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DEDICATION

	To my husband, the love of my life, who has stood by me for so many years with unwavering support. You held me up when I felt like falling, patiently waiting for me to take the leap and bring my stories, reflections, experiences, and dreams to life on paper. Your belief in me has been my strength, and for that, I am forever grateful.

	To my daughters, who have shown me the beauty of life and who, every day, remind me that dreams can come true. Through you, I see a reflection of my greatest joys and my most precious hopes fulfilled.

	To my grandchildren, both those here now and those yet to come, the expansion of my heart and soul. You are the future I cherish and the light that keeps my dreams alive.

	To my dear friend Wendy, who, many years ago, told me, “You can do it,” and never stopped believing in me. Your unconditional support has been a guiding star in my journey.

	Finally, to anyone reading this: never forget that dreams don’t come true unless you dare to try.

	With all my heart,

	Paz Lopez
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Prologue

	This is the story of Dennis, a young woman tormented by events and situations that, due to her short existence, she has not yet been able to understand. However, these are the very things she will have to battle for a long time before finding the balance her life needs. The search for answers to all her questions will lead her to discover a reality different from the one she knows, but time and her virtues will make her realize that her destiny was always the same.

	The loss of her parents will mark the beginning of a chain of events that will show her a different path—one that feels hostile to her at first, not knowing that this very path, in the future, will be the one that brings back the peace and harmony she has always longed for.

	She will have to deal with pain and misunderstandings that will steal the smile from her face. But Dennis’s heart is much bigger, and it will not harbor hatred or resentment, which will make her understand that she was not born to hate, especially not the one who was the love of her life.

	Life will present Dennis with difficult and extreme situations. Little by little, she will discover her purpose in life, and her charisma will make her a beloved person among all those who come to know her. Dennis will always be remembered and admired by those around her.

	She will meet people who will take an important place in her life and heart—people she will come to love as much, or even more, than those who are no longer by her side. In the end, they will become the family that life has given her in return for her love and dedication.


Chapter 1

	The First Step

	The waiting room was full of people, which was precisely what Dennis had wanted to avoid, only now it was impossible to go back. She had made the effort and was already there, now she just needed to wait. After all, she could not let all the extra energy it took for her to decide to find someone to help her deal with the difficult problem on her hands in vain.

	Dennis raised her head and looked around the room for an empty seat so she could sit down. She knew she could not hold everyone’s eyes—she needed to quickly find a place to sit so she could disappear from the sight of others. Conveniently, a lady who was right next to the entrance door was called, as it was her turn, and she quickly left, leaving behind a vacant chair. Dennis didn’t waste any more time looking and swiftly sat down. She just wanted to stop catching everyone’s attention. She felt that everyone was looking at her which made her very uncomfortable.

	Once seated, she braced herself for the long wait since the room was full of patients. As she began to look around, slowly and carefully, she watched everything, as was habit with Dennis. Suddenly her eyes stopped at the opposite corner of the waiting room. There, she saw a small table next to a water dispenser, and on the table, there were glasses and other supplies to make coffee. She thought about getting up for a coffee in order to make the waiting more bearable, but at the same time, she was struck by the idea that, if she did so, someone would take her seat leaving her standing again, and for who knows how much longer. With that, she dismissed the possibility of coffee.

	The minutes began to pass quickly and the clock that hung over the patient care window already read five o’clock. Dennis checked the time with the watch on her left hand, and yes, it was five in the afternoon, an hour later than when her appointment had been schedule. To make sure she was right, Dennis opened her bag in search of a small white card, which had been sent to her by mail, confirming the date and time of her appointment. The card did, in fact, have her scheduled for four in the afternoon that Thursday, yet it was already five.

	She knew there were surely other patients before her, and that the queue was reason for such a delay. Suddenly, her attention was drawn to a loud bang, caused by a blonde woman who was leaving the doctor’s office. It was so strong that the lithographs that were hanging on the wall trembled and lost their perfect alignment, leaving them all crooked. The woman kept talking, and the tone of her voice implied that she was very upset. She was heard saying a couple of insulting words as she crossed the hall and picked up her bag and umbrella which were hanging on the hook next to the entrance door. Dennis wondered, what could have angered that woman so much that she would react like that?

	Outside, the afternoon was gray and sad and, although it had stopped raining, the sky continued to look menacing. That morning, weather reports had said that the chances of rain were less than 30 percent, yet it had rained almost all day. But who could believe meteorologists? They were almost never right about anything.

	The girl behind the window looked like she was busy, but you could also tell that she was tired. Every time the phone rang, she slammed her fist on the table and grumbled. The tone of her voice made clear that she was very irritated, and after a while, she had lost her good manners since she no longer used a polite greeting, as was customary, whenever she answered the phone. Dennis thought that perhaps it would have to do directly with the fact that, for some reason she didn’t know, the appointments of the consultation were not running on time which made the patients upset, in turn taking their anger out on the receptionist.

	No one dared to get up, or even move, after the angry blonde left. The room plunged into a long silence. Still, time continued to progress, Dennis becoming a little impatient. She wanted to see who the next patient would be, who would get up from their seat to enter the doctor’s office, but still, no one had come out to call for anyone.

	The medical office was home to three doctors: a traumatologist, a cardiologist and a deaf mute—that being a psychologist (Dennis thought all psychologists were deaf mutes since they never bothered to listen or say much). Seeing that more time had passed and with no signs to indicate they’d be calling the next patient, Dennis thought about getting up and going to ask the receptionist directly when it would finally be her turn. She knew she there was a chance they would dismiss her and tell her to go bother someone else, but she got up anyways. At the very moment Dennis stood up, she heard her name. The receptionist had called her. She gestured with her hand, beckoning her to the window. Dennis picked up her bag and walked over to the receptionist.

	Dennis was a little intimidated by the receptionist, thinking that she would explode and take it out on her person, but decided not to indulge in that fantasy, instead opting to listen to what the woman had to say. She hoped she wasn’t going to tell her that something had changed regarding her appointment and that she would have to stay there, sitting, who knows for how much longer.

