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Letter From the Editor
To say that the last two years have been a challenge would be an incredible
understatement, and then some. First and foremost, the Onzine team here at
Treasure Chambers would like to extend our love and condolences to all who have
lost friends and loved ones over the last two terrible years. This has certainly been a
time of fear, a time of sorrow, a time of hardship, a time of loneliness, and a time of
loss. There is not one of us who has been left untouched by suffering in some way.
But certainly, some have been affected more than others.
I would also like to take a moment to personally honor those who have contributed
in any way to the creation of this year’s Onzine. Despite all the challenges of the past
year, they have met whatever life has thrown at them with grace and courage, and
somehow found the strength to create beautiful stories, poetry, and art, edit stories,
and contribute in many other ways. The results are presented here like rose petals
strewn along our path, guiding us all out of sorrow and loneliness, and back to the
love and joy that Beauty

and the Beast has come to represent.

There are several types and genres of stories offered here, including a ghost story or
two, or three. We hope each of you will discover something that speaks to your
heart.
It has always been my opinion that anyone who has the desire to write should
absolutely do so, and that they should not apologize should their offering not be well
received. It is of greater importance that these creations be for the personal
enjoyment and pleasure of the writers themselves. If others enjoy them, that’s
wonderful, but if they do not... who cares? It takes courage to write, and it takes
even more courage to share one’s heart with the world. So, once again, I say, kudos
to anyone who has been bold enough to do that!
I applaud all the authors who have bravely written their own stories, their own way.
After all… there are no rules here, because we’ve discovered that when there are no
rules… the possibilities are endless!
We would also like to welcome a few new authors and artists to our zine pool this
year. JessicaRae95, Michaela Buzsaki Struchova, Ruby, Anita Meuris, Mel, and
PearlAnn SnowStar. Thank you all for coming to play in our little sandbox here at
Treasure Chambers. We hope you will stick around for a long time.

~~ Barbara Anderson
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Lost and Found
by Anne Alden-France

I lost a year. Or it lost me.
Can’t say which is more true.
I lost some people dear to me,
And others did that, too.
I lost some time. I lost some spark,
A job, some hope, some strength,
To The Year That Stretched Forever An interminable length.
And yet, I’ll tell you what I found,
(Because I did that, too.)
I found my friends. I found my voice.
I found “What’s old is new.”
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I baked some bread. I moved my bed.
I let the sunlight in.
I pulled out my old photo books,
And learned to sew, again.
I made a mask. A little task,
But mostly, (through and through),
I kept thinking of the Tunnels,
And of Vincent, and of you.
Because I know you’re out there.
And if I don’t know your name,
I know we both watch this old show
And love it, just the same.
And that makes you my kindred.
Yes, that makes you my kind.
In this long year, so full of fear,
When I thought I’d lose my mind.
I kept near me what grounds me,
And I don’t mind in the least,
If through this long pandemic
That was “Beauty and the Beast.”
Should you call me an “Escapist?”
Yes, I think so. That is fair.
As long as you do it where a Beast
Walks down a spiral stair.
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In Our Dreams…
by Judith Nolan

“Don't be pushed around by the fears in your mind.
Be led by the dreams in your heart…”
Roy T. Bennett

Catherine…
Catherine lay motionless on the operating table, trying desperately not to cry. She
glanced around at her sterile environment. Surgical lights glared overhead, and
people moved around her on stealthy feet.
Catherine’s breathing hitched. Despite those clustered around her, she had never
felt so isolated and alone.
None of this seemed to fit. Everything was completely at odds with the snug
warmth of Vincent’s rock-cut chamber and the deep comfort of his patchwork
bed. She longed to be back there, shielded from probing glances, comforted by his
soothing voice as he read to her.
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She closed her burning eyes in despair. “I haven’t read the last chapter of Great
Expectations…” she whispered.
From somewhere a slight movement of air made her ruined face hurt. She’d been
prepped for plastic surgery – her skin marked with lines and notations. A blue
plastic cap covered her hair.
She was aware her facial scars looked horrific. The shocked glances and stares she’d
encountered from the moment she’d reappeared had confirmed what she first
glimpsed in the broken car reflector she’d found in Vincent’s chamber.
People tried to cover their dismay, but Catherine was well aware of what they were
thinking… from Tony, the doorman of her apartment building, to the policemen
who hurried to secure her. Then her own father’s look of utter shock before his
strong arms had enfolded her, shielding her from view.
Now she was going to be put right. The intent was to erase what had happened to
her, to make it seem as if it had never been. It was the only practical solution.
Her shocked father’s deep concern, and his even deeper pockets, had been the
swiftest way to ensure she wouldn’t suffer any longer than necessary. His beloved
daughter was going to be *fixed* and returned to her old life. No matter what it cost
in time and money.
Catherine sighed. Everyone had been so kind and caring. Patting her hand and
telling her everything would be all right. What they were really saying was she
would soon be able to forget the events of the last nine days. It would be better that
way.
Better for whom…?
She moved slightly, reaching out in her mind for the man who could never be here,
beside her…
Vincent…
Of course, there was no answer. He remained always out of reach, beyond her sight
and hearing. She longed to hear his comforting voice again.
Around the operating table, masked figures looked down on her. Different voices,
harsher and more abrupt, intruded on her dreaming state.
Peering into Catherine’s face one of the surgeons asked, “What’s her pressure?”
“120 over 80, doctor,” a nurse replied from the background.
“How’s that IV running?”
“Fine…”
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“Is the bogey connected?”
“Yes, doctor.”
“Shall we begin?”
Catherine wanted to beg them to stop. Please, no, not yet… give me some time to
think...
But she suddenly felt tired beyond belief
and all the fight went out of her. Let them
do what they will…
The anaesthetist inserted a needle into the
cannula in the back of her hand.
“Catherine, I want you to start counting
from ten, backwards...”
Dutifully, she began counting down. “10...
9... 8...”
The doctors and nurses prepared to begin
surgery. Catherine sensed her grasp on
reality fading. Everything was getting fuzzy
as she continued to count. “7... 6...”
She never made it to “5,” as she slipped the bonds of consciousness and drifted away
into welcomed blackness. Strangely it didn’t last for long, as she began to dream…
In the confusion of her unconscious state, Catherine stood in her father’s office,
staring at the closed doors. She was alone and had no idea how she got there or why.
Fear gripped her senses.
Where did everyone go?
There was no sound, no sign of others. The silence was almost deafening.
She thought it was daylight outside, but she didn’t turn to look at the wide windows
behind her. The glaring brightness of the overhead office lights made her eyes hurt.
When her eyes were bandaged, she became accustomed to the muted candlelight
and soft glow of the brazier in Vincent’s chamber.
She knew her painful face was still horribly scarred and her expensive party dress
filthy and ragged. She held it together with desperate hands as she glanced around.
Suddenly the door before her opened and her father stood in the doorway. Charles
Chandler smiled happily at her.
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He appeared to take no notice of her terrible state. He seemed to think everything
was wonderful, and as it should be. “Catherine! We were all guessing where you
went,” he said cheerily. “Was it Jamaica? Nassau?”
Catherine tried to explain to him, but failed. “I – I...”
Her father looked her up and down. “Let’s get some people together and have a
party at the club tonight. Who shall we invite? Why don’t you make a list? You know
all the right people. And don’t forget Tom.”
“No – Dad – I...”
“Great! That’s settled, then.” Her father ignored her protest as he suddenly frowned
at his wristwatch. “Look at the time. Have to run. I have a board meeting...”
He looked back at her while digging into the pocket of his suit coat. He held out a
thick wad of cash. “Buy yourself a new dress.” He held out more money. “Will this
be enough? Here, take some more...” He reached into a second pocket and held out
another thick bundle of bills, pushing them all into her confused hands.
“But, Daddy, I…” Catherine stammered.
Charles ignored her protests. He stepped backwards, grasping the office door
handle. “See you later...” The door shut abruptly.
Immediately Catherine was on the other side of it, standing alone. Not knowing
what else to do, she clutched the bundles of cash to her chest as she hurried down
the corridor. All the offices were closed and deserted.
Suddenly to her left, three people appeared from a doorway behind her, talking
animatedly. As Catherine turned away, so they could not see her battered face, one
of them hurried to catch up with her.
He stood close behind her, trying to peer into her face. “Cathy, did you have a nice
vacation? You look… um, you look wonderful…”
Then suddenly before Catherine there was a female colleague. She smiled as she
passed her. “We missed you…”
More office people appeared behind Catherine, staring and whispering about her.
Another, older woman was not so kind. “Well, Miss Chandler… Now you’ve done it.”
Catherine backed up against the panelled wall, caught between the urge to run back
to her father’s office, or to hurry into the reception area. Her father was nowhere in
sight. The money he’d thrust into her hands had disappeared.
Suddenly she became shrouded in darkness. She was rushing up the sidewalk on
Third Avenue, trying to wave down a passing taxi. A cab pulled up to the curb beside
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her but she couldn’t open the door. She pounded on the window but the driver
didn’t seem to notice. He just sat there behind the wheel, staring ahead.
Someone tapped her on the shoulder. She turned to find a stocky man in a bomber
jacket standing behind her. She wanted to scream, but her mouth wouldn’t obey
her.
He smirked at her. “Not having much luck...”
She pounded one hand furiously on the cab window. But it took off, leaving her
stranded.
“Need some help?” her ghastly assailant asked silkily. A van appeared out of the
darkness, cruising towards them.
Terrified of being caught again, Catherine started to run – straight into the arms of
another punk. “You ain’t having much luck,” he reiterated, with a grim chuckle. “We
know just what you need.”
“No!” Catherine fought back, finally managing to break away and run – back up
Third Avenue.
Her attackers came after her, closing in. Nobody on the street seemed to notice or
care about her plight.
As a punk reached out to grab her from behind, Catherine ducked aside and dashed
through the open doors of a nearby restaurant. She stumbled inside to find there
was a society party in progress.
The moment Catherine entered, everything stopped. The place was filled with
beautiful people. They all turned to gape at her, staring at her scars and her rags –
in icy silence. It was as if her unexpected presence somehow offended them all.
Tom Gunther stood in the centre of the room, next to his towering architectural ice
sculpture. Very close beside him was a beautiful woman. They were surrounded by
smiling admirers.
As Catherine tried to approach Tom, someone put out a foot and she fell to the floor,
landing painfully on her hands and knees. That was when the snickering started. At
first very softly, then open laughter began to break out. They all seemed to find the
situation very amusing.
Catherine turned her head to look up at Tom, but he refused to acknowledge her
presence, as she silently asked for his help.
But he ignored her. He began talking to the woman beside him. “I feel sorry for her.
But what can I do? Life goes on.” He raised his glass of wine mockingly.
The woman smirked as she nodded in agreement.
11
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“She was an interesting girl,” Tom continued, in the same conversational tone. “I
thought she had a lot of promise. But she turned out to be a complete loser.” He
turned to the crowd of admirers behind him. “And you all know how I feel about
losers...”
The snickering laughter grew louder. Many of them raised their wine glasses in
acknowledgement.
Catherine tried to speak but failed. The laughter grew louder until it became a
chorus of derisive amusement. Glasses clinked and people chattered, but no one
made an attempt to reach down and help Catherine to her feet.
Catherine stared up at them, in stunned silence. Money and social position. Fools
and the conceited. Is this all I was? Is this all I was worth to them? Is this all I
made myself worth?
She lay at their feet, looking around, feeling desperate and trapped. Then, at her
wits end, she suddenly saw something beyond the crowd clustered around her.
Standing above them all, framed in the upper tunnel opening to his chamber, there
appeared to be the figure of a tall, powerful man. He was standing with one hand
braced against the tunnel wall, so he could lean closer. Peering down into the
restaurant, he was staring at her, as she lay helpless on the expensive carpeting.
His blue eyes were filled with compassion and support. They shone with deep
empathy for her. It was Vincent. He had come to save her once more.
As their eyes locked, Catherine felt his strength flowing into her… his unshakable
belief in the power of her own ability to survive, to rise from the floor and not
become a victim of circumstances beyond her control.
Vincent leaned closer. He nodded to her, lending her both his strength and power.
Catherine smiled with relief, her stiff body relaxing. It was going to be all right…
She was going to be all right…
She sighed as the restaurant scene dissolved around her and she drifted away into
the welcoming darkness. But in that darkness, she was no longer alone…

Vincent…
Vincent lay motionless on his bed. The long morning’s work had been gruelling but
necessary. He ached in every muscle and sinew.
12
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He’d been reading, but now he sank into a semi-sleep state. Against his will, his
limbs grew heavier and he felt oddly powerless to move. Then he didn’t wish to
move…
Against his closed lids he saw many bright lights. They were electric lights, not the
flames of candles or the soft glow of the kerosene brazier that always burned in the
corner of his chamber, driving away the chill of the surrounding stonework.
He sensed he was in some starkly sterile place. His nose wrinkled at the strong
smells of anaesthetic and iodine. Was he in a hospital?
None of this seemed to fit. There was no rumbling of the overhead subway or
chatter of the pipes. It was completely at odds with the snug warmth of his rock-cut
chamber and the deep comfort of his patchwork bed.
He tried to raise his eyelids, but they refused to budge. They grew heavier, and he
sank lower into some strange kind of stupor.
“Vincent…”
He jumped, hearing Catherine’s voice calling his name. He struggled to answer her,
to wake from this dreaming nightmare, but his body refused to allow it.
He sensed masked figures surrounding his bed, looking down on him. Unfamiliar
voices, harsher and more abrupt, intruded into his dream state.
Peering into Vincent’s face, one of the masked figures asked, “What’s his pressure?”
“120 over 80, doctor,” a woman replied from the background.
“How’s that IV running?”
“Fine…”
“Is the bogey connected?”
“Yes, doctor.”
“Shall we begin?”
Vincent’s head turned from side to side on his pillows. He wanted to beg them to
stop.
“Please, no, not yet… give me some time to think...”
But he was tired beyond belief and all the fight went out of him. “Let them do what
they will…”
He flinched when a needle was inserted into a cannula in the back of his hand. A
man’s voice commanded, “I want you to start counting from ten, backwards...”
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Not knowing what else to do to escape this nightmare, Vincent began counting
down. “10... 9... 8...”
Around him, he sensed the doctors and nurses preparing to begin surgery. Vincent’s
grasp on reality faded. Everything was getting fuzzy as he continued to count. “7...
6...”
He never made it to “5,” as he slipped the bonds of consciousness and drifted away
into welcomed blackness. Strangely it didn’t last for long, as he began to dream a
new vision…
He’d become an observer, a being divorced from all that was going on around him.
He saw Catherine standing before him in a large corporate office. She looked
confused and lost as she stared at the closed office doors. She also appeared to have
no idea how she got there.
There was no sound, no sign of another. Vincent saw that her face was still scarred
and her expensive party dress filthy and ragged. She was holding it together with
desperate hands as she glanced around.
“Where is everyone?” she demanded to know silently.
Vincent found he had no voice to answer her. He could only stand and watch this
strange scene unfold. He sensed the deep, voiceless connection he had made with
Catherine had somehow brought about this strange vision.
Suddenly the door before them opened and a tall, grey-haired man stood in the
doorway. He smiled happily at Catherine, while not appearing to take any notice of
her pitiful state.
He seemed to think everything was wonderful, and as it should be. “Catherine! We
were all guessing where you went,” he commented cheerily. “Was it Jamaica?
Nassau?”
Catherine tried to explain to him, but failed. “I – I...”
The man looked her up and down. “Let’s get some people together and have a party
at the club tonight. Who shall we invite? Why don’t you make a list? You know all
the right people. And don’t forget Tom.”
“No – Dad – I...”
Dad? Vincent stared at him.
Was this uncaring man actually Catherine’s loving father? She had spoken of him in
those days they were alone together, and she’d always said he was a kind, gentle
man who would be so worried about her unexplained disappearance.
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Vincent shook his head in disbelief. This dream they were sharing had just become
incomprehensible.
“Great! That’s settled, then.” Charles Chandler beamed.
He ignored his daughter’s protest as he suddenly frowned at his wristwatch. “Look
at the time. Have to run. I have a board meeting...”
He looked back to her, digging into the pocket of his suit coat. He held out a thick
wad of cash. “Buy yourself a new dress...” He held out more money. “Will this be
enough? Here, take some more...” He reached into a second pocket and held out
another thick bundle of bills, pushing them into her confused hands.
“But, Daddy, I…” Catherine stammered.
Charles ignored her protests. He stepped backwards, grasping the office door
handle. “See you later...” The door shut abruptly.
Immediately Vincent found himself on the other side of the door. Catherine was
there too, standing alone.
Vincent watched as she turned and hurried down the wide corridor, clutching the
wads of cash to her chest. All the offices were closed and deserted.
Suddenly, three people appeared from a doorway behind them, all talking
animatedly. Vincent’s great heart quailed as he saw Catherine turn away, so they
could not see her battered face. But one of them hurried to catch up with her.
Vincent wanted to lash out at him, push him away. But as before, he was powerless
to do anything but watch.
The man stopped behind Catherine, trying to peer into her face. “Cathy, did you
have a nice vacation? You look… um, you look wonderful…”
Before Catherine now, there was a female colleague. She smiled as she passed. “We
missed you…”
Then more office people appeared behind Catherine, staring and whispering about
her. Another older woman was not so kind. “Well, Miss Chandler… Now you’ve
done it.”
Catherine backed up against the panelled wall. Her wounded face was full of
anguish and despair. The money she’d been holding had vanished.
Vincent’s arms ached to hold her, to comfort her, but his dream held him firmly
away from her. This was her fight, to win or lose.
Suddenly they were both shrouded in darkness. Vincent was running up the Third
Avenue sidewalk following Catherine, as she tried desperately to flag down a taxi. A
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cab pulled up beside her but she wasn’t able to open the door. She pounded on the
window but the driver didn’t seem to notice. He just sat there behind the wheel.
Suddenly she spun around as someone reached out to tap her on the shoulder.
Vincent saw a stocky man in a bomber jacket.
His throat swelled with a warning growl. He sensed this man meant Catherine no
good. He wanted to swat him away, but as before, his great limbs refused to obey.
He could only stand helplessly and watch.
The man smirked at Catherine. “Not having much luck...”
Catherine pounded her fist furiously on the cab window. But it took off, leaving her
stranded.
“Need some help?” her ghastly assailant asked silkily. A van appeared out of the
darkness, cruising towards them.
Catherine started to run – straight into the arms of a second man. “You ain’t having
much luck,” he commented, with a grim chuckle. “We know just what you need.”
“No!” Catherine fought back, finally managing to break away and run – back up
Third Avenue.
Her attackers came after her, closing in. Nobody on the street seemed to notice or
care about her plight.
As the punk reached out to grab her from behind, Catherine ducked aside and
dashed through the open doors of a nearby restaurant. Inside there was a party in
progress.
The moment Catherine entered, everything stopped. The place was filled with
beautiful people. All turned to gape at her, at her scars and at her rags – in icy
silence. As if her unexpected presence somehow offended them all.
This time Vincent found himself standing in the upper entrance to his own
chamber, looking down into the crowded room below. He was appalled at what he
saw.
In the centre of the room, standing next to a towering architectural ice sculpture,
was a tall, dark-haired man. Close beside him stood a beautiful woman. They were
surrounded by fawning admirers. None of them stirred or reached out a hand to
help Catherine to her feet.
Vincent wanted to leap down among them and frighten them all into fleeing. They
had no right to stand there and judge another weaker than themselves. Where was
their compassion?
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He watched as Catherine tried to approach the man at the centre of the room. But
someone put out a foot and she fell to the floor, landing painfully on her hands and
knees. That was when the snickering started. At first very softly, then open laughter
began to break out.
Catherine turned her head to look up, but they all refused to acknowledge her
presence.
The dark-haired man was talking to the glamorous woman beside him. “I feel sorry
for her. But what can I do? Life goes on.” He raised his glass of wine mockingly.
The woman smirked as she nodded, in agreement.
“She was an interesting girl,” he continued, in the same conversational tone. “I
thought she had a lot of promise. But she turned out to be a complete loser.”
He turned to the crowd of admirers behind him. “And you know how I feel about
losers...”
The snickering laughter grew louder. Many of them raised their wine glasses in
acknowledgement.
Catherine tried to speak but failed. The laughter grew louder until it became a
chorus of derisive amusement. Glasses clinked and people chattered, but no one
made any attempt to reach down and help Catherine to her feet.
She lay at their feet, looking around. Then, seemingly at her wits end, she saw
something beyond the crowd clustered around her.
Standing above her, framed in the upper tunnel opening, Vincent braced one hand
against the tunnel wall. He looked down into the restaurant, staring at Catherine,
lying helpless on the expensive carpeting.
His great heart was filled with compassion and support. As their eyes locked, he
knew Catherine felt his strength flowing into her… his unshakable belief in the
power of her own ability to survive, to rise from the floor and not become a victim of
circumstances beyond her control.
Vincent leaned closer. He nodded to her, lending her both his strength and power.
The reason for this ghastly dream had become apparent. He was here to save her
once more, lifting her to her feet by the sheer power of his will.
Catherine rose slowly, to stand defiant. She smiled with relief. “It is going to be all
right…”
She was going to be all right…
“Yes, Catherine…” Vincent whispered to the phantom woman haunting his dream
before he woke up abruptly.
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The vision before his eyes dissolved and he was alone once more in his own
chamber. He was holding the book he’d been reading tight close against his chest,
almost as if he was trying to shield it from harm. He released his grip slowly on a
gusty sigh.
“Catherine…” he whispered, shocked at all he’d just witnessed. “You have the
strength Catherine – you do,” he continued with conviction. “I know you...”

1

“The future belongs to those who believe in the beauty of their dreams…”
Eleanor Roosevelt

1 Screencaps provided by the author.
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Love, It’s a Dream
by JessicaRae95

Twinkling lights
Flicker in windows of buildings
Punctuating the darkness
With light
They blink like eyes of wisdom
In the face of a sage
And sparkle
Like the diamond of a crown
He sits and watches them
The wind ruffling the cloak
Of burgundy that warmed his shoulders
He sat
In regal silence
Not daring to bless the world
With his speech
He watches
They go out like candles
Touched by the whisper of wind
And he waits
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For when their glow dissipates
It is replaced
By the greater lights from above
Twinkling in never ending glory
Above a world
That does not appreciate their gift
The light
That burns over mankind
With a steadiness
That is not diminished by their small size
They reflect
In the eyes of their watcher
Glittering sparks
In the darkness of his gaze
He was alone
Perched on the cornice of a window
Watching the universe rotate around him
In silent appreciation
of its acceptance
A world of stars whirling and blending
Sending light
To the world they towered over
“They are beautiful,” she spoke softly
His eyes left the glitter above
And turned
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To the treasure beside him
“So are you.”
His voice a growl in the darkness
But gentle
With years of sorrow in its kindness
“You are too kind.”
His response was meant to be light
But she meant it.
He knew it and bowed his head
Upon his cloak and sighed
“As are you.”
He admitted, knowing her reserve
Was this something they wanted to continue?
“That’s why it is love.”
She spoke, using that word
That painful, biting word
That silently was twisting their hearts together
No matter how they fought
To contain it
The universe was determined
To put them together
Like fire and ice
And earth and sky
Trouble sought to rip them
As far apart as it could
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But their hands clasped in darkness
Perched above the city
Held fate’s cruel hand at bay and they smiled
No matter how bitter
That time wanted to be
It could not stop them from loving
For it had created them
And set them free with their first breath
To make decisions in their lives
No matter how bad or good
So they chose
Chose to accept the gift they were given
Love, it was called
But they called it a dream
That would make it less permanent
In case it fell through
But they knew
When
Or if
The dream fell
In the darkness
They would be falling too.

24

By Judith Nolan

25

26

Fly On the Wall
by Janet Rivenbark

Cathy caught sight of a slightly blurry reflection of herself on the shiny surface of
the inside of the elevator doors.
I’ll do, she thought to herself as the car descended to the lobby.
There was a time when she would have spent a good bit of the afternoon getting
ready to go out to dinner with Tom. She didn’t have that kind of time tonight.
She’d worked late and hadn’t been home very long. She decided that the black
turtleneck sweater dress she’d worn to work would do, although she changed her
accessories and freshened her makeup.
She switched her 2-inch black heels for higher ones, swapped the plain silver
earrings for the black and white pair that reflected the pattern of her coat. Her
trench coat was back in the closet, and she’d put on the black and white one. It all
looked kind of dark, so she added the magenta scarf to try to liven it up a little… it
worked well.
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She stepped out of the elevator into the lobby just as Tom came in the front door.
“Meeting me in the lobby?” he asked. “I would have come up for you.”
“I know,” she said with a forced smile. “But I’m hungry… I skipped lunch.”
“I didn’t have the cab wait,” he told her as he took her arm. “I hope I don’t have
trouble getting another.” There was just the slightest edge of annoyance in his
voice.
The doorman held the door and followed them out to the sidewalk.
“Allow me, Sir,” he said as he stepped to the curb and hailed a cab.
Tom helped Cathy into the back of the taxi then followed her in. He didn’t even
thank the doorman, much less tip him.
“Thank you, Roger,” Cathy called across Tom as the door closed. The doorman
met her eyes, smiled, and nodded as the cab pulled away from the curb.
Cathy noted what Tom told the cabbie and commented.
“Is that a new place?” she asked.
“Opened while you were in the hospital,” he told her. “I read a review and thought
it was worth a try.”
They made small talk until they were finally seated at a table in a quiet corner in
the restaurant and had ordered.
The sommelier had poured their wine when Tom finally said something other
than comments on the weather.
“So, how’s the new job?” he asked.
“So far, so good,” she said with a slight smile. “I haven’t committed any huge faux
pas yet.”
“I doubt that you could,” he said with a smirk. “You are so far above any of them
there; Radcliffe and Columbia Law?”
“Well, that would be one faux pas,” she said with a frown. “The DA and my
immediate boss know where I went to school, but the rest of the staff doesn’t. So,
when it comes to that, I’m just another one of the worker bees.”
“And you prefer that to being the boss’s daughter?” he asked.
“Actually, I do. I’m earning respect, or at least I hope I am, regarding how I do
the job, not because I’m the boss’s daughter. I put in the same hours as everyone
else.”
“Speaking of which, what are your hours? What if I need you to be somewhere
with me? Will you be able to get the time off?”
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“Probably not. I get two weeks’ vacation every year and comp time when I put in
over 40 hours a week, but the office is chronically understaffed. I might be able to
get an hour here and there using the comp time, but it will be at least a year
before I can get any real vacation time.”
“What about your dad? I thought the two of you always went off to someplace like
the Keys or the Bahamas for a couple of weeks over Christmas. I was thinking
about going with you this year.”
“He’ll just have to go without me this time,” she said. “Besides, he has Kay. They
don’t need me tagging along as a third wheel.”
“You wouldn’t be a third wheel if I was there,” he pointed out.
The waiter arrived with their dinner, and the conversation didn’t resume until he
left.
“I’ve already talked to Dad about it,” she said, picking up where they’d left off.
“He understands. He remembers when he was first starting out,” she added,
wondering if Tom would get her innuendo.
His next comment proved he didn’t. “I thought that was one of the perks of
joining the family business, not having to start at the bottom, like the rest of the
world.”
She sighed and shook her head. “Tom, that’s not the point,” she told him. “The
point is that I didn’t have to start at the bottom. The closest to the bottom I ever
got was when Dad let me work as a clerk while I studied for and waited for my bar
exam results. Even then, I had my own office because he had me checking
contracts, and he thought I needed the quiet.”
“But I’ve hardly seen you since you started working there!” he said almost
petulantly.
“And I hardly saw you while I was in the hospital and afterward when I was
healing,” she was quick to point out.
“You know that summer is my busy time. I have to travel a lot. I was all over the
country, checking on my contracts on the West Coast, in Chicago and Texas. I
called you almost every night.”
And you talked about nothing but all the wonderful things you were doing, she
thought to herself. You never once asked me how I was doing. But out loud, she
was more courteous. “And I appreciated that. The only people I saw during that
time were Dad, Kay, and Jenny.”
“I knew that you wouldn’t want to go out, looking like you did,” Tom added.
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Catherine had begun a running dialogue in her head, adding things that she
almost knew he was thinking. And you didn’t really want to be seen with me
‘looking like that’ all swollen and red. Now that I’m presentable again…
After dinner, the waiter asked if they’d like to order dessert, and before Tom
could decline for both of them, Catherine surprised him by ordering the tiramisu.
“Isn’t that a little, um… over the top for you?” he asked.
“As I said, I skipped lunch, and believe me, I get a lot more exercise on this job
than I did working for Chandler & Coolidge. So, I can afford the splurge,” she told
him with her best saccharine smile.
“It’s too bad the calories don’t settle where they might help,” she heard him say
under his breath.
Just for that, I won’t even share, she thought as the waiter set a huge piece of
tiramisu in front of her. He left two forks, but Cathy didn’t offer the second one to
Tom. Instead, she ate the whole thing herself as Tom watched and drank his
coffee.
They hardly spoke in the taxi on the way back to her place. Tom paid the cabbie
and got out with her.
“I’ll walk you up,” Tom said as they walked toward the building.
“No, that’s all right,” she protested. She knew she had a couple of hours of work
waiting in her briefcase, and she knew that if Tom went up with her, she’d never
get to it.
“No, no, no. I’ll walk you up,” he insisted.
“You haven’t heard anything I’ve said tonight,” she said in frustration.
“What? That your work is important to you? I understand that. My work’s
important to me. But that doesn’t mean we can’t see each other,” he pointed out.
“Good night, Tom,” she said firmly before kissing him quickly.
She started to back away, but he held onto her for a moment, looking into her
eyes.
“I’m not gonna let you slip away,” he told her. “I’m not gonna let that happen.”
Then he leaned down and kissed her.
“Good night, Tom!” she said emphatically. And ‘goodbye,’ she added mentally as
she turned and walked into the lobby.
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Who Is That Masked Man?
by Allison

With excerpts from “Though Lovers Be Lost”
This story was inspired by Janet Rivenbark and Cindy Rae during a discussion
with Treasure Chambers Group. Thank you both for the inspiration.

Devin's latest assignment was
finally over. He had managed to
shut down Damien Garcia's
smuggling operation. 'Another of
Gabriel's cronies out of the way'.
Devin had had a lot of jobs in his
life before joining the FBI,
including carny operator, knife
thrower, safari guide, and doctor.
He remembered Father's
outburst when he mentioned
doctor. Devin had taken night
courses to get his college degree
in psychology. The classes gave
him a better understanding of his
father's reactions and convinced
him to find something he loved to
do and was good at, instead of
constantly searching.
He couldn't tell Father the truth
when he saw him… that for the
last five years, he had been
working undercover for the FBI.

By Lynette Parker
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He couldn't tell Father that his friend Floyd Clarke had recruited him after Devin
had saved his life during a bank robbery. Devin just so happened to stumble
upon the robbery and had disarmed the culprit single-handedly.
During one of his many adventures, Devin had learned Krav Maga, one of the
deadliest forms of martial arts, from Haim Gidon, an 8th Dan Grandmaster and
had eventually earned his own Krav Maga degree.
Floyd Clarke was the Assistant Deputy Director of the FBI. He was thoroughly
impressed by Devin's fighting skills and offered him a job. Floyd sent Devin to
Quantico where he excelled in everything thrown at him. When he graduated the
following year, his first assignment was to go undercover to infiltrate the Citizens
Liberation Front.
Now, five years later, Devin was back in New York, meeting with his friend at the
FBI building in Federal Plaza. He wondered what his next assignment would be,
as Floyd had asked for him specifically.
"Devin, thank you for coming." Floyd shook his hand as he entered the office.
"What's up?" Devin asked as he took the offered seat.
"I need you to go undercover at the DA's office."
"DA's office? Who am I supposed to check out?"
"The District Attorney himself, John Moreno."
"Moreno?" Devin exclaimed. "What's he done?"
"He's in Gabriel's pocket. Has been for the last two years."
"Just how did Gabriel get his hooks into the Manhattan District Attorney and
how involved is he? Does he occasionally do a favor if Gabriel needs one, or is he
in up to his scrawny neck?" Devin asked, a tone of anger in his voice.
"Up to his neck unfortunately," Floyd answered. "Luckily no one else in his office
is involved. We vetted them pretty thoroughly."
"I'm glad you didn't find anything on Joe Maxwell or Catherine Chandler. They're
good people." Devin's thoughts quickly turned to Vincent, glad that his lady love
was on the up and up and that nothing had turned up about the tunnels. "So,
what do you want me to do? I tried playing a lawyer in the DA's office a while
back, as you well know. Cathy Chandler found out I was a fraud. She's gonna
recognize me and is gonna want to know why I'm playing lawyer again."
Floyd smiled at Devin. "I'm sure we can come up with a convincing story to tell
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her if need be. As far as Moreno goes, your cover in Damien's organization is still
intact, right?"
"Yeah," Devin said. "Damien even introduced me to Gabriel, who contacted me
and told me to wait for instructions after Garcia's arrest."
"In that case, you better sit tight and wait for Gabriel to contact you. I can always
put another agent in to keep an eye on Moreno," Floyd said as he reached for his
phone to make that idea official.
"Make sure whoever you send does have a legit law degree or Cathy will eat him
for lunch," Devin said as he stood to leave.
"Keep me in the loop when you hear something but be careful. You know how
dangerous Gabriel is," Floyd called out as Devin went to the office door.
Devin shook his head, raised his thumb up in acknowledgement and walked out
the door.

A few days later, Floyd called Devin back into the FBI's Manhattan office. "We've
got a problem."
"What's wrong?" Devin asked.
"Patrick Hanlon, one of Gabriel's lawyers, was going to turn states' evidence. Said
he had proof of all of Gabriel's contacts, involvement, payoffs, the works..."
"And..." Devin waited for the other shoe to drop.
"And... he's dead. His car exploded after he met with Joe Maxwell. Our people
spotted Hanlon giving Maxwell some kind of book to hold onto."
"Is Maxwell...?" Devin remembered Joe from before. He wasn't a friend, but he
did respect him.
"Alive and in St. Clare's Hospital. But before we could get the book off him, he
gave it to Cathy Chandler."
Devin groaned to himself. "Do you think she's in any danger?"
"Most likely," Floyd stated. Then added, "Whatever that book contains was worth
killing Hanlon over. Gabriel wouldn't hesitate to go after Miss Chandler."
"We have to do something, before..." Devin trailed off.
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"Before what, Devin?" Floyd leaned forward in his chair.
"Before my brother finds out and all hell breaks loose."
"Why would all hell break loose?" Floyd inquired.
"Let's just say my brother and Miss Chandler have a special connection. I taught
my brother everything Master Gidon taught me, and he can be deadly when his
anger gets the best of him."
Floyd pondered Devin's words. "Any ideas?"
"No. I'll just have to keep my ears open and hope I hear something before Gabriel
makes a move on her."
"We could try to offer her Witness Protection," Floyd offered.
"She'd never go for it. She's too independent and knowing her, she'd want to get
to the bottom of the book and find out all its secrets," Devin told him.
"Did Moreno ever meet you when you were at the DA’s office? In case I need you
as backup for the agent already there," Floyd asked.
"No. I strictly worked with Joe and Cathy. If Moreno did see me, he didn't take
any notice. I was just another body in the office."
"That's something at least."
"I have to check in with Gabriel's associate, a Mr. Pope, to see if there are any
instructions for me since Garcia's operation shutdown. They haven't contacted
me yet."
"Keep me informed," Floyd said.
Devin debated telling Vincent about the possible threat to Catherine but his
instinct to protect Vincent kicked in full force. He knew if he said anything,
Vincent would risk his life to protect Catherine and he couldn’t tell Catherine
because of the possibility of tipping Moreno off that the FBI was onto him.
Devin prayed that he would be able to protect Catherine and prevent Vincent
from exposing himself to danger. Devin did not know that Vincent and
Catherine’s bond was impaired.

Devin returned to his hotel room and got a message to Pope that he had escaped
the FBI roundup of Garcia's operation, and that he was in New York on personal
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business. Pope told him that Gabriel had a job for him. He was to meet John
Moreno at the Central Park carousel at eight o'clock that same night.
"Who's Moreno?" Devin asked, playing dumb.
"One of Gabriel's many assets here," Pope commented. "You'll receive your
instructions from him."
Devin replaced the receiver and settled down to wait till the meeting time. At
7:45, Devin made his way to the carousel to meet Moreno. As he walked through
the park, he thought about Vincent, wanting to tell him he was back in New York.
As he waited in the shadows, Devin watched Moreno approach the carousel. He
also spotted the two guards Moreno brought with him, hovering in the
background. As Moreno entered, Devin adjusted the face mask he wore over his
nose and mouth to make sure it was secure.
As Devin stepped from the shadows, the two guards pulled their guns and
stepped in front of Moreno.
Devin said in an Australian accent, "If I wanted to do anything, mate, you two
would already be dead and your charge on the ground, begging for his life."
"Sanders," Moreno stated. “What’s with the mask? I usually like to see the face of
the people who work for me.”
"Aye, mate. Derek Sanders. That's my name," Devin replied. “I don’t know you. I
don’t show my face to people I don’t know. Pope said you have a job for me."
"Yes," Moreno began. "I have a little 'employee' problem I need your help with.
Our boss lost something, and it seems my employee has gotten hold of it and is
trying to investigate. Our boss wants to know what she knows and where she is
keeping this piece of information."
"Why don't you just make her give it to you? She works for you, right?"
"Yes, she does. She did show it to me but when I tried to get it from her to 'work
on it personally', she refused to give me the original. She gave me a copy, which
our boss has confirmed is what he is missing."
"She is the stubborn sort, huh?"
"Yeah, you could say that. She's very good at her job and Gabriel's worried how
much she's uncovered so far. He wants me to make sure she's taken care of."
"When do you want this done?"
"As soon as possible. Gabriel's approved any help you might require."
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"One other should be enough to handle one woman. Devin laughed softly. "Have
one of your other men take control of the elevators from the security office in
your building. Once we know which one she's in, we can stop it where you and I
will be waiting."
"What are you gonna do with her?"
"Once she talks, she'll be of no further use, and I will deal with her accordingly."
"What if she won't tell you where the book is?"
"Anyone can be persuaded. You just need the right... motivation. And if not...
well..." Devin smirked. "I'll contact you tomorrow and we'll set things up."
"Just do this quickly before she finds out about me."
"She's going to find out when the elevator opens."
"That's true, but by then it will be too late."
Devin nodded and then blended back into the shadows as Moreno and his men
turned and retreated from the carousel.

Devin contacted Moreno the next morning and told him all the arrangements had
been made. Of course, Devin was lying through his teeth but he had to keep
Moreno happy while he worked on a plan to get Catherine away safely. “I’ll meet
you in your office. Miss Chandler is usually in the office, right?”
“I can get a message to her now. She’s out checking into information on another
case and should be back soon,” Moreno said. “We’ll try to take her in the garage
and then hand her off to you.”
“If she’s as resourceful as you say she is, she may slip away from your men. If that
happens, have them chase her into the elevator. Then your man can override the
elevator and make it stop where you and I will be waiting. Your other man can
leave with you, and I’ll take care of Miss Chandler.”
Moreno got a message to Catherine while she was taking a deposition from one of
the inmates in the tombs, that he needed her back at the office by three.
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Catherine arrived back at the District Attorney’s building and drove into the
parking garage. She found a spot on one of the upper levels and headed into the
elevator to return to her office. She suddenly realized that she had left the file
from the deposition on the passenger seat, so she hit the elevator button to return
to the level where her car.
As Catherine exited the elevator and started walking towards her car, she heard
footsteps approaching. Instead of asking what they wanted, something told her to
run, and she got into her car as the men came up to her. One of them pulled a gun
and Catherine stepped on the gas pedal and managed to pull away as they fired
shots at her. She wondered who those two men were and what they wanted. She
watched as they ran after her.
In her rush to get away, Catherine crashed into a delivery van and tried to back
up as the men arrived and fired again into the back of the car. She managed to
put the car into drive and was able to race away. The men shot the driver as he
exited the van to assess the damage.
"Come on!" One of the men shouted
as they jumped into the van and
went after her. As Catherine
continued racing through the
parking garage, she noticed the van
was getting closer. She thought she
might be safer if she tried to get to
the elevator again and go to her
office. She stopped the car, jumped
out, and raced toward the elevator.
She frantically pressed the up button
and watched as the elevator slowly
crawled to the level she desired.
Catherine panted, "Come on!"

By Lynette Parker

She turned around and saw the van
coming closer. She could see the men with their guns drawn.
Catherine whispered, "Come on. Come on. Come on."
Suddenly she heard a loud crash as the van hit her car and she raced into the
elevator as it opened.
Momentarily shaken, one of the men looked up and spotted Catherine. "There
she is." They struggled to climb out of the wrecked van and ran towards her.
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Luckily for Catherine, the elevator doors closed before the men could reach her.
They hit the elevator door in frustration. "Damn." One of them pulled out a
walkie-talkie and spoke quickly into it.
Devin updated Moreno after speaking to the men on the walkie-talkie he had
attached to his belt.
"She's in the elevator, on her way up, Mr. Moreno. We've got her trapped. Your
men have control of the elevator. It will stop here in a minute or two."
"Just make it quick. I can't be connected with this," Moreno shot back.
Catherine pulled her gun from her bag and waited for elevator to stop. She didn't
notice that it hadn’t stopped on the floor she had pressed. The elevator doors
slowly opened, and Catherine saw Moreno standing there.
She lowered her gun, realizing that she was safe. "Oh, John. Thank God!"
Two men with machine guns appeared on either side of Moreno. One was
wearing a mask over his face. Moreno said softly, "I'm sorry, Catherine," Then he
walked away. A look of horror appeared on Catherine's face as the man with the
mask stepped into the elevator and grabbed her.
"Not a word," the masked man whispered as he held her close.
Catherine could do nothing but wonder where the masked man was taking her.
They stepped out of the elevator, and she was hustled to a parked car. The man
shoved her into the driver's side and forced her over as he slid behind the wheel.
"Don't try it," he warned, as Catherine reached for the passenger door handle.
As the car pulled out of the parking garage, Catherine eyed the pistol the man
held as he drove. "Where are you taking me?" she demanded.
"Well, I guess the Central Park entrance would be the quickest spot right now."
Devin quipped as he took off his mask.
"Devin!" She said in shock. "What...? How...?"
"Later, Chandler. Let's get you safely underground and then I will tell you
everything."
Devin and Catherine quickly made their way to the Central Park entrance and
banged out a message to Vincent.
When Vincent arrived, Devin gave a quick explanation of what had happened and
made Catherine promise to stay put with Vincent until she heard from him.
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By Lynette Parker

Catherine reluctantly promised and Vincent vowed that he would keep her safe.
A few hours later, Devin returned to his hotel room and contacted Moreno.
"It's taken care of," Devin stated flatly.
"She talked?" Moreno asked.
"No. She refused all efforts to convince her tell me where the book was, so I took
care of her as we discussed," Devin stated.
"Will... will anyone find her?" Moreno whispered.
"No one has ever found anybody I've taken care of," Devin smugly stated.
"Did you tell Gabriel?"
"I spoke to Pope. He said Gabriel will deal with any fallout if the book ever
surfaces, but right now he has another assignment for me."
"What did he want me to do about Chandler's disappearance?"
"Treat it like any other disappearance your office investigates." Devin told him.
"Thank you," Moreno said.
"That's my job," Devin responded, then hung up as he heard the click of Moreno
disconnecting his side of the conversation.
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Devin went back to the tunnels and
discussed things with Vincent and
Catherine. He convinced her to give
him the black book and to stay in
the tunnels with Vincent until she
heard from him.
"I can't believe Moreno did this,"
Catherine whispered.
"He must have been desperate, but
we'll get him, along with Gabriel
and his cronies, but it's going to take
time. You need to stay out of sight
till then. You can't tell anyone who
doesn't know about the tunnels that
you are here. It'll be safer that way."
"Okay, Devin. I promise to stay here
until we hear from you."
Devin returned to Floyd's office and
gave him the book.

By Lynette Parker

"This will bring Gabriel down."
"This book?"
"Yeah, it's Patrick Hanlon's. I got it from Cathy Chandler."
"Is she safe?"
"Yeah, she's in a place where Gabriel can't find her."
"Good work, Devin. We still have a lot of work to do to finish this."
"I know, boss, I know."
Floyd and Devin got to work on bringing Gabriel down but...
That's another story...
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Promise

by Deidre Lockyer
There is a gate to an infinite garden
I wait, in dreams
Here a mirror stands, with a crystalline image of you
Clad in velvet
Fragrant
Deep as midnight in September,
Alive
Like summer in an orchard
A world of hope
Bathed with all the colours of empathy
Buzzing with the honeybees of love...
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Can you hear my voice calling down through your dreams
Can you feel my fingers so soft on your troubled cheek
We could drown in our unshed tears
We will
sacrifice our scarred certainties for love
Maybe we are all just wounded children
Carrying the ghosts of the lives we never had
Shades of who we never got to be
Maybe our souls are smothered by crumpled hopes
Heavy with sorrow as they fall
Caught in barbed wire boundaries beyond us
Maybe we are all possessed by the ghosts of love
Unexpressed, unrequited...unloved
But can you hear my voice in the absence beside you
Can you sense my laughter in all your sacred silence
We could escape to an infinite garden
Inside,
Make our home of trust amid tender mercies
There is a gate to a world of dreams
I wait, believing
In the promise of your eyes, your crystalline truth
Clothed in wishes
Secrets
Deep as the red of the first red rose
Strong
Moonlight in a black sky
An unknown land
Bathed in the grace of empathy
Here I wait, safe, believing in you
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It was still a very early Saturday morning when Vincent opened his eyes to a new
day, and although he’d had a good night’s sleep, his mind was not well-rested. He
looked down to his chest, where Catherine was sleeping contentedly in his arms.
His lips broke into a tender smile at the sight of her. Yet, the memories clouding
his mind haunted him.
Two years before, on that very same day, he had awakened quite content. He had
received a message from Catherine telling him she would come down later that day
because there was something they needed to talk about. Vincent remembered very
well how he waited for hours and yet, she did not come. He knew that something
must have happened to prevent her from seeing him. It was the day that the tragic
events started to unfold…
What followed was a time Vincent wished he could erase from his memory.
Although those feelings for the most part had lain dormant since Catherine had
returned to him, they did resurface from time to time - always unexpectedly, always
unwanted, always painful…
Vincent closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Hot tears were trying to push
through, and he was fighting very hard to stop them.
You mustn’t…. You have her back, you have your son, and another child on the
way… you have a family now…
The rational part of his brain was wrestling with the emotional one.
For more than a year, his life had been full of love, joy, and an outward tranquillity
that he could never have imagined. The images of his beloved wife and son
appeared in his mind’s eye and filled his heart with warmth, pride, and so much
love that he could barely keep it all inside; it was threatening to burst out of his
chest.
Then, the other image appeared - Catherine lying in his arms on the rooftop, her
cold hands stroking his cheek for what they thought would be one last time… her
lips speaking the words expressing everything they meant to each other.
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Vincent felt his chest tightening again. Those feelings troubled him when he wished
it the least, though today of all days, they were not unexpected. Suddenly, he found
it difficult to breathe, and only his strong will to not wake his wife from a peaceful
sleep kept him glued to the spot without moving.
Their bond must have conveyed some of his feelings to Catherine because she
stirred and opened her eyes. She listened to the beat of Vincent’s heart for a
moment - it was racing. She quickly lifted her face to him in worry.
“Vincent? What’s wrong?” Fear was written all over her face. The memories of his
illness flashed vividly before her eyes.
He exhaled, trying to compose himself and slow down his heart rate. Then, he
looked into her eyes while putting on a brave half-smile.
“It is nothing, Catherine, don’t trouble yourself. I’m sorry I woke you,” he
whispered gently.
Catherine observed him for a brief moment then reached out to caress his cheek.
“Tell me,” she whispered, her emerald eyes focused on his sapphire ones.
“Truly, Catherine, it is nothing.” Vincent tried to chase away his conflicting
feelings, but his voice betrayed him.
Catherine sat up, feeling very concerned. She had not seen him so tense and
unnerved since his illness, and it was frightening her.
“Vincent, please tell me what’s wrong,” she pleaded.
He exhaled loudly again and got up from the bed. He walked over to the highbacked chair and nervously put on his night robe. He was trying to breathe evenly,
but he could feel his agitation rising.
“Vincent…”
Her soft voice caressed his ears almost to an unbearable point. He wanted to
confide in her so badly, and yet…
“I can’t…” he whispered, as he turned with his back to her. He glanced at his son,
still sleeping on the cot just a few steps away, unaware of his parent’s emotional
turmoil.
“Why not? We have never withheld the truth from each other, never!” Catherine
demanded, trying to keep her voice down.
His frustration was reaching its highest point and a quiet, low growl made its way
out of his throat.
”I can’t!”
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Catherine’s eyes widened, her heart almost stopped. What had happened to him
overnight?
At the same time, Vincent regretted his reaction and turned swiftly back to face
her. What she saw in his face was fear, and shame.
“Please, forgive me, Catherine,” he pleaded quietly, and she noticed his haunted
eyes.
“It’s all right, Vincent, but please…”
Catherine stood up and approached him slowly. Her hands reached for his face,
gently pulling his head down.
“Please, tell me…”
Vincent fought the great urge to pull her into his arms and never let go. He shook
his head slightly, and his eyes glistened.
“I… can’t…”
He freed himself from her arms and almost ran away from the chamber.
Catherine stood in the middle of their private space and felt a cold shiver go down
her spine. When they had lain down last night, there was nothing but love and
happiness between them. Only a few hours later, there seemed to be an abyss as
huge as an ocean separating them…
What had happened??
Her eyes wandered absently, her mind deep in thought. Then, she remembered
what day it was…

Vincent was running through the tunnels, oblivious of the early morning chill
through his light clothing. The rumbling sound in his head was as disturbing as the
reason for it. By the time he stopped, he had already reached the Mirror Pool.
Mentally exhausted, he slumped down to the sandy ground. He grabbed his chest
as it tightened, rising and falling quickly in a panic attack.
I mustn’t drag Catherine into this, not now… not in her condition….
There was something Vincent was trying to convince himself to confide to the
woman he loved. When Catherine had told him two months before that she was
expecting again, the feelings colliding inside him resembled a giant firework excitement and joy but a sense of danger as well.
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He didn’t go through Catherine’s first pregnancy with her and had no idea how it
had affected her physically. She never spoke of it. Her absolute joy at being a
mother outweighed any bad experiences from the time of her kidnapping. And
Vincent didn’t want to awake disturbing memories… memories from the darkest
time of her life.
When she told him about the baby, Catherine's glowing face was proof of how much
she truly wanted this child. His own happiness and amazement were apparent
from his facial expression and from the way his arms wrapped around her
protectively and lovingly. Yet, a shadow of doubt crept into his mind silently.
Catherine had endured so much over the past two years. The thought of something
happening to her again was unbearable.
Vincent exhaled loudly, closing his eyes, desperately wanting to regain some peace
of mind. When, after a little while, he felt his heartbeat returning to its calm,
regular pace, he lifted his head and opened his eyes. His look fell on the dark liquid
surface of the pool. And then, Vincent
saw him.
“Leave me!” Vincent angrily snarled at
the reflection in the water.
The face of the Other was studying
him, surprisingly not mocking him, as
it always had in the past.
“I can’t. I’m a part of you, remember?”
he said, merely stating the fact.
Vincent noticed the Other seemed
different from the last time they
“met”. It had been well over a year.
Back then, his other side was wild, full
of rage, mocking his inability to face
reality. He even looked different this
time - more settled, still dishevelled
but somehow cleaner, calmer, and his
dark eyes weren’t as menacing as they
used to be.

By Lynette Parker

“Why are you here?” Vincent asked, confused.
“Because you need me,” the Other answered.
“You are the last thing I need!” Vincent snapped and started pacing along the pool
edge.
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The Other kept observing him. No matter how far Vincent walked, when he glanced
into the water, the Other was always there.
“Have you come to remind me that it is because of you that I lost her back then?!”
Vincent growled desperately, trying to control himself.
“That’s not true, and you know it very well,” the Other replied in an unusually calm
manner. His look was almost sad. “It was I who brought you to her - truly to her. I
am not just the wild, untamed part of your soul. I am the mirror image of your
deepest desires and dreams. Without me, you wouldn’t be a father now…”
Vincent stopped pacing and jerked his head towards the face in the water. He
froze… suddenly his newly-resurfaced resentment towards his other side was
diminishing.
“You must talk to her about it,” the Other spoke again.
“About what?” Vincent asked in a vain attempt to fool himself.
“You know what. The feeling that has been haunting you ever since that day;
something you couldn't erase from your mind even after she came back to you…
the feeling that has the power to destroy you if you don’t face it once and for all.”
Vincent bowed his head in defeat, he whispered, “I can’t… not in her condition, not
when she is so happy, and has so much to look forward to…”
“She won’t have that much to look forward to if you keep hiding from her.”
Vincent raised his head, grief was written all over his exotic face.
“I don’t know how…”
The Other in the pool finally smiled - no grin, no mocking eyes… just a genuine, yet
bittersweet smile.
“She will. Let her help you, help both of you.”
Vincent stared into the water for a moment, exhaled loudly and bowed his head.
When he raised it again, the Other was gone – all that remained of him were a few
ripples in the water.

Two-year-old Jacob was still sleeping when Catherine pulled another warm
blanket over him. She gently stroked his fine gold hair, watching his relaxed,
contented face with love filling her heart to the brim.
Life is truly a miracle. How can something so tragic lead to something so
beautiful?
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The dramatic events leading up to and surrounding Jacob’s birth felt like
something out of the most terrible nightmare… a nightmare she barely survived.
Something far in the past and yet still present, lingered under the deepest layer of
her consciousness and waited ever so patiently and quietly to resurface and hit her
when she least expected.
Catherine took a deep breath and exhaled into the chill air of the early morning.
Her eyes longingly wandered back toward the bed that she had shared with the
man she loved just a short while before.
Where are you, Vincent? Why are you hiding from me? Whatever it is, we will
work it out together. We always have, we always will.
Her mind was willing her thoughts to reach him, even if he was somewhere near
the Abyss in the Chamber of Winds. Her hand absently stroked the small bump
hidden under her warm nightdress.
She wrapped herself in a night robe and decided to make some herb tea. Since
Catherine found out she was pregnant again, she had tried to keep her coffee
addiction at bay. After putting the vintage kettle on the brazier quietly, so as not to
wake her son, she slowly moved her hands around it… the warmth seeped through
her skin and brought comfort to her slightly chilled body.
The coldness she felt was more than just the effect of the unexpectedly cool early
autumn morning. It was buried somewhere deep inside of her, due to the abrupt
isolation from the other half of her soul… and that half was wandering somewhere
in the Tunnels at that very moment.
When Catherine poured some tea into her cup, she noticed her hand was shaking.
That hadn’t happened to her since… yes, since the time she was trapped behind
four white walls with only one window through which to look out into the world
and she had wondered if she would ever be a part of that world again.
No, not again, I won’t allow it!
She took the teacup and sat down at the table, resolved not to give in to those
disturbing feelings - for the sake of the baby, but also for Vincent's sake. He would
certainly feel her distress… he must have been feeling some already. As opposed to
her pregnancy with Jacob, her bond with Vincent was undisturbed this time.
However, their second child wasn't conceived under such dramatic
circumstances...
She was watching the steam rise from the cup and disappear on its way to the
ceiling.
Funny, how it resembles happiness - contained for a while but quickly escaping
and vanishing quietly, yet ever so quickly…
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Catherine shook her head. She needed to focus on drawing him back to her. She
had sensed his unease over the last few days. Vincent was very good at hiding it
most of the time, but their bond and his eyes spoke clearly - the lightness and joy
in his heart, so prevalent since their life as a family truly began, was being
overshadowed in the days leading up to that morning. Could he still have been
suffering from the trauma of her disappearance? Some wounds cut too deep, as
Catherine knew very well…
Vincent, trust me, please, as you always have…
Her eyes started wandering around the chamber. Apart from the regular breaks
spent in their brownstone, this had been their chamber for over a year now.
Comfortable, peaceful, full of memories; the soft, warm colours enriching each
moment spent in it, just as the laughter of their child had, as he slept in the cot next
to the bed.
Her look stopped at the almost overloaded bookcase under the magnificent
stained-glass window. So many of their favourites were resting on its shelves
peacefully, lovingly looked after.
Catherine stood up, deciding to pick a companion in her quiet solitude while
awaiting her husband’s return. Her fingers skimmed over the leather-bound
volumes and stopped suddenly at the very bottom of the bookcase. She rarely paid
attention to the last row because it was almost out of reach, but she knew it held
Vincent’s old journals, and as she respected his privacy, she had never read a word
of any of them. Well, apart from that one time when he had left his journal open
on the table and later, made her read those beautiful words about his love for her…
Catherine smiled at the memory of that day. It is strange that no matter how sad,
confused, lonely or desperate people may be, there will always be at least one happy
memory to make them smile and turn their misery into hope for better days to
come.
Her smile faded when suddenly an idea invaded her head, and though she tried to
shake it off, it was refusing to leave her worried mind. If Vincent didn’t want to talk
to her, she couldn’t make him. But how was she supposed to get through to him?
“My thoughts are no secret to you anymore.”
That is what he said when he let her read those words from his journal. What if
some thoughts are too painful for him to be reminded of? It seemed there was only
one way…
With a sigh, and feeling like an intruder, Catherine reached for the volume with
the dates on the spine she was looking for. She sat comfortably on the bed, glanced
towards the cot and seeing Jacob was still slumbering, her eyes focused on the
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journal in her hands. The Tunnels were still sleeping and the early morning hour
was granting her the quiet she needed.
She opened the journal and started skimming through the pages, looking for the
day exactly two years ago. When she found it, her doubts about the rightness of her
action vanished. Her fingers slid gently over the beautiful handwriting, caressing
it as if it was his face. And then, she began reading.
“This morning, I received a
message from Catherine saying
she would come to see me later
today. She said there was
something we needed to talk about.
I am not sure why, but an uneasy
feeling crept into my heart as I
read those words. And for the first
time since we’ve known each other
and agreed to meet, she didn’t
come…
I know how difficult the last couple
of months have been for her; she
had to endure so much, especially
during my illness. Yet again, the
By Lynette Parker
toll on her was probably greater
than on me… and still, not once did
she complain, abandon me, or even look at me wrongly. Her love, compassion
and care have been my only lifeline in my darkest times, my only hope, my only
source of strength, courage and will to go on. And slowly, my strength and joy of
life grew deeper roots again.
Catherine has the right to never see me again, and yet, deep in my heart, I know
she would never leave me, not like this, not without saying goodbye…
Our bond has been broken, leading me astray, forcing me to sit and wait, unable
even to guess what she is feeling or going through right now.
I can’t help but think something terrible has happened to her, and that thought is
stealing the breath from my lungs and turning my heart to ice… I have a terrible
feeling that I have failed her…”
Catherine winced and stopped reading. This was too painful, and it was only the
beginning…
She decided to skip forward to another specific time, stopping at the date two days
after their fateful reunion on the rooftop. There were no entries for those preceding
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two days. She swallowed hard, shut her eyes for a moment, and then, against all
conviction, her eyes focused on Vincent’s words again.
“Why?? Why did you have to take her from me?? Why did you have to take away
the only thing that I cannot exist without in my life?
I can’t breathe, I can’t think, I can’t live… without her…
People always pray to you, hoping you will stand by them and help them
overcome all the difficulties they have to face. I have prayed to you as well, so
many times, somewhere in the deepest part of my being… that part of me that
keeps telling me I am indeed a human being…
She made me feel like a human being more than anyone ever had before. It is
because of her that I am still here today. I am changed forever by the heart that
was so strong, so brave, so kind and generous, so consumed with love so pure and
as deep as one finds only in books…

By Lynette Parker

Tears are blinding me while I am writing these words. I feel such a terrible
stabbing pain in my heart, tearing it to pieces, such an unbearable loss. I feel… I
feel. All my emotions are colliding within me like a storm… pain, anger, hate, loss,
57

The End of Our Aloneness by Michaela Buzsaki Struchova

agony, are raging within me, and they cannot find a way to escape. I’m getting
no air…
Catherine… As I looked into your eyes one last time, I should have begged you to
take me with you to the other side…
But since I now know about our son, I promise you I won’t give up. I won’t
abandon him to his cruel fate in the hands of that… beast…
Come to me in my dreams, Catherine… Please, don’t leave me as I will never leave
you, for as long as I live… for death shall have no dominion…”
She could barely see the last few lines, blinded by her tears. Catherine wiped them
away, but a few dropped onto the journal page - mingling with Vincent’s, for there
were clear signs of them on the paper. She forced herself to skip a few pages
forward, stopping at part of a poem she recognised, written on one of the journal
pages.
My heart is chilled and my pulse is slow,
But often and often will memory go,
Like a blind child lost in a waste of snow,
Back to the days when I loved you so The beautiful long ago.
I sit here dreaming them through and through,
The blissful moments I shared with you The sweet, sweet days when our love was new,
When I was trustful, and you were true Beautiful days, but few!
But summers will vanish and years will wane,
And bring no light to your window pane;
Nor gracious sunshine nor patient rain
Can bring dead love back to life again:
I call up the past in vain.
My heart is heavy, my heart is old,
And that proves dross which I counted gold;
I watch no longer your curtain's fold;
The window is dark and the night is cold,
And the story forever told.2

2 Excerpt from Elizabeth Akers Allen: Lost Light
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Catherine took a deep breath in a vain attempt to make the tight feeling in her
chest go away. This was far more heart-wrenching than she thought it would be.
It wasn’t just about the terrible pain Vincent had suffered… in many of his words
she could hear her own thoughts when she recalled that night. In her last
conscious moment back then, all the emotions Vincent wrote about were her own
as well, though as always, there was one which prevailed above them all. Later, it
managed to keep the thin thread of her life intact - it was love…
Catherine contemplated whether or not to read more, but her resolve was fading
with every second. She covered her face with her hands, suppressing a sob. For so
long, she had been trying to be strong, trying to rejoice in the fact that she was
alive, and reunited with the love of her life, finally living her happy life with him
and their precious child. Memories of the nightmare she had lived through were
slipping further to the back of her consciousness with each passing day. Joyous
moments replaced the grievous ones. Time and everyday life kept her busy and
happy. It wasn’t just Vincent who was carrying a burden.
Despite her best effort, Catherine couldn’t hold back the tears, nor the quiet sobs
making their way out into the silent chamber.

