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�Chapter I:



	As the electric revolving door spun, it caught the reflection of the rising autumn sun. It was still early enough in the morning that a shiny blue haze hung over the parking lot, giving the mirrored exterior of the long, squat building a cold, steel-like appearance which matched perfectly the seasonal briskness. Jonathan passed briskly through the automatic door, through the lobby of the building, and into the employee’s elevator. Waving his identification badge in front of the magnetic pad prompted the elevator upwards towards the fourth floor. He was his customary fifteen-minutes early for his shift that day, and this, as it always did, pleased him: getting to work before the scheduled beginning of his shift made him feel like he had accomplished something before his work for that day even began. It also gave him a couple of minutes to check the nurses’ station to see if Kate had arrived yet, which he noticed, as he exited the elevator into the bright hallway, that she hadn’t. He made his way down the hallway, towards the employee lounge which contained his locker and the lockers of his fellow coworkers. He noticed that Kevin hadn’t arrived yet either, and the pleasure afforded by the realization that his coworker may perhaps be five minutes late again more than made up for his initial disappointment at not being able to have his expected conversation with the new girl, Kate, that day. It crossed his mind briefly that perhaps she would not be in that day at all as she hadn’t been feeling well as of late, and this darkened his spirits considerably: though their conversations over the past couple of weeks had rarely lasted more then two or three minutes, they were, nevertheless, the most anticipated and studied part of his day.

	Jonathan reached into his locker and pulled out his white lab-coat. Putting it on, he clipped his identification badge to the left lapel, adjusting it so as to ensure that it was not crooked. Not to be overly fussy or neat, he thought, but a clean, professional appearance went a long way towards instilling confidence him in the minds of his cases. At least that’s what the director had said and Jonathan took it to heart — what with all the wackos out there, his patients could use all the confidence they could get. Jonathan studied himself with a degree of satisfaction in the mirror above the sink and grabbing his clipboard from the circular table where he had left it, let himself out of the lounge.

	Mrs. Hegwood was the first stop on his rounds for that day. Visiting Mrs. Hegwood, or Eileen as she insisted Jonathan call her, was a great way to begin his day at work. Unlike some of the patients under his care, she seemed never to be upset to be under the care of the facility. Always cheerful and in good spirits, she was always ready with a story whenever Jonathan would visit her and today was no exception.



	“Did I ever tell you that I used to be quite a dancer?”

	“I believe you may’ve mentioned it once or twice in the past.” Jonathan smiled.

	“Well, I was. Quite the dancer. Why, myself and Mr. Hegwood used to be able to go out clubbing and dance for hours. That’s how we met, you know, at a club. I won’t say it was love at first sight, but when you meet the right person, you just know. How’re you and that girl of yours getting along?”

	“Oh, wonderfully. I’m the luckiest man in the world.” Jonathan smiled and glanced down at Mrs. Hegwood’s chart. “How’s your right leg feeling today, Eileen?”

	“My what?”

	“Your leg, is there any pain?”

	“Oh, no. No pain today.”

	“Well, that’s good. It must be that new medication. It’s pretty good stuff. It was originally used to rehabilitate drug users.”

	“Oh!” Mrs. Hegwood giggled and blushed.

	“But it has many other uses, including its use as an analgesic,” he added. “Have you heard from Richard lately?”

	“Oh, no. Nothing from Richard since this summer. He came to visit me, remember? In July, along with Heather and their girl. Tall, that girl is. If she keeps growing like she’s growing, she’ll make quite the dancer someday, I tell you. And I can spot a dancer.”

	“I’m sure you can, Eileen.” He wrote some notes onto her chart and then spoke again. “Well, you seem to be doing fine. If you experience any more discomfort in your leg, there, just let the nurse know and we can see about increasing your dosage.”

	“Oh, okay.” Mrs. Hegwood turned her gaze from him and towards the narrow window overlooking the courtyard. A moment later she turned back towards him. “Thank you, Doctor.”

	“Well, you’re welcome, Eileen.” He added kindly, “But I’m not a doctor, remember?”

	“Oh, no, of course not. Well, you have yourself a wonderful day.” Her mind clambered to find some way to repay him for the compassion he was showing her. “And if you want to treat that girl of yours to a really special night out, you take her dancing.” Mrs. Hegwood winked her wrinkled face in his direction and then turned back towards the window.



	Back out in the hall Jonathan ran into Kevin, who was just arriving, coming in late.

	“Hey, Jon!” Kevin stopped and steadied himself by putting his arms on each of Jonathan’s shoulders. “Excellent save on that Hegwood leg case!”

	“Thanks! And you didn’t do such a bad job yourself with Mr. O’Reiley either, from what I hear. What, did you rescue –?”

	“Both corneas.”

	“Both of them?”

	“Yep.”

	“But I thought there was only a fifty-fifty chance of –  ”

	“You mean that even one of them could be rescued? Less than that. But with the right course of treatment we were able to halt — no — nearly restore the damage done to the optic nerve. In the end, we were able to save the vision in both eyes.”

	“That’s pretty amazing.”

	“Yeah, I thought so.” Kevin smiled. “Stuff that wasn’t even possible in this industry five years ago, not with the technology, funding, and, of course, the administration we had then, that’s for sure. Another win for the good guys.” Kevin looked down the long hallway towards the elevators. “In any case, I don’t think Dr. Sleger’s going to mind my coming in a little late. I make a lot of money and generate a lot of good PR for this facility. Fortunately, I think the big guy recognizes that.”

	“So do you want to get lunch later?” Jonathan asked.

	“Sure! Let’s do that.” Kevin hopped back on one foot, spun around, and was gone. Jonathan didn’t even have the opportunity to point out that he wasn’t wearing his identification badge. 

�Chapter II:



	As he attempted to fall asleep, the thumping bass of the music emanating from the stereo boombox next door coincided nearly perfectly with the hollow thwang of the basketball which hit repeatedly against the wall which separated his room from the room next door. All other aspects of dormitory life had taken some getting-used-to, but he had managed finally to get used to them: sharing a shower with three other men, the alarm clocks all around him sounding off — forgotten — at seemingly random intervals throughout the day and night, and even the frequent, pleading, and insistent messages left on his answering machine by some girl named Cheryl for his roommate, Dominic. All of these he had managed to tolerate, each in its appropriate way. But the nightly basketball games were an entirely different matter. It was either the incessant hurling of the ball against his wall, the feral and meaningless shouts of the players, or the unabashed futility of the repetitive music underscoring it all — or some combination of the three — which drove him to the point of some rather extreme and violent imagery. Dominic usually opted to study at the library, where it was quiet, but there was only one place to sleep. The clock gloated at him as each five-minute interval passed with no break in the noise. Frequently in the past, at some point in the night’s revelry, there came a point at which the game would break up and its participants would head out to the nearest bar but it seemed that on that particular night the bar had been brought back to Francis Xavier Hall, room 303. Twelve-Thirty. De profundis clamavi ad te Domine.

	“Excuse me, please!” He squinted without his glasses in the bright light of the hallway and once he was convinced that he had gotten their attention, he continued. “Some of us would like to get up for matins tomorrow.”

	“Hey, dude!” Jeff dribbled the ball from hand to hand, eliciting a muffled thud from the floor each time he did so. “What are you talking about? No one gets up for morning prayers anymore. Not even the other wannabe collars like you. Just the old priests. Hey, would you like a beer?”

	“No. And I would appreciate it if you would stop. Stop playing.”

	“Take it easy there, Tom. We’ll be done in a minute. Nice hair.”

	“My name is Thomas, you undergraduates,” he said more to himself than to anyone else. He ran his fingers through his wild bed-styled mop and returned to his darkened room and shut the door behind him. As the game started back up and he overheard the last of the comments about him by its participants he wondered if there was a limit to the amount of suffering one human being could offer up in their lifetime for the souls in Purgatory.

	“Dude, he needs to get wasted.”

	“Naw, dude. He needs to get laid.”

�Chapter III:



	Jonathan lay on his back, staring up at the ceiling of the bedroom of his condominium. The ceiling was clean and white, except for the water stain in the opposite corner. The stain, he thought, looked kind of like a face, with a large nose and a mouth which appeared to be making some sort of growling “Arrr!” sound. His gaze dropped to the wall nearest the bed, covered with pictures of female jazz singers. Billie Holiday, Ella Fitzgerald, and a few others he couldn’t name; the pictures weren’t labeled and he hadn’t really been paying attention at the particular moment Sarah had introduced him to each of them. At that particular moment he had been more interested in somehow directing her attention to the fact that he had an erection, a manifestation of his feelings for her at that moment — feelings which he had been able (rather subtly, he thought) to bring to her attention, soon thereafter.

	Outside, a dog barked, plaintively defending its turf against the pedestrians walking past it. Billie seemed even more tortured today then usual, her mouth open in what could’ve just as easily been a scream as a song for all he cared to think about it, a flower in her hair. She had nice lips, he thought. Then he thought about Marie. How long ago had it been since they had first met? Eight years? Nine? He was still in college at the time. They had met in Professor Haddad’s Cognitive Systems class. He recalled the excitement he had felt the first time they were alone together, how smooth and electric her skin was under his fingers. Now that he thought about it, he had written a really good paper for that class. He had written his term paper on the subject of prenatal psychology, (particularly in regards to the development of thought and understanding of the fetus in the womb) and Professor Haddad had encouraged him, upon reading it, to further his studies in that area (even though he had also said that the emphasis of he paper was a bit outside the focus of his class). A few months later, though, after he and Marie had had the abortion he didn’t feel much like following up on the subject, opting to concentrate on his studies in science and, later, medicine instead. Things had ended poorly  for himself and Marie, he reflected, and he felt badly about that. There were times, though when, he couldn’t help but to think back on the time they had shared together: how much in love he felt after that first night, how tight and firm her body had felt to him, and how if he closed his eyes he could almost feel her next to him. On top of him. He had blown a really good thing, he thought, but at least he had had fun. And thinking about that fun, as he was doing now, kept him from feeling too sad about the whole thing.

	He rolled onto his side and his gaze fell onto the luminescent red digits of the clock-radio beside the bed. It was nearly six-thirty; Sarah would be home in a few minutes and he had best get the container into the refrigerator before then.

�Chapter IV:



	“Hi. You wanted to see me?”

	“Yes. Sister Jean thought we should have a little chat. Just you and I.”

	“I was under the impression that our review wouldn’t be held until the end of the term, next month.”

	“Yes, but, well — please come in and sit down.”

	“Will this take very long? I have a class to attend in ten minutes.”

	“It will be all right, we’ve sent a note to Father Kenneth. You’ll be excused from his class so we may have this discussion. Please, have a seat. Would you care for some water?”

	“No, thank you.”

	“Listen, Thomas, I’ll come straight to the point as to why you’re here. As you know, I’ve been hired by Sister Jean to routinely evaluate the mental health and fitness of each one of the students here. You are no doubt aware that there have been certain,” he paused, “unpleasant lawsuits recently which have cost the diocese a lot of money. Now, this is not to say that your behavior in any way directly relates to these lawsuits or is cause for any concern —”

	“My behavior?”

	“Yes, we’re coming to that. Sorry — I was getting ahead of myself. As I was saying, it is my responsibility, both to Sister Jean and to the diocese, to ensure that the men who are going to undertake this particular,” another pause, “lifestyle are thoroughly well suited, psychologically speaking, for it. That is, my job is to ensure that these men are, in fact, healthy individuals.” He paused for a moment before continuing. “Thomas, why are you here?”

	“Why am I — what do you mean?”

	“Why did you come here, to St. Bonaventure’s.”

	“Well, as I explained on my application, I have felt, since a very early age, that I might have  a calling towards ministering to God’s people.” He added, “by serving in His Church.”

	“That’s certainly an admirable goal, and we definitely applaud you for coming here to St. Bonaventure’s to find out if the priesthood is the right fit for you. In fact, that’s what we’re here to discuss today.”

	“Well, I’ve been thinking and praying about this for some time now. I believe that this is what I’m being called to do: to be a strong and faithful shepherd of His flock.”

	“A shepherd. I see. And what might you, as a shepherd, be protecting the ‘flock,’ against?” He turned his attention to his notepad.

	“Well, against temptation. Sin. The Enemy.”

	“The Enemy!” He very nearly chortled. “Sorry, it has just been a while since I’ve heard that term. Thomas, what do you believe sin to be?”

	“The turning of one’s will away from God’s plan for us.” He thought for a moment, “intentionally offending God. Turning your back on His goodness.”

	“So, you would consider committing a sin to be an evil act.”

	“Yes,” he replied slowly. He was used to the intense, late-night discussions he had been having in the dormitory with Dominic, and was unprepared for the apparent fatuousness of this line of questioning.

	“And when we commit a sin, when we ‘offend God,’ as you put it, we should feel guilty?”

	“Yes, I think so. I believe God gave us a conscience for that purpose. So that we might feel guilt at offending him and yet still feel the pull back to Him.”

	“You believe God is all Good and all Merciful, correct?”

	“Yes.”

	“And in his infinite Goodness, He wants us to be happy?”

	“Yeah,” Thomas answered slowly.

	“Then why would He want us to feel guilty?”

	“I don’t understand. I don’t think He wants us to feel guilty.”

	“If He gave us a conscience just for the purpose of feeling guilty, as you said, then he must want us to feel guilty when we sin, right? But now I ask you, if we’re continually bound up by guilt caused by our ‘sins,’ then how are we able to grow, psychologically speaking, as individuals?”

	“Grow?”

	“Yes. How, bound up by these feelings of guilt and repression, is one able to develop out of one’s,” here he paused, “rigid, contentious mindset and into the sort of healthy individual who, ideally, would be able to free himself from these sorts of hang-ups and encourage others to do the same. If I can do nothing else, I want you to appreciate that this is a very dynamic process, Thomas.”

	Thomas sat silent and fixed his stare directly into the eyes of the seminary’s vocations director as he fingered the Zippo lighter in the front pocket of his khakis. Dr. Steve stood up abruptly out of his chair and vectored across his office towards the large wooden desk. He picked up a small stack of papers and headed back to his seat, facing the young seminarian.

	“I have here one of your papers from Sister Ruth’s Theology of Sexuality class. I believe you were asked, the class was asked, to write about,” reading from a notepad, “‘actualization of the phallic ideal in the early writings of St. Augustine.’ Your paper, I believe, was supposed to be a five-thousand word essay. You in fact, wrote only four.”

	“‘This is a crock,’” recalled Thomas.

	“Ah, yes. And,” rustling through the stack of papers, “and this paper, for Fr. Graham’s Inclusive Liturgy seminar, where you, I believe, quoted,” again reading from his notepad, “Belloc, have I got that right?, as saying something on the order of Christianity not being able exist outside of the Church? I assume you mean, by ‘Church,’ Rome and the Pope and all that. Now, ir-regardless of my own personal feelings towards the personal opinions of our current pope towards some of our more controversial dogmas and doctrines, this just doesn’t seem to me like a very tolerant attitude towards the diverse beliefs of the other members of our faith community, now does it?”

	“Father Graham asked us to show how the ‘celebrations,’ of other churches reflected their own unique understanding of Christianity. I was arguing that there is nothing rightly called ‘Christianity.’ Nothing, that is, which could exist apart from an authority, namely the Church, to regulate dogma. When you move away from that authority the doctrines are very susceptible to change,” Thomas was motioning with hands as he stared at a spot on the floor about two feet in front of his chair. “You’re changing the nature of what you’re worshipping, the nature of Christ. You could ask two people who call themselves ‘Christians,’ to tell you about Christ and get two very different answers: two very different ‘Christianities.’ So, essentially, what most people would call ‘Christianity,’ in one form or another, once you move away from a central authority like the Church, is merely a combination of one or more heresies.”

	“Well, let me just interrupt you right there. I may not be up on all the theology of it all, but I just don’t understand how it is going to be beneficial, for someone who’s going to be out ministering in our parishes — ministering in our community — to call everyone else in that community who doesn’t believe exactly what they believe a heretic.”

	“I’d assumed that I’d be ministering to a community of Roman Catholics.”

	“Well, of course you would. That’s not to say we don’t welcome seminarians of all faiths here, of course — you’ve met Tiffany and Maribeth, of course. But Catholics today want,” he paused and put his hands together as he looked up at the ceiling, “to ensure that their non-Catholic neighbors are included with them in every aspect their worship services, not excluded from them. What does it say about us as representatives of Christ is we’re always shutting our doors in their faces? As you know, Thomas, there’s been too much fighting throughout history because of these silly little differences of opinion based on, well, for example if this little piece of bread is God or not. The New Church doesn’t want to keep hurting people’s feelings by locking them out or by,” he paused again, “by telling them they can’t participate in our liturgies. It is now the time for us all to focus on what we have in common, not on our differences.”

	Thomas felt his face burn and he looked back down to the floor as Dr. Gerry continued: “The kind of leaders we need are people who recognize that. We need men and women of all backgrounds and lifestyles who will encourage our brothers and sisters in Christ to actualize themselves. We need presbyters who can nurture and encourage people, not browbeat them. The sort of person we most definitely do not need are those who want to make themselves out to be martyrs for some sort of,” pausing again, “anachronistic illusion: that is to say, people who would be more at home living in some medieval, authoritarian monarchy.”

	Thomas was, for perhaps the first time in his life, speechless. He wanted more than anything to call Dr. Steve an infidel and on top of that a pseudo-scientist, but figured he had better keep his mouth shut until he could figure out what his angle was. Dr. Steve saw this as an opportunity to move subtly into his real area of expertise: psycho-analysis.

	“Tell me, Thomas, have you ever had any crucifixion fantasies?”

	Thomas sucked his stubbly upper-lip into his mouth, feeling it grate along the inside of his lower-lip. Part of him wanted to scream and part of him wanted to cry. All of him, however, for the first time in eight months, desperately wanted a cigarette. But there seemed to be little chance of Dr. Steve granting him the required seven-minute furlough — or even letting him go altogether — at this particular moment. In fact, Thomas had the suspicious feeling that in addition to Fr. Kenneth’s Greek class (the only class at St. Bonaventure’s combined seminary, undergraduate university, and conference center which he truly enjoyed) he wouldn’t be making it to the rest of his classes for that day either.

�Chapter V: 



	“Do you think they’re going to do their version of ‘The Wreck of the Old 97,’ tonight?”

	“Which one’s that?”

	“The one about the train wreck.”

	“Is that one on their album?”

	“No, they’ve only done it live.”

	“Oh, I don’t know it then.”

	“It’s great. They have a real train whistle and everything. Plus, Jason gets to do this thing where he sings with a twang and plays the mandolin really fast. It’s really great.”

	“Which one’s Jason again?”

	“He’s the really cute one with the long hair. He usually wears a vest, but sometimes he doesn’t. I should introduce you to the band sometime, they’re all really nice and funny. I love them all. Anyway, I think it’s great that you could come out to the show tonight. How are you feeling these days anyway?”

	“I have some good days and some bad days. I probably shouldn’t even be here tonight — especially since it’s a Wednesday. I really can’t afford to miss any more days at work considering I really just started there and haven’t even gotten any sick time or benefits yet.”

	“Well, you do look better tonight. Not quite as pale as usual.”

	“Thanks, Kim.”

	“I’m sorry. You know I didn’t mean it that way.” Distracted, her eyes surveyed the performance area of the Cafe Versailles. The usual clientele of the small coffee-shop was augmented that night by the local band’s loyal followers who had turned up there, as they did on the third Wednesday of every month, to hear the progressive-electronic-folk-rock band’s collection of originals and old favorites. “Hey Kate,” she grabbed at her companion’s arm. “There’s the guy I was telling you about, Ed. Over there, sitting down at that table by the door. I really think you should meet him. He’s a writer.”

	“Oh, I don’t know.” Kate played half-heartedly with the frayed cuff of her overcoat. “I made it out tonight, didn’t I? Let’s just enjoy the show.”

	Kimberly took another sip of her latte and then got up to say hello to a group of friends who had just arrived.

�Chapter VI:



	“So have you decided what kind of car you’re going to get?” Kevin sipped on his coffee while he flipped through the pages of the latest issue of Luxury Auto Monthly. “This one here, is nice, the Luxor QS3.” He passed the magazine across the square taco joint table towards Jonathan.

	“Oh, I don’t know. Sixty-five thousand dollars. That’s a lot of money.”

	“Well, you could always lease it. But you’ve been here what, three years? I just started here in February, so you’ve got to be making more than I am.” Kevin smiled a bit more broadly as if something had just occurred to him. “So how much do you make?”

	Jonathan laughed at the boldness of the question, though it wasn’t unexpected, coming as it did from Kevin. He fingered his identification badge. “You know I can’t tell you that.”

	“Will you stop looking at that clock? We’ve still got five more minutes. Okay, but you have to be doing pretty well for yourself. I mean, how much are the payments on that old beater you’re driving around now?”

	“My car’s only four years old, Kevin.”

	“Yeah, okay, but you bought it off a lease, so you probably don’t owe more on it than it’s worth and could probably get a decent trade-in.”

	“Yes, you’re right: I don’t have a great many financial obligations. Well, aside from the condo and a certain lifestyle, and — and the loans from med. school, of course.”

	“Yeah, those school loans are a bitch.” Kevin swallowed the rest of his coffee as though he were taking a stiff swig of bourbon. “You know Erik, in pediatrics? He just got a new convertible. Sweet car.”

	“All right, all right.” Jonathan’s eyes dropped to the magazine. “I’ll think it over.”

	Kevin leaned back in the formed plastic chair and putting his hands behind his head smiled broadly. “Oh, I get it. You’ve got to discuss it with your better half.”

	“That’s part of it.”

	“Well, that’s sweet. You know, I think it’s really wonderful what you two got. You know, a lot of people search their entire lives to find a girl like yours. Some people never find the person they’re meant to be with, and wind up old and alone — like this one case of mine I’ve got right now —”

	“Yeah, Sarah’s great,” Jonathan interrupted absently. Looking around the restaurant he noticed that he might be able to win a sports utility vehicle, just buy receiving his next soft-drink in the lucky winning cup.

	“Huh? Well, of course she is. Cute, too. You know, I don’t usually have a thing for tall girls, but man — well, you’re tall, too, and she is your girlfriend.” Kevin smiled again. “You two must really —”

	“Stop right there, mister,” Jonathan interrupted again, this time intentionally and with a laugh.

	“Hey, I’m just saying. What? Is it time to head back?” Kevin looked at his watch, stood up, and then brushed the taco crumbs off of his lab-coat. “So who do you have this afternoon?”

	“Oh, you know,” replied Jonathan, grabbing the magazine from the table, “more of the same.”

	The two men left the restaurant and neither one of them had noticed the four-year-old girl with the large, brightly-colored plastic stethoscope who had been staring intently at them the entire time as she sucked on her soft-drink at a nearby table.

�Chapter VII:



	The bus station itself was a rare outpost dingy concrete in a town otherwise formed, it seemed, of green glass and new steel. But that was the thing about bus stations, Thomas reflected, or at least the thing about the few bus stations he had seen: they were what they were, and they were nothing more. Bus stations were utilitarianly designed for the express (he chuckled sardonically at his own pun, or rather he chucked at the mere fact that he was able, at now of all times, to appreciate a pun) purpose of transporting the least-common-denominator of society from the one colorless and dirty part of a city to the equally colorless and dirty part of an otherwise clean and glistening, completely different city. Thomas now found himself part of that least-common-denominator, viewing his hometown again for the first time in three months, this time, though, from the bowels outwards.

	He slung his backpack over his right shoulder, still dressed in his khakis and plaid dress-shirt. He looked down at his brown loafers, he noticed as he always did that the toes were scuffed and worn, as if to ask them if they were ready for the walk ahead — he wasn’t in any sort of mood to get back onto a bus, even a comparatively clean city bus. The Greyhound he rode in on had been held up for four hours in Dayton while they waited for a substitute to show up to replace the current driver who had already worked his union-dictated eight-hour day. The delay had been sufficiently long enough that he had sought out a cigarette machine, bought a pack of Camels, smoked nearly half of it, and then tossed the rest away. As he had grown unaccustomed to smoking during the months since he had first seriously discerned his vocation and applied to St. Bonaventure’s, he forgot to buy a soda at the station before they had left Dayton and so for the next 120 miles his mouth tasted like tar and his throat hurt. At least he was reminded of why he had really quit so many months ago. The bus didn’t stop again until they had reached Toledo, and by then he was already so close to home that any sort of nostalgic appeal which buying a soda and drinking it while he rode — like he had done in the car when he was a kid, but only on special occasions, like the long road trips they had take each summer — was lost. Still, his throat felt a little better.

	It wasn’t a long walk, anyway, he recalled: perhaps three miles. And the day was sunny and unseasonably warm for early November. The leaves had turned from green to gold and with rare exceptions had all given up their arboreal homes. They lay now either scattered across the lawns or in huge, heaping mounds in the gutter. Past the dark, barren stalks, the sky was a pure and endless blue and in spite of himself he smiled, losing himself in it for just a moment. At last he found his feet turning down the street on which he had grown up, guided by their memories of trips home from school and walks around the neighborhood with his parents. Catching sight of the well-groomed hedge of roses (though it bore no flowers at this particular time and in fact was itself nearly impossible to see, obscured as it was by the huge pile of walnut and maple leaves between it and the street) which surrounded the neat front lawn was enough to convince him to slow his pace. He nearly stopped walking. For the first time since he had left St. Bonaventure’s, Thomas felt a momentary sense of panic and of emptiness. When he caught sight of the house, though, he felt something entirely different, something he had felt every time he had come home from college for the holidays: he paradoxically familiar and alien feeling as if one were coming home to a scene out of a storybook. As well-known as the sight of his own house was, there was something about it which didn’t seem quite real. He would need some time to adjust.

	The white and black, early-1990s Ford sedan in the driveway though, up on the bright-orange metal ramps was entirely new to him. Undoubtedly some recent purchase and new pet-project of his father’s. He would have to ask him where he got it when he saw him, though he usually was out in the yard on nice days like this. As Thomas didn’t have a key to the house of his own, he would need to find the old man anyway if he were to get inside of the house.

	A muffled explosion caused his spine to straighten and his backpack to fall off of his shoulder onto the ground. It took him a few seconds to realize it had come from the back. The back of his house. Dad — he had to find his father. He raced around the side of the house in time to see an orange and red column of flame shoot straight up from the center of the yard, some eight or twelve feet in the air accompanied by another flanged report. A cloud of black smoke rose up into the sky. He stood there stunned as he noticed a man standing not ten feet away from where the flame had shot up from the ground. The old man put down the red plastic can and walked towards Thomas.

	“Hello there!” he waved and hollered. “I had some problems with the groundhogs this year, and I was just waiting for some of them to start hibernating!” He stopped and wiped his wrinkled brow with a faded red handkerchief. “How’s the seminary?”

	“They kicked me out,” Thomas said as he watched the last of the black smoke disappear against the azure sky.

�Chapter VIII:



	Jonathan cut the onion, lengthwise, down the center as he had seen done on the cable cooking network. Grasping the base of the blade of the white, ceramic eight-inch chef’s knife near the handle between his thumb and forefinger he placed one-half of the onion down on the wooden butcher-block cutting board and cut off the tip of the bulb. He then made five or six slices in the onion, lengthwise, from the curved outside of the vegetable to the cutting board, being careful to not cut the base. Then, making his left hand into a fist, he fed the onion towards the knife making sure as he chopped to roll the tip of the blade on the cutting board as he had seen. He tossed the base of the onion into the garbage disposal and using the dull edge of the knife, scraped the chopped pieces into the wok.

	The rice-cooker chirped loudly with a friendly tone letting him know that his short-grained rice has cooked to sticky perfection. As soon as it cooled a little bit he would be able to lay it out on the bamboo mats.

	He heard the lock on the door in the back turn and the door open. He grabbed the remote control and turned down the contemporary smooth jazz emanating from the stereo. As he heard the familiar sound of Sarah placing her keys on the marble tabletop and throwing her coat over the chair in the living room, he wiped his hands on his apron and turned to greet her as she came through the door into the kitchen and dining area.

	“Hi honey,” she said as they kissed.

	“Hello,” he replied. “How was work?”

	“Oh, you know better than to ask me how work is, these days,” she smiled. “What’s for dinner.” She smiled.

	“Sushi and egg rolls. I thought we’d try something Japanese tonight.”

	“Well, egg rolls themselves are traditionally Chinese cuisine I believe, but it smells wonderful. How did I always know I’d wind up with a man who could cook?” She wrapped her arms around him to kiss him again.

	“Sorry. I probably taste like onions. I wanted to be sure they were sweet enough.”

	“You taste wonderful.” She smiled again. Jonathan thought Kevin had been wrong. She wasn’t cute, she was beautiful. Tall, with short black hair cut to a chin-length bob. Her features were sharp, well defined, with deep green eyes which made her face light up as she smiled, as she was smiling now. She was still dressed from work, in a wraparound skirt which extended down below her knees and a blue satin blouse with wide lapels and little ruffles at the sleeves. “Let me go change.”



	After they had eaten dinner, they sat on the couch watching new episodes of their shows on the television. Sarah sat, her legs extended, leaning against Jonathan’s chest comfortable in her sweat pants and pullover. Jonathan could feel her hair, which still smelled faintly of her shower that morning, brushing up against his face. He sensed that now would be a good time to speak.

	“I was talking to a couple of people at work today.”

	“Yes?” She turned her neck as much as she could to look at him. He caught a glimpse of the television program reflected in her deep green eyes.

	“And... what do you think about me getting a new car?”

	“Is something wrong with the one you have now?”

	“No. Not really. I mean, the one I have now is four years old, and I did buy it used. It runs fine but, you know, I was just talking to some of the people at work. Oh, and Kevin thinks that when the federal grant money comes through we should get our bonuses. I could be making close to six figures at that point.”

	“Oh, I know, honey. But I thought we’d decided we were going to save for a down-payment on a real house. For us. I mean, I love the condo, but it’s not permanent. With a house, across the river, we can start thinking about our future. We discussed this, remember?”

	“Yes, we did,” Jonathan smiled, kissed Sarah’s forehead and turned his attention back towards the television set.

�Chapter IX:



	Her eyes looked pretty much the same as they always had. Reflected in the mirror they were the same frosty blue she had seen staring back at her since she was a child. So her eyes hadn’t changed. She gripped the bathroom sink with one hand for support against the queasiness while she pulled down the lower eyelid of her left eye for further examination. A little puffy and bloodshot — not severely, but enough so that she had noticed it — but that was about it. She dried her hair and finished dressing herself for work.

	For no particular reason at all, she dreaded the thought of going to work. And she thought this was strange, not that she dreaded going to work (because she had certainly had jobs she had hated before) but that she couldn’t think of any reason for the near panic she felt every time she thought about going there. The people there were nice: her supervisor Ginny and Randall, the other “nurse,” with whom she shared her shift. And the work certainly wasn’t difficult: read the chart, administer medication, and try to figure out what to do with the rest of her life. Katherine laughed hollowly to herself. At any rate, panic or no panic, she hadn’t been there her forty-five days yet and without any sick-time she certainly couldn’t afford to take any more time off without pay. To ward off any despair she felt over that particular situation, she thought that she would definitely need to do her cards that night, to find out what it all meant.

	Katherine pulled her well-worn overcoat from the closet where she had hung it the night before and stepped out into the crisp Midwestern November morning. She started up her rusty brown compact sedan. “Roberto,” as she had named her car started reluctantly on the second attempt. It was getting colder, she thought, and it probably needed a tune-up. That was just one more thing to worry about, she thought as she drove it out of its parking bay and turned out onto the busy street.

	Her therapist had said that a certain degree of anxiety was normal after a big life-change. She had also offered to prescribe something for it if it got any worse. But Katherine was still able to go about her daily routine (whatever that might’ve been! she thought to herself) and without any sort of prescription coverage (it was only due to the money she had received that she could afford to visit her therapist at all) even if she weren’t opposed to taking the medication already, she wouldn’t have been able to afford it anyway; Katherine had managed to talk her out of the medication for now.

	As she pulled off the highway and approached the facility where she worked, her feeling of panic increased and spread down her arms to her fingertips. She had to force herself to take several very deep breaths to calm herself down again as her lungs had apparently forgotten to consider breathing on their own. Her heart pounded and she began to sweat. She switched off the radio as she pulled into the parking lot and pulled around to the employee parking area. After she had turned off the car she waited a few minutes to catch her breath and then flipped down the sun-visor to check herself in the vanity mirror. Her eyes remained the same frosty blue and she took comfort in their permanence.

	She flipped the sun-visor back up and accidentally brushed against the green and gold Mardi Gras beads hanging from the rearview mirror. As they swung pendulously back and forth, seemingly beating out the passage of time in reverse, she grabbed her identification badge from the cup-holder and clipped it to lapel of her overcoat. She slammed the car door behind her (consciously ignoring the flakes of rust which fell to the asphalt as she did so) and wrapped her overcoat around her to protect against the chilly air which would otherwise have consumed her.

�Chapter X:



	What day was it? Thomas didn’t really have too clear of an idea. He had arrived back home on a Wednesday, he thought, and he had been home either three or four days and he had slept most of that time. That might make today Sunday except that the boxes of his books and papers and clothes from the seminary had arrived yesterday, or was it two days ago?, which meant that they would have to have been delivered on a Saturday. Thinking about it made his head hurt. Thomas put on his glasses and looked at the clock: one-thirty-three. If it was Sunday, he had already missed Mass. If that was the case then it would be the first time in nearly as long as he could remember that he had missed Church on a Sunday. He didn’t really feel any different, though. Just tired. And he was most likely badly in need of a shave.

	He figured he had better eat something — lunch, probably as it was too late for breakfast — and headed out into the hallway of the small ranch-style home. Outside, from the garage, he could hear the dull sound of something heavy hitting something made of metal. Thunk, thunk, thunk. And then a pause. Then again: thunk, thunk, thunk. Then the sound of a heavy metal tool being dropped on the concrete.

	Thomas opened the refrigerator. There were a few beers, some cheese, a package of summer sausage and some milk. The date on the plastic jug read “NOV 06.” Since he didn’t know for certain what today’s date was but vaguely knew it was late October when he had left for home, he deduced the milk was probably still good and certainly the safest option given how his stomach had been feeling for the past several days. He pulled the milk out of the refrigerator, selected a bowl from the cupboard, and opened up the pantry door. In addition to a few cans of soup there were some crackers and not much else. No cereal anyway. He would have to buy some the next time he went out, whenever that might be. Placing the milk back in the refrigerator, he pulled out the sausage and the cheese and made himself a sandwich with some bread he had overlooked earlier on the bottom shelf.

	As he finished his lunch he thought about what he might do that day. It was already past two o’clock, so it was too late to start anything really big; not that there was anything really big which occurred to him that he might like to do. He opened the door to the basement, switched on the light, and headed down the stairs. The basement was a single room with a partition running down the middle of it. The side closest to the stairs was a carpeted collection of brown cardboard boxes, each one bearing a name written onto it in black marker in a variety of familiar scrawls. The other half of the basement was the combination workshop and utilities area, littered with tools and odd pieces of mechanical equipment: parts of an old exercise bike, several air-conditioner compressors, and the innards of an old microwave to name a few. It was the collection of cardboard boxes, however, which drew his attention. One of these boxes was already open, sitting in the middle of the floor, buried in the orange shag carpeting. A collection of thick and tattered notebooks lay strewn around it. Thomas sat down in the midst of it all.

	Yesterday he had made it through his sophomore year and today he would continue into his Junior year, reviewing the notes he had taken as an undergraduate at Plainvalley College. He enjoyed reviewing the apparent chaos present in the notes he had scribbled furiously, trying to keep up with the professor, unsure what would be on the exam or useful for a paper so trying to capture and give form to every word as it spilled forth from the font before it was forgotten and lost forever. It was satisfying to him now, having passed the course, to review his notes with the god’s-eye view of understanding. Finally knowing what the professor had been up to, he could look down at the collection of seemingly unrelated sentence fragments and make sense of it all. While he hadn’t been able to see it even just two or three years ago (or probably been able to appreciate it if even he had been able to see it), there was an order to it all. It all made sense now. Well, all of it except for the notes he had taken in Dr. Grundahl’s literary criticism class — none of that stuff still made any sense.

	As he sat and pondered the significance of this deeper understanding, cross-legged in his sweat-pants and dirty T-shirt, he reached up to run his hands through his thick mat of hair. He definitely needed a shower.

�Chapter XI:



	It was late in the day. The recent change of the clocks back from the summertime meant that even though he was still at work, the sun would be setting soon. Already, in fact, in the west the sky was taking on a yellow and pink hue as the sun lowered itself into the horizon, casting long shadows across the front of the building and igniting the mirrored rear of the facility with a dynamic light-show of reflected color.

	Jonathan had only one more stop to make that day. He opened the door to Mr. D’Orazio’s room and closed it behind him: Mr. D’Orazio had a tendency towards being a bit robust at times and Jonathan didn’t want any of the other patients under his care getting at all disturbed.

	“Hey Doc!” Mr. D’Orazio shouted from across the room as soon as Jonathan had entered. “The food here is terrible!”

	Jonathan let that one go. “Is there anything in particular you’d like?”

	“Yeah! bring me a nurse. A redheaded nurse. And make sure she’s a young wet nurse!” Mr. D’Orazio laughed loudly at his own joke.

	Jonathan smiled. He really couldn’t blame the old fart. “Assuming that a visit from one of our trained staff can’t be arranged, is there anything else you’d like?”

	“Ha! I’d like to get out of here, then, to find my own damned redhead!”

	“Now, you’re in no shape to be released.” Jonathan said compassionately and motioned by means of explanation to the expensive piece of machinery which, connected to a mask which fit around Mr. D’Orazio’s nostrils along with the various other tubes carrying various fluids into this arms, kept him alive.

	“You bastards have got me shackled down here but good,” Mr. D’Orazio bellowed. Jonathan detected a somewhat somber tone to that last shout, but Mr. D’Orazio’s face, tan and leathery and set as it was by years of habit in an expression of steely outrage, betrayed nothing.

	Jonathan flipped through the papers on his clipboard. “Now, you haven’t been responding exactly as we’d hoped to the course of treatment we’ve been using,” Jonathan said, “so there’s something else we’d like to start you on, and I think we’ll see the benefits to it right away. There is one paper, though, I need you to sign, just to confirm that we had this discussion.”

	Mr. D’Orazio grabbed his bifocals from the nightstand next to him and glanced over the form Jonathan held in front of his face, mumbling to himself as he did so. He stroked his huge white mustache and then scratched his massive sideburns. At last he took the pen Jonathan held out to him and signed the paper.

	“I wish you people would just let an old man die,” he said in a low voice.

	Jonathan smiled. “You know we can’t do that. Your life still has purpose, and what sort of patient care would we be providing to our if we were to deny that?”