	Already at the window, the receptionist spoke in a low voice and normal tone.

	“The doctor will see you now, please follow me.”

	Dennis felt something interesting, a shiver running through her body, and as the girl walked around the small reception to show her the way, she noticed the tears in the receptionist’s eyes. She had been crying. Dennis felt an immense sadness emanating from the woman and, when she opened the door indicating where to enter, Dennis took her hand, deciding to tell her that everything would be fine. The woman’s face twisted slightly as she spoke: “Come in and have a seat, the doctor will be here shortly.”

	Dennis looked at her and nodded, not saying a word. Her eyes scanned the room, watching everything as she walked slowly towards a small area furnished with two armchairs, a small table, and a floor lamp. Something told her she would be sitting there. As her gaze went from left to right, very slowly and carefully, leaving nothing behind, she looked at pictures on the wall. Shelves also lined the walls with only a few books, a choice Dennis noted as purely decorative. The books were probably the works of unknown doctors, those whom nobody remembered anymore, but who once did something that made them important or famous. Just like the lawyers who put out legislation and penal codes, volumes and volumes of them, now caked with years of dust; books that are never opened and even less often read.

	She then found herself facing the doctor’s desk. A large and wide table, evidently treated with care, it was noticeable that it was just recently polished as it shone with that special shine that only a rich oil could possibly give. Dennis also noticed that everything was very well organized (too much for her taste), a stark contrast to the rest of the things in the room.

	The left side of the table housed a small lamp and a tiny, miserable house plant, the kind that grew in glass bottles. The placement of the plant was deliberate, the lamp being its only light source. The only other things on the desk were a notebook and a glass of water, nothing else. The remainder of the space was dedicated to showcasing the plain, exposed surface of the table.

	Conversely, the rest of the room had congested walls with shelves full of things stored without care, placed there purposely with no intention to use them. On the right side of the room, a door revealed an attached space. The connected room emanated an air of clarity, distinct from the messy space which Dennis was currently standing in.

	The room was dark, with a lone lamp illuminating the space in the absence of natural light. There was a window behind the desk, however it was covered by thick curtains, the kind that are designed to block out all light. It seemed important, if not intentional, that the place maintain a dim light.

	Dennis continued to explore the rest of the new space, leaving the door of the previous room behind her. The walls were bare, empty, nothing hanging, cluttering, or congesting the space. There were also two armchairs, just like the ones she had seen in the first room. Once Dennis had finished scouring the place with her eyes, she made her way back to the first set of chairs with nothing left to do but wait for the doctor to come and the interrogation to begin. She seemed to have only bad experiences in the past with these types of doctors, so the thought of having to start therapy again started her stomach up in knots.

	Once seated, she noticed a frame on the wall behind the armchair in front of her, a diploma which read: “Rona Michaels, Bachelor of Psychology, University of Buffalo, New York State”

	Dennis, upon receiving this new information, felt shocked. The doctor is a woman? I was sure he was a man! Dennis thought to herself, a little confused.

	As she settled in the armchair, she set her handbag on the floor. She had no other place to put it and thus opted to rest it up against the leg of the chair. Silence quickly filled the room, the minutes slowly passing. It had been at least ten minutes of complete silence before Dennis finally heard a noise which came from a neighboring room. It was the sound of a closing window, the kind that is made when you need to push down hard to get it to close. The glass shook from the force.

	That noise alerted Dennis that the doctor was in the next room, and that she had been with the window open, enjoying the daylight and fresh air, unlike her, stuck in the gloom with the most suffocating silence as her only company, so very bored after so much waiting. It was already six o’clock in the afternoon, two hours later than when her appointment had been scheduled for.


Chapter 2

	Remembering The Pain

	The door suddenly creaked, pulling Dennis out of her thoughts. It was the doctor who had finally decided to treat her. Dennis felt a little confused, as when she had prepared to see Dr. Michaels, she expected a man, but now that she had the doctor in front of her, she realized that she guessed wrong, as the doctor was actually a woman.

	The doctor made her entrance into the room after having made Dennis wait a long time and, without giving her any preparation, she presented herself to Dennis. It was all the same to her; she was a psychologist and would certainly treat Dennis as such.

	Dennis thought to herself: in addition to all the previous waiting, she would also have to pay for time the doctor had wasted. It seemed quite unfair and perhaps even unethical since she had arrived on time.

	Dr. Michaels first approached her desk, and without turning to look at the patient sitting there waiting for her, she took the glass of water and drank it. Then, she picked up her notebook and pencil and turned. She walked slowly, taking down some kind of note in it without looking up until she stopped right next to Dennis.

	Dr. Michaels finally spoke:

	“Hello,” said the woman. “Good afternoon, I’m Dr. Michaels. You must be Dennis, right?” She down without waiting for Dennis to answer. Dennis nodded.

	Dennis began to prepare in her mind, not knowing what the next thing the doctor would ask her could be, although she had practiced for some possible questions, such as those she thought would be infallible. Why are you here? and What problem do you have? And several other questions that, according to her, were likely to come up.

	The doctor, already sitting in her chair in front of Dennis, watched her silently. She didn’t ask any questions or make any gestures—she almost didn’t breathe. Dennis was still waiting for the doctor to ask her first question, but it seemed that she was in no hurry to do so, even though it was already well past the time of her visit.

	Dennis’ hands were beginning to sweat, accompanied by a full-body flush which was reflected in a show of restlessness evidenced from her face to her feet—which did not stop moving, of course—which she believed to be completely inconspicuous. Dennis was already very tired of waiting. She was distraught and ready to run out of there any minute.

	Dennis looked around everywhere while waiting for the doctor to ask the first question to start the session, but she made sure to keep her gaze from meeting the doctor’s. As the room was rather dark, one would be able to look around without drawing much attention to themself. Minutes passed and still time felt frozen. No one was talking and Dennis, even if she wanted to, didn’t know what to say, as the doctor hadn’t asked her anything yet. How or where to start was the big question.

