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SNOWFLAKES HAD NO RIGHT fluttering in the sun like fairy dust, falling oh, so gently you would think Hardwood Street and its high-end fashion shops had been teleported inside a snow globe. The flurries floated down in lazy figure eights, each small and flawless, and shiny. A spectacle that would have been perfect one year ago.

Cerise Joseph pushed down the rim of her pink and violet fabric mask, sewn by her mother’s skillful hands months ago. By offering her face to the dainty snowflakes, the young woman tried to dial back happier times. 

When she was hoping instead of moping. 

Nowadays, a vise of guilt was twisting her innards when she thought about her mother’s empty apartment. She had visited to water the violets and the cat grass pot, and to leave a portion of kibble for the calico cat lounging on the second-floor windowsill. 

Cerise pulled back her mask. No one had seen her and her portion of the sidewalk was empty, but she did not want to lower her guard with an everchanging virus. 

She had dispensed with the glossy lipstick that complimented her brown skin. What use was it, hidden under a square of tissue? Not even mentioning blood-red smudges inside the gauze material… 

Cerise pushed back the hair-killing knit hat to get a better sight of the sky, crisscrossed by electric lines and streetlights. From where came those slow-dancing flurries, she had no idea. Around her, the sounds of traffic and the smell of gas seemed subdued, muffled by the snow. 

Of course, the Covid-19 lockdown had lowered the car density in downtown, but there were always exceptions. Or people who, thinking themselves exceptional, challenged the lockdown. 

She almost bit her lips as anger welled inside her. To distract herself from those dark ideas, she tilted her head back to find out the generous cloud. 

The sky was clear, luminous, devoid of any stormy mushrooming masses, except the faint outline of hair-like cirrus clouds at plane-altitudes. This fairytale, luminous snow seemed to materialize from nothing. The flurries were already covering the sidewalk with a fuzzy layer, so innocent in those first minutes, like her mom’s light cough on the phone, a week ago. 

A cold, just a cold, Vivi had said, with a warm lilt in her Haitian accent. 

Cerise had hoped it was the simple flu, the kind that morphed your nose into a spigot. But the next day, when her mother’s breathing became hurried and gurgling, and her headaches worsened, the two of them could not deny this was the bug. 

It was fortunate, Cerise reflected bitterly, that her mom had not been afflicted with the stupid pride that infected certain dudes, that made them deny something was bad until it was too late. 

She walked on Hardwood Street, en route to see her mother, on automatic pilot. At a point, she caught her reflection on a shop window: her orange polyester coat where the flurries melt, leaving moist prints; her matching orange knit cap, her dark wooly trousers; her practical walking boots. All shops were shut, and the rents would hit them hard. 

As her mother had been hit, coughing her lungs off at the hospital. 

Not because she was an inveterate smoker, but because an irresponsible clod without  a mask had brushed by her in the store where she worked. Vivi had stepped away to increase the distance and pointed helpfully to the alley. 

Of course he had been carrying the bug. 

As simple as that. 

And as no good deed went unpunished, the nasty-sounding cough had come three days after the chance encounter. Of course, that chain of transmission had to be reconstructed from memory, at the hospital. 

And there was no way to retrace the carrier...   

A high-pitched squeal of brakes sliced her thoughts, so close the sound was almost physical. 

Before the squeal ended, Cerise was swept back like a snow flurry. She was conscious of her boots brushing the hood of a black Mercedes, her knitted cap falling, her hair following, falling over her eyes. 

Cerise had not flown away: someone had pulled her from the street corner. 

She was conscious of the hands clamped over her upper arms, so tight her circulation had stopped. She twisted, meeting a pair of light blue eyes over a green mask sporting a yellow sun with rays. The Mercedes sped away, the driver annoyed by the near miss. 

The hands released her. 

That’s when she connected the dots, and saw how she had been on the verge of crossing the street without looking. That stranger had bypassed the social distancing to pull her out of harm’s way. 

“Are you OK?” a man’s voice asked, muffled by the fabric of his mask. 

The stranger wore a white pullover with corded motives in the knitting, a screaming-red knitted scarf, a pair of dark blue jeans (so dark she could almost smell the dye pigment) and one striped seaman cap, blue over white, that left his ears exposed. The clothes suggested a laid-back attitude, and they had been appropriate in the sun, before the fairy-tale snow started to fall. 

A pair of marble-blue eyes pierced her almost to the bone, over a straight nose and chin hidden under the mask. 

Something hit her right boot. A can of diced tomatoes had rolled from an upset canvas bag. And there, was that a box of Ritz crackers? The overturned groceries told of his haste to intervene. 

Cerise sucked in air between her teeth, ashamed of herself. 

The nervousness that had plagued her in high school rooted her, like a snow statue. She searched her words to make things right somehow, because it seemed suddenly important that something in this terrible day got better. But all that came from her mouth was the ubiquitous, lame reply.

“I’m sorry,” she said, mumbling her words. 

