to yours.  But then on the contrary….”  He paused as if he was searching for the right words.  “Do you know what a birch tree looks like?”
“Yes.  They have white bark, right?”

“Yes.  Well, a sizable amount of our tree population looks a lot your birch trees.  They look white from far away, but up close you can see that they are actually a very muted, soft blue color.”

“Really?  Blue bark?”

“Faintly blue.  And they’re not deciduous, like yours are here.  The leaves are really big and course compared to those here.  And they’re not green.  They’re mostly pink and lavender….kind of like your blossoms in the spring, and they never fall off.”  

My eyes widened with his description.  Vivid pictures were painting themselves in my already swimming head.  
“I suppose….that’s why I appreciate Wolf Khan so much.  And your painting in your living room….” he whispered, shaking his head.  “I mean, when I saw that….I…. it was just another prophetic sign….so it seemed.”
He looked at me like he was anticipating a response, but my mouth didn’t budge from its frozen position.  My mind was racing back and forth from the new fantastical descriptions coloring my mind, to the memory of his face in my apartment when he first spotted my painting.
"Hmmm….” I responded softly.  
“But otherwise, the vastness of our plant life is pretty pale in comparison to yours, due to our climate.”
“Oh….where to you get all of your food?  Can you even grow it in such a cold climate?"

His head cocked to the side and his eyebrows rose as if reflecting upon my question.

"Well, similarly we grow food as well.  Our harvest time is obviously much shorter there than it is here, but we survive.  I suppose our plant-life is more resilient.”  
He picked up a shirt that had been previously placed on one of the four stools, and put it on over his white t-shirt.  Buttoning it slowly, he shot me a modest smile.

"We also have somewhat abundant animal life," he added, raising his eyebrows.
"Wait...animals?  What are your animals like?  Are yours the same as ours?!" I asked, unable to conceal my juvenile giddiness.  My eyes shifted wildly back and forth as I raced through countless fantasy movies and books, filled with extraordinary creatures with three eyes or extra limbs.  A broad smile expanded across my face as my visions slowed, picturing him riding a lovely lavender Pegasus.

"Ha," he laughed.  "They're similar, but not exactly the same.  We have several animals that are quite a bit different and some that are very similar.”
"Like what?” I nearly squealed with bridled excited.  I desperately wanted to ask him to see a picture, but I already could predict his answer.

“Well, remember when I told you I liked the water?  Well, it’s mostly because that aspect of your planet it so different from ours.  We have water, but most of it is frozen.  And where it’s not, it’s too cold to go in for more than a few moments.  Plus….the waters we have are so cold they elicit much different….life….than here.  
He walked over and ran his finger down the rough exoskeleton of the large starfish.  

“There is absolutely nothing like this on my planet.  And I knew that before I came here,” he said, shaking his head.  “I thought I was mentally prepared for everything Earth had to offer….but seeing it in person is an entirely different thing.  The water….and its life….on your planet has always been the thing I found myself most intrigued with….and most excited to see for myself.  The first time I went to Lake Michigan was a very powerful experience.  And I haven’t each been to an ocean yet….just lakes.  In fact, it’s one of the things I’ve looked most forward to doing.  I just haven’t gotten around to it yet….since I’m still settling in.”
“Wow,” I whispered, in continued disbelief.  “Yes, you certainly need to go to the ocean.  There’s nothing like it.  It smells wonderful…..much different from a lake.  Now wait,” I paused, my thoughts altering.  “You said your animals are different from ours.  Tell me about them,” I insisted gently.
“Hmmm, there’s so much.  It may be a little hard to describe….”

"Awww!  Can you tell me or draw me a picture?" I asked hopefully.

"Yes, I can do that for you,” he grinned.  “But let's eat first."

My stomach had been growling, so I pushed aside my multiplying curiosity for now.  This would certainly not slip my mind as other questions had done previously. 

“Do you miss your….home?”  I asked, stiffening at the idea of another, separate world.

“Well, my whole life has been spent preparing to come here, so I’m still kind of reeling in the excitement of finally actually being here.”
“How long have you been here?” I asked, my face obviously streaming with enthusiastic curiosity.
“I arrived in March, about nine months ago.”
My eyes were wildly bounding back and forth, not looking at anything in particular, just a side-effect from the bewildered frenzy in my head.  They skimmed over a small pile of books on the counter several times in the process before my eyes finally came to rest on the title of the thick copy resting on top.  Slowly pulling the book into my lap, I smiled as my finger slowly traced the raised letters, spelling “Leaves of Grass.”

“Your namesake?” I asked, raising the book slightly.
“Yes,” he said, meeting my eyes. “When we come here, we re-name ourselves.  I chose Walter.”

He paused and tilted his head to the side as if he was slightly embarrassed.  Wanting to know more, I pressed him to continue.

“Why?”

“Well, before we come, we’re urged to study the art that has immerged from the particular landscape we’ve preselected to be our home.  You can learn a lot about a culture by its artists.  To me, they can speak more clearly of the terrain than mere pictures or moving pictures.”
My eyes shot to the right in sudden curiosity, only to return quickly to his face.  I quickly assumed ‘moving pictures’ meant movies.  I smiled, finding the difference in terms cute.

“I was intrigued with what your country seemed to produce.  It was this book that solidified my decision to come here.  Walt Whitman was an observer.  He wrote of mankind and the beauty of your people.  And even though his writings are over one hundred years old, they are fresh and full and life.”
“Wow,” I whispered, astounded with his explanation.  “Most people don’t get to choose their own name.  It’s interesting to now know there’s so much reason behind it.  And I’m a bit ashamed to confess I’ve never read it myself.”

“You can borrow mine,” he smiled.  Suddenly he looked down, his face depicting he was now waiting for me to speak.  

“So, what's been your favorite thing about….Earth?" I started.  Nearly wincing as I said the last word, I was finding it increasingly difficult to use such words.  I still hadn’t used the word, ‘alien.’  Nervously, I took in a deep breath and began again.  
"What's something you don't have there and you’ve really found to like….here?"
He eyes moved down.  Taking in a sigh, he scooped the eggs on the bread to concoct some sort of breakfast sandwich.  A tiny smile hinted in the corners of his mouth and then disappeared as he handed me a plate.
"Well, there are many things that I’ve come to like here, but most I was prepared for.  I think it’s been the things that I didn’t expect that have been the most pleasing.”  He folded his hand into a tight fist and held it up to his mouth like he was contemplating the absurdities of eternal damnation.  “There is….one….big thing that I especially like, that's here and not there.  And so far it’s certainly been….the most pleasing….”
I looked down involuntarily, my spontaneous reflex anytime I was the recipient of a panic-inducing compliment.  It felt like a thousand blunt pins were being pushed into my forearms, trying to break the threshold of skin.  But fortunately as quickly as it had commenced, the unpleasant reaction dissipated.  
“Blackberries," he spoke.
“What?” I murmured, my head suddenly snapping up.  
“I was talking about blackberries,” he spoke. 

My mouth opened and my head shot down, instantly mortified.  After a moment, with an exaggeratedly slow movement, I looked up to see his lips curled into a sly smile.   
"Oh yes,” I finally grinned back.  “I like those, too."  
"Yes," he started.  "I actually found some on your father's old property the day we first met.  In fact, there was a huge bush very close to the barn.  I had found them just a few seconds before I found you actually.  I had never tasted anything like it.  I suppose it’s just like how you said the fragrance of Queen Anne’s Lace instantly reminds you of Elizabeth….I think the taste of blackberries reminds me of you….since, I met you the same day I first tried them."
"Oh,” I said slowly, smiling self-consciously.  "I never knew there were blackberries on that property.  I’m actually surprised my father never told me about that."  
"Why?  Does he like them, too?"

"Blackberry pie is his favorite."

"Blackberry pie?” he questioned, his face contorting as if he was intrigued with the idea.  “I've never tried that.  It sounds great."

"It is.  You should come home with me and my mom can make it for you."

About to take his first bite of his breakfast, he put it down on the thick plate and twisted his face.  Something I had said stung him in an unpleasant way.

"That’s something I need to talk to you about,” he started slowly.  “Remember when I told you that me telling you would prove to be difficult and not without consequences?  Well, one thing that I'm going to have to ask of you won't be easy."

"What is it?" I asked, my face surely overrun with intense interest.

My forehead coiled into a feverish mass of lines.  

"Why not?" I asked, curiously, but in actuality, not too surprised.

"First, I have to be diligent in making sure no other of my kind ever finds out about you….and us.  And I’ll take care of all of that.  But second, none of your family or friends can know about me.  That way, in case any thing ever needs to be done, it will be as uncomplicated as possible."

"What do you mean, ‘If anything ever needs to be done?’" I cut in.  
“I don’t know,” he answered.  "Wyn," he started again, pausing for a moment.  "Will you….stay with me for a while?"

It took a moment for my eyes to cease the frantic hunt caused by his question, but when they did, a modest smile swarmed over my mouth.  
There was nothing more I would have desired.
But a cluster of questions regarding his semantics began to swell.  Fortunately, my inquiries were short-lived as he continued.

"There are a few reasons why I'd like you to stay.  First, it's safer for you to be here.  If I'm continually driving to your home, which I inevitably would be doing, the transmitting satellites would pick that up.  His eyes shot down with the last sentence. 

So, he did want me to stay here.  For how long, I fiercely desired to know.  Either way, his explanation was understandable.  It would definitely seem sensible and cautious to do that.  He always seemed so nervous the short time we'd known each other.  It was undeniable that his whole demeanor had changed since we'd been here.  The atmosphere of his home altered his behavior.  He was obviously more at ease.  He was smiling.  He had said he was happy.
"Second, my home is closer to the lake.  On some days, especially in the winter, the water causes a sort of "lake effect."

The term was one I was familiar with.  Hearing it often during weather forecasts growing up, I understood the definition roughly.  I think it related to how the lake's heat mixed with the cold air and then created cloud cover and sometimes-nasty weather.  There was a gray haze covering the sky on most winter days.  Most people from my area grow accustomed to it.
"It makes if difficult for the satellites to work and sometimes makes it difficult for the satellites to pick up a clear picture.  Even though I plan on being very vigilant in preventing anyone from seeing us together, we can use all the help we can get.  Just forty minutes north proves to be much more."

His finger ran across the circle of his plate.  The sandwich sat perfectly in the middle, completely untouched.  It was surely losing heat since we were evidently putting off eating until our conversation was over, or at least slowed.

"Lastly," he began slowly.  His pause caused me to lean forward in anticipation.  "….and selfishly, I don't want to be away from you."  He shrugged his wide, strong shoulders.  "I can help you with your rent, or maybe you can work closer to here.  We can figure that out later.”  His eyes narrowed and his mouth formed a fierce pout.  “What do you think?" he spurted out, eyes wide with burning inquiry.
His comment about helping me with rent caused my head to flinch spontaneously.  After I got the spasms under control my mouth opened slowly to speak.

"What are you asking exactly?  Are you asking me to live here?  With you?'

"No,” he instantly assured, allowing me to take a relieved breath.  “Well….not exactly.  You would still live at your home."  Stopping, he rubbed his chin with his thumb.  "No....wait.  Yes, that is what I'm asking."

Laughing, I couldn't help but find his ultimate honestly refreshing and charming at the same time.  My fingers trembled with excitement.  
“From what I know about your culture, and especially mine, I know that this may seem brazen,” he began unashamedly.  “But I suppose I just feel….if you know something is right….”
I closed my eyes, soaking in his emotional pitch.  My head was swirling with a slew of possibly responses, most supporting a less rushed decision and a lot more good judgment.  
Was I was really considering moving in with an alien I had only been on two dates with?  
I was aware that the idea would seem totally ludicrous and unfathomable to an outsider.  I slowly allowed myself to grin as I diminutively contemplated about the bizarre circumstance cloaking me.  Suddenly, the more serious aspects forced themselves into the forefront of my mind.  
Since we would need to be overly cautious and secretive about our relationship, it would consequently mean we would be forced to deceive my family.  That idea put a pit in my stomach.  Lying to my father would prove a heinous act for me to carry out.  

However, his words spoken earlier stuck with me.  

Choosing the safe route would be that – safe.  
It really didn't seem to offer much else.  Regret certainly.  That prospect was not pleasurable.  

If I took the risk and jumped in feet first to immediately go forward with the given plan, the risk of possible consequences was certain, but there was also the very good possibility of gaining so much.  
So, so much.

"Yes, I’d like that,” I whispered, astonishing even myself.

"Hmm?" he said, surprise flooding his expression.  His eyes pierced through the heavy air between us to meet mine.  Their dense darkness swam with severe concentration.  Walking around the island, never breaking his fix on my eyes, he finally closed them when he reached me.  Taking in a deep breath, he leaned down and kissed me.  His lips held a sweet and gentle weight.  Applying even pressure, he held the back of my head with his strong hands.  His touch compelled me to relinquish any worrisome doubts crowding my head.  My limbs surrendered and gave in to the overpowering sensation, engulfing every inch of my body.

When our extensive kiss ended, I looked to him inquisitively.

“Wh-….what did you travel here in?”

“Hmmmmm….” he started, a somewhat sly smile developing.  “Let’s eat our breakfast first.”
Chapter 19

“Somewhere Only We Know”

March 2007

Drawing in a deep breath to calm myself, I pulled into the parking lot.  After searching around for the button to open the trunk in my rental car, I unhurriedly moved to retrieve the large picnic basket I had purchased just a few hours earlier.  

My eyes lifted to take in the scene, widening in relief as the landscape before me so accurately matched my vivid memories.

I had been to this exact location just once before, many years ago.  It was a nature preserve, and true to its name.
Slowly walking over to the onset of the wooded area, I sat down on a wooden picnic table.  Deciding to relax here for a moment, I sat down and placed my head in my hands, the anxious pit in my stomach returning. 

My head snapped up as I heard something in the woods, not ten feet from me.  Looking over, my eyes landed on a squirrel.  Smiling, I was slightly surprised, not realizing squirrels even dwelled in Florida.

It was scrawny, much thinner than squirrels back in Indiana.  Opening the lid of the wicker basket, I pulled out a piece of bread.  I couldn’t recall ever having fed a squirrel before.  It was also seemingly friendlier and less cautious than any other I had ever encountered previously.  Only a few feet from me now, I laid a piece of bread by my feet and waited for my new friend to approach.  I was actually glad not to be completely alone.  It eased my apprehension and even seemed to make the time pass faster.

Suddenly a large black insect landed on my shoulder, sending me flying from my seat, pushing it off with my hand.  Even though I was planning on using the next few moments to mentally prepare myself for what was about to some, I gazed around, realizing my seat by the woods would only be inviting more encounters.  Instead, I quickly rose to leave my resting spot and to walk through the woods.  It was only seconds to emerge from the dark tent of greenery to set foot on what seemed like an entirely different setting all together.  My gate slowed and my eyes narrowed as the reflection of the morning sun bounded from the white sand to my face.  Inhaling a breath, the fragrance here was poles apart from my last setting, just fifty feet away now.  The woods seemed to work as a sort of fence, setting apart this seemingly hidden utopia behind a shield of trees.  

It was just as I remembered; ethereal and beautiful.  And like my last visit, no one else was here, just as I’d hoped.  In fact, it was my entire reason for choosing to come here.   
I moved further in the sand, as to separate myself from the contrast of terrains.  Once I was about halfway between the woods and the crest of the gentle rolling white waves, I removed my sandals and placed them in my over-sized picnic basket.  The sand was soft, and I walked until its texture shifted as it turned sodden and more closely packed.   I held out my bare toes until the water hit me and crowned over my ankles.  

A pleasant sensation shot throughout my entire foot, as the water was warm and yielding around my skin.  Raising my right hand above my eyes to cut the glare, I breathed in a sigh of relief.  The small, unexpectedly-placed island I had remembered from my last visit was in fact still here, situated about three-hundred feet out.  

Gripping the heavy load in one arm, I gathered my white sundress so it was being held high enough to be safe from the gently moving glassy water.  Without haste I began my trek into the water.  It took less than two minutes to reach my destination.  Luckily, the water never reached over the tops of my thighs, so aside from a few wayward drops that speckled the soft fabric, I reached the peculiarly-placed island with a dry dress.  

Quickly I walked into the center of the small land mass, hiding myself in the densely packed trees.  It looked just the same as it did the last time I had been here, and just as it did before, it still held the otherworldly and divine quality.  It certainly didn’t look like it belonged; a small wooded island about three to four hundred feet from the shore.  It looked like chunk of the wooded area had been plucked from its original home and had been placed unnaturally in the ocean.  Neither my family members nor I had ever seen anything like it.  And until today I hadn’t seen anything like it since.
Placing my basket down, I hiked to the heart of the seemingly misplaced plot of earth.  Even more pleased and astounded as I had been the first time I had seen it, I fell to my knees in thankfulness that the impressive whirling pool of warm water was still indeed there.

Instead of submerging myself completely to test the deepness I found a small stone and threw it in the clear water.  Sinking several feet, I concluded it was just as deep as it had been formerly, if not deeper.  

Absorbed with my beautiful surroundings, I investigated the memorable landscape for some time.  The awe I was experiencing numbed the pain the first few times I stepped on jagged pieces of natural terrain.  However, the undetermined mound that pushed painfully into the arch of my bare foot finally caused me to return to find my shoes.  Once I reached my destination and bent down to the basket, I stopped cold.  My hair was pulled up into a pony tail, so I could feel several hairs stand up on end on the back of my neck as I sensed something behind me.  Slowly rotating around, I turned to see Walter standing before me.  

My heart seemed to explode up into my throat.  My eyes enlarged as I observed him.  It almost seemed surreal that he was here now.

His face was painted in an expression I wasn’t able to read.  Biting my lip anxiously, I waited in anticipation for his response.  It was a face seemed almost void of all emotion.  He spoke no words so I was completely unsure of his feelings.

Just as I had planned.  I knew he would come. 

I looked down to see he was holding the single piece of paper I had left him on the kitchen island.  It was wrinkled now, obviously due to only what I could assume was at least six hours of nervous handling.

Currently gripping two handfuls of my soft cotton dress to prevent any soiling from any dirt, I let them go, revealing two rings of wrinkles.  Looking down, I smoothed them out gently, my nervousness being quickly replaced with worry; worry that he was upset with me.  My mouth shifted back and forth as my uneasiness grew.

My eyes slowly lifted upwards to meet his again.  Then, waving my hand as if presenting him with his won prize, I spoke softly and slowly, “The....ocean.”

Bringing my hand back down to my side I stood, watching, waiting for his reaction.  When his foot slowly shifted forward to take a step, I held my breath.  He reached out his hands and gently grabbed my shoulders, pulling me to him.  My body automatically surrendered to his touch, leaning my head to the side as he pressed his mouth to my ear.  My entire body tingled, so pleased with our contact.  Pushing himself in even further, I felt his warm breath on my skin, every one of my senses completely alert.  I could hear his mouth open and I readied myself as he began to whisper into my ear.

“Don’t....ever....do that to me....again.”

My face dropped in agony as he pulled his lips from my ear.  My mouth opened to spew forth my immediate apology and request for forgiveness.  However, his expression began to alter and soften slightly, causing me to halt my endeavors.

My eyes bulged in confusion as my knees weakened in mental exhaustion caused by his reaction.  Fortunately he wrapped his arms around me and picked me up off my feet to embrace me just before I fell.  He slowly spun me around, my feet a good foot off the ground.  Wrapping my arms around his neck, I pressed my mouth against his ear.  

“I’m so sorry for the last few hours, Walter,” I whispered.  “I know you were probably dying, but I thought this would be the only way you’d ever agree to come.....”

Ceasing our spin, we slowly came to a stop.  Slowly lowering me down, he let go of his grip and took one step back.  

“I wouldn’t exactly say I agreed to come here.  I didn’t really have a choice, did I?”

“That was kind of….the plan,” I said, shamefaced.

“Wyn, we have to be so careful-“

“I know, but don’t worry,” I interrupted before his cautionary words melted me into a puddle of worry and repentance.  “I paid for both of our planet tickets in cash to prevent any trail that would ever trace us back to each other.”

“You mean the ticket you left me with no note other than a set of directions?”

My mouth tweaked to one side out of shame.  

“Don’t forget the rental car coupon I left you as well,” I added meekly.  “You didn’t have any trouble finding this place, did you?” I asked timidly.

He raised his eyebrows to speak he indeed had had no difficulty.  Abruptly, he lifted up his receiver.  My eyes shifted to the small screen.  Even after four months of seeing it at least fifteen times a day, it still sent a nervous jolt through my veins.  Examining it first for an extended moment, he slowly returned it.

“Hey,” I whispered, snapping him from his concerned digression.  “You told me yourself you’ve always wanted to see the ocean.  I knew you’d never come  because you are always so wary about us being seen in public together….combined with the fact I know you’d never agree to travel without me.”  I paused and offered a smile, attempting to charm him.  “You’ve been here over a year now.  You needed to come here.  You needed to see it….to smell it.  Allow yourself to enjoy this.”


His head suddenly dropped and hung, seemingly in defeat.  He stood silent, watching me before he finally answered.

“You’re right….” he acknowledged.  

My eyes widened in anticipation. 

“Come with me,” I spoke gently as I grabbed his hands and lead him to the boundaries of the island.  We both stopped, first making sure that the compact collection of green leaves was shielding any possible view of our presence.  Without speaking, we looked out at the water, taking in the view. 


He slowly turned his head to take in the immeasurable expanse.  After a few moments, he spoke quietly.  “How did-....how did you ever find this place?”

“My family came here once, about fifteen years ago.  We were on vacation, and we were actually headed to another beach, but my father took a wrong turn and we ended up here, on accident.  We were all alone, on our very own private beach for the whole day.  It was a great day,” I grinned, several vivid images invading my mind.  “For years we talked about it, almost like we had stumbled upon some sort of hidden paradise, seemingly only existing for us.  About a month ago I asked my father about it, asking him if he remembered where it was.  He did....and after a little research....I knew this would be the perfect place to bring you.”


I stopped and provided my finest apologetic expression, cocking my head for an even greater effect.

“Are....you....mad at me?”


Taking in a deep breath, it appeared he was preparing himself for his answer.  I waited, still holding up my hand to bestow my peace offering.

“No….I’m not mad.”


I closed my eyes and released a sigh of relief.  


“Come here,” I spoke, intertwining our fingers.  Gently tugging him, I pulled him to the center of the island.  Letting go of his hand, I continued until my feet were completely covered in water.  Without any need for prompting, I could hear he was following after me.  Clothed still in my thin sundress, it only took a few steps until I was in the water to my waist.  Turning around to see where he was, he plunged himself forward, meeting me almost immediately.  I met his approach and flung my arms up around his neck, leaping up to kiss him.  


Our sudden submersion into the water caused a whirlpool to encircle us.  His hands wrapped around my waist and he grasped the material sitting against the arch of my back, using his fists to press my torso into his.  As if our inner-concern was synchronized, we separated and both looked up to the sky in unison, checking for any breaks in the canopy.  His head was the first to lower and one of his hands rose to the back of my head, pushing it back down.  His eyes danced over my face.  


“Well, is it what you expected?” I asked, eager for his answer.

“Not exactly.  How could one ever expect this?” he said, referring with his eyes to our current location.  “I always assumed it would be beautiful....but this is so much better than anything I had ever imagined.  I also could never have predicted the overall effect that comes with actually being here.  It’s so much better than I expected.  But I think that’s mostly because you’re here.”  

Smiling, I grabbed his hand and began to pull him even further into the water.  I laughed when I looked down into the clear water to see that his shoes were still on.  He didn’t seem to mind, so I didn’t bring it up.  Letting go of his hand when the water was to my shoulders, I quickly immersed my entire body with no warning.  The water felt warm and soft against my body and helped relax my muscles that had been so tense with worried anticipation the last few days, especially hours.  The hidden pool was similar in depth as it was previously.  When I reemerged, I opened my eyes to see Walter watching me with an open-mouthed smile.  

“You should do it, too,” I prompted gently.  “It feels great.”

Wrapping his arms around me, he followed my suggestion, plunging us both into the gentle pool.  Securing his grip he brought his face to mine and kissed me.  Time stopped for one perfect moment.  

Then we slowly rose out of the water to take in deep breaths.

“I’ll never forget that kiss,” he said seriously.

“Me neither,” I whispered.  Suddenly my euphoria dissolved and I exclaimed, “Your receiver!  Is it ruined?”

Smiling, he shook his head.  “No, I put it in the basket.” 

His eyes looked over in that direction, suggesting he may be contemplating looking at the device, a nervous habit of his I had been growing accustomed to.

“Are you going to check it?” I asked.

“No,” he started.  “We’re fine.”  He looked up.  My eyes followed his, observing the condensed trees.  
“I’m actually glad you didn’t go to the ocean by yourself before,” I admitted.  “I’m glad I was here to be with you.”

“I’m glad, too.” he smiled.

 “You’ve done so many nice things for me,” I smiled honestly. “I wanted to do something for you.”
He smiled back in appreciation.
Again, just like the first time I had been here, I began to wonder if this place was indeed real.  It really did seem as if it only existed for us; our own private paradise, seemingly set aside for our solitary joy.  

We finally emerged from the warm water and proceeded to walk around, exploring every crevice of our island.  My dress dried, got wet again and re-dried so many times that I lost count throughout the day.
When the sun was finally setting, we both came to rest on the blanket I pulled from my basket.  Dropping the bottom of my sundress, a horde of shells, sand dollars and other items fell to the ground.  Sifting through our found treasures for some time, I finally curled up and laid my head in his lap, turning my tired body so I could look up into his face.  Holding up a tiny shell so he could see it, I smiled.
“Look,” I said, “A “moon snail.”

“A moon snail?” he asked, his voice genuinely curious.

“Yes, a moon snail.  You can tell by the swirl.  Wait-” I stopped abruptly, looking to him with exaggerated surprise.  “You mean I knew something that you didn’t?” I playfully poked.  “I can’t believe there’s something you actually don’t know about Earth.”  


I was joking, but there was truth in my tease.  In his years of preparation, he was unremittingly instructed and drilled on nearly every aspect of Earth’s history, current customs and life, including the often over-looked minutia of the natural realm by its native inhabitants.  Every day, without much exception, he had shared something I, a life-long inhabitant, didn’t know about my own homeland.  For instance, I had learned recently that a cockroach can live for days with its head cut off, until it dies of starvation.  But I found his unrelenting stockpile of data to be incredibly endearing, and looked forward to what I might learn each day.  


“I like the idea of being able to teach you something,” I smiled.  


“You’ve taught me longing,” he spoke sincerely.


Narrowing my eyes curiously, I think I was sure what he meant.  Taking the small shell into his hand, he twisted and turned it as he took in a seemingly detailed observation.


“Actually,” he started, “It looks a lot more like a galaxy than a moon....the way it swirls.”

“You’re right,” I said, nodding, looking almost surprised with the irony of his observation.  “This has been a great day,” I added.  


“Yes,” he agreed, putting the shell down.  “Thank you, Wyn,” he said with unusual seriousness.
“Much better even than the first time I came,” I added.  “And that’s saying a lot.”

“Wyn,” Walter started, his face suddenly becoming much more somber.  “I’m so sorry that we can’t have....a normal relationship.  I hope you know that I wish so much that I could know you’re family.  Especially your father.”  


“Oh....” I started, suddenly going over my previous choice of words.  It hadn’t been my intent for them to alter the mood in such a negative way.  “I know you do.  I do, too.”
“They’re just....such a big part of your life, and the fact that I’ve never met them....is hard.  And we’ve only been together four months.  I can’t even imagine what it’s going to feel like in a year.  Or two.”


“It’ll probably get harder....” I admitted.  “....and easier.  I wish you could know them, too.  You know.....”

I paused, sitting up.  

“It seems you made the transition into my next surprise somewhat seamless.”  

Walter straightened his posture alert, his face expressing his newfound curiosity.  
“I, um....put some things together….” I motioned, sitting up to lift the lid to the basket.  ‘Since you don’t have the freedom to meet my family….I prepared a little something so you can....be a little more acquainted with them.  I want you to see....and feel....them through my mind.”

His face suddenly became painted with an expression that was completely a mixture on confusion and wild curiosity.

“You obviously know what my family looks like.  You’ve seen them in pictures....and even moving pictures,” I grinned, referring to Walter’s term for the home videos I had shown him, in hopes of helping him to “get to know” them a little better.  He very well knew the term was “movies,” but very uncharacteristically slipped on this particular term once or twice.
“But, to me....each member of my family is so much more than a face....or actions.  They all evoke such powerful feelings in me.  And who knows....” I paused.  “Maybe someday you will know them.” 

His face instantly began to twist uncomfortably, and I knew what he was thinking.  Quickly, I diverted his thoughts.

“Close your eyes,” I whispered.

Not hesitating or questioning me, he immediately followed my command.  Shutting his eyes, I pulled the basket over and reached in for my first item.  Preparing it in my hands I looked up to see him, eager in his anticipation.  I took in a deep breath and began.
“My father....is an amalgamation of so many wonderful things.  In fact,” I laughed.  “I wouldn’t even know that word if it wasn’t for him.  He has taught me so much….”  

I paused for a moment, carefully selecting my words.  

“He is....peace....and rest.  He’s security.  And love.”

My eyes filled with moisture describing him.  I took out a copy of the book my father used to read to me as a child and held it to his nose.

“Breath in,” I whispered.  

I could smell the sweet fragrance pages myself, so I knew he could surely smell it, as it was an inch from his nose.  His eyelids tightened for a moment as he took in the scent.  I examined his face thoroughly to decipher a reaction.  I was curious if it smelled the same to him as it did to me; a faint combination of vanilla, almond and woodsy odors.  

To me it was a nearly perfect smell.

“This is….my father.”

I knew most people may not understand what I was attempting to illustrate, but if anyone would, Walter would.  He found my fascination with smells and how they tied into my memories and emotions quite interesting.  He had shared previously that because his home was so cold, natural fragrances were much more muted.  He was still getting used to the potency of several smells here.
Eagerly watching his face for several moments, it finally relaxed and the corners of his lips curled to form the beginnings of a gentle smile.  It seemed he did understand what I was doing.  I knew he would never feel the exact sentiments I was feeling surrounding this particular smell, but this was the best thing I had been able to conjure.

Laying down the book, I squeezed his hand, stroking his skin with the other.  Smiling, I finally removed my hand to pull the next item into my lap.  Looking across to him, his eyes were still closed.  I slowly and carefully removed the bendable plastic lid from the circular plastic container and spoke, “This….is my mother.”

I held up to his nose.  He inhaled, the bend in his mouth growing.

“Do you know what it is?” I asked.

He shook his head to display he did not.  
I wasn’t surprised.  I couldn’t recall ever eating this particular food in his presence since we’d met.  And even though I knew without a doubt he’d been endlessly drilled on pictures and descriptions of Earth’s particular resources, he was not always familiar with the smells of the foreign items.  I knew through past conversations that his planet did not indeed have anything like this “unusual” fruit.  

“It’s watermelon,” I began, knowing his mind was instantly filled with an image behind his closed eyes.  “It’s….um….cold and hard on the outside,” I grinned.  “But on the inside....it’s soft and sweet.  Plus it’s a fruit, so it’s swimming with vitamins and minerals.”  

He laughed, understanding my humorous poke at my mother.  

