
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
    Danu 
 
    The Line of Enya – Book  II  
 
      
 
    © 2018 T L Harty 
 
    All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permissions contact: 
 
    TLHarty.com 
 
    Ebook ISBN: 978-0-9982854-3-6 
 
      
 
      
 
    This book is dedicated to  
 
    the people that insisted there was 
 
    more to the story… 
 
    when I foolishly thought I was done. 
 
      
 
    You know who you are… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Contents 
 
    
 
    Chapter 1- Conchobar 
 
    Chapter 2- Abroad 
 
    Chapter 3- Tracy 
 
    Chapter 4- Westward 
 
    Chapter 5- History Lesson 
 
    Chapter 6- The Land of Eire 
 
    Chapter 7- Round Table 
 
    Chapter 8- Kildare 
 
    Chapter 9- Aine, the Pixie Queen 
 
    Chapter 10- Pagan Faith 
 
    Chapter 11- Coventina the Water Nymph 
 
    Chapter 12- Lift Off 
 
    Chapter 13- St. Brigid 
 
    Chapter 14- Jed 
 
    Chapter 15- Bruce Returns 
 
    Chapter 16- Close to Home 
 
    Chapter 17- Morrigan, Goddess of Battle 
 
    Chapter 18- Interrogation 
 
    Chapter 19- Out With the Old 
 
    Chapter 20- Aftermath 
 
    Chapter 21- Cliodhna, Queen of the Banshees 
 
    Chapter 22- Spring Break 
 
    Chapter 23- First Council Meeting 
 
    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1- Conchobar 
 
      
 
    We sat at the table, waiting for Rick to leave for work. Deidra could barely contain her excitement. When Rick started putting his coat on, she looked over at me and raised her eyebrows, smiling from ear to ear. Deidra raced off her chair so she could open the door for her father. He was touched by her gesture, not realizing that her actions were motivated by selfish impatience. Yet another not-so-stellar trait she inherited from me. 
 
    Rick’s backside had barely cleared the doorway when she closed the door and locked it. “Finally!” she spoke into the air. Deidra returned to the table and announced, “We are going to have the best time today! There is so much to talk about.”  
 
    The two of us were about to have a conversation that I had dreaded since giving birth to Deidra. Our opposing perspectives would make for an interesting discussion. “I am going to need another cup of coffee,” I said. “This talk is not going to be enjoyable, sweetheart,” I explained, as I filled my cup. “I’m not sure why you’re so excited.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” she asked. “Being an Oris is gonna rock!” 
 
    “First, let me explain what it means to be an Oris, share some of our history, and help you get used to the changes that are coming,” I offered, trying not to get emotional while looking at her beautiful face. “You will not have a normal life.” 
 
    This statement did little to change Deidra’s positivity. She giggled and said, “Um, I have lived a normal life for almost thirteen years and it’s not that great. It’s actually pretty uneventful and a bit of a snooze.”  
 
    A smile of disbelief crossed my lips. A normal life is not that great. Well, in Deidra’s defense, that was not a statement I could comment on because my childhood could be explained by a lot of adjectives, but not “normal.”  
 
    Deidra interrupted my train of thought, and further explained, “And I don’t think you understand, Mom. When I said we needed to have a talk- I am going to inform you about a couple of things.”  
 
    Oh no, is this the teenage know-it-all stage already? She won’t turn thirteen for a couple of months! I need time to prepare. 
 
    “First of all, you need to be careful,” she warned. “Had I not interrupted you and dad this morning, you would have gotten pregnant. As a matter of fact, you need to release him from your spell.” 
 
    After nearly spitting out my coffee, I blurted out, “Excuse me.” 
 
    “Yep,” she confirmed. “Dad may not have known about the birth control pills in the Jell-O box until recently, but you have visited that box for years with me around. I had no idea why until recently.” Deidra didn’t pretend to be a fan of this part of the discussion, but who could blame her? No one in their right mind wants to think about their parent’s sex lives. 
 
    “What do you know about any spell?” I asked.  
 
    “Technically, it’s not a spell, but a chemical in our sweat glands,” she explained. “Only a few Oris still have this gift, although many may possess it, but not realize. I’ve already tried it out on my principal and Charlie at school.” 
 
    That news was horrifying. “You did what?!” I practically yelled. 
 
    “Mom, it’s no big deal!” her voice shrieking as loud as mine. “I was running around for PE and the principal was on the playground. When he approached me, I grabbed his wrist, pretending to trip. And, Charlie…well, Charlie’s just so darn cute!”  
 
    “This isn’t a game Deidra,” I told her, very upset by what she had just shared. 
 
    “Relax,” she shrugged. “The strength of my sweat is nothing compared to yours. When I speak the word Conchobar to them, they will barely remember me.” 
 
    “Exactly how do you know all of this?” I interrogated. “Why is my sweat stronger? Why would you want the principal obsessed with you? What is going on?!” 
 
    “Mom, chill!” Deidra instructed. “Now I get it. Grammy always said that you ask too many questions. I need a couple of uninterrupted minutes to explain some stuff. So shush.” 
 
    I slammed myself back in the chair, utterly annoyed at having my daughter treat me like this. She already seemed to know more than me so perhaps this was a good time to listen, and forgive her sudden rudeness.   
 
    “Let’s play a little game,” Deidra suggested, calmly. “Whoever is holding the salt shaker gets to speak. If you are not holding it, you don’t speak.” She picked the salt shaker up and smiled. “These are really simple rules, Mom. Do you have any questions before we start?” she asked.  
 
    I shook my head no. She placed her finger to her lips, giving me the internationally accepted signal not to speak, and looked at the salt shaker in her hand. She could be such a smart-ass. It was obvious where she got that trait too.  
 
    “Perfect!” she exclaimed. “O.K., first, let me answer the questions you already asked. The most disturbing of which is about the principal being obsessed with me.” She made a face like she was eating her least favorite food. “That’s just gross, Mom. The sweat spell is age appropriate, so the principal will have a desire to protect me just like a father would. Basically, I will never get in trouble at school,” she giggled. “He’ll still be in love with his wife! He will just do my bidding…if I have any.” 
 
    “Second,” Deidra continued, holding up two fingers, “I am not positive how the sweat spell works, scientifically speaking, but it does get stronger as an Oris ages. As a woman’s beauty fades and her child-rearing time passes, the sweat gets stronger to ensure her subjects remain loyal. Older Oris women were running things back in the day. Apparently, if someone ingests enough of the sweat, even Conchobar won’t release them.”  
 
    I tried to swipe the salt shaker out of Deidra’s hand, but she quickly moved it out of my reach. “Tsk, tsk. Not yet, Ms. Impatience,” Deidra scolded. “Anyway, your best question has yet to be answered: How do I know all of this?”  
 
    She was correct. That’s what I wanted to know most of all. When did she come upon all this knowledge? Did Grammy leave her a letter? One that was more thorough than mine?  
 
    “It’s always the elder Oris’ responsibility to inform younger Oris about our lot in life. The day that Grammy died, I had my first vision,” she announced. “I was coming downstairs to tell you, but you were crying on the floor. As soon as Grammy died, I must have started my junction.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how much you really know about being an Oris. I’ve seen visions of you being pretty stubborn or difficult over the course of your life,” she said. “I’ve been bombarded with information. It’s still being given to me- in my visions. For five days straight, there have been pictures taking up all the space in my head. I had to use the sweat spell on my principal because I was zoning out so much at school. Teachers were sending me to the principal’s office constantly.” 
 
    The tears tickled the corners of my eyes. I put my hand out in hopes that Deidra would let me have the salt shaker. She kindly gave it to me. I sniffled and said, “Grammy left me a letter. Why wouldn’t she have shared all those details?” I looked at Deidra, waiting for an answer. Remembering the salt shaker, I gave it back to her. 
 
    “Mom,” Deidra said, softly, “Grammy wrote that letter two years ago. She would write one every couple of years. This one may have even been a little older because we were all spending Christmas together. She planned to tell you everything she knew at that time and encourage you to start exploring your gifts. In the past two years, she had learned a lot more about your capabilities. She knew people were looking for you, and that she couldn’t wait any longer.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, completely ignoring the salt shaker. “Why the rush?” 
 
    Deidra laughed out loud. “Grammy did the opposite of rush when it came to you,” she said. “Since you’ve turned sixteen, she has been writing you a letter every two years. She should have spoken to you…let you know the truth, but she let you maintain this illusion of ‘normal’ you dream about. Grammy was a tough lady, but quite a softie where you were concerned. I think that I am being flooded with visions to help you, until you accept your position.” 
 
    “You mean as Ellowee?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Deidra responded. 
 
    “But I already have,” I confirmed. “Went to my first meeting and everything.” 
 
    Deidra was shaking her head no, her dark locks of hair swaying back and forth. “You are gifted and you don’t use your gifts,” she accused. “You have abilities that you suppress and avoid. You go against your nature when speaking to others, and you are not following your intuition.” 
 
    She wasn’t done explaining my short-comings, and added, “You are the head of the Oris foundation which has these ridiculous meetings where we accuse others of planning and plotting, but turn a blind eye to our own hypocrisies. Changes need to be made. But, first things first, Mom,” Deidra announced, handing me the phone. “Call Dad and speak the word Conchobar.” 
 
    Placing the phone back down, I questioned, “Just like that? How can you be so flippant? This call will possibly end our marriage and you are fine with that?” 
 
    “I have to be, and this call will end your marriage,” she stated, almost void of emotion. “If you choose to stay with Dad, you will get pregnant sometime over the next month. Whether it was your haste to get to your grandparents’ house or other things were on your mind: you haven’t taken your birth control pills in over five days,” she reminded me. “Dad and you haven’t been together lately, but we both know that won’t last long which, by the way, I find really disturbing. You are both kind of old to be carrying on like teenagers.”  
 
    There were no words or questions formulating in my brain, so I just continued to listen. The only thing good about this conversation was that Deidra was now the one person in the world that knew me completely. If she didn’t know everything, she would soon. 
 
    “Where are we headed?” I wondered. “You have to give me a little more to go on if I am expected to end my marriage and leave my home. And you are sorely mistaken if you think I’m just going to let you go. You’re still a minor.” 
 
    “Grammy held up a piece of paper a few days before the car accident,” Deidra explained. “The paper had a woman’s name and address on it, with the word go in big, capital letters. The message was probably for you, but we all know how good you’ve become at avoiding those,” she jabbed. “I saw this in a vision when we were at Grammy’s house after the accident.” 
 
    “How did you know that Grammy wrote that note right before the accident?” I wondered. 
 
    “That’s easy,” Deidra answered. “A calendar was in the background with the days crossed off. It was easy to see.”  
 
    “So, Mom,” she went on, “you have two choices. You can stay here with Dad and your new baby or you can leave with me to fulfill your true destiny- what you were born to do. I have to leave regardless of your decision.” 
 
    “You know the book of Deidra is nonsense,” she accused. “I’ve had visions that may point to it being an offshoot of another book entirely. Things need to be sorted out, with or without your help. It may fall on me to fix things because you haven’t taken responsibility for who you are. I leave tonight.” 
 
    The scene was moving in slow motion. Deidra stood up, releasing the salt shaker. It rolled out of her hand, and onto the table. Watching Deidra climb the stairs, the steam rising from my coffee, the tears traveling down my cheeks- it all overwhelmed my senses.  
 
    Deidra just presented me with a paralyzing ultimatum. The fact that she had to leave because of my inadequacies troubled me deeply. Denial had brought me to this day, and not embracing reality had brought me face to face with a very serious decision. There was no time to evaluate outcomes or measure important questions. My life would be forever changed after this evening. Stay or go…decide.  
 
    My inclination was to go with Deidra. Having another child could never fill the void of her absence. This fact was excellent motivation, but not a foundational reason. Searching my brain, I hoped to come upon something that would make this decision easier or without error. 
 
    It angered me that Deidra worried about all this Oris nonsense. When I was twelve, school and sports activities were my focus. I’ve said it hundreds of times. I just wanted… life would be so much better if… I only desired…  
 
    And that’s when it all became clear. “Normal” was never the ultimate goal; it has only been the truth that brought me fulfillment. Not that the truth is always comfortable or welcome, but it is real, and it is constant. Picking up the phone, I dialed Rick’s work number. He would already be in his office because it was less than a half hour away.  
 
    “Hello,” answered the deep, familiar voice at the end of the other line. 
 
    “Hey babe,” I said, trying to hold it together. “This is not going to make any sense to you, Rick, but Deidra and I are going to go on a little trip. We’ll call you when we get to our destination.” 
 
    “You just got back,” he complained. “Well, at least I can see you when I get home.” 
 
    “No, you can’t,” I announced. “We’ll already be gone. Nothing for you to worry about- just a couple of girls doing girl stuff.” 
 
    “What the hell!” he raised his voice. “Do I not have a say in anything, anymore?” 
 
    “No, it’s not like that, Rick,” I pleaded. “I just need you to understand right now. This is something that has to be done. Please trust me.” 
 
    “How can I trust you when you won’t tell me where you’re going or what you’re doing?” he questioned. “How much longer must you constantly get your way?” 
 
    “Conchobar,” I whispered, through tears. I hung up the phone and pulled the cord out of the wall. It was apparent that Rick wasn’t willing to listen to anything I had to say.   
 
    The stairs to my bedroom felt more like a mountain range, but they were slowly conquered one by one. There was no going back now. The unpacked suitcase from my arrival last night remained downstairs, where I left it. The only thing needed was a pair of pajamas. I breathed deep when entering my bedroom, running my hand along the bed, the dresser, and looking out the window. Choosing to go with Deidra tonight meant leaving here one last time. I felt it in my bones. 
 
    Deidra peeked into the room, noticing tears tracing my face. She walked up to me, arms spread wide and we hugged. It occurred to me how much she had grown, the top of her head reaching my eyes. 
 
    “Mom, don’t be upset,” she consoled. “Once we understand everything, it will make this easier. I promise.” 
 
    That statement almost made me crack a smile. Looking into her eyes, I said, “You sound so grown-up all of a sudden. I think that is the first time you have ever said anything like that to me.” 
 
    We separated from our hug, and she grinned. “When do you think you will be ready to go tonight?” Deidra asked. 
 
    “How do you know I’ve made up my mind?” I wondered. 
 
    Deidra rolled her eyes and said, “I know we leave here together. It was in a vision. There is no telling what happens after that, but we get that far. And the sun was still up in my vision so I know we leave before nightfall.” 
 
    “We have to leave soon,” I announced. “Your father could very well be on his way back home. I would like to change and grab a pair of P.J.’s,” I said. “We could be on the road in a half an hour. Are we even taking roads?” 
 
    “Yes. For now, the roads are a good start,” she acknowledged. “I’m ready. Let’s do this.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, my car was backing out of the garage. I stopped in the driveway, waiting for my courage to catch up with my actions. Deidra pushed the button to the garage, and it slowly closed.  
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked. 
 
    “Vermont,” she answered. “There is someone there we need to meet.” 
 
    “I’m going to run in and get my heavy coat,” I said. After a couple of minutes, I returned to the car.   
 
    Vermont was not down the street. This would take us two, maybe three days by car. It was also coming into winter, which meant snow. “Your grandparents are in Vermont. We’re not going to see them, are we?” I asked.  
 
    “We’re not going to see them,” she confirmed. “But, it’s going to be hard to go anywhere if we just stay here in the driveway, Mom,” she complained, as we had been there for a few minutes. 
 
    Deidra’s tone was a little too big for her britches. “We’re not going anywhere until you fasten your seatbelt,” I instructed, trying to claim some of my authority back.  
 
    She buckled up. I looked over at her, patted her leg three times, and said, “We’re off like a herd of turtles.” 
 
    Whatever this adventure would hold moving forward, there was no better way to start it than that…just like Grammy would have. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2- Abroad 
 
      
 
      
 
    The summer of my sixteenth birthday found me at my grandparent’s house, as usual. But, unlike the other visits, this year I was required to bring a passport. 
 
    Grammy and I had traveled together many times and it was always an experience. Whether an overnight trip or a week-long excursion, there was hardly a minute wasted. Many people called what she did vacationing, but my definition of vacationing included some sort of relaxation. The structure and schedule of our trips began even before we left- with the packing. 
 
    “Muriel, after lunch tomorrow, we will pack for our trip,” Grammy instructed, practically squealing with delight. 
 
    The morning sun had barely starting rising, so there would be no excitement from me this early. Being sixteen, there were only complaints and resistance available in my head, but it was even too early in the day for those. 
 
    “What do you want to do first?” Grammy asked. 
 
    Bless her heart. She’s making me feel like I have some say in our schedule when we both know there is already a minute-by-minute itinerary in print. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I humored her. “Can I see the outline of events?” 
 
    This was meant to be a sarcastic statement, but my wit was lost on her, as she pulled out a piece of paper from the dresser drawer. She stood there with the paper, waiting for me to move to a less horizontal position off my pillow. I flung the covers off. 
 
    “I’ll look at it in a second,” I told her. “I have to pee.” 
 
    “Why do you say things like that?” she asked, frustrated with my use of the word pee. 
 
    “Because you told me urinate sounded crass,” I answered. “Listen, it’s one or the other because that is what’s going down…literally.” I smiled at my own joke. 
 
    There were a great many ways in which I took after my Grammy, but my potty talk was definitely from my dad. She preferred me saying that I needed to use the restroom. In actuality, I always said that- when Grammy wasn’t around.  
 
    The plan after returning from the bathroom was to get right back under those warm covers, for some more shuteye. When I came back into the room, the bed had already been made. There was also a suitcase on her bed and mine. Hers was full. 
 
    “When did you pack?” I asked her. 
 
    “Last week,” she informed me, with a big smile. 
 
    I was infuriated by the way she attempted to manipulate my morning and impress all this planning on me, but her single-mindedness was also adorable.  
 
    “Good morning, Grammy,” I said, smiling. The salutation was meant to shame her into starting the day over…with a proper greeting. She knew exactly what I was doing because this was straight from her playbook. She squinted at me, and begrudgingly returned the sentiment. I smiled, feeling a small victory had been won. 
 
    She handed me the itinerary which was loaded with dates, times and places. It was overwhelming just to look at. “Grammy,” I said, attempting to hand the paper back, “I’ll just follow you around.” 
 
    “That’s your copy,” she said. “You keep it. I have one and so does your grandfather. He likes to know where I am on different days.” 
 
    That wasn’t true. Gramps was only concerned with her return date. He wanted to make sure he could tidy up before she arrived…evict any familial houseguests…do some laundry. He even started a day or two early because she had been known to get everything accomplished on her itinerary ahead of schedule. I imagine her trips could be considered a vacation of sorts for Gramps. 
 
    “O.K., so we’re going to be gone for ten days,” she explained. “We do not want to check-in any baggage on the flight because that just takes up extra time. So, everything needs to go in our carry on.” 
 
    “That’s not a lot of clothing, Grammy,” I observed. 
 
    “Sure it is,” she corrected. “The first lesson I need to teach you is about underwear.” 
 
    We both looked at each other. She was peering over her glasses, being very serious. My reaction to that statement was trying to keep a straight face. We both started laughing.  
 
    “That sounded silly,” she admitted, “but you are going to learn something. For ten days, we will need four pairs of undies.” 
 
    “That is some bad math, right there, Grammy,” I commented. “For ten days, we will need ten pairs of undies.” I raised my eyebrows and held up both hands so she could see all my fingers- just in case she needed a visual aid. 
 
    Her brow furrowed. “Just hush, pay attention and learn something,” she demanded, sounding a little frustrated. “When is the last time you traveled out of the country?” 
 
    She had me there. This would be my first trip out of the U.S. I was excited, but had always hoped my first trip abroad would be to a warm island, brimming with sandy beaches.  
 
    “You’re right. I have never traveled like this,” I conceded. Then, waving my arm like a game show hostess, I said, “Continue your panty lesson.” 
 
    “You only take four pair of underwear whether you are going on a trip for a week or a month,” she explained. “One is being worn, one is drying, one is dirty and I throw in an extra just for good measure. She grabbed a pair of her underwear out of her neatly-packed suitcase and continued, “You want to roll them up because they take up less space in the suitcase. This trick works for socks and bras too.” 
 
    “This is all incredibly riveting, Grammy, but can I go get some cereal?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s right, you haven’t eaten yet,” she remembered. “Of course. Let’s get you some breakfast.” 
 
    Eating my cereal was meant to be a solitary event, but Grammy was on a roll. 
 
    “Now, when we get to London, I want to show you some women from our history,” she announced. 
 
    I chewed my cereal quickly, perhaps swallowing too early in my haste to scold Grammy. “This better not be some sort of Oris field trip,” I told her. “Not interested. Not wasting my time. And, if need be- not going! I can stay here with Gramps and enjoy the county fair.” 
 
    “You are so stubborn!” Grammy whined, as she left the kitchen. 
 
    Gramps had walked in the door just in time to hear the last part of our conversation. He just gave me a look, wondering if he should go right back outside. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Gramps, she was just informing me that I’m stubborn,” I told him. 
 
    “Hmm, there is no commentary that would bode well for me in this situation,” he said. 
 
    “I’m telling Grammy that you used the word bode…maybe commentary, too,” I threatened, with a big smile.  
 
    He shook his head and smiled back. He knew my threat was a hollow one.  
 
    “Your grandmother has spent a lot of time planning this trip,” Gramps informed me. “Don’t you go giving her a hard time. Show some respect and gratitude.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I responded, sincerely. Gramps very rarely scolded me, so there was no doubt that it was deserved. He didn’t tell me how to fold my britches, but he let me know when I was getting too big for them.  
 
    “And I heard you talking about staying for the fair. No more of that nonsense!” he demanded. “That trip cost a heap of money. It won’t be going to waste.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Gramps,” I apologized. He nodded his head one time. That was the signal that this conversation was over and everything was resolved.  
 
    “Besides,” he started, “a couple of years ago everyone was very uncomfortable with the way you and Little Jed were getting along.” 
 
    “I haven’t thought of him in so long,” I remarked. “How is he? Did he have a boy or a girl?” I asked. 
 
    “Neither,” Gramps said. 
 
    I waited impatiently for some sort of explanation, but he didn’t offer one. 
 
    “Gramps,” I yelped, “what happened?” 
 
    “Nothing happened…the baby wasn’t his,” he shared. “Something about the blood types not matching- he was very relieved.” 
 
    After finishing my cereal, I went back to the bedroom to smooth things over with Grammy. Once we were getting along again, I explained how grateful I was for everything she had done for me during my life. And that this trip was something to be especially grateful for. It was special- too special to ruin with Oris history. 
 
    She reluctantly agreed and we talked about all the grand things we would see. Grammy had been there many times, but she planned excursions she hadn’t taken before. She wanted us to share some of the same experiences for the first time. 
 
    Days passed and, before we knew it, we were leaving for our trip the next day. We were giggling as we laid our heads down on our pillows for the night. Grammy reminded me that our heads would soon be resting on another pillow, in another country. I barely slept a wink.  
 
    The next morning, Grammy must have noticed how tired I was. She preferred being chauffeured around, but she drove every mile of the two hour trip to the airport. Once we arrived, the car was parked and we went in search of our gate. 
 
    The excitement snuck up on me. When we reached our gate, I peeked at the itinerary. We had one layover, but our first out-of-country landing was in London.  
 
    “How long is the flight to London, Grammy?” I asked, wanting to be there already. 
 
    “Well, I think we have one layover, but the itinerary has the landing time of the flight,” she told me. “What does yours say?” 
 
    I scanned the beginning of the itinerary until I saw the time. I announced, “Tomorrow at 7 a.m.” There was a pause, and then I asked, “Is that right?” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” she agreed. “We need to try and get some sleep on the way there so the time change won’t affect us when we land. There are lots of sights to see.” 
 
    Grammy wasn’t kidding. The itinerary was chock-full. There were asterisks by certain tours or sights. The notations were for alternate plans if needed. She put them there in case we had extra time, but every minute was accounted for. 
 
    Our seat numbers were called over the airport PA system and we boarded the plane. It wasn’t long before we were on our connecting flight. I couldn’t tell how long the flight took or if the food tasted good because I slept the entire time. 
 
    When we arrived in London, we were met by a finely dressed gentleman, holding up a sign that read: Ms. Muriel. I thought it quite the coincidence until the man smiled at my Grammy and took her bag from her. 
 
    “Good day, Ms. Muriel,” he said to Grammy. “Traveling light as usual, I see.” 
 
    “Not really, Henry,” she corrected. Grammy stopped and turned to me. “This is my granddaughter, Muriel. She will be with me on this trip.” 
 
    “Oh!” he said, surprised. He took my bag from me and bowed. “It is a great honor to meet you, Ms. Muriel. Your grandmother has always traveled alone. Please forgive my oversight.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Henry,” I replied. “And don’t worry about it- totally no biggie.” 
 
    He looked at me, confused. But, being a gentleman, my vernacular was not questioned. We proceeded to the car, which was a beauty. When we started off towards the hotel, driving on the left side of the road was very stressful. Having recently earned my driver’s license, it just seemed wrong. 
 
    “How long will it take to get to the hotel?” I wondered. 
 
    “Only about a half an hour,” Grammy said. 
 
    “There will be a hot English fry ready for you both upon your arrival,” Henry announced. 
 
    That was good news because my stomach was growling. “What’s an English fry, Grammy?” I whispered. 
 
    “It’s a name for a hearty English breakfast,” she informed me. “And, we’ll only be having one while we’re here if we want to live a long, healthy life.” Both Grammy and Henry laughed. I figured I’d find out what the chuckles were about later. 
 
    The half hour to the hotel was nothing compared to the hours of travel we already had under our belt. Most of the scenery was lost on me because I couldn’t get over the fact that Henry was driving on the wrong side of the road.  
 
    Driving through the streets on the outskirts of London, however, it was apparent that we were in a different country. Even the road signs were foreign. The buildings were a strange mix of very old and new. When we pulled up to the hotel, it was gorgeous. My first thought was that I would be underdressed for the entire trip. Grammy always had really nice pants suits, worn with a scarf or a necklace. My attire was more reminiscent of the American bum.   
 
    Henry retrieved our bags from the trunk. He handed Grammy her room key, and asked if there was anything else he could do for us. The answer was no, but Grammy said we would see him tomorrow for the trip out to Stonehenge. 
 
    “We can take our bags from here, Henry,” Grammy told him. She traded him the bags for a tip, tapping him on the shoulder before we left. I smiled and followed Grammy. The huge sign above the doorway read Brown’s Hotel. She had obviously been here before because a couple of staff members greeted her by name. 
 
    “How often do you come here, Grammy?” I wondered. 
 
    “Once a year,” she answered.  
 
    We got on the elevator and rose to the fifth and highest floor of the hotel. The room was absolutely gorgeous. The décor was not screwed to the wall or minimalistic at all, like in other places we’ve stayed. Whatever I expected…it was nothing like this.  
 
    “This suite has two bedrooms, so you pick which one you’d like,” Grammy smiled. 
 
    “I smell like an ashtray from the plane ride,” I said. “It’s not like the smoke just stays in the smoking section. I would like to take a shower and then eat breakfast.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Grammy agreed. 
 
    I carried my bag to a bedroom. It wasn’t necessary for me to compare the rooms, they must be equally nice. The one I chose had a sliding glass door that opened to the outside. The bed looked inviting, but until this smoke smell was gone- it wouldn’t be touched. 
 
    “Hey, Grammy, what are we doing today?” I inquired. “I’m not sure what to wear. The clothes I brought are not that fancy.” 
 
    “Just wear something presentable,” she suggested. “We can also shop a little while we’re here. The Burlington Arcade is just down the street.” 
 
    “English people buy clothes at an arcade?” I asked, bewildered. 
 
    Grammy laughed, “No, honey. It’s a beautiful shopping area under a glass ceiling. It’s been around since the early 1800’s.”  
 
    Shopping wouldn’t receive any argument from me. A couple of new outfits would be lovely. There were only two collared shirts in my bag that looked dressier that the other t-shirts. I grabbed one and a pair of tan pants. If Grammy wasn’t happy with the selection, she wouldn’t be shy about letting me know. 
 
    It felt like a new day after showering, but my energy was low and breakfast was my next order of business. There were two domed plates on the table, which peaked my curiosity because of the laughter in the car. 
 
    After lifting the dome, it was apparent why only one of these should be consumed during our trip. This English fry consisted of: 2 fried eggs, sausages, bacon, mushrooms, baked beans, hash browns, toast and a half of a tomato (as if a whole one may be too much color or nutrition on the plate). There were also some black, unidentifiable round things. 
 
    Grammy and I did our best to honor the English fry, but we were no match for the monstrous meal. I saved a little of the toast and a piece of sausage for later. We had a refrigerator in the room, so why not?  
 
    “I don’t know about you, but I would like to go for a walk,” Grammy said. “We are scheduled for a tour around noon, but we have a couple of hours.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I agreed. 
 
    When we got outside, Grammy went into tour-guide mode. “This is a borough of London called Westminster, and we are staying in an area known as Mayfair,” she explained. “It used to be full of homes, but as you can see- many of them have been converted into businesses.” 
 
    After a few minutes of walking, we came to a little oasis of park called Berkeley Square. There were benches all around the path where people could sit, but most of them remained vacant.  
 
    “This square has a lot of residential spots, but some have been converted into businesses, too,” Grammy informed. “Winston Churchill lived here in Berkeley Square in number 48, and number 50 is said to be haunted. Let’s walk over to catch the bus. It will take us down near Big Ben, and you can’t come to London without seeing that! It’s the biggest tourist trap around.” 
 
    Grammy may have tired of the most popular sights, but that was something I wanted to see. Big Ben was always on TV shows or in movies, and it seemed the symbol of England. We arrived in the Westminster area after a very short bus ride. There were throngs of people milling about. Could anything else be expected? It was summer and we were at the number one sight in all of England.  
 
    “We can go on a tour in a second,” Grammy said. “I want to show you something over here.” 
 
    We walked toward a statue. There were a few people around it, taking pictures. The closer we came, the more my insides began to churn. I didn’t know who this woman in the statue was, but she looked powerful and focused. On each side of her were two younger women, maybe her daughters.  
 
    “This is the statue of Boudica and her Daughters,” Grammy said. 
 
    The statue was better seen at a slight distance, but I walked around it to see every angle available. My eyes filled with unexplainable tears, as my stomach continued to rumble. It would be easy to blame the English fry for my stomach’s twists and turns, but this feeling was more like watching a scene in a movie with suspenseful music playing in the background.  
 
    Grammy was very patient while I paced around the statue. After a time she announced, “We have to go now, Muriel, but we can come back, if you’d like.” 
 
    “No. I’m ready,” I said, trying to minimize my attraction to the bronze sculpture. 
 
    We walked a short distance to where the tour started for the House of Parliament, also known as the Palace of Westminster. It was a very long tour, with tons of information and gorgeous rooms. I only retained two facts: When the clock tower was built, it was the tallest secular building in the world. And, in the House of Commons, there is no eating or drinking- with one exception. The gentleman in charge of reading the budget statement may consume alcohol. That little factoid was amusing, so it stuck.  
 
    The tour also included a quick jaunt inside Westminster Abbey where so many British monarchs were coronated or married. King Edward’s chair was really impressive with the “Stone of Scone” built into it. The stone was stolen for a time in 1950 by a group of Scottish college students, but the Scots called it the “Stone of Destiny.” 
 
    All afternoon, images of the statue of Boudica and her daughters invaded my thoughts and made it difficult to pay close attention. It was a relief when we left the last building on the tour. Grammy and I started heading back to the hotel around four. We stopped at a restaurant in the Mayfair area for an early dinner. The prices on the menu appeared extremely high, even if it was a fancy place. 
 
    “Grammy, these prices are crazy,” I whispered. “Twenty five dollars for a piece of fish can’t be right.” 
 
    “The prices on the menu are in English pounds, honey,” Grammy told me. “The meals here are around ten to twelve dollars.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, still thinking that price was ridiculous. When we checked into the hotel, I saw a sign that had the daily exchange rates for many different countries. If it changed daily, I figured there was no need for me to keep track. 
 
    “I’ve known we were going on this trip for a long time,” Grammy said. “So, when the exchange rate was good, I converted dollars to pounds. That way, we spend less.” 
 
    Between our bellies being full and the travel, we were ready to hit the hay early. Up to this point, we were riding an adrenaline high, but now the yawns were more frequent. We walked to the hotel and went up to our room. Quietly, we changed into our pajamas. Grammy was in her bed reading, so I got under her covers. 
 
    “That statue we saw today near Big Ben,” I started, and then trailed off without finishing my sentence.   
 
    Grammy waited for a little while before asking, “What about it?” 
 
    “Do you know anything about that woman?” I wondered. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied. “Would you like me to tell you what I know? I just want to warn you up front that there will be some history involved.”  
 
    I shook my head up and down as an answer; snuggling up to Grammy like it was time for a bedtime story. Grammy wrapped her arm around me, as I leaned on her shoulder. 
 
    “The woman in the statue is Queen Boudica of the Iceni tribe,” Grammy explained. “It is said that she was from royal descent.” Grammy continued, “She was married to King Prasutagus, and their kingdom was about two and a half hours northeast of where we are right now. It would take them a full day to travel here on horseback.” 
 
    Grammy took a moment to make sure I hadn’t fallen asleep because it was very uncharacteristic for me to let her speak uninterrupted. 
 
    “The Iceni tribe and Rome had a rich trade relationship before Rome’s invasion of Britain. The Iceni craftsmen were well known abroad,” Grammy educated. “For them, and all the other tribes that welcomed the Romans, they were able to retain their power and wealth. In return for peace, the Iceni people had to pay taxes and give everything to Rome when they died.”  
 
    She shook her head, saying, “It really was brilliant. It was conquering without the loss of any men- it would just take some time. The Romans built up the kingdoms that welcomed them, and let other kingdoms in Britain know that this treatment was available to them as well.” 
 
    “Did a lot of other tribes take Rome up on the offer?” I asked. 
 
    “Only a couple,” Grammy informed me. “They were suspicious of the Romans, and rightfully so. When the King of the Iceni tribe died, he willed half of his kingdom to Nero, who was the Emperor of Rome at the time. The other half, he willed between his two daughters. The king acknowledged his debt to Rome, but also wanted to protect Iceni’s future.” 
 
    “Rome was not satisfied with the will, ordering forces to take possession of Iceni. When the soldiers arrived at the palace, Boudica resisted,” Grammy sighed. “Because of the initial resistance, the people of Iceni were now considered a conquered people. For Rome, this meant all captured citizens were instantly slaves.” 
 
    “You mean the day before the people had rights, and all that changed in 24 hours?” I asked. It was hard to understand such a sudden change in circumstance. 
 
    “I’m sure it felt like the blink of an eye to Boudica,” Grammy responded. “The soldiers took Boudica and her two daughters. They tied the daughters to two wooden tables where they were systematically raped by Roman soldiers. Boudica was tied to a post and whipped. It was a means to show dominance and make an example out of them. It would cause other citizens to fear the Romans.” 
 
    The story was troubling…unfair. Outraged, I interjected, “How old were her daughters?! And who told the people in the tribe what had happened?” 
 
    “Well, they were unmarried, and Boudica claimed their chastity was still intact, so most likely around twelve or thirteen,” she answered, “possibly younger. And all of this was done publicly, in a town square of some sort so the people could witness how far their royalty had fallen.” 
 
    “What does chastity mean?” I wondered. 
 
    “It means they were virgins,” Grammy answered. “Most likely, they would wait until marriage to lay with a man. Rome would have done this to prove that the Iceni owned nothing anymore, not even their own bodies.” 
 
    This information made me rise up to a sitting position. Grammy put her hand on my back, and said, “I know, it’s horrifying. During those times, there wasn’t even a word for rape. If a person was a slave, male or female- they were a commodity for use.  Beating slaves or using them for sexual gratification was perfectly acceptable because the slaves were not considered human.” 
 
    “The statue made her look so victorious,” I mused, disappointed with reality. 
 
    “Oh, but she was,” Grammy smiled. “If that were the end of the story, I doubt there would be a statue at all. The Iceni people and neighboring areas rose up in rebellion against the Romans, with Boudica as their leader. They laid waste to three different Roman-occupied towns.” 
 
    “Good!” I exclaimed. “What happened to her?” 
 
    “No one knows,” Grammy said. “They believe her forces were defeated, but there is no concrete evidence as to where. There are three different areas where it is believed they fell to the Roman forces.” 
 
    That night I had visions of Boudica’s history until morning. She deserved so much more than a statue. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3- Tracy 
 
      
 
    One of my pet peeves was stopping to stay somewhere overnight when it was already dark. If it wasn’t a familiar area, there was no telling what the sun would reveal the next day. However, getting to our destination was priority one, and we had made such good time that we would only have one more day on the road. 
 
    I opened the curtain from our second-story room to reveal the mystery. In the early morning sun, trees were the only thing visible from the window. We had stayed in the back of the motel to help with the traffic noise from the highway. If there was a town around here, it was probably much further off the main road.  
 
    The room didn’t have a coffee maker in it, so sleeping beauty would have to get up soon. Whatever this day would bring, it wasn’t getting started until there was a healthy dose of caffeine ingested. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, shaking Deidra’s bed, “rise and shine.”  
 
    “Wha…what time is it?” she mumbled, barely able to formulate the question. 
 
    “It’s morning time!” I announced too cheerily, even for my own liking. 
 
    Deidra was trying to focus her eyes on the alarm clock. When she glared in my direction, it was apparent she figured out that it was only a little past 5 a.m. Deidra rolled over and said, “This is still night time.” 
 
    “C’mon,” I encouraged. “If we get on the road in an hour, we can reach our destination by nightfall. What was the name of the town again?” 
 
    “Derby Line- it’s right on the border of Canada,” she shared, while rolling back over to face me. “Apparently, people that live there can go into Canada and vice versa. It sounds pretty cool.” 
 
    “Why don’t you get in the shower first,” I suggested. “I need to call your father. He’s got to be livid.” 
 
    Deidra slowly got her outfit together for the day, making her way to the bathroom. Once she shut the door, a feeling of dread came over me. There was no way to know how the conversation would go with Rick, but he was not going to be pleased. That much was certain.  
 
    I dialed the familiar number. He was groggy when answering, and I hoped that would work in my favor. 
 
    “Hi, Rick,” I nervously started. “I just wanted to call and let you know that we made it.” My palms were sweating at the thought of what would come next. 
 
    “Is everything O.K.?” a female voice chimed in, on the other end of the receiver.   
 
    “Who’s that, Rick?” I asked, my tone changing from apprehension to anger. In the middle of asking the question, it occurred to me that I didn’t care to wait for a response. I slammed the phone down on the receiver. 
 
    The person in the adjoining room knocked on the wall, but there was no sympathy for them. I stood up and smacked the wall right back. It was a disappointment when there was silence, as there was nowhere to funnel more rage.  
 
    The next few minutes brought confusion. I thought there should be more sorrow…more devastation. Granted, a lot had happened in the last few months, but Rick and I shared the last 15 years of our lives together. We had a daughter together. We were still married!  
 
    Then, a vision came to me without any warning. It was so strong that I fell on the bed. My heightened anger must have bypassed how they normally come about, because I tried to suppress it without any luck. 
 
    It was Rick at home, drinking heavily. This must have been last night after he got home from work. My coffee cup was still in the sink, and Rick was wearing the same shirt and tie he wore to work. Music played loudly in the background while the doorbell rang incessantly. It was hard to tell whether or not he could hear it. Finally, in between songs, the doorbell caught his attention. 
 
    Rick bumped into things on his way to the door. When he opened it, he tried to recognize the person on his welcome mat. He wasn’t in any shape to recall things from memory. This was apparent to the visitor as well, so she introduced herself. 
 
    “Are you O.K., Rick?” she asked. She brought her suitcase inside. “Can I make you some coffee?” Rick’s expression still looked puzzled. “We met a couple of days ago. I’m Lorrah,” she said. 
 
    Lorrah explained how she flew out because there was a time-sensitive business opportunity. The apartment she was going to rent wasn’t ready yet. She told Rick that I had invited her to stay during the transition.  
 
    What followed then was hard to watch. Rick and Lorrah drowned their sorrows together. Since I had spoken Conchobar to Rick, he was no longer sure about our future or his feelings for me. And, Lorrah- she knew that Deidra and I had left. Whatever plans she had for us could not be accomplished if we weren’t there. The two of them fell into bed together, laughing. Their problems were forgotten for a night, but the new day would not deny their deeds. A phone call would give them an extra helping of reality. 
 
    My breaths were deep when coming out of this vision. Deidra’s timing could not have been better when she exited the bathroom. I grabbed my clothes for the day and went in to shower, like nothing ever happened. This wasn’t something to share with my daughter. 
 
    Deidra’s bags were already packed and by the door when I got out of the shower. This was the first time there was no need for me to tell Deidra to pack her things or get ready to go. She was maturing so quickly. 
 
    “We need to pay cash for everything, Mom,” Deidra instructed, as she handed me money. “That should be enough for the bill.”  
 
    I took the money and asked, “Why cash?” 
 
    “The credit card purchases can be traced and the last thing we need is to be located. At least, not until we figure out what is going on,” Deidra answered. “I think I have enough for gas and food to get us to Derby Line.” 
 
    “If we leave now, we can be there by two or three this afternoon,” I surmised. “We will need to be on the road for a little over seven hours. Hopefully, the weather holds. There is a snow storm coming, according to a radio program in the car yesterday.” 
 
     I didn’t want to think about what Deidra had said about us being located. Surely, there was no reason for concern. Checking out of our room was quickly accomplished. We were gassed up and on the road in no time. There was a selection of sandwiches and yogurt at the gas station which, along with my coffee, would do just fine for breakfast.   
 
    “So, who is this person we are meeting?” I asked.  
 
    “I’m not 100% sure,” Deidra answered. “I only have an address. There was a woman’s name, too, but I can’t remember.” 
 
    Then, something dawned on me. “You mean this woman doesn’t know we’re coming?” I asked, in disbelief.  
 
    “Nope,” she responded, with no hint of concern. “This is what Grammy wanted. I imagine we’ll get some sort of information when we get to Derby Line. Maybe she’ll say you don’t have to be Ellowee. Wouldn’t that be nice?” 
 
    “Fantastic!” I replied. “Do you think that’s possible?” 
 
    “No,” Deidra answered flatly, looking out the window. I laughed at her terse response. Whatever soft, patient touch Grammy had with me, it was not inherited by Deidra. 
 
    The drive was absolutely beautiful. Even the stress of our impending, unannounced visit was washed away by the scenery. As we continued north, the sky became more overcast. The radio announcer spoke of a snow storm that would hit the entire area with half a foot of snow. In response to this news, I filled the car up with gas one more time, loaded up on snacks for the two of us and prayed for the snow to hold for a few more hours. When we finally pulled into Derby Line, we had only been driving for a half hour in the snow. Not bad at all. 
 
    “What is this woman’s address?” I asked. 
 
    “She lives off of Meadow, on a little street named Bray,” Deidra answered. 
 
    Deidra had the map and navigated us to Meadow, but after that- we were on our own. There was no mapped street called Bray. Thankfully, Meadow was a short street. We drove up and down the dead end street twice until spotting a small sign. It was partway up a driveway and had it been summer, the tree cover would have made it impossible to find.  In the smallest numbers and letters was the address: 563 Bray.     
 
    There was no way to know what to expect, as we turned onto Bray. No house was in sight, but we kept driving down the road. After traveling about a quarter of a mile, we came to a beautiful home nestled in the landscape. A line of smoke was rising from the chimney as the snow lighted on the trees. The mix of evergreens and colored leaves on other trees made the scene idyllic.  
 
    We made our way to the door, crunching the leaves underfoot that had already fallen for the season. Both knocking at the door and ringing the doorbell led to the same result- nothing. She’d come back soon because the fire was still burning, but we had no way to know for sure. 
 
    “Well, kiddo. Maybe we go find a hotel in town and try again tomorrow,” I suggested, with no idea how to handle it differently. 
 
    “I guess,” Deidra relented. The disappointment in her voice was palatable. And as much as the unknown of this visit horrified me, I was let down as well.  
 
    We hopped back in the car, making our way toward Meadow. The beams of headlights were coming around one turn. I slowed and put my high beams on; in hopes it would increase our visibility to the other vehicle. 
 
    We were soon nose to nose with a big pickup truck. Both sets of wipers were going, and we could make out two people in the truck. A man was driving with a woman passenger. The pickup truck was a stereotype of the area, but the man wearing a plaid shirt made me crack a smile. 
 
    “What was her name, Deidra?” I asked, as I waved. 
 
    “I wish I could remember,” she answered.  
 
    If the passenger was the woman that was expecting us, she was acting a little strangely, squinting to make out who we were. The falling snow was impeding a clear view. We had never met each other, so when she shrieked, smiled and jumped out of the truck coming toward us- we were a little wary. 
 
    I rolled down the window. 
 
    She bent down, still smiling. “I’ve never been happier to see anyone,” she stated. “Welcome. You are cousins of mine if anyone asks. My husband knows that we have been expecting you both, but we had no idea when you were coming. You are staying with us,” she spoke quickly. “Turn the car around and go back to our house. Does anyone know you’re here?” 
 
    “No,” I answered, trying to decipher any clue to who she could be. “What’s your name, cousin?” 
 
    “Tracy,” she whispered. She smacked the top of the car. “Glad no one knows where you’ve gone! You’ve done well,” she exclaimed. 
 
    Tracy went back to the truck. She was tall, carrying just a little extra weight to keep her warm during the cold winters in Vermont. She jumped back up in the truck like she had done it a million times. The extra weight didn’t slow her down a bit.   
 
    Deidra and I looked at each other. It now worried me that no one knew we were here. I backed the car up and turned off the road when there was a clearing. Following them back to the house, this whole trek became a questionable choice. However, Grammy led us here. She cared for me more than anyone, so I would trust her guidance. 
 
    Everyone got out of their vehicles. Tracy lifted up the cover to the pickup bed to grab bags of groceries. “Muriel and Deidra,” Tracy announced, “this is my husband, Tom. Tom, this is Muriel and her daughter Deidra.” 
 
    Tom was a tall drink of water and rail thin. Other than their stereotypical plaid shirts, they couldn’t look more different. Tracy’s thick, jet black hair was quite a contrast to Tom’s thinning, sandy-colored hair. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Tom said. “Would you mind helping us with all these groceries? The piastre was weak these past few days, so it was a good time to get supplies. It would have been a perfect day if there was no snow.” 
 
    Deidra and I grabbed a couple of grocery bags to bring into the house. Tracy unlocked the door, leading us to the kitchen table where we placed the bags. There were a couple of trips required to get everything in the house.  
 
    “The pastry was weak?” I asked, not really addressing anyone in particular. 
 
    Tom answered, “It’s piastre, the slang term for a Canadian dollar. It’s a Canadian- French word.” He was searching his pockets trying to come up with one. He found one and handed it to me. He added, “When the Canadian dollar is weaker than the U.S. dollar, we go over the border into Quebec to shop. It saves us a lot of money. When our dollar is weaker, the Canucks come here to shop.” 
 
    “I read about that. You can just go back and forth?” Deidra asked. 
 
    “Oh, sure,” Tracy interjected. “It’s very informal. The border is just a line on the road and a sign letting you know which country you’re entering. Sometimes you announce your name if there’s a guard at the border shack.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Tom said, “I better be off to man the post for a while. Derrick had me take his shift because he has a curling tournament. I will never understand that game.” 
 
    “You keep calling it a game and he is gonna get very upset,” Tracy informed him. “It’s a sport!” 
 
    Tom rolled his eyes, while shaking his head. He lovingly embraced Tracy and gave her a goodbye kiss on the cheek. “Nice meeting you,” he said to Deidra and me, before he left. “Make yourselves comfortable.” 
 
    Helping with the groceries was an awkward endeavor. There was no telling where anything went unless it was refrigerated. And even then, Tracy had her own little system. 
 
    “Why don’t you girls go get your bags, and I will show you where you are staying so you can get settled,” Tracy instructed. “I’m so glad you finally made it. I’ve been waiting for you.” 
 
    Deidra and I retrieved our bags and returned inside. The house was amazing. In the very middle of a great room was the fire pit. To the right was the kitchen and dining area. Behind the pit, on the other side of the entranceway was an immaculate living room that had been nicely furnished. 
 
    To the left of the pit was a rustic-looking desk, but beyond that was a hallway which must have led to the bedrooms. As we rounded the pit, the view of the living room became clearer. As if the house wasn’t magnificent enough, there was a huge sunroom off the living room. Tracy showed us to our separate rooms, both on the right side of the hall. The bathroom and linen closets were on the left side of the hall. 
 
    “You help yourself to any towels or toiletries you need,” Tracy informed us. “Would either of you like any tea?” 
 
    “No, thank you,” Deidra answered. “Would you think it incredibly rude if I took a shower and napped?” 
 
    Tracy laughed, “Of course not!” 
 
    “Tea sounds lovely,” I said, jealous of Deidra’s plan to nap. But it felt wrong to leave Tracy by herself after such a lovely welcome.   
 
    “Coming right up,” she announced. “Go ahead and get settled, Muriel. We’ll have our tea in the sunroom.” Tracy disappeared down the hall. 
 
    When I returned to the kitchen, all the groceries were put away. The tea was nearly done seeping and Tracy had put her hair up in a bun. Seeing her face in the light, made Tracy’s fine wrinkles more visible…giving away her age. 
 
    “What do you like in your tea?” Tracy asked. 
 
    “I don’t need anything in it,” I told her. “It will just be nice to get some warm liquids in me. It’s so cold!”  
 
    Tracy handed me the tea before leading me into the sunroom. She shut the door behind her once we were both inside. A small fire was crackling in a pot-belly stove. It was just enough to keep the back room nice and toasty.  
 
    “So, how was your trip here?” Tracy inquired. 
 
    “You appear to be a very nice person,” I started, “but if it’s all the same to you, I would just like to talk about why my grandmother sent me here. I need answers and struggling to make small talk is not how I’d like to spend our time.”  
 
    Tracy smiled. “You have started to embrace your tendency for direct communication. That is wonderful,” she complimented. “I can’t imagine everything you have been through. And I apologize for attempting to entertain you with trivial conversation.” 
 
    “In the last two weeks- I have shipwrecked my marriage, lost my grandparents and found out that I’m supposed to lead a group of people that I never knew existed,” I shared. “Who knows when your husband will return or Deidra will wake up. I would like to make the best use of our time.” 
 
    “Of course,” Tracy agreed. 
 
    The fact that she was not surprised by my tale, made me believe that Tracy was also an Oris.  She stood up and reached for something on the bookshelf. She handed me a velvety, black box measuring about 8 x 8 inches.  
 
