                                                            The Last Tear
                                                         By   Samuel Minot  

       A young woman in her early teens rides her bicycle along an oceanfront road that is shaded by an overhead canopy of tall deciduous trees. She enthusiastically pedals faster and then swerves left to bank up a driveway that goes up a steep hill. Pedaling until she tires, she then hops off the bike to walk the rest of the way up. At the top of the hill is her home, a pale yellow clapboard house that has a commanding view of the ocean. Two islands are about a mile offshore and a dozen or so sailboats whiten triangles out in the blue ocean of late summer. Once up the hill she gets back on her bike and rides the short distance to her home and then glides her bike onto the grass, dropping it there just off the driveway next to where her mother’s blue Volvo is parked.
     “Mom!” she yells into the open air.

     “I’m out here!” a voice answers from outside on the ocean side of the house across the lawn. The girl dropped her knapsack then skipped over to where her mom was, gardening in the rock garden, pulling up weeds. “Sofia how was your day?” her mother asked as she stood up holding her soiled hands away from her body.
     “It was fun. I liked some of the new kids I met in my class.” It was Sofia’s first day back at school, a ninth grader now and glad that school is back in session. It is the 13th of September, 2001 and it is two days after the terrorist attack in New York City that killed thousands and shocked the country. “They keep saying America’s under attack. Are we going to get attacked here Mom?”
     “I doubt it dear.” Her mother, Helen, continued the dirty job she was involved in. “But you never know!”

     “At school we talked all about it and lots of kids and even some teachers seemed vengeful about getting back at the people who did this. In Mr. Bell’s class all we did was talk about this so called war that started two days ago. When I said, ‘How do you get back at the people who did this when they are dead!’  He got mad at me and said that they were sent by evil organizations to carry out this cowardly act. I would say that’s being pretty brave to kill yourself in a suicide mission!” Sofia paced back and forth on the lawn as her mom kept yanking up little weeds. “And then when Jane Conrad asked him why they would want to die themselves in such a horrible crash Mr. Bell didn’t answer her so I did, telling her that maybe their people’s lives were so bad back in their own country and that maybe the U.S. has something to do with that. Then Mr. Bell got angry at me again so I stopped talking.”

     With a deep breath, Sofia’s mom stopped gardening and said, “Daddy had two close friends who died in those collapsing buildings you know!” She clapped her hands together to brush off the dirt. “Let’s just hope that our country’s retaliation doesn’t escalate into a war where many more innocent people will die. Now where is your brother?”

     “I haven’t seen him all day.” At that, the younger brother, Pablo, appeared in the distant, through the veil of the wooded property, biking slowly up the hill.

     “Now let’s go inside and fix us up some dinner. Take these tomatoes into the kitchen for me and I’ll be right in and we can make some salsa.”

     “Okay Mom!” Sofia said and she put a handful of freshly picked tomatoes into a sack she made by pulling out the front of her shirt. Once in the kitchen she put them on the countertop. “Oh shoot!” she said to herself when she saw the bloodlike stains on her white shirt from a punctured tomato. She picked up the remote on and turned on the television which was up in the corner of the room over the refrigerator. 
     George W. Bush was making a live speech: “I’m not going to take this sitting down,” he said. “We are going to find these terrorists, smoke them out, and get them wherever they are! Anyone and everyone who harbors terrorists will be targeted for this is the greatest country in the world and…” Sofia changed the channel but all the channels had Bush’s speech on, so she turned it off. Her brother came into the kitchen and quietly went over to the refrigerator and opened the door and stood there looking for something to eat. 
     His mother came in and said, “Alex will you shut that door! You’re letting all the cold air out.” He silently did and then walked outside onto the lawn and started kicking a soccer ball around. “Okay sweetie, let’s see…we’ve got tomatoes, onions, cilantro, peppers...”

     “Do we have to have peppers in it?”

     “No. But Papi likes them and so do I.”

     “Alex doesn’t.”

     “Okay, no peppers. And we can add a little lime.” Her mom washed her hands and then flipped the television back on. Bush was still speaking. Sofia grabbed the remote and turned it off.
     “Sofe!” her mom said a little perplexed.

     “I’m sorry but I have had it with him and all this stuff. I mean they must’ve shown those planes slicing into that tall skinny building a hundred times!” The phone rang and Sofia got up to answer it. “Daddy!” she exclaimed then paused a while to listen to what he had to say. “Okay I’ll tell her. Love you too!” She hung up and relayed to her mother that he wouldn’t be coming home for dinner because he had an emergency operation to perform. Helen sighed and hung her head but kept chopping the tomatoes for their salsa. “What else are we having for dinner Mom?”
     “Pork chops and rice.”

     “Yum, I’m hungry!”

     The three of them had dinner together and then the kids did their homework in separate rooms of the house. Sofia whizzed through her assignments for she was exceptionally intelligent. Once done, she read for a while then sat in her room with the lights off and she looked out into the clear starry night sky. She could hear the pleasant but somber music that played downstairs. It was her mom playing the cello – she was a professional classical musician. Sofia looked up at the stars, knowing that what she was seeing was the past for the light that they emitted took ages to get to earth; and more miraculously was the fact that all the stars visible to the naked eye were ones that were of our galaxy which was only one of billions! She wondered what other worlds were out there. Surely there were other people like us out there. If we were able to meet them, would we be friends? Maybe they wouldn’t want to be friends with us since we are such warring, violent bunch. A shooting star streaked across the sky and she felt a tingling through her body. It was beautiful and peaceful there where she was, but Sofia knew that the world out there beyond her quaint little town  was fraught with problems, problems so intense that she started to cry. Her mother’s music was beautiful but sad as well. Sofia’s breathing stuttered with her attempts to control her emotions like it was in unison with the fluid tune her mother played.
     The school year went by and Sofia got straight A’s. Her school wasn’t challenging enough for her and her abilities often made her peers and even some teachers alienate her. In just her second year of studying French she became almost fluent. Already bi-lingual, speaking Spanish since her father was a Puerto Rican, she picked up languages easily and wanted to learn more of them but the curriculum at school didn’t supply her needs. Her parents were perplexed as to why she wanted to be such a linguist. “Because I have a universal perspective,” she told them, “and I might want to travel.”
     “That’s fair enough!” her dad responded, thrilled with her eagerness to learn. “I’ll look into finding you private tutors so you may learn more languages.” He did and within a year she learned many more. After school the tutors would come over to their house: a Chinese woman for a while, then an Indian Seik dressed in his turban and long beard. Sofia even bought tapes of foreign languages and learned on her own, listening to them with headphones on while she walked around the house mumbling to herself. It all sunk in and she retained it all like a sponge.

     Her brother Pablo wasn’t as gifted academically, more the athletic type. He was proud of his sister and he defended her fiercely when other kids at school made fun of her because she was different than they were. The heckling from other kids became a problem. The principal met with her parents to recommend that Sofia go to a special school that he knew of overseas for special students like her. One was located in southern Spain and another on the island country of Taiwan. At sixteen now and not learning anything at her school, Sofia was thrilled at this opportunity as were her parents who wanted the best for their child. She chose to go to the one in Taiwan for she felt that exposure to the Far East would be a more learning experience. 

     Halfway through her junior year, Sofia flew off to Taiwan. Bidding her family farewell for a while, she took the long plane ride to the other side of the world. She loved flying in airplanes, such an angelic experience it was to soar through the clouds. In her prior flights to Puerto Rico to visit her relatives, she always tried to sit next to the window to marvel at the view. Once at the airport in Tai Pei, she was greeted by a man from the Academy who held a sign up across his chest that said: SOFIA FLORES.

     “Hello, I’m Sofia,” she said to the Asian man who looked to be in his sixties. She held her hand out to shake his but instead he smiled and bowed to her. She felt almost embarrassed for it seemed like he was treating her like royalty or something, even though she understood that this was simply their custom.
     “Greetings and welcome to Taiwan. I am Chan Yu from the Chang Kai Chek Institute.” He smiled warmly at her. They went to the baggage claim area, got her stuff, went through the rest of customs and then went to his car, a sleek black sedan parked nearby.

     “It’s warm here!” Sofia said as he put her two bags into the trunk.

     “Yes.” Chan kept smiling like a smile was plastered on his face. They drove off away from the airport. Chan was a silent, inscrutable man. Sofia admired this for it was different from most Americans who would be trying to strike up a conversation even if it was flaunty and superficial. She gazed out the window and noticed this island was not much unlike Puerto Rico. It was quite populated and off in the hills were visible shanty houses all crammed together. Other places they drove through had more opulent houses, the neighborhoods of the rich. Finally, Chan said something. “You a very smart girl. Yes?”

     “Oh I don’t know.” Sofia said with modesty.

     “You must be because Institute for very smart students. We will be there soon.” After a bit more driving through less populated areas they came to a gated compound and Chan stopped there. Two armed guards in military uniforms came out to inspect his car and its contents. Chan was no longer smiling. “Another new student for the Institute,” he said to them in Mandarin. They checked some papers and then let them in.

     “Do you speak many different languages here?” Sofia said to Chan in Mandarin as they kept driving through a well landscaped area that led up to a big stone mansion.

     A little surprised that she knew his tongue, Chan smiled again and said, “Yes, here in Taiwan we have many different ethnic groups from all of Southeast Asia.” He parked the car in front of a wide stone staircase that lead up to the mansion that housed this school. A man and a woman came out and walked down to the car to greet them.

     “Hello Sofia and welcome to the Chang Kai Chek Institute. My name is Leona Li and this is Mr. Procter, the dean of students here.” She shook their hands, slightly bowing her head, adopting the local custom.

     “Come in and we’ll show you our facilities here.” Mr. Procter said. He was a tall elderly fellow of mixed Caucasian and Asian blood. Once up the staircase, he held open the huge wooden door that had ornate designs carved into it, and they entered into the beautiful interior. A dark marble floor that looked like black ice reflected the dim lights that staggered the dark brown mahogany paneled walls that stretched down a long hallway that opened farther ahead into a gardened outdoor patio. Sofia saw a few students seated in chairs reading out on the patio. “We’ve been looking forward to meeting you Sofia for we’ve heard a great deal about you,” the dean told her.
     “Really!” she responded with surprise.

     “Absolutely, your test scores were some of the highest we’ve seen in a long time! Please excuse me now and allow Ms. Li here to show you around and get you settled in.” 
     “Thank you sir. Nice to meet you.” 
     “Come now, let’s get you registered and I’ll show you around,” Leona told her and they did a little paperwork at the reception office then they toured the compound. It was an exquisite place, obviously wealthy and heavily endowed. “You will find that other students here are like you, and you will see that they come from all over the world.” They walked through a study hall area and students of different races were immersed in their books. Some studied on their laptop computers. There was a laboratory and a computer room as well. They had an observatory that was located atop a little hill just off the mansion’s patio garden. Leona then showed Sofia her living quarters. She had her own room, a nice large bed, a desk with a desktop computer, and two narrow glass doors that opened out to a shallow balcony that overlooked the courtyard below. “You share this bathroom with your neighbor here,” Leona said pointing to the adjacent room. “Fatima lives here. She’s a Moroccan girl who’s new here too. I am sure you will like her.”
     “This is beautiful. Thank you!” Sofia said then yawned for she was very tired from the long trip.

     “You can unpack your stuff and take a nap if you would like dear. I’ll meet you at seven in the dining room, alright?”
     “Okay, see you then.” She started unpacking her stuff, put things in drawers, paused to look at a framed picture she brought of her family, kissed it and place it on top of her drawer. She hung some clothes in a narrow closet then stepped over to the veranda balcony to look out at the view of this new land she was in. In the late afternoon light, she saw a fancy looking bird fly into a tree nearby. It was the size of a pheasant, brownish, with a yellow head, and long, white streamer tail feathers. She watched it for a moment then it took off into flight and flew right up to her balcony, landing just feet in front of her on the cast iron railing. She backed off a little bit, startled by its boldness. It was regal looking in its fancy plumage. She looked into its eyes which were yellow with black pupils. All of the sudden it spoke.
     “Ayudame,” it said in a low monotone voice. She fell to her knees. This was Spanish and it meant: help me. The bird ruffled its feathers, walked along the railing a little to get closer to her and said, “Todos necesitamos su ayuda!” It then flew off and disappeared into the canopy of trees beyond the courtyard. Sofia remained in repose on the floor. What had happened? Was she going crazy or was that some kind of local bird that had imitated some Spanish speaking people who lived out there somewhere in Taiwan. Exhausted, she fell asleep right there on the floor.
     After napping, she went downstairs and joined her sponsor Leona for dinner. It was buffet style and they served themselves and then sat down at a long wooden table that could seat as many as fifty people. After a little talk about her curriculum, Sofia said, “Do you have talking birds around here?”
     Leona looked up a bit puzzled and said, “Parrots you mean? Yes there are some on the island.”

     “It wasn’t a parrot but I saw this beautiful bird earlier this afternoon and it flew right up to my balcony and said something to me in Spanish.”

     Leona hurriedly swallowed the food that she was eating, wiped her mouth with a napkin, and said, “You’re kidding!”

     “I am not,” Sofia said emphatically.

     “Describe this bird to me.”

     “Well, it was pretty big.” She held her hands apart to show how long it was. “It had the most beautiful feathers: dark brownish blue underfeathers with a yellow head and a big fluffy white tail.”
     “I think I may know this bird. It sounds like a bird of paradise. I’ve seen them in Indonesia but never here.”

     “Well I saw one and it spoke to me in Spanish!”

     “They don’t talk dear. Maybe this was a dream you had while napping.”

