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The woman in Sophia’s dream revealed the following:

“What you just witnessed is about life, death, and truth. Visions speak in symbols, but those who come to know their true meaning will fear no more.”
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Sophia surveyed her unfamiliar surroundings, a barren expanse of hardened black rock.

Where were they? She had hoped to find them—her father and Emma—here.

With growing apprehension, she turned around, her gaze settling on the horizon. Dark clouds loomed low in a menacing sky. 

Should she leave and look for shelter? Sophia hesitated.

The clouds shifted, and moments later they were racing across the sky as if driven by gale-force winds. 

Yet she felt no wind. The air around her stood completely still—almost too still. 

Sophia looked up at the sky, where the clouds had begun to churn with violent speed. As if whipped by some unseen force, they smashed into each other until they erupted into bursts of brilliant crimson. Fiery sparks shot through the air, and swirling flakes of ash began to rain down on her. They settled in the long curls of her brown hair like dirty flakes of snow that wouldn’t melt.

Sophia did not move. 

The rain of ash stopped, and soon thereafter the air began to shimmer with heat, deforming the hardened black rock into a landscape of bizarrely warped shapes. 

Sophia felt her skin tighten. She glanced at her arms and saw the forming blisters—red swollen spots that were beginning to fill with liquid. Yet, strangely, she felt no pain.  

The heat intensified, melting down the rocks into a viscous pulp of dirt and stone. Sophia felt the ground beneath her feet slide. Still, she did not attempt to escape. 

With the removed curiosity of a distant observer, she watched the wafts of vapor rise all around her like steam ejected from an underground volcano. And then she felt the sluggish mass of molten rock swelling around her feet, burying them slowly before creeping up her legs, higher and higher.  

A blank stare in her eyes, Sophia looked on as the lava inched its way up her body, threatening to encase it in an impenetrable mold. It was then that she realized that she was going to die. 

Astounded that there was no fear, no pain, and no urge to flee, she returned to the fiery horizon. Filled with complete calm, she yielded to the inevitable, and it felt almost like a liberating surrender.

***

The cheerful rhythm of Vivaldi’s “Spring Allegro” seeped into her consciousness. 

Sophia pulled the blanket over her head.

The music grew louder. 

With an annoyed moan, she reached over to the clock radio to hit the snooze button before sinking back into her pillow.  

It was just another dream. 

Since the sudden deaths of her father and sister, she had been dreaming, but they were no ordinary dreams. They were not like the fragmentary images one recalls upon awakening—pictures that plunge back into oblivion as soon as one steps into the bathroom. No, these dreams were different. They felt so … real. Every detail seemed to carve itself into her memory so that she could relive it repeatedly.

Sophia stared at the white bedroom ceiling. 

 
All the years she had painstakingly mapped out her life as a scientist and a teacher, had left little room for fate or chance to meddle. But then two lives had been cut short, abruptly and unexpectedly. Thereafter, nothing had been the same. Life, she had begun to realize, was much less predictable than she would have ever conceded before. And the thought had stayed with her, nagging painfully in her head like a tiny splinter.


Sophia glanced at the alarm clock. It was shortly after seven, time to get up. When she stepped into the bathroom and switched on the light, she caught sight of her face in the mirror. 

There was much of her father in her—his fair Irish skin that would not tan; his thin, pointed nose; and his keen blue eyes that never missed anything. 

Sophia turned away, took off her oversized T-shirt, and stepped into the shower.

Hot water streamed over her face, and she closed her eyes. Almost instantly, the images from her dream returned: the clouds bursting into sparks of fire, the ashes raining down and settling in the curls of her hair, the molten rock rising up her body …

What is it like, she wondered, to know that you are dying? Is there really no fear and no pain? Thinking of her father and Emma, Sophia shook her head. It was just a dream, she told herself. Dreams aren’t real.

  
She brushed her reflections aside and turned off the water. There was no use in pondering dreams. They were nothing more than fantasies, colorful figments of the mind. She should focus on her day. Later, she would be meeting Ana for an early lunch at the Eastern Bistro downtown.

***

Rush hour was already over when she arrived at the Vienna Metro Station, and aside from a few tourists, the train bound for Washington, D.C., was nearly empty. Sophia had timed it this way. She hated crowds, finding it hard to breathe amidst the crushing masses that each morning filled the commuter trains to the brim. But now, at ten thirty, there were plenty of vacant seats, and Sophia settled next to a window. 