    “You can open it,” Tracy urged. “It’s yours.” 
 
    “It’s gorgeous,” I said, after opening the box. It looked like a necklace, but it was more rigid. Three round strands of gold were braided together to form a ring that almost closed in the front. On each side of the necklace where the braid stopped was a small, oval opening.  
 
    “This is a torc,” Tracy explained. “It is a symbol of our people. There is no way to know what it was originally called. It is derived from the Latin word torqueo, which means to twist.” Tracy picked up the necklace and motioned for me to lean forward. “The twists in the necklace made them more pliable, so the wearer could bend it open to get it around their necks,” she finished, as she placed the torc around my neck. 
 
    The necklace reshaped to practically close in front. It was a strange sensation to have it on. Necklaces were usually flexible and light, but this was neither.  
 
    “Does this have something to do with being in the line of Enya?” I asked. “Can you please just tell me what I need to know!?” My patience was at an all-time low. 
 
    “I am a Druidess, Oris, peace chief, seer, Banduri- whatever you feel comfortable calling me,” she stated, “as are you.” 
 
    “My grandmother told me that I am an Oris,” I challenged her. 
 
    “Can you name any secret societies?” Tracy asked, seemingly going off topic. 
 
    “Yes. The Knights Templar, Priory of Sion, Free Masons, Illuminati…” I trailed off. 
 
    “So are they secret societies if you know they exist?” she inquired. 
 
    “I don’t know. What the hell,” I spat. 
 
    “From this point forward, you should assume all my questions are hypothetical- at least for today,” Tracy suggested. She was annoyed with my attitude and her tone turned stern. “You’re going to stay here for two weeks. That is how long it will take to properly educate you. I cannot snap my fingers or do this any quicker. You need to calm down. Am I clear?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sorry,” I apologized. “This is so hard and it hasn’t even begun.” Tears were filling my eyes, but I fought to keep them at bay. 
 
    “You’ve been through the hard part,” Tracy told me. She put her hand on top of mine. “Trust me. Once you are educated, you will realize that. Finding out who you are, birthing a daughter, losing your grandparents, your marriage dissolving…you have already lived through the hard part. Have faith, sister, and be encouraged.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I sighed. Her words calmed me down immediately. 
 
    Tracy leaned back in her chair, and without missing a beat, she continued, “Now, secret societies have been around for a very long time. They usually start with a group of elite members whose purpose is to share information with each other. Knowledge truly is power, and these societies desire both monetary gain and empowerment. There is a secret society called the United Ancient Order of Druids that was founded in 1781. It’s still around today. You should join,” she joked, realizing her attempt at making me laugh was futile.  
 
    “My point is that you are about to be in a secret society, but you’ve never heard of us because we are, indeed- a secret,” she explained. “We don’t have a name or conduct large meetings. Our membership comes about from harvesting from a few societies that are already in place, the Oris Foundation being one of them. Over the last year, we were working with your grandmother to have you join us directly. But, her untimely death changed things.” 
 
    “It certainly did,” I agreed. 
 
    “Let me get another cup of tea for you,” she suggested. “When I come back, we are going to start from the beginning. You need to know where you came from before moving forward. It will help you understand.” 
 
    “This sounds like a history lesson,” I complained. 
 
    “It is,” she answered, without any hint of apology. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” I wondered. “Do you think it would be a good idea to call my husband and let him know where I am at or how long I’ll be gone?” The words needed to be said out loud, as I wrestled with the decision. Deidra was here with me, and he needed to know we were safe.   
 
    “It would be best to leave out where you are,” she said. “But telling him how long you will be gone would be a good idea. Otherwise, he may want to contact the authorities if he thinks you are both missing.” 
 
    “Maybe Deidra should call when she wakes up,” I said, thinking out loud. “I’m not sure I could handle a discussion with him. I’d either want to scream at him or break down and cry, but I’m too disgusted to do either.” 
 
    On the way out of the sunroom, Tracy remarked, “Only betrayal has that kind of power.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4- Westward 
 
      
 
    According to the itinerary, Grammy and I would be traveling out to Stonehenge today. The morning sun was coming through the window, as we enjoyed our breakfast of scrambled eggs, fruit and an English muffin. One English fry was plenty. 
 
    “Don’t dawdle, Muriel,” Grammy said. “Henry will be picking us up in 30 minutes.” 
 
    “Just because we’re in England, doesn’t mean you need to use fancy English words,” I observed. 
 
    Grammy smiled. We gathered up some things for the day, filling our purses. Grammy grabbed her light jacket for the trip. For a moment, I considered telling her to leave it at the hotel, but Grammy rarely ventured forth without it. She never knew when she would feel chilly- even in eighty degree weather.  
 
    Henry was downstairs waiting for us. “Good morning, ladies,” he greeted, opening the door for us to get in the car. 
 
    “Good morning,” Grammy and I said in unison. 
 
    After being on the road for a few minutes, Henry spoke up, “If you have any questions between here and Stonehenge, I will do my best to answer them. It will take us a little over two hours to arrive.” 
 
    “What is your favorite part of English history, Henry?” I wondered. 
 
    “The quiet, uninteresting parts,” he said. “There has been so much war and destruction here.” 
 
    Grammy and Henry carried on a conversation, as I tried to unsuccessfully fight off visions. Leaning against the inside of the car, I saw droves of people walking in the same direction we were traveling. Stonehenge and another circular monument was the attraction. The people were dressed differently, as if they were from different tribes or areas. There were so many people. 
 
    “So many…” I said out loud. 
 
    Grammy was staring at me, wide-eyed. 
 
    “Is she O.K.?” Henry asked concerned, trying to catch a glimpse of me in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “She’s fine,” Grammy assured. “Sit up, Muriel. We’ll be arriving at Stonehenge soon.”  
 
    Grammy was letting me know that I had been out of it for a long time. If this was almost a two hour trip, the hint was very much appreciated. It was infuriating when the visions couldn’t be controlled. I was getting good at suppressing them, but there was something about this trip that was bringing them to the surface.  
 
    The tour of Stonehenge was cool. A few years before we visited, tourists could actually climb on the stones, but that was causing a lot of erosion, so it was no longer allowed. We were told that people still came here to celebrate the winter and summer solstice. The tour guides shared many different theories as to why or when the monument was built. It made me wonder, too. We didn’t stay for too long because, in the end, they were still rocks.  
 
    Henry had supplied us with something he called a “rolling meal.” I’d never heard that term before. It simply meant that we would eat a meal on the road, while traveling. There were an array of cheeses and some buns in the cooler. Between that and some vegetable offerings, it was very nice. 
 
    Henry drove us about 20 miles north to another henge, known as Avebury. The circumference of the stone circles at Avebury dwarfed those at Stonehenge, but the actual stones were much smaller. The fields were wide open with a man-made hill or ditch spotting the landscape. Those pesky visions encircled me, as though I was walking among people from long ago. It was difficult to control my impulse to reach out around me, but the other tourists would have found that strange. 
 
    As nice as it was to see such mysterious places, it was a huge relief when we started back toward London. During the ride, the visions were of people headed in the opposite direction. As London came into view, the visions, which were once so vivid and distinct, dissipated into a blur. 
 
    Later that night, before bed, Grammy asked, “Muriel, what were your visions about? I know you were experiencing sight in the car.” 
 
    This was not a conversation that interested me, but I answered, “Well, there were masses of people that were walking toward the area we visited today. They came from every direction and every walk of life. All ages, manner of dress and hierarchy were represented. It was overwhelming for me and hard to concentrate on any information during the tour.” 
 
    Grammy smiled, and suggested, “Your personal tour may have been the best one ever experienced. Well, goodnight. Oh,” Grammy remembered, “tomorrow you can shop at the Burlington Arcade. I have a meeting and will be gone for a few hours. I’ll let you sleep in, but I may not be here when you wake up. The credit card will be on the table.” 
 
    Shopping on my own was one of the few things that made me feel like I was actually growing up.  I’m not sure if it was doing something without an adult’s input or handing over the credit card that tickled me more. It was hard to fall asleep, anticipating tomorrow’s shopping adventure. 
 
    It was just like Grammy said- she was already gone by the time my eyes opened the next morning. Not wanting to miss out on any shopping time, I sprang out of bed. Once dressed and some personal hygiene was attended to, the stores beckoned. 
 
    After visiting four or five stores, I decided that Grammy’s card had incurred enough damage. She didn’t give me a limit, but this opportunity shouldn’t be abused. Two new outfits were in my shopping bags, and one that I wore out of the store. The sales clerk talked me into the idea. It didn’t take much convincing because the outfit made me feel wonderful. 
 
    In all of the excitement, my stomach reminded me that it hadn’t been tended to all day. An afternoon tea was served at the hotel. It was free for guests, so I started back. 
 
    The tea was very enjoyable until someone on staff accused me of not being a guest. Even after telling him the name of my grandmother, the room we were in, and describing our outings with Henry- he was still not taking my word. 
 
    There was an older gentleman at the tea who had been staring at me since I walked in. When he witnessed the hullabaloo, he walked over to the hotel employee and said, “I would like to vouch for this young lady.” 
 
    “Oh, sir, please forgive the misunderstanding,” the employee begged. “Do you know her?” 
 
    The gentleman grabbed my hand and brought it to his mouth. He kissed my hand, while looking me in the eye. “She is someone I would like to get to know, very much,” he purred in a thick, French accent. 
 
    The whole scene was awkward. The hotel employee didn’t know how to react because this gentleman must have been a valued customer. My instinct was to pull my hand away and sanitize it immediately with scalding water. The lecher didn’t lose his gaze the entire time. 
 
    “Surely, you wouldn’t be flirting with my granddaughter, Monsieur DeLuc,” Grammy interrupted, just in the nick of time. “She is a mere sixteen years of age.” Grammy smiled, but her calm demeanor wasn’t fooling me. She was about to lose her temper.  
 
    “My apologies,” said Monsieur DeLuc. “She is beautiful and looks much older than her years. The age of consent is only fifteen in France. You can understand my confusion.” 
 
    “Frankly, imbecile,” Grammy growled. “I cannot.” 
 
    The monsieur was clearly insulted, huffing out of the room. The employee who was giving me a hard time became very apologetic. He explained that many people would come in for the free tea that weren’t guests, and he was just trying to do his job.  
 
    Grammy was still agitated, and went to the front desk. She left the employee and me alone, which was uncomfortable. I broke the silence, “It’s no big deal. My Grammy is here now, you can go.” 
 
    “It’s O.K., I will wait for your grandmother to return,” he said. “That French gentleman had one thing correct. You are incredibly beautiful, so it would be best not to leave you unattended.” 
 
    He blushed after finishing his sentence, bowed his head and walked by me, just as Grammy was returning. When the French man complimented me, it was repulsive. Yet, the kind words of this English man made me smile uncontrollably. 
 
    “Let’s go upstairs,” Grammy said, grabbing my arm. “Why didn’t you just show them your key?” 
 
    “I never thought of that,” I responded, feeling silly. “What are we going to do in the room?” 
 
    “We need to pack for our trip tomorrow,” she answered. 
 
    “The itinerary says we stay here tonight and tomorrow,” I said. “Why are we packing?” 
 
    “Change of plans,” Grammy replied, “nothing wrong with a little spontaneity.” 
 
    “Yes, Grammy, if someone said to describe your grandmother in five words or less,” I joked, “spontaneous would be on the tip of my tongue.” We laughed all the way to the room.  
 
    The hotel sent up a meal fit for a king an hour after we got back to the room. By the time I devoured the chocolate truffle for dessert, I was thinking to myself: apology accepted! After eating, we packed. This was not like her to go off plan, but this trip was an adventure for me either way.  
 
    The next day, we scanned the room to finish any last-minute packing. Henry was waiting downstairs just inside the hotel. When he saw us, he jumped to his feet, took our bags and opened the door for us. 
 
    “Thank you, Henry,” I said. 
 
    “My pleasure,” he replied. 
 
    The plan for today hadn’t changed. We were going to see London all day. We drove around for hours, getting out where we wished. We saw London Bridge, almost completing that walk without singing the song. Trafalgar Square, Buckingham Palace, London Tower and the Museum of London were all visited or witnessed. Henry showed us a lot of places where things used to be. There were signposts and markers of where buildings used to stand or where something happened in history. Shopping malls or parking lots stood there now, which saddened me. 
 
    It was a very full day, but I was getting overwhelmed by all the information and sights. Grammy told Henry, “You can drop us off at the train station now.” 
 
    “I have instructions to drive you wherever you would like to go,” Henry said. “They told me what happened yesterday at the hotel and my services are a continued apology.” 
 
    “No, no, we are going all the way out to Wells,” Grammy argued. 
 
    “Then, we best get started,” Henry said. 
 
    It was hard to see the landscape when we arrived at Wells. The sun had gone down an hour earlier. We pulled up to a tall building, but it was difficult to see how tall it was because the lights shone down on the street. 
 
    “Just down this lane,” Henry said, pointing. He retrieved our bags. “Would you like me to escort you?” he asked. 
 
    Grammy chuckled, “If we aren’t safe here, I give up.” Grammy and I took the bags from Henry. She gave him an envelope to thank him for all he had done.  
 
    We walked to number 10, where Grammy opened the door without a key. The home was unlocked, but we could lock the door once inside. The key was left on the table. It was not nearly as fancy as our hotel in London, but Grammy was tickled. There was an upstairs with two bedrooms and the downstairs had a fire place, small living area and kitchen.   
 
    Neither one of us had much energy for anything, except getting ready for bed. We both climbed into our beds in quick succession and fell fast asleep before 8 p.m. It’s a good thing we got to bed so early because the morning sun brought music. Beautiful music wafted in through our open windows. 
 
    I climbed into bed with Grammy. “Why am I hearing music?” I sleepily asked her. 
 
    She yawned, answering, “That, my dear, is a summer school session at the Wells music school. Do you have any clue where we are?”  
 
    “I’m going to go out on a limb and say somewhere named Wells,” I giggled.  
 
    “Yes!” she yelped. She hugged me tightly and shared, “This is the smallest city in England, and the only reason it is even considered a city- is because a cathedral was built here. I imagine it was a strange sight in the middle of these fields. Many of our ancestors passed through here on their way to Ireland before this town was even here. Let’s get dressed. I can’t wait for you to see this place!” 
 
    Grammy’s excitement was contagious. We hurriedly dressed for the day. When the door was opened to the outside, my breath was taken away. It was just as if we had gone back in time. The lane we were on was entirely made of stone. Small lawns were outside of each small home and there was other greenery and flowers dotted about. A small path led from each dwelling to the short, cobbled road which was no longer a place for automobile or carriage traffic.  
 
    “This is Vicars’ Close,” Grammy whispered. “It’s the oldest residential street in all of Europe, not just England. You slept in a home last night that is over 450 years old.” 
 
    I let that sink in for a moment, because this whole scenario was mind-blowing. While looking around, the sight of the cathedral caught my eye, as the spires loomed large in the background. 
 
    “I can’t believe they rent out rooms here,” I mentioned. “This must have cost a fortune.” 
 
    A flash of guilt ran across Grammy’s face. I looked at her, waiting for an explanation for her facial expression. “Well, they don’t really rent these rooms out,” Grammy admitted. “Vicars’ Close is for the people who work at the cathedral and some of the choir and music students.”  
 
    “Hmm, then how did we get to stay here?” I wondered.  
 
    “Well, the mix-up at the hotel was an opportunity,” Grammy said, stopping to think more about how she wanted to word her response. “I’ve always wanted to stay here and…” Grammy stopped again, but it was becoming clear to me what happened. 
 
    “Did you use the hotel’s error to take advantage?” I accused. 
 
    “I’ve known for years that the hotel has authority to use a room or two here for religious dignitaries,” she admitted. “They wanted to know what they could do to appease my disappointment over yesterday’s confusion. I am a good customer.” 
 
    I took Grammy’s arm, as she started walking toward some amazing breakfast scents. “Oh, Grammy,” I said in a hushed tone. “What if a religious dignitary needs to stay here? Don’t you feel bad?” 
 
    “Not at all,” she answered, flatly. “There are hotels in town.”   
 
    We enjoyed a wonderful breakfast at a small café nearby, before making our way back to the cathedral for a tour. When we got close to the small gift shop inside the cathedral, Grammy got my attention and pointed upward. Up on the ceiling was a small carving that looked obscene. Squinting, it was just possible to make out the shape of a squatted woman with her legs spread wide. There is no way to know why Grammy would show me such a thing. It was a little gross, so I shot her a look of disgust. 
 
    As the day progressed, we saw the beautiful Bishop’s Palace in Wells. A short drive north took us to Bath, named after the Roman baths built there. The natural spring in the town was a source of worship by the early Britons. I learned that rivers and hills often defined territorial lines, which meant different settlements throughout the years had the same borders as thousands of years earlier.  
 
    We toured the Bath abbey. The town of Bath was considerably larger than the tiny Wells, but there was something about Wells that I found enchanting. You could walk through the gardens and grounds at Wells while not hearing any modern-day noise pollution. It gave one a better sense of living in a time period of long ago. 
 
    We arrived back in Wells later in the day. There were people gathered around the town square. As we got closer, we could hear one, loud voice. When the gentleman was done, the crowd dispersed and we could see who was doing all the speaking. 
 
    “That is the town crier,” Grammy said. I watched the gentleman in his long green coat and large hat. He carried a bell and a scroll of paper with him. He was returning from wherever he came from. “We got on the bus to Bath early this morning and missed the a.m. announcements,” Grammy informed. 
 
    “We missed the p.m. announcements, too,” I added, suddenly feeling uninformed. “What is a town crier for, exactly?” 
 
    “Well, it was a way to get information to the people,” Grammy explained. “The crier would first ring his bell to get everyone’s attention. It was usually a man with a very loud and articulate voice. He would then make announcements to the townspeople. Many people back then were illiterate and a crier would be their link to information.” 
 
    “Kind of like the 5 o’clock news,” I remarked. 
 
    “Exactly,” Grammy agreed. “It wasn’t always easy for the crier. If he announced a raise in taxes or a punishment for a crime, the people would often throw things or want to hurt him. Harming a crier was a treasonous act, but it happened.” 
 
    “Well, that brings a whole new understanding to that saying about not shooting the messenger,” I quipped. 
 
    Grammy and I enjoyed a delicious dinner before retiring to our quaint little home for the night. I had a newfound appreciation for the house in which we were staying. It was hard to believe how many hundreds of people must have slept under the same roof over the years.  
 
    Morning light came too soon and the sound of music was in the air once again. Grammy had already gotten up and completed packing for our continuation. The itinerary said something about the Cotswolds and going into Wales. From there we would take a ferry over to Ireland. We were only staying in Ireland a couple of days, but this vacation was full of activity. It felt like we were just skimming the surface. Our entire ten days could have been spent in England and we still would have had more to see and do. 
 
    The Cotswolds did not disappoint. It had been designated as an “area of outstanding natural beauty” by the English government. It would be similar to a national park in the U.S. There were two things about the region that were notable: It became wealthy from the wool of its sheep, and there was a special stone in the region that had a golden hue. Most of the older buildings or stone borders were built from it.  
 
    The bus made several stops where we looked at all aspects of the area, even the castles that dotted the landscape. Their colorful gardens boasted the Duke of Burgundy butterfly. It was, to me, an unremarkable sight, and I had never heard of the butterfly before that day. Our guide squealed with delight as she watched them. And for that reason, the name of that butterfly will forever be lodged in my brain. Of all the things to remember!  
 
    When we got out of the Cotswolds, the tour continued north to Stratford-upon-Avon. It was the birthplace of William Shakespeare. Grammy and I didn’t have a lot of time to spend there because we still had to travel to Holyhead. We saw a few of the sights, grabbed our bags, and caught a bus to our next destination. 
 
    The bus ride to Holyhead took three and a half hours. It didn’t say anything about the timeframe on the itinerary, so I wasn’t mentally prepared for so much time riding in a bus today. It was making me a little fussy. We arrived at our hotel a little after 7 p.m. The first thing I noticed when getting off the bus was the smell of the sea air. It was one of my favorite smells. 
 
    We didn’t check in to the hotel or get dinner until we watched the setting sun. After getting off the bus, I would venture to say that most people were overcome by the sight before us. The water looked like it was slowly swallowing up the sun. 
 
    We had dinner and settled in for the night. We weren’t spending any amount of time in this town. In the morning, a ferry would carry us over the Irish Sea and into Dublin by noon. I was now carefully combing over the itinerary many times a day, excited for what came next.   
 
    It was the best night’s sleep of the entire trip. My dreams were filled only with sunsets and butterflies.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5- History Lesson 
 
      
 
    Tracy returned to the sunroom with another cup of tea for each of us. While she was gone, I attempted to mentally prepare for the onslaught of information to come. It had always been difficult to retain facts or figures that held no interest. And since being an Oris was of no interest to me, my expectations for this conversation were low. 
 
    After Tracy had taken a seat, she wasted no time. “Let’s start at the very beginning,” she suggested. “We are from the Celtic tribe of people, often called Celts. And I should mention this up front- everything about the Celt world is disputed. There are many theories and hypotheses floating around, but scientists and scholars disagree on almost every point.” 
 
    “Then what do you hope to share with me that would be any different?” I asked. 
 
    Tracy smiled and said, “Everything. I’m going to tell you everything. And the information stored in the recesses of my mind is more than anyone could hope to know.” She was trying to suppress the giggling that bubbled up, but she couldn’t. We obviously hadn’t known each other for a long time, but Tracy’s enthusiasm made me believe her.   
 
    “Our people originated from modern day Austria,” Tracy announced, after she got her giggling under control. “The people to the south of us wrote that we were fair-haired, tall and muscular. These southern people would later be known as the Romans.” 
 
    “Why is it that we are depending on another tribe of people to describe us?” I asked. 
 
    “That is a great question,” Tracy commented. “I’ll answer it, but prefer you ask all other questions after I’m done.” I nodded my head in agreement.  
 
    “The Celtic people did not believe in the written word,” Tracy began to explain. “There were people within the civilization whose responsibility it was to keep history. They were either born into the position or had a gift to do it. The Celts believed that writing something down would weaken the memory…if words were on a page, there was no reason to truly know them.” 
 
    “I descend from a history-keeper and am one myself,” Tracy shared. “And I tend to get giddy because it is a rare treat for me to share our history.” 
 
    “So, you’re not an Oris?” I wondered. 
 
    Tracy shook her head. “You do like your questions,” she observed. “The labels that were put on us: Oris, seer, Druidess, healer, etc., were not labels we chose for ourselves. They are names that our first enemies, the Romans, decided upon. Because our lifestyle was different from others, our normal way of life was an oddity to them. Hence, we were often called barbaric by the Romans because we fought to defend our lands and families. The Roman Empire was responsible for some of the most heinous crimes committed against humanity. But, the pens of their scribes often recorded a different story on the landscape of history.” 
 
    Tracy paused for a second while the words she spoke penetrated every pore of my body. This wasn’t going to be awful at all. It would be just like Grammy’s lessons...leaving me with an expectation of more.   
 
    “I am getting ahead of myself, so let’s go back to the beginning,” Tracy said. “In Austria, our people discovered salt in the mountains. Because salt could preserve food, it was a hot commodity for trade, and brought a high price. We would trade with Greece and Italy regularly. The trading activity increased the wealth of our people.” 
 
    “Let me briefly differentiate between the words Gauls and Celts, as that can be confusing. They are different in name only. Our people supposedly used the word Celtae and Gaul derives from a Latin word. Around 400 B.C., many Celtic tribes expanded into other lands, wanting to control trade routes, have their own land or seek their fortunes. However, the tribes of people- still Celts, but called Gauls that stayed in the lower-European area, were eventually absorbed into the Roman Empire.” 
 
    “It didn’t take long for the Celts to inhabit numerous bordering lands. My ancestors moved west to Briton and Ireland, and it is their history that is within me,” Tracy shared. “It is even said that a group of Celts moved eastward into parts of modern day China. They were called the Arunchi people and had tartan material, which is a trademark of the Celts.” 
 
    Tracy’s eyes were wide with excitement, as if she was sharing this information for the first time. She continued, “We will use the word Celts because it is widely accepted as the correct terminology. It is a name that has evolved and survived endless pronunciation abuses.” Tracy adjusted herself to make sure she had my full attention. “When our people would introduce themselves, they would put their hand up to their neck and say the word Toec,” Tracy said, still staring intensely. “Say that, Muriel.” 
 
    “Toec,” I repeated slowly. 
 
    Tracy’s eyes got teary. “That’s what we are, Muriel,” Tracy shared. “Our people were originally called Toecs. “Because we would put our hand to our necks when introducing ourselves, the Romans thought we were calling our necklaces a torc. Supposedly, the word torc derives from a Latin word, but Romans had not even seen a necklace like the ones our ancestors wore until trading with our people. The Romans knew how important our torc was to us. They tried to trade for them to no avail. If they would win a battle, they would take it for a prize because death was about the only way to acquire someone’s neckpiece.”  I put my hand up to my neck where my newly acquired torc lay.   
 
    “The Romans were not very responsible with cultures besides their own,” Tracy continued. “While it became important for them to build an empire, our people were building a civilization. There is a vast difference in the two.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I admitted, feeling foolish. 
 
    “Well, in the Celt society, everyone was deemed important and had a part to play,” Tracy explained. “Scientists believe that only people of noble birth or high standing wore torcs, but that isn’t true. A torc was given to a girl once she started menstruating, as a sign of her womanhood. Men received their torc at age sixteen. The neckpiece was merely a representation of becoming a contributing member of the civilization, which is why it meant so much. Most societies are so entrenched with a hierarchal model that it is hard for them to understand something functioning outside of their own ideas. The idea of noble birth was a foreign concept.”  
 
    “But, I know that there were kingdoms in the Celtic realms,” I pointed out. 
 
    “There were, but there was no separation of lifestyle between the chieftain and the members of his clan.  He walked among them and lived a similar lifestyle,” she told me. “It wasn’t based on birth rites, but abilities. And a king’s reign could be as short as a month if he was challenged by another. If the chieftain was well-loved, the reign may last his entire lifetime.” 
 
    “And the women were only contributing members of society once they could bear children?” I challenged. 
 
    Tracy laughed at this question, which annoyed me.  
 
    “The Toec women were treated better than any other women of their day,” Tracy shared. “There were two ways to attain power in our ancestor’s culture- one was through warfare and the other was being a religious leader, also known as peace chiefs and seers. Our people were wise in acknowledging which sex was better suited for each job. That may sound sexist now, but they were not worried about such things then- only survival.” 
 
    “All able-bodied men were expected to become warriors,” Tracy explained. “These warriors hunted, farmed, waged battle, and trained. The women were advisors, maintained peace and became religious leaders. The men knew their ambitious pride would not serve their people in those roles. The women were equal in importance to the men. Perhaps, the fact that women could give birth and increase the numbers of the clan elevated them slightly above the men in their social standing. Powerful women always played a part in Celtic history, and our history is full of them.” 
 
    “Like Boudica?” I asked. 
 
    Tracy was surprised by my question, and asked, “What do you know of Boudica?”  
 
    “She was kind of a bad ass,” I smiled. “I know that her family was disgraced, which made her rise up in rebellion. She crushed a couple of Roman-occupied towns with her forces, and then fell to the Romans trying to return home.” 
 
    “Ah yes,” Tracy exclaimed, “history according to Dio. He must have been such a joy with his delusions of reality. He once said that Boudica ‘possessed greater intelligence than often belongs to women.’ Can you believe that!? They don’t know what happened to Boudica,” Tracy said, defiantly. “One historian claims she killed herself…another that she was killed on the battle field. And there is no record of the daughters’ fate at all. Women were rarely mentioned in the annals of Roman history- especially women of the enemy.” 
 
    Ever since Grammy and I had visited Boudica’s statue in London, I always hoped there was more to the story. “Do you know what happened to her?” I wondered, sitting up at full attention.  
 
    “When Romans were invited to inhabit an area, like that of the Iceni,” Tracy spoke, “the Celt men there were forbidden to join the ranks of the Roman soldiers. And because of this, the men in the lowlands no longer had a reason to train or learn combat. They lost their skill, becoming weak as they filled positions in society that did not require strength- bakers, cobblers, craftsman, merchants, entertainers, etc.” Tracy was angered, but continued, “This is where our culture was impacted the most. Women were not needed for much of anything in Rome’s eyes.” 
 
    “The year of Boudica’s rebellion isn’t known by historians. They believe it was 60 or 61 AD,” Tracy remarked. “And it is thought that the uprising occurred right after her husband’s death and subsequent mistreatment. It didn’t. As a matter of fact, the exact date of her husband’s death is unknown and was never recorded. Let me tell you what happened.”  
 
    “Boudica’s husband, the king, died in 58 AD,” Tracy informed. “The Romans were prepared and sent a legion of men to Iceni before the king’s death. They were worried how the Iceni people would react to suddenly being under Roman rule. They knew exactly when the king would die because the Roman’s had planned to kill him. Rome grew tired of waiting and wanted all the money generated by the area- not just the taxes. They needed to pay their soldiers and further the boundary lines of their empire.” 
 
    Tracy paused for a second, making sure I had absorbed all of this information. “Please,” I said, “don’t stop. Go on.” 
 
    “Boudica did not rise up for almost two years,” Tracy shared. “She knew the Iceni territory had too many Centurions roaming around and that many citizens had pledged their allegiance to Rome out of fear. Boudica and her daughters started to impose their sweat spells on important men from Rome, but the most important Romans that they got their hands on were the messengers. They would share all communications with Boudica and her daughters. It was discovered that just before the spring of 60 AD, there would be an attack on the Island of Mona, which is modern day Anglesey in Wales. This island was a refuge for Roman opposition. However, the island of Mona held something vastly more important- the druid order. The Druids had the power to unite the people against Rome. Rome had to do away with this religious power that strengthened their enemy’s resolve.” 
 
    Tracy continued, “Boudica sent a warning to the island well before the attack. Half the inhabitants were chosen to evacuate because it was vital their line be continued. I’m sure you and I were related to some of those people who left the island…and some who did not.” 
 
    “Back in Iceni, Boudica worked to gather all the forces she had roused in the highlands and surrounding areas over the last year. She sent word for lookouts to watch for the Romans marching toward Mona. The next day, at sunrise, the rebel forces were to meet outside Camulodunum. The town was Roman, which meant it would burn to the ground. Suetonius Paulinus, the Roman general fighting in Mona, received word of the revolt. He figured all Roman-occupied towns were at risk, so he hurried back to attempt a foothold in Londinium, modern day London. When he arrived, there were not enough troops to hold the town. Boudica’s numbers were too large. So, he evacuated Londinium of any able-bodied Romans that could leave before Boudica’s attack.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense,” I observed. “What happened to all the soldiers that Rome had sent?” 
 
    “Quite a few of them were still at or near Mona,” Tracy explained. “I think the general believed as you do. Suetonius thought when he arrived in London; there would have been more support. He assumed centurions would have come from Iceni and other surrounding areas to defend their territories.” 
 
    Tracy laughed, “Boudica had used the messengers to send false instructions. She commanded the Roman legion in Iceni to stay put as the campaign in Mona raged, in fear of revolt. She and her daughters had also been plucking Roman soldiers with their sweat spell. When her daughters were being raped, Boudica stared at the faces of the men so she would remember. Those are the men that drank of her sweat. Those soldiers did not deserve to be saved by Conchobar. Over time, she would approach these men with a small flagon of spirits laced with sweat. She acted as though she was inebriated. Inevitably, they would snatch it from her and drink the remaining liquid in one gulp. They were now under Boudica’s control and fought within her forces.”  
 
    Tracy added. “As she continued her conquests, she would put more men under her spell. After Londinium was burned, she attacked Verulanium. Boudica knew that Suetonius was gathering forces to meet her. There was no more time to go after Roman cities. The general assumed she would be headed north, back home to Iceni after Verulanium’s destruction. But, only bad memories remained there. She traveled with her troops west through the Cotswolds, avoiding Bath, as the Romans built a new town there. Her forces entered modern-day Wales, and headed west to the tip of Demetae, where Celts in the Volc tribe reunited them with any refugees that had fled from Mona.”  
 
    “And from there,” Tracy sighed, “Boudica and all who wanted to go, sailed to the misty shores of the Irish coast. The Romans called it ‘Hibernia,’ which meant land of winter. Our Celtic people called it Iweriu. The Celtic people used to say that Iweriu absorbed all the people the waves brought ashore.” 
 
    “When my Grammy and I were visiting England, they said that Boudica and her rebels had fallen to Suetonius,” I mentioned. “They didn’t know the exact location, but how could the records of history be so different from your account?” 
 
    “Oh, I know what they said,” Tracy echoed. “There were only two written accounts of the history we speak about. One was written by Tacitus who was four years old when the events took place. The other was written by Dio who was born in 155 AD- almost one hundred years after Boudica’s uprising. Even the two of them didn’t agree on many so-called facts. Dio did not mention anything about Boudica or her daughter’s mistreatment at the hands of the Romans after her husband’s death. Rather, Dio claimed their family owed so much tax to Rome that their homes and belongings had to be taken.” 
 
    “In Dio’s version of the fictional battle against Suetonius and Boudica, Dio’s account says that Boudica’s forces numbered 230,000 rebels.” Tracy questioned, “If Boudica’s forces numbered that high, how much more powerful must the Roman centurions be to overcome them? That kind of twist to history worked in Rome’s favor. Dio wrote that 80,000 Britons fell and only 400 Romans. His account also said that they met on a narrow strip of field.” 
 
    Tracy shook her head in disbelief, and asked, “Do you mean to tell me that over 80,000 dead soldiers were on a narrow strip of field and the exact location could never be identified? And if I were to do the math that would leave 150,000 of Boudica’s people. Did they just decide to pack it in and go home? That notion is ridiculous. If Dio and Tacitus lied about some of the facts, we can be sure they didn’t stop there.” 
 
    Tracy added, “Their version of history brought assurance and peace to the Roman people that remained in Britannia. The empire did not want Roman towns to worry about being attacked, nor did they want to appear weak or defeated in any way. Suetonius and his troops were hailed as heroes.” 
 
    “As they celebrated the victory, Suetonius received a note from a messenger that used to be under his own employ,” Tracy shared. “The note said: Winter can kill. Inside the note was a garment pin called a fibula, covered with blood. It belonged to a general that Boudica’s forces had routed in Camulodunum. Suetonius knew the note meant that Boudica had traveled to Ireland. The threat of being outed as a liar was a dangerous one. Suetonius consistently convinced Rome that nothing of worth resided in the land of winter.”   
 
    “Wow,” I remarked, groggily. “You have just made me doubt all history that I have ever learned or thought to be true.” My head was getting foggy, as Tracy was coming in and out of focus.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Muriel,” Tracy said. “I had my instructions and you will be fine when you wake up. There was a little something in your tea to put you to sleep.” She sounded remorseful. 
 
    My feelings of outrage were short lived. Tracy was briefly cussed out in my mind, but no words reached my lips before passing out.  
 
    Visions of Boudica visited me as she stood on the shores of Wales, getting ready to journey across the sea. Facing toward her new home, she asked for any of the men among them who had raped her daughters to come forward. There were twenty to thirty men who joined her. She walked down the beach, as the men followed behind.  
 
    I knew this was a vision, but I still strained to hear her words, to no avail. After a few minutes, almost half of the men began walking into the sea, while Boudica walked back with the rest. The men in the water never flinched, as their armor weighed them down. None gasped for air or flailed their arms. Some could swim, so when the water proved deeper- they swam further from the shore. The death was silent.  
 
    The Volc tribe had five sea-faring boats that would travel to Ireland, and then return to pick up more passengers. About a thousand people were making the trip to Ireland. Others had decided to stay in Wales or wanted to return to their homes. Some were simply petrified of how they would be received in a new land or wary of the sea-crossing itself. 
 
    Boudica was fearless. She got on the first boat with her daughters. Once the boat was full, they were on their way. The convoy was leaving at first light. They had all been on the beaches just before the sun came up. If the weather and wind was just right, they would make it to Ireland right before the sun set…about a fourteen hour trip. 
 
    The breeze was cold off shore, so Boudica huddled for warmth with her daughters during the crossing. The eldest daughter asked Boudica why some men walked into the sea and some returned to the ships with her. If they were all guilty of the same offense, why did her mother let some go free? 
 
    “We need some of them for protection in Ireland,” Boudica explained. “We really don’t know what challenges we will face there. My hope is that we have some peace in our exhausted state. These men will be loyal to us. They are bound by our sweat.” 
 
    “How did you decide which men would die?” the youngest daughter asked. 
 
    “I asked which of them had remorse for what they had done to my daughters and which did not,” Boudica said, tears welling in her eyes.  
 
    The eldest daughter wondered, “So, the men that are traveling with us regret what they did?” 
 
    “No, my dear,” Boudica said, as she kissed the top of her daughter’s head. “The men that knew their actions were wrong but did them anyway are the true cowards. We cannot surround ourselves with that kind of weakness.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6- The Land of Eire 
 
      
 
    Grammy and I were ready to go well before we needed to board the ferry to Ireland. It must have docked sometime during the night because we could see it from our hotel window. 
 
    “I hired a car to take us somewhere,” Grammy announced. “Follow me.”  
 
    We walked just up the street to a waiting car. It concerned me that we needed to board the ferry in a couple of hours, but knowing Grammy, we wouldn’t miss it. The car only drove ten minutes before we stopped on a road adjacent to a field. 
 
    “Please wait for us here,” Grammy instructed the driver. “We’ll be back in fifteen minutes or so.” 
 
    Grammy got out of the car and followed a couple of signs to a mound. It had a stone opening in the front. I followed her as she walked around it. There were no other tourists or visitors to the sight yet, only the two of us. A sign described the hump as a burial mound, and asked that visitors be careful to leave everything as they found it. 
 
    “This island used to be called the island of Mona,” Grammy said. “Some of our people lived here in peace for quite a while before the Romans came. Rome called it the campaign at Mona.” Grammy shook her head and huffed, “Historians would later call it the Menai Massacre- a term more appropriate of the event.”  
 
    “When you say our people, what do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Some of our ancestors lived here,” Grammy answered. “They looked over these fields just as we are doing now.” 
 
    The tall grasses danced around us, as the earth whispered her secrets. I saw children running in these fields, lovers meeting, and a man crying outside this very tomb. Love lived here. The crisp, cool breezes off the sea washed over me just as they had my ancestors, bringing me back to the present. 
 
    “Did you bring me here in hopes that I would embrace my history with open arms?” I asked, slightly angry. “That I would fall down on my knees, in thanksgiving, for being a freak?” 
 
    That last comment hurt Grammy. And in my short life of poor decisions, I knew there was no way to take the words back once they escaped my lips. Whether out of frustration for reality or because Grammy was upset, tears fell on my cheeks. Until I felt their warmth, I didn’t realize the emotional toll of keeping the truth at arm’s length. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered. 
 
    Grammy chuckled, “Oh child, there is more passion in you than is required for four lives.” She shook her head, and said, “It will first make you wild, then make you wise. The trick will be making it to the wisdom portion of the journey.” We both smiled, and hugged one another.  
 
    “We better hurry back to the ferry,” I announced. “If we don’t get there soon, we can’t make sure we’re an hour early.” Grammy knew that the comment was made to tease her. 
 
    We walked back to the car, and headed toward the docks. On the short drive, flashes of druid life invaded my mind. They were judges in their society for crimes, as they were considered fair and knowledgeable. Before facing an enemy, women were rushing around before an attack. The men asked how long it would take for them to be sweating enough. What a strange question to ask. There were others setting up sacrificial altars with animal innards to frighten their enemies. In quiet times, they communed with nature. They practiced oratory skills with each other, as poetry was how one gained notoriety and respect in their day. Their community was peaceful.  
 
    “Grammy,” I blurted, “druids didn’t believe in human sacrifice.”  
 
    The driver looked back in his rear-view mirror. “Shh,” Grammy smiled, tapping my arm, “we can talk about this on the ferry.” 
 
     I retrieved the bags out of the trunk while Grammy paid the driver for his time. Originally, the bags seemed too small for a weekend trip, let alone ten days. But, having to carry them everywhere, I came to appreciate Grammy’s stand on sparse packing.  
 
    The lines to board were short. Grammy grabbed both her and my identification papers. The ferry company needed to make sure their passengers had the proper paperwork to be accepted into Ireland. Otherwise, they’d have to bring us back. The guard looked us over to make sure the pictures and descriptions matched. 
 
    He handed them back to Grammy, and informed her, “Everything looks to be in order.” 
 
    “We can put our baggage in a locker while we travel across the sea,” Grammy suggested. “It would be tedious to haul them around for the next three hours.” After renting a locker, Grammy purchased some coffee for herself and a hot cider for me at a kiosk. 
 
    “Let’s take our warm drinks up top while we are still close to the shore,” Grammy said. “We can talk up there for a bit until it gets too cold.” We found a nice spot on the side of the boat.  
 
    Grammy didn’t waste any time and began her interrogation, “Muriel, why do you think that the druids on Mona were not performing human sacrifices? History tells us that different Pagan cultures in this area performed those kinds of rituals.” 
 
    “From what I saw, the Celts only made it appear they were sacrificing people because they knew it would freak the Romans out. The Celts were aware of Roman superstitions and hang-ups,” I explained. “The druids were too civilized to do such a thing. The Romans were the true barbarians.” 
 
    “But there were preserved bodies found in the bogs that had the sign of the three-fold ritual killing,” Grammy interjected. 
 
    I shook my head no. “The druids did kill people, but not as a sacrifice,” I corrected. “From what I saw, the Celts had an interesting little justice program in place. When someone was accused of a crime in their tribe, at least three members of the tribe had to vouch for that person to remain. Those three people became responsible for that person, and if he or she committed another crime, they would all be considered guilty. On the flip side, if three people would not support a person, the accused was sentenced to die.” My tone while relaying this information was unsettling. The information was true, and I shared it as though reading out of a textbook.  
 
    “But, how do you know this?” Grammy wondered, bewildered. “And what of the documented three-fold killing with a noose, knife and drowning?” 
 
    Bringing the cup to my lips, it occurred to me that Grammy may only be interested in this information to encourage my visions. The visions that I hated…that reminded me of what I was. 
 
    “I’ll answer this last question,” I scolded, “and then no more. When a criminal was sentenced, the only punishment available was death. If there weren’t even three people in a tribe or clan that would defend the accused or speak to save their life- they were considered dead to the clan already.” 
 
    “There was one man in the druid order who would carry out the sentence,” I continued. “They called him “Donshe.” I don’t know anything about what history says, but I saw this Donshe take a convicted man out into nature. It was a bog, which was considered a sacred place. The Donshe used the noose, the knife and the drowning to bring the sentenced person to the brink of death in hopes they would come to repent of their deeds.” 
 
    “It was believed that when someone was close to death,” I continued, “they would come to know truth. Their afterlife could be better if they came to this knowledge. The druids were trying to save the man, even in the end…even if they had committed unforgiveable crimes.” 
 
    Grammy just stared at me. “That is amazing,” she gasped. “You have changed my view of our people to an even higher regard than before. That is the one thing that was hard to forgive in their history.” 
 
    “It’s no big deal,” I said. “From what I can tell, that ceremony did not happen very often. Most of the people were model citizens.”  
 
    “It’s such a big deal!” she yelped. 
 
    “Yes, well, it’s over now,” I reminded. I pointed toward the Irish shore and said, “It must have been such a nerve-wracking trip for people to cross this sea.” Looking over at Grammy, it was apparent that she was still ruminating on my words. “Did you hear what I said?” I interrupted her thoughts. 
 
    “You’re right, it is getting a little chilly up here,” she answered. “Let’s go below.” 
 
    I giggled, but kept the joke to myself. “O.K.,” I agreed. 
 
    “Can you imagine how people must have felt crossing this sea hundreds or thousands of years ago?” she asked. 
 
    “I can’t imagine, but it had to be nerve-wracking,” I repeated. 
 
    “Mmm hmm,” she agreed.  
 
    For the rest of the ferry ride, I left Grammy to her musings. She was deep in thought over what I had shared with her, and it was best not to disturb the process. There were tourist pamphlets on the ferry, so I read those and put a couple in my bag. The pictures in them were better than any picture I would take. 
 
    An announcement came over the loud speaker to inform everyone that we were thirty minutes from shore. Grammy and I gathered our belongings, and went outside to watch the shoreline as it got closer.  
 
    There was something about this trip that made it hard to control my visions. I kept going back and forth from the view before me to a completely different vantage point- one where I was low in the water and being jostled around. The shoreline appeared so vast and wild one minute, and modern-day the next. The sensation was bringing about sea sickness. I focused on suppressing the vision, which helped me feel better. 
 
    After disembarking, we were herded into the customs line for a check of our paperwork. I showed the man my passport, and waited for Grammy to go through. The officer looked at the paperwork and then said, “Thank you. Enjoy Ireland, Mrs. Cunningham.” 
 
    My curiosity was contained for the better part of one minute. “Cunningham?” I questioned, once the officer was out of earshot. 
 
    Grammy shot me a look, and said, “We can talk about that at lunch.” 
 
    When we opened the doorway to leave the port, it was like entering another world. Dublin bustled with activity. London was just as busy, but the boat ride was quiet and I half-expected the wild, vastness of my visions. 
 
    Grammy hailed a taxi that took us to the bed and breakfast where we would spend the next couple of nights. Everything was picture-perfect. Grammy checked her watch as we walked into the B & B. It was a little past noon. When we got to the check-in desk, Grammy asked, “Will we still be able to have lunch or are we too late?” 
 
    A lovely young woman smiled and responded, “There is always extra made. I’m sure you’ll be fine. If you put your bags away in your room, just come right back down to the dining hall. Here is your room key.”  She was kind, and I liked her right away.  
 
    When we got to the dining hall, there was a buffet lunch laid out. We were famished so no words were exchanged while we loaded up our plates. 
 
    We picked a table that left us fairly secluded, where I stated the obvious, “So, you travel under a different name.” 
 
    “Cunningham is one of a couple names I go by,” she shared, taking a sip of her water. “I use it when traveling abroad so no one can find me. The name Cunningham has so many different variations that it can easily get lost in this part of the world, if need be.” 
 
    “So no one finds you?” I repeated. “Who’s looking for you?” 
 
    “No one, don’t be silly,” she laughed. 
 
    “But you just said…” I started. 
 
    Grammy cut me off, asking, “Did you see those desserts? What are you going to have?” 
 
    And just like that, the conversation was over, having been derailed by some chocolate cake. The only saving grace being that it was delicious. 
 
    After lunch, we went out on the property for a stroll. The gardens in the back of the B & B were colorful and fragrant. Everything was so green and lush, flowers were in bloom. Grammy insisted on taking a bunch of pictures. There was a little wrought iron bench where we sat to take it all in. 
 
    “How do I love thee?” Grammy asked. We had said this to each other for as long as I could remember. 
 
    “Let me count the ways,” I added. 
 
    Then we both finished, “I love thee with the depth and breadth and height my soul can reach.” 
 
    We smiled at each other. Grammy got a little teary-eyed, while I pretended not to notice.  
 
    “Wasn’t that an English poet?” I asked, trying to change the tone of the conversation. 
 
    “Yep,” she confirmed. “She was actually popular when she was alive, which was not very common.” 
 
    “What are we doing this afternoon?” I wondered, not having looked at the itinerary in a while. 
 
    Grammy answered, “We are going to Trinity College to see the Book of Kells. It is the biggest tourist attraction in all of Ireland.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but it’s still a book,” I decided. “How exciting can that be?” 
 
    Grammy didn’t answer, and said, “I’m just sorry we don’t have enough time to travel all over Ireland. Promise me that if we never travel back here together, you’ll come here some day on your own.” She waited for a response, and then repeated, “Promise.” 
 
    “Fine, I promise,” I relented, not sure if my uttering was sincere.  
 
    “Our history is all over this land,” Grammy said. “No matter how long I’m away, it still feels like home every time I return. There is something new to learn during every visit.” 
 
    “What is your favorite little factoid or part of Irish history?” I wondered. 
 
    “Well, there is so much to consider, but something that is very telling of the Irish people’s spirit is found in the colored doors of Dublin,” Grammy explained. “There is a lot of speculation as to why people started painting their doors with bright colors. Supposedly, someone painted their door red because their drunken neighbor, on the way back from the pub, would keep trying to get into the wrong house. After the door was painted, the neighbor easily recognized that it was not his home.” 
 
    I giggled, while asking, “You like that the Irish drink?” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said. “I love that even though all those doors were supposed to be the same, the people found a way to make them their own. There were strict rules in place about how a Georgian home needed to be maintained, and they found a loophole. They painted and decorated their doors to express their individuality.” 
 
    “A trip to the hardware store is not that impressive,” I concluded.  
 
    She ignored my comment, as she often did when I spoke prematurely or before her point had been made.  
 
    Grammy frowned at me and continued, “Ireland was under British control during Queen Victoria’s reign. When her husband died, she was devastated. There was a decree for all doors in Dublin to be painted black as a sign of mourning. The Irish rushed out to buy the brightest paint they could find for their doors. The moral of the story,” Grammy giggled, “is that the Irish have a wonderful disrespect for everything.”  
 
    We sat there on the bench and laughed until our stomachs hurt. We had only been in Ireland for a couple of hours, but Grammy’s story made me appreciate this place. She tapped my leg three times, then started heading toward the B & B. It was time to get on with it.  
 
    A taxi took us into the heart of Dublin where I saw the doors we had just discussed. How much more they meant to me now that we had been previously introduced. Even amid my teenage angst, a smile would not be denied. 
 
    Grammy said, “We are almost on O’Connell Street.” She adjusted to get a better view, and there was something very familiar about her body language. 
 
    “This is the statue of Daniel O’Connell,” Grammy said, pointing. “He was a leader in Ireland who worked tirelessly for religious tolerance and the dissolution of the union between Ireland and Britain.” 
 
    It all became clear- Grammy was preparing for full tour guide mode. She spoke quickly because the driver would soon turn the car around to go back toward the college. The street wasn’t that long. As Grammy mentioned names I wouldn’t remember, and information that didn’t pertain to me- my mind naturally wandered.  
 
    The buildings in Dublin were the perfect height. Other large cities had skyscrapers that blocked out the sun, but Dublin’s were much lower. There were seagulls that danced around overhead. The city was filled with bicyclists, but not everyone was in a rush like back home. Trees lined the middle of the street, which added some green to the picturesque scene. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” Grammy asked.  
 
    “No,” I answered honestly. 
 