     “Yes. Perhaps it was a dream,” Sofia said even though she knew it hadn’t been one. “I don’t even know what time it would be back home, but this long distance traveling is very tiring.”
     “That’s right dear. You go up and rest and you’ll feel better tomorrow. It takes a couple days to adapt to the new time zone,” Leona comforted her. Sofia went back to her room. The first thing she did was to walk over to the balcony to see if anything was outside – there wasn’t. Worn out, she collapsed onto her bed and fell asleep.
     In the morning, Sofia was woken up by a knock on her door. It was Leona. “Sofia you’re late for your first class. It’s 9:30.”

     “Oh no! I’m sorry. I’ll be right down.” She quickly got dressed then went downstairs to the room where she had a class. The class was already underway when she barged in, a little disheveled for she hadn’t time to brush her hair or anything. “Sofia Flores,” she said to the teacher. “I got here yesterday and I overslept because of my jetlag.”
     “Welcome to Classic Greek, Sofia. I am Mr. Costas.”  She took an empty seat. The class was rather small, only six other students in it. Mr.Costas continued his lessons. Stepping over to a bookshelf, he got a textbook for Sofia and delivered it to her.

     She took many interesting courses and they were very challenging for her. She made friends there easily for the other students were quite like her. Most people spoke English due to its wide spread use around the world, but other languages were commonly conversed for most all of them were multilingual. She was pleased that her studies of other languages could finally be utilized. Other courses like chemistry and advanced physics were difficult but she still scored very well.

     In another course, theoretical math, she met a brilliant Maori fellow from New Zealand. They got better acquainted outside of class and he taught her a good deal of his language, the language of the Polynesians called Maori. His name was Tan`e, a stocky guy with brown skin and long frizzy black hair. She marveled at how he often sat still for hours meditating with his eyes opened. When she asked him once what he was doing, he proceeded to tell her that he was configuring some long equation about matter’s static nature. “Mathematics is the basis of the universe.” he told her.
     “Well, then zero equals one. Right?” she responded with a more philosophical approach.
     “I suppose something so simple could ring true!” he said. “If it all did start and emanate from nothing and to nothing it all will return; then yes.” She liked talking to him and after she got closer to him she told him of her experience of the talking bird there on her first day. It fascinated him. He totally believed her. This sort of thing wasn’t so outlandish to him and his people unlike others such as Leona, who could only accept it as a dream or a delusion. He told her how his grandfather was a “Tohunga”, a religious leader, a type of shaman or superior priest who received arduous training in a “Whare Wananga” (house of learning). “A Tohunga has the ability to talk to the gods. I remember as a boy observing him talk to a large round boulder that sat up on a hill behind our village. He came back down and told everybody to gather up their crops and animals for a huge storm would soon hit. Everybody in our village did what he said, but people in other towns didn’t for there was no sign of an approaching storm on the white man’s modern meteorological equipment. Sure enough, the next day a huge cyclone hit the North Island and many people lost everything they had. We were fine, sheltered off in a cave site, though lots of our houses were damaged too. His power always scared me. My mom always said that I was a Tohunga too; but, I think am not. I am though in this house of learning with you! I think you, Sofia, are perhaps a Tohunga of sorts – even though in our culture they only are men. What is this bird of paradise that talks to you here in your native tongue? What does he mean when he says they need your help? Are we in paradise anymore – more and more people and more and more wars?”
     Sofia had her first romantic fling with Tan`e; however, it didn’t last long. He was a passionate man yet possessive and temperamental, often jealous and suspicious of other friends of hers. It led to fights and after breaking the jaw of a classmate, he was expelled and sent back home to Auckland. Sofia stuck to her studies and socialized less, despite other guys’ attempts to go out with her for she was very beautiful.
     The year went by quickly and when the school session ended in late May she headed back home for the summer. Her flight went across the Pacific to San Francisco where she changed planes to fly to Boston. Her parents and her brother met her at Logan airport. She was so happy to see them. Her mom gave her a bear hug but didn’t let go so her dad hugged both of them together. Alex just stood there next to them. Sofia broke free from her parents embrace to hug her brother. “You’ve grown so much Alex!” she said to him and with a smile he shrugged his shoulders. They got her bags and went out to their car to drive back to Manchester, about an hour to the north.
     “I have a summer job for you at Beverly hospital if you’d like?” her dad told her as he drove the busy industrial area of Revere.
     “That would be great Poppy! Doing what?” she said from the back seat, sitting next to Alex. 

     “Do you remember Dr. Gary? He could use some help in the child care of the maternity ward.”
     “Oh, I love babies!”

     “Or you could work with us at the North Shore Community Center,” her mom said bent around, peering back from the front seat. “We’re putting on the play “Bye Bye Birdie” in late July. Alex has a lead role!”

     “That’s great Alex!” she said giving him a playful jab of her elbow.

     “He’s become and incredible singer Sofe.”

     “I know Mom, he gets it from you.” Sofia’s expression changed for she saw a terrifying sight. In a split second there was a loud screech and a speeding sports car coming from the other direction had hopped over the guardrail and become airborne like a giant missile that was directed at the windshield of their car. Dr. Flores tried to avert this disaster by veering to the right, but the car landed on top of theirs, annihilating the front seat and its passengers instantly. The two cars tangled and were violently ripped apart, sending debris all over place, causing other cars behind them to suffer some damage as well. As fast as it all happened, it was all over. Pieces of the two cars and their passengers were scattered all over the road. One larger clump of metal that was their car smoked and then burst into flames. 
     People witnessing this catastrophe stopped their cars and ran about the site to see if they could help. About fifty yards away from the burning car a man found Sofia’s body laying face down. He bent down on one knee and examined her for signs of life. “Oow!” he uttered in pity for her for one side of her head had lost all its skin, exposing the whiteness of her skull under the red stain of her oozing blood. He saw her fingers twitching. “Over here!” he yelled to anyone that could help. “This one’s alive!”
     Almost immediately an ambulance was on the scene. The paramedics carefully placed her on a stretcher and whisked her to Mass. General Hospital. In the ambulance she lost her pulse and they frantically tried to revive her.

     Sofia found herself floating amongst what seemed like fog or clouds but patches of blue shone through here and there up above. She looked down and realized she was seated in the middle of a drifting rowboat that moved slowly across foggy, placid water. She was aware that she had just experienced that terrible car accident just moments ago but now she was here, alive still and unhurt. She felt a little cold and she touched a silky yellow robe that wrapped around her body. Some of the clouds parted and she made out that the blueness she saw ahead was that of an immense blue marble mansion. Drifting up to its massive wall, she looked out to see a rectangular opening low just above the waterline. A short granite pier jutted out there and her little oarless rowboat seemed to move towards it like it was being pulled by a magnet. Almost at the pier, she saw little people coming out of the large, opened rectangular doorway. They were young children, boys and girls five or six years old all dressed in white clothes. “Is this heaven and are these angels of some sort?” she thought to herself. As her boat pulled alongside the pier the little ones held out their hands and helped her out of the boat. They were all of different races and they were happy and joyous.                                                             

     Into the blue castle she was led. It was dark inside but the little ones pushed her on ahead. They came to a glowing white marble chair or throne of sorts and they seated her in it, then walked away back into the pitch black darkness. Suddenly, a bright light like the sun appeared overhead. Its refracted light played prismatic wonders with colors shimmering around what seemed like endless space overhead within the interiors of the room. A very low, pervading voice, seeming to have come from the sun, spoke. “My living spirit.” it said in a soft but resounding whisper. Then the white throne she was seated in began to glow brighter. Sofia looked down at her yellow robe and noticed it glowed as well, like a lamp’s light shade does when the bulb is turned on. Now it was evident that she wasn’t alone. The light that shined through her lit up the vicinity and she saw thousands of people seated in a massive arena that encompassed the place where she sat. All of the sudden they broke into a roaring cheer of applause.
     Sofia awoke and opened her eyes. She was in a hospital bed and by her side was her Puerto Rican grandmother, Nana, who was holding her hand. “Dios mio!” cried her grandmother. The nurse nearby rushed over to the bed then called for the doctor. Sofia gripped her grandmother’s hand and smiled. “Esto es un milagro!” the elderly lady said with tears of joy running down her cheeks. Sofia had been in a coma for almost two years! The doctor excitedly rushed an examination of her vital signs.
     “Incredible!” the doctor said. “And to think that we almost took her off the machines!” he said to the nurse next to him. “Can you hear me Sofia?” She nodded very slowly. “Can you speak?” She tried to utter something but was unable to talk. “The damage to her neo cortex has been substantial. It might be a while before she has her power of speech back,” he said to the grandmother who didn’t understand English, but nodded to him in approval anyway. Other doctors came into the room to witness the resurrection of this young woman. Her grandmother kept weeping.
     “Su familia se murio,” Nana said softly to Sofia under the rustle of the others talking. With what little energy Sofia had, she began to cry. Her grandmother bent over to kiss her on the forehead and Sofia then fell asleep.
     Sofia recovered quickly but remained in the hospital for a couple more weeks as she regained her strength. She soon could walk again but strangely was unable to talk though her thoughts were lucid and sharp as ever. She often pondered the experience she had while in the coma. Although she was in the coma for nearly two years, her conscious heavenly experience couldn’t have lasted more than fifteen minutes!

     When she slept she had fascinating dreams that seemed rather foreign to her for they were in foreign places and they seemed from another era in the past. She communicated by writing things down and she kept a pen and pad of paper next to her cot. As soon as she woke up from a dream she wrote down what had happened, to remember it better for they were often broken up, sometimes quite complicated and nonsensical.
     After a few weeks of recovery, she was ready to leave the hospital. But where would she go? Her family’s house had been sold by the lawyers of her father’s estate, presuming that the family had all died. Since she did survive, all her dad’s money was now hers. She wasn’t interested in going back to school for she was different now – she almost felt that she was a stranger to herself. She believed that she was here for some sort of mission for that bird back in Taiwan had asked for her help, plus that huge crowd back inside that blue mansion had cheered for her like she was their heroine. She decided to go live in Puerto Rico where her dad’s family lived near Ponce. At least she could share her inherited wealth with them. Before leaving the hospital her nurse noticed her diary of written dreams next to her bed. “I guess you’ve been reading the Bible quite a bit?” she commented to her departing patient.
     “Why’s that?” Sofia scrawled down on her pad.
     “Because you write about things that are very similar to stories that are in the New Testament.”

     “Thank you!” she scratched down on the pad of paper for her to read. “Thank you for everything!” It made things click a little for her. Although she was baptized as a Catholic, she had almost always shunned any sort of churchy activities in her life and was therefore ignorant of the stories in the gospels. Many of her dreams were parallel to the stories of Jesus and his experiences.
     Once back in Puerto Rico, she bought a little house that was for sale right next to her cousin’s and she settled in there. She immersed herself in the study of Christianity by getting books to read at the library. With the continuance of dreams that coincided with the life of Jesus or someone like him, she felt that she might even be the reincarnation of this holy figure. In her dreams she often found her persona to often be that of a man, a wandering spiritual trailblazer who also was a healer and an advocate for the poor and the weak. Some of the things were similar to stories of the gospels but many weren’t. Bored with his rural life in Judea, this man left home at the age of sixteen with two merchants he met who told him of great civilizations to the east. Abandoning his responsibilities with his family, he joined them and traveled with their caravans. He was exposed to various cultures and different kinds of religions of the ancient times. Though a Jew himself, he was open to all ideologies and ways of living, seeing the good in all of them. He learned the true essence of the world from the Buddhists: that creationism was constantly occurring, that the world was in a constant state of flux.  He studied the differences of the people he encountered, yet noticed many similarities wherever he went. Often, people suffered as prisoners of their own selves, which in reality were nothing more than constantly changing perceptions and desires. The abandonment of this non-changing, superficial self was the key to finding one’s true universal self. Sofia confided in her dreams and was soon able to summon them while meditating or praying in her waking state. She had undertaken an inward journey, an uncovering of her internal living spirit.
     After a couple months, her brain did heal and she could talk, but she chose not to. How many other lunatics were there out there who had claimed to be Jesus Christ? Even if she did come out and tell people that she was this second coming, no one would believe her and she would be ostracized or even murdered by some religious fanatic. So she chose to remain silent, keeping it all a secret, for it was something that was only necessary for her to know anyway. 
     Her cousins worried about her for they noticed that she sat very still inside her house most of the time, thinking that she must be suffering some psychiatric problems due to the accident. They often dragged her out to the beach or to parties with their family and friends. She went along but she was an oddity to most, a nineteen year old mute genius who seemed always elsewhere in her thoughts. The severe injuries that she suffered to the left side of her face left gruesome scars that marred her former beauty. Boys no longer gave her as much attention that they once had, so she felt very self conscious when she went to parties.
     The visions and dreams of the past thrust upon her overwhelmed her. She wished that she was just a normal person again but she wasn’t anymore. As she became more aware of current events around the world, she worried dearly about the future. It was greed and the insatiable desire to consume that led to this current destruction of the organic world from which we had evolved from. Wars plagued all corners of the globe; overpopulation and lack of food and potable water created disease and famine in third world nations; the world was going through an episode of extinction like no other – caused by one of its species, man. The world was a mess and it was totally our fault. What could she to do to help? She cringed at the thought that she would have to go out there and preach or something like that. She did speak eleven languages! Sofia prayed for guidance. 
     One day she drove alone to the west side of the island, stopping at Rincon, a place where one can sometimes see whales just offshore. She parked at a small park that had a big lighthouse perched up on a bluff overlooking a nice beach where many suffers were playing in the waves. She took a stroll along the cliffs at the ocean’s edge. A healthy breeze blew in from the west making the waves pretty big for the surfers. Two pelicans soared overhead in tandem. She knelt down on the lawn to watch them for it was a joy to see the pair in their element having so much fun diving and swirling, mirroring each other’s action. They swooped low over the point just above a person way over there hunched down at the edge of the cliff. She walked over there and then noticed that it was a man making a painting. Creeping closer to get a better look, she paused about five meters behind him. “Hello there!” he said without turning around. She didn’t respond so he turned around to see who it was; then he went back to painting. She moved in closer and could now see his painting: the waves breaking into the coved beach with the surfers small against the blueness of the ocean. Sofia looked around and noticed no one else around. She decided to talk.
     “That’s beautiful!” she said. He turned back around and smiled at her. “The waves are beautiful aren’t they?” After she spoke she took a big breath and exhaled loudly, feeling the catharsis of releasing something out of herself.