	The heat that emanated from her hands brought up some memories. It reminded her of the time when she was so worried while waiting for Mark. It must’ve been a little over two years ago now. She was at the airport. It was packed with people and there was a lot of noise both from the people and from the airplanes on the tarmac outside. She remembered feeling extremely nervous. I hadn’t seen him for five years, amazing how the time had passed. She had thousands of questions and doubts then as well. How would it feel to see him again? She wondered with her eyes glued to door at the fourth gate. She still hadn’t seen him.

	As the crowd pushed past her on all sides, she tried to keep her eyes focused on that door.

	During the conversations prior to his arrival, Mark had told Dennis not to remember him as he was, that he had changed, that his hair no longer had those curls that she had always loved. Mark’s hair was something Dennis always admired. That golden, curly hair, full of life and radiance, had always been something that attracted Dennis and put a smile on her face, always pulling deep sighs from her lips.

	Of course, Mark had lost more than the divine hair he once had in his youth. He had also lost a leg. That was the reason why he returned home. At least, that’s what Mark told Dennis in one of his phone calls, in which there had not been much talk because they were always accompanied by long silences. Every time he called, Dennis instantly pressed for information through questions, the kind of which Mark couldn’t answer yet. Thus, the conversation always seemed to fall flat “We’ll talk about it soon,” Mark would tell her.

	Mark and Dennis had been in a relationship for what seemed like forever. They had shared so many things together that it was impossible to think of seeing them apart.

	But Mark left. He left her without any explanation. Rather, he didn’t even tell her that he was leaving her; Mark didn’t say anything. He left, breaking her heart and leaving a deep void in her soul, something that was very difficult for Dennis to overcome.

	Eventually, long after his unexplained departure, Dennis received news from him that he had joined the Navy and would be off traveling for a while, and, if it weren’t for that accident, Dennis probably would never have seen him again.

	Her pupils grew wider than thought possible when she finally saw him. There he was! It was real, there Mark was right before her eyes. He was much thinner since the last time he saw him. He also looked taller, although that was probably because of the weight loss and drastic change in hairstyle. It looked as if his head had been shaved just a few hours ago. There was no stubble or visible hair growth, but none of this mattered to her. For Dennis, she felt like she was coming back to life after having been lost for so many years.

	She couldn’t believe it; she was looking at him head-on and she couldn’t feel any anger at him. She had loved him so much that she had no words to describe what he meant to her. At the same time, he had also caused her some of the greatest pains of her life next to the loss of her beloved parents. Mark was everything—her past, present, and future. They shared dreams and had made hundreds of plans together, all of which were destroyed the day he left.

	Underneath his jacket, he wore a sporty, black turtleneck paired with jeans. She noticed he had very little difficulty walking. It was amazing how well he looked given that Mark had spent the last 8 months in rehab. But, of course, those months allowed him a strong recovery. That’s what he had told her in his phone calls, which, although there had not been many, were enough to inform Dennis of the terrible accident he had been in. Still, after all this time, he returned home to her.

	Agitated she began to scream: Mark, Mark here, over here! Jumping onto her tiptoes and beckoning with her hands. She could be seen very clearly; at that point it was difficult to go unnoticed. Mark raised his hand, nodding, and walked towards her. They hugged each other as tightly as they could, any harder and they would have melted into each other’s skin. Seconds became minutes, and minutes stretched into more. It seemed that there had never been any distance. Could it be that they had never stopped loving each other? Mark was back, and that was the only thing Dennis cared about at the time.

	In the consultation

	A slight hoarseness was heard as the doctor cleared her throat, pulling Dennis out of her thoughts. The doctor swallowed and wet her lips taking a sip of water. She didn’t say a word, opting to continue to watch Dennis. Dennis didn’t know what to do; she had already lost track of time, caught up in remembering her painful experiences. Reliving her reunion with Mark, he who had been the greatest—perhaps only—love of her life, after whom she had decided not to love anyone else, proved to be quite the distraction.

	Worried about how much time had passed, she searched for an opportunity to look at her watch. Unfortunately, Dennis always wore her watch with the dial on her forearm, which made it impossible for her to see what time it was without having to raise her arm to look. This would undoubtedly expose Dennis for her impatience, as she was very eager to get out of there.

	At one point she couldn’t take it anymore and moved carefully, using the greatest dexterity to change the position of her legs. She managed to rearrange herself in the armchair, which, luckily, was comfortable. It had a good backrest. Without it, it would have been impossible to spend so much time sitting there and doing nothing.

	After that attempt at comfort, she raised her arm and delicately turned it over, leaving her forearm exposed that white sphere on her wrist now visible. She looked to how the hands were positioned, and they indicated that it was already a quarter past seven in the afternoon. It had been more than an hour since the receptionist had called her into the doctor’s office, and three since she was originally supposed to have her appointment. Even though Dennis had arrived at her appointment ten minutes early—as she always did in order to ensure she wouldn’t be late and that she’d have enough time to compose herself—nothing had gone according to plan.

	Surprised by how quickly the afternoon had passed, she leaned over to pick up her bag. To follow, she looked at the doctor and spoke in a subtle voice.

	“I’m sorry but must leave, I have a prior commitment and I can’t be late.”

	“Don’t worry, no problem, Dennis,” she responded immediately. “I think we’re off to a good start, don’t you? See you next Thursday at the same time?”

	Dennis, caught between confused and amazed, already moving towards the exit door, replied:

	“Yes, for sure, on Thursday at the same time.”

	What was she saying? She realized that she had signed her own death sentence by confirming that she would return next week!

	How could she have done that, having already spent more than three hours in tremendous agony, getting tired of sitting, waiting, and having barely spoken to the doctor? Her confirmation implied that she thought the doctor was a rather good doctor. On top of everything else, the doctor had thought they had a good start because of it. What “start” was she talking about? Dennis felt very confused. She just wanted to get out of there as fast as she could—and that’s what she did.

