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        March 21, 2013

        I’m going to try it again, I think. Working with these rocks makes me feel something. I can feel vibrations in my hands when I hold them, and if I didn’t know any better, I would swear that some of them sing when I put them in salt or lay them out in the moonlight. 

        Maybe Destiny is right. Maybe working with gemstones is my true magical path.
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        * * *

      

      Alexis Cohen closed her journal and slid it back under her mattress before turning to the small collection of gemstones that she had been amassing over the last few months. Her hands trailed over the rocks, fingertips glazing and catching ever so slightly when touching the most jagged of edges. She didn’t know much about gem magic, but her friend Destiny Wilkes had been the one to suggest that she try it.

      If 15-year-old Alexis was being honest with herself, she wasn’t really sure what kind of magic she wanted to focus on. Destiny knew; she had always known, was what she said. She could do strange things to people, like tell them to do her homework and boom, they would do it. Destiny once liked a guy so much that she made him ask her to a dance, even though he didn’t really want to go. And it didn’t seem like a nice power, but she used it for nice things, like asking the principal of Thistlewood High School to start a recycling program. Her whispers were magic.

      Mary Merkle knew her power, too, and it seemed to overwhelm her at times. She was an Empath and could see people’s emotions and auras. She was the one who first sensed Alexis’s powers, even though Alexis didn’t know she had them in the first place. 

      Alexis had tried a few things before now. She tried herbalism, growing plants and using them in magical spells, but it seemed like plants only withered and died in her care. Color magic was tried, too, and that just seemed to go nowhere. She had no talents in seeing the future, and all strides into telepathy or telekinesis just made her look stupid.

      So, maybe gemstone magic would lead somewhere.

      And she was ready to perform her first gem-related ritual.

      The teen had prepared for the ritual already. Before she locked herself in her bedroom in the basement, she had taken a ritual bath with lavender and milk and honey, taking care to wash her jet black hair and soothe her young skin with jojoba oil and mint. She had wanted to wear a robe for this ritual, but that was something that would come in time. Instead, she donned her favorite skinny jeans and her long, sheer black blouse that was covered with dark, opaque black flowers. She tied up her hair in a high bun and settled in.

      Alexis started by pulling out an old book that she had stumbled on when down in the bottom of the Thistlewood library. It was old and in tatters, with binding tape keeping the cover and spine together. The pages were so worn that she had to turn them with care because a few of them fell out the first time she opened the book. But she had checked it out anyway because there was a cool-looking spell done with stones. 

      And the book held the answer to a stone that no one else could identify.

      She reread the ritual page once more and slowly began to prepare her space. The teen laid out her rocks in the same order, following the pattern laid out in the book. Agate… Amethyst… Agate… Around in a circle she went, placing them slowly. She sat in the middle, cross-legged and straight-backed, and she lit a single white taper that sat just outside of the circle.

      And in her hand was the key to the spell, the thing that made it so special.

      In her hand was a gold-veined onyx.

      The stone had puzzled Alexis for as long as she had owned it. It was not something that she had found or something that she had bought. It was a gift from Lucida, the old lady who ran the metaphysical shop called Bramble, Barrel, and Bowl. Alexis had stopped in one afternoon with her pocket money in hand, ready to buy up stones, and Lucida had slipped it into her bag.

      “This one was calling for you,” Lucida had said, winking to the teen with her one good eye, her sparse white hair pulled back from her wrinkled face. Her hand trembled as she closed Alexis’s fingers around the strange gem. “See to it that it has a nice home with you.”

      For the longest time, the stone had been a mystery to Alexis. All the books that she read on gem magic had no name for the strange-looking rock. She had looked on the internet but found nothing like it in any record. She had even showed Charles Arthur, the sweet boy who worked at the library, and he couldn’t help her. And Charles knew EVERYTHING! 

      This old book was the only time that Alexis had ever seen it referenced. And now, the gold-veined onyx gem was in her hands, clutched against her heart. It had described the stone as being a key, and this ritual would help it open a door. 

      So, Alexis wanted to try and see what was on the other side of the door.

      Alexis took a deep breath, letting it out slowly before saying the words that were inscribed in the old book. She had read them so many times that they were cemented in her brain.

      “Under the stone, Under the bridge, Under the world.”

      But nothing happened.

      “Under the stone, under the bridge, under the world.”