“All silly symbolism aside, the smell does remind me of her.  It’s was one of her favorites.  In fact, she’s quite a sculptor.  Each summer she comes up with a new way to carve them into some sort of art piece.”

I laid the container down and rubbed his hand gently.  Leaning my head over to look into the basket, I grabbed the next item.

Even though his eyes remained closed, his forehead was coiled into a mass of several lines, illustrating he was still very curious.  Pulling the cap off, I held a large marker up to my nose first.  It was a scented marker, the kind that emits a fragrance like particular objects, according to their color.  After much deliberation, I had chosen to select the red marker, or cherry.

“To me, this is Caroline,” I said, simultaneously elevating the tip to his nose.

His face flinched, and I could not tell if he found the scent to be pleasing or not.  

“Um….after Elizabeth died, Caroline really took on the role of second mother to me.  She was....good to me.  I had friends with sisters her age, and none had such a close relationship like we had.  Instead of going out on weekends, she would stay home with me.  She would….talk with me¸ take me places and confide in me about her secret escapades with boys.  I loved our talks.  This smell....reminds me other her because....when we were little she had some of these markers.  I always bugged her to let me use them, but she never let me.  But when Elizabeth died, she gave me her collection.  She gave me lots of stuff, actually.  It all meant a lot to me.  I can’t smell one of these without instantly feeling a tug on my heart.”

Placing the marker down, I fished around in the basket for my next two items.  Scooting back a couple of inches, I prepared for my next presentation.  After thinking a few seconds on how to exactly execute the exhibition of this next item, I cautiously lit a single sparkler, the kind children play with around the fourth of July.  Luckily, I had a few boxes back at my apartment, from the summer when I had babysat Jack and Annie one night.  

I was purposeful in my decision to light it with a match instead of using a lighter, as it added to the overall effect.

“This is Andrew,” I spoke calmly.

He moved in closer as to take in a better smell.  I pulled the sparkler back, as to not burn him.  The combination of the setting sun and the thick shield of foliage caused it to be much darker in our cove currently.  The flickering of the sparks created a beautiful glow, emanating our surroundings.  I almost told him to open his eyes, but contained the temptation.
“If you hold on....in a minute it will smell even more potent,” I began.  “Now, I don’t know if this is a universal male attribute, but it seems on this planet, boys are intrigued with fire.  I can remember one summer, Andrew snuck me onto the roof of our house and we shot off bottle rockets.  He was quite a bit older than me, so little moments like that were very special to me.  My memories of our times together are fewer and far between, so the ones I have are close to my heart.  Whenever I smell things like this, I cannot not think of him.  Ironically, he’s a firefighter now.”  

As the sparkler burned down, I could nearly already smell the fragrance that was emitted only after the flickering glow was complete.  Taking in a deep breath, I smiled sheepishly as I understood that the scent certainly would not be as pleasing to him as it was to me.  
“You already know what smell reminds me of Elizabeth.  And I couldn’t find any Queen Anne’s Lace this time of year.”
I looked to him.  His eyes were still closed.  Getting onto my knees I raised my hand and rubbed my thumb across this cheek.  

“But I do have one more,” I said softly.

Gently moving in even closer, pulled the last item from the basket.  As I pulled the circular candy from the wrapper, the crinkling sound from the paper caused his eyelids to tighten, apparently curious.

Now placing it directly onto my tongue, I allowed myself a few seconds for the hard, sugary mound to sit in my mouth; as this would ensure that the fragrance would be all the more effective.  Pulling in a breath, I felt the pleasing aroma fill my lungs.  

Rising slowly, I leaned in and whispered, “To me, this....is you.” 

I pressed my lips to his mouth.  Opening them slightly, I allowed the scent that was filling my mouth to invade his.  My hand lifted to touch his cheek, feeling the heat in his face.  

Even though I didn’t want our kiss to end, I pulled back, because I was anxious for his response.  Rested on my shins, I watched as his eyes opened.  They were broad.  Observing them, they silently imparted a surplus of thoughts.

“Starlight,” he said.

Nodding, I smiled in relief as he understood my motive.  I moved in slowly to kiss him again.  With our mouths pressed together, I whispered my next words.
“Elen sila lumenn' omentielvo.”
“Our star,” he said.
Chapter 20
“Sunday Afternoon”
May 2007
As soon as I caught a glimpse of the large cement archway down the road, I smiled.  The marker demonstrated I was almost to his home; my home.  
Being with Walter had proven to be a good decision, I had resolved several months ago, possibly even the very minute it came to fruition.  My days were joyous, full of so many new surprises.  Even my constant dull worry couldn’t dampen my seemingly permanent elation.

My car flew under the structure.  The road was so familiar to me now that my foot barely left the gas pedal as it drove through the immense columns.  
I was returning from a visit at my parents' house.  Fortunately, my continual skirting around the truth had proved successful and I had been able to keep them in the dark about my new residence for the last five months.  Refusing to lie to them directly, I had told them I was working in a new school district as a substitute, forty-five minutes north.  Feeling there was a "much greater likelihood I would find a permanent job" there, I explained my decision to stop subbing in our hometown.  

And all of that probably was true.  
However, my two days of subbing a month most likely wouldn't ensure finding a permanent job in the future.  It didn't matter though, because that wasn't the motivation.  It was all a front, for when questions did arise.  Then I wouldn't have to lie exactly. 
Fortunately, I hadn't needed Walter to help me with rent yet, due to my savings.  But it was quickly dwindling from my lack of work.  Accepting money from him had proven to be difficult.  I still had some guilt surrounding all he had already potentially given up for me.  I just didn't want to deplete his resources.  I had no idea how much he really had, and I didn’t want to ask him.  
Before heading to my parents, a quick stop was made to my apartment.  I wasn’t really able to store a vast amount of personal items at Walter’s house, in the slight case someone like his overseer were to stop in, unprompted.  I usually just kept one or two outfits hidden in the back of his closet and concealed other personal affects under his bed, as a precaution.  In all, I think I stopped by my apartment around three to four times a week; to flush toilets, make sure the temperature was appropriate and to strategically invite members of my family over so they would never get an inkling I didn’t indeed live there anymore.  Usually Walter drove me, insisting it be safer for my car to not be seen at his home.  However, on days like today, it was a necessity.  I parked as far under the carport as I could.  
Grasping another retrieved box of art supplies, it was my plan to create something new for him.  His bare mantle and walls had already been decorated with many of my past works, including our Louis project, but I wanted to do something new.  The way he genuinely seemed to love them made me encouraged and eager to make more.

Opening my door, I was disappointed Walter’s SUV was missing.  I grabbed my bag, the box of supplies and half of a remaining blackberry pie.  Even though the carport and veranda covered me sufficiently, I jogged from the car.  Wanting to get inside quickly, I fumbled through my keys with the decision not to put anything down while attempting to open the door.  The house was bright, with the exposed glass allowing a flood of sunlight to illuminate the entire space.  

My mouth twisted into a smile as I walked into the kitchen.  Sitting directly in the middle of the island were several stalks of Queen Anne’s Lace.  Leaning against the glass vase was a piece of paper folded in half.  As I lifted it to read the words, a single Starlight fell from its confines.  I opened the mint and placed it in my mouth as I read his message.
WW,

I'll be back soon.  Don’t do anything too fun without me.   

Love, WW
P.S.  Burn this note.  
Inhaling deeply, a pleasant sensation ensued, starting in the back of my throat.  The reaction it created was as potent as the first day I met him.
Slowly placing the note back onto the counter, I pulled the royal blue notebook from my bag.  It had been a gift from Walter months ago.

My mind was constantly swimming with questions and I was constantly writing things on my hands and little strips of scrap paper any time a new inquiry regarding his planet popped into my head.  He had obviously taken notice of this very quickly, as I think he presented me with the gift my very first week at his house.  When bestowing it to me he explained he knew it was a liability, but he trusted me.  I guarded it just as carefully and dutifully as I did my old notebook, never separating them.  Just like my red notebook, it was full of information I had acquired and didn’t want to ever forget.  

It was also full of colorful illustrations, mostly drawn by Walter.  He was a very talented artist.  Drawing very detailed depictions of his world, it was the next best thing to having photographs.  Every time I held it in my hands I was reminded that I possessed very privileged knowledge that some people spend their entire lives wondering about.  It made me feel honored and tense all at the same time.
I fingered through the full pages to get to the first free sheet.  I had thought of something on the ride home.  Slowly and carefully, I wrote, “Are there any other planets with life that you know about, besides Earth?”
Closing my eyes for a moment, I stood silent, attempting to recall the second question that had popped up on the drive home.  Not being able to summon any details of the inquiry, I decided to put the rest of the items on the counter away while I thought.  I was excited my mother had made blackberry pie.  Sure enough, when Walter had tasted it months ago, it instantly became one of his favorites. 

Just as I closed the refrigerator door, I skipped over to where my notebook was resting.  I smiled sheepishly as I remembered my question, writing, “Do you have baseball on your planet?  Any sports?”  
Looking to the clock, I estimated how much longer it would be until he returned.  Earlier in the day he had said he would be back either before or shortly after I was set to arrive.  He had decided to complete several errands he had been putting off, one including meeting his “overseer,” Mathias.  He had been putting it off for many months, much longer than was expected, due to worry surrounding our relationship.  He had been carefully crafting his log over the past few weeks, finally ready to share with Mathias, who had been here for thirty plus years.  
Walter was driving four and a half hours to meet him in Wisconsin.  Another reason he hadn’t gone earlier was because it had proven difficult for either of us to separate for any given time.  Even on days I worked, I could expect to see him at lunch or waiting for me in the parking lot promptly after school let out.  The few times I babysat for Annie and Jack, he would be wide awake on his couch, waiting for me when I arrived just past midnight.  
Our days were mostly occupied just being at home together.  It didn’t even bother me that we couldn’t take part in many ordinary and everyday activities normal couples could, like going out to dinner or to the store.  Even little errands were too risky so we never did those things together; just in case.  He would always defend his decisions by saying, “the risk of losing you is just not worth going to the movies.”  Walter had even gone to the length of having his car windows tinted so when we were driving together there would be no trace of my presence.  
I never fought him.

Even though I would have indeed liked to do those things, I understood.  And we didn’t need to do those things.  Just being with him at home was incredibly satisfying.  Still not growing bored or uninterested, each day brought so many new revelations.  In fact, just last week he had revealed that the outermost layer of his planet’s atmosphere was actually made up of water, causing my mouth to nearly drop to the floor in curious disbelief.  He explained that this actually was what caused his planet to be colder in temperature than Earth.  More surprisingly, he explained that at one time, Earth was the same way.  

A bewildered, “Hmmph,” was all I could respond to that particular disclosure.
Just as I was placing the pie in the refrigerator, I faintly heard slowly rolling wheels sounding from his driveway.  Immediately bolting from the kitchen, I was brimming with curiosity to hear how his time with Mathias had gone.
A soft knock sounded from the door.  Normally, Walter kept the front door unlocked, but out of habit I must have locked it.  Most times he forgot to bring his house key.  I could feel my face beaming as I quickly unlocked the bolt.  Throwing open the door, my smile immediately disappeared.

An unfamiliar man stood wide-eyed, as he took in the scene before him.  Pausing for a moment, he looked down and shuffled his feet before he spoke carefully.

"Oh, I'm sorry to have bothered you.  I must have the wrong address."
I immediately took two brusque steps backwards, nearly tripping.  His eyes narrowed and his head cocked to the side slightly.  "I was looking for Walter….Walter Whitmoore.”
My eyes shut involuntarily in distress as a result of his words.  I had never heard anyone other than myself, and Walter, speak those two words.  Hearing him utter Walter’s name set off a stream of panicked-adrenaline.
Attempting to appear composed, I opened my eyes to observe him.  He was tall; taller than even Walter, in fact.  A very slim build, his long thin legs were accentuated with the close-fitting pencil leg pants.  They were gray and held a bit of a shine.  His black patent leather shoes corresponded with his overall the effect he was impressing.

His hands were grasping an empty water bottle.  Silent when the door first opened, the plastic was now crunching loudly with what seemed to be anxious squeezing.

My mind was racing wildly.  Never before had anyone ever stopped at Walter's house since I had been here.  Nor had we discussed what we should do if it were to occur.  My instincts took over and a mad search for cunning words to justify my presence ensued.

His bulging blue eyes were racing nervously from me to the inside of the house.  His gangly arms were awkwardly clutching the water bottle in exaggerated movements.

Suddenly the violent clatter of gravel spitting and hitting metal sounded.  Wheels were turning too fast for the loose rocks and their fast rate sped to a sudden and screeching halt.  

The man in the door turned around at the startling noise.  Pausing for only a moment, he walked quickly over to the car.  Walter was out of the car before it seemed it was even stopped.  They both stopped with about four feet separating them.

I stood frozen in the door, my eyes shooting back and forth between Walter and the man.  They continued shifting until they landed on the man, the first to break the pained silence.
"Hello, brother," the man spoke, with a slight smile.

"Hello to you," Walter spoke hesitantly, constricting his eyes to a skeptical squint.  
I wasn't able to decipher his tone as being spoken with relief or complete fear.  He was good at masking his emotions when he wanted to.  He had proven that the first two times we had met.
They stood motionless, each taking in the other’s outer shell.  Both sets of eyes narrowed.

"Um, why don't we go inside?" Walter spoke, motioning for the man to walk ahead of him.  My feet suddenly became mobile and moved quickly to meet Walter, gliding past the stranger on the deck.  Stopping me by grabbing my elbow, I froze, not even blinking.  

"Please, go ahead in," he spoke again.  "I'll be right there.  She was just leaving."

The visitor looked to my car, back to me and then to Walter, raising an eyebrow.  

We both waited until the man was completely in the house.  Slowly and carefully, Walter bent forward and reached his arm around me to gently shut the front door.  He closed his eyes and stood motionless for a moment.

"You're gonna need to go to your apartment."  He opened his eyes.  "I'll take care of everything."

My heart's racing had not ceased even the slightest bit since I had answered the door.  If anything, it was picking up speed.

"Is he...?" I asked through clenched teeth.  Undoubtedly, my eyes articulated my expanding panic.
"Yes."

My mouth opened in a gasp, declaring my inward horror.

"Go.  Everything will be fine.  I promise."

His hands on my shoulders, he whisked me over to my car under the covering and opened the door for me.  Luckily I had my keys in my pocket.

"I'll come to get you as soon as I can."

His words offered assurance as a sickening pit amassed in my stomach.  Shaking, I sat down.  He saw my trembling hand and removed the keys from my mass of useless fingers.  Inserting them into the ignition, he kissed my forehead.

"I promise everything will be alright."  His mouth tweaked to the side, seemingly involuntarily.  I took it as a warning that what he wasn’t so sure in his words.
Stepping away, he carefully shut the door and watched me pull away.  

The trembling continued as I drove and persisted the entire ride home until pulling into the parking lot of my apartment building.  My feet moved so swiftly there was barely an audible sound, even on the metal steps.
It was dusk now.  
A beautiful orange and pink sunset was being displayed out my large sliding glass doors.  Not even the beauty of the scene could ease the immense trench in my core.  

Unfortunately, after eating a big dinner at my parents' house, I was becoming increasingly fearful it was going to find its way out in an unpleasant manner.  Fighting involuntary heaves, my stomach muscles began to ache with the continual flexing.  My feet raced continually back and forth around my small apartment.  Patting my pockets for my cell phone, I groaned when I realized it was not there.  

What was going on?  

It was my intense yearning to hear their conversation.  What was going to happen?

Aiding my tired limbs, they finally surrendered to my bed.  I instinctively curled up on my side, tucking my knees into my torso.  I was shaking with such vigor that my wood headboard was vibrating against the wall faintly.  My quivering hands whipped up behind my head, to grab two of my four pillows.  One pillow went between my legs and the other received an immense bear hug.  My open mouth pressed into one of the pillows and released a muffled scream into it.  The shriek shifted into gentle sobs as I rocked slightly back and forth in my fetal position.  

My mind raced back to words he spoke months ago.  Over the last few months he was careful not to speak any worrisome thoughts or bring up reminders of the rules we had originally agreed upon.  He knew by my tightened muscles and solemn expression that the topic brought me anxiety.  He had spoken the unsettling words just once and hadn’t brought it up since.  Mostly we concentrated the on pleasantries surrounding our getting to know each other and cultivating our bond.  But, unpleasant as it was, I forced myself to recall our brief discussion on possible repercussions.  
He had said that for sure he would, at the least, be banished back to his home world.  Sobs heaved uncontrollably with the recollection of those words.  The thought of being without him forever caused me to spring to my feet, making it to my bathroom just in time to relieve my aching stomach.

After brushing my teeth two times I decided to take a hot shower to lessen the dull sensation pervading my entire body.  My cordless phone found a temporary home on the back of the toilet.  Panic ensued after a few minutes that maybe I wouldn't hear the ring.  Every thirty seconds or so my hand would whip open the shower curtain to see if the face of the phone was lighting up.  Giving up finally, I slid down to a sitting position in the tub.  Steaming water saturated my entire head and face in a hundred constant streams.  With my mouth open, the streams cascaded over my upper lip wildly, allowing for only jagged, random intakes of breath.
After some time, when all of my fingers and toes had metamorphosized into hard and wrinkly molds, I slowly turned off the water and wrapped my self in the robe hanging on the back of the closed door.  Not sure of how long the shower had lasted, I took the phone to scan through my caller i.d. just to make sure he hadn't called.  

The mirror was painted with a thick fog, making it impossible to observe my reflection.  Wiping it with my hand, it was still hazed, but I could make out blurry red eyes.  Frowning, I didn’t even bother wrapping my dripping hair in a towel.  Instead, a thick handled brush worked through the wet strands easily, sending speckles of water all around my damp skin and surrounding floor.  Closing my eyes deliberately, they remained locked shut for an extended period.  Now sealed, they stung with a tender pain from extended crying.  

Tying the cotton belt to my robe in a tight knot, I slowly opened the door to release a flood of steam into the apartment.  After walking sluggishly into the bedroom, my rear end had nearly hit the comforter before it bolted up with the sound of a soft knock.  

Racing to the door, I flung it open without even looking through the hole.  Instantly, my arms embraced Walter in an all-consuming grasp.  In turn, his arms wrapped around my back and lifted me off the ground momentarily with their force.  Still holding tight, he carried me through the doorway, the tips of my toes slightly brushing across the floor as he moved.  His foot reached back to kick the door closed.  With my face buried deeply into the top of his shoulder, the sobs returned.  The side of his face pushed into mine, lifting my head from its confines.

"Hey," he whispered.  "Everything is fine."

My sobs continued, even with his assurance.

"I told you it would be and it is."

Finally removing my face from his shoulder, it revealed a wet spot.  Wiping it with my hand, it didn't accomplish much.  My eyes painfully took in his expression, desperately trying to read it.

"What happened?  Who was that?" I asked.

"That was Xavier,” he answered quickly, raising his eyebrows factually.  Grasping my hands in his, he leaned his head in closer to mine.  
"Wh-….what did you tell him?" I asked, my voice still trembling from my previous panic.

His mouth contorted and I pulled in a quick breath to ready myself for his answer.

"I told him the truth.”
Chapter 21
“Tears on My Pillow”
April 2009

The heat consuming my body was impossible to ignore.  It felt like I had been swaddled in an electric blanket turned to the highest level.  My face and torso were burning.  The obvious snugness of my clothes hinted that they were stuck to me with sweat.  Sensing a pool of liquid in the nape of my neck, following all the way down the arch of my spine, I attempted to move.

Consciously, my fingers were the first to move.  They patted the obscure setting, investigating my surroundings.  It was hard and curved at first, shifting to discover many smooth, softer surfaces.  
Suddenly, my entire body lifted due to an unknown source underneath me.  Instinctively my hands gripped onto it, to prevent falling.  A sigh discharged forcefully below me, the mass suddenly stiffening.  
Someone was underneath me.  My eyes opened, but the room was dark.  Sensing vague shadows, my mind shot back to my most recent memory.

Slowly continuing to move one hand around, it seemed the body beneath me was in a sitting stance, leaning against the headboard.  Lying slanted, my body was resting in between his legs.  The side of my face had been pressed up against his stomach, our skin separated only by a thin, damp t-shirt.  

"Uhhh," I groaned, barely audible.  My hand desired greatly to lift itself and hold the aching pain throbbing in the back of my head.  Holding it onto the outside of his hip now, it remained there momentarily.  Sensing my stirring, he bent his head down, straining to rest his chin on the top of my head.

"Hey," Walter spoke in a whisper.  "Are you okay?"

"What happened," I murmured.

"I'm not sure.  I think you passed out."

He stroked the crown of my head gently with one hand.  It felt nice but my body tightened with worry his fingers would touch the tender location.

Moving my head to look up at him, it wasn’t able to reach far enough to see his face due to the strain in my tight neck.

"Why does my head hurt?" I asked, resting it back on his sloped torso.

"Wyn, I'm not sure where to begin.  What do you remember?  Precisely, what do you recall?  Tell me everything."  

Squeezing my eyes tightly shut, I fought back an instant oncoming flood of immerging sobs.  The pressure in my throat caused my head to hurt even more.  My mouth opened and closed several times before it was able to form smooth enough words.

"I remember you.  I remember meeting you in the barn...and at the planetarium.  Then when you came to my school...."
Choking ceased the flow of words for a moment.  Short bursts of violent heaving in my stomach prevented speaking as well.  Taking in long, deep breaths, I attempted to calm myself.  Regaining my composure after an extended period, I continued.

"I remember you...playing your flute and when we painted our first picture."

Cutting in, he spoke urgently.  "You said, 'our first picture.'  How many pictures do you remember making exactly?"

Moving my eyes back and forth behind closed eyelids, I attempted to count them accurately, visualizing one colorful creation after the next.  After a moment his body tightened in anticipation.


  "Mmm, I think the last one I remember doing …..‘Iota Nen,’”

 I spoke with a very lucid picture in my mind.  My fingers faintly twitched as I recalled the glass droppers we repeated squeezed to to cover our watery canvas.
My body jerked in surprise as he responded with a loud, shocked gasp.  
"What?  Wh-..." I began.  I could make out the same curtains and window as I had before.  There was no light flooding in as had done previously.  It must be nighttime.  

"I….j- just can't believe it," he began.  "I had no idea what you would remember.  I still don't know exactly what you remember, but I feared you wouldn't remember too much.  Apparently you do.”

His strong arms squeezed me tight again and my head lifted as he took in long, deep breath in.  Closing my eyes again, I buried my face into his shirt.

"This may be difficult, but can you try to think of the exact last thing you remember?" 

Seemingly hundreds of swirling memories made it difficult to concentrate on specific chronology.  But my effort was hard and determined.  Suddenly a shooting pain in the back of my head caused me to wince.  I whipped up my hand and held the tender spot.  It seemed the act of recalling memories immediately imparted a painful sting.  His gentle hand in turn draped over my head soothingly.

"What's wrong?  Does it hurt there," he asked in a strained voice.  The way the words came out hinted at a severe frown.

"Yes.  I was trying to remember and..."  Again, his body tensed and he squeezed me slightly.  "I think the last thing I remember was being with you in my apartment.  Someone..." I started in a pained voice.  Starting over, I calmly began, "Someone…. found me at your house.  He...you….made me come to my apartment and wait for you.  When you got there you told me you told him everything."

"You said, he?" he interjected softly.

"Yes," I reiterated.  "He."  
The soft spot lessened in its throbbing pain enough for me to slowly sit up.  With the aid of his hands, I turned with curled legs to face him in a sitting position.

"He was really tall and really scary," I stated.  “I forget his name.”
His subsequent laugh startled me.  Jumping slightly, I was confused.  Through inquisitively narrowed eyes I began to make out his face faintly.  
It looked drastically different to me now, compared to what it did at the library.  A flood of memories seemed to transform his features right before my eyes.  He was attractive; painfully so.  But the dark shadows hindered an exact picture.

"I can't see you," I said.  "Can you turn on a light?"

"Hmmm, I don't want to yet.  You need to rest.  It may hurt your head.  Let's just give it a few minutes.  I don't know if you're going to faint again or not."

He brushed a piece of hair falling over my eyes and placed it behind my ear.

"So, that man is the last thing you remember?" he asked in an inquiring tone.

"I think so.  At least I can't seem to remember anything after that.  What happened?  Who was that?"

Another slight laugh surprised me.  Why was the thought of him so amusing?  He certainly didn't conjure up any humorous feelings in my mind.

"That was Xavier," he spoke as a matter of fact.

"Xavier….” I whispered, now recalling Walter had in fact used his name previously.  "You said he was...one of you, right?"  After all this time I could still not bring myself to use that word.

"Yes, he is.  I'm not quite sure why your memories ceased with his arrival."  His eyes narrowed as if he was earnestly searching for answers.  

"What?” I asked fervently.  "Do I know him?  Should I have memories of him?"

"Uh….yes.  Five or six month’s worth, I suppose."  His head cocked to the side as if he was worried about my impending response.
I froze.

"I don't remember that at all!" I spewed forth abruptly.  
"That's okay.  Don't worry.  And don't try to, if every time you try to, your head is hurts," he spoke astutely.  

"Did he inform the elders about us?"

His hand lowered down my neck to my back and rubbed back and forth sweetly between my shoulder blades.

"No.  He definitely didn't inform anyone."  
"Well, what happened when you told him?" I asked in a grave tone.

"He patted me on the back and said….he was proud of me.”
My head gave off a wave of several vigorous, short spasms.  Was he laughing?
"Wh- What?  I don't understand," I admitted.

"Yes, Xavier is….Xavier….” he started.  
“This may be too much for you right now.”
“No,” I pleaded.  “Tell me everything.  I want to know….everything.”

“O….okay,” he spoke, adjusting his position.  He inched in closer to me.  “Are you okay?  Do you need to lie down?”

“No, I’m okay,” I slightly fibbed.  The truth was the painful sting in the back of my head was still present, but I wanted to observe his face as he spoke.  Watching him, my eyelids slightly drooped as I found comfort in hearing his voice.

“Well, apparently you don’t remember any of this, so I’ll start at the beginning.  Believe it or not he was my closest friend back home."  

My eyes released a tiny bit of their squint, allowing his face to become less blurred.  
"Not everyone ‘graduates’ at the same time.  For example, when you graduate here, it's after twelve years of schooling.  For us, we graduate only after we have passed a rigorous series of tests; paper and field tests.  Even though he's a little older, he graduated after me.  He had just arrived and basically was coming to say 'hello' for the first time since he'd gotten here.  Believe me….he was just as surprised to see you as you were to see him.”
I doubted that, but I didn’t dare interrupt.  There was still so much more I didn’t understand.

“He's always been widely known as the free spirit of the program.  That's why it took him longer to graduate than me.  The elders were….well, concerned with….what they would articulate as….his ‘lack of self-control.’  Fortunately, it was his genius IQ that continually saved him.  If it weren’t for that, they would have found a way to kick him out a long time ago.  Actually, I was a bit surprised to see him here so soon.  I was sure it would be another year at the least.”

My eyes blinked uncontrollably, an involuntary reaction to the barrage of new information.  Stopping for a moment, he offered a slight smile.
"Believe me, out of anyone it could have been, we were extremely lucky it was him.  He helped us out quite a bit actually."

"How did he do that?" I asked, my eyes still locked on his face.  
"In many different ways, but one, he lived with us for a while."

My eyes widened, still grappling the notion that I had five to six months of unrecovered memories surrounding this unsettling stranger.
"Above my garage," he added.
“How was that helpful?” I asked, my current attempt to recall Xavier unsuccessful.
"He stuck around to help diffuse any questions to my whereabouts and other every day happenings.  We thought if he lived with me, then he would be able to corroborate any stories or alibis I gave them, if came to that.  And it did come to that.”
"W-” I started, stunned.  “What happened?  Where is he now?"  My eyes concentrated intensely on his.

"He's....near.  He's really excited to see you. You two actually grew….quite attached."

My eyes finally left his face and shot down to the dark bed.  It was very hard to accept the latter part of his statement.  All I could remember was his wide, bright blue eyes and towering stature.

"See, normally we live pretty uneventful lives.  He sees you as the source of his first official ‘Earth adventure'."

Scarcely able to compute this new information, I was confused.  He didn't seem like the 'free spirit' Walter was describing.  Our short interaction, who knew how long ago exactly, had left me stress ridden and extremely intimidated.  

“Listen….that’s enough for now.  Let me get you something to eat.”

Before I could answer he began easing himself off the bed as if not to disturb me.  He restacked the pillows and invited me to get under the covers.  The wave of heat that had consumed me earlier had worn off so I climbed in, too tired to object.  With my head still aching, my exhausted limbs were thankful for the new relaxed, horizontal position.  It was a surprise to be so worn-out, considering I had probably been out for several hours.  Following him with my gaze as he walked out of the door, it closed extremely slowly and carefully.  
Gradually, my eyes followed suit, my head was still swimming with a wealth of newly found memories.  
Chapter 22
“Never Bloom Again”

A flicker of light and jerky movement coming from the side of the bed sounded, waking me from my sleep.  The slight hum of rubber scraping against plastic caused me to open my eyes.  With great effort, I attempted to lift my head towards the unraveling scene.

"Oh, sorry.  I was trying to give you some fresh air," Walter spoke, noticing my elevated body.  Stepping back from the window, he left the curtains ajar.  The light was an unwelcomed jolt to my system, but I welcomed the opportunity to finally see his face clearly.  Squinting, my eyes automatically widened in astonishment at the startling sight.  
He was just as I remembered.  
He had the same face; the same dark eyes, the same mouth.  The only visible change I noticed in my quick overview was his hair was slightly longer.  
He moved over to sit on the side of the bed.

"Hey," he said in a long, drawn-out utterance.  The single word held a very familiar and comforting quality.

"How do you feel?" he asked, with a curious face.

"Ooh, a little groggy.  How long have I been asleep?" I asked, rubbing my forehead.

"In all?  About two days."

"What?!  Two days!?  Wh - I can't believe it.”  I shot upright, stunned with the revelation.  “Where am I, by the way?"

With his hands on the bed, he scooted in even closer.  He secured the blankets tight against my waist like he was tucking me in for the night.  I couldn't tell for sure, but he seemed nervous.

"We're at my house."  Pausing, he let go of the blankets, placing his hands on his thighs.  "Not my house in Indiana, but the one I've been renting here in California for a while.  Xavier lives here, too."  

My eyes tightened.  Previously he had said Xavier was “near.”  Now I was wondering exactly how near.
Just then, a seemingly calculated sound of what I could only assume was crashing pots resonated from another room.  My internal question was answered before I even had to ask it.

Walter offered a peaceful smile.  It relaxed me and made he feel at ease for a moment.

"Why don't I let you get ready and you can come in and say hi.  He's been dying to see you."

My entire face tightened, automatically verbalizing my discomfort with that idea.  
"The bathroom's over there," he motioned.  “I put some things in there for you.”  Standing up slowly, he walked out to the door, looking back as he exited the door.  He offered one last sympathetic smile.

After he closed the door, I sat motionless for at least two minutes before I entered the bathroom.  Closing the door behind me, I was surprised to see an outfit hanging on a plastic hanger.  It was women's clothing, complete with underwear hanging from the curved hook.  I didn't recognize the clothing.  They weren't mine.  Checking the tag in the brand new jeans, they were my size.  After checking the shirt as well, it clued me in that they had been purchased with me in mind.  Walter must have gotten them for me. They looked precisely like something I would have chosen for myself.