Vincent was making his way back to their chamber when a wave of sorrow hit his
chest like a strong tide. He knew perfectly well where it was coming from - his
connection with Catherine’s heart was pulling him to her so strongly that it almost
felt like the pressure of the pull might break it apart at any moment.
Hold on, Catherine, I’m coming, just hold on…
His feet grew wings. His breathing was getting heavier. His arms reached out for
the support of the walls as he ran through the chilly tunnels back home - back to
her...
When Vincent finally reached the chamber, he stopped in his tracks just as he
entered their private space. The sight of his wife, sitting on the bed, huddled and
quietly crying her heart out nearly broke him. When he spotted the journal lying
next to her, the fog cleared immediately.
With a few long strides, he was by her side, his arms enveloping her fully in the
safety and comfort of his presence.
“Catherine…”
She wrapped her arms around his waist, unwilling to let go of him again while her
tears were wetting the white linen of his nightshirt, quietly - minding the child in
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the cot despite her misery - yet persistently, they were washing away the burden
she had been trying to push into oblivion for so long… a burden that had been
lurking around the corner, waiting to hit her in her weakest moment.
Vincent couldn’t find words, his mind knew what to say, but his tongue was stiff,
unable to move and utter a single word. Therefore, he just held Catherine as tight
as he could until she stopped sobbing and the wave of her sorrow lost intensity.
His cheek rested against her head, finding solace in her nearness again, though his
heart was still aching.
“Forgive me, please…” he whispered finally into her hair.
Catherine pulled back to look into his haunted eyes.
“You never spoke to me about it,” she said quietly. “So many times, as of late, I felt
that some burden had been making life difficult for you, and yet, you never spoke
of it to me… I can’t bear how it’s dragging you down…”
She paused, her eyes still glistening while Vincent closed his eyes in pain.
“I can feel your will to resist it. You shower Jacob and me with as much love and
care as ever, but I’ve been watching your eyes fading day by day…. I didn’t truly
realise it until today, until you ran away from me, until I read this…”
Her cheeks were wet when her hand reached for his face and caressed it.
“I just couldn’t tell you,” Vincent whispered, defeated, struggling to find the right
words. “No matter how hard I’ve tried, how happy I’ve been with you and Jacob,
the memory of that night… of the fact that I couldn’t protect you…”
He closed his eyes, painfully reminded of his failure again. When he opened them,
he saw his reflection in her glistening eyes.
“You’ve suffered so much, Catherine… I couldn’t add this weight to your heart,
especially not now that you’re—”
Catherine saw him struggling to finish the sentence.
“Now that I’m pregnant?” she concluded, to which he nodded with a sigh.
Her look got more intense.
“Are you afraid, Vincent?”
Strangely, hearing those words from her mouth was a relief to him.
Yes, I am terrified, Catherine…
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By Lynette Parker

“I am… worried about your wellbeing,” he said. “I wasn’t there with you the first
time. I don’t know how---”
“Everything will go well, Vincent,” she interrupted him. “It did the first time, and
it will this time, especially now that I’m with you…”
The gratitude and love on her face broke the wall of his fear, at least for the time
being.
Yet Catherine could still see the guilt mirrored in his eyes. She took hold of his
hands.
“Vincent,” her voice pleaded. “You have not failed me, can’t you see? Your love
saved me. Please, let it go…”
His eyes were dry until that moment, as if he had used up all of his tears a long
time ago… back then when he wished so much to fall into the Abyss and oblivion.
But it took three simple words to open the well again - he opened his eyes to her
and with them, the flow of his tears. Silently, they ran down his cheeks, making his
guilt and remorse flow away.

61

The End of Our Aloneness by Michaela Buzsaki Struchova

His arms pulled her close again, tightly and desperately as if she might vanish in a
moment. Vincent closed his eyes, and tasting the salt on his lips, he pressed a long
kiss on Catherine’s temple.
He was right, she knew…
All the memories flashed across his mind’s eye - all the bad, destructive, sad ones;
the despair, agony, longing and hopelessness that filled his nights and days while
Catherine was out of his life. And then, he saw the light, twinkling in the blackness
of a dark cavern, illuminating the space but most of all, his heart…
“I will, if you will,” he spoke quietly, his hand gently caressing her fine hair, holding
her very close still.
Catherine pulled back slowly, and her emerald eyes searched his blue ones in the
dim light of the chamber. They didn’t look haunted anymore, though a hint of
sadness still lingered in their crystal depths, and his stubbly cheeks were still wet
from the silent tears. She was about to ask what he meant, but the knowing look
with which he was calmly observing her gave her all the answers she needed.
Let it go, Catherine, you don’t need to carry the burden alone anymore either…
“I know the memories of those dark times haunt you still, Catherine,” he spoke
softly. “Please, don’t be afraid to share your fears and thoughts with me… only then
you can be truly free of your pain.”
A bittersweet smile appeared on Catherine’s face while her hands reached up to
wipe his tears, her fingers slowly trailing his majestic features. She nodded in
agreement.
“I’ll try…” she whispered, and her smile widened, pushing away her tears.
Vincent lowered them back on the bed. Embracing Catherine with one arm, the
palm of his other hand gently landed on Catherine’s stomach, and his eyes twinkled
as a smile reached them.

The early afternoon autumn air was getting a bit chilly at the Mirror Pool that day.
The sun was reflected in it, shimmering on the surface like a golden veil, darkened
only by the rock walls casting their shadows on the water.
“Look, Jacob, the sun,” Catherine pointed to the pool and smiled at her offspring,
who was enjoying the safety of his father’s arms.
The toddler giggled, enchanted by the glittery effect on the water. Vincent smiled
and went down on his knees, setting his son on the blanket that Catherine had
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placed there a few moments before. Jacob was fascinated by the calm liquid
surface, and his eyes were focused on it.
Catherine knelt by their side, enjoying Jacob’s fascinated expression.
He is such a happy child, and rightly so… she thought.
“I agree,” Vincent spoke, smiling at her.
She couldn’t hide her surprise and chuckled.
“I wonder if I’ll ever not be surprised by your ability to read my feelings as well as
my mind.”
Vincent’s soft chuckle was music to her ears, and for a moment, they just gazed at
each other with love.
Catherine was the first to speak, paying attention to both her son and her husband.
“Why did you choose this place?” she asked curiously.
He lowered his eyes with a smile, watching Jacob making circles in the sand with
his little fingers.
“Did you bring the letter?” he asked.
“Of course, I did, just as you asked me to,” she replied and took out a few folded
sheets of paper from the pocket of her warm, woolly vest.
“Good. Keep an eye on Jacob. I will have it ready soon.”
“Ready? What?” Catherine was puzzled.
Vincent stood up with an enigmatic smile and walked towards the farther end of
the cavern. He returned with an armful of small logs, arranging them to the desired
shape on the ground in the middle of the cavern and started a fire.
Suddenly, it dawned on Catherine - the ashes, carrying the never spoken words to
a beloved soul up towards the sky above them. She shook her head in mild
confusion.
“But Vincent…”
“I know, Catherine,” he spoke softly after returning to her side again. “It is not only
the unspoken words we didn’t get to say to those we lost that put a burden on our
souls. Some unspoken words are preventing us from living our lives fully, eating us
up inside… words that help us to bury our regrets, our shame and doubts, and
acknowledge that we need to accept our painful past, learn from it, and let it go...”
She wanted to reply to him, but she couldn’t find the words. For a few days after
their “incident”, Vincent had tried gently to encourage her to share her buried pain
with him. But after some attempts, he asked her to write down all the things from
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the past that troubled her soul, since she didn’t have the strength to share them
with someone else.
And so, she had taken to pen and paper and suddenly, the words flowed, pouring
out like a river which melts its icy coat too quickly after a freezing winter, flooding
the shores of the riverbanks. That night, she let him read it. And that night, he wept
silently again.
Catherine felt great relief when she held that letter in her hands.
“Why didn’t it bring you relief, Vincent? Writing about your burden in the
journal?” she asked, truly curious about the answer.
Absently, though smiling, he caressed the golden-haired head of his child.
“Because I was carrying it alone.” He looked up at her again. “Until now.”
Catherine’s bright smile warmed his heart.
“Did you bring yours?” she asked.
Vincent reached into the inside pocket of his cloak, producing a few folded sheets
of paper of his own. He stood up, taking Jacob, holding him (and the letter) with
one arm and reaching his free hand out to Catherine.
She accepted his hand, and they walked over to the little fire. Vincent let go of her
hand and was about to drop his letter into the small flames when Jacob randomly
pulled out one of the sheets. Vincent smiled.
“There, Jacob,” he said, pointing at the bright orange dancing light at his feet.
“Throw it in.”
The boy didn’t need more encouragement, his little hands squished the paper into
a ball and threw it into the flames. Vincent chuckled, and leaning slightly and
carefully over, he added the rest of his letter onto the pile.
Then, he looked at his wife and silently nodded with a smile.
Catherine returned the sign of his affection and stepped closer. She held her hand
with her letter out to Jacob, who was clever enough to understand and pulled a
random sheet immediately.
“Go on, darling,” she said.
After the boy more than happily repeated his action from a short while ago,
Catherine dropped the rest of her letter into the flames. For a moment, she watched
the flames grow bigger and warmer, melting the last traces of coldness in her heart.
When she looked at her husband, she was smiling.
Vincent couldn’t help but smile as well, as the memory of words from a long time
ago, from a completely different situation, resounded in his head.
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- A great burden has been lifted.
- They both seem finally freed…
His clawed hand slowly took hold of hers and he kissed it softly then pressed it to
his chest.
“It’s over, Catherine. This is truly the end of our aloneness. From now on, we walk
only together, truly together, everywhere and anywhere, always…”
The look in her eyes and the never-fading smile on her face told Vincent what mere
words could not.
When they looked back into the fire, a light breeze picked up some of the ashes
from the slowly burning letters and carried them in a spiral movement up the
“chimney” leading towards the sky Above. Rising always higher and higher, they
would finally disappear in the glowing sun and die like the last icicle in the dead of
winter.

By Michaela Buszaki Struchova
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“If I Could Stay Here…”
by Judith Nolan

“…I saw no shadow of another parting from
her…” Catherine lowered the book. The words
swam before her eyes. She bit her lower lip.
“I must go, now…” Vincent whispered.
He glanced toward the lightening horizon. He’d
stayed Above longer than he’d ever dared.
“Yes…” Catherine heard him move to stand. She
couldn’t look up.
“If I could stay here…” Vincent stepped
backwards.
“I know…”
“Be well, Catherine.” Vincent drew up his hood.
“Always…”
Catherine jumped up and rushed forward, for
their last embrace. “Goodbye…”
Vincent eased out of her arms, not looking back
as he disappeared into the shadows…

66

By Judith Nolan
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More than Once Upon A Dream
by Cindy Rae

In the episode “A Happy Life,” Cathy’s dreams (mostly of her mother) are
driving a lot of the action. But what if all the dreams featured in that episode
weren’t just “dreams?” What if they were brought about thanks to something
else?
What if they were brought about thanks to Catherine’s mother?
Like most things BATB, the more you look at it from that angle, the more sense
it makes, so…

Inspired by a conversation with the Ren girls. Thank you, ladies!

Chapter One
The First Farewell
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May, 1968, at a certain New York apartment…
Caroline Chandler hadn’t been a ghost for very long. As her spirit moved through
her New York apartment, she marveled that Hollywood had managed to get some
things right. She could pass freely from one room to another, passing straight
through the walls, if she needed to. Which was a good thing, because she couldn’t
open a doorknob (or move anything else) with her ephemeral hands.
Moving undetected from room to room was a useful skill. Those around her
couldn’t see or hear her. Caroline knew that Hollywood had gotten that right, too.
She liked that she was still chicly dressed in her favorite camel blazer and white
blouse. She liked that the illness that had felled her was no longer her constant
companion. She liked that it was all right that she visit her family. She knew that
other ghosts did that, too.
She wasn’t sure of the rules, or if there were very many of those. So far, it had
been an interesting, fairly freedom-filled afterlife.
But Hollywood had also gotten some things wrong. Since people couldn’t hear or
see her, and since she could move nothing, she knew she couldn’t frighten anyone
the way Hollywood ghosts often did.
Not that she wanted to do that, of course. Kindness was the bedrock of her
nature. Besides, ghosts weren’t “scary” to Caroline. They were just ghosts. For
reasons she felt were obvious, she had no desire to frighten – or even startle –
anyone.
She wondered if it was just because she wasn’t that kind of ghost, or because no
spirit she’d yet met could do anything like that.
Caroline had no idea. She was still very new to all of this.
She knew that she could go to where those she loved the most were, just by
thinking about them. She could speak to them, even though they didn’t hear her,
and she could, on occasion, send them a good dream. In those, she could help
them recall old memories, if it was a memory they shared with her. And she
could, of course, just watch over them.
She could sing “Sleep, My Pretty One” to her daughter, but truth to tell in these
early days, it just made them both somber, or at least that’s how it seemed to
Caroline.
She also knew she couldn’t visit them very often, that she now had ‘Business in
Other Places’. She could feel the pull of that, even as she could feel the pull of
being in her old apartment. It was all right. As a matter of fact, everything was.
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One of the things about being deceased was how much it freed you from petty
concerns, and made you understand how much everything in life – or at least in
the afterlife – was very well in hand.
For now, though, she could sneak into the Manhattan high rise she’d shared with
her husband of nearly fifteen years, and look in on her little family. It was well
past midnight. She knew both her loves would be asleep.
And so they were.
Caroline was a little surprised to find Catherine’s bed empty. But not surprised to
find her ten-year-old-daughter sleeping trustingly in her father’s arms. They were
ensconced in the large, king-size bed Caroline had once shared with her husband.
Pillows were strewn about. A cold cup of once-hot chocolate sat, half drunk, on
the night stand. Caroline knew who it had been made for.
Caroline regarded them both lovingly as she hovered near. Catherine had her two
favorite toys with her, one tucked under each arm; a soft, yarn-maned stuffed
lion, and a ragged-eared bunny rabbit she insisted was “Velveteen.” She was
dressed in warm pajamas, but had one bare foot sticking out from under the
covers.
Caroline was sorry that she could no longer move the blanket to remedy that
situation.
Her husband’s handsome face looked careworn, and Caroline knew they were
both still grieving the loss of her. There was wistfulness in that knowledge.
“I’m not in pain anymore,” she said gently. “And I’m never afraid,” she added to
Charles, wishing he could have just a glimpse of the marvels that awaited him.
“I’m never too cold, or sorry for the way my childhood was, or how long it took
me to say ‘yes’ to you. There’s no such thing as regret here.”
She moved to stand beside the man who’d shown her what real love is. “No
regrets. It’s so… liberating, my darling. Here, you remember that you mostly did
your best,” she told him. “And you only feel the love you carried… all the love.
always. It’s so good. I wish I could make you understand, Charles.”
She passed a loving hand across a lock of hair that had fallen over his forehead, a
wifely gesture she knew he couldn’t feel, and one that had no effect.
He’d fallen asleep on top of the covers and in his work clothes, his dress shirt
unbuttoned at the top, his tie hanging loose, still draped around his neck. A book
of Aesop’s Fables sat face down on the tufted comforter. He’d been reading their
daughter a bedtime story, and they’d just drifted off together. Catherine was
cuddled as close to him as she could possibly get.
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Caroline’s head tilted to one side, and she gave them both a small, poignant
smile. “These sad days will end. Then things will get better again… for both of
you.” She was sure it was true. Grief, even deep grief, tended to last only so long.
“Aunt Evie’s been helping me. Isn’t that nice? Your favorite aunt, and she’s here,
Charles. She says I have to remember that the sadness you’re carrying now will
pass, when I visit. I know she’s right.”
A distant clock, the one that sat on the mantle in the living room, struck the
lateness of the hour.
She glanced toward it. “I have to go. I think it’s best. I’ll come back to see how
you’re both getting along sometimes, but mostly… mostly I think I’m supposed to
explore… everything. Find my own sense of peace, and make more of that for the
world. Help others step across, when the time comes. Bless the little ones. Be a
blessing, when I can.”
She moved around the bed and planted a soft breeze of a kiss on her daughter’s
forehead. Catherine didn’t stir. “You’ll have to be strong, Cathy. Strong like I
know you can be. Strong enough to help your father through these sad days.
Strong enough for … everything.”
The young face that had looked so much like Caroline’s own at that age remained
in repose.
“I love you, baby. I’ll try to send you a good dream. Maybe one of you on 5th
Avenue. A blue-sky day, just perfect for window shopping. You’ll have a great, big
ice cream cone, the kind we used to get from the vendor. With two scoops, okay?”
Caroline Chandler gazed down lovingly at her only child. The dream-wish was
made, and the dream was sent. Catherine sighed in her sleep, and rolled her head
on her pillow, away from Charles. A tiny smile lifted the corners of her little
mouth.
Caroline felt the dream take hold, pleased that she had done it. She was
inexperienced in this part of things, and like with everything else, she was still
learning.
“Time… it moves differently for me,” she confided, looking out the window
toward the park. “And I can’t come all the time. But I can send you a good
dream… sometimes.”
She looked lovingly over at her husband, and sent him a dream of himself and
Peter Alcott, playing golf at the country club. They were both young men in their
twenties, and Charles had just made a 30 foot putt. She felt him relax. It felt nice.
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“One day, the realities will be pleasant again, my love, as pleasant as the dreams.”
It was a promise she prayed would come true for him sooner, rather than later.
Time to go. Time to see Evie. Time to learn the things I should know. Time to
help, where I can. The world is so big. It needs so much compassion… Time to
spread that, where I may.
She stepped through the window, out into the moonlit night, and vanished on the
soft May wind.

Chapter Two
Anniversary

May 1988, twenty years later. A different New York apartment.

Charles Chandler was holding his distraught daughter.
“Every year when this day comes around it brings something different. I can’t
believe it’s been twenty years,” Charles said, consoling his only child.
Caroline hovered on the other side of Catherine’s apartment, looking concerned.
The dream she’d sent her daughter, the one meant to remind her of the loving
times between them, was backfiring.
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Catherine had woken up heartbroken. Bereft, and crying. And now, she was doing
more of that, in the arms of her father.
Oh, Cathy. I’m so sorry! Caroline thought.
Catherine sniffed. “Strange thing is, it just… hit me, like it’s never hit me before.”
The green eyes were still full of yet-to-be-shed tears. “It just came… crashing
down. The loss of her, and what it meant…”
“Oh, Cathy,” Caroline commiserated aloud. I didn’t… I didn’t mean to make you
sad! Aunt Evie warned me that sending dreams could be dangerous, that we
can’t control the outcome. Now look what’s happened!
Charles was also in a somber mood. He gave Catherine’s shoulder a sympathetic
squeeze, as he reached for the wisdom of parenthood. “I don’t think the loss of a
mother, or a wife, is ever behind you,” he said gently.
Caroline placed a soft hand over her heart, sensing his loving sorrow. “I love you
too, Charles,” she said.
Caroline moved restlessly around Catherine’s apartment, keeping an eye on the
miserable pair on the sofa. “This isn’t what I wanted. This isn’t what I intended at
all,” she said aloud again, even though no one could hear her. “Oh, Charles. I just
wanted to send her a lovely memory, one of my favorites of the two of us.
Something to help her get through this day! I wanted to make her feel happy!
Not… destroyed!”
Judging by Catherine’s reaction, Caroline knew how badly she’d missed the mark.
“Oh, I’ve made such a mess of things! Evie was right!”
Caroline continued to listen, as Catherine kept her head on Charles’ breast, the
place of comfort from her childhood. “I just felt her so strongly this morning. Her
memory… all the things we never got to share… Wondering what she would think
of me now.”
“Oh, Cathy! My Cathy! You’re magnificent. And… a happy life.” Caroline leaped
on the very familiar phrase. “That’s all I ever wanted for you, my darling.”
She stood ephemerally before her husband. “Please, Charles. You’ve got to
remember I said it. Tell Catherine what I said. What I always said.”
He didn’t disappoint her.
“She very much wanted you to have a happy life,” Charles said easily. “Your
mother didn’t have a lot of happiness in her childhood. She wanted that for you.”
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“Thank you. Thank you, my love.” Caroline was once again reminded of why she’d
fallen so thoroughly in love with her intelligent, charming -- and now greying,
husband.
Catherine sighed. “A happy life.” Her tone said that such a thing seemed an
impossibility for her. She seemed to be mulling it over.
Charles tried to rally his daughter. She wasn’t one usually given to long bouts of
sorrow. He assumed this time would be no different.
“Come on. Get dressed. I’ll take you to lunch.”
Caroline smiled. “Yes. That’s a lovely idea, Sweetheart. Take her out to lunch.
Maybe Tavern on the Green. Then to her favorite tree. That one in the park, the
one she always stared up at. You have to remind her of the strength she has. How
brave she is. I’m afraid I’ve botched it.”
Catherine shook her head, negating all of Caroline’s plans, not to mention
Charles’. “Oh, I… I promised I’d see Nancy Tucker. She’s in from Westport…”

Lunch with Nancy Tucker had not gone particularly well. And in the days that
followed, Catherine’s fragile emotional state deteriorated… relentlessly.
Caroline watched from the sidelines.
If Caroline Chandler could have bitten her ethereal fingernails, she would have.
Her heart’s dearest treasure was in a tailspin. She’d even decided to see a
psychiatrist. And as for the very unique man – if that was a word that could be
used to describe Vincent—she’d been seeing, been falling in love with… they were
imploding. Cracking apart, under the weight of Catherine’s sorrow, and the
realization of all the things they might cost each other.
Caroline was worried. And she was very unsure of any further action she might
take, or if she should take any action at all.
She hovered on Catherine’s balcony. And she wasn’t hovering alone.
“Evie, I was such a fool. I should have listened to you.”
Aunt Evie, looking like the wealthy woman who’d come of age in the 1920’s that
she was, had to agree.
“Caroline, it’s not that your intentions weren’t pure. Every spirit wants what’s
best for the people they love. But dreams are… well. They’re a funny thing. We
talked about this after you told me of your first visit. Sending someone a dream
can be risky. And more than one of them has… not gone the way intended.”
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“That’s why you don’t send dreams,” Caroline concluded.
Evelyn Carstairs Chandler stepped closer to her favorite nephew’s wife. “It’s not
that I never did,” she said sympathetically. “It’s that I came to understand the
peril of it, my dear. What Cathy’s going through… well, I know this sounds hard,
but it might be best to leave her to it. You know the saying. “This too, shall pass.
Sometimes… no matter how hard it is… you just have to trust in that.” Evie
fanned herself lightly, with a lace fan. It matched the handkerchief tucked up one
sleeve. She didn’t fan herself because she was warm, she did it out of habit
because she’d always done it.
Inside the apartment, Catherine was taking a suitcase down from her closet shelf.
“I take it you did this once, and it didn’t work out?” Caroline asked.
“It was a spectacular failure,” Evie replied, not giving any details. Caroline
frowned, clearly concerned.
Evie stopped fanning herself long enough to take out the lace handkerchief, and
hold it aloft. “Take an old maiden aunt’s advice.” She said, shaking the onceperfumed fabric in Catherine’s direction. “One day, she’ll be here, with us. And no
sorrow she’s ever carried will be with her anymore. You’ll hold her in your arms
again… and you both will only remember love,” Evie consoled.
Catherine tugged clothes off hangers and threw them onto the bed. It wasn’t the
action of someone looking forward to a nice trip. It was the action of someone
fleeing something. A bag of toiletries got hastily assembled.
Caroline paced, as she watched through the sheer curtained windows. It’s not her
afterlife that concerns me. It’s the one she’s living now.
Evie peeked over Caroline’s shoulder. “Best not to interfere. These things usually
work themselves out,” the elder spirit advised further. The handkerchief returned
to its position, up her sleeve.
Catherine’s grim expression spoke volumes, as she tossed a hairbrush onto the
bed.
“But what if it doesn’t? What if I’ve ruined her life? Ruined her chance at
happiness?” Caroline fretted.
Evie sniffed, a certain amount of well-bred disdain in the gesture.
“’What if’ is a game for oddsmakers and card sharps, Caroline, not for the likes of
us… and not for her. Life has many chances for happiness, my dear. And what
happens is up to Catherine, not up to you or me.”
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The warning was firm, and Evie began to drift away. She had a dozen rose bushes,
all about to riot into bloom on her old estate, and she liked to look in on them
occasionally.
“Evie… I don’t know,” Caroline said, uncertain.
“I do,” Evie answered, like the aristocrat she was. She drifted back, sensing that
Caroline wasn’t yet ready to leave. “Caroline, you haven’t done this very often.
And when you have, nothing bad happened. I will not say ‘I told you so, but your
luck was bound to run out at some point.”
Caroline rubbed her forehead, the gesture of someone with a headache coming
on, even though headaches were an impossibility for ghosts.
“I suppose… I suppose that’s true,” Caroline acceded.
“Let this go. If you need to, you can make your apologies forty or fifty years from
now, when Catherine comes through the gate. What you did was done out of love.
If it caused sorrow, well, you know she’ll forgive you.”
Caroline was starting to experience a rare emotion on this side of the veil… regret.
But not for something she’d done in life, for something she’d done in the afterlife.
“I know she will. But will I forgive myself?”
Evie smoothed down the long skirt she was wearing and unsuccessfully tried to
tuck an imaginary stray strand of hair into its neat bun. “My dear, interfering at
all is risky. It’s why we’re encouraged not to do it.”
“Because we have only so much control over the dream, and none at all for the
outcomes,” Caroline said, parroting the rule. “I know, Evie. It’s why I’ve mostly
kept to other concerns… mostly.”
Evie commiserated as gently as she knew how. “It’s hard to let family be family.
Hard to let them just live their lives, the way fate intended. It’s not that I have no
sympathy for you… or for her,” Evie said.
Caroline eyed the current situation. Catherine was yanking hard on the suitcase’s
zipper. Her movements were jerky, and full of haste. She was a desperate woman,
fleeing a bad situation.
“She’s going to Westport to be with Nancy and Jenny, friends from her girlhood.
Maybe that will help,” Caroline said.
Evie brightened at the thought. “A weekend trip might be just what the doctor
ordered,” she opined. “And at the very least, it will do the child no harm.”
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The ‘child’ is thirty years old, and struggling, Caroline thought. She watched
Catherine tug on her gloves and take down a light jacket. By the time I was that
age I was already married and settled. And reading Cathy bedtime stories.
“I can only pray you’re right,” Caroline replied, as Catherine picked up the bag
and headed for the door of her apartment.
Evie gave her an arched eyebrow look. “That, my dear Caroline, is exactly right.
You can only pray I’m right.”

Chapter 3
In Westport

Catherine, for the first time in a week, felt relaxed. She was laughing on the floor,
among friends. A glass of good wine was in one hand. Jenny was telling a story
about having to take off her shoes, on a date. Catherine’s cares seemed to melt
away from her slender frame.
I needed this. Some part of me just… needed this.
She knew that being here didn’t solve any of the challenges that now seemed to
layer her difficult life. But this, at least, wasn’t difficult. This was pleasant.
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There were no bad guys to chase here, no life-and-death decisions that needed to
be made. She smiled, as Jenny continued her story, and then she laughed. It felt
good to be able to do that.
A male ear caught the sound and turned toward it.
Cathy Chandler. When did you become so downright beautiful? Buddy thought,
feeling an old crush kindle back to life.
Dinner, a piece of birthday cake and a little more wine later, Buddy realized he’d
kept his eye on her. Catherine stacked some of the dessert plates from the table
and headed into the kitchen. Nancy rose to do the same.
“Sit, Nance. I’ll get it,” Buddy stated, rising.
“You’ll get it? But I can—”
“Relax. You deserve it,” he insisted. He took the plate from her hands and nodded
meaningfully, toward the kitchen.
“Oh, thanks, Buddy,” Nancy replied, taking his meaning. He wants to spend time
with Cathy… alone. Good luck. She’s been having a time.
Caroline, from her vantage point near the kitchen door, studied Buddy’s
expression. She knew that look. It was the look of the pursuing male.
No. It was a simple instinct. One she couldn’t deny.
She also couldn’t deny that for the first time since she’d visited Catherine on the
anniversary of her passing, her daughter seemed content, even happy.
Buddy followed Catherine into the kitchen. They talked, and stacked plates into
the dishwasher together. Buddy told Catherine how he’d always admired her.
Catherine politely accepted his flattery. She revealed that her life was
complicated. But she didn’t shoot him down either. Buddy hinted that he wanted
to spend part of tomorrow with her. They left it at that.
What do I do? Caroline wondered. Oh, Evie, what did I start? And how do I fix it
now?

“No. And not just ‘no.’ Unequivocally, undeniably, ‘no.’ You mustn’t do this,
Caroline. You mustn’t interfere, further.” Evie was adamant.
“It might fix what I did! The heartache I caused Catherine!”
“I’d say Catherine’s heart was aching a good bit before you got there. No.”
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“But she’s in love. And it’s not with Buddy!” Caroline protested.
Evie’s head rose a notch. “Who’s to say she isn’t? She doesn’t know yet.” Evie
waved the lace fan rapidly beneath her firm, Chandleresque chin. “I remember a
young lady who wasn’t quite sure when she got married and that worked out
well.”
Caroline sighed. “Charles was persistent and patient. He waited for me to catch
up.”
“And you think this man, this ‘Buddy,’ won’t do that for Catherine?”
Maybe he will. Maybe he won’t. It doesn’t matter, if she never falls in love with
him.
“But he’s the wrong one!” Caroline wailed. “Evie… I don’t have words for it. I
don’t even have what approaches an explanation. Perhaps it’s something that
can’t be explained. Perhaps it just… is. Catherine… loves Vincent. You can see it.
You can feel it. He… he senses her… everywhere, in everything. I’ve watched
them all week, and they’re both struggling. But beneath it, there’s love! So much
love!”
“As matches go, that’s the one you should disapprove of,” Evie replied.
“I know. But I don’t. I can’t. I just… feel it, Evie.”
The lace fan moved a touch faster. “Charles doesn’t know. She might never be
able to tell him. Think how… cut off that will make her feel, ultimately.”
Caroline considered. Charles knows what love is. He respects it and knows how
precious it is. He taught me how to. “Charles would understand… maybe.” It was
the best Caroline could do on that score.
“It’s a bridge she’ll have to cross, if it comes to that,” she concluded.
“It seems to me that Catherine has crossed many of those with Vincent. And look
where it’s landed her. Caroline, as a woman who was engaged three times and
never made it to the altar, I do actually understand that love sometimes isn’t
enough,” Evie sniffed, and lowered her fan.
“Besides. Why not wish her the easy path? Why want a life of struggle for her?”
Evie tacked on.
Why, indeed? Score one for you, Evie.
“What if life isn’t meant to be easy? What if that way leads only to sorrow, for
her? Nothing is so hard to bear as regret, Evie.”
“Caroline, think. It isn’t just Catherine’s life you’re interfering with, this time.
What about Buddy? What if Catherine is his best chance for happiness? You
80

More than Once Upon A Dream by Cindy Rae

aren’t just meddling with your daughter now. And even that is a thing you were
warned against.”
Caroline looked over to where the few remaining party guests were sitting,
finishing the last of the wine. Their chatter had become low, and less raucous.
The children were in bed, and the grownups knew to speak in hushed tones. One
by one (or two by two) they were starting to drift off to bed.
Buddy was continuing to stay near Catherine. Catherine, for her part, still seemed
content to be where she was, sitting in an overstuffed chair, listening to Rebecca
tell a story about the favorite birthday gift Ben had given her.
Buddy added commentary, at the appropriate moments. But it was clear that his
focus was on Catherine.
“He seems nice,” Caroline admitted. “He also seems… wrong for her.”
“He doesn’t seem wrong. He is just not this great lion-man Catherine has gotten
herself tangled up with,” Evie replied.
Score two. You’re not wrong, Evie. But part of me thinks you can’t be right,
either.
“What do you think of him? Of Vincent? You’ve never said.”
“I’ve never said because it doesn’t matter. Only what Catherine thinks of him
matters, little niece. Remember that.”
“But you’ll advocate for Buddy over Vincent.”
“I’ll advocate for you letting this play out whichever way it’s supposed to, without
interference!” Evie said, exasperated. “Caroline, you ask my advice, and you keep
not taking it.”
Caroline heaved a sigh, as Catherine let Ben clear away her empty wine glass.
After a few more minutes, Catherine padded down the hallway and off to bed,
Buddy making no move to follow her with anything other than his eyes.
“She’s about to go to sleep,” Caroline observed.
“Let her. And let her dream what she will,” Evie replied, regarding the black lace
on her fan. It was one of her favorites.
“Vincent loves her. Deeply,” Caroline persisted.
Evie could give lessons on persistence. “Buddy could love her. Deeply.” Eyes the
color of Charles Chandler’s didn’t look up from the lace.
“Not like that. And she loves him, Evie. You can feel it when she thinks about
him.”
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The blue eyes flickered. “If this is love, it’s giving her no pleasure, Caroline.”
Stop being right… but I don’t think you are. “They both have a lot to come to
terms with… what they can have and what they can’t. Love isn’t always easy,
Evie.”
The fan snapped closed. “On that, we agree. Do what you will, my girl. But please
remember that it was your good intentions that started this avalanche, for
Catherine.”
It was. They both knew it. What should I do? Send her another dream? Or just
go away? And if I do send her one… what should be in it?
“I wish I could see the future!” Caroline cried, frustrated.
“Only in Hollywood can ghosts see the future and reveal it to mortals… mostly in
Dickens and Shakespeare, and movies featuring Jimmy Stewart.”
“You’re telling me I should just go. Just leave this place.”
They both watched the light under Catherine’s borrowed bedroom door go out.
“I’m telling you that after being miserable and depressed, your daughter is finally
settling in on an even keel. There are worst ways to leave her, my dear. Come visit
my garden. The Marechal Niel roses are splendid this year. After that, we can go
wander about Chinatown. In China,” she coaxed.
“I don’t want to wander around Chinatown!” Caroline replied stubbornly. “I want
to make sure Catherine has a chance at a happy life!”
Evie gave up. “I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again… Whether or not that
happens should be up to Catherine. Not up to you.” She shimmered away, leaving
nothing behind her but a sense of disapproval.
Caroline looked at the closed door, as Buddy got up and went to bed in a different
room down the hall. He seemed like a nice man. He also didn’t seem like Vincent.
What do I do? thought Caroline. Oh, Cathy. What do I do?
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Chapter Four
“What I Wished For More Than Anything”

Later that same night, back in New York…
“Charles, help me,” Caroline pleaded, watching her husband, as he sat at home on
the couch. A newspaper was folded beside him, open to the sports page. He didn’t
know she was there.
“Help me know what to do. What’s best for Cathy,” she said.
He didn’t hear her. She knew he didn’t. But she’d decided to go where she’d
always gone, when she was uncertain about something and wanted help. Charles.
Her love. Her steady rock.
In twenty years, she hadn’t felt like she needed his sage council.
Now, she did.
“You see, Cathy’s in Westport, like she told you she might be. And Rebecca has a
brother named Buddy. And it turns out he’s kind of… well, he’s had a thing for
her for a long time. And now… they might both start to act on that,” Caroline
explained, uselessly.
Charles sipped from a glass of scotch and looked out his apartment window. Like
Catherine, he had a view of the park, though his building was nearly opposite of
his daughter’s, across a wide expanse of greensward. It looked beautiful tonight.
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“Pretty night,” he mused out loud, rising to go stand near the drapes. He pushed
them aside so he could see better.
Caroline was flustered, an odd and unfamiliar feeling for a ghost. “Yes. Yes, it’s a
pretty night. But that isn’t helping me, Charles. Please. Say something else. Do
something. Something so I know that staying away from Cathy is the right thing.”
Caroline then asked what the most desperate of souls usually ask, on this side of
the veil or the other.
“Show me a sign. Something! Something so I know the right thing to do!”
Charles just continued to look at the view. “You used to love springtime,” he said,
as if he could hear her. From the tall set of shelves near the window, he plucked
down a book.
Oh, Lord. Not now! Don’t sit down and start to read now. You’ll read until you
fall asleep. And then I won’t get any help! Caroline thought.
But it wasn’t a book. Or at least it wasn’t just any book. It was a photo album.
One Caroline recognized.
Setting his drink on the edge of the shelf, he opened the brown leather volume.
Caroline blessed the fact that Charles always liked to talk to himself, that the
lawyer in him was comfortable with thinking out loud, rather than silently.
“Springtime and old books. That was you. The color ‘blue’ and the taste of cherryvanilla ice cream. A good, tan jacket. Suede boots. Classical music that … that
swoops, and soars.” He listed his wife’s preferences, as he pondered her
photograph.
“Cathy likes those things too, Caroline. Sometimes… she reminds me so much of
you.”
He flipped through the pages, as Caroline stood behind him. “I miss you, you
know.” He whispered to the old photographs, as he scrolled past his wedding
pictures.
“Grieg and Mendelsohn. The Beatles and… and Robert Frost. Playing tennis and
trying to teach you how to fish. I taught Cathy how, up at the lake house, in
Connecticut.”
He flipped to that page, and Caroline smiled. There was nine-year-old Catherine,
proudly holding up a lake trout. It was on the small side. But her gap-toothed grin
couldn’t dim, thanks to her sense of accomplishment.
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Caroline shared in his recollection. “This is the year… the year before I got sick.
The year before we began to know. Oh, Charles, I remember this! It was our last
vacation together! One of our happiest memories!” She beamed.
Charles turned the page, and then there were more somber times. A picture of his
grandfather, right before his passing. Then, a card, from her own funeral services.
Pressed rose petals from one of her arrangements. A copy of the bible verse
they’d read at her viewing. Charles grew more quiet, and it was several moments,
before he spoke again.
“I wish you could have stayed, Caroline. There have been so many times I felt like
I didn’t know if I was doing the right thing.”
I know. I do know, Charles.
“I very much know how you feel, my love,” she whispered back. He caressed the
plastic covering that had her funeral notice beneath it, then turned the page to
the part of his life Caroline only knew so much about. Here, the pictures were
unfamiliar. This was the life Caroline Chandler hadn’t gotten a chance to share
with him.
For a while, the photos seemed few and far between. As if Charles either didn’t
want memories of those sad days, or more likely, that he’d simply forgotten to
bring the camera, to record what was going on with the two of them. There were
pictures of Catherine’s 11th birthday. A school portrait from sixth grade. A
postcard from Peter Alcott, on vacation with his family. A few scattered pictures
from summer camp. Not much more.
“Memory lane. Where is it? I know I took a picture of it…” Charles said, flipping
pages.
“A picture of what?” Caroline asked. She had to get back to Catherine. It took
time to guide a dream, if that’s what she was going to do. And there was no sense
making the attempt if the person wasn’t in dream sleep. The closer they came to
waking up on their own, the less likely anything she might do would have any
effect.
“There you are,” Charles said, turning one more page. An unremarkable picture
of the park stared back at the two of them.
“My old nemesis. You’re bigger now. Eighteen years bigger. So is she. I was
always so afraid of you.”
Caroline looked again. It was a view of the park, one taken from ground level, not
so very far from Charles’ apartment. His building was in the background.
No one was in it. Certainly nothing to be afraid of.
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“What? What’s bigger?” she asked. Aside from the trunk of an alder tree and
some scrubby bushes nearby, Caroline couldn’t see what he was addressing.
Certainly, there was nothing there her husband could call a “nemesis.”
Charles kept the book open, and moved the curtains with one finger again to
check out the view from the window. “It’s spring for you, too. When I think of
how scared I used to be, how frightened for Cathy. Was she strong enough?
Would she fall?”
Caroline looked out over the park and saw what she assumed was the same tree
that was in the photo. Tall, and slender-branched, it didn’t look like a good tree
for climbing.
“The… the tree? You… you used to let Cathy… climb that? After I was gone?”
Caroline was amazed. When it had come to the two of them, Charles was the
unquestioned protector when it came to parenting. Caroline used to swear he’d
have kept Catherine wrapped in bubble wrap during her toddler years, if he could
have.
“I knew I had to let her try,” Charles said, as if he could still hear her. “That if I
didn’t… that if I didn’t, she might always be afraid. I didn’t want her to be afraid.
And I didn’t want to send her my fear. So I had to let her give it a shot,” he said.
He paused. “She’ll come through this. She’s faced so much.”
He closed the photo album, settled it back on its shelf, and picked up his drink.
Caroline watched him return to the couch. You… you had to let her try.
Something difficult. Something… dangerous, even. Oh, Charles. How scared you
must have been… How afraid you’d made the wrong decision. But… you trusted
our daughter. You trusted her strength. The thing I told her she’d need. The
thing… the thing Vincent tells her he senses in her.
Thank you. Thank you, my darling. I… I have to go. I have to get back to
Westport. Right now!
Charles was barely settled in with his newspaper before she had vanished into
thin air.

Caroline hovered near Catherine’s borrowed bed, watching her adult child sleep.
“Cathy… I’m going to send you a dream. And… I’m not sure if I should, except for
the part of me that thinks I have to. But it isn’t going to be my dream. It’s nothing
from my memory. It has to be something you create. I can only… get you started.”
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Caroline moved closer. Once this was begun, there was no turning back. If it was
a mistake, it was one that would haunt them both. Caroline knew she was
meddling. She also knew how perilous that was, that she couldn’t simply say
“Dream of Vincent,” or “Picture a better future.” The first was too specific, too
meddlesome. The second was too vague. And the last thing she wanted was to
send Catherine back into a tailspin.
How to do this? How to do this, without causing harm?
She sighed a little, then concentrated. She wished she had her husband’s gift for
words, as she focused on her love for him, and by extension, for Catherine.
I have to get this right. There will be no second chances here.
“Cathy…I want… I want you to think,” she whispered.
Remind her how brave she is. She needs that now.
“I want you to take a walk in the park, by that tree you used to climb. It’s all tan
and grey, and the branches are tough, even though they don’t look like they are.
It’s tall. It shoots straight up, and it doesn’t branch until it’s well off the ground. I
saw the picture.”
Caroline remembered the photo from the album and sent Catherine the image of
it. “I want you to remember how you used to climb that tree. Remember how
brave you were, how strong. It couldn’t have been easy. Sometimes… sometimes
we can’t choose the easy path, sweetheart. We just can’t.”
She paused. She knew her next sentence was necessary. Also, that it could be a
dangerous one for Catherine. No matter which man she chose.
“Cathy… in your dreams… you can be with anyone you want to be with… anyone.”
Caroline paused again. This was almost as much guidance as she dared give.
“And… one more thing… And it’s a thing I think no one has truly asked you…
What is it you want, my beautiful girl? What is it you want, more than anything?
Not what Vincent wants, not what Buddy wants, or I want, or what you think
your father wants. What you want.” Caroline felt she was on to something. Her
voice grew stronger.
“You dream of that. You walk right by your tree… and you dream of that. Dream
of what you want, what you wish for … more than anything.” Surely that has to
be the right thing to say, she thought.
She let the power of the dream-impression go. She could do no more. This wasn’t
a memory she was sending, something with the two of them, and childhood days.
This was Catherine’s dream. Caroline could prompt its beginning, but Catherine
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would have to make it happen… or not. She had that power. This was more magic
than mandate, more art than science. Sometimes none of those worked.
Caroline stood patiently by. The dream formed in Catherine’s mind, as her
mother hoped it would. Images came into view. Hazy, and soft-framed, Caroline
knew the dream was taking shape; and that it would take Catherine where it
would. She watched, for a moment. She couldn’t help it.
The verdant park shimmered into view. It was a beautiful Spring day. It was
perfect. It was matchless. Sunshine sent warm beams of light dappling through
the branches, and onto every upturned leaf, and blade of grass. Every shade of
green was on display. In the dream, Catherine, dressed in white, strolled by “her”
tree. She gave it a remembering glance.
And then… she wasn’t alone.
“The colors… it’s like I’ve never seen it, before. But Catherine… how can this be?”
Vincent asked.
“It’s because it’s what I wished for. What I wished for… more than anything.”
Caroline stood by the bed for a long moment, watching Catherine walking with
Vincent in the sunshine. Yes. What you wished for. What you wished for, more
than anything.
In my case… that was you. In yours… it’s this.
She watched only a moment longer, then looked away. Her daughter was a
grown woman now, and deserved her privacy.
I knew it! Take that, Evie! Caroline thought, triumphant.
“I love you, baby. I love you so much,” Caroline said.
And then, she disappeared.
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Chapter Five
What I Wished For More Than Anything, Redux
Caroline, in life, had been like most women. She could admit when she’d been
wrong. But she wanted the pleasure of enjoying it a little, when she’d been right.
She knew of Catherine’s hasty drive back to New York, and her pell-mell flight
across the nighttime grass into her love’s arms. She’d watched them kiss, and
swear their devotion for each other, no matter what the price.
“What we have…It’s worth everything,” Catherine had said.
“Everything!” Vincent had replied.
Caroline couldn’t help but agree.
Now, some three hours later, Vincent was still with her daughter. They were both
up in her apartment. And at least one of them was sleeping.
Caroline stole quietly into the room, knowing that she’d overstayed her welcome
in New York. She considered it a lesson learned.
The next time she saw Catherine it might be years from now. Time was a funny
thing, where Caroline was. She wanted a happy memory to take with her on her
travels.
Catherine was asleep, as Vincent leaned propped up against the headboard, his
arm wrapped protectively around the woman he loved. She was in a deep sleep,
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exhausted from the drive, and the length of the long night, but clearly content to
be just where she was. One of her hands was laying on his forearm, possession in
the touch. She wasn’t letting him go.
Caroline wasn’t sure if Catherine was dreaming. But she was sure that she was
happy.
“There are no regrets where I am,” she told her sleeping daughter, as she dozed in
Vincent’s arms. “None at all. But you nearly gave me one, today,” Caroline said.
Vincent shifted, a little. They were both fully clothed, and both happy. They’d
come up to her apartment and talked – and kissed – for as long as Catherine
could stay awake. Once she’d started to drift, Vincent had simply settled her onto
her soft bed, then climbed in right beside her.
Things were changing for them. They both knew it.
He’d held her as she drifted off. Then, filled with a sense of peace, he’d simply
stayed where he was.
He knew the dawn would drive him down. But he had an hour, yet. It was time he
clearly intended to savor.
“You look beautiful,” Caroline said to her child, as Vincent’s unique hand stroked
Catherine’s arm, idly. She looked finally at peace. At peace, and… more.
“Beautiful and in love,” Caroline added. “I could wish no greater joy for you.” She
moved closer.
“He loves you.” Caroline stated firmly. “And you love him. Sometimes, Cathy…
that’s all you really need to know. The rest, it just… well. It just happens, doesn’t
it?”
“I can hear you,” Vincent whispered, barely looking up from his prize. “I can’t see
you. But I know you’re here.” He didn’t seem alarmed, because he wasn’t.
“You do?” Caroline said, amazed. “But… no one can hear me… us. They told us.
It’s like… a rule.”
Vincent considered gently disengaging himself from the woman he loved so that
he could have this conversation without the risk of waking her. He dismissed the
idea as quickly as it came.
Nothing in this world will convince me to leave you. This world… or the next. He
moved his arm so that Catherine settled more comfortably, and he pressed a
loving kiss to her sleeping temple. It was another moment, before he answered
Caroline.
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“Rules are… well. I seem to break those, just by existing,” he replied. “And now
we exist. I sometimes can’t believe the miracle of it.”
Caroline wasn’t sure if he was referring to his own existence and hers, his
relationship with Catherine, the unlikely conversation they were having, or all
three.
“Do you know who I am?” Caroline asked.
“You are Catherine’s mother. And you love her. And she does look … beautiful,”
Vincent replied so softly that he knew he wouldn’t wake his love.
Caroline stood where she was and considered him. Empathy. You can feel it.
Waves of it, coming off of him. How lucky you are, Catherine. How lucky we all
are.
“I… this has never happened to me, before,” Caroline said.
“Your voice… so faint. Like the rustling of spring leaves. But it’s quiet here. And I
can hear you,” Vincent repeated.
Caroline marvelled at him. “You must be… special. And far more sensitive than
most. No wonder she loves you.”
Vincent said nothing to that. Caroline sat down on the edge of the bed. Vincent
shifted a leg over as if to make room, even though he’d said he couldn’t see her.
He seemed to sense her better than most people could, as he looked in her
general direction.
Caroline brushed her hands down her skirt, wondering at the three of them.
“I can’t stay long. Evie says I’m not even supposed to be here,” she confessed.
Vincent had never heard Catherine mention that name.
“Does Evie love Catherine as well?” he asked.
“Oh, yes! Evie’s her great-aunt. Charles’ mother’s sister. She was a handful, back
in the day.”
Vincent could have sworn he felt his unearthly companion smile.
“Catherine could give her a run for her money. And she had a lot of that,”
Caroline tacked on.
They both smiled at that. Vincent’s blue eyes turned back to Catherine.
“Why are you forbidden this… conversation?” Vincent asked. Don’t you know
how much Catherine would love to speak with you? He toyed with the idea of
waking her, but sensed intuitively that the other woman might leave if he did.
Besides, he wanted to hear her answer.
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“We sometimes visit in dreams, but in waking hours… no. It’s different then. It’s
different, no matter what.”
“So you stay away?”
“Yes. The world still needs us, in its way.”
Vincent had no doubt that it was true. But Catherine needs you as well, he
thought.
“The thing is… we tend to… to interfere, if we’re watching the people we love. We
change their fate. I try not to. But sometimes…”
“Sometimes… you cannot help yourself,” he finished for her.
“Yes. That.”
And so then her life would not be her own, but an extension of yours, of your
will. I understand. We can live beyond the grave. But we cannot… rule, beyond
it.
Vincent simply stroked Catherine’s arm, and beheld his treasure. “This night. I
prayed for a night like this. I think you could say that this is what I wished for…
more than anything. More than… anything in the world.”
More than anything in the world. Yes. Caroline thought.
“So odd. That’s what I told Catherine… to dream of what she wanted… more than
anything.”
He raised his head and looked in the direction his intuition bade him. He was
staring straight at her. Caroline felt pierced by his blue eyes.
Steadfast. Determined. A force to be reckoned with. I see why you love him,
Cathy. He's like your father, more than a little. And completely unlike him, or
anyone else, of course.
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“And so her dream led to my own… fulfillment.”
“I suppose you could say that.”
Catherine stirred. Vincent simply held her, until she quieted again.
“You’ve done this before tonight?” he asked, curious.
Caroline had to admit it. “Yes. Not often. After I first left her, left both of them, I
sent her a dream of ice cream.”
Ice cream. A memory from the night Mitch Denton shot Catherine in the back
came to him.
“You were in the hospital. The night she was shot. The night I was… terrified of
losing her.”
“I may have been,” Caroline confessed. “And you were there. It was the first night
I ever saw you. You were quite the surprise.”
Vincent knew that was an understatement, if there ever was one.
“I’m sorry I can’t see you,” he replied. “Sorry Catherine can’t.”
The ghost sighed. “It would only make her unhappy, Vincent. Sad for what we
lost. I didn’t mean to cause her pain. But I did, when I visited her on the
anniversary of my passing.”
He understood. Perhaps more than anyone possibly could.
“The dream that is a blessing can also, sometimes be a torment,” he confided.
How wise you are. How well you understand.
“I suppose you’d know a good bit about that,” she acknowledged.
“Is there… something you’d like me to tell her? Some message you’d like to give?”
he asked.
Caroline shook her head, then remembered Vincent couldn’t see the gesture. “No.
She already knows what I wanted for her. A Happy Life. Charles told her. It’s all
right, Vincent. I promise you it is.”
Vincent dared another question.
“Do we… do we ever… have children?” he asked. I’m terrified that I’ll cost her
that chance. And part of me is terrified if we do.
Caroline smiled at him. And though he couldn’t see her expression, he could feel
her spirit warm, inside the shadowy room.
So he doesn’t know everything about everything. That’s good. They can learn,
together.
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“I can’t see the future. And even if I could… I doubt that it is set in stone. After all,
they told me I could never have one.”
Vincent considered her answer. “I suppose that means we’ll have to find that out
for ourselves,” he concluded, drawing Catherine closer. It was a proprietary
gesture.
I imagine you will, she thought.
Caroline’s smile increased. “If it happens…when it happens…when your child, my
grandchild is born… I’ll try to come back, try to be there. One of the things we’re
allowed to do is to give blessings to newborns. It’s our most solemn duty. And our
most delightful. One I’ve been neglecting since I’ve been here, I’m afraid.”
Vincent smiled as well. Just a small one, but it was there.
“It will be good to know you’re in the room with her. With us,” Vincent said.
Caroline scooted closer still, wanting to make sure he could still hear her. “I think
the babies can sense us. Some say ‘no,’ but you know babies. They’re smarter than
everyone gives them credit for.”
The black night outside the windowpanes was changing; lightening to a subtly
softer shade. Dawn was coming.
“You need to go,” Caroline warned.
“Just a few minutes more,” he replied, not getting up to move toward the balcony
door.
“You’re stubborn. I bet she likes that about you.”
Vincent had no reply to that.
“It won’t be easy for her, will it?” he asked. “You don’t need to see the future to
know that.”
Caroline rose, and stepped around the bed. She stared down at her sleeping
daughter. “No,” she replied. “I suppose it won’t.”
She looked back up at him. “But it might be something better than ‘easy.’ It might
be brave. It might be strong. It might be… wondrous.” She gazed at her sleeping
daughter with a touch of awe in her expression. The look carried into her voice.
“Wondrous. Like my grandchild… and his parents. Both of them.”
“His?” Vincent asked, knowing somehow that Caroline had moved quite close.
“Maybe,” she replied happily. “Charles always wanted a boy. But we could only
have the one. Perhaps you’ll see to it.”
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She glanced up at the still-lightening sky and moved away from Catherine, and
toward the balcony doors. Time. Dawn is coming. The thing the rest of the world
waits for. The thing he dreads.
“The child may be… featured like me,” Vincent said, revealing one of his heart’s
greatest fears.
“Why am I positive that Catherine will love it no less, if it is?” Caroline replied. “I
can’t see the sun, but I know it’s coming. Soon, the birds will start. You really
should go.”
Vincent looked toward the greying sky. The sun. The thing that always sends me
down, sends me away from her. No. Not today. I deny it. I deny … anything,
that can keep us apart.
Caroline felt him make the decision, a moment before he voiced it.
“I’ve decided to stay the day. We’ll draw the curtains and just… be here.
Together.”
He sent Catherine a look of love so pure that it took Caroline’s breath away.
If he keeps staring at her like that, Charles and I won’t have long to wait to
become grandparents, she thought.
The sky grew lighter still. Time to go. Time to belong to something else. Time to
help. Time to just … be. Everything is good. And everything is everything. I
heard a gypsy boy say that, once.
She knew Evie would be waiting for her, somewhere, likely tapping her fan in her
palm, as she did so.
“Well. I don’t have the luxury of staying,” Caroline replied. “Goodbye, Vincent.
Take care of my daughter. That’s all I’ll ask of you. Be well.”
“And you,” he replied, not sure what “be well” might mean for a spirit.
Caroline took one last look at the amazing couple, one of them still asleep, one of
them likely to become so.
No. I can’t send them a dream. I’ve interfered enough for one decade, or several
of those.
“Farewell,” she whispered so softly she wasn’t sure if Vincent caught the sound.
She turned back toward the approaching day, and shimmered through the closed
balcony doors. In another moment, she was gone.
Vincent, sensing that she’d taken her leave, pulled the blanket up over his
sleeping love, cradled his head on his free arm, and continued to watch over her.
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“I hope you have beautiful dreams,” he whispered to his beloved. “And I hope…
with all my heart… that one day, they come true… and that I get to speak to your
mother again.”
He settled down, feeling his muscles relax. He let his imagination drift, and while
still conscious, he dared to make a dream-wish of his own.
I’m holding our child. Our child! With skin like yours. And perhaps… perhaps
eyes like mine. I’m holding you both. And loving you…
Vincent felt his heart swell. The fantasy was planting a seed, inside him. It felt…
amazing. He let the feeling take hold, and let it carry him down to the land of
sleep and dreams, sparing a thought for all that had just passed, before he closed
his eyes against the soft, dawn light that was starting to come through the
windows.
I love you. We are worth everything. I love you. Contentment filled his bones.
Catherine… I know something. Something you don’t know. Something I’ll tell
you, when the time is right. He brushed a soft kiss across Catherine’s forehead,
as his conscious mind began to let loose of its moorings, and he drifted off to
sleep.
A child. Our child. And if there is one… I know there will be a soft blessing for
that baby in the room.

And before another year had gone by, there was.

No matter where you are in your own fairy tale,
I wish you love. – Cindy
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Question of the Nightwind
by JessicaRae

The Nightwind touched a gentle leaf, and asked “What does aloneness feel like?”
“I’m sure I don’t know,” the leaf replied, waving in the warm breeze. “There are
hundreds of us on this branch. I have never felt the emotion of which you speak. I
certainly am not alone.”
In confusion, the Nightwind kissed the leaf and traveled out into the darkness. It
looked left and right to find someone to ask and ran straight into a concrete wall.
“I say there,” the concrete laughed boisterously. “Am I in your way?”
“Why no, dear me, no.” the Nightwind said, embarrassed, pulling itself together
again. “Grand skyscraper, please, I have a question.”
“Go ahead,” he replied, golden eyes winking as little square lights along his height
flickered on and off.