    “That post office right there is the site where the Irish Proclamation was read. It declared Ireland’s independence from the United Kingdom,” Grammy shared. “We’re going to see a copy of the document at the college today.” She smiled, expecting a grand reaction. 
 
    The post office building she showed me was beautiful. Six, large columns faced the street. It looked slightly out of place, like it was designed in Greece. She wanted me to be excited, but the sea air had made me a little sleepy. “That will be really nice,” I said, trying my best to sound thrilled. 
 
    The driver dropped us off in front of a large building with a clock on it. The building had a huge door in front with a smaller doorway cut out. Even the smaller doorway allowed for Grammy and me to walk through it side by side. 
 
    “We need to go meet our host at the Campanile,” Grammy announced. Her legs were much shorter than mine but, at times, she could move them twice as fast. I attempted to keep pace, as we made our way through a gorgeous courtyard.  
 
    Grammy waved at a young girl. Once we were close enough, they embraced in a hug. I turned to look back at the courtyard we crossed. It was beautiful. If it weren’t for the people dressed in modern clothing, we could be standing in a scene from the 1800’s.  
 
    “Hi, my name is Paige. I’m your guide this afternoon,” the young girl said. “I attend Trinity College.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” I replied, still keeping my eyes on the sights. “I can’t get over what a beautiful campus this is. It was all a little blurry on the way in because Grammy decided we should jog.” 
 
    “Why were you hurrying, Muriel?” Paige asked, addressing my grandmother. “You’re still fifteen minutes early.” 
 
    Inhaling in shock, I sarcastically announced, “I had no idea we were that late!” My own words made me smile, but looking over at Grammy- it was apparent she was not amused. 
 
    Paige picked up on the tension and immediately started her tour. “This is called the Campanile,” Paige explained. “It’s the most iconic landmark here at Trinity College. There is a superstition here that if you walk under this bell tower when it tolls- you will fail your exams. Because of that, some students have never walked under it. And this whole area is called Parliament Square, which is the heart of Trinity.” 
 
    “Trinity was founded in 1592,” Paige continued. “It’s Ireland’s oldest University.”  
 
    She then listed off a bunch of people that graduated from Trinity. The only ones that I recognized were Bram Stoker, Jonathan Swift and Oscar Wilde. There were a large number of scientists and mathematicians, but those would not be on my radar. 
 
    “But, I know you came to see the Book of Kells and the old library, so let’s go,” she announced. 
 
    I felt a little uneasy as we walked past a line outside the building. People were looking at us, wondering why we were so special. Truth be told, so was I. 
 
    Once we got into the building, I inquired, “Paige, why is it we get to go ahead of all those people?” 
 
    “Well,” she thought, “we aren’t going to be in here that long and you may not get a good look at the book if there was a large crowd. Also, we do this for people who are large contributors to Trinity.”  
 
    Grammy was greasing the wheels. That made more sense as to why we were receiving the VIP treatment.   
 
    Paige was young, but she was very good at knowing when to speak up. “Before we go in here,” she warned, “there can be no pictures taken. You can take pictures of the posters that line the walls and pictures of the old library after we leave the room. But, if the guards think you have taken a picture in the room where the book is housed, they have the right to confiscate all film.” 
 
    There wasn’t much to be said to that, so we continued into the exhibit. There were pictures of the art and calligraphy that the book contained. It was so intricate. The time involved in completing just one page must have been a week-long endeavor. It was written in Latin, using a medieval form of text, which was the same thing as calling it extinct.  
 
    We rounded a corner and there, in the middle of the small room, was a glass-covered case. If all those crowds outside were on this tour, there wouldn’t be enough room for everyone to get a good look at it. After approaching the case, it was easy to view the book. Grammy was holding my hand, smiling. After looking at the book for a couple of minutes, I followed the arrows into the next room.   
 
    “Where are you going?” Grammy inquired. “Don’t you want to look at the book some more?” 
 
    “Not really,” I answered. 
 
    “This is known as the old library,” Paige announced, as we entered the next exhibit. “It is the largest single chamber library in the world. It’s also regularly acknowledged as one of the most beautiful libraries in the world. We are very proud of it!” 
 
    “I can see why,” I gasped. “So beautiful…” It was unlike any building I had ever set foot into. Even the smell was intoxicating. The long hallway in the middle was formed by the bookshelves that ran perpendicular to the walls. The ceiling was very high and arched at the top, with dark, wood bones. It was two stories high, but you could see so much because of the open design. 
 
    Busts of writers and philosophers lined the end of the bookshelves, equidistance apart. Because the busts were light-colored, the eye was drawn to them. Through the middle of the hall were long, glass cases that housed some of the library’s treasures. Windows lined the building between the bookshelves, illuminating the past.  
 
    Velvet ropes made sure visitors didn’t get too close to the bookshelves or busts, as they were not encased or protected from human hands. Walking around in awe doesn’t lend itself to safety, and I bumped into one of the center cases. 
 
    “This is a copy of the Proclamation of the Irish Republic,” Paige said, pointing to the document under the glass. It was evident she was annoyed with me, believing the Book of Kells deserved more reverence than I had given it. 
 
    I put my hand on the glass, envisioning a woman writing the document. It was carefully thought out, while many drafts met a fiery end. Different people were able to share their opinions on the content. It wasn’t until everything was worded perfectly that it would be deemed completed and ready for signatures. The visions before me played like time lapse photography. Instead of reading about the history, I had just watched it happen. 
 
    “This was read on the steps of the general post office in 1916,” Paige continued, observing that this was of interest to me. “The campaign was called Easter Rising and the people were demanding Ireland’s independence from the United Kingdom.” 
 
    My Grammy had shared that with me in the taxi, but any information Paige shared would be elementary now. Nothing would compare to the eye witness account. I smiled but was glued to the spot, hoping to see more.    
 
    Paige came over to look at the document more closely, as though she must be missing something. Grammy moseyed over too. It was something Grammy had seen many times before, but she liked that something had caught my attention. Paige moved to the other side of the case, looking at it upside down. 
 
    “Ireland may never have been its own country if it had not been for this,” Grammy stated.  
 
    “It’s a shame we don’t know who wrote it,” Paige mused. 
 
    “Helena Molony wrote it,” I interjected, “at least, the bulk of it.” 
 
    Paige scoffed, but Grammy knew that my words may have some merit. Grammy was beside me and put her hand over mine. For as long as I could remember, it had been a signal between the two of us for me to stop talking. Whatever the circumstance, no more words were to be spoken. 
 
    However, Paige had exhausted my patience, which was an easy thing to accomplish given there wasn’t much of it to begin with. I didn’t take my eyes off the proclamation, not wanting to see Paige’s face. 
 
    “Helena Molony was in the group called Daughters of Ireland,” I started. “She was the editor for the organization’s paper called Woman of Ireland, and James Connolly’s secretary for a time. Both facts made her privy to meetings of both the men and women belonging to the Irish Republican party. She had a better understanding of the desires of the country than just about anyone.” 
 
    “She was also a very attractive woman. Don’t you find it interesting that she never married?” I asked out loud. “Some said she was a lesbian, but she was an actress when she was younger. Which in those days, as you probably know, is sometimes code for a loose woman or someone who doesn’t want a husband. She may or may not have had an affair with a couple of the names on this list,” I hinted, pointing to the bottom of the proclamation where there were seven signatures. 
 
    “I belong to the historical society here and we have debated this topic at length,” Paige explained, exacerbated. “There is no evidence that points to Helena Molony as the author.”    
 
    Making eye contact with Paige, I shrugged my shoulders. “My mistake,” I said.   
 
    At the other end of the old library, a tour was starting to come in. Once the quiet of the room had been broken, my anger subsided. It was then that the pain became evident, as Grammy was employing some sort of death grip on my hand. I took it away, rubbing it in hopes that some feeling would return. 
 
    As I walked toward the gift shop, Paige was contemplating things that were said. She stopped me and spoke, “You have obviously studied this document to know so much information.”  
 
    There was no reason to respond to the statement. I just stood there, watching her become flustered. “Let’s say she did write the document,” Paige suggested. “Why wouldn’t someone have given her credit?” 
 
    “Even Helena didn’t want credit,” I answered. “These were the ideas and hopes of a people. No one ever wanted them to be tied to an author when they needed to be attached to an entire country. The knowledge that these words were written by a woman, may have lessened their importance or impact. Besides, she may have written it, but the bulk of the document was a compilation of many ideas.” 
 
    “But, she should have been acknowledged somehow or able to sign the document! She should have had a bigger place in history!” Paige said outraged. Her sudden passion was evidence that she had decided my words could be truthful.  
 
    By this time, Grammy had lost all patience with me. She grabbed my arm to lead me out of the building. “Thank you so much, Paige, but it’s time we go,” Grammy said. 
 
    “But, wait,” Paige pleaded. “I have questions.” 
 
    “Ask yourself this,” I posed. I was now walking backwards because Grammy wasn’t stopping. “Why doesn’t your beautiful library have one bust of a woman?” I asked. “It’s the twentieth century. There were many books in that room, but it’s the busts that spoke volumes.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7- Round Table 
 
      
 
    Everything was blurry. Blinking could only be accomplished slowly, with more effort than generally required. I could hear muffled voices and shuffling papers, meaning that people must be present.  
 
    Their attention shifted toward me when they realized I had begun to stir. “Muriel,” someone spoke, as though it was being said under water. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    A cool cloth was on my forehead. It was difficult to move my arms and legs, but my head was clearing of whatever fog had taken up residence. As the scene around me came into focus, I could make out a table before me and a few people milling around. 
 
    “Get her a glass of water,” a voice suggested. “And grab a sandwich too. Tracy said she hadn’t eaten yet.” 
 
    When the name Tracy was mentioned, I remembered that she had put something in my tea. My anger rose, which helped counter whatever drug she had given me. Once my vision was fully restored, it was possible to take in my surroundings. 
 
    The room was small, maybe fifteen by fifteen feet with no windows. The walls were a bland, grey color. A round table was before me, with five other women seated around it. They were all around my age; perhaps a couple were a few years older…it was hard to tell.  
 
    A man entered the room to place a plate and glass in front of me. He left immediately after completing his task. I looked at the sandwich and then back up at my captors. It occurred to me to throw both items across the room, but I was hungry. I grabbed half of the sandwich and starting taking small bites. There was uncomfortable eye contact off and on between the women and me, but apart from their paper-shuffling and scribbling- it was quiet. 
 
    Once the sandwich was gone, one of the women spoke up. 
 
    “First,” she said, “I want to apologize for the way you came to be here. Not everyone thought this was the best course, but we decided on it democratically.” 
 
    There was a short pause, offering me a chance to respond, but I wasn’t interested.  
 
    Another woman at the table introduced herself, announcing, “My name is Aine, but please call me Ann. It is a pleasure to finally meet you. We’ve been waiting a long time for this.” 
 
    She appeared to be genuinely excited. Once again, I remained silent. There was no way to know who these women were but, by their own admission, they had a hand in getting me here against my will.  
 
    The woman, who spoke initially, gave Ann a disapproving glance. It appeared to be a signal for her to stop speaking. She introduced herself, “My name is Clio and I will be facilitating this meeting. We will alternate asking and answering questions. You will pose a question to us, and then we will pose a question to you. Do you understand?” 
 
    Once again, there was no response of any kind from me. I just stared at Clio. One of the women at the table was irritated. She huffed and sat back in her chair, saying, “I knew this was a bad idea. Let’s just send her back, so she and Deidra can fend for themselves. They’ll come running back soon enough...if they don’t die first.”  
 
    “Do you really think that is helping, Macy?” Clio asked the impatient one. 
 
    Macy sat up in her chair, looked at me, and asked, “Well, what’s it going to be? Are you going to start cooperating or should we just let you go about your business?” She waved her hand in a shooing motion. 
 
    “I’m just not sure what this is all about,” I said, with a bitingly, sarcastic tone. “My invitation didn’t specify the reason for this little party. Oh wait, that’s right- I didn’t get an invitation. I was drugged and brought to this unknown location. Surely, I should have a better attitude- my apologies.”  
 
    “She’s feisty,” Ann giggled. “I like her!” That comment received another disapproving glance from Clio. 
 
    “You have every reason to be upset,” Clio admitted. “It may be hard for you to understand, but this was for your safety and that of your daughter’s.” 
 
    “This is the deal,” Macy announced. “We have a civil conversation to see if you are the person we think you are. You can ask us questions about anything. You are here because of your Toec gifts- even though you have been denying them for years.” 
 
    “What if I don’t want to talk to you?” I wondered. 
 
    “Well, Macy hinted, “we’re a secret group for a reason.” That statement hung in the air like the threat that it was. The eerie truth in her words put a lump in my throat. 
 
    Clio wanted to lighten the mood. “Now, now, there will be no talk of that nonsense,” Clio decided. “Macy can be a little rough around the edges.”  
 
    “Would you please just tell me why I’m here?” I pleaded.  
 
    “You are here because this council is incomplete,” Clio explained. “We believe you are the missing piece. We all represent women from the past based on our gift or ability.” She looked around the table, speaking to the other women, “Please introduce yourself to Muriel, letting her know what gift you possess.” Clio placed her hand on her chest and said, “You already know my name. Clio is short for Cliodhna, who was the queen of the banshees. My ability is to foretell when someone will die.” 
 
    Next in line was Macy. “I represent Morrigan,” Macy announced, “the goddess of battle. My gift is to recognize the victor- in battle, business, sports, etc.” 
 
    “My name is Bridget,” said the woman sitting next to Macy. She and one other woman in the room had yet to speak. “My gift is of healing and fertility. You are very fertile,” she added, her comment striking me off guard. “I represent Saint Brigid, who was known for her healing ability.” 
 
    “You met me already,” Ann said excitedly. “I descend from a pixie queen and my ability is to recognize love.” 
 
    The next woman smiled, announcing, “It is nice to see you again, Muriel. My name is Coventina- Tina for short. I’m a descendant of a water nymph with the gift of discerning truth.” 
 
    “We’ve met before?” I asked, unable to remember her. 
 
    “We can talk about that later,” Clio interrupted. “First, Muriel, tell us about your gifts.” 
 
    “I can see my mom’s past,” I slowly started. These women had just shared their abilities, but all I could think about was my Grammy’s letter, telling me to never discuss such things.  
 
    “That’s not a gift,” Macy said, shaking her head.  
 
    “This is the thing,” I stated. “My Grammy always told me not to discuss this information with anyone…even those in the Oris Foundation.”  
 
    All five of them either giggled or smiled at my comment. 
 
    Bridget spoke up, “There’s something you need to know so you can have a right perspective, Muriel. If, for instance, the six of us in this room were presidents, prime ministers, queens, empresses, etc., the women in the Oris Foundation could be likened to Girl Scouts.” The women giggled again.   
 
    Everything about Bridget was thin- her body and lips were no exception. Her long, unruly hair was just what one would expect from a healer or witch doctor. Bridget was the oddest of all the women, sometimes twitching her nose or aimlessly looking around. And announcing my fertility during our first discussion was strange. That being said, I still appreciated her comparison.  
 
    “The Oris have a cute little club,” Macy added. “But, any success they’ve had is mainly your doing.” 
 
    “If we’re correct,” Clio spoke, “you’re gifted in many areas. Seeing your mother’s history is an unfortunate part of your gift of sight. Your grandmother took you to England and Ireland when you were sixteen in an attempt to awaken your senses. She thought visiting the land where your ancestors were from, would encourage you to embrace your abilities. She never imagined you could be so stubborn.” 
 
    “In her defense,” Ann added, “she had no idea what you were capable of until recently when she visited.” Ann got teary-eyed, but smiled very widely. “She loved you fiercely,” Ann shared. “It’s always so beautiful to be in the presence of such emotion!” 
 
    “Please understand,” I said. “Queens, saints, nymphs and goddesses- this is all very difficult to believe.” 
 
    “I totally get it,” Macy barked. “Admittedly, we are freaks. But, you know there is something inside of you that cannot be explained away.” She squinted at me, asking in a whisper, “How many years have you fought to keep it at bay? Is this how you want to live for the rest of your life?” 
 
    Macy was incredibly beautiful, which was intimidating when she stared at me with her steely, grey eyes. She looked like she was on high alert at all times, mentally taking notes of weaknesses and shortcomings. Patience was not something Macy could be bothered to entertain. 
 
    There were no answers for Macy’s questions. I only shook my head. 
 
    Tina, who had been very quiet, said, “Let’s start the question/answer portion. Muriel, you ask a question first.” 
 
    “Clio, did you know when my grandmother met with you, that she would die soon?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she answered. 
 
    I leapt out of my chair and sprang over the table at Clio. Nothing would satisfy my anger, short of my hands being firmly around her neck. Hearing her gasp for air was like a melody. It wasn’t long before I was pulled away. The man that had brought me a sandwich must have doubled for a bouncer. My chest was heaving from the exertion. 
 
    Clio rubbed her neck, but was not fazed by my attack. “O.K., Muriel asked a question,” Clio remarked, “now it’s our turn. Go ahead, Ann.” 
 
    Ann looked a tad frightened, but asked, “How do you think the sweat spell can best be used?” 
 
    “I didn’t even know that was a gift of mine until four days ago,” I informed. “My Grammy left a letter. And I’m not sure it should be used at all.” 
 
    For some reason, my answer made everyone uneasy. They adjusted in their chairs.  
 
    “This isn’t what we expected,” Ann announced, disappointed. “How about we inform you of your gifts, based on your ancestry? Then, you can ask us questions. There has to be a way we can figure this out.” 
 
    I nodded my head in an act of surrender. This was their little meeting, and it was going to happen exactly as they wanted anyway. 
 
    Bridget spoke, “You have the gift of sight. You can see past, present and future events. Sometimes they come about because of an emotional crisis, but they can also present themselves based on where you are or what you’re doing. You have had a few of them without even trying. We are curious how your ability would manifest if you concentrated and actually tried to use your sight.” 
 
    “You know who will be successful in life,” Macy explained. “To be able to see the green hue is amazing. Where I can identify a victor in a fairly immediate circumstance, you can know a man will be a solid individual or continual winner over time. That little gift of yours has made the Oris Foundation millions of dollars, which isn’t bad for a couple of girl scouts.” Macy huffed at her own joke. It would appear she didn’t like the Oris Foundation much, but after knowing her for only a short time- she didn’t seem to be fond of much. 
 
    Tina had been fairly quiet so far. “You can bring someone under a sweat spell,” she stated. “This is a powerful ability. If they are bound to you through your sweat, they will do and say what you wish. You will command them because the sweat spell replicates a type of love. You can also determine what kind of love is employed. Will the subjects be bound to you out of brotherly love or a force greater than that?” 
 
    Clio spoke next, “You may be capable of more, but we must first explore the gifts we know about. You need to start using them…figuring out their usefulness. Until you can control them, you cannot be a part of this council. You will stay here with Deidra and Tracy as you train. A member of the council will be here at all times if you need help. They will also help you understand their own gifts.” 
 
    “Why does this council exist?” I wondered. “Why would I want to join?” 
 
    “You may not fully understand that until your training is complete,” Ann answered. “We are Toec women and our purpose has always been to support and defend our way of life…our culture…our people.” 
 
    “We have been gifted,” Macy interjected, “for that reason alone.” 
 
    “We have separate abilities, but together we can be incredibly powerful,” Bridget added. 
 
    “With you,” Tina said, “we will finally be complete. We will be able to reverse some of the tragedy that our history has endured.”   
 
    It was hard to fathom what they were talking about, but whatever it was- their passion for it was undeniable.  
 
    “We need you to be part of this council,” Clio informed me. “If we stand together, nothing can stop us.” 
 
    “What is to become of Deidra?” I wondered. 
 
    “When she completes her training,” Macy started, “she will enter the council when you have vacated it.” Macy took her finger and ran it across her neck to make sure I understood that meant after I had died. That gesture made me smile, and appreciate Macy for the first time. 
 
    “She will need to produce a female heir,” Ann mentioned. 
 
    This statement made me shudder. They were talking about Deidra as if she were cattle. Bridget could see that the turn in conversation was making me upset. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Bridget spoke. “That is up to her. She may find another in your line to take her place.” 
 
    “Deidra is very excited about this whole notion,” I said. “She doesn’t understand it fully, but she is intrigued.” 
 
    “The fact that she has accepted it is half the battle,” Clio informed. “And she may understand better than you, at the moment.”  
 
    All of them reached out and clasped the other’s hands. Clio and Tina extended their hands toward me. I was farthest from the table, so I moved closer to reach their outstretched hands. They lowered their heads. It seemed we were going to pray, but no one spoke.  
 
    Once I relaxed enough to let my eyes close and head drop like the others, it was clear that there was some foundation to what they shared. My heart was lighter…my mind clearer. Energy raced through my body, raising my heart rate. These women immediately became imbedded in my life. Clio released my hand first, then Tina. Everyone knew. Time passed before words were spoken.  
 
    “Bruce,” called Ann, “can you come in here, please?” 
 
    It was the man who had served me a sandwich and pulled me off of Clio. He entered the room with Deidra. She waved at me, wearing a huge smile. 
 
    “This is Bruce,” Ann introduced. “He is a fixture here at the manor, and will be staying here with us this season. I will be in charge of your first week of training.” 
 
    As far as the choices available to me, Ann was a good person to ease me into this process. Clio would not have been the number one choice. As a matter of fact, if they were smart, they would save her for last.  
 
    “Hi Bruce,” I said. “It’s very nice to meet you.” I smiled a little, thinking of the absurdity of our congeniality after my violent outburst. 
 
    We all stood up and started to exit the room into a larger room. Tracy was sitting on a couch, trying to avoid eye contact. It wasn’t a bad idea, as I was still unhappy with the role she played in this escapade. 
 
    “So, Deidra, do you want to go set up a room?” Tracy asked. Tracy was smart. Getting on my child’s good side would soften my anger. 
 
    Everyone filed out, heading in all different directions. There were four different entranceways to this large room, and the voices got quieter the farther away they walked. 
 
    “Well, Bruce,” I started, “it looks like it’s just you and me. Exactly how did you get mixed up in all this craziness?”  
 
    Bruce smiled. He was quite a handsome man, with a trim physique. There was no doubt he was strong. Not many people could have pulled me off of Clio with such ease. His brown hair was wavy, but not too long that it looked shabby.  
 
    He wasn’t answering my question, so it made me nervous. “Do you like being a fixture here?” I asked. 
 
    “Let me show you something,” he said. 
 
    It occurred to me that he hadn’t spoken yet because the most beautiful Irish accent escaped his lips. The mental notes taken about his appearance were just magnified times ten. My mind, which was so clear just minutes before, thought, show me anything.  
 
    The room we were in had a long wall that boasted two large doors. Bruce walked to them, as I concentrated on keeping my eyes upward. When he swung the doors open, the scene before us was something of a winter wonderland. Snow and evergreens as far as the eyes could see. 
 
    We stepped out onto the balcony, which had to be over thirty feet high from the ground. “Where are we?” I asked, amazed. 
 
    “This is Danu Castle, in Canada…not far from Tracy’s home town,” Bruce informed. “In the day of the Toec tribes, castles weren’t really used. There were stone forts or rounds, but nothing like the grandeur that came later. This castle was built in the hope of a future to come.” 
 
    The whole scene was surreal. I looked down, and then upward to another floor. All the construction was of stone. There was a small lake off to one side of the property, before the line of pine trees swallowed up the landscape.  
 
    “How long have you been here, Bruce?” I inquired. 
 
    “Since I was eighteen,” he answered. “My mom was on the council for years until she died. There was too much of her here to leave it. And some of these women are like sisters to me. I received my training to be a druid here.” 
 
    “Hmm. You don’t have a problem with women running the show?” I asked, curious to know his thoughts. 
 
    He laughed. “Well, not when they do it with such forethought and care,” he explained. “Men tend to rule with a pride and arrogance of self. Women usually rule with others in mind. It is a wrong mind-set to think of them as ruling. What they really do is serve.” 
 
    I thought about his words, and knew that they were true. My decisions were always with Deidra or Rick in mind. 
 
    “Do you think it is safe for a council to have unlimited power?” I wondered. 
 
    Bruce shook his head. “A council can’t have unlimited power,” he shared, “but if you complete this ring of women, you will certainly be a force to be reckoned with. Our kind has a different view on such things. The world will tell you that power is about exhibiting control, authority or influence over others. True power lies not in the implementation of it, but knowing when it is best not to use it.” 
 
    “Huh,” I mumbled, in awe of his words. His disarming smile would not allow for a more intelligible response. 
 
    We looked out over the snow-covered fields. I watched my breathe billow from the cool air. 
 
    “So, does the name Danu mean anything?” I wondered. “It’s such a pretty name.” 
 
    “Danu means knowledge,” Bruce explained. He looked in my direction and put a strand of my wind-blown hair behind my ear. I was unsure if I had goosebumps because of the cold or Bruce’s proximity. “She was the mother goddess of Ireland. They say that all life flowed through her. She was the beginning.” He paused, looking out on the grounds, and continued, “For a place where we are to begin our training, there could be no better name.” 
 
    A voice cut through the air, disturbing our conversation. “There you are!” Ann exclaimed, rushing to my side. “Let’s get started.” Ann put her hand on my back to lead me off of the balcony. 
 
    “It was really nice meeting you, Bruce,” I said, while being whisked away. 
 
    He smiled, bowed his head and said, “The pleasure was mine, Danu.”   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8- Kildare 
 
      
 
    Grammy was in a generous mood the next day. She let me sleep in, which was highly unusual. She wasn’t in the room when I awoke, so I assumed she went to enjoy a quiet breakfast on her own or was strolling through the gardens. We had been together practically this whole trip. Some time apart would be refreshing for both parties. 
 
    Turning the knob in the shower reminded me of Grammy’s death grip on my hand yesterday. It was still a little sore. For such a small woman, parts of her were very strong. The water warmed up and I jumped in the shower. 
 
    It wasn’t long before a vision swirled in my head. Grammy was talking to a gentleman. They must have known each other very well, as this was no light-hearted conversation. He had a clipboard in his hand and was taking notes from what Grammy was telling him. She looked flustered and kept looking off in one direction. 
 
    My curiosity got the best of me and I encouraged the vision, attempting to widen my view. The two of them were in a park atmosphere. Judging by the sun’s height, it could be early morning or early evening. Looking around made me lean toward the morning hours, as the birds were very active. Grammy’s hair also still looked wet and she typically showered in the morning.  
 
    As I tried to gather more visual clues, I spotted a bench. It was the same bench we had recited poetry on the day before! Could this vision be happening right now? There was only one way to find out. I quickly shook my head to clear the vision, turned off the water and threw my clothes on, over a wet body. There was no time for any undergarments, but the clothes were heavy enough to conceal that I was lacking them. 
 
    I shoved my feet in a pair of tennis shoes sans socks, and ran out the door. Slowing down, I nearly went tumbling down the staircase when my foot slid inside the shoe. The stairs were accomplished with a loud suction sound caused by my wet feet, as the carpeting diligently absorbed all traces of my water trail. 
 
    Once outside, the mad dash to the back gardens commenced. At the back of the B & B, I could make out two people standing there. My run must have caught their attention because the man exited the lawn immediately. My Grammy sat on the bench, waiting for my arrival. 
 
    When almost to her, she cheerily said, “Good Morning, Muriel!” 
 
    Her tone changed once she saw that I was soaked from head to toe. “What on Earth?” she asked. 
 
    “I saw…,” I tried to speak, completely out of breath. Pointing toward the path in which the man took his leave. I tried once more. “There was a man…clipboard…you,” I shared, still out of breath. 
 
    “The gardener?” she asked. She didn’t wait for my answer and scolded, “You don’t expect for me to go to Kildare with you looking like this do you? C’mon, let’s go get you put together so we can nosh on some breakfast. You really look a fright.” 
 
    My Grammy was a ninja at changing the topic of conversation. There was more to what went on here this morning. I felt it in my bones. For a vision to come to me, it always had something of importance attached to it. This place was making it impossible to stuff them back down within me or fend them off altogether. Thankfully, we would be leaving tomorrow night. 
 
    After getting myself together and grabbing a bite to eat, we walked out into the town. Grammy hailed a taxi. 
 
    When the taxi stopped, she spoke to the driver. He nodded his head in agreement. I’m not sure how he understood her. “What did you say?” I asked her. 
 
    “I asked if he could take us to Kildare,” she explained, as we got into the car. 
 
    “And why is it that not a word of it sounded like English?” I wondered. 
 
    “Because your mum spoke Irish, lass,” the driver informed me. “Taxi drivers are required to know both English and Irish. I know a wee bit of French which can be helpful, too.” His warm smile and Grammy’s excitement over being mistaken for my mother, made me reconsider explaining that I was asking my grandmother the question. 
 
    Grammy spoke to the driver again in Irish. He answered. He then pulled away from the curb and we were on our way. 
 
    “What did you ask him that time?” I wondered. 
 
    “I asked if he knew where the Kildare Cathedral was located,” she explained. “I don’t want someone who’s only familiar with the Dublin area.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know it that well,” I assumed. 
 
    “Why would you say that?” Grammy asked. “He said yes.” 
 
    “The Irish word for yes must be a really long one,” I observed. “He spoke to you for quite some time.” The scene from earlier in the garden was fueling more, unwarranted suspicions.   
 
    Grammy smiled. “The Irish don’t have a word for yes or no in their language,” she shared. 
 
    “What!” I shrieked in disbelief. 
 
    The driver chimed in, “It’s true, lass. We love language here. Anytime you answer a question in Irish, the answer has to be a complete sentence. So, let’s say someone asks you if you like to eat pig’s feet, what would you say?” 
 
    “No,” I answered. 
 
    “That works in English, but not Irish,” he informed. “You would have to say something like: I don’t like pig’s feet at all. The Irish have always been fans of a good chin wag. That’s how people were immortalized…either by a good poem or song.” 
 
    The driver started singing, “Songs of our land, ye are with us forever, the power and the splendor of thrones pass away.”  
 
    Grammy and he continued together, “But yours is the might of some far flowing river, through summer’s bright roses or autumn’s decay.” 
 
    The driver put his hand up to stop Grammy, and said, “That is as much as I know.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how much farther I could go either,” Grammy laughed. “What is your name, sir?” 
 
    “My name is Ardan,” he answered. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Grammy acknowledged, “one of the sons of Usna, who helped Deidra escape to Scotland, so she didn’t have to marry Conchobar.”  
 
    “Wow!” he exclaimed. “I rarely come across people here that know where my name originates. I am impressed!” 
 
    Grammy waved it off, but she was a little proud of herself. During the trip out to Kildare, the two of them jibber-jabbered in their Irish tongue. They were having a fabulous time.  
 
    The meeting in the garden was still troubling me. What does a gardener need with a clipboard? And even if that was a gardener, he certainly wasn’t asking Grammy for advice. Gramps was the green thumb in the family. There wasn’t much I despised more than being lied to, but it would appear that I didn’t have a choice in the matter. 
 
    When we pulled up to a very intimidating cathedral, the chatter subsided. Our destination loomed before us. The clouds overhead looked ready to release their rains at any moment. The grounds outside the cathedral lawn were sparsely dotted with headstones. There appeared to be no rhyme or reason to their location. Some were in the shape of crosses, while others were rounded or squared. Time had pressed upon them, causing them to lean slightly. The view out the car window was haunting. 
 
    Ardan broke the silence, and asked, “So, you want me to just leave you here?” He may have been unsure about the look of the place, too. 
 
    “We are going to be in Kildare all day,” Grammy explained. “We’ll get a cab back when we’re done.” 
 
    “I tell you what,” Ardan proposed. “How ‘bout I turn off the meter, and tool around with you ladies today? When it’s time to return, I’ll turn the meter back on. Besides, this is quite a ways from Dublin. You may not find someone willin’ to take ya back!”  
 
    Grammy smacked the back of his chair, and exclaimed, “Deal!” 
 
    He backed up, so the car could be parked in the small lot adjacent to the church. When we opened the car doors, we were greeted by a cool breeze. Grammy rifled through her purse, pulling out a rain poncho that was in a case the size of a makeup compact.  
 
    She and Ardan walked ahead. “I’ll be there in a minute,” I announced. “I’d like to stay out here for a while, before it rains.” 
 
    “O.K.,” Grammy agreed. They both walked on toward the cathedral.  
 
    I was inexplicably drawn to the greenery nearby. Walking over to the tree and other bushes, it was apparent that this foliage could not have been around when this church was built, but there was some kind of brilliance that drew me to this area. I bent down to rub the soil and grab a few of the stones that were strewn about. The earth was rich with memories that played before me like a movie. If I had been a film critic, there would be no way to classify the genre of the movie. It had everything from horror to romance…comedy to drama. It contained centuries of life. 
 
    When the scenes had stopped, I lifted my hands, wiping away tears. One look at the sky, told me it wouldn’t be long before the clouds burst open, and the rain came down. Setting my sights toward the cathedral door, I jogged to the building. When the door shut behind me, the rain fell.  
 
    I turned around with a triumphant smile to find Grammy, Ardan and a priest looking at me. Grammy frowned at me, and although it was not an ideal greeting- I walked over to join them. Ardan laughed. 
 
    “Go use the bog and get yourself together,” Grammy snapped. It wasn’t like her to be so curt. I also had never heard the term bog used in that way, but I assumed that it meant restroom. Where else would I go to get myself together? 
 
    It was a long car ride, so a trip to the bog was in order anyway. After using the facilities, I exited the stall to see my reflection in the mirror. I had lines of dirt all across my face from wiping away the tears. No wonder Ardan was laughing and Grammy was a little peeved. My days of making mud pies in the yard were over, but you would never know it by my appearance. 
 
    After washing my face, I came out and joined the group. The rains must have kept people away today because the three of us were the only ones visiting.  
 
    The priest welcomed me back and began a mini-tour. “This is the Cathedral Church of St. Brigid,” started the priest. “We only know that this building was restored sometime after 1223 AD. There were many buildings erected here over the years, all to be destroyed. At least 15 buildings were destroyed in the ninth and tenth century alone.”   
 
    This was old news to me, and not nearly as interesting as what I had seen.  
 
    “Can you tell us something about St. Brigid?” Grammy asked. 
 
    “There are many miracles attributed to her…” he began. 
 
    That was all I heard before walking out of earshot. Something was beckoning me toward the front of the cathedral, very similarly to what happened outside. When I arrived at the transept, there was a monument of some sort, to one side. The placard read: Walter Wellesley. There had been many tombs on this trip, and this one was the most unremarkable of all. 
 
    The sound of stone being shaped with tools rang through the air. This must be another vision coming on. How irritating that keeping them suppressed was near-impossible in this country. It wasn’t the making of the tomb or the church that caused the ruckus. I saw various women carving stone- shaping them into grotesque little statues. A statue I had seen before at another cathedral just a couple of days before.  
 
    The carvings were not a pleasure to the eye. Then, the history unfolded…understanding came, which changed everything. The visions dissipated, while the noise of clanging stone could still be heard above my head. Looking up, I saw one of the very sculptures that were being carved in the visions.  
 
    I spoke out loud, “Sheela-na-gig.” 
 
    “That’s right.” said the priest. “How did you know that?”  
 
    He startled me with his presence. Grammy glared in my direction. I was skating on thin ice, so there would be no response. Instead, I walked away to the front of the cathedral. 
 
    “Sorry,” Grammy apologized for me. “You know how teenagers can be.” 
 
    We walked around the grounds once the rain stopped. There was plenty to see- a round tower, Brigid’s fire temple and Brigid’s well. The view from the top of the round tower was very cool. It was only one of two towers that could be climbed in all of Ireland. 
 
    While we were outside, it was easy to keep my distance from the others. The priest was practically giving Ardan and Grammy a private tour. If I stayed away, there would be no temptation to argue with his historical view or inform him of pieces of it he was leaving out.  
 
    Any time I took a pause to stop somewhere or slow down, visions visited. This land would not be denied the right to tell its story, so I listened.  
 
    While strolling back from Brigid’s well, a raindrop fell on my face. Or at least, I believed it to be. Three or four additional raindrops would need to be experienced before actually deeming this was rain. It didn’t take long for me to be convinced, as my stroll turned into a jog.  
 
    Grammy was in the cathedral, and there were now a few other tourists milling around. They must have come during the break in the weather. I hadn’t noticed. Grammy saw me enter and approached. 
 
    “Ardan had to use the restroom,” Grammy shared. “When he gets out, we can go get some lunch.” 
 
    “Lunch,” I questioned, “what time is it?” 
 
    “It’s a little past one,” Grammy said. “We’ve been here for almost two hours.” 
 
    Interesting. It didn’t feel like we had been here that long, although I had enjoyed this stop more than many of the others. It may have something to do with the fact that my hand wasn’t being crushed…or that I was walking away from here, instead of being dragged. 
 
    Ardan joined us and we walked to the car in silence. It was still raining, so the only noises to be heard were the tings of the rain and Grammy’s plastic rain poncho rustling as we walked. When we got into the car, Grammy removed the poncho. 
 
    “This has to dry before it can be put in the case,” she said. “I need to leave it out anyway, in the event we get more rain.” 
 
    This was one of those moments that I chose to be a good sport, nodding my head in agreement. The truth is that Grammy hated whenever she had to take that poncho out. She would always brag about the slim case or that she was dryer than the rest of us, but trying to get it back in the case had brought her to tears on one occasion. She dreaded the task, so sometimes the poncho was “dried” for a week or two when we were at home. 
 
    “Ardan,” Grammy started, “you pick a restaurant and I’ll buy.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem right,” he argued. “A woman shouldn’t buy a plate for a man.” 
 
    “It’s a tradition in America,” I fibbed. “It’s called ‘you fly-I buy.’ It means that the person who picks up the food or drives to get it doesn’t purchase the food. Since you are driving, it’s only fair.”  
 
    He mulled this over, considering the offer in light of this new information. 
 
    “Listen, Ardan, it’s wise to just let her pay,” I advised, “unless you think you can win an argument with the lady. We are spending the rest of the day together, and it won’t go smoothly if you pay for your own lunch. She is a stubborn, Irish woman. I imagine you are familiar with those?” 
 
    “I am married to one,” he answered, with a little fear behind his eyes. “It is done then. I drive, while you purchase.” He looked at me, expecting confirmation that the saying was spoken correctly. 
 
    “That’s close enough,” I said, tapping him on the shoulder. “Good man.” 
 
    Ardan drove us to a buffet-style restaurant for lunch. When Ardan came to the table with his plate, Grammy was visibly shocked at the amount of food piled up. 
 
    Ardan sat down, very pleased with himself. “There’s an old Irish proverb,” he said. “Men are like bagpipes: no sound comes from them till they’re full.” He and Grammy laughed. It was funny, but hard to believe that Grammy laughed. Ireland really loosened her up.  
 
    “Tell us something about yourself, Ardan,” Grammy probed. 
 
    He was busy eating, but that didn’t stop him from speaking. Grammy was a little put off by his manners, ensuring that most of her standards were still intact. 
 
    “I have a wonderful wife who is busy raising our three lads,” he shared. “Between the three of them and me, I don’t know how she does it.” 
 
    “Well, she must love you,” I said. “She stays with you. My parents were divorced when I was three.” 
 
    He wiped his mouth and chin. “Divorce isn’t legal here,” he informed, “not since 1937.” Food was flying out of Ardan’s mouth intermittently when he spoke. Grammy peeked over at me to see if I noticed. My poor attempt to conceal a smile proved to her that I had.  
 
    “You missed some wonderful information at the cathedral today, Muriel,” Grammy announced. “No one knows where that sculpture above the tomb came from,” she said, attempting to intrigue me. “They don’t know why men carved them or what purpose they served. Isn’t that mysterious?”  
 
    “Men didn’t carve them,” I sighed. “Women carved them as a sign that there were other Oris about and it was a safe haven for their kind.” 
 
    Grammy’s eyes got wide when I said that word in front of Ardan. 
 
    “A sign for what being about?” Ardan asked. 
 
    “Druidesses,” I corrected. I continued speaking to Grammy, explaining, “When I first saw a sheela-na-gig in Wells, it appeared vulgar...the woman sitting that way with her legs open. But, that area of a woman’s body is where life springs forth. It is the beginning. It is actually quite beautiful when thinking about it that way.” 
 
    “Well, that doesn’t mean that women carved them. You have no proof, lass” Ardan pointed out.  
 
    Unimpressed with his argument, it would be necessary to reach him at his base instincts. “Have you ever seen other sheela-na-gigs, Ardan?” I asked. He shook his head up and down, as he had just taken a huge bite of shepherd’s pie. I continued, “I have only seen two. Both were bald and not very attractive. Art has been a part of my life for quite some time thanks to this woman sitting next to me.” I pointed to Grammy. She was still enjoying Ardan thinking we were mother/daughter, so I had been relegated to pointing a lot.  
 
    “Most of the art created with women in it,” I explained, “includes long, flowing hair and bare, ample bosoms. If men were creating small stone sculptures, they’d highlight breasts or hair before other places.” 
 
    Ardan didn’t say anything, but he shook his head up and down while he digested my points. The man sitting at the table behind Ardan turned around. “That’s true,” agreed the stranger. “I don’t know a man alive that would choose lookin’ at a woman’s gibblets over her fun bags.” 
 
    “Don’t be acting the maggot with ladies present,” Ardan instructed the stranger. 
 
    “My apologies,” he said, and turned back around. 
 
    “When Christians came to this land,” I said, “they incorporated a great deal of the indigenous ideas, art and folklore into worship. Those stone sculptures and others were added to churches to make the people feel comfortable…a part of something.”  
 
    “Weren’t a lot of people here pagans?” Ardan asked. “Aren’t pagans just like witches and devil-worshippers? How could they have been willing to accept the gospels?” 
 
    “The word pagan doesn’t even go back as far as St. Brigid,” I shared. “It’s from the 14th century and it means non-participant or something. They were a peaceful people who merely based their worship in nature. Also,” I added, starting to raise my voice, “it’s not even a word from here. It’s either Roman or Greek.” 
 
    During my rant, Grammy had placed her hand over mine. I heeded her request to stop speaking, even though there was so much more to say.  
 
    Ardan pointed at me, while looking at Grammy. “You have a fiery one there,” he observed. “She does make sense about those sculptures, though.” 
 
    “She’s just a teenager with a big mouth,” Grammy laughed. “You know how that can be. Do you want to get some dessert before we go?” Ardan got up to re-visit the buffet. 
 
    “A teenager with a big mouth?” I repeated, incensed. 
 
    “That’s exactly right!” Grammy whispered. “You dare say the word Oris in front of someone? And then you explain a historical mystery, as though it’s common knowledge?” 
 
    “It’s all wrong,” I sneered.  
 
    Grammy saw that Ardan was heading back toward our table. Her expression changed, and she sweetly said, “We can talk about that later tonight, dear.” 
 
    “Ardan, may I have the car keys?” I asked. “I’d like to take a nap. You and my grandmother can enjoy the rest of the day. I’m getting too old for make-believe.” 
 
    I slept off and on until we arrived back in Dublin. 
 
    Grammy and the driver got out of the car and hugged one another. I stuck out my hand to purposely avoid a hug, but he moved it aside to hug me nonetheless. 
 
    “You have a wonderful trip lassie,” he told me. “And take good care of your granny.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t understand you,” I sarcastically joked. “It must be the accent.” 
 
    He laughed, realizing I understood his words just fine. My big mouth earned me another hug. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9- Aine, the Pixie Queen 
 
      
 
    The castle grounds were silent. The other women had taken their leave, and the snow on the ground muffled any kind of outside noise. Deidra and I had rooms across the hall from each other, while Ann and Tracy were just down the same hallway. 
 
    Most of the rooms were converted into suites to include a full bathroom. I assumed stone walls would make the room look cold, but the rich fabrics, thick rugs and overstuffed furniture couldn’t have been homier. The walls were adorned with beautiful artwork that depicted meadows or bodies of water. There were two windows on either side of a large painting. My bag had been put on the bed, so I unpacked my belongings into the dresser under the large painting. We had all decided to get this taken care of before going to the dining hall for dinner.  
 
    Once my task was complete, I knocked on Deidra’s door. Tracy and Ann were already in her room. Ann led the way to the dining room. It was a huge room that could have housed a large restaurant inside, if need be. The dark, metal chandeliers above our heads were beautiful. They each boasted hundreds of small lights, making them appear to be stars.  
 
    I looked away from the lights just in time, nearly walking into Bruce. The other three chuckled, as my skin took on a red hue of embarrassment. He pulled out a chair for me. I put my hand on the back of the chair and looked up and down the table. There were ten chairs on each side, but we were in the middle of the table. 
 
    “Do you think it’s O.K. to sit here in the middle?” I wondered. 
 
    “You can sit anywhere,” Bruce said, smiling. “Would you rather I pull out a different chair for you?”  
 
    “Is this good for everyone else?” I asked, trying not to be struck dumb by Bruce’s smile. 
 
    Everyone nodded. I smiled at Bruce and thanked him, sitting in the chair. He snapped my napkin which startled me, but it was nothing compared to him putting it on my lap. From behind my chair, he placed opposite sides of the napkin in each of his hands…then lowered it onto my lap. His cheek was an inch away from mine when he said, “You are all set now.” 
 
    I just nodded, trying to pretend that his breath on my neck had no effect. He walked around the table, taking the seat opposite of mine. Deidra ran around the table to sit next to him. The scene was surreal, as we all chatted like we were dining at a restaurant in our hometown. A couple of women rolled a cart out with our meals. We all had the same offering: A side salad, baked chicken, mashed potatoes and green beans. 
 
    When Ann finished her meal, she spoke to Bruce, saying, “Deidra, Tracy and I are going to hit the hay. Could you show Muriel around the east side of the castle, Bruce? That will be one less thing I have to do tomorrow.” 
 
    “Of course,” he obliged. 
 
    “Doesn’t Deidra need to see it too?” I inquired. 
 
    “No,” Deidra answered. “I went on a castle tour when you were in your meeting.” 
 
    They all traipsed off, leaving Bruce and I alone. He wiped his mouth with his napkin, placing it on the table. I looked at him sideways, as these circumstances were suspicious. Furthermore, it was annoying that I had no input about participating in a tour. 
 
    “Are you ready, my lady?” he asked, rising from his chair. 
 
    There was no reason to answer, but I grinned at his verbiage. He walked around the table and put out his hand. Placing my hand in his, he gently raised me up, tucking my hand underneath his other arm for our stroll. It landed squarely on his bicep, which was yet another impressive feature about the man.  
 
    He guided me to an adjoining room. The ceilings were high, similar to the dining hall, but there were golden chandeliers and beautiful frescos overhead. Bruce stared at me while I took it all in. The walls were covered in wall paper, while velvety, camel-colored draperies lined parts of the room. Candelabras were tastefully dotted throughout. There was a romantic glow from only one chandelier and candelabra in use.  
 
    “Come here, let me show you something,” he instructed, releasing my arm. 
 
    We walked to the other end of the room. It had to be about fifty feet long. Bruce opened one of the draperies that hid a window, and extinguished the candles on the candelabra. It took a while to realize what there was to see, but the skies did not disappoint. The stars dotted the night, shining so brightly, that it looked like they could easily be reached. 
 
    “Wow!” I exclaimed. “There are so many.” 
 
    “Yes,” Bruce agreed. “You can see them like this all year round, but for some reason they shine brightest in the cold weather.” 
 
    “Why did you call me Danu earlier?” I asked, turning around to face him. 
 
    “We can talk about that later,” he said. “For now, we must dance. That is what this room was built for, after all.”   
 
    There was no music, but I indulged his silliness. Bruce spun me around in a waltzing fashion, but the motion made me lose consciousness for a moment. Bruce reacted quickly, catching me before I fell. 
 
    “Please forgive me,” he pleaded. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “No, no,” I said. “It’s not your fault. Maybe whatever drug they gave me is not out of my system yet. Would you mind if we continued this tour another time? I’d like to get to bed. It’s been a long day.”  
 
    “Of course,” he agreed. Bruce didn’t release me right away. I took hold of his arms around me, trying to let him know it was time to stand on my own. Our gazes were fixed on one another the whole time. 
 
    “Let me walk you to your room,” he said. He tucked one of my arms under his again.  
 
    When we arrived at my door, I turned around to thank him for his concern, but he checked once more, “You are sure you will be OK?” 
 
    Smiling, I assured, “I’m fine- just a little foggy-headed.” Trying to giggle it off was not reassuring to Bruce. “If anything, it’s embarrassing. There’s no reason to worry.”  
 
    It had been a while since the days of my first kisses, but I would swear Bruce wanted to kiss me goodnight. The advance wasn’t encouraged because there was too much to figure out, not the least of which was my situation with Rick. I had questions about the training to be completed, and who it was they wished me to become. Further complications were not on the agenda.  
 
    For me, the age had passed where a kiss signals the end to an evening. It was now an invitation for more, so I shook Bruce’s hand, thanking him for the tour, and escaped into my room. Flopping on the bed, sleep swallowed me up until morning. 
 
    The next day, I awoke to a soft knock on the door. It was Ann. She wanted to go down for breakfast, but yesterday’s clothing was still draped on my body. 
 
    “Let me hop in the shower,” I said. “Give me ten minutes.” There was no way I wanted to encourage any suspicion of impropriety.   
 
    After my shower, I entered my room where Ann was lying on the bed. “You know,” she informed, “you don’t have to make the beds. We have people here that will do all of that for you.” 
 
    “It’s no big deal,” I said. She didn’t need to know that the bed was never unmade. 
 
    Ann had left the door open, so Deidra came into the room. “Good morning, Mom!” she announced, giving me a big hug. “How was your tour last night?” 
 
    Ann raised her eyebrow, smirking at me over Deidra’s shoulder. Ann looked very interested to hear my answer. 
 
    “There was no tour,” I explained. “I got really dizzy and went to bed early.” 
 
    “Are you feeling OK now?” Deidra asked, with concern in her voice. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I answered. “Good as new.” 
 
    After breakfast, we were walking down a hall. Bruce exited one of the rooms with only shorts and sneakers on, glistening with sweat.  
 
    “Good morning, Bruce,” Ann sung, as we walked slowly past. “Did you have a good workout?” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered. 
 
    Deidra went back to check out the room, discovering a small gym. She must not have seen it the day before. My eyes were not leaving the backside of Bruce, as he walked away. 
 
    “He probably needed to get a good workout in because last night’s tour didn’t end like he’d hoped,” Ann whispered. There was only time to shoot her a look because Deidra ran back again.  
 
    “Do you think we could use that gym?” Deidra asked Ann, excitedly. 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” Ann replied. “Whatever resides in this castle is for your use.” That last comment was slyly made for me.  
 
