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The two-lane road wound its way around the foothills of the lower Appalachians like a ribbon carelessly tossed on the ground. Anna Chadwick gripped the steering wheel tighter and eased her foot from the gas pedal. The long day’s drive bearing down on her, she began to reconsider. Nothing about this makes sense. No one just picks up and leaves everything behind. I don’t even know where I’m headed. 

Panic took root. Confused tears blurred her vision. She wiped at them with the back of an uncertain hand, then gave her head a determined shake. 

"No! You can do this. You have to do this." She placed a maternal hand on the small bulge of her stomach. "They deserve a chance. Both of them." 

With this thought, she pushed away her panic and drove on. Yet when dusk threatened, the uneasy feeling returned. How much farther would she have to go? Was she on the right road? The landscape looked the same no matter which road she took, rolling hills populated by thick pockets of pines. With no directions, one could easily get lost in an area like this. She’d taken this road because at the moment she had to make a decision, it seemed the road to take. Now, she wasn’t sure. Nothing really distinguished this road from the other five or six she passed up already. That suffocating thought was enough to make her consider turning around. 

Then, as the road curved, she saw it. 

"Yes," she sighed. Just like the dream, the recurring dream that began over a month ago, one that had her driving this very road. Yes, this road, she thought, and nodded, all doubt gone. I remember this. I remember all of this. There’s the weathered old billboard. That barn too! She drove the car to the top of the next hill. "And that!" 

She jerked the steering wheel hard and pressed on the brakes; the car skidded onto the shoulder. The instant the vehicle screeched to a stop, she shoved the gearshift into park, pressed the button to lower the driver’s-side window and stared out. "I’m not crazy," she half-laughed and cried. "I’m not!" 

She studied the quaint one-level motel with a keen eye that confirmed it appeared exactly as it did in last night’s dream, the only time she’d seen anything in the dream other than the road itself and surrounding landscape. She looked up at the unlit neon sign, also new to last night’s dream, and read aloud, "Mountain View Inn." 

She gave herself a moment, just a moment to recover, then shifted the car back into drive, pulled into the motel’s parking lot and stopped under the office’s covered awning. Loose gravel crunched beneath her feet when she stepped out, and the unlit neon sign popped and buzzed to life in the sultry dusk alive with the sounds of cicadas. 

* * * 
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MOUNTAIN VIEW INN BELONGED to recently widowed Martha Keltz. Following the death of her husband, she took up residence at the inn. She wasn’t much on driving, and home before her husband passed was a thirty-minute trip at best. 

The winter months at Mountain View were the busy months. Few customers stopped by any other time of the year. Therefore Martha took her time when she heard the small copper bell over the door clatter loudly. Frumpishly dressed and not overly excited about being interrupted, she turned the volume down on her game show, pushed herself up from her recliner and lumbered out of her office/apartment. More than likely just someone needing directions, she thought. 

She glanced at the young woman on the other side of the counter. She looked to be in her mid to late twenties, maybe early thirties. Something about her made it hard to tell. Martha wrote it off as just someone who appeared older than their actual age. But this individual also looked tired. 

"Can I help you?" she asked. Something else told her she wanted more than directions. 

"I’d like a room for the evening." 

Martha didn’t make a habit of turning customers down but in the off-season she often did. If enough daylight remained, she always encouraged potential customers to drive on. She only made exceptions if more than one room would be needed. "You might do better driving on a bit farther. I don’t usually get a lot of business this time of year. And there aren’t any restaurants or shops around either. Plenty more accommodations if you drive a little further north." 

The young woman replied, "So you don’t have any vacancies?" 

"Goodness yes I have vacancies. I just wanted to let you know you’d have more to choose from if you continued on north a little ways. As you can see, there isn’t much around here." 

Her guest breathed relief. "I’d prefer not to drive on." 

"All right." Martha shrugged, looked past her customer to her car parked outside. "You’re traveling alone?" 