“What does aloneness feel like?” The Nightwind waited with eagerness, holding his
breath for an answer.
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“Do I look alone to you?” the skyscraper laughed kindly. “I have people living
inside me, hundreds. They play here, and live here, and die here. I am their
castle, their tower above the world in which they live. I definitely am not alone.”
The Nightwind faded at the skyscraper’s words, as he slumped into a whisper of a
breeze. “Thanks anyway,” he sighed, and the last blinking eye flickered out,
leaving the skyscraper silent and asleep.
Nightwind traveled on into the city, finding a busy traffic light gleaming into the
darkness. “I say there, Mr. Green, might I ask a question!”
The rectangular device chuckled and swayed as the Nightwind wrapped a friendly
arm around him.
“Ah, Nightwind, good to see you. Bit of a busy chap I am right now, got to keep
the traffic going. Say there, you blooming idiot! Can’t you see the light is turning
red, get the brakes on, there’s a good Laddie! Hey, East and West, your turn now,
off the reds, take the green!”
“Aye, aye, captain!” shouted the opposite set of lights. They flashed brilliant green
in the darkness, and the roar of motors and exhaust dissipated Nightwind into
vapor. He quickly reassembled and asked again, “Mr. Green – ah, Red, can I ask
you a question?”
“You’ve got my full attention for thirteen more seconds, Nightwind, go ahead.”
“What is aloneness?”
“What is – blast, what an unusual question, don't know anything about it. East,
West, get the yellows on, there we go, watch the guy in the turn lane, give him an
arrow. Alrighty, back to green for North and South!”
The weary Nightwind drifted away from the busy intersection, feeling a bit sad
that no one around him had experienced aloneness and could at least explain to
him what it was.
He drifted through Central Park, pausing beside a sleeping bird. He opened his
mouth to speak, when the sound of tiny cooing reached his ears. The babies slept
peacefully. This bird knew nothing of aloneness.
He swished down a chimney to find a small family sitting around the fire
chattering and playing games. They were not alone. He flew back up the brick
tunnel, hearing something about a draft and soot, as he poured out into the night
sky again.
He wandered down by the ocean, the roaring of the waves mixing salt with his
water vapor. “What is aloneness?” he shouted at the ocean, but the myriad of

100

Question of the Nightwind by JessicaRae

dancing waves drowned out his voice as they played and raced each other to the
shoreline. They were not alone.
Nightwind flew high into the atmosphere, where water vapor just like him floated
in the form of blissful clouds. “What is aloneness?” he asked hopefully.
“Not now, wind!” The pillowy cloud scolded. “We are making shapes for the
people to guess at. They love that game. Timothy, that is not a whale, come on
you can do better than that. Give it some more tail. Matthew, that is – oh that is
not going to work, we can’t have people seeing that. They will think we have a
sense of humor. Come on, pick a different shape. Chop-chop now. Don’t be a
child. You, wind, stay back, we don’t need you ripping the shapes apart!”
So, the clouds were not alone.
Wistfully, the wind flew higher and higher, bursting through the atmosphere into
the canopy of lights above the earth that he called home. “What is aloneness,
please, please say you have an answer!” He begged a twinkling star. The
shimmering light smiled and looked away. The wind turned, following the gaze of
the little orb. Spreading out, as far as the eye could see, twirled playful galaxies,
and myriad stars, all shining and singing to each other.
So not even the stars were truly alone.
Nightwind dove back to earth, frustration intensifying his energy. He flew
through empty passageways, up the side of buildings, and tossed garbage into the
air in reflection of his pain. “Somebody, somewhere, answer me!!”
He drifted back to the surface of the ground, spreading the dew of his tears over
the blades of grass. There was no one else to ask.
“So, you found it,” the leave chuckled above him, a simple rustling to the ears of
the passersby.
“Found what?” the Nightwind murmured from his place near the ground, too
downcast to look up at the leaves above him.
“You have found the meaning of aloneness. It is the cause of the way you feel
right now, the pain, the feeling that no one understands, no one feels what you
feel, no one else relates to you. It is the absence of something else.”
“I do not like it,” the wind whispered softly, looking up at the leaves and the
clouds and the stars and the still skyscrapers above him that all seemed to be
content.
“Go find someone else alone, and stay with them,” the leaves said kindly. “Make
sure no one else feels that way on your watch.”
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“So I shall!” The Nightwind rushed from his dewy bed of self-pity and swept
through the city. He touched the cheek of a security guard, standing outside a
small shop. This reminded the man of summer nights on his porch steps as a kid,
catching lightning bugs, and memories surfaced to keep him company. Happy to
have made a difference, the Nightwind danced along, picking up a newspaper
clipping and tossing it into the hands of a man sitting dejected on the curb. The
‘Job Wanted’ ad gleamed in the streetlight, and he jumped to his feet, the hope he
felt obvious in his stride as he rushed into his house calling “Honey, I am going to
call this guy! Everything will be okay!”
Further encouraged, Nightwind swirled up a high-rise apartment complex,
coming to rest at a balcony. Standing alone on the balcony was a young woman,
her robe wrapped around her tightly, as if to keep off the chill of the night.
She appeared sad. She appeared alone.
Nightwind swirled closer, brushing her skin with a kindly touch. “Maiden fair,
why are you alone? Why are you sad?”
“Who am I kidding, we can’t ever be together,” she whispered into the darkness, a
damp tear glimmering at the edge of her eyelid.
“No, no!” the Nightwind panicked, brushing back her hair. “Do not cry… his
name, what is his name?”
“Vincent,” she whispered in the darkness, the glimmering tear tumbling down
her cheek. “My dear Vincent.”
“Got it, this guy is Vincent, and what is your name?” The Nightwind grabbed a
twig lying on the balcony floor to write a reminder in his mist.
“Catherine,” she whispered, imagining how it would sound, if a certain someone
said it as softly as the wind.
The Nightwind nodded.
“Got it, Vincent. Catherine, wait here!”
Immediately, the Nightwind rushed away, flying through the city in search of this
Vincent. He flew up chimneys and down bridges, through tunnels and across
highways. Desperate, exhausted, the little whirlwind searched and searched.
Dawn kissed the skyline and it blushed, red and shining against the black sky.
Time was running out for the Nightwind.
“Vincent, Vincent!” The Nightwind swirled through the leaves, rustling them in
their beds. “Be quiet,” the mother bird hissed at him, her beak frowning in
reproof. “The children are sleeping!”
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Miffed and exhausted, the Nightwind drifted to the ground again, soaking the
poor grass blades in his dewy tears. He knew the pain of aloneness, and he had
finally found someone whose aloneness he could not change. The pain of it would
die with him at dawn’s glow, and he would be a failure.
The soft swishing of a cloak came to his ears, and the Nightwind sighed. People
were awake now, and it was just a matter of time before the sun would dry the
grass with its warmth. “Better to have felt than to have never felt at all,” the
Nightwind told itself sadly.
Firm footfalls came closer and closer, and the wind glimpsed a cloaked figure
making its way through the shadows that were slowly dissipating in the sunrise.
Long golden hair hung from beneath the hood, and the head hung in the position
of one who was - “Alone!”
The wind swirled up from its dewy grave attempting to redeem itself one last
time. He ruffled the edges of the dark cloak, caressing the drifting locks of hair.
“And who are you?” it asked kindly, brushing at the dampness it felt upon the
creature’s cheek.
“Catherine,” it spoke softly, as it could not hear the wind. “Dearest Catherine.”
It simply could not be. What luck, what chance! The Nightwind glanced at the
horizon, alarmed at the depth of the glow of the sunrise. The sun itself would be
peeking above the edge of the city soon, and his chance would be lost.
“Go to her,” the Nightwind spoke firmly. “She waits for you. Go to her.” He
carried the sound of the lovely woman speaking the name of Vincent and released
the sound in the creature’s ear.
“She will not be mine,” the Vincent creature whispered, pausing for a moment to
glance up at the fading starry sky. “Dreams, that is all it will ever be. I shall
always be alone.”
“GO TO HER!” the Nightwind shrilled loudly, desperately stirring up a whirlwind
around them. The leaves and dust swirled round Vincent, and he could have
sworn that the night air spoke to him. A hopeful desire sprang up at the sound of
the gale, something he could not explain, something that he felt inside. He had to
go to her. He had to try.
He turned and ran for the city. If he were fast enough, perhaps he could reach her
before the sunrise bathed him in its revealing light.
He leaped, he ran, he climbed, he jumped. The towering buildings of New York
City held no restraint for him, and he finally landed softly on the surface of the
lone balcony.
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“Vincent,” she spoke softly, turning from her night air reverie.
“Dearest Catherine,” he called, just as quietly, and they rushed to embrace each
other.
“Why did you come,” she asked gently, looking up into the kind eyes that knew
her like no other could.
“I don’t know,” he replied. “I think I heard you call my name.”
“Did you?” she asked. “How? You could not hear me from here.”
“I think it was the wind,” he smiled, and they embraced again.
“Ahem,” the sunray touched the blissful Nightwind’s shoulder and smiled. “Sorry,
buddy, it's my turn.”
“I relinquish the world to you, dear sun,” the Nightwind responded graciously.
“My work is done.”
He flew up the skyscraper, as the blinking eyes awoke for the day.
“I say!” called the concrete surface, as the Nightwind swirled upward. “Did you
find the answer to your question?”
“Yes,” called the Nightwind, as he flew up into the atmosphere, leaving the world
he knew behind.
“Aloneness is not a feeling! It is an absence. You cannot be alone unless you know
what it is to be loved. If you feel alone, you are searching for something you have
lost. Go seek it, find it, in day or night, and once you do, never let it go, and you
will never be alone again!”
Remember this, when you feel alone, and the wind gently touches your face, you
are not alone anymore. There is a gentle stillness that sits with you, to comfort
you, and make you feel as if there is an ear to listen. The Nightwind is still
swirling through the leaves and the sky, searching for those who need a touch, or
a whisper.
So, no one is ever truly alone.
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Soul Windows
by Cindy Rae

Inspired by one of the beautiful montages created by Judith
Nolan. Judi, you are ever my muse.
I am not sure what you behold
When you look at me.
Am I noble? Am I good?
Or is it the Beast you see?
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Do you see something wild?
Something wondrous, but untamed?
Or do you see the thing inside?
More savage, and un-named?
I do not know. I cannot know.
And I don’t think I should.
I only have one heart to break.
Reject me, and it would.
So, please forgive what I do lack,
I know the road is long.
But Vincent, do not turn from me…
I’m learning to be strong.
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Tall, Blonde, Leonine
by Allison

An excerpt and continuation of Gramma Cissy
Vincent was waiting at the bottom of the short steps. "Edie, it is good to see you."
"It's good to see you too, Vincent. Thank you for escorting me."
"Shall we go?" Vincent led Edie across Father's study and out the other entrance.
"She knows you're coming, doesn't she?"
"She always knows!" Edie smiled shyly at the big man. "A conversation I had
yesterday motivated me to come see her."
"Ohhh?"
"Yeah, I was talking with my friend Cathy at the DA's office." Vincent looked
startled but said nothing. "Cathy caught me coming back to the office after hours.
I had met up with the 'office Romeo'. She warned me about his past behavior with
other co-workers. She did not want to see me get hurt. I told her that if he does
hurt me, my Gramma Cissy knows lots of voodoo spells! She would turn him into
a great, big, old toad! She just laughed and wished me luck."
"Your friend at the DA's office, is her name Catherine...Catherine Chandler?"
Edie stopped walking and grabbed Vincent's arm. "Yeah, how do you know her
name?"
"Catherine and I are..." Vincent could not complete the sentence, he was too shy
to share what he felt with Edie or anyone else.
Edie remembered the book she had seen on Catherine's coffee table when she
went to visit her before she was to move to Providence. "YOU...!" She looked at
him in surprise. "You're the reason she didn't go to Providence. You're the
mystery friend who sent her poetry and roses from Benny." Vincent nodded his
head. They resumed walking. "Ohhh boy, just wait till I see her tomorrow!" Edie
had a wicked grin on her face. Soon the entrance to Narcissa's chamber came into
view.
"Your grandmother will be very happy to see you."
"Yes, Vinn-ceent. I am always happy to see my granddaughter." Narcissa
appeared at the entrance of the chamber.
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"Thank you, Vincent. I hope to see you again soon."
"And you, Edie. Be kind to Catherine."
"Oh, I will, don't worry!" Edie pressed her hand over Vincent's heart and then
took Narcissa's hand as they walked into the chamber.
The next morning Edie marched over to Catherine's desk and stood staring at
her.
Catherine looked up, startled to see Edie glaring so sternly. "What is it, Edie?
What's wrong?"
Edie pointed her finger at Catherine, then at herself. "You're buying me
lunch, girlfriend. We need to have a LONG talk..."
"Edie, what are you talking about?" Catherine asked as she looked at Edie's stern
expression.
"Oh... I don't know. How about tall... blonde and..." her voice fell to a whisper. "...
leonine."
Catherine looked at her in shock.
"Oh, don't give me those baby green eyes with that 'What? Who me'? look. You
know very well who I'm talking about."
"Edie!" Catherine hissed. "Keep your voice down. I do not need the whole office
knowing about... you know who." Catherine gave Edie a hard look. "By the way,
how do 'you' know him?"
"I told you, my Gramma Cissy introduced me."
"Cissy?"
"Yeah. Gramma Narcissa.
"Narcissa is your grandmother? Come on, let us get to lunch before Joe
eavesdrops and wants to know all about tall, blonde and blue eyes.''
Edie giggled then ran to get her jacket while Catherine finished the notes she had
been working on. She gathered her things and met Edie by the office door.
Catherine grinned as they left for lunch.
They found a little out of the way diner close to the office and managed to get a
table near the back where they could talk without being overheard.
Catherine proceeded to tell Edie how she and Vincent met.
"Your assault that April night, he found you, didn't he?"
Catherine nodded.
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Edie in turn told Catherine about Narcissa, how she would visit her Gramma
regularly and how she met Vincent. She shared a few things about Narcissa that
Vincent had never spoken of in any detail. Catherine remarked that this
explained a lot and she now understood the voodoo woman much better.
"I never would have guessed at any of that," Catherine commented.
"I'm just surprised you managed to catch Ol' Blue Eyes. I heard from some of the
girls that there were strict instructions given by Father regarding Vincent."
Catherine looked at Edie, her head was tilted just like Vincent's whenever he was
listening closely.
"Yeah, I practically grew up with Vincent, Devin, Pascal and the others. Oh, I
didn't live in the Tunnels, but my mom and I would regularly visit Gramma Cissy
so I got to hang out with all of them."
"It's so good to have someone to talk to about Vincent and the Tunnels,"
Catherine sighed.
"I can imagine," Edie stated. "I had my mom to talk to, and I know a couple of
Helpers too; Lou the barber, Marie the gypsy, Sebastian and others. I could
always talk to them."
"At least now, I have Peter to talk to, but there are things I can't really discuss
with him that I can now talk about with you."
Edie giggled at that comment.
"How often do you visit Narcissa? I am surprised I never saw you Below when I
was there. But then, I was too busy spending time with Vincent."
"I visit as often as I can, but you know how she is. You never know where to find
her until she wants you to."
Catherine laughed and nodded her head. She glanced at her watch. "We better get
back or the 'titwillow' will be calling out the bloodhounds."
"Titwillow?" Edie giggled at the name.
"Yeah, it's a nickname Joe picked up recently. Just do not let him hear you use it.
He was annoyed when the bookstore owner we interviewed labeled him that."
Edie giggled and they returned to the office to finish out their day. Both were
pleased that they each knew the other’s little 'secret' and that someone else was
now on their side of the river.
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By the Blue Bird
by Judith Nolan
“…Of things that are not and should be! It’s Oscar
Wilde! Where are we going?”
“Home!”
“OK! Does that mean you want to pose for me?”
“My home, not yours!”
“I guess I could make that work. But I’ll need my things.”
“I am going home, alone!”
“But…”
“What do you want with me, Kristopher?”
“It’s a lovely night. We could walk together.”
“I like walking alone.”
“No, you don’t. You like walking with Vincent.”
“Kristopher…”
“An hour of your time. Come to the Village and let me
show you, my world.”
“An hour…”
‘What do you have to lose?”
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The Bond of Scent
by Judith Nolan

“I listened, while the scents found their hiding places in the cracks in the floorboards,
and the words of the story, and the rest of my life…”
Erica Bauermeister

Pillow Talk
Vincent paused in the doorway of his chamber. For the first time in his life, his
boots would not move to step across the threshold. He stood forlorn, looking
toward the starkness of his empty bed. His expression was filled with desperate
longing.
Catherine… He sighed brusquely.
She is not here. She cannot be here. She will never be here again…
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Those were the immutable facts he must embrace and understand. No matter how
deeply they cut him. Wishing for things to be different changed nothing. It only
served to make his sorrowing heart feel even heavier.
He’d taken as much time as he dared, guiding Catherine’s faltering steps to the
surface by the longest route he could safely devise. Against his better judgement,
he’d allowed her to take his hand to assist her crossing of the yawning gap between
the steam pipes. He treasured that fleeting contact by closing his fingers tight
against his palm as soon as she released him.
At the entrance to her world, Catherine finally dared to come close enough to hug
him… to rest against his shoulder as if she’d always been sheltered there. His arm
had gone around her then, his fingers pressing her closer to him. That was another
moment of precious memory he stored away against the lonely future.
The sudden sound of voices from Above forced Catherine away from him.
Immediately, Vincent fled back into the darkness. To remain standing there with
her was too dangerous. Words and wishes swirled and churned within him, urgently
seeking expression and a voice.
Stay… he wanted to demand of her. Stay here, with me…
He forced the unruly part of his nature into tight submission. He left her alone at
the new entrance he and Winslow had created in the wall of the sub-basement
beneath her apartment building. He stood in the shadows for some time, staring at
the column of blue-white light that finally swallowed Catherine and all of his
unspoken dreams.
His path back to the
home tunnels had been
dogged with
despondency. He
concealed his face deep
within the hood of his
cloak. He neither spoke
to, nor acknowledged
anyone who happened to
pass him by. He wasn’t
interested in
conversation or sharing
another’s thoughts.
Father appeared at his
side, his forehead
creased with concern.

By Lynette Parker
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“I’m sorry, Vincent. But it had to be. She could not stay here. We both know that.
Now, we cannot leave that hole open,” the old man reminded him. “It’s an invitation
to disaster. The sooner it’s closed the sooner you will be able to forget her…” He
tried to be kind but firm.
He’d been waiting for his son to finally return from his mission. When Vincent
didn’t acknowledge him, Father put out one hand, even as he reiterated his
insistence that the hole in the wall had to be bricked up again, and soon.
“Any time you’re ready to start the work, Vincent…” Winslow appeared at Father’s
shoulder, watching his good friend closely. “Just say the word, and Mouse and I will
be there. We can get it bricked up again in a flash.”
Vincent had only shrugged as he passed them both. He couldn’t speak to them
either. The necessary work smacked of a permanence he was not yet willing to deal
with. He left the two men looking after him with deep concern as he walked away
down the tunnel, his head hanging low, his attention fixed on his boots.
He braced his shoulders now as he finally managed to step inside his chamber and
walk slowly toward his vacant bed. Catherine may no longer occupy the room, as
she now lived only within his heart and soul, but her scent was everywhere, imbuing
everything she touched, with her unseen presence.
She had embraced him before she left him to return to her world Above. Her
fragrant warmth remained in the folds of his cloak and clothing. He needed only to
breathe in and she was with him.
He inhaled as he stopped beside the bed. Dragging off his boots he lowered himself
onto the softly yielding surface. He worked his body onto one side and into a curled
position, his head resting on the same pillows upon which Catherine had slept for
the last nine days. He closed his arms around them, pulling them into his embrace,
before burying his face in their softness.
Closing his eyes, he inhaled again, drawing Catherine’s scent deep into his lungs
and his heart and soul. There, behind his closed eyelids, and in that undefined space
between waking and sleeping, he found his love again.
She may no longer exist in his hidden world, but inside his dreams he could still talk
to her, read to her, and against everything he’d ever been taught, he could hold her
small hand within his own for the simple pleasure of doing so. He could feel her
fingers weaving through his once more.
Smiling with love and acceptance, he watched Catherine look up into his face and
see no difference from any other man. She could gaze into his eyes with love and
hope in hers.
“Catherine…” Vincent whispered with fractured longing.
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He settled deeper into the softness of his pillows, immersing himself into that other
world, where anything was possible, and nothing was truly as it seemed…

Scent of a Man…
Catherine followed Vincent’s lead, as he led her unerringly back to her own world.
As soon as they left his hidden world, Catherine had become well and truly lost in a
confusing maze of tunnels and walkways. She was aware that if she ever tried to find
her way back, it would be impossible. She knew this was deliberate, to discourage
her from trying to return.
As if on command, the tunnel ahead of them narrowed, and became dark. They
hurried along, crouched over. Further down the tunnel, there was a faint light. As
they approached it, the tunnel ended at an iron grillwork vent. Vincent put his
shoulder to the grill and in an incredible exertion of force, moved it out of its
cement casing.
Easing back upright he took Catherine down the tunnel to the first hole he’d helped
make in the tunnel wall. Taking her hand once more, he helped her through, and
then led her down the tunnel to the second opening.
Placing one hand on the damp brickwork, he leaned forward to look into the musty
room beyond. All was as it had been before. There was no sign of any recent activity.
He was satisfied it would be safe for Catherine to return to her world, unseen.
His next words were full of resignation and bound with sorrow. “This is where you
go out...”
“Where are we?” Catherine looked around, completely mystified.
Vincent’s posture slumped. “The basement of your apartment building.”
Catherine laughed uncertainly. “We are?” She paused, unsure of what she should do
now. You mean… right beneath where I live… the thought gave her an almost
indescribable sense of comfort.
She knew she’d never come back here, never violate the faith he had in her now. But
it felt good to know that in some way, they were still connected, and always would
be.
She needed to put to rest any lingering fears he may have had. He’d risked so much,
some would say too much, just to help her. “Vincent... Your secret is safe with me.”
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She looked up into his eyes… a man’s blue eyes. Perhaps they were the most human
thing about his beautiful and unique face. “I would never betray your trust,” she
added.
His incredible voice was calm, as he assured her of his faith. “I know… I knew that
from the beginning when you trusted me.” He leaned back against the wall beside
the hole, trying to stretch out the limited time that was left to them.
She reached out to him, placing her hand on his chest and, resting her head on his
shoulder, she buried her face in his mane. “What can I say to you?” she whispered.
The tenderness of her embrace took Vincent’s breath away. He felt time stretching
and transforming into that fabled eternity he craved. Eternity in an hour.
He knew he should draw away, put some distance between them. And yet… his hand
rose behind her, and his long fingers spread wide against the small of her back,
drawing her closer to his pounding heart.
Yes. Oh, yes. Thank you. Thank you, Catherine. Thank you for this moment, for
this gift.
Catherine turned her face deeper into his shoulder. There she found what she had
been seeking… that which had held her sanity together for the last nine days,
against all the terrors that gripped both her dreams and waking moments.
She rediscovered the welcome scents and spicy undertones of the man that had
been there the first time she’d woken up in terror. Those scents had always been
there, however distant Vincent held himself. A mixture of different smoky scents
permeated his outer clothing, reminding her of the rock-built chamber she had left
this morning.
The flicking candles, the soft hiss of the kerosene brazier underscored by the stark
scents of stone and earth. They were all there, as she breathed more deeply.
It had been in that same chamber she had first become aware of him, a beautiful
voice cloaked in shadows, reluctant to step forward into the light. It had been the
varied and intriguing scent of him that she’d known first. Her distressed mind had
created the man from that scant information.
Beneath those scents there was always a deeper warmth, the masculine scent of
leather and the softness of melting beeswax. There was the richness of many layers,
all carrying meanings and messages. Vincent’s body heat reached out to her,
comforting and warming, as it drove the chill from her own. It was where she
longed to remain, if only she dared to tell him so.
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Against all they wanted to say to each other, the illicit intimacy of the embrace held
them both spellbound. Neither had the desire to break the tenuous bond that was
developing between them.
I wish there was a way, Catherine thought.
I know you do, Vincent replied mentally, knowing she couldn’t sense him as deeply
as he sensed her, but knowing she felt something deep, just the same.
Just as the words trembled on Vincent’s lips, the very moment he found the courage
to beg her to stay with him just for a while longer no matter the cost, fate
intervened, as she must.
Voices sounded, and footsteps echoed through the vent in the ceiling of the subbasement. Catherine startled, turning away to look into the room and up at the vent.
That’s my life calling. I have to go to it. A thousand emotions passed through her,
some of which she couldn’t name, and some of which she could. It’s going to be so
hard. She knew that much.
She didn’t see Vincent brush past her and vanish into the darkness.
Moments later, the sounds of people faded, and she turned back to Vincent’s
reassuring presence, but he was no longer there.
“Vincent…!” she called out, her eyes searching the shadows where his name echoed
in vain.
She remained, watching for any sign of him, but knew it was useless. Gone. He was
gone. Gone back to the safety of his home, a home he could never leave. Gone, and
she was alone.
Without any hope of ever seeing him again, she raised the hood of her coat over her
hair before turning and walking slowly towards the shaft of light. And then she
disappeared, back to her own life...

Sharing the Unspoken Truth…
Vincent stood looking out through the gently billowing bedroom curtains screening
Catherine’s balcony doors. They stood open to the red glow of the late afternoon
sunshine and soft spring breeze.
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Even though his beloved had told him he’d broken into her apartment, he retained
no idea of how or when. He still could not process it. So much was missing from his
memory, everything about the last six days was a frustrating blank.
He knew he’d crashed through the doors and seen the terrible monster looking back
at him from the mirror on the wall. His memory ended there when he lashed out
and destroyed that too, before he finally passed out on the carpet in the living room,
taking down and shattering the display cabinet as he fell.
The thought that he had done all this brought him only shame and heartache. He
wished to be gone from this place, from the pain and anguish the sight caused him,
but he had to wait for the darkness that was slowly descending outside. The sun had
painted the sky in blood-red streaks and the buildings were slowly dissolving into
black shapes that gave no clues to the secrets they hid. He waited silently for his
love to come to him…
He felt rather than saw Catherine finally come to stand at his side, looking out into
the gathering dusk. Her soft perfume surrounded him, her beguiling warmth
touching briefly against his arm.
But the Bond they had shared, the glorious, inexplicable connection that had bound
them together as two souls both seeking love and acceptance had been broken,
dissolved as if it had never been. Now that it had departed Vincent missed it as if a
limb had been severed. It had defined him, made him who he was and gave him
access and insight into his love’s innermost thoughts and feelings.
Now all he had left was to turn to her and try to decipher her expression, the subtle
movements of her body, gauging her thoughts and feelings. But he could not—
would not—look at her. He was too ashamed of what he had done, what he had
wrought in this place that had been Catherine’s sanctuary.
“You’re feeling better?” Catherine’s softly voiced question cut across his inner
torment.
Though there was no longer a Bond between them, Vincent could still sense
something, some faint undercurrent in those simple words, as if Catherine was
asking for more information, probing memories he did not possess. He frowned.
Was she trying to tell him something, without actually saying the words? Had
something more happened here that she was loathe to share with him? He wanted
to turn and look behind him to the bedroom, where he had just risen from the bed,
threading his way to the spot where he now stood, uncertain and unsteady, but
finally on his feet.
But the destruction of the bedroom doors had also been his doing. Earlier he had
stared at the chaos he’d caused, asking how and why. She had honoured him with
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the simple truth, saying he was seriously ill and it was of no consequence, they were
just things, and they could be replaced.
And again, his fractured memory drew a blank. If he had not seen it with his own
eyes…so he kept staring at the spot between his booted feet and did not question
what was brutally obvious.
He was a monster indeed, as Paracelsus had always said he was. That same dark
creature he had seen in the mirror, a heedless, thoughtless, unfeeling beast that
needed to be chained, safe from harming and hurting those he loved. He was not fit
for civilised company…he truly needed to go far away from everyone. It broke his
great heart, but it needed to be so…
“Yes…” Summoning all his strength he answered Catherine’s soft question in a
broken whisper. He kept his eyes down, slowly shaking his head from side to side in
patent agony.
Even as he mourned the tragic loss of their Bond, in that same moment, he rediscovered the Bond of scent. The memory of it sifted down through the many
layers of his soul.
The sweet warmth of Catherine’s feminine perfume reached out to him, soothing
and soft against his fractured senses. Her beauty anchored him in place, making his
feet feel heavy and almost impossible to move. He wanted to stay, bathed in her love
and close attention. He wished he could say all that was in his heart.
He wanted to look behind him but couldn’t bring himself to turn. In the depths of
the night, something momentous had happened between them in Catherine’s wide
bed. He was deeply aware of that. It shone in Catherine’s eyes and halting smile, but
he retained no memory of it. And he felt incapable of asking, fearing the truth.
“I’m sorry…” The apology came tumbling unrestrained from his lips.
His voice broke on the words. It was all he could offer her now…
Catherine reacted immediately. “Oh, Vincent, don’t be sorry...” She reached to rub
her hand across his back, making comforting circles against his leather shirt, trying
to convey she didn’t care about material things.
They had far more important issues to discuss, but she had no idea where to begin,
or even how to begin. It was all so fresh and new, what had happened between them
in her bed beyond the ruined doors, in the sheltering darkness of the night.
But her love showed no signs of any knowledge of their lovemaking, and she didn’t
know how to begin. Defeat weighed heavily on her conscience. How could she
burden him with more information he would assume as guilt?
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The warm, salty scent of his body reached out to her, drawing her nearer still. Her
heart broke for him, seeing how battered and defeated he looked. Despite all that,
he was still her Vincent. Despite the days he’d spent in her apartment with her, she
could still detect traces of candle smoke and beeswax that had always been so much
a part of the man she loved.
The mixture was potent, and fraught with memories. She well-remembered the very
first time she’d been aware of him. She had awakened afraid and distraught, and
he’d been standing beyond her reach, hidden in the shadowed corners of his
chamber.
He’d been so hesitant to approach her. She had lain in his bed, wishing and hoping
he would move close enough for her to see him. But he never did.
Now, in response to her compassion, Vincent’s great head sank lower, his chin
coming to rest on his chest. “It’s been my struggle always…now when I have so
much to fight for…I’m losing…”
Catherine moved forward to look up into his face. Her voice lifted as she replied,
“Maybe the worst is over…”
She bit down against the inside of her bottom lip, trying and failing to make the
words come. To make her love understand it was all right between them, it would
always be all right. She reached out with her heart and mind, feeling for the
connection that bound them together, but all she found was silence and blackness.
All the colours were gone, the magical Bond had fled…
Vincent’s breathing fractured as his head sank lower still, as if he couldn’t bear to
look at her or the destruction he had wrought. “If it’s not, I…it’s best that I’m Below,
I should go back…”
Against everything within him demanding that he run and not look back, Vincent
raised his eyes to study Catherine. A silence descended as they stared helplessly at
one another.
The chasm that lay between them was too wide to step across… even if he reached
out his hand to assist her. The winds blew harsh and menacing, and there was no
way across. Not yet, not now…
Finally, Catherine nodded, accepting the brutal reality of his words. “It’ll be dark
soon…” Her voice hitched as she lifted her head to look out at the gathering
darkness.
Emboldened by her look of compassion and love, Vincent drew her attention back
to him saying, “Catherine…” He shook his head. “I don’t know what will happen
now…”
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Catherine’s breath pulled in sharply. She stared at him, trying to drive home her
point with the raw emotion that choked her voice. “You must promise me one
thing…” she demanded earnestly. “That you will share it with me…” She halted,
shaking her head. “Whatever happens, whatever comes…”
Vincent gathered himself, understanding the compassion and deep need of her
words, but knowing even Catherine’s love and strength could not help him now. He
was truly alone once more. He reached out, slinging one arm around her slim
shoulders and drawing her close against him.
Despite everything, all that had passed in the last six days, all that he could not
remember or understand, he also knew he could not deny her the uncertain comfort
of his next words. “Whatever happens, whatever comes…” he paused, and then with
his voice breaking he admitted, “Know that I love you…”
There, he’d finally voiced it… the words that had burned so deeply within his throat.
I love you, Catherine… I always will… No matter what comes…
Catherine hugged his admission to her, even as she held him close in the red-gold
glow of the sunset as they waited for full night… for the time when her love would
leave her once more, and she hoped and prayed one day soon she would have the
courage to tell him what had happened in the room behind them. But now was not
the time…
3

A fragrance is a veritable story, told and explained in scent, in notes, in impressions.
It's a score based on the emotions of each instant, a captivating music of the senses...”
Alber Elbaz
3

Screencaps provided by the author.

126

by Judith Nolan

127

128

Happy Little Trees
by Katrina Relf

The crowds had long since left. His paintings, which had so pleased his adoring
audience, together with his easel and paints, were being driven back to the TV
studio to await his next show. It suddenly dawned on Bob just how long he had
been in the park. It was one of his favourite places, although unfortunately, he
was only able to visit once a year to give his annual tutorial to his very
appreciative fans.
His life was full – filled with what he loved most – his art – and perhaps because
he was an artist, he saw beauty everywhere. It seemed only a few moments ago
that he had been admiring the red and gold of the setting sun, and now the sky
was almost black. It was definitely time to head back to his hotel, to get ready for
the flight back to Florida tomorrow.
He knew he was heading in the right direction. He was approaching the drainage
tunnel he had passed earlier – the strange tunnel that was lit from the inside. He
heard movement and stopped suddenly, stepping back, just as a tall, cloaked
figure emerged, but it was too late. The figure stopped, turned towards him, a low
growl starting deep within his throat. Bob knew that it was no good panicking, no
good running. His military training had taught him to face the enemy. He said
“I’m sorry if I’m somewhere I shouldn’t be. I’m just on my way to find a cab.”
Vincent’s unique senses assured him that this was not a man to be feared. He
realised at once that the stranger meant him no harm. His eyes were kind and
gentle. He had a mass of curly hair and more facial hair than Vincent himself.
Vincent spoke softly, “Please forgive me if I frightened you.”
“You haven’t frightened me,” the stranger replied. “Surprised – yes – but not
frightened. I was in the Air Force. You’d be astonished at the sights I’ve seen. I’m
sorry if I’m trespassing. It’s just that the light made me curious. I’m always
nosing around, looking for new pictures to paint.”
“You’re an artist?”
“Some people call me that. May I ask your name?”
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“Vincent. And you are?”
“Bob. Vincent, as you didn’t seem too keen on my seeing you, I imagine that you
don’t venture too far afield.”
“I walk the alleyways and backstreets late at night when they are normally
deserted. Do you travel far?”
“Here and there… there and here, wherever there are trees and mountains to
paint. And snow – I love snow. I was born in Florida so naturally I had never seen
snow until the Air Force stationed me in Alaska. And I love animals. That’s why I
am wandering around the park so late at night. I found a baby squirrel on my
lawn a few weeks ago. He seemed all alone and so I’ve been feeding him and
looking after him until he’s old enough to fend for himself. I call him ‘Pea Pod’. I
did the same for a raccoon a while back, but he’s been let loose now. He was
becoming a handful.”
“One of my friends Below has a pet raccoon. His name is Arthur.”
“Who, your friend or the raccoon?”
“The raccoon. My friend’s name is Mouse.”
“To me that sounds the wrong way round, but what the heck? You mentioned
‘Below’. Is that where you live? Below the tunnel?”
“Yes. There is a network of tunnels and chambers, but it is a secret place, a safe
place, a place of healing and peace. Can I trust you to keep our secret?”
“Of course, you can. It sounds ideal.”
“We look out for each other and try to live as well as we can.”
“Pity our world isn’t more like that. Do you have a special friend, Vincent? Is
there a lady in your life?”
“Yes, her name is Catherine. She lives Above. I am on my way to see her now.”
“From the love in your voice when you spoke her name, I would say that she is
more than a special friend.”
“She is the woman I love. She is my life. But we can never be together… truly
together.”
“Why?”
“Because of who I am… because of what I am.”
“I have no idea who you are, or what you are. Perhaps if you lowered that hood I
would have a better idea.”
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To his surprise the hood was pushed back. Vincent waited for a reaction, but
there was none.
“Vincent, you are a beautiful human being, and the artist within me sees nothing
but beauty on the outside as well.”
“I wish I could believe that.”
“Believe it, Vincent. I’m sure your Catherine does. Now go to her, take her in your
arms and tell her how you feel.”
“I wish it were that simple.”
“It is, Vincent. Believe in yourself.”
“It is – just that I wish…”
“You wish what?”
“I wish I could be like others.”
“Vincent. We are all individuals. I doubt if anyone would wish to be my double.
Look at the trees – you have tall ones, short ones, some downright ugly ones, but
they don’t worry. They accept whatever life throws at them – be it rain, snow or
sun. And they are happy.”
“How do you know?”
“Because nature is a happy thing. It is a blessing in an otherwise troubled world.”
“I have always dreamed of seeing the mountains.”
“I can bring you the mountains, happy little clouds, rippling streams, a beautiful
sunset and – let’s go crazy – lots of snow. What do you think of that, Vincent?”
“Yes, Bob. Let’s go crazy.”
The artist’s hand took the clawed hand in his – and a friendship was born.
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Dreams are Free
by Judith Nolan

“With a little help from you.” Catherine watched Elliot
gazing at the city they loved.
“I’ve been lucky enough to realise some of my dreams.”
Elliot lifted his immaculately-clothed shoulders.
“Only some of them?” Catherine queried softly.
“If I told you about some of my dreams, you might run.”
Elliot smiled.
“Try me…”
“Many would say I’ve gone mad. But lately I’ve been
seeing a house in a leafy suburb, far from the madness.”
He looked back to her. “A wife, two kids and a damned
dog!”
“How is that madness?”
“Because it’s not Elliot Burch.”
“Maybe it should be…”
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A Last Goodbye
by Katrina Relf

Bob knew that he was dying. He knew that he didn’t have too much time left
and he so wanted to visit again with his relatively new – but very dear –
friends, Vincent and Catherine. He was determined to visit the Tunnels one
last time, perhaps to prove to himself that they really did exist – that other
world where love and caring were as much a part of daily life as breath itself.
He had just finished filming what would be his final TV series. The last few
episodes had been hard as he tired so easily. He knew that if he wanted to
visit the Tunnels again it would have to be now. He booked a flight and
phoned Catherine to ask her if she would meet him at the Airport. She was
only too pleased to be seeing him again and couldn’t wait to see Vincent that
night to pass on the good news. But Vincent’s reaction stunned her.
“I fear this will be the last time we shall see him”.
“Vincent, why do you say that?”
“Because I believe it to be the truth.”
Catherine knew better than to dismiss Vincent’s concerns and so she waited
for Bob’s arrival with more than a little apprehension. They greeted each
other warmly, and yet Catherine felt a difference in him. The twinkle in those
brown eyes had gone.
“Catherine”, he said, “I have some news for you both, but I’m not sure how to
approach Vincent”.
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It may be easier than you think, Bob. I think Vincent already has an inkling”.
“How could he? I’ve told nobody apart from my immediate family.”.
“Vincent has this remarkable gift. He can sense so much more than you or I”.
“Shoot!! Well that should make it easier then, and you know me – anything
for an easy life!”
For a moment the old Bob resurfaced and Catherine felt a little easier.
Perhaps it wasn’t as bad as she thought. She parked the car and they walked
the short distance to the Tunnel entrance. Vincent was waiting.
“Hello, my friend”, he said, wrapping his arms around Bob. “It is so good to
see you again.”
“You too”, replied Bob.
Vincent led them to his Chamber. Once there he said “Would you like a cup of
tea?”
“I’d love one” replied Bob. “Flying is thirsty work!”
“I’ll get it” said Catherine, sensing that Bob would rather break his news –
whatever that might be – to Vincent alone.
“Catherine tells me that you have an idea why I’ve come to see you”.
“An idea – yes – but I’m hoping against hope that I am mistaken.”
“I doubt it. It’s Agony City, Vincent. I have Lymphoma, and it’s pretty far
advanced the Doctor tells me”.
Vincent took his friend into his arms – silent tears threatening to fall.
“Please, Vincent, don’t be upset. I’ve had a good life and I’m leaving behind – I
hope – a legacy … of sorts.”
“You certainly are – at least in our world. Elizabeth has taken all your advice
to heart and her walls are even more crowded now. There are trees and
clouds and mountains all over her Chamber”.
“And the children?”
“Oh, we have a lot of budding artists amongst us”.
“I’m so glad. At least I’ve accomplished something. And, Vincent, please don’t
say anything to Catherine yet. I’d rather you tell her after she has driven me
to the Airport tomorrow. I want today to be happy.”
Before Vincent had a chance to reply Catherine returned, carrying teapot and
cups on a tray. She’d hardly had time to start pouring the tea before one ….
two…. three children appeared.
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“Will you paint us a picture, Bob?” they called out in unison.
Vincent raised his hand. “Now, where are your manners? Bob is tired after
his flight and …….”
Before he could finish Bob said “No, it’s OK, Vincent, there’s nothing I’d rather
do”.
As if by magic, several more of the children arrived, carrying the palette,
paints and canvas.
Vincent said “Well, it seems there is only one thing that I am required to do”.
Catherine asked “What’s that?”
“Fetch the easel!!”
That night, as he lay on his bed in the Guest Chamber, Bob reflected on the
peace and happiness he had found that day with Vincent, Catherine and the
children. He wondered if Heaven would be like this. He would have given
anything to have been able to spend the rest of his life – however long or short
– there, with the kindest and most caring people he had ever known. But he
knew that was impossible, and the next morning he said his goodbyes to
Vincent, Father and the others. As Catherine dropped him off at the Airport he
said “Catherine, I don’t expect I’ll be seeing you again. Look after yourself and
take good care of Vincent, won’t you?”
Before she could speak he placed his finger over her lips and said “Vincent will
explain it to you much better than I can. Just know that I love you both and I
wish with all my heart that I had met you all and discovered your world a
long, long time ago”.
He kissed her cheek, gave her a hug – and was gone.
Three months later it was announced on TV that Bob Ross, the artist, had
died.
Tears were shed by many, but perhaps no more so than in that hole in the
ground, beneath Central Park.
A week later a large package arrived at Catherine’s apartment. Inside were
two paintings. One hangs in pride of place over Catherine’s fireplace and the
other is in a Chamber, in a Tunnel, far below the streets of New York,
watched over by all those Happy Little Clouds.
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Never Alone…
by Judith Nolan

Catherine sat in bed with her knees against her chest. She was
sobbing uncontrollably.
Vincent entered the chamber. He didn’t hesitate to go to her,
sitting on the bed and putting his arm around her to draw her
close. Catherine buried her face in his chest.
Vincent wrapped her in his embrace. “Just cry.”
Catherine burrowed deeper into his solid warmth. He felt like
home. There was nowhere else she’d rather be. She wished they
could stay like this forever.
“You’re not alone…” Vincent turned his head to press a kiss
against her tumbled hair. “You will never be alone…”
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My Monster
by Angie

“Don't ya get lost in your heart of darkness”
Deborah Harry (Blondie - 2017)

Lisa could now look back on her life with the peace that comes with years. She left
the tunnels at a very young age, almost forced to take up training for the career
she wanted above all else, sooner than she had planned. That had been Father's
decision.
Poor Vincent. She knew she had hurt him, but thoughts of him soon faded as she
started her ballet training, gained some respect for her talent, and began to
appear in stage productions.
She had had a good career, and now she was retired, not exactly resting on her
laurels perhaps, but grateful for so much of what she had, and what she had
accomplished.
She had many acquaintances, but as Catherine had pointed out, devastatingly
and accurately so many years ago, she had few friends. It didn't bother her now,
not much, but she did wonder how this had come about.
She had been a good, even a great dancer certainly, and over time her career had
gradually become less demanding, yet still she had no one she could call a friend.
She had to assume the fault was hers. She seemed standoffish, she knew that.
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She’d had friends in the tunnels, but could not seem to make any in the world
above. She judged people, and they her, and that left little room for friendship.
There was another constraint. She knew she could not say anything about her
childhood, or even hint about the tunnel world. Who would have believed her?
Just the same, she had been careful. She let people believe she was an orphan,
which was at least the truth, one taken in by her dance teacher. It hurt not to be
able to publicly remember her tunnel family, but she knew everyone in the
tunnels had to face this restriction too. Some dancers boasted of their humble
beginnings as they rose to stardom. She hadn't dwelt on it – but neither had she
tried to return to the tunnels, except that once – and then out of desperation, not
nostalgia.
No one in her profession truly accepted her for who she was, they always seemed
to have an ulterior motive for being with her. That stung – and also served to
keep her aloof. She had come to terms with that too. Show business was like that.
One crossed the paths of a lot of people, most wanted nothing from her and gave
nothing in return.
In a way, now that she considered it, she was like Vincent. Alone, no matter how
many people were around her… except that he had found Catherine. She envied
him that.
Vincent and the tunnel folk were always there of course, but they were family, not
friends exactly. She had been gone too long to really expect friendship, and her
one-time return had not gone very well. She had not been back since, even
though she now lived in New York, and she was pretty sure her brownstone might
have a tunnel access, if she wanted one.
Truthfully, she was ashamed to go back. Quite possibly Vincent had not forgiven
her, even now, for both her teenaged insensitivity and her adult subterfuge. She
couldn't really blame him. She had left and then returned, and both times had
inflicted turmoil upon him and the tunnels.
Why had she hurt him? She had not intended to, but in both circumstances, she
was trying to extricate herself from a situation, one he could never understand.
What he did understand, legitimately, was that she was thinking only of herself.
She was honest enough to admit to that failing. It was what made her successful.
She'd had to be strong and ruthless – and demanding. Drama was also her way –
overplayed or underplayed. It had been a hard habit to break since retirement.
Dancers were always independent. They had to keep in shape, working out for
hours each day. They had to be competitive, because otherwise they got no work.
It was a career that left little time for amusements and friendship – and then the
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body aged, and jobs became fewer and keeping in shape became even more of a
challenge. She had no regrets. She'd used her gifts to the best of her ability for as
long as she could.
Lisa looked across the small garden from the tiny sun patio behind her modest
brownstone. It was that indefinite season between summer and fall, and perhaps
that accounted for her retrospective air. Winter was inevitable and she had made
no plans for it. She didn't have to make plans now, of course, but that habit died
hard too. She had never had a long period of ... nothing to do. The house had kept
her motivated.
She had come into possession of the house in an unusual, although not unheard
of, way. A consortium of patrons invested in the house and told her that if she
contributed $10,000 a year until she retired, it would be hers legally. She never
discovered who they were. JPC Investments always communicated via a legal
firm. She was told that if she kept up her side of the bargain, she could use the
brownstone when she visited New York, and they would pay all the taxes and
other expenses. They also furnished it for her, modestly but tastefully, and she
had always found it clean on her visits through the years.
She met the legal requirements, although during some times it had been difficult.
She'd known her years as a prima ballerina would not be long, and she wanted
the security of a place to live when she could no longer dance, at least in shows
where it mattered. Not for her the slow decline into obscurity.
When she retired, the legal firm called her in to transfer ownership to her, with
no more fanfare than that, and gave her a second set of keys, the deeds and tax
receipts.
She also kept her own money in a separate account, just in case – in truth, there
was little she needed beyond what she was required as a dancer. That money was
making her artist's pension go a little further.
Curiosity was not a quality encouraged in her profession – gossip, yes, oh yes, but
it was superficial, like so much else. Always the focus was on what came next, not
on what had come before. The house kept her grounded, striving for something
more than fame.
She did not live lavishly and she lived alone, with not even a cat, and rarely had
company anymore. She'd collected very little during her career but a few
mementos, and those were here and there about her house. One sunny room
upstairs had a barre, sprung floor, and mats, where she kept in shape, although
not to the level she had been when she was working. Exercise cleared her mind
and she had yet to experience the hard legacy of a dancing life beyond a few
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expected aches and pains.
She lived a comfortable life. There were a few causes she supported and a local
ballet school sometimes asked her to talk to their students, for which they paid
her an honorarium.
She really had nothing to complain about ... except loneliness. She was alone. It
was something she had not thought much about before now, but it had begun to
bother her. All the dancers she knew had a place to return to, a family home, an
old boyfriend, sometimes even a family of their own, although that was rare.
There was a place where they 'recharged' for a time every year. She had no one
and nothing but the tunnels. She could have returned there, she supposed, but
her pride would not allow it. So she had used the house as her only retreat
through the years.
She also needed something more to do. She rarely worried about being bored as a
dancer, but now, only a couple of months into her retirement, she felt at loose
ends.
She sighed and turned on the radio. She loved music, it being the foundation of
her dancing, and she had a good quality CD player and a lot of CDs, but
sometimes she couldn't even be bothered to choose what to listen to. A local radio
station played an eclectic mix and she enjoyed hearing what passed for pop these
days. She had done modern dance on occasion and listened critically to anything
that might have possibilities in that regard.
When the DJ announced that the next song was My Monster, a new Deborah
Harry, aka Blondie song, she looked at the radio in astonishment. That name was
one she remembered from far back! She even remembered some of the songs.
She had acquired a radio from her teacher, before she left the tunnels, and found
a place where she could pick up the signal, a place Vincent had shown her. She
used earplugs of course, so as not to draw attention to herself, hidden in that little
chamber under the bandstand in Central Park. She'd been a romantic and loved
those songs of the day.
She had completely forgotten about Blondie in the hectic life of her career. She
must be what now ... in her 70s? Older than she, for sure – but still singing! She
settled back to listen and the years evaporated, until she was back in that little
stone room, sitting on a cold damp cushion, listening to the radio. The voice was
older now, but it was still rich and clear.

“Human beings are stupid things when we're young
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Scared stiff straight, all wooze and shakes on us
You just wait, yeah you just wait and
Suddenly we go to muted imagination

Run, it's come, gone, it got to ya
In your heart of darkness
Don't ya get lost in your heart of darkness
Your ghost, my god, there goes my monster”

Good advice – not to get lost in her heart of darkness. She was being a little too
introspective, she admitted ruefully.
Monster? How could she refer to herself as that, after all there was a real one not
far away. She knew how newcomers saw Vincent, though a view that seemed as
heartless as a monster’s in her imagination. She felt a strong pang of nostalgia for
the days when he had worshipped her, protecting her, especially from that Mitch,
who had become insufferable after Devin disappeared.

“Ghouls and saints and phantoms and what are we afraid of
Who fixates on human states? Take off
You're scared straight, yeah you should wait so
Why you wanna go to insane imagination”

What was she afraid of below? They were her family, her earliest friends, the
people who had set her on her dancing career. She was grateful and they had
been little changed when she returned all those years ago. What would they be
like now? She had to assume they were still there, still hidden and secret. Still
caring...

“Run, it's come, and gone, it got to ya
Come, gone, it comes, to fascinate
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Don't ya get lost in your heart of darkness
Your ghost, dear god, there goes my monster” *

The song ended, but Lisa's train of thought did not. She desperately wanted to see
her tunnel family, she realized abruptly. How should she go about it? Was there a
way to contact them? She had never set up a means. Her old teacher had died
some years ago and she didn't want to use the Central Park culvert again. She
suspected it was dangerous these days, too risky in the city New York had
become.
Could she somehow get into the tunnels from this house? She knew a lot of old
buildings had access from the smuggling days, and she also knew, with her innate
sense of direction, that this one must have a tunnel below it, albeit on the
outskirts of the network.
On impulse, she got up and went down to the cellar. Something wasn't quite
making sense, now she considered it. This house and its location ... she allowed
herself the curiosity. She had not explored the cellar. She’d only been there long
enough to direct the movers to put her trunks and other less useful oddments
there. Now she turned on the light, went down the stairs and looked around. Her
items took up very little space and she could see all the walls. Perhaps there was a
pipe somewhere she could use to contact a tunnel dweller? She could still
remember enough pipe code, she was sure, but the pipe would have to lead into
the tunnels. Where would it be, if one existed?
She opened a door in one wall and found the furnace. There seemed to be nothing
else there except a little dust. Then she looked into the laundry room. Ditto.
Sighing, she looked at what had probably been a coal chute door, only half height,
and opened it, bending down to peer inside. If it ever held coal, all had since been
cleaned up. There was a horizontal handle on the opposite wall and she shuffled
over to it, bent double. What harm could there be? She pulled on it, half
expecting it to either come off in her hand, or dump old coal dust and spiders on
her. Instead, a garage-like door rose smoothly from the floor and rolled easily
along a track into a gap at the top, leaving only a handle on the underside.
She found herself looking into a dark tunnel lit by one lone bulb some distance
away.
Should she continue? Yes, she decided. She was wearing comfortable clothes and
shoes and had no fear of getting lost in what had once been her world, even
though some of the ways had undoubtedly changed. She could tap the pipes and
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call for help if she needed to – and maybe Vincent would come to her.
She pulled the door closed behind her, a habit of caution drummed into her from
her tunnel days, and looked towards the lightbulb. The other direction was dark,
so she moved towards the light, and walked past it until she reached a side
tunnel. Looking down it, she saw another light. If she followed the lights, she
would eventually reach an area she recognized, she was sure. This was all so
convenient that she knew it wasn't an accident. That made her move swiftly,
although still with caution, careful of her footing in the darker patches between
lights.
Some time later, she approached a junction she knew. The left hand one would go
to the home tunnels. Was she ready for that? She straightened her shoulders.
Better sooner than later. What else did she have to do? She had heard pipes
chatter during her walk, but had seen no sentries, nor heard anyone transmit an
alarm. The tapping, which she had to concentrate on to understand, seemed just
people keeping in touch – a kind of Morse code cellphone she thought, nothing
that need worry her.
She kept walking until she reached the home chambers and on impulse walked
into Father's library. He was the one she needed to convince of her good
intentions.
He looked up as she walked in and immediately stood up, slowly. She stopped,
somewhat at a loss. Of course, he wouldn't look as she remembered, she berated
herself. He was now quite ancient, almost bald, probably in his 90s, and bent –
but the look in his eyes still spoke of intelligence and just a little caution. It HAD
been a long time!
“Lisa? It IS you. Welcome dear girl!”
“Hello Father. It's wonderful to see you.” Indeed, it was. She smiled at him.
“Please sit down and have tea with me. Did you come from your house?”
Abruptly, Father sat down and made an oath under his breath.
Lisa, never slow to pick up on nuance, sat down opposite him and pondered the
extraordinary response. How had he known about her house? Then she knew and the revelation washed over her.
“You know about my house. You must be the “J” in the investment company. Am
I right?”
“Yes,” Jacob said quietly. “I had not intended to let the cat out of the bag. I'm old.
Both the other partners have since passed away, you know, so I suppose it doesn't
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matter any more. I contributed little except the idea.”
“And the others were?”
“Dr. Peter Alcott and Charles Chandler – Dr. Alcott was Catherine's doctor as well
as ours, and her father was Charles Chandler. I didn't know Charles, but Peter
did. He passed away not long before you came back to us, all those years ago.”
“Well, I must thank you all, Father. I am grateful to have a place to live.”

“We felt you would want to be in New York, although you could always have come
back here, you know,” Father commented, “and we wanted to do something for
you. We try to help all our 'graduates'. Let me order some tea and let everyone
know you're here.”
He got up and tapped on the pipes with a rod that was dangling nearby.
Not surprisingly, Vincent was the first to arrive. He was older too, of course, and
didn't move with quite the speed and grace he once did. However, she was glad to
see he was not much changed. His eyes looked at her with open friendship and he
sat down beside her.
“Lisa, I am glad you're here at last.”
“You knew?”
“Yes. Father told us when you moved into your house. We hoped you would visit,
become part of us again, or at least grace us with your presence occasionally, but
you had to find your own way. We made it as easy as we could. Peter insisted.”
“I followed the lights. Thank you for that.”
Vincent nodded. “You are welcome. You were watched, and we would have come
to your aid if you had needed any.”
Tea and cookies on a tray arrived in the hands of Mary, who carefully cleared a
space on the table for it, and then held out her arms to Lisa.
Lisa rose and moved into the arms of the older woman. It was lovely to get a
genuine hug, not one just for appearances. How she had missed that close
contact!
She sighed. “I know there must be a lot of news. How have you all been?”
Father answered. “We're here and we have survived. It has been difficult on
occasion. We had to close a lot of tunnels after 9/11, but we have fewer people
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now too. Some of us live above in a house Peter left us, and Catherine has helped.
“Catherine? Where is she?” Lisa asked, curious.
“She's in the brownstone we share,” Vincent answered. “Our son is a doctor, and
we see him when he can make it. Our twins are here somewhere. They are not
easy to control.” He laughed and Father chuckled.
Lisa looked as astonished as she felt. He had children? “Well, obviously a lot has
changed.”
“Not that much,” Vincent disagreed. “My life has changed more than most,
because of Catherine. I am no longer alone.”
Lisa nodded. “I know what it means to be alone, you know. I'm still alone,
although it IS good to be here, my home. I didn't come before because I was ...
well, I didn't know if I'd be welcome.”
Vincent rose and she moved into his hug. He felt as he always had; warm, padded
and solid.
She looked up at him, wondering why she had never been more attracted to him.
Plenty of the other tunnel women were. There was just something about him, she
decided. He was very self-aware, composed, maybe too comfortable for her
ambitions. When he had worshipped her as a teenager that was not what she had
wanted either. She had not wanted anything that would tie her down then, or
ever, if she was honest. The men in her life were judged by their bank accounts.
She was truthful about it – and they had no illusions either.
Yes, that visit long ago had confirmed it. Vincent had given his whole heart and
his life revolved around Catherine. There was no doubt about that. He would
never change. She was happy for him. He deserved it. She would never have been
right for him.
“Please sit down, all of you, and let's have tea and talk. You're making my neck
ache looking up at you,” Father pleaded.
There was chuckle from Vincent as they arranged themselves around the table.
They had just taken a sip and a bite when Catherine nearly ran in.
“Lisa – how wonderful to see you!” She sat down in the one remaining chair and
smiled.
“I hear you and Vincent have a family,” Lisa commented.
“Yes, a family that has given us no end of joy – and challenge.”
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“Will I be able to meet them?”
“Of course. Jacob is above working at St. Vincent's Hospital. I don't know where
the twins are exactly, except that they're here below someplace, and no doubt up
to mischief. They're well past the age for that, but insufferably unwilling to admit
it.”
Lisa laughed. It was so wonderful to just hear someone talk about something
other than dance and to know that this world had not really changed… its
residents only older.
“What are your plans?” Father asked at last… inevitably, Lisa thought.
She didn't have time to answer because a flurry of activity at the door announced
the arrival of two more people. They exuded joy and mischief in equal measure,
although Lisa was not sure how she knew that. Perhaps it was their cheeky
expression, one she had never seen on Vincent's face, although they certainly
resembled him.
“You must be Lisa,” they said together, then giggled.
She rose and they came to her, enveloping her in a hug that made her realize their
resemblance to their father was more than skin deep.
“I'm Joseph,” said one through the hug,
“And I'm Jennifer,” said the other.
They moved away from her just a little and Lisa took a good look at them. They
were obviously well into their 20s, yet did not have their father's height. She
wondered if they had inherited his strength.
“Where were you?” Vincent asked.
“Helping Uncle Mouse build a dam,” Jennifer answered.
“WHAT?” Father queried loudly.
“Only on a small tributary of the river,” Joseph explained. “Uncle Mouse wants to
see if it's possible to generate any electricity from a small one. We're helping him
build it.”
Father huffed but said no more.
“What are you using for a turbine?” Vincent asked, obviously curious.
“Some old fan blades and other stuff,” Jennifer replied.
Father declined to ask what the 'other stuff' was, deciding to change the topic.
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“Lisa is visiting us, and we hope she will do so more often.” He looked at Lisa
inquiringly, since she hadn't answered his question.
“I don't really know what I want to do,” Lisa admitted. “I can help any child who
wants to dance, of course, here or in my house, but I need a hobby.”
Mary, who had been silent, spoke up. “You can help us with many things, if you
wish,” she remarked. “We sew, knit, crochet, assemble clothing, sort out what
helpers give us, and even make candles.”
Lisa looked down at her hands. She had never used them for anything other than
dressing and putting on makeup, although she had occasionally done some minor
repairs to her costumes – a skill she had learned in the tunnels. She wouldn't
know how to begin a real handicraft.
“That's kind of you, Mary, but I think I would be better at doing what I know best,
if anyone wants to learn dance....”
Catherine broke in. “Don't worry about it, Lisa. If you like children, you're
welcome to become an instructor, or perhaps tell stories to the little ones.”
Lisa enjoyed her time with children in such productions as The Nutcracker, and
thought that that might be something she could do. She looked at Catherine, then
around at the people watching her.
“I think I'd like that,” she said. “I do have a lot of stories.”
“I'll bet you do,” said Jennifer admiringly. “We want to hear them all.”
Lisa nodded, uncertain what to say. They were too old to learn classical dance,
but there were many types of dance. She was sure they would be helpful in other
ways, if they liked to build things.
“Perhaps we can organize a little stage troupe for dance,” she suggested.
“Oh, the children would love that,” Mary said, beaming at her. “No one here has
the expertise, so we haven't really encouraged it.”
“Then perhaps we can arrange a time for me to assess the children who are
interested, and I'll begin some exercise training for them. They'll find it boring,
but they need to be fit for doing any serious dancing.”
“I think you'll find that they're all fit, although not necessarily coordinated or
disciplined enough for dance,” Vincent commented. They have been taught some
Chinese martial arts, to improve their balance and allow them to defend
themselves when they go above.”
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“That will help,” Lisa agreed.
“Well then, Lisa, is there anything you'd like to do while you're here today?”
Father asked.
Lisa thought about that for a few moments. “May I have a tour? I have missed
everyone, and I'd like to see everything.”
“We'll guide you,” the twins said, and Lisa nodded, smiling at them.
“Will you stay for dinner?” Vincent asked.
“I'd love to,” Lisa replied. That would sure beat eating alone in her house, she
thought, as she rose to follow the twins, who were eager to get started.
By the time supper was over, Lisa was more than ready for bed in her own home.
Walking had not been a big part of her life, she realized belatedly. It was a
different kind of exercise. She had just walked miles with the twins, renewed old
acquaintances, and visited places she remembered. The great falls seemed to
have been reduced to a trickle, but then perhaps it was the season. She'd come to
realize that she couldn't live in the tunnels anymore. It was too dim, the candle
smoke made her eyes smart, and there really weren't many places to go.
The food was good though, and she was amazed at that. Lives here had not
changed markedly, and there were signs that they were not without anything they
needed. They even had electricity now! Lisa suspected that Catherine had done
more than give Vincent a new life. Money did change worlds!
Vincent escorted her back to her house access, silently at first. Then he looked at
her and commented, “You look relaxed, Lisa, in a way I don't recall ever seeing
before.”
Lisa chuckled as she looked up at him.
“I have mellowed a bit, haven't I? Well, there's no need for me to pretend
anymore, Vincent. I'm retired, I'm comfortable, and I can do what I wish. I'm
very glad I came down today. You all made me feel so welcome.”
“You ARE welcome, Lisa, any time.” Vincent bent over and gave her a peck on her
forehead.
Lisa was a little surprised but also gratified. The old Vincent would never have
done that!
“You've changed too, Vincent. I don't think I've ever seen you so happy and
relaxed.”
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Vincent nodded. “Yes, I am both those things, because of Catherine and our
children. We lead very normal lives now in our brownstone, which isn't far from
yours, actually You would be welcome to visit and see what we're doing. I come to
the tunnels often, but I do love being able to see daylight. Catherine has made it
easy for me to enjoy it in our garden.”
“I'm so happy for you,” Lisa stated, truthfully. “I have not been the best friend to
you, but I have not done much better for myself. Now I truly feel that I've come
home.”
“You have, Lisa,” Vincent affirmed.
She thanked him again and then turned into her entry, bending down to get
through the chute door and closing it behind her.
Yes, she thought, remembering the song that had brought her below, she had left
her own monster behind too. No one had given the slightest indication that they
begrudged her anything they could give. It was a lovely feeling.
Her 'heart of darkness' was something quite different now. It was a place of good
memories and family – people who loved her.
END
* Blondie "My Monster" (2017)
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Victory…
by Judith Nolan