      Nothing still!

      Feeling frustrated, Alexis grunted as she turned back to the book. She had it wrong, just ever so slightly. And so, she read the words directly from the book. And the entire time, her heart raced like mad.

      “Under stone,” she said, “Under bridge. Underworld.”

      Alexis began to feel something changing inside of her. Magic moved with her pulse, beating faster as her adrenaline rose. The feeling was red hot, and when the teen closed her eyes, all she saw was redness. It all seemed to move to the stone clutched in her hands, like it knew what to do without her having to direct it.

      Is this my power, she asked herself, thinking back to the stories that Destiny and Mary had told her long ago. 

      And something began to happen. The ground beneath her trembled and shook and she lunged forward, trying to get a grip on anything. The agates and amethysts jumped around and the candle snuffed itself out, but her fist remained gripped around the gold veined onyx. A sound filled her ears, one that sounded like the very fabric of space was being ripped in half, and Alexis gasped as her hands flew to her ears to try and stem it. 

      Her eyes went wide as something strange appeared in front of her. Something opened in the air in front of her. It looked like a portal, oval and hanging in the middle of the room as though it was suspended. Alexis stared, and she felt as though she couldn’t move. Her body had become stone as she peered inside this strange portal.

      On the other side was a world like she had never seen before. It was a turbulent, desolate world that looked as though the very sky was on fire. Dark clouds of black and gray hung overhead, and it looked as though ashes and soot were falling from them. The world was devoid of trees and shrubs, and Alexis wondered if anything like that could attempt to grow in such a hell scape. Off in the distance, she saw something that looked like buildings, though they were blackened and looked almost like spires jutting into the devilish sky.

      “He-hello?” Alexis called out, looking around.

      Something inside of her was pulling, and she crawled across the carpet of her bedroom on her hands and knees, inching closer and closer toward the portal that had appeared out of thin air. Her heart raced and her lungs barely took a breath as she got near.

      And then she fell. It was a long way down to the ground of this strange place, and when she hit, she was dazed and unable to move for a few moments. She blinked hard, trying to will the breath of life back into her body. Once she was able, she climbed to her feet and looked up. The portal was still there, but 15 feet in the air. Too far for her to reach.

      “Hello?” She trembled all over as she spoke. Her voice was soft and timid, but her curiosity made her look at everything around her. She seemed to have landed square in the middle of a great road that cut its way across the wasteland. But she saw no movement that gave off the appearance of life. 

      Slowly, the teen began to walk, inching her way down the strange road. She did not want to go too far from the portal home, and every few seconds, she looked back over her shoulder to make sure that she could still see it. A little nagging thought of fear was heavy in her mind, but she pushed it away. She would not worry about how to get home. The 15-year old felt great and powerful, and the gold-veined onyx in her hand made her feel as though she could take on whatever she would discover.

      Footsteps sounded behind her, and she turned. They were heavy and hard and there were many of them, and she gasped quietly as all of her curiosity about the world vanished from her mind. 

      A creature was coming up the road. And it was monstrous. 

      The great, ugly beast was huge, easily the size of a car and looked twice as heavy. It had six great legs that thumped along. Its body was blackened by soot, but Alexis could see great thick scales all along its back. Its head jutted out at an odd angle, with four eyes on its face and a great mouth that sat agape. She could see two rows of jagged teeth inside, but they were protected by large pincers that chittered as it walked.

      “Oh god,” Alexis whispered, and she felt her knees knocking together as her feet cemented to the ground. She wanted to run, wanted to hide, but there was nowhere for her to go. She looked to one side and saw nothing but mountains too high for her to climb. To the other was a great lake that bubbled as though it was boiling. 

      And that was when the beast saw the human teenager. It looked at her strangely, its odd head cocked to one side, as though it had seen nothing like her before. Slowly, it began to move to her, rearing itself upward until it stood high in the air, much taller than the petite girl in front of it. 

      “Go away!” Alexis shouted. She bent at the waist and grabbed a rock and threw it at the creature. It bounced off the hardened carapace easily. She threw another one, and it hit the creature in one of its great, bulbous eyes. “I said go!”

      But the hit to the eye managed to only anger it. The nasty-looking beast screeched with pain and curled back slightly, then roared as it charged toward her.