Hanging it all back up, uncertainty slowed my walk to the beige shower curtain.  Deciding I was too fearful to lie down on the hard porcelain and submerge my sore head my under water, a shower seemed like the better choice.  A strong scent surrounded me, seemingly emanating from the stiff, white vinyl shower curtain on the inside of the tub.  The aroma that escaped instantly sparked a memory of summers as a child.  It was the same smell of new inner tubes and other inflatable water toys.  However, my recollection was only a flicker, as it quickly dissipated with the glaring reality of my current situation.
Washing and readying myself quickly, I took one last deep breath before I exited the room.  Slowly my head peeked out of the bedroom door.  It revealed a long hallway with three other closed doors.  Creeping quietly, I passed the doors and walked through an open archway.  The first sight I saw was Walter, sitting on a couch, hunched low with his legs spread in an exaggerated pose.  He looked up when he sensed me.  At the same time he sprung to his feet, a burgundy recliner spun around to face me.  A pair of somewhat familiar eyes met mine, broad with anticipation.  Moving swiftly, Walter placed a hand on his shoulder, to keep him from rising.

"Wyn," Walter spoke, in a tone meant to comfort.  "It's alright."

A larger-than-life rascally grin began to spread over the stranger’s face.  Even so, I could tell it was still restrained.  His entire body was jittering with excitement.  Walter removed his hand and he rose slowly.  His mouth shot to one side, expressing immense curiosity.

"Wynnnnn?" he spoke in an elongated, prolonged question.  His head was turning to one side now, illustrating his glaring wonder.  It was apparent he held high hopes my memory loss had been faulty and I remembered him.  Still holding the same position, he waited in anticipation for my response.

My feet instinctively shifted to back up away from him, but the grin he was holding made me stop.  The excitement in his eyes made me feel guilty for not recalling anything about him, rather than our first meeting.  He held out his arms as if he was inviting a hug.

"Uh, Xavier….I don't think she's ready-"

Before Walter was finished, the unfamiliar stranger had me in his lanky arms, shaking me wildly back and forth, my feet about a foot off the ground.  Gasping in a staggered breath, my lungs were being crushed with the force of his tight hold.  Releasing me finally, he gently put me back on my feet.

After taking in a good long breath, I steadied my wobbling stance.  Tugging on my new shirt in an attempt to compose myself, my eyes stared back at him with a horrified expression.  Desperately, I desired to remember him.

"I...uh..." I choked out.  

"It's alright," Walter said, immediately coming to my side.  "Why don't you sit down."

My feet didn't move in response to his suggestion.  With his arm around my shoulders, he urged me to the couch.  

"I'm sorry….X….av….ier," I said.  The way I said spoke his name so uncomfortably demonstrated my complete lack of memory.  It felt unnatural to say it.  His smile faded and he fell back into the chair, his feet flinging up in an exaggerated response.  

"So, you really don't remember me at all?" he asked quickly.  His face crumpled and his mouth twisted into a frown, displaying his displeasure.
Shaking my head, I looked down shamefully.  

"Oh, that's alright Wyn,” he spoke, as if he felt guilty for making me feel guilty.  He stared directly into my eyes and I almost felt forced not to look away.  “We'll just have to get reacquainted.  You'll grow to be crazy about me again in no time."

Looking down now, I offered a tiny smile.  It was small, but sincere.  He did seem genuine after all.

Moving in closer to stroke my wet hair softly, Walter released barely audible sigh.  I turned my head to look at him.  He was undoubtedly happy.  His mood helped ease my anxiety.

"Hey, uh, you know, let me leave you two alone," Xavier spoke, backing up.  "I, uh….have….a couple things I have to do."

He shot a look to Walter and then to me.

"We'll have plenty of time together later."  

Winking, he hastily exited the room through the front door.  Walter and I both remained motionless in our standing position until we heard his car door slam shut.  With simultaneous sighs, he took me by the elbow and led me to the couch.  He waited for me to sit first and then sat himself, not even two inches from me.  My eyes pierced into my lap, very aware I was indeed here with him and that we were alone.  Gradually, we turned our heads, our eyes still fighting to meet.  Following his lead, we both leaned in until our foreheads touched.  His hot breath hit mine and I inhaled the memorable scent.  It made my head swim.  My vision blurred.  

Closing my eyes in pleasure, our hands then clasped in my lap.  His skin was warm.  Our fingers interlocked, allowing me to feel his rapidly beating pulse.  His closest knee moved to press against mine deliberately.  Mine pushed back with purpose.  All of these things combined and gratified my senses in a new way.  It was as if the absence of him had fashioned an even greater effect. 

Our foreheads slowly came apart as he altered the position of his head, moving his mouth in closer to mine.  Adjusting mine as well, my mouth parted and drew itself in.

Immediately and abruptly, I jerked away. 
An entirely new expression altogether painted my face.  Moving like a wave starting with my forehead, pain cascaded in a ripple effect until it reached my chin, now extended with my gaping mouth.  My breathing ceased, and a comparable look flooded his features.

Domenic.

Domenic.

How in the world had I forgotten about Domenic?

Domenic.  My finance.

Walter released my hands and looked down, with a mixture of sadness and shame.

Yearning to give a proper account to why I couldn't reciprocate his unspoken request, I found myself unable to formulate appropriate words.  My stomach suddenly lurched, painfully so.  My hands came to rest upon it as my entire torso rocked frontward and backwards in an involuntary coping mechanism.  I tugged at the new, stiff shirt as an overpowering wave of nausea pulsed out from my core.

His hand reached back again, not intertwining my fingers, but simply laying gently across my burning skin.

"I know," he spoke softly.  "I….know."

My breathing came to a curt halt.  
What did he know?  

Confused by his words, my head backed up to take in a better view of his face.  
It was pained.  
His severely furrowed brows were causing his heavy eyelids to droop over his brown eyes, barely visible now.  He forced an outwardly sympathetic smile.

"What do you know?" I asked softly, my eyes so heavy they were almost closed completely.

"I know….about Domenic."

His confession triggered a skip in my accelerated heart beat.  My hand twitched simultaneously, as something especially distressing was released when Walter spoke his name.  
It seemed strange, not natural.

Confusion again flooded my mind.  Bringing my legs away from his, careful not to be too abrupt, I laid my forearms on my thighs and leaned down dramatically to hold my head in my hands.  Lifting my head slightly, an unanswered question rushed in like a rising tide.

"I don't understand.  How is it that I didn't have any memory of you before?  I mean, I never would have...I couldn't have..."  My words trailed off as my head continued to hang low, miserable now.

He put his hand on my back.  Holding it stationary, his fingers imputed a gentle pressure that felt nice.  Guilt invaded my senses, and consequently my back arched, causing him to pull away slowly.

He slowly pushed himself back against the far arm of the couch.  Wringing his hands, he closed his eyes as he began to speak.
"It’s hard to even know where to begin.  First, it seems you've not regained any memory past Xavier's arrival, so I’ll start there.  He ended up living with us, above the garage, for almost six months."

My face expressed surprise, even though he had already told me this.  There were at least five months absent from my mind. 
"Things were going well….nothing out of the ordinary.  You kept working….sparsely, of course, and our days were spent with each other, mostly.  Well….with Xavier, too, obviously.  Our plan was going along well.  We were persistent in our wariness about being out and seen together.  I had only caught the satellite checking on my location once with my receiver over the months, and you were at work at the time, so that seemed extremely fortunate.  Also, we had successfully kept….me….from your family and they hadn’t asked any questions that were too arduous to answer.    But then one day…..”  
As he spoke the last word, an irritable sigh escaped, causing me to wince slightly with its harshness.  Accompanied with a severe roll of the eyes, he flexed his fingers aggressively.  His reaction illustrated irritation and also pain with the memory.  
"Well, one night actually….we were outside and I was naïve in thinking that the satellite couldn’t pick up a clear picture in the dark.  I was wrong….obviously.” 
His jaw clamped down and he pressed his thumb firmly into his dimpled cheek, rubbing one of his fingers back and forth over his chin.  The movement over his short, bristled overgrowth created a faint rasping sound of friction.  Even though I was anxiously awaiting his explanation, the sound comforted me.  The newly unveiled information, still fresh in my mind, included many memories of this particular action.  Just hearing the sound soothed my growing tension.   He began his account again, slowly.  
“We were on my property, in a location that wasn’t completely covered with trees.  I had my receiver on me, but was side-tracked and wasn’t looking at it at the time.
Nervously, my muscles tightened as my eyes shifted to meet his gaze.  It seemed surreal to be so close to him now.  My peripheral vision began to haze, creating an even more dream-like reality.  The sound of his voice snapped me from my fog.
“Luckily, and I really mean luckily, they contacted Xavier first to ask him if he knew what was going on….instead of me.  During their conversation he very convincingly played stupid and said he would check things out and get back to them.  When we arrived back home he told me what had transpired and we were able to form our story.  We didn’t have much time, however.”  

With a genuine smile of gratitude aimed at his absent friend, he shook his head in gratefulness.  It seemed that Xavier was indeed a loyal friend, not the intimidating stranger who sent stress tingling throughout my senses.  His smile faded, his eyes moving away from mine now.

"Ultimately, we decided to tell the elders the truth – interspersed with some untruths.  I explained that I had indeed brought you to my home, but certainly not that you lived there.  And I explained that I was indeed involved in a prohibited relationship, but I had been hiding it from Xavier.  That way he wouldn't be punished.  And finally, we told them that even though we were in a relationship, but that you didn’t know my secret.  It was my hopes that with that story, their punishment wouldn’t be so harsh.  I didn’t want to lie to them, but I felt if I told the whole truth, then I certainly would never see you again.”
Lowering his head, he shook it as if the memory caused him pain.
“We never even told you.  We didn’t want you to carry any burden of worry."

"What was your punishment?" I cut in, eager for his answer.
His fingers ran through hair.  If at all possible, he looked even more attractive now that it had grown a bit longer.  My cheeks burned as I couldn’t fight my ensuing pleasure with the vision.  Quickly, I coerced my eyes away.

"I had to go back to my home and explain how my relationship with you had even come to be.  Believe me….that proved very difficult.  Xavier and I had to go back without you knowing.  You ended up going on an extended family vacation, courtesy....Xavier."

Rewinding through his words, I sat motionless.  
He went back to his planet?  
I certainly remembered my family cruise, but narrowed my eyes in curiosity as I couldn’t recall any details surrounding how it was paid for.  With the pain in the back of my head still fresh in my mind, I carefully halted any attempts to retrieve these memories before the stinging ensued.

"In the end they surprisingly decided not to banish me from Earth, and that I could return.  It was not without conditions, however.  The first condition was that Xavier, and only if he agreed, would live in very close proximity to me to make sure I didn't break any rules again."

He offered a tiny sly smile, obviously referring to their grave mistake to trust Xavier.

"The second condition was I had to move from my home. They felt the location was too conducive to a dishonest subsistence.  But the last condition….well, it was the most heartrending.  They...." he began in an unsteady voice.  He closed his eyes and exhaled somewhat violently.  Shaking his head slightly, his chin began to faintly quiver.  He turned his face quickly and covered it completely with his hand.  "They insisted upon erasing your entire memory of me.  They felt it was too much of a danger to leave you with so much….memory of me.  And that was with them believing that you didn’t even know my secret.  I don’t even want to think about what they would have decided if they knew the truth."

His words left me flabbergasted.  Feeling the overwhelming urge to fling myself prostrate onto the floor in a sobbing mess, I couldn't move.  The mesmerizing story he was placing before me nearly paralyzed my limbs.

“I don’t understand,” I began, barely above a whisper.  “How does one erase a memory of a single person?  I mean, I suppose it’s a somewhat feasible idea to erase a specific chunk of time entirely, but just a person?”  
My eyes closed as I brought my hand up to my forehead.  Somehow I could remember other things that must have happened during that time.  Like my family visits and sporadic teaching jobs.  How could that be?  The intense curiosity on my face was obvious.

"We….have developed a way to remove specific files or compartments from the brain,” he answered.  “That technology does not exist here yet.  But, obviously it's not without its faults."

"How did you do it?" I asked, barely spitting out each word.

"Actually, Xavier did it.  It was one of his specialties.  Well, the study of memory was, anyways."

Swirling, my mind shot from one unanswered question to the next.  I richly desired a pen to write them all down, as not to forget any.  My head continued to shake in tiny bursts back and forth as I shot out my next question.  I suddenly remembered my blue notebook.  Where was that now?  My face twisted painfully with that question, as I quickly decided to wait until later to bring it up.
"How did you ever get to do it?  I would never have let you."

"You are….very right.  In fact….we decided unanimously not to reveal our plan to you.  It was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.  I...uh...well….the subject has to be awake….so I told you….”

He halted and placed his face in his hands.  Not able to see his expression, I leaned my head down get a better look.  He finally released his grip and raised his head, presenting a smile.  I knew full well this was not the emotion he was feeling.  The smile was just a way of masking his hurt.  It was apparent that this particular memory pained him. 

“I….we….told you that we were going to take you back to our planet.  Not permanently, but just for a brief visit.  We told you there was a way we could get you there, completely undetected by my kind.  You were so excited….you were always bringing up the topic with Xavier, but you never expected it to actually be an option.  We explained that to make it there safely, you would have to undergo a short procedure, where we would have to implant a device in your head, allowing for the trip ….to be…. secret.  You were so excited you never even questioned us."  
My hand lifted to the tender spot on the back of my head.

"Yes," he confessed.  "That's the spot.  Once you had agreed, Xavier performed the procedure himself at your apartment.  He stayed with you and you were fine in less than a day."

My mouth slowly opened to a gape.  It was so much to take in.  But my desire to know everything was immeasurable.  Realizing he was waiting to accommodate my shocked bewilderment, I started instead.

"I don't understand.  Wouldn't I wake up wondering what I had done for the past nine months?" I asked.
"Well, it was longer than that, if you count our first meeting,” he said, offering his most forced smile yet.  
“Xavier said most of the test subjects describe it as being similar to existing in a dream at first.  Something probably didn't seem right initially, but as the days went on, and with the mundane aspects of everyday life, you would get back into the swing of things.  He hung around covertly to make sure you were okay.  Then providentially someone from your family came to visit you.  Pretending to be one of your neighbors, he told them he had watched you get wobbly when exiting your car and pass out in the parking lot, hitting your head.  That way¸ when they found you a little confused…. and.… if any other pieces of information were erased….along with me….it could all be explained away with amnesia.  We were just really hoping they wouldn’t take you to the hospital for a brain scan.  But either way-"

“Wait!” I interjected.  “I…. I remember that.  Yes….” I started, nodding slowly.  “I remember being in my apartment and my father came over.  He said I had fainted….but I didn’t remember it.  He insisted I go to the hospital, but other than feeling a little strange, I felt okay.  I was adamant I was fine and he finally let it go.  I…I was confused by certain things….but I….I- I don’t know….I don’t know what I thought….”

Moving in closer, Walter pressed a hand on my shoulder.  His strong fingers felt rigid.  Their stiffness hinted at his purposeful constraint.  While I appreciated his restraint, deep down I wished he would just hold me in his arms.

"I've always been extremely….remorseful I didn't come up with a different plan.  Over the past year I’ve devised a dozen alternate paths I could have chosen, from trying to escape....to taking you to the elders first hand to plead our case.  But….it doesn't matter though now, because we can never go back."

The distress in his face was evident.  It was obvious the events over the past year had left him damaged.  However, it seemed at the moment his pain was hurting me maybe more than it was even hurting him.  Before the lump in my throat swelled too large for me to talk, I spit out my thoughts.

"My head is spinning right now.  This is all so much to take in.  I really wish you would have told me.  I could have been with you and I could have gone through it with you….together."  

I pushed myself across the couch until I reached him.  My trembling hands reached up to take his, as my body ached to hold him like it had never done before.  But instantaneously, a detailed image of Domenic popped into my mind and I nearly heaved.  My body struck a frustrated pose, throwing my torso forward until my head hit my knees.  
How could this be happening?  
The negative emotion taking over was overwhelming.  But it was so much more than just ‘negative’.  It was painful; physically painful even.  I held my pose, not ready to sit up confront the complete reality of the situation just yet.  With my head pressed into my lap, I felt like I was in a dream.  Taking in several jagged breaths, I fought the pressing urge to weep.  
Suddenly, a very similar noise sounded from a few feet from me, causing me freeze.  My staggered breathing came to a halt, instantly recognizing it was not only me who was suffering. 
This situation was so extremely unfair.  
To Domenic.  To me.  To Walter.
Chapter 23
“Starlight”
I sat completely motionless, trying my best not to erupt into uncontrollable sobbing.  The growing tightness in my throat was a telltale sign that my attempts were most likely not going to be successful.  Right before the obligatory first choke escaped, I was interrupted by a familiar ringing.  The sound was near, but was coming from an unknown position.  It was muffled, hinting it was under or in something.  Smiling sympathetically, Walter stood up and unearthed my bag from a closed closet.  Pulling out my phone he looked down to observe the caller.  

"It's your friend, Cathy.  You should probably take this."

Oh no, Cathy!  
My eyes rolled dramatically.  It had been our plan to meet for lunch the day I ran into Walter.  That was a day and a half ago now.  

Wait.  

How did he know about Cathy?  My forehead coiled inquisitively.

Handing the phone over to me, he urged me to take it with a brusque shifting of his eyes.  Standing up to tentatively take it, I offered him my most apologetic expression.  After a moment, I hesitantly lifted the phone to my ear.  My staggered breathing must have alerted her to that I was now on the line.  

"Oh my goodness, Wyn!  How are you?  Your brother said you had fainted.  How did it happen?  I didn't even know he was visiting for Spring Break!  Is everything okay now?"  Cramming all six sentences as one long stream of fast words, her subsequent gulp of air was loud, considering she probably hadn't taken in a single breath since she'd begun speaking.

"I'm fine," I assured, even though the actual truth was far from it.  

"Where are you now?" she asked,

"Uh….I'm with my brother," I fibbed, looking over to Walter.  He was leaning against the wall, not facing me, so I couldn’t see his face.  I knew there was no way Cathy would come in contact with my actual brother, so I felt safe in my untruth.  Still, it bestowed a painful jab.  I didn’t like lying to her.
“I'm sorry I wasn't able to meet you,” I started in a soft voice.  “Actually I still feel a little sick, so I think I'm going to go rest.  I have a little stomach bug and I think I was just dehydrated.  Thank you for calling to see if I was okay."

Her subsequent silence surprised me.  That was very uncharacteristic of Cathy.  My assumption was she was confused that my last sentence hinted that our brief conversation was almost over.  Normally our conversations were at the very minimum, fifteen minutes in length.  Walter pushed himself off of the wall and walked down the hallway until I couldn’t see him any longer.  I turned around and faced the other way.
"I'll see you next Monday?" I asked.  
Thankfully she and Frank were going away to for the next few days for Spring Break.  I was thankful I wouldn't have to make up a week worth of excuses to get out of seeing her.

"Oh….okay.  Sure.  I hope you feel better.  Do you need anything?"

"No, I’m fine.  But, thank you."

"Alrighty then.  I'll call you when I get back.  Get rest.  See ya!"

"Goodbye," I concluded.

Removing the phone from my ear, I brought it down to below waist level.  Holding it there a moment, something caught my attention.  A precise band of pale skin shone on my left ring finger.  Lifting my hand up, I was startled to notice my engagement ring was gone.

A slight gasp poured from my mouth just as Walter was walking up behind me.  My body spun instantly and seeing the posture of my hand, he correctly assumed the purpose of my examination.
"Oh..." he started, overtly straightening his posture.  "I'm sorry.  I....uh….your hand hit the pavement hard when you fell.  Some of your fingers ended swelling a little, so….Xavier and I decided it was best to remove it.  Don't worry, it's safe in my room.  Let me go get it."  He moved to turn, but I grabbed at his elbow.

"No," I interjected.  "It’s okay..."  

Turning, his face looked pained.  Before it could prove to be my breaking point, he spoke again. 

"Now that that inevitable conversation is out of the way….you're gonna need to call him, too.”

My face became suddenly alert with his last sentence.

“He's called many times, probably wondering where you are.  I figured I couldn’t use the brother excuse with him."

My stomach suddenly wrenched excruciatingly, for seemingly two reasons.  First, the sight of Walter’s wounded face and second, the thought of lying to Domenic.  
I had never lied to him and certainly did not desire to ever do so.  Undoubtedly an untruthful yarn would have to be weaved to explain my absence.  We usually talked every night at the least.  Luckily no tentative plans to meet had been missed.  We weren't to see each until this Sunday when he arrived home from a trip with his brother and two cousins.  My extreme fortune that these events had unfolded at precisely this time almost seemed extraordinarily providential.

"Um," Walter spoke.  "I'm going to leave you alone for this."  He smiled a tiny, sympathetic smile and my stomach heaved another uncontrollable jerk.  I watched him pace the driveway for an extended period as I contemplated telling him to stop and come back.  

When he disappeared into the garage I finally conceded.  I looked down to the phone.  I stood thinking for a moment, unable to recall his number at first.  Shaking my head, I finally punched the numbers ferociously, in an ineffective attempt to make up for my momentary memory loss.
"Hello, Wyn?" Domenic answered anxiously, almost immediately.  My heart felt like it was being squeezed painfully when his voice sounded.

"Is that you?" he asked.
Yes," I spoke quietly.  "It's me."

"Where have you been?  I've been calling you and you haven't been answering."

"Oh, I’m sorry.  Well...actually, I was at the library on Saturday and I fainted.  I must have hit my head harder than I thought.  Well, when I got home I slept for a day and a half.  But, I feel fine now, though, so don't worry.

"What?!  You fainted?  You slept a day and a half?  That is not normal.  You need to go see a doctor."

His concern did not surprise me, nor did his assumption that I hadn’t indeed gone to a doctor.  On my birthday in February he had insisted on a "yearly check-up.”  Deducing it was his medical background combined with his love for me, I had succumbed.  His influence wouldn’t persuade me this time, however.  
"I'm fine, really."

"No," he responded forcefully.  "Promise me you'll see a doctor."

"Okay,” I allowed myself to reassure quickly, in order to change the subject.  “How's the trip going?" 
I moved across the kitchen, looking out the window of the single door.  Walter was slowly circling the boundaries of the driveway.
"Great, besides being worried about you.  Today we're at Yellowstone and tomorrow we're going to stop and visit a friend of Alex's in Lake Tahoe.  We still plan on being home sometime Sunday."

He paused, waiting for a response.  Not sure what to say, I remained silent, not wanting to add to my deceit.  My sudden verdict was to wait for him to continue.  To my relief, he did.

"It's really beautiful here.  We'll have to come back together sometime.  You'd love it.  It makes me miss you."

My heart suffered another squeeze.  I missed him, too, but I couldn't deny feeling incredibly fortunate he was away.  It couldn't have worked out better.

"I love you," he spoke.

My eyes shot to the windowed door again.  Through the white sheered curtains I could see Walter still pacing.
Turning so my back faced the door, I spoke softly.

"I love you, too."

My words were certainly truthful.  Nothing had changed in that regard.  But nonetheless they still executed a harmful sting.

"Hey," he added.  "Promise me you'll be good."

The air in my throat seemed to suddenly disappear.

"W-...what?" I choked.

"Promise me you'll be good and go to the doctor."

"Ohhh.  Yes, I promise.  I'll be good."

"Alright.  Miss you.  See you soon.

"You too.  See you Sunday."

"Okay, bye."

"Bye."

Closing the phone, I slid it quickly into my pocket.  My feet crossed the linoleum lined floor, but as they reached the door I stopped and pulled out my phone again just to make sure it was indeed disconnected from his line.  Knowing the act was a little overly cautious, my overwhelming desire was to make sure Domenic wouldn't be able to hear anything subsequently spoken to Walter.

Timidly, I looked out the back door.  He saw me and looked to his receiver.  Looking up to me, he waved me over.  I walked down the flimsy wooden steps to meet him.  Approaching him, it proved very difficult to look him in the eye.  He knew whom I was talking to and undoubtedly he was saddened.  Trying to evade the elephant on the driveway, the first thing that came to mind spewed from my lips.
"They didn’t take that away from you?” I asked.  “I’m surprised.”

“Uh….well….they don’t exactly know I even have it.  I took it with me before I left without their knowledge.”

“Really?” I asked, quite surprised with his revelation.  I was both surprised with this uncharacteristic behavior and also that he had never told me this before.  
“I knew I shouldn’t….and I didn’t really even know what I would need it for, but still, I took it.  Now I don’t even think it ever helped.”

“Have they been watching you?” I asked, anxious for his answer.
“Yes.  They are very consistent in their observations.  My receiver shows the satellite picking up my location almost every two hours around the clock.  In fact, it just went off while you were inside, so we should be okay for a while.  But even so, we should probably go back inside,” he said, motioning to steps.
Walking slowly back to the house, we moved silently to the living room.  

“Why didn't they banish you?" I questioned, once I was sitting on the couch again.  He sat down in the chair Xavier had been in this morning when I first saw him.
“Wh-,” he spoke, narrowing his eyes like he hadn’t been expecting that particular question.

"I'm….um, not quite sure exactly.  They almost did.  And some certainly seemed disappointed when they chose not to.  But Xavier played his role to perfection; shocked at first, then the committed parole officer and mentor.  I don't think they would have agreed to it if he wouldn't have suggested it."

"He suggested it?" I asked.

"Yes," he whispered, shutting his eyes.  "He's a friend in the true sense of the word."

"Hmmmm," I responded.  "It seems everything about Xavier goes against what I'd previously thought of him….and your kind."

"How so?" 
"Well, many things.  But first...he seems to be very....lively, by even our standards.  I guess I always assumed your kind was entirely calm and self-controlled."

"Well, you’re right, for the most part.  And he can restrain himself.  Especially when needed.  But when he's with us, he doesn't need to be.  Frankly, I think it's you that brings it out in him even more.  You both tend to get a bit silly around the other.”

My eyebrows raised instantly in surprise.  Did he say we “both” act “silly”?  Again, the idea of missing memories made my head shutter, especially one so seemingly implausible.
“He's fiercely loyal to you, I've come to find," he added.
In an instant a flood of guilt ensued due to the trepidation I held towards him.  I would certainly at least try to treat him differently the next time I saw him.  

“Wyn,” Walter started gravely, causing my head to snap up.  I watched him intently as he seemed to be mentally preparing himself for his impending words.

“Are you….mad at me?”

My eyes narrowed, soaking in his question.

I suppose the fact that I was so overwhelmed with being here with him, and remembering him, I hadn’t took even a second to contemplate being angry with the fact that someone had erased my private thoughts and memories, without my permission.  I wanted to offer him an honest answer, so I sat silently for a moment, just thinking.  

“No, of course I’m not mad at you.  It wasn’t your decision.  And I’m just as much to blame for everything.  I suppose I am….upset….but I knew going into this that there was a possibility of….problems.  No,” I added, shaking my head to reassure him.  “I’m definitely not mad at you.”

Suddenly his eyes began to develop a glossy sheen.  Not wanting him to continue in the discomfort this particular subject was causing him, I instantly changed courses to pose another question.
"So, what happened at the library?  Did you know I was going to be there?"

"I was hoping.  I knew it was something you had always liked to do, so months ago I started going.  I saw you the very first Saturday I went.  You were pretty regular so I could always count on seeing you at least once a week."

"How did you even know I was in California?"

"That wasn’t a problem,” he huffed, almost seemingly offended.  “Xavier found out where you moved to only after about a minute of scouring the Internet."  

He stood up and walked over to the couch.  I liked his closer proximity, but the tension it caused me was surely obvious so I took in a deep breath to calm myself.  
Abruptly a slight flicker instantly ignited in my chest and quickly swelled to take over my shoulders.  Flowing rapidly to my face now, I decided to take in another breath.  My cheeks instantly burned.  But the burn was not unpleasant; it was more an intense warmth, generating pin-like tingles within the inner recesses of my skin.  I didn’t have to look at him to instantly know what was taking place.  
The glaring aroma had hit me like a heated wave.  
It was distinct and sharp.  
It was one of the mints I had become nearly addicted to most recently.
Immediately I started laughing.  
“What is it?” he asked in a gentle voice.  The potency of the fragrance confirmed he had turned to face me, while also leaning in a little.  My eyes were still buried in my hard knee caps so I couldn’t see him.  
Lifting my head, my smile broadened even further as I saw the small lump in his right cheek.  
His expression illustrated confusion, but the release of the tension in his forehead also spoke he was relieved with my seemingly positive reaction.

“Um….” I started, still faintly chuckling.  “Over the past few months….well, I sort of had a love affair with those things,” I said, nodding my head in reference to the candy in his mouth.  “I had no idea why at the time, but I couldn’t get enough of them.  Every time I ate one….I just….felt….”  I stopped, shrugging my shoulders.  My smiled faded and an awkward expression took over.

“You felt what?” he asked, his face heatedly curious.  His forehead was now scrunched in a way that expressed his severe desire for me to finish the thought.  Not wanting to hurt him, I began quickly as to not make him wait.
“I felt….good.”

I stopped and closed my eyes before I began again.

“They made me happy and instantly calm.  My mom even confiscated a bag from me.  But as soon as she left, I had to run out and get a new one.  It drove me insane, actually, trying to figure out the source of the…. contentment they caused.”  Pausing, I took in a deep breath.  “Now I know.”

I finally looked over to him and his face looked pained, instantaneously wounding me.

“Yeah,” he started, looking away.  “I guess you could say I like them because they make me calm and happy, too.  I suppose, to me….this is you.”
My face dropped, remembering the our day on the beach, seemingly so long ago now.  His eyes narrowed so severely that his eyebrows nearly touched.  Not wanting him to concentrate on anguish this particular subject was obviously imparting, I decided to change the topic without delay.
"So, you’re….living here?" I asked, my voice tense.
"Uh….I guess you could say that,” he said, apparently surprised with the altered course of our conversation.  “After everything initially happened we immediately moved to Seattle.  We stayed there for a while, but when you moved, Xavier and I decided to take up residence here.  We were forced to relocate after the panel's decision."

"Well then, why did you come here?  Wouldn't they know immediately this is where I lived?"

"Not exactly.  It was a part of Xavier's plan from the beginning.  His mind works fast under pressure, which has proven itself an amazing asset.  He almost immediately found a girl who looked very similar to you, found out her address and used her name…an unknowing proxy of sorts.  The elders don't come here unless it is absolutely necessary, so there would really be no way for them to easily find out for sure if she was indeed the one.  And really, why would they doubt that?  She looked enough like you that….the images that they had attained confirmed our claim.”
He paused slightly while raising one eyebrow.
"Personally I thought you were much more beautiful, but Xavier insisted the similarities were great.  And it worked.  Our secrecy over the months proved to be more than helpful.  The lack of a paper trail allowed our plan to work.”  
"Wow," I muttered in amazement.  "That's some story.”
"Hmphhh," he answered.  
My eyes narrowed curiously, as I couldn’t help but wonder if they went to all the trouble to pick a ‘body-double’, and the elders assumed that Xavier had done the memory erasure on her, then why did they even have to do it to me?  I’m not sure where we would have gone from there, but certainly that course would have produced a better outcome than this.  Looking to him, his pained face forced me to hold back my inquiry.
Both of our heads turned in unison with the sound of the back door opening.  Rising to our feet, Xavier soon emerged into the room with several white paper bags.  Holding them up, he spoke with a smile.