Vincent put his hand on his statue of Nike, the winged
goddess of Victory. When he’d found her, she’d been in
pieces. He’d reassembled her carefully. Her spear and
parts of her chariot were missing. She was as whole as
he could make her.
Now he needed reassembling. So much of what he knew
before his illness was lost.
Everyone had done their best. But one large piece of his
life was still missing. The memory of what had
happened in that dark cavern.
Was he afraid to know? He shook his head, sighing.
Suddenly he sensed movement behind him…
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Smile a Crooked Smile
by Ruby

June 2011
The sound of the falls filled her ears with a soft roar, as she stood on the lookout
point and watched the water tumbling, tumbling down and never running out. It
was a soft roar. Could a roar be soft? A crease appeared between Caroline’s eyes.
She gave in to the problem of wondering about the volume of roars, as it took her
mind off her present problem.
At any rate, the sound of the falls was quieter here than it was near their base.
That was her favorite place to observe them. Climbing onto one of the jagged
rocks and feeling the spray and the roar that sounded like a giant’s yell or the
thunder of the hooves of a spectral horse, the kind Cú Chulainn would have
ridden. But she had to be careful now about climbing on rocks in her condition…
her condition. Such a wonderfully bland term for the flaming six car pileup of a
mess she’d gotten herself into. Eighteen is technically an adult, and you’re
nineteen at that. So technically, you aren’t a stupid kid who got herself knocked
up.
She wrapped her arms around herself. She was in Topsider clothes today. For
some reason, when she messed up royally, she’d wear jeans and blouses from
Laura’s boutique. It made her feel like she hadn’t cut herself off even further from
Above and that her greatest fear of being confined to Below wasn’t about to come
true… even though a long sojourn Below stretched out before her… a pregnancy…
and what if the baby looked like her? She felt a familiar terror. She wanted to
keep her baby, but she didn’t know if she wanted it to look like its Mama.
To have a child, especially a girl, one that looked like her, would be an end to an
aloneness she scarcely dared to voice, to anyone. But to be condemned - she
could hear her mother’s voice sharply rebuking her, using such a word to describe
her situation.
Her beautiful mother… her beautiful mother who tried so hard to make her
believe that true beauty was on the inside and that she was beautiful in a way
Topsiders didn’t understand.
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She had to laugh at that. There were plenty of Topsiders who wanted the thrill of
having her in their beds… and plenty of times she’d let them. It had been a wild
adolescence, one which was now coming to the most abrupt of ends. She was with
child, with only a best guess as to who the father was.
She rubbed her face, the soft bristle of fur against her fingers, her claws resting
against her forehead. She was in trouble… trouble that tumbled down on her like
a waterfall, soaking her to the bone.
The hair on the back of her neck stood up. The air got that quality of cold that
wasn’t the temperature, but the presence of something unseen. She smelled the
crushed bay leaves with notes of leather like an expensive men's cologne. She
heard the soft footsteps of something that couldn’t make footsteps. Charles
Chandler walked up beside her, taking a moment to contemplate the falls. He
looked thoughtful.
“You really got yourself in deep this time kiddo.”
“Not going to pat my head, well if you could, and tell me everything is going to be
alright?”
“Nope.”
Caroline was fond of her ghostly grandfather. She didn’t know why he only
appeared to her, and she’d stopped telling anyone that she saw him from time to
time. If he wanted to appear to them that was his business. He had a way of
appearing when she needed him most and that certainly was now.
“I want to keep my baby, Pops. I know that sounds crazy, me raising a kid but…”
She trailed off, she didn’t know how to convince her parents she was going to be
in this for the long haul, that she wasn’t going to get bored and pass her baby off
to the nursery for Brooke, Olivia and the congress of nice women Below to raise.
Charles looked at her carefully but not unkindly.
“It won’t be easy, and you will need help. If the others watch your baby in the
nursery from time to time it doesn’t mean you’ve failed.”
Caroline plucked at a thread on the hem of her blouse. “I know. But there’s
needing help and there’s ‘Oh Caroline can’t do this. We know what’s best.’ I hate
that, I always have. I know I’m a freak like my dad, but dammit the way they
automatically act like I’m going to screw up. Well at a certain point you feel like
you might as well start living down to their expectations, you know?”
Charles was giving her no quarter. “You have an endless appetite for self pity, my
dear. You’re going to have to shed that and quickly if you want to be a parent. I
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knew it wasn’t going to be easy to raise a daughter alone after her mother died,
but I had to do it. And so do you, if you’ve made the choice to keep this child.”
Caroline considered that and voiced a question she’d been wondering about for a
while. “How come I’ve never seen Grandmother Caroline? I mean, I get you’re
not supposed to ask how this ghost business works, but I know you’ve seen her,
right? ... like in where ever after is.”
Charles looked troubled, then embarrassed, and Caroline had to laugh.
“She doesn’t come because she doesn’t approve of her only daughter not only
banging some extra from Cats, but having kids with him too.”
He sighed. “You know, you’re a lot alike. She’ll give me hell for saying that, but
it’s fitting you were named after her. You both have iron wills and fierce hearts.
Give her time, and don’t let it worry you any. Your grandmother and I have all the
time in the world and what the dead fret over isn’t the business of the living.”
Caroline rolled her eyes. “Nice dodge, no wonder you made such a good lawyer.”
She looked at the water again. “I might give the baby up if it doesn’t look like me.”
She had to say it. Charles' expression became gentle.
“A real Stella Dallas type, hmm? I knew watching all those old movies would give
you bad ideas. You might bring yourself to do it, but it would tear you into a
million pieces. You’d never be able to draw in a breath without feeling some
phantom ache somewhere.”
Caroline’s eyes filled with tears, “It might be better though, than if it looks like
me, and can see all the things it will never have.”
Charles was again giving no quarter. “Life is about realizing the things you are
never going to have and finding ways to navigate around them. Your parents
thought they couldn’t have each other, and look how wrong they were.”
Caroline rubbed her forehead. “I know Jacob is proof that all the trouble was
worth it… but me? I’m a warning. It’s not just self-pity, Pops. If it looks like me
that means the Madness.” She shook her head remembering fragments of her
time with it. How it grabbed her in its mouth and bit down and shook her about
like a rag doll. How she wanted to take and be taken. How when Luke’s Topsider
girlfriend complimented her skirt it made her so furious that she made sure the
girl walked in on her and Luke, Caroline clutching her skirts as Luke had her
against one of the walls of the storage chamber. The smell of Winterfest punch
was wafting off them in waves. How glad she’d been when his girlfriend burst into
tears. What a wonderful legacy to give a child, she thought bitterly.
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Charles sighed. “I can’t make that any easier for you, or them. But if you only look
at what could go wrong or what is going to be hard, you won’t see all the wonders
that are waiting for you. You are about to go on the journey of a lifetime Caroline.
I believe you can do it. The journey won’t look like what anybody expects, but
when has it ever been that way for our family?”
Caroline squared her shoulders, if he was really a ghost or just the part of her
mind that told her what she needed to hear, she felt better every time they talked.
“Okay Pops, I’ll try.” She smiled a crooked little smile. “Make sure Grandma
Caroline is sitting down when you tell her she’s going to be a great grandmother.”
Charles laughed, “You two are peas in a pod. You’re going to be a terrific mother
Care-Bear.” And with a sigh that sounded like rustling of fabric he was gone.
Caroline watched the falls a moment more.
She had to tell her parents, but she figured a visit to Eric and Nikki would put off
that no-doubt-explosive scene for a little while. She took the paths that wound
around the falls, and skirted the Hub, and ended up near their loft. A slip through
a crack in the rock … How long until I’m too big to do that? … got her into the
basement. From there, she slipped up the stairs as fast as a wraith. She liked
knocking on the front doors of a place when she could.
The door opened and Eric’s face looked out in surprise, his hair a tousled
haystack of blond, with glasses slightly askew. She hadn’t known Eric before he
reached adulthood but there was something about his expression, even with his
glasses long ago switched from the too big windshields she’d seen in photos to a
smart pair of wire frames that recalled the lost child he’d once been. He looked
worried.
“Is something wrong?”
“No, no I just thought I’d drop in-”
“Who is it Eric? Is that Caroline?” Nikki walked up with equally tousled hair,
hastily tying a batik robe around her. Caroline suddenly realized what she’d
interrupted.
“Uh, oh… I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bother you two…I’m going.”
Eric laughed, “It’s alright Cari, you’re here.” He looked toward Nikki, “Do you
need some doctor’s advice?” Nikki understood that this conversation might not
be for her ears and started back for the bedroom.
Caroline shook her head. “No, well not exactly, and it’s okay if Nikki hears.” Nikki
was one of her favorite people. A petite woman with glossy black hair looking
adorably rumpled, she was standing under a poster for a film festival where her
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experimental films had debuted. She knew how badly Caroline wanted to be on
camera and so Nikki cast her in one of those films.
Caroline remembered wearing a purple mask and long purple gloves and being
the mysterious figure that kept luring a nameless woman to a strange location.
She’d been too young to understand Nikki’s films then, she should ask to watch
them again.
“It’s okay if she knows. There’s gonna be a new tunnel baby soon.”
Nikki’s eyes widened. Caroline loved her for not immediately rushing into a hug
with an ‘Oh that’s wonderful’ sentiment like Rebecca or Mary would. Caroline
could see the flash in Nikki’s eyes, perhaps remembering her wild mother. Her
mother loved her, but ended up loving to shoot heroin, too. She eventually left
their apartment one day looking for a fix and never came back. Nikki smiled, but
it was a cautious one. “That is big news. Do you know if you’re going to keep the
baby?”
“Nikki!” Eric said, dismayed.
Caroline shook her head again.
“No that’s okay, I am. I know it sounds nuts, but I really want to be a mom, even
though I know I’m too young and dumb.”
“You aren’t dumb,” Nikki said, “that’s honestly what gives me pause. You’re too
smart for your own good sometimes.” She sighed, “I’m happy if you’re happy
Caroline, and if you need anything…”
“… Don’t hesitate to ask.” Caroline grinned. “I know when most people say that
they absolutely don’t mean it, but not you two. I will be going now, gotta tell the
folks.” She didn’t miss the look Eric and Nikki slipped to each other like a note
passed in class.
“Oh, one last thing, Eric... I want you to be my doctor for this. I know
Grandfather and Peter are still seeing patients but…”
“It won’t be so intense to have me examine you rather than a family member.”
“Yeah.” Caroline turned to go and heard the music playing on the stereo, Bowie…
and it was one of her favorite albums. His voice sang out “...I believe we’re not
alone, I believe in Beatles, I believe my little soul has grown, and I’m still so
afraid…” That song had gotten her through some rough times, and it was likely to
be the one that got her through this.
She smiled, “I’ll let you get back to hot monkey sex. See you at dinner tonight if
you’re there.” And without waiting to see their reactions she bopped out the door
and back into the basement.
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Caroline walked through the tunnel corridors and into the Brownstone’s
basement. She took the secret passage up to her room on the second floor. She
knew her parents were home, and she could sense them in the kitchen. Her
breath was the only sound in the room. She wanted just a moment more before
she saw the disappointment in their eyes. She looked around her bedroom at the
posters, books and tunnel clothes hanging next to a vintage Halston that had
belonged to her mother.
She wondered if her child would like the same authors she did. She wondered if it
would be a reader at all. She had an easier time imagining giving birth to a
unicorn than a member of this family who wasn’t a bookworm.
She sighed. It was time to pay the piper.
She walked downstairs. They were drinking tea at the breakfast table, and
something was playing on the radio… Gershwin’s Piano Concerto, the sound of
the city he loved so much. Her heart felt like it was playing Gershwin against her
ribs, as they looked up. She met their eyes and realized… they know, of course
they know, dad probably smelled it on me before I even knew. They know, and
they haven’t said anything. They needed to hear me say it first.
She swallowed.
“I’m pregnant.”
There was no look of disappointment in their eyes. No anger. No insistence on
knowing who the father was. Without a word they got up and drew her into a
group embrace. Caroline started to cry, but that was all right. It was okay to be
scared as hell right now. Sometimes you just had to be afraid like the song said.
She thought about Bowie. Maybe her child would love Bowie as much as she did.
She hoped so. And that seemed as good a place as any to start.
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Ode to A Muse
by Anon E. Mouse

Early one morning, and all through my house
Not a keyboard was stirring… Not even my mouse.
When to my surprise I was found wide awake
A menopause hot flash, my sleep it did take.
“Are you kidding?” I asked. To the ceiling I pleaded,
“It’s dark and I’m tired.” It was sleep that I needed!
Then what to my meandering thoughts did appear,
But a spark of a story. My muse lingered near.
“Are you sure?” was my question. “But it’s four in the morning!
You’ve been sleeping so long I ‘ve gotten used to your snoring.”
But persistent she was, as I tried to deny her.
By five I decided I’d better stick by her.
She had slept on for months to my utter frustration.
If I failed to respond it might mean more consternation.
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In the darkness I trod down the stairs to my basement,
Careful, one slip might crack my brain’s tough encasement.
In moments my laptop was fired up and ready.
My mouse was awake, and my hands were quite steady.
I opened my files full of unfinished stories,
Waiting for endings of love in its glory.
My muse smiled broadly to see her old friends.
Finally ready to give some of them ends.
So, if you have stories that aren’t yet quite finished
Don’t think that your chances are one bit diminished.
It may not be insomnia, night sweats, or the blues
Interupting your sleep, dear. It just might be your muse.
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This is a retelling of the Beauty and the Beast episode Orphans, from
season 2… only this time with a ghostly twist that is woven around and through
the script and the transcript. The episode Orphans was written by Alex Gansa
and Howard Gordon. No copyright infringement is intended, only fun.

The Guide
by Barbara Anderson

Before us great Death stands
Our fate held close within his quiet hands.
When with proud joy we lift Life’s red wine
To drink deep of the mystic shining cup
And ecstasy through all our being leaps—
Death bows his head and weeps.
“Death,”- Rainer Maria Rilke
Chapter 1
Charles stood next to the desk in his office at Chandler and Coolidge, confused by
the commotion going on around him. There were emergency workers kneeling
over someone on the floor. Joan and Marilyn were standing close by, looking
panicked. People from all over the office were wandering in, craning their necks
to get a better view.
“What’s going on here?” he demanded. “Why are you all in my office? What’s
happened?”
But no one paid any attention to his questions.
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“What… am I invisible?” he demanded a little louder. “What is this all about?”
Still, no one in the room responded, or even looked his way. “Am I dreaming?”
he wondered aloud.
“This is no dream, Charles. This is very real.”
Hearing a familiar, beloved voice, he turned his attention in that direction. There
she was, the only woman he’d ever loved, leaning nonchalantly against his desk.
His heart skipped a beat as he looked upon her radiant face
“Caroline?” he uttered, smiling in disbelief and overwhelming joy. “What are you
doing here?” He shook his head. “Wait…. no, this can’t be real. It must be a
dream. You’ve been gone for a very long time. How else could you be here, except
in my dreams?”
She smiled wistfully. “Yes, it has been a long time, hasn’t it? Especially for you.
But I’ve never really been very far away. If you think about it, I imagine you’ll
agree.”
She’s right, he mused, as she usually was. He recalled the old days, when she’d
won nearly every argument. Nodding, he agreed. “Yes, there have been times
when I could feel you close.”
“Marilyn looks good,” she remarked, looking toward the melee in the room.
“Other than the look of sheer panic on her face. I bet she tried to get you to take
better care of yourself.”
“Yes, she’s always harping… Wait, what do you mean, ‘she tried to?’”
“Take a closer look, my dear.” His wife motioned toward the center of the room
where the commotion seemed to be directed.
Charles moved closer to see over the back of the medic. He seemed to be
performing CPR on someone, who had apparently collapsed in front of his
antique mahogany desk.
“It looks like… is it… it’s me!”
Then shaking his head… “It doesn’t make any sense. That can’t be me… I’m
standing right here.” He looked questioningly toward his wife… his dead wife…
the only person in the room who seemed to be able to hear him. “I don’t
understand, Caroline. What’s happening?”
“You know I love you, darling, don’t you?”
“Of course, I know that, but what—”
She tilted her head and smiled gently. “Think for a moment, Charles. I believe
you can reach your own conclusion.”
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He looked toward his likeness lying on the floor, and then at his secretary, Joan,
and Marilyn Campbell, his longtime assistant who were now openly weeping and
holding on to each other.
“Am I…? Are you telling me that I’m… I’M DEAD?!?!” he asked as the horror of
the realization began to wash over him.
“No.” Caroline shook her head. “Not yet, anyway… but soon. I’ve come here to
guide you.” She held out a hand to him, beckoning him to take it.
“Guide me?” he repeated her words. “Guide me where?” he asked suspiciously.
“To the ‘other side,’ of course. Everyone has a guide… and I’m yours.”
“NO!” He moved away from her and exclaimed, “No, I can’t die!”
She looked perplexed. “I realize it’s a shock, Charles. It always is when it happens
suddenly like this. I promise you that feeling will pass. But I thought you would
be happier to see me” she remarked. “I know for a fact you’ve missed me terribly.
It’s going to be fine… I promise.”
Charles began to vigorously shake his head. “No, no, no, no, no! Caroline, you
don’t understand, I can’t die! I CAN’T DIE! Not yet! I’m not ready… she still
needs me … Cathy needs me! She’s not ready for me to… to… to go!”
Suddenly he felt himself being pulled toward the center of activity in the room.
“He’s back. He’s got a heartbeat,” Charles heard the unfamiliar voice declare.
“Thank Heavens!” Charles heard Joan exclaim.
“He’s breathing on his own, but his pulse is weak and thready. We need to get
him to the hospital STAT.” The urgency in the stranger’s voice was unmistakable.
“Is he going to be all right?” someone asked.
Of course, I’ll be all right, Charles tried to say, but for some reason he couldn’t
make the words reach his lips. He tried to blink to clear his vision. I can’t see.
Why is everything so dark? he tried to ask. Still, he couldn’t manage to move or
make himself known.
He could hear someone yelling orders. “Please, everyone, move aside! Bring that
over here! One, two, three… lift!” Charles felt himself being lifted off the floor. He
could hear women crying. Every sound seemed to echo in his head, as if he was in
a large cavern. I must be on a gurney, he concluded as someone put a blanket
over him and began tucking it in.
“It’s going to be fine, Joan. They’ll take good care of him,” he heard Marilyn say.
Good old Marilyn, he thought. You’re always the stoic, practical one, aren’t you?
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He felt a warm hand grab hold of his, as he was being wheeled out of the office.
“It’s going to be all right, Charles. They’ll take good care of you. I’ll get hold of
Cathy and tell her where they’re taking you.”
Charles laughed inwardly. “Yes, Marilyn, you always do take care of
everything.”
“I don’t think he can hear you, Ma’am.”
“Ridiculous,” she scoffed. “His eyes are open. Of course he can hear me.”
“He’s unresponsive, Ma’am. He doesn’t seem to be aware of us.”
“Well, I think he can hear me. And I want him to know, I’m here for him.”
You tell him, Marilyn, Charles laughed to himself. I learned a long time ago not
to argue with you…

August 1968
“…Cathy is a wonderful girl, Charles…” Marilyn said. “And you are a wonderful
father. But you can’t do this alone. Please let me help.”
Charles stood obstinately behind his desk, offended that Marilyn had so little
faith in his abilities as a father. “I promised Caroline I would raise her, Marilyn,
and I intend to keep that promise.”
“I know that, but she didn’t expect you to do it alone. Why are you so stubborn?
Caroline was my friend. I made promises too, you know.”
Charles looked intently at his long-time assistant. “What promises?”
“Caroline asked me to… to keep an eye… on the two of you. She asked me to be
there for Cathy… if she needed me … especially when the time came for…” She
was trying to be delicate, but Charles wasn’t making it easy.
Charles didn’t understand. “When the time came for what?” he asked
impatiently. “Did she think I couldn’t do it?”
“Of course she thought you could do it, Charles. You hung the moon as far as
Caroline was concerned. Everybody knew that. But she didn’t expect you to do it
alone. Do I have to spell it out? I know you’re a man, but you can’t possibly be
that thick.”
His chest puffed out a little, as he declared, “I’ll have you know –”
172

The Guide by Barbara Anderson

“I know, I know,” she interrupted, raising her hand to stop him. “You graduated
at the top of your class… yada yada yada…” she said with an unmistakable note
of sarcasm. “Well, this may come as a surprise, Charles, but that doesn’t mean
you know everything. In some ways you are completely hopeless.”
Charles was exasperated by her boldness. “You have got to be the most
impertinent assistant known to man. You know, some people would fire you for
a lot less than that.”
Having no intention of backing down, Marilyn stood her ground. “I’m a lot
more than your assistant, Charles Chandler, and you know it!”
Charles sighed and threw up his hands.
Marilyn detected he was beginning to relent.
They stared each other down for a few moments.
“What did you mean when you said, ‘when the time came?’” he asked again.
“I guess I’ll just have to be blunt.” Exasperated, Marilyn began to explain.
“Cathy is almost twelve, Charles. She’s becoming a young woman. Or haven’t
you noticed? She needs someone… someone to take her to purchase a… a
training bra and… and feminine hygiene products. Have you done that yet? Has
she started menstruating?”
Charles stood bolt upright, and puffed up his chest again, his eyes wide with
mortification. “For Heaven’s sake, Marilyn! How could I possibly know
something like that?”
Marilyn sighed and shook her head. She sympathized with her dear friend and
all he had gone through. “You are her father. Cathy doesn’t have a mother to
guide her through it. Believe me, if she had started menstruating, you would
know. Are you ready to deal with that? Has anyone even explained it to her? Or
are you going to just let her be frightened when it happens, and think she’s
going to die? Because after what the two of you have been through, that’s
exactly what she will think and you know it.”
Charles collapsed in his leather office chair, looking defeated and terrified.
“What am I going to do, Marilyn? I can’t even begin to… I… I have no idea how
to even… I don’t… I don’t know the first thing about any of that. I never even
had a sister. Cathy would probably die of embarrassment if I even attempted to
broach the subject. I know I would.”
Marilyn smiled a little and nodded. “I do believe that exceptional intelligence of
yours is finally beginning to kick in, Charles,” she said. “I’m here. I can help you.
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I promised Caroline that I would. I’ll take care of it… that is, if you’ll allow me
to.”
Charles heaved a heavy sigh. He was clearly defeated. “Fine… yes… I would
very much appreciate that,” he said, nodding slightly. “Thank you, Marilyn,” he
said, with some contrition.
“I’ll pick her up at 11 am on Saturday and take her on a girls only shopping trip,
and then to lunch and a movie… and… you’re welcome.”
As Marilyn started to leave the office, she turned back for a moment.
Charles looked up expectantly. “Yes, Marilyn? What is it?”
She wondered momentarily if she should say any more, and then decided he
needed to hear it. “You aren’t the only one who lost Caroline, you know,” she
said softly. “Caroline was one of my dearest friends. I lost her too. You don’t
have to go through this alone.”

That wasn’t the only time you stepped up and pulled me out of the fire, was it,
Marilyn? he thought.
The gurney stopped momentarily.
“What hospital are you taking him to?” Marilyn asked.
“New York Hospital, Ma’am. It’s the closest.”
‘Ding…’ The elevator’s here, Charles realized, as he heard the doors open.
“I’m sorry, Ma’am, I don’t think there’s room for you and the rest of us in here.”
Marilyn squeezed his hand and spoke reassuringly in his ear. “Don’t worry about
a thing, Charles. I’ll call Cathy.” He felt her hand slip out of his, as the gurney
entered the elevator. “I’ll contact Peter too,” he heard her say, as the doors closed.
He was jostled and bumped as they rolled him out of the building and lifted him
into the waiting ambulance. The car doors slammed and then sirens blared as
they made their way through the Manhattan traffic.
“We’re losing him again! Hurry up!” the medic yelled.
Charles found himself sitting on the small bench inside the ambulance, watching
himself on the gurney, as the medic began CPR again. He felt strangely calm.
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“Come on, man! Don’t die on me. One alligator, two alligator, three alligator,” he
muttered, as he pressed down repeatedly on his patient’s chest. “Come on, Mr…
BREATHE!” He fit the hand-held ventilator over Charles’ mouth and pumped it a
few times.
It’s the strangest thing, being outside of my body, looking on like this, he
thought.
“It is strange, isn’t it? In the beginning, anyway.”
Charles turned to see Caroline sitting there beside him. “Can you read my
thoughts?” he asked, as if it was perfectly natural to have a conversation with his
deceased wife, who had been gone for nearly twenty-one years.
“No, Charles, but I know you. Besides, your emotions are clearly written all over
your face.” She smiled sympathetically. “Are you ready to come with me now?”
she asked, holding out her hand to him again.
He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Caroline. I can’t… not yet. Not until I know Cathy’s
going to be all right.”
He felt something pulling him again.
“Welcome back, Mister. Now stop scaring me like that.” The medic was clearly
shaken. “You’re NOT gonna die on my watch. Do you hear me? Keep breathing
this time, will ya?’
I’m trying, Charles tried to say. Believe me, I’m trying.
Chapter 2
Hours later, Charles stood by a hospital bed, watching himself. There was a tube
in his mouth. It was hooked to a machine that seemed to be regulating his
breathing. A nearby monitor was keeping track of his heartbeat. An IV was in one
arm and something was attached to his finger. He wasn’t sure what he would see
if he peeked under the blankets.
“I think I’m getting used to this,” he said, knowing somehow that she was there in
the room.
“Yes, I can see that,” she said as she stood beside him.
“Isn’t that strange?”
“No,” she answered, shaking her head. “Somehow, I don’t think so.”
“Am I alive or dead? I’m a bit confused.”
Caroline shrugged. “You’re somewhere in between, I suppose.”
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“Why?”
“Because apparently you aren’t ready to leave yet,” Caroline explained patiently.
They stood there, side by side, listening to the sound of the machines.
“Somehow, I thought you would be happier to see me, Charles,” she remarked. “I
realize no one ‘wants’ to die. But I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t your time. I
thought you would be more eager to come with me.”
He smiled, and looked lovingly at his wife. “You’re even more beautiful than I
remember, Caroline. Being an angel becomes you.”
“Thank you.” She looked at him adoringly and smiled wryly. “But I’m not exactly
an angel. I’m more of a guide… like I said before.”
“You were always an angel to me, my darling.”
She laughed.
Charles closed his eyes and listened to the music of her laughter. The heart
monitor began to speed up noticeably. He smiled broadly. “I always loved to hear
you laugh,” he said, as he gazed at the only woman he’d ever loved. “Cathy laughs
just like you, you know. Sometimes, she reminds me so much of you.”
“She’s here… nearby… waiting. Do you want to see her?”
“Can I?” He looked over at himself with concern.
Caroline nodded. “Yes. I promise,” she said, perceiving his concern. “It will be
fine. The machines are doing the work for you now. So, you have a little more
freedom.”

Catherine sat alone, waiting for some news from the doctors. They had attempted
to make the atmosphere in the family room warm and inviting. Magazines were
arranged neatly on the coffee table in front of her, inviting her to pass the time in
pleasant reading, but she didn’t see them.
Memories of another waiting room, long ago, filled her mind. The distinct
antiseptic smell, and the eerie silence of the hospital, evoked more than a few
unpleasant memories. That old feeling of dread, one she thought she’d forgotten,
filled her heart and mind. A kindly nurse brought her a dinner tray, but it
remained untouched.
Don’t die, Daddy. Please don’t die, she repeated inwardly, with every breath, like
a desperate, silent prayer. Please don’t die. Please don’t die. There are things I
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need to tell you. Things you need to know. It seemed as if she’d been waiting for
hours for some news.
“She looks so frightened and alone,” Charles observed with a furrowed brow.
“Just like when…”
“When it was me lying in the hospital bed?” Caroline finished his thought.
“Yes.” He nodded.
Charles moved closer to his daughter, wanting nothing more than to comfort her
and alleviate her fears. “They made her wait in the family room then too. She was
so small… and so afraid… so brave. She shouldn’t be here alone. Where’s
Marilyn? Where’s Peter? Where’s Kay? Someone should be here with her.” His
irritation was apparent.
“Peter is on his way back from Arizona. He got on the first available flight,”
Caroline assured him. “Marilyn and Kay are downstairs in the waiting room.
Family only are allowed up here.”
“That’s ridiculous!” he barked. “They are family! The only family we have,
anyway. She shouldn’t have to wait alone!”
Unruffled by his outburst, Caroline informed him of the situation. “Cathy saw
them when she arrived. She knows they are down there, but she wants to be up
here. She wants to be as close to you as she can be… in case there’s news.”
A little embarrassed, he apologized. “I’m sorry, Caroline. But I… it’s just that…
She shouldn’t be alone. It tears me apart to see her like this.”
Caroline stepped closer to her husband and put a comforting hand on his arm. “I
know. You’re right. It’s difficult to stand here, on this side, and watch the people
you love suffering. But we can’t do anything about that now. She won’t be alone
once Peter gets here.”
“Can we at least stay here, in the room with her?” he asked, still unsure what was
possible, or what was allowed.
Caroline nodded.
As they sat near, Catherine felt her fears begin to subside a little, and she dozed
off on the couch.
They sat quietly, watching their daughter, as she slept.
“Do you love her?” Caroline asked, breaking the silence.
“Cathy?” Charles asked.
“Kay,” Caroline clarified.
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He thought for a moment about the woman who had recently begun to be very
important to him. “Kay has been… a wonderful friend,” he said thoughtfully.
“More than just a friend, I suppose. But love?” He turned the word over in his
mind for a moment. “No. You’ve always had my heart, Caroline… always. Kay
knows that. But the brownstone can be an awfully quiet place for just one person,
and Kay is a good person… a dear friend, and good company. Especially since
Cathy and I have grown apart.”
“I would understand if you did… love her, Charles,” Caroline assured him. “I
didn’t want you to be alone. I wanted you to be happy.”
“I have been happy,” he assured her. “Cathy has been the joy of my life. After
you…were gone, I was determined to keep the promise I made to you. I tried to
make her childhood as happy as I could.”
“You kept that promise, and then some, my love. You’ve done splendidly. She’s
grown into an amazing woman.”
Charles looked at her doubtfully.
“You don’t believe me?” Caroline asked.
He sighed. “I worry about her… maybe more than I should. When she was still at
Chandler and Coolidge, I saw her every day. She was always flitting here and
there. She had so many friends. There was always a social event somewhere…
young men in droves, trying desperately to win her affections. I sometimes
wondered if she was too shallow and spoiled. And then after…” He paused and
recalled when things began to change.
“After she was attacked?” Caroline offered.
He looked at his wife in disbelief. “You know about that?”
“Yes,” she said with a nod. “I was there, Charles. I saw it happen.”
“You did?” he asked, incredulously. “Then why didn’t you stop it? Why didn’t you
protect her?”
“I’m just a spirit, Charles,” she explained. “There’s only so much I can do in this…
condition. I was able to find someone to help her though.”
“What do you mean?” Charles asked, looking utterly confused.
“It’s hard to explain. But she would have died, Charles.” Caroline was becoming
agitated. “It wasn’t her time. My daughter’s life wasn’t supposed to end like that!”
she insisted. “Bleeding and broken… tossed away, like some piece of… trash!” She
stopped to calm herself. “So, I… I guess you could say I… I broke a few rules. But I
didn’t care. Our daughter needed help, and I was desperate.”

178

The Guide by Barbara Anderson

“She has no memory of those days…” he explained. “… of the days when she was
missing. The doctors at the hospital said… they said she had been well cared for.”
“Yes, she was.” Caroline was a bit calmer.
“You were there, with her?”
“Yes… I never left her side. She was badly injured, and very frightened. I stayed
close.”
Charles sighed. “That’s when it began.”
Caroline looked at him quizzically. “When what began?”
“After the attack she… she changed. She was different after that… quiet, reserved,
and distant… and secretive. I knew she was keeping things from me. I thought if I
gave her the space and the time she needed, that the old Cathy would eventually
return, but instead… she left the firm to go work at the District Attorney’s office.”
He sat down and watched as Catherine slumbered on the couch. Then he looked
up at his wife and sighed. “We began to grow further and further apart. I didn’t
know how to stop it. She dropped out of her social set. As far as I can tell, she
rarely sees any of her old friends. She hasn’t dated anyone seriously for ages. I
thought… I hoped… that I would be a grandfather by now… that she would have
found someone… someone to love… someone to marry.”
Shaking his head, he continued. “She’s more alone now than ever, I’m afraid. If I
die, Caroline, our daughter will be completely alone in the world. How can I
leave, knowing that she has no one on this earth to turn to?”
Before Caroline could answer, a nurse entered the room, and both Charles and
Caroline stood. “Miss Chandler?” The nurse shook Catherine’s shoulder gently.
“Miss Chandler?”
Catherine sat up, a little disoriented.
“Doctor Cherian will see you now,” the nurse informed her. “If you will just follow
me.”
Catherine grabbed her coat and purse and accompanied the nurse down the
hallway. Charles and Caroline followed close behind.

“Your father has had a massive stroke,” the doctor explained.
“That doesn’t sound good,” Charles said.
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“Shhh,” came his wife’s reply.
“An artery gets clogged, which then prevents blood from reaching a particular
part of the vascular tree. In this case, the blood vessels that feed the brain. It’s a
pseudo coma… loss of all motor function and some sensory function. In other
words, he can’t move, and he can’t see you.”
“Is he saying that I… I’m blind?” Charles asked with consternation.
Caroline shot him a warning look.
“You mean he’s… blind?” Catherine asked, trying to process everything the doctor
said.
“Yes, but we believe that he may still be able to hear you and understand what
you’re saying.”
“Well, I already knew that!” Charles exclaimed.
“Charles… PLEASE,” Caroline pleaded.
“He’s stabilized now,” Dr. Cherian continued. “And we are staying optimistic
about some partial recovery.”
“How optimistic?” Charles and Catherine asked in tandem.
“You should prepare yourself for any possibility.” The doctor didn’t sound
hopeful.
“He doesn’t sound very optimistic to me,” Charles said, turning to the only person
who could see or hear him.
“No, he doesn’t,” Caroline agreed.
Charles and Caroline watched their daughter’s face as she processed all she had
been told.
“She’s afraid,” Charles said, stating the obvious.
“Yes, I can see that,” Caroline replied.
“So am I,” he added. “I’m not going to recover from this am I, Caroline?”
Caroline shook her head. “No, Charles, you’re not.”
“You’ve known that from the beginning, haven’t you?”
“Yes.”
“Then, aren’t you going to ask me?”
“Ask you what?”
“If I’m ready to go now?”
180

The Guide by Barbara Anderson

“No.” Caroline informed him. “You’ll tell me when you’re ready. Take your time,
Charles. I’ll stay with you as long as it takes.”

Catherine sat next to the bed. She had spoken softly to him for a while and held
his hand in hers for some time, as she tried to come to grips with the very real
possibility that she was about to lose him.
She was fighting fatigue and fear at the same time, and after a long day she was
beginning to lose the battle. I’ll just rest my head for a few minutes, she thought.
She felt a hand on her shoulder and raised her head. “Peter? What time is it? I
thought you were in Arizona?”
“It’s after eleven,” he whispered. “Marilyn called me as soon as he was brought to
the hospital. I got on the first plane home. I came straight from the airport.”
Catherine stood and embraced her old friend. “Oh, Peter! I’m so glad you’re here!
Have you spoken to the doctors?”
“Yes,” Peter said, nodding. “They filled me in on everything. How are you doing,
Cathy?” he asked.
“Oh, I don’t know. I’m not really sure,” she said. “I’m trying not to fall apart.
Mostly scared, I guess.” She looked over at her father. “He looks so helpless lying
there.”
“You look exhausted,” Peter said, stating the obvious.
“I was up most of last night preparing for court first thing this morning. I didn’t
get the message about Daddy until I got back to the office. I rushed right over
here. But they didn’t let me see him until a couple of hours ago.”
“You need to rest, Cathy. I’ll stay here with him tonight. You go home and get
some sleep.”
“No,” she said, stubbornly shaking her head. “I don’t want to leave him. I’m afraid
that he’ll…” She couldn’t bring herself to say the words.
“You need to rest, Cathy,” Peter insisted in a fatherly tone. “It won’t help him if
you drop from exhaustion. Look, these machines are keeping him breathing. He’s
being closely monitored. I promise you, if anything changes … anything at all …
I’ll call you immediately.”
“I am very tired,” she said, still resisting.
Peter retrieved her coat and began helping her into it.

181

The Guide by Barbara Anderson

Leaning over the side of the bed, Catherine squeezed her father’s hand. “I’ll be
back first thing in the morning, Daddy. I promise,” she whispered in his ear. “I
love you.”
She tousled his hair and kissed his forehead, before finally leaving.
Peter watched Catherine leave and took the seat she had just occupied. He knew
it was going to be a long night.
“Well?” Caroline asked.
“Well what?” Charles replied.
“Well, don’t you want to go with her?”
“Can I? I mean, won’t I… you know… die… if I leave the hospital without… uhm…
my body?”
Caroline smiled. “I keep forgetting this is all new to you. Peter’s right, these
machines will keep you alive while we’re away.” She looked fondly at the mortal
body of her husband, and brushed a hand gently across his forehead. She leaned
over the side of the bed and lightly kissed his cheek.
Standing next to the bed, watching, he reached up to touch his own diaphanous
cheek.
His eyes widened as he remembered…

They stood there, just the two of them, the grief-stricken man and his young
daughter, long after the other mourners had left the cemetery, watching the
gravediggers shovel the dirt over the flower laden casket. He knew they needed
to get back home, where kind friends, neighbors and coworkers would be
coming to offer their condolences. Cathy’s arms were wrapped tightly around
his waist. He almost wondered if she feared he might jump into the grave with
his beloved wife. If not for his daughter, he was sure he would at least be
contemplating it. But he had made promises to his dying wife, and no matter
how much he ached to be with her, he knew his daughter needed him more.
“Do you want to go now, Cathy?” he asked quietly.
She buried her head in his jacket. “No, Daddy. I don’t want to leave her here all
alone. Can we stay a little longer?”
He tightened his arm around her and held her close. “We can stay as long as you
want, honey,” he replied.
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They watched until the last shovel full of dirt was placed on the grave, and the
grave diggers walked quietly away.
Charles had managed to hold himself together for most of the day, but now, the
full impact of what had happened to them began to settle in. A lone tear began
to roll down his cheek. He was beginning to fear he was losing his grip on
himself, when he felt it.
At that moment, it was as if a gentle hand had reached out to brush the stray
lock of hair from his forehead, and he thought he felt something like a kiss on his
cheek. His hand went quickly to his face, as if to hold on to that feeling for a
fleeting moment.
He noticed Cathy, as she reached up to hold her cheek as well.
Cathy stood up straight and took a deep breath. “I’m ready to go home now,
Daddy.”

“What are you thinking about, Charles?”
Caroline’s question brought him back to the present. He gazed at her with
realization, and asked, “This isn’t the first time you’ve done that, is it, Caroline?”
“Done what, My Darling?”
“Kissed me on the cheek, like you did just now.”
Smiling mischievously, she said, “I distinctly remember that I used to kiss you
quite regularly on your cheek… if memory serves. Surely you haven’t forgotten
that.” She smiled again. “You still have that precious lock of hair that never wants
to stay in place, don’t you?”
“I meant… it’s not the first time since you… well… since you… passed away.”
“Ohhh.” She looked a little sheepish. “Well, I… uhm…”
“What? Is there something you’re not telling me?”
“It’s just that it… it’s sort of against the uhhh… rules… to make contact.”
“But you have?”
“Yes,” she said, quick to explain. “But only when you really needed it. Most of the
time I’ve just been close by, at first anyway, and then I moved a little further
away. But in the beginning, you and Cathy were in so much pain that sometimes
I… I couldn’t help myself. And, anyway, most of the time it was when you were
sleeping.”
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“Should we go now?” she suggested, anxious to change the subject.
Charles followed her obediently.
Chapter 3
As Catherine entered her apartment, she realized she was so tired, she could
barely put one foot in front of the other. She quickly changed into her
nightclothes and fell into bed. Every nerve, every muscle in her body ached and
cried out for blessed slumber, but her mind wouldn’t stop spinning. As she finally
began to doze off, she kept hearing the words of the doctor.

“He’s had a massive stroke… It’s a pseudo coma… loss of all motor function and
some sensory function. He can’t move, and he can’t see you…. You should
prepare yourself for any possibility…”
She dreamt that she was talking to Vincent…. “My life is full of complications.”
“ … You’ve sacrificed for our dream ….” Vincent acknowledged.
“It isn’t a dream, Vincent… it’s real … and it’s worth it…”
She was sitting in a restaurant with her father, and he was wearing a hospital
gown and a large bulbous clown nose, “Don’t laugh, don’t laugh, don’t laugh…
Here you go, have some chocolate cake, Cathy. It’ll cure what ails you …”
“I’m not the one who’s ailing Daddy, you are,” she informed him.
“Nonsense, Cathy, I’m fine.”
“Daddy, I’m afraid…”
She found herself standing at the edge of an open grave… a white casket covered
with pink roses lay still at the bottom. Two old men with shovels began
shoveling dirt into the hole.
Are you in or are you out mister, we don’t got all day.
Charles stepped toward the grave but was stopped. Catherine had her arms
tightly wrapped around his waist, trying to keep him from jumping in.
It was a nightmare Catherine was familiar with. She had had it regularly
throughout the first year after her mother’s death.
Charles tried to extricate himself from his daughter’s arms. “Cathy, I have to go
now. You need to let me go.”
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“NO, Daddy, I need you! Please don’t go!” she pleaded.
He turned to her, and she let go of him for just a moment. “You don’t need me
anymore Cathy. It’s time for me to go.”
“No, Daddy please, there something I need to tell you.”
“I’m sorry, Cathy, I have to go now, your mother’s waiting for me. Don’t forget,
I love you.”
Before she could reach him again, he stepped away from her and jumped into
the open grave. “Daddy!” she called.
He looked up at her and smiled. Waving to her from the grave, he said, “I love
you, Cathy. Have a happy life!” as the gravediggers continued to shovel the dirt
over him.

Catherine woke up in a cold sweat. “Daddy!” she called out. Breathing heavily,
she realized it was only a dream. She switched on the light and went into the
bathroom to splash cold water on her face.

“Why are we out here on the balcony?” Charles asked, wanting to be closer to his
daughter.
“Cathy’s apartment is small, Charles.” Caroline explained. “And she’s a grown
woman. We need to give her some privacy. I thought we could enjoy the view
while we keep watch over her. It’s going to be difficult for her in the coming days.
She needs to rest.”
“Yes, I suppose that’s true.”
Charles looked out at the New York City skyline he had always loved. “It is a
lovely view, isn’t it, Caroline?”
“It’s beautiful tonight,” she agreed, joining him at the edge of the balcony. “The
city that never truly sleeps.”
“It can be dangerous too,” he reminded her, thinking of what had happened to
their daughter during one of those nights.
“Yes. Darkness can be an ugly, frightening thing,” she said, remembering the
terrifying night her daughter was attacked, and others since. “But it can be
unexpectedly beautiful too. Some find safety and solace in the darkness.”
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“What do you mean?”
A light inside the apartment switched on. They turned their attention
momentarily to their daughter’s bedroom.
“She can’t sleep,” Charles surmised.
“No,” Caroline corrected. “She can’t stop thinking… dreaming. She’s afraid she’s
losing you. She’s remembering how painful it was to lose me.”
“What can we do for her?”
“Nothing, really,” she replied simply. “Just stay close until…”
There was a soft thud on the opposite side of the balcony.
“…until he gets here.”
“Until who gets here?” Just as Charles was asking, he saw the hulking, cloaked
figure move in the shadows. He instinctively backed away from the horrifying
vision.
“Caroline… who is that?” Charles asked in horror. “What is that… that thing? Is it
Death? Has he come for me? You said I didn’t have to go until I was ready… I’m
not ready…”
“Calm down, Charles. He isn’t ‘death’ and he isn’t here for you…”
Charles observed his wife was calm, and unaffected by the appearance of the
monster that stood before them. “Then why is he here?”
“He’s here for Cathy,” she said, calmly.
“For Cathy? NO! No! What can we do?”
“CHARLES! Stop! Everything is fine. Just wait.”

It didn’t matter how tired Catherine was, she knew she wouldn’t sleep now. She
slipped on a pair of warm slippers, grabbed a sweater from her closet, and
stepped out onto the balcony to breathe the brisk March air.
The lights of the city always had a way of calming her nerves. She let her hands
rest on the cement ledge of the balcony as the night breeze cooled the skin on her
flushed face.
“Catherine,” he whispered.
She turned in the direction of the shadow, as Vincent stepped into the dim light.
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“Vincent!” she breathed as
she flew into his open arms.
“I have felt your turmoil all
day,” he whispered. “I’m so
sorry. Peter sent us word as
soon as he could. I’m here,
Catherine, I’m here.”
Without speaking,
Catherine buried herself
deeper into Vincent’s cloak,
and let the pain, the worry,
and the aching of the day
drain into him, as he let his
strength pour into her.
Charles stood motionless,
mesmerized and confused
by the scene that was
playing out before him. He
was too stunned to speak.
“Tell me, Catherine,” Vincent whispered into her hair.
Catherine pulled away from him a little, feeling much better. “I was in court all
morning. When I finally got to the office, Joe was waiting for me with the news. I
rushed to the hospital as fast as I could. I waited for hours, but the doctor didn’t
have any news until this evening. Daddy’s had a stroke. He’s paralyzed and blind.
The doctor said I should prepare for any possibility. I’m afraid to even think
about… the worst possibility… but I could hear it in his voice… It isn’t good…
Vincent, I’m so afraid.”
She buried herself again in the comfort of his arms.
“I’m here, Catherine. I’m here. Always,” he whispered into her hair, as he
embraced her tightly.
She stepped back and smiled sadly. “Such a ‘father’s’ word,” she said, with just a
hint of a smile. “Always.”
“What is it?” Vincent asked. “What are you thinking?”
She tilted her head a little, as she recalled her father… “Something he did when I
was little.” Then, smiling a little more, she continued. “He made me laugh, that’s
all.”
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She looked up at Vincent as if she had just found a lost treasure, and was about to
share it with him. “Whenever I was upset… he’d make me laugh.”
Vincent waited, feeling her aching ease a little, as sweet memories washed over
her.
“He’d come to the door… and I would be crying on the bed. Already a part of me
would start to smile. I would try not to, but I couldn’t help it, and he would say in
this deep voice, ‘Don’t laugh, don’t laugh.’”
Vincent was amused, as he pictured the scene her words painted for him. He
could almost see the heartbroken little girl, and her loving father. Vincent was
grateful that Catherine had such sweet memories.
“And he’d come in, and I would try not to look,” she continued. “But I would look
anyway. And there he was, with this enormous red clown’s nose.” She couldn’t
help but smile at the sweetness of the memory.
“See, Caroline,” Charles said, turning to his wife. “I told you … she laughs just like
you.”
Vincent joined in the laughter.
“I don’t even know where he got it,” Catherine realized, smiling wistfully.
“It’s a wonderful memory to have,” Vincent said.
Recalling her childhood made Catherine feel as if her father was standing right
there beside her. It warmed her and made her sad at the same time.
“I wish we had stayed that close,” Charles said with more than a twinge of regret.
Catherine sighed. “I wish we’d stayed that close,” she whispered, furrowing her
brow.
“It wasn’t all her fault,” Charles admitted. “I should have tried harder to… to be
there for her, but I was always working. I guess I just got in a habit...”
“You told me before of the growing distance between you,” Vincent said,
prompting Catherine to speak about her feelings of regret.
She nodded. “We got in a habit. There were things I didn’t want to tell him.”
“You can tell me now, Cathy. I’m standing right here,” Charles declared, hoping
that somehow she could hear him.
“And there were things you couldn’t tell him, Catherine,” Vincent reminded her.
“There’s still time.”
Taking her again in his arms, he asked, “Would you like me to come to the
hospital? We could tell him together.”
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“But how? How could we manage it?” she asked, looking up at him hopefully.
“I’m not sure he can even hear me.”
“I can hear you, Cathy!” Charles declared. “And I promise I will listen.”

“I found a way into the hospital when you were shot,” Vincent explained. “You
can speak to Peter in the morning. Perhaps he can help us.”
Vincent’s words gave her strength. She knew it was a great risk for him to enter a
place so public in her world. “Thank you, Vincent.”
“But now, it’s very late, and you must rest. I can feel how exhausted you are. Do
you think you can sleep now?
“I can try.”
Vincent held her a little longer and kissed the top of her head.
Catherine was reluctant to part from him, even as she felt that the fatigue was
winning. Finally stepping back, she said, “I’ll talk to Peter and get word to you
tomorrow.”
“Very well, Catherine. Good night. Sleep well,” he whispered.
“Good night, Vincent,” she said, reluctantly parting from him.
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The look on his daughter’s face told Charles that she desperately wished he would
stay with her. And the look on Vincent’s extraordinary face told Charles that this
strange man desperately wished he could too.
Vincent lingered on the balcony, until he was sure she was asleep. “Sleep well,
Catherine,” he whispered again, and then silently made his way up to the roof.
“Who is he, Caroline?” Charles asked, turning to his wife. “What is he?”
“His name is Vincent,” she answered simply.
“I’ve been standing here long enough to know that…” Charles replied with
exasperation. “I mean, who is he? How is it that such a man, if that’s even what
he is, is in her life? And why didn’t I know anything about him?” Charles paused
and looked toward the roof where the incredible being had disappeared. “I knew
Cathy was keeping things from me, but I never imagined…”
“How could you ever imagine someone like him?” Caroline asked, smiling. “I will
tell you this… He is the man our daughter loves.”
Looking into the apartment, Charles shook his head. “I thought she trusted me…
I thought she knew she could tell me anything.”
Caroline tilted her head to one side, dubiously. “If our daughter had told you… if
she had introduced Vincent to you as the man she loved… would you have
approved?” Caroline asked with more than a hint of skepticism.
Charles considered the scene that he had just witnessed. “He clearly loves her…
and there is no doubt that she loves him. I’ve never seen her look that way at… at
anyone. She looks at him the same way you used to look at me. And when he
speaks her name, it sounds like…”
“Like a prayer?” Caroline suggested. “Like he worships the ground she walks on?”
“Yes,” Charles said, nodding. “That’s it, exactly.”
“The same way you always said my name.” Caroline said, smiling lovingly at her
husband.
He looked at his beautiful, young, wife and wondered how he had managed to live
so many years without her. “Yes.” he said, smiling at her adoringly. “The very
same way.”
“But would you have approved?” Caroline asked, pressing the issue.
He considered for a moment, and finally admitted, “Probably not… What does
someone like him have to offer her? From the looks of him he’s destitute… and he
clearly can’t even show his face in public. What kind of a life could he possibly
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give her? Where would they live? In a cave somewhere? I’ve never seen a man like
him. He is… a man… isn’t he?” Charles asked, still unsure.
“Of course, he’s a man,” she scoffed. “What else would he be?
Charles shook his head in doubt. “I’ve never seen any man that looked like… like
that,” he declared, gesturing toward the roof where Vincent had disappeared.
“Ahhhh, my darling Charles… There are more things in heaven and earth, than
are dreamt of in your philosophy,” she quoted.
“I’m beginning to see that,” he acknowledged. “He’s terrifying and… and…”
“… and magnificent?” Caroline suggested.
Charles looked surprised at the love of his life. “So, you do approve?”
Caroline smiled broadly at her handsome husband. “I more than approve,
Charles. I had a hand in bringing them together.”
He looked even more surprised at that. “How?” he wondered.
“All in good time, Charles, all in good time. First, I believe there are some things
our daughter wishes to tell you herself.”
Changing the subject, she asked, “Are you ready to go back to the hospital or
would you prefer to stay here? It’s your choice.”
“I don’t want her to be alone…” he declared. “Can we stay here… close to her?”
Caroline nodded… and turned toward the city view. “I thought you would choose
that.”
They stood side by side watching the city lights, as their daughter slept.
Chapter 4
The next morning, Charles and Caroline accompanied Catherine, as she headed
for the hospital. Peter greeted Catherine as she entered her father’s hospital
room. He put his arms lovingly around his goddaughter. “Did you get any sleep,
Cathy?” he asked, thoroughly scrutinizing her.
Catherine smiled wanly. “Yes, a little.”
Peter looked at her doubtfully.
“Really, Peter, I promise, I did get some sleep. Vincent came for a little while and
we talked. I was able to sleep for a few hours after that.”
Peter nodded. “I sent word Below just after you left, so they would know what
was happening. I’m glad he was able to be there for you.”
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“What does he mean when he says he sent word ‘Below’?” Charles asked. “Below
what?”
“Be patient, Charles. It will all eventually make sense,” Caroline assured him.
Catherine leaned over the railing of the bed and slipped her hand into her
father’s. “Good morning, Daddy.”
Both parents stopped talking and turned their attention to their daughter.
“How are you doing today?” Catherine asked, as she brushed back a lock of his
hair and kissed him sweetly on the cheek.
Charles reached up to touch his cheek. “I’m going to miss her, Caroline. Is she
going to be all right?”
“I know some things, Charles, but I don’t know everything… especially about the
future. The future isn’t set, you know. What I do know is that our daughter is
strong. And she has many people who love her.”
“What people? Peter? Peter’s older than I am. Who knows how long he will live?”
“Trust me, Charles, she has many wonderful friends. They will help her through
it.”
Charles looked doubtful. “Cathy has never spoken to me of these so called,
‘wonderful friends.’ Where are they? I’m not aware of them.”
“All in good time, Charles. In the coming days you will have a much better
understanding of everything.”
“How is he this morning, Peter?” Catherine asked, hoping for some encouraging
news.
“There hasn’t been any change since last night,” Peter said, shaking his head.
“Doctor Cherian will come in to speak with you as soon as he finishes his rounds.”
“Can’t you tell me anything?” she pleaded.
Peter’s tone was guarded. “It’s best if you speak with his doctor.”

“Your father has shown no sign of improvement since he was admitted
yesterday,” Doctor Cherian explained.
“What does that mean?” Catherine asked.
“With strokes this severe,” he continued, “the first twenty-four hours are critical.
The fact that there has been no observable improvement… isn’t a good sign. His
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prognosis going forward is not… hopeful. He’s unable to breathe on his own. He
shows no response to stimuli. The longer he is like this, the more his chances for
recovery will diminish.”
“What are the options?” Catherine asked, willing to pursue any treatment there
might be. “Are there any experimental treatments you could try? Money is no
object,” she added desperately.
Dr. Cherian shook his head. “Your father is receiving the best care there is. We’ve
done all we can do. Of course, we could keep him alive like this for some time. But
the possibility of fluid building up in his lungs would increase his chances for
developing pneumonia. We would eventually need to insert a feeding tube. He
could be cared for in a facility for people who are in a… uhm… vegetative state.
Lack of mobility is a problem. He would eventually develop bedsores. Those can
be difficult to keep free of infection. His quality of life would be… well, it wouldn’t
be good.
“Miss Chandler, are you the person who is responsible for making the decisions
for your father in the event that he… is unable to make those decisions himself?”
“Yes, it’s just the two of us,” she replied, feeling as if a great weight was pressing
on her chest.
Peter put his arm protectively around her shoulder. “I’m here for as long as you
need me, Cathy.”
“You don’t have to make any decisions right away,” the doctor explained. “But in
the coming days, you will need to seriously consider… whether you wish to keep
him on this type of life support or to—”
Catherine nodded. “Yes… yes… I understand. Thank you, Doctor.” She didn’t
want to hear any more.
“Yes… well… if you have any questions… Just let the charge nurse know, or Dr.
Alcott can contact me directly.”
Catherine only nodded her acknowledgement of his words. She could feel herself
trembling and knew she would probably have collapsed if it hadn’t been for
Peter’s strong arm around her.
As the door closed behind the doctor, Catherine turned into Peter’s arms and
wept into his suit jacket. After a couple of minutes, she lifted her head and took a
deep breath. “I’m sorry, Peter,” she said at length.
“There is nothing to be sorry for, Cathy,” Peter said as he fished a clean
handkerchief out of his inside jacket pocket, and quietly began wiping her tears.
She took the hankie from him and blew loudly into it.
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“Peter, I… I have a huge favor to ask of you.”
“Anything, Cathy. What is it?”
“It’s about Vincent… I’ve kept him a secret from Daddy. I want to introduce
Vincent to him before it’s… too late.”
Peter was confused. “You mean… bring Vincent here? But Charles is in a—”
“—a pseudo coma… I know…” she said, nodding. “But yesterday Dr. Cherian told
me he might be able to hear and understand everything we say. And Vincent
offered to come if we can find a way.”
Charles turned to his wife. “How is it that Peter knows about this Vincent person,
and I don’t? Cathy confides in him, and not in me? Did Peter introduce them to
each other? How could he keep something like that from me?”
“Now, Charles,” Caroline scolded gently. “You’re jumping to conclusions. You
know Peter would never do that.”
“Then why does he know about this… this, Vincent, and I don’t?”
“Peter has known Vincent since he was an infant,” Caroline answered. “But he
has only known that Vincent and Catherine were… involved… for a very short
time. Believe me, it was a shock to him as well. He didn’t have any idea they even
knew each other until a couple of months ago.”
Charles paced back and forth, clearly agitated. “Then why did he keep it a secret
from me after he found out? He’s my oldest and dearest friend. Cathy has been
keeping secrets from me, and Peter helped her!”
“Charles Chandler!” Caroline said loudly, as she scowled at her husband.
“What?!” Charles asked just as loudly.
Caroline put her hands on her hips, a sign that Charles recognized. She was about
to give him a piece of her mind, and if history was any indication, he was sure he
wasn’t going to like it.
“Need I remind you, Charles that YOU have been keeping secrets about your
precarious health from our daughter for four years? Not only that… you swore
Peter to secrecy too!”
Charles was stunned. He hadn’t imagined she knew about that. “Well,” he
retorted defensively, still not ready to back down. “If I recall, you kept your
illness a secret from Cathy too.” he pointed his finger in her direction to drive the
point home.
Caroline gasped. The look on her face told Charles he had made a terrible
miscalculation with his argument.
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“Are you seriously comparing what I did over twenty years ago to this? Our
daughter was only a child, Charles. Should I have asked a nine-year-old girl to
bear the weight of that burden any longer than she had to?”
Charles didn’t reply. He was instantly ashamed he had even attempted to defend
himself in such a way.
“She isn’t a child anymore, Charles,” Caroline continued. “Cathy deserved to
know the truth.”
Caroline sighed sympathetically and softened her tone. “Charles… I’m asking you
to at least consider that perhaps if Cathy had known, she might have made an
effort to spend more time with you. Perhaps if you had trusted her with your
secrets, she might have trusted you with hers.”
“So, this is all my fault?” he asked, feeling defeated.
“No, my darling.” Her voice had become gentle again.
One thing Charles loved about his wife was the fact that she could never stay
angry at him for very long.
“It most certainly isn’t your fault,” she assured him. “There is no fault here. Not
yours, not Cathy’s, and certainly not Peter’s.”
“Then what?” he asked, looking at her hopefully.
“You and Cathy made choices… choices you both believed were right at the time.
And now you both have to live with those choices… well… she has to live with
those choices… and you…well you know what I mean.”
He smiled sadly. “Yes, Caroline… I do know what you mean. The choices were
made… and it’s too late to unmake them.”
“Yes, at least for you… but Cathy is going to try. There are things she wants you to
know before it’s too late. And Peter is going to help her.”
“And you’re telling me that Peter actually approves of her relationship with this…
this man... this… Vincent?”
“Peter has known and loved them both… all of their lives,” Caroline informed
him. “How could he not approve?”