      “NO!” Alexis screamed, and she tried to get away. But it was no use. Alexis was stumbling backwards as the creature advanced. She had no weapon and and nothing but fear resided in her bones. Her feet stumbled, and she fell, and all she could see was the blood red sky with its dark as night clouds as the creature encroached over her.

      “No!” She screamed, her hands above her, “No, please!”

      But the breast was screeching, and the sound echoed all around.

      Then it cried out, making a noise that pierced her ears and made a pain shoot through her head. She forced her eyes open and saw the handle of a weapon sticking out of the creature’s belly, wedged just between the great pieces of hard flesh that covered it. A whoop of celebration behind her was drowned out as the beast uttered a strange death cry, then was still. Alexis’s heart felt as though it would beat right out of her chest as she slowly raised up to look at the thing.

      It was dead. And she was alive.

      “That was a pretty big Brazgoch,” a voice behind her said. It was proud and full of boasting, and it made Alexis turn her head.

      And when she saw what was speaking, a whole unknown fear raced through her.

      Standing nearby was a... a demon. He had to be a demon, for what else would he be? He was a great human-looking thing, with a face that was cut and chiseled. His eyes were as black as night and his skin looked red, as though he was a freshly ripened tomato. He looked part human, lower half covered with a loincloth that looked to be made of ashen skins, but his chest was bare and Alexis could see definition in every muscle on his body. His head was bald, save for two small horns that were just starting to grow in from the crown of his head. His legs were thick with muscle, but he did not have feet. Instead, he had hooves at the ends of his legs, and they clopped on the road as he walked. He moved past her and he pulled his blade from the Brazgoch’s flesh, grinning as he cleaned the dark blue blood off the steel.

      Alexis gulped. He looked like… a demon.

      But when he turned, he jumped back at the sight of Alexis.

      “What in Bal’raz’s name?” He shouted, staring at her. He pointed his blade in her direction and it glinted against the dark red sky, “You’re a human!”

      “What are you?” Alexis asked pointedly, backing away, “And what was that?”

      “That was a Brazgoch,” the creature said, pointed backward at the corpse, “Where did you come from, tiny pink thing?”

      “Where am I?” Alexis asked, looking around and ignoring the creature’s question.

      The creature moved toward her ever so slowly. His eyes were wide with disbelief.

      “You cannot be,” he whispered, his voice just a hair above a breath, “You’re a human. A real human!”

      “Yeah? And?”

      With a slack jaw, the creature asked, “Where did you come from? Humans are banned from coming to Bal’raz.”

      Wordlessly, Alexis pointed up to the rift. The demon’s eyes followed, and he stared upward, and when he saw the opening to the human world, he gasped.

      “No,” he whispered, staring up, “They always warned us…”

      “What’s going on here?” Alexis asked, looking only at the crimson-skinned humanoid in front of her.

      “You must leave,” he said suddenly, reaching out to grab hold of Alexis’s arm.

      But she struggled against him. “Let me go! Now!”

      “Leave this place and never return,” the creature said as he dragged her closer to the rift in the sky. His grip on her arm was so tight that Alexis was afraid that he would snap her bones in half. 

      “No, wait! Please!” Alexis tried her best to dig her heels into the ground, but her strength was nothing when compared to his. “Where am I? Please! I want to know more!”

      “You are in Bal’raz, the Underworld of demons and death,” the creature snarled, “And humans are our mortal enemy. Staying here is certain death!

      “What?!” 

      But there was no more time for questions. The demon pulled back and threw Alexis as hard as he could toward the rip in the universe. She screamed as she flew through the air, her eyes wide as the wind pushed past her. She moved too fast to feel fear, and when she looked back at the demon, he was staring at her strangely.

      Alexis entered the portal, and it vanished behind her in the blink of an eye. She landed hard on her bedroom floor, the agates and amethysts poking hard into her belly as she sprawled out on the carpet. Her hands had flown open when she landed, and the gold-veined onyx gem bounced out of sight. 

      And Alexis’s mind was filled with questions, her veins filled with power.
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      March 18, 2021

      Another day closer to the anniversary and I don’t feel any closer to getting back to Bal’raz. I remember it so clearly. And that demon who I talked to, I can remember his face down to every detail. I even dreamed about it last week. I just want to go back... I have so many questions. And I need to tap into that power again.