"Yes." 

"Then I’ll put you close to the office." She pulled out a ledger to begin the check-in process. 

"I’d like to be as far away from the office as possible. If you don’t mind." 

Martha looked up, confused. "You’re traveling alone, and you’d like a room away from the office?" 

"Yes." 

The young woman seemed certain enough, but Martha wasn’t. Why would a young woman traveling alone want to stay at the other end of the motel, when she could choose from any other room? No real reason came, so she took a stab at it. "I don’t make that much noise if that’s your concern." 

Her customer shifted uneasily. "I just really prefer to have the room I asked for." 

Martha went back to her ledger shaking her head. It wasn’t like the room wasn’t ready for a guest. "Suit yourself. I’ll put you at the very end, then. And oh, my name is Martha...." 

* * * 
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ANNA DUG INTO HER PURSE and handed Martha a credit card and her license, relieved she’d finally convinced the innkeeper that she was certain of her decision. She didn’t know how much longer she could hold up under the scrutiny. She wasn’t prepared to explain why she didn’t want to drive on. 

Martha grabbed at a pair of reading glasses that hung around her neck and set them in place on the end of her nose. Just as she leaned down to write, the door behind her, left ajar when she exited, opened a little farther. Curious, Anna glanced that way but saw nothing to explain the door opening as far as it did, too much for a draft to have moved it. 

She had her answer when an energetic Pomeranian came bounding around the desk, its tiny nails clacking about on the tile floor. "Well aren’t you just the cutest thing," she said. 

Martha glanced over her shoulder at the slightly opened door. "I guess I didn’t pull that shut when I came out." She peered over the counter, over the top of her glasses. "Some guests don’t mind her. Others do. Plus I never know how Mimi will react." 

Anna knelt down to pet the small dog. "But she’s so sweet." 

"Most of the time, but I can’t take a chance. She is good company though. And she’s a good judge of character. She seems to like you." 

Anna straightened when she looked up and saw Martha with her key. Mimi took her enthusiasm back to the other side of the desk, where a treat awaited her. 

"Just sign here and we’re done." Martha leaned forward slightly. "If you change your mind ... about wanting a closer room I mean ... just let me know." 

––––––––
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Chapter 2 
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Anna declined Martha’s offer to show her to her room. She was ready to be alone. She drove her car around to the room on the end and parked, gathered her purse, pulled the straps over one shoulder, and collected the one overnight bag she’d packed that morning. She then straightened and inhaled deep. The thick musk of pine worked to relax her, as did the collective mating drone of male cicadas’ that rose and fell with fervor. 

A moment later she locked her car, took her room key in hand and noticed as she walked that the sun had disappeared behind the thick ridge of pines to the west. The weight of her journey crashed down on her. She was truly tired. 

She unlocked the room’s door and stepped inside. Two lamps atop matching tables flanked the bed, and came on when she flipped a switch beside her. The light they offered was dim, but enough to make out the modestly decorated room: king-size bed, a long desk along the wall adjacent to it. She walked over to the dresser’s mirror and stared at her reflection, confirmed she indeed looked as tired as she felt. 

"Boo," she said to her waiflike image. "Aren’t you a sight?" 

She pushed back a lock of pale blonde hair, shivered when she saw several individual strands break off and fall at her touch. Her hair used to be something she was proud of. 

Turning away from the mirror, she pulled her arms around her tight. According to the thermostat on the wall, it was a comfortable seventy-five degrees yet she felt cold. 

She knew her weight had a lot to do with that. She’d dropped five pounds in just the last month. Where once she’d been a fit 120 pounds, the scale this morning barely registered 110. So much about her had changed. It didn’t bother her though. How could it? By all accounts, she should be dead. And she would’ve been, if not for the visitor that night at the hospital, a visit Anna deemed as divine intervention since nothing else made sense. 