     “They’re like beauty, love the wind.”

     “What? You love the wind?”

     “I mean metaphorically, you know, waves are like beauty and love is like the wind for beauty is an aspect of love. Like the more it blows the bigger they get.” He looked at her, gave her a quick smile and then kept painting, pushing his brush over the canvas.
     “Oh yes, of course!” she understood him now. After a moment of silence she asked him a question. “Do you believe in God?”
     “God!” He chuckled a little bit. “I would have to say that God is beyond me!”

     “Yes. I guess He is beyond anything we can understand. That is the true essence of God. Hablas Espanol?”

     “Solamente un poquito.”

     “Where are you from?”

     “I’m from Maine and my name is Gabe.”

     “I’m Sofia and I’m from….” She stopped talking for a group three people approached from behind them to look at Gabe’s painting. She was cautious of hiding her speech so she waited until they left before saying anything more. The group continued on by so she continued. “I’m from Massachusetts but now I live here over near Ponce. Do you live here on Puerto Rico.” 
     “I am here working for a while. I’m an astronomer and I am collecting data and doing surveys at the Aurocibo Observatory not far away. I am an artist too, as you can see, and I like to paint in my free time. I’m done for now!” he said about his painting.

     “It’s just beautiful! Can I buy it from you?” 
     “Sure! But it’s not entirely finished. It’s painted with oils, so it takes a while for it to dry.”

     “Okay, then can you tell me when it’s done?”
     “Yes, I can.”

     “Great! Here’s a phone number you can call to get in touch with me.” She jotted the number down on a piece of paper. “It was really nice to meet you, Gabe!”
     “Likewise, Sofia.” He stood up and shook her hand. She walked back to her car feeling happy that she had met someone and that she had spoken to him.

     Once back in Ponce she stopped in to see her cousin Thelma who lived on the same street. Thelma wasn’t home so Sofia left her a note saying that she had met a man over at Rincon and had given him her phone number since Sofia hadn’t a telephone in her house, because she allegedly couldn’t talk. She went back to her house and had difficulty getting to sleep that night for she was all wound up from having met this man. It wasn’t until the early morning hours that she did fall asleep and in her slumber she had a wild epic dream.

     It was in a time in the distant past when our ancestors were shorter and more ape-like. She found herself as one of these creatures!  She was a female and at first, a youngster about eleven or twelve years old. She had a twin brother and they lived with a nomadic clan of twenty or so. She and her brother were an anomaly for they were born with a more advanced brain, making them far more intelligent than the others of their group. They brought radical change to the way of life of their species.
     They lived in a hostile world. Other large predators were a constant threat as were gangs of other hominids. The two twins had the uncanny ability to communicate telepathically with each other as well as with other animals; so, when lions, saber tooth tigers, and other dangerous animals endangered their clan, the twins simply convinced these predators, if they could, to look for food elsewhere. They also developed a spoken language between themselves and after time the others learned it as well, enabling them all to communicate better. Most often, it was the physically strongest male who was the alpha, but as these two grew older, they became the dual leaders of their clan due to their superior intellect.

     They mastered the ability to start fires, using it to cook meat and for defensive measures. They taught others how to make traps to catch animals and how to weave nets to catch fish. These things were new to their species. In time, the two twins mated and had offspring that shared their intelligence. In one generation there was a jump from hominid to the modern Homo Sapien.
     When Sofia awoke from her dream, she better understood the nature of her “living spirit.” It was a dual spirit, the male and the female. “I am the Alpha and the Omega,” stated Jesus in the Gospel, meaning that he is the first one and the last one. If his memories were hers, then surely hers were his. But did this mean that she was here for the ending of it all?

     Days went by and she wanted that guy Gabe to call her but he hadn’t. Her grandmother, Nana had become ill, diagnosed first with cancer of the stomach but it had now spread to her lymph nodes. She chose not to have the modern treatment of chemotherapy for she was old and knew that it was simply her time to die. In a short time she died and there was the funeral soon thereafter. It was a combination Catholic Mass-Taino Indian ceremony. Sofia was surprised how many relatives she had in Puerto Rico. She wanted to say something at the funeral but she didn’t; others spoke though, eulogizing this great woman who was the mother of seven, grandmother of eighteen, and great grandmother of five. Her cousin Thelma often looked over at Sofia during the ceremony. When it was over, she came over and told her that a man named Gabe had called for her. Sofia scratched out on her pad, “Did he leave his number?”
     “Yes. Do you want me to call him back for you?” Thelma said with a big smile as she handed her a piece of paper with his number on it.
     “Maybe another day,” she wrote down on her pad and held it out for Thelma to read, pretending that it didn’t mean much to her. She made her way out of the funeral, walked a few blocks away from the church and looked for an inconspicuous phone to place a call to this man, Gabe. She went into the lobby of a small hotel which had a private booth and she dialed his number and waited.
     “Hello!”

     “Hi Gabe! It’s Sofia. Remember that day over at Rincon?”

     “Yes, of course I do! You got my message. I’ve been really busy Sofia. That’s why I hadn’t called but now I have a little time off. I was wondering if I could see you sometime – the painting’s done!”

     “That sounds great! I mean yes, I would like to meet you again. When?”
     “How about tomorrow? I can drive down to Ponce if you’d like,” Gabe told her. She gave him directions as to where to go to get to her house and a date was made for noon the next day. She walked home happy for she liked this guy and she hoped that something might happen between them. It was another difficult night sleeping but soon the morning arrived. She was anxious for his arrival. He was the only person who knew she could talk! She was dying to divulge her story to someone. She’d feel him out first to see more what he was like before telling him more about herself.
     At quarter to twelve her friend’s car pulled into her small driveway. She hustled down to see him. “Hi Gabe!” she said as he got out of his car. 

     “I found you!” He looked at her with a smile on his face then shook her hand. Sofia was barefoot. She wore white shorts and a tight fitting brown T shirt that showed her nice figure and it matched the color of her hair long brown hair which was let down, flowing over her face to conceal her scars.
      She patted him on his shoulder and gave him a peck of a kiss on his cheek. “Do you have the painting?”

     “Oh yes.” He went back and opened the trunk of the car and handed her the painting. It was framed as well with thin strips of stained mahogany.
     “How do you do it? It’s beautiful!”

     “I’m glad you like it!” 

     “Let’s go up to the patio.” She led him up a short path that went up to her house. There she placed the painting down, leaned it against the stone wall that encased the terraced patio, and she stood back to examine it some more. “So how’s work over there at the observatory?” she asked him, changing her steadied gaze over to him. 
     “It’s been very interesting recently,” he said. She took a seat on wooden bench and beckoned for him to sit down next to her. “I am searching for things that are way out in space that are potentially threatening to us here on earth.”
     “Really!” She crossed her legs and held her chin with her hand. He looked down at her sleek brown thighs then he continued.

     “Well, Aurocibo is the world’s largest radio telescope!”

     “I know. We went over there once for a tour when I was younger. It is amazing how they carved that dish into the top of that mountain. So what exactly are you searching for?” she said to him seductively.
     “We’re looking for comets mostly. The ones that are out there beyond Jupiter are very difficult to spot visually so we use the radio telescopes to spot them, if there are any; and recently I have found one!”

     “Wonderful!”

     “No, it’s not really because, you see, these huge chunks of dust and ice come whipping around the sun and could possibly collide with earth!”

     “Oh, I see.” She felt a little embarrassed. “Like the one that hit earth and caused the extinction of the dinosaurs.”
     “Yes, perhaps. It has happened in the past and it would be devastating if a big enough one were to hit us again. We watch for asteroids too but in a different way, with different telescopes. Comets are going ten times faster and though looser in their mass they can pack a bigger punch.”
     “How nice that you do this – sort of a protector of the planet!” She stared into his eyes and saw how his locked onto hers. 

     “That’s the idea; but it might be impossible to stop one of these things if earth was in its path.”

     “Oh dear! Another disaster looming in the future,” Sofia said to him.
     “You must have been through some kind of disaster as well,” he stated, because of her scars.

     “I was, Gabe. I was in this horrible car accident and my whole family died.” She looked down at the ground with a despondent stare.

     “I’m so sorry Sofia.” He reached his hand up to the left side of her face and parted her hair behind one ear, revealing the pale pink scarred skin of her cheek and forehead.
     “They’re ugly scars, aren’t they?” she commented looking back up into his eyes.

     “I think you’re beautiful anyways, Sofia.”

     “You do?” She smiled and popped up off the bench. “Let’s go into the kitchen. I’ve made some food for us.” He followed her into the house. She had just cooked some fried plantain with onions for the two of them and as they were about to eat a voice called for Sofia from outside. “I’ll be right back,” she said to him in a barely audible whisper. She scampered out to the patio where she found her cousin Thelma.

     “Is everything alright?” Sofia nodded her head up and down. “I saw the car in your driveway and I just wanted to make sure some intruder hadn’t…” Sofia cut her off with the same gesture that baseball umpires make when someone is safe. “It’s that man isn’t it?” Thelma smiled with a little wink. Sofia nodded yes again and then shooed her cousin off to the path that led back down to the car lot. She went back to the kitchen where Gabe was already eating his food.
     “It was my cousin,” she told him. “She was checking in on me.”
     “Yes. I could hear what she said. Thelma – that’s the woman I talked to when I called you on the phone. Does she live here with you?”

     “No. She lives down the street,” Sofia told him and started to eat.

     “Then why did you give me her phone number?”

     “Because I don’t have a telephone.” She stopped eating, put her fork down and said to him in a very serious way, “They think I’m unable to talk.”

     “What!”

     “Yes. They think I’m a mute,” she confided. “Like I said, I was in this car accident and for quite some time I lost the ability to talk. I was in a coma for about two years. My neo-cortex was damaged.” She pointed her finger to her to her skull.

     “But you can talk. Why don’t you talk to your cousin?” he said trying to figure things out.

     “Yes, I can talk; and you, Gabe, are the only person who knows that I can.” He sat back in his chair and folded his arms. “Something so far out has happened to me that I’m sure you won’t believe it.”

     “Try me!”

     “Okay.” She took a deep breath then continued. “So I was in this car accident and I died, or I nearly died, and when that happened to me my spirit went to heaven or whatever. I was brought into this giant blue house and these little kids sat me down on this white marble throne and then the place lit up and there were all these dignitaries or something seated around me in an arena and they all started cheering for me!”

     “Fascinating!” he said. “Please continue.”

     “Well, that was it. I woke up and I was in the hospital bed and it was two years later!”

     “So you were unable to talk when you broke out of your coma.”

     “Yes, but other things had changed within me as well. This is so crazy Gabe! I started having these dreams of someone else’s life that was a long, long time ago.” He nodded in agreement but his expression was that of skepticism. “This person, I think, was Jesus Christ!”
     “Oh come on!” he scoffed, getting up from his chair to pace about inside. “Jesus isn’t a historical figure, he’s a myth. He was a Jewish version of this godman – goddess story that was going around at the time. The myth was entirely allegorical in its nature, not literal.”

     “Really! What do you mean by godman and goddesss?”
     “Well, the Egyptians had Isis and Amon, the Greeks: Persephone and Dionysus. In Syria it was Aphrodite and Adonis and in Mesopotamia it was Ishtar and someone else. I can’t remember exactly.”

     “And then who was Jesus’s partner Gabe?”

     “She was Sofia!” he said. He sat back down and looked closely into her eyes.

     “Well, maybe this is all some kind of mythical archetype that is occurring in my mind. I’ve had these other dreams that go way back to a time when we, in a way, broke free from being animals!”

     “This is all really hard to swallow, Sofia. Maybe your accident created some kind delusion that you think is real.”                                                                                                                                                                      
     “But it is very real to me and this is why I’ve chosen not to talk, because I am so scared of what is in store for us all!”
     “This is some heavy stuff. How could I possibly believe that what you say is true? Do you do miracles or anything?” he said with a little laugh.

     “Oh brother!” she sighed. “I don’t or I haven’t.” She stopped and thought about it. “Hey Gabe, you didn’t finish all your water. Why don’t you try a sip of it now?” He frowned and took another sip of his water.
     “It tastes like wine!” he shouted and then examined the glass. The water was still transparent but it tasted like a full-bodied red wine.

     “How’s that for an old miracle?” she said cocking her head to the side. He drank up the rest of it and smiled at her. “Listen, I’m dead serious. You must keep this a secret between us.”

     “Okay, I will keep it a secret. I promise.” 

     “Let’s go out for a walk on the beach, shall we? You can tell me about your life!” They went out to his car and drove to a nearby beach. Once there, they kicked off their shoes and took a stroll along the water’s edge. He gave her a quick summary of his life: the youngest of three boys, grew up in a coastal town in Maine, got good grades in school, and how he developed a passion for painting as a youngster. He got a scholarship at Bowdoin College in Brunswick, Me. and then went to Cornell for a Masters in Astronomy.
     “My father was a lobsterman. My brothers still fish - good money but kind of monotonous work. I worked as a sternman for my dad into my teens. It gave me spending money for college.”

     “How about your mom?” Sofia asked while looking down, kicking some sand.

     “We lost Mom when I was fifteen.” He paused and looked out into the sea. “She committed suicide.”

     “I’m so sorry Gabe.” She looked up at him and noticed that had a very sad expression on his face.                                                                                                                                

     “She had always told me that when she died I could find her up in the stars.”
     “That’s beautiful. And now you’re an astronomer!” she commented trying to console him. “What was her name?”