      I’ve found a new book that I’m going to explore. I hope I find some answers.
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        * * *

      

      Alexis closed her journal and slid it back into her backpack. She sighed to herself softly, though there was no reason to keep quiet in the library's basement. It had been weeks since any other patrons ventured into the dark recesses of the town’s best study hall. And even now, she was all alone. Sometimes she had to rush her readings and notes, but now she had all the time in the world. Her days off were best for research. 

      With her tea by her side, Alexis pulled out a new book that she had found on the bottom of a dark shelf. It was one that looked weathered and had a thick layer of dust on it, but the spine showed little wear and tear. The pages inside still looked pristine, even with their yellowed, stained edges, and Alexis could not help but wonder if she was the first human to lay eyes on it. 

      As she read, her mind was sharp and clear. She had a pen poised over her journal, ready to take notes on anything pertinent to her search, but the longer she read, the more her disappointment grew.

      There was nothing there about the strange Underworld known as Bal’raz.

      She could still recall the little things about the land, like how the loose gravel felt strange under her feet or how the centipede-like creature gazed at her with its glassy black eyes. And the name of the land... Bal’raz. It was engraved on her heart, just as much as her friends and family were. 

      Bal’raz...

      She knew the name, but no one else did. Out of all the humans in the world, she seemed to be the only one who knew it. Everywhere she looked, she saw nothing about the strange world full of fire and creatures unknown. Even the first book that she got her hands on, the same book that contained the ritual that sent her to Bal’raz in the first place, and even it had no original markings of the name. 

      Alexis turned a page, and she sighed. Her free hand went up to her head; the heel of her palm rested on her temple while her fingers wove themselves through her thick, shoulder-length black hair. She sighed and tried to keep her eyes on the page, but her mind kept wandering back and forth between her reading and her intrusive thoughts.

      The date was coming. The anniversary of her foray into Bal’raz was quickly approaching, and she was no closer to an answer than she was last year. Or the year before. Or any of the 8 years that she had endured in between. 

      Alexis tried to push the thought from her mind. The more she dwelled on it, the more desperate she grew. She had never been able to get back to Bal’raz, no matter what she tried. And the gold-veined onyx gem was long gone with no trace of it left. 

      The woman’s mind turned to the stone, the long-lost piece of the puzzle that she could not find. For years, she had sought the gem called the “gold-veined onyx,” but for the life of her, she could not find any information on it. The internet came up with nothing but pieces for costumes at Halloween. The books in the library said nothing of it, save for the one book with the ritual scribbled onto its pages. Even Lucida, the older woman who had given Alexis the stone long ago, knew nothing. She even acted as though she didn’t know about the original gem.

      She’s old, Alexis thought as she turned another page in her book, She forgets things. That’s what Mary said.

      And maybe Mary was right. Lucida seemed to have moments of a sharp mind, but she was nearing 90 and she was in more of a fog every day. Her nieces, Prue and Patty, ran the new age shop for the most part, and neither of them seemed to know a thing about normal magical supplies, much less anything about her strange stone. 

      “That’s my key...”

      Alexis had stopped reading, and she hadn’t even realized it. Her mind was on the stone that she had lost so long ago. Her hand ached as though she could still feel the rock in her palm, her fingers still clutched around it. 

      “I’m running out of time.”

      Alexis stood and paced around the desk where her stack of books sat. Her nervous energy was rising again, and she had little control over the twisting anxiety that had found a home in her belly. 

      Over the years, the 23-year-old woman had come up with many theories on what lead her to opening the portal to Bal’raz. And one of them was the date.

      March 21st.

      Spring Equinox.

      Ostara.

      And there were only 3 more days left until the equinox rolled around again. If Alexis failed for the 8th year in a row... Well, she didn’t want to think about it. 

      “Come on,” Alexis whispered to herself as she looked over the basement shelves once more. Her eyes scanned the spines, looking at the books that she had spent hours upon hours reading in the months and years before. These were the same titles that she had devoured many moons ago, and each one was filled with nothing but dead ends or circles. 

      No one had heard of Bal’raz. No one knew anything of the strange stone. And no, she was not making up. Her questions remained answered, even after all her years of studying. 

      And it was the most frustrating thing of her life.

      “Alexis? Are you still down here?”

      With a sigh, the woman turned around.