The train began to move, quickly gaining speed as it left the station. Like thunder, it roared through the darkness of underground tunnels, only to reemerge moments later in the sunlit suburban landscape of the nation’s capital. 

  
Sophia’s gaze was riveted on the window as the scenery sped past her like an endless reel of film, yet she barely noticed. There was something hypnotic about roads, houses, and trees just flying by—something comforting about watching the outside world from a safe distance … and not needing to be part of it.

***

A buttery female voice announced her arrival in the heart of the city. “Metro Center!” 

Sophia got up and waited for the automatic doors to open. She had second thoughts about meeting her friend. The prospect of pushing through the ubiquitous lunch crowds that by now were surely filling the streets seemed overwhelming. 

“Don’t be silly! You know you need to get out of the house,” she uttered to herself as she made her way through the maze of the subway station. Indeed, all day yesterday, she had been looking forward to seeing Ana. But as she headed toward the exit, she was not so sure anymore. 

  
Moments later, her escalator slithered into the glistening light of the midday sun. Sophia spontaneously shaded her eyes and paused. The streets were bustling with cars speeding by, and the sidewalks were already teeming with pedestrians hurrying to their lunch appointments.

  
As she took in the whirl of activities surrounding her, Sophia savored the luxury of not being on anyone’s schedule—at least for now. A brief glance at her watch told her that she was still fifteen minutes early. There was plenty of time, as the restaurant was only minutes away, and Ana, as always, would be fashionably late. 

***

Sophia pushed against the large revolving glass door of the Eastern Bistro. It was not even noon, but the large dining area was already roaring with the animated conversations of Washington’s suit-clad business crowd. 


Sophia stepped up to the reservation desk, where the young brunette hostess greeted her, seemingly unfazed by the noise behind her. 


“Do you have reservations, ma’am?” 

  
“Yes, for two, under Ana Ramirez.”        

  
“One moment, please.” The brunette looked down and scanned her list. Sophia watched as she crossed out a name on one sheet of paper and checked a number on another. Then she produced a menu from under her desk and motioned Sophia to follow her. “Right this way, ma’am!”  

  
With the agility and speed of an athlete, the young hostess wound her way around crowded tables toward the rear of the dining room. Seated at a small corner table next to a window was Ana.

  
“That’s a first,” Sophia said, surprised. “I hope I haven’t kept you waiting for too long?”

 
“Oh no, querida!” Ana pushed back her chair and stood up. “It’s so good to see you. How have you been?” She gave Sophia a hug.

  
Sophia looked at her Peruvian friend in her tailored navy blue suit. Not feeling like dressing up this morning, she had just slipped into a pair of jeans and donned a simple white blouse. “Just fine,” Sophia replied. It was her standard answer. She draped her black linen jacket over the chair and sat down. 

The Eastern Bistro was a bright and airy place, with oversized windows that reached from the gray slate floor all the way up to the light-colored wood ceiling. The glare of the midday sun was dimmed by natural bamboo shades that lent the room an Asian flair.   

  
“I’m wondering if taking this leave of absence was the right thing to do,” Ana began, an undertone of concern in her voice.  

  
Sophia didn’t respond right away, studying the linen-covered tables. Today, they were decorated with white freesia flowers, minimally arranged in Japanese-style ikebana vases. She had always liked the simplicity of this place.

  
Ana cut through her contemplation. “I understand that you need a break. You’ve been through a lot, but sitting at home alone only makes you brood.”

  
“I know, Ana.” Sophia looked at her friend, and a small wave of impatience rippled through her. They had talked about this at least a dozen times. Sophia tried to stay calm. “Look, I just need some time for myself. You do understand that, don’t you?” She darted Ana an imploring expression, then picked up the menu and buried herself behind it. Although her eyes were fixed on the words, she was not reading them, for her mind was flashing back to her dream. Although she knew she was going to die in it, she couldn’t shake the memory of the almost blissful sense of peace she’d had.  

  
Sophia looked up, and Ana caught her eye.