Catherine sat with her father throughout the day, watching and praying for even
the slightest sign of improvement. As morning gave way to afternoon, she became
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accustomed to the strange, rhythmic music of the machines that were keeping her
father alive.
For Charles, the sound of the machines only rankled him and made him anxious.
The constant swooshing sound of oxygen being forced into his lungs, the beeping
machine that confirmed his heart was still beating, only reminded him that he
was neither dead nor truly alive, but hovering somewhere in between.
And even though he was grateful to be spending time with his beloved wife, he
was becoming increasingly aware that there was an awkwardness between them
that came of being separated for more than twenty years. The more he looked
upon his strikingly beautiful, young wife, the more he became aware that he
looked like the 60-year-old man that he was.
“Tell me, Caroline,” he began, hoping to fill the increasingly agonizing silence
between them. “You told me you aren’t an angel. How is that possible? I find it
hard to imagine that there can possibly be anyone more worthy of that than you.”
Caroline laughed. “Charles… my love… you always did know just the right thing
to say to make me feel special.”
Charles looked at her with a boyish grin. “That’s because you are… the ‘specialest’… as Cathy used to say.”
She laughed even harder. “Oh my!” she declared. “I had forgotten that. Yes, Cathy
did have her own way of expressing herself, didn’t she?”
They smiled wistfully at the memory of the happy little family they had once
been.
But Charles realized she was dodging his question. He intended to get an answer.
“You didn’t answer my question, Caroline. How is it that God hasn’t made you an
angel?”
She looked at him, sheepishly. “I suppose it’s because to become an angel, one
would have to actually present themselves at the ‘Pearly Gates’… so, to speak.”
“And you didn’t do that?” he asked, clearly perplexed. “Why?”
She looked at him adoringly. “Do you remember I told you I broke a few rules?”
“Yes,” he replied simply.
“Well, I… I’ve broken more than a few.”
“Caroline Rose Chandler!” Charles pretended to be shocked. “What do you mean?
What did you do?”
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Caroline couldn’t help but smile. She had missed the way they bantered with one
another. “Do you remember once when I told you that if your love could keep me
alive, that I would live forever?”
Charles nodded, recalling the things she had said to comfort him as she lay dying.
“I do remember that. It wasn’t long before we lost you… before you died.”
She nodded, knowing that it was painful for him to recall those difficult days.
“Well, that’s kind of what happened. I couldn’t bear to leave you both… especially
in the beginning. I loved you too much to move very far away. Your grief was
beyond anything I had imagined. So, when my mother and your mother came to
guide me, I…” She stopped, recalling the consternation her stubborn refusal had
caused.
“You refused to go?” he asked, finishing her sentence.
“Yes.” She nodded. “We aren’t supposed to stay here after we… you know… pass.
At least not for very long. But Charles, no one in heaven or on earth had ever
loved me the way you and Cathy did. You were in so much pain that I… I couldn’t
bear to leave you alone with it. I was in pain as well. So, I stayed close by. After a
while I did have to move farther away… so that you could move on with your
lives… but I still insisted that I had to stay here… in New York. So, ‘The Powers
That Be,’ decided if I wasn’t going to leave, then they would give me something to
do while I waited.”
“Something to do? You mean… they gave you a job?”
“Yes, I guess you could say that.” She nodded. “They made me a… well… I’m sort
of a… a local helper… a protector… and sometimes a guide.”
“Like you are for me now?”
“Sort of… you see, there are some people… lost souls they call them… who are all
alone… they have no one to help them… no one who loves them… no one to come
for them… so I give them help when they need it. I show them the way.”
“You mean you help dead people find their way to heaven?”
“Sometimes…” she said with a nod. “… but not always. Sometimes they’re just
broken people who have been cast off by the world… and I guide them to a place…
a safe place… where they will be cared for.”
Charles looked confused. “What kind of place are you talking about?”
“There are secret places in the city, Charles. Places where broken people can be
protected from the harsh realities of this world. Places where they can… heal. I
guide them to… ‘helpers’… to people who will show them kindness and love, and
care for them, until they become strong again.”
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Charles smiled. “That sounds like my Caroline. I should have known that you
would end up doing something like that. After all, isn’t that what you did when
you were alive? You fought for the defenseless, always standing up for the
underdogs.”
“But there is a stipulation, Charles.”
“A stipulation? What does that mean?”
“I was given this job… permitted to stay here… only until it’s… your time… until
you… cross over.”
“You mean until I die?”
“Yes… until you… die. You’re the last person I’m going to guide. After that I have
to go onward. It’s what I agreed to.”
“You mean… we will be separated again?” he asked, alarmed at the very idea.
“Only if that is what you want. If you want to come with me, you can. It’s up to
you. You still have your free will.” Caroline’s voice faltered a little. “If… if you
don’t want to come with me… you don’t have to.”
Charles grew silent, as he tried to process all that Caroline had told him. It had
taken him twenty years to get used to living without her, and in a mere twentyfour hours… I can’t imagine being separated from her again, he admitted to
himself.
Then looking at his daughter, who had been his only reason for living after the
death of his wife… How can I leave her? he wondered, knowing that he could
only choose to stay with one of them.

As the afternoon gave way to evening, the room grew slowly dimmer. Catherine
didn’t seem to notice, or if she did, she didn’t care. Either way, she didn’t bother
turning on the lights. She just sat there, by her father’s side. She squeezed his
hand from time to time to let him know she was there… and hoped that he might
respond by squeezing back. She was so intent on watching her father that she
didn’t move or even acknowledge when Peter slipped into the room.
He placed a deli sandwich and a can of Diet Coke on the tray table next to
Charles’ bed. “I brought you a little something. Have you eaten anything today?”
he asked, suspecting that she probably hadn’t.
“They brought me a tray at lunchtime,” she answered evasively.
“Nice trick, counselor,” he said softly. “But that’s not what I asked you.”
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She looked up guiltily and sighed. “Fine,” she said, with exasperation. “No, I
haven’t eaten. You’re as bad as Daddy. He always knows when I’m skirting the
truth.”
Charles chuffed at that. “Well, apparently I didn’t know everything,” he muttered
under his breath.
“What did you say?” she asked, looking at Peter.
Charles and Caroline looked at each other in surprise.
Peter smiled. “That’s what made him a great lawyer, and a great father. Charles
had excellent instincts. Believe me he tried those tricks with me too. I’ve never
had a patient who was better at avoiding difficult questions than he was.”
Catherine looked at him as if something had just occurred to her. “Peter, this
stroke, it… it didn’t come as a surprise to you, did it?”
Peter looked uncomfortable.
“Peter… please…” she pleaded. “Was Daddy keeping something from me?”
Peter sighed. “I suppose at this point… it doesn’t matter.”
“What?” she asked desperately.
“Charles had a couple of mini strokes awhile back,” he told her. “They weren’t
serious, and he recovered quickly. But they frightened him… as they should have.
They were a warning. He’s been on blood thinners and a strict diet ever since.”
“How long ago?” she asked, wondering if this was something she had missed
because of their growing distance of late.
“About four years,” he admitted.
She looked at her father. So, you’ve been keeping secrets from me too, she
thought.
“I tried to get him to slow down.” Peter looked over at his old friend. “Heaven
knows he could afford to retire. But you know Charles.”
“Yes, I do know Daddy.” She looked at her father. “He really loves his work.”
“Maybe a little too much,” Caroline added.
“I encouraged him to tell you, Cathy,” Peter explained. “Really, I did. But as his
doctor I—”
“I don’t blame you, Peter.” Catherine tried to smile at her godfather. “I know you
did everything you could.”
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Catherine turned her attention again to her father, holding his lifeless hand
against her cheek. Pain and regret were clearly written on her face.
“I’m sorry, Cathy.” Charles pleaded, even though he knew she couldn’t hear him.
“Please forgive me.”
“I’m sorry, Daddy. I hope you can forgive me,” Catherine said.
“What’s she apologizing for?” Charles asked, turning to Caroline. Before Caroline
could respond, Catherine answered as if she had heard him.
“Maybe if I had been around more, you would have confided in me.”
“I don’t think so, Cathy,” Peter disagreed. “Charles was stubborn… and he didn’t
want you to worry.”
“But Peter… maybe if I hadn’t left the law firm… maybe if I had—”
“No, Cathy! That isn’t what I wanted!” Charles said loudly.
Peter put up his hand to stop her. “Cathy! That is exactly what he didn’t want. He
wanted you to live your life. Of course, he missed you and he was disappointed
that you chose a different career path. But he was so proud of you and all that you
had overcome.”
“It’s true, Cathy. I was!” Charles exclaimed.
“He was?” Catherine looked up at Peter, hopefully. “Really?”
Caroline looked at her husband. “Didn’t you ever tell her that?”
Charles shook his head. “I meant to… really… I did… but I thought there was
time. I didn’t know I was going to… to…”
“Expire?” Caroline suggested, with a hint of sarcasm. “Croak? Kick the bucket?
Give up the ghost… shuffle off your mortal coil?”
Charles was stunned. He looked at his beloved wife to see that she was trying not
to laugh. “You find this situation… funny?” he asked.
“I’m sorry, Charles,” she said with clearly feigned contrition. “It’s just that… I’ve
been dead for so long that I’ve learned a few things. And one of them is that most
people don’t have any idea they are going to die… or if they do… they refuse to
think about it until it’s too late.”
“Too late” Charles said introspectively. “Too late to say the things… they wanted
to say… or do the things they wanted to do.”
“Exactly,” Caroline agreed. “I was lucky.”
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“Lucky? How did you come to that conclusion?” he asked. “You were robbed,
Caroline… we… were robbed. You died far too young. And the pain you suffered
was terrible. I wouldn’t call that lucky.”
“I was lucky because I had time to come to terms with it… I had years to see the
things I wanted to see, to do the things I wanted to do, and to say the things I
wanted to say. I learned early on to treasure every touch, every laugh, every
kiss…” her voice trailed off as she recalled the sweetness of her life as Mrs.
Charles Chandler. “I died with only one regret.”
“What was that?”
She looked at him adoringly. “That it separated me from the two people I loved
more than life itself.”
Charles turned, as he realized someone else had entered the room. “He’s here,”
Charles whispered, as he turned his attention to the great hulking shadow in the
corner of the room.
“Yes, of course he’s here,” Caroline replied. “He promised Cathy that he would
find a way.”
“But how? Isn’t it dangerous?” Charles asked wondering how long Vincent had
been standing there, and how he had managed to enter the room undetected. “If
someone sees him… I can only imagine…”
“Yes, it is dangerous for him,” Caroline agreed. “I have seen how people react
when they see him for the first time… but he loves our daughter, Charles. He
would risk anything to be here to support her…”
“He must,” Charles acknowledged, still unsure of how he felt about his only
daughter being in a relationship with such a creature.
“She loves him too, Charles… with all her heart.”
“I don’t know, I… this is too much for me to take in… that our daughter is in love
with a man like him.”
“A man like him,” Caroline repeated, smiling indulgently. “You mean a man who
loves our daughter more than anything?” she asked gently.
Catherine sat next to her father with his lifeless hand clasped lovingly in both of
hers. “I’m trying to understand your side of all this,” she began. “And I don’t even
know if you can understand me.”
“I can understand you, Cathy. I’m ready to listen,” Charles declared coming closer
to the bed.
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“…but I hope you can,” Catherine continued tearfully. “Because I want you to
know that I love you… and I’m here for you.” She quickly wiped the tears from
her eyes.
“Daddy, I want you to know that I’m okay. A lot of things have changed for me in
the last two years. Even if sometimes you didn’t understand those changes, you
always trusted me. Remember when you said that what Mom wanted was for me
to have a happy life?”
“Yes, I remember, honey,” he replied.
“Well, that’s a complicated thing. But I am happy, Daddy, I really am. It’s just
that there’s been a part of me that I haven’t been able to show you.” She glanced
in Vincent’s direction.
“See, I haven’t been alone. There’s been someone in my life. His name is Vincent.
When I had the accident, it was Vincent who saved my life. Those days that I was
missing, they weren’t lost or forgotten. I was with him, healing, and learning
things about myself I might never have known.”
Vincent stood in the corner of the room protected by the shadows and the safety
of his cloak, listening to the love of his life tell her father the things she had
longed to tell him many times before.
“But Vincent was a secret I
couldn’t share, not even with
you,” Catherine explained.
Vincent stepped out of the
shadows and approached the
bedside. He was nervous to
present himself to Catherine’s
father, even though he knew
that Charles Chandler was
probably unaware of him. As
Catherine tenderly stroked her
father’s cheek, Vincent glanced
at her, and she nodded ever so
slightly. He slowly folded back
the hood of his cloak, and
exposed his leonine face to
Charles’ sightless eyes.
“I realize that to you, I am a
stranger,” he began. “And that
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was not your choice. But what Catherine and I share has taken great courage…
especially for Catherine. She sacrificed much in order to live a life of generosity,
and of love.”
Catherine was quick to add. “But, Daddy, I’ve gotten so much back! I had to
change. I had to find my own strengths… and Vincent has helped me to do that.”
“She is strong,” Charles whispered. “Stronger than I ever imagined.”
“Yes, she certainly is,” Caroline agreed, her eyes shining with love and pride at
the woman her daughter had become.
Vincent came closer and sat next to the bed. “Please know this: that I will protect
Catherine, watch over her and love her, ’til my last breath.”
“He really means that, doesn’t he, Caroline?” Charles asked.
Without taking her eyes off her daughter’s face, Caroline answered with
assurance. “He means every word. Vincent has already protected her from many
things. He would give his very life to save hers. And she has taken great risks to
protect him.”
Catherine felt suddenly relieved, as if a great burden had been lifted. It was a
weight she had carried for so long that she had almost forgotten how heavy it
was. And yet, the moment it was removed she took a deep breath, and the guilt of
her secret was lifted from her heart.
She gently lifted Charles’ limp and lifeless hand to her cheek, the hand that had
lovingly cared for her all of her life. The hand that had always wiped away her
tears, wiped away her tears for one last time.
Peter approached Catherine, and placed his hand on her shoulder. “It’s time,
Catherine,” he whispered. “Vincent needs to leave. It isn’t safe for him to stay
here any longer.”
Without releasing her father’s hand, Catherine looked up at Vincent, as tears
quietly slipped down her cheeks. “Thank you, Vincent.”
Her heartfelt words pierced Vincent’s heart. He sighed heavily. She is in such
anguish, he thought, and I am powerless to do anything else for her.
“I will see you soon,” he said. “Be well, Catherine.”
With that, he turned and disappeared behind the fluttering curtain.
“They really do love each other, don’t they?” Charles asked as he watched Vincent
disappear behind the curtain and slide the window shut behind him.
“Yes.” Caroline nodded. “You are beginning to understand.”
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“So many things are beginning to make sense to me now.”
“They love each other deeply and completely, the way we did.”
“Still do?” he asked, wondering if she could still love him when he looked so old,
and she was still so young and beautiful.
“Yes, my darling… I still do. But I had to overcome my fears to love you. Do you
remember?”
Charles smiled, recalling their difficult beginning.
“His fears are much deeper than mine ever were,” Caroline said.
“What exactly is it he fears?” Charles asked. “Ripping her to shreds with those
hands?”
“Yes,” she nodded. “That is one of them.”
“Mine too,” he acknowledged.
“Vincent actually has very gentle hands, despite what they look like,” Caroline
assured him. “Yes, they can, and have, done great harm. But always in defense of
those he loves. Never out of evil. He is a good man. He has a good heart. He
would never harm our daughter.”
“And what about Cathy? Does she fear he will hurt her?”
Caroline laughed. “No. Our daughter is fearless. Her love for him has overcome
any fear she might have ever felt.”
Charles looked intently at his wife. “So, you approve of this… this relationship?”
“Yes,” Caroline answered with conviction. “He said, he would watch over her and
love her to his last breath. I believe he will.”
“So, what does that mean? To you? To me?”
“It means you can let go now, Charles. She won’t be alone. That’s why you are
hanging on isn’t it, because you don’t want to leave her alone in the world? Now
you know that won’t happen.”
Peter stood at the foot of Charles’ bed. “Have you made your decision, Cathy?”
Still clutching her father’s hand, she looked up with tear filled eyes. Her face
seemed to crumple a little, as she tried to speak. “Oh, Peter. I don’t know if I can
do it.”
Peter pulled a chair up close to her and sat down. “Cathy,” he said softly. “You
need to ask yourself if he would want to be kept alive like this.”
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Catherine looked longingly at her father, paralyzed, helpless, and blind. She
pressed his hand against her face again, searching for any sign from him that he
was aware of her at all. But there was nothing but the sound of his heart monitor
and the rhythm of the machine that was forcing air and oxygen in and out of his
lungs.
“It’s time, Charles,” Caroline said. “You have a choice to make.”
“Time?” Charles looked quizzically at his wife. “Now? Are you sure?”
Caroline looked slightly annoyed. “Peter is asking our daughter if she has made
up her mind about you. Do you really want her to make this decision for you? Do
you want her to carry the guilt of having been the one who turned off these
machines and ended your life? Do you want her to always be haunted by the
possibility that she made the wrong choice?”
“NO!” He shook his head emphatically. “No, I don’t want that!”
“Then it’s time for you to take my hand and end this… so she won’t have to.”
“But Caroline,” he pleaded. “I’m not ready. You said I didn’t have to go until I was
ready.”
“I… I sort of… lied.” Caroline sighed. “I’m sorry, Charles. I was trying to give you
time to… to get used to the idea. But the truth is, my darling, no one who is loved
as much as she loves you, is ever truly ready.”
Charles couldn’t take his eyes off of the grief-stricken face of his daughter. “Look
at her, Caroline. I don’t want to leave her in such pain.”
“I know… and I understand. Truly, I do,” Caroline responded sympathetically. “I
felt the same way when I was the one lying in the hospital bed. But Charles, this
pain… this grief… that both of you are feeling… it’s the other side of love. And if it
brings you any comfort… her grief will keep you close to her, at least for a little
while.”
Charles looked at her hopefully. “It will? For how long?”
Caroline smiled reassuringly. “For as long as it takes for her to begin to heal.”
“What will happen after that?” he asked.
“Then you… then both of us… will have to move further away.”
For a moment, Charles considered what she told him and then nodded. “I
understand now,” he said, as reached for Caroline’s outstretched hand.
“You’re right, Peter,” Catherine said. “He wouldn’t want to be kept alive like this.”
Catherine took a deep breath and nodded in resolve. “I’ll sign the papers now, if
you would please tell the duty nurse.”
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As Peter turned toward the door, Charles’ heart stopped beating and the alarms
on the heart monitor began to go off. It was only seconds before a doctor, an
intern and three nurses appeared at the door with a crash cart. They stopped
short as Peter held up his hand and shook his head.
“Miss Chandler?” the doctor asked. “Is this what you want?”
Catherine looked up, with tears streaming down her face. “Yes,” she managed to
say with a sob. “Yes… it’s for the best.”
The nurses approached his bed and silently began to remove the tubes and
machinery that had been keeping him alive, while the doctor jotted the time of
death in Charles’ medical records.
Peter reverently closed Charles’ eyes and then squeezed his dear friend’s hand.
“Goodbye, old friend,” he said, as he choked back his emotions. “I’ll take care of
Cathy, I promise.”
Lowering the side of the bed, Catherine leaned over and brushed a stray lock of
her father’s hair one more time. “I love you, Daddy,” she whispered through her
tears. She kissed his cheek again and embraced him one last time.
“I love you too, honey,” Charles responded.
“Are you ready to go, Cathy?” Peter asked, thinking how lost she looked. For a
moment he could have sworn she looked just like the ten-year-old girl who had
watched her mother die twenty years
before.
“Would it be all right… if I… sit with him
for a little while longer?” she pleaded.
“You can stay as long as you need to,
sweetheart,” he said. Placing his hand on
her shoulder, Peter leaned over and
kissed the top of her head. “I’ll be right
outside if you need me.”
As he stepped into the hall, Peter could
hear her weeping.

In the tunnels beneath the hospital,
Vincent waited, knowing that he could
do no more to help Catherine.
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Nevertheless, he felt compelled to stay close by, hoping that somehow, he could
send her some of his strength through the Bond they shared. He knew the instant
that Charles Chandler died, as great waves of Catherine’s anguish began to wash
over him. It was so powerful that he leaned against the wall and slid to the floor.
“Catherine, Catherine,” he whispered over and over, weeping for her pain.
Chapter 5
For the next two days, Catherine moved as if she was in a dream. Along with her
grief, she felt numb, as she went through the necessary steps that follow the death
of a loved one.
Keeping the promise he made to Charles, Peter was by her side through every
step of the funeral arrangements, and all the other details that needed to be
attended to.
It was Peter who made sure the obituary honoring his old friend was placed
prominently in the New York Daily, the Wall Street Journal, and the local society
pages.
After all, Charles was a well-known and respected member of New York society
circles and came from a prominent New England family. A funeral for someone
like Charles Chandler would be no small affair.

The day of the funeral, Charles and Caroline stood outside the church, watching
as a somber stream of people made their way to the church entrance.
Charles looked up. The steeple looked picturesque surrounded by clear blue skies
and billowing white clouds.
“It’s a beautiful day,” Caroline remarked.
“For a funeral.” Charles added, with a faraway look on his face.
Caroline looked curiously at her husband. “Do you mean your funeral, dear?”
“No,” he replied with a shake of his head. “I was thinking about yours. It was
overcast and drizzling that day.”
“Yes, I remember,” Caroline whispered.
Charles gave her a sideways glance. How strange that sounds, he thought. That
she remembers her own funeral…but then, here I am attending mine.

207

The Guide by Barbara Anderson

“The rain that day made it feel as if heaven itself was mourning your death,” he
remarked. “I thought it was fitting, somehow.”
“And what do you think of the sunshine today?” she asked.
He looked at her thoughtfully and smiled wistfully. “I thought I would never see
you again. But here you are after all these years, just as beautiful as I
remembered. Maybe this is fitting, too.”
Presently, the hearse arrived followed by a limousine. Catherine stepped out of
the car followed closely by Peter. The pall bearers somberly carried the casket
into the church.
Charles noted how pale and tired his daughter looked. “But what about Cathy’s
pain?” Charles sighed. “Where’s the sunshine for her?” He was worried about
their only daughter and how she would cope with losing him.
“Her pain comes from love, Charles,” Caroline gently reminded him. “These
separations… they are a necessary part of this life. That same love that is causing
her pain today is the very thing that will help her to heal as well. And it isn’t
forever, you know. We will all be together again, one day.”
She sounds so sure of that, Charles thought. I wonder… “When will that be,
Caroline?” he asked.
Caroline smiled and looked in her daughter’s direction. “When she has lived her
life, my darling… when she has fulfilled her destiny.”
“Her destiny? What is her destiny?” he asked, wondering what kind of a future
she could have with a man like Vincent.
Caroline smiled. “To have happy life, of course. To love and be loved. To have her
dreams come true.” Before he could reply, she held out her hand. “Shall we go
in?”
Entering the sanctuary, Charles was surprised to see that it was filled to capacity
with people, some of whom he hadn’t seen for several years. There were large
bouquets, sprays, and wreaths of flowers adorning every conceivable corner and
space, along the walls and around the casket.
They followed Catherine and Peter to the front pew and sat next to their beloved
daughter.
“Good grief! Are you sure this is a funeral?” Charles exclaimed, as he looked
around. “Between some of the hats these ladies are wearing and all of these
flowers it looks more like I’ve won the Kentucky Derby!”
Caroline stifled a chuckle. “Charles! Shhh!”
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Charles couldn’t help it. “Why should I shhh? It’s not like any of them can hear
me? Can they?”
“I suppose they can’t,” she replied, still grinning. “But you should show some
respect for the dead.”
“Show some respect? But I’m the one who’s dead!”
Peter looked over to see Catherine smiling to herself. He leaned over and
whispered. “What’s making you smile, Cathy?”
She looked around and the leaned over to whisper back. “I was just thinking of
Daddy and how he might react to all of this.”
“What do you mean?” Peter asked.
“Well, just look around, Peter. Between some of the hats these ladies are wearing
and all of these flowers it looks more like he’s won the Kentucky Derby than a
funeral.”
Peter looked around, and chuckled. “I think that’s exactly how he would react.”
Charles turned to Caroline in shock. “I thought they couldn’t hear me?”
Caroline shrugged. “I forgot how sensitive Cathy always was. She seems to be
aware of us to some degree.”
Charles tried his best to endure the prayers, the sermon and the choir
performance. He struggled to sit still. He had never liked funerals, and this one
was no different.
“For heaven’s sake, Charles. You’re squirming like a child with too much starch in
his pants,” Caroline observed. “You haven’t attended church much these past
years have you?”
“It’s pretty obvious, is it?” Charles huffed as he replied. “No, I haven’t. I suppose I
never really forgave God for taking you from me,” he admitted.
Then he turned to her in earnest. “Do you think He (Charles pointed to the ceiling
and looked Heavenward) will hold that against me?”
Caroline laughed and shook her head. “I wouldn’t worry too much, my darling.
You’re a good man. I’m sure that will count for something. I suppose it’s too late
to do anything about it now, anyway.”
They turned their attention to their daughter as she stood and approached the
podium.
Catherine stood for a moment, surveying the large crowd of people who had come
to pay their last respects to her father. It brought her comfort to know that he had
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so many friends. Then looking in Peter’s direction, she could swear she saw her
father sitting on the same pew, beaming up at her with pride.
That’s not possible, she thought.
For a split second, Charles saw Catherine’s furrowed brow as she seemed to focus
directly on him. “She can see me, Caroline!” he exclaimed. “I swear she just
looked straight at me!”
Caroline shook her head. “That’s not possible. It’s your imagination, dear,”
Caroline assured him.
My mind is playing tricks on me, Catherine concluded. She closed her eyes and
took a deep breath. Imagination or not, the idea that her father was there gave
her the strength to proceed.
“My Father made strong friends,” Catherine began, her voice trembled with
emotion. “And it means a lot to me that so many of you could come today. I
thought for a long time about what I could say up here. But everything I thought
of seemed small and insubstantial next to the man that my father was. So, what
I’d like to do is to read to you a part of a story that I know he loved.”
She unfolded the pages she had been holding in her hands. “It’s a story about two
toys. A new toy - a rabbit, and an old, worn-out toy - a skin horse.”
She paused and took another breath, as she recalled the precious memories of the
many times her father had read the beloved story to her.
“What is real?” asked the rabbit one day when they were lying side
by side. “Does it mean having things that buzz inside you and a
stick-out handle?”
“Real isn’t how you are made,” said the skin horse. “It’s a thing that
happens to you when a child loves you for a long, long time. Not
just to play with, but really loves. Then you become real...” 4
Charles leaned a little toward his wife and whispered, “I used to read that to her
all the time after we lost you. She never seemed to tire of it. It seemed to comfort
her somehow.”
“Yes,” Caroline nodded. “I remember.”

4

The Velveteen Rabbit, Book by Margery Williams and S. D. Schindler Originally published: 1922
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“You remember?” Charles looked at her sideways. “Are you saying you were
there?”
“Of course, I was there.” she smiled, and looked at him curiously. “I thought you
knew that. Not long after I passed, you told Cathy that as long as she remembered
how much she loved me, and how much I loved her, that I would never be more
than a heartbeat away.”
“Yes… but I… I… I didn’t really know that,” he admitted. “I was just—”
“… saying that to make her feel better?” she said, finishing his sentence.
He nodded, grateful that she understood. “I didn’t know if it was true… I only
hoped that it was. I was trying to comfort her… and trying to comfort myself, I
suppose.”
“Well…” she smiled at him adoringly. “It was true.” She turned her attention back
to her daughter.
“Does it hurt?” asked the rabbit.
“Sometimes,” said the skin horse, for he was always truthful. “When
you are real, you don’t mind being hurt.”
“Does it happen all at once, like being wound up?” the rabbit asked,
“or bit by bit?”
“It doesn’t happen all at once,” said the skin horse. “You become. It
takes a long time.
That’s why it doesn’t often happen to people who break easily or
have sharp edges or have to be carefully kept.”
The words of the beloved story seemed to play in Catherine’s mind, as she stood
in the receiving line to accept hugs and words of condolence from her father’s
friends, and to thank them all for coming. Then at the graveside, it almost felt as
if she could hear her father’s voice reading the story.
It doesn’t happen all at once, she thought, you become. It takes a long time.
Catherine looked around at all the people who came to honor her father. You
became real to all of these people, Daddy. Something caught in her throat. You’ll
always be real to me.
As the graveside service ended, one by one the mourners filed passed the casket
and dropped flowers into the grave as one last tribute to their friend and
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colleague, Charles Chandler. Flowers filled the freshly dug grave, and many
paused a moment, before walking to their cars.
Eventually Catherine found herself standing there alone, but she couldn’t seem to
pull herself away.
Around her, the chairs were being folded and stacked into the bed of a pickup
truck. And a few men in overalls and light denim jackets began to shovel dirt into
the grave.
She was recalling another funeral nearly twenty-one years before. It was cloudy
and drizzling, as she and her father stood on almost this exact spot, and watched
as her mother’s grave was filled with earth.
Peter lightly touched her elbow. “Do you mind if I stay here with you?” he asked
her.
Catherine looked up and smiled wanly. “I thought I was all alone.”
“You aren’t alone, Cathy,” he said, putting his arm around her shoulders, drawing
her close. “I would never let that happen.”
“Thank you, Peter,” she said as she rested her head on his shoulder. “I don’t know
how I would have gotten through this without you.”
“Dear, dear Peter,” Caroline said. “What would any of us have done without
him?”
“Indeed,” Charles agreed. “He certainly does live up to his name, doesn’t he?
Peter was my rock in those days after we lost you.” Charles huffed a little and
shook his head. “And yet, he was racked with guilt that he couldn’t save you.”
“Yes, I know,” Caroline said with a sigh. “I think my death was the thing that
taught him that doctors aren’t gods. He tried to protect me my whole life, but he
finally learned that he couldn’t protect me from everything. It took him a long
time to forgive himself.”5
“And now he’s a rock for Cathy,” Charles said softly.
When the grave was finally filled, Catherine turned to Peter. “I’m ready to go
now.”
As Catherine and Peter walked arm and arm to the waiting limousine, Charles
and Caroline followed close behind.

5

You can learn more about the relationship between Peter and Caroline by reading “Secrets and Promises,” by
Barbara Anderson posted on Treasure Chambers.
https://treasurechambers.com/FanFiction/Barbara/BarbaraSecrets%20and%20Promises.pdf
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That night, Catherine stood
alone on her balcony
looking out at the city
lights. She was profoundly
grateful that the long,
torturous day was finally
over.
Charles and Caroline stood
nearby. “She looks so tired
and…” Charles began.
“… and sad,” Caroline said,
finishing his sentence as
she used to do.
“Yes… she looks so sad,” he agreed.
If Catherine closed her eyes, she could almost imagine that her father was
standing there beside her.
As the evening breeze cooled her flushed face, she let it carry her back to a sweet
memory.
It was only a short time after her mother’s death. She recalled her father sitting in
an overstuffed chair in her bedroom, as he read aloud from a well-used volume of
The Velveteen Rabbit.

‘Generally, by the time you are real, most of your hair has been
loved off and your eyes drop out, and you get loose in the joints and
very shabby. But these things don’t matter at all, because once you
are Real you can’t be ugly, except to people who don’t understand.’
Looking up at the sound of his daughter’s laughter, Charles asked, “And just
what is so funny, young lady?”
Still smiling she said, “I was just trying to imagine you, Daddy… you know…
with most of your hair loved off.”
He chuckled. “Will you still love me, Cathy, when my eyes drop out and I’m old
and ugly?”
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She jumped off of the bed and into his arms. With her arms wrapped tightly
around his neck she declared, “I’ll love you for always, Daddy. I promise. You
could never be ugly to me.” She kissed him on the cheek and squirmed into the
small space next to him in the overstuffed chair and he continued to read…. 6
‘I suppose you are real?’ said the Rabbit. And then he wished he had
not said it, for he thought the Skin Horse might be sensitive. But the
Skin Horse only smiled.
‘The Boy’s Uncle made me Real,’ he said. ‘That was a great many
years ago; but once you are Real you can’t become unreal again. It
lasts for always.’

Catherine sighed and smiled wistfully. “Once you are real, you can’t become
unreal again,” she whispered to the city lights. “I’ll love you for always, Daddy. I
promise.”
“I’ll love you for always too, Sweetheart,” Charles said, as he lightly kissed her
cheek.
As another cool breeze brushed her face, Catherine imagined she could hear her
father say, “I’ll love you for always too, Sweetheart.” She raised her hand to
capture what felt like a light kiss on her cheek.
“Good night, Daddy,” Catherine said, as she went inside and turned out the
bedroom light.
Caroline turned to her husband. She had a look of concern on her face as she
spoke. “She seems to be aware of us. We are going to have to keep our distance.”
“Why?” he asked, not wanting that to happen.
“Because we aren’t supposed to make contact,” she answered earnestly.
“But you told me that there have been times when you—”
“Yes, I did,” she said, cutting him off. “But I shouldn’t have. I understand that
now.”
“Well, I don’t understand,” he said, shaking his head. “Why can’t we comfort our
daughter when she is in so much pain?”
66

This is an excerpt from the fan fiction story, Once You Are Real, by the author.
https://treasurechambers.com/FanFiction/Barbara/BarbaraOnce%20You%20Are%20Real.pdf
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“Because… she has to find comfort from the living, Charles” Caroline insisted.
“She has to let go of us and move forward. She must learn that life goes on. We
can’t be an active part of her life, not anymore.”
“But, Caroline, she needs us.”
Caroline knew she had to find a way to make him understand. “After I died…
there were times…” she began. “… when you were in such pain that I couldn’t help
myself… like you when you kissed Cathy’s cheek just then. And then other times…
when you were afraid you were failing as a father, and I tried to encourage you by
coming to you in your dreams.”
“Perhaps if…” She turned away from him to look out at the city lights. “Perhaps if
I had kept my distance… obeyed the rules… if I had let you go, perhaps you would
have been able to find someone… you wouldn’t have been so… alone all these
years. I’m sorry, Charles.”
Charles joined her, looking out at the city that he had once called home. “I didn’t
want you to keep your distance, Caroline,” he said gently. “I didn’t want to let go
of what we had. Your love was the most real thing I have ever known.” He turned
and looked at the beautiful woman who had made his life complete. “You may
have died… but the love never did. The love we shared was still just as real to me
as it ever was.
“There’s no need for you to be sorry, Sweet Caroline,” he said tenderly.
Caroline closed her eyes and let his words flow through her. She had always loved
it when he called her that.
“Yes, that is true,” she said, nodding in agreement. “Our love never changed.”
A look of doubt, like a shadow, crossed his face.
“What is it, Charles? What’s wrong?” Caroline asked.
“It’s just that you… you’re still… young and beautiful… just like I remember.”
“Is that a problem?” she asked, suddenly self-conscious.
“Do you think that you… can you still love me… when I… I look like this?”
“What do you mean?” she asked. “You look just fine to me.”
“But I… I’m old and… and ugly.”
Caroline smiled and reached up to touch his face. “This is the face of the man I
love. The only man I have ever loved. You could never be ugly to me, Charles.
Don’t you remember what the Skin Horse said, My Darling? Once you are real,
you can’t be ugly, except to people who don’t understand. Once you are real…”
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The expression on his face was one of wonder. “…it lasts… for always…” he
whispered.
Caroline slipped into his arms and kissed his ephemeral cheek. “Yes, My Love… it
lasts for always.”
As they watched the city skyline, Charles finally had the courage to ask, “How
long do we have?”
“Have?” Caroline unsure of what he meant.
“Before we have to leave her… now that the funeral is over.”
“Don’t worry, dear, we have a little time,” she explained. “We’re allowed to stay
close to loved ones in the beginning as they work their way through the stages of
grief.”
“Stages of grief?” he asked. “What are those?”
“It varies from person to person, but generally shock and denial are the first
emotions. Cathy began going through that when you were in the hospital. She’s
still trying to accept that it’s real. But now that the funeral is over, the numbness
is beginning to wear off, and the reality of it all is beginning to set in. Pain and
guilt generally follow. That’s the stage she’s moving into now.”
“Guilt? Guilt for what?”
“She’s questioning the choices she made… regretting things that were left
unsaid… wondering if there was something she could have done to prevent your
death. Perhaps if she had stayed at the firm, she would have seen some sign and
would have taken you to the hospital sooner.”
“That’s ridiculous.”
“Yes, it is.” Caroline nodded. “But think back, Dear. Do you remember the guilt
you felt after my death?”
“Yes… I… I thought that perhaps if I hadn’t been working so much, I might have
seen something… gotten you into chemo sooner…”
“Yes. You and Peter both.” She looked thoughtful, as she recalled the memory.
“As I was dying, I felt so loved by both of you. But I ached at the pain you were
going through. Even Cathy, as young as she was, wondered if something she had
done… or something she hadn’t done contributed to my death. It isn’t rational…
but it still happens.”
“And what’s the next stage?”
“Anger…”
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“Anger at me?”
“No, not at you, really… anger at the pain. The pain builds up and needs to be
released. It’s a natural reaction. It’s like a pressure cooker. At some point she will
blow. It will be good for us to be close by.”
Chapter 6
Despite her utter exhaustion, Catherine slept fitfully. She was wide awake before
dawn, despite the fatigue that ached in every muscle of her body. She finally
decided to dress and head for the law offices of Chandler and Coolidge. There
were some things she needed to do, and she knew that putting it off wouldn’t
make it easier.
Maybe it will help me get through this, she hoped.
As Catherine got out of the taxi at the General Motors building, she stopped and
looked up at the imposing fifty story skyscraper. The ivory tower I grew up in,
she mused. And, in fact, that was exactly what it was. Many of her childhood
memories were tied to this place.

After the death of her mother Catherine had come to her father’s office every
day after school to do her homework. She would study and read books, and then
they would take a taxi and pick up take- out before going home together.
Sometimes they would walk home, since the office was only a short, sevenminute walk from their townhouse on East 61st Street. Many times, she had
fallen asleep on the long leather couch in his office when he had to work late. On
several occasions Catherine had heard her father’s partner, Jay Coolidge,
encourage Charles to hire a nanny for her, but Charles would have none of it.
He always said that he had made promises to his dying wife that he intended to
honor.
After she went to boarding school as a teenager, Catherine worked part- time,
during the summers in the mail room, to earn her own money, but mostly to
keep from dying of boredom as she waited for her father to finish working.
Charles thought it was good experience for her and Catherine thought it was fun
getting to know everyone in the office, feeling a part of something that was so
much bigger than herself.
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As a law student Catherine interned for her father’s assistant, Marilyn
Campbell. Over the years some of the people here had become almost like
family.
After law school it seemed perfectly natural to slip into a job as a junior
associate in the law firm. It was what her father expected, it was the easy career
path, and Catherine was naturally good at it. She had been a fixture at
Chandler and Coolidge her entire life. But she soon discovered she lacked the
passion that her father had for corporate law. She found the work grating, and
repetitive. Although she easily met and sometimes exceeded the expectations of
all the junior associates, Catherine set her own hours. She rarely came to the
office before 10 am and sometimes didn’t show up before noon. There were even
times when she would take impromptu vacations with her friends without
letting anyone in the office know. She was aware that her coworkers assumed
she was lazy because she wasn’t smart enough to do the work. The truth was
that she was lazy because she was bored. Working at Chandler and Coolidge
had become more of a hobby for a pampered, rich princess than an actual job.
At the time, it was a role she didn’t mind playing. Even though no one in the
office had the courage to complain about her poor work ethic, she knew what
they thought about her. But it didn’t matter to her, as long as she still managed
to do her work. After all, she thought, I’m the boss’s daughter. What’s he going
to do, fire me?

As Catherine stood there looking up at the building, she barely recognized that
young woman anymore. Truth be told, she was actually embarrassed at the selfcentered, shallow person she had once been.
A passerby on the street bumped into her, bringing her back to the present.
Catherine took a deep breath and walked into the building to face what had to be
done.
Her parents followed close behind.
As Catherine got off the elevator on the 47th floor, and proceeded past the
reception desk, she saw that work was already in full swing, even though it wasn’t
even 8am. It seemed odd to her that everything appeared to be humming along as
usual, when everything in her world was turned upside down.
Charles had the same impression. “Huh! It’s like nothing has happened,” Charles
remarked.
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“Of course, it is, dear,” Caroline replied. “For all of them, life goes on. They still
have bills to pay and responsibilities to live up to.”
“I guess they do,” he agreed.
“Miss Chandler?” the receptionist called. “Is that you?”
Catherine stopped and turned back to face the desk. Her mouth turned up a little
in a faint smile. “Hi, Martha. It’s good to see you.”
The receptionist looked flustered and uncomfortable. “Is there something I can…
help you with, Miss Chandler?”
Being addressed so formally by someone who had known her since she was a
child was disconcerting. Catherine smiled awkwardly and replied, “Well, for
starters, you can call me Cathy.”
“Is there something I can help you with… uhm… Cathy?” Martha asked, clearly
uncomfortable.
“You’re acting strange, Martha,” Charles said, stating the obvious.
The bustle in the office came to a halt, and the halls became suddenly silent.
Catherine looked around to see that everyone was looking at her as if she was an
alien from outer space.
“Why is everyone looking at her like that?” he asked.
“Do you have an appointment with Mr. Coolidge?” Martha asked.
“An appointment?” Charles asked. “It’s Cathy… she doesn’t need an appointment!
What’s going on here?”
“She can’t hear you, Charles,” Caroline gently reminded him.
Catherine turned her attention back to the receptionist. “An appointment? With
Mr. Coolidge?” Shaking her head, she answered. “No… no I’m not here to see
Jay… I’m here to pack up my father’s office.”
With that, she turned toward her father’s corner office at the end of the hall.
Catherine felt all eyes upon her as she walked down the long hallway past her
former coworkers and colleagues, who seemed to have nothing better to do than
gawk at her. She could feel her cheeks beginning to burn.
“Hi, Cathy.”
Catherine stopped and looked up to see an old friend of her father’s, and a
respected colleague smiling at her.
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“Hi, Larry,” she said, returning the welcome greeting. She tilted her head toward
the direction from which she had come. “Why is everyone staring at me like
that?” she asked.
He shot a disapproving glance to a few people nearby and quipped. “Oh, I don’t
know. Maybe it’s because none of them have ever seen you in the office this early
in the morning.”
Catherine laughed at that, despite her sorrow, and gave him a hug. “You always
did know how to make me laugh, didn’t you?”
With those few words, the spell was broken, and everyone returned to minding
their own business. That and perhaps because Larry shot some dirty looks at
some of the people nearby.
Charles chuckled. “Good old Larry. At least he’s acting normal. Leave it to him to
rescue our daughter. He always did have a soft spot for her.”
Dear Larry, Catherine thought. Always watching out for me, she recalled. You
always used to remind me of client meetings so I wouldn’t forget.
“I’m so sorry about your father,” he said sympathetically. “Charles was a true
friend ever since our college days. This place won’t be the same without him. It
was a lovely service yesterday.”
“Thank you so much for being there, Larry. I know that would have meant a lot to
him.” Catherine hugged him again and turned to resume walking,
Larry called out to her. “If you need anything, just let me know.”
“Thanks, Larry, I will,” she called back, even though she knew she probably
wouldn’t.
As she entered her father’s outer office, his personal secretary looked surprised.
“Hi, Joan,” Catherine said, stopping at her desk. “Would you please call down to
the mail room and ask Manny to send up some boxes and packing materials so I
can pack up my father’s personal belongings?”
“Boxes and packing materials?” Joan repeated. “You’re going to pack it up…
yourself?”
“Yes, I am.” Catherine turned and entered the office.
“Miss Chandler, you can’t just walk in…” Joan called after her, but it was too late.
Catherine was already gone.
As she entered her father’s office, Catherine was surprised to find it was occupied
by a man sitting comfortably behind the desk as if he owned the place.
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“What is he doing in here?” Charles demanded angrily. “And why are his big feet
on top of my desk?!?!?”
“Mark?” Catherine asked. “What are you doing in here?”
“I’m sorry, Mr. Coolidge,” Joan said from behind her. “Miss Chandler came in
before I had a chance to—”
“It’s fine, Miss Matthews,” Mark said imperiously holding up his hand. “I can
take care of this.” He waved her off like she was nothing more than an irritant.
“Y-yes, Mr. Coolidge,” Joan answered as she slunk out of the room.
As Catherine watched Joan’s strange behavior, she was completely confused by
what had just played out before her eyes. What is happening here? she
wondered.
“I DEMAND TO KNOW WHAT IS GOING ON IN MY OFFICE!!!!” Charles
bellowed, as he watched his longtime receptionist cower and slink out of the
room.
“Charles!” Caroline exclaimed, in an effort to get his attention.
“WHAT?” he responded loudly.
“Charles.” Her voice was soft but firm. “This is no longer your office. That is no
longer your desk,” she said pointing in that general direction. “We are only
observers here.”
“But look at what —”
“Charles… I know… I understand what you’re feeling. Really, I do. But these
things are meaningless to you now. We are here for our daughter. The only thing
that matters is her.”
“But he… and she’s not…” Charles blustered.
“Trust me, Charles, our daughter is perfectly capable of handling this.”
“Mister Coolidge?” Catherine asked in disbelief, as she turned her attention to
Mark. “Is that what they’re calling you now?”
Mark smiled, seemingly not detecting her mocking tone. “Well, that is my name,”
he affirmed smugly.
Catherine nodded, unaffected by his arrogant demeanor. “Yes, I suppose it is,”
she agreed. “Would you care to explain why you’re in my father’s office with your
feet on his desk?”
Mark slowly removed his feet from the desk and sat up straight. He cleared his
throat, straightened his tie, and looked up at her with an air of superiority. “I beg
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to differ with you, Cathy, you are sadly mistaken. This is my desk now, and this is
my office… or it will be, as soon as I get rid of some of this junk. Your father no
longer has any need for it… and we both know that you don’t work here anymore.
Of course, I’ll have to redecorate... but this desk is definitely going to stay. By the
way, do you know where he kept the key to this drawer? I can’t get it open, and I
don’t want to damage the lock.”
Catherine walked further into the room, slowly setting her leather briefcase and
purse on the teak conference table her mother had ordered from Indonesia as a
gift for Charles not long after he founded his own law firm.
Standing in front of the desk, she addressed Mark, over-enunciating each syllable
of his name, and speaking slowly, so that he could understand her every word.
“I’ll have you know, Mis-ter Coo-lidge, that it’s you who are sadly mistaken. This
is my father’s office. His name is still on the door. And as for this desk, it was
given to my grandfather when he passed the bar exam. It sat in his office when he
served as a Federal Judge. He passed it on to my father when he passed the bar
exam. And it most… certainly… is… not… yours!”
“Prove it!” Mark countered. “Do you have a bill of sale?” He laughed derisively.
Can you produce some documentation that establishes your ownership?”
“Why that little—” Charles began to move in the direction of the desk.
“Charles!” Caroline yelled. “Let Cathy handle this.”
Catherine had never liked Jay Coolidge’s stuck-up son. He had always
overestimated his own intelligence, his skill as a lawyer, and his prowess as a
man. Catherine could clearly see his personality hadn’t improved since she’d left
Chandler and Coolidge. Her patience was quickly wearing thin.
“You might not be aware of this, Mark,” she said with unusual calmness. “But I
work for The District Attorney’s Office now.”
Mark smiled, as he looked down his unusually long nose. “Oh yes, Cathy, I am
very aware of that embarrassing little fact.” He laughed derisively. “Princess
Catherine Chandler, reduced to serving the huddled masses… My, my, my… how
the mighty have fallen. Your father must have been positively mortified to see
that you had sunk that low.”
Caroline gasped in horror. “The nerve!” she said loudly.
Charles lunged forward menacingly. “Why that stuck up, little—”
“NO, Charles!” Caroline jumped in front of him holding up her arms to stop him.
“Let Cathy handle this!”
Charles stopped short, with a shocked expression on his face.
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Attempting to control her temper, Catherine clenched both fists. She wanted
nothing more than to reach across the desk and put her father’s favorite letter
opener through one of Mark Coolidge’s beady little eyes.
“Mark,” she said, taking a deep breath to steady herself. “I strongly suggest you
get out of this office, before I call the police and have you arrested for attempted
theft.”
Though she spoke softly, her left eyebrow arched menacingly. And there was a
fire in her eyes that told Mark he might have gone too far.
He stood up and puffed out his chest in a Neanderthal attempt to gain the upper
hand. At 6’2” he knew most people in the office, especially the women, were
intimidated by him because of his height. Well… that and the fact that his father
was half owner in the firm and could fire them on a whim. Catherine Chandler,
however, was not one of them, despite the fact that she barely reached 5’6” with
her shoes on.
“You need to calm down, Cathy,” he said, with a condescending smile. “You’re
becoming irrational.”
Charles and Caroline gasped and stepped back.
“He’s a complete and utter fool,” Charles said. “Doesn’t he know never to tell an
angry woman to ‘calm down?’”
“Oh dear,” Caroline said. “I believe Cathy has definitely moved on to the anger
stage.”
Catherine noticed the corner of Mark’s mouth twitch a little. She had sparred
with enough attorneys to know that his false bravado was a sign he was on the
defensive. So, she played her hand expertly.
Coming around to Marks’ side of the desk, she reached down and touched an
engraved walnut desk plate that bore her father’s name,

Charles W. Chandler
Attorney at Law
This is pretty solid and would fit easily in my hand, she surmised, as she stroked
the nameplate for a moment. “Mark?” she asked demurely. “Did you know that I
took self-defense classes after I was attacked a couple of years ago?”
The question threw Mark off balance. What’s she playing at now, he wondered.
“So what?” he replied.
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She smiled and looked directly at him. “Oh, I didn’t learn any of that… ‘oriental’
stuff,” she said remembering the day she’d met Isaac. “No Kung Fu, no egg fu
young,” she quoted her mentor and friend.
She’s babbling, Mark thought. She isn’t making any sense. He was beginning to
think Catherine had lost her mind, and it was making him nervous.
Catherine calmly continued. “My teacher taught me what he called, ‘New York
City street fighting’… mean and dirty,’” she said nodding her head. She inched a
little closer to him, and he began to back away. “Did you know… that you can
actually kill a man with high heeled shoe?” she asked, smiling. “Do you want me
to show you?” She began to bend over as if she was going to remove one of her
imported Italian leather pumps.
Charles and Caroline were both mesmerized, as they watched their daughter in
silence.
“No… no… that’s okay, Cathy. I believe you,” Mark answered, as he backed up a
little more.
She thoughtfully stroked the surface of a bronze Samurai statue her father had
brought back from a trip to Japan. “Isaac taught me how to see any ordinary,
everyday object as a potential weapon,” she said. “For self-defense, of course,”
she added with emphasis. Then reaching over to pick up her father’s favorite
letter opener she smiled deviously and casually pointed it in Mark’s direction.
“Even something as innocent looking as a—”
Mark moved quickly around to the other side of the desk to put some distance
between them “Cathy…” he said pointing his finger at her accusingly. I know
you’ve always been a little flighty, but now you’re just scary. I know you’ve had a
rough week… you know … with your dad dying and all… but seriously… You need
help!” He moved toward the door.
“That’s right, Mister Coolidge…!” she said loudly, as she pointed the letter opener
in his general direction. “It’s time for you to leave! And if I find one single scratch
on my father’s desk, I’ll sue you for damages!”
Feeling the need to have the last word, Mark stood at the open door and declared,
“I’m only leaving because it’s clear to me that you’re having some kind of
breakdown,” he yelled back. “But you haven’t heard the end of this!”
He slammed the door behind him before she had a chance to say anything else.
As soon as the door closed, Catherine collapsed into her father’s executive leather
desk chair. Exhausted and trembling, she rested her head against the back of the
chair and closed her eyes.
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“Ha ha ha ha!” Charles laughed loudly and clapped his hands. “Bravo! Bravo,
Cathy! That’s my girl!”
Caroline laughed at his unrestrained enthusiasm.
“How did you know?” he asked his wife. “How did you know she could handle
that jerk?”
“Wasn’t she wonderful?” Caroline laughed anew, as she looked at her daughter
with unadulterated pride. “I never get tired of seeing her in action.”
“’Seeing her in action?” Charles asked. “You mean… she’s done this before?”
“Don’t you know about the work she does?” Caroline was clearly surprised that he
didn’t.
“I know she works for the District Attorney’s office… but we haven’t really talked
about it.”
“Apparently you aren’t aware of this, Charles, but our daughter is a force to be
reckoned with. She’s determined, tenacious, and fearless when it comes to
prosecuting criminals and fighting for their innocent victims. Mark Coolidge
never had a chance.”
Caroline looked proudly at her daughter. “Charles, our daughter… is a warrior.”
“I had no idea,” he said with admiration, as he looked at his daughter with new
eyes.
As Catherine breathed deeply, she slowly regained some of her composure.
Feeling calmer, she opened her eyes and reached out to rest her hand on the desk.
The wood felt warm to the touch. She smiled as she remembered the man who
had used it for so many years.
She knew the history and provenance of the desk by heart: It had been made by
skilled craftsmen in the late 1800’s, in the style of George II. The desk was a
stunning piece, made of mahogany, with elaborate scrollwork, and unparalleled
ornate marquetry of burr walnut and satinwood. The craftsmanship was second
to none. The top had a beautifully carved edge with a hand dyed red leather
writing surface, framed all around with gold tool. It had an elaborate arched
kneehole with majestic lions carved on either side and matching carved lions
standing proudly at each corner of the desk.
Lions had long been a hallmark of the Chandler family. According to family
legend, they had been a part of the family crest since the days of William the
Conqueror, a symbol to remind them of their proud heritage and the noble
virtues their family stood for, namely: leadership, integrity, honor, strength,
loyalty, and courage.
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Daddy always treasured this desk, Catherine recalled. She knew the story well: It
was one of a kind, specially commissioned by her great grandfather, Charles
Frederick Chandler for her grandfather, Matthew James Chandler when he had
passed the bar exam. For years it had graced his office as he served as a Federal
Judge in Connecticut. Charles had received it as a gift from his father when he
passed the bar exam. And being an only child, Catherine had always known that
one day, it would be passed down to her.
She picked up the letter opener, now laying on the desk, and smiled at a long-ago
memory.

“Cathy… where are you?” she heard her father call, his voice tinged with worry.
Crawling out from under his large mahogany desk, she hid both hands behind
her back.
Charles could tell immediately that she had been up to something.
“Cathy? What are you hiding behind your back?”
She slowly produced a gold-plated letter opener that she had found on his desk,
and held it out to him.
He took it from her outstretched hand. “And just what were you doing with
this?”
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Even at the tender age of five, Catherine Rose Chandler knew better than to lie.
But she was reticent to answer him.
“Cathy?” he prompted.
“I was drawing a picture,” she finally admitted.
“Can you show me?” he asked.
She pointed under his desk where she often liked to play. When he looked under
the desk, Charles discovered that his daughter had lovingly carved a stick figure
of a man wearing a necktie, standing next to small stick figure girl into the
wood of his antique mahogany desk. Underneath the picture she had carefully
carved the words, Cathy

luvs Daddy!

“What have you done?!?” he asked in horror.
Unfazed by her father’s shock, she smiled and said, “I made it for you, Daddy.”
Her face glowed with love for her father and the gift she had carefully created
for him. “So you won’t miss me when I go to first grade.”
Then seeing the horror on his face, her smile slowly faded. “Did I do something
bad, Daddy?” she asked with a quiver in her voice.
His anger quickly dissipated when Charles saw the look on his daughter’s face.
He sat on the floor under the desk and leaned against it like a deflated balloon.
Then taking his daughter in his arms he kissed the top of her head.
“No, Pumpkin, you didn’t do anything bad. Your picture is beautiful.”
“Really?” she asked, looking up hopefully.
“Really,” he gently confirmed. “But can you do me a favor?”
“What?”
“Next time you want to draw me a picture, can you please use paper?”
“Why?”
Charles took a deep breath and chose his words carefully. “Well, this is a very
special desk, and if you did this to someone else’s desk, they might get really
mad. They might even sue you.”
“What’s that?” she asked innocently.
“They might be mad and make you give them all of your money to get it fixed,”
he explained.
Her eyes widened and her voice became serious. “Are you gonna sue me,
Daddy?” she asked breathlessly.
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Charles looked thoughtful and tilted his head to one side. “Do you have any
money?” he asked, teasing her.
“Only my pony money,” she answered with a little concern. Her parents had
declined her request of a pony for her birthday, so she had begun saving her
own money, determined to buy one for herself.
“Your pony money,” he repeated, scratching his chin. “How much is that?”
“Six dollars and fifty-two cents,” she answered with a concerned frown.
Charles tried to repress a smile, knowing it was important to impress upon her
the seriousness of what she had done.
“How about this,” he offered. “If you promise never ever to carve pictures into
this or any other desk, for the rest of your life, then I won’t sue you. How’s that?”
Catherine breathed a sigh of relief and threw her arms around her father’s neck.
“I promise, Daddy! I’ll never ever draw a picture on your desk ever again!”
Five years later, not long after her mother’s death, Catherine had broken that
promise and carved a stick figure of her angel mother watching over the two of
them. Charles hadn’t caught her in the act but knowing she had broken her
promise, Catherine left a tattered envelope on his desk that contained over two
hundred dollars. It was clearly labeled in a childish hand, “Cathys

Pony Money”
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Charles had never had it repaired. He had come to treasure the reminder of his
daughter’s love for him. And every now and again he would joke that he should
have sued her over it when she was five. It had become an affectionate private
joke between them.

As soon as the boxes and packing supplies arrived, Catherine began removing her
father’s law books from the shelves and carefully packing them in boxes. She
planned to add them to her father’s extensive home library.
With each book, Catherine felt increasingly as if she was dismantling her father’s
dream. They represented all that her father had built over a lifetime. They stood
for all that he had hoped to pass along to her. Waves of guilt began to wash over
her. She put aside her task and walked over to the window behind her father’s
desk.
How Daddy loved to stand at the window and look out on the city, she recalled.
“I’m sorry, Daddy,” she said as she stood at the window, looking out on the city
below. “I’m sorry I let you down. I wish I could go back and do some things
differently.”
“Is that the bargaining stage you spoke of?” Charles asked his wife.
Caroline nodded. “Yes, she’s progressing through the stages quickly.”
“Is that a good thing?” he asked.
“I believe it is. Sometimes people get stuck in one stage or another and never get
through it. We can’t let that happen to Cathy. She has to keep moving through, no
matter how painful it becomes.”
“Are you saying she isn’t through the worst yet?” he asked, alarmed at the
thought.
“No…” Caroline explained. She looked at her daughter, concern clearly written on
her face. “The worst is yet to come. We have to stay near to guide her through it.”
“Then that’s what we’ll do, together,” he said,
Then turning to the window, he said, “You know, I used to love standing here
looking out on the city,” Charles said. “It made me feel so… so…” He searched for
the right word.
“So powerful?” Caroline suggested. “So successful? So dominant? So imperial?
So–”
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“Okay… okay…” he said, trying not to laugh. “Yes… all of those things.” his smile
faded. “But mostly it made me feel… safe.”
“Safe?” Caroline was intrigued by that choice of words.
He nodded. “Yes, it made me feel like… as long as we were up here nothing out
there could touch us… or hurt us. I know it sounds silly, but I felt that way right
up until the day that…” His voice faded.
“Until the day that Cathy got hurt.” Caroline said, finishing his sentence. “Until
that day?”
“Yes,” he admitted. “Those days she was missing, I stood here looking out at the
city, and all I felt was powerless, impotent, and weak. I looked around this office
at all of my so-called treasures and I realized how meaningless… how worthless
all of these things were… without her. You and Cathy were my only true
treasures… the only things that were ever really worth having. I had already lost
you… and I was so afraid that—”
A knock on the door brought them back to the present.
Catherine turned to see Joan, standing just inside the door.
“Miss Chandler,” she said.
“Yes, Joan?” Catherine answered.
“Mr. Coolidge and his son would like to meet with you in the conference room.”
“Both of them? I know I need to meet with Jay, but why would I need to meet
with Mark?” she asked, clearly confused.
Joan looked a little uncomfortable. “Well… in light of your father’s uhm… death…
Mark has been promoted to partner. Mr. Coolidge officially announced it
yesterday morning.”
“He can’t do that!” Charles exclaimed angrily. “Not without my approval! And I
would never approve of making that sniveling, overrated, brat a… a dog catcher…
let alone a full partner!”
“Charles,” Caroline reminded him. “You’re dead… remember? You can’t give your
approval for anything.”
“Oh… yes,” he answered sheepishly. “I keep forgetting.”
“They sure didn’t waste any time,” Charles remarked, a little put out at the idea of
being so easily replaced. “Jay couldn’t even wait until I was cold in my grave.”
Catherine only nodded at the news. They sure didn’t waste any time, she
thought. Finding it somehow unsettling that her father had been so quickly
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replaced, and by Mark Coolidge, no less. He’s the least capable lawyer in the
entire firm.
Catherine realized that she would be at a disadvantage in the conference room,
even if Mark was a lightweight. I know I’ll still be outnumbered in here, she
acknowledged to herself. But here in Dad’s office, somehow it feels like he’s still
here with me.
“Joan, would you please get Jay on the phone for me?” she requested.
“Yes, Miss Chandler,” Joan said, as she turned to leave.
“And Joan?”
“Yes, Miss Chandler?” Joan answered.
“Would you please call me Cathy?” she requested. “You’re a treasured member of
the Chandler and Coolidge family. You used to help me with my homework when
I was in middle school. I’ve always been Cathy and I always will be.”
“Thank you, Cathy…” Joan smiled and relaxed visibly. “… and I’m really sorry
about your father.”
Catherine nodded and tried to smile. Emotions were close to the surface. “Thank
you for that, Joan. I am too.”
After a few minutes, Joan’s voice came over the intercom. “Jay Coolidge is on line
three.”
Picking up the phone and pressing the third button, Catherine spoke first. “Hi
Jay, Joan tells me you would like to meet with me?”
“Yes… yes if that would be all right with you. I’m between meetings, at the
moment, and could meet with you in the conference room in ten minutes or so.”
He sounds nervous, Catherine observed. Mark must have told him what
happened earlier.
“There are some legal matters that need to be resolved. The sooner the better,
don’t you agree?” Jay asked, without giving her a chance to respond. “Since
you’re here in the office, we could take care of it today.”
“Yes, I understand, Jay,” she replied, choosing her words carefully. “But today,
I’m here to deal with my father’s personal effects. If you insist on meeting with
me, there’s a perfectly good conference table here in Dad’s office. If it’s all the
same to you, I would prefer to have the meeting here.”
“Uhm… yes… I suppose that would be fine,” Jay acquiesced. “We’ll be there in
just a few minutes.”
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“That’s my girl!” Charles said. “Make them meet you on your turf. I taught her
well, didn’t I, Caroline?”
“She’s a chip off the old block, My Darling,” Caroline replied smiling.
Chapter 7
Catherine sat at the head of the table, the position her father always took. After
her earlier encounter with Mark, she wanted to make sure they both knew she
was the one in control of the meeting.
She invited Mark to sit, but he opted to stand. Taking a position behind his
father, he stood imperiously looking over them both. It was clear he trying to
show that he, and not his father, was in control.
“What is Mark doing?” Charles asked. “Does he realize he looks like an idiot
standing there like that?”
“Your father and I drafted this after you left the firm,” Jay explained. “He
wanted… uh… well, we both wanted to protect your option to return.”
“I knew she wasn’t coming back.” Charles explained to his wife. “But I wanted to
make sure she had leverage, in case anything ever happened to me.
As Catherine examined the papers Jay had presented to her, Charles leaned over
to get a closer look.
He leaned over Catherine’s shoulder to look at the proposal. “Wait a minute,” he
said, squinting at the small print. “This is not what we agreed to.” He looked at
his partner suspiciously. “Just what are you trying to pull here, Jay?” he asked
accusingly.
As Catherine scrutinized the paperwork, she realized that she was in no state of
mind to make any important decisions. “It’s not a decision I’m prepared to make
right now.” Catherine said without looking up.
“That’s my girl,” Charles touted proudly. “She knows something isn’t right.”
“Of course,” Jay said nervously.
“Whatever you decide, though, doesn’t affect your entitlement,” Mark said
smugly. “Basically, you’re due continuing and uncollected fees, but only on those
cases in which Charles was actively involved.”
“What did you say?” Charles asked angrily. “I’m the majority owner of this firm.
Cathy is owed continuing and uncollected fees on every single account we
currently have, and any accounts going forward, since she now owns 60% of this
business!”
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“Rather than a prolonged payment schedule,” Jay explained. “Mark and I
discussed the possibility of offering you a lump sum settlement.”
“You’re going along with this, Jay?” Charles demanded in disbelief. “I thought
you were my friend! I thought I could trust you!”
“I thought he was a friend too,” Caroline said, clearly disappointed.
“The fact is…” Mark said condescendingly. “Your father’s participation has been
pretty limited over the past few years.”
“What?!?!” Charles yelled. “I built this firm from nothing before you were even
born, you little weasel! I’ve put my blood, sweat, and tears into this law firm for
the last thirty-five years, you snot-nosed, overrated, upstart!”
“Mark!” Jay said in an attempt to reign in his errant son.
“I’m just being honest, Dad,” Mark responded, defensively.
Ignoring his son, Jay continued “We’ve come up with a range of figures which I
think are quite substantial. But it’s certainly open to discussion.”
Charles looked closer at the range of figures Jay was referring to. “You’ve got to
be kidding,” Charles said in disgust. “It had better be up for discussion! These
figures are an utter insult. Do you seriously think Cathy is dumb enough to fall for
this?”
Turning to his wife, Charles said, “I actually feel sick. Is that even possible since
I’m dead?” He shook his head and sighed. “I always thought of Jay as a friend.
Can you stab someone in the back when they’re already dead? Because that’s
what this feels like.”
Then turning to Catherine, he whispered in her ear, “Don’t sign anything today,
Cathy. You need time to look over these with a fine-tooth comb.”
“That’s fine, Jay.” Catherine said, ignoring Mark. She shook her head. “Right
now, I’m not feeling very open to discussion.”
Jay did a poor job of hiding his disappointment. Without another word, he
collected his things and left abruptly.
Mark lingered a moment longer. He seemed to be trying to think of something to
say. A parting insult perhaps? Catherine would never know. Finding it difficult to
even make eye contact with her, Mark finally turned and followed his father in
silence.
Catherine was relieved when they finally left. Something isn’t right, I just can’t
put my finger on it, she thought as she chewed her bottom lip. One thing I do
know is that I’m in no state of mind right now to be signing anything.
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Putting the papers in her briefcase, Catherine picked up a stack of newspapers
and spread them across her father’s desk.
Sitting behind the desk, she looked around. A faint hint of Charles’ favorite
aftershave lingered on his chair and in the room. It felt almost as if he had just
stepped out of the office for a moment. Maybe if I just sit here and close my eyes
for a minute, he’ll come walking in, she thought. And I’ll realize this was all just
a bad… Catherine shook her head, bringing herself back to reality. Don’t be
stupid. He’s not coming back… he’s never… coming back.
She had work to do and decided to get to it. She reached for a treasured picture of
her mother. It had been taken about a year before Caroline’s death and had held a
place of honor on Charles’ desk ever since. As Catherine gazed at her mother’s
smiling face, mingled with her own reflection in the glass, she sighed, recalling
how many times her father had told her how much she reminded him of her.

