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      All of us in the bar died that night.

      For only a moment.

      Though how can one estimate an actual moment after suffering a kiss with oblivion, ceasing to exist?

      Even before that hateful meet-cute, the minutes (hours?) had begun to blur as a small gathering of us watched the ball game playing on the two big screens. The Little League World Series. Two among the bar’s joyous patrons claimed to be related to a couple of the players. One man claimed a step-nephew on one team; the other—a woman—claimed a cousin on the opposing team. As the two cheered and jeered, everyone else in the bar good-naturedly chose sides, splitting pretty much down the middle so that neither of the two had to root alone or in a significant minority.

      I knew all about feeling alone. It was why I’d slinked into the bar in the first place.

      An unattached paralegal in her midtwenties considering—dithering about, really—law school and all that would entail . . .

      Did I really want to be a lawyer? Did I really want to be an exceptionally successful lawyer, putting my career before a potential family? Did I really want to commit before finding true love with a perfect match?

      The ball game drew on, eventually ended. But the two dozen or so of us didn’t wind down. There was a victory to celebrate and a loss to forget. More beers. More bourbon. More martinis.

      At some crook on the boozy slide to utter drunkenness, he oozed into the joint.

      Alone, I think.

      A dark-skinned man in a black raincoat and fedora.

      Whomever he was, he seemed determined to put a damper on our mood. His opening gambit was to shove his way between two men and a woman standing next to a booth, close talking. He appeared to be heading for the hallway that held the bathrooms, but he only glanced down the short passageway before turning sharply and heading for the end of the bar, the far end from where I was sitting.

      Someone shouted that he should apologize. His apology was a rude gesture, flashed without hesitation as he continued on, slipping behind the bar and passing through the door behind it as if he owned the place.

      The bartender, the lone man on staff in this cozy establishment, had been servicing a table but dashed for the bar the moment the man made himself at home.

      Knocking a glass from another table in his mad rush, the bartender shouted curses and commands at the one who ignored him before he, too, passed through the door behind the bar and disappeared. I was sure the shouting and cursing continued, but I heard nothing.

      Left on our own, we patrons were all good. No one tried to slip behind the bar to grab a bottle, bust the register, or even refill a mug from the beer tap.

      But the bartender was gone long enough for glasses to go dry and for some of us to consider going into the back room ourselves, to coax or drag both men back out.

      Before anyone could take initiative, a man emerged. Alone.

      The surly one. The one whose eyes were filled with hate.

      He breathed heavily as he stepped from behind the bar, glaring at all of us while some of us, a lot less cheerful and far more inebriated than before, hurled insults at him, taunted him.

      He approached a pillar and circled it three times, each time scanning our faces as if searching for someone he might recognize. He then moved to a position closer to the front entrance, a spot where he could see all of us without turning his head more than a fraction of an inch.

      Two of the bolder men, following an even bolder woman, approached him, intending to get in his face, maybe even forcibly eject him from the premises. But the man in the trench coat raised his left arm above his head, lazily reaching toward the ceiling, and the room fell silent.

      Not voluntarily.

      Speaking for myself, I felt unable to speak. The others’ mouths gaped; their lips contorted as they tried to form words; they gestured toward their hands and throats as their eyes widened in surprise, narrowed in frustration; we all pantomimed to one another in frightened wonder, stomping, pounding tables, smacking wood and even our own skin in futile attempts to make the sounds our mouths wouldn’t.

      The televisions, still bright and running, were as silent as we were. Glasses dropped or accidentally knocked to the floor shattered without hiss or whisper.

      Two from the trio—a man and a woman—who had been angrily approaching the man in black continued toward him with more energy, apparently determined to lay blows on him, maybe to see if he would make a sound or, even better, reverse whatever he’d done to us.

      The man in black simply crossed his arms behind his back and seemed to get taller as his eyes flashed like suddenly struck matches.

      The man and woman spun away from him like tops, crashing into tall round tables and stools before tumbling to the floor. All spectacle, no accompanying sound.

      Panic increased among us. Some dashed for the hallway, perhaps hoping to escape through the bathroom—a window or emergency exit—or maybe just hoping that their ears would actually work if they put more distance between themselves and the instigator.

      But they never found out.

      Stools, chairs, and low and tall tables that hadn’t been nailed down rose and flew through the air faster than any bird of prey, clogging the hallway’s entrance.

      Those who’d dashed for the bathrooms or whatever else might be found through that limited passageway pivoted and headed for the bar. Like the two men who’d proceeded them, they slid behind it but found the door to the unseen back locked.

      Amid all the quiet pandemonium, I performed my own frantic yet ultimately useless dance, stumbling here and there, destination unknown, and remaining near the bar as a result, never straying farther than the closest table. As aimless as my legs, my eyes darted to and from each of my fellow inebriates, hoping to land on one who might have a solution to our predicament. In their course, my eyes landed on the source of it all and lingered as I noticed he hadn’t gotten taller but was levitating, hovering now at two or three feet off the floor.

      Others who noticed this slowed their leg and arm movements to gaze at him. Maybe, like mine, their thoughts became more animated than their bodies—bodies passing through the air, smacking into objects, without noise . . . My—and perhaps their—thoughts screamed into a void.

      The few who weren’t focused on our captor, those who were still searching for exits, suddenly stopped and gazed like the rest of us when the man deigned to speak.

      “I came in here looking for something that was stolen from me. I was told it was in a back room. But the fool I just interrogated told me that he put it in one of your drinks. And one or more of you willingly swallowed it.”

      Reflexively, some of us looked to our empty glasses as others placed a hand over their stomachs, as if their palms or fingers had hidden eyes that could see through clothes and skin.