  
“Yes, of course you need time,” her friend appeased, “but you are so close to becoming tenured at the college.” She pressed the palms of her hands together. “Won’t this leave of absence jeopardize everything you’ve worked so hard for in the past years?” Ana’s dark eyes seemed to be boring into her. 


Sophia drew in a deep breath. “I’m not even sure if this is what I want anymore.” 

  
Had she really just said that? What on earth was she saying? Surprised by her own words, Sophia slumped back against her chair. She stared past her friend and into the crowded dining room. There was a moment of silence. 


“Are the ladies ready to order?” Their waiter had appeared. Pen and pad in his hand, he stood waiting. 

  
Sophia took a brief look at the menu and placed her order. 

***

The Asian-inspired pasta salad was a culinary delight. Not until she had taken the first bite did Sophia realize how hungry she was. Breakfast this morning had consisted of nothing more than an overripe banana.       

  
“Have you thought about my suggestion?” With a clunk, Ana propped her fork against her plate.

  
Sophia fished through her mound of slippery noodles. A peanut had disappeared.  

  
Ana pressed on. “I think it would do you a world of good to join a church community.… I know you were raised Catholic, and—”

 
“Ana!” Sophia interrupted. “I know you mean well, but I’m not ready for this. It wouldn’t be genuine.” 


An admonishing look appeared on Ana’s Latin face, and Sophia couldn’t help herself. She pushed back her plate slightly and leaned over the table. 


“And besides,” she said with a grin, “you know that we scientists have a rather adolescent relationship with our Heavenly Father.” 

  
Ana broke into a smile and gave a knowing nod.

  
Sophia knew there was no risk of offending her friend. They often discussed religion, and Ana was well aware of how Sophia felt about the Catholic Church. But it had not always been this way. Both her German mother and her Irish American father had been deeply involved with the Church and raised both their daughters in the Roman Catholic faith.

 
“Now that you have all this time off, what are you going to do?” Ana inquired casually. She was having trouble with her salad. The long, thin noodles kept sliding off her fork.

  
“I’m not sure yet.” Sophia shrugged. “Clean the house? It certainly needs it. I also need to go through the closets. I don’t know. I have so much stuff. It’s time to get rid of some of it.” She had wanted to do so for months now and had never gotten around to it. Now she had the time. 

As Sophia watched Ana continue to struggle with her slippery noodles, time suddenly seemed an odd concept. Since her sister’s fatal car crash and her father’s deadly stroke, time had warped somehow, bent out of shape in some way she could not yet quite grasp.

  
Since the tragic deaths, Sophia often found herself drifting in the twilight of uncertainty. She often felt as though she were floating in some in-between place, where neither day nor night ruled, where neither light nor darkness prevailed. Occasionally, this feeling of displacement would lift, but only to allow a surge of mixed emotions to rush in.


It always happened the same way: first, she would be overcome by a profound sadness; then, when the sadness waned, a wave of seething anger would wash over her, an anger she could not quite place. Sometimes she wondered if these feelings had anything to do with the fact that she had not had the chance to say good-bye to her father and Emma, her only sibling. But then again, she sometimes suspected that the feelings were all about her, and her alone.  

  
She longed for order. She needed to bring order back into her life. Order had always helped her see things more clearly. And she needed to start somewhere. 

 
“Yes, tomorrow I’ll start cleaning the house,” Sophia announced. “I need to make room on the shelves in my office. I have way too many books.” She gave Ana a decisive look. “I could donate them or take them to the library.…” 

 
Ana nodded in agreement. “It’ll make you feel better.” 

 
They had almost finished their lunch when their waiter stopped by and conspicuously placed their check on the table. “Whenever you’re ready,” he chimed, whisking away again. 


Before Ana could reach for the bill, Sophia snatched it out of the folder. “Today’s on me!” 
***

Leaving the restaurant, they were immediately immersed in the noise and the fumes of downtown city life.


“Are you headed back home now?” Ana was rummaging in her purse for a pair of sunglasses.

  
Sophia hesitated. She didn’t feel like going home; her house was silent and empty. 
“I’m not sure,” she pondered aloud. “It’s too nice of a day. I should take advantage of this mild spring weather and walk down to the Mall—pay a visit to good old Abe.” She smiled.

 
Ana sighed with regret. “I wish I could join you, but I have an appointment with a client this afternoon.” She gave Sophia a hug, holding her just a moment longer than usual. 