	As she left the room, she noticed that there were no patients left in the waiting room and that the receptionist had left. Quickly, she walked to the door, opened it, and walked out. She hurried across the street to the parking lot where her car was waiting for her, opened the door, put the key in the ignition, and left.


Chapter 3

	The Importance... Move On

	Dennis’ week went by at its usual fast pace. By the following morning, her initial and peculiar encounter with her new therapist had slipped from her thoughts, and as the week drew to a close, even the prospect of their next session had faded from memory. Her life seemed to always be caught on the edge of restlessness, a constant back-and-forth rhythm leaving little room for personal pursuits. In the absence of close family ties, her social development seemed to be stunted, leading to a scarcity of friends or romantic connections. This inadvertently directed her focus towards her work, effectively deterring intrusive thoughts and unanswered questions.

	The familiarity of being overburdened accompanied Dennis in the role she’d assumed. Navigating the realm of advertising agency management had been an unexpected opportunity, almost as if plucked from a daydream. It bore the hallmarks of a once-in-a-lifetime chance, a feat she regarded with much contentment. The allure of the potential for success and recognition had exerted a powerful pull, an aspiration that her persistent effort and commitment had begun to crystallize into reality.

	An astute and responsible individual, Dennis willingly embraced challenges, regardless of their complexity. The passage of time had her on the precipice of her thirties, prompting reflective contemplation. Echoes of past plans she’d shared with Mark occasionally surfaced, although the disparities between then and now tempered her introspection. Preferring not to linger, Dennis poured her energies into her work, her forte and comfort zone.

	While exercise wasn’t a fervent pursuit for Dennis, she remained in admirable physical shape, albeit perhaps leaner than she’d prefer—a possible consequence of work-induced stress. And not to be overlooked, there were ongoing concerns that weighed heavily on her mind, evolving into persistent anxieties that blurred the line between normal apprehension and genuine distress.

	In recent years, Dennis’ life had witnessed remarkable transformations. Her ascent from a mere assistant to department head was marked by whispers of skepticism and conjecture, with some insinuating ambiguous “favors” for her superior as the catalyst for her swift progression.

	In truth, the agency operated without a conventional hierarchical structure. Rather, it was guided by the vision of two remarkable women who stood as its proprietors. These two sisters, now seasoned with age, had nurtured a dream from their early days, resolute to manifest it into reality. They invested their utmost into the company, which held a significance surpassing that of a mere advertising agency—it was a labor of personal devotion. Through unwavering dedication over the years, their endeavor had blossomed into one of the city’s most esteemed and renowned agencies.

	The defining hallmark of the Harrison sisters was their unwavering support for women’s advancement. Their philanthropic efforts were primarily channeled towards initiatives that championed the well-being of children and young women. Rooted in their own struggles, having lost their parents at a tender age, the sisters had confronted adversity head-on, leaving them orphaned and with just each other for family. This history served as the driving force behind their formidable undertakings, echoing the sentiment that resilience could surmount any obstacle. Their firsthand familiarity with sacrifice and hardship lent a poignant authenticity to their efforts, resonating particularly with young women aspiring to transcend the limitations fate had dealt them.

	Dennis, akin to many other determined young women, had taken a path marked by arduous sacrifices to simply complete her high school education. The aspiration of attending college had seemed a distant dream, almost unattainable. It was around this time that the Harrison Scholarship emerged, opening doors of possibility for a select cohort of determined women annually.

	Renowned within its sphere, the Harrison Scholarship was an esteemed accolade. The agency, each year, meticulously chose ten recipients based on their academic and professional profiles. This scholarship entailed the annual coverage of tuition expenses, with potential employment opportunities unfolding in the future. Naturally, it came with certain prerequisites, encompassing active participation in agency activities and devoting time to volunteer endeavors aligned with the Harrison advertising agency’s charitable endeavors. Moreover, maintaining a commendable academic performance was of paramount importance—a non-negotiable the agency upheld rigorously.

	Dennis’ journey intertwined with the agency during a communal project where she participated in social initiatives. These ventures were emblematic of the agency’s ethos, bridging their dual objectives of amassing funds for the annual scholarships they bestowed while concurrently spearheading community engagement initiatives. Although over two years had since elapsed, Dennis vividly recalled this moment—an interval marked by diligence, activities, trials, and, at times, a tinge of melancholy.

	Some time ago

	During her undergrad years, Dennis gained a positive academic reputation, motivated her ultimate goal: getting her degree. She was exceptional in all of her classes, but she needed an extra year to finish due to a few subjects. She was almost there, just a few months away from graduating, but sometimes she felt like it that day would never come.

	With fewer classes to worry about, Dennis could dedicate more time to part-time jobs that helped her make ends meet. However, this particular year was tough. Her financial situation had become much more complicated causing her to lose her biggest financial support. She couldn’t renew her student loans because she hadn’t graduated on time like she was supposed to. Despite her efforts, she couldn’t do anything to fight this rule.

	She managed to balance her work and late-night study sessions, but she had hit a wall of exhaustion. She kept pushing forward, not thinking too much about the financial problems that burdened her until they became impossible to ignore. She didn’t know how she’d pay for the rest of her schooling. Thankfully, Dennis held onto a belief that things would work out somehow—her motto had always been “something will happen.” And something did happen. A turning point came, and her circumstances changed for the better.

	During her college years, Dennis formed a strong friendship with her advertising instructor, which led to numerous internships in the field throughout her studies. The instructor, affectionately called Tammy, though her real name was Mary, had a discreet persona and didn’t reveal much about her personal life.

	Tammy possessed a charismatic and kind-hearted nature, always eager to lend a hand to those in need. Although Dennis initially attended college part-time due to financial constraints, her dedication to moving forward didn’t go unnoticed by Tammy. Their student-teacher relationship developed and grew over time.