	Later on that afternoon he sat at his desk, waiting out the clock. He could have left early as much of the other staff had already gone that day. He had completed all of his rounds but Jonathan took is as a matter of pride to put in all his time. At five o’clock he was a free man. At five o’clock he was free to drive home in rush-hour traffic and start cooking dinner for the two of them. He didn’t really have any idea what he would cook tonight, but he would probably try poaching that whitefish he had just purchased. He took a deep breath and went over the stack of papers on his desk to make sure he wasn’t forgetting anything important. The last thing he needed was to forget something of critical importance and then have something terrible happen because of it. That had never happened, of course, and Jonathan took that as further justification for the effort he put into making sure he checked everything twice. Everything on his charts for that day seemed to be in order: Mrs. Hegwood was responding nicely to the increased dosage of painkillers (the pain in her leg had reintensified and Jonathan’s initial impression had been that it was all in her head, but she insisted and so he had finally relented) and now the old woman was even talking about dancing again.

	His new patient, Mr. Shimmerman, seemed to be much happier now than he had been when he had first arrived last week. At that time, as per usual facility practice, He had been given a copy of the facility’s orientation manual, which seemed to have upset him a little at first. Though the pamphlet, “To Newcomers, Just Arrived,” was intended to help new patients adjust to life at the facility, it seemed to have the opposite effect on Mr. Shimmerman. It was full of soothing little sayings and affirmations which praised enthusiastically the value of the work they did there. But some people were more in-tune with its language than others, Jonathan reflected. Mr. Shimmerman had peered at it through his tiny, round glasses and flipped each page menacingly as he finished reading it. Now that Jonathan thought about it, Mr. Shimmerman was the first of his patients in his recollection which had actually read the little manual and, while he hadn’t raised a terrible fuss while reading it, it was clear from his severe expression afterwords that he wasn’t happy. Over the past week, however, his mood had improved considerably — though Jonathan realized this may be due more to the medication Mr. Shimmerman was receiving more than it was to any change of heart on his part.

	And then, of course, there was little Mrs. Wierzbicki and her skin graft, which was taking so extremely well. He would have to be sure to mention that achievement to Dr. Sleger the next time he saw him. All in all, he thought, not bad for a day’s work. He looked at the clock. Still fifteen minutes to go. He filed his charts into their respective folders, locked the cabinet, shut down his computer, stood up, and headed out into the hallway where he noticed that they had wasted no time in taking the Halloween decorations down. Katherine saw him approach.



	“Hello, doctor,” she teased.

	Jonathan smiled. “Very funny. I’m not a doctor. Doctors have to go to a lot more school.”

	“And get paid a lot more, right?”

	“If they can find a job,” Jonathan replied wryly.

	“I apologize for the insult.”

	“It’s all right,” he smiled. “If you won’t call me doctor, I won’t call you nurse.” He noticed the picture posted to the bulletin board behind her. “That’s new,” he pointed.

	“Yes, I just brought it in this week to make me feel more at home.”

	“What’s her name?”

	“His name. He’s a he: Hieronymus. Hieronymus H. Cat.”

	“That’s an unusual name.”

	“He’s an unusual cat.”

	“I’m not keeping you from your work?” he asked.

	“Oh, no. I’m just about wrapped up for the day. I’m not keeping you from your work, am I?”

	“Of course not.” Strictly speaking, Jonathan had run out of things to say. He thought about dinner. “What do you have planned for dinner?”

	“Probably my usual repast: something from the frozen food group.”

	“I’m making poached whitefish for dinner, I think. I just picked-up an electric skillet with a digital temperature control so I can keep the fish at the proper temperature while it cooks. Keeps it from getting all rubbery and burnt.” He laughed. “Believe me, there is nothing worse then the smell of burnt fish smoldering in a white cream-sauce.”

	“That sounds delicious.”

	“What, burnt fish?”

	“No, silly. What you have planned for dinner, sans burning.” She recalled something and for a very brief moment, almost imperceptibly, her face fell.

	“What’s wrong?” Jonathan asked, studying her face. “Is everything okay?”

	“Of course. I was just,” she paused, blinked twice, and smiled, “remembering how much I love fish.”

	Jonathan studied her again. She was a pretty girl. She had these intense blue eyes which, when he looked into them hinted just partially at the depth of might lay beneath them. She was a bit shorter then Sarah, but much more femininely shaped, he thought. The long, chestnut-colored hair which fell down the back of her white uniform created a striking contrast between her natural beauty and the puritanical stylings of the uniform itself. He reflected, though, that he had always felt some odd feelings (mainly attraction now that he thought about it) towards the uniform itself and that in this case the wrapping on the package didn’t do anything but add to Katherine’s attractiveness.

	“If you ever need to talk,” he said, “you know where you can find me.”

	“Thank you,” she replied. “I’m fine. I’m just happy it’s time to go home.”



	On the drive home that evening she couldn’t help but analyze the conversation in her mind. She justified it to herself: she didn’t have a lot of friends and certainly her conversational skills would be a little rusty because of that. Maybe she did need to try and get out more, to meet some new people, and to try to get on with life. She had no idea about how she could go about doing that a second time. Anyway, there was nothing that could be done about that tonight. Tonight, her destiny lay in taking out the frozen turkey dinner out of the freezer, heating it up in the microwave, and then eating it on the couch in front of the TV with the cat. She fiddled with the knob for the car’s heater, turning it towards the red portion of the dial as protection against the familiar coldness creeping in. She had lost track of the number of times she had felt the panic that day, but she hadn’t felt as lonely as she did at this particular moment in quite some time. She blinked back the tears. The last thing she needed was to have her contact lenses become all blurry and sting. Besides, she would be home soon enough.

�Chapter XII:



	Kimberly glanced down at her watch. She still had forty-five minutes until her television program began and with the thirty-five-minute bus-ride home from the shop taken into account it meant that it was now time to make a decision. Why did everything have to be so expensive? She could afford either the pair of low-rider jeans or the red silk blouse but not both. But she wanted both and the realization that she would be walking out of the store with one but not the other struck her as exceedingly unfair. Why couldn’t she just buy the jeans and have someone else buy the blouse for her? That way everyone would be happy. She looked around the clothing store. It was empty except for the clerk, who herself seemed principally committed to refolding all the items left in the fitting room in time to close up shop at eight. Kimberly looked down at both of the items again; time was running out.

	She held the jeans up to her waist again. She would look so good with these hanging off of her hips — just like that one girl from the girl-group Kiss-met in their new “Bullet-Time Booty,” music video (only, Kimberly thought, her own hair was naturally that reddish-blonde color). On the other hand, she already had a pair of low-cut jeans and she wasn’t really sure if they would be something she could wear on the way to work, now that the days were getting colder. In the end, she won herself over to the blouse and brought the red garment up to the register. She handed over her bank card and the clerk debited $46.79 from her checking account (thank goddess for debit cards!). Happy to have the blouse she buttoned up her fuzzy winter coat, put all thoughts of the jeans behind her, and, impressed and pleased with the heightened awareness of her own ability to sacrifice when the situation demanded it, left the shop.

	Outside the store now it had grown dark and the temperature had dropped severely as the sun had set. The bus was not yet in sight, so she would have to wait. She pulled her hood over her head, the faux rabbit-fur trim which lined it keeping her warm against the coldness which had fallen upon a city unfamiliar to it (used, as it still was, to the warmer and not yet forgotten temperatures of summer). While Kimberly didn’t mind riding the bus, she despised waiting. And she absolutely hated waiting in the cold more than anything else in the world. She wished she had a car. A car would make life so much easier; she wouldn’t have to depend on friends or the bus for rides, for starters. She wouldn’t use it to drive to work, though, as she was within easy walking distance of work and it was better for the environment for her to walk anyway.

	The empty bus arrived and Kimberly boarded it, paying her fare as she did so, and then chose a seat near the middle section. The bus lurched back onto its prescribed course. They passed a movie-theater and Kimberly thought about all the famous people she had met in her lifetime. Not as many as some people, she thought, but probably more then most ordinary people. She had met a lot of musicians, mainly at concerts. And at three times throughout the year there would be a science-fiction convention nearby and she and her friends would get to meet the stars of her favorite television programs. She reflected that probably only famous people or people who lived in California, where the famous people lived, had met more famous people then herself. She couldn’t recall the exact number of famous people she had met so she tried to list them all in her head. She soon realized, however, that she wasn’t remembering them all so she figured she would just have to check her notebooks and write up a list when she got home. She smiled at the opportunity of having another project on which to work.

	Thirty-five minutes after it had picked her up, the bus dropped Kimberly off again.

�Chapter XIII:



	“Hey. Can you give me a hand?”

	Thomas had been sitting on the edge of his bed, his feet dangling over the side. After he had finished reviewing all of his old college notebooks and hadn’t found what he had been looking for, he had discovered the box containing his old video-game system. When he had packed the whole thing up four or five years ago he had been careful to ensure that all the connectors were in place; rigging the system back up to the television now was therefore easily accomplished. When the old man intruded, Thomas had been saving the Earth of the future from a race of alien invaders who piloted ships shaped like giant bugs. Thomas didn’t really mind the interruption: he wasn’t really committed to saving the planet anyway as he had already done it twice that day. He put down the controller, switched off the system and followed his father out of the house.

	It was another sunny day. Thomas stood in his stocking feet in the middle of the driveway squinting up at the sky. The pavement was very cold but he couldn’t remember where he had placed his shoes. He looked around at the yard and the empty trees and the sky and the other houses nearby. Everything seemed so bright and harsh, with too many colors and lines intersecting at odd angles. Instinctively Thomas took a step back.

	“Over here, kid.”

	His father’s voice drew him over to the old, boxy Ford which sat underneath the covered carport. Even through the emblems on each of the two front doors had been grinded off with a power-sander, the black and white paint-job betrayed the fact that the old car had been, at one time, in active police duty. It was now a long time removed from its glory days, however. The rear passenger-side door was painted with a dull-gray primer to cover up what must’ve been an extensive application of bonding compound. The left-rear fender seemed to have been violently smashed inwards and red cellophane covered the jagged hole where the taillight lens should’ve been. From what Thomas could see of the interior through the cracked side window closest to where he stood, it didn’t appear to have fared much better. The vinyl upholstery was faded and had torn in several places. The dashboard had dried out and cracked. The raised hood was covered with several egg-sized dents, but otherwise the front-end seemed intact.

	“I found her in a field a couple of months ago. She’d been purchased at a police auction and then left sitting around for a while until I picked her up for two-hundred dollars. I’ve done some work on her, but she doesn’t run yet.  I think we can get her going, though.”

	“We?” asked Thomas, staring down at the pock-marked and dented mass of steel in front of him.

	“Well, sure,” his father said, “That’s why I called you out here.”

	Thomas stared at the old man. He was dressed in an well-worn shirt which, through no fault of its own had remained the same size throughout the years until it had outgrown its owner. His coveralls were covered with layer upon layer of faded grease stains, most of which had come out in repeated washings inflicted by the “heavy soil,” cycle on the washing machine (but even this multitude of purgations had been insufficient in removing all of the effects of their sullied employment). Thomas’ feet were beginning to ache from the cold. “What do you need me to do?”

	“I just need you to try and start the engine while I crawl under here and see what the problem is.”

	The car door opened with a groan which intensified until it reached the end of its trip with a clunk. Thomas slid onto the sticky vinyl and placed his stocking feet on the rubberized floor of the car. He tried to move his feet up and down but the thick nubs of the floor held his feet tight.

	“Hey!” he shouted out the open door. “This car has a rubber floor!”

	“Yeah,” shouted back the old man from underneath the hood. “Pretty neat, huh? Okay, I’m ready. Try and start it.”

	Thomas reached down to the ignition and noticed that there weren’t any keys.

	“Hey!” he shouted again. “Where are the keys?”

	“Oh!” the old man replied. “Keys! It didn’t come with any. Try touching those two wires together — the ones sticking out from the steering column.”

	Thomas located the two wires protruding from underneath the steering wheel and grasping one in each hand brought them together. There was a little spark as the engine tried to turn over.

	“Again,” came the shout from the front of the car.

	Again, Thomas touched the two wires together again and the car whined apathetically. Thomas moved the two wires apart from each other. The old man came around to where he sat.

	“That should be enough for now. I don’t think she’s getting any fuel. I’ll have a look at the pump motor a little bit later. Right now I’m feeling a little light-headed and probably need to eat something.”



	After they had eaten their soup, his father spoke again. “I was over at the Haddads’ place yesterday. I’m doing some work on their furnace for them. I told Professor Haddad that you were in the seminary for a while and said that you’d be willing to talk that sort of thing some time.”

	“That sort of thing?” asked Thomas dully.

	“Yeah, religion or the Church, I guess. I need to go back within the next week or two to replace the flange on their hot-water heater. Why don’t you come with me then?”

	Thomas rubbed his hand along his face distractedly feeling the growth of several days without a shave. He didn’t really want to talk about the seminary — after all, he had only been there a few months but he really couldn’t come up with anything better (or anything at all, really) to do as an excuse.



�Chapter XIV:



	“Are you almost ready? It’s time to go.”

	“I’ve been ready, honey,” Sarah said as she looked into the mirror, toying with her hair one last time before they left. She smoothed out her short black skirt, eliminating any wrinkles which maybe survived the first dozen smoothings. She caught sight of Jonathan, dressed in a neat, casual black dress-shirt tucked into pressed, black slacks. “My, my. Don’t you look handsome?”

	“Thank you. You look beautiful, too.” He kissed her. Jonathan looked at the two of them in the mirror and thought they were quite an attractive couple. Of course they were both good looking in their own right, but together they were quite a pair: both of them tall, fit, well-groomed, and dressed in black for a night out at the club. “What’s the name of the singer we’re going to see again?” he asked.

	“Reneé St. Français,” she replied. “They’ve been playing her latest album quite a bit on public radio,” she added.

	Jonathan briefly had a very bad feeling which hit him like a blow between his stomach and his groin. A couple of years ago, before he had met Sarah, he had called the public radio station during one of their Jazz programs to request a song by one of his all-time favorite jazz multi-instrumentalists, Jeff Hinter. Mr. Hinter specialized in composing light grooves with just the right blend of moderately funky (i.e. not funky in the sloppy or nasty sense) bass-lines, textured and tasteful guitar riffs, and drum beats which sounded like they were taken from the hip-hop recordings of a few years back (without the loud lyrics, of course). Over this rhythmic bed, Hinter would layer subtle and melodic piano riffs, mostly based on the happy and fresh-sounding pentatonic scale. He had built his career recording music which was perfect for riding in a car or relaxing at work. At the time, Jonathan had been in severe need of relaxation and had just located the public radio station on his car radio. He called in on his cellular phone and spoke to the gentleman who answered the phone, requesting the song he really needed to hear at that moment: “Moonstone Showers, by Jeff Hinter.” He could still remember, word-for-word, what Vincent G. Schutler, host of “Hard Bop and Cool Modes,” had said to him in meted, restrained tones over the phone:

	“Do you have any idea what sort of radio program it is that I do here? I don’t think you do, but assuming that you did have some idea what sort of radio program it is that I do here, I would ask you — again, this is assuming you had listened to the program before — what makes you think I would play anything by that no-talent, culture-stealing, groove co-opting sellout  here — here, on my program?”

	Jonathan had taken it all rather too seriously, perhaps, but even now those words still stung whenever he recalled them.

	“You’ll really enjoy her music, I think,” Sarah called to him from the front hallway. She’s been called the next Cassandra Wilson.” Jonathan didn’t know who that was. He just hoped the music wouldn’t be too strange. Sometimes, when he went out to the club with Sarah, they would play these incredibly long songs — sometimes for twenty minutes or more — the musicians in the quartet or whatever just sitting there playing their instruments and then every once in a while someone in the audience would say something like “yeah,” at apparently random intervals. He didn’t find it chaotic; he searched for the right word: just boring. Still, Sarah seemed to really enjoy it and anything that made her happy was an unqualified good thing as far as he was concerned.



	When they returned home that night, both he and Sarah were in a very good mood. They had been drinking martinis and had had trouble keeping their hands off of each other all night, satisfying their momentary interest in each other with little kisses in an attempt to postpone their mutual arrival until they could be (and here Jonathan recalled the words of an old song Ms. Renee St. Français had sung earlier that evening) alone together; as they were now.

	They kissed hungrily as they undressed each other there in the front hallway, their dark clothes dropping to the floor revealing their comparatively stark and naked bodies. As they touched, their flesh trembled, and together they were guided by a combination of instinct and habit which lead them into the bedroom. Falling on top of each other, their eyes locked and as she gazed up at him she opened herself up to him in a tender and expectant invitation which he accepted with the necessary — if slightly unnatural — restraint required to make this perfect moment last as long as possible. As he moved on top of her their bodies melted together, her breathing deepened. Tiny cries began to escape her lips and she tightened the grip of her long legs around his back. His own breathing too became more labored as he began to moan and feel the familiar though eternally indescribable sensation begin to overcome him.

	“Hold on, hold on,” he gasped. “Out, out.” He rolled onto his back and reached for the short Plexiglas canister on the nightstand. Screwing the lid back onto the jar, he rolled back onto his side to kiss Sarah’s shoulder tenderly.

	“Do you need to do that every fucking time?” she asked, unable to hide her frustration as he got up from the bed to visit the refrigerator.

�Chapter XV:



	The videocassette had reached the end of its spool and the player started to rewind the tape back to its beginning. Katherine tossed the wadded up tissues from her lap into the nearby wastebasket and flung the blanket which had covered her legs over the back of the couch. She heard a startled mewling as she did this and realized that she had forgotten that the cat had been on top of the blanket had been covering her as she watched the movie. She giggled at the thought of the cat folded into in the rolled-up blanket and swung her legs off of the couch and onto the floor. Having just finished yesterday the novel she had been reading, she was happy she had decided to treat herself by renting a movie. Seated there in a pair of pajamas she gulped down the rest of her orange juice and thought about the order in which she would complete the tasks required to get ready for bed. It was already late in the evening and she was certainly already a little nauseous so it would most definitely be beneficial to have some sort of a plan in place before she even stood up, she thought.

	She began to arrange her priorities in her mind: she still had a few clean dishes so cleaning the dirty ones was something which could wait (again) until tomorrow. But positively those dishes would need to be washed tomorrow. She needed to brush her teeth, of course, and if she got up early she could wash her hair tomorrow. There wouldn’t be time to let it all dry, but she had gone to work with damp hair before — no one had noticed. She thought hard again about anything she could possibly be overlooking, anything which needed to be done that night before she went to bed. The front door was already locked — she was always really good about locking the front door as soon as she got home — so there was no need to check it. Katherine was a little relieved that there didn’t appear to be any reason why she would need to go back into the kitchen and front hall area of her apartment that night. She could just head out into the hallway which connected her living-room-slash-dining-area to the bathroom and then right across the hall from that was her bedroom.

	She stood up — too fast! Her head spun a little bit, due in as much part to the blood in her body rushing to her legs then back up to her head. She should get to bed. But first, a stop at the bathroom was required. She headed out into the hallway.

	She was flung, or she flung herself, against the wall. An instant later she felt cold fingers run up her body, feeling her skin, exploring and touching her beneath her clothing, raising goose bumps on the outside of her thighs and her torso. She tried to scream into the darkness but her lungs couldn’t or wouldn’t push the air up through her throat; she only squeaked. The darkness of the hallway wrapped itself around her, choking her. She tried desperately to gulp in even one breathful of air but breathed in only the suffocating darkness, which was pressing her even more tightly now against the wall. She tried to lift her hands, to knock the darkness away from her but, like her lungs, her frozen hands would not obey her. Nor was she able even to close her eyes which were locked open and staring into the darkness of the hallway. The cold fingers continued working their way up her, touching the small of her back, her shoulders, and then her neck, eliciting involuntary bristling wherever she could feel their icy caress. Now they touched the bare skin of her face and she felt her cheeks flush and become hot as if this was her body’s only defense against the darkness’ cold embrace.

	“G-God,” she stammered without breath as she felt her head become light and her knees start to give way, her body rapidly dissipating into the darkness. She felt something rubbing against her leg. Against the desires of both her own body and the darkness, she forced herself to look down towards her leg. The old, half-blind cat looked up at her and then looked back towards the living room, its ears rotating a bit as it chattered softly to itself. Katherine looked up towards the hallway again. It was still dark though the darkness itself was gone.

	She no longer felt like going to sleep so she sat down in front of the television set and started to watch the movie she had rented earlier that evening again. She sat there until the videocassette reached the end of its spool and the player started to rewind the tape back to its beginning.

�Chapter XVI:



	He would take his shower as soon as each of the characters in his party reached level forty. Then they would be strong enough to take on the master of the remote and cavernous ice dungeon. He had thought they would have been powerful enough to face the monster at level thirty-seven, but he had run out of healing crystals about halfway through the dungeon and then drained his characters of all of their magic points soon after that. From that point on it had just been a long, slow, sad march to defeat and he had to restart, losing all of his acquired items. By the time all of his characters reached level forty, though, he would not only have enough gold to buy adequate supplies, but he would also have a new spell which would let him heal all of the members of his party at once, saving valuable time in the heat of battle. The ice dungeon should be a cakewalk then. And once he defeated the boss of the ice dungeon he would have all six of the ancient runes and would be able to unlock the seal on the gate in the middle of the desert (he would have to use the airship to get there) which kept the source of all evil, “Aldoroth,” buried and contained. He couldn’t quite remember why he wanted to turn the evil loose again: in most of the cases he could remember, he had come down solidly on the side of keeping the evil forces bottled up. In fact, according to the game, the last time Aldoroth had been given free reign, five-thousand years ago, he had pretty much destroyed a bustling and advanced technological society, hurling its people back into the dark ages (the only good part of all of this being that at least the ancient magical arts had been rediscovered). So freeing Aldoroth seemed like a bad idea all around. But the way the game had been designed was that Aldoroth needed to be released before he could go any further and he figured he had best go along with it. For now, anyway. At some point that day he was going to get cleaned up and go for a walk. He would get some fresh air and some exercise.

	And then again, maybe not. He looked out of his window at the sky, yellow and orange, and then down to the clock near his bed. It was only five o’clock and the sun was already setting. The days were certainly getting shorter and soon it would be dark. He really had hoped he would do something that day (going for a walk had seemed to him like an obvious choice) but the likelihood of this actually happening was becoming increasingly remote. Still, he switched off his game, stood up, stretched, and, for lack of any place better to go, walked into the kitchen.

	The old man was seated at the kitchen table with what appeared to be a disassembled answering machine in front of him. His eyes were concealed behind a pair of jewelers glasses which were pointed downwards at the collection of motors, relays, and tape spindles in front of him.

	“Hey,” Thomas said,  “that’s our old answering machine.”

	“Yeah,” his father replied. “The thing’s been eating my tapes left and right lately. I figured it was time to have a look at it to see what’s wrong with it.”

	“What’s wrong with it?” Thomas asked.

	“What? Don’t you listen? It’s eating my tapes left and right!”

	Thomas laughed. “We’ve had that old thing since before mom died. Why don’t you just buy a new one? You could get even get one of those new digital answering machines with the time and date stamp feature.”

	“Digital?” The old man repeated. “Do you have any idea how sensitive those things are to an electromagnetic pulse? One big power surge or any type of proximity to a source of high-density microwave radiation and it’s good-bye, Charlie. The last thing in the world I need to do is have to find an EPROM for an answering machine and then try to find an image for it. I’ll stick with my analog cassettes and tape drives, thank you very much.” And he turned his attention back towards the disassembled machine. 

	Thomas smiled. This sort of argument between himself and his father was nothing new and having it now evoked in him a feeling of familiarity which he had been missing the past few weeks. “Why don’t you just buy a new analog answering machine, then?”

	His father replied reflexively: “Use it up, wear it out, make it do, or do without.”

	Thomas grinned at this expected response as reached into the refrigerator and pulled out some leftover rice and a beer. He ate the rice as he watched the old man touch the prongs of his multimeter to various points on the device’s circuit-board. At last he pulled a small, round piece off of the circuit-board and then reached into a small plastic bag and pulled out a spare capacitor. The skin on his large hands was loose and wrinkled and as he soldered the tiny part into place his hands trembled slightly. Too much so, it turned out, and the smell of burning plastic filled the room.

	“Goddammit!” he muttered. The old man stood up, walked out of the room and returned back with a wastebasket. Using those same large hands he swept the miscellaneous parts off of the kitchen table and into the wastebasket. Thomas just stared as he drank his beer. Once he had disposed of every indication of his failure to repair the device, the old man turned towards Thomas and said, “Nothing lasts forever. No, nothing lasts forever.” He paused and then added, “Were there any more beers in there?”

	Thomas looked through the kitchen window and out into the dark November night. He was very comfortable at the moment and it looked very cold out there. Perhaps he would go out some other night.

�Chapter XVII:



	“When was the last time you saw a dentist, Kevin?”

	“Oh, I don’t know, it must’ve been about a year ago. Why do you ask? When was the last time you went to see a dentist?”

	“Last week. And let me tell you, I think they’re aggressively working to pad out their retirement accounts over there.”

	“What makes you say that?”

	“Let’s just say I’m not used to being picked up by the ankles and shaken whenever I walk through the door of a dentist’s office.”

	Kevin laughed reached for the carafe of freshly-brewed coffee and poured himself a steaming cup. “What was it this time?”

	“I have perfect teeth,” Jonathan replied and then repeated, “Perfect teeth. For some reason, though, they think they need to create a mold of my perfect teeth and then grind down the tops of my perfect teeth to improve my bite.”

	“What’s so wrong with that?”

	“My teeth are perfect! And my bite is fine. I don’t need to pay twelve-hundred dollars to have my teeth — my perfect teeth! — ground down.”

	“Won’t your insurance pay for most of that?” Kevin asked.

	“Probably. I don’t know. I think that’s beside the point. I mean, why should I have all this work done that I don’t need done just to make some sure some dental hygienist can buy a summer house on Lake Michigan?”

	“You’re asking that and yet you work in a place like this?” Kevin motioned generally to the break-room in which they stood, indicating as he did so the entire facility.

	“This is different,” Jonathan answered. “Our work, here, is about medicine and being compassionate to people and about improving their quality of life. We’re about helping people, making their lives better. We don’t grind down a person’s teeth here for no reason and then charge them twelve-hundred dollars for it.”

	“I think you’re just cheap.”

	“You might be right. Oh, did I mention I test-drove that Luxor the other day?”

	“You did? What did you think?” Kevin performed an exploratory sip on his cup of coffee. It was still far too hot to drink.

	“Very fast. And it handled very nicely. It kind of makes driving my old car a lot more difficult now.”

	“See? I told you. You should totally get it.” 

	“Well, I’m going to wait at least until after the big meeting next Friday to see if Dr. Sleger says anything about that federal grant.”

	“Suit yourself. And thank you for reminding me.” Kevin looked down at his watch. “I’m late for a meeting.”

	“What meeting?” Jonathan asked. He hadn’t heard about any meeting.

	“I really need to get going. I’ll catch up with you later.” Kevin scooped up his notepad and dashed out of the break-room.

	Jonathan had work of his own, of course, that he had best attend to but he really wanted to talk to Kate for a few minutes first. He caught her at the nurses’ station having just completed her own rounds. As he approached he noticed something different about her appearance that day. Her long, dark-brown hair was draped partly over one shoulder and her uniform appeared slightly wrinkled. Her face, though fair, with the slightly upturned nose he usually found on the women he considered to be irresistibly attractive, seemed tired and worn. There were dark sacks under her eyes she hadn’t been completely able to cover up with makeup.

	“Hello,” he said.

	“Oh. Hello, Jonathan,” she replied.

	“I was just passing by and thought I’d check in to see if there’s anything I can do for you people here.”

	“I think we’re managing,” she said. Her voice sounded tired.

	“Kate,” Jonathan had noticed that her blue eyes seemed less intense and even a bit sad today and he fixed his gaze on them nonetheless. “Is everything all right?”

	“What do you mean?” she replied quickly. She felt very self-conscious for a moment, but then it occurred to her that her appearance must be off from normal and that Jonathan had picked up on this. “I’m just a little tired.”

	“Up too late?” Jonathan smiled.

	“You might say that. I haven’t been sleeping very well.”

	“Why not?”

	“I just can’t get to sleep. I mean, I try to sleep, but something always keeps me awake.” Immediately after she had said this, she thought that how she was sleeping was none of his business. There was no reason why anyone at work needed to know about her panic attacks. But her head hurt and the dull throbbing pain either caused by or combined with the lack of sleep had to be the reason why she was saying such stupid and personal things.

	“I hope it’s your boyfriend,” Jonathan replied fatuously. “Keeping you awake.” He smiled.

	“No, it’s not him. I mean, I don’t have a boyfriend. I just can’t sleep.”

	“Maybe you should get a boyfriend, then. Perhaps someone in the medical or biological sciences field. I hear they’re wonderful for putting women to sleep.”

	“Perhaps,” she said idly. Becoming slightly more alert she smiled. “I’ll be fine. I can catch up on my sleep over the weekend.”

	He looked at her, and appeared to be genuinely concerned. “Please let me know if this situation continues. I could prescribe something to help you sleep more easily.”

	“No, thank you.” Then wanting to keep her options open just in case sleeping became even more difficult she added, “We’ll see. I do appreciate the offer.”

	Jonathan tapped his fingers on the desk and smiled at her again. Tired as she was, he thought, there was something even more attractive about her. There was something hiding there behind her fatigue and this, whatever it was, struck him as mysterious and made her seem more vulnerable. On top of this, he felt a warm sensation within his chest as his concern for her condition made him appreciated by her, and therefore a part, however small, of her life.

	He said good-bye and left to continue his work. Katherine felt slightly ashamed and embarrassed as the conversation seemed to have turned out being solely about herself, and she hadn’t represented her expertise in that area very well.

�Chapter XVIII:



	Sarah was not having a good day. The Fourth-Quarter earnings were going to be released at the end of next month and already the analysts were predicting that they were not going to make the expectations. This report, along with their Third-Quarter losses, had scared the board and they were demanding that action be taken. So far the upper-level management had managed to satisfy them by merely suspending all corporate travel which was not absolutely essential and by canceling the upcoming Winter Holiday Party, but the outlook had not improved. This was why, Sarah assumed, the director of the development group was speaking to them now.

	“As you know,” he said pointing to the graph projected onto the white screen, “the last few Quarters have been very difficult for us. Next slide. And we’ve been forced to face a number of challenges we, quite frankly, weren’t prepared for. Next slide.” The next slide showed a clip-art illustration of a long line of sad-looking people dressed in business suits being escorted through a doorway marked “Exit,” by a coterie of armed clip-art guards. The presentation had gone downhill from there. The director had ended the presentation by showing a graph of their projected earnings for the next calendar year — earnings which would look promising after they had a chance to reap the rewards of implementing a number of upcoming cost-saving measures. This would ensure the longevity and future security of the company. The first of these cost-saving measures, unfortunately, had been to hand Sarah and over one-half of the other members of her department a cardboard box immediately after the conclusion of the meeting.

	Sarah now knelt on the floor putting her collection of little, stuffed bean-bag animals and her assortment of jazz CDs into box the company had provided (at no great expense, she was sure — her own box was cheerfully printed “Campbell’s Cream of Mushroom, 36 ct.”). Had she known this sort of thing was in the works then she most certainly would’ve taken the time to remove some of the design work she had done from the computer for use in her portfolio, but when she had tried to log into her computer workstation she found that while the director had been talking, her account had been deactivated. From a nearby cubicle she heard the sound of one of the other women in her department crying softly.

	With all of her personal effects removed, the cubicle which had served as her workplace for the past four years seemed entirely foreign to her. She couldn’t recognize the style of the carpeting or even the color of the partitions. Everything seemed so much brighter now underneath the florescent lights than she had remembered. For the first time in years she heard the sound of the fans in the heating ducts kicking on and felt the rush of warm air fall down upon her. She almost felt as though she were naked and inside the examination room of a doctor’s office. Nothing seemed familiar except the sensation that she was on display. Her former coworkers, certainly, were doing their best not to stare or even acknowledge that they noticed her and her other fallen comrades. Part of her pride made her want to scurry quickly through the doorway and another part of that same spirit made her want to walk out of there with her head held high. The thing she really wanted to do, though, more than anything was to stand up on top of her desk and make an unspeakably crude display as to how she really felt about the place. But that would mean dropping the trousers of her business suit and as the latch had broken on them that morning and she had been forced to use safety pins to hold them up, even that intensely symbolic gesture seemed to be, considering that the safety pins would all have to be undone and then done back up again, a lot of trouble — certainly more trouble than this place was worth.

	Anyway, she would survive. Jonathan still had his job at the Oakbrook facility, and his job paid very well. Perhaps they would have to work out some sort of budget for the next few months, until she found another job, but they would certainly manage without a great many sacrifices. She wasn’t even worried about how Jonathan would take the news that she no longer had a job. He was wonderfully supportive and on top of that, he loved her. She would survive.

	Sarah took one last look around the barren walls of her cubicle and walked with her box in hand out into the cold, gray November Thursday.

�Chapter XIX:



	Katherine loved spending time at the bookstore. The sheer rush of excitement she felt as she passed between the two electromagnetic scanners which stood on either side of the door and entered the grand lobby with its huge tables of bargain books piled high was nearly enough to make her forget her delicate emotional condition (as it had been named) and send her into a state of print-induced rapture.

	As usual, she scarcely could decide to which area of the store to run first. It was past the fifteenth of the month, so the various listening stations around the store would surely have new music she could sample, listening to it on the provided headphones. There would also certainly be new magazines at each of the magazine racks. But what Katherine really looked forward to, was checking out the new additions to the bookstore’s offerings of lyrical fiction. She could spend, and indeed had spent, hours in the bookstore café turning the pages of what to the uninitiated were just “fantasy novels,” enjoying the richness of the characters and worlds her favorite authors would create and then sustain through series which spanned, in some cases, over a dozen books. For Katherine, these novels expressed the range of human (and non-human) strengths and frailties more definitely than just about any other type of fiction she had read. In the novels she liked to read the struggle between good and evil was so much more pronounced (though she had noticed that in the books she had read recently this was changing) and the stakes so much higher than in the books, movies, or television shows which attempted to portray as “true-to-life,” an experience as possible.

	She recalled one of her favorite series: the Richie Weaver books. Originally intended for children, the series of novels had found a most appreciative audience among legions of adult readers as well. So much so that even at work, Randall, her coworker — who wasn’t the type, she thought, who would appreciate lyrical fiction, or really even reading in general — and herself could spend much of their shift talking about the books and relating favorite passages.

	The novels told the story of Richie Weaver, a child whose parents had been killed when he was very young. He had been sent to live with his godparents who were exceedingly harsh and uptight: especially when it came to ensuring that Richie went to church every Sunday. Eventually Richie was able to escape his repressive foster parents and fled to the Asmadean Druidic Academy, a sort of preternatural boarding-school where the students were all trained in the Ancient Ways of the Druidic Arts. As it turned out, unassuming Richie Weaver had inherited great Druidic power from his real parents and excelled at all of his classes at the Academy — except of course, Sacrificial Feline Vivisection 204 (and Katherine had thought, as she read the passages where Prof. Mugwhump detailed to the class the proper pouring of the cat’s blood over the huge stone altar, that she, an animal lover since childhood, would not have done very well in that class either). At any rate, Katherine really appreciated the handling of the internal, as well as the external, conflicts Richie faced: for example, while he certainly would have been justified in seeking revenge against the bigoted and autocratic foster parents who had tried to subvert his natural Druidic tendencies, Richie never did. Or at least he hadn’t yet: the sixth book wasn’t due out until next March.

	Once she was convinced there was nothing of note in the new releases section, she proceeded to the area which contained the books on psychology and spirituality. Katherine had been generally satisfied with the care she had been receiving from her therapist. Certainly there could be no denying that her outlook towards her situation had improved since they had started meeting but so far they hadn’t (working together, as her therapist put it) been able to completely do away with her panic attacks. If anything, Katherine thought, the attacks, though infrequent, were becoming more severe. Of course there was the possibility of medication, but Katherine had made it clear at the outset that that wasn’t going to be an option which was to be even considered in the remotest sense: she had read an article once which discussed how those drugs completely immobilized the brain’s creative centers. Besides, she knew from other things that she had read that the problem wasn’t in the greatest sense a neurochemical one: there was a spiritual side to be considered as well. She had to be healed completely in both body and soul and she was at the bookstore now looking for a book which was of the same opinion.

	She walked down the long aisle, touching the spines of the various books as the read off the titles to herself: Being Still: Achieving Dynamic Quiescence, New Thoughts on Personal Progression with the Wisdom of the Ancients, Why You Can Never Be Satisfied. Nothing she saw really appealed to her innermost yearnings, and she was certain that it would be those yearnings which led her to select just the right book.

	She was stopped in her tracks by a book with a fluorescent-green, matte-finished cover: The Consummated Spirit: Healing the Whole Soul. On the cover underneath the title was a line-art illustration of a woman smiling in a field of flowers with a lone bittersweet tear flowing down from one eye. In that simple iconic illustration Katherine saw herself: her own grief and the happy person she was determined to become. She hurriedly read the back of the dust-jacket: the author, a Dr. Stephen Ernst, was a licensed psychotherapist from the state of Oregon who had spent a full quarter of his life in Tibet studying a particularly ancient form of Buddhism unique to that country. In this book (priced $24.95), Dr. Ernst would share with her the insights and understandings he had developed from both his clinical experiences as well as those of himself as a fellow-traveler.

	Because the book cost more than she had expected to spend, she would definitely need to give it a brief test-read in the café. Two hours later she emerged from the bookstore, shopping bag in hand, having finished the third chapter of the book while at the same time beginning a new chapter in her life.

�Chapter XX:



	Thomas awoke to the sound of a loud thumping on his bedroom door.

	“Are you in there? Wake up! We’re leaving in fifteen minutes.” The door opened and the old man entered. “It smells terrible in here. Get up! Today’s the day we’re going to replace the flange on the Haddads’ hot-water heater. I’ll wait so you can take a shower.”

	Thomas reached for his glasses and put them on. Glancing at the clock he realized he hadn’t been up this early since he had left the seminary. He showered and dressed in his jeans and the cleanest T-shirt he could find. There wasn’t any time for a shave and by now his stubble had grown into a light beard so he thought he would wait another week or so and see how it looked before deciding whether or not to shave it off. He made some instant coffee and downed some orange juice. He would like to have been able to make some toast, but the old man was in a hurry to get going, so he brushed his teeth and attempted to comb his hair to make his appearance less frightening. The two of them climbed into the rusty white van and pulled out onto the street.

	The weak and bitter coffee at last began to take effect and Thomas regained the ability to form sentences and was able to ask, “Who is Professor Haddad?”

	His father turned down the country music pouring forth from the van’s weak and distorted speakers and replied. “She teaches over at the University. Her husband is no longer with her so I help her out whenever I can. I told her you were in the seminary for a while —”

	“And she’d like to talk to me?”

	“Oh, yes, I guess I already mentioned that, didn’t I?”

