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  The Holiday Ball


Three plastic Christmas storage boxes, green lids over red bottoms, cluttered the corner of her living room waiting to be hauled to the local thrift store. Claire had no interest in decorating this year and no energy for it, either.  
Opening the containers to sort the contents would unleash a waterfall of glitter, that sparkly but unwelcome guest with an infinite lifespan in the carpet.  
Half of December was gone. Had the calendar skipped from Thanksgiving directly to the middle of December? She had no Christmas tree and no plan to bring one into her apartment. 
Her holiday spirit had taken a holiday.   
The very presence of the boxes had piled on the guilt, prodding her into action to at least look through the boxes before she hauled them to the thrift store. 
She was loathe to turn her apartment into a winter wonderland. No family or friends would come to visit. She wouldn’t be attending any holiday parties. 
Nevertheless, she felt pressured to reinvent her apartment into a holiday fantasy. She would rather spend her time baking cookies. Having no one to share them with, she would package and freeze them to enjoy them through the next couple of months.  
The grimy, chilly city needed a dusting of snow to bring out the holiday charm and pretty up the gray winter landscape outside her second-floor apartment. Not a storm that paralyzed the city, but fluttery flakes that made the landscape sparkle.
In her romantic fantasies, luminous snowflakes glittering from the midnight sky would catch like tiny diamonds on her eyelashes as she stood on her balcony, mesmerized by the delicate flutterings of the intricately patterned crystals. She is wearing a strapless gown, yet not bothered by the frigid temperatures that make her breath puff from her lips in tiny, icy clouds. 
For those few minutes, she is a heroine in her own romance, much like the heroines in the romance movies she watches to fill in the empty spaces in her life. 
At seventy years old, all those spaces should have been filled to overflowing long ago. 
The strong scent of cinnamon and clove from her homemade gingerbread stars tickle her appetite, drawing her attention away from her staring contest with the boxes.  
She blasts her coffee mug in the microwave for the tenth time this morning, reheating the same coffee that by now is thicker and darker than espresso. 
Coffee mug in hand, she wanders back into the living room to resume her test of wills with the contents of the plastic containers.
Somewhere in her life, she had lost track of time. Each Christmas season had become indistinguishable from the last. The only holiday season of note had been the year she had spent Christmas at the Delaware shore. 
A sense of contentedness enveloped her whenever that particular holiday came to mind, but she couldn’t remember a single detail to support the delicious feeling that warmed her heart in a way nothing else ever had.
The holiday classic Silver Bells, tinkled from the cable music station. The stale scent of plastic from the first box made her sneeze.
“I should have dumped this stuff last year,” she said aloud as she rifled through unopened rolls of ribbon and ropes of silver garland.
Beneath the garlands sat branches of silk holly and a green and gold sled that had arrived years ago loaded with cheeses and chocolates. She didn’t remember who had sent the tasty gift. She wasn’t particularly fond of the sleigh, but with a few gold balls and a sprig of pine, it became an instant and effortless centerpiece for the coffee table. 
The last container held ornaments packed in bubble wrap that squeaked and crackled as she picked each up gently and tried to guess what ancient treasure lay protected beneath the air pockets.
Not all of the ornaments were glass. One was an ancient gnarled elf, a mere scrap of wool and cotton that had sat atop the three-foot bubble light tree in her grandmother’s parlor.   
Each ornament that she unwrapped and placed gently on the coffee table took her on a walk down memory lane. 
The ancient starburst she had made in kindergarten shed its weight in gold glitter every year without suffering so much as a bald spot. It had always held a premier spot on the family Christmas tree when she was growing up. 
The bubble wrap fell away from the watercolor glass ball, the blues and greens swirling like ocean waves. The Holiday Ball was scrawled in textured white letters on one side.
The blue and green swirls seemed alive, mesmerizing her now as it had the moment she had laid eyes on the lovely ornament in the lobby of the Royal Poseidon Hotel in Rehoboth Beach. 
Had she spent New Year’s Eve there? 
Her memory of events of long ago was usually crystal clear. It was her short-term memory, like where she left her glasses or remembering to pick up a dozen eggs, that had gone fuzzy. 
The surface of the ornament shimmered like molten metal, twisting like currents weaving through the ocean depths. 
Was that fifteen years ago? No, twenty. Twenty years ago today. It seemed so long ago.
She remembered. It was the day she was scheduled to move out of her old apartment and move into this one.   
“There’s been a bit of a snag,” the landlord had said unapologetically. “The renovations won’t be completed for at least two weeks. This time of year, everything slows down.” 
“I can’t stay here. The new tenants are moving in tomorrow.”  
“The truck carrying everything we need to finish the renovations is stuck in a snowstorm in northern New York,” the landlord had said. “You’re welcome to stay in the apartment, but there’s no running water or functional toilet.”    