	In recent years, Dennis not only assisted Tammy’s classes but also took on projects within Tammy’s work at the Harrison advertising agency. Tammy’s dual role as an educator and a publicist allowed Dennis to witness the practical application of advertising concepts, strengthening her admiration for Tammy’s profession.

	Despite her admiration, Dennis often felt overwhelmed by financial and psychological challenges. Balancing assistantships, part-time jobs, and academic demands took a toll. However, these part-time jobs did provide some much-needed extra income, which helped her manage minor expenses while relying on student loans as her primary support.

	During her final semester of school, Tammy approached Dennis with an opportunity to assist with a significant agency project. This project involved a presentation with various agencies participating, coordinated by the Harrison advertising agency. This annual event had become a tradition for the agency and required meticulous planning and execution. Dennis readily accepted, as saying no to Tammy was never an option.

	In that particular year, Tammy found herself honored to represent the agency and contribute her insights to the event. However, recognizing the need for additional support, she immediately thought of Dennis. The event revolved around fundraising for annual scholarships, a cause dear to the agency’s owners, Eileen and Mary Harrison, who were expected to attend.

	While Dennis hadn’t interacted with the agency’s owners personally and their recognition wasn’t her primary focus, she held a deep respect for Tammy. Demonstrating her ability to handle the pressures of practical work and keen to impress Tammy, Dennis eagerly embraced the opportunity to contribute and ensure the success of the presentation.

	Remembering the day of the event

	Everything was prepared and very well organized so that the event went perfectly. “To trust Dennis was to expect perfect results,” Tammy said.

	The evening commenced with a series of presentations highlighting ecological and multicultural projects, eliciting applause from the audience. As is common with such gatherings, there were varying reactions. Some expressed disapproval towards the explored ideas, while others maintained a serious countenance, showing reserved enthusiasm for the proceedings.

	The initial segment of the event transpired swiftly, aligning with the schedule outlined in the day’s program. Dennis remained steadfast in her position from the event’s commencement, her determination to witness her esteemed teacher Tammy’s presentation unwavering.

	The intermission arrived, prompting attendees to step outside for a breather and partake in refreshments. The cocktail lounge, conveniently located in the main lobby, had been thoughtfully arranged with an assortment of appetizers and canapé pastries. Both participants and event guests indulged in the offerings. Overheard conversations resonated with positive assessments of the evening and the intriguing nature of the presented projects. Curiosity buzzed in anticipation of the unveiling of the Harrison agency’s project.

	As previously announced, Tammy’s presentation was slated to be followed immediately by the keynote address from the day’s special guest, a distinguished historian. On this occasion, the agency’s proposal centered on the restoration of an antiquated bookstore, acquired through a city auction. With the acquisition of this significant building, the Harrison agency initiated a public tender to solicit a range of ideas, including those from within the agency’s own ranks. The responsibility for this project had been entrusted to Tammy, who had devoted considerable hours to its development. Dennis, collaborating closely with Tammy, played an integral role in shaping this initiative.

	Dennis had played a pivotal role in orchestrating Tammy’s entire presentation, affording her a comprehensive understanding of its content. Aware of the substantial commitment Tammy had dedicated to this fresh challenge, Dennis recognized it as an opportunity to garner recognition and acclaim after years of tireless effort. Though Dennis didn’t anticipate personal recognition, the realization that she possessed the skillset necessary to spearhead a project of this caliber bolstered her self-assurance.

	Tammy’s fervor for the project was palpable. This chance was indeed exceptional; the project had been entrusted entirely to her stewardship. A favorable reception would signify the green light for its execution, marking a notable milestone in her career trajectory. While direct conversations about these matters between Dennis and Tammy were scarce, Tammy consistently acknowledged Dennis’s aptitude for the field. This manifested in her commendations for Dennis’s role as an assistant in both classes and various projects, affirming her capacity and potential in the profession.

	That afternoon, the day of the event

	Hours before the event, Dennis engaged in a conversation with her teacher, Tammy, sensing a subtle shift in her demeanor. Unable to pinpoint the exact issue, Dennis inquired gently:

	“Tammy, everything okay?” she asked.

	“It’s nothing, just some nerves perhaps, nothing serious,” Tammy responded.

	“Don’t worry, you’re going to do great!” Dennis reassured her.

	Tammy nodded, her attention focused on arranging pamphlets at the lobby entrance. Her voice carried across the distance.

	“You’re probably right. I’m likely just tired, I didn’t sleep much last night. But tomorrow I’m going to rest all day,” Dennis smiled and replied.

	“I hope you can! You certainly deserve it. It’s also likely I won’t be able to make it to class, so you’ll need to be in good shape to handle things without me. I have an important commitment I need to attend,” Dennis concluded.

	Having arrived early to organize preparations, Dennis had been observing Tammy for a while. She had distinctly noticed a faint, luminous white light encircling Tammy. This phenomenon had been a part of Dennis’s reality for several years, originating from an incident that tragically claimed her parents’ lives. As a result, this had become a deeply private and guarded matter, undisclosed to anyone.

	The exact nature of these luminous occurrences that appeared beside people, or even near her, remained a mystery to Dennis. Nonetheless, she did acknowledge their presence. Troubled by the notion that these lights might be a sort of personal curse, she grappled with the worry that they could somehow trigger unfortunate events for those she held dear—painful experiences she had endured in the past with loved ones.

	Dennis’s intuition hinted at something amiss that afternoon, sparking her repeated contemplation about the implications of the luminous glow enveloping Tammy. Despite a strong inclination to approach Tammy and share her observation, Dennis chose to proceed with the day as usual. This wasn’t due to a lack of concern, but rather a learned caution from previous instances where her well-intentioned comments had inadvertently caused distress. Thus, she decided to remain silent, recognizing the complexity of the matter.