And divine intervention made perfect sense, since she’d prayed that somehow her unborn children be spared the untimely death sentence handed to her. She accepted she was dying, yet she didn’t want that for her children. She wanted them to have a chance. Shortly after that prayer went out, the visitor–the entity–came to call. Seconds before the heart monitor flat-lined, she heard it–or felt it, she still wasn’t sure. It came to her and gave her this message: I can help you Anna Chadwick. I can save your children if you allow it. 

No matter how hard she tried to get the doctors to tell her otherwise, none could tell her that her children could be saved. And now this voice did. The following morning, after conditions took a dramatic turn for the better, those same doctors, stunned by her miraculous recovery, couldn’t keep her from going home with at least another month to live. 

Anna placed her purse on the bed and reached inside it for the prenatal vitamins she’d packed earlier. Her doctor only prescribed them at her insistence. He saw no real benefit, and tried to explain that to her. But the doctor didn’t know what she knew, and since prescribing the vitamins didn’t actually hurt anything, he humored her. 

Vitamins in hand, she walked to the sink and picked up a glass and removed the protective shrink-wrap, then drew water from the tap and used the water to down the vitamins. She laughed at the fluttering in her womb, so much like a startled butterfly flitting about, just like she’d heard. "I’ll bet you two were thirsty." She said "you two" even though the ultrasound confirmed one twin would be stillborn. The visitor said she could save both children though and this is what Anna chose to believe. 

After the day’s drive, it felt good to just stretch out, as she did now on the king-size bed. Her purse was next to her; she pulled it over and reached inside for the pamphlets. The images on each one varied, but all of them had some artist’s depiction of her disease. She opened the first one and reread the words partly responsible for her journey today. 

Women diagnosed with Acute Lymphoblastic Leukemia who decline both termination and chemotherapy often die with the previable fetus in utero. 

If only things had happened differently. If only she could’ve known about the cancer before she and Zachary decided to start a family. 

"Zachary," she said, not realizing she was speaking aloud or whimpering her husband’s name. She’d kept everything a secret. She hadn’t explained about the entity or anything else. Yet how could she explain what she didn’t understand herself? 

The deep sting of guilt shot through her, recalling the short note she’d left that morning, to say she would return after she worked things out. Zachary deserved better. But if things went as the entity promised, she wouldn’t have to explain anything. She could just return home and Zachary would be overjoyed to see her. Even though it wouldn’t be her. 

* * * 
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AT THE PIERCING HIGH-pitched beep, Martha flailed about in her recliner, roused from her doze. A lightning flash outside had Mimi up and barking and frantically running in concentric arcs around the recliner. The weather radio sat on the table next to the recliner. She stabbed the button to silence it, then took hold of the television remote. 

The show she’d been watching wasn’t on the screen. Instead it was the local weatherman, talking about intense storms moving through the area. 

"Come on, Mimi," Martha said while she pushed herself up and out of the chair. "Let’s get you one of your pills before it gets worse." As she often did, she wondered if Mimi’s terror of storms and lightning had to do with the electrical discharge, thinking that a dog’s senses might be affected somehow. 

On her way across the room, she stopped to peer out the window that faced the parking lot. Her guest hadn’t changed her mind. Martha sighed deeply and moved along to her kitchen. "It just doesn’t make sense," she muttered. "A young woman traveling alone should be smarter. And now there’s a storm coming." 

Another flash of lightning, another flare-up by Mimi, and she moved on to get the medicine. 
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Chapter 3 
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Anna lay on her side, the additional weight in her abdomen making this position more comfortable than lying on her back, her preference when resting. Until just a few weeks ago it hadn’t really mattered, now it did. At the thought of how quickly the pregnancy had progressed, a silent tear slid down her cheek. 