"Hey, I figured you would be so immersed in conversation you wouldn't have eaten anything yet.  I brought everyone something." 

He held up the bags with a grin, combined with both playful and awkward emotions.  Still a tiny bit ill at ease, I fought my instinct to move back and walked towards him slowly.  Sensing an impending interaction, he placed the bags on the table.  Raising an eyebrow, he cocked his head to the side in anticipation.

Moving rapidly, my arms flew around him.  They wrapped around his torso, my head just hitting his chest.  His arms were shooting out horizontally, bobbling, apparently not sure where to rest.  Just as his embrace had caught me off guard nearly an hour ago, mine shocked him, maybe even more.

A muffled sound that resembled a questioning, "Uhhhh," sounded and I lifted my head.  Looking in to his wide, shocked eyes, I spoke, "Thank you, Xavier.  Thank you for everything."

His muscles began to slowly relax and looking up, I saw he was now offering an immense grin.  
"It was my pleasure," he stated to me directly, a slight mischievous expression generating.

Still feeling a little overwhelmed, but with much less fear, my feet carefully took a few steps backward, widening the distance between us.  My eyes were finding it easier to hold his gaze, although his impish grin was hinting at something unknown which was making me feel a little self-conscious.  

"So….I hear you're quite the temptress," he smiled. 

In a confused and embarrassed reaction, my head shot to Walter for an explanation.  

He was laughing.  My eyes widened in curiosity.  What had been so funny?  Watching him intently, it appeared to be a sincere laugh; the first I’d seen from him since my memories returned, albeit partially.  
"Hey," said Walter, now at my side.  Apparently finding humor in his friend’s words, Xavier’s roaring laugh filled the entire driveway.  My eyebrows furrowed, confounded by their apparent inside joke.

"Oh," Walter started, realizing my confusion.  "Those were the exact words Xavier said to you the day he first met you.”
He pulled me to face him and offered a soothing smile.  Sensing he wanted to say more, he hesitated and turned me back to face Xavier instead.

"Wyn, I'd like to formally introduce you to Xavier.  For the second time."

My mouth unconsciously parted as I attempted to form a greeting, but he beat me to it.

"It's very nice to meet you, Wyn.  I must say, it takes a very special person to cause Walter to completely shatter our oath."

He shot a mischievous smile to Walter and my eyes followed.  Walter had never told me about an oath; at least not that I could remember.  It could only be assumed he was referring to some sort of pledge taken before he came to Earth.

"It's nice to meet you, too.  Again,” I spoke.
Breaking our eye contact, I curiously looked around as I heard and felt an intense vibration, combined with a muffled ringing sound.  Groaning, I recalled that my phone was in my jeans.  An instant urge arose to throw it out the front door.
“Take it,” Walter urged gently.  Reaching in my pocket I pulled out my phone.  Walking to the far end of the spacious room, my fingers worked at a snail's pace.  Opening it up, I saw it was my father's cell phone number.  Groaning again, I put the phone back in my pocket.  There was not enough strength in me to lie to a third party.  Promising myself I would call him later, I took a deep breath and smoothed out my shirt.

Walking back over now, my steps increasingly slowed as I approached them.  A slew of unfamiliar words flowed from their direction.  My bewilderment caused me to halt completely.  Observing their rapid moving mouths and gesturing hands sent a physical reaction through my body.  Their speech mesmerized me, causing me to stand frozen, just watching them..  
Had they been speaking in their native tongue?  
Not pressing the issue previously, I had never heard Walter speak this language.  Or at least, recalled hearing it being spoken.  
It held a lovely and pleasing intonation, not like I had expected.  In previous conjectures of alien languages, I had presumed possibly guttural clicking sounds made with the tongue against teeth or loud rhythmic purring or maybe even telepathy as seen in science fiction movies.  Their conversation was not unlike others I have heard.  They progressed quickly through familiar sounds.  

Walter was the first to look up to see me watching them.  He placed his hand on Xavier's shoulder and they both turned to me.  They both read my wide eyes and laughed, Xavier's much livelier and rowdy than Walter's slight huff.

He moved over and pushed Walter forward with his shoulder, bending down slightly so he could.  His mouth spoke an unfamiliar word that held urgency, clearly advising Walter to speak.

The slight smile my face was holding hinted that I was intrigued and pleased with their words.  Shooting a look to Xavier, I bravely asked, "What did you just say?"

"You don’t know?" he answered with a wily smile.
“No," I spoke, looking down at the ground, puzzled with his question.  "Should I?” I asked, my mood still slightly hesitant due to his presence.  
"Well, you were on your way to understanding a lot of the language.  Your little blue notebook was almost full of everything you’d learned.”
Gasping, my hand jerked upwards to my mouth involuntarily with the startling revelation.  I took a few steps forward.

“My blue notebook!  Do you still have it?”  I was immediately bursting with desire to see it.  Surely it would be an odd thing to see my own handwriting since I would have no memory of actually writing a great deal of it.
“Yes, it’s in a safe place.” 
He grasped the bags in his hands, crumpling the paper.  Cocking his head to the side, he smiled sympathetically.  
“Come inside and have something to eat.  It’s going to be fun getting to know you again.”
Chapter 24
“Untitled 8” 

In an exaggeratedly slow movement, my thumb slowly traced over the slight scar on my upper cheek.  Now that I could vividly recall its cause, my fingers barely had left it all day, going over and over the memory in my mind.  
The uncomfortable pit in my stomach growing, I had barely eaten anything all day.  Finally succumbing to the grumbles emanating from my abdomen, my hand left my cheek and dropped to the table, reaching for a brownie that Xavier had previously set down. 

“Hey….” he whispered with a large smile.  “How many fruits and vegetables have you eaten today?”

My hand instantly pulled away and I stared at him wide-eyed.  Undeniably it was a strange sensation to know that someone else knew so much about me, and held so many memories of me, without me being able to reciprocate the same.  It wasn’t my natural inclination, but I was beginning to surrender to the idea and relinquish my trepidation towards Xavier.  Throughout the day I was finding the more I laid aside my fear, the more joy it brought him, and in turn, me as well.  
Spending the day with Xavier had proven entertaining at the very least.  He tried to give us our privacy, but also made sure he spent the bulk of his day with us in the house.  He wasn't nearly as nervous and careful as Walter.  It appeared he didn’t have a receiver, like Walter, who checked his every five minutes, at least.

Xavier and Walter’s eyes immediately shot to the back door.  The large overhead light attached to his garage was now filling the backyard with a flooding light.  It must have gone on with a timer.  

Continuing to smile widely, he didn’t speak his current contemplations out loud; even though it was evident his mind was internally swimming.  I was curious to know what he was thinking.  
Watching his swelling face, I instantly found it funny how I felt so incredibly fortunate that he was here.  Just hours ago I felt completely otherwise.

He slowly backed up from the table with raised eyebrows his eyes shot to Walter.  To my surprise, and also delight, he began to speak in the unfamiliar language.  It was lovely to listen to, but at the same time a bit frustrating because I couldn’t understand him.
Walking over to me and taking me by the forearm, Walter whispered, "Would you take a drive with me?" 
Not sure why he was whispering, since I was almost certain Xavier was the one who suggested it, I agreed by hastily following his lead out the kitchen door.  Turning to wave goodbye, Xavier presented us with an outstretched smile.  

“Don’t have her out too late.”

Without retort, Walter looked to his receiver before exiting the door.  With no change in his expression, he led me outside briskly, opening the garage door manually.  I nearly gasped when my eyes took in his black SUV.  
It looked exactly the same, with no new rust or dents.  Running my fingers along the bumper, I sighed with aching memories.  There was so much visual memory regarding this particular vehicle.  Its picture had been seared into the back recesses of my mind, now triggering almost painful nostalgia.  I struggled to hide tears behind my hand.  Unfortunately, the darkness was being illuminated with a downpour of light.

There wasn't much room for me to get in on my side due to the tight space in the garage, so he gestured with his hands to climb through his side.  Finally finding my seat, he started the car and took off to our unspoken destination.

Even though it had been an extensive length of time since I had actually been in this exact seat, it seemed familiar.  I recognized the smell.  It made my head fall slightly back against the headrest, yielding to its emotional effect.

Curious to where we were headed, I was too overwrought to pose my question.  The absence of Xavier was obvious.  Looking out the window in response to my returning unease, my mind again swirled with so many questions.  The sore spot on the back of my head had eased in its pain, as long as I put forth a concentrated effort not to think or attempt to recall something with too much rigor.

After a twenty-minute drive, we arrived at a pull-off overlooking the clear lights of the city.  It reminded me instantly of places in the movies where teenagers in the 1950's  movies went to park.  The scenic panorama was breathtaking, complete with the skillful carving out of trees, aptly leaving enough space for one car at the most.  Looking up, it appeared as though the densely packed branches and leaves created a safeguard over the car.  Even if the satellite did transmit a signal to collect an image, I felt secure that a clear picture would not be able to be gathered in this position.
From above we were looking down on a series of lights, radiating the life underneath.  We were far enough away as to not distinguish any of the city’s accompanying noises, only the crickets and other unknown animal life sounding against the full backdrop of lush nature.  

Both of his wrists came to a rest at the top of the wheel.  Heaving in a breath like he was going to speak, he placed his head on his forearms instead.  After a long moment of silent pressure to exchange words, he opened his door and exited.  Walking over to open mine, he held out a hand as to help me out, but in an abrupt decision, quickly withdrew the offer, pulling his arm behind his back.  I knew the intention behind the rejection was noble and satiated with integrity, but it still stung. 
Following his lead, I climbed up onto the hood.  It took me much longer and his hands fidgeted as they appeared to yearn to assist me.  Now sitting with our backs resting against the windshield for a prolonged period, I watched in a hush his large feet moving around in a restless manner.

I was about to burst.  
Internal screaming filled my already crammed head.  If I didn't release the rapidly accumulating grief soon, I felt I would most likely pass out again.  The anguish almost felt too much for me to take.

Turning my head towards him in surrender to my rupturing emotion, his mouth again began to part as if to speak, and my outburst was halted for a moment.

“Listen, Wyn….I just want you to know that I am in no way expecting you to leave….Domenic….and now be with me.  I understand that all of this is so unfair to you and to ask you that….would be so cruel.”  
The way he whispered Domenic’s name illustrated it caused him pain to even speak it.  Tears continued to build under my heavy eyelids, making it more difficult to make out his face.  
“I mean….of course I would want nothing more, but….I understand it would be incredibly selfish of me to expect….or even hope…. for that.”  

Immediately, his words set off rocking spasms against the hard glass.  They became so uncomfortable I had to lean forward.  Bringing my legs up, my face pushed into my hard kneecaps, wrapping my arms around the backs of them.  His hand touched my back and then departed instantly.

"I’m sorry,” he quickly apologized.

Lifting my head momentarily, bawling exploded in loud, drawn-out wails from my knees.  The pain was raw and very real, but it was actually a relief to finally release some of the anguish that had been continually mounting all day.  He sat, taking in the scene, his expression unknown to me.  I could not see him, as I was burying my face into my jeans.  

Choosing finally to turn to see him, the picture of his face crumbled any strength I had been able to still hold on to.

His perfect features were completely collapsing.  In an even more crushing act, a tear plunged from one eye.  If at all possible, my pain magnified exponentially.  My crying became so severe that when my mouth opened, no sound escaped.  Up until this point he had been avoiding the subject for the most part, so I hadn’t been exactly sure how this whole situation was affecting him.
Observing him intently, it startled me when he jumped to his knees.  Without thinking, my action imitated his.  After hesitating only a few seconds we were in each other's arms.  My face pressed hard into the top of his chest, near his shoulder.  He wrapped his arms around to top of my entire torso, including over my arms, to grasp the back my head.  He pressed it gently into his chest.  It felt tremendously wonderful to be in his arms, but also entirely wrong at the same time.  Allowing myself to succumb to this embrace, I was very guarded not to let my face leave its current confines.  I wasn't sure what he would do, and most certainly wasn't sure what I would do.  We held our pressing clutch a long time, only moving with emotional spurts brought on from tears or exasperated breaths.  When we finally let go, I wasn't satisfied.  It hadn’t been enough. 

"I don’t know what to do," I whispered, not able to prevent my voice from cracking.

Shaking his head, he answered he didn't know either.  I took an extended, careful look at his face.  

The vision was strange.  
It didn't seem feasible that this was precisely the same face I saw in the library the day the book dropped.  It hadn't affected me that day whatsoever.  He was just like any other face in the crowd.  As I looked at it now, even the features seemed totally different.  His appearance had transformed.  My attraction to him was absolutely frightening.

Both of us sat back on our shins and he pulled something from his pocket.  Assuming it was his receiver, I was surprised when I saw it glitter due to the distant lights.  Bringing it up to my face he held open his large hand and exposed a small circle.

In an instant, my breathing became increasingly laborious, erupting even more so when it became apparent it was a ring.  Examining it more carefully, I noticed it wasn't the ring Domenic had given me.

"Wh..." I muffled out, panic ensuing.  "What are you doing?"

Resting even further back, he spoke quietly.

"I'm not doing what you think.  I'm just….giving it back.  I gave this to you a long time ago, but I had to take it back, after….”  He looked down, unable to finish his sentence.

In response, my eyes shot down hard and to the right, towards the glowing life below.  Closing them, I could still see the speckled lights dancing across the blackness.  They remained shut for an extended period, until the sound of his voice almost seemed to help the bright lights dissipate under my eyelids almost immediately.  
"If I would have left it, you would have had no idea of its significance and it would have only left you confused to where you had gotten it.  But now….I want you to have it."

My lips began to quiver uncontrollably.  He didn't need to explain any further for me to grasp the ring’s “significance” now.  His open hand was resting, face up, on his thigh.  I wanted to take it and look at it, but fought the tremendous urge.

"I honestly don't know what to do,” he began.  “I think I know what the right thing is.  But I truthfully don't know if I can do it."

"What is the ‘right thing’?" I asked with a staggered breath, truly curious to his thinking.

"To leave you be, and allow you and….him….to move on and continue your life together."

His hand closed over the ring.  
My heart winced.  
Internally something agreed with him.  But something also enormously disagreed.  

"Unfortunately, my bad decisions have prevented that from happening without a hitch.  I've already messed it up.  I should have never come here."
A sudden furrow of my brow caused the collection of tears pooling in my eyes to pour over, cascading down my cheeks.  Taking the hand that was holding the ring, he wiped my cheeks with his hard knuckles, white with tension.

"When I first decided to come, I had convinced myself I was only doing it just to make sure you were okay.  I needed to see for myself there had been no negative side effects from Xavier's procedure.  But when I found you, something snapped.  The more I saw you, the more I needed to.  I even found myself coming and sneaking around your house.  After I found your key hidden in your backyard, I started coming into your house....almost…. every day."

Even though my eyes widened, his admittance didn't startle or alarm me in any way.  I wasn't upset with the invasion of privacy.  What surprised me was that I had no idea.

"It was nice at first, to be around your things....and to see your pictures....and to smell you.”  He stopped as his hand rose to his mouth.  He lowered it and his eyes closed.

“I was ready to leave, convinced you were healthy and happy.  But one day after I snuck into your house after you had left for work I saw flowers in your kitchen.  I had convinced myself for so long as long as you were happy I would be fine.  But….I wasn't.  It made me hurt to think you were with someone else.  I felt you belonged with me.  It just all felt so wrong."

My face twisted in commiseration.  I couldn't fathom what that must have felt like.  My stomach lurched as the thought of him being with someone else entered my mind.  Quickly I forced it out.  

"Things really came to a head when I saw your parents at your house.  Then when I saw his car there, I came to the realization that that's how it should be.  You should be able to love someone and have your parents know.  They should be able to love him, too.  I was angry with myself for forcing you to lie to them.  I was so angry.  With the situation...with myself....I think I may have even left a dent on someone's hood."

Immediately I thought back to the loud bang my mother and Caroline had reacted so severely to during their Christmas visit.  Envisioning Caroline standing on her tiptoes, looking out the window, my lips formed just the slightest sympathetic smile; for him, not her.

"So I decided to leave.  I needed to.  But Xavier convinced me to stay a few more months because he didn't think it was wise to move again so quickly.  He thought it may begin to appear suspicious to the elders.  But last week he finally agreed it would be okay to leave and I decided to go to the library in hopes to see you one last time.  It was the plan that this would be my final 'goodbye'.  I don't know what compelled me, but when you were leaving I ran after you.  I'm not sure what I had planned."

He paused and released a forceful sigh, looking out to the city himself for a moment.  He continued talking even though he wasn’t looking at me now.
"I guess if I’m being honest, I think I wanted to make sure one last time you didn't remember me.  Secretly I had always been wishing you would.  I knocked that book on the floor before on purpose.  When you actually spoke to me, it created such an intense feeling.  I couldn't leave."

His eyes shot up to the sky.  Following his gaze, I took in the exquisite picture, an expanse above us that had gone unnoticed until now.  Perfectly black, with no visible signs of cloud cover, it was stippled with a completely random, yet seemingly choreographed amount of gleaming white dots; thousands of tiny, perfect circles.  But it was hard for me to appreciate its beauty.  Currently, the idea of the sky was eliciting a worry and fear in me.  Even though we were hidden beneath an abundant cover of leaves, I lowered my head as he continued.
"I should have run away....in the complete opposite direction.  But it seemed....right to be around you.   It is the only time I ever feel right.  I knew....I know it's wrong, but...."

He stopped his sentence and looked down shamefully.  I didn't want him to feel any guilt.  This whole situation was so entirely unfair to him.

"You don't have to explain," I started.  "I understand what you mean.  I feel the same way."

As I examined his face, it appeared as if a new and permanent crease had formed between his eyebrows since the last time I saw him, over a year ago.  In fact, I was certain that it wasn’t there previously.  Suddenly, he tensed his face in pain and the line deepened, illustrating that this expression must have been repeated a profuse amount of times to cement a furrow in that time frame.  His dark eyes met mine.
"I love you, Wyn," he whispered.

My eyes closed in response to his words.  I was not sure whether it was done in pleasure or anguish, most likely a combination of the two sentiments.

"I should have never said that."  He rubbed his forehead vigorously with his still-clenched fist.  "Not because I don't mean it, but because it's only going to hurt you more."

"Don't apologize." 
My heart started to hurt again.  Attempting to divert its pain, I purposely and curiously took his hand. 

"May I see it?" I asked gently.

He looked down and hesitantly rested his fist in my lap.  Slowly opening his clenched fingers, he finally revealed an unfamiliar ring.

It was a medium sized band, appearing to be silver in tone, housing two rounds stones.  Sitting side by side, one looked like a diamond and the other a beautiful purple gem.  Instantly understanding their significance, but wanting to hear his voice, I sat silent as he explained.

"This one is an amethyst," he stated.  "It's your birthstone.  The other is a diamond.  I was born on my planet when it was April on yours.  They went beautiful together, I thought.  It's a bit unorthodox for an….engagement ring, but....so….were we."

Carefully, I took the ring from his hand.  Understanding it was most-likely completely inappropriate, I slipped it on my finger anyways.  It fit perfectly, obviously.  Holding my hand up to scrutinize the sight, it didn't feel completely foreign or unfamiliar.  It certainly was beautiful.  

Clasping my hands and holding them in my lap was my way of saying I wasn't ready to give it back yet.  He didn't fight me.  My throat tightened and it became increasingly difficult to breath.  

He slowly rose to his knees again and I immediately duplicated his action.  At once we embraced each other again, my arms wrapping around his neck.  My fingers interlocked and I could feel the hardness of the metal and stones against my skin.  The side of his lower face pressed up against the side of my forehead.  Hair had fallen to cover most of that side of my face and was acting as a barrier to our hot skin.  His face was faintly nudging mine now.  Not sure exactly what he was inviting, my stomach twisted with this offense I was presenting to Domenic.  I loved Domenic very much and he only deserved my love and complete devotion.  

But really….so did Walter, didn’t he?
Neither had ever done anything to deserve any hurt or dishonesty.  My mind and heart were unable to wrap around the complexity of this unfolding situation.  Overcome with pain again, I succumbed to an outpouring of tears.

"I don't know what to do," I sobbed into his ear.

"I don't either," he whispered after a moment.
He held me as I unraveled in his arms.  My knees were a little sore due to my pressing weight on the unforgiving metal.  Adjusting my body, he released his grip enough so I could back my head up, but not entirely.

"What do you want me to do?" I whispered.

"I only want you to be happy."

"No,” I spoke, hanging my head in a picture of slight frustration.  “That's not what I asked.  I asked what you want.  Be selfish for a moment.  Tell me exactly what you want.  I want to know."

"I-....I want to be with you" he said, as a matter of fact. Pausing, he slowly added, "I wish I could be selfish...but I can’t.  I was being completely selfish when I came to find you and look at how much pain you’re in now.  And Domenic doesn't deserve to feel….what I've felt.  He shouldn't ever have to feel….this.  Although I highly doubt he would ever feel…."

Halting his thought, he closed his eyes.  Nudging my back with his clasped hands, he whispered, "What do you want?"

"I....” I started, cautious not to speak Domenic’s name.  Comprehending that the actual audible words coming from my mouth had the power to impart a sufferable sting, I chose my words carefully.

"There’s no easy solution.  I don't want anyone to get hurt.  But I know I want to be with you.  I know….I.... "

As my tongue pushed up against my upper teeth to speak my subsequent word, I paused and bit my lip instead.  His face lowered to mine and was so close there was no simple retreat.  Feeling his hot breath on my mouth I could taste his familiar scent.  Without thinking, my lips parted.  An unpleasant tugging at my heart caused me to turn my head abruptly. 

"We should go back," he deduced.

"Okay," I quickly consented.

Chapter 25
“Satellite”
Waking up in the dark room, my chest was pounding as I turned my head towards a distinct glow radiating in my peripheral vision.  It took a few seconds for my eyes to focus enough to decipher the blurry red letters, reading "10:34."  Groaning, my eyes narrowed.  Could the clock be right?  Had I really slept in that much?
Sitting up, I was suddenly aware of boisterous voices coming from the other side of my closed door.  I leaped from the bed, not bothering to change out the t-shirt and boxers Walter had lent me.  The decibel level increased as I walked down the hallway to the living space.  The first thing I saw was Xavier, speaking rapidly as a slew of undistinguishable, foreign words flew forth from his lips.  
Meeting him with startled eyes, he appeared equally as alarmed when he saw me.  The way his face had been twisted and his eyebrows had been exaggeratedly furrowed, it suggested he had been speaking curse words.  He rose to his feet and shot what seemed like a worried look to Walter.  
"What's going on?" I asked, concerned now.

To my frustration, they didn't speak right away.  They passed looks back and forth to each other.  Xavier opened his mouth to speak, but then closed it, recanting.

"What?" I asked more firmly.

Walter looked up from his sitting position, hunched over his separated knees.  His eyes were drooping to exemplify his exasperation.

"We’re not entirely sure," he stated calmly.
I smiled uncomfortably in preparation of a more thorough explanation.  
“My receiver has been showing that the satellite has been continually tracking my location since about two o’clock in the morning.  We were naturally a little curious, so Xavier called his overseer about an hour ago.  He was acting strange.  A little while later I decided to call Mathias to see if I could gather anything from him.  That conversation was strained as well.  I went on to tell Xavier that I had heard a strange humming in the background.  He said he had heard the same thing when he was on the line.
“Does that mean they were together?” I asked, confused.  “Is that normal?”

“No,” Xavier answered.  “….unless there is an urgent situation.”

They looked to each other with unspoken understanding that I didn’t fully grasp.

"Do you think they know I'm here?" I asked, my face suddenly painted with panic.  My face made the expression of a gasp, but no sound escaped. 

"I can't really see how they would know anything for sure.  But….they may be suspicious something is going on."  
Walter pulled up his receiver.  
“Is it still transmitting a signal?” I asked.

“Yes,” he answered frowning.


“I have no idea what they’re planning, but we have to get you out of here.  The problem is….we don’t know how we’re going to do that without you being seen.  As it seems now, they are keeping a very close eye on the house.”

“Can they see in the house?” I asked.


“No,” Xavier cut in quickly.  I’ve seen their satellite pictures.  You’d have to have your face pressed against the window for them to get even a vague image.  But just to be safe, we need to be careful.  We don’t know what Mathias and Vern are up to.”


“Vern?” I asked.


“Yes,” Xavier said, rolling his eyes.  “My overseer.”
“What will happen if they find me here?” I asked.
“Don't even think about that,” Xavier began before Walter could.  “It won't happen.  We won't let it.  It's just a shame we’re going to be sidetracked for a while…."  

Walter shot Xavier a fierce look.  

"We need to figure something out before they are able to get here….if that’s even what they have planned.”
I sunk down to my knees to emulate their poses.  They continued their strategizing, first in English, then seamlessly flowing into other unknown, undecipherable words.  Every so often their discourse would slow and they would look to me uncomfortably, only to look away quickly.  After nearly an hour of my eyes quizzically shifting from Walter to Xavier, then back again, I thought standing and walking around may help the worried pit in my stomach.  Their speech slowed and then paused as they watched me slowly rise to my knees and stand up.  They didn’t say a word as I walked to the next room.
Now standing in the kitchen, my feet nervously paced back and forth.  Once I had done a full revolution around the large space their fast-moving words resumed.  I breathed a sigh of relief, but the soothing effect of their voices only lasted a few seconds.  

With swift vigilance, I bounded across the floor to close the curtains.  Tugging on the white eyelet trim, it didn't cut the sunlight in the kitchen much, but it did obstruct the view.  I became slightly concerned when I saw the white sheers covering the glass panes of the back door.  Two separate panels were being cinched to create a pair of hourglass forms of white fabric.  Taking scissors from a tall ceramic container, I cut the tiny white girdles that secured the middle of both sheers.  Smoothing them out, I pulled the material taught over the entire window.  The severing revealed several permanent yellowed creases, wrinkled with an unknown number of years-worth of binding and lack of washing.  I could still see outside, but was more at ease.  Certainly it would make for a more difficult view.

Returning the scissors and throwing the two pieces of dusty material in the trash, muffled voices continued to sound from the nearby room.  Straining my ears, it seemed as if they were only speaking the unfamiliar words now.  
It only took a little rummaging to conjure up something to make.  Using my time effectively, I checked my phone while I waited for my chosen lunch to cook.  There was another new message from my father.
Groaning, my shoulders shrunk with my current thought.  Over the past fourteen years, not a day had gone by when I hadn't read one of his letters.  Several had gone by now.  

Without much haste, I began dialing the number.  My father had never ceased to be able to calm my worries and concerns.  It was my current hope he would offer some peace in the midst of such a multi-layered mess.  I paced nervously as I waited for him to answer.

“Hello, Sweetie,” he answered, obviously already aware it was me calling.

“Hey, Dad,” I said, immediately soothed with the familiar sound of his voice.

“Where have you been, stranger?  I was beginning to get a little worried.  A few more hours of not being able to reach you and I would have got on the horn and called Cathy.  I thought maybe she’d know why you weren’t picking up your phone.”

I held back an audible gasp.  If he’d called Cathy, she surely would have told my father she believed me to be with my “brother.”  My father would have negated that story rapidly, instantly triggering several discrepancies.  My father most likely would have called Domenic.  Not allowing my mind to conjure any unpleasant possibilities that conversation would have produced, I started slowly.

“I-…..I’m fine.  I’ve just been a little busy the last few days, that’s all.”  I paused, fighting back the urge to sob into the phone.  “It’s….really good to hear your voice, Dad.”

“Aw, it’s nice to hear yours, too.  Is everything alright?  You don’t sound yourself.”

“Uh…I’m okay Dad….I, uh….just….I don’t know.”  I confessed brusquely, nearly crumpling into sobs.

“What’s wrong?” He spoke quickly.  “Is everything alright with Domenic? He’s on his trip now, right?”


The sound of Domenic’s name made me wince.  Walking to the back door, I attempted to distance myself from Walter and Xavier’s ears, not much chance that they were listening anyways.


“No Dad, he’s fine,” I whispered, careful on to speak Domenic’s name.  I didn’t want Walter to think I was talking to him in secret.


“I….I’m just….kind of stressed right now.  I’m in the middle of a big….decision.  I don’t really want to talk about it too much because I don’t want to say anything until....everything is settled.”

I couldn’t believe my outpouring of words.  Even though I was leaving out major details to camouflage the actual truth, there was still a possibility of future problems with the release of so much information. 

“Does it have to do with something in La Porte?” he began.  “Back in Indiana?”

“What!?” I choked, with the reference to Walter’s secluded home in the woods.  There was no way he could know about him?  Was there?
“Did that one school in La Porte finally call you and offer you a permanent job?”

I remained silent, confused by his words at first.

“You know….the one where you worked for so long?  If they did, I’ll smack them, because they’re just about a year too late.  If they’d done it sooner, I’d still have my baby here with me.”

“Oh….um, no....” I slouched slightly, in relief.  “Well, not exactly, but it is something along those lines….I suppose.....”

“Well, honey, I can tell from your tone you’re not ready to tell me, but whatever it is that’s bothering you.”
My tense shoulders eased the slightest bit.  My father did always know when something was wrong.  Just talking with him had indeed offered a peace that no other could provide me currently.
“But if it’s okay,” he started up again.  “Let me leave you with this….”

I froze, preparing myself for my father’s words.  For the first time I actually had to fight telling him my secret.   Surely he would have a worthy judgment on what I should do….at least when the shock of my story had worn off, that is.

“Let your love guide you,” he began, confusing me slightly with his words.  “When you’re in love….the two of you become your own family.  You need to concentrate on doing whatever you need to do to nurture that.  If that means moving and living far away from your ‘extended’ family, then so be it.  Everyone will love you no matter where you live….near or far.  We all love having you near, but when you’re in love, as long as you have each other, that’s all that really matters.”

My eyes closed in agony.  He had no idea how much his words related to my current predicament.

“Thanks Dad, that does help,” I fibbed.  
It was clear through his words that he indeed did think I was debating moving back.  He probably thought I didn’t want to hurt Domenic’s family, whom I’d recently become close with.  I think his secret desire for me to do so continually swayed his thoughts in that direction, however misguided.  His unknowingly perceptive words left me even more confused.

“I know you, Wyn.  You try to make everyone else happy before yourself.  Maybe you should do what you want.”

“Well Dad,” I gently started.  “Making other people happy makes me happy.”

He laughed.

“I love you, Eowyn,” he spoke.
“I love you, too Dad,” I finally whispered.  “Please give everyone my love.”

“Will do.  Call me if you want to talk.”

“I will.  Thanks again.  Bye, Dad.”

“Bye, honey.”

My quickly numbing legs forced me to sit down at the small rectangular table.  Placing my head in my hands, it lowered to the rest on the heavily lacquered pine.  An exasperated sigh heaved from my smothered mouth.