    Once through the hallway, we entered an open area that had one wall almost entirely made of glass. It was two stories high, and the panes let in a beautiful glow of morning light. The snow reflected too much light for us to concentrate near the glass, so Ann led us to the back wall, where a seating area existed. A large door was not far from the seating area. I assumed it was the front door to the castle, but I had no memory of entering through it. 
 
    Deidra and I poured some water, and took our seats. We waited for Ann to speak or stand up and teach, but she only sat in her chair as we did. 
 
    After a few minutes, she spoke, “My style of training is a very organic process. We learn by talking.” 
 
    “Well, I am glad that you are training us first,” I remarked. “Recognizing love has got to be the best gift of them all.” 
 
    Ann put her water glass down, while her expression turned sorrowful. “My gift is the worst,” she said, sheepishly.  
 
    “How can that be?” I wondered. 
 
    “Because love has many different manifestations,” she said. “Not all of them are healthy.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Deidra confessed.  
 
    “First,” she said, “I can completely understand why you would think my gift is the best. When the word love is spoken, people think about romance, truth, importance, soul mates and so on.” 
 
    Deidra and I looked at each other, while shaking our heads in agreement to Ann’s statement.  
 
    “I have felt a person’s love for an object,” she shuddered. “I was once at a boat show where a man was admiring a boat with his wife and children. When I moved closer, it was apparent that he loved the idea of the boat more than his own family. It was heart-breaking.” There were tears in Ann’s eyes. 
 
    “I’ve felt one-sided love, where feelings were not reciprocated,” she explained. “I’ve known the love of money, power or cruelty. Love should not be distorted in such a way. It was not meant to be trivialized.” 
 
    Ann grabbed a couple of notebooks off the table in front of us, handing one to each of us. “Write this down,” she instructed. “Love not the world or the things in the world.” Ann slapped the arm of her chair, and said, “If you only remember one thing from our time together, let that be it. Love is for people…and only people. If our actions are motivated by love and our purpose is pure- our mistakes will be minimized.”  
 
    Tracy entered the hall. I had completely forgotten she was here. “Deidra,” she announced, “it’s time for your history lessons.” 
 
    Deidra got up to rush out of the room with Tracy. This entire scenario was very exciting for her, proving she was light years ahead of me when it came to accepting our lot. 
 
    “Why did Bruce call me Danu?” I asked Ann. 
 
    “He shouldn’t have done that,” she responded. “That will be covered under Clio’s training.” 
 
    “So, what is our goal in this secret society?” I wondered. 
 
    Ann shook her head, smiling. “That will be covered under Bridget’s training,” she told me. 
 
    “It would be nice to get a schedule,” I suggested. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she laughed, “a couple of the council members will have a syllabus for you. They are way more organized than I am.” 
 
    “What are you supposed to accomplish this week, during your portion of the training?” I probed. 
 
    “The subject of my training is delicate,” she said, avoiding the question. “You wouldn’t appreciate me just blurting it out.” 
 
    “Yes, I would,” I countered. “Just let me have it, and then give me time to process the information or ask questions.” 
 
    To this statement, Ann sat back, seeming to ponder my suggestion. She was visibly assessing the pros and cons, as she tilted her head, looked upward and contorted her mouth. After she came to a decision, she checked around the room to make sure we were alone. 
 
    “We will try it your way,” she announced. “There are only two things I was supposed to help you with this week. To accept that you and Bruce were fated to be together and that Deidra was expected to marry one of Bruce’s sons. It will ensure a strong line of Toec continues. There, that wasn’t so bad,” she finished, quite proud of herself. 
 
    “I’m married,” I stated the obvious, “and my daughter will marry who she pleases!” 
 
    Ann was startled by my raised voice. “You will not be married for much longer,” she informed. “Bridget has seen Rick’s son.” 
 
    “Rick doesn’t have a son,” I argued. 
 
    “He will,” she quietly informed me. “Lorrah doesn’t know it yet, but she is with child.” 
 
    The opposing emotions were too difficult to sort out. On the one hand, I was happy for Rick. He was going to get the child he had been longing for all these years, the child I refused to give him. On the other hand, a rage filled me that he would dare be so irresponsible while we were still married. 
 
    “Um, that last piece of information was not mine to share,” Ann squinted. “Macy was supposed to tell you about that. When Lorrah realizes they are going to have a child, Macy will take you to meet with them.” 
 
    It wasn’t even noon yet but the information Ann had shared, sent me right back up to my room. I lay on the bed weeping, not even sure which situation brought about the tears. The emotional release left me exhausted, and visions came to me. 
 
    Deidra was being hit by a man, while four other men watched in distress. They took turns reaching out to try and help her. I strained to identify the abusive man, but it was not for me to see. Bruce and I walked hand in hand across the meadow outside of the castle. In between steps, there were flashes of passionate moments shared between us. Moments that quite possibly made me blush in my sleep.   
 
    A light tap at my door announced a visitor.  Deidra entered and flopped on the bed with me. She brushed the hair off of my face. 
 
    “You fell asleep for a while, Mom,” Deidra smiled. “It’s almost dinner time.” 
 
    “Do we have a set dinnertime around here?” I wondered. 
 
    “Yep!” she exclaimed. “Six o’clock.” 
 
    “Do you still like the fact that our lives are going to change so drastically?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t know everything,” Deidra admitted. “I learned today that it is important to continue our line.” She looked down. “That means that I will need to marry one of Bruce’s sons. I’m not sure how I feel about that,” she said. 
 
    “You are not going to marry someone you don’t love,” I concluded. “You are almost thirteen, so it is much too soon to be thinking about that anyway. Let me wash up and we can go get dinner together.”  
 
    Deidra and I were first at the table. Ann arrived shortly after, then Bruce and Tracy. Dinner was a healthy serving of pasta and vegetables. It was nice to have a reprieve from a meal heavy with meat. Before dessert, Tracy excused herself, hoping to get some reading done. Four of us were left. 
 
    “What is this nonsense that Deidra should marry one of Bruce’s sons?” I asked out loud, not to anyone in particular. 
 
    Ann was mid-sip with her tea when I posed the question. She coughed, wiped her mouth with a napkin and looked at Bruce.  
 
    “Deidra will have her choice of Bruce’s sons,” Ann informed. “These young men are all different, meaning that one of them will be perfect for Deidra.” 
 
    “Deidra has the right to find her own husband,” I pointed out. The vision that I had seen in my room came back for mere seconds. Deidra’s choice was not treating her appropriately. The other men in the vision would treat her right, regardless of which one she selected. My mind had been instantly changed.  
 
    “My sons will be good to your daughter,” Bruce spoke up. “They have been raised to honor and cherish Deidra.” 
 
    “Why are your sons not here with you?” I inquired. 
 
    “They are being raised by their mothers in loving homes, with good fathers,” he explained. “I was merely a sperm donor to strengthen the Toec line.”  
 
    I looked at Deidra, saying, “You will have your choice of four. How about we give them a chance? If none of them make you happy, then we can talk.” 
 
    “That’s totally fair,” Deidra agreed. 
 
    “We must continue the castle tour, Muriel,” Bruce said. It was the first time my name had crossed his lips. We both got up from our chairs at the same time.  
 
    “Will you two be alright without us?” I asked Deidra and Ann, hoping one of them would speak up. They both nodded affirmatively, not helping me out at all.  
 
    “Good try,” Bruce joked, when we came together at the end of the table. 
 
    We began walking down the corridor, past the small gym and the area with the floor to ceiling windows. There was another corridor on the other side of the area where Ann gave her lesson that morning. It must have been difficult to see in the earlier sunlight. Bruce disappeared about halfway down the corridor, through a door on the left.  
 
    I followed him into a room filled with greenery. There was one path down the middle, and smaller rows to the left and right. Bruce was standing in a doorway ahead of me. He made sure we were standing side by side.  
 
    “This is my favorite room in the whole castle,” he said. There was nothing to see because it was dark until he turned on a light switch to his right, illuminating the room. A huge greenhouse lay before us, fully alive with trees and plants of all kinds. We were at the top of a flight of stairs. The room was wider than the one we just walked through and much longer. The top of a fruit tree was just off to my left. 
 
    “This greenhouse has been privy to some of my best thinking,” Bruce said, before sliding down the banister, his childlike display only making him more attractive. 
 
    He waited at the bottom of the stairs with his hand outstretched. At the end of the greenhouse, was a cleared area with lounge chairs and small tables.  
 
    “This is an odd little area,” I commented. 
 
    “The other women on the council come here to soak in the sun when it’s winter time,” Bruce explained. “It’s always so warm and fragrant. It reminds me of you.” 
 
    If he wasn’t so sincere, it would have been the worst pick up line ever. “We’ve only just met,” I reminded him.  
 
    He shut off the lights, and we were under the glass. Some stars were shining overhead, but clouds obscured the moon and most of the stars tonight. “But this is where thoughts of you have haunted me for years,” he said. “I’d watch the seasons change and wonder where you were or how much longer I’d have to wait.” 
 
    His words made me sad. He led me to a lounge chair that we both shared. I rested my head on his shoulder, as he spoke. How odd that I was comfortable with such closeness, listening to his heartbeat. It was enchanting.   
 
    “Now that you are here, it’s very hard to believe,” he shared. “I find myself still waiting for you…still preparing to love you.” 
 
    “I’m married,” I whispered. 
 
    “He divorced you the minute he chose another,” Bruce said. He stroked my hair, touching his cheek to the top of my head.  
 
    Rain started to slowly sound off the glass, but it wasn’t long before snow began to mix with the rain.  The glass was warm from the inside temperature, so the snow didn’t last long on the glass. My resolve was melting right along with the snow. With every stroke of my hair or melodic heartbeat, my desire for Bruce grew. 
 
    He quickly shifted in the chair, now holding the back of my head in his hand. His face was hovering over mine, his body pressed against my side. If I dare let him kiss me, there may be no going back. 
 
    Turning my head to the side, I told him, “This can’t be. You are right that Rick and I no longer have a relationship, but just because he made a bad choice doesn’t give me license to do the same. I have a daughter to be an example to. This isn’t as simple for me.” 
 
    Bruce sighed with disappointment. “I understand,” he whispered. He nuzzled my neck, and touched his lips to my ear. “But know this,” he said, while kissing my neck. “When we can finally be together, the worries of this world will seem trivial.” He raised me up out of the chair. His confidence was just one more thing about him that I found intoxicating.  
 
    In the weeks ahead, I would need to discover Bruce’s flaws. There had to be traits that were undesirable. Otherwise, there would be no way to resist his charms. A woman can only take so much. 
 
    He walked me to my room and kissed my hand. Even that had me covered in goosebumps. Lying on my bed, I mentally graded the evening. There were high marks in all things except my ability to reject Bruce. The only course of action, with any chance of working, was to try and avoid him. So, that would be my plan. At least tonight I had managed to change into my pajamas and get under the covers before falling asleep. Things were looking up.    
 
    When morning light came, it felt like sleep had eluded me. Between the visions of Bruce and I in very compromising positions and Deidra’s quest for a mate, the night hours were restless. I wrote a note and placed it on my door, asking not to be disturbed. Crawling right back in to bed was my only recourse. 
 
    The extra rest had me waking with a much better attitude. I stretched my hand out, and was alarmed to find Bruce right beside me. He was on his side, with his hand supporting his head. 
 
    “Good morning!” he said. “Well, just barely. It’s 10:30. Everyone went out a couple of hours ago to go skiing, so I thought I would come upstairs and make passionate love to you.” 
 
    “No,” I laughed. “Just last night, I planned to start avoiding you more.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he mused, “how is that going?”  
 
    Getting out of bed, I threw a pillow over his face. “Not well,” I admitted. “But, through no fault of my own.” 
 
    “Where do you accomplish most of your best thinking?” Bruce asked me. 
 
    “Without a doubt, in the shower,” I responded. 
 
    “Well, since I showed you my spot last night, maybe you can show me yours,” he suggested. 
 
    “Get out,” I said, while pointing to the door. 
 
    He did as he was told. It would be hard for him to break through my early-morning defenses. These were not my prime hours of weakness.  
 
    After my shower, I went down for a taste of old-fashioned castle food: Bread, cheese and grapes. Before I left the table, everyone came back from skiing. It was nearly lunch time, so I stayed with them, listening to their tales of the slopes. 
 
    “So,” Deidra spoke, looking at Ann, “tell me more about my duty to marry one of Bruce’s sons.” 
 
    “Your love will be one for the ages,” she sighed. “You will be so happy with your husband. This summer, you will get to meet all four of them. After you turn thirteen, you are introduced to your suitors. When you are sixteen, you will decide on one.” 
 
    I nearly spat out my tea, but didn’t interrupt their conversation. 
 
    “That’s mental!” Deidra exclaimed. “I’m not getting married at sixteen!” 
 
    Tracy and Ann laughed, which made me angry. The long, wooden table lifted a foot up off the ground, and slammed back down. My dish almost bounced off the table. We all looked around at each other, wide-eyed. 
 
    Tracy looked under the table. When she raised her head back up, she was looking in my direction. “I believe that was you, Muriel,” she said. 
 
    Oddly, we didn’t dwell on the table as though such things were a common occurrence.  
 
    Ann explained to Deidra, “You don’t have to get married at sixteen; you just pick which boy you like best, so the others can go on with their lives.” Deidra tilted her head, flashing an expression of acceptance.   
 
    “It’s almost lunch time,” Tracy informed me. “Are you going to eat with us, Muriel?” 
 
    “I’ll stay and chat with you, but I had a meal right before you returned,” I said. “Besides, it beats trying to avoid Bruce.” 
 
    “Oh, you won’t have to worry about him for a while,” Ann said, nonchalantly. “He was just leaving when we came back, suitcase in tow.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. There was unexpected disappointment in my voice, which Ann must have heard too.  
 
    “He will be back when you train with Macy,” Tracy told me. 
 
    “It seems you are difficult to resist,” Ann teased. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10- Pagan Faith 
 
      
 
    Grammy was not very pleased with my behavior while we were in Kildare. When we returned to our room at the bed and breakfast, she wasn’t speaking much. I regretted saying the word Oris out loud, but there would be no regrets for napping all afternoon. Sleep was a wonderful escape mechanism.  
 
    “Can we talk?” I wondered. “I mean, really talk.” 
 
    “Yes,” she responded. “It’s actually a good idea that when we talk about sensitive topics, we do so in private.” Her words were lined with sarcasm.  
 
    “I apologize,” I sighed. “It was wrong to behave the way I did today. This is all so confusing. Visions of history are assaulting my senses, but they don’t coincide with what tour guides are telling us.” Without even noticing, I had begun pacing while speaking to Grammy. 
 
    “Your visions are likely correct,” Grammy assured. “Tell me what you saw at the cathedral so we can talk this through.” 
 
    I plopped down in the chair, shaking my head. If the visions were true, the injustices were too much. 
 
    “For starters, Brigid was a druidess or an Oris, and Kildare was the last attempt at keeping the Celtic traditions alive,” I informed. Grammy looked surprised, but not enough to comment. “Brigid was in charge of the abbey, and ruled over both the men and women.” 
 
    “You probably know that druid society was very peaceful,” I continued. “They spent time in nature, and believed everything in the natural world had spiritual significance.”  
 
    “I’m not sure where you are going with this, Muriel,” Grammy interjected. 
 
    “The church came into these lands and had an opportunity to include the druid beliefs, which did not completely oppose Christianity.” I explained. “The Celts accepted the gospel to be true in Kildare, but some of the ideas of the church were confusing to them. Do you remember when the priest at the cathedral told us the building had been destroyed a lot?” I asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Grammy answered. “I didn’t even know you were paying attention.” 
 
    “For the most part, I wasn’t,” I admitted. “But in my vision, it was the Celts who were destroying the cathedral over and over again. They were not willing to accept some of the church’s doctrine. It made no sense to them.” 
 
    “The druids had stayed firm in their beliefs,” I noted. “Over the years, there had been an influx of different cultures and ideas to their lands: The Romans, Vikings, Normans, Anglo-Saxons. Religion became flexible.” 
 
    “Now hold on,” Grammy interrupted. “Religion is not flexible.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Grammy, but religion is a joke,” I said, flatly. 
 
    That comment was more than she could take. She rose up out of her chair, which made me wince, because there was surely some violence coming my way. “Muriel…” she started, not able to verbalize her frustration. 
 
    “Hear me out,” I told her, raising my hand to avoid any outburst of violence Grammy might employ. She sat back down, red-faced and lacking the patience to go on. 
 
    “There is a huge difference between Christianity and religion,” I started, slowly. “Authentic Christianity is not a mentality that pits people against each other. It doesn’t make promises of prosperity or try to control governments. Religion says come to this church, so that we may dole out God to you…how we see fit. Christianity is helping people understand that He is always available because He is within us.” 
 
    My rant was nearly finished, but looking at Grammy made me briefly quiet myself. There were tears in her eyes. She didn’t like to get emotional in front of others, so I expertly pretended to be oblivious. (Her crying had increased in frequency as she aged, which afforded me more practice). The next thing I chose to say needed to rile her up, helping dry her eyes. 
 
    “From what I could see, the church had an unhealthy view of women,” I mentioned, hoping to raise her hackles.   
 
    “Why would you say that?” she wondered, with a tone of irritation. Mission accomplished, I thought to myself.  
 
    “The early church was confused about celibacy and marriage for those who served,” I stated. “Can you imagine having to fight a natural urge…a God-given urge your whole life? Some priests almost hated women for the effect they had on them. The original reason that church figureheads weren’t supposed to marry was for money, not anything biblical. It’s no wonder the Celts didn’t understand.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Grammy decided. 
 
    “Is it? If these men had children, their lands, money and possessions would be bequeathed to their children,” I explained. “The church wanted to keep all the money they could get. If there were no formal marriages, there were no legitimate children, and therefore, no legal right to any monetary gains. Everything stayed within the church, as did all the prestige and power.”   
 
    Grammy didn’t know what to say to that. She was formulating a question, but every time she went to ask it, something stopped her. 
 
    “I know this is a lot,” I sympathized. “But I saw it. I can tell you about particular instances, but you’re not going to like it.” 
 
    Grammy shook her head no.  
 
    “Moving on then,” I continued, thankful to spare Grammy from some awful truths. “The Celts and druid people had always held women in very high regard, but it was difficult to fight the opposing views that were beginning to infiltrate their lives. Women became pawns to use for treaties or whoring. The area we visited today was one of the last strongholds of druid power, and their way of life,” I said. “Our people infiltrated the church to exist in safety, but many moved west to escape the Norman invasions.”  
 
    “The Celtic people were not perfect,” Grammy observed. 
 
    “I know,” I said. “They still didn’t deserve to have parts of their culture torn from them. We are related to druidesses. That is our culture, too, Grammy.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re starting to accept things,” she commented, rising from her seat. “Dinner doesn’t sound good tonight, so I’m off to bed.” She retrieved her pajamas, walking to the bathroom. 
 
    The conversation ended abruptly, leaving me utterly confused. I knocked on the bathroom door and told her that I was going to go downstairs to get a bite to eat. She asked me to grab a roll for her in case she got hungry later. After grabbing the keys, I departed. 
 
    It was around 6 p.m. and there was no one in the dining room, but a couple tables boasted proof that people had eaten here. The girl, who checked us into the B & B yesterday, appeared in the entranceway to the dining room. 
 
    “Help yourself to whatever you like,” she offered. “I’m going to be cleaning up soon. There is no one left to dine except your grandmother.” 
 
    “She isn’t coming down, but I have instructions to bring her a roll up for later,” I told her. “Does everyone in this country eat early?” 
 
    “No,” she answered. “We only serve dinner here between five and six. According to the inspectors, you can’t have food out longer than an hour. Would you mind if I joined you?” she asked. “I go home at 8, but dinner is included in my pay.” 
 
    “Not at all,” I smiled. “My name is Muriel, what’s yours?” 
 
    “Brianna,” she shared. 
 
    “What a pretty name,” I admired. “Does it have a special meaning?” 
 
    Brianna laughed. “It only sounds good, I assure you,” she remarked. “It’s merely a female version of Brian and the name means high hill. I’ve never liked it.” 
 
    The buffet table had plenty of offerings, but it was the shepherd pie I chose. It looked good when Ardan was eating it this afternoon. After we got our food, we sat down at a clean table. 
 
    “How old are you?” I asked Brianna. It was funny how meeting new people always started with the same couple of questions. Tonight would be no exception. If I was sitting across from a princess or an actress, I fear my conversation would be just as mundane. 
 
    “I’m almost seventeen,” Brianna shared. “And you?” 
 
    “Just turned sixteen,” I answered. 
 
    “I thought you were at least nineteen!” she exclaimed. “You are very beautiful.” My face went flush with the compliment. Brianna noticed my awkward demeanor, and attempted to change the subject. 
 
    “So,” she wondered, “what were you and your grandmother up to today?” 
 
    “We traveled to Kildare so we could see the cathedral there,” I answered. 
 
    “Ah, Saint Brigid,” Brianna sighed. “The saddest story in that area is when a woman was named as abbess in the 1100’s, and then raped to disqualify her from the position. They didn’t want a woman in charge. How is that fair?”  
 
    “It wasn’t,” I agreed. “Funny you would comment on that portion of history because I’ve been thinking about it all day.” 
 
    “Because it was awful?” Brianna wondered. 
 
    “That’s partly the reason,” I told her. “That particular bit of history caused a huge rift between my ancestors. They had to decide to flee or conform. Continue in nunneries or travel west. Some stayed to continue a regular life, but in secret, never divulging their true nature.” 
 
    When I looked at Brianna, she wore a confused expression.  
 
    “Too deep?” I said, smiling. Brianna nodded her head, taking another bite of food. 
 
    “What’s your favorite color?” I jokingly asked. We both laughed. 
 
    Brianna looked around and suggested, “I think it would be a good idea for us to go to the drawing room, and have a gill of whiskey. A trip to Ireland wouldn’t be complete without one.” 
 
    Having never drank a drop of alcohol before, and with no idea of what a gill meant- I immediately agreed. Brianna and I cleaned up the dining room together so she wouldn’t have to do it later. It was around 7:30 p.m. when we entered the owner’s office. 
 
    Brianna poured a large amount of whiskey for both of us, and then plopped down in a chair. 
 
    “I always wondered why they called this room a drawing room,” I said. “Did people draw here?” I took a small sip of the whiskey, trying to avoid coughing or looking too inexperienced.  
 
    “The room is actually a withdrawing room: A room where one would go to be alone or withdraw from guests or family.” Brianna shared. “It was an awfully long word.” She touched the glass to her lips, flipped her head back and consumed every drop. She impressed me because even grown men typically let out a gasp or other sound to mark their feat.  
 
    “You have done this before,” I smiled. 
 
    “Once or twice,” she admitted, pouring another glass. 
 
    I took a bigger sip, but had to stifle a cough as it burned while going down. Brianna identified me as a novice right away. 
 
    “American kids don’t really drink that much, do they?” she wondered.  
 
    I shook my head no, but didn’t dare speak because I feared the whisky had destroyed my vocal chords for a moment. Then, mindlessly…I took another sip. 
 
    “Ireland gets a bad reputation for the drink,” she explained. “There have been studies done and deep philosophical discussion as to why we drink, but I think we just always have.” She held up her glass, before downing the contents just as before. “The word for whiskey means water of life,” she informed. “There are some who say that our ancestors drank it to sleep, trying to avoid the spirits believed to be active at night.”  
 
    I decided to drink the rest of the whiskey in my glass in one fail swoop. Before I was able to protest, Brianna gave me another small splash.  
 
    “Bottoms up,” I said, before drinking the whisky. “Ah!” 
 
    “Two glasses is my limit,” she told me. We giggled for no reason.  
 
    My face and limbs were getting warm. The alcohol had started to affect me.  
 
    “Something you said earlier about our true nature, really made an impression on me,” Brianna mentioned. “My parents own this B & B and I don’t want to stay here. I’m curious about things outside of these walls and this town.”  
 
    “It’s easy to understand your point,” I agreed. “We are far too young to have a life planned out for us or decisions made without our consent. So many women had zero choices about anything hundreds of years ago.” 
 
    “We all have choices,” she summarized. She then looked over at me to ask, “Too deep?” 
 
    I nodded and wondered, “If you could do anything in the whole world, what would it be?” 
 
    “That’s such a bullshit question!” Brianna exclaimed. My eyebrows raised in surprise when she responded that way. “I’m sorry,” she apologized. “But we are sixteen years old. Have we lived long enough to answer that? Have we experienced even a small portion of all life has to offer? I want to answer your question when I’m fifty or sixty…when I’ve tasted and tested this thing called life.” 
 
    “Yes!” I shouted, feeling tipsy. “Brilliant point, brilliant!” 
 
    There was a common restlessness shared with Brianna. We both sat there in silence, contemplating all we had yet to experience. I still understood no more about being an Oris than I had when Grammy first told me about it. The purpose for the secrecy, the urgency for me to accept being an Oris: Why? The gardener with a clipboard or traveling under a different name: Why? Only one woman in this country had the answers- lucky for me, she was my roomie. I rose from the chair, with a slight wobble.  
 
    “Thank you for everything, Brianna,” I said. “It’s time for answers.” 
 
    Brianna had no clue what I was talking about, but she flashed a thumbs-up of encouragement none the less. We hugged like a couple of drunken fools. Finding my way to the room was not the easiest of tasks. The key wasn’t even necessary because the door opened like magic. My reflexes and observation skills were slightly impaired, but it didn’t take long to see that Grammy had opened the door, meaning the only magical thing at work was the alcohol.   
 
    “I have a new friend,” I said, still standing in the hallway. “My new friend has Irish whiskey. Have you ever had whiskey?” 
 
    Grammy rolled her eyes, grabbed my arm and pulled me into the room. 
 
    “Hey, my blalance, I mean baleence,” I tried to inform her, unable to get the word right. “I’m a little dizzy,” I concluded, unable to pronounce balance. I sat on the end of the bed, and smiled at Grammy. “You are a tricky lady,” I said, squinting at her, and pointing an accusatory finger.   
 
    Grammy retrieved a glass of water, handing it to me. “I’m tricky,” she repeated. “And how exactly did you come to that conclusion? And who is giving a sixteen year old whiskey?!” 
 
    I waved off her concerns, and told her, “Another sixteen year old girl gave me the drinks, so it’s nothing for you to worry about.” 
 
    “Oh yes,” she feigned relief, “it’s a great comfort to know that you were with another delinquent.”  
 
    “Ha!” I exclaimed. “There you go again…being tricky. Changing the subject, and confusing me with cake.” It was obvious Grammy wasn’t following my line of thinking. “I mean,” attempting to explain, “not cake now, but before cake.” 
 
    “I am famous for my before cake,” she laughed. 
 
    All the frustration over the last couple of years and the onslaught of visions on this trip came bubbling forth in tears. In my sixteen years, I had not cried as long or as much as that night. Grammy just held me until the tears dried up and the sobbing was quieted. She removed the mountain of tissues. 
 
    Grammy came back to the bed, taking a seat beside me. She tapped my leg three times and told me to ask her anything…anything at all. She promised to be honest, while telling me whatever she knew. The effects of the alcohol had long disappeared, but the crying fit left me physically and mentally drained. 
 
    “Why do you really travel by a different name?” I asked. 
 
    “I was honest with you,” she shared. “I don’t want to be found because my aunt made me promise to shroud my existence in secrecy. She assured me it was for my own good because, someday, people would come looking for me.” 
 
    “So, you don’t really know if anyone is out there searching for you,” I recapped. “Your aunt could have just been over-protective or paranoid.” 
 
    “That is exactly what I thought,” Grammy admitted, as she got a glass of water for herself. “But, a few years after the war ended, and flying seemed safe- I scheduled a flight. Your grandfather and I had been married for a while. If memory serves, it was around 1950 and your mother was three. Ingrid Bergman had just been denounced on the senate floor for her affair with a director. Can you imagine?” 
 
    “Focus, Grammy,” I interjected. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she regrouped. “Flying in those days was a formal affair. All the passengers were dressed in their best. Only wealthy people could afford a ticket. We were not well off, which is why my aunt bought my ticket.” 
 
    “After sitting down at the airport to wait for my plane, I met a woman a couple of years younger than me, traveling with her sister. The sister was in tears because she was frightened, but we all had a very nice conversation, which calmed her down,” Grammy told me. “The two sisters were going back east for a family reunion. I was going to visit my aunt about Oris business, but I told them that a relative was sick.” 
 
    “We heard the announcement for our flight, which was nothing more than the stewardess standing near the gate. The plane barely held 20 people. It was a DC-3…just beautiful, all-metal construction…two propellers…it was a very dependable aircraft in its day. I think some of them are still flying...” 
 
    “Grammy,” I interrupted, trying to get her back on track.  
 
    “Once we boarded, my nerves were wreaking havoc on my stomach,” she confessed. “This was my first flight and it felt like I may get sick, so I went to the bathroom. Only a few moments passed before the engines started up, which convinced me to get back to my seat. There was no sign of the two women that boarded with me, and I wondered where they could have gone.” 
 
    “I didn’t think much of it,” she said. “Just figured the sister chickened out, so I asked the stewardess why they got off the plane. The stewardess told me that they didn’t want to, but the officers were looking for someone named Muriel. Apparently one of the sisters fit the description. I looked around the plane only to realize that there were no other female passengers on the plane except me. The officers, if they were in fact officers, would have automatically assumed Muriel was one of them.” 
 
    “We started taxiing when the captain received a communication from the tower. They asked to hold takeoff so an officer could board again,” Grammy shared. “The cockpit door was open, and I heard the whole thing. The two sisters must have told the officers there was another woman on the flight. I held my breath, as my heartrate rose. The captain told the tower that he had already been cleared for takeoff and this meant he would have to take off and re-land. He denied the request.”  
 
    “I was frazzled by the events, and had a terrible feeling,” Grammy said. “When the stewardess asked me my name for her seating chart, I told her it was Verna. It was the first thing that popped into my head.” 
 
    “Verna,” I scoffed. “Where did you come up with that name?!” 
 
    “I had a friend named Laverne, and we called her Verna for short,” Grammy explained. “I blurted out the first name that came to my mind. Over the first three hours of the flight, I examined every scenario in my life that would warrant me being pulled off a plane, but nothing was coming to mind. The only thing anyone kept a lookout for were pregnant women. They didn’t want them flying if they were showing because they believed it to be unsafe,” she giggled. “The next time we stopped to refuel, I decided to have a chat with the stewardess.”  
 
    “What do you mean by refuel?” I asked. 
 
    “Well,” she answered, “the flight was from San Francisco to Boston. It would take fourteen hours, and we had to stop three times to have the plane refueled. Things were a little different back then.” 
 
    “That’s crazy,” I said.  
 
    Grammy ignored my remark and went on, “I decided not to go all the way to Boston, in the event there were people waiting for me there. Our last refuel was in Cleveland, Ohio. I had worked it out with the stewardess to give my aunt my return ticket with a note. In the note, I explained what happened, telling her to use my return ticket early to get to Ohio. We would stay in Ohio, then part ways after a couple of days. I used the rest of the ticket to fly to San Francisco, while my aunt took a bus home.” 
 
    “You can’t just let someone else use your ticket,” I stated. 
 
    “Back then, the airlines didn’t check ID’s or print names on tickets,” Grammy explained. “It was much like going to the movies is today, just to give you an idea. I could buy a movie ticket and give it to someone else to use.” 
 
    “Was there anyone in the Boston airport looking for you?” I wondered. 
 
    “If there was, my aunt didn’t see anyone suspicious,” Grammy answered. “But, she admitted that, while at the airport, she hadn’t been looking for anything out of the ordinary. She was so excited to see me that her eyes barely left the runway. Thankfully, the stewardess wasted no time getting the note to her so she wouldn’t worry.” 
 
    “To this day, I don’t know what to make of it,” Grammy said. “But if your gut is telling you something, listen to it. It will not steer you wrong. For example, right now, my stomach is whispering to me something about a bun you promised to get me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Grammy,” I apologized, a little angry at my own forgetfulness. “It totally slipped my mind, but they have some extras. Let me run down and see what I can find.”  
 
    I hopped out of bed before she could argue against it, and made my way downstairs. Luckily, all that crying had sobered me up. Coming to the bottom of the stairs, I witnessed a man beyond the double-door entrance of the B & B. The outside light was very bright, meaning that even if he turned around, he wouldn’t be able to spot me inside the dimly lit interior of the building. 
 
    It was the man with the clipboard. If I was to believe Grammy, it was the gardener. He was copying information from one piece of paper to the next. After a few minutes, he threw something away in the trashcan before he departed. 
 
    Without wasting any time, I retrieved a couple of buns and some crackers for Grammy. I wrapped them up tightly in a napkin and went to the entrance of the B & B. The doors were locked. I hadn’t noticed before, but the place must get locked up every night because no one was on staff at the desk. 
 
    Slowly, I rotated the latch to unlock the doors. Every clicking sound pierced the silence, which made me fear my actions would bring everyone to the area. Before moving on to my next task, I peered over my shoulder to confirm that no one was watching me. Once the doors were unlocked, I placed the napkin with Grammy’s food on a side table. The doors were well-oiled, making this part less painful than unlocking them. 
 
    It was dark past the light posts that lined the small path to the front door. If clipboard-man was still out there, I saw no sign of him. The focus of my mission was only down two steps, and maybe a total of eight feet away. As though my life depended on it, I ran to the can, lifted a small cover and retrieved a crumpled up piece of paper. As luck would have it, the paper rested on top of a pile of rubbish, which made it easily retrievable. 
 
    When rushing back to the door, it soon became evident to me that I hadn’t returned the lid on top of the garbage can. Both my hands were full, making it impossible to open the door. My pulse was pounding in my ears, and reflexes took over. I threw the lid toward the garbage can, not willing for this mission to take a backwards step.  
 
    After rushing through the door and locking it, I could see that I would need to get to the room as quickly as possible. Instead of the lid landing on the grass or the bushes, it bounced off the can. I remembered to grab Grammy’s food and hustled upstairs. The lid could be heard dancing around the path. It wouldn’t be long before the owners of the B & B would be out of their living quarters to investigate. 
 
    Our room door was unlocked, so I entered. Grammy wondered if it was me making all the racket downstairs to which I feigned ignorance. The napkin with her food was in one hand and the hand underneath concealed the crumpled paper. Walking over to my suitcase, with my back to Grammy, I put a pack of crackers and the paper in my bag. 
 
    “What are you hiding, missy?” Grammy asked.  
 
    I turned around and gave her the napkin. It had two buns and three packs of crackers in it. “I kept one of the cracker bags for me,” I said, bending down to retrieve it. I held out the pack of crackers and offered, “But, if you want all four, you are welcome to it.” 
 
    “Thank you, but three is plenty,” she decided. The crackers were placed back in my bag, and I attempted to conceal the paper better. 
 
    “I need to wash up for bed,” I said, making my way to the bathroom. “It has been a long day.” Grammy had just taken a bite of one of the buns, so she only nodded in agreement.  
 
    Once in bed, sleep and that crumpled piece of paper vied for my attention. Blinking became a battle between the two. When my eyes were open, the crumpled piece of paper was just slightly visible. The thought of sneaking out of bed to read it had crossed my mind, but it wasn’t the right time. So, I kept my eyes closed and decided to get some rest. My attempt to acquire knowledge had left me exhausted.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11- Coventina the Water Nymph 
 
      
 
    All was quiet around the castle except for my feet pounding the treadmill. December was upon us, which meant it was too cold to run outside. There was an expectation that the exercise would help me keep my mind off Bruce. It didn’t, but the beads of sweat on my upper lip made me feel like something was being accomplished.  
 
    Tracy and Ann had decided to leave the castle a day after Bruce. There wasn’t a schedule of events, so there was no way to know what was happening next. It made me crazy. I wanted a schedule, some understanding and way more answers than I was getting.  
 
    Seeing how Deidra was handling everything and the fact that we were here together, made the experience a little more tolerable, but barely. Every day, I floundered between being accepting of our current situation and wanting to pull my hair out. Having no control of the day to day was unacceptable…even excruciating.  
 
    “Hello, hello,” Tina said, peeking her head into the gym. She entered the room, smiling. “You have me next!” 
 
    “Oh, good,” I huffed, trying to catch my breath. 
 
    “Anything planned for this afternoon?” I wondered. 
 
    “Nothing planned,” she shared, “but after you shower, I’m going to take you and Deidra into town for lunch. A change of scenery never hurts.” 
 
    “Great,” I responded. “I’ll meet you in the front hall at 1 p.m. I should be able to get myself together by then.” 
 
    The town where we dined was quaint, with a lot of small shops and restaurants. Tina took us to a beautiful café where we ate on the second floor. There was a window right by our table with a great view of the town streets. It was easy to get lost in people-watching. 
 
    I ordered the arctic char with a salad. There was no reason to negate this morning’s workout with a rich lunch. After we’d placed our order, Tina slid an index card across the table. It was folded in half.  
 
    “My first lesson will be a little game,” Tina instructed. “I’d like both you and Deidra to read the card. Let’s see who can find her first.” 
 
    I unfolded the card and held it between the two of us, so Deidra could read it at the same time. It was a poem: Roses are red, violets are blue…find the person in the restaurant that is most like you.  
 
    Deidra looked at me, smiling. She immediately got up. “I’m going to use the restroom so I can have a look around,” Deidra announced. Off she went. Deidra’s head shot back and forth, scanning the restaurant as she crossed the top floor. 
 
    “Well, you’ve done it now,” I told Tina, pointing to Deidra as she walked. “A little competition combined with that riddle will be too exciting for her to resist.” 
 
    “What about you?” Tina asked. “Aren’t you excited or curious to find the person?” 
 
    “I suppose,” I answered, “but I want Deidra to have a crack at it.”  
 
    “To have a crack at it…” Tina repeated. “You already know who it is, don’t you? How is that possible?” 
 
    “The knowledge didn’t come to me by way of any vision or sign,” I dispelled. “Watching people and their behavior is an old habit. Our waitress was a little too excited to serve us, and she paid particular attention to me the whole time we were ordering. She even slowed her speech down when asking for my order because she wanted to interact with me longer. At first, it seemed creepy, but when you gave us the card, it all made sense.” 
 
    “She is a patron goddess of Ireland,” Tina confessed, “just like me. There are quite a few of us around. We’re not naturally gifted in the way you and Deidra are, but we have pledged our allegiance to the cause.” 
 
    “So, what is a water nymph?” I asked. 
 
    Tina smiled, and said, “It’s mostly a figment of men’s imaginations. Nymphs are half-naked women found in nature, wanting desperately to enjoy the company of any man that happens by. You can understand the allure.” Tina giggled, and added, “I am not a nymph in that regard, but water is my element.” 
 
    Deidra had returned to the table, hearing half of Tina’s explanation. She sat down, quietly keeping an eye on a woman at a table across the room. 
 
    “Don’t stare,” I said. “It’s impolite.” 
 
    “Tracy told me about the elements,” Deidra shared, now looking at Tina. “What was the significance of the water element again?” 
 
    “Don’t put too much stock in the elements,” Tina told Deidra. “Nowadays people tie them into astrology and all manner of craziness. Just know that water people are flexible, but we can also get depleted. One drop of liquid is not very powerful, but the strength behind a tidal wave is undeniable. We are also very devoted to a path. There is more to it, but it’s not important right now.” 
 
    The waitress brought our food to the table. She was smiling excessively, looking at me when asking if there was anything else we needed. Tina answered for the whole table. Lunch was delicious. The fish tasted as though it was just plucked from a nearby lake this morning. Tina had ordered a side dish of something called poutine for the whole table, and insisted we try some.  
 
    “It’s a Canadian thing,” Tina said. “When in Rome…” 
 
    Poutine was a plate of french fries, topped with cheese curds and brown gravy. Being open to new things was becoming a necessity, so I indulged in a couple of bites. It was salty, greasy goodness. However, a stroke or heart attack was not a new experience I desired, so I refrained from eating much more.  
 
    “I am going to order a plate of beaver tail for us to share,” Tina said. “Deidra, you are welcome to keep looking around.” Tina nodded her head slightly toward the rest of the restaurant, encouraging her to try. 
 
    “No,” Deidra replied, a bit deflated. “Mom hasn’t gotten up once to look, which means she already knows who it is. The only person we’ve had contact with is the waitress. It must be her.” Deidra quickly changed the subject, addressing Tina, “And, I don’t mind eating those fries, but I’m not having a beaver’s tail! That’s just disgusting.” 
 
    Tina laughed. When the beaver tail came out of the kitchen, Deidra changed her mind. It was hand-stretched dough in the shape of a beaver tail, topped with chocolate and bananas. Apparently, it could be topped with whatever you like. We asked to have most of it wrapped up so we could take it with us.  
 
    After lunch, we walked around, visiting different shops. The only thing that I was tempted to buy was a t-shirt that had the name of the town on it. However, Grammy’s voice invaded my thoughts, reminding me about secrecy. She would always tell me that if people don’t know where you’ve been or where you plan to go- it will be more difficult to locate where you are. That kernel of advice is just as confusing for me today as it was when I first heard it. 
 
    This was the first time we had ventured out since Deidra and I arrived in Canada, so it really struck me how odd that we were returning to “the castle.” If we had been staying anywhere else, we would’ve had cabin fever from being cooped up. But the castle had every necessity and nicety available, including plenty of space. If only my mind could avoid Bruce, all would be well. 
 
    “Why don’t we all change into comfortable clothing and meet in the library,” Tina said, “It’s my favorite room.” 
 
    “I’ve never been there,” I said. 
 
    “It’s right by Bruce’s apartment,” Tina informed. 
 
    Feeling slightly insulted, I sneered, “I don’t know where that is either.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, surprised. “In that case, let’s meet back here in thirty minutes.” Tina smiled apologetically, realizing she had struck a chord. “Deidra, can I meet with your mother alone tonight?” 
 
    “Sure!” Deidra yelped. “I’m going to put this beaver tail in the fridge and go swimming.” 
 
    “There’s a pool here?” I asked Deidra. 
 
    She shot me a look of disbelief, before remarking, “I’ll give you a tour tomorrow so you know your way around.” In a flash, Deidra was off to the kitchen, and Tina had left to change. 
 
    The library was a magnificent room. It was past the greenhouse and up the stairs. One of the windows in the library looked out on the small road that led up to Danu. The sun was barely visible as it hid beyond the mountains. It made me think how all these acres of beauty would be covered in darkness soon.  
 
    The library wasn’t huge, but it was well-stocked and the woodwork was enviable. There were a few comfortable-looking chairs staged about, with a large table in the middle of the room in case people wanted to meet together. We pushed a couple of the overstuffed chairs together, flopping in them like a couple of school girls. 
 
    “What was the name of the town we ate in today?” I whispered. “I forgot.” 
 
    “You don’t have to whisper,” Tina said, loudly- to prove her point. “I know it takes a while to get used to, but I don’t want to strain to hear you. We ate in Magog. It’s a nice little town.” 
 
    “And where is this castle?” I asked. 
 
    Tina looked uncomfortable, like she had shared too much already. “We are somewhere north of Omerville.” 
 
    “Before we start talking or training,” I started, “you must tell me where we met before. That has been rattling around in the back of my mind for a while.” 
 
    “Well, you met me as Paige,” she told me. 
 
    I searched my memory for any trace of the name Paige, but nothing was ringing any bells. Tina grinned, certain that was the only clue necessary to jog my memory, but I was drawing a blank. Tina’s grin faded as she could see me struggle to remember. 
 
    “You met me in Ireland,” she announced. “I was the one who gave you the tour in the library at Trinity College.” 
 
    “What!” I exclaimed. “I would have never guessed. I mean, you look pretty much the same, but I like you so much better now. You were a raging know-it-all back then.” 
 
    Tina’s mouth fell agape, as if no one had ever told her such a thing. “I was delightful,” she defended. 
 
    “No. You were a twat,” I argued. “You thought you were better than me and I found it annoying.” Tina started to say something else, so I raised my hand to stop her. “If you continue to argue with me about my opinion,” I warned her, “the name-calling is just going to get worse.” 
 
    “Fine,” she relented. “I’d still like to ask you some questions about our conversation years ago. There was a point in that library when I knew every word you spoke was true! But, your grandmother whisked you away before I could ask anything further.” 
 
    It made me smile to think of Grammy leading me out of that library. She was such a force to be reckoned with, especially when she felt I was misbehaving. 
 
    “Go ahead and ask,” I invited. 
 
    “It’s about the Proclamation of the Irish Republic,” she began. “There was always a debate as to who would be the leader of the Irish people if an uprising was successful. Do you know why the first name signed on the document was Thomas Clarke’s? Was it because he was supposed to be in charge? Did they all just sign it in no particular order? Why was James Connolly’s name so far down the list?” 
 
    “Slow down,” I said. “There was great thought put into the way the names were ordered on the document. The men decided, after much deliberation, that they would sign from top to bottom based on what they had already contributed to the Republic. Thomas Clarke had served fifteen years in prison for a botched plan to blow up the London Bridge. He was also the eldest, meaning he had been in the Irish Republican Brotherhood the longest.” 
 
    Tina was ruminating on these ideas. “That’s so interesting,” she commented. “Clarke was born to Irish parents, but in England. You would think that would disqualify him. James Connolly seemed like he should have been the leader of Ireland.” 
 
    It had been a long time since these visions were viewed, so I tried to concentrate on retrieving them. It was simple and they came to me in a way that would answer all of Tina’s questions. Apart from the historical visions, it became apparent that Tina was playing a little game with me. A vision showed her written plan for my training this week, which included this test. 
 
    “Were you having a vision just now?” Tina asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I responded. “But, wasn’t that your plan all along? This staged conversation is all to see if I would be able to access visions on a whim.” 
 
    Tina turned red because she had been found out. We sat there in silence for a while. The truth was that passing her test thrilled me. To know that I was capable of just thinking about something and it would play out in my head like a movie. It was difficult to fake my irritation with Tina, but I managed.   
 
    “If it’s any consolation,” Tina spoke, “I really would like to know what you saw.” 
 
    “Well, you already know that James Connolly was born in Edinburgh, Scotland to Irish parents,” I said. “That was your clever test because I would not have known that unless I had another vision.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Tina apologized. “They asked me to do this part since we had met before and I could draw on a previous vision.” 
 
    “It’s no big deal,” I assured her. “Anyway, James Connolly was extremely active in Irish politics, but he spoke with a Scottish accent his whole life. He was also in the company of female secretaries and labor representatives quite often. There were rumors floating around about his fidelity. They had him sign the document, but didn’t feel it would be right to put him front and center for all those reasons.” 
 
    “You are amazing,” Tina admired. “Remember when you noticed that there were no female busts in the library?” Tina asked. I nodded my head. “Well, there still isn’t one. I’m just so thankful to George Salmon. He was the provost at Trinity College when it was decided that women could be admitted there.” 
 
    “You should be thankful to Constance Markievicz,” I countered. 
 
    “She was an amazing woman, but what does she have to do with women being admitted at Trinity?” Tina wondered. “Did you have another vision?” 
 
    “No. I still remember this vision from the library, when I was in Ireland,” I said. “It was too interesting to forget. First of all, George Salmon was extremely conservative, and never wanted to see women admitted to Trinity in his lifetime.” 
 
    “But he didn’t veto the school board’s decision in 1901, which allowed women to attend,” Tina argued.  
 
    I ignored her comment and continued, “When Constance was younger she longed to study art. However, she had to go to London to do so because there was only one school in all of Dublin that accepted women. On a trip to Dublin in the late 1800’s, Constance was introduced to George. When she learned of his position at Trinity, a heated discussion between the two of them ensued, regarding female admission.” 
 
    “Mr. Salmon attempted to end the conversation by basically telling Constance that women were inferior,” I explained.  
 
    Tina inhaled in disgust. She was completely enthralled by the tale, and asked, “What happened next?” 
 
    “Constance would not be so easily dismissed,” I said. “She told Mr. Salmon that she would challenge him to anything of his choosing. If she won, he would let the school board decide if women could become students at Trinity. If he won, she would stop all her work in women’s suffrage.” 
 
    “Of course, he chose chess,” I informed. “He was known for some pretty thrilling victories…as thrilling as chess can be, anyway.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Tina agreed. “He was in the university chess club, President of the Dublin chess club for a time, and was known for his talents on the board. He even wrote a book about the church, using chess terms to help illustrate theological principles.” 
 
    “Then you won’t be surprised to learn that he was ridiculously prideful when it came to his chess game,” I commented. “Mr. Salmon invited Constance to the school’s chess room the following day. He was so confident of victory, in fact, that he scheduled a meeting only half an hour after their agreed upon start time. Only one chess referee was present. There is a fancy term for the referee. I forgot what the position is called.” 
 
    Tina strained to think of it. “I know,” she finally announced, “the ref is called an adjudicator.”  We both nodded. 
 
    “To make a long story short, she beat him pretty badly,” I finished. “He masterfully procrastinated making any changes at the college, until Constance threatened that she would challenge him to a public re-match if he didn’t adhere to the terms of their wager.” 
 
    “Wow. What a story. Did you know that Mr. Salmon never did see women attend the university?” Tina asked. “He died the same year women were to be admitted.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I pondered, “that could be coincidence or, perhaps, Mr. Salmon got his wish after all.” 
 
    Tina was scribbling things on her notepad. “I’m not sure what we’re going to do for the next few days,” Tina contemplated. “Today, you have completed both of the tasks assigned to me.” 
 
    “So, whatever will we do?” I mused. 
 
    “It would be fun to see if you could pull some more history from your visions,” Tina suggested. 
 
    “Oh, sure,” I agreed, sarcastically, “loads of fun. Tell me what it’s like to be on the council,” I said, changing the subject. 
 
    “I’ve only been on it for a couple of weeks,” Tina confessed, “so I’m not really the one to ask. If you’re approved, you will take my seat on the council. There have only been four people on it lately because the line of Enya has not been represented. The council should have five people at all times, in case there is ever a tie.” 
 
    “Does that happen a lot?” I wondered. 
 
    “As far as I know, it’s only happened once in the council’s history,” Tina answered. “Toec women rarely split on any decision. Because the good of the whole is always considered, it makes arguments a rarity.” 
 
    “Does everyone on the council have to go through similar training?” I wondered. 
 
    “No,” Tina replied. “You would be the first council member that was recruited like this. We all knew about our birth rites at the junction age or before. I think Macy knew in the womb.”   
 
    We both laughed, and bid each other goodnight, but my curiosity was getting the best of me. What would make the council split their votes? It was time to use my newly discovered vision recall to see if I could get to the bottom of it, without having to ask. 
 
    After entering my room, I relaxed on the bed, closing my eyes. I thought of the council and a split vote. It must have taken ten minutes before the vision finally came into focus. The voices were a little muffled initially, reminding me of my first vision so many years ago.  
 