“Good luck with your client.” Sophia gently extricated herself from the embrace, almost as if she could not bear her friend’s closeness.

 
“Thanks, querida.” Ana’s dark brown eyes lit up. “Well, I had better get back to the office.” Ana waved as she walked away. “Good-bye, mi amor! Y hasta pronto!”  

 
“Yes, soon. I’ll call you!” Sophia waved back.  

  
For a few moments, she stood and watched as her friend disappeared in the crowd. Then she reached into her handbag, produced a pair of Ray-Bans, and headed toward Constitution Avenue. 
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The scene before her was daunting. Stacks of textbooks rose from the floor like mini-high-rises, and wherever she looked, heaps of folders and randomly scattered notebooks dotted the landscape of her office.

Sophia swept aside the piles of papers on her desk and set down her coffee cup.

This looked serious. 

At some point, she was sure, there had been order, or at least something she had perceived as order, but now it was as if someone had been frantically stockpiling materials to light a bonfire. 

Sophia broke into a smile. The thought of burning everything was rather tempting. 

  
Not quite sure where to begin, she went to the window and opened it wide. It was another beautiful day, not a cloud in the sky. Reluctantly, she returned to her desk and sat down before picking up an arbitrary pile of papers. “This old stuff,” she grumbled. “Why on earth am I hanging on to all this?” With scrutinizing eyes, she scanned each sheet, read her notes, and went through her folders. The willow wastebasket under her desk was filling up quickly, and the light wood color of her desk became visible again. 

Sophia worked rapidly and systematically, and the more space she cleared, the easier it became to throw things out. 

  
After a while, she leaned back in her chair and contemplated her neatly organized desk. Satisfied with her accomplishment, she reached for her cup of coffee and drank the last sip. The coffee was cold, but she didn’t mind. 

 
Her gaze wandered across the room and fixed on the custom-built bookshelves. They were extra deep, yet she had managed to pack them to the brim, and the wood had begun to curve under the sheer weight of all the books. 

  
Sophia stared at the sagging shelves. There had to be books behind books, and then more books behind those. She no longer had the faintest idea what volumes lay buried there. 

  
Encouraged by her neat-looking desk, she grabbed the two empty cardboard boxes sitting on the floor and set about tackling the shelves.  

  
From time to time, she paused, opening a book to read the index or the back flap before deciding whether to keep it or whether it should wander into the box she had reserved for the library. Most of the time, the decision was easy, and little by little the shelves began to breathe more freely.  

  
Wedged into the corner on the top shelf, she spotted a thin paperback. She stretched and pulled it down. The cover was worn and the pages yellowed, but the title of the small book immediately caught her eye: The World As I See It, by Albert Einstein. 


She had completely forgotten she still owned this book. 

Sophia’s thoughts flashed back to smoky dorm rooms, empty beer cans, and the omnipresent smell of Chinese takeout in the hallway. The book brought back so many memories. While still in college, she had devoured Einstein’s collected writings on God and the world—had endlessly discussed the scientist’s views with her peers. But that was long ago.    

  
Sophia sat down on the floor and opened the book. Almost reverently, she began to leaf through the pages. Here and there, she had underlined sentences with pencil, and sometimes she’d marked entire paragraphs:

The Meaning of Life

What is the meaning of human life, or organic life altogether? To answer 

this question at all implies a religion.


Religion! 

Sophia looked up, and yesterday’s conversation with Ana resurfaced in her mind: “It would do you a world of good to join a church community.…” 

Sophia shook her head as if wanting to brush Ana’s voice aside. 

The World As I See It

What an extraordinary situation is that of us mortals! Each of us is here for a brief sojourn; for what purpose he knows not, though he sometimes thinks he feels it.


For what purpose he knows not?

Sophia lowered the book.

Until a few months ago, the purpose of her life had been very clear to her: build a solid career and dependable relationships. What else was there? 

  
She sat for a few more moments, pondering Einstein’s words. But the more she tried to analyze them, the more elusive they seemed to become.  

  
Sophia stood up and placed the book on her desk. I should read this again, she thought as she glanced at the radio clock. But now it was nearly one thirty, time to get some lunch.