My father’s words were not without consequences.  Over the past few days, whenever the cruelty of this whole situation began to emanate, I would frantically search for an immediate deferment, either by altering my thoughts to think of something else or alter my current situation.  Whenever things got too uncomfortable or intense between Walter and me, I would try to find Xavier, or say I had to use the restroom.  It helped displace the pain momentarily, but it was becoming clear that this practice wasn’t solving anything.  
Sitting at the table alone, I decided to fight putting off the pain and instead allow the madness of the situation to sear into my core, enduring the very real effects.  In an instant, the glaring reality caused my eyes to fill with thick moisture.  A cold force squeezed my heart with the thought I was allowing to settle, rather than force out.  I battled to take a breath, but my lungs were strained by the overwhelming dull ache spreading throughout my entire chest.
I loved them both.  
I loved them both.

My subsequent sputtered breaths felt like I was taking in frigid air, even though I knew very well the temperature in the room had not changed.  My eyes moved back and forth under closed lids as I attempted to justify the lunacy of this situation.
In any other circumstance I would say it would be impossible to love two people at once.  To be in love with two different people simultaneously would unquestionably guarantee some sort of deceit or dishonesty, thus not truly being love.  
But I had fallen in love with both of them completely innocently, without any knowledge of the other.  They were both entirely separate and wholly extraordinary.  Finding love with just one of them would have been an astounding gift on its own.  

My mind began to race, struggling to concoct a perfect solution or scenario where everything would work out.  I begged for any underlying answers hiding in my inner recesses to unearth themselves.  I hadn’t come up with anything on my own, and currently wished for a sort of supernatural infusing of an answer.  Not surprisingly, no answers presented themselves, most likely because there weren’t any.  

Suddenly, a new question arose that startled me.  Mad at myself for even generating the unfair inquiry, my head yanked itself off of the tacky table.  
The overflowing bubbles on the stove caught my eye and I ran over to present them with a forceful blow of air.  Draining the noodles now, steam enveloped my dull and cold face.  Feeling my eyelashes curl a bit with the heat, my eyes closed in shame for allowing myself to go ahead and answer the question.  Even though I had known it all along, it still seemed enormously unjust to reflect upon it.  

I loved one of them more.

Chapter 26

“Laundry Room”

"Manenna?" 
My eyes yielded to close with his gentle question.  I took in the sound of his voice like I would a scent in the air.  It provided me flagrant pleasure.  My eyes reopened to see his eyes, wide with expectancy.

"I'm fine....I mean....nan mara," I corrected in a soft voice.  Turning to him, reassured with a smile, masking my actual emotions.

We were sitting on an old metal porch swing.  It had been securely attached to the ceiling, hanging from one of the rafters in a back room I hadn't even known existed until just a few minutes prior.  Fitting the rustic charm of the room, it had been painted white, although several patches of rust were emerging.  Nervously, I rubbed my hand up and down the thick poles.
"Are you sure it's okay for us to be in here," I asked, moving my hands to my lap to observe a white powdery substance stuck to the tips of my fingers.  "Don't you think it would be safer to be in another room?"

Pushing his thigh against mine, he placed a hand on my knee.

"It's alright.  Even though we can see outside, these screens prevent anyone outside from seeing in.  Plus, this is the closest thing to being outside.  I thought maybe you'd be craving some more….natural fragrances.  Can you smell those?" he asked, using his head to point in the direction of the flowers growing on the side of the garage.  It was Queen Anne's Lace.  They were so large; much larger than any I had ever seen before.  I inhaled deeply, disappointed I could not smell them.
My head fell.  In any other circumstance it should have caused me delight in the fact that he remembered such things, but in fact it did quite the opposite.  His earnest dedication to me only offered another wound.  With my head still lowered, my eyes slowly rose to look through my furrowed brows.  

The scene outside was very beautiful, reminding me that our planet was indeed glorious.  The sky was a perfect cerulean, offering thin white wisps of clouds low to the horizon line.  The sun was just beginning to set, and multi-layers of deep hues were being painted low in the horizon.  From where we were sitting, we were angled perfectly to take in the scene.  Weather reports had indicated an impending storm, but there were no signs as of yet.  

My head still hanging, my hair dropping in front of my eyes.  Leaving it there for now, I lowered my stare and relished in the soothing, rocking motion.  His thigh flexed and re-flexed as he used his foot to prolong our motion.  

"I just wanted to say 'thank you' for staying.  I hope you know….you don't have to," he started.

"I want to be here."  I offered a smile but didn't look up to observe his reaction.  "It seems very...oppor-tune...that all this happened over my Spring Break."  My body tightened anxiously.  
It was true.  
If it had been only one week earlier, or later, I would have been forced to return home for work.  And to Domenic.

Shaking my head slightly, I added, "It seems ever since we met, events have seemingly aligned themselves.  Like we're being willed together."

He smiled as if almost surprised by my observation.  "I couldn't agree more."
Pulling one of my legs up under my knee, my body pushed itself back against the left side of the swing.  It creaked uneasily, making me second-guess my decision to alter my pose.  Shooting a playfully exaggerated look of anxiety at Walter, he smiled in response to my tension-cutting expression.  The mood set before us had been painfully stress-ridden since I woke up in his room three days ago.  Any attempt to lighten it was welcomed.  
"Wait," I interjected suddenly, an entirely new thought invading my mind.  “Was that you at that party?  Were you the one that asked Domenic if I was there?”
He looked down, obviously distraught.  He didn’t need to answer.  
“Wh- why in the world where you there?  Wasn’t that a risk?”
“Yes, it was a risk.  But I was feeling rather bold, I suppose.  I can’t really explain it, but earlier that day I had….a premonition of sorts.  I was at my house and all of the sudden I was overwhelmed with an intense feeling….a feeling that something terrible was about to happen to you.  Like I said….I can’t really explain it….”
“How did you find me?”
“Well, just a few days earlier I had been in your house….again, seemingly providentially ….to hear your friend call in and leave a message on your answering machine.  She said she was going to take you to a party at someone named Shannon Finn’s on Saturday night.  Luckily I remembered her name and I looked up her address.”
“What were you planning on doing if you found me?”
“I was just planning on hanging out to make sure you were okay.  After a while it was becoming clear that the hostess was becoming suspicious as to my presence so I had to take off.  I drove to your house and decided to stay there until you came home.  As your friend dropped you off, I ran out the back door.  I was so relieved when you came home and you were apparently unharmed.  I stayed outside your house in your backyard for a while, just to make sure you were okay.  I went back home, even more confused.  I had been so worried something bad was going to happen to you.  I left, convinced I had been deluded with my own intuition.  But, soon after, I realized something indeed had happened that night….just not what I had expected.”
My eyes closed in response to his last sentence.  Obviously he was referring to Domenic.  I wasn’t at all surprised or unbelieving in his explanation of the premonition.  In the past, his intuitions always seemed to be verifiable.
"I have a confession to make," Walter began, moving himself back to his side, creating more symmetry on the swing.  His choice of words caused me open my eyes suddenly.  Looking to him, I couldn't read his expression.  It was seemingly blank, staring off into horizon outside.
"Remember how I told you that I came to your house often?"

He paused like he was waiting for answer, but I didn't respond.  I just watched his eyes, still jetting off, away from me.  
"Well, several months ago I was in your house and I didn't hear you pull up before I could get out.  I don't know….you must have gotten out early from work that day."

Surprise publicized itself on my face, every feature itself speaking a detailed question.  My mind rewound back to the only time I hadn't worked a full day.  It was the Wednesday before Thanksgiving.  Amazing enough, the details were still somewhat vivid.  
Getting out at noon, I had arrived home shortly after, promptly changing into my pajamas and eating a grilled cheese sandwich on the couch.

My eyes looked at his curiously, begging silently for him to look at me.
"I was in your kitchen and by the time you were at the back door it was too late for me to let myself out the front door without you hearing.  I hid in your washroom."

My washroom?  
I assumed he meant the tiny laundry room that also housed my furnace and other electrical components I knew nothing about.  It was on the left side of my kitchen.  The entrance was completely open, with no door.  Apparently, he didn't realize the term washroom meant bathroom.  

I instantly recalled that even with his years of rigorous training in language and foreign customs, he still made small mistakes.  Over the months I was with him, it hadn't happened often, but when it did, I always found it so endearing.  I could never bring myself to correct him, and this was not an exception.  
"I hid behind the hot water heater hoping to escape out the door in the kitchen when you went to the bathroom or something.  You can imagine my terror when you walked in."

"Wow," I spoke unhurriedly in a breathy voice.  "Can you imagine my terror if I saw you?  It would have been shocking enough if I had remembered you.  But to me, it would have seemed as if a strange man was hiding in my house, ready to do heaven knows what."  

In disbelief, my head shook as a slight smile crept its way to the corners of my mouth.  The tears were nearly gone now.  

Abruptly and unexpectedly, a new, fresher memory pushed itself to the forefront of my mind.  Gasping loudly, my hand whipped to cover my mouth and my wide eyes took in his developing expression.  He was smiling now too, illustrating he already knew what I was thinking.
Upon my arrival home, the laundry room was my first stop.  The students had taken part in a printing process were they rolled black paint on stamps created with styrofoam trays.  In an attempt to salvage my shirt and skirt from black smudges imparted by tiny careless fingers, I had whipped off my clothes right there in front of the washing machine.  Standing there for a good few minutes in nothing but my underwear, I scoured my hampers for corresponding colors to wash along with my two items, now soaking in pre-treatment.  

"Oh no!  Could you see me?!" I cried, my cheeks flooding with hot blood.  

"Well, I would have closed my eyes, but I had to consider what would happen if you saw me.  I would need to know immediately so I could react accordingly," he offered, smiling even wider now.  "It was a lovely shade on you," he added, still grinning.  

My memory had served me well right up to that point.  While I could recall the light orange blouse and tan cotton skirt, I could not summon up the recollection of my under garments.  

Looking at him through painfully squinting eyes, I posed an uncomfortable and also seemingly unnecessary question.  Nonetheless, I burned to know.  

"What color were they?"

"Hmmmm," he spoke as if he was endeavoring to recall a pleasant memory.  "I'm not sure what you would call it.  It looked like the color of mint chocolate chip ice cream."

Laughing uneasily with his chosen comparison, I was fairly relieved.  At the time it was a new set, no holes or stretched elastic.  But they were underwear, after all.  My face still burned with flowing blood. 

"When did you get to leave?" I asked with lessening discomfort.

"I assume it's when you were…..getting dressed.  I would have liked to stay and chat, but that would have proven to be an awkward conversation.  'Hi, my name is Walter.  I'm an alien who was previously in a relationship with you.  You've had your memory of me completely erased.  I've been stalking and have been rummaging through your house when you're not home.  Oh….and I love you.'"

Both of us were laughing quietly now, even with the blaring reality of his last words.  It felt good to laugh, albeit strained.  Knowing it would most likely be short-lived, I nudged his leg playfully with my free foot.

"Yes, it would have been an interesting conversation indeed," I smiled.  
"I….uh, also almost took this shirt," he said, tugging at my striped cotton shirt.  Looking down, I realized it was the one I had been wearing a few days ago when we ran into each other at the library.  

"It reminded me of you more than any other piece of your clothing.  But I knew how much it meant to you, so I ended up leaving it."

Shaking my head, I huffed to express my continued bewilderment.  
"Now that you tell me all this, it….it just explains so much.  There were so many things.....that just didn’t make sense.” 
“Like what?” he asked.
“Well, first off….I found that shirt a couple times in places I was so certain I hadn’t left it.  Or like, when I would get home and I was sure a door was left a particular way when I had left and it was another when I returned.  Once my car battery was completely dead because the car door had been left open and I was absolutely baffled at how that could have happened.”

His mouth tweaked to the side in unspoken embarrassment, articulating he had indeed been the culprit, albeit unintentionally.  
“But there were other things….other more….abstract problems.”
“What do you mean?”

“I guess I’m not sure exactly.”  I paused, searching for the best words to describe my thoughts.  “Have you ever driven somewhere and then when you get there you realize you can’t really recall the ride?  You know you obviously drove there, but you just can’t remember it....and it’s a little disconcerting.”

“Yes, I suppose.  What didn’t make sense?”

“Everything.  But, if you want specifics, I guess one was my whole work situation.  I couldn’t really remember my days during that time, other than my job, and those memories were pretty scarce.  Also, my apartment seemed strange....almost like something was off when I was there.  And other little things…..like, for the life of me I couldn’t recall how I got this scar.  And, then there was my heart….”

“What about your heart,” he responded quickly.
"Well…..it ached….but I didn't know why.  I was blue, but there was no reason for it.  I hid it all pretty successfully from my family, but truthfully, I was beginning to think I suffered from some sort of mental illness.  It's actually a relief to know I wasn't crazy.  It's like some sort of me was refusing to forget you.  It's like my mind forgot, but my heart remembered."  
I stopped and looked down, pained by my own words.  My hand lifted to rest on his thigh for a moment and I began tracing small lines and circles on his kneecap.

"You know….I've been having a recurring dream for the past few months.  It was so strange," I resumed, in a whisper.  "In the dream nothing in particular would be happening.  It was just me....usually outside, most often in the snow."

I still couldn’t look into his face.  My eyes remained locked on my swirling fingers.

"But something was just not right.  It would start off with just a feeling of slight confusion, and would grow into this horribly wrenching pain.  It was a terrible sensation.  I would be completely desperate to find the cause, but never could.  I would wake up, just sick with pain, certain something really was wrong.  It would always take me a few minutes to realize nothing horrific had actually taken place, and it had been just a dream."

Lifting my head up slightly, I watched his eyes through a thick chunk of my hair that had fallen over my face.  He moved the strands, revealing a clearer picture.  Our eyes met and I looked away as soon as I started again.

"But the more I had the dream, the more the terrible sensation grew.  Some nights I would wake up crying and couldn't stop.  I was growing very frustrated with the dreams.  I had no idea what was causing it.  But....now I do.”  My eyes closed as I took in a deep breath.  “You were gone.  You were gone and I was unknowingly trying to remember you.”

I paused for at least a minute, but it felt much longer.  He was extremely patient, waiting silently and motionless for me to continue.

“My mom and sister recently told me that before I moved to California I didn’t smile for months.  I thought their comment was ludicrous and completely incorrect at the time.  But now that I look back on it, they were pretty perceptive.  Something was wrong and I didn’t even know it.”  

I could feel his gaze bearing in my direction.  My throat became uncomfortably tight and my other hand lifted to touch it.

"The reason I know my dreams were about you....is because....last night I had the dream again.  I felt just as sick as I usually do.  Even worse, I think.  But, this time….something different happened.  I remembered you.  I remembered you for the first time….and as soon as I did....the bad feeling went away - immediately.  Then I was so content.  I wanted to be with you.…to see you.  I was trying to find you….then I woke up."

Over the past few days, I had been overly cautious in my words, not wanting to offend Domenic, or wrongly encourage Walter.  Hanging my head, I was carefully crafted my words.

"A part of me was refusing to forget you," I whispered.

"What do you think it means?"

"I think it means...." I choked.  My hand rose to my throat again and I attempted to steady my breathing.

"It was telling me....what I already knew."

"What is that?" he questioned, after a moment.

"That I can never be content without you."

He presented a smile, obviously restrained to some extent.  I closed my eyes, to cease the pleasure and absolute rest his face provided me.  Then immediately, behind the grey shade of my eyelids, my mind was lit up, as if with red, blinking strobe lights. 

You are engaged!  Stop this.  Stop providing him hope.  You have promised yourself to someone else.  You are nearly as good as married.
Attempting to ease the obvious pain my divulgement was causing Walter and myself, I quickly posed a new question.

"There's something I don't understand.  If Xavier supposedly removed those memories, why are they still here?"

Unfolding his arms and in a seemingly purposeful move, placed his hand in the middle of the swing.

"Well, those are definitely questions we've asked ourselves.  The technology isn't completely perfected.  Obviously.  It's never been done to someone like yourself.  Only experiments had been done previously on test subjects.  And even then it was done on a much smaller scale.  Xavier explained it to me that in the trials, they would introduce the willing subject to a stranger for a month or so and then attempt to erase the subsequent memories.  And they achieved much success with their tests.  But the memories you held of me were much longer in length and much more detailed.  That certainly must have played a part."

"I wonder why my memories only came back partially," I said.  Looking down I noticed him moving his hand even closer now.

"Well, even with all of our….knowledge….Xavier says that there is still so much unknown about the workings of the temporal lobe.  The entire concept of memory is certainly a mysterious one as it is.  I mean….even without any tampering…. we seemingly cannot remember something one moment, then have it invade our mind the next, very detailed and very persuasive.  The mystery is, what caused us to even remember it?  Or rather, what had been causing it to lay dormant until that exact moment?  What was the exact catalyst?  What is even more fascinating is when we recall for the first time something we haven’t thought of in fifteen years or more.  What suddenly triggers those memories?  No one knows.”
"Hmmmm," I breathed, thoughtfully taking in his words.  Not knowing how to respond to his incomprehension, as mine was most likely much greater than his, I finally concluded, "It's very frustrating to know there are things that have happened that I don't remember.  And I feel bad.  I wish I remembered Xavier.  I hope he doesn't feel sad."

"He's not sad...just confused.  I think he's enjoying getting to know you again.  Things are moving along a lot quicker this time around."

"Really?"

"Oh yeah.  You were very hesitant of him the first time.  I mean, you were really wary of him.  But everything changed when you walked in on him….and he didn't have on any clothes.  He's particularly glad you've wiped the slate clean of that one, so don't tell him I told you." 

The creases in my forehead sprung free, as all of the other worry marks on my face smoothed themselves out also.  I was instantly finding surprise, then humor, in his disclosure, which was a welcome sensation.
"Why did things change after that," I asked, with an amused smile generating.

"I'm not sure.  I guess he seemed more vulnerable to you after that.  Seeing someone's shocking white butt will do that to you."

I laughed quietly, even though I was now slightly embarrassed with the indignity of the story.  I quickly acknowledged this was a strange sentiment since I held no memory of any of it.

"What about you?  Is there anything in particular you'd wish I'd remember?  Or glad that I don't?"

He waited a moment, again looking out to the setting sun, before he answered.

"Hmmm, I don't know if there's anything specific.  A part of me is overjoyed there was a flaw in the procedure and you've remembered me….and another part is wishing you hadn't.  All along I was desperately wanting you to, but I suppose I hadn't thought it all through.  It was bad enough when you didn't know me, but now....I think…. this is harder."

His words hit me with a nearly physical force.  The pain expanded and immediately I fought back against it.  I arranged my limbs to dangle off the swing now.  Their swinging motion pacified my anxiety for a moment. 

“Wyn, I really hope you know I don’t expect you to leave your current….life.  I understand this must all be very confusing and upsetting.”  He looked away, obviously struggling to find the right words.  His discomfort amplified mine.
“I’m so sorry,” I confessed, pained that I finally allowed myself to express my trepidation to him, formerly trying to mask it with the fact I was just dumbfounded with the sudden eruption of this new situation.  
I watched his face intently.  It was concentrated with intense seriousness.  Even though he had said several times now that he didn't expect me to choose him, it was evident that was in fact his fervent desire.  I didn’t dare say it out loud, but my new wish and hope was that if it was indeed meant to be for us to be together, then maybe a solution will present itself.  Currently I was in charge of making the final decision, doing so altering the courses of three lives.  It was a heavy burden to bear.  The thought of carrying that responsibility panicked me.  The direction I was leaning had some serious consequences.  But really, so did the other.
I couldn't deny his obvious desire for us to be together pleased me.  He still hadn't spoken anything overt, but it was blaringly evident he wasn’t going to step aside without devoted effort.  He was just waiting.  And with that, I knew an overwhelming decision was before me.  

A choice needed to be made.   
Chapter 27
“Then Go”

Moving carefully through the dark hallway, my feet crept stealthily into the bedroom.  Kneeling down, I reached out my hand and delicately patted the top of the mass covered in a slew of blankets.  We had all retired to our rooms very early that evening, just after dusk, so it was my hopes he was not asleep yet.
"Hey," I whispered.  "Can I talk to you?"

Sitting up, he whispered back, "Yeah, sure."  He leaned over and pulled a string, illuminating the room with a tiny brass lamp.  "What's up?"

Smiling a tired grin, Xavier backed up against his black metal headboard and pulled his legs into a curled up position so I could fit in close to him.  Staring at his eyes for a long time, my head tilted to the side finally.

"So, what's your opinion on all this?" I asked.

Smiling hesitantly, he shot back, "My opinion on what, exactly?"

"Your opinion….on what….I should do."

He looked down like he wasn't surprised at my statement, but also tentative in his desire to answer it.  Using the palms of his hands he rubbed his eyes vigorously as to wake himself up further.
"Well, I don’t know if my opinion really matters….but, you know Walter's like a brother to me.  And whether you can understand it or not, you're like a sister.  So….of course I want you two to be together.”  
He looked at me and held eye contact the entire time he spoke, something that Walter had found difficult to do the past few days.  The skin around his eyes was slightly red due to his vigorous rubbing.  I held the gaze as well, certain I would not be the one to break it, watching intently as he continued.
“When all of this first went down….I had no idea Walter even had that much….emotional capacity.  You know, the Walter you know is not the one that everyone else, where we’re from, knows.  You’ve only ever known this Walter.  But I’ve known him a long time.  I think we met when I was around seven….”  He spoke uncharacteristically softly, breaking our gaze for a brief moment to look upwards.  Bringing his eyes back down to meet mine, he continued.  “He’s always been very controlled and unaffected, although that’s not out of the ordinary for my kind.  To describe him simply, I’d say his personality was one of restraint.  But really it wasn’t even restraint, because it was all so effortless and natural to him.  I could never really pinpoint it, but it was almost as if he was biding his time, not allowing himself to enjoy his life there.”

My face slightly tightened, as he was unknowingly describing the intuition Walter felt.  I had been curious if he had ever clued Xavier in on the undefined foresight that swathed him his entire growing up.  But from the description Xavier was lending regarding Walter’s personality traits, it seemed doubtful.
“He’d never tell you this, because he’s too humble, but he made it through the program faster than anyone.  The elders really liked him, so I suppose they felt he deserved another chance.  I certainly wouldn’t have been bestowed such a pardon.  And he convinced them he would be absolutely in compliance with the rules now.”  
His eyes narrowed slightly as he offered a sly grin, illustrating the paradox in Walter’s assurance.  He broke our eye contact for the second time and he made a fist and brought it up to his brow.  Punching it playfully, he paused for a moment, exaggeratedly arching a single eyebrow.
“I know this is hard for you.  All of this has been suddenly thrown on you.  I wish I could provide an easy solution.  Believe me, I've considered paying Domenic a visit to erase his memory of you."

I made the facial expression of a gasp, but no sound emerged. 

"Don't worry, I wouldn’t do it without your approval,” he winked.  “It would never work, anyways.  Too many people connected with him know you, and too many people connected with you know him.  Way, way, way too many complications.  But, don't think I haven't considered it...." 

"I just don’t know what to do,” I cut in brusquely, looking back at the door, half expecting Walter to be standing there, wide-eyed.

"Do you love this Domenic?" he asked calmly.
My eyes left the doorway and dropped.  Even though I hesitated in my response, I knew my answer unconditionally.  

"Yes," I slowly mouthed.  I wasn’t sure he had heard me, so I nodded in slow motion.
"Do you love Walter?"

"Yes," I spoke before his he had completed his name.  My head bobbed up and down to express my fervent answer.
"Do you…..love one of them more?” he asked softly. 
“I don't even know if that matters,” I shrugged.
“Of course it matters,” he smiled kindheartedly.

“I just….don’t want to hurt Domenic.  He’s never done anything to….” I began, not able to finish my thought.  “We’re engaged.  My family loves him.  I love his family.  But….the thought of hurting Walter, and being without him….makes me physically hurt.  I guess I just feel the most reasonable thing to do is to hurt as few people as possible….”
I looked over to Xavier to read his response.  It was exactly as I expected it.  He looked slightly disapproving, with substantial amounts of sympathy overtaking all of his features.
“No matter what I do, I can’t win.  You said it yourself….there are so too many ‘complications’ surrounding my relationship with Domenic.  So many people will be hurt.  If I leave Domenic, I’ll be hurting his family and mine….not to mention him.  If I stay with Domenic, it will hurt Walter.”

“And you,” Xavier added, as a matter of fact.

“I’ll hurt no matter what happens.”

“Not forever.  Yes, it will be painful at first, whatever you choose,” he made an expression to playfully illustrate he was trying to be unbiased, even though we both knew he wasn’t.  “After a while though, like any other tough decision, the pain will ease.  And everyone will move on.”

“What if I do….decide to be with Walter….” I began, my face altering to match the fear I was feeling inside.  “….only for the same thing to happen again.  I would think this time around we’d have to go to much greater lengths now to hide our relationship.  Before, there was no reason for them to pursue him and his whereabouts.  Now there is.  If they find out we are together again.…I-”  I sputtered out a choked breath, shaking my head with that thought.  “I don’t want to even think about what will happen to him if that happens.  He’ll be gone forever.  And…. I’ll have left both of them heartbroken.  And everyone will end up being alone.”
He grumbled contemplatively, articulating he hadn’t yet thought about that particular conclusion.  
“I have a question, Xavier,” I said, his face suddenly alert.  “I couldn’t bring myself to ask Walter this, but….why did you even erase my memory?  I mean, if you had gone to the lengths of telling the elders that another woman was the one that Walter was actually seen with, then why even go through with it?  For all they knew, she was me.  And I’m assuming they could never prove she wasn’t me, because if they questioned her, she wouldn’t remember anything anyways….right?”

“Well, it was a bit more complicated than that, Wyn.  I wish it were that easy.”  He looked down, seemingly uncomfortable. “The elders actually asked for the brain tissue I extracted.”

My mouth fell open.
“Don’t worry, it was a very minimal extraction….less than .001 % of your actual brain tissue.  I guess you could say….a part of you is on another planet.”  He paused and offered an emotionless smile.  “It would be the evidence to prove we’d actually done it – then they didn’t actually have to come here themselves.  And we did consider several alternatives, but we weren’t given much time to come up with anything that seemed feasible….or moral.  .”
“I see…..” I whispered, stunned with his disclosure.  He allowed me several moments to soak it in.  Finally I lifted my head.

“Um….in theory….do you think Walter would ever...." I began.

"Ever...?" he questioned, eyebrows arching.

"Ever...." I began, not able to complete my thought.  I knew saying the words would impart a painful wound, marring my already injured heart.  It already felt like a piece of fabric, tightly being pulled in both directions.  I knew all it would take was one more tiny nick to severe it completely.  I was prepared to sit and wait until he read the consideration in my miserable eyes.
"Ever consider allowing me….to erase his memory?” he deduced unbelievably.  Even though I was astounded he read my thoughts, I still offered a shameful expression.  I paused to wait for his response.

"I don't know.  I haven't asked him.  I almost did a couple of times previously, but always knew he was still really holding on to the hope that everything may work out somehow.  I’m not sure how he would react to the suggestion.  I mean….is that what you’re suggesting?”
The severe tone of his last words blistered my already tarnished heart, still ready to split at any moment.  I lifted a hand to cover the source of the sting as I looked down at the worn comforter.  Tracing the argyle pattern with a finger, I spoke quietly.

"I don’t know.  I just think...." I paused with glaring difficulty.  
I knew it was definitely not what I wanted.  In fact, this was the first time the thought had even risen up in my mind.  Maybe it was because I hadn’t previously, or presently, been able to conjure a plan that wouldn’t hurt an immeasurable amount of people in the process.  
As that thought entered my mind, I added quickly, "I- it just seems this path….will hurt the fewest parties; Walter and myself.  And if he had his memory erased, it would hurt only me.  And if you erased mine as well….no one would be hurt.”
His eyes narrowed.  He looked confused at first, then upset.  Shaking his head, he whispered, “Well, there’d still be one person upset.”  
His words caused me to look down in shame.  I hadn’t thought of his.  Rubbing his forehead vigorously, he appeared somewhat dumbfounded with my suggestion.  After a moment, the release of tension in his shoulders spoke to the idea that he may have been willing to accept my idea as well.  
"We only have a few days until you have to go back home.  He's desperate to figure out something before then.  He feels if he doesn't figure anything out now, the window of opportunity will be shut forever.  Especially after you see Domenic.”

My heart suddenly ached.  How painful that idea must be for Walter.  He knew I would eventually see Domenic again and probably assumed my feelings for him would rush back once I saw him.  Of course he wanted to figure something out before then.

“Don’t decide anything just yet.  Can you please at least give us that much time?” he asked, his face pleading kindly.
“Yes, I can.  I will.”

He sighed hesitantly, and I quickly added to my growing concern. 

"But if we can’t come up with…. something…. then how would we even go about doing it?  I mean, if that’s what….we end up deciding…."

Jerking his head against the headboard, he was again taken back with my response.

"Uh, well it will prove most difficult.  The subject has to be awake when I do it, so he would have to agree."  
He raised his eyebrows.

"Do you think he…would agree to it?"

"Most likely….no.  But if you don’t choose to be with him, then I can't foresee any other solution...rather than him roaming Earth completely devastated and depressed for the rest of his existence."

My head fell in anguish with his description, suffering another dull poke to the heart.  Suddenly, a loud thud sounded from another room and rapid heavy footsteps were moving wildly in the house.  I could feel the vibration of the door to my room slam and we both moved to an alert stance at the foot of the bed.

Walter burst in, his breathing staggered.  His wide eyes looked confused as he took in the picture of Xavier and me together.  Before anyone could conjure any coherent words, Xavier leaped up.  
“What is it?!” he exclaimed.

“Someone’s outside.  I heard them just now.”
My eyes shot wildly to Xavier, but his eyes faced Walter.

If my body hadn’t been swimming with an enormous amount of panicked adrenaline, I certainly would have been embarrassed at the sight of Xavier standing now, exposing the small pair of cotton underwear briefs that had been hidden underneath the covers previously.  
Walter quickly progressed from the doorway, to stand a few feet from Xavier.  Still shocked, I moved my position so I could watch both of their faces simultaneously.  
"So are we going to go through with what we discussed?” Xavier asked.
“Yes,” Walter said firmly.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes,” he added, even more decisively.

My head shot wildly back and forth to take in Walter's expression, and then Xavier's.  What had they ‘discussed’?
Abrubtly, Walter bolted from the room.  I stood frozen as they continued shouting at each other as they moved back and forth into and out of different rooms.  They alternated from English and their language.  When he returned, he threw a jumbled mess of what seemed to be clothes at me.

"Wyn, get dressed," Walter ordered.  Without hesitation I ran to my room.  He had given me the same outfit I had been wearing a few days earlier at the library, my dark indigo jeans and favorite striped top.  Dressing quickly, I didn’t even bother to remove the white under-shirt I was wearing. 

He ran in and began to gather all of my things, including the comb from the bathroom and the towel I had used for my shower before bed.  He tore the bedding off and balled the items into a big mass, running out of the room.  
Jogging out after him, I ran into Xavier.  

"Are you ready?" he asked.

"I think so.  What are we doing?"

"Walter had to erase any trace of you….just in case.”
“How’s he going to do that?”

“He’s got it taken care of.”

More heavy footsteps and Walter was back after only a short departure.
“Here, put this on,” he spoke, tossing me a long-sleeved black t-shirt, mostly likely his.

Without any inquiry as to why, I whipped it on over my head.  “Is there anything I'm forgetting?" he aked.
I looked to Xavier, quickly realizing he had been asking me.  