It had been three days since she’d last taken the medication her doctor prescribed. Now, there was nothing to slow the cancer. After she left the hospital that day, after her short-lived recovery, the doctors insisted she continue taking the medication. But the medication had warnings for pregnant women and she didn’t want to take any more chances. Yet three days with no medicine meant it wouldn’t be long. She went to wipe the tear away from her cheek but realized she couldn’t even raise her arm. Weak, so weak. She’d prayed that night in the hospital. She prayed again now. Another plea for the two lives she carried: Save my babies. A silent plea. She tried to say the words aloud, but had no energy or strength. 

* * * 
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IT HOVERED IN THE ATMOSPHERE just above earth, and pulsated in rhythm with Anna’s weakening heartbeat, absorbing and ingesting energy from spiraling filaments of plasma. It pulsated slower as Anna’s heart did, then began to descend toward earth. It traveled a planned path, a destination in mind while it moved with purpose and direction as though heading toward a beacon. It easily navigated through the first few layers of earth’s atmosphere before it ran into trouble. 

The storm clouds extended some forty thousand feet into the atmosphere. Negative and positively charged molecules within the clouds combined and discharged. Each discharge disoriented and confused the entity off its planned path. It struggled to stay on course. 

* * * 
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THE VET HAD SAID TO give her one tablet, but then told Martha to use her discretion. Mimi had reacted so horribly to the lightning, so much worse than usual, if that were even possible, Martha did give Mimi two of the pills. Her pet settled almost instantly. As the lightning continued outside, Martha was glad she’d doubled the dose. 

The cloud-to-cloud lightning continued to illuminate the night sky outside, but according to the weatherman, the worst of the storms had passed to the south. Perhaps she could get some sleep now as well. She reached to pull the blinds shut when a brilliant bolt shot from the sky. She threw an arm up over her eyes to protect against the sheer brightness; when she lowered it, her mouth fell open. The bolt had hit the large neon sign out front. Colored neon gas exploded out of the tubes that carried it. The plastic parts of the sign had shredded and were raining down. Mouth agape, she stood and stared at the empty metal frame. She could just make it out as the lightning continued to flash. 

* * * 
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AT FIRST, ANNA COULDN’T tell what had changed her limbo-like state, just that something had. 

With renewed energy from what seemed like a short nap, she pushed up on her elbows, breathed in as someone who’d been drowning and had just broken the water’s surface. She took a moment to settle then realized, with no one in sight, she didn’t feel alone anymore. The hairs on her arms and the back of her neck stood on end. This sensation, she recognized from that night in the hospital. 

Static electricity, she thought. It’s here. 

Yes. Just as I promised. 

Anna heard no voice but the words were clear in her mind. While she was trying to form an answer, the entity spoke again. 

But I’m afraid my arrival might have caused some structural damage. The sign I used as a beacon exploded upon impact. 

She gasped concern. "You weren’t hurt?" 

Just a little disoriented by the large discharges of electricity from the storm. 

Anna’s thoughts went immediately to the life this entity carried, but before she could ask the entity answered, We’re both fine. 

Anna no longer had the energy to hold herself up on her elbows, and lowered herself to the pillow. "I’m so weak. I know the time is close." 

It is. 

"I ... I can’t tell you how much this means to me." 

I have trouble expressing the enormity of my gratitude as well. Without you, the life I carry would have no chance at all. 

"It seems God knows what he’s doing," Anna whispered. "I prayed, you know ... for my children to be spared." 

As did I. 

So prayer is universal, Anna thought. Or rather, galactic. This supported her theory of divine intervention. Then, she remembered: When they’d done the ultrasound, they only found one heartbeat. Anna was told one twin would either be absorbed by her body, or be stillborn. She closed her eyes, breathed deep. "And ... what you said before ... you can save both children?" 

My offspring will play host to your son’s body. Give it life in the same manner I will do for you. In fact, this is already happening. 

"I don’t feel any differ–" Something kicked inside her. She managed a little laugh. Oh my, I felt that." 

Would you like to visit with them before you leave? Would you like to visit with the boys? 

"Boys? You can tell?" It had been too early at the time of the ultrasound. "Yes. I’d love to see them. Can I see them now?" 