Gently stroking the image with her thumb, she whispered. “I miss you, Mother.
Have you and Dad found each other again? I hope you have.”
Charles looked at Caroline and smiled. “Yes, we have, Cathy.”
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Catherine laid the picture down gently, and lovingly wrapped it in newspaper. A
wave of sadness washed over her. This is so hard, she realized. I’m dismantling
my father’s life with each thing I pack away. It’s like I’m erasing all of his
dreams.
A knock on the office door broke the spell. Catherine looked up at the sound to
see her old friend enter the room.
“Marilyn!” she exclaimed as she rushed into Marilyn’s open arms.
Marilyn had been Charles’ assistant since Catherine’s earliest memory. She had
also been a dear friend of her mother’s. Catherine remembered how it was
Marilyn who had taken her to buy her first bra, and had explained some very
personal facts of life to her. What could have been a difficult and embarrassing
situation with her father, had turned to a treasured friendship.
“Marilyn!” Caroline exclaimed at the sight of her friend.
Catherine greeted Marilyn with a hug and kissed her. Then standing back from
one another, Marilyn held Catherine by the shoulders.
“How are you?” Marilyn asked.
“I’m all right.” Catherine lied, trying to muster a smile.
“No, she isn’t,” Charles and Caroline said at the same time.
Marilyn looked at her doubtfully.
“Really,” Catherine insisted unconvincingly. “How about you?”
Marilyn sighed and shook her head. “I’m not sure yet. It’s hard to imagine this
place without him.”
“Jay and Mark certainly don’t have that problem,” Charles noted, still miffed.
“I know.” Catherine took Marilyn’s hands in hers. “Mark doesn’t seem to have the
same problem,” Catherine stated.
“Mark… is a very young man,” Marilyn stated, trying to be gracious. “He has his
own ideas.”
“He sure does!” Charles said in disgust. “Ideas about moving into my office! Well,
he better keep his sticky fingers off my desk, or I’ll haunt him until he’s too
terrified to set one dirty foot in here!”
“He said that Daddy hadn’t been very active in the practice lately.” Catherine told
Marilyn, repeating Mark’s insensitive dig.
“That’s nonsense!” Marilyn scoffed, dismissing any such notion.
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“You don’t need to lie for me, Marilyn,” Charles said. “That particular detail
happens to be the truth.”
Catherine wasn’t convinced. “Marilyn, come on, you can be honest with me,” she
pressed.
Marilyn finally acquiesced. “Cathy, even when you were here, your father was
letting go of some of the responsibility.”
Catherine nodded as she digested the news. “So that I could take over,” she
suggested, knowing it was true.
“I suppose,” Marilyn admitted.
Catherine’s lips trembled as her eyes filled with tears. “And, when I left…”
Charles was quick to reply. “When you left you made me realize that there was
more to life than what happens between the walls of this office,” he said. “You
had to follow your own path, Cathy. I’m sorry I never told you that.”
Marilyn sighed. “When you left, I think your father’s priorities changed. But he
respected your decision, Cathy. I think your honesty helped him realize that
corporate law wasn’t everything.”
Charles laughed. “Heaven knows, Marilyn has been telling me that for years!”
“I’d been trying to do that for twenty-five years,” Marilyn echoed. “He lived. He
took time for the things that he loved - travel, the theater, old friends, you. You
really were his world.”
At Marilyn’s kind words, Catherine could no longer control the emotions that had
been close to the surface all morning. Marilyn held out her arms and let
Catherine cry on her shoulder as long as she needed to.
“I’m sorry, Marilyn,” Catherine said, coming up for air. “I didn’t mean to fall
apart like that.”
“Oh, Cathy, don’t be sorry,” Marilyn insisted, her voice filled with compassion.
“You’ve had a hard week, the worst, and you’ve been so strong.” Marilyn looked
around the room at all that still needed to be packed away. “Why don’t you go
home and try to get some rest, and I’ll finish packing these things.”
“Oh, Marilyn… I couldn’t ask you to—”
“You aren’t asking… I’m offering. And I won’t take no for an answer,” Marilyn
insisted. “After all we’ve been through together this is one last thing I can do for
Charles, as well as for you. I’ll have everything packed up and delivered to
wherever you want.”
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Catherine nodded reluctantly. But she had to admit, if only to herself, that she
was relieved to have the burden lifted from her shoulders. “But what about the
furniture?” she asked. “Daddy’s desk and everything else?”
“Everything in this office, including the furniture, belonged to your father, NOT
to this law firm. And I’ll make sure Mark Coolidge doesn’t lay one sticky little
finger on any of it! I don’t care if you give it to Goodwill or light a bonfire with it,
as long as Mark doesn’t get it.”
Charles laughed. “I could always count on Marilyn!”
“She’s still as dear as she always was,” Caroline agreed. “I’ve missed her too.”
Catherine smiled through her tears. “Thank you.” She hugged her dear friend
again. “Would you please have the desk and all of the boxes delivered to the
house? I’ll give you the key.”
“And the rest?”
“Would have it placed in storage, for now. I’ll decide what to do with it later.”
Catherine walked over to the desk and picked up the picture of her mother. She
couldn’t bear the thought of packing it in a box, so she slipped it into her leather
briefcase. Looking over the desk, she picked up the letter opener and her father’s
wooden name plate and wedged them into her briefcase as well.
“What’s she doing?” Charles asked.
“She’s picking a few things…. to keep close,” Caroline explained, “things that
represent us. She’s trying to keep us close.”
As Catherine picked up her briefcase she turned once again to her friend.
“Marilyn, may I ask one more favor of you?”
“Anything, dear.”
“Would it be possible for you to get me copies of the firm’s financials for the past
few years or so? I want to know as much as I can before I sign any of these papers
Jay has given me.”
“That’s no trouble at all, Cathy.” Smiling, Marilyn walked over to Charles’ desk
and pulled a key out of her pocket. Unlocking the bottom drawer, she handed
Catherine a large yellow envelope. “Your father has kept this in his desk ever
since you left the firm. He said to give this to you if anything ever happened to
him. He said you would know what to do with it.”
“We made a great team, didn’t we, Marilyn?” Charles asked. “I’m sure going to
miss you.”
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“She was always a loyal friend,” Caroline said. “And she did a wonderful job
keeping an eye on the two of you for me.”
They followed Catherine as she left the office.
As Catherine walked to the elevator, there were no stares from her former
coworkers. Everyone was too busy with the business of the day. It was strange
how normal it all seemed, when Catherine wasn’t sure if anything would ever feel
normal again.

Leaning against the backseat of the cab Catherine couldn’t remember a time
when she had felt so physically and emotionally exhausted. She closed her eyes
for a moment and breathed deeply, attempting to regain some sense of control
over herself.
As the taxi moved at a snail’s pace in the late morning traffic, Catherine looked up
to see a man who looked exactly like her father, sitting in the backseat of the taxi
moving toward her in the oncoming traffic. Her heart seemed to stop at the sight
of him. She couldn’t believe her eyes. Maybe this really has been a terrible
dream, she thought desperately. As the taxi came closer, she realized she was
mistaken. It was not him. It was just a distinguished looking middle-aged
stranger.
Catherine looked away, a little frightened that she was beginning to hallucinate.
What’s wrong with me? she wondered. Pull yourself together! I must be more
exhausted than I realized. I just need to rest.
Charles and Caroline were sitting in the taxi on either side of their daughter. He
was concerned for her and the strain she was under.
“What just happened, Caroline?” he asked, concerned by the reaction his
daughter had just had at the sight of a stranger.
“A part of her is still looking for you, Charles. Her heart and her mind haven’t
fully accepted what’s happened… that you’re really gone, and she’ll never see you
again.”
“Is that normal? Is she all right?”
“Yes, it is normal… but she’s far from all right.” Caroline replied. “Acceptance is
the last step in the grieving process. She won’t reach that for a while yet… and she
won’t be all right until she does.”
“What is the next step?” he asked.
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“Well, if she continues progressing this quickly, it will be depression… and I
believe it will begin soon.”

Back in her apartment, Catherine changed into more comfortable clothes. She
had no intention of going out again despite the fact that her cupboards were bare.
She hadn’t felt much like eating for days anyway.
The briefcase with the legal documents Jay Coolidge had given her to sign was
lying on top of her table. I should look at them, she mused. But she was too tired
to move. She just wanted to curl up on her couch and not think about anything
for a while.
“I’m worried, Caroline,” Charles said as he watched her from the couch across
from their daughter. “She doesn’t look good. She doesn’t look good at all.”
Caroline shook her head. “I agree, dear,” she replied. “She’s beginning to sink into
depression.”
“That’s good then… right?” he asked hopefully. “You did say it’s the next stage.”
“I did say that… but it’s the most critical and dangerous stage. We have to be
vigilant and stay close.”
Catherine had just begun to doze when there was a knock on the door.
Looking through the peep hole, she was pleasantly surprised.
“Cathy,” Joe said, as she opened the door.
“Joe!” Cathy greeted him warmly and opened the door wider.
Jeeze! She looks terrible, Joe thought. He stood there and cleared his throat
nervously. “Hi!” he said, trying to think of what to say next. “I took an early
lunch. Thought I’d stop by and see how you’re doing.” And by the way you look…
you’re not so good, he noted inwardly.
“Oh. Come in,” she said, opening the door even wider.
Joe walked in and looked around the room, clearly impressed by her fancy
uptown digs.
“Who is this?” Charles asked.
“This is Joe Maxwell, Cathy’s boss,” Caroline explained.
Charles scrutinized the man who stood before him. “Is that all he is?” he asked
curiously.
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Caroline smiled. “He’s a friend. I’m sure if Cathy gave him any encouragement it
would probably be more.”
“That’s what I thought,” Charles replied. “But she’s never been interested, I take
it?”
Caroline shook her head. “No… she was already in love with Vincent when she
met Joe… even if she didn’t know it yet.”
Charles looked at him sympathetically. “Poor guy, he never had a chance, did
he?”
“You want something to drink?” Catherine offered, wondering why she felt so
awkward. It’s Joe for Heaven’ sake, she told herself. Why does he feel like a
stranger?
“No. No thanks, I’m fine,” Joe said, not wanting to impose on her, especially
under the circumstances. Good grief, he thought. Why am I acting like such an
idiot?
Catherine motioned toward her couches. “At least sit down.”
“Yeah, okay. For a minute,” Joe said. Accepting her gracious offer, Joe sat down
on one of the smallest couches he had ever seen.
As they sat facing each other they struggled for something to say to fill the
awkward silence.
“So,” Joe finally spoke. “How are you doing?” Her father just died, you idiot.
How do you think she’s doing? he asked, inwardly berating himself.
“Better,” she lied.
Still grasping at straws, he said, “Escobar tells me you’re coming back to work
tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?” Charles was surprised. “I don’t think you’re ready for that, Cathy.”
Catherine nodded. “I think the work will be good for me,” she said
unconvincingly.
Joe looked at her disapprovingly.
Catherine shook her head and shrugged. “What else am I supposed to do?” I can’t
just sit here and wallow in this pain, she thought rebelliously. I have to keep
busy, so I don’t have to think about it.
“Tell her she can’t come back yet, Joe,” Charles pleaded. “Tell her she isn’t ready
yet! Tell her she needs more time to—”
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Leaving his seat, Joe approached the couch and sat next to Catherine. I need to
make her understand, he thought, but I need to tread lightly.
“Look, Cathy,” he began, “I’m no psychiatrist, but experience teaches us things
that books just can’t. When my father died… it... it goes a lot deeper than you
think. It takes a long time to get your head straight, a lot longer than three days.”
“Exactly!” Charles added. “Listen to Joe, Honey. He knows what he’s talking
about.”
Catherine knew Joe meant well. She even acknowledged to herself that he might
be right. But what else is there to do? she asked herself. I need to keep busy, so I
won’t have to think about…
“I don’t know,” she said with a heavy sigh. “I don’t know what I want to do. I just
don’t know.”
After Joe left, Charles turned to his wife. “She doesn’t actually believe she can just
go to work tomorrow and pretend that everything is normal… does she?”
“I don’t think she believes that,” Caroline sighed and looked toward the bedroom
where her broken-hearted daughter was resting. “She just doesn’t know what to
do with the pain.”
“What can we do to help her?” he asked, desperately hoping for an answer.
Caroline slipped into her husband’s arms, realizing that he needed help too. “We
stay close, my darling,” she said. “You’ll know how to help her, when the time is
right.”
“You sound very sure of that,” he said, wishing he had a portion of her
confidence.
Slipping into his arms, Caroline reached up and pushed back a stray lock of his
hair. “I am confident. Trust me, Charles. You will know when the time is right.”
Chapter 8
True to her word, Catherine got up the next morning and dressed for work,
despite the persistent physical and emotional fatigue that she couldn’t seem to
shake. Her feet felt like blocks of cement as she dragged herself through her
morning routine.
“I can’t believe she’s actually going back to work,” Charles lamented as he sat next
to her in the taxi. “Just look at her, Caroline. She looks like she hasn’t slept in a
week.”
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“Well, she hasn’t… not much anyway,” Caroline agreed. “But she has to find her
own way through this. All we can do is stay close.”
Stepping out of the taxi in front of the Criminal Courts Building, Catherine’s chest
felt tight as a wave of panic washed over her. It takes a long time to get your
head straight, a lot longer than three days, she heard Joe’s voice say. She took a
deep breath. What else am I supposed to do? she asked herself.
When the elevator finally reached the eleventh floor, she walked slowly toward
the District Attorney’s office. She froze as soon as she opened the door. She
looked around to see that the office was buzzing with activity like every other
morning at the office. Everyone was going about their business; phones were
ringing, and people were rushing here and there. She could see Joe sitting in his
office, up to his elbows in case files and depositions.
Everything was moving along as if nothing had changed… as if the world hadn’t
shifted on its axis.
How is it possible that life is going on as before for everyone else, she wondered,
when my world is spinning out of control? It was as if no one there could see the
gaping hole in her, where her parents used to be. That’s when she realized, they
couldn’t. No one here knew or even cared that she was sinking in quicksand of
pain, or that she was drowning as waves of anguish washed over her too fast for
her to catch her breath.
I can’t breathe… I need air… Catherine thought in a panic. She turned and ran to
the elevator, pounding hard on the button. C’mon, c’mon, c’mon, she thought
impatiently. Unable to wait any longer, she ran to the stairs as if the devil himself
was chasing her.
“What’s happening to her?” Charles asked, as they entered the stairwell.
“It’s all crashing down on her, Charles,” Caroline explained. “She’s frantic with
pain.”
“What can we do? What can we do?” he demanded.
“Just keep up with her…” Caroline instructed. “… no matter what. You take one
side, and I’ll take the other. We must make sure she doesn’t come to any harm
while she’s in this state. If it looks like she’s headed for danger… call her name, so
she will turn the other way.”
“And she will be able to hear us?” he asked unsure of what was even possible.
“Sometimes people can hear… sometimes they can’t. We just have to try.”
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When Catherine finally got outside, she was frantic. She leaned up against the
wall and took in great gulps of air, as busy strangers walked by on their way to
wherever it was, they needed to be.
Catherine looked around at all the people as they rushed past, and realized she
was drifting, alone in the sea of humanity that bustled around her. It’s like I’m
invisible… like I don’t even exist, she thought. There is no one left who cares if I
live or die.
She began walking without knowing, or really caring, where she was going. She
walked past The Tombs and headed in the direction of the Village. She walked to
the East River.
“What’s she looking for, Caroline?” Charles asked as Catherine stood watching
the cargo ships making their way up and down the river.
“She’s lost more than her father, Charles. When she lost you, she lost her anchor,”
Caroline explained.
“Her anchor?” Charles asked. “I don’t understand.”
“Don’t you realize what you were to her?” Caroline asked. “You were the one
thing in her life that has always been constant. You’re the foundation she built
her life on. You were the one she knew would always be there when she needed
you… and now…”
“I was?” he asked. “But we had drifted apart.”
“It didn’t matter, my darling. She may have drifted, but she was still tethered to
you. Now she’s…” Worry was clear on Caroline’s face as she watched her
daughter.
“Now she’s been set adrift.” He was beginning to understand. “Her foundation
has been ripped out from under her,” he said, as Catherine turned and began
walking again.
Shortly after noon, Charles called to her, “Look, Cathy! It’s the Empire State
Building. Do you remember when we all went there?”
Catherine looked up and realized she was standing in front of the Empire State
Building. A distant memory of being at the top with her parents came to mind.
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Charles put a quarter into the coin operated binoculars and held Catherine up
so she could try to find their neighborhood from that great height.
“I can see Central Park!” the young girl declared, laughing as the wind tousled
her hair.
Afterward they ate hotdogs from the vendor on the corner. Her mother wiped
mustard from her face.

I haven’t thought of that in years, Catherine realized. But it’s only a fading
memory. There is nothing left of them here or anywhere else, she thought. I’m
alone now.
She felt the need to keep moving, to keep searching for something, anything that
would tether her to this world and keep her from drowning in the ocean of pain in
which she now found herself. She walked along 34th street until she reached the
Hudson River, searching desperately for something that connected her to the
business of life swirling around her. She walked all day, but as the hours passed,
she felt no fatigue or even the passage of time.
Eventually she found herself standing on the corner of West 59th Street and 5th
Avenue.
The sun was low in the sky as Catherine approached the Pulitzer Fountain. It was
a landmark she recognized immediately… after all, she had seen it nearly every
day of her life. She looked up as she stood on the corner. To her right was the
General Motors Building that housed the offices of Chandler & Coolidge. She
looked up longingly, wanting desperately to run into the building, up to her
father’s office, and into his loving arms.
She shook her head. He isn’t there anymore, she reminded herself. His office is
empty now. He’s never coming back. He’ll never hold you in his arms again.
There’s nothing for you up there anymore.
The grief of that knowledge washed over her again. She felt as if she was being
crushed under the weight of it.
She looked around desperately searching for something to hold onto. Just ahead
was the southeast corner of Central Park.
“Go to Vincent, Cathy,” her mother prompted. “He’s waiting for you. He will
comfort you.”
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Catherine stifled a sob as she remembered there was someone who waited for her
there. Catherine looked toward the park. Vincent! she thought. I need Vincent! It
was all she could do to wait for the traffic light to change so she could cross the
street and head in the direction of the familiar park entrance to his Tunnel home.
“Where are we going now?” Charles asked.
“She’s going to find comfort from the living,” Caroline answered. “She going to
Vincent.”
“To Vincent? How does she know he’s in the park?” he asked, as they followed her
across the street.
“Just keep up, Charles. I’ll explain later,” Caroline directed.
By the time Catherine entered the park she was almost running. She followed the
footpath that ran along East Drive. As she exited Inscope Arch, the Wollman Ice
Rink was to her left and the Central Park Zoo to her right. Both held a myriad of
memories… good times with her parents as well as childhood friends. But they
were all in the past. All those friends had moved on, and her parents were dead.
There is nothing left for me here, she thought. She continued on, with her
parents close behind. She was in a hurry… she cut across the grass and headed for
the 65th Street footpath that led to the carousel. I’m coming, Vincent, she said to
herself. Please be there. I need you. Please be there. By the time she crossed 65th
Street she was running. Her coat and her hair flew behind her as she ran across
Sheep’s Meadow and across the wooden bridge that led to the familiar culvert.
She was frantic by the time she entered the drainage tunnel. “Please be here,” she
whispered under her breath, as she made her way deeper into the tunnel’s
darkness.
“Where are we going?” Charles demanded, wondering why in the world his
daughter would be headed into the sewer.
“Just follow me, Charles,” Caroline instructed him. “It will soon make sense to
you, I promise.”
As Catherine reached the end of the tunnel, Vincent was waiting with open arms.
He had felt her turmoil all day and when she was close, he made sure to be there
for her.
Catherine fell into Vincent’s arms, and he held her close.
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Finally raising her head, she backed away from him and began pacing the dusty
floor. “I had nowhere to go,” she said breathlessly. She looked toward the light at
the end of the tunnel she had just entered, as if she were being pursued.
Vincent could hear the desperation in her voice. Her pain burned through him.
“You’re here now,” he whispered.
“I’ve been walking everywhere,” she explained, the desperation and pain clear in
her voice. Still pacing, she continued, “Like I’m looking for something. I don’t
know.”
She’s completely lost in her pain. How can I help her? he wondered. “Catherine,
what you’re looking for is inside you,” he said, trying to guide her through it.
“I’m losing myself,” she said, as she looked again down the tunnel she had just
come from. The thought of returning back to her world was more than she could
bear. I don’t have the strength to live there anymore, she realized. How can I
make him understand that? she asked herself. “I can’t go back there,” she said.
“Catherine…” Vincent whispered. Her pain was so overwhelming he could barely
breathe. How can I explain to her that I can’t help her here? That it isn’t safe for
either of us for her to come Below.
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“There’s nothing for me there,” she insisted. “I tried. That life isn’t mine
anymore.”
Vincent looked at her sympathetically. “Give yourself the time to mourn.”
“I need to be with you. I need you,” she implored. “I need you!”
How can I turn her away? he asked himself. How can I deny her the shelter…
the comfort… she so desperately needs?
Vincent drew Catherine to him, holding her tight.
“Come,” he whispered. Then keeping her safely cocooned under one arm, he
opened the gate and led her into the inner tunnels.
As he closed the portal, he paused a moment and picked up a stone. He quickly
tapped the message, “Bringing Catherine down. Mary, please prepare the guest
chamber.”
Chapter 9
Charles and Caroline stood alone in the now empty tunnel, staring at the closed
entrance their daughter had just disappeared into.
Trying not to panic, Charles turned to his wife. “What is happening, Caroline?
Where is he taking her?”
“He’s taking her home… with him… where she can begin to heal.” Caroline said
calmly.
Stunned by her lack of concern, Charles was becoming quickly agitated. “You say
that as if it’s perfectly normal for our daughter to be running around in the
sewers of New York! Wait… is this normal? Is this part of the secret she’s been
keeping from me?”
Unruffled by her husband’s apparent panic attack, Caroline replied. “Would you
like to see for yourself, Charles? Would you like to see the life your daughter is
choosing?”
“How can we? They’re gone… and the door is closed.”
“Trust me, my darling, being a ghost does have some advantages,” she replied,
holding out her hand.
Taking her hand, together they stepped through the threshold beneath the park.
Safely on the other side, Caroline explained, “This isn’t a sewer. It’s an access
tunnel. Miles and miles of these tunnels crisscross the entire city. Sewer pipes do
run through some of them, but there are pipes for many other things too:
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electrical lines, phone lines, abandoned pneumatic mailing tubes, and much
more.”
“And Vincent… lives here?” Charles asked.
“He lives farther down. It’s a secret place, where he is safe from the dangers he
would surely face out there… in the city.”
“Shouldn’t we try to catch up with them?” he asked, still concerned about
Catherine’s welfare.
“Cathy is in good hands now. We don’t need to be quite as close.”
“How is it that you know so much about this place?” Charles wanted to know.
“Remember, I told you that I was given a job as a helper and a guide for lost
souls, because I refused to leave you?”
“Yes.”
“Well, this is one of the hidden places in the city that I have guided some of those
people to. It’s a place where many people come to heal from the wounds they’ve
received out there in the world.”
“And you discovered Vincent here?”
“Yes.”
“He’s different than the others.”
“That’s obvious.”
“I’m not speaking of his appearance. Vincent is more sensitive… empathic, I
suppose. He could sense me… sometimes he could even hear my voice.”
“The night he found Cathy bleeding in the park… it was me who led him to her.”
“And he saved her life?”
“Yes... I was desperate. I led him to her. He found her and brought her here, and
his father tended to her wounds.”
“His father?” This information shocked Charles. “Are you saying there are more…
like him? Down here beneath the city?”
“No.” Caroline smiled and shook her head. “Vincent is unique… one of a kind, it
seems. But the people who live here are family to each other.”
Caroline could have taken Charles the short way to the home Tunnels, they were
spirits after all, they could have just passed through the ancient bedrock that
served as the foundation for the city above. But Caroline wanted him to see the
world Below as Catherine saw it.
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She enjoyed the look of wonder on his face as they descended the spiral staircase.
As they wound their way through the pipes, the bricked tunnels, and into the
deeper rough rock walled tunnels, he was surprised to see sconces on the wall to
light their way to the home Tunnels.

As Vincent and Catherine reached the guest chamber, Mary was nearly finished
preparing the room.
Mary didn’t hesitate to take Catherine into her arms. “Welcome Catherine, dear.”
Then taking Catherine’s face in her hands, she looked deeply into her eyes. “Oh,
Catherine, I’m so sorry for your loss.”
Catherine breathed a sigh of relief at Mary’s warm welcome. Finally, she thought.
Someone who sees me. Instantly she knew she had come to the right place.
“Thank you, Mary,” she said. “You have no idea how much that means to me.”
“You’re among people who care, I hope you know that,” Mary assured her. “Now
you get settled in. I’m going to the kitchen to get you a tray. You look as if you
haven’t eaten in ages.”
Catherine looked around the room to see that it was fully furnished. Two
matching armchairs and a small round table made a cozy reading nook near the
chamber entrance. A queen size bed, with a cedar chest at the foot, was covered
with a homespun quilt and fluffy pillows just waiting for her. Rugs covered every
inch of the floor and hung on the walls, making it feel warm and inviting.
Homemade candles were lit, illuminating every corner of the chamber.
Returning quickly with a tray of food, Mary explained, “Now I’ve put fresh linens
and blankets on the bed for you, dear.” Then turning to the dresser, she opened
the top drawer. “There are fresh night clothes for you in here. If you need
anything else, we will work that out in the morning. You look like you could use a
good night’s rest.”
After Mary left, Catherine sat on the bed looking up at Vincent as he stood in
front of her. She wasn’t sure what to say next.
“So sudden a loss,” he said. “You had no time to prepare”
Catherine nodded. “The pain… it goes through me and then subsides.”
Yes, he thought. It goes through me also. But I must not burden her with that. “I
can feel it in you,” he said.
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“I know you can,” she said. I’m sorry, Vincent, she thought. I don’t want to cause
you pain. But I don’t know how to stop it.
“It’s late,” Vincent said. “You should sleep.”
“I am… tired,” she agreed. I can’t actually remember when I last slept through
the night.
Vincent stepped a little closer to her. “You’re sure you’ll be all right?”
“I’m sure,” she said, nodding. I finally feel safe.
The air itself seemed filled with electricity. A voice inside told him, You need to
go. It isn’t safe. It took all of Vincent’s strength to tear himself away. Finally, he
turned to go.
“Vincent!” Catherine called him back, wanting nothing more than for him to hold
her in his arms and make the pain disappear.
Vincent turned back at her behest, knowing that whatever she might ask of him,
he would give… despite his fears. How can I deny her? he asked himself… when
she is in such pain.
The need was written clearly on her face, but Catherine couldn’t bring herself to
say the words, just hold me. She could feel his love for her, but she could also
clearly see the fear in his eyes.
Finally turning from him, she released her hold. “Goodnight,” she said simply.
“Goodnight,” he echoed, relieved to be free of her pull.
Yet as he walked the tunnel to his own chamber he was filled with guilt. He knew
the pain she was feeling and how much she needed comfort at this terrible time,
and at the same time, he knew he could not give her what she needed. It’s too
dangerous, he concluded.
As Catherine gazed after him, she felt ashamed of her weakness, and wondered if
she was asking too much of Vincent by taking refuge in the Tunnels.
She quietly prepared for bed and snuffed out most of the candles in the room,
before climbing into bed.
Chapter 10
Vincent slept restlessly. The fears he was able to suppress during his waking
hours often played out in his dreams. Past experience and his recurring
nightmares warned him that there were some things he could never have, some
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lines he must never cross, no matter how much he dreamed of a life without
limits. That’s all they can ever be, he often reminded himself, dreams.
Breathing heavily, Vincent sat upright as a woman’s blood curdling scream
pierced his nightmare, waking him with its terror. The terror increased as he
looked at his hands, now dripping with blood. He closed his eyes tight against the
terrifying vision.
When he opened them again, his hands were clean, the vision was gone. He
released a heavy sigh of relief that the nightmare was over, and began pacing the
dimly lit chamber, in an effort to drive memories of it from him.
Finally calm, Vincent sat at his writing desk and opened his journal, knowing that
sleep had fled.
It was only a short time before he looked up to see Father standing in the
entrance of his chamber, concern clear on his face.
Father approached his son “How’s Catherine?” He was worried that her presence
in the Tunnels was dangerous for Vincent, as well as for everyone else.
Vincent looked up, knowing instinctively what Father was thinking, “Sleeping,”
he answered simply.
Father approached Vincent. He placed his hand on his son’s arm. “Vincent, I
know how difficult this is for you,” he said, attempting to broach his concerns and
show his support at the same time.
Vincent nodded. “To have her so close.”
“Yes,” Father replied, sitting next to him. “How long will she be staying?” he
asked tentatively.
“As long as she needs,” Vincent answered, his voice filled with compassion for the
woman he loved.
“I see,” was all Father could think of to say.
He didn’t need to say anything more. Vincent knew Jacob’s fears because they
closely mirrored his own.
“Catherine knows how much her presence here affects me,” Vincent assured.
“Does she?” Father wasn’t so sure. “What have you told her?”
“Nothing,” Vincent responded.
“Perhaps you should,” Father suggested, hoping that the knowledge of Vincent’s
past struggles would convince her to leave, if only for her own safety.
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“What should I tell her that won’t frighten her?” Vincent demanded. “She’s
already in enough pain.” I will not burden her with my demons as well, he
inwardly promised.
Father found it difficult to express to Vincent how much he feared for the wellbeing of his extraordinary son. “Before… there was the safety of distance between
you. But now—”
“She comes here in grief,” Vincent reminded him. “Whatever she needs, whatever
sacrifice I must make, I will make… to be there for Catherine,” he insisted.
Father sighed. He knew how deeply Vincent loved her, but he was also painfully
aware of the delicate balance that Vincent was. He feared what might happen if
that balance was lost. “Vincent, I’m afraid for you,” he finally said, “… afraid for
both of you.”
“Father—”
“I fear,” Father interjected. “… that whether Catherine stays or leaves, it’s going to
cause you both deep sorrow.”
Father reached to cover Vincent’s hand with his own, silently giving him his
support. I must be here for my son, he pledged to himself, whatever happens.

Caroline and Charles eventually found their way to Catherine’s chamber and
made themselves comfortable in the two armchairs near the chamber entrance.
As the hours passed, they could see that Catherine was restless.
“She isn’t sleeping well at all,” Charles observed. “She should be exhausted after
all the walking she did today.”
“Yes,” Caroline agreed.
“Where is Vincent?” he asked. “I thought she came here so that he could comfort
her.”
“He’s near,” Caroline said. “Trust me he knows what she needs, more than
anyone else.”
“What makes you think that?” Charles was clearly dubious.
“They have a connection… something I don’t fully understand… but Vincent can
feel what she is feeling,” she tried to explain. “That’s why he was waiting there in
the tunnel under the park. He could feel her need, and he knew she was coming
to him.”
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Charles was silent as he processed this new information. “So…” he began. “…
you‘re telling me they are joined in some spiritual or psychic way? As if they
are…”
“Soul mates?” she suggested.
As morning drew near, Catherine finally stopped tossing and turning and fell into
a deep sleep.
It wasn’t long before Vincent entered the room quietly. He placed clean clothing
on top of the cedar chest and relit the candles, so Catherine wouldn’t be
frightened if she woke in the dark. As he left, he picked up the tray that Mary had
left for her, noting that it was untouched. It was only a short time before he
returned with a delicate china tea service and left it on her nightstand.
“Sleep well, Catherine,” he whispered.
Chapter 11
Catherine woke early, a little disoriented. Turning over in bed, she looked around
and smiled as she realized where she was. As she surveyed the room, she saw that
someone had already been there, leaving a lovely china tea service on her
nightstand. They had also taken the time to relight the candles in her room.
Geoffrey timidly entered the guest chamber carrying a kettle. “Good morning,” he
said tentatively.
“Good morning, Geoffrey,” Catherine answered, smiling at the shy boy.
“Who is this?” Charles asked.
“That’s Geoffrey, one of the Tunnel children,” Caroline said, as if she knew him
well.
Approaching the bed where Catherine lay, Geoffrey told her, “Vincent wanted me
to ask you if you needed anything… do you need anything?”
“You mean there are more? Why are children living down here? Shouldn’t he be
in school?”
“Listen and learn, dear,” was Caroline’s patient reply.
“Maybe some hot water?” Catherine said, lifting the lid of the tea set.
“Where is Vincent?” she asked as the boy carefully poured the water.
“He’s down in the lower Tunnels… working on the new chambers,” Geoffrey
informed her. “He said if you need him that I should go get him.”
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“No, no, I’m fine,” Catherine said quickly. The last thing I want to do is disrupt
the normal rhythm of things. It’s enough to just be here with people who care
about me, she thought.
Having finished his errand, Geoffrey continued to stand in front of her, as if he
wanted to say something.
“What is it?” Catherine prompted him.
“I’m sorry about your father,” he said sadly.
Catherine felt something squeeze her heart at his sweet gesture. “Me too,” she
replied.
“Do you miss him?” he asked, unaware that he was treading where few adults
would have the courage to go.
“Very much,” Catherine answered.
“I never knew my parents,” Geoffrey confided. “But I miss ‘em anyway. Do you
still have a mother?” he asked, hoping that she did.
Catherine shook her head and smiled sadly. “She died when I was ten. When I
was your age,” she said, realizing despite his maturity, Geoffrey was still very
young.
The boy smiled a little. “I guess that makes you an orphan too.”
“I guess so,” she said with a sad smile, sorry that Geoffrey knew firsthand what
she was going through.
“It’s okay,” he said, compassionately.
They smiled at each other realizing that there was a bond of understanding
through their shared experience.
As Geoffrey left the chamber, Charles turned to his wife. “How do children end up
living down here? Doesn’t anyone miss them? Shouldn’t they be in the care of the
authorities?”
“Some of the children here are born here, and live here with their parents,”
Caroline explained. “But most of them are orphans, like Geoffrey. He was in the
hands of the authorities. He was abused and neglected by those authorities. He is
one of the ‘lost souls’ I was telling you about… the ones I helped guide here.
Believe me, he is loved here… all the children are. And they are well educated.
You’ll see.”
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After a refreshing cup of tea, Catherine rose and discovered that someone had left
fresh tunnel clothing for her. She was grateful to have clean clothes and
appreciated the gentle thoughtfulness of whoever it was.
She ventured out of her chamber and down the shadowy tunnels. From time-totime familiar Tunnel friends would wave or timidly smile at her. For the most
part they left her to herself, which she appreciated.
“She seems better already, doesn’t she?” Charles asked
“Yes, she does,” Caroline replied. “This is exactly where she needs to be…”
“Who are these strange people who seem to know her?” He asked, intrigued by
not only the people, but their singular mode of dress.
“They are people who care for her and understand what she’s going through,”
Caroline answered.
Catherine’s wanderings eventually led them to the wooden bridge in the
Whispering Gallery. She stood there for a time, listening to the sounds of her
world as they filtered down to her from above. As she listened to the waking
world above her, she only felt emptiness. It was a world she no longer felt a part
of.
“What is this place?” Charles asked as he looked around in awe. “Where do those
voices come from?”
“They call this the Whispering Gallery.” Caroline smiled. “Those are the sounds of
the city that filter down here, carried on the wind.”
“And what’s down there?” he asked, as he looked into the darkness below him.
“They call that ‘the Abyss.’ Be careful, dear, you know what they say about the
Abyss, don’t you?”
“‘… if thou gaze long into an Abyss, the Abyss will also gaze into thee,’7” he
quoted with a laugh. “I promise, I’ll be careful, dear.”
Further meandering eventually led Catherine to the Chamber of the Falls. It was
one of her favorite places… one of the few places in the Tunnel world where the
sunlight filtered through in abundance. Water from Above also found its way
through the large fissures in the ancient bedrock of Manhattan Schist and
Fordham Gneiss to fall into the underground river that flowed far below her. The
crudely handmade sheepskin coat that had been left for her, kept out the late
winter chill.

7
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Catherine recalled spending several lovely Saturday afternoons here, as Vincent
read to her in the misty light, serenaded by the music of the nameless falls.
Sitting on an outcropping of rock, she closed her eyes. The peace of the place
filled her as she breathed deeply of the crisp morning air that swirled around her.
Charles too was affected by the place. He stood in awe at the magnificence of the
view before him.
Opening her eyes, Catherine looked up to discover Vincent, leaning against the
wall watching her. Her heart skipped a beat at the unexpected sight of the man
she loved.
“How long have you been standing there?” she asked with a smile.
Vincent couldn’t help but smile in return. “I only just arrived,” he whispered.
“You looked so peaceful… I didn’t want to disturb you.”
Vincent lowered himself to sit beside her. They looked into each other’s eyes and
for a moment, the sweetness of their love was a healing balm to both.
As they watched the falls, it was Catherine who finally broke the silence. “You
know, my most intense memory of him is an imagined one…” she said.
“Your father?” Vincent asked. “Tell me.”
“After mother died… when they had taken her away… I went into their room. A
chair was pulled up close to the bed…” She looked at the waterfall and sighed.
Then turning back to Vincent, she continued. “I imagine him sitting there, resting
his head beside her on the pillow, as they said their last goodbyes.”
“Oh, Charles,” Caroline sighed. “Did you know about that?”
He shook his head. “No… she never spoke of it. But then we never really spoke a
lot about your death. I suppose it was just too difficult for both of us.”
Catherine looked away again, overwhelmed by the loss of them. In that moment
she realized she had never told anyone about that before. Not even Jen or Nancy.
Will I ever be able to think of them without feeling this terrible pain? she
wondered.
Sensing Catherine’s heartache, Vincent attempted to change the subject.
“Was the guest chamber comfortable?” he asked. “Did you sleep well?”
“I hardly slept at all,” she admitted with a shake of her head.
I hope my nightmares were not the cause her restless sleep, he silently hoped.
“I suppose I did sleep an hour or so,” she added. “… I did not see who lit the
candles in my chamber and leave these clothes for me.”
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“Geoffrey said you were awake very early,” he said, not wanting her to suspect
that he was the one who had been in her chamber as she slept.
“He was very sweet,” Catherine said, remembering anew the boy’s kind
condolences.
“And Mary said she saw you in the passage near the Whispering Gallery,” Vincent
added.
Cathy smiled at him warmly. “They're watching me for you, aren’t they?”
“Not just for me,” he answered. “You’re part of all of us now. People are
concerned…”
Yes, she realized, they are concerned… because they know my pain. They see me,
and they understand.
“I spent the entire morning by myself… and somehow, I didn’t feel alone.” Now
she knew why.
Charles and Caroline looked at each other. “She wasn’t alone,” Charles said.
“We’ve been with her the whole time.”
“You’re not alone, here,” Vincent assured Catherine.
“It’s strange,” she said looking up at him.
He studied her expression, unsure what she meant. “What?” he asked.
“Being here… makes me realize what I’ve been missing all along. The chance to be
with you.” she explained.
“I wasn’t sure if this time would ever come,” she continued. “… if I would ever be
so certain… but you know it’s always been a dream.”
Vincent looked down, afraid to believe what she was trying to say. Afraid to
acknowledge the impossible dream that he knew could never be.
“For both of us,” he finally admitted in a barely audible whisper.
“I want to stay,” she insisted, in case she hadn’t been clear enough.
Sighing heavily, Vincent shook his head. “Catherine –” he began, attempting to
refuse her impossible wish.
“You know me, Vincent,” Catherine interrupted. “You know what I’m feeling. I
want to live in your world. I don’t want to go back.”
Vincent’s eyes were a storm of conflicting emotions… as he was utterly
overwhelmed by her sincerity and her love. Despite himself, he realized he was
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losing the fears that had guided him for so long and responding to the deepest
dream of his heart.
“I don’t want you to go back,” he finally admitted against his better judgement.

Charles lingered at the falls as Vincent and Catherine walked away hand in hand.
“Charles?” Caroline asked. “Do you want to follow them?”
“She seems to be in good hands,” he said thoughtfully.
“What are you thinking, dear?” Caroline probed.
Staring at the falls as the sunlight filtered through the mist, he whispered, “This
place is… astounding. I can understand why she wants to stay. Do you think she
really will?”
“I don’t know,” Caroline answered. “But if it makes her happy, does it really
matter?”
Charles put his arm around his wife and drew her close. “Yesterday, I would have
said ‘yes’ … to think of my daughter living in a hole in the ground beneath the city
like a mole person.” He sighed. “But this place is a haven. I can feel such peace
here. And if she had told me about Vincent when I was… alive, I’m sure I would
have…” His voice trailed off.
“You would have had a stroke?” Caroline suggested.
Charles laughed and nodded. “Yes, I’m certain that is exactly what I would have
done. But I’ve never seen her so completely in love. And he worships the ground
she walks on. What they have is…” His voice trailed off again.
“What Charles… what is it that they have?” she asked.
He looked lovingly into her eyes. “It’s the kind of love that only happens once in a
lifetime… and that’s only if you’re very lucky. We were two of the lucky ones,
sweet Caroline.”
She smiled and nodded. “Yes, my love, we were,” she whispered.
“How could we wish for less for our daughter?” he asked.
Chapter 12
As the days passed, Catherine found herself feeling more and more comfortable
with Vincent’s family. Not wanting to be a burden, she insisted that she be
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included in the day-to-day duties that they all shared. Since she wasn’t sleeping
well, she began helping William in the kitchen before breakfast. Mary began
teach her how to sew. Even Father enlisted her help to organize the stacks of
books that were piled around the library chamber. Catherine was grateful to be
busy during her waking hours. The work took her mind off the grief and regrets
that plagued her in the quiet hours of the night.
“I’m worried about her,” Caroline said one afternoon as they watched her
working in the community library.
Taking his eyes away from the incredible collection of books that Father had
accumulated over the years, Charles asked, “You’re worried? Why? She seems to
be doing better every day.”
“She’s busier every day, Charles, not better,” Caroline replied, correcting him.
“There’s a difference. She’s using work to avoid dealing with her grief.”
“How can you tell?”
“Because she still isn’t sleeping well. She even calls out for you in her sleep.”
Caroline looked at her daughter as she organized the books. “If she’s not
progressing, Charles, she may become stuck at this step, and she will never get
over your loss,” Caroline explained. “She needs to keep moving through it.”
“What can we do about it?” Charles asked.
“I’m not sure,” she said. “Until I am, we must stay close, and continue watching
over her.”

“I forgot how great it feels to do physical work,” Catherine said to William one
afternoon, while helping a group of Tunnel denizens bring a load of food from a
downtown food market.
“Hmph!” William huffed at her enthusiasm. “Ten years and a hundred pounds
ago, maybe!”
Just then, Geoffrey snagged an apple out of the crate William was carrying.
“Hey!” William protested.
“I’ll start cutting up the stuff for the soup, okay?” Geoffrey said, before running
off with the pilfered apple.
William’s face turned almost as red as the apples he was carrying. “Get back
here!” he bellowed. “We’re not done with this yet!” But it was too late, the boy
was already out of sight.
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Catherine smiled as she watched Geoffrey disappear around a bend in the tunnel
ahead of them. Her smile suddenly faded, as she caught a glimpse of her father
carrying one of the crates. She stopped walking and stood, frozen in wonder. Her
sudden hesitation caused a traffic jam in the tunnel behind her.
“Hey, what’s the hold up?” someone yelled from behind.
“Catherine?” William asked. “You okay? You look like you just saw a ghost. Is
your crate too heavy?”
Catherine looked up at William but didn’t speak. Then looking ahead again, she
realized that it wasn’t her father after all. It was just a white-haired, older Tunnel
dweller.
“I’m sorry,” she muttered. Embarrassed and befuddled at the same time, she
resumed walking.

That evening Charles and Caroline sat across from each other in a shadowy
corner of the dining chamber, watching the organized chaos of the community.
“She saw me this afternoon, Caroline,” Charles insisted. “I’m sure of it.”
Caroline shook her head. “I’m sure you’re mistaken, Charles. People can’t see the
dead when they’re fully awake. It just doesn’t happen.”
“I know she saw me at the funeral. And you told me, Vincent has heard you…
sensed you,” Charles reminded her.
“That’s different,” she explained. “He’s more sensitive than most people, and
even he can’t see me.” She looked at her daughter across the room. “So, I doubt
that Cathy…” Her voice trailed off as she realized that Catherine was looking
straight at them.
Seeing the expression on his wife’s face change, he turned to see what had drawn
her attention.

As Vincent and Catherine sat together eating dinner in the dining chamber,
Vincent watched Catherine pick at her food and push it around her plate. He had
felt her emotions ebb and flow for several days as the waves of grief washed over
her and then receded. He had hoped she was moving through the sadness, but as
he observed her, he knew that wasn’t the case.
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“How was your day, Catherine?” he asked, hoping to draw her out of her malaise.
Only half hearing him, she looked up. “Hmmmm?” she asked.
“Mary was wondering if you might be able to help her in the nursery tomorrow
morning after breakfast,” he informed her.
Looking in Mary’s direction, Catherine smiled at the idea of spending time with
the Tunnel matron. Her smile quickly faded when she spotted her father sitting at
a small table at the far end of the room chatting with someone who was hidden in
the shadows.
Charles suddenly stopped chatting and turned to look at Catherine.
I can’t believe it, she thought. There he is again. It really is him.
“Catherine?” Vincent asked, concerned by the pallor of her face. “Are you ill?”
Catherine was beyond hearing. She stood and walked across the dining chamber
until she was in front of the table where she was convinced her father was sitting.
Catching up with her, Vincent touched her arm.
She looked up at Vincent, her eyes filled with wonder. “Look!” she said, pointing
to the table. Then realizing there was no one there, Catherine suddenly felt very
foolish. She looked around as she realized that the general chatter in the room
had gone silent and everyone was staring at her.
Just as she was beginning to think she would die of embarrassment, Mouse
jumped up and stood before her.
“Not hungry, Catherine? Not gonna finish dinner?”
“Uhm… no, Mouse. I… I’m not hungry,” she managed to say.
“Can Mouse have it… for Arthur?” The young man asked, rubbing his hands
together. “Arthur loves roasted potatoes and gravy…” Then tilting his head to one
side, he said, “Well… Arthur loves everything.”
People around them laughed at Mouse’s candor, and the chatter in the room
resumed as everyone seemed to lose interest.
“What’s so funny?” Mouse asked innocently.
Catherine tried to smile. “Yes, Mouse,” she answered kindly. “Of course, you may
have it.”
“Okay good, okay fine. Thanks, Catherine!” Mouse said excitedly as he hurried to
retrieve her deserted meal.
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Although inwardly Vincent was concerned for Catherine, he offered her his arm
as if nothing had occurred.
Smiling gratefully, Catherine put her arm in his as he escorted her from the
chamber, and away from scrutiny.
“Would you like me to read to you this evening?” he asked, as they walked away
from the dining chamber. “Or we could go to the Mirror Pool and watch the
stars.”
Looking up at him, Catherine smiled wanly. “Star gazing sounds lovely, but I’m
sorry, Vincent tonight I… I’m very tired,” she said, not being entirely truthful. “I
haven’t been sleeping well. I think I’ll just go to bed early. Would it be all right if
we do it another night?”
“You’re not sleeping well? Is your bed uncomfortable? Is your chamber too cold?
If it is, I can—”
“No… no,” she said, interrupting him. “My chamber is… perfect. I couldn’t ask for
anything more. Everyone has been so kind.”
“If there is anything I can do,” he said, his voice full of love. “Please, tell me.”
“Vincent,” Catherine said, placing her hand over his heart. “You’re doing more
than you know… really. I’d just prefer to call it an early night.”
“Very well,” Vincent nodded. “But if you need anything… anything at all, I will be
in my chamber. Sleep well, Catherine.”
Catherine watched him go, then entering her chamber, prepared for bed. But
despite her exhaustion, sleep was elusive. She kept recalling the places she had
seen her father since his death: the funeral, the taxi, the tunnel that afternoon,
and now the dining chamber. Not to mention the time she thought she felt him
kiss her cheek. Questions plagued her. What’s the matter with me? she
wondered. Is it normal to have hallucinations of the dead? Or am I losing my
grip?
After some time, she finally fell into a restless slumber.

Charles and Caroline followed Vincent and Catherine at a distance as they left the
dining hall.
“Do you believe me now?” he asked his wife.
“I don’t understand it,” she said, thoroughly confused. “I’ve never seen that
happen. The only time you could ever see me was…”
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“Was when? Caroline… please! You’re the expert here. This is all new to me.”
Caroline thought for a moment. “After my death… I discovered that there was a
short window of time when you were somewhere between sleep and wakefulness
when you could see me, and I could talk to you.”
Charles thought back for a moment to those difficult days, weeks and years, after
he lost his wife. “There was one time, I remember vividly. I nodded off at my
desk, and I dreamed you came to me, and we talked. I think Cathy was at a party
with her friends.”
Caroline smiled. “Yes… it was Halloween. You were so worried that you weren’t
doing a good job raising her.”
“Yes.” Charles said. “Are you saying that it wasn’t a dream … that it was real?”
“It was both,” she said, only confusing him more. “It was a dream, and it was real.
It’s something that I was warned not to do. But I missed you both so much, that
I…”
“You broke the rules?” he suggested.
She looked at him sheepishly. “Mostly I… bent the rules. But yes, I did break a
few rules over the years.” She sighed. “Actually… more than a few. But I don’t
understand what’s happening between you and Cathy now. You aren’t bending or
breaking any rules and yet she still sees you… when she’s fully conscious. Even
the times you saw me… it was because I wanted you to see me?”
As they arrived at the entrance to Catherine’s chamber, they heard Vincent’s
voice.
“Sleep well, Catherine” he said softly.
It was only a moment before he passed them as he walked to his own chamber.
“If he can feel what she’s feeling, Caroline, then why doesn’t he stay and comfort
her?” Charles asked.
“I’m sure Vincent has his reasons,” Caroline answered.
Vincent stopped short and turned back thinking he heard someone say his name.
He walked slowly back to the chamber entrance, stopping just in front of Charles
and Caroline.
Caroline brought a finger to her lips, instructing Charles to be quiet.
“Who’s there?” Vincent said to the shadows. “Who said my name?” When he
received no answer but the tapping on the pipes and the distant sound of the
subway above him, he surmised that he must have imagined it, and turned to
leave.
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Charles didn’t speak until he was sure Vincent was gone. “You were right, he can
hear you.”
“Yes, we must be careful,” she instructed.
“But we still don’t know why Catherine can see me,” Charles reminded Caroline.
She nodded. “I know there are some people who can’t leave because they have
unfinished business.” She sighed, and continued, “And sometimes people are
prevented from moving on because their loved ones can’t get over their grief.
Perhaps this is a case in which both things are happening,” she speculated.
“I know Cathy is still in pain. Her grief is definitely keeping you close… but what
about you, Charles? Do you have unfinished business with her?”
Charles thought for a moment. “The envelope!” he exclaimed. “Could that be it?”
“Envelope?” Caroline asked. “What envelope?”
“The envelope that Marilyn gave her the day she went to my office to pack up my
things! I made Marilyn promise to give it to Cathy in case anything ever… you
know… happened to me. We saw her give it to Cathy, but I’m sure I haven’t seen
it since.”
“What’s in that envelope that could be so important?” Caroline asked.
Charles sighed. “The company financial statements, business contracts and… and
a letter.”
“And this letter… is it important?”
Charles nodded. “There are things… things that I said in the letter… things I
wanted to say… things I should have said to her in person. The night Cathy
brought Vincent to the hospital, she was able to tell me things… make things right
between us… before I died.” Shaking his head, he continued, “But I couldn’t do
that, Caroline. It was too late for me.”
“And you believe that the letter in that envelope could do that?” Caroline asked.
Charles nodded again. “Yes.”
“All right then,” she said with determination. “Where is this envelope now? Do
you know?”
Charles thought for a moment. “The last time I saw it, she was putting it into her
briefcase.”
“She never took it out,” Caroline said, thinking out loud. “She grabbed her
briefcase off the table the morning she went back to work… and she still had it
with her when she came down to the Tunnels. So, it must be here somewhere.”
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“What are you thinking?” Charles asked her.
Caroline smiled. “I’m going to remind her… encourage her… to open the
envelope.”
“How are you going to do that without making contact?” he asked, remembering
what she had told him.
“I’m going to bend the rules,” she said simply.
Charles looked astonished.
“Just a little, Charles… sometimes it’s necessary, and I believe this is one of those
times,” she insisted. “… for both of you.”
He followed her as she entered Catherine’s chamber. Most of the candles had
been snuffed out, so he sat in the armchair, to watch his wife from the shadows.
Caroline sat on the side of Catherine’s bed as her daughter tossed and turned in
her sleep. When Catherine turned toward her, Caroline reached out and stroked
the hair on Catherine’s forehead. It seemed to calm her.
“Cathy, honey?” she said. “I need to tell you something. Can you hear me?”
“Mmmmm,” Catherine responded.
“Marilyn Campbell gave you an envelope from your father’s desk… do you
remember?”
“Mmmm, hmmm,” Catherine responded.
“Your father left something for you… something he wants you to see. It’s still in
your briefcase. You need to open it. Can you do that, honey?”
Catherine nodded in her sleep.
Caroline stroked her daughter’s cheek. “I love you, sweetheart,” she whispered.
Catherine smiled. “Love you too, Mom,” she mumbled and turned away.
Caroline sighed, and returned to Charles, sitting in the armchair next to his.
“What now?” Charles asked.
“Now, we wait.”
It was only a few minutes before Catherine sat up in bed, frustrated that she once
again awake. What’s wrong with me? she asked herself. I’ve never been so tired.
Why can’t I sleep? I’m afraid I’m losing my mind.
Then she heard the echo of a dream. Your father left something for you…
something he wants you to see… it’s still in your briefcase… it’s still in your
briefcase…
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“In my briefcase,” she repeated out loud. “What’s in my briefcase?”
Catherine went to the cedar chest at the end of the bed and stood in front of it.
Shortly after her arrival Below she had stowed her purse with her identification,
her briefcase, and her topsider clothing there. They were things that were only
necessary in her life Above, reminders of a life she’d left behind, a life she didn’t
want to be reminded of.
The words came to her mind again. Your Father left something for you… it’s still
in your briefcase.
Slowly she lifted the lid of the chest and stood staring at the things she had
brought from her world. The faint smell of her favorite perfume reminded her of
the life she’d left behind. She grabbed the briefcase and quickly shut the lid of the
cedar chest. Then sitting on the bed, she stared at it, seemingly afraid to open it.
The few candles that were still lit at the side of the bed cast ghostly shadows
around the room.
What am I afraid of? she asked inwardly. This is ridiculous. Just look! Finally,
she opened the briefcase, and immediately saw the large yellow envelope that
Marilyn had given her. “Your father has kept this in his desk ever since you left
the firm,” she had said. “He said to give this to you if anything ever happened to
him. He said you would know what to do with it.”
Removing the envelope from the satchel, Catherine couldn’t believe she had
forgotten all about it. She opened it and removed a sheaf of documents with an
envelope paper- clipped to the front.

Catherine Rose Chandler was

written across the front in her father’s hand.
“Daddy,” she whispered as she stroked the name written in his hand.
Her hands shook as she opened it and read by the dim light of her bedside
candles.

Dear Cathy,
If you are reading this letter, I am already gone. I left
Marilyn instructions to give this envelope to you if I ever became
incapacitated or in the event of my death.
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You will find enclosed, the most current quarterly financial
statements for Chandler & Coolidge. You’re going to need
them.
I’ve also enclosed contracts that Jay and I had drawn up to
protect your option to return to the firm, if that is your wish.
However, in the event that you choose not to return, I‘ve also
provided you with contracts for the sale of your 60% share of the
firm to Jay.
The terms of these contracts are non-negotiable, Cathy. Do not
let Jay tell you otherwise. This offer is firm! Because Jay has
been a trusted friend and colleague for so long, I made this
offer very generous for him. Do not accept anything less than I
have stipulated here.
I hope you know, Cathy, how much I love you, and how proud I
am of you. If I didn’t tell you that before my death, I hope you
can forgive me.
It’s true that I was disappointed when you left Chandler &
Coolidge, but I realize now what courage it took for you to do so,
to strike out on your own, and follow your own path. What you
have overcome in the last two years has shown me how strong you
truly are.
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I don’t want you to spend one minute feeling guilty about selling
my share in the company, sweetheart. Don’t get me wrong,
Chandler & Coolidge was my dream, a dream I spent a
lifetime building. But now that I’m gone, I don’t need it
anymore. I don’t expect you to carry on in my place, or to keep it
as some kind of memorial to honor my memory. I want you to
use the money to make your dreams come true. This is the only
gift I have left to give you.
I hope you know that your mother and you are, and always have
been, my best, my grandest dream. And like your mother, above
all else, I want for you to have a happy life. Please remember
that even though I’m gone, I will love you for always…
…even after all your hair has been loved off and your eyes drop
out.
Always, your loving father.
Charles W. Chandler
Catherine could barely read the last words of the letter through her tears. She
began to put the sheaf of papers back into the envelope when she realized there
was something else inside. Reaching in, she pulled out a shabby envelope that
was yellowed with age. Turning it over in her hand, she gasped when she saw the
childish writing on the front that said, “Cathys

Pony Money”

With shaking hands, she opened the envelope and discovered a stack of small
bills with a note that read…
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PAID IN FULL
Printed at the bottom in large red letters were the words “PAID IN FULL”
“Daddy,” Catherine sobbed. “Daddy!” she called out. The tidal wave of emotions
she had tried to suppress since Charles’ death came crashing over her. The pain,
the love, and the deep sorrow was so overwhelming, she felt herself being swept
away by it.
Railing against the pain, she picked up the briefcase and threw it across the room.
She screamed in pain as she flung all the papers and contracts over the side of the
bed. Then sinking into the pillows and cushions at the head of the bed, she curled
herself into a ball, heaving great sobs and weeping uncontrollably.
Both Charles and Caroline stood by watching in horror.
“What happened?” Charles asked in desperation. “This isn’t what I wanted. What
can we do?”
“I’m sorry…” Caroline said. “I should have known! This is all my fault. Wait here
with her, Charles. I’m going to get Vincent.”
“What should I do?” he asked desperately.
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“Nothing!” she exclaimed. “Don’t do anything! Just watch her and make sure she
doesn’t hurt herself… But DON’T speak to her, and DON’T touch her. I’ve already
done enough harm!”
This is why we’re told not to interfere! This is why there are rules! Caroline
thought.
She had only gone a short distance before Vincent rushed past her, headed for
Catherine’s chamber.