"I...uh...don't think so.  Just my shoes."
My own statement caused me to run to the hallway closet and pull out my shoes, putting them on.  Turning around, I saw Walter and Xavier kneeling on the large flowered rug, instead of the furniture.  Holding their heads low, I assumed they were attempting to remain unseen.  Duplicating their stance, I stooped down between them.

"Okay," started Walter.  "You better calm yourself.  If your heart is beating irregularly fast it’s going to seem suspicious.”  
“Okay.  Give me a minute,” Xavier answered, closing his eyes and heaving in several slow and deep breaths.
They might as well have been speaking in their language.  I had no idea what they were talking about.

“What is going on?!  What are we doing?” I asked in a frenzied whisper of mad curiosity.  
“We’re pretty sure they’re setting a trap.  The receiver shows they’re watching us….and now Mathias and Vern are here.  We’re not sure what set them off, but they have made it nearly impossible for us to get you out of here.  Earlier today we went through a few possible exit strategies, depending upon when they came.  Since it’s dark, Xavier is going to go outside in light colored clothing.  As he does this, hopefully the satellite will focus in on him.  At the same time we will slip out the back and make a mad dash for the woods.  It’s only about thirty feet from the back door so if we hurry I think we may go undetected….or at least nothing definitive can be supposed.”
Jumping to our feet, we walked at a determined pace to the kitchen.  Turning to me, Xavier presented me with an anxious, but soothing smile.  We both moved towards each other now and he reached down to hug me.

"Okay, I’m going to make a small commotion at the front of the house, so whoever’s outside will be drawn towards the noise.  Wait until you hear the front door slam shut to leave….that will be the signal.”  Edging in closer to me, he whispered, “Don't worry, we'll figure everything out soon.”

Pulling away quickly, he offered Walter several words I couldn't decipher.  Grasping on to his shoulder momentarily, he bolted out of the kitchen, disappearing from sight.  

Without any further instruction, we both crouched down in front of the back door.  Balancing on the front balls of our feet and hands, we were readied to spring.  Looking to me, he removed one of his hands and grabbed my closest wrist.  Pulling me slightly to him, my forward motion stopped when our knees met.  Leaning my head forward, I rested it on his thigh.  

"I love you so much," he spoke softly.  "I just want you to know that...I don’t regret anything."

Before I could even begin to fashion a response, he removed his hand to steady his balance.  My toes strained to keep my own awkward pose.
Feeling an overwhelming sense of misery that I hadn't audibly reciprocated his words, I kept my head lowered so he wouldn't be able to see my face.  

I did love him.  
So, so much.  But I couldn't say it.  Or, I wouldn't say it.  I was afraid if I said it, it would solidify one of two paths, and I still certainly wasn’t resolute in any decision.  I didn’t want to hurt him with any false hopes.
Instead, I removed one of my hands from the floor and elevated it to hold on to his hand which was still on my neck.  My fingertips calculatedly squeezed his, my attempt at a response.  With his own slow and overstated squeeze he accepted it.

Suddenly, both of our heads brusquely whipped to attention.  The sound of an unnamed commotion echoed from the opposite of end of the house.  The sound provoked a fear and start in my already rapidly beating heart.  Then the unmistakable slam of the front door sounded and Walter had the back door opened in a blur, already pulling me through the grass towards the vast stretch of dark trees. 
Chapter 28
“Apocalypse Now” 

With an outstretched arm, Walter held out our only source of light.  Our immediate surroundings were illuminated, cast with a blue glow in the otherwise inclusive darkness of the woods.  Even though our bodies were bounding us up and down at a strident pace, my eyes never left the screen.  
My eyes stole a quick glance at the sky.  The foliage was thick, but I was still able to make out the moon, its glow only offering diminutive assistance.  It was my assumption that Walter was using the receiver more as a light than as a forewarning.  We already knew they were watching us.

I was bursting with curiosity to where we were going, but I didn’t know if it would prove unsafe to produce any additional hint to our location, especially in case someone was close enough to hear us.  Our feet were already churning out enough clamorous noise with the crunching undergrowth beneath our feet.  
Our trek proved a tricky one.  Snapping twigs and haphazard rocks had caused my ankles to roll uncomfortably several times.  Some skill was required to prevent a more serious injury.  Whenever my balance would waver or I would jerk in a startling trip, Walter would tighten his grip on my hand and brusquely yank my arm to make sure I didn’t fall.
As our speed gradually continued to pick up velocity, my eyes shot wildly upwards with an unexpected flickering movement.  It was a brief break in the thick canopy, caused by a sudden, fierce wind.  The bright rays from the moon had momentarily broken through, hitting us.  The subsequent gusts were stealthy and picked up bits of loose undergrowth, swirling the dried foliage up around our feet.  In bursts that resembled moans, the wind resounded through the thick woods.  
Suddenly, and without any effort, Walter’s fingers shifted to interlock with mine.  Even with the building stress of the situation, his touch still stirred electricity under my skin.  My hair swirled around me, even hitting his cheeks at times.  Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the wind halted.  It was silent again, except for the sound of our swift feet crunching the ground below us.
After four or five minutes Walter began to slow down and it wasn’t because he was tired.  Reducing our speed even more fervently now, he had come to a complete halt.  He secured his grip on my hand to prevent me from gaining any forward progression.
"Shouldn't we keep moving?" I prodded, pulling at his hand.
Without warning, an immediate rush of vigorous winds shrieked again, slapping my hair angrily around my face, blocking my view of him for a moment.  Pulling the tangled strands from my eyes with my free hand, I shot him a severe stare.

Slowly he turned to seemingly continue our advancement.  Before he took any steps forward, the winds pulled him backwards slightly and he steadied himself.  Unhurriedly, he closed his eyes purposefully and lowered himself down to a kneeling position.  Startled with his perplexing strategy, I lowered myself down to examine his face.  He released my hand and forcefully clenched his fingers to grip his thigh.  Slowly, he moved one hand to reach to his belt.  

His action was both curious and frustrating.  I watched in stressed interest as he removed something from behind his belt, attached to the inside of his pants.  It had been unseen previously, but its metal surface glimmered faintly in the single beam from the moon, cutting through a momentary split in the trees.  

A swift movement commenced between two of his fingers, as my eyes widened in horror.  Protruding from his hand now was an immense silver blade.

"What are you going to do?" I asked, my voice small, but trembling observably.  

In a rapid movement, he rolled up a single sleeve of his dark shirt.  Carefully securing it just above his elbow, his eyes shot to mine.  My head dropped with sudden comprehension before he even spoke.
“I’m going to make it impossible for them to know where I am.”

I stammered to speak, but no sound emanated.  The realization of what he was about to do came rushing in as fast as the swirling winds around us.  
He was going to remove his chip.
"We need to do this fast," he spoke.  “I'm going to need your help.  Can you give me this?"  As he spoke, he tugged on the white tank top peaking out from under my black cotton shirt.
Quickly, with no hesitation, I whipped all three shirts off.  They came off in one combined mass, my fingers working quickly to separate them.  Handing the small white shirt to him, I dressed myself rapidly in the remaining two.

With a sudden tear, he ripped the shirt in half lengthwise, to make two long strips of stretchy material.

"This shouldn't be too difficult," he spoke.  "I don't think it's too far under the skin.  Luckily, it's in my left arm, so I'll be able to use my right hand, but I’ll need you...."

Handing the strips of my mangled shirt back to me, the winds fortunately began to die down again.  He brought in a deep breath.  With only a split second of hesitation, he rotated the blade to use the blunt side, as if he was searching for the chip.  Pushing the skin slightly careful not to cut it yet, he moved the metal gently over the tiny scar.

"Okay," he whispered, looking at me.  Nudging in close, my hands rested gently on his thighs.  I desperately wanted to provide him some comfort, but wasn't sure what to do exactly.

"What do you want me to do?" I asked, barely a whisper.

"As soon as I have it out, tie this around the cut," he said, eyeing the ripped shirt.
"Alright," I responded, readying my stance.

Spinning the blade, he did one quick practice poke with the sharp tip.  Moving swiftly and with confidence, he plunged the apex of the knife directly into his forearm.  Almost at the same time, a small puddle of blood began to pool around the opening in his flesh.  Normally my eyes would have forced themselves away from the sight, but I was devoted to provide any assistance, practical or emotional.

Obviously wary of making any sound, not even a faint grunt escaped, as his face contorted in a slight twinge of pain.

"I need you to grab it.  I can't get it if I move the knife."

Looking down, I could see a wet, dark square pushing out from the small opening.  It was being forced out of the gash with the pressure of the knife.  I was also apparent if he moved the blade, the chip would slip back under his skin.  

Using my thumb and finger, I delicately grasped the chip as precisely as even a pair of tweezers would.  Laying it carefully on one of the white bands, I hurriedly took the remaining strip and wrapped it around his arm twice, fastening it securely in a final knot.  

Already leaping to our feet, he took the remaining strip of material in his hands, eyeing it intently.  
"What now?" I asked, slightly trembling.

"We need to get rid of it as soon as we can," he spoke as he pulled me forward.  "Come this way.  I think I know what to do...."

Now in a brisk walk, it was evident his cautious steps were aimed at generating as little sound as possible.  The further we immersed into the woods, the less clustered the trees became.  Crunching of the undergrowth beneath our feet audibly lessened with our deeper submersion.  It felt softer, too.  Looking down, it became noticeable we were moving on what looked like large triangular shaped leaves.  Some were more matted down, as some were springing to the height of our knees.  

Abruptly, he yanked me to another stop.  Instinctively my head perked, my nose rising as my senses swam with a new smell. I was unsure of its source, and suddenly my ears strained to hear an unusual sound.  It sounded like the faint rustling of water.
Pulling me forward again slowly, we stopped after twenty or so feet, the reason unknown to me at first.  My eyes shot downwards to survey a series of sudden flickers of glistening moonlight hitting a tumultuous flow of water.  

We were standing on the bank of a creek, only a few inches from the steep edge.  Below us, about five feet down, was a streaming flow of water.  The distance across to the other bank was wide, at least twenty feet in diameter.  The moonlight hit the water and cast a glowing radiance, a welcome sight to my eyes.  The entire surrounding area was illumined.
"Can we put it in the water?” I began in a cautious whisper.  "Wouldn’t the current carry it down the stream?”  I had only caught sight of the chip briefly, but I had observed that it was very small and thin, probably making it very light in weight.  It almost certainly wouldn’t sink.  My eyes moved to examine the stream.  Unfortunately, the walls were covered with plants, fallen trees and protruding root systems.  Surely, if we let it go in the water, even if it didn’t sink, it would in all probability quickly become entangled in the loose brush. 

Bending my knees to rest in a lowered position, I pulled at what my limited knowledge of plant-life suggested to be some sort of immense fern. 
“Could we wrap it in this?” I spoke, finally exhuming it from the dense earth.  “We could tie it up and send it down the stream.  That way, the satellite will follow it….and not us?”

I wasn’t completely confident in my idea, but it was the only one I had to offer.  He was standing with his body in the opposite direction of mine.  I waited for a verbal response.  Finally, a nod depicted his approval and he opened the white material, now holding a circular red stain.  Exposing the tiny piece of silver, now free from most of the blood, he placed it in my palm as he took the leaf from my other hand.  
Tracing the textured but solid center with his finger, his elevated eyebrows spoke his agreement.  Taking the chip, he placed it directly in the middle of the leaf and brought the edges up around it to secure a tight bind.  The texture of the leaf was stiff enough to securely hold the knot.
I watched silently as he swiftly lowered himself down the bank, placing the leaf on the top of the bank as he reached out his arms to lower me down.  Not wanting to put any strain on his new wound, I jumped down, a good deal of weight crashing down on my ankles due to the height.  Steadying my balance, my hand dropped through the water to push into thick mud.

With the newly crafted flotation device in his hand, he placed it in the water without releasing it yet.  Seemingly not satisfied to release it yet, he waded into the water, about halfway to the other side.  From the middle of his thigh down, his legs disappeared under the rushing water.  He placed the compact package in the water shifting it back and forth, apparently testing the proper location to make a release.  After a few moments of silent deliberation, he finally let it go, allowing it to sail off in a flowing dash.  Providentially, it remained in the center of the stream, moving rapidly away until it disappeared completely from our sight.  

"Here, c'mon," he prodded, holding his hand out to me.  With no hesitance, I took it, the cold water reaching almost to my hips.  We emerged on the other side, and without any spoken direction, he pushed me up to the top of the opposite bank.  Sitting on my knees, I exerted all of my efforts to help pull him up.  One leg swung onto the hard ground and he heaved his entire body up.  He sat next to me, sitting on his knees for a moment as well.  Inhaling a deep breath, he offered me a strained smile.

Leaping up, my first action was to touch his forearm slightly, examining the red spot now seeping through the make-shift bandage.

Abruptly, his head snapped backwards.  Grabbing his elbow, I dared not speak any of my inquiring words.  A sharp, cracking sound discharged from across the bank.  We stood, completely frozen, as our eyes shot wildly to assess the source of the breaking vegetation.
He yanked us back in a swift movement to stand behind a nearby tree.  His velocity and absence of words demonstrated he too had also observed the same black shadow I had.  It was advancing, pushing the undergrowth aside with forward movement.  The undefined dark mass suddenly paused in its progress, halting about twenty feet from the bank.

Positioned behind the thick trunk purposing as our temporary fortress, I moved behind Walter to make sure none of my body was exposed.  The width of the tree was just barely broader than his shoulders.  My face buried into his back, to ensure I was concealed completely.  Gripping firmly onto his shirt, I nudged in even closer as he pushed himself nearly flush against the tree, sandwiching the receiver in between him and the rough bark.  However, not content allowing him do be the lone sentinel, my head snuck out only the slightest bit to study the moving shadow.  

My eyes found it almost immediately.  It had reached the opposite bank now, standing motionless.  The rustling wind offered breaks in the dense canopy of the trees, allowing moonlight to stream in haphazardly.  Without warning, an ample beam reached the mass, exposing it.  

There, standing five feet above the rushing water was what appeared to be a person.  Narrowing my gaze to get a more detailed view, my eyes continued to dance over the entire image.  It was nearly impossible to ascertain any details as to an exact picture, except for the fact that the figure was dressed in dark colors.  Like us, there wasn’t much skin exposed, allowing for the figure to blend into its surroundings.
Not wanting to risk the person seeing the glowing whites of my wide eyes, I returned to stand perfectly vertical behind a motionless Walter.  My hands continued to press and clutch his shirt as I kept my elbows pinned to my waist.  His back barely even moved, as it seemed he may not have been allowing himself to take in breaths.  Then, just as abruptly as before, a powerful gust of wind broke through the crown of dense forest.  The vigorous wind generated a piercing whistle, whipping the thick branches against each other in a nerve-racking reply.  My fingers dug into his hard muscles and all of my limbs stiffened.  It suddenly became apparent that the swirling winds had picked up my long hair, tossing it about, all around my head.  I could feel the tugging of my thick strands, jerking it back and forth.  It wasn’t long before I realized my long hair was even traveling upwards enough to hit him in the face.  
Suddenly a sickening thought invaded.  If my hair was long enough to rise up and touch him in the face, it was certainly long enough to break the confines of our fortress.  When brought out horizontally, it undoubtedly would be visible.  Not knowing if he was still looking down the route of the flowing stream, an excruciating pit initiated in my core.  It was my most fervent hope that he was not viewing the spectacle that would immediately point to our devastatingly close location.  
The faint grinding of Walter's fingernails bearing ferociously down into the thick bark of the tree made it clear he was having the same thought.  Sinking into his soft shirt, I knew I couldn’t lift up my arms to hold my hair down because this would create an even more noticeable display.  My current hope was that the dark shade of my hair helped it blend into the shadowed backdrop.
Gripping on to his elbow, my head slowly leaned over not even an inch in an attempt to peer past his arm.  My intention was to move only just enough to see the terrifying response, but he swiftly lowered his arm and pushed into my thigh fiercely, without words, to cease my endeavor.  It was obvious he was articulating to me not to move.  I halted, standing completely motionless, but remained completely alert in case I needed to flee in an instant.
Another blaring whistle sounded, another brutal gust picking up my hair.  Careful to control my fearful breathing, I pushed my body to the left as safely as I could without breaking that threshold.  Careful to adjust my feet silently, I effectively dodged the crisp twigs that would certainly add to any temptation to inspect the mysterious sights and sounds.  My ears strained to hear any movement across the stream.  It was hard to decipher any sounds other than the wind.  
I bowed my head forward and pushed my forehead forcefully into his back to contain some of my hair from moving about. Conclusively surrendering to the quick resolution that I would not move until after he did, I scarcely even breathed, fearful the shadowed person may hear it.  The minute we remained motionless felt like an eternity.  Then, just as abruptly as it had begun, the wind died.
My craving to observe the scene around our natural stronghold was growing in fast paced magnitude.  Nearly exploding with unknown curiosity and worry, my head was minutely budging to the right when my movement immediately froze.  In an instant, all of my skin nearly ruptured in response to a startling snap.  All of my natural sensors were screaming edification that the sound came only a few feet from us.  
As Walter slowly pushed himself away from the tree, my head sweltered in panic.  His immediate movement assured me that what I had assumed was correct.  
He had crossed the stream.  
Even though I could not see anything, the sound of the snap suggested he was ahead of us and to the right of us by about ten or twenty feet.  

Bringing his hands down, he pulled them back to press against my thighs.  He used his fingers to guide me to the left.  I followed behind him like a shadow.  Our movement was comparable to my experiences with hide-and-seek as a child.  While playing outside where hiding places were scarce, trees were often the most coveted hiding spots.  To deceive the seeker, one would have to stealthily move slyly around the curve, mimicking their exact speed.  Not to mention this all must be done silently.  In my past experience, I had attained the younger the seeker, the more effective this move was.  However, it was my assumption that this seeker was not young nor naïve.  He had obviously crossed the barrier because he had sensed something.  Still moving furtively, we finally came to a halt when we had moved approximately one third the way around the trunk.  
My hand dug into Walter’s waist as I finally took in the sight.  
A man was standing about twenty feet from us, his gaze directed at something unspecified, in the exact direction we had been moving until we had been halted.
I caught sight of his profile.  The lone eye I could observe was broad with intense curiosity, still shooting inquiry to a point in our path that we had not reached yet.  
What had he seen?
Suddenly, a light emanated across the short distance separating us.  His face lit up with a bright glow.  After a moment, he lifted the light to his ear. 

It was a phone.  
Without any audible response from him, his head shot down to the gushing torrent.  Then it quickly shot back to direction he had been looking.  Hastily, remaining on our side of the gorge, he proceeded in a slow jog following the course set before him.  It appeared someone on the other end of the line was giving him directions.  Careful not to move prematurely, a silent sigh of relief flowed through my body like a wave.  
We stood, completely unmoving, until he disappeared into the densely packed area of trees.  Seemingly reassured for the moment, Walter’s muscles eased slightly as his grip on the tree lowered.  

"We need to get out of here," he whispered.  

Turning cautiously, we departed in a brisk walk, away from where the man had headed.  Our pace quickly evolved in to a complete dash, effectively dodging all obstructions before they caused much hindrance to our course.  Low, course branches tugged at our clothes and my hair especially.  

Continuing our obstacle ridden run for some time, a bright light grew to flood the vast area of the woods ahead of us.  Pulling in a deep breath, it was evident new fragrances were invading.  Combined with the low hums of prolonged reverberation, it was becoming apparent with the intensifying sounds that we were approaching a highway.  Finally reaching the border, we stood looking out at our new landscape.  

We were on high ground, and below us, about twenty feet down, was the highway.  Our heads jetted back and forth to weigh our options, but it seemed the only way to reach our destination would be to cascade the deep slope to the busy road.  

"Here, hold on to my hand," Walter said, looking across the highway.  Past this particular stretch of highway was a well-lit, built-up area of what appeared to be restaurants and shops.  It was so vast, in fact, that I couldn't see where it ended.  The strip seemed to be a never-ending city of lights.  
Grabbing hands, our first few steps went smoothly and with the steep incline, our pace picked up.  My foot lost traction and slid, pulling Walter with me.  We both instinctively hunched to bend our knees and it proved to be enough to help us compose our balance until we reached the bottom, almost running by that point.  

Once we reached the base, we paused only a few seconds before we darted across the maze of speeding cars.  Still reeling, our dash to the brightly lit strip went by in a blur.
Chapter 29
“Blue Sky Blues”
Moving forward at a steady pace, my eyes worked quickly to scan the cluster of brightly lit buildings and lights.  Our distance provided a view of a noticeable glow emanating from the ground, creating an instant awareness of the energy and life that was contained within its invisible boundaries.  My muscles tensed with anxiety; never before had I been out in the open with Walter in such an exposed place.
My eyes continued to scan the different sights and sounds, ultimately concentrated on one of the largest buildings, much taller than the surrounding structures.  Seemingly almost prophetic in my gaze, Walter began to guide the way directly to it.  When he turned to look at me, my head jolted with a startled response.  Without any words, his eyes quickly shifted from mine to the building, indicating our intended target.  My neck arched to scale the entire construction, estimating at least twelve stories in height.  What looked like a pair of some sort of massive coniferous trees flanked the impressive front entrance.  It was an instinctive response to want to run underneath the confines of the profusely clad branches.  
Finally reaching the sidewalk in front of the hotel, my gaze left the grand structure to land on his face.  Anxiously, my eyes quickly shifted to the torn shirt still swathing his arm.  Walking adjacent to him as we entered, my hand rose to gently rest directly over the bandage, hopefully masking any blood.  I was careful not to apply much pressure as I imitated an affectionate hold.  Several pairs of eyes were following us now, watching us as we approached the front desk.

"May I....help you?" the middle aged man asked from behind the colossal counter.  The sound of another human’s voice was enough to snap me from my dazed stupor; enough for me to blink my awkwardly widened eyes and for it to quickly become apparent he was taking in our appearance.  
"Yes," Walter spoke assuredly.  My eyes shot to him as the sound of his voice in particular sent startled waves through my limbs.  I was still attuning myself to its effects and everything else that went along being around him again.  I looked down nervously as he spoke again.  "We would like a room for the night."

"Of course," spoke the man, shooting a wary look to the woman next to him, her eyes moving just slightly as she was typing something on the computer.  His lips pouted slyly, as if he was trying to mask the fact that he was finding something comical about the sight before him.
Unsure of what he was finding so amusing, my face lifted to take in the picture reflecting in the mirror positioned behind the desk.  Immediately, every one of my features crumpled.  

If Walter's bloody bandage and our wet, soiled clothes weren't enough, a long brown smudge of dirt painted itself down my cheek and my hair looked like I had been caught in a tornado.  

While Walter completed his transaction, I removed my hand from his to free the twig still holding a bright green leaf.  It was deeply embedded so it took a few moments to do remove it.  As the man handed us our key cards, I looked down, offering an embarrassed smile.
Moving into a large glass elevator, we remained completely silent as a sophisticatedly dressed couple eyed us inquisitively.  They were slightly older than middle age and were dressed as if they were coming from a wedding or other formal occasion.  Their rigid stance hinted at their unease.  A small chunk of semi-dried mud caking on the side of my shoe fell off, hitting the floor silently.  The woman's eyes shifted downwards, spotting it.  She forced a pleasant smile.  I pulled my foot back anxiously, and a faint squeak sounded, due to the water still engulfing the fabric of my shoes.  I looked over to Walter’s reflection in the glass, as the wide doors opened.  He was looking back at mine as well so we were able to observe each other without looking at each other directly.  Our gaze remained unbroken as they stepped off to their floor.  Releasing matching sighs of relief, intermingled with some annoyance with their reaction, we moved up the remaining flights to our room unaccompanied.

Once in the room, I realized we had scarcely spoken a word since leaving his house, at least an hour ago.  Walking over to him, my face fell into a heap of distressed lines, speaking the extreme emotion I was feeling.  We both moved to situate ourselves in the middle of the large room.  Standing about five feet apart, we both stood completely motionless with our heads hanging in mental and physical exhaustion.  
After nearly an hour of my body steadily pumping a supply of adrenaline through my veins, it finally began to dissipate.  As it slowly dissolved, it was not without its after-effects.  My joints began to tremble; my ankles, my knees, my elbows and my wrists most vigorously.  
Without warning, he swooped in and forcefully pulled me in close.  My hands flew up in a startled response and hastily gripped him around his neck.  His head lowered and nestled in close to the side of my head and top of my shoulder.  In his own expression of distress, he let out a long, muffled moan.  Wanting to console him, my hand ascended to caress the back of his neck.  My fingers moved up into his scalp, intertwining in his thick hair.  The movement accelerated until it was both hands, stroking his entire head.  Mimicking my movement, his own hands climbed to the back of my head and after twisting his fingers into my jumbled hair.  Slowly and gently, he began to draw my head back.  Looking down at me, he heaved an exasperated sigh.  His scent hit me with a startling affect.  Its familiar aroma imparted an aching sting.  My whole body swarmed with a pleasant sensation with the sweet fragrance.  An overwhelming urge to pull his mouth to mine surmounted, fighting against my thinning wall self-control.  My eyes closed and my neck arched in an act of final resign.  The tightening of my grip illustrated my wish.

One of his hands left the confines of my encompassing hair and rose to touch my parting mouth.  A single finger touched to my upper lip, pushing with a decent amount of pressure to close it.  Removing it, he backed up slightly and his head shuddered.  

Instantly turning my head away from his, I lowered from my heightened pose, ashamed.  I desperately wanted to plead with him, pushing him until he gave in.  Knowing I probably would have succeeded, I closed my eyes, ultimately agreeing.  
Abruptly, splitting our embrace, he moved to throw himself into sitting position the bed.  Grabbing at his temples, he heaved a guttural, "Ahhhh!"

Lowering myself to sit next to him, my hands rested safely on my thighs.
"I'm so sorry," I whispered.  "I shouldn't have done that.  I just don't know what to do anymore.”  An extreme wave of nausea overtook me, causing me to sway as I gripped my shirt near my stomach.  I couldn’t believe what I’d just almost allowed myself to do. 
"I know," he murmured, removing his hands to look at me.  "I don’t either."

Closing my eyes, I resigned, slightly surprised.  I guess I had assumed he was just waiting for my permission.  His respect for my own and Domenic’s feelings above his own reminded me of his other-worldly integrity.  Nothing had changed in that regard.
Standing up, I moved to sit next to him.  Gently touching his marred arm, I titled my head inquisitively to ask if I could see it.  Nodding in silent response, I delicately began to undo the tight knot.  

Unraveling the bandage slowly in two reverse revolutions, the somewhat profound cut was unearthed.  The focal point was a dark burgundy circle, roughly the size of a dime.  The skin he cut was still attached, in the form of a flap, covering the wound for the moment.  It was not concealing the wound completely, exposing a tiny bit of red flesh.  Surrounding the broken skin was an immense stain, coloring the surrounding skin a deep crimson.  Fortunately, the bleeding has stopped.

“Too bad I didn’t think of this….much, much earlier,” he spoke.  He took the white bandage, now tarnished with blood and soil in his lap.

"We need to clean this," I said.  "Maybe the front desk has a first aid kit.  I'll go and see."

"No," he spoke, grabbing at my arm as I moved to stand.  "I’ll call instead.  They can bring it to us.  I don't want you to leave."

Offering an understanding smile, I consented. 

"I’ll call.  Why don't you take a shower and clean it up, and by the time you're finished, I'm sure it will be here," I spoke, placing my hand on the phone.

Wavering a moment, his head finally shook in hesitant agreement.  Standing, his mouth moved as if he was going to say something.  Closing it tightly, he moved slowly over to the television and turned it on.  My eyes narrowed in confusion with the act, but I didn’t voice my curiosity.  Instead, I waited until he had closed the door to make my call.
Once I hung up, I moved purposefully as if in slow motion to sit on the edge of the bed.  With my ankles crossed and hands placed on my lap, my posture straightened unintentionally to achieve my most ladylike pose.  The superfluous etiquette helped clear my muddled and racing thoughts.  Closing my eyes, my head filled with the recap of our flight from the house.  The lucid recollection of the woods, including the sights and sounds that had been branded into my memory, caused my perfectly postured head to drop in remembrance.  In an instant, the stress that had encompassed me there returned.  A startling loud knock sounded, almost sending me into the air.  
With my hands still raised in the air in defense, I ran to peer through the peephole.  Slowly, I opened the door in a guarded stance.  The inside of my foot pressed firmly against the bottom, unseen to the young woman.  Preventing her from stepping inside the threshold, neither of us offered any greeting.  Instead, my dirty fingers reached out to grasp the white plastic box and brush I had also requested.

"Thank you," I stated, closing the already meek opening provided before us.

Moving over the bed, I dumped the contents to spill out onto the comforter.  Pushing aside the items we would need, I placed the remaining objects back into the gleaming plastic home.

I picked up the small brush and unhurriedly and carefully began to work it through my hair, attempting to draw out the knots without damaging strands or implementing too much pain.
After an entire sitcom had run through on the large television, I placed the brush satiated with hair on to the dresser.  My feet paced restlessly across the floor in anticipation of his re-entrance.  I moved to the closed door, standing only a few inches from it, my hand rising to knock lightly.  The door suddenly flew open, my newly untangled hair flying in a whoosh of steam and warm air.  Backing up, I took in the picture.  
He was standing on the tiled floor, still in the bathroom, wrapped with a single white towel around his waist.  He had one leg slightly bent and he had one hand securing a tight hold on his lone covering.  He lowered his head and looked up at me through furrowed eyebrows.
My eyes shot down to the dark carpet, the sight of his chest causing my face to express an obvious feeling of being ill at ease. 

“I….uh….” I barely spit out.

He broke his gaze and shifted his mouth to one side, either in embarrassment or delight with my reaction.  My quick assessment was it was a little of both.

"I think I saw a shop next store where we can get some new clothes," I spurted out, looking away.

"Mmmm," he groaned, demonstrating he was not entirely keen on that idea. 
"I'll be fine," I said, already in the bathroom.  One hand rapidly rummaged through his pants to find his wallet.

"I'll be right back."  Even though my sentence implied my intent, I still waited for his approval.

As soon as he offered a slight nod, my feet bolted to the door.  Turning around to make sure I had read his expression correctly, he flashed a small but genuine smile.  
It caused me to flee the room even quicker.  
My mad dash was done mostly in part to the physical reaction his sparse covering was imparting.  Heat spread throughout my face, not dying down in the slightest until I reached the bottom floor.  Again, suspicious eyes watched as I exited with swift feet, squeaking through the immense doors and turned right to walk directly into the tiny store.

The light from an extensive and gaudy chandelier hit me as soon as I entered and immediately exposed tiny scratches and abrasions on my arms that the dim, romantic light of the room hadn't.  Their revelation made my jaunt through the store all the more quick.  Quickly selecting jeans for us both, I didn't even cringe at the outrageous price tags.  Wanting to get in and get out, I was pleased to have found both of our sizes with little effort.  My plan was for us to appear as inconspicuous as possible.  That in mind, my eyes skimmed rapidly over most of the items in the store. 