     “Barbara,” he said in a flat voice. The wind picked up and they both stopped walking. The breeze blew up some sand so they both turned around to face downwind so that it didn’t blow into their faces.

     “Love the wind!” she said in a louder upbeat way, referring back to the other day when she found him painting at Rincon. He turned toward her and smiled. She wrapped her arms around him and they kissed. They turned around and walked back to the car. “I can’t tell you how glad I am to have met you, Gabe. I mean I’m talking again and I’m…” She stopped short not wanting to go overboard with him in the first hours of their meeting. He drove her back to her house but didn’t come back in for he said he had things to do. “Can I see you again?” she asked as she got out of his car.

     “Maybe you can come over my way.”

     “I would like that! When?”

     “How about tomorrow?” 
     “Wonderful!” she said with excitement. He gave her directions on how to get to his house, and they made another date for lunch. He dropped her off back at her home and she walked back up to her house. A wonderful newness flowed through her. She turned on some music and danced inside her house, twirling around his painting as though it was her dancing partner. She later retreated into her prayer room where she lit several candles and meditated, sitting on her shins on the floor.

     In her dream that night she found herself in a windy desert, trudging through sand dunes with nothing in sight. Once over one sand dune she found a woman sitting in the sand. As Sofia got closer the woman spoke, “Who’s there?” she said as if frightened.

     “Don’t worry. I won’t harm you.” The woman seemed injured and was like a wounded animal for she scampered in the sand unable to walk, trying to get away from this intruder. “Please, it’s okay!” Her attempts to flee subsided and she sat still in the sand. She had wavy black hair striped with gray streaks. Her skin was parched and cracked and her clothes tattered like she had been out there for a long time. “My name is Sofia. What happened to you?”

     “I murdered someone,” she said in a low voice that came from within the hidden mass of tangled hair.
     “And you’ve been left out here as a punishment?” The woman didn’t respond. Instead she ran her fingers through the sand as if looking for something. “What’s your name?”
     “I’m Barbara and I hate the wind!” she lashed out “When the wind blows around here the sand pelts you and the more it blows, the more painful it gets!”

     “Well Barbara you don’t have to worry anymore. I have come here to save you and to send you home.”

     “You have!”

     “Yes.” Sofia touched her on her head and the woman disappeared. Sofia then woke up and realized she had just met Gabe’s mother. She had murdered herself and was stranded do to the creation of her own loneliness.

     After taking a shower and brushing her teeth, Sofia paced about inside her house. She thought deep thoughts about the contemporary world. What a lost lot the human race had become, and to no real fault of their own. Perhaps she had started it all with him ages ago, for as animals we were in harmony with the natural world and now as modern beings, we had become foreign to ourselves and to the world that we had come from, only furthering our own alienation. This new separate self was born yesterday in relation to the world it arose from and with disastrous consequences: an overpopulated, disordered world society of sufferers! “Por Que!” she yelled out loud inside her house.
     Inside his rented apartment, Gabe cleared off stacks of papers from his dining room table. He left a Bible out, due to the claims of his new friend. He read it while he waited for her to arrive, for she was about an hour or so late. 

     When she got there, he greeted her warmly, but she was visibly distressed. Once inside she told him of her encounter with his mother in the spiritual dimension of her dream. He believed her after she described her looks and the fact that she was unable to walk, for in actuality, she had had committed suicide by jumping off a rocky cliff and had broken both legs in the fall.
     “What did she say?” he asked her with deep concern.

     “Nothing really, she was just very lost and she was suffering. She did seem to be aware of our conversations about the wind and love and things. I was able to set her free, Gabe, so that she could go onward.”
     “How incredible!” He put both of his hands on top of his head.
     “Yes, it is. I am convinced that many who die are still somehow present with us, watching over those of us who are alive here and now. As you know, time is relative and our personal perception of it is just that! There is more to life than just living!”

     “More to life than living?” he said bewildered. She smiled at him and moved in closer, brushing her breasts softly against his chest. He embraced her and she hugged him back. They proceeded to make out and then they made love on the floor. “You are divine!” he said to her when they were done. “What more could there be to life than this?”

     “Is that where you paint?” she asked, noticing another room with many windows.

     “Oh yes, let me show you some others I’ve done.” In the studio were a dozen paintings at various stages of completion. Sofia walked around the room admiring his work, touching some softly like she was giving them her blessing.
     “A rainbow!” she said about one. “These are wonderful Gabe. What a gift you have!”
     “I’m glad that you like them. Now please, let’s go sit down and have a light lunch.” His place was rather untidy but he had cleared away a neat place for them to eat. He brought out a bowl of yogurt that had diced mangos, banana, and pineapple in it. They quietly ate, looking into each other’s eyes, enjoying the moment. “Did you hear about Taiwan?” He said, breaking the silence.
     “No, what happened?”

     “The Chinese started bombing there yesterday.”

     “Good Lord! This is horrible. I had no idea - I didn’t listen to the radio yesterday.” She dropped her spoon on the table. “I went to school in Taiwan. Can we turn on your television?” He found the remote and then turned on a news station. CRISIS IN TAIWAN was headlining the screen and an Asian man was reporting from the island country. Muffled explosions were heard in the background and people were running hastily for cover. The reporter relayed that several areas of the island had been hit by missiles launched from mainland China. “I was afraid this might happen,” she told him. “Now the United States is going to have to intervene and you know what’s going to happen when we pick a fight with China.”
     “Bad stuff!” Gabe replied.

     “Don’t you know it!”

     “Hey would you like to come over to the observatory so I can show you around where I work?” He tried to divert her attention from the news for she seemed overly concerned about it.

     “Gabe, I would like to but I think I better go home now. I mean it’s nothing personal. I really do like you; and believe it or not, meeting you has saved me from my silence. It’s just that I have friends there in Taiwan and news of this war is something that has just awakened something inside of me.” She gave him a kiss on his cheek. “I love you,” she said to him and then walked out of his house and down to her car.
     “Goodbye Sofia,” he said completely puzzled with her demeanor. He watched her walk away and as she got to her car he yelled out, “I love you too!”

     “Lo siento!” she yelled, turning back to look up at him. “I’ll call you!” She blew him a kiss and then drove back to Ponce, listening to the radio news, brainstorming as to what it was that she should do. Surely she could do something.
     Back at her house she went into her meditating room, lit some candles and knelt down on her prayer rug. “Where are you?” she said very softly to herself. Closing her eyes she repeated this question in every language that she knew. After completing this it started to rain outside, softly at first, and then it poured very hard. The heavy raindrops slammed the roof of her house in a loud way. Sofia sat very still praying with her hands together, pointing upwards. Within the noises of the rain she started to hear shrills and cries of people who were in pain and agony, in hell.

     When she slept that night she had a frightening dream. Being herself this time, she was naked and tied to a tree. Around her was an angry mob of men and women. She was back in ancient times again for she could tell by the coarse woolen garments that garbed their stout little bodies. They were hostile and animalistic and they seemed like a pack of wolves that were ready to devour their prey; and they did! With sharp rocks and pointed sticks they assaulted Sofia, ripping her apart into a bloody mess. In the dream her body was dismembered, but she remained conscious in her many parts that were strewn about the base of the tree. The mob danced about rejoicing over their violent act, satisfied for some reason with their murderous tirade. Ironically, their attempt at murder had failed for a section of Sofia’s face lying on the ground talked. “Put me back together,” she demanded. Some heard this and stopped celebrating. They started to examine the pieces of this woman and noticed that they still moved slightly and that she was still alive in all her separate parts. Now the mob was terribly distraught, knowing that they had done something terribly wrong. As instructed, they gathered up her bloodied pieces and attempted to put her back together.

     Sofia woke up and anxiously groped over her body parts, making sure that she was still “together.” Though stirred from the events in the dream, she was relieved for she had diagnosed the dream’s significance, its symbolic contents – the answer to her question the night before. It wasn’t really herself that was ripped apart but the world in the minds of human consciousness. Each mind that separated itself from the oneness of all that is, was represented by the foolish, underdeveloped people in the mob that ripped her, the world, apart. The symbolism of putting her back together represented the gnosis of a more evolved mind, the one that understands the oneness of all that is. She walked over to her window that viewed toward the inland mountain and she smiled. “She is here,” she said confidently to herself.
     It was a Sunday morning so she decided to go to church, something that she rarely did; but the circumstances prompted her, this time, to go. She dressed herself nicely in a blue and white dress, tied her hair back into a tight ponytail and walked alone to the church just ten blocks away. She walked in through the oversized door of the chalk white church that had a terracotta roof and a narrow steeple that housed a bell. She saw some of her cousins already seated so she joined them.
     The Mass was in Spanish and when it came time for the sermon the priest preached about peace due to the recent flare ups of war around the world. He claimed that we all long for peace in our lives yet it often eluded us for we fight and argue with one another, pointing out to the audience that words can be as violent as fists or guns or bombs. He was angry and worked up about the nature of violence which ironically rendered him anything but peaceful. Sofia reflected on the dichotomy of human nature. It was like the more literal aspects of her dream the night before – the angry people who ripped her apart only to later be very sorry and sad about what they had done. 

     Sofia walked back home with Thelma and her family, came into their house, played with her niece, then used their computer to get on the internet. She searched various news web sites and learned more about the war in Taiwan. Thousands had died in an offensive assault launched from China and the U.S. Navy was in a defensive posture in the Formosa Straight, preventing Chinese ships from delivering soldiers to occupy Taiwan. Sofia knew this would escalate into a huge conflict if something wasn’t done soon. But what could be done? There were many other wars going on in Africa, the Middle East, South America and elsewhere.                                                                                                                             
     She went back to her house and pondered her course of action, wondering what it was that she could do to save the world. It was an outlandish thought really that she, a twenty-two year old unemployed woman who pretended she was a mute, could do anything that would make a difference. She looked at Gabe’s painting on her mantle and she thought of the wind and the waves. She, likewise, could be the wind that generated waves. The reciprocating effects of one action led to another, like the simple puff of a breath that blows out a candle. The winds of change were at hand and it was time for her to get involved. She decided it was time to travel.
     The next day Sofia communicated to her cousin Thelma that she was going on a trip. She offered up her house and car for use if anyone needed to use them. They found her to be rather strange and mysterious since she was so reclusive, but they were always supportive of her since she was family. Nobody enquired as to where it was that she was going or for how long or what she was going to do; but nevertheless, they wished her well. Sofia purchased an open-ended ticket at a travel agency across town, giving her unlimited stops over a six month period of time. Her first stop was to be Bogotá, Colombia where a type of civil war had been happening for years. She had read up on the problems there and would play it by ear to see what unfolded; afterwards, she would continue to other places on her way to the Far East where she sensed things would come to a climax. She called Gabe before she left but he wasn’t home so she left him a message on his phone machine that she was leaving Puerto Rico and that she would e-mail him when she could, keeping him posted on her mission. 
     Thelma gave Sofia a ride to the airport. Thelma’s five year old daughter, Jen, came along and sat between them in the front, often gazing up at her aunt’s scarred face as they drove along listening to the music on the radio. Thelma asked Sofia a few questions in the car but it was a difficult endeavor to read off her note pad while driving. “How is that man you met?” Thelma asked her. Sofia gave a thumb’s up sign. “Well are you going to see him again…when you come back?” She nodded and winked at her niece. Soon they arrived at the airport near San Juan and they all got out of the car. Sofia collected her one bag, a large blue nylon backpack, and then she hugged and kissed them both. “Please keep in touch Sofia!” Thelma said with sincerity. Sofia nodded to her with a full smile.             

     “Adios! I love you!” Sofia said out loud to them, stunning both Thelma and her daughter, Jen. She then walked away, blending into the herding mass of travelers at the airport complex. 
      She was now going to be a talker again. She felt something fresh and new about herself, like she was just another normal person off traveling, anonymous and carefree. Contrarily, she knew that dangerous times were ahead, that she was stepping out blindly into a very hostile world. She checked her one bag, a big knapsack, and was processed for the flight, walked to the proper gate and then later boarded the plane. The flight was enjoyable and in just a couple of hours she landed in Bogotá, Colombia.

     It was a different scene at the airport there in Bogota. Armed men in military fatigues were all over the grounds of the airport due to the need for heightened security. There was a great deal of violence in this corrupted country where drug cartels, paramilitary groups and government death squads inflicted atrocities amongst the poverty stricken people caught in the middle of the conflicts. After clearing customs and retrieving her bag, Sofia went to an information booth to look for a hotel to stay at. She randomly chose one that was rather expensive for budgeting wasn’t a problem to her. She called the hotel, reserved a room, then hailed a taxi to take her there. The driver pulled up to the hotel and she tipped him generously then walked up to the lobby carrying her backpack.
     “Buenos noches,” she said to the concierge. “Me llamo Sofia Flores.”

     “Bienvenido seniorita!” the finely dressed man said to her. He told about the hotel’s facilities with the restaurant and pool then gave her a card that was used as the key for the door to her room. A porter then carried her backpack for her to the elevator and they went up to the ninth floor to suite 99. She thanked him, gave him his tip then checked out her room: a fancy place with an oversized bed, shiny floors with cushioned white wicker chairs situated around a glass table and nice white cotton curtains that covered sliding glass doors that went out to a balcony. Right away, she opened the doors and went out onto the balcony, looking around with hopes that some magical bird would fly up to speak with her again; but none did. There was a cloudy sky and mist was in the air, partially from the polluting exhaust of all the cars in this city that was up in the higher elevations of this tropical land, giving it a moderate climate. She felt a little lost, like the nebulous atmosphere that she looked out into, and she wondered what it was that she would do here. “Estoy aqui,” she said aloud into the growing whiteness of the foggy sky in front of her. At that, a stiff breeze blew her back into the room and she fell to the ground. The curtains flapped and billowed until they amazingly formed the shape of a woman’s figure in a long full length dress. Sofia felt a presence in the room but she saw no one but this phantom figure made by the curtain. The wind died down and the curtain went back to its normal flat state. She remained kneeling on the floor and she closed her eyes. Instantly, in the blackness of her vision, a woman’s face appeared. She had big dark eyes set wide apart, raven black hair and a beautiful face that smiled at her, exposing her gleaming white teeth. Amazed at the realness of what she saw, Sofia opened her eyes only to find no person there. Tired, she got up off the floor and crawled onto the bed and fell asleep.