      Charles Crawley was standing in the room, looking around for her. He was a junior librarian and an old friend of hers from high school. He had always been willing to jump in and help with her research, no matter how crazy it sounded. Charles was a thin man with arms like noodles and a long, lanky spine that kept him slightly hunched over. His blond hair was short and parted down the middle, and he wore thick glasses with thin wires that made his brown eyes look twice as large as they normally were. But he was nice and kind and was always willing to help with anything she needed.

      “Over here, Charles,” Alexis said as she leaned against a shelf. She sighed, frustration mounting in her. She looked up when Charles appeared among the shelves. “What’s up?”

      “Just wanted to remind you: we close in 10 minutes,” Charles said, a grin on his face, “And if you’re not doing anything later—”

      “How long have I been down here?” Alexis said, rushing back over to her table. She glanced at her phone and saw the texts from the coven, and she shook her head. Her thoughts went to Mary Merkle, one of her best friends and coven mates, who happened to work at the library with Charles. “I totally spaced. Has Mary left already?”

      “Yeah, she clocked out an hour ago.” Charles cocked his head as he stared at her, a strange, questioning look in his eye. “Anyway, like I was saying…”

      Alexis heard nothing of what Charles had said. She had rushed back to her table and packed her things, stacking books up in a pile.

      “I’m sorry about the mess,” she called out to the librarian as she tried to decide which books to take home and which ones to put back, “I’ll be quick.”

      “Here.” Charles appeared at her side with his hands outstretched. “Give me what you don’t want to check out and I’ll shelve it.”

      “Are you sure?” His nod was quick and Alexis started piling books back in his arms.

      But she kept out three from the pile. They were new: one was the one she had been reading, the same one that she had spaced out on while trying to read. The other was a book on rare gemstones and where to find them. 

      And the third was the same book that she kept checking out every 2 weeks for the past 8 years. 

      “Sorry,” Alexis said, grabbing up her tea and slinging her bag over her shoulder, “I’m always such a mess.”

      “Anything for you,” Charles said, and Alexis did not notice when his face reddened. He coughed hard and looked away. “I mean, anything else?”

      “Just these three,” she said, clinging the books to her chest.

      The pair walked together up from the basement toward the check-out desk. No one else was there except one of Charles’s coworkers, who was pushing a vacuum in the children’s wing. Alexis pulled out her phone to check the time as Charles scanned the books and her card. With a chuckle, he commented, “With as much as you check out this one, we may as well give it to you.”

      Alexis looked at him and smirked. “I’d take it, if you let me.”

      And without a pause, Charles tapped on his computer. A few seconds later, he said, “There. I’ve removed it.” He passed it across the counter to her. “It’s yours.”

      And Alexis took the copy of “Dark Worlds Beyond” and clutched it to her chest.
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      “You’re late,” Destiny Wilkes quipped when Alexis walked up on the group.

      Alexis just sighed and rolled her eyes as she approached her friends. “I know!”

      The members of the Thistlewood Coven were laying out on some blankets in the middle of Thistlewood beach while Destiny sat in a folding chair, all of them trying to stay under the shade of an enormous umbrella. Sydney was braiding Savannah’s long black hair and working dandelions into the braids. Savannah, meanwhile, was reading out loud from a book that looked like her own Book of Shadows, and she was speaking about a recipe that she was trying out called Fae cookies. Mary, on the other hand, was staring out into the sea, looking as though she were in a trance. Her eyes looked as though they were heavy, and she did not look over when Alexis plopped down next to her.

      “Alright, now that we are all here...” Destiny leaned forward in her chair and lowered her drink to its place on the sand. Her words came out with a pointed tone, but Alexis tried not to read into them too much. It was worth being late if her book on dark rituals was hers for life. “Let’s get started.”

      “What are we doing today?” Sydney asked as she tied a blue ribbon around a braid in Savannah’s hair. Savannah closed her book and laid it on her lap.

      “Ocean magic,” Destiny said with a grin. “Magic of the waves, of push and pull. Sand magic, and magic found in shells and sea creatures.”

      “Mermaids and such, then?” Sydney asked with a wry smile.

      Savannah chuckled, but Mary made no move, as if she had heard nothing. She was still staring out into the sea, her mind much farther away. Alexis looked down and saw that Mary’s fingers were running along the edge of a conch shell.

      Destiny took up her drink again and played with her straw. “If mermaids were real, I should ask them if they can help me find a merman.”