***

Sophia opened the refrigerator and stared at the shelves. The pickings were slim. Last night for dinner, she had eaten two remaining slices of cheese and leftover turkey. She hadn’t been grocery shopping in over a week. She loved food, and cooking had always delighted her, but lately she had not been in the mood; it was just too much effort. 

  
Uninspired, she zeroed in on a jar of peanut butter. Somewhere she should have some apples too. She looked into the vegetable compartment. There was one. She took it out and put it on the counter before she went over to the bread box to fetch a couple of slices of multigrain bread. As she was opening the drawer to get a knife, a muffled ring sounded through the open kitchen door. 

Sophia paused. 

There it was again, coming from her cell phone. But where had she put it? Then she recalled. It was still in her purse. Last night, when she had come home, she had forgotten to take it out.

  
The ringer sounded again, impatiently.

  
Sophia dropped the knife and dashed into the hallway. She retrieved her bag from the wardrobe and fished out her phone. A quick glance at the caller ID revealed the name and number. It was Chad. Sophia pressed a button.

“Hello?” 

 
“Sophia …” 

The first day they had met, she had fallen in love with his deep radio voice.

“Hey, listen.” Her boyfriend sounded rushed. “I’m on my way to a meeting, so I only have a few seconds.” 

 
“Yeah, what’s going on?” 

  
Chad spoke even more hurriedly now. “I just found out that I’ll be attending a weeklong convention in Toronto next month. I thought you might want to come with me. I could take off a few days afterward, and we could explore the city.”

  
Sophia hesitated. “That … sounds great. When is it?” 

 
“June ninth through the thirteenth. You could join me then or, if you prefer, come after the convention.”

  
Sophia stalled. She wasn’t the spontaneous type, and Chad’s proposition was rather short notice.

 
“Well? What do you think?”

 
“Sounds … good.”       

 
“Okay!” he said. “Think about it, and we can discuss it later. Listen, I have to let you go now. I’m already running late. Talk to you later. Bye.”  

The line clicked, and he was gone. 

For a few seconds, Sophia listened to the silence before whispering a barely audible good-bye.

Toronto, she thought. Why not? It had been ages since she and Chad had spent more than just a few hours together, and the prospect of going away with him was suddenly more than tempting. 

Six months ago, her boyfriend had accepted a leading position at a major software firm in Washington, D.C., and his new job often took him away on business, as was the case when the terrible news of her father’s death arrived. Traveling in Asia, Chad had been unable to return to the United States at short notice, and Sophia had journeyed to Germany alone to assist her grief-stricken mother with the funeral preparations. It had been her father’s last wish to be laid to rest in the country his wife called home, and where he had worked and lived in the past eight years. 

At times, she still could not believe that her father was now gone, too. 

When her older sister was killed in a car crash, her parents had flown back to the United States to bury their daughter. No one had expected that tragedy would soon strike again. After her sister’s funeral, her parents had returned to Germany, and only ten days later, her father suffered a stroke from which he never recovered.  

  
Sophia’s gaze drifted down the hallway. 

After her father’s death, she had somehow stepped out of her life and not found her way back in. Taking this trip with Chad was perhaps the right thing to do now. Perhaps she needed a change, needed to get away for a while. Spending a few romantic days with her boyfriend would do her good—maybe even rekindle a spark in their slightly cooled relationship. Yes, she needed to break away, escape from these long empty days, and even more so from her restless nights.

The phone in one hand, and the plate with the peanut butter sandwich in the other, Sophia went back into her office. She set the plate on her desk and looked at Einstein’s small book, which seemed to be patiently waiting. Her eyes briefly ventured over to the closet. Overflowing with stuff, it was waiting as well, but the decision was easy. “I think you’ll have to wait until tomorrow. I’ve just accepted a date with Einstein.”
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The closet in her office was a total mess—Sophia could not put it any other way.

She leaned against the open closet door, eyeing the towering piles of stuff: the tennis rackets, the beat-up gym bags, and the assortment of odd boxed gifts, which, following the obligatory thank-yous, had found their permanent home in the least frequented corner of her condo.  