	Thomas open and shut his mouth, which felt dry and tasted like a mixture of mint-toothpaste and juice. His eyes were just beginning to be able to open completely to the dull sunlight. Before very long they had left of the city and were now driving through the countryside which surrounded it. They passed field after field of tall grass which was beginning to turn brown and fade, as if following the example set by the trees which were now themselves completely barren. Thomas coughed softly and tried clearing his throat.

	The van turned onto a dirt road and continued on down it for another half-mile before turning into a small gravel drive which led through a small thicket of trees. His father stopped the van on a small parking area and turned off the ignition. The engine choked on its vapors for a few seconds before rattling to a halt. The old man climbed down out of the van and walked around to the rear of the vehicle where Thomas met him. Thomas helped the old man unload the wooden toolbox which contained the new flange as well as a large plumber’s wrench, a welder, and various fittings as well as other odds and ends. The old man slammed shut the doors of the van and the two of them headed up the flat stone path up towards the old country farmhouse.

	They were greeted at the front door by a short woman, perhaps in her early forties, Thomas thought, with long dark hair which she wore pulled back behind her head. She was dressed in a matronly beige dress which extended down to her ankles and wore several necklaces made of large wooden beads around her neck. On her handsome face was a pair of large spectacles in which Thomas could see the reflection of himself and his father.

	“Come in, come in!” she said and escorted them through the screened-in porch and into the living-room of the house. “Watch your step,” she said and indeed they needed to do so as colorful plastic toys lay strewn across the floor.

	“This room is Lily’s play-room,” Professor Haddad said as means of explanation.

	“Where is the little girl?” his father asked.

	“She’s probably up in her room, hiding. You know how awfully shy she gets around strangers.”

	“Well, I brought that toy of hers I fixed. The talking animal.” His father produced a fluffy rabbit from the toolbox and pushed a button concealed behind the fabric of its paw. The rabbit expressed its feelings on the subject of eating carrots.

	“Oh! Lily will be so pleased,” Professor Haddad said, taking the rabbit and placing it on the counter which separated the kitchen from the living-room. “Can I get you gentlemen anything to drink?” she asked.

	“No, nothing for me, thank you. I’d better see to that hot-water heater of yours. I’ll be downstairs.” And the old man left.

	“How about you, Thomas? Would you care for a cup of coffee?”�	The dull-throbbing in Thomas’ head hot not been remedied by the weak instant coffee he’d had that morning so he accepted her offer. She went into the kitchen and returned with an ornate cup filled with a fragrant, hot liquid. The cup rested on a delicate saucer which the professor handed to him. She then motioned to him to sit down in one of the high-backed upholstered chairs in the living room, which he did.

	“It’s very nice to finally be able to meet you, Thomas,” she said. “Your father has told me so much about you.”

	Thomas felt both proud and embarrassed at the same time. “Good things, I hope,” he replied.

	“Oh, of course. Your father is a good man. It should come as no surprise that he would be raising a fine son. He tells me that you are thinking of becoming a priest?”

	Thomas sipped the hot liquid. It was unlike any coffee he had tasted in recent memory: bitter and tangy with a depth of flavor he had long since disassociated with coffee, used as he was to the burned and bitter brew they served in the seminary’s dining hall and the instant crystals the old man kept on hand at home. He had another sip from the cup and felt the warmth of the coffee fill his mouth and then tingle down his throat.

	“I was,” he answered. “I was in seminary.” His headache was subsiding somewhat with the promise of the required caffeine but his eyes still hurt and that was making it a little difficult to think.

	“And you’re not anymore?”

	“No. They kicked me out.”

	Professor Haddad smiled warmly. “May you live in interesting times.”

	The apparent non sequitur piqued Thomas’ interest. “What do you mean?”

	“It is an ancient curse. There is no question that we are living in interesting times.”

	“Are you saying that we are all cursed?” Thomas asked. He not sure as he did so why he asked that particular question, but it seemed to fit with the general rhythm of the conversation in any case.

	“No,” she smiled again. “Not perhaps in the traditional sense. But —”

	“Goddammit!” came a shout from downstairs, immediately preceded by a loud clang and what sounded like a large volume of water being expelled outward through a very small opening. Thomas leapt up and ran to the top of the stairs.

	“Do you need any help?” he asked.

	“No, thank you,” came the reply from below. “Everything’s fine. Let Professor Haddad know I’ll be shutting off the water for a little bit.” Thomas returned to his seat.

	“It sounds like he has everything under control,” Thomas said as he sat back down again. “You were saying that we lived in interesting times?” he prompted.

	“Ah, yes. And perhaps one of the most incontestable things about interesting times is that they produce such interesting people.”

	Thomas wasn’t sure what she meant by all this. Her tone seemed a little pedantic to him, but then it was still early in the day. When he had been an upperclassman at Plainvalley college he had made sure that he never scheduled a seminar class before two o’clock in the afternoon; if he attended any earlier he found he just could not keep up with the discussion. Even so, he couldn’t really think of any extraordinarily interesting people he had met in the past few weeks or that he had even noticed that the times around him had been all that interesting.

	“My recent experience,” he said slowly, not wanting to contradict the professor, “has led me to believe that people are pretty much the same. Everyone seems to be caught up in their lives, protecting their own interests, putting up walls to guard themselves and their preconceptions against anything which might disrupt them, little concerned with the pursuit of Truth.”

	Professor Haddad caught the implicit capital-T. “And how about yourself, Thomas? Do you pursue the Truth?”

	“I thought so,” he replied. “I thought I did. I was going to.” He took another healthy sip of his coffee hoping that in that cup he would find the words he was looking for.

	“And now? Now what are you interested in pursuing?” she asked with what Thomas perceived as genuine interest. He wasn’t saying words which accurately reflected what he was thinking and this not only frustrated him but was probably giving Professor Haddad the wrong impression of him and what he believed. This frustrated him even more.

	“I thought I had everything figured out,” he blurted. “And now I’m not sure. I thought the priesthood was the right vocation for me, but it turned out I wasn’t a good fit for it. You’d think they would’ve been happy to have me. But they didn’t even give me any indication of which particular calling — if such a thing can be said to exist — might be a good fit for me, so.... And now I don’t know.” He quickly drank the rest of his coffee to keep him from saying anything more because, quite unexpectedly, he had suddenly felt a wave of self-pity wash over him and he almost felt like crying.

	“It’s okay,” she replied in a tone of voice which seemed to indicate genuine kindness. “You’re not the only person in the world who hasn’t found out exactly where they fit into it. You must always remember, however, to continually pray and then listen, too, that you may hear of God’s plan for you. Perhaps you will find your true calling sooner than you think.”

	So this was what it was all about, then? She had dragged him all the way out here just to tell him to be patient and that everything would work out fine? What did she think he had been doing? He had been praying. He had been praying a lot and that was what led him to St. Bonaventure’s in the first place. Since he had been expelled, though, he hadn’t felt much like praying, or in fact doing anything which reminded him of that place. But being told that something for which you had been preparing for so long wasn’t your life’s purpose after all would do that to a person. He was about to tell her what an easy thing it was to tell him that this is what he should be doing, considering she seemed to have found her own niche in the Grand Scheme of Things, but a voice interrupted from upstairs.

	“Mom-mie!” cried the voice. “The water up here is broken!”

	“It’s okay, Lily,” Professor Haddad shouted back up the stairs. “The men just turned it off so they could do some work.”

	“But I want to give baby a bath!” shouted down the four-year-old.

	“Give baby a bath later. Play something else right now,” shouted back her mother. She turned towards Thomas and spoke. “So what are you doing these days? Are you working?”

	Thomas hadn’t considered there to be any particular reason why he needed to get a job so he replied that he was not working.

	“Come by my office at the University sometime,” she said. “I always have some work to be done there. I can’t pay you very much, but I think you’d find the work to be quite interesting.”

	Thomas agreed that he would think about it. A thumping sound could be heard coming down the stairs: first one foot falling upon a step, followed by another on the same step. Then one foot falling upon the next step, followed by the other foot, until at last the four-year-old stood at the bottom of the stairs. She had her mother’s long, dark hair and a pair of serious, large brown eyes. Around her ears she wore a large, brightly-colored plastic stethoscope. She walked up to Thomas and placed the bell of the stethoscope against his forehead.

	“You’re sick,” she said.

�Chapter XXI:



	Kimberly felt sick. She had been experiencing some really bad cramps that day and was doing her best at trying not to tell everyone she encountered about them. It wasn’t that she didn’t think that the people she met wouldn’t care about her situation but based on her previous experiences in this area it seemed that most people, especially the men, just weren’t open enough to discuss her menstruation cramps without feeling uncomfortable. This struck Kimberly as very unenlightened and even a denial of what it meant for her to be a woman, but such were the times into which she had been born. Still, if anyone had asked she would’ve told them it felt like someone had taken two pairs of pliers and had clamped them down on the walls of her uterus and were twisting them back and forth. This was, perhaps, a slight exaggeration of the pain, but she was very proud of that simile as it involved the use of tools; this meant that if a man were to be the one to ask her, he would have grounds in his own experience for apprehending more clearly how she felt at that moment.

	She grimaced and put her hands down across her apron-clad abdomen. She looked around the trendy coffee-house. Unfortunately for her simile, the cafe was very nearly empty. That was the only drawback of working the day-shift during the week: after the usual rush between seven and nine in the morning, the place was usually dead for most of the day until later on in the evening after people had eaten dinner and had decided to go out for the evening. She didn’t usually work the evening though. She had arranged it to have her evenings free, which ensured that she would never miss her regular television sitcoms or the live appearances by her favorite local bands. Still, there usually were one or two students in the cafe during the day, studying for hours on a single cup coffee (with the occasional fifty-cent refill). Today, though, there was just Ed, sitting at his table typing furiously on a portable computer. He would have to do.

	“Hello, Ed,” she said as she approached, realizing that she probably should have waited until she was one or two steps close before she spoke. No worries, though: Ed wasn’t the most socially-graced person the she had ever met either. That’s what made it so easy to talk to him. “What are you working on?”

	“Oh! Hi, Kimberly,” he said as she sat down at his table. “I’m writing a play.”

	“What’s it about?” she asked.

	“It’s about the coffee-shop,” he replied. “Sort of.”

	“Really! Am I in it?” Kimberly asked eagerly.

	“Well, none of the characters are people I know directly. Most of them are archetypes, though some of them are based on an amalgam of myself and a variety of people I know.”

	Kimberly wondered how this conversation could segue into a discussion about her cramps. She didn’t see any obvious connection so she thought she would wait a few more minutes before bringing up the subject.

	“Basically,” Ed continued, fixing the computer screen with a direct stare, “the play is an allegory: the basic cosmology of the universe has been moved into the general framework of the coffee-house.”

	Kimberly remained silent, so Ed continued: “And just as in the real world, we experience forces which act upon our lives, so too do the patrons of the coffee-house feel the effect of these various universal elements. Justin, for example, being the owner of the Cafe Versailles, represents God. He sustains the coffee-house through a continuous act of his will, and yet is distant to most of the general patrons of the coffee-house who know him only by interacting with his messengers.” He paused and reached into the pocket of his green Army jacket to pull out a pack of cigarettes. He remembered, looking up and seeing Kimberly frowning at him, that smoking was not permitted in this cafe. As he put the cigarettes back into his pocket he noted to himself that he should work a bit into the play about a character being sent outside into the coldness of a November Purgatory to enjoy a smoke. It didn’t quite fit yet, but he would make it work. He went on, “then, of course, there are the forces of the opposite side, the side of darkness, the many and sundry minions of Hell represented as the owners of the various Spacewalker Coffee franchises which have moved into town. These forces attempt to lead astray the patrons of the coffee-house, tempting them with the promise of frozen and blended coffee-drinks, seeking to ruin God’s coffeehouse.”

	“So what would I be in the play,” Kimberly asked impatiently.

	“Well, since you work for Justin and bring his coffee (which in the play represents grace) to the people of his cafe, that would make you one of his messengers. In the play, you are an angel.”

	Kimberly smiled and felt a warm rush swell through her at being called an angel. She certainly liked the sound of that. She knew from a book she read that angels were beings of pure light, who offered comfort to people when they were feeling sad. Kimberly often thought of herself as someone who could cheer people up, just by talking to them, so that part of the description fit. In rare cases, too, angels had been known to save children from burning cars and Kimberly most certainly would try to save a child from a burning car if she ever saw one. Plus angels were exceedingly fair in appearance and it occurred to Kimberly for the first time in a while that her somewhat dainty and pale countenance might actually be an attractive quality. She fingered her shoulder-length, strawberry-blonde, angelic hair feeling the delicate strands fall from between her fingers onto the soft skin of her neck.

	“Do angels get cramps?” she asked.

�Chapter XXII:



	Jonathan read the report and knew that he had a difficult decision to make. Of course he was able the make the difficult decisions — as one of the facility’s Semi-Viable Care staff he had been trained to do so — but it was frequently the delivering of those difficult decisions to those whom they affected that caused him to hesitate, however slightly. Even though he had received extensive supplemental training as a counselor, there was just something disquieting about telling a person some piece of information which would change their life forever; he being put in the position of having to do this unsettling. One moment a person can have one idea about the world and their place in it, he reflected, and then in you walk and tell them something — this piece of information, whatever it is — and from that point onward their life is inexorably changed. And it was all because of something you’ve told them. He had to admit though, that as upsetting as the experience usually was for him, the more he thought about it there was something about it which struck him as abnormally exciting. Beyond that, he wondered if there wasn’t even be some small part of him which actually enjoyed doing it. Either way, like it or not, sharing this sort of portentous information with those it affected was something he was most definitely good at. It was, in large part, the reason for his success at his job — or at least that’s what Dr. Sleger had written on his last yearly review.

	This was the sort of information he would most likely have to deliver to Mrs. Hegwood, depending on what the results of the lab tests turned out to be. As he read over the report detailing these results, he began to make the connections in his mind. While he was not a superb diagnostician he was nevertheless a competent one, and so there really only appeared to be one possible course of action. Jonathan flipped the report closed, clipped it to his clipboard and put on what he called his “game face,” setting his mouth into a slight smile, while opening his eyes to make them appear more round and sympathetic. Compassion is our cornerstone: he called to mind the motto engraved into the sandstone sign at the entrance of the building. He tried hard not to anticipate what Mrs. Hegwood’s initial reaction might be.

	“Hello, Eileen,” he said, closing the door to her room behind him. “How are feeling today?”

	Mrs. Hegwood turned her gaze from the window towards him. “My leg hurts,” she said.

	“Don’t worry about that,” Jonathan said. “I’ll have one of the nurses come around with some more medication.”

	“It’s no use,” Mrs. Hegwood interrupted somewhat distractedly. “You can’t fix what isn’t there. Do you know what?” she asked. Without waiting for Jonathan to reply she answered her own question. “I want to go dancing again.”

	“Now, Eileen,” Jonathan had a very definite plan in his mind as to how he would deliver his information and he didn’t want the conversation to deviate too far from that plan.

	 “I want to call up a nice, young man on the telephone and see if he’ll take me dancing,” she said. “Do you know, when I was dancing — being held in a boy’s strong arms — it was more than about being loved: I was adored.”

	“Mrs. Hegwood,” Jonathan said again. He sensed he may be losing control of the situation and wanted to get the discussion back on track.

	“Oh, what is it? You’re no fun,” Mrs. Hegwood scolded.

	Jonathan opened his eyes wide, tilted his eyebrows upwards, and continued. “Mrs. Hegwood �— Eileen — as you’ll recall, you were admitted to this facility because you had a very serious medical condition. Now, as you know, we’ve done everything within our power to ensure that you get the best possible level of care. Unfortunately, this sometimes involves making some very difficult decisions on our part.”

	Mrs. Hegwood sat silent. Jonathan wondered if it was because she was thinking about the words he was saying in his momentous and understanding voice or because she wasn’t understanding a bit of it.

	“Sometimes, in nature,” he said, “the overall health of the organism requires that it makes certain sacrifices in order to survive.” Mrs. Hegwood still had not said anything so Jonathan continued. “The most important thing, then, is to always understand this big picture: that in order to save the whole organism, a segment or part of it may need to be scarified.” He could tell he was losing her. “Mrs. Hegwood,” he said, “we’re going to need to amputate your other leg.”

	He couldn’t tell right away if the old woman had heard him or not. He waited a few moments to see if he would need to repeat the last part of his speech. After a few seconds, though, Mrs. Hegwood had turned her gaze back to the tall, narrow window and began to breathe in rapid, shallow breaths.

	“I’ll be back later to make the necessary arrangements. If you need anything, please call for myself or one of the nurses.” He touched her shoulder compassionately and then opened the door and left.

	Out in the hallway he saw Kate. He must have had a very grave expression on his face because she immediately asked him what was wrong. He indicated that he had just had to deliver a bad prognosis to a patient and that they had taken it badly and that if she wasn’t too busy, seeing as how it was just about lunch-time, if she wouldn’t care to get something to eat with him. She agreed and Jonathan thought at that moment that at least one thing had gone right that day.

�Chapter XXIII:



	“They called her the Venerable Venturi,” the old man said as he lifted the carburetor out of the engine compartment. “And once we get her reamed out and rebuilt, she’ll be as good as new.”

	Thomas looked down into the dismantled engine compartment. Vacuum hoses, belts, and fluid tubes wound their way from component to component, following some grand design which could have only been conceived by an automotive engineer with a strong and religious devotion to the forces of chaos. In addition, his father’s “alterations,” hadn’t done anything but add considerable layers of complexity to the entire mess. As far as Thomas was concerned, the compartment before him was nothing more than a collection of dirty parts connected to other dirty parts. Nevertheless, Thomas knew that all he had to do was to understand how the entire engine functioned, as a system, and then he would be able to “get,” the whole thing. As it currently stood, however, he couldn’t see anything more than a collection of disassociated parts. The conundrum presented to him by the old Ford engine struck him the very same way that his encounters in college with the continental philosophies of the mid-Twentieth Century had struck him: his head hurt and he needed a smoke. He recalled the coffee he’d had at Professor Haddad’s house the day before, and how wonderful it had tasted: a good cup of coffee couldn’t hurt either.

	“Hey, Dad,” he said. “Do you think I could borrow your car, the Buick, this evening and go downtown?”

	“What’s that?” the old man replied, putting the carburetor down on the surrogate workbench he had arranged in the garage from two sawhorses and a piece of plywood. “Sure! You got a date?”

	“No, Dad. I don’t have a date. I just wanted to go downtown, get a cup of coffee, and maybe do some reading.”

	“Reading! At your age, you should spend more time with the ladies. Fool around, have some fun. There will be plenty of time for reading when you’re old, like me.”

	Thomas laughed. The old man was showing a more personal side of himself than Thomas thought he had ever seen. Perhaps they were bonding by working on the car together. “Thanks, Dad,” he replied. He thought for a moment and then, figuring that things were already going so well asked, “Can I borrow some money?”

	After they finished working on the car for the afternoon, Thomas studied himself briefly in the mirror. He managed to get his hair somewhat in order and noted to himself that his beard was coming in nicely. He put on a reasonably clean shirt and his brown loafers. At least he wouldn’t scare anyone, he thought. After he had said good-night to his father, who had been in the basement workshop taking apart another microwave, he grabbed the keys to the Buick from out of the cupboard and walked out into the moonless and chilly November evening.

	He drove the few miles into downtown without really knowing where was going. He wasn’t going someplace to meet someone so he really had no place to go. He knew that he wanted to get a cup of coffee at one of the town’s many coffee-shops. These were largely located near each other — as were numerous bars — near the city’s center where the University’s central campus was located. As he drove through the city illuminated by streetlights and bare trees covered with tiny white lightbulbs he tried to pick out familiar landmarks. It had been almost eighteen months since he had driven through downtown and he was amazed at how much the heart of the city had changed in that time. While the occupied storefronts still outnumbered those which were vacant, the number of empty buildings had increased. Where once had been a sign for a used book-store there was now only a For Lease sign, the indication of an old building now haunted not by the spirits of many rare or unusual books but only by the memories of the various merchants which had occupied it over its long lifetime.

	He also had noticed as he drove through town, that several of the coffee-shops he had liked to frequent on his trips back home from college were now either closed or had been bought-out by the huge national chain. He hadn’t had any particular attachment to any of them. He found a parking spot on Fourth Avenue and parked the Buick there.

	As he proceeded down the sidewalk, he pulled his thin jacket tight around him to protect him against the wind which blew fiercely down the street towards him causing his frantic hair to rustle in the wind. Somewhere in the distance a bell-tower sounded seven o’clock. He began to walk faster, as if with some clear destination or purpose in mind. A city patrol car passed him slowly and then sped onwards ahead of him. He crossed Huron Street and walked past the courthouse and as he walked this way, the faint scent of roasted cocoa beans began to fill his nostrils. He walked on hurriedly towards and then through the glass doors of the coffeehouse.

	As he entered the warm building his glasses immediately became covered with condensation making it impossible to see the inside of the cafe. He stood there motionless in the doorway for a moment while he reached up to remove and wipe his glasses. As he was wiping his glasses he looked around and noticed that the coffee-house was warmly-lit and filled with several colorful objects which were all quite blurry. He put his glasses back on and through the streaks on the lenses realized that the colorful objects were in fact wall-hangings which covered the walls, each one made by a local artist, and each one bearing a plain and elementary symbol which Thomas didn’t immediately recognize.

	As Thomas became more acclimated to the inside of the coffee-shop he became aware of the sound of many conversations all being held at once. It was the first time in a long while Thomas had heard so many voices and this realization was what struck him as being so remarkable about it. His cold hands stung in the warm air and he opened and closed them a couple of times while he looked up at the menu, printed neatly and colorfully on the chalkboard above the counter. Thomas wanted a plain cup of coffee, black, and was trying to locate that on the menu amidst the assortment of  lattés, cappuccinos, Italian sodas, and other items which didn’t bear much resemblance to the plain cup of coffee he wanted. Eventually he found it: House Blend and, after he had been shown which cup was medium-sized, he ordered a medium House Blend from the woman behind the counter. She seemed friendly and so he smiled as he handed over the two-dollars for the coffee, thinking as he did so that if he were going to make a regular habit of this he may need to take the Professor up on her offer. He took the paper cup of hot liquid over to a lightly-populated area of the coffee-shop where he sat down at a small table, setting his jacket over the back of his chair.

	Thomas sipped at his coffee while he looked around at the other patrons of the coffee-shop. At the table nearest to his sat a man in what Thomas thought was his early-thirties with long hair typing frantically onto a laptop computer. At another table a pretty woman with a turtleneck sweater was reading from a textbook of some sort and writing notes onto a yellow legal pad. Behind him the coffee-shop opened up into a larger performance area, but as no there were performers scheduled for that night, it was dark and cordoned off. He stared down at his hands as they set down the hot paper cub. The colder, dry weather meant knuckles were becoming dry and cracked. He scratched at the dry skin on his left hand with his fingernail, eliciting a tiny shower of flakes of dry, dead skin to fall onto the tabletop. He pushed the flakes together into a small pile. He wondered what would happen if someone were to reconstitute the flakes after he had left. Would they be able to clone him from just that little bit of material? He thought about what he would do if he ever met a clone of himself. Then, figuring that he had come to this place to read, after all, he pulled his worn paperback copy of “The Moviegoer,” out of his jacket pocket and began to read it.

	He sipped on his coffee as he read through the novel. Eventually he finished his first cup and went back up to the counter for a refill. “Good book?” asked the woman behind the counter. Thomas said yes and the woman asked him if he had ever read anything by Kundera. Thomas replied that he hadn’t and the woman said that he should, sometime. Thomas didn’t know what to say at that point so he said thank you, took his coffee, and went back to his seat.

	Thomas had lost track of time and so he was surprised when, after nearly finishing his second cup of coffee, he looked at his watch and discovered it was well past ten o’clock. Despite the considerable amount of caffeine running through him and the attentive jumpiness it brought, Thomas began to feel tired and a little cross and figured it might be a good time to head back home. He would finish his coffee first, though.

	“Thomas?” He almost didn’t recognize the sound of his own name. Once he realized that he was the one being addressed he looked up and saw someone looking down at him. The face looked familiar thought it took Thomas a few moments to discern who it was.

	“Oh! Jason!” Thomas exclaimed as if he had just solved a riddle. His voice rose in pitch slightly over his normal speaking voice, automatically adopting the tone of someone trying to appear comfortable and friendly in a unexpected, though not unwelcome situation. “Hi! Hello!”

	“When did you get back in town?” Jason asked. “I thought you were in the seminary or something. Are you on break?”

	“No, no,” Thomas replied, still unconsciously using the overtly cheerful and friendly tone of voice. “They kicked me out!” It was a few moments before he realized how silly that must have sounded.

	“That sucks,” said Jason. He motioned to his companion, “Hey, this is Kaz. She’s our cello player. Kaz, this is Thomas. We went to high school, here in town together. He was in seminary but I guess they kicked him out.”

	Thomas stood up and shook hands with the short, compact woman. She was dressed in black tights, combat boots, and a oversized black sweater which extended down to her knees. Over this she wore a black trench-coat with many vertical tears or cuts in the fabric. Her nose was pierced with a single silver stud and her hair was shaved on the sides and the top and front was purple, with many spikes which stuck up in all directions. 

	“Pleased to meet you,” she said with an accent Thomas thought might be Australian. “So you got kicked out of seminary, huh? I bet there’s a fascinating story there,” she said with what Thomas could only interpret as a slightly mischievous smile.

	“It’s really not anything like that,” Thomas replied quickly, and then, trying to regain his friendly voice he added, “We didn’t always see eye to eye.”

	“Oh, a rebel!” Kaz said. As she spoke she, by force of unconscious habit, curled her tongue, sticking it out far enough to catch the stud which pierced it between her two bottom, front teeth.

	“Something like that,” Thomas replied, nearly wincing obviously. Of course, he realized, it was the coffee: that’s why he was so jumpy.

	“It’s great to see you again,” said Jason, handing him a bright green sheet of paper.

	“What’s this?” Thomas asked, looking down at the sheet of paper which was otherwise blank except for a time and date written in the corner.

	“Our band is going to be playing here next Wednesday night. You should come,” Jason replied.

	Thomas said that he would try to make it.

	“Nice to meet you,” said Kaz, fixing him with a stare that seemed to make him remember something important, but he couldn’t recall exactly what.

	“Well, we’ve got a lot more flyering to do,” Jason said. He and Kaz walked away leaving Thomas to think about what a small town it was in which he lived as he looked over the flyer for the band, “Intentionally Blank.”

�Chapter XXIV:



	At work, at least, Jonathan could try to free his mind from the situation at home. Home was now where Sarah stayed everyday while he went to work. When he left in the morning she was usually still in bed asleep. When he returned in the evening she was there, usually at the computer working on her personal, on-line journal, dressed in her sweat-pants and a T-shirt. He was doing his best to be supportive and understanding as it was obvious to him that she had been hit pretty hard, psychologically speaking, by the lay-off. He had bought her a little stuffed bear with a heart and she seemed to appreciate it, even though he said that he shouldn’t have spent the money. With his insistence she had also updated her resume and had sent it out to a couple of corporations but thus far none of them had called back yet. She also had been ignoring most of his advances as of late, and that had left him slightly frustrated. And then there was the matter of the lingering odor of stale cigarette smoke he smelled on her when he came home at night, though the condo itself never smelled of it. 

	They were coping, but he wondered what he could do to snap her out of it, to make her as bright and energetic as she had been before, so that they could be a pretty, happy couple again. And try as he might not to do so, however, there were moments when he thought about her as being somewhat defective, for lack of a better word. It was a bad thought, he realized, but it wasn’t his fault that he thought about her this way from time to time, of course; it was how he had been trained to see people in need: find the cause of the pain and correct it. He wondered if he should recommend that she start seeing a professional, though it was probably still too early for that. Anyway, it was a puzzling situation and he wasn’t used to it and he wanted to make it go away but beyond that he didn’t know what to make of it.

	He felt a tap on his shoulder and spun around to see Kevin there behind him. He hadn’t seen Kevin in a couple of days, now that he thought about it, and was actually relieved to see him here now. He realized he really needed to talk to someone; it wasn’t healthy to keep these feelings bottled up inside.

	“Did you get the car?” Kevin asked as they walked down to the break room together.

	Jonathan replied that he hadn’t. Then he added, “Sarah lost her job.”

	“That’s rough,” Kevin said. “How’s she taking it?”

	“Not well,” Jonathan answered. “I think she had really actualized herself in that position and now that it’s not there for her anymore she feels lost.”

	“Well, she’ll pull through,” Kevin said.

	Jonathan wondered where Kevin could have been for the past few days. The more that he thought about, the more his absence struck him as a little strange. Since Kevin had started working on the floor with him nine months ago there hadn’t been a day, barring illness, when he hadn’t seen him. “Do my front teeth look crooked to you?” he asked.

	“What?” Kevin asked.

	“The dentist gave me this thing to put in my mouth while I sleep and now I can swear that my front teeth look uneven — they didn’t before, I don’t think.” Jonathan pulled back his top lip so Kevin could see.

	“Your teeth look fine to me,” Kevin stated.

	“Maybe I’ll find a picture that was taken before I started wearing the bite-splint. Then I’ll know for sure.” He paused. “So where have you been the past few days? I haven’t seen you around.”

	“I’ve been busy,” Kevin replied.

	“Doing what?” Jonathan probed.

	“I can’t discuss too much of that right at the moment,” Kevin answered.

	“Why not?”

	“I’m not at liberty to say,” Kevin smiled. He enjoyed tormenting Jonathan in this manner very much.

	“Come on,” Jonathan pleaded.

	“Are you going to Dr. Sleger’s Town-Hall meeting on Friday?”

	“Of course.”

	“Perhaps you’ll find out more, then.” Kevin made sure his smile was extra-mysterious for Jonathan’s benefit and then he stood up and left.

	What did Dr. Sleger want with Kevin?, Jonathan thought. What was going on? Why didn’t he know about it? He was as close to Kevin as anyone there was. One thing was for certain: whatever thoughts he’d had that day about Sarah and his home-life were forgotten in the consideration of a million contingencies.

�Chapter XXV:



	Thomas looked down again at the scrap of paper in his hand on which he had written “304, Stephens Bldg.,” earlier that week. He had no idea, exactly, where the Stephens Building might be, though he knew its general area. Though he had grown up in a university town, he had left it to go to a smaller school and so he was unfamiliar with the campus area as anything but an alley by which he might get from one area of town to another more quickly. He pivoted around a bit to get his bearings, careful to avoid making eye contact with any of the students who were striding past him purposefully, anxious to get where they were going, anxious to get out of the cold. At last his eye fell upon the small blue sign in front of an old, run-down building. This was the Stephens Building. Clearly not one of the more heavily maintained buildings on campus, its cornices were cracked and chipping as were the concrete steps which lead up to the heavy oak doors. The mid-19th century face of the building was marred by the occasional window-mounted air-conditioner. He stared up at the entrance to the brick building and wondered as he climbed the stairs if he would have to show some sort of identification or even if he would be turned away at the door for not being a student there. He then realized that he didn’t even have a very clear idea of what he was doing in front of that building, about to go inside, at all. Professor Haddad had offered to pay him for doing some chores around her office but he had no idea how much money would be involved or what sort of work he would be doing. No matter what it was, he realized, he certainly didn’t have anything better to do. And that, after all, was the only compelling reason for doing anything at all, he had discovered recently.

	He passed without incident through the massive doors into the stale, gray interior of the building and located the stairs which he ascended to the third floor. He located the correct office by following the numerals painted onto the glass window of each of the old wooden doors in descending order. At last he found it: Room 304, Inter-Departmental Division of Bi-Cultural Studies, M. Haddad, Director. Thomas chuckled at the department’s name as it seemed that any combination of vaguely academic-sounding words could be combined to form the name of a department which could be, provided one had found a wealthy benefactor, funded with untold amounts of grant dollars — some of which, it now occurred to him, would be paid to him. He wondered briefly if he should knock. He figured that he should, and knocked lightly on the door. Not hearing any response, he knocked a little louder.

	“Come in!” came a voice from far beyond the door. Thomas turned the worn brass doorknob and the old door opened with a squeal. Thomas entered into a short and narrow hallway, shutting the door behind him. On either side of this hallway was a door similar to the one through which he had just passed. Signs made of construction paper were taped to the frosted glass window of each door with scotch tape. One, made out of red and orange paper to resemble flames had cut-out letters upon it which spelled out the word “LIFE,” in capital letters. The other door had a comparable sign, made out of blue and gray paper cut to resemble stones, whose letters spelled out the word “DEATH.” The signs were obviously Professor Haddad’s handiwork; from what little he knew of her personality, they just somehow fit her. Both doors were shut and Thomas had no idea what might be behind them. He had to be cautious, however, not to trip over the large stacks of cardboard banker-style boxes which contributed to the narrowness of the hallway, many of which were overflowing with newspaper clippings, computer print-outs, photocopies from art books of paintings and photographs of sculpture, and even, he noted with some interest, pieces of sheet music and hand-written manuscript paper. At the end of the hallway was a large and open room in the middle of which was a large table. Much of the room was filled with boxes like those he had seen in the hallway. Seated at the table in the middle of the room, flipping through a stack of three-to-five page papers (each with double-spaces between each line of neatly-typed text) was Professor Haddad.

	“Thomas!” she exclaimed, looking up to see who it was who had entered the office. “You came!”

	“Yes,” he said. He could not deny that he was interested in what sort of studies were considered “bi-cultural,” and even more interested in just what sort of research was done in this office. All the same, he remembered the previous conversation he’d had with the professor and he still felt a little embarrassed at the extent to which he had opened himself up to her well-intended aphorisms then.  “You mentioned that you had some work for me?”

	“Of course, of course. Please come in, let me show you what I have.” She stood up and led Thomas to a particularly large pile of boxes in a far corner of the large room. “The contents of each one of these boxes,” she explained, “needs to be sorted.”

	Thomas lifted up the top few pages which sat in the open box nearest to him, flipping through them, letting them fall back into the box. The contents of that box, at least, seemed fairly disparate and unrelated: there appeared to be several pages of dialogue from a play which had been photocopied out of a book, an old issue of TIME Magazine with a single article dog-eared, as well as print-outs from a variety of internet web-pages relating to various medical breakthroughs and reviews of recently-released movies, among many other things.

	“Sorted how?” he asked.

	“I’m not sure,” Professor Haddad replied. “As you see we have media of all sorts in these boxes, and I’m afraid we’ve let it pile up beyond our control. Beyond, even, our ability to walk through our office without tripping over it. I thought you could come up with some way of sorting and then filing it away for us.”

	Thomas looked at the stacks of boxes, the sheer number of which had immediately taken on an added significance for Thomas. “This could take weeks,” he said.

	“We can’t pay you much — you could probably make more serving up French fries, but I think you will find this work much more challenging.” She sat back down at the table.

	“Where do I start?” he asked.

	“The box you were just looking through is as good a place as any.”

	Thomas sat down on the floor in front of the box he had just flipped through and emptied its contents out onto the floor in front of him. A shower of wedding-invitations, obituaries, newspaper editorials, and CD liner-notes fell onto the floor. He stared at the sheets of paper which lay strewn around him, attempting to find some order or pattern which would emerge from them. There didn’t appear to be any relationship between the varied contents of the box. If he knew what all of this material would ultimately be used for it would be a lot easier to come up with some system of organizing it.

	“What do you do here, anyway?” he asked, hoping the question didn’t sound too impertinent.

	Professor Haddad looked up from the stack of papers she had been grading to answer him. “Our goal,” she said with coyness far removed from their conversation at her house the other day, “is to be able to help people make decisions. Important decisions.”

	Thomas thought about this for a while as he stared down at the papers which he had been sorting into piles mainly based on how large or how shiny the pieces of paper were. He wasn’t so much concerned as to whether or not he had found the right way or the wrong way to sort the pages in front of him, but after hearing what Professor Haddad had an idea about how he could sort the pages more efficiently. Whichever way he sorted them, he figured he was getting paid for sitting on the floor going through miscellaneous papers, and that was enough to make the entire experience worthwhile.

	After two or three hours, he had been able to make it through all of the papers in that first box (it had taken a while to skim through some of the longer items) and he figured at that point that he had done enough work for one day. Professor Haddad had already left and had locked the door to the office behind her; all Thomas needed to do was to turn off the lights and shut the door behind him. As he was leaving his initial curiosity about the doors on each side of the narrow hallway leading out of the office returned but he was able to resist the urge to try to turn the doorknobs on each door — for a moment. He tried each door but both were locked. Slightly ashamed that his curiosity had led him to even attempt to open the doors when Professor Haddad wasn’t around, he let himself out of the office.

	He took the bus home in the dark. Walking up to the front door of his father’s house he noticed a large, empty cardboard box sitting in the covered entry-way. The box, evidently, had been too wide to fit through the doorway and so the old man had taken whatever was in it out of it and left the box outside. Thomas studied the box for a moment and determined that it had contained a microwave oven, but a large one judging from the size of the box.

	He opened the door and entered the house. He walked into the kitchen expecting to see the new microwave there on the counter, but there was nothing there. He called for his father and heard his voice reply from the downstairs workshop. He walked down the stairs and peered through the opening in the partition at the bottom of the stairs. The old man had taken the outer casing off of the microwave and was now carefully removing the wires which connected the control panel to the rest of the unit.

	“Is that a new microwave,” Thomas asked.

	“Yeah!” the old man replied.

	Thomas didn’t know if he even dared to ask. “Why are you taking it apart? Doesn’t it work?”

	“It works great! That’s why I got it. This here is the most powerful microwave oven you can buy.”

	Thomas had already spent several hours that day trying to sort dozens of unrelated articles into piles which suggested some sort of meaningful system and at that particular moment he didn’t feel like thinking about any other subject which seemed to be either incongruous or absurd. He walked back up the stairs without reply to find something to eat: something which could be warmed up in a conventional oven.

�Chapter XXVI:



	Jonathan loved Town Hall meetings. Once every two months or so, usually on a Friday, Dr. Sleger would get all of the employees of the Oakbrook facility together in the cafeteria to talk about how they were doing, his plans for the facilities, as well as any recent promotions. Jonathan found the meetings to be an exciting break from the usual routine — a chance to be at work, to talk about work, and to get away from work all at the same time. Also, Jonathan really enjoyed learning about what was going on in other parts of the facility. They were doing some really important work there. And even though sometimes Jonathan felt that the work they did on his own floor was kind of routine (and Erik, in Pediatrics, had even had the nerve to call his floor the “bread and butter,” of the facility — as if to suggest that the work done on Jonathan’s floor, and by implication the work done in the entire facility, were motivated largely by financial interests!) it made him feel proud to know that whatever else was going on in the facility, whatever great medical achievements were being made, he was a part of it; Dr. Sleger made everyone feel, in fact, that they were a part of the facility’s achievements. Jonathan had yet to leave a Town Hall meeting feeling anything other than charged-up about his job and usually the boost in morale lasted almost the full two months until the next meeting.