      “You’re terrible,” Sydney said with a laugh.

      “So, what about the sea, then?” Savannah asked, her dark eyes on Mary, “Tell us more.”

      The giggles all fell silent and every gaze was on the girl with the short brown hair and the enormous eyes that stared into nothing. Alexis watched her carefully, and after a moment, she noticed that Mary was moving with the rhythm of the waves, slowly leaning side to side as though she were being pushed back and forth. Her fingers were keeping in time, the pads running along the edges of the shell. Gently, her large orbs closed and Alexis could hear a low, deep hum echoing in the bottom of her friend’s throat. 

      “Can you hear it?” Mary’s whisper was nothing but a hair above the sound that the waves made when they crashed into the shore. 

      “Hear what?” Sydney asked, looking confused.

      Mary said nothing, and Alexis listened close. The waves were pulling her in, then pushing her away, and soon she felt her own body moving with the beat of the ocean. Around her, Alexis could feel her friends understanding it slowly. Destiny was the next one to feel it, but often Destiny was in tune with Mary and Alexis, for they had known each other for so long. 

      “Feel it?” Mary asked.

      And Alexis did. Her heart seemed to swell with joy, then relax as a calming gentleness took over in the middle of her chest. She didn’t know if it was the waves or not, but it was a wonderful feeling that brought a softening to her mind. All thoughts floated away as easily as the fog was burned by the morning sun. Nothing remained but the crashing of water against sand.

      “This is lovely.” Sydney’s voice was soft and sweet as it broke through the sounds of the waves. 

      “What’s it got to do with anything?” Destiny asked. Her voice broke through like ice cracking over a pond, and it made Alexis’s eyes flash open. Everyone seemed to feel as jolted as she was, and irritated looks flashed toward the de facto leader of the coven. 

      Mary was the only one who still looked calm and serene. 

      “We’re here to talk about the magic behind emotions,” Mary said sweetly, never losing her gentle touch. “And emotions are just like the waves here. Some are soft waves and some are large and crashing, threatening anyone in their path. And they come and go so easily, just like our best and worst feelings.”

      “I don’t get it,” Destiny said, looking confused. “We can’t control the waves, but we can control our emotions.”

      “Can we?” Mary’s smile widened ever so softly. “Or can we just control how other people see us?”

      “I couldn’t control my feelings,” Sydney said softly, “When I fell in love with Caleb and he was under that awful spell, I couldn’t force myself to fall out of love. Trust me, I tried.”

      Alexis sat quietly as others threw in examples of their feelings, and the longer she was quiet, the more her mind wandered. She wished with everything in her that she could head back to the library and continue with her studies. A frantic feeling was rising up in her, and her fluttering heart was a symptom. All she wanted to do was run and read and never sleep and find the Otherworld again.

      And these feelings were so common during the springtime. The snows were melting off the tree branches, and the chill in the air was starting to lessen. Sydney and Savannah were excited for blooming plants and longer days, but Alexis couldn’t make herself feel the same way. For her, the herald of spring only brought feelings of frantic failures. 

      She needed to get back to studying. All of this talk of emotions and calm and serenity were lost on her, and it all seemed like such a folly when so much good, hard word needed to be done.

      Alexis didn’t know when she stood, but it was Mary calling out to her that brought her back into the world around her. 

      “What?” Alexis asked as her ears rang from the noise of the beach. 

      “I asked, are you okay?”

      She shook her head as if she was coming out of a fog. When her eyes cleared, Mary was looking concerned, while Savannah and Sydney looked frightened. But out of all the girls, Alexis was concerned with how irritated Destiny looked. Destiny never did have a lot of patience for Alexis and her wild talks of demon worlds, and now she just looked put out.

      “I’m fine,” Alexis said, lowering herself back onto the blanket. She felt a horrible wave of shame take her over as Destiny’s eyes bored into her. 

      Mary looked determined to get the conversation back on track as she waved up to Destiny, who still sat on her high-backed folding chair. “Come on,” she said, “Come down here for our meditation.”

      Alexis looked away as the pretty, fashionable Destiny with her designer clothes and bright pink hair rolled her eyes before lowering herself to a spot on the blanket. The others all took their places, crossing their legs and holding their palms up to the sky, all still sitting in the shade of the beach umbrella.

      “Now
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