He bend his frame to retrieve his groceries, his bare hands picking up the apples and the crackers. 

“And what made you so distracted you were about to cross a busy street on a red light?” he asked, from the other side of the large set of shoulders. “A boyfriend?”

His tone had morphed from annoyed to amused, but the question stung. 

*

OF COURSE, on this day of all days, any young woman would be on her way to a lover, not on her way to pass a long stifling hour looking at her swaddled mom on the bed, surrounded with machines, attended by nurses so wrapped in layers of uniform and clear plastic they looked like green candies. 

The day before, Cerise couldn’t even hold her mother’s hand. All she could do was looking on from the other side of a dividing glass, with the doctor’s words hanging like a curse in her mind: We can only wait and see.

She had given her cell’s number to a nurse and dragged her feet, the kilometers of corridors and lifts and more corridor to the exit, the skin of her hands glistening with repeated splatters of alcohol disinfectant. 

She could not bring herself to take the bus, nor a taxi, lest she contaminated the whole city with her sadness. Only her feet were thinking and they wanted to walk, just walk. 

And that’s when the weird, cloudless snow had started falling, in full sun. 

And here she was, on the verge of tears, waiting for the overworked doc to call with the result of her own Covid-19 test, the one they had taken six days ago, when she brought her mother to the emergency. 

No, the doctor with a tree’s name (she couldn’t remember it properly) wouldn’t call. A text message would suffice to end, or prolong, her torture. 

*

IT SEEMED SO LUDICROUS HOW, on this day the previous year, a bright future loomed in front of Cerise like a promise: the training for the new sale job… and a fiancé from a wealthy family. 

Her mother, a fan of theater, had justly pegged the man as a Lothario, the name derived from an old play featuring a foppish, unscrupulous seducer hiding under a charming façade. 

A bubble of regret, of shame, rose from the young woman’s stomach. She gulped to prevent the tears that threatened to well up. No job thanks to the lockdown, no well-heeled fiancé. 

The utter injustice, and this blow to her hard-working mother, made her whole body tense. Cerise was conscious of her ragged, fast breathing, as anger threatened to submerge her self-control. 

Her lips pressed, she violently shook her head. No. No lying boyfriend who promised a wedding in whites only to seduce her.

The mask’s fabric stretched as the stranger worked his mouth under it. 

“Look, I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to pry.” 

His voice edged on a bass register that clashed with the lean frame (in her imagination all bass singers were barrel-shaped). It possessed a nasal component linked to winter, that only made him more flesh-and-bone, human warm. And also more interesting. 

Before she could let herself drift in a sea of possibilities, she saw a can shining under the edge of the sidewalk. The tomato paste can must have rolled farther from the bag, and dropped from sight. 

She bent to retrieve it, her fingers closing on the small cylinder. Through her thin nylon gloves, she felt the metal, still warm from the grocery aisles. The Fresh-Deli tow doors back, or the vivid canary-yellow No Frills farther down the street? Probably the Deli, because of the reusable bag. Most big box stores had reverted to single-use plastic bags, under the guise of protecting the cashiers handling those. 

As she turned to put the can back in the bag, she saw, peeking among the other boxes of tea, the familiar shape of a heart-shaped box of chocolates. 

The box was obviously expensive, because the satin-like fabric covered it, a glorious scarlet that promise 80% cacao-rich goodness. Just to think of the succulent cherry-chocolates or the marzipan-filled balls made her salivate. The hospital eatery had been cordoned off to visitors, reserved for the (no doubt valiant) health care personnel. She had to make do with an egg-salad sandwich from the machines.

“Here,” she said, to cover her trouble. 

Of course, this handsome man would be on his way to a nice meeting. 

She stretched her arm to avoid touching his wrist, glad for her gloves, so he would not have direct contact with her. Distributing Covid around was not in her plans.

As if he had guessed her intent, he propped up his bag (the twin curves of the chocolate box still jutting up) toward her to respect the distancing.

“Why, thank you!” he said, the wrinkles of his mask stretching sideways over a foot-wide smile. 

The Thank you rose in a light-hearted inflection that immediately lifted her mood. The words seemed to brush tiny gravels in his throat. She raised her head, in time to catch the gleam in his eyes, maybe a trick of the sun. 

She couldn’t see his neck under the vivid red scarf wrapped around and tucked under the rim of the knitted pullover. Nor could see smell anything in the frigid air, except to ascertain he didn’t wear any men’s perfume they called Cologne. She started thinking about the lips under the mask. 

Oh, how she would have loved to meet him last year!  

Then, she cast off those thoughts. That fancy heart-shaped box was destined to someone else. 

She steeled herself, a vessel powering on to leave his orbit, never to go back again. She molded her lips to say, well, it’s been nice meeting you, and thanks again for saving my life. 

Then, the first guitar accords of Strawberry Fields Forever rang from her handbag. The Strawberry tune served for her text messages
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