    Tina was standing in front of the council. It figures that my first attempt would be a colossal mistake. This couldn’t be the right vision because Tina had only joined the council a short time ago. She was shaking her head up and down, affirmatively.  
 
    “That settles it,” Macy confirmed, in my vision. “We are inviting Muriel here for training. Thank you for being the tie-breaker, Tina.” 
 
    The vision left me, but that was not a very satisfying ending. I tried to concentrate to get it back- to find out who voted against me and why. It wasn’t meant to be. Hours were spent in contemplation, which became very annoying. The unanswered questions didn’t bother me as much as the realization that something deeply disappointing had come to fruition…I cared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12- Lift Off 
 
      
 
    My eyes, even at a squint, were a portal for the morning sun’s pain. I had heard tales of hangovers, but never experienced one first hand. I felt fine before going to bed, but now my head was pounding. It took a while to realize that all the moaning assaulting my ears was, indeed, my own.    
 
    Grammy was setting things down on my night stand. It was hard to make out the items because my eyelids were at half-mast. She put a cold wash cloth on my forehead, helping to alleviate the discomfort. 
 
    “You need to get yourself together, Muriel,” Grammy said. “We have to arrive at the airport by noon, and it’s already nine.” 
 
    Slowly, I inched my way up to a sitting position. The washcloth fell into my lap. It was easier to make out the scene around me, once upright. Grammy was in full nurse mode. She was bouncing from one side of the room to the other. My mouth was dry, but there was some water on my nightstand. A few sips made it possible to speak. 
 
    “Why do I have a hangover?” I asked. “I was OK before going to bed last night.” 
 
    “Alcohol dehydrates you,” Grammy said, handing me a pill. “When someone gets dehydrated, they get headaches, feel nauseated, and experience dry mouth.” She picked the washcloth up and ran it under some more cool water before returning it to my forehead. 
 
    All the symptoms Grammy mentioned were present. I took the pill and continued to sip water. A shower would help wash away the misery, so once the aspirin had a chance to make a dent in the headache, the bathroom would be my next stop.  
 
    It took a couple hours of Grammy’s nursing before I felt half-way decent. The thought of flying, while feeling like this, was not a welcome one. It would be imperative to grab some barf bags on the plane. 
 
    While collecting my clothes for the shower, the piece of paper caught my eye. It had slipped my mind completely. I quickly shoved it down in my suitcase, under all my clothing.  
 
    It was a balancing act trying to figure out which outfit I could wear on the flight home. It had to pass Grammy’s appearance standards, but still be comfortable enough that I didn’t feel like ripping the clothing off of my body. I decided on a loose-fitting pantsuit I had purchased in London. 
 
    The shower was soothing, but it wasn’t long until the sweating returned. Grammy and I inspected the room, making sure we had gathered all our belongings. As we were securing our suitcases, I slipped the piece of paper in my pocket. Perhaps during the flight, there would be an opportunity to look at it. Although, in my warped reality, I was oddly at peace if the plane went down in a ball of flames, and I never laid eyes on what was on the paper. Not for the reason of having lost my curiosity, but so my head would stop hurting. 
 
    When we arrived at the airport, the flights were listed on a board. In true Grammy fashion, we were more than an hour early. At this point, I was in no condition to fuss or complain. Riffling through my carry-on, I tried to find the itinerary. It was imperative that this trip home had an end time, so each completed hour could be seen as an accomplishment.  
 
    According to the schedule, the travel time to New York was about seven hours. That wasn’t our final destination, but it was the longest leg of it. If I could sleep a good portion of the time, that would be ideal. Grammy handed me a cup of water and another aspirin. 
 
    “I talked to the ticket agent,” Grammy said. “She is checking to see if she can get you a couple of seats together so you can rest. I told her you were sick. Drink that water because it will help. The last thing they want on these flights is someone throwing up. Sometimes, it starts a chain reaction.” 
 
    I did as I was told and drank the water, silently hoping that there would be space on the flight to lie down, and that Grammy would stop talking about throwing up.  
 
    “This should be a lesson to you about drinking,” she lectured. “Nothing good will come of it. It can be an expensive hobby, and I’m not just talking about the cost of alcohol.” 
 
    Even an eye-roll could not be mustered in my condition. Thankfully, Grammy realized this was not the best time to bestow her wisdom about any subject, much less drinking. It didn’t take long for her to start up a conversation with a random stranger. I was grateful to be ignored for a time.  
 
    My Grammy’s name was called over the intercom. When she returned, she informed me, “Well, lucky you. They found three seats for you to sprawl out on, but you have to do your best not to get sick.”  
 
    There would be no promises on that score, but I was honestly thankful for Grammy’s efforts. When we boarded, my seat was toward the back of the plane, close to the lavatories. The carry-on was put up above and I pulled down all the blankets and pillows. After making myself comfortable, the plane started to taxi down the runway. 
 
    Before falling asleep, Grammy’s voice could be heard a couple of rows ahead. I had to hand it to her. She could befriend just about anyone. I placed one of the blankets over my head, sparing all who passed by of the unbecoming scene. There would be no risk of being mistaken for sleeping beauty. 
 
    It was the bang of a food cart that aroused me from my slumber. While still under the blanket, I tried to improve my appearance, wiping the drool from the side of my mouth and patting my hair down. After removing the blanket, I grabbed my small toiletry bag, and quickly went to the lavatory. The reflection in the mirror was not very encouraging but, on the upside, my head felt much better. 
 
    Rinsing my face off, using the toilet, washing my hands, brushing my teeth, and combing my hair helped me feel more human. On the way back to my seat, the stewardess could be seen pushing the food cart toward the back of the plane, as she served the meals. There was one aisle down the center of the plane, with rows of three seats on either side of the main aisle.  
 
    After eating, it was like a new day. My head was no longer throbbing, and there was no sign of nausea. A few minutes after the stewardess retrieved my tray, she sat down in the aisle seat of my row. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind,” she said. “I need to take a break and get off my feet.” 
 
    “Take all the time you need,” I offered. “Do you know how soon we’ll be landing?” 
 
    She looked at her watch and responded, “It’s only a little over two hours before we touch down in New York.” 
 
    It was a pleasant surprise to learn that we had been in the air for so long. I took out the piece of crumpled paper in my pocket. 
 
    “Do you want me to throw that away for you?” the stewardess asked, holding her hand out. 
 
    “Oh, no,” I answered. “I went to a lot of trouble to get this.” I answered, smoothing out the paper on the tray table. There were only scribbles all over it. It was hard to hide my disappointment.  
 
    The stewardess had been watching me, likely curious about what was on the paper, too.  
 
    “Can I see that?” she asked. I handed her the paper. “This is shorthand,” she told me. “It’s a type of writing that you don’t see too much nowadays. If you were a secretary years ago, shorthand was a mandatory skill.”  
 
    “Do you know how to read it?” I wondered, excitedly. 
 
    “No, but another stewardess on this flight was a journalism major,” she shared. “She had to take a shorthand class. If you give me the letter, I can go show her.” 
 
    “OK,” I said, handing it to her. 
 
    Grammy showed up not long afterward. She had been checking on me every hour, and this time she found me awake. Grammy suggested she move back near me now that I was feeling better, but there was no way to explain the stewardess returning with the paper. Fibbing, I told her that I’d still like to rest until we got to New York. She went back to her seat, but not until she covered me up with the blankets. 
 
    A half hour had passed before the stewardess returned. “Well, this is the best she could do,” claimed the stewardess, handing me the sheet back. “Apparently there are two common forms of shorthand. She learned Gregg in school, but this is written in Pitman. It might help.” 
 
    “Well, thank you for trying to translate the letter,” I said, taking it back. 
 
    “It’s not a letter. It’s some kind of a list,” she informed me, before getting back to work. 
 
    There were words penciled in on the paper: history, druid, visions, stubborn, angry, irresistible, dark, etc. Grammy must have reported the events of our trip to this man. There was no way to be sure because the paper lacked complete sentences, but the words were a sampling of our experiences. 
 
    We changed planes for our last leg of the trip. I decided to confront Grammy with the piece of paper, by handing it to her once we had taken off.  
 
    She was confused, and asked, “What’s this?” 
 
    “It’s a piece of paper,” I explained, “that the gardener threw away at the B & B.” 
 
    She handed it back to me, without a hint of concern. 
 
    “Did you read what’s on it?” I pressed. 
 
    “Seeing that I told him what to write down,” Grammy remarked, “I don’t need to read it.” 
 
    Her response was hurtful and confusing. After folding up the letter, I returned it to my pocket, unsure of its usefulness. We didn’t talk the rest of the flight. We were annoyed by each other’s company. 
 
    When the flight landed, we gathered our bags to disembark. We had traveled twelve hours but, with the time change, it was only a little past 7 p.m. If it had already been dark, we would have stayed in a hotel, but Grammy wanted to get home. Only a two-hour car ride stood in the way of that. 
 
    A familiar face was standing outside the gate. As little Jed waved, both of us were confused by his presence. When we reached him, he took our bags. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Jed?” Grammy asked, surprised. 
 
    “Uncle Wayne told me when your plane landed,” he explained. “So, I took a bus here to escort you home. We leave tomorrow, and I wanted to spend as much time with you gals as possible. The county fair just isn’t the same without you.” 
 
    Grammy and I looked at each other, knowing this was complete hogwash. Little Jed didn’t even come up for the fair last year. Until Gramps told me differently, I assumed he was starting a life with his new family. 
 
    “I’m driving,” Grammy announced. “Muriel hasn’t been feeling very well, and my insurance won’t cover you. Let’s get home before dark.” 
 
    Those were our marching orders. Little Jed sat behind the driver’s seat, and I sat to his right. Grammy rolled the windows down because the air was cooler at night. She said it was to get fresh air, but it was to help her stay alert. All the traveling accomplished today must have tired her out. 
 
    “Grammy, it’s a little cool back here,” I said. “Can you roll the windows up?” I was practically shivering. 
 
    She rolled them up a couple of inches, but not much more. “There is a blanket back there under the seat,” Grammy informed.  
 
    Jed reached down to retrieve the blanket. As he unfolded it, he motioned with his head for me to move closer to him. I’m not sure why, but I scooted in his direction. He put his right arm around me, pulling me close. He was warm so I didn’t resist. After a while, it became hard to keep my eyes open. The last thing I remember before falling asleep was Jed smelling the top of my head, before he kissed it. 
 
    “Hey, sleepy head,” Jed whispered. “You’re home.” 
 
    When my eyes focused, there was only a sea of plaid before me. It took some time to realize that my nose was buried in Jed’s shirt. The sun, which was out when I feel asleep, had now been replaced with stars. I slid back to my side of the backseat, a little embarrassed to have been sleeping on Jed.  
 
    We were parked at the house, and Grammy must have already gone inside. “How long have we been out here?” I asked. 
 
    “Just a few minutes,” Jed said, smiling. “You were tired. I didn’t want to disturb you. And I got to hold you while you slept.” 
 
    “Why did you really meet us at the airport?” I wondered. “You didn’t miss us.” 
 
    “I needed to see you,” he answered. “My dad was thinking of leaving in the morning, but I wasn’t sure you’d be up after your long flight today.” He lowered his head, not able to make eye contact, and said, “I wanted to apologize about what happened with Cassidy.” 
 
    “That was two years ago, Jed,” I reminded him, while getting out of the car. “At this point, an apology is one of two things- overdue or not necessary.” 
 
    He got out of the car, too, walking around to my side. He grabbed my wrist before I could walk toward the house.  
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong,” he said. “Please just let me talk to you for a minute.” He let go of my wrist. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I agreed. It wasn’t like Jed to stick up for himself or be demanding, so this conversation would be interesting, if nothing else. 
 
    “The bottom line is that I messed up,” he started. “I’m sorry that it was so easy to be lured in by Cassidy. Ironically, that night all I could think about was how to tell my dad that I wanted to date you. And then, I’d have another beer. You don’t know what it’s like to be drunk and make stupid decisions.” 
 
    In light of recent events, I knew a little something about that, but this was Jed’s apology- far be it for me to interrupt.  
 
    “My actions were disrespectful to you,” he continued. “You don’t have to accept my apology, but I have to give you one regardless. You deserve that much.” 
 
    “If I’m to forgive you,” I said, “you need to tell me what happened.” His expression became uncomfortable, and it dawned on me what he must be thinking. “No, no,” I explained, “not the gory details or a play-by-play. I just thought that what we had was kind of special. It was easy to care about you. I’m not sure what went wrong.” 
 
    Jed let out the biggest sigh. “It was special, and I was what went wrong,” he confessed. “I’m not sure how much you want to know, but after you left the fair with your grandma, I went to the demolition derby. My dad let me drink a couple of his beers. The beer gave me the courage to do some line dancing at the beer pavilion.” 
 
    “Cassidy was there,” Jed continued. “I should have known better. Some complete stranger warned me about her, but I was steady drinking at this point. Uncle Wayne and my grandpa were buying me beer, too. They were all very encouraging when it came to Cassidy because they saw the way I looked at you.” He touched my cheek, and sweetly said, “The way I still look at you.”  
 
    Indignant, I removed his hand from my cheek. “Cassidy spied you out like you were some injured game animal, ripe for the pickin’,” I said. “A slightly inebriated, out-of-town, sixteen-year-old boy would be too big a blip on her radar to pass up.”  
 
    “You still sound a little upset about the whole thing,” Jed accused. 
 
    He wouldn’t believe me, but I hadn’t thought much about it after leaving that summer. “Not really,” I told him. “It hurt at the time, but it supported my growing theory that boys can be incredibly lame.”  
 
    He laughed at that. Jed’s face, when he smiled, was irresistibly endearing. 
 
    “You will be happy to know that I’m a man now,” he shared. “Or, at least that is what the law tells me. You may have to change your theory to include men.” 
 
    “True,” I agreed. His attempt at a joke softened my irritation. 
 
    Jed’s smile evaporated, and he got a serious look on his face. “Anyway,” he went on, “once the fair ended, Cassidy asked my dad if she could take me to a party. It turned out that she was the party. We parked about a mile from here, up the road apiece.” 
 
    “It was not my finest moment,” he explained, embarrassed. “She insisted that we be together. I stuck to my guns for an hour, telling her no. And, then, I stopped saying no.” He shook his head back and forth, obviously uncomfortable.  
 
    It couldn’t be easy for Jed to report the events of that night, even while omitting the details. It took a kind of bravery that I’m not sure I recognized in him before tonight.  
 
    “The following year was a living hell,” he shared. “Between the disappointment on my mother’s face and trying to come to terms with being a father to Charlie- it was all too much. Cassidy certainly didn’t make things any easier by lying. I never doubted for a minute that the baby was mine. What did I know? Hook, line and sinker…”  
 
    Jed deciding to be with Cassidy was his own doing, but what Cassidy put him through after that was not his fault. It is never enjoyable to be lied to.  
 
    “How did you find out the baby wasn’t yours?” I wondered.  
 
    “From my high school biology class,” he answered, shaking his head in disbelief. “We were doing blood type experiments. The chart said that when both parents were type B, the baby could either be blood type B or type O. Charlie’s blood type was A. That meant the father had to be blood type A or AB.” 
 
    “Was she honest with you after you told her what you discovered?” I wondered. 
 
    “I didn’t give her a chance to explain,” Jed huffed. “Charlie was at Cassidy’s house. I picked up a few belongings, and told Cassidy’s mom that I wouldn’t be back. She didn’t even flinch. She knew. I haven’t seen any of them in over a year. It would have been different if I loved Cassidy, but I never did.” 
 
    “Wow,” I exclaimed. “I wonder if they ever planned to tell you.” 
 
    “Doubt it,” Jed said. “It feels like I’ve been given a second chance at everything. I can breathe again…think about a different future. That’s why one of the first things I needed to do was beg for your forgiveness.” Jed got down on one knee, grabbing my hand. 
 
    “You’re not going to ask me to marry you again, are you?” I asked, annoyed. 
 
    He shook his head no, while smiling. “Muriel, would you do me the honor of forgiving my idiotic ways,” he pleaded. “My actions were hurtful and not what you deserved. I really am sorry if I hurt you.” He stood up, patting the dust off his pants.    
 
    His misdeeds were forgiven immediately. Giving him a big hug, I whispered, “All is forgiven.”  
 
    The embrace lasted longer than it should have. “Your boyfriend wouldn’t appreciate me hugging you like this,” Jed joked. 
 
    “No, he probably wouldn’t,” I concurred. “It’s a good thing that I don’t have one.” 
 
    Jed still kept his arms around me, but lifted his head off my shoulder, to look at me. “How is that possible?” he questioned. He embraced me again, with his mouth by my ear, whispering, “You need someone to appreciate everything about you…everything.” 
 
    The sweet nothings became little kisses on my ears and neck, making me weak in the knees. My eyes were rolling back in my head by the time his lips touched mine. His kiss was more commanding than it was two years ago. Jed was no longer meek about making a move. His right hand held the side of my head, while his other hand was roaming around my back. 
 
    “Muriel, are you out there?” Grammy asked into the night. 
 
    “Yes, Grammy,” I replied, staring into Jed’s eyes. “I just woke up. I’ll be right up.” 
 
    Jed frowned at my response. I wasn’t particularly fond of my own answer. It would have been lovely to stay under the stars with him all night. 
 
    “Is Jed still around?” Grammy asked. 
 
    “I’m sure he’s around somewhere,” I answered, still staring at him. “Would you like me to tell him that you’re looking for him?” 
 
    “No, no,” she replied. 
 
    The screen door shut, letting me know that she had gone back into the house. 
 
    “I have to go,” I giggled. 
 
    “I know,” he pouted, leaning into me. “Thank you for accepting my apology.” 
 
    “It was a really good apology,” I smirked. Putting my hand on the side of his face, my tone got serious. “I figure that I am owed about five, maybe six heart-felt apologies from various people right now,” I shared. “You can’t understand how much this means to me. Thank you for taking the time to think of me.” I kissed his cheek, turning to walk toward the house. 
 
    “That’s just it,” Jed called after me. “I can’t stop thinking about you.”  
 
    The cool breeze carried the smell of the nearby trees along my path. I didn’t turn around or ruin the moment with words. I just breathed in the night, smiling while I walked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13- St. Brigid  
 
      
 
    Bridget came to the castle in the evening. Unlike all the other women so far, Bridget was not a light packer, lugging in several bags. When she arrived, I was in the library with Deidra. The window that looked out on the castle entrance was a perfect vantage point to witness all the comings and goings. 
 
    Tina waited to load up her bags. She would be leaving tonight, and to my surprise, I would miss her immensely. During the week, we learned how much we have in common and really enjoyed each other’s company. Our goodbyes had already been exchanged at lunch…involving a few misty eyes. 
 
    Even though Tina would be missed, it was Bridget’s week of training that I had looked forward to most of all. Many of my unanswered questions had been waiting for her arrival.  
 
    Deidra noticed that I was looking out the window, and came over to look too. “Are you going to talk to her tonight?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” I answered. “I should give her time to settle in before barraging her with questions.” 
 
    “You better be careful, Mom,” Deidra warned. “That sounds vaguely like patience. Do you want any pointers on the subject?” Deidra laughed. 
 
    I wrapped my arm around her neck, kissing the top of her head. Bridget looked up to the library window, and Deidra and I fell to the ground like guilt-ridden teenagers. We looked at each other, wondering why we felt the need to drop to the floor. 
 
    “Maybe you should call your dad,” I suggested to Deidra.  
 
    Deidra shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe,” she said. “I miss him, but what are we supposed to talk about? It’s not like I can tell him what I’ve been up to. Can you imagine trying to explain the plan to pick a husband?” Deidra exhaled, at the thought of it. 
 
    “You can go with Macy and me to see him in a couple of weeks,” I told her. “Maybe your grandparents will be there too.”  
 
    Deidra didn’t respond. Behind her eyes, there was some deep thought whirling around, but she often kept most things to herself. How I longed to get inside that teenage mind of hers, but admittance was rarely available to me. She stood up, retrieved a book off the shelf and bid me goodnight. 
 
    My conscience crept up on me, and as much as I dreaded it- a phone call to Rick was well overdue. We needed to talk about moving forward. If there was a chance for our marriage, I was willing to try. My anger still smoldered, but thinking about our family might be enough to get over his error in judgement. 
 
    After getting to my room, I dialed the phone.  
 
    “Hello,” Rick answered. 
 
    “Hi, Rick. It’s Muriel,” I said. 
 
    “Oh. Hi,” he uncomfortably replied.  
 
    “So, I thought it might be a good idea to talk about what we want to do,” I suggested. 
 
    “I want a divorce,” he blurted out. “The lawyer already drew up papers a couple days ago. If we both agree to all the terms, we just need to sign them so we can move on with our lives.” 
 
    “What are the terms?” I asked. 
 
    “Joint custody,” he explained. “We can figure the details out later.” 
 
    “It sounds like you already have everything figured out,” I said. His curt conversation was annoying. He had his mind made up, and the fact that we didn’t decide things together left me seething. “I get full custody or Lorrah becomes the star in our divorce proceedings,” I demanded. “Of course you can see Deidra whenever you want, but we may want to move out of state.” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” he complained. “Deidra means the world to me.” 
 
    “If that were the case,” I pointed out, “you would have thought about her before you dropped your trousers, you ass!” 
 
    He hung up. No doubt, he regretted the act shortly after he did it because he didn’t have my number. I imagined him slamming down the phone in anger, and then getting mad all over again when he remembered he couldn’t get ahold of me to sign the divorce papers. I’d let him stew for a while before calling again. 
 
    That night, sleep wasn’t easily obtained. If divorce was going to be my path, I felt the need to mull over our entire married life. Who was to blame? How did we fall apart so easily? The feeling of failure sat heavy on my chest.  
 
    Waking up the next morning was accomplished at a snail’s pace. Deidra popped into my room to walk down to breakfast with me, but she decided not to wait. My morning cup of coffee took twice as long to drink, which was not helpful. The conversation with Rick last night had left me void of energy. 
 
    Bridget was already at the table when I arrived for breakfast. She smiled, exposing a little crooked tooth on the side of her mouth. The other council members looked much like women that could be found throughout my middle-class neighborhood back home, but Bridget and Macy were different. Because of that, I observed them more closely. 
 
    Our breakfasts were served. I thanked the woman giving us our plates of food. Deidra thanked the woman too, but did so by name. It was shameful that, after being here for more than two weeks, I didn’t know any of their names. 
 
    “After breakfast,” Bridget announced, “we will go right into your training.” 
 
    I nodded, still not enthused about much. Another cup of coffee was in order.  
 
    “Deidra,” Bridget said, “you are going to spend time with Bruce today. There are things that need to be tended to around the castle.” Bridget saw my reaction just at the mention of Bruce’s name. It escaped Deidra’s notice because she was equally excited that he was back. 
 
    “Where will our training be today?” I asked, trying to seem unaffected by Bruce’s presence in the castle. 
 
    “Let’s go to the greenhouse patio,” Bridget answered. “That’s most appropriate for today’s plans.” Long after she was done with her instructions, she stared at me. It wasn’t a menacing stare, just one that made me uncomfortable. Excusing myself from the table, but more likely from her stare, I went to wash up before training.  
 
    The greenhouse was still my favorite room in the castle. When I sat on the patio chairs, memories of the time spent here with Bruce flooded my mind- until Bridget could be heard making her way to the patio. 
 
    She stopped to smell some of the plants or picked pieces of them off. Her clothes were reminiscent of robes, and her hair was wild. The term witch doctor came to mind. Bridget carried a little basket with her that had bottled water in it. The basket was also where she placed her collected plant samples.  
 
    Once Bridget placed her basket on a little table, she moved a chair closer to me. A screeching sound emanated from the chair as it was drug across the floor. Everything about Bridget was unsettling. After handing me a bottle of water, she took her seat. 
 
    We sat there for ten minutes in silence, occasionally drinking water. It was odd that Bridget didn’t carry a notebook or other papers. I expected to receive an outline of this week’s training because there was a lot to cover. 
 
    “I’ve called the council members,” Bridget told me. “We may have to extend this week, as you are not prepared to receive any of my training right now.” 
 
    Bridget was the person that was going to explain the purpose of all of this. I needed to know that piece of information more than anything. Between the phone call with Rick and the disappointing beginning to this conversation- my patience was at an end. 
 
    “I want to leave,” I blurted out. “Whatever all of this is, it’s not for me.” I spoke the words, but knew there was barely any truth to them.  
 
    “Stop being so obstinate,” Bridget commanded. “You’re acting like a ridiculous little child. And whatever favors or kindness’ you have been shown so far stops this week. You’re free to go if you desire. My time should not be wasted.” 
 
    Her glare insulted me more than her words. How dare she be as angry as I was about the situation! Rising from my chair, I made my way to the door. I was bawling in the time it took to get to the hallway. My head was spinning, but I just stood there- unsure which direction to choose. The library would serve as a place to lick my wounds for the moment. Bruce was coming out of a doorway, and we practically ran in to each other. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I apologized. Not in the mood to linger, I continued my path to the library. 
 
    “Muriel,” he called after me.  
 
    Once in the library, I melted to the floor between two book shelves. Bruce appeared in the doorway, calling my name, when he was surprised by a voice behind him. 
 
    “My mom’s in the green house with Ms. Bridget,” Deidra reminded him. 
 
    “That’s right!” he replied. “We better go fix the pantry door in the kitchen next. That’s on our list.” 
 
    The two of them chatted as their voices disappeared. After a time, there were no more tears. Right before getting up, a vision came to me of Bridget. She was in the green room. This must have been in real time, as she was wearing the same outfit as today, carrying her little basket. She had been crying too. Her eyes were red and puffy from all the tears. Tissues were piled on the table. The sight of her softened me slightly, but not enough to go back. 
 
    The emotional toll of this morning left me no choice but to take a nap. So, I traveled to my room and flopped on my bed. Sleep came quickly, but was not without visions. Most of them were of Bruce and would remain private. However, there was one that stayed with me. Bridget was putting flowers on my Grammy’s grave. When she rose, and turned around, she had a conversation with my mother- a conversation that could not be heard, but was very lengthy. 
 
    A voice was interrupting all my visions. “Mom,” the voice said. “Mom!” Deidra was on my bed, smiling over me. “How was your training today?” she asked.  
 
    “It was short,” I answered, not revealing more than that. After being here for a few weeks, it was no longer a surprise upon waking. The castle was our new normal. I stretched, yawned and rubbed my eyes, feeling rested. Brushing my teeth was in order after any amount of sleep. 
 
    “You missed lunch,” Deidra informed, as I walked to the bathroom, “but there is always a cheese plate made up if you want one.” 
 
    “How long was I asleep?” I wondered. “What time is it?” 
 
    “It’s 4 p.m.,” Deidra shared. “And how would I know how long you slept? I was helping Bruce, not tucking you in for your nap.” 
 
    There was toothpaste in my mouth, so I didn’t address her sass. Besides, thoughts of Bruce distracted me from just about anything. If possible, his absence was just as intoxicating as him being in the castle.  
 
    Once out of the bathroom, I said, “It will be nice to see Bruce for dinner.” 
 
    Deidra looked at me strangely. “Bruce left again, Mom,” she announced. “He says that being around you is too much to deal with. He only came to fix some things.” She got an impish look on her face, and teased, “He really likes you. I’m telling Dad.” I picked up the pillow and hit her on the side with it. We flailed around, wrestling on the bed and laughing.  
 
    “I was going to keep something from you,” I shared, “but so much was kept from me as a child, that I can’t do it. Your dad wants a divorce.” 
 
    “I know,” Deidra said. “You guys are meeting in a couple of weeks. It was all in a vision.” 
 
    “How long have you known?” I probed. 
 
    “For a while,” she replied, shrugging, “maybe a week.” 
 
    As we lay on the bed, looking upwards, I reached over and grabbed Deidra’s hand. “You know,” I said, “if you ever want me to explain anything in your visions about my life or thoughts, I will.” 
 
    “Maybe later,” she said. “Right now, we need to finish your training. Bridget said it didn’t go very well today.” 
 
    “I suppose it didn’t,” I agreed. 
 
    At dinner that night, Bridget sat across the table from me. My hopes for this evening had been quite different, to include Bruce being in attendance. He would have been a welcome distraction. There was no conversation during the meal, which made Deidra antsy to excuse herself.  
 
    “Well,” Deidra said, standing up from the table. “I’m going to go for a swim. This has been super fun, though.” 
 
    Her comment made me smile. Deidra had never been very sarcastic, but lately she was perfecting the craft. It was foolish to think she would be void of sarcasm, having been raised by me. Looking across the table, I noticed that Bridget was also smiling. 
 
    “You are in so much trouble with that one,” Bridget informed. 
 
    “Yes, I know,” I concurred. “Do you have any children?” 
 
    “No,” Bridget answered, shaking her head. “I’ve never married. Having children would not be a good idea.” 
 
    “Why is that?” I wondered. 
 
    Bridget twitched her neck to one side. “If I were to have children, my gift would have no sight past them. I wouldn’t be much good to anyone else,” she explained. She watched me, waiting for a look of understanding. “We are called to live for the good of all,” she finished. 
 
    “If you are expecting me to be good for all,” I said, “you are making an error in judgement. I’m barely good for myself. Let’s see…divorce on the horizon, still mourning the death of my grandparents, not fully understanding who I am…” 
 
    Bridget interrupted, “You never belonged with Rick, mourning your grandparents should not end, and you are Danu. You were born of fire, rooted in earth, and named for water.” She slammed her hand down on the table, leaning forward. “You are meant to complete the ring of this council,” she shouted.  
 
    “For what purpose?” I shouted back. 
 
    “For many purposes,” Bridget answered, calmly.  
 
    “I had a vision about the vote of your council that pertained to me,” I said, eyeing Bridget intently. “You were one of the two votes against me, weren’t you?” I expected her to skirt the question. 
 
    “Of course I was,” she readily admitted. “You have no business being here yet, and I told the council that I wouldn’t train you until you were ready.” 
 
    “Would you please cut the cryptic crap,” I fumed, “and tell me what will make me ready?” 
 
    “You need to heal,” Bridget said. “Your relationships with your mother and your husband need to be resolved before you can take anything more.” She looked at me with such pity that I suddenly felt sorry for myself. “You are a cracked pot…broken,” she explained. “It would make no sense to pour into you when you don’t have the strength or capacity to retain.” 
 
    “How dare you judge my ability for anything,” I sneered. Whether she was trying to get under my skin or not, that was her current location. 
 
    Bridget raised her hand up to stop me from speaking any further. She huffed, while shaking her head from one side to another. It appeared that she was trying to stay calm. 
 
    “People do not get close to each other anymore,” she started, slowly; “it’s uncomfortable or considered impolite. What a useless gift healing would be if knowledge of the malady was unavailable. I’ve been close to you. Your mother still enrages your soul, and your husband has wounded your heart. Acknowledge these things or, like a sickness, they will grow, rendering you useless.” 
 
    She stood up, put her napkin on the table and left the dining hall. As hard as it was to admit, Bridget was correct in her assessment. I had stuffed my anger for my mother deep in my person, while still moving ahead with life. It could very well have had an effect…trust issues were definitely a by-product of that relationship.  
 
    The situation with Rick was so fresh. However, there had always been distance between the two of us. Blaming Rick was not fair because it was just as much my fault. I could have had more children. He should not have slept with Lorrah, but my musings of Bruce were just as adulterous, if not more so.   
 
    It would be easier to get over Rick, but I had held onto the anger for my mother for years. How does one just let that go? Talking to Bridget more would be a good start, but that would require swallowing a mountain of pride. I set off looking for her. 
 
    She was flitting around in the greenhouse. When she saw me, she gave me the warmest smile. We both walked to the end of the greenhouse, to the patio chairs, as if we had planned the meeting all along. Her smile never faded as we talked. 
 
    “I will work on my issues,” I said. Bridget’s smile was infectious, which made me giggle. “I may need your help,” I added. 
 
    Her eyes got wide with surprise. “You have already taken a big step,” she praised. “You will not need me for much of anything.” 
 
    “I don’t understand how my mother, meaning the woman that gave birth to me,” I corrected, “was barely in my life, and could still produce such anger in me.” 
 
    She handed me a small stone. “Over time, we collect disappointments, betrayals or pain,” she said. “Some of them evolve into anger or bitterness. If you carry a lot of either, forward progress is no longer possible. They weigh you down just like carrying too many stones.” She pointed to the stone in my hand. 
 
    “It’s so hard to let go,” I confessed. 
 
    “You would think,” she added, “but the true difficulty is holding on.” 
 
    “Something to think about,” I mused. 
 
    “Is someone going to tell me why Bruce is not staying in the castle?” Bridget asked, slightly annoyed. “They know my hair stops up the drains, so why would they send him away?” 
 
    The change of subject was both welcomed and uncomfortable. “Um,” I started, “I think he went away because of me.” I grimaced, unsure of the reaction that was coming. 
 
    “I see,” she said. “The romance has begun, then?” 
 
    “There can be no romance,” I sighed, “not until everything is over with Rick. Bruce is always on my mind, though. I confess that I’m falling in love. I’ve known him a minute. It’s insanity.” 
 
    “That’s as it should be,” Bridget said. “He is important to your progress and training. Once you are with someone that can fully support your purpose and loves you as he will- you can accomplish anything.” 
 
    “I doubt very much that he loves me,” I scoffed. “He barely knows me. The word you’re looking for is lust.”  
 
    Bridget looked confused. “Didn’t Aine tell you about how you two are destined to be together?” Bridget asked. 
 
    “Yes, but it’s still hard to believe,” I replied. 
 
    “Did she share anything else with you about Bruce?” Bridget pressed. 
 
    I looked up, trying to search our conversations, but nothing was coming to mind. 
 
    “Aine has always been a little flighty,” Bridget said, shaking her head. “Bruce has known you since you were sixteen…or at least, a lot about you.” 
 
    “How?” I asked. 
 
    “He was sent letters,” Bridget informed me. “The letters described food that you liked, books that you read, your capabilities as a Toec, and so much more. Five young men were given these same letters. As you grew older, they slowly gave up on you, all except Bruce. Even after he learned you were married, he waited. When he received news about your pregnancy, he made sure your child would have appropriate suitors.” 
 
    “Wait,” I interrupted. “Where did the information come from?” 
 
    “Your grandmother,” Bridget answered. “She gave it to the record-keeper when she traveled.”  
 
    I stood up and paced back and forth, unable to sit. The man at the B & B with the notes in shorthand- that had to be the record-keeper. “It feels like such a betrayal,” I decided. 
 
    “Your grandmother was amazing,” Bridget admired. “There were dozens of people trying to get their hands on you, but you could never be found. Your grandmother changed her name and traveled just enough to make things difficult. If she betrayed anyone, it was us- she remained loyal to you to the end.” 
 
    “Speaking of loyalty,” I interjected, “why would Bruce keep waiting for me? That makes no sense.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Bridget huffed. “Love is a lot of things, but rarely does it make sense.”  
 
    “Did he know what I looked like?” I wondered. 
 
    “No,” she answered. “He was only told that you were a great beauty.” 
 
    “Beauty is not the end all, be all,” I argued. “I’ve met very good-looking men and haven’t been the least bit attracted to them. I’ve been introduced to men that were average, and wanted to jump into bed with them!”  
 
    It would have been nice to keep that last comment to myself, but it had escaped my big mouth before I had a chance to edit my thoughts. Bridget seemed surprised, but needed to get used to my unfiltered comments if we were spending more than a week together.   
 
    “Hmm,” Bridget contemplated. “Why are you irritated that Bruce is devoted to you?” 
 
    “Maybe I feel guilty that he has waited all this time and he shouldn’t have,” I admitted. “Or what if I am a disappointment to him or, in the end, not interested?” 
 
    “You’re interested,” Bridget concluded, standing up. “You don’t think you deserve Bruce’s commitment and you don’t. So, you either get over it or you ruin things with all your backwards thinking and fighting against the tide.”  
 
    “It is now understandable why Aine did not finish her training,” Bridget said. “You were not ready for her either.” Bridget shook her head in a disapproving manner. “Well, we need to get Bruce back here,” she announced. “I will make a call.” 
 
    Bridget started to walk up the aisle of the green house, grabbing bunches of her hair. “I cannot be expected to deal with your foolishness and dirty hair,” she said aloud. “And I won’t take a shower while standing in water. He must be here to unclog my drain!” 
 
    She mumbled all the way out of the greenhouse. Bridget infuriated me. I got the feeling she didn’t really care if I stayed or not…she could take me or leave me. And that’s when it dawned on me. I had become very accustomed to being “left.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14- Jed 
 
      
 
    The first thing that came to my mind this morning was Jed. Waking up at my grandparents’ house made the entire trip to England and Ireland seem like a dream. Jed, however, was fresh on my mind, his flannel scent still lingering in my hair.  
 
    I immediately stopped myself from envisioning the lifetime of concocted memories: the courtship, his proclamation of undying love, our wedding, children, etc. Instead, I would think of the Monopoly term, which always returned me to more realistic thoughts: go to jail, go directly to jail, do not pass go…do not collect 200 dollars. What foolishness to think of him romantically- I rolled my eyes over such a notion. 
 
    The aroma from the kitchen made it seem that breakfast was still available. I wasn’t sure how that was possible, given it was almost nine, but I would find out. After opening the door into the living room, I heard a few voices in the kitchen. Looking out the window, I could see Uncle Jed’s camper still parked outside. If little Jed hadn’t left yet, his last impression of me wouldn’t be with dried drool on my face or dragon’s breath. I went to the bathroom to wash up and change. 
 
    Walking into the kitchen, I received instructions from Grammy to sit down for breakfast.    Great-uncle Jed, Gramps and Little Jed were also at the table, but only little Jed was eating. He must have gotten up late, too. 
 
    “How was your trip?” Gramps asked me. 
 
    “It was overwhelming, truth be told,” I answered, smiling. “It’s good to be back. Where is your dad?” I wondered, directing my question to little Jed. 
 
    “He had way too much to drink last night,” little Jed answered. “Until he starts feeling a little better, we can’t go home. He won’t allow anyone else to drive the camper.” 
 
    “He’s a stubborn old cuss,” Great-uncle Jed informed. “We’d be home already if he let me drive.” 
 
    Gramps could not contain a hearty guffaw. “If you’re talkin’ about home to glory, brother,” Gramps chided, “you may be right! Your eyes aren’t fit to drive a nail, much less a vehicle.” 
 
    Grammy set breakfast in front of me, kissing my cheek. The background noise of Gramps and his brother arguing was a welcome change to the elevator music at the hotels. 
 
    Little Jed tapped my foot under the table, getting me to look in his direction. He winked, reminding me that we were all grown up. Had this scene taken place five years ago, he would have been throwing food across the table. I smiled quickly, hoping no one was looking at us. He nodded his head toward outside, but breakfast was much too delicious to abandon. I was also very hungry, continuing to gain strength after my drinking escapade. Grammy gave me two helpings of breakfast and I ate every morsel. 
 
    The thought of talking to Jed made me sad. There wasn’t much use for a conversation because he would be leaving in a few hours anyway. What would be accomplished? This was the part of summer when everything felt as though it was in limbo. In a couple of days, my father would be picking me up. 
 
    It was important to start packing, but then I would live out of my suitcase. It wasn’t wise to start anything like a book or a puzzle because it wouldn’t be finished in time. The prospect of being home to prepare for the start of the school year was exciting, but I couldn’t do anything about that either…limbo. 
 
    “Muriel,” Grammy suggested, “why don’t you and little Jed take the dogs for a walk?” 
 
    Little Jed would get his talk after all. Grammy phrased that sentence like a question, but it was a command. Everyone in the room knew it. I grabbed the leashes off their hooks before getting my shoes. This premature move, riled the dogs up into a frenzy, so I grabbed my shoes to put them on outside. Jed followed me, leashed up the dogs, and then helped me to my feet after I was done lacing up the shoes. 
 
    “Which dog do you want?” Jed asked. 
 
    “I can take Rocket,” I answered, grabbing the dog’s leash. 
 
    We walked toward the crossing which was about a mile away. The dogs would expect to be let loose to run around, but I wasn’t sure if that was a good idea. Grammy had a special yell that would bring them back and, as much as I tried, I could never get it quite right.  
 
    “We’ve been walking for a while,” I observed. “I thought you wanted to talk.” 
 
    He smiled slyly. “Who said anything about talking?” he asked. 
 
    “Listen, whatever you’re thinking,” I announced, impatiently, “I’m not having sex with you right now, if that’s what you’re after.” 
 
    His laughter continued until we reached the crossing. It irritated me to no end. I let the dog off the leash and went to dip my feet in the stream. He let his dog loose, joining me by the water.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he apologized. “You’re mad.” 
 
    “Nothing gets past you,” I remarked. 
 
    He reached out to touch my shoulder, but I leaned the other way. 
 
    “Calm down, I don’t want to have sex with you at this very moment,” he explained. “I really want to get to know you better. I’m infatuated. What would you say to us spending more time together?” 
 
    “I’d say that dwelling on fairy-tale scenarios is not my thing,” I answered. 
 
    “You really are impossible,” he stated. “You must know that.” I splashed my feet in the water, wondering if what he said was true. “Listen,” he started again, “Wouldn’t it be nice to see if this could go anywhere? I adore you. Is it the age difference that bothers you?” 
 
    “The age difference is no big deal,” I answered. “It’s the distance that concerns me. It just wouldn’t work. We would see each other over the summer for two weeks, tops. How is that a good plan? There is also the matter of your father who wants to kill you when we spend time together.”  
 
    “What if there was a way for me to make all those problems go away?” he asked. 
 
    “Ooo, another one of my favorites…the what-if game,” I sighed. 
 
    Jed scooted right beside me. “I’m only going to ask you one more time,” he said, seriously. “Would you date me if we could spend time together? If the answer is no, we can walk back to the house, and never see each other again- if that’s what you want.” He grabbed both leashes and stood up. “I’m going to go look for the dogs,” he announced. “Give you a little time to think.”  
 
    The sarcastic thought that crossed my mind was: what a guy, gifting me with a little time. That’s when it dawned on me…that I could actually be impossible. If I answered no, that was it. Was an abrupt end the best route? It was annoying that he showed up at the airport. None of this would be an issue had he just stayed put.  
 
    My feet were getting pruned. I removed them from the water to shake them off, but the socks absorbed the remaining water before putting on my shoes. Standing up, I dusted off my bottom, as I watched Jed disappear over the path in pursuit of the dogs. 
 
    He was a sweet man, and there was no doubt that we could make a good couple. We already knew so much about one another, and I’m not sure either of us forgot the summer we spent together two years ago. The bottom line was that my curiosity was peaked. I wanted to know if he really had a plan or purpose for asking me that question.  
 
    After a while, he trotted over the hill with both the dogs in tow, a smile of accomplishment on his face. The sun was beating down pretty hot at this point. Jed pointed at the fireball in the sky, commenting that it must be getting close to eleven. Apparently the gift of reading the sun ran in his family. Jed let the dogs lap the cool water before we made the walk back. 
 
    “So, have you come to a conclusion?” he asked. “Is there any hope for me?” 
 
    “Yes and yes,” I answered. 
 
    He let go of the leashes and hoisted me off the ground. “I hoped you would say that,” he shouted.  
 
    After he spun me around, we kissed. We didn’t share the same excitement. It was obvious by his expression that this idea held more importance to him. Maybe it would mean as much to me some day. It was worth a try. He bent down to pick up the dog leashes as we starting walking back. 
 
    “So, are you going to tell me your plan?” I asked. 
 
    He gave me one of the dog leashes, and grabbed my other hand to hold as we walked. “Well,” he started, almost giddy, “I will be going to college right by your house. We can see each other all the time.” 
 
    “But, there is only one college close to me,” I said. “It’s so hard to get accepted.” 
 
    “It was really difficult,” he huffed. 
 
    This was unbelievable. “You’ll be a student at Jesper!” I squawked. “It’s, like, two miles away!” 
 
    He shook his head up and down, while flashing that honest smile. It was crazy that he would do something like this to be close to me. His sweet gesture erased any misgivings that floated around in my being. 
 
    “So, you have a boyfriend now- just to be clear,” Jed said, kissing my hand as we walked. 
 
    “I suppose I do,” I chuckled. 
 
    Before he left, we exchanged phone numbers. He was moving into the dorms at Jesper in a couple of weeks. I would be home when he got there. I warned him that he would have to meet my father before being allowed to take me out. He said something off the cuff like that would be no big deal. There was no reason to scare him, so Jed’s erroneous thinking went uncorrected. He would encounter my father soon enough. 
 
    The next couple of days before my father picked me up were filled with equal parts giddiness and dread. The thought of having a boyfriend, especially one who adored me, was the giddy part. The dread came about when thinking of my father meeting my first boyfriend. Jed would need to be properly briefed in order for the meeting to be successful.  
 
    I’d also have to introduce the idea of a boyfriend to my dad on the car ride home. This can’t be something that blindsides him. He would need some time to digest the change. As it was, there would only be a couple of days. 
 
    The night before I left, Gramps wanted to take his two “ladies” out for dinner. He took Grammy and I to the Bon Ton Café up the road a piece at 4 p.m. If we were dining anywhere else, it would be too early to serve dinner, but the restaurant was packed. Everything was delicious. It was as good or better than most of the restaurants we ate at during our trip. A Columbian couple bought the Bon Ton a few years ago. It was slow going at first. When word got out about how amazing the food tasted, it was nearly impossible to get a table…even at this hour. 
 
    It was an enjoyable evening. When we got home, we played a hand of gin before calling it a night. Gramps was caught cheating, as usual. He was discarding more than one card at a time.  
 
    “Oh, Wayne!” Grammy squealed. She threw her hand into the center of the table. He only laughed. It was times like this that made my heart full. 
 
    “I’m going to go put on my pajamas,” I announced. “It’s too early to hit the hay, but it won’t be long. Thank you both for having me this summer and the wonderful trip, Grammy.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” they said, in unison. 
 
    Sleep was not peaceful. I didn’t have a vision as much as a sound effect. It was of metal colliding, a sound reminiscent of a car accident. Sirens were blaring off in the distance, almost comforting me that everything would be OK, and help was coming. There was nothing to see. It was dark. Over and over again the sound could be heard. 
 
    Morning was a welcome sight. The noises had stopped. My mother must have been in a car accident at some time. There was no reason to ask Grammy about the noise because, if my mother was in a car accident, she obviously survived.  
 
    Dad was coming to pick me up this morning, and I’d better be ready. He loved shooting the breeze with Gramps, but he never really got along with Grammy. He always thought that after mom left, she tried to tell him how to raise me. He wasn’t very receptive of her advice or her brand of “help.” Well, he didn’t actually call it help. He used words like controlling or interference.  
 
    When I was six and became ill with a case of chicken pox, Grammy came to our house to nurse me. One night they argued outside my bedroom door. Dad had grown tired of Grammy’s suggestions. He said something like: Why would I take your advice? Because your daughter turned out so grand? Grammy left 10 minutes after that. Dad had a point, but Grammy also took better care of me than anyone. 
 
    Dad’s arrival was right before lunch. They asked him to stay, but he politely said that he needed to get back, informing them it was a long drive. Information they knew. Dad carried my suitcase to the car while I tearfully said goodbye. He came back to thank my grandmother, trying to offer her money for the trip or my stay this summer. Both were readily refused, as always. 
 
    Gramps shook Dad’s hand. “You know, Jim, my great-nephew, Jed, is going to school real close to you,” Gramps said. “I’d be most grateful if you could keep an eye on him if he needs anything.” 
 
    “Of course, Wayne,” Dad agreed, smiling. “Whatever he needs, we’ll take him out to dinner when he gets into town and show him around.”  
 
    “Good man,” Gramps finished. 
 
    We were on the road in no time. Because Dad didn’t accept their offer for lunch, we would stop soon for a meal. That might be a good time to mention the situation with Jed…or not. I’d wait to see if Dad was in a good mood. We talked about our summers. Dad mentioned he had a new girlfriend and that I’d really like her. I wouldn’t, but that was his feeble attempt at putting in a good word for her. 
 
    “You know,” he joked, “my girlfriend-picker has been broken for a few years.” 
 
    Dad and I had just reunited so I’d hold off on correcting him. I’m not sure he possessed a reliable “girlfriend-picker.” There wasn’t one good outcome out of ten or so. There was the one that ran off with her psychiatrist, one that came home with blood all over her and then disappeared, the one that tried to hit me, there were a few here and there that he got rid of, one who stole from him, a couple I ran off, and one that had accidentally set fire to the house. All in all, it wasn’t a stellar list of women. 
 
    The fact that he just shared his news of a girlfriend made me really want to tell him about my new boyfriend…my first boyfriend. Then, the sounds from last night came upon me, worrying me that the metal crunching might have something to do with this car. I’d wait to share my news when we stopped for lunch. It was a safer plan. 
 
    A little restaurant off the highway is where we had lunch. It served standard diner meals. We both ordered a patty melt and fries. We were peas in a pod when it came to most tastes or opinions. There were things we differed on. For example, I didn’t shamelessly flirt with the waitress, embarrassing my child. 
 
    “How about you calm down on the flirting, Dad?” I suggested. “It’s awkward. Didn’t you just tell me you had a new girlfriend?” 
 
    “Sorry,” he apologized. “The waitress really likes me.” 
 
    “She likes a nice tip, Dad,” I countered. “Anyway, I want to talk to you about Gramps’ nephew, Jed.”  
 
    Dad was prematurely placing his napkin on his lap in anticipation of the meal to come. “Go ahead. I’m listening,” he assured.  
 
    His eyes were the kind of ice blue color you didn’t see very often. Because it had been a while since we’d talked like this, looking into his eyes immediately erased my confidence. Suddenly, there was regret for declaring the topic of conversation.  
 
    “What about him?” he wondered, clueless of my intention.  
 
    “He’s my boyfriend,” I squeaked, “my very first boyfriend.” 
 
    He stroked his brown beard while moving his lips around. He was mulling over the information, looking in my direction every now and again. 
 
    His silence made me nervous, so I blurted out, “He is going to college by us, so we can date.” It was too soon to offer up additional information when he hadn’t finished dissecting the first bombshell. “He is super sweet,” I added.  
 
    My dad raised his eyebrows. I was trying desperately to shut up, but all my common sense had been lost. “It’s not that big of an age difference,” I continued. “He’s only a freshman in college and I’ll be a junior.” To this, my dad just sighed. 
 
    Thank goodness for the fast service at this diner. Our waitress delivered our lunch before Dad could respond. If he was attempting to digest all this info, it would be best for him not to attempt the task on an empty stomach. 
 