Sophia took a deep breath and braced herself. Resolved to conquer this last stronghold of disorder, she began sifting through her belongings. Piece by piece, she went through her old tennis gear, emptied boxes and plastic bags of their dubious contents, and placed exiled gifts into the donation box next to her. In went a gaudy lead crystal vase that weighed a ton, as well as an oversized ashtray made of some indiscernible semiprecious stone—an old Christmas gift from a German cousin she hardly knew. Sophia shook her head. Why she had kept this ashtray for so long was a mystery to her. She had not touched a cigarette in ten years, and since then, she’d turned into a passionate nonsmoker. 

As she rummaged through her belongings, her mind returned to Einstein’s book. Last night in bed, she had read several chapters of his letters and essays, wondering what it was that had led him back to religion in his later years. The question was still open. She had considered putting The World As I See It back on her bookshelf, but then, this morning, changed her mind and dropped it into the box with all the other books destined for the library. 

The past, after all, belonged to the past.     

Sophia inspected the top shelf of her closet. It was jam-packed with gym gear she no longer used. While she pulled some things down and moved others around, behind a large brown canvas bag, she spotted something orange, something that didn’t look familiar. She pushed the bag aside, and a bright orange hatbox appeared. That’s when she remembered. 

A little over a year ago, when she’d moved into her condo, she had held this hatbox in her hands but not paid it much mind. More important things needed to be unpacked, and so she had simply stuffed the box into her office closet, the officially designated place for the “I’ll decide later if I need this” stuff. 

Sophia reached up and pulled down the box. It was heavy, and she unintentionally plopped it onto the floor. Curious about its contents, she kneeled down and began to untie the pink satin ribbon. Carefully, she lifted up the top.

She sat there for some time, studying the contents of her old treasure box. It had been a long time since she’d last looked at her collection of rocks and the seashells she had brought back from the shores of Germany’s North Sea. Underneath were some old photographs.…

One by one, she pulled out the pictures and looked at them, a deluge of memories flooding her mind. One photograph showed a little girl with curly pigtails crouched down in a meadow, her arms wrapped around a golden retriever named Prince, her dog. 

How old was she then? Eight, perhaps? Yes, almost eight. It was the last picture her father had taken of her with her dog. 

Sophia contemplated the creased photograph. Soon after the picture had been taken, Prince had died. No one had known that he had suffered from cancer. And then one day, he just didn’t get up again. It was too late by then to do anything about it. When her father had offered to take her to the local shelter to find another dog, she had refused. She didn’t want another dog. Replacing her best friend had felt like a betrayal.

The picture in her hand began to tremble a bit.

It seemed that everyone in her life, everyone she loved and had ever felt close to, died—just like that. 

Sophia put the photo back. 

Thoughtful, she pored over the contents of the box filled with objects from her childhood. These special things—treasures—all had meant something to her once. Now they were just memories.  

She took out the rocks, weighed them in her hand, and gently ran her fingers over their surfaces. Some were smooth, while others had sharper edges. She held them until their coolness faded in the warmth of her palms.

She vividly recalled the many times her father had taken her hiking through the German countryside when she was a child. Her father loved the country, and they had often roamed through the fields together. Sometimes a rock lying in the middle of a dirt path would catch her eye, and she would pick it up and take it home, regarding it as a gift from nature. Over time, she had collected many rocks, too many. 

One day she decided that she should give them back. Gifts, after all, needed to be reciprocated. From then on, each time she and her father went back to the fields, she would take along a rock and put it down in the most beautiful spot she could find. Returning the rocks to nature soon became a cherished ritual … finding the absolute best spot an almost sacred mission.

Sophia looked at the rocks in her hand. Their weight had lifted, and she could hardly feel them anymore. Reluctantly, she placed them back into the hatbox. 

The few years she had spent in Germany as a child had been very special, creating many fond memories.   

Sophia glanced back into her closet. All interest in organizing her stuff was gone. Contemplating her childhood treasures had stirred a peculiar longing inside of her, a longing she had not felt for a very long time. She pushed the donation box under the bottom shelf and closed the closet door.  

Lost in reverie, she began to sort through the rest of her treasures, touching them and feeling their energy come alive. She had almost reached the bottom of the box when she found a small package wrapped in several sheets of white tissue paper. With anticipation, she began to peel back the multiple layers of paper until the treasure finally emerged. It was her childhood diary.