	Jonathan made it down to the cafeteria in advance of the scheduled meeting time of two o’clock, but  was careful to not arrive too early. If he came too soon then there was a possibility that Kate wouldn’t be there yet, and he wanted to sit with her. If he came in ahead of her, she would probably elect to sit with the other nurses. If she were already there when he arrived, however, he could just go over and sit at her table. He noticed when he entered the cafeteria that Kate was already there, but sitting at a table with her supervisor and the other nurse on her shift. This left one chair open. He frowned. It would be a little awkward to be the only non-nurse at the table (despite the fact that there were few people there who could rightly be called medical doctors, the old hierarchies still existed) but fortunately for him the cafeteria was starting to fill up and the open seat at Kate’s table was soon going to be one of the only seats left available.

	He walked over to her table and slid into the vacant seat, saying hello to her in a pleasantly surprised tone. He asked with genuine concern how she had been sleeping lately and she turned her head towards him to tell him that she had found a new book that was helping quite a bit. He noticed, not for the first time, just how beautiful she was: her long chestnut-colored hair framing her delicate face on either side and her abundant, pink lips smiling at him as her glacial blue eyes stared piercingly into his. She couldn’t have been intending to, but Jonathan almost felt as though she were staring directly into his soul. He felt the warmth of his blood rushing through his heart, making it ache, even as his feet got suddenly very cold. He smiled back and answered that he would clearly need to read the book that her pretty mouth kept going on and on about. He was about to give her an innocent compliment on her hair, about how she’d had it styled that day or perhaps about how nice and healthy it looked, when Dr. Sleger appeared and the crowded cafeteria became quiet and still. Dr. Sleger walked from the side entrance of the cafeteria onto the low stage which had been erected for the meeting and took his place behind the podium which bore the facility’s name and motto.

	Dr. Sleger was a short man and shaped like a torpedo with tiny feet and body which became rounder around his hips and waist and then tapered off again at his head.  He wore thick round glasses and what little of his sandy blond hair remained was combed in wisps over the bare expanses of his head. His appearance was such that it betrayed little about his age though recent laudatory articles about the facility which had appeared in both the medical journals and national press had put him anywhere between the ages of 48 and 52. He was dressed in a smart brown vest with neat khaki trousers and fine, brown loafers from Italy. Over his clothes he wore a white lab-coat with his own identification card secured to his lapel — just as Jonathan was in the habit of wearing it. When Dr. Sleger spoke, it was in a rough accent which was itself a veneration of his days growing up on the “mean streets of Philadelphia,” as one article put it. And yet, when it needed to be, his voice could be as soft and coaxing as that of any woman Jonathan had ever dated — sometimes that voice was enough to make the back of his neck tingle.

	“Okay. I’d like to get started, people,” Dr. Sleger said in his coarse voice, “and welcome you all to the November Town Hall meeting. We have a lot of big news to get through this afternoon, including some recognition of some pretty outstanding employees, so we’ll see if we can fit it all in.”

	Jonathan wondered who the outstanding employees were going to be this month. He had been recognized with the award himself once, of course, about eight months ago — too soon, he thought, for his name to come up again at this meeting. He tried to think if there had been anyone else who had been recognized at one Town Hall meeting and then again at another Town Hall meeting, within a period of eight-months or less. There was Vijay, of course, in Obstetrics who had been recognized a year ago and then received another award six months after that, but at the time of the second award he was being transferred to another facility, so that was really more of a going-away award rather than a recognition of any particular merit. So this meant that Jonathan still had a chance to win the award today and be the only person in the three years he had been working there to win it twice in the same year.

	Jonathan refocused his attention on Dr. Sleger’s speech. The facility’s director had been going on about the financial situation at the facility, which looked very promising. The new administration had finally freed up the federal grant money which had been frozen up for several months due to some sort of uproar from the country’s more backwards and suspicious cranks. Now that grant money could go to support the groundbreaking preventative research they were already doing which would, in turn, benefit all of the patients at the facility.

	Jonathan had been trying to take notes and keep up with all of the numbers involved, but had missed a few of the sums of which Dr. Sleger spoke. He wasn’t really a money guy, anyway. His job was to diagnose and treat, with as much compassion for the patient as possible. Even at home, he thought, it was Sarah who took care of most of the finances, making sure the bills got paid. He laughed ironically to himself: these days the only contact he had with the money the two of them spent around the house was in making it. He wondered what Sarah was up to at this moment: probably either asleep, working on the computer, or sneaking a cigarette on the second-floor walk-out balcony of their condo. His heart ached just a little when he thought of her smoking. She knew how much he disapproved of it and he had told her repeatedly exactly how bad it was for her health. He could regale her with story after story about some of the cases he saw on his floor. People who were too sick to breathe or who soon would be due to the damage they had done to their own lungs; Mr. D’Orazio was a good example which immediately came to mind. Some people, he reflected, just weren’t responsible enough to take care of their own bodies.

	He glanced back at Kate to see what she was getting out of the meeting, especially as it was her first, but she seemed to not be paying attention, instead picking little beads of lint off of her uniform. There was something about the careful manner in which she did even this mundane task that Jonathan found so natural and attractive: as if something deep and primal within him were yearning with all of its marrow to be deloused by this beautiful, delicate, and full specimen of womanhood. He suddenly felt very warm and a sensation which was part twinge and part throb moved through his veins as he watched her. Damn. Jonathan shook himself back to the speech.

	Dr. Sleger was now talking about his plan for the coming year, and the goals which he had set out for both himself and for the facility. These goals, as those Dr. Sleger had set forth last year at this time had done, would ensure that the Oakbrook facility would remain a world-class care-provider, a place at which all of its employees could be proud to work. “To help make our continued success a reality,” he said, “expect to see in the coming year increased attention paid to those areas which show the greatest promise for new growth opportunities. These areas will be allocated special research grants in order to continue their groundbreaking work.” Jonathan sucked in his breath. “Particularly, I anticipate the greatest potential in the areas of Obstetrics and Pediatrics.” Jonathan felt a cold sweat break out across his scalp — what were the plans for his own department? “None of this is to worry those of you who work in Semi-Viable Patient Care or Reclamation. These are still some of our most essential and enduring departments and your continued contributions to them are both appreciated and required.” Jonathan let out his breath softly in a muted sigh of relief as Dr. Sleger continued. “But we must look ahead, into the future, and anticipate the needs of our patients five, ten, and even twenty years down the road. To promote this aggressive vision for the prosperous future of these high-growth areas of our work, I’m very pleased to announce the creation of a new position: a director who will oversee the synergistic energies of both the Obstetrics and Pediatrics groups. This individual will report directly to me and will be held fully accountable for the future success or failure of Oakbrook’s progress in these most auspicious areas of future development.”

	Dr. Sleger paused here to look down at his notes. Jonathan caught himself smiling as he wondered who it was who would be named to the new directorial position. He hadn’t known anything about it before Dr. Sleger mentioned it just now, but this certainly could be one of those situations he would surprise the individual he had chosen for the position — and they would be certain to choose someone who would accept the position. Jonathan thought that if he were offered the position — and this was not outside the realm of possibility as he had been there three years already and had gotten very good reviews at the end of each and every year — he would accept it without question. Dr. Sleger looked out into the audience, clustered around the tables of the cafeteria and spoke.

	“Do you want to step up here? Come on up. I’m very pleased to name Kevin Johnson to the position of Director of the combined Obstetrics and Pediatrics groups.”

	As the cafeteria filled with the sound of applause, Jonathan thought that if he had trouble believing his ears, then what his eyes now saw was a scene even more doubtful: Kevin, his friend, the guy he had trained, the one he had went to lunch with nearly every day for the past eight months, the one with whom he had sat in the break-room and rated the appearance of their female coworkers, was now being promoted — above himself. And not just above himself, Jonathan thought, but well above himself to, of all things, the position of Director of the hottest two departments within the company. Jonathan didn’t feel so much disappointed as he did betrayed. Kevin hadn’t even bothered to tell him, his friend. Instead, Jonathan had found out along with the rest of the company. He looked back and saw that even Katherine herself was clapping and cheering. Yes, he most definitely felt betrayed.

	He had come to the Town Hall meeting that afternoon expecting to leave charged and energized about his job, instead, he thought, this had been the worst meeting he had ever attended. Thank God it’s Friday — he wanted to go home. He was so distracted by the feeling of dejection which had descended upon him that he scarcely heard Dr. Sleger’s final words to his staff.

	“I’d like to remind everyone that a lot of our research really depends on contributions from individual employees. So, guys, this means that we’re still shooting for our goal of twelve-hundred samples donated by the end of next month. As of today we’re right on track so keep up the good work. Ladies, if you’d like to help out too, please see Carolyn immediately following this meeting, and she has more details on that very simple and safe procedure. I thank all of you for your efforts in making our Oakbrook facility one of the premiere facilities of its kind in the world. And remember,” as he spoke, most of the staff joined with him in reciting the Oakbrook motto, “‘compassion is our cornerstone.’”

�Chapter XXVII:



	Katherine had spent the entire day cleaning her apartment and along with vacuuming the carpet, taking out the trash, and washing her dirty clothes at the laundry downstairs, she had been sure to change the cat-litter in the litter-box. She had done all of these things and more that day in an effort to freshen up the stagnant air of her apartment, but something still didn’t smell right. Katherine put the book down on the coffee-table next to the couch and sat upright. She leaned her head down towards the cat which sat curled and sleeping on her lap. She sniffed. “Stinky kitty!” she said aloud. She sniffed again. “Really stinky kitty!” She added, “Someone needs a bath.” There were worse ways to spend a Saturday night, she thought to herself. She grabbed the old cat, pulling its claws out from the blanket which covered her, and brought him with her into the bathroom, shutting the door behind her.

	“Good kitty,” she reassured him, as she began to fill the tub with warm water. She set him down as she reached into the cupboard under the bathroom sink to get out the medicated cat shampoo. Meanwhile, the cat had wandered back to the entrance of the bathroom and was meowing plaintively at the closed door. “It’s all right,” she said as she picked him up and set him down in the sudsy water. She leaned over the bathtub and began to work the shampoo into his dense and matted fur. Katherine, despite all the fuss involved with washing and then drying the cat, actually enjoyed giving him a bath. He had, after all, become her closest friend, the only real family member she had nearby, and when she gave him a bath she felt a sort of intimacy with him: as a mother might feel for her child, she thought. As for his part, oddly enough, the cat seemed to enjoy being on the receiving end the bath as well, cooperating with her as she rinsed the soapy water from his coat.

	The bathroom had filled with steam and Katherine began to sweat, but only a little. Still, kneeling over the hot water, she had started to feel a little dizzy, too, so she rocked back onto her ankles, holding her head up straight. She smiled as she recalled what Dr. Ernst’s book had said about dizziness: that it was one of the soul’s ways of letting the body know that it needed something. She pulled down the hem of her shirt so that it touched the elastic waistband of her pajama-bottoms, cover the bare skin which had been exposed as she knelt over the bathtub. God, she thought, she needed Jerome. After a few moments, the dizziness subsided a little, and so she leaned back over the bathtub to finish rinsing the cat.

	She felt two eyes tunnel into the bare and exposed skin of her back. Her thighs began to tremble as she felt cold tingles crawl up the short hairs of her leg, tickling her back and making the hairs on her neck stand up straight all in an instant. She knew someone was there, behind her, and she didn’t dare turn around. She stared down at the cat which was trying to claw its way up and out of the slippery porcelain tub as it bellowed loudly. She tried to control her breathing, to make the breaths in and out of her lungs steady and even, as she focused all of her attention onto the cat. Despite her attempts to ignore the presence behind her, her breathing became irregular and the dizziness returned, flowing outward from a source deep within her, and numbing her fingers and hands.

	Katherine stood up slowly, desperately trying to cling to consciousness, and grabbed the toilet-plunger from beside the bathtub. She made it into a slight crouch, unable to finish standing all the way and then spun around violently to face the intruder, but there was nothing there except for the small set of shelves. She turned slowly and looked into the mirror. Anything the mirror might’ve betrayed, however, as to how pale she had become, was shrouded by the layer of condensed water vapor which covered it. She turned back towards the closed door of the bathroom cautiously but could not bring herself to open it. The door, though she had stared at it hundreds of times from the toilet looked unfamiliar now. Its color seemed different and the grain of the wood from which it was made seemed infinitely more detailed and vibrant, as if the wood were still alive — almost breathing. She felt her feet turn cold and dead as she stared at the door. She could not bring herself to even touch it for fear of whatever might still be lurking there on the other side.

	She sat down on the closed lid of the toilet seat and, pulling her knees up to her chest, breathed in deep breaths of the damp, warm air until her head cleared and she was able to spend the night there at vigil, blessed with occasional interludes of light and restless sleep.

�Chapter XXVII:



	Jonathan stomped onto the accelerator pedal and the automatic transmission complied by shifting the car into third gear as he rounded the wide and sloping curve of the ramp and merged onto the freeway. He powered away from the pack and into the left-hand lane which was free of other vehicles for at least as far as he could see. It was a mild and unseasonably warm Saturday evening and as the sun was setting low on the horizon the countryside around him was afire with an orange glow. The radio in the dashboard spoke of record-breaking temperatures for the rest of the weekend and into the beginning of the week. Despite the stares he knew he would get (it was still November after all), Jonathan had put the top down on his new two-seater convertible. With the heater on just a little bit, the drive was quite comfortable not the least part of which could be attributed to the opulent interior of his new car. Jonathan had already located his favorite radio station on the car radio and had, after consulting the operator’s manual, programmed it into the radio’s memory. He thumbed the volume switch on the steering wheel and the sound of smooth-jazz blasted outwards from the car’s powerful speakers and across the flat and brown farmland he was now passing. He stomped on the accelerator again and the engine replied with a loud inductor whine as it took in even more fuel before converting it to energy which rocketed the car down the bare expanse of highway. He was pleased with his new car.

	Sarah had not been pleased, however, when he had driven up in it that morning. Her face was aghast and she had said something along the lines of that if he knew what was good for him, he would drive it back to the dealer right now and get his money back. Jonathan had tried to explain that the terms of the lease were very reasonable and even with their diminished income they could still afford it (or at least that was the assumption he had made — he hadn’t exactly bothered to work out the numbers, but it seemed to him like he should be able to afford it on his own). But Sarah didn’t listen and instead turned and fled into the condo.

	That was a large part of the difficulty in his relationship with Sarah: that there were times when she just wouldn’t listen to him. If she had been paying attention to what was going on with him, his feelings, then she would have just known that buying this car was something he needed to do. Since the meeting the day before, he had needed to express himself in some way. He had felt the need to remind himself that he wasn’t just a cog in the big corporate machine. He had to remind himself of why he was working at Oakbrook: the job paid well. As cynical as that thought was, he reflected, there was a lot of truth to it. Why work hard and really pour yourself into a challenging position if you never take the time to get any enjoyment out of the fruits of your efforts?

	Sarah should have understood this. Instead, she had started screaming about how he could possibly do such a thing knowing that she had just lost her job. How could he jeopardize their future together, their plans for a nice home, on something so selfish and impractical. Why were they even together as a couple, she cried, if he wasn’t ever going to start taking the future of their relationship seriously.

	As Sarah stood there half-crying and half-yelling at him he began to think to himself. Why had he and Sarah ever gotten together in the first place? He tried to remember. They had met about a year-and-a-half ago in the summertime. Jonathan smiled to himself as he remembered their first meeting at the little Jazz club, where he had gone with some friends from work. He saw her at the end of the bar, completely enraptured by the music. It was almost as if a light shone upon her face as she sat there listening to the music which Jonathan himself couldn’t understand. Something about that gap of understanding in regards to the chaotic music pouring forth from the stage and the effect that the music seemed to have had on her intrigued him and he went over to introduce himself.

	Thinking back on it now, Jonathan couldn’t put his finger on why things moved so quickly for the two of them. Perhaps it was because the night had been so hot and humid. Or perhaps it was because they were both so drunk. Or perhaps it was because she had those lips. After all, it was those lips which spoke to him, smiling and first uncovered his loneliness. And it was those lips which concealed in her, Jonathan found out, an even deeper loneliness, still. It was those lips which responded, warm and wet, when his mouth first and quite unexpectedly touched hers. It was those lips which parted briefly to allow his tongue a surveying glide across them. It was those lips which inhaled, ever so slightly as he unfastened the white buttons on her tight, black blouse, so as to thrust her chest outwards expectantly towards his ouch. It was those lips which said they loved him while he lay there spent and confused. And now it was those lips which cursed themselves for ever speaking to him in the first place. He needed to go for a drive.

	Now, as he sped along the highway, the brisk air whipping him in the face, he thought what a shame it would if he never kissed those lips again. Whatever it took, he thought, he had to fix things up between them. He wouldn’t let things end badly again, not like the rest of his relationships. He called to mind Jennifer, whom he had known briefly several years ago. She had been a friend, more of an acquaintance really, until the one night they had gone out to see a movie alone together. He hand on his leg was certainly unexpected, he recalled now, but not unwelcome. He had never really thought of her in that way, he realized at the time, but as the evening progressed, he thought he could learn to think of her in that way. A week or two later he came to the realization, despite everything they had done, that he still didn’t really think of her in that way, and they parted amicably. It was only a year or two later — too late, he noted with some regret — that he finally did start to think of her in that way. No, he wouldn’t let things end badly again.

	He pulled off of the highway and turned towards home. As he gunned the engine and sped away from the light he was reminded of just how much he really loved his new car. If Sarah was going to continue to be all moody and hold out on him, as she had been doing ever since she lost her job, maybe he could convince her to let him keep the car as a sort of compensation for the frustration he was experiencing. Whatever happened with Sarah, he thought, he was very pleased with his new car; he deserved it.

	When he finally made it home, he was surprised to see that Sarah’s car wasn’t in their parking area. As he entered the condo and realized that she wasn’t there. Taped to the door of his condo was a note which read: “Have fun with your jars.” He felt not so much remorse or sadness as he would’ve expected, but rather pity for the girl who felt she needed to express herself in such a desperate and childish manner.

�Chapter XXVIII:



	It was weird having his sister living with them again. She had shown up the night before and though she hadn’t said much, she hadn’t needed to. Thomas was no keen observer of such things but even he could see by the redness and puffiness of her eyes that she had been crying. She had only asked if her old room was available and when her father had indicated that it was just as she had left it she brought her bag into the house, went straight to her old room, and shut the door behind her. And she had yet to emerge.

	Thomas wondered what life around the house would be like now that his sister was back. In one respect he was apprehensive, almost as if his sister was moving in on his territory, in more ways than one. He was the one, after all, who had once held the sublime aim of becoming a priest: an uncommon vocation and one which in his mind enabled a person to move back into his parents’ house when the situation required it. She, on the other hand, was a graphic designer cum software development specialist who had left her apartment a year-and-a-half ago to shack-up with some guy he had never even met. On the other hand, it might be kind of nice having his older sister around. They hadn’t really spoken in over a year-and-a-half, since he had gone to that discernment retreat at the Trappist monastery right after college and entered the seminary almost directly from there. There was a lot of catching up they could do and maybe it would even be fun, like when they were growing up. He wondered if she was still as bossy as he remembered.

	All of that sorting out would come later, of course. He figured that she, like he, would need time to readjust. Heck, he had been home almost three weeks and he was still trying to figure out what he would do next. He was still angry about the whole mess, to be sure, but he had begun to learn over the past few weeks that determining what your true calling in life might be took some time; after all, he had been thinking about nothing else it seemed for the past three weeks and he still hadn’t figured it out yet. Perhaps, it occurred to him, he could share this particular insight with his sister. She might really appreciate it, and it could, possibly, cheer her up as she began her own long journey towards finding her true purpose in life. Thomas was resolved: as soon as he finished breakfast, he would knock on his older sister’s door and comfort her by sharing with her the wisdom he had acquired over the last three weeks.

	He was still thinking of the best way to phrase this piece of encouragement when his sister sped by him and out the side-entrance of the house. From the kitchen window he could see her get into her car and drive away, leaving Thomas to finish his cereal alone.

�Chapter XXIX:



	“Thank you again for letting me stay with you for these past couple days.”

	“You’ve told me that a hundred times! It’s no problem.”

	“I do appreciate it, though. It was too weird, staying in that apartment all by myself.” Katherine paused and looked down towards the other end of the couch where Kimberly sat, dressed in a nightgown, eating a bowl of cold cereal and watching one of her favorite television programs. Together, Katherine understood, the nightgown, cereal, and viewing of a new episode of “Epicuria: Roman Goddess,” formed Kimberly’s most favorite Sunday evening ritual.

	“So what was it like to be engaged?” Kimberly asked during the next commercial break. Katherine had to laugh just a little at the completely off the wall comment which was so characteristic of her friend.

	“It was nice. It was very nice to feel so completely loved and to know that you and this person will spend the rest of your life together. It’s a very secure feeling.”

	“I’m never getting married,” Kimberly said. “I don’t think I could ever consider spending the rest of my life with just one person.”

	“What? Why is that?” Katherine asked feeling her face burn just a little.

	“It just seems so confining. To spend the rest of your life stuck with one person for the rest of your life. I want to be able to open myself up to as many different experiences as possible.”

	“That’s fun for a while,” Katherine said. “But after a while you want stability. I want, at least, to know that I’ll have someone to be with, who will stay with me for the rest of my life.” Her eyes suddenly became unfocused, though Kimberly, staring back at the television set, hadn’t noticed. “I want someone to protect me from the fear.”

	“You don’t need to get married to have that,” Kimberly said only partially hearing her. “A lot of people stay together for the rest of their lives without getting married.”

	“Then why wouldn’t they just get married?” Katherine was refocused on their discussion now and found herself getting just a little annoyed at her friend’s comments.

	“Because maybe they don’t feel they need a piece of paper from the government to prove that they love each other.”

	“That’s not all marriage is about,” Katherine shot back.

	“Yes it is,” Kimberly replied, more focused on the commercials playing across the television set, it seemed, than on what she was saying. “If two people love each other and promise to stay together for the rest of their lives, I don’t see why they need to go through all the trouble of renting a church or whatever and getting a certificate from the government. If they want to be together for the rest of their lives, they should just be together for the rest of their lives.”

	“The show’s coming back on,” Katherine said. Sometimes her friend’s comments could be more than just a little irritating. Together they watched the program, a show about a woman who had lived in ancient Rome until she was magically transported to Los Angeles, where the show took place. Now Epicuria, the heroine, flipped through the city skewering would-be sexual predators and seducing jerk attorneys and religious fanatics only to knock them through plate-glass windows, thereby foiling their plans to bulldoze and replace with parking garages the city’s reproductive health centers. Because of the show’s supposed lesbian subtext, it had perhaps the greatest following of both male and female progressives than any other show which involved swords, sorcery, and skimpy leather outfits.

	“So even apart from marriage, you would never consider being with one person for the rest of your life?” As the show took another commercial break, Katherine knew that she was making the conversation perhaps more personal than was wise to do, and that it would probably be best to drop it, but something about Kimberly’s earlier comments only seemed to provoke further response from her and she didn’t know why that should be the case.

	“I doubt it,” Kimberly replied. “I could never imagine having sex with just one person for the rest of my life. It sounds boring.”

	“It’s not boring,” Katherine said hastily. “You find other ways of expressing your love, apart from sex. Sex is just one of the many things you can do together, just one way to express your feelings for your partner.” She was doing her best to keep this as abstract as she could. “The important thing is that by being together you help each other grow as individuals.”

	“It still sounds boring to me,” Kimberly said bluntly. “I mean, being with one person. I want to be able to experiment with as many men and women as I want throughout my life. You know, being bi-sexual, there’s a biological need for me to have partners of both genders.”

	Katherine contained a frustrated groan. If she didn’t do something, Kimberly was about to start going on again about how great it was to be bi-sexual, about how free and liberated she felt to not have to dismiss her attraction to certain members of the same sex. From there, Katherine knew, the evening would soon devolve into the both of them (though Katherine only half-heartedly so — hence her lack of enthusiasm at the prospect) ogling the women on the television set. “Have you ever even been with a woman?” she asked.

	“You don’t have to have sex with a member of the same gender to know if you’re gay or bi-,” Kimberly replied with a voice which shook just a little. She turned away. “Besides, you don’t have to be so mean.”

	Katherine felt guilty about hurting her friend’s feelings and apologized sincerely, explaining that she still really missed Jerome and that it was wonderful to have her best friend close by to talk to and to stay with when she felt so confused and alone. But Katherine had realized by how agitated she had become while talking to Kimberly, her best friend, that something was clearly out of order within herself. She decided to read her cards after Kimberly went to bed that night to find out what it was.

�Chapter XXX:



	Thomas caught just the blurred outline of his reflection in the frosted glass door and laughed. He could see that his hair with its wild cowlicks was shooting outward in all directions and if he stared into the glass he could see his fine, short beard which had grown in over the past few weeks. It was almost as if St. Jerome, as he appeared in the photographs Thomas had seen of the paintings of the desert hermit — only now with glasses, was staring back at him from across the vast expanse of sixteen-hundred years from within the deep and frosted glass plate. Thomas opened his mouth and as he did so St. Jerome appeared to begin to speak. Thomas stared more deeply into the glass, anxious to hear any sage words of ancient desert wisdom which might help lead him on his way. Thomas heard a distinct creaking noise and suddenly St. Jerome was gone.

	“Oh! Thomas!” exclaimed the short woman in the long, olive-colored dress who had opened the door. “There you are! I didn’t hear you knock.”

	“Sorry about that.”

	“Well, come in. There’s still plenty to do,” said Professor Haddad.

	Thomas entered the office. He blushed as he thought about how distracted he had been and how much he must have startled the poor woman. He had been thinking about how odd it was that his father was still asleep in bed when he left the house at eleven that morning. Usually his father was up and puttering around the house or garage well before then. But then, Thomas though, last night there had been a new episode of Epicuria on television, and that the old man had probably been up later than usual watching it.

	“Where would you like me to start today,” he asked.

	“Oh, anywhere,” Professor Haddad replied. “It all needs to get sorted. I didn’t realize when I published that little classified ad that I would get such a great response. People everywhere have been sending me material.”

	“Has the way I’ve been sorting the papers been okay?”

	“How is that?”

	“With regards to content.”

	“Let me see.”

	Thomas led the professor over to the huge table in the main room of the office where he had put the stacks of paper from the first box which he had sorted at the end of the previous week. Professor Haddad put on the glasses which hung from a cord around her neck. She examined the three stacks of paper, muttering to herself as she did so in some language Thomas didn’t recognize.

	“Three stacks,” she said at last.

	“Yes,” Thomas answered. “The third stack is for all of the articles and papers which don’t fit into the first two.”

	“It’s a very good start,” said Professor Haddad kindly. “But the third stack, cannot be. All of the papers must fit into either one of the two primary categories.”

	Thomas had never taken criticism well, and even these kind words made his face turn red again and his eyes burn a little. She hadn’t really explained how she wanted the papers sorted, he thought. And he had, after all, figured out the two main classifications mainly on his own without a lot of direction from her. Professor Haddad sensed Thomas’ sensitivity in regards to her comments.

	“There are not a lot of people I would be able to find who would have the sense to do this, Thomas.” She continued, “That is why I chose you — you were chosen — for this. In fact, there’s only been one other person who has ever done the job that you are doing now.”

	Thomas felt a little better as his pride returned and then immediately felt ashamed of the way he had reacted. “It’s no problem,” he said, smiling.

	“Have another look at that third stack,” Professor Haddad called over her shoulder as she retreated back to the hallway which led away from the room with large table. “I think you’ll find things a bit more clear now.” She stopped in the box-filled hallway at the door to which was taped the “LIFE,” sign. As she turned the doorknob, the door flew inward and Professor Haddad would certainly have stumbled forwards had she not also been knocked back by the little girl who had just wrapped herself around her mommie’s leg.

	“Lily Marianna Haddad!” the professor exclaimed, regaining her balance. The little girl laughed. “I should have mentioned,” Professor Haddad shouted down the short hallway, “that Lily’s sitter has the flu.” She pried the four-year-old girl from her leg. “Now you behave,” she said as she entered the small office, followed by the little girl.

	Thomas turned his attention to the third stack of articles, manuscripts, newspaper clippings, and photographs which taunted him from the table. The reason he had created the third stack in the first place was because that every item in that heap of papers in front of him defied categorization. Take the old, faded color-photograph with the worn edges of the man with suspenders standing by what Thomas thought could be a car from the 1950s — possibly a Chevrolet. The man had a smile on his face, but aside from that there was no indication as to who he was or what he was doing next to that car. Thomas took off his glasses and held the picture close to his face, trying to get as clear a view of the man’s face as he could. He sucked his prickly upper lip into and out of his mouth absentmindedly as he mulled over the various aesthetic qualities of the photograph. After a few moments, he pitched it into the first pile. He picked up an article clipped from a science magazine which seemed to be about the number of possible universes or multiverses — it wasn’t immediately clear which. Thomas skimmed through the first page hastily but he soon found himself re-skimming sentences he had already skimmed as he kept getting distracted by the author’s language and losing the train of thought. The author, Thomas reflected, was definitely a better scientist than he was a writer. He started over, reading through the article more carefully this time. Finally, Thomas thought he understood what the author was getting at and the diagram on the last page which portrayed a collection of little spheres branching out from one another, connected together with little lines only confirmed his assessment. This one went into the second pile.

	Thomas looked at the clock and exhaled heavily. Almost half-an-hour had gone by. If he kept going at this rate he would never make it through that third stack, much less the mountain of boxes in that room and in the hallway. There just seemed to be an impossibly copious amount of material there in that office which needed to be sifted through — by him! He might not get to the coffee-shop for some reading that night as he had planned, after all: if it weren’t too late once he got through that third stack (and he wanted to get through another entire box besides) he would surely be himself too tired of reading by then. He turned his attention back to the pile of papers.

	He had not gotten very far into the next article (a magazine review, written over two-years ago, of a then popular children’s television program) when heard the door to one of the small offices open slowly and a few seconds later he felt someone tugging on the edge of his shirt.

	“Hello,” sang the little girl. She was dressed in a pair of blue denim overalls which had a picture of a little sleeping lamb embroidered onto the bib. “What are you doing?”

	“Sorting,” replied Thomas, once again turning back to his work.

	“I want to help,” she stated.

	Thomas looked around the office. Shouldn’t Professor Haddad be coming out here to get her kid?, he thought. He was fairly certain that’s what people with children did when they went running off to talk to complete strangers. From the door of the smaller office, however, he heard the professor’s voice and it sounded as though she were conversing with someone on the telephone. She appeared to be speaking the same language she had been muttering in earlier, Thomas noted, but as before he couldn’t recognize it. He exhaled again and handed the article about the children’s television program to the little girl figuring as he did so that the picture of the colorful puppet characters would distract her. She may even recognize the program and take the article with its picture away to stare at it with the sort of adoration he had seen in other children when they were given a picture of their favorite television or pop-music star.

	“This goes here,” she said, and placed the article on top of the second pile.

	Thomas stared at the article, placed into its category by the four-year old girl. It made sense. He handed her the next item from the third stack, a photograph cut from a National Geographic article. The old woman in the photograph had tough, leathery skin and fearsome lines of makeup drawn about her eyes and down her cheeks, her mouth drawn back in a toothless grin. The little girl studied the photograph for a moment and reached up to place it on top of the first pile. Yes.

	Thomas strained his ears to hear if Professor Haddad was still on the phone. It sounded, though he couldn’t understand the language, as though she had only become even more engaged with the animated conversation. Thomas smiled as he looked down at the little girl who was now staring at her own fingers which she held splayed apart from each other in front of her face, counting them. This might not take as long as he had originally thought.

�Chapter XXXI:



	Tuesday, Jonathan was determined, would be the day he tracked down Kevin and congratulated him on his unexpected and, quite frankly, unprecedented promotion. Last Friday, after the meeting, the last thing Jonathan had felt like being was just one of the multitude of his coworkers who had gone over to where Kevin had been standing to offer their congratulations. Since he still considered Kevin to be his friend (and whether or not they remained friends, Jonathan thought, depended mainly on Kevin and whether or not he would let the prestige of his new position go straight to his head or not) he felt that it would be more appropriate to congratulate him one-on-one. He would have done it yesterday but Mondays were usually pretty busy around the facility and yesterday had been no exception. Between the catching up he had to do in regards to the changes over the weekend to the condition of his current patients and then the new admissions to his floor, there had simply been no time at which he could’ve gotten away and taken the elevator down to the Obstetrics and Pediatrics department. He had barely even had time to say hello to Kate — and she worked just a few yards away from his office. Today, right after lunch, he would head on down and congratulate his friend.

	He looked down at his clip-board to see who was next on his rounds. He inhaled deeply; the next chart belonged to Mrs. Hegwood. She had become increasingly moody since she had lost both of her legs. Jonathan thought the saddest thing about the whole case, though, was that Mrs. Hegwood couldn’t be made to see that she hadn’t lost her legs in vain, that there was a greater good which had come out of it: she was still alive. Jonathan had considered making some light-hearted comment which would help her to see the irony of her own situation (“Shall we roll?” came immediately to mind, and it had made Jonathan smile when he first thought of it) but then he figured that Mrs. Hegwood may need just a little more time to gain the proper perspective before such therapy would do her any good. And, Jonathan considered further, looking down at her chart, the news he had to give her today would pretty much do away with any lifting of her spirits for a little while anyway.

	He entered Mrs. Hegwoods room and closed the door behind him. Best just to dive right into it, she was already in bad mood anyway.

	“Hello, Eileen. How are we feeling today?”

	The old woman’s glassy stare fell directly upon him. “Not good,” she gurgled from her elevated bed. Jonathan recognized instantly that she either knew that something was afoot or else was just in an unusually sober mood that day. She almost seemed to be looking through him, to the door.

	“Well, that’s probably because your kidneys are no longer able to clean and purify your blood. Those toxins in your system are what is making you feel so bad. Now, I need to sign this form. It says that’s it’s okay for us to remove your kidneys so that we can hook you up a dialysis machine which will be able to fix the problem with your blood.”

	“Kidneys,” Mrs. Hegwood almost seemed to be babbling. “What ‘kidneys?’ I’ve only got just the one.” She continued in her rambling manner, “You’ve already taken one out.”

	Jonathan glanced hastily down at his clip-board. He flipped through Mrs. Hegwood’s papers. “You’re right,” he said. “We took out one kidney a week ago.” He laughed. It was most certainly not like him to be this distracted. Obviously, the situation with Kevin was bothering him more than he had admitted to himself. Anyway, it was a good thing she had caught his mistake before it had wound up costing him his job. “Well, Eileen, now we have to remove the other one.”

	Mrs. Hegwood let out a long groan and closed her eyes.

	“It won’t hurt a bit,” Jonathan said. “You’ll be under the effects of the anesthetic for the entire operation. But I suppose you already know that.”

	Mrs. Hegwood didn’t reply. She lay there motionless with her eyes closed. Jonathan couldn’t even see her chest rise and fall as she breathed. He quickly looked over at the EKG monitor positioned next to her head. Her heartbeat was still as regular as it ever had been: everything was still fine.

	Eventually, when he was able to coax Mrs. Hegwood into opening her eyes long enough to sign the papers, he opened the door and left. That could have gone better, he thought. One of his patients was clearly unhappy with the degree of compassionate care which he was providing. He had let that distract him and he nearly made a terrible mistake. On top of it all, his girlfriend had just left him and, for the two weeks prior to her actual leaving, she hadn’t even so much as touched him and as a result of this negligence he had a bad attitude and a terrible headache. He needed a little cheering up.

	He walked down the hallway to the nurses’ station but Kate wasn’t there. He looked down at his watch: five-to-twelve. He hoped she hadn’t gone to lunch yet. He decided to wait there for a few minutes to see if she returned.

	“Can I help you with something?” It was Randall, the other “nurse,” who had asked the question.

	“No,” Jonathan replied. “I’m just waiting for someone.”

	“Is that your new convertible in the parking lot?”

	Jonathan nodded to indicate that it was.

	“Nice car. I had a convertible once: a ‘77 El Dorado. Cherry red. My little sister wrecked it, though.”

	Jonathan really didn’t care. He needed to talk to someone, not to listen to someone ramble on about the sorts of bonding moments they’ve shared with their old cars. It was asinine. “That’s a shame.”

	“Yeah. I’d give anything to have it back.” He paused and leaned back in his chair, he smiled broadly as if recalling something. Then he added hastily, “But I thank God everyday that Danielle’s okay. I also thank the facility, of course; if it hadn’t been for them she probably would’ve died for sure.”

	“We do help a lot of people,” he said absently. He stretched both arms out in front of him to pull back the sleeves of his lab-coat, revealing the watch on his left wrist. As he pulled both arms towards his chest he tried furtively to read the time. Both hands seemed to be pointing straight up. His stomach growled just a little.

	“Oh! I almost forgot. The new guy, Chuck, he wanted to know if he’ll get first dibs on whatever organ you’re getting. I told him he should ask you himself; he should know the procedure around here.”

	“Thank you,” Jonathan replied. It was then that he noticed with no small amount of relief Kate coming down the hall from the direction of the restroom towards them.

	She smiled coyly. “So did you get it?” she asked.

	Jonathan’s mind raced for something which referred to the question. He then recalled that as the meeting had ended last week and he was walking out of the cafeteria he and Kate had chatted briefly and he must have mentioned something about his plans to buy the new car. So much had happened since then, he though, that it must have slipped his mind completely.

	“I did,” he replied. “It’s in the parking lot outside. It’s a beautiful day. Did you want to get something to eat?”

	Katherine considered this for a moment. Perhaps it was due to the unseasonably warm and sunny weather they had been enjoying for the past few days, or perhaps it due to the fact that, for the first time in months, she had gotten three consecutive nights of deep, restful sleep. Whatever the reason, she was in an unflagging good mood. “Sure,” she said.

	“Great,” Jonathan said with conscientious reserve. “I’ll pull the car around and see you in five minutes.” She nodded. “Look for the brand-new convertible,” he added.



	It was only as he was driving home later that afternoon after work to change his clothes before picking up Kate for their plans that evening that he realized that he had completely forgotten to seek out and congratulate Kevin on his promotion. Tomorrow he would certainly be sure to remember to do so.

	 

�Chapter XXXII:



	Thomas sipped from his hot cup of coffee as he opened his novel. Lily’s sitter had been sick again that day and Professor Haddad had brought the little girl to work with her. While the professor conversed on the phone from one of the small offices (and it now seemed to Thomas as though, in addition to English, she had been speaking not one, but two other languages), Thomas had been able to put the child to work in helping his sort through the boxes of paper. The kid certainly seemed to have a gift. He laughed to himself, thinking about it now, and turned his attention back towards his book.

	He had read maybe fifty pages when the atmosphere of the coffee-shop changed noticeably. Thomas looked up. The coffee-shop had suddenly become considerably more crowded and the noise level had risen accordingly as now people were talking more loudly in order to be heard over all of the other conversations.