    “Is there anything else I can get you, sugar?” The waitress asked. 
 
    Dad grabbed a fry from his plate. “Actually,” he answered, “I would like your opinion on a certain matter.” 
 
    “I don’t have much to give,” the waitress chuckled, “but an opinion is easy.” 
 
    Dad pointed his fry in my direction. “This is my daughter,” he explained. “She just told me she has her first boyfriend. What is a father to do?” He popped the fry in his mouth, looking between the waitress and me. 
 
    “Well,” the waitress said, looking at me, “I’d say you’re lucky she hasn’t had a dozen boyfriends already. One of our cooks was eyeing her.” She pointed to the cook behind the grill. He smiled and waved.  
 
    Dad gave the cook some stink eye, immediately halting the wave. “How old is he?” Dad wondered. 
 
    She tapped Dad quickly on the shoulder with a menu. “He’s thirty-two,” she informed, before walking away. 
 
    Because we were both hungry, few words were spoken during lunch. As always, Dad finished eating very quickly. When he was already done, I had only finished a quarter of the sandwich and half of the fries.  
 
    “Do you really need to have a boyfriend?” he whined. My mouth was full, so I just shook my head up and down, with a look of apology on my face. “I’ll have to meet him,” he demanded. “You can’t stay out late. He better be good to you. I’m not going to like him.” 
 
    “Dad!” I exclaimed, when my chewing had ended. “Stop it! Of course you will meet him. You may not want to like him, but you will.” 
 
    When we got back on the road, we talked about everything except the new boyfriend or girlfriend. We simply enjoyed good conversation, while pretending that the world outside the car didn’t exist.  
 
    As we approached our last exit toward home, Dad grabbed my hand. He apologized to me for not being thrilled about my relationship with Jed, and said he would try to handle it better, explaining that he still thinks of me as his little girl. He asked for me to be patient with him, and laughingly informed me that there would be missteps in the process. 
 
    “I will always be your little girl,” I said, as we pulled up into the driveway.  
 
    We were both a little teary-eyed, slow to open our car doors and let the world back in. It was a foolish notion because reality may lack many things, but never patience. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15- Bruce Returns 
 
      
 
    It was difficult to concentrate on the conversations during breakfast. Bruce had returned to the castle, and was now sitting across the table from me. Trying to put him out of my mind was an impossible task these last twelve hours. It was similarly difficult to avoid staring at him. It took sheer will power not to push the plates off the table and crawl over to him. 
 
    Everyone had spoken to each other except for Bruce and me, so I decided to break the ice. “Where do you go when you’re not staying here, Bruce?” I asked. 
 
    “I have a house very close to Tracy’s,” he responded, “but it’s higher up in the mountains.” 
 
    His voice penetrated my flesh, making my stomach leap. Other parts of me tingled. It was ironic that I told Bridget he was merely lusting after me, when my desire for him was completely uncontrollable. 
 
    “Bruce,” Bridget interjected, “would you like to meet with Muriel this morning or afternoon? I’m not sure how much she and I will be able to accomplish, so take your pick.” 
 
    How interesting that no one thought to ask me if I had a preference. Bruce chose the time after breakfast and told Bridget he should be finished before lunch. She agreed to that. Shortly afterward, Deidra and Bridget left the dining room together. 
 
    “We could go to your apartment to talk,” Bruce suggested. 
 
    “My room, you mean?” I asked, confused. 
 
    He nodded his head in the direction of the door. We got up, walking down the main corridor, and then heading upstairs, as if we were going to the library. We stopped at the wooden, double doors in the upstairs hall.  
 
    When he reached for the doorknob, I walked over to the ledge, opposite the doors. There was a wonderful view of the room down below, framed by two large upstairs pillars. The library door was open at the end of the hall, and I could see inside, thinking that might be a safer place to go. 
 
    “It’s probably not a good idea to go in there,” I pointed out. “That’s your home.”  
 
    “This is your home,” he corrected. “I mean, I hope to share it one day, but I am merely keeping it warm for its rightful mistress.” 
 
    He motioned for me to go in. I walked past him trying to avoid any contact or breathing. His scent was intoxicating. 
 
    The so-called apartment was just as big as my house, if not bigger. The main and only room was rounded, like the outside of this portion of the castle. I foolishly expected rooms to be squared off. 
 
    In the center of the vastness was a living room area. There was a large rounded structure past the living area which had two staircases on either side leading up to something. If I had to guess, the bedroom was on the second floor. The ceiling was at least thirty feet tall, coming to a peak in the center that was even taller. 
 
    Because of the rounded bedroom, the rest of the floor space down below was shaped similarly to a half moon. There was art work in the living space. To the right was a kitchen with a dining room set. The left side of the room touted an office-type area with plenty of space to add pieces of furniture. It didn’t take long for me to picture myself living here. The gorgeous room and layout was completely suited to my taste.  
 
    “May I use the bathroom?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Bruce said. He touched my back to show me the way and I recoiled from his touch. “Through there,” he said, pointing to the left side of the room. 
 
    I walked between the living room and office area, reaching a doorway to the left of one of the stairways. A few more steps brought me inside a massive walk-in closet. It was long, reaching the entire length of the rounded structure, which would have been to the edge of the kitchen. It was about nine feet wide. Had it not been for the bathroom’s large opening and many windows, this area would’ve been incredibly dark. Instead, the light illuminated the closet area. 
 
    The bathroom was on the other side of the closet. A wide, diagonal path only a few feet long led into the bathroom that was fit for a queen. It was the shape of a half circle and had to be close to the same size as the living area in the main room. Directly across from the door was the biggest bathtub I’d ever seen. To the left of that was a showerhead that just came out of the wall. There was a drain on the floor, but no curtains or doors…just a drain. 
 
    Looking up, there were windows in the ceiling that were the same size as the ones around the rest of the bathroom. Huge curtains lined the walls in between the windows. They helped dampen the sound, but would also cover the windows, if need be. There were other things to take into account and notice, but I really did have to use the facilities. It was over to the right side of the room where the linen cabinet and sink were also located.  
 
    After using the restroom, I entered the main room, saying, “This is quite the set-up.” It was important to keep my distance from Bruce, so I went to the dining table. There were only four seats around the table, ensuring we’d maintain our personal space. He came to the table, sitting in the chair across from me. 
 
    Looking at Bruce, small talk was the last thing on my mind. Also, the way he disappeared from the castle, I didn’t want to take any chances wasting this time together. 
 
    “Why did you wait so long for me?” I asked.   
 
    It took Bruce a while to respond. “When I was eighteen, someone asked if I’d like to be happy,” he explained. “I’ll admit that, at that age, happiness doesn’t take much. A beautiful woman and a good meal or drink every now and again would do it.” He smiled while running his hand through his hair. His tone turned serious. “Then it was explained to me what it was like to be with the right woman,” he added. 
 
    “And what is that like?” I questioned. 
 
    “For starters, it would be the best sex I’d ever have,” he shared. “As a man, that certainly got my attention. But, all facets of life would be better when shared with the right person- conversation, adventures, family…even the mundane. I had to know more. Something inside me knew she was telling the truth.” 
 
    “Hmm” I mused. “And how is it that you and these other boys came to be selected?” 
 
    “It’s no mystery,” he told me. “We are born of a certain blood line, just as you were. Your sweat spell holds no power over me. Because of that, you would know that my love could be trusted- that my choice to be with you was my own.” 
 
    “But why wait so long,” I pressed, “especially after I was married?” 
 
    “At first, when all five of your suitors were gathered together,” he started, “it was merely a competition. What did any of us know of love at that age? We only wanted to win or be proven to be the best. Everyone held on for the first year, but you could not be found, so two men left. After three years, when we were twenty-one, another man forfeited. The year we turned twenty-five, my last rival decided to leave.” 
 
    Bruce got teary-eyed, while telling the story. “That last man was like a brother to me by the time he departed,” he said. “I was the winner by a sad elimination of time. I’m not a better man than any of the other candidates. I’ve had my fair share of relationships, but they never worked out because they were not like the one I was promised to have with you. I’m thirty-eight now, but I feel like my life is getting ready to start anew since you’ve come.” 
 
    He kindly gave me a moment to think about what he had just explained. The sweet comment about his life “starting anew” would not go unnoticed. It was that kind of vulnerability that deserved appreciation. However, there was something missing in his story. He was keeping something back. 
 
    “Two questions, if I may,” I said. “What are you not telling me? And when you said she was telling the truth, who were you referring to?” 
 
    “Wow,” Bruce said, smiling. “I was in the running for your hand for seven years, and I’ve never told anyone this. My father met you. When he was dying in the hospital, he sent for me. He made me promise that if anyone came for me and asked me to candidate for your hand- that I would stay until the last. He promised me greater joy than any man deserved. His request could even be considered his dying wish. I wouldn’t deny him that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear about your father,” I acknowledged. “When did I meet him?” 
 
    “Thank you, but it was a long time ago. I was almost eighteen,” he said. “Apparently he was your cab driver when you were in Ireland with your grandmother. He said he spent the day with the two of you in Kildare.” 
 
    It took a while for me to remember my time in Kildare. “Oh, yes,” I recalled. “He had quite a healthy appetite and we argued about sheela-na-gigs.” 
 
    Bruce laughed. “That sounds about right,” he said. “He passed away about six months after that. We never guessed he was sick because he kept it to himself, and wanted to keep providing for us.”  
 
    “Clio’s mom was the one who approached me about being a candidate for your hand,” he interjected. It took me a while to figure out what Bruce was talking about, as my mind was off on other subjects. But, he was merely answering my second question. 
 
    “So here we are,” I stated the obvious. “Now what?” 
 
    “Well, that is up to you,” Bruce said, staring intently. “I have to keep going away because being around you, and not being with you, proves too difficult. You also have training to complete, which I’m not supposed to interfere with.” 
 
    “So, you wait some more?” I wondered. 
 
    “It won’t be long now,” he said. “If after Clio’s week of training, you are still unsure of our relationship- there is no reason for me to stay.” 
 
    It was pretty clear what he meant, so I didn’t expound on the subject. How was I expected to make a decision about a man I barely knew? And yet, passionate and loving thoughts of Bruce were barraging my mind like a tidal wave. Conversely, thoughts of Rick were like a drip from a sink…annoying and intermittent.  
 
    “Admittedly, I’ve not been very open to getting to know you,” I said. “I’m sorry. When I’m close to you, there are these fiery, carnal desires that can barely be controlled.” We both smiled at my choice of words, as Bruce shook his head in agreement. “I’m not in a very trusting place right now,” I explained, “but I see you in my visions years from now. We’re both sinfully content. I want so badly to believe in that.” 
 
    He stretched his hands out across the table. I looked at them, palms up and put my hands in his. “That’s the most honest string of sentences you have spoken to me,” he said. “I’ve always been fascinated by how people talk about trust, as though it’s to be earned. But, it’s impossible to earn anything unless you are willing to make the initial investment. If you can find a way to scrape together enough trust for your first investment in me, you won’t believe your gains.” 
 
    He rubbed my hands, while we looked into each other’s eyes. Slowly, as though it was choreographed, we rose from our seats. There was a knock at the door before it swung open. We immediately released our hands. 
 
    “There you are,” Bridget said. “I need to get started with you, Muriel.” 
 
    “But, I haven’t had the chance to show Muriel the upstairs yet,” Bruce told her, with a devilish smile on his face. 
 
    Bridget was confused initially because she knew very well what was upstairs. She looked upwards and then in our direction. “Yes, well, maybe another time,” she suggested. “Come along, Muriel, we have work to do.” 
 
    Following Bridget out of the room, I looked back at Bruce. He winked and smiled at me, making me flush all over. Whatever Bridget and I were going to work on today would never compare to Bruce’s tour of the upstairs…that was for certain. 
 
    We went down the hall, into the library. Bridget shut the door. She took a seat at the table, placing her notebooks down. 
 
    “Before you bore me with any conversations or questions about Bruce,” she announced, “let me just finalize some facts. You two are perfect for each other. You can either have a relationship with him or not. If you decide against it- your life and this council will suffer. O.K., moving on…” 
 
    “I understand that you have traveled to Kildare,” Bridget stated. I nodded affirmatively. “You no doubt had visions while you were there,” she assumed. “We’ll talk about those in a moment. First, let me explain that in Kildare is where the main division of our ancestors took place. Kildare was a huge druid stronghold and place of worship. When the foreigners came, they brought their own beliefs with them. They built large churches or abbeys on the sites of all druid areas of worship or gathering. The foreigners believed their God dwelt in the buildings; our kind believed that gods moved in nature.” 
 
    “The foreigners came and brought the idea of one God,” Bridget went on. “There was a time where the druids and Christians were able to come together in a similar belief. The foreigners added some of the druid statues or practices into their worship and our ancestors reciprocated the gestures.” Bridget looked at me, and asked, “Did you see any of this information in your visions?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, sadly. “The druids eventually became disgruntled with all the rules of the foreign church. They grew tired of paying for the buildings when they were in need of food. Their daughters, because of their beauty, were often used as pawns in the church’s games. The lands the druids had inhabited for centuries were stripped from them. There came a point when they started to stand up against these foreign entities, but it was too late.” 
 
    I looked to Bridget to see if she wanted me to stop, but she nodded, signaling for me to continue. “The druids were forced to go deeper into the woods,” I continued. “They were labeled as pagans which, at the time, merely meant they were without religion. Pagans became a people shrouded in mystery. At times, they were hunted down like animals, but they were also sought after for their gifts of healing or other abilities.”  
 
    “All true,” Bridget acknowledged. “The Toec people could mark their end at Kildare. It was the last stronghold of the lifestyle. Between the fire temple and the tower, it was easily identified as a spiritual area to the foreigners- the perfect place to build their cathedral.” 
 
    “There were three paths to choose from,” Bridget explained. “Our people either maintained their lifestyle, traveling deeper into the woods or they assimilated into the culture at large. Many of the women joined nunneries.” 
 
    I waited for the third course of action. “That’s only two paths,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, well,” Bridget confessed, “the third path included moving deeper into the woods, but throwing off their peaceful natures. They used their gifts and abilities for a darker purpose. Revenge, theft, murder, sacrifice, sorcery and all other manners of evil were now their driving force. The fear they instilled made it impossible for others outside the evil practices to be honest about their heredity. Women were no longer held in high regard and were often separated from one another, which eventually reduced their knowledge and power.” 
 
    The situation for our ancestors was dismal, but I could understand the reasoning for all three paths. There was a piece of me that might consider the darker path, had my life been stripped away or if I was forced to give up Deidra. However, being void of any passionate beliefs in my life, the situation was not very easy to imagine. Was there anything in my life I would die for besides Deidra?  I was annoyed with my own dramaticism, and decided to think about it later, (a little ashamed nothing else came to mind). 
 
    “I’ve always wondered something about my namesake, St. Brigid,” Bridget mused. “How did she really become a bishop? Even in modern times, there has never been another female bishop.” 
 
    “She used the sweat spell,” I shared, smiling. “The future of her people was in question. She knew if her title was announced as a bishop in the ceremony, it would afford her more power, even in the foreign church. There probably wasn’t a man within ten miles that hadn’t been under a sweat spell used by herself or one of her nuns.” I laughed at the thought of it. “It maintained harmony, though. What I can’t understand is why the women started to view visions of their mothers and so many relationships broke down.” 
 
    “That was dark magic. A man’s dark magic,” Bridget shared. “In order for the men in the druid society to be powerful, they had to temper the women’s gifts. Inserting discourse between the generations caused mistrust between women in general. When druidesses saw their mother’s dark thoughts or actions, it caused them to question other women as well. That’s why this council has the potential to be so powerful. If all of us can come together with trust, there isn’t much we can’t accomplish.” 
 
    “What is the goal of the council?” I wondered. 
 
    “We’re figuring that out,” Bridget said. “We are preparing for what is to come, but we have little knowledge of what that entails. Right now, we know that the ancestors of the druids that took that third path are still active. There will come a time very soon where only we can stop them.” 
 
    “Ah, the standard good vs. evil shtick,” I surmised. 
 
    “It’s almost that simple,” Bridget sighed. “I suggest you first decide which side you’re on.” 
 
    “You’re joking, right?” I asked.  
 
    “No,” Bridget answered, plainly. “Your actions while you are at the castle are being judged, but you will still have to make a decision…pledge yourself to one side or the other...light or dark.” She looked at me with concern and reminded, “You were born of fire. That means your potential for evil is just as possible as anything else.” 
 
    “It doesn’t really seem like I have a choice,” I mentioned. “If I decide to leave here, Macy has hinted that it would be dangerous.” 
 
    “Yes, but you would not be harmed by us,” Bridget explained, looking at me with confusion.  
 
    “I don’t understand…” I trailed off. 
 
    “The people that killed your grandparents,” Bridget said. “They are after you and Deidra too. 
 
    “That was an accident,” I corrected. 
 
    “I spoke with your mother at your grandparent’s gravesite,” Bridget told me. “It wasn’t an accident at all.” 
 
    Suddenly, the revenge-seeking, murderous route became a very realistic option. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16- Close to Home 
 
      
 
    My junior year of high school started in two weeks. All the school supplies and a couple new outfits had been purchased. I was ready for school, but nothing was more exciting than Jed arriving in town tomorrow. 
 
    We had only been apart for a couple of weeks, but we missed each other already. Jed was allowed to call me from his house twice a week. Dad wouldn’t allow me to call him at all. He said if Jed wanted to talk to me, it would have to be on his dime. Dad believed these little tactics would discourage me or put Jed off, but he was wrong. 
 
    “Don’t forget, Dad,” I reminded. “We’re taking Jed out for dinner tomorrow night when you get home from work. It’s to welcome him to the area and show him around.” 
 
    He poured milk over his cereal, sitting down at the table. “How could I forget?” he asked. “Every day, you give me the current countdown of when Jed is going to be here. I’ll be glad when he’s here, so I don’t have to hear this every morning.” 
 
    “Will you really be glad when he gets here?” I wondered. 
 
    He furrowed his brows, and effortlessly said, “No.” 
 
    “Dad,” I scolded, “you really need to be nice to him. I’ve been putting up with your girlfriend, Brandi, and that is no fun.” His girlfriend turned out to be ten years younger than him, not real bright and had a laugh that could not be more annoying. She was pretty, but beyond that, I was really searching for other redeeming qualities. 
 
    He only shrugged. “It’s hard for me to be nice to someone who wants to seduce my daughter,” he remarked. 
 
    “Dad!” I shrieked. “He wants no such thing!” 
 
    He shook his head in disbelief. Luckily, he had to get to work soon. Even if we started an argument, it wouldn’t last long. As he ate his cereal, I decided not to push the point. Instead, concentrating on Jed’s arrival was more important. 
 
    “Where do you think we should take Jed for dinner?” I asked, further proving my obsession with his arrival. 
 
    Dad got up to rinse out his cereal bowl, after wolfing down his meal. “I was thinking about McDonald’s,” he suggested. “You really can’t beat the ambience.” He was very pleased with himself, trying not to laugh. Before leaving, he grabbed his briefcase and kissed me on the cheek. “Stop worrying about Jed,” Dad advised. “Everything will be fine. This is how life works. Dads aren’t supposed to be excited about their daughter’s suitors. That’s not life in the real world, kid. Have a good day.”  
 
    Dad always made me think of things from a different vantage point, and I suppose he was right- not that I would tell him so. But living in the real world, up to this point, had not been without its disappointment. The fact that Jed was willing to do so much to be geographically closer to me, was proving to be enchanting. It sometimes made the real world appear farther off. 
 
    It would be so nice to have a girlfriend to talk to about all of this, but spending my summers at Grammy and Gramps made close friendships very hard to maintain. It’s pathetic that my best friend is my Dad, especially now that the topic of conversation has turned to boys.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what to do with my day. The thought of Jed was monopolizing most of my time. Usually, there would be plenty of chores to keep me busy, but Brandi had been helping around the house in an effort to impress my father. She was angling to move in. It was a tactic I’d witnessed before, with other girlfriends. However, it did mean my chore-load was lighter, so there’d be no complaints just yet. 
 
    Right before hopping in the shower, the phone rang. 
 
    “Hello,” I said, into the receiver. 
 
    “Hi, beautiful,” Jed answered, on the other end of the line.  
 
    That surge of excitement from merely hearing his voice made me feel equally ridiculous and wonderful. He was all I could think about; making me fear that there would be no going back. I was falling in love with him. Even though there was no previous experience with love quite like this, there could be no other explanation.  
 
    “So, I can’t talk long,” he announced, “but, can I call you again around noon?” 
 
    “Of course,” I encouraged. “I cannot wait to see you tomorrow. Are you excited to move?” 
 
    “More than you know,” he said. “I gotta run, but I just wanted to make sure you’d be around when I called. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    “O.K., talk to you then,” I said. I hung up the receiver. “I think I love you,” I whispered, wondering what the words sounded like out loud.  
 
    After showering, it was only 9 a.m. in the morning. Whatever my plans were, they now included being by the phone before noon. After reading for a while, I decided to get some sun in the backyard. There was no need to be out for too long, maybe just an hour or so. When 11:30 came around, it was back in the house to impatiently await Jed’s call. 
 
    I made a sandwich and flipped through the channels on the T.V. Every now and then, I’d glance over at the phone. Five minutes before noon, I picked the phone up very quickly, just to make sure there was a ring tone. This behavior would have been mock-worthy a few weeks ago, but now I was a woman possessed. I considered not answering the phone at all, attempting to play it cool.  
 
    There was a knock at the door, making me practically jump a foot. The ring of the phone was expected, but this sound was unwelcome. Dad didn’t want me answering the door when he wasn’t home. It was a rule. I should see who it was, because sometimes the neighbors would check on me or bring food over for us. Single fathers were not common in my neighborhood, so casseroles were regularly delivered. Even if it was someone known to me, I wouldn’t open the door in my swimsuit. 
 
    Peeking around the curtains in the living room, I could only see the back of a man. When he turned to look out in the street, I saw that it was Jed. It took no time for me to fly to the door. I unlocked it, jumping into his arms. We embraced for a while on the porch. 
 
    “Come in,” I said. “Quickly, before the neighbors see. They keep an eye on me for my dad.” 
 
    “Look at you,” he said, looking me up and down. He hadn’t seen me in a swimsuit since we were little kids. “Somebody needs to keep an eye on you. You are stunning!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “I have missed you,” I said, practically weeping.  
 
    We kissed, slowly…passionately. It almost made me forget where we were. No boys were allowed in the house when Dad wasn’t home and no opening the door to any boy or man- two rules broken before noon.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I wondered. “I thought you weren’t supposed to be here until tomorrow.” 
 
    “The waiting was killing me,” he confessed. “I couldn’t stay away any longer. I enjoyed talking to you on the phone, but it made me want to hold you that much more.” He stroked my hair. “You should go put some clothes on,” he suggested. “I can’t be accountable for my actions when you look this good.” 
 
    I laughed, running upstairs to throw on a t-shirt and shorts. “I’ll be right back,” I said. “Make yourself comfortable.” 
 
    In the two minutes we were apart, he only made it to the couch. I was back downstairs in no time, jumping on the couch right next to him. We kissed. The back of the couch faced the large front window, where something on the street caught my eye. 
 
    “Is that your truck?” I asked.  
 
    “Yep,” Jed answered. 
 
    In the front of my house was a large, dusty pick-up truck filled to the rim with furniture and belongings. Never mind that trucks like that were not often spotted in this neighborhood. The load of belongings alone would serve as a beacon for the neighbors. They were not circling the truck like a school of sharks yet, but the scent of blood was definitely in the water. 
 
    “We have to go,” I said, jumping up. “My neighbors will ask all kinds of questions about your truck if we don’t get out of here.” 
 
    “But I just got here,” Jed whined. “I’ve been on the road all morning.” 
 
    Pulling Jed up off of the couch, I said, “I know, babe, but any relationship we thought we could have is over once my dad finds out you were here without his permission or while he wasn’t home.”  
 
    I grabbed my wallet. “How about I take you to lunch?” I suggested. 
 
    “I could eat,” he realized. 
 
    “Perfect! Let’s go,” I urged. 
 
    Mr. Fenton was outside watering his lawn. He lived two doors down from us, and was the only neighbor that wouldn’t concern me. He was retired and his wife scolded him if he meddled in anyone’s business. He was also very old-fashioned, rarely speaking to my father because of our family situation. Mr. Fenton didn’t appear to have any relationship with his grown children and couldn’t understand how my father and I got along so well. The obligatory wave was exchanged between neighbors before Jed and I drove off.  
 
    Picking a restaurant was not an easy task. Dad and I went to several in the area. He knew many people around town, so I had to choose a new deli that had just opened. Jed refused to let me pay, even though he drove all that way. 
 
    “This is pretty good,” Jed said, with a mouth half-full of food. 
 
    “It’s a difficult thing to screw up a sandwich,” I observed. 
 
    We looked at each other while we ate, smiling now and then in disbelief and excitement. 
 
    “So, I can’t move into my dorm until tomorrow at noon,” Jed shared. “I was hoping your dad would let me stay the night.” 
 
    The soda almost escaped my mouth and flew across the table. I choked it down, which made my eyes water. 
 
    “Are you O.K?” he wondered. 
 
    Even though I felt sick about what Jed had just suggested, I shook my head affirmatively. My mind was occupied for the next few minutes trying to come up with a plan. There was only one way this would work. 
 
    “Can you drive me to a gas station?” I asked. “I want to call Gramps.” 
 
    Jed was confused, but he drove me anyway because he needed to get gas. Convincing Gramps to help in this situation was a no-brainer. He would want to help his great-nephew out and my dad would do just about anything to repay even a small portion of all the summers I spent with my grandparents.  
 
    When Gramps answered the phone, he told me that Grammy wasn’t there. He was surprised to find out that I wanted to talk with him. I asked Gramps to call dad at work to let him know that Jed would be arriving a day early and needed a place to stay. Gramps would tell him that Jed was arriving early this evening. Technically, he would be arriving (again) earlier in the evening. Gramps didn’t need to know that Jed had already arrived or that Jed and I were dating. Hopefully, Gramps’ lack of unnecessary communication would work in my favor. 
 
    Gramps asked why I couldn’t just call Dad myself. It was a really good question to which I didn’t immediately have an answer. I explained that I had to call Gramps collect from a pay phone because I wasn’t at home, but Dad’s work wouldn’t accept collect calls. It was all true, but equally suspicious at the same time. Before hanging up, I told Gramps that I loved him. The whole situation was now out of my hands.  
 
    I just about jumped out of my skin after turning around from the pay phone because Jed was right behind me. 
 
    “Did I hear that right?” Jed wondered. “You love someone else. I came all this way and you love someone else?” 
 
    In my mind, I quickly ran over all the things I could say to torture or tease poor Jed, but the sad look on his face made that course of action seem cruel. 
 
    “That was your great-uncle Wayne,” I told him. “And, yes, I love him very much. Is that going to be a problem?” 
 
    “Oh,” Jed said, relieved. He smiled, trying to erase the flush of embarrassment on his cheeks. “Why did you call him?” 
 
    “I am hoping that Gramps can ask my dad to let you stay overnight,” I said. “I’m afraid this will be a big deal for my dad, and if I ask- the answer will be no for sure. My father is not thrilled with the idea of us as a couple.” 
 
    “Well, your dad wouldn’t like the idea of you datin’ anyone,” Jed pointed out.  
 
    “He will love you,” I said, reaching up to Jed’s cheek. We kissed by the pay phone with no concern for his father or mine. It was a freedom we had never experienced, making us feel suddenly grown up.  
 
    We decided to hang out at a local park for a while. Before my father was due home, Jed would drop me off a couple of blocks from my house. To not arouse suspicion, I put out some chicken breasts to defrost for grilling later. But, if plans went as expected, we’d all be going out for dinner tonight instead of tomorrow night. 
 
    Dad arrived home around his normal time of 6 p.m. We greeted each other. He put his briefcase down at the kitchen table and saw the chicken on the counter. He picked it up and placed the chicken in the fridge. Why wasn’t he telling me the wonderful news that Jed was going to be in town soon? Conversational fishing was in order. 
 
    “I thought we could grill some chicken,” I said. “Why did you put it away?” 
 
    “We have other plans tonight,” he answered. 
 
    “Oh. Did you have a good day a work?” I wondered. Sticking to our normal exchange for a while would be best. 
 
    “It was work,” he replied. “Nothing out of the ordinary except your grandfather called me today. Apparently, Jed needs a favor.” 
 
    Thank goodness I was already aware of what was happening. Had this been new information, I may have very well jumped up and down with excitement. As it was, I had to concentrate on staying calm. I took a couple more minutes to respond, making sure my speech wouldn’t include any high-pitched squealing. 
 
    “Hmm,” I said, sounding very uninterested. “What does he want?” 
 
    “Well, Jed is not coming tomorrow,” Dad shared.  
 
    He was trying to see how badly this news was going to upset me. What a brat, I thought. My dad had taught me how to play poker a couple of years ago. One of his friends couldn’t make it one night and he needed a spot filled at the table. This was one of those instances where my poker face would come in handy. It also didn’t hurt that I could see his hand, and knew exactly where Jed was. 
 
    “That’s too bad,” I reacted, unaffected. “He has to get here pretty soon. School starts in two weeks.” 
 
    He watched me for a couple of minutes, quite pleased with my lack of reaction to the news. He most likely assumed that Jed must not be that important to me if I showed no signs of devastation. The lower my level of interest, the more likely that Dad would allow Jed to spend the night.  
 
    “Jed is going to be here soon,” Dad announced. “He’ll stay here tonight until he can move into his dorm room tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yay!” I celebrated. “Does this mean that we can take him out to dinner today?” 
 
    “I suppose,” Dad said. “He will be here soon. You better get the pull-out bed ready in the den.”  
 
    There was more that he wanted to say…I could tell. He had thoughts and words rolling around in his mind. I could only hope that they weren’t all for Jed’s arrival. He was agitated because he had not made up his mind as to how he would greet Jed or present himself.  
 
    My dad loved me dearly. He didn’t want me to be upset about his interactions with Jed. There was much for him to consider and I didn’t envy his position or know what was best. Even so, a strange peace loomed, knowing that Jed was such a good person and my dad wanted desperately to do the right thing. 
 
    “I’ll go get the sheets,” I said, disrupting both our thoughts.  
 
    While I made up the sofa bed in the den, Dad went upstairs to put on more comfortable clothing. Summer temperatures were still in effect, so he donned some shorts and a t-shirt. After finishing the bed, I went upstairs to apply a little make-up and change my shirt. 
 
    The doorbell rang. I quickly raced out of my room. Dad was already half way down the stairs so I followed after him, making it to the door at the same time. My heart raced in anticipation of the two of them meeting.  
 
    Dad looked back at me. “You know, we could pretend we’re not home,” he said, smiling at the suggestion. 
 
    “Very funny,” I frowned. “Please open the door.” 
 
    “Hello, sir,” Jed said, as soon as the door was opened. “My dad wanted me to bring you some onions from the farm.” Jed handed over a bag of red onions. He was so nervous, reminding me of Jed’s awkwardness a couple of years ago. 
 
    Dad held the bag of onions in his hand, looking at Jed. He set the bag down on a little table and shut the door with Jed still outside. I was horrified, as Dad waited for almost a minute until he opened the door again.  
 
    I’m sure my face had an expression of anguish, but Jed’s smile was huge. Dad returned the sentiment to Jed. Perhaps this was some man-code that was beyond my scope. 
 
    Jed and my father shook hands. “It is nice to meet you Mr. Cavenaugh,” Jed said. “My name is Jed. I’m your daughter’s boyfriend, and it would be nice if we could get to know each other.” 
 
    “Very nice to meet you, Jed,” Dad said, releasing the handshake. “Please come in.” 
 
    Jed and I refrained from kissing or hugging in front of my father. That kind of comfort-level would take some time, if it happened at all.  
 
    As Jed walked past my dad, he said to him, “Thanks for the do-over.” 
 
    “Everyone deserves a second chance,” Dad told Jed, while winking at me. 
 
    “Can I get you something to drink?” Dad asked Jed. 
 
    “A glass of water would be great,” he replied. 
 
    “Your dad and grandpa probably let you drink beer,” Dad assumed. “Would you like a beer?” 
 
    This was a test! My dad didn’t think there was anything wrong with beer- if you were of legal age and not dating his daughter. Jed, on the other hand, was allowed to drink beer and may have thought this was a legitimate offer. When dad turned his head for a second to get a beer from the fridge, I gave Jed a look that let him know not to accept the beer. 
 
    Dad tried to hand Jed a beer. “Oh, no, Mr. Cavenaugh,” Jed explained, “I appreciate the offer, but I’m only eighteen.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Dad said, knowing full-well that Jed was eighteen. “Muriel, why don’t you get a glass of water for your boyfr…uh, for Jed?” 
 
    That little test of Dad’s was a good indication that he was looking for faults…little chinks in Jed’s armor. I would have to pay close attention to conversation, as Dad could be very sly. After handing the glass to Jed, Dad motioned us all into the living room. 
 
    “Let’s have a seat,” he suggested. “We can get to know each other a little better.” 
 
    That sentence was spoken in the lesser-known language of “Dadenese,” and could be translated to mean: let’s go find out if you are worthy to date my daughter. 
 
    It was going to be a long night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17- Morrigan, Goddess of Battle 
 
      
 
    Bridget had only stayed on at the castle for an additional week of training. It wasn’t of much use, however. There was nothing retained past the knowledge that my grandparents were killed. 
 
    Of all the people that could be coming to the castle next, Macy was the perfect choice. She would understand my anger. Perhaps, even encourage me in it. Rick was no longer highest-ranked on my shit list. Whoever harmed my grandparents had now overtaken the honor of the top spot. I never had a list before this month, but it was filling up quickly. 
 
    Thinking about Rick reminded me that I hadn’t spoken to him in a couple of weeks. His lack of control of the situation had to be driving him crazy. It was Sunday, so he’d most likely be home. I picked up the receiver, thinking it would be good to let him know he’s still not in control. 
 
    A female voice answered the phone. 
 
    “Seriously,” I asked, “you answer the phone there?” 
 
    “Muriel, you need to understand that I didn’t mean for this to happen,” Lorrah pleaded. 
 
    “I’d like to talk to my husband, please,” I said, ignoring her attempt to explain and purposely using the term husband. 
 
    “I’ve been trying to get ahold of you this entire month!” Rick said, barking through the receiver. “I’ve called everyone you know.” 
 
    Ignoring his whining, I inquired, “Are you still planning on going through with a divorce?” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered. “I was hoping you could meet me at my parent’s house in Vermont. All the papers have been drawn up. Are you available next week?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know, but I will be in touch,” I informed. “If we can meet later in the week, possibly Thursday- that should work. Did you want to say hi to Deidra?” 
 
    “Give me your number so we can firm up plans,” Rick demanded. “And I talk to Deidra quite often, so it’s O.K.” 
 
    “I’ll call in a couple of days to let you know about Thursday,” I said. Then, without a hint of remorse, I hung up on him.  
 
    Walking across the hall, I slipped into Deidra’s room, where she was putting away her laundry. Between Bridget, Bruce and Tracy hopping in and out to spend time with her, we hadn’t hung out much these last couple of weeks.  
 
    “So,” I started, “you talk to your dad a lot?” 
 
    “Maybe once or twice a week for ten or fifteen minutes,” she responded.  
 
    “He doesn’t have our phone number,” I stated. “That’s good. You didn’t tell him where we are, did you?” 
 
    Deidra didn’t verbally answer my question, but the look on her face said it all. She most definitely did not. 
 
    “Mom,” she addressed me, “you do understand that someday it will be me that has to take your position. I’m being trained right alongside you.” She finished with her laundry, turning toward me. “I grasp the importance of maintaining secrecy,” she said. “My natural giftedness just doesn’t compare to yours.” 
 
    “If I could give it to you now, I would,” I confessed. However, if danger was soon to be introduced, I would try to keep her as far away from it as possible. 
 
    “Hi Ladies,” a voice from Deidra’s doorway spoke, practically making the two of us jump out of our skin. Macy had arrived for this week’s training. “I hit some traffic on the way here, and was supposed to be here earlier this morning. Have you both eaten lunch?”  
 
    We nodded. “Great,” she said. “Let me put my bags in my room and I’ll meet you in the gym. I need to get a little workout in because I’ve been in the car for way too long. You guys should put on some shorts and we can all work out together.”  
 
    “Might as well,” I agreed. “We’re going to be there anyway.” 
 
    Deidra and I entered the gym to find Bruce hugging Macy, welcoming her back to the castle. They were catching up on each other’s lives and made plans to get together for a beer that evening. I’d been doing all I could to avoid Bruce, given his effect on me. But, seeing the two of them having such a wonderful time, made me jealous.  
 
    When Bruce turned around, he said hello to Deidra and I before leaving. His workout was obviously complete as he wiped beads of sweat from his exposed skin.  
 
    “If you don’t choose to be with him,” Macy warned, “there will be a line of women ready to take your place. He’s too yummy to go to waste.” 
 
    Macy’s comment came as a shock. I had been keeping Bruce at arm’s length, not thinking about all the options available to him. “Do you think you might be one of those women, Macy?” I wondered. 
 
    Macy crinkled her nose. “No,” she answered quickly. “Maybe a few rolls in the hay, but nothing serious. It’s not my style.” Macy started a jog on one of the treadmills. There were only two in the gym, so I let Deidra get on the other one. The rowing machine was fine by me. 
 
    “So, how did you enjoy your time with Bridget?” Macy asked. 
 
    Deidra and I answered at the same time. My answer was “okay” and hers was an enthusiastic “great!” Everything about this experience was more to Deidra’s liking. The training with Bridget may have been deemed something other than okay, if it hadn’t included the news about my grandparents. That was hard to forget, torturing my thoughts and visions ever since Bridget shared the information. 
 
    “There is something I can’t figure out,” I said. “If my Grammy was so good at concealing where she was from, how was she found? Deidra tells me that this council had been in contact with her for at least the last year of her life.” 
 
    “We got lucky,” Macy explained. “Your grandmother believed that the record-keeper was part of the post of Ellowee but, his bigger service was with us even if he was not aware.” Macy slowed her pace on the treadmill, as she was getting out of breath, and continued, “There were three people the information traveled through and, quite frankly, the first two were completely devoted to your grandmother. We searched for years to find this mysterious record-keeper, but his identity is still a mystery.” 
 
    “The record-keeper is brilliant. For the final leg of the delivery, he selected a man with one foot in the grave who wasn’t expected to make it back from the assignment,” she explained. “Sometimes they came to us in wheel chairs or on oxygen. One gentleman died a few feet from the front door of this castle. They traveled with no identification, hailing from all over the globe.” 
 
    “He wasn’t a young man when we were in Ireland,” I mentioned. “He must have been replaced.” 
 
    Macy smacked the button on her treadmill to stop the machine. “Probably,” she answered. “Anyway, this third man was a randomly selected person who had no knowledge of what he was delivering or why. Your grandmother most likely assumed the information was for updating the book of Deidra.” 
 
    “So if the record-keeper is still at large,” Deidra interjected, “how did you find her?” 
 
    “The second man in the process,” Macy answered. “One year a gentleman arrived here who was neither infirm nor particularly old. It was very peculiar. We asked him to stay here for a few days as our guest.” All the machines in the gym were silenced while she told the story.  
 
    “It was two years ago,” Macy remembered. “The man, who showed up here, was taking a fare to the airport. The man in the cab was sickly. He told the cab driver that he had always found a sick person to deliver a letter, but this year, he was the sick man.” 
 
    “I know it all sounds confusing,” Macy admitted. “We kept that poor man here, questioning him incessantly and trying to find a hint or clue to any connection to your Grammy, no matter how small. Thankfully, he liked to talk, and we all shared stories, including all manner of Irish history. The day he was planning to go home, he mentioned something that struck all of us.” Macy took a long pause. 
 
    “He told us about an argument he overheard,” Macy continued. “A teenage girl was going on about Sheela-na-gigs. This teenage girl spoke with such authority that he believed her when she argued that women, not men, had formed the little sculptures. That teenage girl was you,” Macy announced. “The man was a customer in a Kildare restaurant you had dined in.” 
 
    I took a moment to think back. “Giblets versus fun bags,” I mumbled.  
 
    Deidra started laughing. “What did you say?” she asked. 
 
    “The man in the restaurant…” I started. “He said that no man would prefer a woman’s giblets over her fun bags.” I shook my head. “There is no way you could have found my grandmother because of that interaction,” I decided. “It doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “The man distinctly remembered thinking that you were a loon, blaming it on the fact that you were Scottish,” Macy informed. 
 
    “What!?” I exclaimed. “There was no talk of ancestry or where I was from.” 
 
    “No, there wasn’t,” Macy agreed, “but you were wearing a polo shirt with a small logo on it that read: Carlmont Scots. I believe he said there were two crossed rackets under the name.” 
 
    I knew exactly which shirt she was referring to. It was my high school badminton shirt. Our badminton team was pretty good, so the school bought us very nice shirts. 
 
    “There is only one high school in all of America with the name Carlmont Scots,” Macy grinned. “You don’t get much luckier than that. We went through the yearbooks, found all the girls in racket sports, and paid the man from the restaurant a hefty sum to identify you out of the pictures.” 
 
    “Your grandmother was just a legend up to that point,” Macy added. “We weren’t sure that a line of Enya really did exist. The reports from the record-keeper were all we had to go on. And to have proof of your existence was a relief.” 
 
    “Why didn’t someone just go into an Oris meeting,” I wondered, “and speak with my grandmother?” 
 
    “There are a lot of organizations out there that make wild claims,” Deidra shared. “It’s hard to believe that even the Oris foundation is a solid group.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, to Deidra, “but, all of this…this feels right? This place, these people are a solid group that you are ready to pledge your whole life to? Let them tell you who to marry? How the rest of your life will go?” 
 
    I stormed out of the gym. Deidra called after me, but I was in no mood to listen. It was only five minutes after flopping down on my bed that Macy entered the room, joining me. We both laid there in silence looking up toward the ceiling. 
 
    “I understand how you feel,” Macy broke the silence. 
 
    I looked over at her and back at the ceiling. “I doubt it,” I decided. 
 
    “You’re feeling vulnerable,” Macy said. “You may not even know that’s what’s frustrating you.” 
 
    Macy’s style of training was already quite different from the other women. She made that comment and then we were silent for a good ten minutes. It was just enough time for her statement to worm its way into my thoughts. 
 
    “Why do you think I’m vulnerable?” I wondered. 
 
    “How could you not be?” she answered, with a question. “You’re away from home. You just lost your grandparents. Everyone is telling you how the rest of your life is going to play out, and Deidra’s, too. Your marriage is ending, and you must feel like everything is beyond your control. Does that sound about right?” 
 
    “Very accurate,” I agreed. 
 
    She leaned toward me, on her elbow. “You need to get your power back,” she suggested, “and make some decisions about your own life. How about we meet with Rick and Lorrah in just two days? I have a game plan that just may do the trick, making you feel more empowered. It will lift your spirits. I promise.” Macy was very excited about the prospect.  
 
    Admittedly, my enthusiasm was not on the same level. “O.K.,” I said. 
 
    Before Macy lay back down, she nodded towards the phone. “No time like the present,” she hinted. 
 
    As I reached for the bedside phone to make the meeting with Rick official, Deidra walked into the room, lying between Macy and me. It was a short phone conversation with Lorrah, as Rick was still at work. The meeting place would be at a Vermont restaurant that Rick and I would frequent on the way to his parent’s house. Just like men in westerns tended to do, we would meet at high noon. I could picture all four of us in cowboy hats, ready for a duel. Macy would definitely pull the look off better than any of us.  
 
    “So,” Macy said, “how about we show up a little late for the meeting, just to let them know you’re in control.” 
 
    Both Deidra and I looked in Macy’s direction. “My mom is never late,” Deidra said. “She has too much of her grandmother in her. If we show up on time, that would freak my dad out just as much because she’s usually 15 minutes early for everything.” Macy and Deidra had a laugh at my expense. 
 
    “She’s a wild one, that mother of yours,” Macy added.  
 
    “Am I going with you?” Deidra asked. 
 
    “No,” Macy responded. “Your mom should tackle this one alone. Do you miss your dad?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” Deidra answered, “if I’m being honest.” 
 
    “Don’t ever feel bad about missing him,” Macy instructed. “He’s your dad and just because he has messed some things up, doesn’t mean that he ever stopped loving you.” 
 
    As they both carried on a conversation, a quick succession of visions came to me. Lorrah had not told Rick about her pregnancy. She hid her test and wasn’t honest about where she was during her doctor appointments. After experiencing some morning sickness, she blamed a bad meal. Regardless of the circumstance of their affair, I could see in my visions that they genuinely seemed to care for one another. 
 
    Deidra hugged me. “I’m going to go see what Bruce is doing,” she said. “Have a good training session with Macy.” 
 
    “When we meet with Lorrah and Rick in a couple of days,” Macy explained. “I’m going to ask you to do a few things that might make you uncomfortable. But, anything you do can be reversed at a later date if you change your mind. This will be an exercise to bring out the warrior in you. You need to trust me.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” I said. “Would you tell me more about your gift and how it works?” 
 
    “Hmm,” Macy pondered. “It’s a strange gift, but one that you should acquire eventually, with enough training. I can recognize victors. It’s much like your gift of the green hue, except the hue I see is purple. Similarly, if someone will not be victorious, they appear with a grey shroud of color.” 
 
    “Will you be able to tell the outcome between me and Rick?” I asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Macy responded. “You are putting off some seriously grey hues right now. But when the time comes, I’ll be seeing nothing but purple. We better start going over scenarios.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I interrupted. “Give me an example of the last time you used your gift. I’m not sure I understand.” 
 
    “Well,” she started, “you can’t tell anyone about this. When we were getting ready to vote for you to come here, I saw that Bridget’s hue was grey and everyone else’s was purple. Bridget couldn’t be the only one on the council to vote no. She gets very sensitive about stuff like that. So, I voted no.” 
 
    I turned my head to look at Macy. “That was very sweet of you,” I told her, surprised. 
 
    “Let’s not share that with anyone,” she said. “I prefer that my reputation of being difficult stays intact.”  
 
    “We know when politicians are going to win elections,” Macy shared. “I see victory in many things: sports teams, skirmishes between countries, everyday arguments…you name it.” 
 
    “That must be amazing!” I said, in awe. 
 
    “No,” she contradicted. “I’d prefer not to be aware of many of life’s outcomes.” 
 
    “Why is that?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “It takes the excitement and suspense out of a good portion of everyday life,” Macy answered. “You know that fluttering feeling in your stomach when you’re not sure what’s going to happen?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t,” Macy informed, flatly. 
 
    Macy didn’t say that expecting sympathy or pity. As a matter of fact, had I given her any of either, she probably would’ve gotten angry.  
 
    “What if a person will have multiple challenges in one day?” I wondered. “Can you sort through which challenges they will win and lose? Can a person have both purple and grey hues?” 
 
    “This time isn’t supposed to be about me,” Macy responded. 
 
    “You say I’ll have this gift eventually,” I pointed out. “It’s about me. Not everything is about you, Macy.” I smiled, knowing she would be irritated that I accused her of such a thing. 
 
    “Very funny,” she said, unamused. “I have to concentrate on a certain scenario to receive the right hue. If a challenge is coming up immediately, the hue is brighter- whether purple or grey. And, yes, one person can have many hues.” 
 
    “We’ve got a couple of hours before I meet up with Bruce,” Macy announced. “So, let’s see what we can do to improve that grey hue of yours.” 
 
    “I have to say,” I stated, “training in bed is my favorite.” 
 
    For the next couple of hours, Macy and I talked strategy. It was like planning a battle. In my mind, the conversations were pictured as sword thrusts. Macy talked about steps necessary to achieve my desired outcome. There were elements of the plan that I wasn’t sure I’d be able to pull off, but Macy encouraged me to try.  
 
    Bruce knocked on the open door of my bedroom. “Deidra said I might find you up here, Macy,” he said, looking as handsome as ever. “Are you ready to go? I was thinking we could go into Magog.” 
 
    When all my troubles with Rick were over, Bruce was my desired outcome, to be sure. I looked at Macy, practically begging to be invited. 
 
    “Magog sounds good,” Macy agreed. “How about you stay here?” she suggested, looking at me. “Use your visions, wisdom or whatever it takes to ready yourself for the meeting.” She rolled over, whispering in my ear, “If you need motivation, remember that once your dealings with Rick are over…that leaves Bruce.” 
 
    Macy was right. We both peered over at Bruce. “You’re absolutely right,” I agreed. 
 
    “Right about what?” he asked, a little agitated.  
 
    “That even though you’re Irish, green really isn’t your color,” I said. 
 
    “Yes!” Macy exclaimed, smacking her hand down on the bed, and rising to a sitting position. “That is the kind of quick thinking that is going to have me seeing purple! Keep up the good work.” The two of us laughed, while Bruce furrowed his brow. He knew we were not discussing his shirt.  
 
    They left the room to go out for the evening. My stomach was growling, but I’d missed the normal serving time. I went down for some cheese and grapes to quiet my rumbling belly. After eating a little something, I retired to my room, taking a much-needed, hot shower. Thinking…plotting…perfecting. 
 
    Deidra came in later to bid me goodnight. She was the best thing about my life, hands down. 
 
    “Do you want to sleep in the same room tonight?” she wondered. 
 
    “Oh, honey,” I said, “that would be great for another night. There won’t be a lot of sleep going on in this room tonight. I’d just keep you up.” 
 
    “O.K. then,” she said. “Goodnight.” 
 
    We hugged and kissed each other’s cheeks. “I love you, Deidra. Sleep well.” 
 
    As she shut the door behind her, I climbed into bed. And there, in the darkness, promised myself that being vulnerable was no longer an option. It was high time to get battle-ready, experiment with my gifts…and begin to accept that purple may just be my color after all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18- Interrogation 
 
      
 
     “You’re the first boy my daughter has introduced me to,” Dad informed Jed. “I thought that it would be fun or interesting, but I don’t care for it.” 
 
    Poor Jed had no idea how to respond to that. “Um, well, I’m glad I’m not the fifteenth boy she’s brought home,” Jed said, laughing nervously. 
 
    “Ya, that’s super funny,” Dad said, angrily.  
 
    “Whoa, whoa,” I interjected, standing up. “We played this little game in my sociology class where we get to ask a person a question and, after they answer, they get to ask a question. There are no opinions allowed, just facts. Let’s play for a while,” I continued, nervously. “Jed you ask my dad the first question.” 
 
    Jed froze, as my Dad just bore into him with his gaze. That ice blue glare was intense enough outside of this situation. Poor Jed may not stand a chance. 
 