After bidding Catherine good night Vincent headed to his chamber. He continued
to worry about Catherine.
She came to me for comfort, he acknowledged to himself. And I have kept a part
of myself from her. My weakness and inability to help her shames me, he
thought. I don’t know what to do.
He tried to read, but every book, every poem, reminded him of the times he read
them to Catherine. He knew she was sleeping restlessly. The grief of losing her
father was with her every waking moment. Even in her sleep, the sadness plagues
her, he realized.
Vincent finally put his book down in frustration. He paced the floor, wrestling
with his desire to help the woman he loved, and the fear that kept them always
apart. She needs me, he concluded. And I need to find a way to give her what she
needs.
Finally sitting down, he began to write in his journal…

Our world sleeps and she is near. Strange and wonderful and
sad, this feeling rising in me like a tide. To have all I ever
dreamed of so close and yet to know that…
He sighed heavily, as he thought of the conflict that was his struggle, always.
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All I know is that she is here and that I must live for her,
surround her easily, guide her out of suffering. While she is here, I
must live moment by moment for her.
Vincent looked up from his journal as he felt her awaken. It was only minutes
before the pain exploded within him. It was beyond anything he had felt in her
before.
She needs me, he realized… she needs me now!
Her pain was so all-consuming that he forgot every fear that had distanced him
from her. Helping her through this anguish was his only concern as he ran
through the otherwise quiet tunnels to be by her side, passing Caroline on the
way. Before Vincent reached the entrance to the guest chamber, he could hear her
shuddering sobs.

Entering the room, the sight of her in such pain drove away any remnant of the
fear of being close to her.
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He rushed to her side. Then sitting on the edge of the bed he took her in his arms
and drew her close.
Catherine welcomed his embrace and buried her face in his chest and held onto
him as if she would drown if he let go.
Feeling her desperate need, Vincent wrapped his arms even tighter around her.
“Just cry,” Vincent whispered as he enveloped her in his protective embrace. He
felt the pain washing through her and over her. She sobbed in great gulps as if
she were drowning in sorrow. The sound of the pain ripping her apart was so
powerful it frightened him. How could anyone suffer such pain and live, he
wondered.
As Caroline returned, she signaled for Charles to follow her out of the chamber.
“Why are we leaving her now?” he asked. “She needs us,” he insisted.
“No, Charles,” Caroline replied, shaking her head. “She doesn’t need us. She
needs him.”
As soon as they reached the outer Tunnel, Caroline began pacing back and forth
and muttering under her breath.
“What went wrong in there, Caroline?” Charles asked. “What happened to her?”
Caroline stopped for a moment and looked at him guiltily. “It’s all my fault.”
“What do you mean? How is this your fault?”
“I’ve been warned time and time again not to do that… not to interfere or make
contact.” Throwing her arms up in despair, she continued berating herself as she
paced. “You would think after all these years, I might have learned. But I just
can’t seem to follow the rules.”
“I don’t understand these rules, Caroline. Why aren’t we supposed to make
contact?”
She stopped pacing and faced him. “Because… sometimes it backfires… like that!”
she said, pointing to the entrance of Catherine’s chamber, where her sobs could
still be heard.
“Are you saying that… this has happened before?” Charles asked.
Caroline nodded. “Last year… on the anniversary of my death…” her voice trailed
off as she recalled her failure. “I only wanted to give her a sweet memory… a
dream of happy times… to get her through the day.” She sighed, her spirit heavy
with regret. “Instead, it… it…”
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“… it sent her into a tailspin,” Charles said, recalling the tears Catherine had shed
on his shoulder. “You did that?” His voice was gentle.
Caroline looked up at him curiously. “You aren’t angry?”
Charles gave her a sympathetic grin. “I know you, sweet Caroline. What you did…
was done out of love.”
“It doesn’t matter… it blew up in my face. I’ve only managed to cause her more
pain.”
Charles reached for her and took her in his arms. “It does matter, my love. When
you love… you love all the way. I know that… and Cathy knows that. You haven’t
caused her more pain… you just brought it to the surface.”
Caroline stepped back from him so she could see his face. “What do you mean… I
brought it to the surface?”
“After you died, I think Cathy was afraid to let me see her pain. She buried it deep
within herself. Yes, there were a few times when she couldn’t hide it, but most of
the time she pretended that she was fine. I think she was trying to be strong for
me. That’s a lot to ask of anyone, but she was only ten years old. Last year was the
first time in all those years that she was able to let it all out. I was so relieved
when she called me and cried on my shoulder.”
“Do you really think it helped?” Caroline asked.
Charles nodded. “I really do. We had been growing apart for some time. But that
brought us together again... at least for a little while.”
“And what about now… what I just caused?” she asked, looking toward
Catherine’s chamber entrance. “The pain is tearing her apart. I did that!”
Charles looked in the direction of Catherine’s chamber. “I know it’s terrible to see
her in such pain… but maybe this was necessary too. Maybe this will help her
move forward.”
Caroline sighed and reached for his hand. “I hope you’re right, Charles. I hope
you’re right.”

For hours Vincent held Catherine, safely in his arms. He gently stroked her hair,
rubbed her back, and whispered comforting words, assuring her that he was there
for her. Finally, the storm of grief passed, and Catherine fell asleep from sheer
exhaustion in the safety and comfort of Vincent’s arms. He continued holding her
for a long time, listening to her ragged breathing.
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It wasn’t until her breathing finally became even and deep that he realized she
was sleeping peacefully for the first time in weeks. It was a relief, but he also
realized how exhausted he was as well. How I wish I cold stay here and sleep
with you in my arms, he thought. For your face to be the first thing I would see
as I awaken in the morning. Then realizing the danger in his train of thought… I
can’t stay here, he acknowledged to himself. As much as I’ve dreamt of Catherine
sleeping in my arms… it still isn’t safe… for either of us.

In memory of artist Vickey Brickle-Mackey who passed away in December 2020

When Catherine rolled over in her sleep, Vincent carefully pulled his arm free. He
tenderly brushed the hair away from her eyes. She’s even beautiful in her sleep,
he thought. He stood up slowly, and watched over her for a moment, making sure
she was still asleep.
“Sleep well, Catherine,” he whispered before returning to his chamber.
He exited the room, passing by Charles and Caroline in the outer tunnel. Caroline
put one finger to her lips until he was well out of their range, before they reentered the chamber and took their usual place in the armchairs.

274

The Guide by Barbara Anderson

“The crisis has passed. She’s finally sleeping peacefully,” Caroline whispered with
relief..
“Mmmm,” was Charles’ only response.
“Do you remember how quiet the house used to get after she went to sleep?” she
asked, smiling wistfully as she looked over at their daughter. “She was like a little
tornado all day long, and then at night, she would sleep like a perfect angel.”
When Charles didn’t answer, she turned toward him. “What are you thinking,
Charles?”
“You said there was a… a window of time between sleep and wakefulness when
you used to come to me.”
“Yes… but I—”
“I need to speak with Cathy. Do you think I could do that… when she begins to
wake up?”
“What?” Caroline asked incredulously. “Did you see what just happened… what a
mess I made?”
“But, Caroline, you told me that sometimes people… spirits… can’t move on
because they have unfinished business.”
“Yes, I did… but—” Caroline was clearly hesitant.
“Caroline, I have unfinished business with our daughter. There are things I need
to tell her… things I think would help her… and me… to move on. But I need your
help.”
“But Charles…”
“Please, Caroline,” he begged. “Just this one time. I’m begging you… please show
me what to do.”
Caroline was conflicted. It’s one thing for me to break the rules, she thought. But
teaching other people to break them is something else again. Then looking at the
expression of expectation… of desperation on Charles’ face, she couldn’t bring
herself to say no.
“JUST ONE TIME… right?”
“One time… right,” he agreed, nodding vigorously and, and hoping she wouldn’t
change her mind.
“And, Charles… you can’t stay long… three or four minutes at the most… and then
you have to leave… promise me.”
“Scout’s Honor,” he said, holding up three fingers.
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She couldn’t help but smile and shake her head. “You, Mr. Chandler… are
incorrigible.”
Charles chuckled and then his expression became serious. “Have I ever told you
how much I love you, Sweet Caroline?”
She closed her eyes, and let his words distill into her soul. A serene smile spread
across her face. “Every day in a million different ways,” she said. “I love you too,
My Darling.”
They heard Catherine begin to stir.
Charles looked at Caroline in panic. “Oh, no! Hurry and tell me what I’m
supposed to do.”
Caroline stood up and bent over Charles. Kissing him on the cheek, she
whispered in his ear. “You’ll know what to do, Charles. But remember… only a
few minutes. I’ll wait for you outside.”
“You’re leaving me alone?” he asked, his eyes wide with fear.
“Trust me… you’ll know… what to do when the time is right,” she whispered.
“Check your jacket pocket,” she said before walking away inwardly praying that it
wouldn’t backfire, and all would go well.
As Charles watched her disappear, he
reached into his jacket pocket and
pulled something out. “I can’t believe
it,” he said to himself. “You are
amazing, Caroline… absolutely
amazing.”
Catherine stirred again.
“Vincent?” she called, reaching out for
the comfort of his arms. Half awake,
she sat up, realizing that he had left
her there alone.
“Don’t laugh,” a deep voice said from
somewhere in the room. “Don’t laugh!
Don’t laugh… don’t laugh…”
Catherine squinted and looked
around. She was stunned to see her
father sitting in an armchair, wearing
a large red clown’s nose.
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“Daddy?” she asked in disbelief.
Charles removed the nose and grimaced. “Never worked much after you were
thirteen anyway.”
Slowly she realized it was really him. She didn’t know how, but there was no
doubt that her father was sitting there, it was just as plain as the nose on his face.
“I have missed you so much,” she said, smiling sadly through her tears.
Charles sighed. “I’ve missed you too.”
“These last few days, I’ve felt your presence so strongly,” she told.
Charles nodded. “I’ve been near. That’s what grief is,” he explained. “Soon, I’ll
move farther away.”
“No…” Catherine pleaded.
“Don’t worry. It’s all right.” He wanted so desperately to comfort her. “It’s
necessary. And I understand so much more about you now. What you have is a
rare thing.”
“With Vincent?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“I wish I could have told you sooner,” she said, her voice fille with regret.
“You had to wait until I was old enough!” he said jokingly, hoping to make her
smile.
“Did you understand?” Catherine asked, hoping that he had.
“I understood everything he said,” Charles assured her. “… and I understood
everything you said,”
“I just wanted you to know how much I love him… and how much I love you.”
Charles nodded. “Your love made it easier for me to let go.”
“Do you think I’m doing the right thing?” she asked, desperately wanting his
approval.
How can I tell her, he wondered, that I trust her to make her own choices and to
choose her own path?
After a moment of consideration, he began, “Do you remember after we lost your
mother?” Charles asked. “You always wanted to go into the park.”
Catherine nodded and smiled at the sweet memory. “I wanted to climb trees.”
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“Almost every Saturday, and I used
to watch you. And sometimes you
would be very bold, and you would
climb very high and then you would
look down on me.”
“You were always smiling,”
Catherine recalled.
“But I’ll tell you a secret,” Charles
admitted. “Inside, my heart was
pounding so much. I wanted to cry
out two words, but I did not… Don’t
fall!”
Catherine laughed through her tears.
That’s good, Charles thought. She
needs to laugh again.
“I was so worried about you,” Charles continued. “and so proud of you at the
same time.” He shook his head and smiled at the memory of those sweet and
difficult days. “You wanted to climb trees… and somehow I knew I had to let
you. I had to trust you. And never once did you go out so far that the branches
would break or stay up too long in the cold. Then, when you were ready, you
always came back down.”
Looking down at his watch, he grimaced. “And I’ve stayed too long,” he said as he
stood to leave.
“Dad, please!” Catherine pleaded, not yet ready to say goodbye.
“I can’t,” Charles insisted. “Goodbye, Cathy.” Please let my words bring her
peace, he silently prayed as he turned his back and walked out of the
chamber. He knew he must exit quickly before he lost the will to leave.
“Dad?” Catherine called to him, but it was too late. He was gone, and something
inside told Catherine that he was gone for good. Trying to stifle a cry, she lay back
down.
Chapter 13
Catherine stirred in her sleep. Waking up she saw that the room was now dark.
The candles had all burned down. She sat up and looked toward the armchair to
see that it was now empty, and the candles that lit up that corner of the room
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were dark as well. Only the candles in the outer tunnel still offered a little bit of
light to the room
Was it just a dream? she wondered. If it was… it was like no dream I’ve ever
had. She saw her briefcase and its contents strewn about the floor.
Daddy, she thought with a sigh. There’s something I need to take care of for you,
isn’t there? But to do that, I need to go back.
Swinging her legs over the side of the bed, she put her boots on. Still in her night
clothes, she walked out of the guest chamber. The Tunnels were hushed and the
quiet on the pipes told her that it was still early.
Charles and Caroline followed Catherine at a safe distance, knowing that it was
no longer necessary to stay close.
“May I ask you a question?” Charles asked.
“What is it, Dear?”
“Why didn’t you stay with me… when I spoke with Cathy? I’m sure she would
have loved to see you one more time.”
Caroline responded thoughtfully. “Yes… perhaps…”
Charles stopped walking, sensing a sorrow in his beloved. “What is it?”
As he looked at her, it appeared as if there were tears in her eyes. Can a ghost
cry? he wondered. “Sweet Caroline?” he asked with concern.
“I’m sorry,” she said, dashing an errant tear away with the back of her hand. “I
wanted to stay… really I did. But I couldn’t.”
“I don’t understand. Why not?”
“Because Cathy has already come to terms with losing me,” she explained. “It
would only have opened those old wounds… for both of us. And that just wouldn’t
do, would it?”
She tried to smile, but Charles understood. Taking her in his arms he kissed the
top of her head. “And maybe some old wounds for you, Sweet Caroline?”
She nodded. Looking up at him she wondered how she had managed to be apart
from him for so many years.
After a moment they began following Catherine again.
As Catherine walked, she felt something stirring within her. It felt as if her soul
was emerging from a terrible, interminable darkness as she wandered through
the deserted halls of Vincent’s tunnel home. She took a deep breath and realized

279

The Guide by Barbara Anderson

that the oppressive cloud of pain and sorrow that had hung over her for weeks
had finally lifted.
After some time, she found herself near the Central Park portal. She smiled and
opened the gate.
Catherine stepped out of the tunnel. The sky was just beginning to lighten as the
sun slowly rose over Manhattan. The birds were singing, announcing the arrival
of a new day. She stood there for a long time looking up at the sky, basking in the
morning sun. Is it me? she wondered, or is the sky bluer than I remember?
“It’s going to be a beautiful day,” Caroline observed.
“Indeed,” Charles agreed. “It looks like spring will be arriving a little early this
year.”
Catherine breathed deeply again, drinking in the earthy scents of burgeoning
spring. I’ve always loved New York City in the Spring, she recalled. It will only
be a short time before the ice cream vendors will be back in the park and the
carousel in the park will be running. Her spirit could feel her old life and the
world Above calling her back.
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For the first time in a week, she wondered how Joe was doing with all the cases
he’d been buried the last time she’d seen him. And Jen, she thought. I haven’t
spoken to her since my father’s funeral. She must be beside herself wondering
where I’ve gone. Or maybe her dreams have already shown her.
At the same time Catherine’s heart yearned to stay with the man she loved, and
the people who had become a second family to her. How can I tell Vincent I want
to return Above when I begged him to let me stay with him Below?
“What do you think she’ll do, Caroline?” Charles asked as they watched her.
“I’m not sure, My Darling,” Caroline said. “It doesn’t really matter, as long as
she’s happy.”
What am I going to do? Catherine wondered, knowing she needed to choose, and
that either choice would cause pain, not only to herself but to others.
Hearing a distant car horn and the voices of early joggers in the park, she realized
she couldn’t stay there any longer. She took one more deep breath of fresh air and
turned to go back to Vincent’s world.

Still in her night clothes, Catherine continued to wander the Tunnels until she
found herself again in the Chamber of the Falls. A perfect place to think, she
realized as she sat on the ground and leaned her back against her favorite
outcropping of stone.
She gasped as the angle of the morning sun shining through the mist-created
rainbows floating in the air. This place only becomes more beautiful, she
thought… the more I see of it.
“It takes your breath away, doesn’t it?” She heard Vincent whisper in reverent
awe.
Catherine’s heart skipped a beat as she turned to see him nearby, as if he had
materialized from the mist.
“The rainbow mist is rare,” he said. “And very difficult to catch. You have to
arrive here at just the right time. It only lasts for a few minutes,” he said, taking a
seat on the rock and turning his attention to the natural phenomenon.
They sat together in silence, watching until the last of the rainbow finally faded
away.
“What is it, Catherine? What are you thinking?” Vincent asked when the rainbow
had disappeared.
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Catherine turned away from watching the waterfall and looked up at him as he
leaned on one arm on his stone perch.
“I spoke with my father this morning… after you left my chamber,” she explained,
realizing how strange it sounded.
“Your father?” Vincent asked, trying to understand what she was telling him.
“You mean you saw him in your dreams?”
Catherine thought for a moment. “Maybe that’s what it was, but… but it wasn’t
like a dream. He was there… talking to me,” she said with conviction.
“Giving you his blessing.”
“Yes!” she said, smiling at the sweet memory of it. “He… he understood… about
our secret. He understood… everything. I could feel his trust. Whatever I do now,
it’s okay.”
“You found peace with him.” Vincent said, the storm that had raged within her
was now calm. But he felt something else too.
Catherine nodded and smiled. “Yes.”
“But not yet with yourself,” he prompted. Along with that peace, Vincent could
also feel a conflict within her. He suspected he knew what it was, but he also
knew that Catherine needed to make her own decisions without any influence
from him.
“I’m… I’m not sure,” she said reluctantly. How can I tell him that I must leave?
she asked herself… when I want so desperately to stay here with him?
“Don’t ever be afraid of the truth,” Vincent said, encouraging her to tell him what
he already knew.
“I don’t want to hurt you, she said with a furrowed brow. “I don’t ever want to
disappoint you.”
“By returning Above?” Vincent asked.
I should have known that he already knew, she thought. She sighed. “I feel like
I’ve failed,” she said sorrowfully.
Vincent looked at her, understanding the conflict within her. “Catherine…” he
finally said. “Every moment that we share… is a triumph and a gift. And every
one of those moments is a lifetime… complete. There is no failure. It doesn’t
mean our dream can never be. It just means that now is not the right time. You
came here to grieve and to begin to heal. But now, your destiny is to be in both
worlds. You are a woman of both worlds. That is who you are.”
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He wasn’t yet ready to explain to her that a part of him was relieved. Or that he
still believed that they were both safer if they were not living in such close
proximity to each other.
“But my heart is here,” Catherine insisted.
Vincent knew she was speaking the truth. “And my heart is with you,” he said.
“Wherever you are, wherever you go, you take me. You stand for me. For us. For
our dream. You carry our light. That, too, is your destiny.”
Yes, she thought, what he says is true. But how will we ever be able to be
together, she wondered, if I continue to live Above? She looked to Vincent. “Do
you think that someday… Will we ever be together?” she asked, hoping he knew
the answer. “Truly together?”
Looking away, Vincent wondered how he could answer her question when he
didn’t know the answer himself. He finally decided to speak of the obstacles they
still had to overcome. Obstacles he wasn’t sure they ever would.
“Only if… and when… we understand how great the sacrifice and how large the
fears and are able to move through them.”
Fears? She repeated inwardly. What does he think I’m afraid of?
Catherine reached up, gently touching his chin turning his face so she could look
into his eyes. “I’m not scared,” she said, with conviction.
She believes that, he told himself. But there are times when I feel the fear so
clearly within her… and yet I can also feel her love and how much she wants to
be with me. But this is not a time to point that out. Right now, she needs me to
give her hope.
Taking her hand from his chin, Vincent held it gently in his own and pressed it
against his heart. I know that Catherine will stay if I only ask. He thought. But I
cannot tie her to my world of darkness when I know she needs the warmth of
the sun to thrive.
“Catherine, we are something that has never been, and our journey is one that
none have ever taken,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “We are just now
setting out. We must go with courage, and we must go with care.”
Catherine nodded, feeling the hope in Vincent’s words for both of them.
“Have you had breakfast?” he asked.
“No… not yet,” she said, her voice still somber.
He smiled. “Neither have I. Would you do me the honor of sharing one more
meal with me before you leave?”
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“I would love to,” she responded, with a smile. “But I’m in no rush to leave,
Vincent. I promised Father I would help him sort the books in his library today,
perhaps you could help me.”
“Spend the day surrounded by books?” he asked facetiously. “I believe I can make
room in my schedule. But sorting Father’s books is a project that will take a lot
more than one day, I’m afraid.”
Catherine smiled. “Well then… I suppose I’ll have to come back to work on it in
my spare time until it’s finished… that is… if you don’t mind.”
Vincent stood and held out his hand to her. “You don’t need a reason to come
here, Catherine. You’re always welcome. You’re one of us now.”

“Acceptance,” Charles said to himself, after Catherine and Vincent left.
“What did you say, dear?” Caroline asked.
Turning to her, he repeated. “Acceptance… it’s the last step in the grieving
process. Isn’t that right?”
“Yes,” she nodded. “That’s what I said.”
“So that’s good, then… She’s reached that point,” he said thoughtfully.
“What’s wrong, Charles?” Caroline asked gently.
He closed his eyes and listened to the sound of the falls. “Do you remember when
Cathy was little, and we would take her to the house in Connecticut?”
“Yes… those were sweet days,” Caroline said.
Charles smiled. “I remember when the wind would blow in the trees, and the
night sounds would frighten her. So, I would take her out in the backyard, and
teach her to dance to the music in the wind.”
“I remember,” Caroline said, smiling as she recalled how he taught their daughter
to love the night sounds in the countryside. “You didn’t just teach Cathy to dance
to the music in the wind, Charles… You taught her how to be brave. You taught
her to face her fears.”
“I had a wonderful life, Caroline,” he said looking at her with unmitigated love.
“You and Cathy made it that way.”
“It isn’t over, my darling,” she replied, slipping easily into his arms. “You’ve only
moved on to a new adventure.”
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“What’s going to happen now?” he asked, wondering what kind of adventure she
was speaking of.
Caroline laughed softly and shook her head. “I don’t know. I’ve been waiting for
you all this time… so we could find out together.”

“Are you ready?” Vincent asked that evening as he entered the guest chamber.
Sitting on the edge of the bed, Catherine was once again dressed in her Topsider
clothing. They felt comfortable and strange at the same time. Her briefcase and
her purse were sitting expectantly on the cedar chest, ready to return to the world
Above.
Catherine had carefully folded the Tunnel clothing that had been provided for her
and was holding the beribboned night dress in her lap.
Feeling Catherine’s inner turmoil, Vincent approached and sat beside her. He
waited, knowing that she would speak when she was ready.
Gently stroking the soft fabric in her hand, she said, “This is lovely. Did Mary
make it?”
“I believe she did,” Vincent answered. “Tell me,” he prompted.
“I never thanked her for sharing her clothes with me… I… I… should do
something for her… to show her my appreciation.”
“Catherine, Mary gave you those clothes from the generosity of her heart. She
didn’t expect anything in return. She knew you appreciated them. Is there
something else?” he asked.
“I was just wondering… if … if you could hold on to them for me…” she asked
haltingly. “You know… so that one day… when I return…”
Vincent smiled softly. He realized that Catherine felt the need to have them here
in his keeping, as a token that one day their dream would come true.
He placed his hand over hers and looked into her eyes. “I understand,” he said
with a nod. “I will put them in a safe place for you. And whenever you need them,
just let me know.”
She nodded. Well, that’s it then, she thought. There’s no more putting this off.
She stood and handed him the clothes, put her purse over her shoulder, and
picked up her briefcase.
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They walked past his chamber to drop off the Tunnel clothing and then Vincent
steered her through the hub so that she could say goodbye to her friends. Mouse
seemed especially affected by her departure.
He stood in front of her, hanging his head. “Going away, Catherine? Going
home?”
With a consoling hand on his shoulder, she spoke tenderly to the young man.
“Yes, Mouse, I am going back Above… but this is home.”
He looked up at her sheepishly. “Come back some time?” he asked.
“How about a week from Saturday?” she replied.
Mouse’s face lit up and he smiled broadly. “OKAY GOOD! OKAY FINE! Week
from Saturday? Promise?”
Catherine laughed. “I promise,” she said.
With that, Vincent took her hand and they walked away.
Charles and Caroline followed at a distance. They wanted to be sure Vincent
would not hear them.
“I will miss this place and the time we’ve spent here,” Charles said as the walked.
“It’s been a time of revelation.”
“It is a wonder, isn’t it?” Caroline said.
Vincent and Catherine meandered slowly and silently in the direction of the
threshold beneath her apartment building. Neither was in a hurry to reach their
destination or to face the inevitable parting that would occur there. And yet both
knew that the parting was necessary, at least for now.
Eventually reaching the opening in the bricks that led back to her world,
Catherine turned to face Vincent.
“I’m… I’m a little scared,” she said, surprised at the realization.
“I know,” Vincent replied, feeling the trepidation within her.
“Isn’t that strange?” she asked, wondering why she would be frightened to return
to the world she had lived in her entire life.
“No,” Vincent answered simply. He suspected she feared the pain that had driven
her Below might be waiting for her up there. At the same time, he felt her
determination to face it.
With nothing more to say, Catherine reached out for Vincent and put her arms
around him. His embrace gave her the strength she needed to face her fear.
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Letting go, she smiled, and turned to go back to her world.
Vincent stood watching her disappear into the soft, dusty beam of light, when she
stopped. Has she forgotten something? he wondered, as he watched her turn and
walk toward him again. Before he could ask, she stepped close to him and kissed
him tenderly on the lips.
“Thank you, Vincent,” she said, before turning and walking back into the dusty
light that shone from the world above.
Vincent was frozen to the spot long after she had disappeared. He was stunned by
her gesture. He had long dreamt of what it might be like for her lips to kiss his
own. He closed his eyes and tried to seal the memory of her kiss in his mind. It
was more than he had ever hoped, for Catherine’s lips to touch his so sweetly.
He had much to ponder, as he turned and made his way back to his Tunnel home.
“Catherine has returned to her life,” Charles said. “What does that mean for us?”
he asked.
Caroline smiled. “I think you know as well as I do. Our time here is short. I
suppose it means we must cherish each moment we have left. But Cathy has some
of your unfinished business to take care of yet. I believe there is still a little time.”
“Will someone come for us?” he asked.
“Yes, someone will come,” she explained.
“Do you know who?”
“No.” She smiled sympathetically, realizing he was a little bit apprehensive. “It’s
usually, one… maybe more, of the people who were the most important in your
life. Who would you like it to be?”
Charles thought for a moment. “Other than you, My Love… my parents… or
Matthew. Do you think it might be him?”
“Your brother?” she asked. “I suppose it could be. I know you always missed him
so.”
“He was my older brother,” Charles said wistfully. “He was my hero… bigger than
life for a fifteen-year-old boy. When he went off to war… it never occurred to me
that he wouldn’t come home. I supposed I never really got over his death.”
Charles nodded. “Yes… I would really love to see him again.”
Caroline smiled. “I’m sure you will. But for now… is there someplace you would
like to go? We could take a walk in Central Park. We could walk down 5th Avenue.
We could even go to the top of the Empire State Building. We can go anywhere
you want.”
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“Anywhere I want?” he asked.
“Anywhere,” she assured him.
“Can we go home?”
“Home?” Caroline asked, surprised by his request. “You mean… to the house... on
East 61st Street?”
“Yes,” he confirmed.
I should have known, she thought. Smiling, she held out her hand, and led him
into the light. “Why don’t we take a shortcut through the park?” she suggested.
“As long as I’m with you, sweet Caroline, I don’t care how we get there.”
Chapter 14
Early the next morning Catherine stood once again staring up at the General
Motors building at 767 Fifth Avenue. She was dressed smartly in a feminine white
blouse and a flouncy, suede skirt. Fond memories of her father washed over her,
but they were no longer tinged by pain.
“She looks good today,” Charles remarked.
“Yes, she’s got the bounce back in her step,” Caroline agreed. “She’s at peace.”
“Yes, that’s what it is,” he agreed as they followed Catherine into the building.
As Catherine entered the conference room, she noted that Jay was seated at the
head of the table, and Mark was seated just to his right.
“Good Grief!” Charles exclaimed. “What is that upstart doing here?”
“Now, Charles,” Caroline said gently. “You must remember this isn’t your life
anymore. Things change.”
Jay stood. “Welcome back, Cathy,” he said, reaching to shake her hand. “Why
don’t you take a seat?” He motioned to the chair on his left.
“Thank you, Jay,” she answered, graciously accepting his hand.
“Mark,” she said, nodding at him as he sat in his chair looking as smug as usual.
Catherine put her briefcase down, removed two files, and put them down on the
table in front of her. Taking her seat, she calmly folded her hands over them,
knowing she had the attention of both males in the room. She didn’t speak,
knowing it would force either Jay or Mark to do so.
“I take it, you’ve made a decision regarding the things we spoke about last time?”
Jay asked, with a nervous grin.
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“Look at him, Caroline. He’s already squirming,” Charles noted.
Catherine smiled at Jay, but didn’t reply, as she took her seat. She folded her
hands on top of the files in front of her and considered how to begin.
“Com’on Cathy,” Mark said impatiently. “We don’t have all day.”
Catherine looked up at him. “If you have more pressing business, Mark, you’re
welcome to leave. The business I have here is with Jay.”
Mark leaned forward. “You may not be aware of this, Cathy,” he said, his voice
dripping with disdain. “But I’m a full partner now. You don’t even work here. So
any business you have with my father, you have with me.”
Catherine sat up a little straighter and cleared her throat. “I’m sorry to be the
bearer of bad news, Mark, but you most definitely are NOT a partner in this firm.
To make partner at Chandler & Coolidge…” she flashed him a sympathetic grin.
“… it has be approved by both Chandler and Coolidge.”
“You tell’im, Cathy!” Charles said.
Chuckling derisivly, Mark looked at her as if she was out of her mind. “And how’s
that supposed to happen? Is your father coming back from the grave?” he
mocked.
“Shut up, Mark!” Jay demanded.
“Oh dear,” Caroline said, “Jay is certainly on edge this morning isn’t he?”
“What, Dad?” Mark asked. “Can’t you see, she’s crazy?”
“What did he call her?” Charles asked, moving toward Mark threateningly.
“Charles,” Caroline said firmly, getting his attention. “There’s no need to upset
yourself. Our daughter has this well in hand. Just observe,” she directed him.
“You’re welcome to stay, Mark,” Jay said, “But only if you can keep your mouth
shut.”
Mark looked completely confused, but complied. He leaned back in his chair,
rocking on it’s back two legs, and sulking, like a petulant child.
Jay could tell by Catherine’s deameanor that she was not the vulnerable, grieving
daughter he had met with just over a week ago. He looked warily at the folders in
front of her.
“Are those beads of sweat on Jay’s forehead?” Charles asked. “He’s nervous.”
Are those beads of sweat on Jay’s forehead? Cathy wondered, knowing she had
the high ground.
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“So, I’m assuming… uhm… since you’re here Cathy, that you’ve made a decision,”
Jay said again.
Catherine nodded and slid one of the file folders toward him.
He smiled with satisfaction, as he opened the folder. The smile slowly faded as he
looked through the papers. Then looking up at her, he said, “I don’t understand…
you haven’t signed anything.”
“That’s right, Jay,” Catherine said with a nod. “There are a few things we need to
clear up… you know… before I sign anything.”
“What exactly is it that isn’t clear?” he asked.
Catherine opened the folder in front of her, and removed a contract that at first
glance, looked like a duplicate of the one in front of Jay. “This is the contract my
father left me… you know, the one protecting my option to return to the firm.”
She slid it towards Jay, noticing there was even more sweat on his forehead. “If
you compare the contract my father gave me to the one you gave me, I think you
will see some significant differences. Do you care to explain that to me?”
Jay cleared his throat nervously and loosened his necktie. “Well… I… Uhhm…”
Catherine removed another document from the folder. “The second offer you
made… I believe you said I was due continuing and uncollected fees, but only on
those cases that my father was actively involved with… is that right?”
“Come on,” Mark exclaimed in frustration. “Can we just move this along?”
“Mark!” Jay said, clearly agitated. “Just be quiet!
Then turning to Catherine, he asked, “What question do you have?”
“It’s just that Daddy made sure I received the most current and comprehensive
financials on the firm and a break down of the structure of the company.” She
noticed Jay’s face turn two shades paler. “It’s not something Dad and I ever really
spoke about… truthfully, it wasn’t something that really interested me… but
apparently there’s a reason it’s called Chandler and Coolidge… and not Coolidge
and Chandler… isn’t that right, Jay?”
There was a long, awkward silence.
Charles couldn’t help but chuckle. “I do believe Jay’s ulcer is acting up. He’s
looking a little green.”
“Now, Charles,” Caroline said, trying not to laugh at how much he was enjoying
his former partner’s discomfort.
It was Mark who finally spoke. “What are you getting at, Cathy?” he asked. His
patience was clearly wearing thin.
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“I’ll say this slowly, Mark, so you can understand,” Catherine said, “My father
owned the majority of this firm. Which means that not only am I owed continuing
and uncollected fees on all the cases my father was actively involved in… I am
owed continuing and uncollected fees on every single account this firm currently
has and will have in perpetuity. At least as long as I own the majority of this
lawfirm. And what do you know? That makes me the ‘Chandler’ in Chandler and
Coolidge… And as long as that’s the case, you, Mis-ter Coo-lidge, will never be a
partner in this firm.”
“Yes!” Charles said, pounding his fist on the table. “HA HA!”
Caroline couldn’t decide which she was enjoying more; watching Catherine in
action, or watching her husband’s pride as he watched his daughter in action.
Mark stood up… his face as red as a beet. Pointing his finger in Catherine’s
direction, he yelled, “You can’t do that! You have no right! Who do you think you
are… some princess who can just waltz in here and tell us what to do?”
Jay stood up. “Mark!” he yelled.
Mark stopped and turned on his father. “Don’t

tell me you’re just

going to sit here and let this… this—”
“SHUT

UP, MARK!”

Mark stopped short and looked dumbfounded at his father.
“You… need… to… leave…” Jay said, with forced calm, pointing toward the door.
“NOW!”
Mark kicked his chair in back of him, knocking it over, and stalked out of the
room, slamming the door hard as he left.
“Hahahahahahahaha.” Charles couldn’t contain his laughter. “I don’t know the
last time I’ve had this much fun,” he said.
Looking embarrassed and incredibly uncomfortable, Jay adjusted his necktie and
sat back down.
Catherine seemed completely unaffected by the scene and waited calmly for Jay
to pull himself together.
“Just look at her, darling,” Caroline said with pride. “She’s absolutely
unflappable!”
“I always knew she would make a fine corporate lawyer… she’s absolutely
brilliant!” Charles said with pride.

291

The Guide by Barbara Anderson

“What is it you want, Cathy?” Jay finally asked quietly as he nervously fidgeted
with the corner of the file in front of him.
Catherine took a long breath and let it out. Looking him in the eye, she spoke
softly, “You know… my father considered you a trusted friend, Jay. How could
you do this to him after all these years?”
Jay looked away, nervously chewing his bottom lip. He found it difficult to look
directly into her eyes.
“What made you think, you could actually get away with cheating me out of
something my father spent his life building? Did you really think I was that
stupid? Or did you just think you could take advantage of my state of mind while
I was grieving?”
Jay shook his head. “I don’t know… Mark made so much sense when he
suggested it… I realize now how wrong I was to go along with it.”
Catherine smiled sardonically at his lame explanation. “And yet, you were still
going to go through with it when I walked in here today… weren’t you?”
Jay had no response except to hang his head even further.
“Do you realize that if I brought this to the Bar Association, you and Mark could
both be disbarred? Possibly even indicted?”
Jay looked stricken, as he realized she had the power to destroy him. “What do
you want from me?” he asked, shaking visibly.
“I’m not here to blackmail you, Jay. I’m only here to take care of my father’s
unfinished business,” she said, with a note of sadness. “As you know… as much as
I loved my father, I have no interest in corporate law. He gave me his blessing to
offer his share of the firm to you, at a price that is more than fair.”
She held out the offer Charles had drafted, and Jay took it from her.
“Of course, if you decline,” she said. “I won’t hesitate to leave my job at the
District Attorney’s office and come back to the firm as the senior partner. And I
promise you, Jay, I will be auditing every single account this firm has had in the
last ten years. If you and Mark were willing to swindle me, I can only wonder
what you’ve been doing to our clients. I won’t have my father’s good name
destroyed by the two of you.”
“I promise you,” Jay insisted. “I have never cheated any of our clients,”
“What about Mark?” she asked. “Can you say the same for him?”
Jay declined to answer. Looking down at the offer Catherine had handed him.
“Are you willing to entertain a counter offer?” he asked.
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“Don’t do it, honey,” Charles said. “That offer is much better than he deserves.”
Catherine shook her head. “Dad made the terms very generous because he
considered you a friend, Jay. He said they were non-negotiable. Believe me, I
wouldn’t be so generous. I’m just glad he died before he knew the truth about
you.”
“Well, I know now,” Charles said, sadly. “Stick to your guns, Cathy.”
“I promise you, Cathy, I considered Charles a friend as well,” Jay said. “I’ll accept
the offer, and… thank you… for not using my lapse in judgement to destroy me.”
“Lapse in judgement?” Charles chuffed. “Is that what they call it these days?”
“Don’t insult my intelligence, Jay,” Catherine said, barely able to contain her
disdain for her father’s former partner. “We both know it was more than a ‘lapse.’
The only reason I’m not pursuing this, is out of respect for my father’s memory.”
Jay looked completely beaten and contrite. Taking a pen out of his jacket pocket,
Jay signed the offer and handed it back to Catherine.
“Thank you, Jay,” she said putting the file back in her briefcase. “I’ll have this
expedited and contact you next week about finalizing the transfer of ownership,”
she said curtly. Gathering up both folders, she put them safely in her briefcase.
As they stood up, Jay extended his hand to her. She couldn’t bring herself to
accept it, so she just turned and walked out of the office. As she walked down the
hall toward the reception desk, she held her head high and nodded to each of her
former co-workers who were loitering in the hall, wondering what had happened
behind the closed conference room doors.
It wasn’t until Catherine was alone in the elevator that she took a deep breath and
started laughing. “How was I, Daddy?” she asked to no one. “I hope you’re
happy.”
Charles and Caroline laughed along with her. “You were wonderful, sweetheart!
Absolutely wonderful!” he said.
Catherine knew he wasn’t really there, but she was sure he would have approved,
and that knowledge gave her strength.

“Flagging down the first taxi, Catherine and her parents got in.
“Where are we going now?” Charles asked.
“Where to, lady?” the driver asked.
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“100 Centre Street, please,” she said.
“Criminal Courts Building?” he asked.
“That’s right,” she confirmed.
“It looks like you’re going to get a chance to see Cathy in her element, Charles,”
Caroline said.
“I suppose it’s about time,” Charles said, laughing. “I can’t wait.”
As she stepped out of the taxi, Catherine looked up at the Criminal Courts
Building and took a deep breath. “You were right, Joe,” she said with a nod. “I’m
ready now.”
She walked with determination into the building, flanked on either side by her
parents.
In the elevator, Charles remarked, “This is much better than the last time we were
here.”
Smiling, Caroline nodded. “Indeed,” was all she said.
As Catherine opened the door to the District Attorney’s offices, she was greeted
almost immediately by Rita Escobar.
“Welcome back, Cathy!” she said, throwing her arms around her coworker. “How
are you?” Rita asked, looking intently at her friend.
Catherine smiled and nodded. “I’m doing much better now,” she assured her.
“Thank you. I need to talk to Joe, is he in the office?”
Rita’s eyes widened. She turned her head in the direction of his office. “He’s in all
right. He’s been a complete bear ever since you disappeared. Enter at your own
risk!”
Catherine laughed. “Thanks for the warning, Rita,” she said as she headed for her
desk. Setting her briefcase down next to her desk and stowing her purse in a desk
drawer, Catherine noted how clean it looked without the usual mountain of files
on it. However, she did see a neat stack of condolence cards from her coworkers.
She looked up to see several people looking at her. She smiled at them and
mouthed the words, ‘Thank you’ to them.
I guess I was wrong, she thought, to believe no one cared.
Taking a deep breath, she braced herself to face Joe.
As she entered his office Catherine could see that Joe was up to his neck in case
files. He was so preoccupied he didn’t even notice her come into the room.
“Hi, Joe,” Catherine said cheerfully, as she entered Joe’s office.
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A look of surprise on Joe’s face was quickly replaced by intense relief and joy.
“Cathy! Where were you?” In a moment his relief was replaced with anger. “I
mean, where the hell have you been?”
Charles laughed. “He better be careful or he’s going to get whiplash,” he said.
Catherine smiled. “Thanks for worrying.”
Joe sighed, and his anger was quickly drowned out by overwhelming relief.
“I’m ready to come back to work,” Cathy told him.
“You sure?” he asked. He was willing to give her as much time as she needed.
“I’m sure,” she insisted convincingly.
Joe studied her momentarily. “Okay,” he said, smiling.
“Okay,” she replied, smiling back at him. She turned on her heel and went back to
work.
By the end of the day, the familiar stack of case files was back on her desk.
“Is the workload always this crazy for her?” Charles asked his wife.
“No,” Caroline answered with a shake of her head. “I think Joe is going easy on
her, her first day back.”
“What? And she traded a cushy window office on the 47th floor to work like a
slave here?” He shook his head. “Wow!”
“This is where she belongs, Charles,” Caroline explained. “She really loves helping
people.”
“She’s her mother’s daughter,” Charles said with pride.
“No, my dear,” Caroline disagreed as she watched her daughter. “Cathy appears
to have gotten the best from both of us. She’s got your passion for the law and for
the work.”
Charles smiled with satisfaction. “And your sense of justice and compassion for
the helpless and the downtrodden.”
“I’d say we did pretty good, Mister Chandler,” she said.
“Yes, we did, Mrs. Chandler,” he replied, putting his arm around her.

As the day waned, the office emptied except for a few people still sitting at their
desks buried in work.

295

The Guide by Barbara Anderson

“Still at it, Cathy?” Joe asked, as he peered over the stack of files.
Without looking up she replied, “I have a lot of catching up to do, Joe.”
He reached over and snatched the pencil out of her hand.
“Hey!” Catherine protested.
“I’m watching you, Chandler,” he said sternly. “You’ve been through a lot in the
last month, and I’m going to make sure you ease back into this.”
Catherine scrutinized him. “And just what does that mean?” she asked.
“It means, you’re done for the day, and I’m not going to allow you to take any
more files home for the weekend than you can stuff into that briefcase.”
“Who are you?” she asked. “And what have you done with Joe Maxwell?”
He laughed at that. “I’ll tell you what. You call it a day, and I’ll go grab my jacket
and take you out for lasagna.”
“It’s a deal!” she said enthusiastically.
As they walked out of the office together, Joe said, “And while we’re eating, you
can explain to me where you’ve been for the last week. I was worried sick about
you, Kiddo. I even went over to your apartment with the cops to check on you.”
“I’m sorry I worried you, Joe,” she said sincerely. “You’re a good friend.”
“Ouch!” Charles winced as they all got into the elevator. “Oh, Joe… Joe,” he said
sympathetically. “You poor mook.”

The next morning Catherine woke early. It was Saturday and one look through
her sheer curtains told her it would be a glorious spring day. Despite the files she
had brought home from work, she could feel the park calling to her as she
stepped out onto the balcony and breathed deeply of the crisp morning air. I can
work later, she thought. There’s something I have to do first.
Heeding the call, she headed toward Central Park. She could almost feel Vincent
walking beside her as she recalled his gentle words. “Wherever you are,
wherever you go, you take me. You stand for me… for us… for our dream. You
carry our light.”
Catherine walked through the park with a spring in her step. She had a feeling of
excitement that made her feel like a child going on an adventure. As she reached
a particular tree, she smiled broadly and placed her open palm on the trunk.
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Hello, she thought. I’ve missed you, old friend.
She looked straight up into its lofty welcoming branches. It seemed to beckon her
to climb up for a visit as she had long ago. Lifting one foot very high, Catherine
hoisted herself onto the lowest branch and began her ascent.
She was careful not to climb too high or step onto any branches that might break.
As she carefully avoided a long-abandoned bird’s nest, she recalled a springtime
when she had discovered a similar nest that contained three small blue eggs. I
wonder if this one was made by one of their descendants, she wondered. Finally
finding the perfect perch, she sat down and wedged herself comfortably into the
branches.
Then reclining against the sturdy tree trunk, she looked around, thoroughly
enjoying her birds-eye view of the park. Catherine smiled broadly and looked up
to the blue sky. “Don’t worry, Daddy. I won’t fall. I won’t fall.”

Charles and Caroline stood hand in hand at the bottom of the tree looking up at
their daughter.
“Just look at her, Charles,” Caroline said. “Our little girl… so strong… so brave.”
“I told you she takes after her mother,” he replied, looking at his wife adoringly.
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Caroline laughed. “Her father is pretty amazing too.”
“Do you think she’ll be all right now?” he asked.
Caroline considered his question momentarily. “The future isn’t set, Charles. No
life is without its own unique struggles and tragedies. But I am sure of one thing,
whatever happens… whatever comes… she will face it with courage and with
grace,” Caroline assured him.
He looked at her with wonder. “How did I do it?” he asked. “How did I ever
manage to live without you all these years?”
Caroline smiled. “Our daughter needed you, that’s how. But you’re not alone
anymore, Charles. And neither am I… as long as we have each other.”
“Yes… we do have each other.”
“It’s time, you two,” a voice behind them said.
Turning around they were greeted by people they knew.
“Mother! Dad!” Charles said with joy. A young man in a military uniform stepped
forward. “Matthew! Is it really you?”
Charles’ brother came closer. “It’s really me, little brother. Are you ready to go
now?”
Charles looked up one more time to his daughter.
“She’ll be fine, Charles,” his father said. “She comes from strong stock.”
“I must say, Caroline,” Charles’ father said, “You have done a splendid job
guiding Charles through his grief.”
Caroline smiled. “Thank you.”
Charles was confused. “What do you mean, Dad? It was Cathy we were guiding
through the stages…” He stopped and looked at his beautiful wife. Shock and
denial, he thought. Then pain and guilt. He considered the stages of grief she had
told him about, and realized that he had been moving through them as well.
He looked lovingly into the eyes of his beloved. “You were guiding me too, weren’t
you, sweet Caroline? You kept me so busy with Cathy that I didn’t even realize it.”
“You and Cathy are the two most important people I’ve ever guided,” she said,
stepping into his arms. “I needed both of you to find your way through it. She has
reached the final step, and now you must too.”
“Acceptance,” he said.
“Yes, acceptance.”
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“She’s been waiting for you for a long time, son. Are the two of you finally ready
to come with us?”
Charles put his arm around her. “Wherever she goes, I go.”

Have courage for the great sorrows, and
patience for the small ones, and when you have
accomplished your tasks, go to sleep in peace.
- Victor Hugo
Things I learned while writing this story include:
1. The offices of Chandler and Coolidge were located in the General Motors
building at 767 Fifth Avenue, at the southeast corner of Central Park in NYC.
(According to the pilot script.)
2. The photo of Catherine’s mother in her father’s office was taken only a year
before her mother’s death.
3. According to the original script, Catherine attended the same boarding school
as her mother.
4. Marilyn Campbell was not Charles Chandler’s secretary, as I always thought.
She was his long time assistant for at least 25 years according to Marilyn herself.
Charles’ secretary was named Joan.
5. “The Tombs” aka The Manhattan Detention Complex is 1/10 of a mile or a 3
minute walk from the Manhattan District Attorney’s Office. (according to Google
Maps)

_________________
1. Digitally altered screen captures were provided by author.
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Halloween Was Yesterday…
by Judith Nolan

Vincent and Catherine leaned closer, lost in each other’s
eyes. They didn’t hear the jogger until it was too late.
The man stopped in his tracks. “What the…! Geez! You
gave me a real scare. Hey man, Halloween was
yesterday.”
Vincent shrugged and stood, drawing the hood of his
cloak about his head. “I must go.”
Catherine smiled, glancing back to the sunrise. “We
must do this again, next year.”
“Yes…” Vincent sighed. “And next year we will stay and
watch the sunrise together.”
Catherine smiled. “I will keep you to that promise.
Goodbye, for now.”
“Goodbye, Catherine. Be well…”
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Beneath the Wishing Tree
by Cindy Rae
(Inspired by the magical artwork of Deirdre Lockyer. Thank you, Dee.)

High up in my tower,
Alone and shut away,
I sensed the day slip into night,
And the moon whispered, “Come play!”
Feet shod in leather slippers
With embroidery on my gown
I listened to that full moon
As it told me to come down.
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Then, I did as my moon bid me,
For what else can you do?
On a moonlit night, with stars so bright,
When the full moon talks to you?
Then, waltzing with my full moon,
I met a Perfect Beast.
He paid me court – he was that sort (I minded not the least.)
He took me to a Wishing Tree
And bade me up to climb.
He told me half a secret,
And a song that had no rhyme.
We read a book of poetry,
And memorized a few.
We counted stars, and named them “Ours”
-For that’s what lovers do.
He told me that he loved the moon.
And then, that he loved me.
On a full-moon night, with the stars so bright,
Beneath our Wishing Tree.
I swear, when old age grips me,
And I cannot find that tree,
Or sing that song, or tell that tale,
Or say what stars there be,
When my head no longer holds the verse,
And my skin is wrinkle-creased,
I’ll still know I was loved, once,
By a Fair and Perfect Beast.
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Stone Walls Do Not A Prison Make
by Judith Nolan

8
“Stone walls do not a prison make,
Nor iron bars a cage;
Minds innocent and quiet take
That for an hermitage;
If I have freedom in my love
And in my soul am free,
Angels alone, that soar above,
Enjoy such liberty...”
Richard Lovelace

8 Illustrations provided by the author.
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“I don’t think I could bear it, if anything had happened to you up there…” Father
frowned at the white bandages he was applying to his son’s wounded side. “I was
so frightened for you. We searched everywhere, but we found no trace of where
you’d gone.”
“I know…” Vincent’s breath hissed between his teeth as he eased his shirt down
over his wounds. “I am truly sorry I caused you all so much anguish and pain. It
was never my intention. But I was not myself after Catherine told me she was
leaving for Providence. I became foolishly careless. It won’t happen again.”
“Well, you’re safe now. And that’s all that matters.” Father turned away to repack
his medical bag. “We will talk no more about it tonight.”
“We have much to thank Catherine for,” Vincent persisted gently.
“Yes, we do.” Father dashed a hand over his eyes. “Go on now. I know she’s
waiting for you.” He smiled wanly. “Give her my best and our grateful thanks for
bringing you back to us.”
“I will…” Vincent leaned closer to capture his father’s averted face in one hand as
he bent to kiss the old man’s wrinkled forehead. “Please do not worry about me. I
will be all right.”
“How can I not worry?” Father whispered, watching his son hurry out of the
chamber. He heaved a deep sigh as he snapped his bag closed. There was nothing
more for him to do now.
Vincent almost ran down the tunnel toward his own room, knowing Catherine
was waiting for him. He arrived at the entrance to find her going through his
library of books.
She turned to him with a volume in her hand. “I hope you don’t mind…”
“Of course, I don’t mind…” Vincent crossed the worn carpet swiftly.
He hesitated before her, shuffling his feet. He wanted to sweep her up into his
arms, crush her to him and never let her go again. He’d been terrified she would
go through with her intention of leaving him far behind.
He stood gazing down at her. How close they had come to losing each other and
everything they’d dreamt of. Providence had truly been a fickle mistress. But
Catherine was here now…
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“I…I thought, for once, I might read to you tonight.” Catherine held the book up
so he could read the spine. “And I can stay. Tomorrow is Saturday, and I don’t
have any work I must get back to…”
“I would like that…” Vincent nodded. He looked at the book. “Wordsworth…
Appropriate.” He pulled out his great chair. “Please, sit here.”
He watched as she settled herself into it. She looked so small and fragile against
its broad sturdiness.
Without pausing to consider his actions, he crossed to his bed and kicked off his
boots before turning to sit down and lean back with his elbow on a mound of
pillows. He lifted one foot to rest on the side of the bed. He might give the
appearance of being at ease, but inside his heart was pounding with relief.
Catherine was in no hurry to be anywhere else, but here…
Startled by the seemingly casual nature of his actions, Catherine couldn’t look
away. The unusual circumstance of him removing his boots held her attention.
He looked supremely comfortable sitting there. The uncommon sight of the white
socks laced to his feet caused her smile to widen as her pulse quickened.
Vincent watched her watching him. Neither spoke of the sudden intimacy of the
casual gesture that would have seemed so normal in any other man seeking to be
comfortable. Never before had he been so willing to uncover what he usually kept
well hidden beneath his warm, sturdy clothing and voluminous cloak. Something
indefinable had changed in their tenuous relationship.
Catherine finally looked away as she settled herself carefully back into the great
chair. She was still a bundle of nerves and frayed emotions over how close she’d
come to losing him altogether.
She became thoughtful. She knew she alone hadn’t truly saved him from the
determined clutches of Edward Hughes and the deplorable Jonathan Gould. She
and Vincent had saved each other.
She’d been determined to go to Providence. That was before Vincent had gone
missing. It was only then that she understood exactly where her priorities lay.
And it was not far away in Rhode Island. It was deep beneath the city of New
York, within these stone walls and dusty tunnels. There would be no more talk of
her leaving.
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She looked down at the book in her hands. It appeared to fall open naturally at a
poem that had obviously been read many times. Surprised by Joy she read the
sonnet’s title soundlessly.
She nodded, understanding that she’d hit upon the perfect poem for where they
now found themselves. She traced a finger down to the sixth line and began to
read.
“But how could I forget thee?
Through what power,
even for the least division of an hour
have I been so beguiled as to be blind…”
Vincent reclined, silently listening as Catherine continued to read to him. It was a
novel experience. Usually, he did the readings while she sat listening to him.
The thought of Catherine leaving him forever had stymied his usually sharp
senses and he’d been captured by men who had wished to do him only harm. By
some miracle Catherine found him and brought him home again. He was well
aware he owed her everything.
Now, her soft beauty and gentle reading voice soothed him. He could happily stay
like this forever… the two of them cocooned, protected from the world by the
thick stone walls surrounding them. The soft hiss of the kerosene brasier in the
corner and the messages being tapped out on the pipes were the only sounds that
underscored her reading.
With her eyes on the book, Catherine continued to read.

“…to my most grievous loss?
That thought’s return was the worst pang
that sorrow ever bore, save one,
one only, when I stood forlorn knowing
my heart’s best treasure was no more.
That neither present time
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nor years unborn could to my sight…”

Catherine looked up from the book and gazed at Vincent. “…that heavenly face
restore…”
They exchanged a deeply meaningful look and Catherine began to smile once
more. Closing the book slowly, she put it aside on Vincent’s desk. She rose to her
feet, crossing the chamber to stand before him. Her heart was now racing even
faster and she felt suddenly lightheaded… almost as if she was dreaming all of
this.
Looking down at him, Catherine realized she had never seen Vincent looking so
accessible and inviting. Almost as if he’d settled some deeply thorny problem in
his mind that had nothing to do with the recent awful events of his capture and
near-death.
Vincent didn’t speak. He didn’t move, beyond a slight tension seeping into his
powerful frame. He maintained his position by the force of his iron will, while
looking up at her with curious eyes, almost as if he was keen to see what
Catherine would do next.
It was there in his gaze that he needed to hold her, as much as she yearned to be
held. The unspoken connection between them shimmered with expectation.
“Move over,” Catherine commanded gently, as she put out one hand to nudge
against his upraised knee.
Her fingers splayed out against the warm stretch fabric of his trousers. Her
curious gaze trailed once more down to his white socks. She’d never seen him
before without the solid shelter of his long boots. The thick cotton hose somehow
made Vincent seem all the more endearing. Another barrier casually abandoned.
“Come here…” Vincent moved sideways, stacking up the pillows beneath his
elbow to allow her room to sit.
Catherine shed her heavy coat, dropping it to the floor before sliding onto the bed
beside him. She nestled in close against him, laying her head on his shoulder,
before throwing one arm around his waist and pulling him closer.
“How could I forget thee…” she whispered into the thick fall of his hair. “It would
be impossible… I know that now.”
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“I know that too…” Vincent’s free arm came around her waist, gathering her
closer still. He lowered his face and pressed his lips against her hair. “It truly
would be impossible. We are bound together, forever…”
“Yes…” Catherine sighed, rubbing her cheek against him. “Forever…”

“You are my best friend as well as my lover, and I do not know which side of you I
enjoy the most. I treasure each side, just as I have treasured our life together…”
Nicholas Sparks
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The Dragons
We Keep Fighting
by Michaela Buzsaki Struchova

It was thirty-seven years earlier on that exact day when Jacob Wells received his
true second chance in life. On that day, he saw for the first time something he never
imagined would be his. Something so extraordinary and so precious that for many
nights since that fateful day he had wondered how it was possible that he, an
outcast forced into exile, a man with
all his mistakes, was given such a
treasure to light up his life and give
it new meaning? Something that
turned a bitter man wallowing in
self-pity into one who began to
appreciate life and its wonders
anew.
Standing in the chamber of his
adoptive son that morning, Jacob
couldn’t wipe the smile from his
ageing face. If he was to leave the
Earth on that day, he knew he would
go happily, proud of one of the
greatest achievements of his life raising an extraordinary child into
an extraordinary man. This child
whose life was seemingly not meant
to be, had grown to be the bravest,
kindest, wisest and most empathetic
human being Jacob had ever
known.