	A young man with large, curly hair walked in carrying a guitar case. Thomas looked at his watch. It was just after seven-thirty. What day was it? Yesterday had been Monday, making today Tuesday. A clear and present picture of a mostly-blank flyer popped into his head and his suspicions were confirmed when he saw Jason appear in the doorway the coffee-shop followed by a short woman obscured nearly entirely by a huge black case. Thomas could see just the top of her head peeking out over the top of the massive case and this gave him the impression of a purple-haired, walking cello. He giggled silently. He was seated at a table in a corner and as they were no doubt intent on getting the stage set up for the show which would begin in a half-an-hour or so, there was little chance of them noticing him for the moment. He opened his book again and continued to read.



	Kimberly felt like crying and she certainly would have if she weren’t surrounded by people. She would have pouted as an alternate means of expressing her distress, but as there wasn’t anyone around who cared enough to notice the gesture would have been wasted. In the first place, she hated going out alone. And this is not the way things were supposed to be that night. She was supposed to go to the concert that night with Katherine but as it happened, Katherine had stopped in at her apartment only to hurriedly heat up some food, change her clothes, and ask Kimberly to let her know when a silver convertible pulled up outside. Kimberly had been too taken aback at the time to protest. She thought now that she should have mentioned to Katherine that “Intentionally Blank,” was her favorite band and they only played at the coffee-shop where she worked once a month, so it wasn’t like they could go out together to hear them and drink free coffee-drinks any time they wanted to. Eventually, the most she had been able to get Katherine to commit to is that she would stop in at the concert for a while with her friend from work. Kimberly had had to walk the familiar path to the coffee-shop alone and, Kimberly sighed, until Katherine and her friend showed up, she was alone. She looked around the coffee-shop. At least Ed was there.

	“Hello,” she said. “How is the play about the coffee-shop coming along?”

	“Oh. Hi,” he replied. “I stopped working on that play a while ago. It turns out that allegory really isn’t my strong point. I’m working on a farce now. Each of the four central characters embody one of the cardinal virtues, only they do so to comedic extremes. Also, it’s set in a strip-club.”

	“I went to a strip-club once,” Kimberly interrupted helpfully. “I saw a lot of attractive women there.” She added, both for purposes of clarification and also since Ed was a writer and would probably appreciate her frankness, “I felt sexually attracted to some of them.”

	Kimberly frowned as Ed clearly missed the hint that now may be a good time to discuss her sexuality. As a writer he was bound to be more open-minded than most of the people she talked to were. Instead, though, he just continued talking about his play: about what a wet-blanket the character in the scene on which he was currently working, “Tim Perenz,” was being, trying to keep everyone from drinking too much or cavorting with the nude women. He paused for a moment and then asked, the question more directed at himself than at Kimberly, whether or not it was even possible for someone to be excessively intemperate, at least to comedic extremes. He frowned.

	Kimberly waited, certain that at some point in the conversation he would be bound to ask her what it was that she had found most attractive about the nude women she had seen that one time.



	Jonathan was just happy to not be spending another evening alone, regardless of whatever the outcome of that evening’s activities would be. He had followed Kate’s directions and found her friend’s apartment without much incident. At lunch that day she had told him that she was supposed to go to a concert at a downtown coffee-house with her friend that evening and he had somehow been able to arrange to pick her up and go there with her. He hadn’t realized, until they arrived at the coffee-house, however, just how close her friend’s apartment had been to the coffee-house. So perhaps their getting together that night was not entirely due to his efforts, after all. And, he noted, she had dressed-up just a little for the supposedly casual event; then again, of course, so had he. If there had been anything imperfect with the evening up to the point where they arrived at the coffee-house it would have been that their two ideas of what it meant to dress up were slightly distinct from each other. He had put on his black shirt, tucked into his black slacks whereas she, on the other hand, had opted for a colorful sweater and a crisp pair of denim jeans. He liked her in jeans, to be sure, but the two of them, standing side-by-side, didn’t match. But he wasn’t going to let such a trivial matter bother him.

	It was just after eight when they arrived at the coffee-house and he noticed after they had gotten their drinks (and she had accepted his offer to pay for her cappuccino, an indication which he took to be as much a reflection of their respective professional status as it was anything else which he might get excited about) that most of the tables were already occupied. He wasn’t sure how he felt about watching the show standing up; it struck him as something which would be entirely awkward. Kate stood at the back of the coffee-house with him frantically looking around for her friend. She was unable to find her, even though she was certain she would be there, and she was starting to get visibly agitated. Jonathan began to feel the dreaded awkwardness creeping in. It was just at the moment when he was wondering if he was doing the right thing and if he maybe shouldn’t just call it a night when Kate, straining her eyes and standing on her tip-toes, opened her eyes wide. “Thomas?” she exclaimed.



	The coffee-shop was becoming increasingly more crowded and Thomas realized that at any moment the staff would be over to seize the three extra chairs which surrounded his table. He sucked his bristly upper-lip into his mouth, thoughtfully considering whether or not he should just move the chairs away from his table himself. Then he figured that if they wanted them moved, they would just come over there and get them. Besides, he wasn’t entirely sure yet if he would stay to listen to Jason’s band yet or not.

	His attention was jerked away from his book again by the sound of someone calling his name from several yards away. He stared at the attractive young woman with long, brown hair wearing a brightly-colored sweater for a moment before he fully recognized her. He stood up as she approached and hugged him. Blushing and stiff, he hugged her back, feeling the soft material of her sweater between his hands and her waist. She asked how he had been doing and he said that he was fine and then she introduced him to the slender man who had been standing next to her and who Thomas hadn’t noticed until just then. His name was Jonathan and they worked together. Katherine introduced Thomas to him as her “dear, old friend,” and Thomas shook his hand and said hello somewhat warily. Not only was Katherine’s friend exceptionally neat in appearance, but it was also clear that he took great pride in being that way. Thomas shook off his initial impression of Jonathan as being just a manifestation of some long latent suspicion he had towards exceedingly clean and well-dressed people. There was something else, of course. The last time he had seen Katherine (and it had been, now that he thought about it, about a year-and-a-half since he had seen her) she had been with a different man and the two of them seemed pretty serious about each other. But he knew that even very serious couples broke up occasionally: these things happened. Just look at his sister, for example.

	Thomas invited the two of them to sit down and as the show wasn’t scheduled to start for another half-an-hour or so they continued their conversation.

	“Thomas and I knew each other in high school,” Katherine explained to Jonathan. “And we kept in touch with each other, hanging out over the summers when we were home from college. But we haven’t seen each other in ages.” She paused as something occurred to her. She turned towards Thomas. “But I had heard that you went away to priest school. Are you back already for the holiday?”	

	“Sort of,” Thomas replied. “They kicked me out.”

	“Oh!” exclaimed Katherine, embarrassed. “I’m sorry.” She thought for a moment. “Well, I think that could be a very good thing. I always thought that you would make some lucky woman a wonderful husband,” she said candidly. “Your priests still can’t marry, right? Honest, straight men are hard to come by. It would have been a shame to lose another one.”

	“So, now that you’re a civilian again, are you working?” asked Jonathan.

	Thomas replied that he was doing some temporary work at the University. It then occurred to him to ask what Katherine was doing these days.

	“I just started at Oakbrook,” she replied. “I work with Jonathan on their terminal patient floor. Since I’ve started working there I’ve really learned a lot.” She added, “And I really think it’s given me an opportunity to grow.”

	Thomas had heard of the Oakbrook facility, just outside of town, but only in passing. “So, at Oakbrook, you take care of people who are dying — counseling them?”

	Jonathan thrust himself into the conversation. “Oakbrook is a fully-featured Managed Care Facility. We provide care choices for people at all stages of their lives: from fertility counseling and pre-natal care all the way up to the point of death. We’re doing our most groundbreaking research in the areas of Obstetrics and Pediatrics, but our Semi-Viable Patient Care and Reclamation groups are perhaps the real bread-winners for the company.” As much as he hated that term, “bread-winners,” it was often the only phrase he could use to get those people unfamiliar with Oakbrook to understand fully the importance of the work he did.

	“It sounds very impressive,” Thomas replied. He looked over at Katherine. Her eyes were opened wider than usual, her eyebrows arched back and her mouth was shut tight. He recalled from their conversations in the past that this usually meant there was something she wanted to tell him, but at the moment she remained silent.

	“There you are!” Thomas jerked his head around to see who had spoken.

	“Hi, Kimberly,” said Katherine. “Sit down and join us.”

	Kimberly looked around the coffee-shop. While she had been talking with Ed the place had filled up and even though the table where Katherine sat didn’t have the best view of the performance area, it was the only one with an open chair. She sat down. “I’ve been waiting for over twenty minutes,” she said.

	“I’m sorry,” said Katherine. “We’ve been right here the entire time,” she explained, “talking to my dear friend, Thomas.” She introduced Thomas and Jonathan to Kimberly. “Kimberly works here at the coffee-shop.”

	Kimberly looked at the men which sat on either side of her friend. Her work friend Jonathan was certainly as Katherine had described him: well-groomed, cute, and well-off. She wished she had a friend like Jonathan. Someone she could go out with and be attractive with. Someone who could afford to buy her presents. Her dear friend Thomas on the other hand was, to put it delicately, not well-groomed: he had a scruffy beard and wild hair and was dressed in an old pair of jeans and a faded button-down work shirt. And his glasses were too big for his face. Since it hadn’t even been considered before he went out that night, she guessed, his appearance couldn’t even be considered shabby-chic.

	She looked towards the performance area where the band was setting up and sound-checking their instruments and mics. “I love ‘Intentionally Blank,” she said. She looked at Jonathan. “Are you two big fans?” she asked.

	When both Jonathan and Thomas both indicated that they were not familiar with the band or their music, Kimberly tried to explain their sound by first rattling-off a list of bands and then when it was clear that neither Jonathan nor Thomas had heard of any of the local bands she was now naming she defaulted to the rest of her standard explanation. “They really don’t sound like anyone else. They’re very unique.”

	“They play folksy music,” Katherine said at last.

	Kimberly looked towards the performance area. “Jason looks so yummy tonight,” she said. Then she added, almost as an afterthought, “But then, so does Kaz.”

	Thankfully unnoticed by Kimberly, Katherine rolled her eyes.

	Jason had picked up his accordion, thereby signaling to the audience that the performance was about to begin.

	“Hey, everyone,” he said into the microphone. “Thanks for coming down tonight to hear us play. Can you hear me all right? Oh. Good. We’d like to do something different tonight, if that’s all right with you. For the first half of the show tonight, we’d like to only play sea chanteys.”



	As they listened to the music, song after song which paid respect to sort of injustice of the sea that would make a man so attractive to a girl only to then take him away from her and drown him, Thomas inconspicuously glanced over at his old friend. She was still the same Katherine he had admired when they would spend time together and had yearned for when they were apart: pretty, demure, and possessing an almost misleading countenance of chastity, he thought. When they would hang out together she would talk almost incessantly about whichever guy she was dating at the time and he would hang on her every word and offer whatever advice he could — even though deep within his heart he was dying a thousand different deaths. He endured it because he needed her attention. He had, by now, learned how foolish that attitude had been, but seeing her again, as comely now as ever, he was unable find fault with his prior irrational behavior. Nothing else had come of his longings, he reflected, but in the end he had wound up with a good, dear friend. And since she was his friend he was interested in knowing what had happened with Jerome, the supposed love of her life; he sensed that had it not been for the man sitting next to her, she would have told him every detail. And while she did so he, of course, would have listened, lost again in her loveliness. He stared down at his empty paper cup. It must be something about the subject matter of the music or perhaps just the melancholy and resonant deep tone of the cello, he thought, which caused him to recall these feelings. Before that night he hadn’t even thought about Katherine in months.

	He considered her friend from work, Jonathan. He was clearly a few years older than both himself and Katherine, and must be pretty well-off, financially speaking. Katherine had always had a predilection towards older, financially-independent men; and that is just what Jonathan appeared to be. And while he didn’t consider himself envious of what he had made Jonathan out to be, Thomas did feel a little frustrated that it seemed always to him that the people who had their priorities so reversed were the ones who always wound up with the delicate women, like Katherine. He knew, deep within his soul, that it was something like this frustration which had been a substantial part of what had originally led him to consider the priesthood; he couldn’t fool himself into believing that he could find meaning in their dreadfully vacant and mainstream, upper-middle-class existence and so, as he could never succeed as one of them, he would become their very antithesis. He now reflected that this reason — that he viewed the lives of the other people like Jonathan he had met as doomed to meaningless by their utter lack of perspective on what really mattered in life – was probably not one of the most noble reasons for choosing to become a priest. There had been other reasons, of course, not that it mattered anymore.

	The first set ended and the musicians walked off to the side of the performance area. Kimberly stood up and said that she was going to go talk to the band and could they please watch her purse which she had slung over the back of the black metal chair. They agreed that they would and she bounded off.

	“Oh, no!” exclaimed Katherine a few moments later.

	“What’s wrong?” asked Jonathan, rubbing his eyes.

	“The cat. I was supposed to go back to my apartment today after work and feed him, and I completely forgot!”

	“Do you need to go check on him?” Jonathan asked. It was clear to him that she cared very strongly for her cat.

	“I would feel a lot better knowing that he had food and wasn’t starving to death,” she said in an overstated voice and with an embarrassed smile.

	“Shall I drive you back to Kimberly’s place so you can get your car?” he asked.

	“Yes,” she replied. “That would be great.”

	As the two of them stood up, Thomas turned his attention from the performance area where Katherine’s friend Kimberly had been talking in an animated fashion, out of earshot, with Jason and the other members of the band. He realized they were leaving and out of habit he too stood up.

	“I’m sorry to cut this short,” she said to him, “but I need to check on my cat. Are you staying at your parents’ house for the time being?”

	He indicated that he was.

	“I’ll give you a call sometime soon. We have so much to catch up on and I really would like to talk to you. Tell Kimberly I’ll meet her back at her place.”

	They hugged again, just as awkwardly as before, and then both she and her friend were gone.

	As the band took to the stage for their second forty-five minute set (this time playing the crowd favorites most people had gone there that night to hear) Kimberly returned to the table where she had left her purse.

	“Did Kate leave?” she asked.

	“She had to go feed her cat. She said that she’d meet you back at your place.”

	It appeared to Thomas as though this news greatly upset Kimberly: she appeared to be as dejected at this news as a child might be had that child just been told that his parents didn’t love him anymore and that they had moved out of the house to get away from him. She sat down in her chair.

	“But they just got here,” she said. “They didn’t even stay for the second part of the show.”

	Thomas felt a bit awkward. By any account Kimberly was certainly an attractive young woman: cherub-faced with reddish-blond hair down to her shoulder and dressed in a such a way as to bring attention to the more attractive elements of her well-proportioned body. But she also had struck him at first as a little childish for her otherwise mature figure and this made him feel a little uneasy now that he was alone with her.

	“I’m sorry,” she said, calming down a little. “I just don’t like to be left all alone.”

	Thomas was trying to conceive of an appropriate reply when Jason returned to the microphone.

	“Okay. So that was the first set,” he said. “Now we’re going to play the second set. Here we go.” And the music resumed.



	Thank goodness Jonathan was still waiting. Katherine decided she would try one more time before giving up for the night. She turned the key in the ignition and after a few seconds of trying to desperately turn over the engine finally engaged long enough only to run for a moment then hesitate, sputter, and die. She turned off the ignition and got out of the car. The temperature had dropped substantially since when she had left Kimberly’s apartment earlier that evening and now she could see the steam of Jonathan’s breath as he exhaled, leaning against the side of his car.

	“Do you think we need to jump-start him?” she asked.

	He replied that since the engine was turning over, the problem wasn’t with the battery, most likely (his old car had had a similar problem once), and besides, neither one of them had a set of jumper cables.

	“It may just be easier for me to drive you to your apartment so you can feed your cat and then I’ll drive you back here and you can follow up on your car tomorrow morning when the garages open.”

	His plan made good sense to her and so the two of them climbed into his car and sped off into the night with the noble purpose of saving an old cat from his growling stomach.



	As the second-set ended and the band began to pack up Kimberly looked down at her watch. It was almost eleven o’clock. She most certainly didn’t want to walk home through downtown at that hour. The streets were well-lit and the city, being a college-town, was usually pretty active at that hour, but Kimberly felt particularly vulnerable walking its streets alone. Ed had left during the second-set, she noticed, and the only other person there she knew was Lynette, who would be there working for another three hours until the coffee-shop closed at two. Since Kimberly needed to work the morning shift there tomorrow there was no way she could wait that long. She looked over at Thomas, who was eyeing the book on the table in front of him. She wasn’t about to ask a perfect stranger for a ride home. There seemed to be only one solution to the situation.

	“So what do you do?” she asked him.

	“You mean now?” he answered, almost as if he had expected the question, as much to his own surprise as to hers.

	“Yes,” she answered.

	“I work part-time at the University,” he replied. “Over at Stephens.” He had realized when he had said that earlier that it was a much more simple way of answering the question than trying to explain that he was living with his father taking as much time off from everything as it took for him to figure out what he was going to do with the rest of his life. Still the reply was a little misleading in itself as it could imply he had been doing it for some time so he added, “I just started at the end of last week.”

	“Oh,” she said. He was still a stranger to her. She wondered how she could ask more personal questions in order to get to know him better. “What did you do before that?”

	“I was in seminary,” he said.

	“You mean where you go to learn how to be a priest?”

	“Something like that,” he replied. In many respects the last thing in the world he wanted to discuss with a total stranger what had come to be in his mind one of the genuine failures of his life.

	“I could never be a priest,” she said.

	“One hopes,” Thomas said quietly.

	“I’m serious,” she said. “I don’t think I could go my whole life without having sex.”

	Thomas gasped and almost snorted the entire last swallow of his coffee refill through his nose. “There’s more to life as a priest than just celibacy,” he said.

	“Yeah, but think about it. No sex. Never. Not for the rest of your life.” This was good, she thought. She was asking incisive questions and clearly on the way towards getting him to talk about something which interested her.

	“Well, I did think about it. And that’s why I was at the seminary: to think about it some more.”

	“Well, even so, if I could never be with another man or woman for the rest of my life, I’d go crazy. Is that why you left?”

	“No,” he replied. “That’s not why I left the seminary.”

	“Oh.”

	Thomas thought from the tone of her voice that she seemed a little disappointed at his reply so he added, “They kicked me out.”

	At last, Kimberly thought, she was getting to know him. He didn’t seem dangerous. She congratulated herself, quietly, on her conversational prowess. “That’s probably for the best,” she said. “You’d be surprised, but it’s always you repressed religious types who turn out to have the most kinky, perverted desires.”

	“What?” Thomas exclaimed.

	“You know, you’ve been suppressing your sexual desires for so long because they’re ‘bad,’ or ‘dirty.’ I just think it’s good that have the chance to find this out now before you commit to the whole life of celibacy.”

	Thomas felt the wheels of thought deep within his mind, frozen by the long weeks of inactivity, slowly begin to lurch into motion. “I don’t think my sexual desires,” he said slowly, “as you call them, are bad, dirty, or anything of the sort. I believe they’re a necessary part of the process of creating life and as such they’re something to be embraced, not repressed.” He wondered why he was even bothering to participate in this argument at all as it was one he’d had before. Usually there came a point at which the person he was arguing with would completely abandon the process of the debate, unable to challenge their own convictions further. He had never been successful at changing anyone’s mind, he thought, because everyone had such a line they were unwilling to cross. Once the argument reached that point, he usually found insults being hurled at him. Once he had been called a “Fundamentalist Christian,” an epithet which nearly drove him to the point of distraction with its inherent inaccuracy. He didn’t mind the insults so much as he did the despair at the realization that there seemed to be no such thing as amicable discourse anymore — not on certain subjects anyway. He wasn’t sure where this boundary lay with his current adversary — she seemed to be, despite the genuinely exasperating character of her replies, to be almost child-like in her candor, and that encouraged him onward — but he knew he would reach that line with her sooner or later. 

	“So you don’t think having sex is a bad thing?” Kimberly asked.

	“No, not at all. It’s the only way to bring new life into the world and is therefore a very good thing, indeed.”

	“I think that sex is good for a lot more than just making babies,” Kimberly said, dissatisfied with Thomas’ line of reasoning thus far. “For example, I don’t ever want to have children, but I want to be able to have sex whenever and with whomever I want in order to show my partner that I love him or her and to share something special with them.”

	“And what greater expression of love is there than the co-creation of a new life?” Thomas answered without hesitation. “If you really loved your partner, wouldn’t you be willing to accept the possibility of bringing a new life into the world with them?”

	“No. I want to be able to spend time and enjoy being with just the person I love, not have to worry about looking after a bunch of screaming kids. How sexy is that? Besides, I’m bi-sexual, there would be lots of ways for me to have kids if I ever wanted to without having to have sex with a man.”

	Thomas felt himself beginning to push upon that boundary. He was not about to give up, however. “Have you ever been in love?” he asked.

	“What’s that got to do with anything?” she asked in reply. “I’ve felt very strongly for someone before, an attraction, if that’s what you mean.”

	“But have you ever been in love,” Thomas asked again, putting considerable emphasis on the last two words.

	“I don’t know what you mean by ‘love,’” Kimberly replied, frustrated.

	“Love!” Thomas said loudly. “I mean that you can’t understand sex in the proper context until you can understand what it is to be in love.”

	“I understand sex,” Kimberly replied glowering. She was beginning to get the impression that he thought her beliefs on the entire subject were wrong in some way and she took that very personally.

	“I don’t think that you do,” Thomas replied. He had begun to feel liberated by her frankness and was perhaps saying a bit more than he should. “Without love, the sort of selfless love which welcomes new life when its presented, sex becomes nothing more than an exercise in self-gratification.” Quod erat demonstrandum, he thought.

	“There’s nothing wrong with self-love,” Kimberly sulked. “It’s a perfectly healthy way of expressing your sexuality and exploring your fantasies.”

	Thomas felt like banging his head on the table. “But it’s not sex!” He had to control himself or he would have very nearly shrieked the last word.

	“Maybe not based on your repressed definition,” she replied, “but it sure feels like sex to me.”

	“That’s not just my definition,” Thomas replied regaining some composure. “That’s what sex is.”

	“In your opinion,” Kimberly said, “and my opinion is clearly different. We’ll just have to agree to disagree.” She had gotten to know him, all right, she thought — perhaps a little too well. He obviously didn’t think very highly of her or her opinions and that hurt her feelings, more than she would ever let on to him. In spite of how insulted she felt, it was still approaching midnight and she needed to get home somehow.

	Thomas was fully warmed-up now and for the first time in weeks he felt alive; he felt that something mattered. He would straighten this confused, sad young woman out and he would do it as gently as possible. He formulated the best tact to take, given her obviously relativistic bent.

	“Can you drive me home?” she asked, unconscious of the utter derailment of Thomas’ thought she had just caused by asking the question.

	Thomas looked down at his watch. “Okay,” he laughed. The chivalric irony of the situation was not lost on him.

	As she rode the eight blocks home in the ratty old Buick, Kimberly thought of all the things she should say to him, to let him know how much she had been offended by his comments, and that he had no right to attack her beliefs that way. He had no idea of the things she had been through in her lifetime and if she felt like sharing with him just a fraction of those things she supposed she could shut him up for good. She blinked back the tears as the car pulled up in front of her apartment. She let herself out and just before she slammed the door she spoke loudly in a voice which itself was a manifestation of the culmination of escalating frustration she had been feeling ever since their conversation began: “I’ll never agree with you!”

�Chapter XXXIII:



	Katherine woke up disoriented. A weak gray light leaked into the room from around the edge of the closed vertical blinds. What had woken her from her deep sleep was the feeling that she had had on the edge of unconsciousness that she was not alone. She had expected to wake up on Kimberly’s couch where she had spent the last few nights and from there to see Kimberly in the kitchen pouring herself a bowl of cereal. The realization, therefore, that she was in her own apartment, in her own bed, with the perception that she was not alone startled her awake. Once awake she realized that she had no recollection of the night before and it was only an instant before the familiar and horrible shade of panic began to settle upon her.

	Why, after everything that had happened to her in that apartment had she come back there last night? Whatever it was that gripped her now demanded an account of her actions or it would consume her. Occasionally blessed with forgetfulness, she was cursed to remember or experience the darkness she now faced. Her mind raced. She knew that she had only moments to summon her missing memories back to her before the dreaded frenzy overtook her — choking her, and making it impossible for her to breathe or think. Already, as she lay there, she could feel the weight of it descending upon her chest, crushing her lungs.

	She remembered that Jonathan had dropped her off at her apartment the night before so that she could feed the cat. He had hesitated once they arrived but then asked if he could use her bathroom as he had drunk quite a bit of coffee, the night was cold, and they had spent quite some time trying to start her car before driving back to her apartment. Katherine empathized with him as she, too, was in similar need, though she would never have admitted that to him.

	So that explained why she had come back to the apartment, but why was she still here? The fact that she couldn’t remember anything after that only contributed to her feelings of desperation: such a blackout could certainly only be an aftereffect of a particularly traumatic panic attack. She was now certain she had endured such an attack the night before. Since she could vividly remember being dropped off at her apartment my Jonathan, she assessed that the attack had happened sometime after he had left. At least she hadn’t embarrassed herself, she thought. She struggled to force a few deep breaths into her constricted lungs. Soon she found herself floating almost outside of herself, away from her panic, and in a place where she was safe sound the depths of her subconscious mind, as she had been instructed to do, and examine the lost memories as they came before her.

	She was presented with the image of familiar photograph, one which hung enlarged in her hallway, and considered its significance. Someone else was there, too, in her mind, looking at the picture with her. She was explaining it to them.

	“This was taken in New Orleans, last year,” she said. “I’m on the left, obviously, and next to me is my fiancé.”

	“I didn’t know you were engaged.”

	“I’m not. Not anymore. I stopped wearing the ring about a month ago. I could show it to you if you like.”

	“Please do.”

	“I keep it in the jewelry box in my room. Here it is.”

	“It’s beautiful.”

	“Thank you.”

	“What was his name?”

	“Jerome.”

	“You must miss him greatly.”

	“I do. At first I didn’t how I could live without him. And some days I still don’t know.”

	“You must feel awfully alone at times.”

	“I do. I have the cat to keep me company and when the emptiness of the apartment gets unbearable I can stay with Kim. And I tell myself that everything will be all right, in time.”

	“And is that enough to fight off the emptiness?”

	“Sometimes.”

	“But not always.”

	“No. Not always.”

	“What do you think you need, to be able to permanently fight off the darkness?”

	“What do I need?”

	“Yes.”

	“I need him back.”

	“Katherine,” the voice inside of her called her by her complete first name. “I know I can’t be him, or what he was for you, but I want you to know that if you ever need someone to talk or to be with, I will always be there for you.”

	“I know,” she replied aloud as the voice inside of her began to pull back and fade. As it was leaving, she remembered.

	“Jonathan,” she had added. “Please. Don’t leave me here alone tonight.”

�Chapter XXXIV:



	It was almost eleven-thirty and Kate still hadn’t shown up. Her car had started up almost instantly that morning when he had dropped her off at Kimberly’s house. She had barely said two words to him that entire morning and, despite the agreeable and calming aftereffects he was still feeling from the previous night’s activities, he was starting to suspect that something might be amiss. He didn’t have the time just then to figure out exactly what it might be so he had said good-bye to her there, in the early morning glow, and said that he would see her at work in about an hour. The fact that Kate now didn’t seem to be coming to work only contributed to a situation which for him was already decidedly unusual (though not unprecedented) and he had the impression that this was why he didn’t seem to be in sync that day with the usual flow of things around the facility.

	The new worker on his floor, Chuck, who had been promoted upwards into Jonathan’s group from Vaccinations and Skin Rashes (the near-constant corporate reorganizations around the place had created some interesting hybrids, when it came to departmental responsibilities) seemed determined to make his life miserable: Chuck had apparently taken well to heart the example of Kevin before him and was, after working in the group for only two days, determined to identify areas for improvement. Jonathan had explained that their job wasn’t all that difficult. They were all there to provide the best level of general care possible without getting the patients riled up. Their work took on a kind of gentle flow, Jonathan explained further, once you got to know it: smile for the patients, chat with them, tell them everything will be just fine, and then make the difficult decisions which benefited both patient and the facility. Chuck hadn’t seemed to appreciate this, however, and was already bouncing ideas off of him: what did he think about getting a dog with a bandanna around his neck to come in so the patients could pet it? Or how about a couple of middle-aged women dressed up as clown? Did Chuck really think anyone around there actually cared enough about the patients to bring in, at no small expense Jonathan was sure, clowns or an animal handler? Even the sort of compassion they practiced at Oakbrook had its limits.

	Jonathan sighed. It hadn’t been more than a week since he had felt as enthusiastic towards his position within the organization as Chuck appeared to be. More than anything at that moment Jonathan wanted that innocence back, but he realized it was now gone, taken away from him by the sad, spiteful woman who had walked out on him just because he had taken some of his own money to lease a car. The best revenge, of course, was to live well and Jonathan knew that it wouldn’t be long before he was riding high again. If the way things had gone with Kate the night before was to be any indication, the turnaround in his mood may come more quickly than he had thought. Still, the actual act of intercourse with Kate itself had been a bit of a disappointment, almost as if her heart hadn’t been fully into it. He hoped that her apparent lack of ardor was only because she had just been a little moody that evening (particularly so once they had arrived at her apartment) and not any indication of her own limitations. He reflected that he may want to wait until he was certain she was in better spirits before they tried again. If she didn’t show up soon it meant he probably wouldn’t see her again until Friday, due to the Thanksgiving holiday tomorrow, and he figured that two days would probably be enough time for her to get over whatever sort of angst or regret she may be feeling. Gosh, but he had gotten cynical, hadn’t he? He would of course call her tomorrow to check up on her and to wish her a happy Thanksgiving.

	When Katherine hadn’t arrived by noon Jonathan decided that he would take the elevator down to Obstetrics and Pediatrics to congratulate Kevin, finally, and to see if he wanted to get something to eat. They could take his new car, he thought as he stepped into the elevator at the end of the hallway, waved his identification badge in front of the magnetic plate, and hit the L2 button. The elevator doors closed, too slowly as usual, but this time instead of starting down the shaft, the elevator hung there suspended and motionless. Thomas waved his identification badge in front of the reader again, this time ensuring that the little green light next to the plate had indeed flashed brightly. Again he hit the L2 button and again the elevator remained stationary, there on the fourth floor. He would have exited the elevator to determine which wasn’t working, his card or the reader, but at that moment the doors opened and Randall let himself in. He stared at Jonathan for a moment as if he were going to ask him something but instead hit the G button and sent the elevator on its way to the facility’s ground-floor lobby.

	He got off the elevator when Randall departed from it and decided that since he was already halfway out of the building anyway he might as well go to lunch alone. He was nearly to the revolving door when he heard someone behind him shout his name. He turned around to see Kevin waving and jogging towards him from the direction of the freight elevator.

	“Hi, stranger!” Kevin panted as he neared the spot where Jonathan stood. “Where have you been?” 

	Jonathan congratulated him and shook his hand. Kevin replied modestly that if he hadn’t been told about his promotion to the new position several days before the meeting, he would have been as surprised as everyone else had been at the news. Jonathan then recounted the episode with the elevator.

	“Oh. That,” Kevin explained. “There was a threat last week against our Naperville facility – a very insubstantial threat — and upper-level management got a little spooked. They’ve got it worked out now so that if you don’t work down there, you can’t get down there.”

	Jonathan was a little taken aback by this. Didn’t the facility think they could trust him? He had been working there for over three years. If he was going to go and do something stupid any rational person would have figured that he would have done it already.

	“Do you want to get some Tacos?” Jonathan asked.

	“Yeah. That sounds great,” Kevin replied and listened while Jonathan told him about his new car. They left the building and walked out into the cold, overcast day.



	On the way to the restaurant Kevin had been genuinely appreciative of Jonathan’s new car, congratulating him on his new ride. Jonathan smiled and said ironically that for what it had set him back it should be quite a marvelous car, which indeed it was. By the time they reached their destination Jonathan had begun to get the impression that Kevin was being uncharacteristically tight-lipped about his work. Jonathan wasn’t completely sure if Kevin was just being careful to not appear overly cavalier in front of him or if he was avoiding the subject completely. Once they had stood in line, ordered, and then received their food he decided to force the matter, just a little.

	“So what have they got you doing down there in OB/PED?” Jonathan asked.

	Kevin swallowed the remaining portion of the taco which he had been eating and washed it down with a mouthful of cola. He wiped his lips with a paper napkin and began to speak.

	“Well,” he began, “as you know, we recently received nearly thirty-million dollars in federal grant money to study issues arising from both infertility and genetic birth defects. As director of the two combined groups my job will be to oversee that money and ensure we make good use of it.”

	“You sound like a grant proposal,” Jonathan replied.

	Kevin laughed. “Okay. You want to know what I do? I conduct interviews with couples or individuals who can’t have children and I also have interviews with those who can have children, but only with birth defects. Then I go through the available research and see if there’s some solution amongst it, some solution which can help them conceive happy, healthy children. If, on the other hand, there’s not sufficient data available to help those particular individuals, then we conduct the sort of research which may one day help in those sorts of cases.” He added with a smirk, “And I believe you’re one of the men who helps us acquire the genetic material we use in our research for the latter case.”

	“Hey!” Jonathan almost spat his mouthful of cola across the table. “That information is supposed to be completely confidential.”

	“It is,” Kevin reassured him. “It is. I’m only joking with you about it.”

	“Well, don’t rely too heavily on my support in the near future,” Jonathan stated with uncharacteristic sarcasm, “if you know what I’m saying. Sarah and I broke up last weekend.”

	Kevin regained his composure almost instantly. “That’s too bad,” he said sympathetically. “You know, unless it isn’t.”

	“No, it’s fine.” Jonathan clarified, “We had radically divergent priorities. She wanted to settle down, get a house, and have a family and I didn’t. I really think it’s better this way.”

	“Do you really?” probed Kevin.

	“Yes,” Jonathan replied, “I do. Besides,” he went on, “I’m already moving on.”

	“No way!” Kevin laughed. “You two were together for over a year and now it’s all over just like that?”

	“Why not?” Jonathan replied. “When you know something isn’t working what’s the use in going on with it? You have to be true to yourself and as fair with other people as possible in the process.”

	“Spoken like a true gentleman,” Kevin said and toasted him in an antiquated manner with his large paper cup of cola which by now was mostly just ice.

	“So do you guys need any more people down there in OB/PED?” Jonathan asked as they were getting up to leave.

	“Why do you ask?” Kevin replied. “Are you interested in working down there? I could check some things out for you — if you were interested.”

	“I’m interested,” Jonathan said. He added, “I think I might be ready for a change of scenery.”



	When he arrived back on the fourth floor at one-o-three that afternoon he was greeted almost instantly by Chuck.

	“Where have you been,” he said hurriedly. “I have some bad news.”

	Jonathan’s mind searched for some frame of reference, something unanticipated which could have possibly gone wrong that day. He felt his face burn red as he looked at his watch again. Mrs. Hegwood had gone into surgery that morning at eleven. It was common practice, though not explicitly stated, that a patient’s Semi-Viable Care Manager would remain on facility grounds during surgery in case something went wrong, which seemed to have happened in this case.

	“What is it?” he asked Chuck, trying to hide his annoyance at his own lapse in concentration that morning.

	“The patient you’d been baby-sitting in number 403, Mrs. Hegwood,” Chuck handed him the relevant charts, “the one you had marked for kidney reclamation: she’s dead.”

	“My God,” Jonathan replied. “What happened?”

	“If you’d been here...,” he trailed off and then smiled. “We don’t know. Her vitals looked perfectly good going in, they said, and then she just died. Hey, look. Don’t feel so bad about it. The kidney’s still good and that’s what you wanted, right?” he offered encouragingly.

	Jonathan nodded vacantly as he looked over the charts, his mind still reeling at the fact that he had completely forgotten about Mrs. Hegwood’s surgery that morning.

	“So,” Chuck chimed helpfully. “Do you want to Section 37 the rest of the old bag or what?”

	“Huh?” Jonathan stared up at him dully. “Oh, yeah. Section 37 her. Good call.” He hit Chuck gently on the shoulder with the clipboard and headed down the hallway to his office and shut the door.

�Chapter XXXIV:



	Thomas pushed his cart slowly up and down the central aisle of the grocery store. The dried stuffing in the box had to be around here someplace. He had tried the bread aisle, since he figured stuffing was mostly bread, and it hadn’t been there. He had also tried the pasta aisle since pasta was mostly carbohydrates, too, as were both bread and stuffing. Again he found no dried stuffing in the box. He stared with bleak desperation at the neatly marked and clearly itemized numbered signs which hung over each aisle, each one paying obeisance to some esoteric system of order which he was certain had been created as an integral part of some elaborate and seditious social engineering experiment. The ubiquitous gaze of the cameras which were placed at strategic locations on the store’s ceiling only seemed to confirm his suspicions.

	He stopped and considered that his somewhat dire mood was not solely the fault of the grocery store’s planners. He hadn’t wanted to come there in the first place. And he was not, now that he thought about it, so much resentful towards his father for sending him to the grocery store the day before Thanksgiving as he was apprehensive towards the old man’s reason for not going himself. For the past few days the old man had been tired, sleeping in later and later, and not showing the same high level of energy Thomas was accustomed to seeing. In addition it seemed to him as though the old man’s behavior, since Thomas had returned from the seminary, had become increasingly erratic (though Thomas admitted that he really didn’t have a an accurate frame of reference for such things since he had been away for so long and since the old man had always had always been a bit of an eccentric to begin with).

	Thomas had begun to get a little worried and wished that his sister was still around so that he could talk to her about it but since she had left that Sunday morning she had not been back to their house. At least not while Thomas had been there. He had called her at the number for her cel-phone which he had found written on a notecard stuck with tape to the cover of the phone book. When she didn’t answer he had left a message explaining how much it would mean to their father if she could stop by for Thanksgiving dinner. He hadn’t tried to sound melodramatic as he was leaving the message but he hadn’t needed to: the apprehension in his voice had been genuine. And even though it meant he now had to do a lot of extra preparation to ensure that the dinner was going to be a success, if it meant being able to have the three of them together at the same table that alone would be worth the effort.

	After he had made it down the bread aisle for the second or third time he figured he had better ask the stock-boy at the end of the row who was cutting into a large cardboard box with a box-cutter which he clutched with thick, leather gloves. Thomas asked him where he might find the dried stuffing in the box. The stock-boy, who looked to be about thirty-five, stood up and adjusted the thick, black padded belt he wore around his abdomen to aid in lifting heavy objects. “Aisle seven,” he said at last. Thomas thanked him and headed out into the main aisle, gazing as he did so at the signs above each aisle. Aisle seven was the pasta aisle. Thomas started down the pasta aisle again, moving his stare systematically up the first column of boxes on the shelf, then over to and down the second column, then up the third column, and so on. Eventually he found them, two lonely boxes, side-by-side on the bottom shelf about midway down the aisle. No wonder he had missed them before. He grabbed one of the two boxes and tossed it into the cart.