Delighted, Sophia looked at the bound notebook. It was a birthday gift—the first gift she had received from her sister. The memory brought a smile to her face.  

On the morning of her ninth birthday, Emma had tromped into Sophia’s room and placed a carefully wrapped gift onto Sophia’s bed. “You’ll love the color,” her sister had declared. “I personally picked it out for you. It even has your favorite flower on it.” Emma had barely been able to conceal her excitement, yet she had patiently waited for Sophia to unwrap her present.         

Indeed, with her first gift, her older sister had hit the bull’s-eye. The diary was covered in a plush lavender-colored material. Embossed on the front was the large white blossom of a daisy. Sophia had loved it, and the diary had soon become her most intimate companion. 

That was twenty-five years ago, and it was the only diary she had ever kept.

Sophia contemplated the white petals on the lavender background. She could not wait to read this again.

***

The small table lamp on her nightstand basked Sophia’s bedroom in a warm golden light.

For a while now, she had been leafing through the pages of her diary, reading an entry here and there. She noticed that she had not written anything on some days. Instead, she had simply drawn a picture of something that had captured her interest: a flower, a bluebird in a tree, or a ring with a brilliant gemstone she had seen in one of her mother’s mail-order catalogues. On other days, however, she had filled page after page with a seemingly endless stream of thoughts, the outpourings of the mind of a nine-year-old girl.

Sophia turned the page to an entry that showed no date. It was written in green ink, and she had simply noted the word “Sunday” in the upper left corner. 

Green ink! 

Sophia paused. On special days, she vaguely remembered, she had always used the pen with the green ink. This Sunday must have been such a special day. Indeed, upon closer inspection, that day revealed a painstaking entry in meticulous handwriting, as though she had intended the lines for posterity. 

Dear Diary,


Dad told me a most interesting story today—an ancient legend! Once, a very long time ago, lived a man named Joseph of Arimathea, and he was a follower of Jesus, perhaps even a close friend. When Jesus died on the cross, Joseph asked Pilate if he could have his body so he could bury him. You must know that Joseph was a very rich man, and back in those days, only rich men owned tombs. Pilate agreed, and Joseph laid Jesus to rest. And this is where the legend begins.



Many years later, Joseph left the Holy Land and sailed to the British Isles to do missionary work. When he and his followers arrived, they landed off the English coast on a mysterious island named Avalon. 

Tired from the long journey, Joseph and his men wanted to rest. Joseph pushed his staff made from a thorn tree into the ground, and the next morning, he and his followers saw that the staff had begun to root and grow into a new tree. They saw this as a miracle—a sign that they had arrived, and that they should build their first church on this island. 


And there’s more. Joseph also brought with him the cup in which he had caught the blood and water from Jesus’s wounds. To keep the cup safe, he buried it at the foot of a hill. This is important to know because at the very spot where he buried it, a spring began to flow with water that was red, just like the blood of Jesus.


I’m sure this cup has magical powers, because people from all over the world have since been looking for it. They call it the Holy Grail.

I don’t believe that this is a legend—because Dad told me that this red spring still flows in Avalon today. 


So, this story must be true, and someday I’ll travel there. By the way, they changed the name of the place. Avalon is now called Glastonbury. I wonder if they did this to keep the spring a secret.

Good night, my dear diary!


Sophia put the diary down.


“Glastonbury,” she whispered. The sound of the word hung quietly in the room.


“Glastonbury,” she said again, listening to the stillness.


Finally, her mind answered: Avalon.   

4

The sun had just begun to rise, casting away the lingering shadows of the night. Sophia stood on top of a hill and looked down at the silvery lake in the valley below. The fog was beginning to lift, and here and there, patches of shimmering water emerged from behind drifting bands of mist. 

All lay silent. There was no sound, not even the gentle flapping of a bird’s wings moving through the air.  

She stepped away from the edge of the hill, and as she walked, her feet sank deep into the grass. It was wet with dew. 

Her gaze was riveted on the horizon, where luminous hues of orange, yellow, and pink tinged the early morning sky. She turned around and closed her eyes to savor the cool moist air that was settling soft as velvet on her lips. And in that moment, she felt completely at peace. 

How she had longed for this peace. 

“Sophia!”

Like a gentle breeze, her name floated across the hill. 

Sophia opened her eyes and listened. 