    “Do you like your job?” Jed asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Dad answered. 
 
    “No, no,” I interrupted. “You have to ask open-ended questions, ones that can’t be easily answered with a yes or no.” 
 
    Jed looked frustrated, before asking, “What is the best part of your job?”  
 
    “Advertising is a creative job,” Dad replied. “I like that we are able to add a personal touch to the work. It really makes me feel involved. My turn- what are your intentions with Muriel?” 
 
    “Dad!” I protested. 
 
    “No you don’t,” Dad told me. “I’m completely following the rules. That was not a yes or no question, nor does it have anything to do with opinions.”  
 
    “He makes a good point,” Jed agreed. “I really don’t mind answering that question.” He took my hand in his, smiling in a way that calmed me down immediately. Jed then bravely looked right at my father. “I love your daughter,” he started. “My intention is to get better at loving her every day. I’m not going to pretend I know what that means because we’re both young. But my goal, Mr. Cavenaugh, is to never make her doubt how much she means to me.” 
 
    You could hear a pin could drop in the room after his answer. It was the most beautiful four sentences I’d ever heard strung together. Nervously looking over at my dad, I saw that his eyes were a bit watery. 
 
    Dad quickly stood up. “That’s enough of this silly game, Muriel. I’m going to use the restroom before we go eat,” he said. “Jed must be hungry from the drive.” 
 
    After Dad left the room, my head snapped in Jed’s direction. “That was the best answer!” I said. “You must have been perfecting that during the whole ride here.” 
 
    “Actually,” Jed informed, “It’s really close to what I was going to tell my dad two years ago, the night after the fair.” 
 
    Before Dad could return, I gave Jed a big kiss. He pulled away, understandably nervous about the circumstances, but I couldn’t resist. 
 
    “Everyone ready to go?” Dad asked, when he returned. 
 
    We all stood to go out for our first meal.  
 
    Over the course of the next couple of months, my dad warmed to Jed. So much so, that he would often take Jed’s side in a disagreement or be the deciding vote so Jed got his way. Jed became the son my father never had.  
 
    As much as I enjoyed their bond, it started to eat away at the time Jed and I would spend together. When Dad got invited to go on a sail or attend a sporting event, he always called Jed to see if he would like to go. The fact that Dad was calling my boyfriend at all was an oddity. Some of the girls in school had boyfriends and believed my dad’s relationship with my boyfriend was a little over the top. Their bond was so tight; in fact, that if we broke up, I believe they would still keep in touch.  
 
    Jed and Dad came to a lot of my volleyball and basketball games together. At half time, during a basketball game, I spied the two of them in the stands. They were laughing, and Dad put his arm around Jed. That’s settled; I thought to myself, I’m going to have to marry him. 
 
    The relationship they shared was the envy of all who saw them together. Jed was never close to his own father, and Dad became a father figure and friend to Jed. Although, the bond between them became an issue as the holidays approached. Jed was expected to go home for Thanksgiving and Christmas, but he wanted to stay with us. His mother was heartbroken. 
 
    Jed gave his mom a choice. One holiday would be spent with us in the bay area, and one would be spent in the foothills. His mom chose Christmas, and she insisted Jed stay home with his family for a week. We all thought that seemed reasonable, but still dreaded the time he wouldn’t be with us. 
 
    Jed had a dorm room on campus. But, on numerous occasions, Dad would suggest that Jed sleep in the den. There were nights I snuck down to the den. If my dad was on the ball, he would’ve caught us canoodling in the den from time to time. However, it crossed my mind that he liked Jed so much; Dad may have overlooked it all. 
 
    Jed and I wanted our first time to be special and free of the anxious thoughts that we could be caught. We planned to make love for the first time on New Year’s Eve. Jed got permission from Dad to keep me out late. We would rent a hotel room early, have a nice dinner and make love. Both of us were impatiently awaiting the day.    
 
    There were a couple of holidays we’d need to get through first. Jed held up beautifully during Thanksgiving. He met my Uncle Dean, my dad’s brother, who had just gotten out of jail. He joked the whole day about how the food would have been better if he stayed in prison. Dean had this ability, with very little effort, to be a colossal ass.   
 
    Jed met my grandfather on my dad’s side who just stared at Jed most of the day. My grandfather may have thought he was intimidating, but after a while- he was just drunk. When Dad decided his father had enough wine, he was relegated to the corner chair in the living room.  
 
    My mother also made a special appearance. It could only be qualified as “special” because it was very short…just enough time to embarrass herself by hitting on Jed and mooching money off my dad. She may have smuggled out a pumpkin pie, too, but there were no witnesses. My dad’s sister and her husband came over later for dessert. I didn’t see them very often. They were more well-adjusted than the rest of the family, and must have dreaded the obligatory visit.   
 
    After all the guests had gone, Jed and I started cleaning up. “So, how badly do you wish you would have gone home for Thanksgiving?” I asked Jed. 
 
    “Not at all,” he answered. “Being away from you is going to be miserable at Christmas.” 
 
    “I’m only trying to concentrate on New Year’s,” I said, smiling. 
 
    “You are a bad girl,” Jed joked. 
 
    “For your sake, that would be a good thing,” I informed. 
 
    “What are you two laughing about over here?” Dad asked, putting his arms around the two of us at the sink. 
 
    “Just holidays,” Jed replied.  
 
    “What is your Thanksgiving like?” Dad asked Jed. 
 
    Jed started to explain his family dynamics, but after a few minutes they were both sitting down watching football in the other room. The dishes were now mine to complete. 
 
    Jed stayed overnight in the den like so many nights before, but sneaking downstairs was not an option. Even as Dad’s snoring could be heard through the walls, I stayed in bed. Things between Jed and I had gotten out of control a couple of times before. But, because he tolerated my family so well today (which only made me love him that much more), I would want to show him my appreciation. It was imperative to stay put if New Year’s Eve was going to be special. 
 
    After Thanksgiving, school got busy for both Jed and I. We would sneak in a movie or a meal once a week, but we needed to prepare for finals before Christmas break.  Being in love didn’t do a whole lot for our grade point averages. And even though we wanted to be together all the time, it was useless to try to study together- we shared no similar subject matter in any of our classes. 
 
    Jed had the daunting task of figuring out which week he was going to spend at home. The way the dates worked, Jed told his mom that he would come for the week before Christmas. Then, he could leave Christmas day to travel back to school. His mom was not accepting that. Jed struck a bargain with his mother. He would arrive on the 20th and leave the 26th.  
 
    Jed, not wanting us to be apart, even asked my dad if I could go with him. It was definitely the thought that counted. Dad obviously said no. Besides, Jed’s family had no idea that we were dating. There was no need to tell them for a while…maybe next summer when we would want to see each other over school break. 
 
    When finals were over, Jed packed up a little bag, and we all said our goodbyes. Dad and Jed participated in the manly goodbye: a firm handshake with a pat on the shoulder. I stood there bawling. It wasn’t long ago when the cliché scene of a sniveling girl would make my skin crawl. Yet, here I was, embarrassing myself. 
 
    Dad went inside the house as Jed led me out toward the sidewalk. 
 
    “Listen, it’s only six days,” Jed comforted. “They will go by very quickly.” 
 
    My head went up and down for the first statement- back and forth for the second.  
 
    He held me. “Please don’t cry,” he begged. “I can’t go while you’re crying.” 
 
    I plastered on a fake smile. “You should go,” I said. “You don’t want to hit any bad traffic.” There may have even been a thumbs-up involved. 
 
    We kissed. When the waterworks started to flow again, I ran toward the house. “I’ll miss you,” I shouted, through tears. 
 
    After getting through the front door, I joined Dad at the big front window to watch Jed pull away from the curb. Dad put his arm around me for comfort. 
 
    “You really do love him, don’t you?” he asked. 
 
    Shaking my head up and down was all I could manage. 
 
    “Me too,” Dad whispered.  
 
    Even though Jed was gone for six days, we talked on the phone every day. Dad, not one to be left out, talked to him twice while he was gone. 
 
    Christmas was a quiet holiday in our home. Even though it was only Dad and I celebrating, we did have a couple of traditions that went unbroken over the years. We always had hot cocoa with our breakfast on Christmas, and we shared our favorite parts of the year. The last one was something that would seem to be a New Year’s Eve tradition, but Dad’s girlfriends usually drug him out on New Year’s, even when I was really young. 
 
    “I have to say, Muriel,” Dad started, “Jed has been a very nice addition to our lives. He’s a good man. These last few months have been great.” 
 
    I was afraid if I said his name out loud, it would lead to crying. So, I just nodded my head, and added, “He gets back tomorrow. I can’t wait!” 
 
    Christmas night the phone rang. My mad dash to pick up the receiver left a couple of chairs toppled. 
 
    “Hello? Hello?” I pressed. 
 
    “Well, hello there, pretty girl,” Jed said. He had only been home for six days, but I could hear that little bit of country twang nestled in his voice.  
 
    “I miss you,” I confessed. “Tell me you’re coming back tomorrow.” 
 
    “Should be there by noon,” he answered. “After my eyes open, it won’t take longer than 30 minutes to get on the road.” 
 
    “I’ll have Dad barbeque, so you can just come here,” I suggested. “No need to stop at the dorms. And if you have any laundry, you can do it here.”  
 
    “That sounds perfect,” he said. “I love you.” 
 
    It was the first time he had said those words to me directly. How I wish we could have been looking into each other’s eyes, but we’d have plenty of time for that.  
 
    “I love you, too, Jed,” I replied. “Bye.” 
 
    Usually, we would talk for hours, but there was no need today. He loved me. What more could be said after that? 
 
    Dad walked into the room. “So, when is he getting home tomorrow?” Dad asked. 
 
    “Around noon,” I answered, a giggle bubbling up. “Can you grill something for lunch tomorrow? He should be back by then.” 
 
    “No problem,” Dad responded. “Are you going to make a side dish or something?” 
 
    “Sure,” I agreed.  
 
    Wanting tomorrow to come as soon as possible, I climbed into bed. After two chapters of a book, my eyes could no longer remain open. The bedside table lamp was turned off, and sleep came quickly.  
 
    From the time I woke up until almost noon the next day, there was no time to sit or rest. Everything needed to be perfect for Jed’s return. All manner of cleaning, cooking and un-decorating took place. It was the day after Christmas, so all holiday décor was boxed and put away. It wasn’t much, but it was still another chore to accomplish. 
 
    “I wonder if I should wait to start the steaks until Jed gets here,” Dad said. “They don’t take that long to cook.” 
 
    “Up to you,” I said. “My green beans are done, but I may have to warm them up. I think I’ll make some garlic bread.” 
 
    “I’m hungry,” Dad confessed. 
 
    “Me too,” I agreed. “It won’t be long now.” 
 
    We were genuinely excited for Jed’s arrival. The house looked nice, the meal would be yummy and he loved me…he loved me.  
 
    “I’m going to go hop in the shower, quick like a bunny,” I announced. “I feel gross after all that cleaning.” 
 
    The water felt good, washing away the chores of the morning. As I was getting out of the shower, the eerie sound of crunching metal revisited my senses. I held fast to the towel bar, as flashes of light blinded me. Anything that could be seen was tumbling around and not easily understood. 
 
    Suddenly, as though someone brought a movie into focus, the scene was visible. It was the Bagby grade, a steep piece of highway in the foothills. The sun was just coming up over the mountain range, kissing bits and pieces of the landscape with light. 
 
    My vantage point changed to high above the road, where two cars were destined to meet. The turns were so sharp that the cars would not be seen until they were meeting at the same turn. As long as they stayed in their lanes and went the speed limit, everything would be fine. But, the one car was moving much too fast, while cutting through some of the turns into the opposite lane. 
 
    Slowly, my vision brought me closer. And I knew. It was Jed’s pickup truck and he was never coming back. The other vehicle crashed into the front of his truck. The horrific sight made even more unbearable when Jed’s truck teetered on the edge of the cliff, producing a flash of hope.  
 
    When the truck slowly went over the edge, I tried desperately to repress the vision. Everything went away except the haunting sound of the metal. Every scraping sound or bang, as the truck fell down the cliff, feeling like a physical blow. 
 
    I threw up right before the sounds stopped. My eyes were already puffy and red from tears, a towel shoved over my own mouth to muffle the sound of pain. He was gone.  
 
    The phone rang downstairs. It didn’t make sense that his family would call to give us the news. No one knew how close we were to Jed. The little knock at the bathroom door almost made me jump out of my skin. 
 
    There was no other choice, but to pretend. “Is he here, Dad?” I asked, pretending not to know the answer to my own question. 
 
    “Can you come out here so we can talk?” he suggested. “I just got off the phone with your Grandpa Wayne.” 
 
    My dad knew me too well. If he saw my eyes or my facial expression right now, there would be no hiding my broken heart. 
 
    “Dad,” I started, “just tell me whatever you have to tell me, please.” 
 
    “This should be done out here,” he pushed. 
 
    “No!” I screeched. “I’m getting ready for Jed. Tell me!” 
 
    “Jed was in a car accident,” Dad whispered. “He didn’t make it, honey.” 
 
    I wrapped a towel around me, crying, and opened the bathroom door to shove my head in my dad’s chest. Whatever expression he saw now wouldn’t be premature. 
 
    In three days, Dad and I would make the trip out to Jed’s funeral. It was the first time that I had been out of my bed for any length of time. There was no strength to stand…I mostly leaned on things to stay upright.  
 
    The funeral was quick. The flurry of family wasn’t very well known to me, as it was mostly Gramps’ side. I imagine there were a few questions posed as to who we were because the family was so tight. Grammy was there and she unknowingly brought me great comfort. 
 
    After the funeral at the gravesite, Dad and I waited until everyone had gone. We didn’t plan on going to the service and luncheon afterwards. We stood out there for a while. It was the middle of winter, but my numbness had nothing to do with the cold.  
 
    An older woman approached us. “Did you know my grandson well?” she asked. 
 
    I tried to smile through the tears. “We spent parts of our summers together at his Great Uncle Wayne’s house,” I explained. “And he was going to college near our house in the bay area.” 
 
    “I see,” she said. “Then you must be the girl that he was in love with?”    
 
    Even trying to regulate my breathing wasn’t helping hold the sobs back any longer. I shook my head up and down. “I loved him, too,” I said, “very much.” 
 
    She grabbed my hand and put a little tissue in it, closing my hand around it. “He wanted you to have this,” she told me. “He said that it was for someone who he wanted to share the rest of his Christmas’ with.” The woman’s eyes were filling with sorrow, so she excused herself. 
 
    Dad and I started for the car. I put the tissue in my jacket pocket, completely forgetting there was something else in my pocket. 
 
    “I’ll meet you at the car, Dad,” I said.  
 
    Racing back to Jed’s headstone, I dug up a little dirt near the base of it to bury the item I brought. He’d like to know that he had been right all along. Making sure the tissue was still in my pocket, I ran to the car. 
 
    The trip home was made in silence. There was a bit of crying from both of us, but no words shared. It was hard for me to step away from my own grief to understand anyone else’s. There were many broken hearts around that gravesite today, but I selfishly wept only for my own. 
 
    When we arrived home, I escaped back into my bedroom to dread the life that would continue without Jed. I reached into my coat pocket to retrieve the tissue. Wrapped inside the tissue was a ring. It could have been a promise ring or an engagement ring. There was no way to know his intentions. But, whatever the question was, my answer would have been a resounding yes.  
 
    I put the ring on, sending myself into another emotional pit of despair.  My mind played tricks on me through the night. I waffled between anger and sorrow as though the emotions were interchangeable. Jed would not be happy with me for mourning him so deeply, but he wasn’t here to stop me. 
 
    Regardless of what transpired during my lifetime moving forward, Jed would forever be a part of my history. He was my first love and could very well have been my great love, given time. Wherever he was now, I hope he saw the card I buried near his headstone. It was a monopoly card that read: Get out of Jail Free. There was a cage pictured, with a winged man flying to freedom.  
 
    There was no way to know what my heart was capable of, until Jed had given it wings. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19- Out With the Old 
 
      
 
    The morning had come when Macy and I would travel down into Vermont to meet with Rick. There were still a few nerves that needed to be put to rest before we got to the restaurant, but there was time to prepare myself for the task ahead. 
 
    Before leaving the castle, I packed a little duffle bag for the drive. There were legal papers that a lawyer in town had drawn up for me, a fresh t-shirt, a bottle of water and a scarf that I would use later. Those were all the items I needed for this little caper. Deidra was still asleep in bed, so I went in to give her a kiss before leaving. 
 
    Macy was outside, warming the car up. The first week of January was harsh with cold. It dawned on me that Christmas was barely mentioned. For Christmas being my favorite holiday, there was no fuss at all, and it just disappeared into the frenzy of activity. If I was still here next year, things would be very festive to make up for the oversight. I decorated the halls and banisters of the castle with Christmas décor in my imagination, making my way through the castle. When I walked out of a hall, on my way to the front door, there stood Bruce. The only thing he required next Christmas would be a little mistletoe over his head. 
 
    “Good morning,” Bruce said. 
 
    “Good morning,” I echoed. 
 
    He took my duffle and purse out of my hand, setting them down on the ground. He held both my hands in his, smiling the whole time. 
 
    “If this goes well today,” he started, “you will come to my room when you get back. I’m not waiting any longer. It’s not fair. I love you.” 
 
    I was getting ready to interject some highly sarcastic observation, but he shook his head. He was serious, so I nodded my head and didn’t speak. He then enveloped me in a hug that made me tear up a little. I picked up my bags to go meet Macy outside. He watched me go. This could be the last time we ever saw each other.  
 
    Macy looked concerned when I got into the car. “Why are you looking grey all of a sudden?” she asked. “You’ve been so purple up until now.” 
 
    “I’m just distracted at the moment,” I explained. “I’ll be fine by the time we get down there.”  
 
    She watched me. “Oh, ya, the grey is fading,” she observed, smiling. “Bruce can be very distracting.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Let’s go, Macy,” I said, ignoring the comment about Bruce. “It’s 8 a.m. and if we’re going to get there by noon, we should go.” 
 
    Macy didn’t want to talk about the plan anymore. It was too late now for changes or additions. It would work or it wouldn’t, plain and simple. Instead, we talked about all manner of things. I discovered that Macy had a wicked sense of humor. She practically kept me in stitches the whole trip, which was good because the laughing kept me relaxed. 
 
    “We’re going to be at the restaurant in an hour,” Macy announced. “We shouldn’t talk until we get there. You need to focus your energy on the task ahead.” 
 
    Flashes of the future discussion with Rick invaded my mind until we arrived at our destination. He would attempt to trick me with a clause in his legal paperwork, which is exactly why I brought my own. Watching his attempts to manipulate me was just the resolve needed to assure the plan was carried out. 
 
    Macy pulled into the parking lot of the restaurant at 11:50, only ten minutes early. Rick could be seen through the restaurant window, nervously peering out. I grabbed my duffle, heading straight for the restroom, as the drive was a long one. Both Macy and I arrived at the table two minutes before noon.  
 
    “Hello,” I said, to Lorrah and Rick. “This is my friend Macy, and she was kind enough to escort me here for moral support. Macy, this is Lorrah and my husband, Rick.” 
 
    They all nodded uncomfortably at one another, but no words were exchanged. 
 
    “So, this is how today is going to go,” I instructed, still standing. “Macy and Lorrah, if you would please excuse us for a few minutes to settle on the legalities…that would be appreciated.” 
 
    “Lorrah doesn’t have to leave,” Rick snapped. 
 
    “Fine,” I said, calmly. “It was good seeing you both. Are you ready to go, Macy?”  
 
    Macy and I turned toward the door until Rick spoke up, asking Lorrah to move to another table for a bit, assuring her this wouldn’t take long. His smug attitude was still as irritating as ever. 
 
    Lorrah then whispered in his ear some important instructions, but I heard her words in my visions. She made him promise not to touch me, under any circumstances.  
 
    Rick immediately got down to business, taking legal papers from his briefcase. “I was hoping you could just go over them now and sign on the dotted line,” he said. “That way, we can get on with our lives.” 
 
    I wiped my forehead. “What’s wrong with your hand?” I said, feigning concern. I grabbed the back of his hand, as his palm faced upward, staring into his face. It was a subtle change at first, but soon there was no doubt that Rick was falling in love with me all over again. After a minute, the spell was complete.  
 
    “I guess I can take my jacket off now,” I said. Rick jumped up and took my jacket and scarf off for me. 
 
    Earlier in the bathroom, I had done a few jumping jacks with my coat and scarf on to make sure that beads of sweat would form on my forehead by the time Rick and I were chatting.  
 
    We sat back down and I retrieved my legal papers out of my duffle. “Sign these,” I demanded. There was no reason for pretense. He did as he was told. He would get the house, but sole custody of Deidra went to me. The papers also decreed that Rick’s visits with his daughter would be on Deidra’s terms. 
 
    He grabbed my hand and kissed it. “I’ve missed you,” he whispered. 
 
    A shrill scream came from where Lorrah had been sitting. She ran up to the table. “No!” she yelled. “What have you done, Muriel?” 
 
    I motioned for her to sit down. Lorrah sat, while Macy stood by the table. “You read the letter my grandmother wrote,” I said. “You know exactly what I did. If you weren’t so unnecessarily nosey this wouldn’t need to be done, but I have a daughter to protect.” 
 
    Lorrah started crying. “I wouldn’t say anything,” Lorrah claimed.  
 
    “I’ve seen how much you can be trusted,” I chuckled. “I prefer not to risk it.” 
 
    Lorrah’s face twisted up with anger. “Fine,” she spat, “I’m going to tell everyone.” 
 
    Macy masterfully moved over in front of Lorrah to block her from sight, while she also shooed the waitress off. “We’re not ready to order,” Macy informed. 
 
    “Thank you for proving my point, Lorrah,” I said. I lowered my voice and asked, “Rick, if I told you to kill Lorrah right now, would you do that for me?” 
 
    “Of course,” he answered. “I love you so much! I’d do whatever you ask.” 
 
    I smiled at him. “You are so good to me,” I praised. 
 
    My attention turned back to Lorrah. “The only shred of sympathy that rests in me, at the moment, is for your unborn child,” I shared. “Because of your little boy, I will grant you this mercy.” 
 
    I took Rick’s hand once more. “Rick, I would like you to love Lorrah as you love me,” I commanded. “Treat her very well, caring for her to the best of your ability.” 
 
    He smiled at Lorrah and agreed. 
 
    Standing up, I grabbed my jacket, scarf and duffel bag. I left a copy of the divorce papers on the table for Rick to file. “File these as quickly as possible because our marriage is now over,” I said. 
 
    “How can that be?” Rick questioned, astonished. 
 
    Shrugging, I coldly replied, “Because I said so.”  
 
    I leaned down to share some parting words with Lorrah. “Don’t be a pesky bitch,” I warned. “I can find you. And isn’t it interesting that I know you’re pregnant, and the child is a boy?” Lorrah looked into my eyes with the correct amount of fear. I smirked. “You really don’t have a clue what I’m capable of. It’d be best for all concerned if you didn’t find out,” I finished. 
 
    Standing back up, I asked Rick, “Did you want to give me a kiss goodbye?” 
 
    He practically pushed the sobbing Lorrah off of their bench in the booth and grabbed me in his arms. He kissed me a little too passionately for my liking, but this was mostly for Lorrah’s benefit. I certainly wasn’t enjoying it.  
 
    Macy and I walked out of the restaurant, and to our parked car. My shirt was sweaty from the jumping jacks, so it was changed once Macy started driving. 
 
    My stomach started growling. “We never did eat,” I pointed out. “Can we stop and grab a bite?” 
 
    “Sure,” Macy agreed. 
 
    “So, are you going to rate how I did?” I wondered. “Man, did it feel good to be in control of the situation. Was I too soft on them by telling Rick to love Lorrah like me?”  
 
    Macy didn’t respond to my questions. “How about that little diner up ahead?” she asked. “Is that a good place to stop? I’m hungry too.” 
 
    “Diner food is fine by me,” I agreed. “The food at the castle is delicious, but a hamburger and fries will be a treat.” 
 
    Once we ordered our food, Macy sipped her water, avoiding eye contact. She knew I was excited to talk about my meeting with Rick, but she wasn’t offering any feedback. 
 
    “C’mon, Macy,” I pleaded. “Tell me how I did. Did you see purple?” 
 
    Macy looked concerned. “You glowed of purple,” she said. 
 
    “That’s gotta mean it went really well,” I beamed. 
 
    “Actually, it’s a sign of overkill,” she informed. 
 
    I smacked the top of the table with the palms of both my hands. Macy shot me a look, telling me not to draw attention to myself. 
 
    “What do you people want from me?” I ranted. “Take care of this, but not too aggressively. Come here to train, but you’re not ready! Accept everything we’re telling you! Prepare, but we don’t have a specific reason to prepare! Bruce is the perfect man for you and we hope Deidra will marry one of his sons.” I leaned back against the bench seat of the booth, and asked, “Do you not see the difficulty I’m having with these scenarios?” 
 
    “I understand your frustration,” Macy conceded. “I’m just a little concerned. We talked about using the sweat spell to get the documents signed, but I thought you would release him with Conchobar when you were done.” 
 
    “Originally, that was the plan,” I shared, returning back to a calmer state. “But you must have also recognized the darkness around Lorrah at the restaurant. She is not a peaceful or lawful druidess.” 
 
    This was the first time Macy got a little uncomfortable, adjusting herself in her seat. She furrowed her brows, trying to act as though she didn’t understand what I meant. “Why would you think I saw some sort of darkness?” she asked. 
 
    “Because you are descended from the Donshe,” I replied.  
 
    Macy tried to contain her reaction, but the smallest gasp escaped her being.  
 
    “Your ancestors had to know that the person convicted was truly guilty,” I continued. “You couldn’t kill otherwise.” 
 
    “Impressive,” Macy huffed. “You surprise me. When did you first know of my ancestry?” 
 
    “My first day at the castle,” I answered, “when I asked what would happen if I didn’t answer the council’s questions. You said that you were a secret group for a reason. I saw a flash of the three-fold killing, with a noose, knife and drowning. Your words were not idle threats.” 
 
    “I’ve never killed anyone like that,” Macy confessed. 
 
    “No, not like that,” I agreed, while grinning at her, knowingly.  
 
    The food was delivered to our table and we devoured our meals. I was so focused on my plate, that I had no idea what Macy ordered. And by the time my curiosity was peaked, she had already finished. 
 
    “I just want you to know that I was very impressed with the way you handled yourself today,” Macy complimented. “I bet you’re not feeling vulnerable anymore.” 
 
    “Not right now,” I admitted. “Can we go? I’d like to get back.” 
 
    “Any particular reason,” Macy probed, “perhaps to return to a good-looking man?” 
 
    “No,” I lied. Bruce was indeed the reason I wanted to hurry back. 
 
    Depending on traffic, we would arrive at the castle around 6 p.m. or so. From what I understood, Bruce wanted me to meet him in his room. But, were we supposed to meet that early? He wasn’t very clear. I think he just said to meet him in his room. Going early might make me appear too eager, not to mention that someone may see me going into his room. I continued to overthink the situation the entire trip home. 
 
    We arrived ahead of schedule, in plenty of time for dinner. I was still full from lunch, so I put my belongings away, and came down to the dining hall to visit. Deidra, Bruce, and Clio were all enjoying dessert, while chatting. It was surprising to see Clio already because Macy hadn’t even been here a week.  
 
    “How was your trip, Mom?” Deidra asked. 
 
    Everyone at the table, for different reasons, waited for my response. “It was…,” I paused, trying to find the right word, “…successful.”  
 
    “Are you going to do anything to celebrate?” Bruce asked, hinting about his request for a visit. 
 
    “Maybe later,” I answered. “Right now, I need to go take a shower. I’m ready to think about the future and put my past behind me.” Bruce was finding it hard to contain his smile.  
 
    I kissed the top of Deidra’s head. “I think I’m just going to read a book and hit the hay early,” I told her. “Love you.” 
 
    “Love you too, Mom,” Deidra said. 
 
    Walking away, Clio remarked, “Why, it’s lovely to see you again, Muriel. And I’m well, thanks for asking.” 
 
    She wouldn’t get a reaction from me. There was nothing to say. 
 
    After my shower, I snuggled into bed. It was apparent that a nap couldn’t be avoided, so I set the alarm clock for 9 p.m. There were butterflies in my stomach when thinking about visiting Bruce. It would be naïve to think this was just a friendly visit. He was tired of waiting. 
 
    When the alarm went off, there was much to do. Unfortunately, there was no lingerie in my suitcase. The last time this luggage was packed, it was for my grandparent’s memorial. I found my best bra and panty set which would be fine. Brushing my teeth and hair was a necessity, but I didn’t want to wear a lot of makeup. The button-down shirt-dress was perfect to wear while walking through the castle. It could almost pass as a nightgown, without the belt.  
 
    After getting myself together, I walked to Bruce’s apartment on the other side of the castle. There were memories of him in practically every room, but none like the ones that would be made tonight. I stood in front of Bruce’s door, contemplating a loud knock or just a couple of taps that might go undetected. I chose a couple of taps, turning around to leave. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” Bruce said, as the door opened. “Get back here.” 
 
    He took my hand, leading me into the apartment. He walked me over to the couch where I took a seat, while he planted himself in a nearby chair. 
 
    “Thank you for coming,” he said. “I want to apologize for practically demanding that you meet me here tonight. I’m sorry. How did everything go today?” 
 
    Confusion set in, leaving me to wonder what was supposed to happen this evening. Walking here, it was all so clear. We were going to make love. Did I interpret Bruce’s meaning all wrong? Initially, I was nervous about being with him, but now I was disappointed that the evening might go in a different direction. 
 
    “It went fine,” I said, lacking all emotion. “Papers are signed.” 
 
    “That’s good. Would you like a glass of wine?” he offered. 
 
    “Yes, please,” I answered. 
 
    He walked to the kitchen. It was hard to take my eyes off of him. Bruce returned with the glass of wine, handing it to me. I patted the couch beside me so he would sit closer. 
 
    “Aren’t you having a glass of wine?” I questioned. 
 
    “You’re about all the intoxication I can handle,” he replied. 
 
    “Very smooth,” I complimented. “Then I won’t drink either.” I set my glass on the coffee table in front of the couch. 
 
    “It wasn’t meant to be smooth,” he confessed. 
 
    “Am I wrong, or are you hot and cold where I’m concerned?” I pressed. 
 
    “Hmm, that is a tricky question,” he observed. “There is hardly a minute that goes by where you are not in my thoughts, so I’m never cold for you. If anything, I have fits of patience where I attempt to give you space or time. I’ve had a long time to contemplate us- you’ve had a couple of months. It’s not fair that I push.” 
 
    The fact that he considered my feelings, just made him that much more desirable. We were definitely going upstairs this evening, if I had anything to say about it. 
 
    “That’s very thoughtful of you,” I said. “What exactly are we doing here? I mean, what happens after my training is over?” 
 
    “Once the council is complete,” he explained, “we will have a court here at Danu, just like in days of old. There are people that will pledge themselves as subjects from all over the world, having Toec or druid ties. And you and I will still be in love, married and ridiculously happy.” 
 
    “And what will we do all day?” I wondered. 
 
    “When you aren’t heading the council and I’ve completed my watchman duties for the day,” he answered, “we can do whatever we please.” 
 
    “What’s a watchman?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s the same thing as head of security,” Bruce answered. “A watchman is just the name used in a castle’s court system.” 
 
    Becoming concerned, I asked, “Is it dangerous?” 
 
    “There’s no reason to worry,” he assured me. “I’ve gone to an academy to learn the finer points of protecting and policing the castle. Besides, once we have a full court here, I will have people working under me as well.”  
 
    “I had no idea,” I said. “What did you learn at the academy?” 
 
    “We studied law and criminology,” he answered. “There are the standard activities like marksmanship, frisking, questioning, arrest procedures, and so on.” He smiled, and asked, “Am I boring you yet?” 
 
    “No,” I replied. “So, about this frisking…is there a certain way you learn how to do it?” I knew if I could get him to put his hands on me, he was mine.  
 
    “Yes, there is,” he said, seriously. “Macy thinks it would be a good idea to frisk people that come to the castle as a security measure.” 
 
    “Show me,” I demanded. 
 
    “No,” he resisted. “You’re not a threat.” 
 
    I scrunched up my face a little. “You don’t really know that,” I contradicted. Looking down my shirt, I joked, “I could be packing heat.” 
 
    “This is crazy,” he decided. “But, c’mon, I’ll show you how it’s done.”  
 
    I followed him to the door, waiting for instructions.  
 
    “You have to turn around and put your hands on the door,” he said, without a hint of authority. 
 
    I put my hands up on the door, but as soon as he touched my back, I turned around. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked. 
 
    “Resisting,” I answered. 
 
    “Very funny,” he said. “Please put your hands back up on the door.” 
 
    It took two more times of misbehaving before he spun me around himself, pushing me against the door with his body. He didn’t use too much force, but enough to show me who was boss. He grabbed my arms, placing them higher on the door.  
 
    He patted me down, starting with my arms. His breathing got deeper as he travelled down my sides and legs, pausing at the top of each thigh. He stood up, pressing his body close to mine. His lips touched my ears. I lowered my arms, but he put them back up on the door. Bruce reached around to the front of my shirtdress, nimbly unbuttoning each button, while getting lower to the ground. 
 
    Every time our skin touched, the suspense would make me shiver. I wanted to rip my own clothing off, but he was in charge. He rose back up, lowered my arms down to my sides and slipped the shirt dress off. He unhooked the latch on my bra, slipping that down my arms as well. When he leaned into me again, his t-shirt had been removed. Reaching around, his hands traveled passionately around my breasts, while he kissed my ear. It all made me inhale with pleasure. 
 
    “Is this O.K.?” he whispered in my ear. 
 
    I couldn’t speak. He ran one hand down behind my knees, and quickly lifted me up in a cradle position. He carried me to the bedroom.  
 
    There may come a time where age will play tricks on my memory. But there are some things you hope will never be forgotten. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20- Aftermath 
 
      
 
    After losing Jed, I lacked enthusiasm for most everything. The only activity that held my interest was my participation in sports. Basketball became even more of a contact sport and any volleyball or shuttlecock that came near me got blasted. My basketball performance got the attention of local papers and, by the end of the season; people were gunning for me. 
 
    It seemed difficult to relate to my friends. Whether it was Jed’s death or my experience with love- I felt older now. And, if I was being truthful, seeing them enjoy themselves pissed me off.  Slowly, I withdrew instead of hurting them with my rude or biting remarks.  
 
    Dad was having a hard time with Jed’s loss, too. We didn’t speak of it though because that would have been a healthy way of dealing with it, and neither of us were quite there yet. Dad broke up with his girlfriend, and then started dating around…a lot. Brandi was upset about the relationship ending, so she would call or swing by to talk to Dad about it. Another woman was at the house when she decided to pop in one day. Needless to say, things got very uncomfortable.  
 
    It wouldn’t be long before I went to my grandparent’s for spring break. It was only for ten days, but the memories of Jed in this house were starting to suffocate me. Watching Dad self-medicate with woman after woman was also becoming hard to tolerate. 
 
    Going to my grandparent’s for spring break wasn’t the norm, but I had requested the visit this year. A change of scenery was needed if my sanity was to stay intact. There were memories of Jed there, too, but most of those were when he was young and incredibly annoying. 
 
    More important than having a change of scenery, was trying to understand the vision of Jed’s death. There had been no real visions since leaving Ireland. Why this? Was there anything I could do to stop the visions completely? She needed to help me understand. 
 
    When the time came for me to make the trip, Dad and Grammy argued over the travel arrangements. Usually, they both would drive one leg of the trip. Dad figured since Grammy and I had planned this visit, that she should be responsible for both. It was a petty argument, but Dad’s feelings were hurt that I wanted to go away so badly.  
 
    Grammy agreed to picking me up and driving me home for spring break. She told Dad to get me a car for my summer break coming up because she wouldn’t drive either leg of that trip. Dad agreed to that because he appreciated the vacation from parenting during the summers, even though I wasn’t far from being an adult.  
 
    Dad started noticing phone calls from other boys after Jed passed. He’d come to my games, observing boys cheering for me or trying to talk to me afterwards. There was nothing for him to worry about, but it didn’t stop him. Dad may not have liked the idea of me going away for spring break, but he preferred me being safely nestled away in the country, where the boy population was not as robust. 
 
    When Grammy came to pick me up, she and Dad barely spoke. They were never the best of friends, but I wished they would pretend to like each other, if only for my sake. I said goodbye to Dad and told him to have a good Easter. He helped me out to the car, putting my bag in the trunk.  
 
    “Thank you for picking her up, Muriel,” Dad said to Grammy. 
 
    “Of course,” she replied. “It’s worth it if I can spend some quality time with my granddaughter.” 
 
    Dad didn’t know how to take that last comment. I had shared with Grammy that Dad doesn’t spend much time with me. Between his work and women, there wasn’t much time left over. It was a mistake to tell her that because now she was using it as a dart to wound Dad. He squinted, trying to figure out any hidden meaning behind her words. Instead of pressing or retaliation, he just let it go.  
 
    “She is a pretty amazing kid,” he said. “I hope you guys have a nice visit.” He waved as we left. 
 
    We stopped at the end of the street where Grammy tapped my knee three times. “I’m glad we get to see each other again so soon,” she shared. 
 
    “Me too, Grammy,” I agreed. “I have questions about visions, though. There are things I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Well, there is no better time to talk about this stuff than while we’re driving,” she decided. “We have almost four hours and lots of privacy.” 
 
    I cringed, thinking about the trip taking four hours. If anyone else was driving, it would be three and a half hours, tops- including stops. If there were any stops on Grammy’s route, the time would increase.  
 
    “I saw Jed’s car accident shortly after it happened,” I announced. “While taking a shower, the events played in front of me like a horror movie.” 
 
    “That’s strange,” Grammy remarked. “Usually visions are only of people who you have close, personal ties with. I wouldn’t think Jed would qualify.” 
 
    “Um,” I started, questioning if I should explain our true connection. “We did spend summers together.” 
 
    “From what I understand,” Grammy said, “it would have to be someone you love to see that type of vision.” 
 
    “Well, Jed and I had been dating for a while,” I confessed. “He was enrolled at Jesper, right by my house so we could see each other.” 
 
    Grammy was silent, hurt that she had no knowledge of our relationship. I waited for the yelling. 
 
    “Did your father know about the relationship?” Grammy calmly asked.  
 
    “Yes,” I answered. “Jed was over all the time. He and Dad became very good friends.” 
 
    “I see,” Grammy commented.  
 
    Yep, she was mad. No words were exchanged for a half hour. Whether she didn’t know what to say or believed the quiet was punishment, it made no difference to me- I enjoyed the silence. Lately, the emptiness of sound matched my lack of emotion for all things trivial. It amazed me just how much of life was trivial, and how death was not. 
 
    The hum of the car moving across the roads began to lull me to sleep. This was always the preferred way to travel because, when my eyes opened next, an hour or two would’ve been shaved off the travel time. Being just on the precipice of sleep, and ready to fall, Grammy’s voice broke the silence. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me about Jed?” she questioned. 
 
    Snatched from the comfort of sleep, I shivered. Grammy had a distinct advantage in this conversation because she most likely had thought about the question for some time. Perhaps, she even debated a couple of acceptable answers; whereas I, on the other hand, only concentrated on the monotony of the tires on the road. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “When Jed came to the airport to meet us, he told me he couldn’t stop thinking about me. The next day, when you made us go for a walk, he said he was serious about having a relationship. I didn’t really think much of it until he explained that he would be attending Jesper, right by my house.” 
 
    “He was going to school at Jesper to be close to you?” Grammy asked. 
 
    “Yep,” I replied. “Once Dad discovered Jed was alright, everything moved so fast. I’m sure I would’ve told you at some point, but I was busy living life versus talking about it.” My eyes filled with tears. “He was my first love,” I admitted. 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss,” Grammy said. She paused before her next remark. “There was no way to see that romance coming,” she commented, shaking her head. “The two of you fought like cats and dogs when you were younger.”  
 
    She wasn’t wrong. We were treacherous to each other. “There was also that summer everyone thought Jed knocked up your friend,” she remembered. “But, that was before you were involved.” 
 
    There was no need to correct her about my romantic timeline, so I didn’t. She was consumed with her zucchini casserole the summer that Jed and I got to know each other better.  
 
    “Is there any way to suppress my visions, Grammy?” I wondered. “The visions of Jed’s accident were bad enough. There’s no need for me to see anything else. I don’t want to be an Oris.” 
 
    “You don’t have a choice,” Grammy informed. “The gifts will haunt you even if you try to evade them.” 
 
    “Then I don’t know if I want to live anymore,” I decided. 
 
    To this remark, Grammy pulled the car over to the side of the road. She put on the hazard lights and turned to face me. Her expression appeared angry. 
 
    “Listen here, Muriel,” she started. “I don’t ever want to hear you talk like that again. We come from fighting stock. It would kill me if something happened to you. Do you want to kill me?” 
 
    It was so confusing how the conversation got turned around, but it reminded me what Grammy meant to me. There was no way that I’d ever intentionally hurt her. 
 
    Grammy hit the hazard lights off, getting back on the road. “It’s settled then,” she announced. “There will be no more talk of that foolishness. And the best way to suppress visions, if you must know, is to maintain emotional consistency. You may have had the vision of Jed because you were happy about seeing him, a heightened sense of joy, if you will.”  
 
    “What’s the best way to control my emotions?” I asked. 
 
    “No idea,” she replied. “I’ve never had that many visions, and I certainly didn’t try to stop them. On the whole, Oris women tend to be emotional people. I’m no exception.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before we rolled past the old, grey barn, and Grammy yelled out: landmark. Her victory was hollow, when realizing she had no interested opponent. The crossing wasn’t far from the barn, on the opposite side of the small highway. It was a place that we had gone my whole life, but only memories of my last walk there with Jed lingered in my memory. 
 
    When we rolled up to the house, Gramps and the dogs greeted us. For some reason, my grandfather’s hug was the most comfort I had felt in weeks. The dogs jumped up to get attention, whining all the while. They made me smile. The house still looked as it always had. Only I was different in this unchanging landscape. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Muriel,” Gramps said, as we made our way up to the house. “This is an unexpected treat for you to visit on spring break.” 
 
    “It will be nice to get away for a while,” I explained. 
 
    “You’ll still be coming in the summer, I hope,” he said. One of the many things I loved about Gramps was that he meant every word he spoke. He really did want me there in the summer, and it was nice to feel wanted. 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it,” I informed. “I’ll be coming a little later this year because of basketball camp.” 
 
    It was only around four in the afternoon, but it was never too early for pajamas. No company was expected, and we certainly weren’t going anywhere. Grammy and Gramps settled in to watch the 5 o’clock news, while I read some magazines. 
 
    As I breathed in the smell of the house, I looked at both grandparents. Grammy was knitting while she watched TV. Gramps was paying attention most of the time to the program, only to be distracted by spots on his hands. This was home. This is where healing would occur. 
 
    “Someone is going to pick you up for church tomorrow,” Grammy told me. “His name is Corey. He’s the son of a woman at the hospital…really nice kid. I can’t take you to services because I need to work.” 
 
    “Did you set me up on a date to go to church?” I asked, annoyed. 
 
    “It’s not a date,” Grammy corrected. “I just don’t want you to have to sit here with Gramps all morning. I tried to find a girl your age, but they were all unable to take you.” 
 
    “I would prefer hanging out with Gramps instead of going to church with a stranger,” I argued. 
 
    “After what you said in the car, I would prefer you be around more people,” she explained. 
 
    “What did you say in the car?” Gramps asked, uncharacteristically.  
 
    Grammy and I just shook our heads, letting Gramps know that we weren’t going to tell him. He huffed. 
 
    “Gramps, how about if you go to church with Corey, instead of me, and I’ll tell you what I said,” I offered. 
 
    He then shook his head in the same manner that we had. Gramps wasn’t one for making any deals. 
 
    During this visit, I had the expectation of stewing in my swamp of grief. There was no need for me to leave the house to accomplish the task.  
 
    “Hey!” I exclaimed. “You haven’t made any phone calls since we’ve been home. These plans you made for me had to be done in advance. They had nothing to do with our conversation in the car. Did you really try to find a girl to take me?” 
 
    Grammy placed her knitting in the basket by the couch. “I think I’m going to go read a little before bed,” she announced. 
 
    The fact that Grammy ignored all the accusations meant they were all true. She bent down to kiss my cheek just like any other night, and escaped through the door to avoid any further questions. 
 
    Gramps and I knowingly looked at each other. We had been privy to this kind of manipulation for years. It got me a little fired up. 
 
    “She probably only gets caught doing this kind of thing fifty percent of the time,” I figured. “It’s maddening. It’s not right!” That last comment was made loud enough for Grammy to hear. 
 
    Gramps looked at me, smiling. “Ya, but you love her,” he said. “Even with all her meddling and subterfuge, you can’t help but love her. It’s just her way.” 
 
    “I do,” I admitted, sighing. “Subterfuge? Why do you never use big words around Grammy?” 
 
    “You may not have noticed, but I barely use any words around your grandmother,” he replied. “We’ve been married for so long that we know what the other one is thinking. Words are practically obsolete. That’s why it’s fun when you come.”  
 
    Gramps and I enjoyed talking about all manner of things that evening. After the house had gone quiet, I realized that my grief was forgotten for a short time. Between being frustrated with my Grammy and having a nice conversation with my Gramps, it wasn’t forefront on my mind.  
 
    When morning light arrived, any grief over Jed was eclipsed by the dread of forced socialization that would occur today. When Corey came to the door to pick me up, I smiled and walked with him to the car…where his parents were. The entire trip into town was made in silence. Everyone was equally thrilled by Grammy’s plan. 
 
    I tried to identify which church team this family was on. Grammy attended the Lutheran church, but there was also a Baptist church in town. Thousands of Christian denominations existed, and the town only got to choose between two.  
 
    Grammy didn’t make me go to church with her during the summers, but it wasn’t hard to get a feel for the lively rivalry between the two churches anyway. They were both situated on the same small street and would often have bazaars or events on the same days. 
 
    When a person would switch churches it was cause for celebration. I didn’t understand that. Weren’t they all on the same team, team God? Things were done differently, too. Both churches were very charitable, but the Lutherans just gave, no questions asked. The Baptists gave, and then expected the recipient to listen to their speech or come to their church. 
 
    The Baptists could cook and bake circles around the Lutherans. The Lutheran members would get in trouble when they were caught at the Baptist bake sales or pot lucks. Maybe Grammy didn’t pick the Lutheran church. Maybe the Baptist’s knew she was a bad cook. The Lutheran’s had better musicians. They would play their music and sing loudly every Sunday. It seemed they were singing for the church up the street, and not to the heavens. 
 
    From the outside, looking in, it reminded me of Friday night, high school football games. Two opponents on the grid iron duking it out, both teams plotting and planning for the win. The coaches likened to the priest or pastor with their own special play books, as the bands stirred the crowds to their feet. I giggled out loud at the scene in my mind.  
 
    Corey’s dad parked the car equidistance from both churches. Corey’s mom had a cross around her neck, which helped with my detective work. Jesus was on the cross, so we were going to the Lutheran church for sure. For some reason, the Catholics had Jesus up on all their crosses…poor guy, his most painful moment always on display. 
 
    We crossed the street, and I stood there on the sidewalk, not moving. Corey’s parents were almost at the path to the church. Corey stood by my side, even as his father yelled for him to leave me there.  
 
    He didn’t listen to his dad. “Are you O.K.?” Corey asked.  
 
    “I’ll be O.K.,” I replied. “But, I don’t think I belong here right now. Thank you for the ride. I’m going to walk to the hospital, and get a ride home with my Grammy.” 
 
    “I can walk you there,” he offered. 
 
    His kindness meant everything in that moment. Tearing up, I said, “No. Go join your family. Have a good Easter.” 
 
    The hospital was a couple of miles away, so I turned my back on the busyness of the Easter festivities to start my trek. The music faded with every step, until only the crunch of my steps could be heard. By the time the automatic doors opened at the hospital, the tears had been flowing for quite some time. 
 
    When Grammy saw me, she wrapped her arms around me like only she could. I was given a hot meal and a place to rest (a room in her ward was empty). Because this was the geriatric wing, it could be assured that people died in this room, but that no longer bothered me now that death and I had become acquainted. 
 
    Grammy walked in and said, “My shift ends at 3 p.m. You should get some rest.” 
 
    “I’ll be falling asleep any minute now,” I surmised. 
 
    “What made you walk all the way up here?” Grammy asked. “If you had stayed for church, you would be home soon.” 
 
    “Standing in front of both those churches,” I answered, “reminded me of how angry I am with God. He took Jed away from me. He made me a freak. I wanted to go into church and yell, demanding answers.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t have been a good idea,” Grammy decided. “But I’m so thankful to hear that you feel that way.” She was smiling, looking at me with an undeserved pride. 
 
    “I don’t understand what I said that would make you happy,” I stated, confused.   
 
    “Well,” Grammy started, as she stroked my hair, “you can’t be mad at someone that doesn’t exist. For you to be mad at God means that you believe he is God. This gives me great hope.” 
 
    I rolled over in the bed, facing the wall. She made a great point. It was an irritating point, but it still made sense. She kissed my cheek before leaving, pulling the curtain to surround the bed. I’m not sure the curtain made it all the way around before sleep had rescued me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21- Cliodhna, Queen of the Banshees 
 
      
 
    After Bruce and I spent the night together, I snuck back to my room before daybreak. Between the talking, making love and showering, neither of us got a wink of sleep. 
 
    The bed in my room was whispering to me like a siren. But, I knew if I dared indulge the temptation, I wouldn’t make it down to breakfast…possibly lunch. Instead, I put on fresh clothing and splashed my face with some cool water. 
 
    The thought that today might be my first day of training with Clio, entered my mind while I watched the water travel down the drain. It was a depressing thought, to say the least. As breakfast loomed ever closer, I continued to dread the possibility. We would have to discuss my outburst when we first met, and why she didn’t warn my grandmother about her impending death. 
 
    Clio was the one woman on the council that had a haughty demeanor about her. As demeanors go, haughty had never been one of my favorites. Luckily, my mood was relaxed and cheerful, because of the night before. 
 
    Being lost in thought, I didn’t notice that Deidra had peeked in the doorway. “Are you ready for breakfast, Mom?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure, honey,” I answered. “We can go down together.” 
 
    All the usual suspects were at breakfast. Tracy was not at the table, but there was never a rhyme or reason to her attendance. The food smelled delicious, and I couldn’t remember the last time that hunger had me so tightly in its grips.  
 
