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Chapter 1

Sewoke up under abright blue sky, yet it was snowing. She sat
up, brushed thewhite flecksfrom her face, and discovered that they
were not flakes of snow. They weretiny bitsof paper floating down
like confetti from a cloudless sky. Where, she wondered, was its
source? Theday waslikeasummer breeze. Sheinhaeditssweetness
anditfet familiar. Shedidn’t know why.

Theflurry of paper snow gradually subsided. Shewatched the
last of thetiny white bitsmelt into the concrete ground, shavediceon
ascorching summer day. But it wasn't hot at al. Thetemperaturewas
just perfect. She looked around. The sidewak on which she was
sitting went farther than she could see. There was nothing on the
horizon. Nothing. No street, no grass, no dirt. Just pavement. Where
was she? Shetried to remember. Where had she been before she
awoke? Shecouldn’t remember. In searching her thoughts, sheredized
something else. Shecouldn’t remember who shewas. Her heart raced
with growing panic. What had happened to her?

“Hdlo?

Her timid voicerang hollow inthesilence.
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Stay calm, she said to herself. She knew that it wasthe only
way she could find answers. She took a deep breath to still the
pounding inside her and roseto her feet. Dust covered her black
dress pantsand black sleevel essturtleneck. What isthisdust? she
wondered. Shetried to remember something, anything and brushed
off her clothing. Shelooked around again. Every direction looked
the same. North, East, South and West embraced anidentical blue
sky and endless sidewalk.

Shehad noideahow old shewas. What did shelook like? She
didn’t have apurse, mirror, possessionsor even shoes. Shelooked at
her hands. They wereyoung and groomed, her nails manicured and
clean. Shelooked at the palms of her hands and noticed the web of
intricatelines. Somehow, sheknew they wereroadwaysof her destiny.
Thelineswereerratic, short and broken. Her hands spoketo her. I
only she could decipher thelanguage. They weretryingtotdl her who
shewas.

Frustrated, she closed her pamsand looked at the sky. Thesun
seared the blue. The sounds of her breathing broke the suffocating
silence. Was she dreaming? If this were a dream, she’ d wake up
soon. Dreamsdidn’t last that long. Thismorsel of knowledge gave
her comfort. Strange, she thought, an odd collection of memories
lingered. Though she couldn’t remember her name, shedid remember
trivial nonsense, recollections shewished she could put to better use.
Perhapsit was part of acollective consciousness. Thisbaffled her.
Why could sheremember random things, but couldn’t recall onedetall
about yesterday?

She sighed, looked around again, not knowing what to do
next. A song cameto mind. She began humming it until thewords
tumbled out.

“Happy birthday toyou...” Shesang thesong, though shedidn’t
know to whom shewas singing. The song washer companion. It filled
thesilencewith hope. Maybe, eventuadly, shewould remember other
thingstoo. “ Happy birthday dear you, happy birthday toyou...”
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She picked a direction and walked. She sang as loud as she
could. Her voice became her companion and sustained her courage.

On the horizon, a stream of purple smoke rose from the
concrete to the sky and formed agiant cumulous cloud. Her walk
became atrot as she neared the smoke, then she stopped. What if
this meant danger? She watched the plume invade the blue sky
with thick, dense fumes. But, what if it held an answer? She had
no choice but to find out. A deep breath numbed her fearsas she
marched toward the smoke.

Shewas close enough now to seeaman vigoroudy swatting the
ground with his black coat. He wore a white, stained shirt. Blue
suspendersheld up histhick charcoa pants. He coughed severd times,
too distracted to notice her.

Once shewasupon him, helooked up, startled.

“Whothehell areyou?’ Hisquestion wasan assaullt.

“Who are you?’ she asked in turn, feeling he somehow had
invaded her space.

Deadlock.

“If you' rejust hereto confuse me more, then get the hell out of
here,” heyelled.

“Confusing you?l’ msorry, but who areyou?’ sheasked camly.

He looked at her. She felt him examine her face, body and
gestures. Why wasthis stranger so suspiciousof her?

“What'syour name?’ hisgruff voice demanded. He coughed
again. Soot covered hisfaceand marked hishandsand clothing, asif
hehad just emerged fromafire.

Shedidn’t know how to respond. Shelookedinto hisred-rimmed
eyesand found them soulful, deep, yet filled with an unconced ed fear.
Weasit possiblethat hewasafraid of her?

“1 don’'t know who | am.” The statement burst out of her.
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Helooked at her in disbelief and then looked at the splattered
dark areaonthe concrete. He bent down to touch the charred cement
and sampled the black embers between hisfingertips.

“Didyou seeittoo?’

“1 saw the smoke. | followed the smoke here,” she answered
hisinterrogation.

Henodded, then looked up a her with piercing eyesthat assessed
her credibility and trustworthiness.

“Youdidn't seeher then.”

“Who?’

“Her. Thewomanwith scarves.”

“No. | saw no one but you.”