     Early the next morning, Sofia walked down to the lobby and told the concierge that she would be staying there for one more night; then she went outside for a walk. She enjoyed being in a country where everyone spoke Spanish and she blended in well with the local population for she resembled the people there in Colombia. She walked all around with no destination, just mingling, unnoticed and anonymous.                               

     She came across an open marketplace where venders sold crafts, fruit and produce. There were rows of tables and colorful fruits. A pleasant aroma of spices and such filled the air. Walking along, Sofia came to a table where a beautiful woman in a green dress sat – it was her, that woman she had seen in her vision the day before. A dozen or so wooden flutes rested on table in front of her. 
     “Buenas!” said the woman. “Puedes tocar?”

     “Si, un poquito.” Sofia touched a couple of them then the woman picked one up for her.

     “Trata esta!” she said as though it was a special one just for her, though they all seemed the same. Sofia held it in her hand, examined its hollowness and simple form then she licked her lips. She had played the recorder a little bit as a child, so she tried it, even though she knew that the flute was different and that she couldn’t really play it. The woman nodded with a smile to encourage her to play so she blew into the round opening, like she was blowing the top of a bottle to make it whistle. A sweet melody flowed through the air and her fingers moved automatically, like they knew what to do. Everyone nearby stopped to listen to her play. The bustling marketplace came to a standstill for everyone was mesmerized by this pleasant beautification that took place from the flute’s music. When she stopped many applauded. Sofia was shocked that she had played so well for it had been years that she had even touched a recorder, which wasn’t even the same as this flute. “Que Linda!” said the woman seated behind the table.
     “Quantos?” Sofia asked her.

     “Nada,” said the beautiful woman with a smile. “Toca para el mundo!”

     “Debo payer – tengo dinero,” Sofia told her, holding the flute under her armpit, looking down into her pockets of her shorts to locate a little money. She pulled out a $10 bill to pay for it but when she looked up the table of flutes and the woman were gone; instead, there was a table covered with similarly shaped cinnamon sticks and a short fat old man sitting behind the table, grimacing at Sofia staring at him. Startled, she fumbled with the wooden flute, gave the ugly fellow her $10 and walked away. She continued to stroll around in the market, bought some fruit, then she walked to a main thoroughfare to hail a cab back to the hotel where she stayed.
     While driving, they experienced some traffic jams and while idle, she studied this new flute that was given to her by what she now knew was a spiritual being of some kind. The driver, frustrated by the clogged street, honked his horn, adding to the chaotic cacophony that occurred outside. Sofia raised the flute to her lips and blew softly into it, causing a serene melody to ooze out of the cab’s opened windows. Like some cleansing chemical that renders dirty water pure, the sounds from her flute spread, cessating the honking of horns and almost instantly the cars moved freely again. “Gracias senorita!” the driver said with a little laugh. It was a coincidence in timing to him, yet he noticed the music’s authority over a magnificent harmony that lifted his spirit. Closer to the hotel she stopped playing her flute and the traffic jam was back. She knew where was now so she paid the driver and got out to walk the rest of the way. 

     While walking along the sidewalk, she came across a street musician who played a guitar accompanied by a young girl, who must have been his daughter, singing. Sofia sat down on a bench near them and listened, moving her head slowly in beat to the simple folk music. They appeared very happy performing for the public. He had an old worn out guitar and its case was opened in front of them to accept donations. Some others sat nearby listening to them too, but few were giving any donations. After their song was complete, Sofia got up and threw some money into his guitar case. The little girl sat down, drank some water and rested while her dad kept playing a soft melody on his guitar. Sofia stood there right in front of him, holding her new wooden flute in her hand. Still playing, the man saw the flute and he bowed to her with a nod a smile, coaxing her to play along with him if she wished. She put the flute to her lips and blew a tune that harmonized with his melody. Instantly, the people all around them on the sidewalk stopped, enchanted by this beautiful music. As though hypnotized, they all listened and when the song was over the crowd applauded, as did the daughter who now stood right in front of them. Many tossed coins and bills into the guitar case.
     “Gracias! Gracias!” said the man to Sofia and the others who had given donations. (Spanish) “I am Carlos and this is my daughter Thalia. That was amazing music you played!”
     “It was our music! Wasn’t it?”

     “Well…I never get donations like this!” he said examining the mound of money that had formed in front of him in his case in just a few minutes.

     “My name is Sofia,” she said and she shook both of their hands.

     “Where are you from Sofia?” Carlos asked her, recognizing that she had a little different accent.

     “I’m from Puerto Rico.”

     “On vacation?” he asked rubbing his chin, wondering.

     “Yes, sort of. I’m supposed to…” she fumbled with her words and then was silent.

     “You’re supposed to play music,” he said with a big grin, causing her to laugh.

     “Yes. Can I hear you two do another one? I like your songs.”

     “Certainly.” They played another song but the crowds seemed to lose interest. Once done, Carlos decided to pack up for the day. “Are you with anybody?” he asked as his daughter gathered up the money they had earned.
     “No. I am here alone.”

     “But why? Colombia can be a very dangerous place – particularly for foreigners like you!”

     “Yes, I know,” she said, looking a little saddened.”

     “Well…can we play music with you again? Your flute is truly magical.”

     “Thank you. I believe it is something like that and I would enjoy sharing it with you all.”

     “Wonderful! Where are you staying, Sofia?”

     “Not far over that way in a hotel.” She pointed down the street.

     “Where do you all live?”

     “We live in a commune in Sabanilla. Do you know where that is?” he asked as he placed his guitar into his case, snapping shut the clasps to secure it in there.

     “No I don’t. I just got here.”

     “Just got here!” He laughed and then made a little sigh and said sarcastically, “Just in time to see the war! We live with a bunch of people in a suburb not too far way – good people, poor people though.” He looked into her eyes, noticed her heavily scarred face, and wondered what she was up to there. “Perhaps you would like to come over to our place sometime. I’m sure my wife and the others who live with us would enjoy meeting you.”
     “Thank you. I would enjoy that.”

     “We live over that way,” he said pointing to a mountain that pushed up behind some buildings of the city. We share – you know – and you are welcome to stay with us if you want. We would love to have you teach your musical flute to us. I’ll write our address down for you. My wife’s name is Clarita and she is usually there. Please feel free to come over.”

     “Yes, do come visit. I want to learn how to play like you!” Thalia said to her with a smile.
     “Thank you both. You are most kind. Until later then!” Sofia watched them walk off into the crowd and then she too walked off back to the hotel just a couple blocks away. While walking she examined the simple flute with awe. Though it was just a simple hollowed out piece of wood she felt that it was alive. It was the one that played this magic. Prior to today’s experience she was no virtuoso on the flute at all. Sofia hoped that she was capable of teaching others how to play as she could now: even though she didn’t know how it was that she could play!
     Resting in her hotel room, she turned on the television. The big story was the unfolding war across the Pacific in Taiwan. The United States vowed to protect Taiwan and its democracy, but this was a very dangerous venture to get into a conflict with the most populous nation in the world. Sofia was aware that her country tended to either help or hinder a country depending on that country’s policies toward the United States. Tension had been mounting with China for years over their unfair trading policies and very cheap labor that rendered U.S. products too expensive for them to buy. It was primarily scrap metal and the like that China purchased from the U.S. in order to recycle to turn into goods that went back to the States at a profit. The U.S. was involved with politics in Colombia as well, donating money and military resources, supposedly for the war on drugs but in actuality it was all to secure a foothold in Colombia’s oil. She turned off the television with disgust of the world’s pressing current events. Her concerns were to be aimed at the individual – the heart and soul of all this chaos that occurred.
     The next morning Sofia checked out of the hotel and took a cab to the address that Carlos had given to her. It was about a half hour drive there up into the hills just out of town. She was dropped off in front of an old run-down building where several children played out on a wide staircase that led up to the opened doors of the house. “I’m looking for Carlos,” Sofia said, addressing all the children there hanging out in front of the house. Playfully they walked her up the steps where she greeted by a woman.
     “You must be Sofia, the girl with the flute? I am Clarita, Carlos’s wife. He isn’t here right now but said that you might come by today.”

     “Nice to meet you, Clarita.” 
     “Please come in. We hear that you’re a talented musician.”

     “Oh, I don’t know,” Sofia said modestly.

     “Can you stay with us for a while so that we might learn your music?

     “Of course! It would be an honor.”

     “Great! Follow me and I’ll show you around.” Clarita walked her through the house. It had several rooms and it seemed several families lived there, a type of communal living that made it easier for all who lived there. They walked out into a courtyard at the rear of the house where some chickens strutted about. A large tree spread an awning of shade over the neatly kept yard. Banana trees blocked a high wooden fence that marked the boundaries of their lot. “This is where we stay,” Clarita told her, pointing to a little cabin house off in the corner of the courtyard. “We have an extra cot in there where you can sleep.” They went inside and Sofia dropped her bag on her cot. “We are a musical bunch here and we play each night – music, singing and dancing. It is fun and it’s free! You know that we are all poor here.”
     “Yes, I know.  I am eager to share my music with you all.” 
     “Why are you traveling alone, Sofia? This can be a very dangerous place, particularly for a young woman like you.”

     “Yes, I know that Colombia has a great deal of violence and I am actually here solely because I think I can help.”

     Clarita chuckled. “But really dear, what could you possibly do to help an entire country?” 
     “I’m not sure yet exactly but I truly feel that I have something to offer.” 

     “Well that’s sweet Sofia,” she said sarcastically. “We need it.” Clarita then made some tea and they sat out in the courtyard. Other female tenants came out to meet this visiting foreigner with a scarred face. Some were a little suspicious about her presence there, but most welcomed her with curiosity.
     “Are you one of those religious fanatics who try to convert people to your religion?” asked one of the skeptics in the group.
     “No, I’m not. I am not a follower of any particular religion,” Sofia told her. “I was born a Catholic though.
     “We all heard about you playing the flute with Carlos in the marketplace,” another woman said.

     “Yes, something magical happened at the marketplace yesterday and I was given this wooden flute by this mysterious woman. Prior to yesterday, I didn’t even have the ability to play the flute and then I just could.”

     “You’re kidding!” said Clarita. “You couldn’t play at all!”
     “No I couldn’t. I did play around with a recorder and those little metal flutes as a kid – my family was very musical.”

     “Was?” interrupted another woman.

     “Yes, my family died in a car accident. I was in the car too but I was the only one who survived.”
     “Poor child.” Clarita consoled her, putting her arm on Sofia’s shoulder. She now understood why her face was so scarred. “We all have tragic stories to tell too. There is an ongoing war here. We aren’t personally fighting but the bullets fly and we get caught in the middle.” A group of children ran into the yard; some found their mothers while others kept playing, orbiting around the yard. “We’re all family here.”
     “That’s nice. I see that you are and I am honored that your husband invited me over here so that I might share with you what I have learned.”

     “Hi Sofia, you made it here!” said Thalia, Carlos’s and Clarita’s daughter. “Ready to make some more music?”

     “Absolutely! Let me go get the flute in my bag.” Sofia left the table and went into the cabin to retrieve her flute.

     “Wait until you hear her Mommi,” Thalia said. The group waited quietly and Sofia returned with the flute. She held it out in front of them for them all to see. She then held it to her lips and blew into it creating a seductive, serene flowing melody that stilled everyone there. After a couple minutes she stopped and the group clapped, marveling at her music. “Can you teach me Sofia?” Thalia cried out with excitement.
     “I’ll try! Do you all have any flutes like this here?”

     “Yes, we can find some,” Clarita said. She instructed Thalia to go into the house to where the instruments were kept to fetch what was there. Thalia returned with three flutes that looked almost identical to Sofia’s. She kept one for herself. “Who else would like to learn? We have two more,” Clarita said, holding the two flutes up in the air above her head.
     “I want to learn it!” said a boy about twelve or so.

     “Me too!” said another woman.

      Sofia gathered her three students together, showed them how to hold the flute and where to place their fingers, then she blew a note. “Blow into the hole like when you blow the top of a bottle to make a whistling noise.” They all tried a note and it worked. “Now just watch me do it and then do what I do.” She played a little bit and then the group joined in. In a matter of ten or fifteen minutes the students were able to play! Thalia played a solo and the group cheered for her.
     “I didn’t know it could be so easy!” Thalia said with surprise. She played a little more and rejoiced with amazement at her newfound ability. “Mommi, did you hear that?”
     “This is a miracle!” Clarita said enthusiastically. “Carlos was right. This music is magic!”

     “It is just that,” Sofia told her. “And just as magically, it can be spread quickly and anyone who wants to learn it can, as we have just demonstrated. As I mentioned, I learned to play this just yesterday! Surely you three can teach others this music now too,” she said to the ones who had just learned. The group was spellbound and pacified from encountering this experience that could only be defined as a divine one.
     Later Carlos and the men of the house came back and were treated to this magic flute music. “Listen Daddy! She taught us already and I can play like she can,” Thalia beamed and then played a little for him to hear.
     “How fascinating!” Carlos said. “This truly is a gift from God. It gives peace to those who can hear it. I saw it happen on the street yesterday when she played. We can utilize its power outside on the street and surely we can ease a great deal of the violence that occurs here. The killings might stop for those involved will hear this and surely be reformed.”
     “Yes, I believe that this can happen too!” Sofia exclaimed. That night there were more flute lessons and many residents at the house learned how to play. There was a communal dinner and then a celebration with more music and dancing out in the courtyard. In the morning most of the men left the house to their various jobs. Carlos was off that day and he stayed home.