	As he crossed the entry for the dried stuffing in the box from his list and began his search anew (only this time with canned cranberry dressing as his quarry) he began to contemplate how so much of life was just like looking for that box of dried stuffing. He didn’t quite have all the details worked out when he caught something purple out of the corner of his eye.

	“Hey, Padré!”

	He spun towards the voice and saw the short young woman with the torn black trench-coat and purple-hair standing near him holding a small shopping basked. He greeted her and told her that he had been to see the show last night and that he had really enjoyed her cello playing.

	“You’re a big fan of my cello, eh? I tell the boys that she’s the only woody in my life.” She smiled, but if Thomas had understood the reference he gave no indication that he had. There didn’t appear to be anything else for him to say to her and he had yet to unravel the riddle the canned cranberry dressing (would he find it in the canned-fruit aisle or the dressing aisle?) besides, so he said he would see her later and turned his cart around.

	“What did you do to Kimberly?” she called after him.

	He stopped and turned towards her so abruptly that his glasses nearly flew off of his face. “What?”

	“I stopped by the coffee-shop today while she was working. She asked me if I’d seen the man she had been talking with last night. All she could talk about was how closed-minded you were and how furious you’d made her.” She smiled and stared at him. “What in the world did you tell her?”

	Thomas thought for a moment before answering. “The truth,” he said.

	Kaz laughed. “You’re cute. One thing about Kimberly, though,” Kaz winked, “she doesn’t fancy men with much facial hair.” She turned and called over her shoulder as she walked away, “Take it easy, Padré.”

�Chapter XXXV: 



	She had read somewhere once that to be able to forget was a blessing. As a means of defense against her current situation she had worked out a system for dealing with her memories. If she concentrated principally on her childhood, she could, if she were in the proper mindset, coax herself into a calm and blissful state wherein she could almost feel her mother’s touch on her forehead, or see her father’s smile. Wrapped in the embrace of these memories she felt cherished and safe; this secret hiding place of hers was the perfect sanctuary from the darkness which was waiting there to greet her when she came out of her dreamlike state. She knew that if she could have remained in her recollection of these early, happy memories forever, she would have eagerly done so — even if it meant divorcing herself from the present and whatever future lay ahead of her. Unfortunately, however, she could not remain within this beatific, perfect state forever. It seemed that recently, she found her refuge interrupted much more promptly: the edges of the vision had begun to char and curl inwards upon itself much sooner these days. She had gotten the impression in the past that if she did not pull herself from that state, as sublime as it was, before it smoldered itself out of existence, she would not just lose forever the part of her which existed in the cold, harsh ‘real,’ world, but also that part of her which existed there within her haven.

	When she pulled back from her early memories, she was confronted with the harshness of those which were considerably more recent. These were largely, she judged, memories she simply wished she did not have. Memories which when she was unable to forget them, brought with them the panic. And now, after last night, she had added one more to their number.

	That she was trapped in her own apartment was no help to her present state of mind either. She had tried to leave, to go to work, and had gotten as far as the door when something had stopped her. It may just have been some residual shyness from her adolescent past which the pride she had acquired in adulthood was now unable to overcome: what would she say to Jonathan? Even though she couldn’t remember all of the details, he certainly had to have witnessed her in the depths of what must have been one of her more vicious attacks. She hadn’t told him about the attacks and he must have been both surprised and horrified to see her in such a state. He had been gallant enough to not mention it that morning when he dropped her back at Kimberly’s so she could get her car, but she was extremely embarrassed about the entire episode, nonetheless. She couldn’t see him that day so she closed the door which would have lead her out of her apartment. If she could manage going in to work, she would see him on Friday and that would be soon enough.

	This still left the rest of today and tomorrow, Thanksgiving, for which she had no place to go. She had called Kimberly earlier that afternoon after she was certain she would have returned from the coffee-shop. Kimberly was home, but had told her, in no uncertain terms during their brief telephone conversation, that she was very hurt that Katherine would have been so neglectful as to leave her alone at the coffee-shop with that hairy zealot. Kimberly explained how she had had to listen to his nonsense for nearly an hour before she could convince him to drive her home and then, once she had finally made it back to her apartment, Katherine hadn’t been there. She had needed Katherine to be there, to talk to her about that evening, but instead she found herself alone in her apartment. They were still going to be best friends, Kimberly said, but also that she would need a little time to “deal with the hurt,” Katherine had caused her. Maybe they would get together that weekend.

	Now, as it was growing dark, Katherine stared down the hall to the door leading out of her apartment. She tried to think of some errand she needed to run, something to get her outside. She had been grocery shopping the previous week — she had even gotten herself a frozen turkey dinner for the holiday — and there was nothing she could think of that she needed. Katherine turned on the light in the living room area (she couldn’t bring herself to go back into the bedroom just yet) and collapsed into the couch. It looked as though she would be stuck there for the evening. Thus trapped — and too distracted to even consider reading her cards for clarity —  she flipped open the new novel which she had started that weekend and began to read.

	She had only read a page or two when she was again struck with the familiar feeling of uneasiness. Two or three attacks within the same twenty-four hour period would not be unprecedented, but it was, itself, a cause for alarm. Katherine put the book down on her lap, closed her eyes, and  breathed in slowly through her nose as she had been taught to do. She exhaled out through her mouth and inhaled again. She took a couple more deep breaths and a thought slowly began to occur to her. There was someone she could talk to, of course: someone who, although he apparently had good cause to in her mind, had never looked down upon her and who always welcomed her voice whenever she would call and arrange for the two of them to meet and talk. She opened her eyes and crawled with renewed tranquility to the other end of the couch, near where the phone sat on its end-table. She lifted the phone from its cradle and had nearly begun to dial the seven digits when she heard a loud crash.

	Startled, she dropped the hand-set onto the couch and stood up slowly. Although she felt the icy rush of terror rising up from her feet, turning her legs to stone, she would not let it overcome her this time. Having lost all feeling in them, she commanded her legs to move and walked step-by-step down the hallway towards the bedroom, from where the noise had come. Her frigid blue eyes were locked open in a stare which was fixed directly ahead of her, ignoring the unseen horrors which lurked in the penumbrae of the hallway. Her breath came in short, uneven breaths, barely sustaining her as she completed her journey. At length, she made it to the entrance to the bedroom and, gripping the doorframe for support, looked inside.

	In the dim, blue light cast in by the street-lamp outside through the open vertical blinds — she had not been surprised when the light-switch for the bedroom’s lamp had failed to work — she beheld what had made the awful noise: the jewelry box on the night-stand by her bed had been knocked to the floor, broken, its contents spilled across the carpet. At last she screamed. There, next to the shattered repository, permanent and lifeless on its side, lay the old cat.

�Chapter XXXVI:



	Cooking wasn’t so hard, after all, Thomas reflected. He had heard someplace once that cooking the Thanksgiving dinner was a traditionally elaborate and grand affair which often required several days of prep-work and baking in advance of a six-hour cooking marathon on Thanksgiving Day. Here it was, though, one o’clock on Thanksgiving day, he had just started cooking dinner, and it looked like they were going to be eating in just a couple of hours. He had just finished putting the turkey into the oven and had turned the temperature dial to four-hundred degrees (this seemed like a nice round number) and was now reading the directions off the back of the box of instant mashed-potato flakes. It seemed as though the instant potatoes would not take as long to cook as the turkey, so he decided that it would be best to wait a while before boiling the water into which he would dump them.

	He stopped to take a deep breath and to wipe his hands on the turquoise apron he had found earlier that day, wadded up in the back of the kitchen closet. Among other things, Thomas believed that, generally speaking, this meal would have been much more easily prepared if he had had access to a microwave oven. This thought agitated Thomas not so much because of the inconvenience of having to cook everything on the range-top but because it brought to his mind a sense of foreboding: aside from glimpses here and there he really hadn’t seen much of the old man that week. Certainly, Thomas had been out of the house a lot more in the past week, now that he was working, but whenever Thomas had been home the old man was either in bed asleep or resting, or about to go to bed to sleep or to rest. And there had been, too, the almost off-the-wall comments the old man had been making as of late, sometimes about ancient pieces of machinery, but most often about women.

	The placement of the tools he had seen around the garage and the downstairs workshop had been changing daily, however, and let him know his father was still active (and had his wits about him) to some degree, working either on the car or on whatever recent project he had going in the basement. Still, Thomas was getting the feeling, as he cooked the holiday feast, that he was taking on a lot more responsibility around the house and he wasn’t sure how he felt about that. He wasn’t even the eldest sibling, after all. Some of this anxiety, he was convinced — if not the actual responsibility itself — should belong with his older sister.

	She would be there for dinner, he thought. She had called to find out what time they would be eating and had agreed to be there around that time. She couldn’t promise anything, of course: even though it was a holiday, she still had a lot to look after that day. Thomas had again explained how much it would mean to the old man if she were to be there and she had said she would do her best. He had learned by now that this was the most he could hope for from her. He looked up at the clock. That turkey had a while yet to cook, so he sat down at the table in the kitchen and flipped through the latest issue of The Wanderer while he scratched his beard distractedly.

	A short while later (the timer on the stove had indicated that it had been an hour since he first put the turkey into the oven, but he knew better than to trust that old thing) the phone rang. So infrequently did the phone ring in that house that the sound was almost alien to him. He leapt up, knowing instantly who it would be. And he already knew what he would say: yes, he would be happy to meet her anywhere, immediately if need be. Whatever she had to tell him, he would listen to her, and he only prayed that he would be able to help her through whatever sort of difficult period of her life in which she had now found herself. He removed the hand-set from the wall and answered it in as calm a voice as he could manage.

	He listened for a moment. “Who?” he replied.



	“Thank you so much for having me over to your house.”

	“Don’t mention it.”

	“I didn’t want to spend the holiday alone.”

	“I can understand that.” Thomas checked the Buick’s rear-view mirror before he turned off the main road into his father’s subdivision.

	“I called Katherine — we were supposed to cook together today — but when I called the line was busy. I think she’s mad at me for some reason. But then I found her address book which she had left over at my apartment and called you.” Kimberly frowned as she thought for a moment. “You don’t think I’m a bad person, do you?”

	Thomas peered over at her through his glasses. He sucked his hairy upper lip into his mouth. She looked completely at ease there, riding in the car of someone she had just met two days prior to the house of the family of someone she had just met two days prior, which is more than Thomas could say for himself. He had no idea how he would explain the intrusion of his guest into their family Thanksgiving. But Kimberly had sounded so agitated when she had called less than half-an-hour ago. More than that, Thomas thought, she sounded unveiledly and completely alone. He looked at her now, pretty and dressed tidily in a tight sweater and black slacks. Her hair was held back by a bright blue headband which allowed the delicate strands to frame perfectly her bright and scrubbed face.

	“No, I don’t think you’re a bad person,” he replied.

	She paused as if to consider this. Perhaps what she had thought his opinion had been of her was not entirely correct. By the time she spoke, they were pulling into the driveway.

	“Are you cooking any non-meat products?” she asked.



	His sister had arrived by the time he arrived with Kimberly, but fortunately she was nowhere to be found; most likely she was already shut up in her old room, he thought. The whine of the power-grinder from downstairs let him know the old man was up and moving as well. Since there was little chance of either of them offering to help him in the kitchen, he would be safe from their inquiries for the time being. Kimberly sat down at the kitchen table and started to talk about her childhood as Thomas put a pot of water onto one of the stove’s burners. Having never cooked a Thanksgiving dinner before, a great deal of his attention went into making sure that the potato flakes cooked for exactly six-to-ten minutes and that the stuffing was fluffed with a fork. Kimberly didn’t seem to mind or notice his lack of attention to her, however, and had since launched into a story about the big trip to Stratford, Ontario, she had taken with her high-school drama class several years ago.

	At last, to Thomas’ untrained eye, the meal looked just about finished. The potatoes and stuffing lay in their respective Corningware serving bowls and the gravy, which had been pried out of its can moments earlier, was warming in a saucepan on the stove. The cranberry dressing (which he had finally found in the canned-fruit section) lay sliced into fat discs on a plate. This left only the table still to be set, and with Kimberly’s help this was quickly done. Thomas called down the stairs for his father and down the hallway for his sister to let them know dinner was ready.

	His father emerged as Haephestus from the forge, his hair matted, face covered with grease. He saw Kimberly in the kitchen and smiled in greeting before heading off to the bathroom to wash up. Sarah also greeted Kimberly before sitting down at the table. Since it didn’t look as though they would be eating immediately, she pulled her palm-sized personal computer out of her pocket and started working through some computations on its large liquid-crystal display. Thomas, meanwhile, had pulled the turkey from the oven and was staring thoughtfully at it while he determined the best way to carve it. His dad came out of the bathroom and sat down at the table. Kimberly introduced herself to the old man and to Sarah and then the three of them sat there quietly.

	Thomas inserted the knife tentatively into the roasted bird. The instrument slid easily through the first few inch or so of flesh and then slowed as if the turkey itself were resisting further penetration by its sharp edge. Thomas forced the blade deeper into the turkey and felt the stiff flesh pull apart from itself with a muted crackling sound. He made another cut in a similar fashion and removed the meaty notch, noticing immediately the unexpected lack of steam rising from it. Thomas hesitated and then turned around slowly.

	“It’s not still frozen, is it?” Sarah asked.

	Thomas nodded thoughtfully and tapped the frozen piece of meat against the serving platter eliciting a dull tap from the place.

	“It wasn’t still frozen when you put it in the oven was it?”

	Again Thomas nodded.

	Sarah turned off her palm-computer and walked over to the turkey. “I swear,” she said. “Let me finish carving it and then maybe I can pan-fry it or something.”

	Kimberly sensed the tension between the two siblings and her mind raced for a way to defuse the situation. “It’s okay,” she said. “I don’t eat meat.”

	“Pass the potatoes,” said the old man.

	As Sarah finished cooking the turkey, Kimberly told them about how she had come to the realization, all those years ago, that it was wrong to eat the flesh of another sentient being. She had been riding across the country with her friends and had passed a turkey farm. As they sped by on the rural highway she had been able to glance through the slats into the great barns which contained the live animals: thousands of long, slender necks sticking upwards. “It was seeing those necks,” she said. “Ever since then, I haven’t been able to eat any other living thing.”

	Thomas stared at her for a moment while the old man continued eating the potatoes. Sarah placed the platter of golden brown fillets onto the table. After Thomas had said grace, the old man thought it would be a good idea to go around the table and each one tell the others what they were most thankful for that year. Thomas and Sarah stared at each other, each one recalling too late to prevent it this time-honored family tradition.

	“I’m thankful,” blurted Kimberly, too quickly to have had to consider it, “that the earth has blessed me with such a wonderful gift of understanding.”

	“I’m thankful,” began Thomas. He paused. So much had happened to him in just the past few months. But was he really thankful for any of it? He had always believed that whatever comes, you must cherish it and be thankful for it; for while it may seem to be something deleterious to your happiness at the time, it is usually worked out in the course of things to be something good, wrought for purposes of greater glorification. He was about to qualify the long list of seemingly unpropitious things for which he was really quite thankful, showing how each one was really a blessing in disguise, when he was interrupted.

	“I’m thankful that,” his sister said darkly, “very soon, a great wrong done will be corrected and a blight upon the face of this planet will quaff mightily from the chalice of my sweet retributive justice.”

	“That’s sweet, Sarah,” the old man said. “And as for me, I’m thankful that I have both of my children and some girl named Kimberly here with me to celebrate our last Thanksgiving together.”

�Chapter XXXVII:



	It was three-thirty-four in the afternoon on Thanksgiving and the Lions had already lost the game. He didn’t even know why he had bothered to watch the game. He didn’t particularly like football, not the game itself, anyway. Perhaps, he reflected, what he enjoyed was the sort of somniferous effect induced by the watching of the game itself; it gave him a chance to completely empty his mind of thought. And enjoyed immersing himself in something so ephemeral that, for all the sensationalism which surrounded every match-up, even those who followed their team fanatically would find it difficult to argue that the results of any particular game would be all that relevant a year after it was played. In that respect, he imagined, it worked as a metaphor for certain aspects of his life: last year, at Thanksgiving, he had been in the exciting, exploratory stage of a new relationship and now, one year later, it was all over. In any event, he thought, watching football on Thanksgiving Day was the closest thing to a holiday tradition that he had.

	Jonathan turned off the television as he stood up and picked up the nearly-empty bowl of pretzels. He would come back for the empty Heineken bottles. He yawned and stretched and walked into the kitchen. This was his first Thanksgiving alone, he reflected, in a very long time. If he had known that Sarah was going to run out on him, he would have made other plans for the day. But as he had only had less than a week’s notice, so to speak, there was hardly enough time gently to find out if anyone else was not going to be spending the day with family and invite himself over. That was another thing for which he could probably never forgive Sarah — not that he felt any strong motivation either to forgive her or to bear a grudge against her, of course. He did feel a certain desire to forget her, though, and that would be more easily achieved if she would only stop by his condo and pick up the rest of her belongings. For, until she did so, and as long as he remained there alone, he would be forever reminded (by the collection of little, stuffed bean-bag animals on the bookshelf, for example) of her existence.

	Inspiration hit him as he was setting the empty beer-bottles into the paper grocery bag by the door. He had been so distracted Tuesday night that it hadn’t even occurred to ask him what Kate might be doing for Thanksgiving. By the time Wednesday rolled around, she, of course, had been behaving a little churlishly and probably wouldn’t have given him a straight answer if he had asked what her plans were. But that was yesterday. There probably wouldn’t be any harm in calling her up now to see if she wanted to get together. Besides, he felt he owed her a phone call.

	He grabbed the cordless phone from its base and reclined back on the couch. He pushed the ‘talk,’ button on the phone and began to dial. It was then that he realized that he never bothered to get her telephone number. The degree of convenience afforded to him by the very fact that she worked at the very same place as himself had thrown him a bit off of his game. He could call into work, to the nurses’ station, and get the phone number from that chucklehead, Randall, but he didn’t feel like making their association that public yet. Kate would be sure to appreciate that. He wouldn’t be able to call her, then, but he did know where she lived and, while such bravado was usually not indicative of his personality, he felt this was one of those times which called for some demonstration of his faith in her. There was no way she would send him away, alone, on a holiday. If she were even home.

	He turned on a couple of lights around his condominium just so that, in case he didn’t make it back there that night, it would deter those who would use the holiday to their own advantage by breaking into seemingly unoccupied dwellings. He locked the door and headed down to his garage and drove off in his convertible. The gauge which displayed the outside temperature indicated that it was 41-degrees Fahrenheit and the radio said that it would only get colder that weekend and may possibly even snow for the first time that season. He wondered if Kate liked to ski. Sarah hadn’t. She had said that she would rather have had a rocket strapped to her back and be pointed at a solid, cement wall than to ski down a tree-lined slope. Her roommate in college had busted her head, she said, and had to drop out just to be closer to her neurosurgeon in case something went wrong. Jonathan had tried to explain that skiing was perfectly safe, so long as one received the proper instruction, but Sarah would hear nothing of it. They still had gone on the skiing-trip which he had scheduled last winter, of course, but Sarah had remained, frigid, inside the lodge the entire time while he skied and looked enviously at all of the young, pretty girls in their winter gear with their long hair fluttering behind them out from underneath their woolen caps as they zipped down the slopes with their boyfriends. In his estimation, the trip had not been a resounding success. He would be sure to ask Kate if she enjoyed skiing before their relationship developed much further. He turned up the heat inside of the car and concentrated on driving the rest of the way to Kate’s apartment.

	He noted with some satisfaction that her car was positioned within her spot underneath the long awning of the carport. She was home and, no doubt, just as disinclined to spend the holiday alone as he had been. He pushed the button which sounded her buzzer and then realized with some embarrassment that he had apparently been so excited at the prospect of seeing Kate that he had neglected to bring anything along with him, in terms of a food or beverage. She would just have to settle for him as unaffected as he really was, which wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. In so many of his prior relationships, he felt, had been so determined early on to put his best foot forward and had therefore built up such unsustainable expectations that invariably his partner was disappointed and let-down the first time he let his real personality show through. From that point the relationship would become just another long, slow march towards the inevitable break-up. He resolved to be more “natural,” around Kate and then let her decide if she would love him or not on those terms. This seemed to be the safest thing to do, given his prior circumstances.

	Katherine hadn’t replied, so he pushed the button which buzzed her apartment again. There was still no reply. Her car was there, he thought. He began to consider the possible explanations. What if she had slipped in the shower and was now lying unconscious in a pool of blood, suffering from massive head trauma? Or what if there had been a gas leak and she had been asphyxiated? He had never saved a girl’s life before, he considered, but such a meritorious deed would surely have to go some distance towards polishing over what she might consider some of his more objectionable qualities. In the worst case, he figured, she could just be taking a shower and in that case she would not only be impressed with his level of concern for her, but she would also be conveniently undressed. He pressed his shoulder to the door leading into her apartment and leaned heavily against it as he turned the doorknob.

	He fell into the front hallway of her apartment as the door swung open. He hadn’t expected it to be unlocked. He regained his balance and called out in greeting. There came no reply. He listened for the sound of running water from the bathroom, but he heard nothing. He checked the living room and found the phone hand-set off the hook, quiet, since it had long ago stopped sounding its alert. He checked his watch. It was almost five o’clock. She could just be sleeping off the effect of her Thanksgiving dinner. He went into the bedroom and was a little relieved to find her lying in bed, curled up into a little ball. He smiled and stroked her hair. She looked so precious and vulnerable there, her knees pulled up to her chest and her hands wadded up into tight little fists covering her mouth. He touched her chin gently with his finger to turn her head towards him and retreated in shock as his gaze met her icy blue eyes: locked wide open in a cold, unresponsive stare.

	He stumbled backwards out of the room and tried frantically to regain his wits. He was a certified specialist in such things and he could handle this. She wasn’t dead, she was still breathing, he thought. She wasn’t dead and there didn’t appear to be any signs of physical assault. And he had just arrived there. So there didn’t appear to be any need to call the police. She was in shock and needed to go to the hospital. He clicked the receiver of the phone and once he had regained dial tone he called 911 and requested an ambulance.

	Six minutes later the Huron River Heath Association ambulance arrived. Jonathan stood back as he watched the paramedics check her over and then place her on a gurney to take her outside. Before they left, one of them asked Jonathan when he had arrived there, if she knew any of her medical history, if she had any insurance — the usual questions. Jonathan asked if they had any idea what was wrong with her. Skip replied that you never knew how certain folks were going to take seeing things like this and as he nudged it with his foot, Jonathan noticed for the first time the dead cat lying on the far side of the bed. If he wanted to follow them, Skip said, they would be taking her to St. Bartholomew’s Mercy Hospital. Jonathan said he would be along but first he wanted to grab her wallet and keys to bring them along.

	The paramedics left and he was left alone in Kate’s apartment feeling very confused. He should try to make things as right as possible before he left. He looked down at the cat which lay beside the bed. He knew he couldn’t just leave it there in the apartment. But when Kate recovered she would probably want to hold some sort of ceremony for it so he couldn’t toss it in the dumpster outside, either. He cleared out a large amount of space amongst the various entrées and frozen dinners and, after throwing the remains into a plastic grocery bag, stashed the cat in the freezer. Glancing around the apartment one last time to make sure he hadn’t forgotten anything, he grabbed the wallet and keys from the table and then locked the door behind him when he left.

�Chapter XXXVIII:



	Thomas found there to be something genuinely satisfying about his new work. It was only a temporary assignment, certainly, but if he had to do so, he thought he could spend the rest of his life sorting and cataloguing papers. He had increased the pace of his sorting over the past couple of days and was now managing to sort through one complete box each day. The task had a definite rhythm to it: pick up an article, photograph, manuscript, or what-have-you, scan it over once to get the general gist of it, and then simply close your eyes and chose which pile it should go into. It was a bit more difficult than that, he reflected. There was some sort of thought process which went into the selection, but he really couldn’t have described it had anyone asked. It was almost as though, as he sat there with the paper in his hand, his eyes closed, something tugged at the scruff of his neck, and that was what helped him to make his decision. He was beginning to understand why not just anyone could do this task and why Professor Haddad had been as interested in him as she had been when they had first met. It still seemed to him, however, that he was getting paid more for doing the job than his actual effort merited.

	The first stack which sat on the huge wooden table in front of him had become quite large. Thomas took the box he had emptied on Wednesday and carefully placed the tall stack of papers into it. He lifted the cardboard box off of the table using the handles cut into its side and carried it into the hallway. The door to the office in which Professor Haddad had been working for most of the week was ajar. Inside, he heard the sound of her typing on the keyboard of her Macintosh computer. He rapped on the old door and waited for her to reply.

	“Come in!” she called from inside the office.

	Thomas pushed the door open with his shoulder and carried the box in with him.

	“A box for in here!” Professor Haddad exclaimed. “Let me see where we can put that.”

	As she cleared off a chair on which to set the box, Thomas looked around the first of the two smaller offices. There were a number of bookshelves lining the walls on which had been placed books of every size and on a multitude of subjects: academic textbooks, works of literature, fictional novels, biographies, and commentaries. Based on his quick glance, Thomas didn’t really see any order emerge from the way the books were arranged on the shelves. In addition to the books Professor Haddad had placed as bookends various small odds and ends: ancient transistor radios, religious artifacts and icons, an old toy fire-engine made out of tin, and an assortment of stuffed animals. Besides the bookshelves there were a number of large metal filing cabinets in the office, each one with at least half-a-dozen crayon-scribbled sheets of paper affixed to it with magnets.

	“Here you go,” she said at last and Thomas placed the cardboard box on the Naugahyde chair the professor had just cleared off, closest to the fourth filing cabinet in the row.

	Thomas pulled the top drawer of the fourth filing cabinet out as far as it would go. It slid out easily and was empty. 

	“How would you like me to file these?” he indicated the stack of paper in the box.

	“Any way you choose is fine,” she said. “The main job has been done. Alphabetically, now, by subject if you like. By theme, it doesn’t matter. Just so you can find it again if you need to.”

	Thomas grabbed a handful of hanging file-folders from the pile of such folders on top of the filing cabinet and began placing the papers into them. Since he had already catalogued the themes in his mind and didn’t need to reread everything, this part of the job didn’t take nearly as long as the initial sorting.

	“Let me unlock the other office for you,” Professor Haddad said as he finished unloading the cardboard box.

	Thomas returned to the large room at the end of the hallway and filled up his cardboard box with as much of the second large pile on the table as he could make fit inside. From the hallway he heard what seemed to be a curse uttered in a language he didn’t recognize.

	“I’m sorry, Thomas,” she said. “I just remembered that Michael must still have the key to this office. I’ve been meaning to stop by the maintenance building to have another one made but haven’t done that yet. I’ll go do that now.”

	Thomas felt into his pocket to make sure he hadn’t misplaced his own keys, the keys to the car his father had leant him for the day since he himself was going to be working on the Ford cruiser for most of the day. Thomas offered to visit the maintenance building himself, to save her the trip but she refused him saying that it was almost lunchtime and she could use the short walk besides. She asked him to shut the main door behind him if he left and Thomas resumed his sorting.

	Professor Haddad had only been gone for a short ten minutes when he heard a confident knocking on the door. Thomas stood up from the table and hurried down the hallway towards the door. It was impossible to tell, since the glass was so heavily frosted, who was standing on the other side of the door without opening it. As he approached the door he heard the knocking again, this time a bit more forceful and he could just barely see the bright outline of whomever was on the other side of the door. He opened the door.

	“Here you are,” said Kimberly. “I’ve been looking all over this place for you.”

	“You have?” asked Thomas.

	“Yes,” she replied. “You told me the other night at the coffee-shop that you worked at the Stephens Building, but you didn’t tell me which office.”

	“So you’ve been going from floor to floor, knocking on every door in the building until you found me?”

	“Yes. And here you are,” she said triumphantly.

	Thomas felt a little uneasy — largely as he was getting paid by the hour by the professor to sort things and Kimberly’s intrusion would make it much more difficult to figure out just how many hours he would be putting down on his timecard for that day. “Would you like to come in?” he asked.

	“No,” she replied. “Do you have a car?”



	On the drive over to Katherine’s apartment, Kimberly explained how ever since yesterday evening she had been calling Katherine’s house and getting her answering machine. The abbreviated number of rings before the machine picked up the line told Kimberly that Katherine had not checked her messages since yesterday. This seemed to indicate, along with her strong since of intuition, that something terrible was happening and she needed to check up on her right away, only she didn’t have a car. The coffee-shop was located very close to campus and as it was also deserted she had convinced her boss to let her leave several hours early and then she had sought out Thomas. Thomas didn’t really follow every step of Kimberly’s logic, but that may just have been because he was wondering what Professor Haddad would think when she came back from lunch and found him gone. He should have left a note and he certainly would have had Kimberly not caught him off-guard like that. It shouldn’t take too long, though, to say hello to Katherine and have her tell them how sweet they were for thinking about her and looking after her in that way. She would hug him and then they would say good-bye and he would be headed back towards campus.

	When they arrived, Kimberly pointed out, very distraught, that Katherine’s car was still there, in its parking place even though she hadn’t answered the phone when she called earlier. Thomas parked the old Buick and walked over towards the rusty automobile Kimberly had indicated. A trickle of reddish-brown fluid could be seen running along the pavement underneath the middle-section of the car. Thomas touched the fluid and rubbed it between his fingers. The smell told him it was gasoline. He would remember to tell Katherine that she should have her fuel-line checked for leaks. While he was examining the fluid, Kimberly had gone up to the door which led into Katherine’s apartment and was frantically and repeatedly mashing the buzzer button down.

	“It’s no good! There’s no answer!” she lamented as Thomas approached. He was about to calm her and explain that she had probably just had car trouble and had gotten a ride to work when he heard a voice behind them.

	“Are you looking for the girl in 106?” the fat man with the thick mustached and muddy boots said as he walked over from his idling pickup truck.

	“Yes,” said Kimberly, as she tried with all of her might to hold back the tears she felt rising to her eyes with this whole unexpected situation.

	“She went with the ambulance yesterday,” he said. He had seen the entire thing while he was clearing out the last of the fallen autumn leaves before it snowed that weekend and the leaves had all winter to lie around and rot, leaving him with a big ugly mess come springtime. A man had come in a brand new convertible, gone inside, and a few minutes later the ambulance had arrived. That was exactly the same thing he had told the police.

	“Where did they take her?” Kimberly pleaded, now sobbing.

	“This far out,” he pulled of his wool cap and scratched his head, “I would guess she would have gone to St. Bart’s.” Thomas thanked him and the man waved, returned to his pickup truck, and was gone.

	Thomas walked back over to the Buick and opened the door. He looked back at the door to Katherine’s apartment and found Kimberly still standing there, looking very agitated indeed.

	“Something’s happened to Kate,” she wailed across the lawn towards him. Thomas walked back towards her.

	“It will be all right,” he told her. He was a little dazed himself. The fact that Katherine had been taken to the hospital only a day or two after he had seen her for the first time in over a year struck him as more than a little unsettling and now Kimberly’s uncontrollable sobbing only increased his perception that the situation was lilting dangerously towards becoming increasingly more disordered.

	“You don’t understand!” she screamed and stamped her foot to underscore each exclamation. “She tried to tell me! She tried to come over! I wouldn’t let her! This is all my fault!”

	“No,” said Thomas feebly. “We don’t know what happened. This isn’t all your fault.”

	Kimberly sniffed. “You don’t think it’s my fault?” she asked between her sobs.

	“No, of course it’s not,” he said, touching her shoulder with his hand from arms length in an awkward gesture of consolation. “At least, I don’t see how it could be.”

	“Maybe it’s not,” she said. She wiped her eyes on the puffy purple sleeve of her jacket. “We should get to the hospital.”



	St. Bartholomew’s Mercy Hospital was located only five miles away from Katherine’s apartment, just outside of town. Thomas was familiar with the area as the hospital was the one he had been taken to quite frequently as a child for his chronic sinus infections. As the Buick navigated the familiar course to the hospital, Kimberly regained her composure and at last she spoke.

	“You know, I just don’t understand how someone as seemingly nice and understanding as yourself can have such closed-minded beliefs.”

	“Why do you think that is?” Thomas asked.

	“I think that as a child you were indoctrinated with your beliefs and you haven’t really challenged them.”

	“No,” replied Thomas, “I meant: why don’t you understand how I could be both nice, as you put it, and hold the beliefs which I do hold?”

	“I know your type,” Kimberly said. “You all believe that you are such miserable sinners and you won’t be happy until you make everyone else agree with your and become just as miserable as you are. You don’t care about the personal growth or experiences of other people, unless they share your confining world-view.”

	Thomas didn’t know how to reply to this and so he continued driving in silence.

	“Take me, for example,” Kimberly continued, speaking a little more loudly. “I’m attracted to both women and men. I was born bi-sexual and I can only be happy by having relationships with both men and women. But you people with your judgmental attitudes would just tell me my behavior was wrong and would deny me what it would take for me to be happy.”

	“I’m not sure you’ll ever be happy,” Thomas mumbled.

	“That’s not fair,” Kimberly shouted. “Look at you. You can’t tell me you would be happy, lusting after women for the rest of your life and not being able to do a damn thing about it because you’re too afraid of offending your God.”

	“Who says I wouldn’t be able to do anything about it?” Thomas asked.

	“What do you mean?” asked Katherine. “That you would have an affair? Or whatever they call it. That you would defrock yourself?”

	“No,” replied Thomas. “I mean that I would be able to control my will.”

	“What’s that got to do with anything? You can’t control what is only a biological impulse. The desire to have sex with another person is one of nature’s gifts.”

	“Is it now? If that’s the case, then I wonder why nature would implant within you the need to couple with both women and men since it would appear that this desire only makes you miserable,” Thomas delivered his response in slow, meted syllables which only infuriated Kimberly all that much more.

	“It isn’t the desire to have sex with women that frustrates me! It’s society! You repressed conservative bigots have put such a stigma on people like me, that we don’t feel like we can follow our natural impulses. You try to make us feel guilty just for living the lifestyle we were born with. I’m not supposed to feel guilty and I’m not supposed to be miserable. I’m supposed to be free.”

	“Guilt can be a very useful sensation,” he said thoughtfully as he stared straight ahead through the windshield at the sign which indicated that they had reached the hospital parking lot. “Like pain, it can help an organism to determine which conditions and behaviors are harmful to it. But, as is the case with conditions which cause pain and pain itself, while you can desensitize yourself to the sensation over time, the conditions which once caused those feelings of pain (or guilt) become no less harmful to you.” He hoped that he had not sounded too pedantic.

	“Your analogy makes no sense,” she said. “Besides, neither you nor me nor anyone else can change what I am! Do you think I like feeling this way? If I could be happy any other way, don’t you think I would have figured out how to be happy by now?”

	Thomas sucked his lip into his mouth and felt the fine hairs of his mustache with his lower, front teeth. “I think you’re trying too hard,” he said at last. She was staring expressionlessly out the passenger-side window and he felt as though he should say something else. “But you’re right, we do need to find Kate.”



	The attendant at the information desk had been of no help. It was not until Kimberly had convinced her that she and Katherine had been “like sisters,” that she would even acknowledge that a Katherine McGinnis had been admitted the previous day and then released a few hours later. Though Kimberly remarked later that there seemed to have been some glimmer of sympathy lying underneath her rather acerbic and professional demeanor, she had absolutely refused to say where there friend had gone.

	By the time they left the hospital the sun was already beginning to set. And even though she pleaded otherwise, Thomas felt that it would be best to drop Kimberly off at her apartment alone before heading home himself to begin cooking dinner for his father.  

�Chapter XXXIX:



	Jonathan rubbed his swollen eyes with the back of his hands. The past twenty-four hours had seemed very long, indeed. He sat down heavily in the chair which sat next to the bed recently vacated by Mrs. Hegwood. He hadn’t asked anyone to put him in the position in which he now found himself: it had all just sort of worked out this way. Very soon he would be in a meeting with Dr. Sleger and would most likely be asked to give an account of his actions. He retraced in his mind the activities of the past few days. Try as he might, he couldn’t see how he was directly responsible for any of it. He was a very good employee and he loved his job. If he could do nothing else in there, he thought, he would appeal to the distinguished record of his achievements as a Semi-Viable Patient Care Manager there at the facility over the past three years. One or two unavoidable slip-ups couldn’t erase everything he had done.

	He looked over at the bed. She looked so serene now, he thought. Quite unlike the rigid, terror-stricken corpse she had appeared to be the day before when he had first found her. Her long, brown hair was undone and fell down about her face, gently covering her neck and breasts. Her eyes were closed and her face was peaceful and without expression, her mouth pulled back only slightly in a tiny frown allowing a tiny tube to extend into it. As he watched her he could see her take in long slow breaths, as someone might do in a deep and restful sleep. Looking at her it was incredibly difficult, even as experienced in such matters as he was, to believe that she may never wake up. It was even more difficult for him to believe that someone so oblivious to the world around her was now at the heart of such incredible controversy within the facility.

	“You ready?” called a hoarse voice from the open doorway.

	“Yes, sir,” Jonathan replied and followed the short, balding man down the hallway in silence to his own office. He was surprised to see his old friend Kevin sitting in the chair opposite his desk when he arrived there. Dr. Sleger indicated to Jonathan that he should have a seat, there in his own chair, and then shut the door behind him. After he had done so, the facility director sat down himself on the edge of Jonathan’s desk, his arms crossed and his legs barely touching the floor below. Had the circumstances of their meeting that day been radically different, Jonathan’s perception at that moment of Dr. Sleger as a ventriloquist’s dummy would have struck him as more than moderately amusing. One look at the director’s face, however, was enough to convince Jonathan that this would be strictly a humorless affair. Perhaps the best way to deal with the situation would be to just keep his mouth shut until Dr. Sleger had said his piece and then he could straighten everything out with a simple explanation of his own point of view.

	“Jon,” Dr. Sleger said, “what we have here is a problem.”

	“Dr. Sleger,” Jonathan began, instantly forgetting his own strategy. It seemed as though Dr. Sleger was going to conduct their meeting in his “individual motivator,” mode, not in his “public-speaking executive,” mode.

	“Let me explain the problem as I see it,” the director went on, ignoring the interruption. We have a patient here at our facility, a patient who is currently catatonic and not expected to recover—”

	“You don’t know that,” Jonathan blurted out. He looked over at Kevin for support but his friend was looking down at his own hands which fidgeted in his lap.

	“Goddammit, Jon! Will you be quiet and let me finish?”

	Jonathan looked down meekly at the computer keyboard in front of him on his desk.

	“What we have here is a problem. We have a patient who is catatonic and not expected to recover. Now, you did the right thing by her to bring her here. You did the only thing. She couldn’t have received any kind of care at the hospital, not without any other kind of insurance, that’s for damned sure. But here, as you know, we do things a little bit differently. We take care of people. We deal with them compassionately. Hell, what do you think ‘Compassion is our cornerstone,’ is supposed to be about, anyway?”

