CHAPTER 1

Sharon Amber awoke with a start.  She hadn’t meant to drop off.  If she had overslept…  Sharon turned to look at her digital clock.  It was 11:28 PM.  Relief washed over her.  It wasn’t too late.  She could still meet him.  Sharon climbed out of her bed fully dressed and threw on her coat, careful not to make any noise that would wake her father or brother.  She intended to be there at the arranged time, and she did not want to disappoint him.


He was the most fascinating boy she had ever met.  His name whispered in her mind as she crept out the window. Gerald.  

Sharon climbed down the tree that grew next to her house, dropped from its lowest branch, and rushed into the forest.  Sharon’s amber locks shimmered in the moonlight as she ran down the forest path,.  Why is he so secretive? Sharon thought.  Why doesn’t he tell me his last name or where he lives?  Is it the mystery that surrounds Gerald that makes him so…appealing?  Indeed, there was certainly a mystical quality to the object of Sharon’s infatuation.  

It was a beautiful spring morning when she had first met him.  Sharon was walking back from school through the woodland near her house.  As she moved down the forest path, Sharon heard the pleasing tune of a flute drifting through the forest.  The strange but lovely melody was like those played by a wandering minstrel from days of old.  Curious, she wandered from the path and through the foliage, following the charming air.  Then she came upon a small meadow.  At its heart stood a majestic oak tree.  And up among its branches, a young boy was perched.  He leaned against the tree trunk as he played the unfamiliar melody that had so entranced Sharon.  When he finished the song, he placed the flute on his lap and looked up into the clear blue sky.  Then he looked down…and saw Sharon.

He displayed shock and surprise, startled to see someone else in the meadow.  “Oh, uh…hello,” he said, awkwardly.

“Hi,” said Sharon as she looked up at the boy.  There was an uncomfortable pause as they both considered what to say next.   “You play the flute well,” said Sharon, breaking the silence.  “What was that song?”

“Oh…um…just a melody I know.”  He paused.  “Where did you come from?”

“From the path through those trees,” Sharon said, pointing toward the foliage behind her.  She studied the young boy among the oak’s branches.  He was dressed entirely in green and his features were delicate and handsome, almost elfin.  He had shining blonde hair and deep, forest green eyes that seemed larger than normal.  His jaw line was thin and delicate - his chin small, almost pointy. 

“C’mon down, I want to see you up close,” said Sharon. The boy hesitated.  “C’mon, don’t be shy,” Sharon laughed.  “I won’t bite.”

The boy blinked twice. Then, like a bolt of lightning, he dropped from the limb he had been perched upon and leaped from one branch to another with surprising agility.  Then he landed in front of Sharon, giving her a start.  She had no idea he was so nimble.   He stood half a head taller than she and his captivating, seemingly bottomless green eyes were more enchanting than Sharon could say.  

 “I-I’m Sharon,” she said shyly as she held out her hand.

After a brief hesitation, the boy took it and told her his name: “Gerald.”

After that first meeting, an enthralling friendship developed.  Sharon saw Gerald almost every day - after school and during the weekends.  Each time she arrived at the oak tree in the meadow he would appear as though he had stepped out of thin air. He’d play some of those lovely folk melodies for her.  And then they would talk.  

Sharon told him everything about herself, where she went to school, her likes and dislikes, and about her family.  Her mother had died of cancer when she was very young and her father had been raising her and her brother Brian alone ever since.  She openly admitted that her life was dull.  Except for the death of her mother, nothing major had ever happened to her, good or bad.  She regretted that she couldn’t tell Gerald anything remarkable about herself.

Sharon found Gerald’s analysis of her last name to be quite charming, however.  “Amber,” he said, “a translucent golden brown.  An apt name for you.”

Sharon smiled shyly as she fingered her honey-blond tresses.  Unlike other girls in her school who frequently griped about their hair, Sharon had no complaint about her amber locks.  She had grown them to a length that just touched her shoulders and kept them nicely washed and combed.   But as far as Sharon knew, no boy had ever looked at her the way Gerald did.  For whenever he gazed at her with those enthralling deep green eyes, she blushed and her heart skipped a beat.  Sharon had to summon all her restraint not to burst out giggling like a schoolgirl with an out-of-control crush.  She wouldn’t call herself pretty by anyone’s standards.  But she didn’t consider herself ugly either.  Frankly, she thought herself to be of average appearance, not the sort any boy would fall madly in love with.  But Gerald treated her as though she was the loveliest thing he had ever seen.  Overall, he was a nice, cute guy who made her feel at ease.  Never had she known anyone like him.  

She pressed Gerald to tell her all about himself, his last name, where he went to school, where he lived.  Everything!  But each time she asked, he would laugh, change the subject, or slip into another enchanting melody on his flute.  It was in this way that Gerald avoided her questions without seeming ill at ease.  Sharon had to admire the skill in which he did this, but she always wondered why he was so unwilling to open up to her.

One day, on a beautiful May afternoon, Gerald made a request. “Sharon,” he said.  “Will you meet me here, at the oak, tonight, midnight?” 

Sharon looked up from the wreath she was weaving.  “What?  Why at midnight?”

“I can’t explain it to you right now,” said Gerald. “Will you?”

“But what for?” asked Sharon, her curiosity piqued.  “What is it?”

 “Just be at this oak at midnight and you’ll know,” Gerald replied as he pressed his forefinger to her lips.   

On her way home, Sharon wondered why Gerald had made such an odd request.  Why must their next meeting be at midnight instead of any of the other times they had met?  She was still mulling this over when she found her younger brother sitting at the kitchen table shuffling a deck of cards.  

“Hey, Sharon,” Brian said, as he fanned the cards out in his hands.  “Pick a card, any card you want.”

Sharon rolled her eyes.  Brian Amber had been working on card tricks since he had received a book on magic for Christmas three years ago.  “I’ve played this game before, Brian.”

“It’s not a game,” Brian replied with a hint of annoyance.  “It’s magic.  Real magic.”

“No, it isn’t.  I know how it’s done.”

“Well, this is a new trick.  You’ll see.”

Sharon was about to oblige, if only to get her brother to stop pestering her, when her father entered the kitchen.  He was an imposing figure who stood six feet in height and had eyes that peered grimly out from beneath a pair of bushy black eyebrows.  Wisps of gray streaked his black hair, giving him a look of authority as well as of age.

“Sharon,” said Alan Amber as he eyed his daughter with a mix of concern and suspicion. “Why have you been coming home late from school these past several days?” 

Sharon shrugged her shoulders.  “Just hanging out with some friends,” Sharon replied.

“Did you get detention?”

Sharon blinked.  “No, Dad, of course not!  I’m well-behaved, unlike some people in this household,” she said as she glared at her brother.  Brian looked down sheepishly.  Rarely a week went by that he didn’t get detention himself.

Alan Amber continued to regard his daughter.  “It’s not just after school.  You’ve been disappearing on the weekends too.”

“I told you, I’ve been walking in the woods,” said Sharon.  “That’s all.”

“Do you have a boyfriend?” 