To my luck, there was even an undergarment section next to the cash register.  After paying for our new apparel, I returned to the dressing room and changed.  Bolting from the store, I only took a few steps before I stopped and used Walter’s black shirt as a rag, rubbing off the hardening dirt on my shoes.  As began to stand up to throw my mucky clothes in the nearest trash receptacle, I gasped as I had mistakenly thrown my favorite shirt away as well.  
Bending over to retrieve my beloved shirt, still slightly damp at the bottom, my movement back up slowed to a crawl as my head rose to take in the sight before me.  Time froze for a moment, and even my breathing halted.  

My eyes locked on the back of a familiar cap, my heart surely skipping a beat.  Instantly, I strained to ascertain the owner’s features, luckily illuminated by the bright street lamp.  It only took half a second to realize determine an accurate picture before me and take a breath.  Grey tweed had never elicited such a response in me before.

After a moment, my tight stance loosened and I took a breath.  Rolling my eyes, I smiled in thankful relief that it was not the habitually-worn scally cap I had grown accustomed to seeing day after day growing up.  It was not my father, which for a split second, I was certain was standing in front of me.

I nearly chuckled, thinking how I would have even begun to explain my current predicament to him.  But suddenly, my grin slowly began to fade and my gaze shot to the ground, my eyes narrowing.  In an unexpected reaction, my throat tightened uncomfortably.  Closing my eyes, I widened my stance, as a dizzying effect enveloped my entire body.  The sudden picture of my father had produced some unexpected effects, causing a resolution to postpone my return, at least for a brief moment.  
I had been putting this off too long and the urgency of the situation was blaring.  Undeniably focusing on the decision that needed to be made, I continued to stand there, unmoving, for an unspecified amount of time.  As I did, my father’s devastatingly lucid offering of comfort encompassed me and I almost forgot where my physical body stood.
Abruptly, a blaring horn offered an immediate reprieve from this, the clearest deliberation that I had had since I had woken up in his bed, days earlier.  When my eyes opened, he was gone.
Without allowing myself any further painful contemplation, I immediately bolted back into the hotel, my feet instantly slowing to an inconspicuous walk as I entered the large entrance.  This time it was if I were invisible.  No glaring eyes, just a kind smile from the man behind the desk, who apparently didn't recognize me.  Hopefully the squeaking of my damp shoes would not alert them.  
When the door finally opened for me to enter, I moved to the corner of the large elevator, feeling very fortunate to be riding solo this time.  Instantly understanding that there surely would be an inevitable conversation awaiting me behind the door of our room, I slowly slunk to the floor in agony, burying my face in the shirt I held.
The sliding door opened as it reached my floor, but I didn’t rise right away.  My head fell back against the corner, my face buried in my shirt, as I attempted to gather my thoughts and go over what I was going to say.

I still didn’t know.

Chapter 30

“Never Alone”

Lightly patting the door, it flew open before I had finished my typical three-tap knock.  Walter's eyes widened as he took in the sight.  He must not have been expected me to have already been changed.  Or maybe my somewhat lengthy diversion outside and in the elevator had left him worried.

"Here," I spoke softly, my eyes diverting purposely.  "Um, hopefully these fit...."  

My free hand rose to ease fingers through my straightened hair.  The humidity of the air had caused the ends to curl slightly.  Nervous he was going to change right there in front of me, a relieved sigh nearly escaped automatically as he took the bag from my hand and moved to the bathroom door.

"Thank you," he said in an anxious voice.  "I'll be right back.  Don't go anywhere."

Furrowing my features in confusion, I became curious.  Where did he think I would be going?  

As the door closed, I moved over to the mirror again.  Examining my face more closely, I turned to expose a thin gash on my left temple, unseen until now.  It must have gotten scratched during our mad race through the woods.  We had both been bombarded with a sea of puncturing prickers and jabbing bristles.  Our bodies remained mostly unaware at the time due to our rushing adrenaline, but now there were several spots pulsing with new stings of mild pain.  Someone back home would be sure to ask me where I had gotten the somewhat significant wound.  I took my time cleaning it thoroughly to prevent any scarring.  Just as I was finishing up, he emerged from the bathroom.

I froze.  

If at all possible, he looked more enticing fully clothed.  The shirt I had selected was not ordinary cotton.  Surely that much should have been expected with the hefty price.  The slight silky texture of the shirt caused it to cling to his torso, revealing the line of his pectorals.  The sleeves, too, clung nicely to his biceps, revealing their natural, muscular cut.  Holding the bag, now housing his old clothes, he moved to the bed and sat down, obviously bothered.  

"Wyn...." he started.  I moved over to stand directly in front of his hunched posture.  Resting his forearms on his thighs, his hands rose to hold mine.  His face remained lowered as he spoke quietly.

"Do you remember when I first came to find you?"

Lowering down to my knees, my head tilted to look up into his face.

"Yes, at the school," I nodded.

"Yes….I said to you that the reason I had come was because..." he started, pausing with pain acutely apparent in his eyes.  

"'...sometimes regret is the worst consequence'," I finished slowly.  One of my eyebrows arched in inquiry while the other hunched and twisted with a twinge of sorrow.

"Yes…." he uttered softly, obviously surprised I had so easily remembered his words.  Offering a strained smile, he paused to nod as if my recollection pleased and wounded him at the same time.

"I know this is wrong….and I told myself I wouldn’t do this, but I will regret it if I never…. ask…."  

He lifted his head slightly and I moved in closer.  Separating his legs, I crawled on my knees to huddle in close, my expression excruciatingly empathetic.  My face urged him to continue.

"No one knows where I am now.  If we hurry, we could leave and they would never find me.  They would never find us.  We could leave and start a new life together.  W-….would you….”  

He stopped.  He didn’t have to finish his request.  I knew what he was asking.

His words caused a heat in my chest to emanate.  And it wasn’t an unpleasant sensation.  Even after our adrenaline soaked dash through the woods, things just felt right.  

It felt right to be with him.  

The cloud of anxiety that had been looming over me ever since I woke a few days ago seemed to dissipate and I suddenly felt calm and at ease.  An overwhelming sensation of peace washed over me.  The rightness of being with him seemed to subdue the swathe of tense stress.  

In an instant, my mind lit up with colorful pictures of him.  Not memories this time, but hopes….dreams of a life together.  

The portrait caused my head to swell with pleasure.  I closed my eyes held out a hand to help guide my way to him.  His hand grasped mine, pulling me forward.  I stopped when I felt his labored breaths against my forehead.

Abruptly, just as soon as it began, the impracticable vision quickly vanished.   With the same brusqueness of an exploding balloon, the picture was gone.  In its place was now a voice shouting back at me, most likely my own.  Along with the reprimands came images of the countless number of loved ones I would hurt if I let this selfish deep-rooted desire expand into reality.  I certainly knew what I wanted, and what I wanted was immensely selfish.  The vision of my father’s face nearly made me fall to my knees.  I couldn’t take another daughter away from him.  

And ultimately, if I chose to be with Walter, that is what would be demanded.

I was rushed back to the first time he had asked me to do something extreme.  I was sitting in his kitchen.  The snow that day had been branded into my memory.  My heart did most of the determining that day and I made the decision with little thought.  

But this time was so different.  

Common sense and logical reasoning invaded, disrupting my resolve.  It was a terse shift of emotion….exasperatingly so.  

Immediately uncertain in what to say and overwhelmingly frustrated again, I heaved myself back a few inches and lowered my head until all he would be able to see would be my mass of dark hair.  The trembling in my mouth suddenly multiplied to encompass every inch of my body.  Turbulent shaking assumed control and I was unable to restrain it with my own power.  Strident sobbing proceeded as my body collapsed into his.  I desired to explain my decision, but my violent heaving against his chest prohibited me.  

He held me close, his face pressed into the top of my head.  Stroking my hair for a while, he finally separated our bodies, looking down into my face.  I looked up, in terror, as he was visibly fighting his own breakdown.  Internally, I began to crumble.  Nearly unable to retain my composure, I watched his eyes close.  He tilted his head to the side, seemingly resigned for the moment.  My eyes glided all over his face, which was currently swimming with unspoken emotion.  Finally, when he opened his stress-laden lids and took in my face, his expression transformed to become much more sympathetic.  His dark eyes watched mine and suddenly shifted to rest just below them, seemingly observing something unseen to me.  He lifted his finger in an exaggeratedly slow movement to brush across my cheek.  My mouth suddenly dropped, startled with the exact placement of his soft finger.  

He was touching my scar.

The permanent reminder of the first day we met; proof that day actually happened.  

My eyes closed.

“It’s alright.  I understand.  You don’t have to say another word.  I….um, talked to Xavier.” 

"How-  When?" I stammered, shocked with his unrelated revelation.  

"He called when you were out.  I told him about everything that happened.”

“What happened there?!” I blurted in a crazed frenzy.

“Well, we were right.  The elders had sent Mathias and Vern to check on us.  They claimed they were worried about me, and were sent by the elders to check on me.  Xavier said when he opened the front door, they were there.  They approached him and asked if they could come inside.  He said ‘of course’.”

My hand flew to my mouth, my body immediately racing with another rush of adrenaline.  He sensed my panic and touched my hand.

“Remember, I said he responds well under duress.  He lied and said we had thought they were intruders.  And they have no idea I have a receiver, so they would have no reason to know we suspected any impending activity.  He claimed I ran out the back door to flee the intruders, while he went to confront them.  Apparently Xavier’s much braver than me,” he smiled as if amused.  “They were suspicious.  Vern told Xavier he would go find me to tell me it was just them.  He said he could tell Vern didn’t completely buy the story, but Mathias seemed to.  They said they’re going to wait at the house until I return, ‘just to make sure’ I’m okay.  They’re going to be waiting a long time,” he smiled again.

“What about Xavier?  What’s he going to do?” I asked, my eyes wide with concern.  

“Ahhh, he’s fine.  He’ll figure something out.”

His smile began to fade and my face mirrored his new look of unease.

“He also….um, told me about your discussion.”  

My mouth plummeted open, depicting my surprise.  I had no idea how to respond.

“He thinks….well, we think….it may be the best solution."

Watching him through startled eyes, his sympathetic smile depicted he wasn’t offended due to my secret conversation with Xavier.  I was only slightly relieved at his seemingly unaffected composure, as my heart proceeded to beat even more rapidly.  My eyes were full of tears, about to overflow.  Had he said he thought it was the ‘best solution’?

Looking up to his face, he was smiling.  Not sure if his facial expressions matched the feelings he was feeling inside, my frame fell considerably, overwhelmed by his words.  Catching my elbows with his hands, he cocked his head to the side, seemingly subsequently surprised with my response.

Was he really accepting my desire to have our memories erased?  I couldn’t believe he was taking this so well.  I would have asked him why he was going along with this, but I suppose he had just told me.

"I don’t understand.  You’re really actually considering it?" I whispered, my soft voice faintly injured.  Even though I had been the one to suggest it first, I really didn’t want it to come to pass.

"Yes, I suppose I am.  I actually thought about having it done myself when we originally did it to you.  The elders left the decision to me."

"Oh….” I said, surprised with his newest revelation.  My fingers rose to outline the thick indentations of the creases formed in between my eyebrows.  The way my face had been contorted continually over the past few days, it wouldn’t be improbable if the stress lines carved themselves into permanent fixtures, especially around my eyes.

“Why didn't you?" 

"Hmmm, for several reasons, I guess," he spoke, moving to sit with his back up against the foot of the bed.  "The biggest being I was holding onto the hopes of us being able to be together again somehow.  But..."

"What?"

"I think I’m coming to the realization it's not going to happen.  At least not now.”  He looked at me, squeezing his chin between his fingers and narrowing his eyes.  “I think....we should do it.”

Even though I had presented the idea to Xavier myself, an immediate refusal began to stir internally.  An already sickening pit in my core intensified.  Deep down I think I had been holding out for Walter to come up with a solution that satisfied all of my fears and guilt.  His final relinquishment of previous unwavering, even if not completely guaranteed, saddened me immeasurably.  The lines between my eyes carved themselves even further into my skin.  His sudden compliance wasn’t providing me any comfort.
"It was so wrong of me to expect you to make a choice.  I’ve put you through this long enough.  I know you don’t know what to do….I’m going to go ahead and make the decision for you-”
A brash knock at the door sent both of our sitting bodies slightly off the floor in fright.  Leaping to his feet, my hand just failed to grasp his pant leg in an effort to stop him.  Before I was on my feet, Xavier's smiling face was in our room.  My eyes immediately shot to the nearly identical white bandage wrapped around his arm.  

"Hey guys," he spoke in his usual boisterous tone.  "Anything exciting happen tonight?" he smiled.

Flabbergasted and still forlorn with previous Walter’s words, I moved to greet him, but I halted as an agonizing chuckle emerged from his mouth.  Moving into the room, he grabbed at Walter's arm.  

"What happened to you?" he teased.  

“What happened to you?!  I threw back at him, frantic with curiosity as to the events that unfolded back at the house.
I walked over to Xavier and placed my hand on his injured arm.  His cheeks were blazing with a deep red glow.  His shirt was unbuttoned two buttons too low.  With a closer look, I observed a small thin gash on his neck. His chest was also a bit rosy as well and covered with a thin layer of moisture.  Looking down now, it was now apparent his pants and shoes were damp.

The unknown components of the story began to fall into place even without any further explanation.  He had obviously followed the same trail we had.  

“I just told them I had to use the restroom.  I flushed it down the toilet,” he said, obviously referring to his tracking device.  “Believe me, they weren’t going to leave until you came back, and I figured that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon.  Sensing my ‘first official Earth adventure’ was about to come to a close, I figured I better join you guys if I wanted it to continue.  I’m not ready to go back there.  I want to stay here for a while longer.”

Offering an obligatory smile at his explanation, my head fell in anguish.

“I’m so sorry,” I said, shaking my head.
“Why?” Xavier asked, seemingly confounded.

“Because this is all my fault.  If it weren’t for me, neither of you would have had to do…..this,” I said, tugging at his makeshift bandage, a hand towel.

“Stop-” Xavier interrupted.  “Don’t go any further.  This is not your fault.  And….I’m not upset,” he said, shrugging as a matter of fact, validating his honesty.  “I never liked the idea of Big Brother.  Now that it’s gone, I feel much lighter.”
Humbled and thankful for his reassuring words, I stood for a few moments, unable to fashion a reply.  Looking to his arm, I slowly began to unravel the thick terry cloth.  Carefully revealing the wound, it was not unlike Walter's.  It was slightly smaller, with less flesh exposed, but the same flap and crimson staining were present.  Moving his head to note that Walter's wound was already dressed, he spoke with an inquiring nod.

"So Wyn….who’s the superior surgeon?”
I silently moved to get the first aid kit, seemingly contemplating his question.  Pulling out the hydrogen peroxide and cotton balls, I sat down on the bed next to him.

"Well….I guess yours is a little more precise...."

He shot an exaggerated smile in Walter's direction. 

Motioning for him to sit on the bed, I offered my complete assessment cautiously, speaking each word unhurriedly.

"But….I’m assuming your conditions were slightly different.  I mean, considering Walter did it in the middle of the woods, with no light, with a pocket knife….all while fleeing an alien….I guess my final assessment is….he did."

Walter threw back his own smile.


“Hmmph,” Xavier started, surprising me that he didn’t throw back an immediate retort.  “That’s the first time I’ve ever heard you say that word, you know.”


I slowly grinned, realizing precisely the word he was referring to.  My smile faded as I posed my new inquiry.

“What’s going to happen now?” I asked.

“Well….” Xavier started, looking to Walter.  “We’re not sure yet.  I suppose we’re officially fugitives.”

My face exploded with fright.  

“Don’t worry, Wyn,” he cut in.  “It was worth it.”

"What should we do tonight?” I asked.  “Do you think we should stay here?"

"Well, we can't go back to our house," Xavier spoke, almost laughing at the idea.  "I don’t think they have any idea who you actually are, so I suppose we could go to your house,” he posed as a question.

"Can we stay here for the night?" I asked quickly, not ready to go home yet.  A fresh fear was generating that as soon as we were there, the new plan wouldn't be far from being implemented.  It was my last ditch effort to allow for more time for a solution to arise and also just to be with Walter, very possibly for the last time.

"That's fine, I think," Xavier agreed, softly wincing with my final swipe to remove all traces of dried blood.  "I'll, uh, get my own room."

Without a word from anyone, we agreed in silence.  Xavier moved over to sit down next to me on the bed.  Standing imediately after I applied a thick layer of gauze, I grabbed his elbow.

"Don't go yet," I spoke.  If it were truly the case that soon no memory of him would remain, I wanted to enjoy every minute possible.  Also, it would help curb any breaks in my already wavering restraint.

The massive grin generating on his face spoke of his enormous pleasure.  I couldn't help but return the gesture.  

I looked to Walter.  His eyes shifted suddenly and his hand rose to my face.  He touched the exact spot on my cheek were creases developed when I smiled.  I continued to eye him hesitantly.  His hand dropped slowly as he looked away.  My eyes dropped to my lap as I could nearly see the vision of my face in his mind.  

Surely, there had only been two creases, not four.

And Walter understood the difference.
Chapter 31
“Under the Milky Way”

"Okay, I think I'm ready," Xavier spoke slowly.  He held out his hand to squeeze mine.  

We were in my bedroom.  The shades had been drawn and the thick canvas curtains had been pulled shut.  

After some discussion, all three of us had decided it was best if Walter wasn't present.  My head was dizzy, grasping the fact that this day had actually come and the satisfying solution I had been hoping for had never emerged.  
I was not prepared for this moment.  Never, even when I had brought it up, had I ever really thought that this “solution” would be the one we ended up settling upon.  As I thought about the private words I had spoken to Xavier a few nights ago, overwhelming regret caused me to seize two thick chunks of hair at my scalp.  

I had been holding out for the hope that Walter would come up with an answer.  He never did.  Instead, he had seemingly accepted this new plan.  It was as if after we had discussed this option in the hotel room, he gave up.  Surely he knew this was not what I wanted.  My heart was currently aching for an extended measure of time.  
"Wait," I spoke, unexpectedly alarmed.  What jolted me was the searing reminder we had not carried out a proper goodbye, whatever that would be.  Over the past day and a half, anytime an opportunity arose, either he or I would come up with an excuse to keep us in Xavier's presence.  Not sure of his reasoning, I knew mine was to avoid the colossal pain that would come with the impending farewell.  I wasn't sure my fragile bodily state could handle it.  But it surely wasn't my plan not to have one at all.  When I woke this morning Walter was gone, and Xavier met me with a sympathetic smile, urging me to move ahead with the plan immediately.  Starting then, and continuing on until now, my head swirled with dizzying discomfort.

It was all so anti-climatic….
Like when Dorothy said farewell to Scarecrow, The Tin Man and The Cowardly Lion.  After forming such a stout bond, she only spent ten seconds or so saying goodbye to each one.

But at least she got to say goodbye.

After waiting several moments to speak, Xavier smiled at me sympathetically.  He only continued when it was obviously apparent to him I really had no coherent words for him.

"Everything is in order," Xavier spoke slowly, sensing my trepidation.  He grabbed my hand and squeezed, a clear attempt to calm my trembling limbs.  His efforts to divert my pain over the past few days always seemed to work, this being no exception.  

"You have two more days until....Sunday, and I think you'll be fine by then.  You'll be groggy, and a little confused, but otherwise, things should return to normal.  Once you see....mmmm....him, everything will flow even more smoothly."  

He offered a kind smile.  The "him" he was referring to was Domenic.

“You telling him and other people you fell and fainted was perfect, actually.  It will provide the believable cover if you act strangely for the next few days.”  

He smiled, his emotion sincere.  I attempted to smile back, but all of the muscles in my face were numb.  It seemed strange he was even explaining it all.  From what I understood, I wouldn't remember any of this conversation anyways.
My hand rose to my throat as an uncomfortable squeezing sensation took over.  I felt as if I was going to burst with negative emotion.  I almost couldn't believe we weren't going to say good-bye.  About to plea through thick sobs, Xavier gently pulled my legs up onto the elevated mattresses.

"I'm going to have you lay on the bed," he motioned.  He held up what looked like a sort of hat.  It seemed to be a firm, somewhat malleable black material, large enough that it would cover my eyes if put on my head, which is where I assumed it would go.  My eyes widened in bewilderment.
“I still have it from the first time….” he explained, his mouth tweaking as if somewhat embarrassed.  "Um, before we start the actual....procedure... you need to put this on.  Like I explained before, I’m going to ask you to think about Walter.  I'll need you to think of a specific instance of him.  The more detailed the better.    One strong memory will guide the procedure…. and once the memory is located, the device will follow the path within your temporal lobe and take care of the rest.  After that is complete, we'll do it again with me," he said, flashing a smile.  "It shouldn't be so hard to think of a wonderful memory of me, right?"  

Before I could respond, he began to place the nearly weightless apparatus over my head.  Everything went dark.  
"Here, lay back and get yourself comfortable."  His hands lead me back onto the bed, void of all pillows and blankets.  Surprisingly the structure was not uncomfortable.  Arranging myself to lie down, his hands remained on my upper arm.  

"Okay," he spoke in a soothing tone.  "One strong memory….”
His hands moved from my arm and the pressure from his weight on the bed lifted.  My ears were covered, but I could still hear swift footsteps and other movement around me.

Taking a few deep breaths to calm myself, my mind raced through numerous possible accounts to recall.  It skipped through our first few months together quickly.  Like a wheel spinning freely with no resistance for a moment, the gears finally slowly began to decelerate until it landed on a day, one I hadn't recalled until now.

The picture started out hazy, with a vague image of Walter and myself standing in his kitchen back in Indiana.  His face was foggy at first, not painted with complete, distinct details.  My memory raced through a rough idea of the conversation, skimming over my words.  All my initial efforts moved to concentrate on recalling his appearance.  He had been wearing a light blue t-shirt with the collar and sleeves lined with a thin navy blue edging.  His pants were worn blue jeans with nearly, but not quite ripped knees.  

It was most certainly summer, due to my attire.  I had on a tank top, like the ones I usually wore underneath my shirts.  Normally I only dressed like that when the weather was uncomfortably warm.  Like him, I had on worn blue jeans, my favorites.

It wasn’t hard to recall his words.   
"I want to show you something," he had said as he smiled.

"Alright," I answered.  His happiness had been contagious, as was always the case.  My mouth couldn't help but curl into an even larger beam.  His hand reached out and invited mine to grab it.  Taking it, he directed me out the back door.  

The sky was dark, although the open area where his house lay was lit by a flooding overhead light.  As we reached the threshold of the woods he turned around and grabbed my hands in both of his.

His face was flooding with exuberant excitement, as if in anticipation of something.  Both eyebrows lowered slightly to create an enticing expression.  Every feature was bending to illustrate a slightly mischievous, yet entirely blissful emotion.

Perfectly content to walk backwards, his steps were not hindered at all.  It was as if he had done it several times before and knew the path clearly.  My own enthusiasm was unspoken as well.  A very interested and curious smile generated across my mouth.  

His gate was slow and careful, unsure if the dreamlike nature of the memory was real or conjured with my remembrance.  The artificial lights from his house soon waned as we proceeded further and further, soon leaving us with only the light of the night sky. 

His intent eyes never left mine, still facing me as he lead us to the mystery location.  They were fixed deeply to mine, the darkness of his irises emanating a consuming force.  My lids lowered slightly in surrender to their power.  I wondered if he was aware of their influence.  

Hopefully not.

Finally deciding to turn forward, he released one hand and drew the other in close to him, pulling it under his arm to grasp it against his chest.  Clasping on to it with both hands, he elevated it to present it with a gentle kiss.

Fighting to hide my roused expression, blood was stirring with excitement under my already heated skin.  I bit down on my lips to prevent any incriminating grin.  The eagerness to know his plan was growing excessively.  My hand tenderly squeezed his and he stopped.

"We're almost there," he whispered, stopping to lean down and kiss my lips.  A spiral of fiery tingles churned, causing a euphoric sensation.  He pulled away quickly, only to pick up our pace considerably.  Walking with forward steps now, he pulled me with much vigor.  When we finally came to a stop he turned to me with obvious excitement.
"We're here," he spoke.
Looking around, I saw nothing of consequence.  Before I could speak my obvious question, he pulled me over to a wide tree and placed my hand on an unexpected surface.  Surprised, my eyes focused to take in a smooth, thick piece of wood nailed to the tree.  My eyes subsequently shot upwards, taking in the series of successive rectangles trailing up the tree.  They appeared to be steps, serving as tools to reach a heavenward destination, unseen up until now.  The canopy of the trees was thick and dark, not allowing me to decipher exactly what I was looking for.

"What is it?" I asked softly, my eyes wide with brimming zeal.

"You'll see.  Ladies' first," he motioned.

Swallowing hard, my gaze shot up again.  Focusing intently, I could vaguely make out a dark square, at least fifty feet up.  My best guess was we were climbing to some sort of structure built into the tree.

With no objection, my fingers tested the strength of the piece positioned approximately one foot above my head.  My right foot rose carefully to push my weight up with my first step.  Standing on it with both feet for a moment, I then proceeded cautiously up the immense tree, stopping every few steps to look down to make sure he was right behind me.

"It's alright, I'm here.  Keep going. You're almost there," he spoke reassuringly.  

Lifting my head, suddenly the target in front of me was much clearer.  It was an immense dark square, looked to be the same color of the dark bark.  Once my progression left me only five feet from the impending arrival, I spoke quizzically. 

"What do I do now?"

"Once you get up to it, push up on the door."

Trusting his soothing tone, I continued, until arriving at the structure.  One hand grasped securely on the last wood plank, while the other reached up to push open the "door."  Creaking and sticking a bit, it thrust open after much more force than I had expected to have to put forth.  His body climbed up closer to mine, and his hand pressed against my bottom.  

"Reach in and I'll push you up," he ensured.

"Uh…." I breathed in an unsure tone.  He couldn't have much balance, steadying himself solely with two feet.

"Trust me," he reassured.

Taking one more step up, my hands reached in to feel the smooth wood floor.  After getting my bearings, he was true to his word, as he pushed me forcefully into the sturdy base.  Plummeting up, I lay on my stomach only a moment before I positioned myself to watch him emerge.  Soon after me, he shot up with much force as he propelled himself right next to me.

"What is this?!" I asked, almost too dumfounded to speak. 

My eyes moved wildly to take in the breathtaking picture before me.  We were on an approximately twelve by twelve foot thick slab of wood, positioned at the very top of the uppermost layer of trees.  The tree we were in was much larger than the rest, allowing the structure to be fixed firmly to the broad branches.  My fear of heights prevented me from standing, so my posture remained only slightly heightened up on my knees.  My eyes finally landed on him, his eyes dancing wildly with his own fierce intensity.

"It's my fortress of solitude," he smiled.  I huffed a soft laugh at his joke, still a little apprehensive.

His exquisite face was perfectly light by an apt full moon.  It only added to the glow of fervor encompassing his features.

"When did you find this?" I asked.

He smiled modestly.

"I didn't find it.  I built it."

"What?" I asked, honest disbelief spilling forth.

"How in the world did you do this?  You did it by yourself, I assume?"  I asked this knowing his own rules prohibited him from as little contact with others as possible.

"Yes, I did it by myself.  It was a labor of love....but well worth it.  I’ve been waiting a while to show you this."

He moved in closer to me and shut the small hatch.  His hands rested on my thighs, my own moving to clasp his in a tender gesture.

“Are we safe up here?” I asked.

“Well, I’ve been doing a little research over the past few months.  I’ve gathered that the satellite has never transmitted a signal at this time of night.  I know it’s a risk, but I think the chances are extremely slim of anything happening.  And even if they did see something, it’s so dark I don’t think they could gather a clear image.”

My face was obviously stunned.  He had never spoken such confidence or reassurance in our safety.  He shifted to pat my knee, offering a calming guarantee.

"I used to come here at night a lot.  The stars seem so much clearer up here.  It's the closest I can get to my home.  Although...."

He paused, closing his eyes.

"Although what?" I pleaded gently.

"Although....it seems strange to call it my home, when you are here.  You….are my home now."

My own eyes closed in response to his admission. My entire body loosened, affected with robust emotion.

Crawling cautiously over to him, my head lowered slightly as my eyes remained on him, watching absorbedly.  He lifted a hand to touch my head carefully, just past my ear, hidden by my hair.  Weaving his fingers into the thick strands, he pulled me forward gently.  

"And you are my home," I spoke softly.

His already heavy-laden lids closed slowly over his black eyes.  My hand rose to rest on his waist, his hand still urging me forward.  The remaining hand grasped his shirt just below the neckline.  Holding the soft material in my hand, I pulled his face down to mine.  Both of my lips parted in anticipation before our mouths even came together.  When they touched finally in gentle eagerness, our mouths erupted with steady combination of intense force and tender yielding.  His arms intertwined around my back, with one hand cradling the back of my head.  In a scooping motion, he lowered me down in an exceedingly slow and careful motion.  My back arched slightly as it hit the hard surface, due to his hands.  Not sure if my unsteady and dizzy head was from my fear of heights or our kiss, my body surrendered all the more, allowing him to ease the exaggerated spinning in my head.  Not sure how much time had passed, ten minutes or two hours, neither was nearly enough when he finally pulled his face away.

Smiling, he spoke, "Wow….that was nice.  But it's not the real reason I brought you here.”
Rolling over on his back to parallel my straight position, he grabbed my hand tight.  His body moved in close, our shoulders and legs pressed up against each other.  With his free hand he elevated it and moved it in a sweeping motion across the air.

"Look," he spoke with an airy intonation.  My eyes moved from his face to look up into the sky.  The backdrop was black and clear.  There were hundreds of crisp stars shining, some appearing to even flicker faintly.

"It's beautiful," I whispered.  "Does it look anything like this on your….planet?"  I had almost used my usual term, "home," but implemented the still uncomfortable word.  After his sweet admission I would have to come up with a new name since "planet" still proved to impart an uneasy twinge.

"Yes and no.  The stars look the same, but our sky is a little brighter because we have two moons."

"Wow," I breathed.

"What do they look like?"

"Well, one is very similar to yours, in that's it's just a little smaller.  But the other is very grand and is a bit red.  It casts a very ethereal shade at night.  It's quite beautiful."

"Mmmmm," I responded, fascinated.  My curiosity had grown to know more about him and his birthplace with every moment I spent with him.  

"I bet you miss it."

"Hmm, not really," he spoke, turning his head.  His tone was somber, suggesting something was making him slightly discontented.  Keeping my eyes on the beautiful dark vastness, I didn't move my head to see his face.  Even so, I could feel his warm breath moving through my hair to hit my cheek.  I was curious for his new mood.

"Does coming here make you happy or sad?"

"I guess both."

"What do you mean?"

"Well, it makes me happy because it's so beautiful up here.   And it makes me happy because it reminds me of my old home.  But....sometimes beautiful things can make you sad."

Looking over to him now, he in turn moved his eyes away to gaze up at the cloudless sky.

"Have you ever witnessed something so wonderful that it moves you to feel an overwhelming sense of sadness?  I suppose it's just the juxtaposition of something so lovely contrasted with the cruelty of life.  It's hard to explain in words," he finished.

"No," I said.  "I think I understand what you mean.  I think I feel that exact sentiment sometimes when I'm with you."

Even though his eyes were not facing me, I could see his contorting furrow, laced with curiosity over my last statement.