	The subject was intricate, often dismissed by skeptics due to its lack of scientific grounding. Dennis herself struggled to comprehend the phenomenon, making it even more challenging to broach with others. Understanding the potential consequences, Dennis opted to prioritize her financial concerns regarding her education. Dwelling on the uncertainty surrounding Tammy seemed impractical, especially considering the improbable nature of the situation.

	Focusing on impending bank-related tasks became Dennis’s priority. Recognizing the urgency of her situation, she scheduled a visit to the bank on Monday to explore options for negotiating her credit. Given the circumstances, she anticipated missing school, coinciding with Tammy’s class hours.

	The event continued

	The intermission’s musical interlude yielded to a speaker’s announcement, signaling the return to seats for the event’s second half and concluding segment. Amid the crowd’s return to their positions, Dennis found herself seated off to the side, close to the central podium. However, a lingering unease tugged at her, as she hadn’t spotted Tammy since before the event commenced. Wondering where Tammy might be, the nagging feeling churned in her stomach.

	One of the Harrison agency representatives stepped up to the microphone, expressing gratitude to the attendees and emphasizing the dual purpose of the event: both a platform for presentations and a fundraiser for scholarships. She encouraged guests to contribute their donations to the designated person.

	Following this introduction, the stage was given to the special guest speaker. Utilizing visual aids projected on the large screen, she recounted the history of the old bookstore, underscoring its significance for the city. She highlighted the agency’s acquisition of the property through a public tender, aiming to restore and repurpose it in a way that honored its historical value while benefiting the community.

	With her presentation concluded, she extended a gracious invitation to the upcoming Harrison agency presentation. However, when the agency representative called for Tammy to take the stage, an unexpected silence hung in the air. The absence of Tammy left a void on the platform. Suddenly, another agency staff member hurriedly approached Dennis, urging her to follow. Puzzled, Dennis complied and hurriedly left the room, guided by the agency staff member.

	Their destination was an office space located at the rear of the building. Filled with trepidation, Dennis entered the room, only to come face to face with Mary Harrison—the owner of the Harrison agency and one of the Harrison sisters.


Chapter 4

	Feelings of Guilt

	Intrigue and fright were killing Dennis inside. The crowd did not stop their arguing until she raised her voice to ask a question.

	“What’s going on,” she asked. “Where is Tammy?”

	There was a lull in the commotion until Mary Harrison broke the silence. She spoke to her in a very soft but clear voice: “Excuse me, do I remember correctly that you are Tammy’s assistant?”

	“Well, we need you to help us continue with the event and take over the part of the presentation that was supposed to be Tammy’s.”

	“What happened to Tammy,” Dennis asked, surprised. “Where is she?”

	Dennis was very upset. She still couldn’t seem to understand a single thing that was going on.

	Once again, the silence returned, but it was less overwhelming this time. One of Tammy’s colleagues approached Dennis with important information.

	“She was taken to the hospital,” they began. “Tammy wasn’t feeling well. I noticed she looked very emaciated when I saw her at the beginning of the event. I was there the moment she fainted. Luckily, we were able to call the paramedics quickly and Tammy had finally regained consciousness by the time they arrived, but they still decided it was best to take her to the hospital for further examinations.”

	Dennis brought her hands to her head, overwhelmed by guilt. She couldn’t believe what had happened. She berated herself for not taking action when she should have seen it coming. Her heart pounded, and she couldn’t express her true emotions to anyone. A deep sadness engulfed her as she realized the bright light she had seen near Tammy was some kind of warning. She wanted to curse, scream, and cry, but she couldn’t—not in front of these strangers who wouldn’t understand her. Dennis was quiet for a moment before speaking up again.

	“Why do you want me to speak on her behalf,” she questioned. “I have no idea what she intended to talk about. What’s more, I don’t even have the details of what Tammy had planned. I understand that it’s important to find someone to cover for her, but I don’t know enough about this.”

	Mary raised her hand and rested it on Dennis’ shoulder before speaking.

	“I was there when Tammy was taken away by the ambulance,” she started. “She came to just before the paramedics were able to take her away. Right before being carted into the ambulance, she specifically requested that you take her place, mentioning you by name. She assured us that you would know exactly what to do.”

	“That’s why we have called you here,” Mary concluded. “What do you say?”

	Dennis’ face was pale. It was just as she always told herself—even challenging events are worth the risk. And without further ado, she steadied herself to provide her response.

	“Yes,” Dennis started, trying to sound sure of herself. “Of course, I will help. But I have no idea what Tammy had in mind for her speech, so, if you want me to speak, I will be giving my own speech. I’ve seen Tammy’s work up close, but I don’t think I’d be able to execute it the same way. I can try to lay out my version of the project if you think that will be a good idea.”

	Mrs. Harrison met Dennis’ gaze and simply stated, “I appreciate your honesty and your ability to speak your mind. Well then, go ahead.” She continued, remarking that Tammy had often spoken highly of her as a bright student with a promising future. Despite the less-than-ideal circumstances of their meeting, Mrs. Harrison expressed genuine happiness at the opportunity to connect. Concluding her words, she shook Dennis’ hand, accompanied by a warm smile on her face.

	Dennis confidently approached the podium, effortlessly claiming it as her own. She commenced by extending a sincere apology to Tammy, publicly conveying her well wishes for a swift recovery. Without delay, Dennis delved into a remarkable portrayal of a project that instantly captivated the entire audience, including Mary and Eileen Harrison, who attentively observed her from the back row, discreetly positioned behind the rest of the spectators.

	Naturally, Dennis never once divulged her lack of knowledge regarding the project at hand; quite the contrary. Her words cascaded with remarkable fluency, and her entire presentation portrayed her as an ardent expert on the subject matter. Her enthusiasm and unwavering confidence elevated her status, as she generously attributed all credit as the originator of this concept to her beloved teacher and mentor, Tammy.

	Each and every one of those present applauded, including the Harrison sisters, who were still amazed at what they had just witnessed.

