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On the springtime corner of the year, when the light grows peculiar and the barriers between the heavens and the earth become less like thick lines and more like stairs, Penelope found a heavenly escalator.

Or rather, her dog found it first.

Penelope had paused along the path she’d been walking along the hilly trail at the edge of her suburban neighborhood. Holding her beagle, Dally, on a leash and with a cell phone in her other hand to take pictures of the wildflowers (yellow on striking green stems at this time of year), she’d been preoccupied by the dusty beauty of her surroundings.

The sunset off in the distance was still early enough in its progression that the sky and the hills were filled with light. The clouds looked like neon purple electric guitar strings strung across the heavens above in regular intervals. A flock of birds flapped by overhead in a ragged “V” formation, calling out to each other as they passed.

The air smelled of dust and a hint of pollen, and Penelope sniffled, knowing her seasonal allergies would kick in full force soon, and she’d be grateful for a cup of the allergy-easing tea that she kept at home.

Warmth from the ground beneath her thin sneakers and the warmth of the end of the day radiating through her body made her feel supremely satisfied with this walk, even if she was going to have to pocket her phone and wipe her nose on her sleeve any minute.

The heat she’d worked up from the hike made Penelope’s green T-shirt cling to the front of her body, and she knew her bra was drenched at this point. She was really sweating, and she looked forward to taking a nice luxurious shower after they got home—she’d use some of her new lavender body soap, and would feel absolutely divine this evening.

Near Penelope’s feet, a fieldmouse darted across the path, and she could hear insects singing in the bushes and grass nearby. 

It was lovely to Penelope that this hilly hiking trail could be a part of her near world—that she and Dally could enjoy their walk on the hill at the end of their neighborhood and delve into a small world of wilderness wonder for a few minutes at the end of the day.

She sneezed, a big one.

Drat.

If only this season wasn’t so rough on her system.

She pocketed her phone, wiped her nose on her sleeve.

Because she was preoccupied, it took a moment for her to register that Dally had spotted a cat. 

It was a beautiful, fluffy, silvery-white one, a kind Penelope might never have expected to see running loose on the hills, unexpectedly gripping in its jaws what looked like a mouse. 

If anything, the cat appeared as if she belonged in somebody’s cozy Victorian house, with pampering high-end pet supplies offered to her by a doting owner.

This beauty looked entirely out of her element, and Penelope worried that in this environment, the cat may shortly become coyote food, and wondered who the creature belonged to.

The cat whipped past them on the trail and suddenly started to climb up into the air.

Dally started barking like mad, and bolted after the cat, wrenching his leash free of Penelope’s hand.

He bounced after the cat, following it up what seemed to be invisible stairs.

“Dally, stop!” Penelope commanded, and Dally obediently halted, sitting still and wagging his tail, yet still somehow mysteriously, following an angle, as if he were floating up the long slanty side of an invisible triangle.

The cat, meanwhile, continued walking, now at a leisurely pace, ascending upward into the sky.

Penelope felt dizzy at the incongruity—had her pollen allergies somehow knocked her into a brain-addled zone?

She leapt, attempting to reach Dally, and landed solidly against something hard and rough and cold and invisible. Distinctly metallic.

Looking down, she saw the earth and the trail slowly falling away. Below her ear she heard the distinctive whirring of invisible machinery.

Frowning, Penelope shook her head. Her body hurt, throbbed a bit in spots from where she’d fallen against the invisible metal, and in the time it took to draw a few breaths and attempt to re-orient herself to what may possibly be going on, the ground fell far enough away that she felt deeply wary at jumping.

She turned her attention back to the beagle that had gotten them into this mess.

“Dally are you okay?” Penelope called.

Dally barked in response, and as she squinted up at him, she saw the hapless beagle get up and walk further away . . . continuing to follow the cat up into the air in the direction of the sunset.

“Have we died?” Penelope wondered aloud. “Is this what they mean when they say that you go into the light?’

She sneezed again, and mused that if she were dead, it would be deeply unfair if she somehow still suffered from a pollen allergy. Also, her heart was pounding suspiciously loudly for somebody who was wondering if she may be dead.