	Jonathan realized after a few seconds had elapsed without anyone speaking that he was expected to reply. “It means we provide the highest level of care to each of our patients,” Jonathan answered in terms as direct as he could remember from the orientation manual.

	“Like Hell it does!” Dr. Sleger snorted. “What sort of goddamned building can you build on a cornerstone if that cornerstone is just one miserable patient?”

	Jonathan wasn’t sure how to answer the question.

	“Not a very good one!” the director answered himself. “Now, maybe this is the way the nurses and the other Semi-Vi Care managers think, but I would expect more from you Jon. No. If you want to build a building, you need to think about every brick in that building. How can I ensure the good of every brick in this building? you should ask yourself. It doesn’t do you any good if you’ve got a couple of strong bricks and all the other bricks are still pathetic, weak, little, old bricks, does it?”

	Jonathan continued to stare at the keyboard on his desk as he shook his head.

	“Of course it doesn’t. You need to think in terms of what you can do to benefit every single goddamn brick in the whole damn place. You need to ask yourself, ‘what can I do to strengthen the foundation of this facility? What can I do to help it and everyone it helps?’ That’s what you need to be asking yourself. That’s the goddamn cornerstone. Compassion is wasted on the individual if everyone else is left to suffer. Am I right?”

	Jonathan nodded his head. The director had a point. As much compassion as he showed his individual patients, his focus as a Semi-Viable Patient Care Manager was always supposed to be on those the facility could help the most with its work. The individual patients themselves, he reflected, were all basically dead or dying anyway.

	“Well am I right?” the director barked.

	Jonathan nodded his head more vigorously and looked up. “You’re right.”

	“Then why do we have a problem?” Dr. Sleger asked. “Why are we here, in this room, having this meeting? Is it something about the girl herself? I want to understand why you won’t release her.”

	Jonathan began to speak, his mind scrambling to find the words before he spoke them. “It’s just that I think she more closely fits the model, per se, of a semi-viable patient than she does, so to speak, of a non-viable one.” He stared back down at his keyboard as he finished speaking.

	“Son,” Dr. Sleger said, “don’t blow smoke up my ass and tell me I’m Marilyn Monroe. That girl needs to eat her dinner through a tube. If we disconnected her from that machine she’s on in there, she’d die of dehydration in a week. And I shouldn’t have to tell you what that means.”

	Jonathan nodded. He couldn’t think of anything to say.

	“She signed the contract. Hell, we all did. Part of the benefit of working here is the free medical care and part of that contract, whether we like it or not — and quite frankly there’s no reason why we shouldn’t like it — is Section 37.”

	Jonathan frowned. The director had him on that point.

	“She didn’t work here all that long, but think of all that she can do to help others,” Dr. Sleger said. “Kevin tells me you’re interested in a position down there with him in Obstetrics and Pediatrics. Smart thinking, Jonathan. That’s where all the new patents, the big developments are being made. Just think: your friend in there will be a large part of those developments. Hell, I can’t see any reason why you shouldn’t be right there with her. Can you think of any reason, Kevin, why not?”

	“No sir,” Kevin replied smiling now that the tension in the room seemed to have relaxed a little.

	“Yes, but,” Jonathan objected, “I have no idea what you have in mind. I’m still her primary care manager, I can’t just hand her over. Besides,” he said, in order to add greater significance to his position, “my interest in this case, in Kate, is more than just in her as the patient: it’s personal.”

	“Oh, yes. About that,” said Dr. Sleger, taking the file-folder from Kevin. “Did you know that your little friend is pregnant?”

	Jonathan was stunned. “How?” he exclaimed. “We used — I mean I wore,” he trailed off too surprised to continue speaking.

	Dr. Sleger put his hand up and turned his head away, laughing gently. “That’s more information than I needed, Jon!” he said handing him the folder. “But your little friend in there is three months pregnant.”

	Jonathan looked over the papers in the file and confirmed what the director had said. He felt his face turn bright red. How could she do this to him? So that had been the lying little wench’s plan all along: to snare him up in her devices and then sucker him into raising her ex-fiancé’s child. If the child were even the result of that relationship, he thought, and not the progeny of some other poor sap’s own undoing. His eyes stung at her betrayal. He found it all so difficult to believe, she seemed so sweet, so delicate. There had to be some other explanation.

	“Look,” said Dr. Sleger after a quick read of Jonathan’s face had told him everything he needed to know, “this obviously complicates things. Why don’t you take her folder with you tonight and look it over. When you make up your mind as to whether or not you want to release her, you can just let us know.” He opened the door to leave and added, “Go home and get some sleep. You looked exhausted.” Kevin stood up and nodded supportively towards Jonathan.

	Jonathan mumbled his thanks to the director as he and Kevin left. Outside of Jonathan’s office, the door shut behind them, Kevin turned towards Dr. Sleger.

	“You’re the boss,” he said, “but I still don’t see why all of this is necessary,” Kevin said. “Why don’t you just release her to me?”

	Dr. Sleger laughed and put his hands into the pockets of his lab-coat as he craned his neck backwards. “Have some faith in the guy,” he said.



	A clear and rational decision was what was required in this case and as Jonathan figured that seeing Kate before it was made would only confuse the matter he had left the facility directly from his office without checking in on her. Randall seemed to have been doing an excellent job in that area, he thought as he drove home to his condominium in the dark, monitoring her condition far more frequently than was necessary. This was besides the point. He refocused his thoughts and vowed not to think about the situation any more than was absolutely necessary. A clear decision would be the product of a clear mind and whatever it took, he would achieve the necessary clarity: both Katherine’s life and his own would be affected irrevocably by his decision. He flipped on the smooth-jazz station on the car radio and let the simple melodies and inoffensive rhythms bear him into a mellow, sublime state.

	So resigned was he to the way the day had been progressing for him that when he arrived at his condominium he wasn’t the least bit surprised to see Sarah there, coming out of the doorway carrying a large box filled with stuffed animals. He said hello and squeezed by her on the stairway to enter his home himself.

	In the kitchen area which led to the hallway were a number of boxes each one filled with her belongings: one filled with compact discs, another with magazines, and another with clothes. Each box suggested in its own way some somber finality which he hadn’t previously considered. He had obviously looked very distraught as he stared down at the boxes because when Sarah returned from putting the box she had been carrying into her car she asked him what was wrong. He stared at her, speechless. She looked at the sadness and exhaustion in his eyes and frowned sympathetically. Taking the folder from his hand, she set it down on top of one of the boxes and then removed the heavy coat which he had chosen to wear that day in order to protect himself against the expected freezing temperatures. She walked him over to the couch and put his head on her shoulder. As he sat there with her on the couch, cradled in her warm, soft embrace, for the first time in as long as he could remember, he let himself cry.

�Chapter XXXX:



	The phone rang early and Thomas awoke from a restless sleep. It was only seven-thirty and since it was unlikely that the old man would be awake yet, given as he was to sleeping in later and later as the weather had gotten more and more cold, Thomas pulled himself out of bed and pulled on his jeans. The air in the room was cold and his face itched. After he had dropped Kimberly off the previous evening and gone home and made dinner for himself and the old man he had felt the need for some activity. He had been able to convince himself in his mind that Katherine had been released from the hospital and then picked up by either the gentleman he had seen with her at the coffee-shop earlier that week or by her mother, who lived about an hour away. Either of those explanations would make the most sense but as he could confirm neither one of them, lacking as he did the phone number for either her friend or her mother.

	The lack of knowing with certainty something of the world which could clearly be known — in this case, Katherine’s whereabouts — was something which had always frustrated him. Last night, this restlessness had led him to shave his beard and mustache. He confessed to himself, though, that there may have been some other reason. Perhaps fittingly, the experience had not been altogether painless, considering especially that the only razor he could find was an old, used disposable razor he had left in the medicine cabinet before his senior year of college. He had used this razor and wound up ripping more of his facial hair off his face than was shaved-off closely to the skin as he had intended it to be. The parts of his face which did get closely shaved, unaccustomed as they were to the razor’s touch were left red and irritated, not to mention the contoured areas which received more than their share of tiny cuts and scrapes. As a result, his face now itched almost unbearably. It was irritating, but then, so was the ringing phone.

	“Hello,” he answered, still regaining consciousness.

	“Hey! I’ve got something for you.”

	“What is it?”

	“Never mind. I just wanted to be sure you’d be at home. I’ll be right over.”

	Where else would he be? he wondered. As was used to such brash and cryptic behavior from his sister, however, he was not surprised when the line went dead before he could ask her where she thought he would be so early on a Saturday morning.

	Thomas showered and ate some cereal as he waited for his sister to show up with whatever it was she had for him. He looked at the window towards the front lawn. The morning outside was thick and gray — a contrast to the unseasonably bright and warm days they had enjoyed earlier that week. Looking out the window, he couldn’t see the blueness of the sky, obscured as it was by the foggy and indistinct clouds which lay downcast and covered everything which he saw outside. He heard his sister approach before he saw her car turn into the driveway and watched her get out of the car and then grab something from the back-seat. She wasn’t aware that he was watching her and so the entire experience was much like that of watching a television program or a movie. Even though she was his sister, she seemed somewhat unfamiliar and distant to him. Until, that is, she opened the door and burst into the room.

	“What’s the name of that girl you used to date?” she asked.

	“Who?” Thomas asked. His mind reached back across the years as he tried to summon forth a list of names of the girls he used to date. While the list was certainly not very long, Thomas was unable to readily think of an entry on that list to which his sister could now possibly be referring.

	“Didn’t you used to date a girl named Kate?” his sister asked again. She was unusually excited and upbeat, her breathing was deep as if she had been running.

	Thomas felt his face burn, and realized it wasn’t due to the hackneyed shaving job of the previous night. “We didn’t date,” he said. “We were just friends.”

	“Right, okay, whatever,” his sister said, regaining her momentum. “Wasn’t her last name McGinnis?” she panted breathlessly.

	“Yes,” Thomas answered. “What’s this all about?”

	“Here!” she said triumphantly as she thrust the file-folder at his chest. “Don’t even ask me what I had to do to get that!” She smiled mischievously as Thomas opened the folder. “Actually,” she said to herself, considering something, “that was more of a bonus, than anything else. A freebie. I didn’t even see it until I was finished loading up the boxes this morning. So is that her?”

	“Yes,” said Thomas, looking up through his glasses from the file which he held in his hands to his sister. Though he tried to think of one, he couldn’t remember a time in recent years when his sister’s face looked as bright and enthusiastic as it did at that moment. “Thank you,” he said. “I need to make a phone call.”



	Kimberly still could not believe that Katherine had not told her that she was pregnant. They were best friends. They shared everything, she told Thomas. She had shared a great deal of personal information about herself with Katherine, Kimberly said, including very sensitive information about what it was that she found most sexually attractive in a woman (and when Thomas didn’t ask her right away what that was, Kimberly helpfully told him that it was long, hairless, and slender legs which she found most attractive). She told Thomas that there were certain private things, of course, which she didn’t reveal to Kate — she brought to mention her extensive collection of electric vibrators — but there was still not one part of her which could believe that Katherine had not told her that she was pregnant.

	Thomas, for his part, was doing his best to block out the inane chatter coming from the passenger’s seat and trying to figure out what they would do when they finally reached the facility. Hopefully, by the time they arrived, some form of visitation period would be in progress and they would be able to find and visit Katherine’s room. About what they would do after they saw her, Thomas had no idea: while he didn’t understand all of the random checkmarks and chicken-scratches on the charts inside the folder, he knew that Katherine was not well. He felt particularly helpless and desperate whenever he thought that he might not able personally to help her.

	They were greeted at last by the large sign which suggested that they had arrived at the Oakbrook Facility. They parked the old Buick in the visitors’ section of the parking lot and rushed towards the squat building whose mirrored exterior panels now reflected a gray and murky sky.

	Thomas and Kimberly let themselves through the automatic revolving doors one at a time (Thomas careful to let Kimberly go first) and into the lobby of the facility. The file which contained Katherine’s information didn’t reveal which floor she was on, at least not in any form which he could recognize. Sarah had asked for the file back so that she could replace it before it was missed and now Thomas wished that he had more carefully looked over the information. He had, of course, been completely stunned by the greater revelations it had provided about Katherine’s condition and that had, he considered, caused him to look over the more practical details — one of which, occurring to him now, was how Sarah had gotten a hold of the file in the first place. 

	While Thomas considered these things, staring at the facility directory which was affixed to the wall, Kimberly went up to the reception desk and asked the attendant where she might be able to find her best friend, Katherine McGinnis. Kimberly walked over to where Thomas was standing and told him that the attendant had indicated that Katherine was on the fourth floor, but that they would need to ask the nurse on that floor which particular room she was in because they didn’t have that information there at the front desk. Kimberly added that they were in luck as visiting hours for that area had just begun at eleven o’clock.

	Thomas and Kimberly departed the visitors’ elevator and walked briskly towards the vacant nurses’ station. After an excruciating five-minute wait a large, young man in a scrub-suit approached. Thomas read his identification badge, “Randall Jones,” while Kimberly asked him in what room they might find their friend, Katherine.

	Randall looked down at his feet for what seemed to Thomas to be an eternity before he answered. He indicated in a tone of voice which itself invoked the permanence of eternity that Katherine was gone.

	“Gone?” Kimberly wailed. She pleaded with the nurse to at least give some indication as to whether or not their friend was still within the facility or not.

	Randall replied that she simply didn’t understand. He explained to them that from what he had heard Katherine had not been conscious when they found her and that as far as they had been concerned, she was “gone,” from the very moment they brought her onto the floor. The rest of it was just getting the requisite paperwork signed and processed. Whether or not their friend were “alive,” or whether or not she was “dead,” as they seemed to think, was almost a non-issue, Randall said. As far as the facility was concerned, the distinction between the two was a meaningless one, especially in individual cases like hers. He couldn’t make it any more clear than this: as far as he himself or they or anybody else should be concerned, their friend was simply “gone.”

	Kimberly began to cry and told Randall that she didn’t understand what he meant, and that it made a great deal of difference to her whether or not Katherine was alive or dead. “I don’t understand,” she sobbed repeatedly. “You have to tell me if she’s alive or dead! There’s nothing in-between!”

	Thomas’ mind, which had been trying unsuccessfully to puzzle through Randall’s words, became suddenly aflame with clarity. He felt as though some dim idea had been trying to burn inside of that vacuum of his mind and only now something Kimberly had just said had opened a window, letting in oxygen and allowing the idea to fully ignite his reason.

	“Come on,” he said to her. “There’s someone we need to see.”

�Chapter XXXXI:



	“Thanks for meeting me here,” Jonathan said.

	“Where else?” asked Kevin, gesturing with both of his arms as if to indicate that the entire place was theirs and theirs alone.

	“So is that the paper?” Jonathan gestured with a plastic fork.

	“That’s it. You sign that and we’re back in business. Just like old times.” Kevin took a deep sip from his soft-drink to wash the taste of taco-sauce out of his mouth.

	“Pass it on over, Boss!” Jonathan said smiling. He added, “Do I have to call you Boss?”

	Kevin laughed. “You know that nothing’s been finalized yet.” He slid the paper across the plastic tabletop towards Jonathan. “Of course, this will go along way towards making that a reality.”

	Jonathan wiped the taco-salad crumbs from his lips with a yellow paper napkin. He looked over the single sheet of paper. “So do I just sign this at the bottom?” he asked.

	“Yeah. And then check and initial this box up here. It’ll speed things up.” Kevin indicated with his finger the section to which he was referring.

	“Non-viable,” Jonathan said as he checked the box. He thought aloud, “I guess that could almost be considered to be the case, couldn’t it?”

	“Don’t go questioning yourself now, Jon. Your friend is going to have a long, productive life,” Kevin said as he moved his straw up and down through the lid of his soft-drink container to dislodge some of the taller columns of ice within.

	“Oh, I wasn’t questioning anything,” Jonathan interrupted. He looked around the nearly-vacant restaurant. “This place is really different on the weekend, isn’t it?”

	“There’s really nothing to be concerned about,” Kevin assured him. “This is quite the opportunity. It’s been ages since they’ve had a living-womb in that department! Do you realize what sort of advancements this could mean in the fields of both auto-fertilization and in-utero organ-generation?”

	Jonathan squinted his eyes as if this would help him to better understand the subjects about which Kevin had started speaking. He shoved a cinnamon crisp into his mouth and chewed it as softly as he could.

	“The only issue with her, uh, ‘womanly plumbing,’ of course,” Kevin went on, illustrating the situation using a plastic knife and a piece of a napkin, “is the naturally-conceived fetus that’s already in there; that will have to be removed before we can fully utilize her uterus. But that’s okay. A three-month-old fetus is nothing out of the ordinary for our group, nothing new there, but that’s good — that’s okay — we can still get some ripe cells out of it. At least enough to recoup the cost of its removal.” He looked at Jonathan for some confirmation that he understood and approved of his plans.

	“Like I said, I’m good with it. Besides, nothing’s going to spoil my good mood today.”

	“So I noticed! What happened?”

	“Remember the thing I told you the other day about me and Sarah?”

	“Yeah?” Kevin slid as far forward on his plastic seat as he could.

	“Well, forget it. Yesterday she came back.” Jonathan stared out the window over Kevin’s shoulder. A look of genuine contentment came over his face. “She came back to me,” he said, more to himself than to his friend. “And this time, I’m not going to do anything to ruin it. This time things will be different.”

	Kevin interrupted Jonathan’s vision with a question. “So what are you doing this afternoon? Are you going to go see her?”

	“Not until tonight,” Jonathan said. “We’re going to take it slow at first. Date for a little while. Get to know each other all over again.”

	“Well, do you want to come over to my place, then, and watch the game?”

	“Yeah. I think I’d like that.” It had been a rough week and watching a college football game seemed like the most definite way to bring some finality to the events of the past few days and begin an entirely new chapter of his life. As he had signed the patient release form which gave control of his patient to Kevin’s group he had felt a huge weight drop from his shoulders. For the first time in several days he felt truly unencumbered. There was still one question, though, Jonathan thought now would be as good a time as any to ask Kevin about it. “So when are you guys going to, uh, do the thing with Katherine, the patient?”

	Kevin looked down towards his waist, at the text-message pager which clung to his belt. “Looks like they’ve already started,” he said smiling.

�Chapter XXXXII:



	On the drive over to the University’s campus Kimberly had calmed down and once she could speak again without immediately bursting into tears she asked Thomas how well he knew Katherine. She said that at a time like this most people would claim to have known the person in question a lot better than they actually had. It was something that people did to make themselves more important, more of a participant, in the present situation. Kimberly went on to say that she had probably known Katherine better than anyone else and not once, that she could recall, had Katherine ever mentioned Thomas to her. It was unusual, therefore, that he should be showing so much interest in her condition. Thomas explained that Katherine was a very dear friend of his and that even though he had at one time hoped she would become more than that, it was as a friend that he had grown to loved her. Kimberly told him that she also loved Katherine, and that she hoped they would be able to find her and that when they did she would be all right. Thomas said that this was what he hoped, too.

	Thomas parked the car on a nearby street and both he and Kimberly walked through the dismal haze to the Stephens Building. Although the nearby clock-tower indicated that was just a-quarter-past-one, it was already as dark as had it been dusk. A noisy wind thrust itself over the streets and through the buildings bringing in its wake an immutable chill. Already a single snowflake or two could be seen riding the frigid gale, darting across their path. Kimberly drew her fluffy hood tight around her head, tucking in her hair, to protect against it whipping her in the face. Thomas was wearing only his light jacket and suffered his privation of warmth as best as he could manage until they were inside.

	They walked up to the third floor and they had not been waiting in the hallway for very long before they were greeted by Professor Haddad and her daughter, Lily. The professor greeted them and then Thomas introduced Kimberly to her and her daughter and then the four of them went inside to the large room at the end of the hall.

	“Thanks for agreeing to meet us here,” Thomas said. “I apologize for bringing you all the way into town on such a day, but the matter is extremely urgent.”

	“Yes, you mentioned that over the phone,” said the professor, looking seriously at him through her large glasses. “I can show you what we have.” She walked into the hallway through which they had just come and unlocked the door to the office with the key she had only had made the day before. She turned on the light inside and both she and Thomas went inside. Lily was showing Kimberly the buttons shaped like animals on her coat and the two of them were content to be left in the larger main room amidst the still-unsorted boxes.

	As it was a Saturday afternoon and the automatic thermostats were regulated to keep the temperature low when people were not expected to be there, the office was unusually chilly. Thomas was certain he could see his breath as he first entered, greeted as he was by the sigh of cold air which escaped the room. The room itself was lit with a single fluorescent fixture which crackled for a good fifteen seconds after the professor had thrown the switch before electing to stay lit. Thomas noticed as he entered the room that there was absolutely nothing remarkable about it. In fact, if it had occurred to him to describe it in one word, he would have said that the room struck him as nothing else so much as it was inevitable. Inside, Thomas noted, as had been the case in the other office, were numerous bookshelves and filing cabinets, only the bookshelves in this room were barren of any other artifacts aside from the books which sat on their shelves. In the center of the room sat a steel desk with a metal desk-lamp on it.

	“I don’t spend much time in here,” Professor Haddad said as she looked tentatively around the room, “as you might imagine. And that is one of the perks of being the boss.”

	Thomas nodded as he looked around the unadorned room. “Where do I start looking?” he asked.

	“To tell you the truth,” the professor said looking around the room, “I’m not too sure. Michael had his own system worked out for dealing with things in here. When he left, he did so before telling me how he had things filed. In retrospect I probably should’ve asked him to document his system for organizing things before he left. But he probably should have also told me before he left that he was leaving. You’re a smart boy, though. You’ll figure it out.”

	While Thomas appreciated the work Professor Haddad did there, he couldn’t fully comprehend how it was that she had been the one to be placed in charge of what seemed to be such an important responsibility. She clearly did not have the impressive organizational skills which one would assume would be necessary for the creation and proper care of such a fundamental and indispensable archive. But then he considered that, to most people with the necessary skills, much of what had been collected there would be considered by them to be mere ephemera. Anyone who considered themselves a truly great archivist would’ve scoffed at the idea of sorting through such common scraps of paper. There was absolutely no chance of finding any lost Shakespeare play or work of antiquity unknown since the days of the library at Alexandria amongst the countless articles snipped from Newsweek Magazine or the innumerable old photographs which had been acquired at estate sales and used-book stores. Perhaps Professor Haddad had been the only person with the simplicity to understand the value of what could be done there. Or perhaps the University hadn’t actually cared too much about how the department was to be run and just needed a way to keep the old lady busy. Whatever the case, the immutable fact was that Thomas now had to figure out an entirely atypical and arcane filing system which had been developed by the only person Professor Haddad had been able to draw into supporting her in her vocation: the obscure “Michael.” who had, it seemed, left abruptly and under uncertain circumstances. Moreover, on top of every thing else, his face was beginning to itch again.

	“Now, the one thing I do remember about Michael’s system,” Professor Haddad suddenly recalled, “was that no matter what he was looking for, he always found it in the first place he looked. That might be helpful to you.”

	It was awful nice of her to open up the office to him on a Saturday, he thought. He had enough to worry about just finding Katherine, he didn’t need what little he had in terms of the grace of charity deserting him at that particular moment. He opened the top drawer on the first filing cabinet and pulled out the first folder. A quick look at its contents would tell him if Michael had sorted the articles alphabetically, chronologically, or by some other method. Thomas set the folder down on the steel desk and turned on the lamp. He leaned over the folder as he opened it.

	“Here it is,” he said as he removed the stapled computer print-out off from the top of the stack.

	“That Michael, he was a good filer, wasn’t he?” Professor Haddad said, and Thomas had to agree. He left the rest of the contents of the open folder sitting on the desk and took his prize into the main room. They all gathered around the large table except for Lily, who was busy walking around the room giving each of the loaded cardboard boxes a different name.

	“I remember seeing this when it first came in, about four months ago,” Professor Haddad said, tapping the piece of paper which sat on the table in front of them. “It was notable for its local interest. It was quite obviously printed off of a web-site,” she said, indicating the address printed at the bottom of the page. “We did some checking of our own and found that the web-site was run was run by a former employee of the Oakbrook Facility, from East India, who objected to some of the work that was being done there: procedures done on patients which would have been considered barbaric by any standards, such as organs being harvested from the older patients in their terminal ward, that sort of thing. He quit his job and started up the web-site, presumably to expose their work in,” she paused, “the sort of vivid detail you will find in this print-out.”

	“What happened to him?” Thomas asked.

	“A couple of months later there was a court ruling which stated that the content of his web-site was hate-speech was not protected by the First-Amendment. See here,” she pointed to a highlighted passage, “he named the various facility employees.”

	None of the names looked particularly familiar to Thomas as he read through the print-out.

	“Just recently, his work visa was revoked and he had to return to India.” Professor Haddad finished her story.

	“Well, it serves him right,” said Kimberly who had been silent up until this point.

	“What?” asked Thomas not even bothering to look up from his reading.

	“I mean,” Kimberly began, “here you have all of these medical professionals, going about their business, trying to improve the quality of life for everyone else and the last thing in the world you need is some disgruntled former-employee riling up all the violent wackos until they finally resort to some terrible act of violence.”

	“Is this the sort of humanitarian work to which you were referring?” Thomas asked, holding the paper up to her instead of reading it aloud as Lily was still present.

	Kimberly took the print-out from Thomas and read the paragraph he had indicated with his finger. The paragraph explained how, while not particularly valuable, the legs of the older patients were nevertheless rich in a certain form of collagen and could be used as a base for other forms of medication. There were other sources available, but none quite so readily. An initial look of revulsion crossed Kimberly’s face as she read the paragraph and then she frowned and replied.

	“Is that supposed to shock me?” Her voice became louder and more forceful as she continued speaking. “You people are so predictable with your repeated scare-tactics and appeals to emotion, trying to change people’s minds by shocking them with all sorts of gruesome details. Well, you know what? It doesn’t justify trying to ruin someone’s life by making them lose their job. It doesn’t justify trying to hold society back from the benefits these people can provide to it.” She stared down at Thomas. “Do you know what your problem is? Your problem is that you can’t see both sides. Your mindset is so limited that you don’t realize just how limited it is! You can’t see all of the shades of gray. All you want to do is to divide the whole world into two little groups: black and white, right and wrong. And then you’re always right and anyone who doesn’t agree with you is always wrong. Quite frankly, it makes me sick.” And as she said this Kimberly realized that she was beginning to feel a little ill.

	Although Thomas had grown accustomed to Kimberly’s random outbursts by now, he nevertheless had much to say on this particular subject. But as much as he wanted to leap into the fray, presently he had more pressing matters to which to attend. Professor Haddad, on the other hand, never had yet found the occasion which would cause her to back away from a chance to defend her life’s work.

	“Why would you believe that everything can’t be categorized into one or the other: life or death, right or wrong?” the professor asked softly.

	“Just because life isn’t like that. Most decisions you just make and they’re neither right nor wrong. It’s impossible for me to divide every decision I’ve ever made into a group that’s right and a group that’s wrong,” Kimberly replied hotly, as though defending some long held dogma. “That would be so confining!”

	“Perhaps what’s really confining you,” the professor replied, “is your own lack of moral sense and your inability to stop and reflect upon the morality of your own decisions. And because you’ve never stopped and reflected upon your own past actions long enough to tell which decisions might have been clearly right and which ones might have been clearly wrong you feel that there is no such thing as either.”

	Thomas laughed silently to himself. The professor could indeed be infuriatingly frank. Kimberly, on the other hand, was not so amused.

	“What is this place?” Kimberly shrieked. “Who are you? You don’t know me! You can’t tell me that I’m not prepared to make life and death decisions!”

	“How prepared could you be to make decisions between or even recognize matters of life and death when you don’t even recognize the difference between the two?”

	Kimberly thought about what Randall, the nurse, had said about Katherine earlier that day and remembering her response to him, more than anything Professor Haddad had just said, made her suddenly grow very quiet. She was, of course, still furious at being judged by both Thomas and the professor, both of whom didn’t even know her. She was also overwhelmed with the sadness of not knowing what was to become of her friend and this meant that she was trying hard not to start crying again. Lily walked over from the stack of boxes and gave her a hug.

	“So you do see the importance of knowing in all cases the distinction between the two,” Professor Haddad concluded with the same soft, motherly tones in which she had conducted her side of the brief argument.

	“This is bad,” Thomas said looking up from the last page of the computer print-out. “I’m not sure I really understand what it says here; no offense, but his English is terrible. But it says that at the time he left, the facility had begun to shift its focus from harvesting organs from individual living donors towards producing them themselves. They had yet to make any real advancements in the field of tissue cloning, however. They had the ability to clone individual tissue cells and then implant them into human embryos and in this way they could make the embryos take on the form of any human tissue they desired: lung tissue, heart tissue, skin tissue, et cetera. But they weren’t able to nurture the embryo in the lab environment. The couldn’t get it to grow. For this they needed to implant the altered embryo into a human host. Oh,” he said, still reading. “Ick.”

	“What’s ‘ick,’?” Kimberly asked.

	“Lily, cover your ears,” Professor Haddad said.

	“Well, all of the potential hosts they would have in the facility were post-menopausal women or men whom the would inject with estrogen. These were less than ideal for nurturing and carrying the altered embryos to term. In a couple of the cases listed here, while still a cytoplast, the embryo actually detached from the lining of the uterus and escaped into the bloodstream. It would lodge elsewhere in the body and develop wildly, out of control, until eventually whatever sort of tissue it had been designed to come became sufficiently large to clot up whatever part of the body in which it had become lodged. Imagine choking to death because your lungs are filled with skin tissue.”

	“Ick,” said Kimberly.

	“What they needed and didn’t have when this was written,” Thomas explained, “was a younger, more suitable host. Someone who was fertile and could sustain and nurture the affected embryo in her womb until it developed into whatever the people there wanted it to be: a heart, a liver, or what-have-you. At that point the organ would be either delivered or surgically removed from the host’s uterus and implanted into the waiting recipient as a perfect genetic match.” Thomas set down the sheet of paper.

	“Mommie,” called Lily still holding her hands over her ears.

	“I don’t understand,” said Thomas to Professor Haddad. “If you knew this sort of thing was going on, why didn’t you try to stop it?”

	Professor Haddad could only stare at him. “As I told Michael: that’s not what we do. We collect and sort things.”

	“It’s us,” said Kimberly slowly as if coming out of a deep stupor. “We’re the ones who have to save Kate.”

�Chapter XXXXIII:



	Katherine awoke in an old blue recliner. She felt both the worn fabric of the armrests underneath her fingers and the lumpiness of the cushioning underneath her which provided very little resistance to her weight. But she was  unable to move or to stand and neither was she able to think of any reason why she would need to. She was still able to move her eyes, which she now did, scanning to her right and to her left, examining the room around her.

	She was in a very big room, like a large hall or dining room. While the room was large, it nonetheless evoked a certain cozy or familiar feeling within her as if the room somehow belonged to her. Being aware that she was at home in this room made her feel very comfortable and she felt a sensation of warmth flow through her body. She thought that this warmth she felt must be in some way love.

	As she sat there she began to sense that her throat hurt a little. She tried to cough but she was unable to clear whatever was lodged in her throat. She now realized that her entire body ached but that despite the discomfort, there was still the warmth and she was not entirely alone.

	She was waiting for Jerome to return home. He had left not long ago, and she hoped he would be back soon. He would walk through the door, into her room, kiss her, and tell her that she was loved. It had become a cherished part of her day and even though she knew that Jerome may never be home again, she couldn’t help but wait for him.

	A small boy of about three years walked up to her as she sat immobile. He reached out his arm and touched her hand. She would have smiled back at him if that were possible. She felt a sensation of deep, penetrating heat at the point where his fingers had touched the back of her hand and smiled as she felt the renewed rush of warmth enter her body where he had touched her. He looked her in her soft, blue eyes and said good-bye. He turned and walked out of the room and was gone. Again she was all alone and, while she dared not admit it to herself, she knew that this time it was forever.

�Chapter XXXXIV:



	“So what did you have in mind?” Thomas asked as they left the Stephens Building.

	“We’re going to march right in there and demand to the person in charge that they release Kate,” Kimberly replied confidently. “Then we’re going to make sure she goes to a real hospital where she can get better.”

	Thomas looked at his watch, it was after four o’clock and the sky had already grown dark. Over the past few hours heavy, wet snowflakes had begun to fall from the dark clouds in great number, deflecting the light cast by the street-lamps and storefronts. The sound of distant bells from an unseen Church could only barely be heard underneath the rushing sound of the wind. When they reached the old, green Buick he brushed the snow from the windshield with the sleeve of his jacket. The car started grudgingly.

	“There is still one more person I’d like to see,” Thomas said.

	“Okay. But hurry up,” Kimberly replied.



	He noticed as he pulled up in front of the house that his sister’s car was parked in front of it. Thomas parked the Buick on the car-port next to the garage and both he and Kimberly walked through the falling snow and towards the warmth of the house.

	“There you are!” Sarah said, putting down her cup of coffee as she opened the door for them. She was dressed in a pair of flanged, black slacks and tight, black blouse.

	“Where’s Dad?” Thomas asked hastily.

	“He’s out in the garage. I’ve been waiting for you two. What are you two doing tonight?” 

	“We’re busy,” Thomas said, turning to head back out the door to the garage.

	“You’re going to go after your friend, aren’t you?” Sarah asked.

	“Maybe,” Thomas answered. He really needed to ask the old man something and he didn’t have time for his sister’s questions.

	“You’re going to Oakbrook?” she asked, grabbing his arm to block his exit.

	“I guess,” he replied, trapped. “Why are you holding us up?”

	“I’m not holding you up,” she answered, letting go of his arm, holding both of her hands up nonthreatingly. “I just thought I might go with you!” She smiled and put her hands on her hips, tossing her head back exultantly.

	“So, what are you now,” Thomas asked, “my guardian angel?”

	“What are you talking about, silly?” she replied. “I’m your older sister!”



	Out in the garage, the old man slammed down the hood of the former police cruiser, retired from service for over a decade. Thomas was to surprised to notice that at some time within the past week the car’s entire body had received a coat of fresh, white spray-enamel. Gone were the rusted spots and its previous black-and-white patchwork appearance; the Ford now glistened with a pure and stainless luminescence, as bright as the snow which was falling outside. In tribute, seemingly to the old man’s sense of humor, on the hood which had just been shut was painted a large, red Roman cross.

	“She’s ready to go!” called the old man as he rubbed hand-cleanser onto his grimy, cold hands.

	“What? This car?” asked Thomas. “Does it even run?”

	“Of course it runs,” the old man cried. “While you’ve been chasing after girls for the past week I’ve been fixing this old lady up. She’s good to go!”

	Thomas’ mind traced back over his activities of the last few days. It seemed as though the old man might just have had enough time to fix up the car; perhaps Thomas had just been too distracted to even notice.

	“Don’t the tires look a little worn to you?” he asked his father.

	“Look,” the old man replied, pointing a pair of pliers at him, “do you want to take the car or not?”

	Thomas didn’t have the heart to tell his father that the Buick would be just as well-suited for the purpose, as they were just planning on driving across town to meet with whomever was in charge of the facility to discuss Katherine’s care. He agreed to take the car he had helped the old man work on for the past few weeks.

	“Now there’s one thing that I need to show you,” the old man said. He opened the front, passenger-side door and pointed at a spot on the dashboard between the radio tuner and the glove-box. “Do you see that button there?”

	Thomas squinted to be able to see inside the car’s dimly lit interior. “The one marked ‘Panic?’” Thomas asked.

	“Yep. That’s the one. Pretty neat, huh? Whenever you get into trouble, you just push that button.”

	Thomas smiled. The Buick had been equipped by his father with a similar switch marked “Smoke Screen.” He figured that such gags were something the old man liked to add to make each of the cars his own.

	“Well, you should be all set,” the old man said. “If you get a chance, pick up some powdered cocoa on the way home and we’ll all have hot chocolate.”



	Back inside the house, his sister hoisted a large black duffel-bag onto her shoulder, and kissed her father good-bye on the cheek. Thomas and Kimberly were already waiting for her outside. Thomas asked what was inside the bag as he helped his sister load it, bulky and clanking, into the back-seat of the Ford. She replied that it wasn’t any of his business and that she was going to drive. Thomas checked to be sure he had his wallet on him and then the three of them got into the car. Sarah flipped the switch which had been attached to the steering column and the car’s eight-cylinder engine leapt to life with a roar which reverberated out of the garage and across the snow-filled night.

�Chapter XXXXV:



	The football game had not been a disappointment. Jonathan’s alma mater had thoroughly beaten the opposing team, their arch rival from down south. As a result of their victory, Jonathan himself was filled with a sense of pride, as if his own worth had been enhanced by the achievement of his team’s athletes. Not only that, but he felt as though he and Kevin had really had a chance to bond with each other while watching the game. While Kevin had yet to admit in so many words that Jonathan would soon be working in his department, he had nevertheless made several statements about the level of work they were doing down there which Jonathan did not feel, from the way in which Kevin spoke about them, were common knowledge. This was yet another indicator that despite his promotion a week ago, he was still in Kevin’s confidence — not just as a friend, but professionally as well. And why bring someone into your confidence in such a manner if you didn’t intend to work with them? Overall, Jonathan considered, going to Kevin’s place to watch the game had been a positive experience.

	He now had to get home and get ready for the “date,” he and Sarah had planned for that night. Although the choice of venue had struck him as a little conventional, even though it had been as much his idea as it was hers, they had arranged to meet at the bar where they had first met. This would give them the chance, they had thought, to meet as they had met the very first time and to fall in love all over again. He wondered if she would be as happy to see him now as she had been then, before they had even learned each other’s name. He suspected, given Sarah’s level of attention to little details, that she would probably be wearing the same outfit she had worn that night. He felt his heart leap for the first time in ages as pulled into the drive which lead to his condominium. Although it seemed odd to admit it, he felt in love and alive — excited in a way he had not known since that night they first had met.

	He parked the convertible and entered his condominium. He wasn’t hungry as he had eaten plenty while watching the game with Kevin and this meant that as it was now nearly seven o’clock that he had almost an entire hour to get ready before he needed to leave. He went to his closet and tried, himself, to remember which clothes he had worn the night they first had met. At that time, as a single man, he had really only had a few sets of clothes which he would wear to the bar. They had met in summertime which ruled out anything made of wool, and he had not started wearing black on a regular basis until he and Sarah had started going out together, so that meant that he probably hadn’t worn anything of that color, either. These things considered, he had probably worn his old Dockers khakis and a then-fashionable polyester bowling shirt. He found them at the bottom of the closet and shook them free from the other clothes which clung to them as he held them out in front of himself. Had he really ever actually worn these things? he wondered. As hideous as they were, he thought, the emotional effect on Sarah would be considerable. Besides, if he wore them now, as out of fashion as they were, it would show her how self-deprecating and humble he could be for her sake. But they would need to be ironed.