	*  *  *

	Dennis stayed behind, clearing up the items left on the tables near the entrance even after everyone else had gone. She knew it wasn’t her job, but she felt guilty leaving everything scattered, including the pamphlets. She imagined that if Tammy had been there, she would have taken care of it. Dennis had a sense of responsibility not only for her own actions but sometimes for others as well. She wondered who would handle things the next day if Tammy wasn’t around.

	Dennis suddenly heard voices coming from one of the nearby rooms. It was Mary and Eileen Harrison, leaving one of the offices and heading towards the exit, right where Dennis was. When Mary spotted Dennis still cleaning up after the guests who had left, she smiled and said, “Why are you still here? It’s time to go home! Leave that; someone will take care of it tomorrow. I’ll make sure someone from the office comes and picks up everything left behind.”

	Dennis offered a polite smile, opting not to interject and nodded while shaking her head to acknowledge their words. She maintained her composure until she was certain that they had left the building. Once outside, their driver awaited them, opening the passenger door of their old, yet well-maintained Rolls-Royce—an exquisite vehicle that exuded elegance and radiance, clearly possessing ample life left in it, evident even from a distance.

	Startled, Dennis jumped in alarm as sudden knocks on one of the entrance doors caught her off guard. It was the chauffeur for the Harrison sisters, gesturing for Dennis to approach. Curious, she went over to investigate. The driver relayed a message from the Harrison sisters, saying, “Miss, they are waiting for you in the car right now. Mrs. Harrison insists on taking you home.”

	Dennis was already getting ready to leave, so she didn’t hesitate for a moment. During this time, Dennis primarily relied on public transportation, which could be more challenging at night due to the reduced frequency of service. Naturally, Dennis was very grateful for such an opportunity.

	Dennis grabbed her coat and bag, exiting the building. Shortly after, the driver steered onto the main highway, leaving the bustling downtown area behind. As the glass partition between the front and rear cabins lowered, the driver, in a casual yet professional tone, asked, “Where would the lady like to go?”

	Eileen, one of the sisters, interjected, addressing the driver.

	“First,” she started. “Let’s head to the café in Plaza Madrid, and then we’ll drop Dennis off at her house. A comforting cup of coffee sounds perfect after this eventful evening, wouldn’t you agree, Dennis?” The three women exchanged smiles, in mutual agreement that a coffee break would be most fitting.

	In the following hour, they laughed, conversed, and connected as if they had been lifelong friends. Dennis savored those moments, momentarily forgetting that if Tammy had been present and in good health, she wouldn’t have been in this situation. She didn’t dwell on it, perhaps intentionally. Time flew by swiftly, and before she knew it, Dennis found herself stepping out of the car and bidding farewell to the Harrison sisters at around eleven-thirty at night. The sisters continued their journey to a neighboring town, where their private residence was located.

	The weekend flew by, and Monday arrived swiftly. Dennis decided to spend the day visiting different banks, diligently completing student loan applications that would cover the expenses of her final semester at school. As the morning progressed, she frequently called the hospital to inquire about Tammy’s condition. Dennis planned to visit Tammy after she finished her paperwork, aware that this morning was very likely already busy as Tammy’s family were probably visiting. She didn’t know Tammy’s family all too well and decided it was best to avoid interrupting their time with her. I’ll go, she contemplated, but I’ll just leave the flowers and stay for no more than five minutes.

	Around four o’clock in the afternoon, Dennis entered the hospital room where Tammy was located. Following the nurse’s directions, she walked down the chilly corridor and turned the knob to find Tammy lying on a bed in a somber and still room. Dennis could sense the prevailing sense of fragility in the atmosphere. Tammy was alone, without any company. It appeared that the previous visitors had already left, yet it was certain that one of her daughters or perhaps her husband would return later to stay with her through the night. During such crucial times, she wouldn’t be left alone.

	Dennis felt relieved that there were no other people accompanying Tammy. She wasn’t sure how she would handle the emotions of Tammy’s relatives, so it was easier not to interrupt the gathering. This personal sentiment was special to Dennis, considering her own solitude and deep respect for Tammy. Upon entering, she saw Tammy lying there, visibly weakened. Tammy’s face lit up with happiness as she reached out, welcoming Dennis with open arms for a hug.

	In a feeble voice, Tammy broke the silence.

	“Dennis, I can’t thank you enough for coming through for me. My trust in you has only grown stronger,” Tammy said, while attempting to reposition herself on a small chair beside the bed. Nearby, a machine monitored her vital signs and regulated the intravenous fluids connected to her arm.

	Dennis looked serious as she urged Tammy not to talk about the issue at that time. She emphasized the need for rest, considering Tammy’s fragile health. The truth was that Tammy’s condition remained critical, as the nurse had mentioned at the pavilion entrance, though the nurse didn’t provide specific details about her dear friend and teacher’s condition.

	After some time, the nurse arrived and administered a sedative into the intravenous drip that was connected to Tammy. Gradually, Dennis observed Tammy drifting off to sleep. As she sat by her side, Dennis noticed the presence of other visitors in the room. The familiar white lights, visible only to her, reappeared, moving leisurely from one corner to another. Dennis discerned four lights, albeit not as radiant as the one she had witnessed levitating beside Tammy on Friday.

	Curiously, Dennis didn’t experience fear; it had become almost customary to see and sense these lights. It was as if she knew that someone was always present with her, even though she couldn’t explain it or confide in anyone. This had become a part of her daily private life. Often, she felt puzzled, questioning the reality of these lights and why she was the sole observer. She also found herself wondering about their purpose in relation to her existence.

	Observing Tammy’s peaceful and undisturbed slumber for a while, Dennis silently exited the room, leaving her in the comforting embrace of her sleep and the calming presence of those subdued white lights, which appeared to have settled down as Tammy dozed off.

	Dennis struggled to explain her feelings toward the lights. Sometimes she blamed them for her misfortunes, but most of the time, their presence brought her a sense of companionship and inner calm. However, she often found it challenging to reconcile these emotions, as she couldn’t share them with anyone.