"When I'm with you I'm just so.... happy," I began.  "Then sometimes in an instant I feel absolutely devastated....if that makes any sense.  I think about not being with you and it makes me sick, almost to the point of bursting sometimes.  The thought is so terrible I have to push it out of my mind immediately and try to concentrate on something else."

Both of our eyes finally met, both piercing with memorized discomfort.  My mind raced back to several instances I was in his arms and tears escaped my eyes, unknown to him.  The experiences had been so powerful they moved me to suffer the distressing sensation.

"I thought I was the only one who did that," he murmured, turning his head back to the stars.

Following his lead, I gazed at the sky for an extended period, listening to his steady breathing.

The sight was certainly glorious, but the slight heaving of his chest and slow intake of heated air diverted my concentration.  The faint sound, against the backdrop of rustling leaves and unidentified wildlife, produced an unmistakable lure.  His involuntary actions unintentionally persuaded me to arrange myself on top of him.  Shifting to straddle him gently, my face now blocked his view of the wide expanse.  The new expression generating on his face spoke to the fact that he didn't seem to mind.  His face was dark, shadows enveloping his features.  My hair fell to cover the sides of his head, generating even more darkeness.  Moving in closer to scrutinize his lovely face, I fought the temptation to progress further.  My eyes yearned to study his appearance, wanting to sear this memory into my mind, not just temporarily.  

The light from shining stars struck his black irises, causing them to dance with enthusiastic glittering flashes.  He smiled slightly, with delighted surprise brought on by my swift movement.  Delicately lowering my cheek to rest against his opposite cheek, my soft voice spoke into his ear.

"I will love you forever."

His arms moved carefully to seize my already close body further into his.  The strong pressure squeezed the air out of my lungs, expunging a low moan into his ear.  Releasing his own pleasing sigh, he whispered in return.

"I’ll still love you after that." 

I lifted my hand to my face, in response to my teary eyes.  The spontaneous reaction embodied the exact sentiment I had just described to him.  Fittingly, the moisture was generated at a time I felt so immensely blissful.

“I’m so happy,” I admitted, smiling broadly.  I raised my torso slightly above his so I could see his face.

“I know,” he answered, his hand rising up to trace the lines of dimples on my cheeks.  The touch of his finger traveling the divot in my skin caused it to heat even further.  

Still elevating my head, I brought it to rest just above his face.  Only an inch separating our mouths, the heat of his breath hit me with a pleasing force.  Smiling playfully, I cocked my head to the side.  One of his eyebrows elevated, speaking his own enthusiasm.  

The playful expression slowly washed from my face, watching him with a more fervent seriousness now.  Any words I would choose could never adequately demonstrate how I felt inside.  Working my hand under his head, I lifted it to mine.  My lips pressed against his, imparting a tingling feeling throughout my face, especially underneath the flesh of my cheeks.  The rest of my body seemed to go numb, even with all of my building exhilaration.  Heat and pressure from our touching mouths was all I was feeling at the moment.  His hands moved down to my lower waist, exerting gentle force into my tailbone.  The movement and pressure of our pressing torsos had caused my shirt to shift slightly, exposing my navel.  My hands moved to pull up his shirt slightly so I could feel his warm skin against mine.  His arm moved up my back, underneath my shirt.  Reaching his hand up to my head, the shirt moved along with it.  Persisting, he used his other hand to remove it completely.  I sat up, pulling him with me, pulling his shirt off over his head.  As we lowered ourselves back down, he rolled me over onto my back instead.  Laying over me, he stroked my face, looking at me for a moment.  Smiling gently, he looked away, holding the position for a moment.  When his face reemerged his eyes glistened with moisture.  

A painful sting nipped at my core with the sight.  He had been telling the truth when he said he felt it, too.  But the sensation I felt when I saw it wasn't entirely negative.  It was completely interlaced with fervent joy and powerful affection.  I pulled his face down to mine and kissed his closed lids.  The combination of all of the emotions left a very overwhelming sensation, forcing me to close my eyes as well.  

It felt nice for our skin to touch, especially outside, where the air was thick.  One hand stroked up and down my arm, imparting a sensation that ended up emanating in my mouth.  The emotion urged me to press my lips against his again.  Without having to plead, his lips lowered and met mine with gentle force.  One of his hands rose to rest on my face while the other's movement startled me.  Removing his weight temporarily from my torso, his hand moved quickly to the top of my jeans.  Slightly anxious, my heart picked up its already rapid pace.  

Chapter 32
“The Delirious Escape and End Title”
"Wyn," spoke a new voice, jolting me suddenly.

The harshness of the sound memory jolted me back to the reality in an instant.

"Wyn, I think I have enough," spoke the glaring and displeasing voice.  "You can take this off now."

Groaning internally, I heaved an enormous sigh of discontentment.  Remaining in my horizontal position, my hand rose to imply I needed a moment.  Even though he was accommodating, his loud breathing was making the blushing recollection fade all the more quick.  Exasperated that I hadn’t been able to remain in my lucid memory long enough to retrieve the closing details, I finally sat up, yanking at the device.   Xavier's hands quickly shot over to aid the process.

"Are you all right?" he questioned gently, his head cocking to sit near his shoulder.  "Would you like to use the restroom?"

I shook my head, holding my lips in a pout like an unhappy toddler.

"Are you ready to move on?" he said through calming eyes.

Nodding slightly, my pout grew exponentially.

"Oh, before I do anything else and forget altogether, Walter told me to tell you something before everything was….complete."

My brow furrowed, as he reached into his pocket, searching for something.  Pulling out a small piece of paper, he offered an awkward smile.

"He wanted me to tell you….okay, hold on….I had to write it down because I didn’t want to say it wrong….” he fumbled to unfold it quickly as his face twisted in embarrassment.  Eyeing it briefly, it appeared he was trying to make the execution seem graceful, although it was anything but.  
“….um....oh yes….Namárië'." 

Immediately, my hand rose to the bridge of my nose and my face crumpled into a mass of pained creases.  His eyes widened as he took in my wounded response.  He moved forward towards me and looked like he was about to offer a heartfelt apology, but I closed my eyes, ceasing the vision.
"I can't do this," I retorted in a snap.  "I can't do this.  I'm not doing this."  I rose to my feet, pushing my self off of the bed.

"Wyn," he started, jumping to his feet.  His eyes watched me closely, painted with a concentrated expression I couldn't decipher.
“I know I was too scared to make a final decision to be with him….but I know I don’t want this!  I can't forget him.  I won't .”
My face completely collapsed, if it were possible to fall further.  Walking over to him, my hand rose to rest on his heart.

"I just wish we had more time.  I feel like if we had more time….”

“I don’t know how much that would have changed things.  You either want to be with him or you don’t.”

“Don’t say that,” I cut in, hurt by his words.  “It’s not that at all….I-”

The immense lump in my throat prevented me from finishing my thought.  Looking over to him, he offered a tiny bit of relief.  His eyes were flooded with sympathy and the thin line of his mouth was curling up slightly.  His face convinced me I didn’t need to explain.  
My head shook in confusion, still reeling from surprise that Walter had ever conceded in having his memory erased as well.  
"Do you think this is fair to Domenic?" he asked, halting my thoughts of Walter.  I sat with my eyes closed for an extended period before I answered him.

"I don't know.  Nothing about this entire situation is fair….you won't force me, will you?"

Sighing, he spoke with a feeble smile. "No, I won't force you into anything.  This is entirely all up to you." 

"I suppose this is for the best….but...." I spoke, still not entirely sure.  "You can't tell him."

"I won't," he spoke slowly, shaking his head in a way the expressed he was being truthful.

        "Well, what's going to happen now?" I asked.

Sitting down on the bed, he placed his head on his knees.  He moved his large hands to rub his head.

"Well….he wants me to complete the process with him as soon as possible," he sighed.  "He's going to have to stay in town a while.  I can't take him somewhere new, or he'll have a hard time regaining a hold on life.  He has to remain in the last environment he was familiar with....to ensure all other memories stay in tact.  That being said....you will not able to come to see him."

Looking down, I bit my lip fiercely.

"I know."

Walking over to him, he grasped my hands.  His eyes met mine with a concerned expression.

Suddenly he spurted a fervent huff, as if something suddenly vexed him.  I was immediately alert, eyeing him for further explanation to his unexpected burst.  His face was holding a terse sentiment.  

Slowly, his features began to soften and transform until he was smiling slyly.  I stared at him fixedly, confused to what could cause him to shift from one sentiment to another so quickly.  

What was so amusing now?

“I knew I should have started with you remembering me,” he started, stopping to laugh and when he finally looked to me.  When he saw my face, mad with curiosity, he continued, still smiling.  “During the procedure, well….different parts of the brain light up when you feel any kind of….sexual….feelings.  I was dying see what exactly showed up when you thought of me.  I’ve always had a feeling you find me terribly attractive.”

Instead of smiling in response to his joke, my head fell in anguish.  In turn, when I looked up, his smile had faded and his face was contorting into a way that demonstrated he was attempting to mask his actual emotions.  Until this moment, I had not really even considered the pain this would cause him as well.

He began to stand up.
My eyes bulged in disbelief.

“Wait!” I cried  “Are you leaving?!”

“Well….I…..”  He lifted his hands to his face, covering his eyes.  “I, uh….don’t really know where to go from here.  I know I certainly don't want to, but I think....it’s probably best that I get going.  I….uh, need to leave you so you can move on with your life."  His own face twisted into a look of anguish, quickly erased with a fierce shake of his head. 

"Wh- wait, please…..” I pleaded, my face exploding with shock he was indeed already going.  “I need to do something before you go."

Bolting over to my nightstand, I pulled out my red notebook and removed two pieces of paper.  The sound of him shooting back to lie down on the bed put me at ease.  I knew he was offering as much time as I needed to do this right.
This would be my chance to at least curb one regret that would inevitably haunt me otherwise.  
Xavier’s unwavering patience allowed me to spend sufficient time, first conjuring the right words in my head, then consequently crafting them on paper.  After nearly an hour of writing out two farewells, the latter to Walter ended with the appropriate 'Mara mesta'.  
Not completely satisfied, my eyes raced behind closed lids to conjure something more.  This was not enough.
Just as the goodbye that Dorothy’s bestowed to her friends did not seem adequate, one letter, as truthful and heartfelt as it was, did not seem sufficient either.

  In an instant, I flew from my sitting position on the foot of the bed to my bedside table.   Seizing the coveted item, I heaved out the tense breath when my fingers hit the tiny glass jar.  They closed automatically as they soaked in the sight.  
About a month ago, on a particular night when I was having trouble falling asleep, I slipped out of bed to get on my knees and pull out a box from under my bed.  Smiling as soon as I opened the lid, I fingered through the collection of items I had gathered at the ocean over the years.  As a test, I opened a bag of sand from a particular beach on Florida, delighted in the joy it immediately provided.

Over the next hour, I carefully poured a small amount of the sand into a small glass jar, then arranging a handful of the saved shells and other precious pieces.  My eyebrows had narrowed with confusion a few times, as I didn’t recall several of the items.  Pulling out the box several times a year, I had each and every item nearly memorized.

Not this time.  
But I liked the unfamiliar items.

I purposely chose those to go inside.

They rested on the sand carefully, perfectly re-erecting an unknowingly hidden memory inside me.  A single finger traced over the lid, turned tautly as to not release any lingering scent that may be within the glass.  
My face tightened as the significance of the project continued to hit me like a wave.  Lifting it closer, my eyes skimmed over the writing on the lid through blurry eyes. 
“26° 8' 30" N / 81° 47' 42" W
I sighed a deep breath.

It was my hope, and belief, he would understand the significance of the numbers.  It surely illustrated that my subconscious had indeed been sending me messages even when we were apart.  
I slowly moved to my dresser, the spot I had laid my favorite striped shirt when we had first gotten to my house today.  
He had said he had almost taken it a couple of times because it reminded him of me.  Even though he would only be able to derive brief pleasure from it, if any, I found the sacrifice to be worth it.  I carefully wrapped the letter and the jar in the shirt and turned slowly to Xavier.
"Can you give this to him?" I asked, handing him the small package.  Nodding and standing up to walk over, he took it from my hand.  

Without any warning or explanation, I ran to my living room.  I wasn’t sure what had elicited the sudden enlightenment, but I seized the desired item and clutched it in both hands along with the remaining letter.  A single finger traced up and down the wire limbs, swirling around the overstated joints.  At the time of conception, the thin extremities had seemed exaggerated in length, but as I now examined them again, the scale appeared somewhat accurate.  
Not able to form a smile at the unexpected clarification, I looked around for an appropriate covering.  Grabbing the thin scarf that was lying on the arm of my couch, I carefully swathed the elongated wire sculpture until the form was muted and the offering would remain a mystery until he was back at his home.  A faint choke escaped my mouth as fought back the sobs.
Bolting back into the room, my expectation that he would be standing in the same exact position was founded.  "This one's for you," I spoke through a twisted mouth, nearly unable to look into his eyes.  

With an expression of surprised pleasure, he closed his eyes.

"Wyn, I'm going to miss you so much...." he began.

My face crumpled again, this time unable to contain my overflowing grief.  With both gifts still in his hands, he wrapped his arms around me in a huge bear hug, lifting me off the ground.  His intense grip hindered my breathing, but also the fierce trembling as well.  In an instant he was shuddering as well.  
I couldn't believe it.  
He was crying.  
In the short time I knew him, or at least remembered him, his personality was so constant, displaying little or no negative emotions.  Over the last week he had been our constant.  His final release of sentiment caused me to be all the more affected.

"I'm going to miss you too, Xavier," I was barely able to choke out.  "I....," I began, retightening my own grip.  "I love you."

Pulling apart from me after an extended moment, his face held an expression I'd never seen from him before.  It was a combination of insufferable anguish and absolute joy.  Heaving a robust sigh, he stroked my hair.  Setting me back down on my feet, I patted his pulsing chest.  
"I love you, too," he spoke, uncharacteristically subdued.  

I pressed my face into his chest, grabbing the material of his shirt around my face forcefully.  Enclosing my cheeks and mouth with the soft fabric, I hauled in an extensive breath, allowing the scent to fill my senses with intent.  My head swayed, slightly intoxicated with the pleasing aroma for a moment.  When I looked up, his mouth was turned to a slight smile, much more subdued than was typical for him.  He obviously understood the purpose for my action.  Turning slowly, his face remained looking at me as he walked to the door to leave.

Screaming internally, my mind was full of rabid shrieking and crying, urging him not to leave.  His eyes glistened with tears, ready to overflow at any moment.  As he choked back an indistinguishable sound, my head hung in defeat.  I knew any begging for him to stay would impart even further pain.

My entire body was uncontrollably trembling now. Sucking in my chin, the pressure presumably created the massive dimpling my mother and sister duly noted, displaying my overwhelming anguish.

"Goodbye Xavier," I choked, unable to prevent myself from running over to throw my arms around him.

"Goodbye Wyn," he stuttered, spurting his own uncontrollable short gasps.  

His face pressed against the top of my head for a moment before he turned in a whirl, in turn spinning me.  In a daze, my eyes closed with the rapid movement and when I reopened them he was gone.  My body was now facing the opposite direction, and it took a few moments for my gaze to un-blur.  
There, in the direct line of my stare was the box that sat directly in the middle of my dresser.  It housed several special items, many of which I had been keeping safe for several years inside the tiny wooden walls
Collapsing in a heap in the floor, I didn’t need to remove the lid to know precisely what was inside.  It was as if the words housed inside on yellowed paper were screaming to me, immediately taking on a new meaning that I had not taken notice of until this very instance.  Even the curvature of Elizabeth’s penmanship had been permanently seared into my mind, now intently concentrating on the fourth line of her discovered message.
“Sometimes when things seem wrong, they are actually right.”

Releasing a mountain of emotion, I sobbed in the realization of her words.  
There was no way the puzzling statement that had left me continually confused and curious all these years related to this current situation.

Could there be?
I thought about getting up and running after Xavier, but I knew it was too late.  The pain was so raw that my limbs wouldn’t have worked even if I wanted them to.

It wasn’t long before my anguish turned to exhaustion.  I’m not exactly sure when I fell asleep, but when I woke, the description of what I felt was not unlike what Xavier had described had he indeed completed the entire process.  I was confused, dazed and unsure where I was.  Laying on the floor for over a day, it was a knock at the door on Sunday that finally broke my trance.  
Chapter 33
“When the Saints Go Marching in”

July 4th, 2009

"Get it, get it!" I shouted, waving my fists.  Not being able to see him, I stood on my tiptoes awaiting his return.  Hunched over, pushing through the crowd, Domenic emerged with an immense smile.  

"There you go, beautiful," he said, presenting me with a large candy bar.

"My hero," I stated, patting him on the arm.  Reaching out to take the treasure, he held it behind his back.  

"Not before a kiss," he teased.

Happy to oblige, I leaned in to offer him a sweet kiss on the cheek.  At the last moment before my lips touched his skin, he moved his face quickly to receive it on his lips.  Laughing with our mouths still pressed together, I reached around his back to grab the candy thrown from the fire truck.  
We were on the front lines of the most crowded parade I had ever been to.  Only minutes into the first floats and marching bands, I realized the most excitement would come in the form of the gifted candy.  Most of the treats so far been smaller, less appealing ones, but when I saw the full sized candy bars being thrown, I pushed him through the line of screaming observers.

"Hmmm, what have you eaten today, Miss Westerfield?"

Rolling my eyes playfully, I said sweetly, "It's hot out here.  If I don't eat it now it will melt, and we wouldn't want that, would we?  I'll even share it with you."

"Oh, alright, if you share then I guess I won't have to call Mary Ellen."  

Laughing, I poked him as he spoke my mom's name.  Even though we had been engaged for several months now, he still refused to call her “mom”.  Not that I could blame him.  I was even worse.  I still called his parents Mr. and Mrs. Davidson.  

He smiled as I broke off half of the chocolate bar.  

"Okay, you divided it, so I get to choose," he grinned impishly.

"Hey, that's not fair," I whined with an exaggerated frown.

"Uh, I think it's entirely fair.  We both know your definition of half is not always accurate," he grinned, looking at the two pieces, one slightly bigger than the other.

"Well, I guess since I love you so much I'll let you have the bigger half," I smiled.

Relieved I was able to speak the three words in the middle of my sentence without a painful tug at my heart, my mouth still lessened its broad grin.  

It was true. 
I indeed loved him, but for months after parting ways with Walter, every kiss, every hug, every intimate utterance inevitably imparted a painful sting.
I had been trying my hardest not to alert Domenic to my hurt, and I think I was successful. With months of practice, the severe pain was certainly not gone, but I could contain it enough to live my life, seemingly the same person.  It had diminished to a constant dull ache, encompassing my entire body.  It was especially intense at night, as I lie alone in my bed.  I thought about him every day; wondering where he was now and how things were evolving for him and Xavier.  The persistent flood of curious questions regarding Walter had not yet waned in magnitude, so much in fact, I was truly surprised and pleased that Domenic hadn’t questioned any of my frequent dazed stares.

My father wasn’t as easily fooled, even showing up for an unannounced solo visit in late April.  He claimed that his “parental sensors” had been going off, suspicious that something was awry.  Once he was there in front of me, observing my responses to his curious questions first-hand, it was nearly impossible to hide my reactive facial expressions.  Every time I had smiled, his eyes immediately shot to my cheeks, surely observing the obvious lack of creases.  I could only raise my hand to my face or turn my head so many times without him getting suspicious, staying true to my promise to my mother that I would not let on to my father I knew he knew about my tell-tale smiles.  Fortunately he only stayed three days because I nearly divulged everything the very moment his face crumpled after one of my most forged smiles. I quickly attempted to appease his agony, “confessing” that I was just a little stressed at work.  Seemingly, he accepted my clarification.
Thank goodness Domenic didn’t know their implication.
My heart still wasn’t quite sure I had made the right choice.  In fact, I had read and re-read Elizabeth’s note so many times that the material of the paper began to thin with profuse handling.  Worried I was going to damage it, I finally put it back in the box on my dresser.  

My head was continually working to shut out those doubts, fighting to reassure that I had actually made the right choice.  In fact, my family was thrilled because Domenic and I were going to visit them in Indiana for the first time in a few weeks.  I hadn’t been to Elizabeth’s grave in almost a year and I want to make sure I visited it on the anniversary of her death.  It was my head that reminded that most likely I’d be sorrowfully estranged from my family if I’d chosen to be with Walter.  And I did love Domenic, it reminded as well.  It was my recent understanding that nothing can distract your mind from love….except love.
Knocked from my current recollection by an over-excited bystander, I fell into the confines of Domenic's arms.

"I think we’ve been here long enough.  Why don't we get out of here?" he asked, raising me back to my feet.

Without any words, I grabbed his hand and allowed him to lead the way through the less dense crowd behind us.  The other hand formed a fist around the already melting candy and small flag bestowed to me upon our first arrival at the parade, nearly an hour ago.  Raising my hand to take a bite of the chocolate bar, the sight of the ring on my right hand altered my focus again.  My body tightened with the sight, and I abruptly returned my now rigid hand back down.  
I had kept Walter's ring.

Simply switching it to my right hand, I had not taken it off since he presented it to me the second time.  Quickly erasing my pained expression, I purposely attempted to redirect my thoughts.  

"Do you want this?" I asked, my lame effort to change the subject in my head.

"You don't want it?" he asked, with a slight hint of surprise.

"No, I don't think I'm hungry after all.”  I was honest.  My knotted stomach was slightly lurching.

"That’s a first,” he smiled.  “All right, if you're sure."

He took the candy and took a bite, the melting chocolate, smearing on his bottom lip.  He was unaware of the humbling mess smeared on his mouth.  

"You are so cute," I added, wiping it with my thumb. 

"What?" he said, using his own hand to clean off the smudge.

“You’re sure you don’t want the rest?” he asked, raising his hand up to offer sight of the melting candy.

“No, I’m sure,” I smiled.  

Suddenly, my fingers stealthily rose to cover my cheeks, an involuntary action that had generated after my father’s last visit.  Relieved in an instant, remembering Domenic was indeed not keen to the unspoken message, I lowered my hand, reaching into my pocket for one of the smaller treats we had gathered at the parade.  Placing one end of the stiff wrapper into my mouth, I pulled out the familiar mint with my teeth.

“I think I’ll just have this instead,” I finished, crinkling my face into another smile.
In a contemplative daze, I looked up at the sun.  Unaffected by the intense searing, my eyes held the gaze for several moments before finally looking away.  
Bringing up my hand to finally block the view, my lids closed purposely.  Even though the bright sun was out of sight, a perfect circle was revealed behind my sealed eyelids.  A precise ring had been burnt into the black darkness.  Standing with my eyes closed, it took several moments before it began to dissipate.  Finally opening my eyes, I was forced to close them again.
My unintentional action yielded an unanticipated result.  It had reminded me of something else; another perfect mark.  
A mark that was not temporary.
A mark that had been engraved into my heart permanently.  
It was unseen to others, but not to me.

It was unmoving and everlasting.

Nothing could ever erase that.
Epilogue
“How to Disappear Completely”
“No!” someone shrieked.  
The voice was obviously that of a small child, and by the intonation and passion, it seemed to be a very distressed response.  My lowered head didn’t move upwards in the slightest when my sunglass-veiled eyes shot upwards to observe firsthand the apparent source of such an emotional outburst.  

A single balloon was sailing swiftly, far out of the reach of the tiny flailing arms of a little girl.  It was speedily flying upwards, while a sudden gust of wind pulled it horizontally across the bright sky, hauling it further and faster away from the emotional shrieks.  The bright orange color made it even easier to watch the very evident and disparaging departure.  
I nearly smirked at the overstressed reaction, but quickly concentrated my efforts back to my initial goal, returning my eyes to the massive crowd.  They raced stealthily to convene on the target that had been so shrewdly evading me the past hour.  But it wasn’t the target’s attempt to be shrewd or cunning in her elusiveness, it was my own cautious distance that halted my moving surveillance.  
Luckily she had finally come to a stop.  It would be much easier to observe her while she was stationary.  Her back was to me so all that was visible from my position was her mass of dark hair.  And that vision only happened haphazardly when the immense lines of bodies in between us all moved at precisely the right time, allowing her to be visible for just a short time.  Suddenly a break in the crowd displayed her profile and a nauseating stab coerced itself throughout my core.  She was smiling, with her mouth open wide.  
She looked happy.  
My eyes jetted to her cheek instantly to make a very particular and specific observation, but a large body abruptly blocked the view.  
Groaning, I stepped back as an overly aggressive woman with a stroller pushed herself over one of my feet.  As the carriage was hauled up over uneven curve of bones and tendons, the lumbering boost upwards caused a cup near the handle to fall to the ground.  Aggravated with the interruption, I bent over to grasp the item.  As I straightened back up, my shoulder was consequently bumped by another bystander, causing my stance widen even further to maintain my balance.  With no words or expression I handed the woman the cup, and with no offering of thanks herself, she took it and pushed her way through.  My face nearly warped to display my slight irritation, but as I looked to the line where my target had been, my mind was instantly wiped of the minor distraction.
She was gone.

Wildly, I scanned the area where she had been standing at a fixed spot for at least a half an hour.  My eyes squinted, as they strained to see if she had moved or if another body had indeed just moved to block my view temporarily.  Suddenly the mass in front of me was shifting.  The movement was seemingly insignificant and if it wasn’t for my elevated height, the slight separation of bodies would have gone unnoticed.   I watched, frozen, as the scene unfolded right before my shrouded eyes.  
She was there, right in front of me, moving directly towards me.
My breathing halted immediately, my mouth petrified like a stone in a divide caused by the sight of her face.  The vision was pleasing and also very excruciating at the same time, evoking a scraping gouge down the innards of my cheek bones all the way down to my chin.  She was only about five feet from me now and I hurriedly turned so my shoulder and back was what faced her as she passed me.

Her hand brushed against the side of my forearm.
Clamping down my eyes fiercely behind my seemingly opaque sunglasses, her contact imparted a searing sting, as if the touch physically wounded my heated skin.  I remained like a statue for the exact amount of time I calculated it would take for her to be a safe distance away.  Before I was about to turn around my eyes looked down to my arm.  
In slow motion, a faint line was deepening in hue on my arm, just below my elbow.  I lifted my sunglasses to watch the scene progress.  As my eyes hit the mark, a shooting ache emanated from the line, explaining this was the exact spot her hand had hit my arm.  Then, just as suddenly as the first mark had appeared, a second form began to generate.  My stomach tightened uncomfortably as my lungs cried out for a much-needed breath.  Taking one in, my eyes fell closed as the precise placement of the growing blotches on my arm spoke of the exact cause.  
It was just the type of wound to be caused by the harshness of a precious stone; two precious stones, actually.  
It had always been the plan for Xavier to retrieve the ring from her house after he completed her memory erasure, but he claimed he hadn’t been able to find it.  Since he obviously couldn’t stick around to ask her, he had to leave it.  I almost went to her house on a couple different occasions to seize it myself, but I had promised Xavier I wouldn’t do anything to hinder her healing.  
Currently, the irony and the odds of the feat caused my head to fall with a crushing blow.  It stayed there until it fell even further with my subsequent thoughts.
She believed that I was going to go through with it.

 the same memory erasure as she was.  
I only had told her that to appease her.  
For her sake, I needed her make the decision for her.  
The recollection of our final days together caused my eyes to blur.  
Not sure exactly sure what I was looking at, or if my eyes were even open, I stood motionless in my current position for an extended period.  My thoughts bolted from one thought to the next, finally coming to a rest at a vision of my mother.  Even though I didn’t have many memories of her, my visions of her were very clear.

She was young.
I was only five.

Pushing her long hair behind her shoulders, she reached to hugged me good bye.  Whispering into my ear, she spoke, ‘It was not by chance that you were chosen.’”
My eyes tightened with the lucid memory of her words.  
I suppose what even allowed me to let her go through this again was her memory had been erased once, only to return.  If we were indeed being willed towards each other, then nothing could prevent that course from surging forward; not even a clean slate.  I had a feeling her remembering me was not a typical response.  And everything that surrounded us and our love was anything but typical.  
With my eyes still closed, my other senses spoke that nearly all of the bodies were gone.  When they finally opened, they focused on the ground below me, and it took a minute to grasp the scene.  The irony of the landscape was cruel in its seeming mockery of my aching chest.  
Even with no movement, the reflection of the clear cellophane sparkled.  
Like shining white stars painted against a crisp black sky, I was standing in a sea of dark grey speckled with hundreds of white and red circles.  

Next time I would be ready if I was presented with another chance.
A silent and curiously captivating stranger….

An eyebrow-furrowing driver in a passing car….

An unfamiliar bystander that hurriedly looks away just as you meet eyes….
Any of these may spark a moment of interest or possibly even a short-lived musing before the mundane aspects of life heave you back into reality.
But…what if one of them knew everything about you?

What if they loved you?

Passionately loved you.

You just didn’t know it.

Or….you just don’t remember it.

This is Wyn’s reality….    
To her family’s dismay, Wyn Westerfield has just moved cross-country from Indiana to California.  Almost immediately she meets and falls in love with Domenic, only to unexpectedly come to find out after several curious events that several pieces of her memory are missing….most importantly, her memory of her previous love, Walter.  Through a series of events, Wyn realizes her memory has been erased and she in fact knows the previously unfamiliar stranger named Walter.
But he couldn’t be further from a “stranger.”

A year ago, in a wayward decision on Walter’s part, they had actually fallen in love, only for him to disclose that he was indeed a visitor from another planet, an act strictly forbidden for his kind.  Once caught by the elders of his home, the ultimate verdict was to have Wyn’s memory erased in a procedure that allowed for only specific memories to be removed.  Once the attempt proves faulty, Walter stealthily finds Wyn and helps to fill in her slew of still-unanswered questions.  With the same surreptitious eyes from the sky that caught them in the first place watching them, they flee, forcing Walter and Wyn’s decisions to be much more abrupt and hasty.  Will she listen to her head and stay with Domenic and her family….or follow her heart and leave to be with Walter?

“Alpha Meleth”, at approximately 105,000 words, is a fantasy novel about the extraordinary events of Wyn’s life that lead up to her subsequent fierce internal debate.  As a teacher of the Arts, my own love for artists, music, literature and language played an important role in my story.  While my novel used the medium of fantasy to tell the tale, it mostly pulls from my own romantic ideas and daydreams as an internal life-long story weaver and day-dreamer.  I am absolutely itching to write the subsequent books in what I hope to become a multi-book series.  If you have any questions, do not hesitate to contact me either by e-mail (2carriebarton@gmail.com) or telephone (330-945-5815). A self-addressed stamped envelope is enclosed for your convenience. I look forward to hearing from you.

One EskimO

Possibly one letter a week instead.

Saturday – library (out 2 days)

Monday – wake up

106 – what he says on first date - “Elen sila lumenn' omentielvo.” 

When they wake up at his house


When they’re on the swing at his house

326 - Namárië'."-   (Walter’s final message)

329 - 'Mara mesta'.  (Wyn’s final message)
Have walter make mention of how Earth has been sending messages into space?
“You’re not from “peema” are you?”

“What?”

“The Unwinding Cable Car” – Anberlin - this is the correclation of salvation

“Draw the Line” David Gray

“Give Me Something”  Scars on 45

Mumford and Sons 

Broken Bells – other song

Where the road meets the sun – beautiful duet (barn chapter)Katie Herzig and Matthew Perryman Jones
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