      “Well,” the man bellowed, “now that you’ve all heard me clearly, I’m going to give you a chance to fess up. Which of you elected yourself a celestial mule? Raise your hand.”

      Some of us exchanged glances. One or two shrugged.

      “Okay, I’ll try another way. Which of you drank the liquid of silver? The elixir with red ice?”

      I’d had a few margaritas made with a tequila whose brand boasted of silver—but surely that couldn’t have been what he meant.

      But the expression my thoughts put on my face captured his attention.

      With a sneer, he approached me, walking on air, gradually lowering himself to the floor. “You . . .”

      My limbs stiffened. I couldn’t step backward, couldn’t turn my head as he neared, his sneer contorting into a grin.

      “You’ve got something on your mind.”

      My heart kicked. Each throb sent a sensation of searing heat or intense cold through my entire body. In spite of these flashes of extreme temperature, I still couldn’t move. Couldn’t even close my eyes when the man brought his face within inches of mine, his irises glowing, burning like miniature suns with beyond-black holes at their centers.

      Before everything blanked out, I had a sense that someone else was in the bar. Someone who’d rushed in through the front door.

      When I next knew sensation, I knew I’d been intimate with oblivion.

      The sensation had been on my eardrums (or thereabouts). A small-voiced string of words. A long incomplete sentence, sung. Its end hung somewhere my ears couldn’t find, compelling me to use another sensory organ.

      Before my eyes opened, I knew I was lying on my back in wet grass, naked. My skin, slick all over with dew, I presumed, as my bleary eyes rapidly focused on a colorful sky, a bouquet courtesy of a rising sun.

      I wasn’t alone. My barmates were with me, equally naked and glistening, in a relatively flat field that seemed to stretch on forever no matter which way I turned as I—wincing, whining, grunting—pushed up to a sitting position and eventually got my feet under me.

      My first thought was the afterlife. We had awoken in limbo, or in an anteroom to Heaven. Or a lobby of Hell. On that we couldn’t agree—that is, after all the initial screaming and shouting and other exclamations of fright and confusion were over with.

      We had our voices again, and we used them to pollute the slightly violet-scented atmosphere with panicked and angry clouds of noise. Beyond ourselves, nothing was roused. There were no birds that I could see. No land creatures. A few skeletal trees in the distance. But nothing else.

      After our gathering had calmed enough to where only three or four of us were still sobbing, two or three still cursing, and two—only two—still hollering at the top of their lungs for someone beyond our group and beyond our sight to respond and offer a hope of assistance, we managed to agree that we weren’t dead, but very likely had been. We weren’t in an afterlife, or on another world, but still on Earth. And we’d better gather our wits and determine which direction to go if we were going to make it back to civilization.

      Despite none of us being—or admitting to being—as cold as we should have been, we each felt some degree of chilliness. Moving became more important than reaching a consensus.

      We split into three groups heading in three directions; two of those directions were generally toward where we spotted the most trees.

      The ground was moderately uneven but thankfully not rocky. I and those in my group moved as quickly as we could to keep from shivering, though the weather wasn’t as biting as it perhaps should have been. Judging by the state of the grass and the leaves on the trees we approached, it was likely November, or even early December. The Little League World Series had been in August.

      As my group progressed and what had been a relatively flat field to the eye became noticeably less so, it occurred to me that none of us were self-conscious about our nakedness. But then we had other things on our mind, other topics on our lips.

      Our conversation eased away from where we were and worries about making it home to a debate on what had actually happened in the bar, who or what that man had been, and how much time had really passed since that evening.

      We reached no satisfying answer on any question but we were delighted—our excitement warming us even more than the climbing sun—when we found ourselves at the top of a hill, looking down on a gravel road about one and a half lanes wide. Farther in the distance were rows and rows of grapevines. To our left, we saw that the road wound in the direction of a barn, a house, other structures.

      We’d happened upon a vineyard.

      Carefully, we made our way down the hill and walked by the road’s side until we were at the point where we could leave it and walk in nearly a straight line to the house’s front porch.

      It was then that three of us—two women and a man—became worried about our state of nakedness. But there was nothing to do about it. This was no movie scenario where sheets and various garments were conveniently hanging on a nearby clothesline. We had no immediate options open to us other than to choose the least visually intimidating among us—a woman, naturally; me, specifically—to ring the bell and knock. I covered my breasts with one arm and used my free hand as a fig leaf. The others stood off to the side near the driveway, out of the line of sight of the door’s peephole and all adjacent windows.

      After two more rounds of ringing and knocking, wide green eyes peered through the left sidelight window. Soon after, the door creaked open just enough to give view to an older woman—just her head, and just enough for me to judge, by her eyes and wrinkled brow, that she was concerned and cautious in equal measure.

      She looked me up and down. The expression in her eyes changed so suddenly, I expected her to threaten to call the police or to pull the door open wider to reveal she was wielding a semiautomatic.

      Instead, when she pulled the door open wider, I saw nothing but a middle-aged woman in bathrobe and slippers extending a cell phone to me.

      “Call who you need to.”

      No one came to my mind. No one other than the several ones congregated near the driveway, each of them trembling, likely experiencing their own unique fears of the future and anxiety about our recent shared past.

      I gestured in their direction. The older woman saw and made her own gestures, distantly herding my companions—and me—toward the garage door. She disappeared inside the house.

      Within five minutes, the garage door opened. Inside, a high pile of blankets rested in the back of a pickup, placed there perhaps by the woman with the assistance of the lanky and equally wizened man who hovered near her by the steps leading inside the house.

      The woman and her companion were clutching
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