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      The purpose of a storyteller is not to tell you how to think, but to give you questions to think upon.

      —Brandon Sanderson
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      Tires of the black SUV slid across the frozen River Gorge Bridge in Fayetteville, West Virginia. As they braced for impact, the faces of the family of five wore terrified expressions, knowing their hope of survival looked bleak. Only gasps, seatbelts snapping taut, and the crunching of snow could be heard. The Silcrum’s were thrown forward in their seats as the truck smashed through the railing of the bridge, deployed the white clouds of the airbags, tottering over the edge. Nothing but the cloud-like fog was visible. A slow, creaking sway forward and the SUV fell freely. The family held onto what they could as the scene cut to small flashes, each moment in time, feeling surreal rather than a conscious stream. The SUV smacked the water beneath the bridge and disappeared into the fog of the day, and within moments, the glass windows cracked, filled the truck with water and claimed the fate of John, Miranda, Katie, Sarah, and little Justin.

      

      John Silcrum, a devoted husband, father, and financial analyst, was excited about the trip to West Virginia for him and his family. He had found the perfect spot, right across the River Gorge Bridge with  unimaginable scenery. He knew his wife would romanticize the moments spent standing on the bridge, the stone path beneath their feet on the walking trail, breathtaking views and fallen leaves this time of year. It was late-October. The kids were out for a week for fall break and while the weather would be chilly under the Virginian skies, the distant waterfalls, outdoor bonfire, and hiking trails would be a sight to see for the kids.

      Nothing brought John more pleasure than to see the smiling faces of his children, packed, and ready for their first adventure of the school year. He and Miranda had done well raising three beautiful children. Katie, 10, Sarah, 7, and Justin, 4. They had been together since their teens and fell deeper in love, the older they got. Children simply brought them together more, as they both valued having a big family and being close. These trips were the sentiments they all needed to stay connected, considering their busy schedules.

      John was at the office. He earned a six-figure salary at AAMB Global Investments, though his dream job wasn’t to be a financial analyst. He was just always good with numbers. He had someday hoped to author a successful book or two and live off that income, but that dream seemed few and far between with three children and a wife. However, Miranda still worked to support her family. She was a professor at a local University in Rock Hill, South Carolina, where the family lived.

      John hardly took a vacation. His income was much more than Miranda’s, which didn’t matter, but he loved to keep money saved for emergencies and have a separate stash if he lived out his dreams. Just as he packed his leather bag with his laptop and company files, his boss, Kyle walked in for a chat.

      “So, someone thinks they deserve a vacation,” Kyle said.

      “Yes, the family and I are headed to West Virginia this afternoon.”

      “And what about those files we discussed earlier this week? Shit John, you seem to get everything done, but what you need to do around here.” Kyle’s cynical voice echoed. It was only Wednesday, the middle of the week, so not much time had passed since Monday.

      “I have them in my bag. I planned to take a peep at them a time or two while on vacation.” John responded.

      “Hmm, I needed those yesterday. Got time to knock them out in the next hour?”

      “I don’t. You know how I am about timeliness. I don’t want us to miss our flight, and I definitely don’t want to let the family down for this vacation.” John glanced at the picture of smiling faces on his desk. It was his family on Easter, dressed in their seersucker shades of blue.

      “Okay motherfucker. Get those gah damn files to me by Friday or it’s your ass.” Kyle said. “We’re already a month into Q4.” In a traditional setting, Kyle would only speak formally to his employees, but with John, things were very different.

      John chuckled at Kyle’s remarks. He was the best financial analyst in Rock Hill and knew his shit better than anyone, so he wasn’t worried about being fired. He was only focused on the time he spent this week with his family. He packed the last of his items in his bag and saw himself and Kyle out of his office.
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        * * *

      

      “Baby, I thought you were going to be late,” Miranda said, leaning into her husband for a welcoming kiss.

      “You know how I am about punctuality,” John said, nestling her face between his palms. “Everybody packed and ready to go?”

      “Yep, all the bags are packed.”

      Moments later, their UberXL SUV pulled in their driveway to take them to the airport. John beamed at the smiling faces of his family as he knew this vacation was well overdue, and he’d do all he could to maximize their time together. After getting through TSA and grabbing a few snacks and juices from the expensive gift shop, the family boarded their flight. They walked the narrow-carpeted aisle of the airplane as the female flight attendants greeted them and other passengers. Miranda carried the kid’s blankets and stuffed other items in the overhead compartment. They made it to their center section seats as Miranda, Katie, and Sarah sat together and John sat with Justin. The kids had their headphones and kindle fire 7s and sat back in their seats as the attendants gave safety instructions before take-off. The roar of the engine fired and moved swiftly while the plane sped up into the sky. Fayetteville was only 4.5 hours from Rock Hill, so their flight lasted only an hour and a half because of the gusty winds and heavy snow blanketing the city.

      When the Silcrum family arrived in West Virginia, they were greeted by a city filled with snow at every turn. It was beautiful. Very different from what they expected to find in November, but they were pleased. John retrieved the rental car, and the family set forth their adventure to their private cabin in the woods. They drove slowly as the slushy snow mixture swished across the tires of the black SUV. Miranda picked up the brochure of their temporary home for the next five days that John slipped  in between the driver's seat and center console.

      “Wow, this is beautiful,” she said as she continued to read. “Pebble stoned walkways with grounds ringed by trees and bushes. A man-made fire pit, a pile of chopped firewood, picnic tables and a gas grill. A perfect, sticky-marshmallow getaway for children and intimate, under-the-stars experience for adults.” John shook his head.

      “This was supposed to be a surprise.”

      “It still is,” Miranda said as she snuggled against his arm as he drove. In the distance, was the beautiful and popular New River Gorge Bridge sitting above what looked like low-hanging clouds or fog. Snow continued to fill the air. Hardy tufts of grass peeked through the snow in some areas along the tree-line, right before the bridges entrance. The bright and warmth-less sun peeked over the tall trees in the distance. They were scattered and sparse and the sun glared off the snow. The children pressed their palms against the glass, looking out the window, admiring the howling winds, bright snow, and winter fog. John was startled by a deer jumping out of the trees. His heart jolted in fear, as his jerk on the steering wheel caused them to slide on the icy road.
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