     “We’ll have to buy some more flutes so that we can all go out and play this music out in the streets of the city,” Carlos told Sofia and Clarita. “I know a music store not far away. He must have some flutes.”

     “I can buy them. Please, I have plenty of money and I know you all don’t.” Sofia told them.

     “That’s very nice of you Sofia. Clarita, can you take Sofia down to Tito’s to buy some flutes while I organize a few things here.”

     “Of course,” said Clarita. She got a canvas bag and the two women walked a few blocks to Tito’s Music Store. The store was filled with instruments: guitars, handmade drums and some brass horns. “Good morning sir! Do you have any flutes?” 
     “But of course. Right this way.”  The man led them over to a cabinet that contained wind instruments.

     “We would like to buy the wooden ones like this,” Sofia told him, pointing to one that looked just the one she was given. Tito took it out of the case and handed it to her.
     “The traditional Colombian flute, no different from the ones made here hundreds of years ago. Did you want more than one?”

     “How many do you have?” Clarita asked him.

     “Oh, I must have a dozen or so more in the back.”

     “We’ll take all of them,” Sofia told him.

     “Starting a little flautist band are we?” Tito laughed a little to himself.
     “Yes Tito, something like that. I am sure you’ll hear about us very soon!” Clarita told him with a big smile. He went to the back room and brought out fifteen more wooden flutes. They were two dollars each and Sofia paid him for them. “Thanks Tito!” Clarita said to him as she put them all into her canvas sack. “Wait until you hear our music!”

     Once back at the house, Carlos and Clarita planned out the day. They enlisted the help of all those there at the house who had learned the flute the night before. There were six people there who could play. The others who had learned had to go off to their jobs. Carlos looked at a map and instructed these six where to go around the city. Like a pep talk before a sporting event, he told them that what they were going to do was something wonderful, and that it could have miraculous consequences. All of them were confident and even spellbound by their newfound ability to play this music. They went of to their different locations and played the way ordinary street musicians do. The results were magnificent! The music affected everyone who passed by.
     Sofia stayed back at the house with Clarita and Carlos for there were children to care for and cleaning chores to do from the party the night before. They let her in on more of the political problems within their country and the struggles that they have faced just to try and carry on normal lives. There was an intense paranoia among the citizens of the country for no one ever really knew who could be trusted. Many people had simply disappeared when it was disclosed that they were helping out with the people’s revolution. Though confident that Sofia was not a spy of some sort, they continued to feel her out before sharing more of their secrets with her.
     Once the day ended, word got around about these pied pipers of peace. They were even on the news because of the impact they had on those that heard the music. It was deemed “music from heaven” by some of the listeners who were interviewed on the streets of Bogota. Though Sofia had instructed the flutists not to tell anyone how they had learned to play, for fear of some reprisal by the oppressing groups, one child did divulge to an interviewer that he had just learned to play the night before, making the whole story even more sensational to the public.

     That evening there was another joyous occasion back at the apartment house. The residents and some neighbors got together and threw a party for Sofia. Since everyone there knew how it was that this young Puerto Rican stranger with the scarred face had brought this gift within the music of the flute, they demanded a speech from her. Sofia didn’t want them to give her any special recognition, or credit for what she had done, so she did something to show them what it was like. First she quietly handed out several white candles and they were placed all around the courtyard. She lit a match and lit one candle and held it up in front of her face. “I am like this candle that burns here,” she said loudly enough so that everyone could hear her. “The flame keep burning because I’ve been lit. You all are the candles as well.” She walked over to a candle and lit it with hers. “Now this one is burning on its own.” She went over to another candle and lit it as well. “Now another. You see, it takes nothing out of my candle to light yours. This is like you!” she said to a little girl who watched as the candle in front of her got lit. “Now you can light other ones too.” Sofia nodded to her and the little girl picked up the candle and walked over to another candle to light it. “This is all we have to do!” The crowd of her new friends were quiet and warm glow filled the courtyard as all of the candles became lit. There was a moment of silence and then Carlos stood up to say something.

     “Thank you Sofia for coming here and sharing these things with us. All of this is truly a blessing from God.” The group cheered for her. Sofia stood up, smiled and meekly waved her hand. “We all will try to spread the magic that you have spread into us.” There was another cheer and then the party got back underway with more music and dancing. Sofia danced with them, celebrating, happy and ecstatic to be alive. Though many guys came onto her, she wasn’t interested in any romantic ties with anyone; so as the night progressed, she retreated to her room in the cabin where Clarita and Carlos lived.

     The next morning the police raided the apartment building. It wasn’t uncommon that the police made raids looking for persons who organized opposition to the military government; but in this case, they were looking for Sofia. The rumor had gotten out quickly that there was a young foreign girl who had initiated this movement of flutists who could play this magical music of peace. Clarita hid Sofia in a hidden compartment in their cabin and all of those at the house denied of her presence there. The police rummaged through the house and didn’t find anything, so they left with no further disturbances. Once the coast was clear, Sofia came out of her hiding. “I must leave. I don’t want to jeopardize the safety of you all here. I realize that what I have to offer is detrimental to the rich and powerful, those who oppress others for their own personal gain.”
     “Yes, Sofia,” Carlos said. “It is important that we get you safely out of the country so that you can carry on your mission of peace out there in the world. We all can try to do this here in our community now that we have received this gift.”

     “There are many places that suffer like you do here. There is so much trouble in the world and I feel that I can help them,” Sofia told them. 

     “I know that you can Sofia,” Clarita said and then hugged her. “But your freedom and safety is very important. We’ll help you get out of the country. You mustn’t go to the airport for surely they will snag you there with all the security they have.”
     “I know how we can get her out – the co op truck that goes to Venezuela,” Carlos said. “I am sure we can sneak you out of our house and we’ll take you out to the farm where the truck leaves early tomorrow morning. We have to bring some laundry over there today anyway.” There were two large sacks of dirty laundry that were ready to go – one was made a little vacant for the 115lb. fugitive goddess. After her final farewells, Sofia crawled into the sack and was hoisted over the shoulder of a strong helping hand teenager who carried her out to a station wagon that was parked out front. Clarita carried the other sack out to the car. She noticed a smartly dressed man wearing sunglasses who was standing on the opposite side of the street, surely a cop or government worker who was staking out the house. They put the sacks in the back of the car and Clarita patted the boy on the back and he then walked back up to the house. She got in the car and drove off. The man with sunglasses looked suspiciously at her, making her nervous that he was onto them; yet after a few blocks, she noticed that nobody was following them. She called into the back, “You can get out of the sack now dear, the coast is clear.” Sofia climbed out of the dirty clothes and moved up to sit in the front seat.
     “That was so much fun!” Sofia said and they both laughed. They continued out of town, into the hilly countryside where they finally made it to a ranch that was nestled in a fertile valley. There were citrus groves that bordered the road that led up to an old farmhouse. Once there, they were greeted by an elderly fellow, a true farmer with calloused hands and dark wrinkled skin. A golden capped tooth glistened as he smiled greeting the two ladies at the car. They parked and got out. Clarita hugged the man.
     “Edgar is the man!” Clarita told Sofia. “He has been one of our greatest supporters, resourceful and honest, a true hero to many of those in need. He can help you get over to Venezuela safely.”

     “Oh Clarita, you’re too nice to me,” Edgar said. “And who do I have the pleasure in meeting.” He held out his hand for Sofia and she shook it tenderly.

     “I am Sofia.”

     “Of course! I got a call earlier saying that there was some damsel in distress coming who needed to get out of the country.” He smiled at her, still holding her hand. Let me show you around the farm. May I?” He took them on a tour around the premises. “We don’t grow marijuana and cocaine here,” he laughed, “just food: corn and beans, vegetables, potatoes and some fruit. We raise chickens and pigs too over there.” Jesus pointed to a ramshackle wooden structure off in the distance. A few horses grazed in a fenced in field off on a clearing that bordered the heavier forest of the mountain slopes. “Each week we gather some of our goods to bring across the border to Venezuela to trade for gasoline and cement and some other things that are easier to get over there. Our truck is going tomorrow and we would be happy to take you along Sofia.” They made a short loop around the grounds and went back into his house. He offered them some fruit and as they ate he strolled over to a corner where he had a guitar hanging from the wall. Edgar brought it down and started to play a simple folk song, singing very softly as he looked out the window. “I want to hear of this wonderful flute music that she can play,” he said as he turned facing Clarita.

     “Yes, you’ve heard. It is magnificent! I can play it now too. She taught it to me in about fifteen minutes!” Clarita said tilting her head to the side.
     “Well, let’s hear it shall we. I have a flute in this box right here.” He walked over to an old chest and opened it. It was filled with old musical instruments. “Ah, here is one. Can you play this one, Sofia.” Sofia finished her fruit quickly and wiped her face clean with a napkin.
     “Yes sir!” Sofia walked over to him and he handed her the hollowed out wooden flute. “Clarita can play it just as well as I. Show him Clarita.” Sofia handed the flute to her friend and then sat back down in her chair.

     “Okay, my first performance,” Clarita said and she held it up to her mouth and blew a soft breath of wind into the rounded hole of the flute. Edgar played the same chord on his guitar and smiled at her, nodding his head, encouraging her to continue. She went into a melody that weaved in and out like it was binding something that surrounded them. A tear fell down Edgar’s cheek and he closed his eyes falling into rapture from the music’s spell.
     “Dios mio,” he said and his freed right hand blessed himself for he felt touched by the grace of God. His eyes closed and he listened until Clarita stopped. “This is more than music!” Edgar exclaimed once the music was done.
     “And she taught me this yesterday in only fifteen minutes!”

     “It’s amazing! And how did you learn it, Sofia?”

     “In a miraculous way as well, the day before yesterday. It is not mine, but a miracle of its own.”

     “Of course it is! And its applications could be enormous, my dear. I am seventy-eight years old and I have seen the horrors and atrocities that have occurred here in our beautiful country. I have done what I can to change things, but it seems fruitless for nothing really has changed – people really don’t change. We are damaged and despondent here for the hopes of a better future never seem to amount to anything. This, however, is the most remarkable experience, perhaps that I’ve ever had – this music! It will change people,” Edgar said with stern emphasis. Clarita then mentioned that she had to leave and she hugged Edgar and Sofia.
     “Thanks so much, Sofia. I can teach others this and surely we’ll make change for the better.”

     “Thanks Clarita, you’re the best!”

     “We’ll take good care of her, dear; and make sure that we get her safely out of the country, over to Venezuela.” Edgar smiled and bowed a little as Clarita departed, carrying a crate of vegetables with her to bring back to the co op. Two other women, looking to be in their thirties, then entered the room. “These are my daughters: Soledad and Leona,” Edgar said to Sofia. “They will show you where you can sleep tonight for the truck for Venezuela leaves very early tomorrow morning. It is an honor to have you here as a guest, Sofia.”
     “Thank you, sir. I am honored to be your guest.” The girls showed Sofia her quarters and they left her there to be alone. She meditated for a while, kneeling on the floor. 
     Later, Sofia went roaming around the grounds of the farm. She saw workers picking vegetables and some children playing off yonder under a big tree next to a little pond. Strolling near the main farm house, she saw Soledad and Leona again. They beckoned for her to come in to see all their animals. It was rather loud in there with all the chickens and some pigs making noises. “Do you like animals?” Leona asked her.
     “Yes, of course. I love them,” she said, walking in toward the enclosure where the chickens were kept. There were some goats freely walking about inside the barn and they seemed to take an interest in Sofia’s presence for they came over and walked alongside her.

     “I can see that they like you to!” Soledad commented. As Sofia walked up to the chicken coup, there was a subtle quieting of the noisy birds; then, as she unlatched the caged door and walked in with them, they became utterly silent. The two girls witnessing this were stunned, and they just watched in amazement as Sofia walked in to the hay covered floor and sat down on her shins amongst the chickens. Once she had sat down, the chickens made a perfect circle about a meter from Sofia, the center of their created circle. “What are you doing?” Soledad asked in a whisper for she wanted not to disturb this event that was happening.
     “I am blessing them,” Sofia said with her eyes closed and her hands gently placed on her thighs. After a couple of minutes of silence, she stood up and the chickens came out of there stilled state, going back to their noisy, clucking selves.
     “What did you just do?” asked Leona. 

     “I prayed for their souls, for they will all see their deaths for our stomach.”

     “Yes, this is why we raise them – for food.”

     “Yes Leona, and similarly, so we are raised.” The girls found her remark to be rather peculiar and they didn’t understand what she meant. Sofia also appeared affected by what she had just done. She seemed drained of her energy and she looked a little gaunt.

     “Are you okay?” Soledad asked her. Sofia didn’t answer her. A tear fell down her paled cheek. Soledad gently put her arm through Sofia’s and guided her out of the barn, leading her dazed friend back to her quarters where she instantly fell asleep on her cot.
     The next morning Sofia was woken up while it was still dark out. It was Edgar and he told her the truck was about to leave. She grabbed her bag and followed him out front where a large flatbed truck was idling. Edgar introduced her to the drivers, a man and a woman in their forties: Andres and Marcia. They stood next to the truck which was loaded with cargo. Edgar assured her that they would be safe; and still weary from his slumber, he gave her one last farewell and said, “Until we meet again.” He kissed her on her forehead and she climbed up into the cab of the truck. They all waved goodbye to Edgar, then drove off into the darkness right before the dawn.
     There wasn’t much talking at first, but once they got a little into the trip there was much talk about the revolution and FARC, the revolutionary group. There had been a recent bomb explosion outside a nightclub and they talked about people who had been killed, mostly young people from well-to-do families. They seemed to be almost glad that this bombing had occurred, emphasizing that a few of the families that suffered casualties in the incident were deserving for they had caused far more bloodshed on their behalf. 
     “The world is ill,” Sofia said, sitting between them, “and I’m not sure what is worse, the illness or the medicine attempted to cure it.”