Whenever you’re ready Anna Chadwick. 

"Please, call me Anna. Do you have a name?" 

I do not carry a label as such. 

"Well, I have to call you something. Even angels have names, and you’re certainly that." She mused over her options. "How about I just refer to you as my electric angel? That certainly fits you." 

Very well Anna. And if you are ready now, I believe I can facilitate the visit. 

She gazed around the room and closed her eyes. "I am ready." 

* * * 
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"YES. HELLO. I’M NOT sure who I should speak to–never had to call 911 before about something like this. But I need to report storm damage. Lightning just struck the big sign in front of my motel. Yes, Mountain View Inn. The damn thing just exploded! There’s plastic and glass everywhere. I just wanted to let someone know. There might be debris in the road." 

Martha listened while the voice on the other end asked questions. "Yes," she said. "We still have power, though the lights do keep dimming. Like the load is too much." She looked up as the lights dimmed and brightened once more, then returned to a steady glow. "Never mind," she said after a moment. "That problem seems to have straightened itself out. But I am worried someone will drive over something broken and lose a tire or something. Yes ... thank you." 

She hung up and went back to the window, then thought of her shy guest. She hadn’t heard a peep out of her. She glanced at the telephone, wondered if she should try her room, just in case she was huddled in there, frightened about the noise. But why? she finally decided. If the exploding sign hadn’t bothered her enough to call the office then she must be fine. 
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Chapter 4 


[image: image]


The cicadas no longer droned. The storm had passed. It was seven-thirty the following morning. Anna’s form lay motionless on the bed. The only visible sign she still lived was the subtle rise and fall of her chest. Then her eyes fluttered open. 

After a moment, she pushed herself up, swung her legs over the edge and sat. She took the prenatal vitamins from her purse, still next to her on the bed, and washed two down with a glass of water. She did all of this just as if everything was the same. 

* * * 
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FEATHER DUSTER IN HAND, Martha straightened and turned toward the lobby’s front door when the brass bell over it clanged. "Good morning," she said to her only guest, indicated a tray of breakfast rolls under a domed Plexiglas cover. "I put some sweet rolls out if you want some. Made a fresh pot of coffee too. That was quite a storm we had last night. Did you sleep well?" 

Anna opened her mouth but no words came out. At least not right away. A good minute passed before finally she replied, "I ... slept well. Thank you." 

"Okay," Martha replied, though baffled by why it took Anna so long to answer a simple question. "I guess you’ve come to check out, then." 

"Yes." 

At least that answer came without delay. 

Martha moved over to take the room key Anna proffered, but stopped short when Mimi raced out from behind the counter, barking and yapping as if the storm last night were in full swing again. And her aggression seemed to be aimed at Anna. 

"I don’t understand," Martha said while she bent to scoop Mimi up with one arm. "She warmed up so fast to you yesterday. Perhaps it’s the medicine I gave her last night. Something the vet prescribed for her. She’s terrified of storms." She gave an embarrassed chuckle. "Mimi’s terrified, not the vet." 

Eyes wide, Mimi continued to emit low growls. Martha apologetically reached out with her free hand to take the key Anna held out. "I’m so very sorry she’s acting this way. You’re all paid up, so I’ll just take that so you can be on your way–" 

When she grabbed onto the jagged metal end, her body tensed and stiffened, and low gurgling sounds came from her throat. She remained like that until Anna yanked the key away. 

"I–I’m sorry," Anna stammered, backed away and placed the key on the check-in desk instead. "I haven’t quite adjusted yet. I’m truly sorry." 

The bell over the door clanged upon her exit. Breathing hard, Martha tilted her head down to look at Mimi cradled in the nook of her arm. Every golden hair on Mimi’s body stood on end, or so it seemed. Martha then caught sight of her own image in a nearby mirror; her mousy brown hair formed a bizarre halo around her head. "Would
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