Theman remained quiet. She knew he had seen something that
unnerved him, but was too macho to admit it. Could he be crazy?
Was sheindanger? Shewaslogt. That didn’t mean sheshould trust a
completestranger.

“What'syour name? Tell meyour name,” sheinsisted.

Themanlooked at her, roseto hisfeet and brushed the embers
fromhishands.

“1 don’'t know,” hewhispered, barely looking at her.

Shewas secretly delighted in his response and felt akinship.
They were both in the same predicament. Shenoticed hisfeet. “No
shoeseither?”’

Helooked down and wiggled thetoes of hisbarefest.

“Look, metoo.” Shepaused and looked into the stranger’ shazel
eyes. “| don’t know how | got here.”

“Youdon't?’

“1 just woke up and started towalk. That’swhen | found you.”
She saw hisfacerelax when hesighed, amost relieved.

“Metoo,” hesaid. “I don’'t remember anything either.”

Shelooked at the sky and saw thesmokewas gonewithout atrace.

“What happened to you? Do you know?’ she asked.

“I’'mnot sure. Therewasrubbleand abuilding collgpsing. Chunks
of broken concrete, dangling wires and iron beams. | survived
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something. | don’t know what. Thenit wasgone. Poof. Just likethat.
Nothingleft. | can’'t explain. | don’t know.”

“Oh.”

“Youdon't believeme, doyou?’

“I"'mjust trying to figurethisout too, that'sall.” Shenoted his
outfit. “Areyouafireman?’

“A fireman?’ For thefirst time, henoticed hisclothing.

“You look like afireman, the way you're dressed. And, you
wereputting out afire.”

Heshrugged, “Maybe. | don’t know.”

He scanned hissurroundings again then looked back at her.

“What did you see?’ sheasked.

“Youwon't believeme.”

“Tdlme”

“| saw something strange, that’sall.”

“Inthesmoke?’

“Itfell fromthe sky and exploded onimpact intoacloud, apurple
cloud. That’'swhen| saw her.”

“Who?’

He shook hishead.

“What fell from the sky? What happened?’

“It's too crazy. | can't tell you. This is crazy. Maybe I'm
hallucinating. Hell, | don’t evenknow if you'rered.”

Henervoudly ran hisfingersthrough hisdisheveled black hair
and turned tolook at the horizon behind him.

“Where arewe?What kind of damn God-forbidden hell are
wein?’

Slence.

Sheobserved him. Hewasyoung, probably under thirty-fivewith
astocky, sturdy build and astrong, solid body. He had hazel eyes,
abundant eyebrowsand aface etched with linesfar beyond hisyears.
Sheknew hehad seenalotinhislifetime.

“Firemenareheroes,” shesaid. “| remember that much.
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Heturned to her and listened.

“Andsinceitlookslikeyou and | aretheonly oneshere, | have
tocal you something.”

“Youwant to call mesomething?Isit afour letter word?’

Shelaughed. “Itis”

“Good. | fed likeafour |etter word.”

“Youlook likea'Hero.” Okay if | call you that?*

“Hero?’ He mulled it over. “Heeeerrrrrro. Hero. | like that.
Herooo00.”

“Okay, Heroooo. What do we do now?’

“Wait. You should have anametoo. How abot...”

“What?What are youthinking?’

“Hmmmm,” he searched the sky for aclue.

Shenoted thelaugh linesaround hismouth. Hehad agood sense
of humor. What washelikewhen hewasn't fighting fires? Washethe
lifeof the party?A good-time Charley?A big flirt?

“Mary?Susan?Nah. Blue?Nah. You' redefinitely not blue.”

“Nicetry. You get agold star for thelast one.”

“Thank you. You remember lotsof stuff.”

“Justjunk.”

Hepaused amoment. “ You know something?You' revery prety.”

“l'am?’

“Yeah. You got pretty eyes.”

“I do?’

“Maybel will just call you Pretty. Pretty One.”

“Pretty One. Nice.”

“Pretty One,” herepeated. “| likeit.”

Shesmiled. Shelikedit too.

Together they walkedinadirectionthat didn’t haveany particular
appeal. All directions|ooked the same. Hero picked south. Hesaid it
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meant warmth and he liked the heat. She let him have the pick of
directionsbecause shedidn’t realy carewhich way they went. There
wasnoway of knowing which horizon held what clues.

Asthey walked, she noticed her feet were not bothered by the
rough texture of the cement, nor did shefed tired, hungry or thirsty.
Shewas comfortablejust asshewas. Therewaslittle conversation
between them. Therewasno need for any discussion sincethey were
eachlost intheir ownthoughts. She knew they werewondering about
thesamethings, desperately sifting through memoriesfor answers.

Imagesflashed in her mind. Sunflowersand shimmering glass.
Green grass framing a black pavement. Cardboard boxes. Traffic
lights. Cold, stedl traindoors.

“Aneyefor aneye makesthewholeworld blind,” Hero blurted
out and broke her trance.

“What wasthat?’

“That'swhat she said, ‘ An eyefor an eye makesthewhole
worldblind.””