“Sophia!”

Again, the sound of a female voice carried over the hill. This time, she had heard it clearly. Who was calling her? 

Sophia peered through the haze into the distance. But she saw no one.   

“I am here!”    

Startled by the sudden proximity of the voice, Sophia spun around. 

The woman was strikingly beautiful as she stood there, her long white gown swaying in the breeze. Her face was delicately featured, and her complexion shimmered with the flawless translucence of an otherworldly being. A wave of long gold-blond hair draped over her shoulders, its sheen rivaled only by the brilliant glow of the morning sun. 

Awed by the radiance of her presence, Sophia stared at her, and then she saw that the woman had not come alone.

Standing slightly behind and on either side of her were two other women who looked exactly like her—mirror images that drifted in and out of the dancing haze. Then the woman in the middle suddenly approached. 

“Sophia,” she said, coming closer, “now I am but a dream, but soon this dream will come to pass.” 

Sophia did not dare move. “Who are you?” she whispered. 

The mysterious woman did not respond. Instead, she continued to approach with light, graceful steps. It was almost as if her feet did not even touch the ground. 

As the woman neared, the breeze picked up, wrapping the white gossamer gown tightly around her slender body. Her waist was narrow, her hips sensuously curved. Her breasts appeared full and firm. 

The woman paused directly in front of Sophia, and their eyes locked. For a few moments, Sophia forgot everything around her. In the blue depths of the woman’s eyes, time appeared to cease, and space seemed to fill with sweet nothingness. 

The woman raised her hands and placed them on Sophia’s shoulders. 

Sophia winced in pain.  

For a split second, it was as if two pieces of red-hot iron had touched her skin, sending an electric charge through her body.

Then it was over.

The woman gently pushed down on Sophia’s shoulders, and Sophia did not resist. Willingly, she followed the stranger’s unspoken command to lower her knees into the cool wetness of the grass. Moments later, she was kneeling down, and her body began to quiver with cold. Only now did she notice that her skin was bare—that she was not wearing any clothes. 

The woman stooped down and cradled Sophia’s face with her hands. Again, their eyes met, and once more, Sophia was pulled into a bottomless sea of blue. Then the woman spoke.

“Remember me!” she said. “I am the keeper of the fire and the patron of the wells. On the eve of spring, I shall return to midwife her birth.” After that, she went on to speak in a language Sophia did not understand. 

Sophia’s face still in her hands, the woman leaned in and kissed her softly on the forehead. A brush of warm, sweet breath grazed Sophia’s skin. The woman let go of her face, and Sophia’s mind briefly blanked.

The woman straightened and slowly stepped back. “Remember me, Sophia, and remember the sword.” Her words seemed to fill the air.    

Sophia felt a shiver run through her body. She wanted to move, to get up, but it was as though her legs were asleep; she could no longer feel them. She wanted to speak—say anything—but her mind felt as empty as a dry well. 

She was desperately searching for thoughts when a long shadow sliced in front of the sun, shading her face. Surprised, Sophia looked up.

A raised sword had darkened the sky. 

Stunned, she stared at the glinting blade. Then a thrust!

A rush of air assaulted her neck. “Remember me … and remember the sword! On the eve of spring, I shall return to midwife her birth….” The woman’s words were the last thing that flashed through Sophia’s mind before she spiraled into a tunnel of darkness. 

***

Sophia’s head was pounding. For some time now, she had been tossing and turning in bed, drifting in and out of sleep. 

With an exasperated sigh, she sat up and passed her hands over her face. Her head was throbbing. The pain was unbearable.

“Another one of those dreams....” She felt drained and in need of an aspirin. 

Clambering heavily out of her bed, she plodded barefoot into the kitchen. She poured herself a glass of tap water and took a few big gulps. The water tasted stale and smelled of chlorine. Repulsed, she dumped the rest into the sink.

For just the briefest moment, she had wondered if her dream had been real. Sophia stared into the distance. 


“Remember me,” the woman had told her, “and remember the sword.…” Her voice was still loud and clear. 

Sophia shook her head. Perhaps she was losing it—going crazy.    

She opened the top drawer and took out a small white plastic bottle. She unscrewed the cap and popped two tablets into her hand. Sophia put them in her mouth and swallowed them without water.  