Penelope felt along the edge of one of the invisible stairs beneath her with two fingers and her thumb. The stair had a hard, metallic lip. It really did feel as if they were riding escalator.

Cautiously, she shifted the weight of her body and adjusted herself to be sitting flat against one of the stairs.

She was looking away from Dally and the cat now, watching her house and the neighborhood and the hilly trail falling away. 

Swallowing, Dally closed her eyes and rubbed them. When she opened her eyes again, she’d risen higher still.

Placing her hands flat against the invisible metal of the stairs to steady herself, she reckoned that she may be having a dream. But in case this may not be the type of dream where she could fly, she decided not to jump.

She could smell the aroma of pollen on the wind.

She sneezed again.

The escalator’s top, it turned out, deposited Penelope and Dally and the cat into a rich lobby.

Heavenly elevator music played in a space where the walls and floors were marble, with tall marble columns out to the sides of the landing, near lush couches and large potted plants and trees that looked perfectly manicured and cared for—enough so that Penelope wondered if these were some of those plastic plants.

Before they had reached the top of the escalator, Penelope had bravely worked her way up toward Dally, who had continued to follow the cat, who had ridden on the escalator like the queen of the sky until Dally got a little closer to her, then she’d hissed at him around the mouse in her mouth and flounced further on up the stairs.

When the three of them tumbled into the marble heavenly lobby, Penelope was still sweaty, and her heart was still pounding, and based on the fact that the plants had real texture when she touched them, she very much doubted she was dead.

But she also wasn’t seeing a down escalator when she frantically looked around for one.

The cat bolted past the columns and out of sight, and Dally bounded after her.

Penelope reluctantly rallied herself and jogged after them, grateful that whatever heavenly promenade they’d reached, at least it seemed to have a version of air conditioning. And no pollen. A cool breeze blew past her senses, taming the heat of her earlier exercise, and as Penelope jogged after the animals, she plucked at the front of her shirt, pulling it away from her body where it had plastered itself. The shirt cooled down, and the newly cool wet of it felt good against her front.

The air up here smelled fresh and pure, as if somebody had taken a giant air filter to the whole area. Perhaps it was the effect of all the trees?

In any case, Penelope’s allergies felt better.

She rounded the corner, and found herself in an incredible marble balcony, the steel lines of the electric purple guitar string clouds looking not so very far above her head, the color around them changing as the sun dipped lower on the horizon. 

The squawk of bird calls rose from beneath the balcony line, and Penelope sighed and hugged herself, wondering exactly how far up in the sky they’d come, and where, exactly, they may be.

She followed Dally, who trotted after the cat, around a maze of marble columns and plants, until suddenly, coming around a bend in the maze of foliage, she stopped hard and fast.

The cat had joined a small gathering of other cats, who were mewling and playing in some buckets of grass and herbs. The silvery beauty who had tempted Dally off from the path jogged over to a lounge where sat a beautiful woman, with dark hair and brown eyes, and olive-toned skin.

The woman looked tall, and wore a simple white slip dress and a golden necklace and earrings. On her feet, she wore the kind of strappy sandals that lace up the ankles. Penelope had at one point admired a similar design at a local shoe store, but she’d been at a loss as to what kind of outfit or occasion she would wear such a thing to, or also whether she could pull it off.

Clearly the answer to the sandal fashion mystery was before her now: This kind of shoe was to be worn whilst lounging on a private marble island in the sky that was populated by small animals and trees. It paired well with a white dress with slits, heavy golden jewelry, and an ambush of fluffy cats.

Silver-haired fluffy cat paraded up to the sandal-wearing woman, looked up at her proudly, and deposited the dead mouse at her toes.

Penelope winced.

She wasn’t sure how this woman would react to being presented with such a gift.

The woman stared down at the cat for a long moment, and then a smile grew across her face—long and simple and happy.

“Oh Crescent, who’s the happy hunter then? What a good girl, my clever darling.” The woman reached down and scratched the back of the cat’s head, and the cat tilted its body, luxuriating in the attention.

Meanwhile, Dally had
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