    “How did you sleep?” Clio asked me, trying to make idle conversation. 
 
    I made a point to avoid the slightest glance in Bruce’s direction. “I didn’t get any sleep last night,” I replied honestly. “I’ll probably take a nap later.” 
 
    “You should take a nap right after breakfast, if you can,” Macy said. “Since our training is over, it sure would be nice to get out of here for a while. Besides,” Macy added, thumbing toward Clio, “you’ll need a break before the queen of death.” 
 
    Macy wasn’t speaking quietly. She wanted everyone to hear. Clio just smiled, taking the joke like a champ. Her reaction surprised me, as there had been no evidence that Clio possessed a sense of humor. 
 
    “That sounds good to me,” I decided. “I’ll go take a nap right after I finish this breakfast.” The plate of food in front of me was more important than a nap. I devoured every morsel. The omelet was the best I’d ever eaten. There were platters on the table of Canadian bacon, muffins and fruit. My churning stomach was satisfied after sampling all the offerings. 
 
    There was quite a bit of chatter across the table this morning. I hoped to ask Clio if we were starting training tomorrow, but I didn’t want to interrupt her discussion with Bruce. After wiping my mouth, I quietly made my way to the bedroom for some much needed rest.  
 
    My eyes didn’t open until a little after noon. It was a four-hour respite that felt like it lasted just minutes. If it was possible, I would’ve gladly slept another four hours. The fact that my blinking was as slow as possible, without being asleep, was proof that more shut-eye was needed. 
 
    I fought the urge to go back to sleep, barely winning. The shower helped to wash away the cobwebs. If we were planning on going into town, a nicer outfit would be required. Although, when I thought about what Macy had planned, I envisioned a bar. Sure enough, that’s where we were just a few hours later. 
 
    “It’s kind of early for a bar, isn’t it?” I pointed out.    
 
    Macy looked at me like I was crazy, not bothering to actually reply to my question. She sat down at a table where she ordered two beers. It didn’t take long for the bar to fill with people. The jukebox was getting fed quarters regularly, pool tables were full and arm-wrestling started in one corner of the bar. 
 
    “Try to figure out who will win the next match over there in the corner,” Macy said. 
 
    “Well, that one guy looks way more muscular,” I decided. 
 
    “No, not like that,” Macy instructed, grinning. “See if you can see their hue.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. 
 
    I stared at the two men in the corner. They hadn’t sat down yet. They were talking trash and sizing each other up…waiting for everyone to make their bets. I stared at both of them, trying to envision the winner. To my surprise, there was a purple hue present, but it surrounded both of them. 
 
    “I must not be doing this right,” I said to Macy. “I can see a purple hue around both of them.” 
 
    “Which one is brighter?” she asked, smiling. 
 
    “Believe it or not, it’s the smaller guy who has the brighter hue,” I answered. “That doesn’t make sense.”  
 
    Macy touched my hand. “It makes sense if you take a moment to focus on the circumstances.” 
 
    There was no way to know where Macy was trying to guide me, but as the men were still puffing out their chests around the challenge table, twenty feet away, I closed my eyes to concentrate. It took a moment before a revealing vision came upon me. The smaller guy was splitting a pile of money with the larger guy at the end of the night. They must be running some kind of a scam. 
 
    After opening my eyes, Macy asked who she should bet on. The smaller guy was my answer, and he won in a well-acted battle. Macy retrieved her winnings and returned to the table. 
 
    “Let’s go,” she said. 
 
    We had only been there for a couple of hours, but I was ready to get back anyway. 
 
    Once we were on the road to the castle, Macy inquired, “You know why they both had the purple hue?” 
 
    “I think so,” I replied. Macy made a motion for me to go on. “Well, they both won. Their goal wasn’t to ultimately win an arm wrestling match,” I explained. “They wanted to make money, which made them both victorious…both purple.” 
 
    “And why was the smaller man’s hue a bit brighter?” Macy drilled. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said. 
 
    “Think,” Macy demanded. “If they both got the desired outcome of money, why would one have a brighter hue?” 
 
    “Because even though they both got what they wanted,” I answered, unaware that this knowledge was within me, “one of them lost a bit of pride and honor in the process.”  
 
    “You are good, Muriel,” Macy decided, while smiling ear to ear. “You are good!” 
 
    Once back at the castle, we went our separate ways. I got some bread and cheese from the kitchen and retired upstairs. It was only 8 p.m., but there was no stopping my appointment with the pillow. Perhaps Bruce expected me to visit him again, but we hadn’t talked of another meeting, so he would understand. 
 
    Before I knew it, morning light was streaming through my window. There was a heaviness on my side. After a quick examination, I found myself wrapped in Bruce’s embrace. He was lying behind me. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said. 
 
    “Good morning,” I repeated, trying to get my bearings. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Bruce stretched, while I jumped out of bed. “I missed you,” he said. 
 
    “My daughter cannot find us in here together,” I squawked. “You need to go back to your room.” 
 
    “Are you telling me you don’t enjoy my company?” he asked. 
 
    “You know darn well I enjoy your company,” I replied, smiling. “It’s one of the many things about you I find myself enjoying.” 
 
    He patted the bed and flashed me a come-hither look. I mindlessly started toward the bed, when the door creaked open. Luckily it opened away from the bed. Thinking quickly, I dove on the bed, shoving Bruce off the other side, where the rug muffled the thud of his fall. 
 
    “Hey, Mom,” Deidra said. “How was your night?” 
 
    “It was good,” I answered. “We went to a bar and I got some unexpected training.” 
 
    “I doubt a night spent with Macy is ever boring,” she mentioned. “Were there any cute guys? You get to think about stuff like that now.” 
 
    “Oh, sure,” I replied. “I danced with the most handsome man there.” 
 
    Bruce pushed the bed a little, making me smile.   
 
    “Do you want to go down to breakfast before your training with Clio?” Deidra offered. “I think you start with her today, and you might not want to spend time with her on an empty stomach.” 
 
    Springing out of bed, I tried to lead Deidra closer to the door, but she lay on the bed anyway. The circumstances were making me uncomfortable. If she saw Bruce hiding, we were automatically guilty- even if nothing had happened last night. You don’t hide a man in your room if you’re innocent. 
 
    I rushed into the bathroom to brush my teeth. Sleeping without a bra was normal, so I threw on a sweatshirt for breakfast and stuck my hair in a ponytail. I’d come back up here to pull myself together before meeting with Clio. A long shower was needed to lose the smell of smoke from the bar last night. 
 
    “C’mon,” I urged Deidra, “let’s go.” 
 
    “Good morning, Macy,” I greeted, arriving at the dining table. “Are you the only one having breakfast today?” 
 
    “No,” she replied. “Clio was down here earlier. By the way, she wants you to meet her in the library at ten this morning.” 
 
    “O.K.,” I agreed. 
 
    “Where’s Bruce?” Deidra wondered. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Macy answered. “Maybe he decided to sleep in.” 
 
    We all enjoyed a nice breakfast before I retreated to my room to properly start the day. The floor on the side of the bed, where Bruce had landed, was vacant. I started the water in the shower and began to undress. The clothes were left right where they had been removed. I’d pick them up after the shower. 
 
    After only a couple of minutes in the shower, the sound of humming was heard outside the bathroom, getting louder and louder. Rolling the shower door to the side, I discovered a naked Bruce walking toward the shower. After he stepped in the shower, we never exchanged words, but it was good the walls were made of stone. 
 
    ______ 
 
    Clio was already in the library when I arrived fifteen minutes early. Whatever was going to happen today, there was no way she could ruin my mood. Give it your best shot, I thought to myself.  
 
    “Good to see you, Muriel,” Clio said. “Can you shut the door? We shouldn’t be disturbed.” 
 
    The door was closed and I took my seat across from Clio, curious about what she would add to my experience. Each council member thus far had been a surprising delight, but that was not the expectation with Clio.  
 
    Suddenly, Clio smiled. Her smile turned into laughter, and she was intermittently clapping her hands, while shaking her head. The library became filled with her noise. After a few minutes, I couldn’t help but smile. She started to calm down, wiping tears away.  
 
    “You, my dear,” she started. “You are Danu. We’ve waited so long…our parents and grandparents have waited so long.” 
 
    Clio was without a doubt the most even-keeled, unemotional council member of the group. Her outburst was wholly unexpected. She dropped to her knees to kiss my hand, and then returned to her chair. Without a clue how to respond to her behavior, I just sat there needled by my own discomfort, while my smile became forced. 
 
    “Danu is a mother goddess of Ireland,” Clio explained. “Some say she was a myth, while others claim she was the beginning of the clans. Either way, you have been tested and found true.” 
 
    “What do you mean by tested?” I wondered. 
 
    “The training with the council members encapsulated the testing process,” she explained. “Had we called it testing, you would have reacted adversely. Your personality demands it.” 
 
    Damn it, she was right. The fact that Clio or anyone here could confront me with my own character was both complimentary and infuriating.  
 
    “Can you explain to me the tests that I passed with each council member?” I asked. 
 
    “Gladly,” Clio responded. “Your first session was with Ann.” 
 
    “I learned that her gift was the worst,” I said, “that Deidra would need to marry one of Bruce’s sons, and that we shouldn’t love things, but people.” 
 
    Clio grinned. “And we learned that you are able to resist practically impossible temptations when it will affect those you love,” Clio shared. “You also have become more open to Deidra’s future love interests. Why is that?” 
 
    “I saw a vision, convincing me that your way of doing things was better for Deidra,” I said. “And, just for the record, Bruce wasn’t that impossible of a temptation.” 
 
    “I haven’t met another woman who could resist his charm,” Clio argued. “He’s from the line of Myrrdin, after all.” 
 
    Choosing to side-step any discussion about Bruce, for the moment, I asked, “And what did my training with Tina teach you?” 
 
    “That you can pull visions up at will,” Clio replied, excitedly. “It is extraordinary. But, most importantly, we learned that you are gracious and courteous.” 
 
    I was searching my memory of time spent with Tina, remembering that I called her a twat. Clio’s conclusions seemed unfounded.  
 
    She must have recognized my confused expression. “You knew immediately who the riddle spoke of in that restaurant,” Clio explained, “but you gave Deidra an opportunity to find her. That showed us that it wasn’t important for you to conquer or assert your intelligence.”  
 
    “Interesting,” I admitted. “But I wasn’t very nice to Tina.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” Clio said. “You indulged her with snippets of history from your visions. They don’t interest you that much, but they mean a great deal to Tina. She enjoyed the time she spent with you so much that she was upset when she was asked to leave early.”  
 
    “Well, I wasn’t gracious and courteous to Rick or Lorrah,” I pointed out. 
 
    “But this is where you handled yourself most impressively,” Clio beamed. “Rick and Lorrah are similar to the enemies we will face. Macy relayed that you may have gone overboard, which left me in disbelief, but very pleased. She is the one to usually push too far, with no awareness of the fact. It showed your strength and resolve…your ability to assert yourself with no remorse. And, if you choose, the consequences you left with Rick can be reversed. It was brilliant. That was the test we feared most. The council didn’t think you had it in you.” 
 
    “And what of Bridget’s training?” I inquired. 
 
    “Believe it or not, this was the most telling test,” Clio responded. “Bridget didn’t think you had her gift to heal. Typically, when a Toec has the strength to lift a table with her anger, she will not possess the gentle touch of healing. Your time with Bridget would determine if you were going to reign as Danu.” 
 
    “I’ve never healed anyone,” I pointed out. 
 
    “But, you have,” Clio corrected. “Bridget told the council that you healed yourself in less than two weeks’ time of all the pain or anger you carried about your mother, husband and even your grandmother.” 
 
    “My grandmother?” I wondered. 
 
    “There were times when you felt betrayed by your grandmother,” Clio said, “between the secrecy and the information she shared with the record-keeper. But, Bridget knew the moment you were healed from everything, and the instant you were open to trusting again.” 
 
    Clio didn’t need to explain that moment because I felt the healing, during a talk with Bruce. He was masterfully convincing me to believe in him…to take a chance. Had Bridget not interrupted, we were definitely going to take some chances. 
 
    “So, does that mean,” I wondered, with a smile, “that Bridget knew exactly what she was doing when she burst into Bruce’s apartment?”  
 
    “Oh, yes,” Clio confirmed. “One of Bridget’s favorite sayings has something to do with a bird. What was that again? Oh yes,” she remembered. “When a bird’s wing is healed, the first thing it wants to do is see if it still has the ability to fly.” Clio waved her hands around. “It’s something like that.”  
 
    She started to gather her belongings. “I have to be somewhere in an hour,” Clio said. “I’m sorry about cutting our time short.” She raced toward the door, stopping herself and turning around. “I just want you to know what a blessing it is to have you here, and how excited I am to get to know you,” she said. “Bruce will be here any minute. He has some more training with you before lunch.” 
 
    Her words touched me. None of the other council members spoke with such tenderness. Perhaps my impression of her was wrong. There was no time to think on that notion, as Bruce made his way toward me in the library. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me I would be seeing you this morning?” I asked. 
 
    “Surprises are always fun,” he answered, kissing my hand in the most gentlemanly way. “I suggest that we keep a fair distance between one another so we can actually talk.” 
 
    “Party pooper,” I accused. “What is it we are going to discuss?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he replied. “Do you have any questions after your time with Clio?” 
 
    “It’s hard to understand why she is so excited about my presence here,” I pondered. “She compliments me, saying that I have certain virtues like grace and courtesy. But, the way I handled Rick and Lorrah didn’t exemplify either of those traits.” 
 
    “Can I tell you a story?” Bruce asked. 
 
    “Only because you asked so nicely,” I replied. 
 
    He smiled and took a seat on the other side of the table. 
 
    “A king sent a trusted advisor into enemy lands,” Bruce started. “This man was sworn to secrecy by the king and spoke to no one of his mission. Because of this, he traveled modestly, without large bands of men or advisors. The unthinkable happened, and he was recognized by a villager in this foreign land. Unfortunately, his reputation as a great warrior preceded him.” 
 
    “He was brought to the king in the area,” Bruce explained. “And when he came before the king, he acted like he was crazy. He mumbled, scratching the gate and drooling down his beard. The king was upset that he had received the man, asking his soldiers if they thought he lacked madmen in his kingdom. The king eventually sent the man away.” 
 
    “Did he finish his mission?” I wondered. 
 
    “I’ve no idea, but you’re missing the point of the story,” Bruce scolded. “Do you see what I’m trying to tell you?” 
 
    “No,” I answered honestly. 
 
    “The man brought before the king wasn’t crazy,” Bruce said. “And if he wasn’t crazy, he was lying and employing trickery so he would be released.” 
 
    Bruce extended his arms, palms up, with the notion that he had enlightened me with understanding. He hadn’t but, in my defense, when in Bruce’s immediate vicinity, it was hard to concentrate. 
 
    Realizing his story had traveled over my head, he asked, “Do I have to spell it out for you?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied. “That would be great. Maybe my hearing isn’t that good today. Let me get closer.” Rising from my chair, I took a few steps to Bruce and sat on his lap. “That’s better,” I whispered, while nibbling his earlobe. It was obviously making him nuts. 
 
    “The point of the story is that sometimes, even though the ultimate goal is good- it may need to be achieved by employing some madness,” he explained, breathing heavier. “The way you handled Rick and Lorrah, for example...” 
 
    “Oh!” I exclaimed, finally understanding his point. “What a great story. Was that a story from a Celtic or Toec tribe?” 
 
    Bruce’s hands were roaming around on my back and legs. He was kissing my neck, working his way up to my lips. After kissing me, he put his forehead to mine. 
 
    “It’s a story from the Bible,” Bruce said. “That man on a mission would be King David…a man after God’s own heart.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” I mused. “And what is your heart after?”  
 
    Bruce had an imaginary switch, and I had flipped it, knowing full well there would be no more training. He placed me on the round table, went to lock the library door and returned to me. 
 
    “My heart could indulge in a little madness right about now,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22- Spring Break 
 
      
 
    Grammy wasn’t scheduled to work for the rest of my spring break visit. She didn’t have to work on Easter either, but she’d always volunteer for holidays so the younger nurses could enjoy time with their families. She told them not to think too much of it because she was only doing it for the double-time pay, but everyone knew she was a sweetheart, even amid her denial. 
 
    This time of the year was slow for Grammy. Summer and fall were busy with figuring out what to do with Gramps’ garden bounty, but winter and spring were calmer. That’s why it was so strange when I walked into the kitchen to find my Grammy baking up a storm. There were cookies and cupcakes cooling all over the kitchen. She was cleaning up a mixing bowl, and looked up to greet me. 
 
    “Hi, Muriel,” she said.  
 
    “Hi Grammy,” I replied, still looking around the kitchen. “What’s all this?” 
 
    “We’re going into town soon,” she answered. “I have a meeting with my ladies weight loss group. We meet once a month and today’s topic is spring cleaning. Everyone has an assignment, and mine is to make healthy baked goods that will replace the bad.” 
 
    Frankly, it boggled my mind that this group of women would ask Grammy to cook. I grabbed a cookie off one of the cooling racks, taking a bite. Immediately regretting the decision, I tried to share it with the dogs. They each took a little, but refused the bulk of it. 
 
    “How do you like it?” Grammy wondered. 
 
    I immediately started scanning a list of adjectives in my head, hoping one of them would be appropriate. The fact that I was still chewing bought me some time. That was important because the adjectives that were coming to me, (dry, flavorless, disgusting), wouldn’t be well-received. To avoid choking, I drank a bit of water to wash the desert-like dessert down.  
 
    “I’ve never eaten anything like these,” I remarked, using a very upbeat tone to shroud the ambiguous statement. “They must be really healthy.” If these were the first cookies I’d ever eaten, there would be no reason to crave a warm chocolate chip or iced Christmas cookie again. 
 
    “They are very good for you,” Grammy stated, proud of her accomplishment. “I even changed the recipe a little to make them better for you.” 
 
    There it was. She changed the recipe. She probably left out the ingredient that made them edible, whatever that may be. I helped wrap everything up, and avoided any more discussion about her baked goods. 
 
    The meeting was at the community center, and when we walked in, there were about twenty women already there. The size of the group surprised me, being this was such a small town. Grammy and I had our arms filled with baked goods, which we set down on a table. She introduced me to two women by the table before going out to the car to retrieve her things for the meeting. 
 
    “I’m glad Muriel baked again,” one of the ladies said. “It makes things easier.” 
 
    My curiosity got the best of me, and I had to ask, “You like her baking?” 
 
    “Oh, lord no,” the other woman answered in a whisper. “Her baking is so bad, that no one wants to eat it. But, that means we all lose weight next month. Muriel thinks her baked goods helped and we drop some pounds. It’s a win-win.” 
 
    Grammy came back in, got weighed and we took a seat together. There were five rectangular tables for seating around the room. One was in front, with chairs only on one side of the table, facing the other four. Grammy explained that the table in front was for the leaders of the group. There was a president, vice president, secretary, treasurer and weight recorder.  
 
    The organization of the meeting was impressive. The first fifteen minutes, everyone coming into the meeting would go get weighed. If someone was late, Grammy told me they could weigh in after the meeting, but weren’t eligible for any of the prizes during the meeting, such as top loser. 
 
    The meeting came to order exactly at 10:15, when everyone stood to recite a pledge. I stayed seated, unsure of what to do. After the pledge, attendance was taken by the president. When a name was called, the person would announce if they gained or lost weight. If they lost weight, they would announce how much, but if they gained- they weren’t required to say.  
 
    “This is our spring cleaning meeting,” the vice president said. “Remember, as always, that anything said in this meeting isn’t to be discussed outside these walls.” She looked around the room with a stern look on her face as though this rule had been stretched in the past. 
 
    “This year we’re going to do something a bit different,” announced the president, “sharing with each other a bad memory or experience. You don’t have to participate, but if you’re comfortable doing so; we ask that you tell us about a difficult time in your life. Then, inform us how you overcame the obstacle or are overcoming it, if it’s still a challenge. Are there any questions?” 
 
    A hand raised a couple of tables down. The president nodded. 
 
    “Why are we doing this?” A woman asked. 
 
    “Sadly, many of us don’t have people to confide in,” answered the president. “Like I said, you don’t have to participate, but this will be cathartic for many of us. We are giving people an opportunity to spring clean their emotions along with everything else.” 
 
    Cathartic was a word I didn’t know, but I assumed it meant good or helpful. I’d try to remember to look it up later. There were a couple of women who readily spoke. One shared the abuse she suffered at the hands of her husband when he had too much to drink. The other spoke of losing her brother when they were young, and how she felt partially to blame. 
 
    Women shifted in their seats, either uncomfortable by the stories being told or the reality that they might share theirs. The women that spoke first were able to do so more easily because the difficult times in their life were long past. Time had healed. 
 
    The next woman that stood up had the entire room in tears. The tale was simple. She just found out that her husband of five years was cheating on her. She then proceeded to take on all the blame, explaining how she had gained weight after the birth of their children and how she was so tired all the time. 
 
    The women rallied to her defense. They told her she was beautiful (which was true). The words of wisdom she received were pure gold. At the end of the flurry of advice, the woman was ready to give her husband an ultimatum, feeling better about herself than she had in years. 
 
    Grammy stood up next. This was unexpected.  
 
    “I’ve never been hurt more than when my daughter said she hated me and meant it,” Grammy said. “The words were spoken years ago, but they still sting today.” She sat down. 
 
    My mother was such a disappointment to me that I’m not sure I ever fully realized how Grammy must have been hurt by her, too. Another woman quickly stood up to share her tale. 
 
    The stories that pierced my ears were dreadful, painful and unbelievable. These women had endured so much or were still going through their trials. 
 
    When the sharing started to wind down, the president asked if anyone else would like to share. We all looked around the room. Slowly, a woman in the back rose from her chair. It was Barbara from the drug store in town. She had helped me with my feminine product selection a couple years back. 
 
    She was one of the sweetest people I had met in town. She was warm, with dark hair surrounding her pretty face. I’d guess she was around forty or forty-five. She didn’t look like she was very comfortable with her decision to stand and speak. 
 
    “I’d been married for a couple of years,” Barbara started slowly. “Roy worked as a lumberjack for our first five years of marriage. It took him away a week at a time, and because we only had one car, I’d call in a grocery delivery once a week.” 
 
    “The delivery man was always very kind,” Barbara said, “until he wasn’t. He told me that I was always flirting with him, and that no one liked a tease. I tried to fight him off, but he was too strong.” Barbara lowered her head, still carrying a shame that wasn’t hers to lug around. 
 
    After a deep breath, she said, “He raped me. I never told Roy, but I did call in a favor, getting the delivery man fired from the grocery store. I started holstering a loaded gun when Roy was away. There was no need to ever use it because the man who attacked me eventually moved out of town.” 
 
    The vice president told Barbara how sorry she was about the incident. Barbara held up her finger, letting everyone know she wasn’t quite finished. Tears formed in the corner of her eyes, her voice changing to reflect the emotion unable to be contained. 
 
    “My daughter just started dating a nice young man,” Barbara continued. “My veins ran cold when she told me the name of his father. Apparently, the delivery man recently moved back into town with his family. And his son has started courting my daughter.” A few women let out gasps.   
 
    The secretary spoke up, “You’re just going to have to forbid the relationship! Tell your daughter what happened to you and she’ll understand.” 
 
    “There’s not much choice in the matter,” Barbara resigned. “My whole world seems to be falling apart around me. Because, you see, she is the delivery man’s daughter, too.” This time, the entire room gasped in unison. 
 
    Barbara was in tears, as were many. The meeting was adjourned. Women milled around, continuing to talk to each other and offer support. Grammy grabbed my arm, dragging me over to Barbara.  
 
    Grammy hugged Barbara, telling her, “I had no idea.” 
 
    “It’s the first time I’ve ever said a word about it,” Barbara informed. She vaguely pointed around the room, asking “Do you think these women will respect my privacy and keep it to themselves?” 
 
    “You and I have always been pretty straight with each other,” Grammy grimaced. “There’s one or two snakes in the grass, but you know that.” 
 
    “That’s O.K.,” Barbara decided. “It was good to get it off my chest. I’m going to have to tell Roy tonight. I’m scared, but it’s been a long time comin’.” 
 
    I went outside to feel the fresh air fill my lungs. The air inside the building had grown heavy with emotion, making me a little claustrophobic. 
 
    Riding back to Grammy’s was introspective. The struggles heard today touched me deeply. It was a good thing to have had Jed even for a short time…to have dipped my toe into love. Some of the women today admitted to never knowing it.  
 
    An uninvited vision alluded that my future life would be filled with so much happiness and joy. I denied the sight, stuffing it down, making it go away. There was no place for such things if my future included being an Oris. 
 
    Grammy broke the silence, asking, “What would you like to have for lunch when we get back? This meeting ran longer than usual. They usually end at noon.” 
 
    The question caught me off guard. “I’m not really sure what there is to choose from, Grammy,” I answered. “A sandwich would be fine, maybe a peanut butter and jelly.” 
 
    When we arrived home, the decision for lunch had already been made for us. Gramps had gone fishing earlier that morning. It never dawned on me that I didn’t see him around before we went to the meeting. 
 
    Gramps was out on the back porch cleaning his haul. Viewing the process didn’t make the fish seem like an appetizing choice. 
 
    “Did you catch a lot of fish, Gramps?” I wondered. 
 
    “A fair amount, considerin’ I was only out there for an hour,” he replied. “Yes, indeedy, a pretty good catch.” 
 
    “You should write a book about the art of the catch, Gramps,” I suggested. 
 
    “It would be a pretty short book,” he said. “Fish early in the morning, use the right bait and don’t fish with chatty people…the end.” He smiled at his own advice for fishing success. “There’s some fish already cooked up in the kitchen. Help yourself,” he instructed, pointing with a hand bloodied from the gutting. 
 
    The fish were still slightly warm. Gramps had coated them with a light beer batter, frying them to a golden brown. They were delicious! Grammy and I ate most of them, not even asking if Gramps had already eaten. 
 
    I went back out on the porch to thank Gramps for a wonderful lunch. “The fish were yummy, Gramps. Thank you.”  
 
    He was busy placing two fish in each half-gallon, cardboard milk carton. He must have saved the containers or gotten them from friends because Grammy preferred powdered milk. He filled the milk cartons with water and put them in the stand-up freezer on the patio.  
 
    I had heard the argument between the two of them over those milk cartons in years past. Grammy’s side was that the containers took up too much space in the freezer, while Gramps argued the practicality. I really hadn’t paid much attention to the argument. They were always fussing with each other about something. 
 
    “Why do you store the fish like this?” I asked Gramps. 
 
    “When you put food in a freezer, it can get freezer burn. Sometimes it happens because air gets to it and sometimes because it dehydrates when the moisture escapes,” he answered. “Putting the fish in water and freezing it stops both those things. Then, when it’s thawed out, you still have fresh-tasting fish.” 
 
    That made complete sense to me, so I went to ask Grammy why she objected to his methods. She was on the couch reading when I entered the living room.  
 
    “Grammy, why don’t you like the way Gramps freezes the fish?” I wondered, sitting down on the couch. 
 
    She lowered her magazine, looking over the top of her glasses. A chuckle bubbled up. “Why would you ask such a thing?” she questioned. 
 
    “He explained to me why he does it that way,” I replied, “and it makes sense.” 
 
    “Oh, it does, does it?” she probed, in a tone signifying a rhetorical question. “Did he tell you how the exposed tails sometimes stink up the freezer before they freeze or how he spills some of the fish water in the freezer? He catches fish that are too large for those cartons so he always leaves the tails exposed. They rub underneath the shelf above them when he puts them in the freezer. It’s like he’s painting the shelf with fish aroma! Do you think he’s the one cleaning that up?” She finished her rant at a much louder and higher-pitch than she had started. 
 
    Those were all very good points, and as much as I wanted to side with Gramps, it wasn’t possible.  
 
    Grammy calmed down quickly, and said, “But the man goes out in the wee hours and catches fish, then cleans, cooks and stores them in the freezer. When I think of it that way, he can paint the freezer with the stench of fish to his heart’s desire. Your grandfather is a good and decent man. You should be so lucky to find a man like him when you’re older!” 
 
    It was hard to refrain from smiling. It would be lucky for me to find a man like him, but what made me want to smile was the way Grammy could yell about how Gramps drove her crazy, and then yelled some more about his good characteristics. Gramps walked through the entrance to the living room.  
 
    “I love you, Wayne,” Grammy said, like she owed him the sentiment. 
 
    Poor Gramps looked so confused. “I love you too, Muriel,” he replied. “I’m going to take a shower. I smell of fish.” He leaned over and kissed Grammy on the way to the back of the house. 
 
    She smiled, lifting her magazine to continue reading. 
 
    “I’m going outside,” I said. 
 
    Grammy paid no mind to my announcement. 
 
    As soon as the porch door shut behind me, the sobbing began. All I could think about was Jed. The meeting this morning reinforced that losing Jed was the worst thing that has ever happened to me. Verbalizing how much it hurt, in a way that would honor our relationship, wasn’t even possible. And then, to see my grandparents say I love you after all this time and be tender to one another…that was supposed to be me and Jed fifty years from now.  
 
    As the crying became uncontrollable, I walked to the edge of the property. It was a little corner of nothingness that seemed perfect for the sorrow. Once the tears ran out, I made my way to the back porch of the house, where Gramps was sitting, refreshed from his shower. 
 
    “You’re havin’ a rough time, are ya?” Gramps asked. 
 
    I feebly shook my head up and down. 
 
    “Deena told me she talked to you at the cemetery,” Gramps shared. “My brother’s wife is a smart lady. She told me to keep you in my prayers. You suffered a loss that’s hard for me to understand, given I didn’t approve of your relationship with Jed.” He paused and then asked, “Did you love him?” 
 
    “Very much, Gramps,” I replied, “…very much.” 
 
    “From what Deena said, he loved you more than anything,” Gramps told me. “He decided to study at Jesper to be close to you and he told Deena that he planned on marrying you one day.” Gramps pointed to the spot next to him on the large kindling box. I took a seat. 
 
    “You’re not going to want to hear what I’ve got to say right now,” he started. “But, you need to listen anyway. Jed wouldn’t want you mopin’ around. Not if he loved you. He’d want you to smile and have fun. He’d want you to enjoy what sixteen-year-old girls enjoy.” 
 
    Gramps put his head down, a little ashamed of himself. “Listen,” he commanded, “I don’t want you to be mad at your grandmother for Corey’s family taking you to church. That was my doin’. I thought maybe Corey could help get your mind off Jed.” 
 
    “It’s too soon,” I said. 
 
    “That may be,” he agreed. “But, you need to promise that you won’t wait too long to get back to school activities, dances, and the like.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” I surrendered. 
 
    “Good girl. Your dad tells me you have a dance coming up next week- a spring fling,” Gramps said. “You need to ask a boy to go with you.” 
 
    “No way,” I argued. 
 
    “I’ve never asked you for anything,” he said. “Please do this for me.” 
 
    How dare he use such tactics against me!  My anger was difficult to hide, and Gramps noticed it bubbling to the surface. He put his hand over mine. 
 
    “Don’t misunderstand me,” he said. “Every time we love, it’s different. You’ll never share the same love with anyone else that you’ve shared with Jed.” 
 
    My anger was immediately stifled after that comment because what he said rang of truth. 
 
    “In the same vein,” he continued, “you will only start to heal from your heartbreak when you are able to love again. This doesn’t mean you have to immediately start searching for another man. It means you must open your heart to a friend, a pet…a doddering old fool on a kindling box.” 
 
    “You’re a lot of things, Gramps,” I smiled, “but a fool is not one of them. Thank you for the talk.” 
 
    He nodded, picking up a piece of wood to inspect. He must have been whittling as he waited to talk. 
 
    The hours of the day winded down. Grammy and Gramps had gone off to bed not long after supper. Because there was nothing of interest on television, I kept nodding off. A vision was coming to me over and over again.  
 
    In this very spot two years ago, I was crying over a boy named Douglas. The pain easily came through in the vision. It was gut-wrenching. I feared that I’d never get over the heartbreak. But, I did. The vision also flashed forward to me laughing at an older age, feeling loved and cherished. I feared that I’d never be in such a relationship. But, I might. 
 
    When I laid my head on the pillow that evening, there was something solid on it. After fumbling for the bedside flashlight, I was able to turn it on without rousing Grammy. It was a piece of wood that had been whittled into a fish. Gramps did a fine job. On the tail was a little tag, with a saying on it. It read: Telling a teenager the facts of life is like giving a fish a bath – A. Glasow. 
 
    The quote was mildly insulting, but I had to defer to Gramps’ wisdom. He hadn’t been wrong yet. 
 
    And then I remembered something I’d planned on doing. Quietly making my way to the living room, I took a book off one of the shelves, rifling through it. 
 
    “Cathartic,” I whispered, “an agent for purging or evacuating the bowels, a laxative. As of or pertaining to catharsis…to eliminate.” The word still made no sense until reading further down. It also defined cathartic as emotionally purging, releasing, psychotherapeutic, etc. 
 
    If something was cathartic, it meant becoming free from emotional or physical crap. I put the dictionary away and made my way back to the bedroom. What a great word to add to my vocabulary, especially because it seemed that purging crap might be a lifelong struggle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23- First Council Meeting 
 
      
 
    Clio didn’t return to the castle until the following evening after our training. We were all eating supper, when Clio and Tracy walked into the dining hall. Pleasantries were exchanged. 
 
    “Muriel, may I see you after dinner?” Clio asked. 
 
    “Sure,” I said nonchalantly.  
 
    It had taken some time, but the laid-back scheduling was starting to grow on me. It left me open to different possibilities and lowered my stress levels. It wasn’t until last week that it dawned on me how unhappy my former life had been. 
 
    When the meal was over, everyone else went in separate directions, while Clio asked me to go join her in the ballroom. I hadn’t been in that room since Bruce showed me the stars. It had changed since my last visit. There was now a huge piano, beautiful artwork and a bar installed. 
 
    “Wow,” I exclaimed. “This place has changed. It looks much nicer than I remember.” 
 
    Clio looked around quickly, and agreed, “Yes, we have started to prepare the castle for the court that will be arriving in spring. Also, Deidra’s suitors will be coming for a visit soon, too.” She redirected herself to her original purpose, saying, “We’re going to have our first complete council meeting at the end of this week.” 
 
    “Am I wrong or does it seem like you’re rushing things?” I wondered. 
 
    “New information has come to light, and we may need to act quickly,” Clio said, cryptically. “So,” she continued, “for the next couple of days, I’d like you to ask whatever questions you need answered. Anything you want to know. If I can answer it, I will.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you warn my Grammy that her death was looming?” I interrogated. There was no need to treat Clio with kid gloves. Of all the women on the council, she could handle anything.  
 
    There was a small table with two chairs over near one of the windows. Clio went to sit down, motioning to the chair next to her. She asked me to try and pull up a vision to find the answer myself.   
 
    “Just explain it to me,” I demanded. 
 
    “I am human,” Clio said. “Unfortunately, that means I may forget a word or two and this information is very important to you. If you could see what happened instead of merely hearing about it, the vision will give you peace.” 
 
    After taking a big breath, I closed my eyes and concentrated on Grammy visiting Clio here at the castle. At first, only kaleidoscope-like pieces formed. Slowly, the scene took shape and voices could be heard, once the view was fully formed. 
 
    My Grammy and Clio were talking and it was hard to pay attention to the dialog because all I wanted to do was watch my grandmother’s face or hear her voice. Clio nonchalantly rubbed her arm in the vision. That’s how she knew Grammy would die soon…Clio got goosebumps in her vicinity. 
 
    After the meeting with my Grammy was over, Clio rushed to talk to Bridget, asking her if Grammy could be saved. Bridget grabbed some of her plant clippings and smashed them in a mortar. She added water to the mixture and drank it. Bridget told Clio that whatever fate was about to befall Muriel, it was not an illness. They would have healed her otherwise. 
 
    “Why couldn’t you tell her she was in danger if you knew it wasn’t a health issue?” I asked Clio, coming out of my vision. 
 
    “If it wasn’t a health issue, it could have been anything,” Clio explained. “Do you think your grandmother would have reacted well if we told her that she was in grave danger, but we weren’t sure what that meant? There was only one person who could have known what was going to happen, and we didn’t know where she was.” 
 
    It was as if Clio had punched me in the stomach with that last remark, robbing me of breath. She didn’t say it directly, but I knew she was speaking about me. The tears came quickly, trailing down my cheeks. There was no further interest in being awake, so I left the ballroom without exchanging a goodnight salutation. Once in bed, there was no movement. Bones and muscle were of no use. They had all melted into a puddle that was unwilling or unable to move.  
 
    ___________ 
 
    The next day brought a surprisingly normal mood. Perhaps the long string of uninterrupted sleep was a contributor to lifting me out of the abyss of what-ifs.  
 
    Before lunch, Clio took me aside to chat. “How are you feeling today?’ She asked. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I replied. 
 
    She looked at me in disbelief, grabbing my arm, while taking me into the kitchen. I jerked my arm back into my own possession. 
 
    “What happened to you last night?” Clio wondered. “You just left without a word.” 
 
    “I did what you wanted,” I answered. “My vision showed the meeting with my grandmother, your goosebumps, and the talk you had with Bridget. You did all you could. There’s no reason to be mad at you.” 
 
    “Your vision shouldn’t be able to reach into the meeting between Bridget and myself,” Clio pointed out. “Something’s not right.” I thought Clio didn’t get concerned, but the look on her face proved otherwise. “Let’s go eat some lunch,” she said. 
 
    While we were at lunch, there were still loose ends to tie up, so I began asking Clio more questions. 
 
    “If Grammy is gone, will there be any more information from the record keeper?” I asked. 
 
    “Only your grandmother knew how to contact him,” she replied. “Besides, the Book of Deidra is not a reliable resource. Some of the information is accurate, but there are a lot of omissions, half-truths, and flat out lies.” 
 
    After reading the tome, I knew that to be true. “It’s interesting that the book still exists,” I mentioned. 
 
    “How about after we eat, we all go on a field trip to the basement?” Clio suggested. 
 
    The castle’s basement was absolutely beautiful. It consisted of one huge rectangular shape, which served as the foundation for the rest of the structure. Deidra was excited to show me how long it was. 
 
    “Watch, Mom,” Deidra said, “I’m going to run all the way down to the other side of this hallway. You’ll barely be able to see me!” 
 
    She started off, running to the other side. Clio, Bruce and I laughed at her enthusiasm. When she got to the end of the hall, she turned around and waved. Bruce quickly held, then released my hand. He could only get away with that because Clio was in front of us, leading this tour. 
 
    Even though we were walking in what was considered to be a basement, light streamed in from the outside. Above our heads was a slanted window that ran the whole length of the hallway. There were dozens of doors on both the left and right side of the hall. 
 
    Clio opened one of the doors on the right with a key. It was almost midway down the hall. We went into a beautiful room. There was an outside patio attached to the room that would be enjoyable after the snow melted. Looking out the glass doors to the patio, the green house could be seen jutting out onto the property over to the right. When I looked out the doors to my left, there was another outbuilding that I didn’t recognize. 
 
    “This is where I stay when I’m at Danu,” Clio explained. “It’s my home away from home.” There are over a dozen such rooms on this side of the building, just like this one. 
 
    Deidra ran in the room out of breath. “Could you see me down the hall?” she asked. “It’s a really long way to the other end.” 
 
    I was still standing by the patio doors. “I could see you, but just barely,” I joked. “What’s that building over there?” 
 
    Deidra came to the window. “That’s the pool,” she informed. “We never did go swimming together, and I forgot all about showing it to you.” 
 
    “What about the other side of the hall?” I asked, directing my question to Clio. “Are those fancy rooms like this?” 
 
    “No,” she answered. “There’s no natural light available on that side of the hall, so those are the castle’s mechanical rooms or storage closets. We’re down here to see something in one of those rooms, so we should get on with it.”  
 
    Once we reached the middle of the hallway, there was an open area with no rooms on either side. There was a very small open area on the left side of the hallway compared with the right. The rooms must take up the bulk of the space on the bottom floor. There were sliding glass doors that could open to the outside, just like in the personal rooms. The atmosphere of the castle must feel very different in the warmer months. Because we were closer to the pool, the patio was visible. I imagined lounge chairs, tables with bright umbrellas and cool lemonade being served. 
 
    None of these sights were very impressive to my three companions, as this was old hat for them. We continued down the hall, passing two more doorways on the left. When we arrived at the third door, both Clio and Bruce were fumbling with keys. The door had two locks, and apparently neither of them had both keys. It must have been an extra security measure. 
 
    When we entered the room, Clio turned on the lights. The walls had lighting all around, but it wasn’t very bright. 
 
    “You may notice that this room is cold,” Clio said. “The temperature and indirect lighting all serve as protection.”  
 
    A small table of some sort was in the middle of the room. It may have measured twenty inches squared. The table cloth was made of felt, reaching all the way to the ground. I wasn’t experiencing the same excitement level as Clio. She was grinning, while directing me to the table. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I confessed. “Is this a special table to eat meals at or something?” 
 
    Clio walked over to pull off the cloth. It wasn’t a table at all, but a protective case that housed a book, looking much like the one I saw at Trinity College. The same elaborate artwork adorned the pages. Deidra and I walked around the case. Clio and Bruce had probably seen this numerous times and knew exactly what they were viewing. 
 
    The book drew us in. We stared at it for a while until it seemed to speak to me in a haunting voice. The voice lied to me, telling me something that couldn’t be true. 
 
    “This can’t be the book of Kildare,” I mused, out loud, still looking at the case. “That book was lost and never recovered. They believe that Vikings or other marauders stole the bejeweled cover for its value and burned the book. Yet, it speaks to me and reveals itself as the Book of Kildare.” 
 
    Clio quickly used the cloth to re-cover the case. The same worried look was on her face, but now it had spread to Bruce’s and Deidra’s as well. 
 
    “Deidra,” Clio started. “Did you know what this was or did it speak to you as it did your mother?” 
 
    Deidra slowly shook her head back and forth, unsettled by the events taking place. 
 
    Clio hurried everyone out of the room, turning off the lights behind her. Bruce and Clio dutifully locked the door. “You should all go enjoy the rest of your day,” she said. “I’m going to get the council here as soon as possible. We’ll have our first complete council meeting tomorrow at 1p.m., right after lunch. I expect you to be there on time, Muriel. I need to meet with the council beforehand for a few minutes.” When she was done speaking, Clio practically ran up the hallway.  
 
    “What’s up with her?” I wondered. “I’m going to go peek in the pool area. It’s hard to believe I’ve been here for all these weeks and never checked it out.” 
 
    “It’s really nice, mom,” Deidra said. “Maybe Bruce can show it to you. I’ve got a two o’clock with Tracy. She should be here any minute.”  
 
    Once Deidra left us, Bruce unlocked the pool area for me. He flipped a switch after we were inside, and several fans started humming around the building. They alleviated the smell of chlorine within a couple of minutes. 
 
    I unlaced my tennis shoes, flipping them off and removing my socks. The pool’s shallow end had a few stairs that led into the water, so I stepped one foot on the first stair. It was a little shocking how cool the water felt. 
 
    “I expected the water to be warmer,” I said. 
 
    Bruce shook his head. “Bridget insists we keep the water cool,” he explained. “She claims it’s supposed to be healthier for us. You get used to in eventually.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” I said, while removing my clothing. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Bruce asked. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t bring a swimsuit with me,” I explained. “So I’m improvising.” I dove in the water and it certainly was refreshing. “You could just stand there watching,” I told Bruce. “Or, you could lock the door and join me.” 
 
    He shook his head, smiling, while kicking off his shoes. “You know, I’m not sure what kind of trouble I’m getting into with you,” he said, while locking the door. Bruce headed towards the pool. 
 
    I squinted at him, watching him undress. “I think you have a pretty good idea,” I decided. 
 
    _____________ 
 
    The meeting was going to start very soon. I decided to be on time, but just barely, arriving three minutes before one. Bruce was standing outside the room like he had when I was first brought here weeks ago. He winked at me, which made me smile. I took a seat on the couches near the room, wondering if my fate was to be an outsider- even on the council. 
 
    Macy opened the door, motioning for me to come in. “It’s good to see you again so soon,” she said. 
 
    “You too,” I returned the sentiment. 
 
    When I entered the room, everyone’s faces lit up to welcome me. We exchanged “hellos” and quickly got down to business. 
 
    “Before we start talking about why we all had to come together so quickly,” Macy announced. “Tell us what you thought about the training process.” 
 
     I made an expression that would be similar to getting splashed with cold water. “Everyone had different methods,” I mentioned, stating the obvious. 
 
    “Who’s did you enjoy the most?” Anne wondered. 
 
    “There were different qualities about all of you that challenged me,” I said. “But, if I had to pick my favorite trainer, it would be Macy.” 
 
    The room erupted in all manner of speech and trash talk. Money started changing hands. It occurred to me that they had placed bets on my answers.  
 
    “Unbelievable,” Tina said, “we had such a good time! Which was your least favorite trainer?” 
 
    “This isn’t personal,” I explained. “It has to do with the material covered, but that’s an easy one. It has to be Ann. I wasn’t very pleased with her information about Deidra’s suitors.” 
 
    Macy busted up laughing. “That sounds about right!” Macy squawked. “Pay up.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be allowed to play,” I said to Macy. “Can’t you tell who’s going to win?” 
 
    “Not today,” Macy said. “Bridget has this special tea she makes for everyone to drink before a meeting like this...where we bet. It blocks their hue. But, it’s great because I can get in on the action.” 
 
    “For your final question,” Clio announced. “What training was the most beneficial and which was the least?” 
 
    I just wanted this questioning to be over, so I answered quickly and honestly, “Bridget’s was definitely the most beneficial. I didn’t get a lot from you, Clio, but I’m not sure if it’s over.” 
 
    The money exchanged hands, without much chuckling, as though Clio might be sensitive to my answer.  She and I barely had any time together, so it would be foolish to expect any answer other than the one I gave. 
 
    “Meeting of the Toec council is now in session,” Macy said. “It stands as a complete council for the first time in over 512 years. No minutes will be taken. All conversations in this room are to be deemed runda.” 
 
    Everyone in the room smacked the table in unison, while repeating the word “runda.”  
 
    Macy apologized for not explaining the process. “Runda means secret in Irish,” she informed. “Smacking the table is just how we pledge our loyalty to the council.” 
 
    I slapped my hand on the table and said runda. They all smiled. 
 
    “Not bad for your first time,” Tina encouraged. 
 
    Bridget, who had barely said a word up until now, spoke up, “Let’s get to the business of why we’re all here.” She smiled after speaking, but there was no emotion behind her words or smile. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Clio started. “We’re going to be planning our first task. The council will be finding the ones responsible for the death of Danu’s grandmother. They pose a huge threat to the future of this council if they have knowledge of her or Deidra’s existence.” Everyone seemed concerned at the thought.  
 
    “Here is a list of intel we need to procure before we start the full assignment,” Macy said, handing out a piece of paper. 
 
    Everyone received a handout except for me. I waited patiently until Macy began talking again. “Excuse me,” I interrupted. “I didn’t receive a list.” 
 
    Macy shot Clio and the rest of the council a look. 
 
    “You won’t be involved in the first assignment,” Ann said. “It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “Listen, I know that I’m new,” I argued. “But, I’d like to be involved. They did kill my grandparents, after all.” 
 
    “You are the head of this council,” Clio said. “You will be the queen of this castle soon. It cannot be risked. Besides, you will need to help Deidra prepare for her suitors. They will be here in two short months.” 
 
    “If I’m truly the head of this council,” I declared, “then I’ll be as involved as I wish. No more arguments.” 
 
    Bridget was shaking her head. “Well, that settles it, then. She definitely can’t be a part of it with that attitude,” she decided. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have the ability to envision conversations so deeply,” Clio said. “Yet, you were able to see past my discussion with your grandmother to a talk I had with Bridget. I never told you how my gift works, but you knew that goose bumps were the signal for death.” 
 
    Ann spoke up, “Yesterday, you woke up extremely calm and level-headed. However, the night before you left the ballroom in tears, without a word.” 
 
    “And today a book practically spoke to you,” Tina said. “I mean, you are gifted, but inanimate objects don’t speak.” 
 
    I looked at Macy, hoping she would somehow help me out. She could recap the way I so deftly handled Rick, giving the others confidence in my abilities, but she remained silent. 
 
    “Is there something wrong with me?” I feared. 
 
    “It’s not that,” Clio said. “Recently, you’ve been exhibiting extremely powerful abilities...more than we expected. And, quite frankly, above and beyond what you should have.” 
 
    “Isn’t that good?” I questioned.  
 
    “We’re just not sure that you have full control,” Macy responded.  
 
    Ann squinted, saying, “Also, if we allow you to be involved this time, your daughter may be in danger.”  
 
    “But wouldn’t Deidra be here with Bruce or Tracy?” I asked. “They could protect her. No one knows about this castle.”  
 
    Bridget shook her head and said, “Not that daughter.” 
 
    I shot her a confused look. Bridget locked eyes with mine, and then slowly nodded at my stomach, before looking back up at me.  
 
    “You’re not insinuating what I think you’re insinuating,” I stammered. 
 
    “I am,” Bridget said. “And nowhere in our history has a man in the line of Myrrdin sired a female child. We’re excited to see what that means.” 
 
    My breathing got heavier. 
 
    Everyone around the table was grinning, as I looked down at my stomach and back over the women in the room.  
 
    “We believe that your gifts have been ridiculously enhanced because of this pregnancy,” Macy stated. “But, they will also be unpredictable. It may be this way until you give birth. Apparently, she is quite the little Toec.” 
 
    The disbelief was making me dizzy. I grabbed the arms of my chair to balance. 
 
    “We had a hard time understanding what was going on,” Clio added. “But once we all got together this morning, Bridget clearly saw the baby. Bruce shouldn’t know about the child until we can all agree on the proper time.” 
 
    Little beads of sweat formed on my forehead. 
 
    “I got this book from the library, upstairs, if you want to read it,” Tina said. “Maybe it will give you some insight into Bruce’s ancestral line. I’ve book-marked the section about his people.” 
 
    My ears started ringing. 
 
    “We’re all going to be aunties!” Ann screeched with delight. 
 
    I reached for the book that Tina had placed in front of me, opening it to the bookmarked page. It read: The line of Myrrdin, (more commonly known as Merlin), is full of gifted wizards, sorcerers and capable advisors… 
 
    Looking up from the book, I found that many of the women had become out of focus. I tried to speak, but my mouth was dry. 
 
    “Muriel doesn’t look very well,” Bridget noticed. 
 
    The room went dark. 
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