     “I’m afraid you don’t know what we’ve been through, my friend,” said Marcia a little perturbed. “When your own people get murdered for no reason you get cold and you want to make it so that those people can’t do that again to others.”

     “Yes, I understand that you would want that. But, are there no peaceful alternatives that you can think of to correct someone else’s bad deeds?” There was no answer to Sofia’s question and they continued on their drive through the mountains toward the border of Venezuela. They came across a town that consisted of low slung cinderblock houses and wooden shacks. Written across a wall that bordered a sidewalk were the words: “CHRIST WILL RETURN SOON.” Sofia looked at it and smiled.
     “These are warnings from the guerrilla fighters!” Marcia explained. “This town is known as La Ultima Lagrima (The Last Tear). You see, because there’s oil here and there’s an oil pipeline owned by Occidental Petroleum of your country. It’s their oil and their money, but it should be ours! There have been countless attacks by the rebels on this pipeline to sabotage their business; and consequently, paramilitary groups have been hired to protect it. They go out and terrorize innocent people in these little towns! We have to help out where we can in order to protect these poor innocent ones who get caught in the middle.”
     “Yes, I am glad that you do,” Sofia said to them. Up ahead of them was a roadblock. A group of five men dressed army fatigues and carrying machine guns were stopping vehicles looking for any signs of assistance to the rebels. When their truck was stopped, they were asked to step out. Andres informed them that he was carrying vegetables, fruit, and baskets, across the border into Venezuela for trade. The three of them stood next to their truck while a couple men rummaged through their cargo. A man with dark, mirror sunglasses kept questioning them to see if they were in any way involved with the FARC. One of the men in the truck stomped on a crate, breaking it and crushing a load of eggs.
     “Hey, cut that out!” Andres yelled. At that, from his blindside, another man slammed the butt of his riffle into the stomach of Andres, causing him to buckle over and fall to the ground. Sofia quickly stepped between them.
     “Enough!” she said to the man who hit her friend. This made the man laugh for he saw her as being foolishly brave. “Are you okay Andres?” She bent down to console him as he winced in pain. The thug who hit him was now looking up and down Sofia’s body, sizing her up as though he wanted to have her. The man grabbed the round of her ass and she turned back and slapped him in the face. “How dare you!” she said scornfully. The man laughed further and another guy came around behind her and grabbed her arms, holding them behind her back so that the other thug could freely fondle her body. Sofia screamed for help and at that a huge eagle, seeming to come out of no where, swooped down from the sky and buried its talons into the thug’s back. The man being attacked screamed and the other fellow froze in fear. Some errant pistol shots were fired, missing the large bird but causing it to fly away. Everyone at the scene was stunned. How magnificent that this huge eagle had come to the rescue of this young woman! They were allowed to continue on for no contraband was discovered in their truck. The three of them sped off and then stopped in the next little town to eat at a roadside diner and to take a break from driving.
     They talked a little after they sat down in a booth right next to a window. “I still can’t believe what happened, Sofia,” Andres said with a smiling face. How lucky you are to have such a bird come to your rescue! I have never seen such a huge eagle as that one that grabbed that bad man!”

     “I felt there was something special about you when we picked you up this morning,” Marcia confided.

     “I’m honored that you feel that way, Marcia. I am also honored that someone or something out there wants to protect me – it bolsters the idea that I have something important to do.”

     “Yes. What exactly are you here for anyways, Sofia?”  Andres asked her.
     “I am the…” she stuttered a little, “I am doing a little traveling because I have some creative gifts that I can share.”
     “Creative gifts?” Marcia said, puzzled.

     “Yes. I’m on this type of mission – this mission to spread to spread peace, a real peace that cannot be undone.”

     “Well, that would truly be a gift around here. Good luck,” Marcia said with sarcasm.

     “It might sound absurd, but I believe I can do something.”

     “Edgar did mention something about this magical flute music you could play. Why are you off to Venezuela anyhow?”

     “Because I’m not safe in your country. It’s because of this gift I have.” They ate their food then returned to the truck and continued, going across the border into Venezuela. Andres explained to the guards at the border patrol that they were all from the co-op. He made this trip weekly so the guard knew him and let them all pass without even checking their ID’s. The jungle got thick as they drove deeper into Venezuela. A few hours later they reached their destination, a little mountain town called La Victoria.

     Since Edgar had informed Andres of Sofia’s need for security, Andres was able to set Sofia up with some trusting friends he knew there. After talking to some people at the market, Andres introduced Sofia to some Indians who brought their cassava roots and other things into town to sell and trade. Sofia told them that she needed a place to stay for a while and that she was willing give any help to them for free. They agreed that she could come back to their village off in the mountains not far away. Sofia gave Andres and Marcia hugs, thanking them and bidding them farewell for they loaded their truck up and headed right back to their home in Colombia.
     At the end of the day Sofia got into the back of the truck that circled up through winding roads to a primitive little village where small, round bamboo huts bordered cultivated field openings where bananas, cassava, and fruit grew. Right away she was put to work with other women in the village, sorting out corn kernels, and mashing them into a powdery meal use to make arepas: little corn cakes. She was given a hammock in little corner of a hut that she shared with two other women. The people in the town were very friendly and curious about this newcomer but she adapted to their ways right away, even by wearing the same light grassy skirts that many of the women wore.
     On the third day there, she was introduced to the shaman medicine man who lived alone in a hut in the very center of the village. When Sofia entered his round hut the old guy bowed to her and said, “I dreamt of you coming.” Sofia, in turn, walked up to him and bowed as well. “I saw through the eagle’s eyes when we interfered with that fellow who was attacking you.”
     “I thought you were familiar!” Sofia moved closer to him and held his hand. He was an old, wizened fellow yet his long black hair had no gray in it. “What is your name?”
     “I am known as Puno around here. I know that you are the promised one.”
     “I am! How is this that you know?” Sofia looked into his eyes.

     “The end - it is near, isn’t it?”

     “Puno, the end of what?” Sofia asked him. “I don’t think there will be an end.” The old shaman picked up a little dirt from the floor of his hut and he let it slide through his fingers. A little cloud of dust arose between them then the old guy blew at it with a strong puff.

     “The breath: power given to life from the spirit. The wind: it blows life into the earth. Behold.” At that Sofia looked down at the cloud of dust and saw tiny white moths flying about in a circle there. They were miniature, just the size of a child’s fingernail. “Now out you go, off into the world my little ones,” Puno said to them as he shoed them out the triangle open door of his round hut. Like they understood him, they flew right out and joined all the other life forms in the forest.
     “That was amazing! The breath…yes, it is the spirit of God,” Sofia admitted out loud. The shaman closed his eyes and smiled slightly. A breeze picked up outside. Sofia felt a bonding with this old man, for he understood so much. She stared at him and he opened his eyes. “Sir, if this end is near, what is it that I, this promised one, as you call me, should do?”
     “I saw a child once make a mud ball in a mud puddle. She made it nice and round, held it in her two hands, then she threw it up in the air and it came down, plop back into the mud.  She looked for her ball of mud in the puddle but now it was obviously gone for it had blended back into the mud.” The old man turned away from her to look out a small crack of a window to the outside. “This girl was you! You are mother earth and you have lost something that you have made. How can you ask me what you should do? You are the only one who knows!”
     Sofia enjoyed the primitive lifestyle in the village and she blended in well, even learning their dialect which she found to resemble some ancient Chinese dialects. She learned how to weave hammocks and to make some crafts that were sold at markets in the more populated areas of Venezuela. She also learned how to make the hollowed out wooden flutes which she soon revealed that she was able to play. 
     Every tenth day or so, there was a type of ceremony, of Christian-Pagan blend, that was conducted by Puno, the shaman and leader of the village. They all gathered around him in a circle and he always started by burning a bundle of twigs. The fire seemed to enhance a trance and three men started to plays drums, the beat slow and languid. Puno got up from his crouch and began to move to the beat, doing a type of dance that imitated some animal of the jungle – a lizard, or something, for he swayed his body low and lunged up occassionally like he was capturing things out of the air. Once he was done, another started to dance. Each pretended to be an animal or a bird. Sofia wasn’t privy to all the animals of the forest, but all the others there were. Once all had danced, they looked at Sofia to do her dance. She got up and swayed to the drums. Her arms outstretched and she gracefully fluttered them. In little steps she danced around the others. She was being a butterfly!
     When she was done the drums stopped and Puno got up, walked over to Sofia, and handed her a wooden flute. Everyone there silently waited for her play. She parted her hair and held the flute up to her lips and blew into it. The group was mesmerized! After her brief interlude, Puno crowned her with a lei or garland of flowers. After this, she was revered in the village. She taught others this flute music and they, in turn, could teach it and spread it as well. 
     Though Venezuela was a bit wealthier than her neighbors, the discrepancies between the rich and the poor were still enormous. Over eighty per cent of this OPEC nation lived in poverty. Right wing factions sponsored by the oligarchy, had recently regained power after the assassination of President Chavez. Like Colombia, the paramilitary groups had spread out into the countryside in a campaign of fear designed to quell any type of insurrection against the ruling class. In this village where Sofia was, it was demanded that no one possess any firearms of any kind for there were raids and if guns were found the village might get burned and destroyed as a warning to potential threats to the government. 
     Although she helped out with chores and such in the village, Sofia spent quite a bit of time with Puno. He was a true medicine man, having an intimate understanding of the plants of the jungle and there medicinal use, and Sofia often walked with him in the forest as he shared his knowledge about them. “The cure to any ailment of mankind is in the plants!” he enthusiastically told her. “What I teach you here is not a coincidence.  You will use this knowledge out there in the troubled world, out there beyond the mountains and sea.” Puno walked her up to a huge tree in the forest and they stood next to it. He picked up a stick and started banging it against the massive buttress of the tree, like he was trying to signal or awaken something. Sure enough, something was up there high in the branches. They heard a screech, looked up and saw a huge bird soaring down through the branches. It was a giant eagle and it flew down and landed on a low branch right in front of Sofia, causing her to back off a little from it. “Fear not, it is a friend. You already have met him. He is my eyes in the sky. We are one in the same spirit. He came to me as a child and told me that he needed my body. I agreed with him that we could share ourselves. His wisdom is deep for he is ancient. He has been alive for a million years!”
     “No way!” Sofia was stunned by such a claim. The big bird turned its head and stared at Sofia with one eye. 

     “It’s hard to believe; but when we blended, all his knowledge became mine too.” Puno nodded his head at the eagle and it flew back up into the treetops. A few raindrops started falling from the sky. “We must get back to the village. The rain is going to fall here and it will fall long and hard.”
     They trudged their way through the rainy jungle back to their village on the mountainside where, miraculously, no rain fell. The sky was still blue there while the grayish purple storm clouds swirled around the mountain, as though it was a stationary eye of the storm. The residents of the village were all outside gazing at the bazaar clouds that swirled around them. A curtain of pouring rain lined the perimeter of the mountain. It was like they were in the empty middle of a donut. Puno went into his hut and chanted some incantations then he went into a trance while sitting cross legged on the ground. 
     A day passed and still the clouds circled their mountain. A miracle was occurring and everyone there knew it. For days it rained out there beyond that curtain of rain that bordered their mountain. All around Venezuela rivers flooded and houses and livestock were swept away. Many died in this catastrophe. Strangely, there were some who seemed to know that there was this place where it didn’t rain; and it wasn’t because they were told for no one in this primitive village had telephones or any means of communicating to the outside. These people just knew through instinct and after five days about two hundred people from various parts of the country made it to the mountain where the rain didn’t fall. Of course some of them, from more modern areas, had cell phones and they relayed the good news about this dry place to others, the phenomenon was no longer a secret. News crews even came as did scientists and meteorologists who marveled at this most unnatural weather pattern.
     On the seventh day of this deluge, Puno told Sofia that it was time for her to give a talk or a speech to all of those that had come to the mountainside, so that they might better understand the omen and the meaning of this storm that lurked all around them. After the word was spread, all the citizens gathered on an open field higher up near the summit. Sofia went there with Puno and they made their way up to a rock that acted as her pulpit, overlooking the throng. First Puno welcomed everyone to what he called, “this holy land.” The big eagle, his other half, flew overhead then swooped down to land on a limb right next to him. The crowd was in awe! Then Sofia came forward, dressed in a white gown, and many in the crowd cheered, only those really of the village, for the other newcomers didn’t know her yet. Sofia clapped her hands as well and then raised them high up over her head. A stiff breeze blew and her hair flared around her face. She smiled. “We are fortunate to be here, to witness this miracle.” She pointed up to the blue sky. The crowd cheered with joy. “Many are suffering out there,” Sofia yelled out loudly so that all there could hear her. There was an instant hush over the crowd in front of her. “But this is a storm that must happen. Most out there in the storm don’t know that we are safe and unaffected here: and it will be this way as well, when the bigger storm arrives. This is a prelude for something that is to come on a much grander scale. The world is disintegrating!”  She bowed her head then looked up into the blue sky. Her eyes watered as though she was on the verge of crying. “Out there, all around us is pain and suffering. We, my friends are here, within sorrow itself.” She pointed to the grayish purple curtain of rain not far off. “I want to share with you all something wonderful, something that grows out of pain itself. Blessed are all of you who have struggled, for you have found life.  To live at peace with oneself and the world requires great intelligence. This isn’t the intelligence that is gained through books and schooling. This intelligence is the perception of that which is true. The ending of sorrow is the beginning of true love. I’ve come to take on before me the sins of the world!” She turned around and faced Puno. He smiled and handed her a wooden flute that they had brought with them. Sofia faced the silent crowd again and started to play her flute. Many in the crowd smiled as they heard her music; others cried for it touched deep emotional springs within them. A gigantic flock of butterflies, looking like flying flowers, came out of the forest and flew all around her as she stood up on that rock. Once done Sofia felled to her knees and she too cried. The crowd cheered for her and this divine experience that they had experienced. Puno moved up to help Sofia back onto her feet. She walked back off the rock and he said some more things to the crowd. Puno discussed more the symbolism that Sofia had only touched upon, telling them that this storm was like each one of them and that within each of them there is peace no matter what the conditions might be.
     That night Sofia had another amazing dream, as though it was lifelike. She was transported into a scenario where she was the legal counsel in a grand court. This was a trial of immense scale: earth vs. humans. The setting was simple. It was very white everywhere like they were up in the clouds and in front of her were three blue thrones that regal alien type creatures sat upon. These judges were of cosmic dominion, authorities over planetary and other dimensional life forms. One judge looked quite human, only with a bald head easily twice as large; another one had huge insect like eyes and a little round mouth; and lastly, a greenish yellow leather-skinned, sensual looking, feminine creature, that surely was closer to some kind of sagacious plant life. Sofia noticed, standing next to her, a bird. It looked very much like that bird she had seen back in Taiwan. 
     The bird, again, began to talk. It reeled off the charges involved in this case. “The homo-sapien has, in its own personal interest, cut down most of our forests, polluted all of our air and water, and killed off more species than all other creatures combined have done, all that have ever existed on earth!” It ruffled its feathers and looked over at Sofia. Sofia now understood that she was here a defendant for her species. The bird continued, “This mammal’s unbridled aggression has not only destroyed the organic structure from which it came from, but it destroys its own kind! Are we to sit back and watch these wayward maniacs destroy themselves and all of us along with them?” It strutted in front of the three judges and then looked back at Sofia, circling her to go back to its spot to her left.