“Whosadthat?’

“The woman with the scarves. After she told me that, she
blew up.”

“Sheblew up?Asin exploded?’

“Well, not exactly exploded. Shejust turned into aball of fire.
Listentome. That soundscrazy. Am| crazy?’

“1 don’'t know. Areyou?’

M aybe hewas amadman, shethought to herself. But, her heart
told her something different. Sheknew hewastelling thetruth, his
truth, anyway.

“What did shelook like? Thisball of fire?”

“Well, shelooked kind of likeagenie. You know, likeageniein
abottlewith fancy scarves. Purpleones. And pink sequinswith sparkly
crap. She had these big eyelashes. Andwasinabikini.”

“Abikini?’

“Yeah, you know, with big golden conesover here.” He pointed
at hischest.
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“Biggolden cones?Okay.”

“Yeah. Butthenagain, I’'mcrazy.”

“I think you were having amaefantasy.”

“But get this. She had these eyes, big and purple.”

“Purple?’

“Yeah, shewashot.”

“Hot?l’msureshewas.”

“No, hot. Asinflamehot. Broiling hot. Oven hot. Sun h—"

“Okay, | gotit.”

“Shefell fromthesky, but didn’tlook likeawoman at first. She
wasablur, just apurpleand red blur. Disgusting. | thought, bomb.
Then, thereshewas. A bombshell.”

“Clever.”

Pretty Onefelt jealous. Why? Shedidn’t know him. Shejust
met him.

“Thenwhat happened?’

“Shebelly-danced her way to meand looked at me.”

Pretty Onerolled her eyes. “ Oh please. She belly-danced her
way toyou?You sureyou weren’t dreaming?’

“Redlly. | swear. That'swhat | saw. You don't believeme?’

Shesighed. “Goon.”

“Well, then she spokeinareally sexy voiceand said that thing.
That thing | toldyou.”

“Thenwhat?’

“Then sheexploded into flames, and | had to put her out. | mean
itout. That’swhentherubblel thought | cameout from, disappeared.
Then, you showed up. Weird, huh?’

“Weird, yes. What wereyou drinking?’

“See, | knew you wouldn’t understand.”

“I do. | think. It'sstrangethat’sall.”

“Nokidding. What do you think it means?’

“What means? Thewoman inabikini with golden cones?’

“No, thething she said, theeyefor an eyething.”
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“What doyou think it means?’

“I don't know. That’swhy I’masking you.”

Silence. Shewasthinking.

“Doyou believemeor doyouthink I'm nuts?’.

“I haveto believeyou.”

“Why?I’m having ahard timewith it myself. Why would you
beieveme?’

“I haveno other choice. If wehaveonly each other, thenwho ese
am| goingtotrust?l’ll havetobdieveyou, if | want totrust you.”

“You' resmart. You' renot only pretty, but you' resmart too.”

“Thanks. It'sjustlogical.”

“S0, tell mewhat you think. What do you think it means?’

Pretty Onegaveit somethought asshe surveyed her surroundings.
Thehorizonwastill bare, not giving up anything. Thesun’sgolden
late afternoon light painted the concrete. They were heading into the
night. At least that made sense.

“An eye for an eye makes the whole world blind means that
getting even can only make mattersworse.”

“1’m not getting even with anybody. I’ m just looking to get the
hell home.”

“Maybe the message is not for you. It’s for you to tell
somebody else.” He stopped and looked directly into her eyes.
“You amazeme.”

“Why?'

“Because you' re so wise. You look too young to be so wise.
Who areyou?’

“I toldyou, | don’t know,” shesaid and lingered onthecluehe
gaveher.

“Howyoungam|?’

“I don’t know, twenty-something? Thirty? But you sound wiser
thanyour age.”

“Thank you.”

“You' rewelcome.”
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They continuedwalking, eech quietly sorting throughther thoughts.
Here they were, she assessed. Two lost souls without an identity
stranded in adeserted place they could hardly call anisland. They
seemed to have so muchin common, yet nothing. Sheglanced at him,
hiseyeslostin somefar-away path. What wasthisman like? Washe
married? Single? What did he do when hewasn't fighting fires?Did
someonesomewheremisshim dearly?

Who was her traveling companion? And, who was she? Where
did shelive?Did someonesomewheremissher?Did shehaveafamily?
A child? A dog? How did she grow up? What did she do for fun?
What was her favoritefood?

Shewasamystery to herself. Sheobserved astranger’slife, yet
shewasthe stranger. Then, shethought of itinadifferent way. She
had the rare opportunity of getting to know herself asif she were
another person. Now, she had the ability to experience things
objectively, without association or baggage. Shewasabeing, without
ahistory, aname or attachments. Shewas creating new experiences
and seeing aworld with fresh eyes. Shewasreborn asafreeentity.
Maybethiswasredly her lucky day.

Shewalked besideher new friend asday meltedinto night, grateful
for thecompany. The shuffling of their feet tapped animpressoninthe
slence—aduet into theunknown.