Chapter 5

	Relief

	Back to reality

	Tuesday, Wednesday, and finally Thursday arrived, the days seemingly passing by in a blur. From early morning, Dennis was aware that her appointment with the psychiatrist was scheduled for that afternoon. She couldn’t help but anticipate the hours that would elapse between waiting for the appointment and the actual session with her new psychiatrist. Determined not to endure another prolonged wait like the previous week, Dennis made up her mind that if the doctor, or whatever their name was, failed to initiate the session with questions, she would take the initiative herself. After all, she was paying for the session, right?

	The traffic was chaotic, with heavy congestion and a seemingly immobile line of cars. Some impatient drivers resorted to honking their horns, urging the vehicle in front to move faster. However, there was no use getting worked up over it. The bridge these drivers were supposed to cross was raised so that boats could pass through the bay. Until the boats finished crossing, the bridge wouldn’t descend, and Dennis realized that stressing over this situation was futile. She estimated that the traffic wouldn’t start moving for at least another twenty minutes.

	“Why is it that I always seem to arrive at the bridge when it’s raised?” Dennis muttered to herself in frustration. “There must be something I’m missing. This can’t be mere coincidence!”

	In truth, it had become somewhat of a peculiar pattern. Crossing the bridge to the city seemed to coincide with the bridge being raised for passing boats. Although there wasn’t a fixed schedule for boat crossings, Dennis found herself waiting fifteen to twenty minutes almost every time. It was odd, and she often pondered why it happened, but she couldn’t provide a definite answer. It seemed to be an unusual coincidence, as she crossed at different times each occasion. The reality was that Dennis frequently encountered strange and challenging situations, so this was just one of many, and likely not the last.

	As she waited for the ships to finish passing and the bridge to descend, allowing traffic to resume, Dennis settled into the familiar routine of patient waiting. It had become almost customary for her to reach into her bag and retrieve a notebook that she always carried with her, along with a pencil.

	Dennis’s notebook served no specific purpose; she would jot down single words or make random doodles—whatever came to mind. It was a calming activity, almost like entering a trance. This routine had become almost automatic for her. If the wait lasted more than five minutes, she would retrieve her notebook and occupy herself with scribbling on the blank pages. However, Dennis rarely reviewed what she had written; she simply stopped when the break was over. She would close the notebook and only open it again during another similar moment of forced waiting, preferably when she was alone. This way, she didn’t feel the need to explain or justify her actions, as she herself hadn’t fully grasped the reason behind them yet.

	This time was no exception. Dennis strained her eyes to catch sight of the sign in the middle of the bridge, indicating how much longer the bridge would remain closed before traffic could proceed and continue toward the city. Turning off the engine and leaving the keys on the passenger seat, she stepped out of the car and walked along the car’s front until reaching the right sidewalk. Shielding her eyes from the sun, she saw that there were still 16 minutes remaining. Dennis couldn’t help but smile and think, “With this free time, I could even take a nap.” With a content expression, she returned to her car.

	She rolled down the car windows, allowing the cool breeze from outside to waft in. Without much thought, Dennis reached into her bag and retrieved her notebook. Closing her eyes, she began to write, somehow managing to stay within the lines despite her eyes being shut. It was a mysterious process, but when she closed her eyes, she felt a sense of relaxation that enabled her to write.

	Most of the things she wrote didn’t make sense. Not only because she never read them, but also because she didn’t understand them, at least not yet. The blaring of car horns broke her out of the trance she had slipped into. With regained consciousness and clarity, she composed herself and started the car. Raising her hand in a gesture to the honking drivers behind her, she urged them to stop rushing and honking impatiently.

	The bridge had already consumed twenty minutes of the additional half-hour buffer time that Dennis had allotted for unexpected delays. However, it seemed that this time, that extra anticipation wouldn’t be of much use, as she would still arrive later than planned.

	Dennis felt less concerned and somewhat disheartened, recalling her experience from the previous week. Who would want to arrive on time for an appointment only to endure such a lengthy wait? She pondered these questions, finding immediate answers that required little contemplation.

	The remainder of the journey was swift, and within ten minutes, she reached the parking lot in front of the doctor’s office, or whatever it was called. At the office entrance, Dennis delicately opened the door, hoping not to draw attention. However, a bell chimed, alerting everyone present and making her entrance conspicuous. Oh no! Where did this little chime come from? It wasn’t here last week, Dennis silently wondered.

	Approaching the reception window, she noticed that the previous girl was absent, replaced by a slightly older, kindly lady who attended to her with gentleness, collecting her information. The receptionist informed her that the doctor would see her later. The term “later” triggered thoughts of the previous week, a frustrating waste of time that lingered in Dennis’ mind.

	The waiting room appeared sparsely occupied this time, with only three seats taken. Dennis felt a sense of relief as she settled in, removing her light jacket. She decided to make herself a cup of coffee, intending to enjoy it while seated near the window in an unoccupied chair. However, she had barely taken the first sip when she heard her name being called.

	“Miss Russel,” the receptionist’s delicate voice called out.

	“Yes, that’s me,” Dennis responded. She set the coffee aside and walked toward the window, where the lady sitting there began to speak.

	“The doctor will see you now,” the receptionist informed politely. “Do you know where her office is?” The receptionist stood up and gestured for Dennis to follow, guiding her toward the doctor’s office. “It’s the first door in front of you,” the receptionist added, maintaining eye contact with Dennis.

	Without further delay, Dennis returned to her seat to retrieve her jacket and bag, then followed the receptionist’s instructions toward the doctor’s office. The door was slightly ajar, and without pausing to survey her surroundings like she had the previous week, Dennis walked straight to the chair she had occupied before. She sat down, placing her belongings beside her and holding onto her coffee, which provided some comfort. At least she had something to occupy herself with this time, reflecting on the long wait from the previous week, Dennis thought.

	To Dennis’s astonishment, this time the wait was brief, and the doctor entered the room without letting even five minutes pass. The creaking

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