     A bright light shone on Sofia, signaling that it was her turn to speak. “My goodness, I truly must apologize, if I may bird, for our antics. These charges are absolutely true. But is it too late? Is there not hope for these wayward maniacs, as you term us? We are an animal that has survived and adapted to incredible trials and tribulations and we are like no other animal on our planet.” The bird flapped its wings and rolled its eyes. “Again, I don’t deny any of these charges, bird, and I must take full responsibility for what they have done; what we have done; what we are doing!” The judges looked at one another. The bird calmed down. “I am your friend. I am a human and I live in harmony with the natural world. Granted, there are millions of us who are diseased with materialism, greed and envy, and a drive to dominate others; but, all of us are not like this. Yes, we have overpopulated and overrun our beautiful planet. We, in totality, do seem like a cancer to this planet, but not all of us are guilty of these charges and we must be allowed to continue to live and survive as does every other surviving creature.”  
     The middle judge, that looked like an insect, spoke. “We all know all about you – who you are and what goes on down there. You need to give us, the stewards of your planet, a reason why it is in the benefit of earth to keep you alive.”
     Sofia tried to think of reasons. “Sir, aside from our own being and the consciousness we gain from living, we certainly aren’t needed, as many creatures are, for the functioning biosphere of our planet. But there is something less tangible, perhaps more grandiose than all the other animals: our mind. Through truly being, we can understand the oneness, the borderless, true essence that everything is one thing!” The judges nodded slightly. “It is the sentience and understanding of our own nature in thought that allows us to transcend our mortal selves.”
     “Your wisdom gained as a whole within your species has proven to be a success,” the middle judge said. “Despite the atrocities committed by your animal nature, the spiritual ascension of enough of your species has almost boosted you to the next level, an existence like ours where the boundaries of our entities are not confined.”
     The judge who looked like a plant spoke with a very feminine voice: “You and your male counterpart will, once again, be the first ones through the door. He is already there waiting for you. You are ready.” The middle judge gently banged his gavel on the surface in front of him, signaling that the case was closed. The bird of paradise looked at Sofia and then flapped its wings with joy. With a nod of approval to the judges, it then flew off into the whiteness that surrounded them.
     Sofia awoke from her dream. It was morning and some children played outside her hut. “We are ready to go,” she murmured to herself. She stepped outside and noticed that the rain storm had ceased, for she could see the distant mountains through the clear atmosphere. Sofia pondered her next step for she knew now that she must go on, to move on to another place where she could be utilized. She went to Puno and he agreed that she should continue. She thanked him for his guidance and he assured her that they would meet again in the sky.

     After saying goodbye to other friends she had made, she got a ride into Caracas. The floods had taken a heavy toll on the country, but the disaster brought forth a great deal of cooperation and bonding amongst the people who had to pull together to help each other out. She witnessed the benevolence and humanitarian efforts that give mankind its name.

     Once in Caracas, Sofia found a rental apartment where she was able to spend some time studying current events so that she could figure out where to go next. She went to cyber cafes, surfed the internet, and e-mailed friends. She got back in touch with Gabe, e-mail at first, telling him she was in South America, then she set up a time to call him on the phone. “I’ve been through the craziest things, Gabe.  I was taught how to play this magical flute – it converts people into a deep peace; I met this eagleman; and, I witnessed this hole in a huge rainstorm that lasted a week. Not a drop fell on me!”
     “Very interesting, Sofia! Why did you go to South America? I thought you were heading over to Asia, to stop the war or something – you left here so abruptly.”

     “Yeah, I’m sorry. I’m still sorting things out, my life direction and all, and I still might go over there. I’ve been living in this primitive village in the jungle here and I’m so out of touch with what’s going on over there; but I hear it’s bad.”
     “It is bad, but there is something even worse coming. I found this massive comet just outside our solar system – it’s a huge one and really hauling! Sofia, it is heading for earth after it goes around the sun. I’ve checked and double checked and it is heading for us. I shouldn’t even be telling you this! Only a few of us know about it – it is top secret.” 

     “Oh my God, Gabe. How much time do we have?”

     “It’s hard to tell at this point, exactly, a couple months anyway. We’ll know more accurately when, within a week or so.”

     “And I thought the end was going to be because of this war.”

     “Well, maybe we’ll destroy the planet before it gets here,” Gabe jokingly said. “I named it Barbara – you know, after my mom. She always did say that I would find her in the stars.” 
     “Oh Gabe, that’s so sad.” There was a moment of silence. “I miss you.  I would like to have spent more time with you.” Sofia was on the verge of crying. “We will be together again, at some point. I know it. We will.” She said goodbye, stating that she would be in touch at one of her future destinations.
     Sofia left Venezuela. Her destination was still Taiwan but she first took a stop-over in Hawaii for a brief visit. She first flew to Los Angeles where she had to change planes to go to Honolulu. On the plane she sat next to a woman named Moana, a native Hawaiian. Moana looked to be in her early forties, was rather heavy set, had frizzy black hair, and wore a floral purple and yellow dress. They talked a bit and Moana informed Sofia that she and her husband had an orchid farm over on the leeward side of Oahu. She handed Sofia their card and invited her to come visit them if she cared to. 
     They landed in Honolulu and Sofia gathered her big knapsack at the baggage claim then found a tourist information booth for she had no agenda planned. It was evening so she decided to stay there in Honolulu, renting a fancy hotel room over near Waikiki where she fell asleep for she was tired from all the traveling. 
     Late into the night she awoke and strolled over to look out on the balcony at the view for she was up a dozen stories or so. She looked over toward the profile of a point of land known as Diamond Head which was black against the blueness of the starry night sky. Far over there she saw a small light appear. Though it was very small, she was able to see that it was moving and in a few moments it meandered up into the air and came towards her. It was a ball of fire, looking like one of those round Chinese kites aflame. Soon it was hovering just off the beach near her hotel and it drifted right next to her on the balcony. It crackled and burned and she now noticed there was the image of a face within the fire.
     “I know you’re there!” the ball of fire said in Mandarin, a Chinese dialect that Sofia understood. “I am the element of fire,” it said brightening up a little after it spoke.

     “I can see that you are. How do you do?” Sofia politely responded.

     “Soon I will devour you!” it said to her with a menacing expression.

     “You may do that sir, but the true core of me cannot be burnt for I, like you, am on fire.” This made the fire ball very angry and it sailed away swiftly like it had been shot off by a slingshot. “Adios,” Sofia said very softly, pondering this strange encounter and its symbolic significance. The morning sun came and she sat serenely there on the balcony admiring the beautiful colors of the clouds and the ocean.

     Later she rented a car and checked out of her hotel for she wanted to explore the island. She left the more populated area and headed out to the north shore on a highway that cut through pineapple fields. Down she went to the coast where she could see the large waves that broke just offshore. As she rounded a corner a small bird crossed the path of her traveling car and collided into her windshield. She instantly pulled over, parked the car and got out to find the little sparrow. It lay there motionless. Sofia picked it up. It was lifeless but still a little warm. She felt terrible that she had caused this, remembering that dream of the court case with the bird so adamantly accusing the humans of being so destructive. A little blood dropped from its beak and marked a red spot on her thumb.
     “I’m so sorry,” she said to it as though it could still hear her. She cupped the bird with her other hand then closed her eyes and concentrated. “My spirit is with you,” she whispered to it. The bird moved. Sofia removed her top hand. “Fly away!” she commanded and it did, off into the safety of the trees beside the road.

     There were some young people hanging out on a wall that bordered the beach on the other side of the street and a couple of them had witnessed this miracle. “Hey you!” one of the guys called as Sofia was about to get back into her car. She looked over at him. “Hi there!” She waved over and smiled. “Wait!” The guy waited for cars to pass then he ran over to her. “Did I really see what just happened?” Sofia smiled in a modest way. “You just saved that little bird, didn’t you?”
     “Yes, but it was just stunned.”

     “My name’s Ron.” He held out his hand and Sofia shook it.

     “I’m Sofia.”

     “Come on over and meet some of my friends,” he said gesturing over to the other side of the street. She followed him over there and he introduced her to them, a group of surfers and beach bums. “So, where are you heading today anyways?”
     “Oh, I’m just driving around, checking things out over here. I just got here yesterday. It’s my first time here.”

     “Cool,” he said. “We’re about to go surfing. Care to stay and watch for a while?”

     “I guess so. I love to watch waves and these ones are huge!”

     “Yeah, about twenty- footers today. They get even bigger at times.” Ron and his friends grabbed their boards, ran into the foamy water and paddled out into the waves. She watched them for a while. They seemed like little toy soldiers against the massive backdrop of the big waves. The waves summoned back her meeting with Gabe that time at Rincon. She was reminded that one force produces another and that her actions were gravely needed in preparations for what was to come; only, she still knew not exactly what she was supposed to do.
     Sofia walked back to her car and continued driving around the island. She circled other similar coves and went by other beaches that were famous for their big surf. There was a small rain shower then she witnessed an intense rainbow so she stopped and parked her car so that she could absorb its beauty. She was at the edge of another beach only this area was far more protected and no huge waves were in sight. She left her car and took a walk along this beach where there were very few people. There was an island just offshore that looked like a Chinaman’s hat, rendering its name so. After about a mile she turned around to walk back to her car. A few people were now walking behind her. She looked back and saw three of them about twenty yards behind her. She kept on walking then looked back again and saw a dozen or so. As she looked forward there were now several people standing right in front of her. They were native Hawaiians, Maoris, and a few Asians, both men and women. “We want to go but we are unable to,” a sort elderly woman said to her.
     “Where do you want to go?” Sofia asked, noticing more and more gathering around her, coming out of thin air.

     “Some of us have been walking this coast for what seems like ages,” a younger fellow with long black hair said. Sofia realized they were all ghosts for they became slightly transparent at times as they walked through where another one was. “None of us had families when we were alive, so when we died we were unable to cross over to the other island.”
     “You all have died and are unable to leave here because you didn’t have a family!” Sofia said to all of them.  A couple walked by and heard Sofia but they weren’t receptive to the sight of the ghosts so they thought her to be a crazy woman, talking to no one. “You poor souls! All of you stranded here who feel alone are with me now. I am alone without a family as well. Though I appear young, I’ve come from ages old to be here with you, to come get you and to deliver you!” Smiles appeared on those weary faces that were sad. “I am here to invite you all back home!” At that that drifting phantoms began to disappear like they were bubbles popping.
     “Thank you,” said a woman in a grass skirt then she too vanished. Sofia made it back to her car. She felt positive and confident about herself, that she could so easily help so many. Each supernatural experience she had uncovered a better understanding of her purpose: she was a deliverer of sorts, a passageway for the soul of all humanity. All souls were one soul, she knew this, all within a family of the same being no matter how diverse.
     Sofia kept driving, coming next to a town, Kaneohe. She remembered that that woman, Moana, whom she had met on the plane, lived in this town, so she found her card and called her at a pay phone. Sofia liked her and she wanted to see their orchid farm. “Hello Sofia! I hoped you might give us a call,” Moana said over the phone.
     “Oh, thanks! An orchid farm just sounds like such a nice thing. Can I come over to visit?”

     “Of course child! Where are you now?”

     “I’m here in Kaneohe. I’ve just been driving around the island. It’s really beautiful!” Sofia told her. Moana gave her directions and Sofia found their place. It was tucked in right at the valley’s edge of some towering, steep cliffs known as Koolaus. Their farm was called “Ocean Orchids” and they had a couple low greenhouses that were amongst a bunch of banana trees. Moana came out of her house when Sofia pulled in. “Hi Moana!” Sofia yelled after she got out of her car.

     “You made it! Welcome Sofia! Come, let me show you around.” Moana walked her through the greenhouses. “We grow orchids mostly but some other things as well, selling them here on the island, getting some mail order business as well.” They walked through the greenhouse which exited out into a courtyard garden where a man was hunched over on his knees weeding. “Carl, this is Sofia, the girl I told you about whom I met on the plane the other day.” The man stood up, looked at them and silently waived his dirtied hands at Sofia. “My husband, Carl.”  
     “Nice to meet you, Carl.” Sofia kept following Moana around the grounds viewing and smelling the wonders on their compound. 

    “Let’s go in and get a little something to eat shall we?” 