	As he entered the bathroom to retrieve his ironing board from the ample linen closet he almost didn’t notice the photograph taped to the bathroom mirror. He couldn’t miss the note scrawled in lipstick on the mirror itself, however, and that was what initially had drawn his attention to the photograph which was taped to it. “See you tonight!” read the words written on the mirror. They were accompanied by a little, red smiley-face with devil’s horns. He ripped the photograph from the mirror and studied it. Then he looked over to the shelf against the wall where he habitually placed his identification badge. He uttered a frustrated grunt as he wadded up the photograph, threw it into the wastebasket, and grabbed his coat from the coat-hook in the hall where he had just hung it up not twenty minutes earlier.

�Chapter XXXXVI:



	Thomas was trying to think of a way to ask his sister what she had planned in such a manner so as not to elicit a response from her which was either derogatory or sarcastic. He knew from their many years as children together that it was possible to get a sincere answer out of her, but doing so required a considerable amount of finesse — something Thomas had never possessed to any great degree. And even if he had thought of a diplomatic way of asking her, he reflected, the best time to ask her would probably not be the present time, while she was driving. The snowfall had become increasingly heavy over the past few hours and was now starting to accumulate into a deep, slushy mess which covered the roads. The old car, made in an era before antilock brakes and traction control, was spinning its wheels in place helplessly every time it pulled away from a stop for several seconds before the tires would grip the asphalt and propel the car forward. Thomas would gladly have mentioned to his sister that she was used to driving her own car, which was a front-wheel-drive vehicle, and now that she was in a rear-wheel-drive vehicle she was giving the engine too much gas and that it would be better if she would just ease onto the throttle to give the wheels time to start moving before flooring it. But every time she tried to get the car moving again and the wheels spun frantically while the car remained immobile he would hear a volley of curses and swearing leave her lips and figured he had better keep his mouth shut. Soon they would be on the highway and once she was able to get the car moving they wouldn’t need to stop again and Thomas figured that they would be fine.

	Thomas looked into the back seat where Kimberly sat. She had the hood of her purple coat pulled up over her head and was staring out the side window. As the car passed by a street-lamp, the light would illuminate her face for a moment, lighting first the side which faced him and then backlighting it so that he was presented with a silhouette of her rather pensive expression. She seemed more than attractive at that moment when the light was flash past her. She seemed tender, if that was the right word. He wondered what she was thinking about but managed to keep himself from asking her. Even though she obviously had to be distressed over the fate of her friend, she seemed now, lost in thought, to be more at peace than Thomas had ever in the past five days ever known her to be. He asked her if she were warm enough and she replied that she was. Not that he would have been able to increase the temperature in the vehicle if he had tried; the car’s heater was already set to its highest setting.

	“When we get to the facility,” Sarah said, breaking the silence as she eased the large car onto the highway, “there’s something I need to take care of first. And then we can look for your friend.”

	“Won’t it be closed to visitors by the time we get there?” asked Kimberly, still staring out her window.

	“Yes,” replied Sarah. “And most of the weekend staff should also have gone home, as well.”

	This seemed to Thomas like the perfect opportunity to ask his sister what she had in mind and he was about to do so when Sarah suddenly swore very loudly. Thomas hadn’t felt the car skid or slide and so he was uncertain what the problem could be.

	“There!” Sarah shouted. She pointed out the front windshield at the silver convertible which had just passed them and pulled in close in front of them. “Read me the license plate.”

	Thomas read the characters which were illuminated by their headlights off the plate in front of them. M-N-I-C-E-2. “What does it mean?” he asked her.

	“It means that if he reaches the facility before we do, this whole operation is a failure.” She pulled into the left-hand passing lane gunned the old Ford’s motor in an effort to pull around the car ahead of them. Instead of leaping forward, they instead heard a ominous whining sound as the tires began to lose traction, slipping a few inches on each rotation. The net effect was that the car continued on its course at the same speed at which it had been traveling.

	“Goddammit!” Sarah shouted. The car ahead of them was starting to pull away from them. “Well?” she growled, turning towards Thomas. Thomas just stared back at her. He was thoroughly confused.

	“Push it!” she screamed. Thomas continued to stare at her as they continued to lose ground to whomever was driving the silver convertible. “Push it!” she screamed again, this time through her teeth, drawing out each syllable for the benefit of Thomas’ understanding.

	Thomas searched the dashboard for something to push. He found the only button he could see which was directly in front of him. It was marked “Panic.” He pushed it and everything around him went dark. A moment or two later the car’s instrument lights on the console began to flicker back on. The next thing Thomas noticed was a great humming sound as the magnetrons under the hood began to recharge. Ahead of them, the tail-lights on the silver convertible had gone dark and the car itself was coasting gently to a stop along the snow-covered shoulder of the highway. The passed it not six seconds after Thomas had pushed the button and it was only then that realized that the engine in their own car had not missed a single cycle. After considering it for a moment he was very relieved that he had never been sufficiently curious as to have ever flipped the switch in the Buick.

	“That was pretty nifty,” Sarah said cheerfully. “And it should just buy us enough time for what I have in mind.”

	“Can you guys stop screwing around up there and just drive me to where Kate is?” called the voice from the back seat.



	By the time they had arrived at the Oakbrook Facility, the snow was falling in dense waves, smothering the light cast by the lamps in the parking lot. Sarah parked the old Ford in the employee parking section and shut off the engine. The three of them sat in the car. Thomas liked sitting in cars on nights such as these. Being surrounded by windows on each side he was able to watch the heavy, white flakes fall sparkling to the ground without having to actually be out among them. They were there with a purpose, however, and even if he had wanted to remain in the car (which an acknowledged portion of his will very much wanted to do) he doubted that his sister would have let him.

	“I’ll go first,” she said. She turned around to lean over the center of the front seat and unzipped the large, black bag which sat next to Kimberly in the back of the car. She rummaged around in the bag for a bit and pulled out the brown Carhartt jacket she had just purchased.

	“Put this on,” she said to Thomas as she pulled off the myriad tags which were connected to it with white plastic ties. Thomas removed his own coat and put on the stiff, new jacket. Sarah studied him for a moment and then turned around again to produce from the bag the cap she had found at the vintage clothing store. On the front of the cap was a logo for a well-known delivery service. The logo, however, was the one the service had been using prior to their corporate reimaging nearly a dozen years ago and so it had the unfortunate distinction of dating the cap. Sarah mashed the hat down on top of Thomas’ head. “There,” she declared with no small degree of satisfaction. “You look just like a delivery person!”

	Sarah opened her door exited the car and both Thomas and Kimberly took this as a sign to do the same. Sarah reached through the open rear door into the back seat of the car and pulled out her black bag from which she then removed a large black piece of fabric.

	“Once we’re all inside,” she said, “we don’t stop until we reach the elevator.”

	Thomas was about to point out to his sister that he had only been to the facility once before and that he had never been in through this exit and that he wasn’t sure he would be able to find the elevator from here when his sister abruptly thrust a small piece of plastic the size of a credit card into his hands. “Here,” she said pointing to the door which led inside. “Let’s move.”

	Thomas approached the door conscious only too late of the reflective black dome which protruded from the wall above it. He made a decision to not stare at it. His sister hadn’t told him that he should act as naturally as possible; he took it on faith. He started to whistle nonchalantly until the sound of his sister hissing from behind him made him stop. When he reached the door he held the piece of plastic over the box which hung next to it and he heard a clicking sound. He opened the door and as he did so a large black form suddenly sped past him, through the door, and inside. He followed it in.

	“We’re in,” his sister said in a low voice, removing the black cloth which had covered herself and Kimberly. She folded the cloth hastily and put it into her bag.

	“You don’t think they saw us?” Thomas asked.

	“No, I don’t,” Sarah answered.

	“But what about the tape? Aren’t the camera images archived on tape?” In every movie he had ever seen which featured security cameras this had been the case: that the images were put onto video-tape for purposes of later review.

	“They’re digital cameras,” Sarah replied impatiently though still with a lowered tone of voice. “In about ten minutes it won’t matter. Now, come on.”

	Thomas and Kimberly followed Sarah silently down the dimly-let corridor to the employee elevator. Once they were inside Sarah directed Thomas to pass the card in front of the magnetic pad in order to send the elevator on its way. Kimberly finally spoke.

	“What are we doing?” she whispered loudly. “I thought we were going to go in through the front. Why did we have to come in this way?”

	“You don’t have to whisper. No one can hear you while we’re in the elevator,” Sarah replied. Kimberly seemed unsatisfied with this answer so Sarah continued. “Thomas saw her file. Didn’t he tell you?”

	Thomas interrupted and said that he had only recalled from the file that Katherine was pregnant and that she was a patient of the facility. He couldn’t remember anything else.

	Sarah sighed theatrically. “Okay. We’ll find your friend soon. There’s something very important that I need to take care of, first.”

	The elevator stopped on the fourth floor and Sarah stepped out of the elevator cautiously. The hallway was dark aside from the dim security lights which provided only enough light for the single night-nurse on duty to traverse it. Thomas noted that in the time between when they had visited the facility that morning and now, the hallway had already been festooned with winter holiday decorations.

	“Isn’t there supposed to be a nurse on duty?” Kimberly whispered, pointing out that the nurses’ station was currently unoccupied.

	Sarah looked down the hallway and saw a sliver of light which fell from a half-open door into the hallway. “He’s probably assisting a patient. We’re in luck.”

	Sarah walked quickly yet softly down the hallway past the half-open door, reading off the various room numbers and name-plates to herself, followed only somewhat less stealthily by Thomas and Kimberly. As Thomas passed by the door, against all better judgment, he couldn’t resist peeking in. He couldn’t be completely sure (as he was walking very quickly past the door), but he thought he saw a pair of shoes connected to a pair of ankles being dragged away from the door.

	At last Sarah stopped, in front of a door near the end of the hallway. “This is it,” she whispered and grabbed a set of keys out of the bag. The third key she tried unlocked the door and within just a few seconds all three of them were inside.

	Sarah sat down at the desk in front of the computer and as it was powering up she began to explain.

	“The company I used to work for, before the bastards laid me off, was responsible for developing client-side software application for a wide range of purposes. One of those applications was a fully-integrated program which would allow you to access quickly a large number of patients’ records from any one of a number of individual terminals. Now,” she said as the computer screen flashed to life and she began entering a username and password, “why am I am I telling you this? Well, I was responsible for designing the graphical user-interface for this application.”

	She could see their blank expressions, even in the dimly-lit room, so she continued. “Because I worked on the program,” she said slowly, enunciating each syllable, “I know that not only did the developers integrate access to patient records, but also,” she hit a few keys and a picture of the outside of the building came up onto the screen, “physical site security functionality. Don’t ask me. It’s one of those things where we merged with another company and then I think we cut them a deal on the combined services: a complete enterprise solution. Anyway,” she hit a few more keys, “now we were never here.” She looked triumphantly at Thomas and Kimberly but was met only with silence.

	“Ah!” she went on. “Now you are, of course, wondering why we are here.” She reached down into the bag and pulled out a shiny gold disc. “This,” she said identifying the recordable compact disc, “is the reason why we have come here.” Without another word she slid the disc into the computer and clicked purposefully at the screen with the computer mouse.

	Thomas craned his neck so that he could see the screen more clearly. Slowly an image began to appear. Thomas stared at the photograph as it appeared, section by section, trying to pick out something recognizable by looking at each isolated section. It was only when the image had been completely rendered on the screen that he realized what it was he was looking at. Sarah hit a few more keys on the computer keyboard.

	“That’s it?” asked Thomas. “That’s why we’re here?”

	Thomas stared at the image again. By all appearances it was what it appeared to be: a picture of a man lying unconscious on a bed next to an empty bottle of tequila, wearing only a pair of urine-soaked undershorts.

	“That’s really weak,” Kimberly said prosaically.

	“You don’t get it,” Sarah said defensively. “I just emailed that picture to everyone in the building! Jon will never be able to show his face around here again!”

	“That’s where I’ve seen him before!” Kimberly explained. “With Kate at the coffee-shop!” Thomas looked a bit more closely at the photo and agreed.

	“So I see you’ve met my ex-boyfriend,” Sarah said.

	Kimberly stared at her.

	“How do you think I managed to get your friend’s file?” Sarah asked. “And who do you think that was that we just passed on the highway?” To both questions she was again answered only with silence. “What do you think any of us are even doing here?” she shouted. Both Thomas and Kimberly were still too astonished to even speak. Sarah idly typed a few more keystrokes. “It says that your friend is on Lower Level 2 — that is, if you either of you still care.”

	“Of course we still care,” Kimberly said loudly. “Come on,” she said to Thomas. “We’ve wasted enough time here.”



	Kimberly stuck her head out of Jonathan’s office cautiously. The light was still pouring into the hallway from the room down the hall and so it seemed as if their passage was still clear. She stepped into the hallway and then had a sudden premonition that something terrible was about to happen. As Kimberly stared down the long hallway towards the elevator at the other end, she knew that they would not be able to reach it without being caught. She felt as though she should turn and say something to Thomas and Sarah, to warn them, but she couldn’t find the words. She had never been filled with dread in quite this manner before but she knew from the icy shivers moving down her spine that if she didn’t move quickly, her legs would soon freeze in place and she remain immobile until whatever awful thing was about to happen happened.

	Thomas exited the office just in time to see a purple blur streak down the hallway away from him towards the elevator. He decided not to shout after her so as not to alert the nurse on that floor and instead grabbed his sister by the arm and the two of them began to walk very quickly yet as silently as they could after Kimberly.

	Kimberly reached the elevator and as she entered she began to attack the buttons on the control panel. It didn’t seem too very important where she wound up so long as it wasn’t here. Gripped by fear, she suddenly understood something Katherine had said to her almost a week before when she had been staying at her apartment. As this realization took hold she felt a renewed closeness to her friend. The coldness of her fear began to melt, driven off by the warmth she had just experienced as she had understood that everything would work out well that night for Katherine and herself.

	As the elevator doors began to close, she was vaulted back to reality by the sound of violent and angry shouts coming from the other side of the elevator doors. Though she tried to get the doors to reopen, she found that no matter which button she pressed they would not budge. The elevator sat there on the fourth floor, closed and immobile. From the other side of the doors now, mixed with the shouts came the sound of metal objects clanging as they were, it seemed to her, being hurled about. She heard what could only have been the sound of a large pane of glass shattering and then that followed by more shouting.

	Kimberly was struck with wonder at nothing so much as the fact that she wasn’t crying. Whatever was happening on the other side of those elevator doors, she thought, probably meant that it was solely up to her to find Katherine. She tried to block out as much of the pandemonium outside the elevator as she could and calmly pushed the L2 button. The elevator, as when she had furiously been pressing buttons before, still remained immobile but this time Kimberly noticed a tiny red light flashing near the area where Thomas had passed the plastic card before. Thomas, to the best of her recollection, still had the key-card. She pressed the button again and again the tiny red light flashed somberly.

	“Here, let me get that for you.”

	Kimberly jumped at the sound of a voice which was not her own. She stepped back from the control panel and saw a man standing in the opposite corner of the elevator. While she could not see his face due to his height and the confined area of the elevator, she was able to read the name-tag embroidered onto his shirt which was nearly shoved into her face as he passed by her to get to the control panel. Jerry inserted a tiny key into the lock next to the control panel and turned it to the “emergency service,” position.

	“There you go!” he said cheerfully. Kimberly rushed to the panel and pressed the L2 button. The elevator lurched downward. Kimberly turned to thank him but he was already gone.



	At the bottom of the shaft the elevator doors opened. Kimberly was struck at once by the impression of stillness. The hallway which was presented to her upon the opening of the doors was not unlike the one she had seen on the fourth floor. It was quiet, except for the low throbbing of the facility’s heating system, and dimly lit. The only difference she noticed between this floor and the one she had just visited was the style of floor tiling and the doors to the various rooms themselves; both the speckled linoleum tiles and the doors — particularly the little, brown, plastic plaques with the engraved white lettering which adorned them — seemed to be products of some bygone era. The facility itself had been built fairly recently, within the past ten years she thought, but it looked to her as though this, its lowest level, had been furnished with remnants from government-office buildings built during the Eisenhower administration.

	She stepped cautiously out of the elevator onto the floor, cringing as her footfall brought a chorus of similar-sounding echoes from every corner of the long hallway. She brought her other foot out of the elevator and set it softly down on the tile. She waited, breathing quietly, to see if her first step had brought any attention to her presence. Behind her the elevator door closed. When, after what she thought surely had to be longer than a minute, no one appeared, she began to walk as quietly as possible down the hall.

	She read off the names of the various rooms from their tiny plaques as she passed them, uncertain where her friend might be. “Cleaning Supplies,” did not seem to be a likely location for Katherine, nor did “Cold Storage,” (she hoped). She proceeded down the hall. “Records,” sounded like something that nutty professor friend of Thomas might be interested in, but nothing which concerned herself at the moment. She stopped in front of the door marked “Nursery.” She hadn’t really understood the print-out from which Thomas had been reading earlier that day; she knew that something bad would happen to Katherine if she didn’t find her and so had been more concerned with just finding her friend and getting her released from the facility. The presence of door, labeled “Nursery,” in a hallway which itself could have been just as at home in the Pentagon, therefore, puzzled her. She tried turning the doorknob which, like the knobs on the other doors on that floor which Kimberly had passed, did not possess a lock. She opened the door cautiously.

	The room was lit with a light-blue glow, as if the only source of illumination for the large, open area inside came from a television set someone had left on. As her eyes adjusted to the different light of the room she listened closely for any sounds which might indicate whether or not she would find her friend here. Amidst the soft buzzing of the sort of machines she would have expected to find in a hospital nursery she heard a different, distinct noise and she strained her ears to isolate it from the background noise. For a while she heard only silence and then she heard the sound again. It reminded her of a kitten’s mewling and she tried to discern where it was coming from.

	She felt her way into the middle of the open room and found a table, about waist-high, with raised glass walls about a foot high on each side. She heard the cry again and looked down to see a healthy baby boy, swaddled in blue and lying on his back looking up at her. She wondered how he could survive down there alone with no one to look after him but she figured that the numerous tubes which flowed into and out him, stuck into his hands and back, were providing food and processing waste. Kimberly smiled and opened her eyes wide. The baby smiled back at her. “Poor little thing,” she said. “They’ve left you here all alone.” She hoped that the couple which had asked the facility to have him conceived would take good care of him once he was ready to leave. While she had no interest in having children herself, she had to admit that he was certainly one of the cutest babies she had ever seen. She reached down instinctively to tickle his belly and it was then when his legs didn’t kick out as she had expected that she noticed that everything beneath his navel had been removed. She took a step back and it was then that she noticed that the room was filled with dozens of such tables, each one containing a child who was not completely whole.

	Kimberly suppressed the overwhelming urge to vomit (it helped that they had not had time to eat much that day) and staggered back into the hallway. She understood now, at least, that the facility had made some advances in their work since the time the print-out had been written. This only made the task of finding her friend even more imperative. She started down the remainder of the hallway barely noticing the sound of the elevator behind her as it began its ascent.



	Thomas and Sarah emerged slowly from the closet where they had been hiding. The fourth floor now bore little resemblance to how it had appeared when they had first ducked into the closet. Overturned metal carts and plastic medicine trays lay strewn about the floor of the hallway. Patients’ charts and other pieces of paper covered the floor. Every pane of glass on the floor seemed to have been shattered. As Sarah walked cautiously towards the elevator she kicked at the various items which littered the floor, sending bits of paper and other debris flying. The doors to each of the rooms on the floor were now wide open and every room they passed was vacant and their various contents had been strewn about and broken. Something on the floor caught Thomas’ eye and he picked it up, folding the piece of paper so that it would fit into his jacket pocket.

	He tried to make sense out of what had just happened. They had made it about half-way to the elevator when the doors slid closed and they heard shouting behind them. They turned around instinctively and saw, there at the far end of the hallway, two men come charging out of their rooms. One was tall and stocky with a huge white mustache and sideburns. The other man was rather more short and quite thin with a bald head and glasses. The thin man immediately began kicking over all of the carts on the floor and ripping sheets of paper off of the numerous bulletin boards. The huge, tall man with the mustache wore some sort of respirator under his nose and wielded what appeared be a large, metal canister above his head. He pitched this canister down the hallway and that was what had broken the great plate of glass which had partially enclosed the nurses’ station. As Thomas and Sarah ducked into the utility closet they began to hear additional voices, some of them belonging to old women, fill the hallway, mixing with the sounds of destruction. After several minutes of one of them shouted something about the stairwell and almost as quickly as it had begun, the hallway grew quiet. Sarah wanted to leave the closet immediately but Thomas had felt that it would be more prudent to wait a few minutes to see if anyone came back. And so far, no one had.

	“Take a look at this mess!” Sarah said cheerfully. “It’ll take them forever to clean this up.” She looked over at Thomas. “Who do you suppose those guys were?”

	“I don’t know,” replied Thomas, pressing the button which would call the elevator back up to the fourth floor. “But I think the most important thing to do now is to find Kimberly and Katherine and to get out of here as quickly as possible.”



	There remained only one door now, which sat at the very end of the long hallway. Kimberly was beginning to appreciate that the directors of the facility, if they had nothing else, definitely possessed a sense of humor, however macabre. Almost as if she now felt she could not believe her eyes, she reached up to feel the letters engraved into the plastic plaque which was affixed to the door. “Labor and Delivery.” This would almost certainly be the place.

	Kimberly opened the door slowly and was almost blinded by the bright white light which filled the room which itself was no larger than the size which she associated with normal hospital rooms. She glanced around quickly, not letting her eyes fall onto any one aspect of the room for too long; she could not imagine what she would find inside that room and lest anything there strike her as too intensely troubling she did not want to stare at it for too long. But, she soon realized, the only thing especially noticeable about the room itself was its level of cleanliness. Sparkling metal equipment carts reflected the bright fluorescent light with sharp, jagged glints. The floor nearly glowed as its shiny polished surface reflected the light back upwards. The cold air inside the room coincided with the harshness of the artificial lighting.

	Taking up the majority of the space in the center of the room was a large platform made of beige plastic. The platform rose up about four feet off of the floor and on top of it sat a device which Kimberly could not identify. It looked a little like the machine her leg had been placed into when she had fractured it in high-school; a semi-enclosed cylinder made of the same beige plastic sat as the platform with a number of cables and cords extending from it. On the side of the cylinder was a control panel of sorts and above that was a small, round porthole of sorts, a thick circular glass plate which could allow the operator to view the contents of the cylinder. Extending from one end of the cylinder was a pair of delicate, bare feet. From the other end she could see just a mass of disheveled brown hair. As she took a tentative step into the room she noticed for the first time the short man standing with his back to her in front of the great machine.

	“Well, in or out, make up your mind,” said the man without turning around. Kimberly took another step into the room being careful to ensure that the door behind her remained open. As she approached the platform she viewed the face of a woman, who would merely have appeared to be sleeping were it not for the assortment of clear plastic tubes which flowed into her mouth and nose. Beneath the pale, blue tint to the skin of her face and neck Kimberly recognized the countenance of her friend, Katherine.

	“She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” said the man, his hands in the pockets of his trousers. Kimberly turned away from the platform to look at the man next to her. He was staring intently at the woman in the machine in front of them, dressing in a brown sweater-vest and khaki trousers. The skin on this face was rugged and tight, with just a slight waddle underneath his chin. She did not think that she would have been able to determine his age if she had been asked. Despite his rather youthful appearance, she noted, he was nearly completely bald and he had combed his few remaining long hairs over the top of his head.

	Without looking up he spoke again. “Is she a friend of yours?”

	“Yes,” replied Kimberly compactly.

	The man turned away from Katherine to look at her. “We’re really quite fortunate to have someone like her within our organization.”

	“Good for you,” said Kimberly staring directly at him.

	The man laughed softly and looked back down at Katherine. “Good for me. Good for all of us, for humanity.”

	“Look,” Kimberly said. “I don’t know what you’ve done to her, but I want you to tell me how to take all of this stuff off of her,” Kimberly shouted.

	“Oh, come now. There’s no need to yell. You know you can’t do that. She’ll die if you do that. You don’t want your friend to die, do you?”

	There was something soothing and kindly about the man’s voice. He seemed like a nice man and despite her anger, Kimberly felt a little embarrassed for yelling at him. She shook her head.

	“No, of course not.” He looked over at Kimberly who despite her earlier bravado seemed as though she might burst into tears at any moment. “Don’t look so sad,” he said. “I know what you’re probably feeling at this moment. Tell me if I’m right: you’re thinking how unfair it is that someone as sweet and nice and as good as Katherine should have to suffer like this. One moment she was running around, young, happy, full of life, and full of hope, and the next moment she’s, well, as you see her there.” He nodded towards the platform. “You look at her there, for all intents and purposes she’s dead, being kept alive — if you can call it that — only through the use of these machines, and you’re thinking that your friend has gotten a pretty bum deal out of life. And you probably blame me and my facility in some way for it. Isn’t that right?”

	Kimberly thought for a moment nodded.

	“Well, I’ve got some good news for you,” he said smiling kindly. “Your friend has a wonderful and precious gift. She may be dead, but she can still give life. But she can’t do it alone. Don’t you see? She needs us as much as we need her.” He removed his hands from of his pockets and brought them together. “We’re helping each other fulfill our true purpose in life. You knew Katherine pretty well, am I correct?”

	Kimberly nodded again.

	“And what did she want out of life, more than anything else in the world?”

	Kimberly considered the question for a moment. “She wanted to be loved. She wanted to have a husband and a family both to love and to love her.”

	The man smiled. “I want to show you something.” He walked over to the control panel on the side of the device. “Take a look through the window there.”

	Kimberly walked over to the thick round window and did as the man asked. Inside she saw Katherine’s naked midsection covered with a number of small metal discs which clung to her skin, each one attached to a tiny wire which ran to the inside of the cylinder. She looked a little more closely and noticed that, in addition to the tiny metal discs which covered her, two long, round needles, each about a centimeter in diameter, had been inserted deep into her abdomen. There was a fresh incision a few inches below her belly-button which, though it wasn’t bleeding, didn’t appear to have been stitched back together after whatever had been inside of her had been removed.

	“The secret is the hormones,” the man said excitedly, tapping the control panel with his finger. “We can reduce gestation time incredibly, depending on whatever it is that we need produced.” He stopped talking and looked embarrassed for a moment. “We’ve made so many breakthroughs here in the past few years and we haven’t had an opportunity until now to test them. Forgive me my excitement.”

	“What have you done to her?” Kimberly asked quietly.

	“What have we done together,” he corrected her. “We’ve given her purpose. Life is her purpose. Think of how many people your friend and her children can help. There are people outside of these walls,” he motioned with his eyes, “people who lack hope, people who are dying of diseases which currently lack a cure. Time was their most brutal enemy until Katherine came along. Now maybe, just maybe, together we can stand against that foe.”

	“I don’t understand,” Kimberly asked, “she was already pregnant.”

	“I assume you’re referring to that non-viable product of conventional procreation which she was carrying. Regretfully, it was too well developed to be of any real use to us. Given enough time it could have taken its place in our nursery.” He paused. “But time is always against us, as I said. We needed to make room for her real children.” He peered through the thick round window. “Quintuplets. I thought seven was a nice, round number to start off with for this first batch. Each one of them is unique, ripe with the desired genetic material and destined to provide the sick and dying of this world with new hopes and new cures. We’ll call them ‘Dr. Sleger’s Kids,’ each one a potential miracle.”

	A muffled explosion from somewhere in the facility above them caused him to stop speaking briefly and turn his eyes upwards towards the ceiling. He sighed heavily.

	“They’ve made it down to the second floor already. I suppose that it would be up to me to stop them before they destroy my entire facility.” He looked at Kimberly. “Did you know that a man, given the right upbringing and outlook, will devote his life to helping his fellow human beings? He will work hard his entire life, researching, learning, and struggling to put an end to the suffering of others. He will teach and influence, engineer and instruct just to make others understand. Given the right circumstances and opportunities, he will build a number of impressive facilities just like this one this one. Why will this sort of man do all of these things despite the great personal cost to himself? Because he has to; it is his destiny, his higher purpose. If he did not do it, no one else would. Humanity would be left no better off than it was when he found it. There would be no growth, no development. Are you following me?”

	Kimberly nodded.

	“And yet, no matter how hard he works, no matter what he achieves there never seems to be a shortage of thoroughly ungrateful, bitter people out there who will endeavor to put an end to his work for one trivial reason or another. These people are the sort who are forever stuck in their tiny, primitive mindset. Of course, for all of their talk, their minds are still quit open — open enough to receive the fruits of our work. They would all be quite willing to take the cures we develop here if it meant that they could be more comfortable, or live longer, fuller lives. But try to explain to these people the cost of developing such cures and watch them squirm! Watch them hold out one hand for my cures as they shake their finger at me with the other! Somehow, it always seems that those people whom I am trying the hardest to help are the very same people who are doing their best to stop me. But I carry on and do what I have to do to help them because I must. To give up, even in the face of such opposition would be a very evil thing to do indeed. Do you understand this?”

	“Yes,” Kimberly replied, “now I understand.”

	Dr. Sleger nodded. “Well, stay and visit as long as you like,” he replied as he headed through the open door into the hallway. “Close the door when you leave.”

	Kimberly looked down at her lifeless friend and tenderly kissed her on the lips. She would stay with Katherine and visit for a few minutes until she was ready to say good-bye.



	Thomas and Sarah had been waiting in front of the closed elevator shaft for the car to rise from the facility’s lowest level to meet them. When the elevator arrived and the doors opened they were both nearly into the car before they realized that their was a passenger on board heading out onto the floor. And the car’s occupant showed almost as much surprise at seeing them as they did at his arrival. He stepped out of the elevator and the doors closed behind him.

	“I thought I might find you here,” Jonathan said. He noted with some degree of pride that Sarah had indeed worn the very same outfit she had worn the night they had first met. He opened his mouth as though he might comment to her about his observation but he closed his mouth again before he started speaking as he noticed for the first time the destruction all around him. He was not without words for long, however.

	“Jesus, Sarah! What on earth did you do here?” he asked. “My floor, it’s trashed. This is just too incredibly petty, even for you!”

	“But we didn’t,” Thomas started.

	“Is this what you wanted me to see?” Jonathan asked, feeling the temperature of the blood in his veins begin to rise. “Is this why you left that picture on the mirror, so that I would come here? Did you want me to see just how far you would go to hurt me? Was my pain so important to you that you would come into my work, onto my floor, and destroy it, just to take away the one decent thing I had left: my career?” His face was red and twisted and he was nearly raving by the time he finished speaking. 

	“What are you talking about?” Sarah asked. “We didn’t do this, it was some of your patients. A word to the wise: if you’re going to keep a bunch of old folks around to harvest their organs from them, you may want to keep them a bit more heavily sedated.”

	“What’s he doing here,” Jonathan said noticing her companion for the first time. “You’re one of Kate’s friends, aren’t you? From the coffee-house.” Jonathan’s eyes narrowed as his brain finally made the necessary connections. “Now I see what all of this is about,” he said, his jaw clenched. His mouth was beginning to foam. He descended towards Thomas. “You wanted to save her, didn’t you? You thought that if you rescued her from this place, then she would be so grateful that she would reciprocate; you that that she would love you.” He laughed. “And they say that I’m a hopeless romantic. But you, you’re truly pathetic. Come on, then, let me show you your would-be girlfriend. Just don’t be too surprised if she doesn’t exactly leap at the chance to go out with you.” He laughed and pushed the elevator’s down button.

	As they entered the elevator the floor beneath them shook with the effects of a loud explosion two floors down. “As soon as we get your friend,” Sarah said to Thomas, “we had probably better get out of here before they tear the place apart.” Thomas acknowledged that he had understood her, though he was at that moment thinking about what he would say to Katherine if she did, in fact, turn out to be as grateful to see him as Jonathan seemed to think that he thought she would be.



	As they reached the facility’s lowest level and disembarked the elevator and stepped into the hallway they saw Kimberly at the other end, stepping into the hallway and shutting a door behind her. She walked towards them without saying a word. Thomas was ready with a hundred different questions but one look at her face told him that he need not ask any of them.

	“Well,” asked Sarah, “how’s your friend?”

	“She’s dead,” replied Kimberly.

	A moment later the only sound which could be heard was that of Jonathan’s feet as they fell one after another against the cold linoleum floor, echoing down the long, still hallway towards the door through which Kimberly had just come.



	Outside the snow had since stopped falling and the parking lot was covered with a clean layer of white. Thomas, Kimberly, and Sarah made their way through the ankle-deep snow towards the white Ford. Once they reached the car the three of them stopped and looked back at the building. From the second floor they could make out some manner of flickering orange light which created an eerie glow when cast through the usually reflective glass windows. Far off in the distance Thomas could make out the sound of sirens and when he mentioned this fact to Sarah she said that it was time for them to get going. Sarah got into the driver’s seat and Thomas and Kimberly both entered the rear of the vehicle. Once they were all inside, Sarah flipped the switch which caused the great engine to roar to life.



	Once they had merged onto the highway, Thomas flipped on the accessory light in the back seat and reached into the pocket of the jacket his sister had given him earlier that evening. He pulled out the scrap of paper he had found among the wreckage on the fourth floor. As he examined it now, he realized that it appeared to be the back cover, torn from the facility’s orientation manual. He turned it over and read the handwritten script on the other side which had drawn his eye to it in the first place:



	“Day 17

	“Dearest Rebecca,

	“The situation here has become intolerable. I have always known that, as a created being, I am thereby destined to leave this world at some point. I had hoped, however, that the occasion of my seeing you again would have been accompanied with a great deal more dignity than my present situation suggests will be the case. The tumors which now infest my brain are nothing compared to the humiliations of this place. I live in a state of perpetual violation and I never know what part of me it is which they will take from me next.

	“I have prayed for an exodus from this place, a chance to leave it before it is too late, and it looks as though my prayers may soon be answered. My companion in the next room has let me know that our time is fast approaching. Two nights hence we shall attempt to free ourselves from our captors and put an end to this exile. Whatever the outcome, I refuse to live as cattle. I tapped this message back onto the wall to let my comrade know of my commitment. Though we have not met, I feel I can trust him with my life and, indeed, it would seem that I am trusting him with far more than that.

	“I am both anxious and excited at the prospect of being free from this place. Over the last two weeks things have become increasingly clear to me and for the first time since my diagnosis I am filled with a sense of purpose and I know what I must do. I recall from memory as my standard a verse from the final words of Moses:

	“‘They provoked him with their sacrifice to demons,

	“‘To the non-gods which they had never known,

	“‘To newcomers just arrived,

	“‘To which awe their fathers had never shown.’”



	Thomas folded the paper and handed it to Kimberly who had yet to speak since they had boarded left the facility’s lowest level. She unfolded the paper and read it in the dim light of the back seat. She looked at him.

	“I figured you would know what to do with it,” he told her.

	She turned the paper over in her hands for a moment or two and nodded.



Epilogue: 



	Thomas looked up from his book. It had been quite a while since he had received any visitors. Not that visitors were unwelcome in the least, it was just that he had told very few people where he had been going when he left town six months ago. He stood up and walked over to the door which led into his cell. He opened it and Kimberly bounded in, hugging him ecstatically around his neck.

	“Here you are! You wouldn’t believe how far I’ve come to see you!”

	“I would believe you’ve traveled across three states,” Thomas replied.

	Kimberly laughed. “You know, you haven’t changed a bit.” She touched his face. “You’re even letting your mustache and beard grow out again.”

	“When in Rome, Kentucky,” he said.

	“Very funny,” she threw herself down onto his cot and looked around the room, hungrily taking in what meager details were presented to her. “So this is it?” she asked. “This is all you get?”

	“This is home,” he replied.

	“I think I could probably get used to it, if I had to,” she said. “But I don’t think I could adjust to wearing the same set of clothes every day.”

	“It becomes a habit,” he said, certain that she wouldn’t get the joke.

	“Maybe for you,” she replied. “But there are still some forms of personal expression I’m not willing to give up just yet.”

	“So to what do I owe this pleasure?” Thomas asked.

	“Pleasure? Oh! My visit! Your father told me you were here. He’s such a dear old man. Did you know that he gave me that old Ford the two of you had been working on? It is so nice to have a car. I drove it down here, as a matter of fact. I named it Roberto, in honor of Kate’s old car, only I don’t think that my car is gay.”

	Thomas laughed.

	“Anyway, I thought I would pay you a little visit here. I’ve never been to a place like this before. Also, Professor Haddad suggested that I come and track you down. She’s been a really big help in helping me put my life back on track. She even gave me a job, cleaning up the mess that somebody left behind when they left so suddenly.” She grinned at him.

	“How is that going?” asked Thomas.

	“To tell you the truth,” Kimberly said, “it was really difficult the first day. I didn’t have any idea what I was doing. But then on the second day or so her daughter’s sitter called in sick and she had to bring her into the office. Believe or not that little girl was a big help. She kind of reminds me of myself at that age. Maybe, just maybe, someday I wouldn’t mind having a kid so much.” She stopped talking for a moment and looked up at the window in the opposite wall. “So do you ever get to see the women here?” she asked.

	“Every day at Mass. They’re cloistered. I imagine you’ll be staying with them if you are staying here long.”

	“Just a week,” she replied. “And yes, I’m staying with them in the nun-lodge, or whatever it’s called. The mother superior over there is really nice. Apparently they get people like me coming through here all the time.”

	“You mean bi-sexual people?” he asked.

	“No, silly. I mean people, like myself, who are trying to discern their vocation in life. It’s not a very easy process, you know.”

	“So I’ve heard.”

	Kimberly stood up and walked over to the window. “You have a great view of the flowers in the courtyard from your room,” she said.

	“Yes,” replied Thomas. “The courtyard garden is Brother Timothy’s undertaking.”

	“She loved the flowers in the springtime,” Kimberly said. “It was her second-favorite time of the year.”

	“Which was her most favorite?” Thomas asked.

	“Autumn,” Kimberly replied. “She told me once that she liked the colder weather and the ripened smell which everything took on in the fall.” Kimberly paused for a moment and then asked. “Can I ask you a serious question, Thomas?”

	“Of course you may.”

	“Do you think I’m a bad person?”

	“I believe you asked me that once before.”

	“Did I? What did you tell me then?”

	“I said that I did not think that you were a bad person. I don’t see any reason now why I should change my mind, do you?” He smiled at her.

	“Not really,” she replied. She thought for a moment and then asked him another question. “How long does someone usually have to atone for something?”

	“I believe it depends on whatever it is for which that person is offering atonement. Sometimes a lifetime is not long enough.”

	“Thomas?”

	“Yes, Kimberly?”

	“Do you think that Kate is still mad at me, wherever she is?”

	Thomas smiled. “I don’t think that anyone could stay mad at you for very long.”

	Kimberly smiled back at him and told him that it was good to see him again. It was getting late, she said, and she was expected back soon. She would see him tomorrow. Thomas said that he was already looking forward to it. Kimberly said good-night and left him to his book.
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