A manger filled with straw suddenly seemed a better option than an apartment with no water or toilet. She had paid the deposit and a month’s rent in advance for an apartment that was uninhabitable until the snow in northern New York melted and traffic began to roll again.
Now, she had to shell out additional money for a motel room. Staying here in Baltimore was out of the question. Her ex-husband was getting married in town on Christmas Eve. 
Between the impending nuptials and the snowbound bathroom fixtures, it seemed like bad karma to stay. She headed to Rehoboth with no plan other than to have a few good meals, walk on the beach every day, and curl up under a cozy fleece blanket with a good book and a cup of hot chocolate.
She had been correct in assuming she would have no problem finding a rental on the beach. She had her choice of the rental units in Surfside View, the first townhouse property she had called.  
Only the most stalwart souls came to the beach in Delaware in mid-December. Just stepping out onto the beach, never mind walking or jogging, was a chore in the strong, frigid wind. 
A wooden staircase of a half dozen steps led directly from the porch on the lower level of the townhouse to the shifting sands of a beach so deserted that she felt like she was the last person on earth.   
It had surprised her to see a guy in the blue parka and navy wool cap slogging along the sand in the opposite direction during her morning walk. His face was kindly, and his friendly smile warmed her. 
Or was he smiling because he found it funny that she pushed against gale winds bundled up like a toddler sent out to play in the snow?  
She had nodded to him. It was the best she could do since the layers of clothing that kept her from freezing had rendered her as agile as a tank. 
On the second day, once she had gotten down near the water’s edge, she saw him in the distance jogging in her direction. 
“Hello!” The wind chopped his word into two brusque syllables, as he raised his gloved hand in a big, wild wave too familiar for greeting a stranger.
She wondered if she should change her schedule or walk through town instead of the empty beach. Then she felt guilty. He was just being friendly.  
The next day he seemed like he was going to stop when he approached. 
“Enjoy your walk,” he said, a broad smile creasing his face. 
She wondered what color his eyes were. It was difficult to guess when her sunglasses cast a dark tint on everything. Tomorrow, she would forgo them to get a better look at him. 
It tickled her that he was trying to start a conversation. Was he trying to pick her up? 
No, probably just looking for someone to talk to. There wasn’t anyone else around. That fact made her nervous.  
Maybe he was Prince Charming in a parka and woolen cap, she chided herself. If she had only stopped and said hello, her friendly gesture could have led to an adventure. 
At least, she would have memories to warm her lonely nights for the past twenty years. 
The blues and greens of the ornament shimmered in her hand, the eerie glow lighting the living room of her apartment. She stood, transfixed holding the ornament like an egg vibrating with life and about to hatch. 
The iridescent colors lifted from the ornament like the froth of a wave and spread along her hands and up her arms. 
                                                                                   * * * * *
The carpet of her apartment gave way suddenly, shifting like sand beneath her feet. She locked her knees to steady herself. Fine tan granules covered the surface where her carpet had been. Not just beneath her feet but stretching out into a beach that melted into the horizon. 
The roar of winter waves pounded behind her. Claire turned dizzily to see the ocean, wild and blustery against the gray sky. She stared at it for a long time as her scarf lifted off her shoulder by strong gusts, flying like a flag, 
Slowly, she pivoted to face the street. The townhouses sat like a fortress against the wind, the white wooden sign with navy lettering announcing Surfside View, flapped mercilessly against the building. 
The beach, the Surfside View, the gray parka she was wearing all felt familiar. 
Why was she wearing that parka?  She had donated it to a local thrift store years ago when the zipper on the right-hand pocket got stuck and broke.
Her right hand felt numb and stiff. The pocket on her puffy jacket was zipped shut, but opened easily. The zipper wasn't broken. 
Where was her right mitten? The thick purple wool with the leather grip on the palm. She turned in a circle, surveying the sand around her, trying to make sense of her surroundings. 
“Excuse me!” 
The deep voice was barely audible over the rumbling echoes of the water and wind like a voice she had heard in a dream.  
“You dropped this back there.” 
It was that guy, the one who had greeted her with a witty pleasantry on her morning walks. She hadn’t walked the beach since . . .  
She had been unpacking holiday decorations, hadn’t she? 
Claire blinked as she tried desperately to remember what she was doing standing on a beach in the chilling wind. 
He held her purple mitten at eye level, smiling so broadly she thought his face might crack from the cold.
“Looks like a match,” she said, brandishing her mittened left hand. “Thank you.” 
After tugging the mitten on, she clenched her fist a few times to get the circulation going.
“You’ll warm up faster with hot cocoa and a sugar cookie at Matilde’s” He pointed over his shoulder with his thumb. “The bakery in town.” 
He was a total stranger, but he had chased her down to return her lost mitten. She could at
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