By Lynette Parker
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His smile widened as his eyes found the vintage toy carousel on the small table in
the middle of the chamber. Where had all those years gone? They had flown by like
restless birds, floating in the air on their journey towards the sun. Jacob’s fingers
gently caressed the carousel, and his heart fluttered with happiness.
“Thinking of me?” A strong voice from the chamber entrance woke him from his
reverie. He saw two tall figures standing there watching him fondly.
“Oh, Devin,” he said with a smile. “I was thinking of you both.”
“I hope only of the good times, Father,” Vincent spoke softly.
“You two cost me more than a few grey hairs with your adventurous escapades.”
Jacob chuckled. Then he smiled lovingly at both of his sons. “However, I wouldn’t
change a single moment.”
“I’m glad of that, Father, for I brought the man of the day. I was hoping you would
take care of him while I deal with my best man speech,” Devin said happily. “You
know, I’ve played many different roles in my life, but I’ve never been the best man
at a wedding.”
Vincent tilted his head and embraced his brother with one arm around his
shoulders.
“However, you shall be a great one, of that, I am sure.”
All three of them smiled warmly, and Jacob’s eyes glistened.
“Well, I better get going,” Devin said. “I really don’t want to mess this up.”
He glanced at Jacob and patted his younger brother on his broad back. Then he
left the chamber with a contented smile on his face.
Vincent turned to his father and his inquisitive blue eyes noticed the melancholy
on his parent’s face.
“Are you all right, Father?” he asked.
Jacob flashed a smile and scratched his grey head. “Yes, Vincent. I was just lost in
memories, I guess. I keep thinking that despite all the sadness, pain and troubled
times, how lucky I’ve been to have all of this in my life.”
Vincent nodded, knowing perfectly well what Jacob meant. His father’s words
mirrored his own feelings.
”We have both been blessed,” he said softly.
“We have, indeed…” Jacob agreed, and his mind surrendered to memories...
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37 YEARS EARLIER - JANUARY 12
On the cold evening of January 12, the coldest day of the year, the young Anna
Pater walked the streets and dark alleys Above. She had just had another argument
with her husband John and needed some fresh air to clear her head.
Only two months before that night, Anna had lost their child in the third month of
her pregnancy. She and John had been trying for a baby for a few years, but
unsuccessfully - until that happy occasion, which sadly took a turn for the worse
and destroyed their dream, probably forever. The loss of their miracle hit them
both very hard, but John especially.
Anna’s husband couldn’t get passed the unfortunate reality. He blamed her for
having been unable to carry their child to its full term birth. In truth, it was John
who had always been the problem. Once his wife got pregnant, she could feel the
pressure he put upon her, which eventually led to the unfortunate end of the
pregnancy. In his blind desire to father a son, John started losing his grip of his
own sanity. A once good and honest man who helped found the magnificent world
Below, turned into a moody one, filled with bitterness, envy and anger.
The icy breeze was biting her pale cheeks, snowflakes began dancing in the air,
descending on her raven black, short, wavy hair, and Anna decided it was time to
return to the Home Tunnels. On her way to the nearest Tunnel entrance, her halffrozen feet carried her passed St. Vincent’s Hospital. Suddenly, she heard a soft
mewling sound from the snowed-in alleyway outside the hospital.
She stepped closer, a bit hesitantly and saw movement in a cardboard box,
something wrapped in old rags. Unable to see what it was, she assumed it was a
baby because the mewling sound repeated itself.
How can people be so cruel? To leave a helpless child to die like this… Anna
thought.
She took the tiny bundle in her arms and carefully unwrapped the area of what she
expected to be the baby’s head. When she uncovered the face under the rags, her
eyes widened. It was not the face of a human being…

Anna passed people in the Tunnels, holding the tiny bundle protectively and close
to her heart, hiding the foundling from the eyes of others. There was only one place
she could go… she had to see Jacob. He would check the baby out regarding the
condition of its health.
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When she reached his large multi-levelled chamber, Jacob was reading a book at
one of the tables.
“Jacob…” she spoke quietly with hesitation.
“Anna, come in, please,” he replied worriedly, seeing the distress on her face.
Suddenly, a soft cry came from the bundle she was holding, and Jacob understood
immediately. He frowned.
“I found it at St. Vincent’s Hospital,” Anna explained, tears filling her warm brown,
doe eyes. “They just left it there among the garbage, in a box… Oh, Jacob, how
could anyone do such a thing?”
Jacob stepped closer to her, ready to inspect the little one. He reached for the rag
concealing the baby’s face, but to his surprise, Anna stopped him.
“It’s….” She was struggling to find the right words. “Please, it needs your help…”
Only then, she slowly revealed the baby’s face.
Jacob’s face was the mirror image of absolute astonishment. The baby’s face
resembled one of a young lion, with deep-set blue eyes, honey-coloured eyebrows,
tiny soft facial hair on his cheeks, a flat nose, and… unusual for a newborn… fine
golden hair on his head that reached down to touch his shoulders. When one of his
little arms escaped from the confines of the rags, Jacob noticed soft ginger hair on
the back of his hand as well. His tiny fingers ended with little sharp-tipped claws.
The founder of the Tunnel world opened his mouth and glanced stunned at the
young woman by his side. Then, he looked back at the most unusual little face, and
the doctor in him put his shock aside.
“I will just get my bag. Put the… baby on the table,” he said and walked away
quickly to get his medical tools.
After a proper examination, Jacob’s frown deepened as he looked at Anna.
“It’s a boy. Apart from… the unusual features, he appears to have the anatomy of a
human being. However, he is very weak, his breathing is shallow, and he has high
fever.”
“Will he live?” Anna asked anxiously.
Jacob sighed and shook his head.
“The next twenty-four hours will be crucial. If he makes it past those, there is a
chance. If not…” He paused, seeing the fear in her eyes. “Whatever happens, I will
do all I can to save him.”
His little smile gave Anna hope, and she smiled as well.
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Jacob looked back at the boy, who was quietly crying. In fact, it was the strangest
baby’s cry Jacob had ever heard in all the years of his medical practice - neither an
ear-piercing unsatisfied one nor a loud one, trying to catch the attention of people
nearby. It was a quiet, persistent, restless cry of despair…
He couldn’t understand why, but something was drawing him to this boy, whose
eyes were the bluest he had ever seen, like the clear summer sky he hadn’t beheld
in years. Despite the crying, the child was watching him in a tired yet very
inquisitive way. Jacob felt as if the little one was looking right into his soul.
“I will stay with him,” Anna said suddenly, resolved.
Deep down in her heart, she had already developed a fond attachment to the
foundling and was hoping to be able to look after him if he survived.
Jacob was about to reply, but he was interrupted by a very tall, dark-haired man
entering his private quarters.
“I thought I would find you here, Anna,” he said with a deep resounding voice.
“I am sorry about earlier, I just---”
He stopped mid-sentence when he saw the bundle in his wife’s arms.
“John… Anna found an abandoned baby Above. He’s very weak, and I am not sure
he will make it, but we’re hoping for the best,” Jacob explained, seeing the puzzled
look on his friend’s face.
John Pater didn’t say anything but walked over to his wife. When he looked at the
baby’s face, his big dark eyes widened but not from horror. As he was staring deep
into those most extraordinary blue eyes, something clicked in John's head, and a
myriad of expressions crossed his face - shock, awe, amazement, opportunity…
“We will look after him when he gets better,” he spoke, his eyes never leaving the
child’s face.
Jacob was surprised but only for a moment. Somehow, it all made sense. John and
Anna had been trying for a baby for so long, and now, after their own personal
tragedy, they had another chance for one, albeit an extraordinary one, but still, a
baby indeed.
A thought crossed his mind - could the child become something dangerous? But
he waved it off immediately. With a proper upbringing, the boy could grow into a
good and honest man.
“We shall see how he fares over the next few hours,” Jacob spoke. “But if he does
well, once he gets stronger, I don’t see a reason why you couldn’t.”
He grinned, though upon seeing the strange expression on John’s face with an
almost disturbing smile, an unsettling feeling crept into his heart. Suddenly, he
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couldn’t shake off the notion that something not quite right might result from this
situation.
“The boy needs a name,” Anna said softly, lovingly observing the foundling in her
arms.
“How about Vincent?” Jacob asked, remembering where the boy was found.
“Yes, Vincent…” Anna’s husband repeated slowly.
John’s almost menacing smile made Jacob shudder. The unsettled feeling within
him was growing stronger…

FOUR MONTHS LATER
Jacob’s intuition proved correct… Vincent not only survived, but he was thriving
in his new underground home. The first three days of his life were a real test for
him; he cried uninterruptedly, unable to settle or sleep, fighting the fever with all
the resilience his tiny body could manage.
Jacob could feel his inner strength and something told him this child wanted to
live and would beat all the odds the world had set against him. Vincent’s will to live
astonished not only Jacob but all the other tunnel dwellers who got to see him soon
after Anna brought him Below.
At first, some were hesitant about the strange foundling being there, not really
knowing what he was. Some even shouted, “Throw him out! He’s not our problem.
Leave him to the Topsiders!” Those words hurt Jacob’s ears, for they were the
opposite of the principles upon which he and John had founded the world Below;
refuge, acceptance and love for everyone who had been persecuted Above.
But despite his animal face and clawed little hands, there was something warm and
human in Vincent’s eyes and an inexplicable serenity surrounding him. Soon, even
those who had refused to accept him as part of their community, changed their
minds and grew fond of the miracle baby. From a very early age, Vincent managed
to melt hearts and bring people together.
Anna was a doting surrogate mother to the extraordinary child. She saw a true son
in him, not paying attention to his differences but embracing his uniqueness as a
gift - to her and John. If they couldn’t have their own child, they would raise this
special boy, and love him as their own so he could grow into an honest and kind
man.
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Very soon, though, Anna noticed that her husband’s attachment to the boy grew in
unhealthy proportions, even to the point of obsession. John kept talking to Vincent
even while he was sleeping, and the words frightened her. He spoke to the boy the
same way he used to speak to their unborn baby. It seemed that her husband was
losing his grip on reality and his own sanity.
John kept telling the boy what great things he would do when he grew up, that he
would be the greatest man in the world and everyone would bow to him. He even
called him Vincent, the Conqueror… With each passing day, his wife found his
words more disturbing, and soon she knew she had to make the hardest decision
of her life - for his own good and safety, Anna had to give her foster son, the only
son she ever had, away…

It happened on a day when John was busy helping some of the other men hang old
tapestries in the Great Hall. He had found the antique pieces on one of his ventures
into the deeper parts of the Tunnels. No one knew how they got down there. They
were in perfect condition, which led to the birth of numerous legends about the
tapestries' origin.
The Great Hall was a large space with a high ceiling at the end of the Chamber of
Winds that John wanted to turn into his and Anna's chamber. But after considering
the distance from the main living area of the Tunnels and a much colder
temperature due to the strong wind just outside of the chamber, John
acknowledged it would have better use as a communal area for special occasions.
On that day, Anna sensed the moment had come to do the right thing.
She reached into the wooden cradle and lifted Vincent, pulling him close to her
heart. Tears wet her cheeks, but she knew this was inevitable.
“It will be all right, my dear… all will be well,” she whispered into the baby’s golden
hair.

“Are you absolutely sure about this?” Jacob asked with a bewildered expression on
his face.
“There is no other way, Jacob,” Anna replied. “You’ve seen John with Vincent,
you’ve heard how he talks to him. Tell me you think it’s a healthy relationship…”
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Jacob’s wise grey eyes met hers in understanding.
“No, I don’t think it is,” he admitted and sighed.
“You know what people think,” Anna continued. “Yes, they have accepted the boy,
but no one would want to look after him. If there is anyone who can raise Vincent
to be a decent and wise man and give him all the love he deserves, it is you, Jacob.”
She stepped closer to her friend, her eyes pleading with him.
“I know you will be a good father to him. Please…”
Jacob felt torn. He knew how much this would hurt John, who had been a dear
friend to him for years. At the same time, he remembered the many occasions when
he had witnessed John’s parental love mirroring obsession. Jacob had noticed the
man’s changed behaviour over the last few months. There was a reason for the
unsettled feeling he had had when Anna and John decided to take care of Vincent
- John wasn't suitable to raise such a special child, or any child, come to think of
it.
“All right,” he said with a heavy heart. “I will look after him. Of course, you are
welcome to take part in his upbringing any time you wish.”
Anna breathed a sigh of relief, smiling with gratitude, her eyes filled with tears.
“Thank you, Jacob. You won’t regret it… I can feel it…”

When Anna returned to her chamber, she found John standing at the empty cradle,
staring into the place where just that morning his son had been sleeping.
“What have you done?” His deep voice was icy cold, trembling with a threat.
Anna felt a shiver run down her spine at his words. She didn't dare move. Fear
struck her as never before. Nevertheless, she found her voice, though it was quiet
and unsteady.
“The only thing that was right…”
As John turned to her, piercing her heart with his look, Anna froze, scared to death.
These were not the eyes of the man she loved. They were the eyes of a madman,
flashing fiery darts of anger at her, nailing her to the spot as with a curse.
“You had no right!!” he shouted, and with one swing of his hand, he overturned
the cradle, breaking it in the process.
“He is my son, and no one can take him away from me!!”
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Anna was shaking like a leaf. She tried to find safety at the wall, looking for
protection from the man she no longer recognized. John was in a fit of rage,
smashing and throwing things around him. Eventually, he ran out of the chamber
without a single glance at his wife.

When John Pater ran into his longtime friend’s chamber, he found Jacob waiting
for him. A few other men were standing alongside him. John’s eyes were searching
for the baby when suddenly, he spotted Mary on the upper level, keeping watch
over an antique cradle standing next to Jacob’s bed.
“Give me my son,” he hissed slowly, stressing each word.
Jacob’s worried eyes observed his friend, trying to understand his grief and lessen
it.
“John,” he started. “Maybe you should leave him here for a while, until you…”
“Until what?” John snapped. “Until he starts calling you Daddy?”
Jacob sighed and shook his head, finding the situation more difficult than he had
imagined.
“Until you can recover from the grief of losing your own child.”
“Who gave you the right to play God?” John’s voice sounded threatening. “My child
is lying up there next to your bed, and I want him back.”
Jacob’s eyes narrowed as he looked into the eyes of his friend. His heart was
breaking, seeing how John’s heart had hardened and filled with hatred, turning
into a block of ice. He saw that any attempt at reasoning with his friend would be
to no avail.
“I am… truly sorry, John,” he whispered.
The tall man opposite him grew taller as he raised his head up high, his dark eyes
full of hatred. The other men stood firmly, blocking the stairway leading up to the
higher level of the chamber. John's lips formed a thin line.
“You will regret this,” he hissed. “All of your precious people, your precious world
will be gone one day when I’m done with you.”
Then, after one more glance up toward the cradle above, John turned on his heel
and left.
Jacob exhaled loudly and covered his face with his hands. He had just lost his
friend forever.
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Anna was standing among the ruins of what was a happy place for her. The
chamber in which she had spent the last five years of her life used to bring her
comfort, warmth and happiness. Now, its state was perfectly mirroring her inner
world and her marriage - shattered to pieces.
She abruptly turned at the sound of quickly approaching footsteps. At the sight of
her husband’s eyes, still blazing with anger like a wildfire, she shivered.
John walked over to her in a slow but terrifying manner, almost like a wild animal
approaching his prey. He remained silent for a moment, just staring at his wife
with eyes that reminded her of the eyes of evil - his obsession had brought out the
worst part of him, one that had been buried deep inside.
Then he spoke. A single phrase, but it made Anna shudder.
“You traitor…”
A heavy silence followed his words. John grabbed his long coat, and after one last
hateful look, he left the chamber again.
Anna fell to her knees, all of her strength deserting her. She buried her face in her
hands and cried.

A few days later, Anna had just returned from Father’s chamber, where she had
spent a little time with Vincent. The boy was getting stronger every day, enjoying
his new home to the fullest. With the help of his young friend Mary, who was
looking after little children in the nursery, Jacob was doing a great job in his new
role.
John was not in their chamber, he hadn’t been there since that day when he called
her a traitor. His absence filled Anna with sadness and worry. After everything that
had transpired between them, she still loved her husband. It was impossible to
forget a love that was once so strong and felt so unbreakable. She missed the man
who used to be kind, loving and caring, the man she had fallen in love with years
ago. And despite the dramatic scenes between them a few days before, she still
hoped that once his sorrow passed, John would be able to put aside his rage, and
they would start over again.
She hadn’t had much time to linger on her thoughts when her husband returned
unexpectedly. To her surprise, he looked much calmer, though his eyes were still
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not as bright as they used to be, and there was not a shadow of kindness in them.
However, there was a smile on his face, a sneaky, unnatural and misleading one.
“I’m glad you’re back, John,” Anna said with some hesitation in her voice.
“So am I,” he replied, raising his eyebrow, that disturbing smile still on his face.
“I’ve had a lot time to think. All of these disturbing events have caused too much
pain already. I have decided it is time to move on and start over.”
The tone of his deep voice was calm and it seemed that his anger had passed. Anna
rejoiced at this, but something still didn’t feel right. His eyes were as cold as ice.
John walked to the table, and only then she spotted a bottle of wine in his hands.
He poured the red liquid into two copper chalices, his back to her. He then turned
to face his wife, offering her one of the chalices.
“To a new beginning,” he said, raising his chalice, his dark eyes fixed on her.
Anna hesitated only for a moment before accepting her chalice and seeing how
John started drinking his wine, her lips touched the chalice, and she swallowed its
content in one long gulp. John’s smile widened at this sight, but he remained silent.
A few seconds later, the young woman started feeling dizzy and suddenly couldn’t
catch her breath. Her throat felt as if an invisible hand was strangling her. She tried
to reach out her hand to him, but in her last moment, she found the right word for
the expression in his eyes… merciless.
Staring in horror into his black eyes and with her life slipping away, Anna
understood the bitter truth. She fell to the cold ground, and her last thought was
of the child she wished to have called her son…

“It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done…”
Jacob listened to the man he once called his friend with a horror-stricken face and
a heavy heart. Once John told him he had poisoned his wife, Jacob slumped into
his chair in disbelief. He held his head in his hand, unable to accept the reality. His
throat went dry, and only one word found its way out of his mouth.
“Why??”
John finally turned to him, ignoring Mary and the few men standing shocked
nearby. His eyes seemed free of the menace that had haunted him for days, weeks,
months. At that moment, they were full of grief, deep pain and tears.
“There was no other way. She took away my son…”
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Jacob’s tear-filled eyes narrowed, and he realised John Pater was a lost cause.
There was no going back to sanity for him. His obsessive desire cost him not only
his chance of being an adoptive father as well as his loving wife, but it cost him
much more - his own humanity.
“May God forgive you one day…” Jacob whispered. His heart was breaking all over
again.
“God has no place in my world,” John replied coldly, wiping away his tears, as the
last trace of his humanity vanished under the mask of hate and hurt pride once
more.
Both of their heads turned towards the space above them, hearing the sound of a
soft cry from the cradle in the sleeping area. It was the same cry that Jacob had
heard before - desperate, mourning for something lost but never forgotten.
Five days later, after Anna’s Parting Ceremony and burial, John Pater left the
Home Tunnels, moving to the deepest, uninhabited parts of the Tunnel world - the
Tunnel Council had exiled him forever.

Jacob was sitting in his antique chair, feeding his newly adopted son. Little Vincent
was already reaching for his bottle fearlessly, enjoying his dinner and observing his
father eagerly.
“Good,” Jacob encouraged him with a smile. “If you grow as quickly as you eat, I’ll
be out of my job soon.” He chuckled.
Suddenly, in his peripheral vision, he spotted a shadow moving nearby. He looked
up but didn’t see anyone. The corners of his lips turned upwards, and looking back
at the baby in his arms, he spoke firmly.
”Have you escaped Mary again?”
There was a shuffling sound behind the chair. Out of the shadows, the 4-year-old
Devin appeared in the candlelight. The boy looked a bit ashamed, though his
mischief bemused Jacob, and he ruffled the child’s thick dark hair fondly.
“He’s kinda cute,” Devin said, observing Vincent curiously.
“Yes, he is,” Jacob chuckled, watching Vincent suck on his bottle contentedly.
The eyes of the children suddenly met, and they were unable to look away. Vincent
stopped drinking, and his little exotic mouth with a cleft upper lip stretched into a
smile. Devin returned his sign of affection and stroked the baby’s hand. Vincent
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immediately grabbed for the hand that touched his, and with all the strength in his
tiny fingers, he squeezed it tight. Devin giggled.
“Don’t worry, I have your back, little one,” he said in a high-pitched voice. He
carefully caressed the golden hair of the baby with the little fingers of his other
hand.
Jacob watched the exchange between his two sons with a warm smile. He couldn’t
help but feel grateful. Perhaps this special child would bring something wonderful
to their world. Something that would bind them all together in a way they were not
bound before. In the end, Vincent may become a conqueror after all… the
conqueror of hearts.

12 YEARS LATER
I shouldn’t have been so harsh. I should have listened to him. I should have…
Jacob was sitting in his chair with his head in his hands. He was utterly devastated
by Devin’s disappearance. True, the boy used to run off for a day or so without
telling someone where he was going, but now it had been five days since anyone
had seen him…
Jacob was very upset about the unfortunate incident between Devin and Vincent
in the Chamber of the Winds. He had been so protective of the lion-faced boy since
he was entrusted into Jacob’s care, that anything that upset the boy hurt him
personally.
Devin and Vincent were like two peas in a pod. They were true brothers, not
actually knowing that Devin was Jacob’s biological son. They spent all of their free
time together, shared the same chamber, and dreamed together. They even found
the gorgeous stained-glass window together, the jewel in the crown of their
chamber (they found it on one of their adventurous trips in a hidden cavern in the
lower levels of the Tunnels). But as all brothers do, sometimes they fought.
Mostly, it was Devin who initiated an argument, for Vincent was a very calm and
respectful child. He wasn’t a stranger to fun or mischief but not any that might
have harmed someone. And so, when Devin accused his brother of betrayal and
slapped the younger boy, for the first time in his life, Vincent felt the need to strike
back in his own defence. The reality of having injured his best friend in doing so
broke his spirit. When he saw what he had done, his shame knew no end, and he
ran away, tears escaping his eyes. That was the last time he saw Devin (for many
years anyway).
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Jacob’s distress was even greater than Vincent’s. He had just had a big argument
with Devin over the incident between the boys. He was sure that was the real cause
of his biological son's disappearance. The Tunnel dwellers had been searching for
him for five days, but to no avail.
Someone suggested that he may have slipped and fallen into the Abyss. It was a
place he used to enjoy going to, even though the children were not allowed to go
there. But Devin was sixteen years old. It meant that for some time already, he had
refused to be treated like a child. The occasional jealousy over Jacob's seemingly
stronger affection for Vincent wasn't helping either.
The Tunnel leader suddenly remembered that he hadn’t seen Vincent for hours.
He knew his adoptive son was in distress and decided to check on him in the
chamber he had shared with Devin since he was four years old.
When he reached his destination, he found Vincent sitting on the large bed,
holding the toy carousel Devin had given him for his last birthday after having
found it on one of his secret trips Above. One of the Tunnel handymen had helped
him repair it. Vincent’s clawed fingers were gliding over the colourful, smoothly
polished figures of horses. His eyes were full of tears. The once blue crystals full of
joy and twinkle seemed lifeless and empty.
Jacob entered the chamber silently and sat down next to the boy, stroking his
golden-haired head fondly. For twelve years, this boy had brought him nothing but
happiness. All the love he shared with the extraordinary foundling, he received
back in equal measure, if not even more. Vincent respected and loved his adoptive
father as no one else did or could. The bond between them was stronger and more
fulfilling than Jacob would ever have imagined.
“I drove him away. He hates me,” Vincent whispered, his gentle voice with a touch
of gravel was shaky.
Jacob embraced his shoulders.
“No, you didn’t,” he contradicted eagerly. “Vincent, look at me.”
Vincent lifted his eyes to Jacob - they mirrored the shame he was feeling inside.
“You know Devin very well. He’s always been someone who doesn’t like having to
live by the rules or do as others tell him. He ran off because of the argument I had
with him.” He paused and sighed, closing his eyes for a brief moment, for they were
burning.
“But I hit him and hurt him, Father.” Vincent refused to let go of his guilt so easily.
“He knows you did not mean to. Sometimes we do or say things in the heat of the
moment, when we are angry, frightened or feel injustice. Those things can hurt
others, although we don’t mean to do so. But Devin knows you did not mean to
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cause him pain. As we grow older, many things change for us, in our relationships
with others, even with the people who are the closest and dearest to us. However,
Devin loves you, Vincent, and that will never change.”
Tears were running down the boy’s slightly stubbly cheeks when he leaned into the
frame of his father and embraced him. He let himself be cradled, feeling the same
comfort he had felt since he was a baby, in the arms of the man who took him for
his own son. When he felt calmer, he pulled back again and looked into Jacob’s
eyes.
“Even if I could, I would never leave you,” Vincent spoke softly but resolved.
Jacob’s eyes got misty all at once. He shook his head in wonder and smiled.
Vincent’s powerful empathy was reaching a new level lately. Jacob noticed that the
boy was very perceptive in regard to people's feelings and emotions… much more
so than any ordinary person would or ever could. It was as if he had a connection
to people’s subconscious, tapping into it every time they behaved in an usual way,
searching for and finding the answers to unasked questions in people’s minds. This
discovery didn’t frighten Jacob; it made him admire and respect his son even more.
Vincent was always a kind-hearted, empathetic, respectful and loving child. And
as he grew, his kind and generous nature and willingness to help whenever needed
impressed the Tunnel dwellers greatly. They took him into their hearts, and all the
initial fears or doubts from the time when he came to them disappeared
completely.
Vincent’s words at that moment confirmed to Jacob what he had sensed for a long
time - his adoptive son could feel when others were hurting. And at that very
moment, he could feel that his father was hurting and needed support. No matter
how much his own pain and guilt was eating at him, his deep concern for others
prevailed. What an extraordinary child!
“You know,” Jacob said, “someone told me once that I would not regret becoming
your father.” His eyes were glistening. “They were absolutely right...”
Vincent smiled shyly, and in his eyes, Jacob could see far greater wisdom and
intelligence than his twelve years of age should have displayed.
As Jacob fell asleep that night, his heart was heavy from the loss of his biological
son, and the uncertainty of not knowing what had happened to him. Yet, a ray of
light was breaking through the dark veil of his grief - the light surrounding the
shape of a child with long golden hair, gentle blue feline eyes and a heart that could
hold the whole world.
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APRIL 12, 1987
“Father!”
The familiar gravelly baritone interrupted Jacob’s regular late evening reading.
”Vincent! Is anything wrong?” he asked worriedly, for the voice of his adopted son
sounded very strained and urgent.
“I was Above on my walk in the park, and I…” Vincent hesitated slightly. “I found
someone… someone very badly injured… I’m afraid she was left to die, so I brought
her down here.”
“Vincent, my God! How could you??” Jacob shot up from his chair in shock. “You
know it’s against our rules to bring someone down here before the Council agrees
to it?! Why didn’t you take her to a hospital?”
The moment he asked the question, he understood his foolishness.
“The closest hospital is further than our home. Besides, there is no safe route
around that hospital for me not to---” Vincent’s voice trailed off.
Jacob sighed, understanding immediately… for him not to be seen.
“I couldn’t just leave her out there at this late hour.”
“Is she conscious? Has she seen you?” Jacob asked anxiously.
“No…” Vincent replied quietly.
Jacob had the feeling Vincent had not told him everything but the patriarch
decided a human life was at stake, and there was no time to lose. He grabbed his
medical bag.
“All right, let me see her.”

When they reached Vincent’s chamber, Jacob stopped in his tracks. On the large
bed under the characteristic stained-glass window lay a small figure of a woman
whose ugly, bleeding facial wounds had already begun swelling. The sight of her
made Jacob almost lose all faith in humanity. He then understood Vincent’s
evasiveness.
Despite the terrible injuries, he could see she was a beauty, or she used to be, for
whoever had done this to her certainly wanted to change that fact. Hurriedly, he
dropped to one knee beside the bed and checked the woman’s vital signs. He found
she had a weak pulse and her breathing was shallow.
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“I need hot water and clean towels. I can clean and disinfect the wounds with what
I have in my bag, but I will need you to run to the Hospital chamber and bring me
needles, thread and bandages, as well as my gloves and medical mask. And bring
Mary, please.”
“The hot water is on the brazier,” Vincent spoke while taking out clean linen towels
from his dresser. “Here are the towels. I’ll be right back with what you need.”
When Jacob raised his head from his patient to acknowledge his son’s words,
Vincent was already gone. The doctor sighed and shook his head. His heart was
breaking at the sight of the woman on the bed, broken and seriously wounded. At
that moment, he was more than glad that Vincent was such an eager student of
everything, including his father’s medical skills and knew exactly what was needed
and where to find it.
Yet, a strange feeling crept into his heart while he carefully cleansed the cuts on the
woman’s face. Something was telling him that Vincent’s discovery that night would
shape the course of his whole future. He shuddered but couldn’t shake off the
feeling that it might shape the course of the future for them all. The question was
whether it would be a good or a bad one.

Jacob cleansed and carefully stitched the wounds and with Vincent’s gentle help,
he then bandaged his patient’s head. After that, Mary relieved Vincent and helped
change the woman into a clean and warm nightshirt. For that part, Vincent stepped
out for obvious reasons… he didn’t want to trespass on the patient’s dignity. But
when Jacob glanced at his son just before he left the chamber, he could see the
unusual flush on his exotic face. His gaze wasn’t leaving the woman’s face, and
there was something in it that made Jacob narrow his eyes.
But Vincent disappeared before his father could dwell on the meaning of that look.
He turned to Mary and spoke while carefully taping the woman’s ribcage because
she had two broken ribs.
“Thank you, Mary. I’m sorry we woke you, but it was necessary, as you can see.”
His dear friend of many years, the grey-haired older woman with a kind face,
smiled.
“There is no need to apologise, Father. Do you know who she is?” she asked.
Jacob raised his eyebrows and sighed.
“No, Vincent found her in the park already unconscious.”
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”Do you want me to stay with her? I don’t mind. She will need someone to watch
over her.”
“I will watch over her.”
They turned their heads toward the voice. Vincent was standing not far away from
them again.
“I found her, she is my responsibility, and I will watch over her.”
Jacob wanted to contradict but then remembered why he had thought to place
bandages over the woman’s eyes as well, despite them being unharmed.
“All right. I gave her the first course of antibiotics. She will need to receive the next
course in the early morning. I’ll bring them to you then, I don’t have any more on
me.”
“I’ll come to pick them up in the morning,” Vincent replied.
“Where will you sleep? Maybe you should stay in the new guest-chamber nearby…”
Jacob suggested, but his son interrupted him.
“I’ll sleep in the chair. She needs constant care. Don’t trouble yourself, Father, I
will be all right.”
A small smile on his face should have reassured Jacob, but it failed to do so.
“I’ll go and get some extra blankets for her, she might need them,” Mary said and
walked out of the chamber.
Vincent joined his father at the bedside. They were both looking at the woman
sleeping on the bed. Yet, their thoughts were heading in different directions.
“Let me know when she wakes up,” Jacob spoke after a moment and then looked
into his son’s eyes. “Vincent, don’t tell her anything.”
Vincent nodded in comprehension and watched his parent turn around to leave.
“Father?” he said suddenly.
“Yes?”
“Thank you…”
The gentleness in his voice and the gratitude in his deep blue eyes softened Jacob’s
facial features. He flashed a smile and silently left the chamber.

The Tunnel patriarch was trying to read in his chamber that afternoon. ‘Trying’
was the correct term because he kept re-reading the same line of the book of poetry
in his hands for the fifth time. His mind was preoccupied with thoughts of his son.
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He had changed so much over the last ten years, and Jacob realised he almost
hadn’t noticed it. Or maybe he didn’t want to notice it. To him, the most exotic
inhabitant of the Tunnels would always remain his little golden-haired boy.
Vincent had grown into a real man; tall, with a powerfully built though slim figure,
broad shoulders, a graceful walk and a majestic presence. His unusual face was
radiant; his sapphire-blue eyes were deep, engaging and always caring. His long
golden hair was bright like the rays of the sun when it’s setting. Jacob had to smile
at the thought that he could describe his beloved son as handsome - he was pretty
sure most people Above would think him crazy.
His smile faded. It wasn’t fair, none of it. Vincent was a bright, intelligent and wise
man whose kindness and generosity knew no boundaries and yet, he was sentenced
to life in the underground forever. He was buried in his tomb alive.
There was something else about him that Jacob had noticed some time ago.
Whenever Vincent was around couples, his eyes were full of melancholy that was
painful to see. He dearly loved every member of the Tunnels, and they truly loved
him, but there was a part of his heart and soul that Jacob knew would always
remain unfulfilled. The fate of the man with the heart so big that it could embrace
with love the whole planet was to remain alone forever, eternally denied the joy
and hope that only the love of a kindred soul could bring. Anything else wasn’t safe,
not for Vincent, not for anyone. And yet…
Ten days earlier, when his son
brought the badly injured
woman down to their world,
the light in Vincent’s eyes was
suddenly brighter, like two
flames flickering in the
shadows of the Tunnels and
spreading warmth wherever
they could reach. His
melancholy
was
gone,
replaced by tamed but
undoubted joy. He barely left
his chamber, keeping watch
and tenderly looking after the
woman, to which he had
formed a strong attachment.
Jacob watched him with
worry, for he knew the end
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would be painful for his son. Yet, he did not have the heart to prevent Vincent from
spending time with the woman, looking after her, feeding her, reading to her.
Catherine… She had a lovely name, and its Greek meaning ‘pure’ corresponded
with what Vincent shared with his father about her. Catherine may have been
battered and bruised, bitter about the world that treated her so harshly, but she
seemed to have been of a pure heart and enjoyed Vincent’s gentle presence, from
what Jacob had witnessed.
That will all end, though, once she sees him…
He sighed, feeling again sorry for his adopted child. Catherine was recovering well,
and soon the time would come for her to return to the world Above. Jacob knew
that would break Vincent’s heart. But, it would be for the best, he thought… there
was no other way…
While he was deep in his reverie, Jacob suddenly noticed the cloaked figure of his
son standing at the entrance to his chamber. As always, he appeared silently. His
footsteps were so soft that they were almost inaudible. He was unusually quiet, and
the expression in his eyes had changed back to melancholy, to pain even.
“Vincent…” Jacob stood up worriedly. “Are you all right?”
The younger man closed his eyes, and a long sigh echoed in the chamber.
“Catherine took off the bandages…” he spoke with a voice full of pain.
It was more than just understanding that hit Jacob. He felt heartbroken for his son,
more than he had any time before.
“Has she…?”
“Yes…”
The silence was deafening around them. Even the ever-present tapping on the
pipes went quiet for a while, reflecting the austerity of the moment.
“Did she run away?” Jacob then dared to ask.
“No,” Vincent replied quietly, looking into the space in front of him. “She screamed
when she saw me, but then, I saw the strangest thing…”
He paused, and his eyes narrowed, reliving the moment of a few minutes earlier.
“I felt so… devastated, so ashamed of myself that my only thought was running
away and yet… just before I left Catherine, I saw the look in her eyes change. Fear
turned into shock and… shame…”
Jacob was struggling to find the right words.
“Did she… say anything?” he asked.
“No… She tried to run after me but then stopped.”
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The older man sighed and ran his hand through his greying hair. What was he
supposed to say? I’m sorry, son, but I told you that you shouldn’t have brought
her here?
No, that would bring no good. It wasn’t Vincent’s fault that his compassion always
got the better of him.
“Father,” Vincent continued. “I can feel her shame… it hurts…”
Jacob lifted his eyes to his son again.
“Maybe she is ashamed that you saw her with her scarred face.”
“No… that’s not it,” Vincent contradicted quietly and sighed.
Then, he straightened his slightly hunched back again and put his hand on his
father’s shoulder. His eyes were clear again, still touched by sadness but back to
the reality that he had to face every day.
“Would you check her face, please? If you say she’s well enough, I will take her
back.”
Jacob was a bit surprised at those words but then he understood there was nothing
surprising about it. Catherine couldn’t stay Below forever, and the longer she
stayed, the more difficult it would be for Vincent to let her go when the time came.
“Of course, I can. I’ll do it right away.”
“Thank you, Father,” Vincent replied with a bittersweet smile and very slowly
walked out of the chamber.
I wish I could make it easier for you, my son, Jacob thought, watching him leave.
Then, he grabbed his medical bag and went to see his patient.

Jacob hesitantly entered Vincent’s chamber where he found Catherine sitting on
the bed… hunched over, with her head down, her hands in her lap lifeless. She
appeared as if all strength had deserted her. At the sound of Jacob’s footsteps, she
lifted her head.
The wet cheeks and the pain in her big emerald eyes made Jacob wince - she was
devastated. He walked over to the bed and put down his medical bag. Catherine
didn't say a word, and yet he knew she was aware of his knowledge about what had
happened between her and Vincent.
His hands were gently checking the wounds on her face, looking for any sign of
infection. When he saw none, Jacob sighed and dared a half-smile.
“You are healing nicely. That’s good.”
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Catherine didn’t react. It seemed as if her mind was somewhere else, and she was
staring aimlessly into Jacob’s thick vest right in front of her. The look in her eyes
betrayed her inner turmoil.
After Jacob finished his examination, he contemplated what to say. The deep
sadness coming across from his patient was almost unbearable to witness. At first,
he thought it was because she was afraid of people seeing her scarred face. But the
young woman surprised him when she finally spoke, looking into his eyes at last.
“Is… Is Vincent all right?” Her big eyes were glistening, fixed on his, waiting
desperately for an answer.
“Yes,” Jacob answered, attempting a half-smile. “He is all right.”
Catherine bowed her head, and Jacob understood what Vincent meant about her
feeling of shame.
”He didn’t deserve that,” she said quietly, her head still bowed low. “I wish… I wish
I could undo what I did, how I reacted...” she was shaking her head; her eyelashes
were wet with silent tears.
Jacob suddenly felt for this woman, and without thinking about it, he carefully
stroked her head.
“He will be all right. Vincent is a strong man in every way.”
Catherine looked at him, surprised by his gesture, gratefulness reflected in her
eyes.
“He is, indeed,” she agreed with a sad smile. “And so much more…”
Jacob was stunned by what he saw in her eyes and face. It was affection and
warmth so strong like he had never seen in anyone else before when speaking about
his son.
Unsure of how to react and what to think, he smiled and reached for his bag,
prepared to leave.
“Father?” Catherine stopped him on his way out.
Jacob turned around, looking at her expectantly.
“You look just like I imagined you.” Her sad eyes were glistening again, but her
smile warmed his heart. “Thank you… for everything.”
His grey eyes stayed on her for a while, his look softened, and he smiled before
leaving the chamber.
Step by step, his mind was getting more and more confused. He was glad and
relieved that this woman was about to leave their world, and everything would go
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back to normal. Yet deep inside, somewhere at the very core of his heart, he felt
something warm, like a dying ember, suddenly desiring to burn brightly again.
The look on Catherine’s face when she spoke about Vincent was one of genuine
fondness. Jacob couldn’t help but feel grateful for that. He knew what he wished
most for his son would never be possible, but just the fact that this woman could
feel so fond of Vincent was more than enough.
Although he was sure they would never see each other again and that it would
probably break Vincent’s heart, the genuine care and worry in her eyes made him
believe that this woman would carry a part of his son in her heart forever. And for
some strange, inexplicable reason, it made him smile…

“Father?”
Vincent’s gentle voice made Jacob return from thinking about the past back to the
present, and he chuckled.
“I am sorry. I got lost in my memories,” he said.
“They must have occupied your mind greatly, for you have lost the game… again,”
Vincent remarked with a bemused smile.
Jacob looked amazed at the
chessboard where his King
was in a no-way-out
situation yet again. He
frowned.
“Remember, Father, do not
think of yourself as a bad
player, only--”
“Only as a good teacher, I
know,” Jacob finished with
a laugh.
Vincent regarded him
fondly with a little smile.
The
Tunnel
patriarch
noticed the twinkle and joy
in his son’s deep blue eyes,
the contentment in his
heart was radiating from

By Lynette Parker
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every pore of his body. Jacob was looking at an adult, yet, he remembered the boy
who became the sole reason for the joy in his life who was capable of mending his
broken and disappointed heart in a way no one else could.
“I think it’s time to get ready,” he remarked, glancing at the vintage clock on the
mantle as both men stood up. “You do not want to miss the most wonderful day of
your life.”
Vincent smiled, and his eyes dreamily wandered to a small black velvet box on the
dresser.
“Thank you for giving me Margaret’s wedding ring. I know it means a lot to you.”
“It does,” Jacob spoke with fondness. “However, it was she who asked me to give it
to you when the time came. Margaret could see well ahead, much more than I
could.” He shook his head bemusedly.
Vincent took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a moment.
“So much pain and suffering…” he spoke with a trembling voice. All the dramatic
events from the past unfolded before his mind’s eye.
“And so much love,” Jacob added with a smile.
Melancholy left Vincent’s face that lit up again.
“Yes, always…”
“You believed in the power of that love at times when I did not, and it led you right
up to this very day, to this very moment,” Jacob said with a voice full of emotion.
“Forgive me, Vincent… for doubting it when I shouldn’t have, for not seeing right
from the beginning what was so clear - that you and Catherine belong together.
She is a wondrous woman, and albeit that may seem quite surprising to hear from
me, I truly bless the day you two crossed paths.”
The younger man’s smile reached his blue eyes when he affectionately squeezed
his father’s arm.
“Your love for me was stronger than your doubting, and for that, I will forever be
grateful to you, Father.”
Jacob tenderly stroked Vincent’s cheek, a habit he could never wean from, even
once his son grew up. Then he sighed as his eyes wandered around the space.
“I look around this chamber and see the boy, playing with his carousel and wooden
toys, reading about Huckleberry Finn, drawing dragons, dreaming about faraway
places…. I look at you and see the extraordinary man you have become; wise, brave,
kind, generous, graceful, fearless, utterly devoted to people, life and love.”
He paused for a moment, taking in the image of his beloved child.
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“And I look into myself and see that this boy and this man filled the biggest void in
my heart with joy, warmth and love. You taught me more about life than all the
books in the world could. Vincent, you were the real end to my aloneness, and I
will never be alone again, no matter what path you take from this day on.”
Vincent felt his eyes burning. The gratitude and, above all, deep love he felt for the
man who saved his life and raised him as his own son transcended any boundaries
set to men.
“Thank you, Father, for helping me become that man,” he said, his gravelly voice
charged with emotion. “And for allowing me to follow my heart, no matter how
difficult it must have been to watch.”
Jacob wiped the stray tears from his eyes and chuckled.
“It surely has been an experience.” They both laughed. “But as I said before, I
wouldn’t change a single minute. And I can’t wait for the next chapter!”
He reached into his pocket and produced something small wrapped in a piece of
cloth. His face became more serious when he passed it to his son.
“Anna wanted you to have this one day. She gave it to me the day she left you with
me.”
Vincent’s eyes narrowed. Suddenly, he felt a lump forming in his throat. Anna
Pater - a woman who could have been his mother, but ill fate took that joy away
from her.
He felt great sadness and mourned again for a life that was gone too soon.
When his long fingers unwrapped the small object in his hand, he gasped. In his
palm lay a small golden pendant - beautifully carved in the shape of an open rose,
almost identical to the one hanging from a cord around his neck at that very
moment.
“She hoped one day you would find someone who would wear it, someone you
would be bound to as they would be bound to you,” Jacob added, and a heartfelt
smile appeared on his face anew.
Vincent shook his head in disbelief. It seemed to him as if this was the completion
of a circle. However, he knew that, in a way, it was only the beginning.
“Happy birthday, Vincent,” Jacob said quietly, a smile never leaving his face.
Vincent’s arms enveloped him in a bear hug. “Thank you, Father,” he whispered.
When they pulled back from each other, Vincent smiled and reached for his festive
clothes, hanging on the massive antique wardrobe. His favourite ruffled white
shirt, a newly sewn emerald-green vest and black pants. It was still difficult for him
to accept that he might call himself “good-looking”, but he had to admit the outfit
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was a favourable one. He especially liked the vest, for its colour reminded him of
Catherine’s eyes.
Vincent knew his bride-to-be was the inspiration behind Mary’s choice when she
was picking a colour for his festive vest. Catherine helped to provide the fabric, and
Mary was more than eager to work her magic with it. She wanted to contribute to
the special day of her beloved Tunnel child.
His fingers gently caressed the soft velvety garment, and he smiled.
“It is almost unbelievable, but Mary’s skills are improving each year,” Jacob
commented, admiring the embroidered white-coloured rose on one side of the
vest.
“It is beautiful,” Vincent agreed. He could only smile at the symbolic placement of
the white rose right over his heart. That was where Catherine would always be right in his heart. Dear Mary...
“Well, I better leave you to it,” Jacob spoke and turned around, limping across the
chamber. “Devin will be here soon. He was supposed to leave little Jacob with
Diana and Joe until the beginning of the Joining ceremony. I seriously hope he
managed to put together something decent for his best man speech,” he added with
a slightly nervous expression.
Vincent’s chuckle calmed him down, though.
“Apart from talking to you, Devin has never had a problem saying what he wanted
the way he wanted, even without rehearsal.” The bridegroom smiled. “And my son
is doing well. I can feel he is very content,” he added, beaming with fatherly pride.
Jacob looked at his adoptive son once more. All those years earlier, he could have
never imagined becoming a parent to this wondrous human being. And yet, it
happened. Moreover, thirty-seven years later, he was not only his father but was
about to watch him get married to the woman he loved with all his heart and soul.
And their child, the miraculous result of that almost otherworldly love, would share
that day with them.
“I am going to see how Peter is doing,” he said with a smile. “I know he gave his
daughter away already, but Catherine is like his own child, as well. I don’t think I
have ever seen him more ecstatic than when he found out about your engagement.
I thought I would never hear the end of it.”
Vincent chuckled, remembering the bear hug he received from his dear friend back
then. “It means the world for Catherine to have someone she has known all her life
by her side on this special day.”
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“I think pure and undisturbed happiness has finally found its way into our world
again,” Jacob spoke, his eyes glistening. “And I, for one, could not be more ecstatic
about that.”
The patriarch smiled warmly at his son - taking in the younger man’s almost regal
features with a fond look - his heart almost bursting with pride. Then, he turned
around and, supported by his walking stick, Jacob walked out of the chamber.
Thirty-seven years earlier, he was given a second chance in life and all these years
later, he knew grasping it was the most rewarding thing he had ever done. As he
was making his way through the Tunnels, he couldn’t wipe the smile from his face
as he remembered some lines from a book he had read a long time ago.
“Happiness is like one of those palaces on an enchanted island, its gates guarded
by dragons. One must fight to gain it.”9
Jacob thought of Vincent and Catherine, but also of Devin, and eventually, of
himself. They had all had their fair share of fighting dragons to battle their way
through to happiness. Yet, in the end, they came out victorious. Life would surely
put more dragons in their path in the future, but Jacob was sure of one thing whatever would come their way, they would fight it… together.

9 A quote from ‘The Count of Monte Cristo’ by Alexander Dumas
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Lost Dreams
by Katrina Relf

An excerpt from Vincent’s Journal
She has returned to her world and my heart is breaking. I fear I
will never see her again. She held me before we parted… a
woman’s touch – something I never dreamed possible for me. I
thought my heart would burst. But she has gone.
The bed where she lay is empty and cold, though still her perfume
lingers. “Great Expectations” lies open to the last chapter. I cannot
bring myself to close it. It would seem as though I was closing my
mind to the most wonderful, the most precious chapter of my life.
How can I feel this close to someone, share a bond I have never felt
before with a woman I hardly know, yet love with all my being.
Her fear when she first saw me tore at my heart, yet I have
experienced this reaction all my life. Yet I never regretted what I
was until that moment. But then, her acceptance as she lowered
my hood erased all the pain. She no longer feared me, she accepted
me for who and what I am. And then, as she laid her head on my
chest and I felt her arms about me… for the first time in my life I
felt like a man – not a creature to be feared.
But now she is gone, and so is my dream – an impossible dream I
know – of being a part of her life.
Oh, Catherine, be happy, be safe, and find it in your heart to
sometimes remember me, for I will remember you – always.
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Vincent and Catherine, Reflections Part 1
by PearlAnn SnowStar

V

I walk alone, always alone
This loneliness just won't cease.
Is this my life, my destiny?
Will my dreams ever find reality?

C

Oh, my love, you are never alone.
Listen to me let me be your release.
Let me hold you in my heart
It is there we will never be apart.

V

Catherine came to me in spring,
Yet my doubts kept pushing her away.
The time came for that which I did fear
To be realized, as I lost my love so dear.

C

Have courage for I am here,
Do not be sad my Vincent,
Many a time death called to me,
Finally came to set my soul free.
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V

As I take care of our son, Jacob,
I yearn for her to be near
To try to endure the sadness
In him I find my only happiness.

C

Soon, soon we will walk in the sun
Together as one, so have no fear.
How can this be that I still live?
That I still have love to give?

V

A bond came one dark night,
It was not Jacob but another heart.
She is...alive, ALIVE, how can this be?
I felt her die. I must go, follow, see.

C

He came to me on a day bright.
Found me and now we will never part
He took me from a place of healing
A bond renewed, three hearts beating.

V

She and I are now below.
We have our chance, our dream.
With her every moment is precious.
Life has become wondrous.
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C

As life goes on, rain and snow
We now share this dream.
Growing old together with family,
Taking care of our community.

V

She is no longer of worlds two.
She is with me completely.
More children, living, laughing
Is this truly happening?

C
So many things to do.
Loving each other dearly.
Together at last so thankful
For this miracle ever grateful.

V

Our children three grew strong.
On top, below, our legacy
The dream became much more
Then I can ever hope for.

C

My heart sings a song.
Our dream is now reality.
And so many blessings we see
Yes, yes, this is our destiny.
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V

Our family our home, community
Blessed with joy and love.
We have grandchildren plenty,
Our lives are no longer empty.

C

We are so very happy,
Blessed by Angels above.
Never would I dream of this
Our lives so full of love and bliss

V

Now we are old time grows short
I wish, hope and pray always
When I must leave this place
She will be with me, by God's grace.

C

Yes, my love, don't be afraid
Let me show you the way
Together this time we go happily
Lovers forever into eternity.
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Bright Future
by Janet Rivenbark

R- Steam Warning
Imagine Beauty and the Beast set in the present day, with Catherine and Vincent
having to deal with everything that we have endured over the last year.

PART 1: TOGETHER
“I know you were against Vincent coming to Connecticut with me the last time,”
Catherine said to Father as she sat in the chair in front of his desk. “What
changed your mind?”
“A lecture from Peter about allowing Vincent to make his own decisions. He
reminded me that Vincent is a grown man,” Father said with a chuckle.
“So, you really are okay with this?” she asked.
“Yes. Last year was a very rough year for both of you, and you deserve the break. I
know that the two of you will see to his safety. When will you leave, and how long
do you think you’ll be gone?”
“I thought we’d leave a little after midnight Friday, actually Saturday morning,
the 7th of March. This early in the season, we should have the whole lake to
ourselves. And we will be back in the wee hours of Sunday morning, the 22nd. If
Vincent gets bored because there isn’t much to do up there this time of year, we
can always come back earlier.”
“With all that forested land to roam, I’d be shocked if he got bored. The closest
he’s ever come to anything like that is the park and only at night.”
“The lake will be too cold to swim in, but we might be able to fish. The last time I
looked, there was a rowboat in the shed.”
“You might be surprised what Vincent will swim in. He still swims in the river
below the falls, and it’s frigid,” Father told her.
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“Then he’ll have to swim by himself. If we have a warm day, I’ll go sit on the dock
in the sun, but you won’t catch me in the water before July.”
“Who is going swimming?” Vincent asked as he entered the chamber with a tray
containing a teapot, mugs, and some cookies.
“Father said you might while we are up at the cabin.”
“It’s barely the first week of March,” he said. “When does the ice thaw on that
lake?
“The highs have been in the 50s,” Catherine said, “so I imagine the ice has
thawed, but I have seen ice on the lake as late as the middle of March.”

Catherine rented a small SUV and met Vincent just after midnight between the
two bridges behind the Shakespeare Garden on the 79th Street Transverse. She
stopped and turned on her hazard flashers, as he dropped down from the wall
and sprinted to the car.
He opened the door and tossed his
bag into the back seat before getting
in.
“If you want to stay out of sight, you
can recline your seat until we get out
of the city,” she told him as she
accelerated toward Central Park
West. “There’s a lever on the right.”
Vincent reclined, and it was quiet in
the car for several minutes as
Catherine headed west to the Henry
Hudson Parkway. It took about 20
minutes to reach the Interstate,
where Catherine told Vincent he
could put his seat back up.
Catherine pushed a button on the
steering wheel, and classical music
started playing on the radio. Vincent
surprised Catherine by stretching
and letting loose a gusty sigh.

By Lynette Parker
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“What was that for,” she asked with a smile and quick glance at him.
“I actually managed to make it out this time.”
“You sound like you’ve escaped from prison.”
“It can be both a prison and a sanctuary,” he told her. “Last time we tried to do
this, everyone panicked. This time Father called them all together and explained
that I deserve to do what I want to do just like anyone else Below. They didn’t all
agree, but they refrained from telling me this time.”
“I’m glad that they are finally figuring it out.”
After they were on the Interstate, the trip only took about an hour and a half. It
was a little after 2am when Catherine turned off the highway onto a gravel road
marked with only a reflector on the side of a mailbox. She stopped to check the
mailbox and came back with a handful of junk mail and flyers.
A few minutes later, she pressed a button on her visor, and Vincent saw a light
come on as the garage door to the right of a large dark shape started to rise.
“Looks like there a few lights are out,” she observed. She pressed the button on
the visor again, and the door closed. “I’ll check them tomorrow in the daylight.”
They got out of the car, and she went up a few steps to a landing and unlocked the
door. She went in and turned on the lights inside and in the garage. Then she and
Vincent carried in suitcases and boxes of groceries.
“These are mostly perishables,” she said as they put the boxes on the kitchen
counter. “I brought some frozen things up when I came a few weeks ago, and
there are always plenty of canned goods in the pantry. If we run short of
anything, there is a grocery store a few miles from here.”
She turned to find Vincent gazing around the room with a smile on his face.
“What is it?” she asked.
“You never really described the house, and I had a picture in my mind of a small
cabin; this is so much more.”
Catherine laughed as she looked around, trying to see it through his eyes.
It is large, she admitted to herself.
It had four bedrooms. Three rooms and baths on the second level were small, but
the first floor was impressive. The house was made of logs. It was a kit that her
dad had seen in an ad before she was born. He’d bought land and hired a crew to
do the actual building, but he’d done a lot of the finish work himself, and he had
been very proud of it.
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It had one and a half floors and a fully finished basement. The first floor had a
great room and kitchen with a large pantry, a powder room, and a large master
suite with a private bath and a door to the deck.
The front of the house faced the lake and had a vaulted ceiling with windows that
ran from the floor to the ceiling. Well-stocked bookshelves surrounded a fireplace
on the left side of the room and an area with a TV with all kinds of accessories
and more bookshelves filled the right.
The second floor was on the back of the house and had three bedrooms and two
baths. Catherine’s old room had a private bath, the other two smaller bedrooms
shared a bath.
The master suite hadn’t originally been part of the house, and neither had the
garage, but when her mom was pregnant, her dad added the master suite to the
left side and the garage to the right to balance the look.
Her dad made the basement into a storage area and game room. He had a full
bath installed down there just in case they needed it. There were several sofas in
the basement, and they all converted into beds. Catherine remembered that
before her mom died they would host large 4th of July parties for friends and
family.
She had always loved it here. When she was a child this was about the only place
she had a real taste of freedom and could play outside without her parents
worrying.
She climbed more than a few trees in the woods around the house.
She laughed. “I guess I did manage to downplay it a little bit. Just so it wouldn’t
take you by surprise… there’s a large dock with a boathouse, where our rowboat is
stored.”
“You’ll have to show me around in the daylight,” he suggested as they went back
to the garage to get the rest of the boxes.
When they got back inside, Catherine turned the thermostat up because it was
chilly. The thermometer outside the kitchen window read only 28F.
She hung her coat on a hook inside the door, Vincent hung his cloak beside it and
they got to work unpacking.
“You can have the bedroom downstairs,” Catherine said when they were done.
“That’s all right, Catherine. I don’t need anything special,” Vincent protested.
“It’s not special,” she told him. “I’m more comfortable in my old room upstairs.
I’ve always slept there, and I have kept some clothes in my room and toiletries in
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my bathroom. The downstairs room has a private bath, but it also has a king-size
bed. My room has a double, as does one of the other rooms. The second one has
twin beds. I just thought you would be more comfortable with the king.”
“You’re sure?” he asked.
“If I was here with Peter, he’d be in that room,” she assured him. “There is soap
and shampoo in the bathroom, and I put sheets on the bed when I was up here a
few weeks ago. There are towels in the linen closet in the bathroom. If you need
anything else, check the pantry or let me know. I can make a trip to the grocery
store and pick up anything we need.”
A short time later they parted, and Vincent watched as Catherine went upstairs
before he picked up his bag and went into his room.
He had not expected it to be so sparsely furnished. The focal point of the room
was the French doors to the deck that faced the lake. Other than that, there was
only a large bed, night stands, a dresser, armoire, and a padded bench. And like
the rest of the house, the floor was dark stained hardwood adorned with large
rugs. He was surprised that there were no personal items like family pictures, but
he imagined Catherine had taken them home.
He dropped his bag on the bed and explored the room. The drawers in the
dresser were all empty, except for a few pieces of winter clothing. And there were
extra blankets and pillows in the armoire. When he opened the top of the
armoire, he found a TV.
He unpacked the few items he’d brought. They filled only one dresser drawer.
The bathroom was another surprise. There was a large bathtub and the shower
was bigger than some of the chambers Below.
Everything had a rustic look, which was deceptive, as the fixtures were ultramodern.

Vincent woke before Catherine the next morning. They’d gone to bed about 3am
and he was wide awake a little before 9am. He didn’t expect Catherine to wake
until at least noon.
He was in the living room at little after 10am when he felt her waking. He had
started the coffee pot and was just pouring her a cup when she came downstairs.
She walked across the room to the kitchen and took a sip before she spoke.
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“The best thing about vacationing with an early bird is that the coffee is almost
always ready when I get up.” She smiled up at him. “Thank you! Have you eaten?”
“Not yet. I was waiting for you. I’ve only been up about an hour myself.”
They spent the day in leisurely pursuits. It was cold out, and the wind off the lake
was frigid, but after lunch they bundled up and Catherine showed him the
property. They walked to the fence line on the north where the property bordered
a wildlife refuge and then to the south to the border of land owned by someone
who was only there occasionally. The northern property line had a weathered
wooden fence that Catherine assured him was easy to climb and that she often
had as a child. The line on the south was marked by a low, stacked stone fence
that looked like it had been there forever.
“The eastern property line is the county road,” Catherine told him as they walked
back to the house, “and the western is the lake.”
They had reached the dock. It was in the shape of an I with one of the sections on
the beach. The long center section was about 15 feet long, and it went out to the
top section of the I, which was over the water. The right side of the top section
over the water had a roof and was screened.
“Daddy liked to sit on the dock in the evening, but the mosquitoes are insane in
the summer. So, he had the whole roofed section screened and a screen door put
in,” she pointed out as they walked onto the dock.
“And you said there is a rowboat in the boathouse?” Vincent asked.
“Yes, the key is on the rack inside the pantry.”
“Do you think it would be all right if I took it out and rowed around the lake a
bit?” he asked.
“Sure. There is hardly anyone up here this time of the year. The wildlife refuge is
open to the public year-round, but there is rarely anyone there except in the
summer. There are only three other houses here on the lake, and none are in use
right now. You can tell when someone is there.” She pointed to the two houses
that could be seen on the other side of the lake. “You can see lights at night, and if
someone is in the house to the south this time of year, I usually know because I
can smell wood smoke. It’s just a summer cottage, so it doesn’t have central air
and heat like this one. They use the fireplace for heat if they come up when it’s
cold.”
“If it stays cold like this, I found a ski mask in one of the drawers in the room I’m
using. I can wear that if I decide to go out,” he told her.
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They had worked up an appetite walking in the cold, and they found that they
worked well together in the kitchen.
After dinner, Catherine explained all the electronics to Vincent. There was a
system of alarms. There were two motion-sensing cameras on the long drive and
one at the door at the back of the house. Several others were posted
inconspicuously around the property, and Catherine showed Vincent the laptop
computer dedicated to monitoring the cameras. She also showed him where the
internet modem was located with the Wi-Fi router and told him how to reset
everything in case there was a problem.
She introduced him to the two other computers. There was an older desktop on a
small table in one corner of the great room, and she’d brought her personal
laptop. There were also a couple of tablets on charging stations on one of the
bookshelves.
“There isn’t a house phone,” she told him. “So, if you want to talk to Father, let
me know, and you can use my cell phone. You can do a video call too, either with
the phone or on one of the computers.”
“Mouse would love all these gizmos,” he commented as he browsed through the
books on one of the tablets.
“He’d probably have them all rewired and working twice as efficiently within a
week,” she said with a laugh. “Why don’t we set you up an email address?” she
suggested a moment later.
“I already have one,” he told her.
“You do; why didn’t you tell me?”
“Because I don’t have access to it often, so I rarely check it.”
“What is it?” she asked.
“Peter suggested Gmail. I tried Vincent, but it was already taken as were
VincentW and VincentWells. I tried several others before I wound up with
VincentUnderpark,” he told her with a laugh.
“Sounds like a Hobbit name,” she said with a grin. “But at least it’s easy to
remember. You know, we really should see what we can do about getting some
kind of internet access to all of you Below. I don’t know if Wi-Fi would work, but
even if it’s hardwired in only a few places, the children could use it to do research
for class. Father could keep up with the latest in medicine. The uses are limitless.
I hardly ever have to look in a book for a law reference or precedent anymore.
Everything is online.”
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“You aren’t the first to suggest that,” he told her. “Another Helper mentioned it,
and Mouse has been researching it ever since, trying to find a system that would
work for us.”
Vincent used the desktop, and Catherine used her laptop, and they both spent the
next hour catching up on email and news.
At one point, Catherine turned on the TV. She scanned to CNN and left it there.
“What is it, Catherine?” Vincent asked, sensing some unease in her.
“You know that bug that’s been going around, the one that started in China? It
looks like it’s developing into more than was expected. Yesterday the Governor
declared a state of emergency in New York. Almost 90 cases have been confirmed
in the state, 70 of them in Westchester County alone. There are 12 in New York
City and seven elsewhere. Today, the state reported 16 confirmed new cases and a
total of 106 cases statewide. New York City has issued new commuter guidelines,
asking sick individuals to stay off public transit, encouraging citizens to avoid
densely packed buses, subways, and trains.”
“I don’t remember anything like that ever happening before,” Vincent
commented.
“Me either. Now I’m really glad I’m not home and at work. I don’t have time to be
sick.”
Catherine watched the news coverage while she listened to Vincent’s keyboard
clattering.
“The World Health Organization declared a global health emergency on January
30th,” he told her a few minutes later. “There are thousands of cases in China. By
the end of January, 213 people had died, and nearly 9800 were infected
worldwide.”
“I’m ashamed to admit that I haven’t been paying much attention,” she told him
as she turned off the TV. “Where do the numbers stand now?”
“The World Health Organization says that over 90,000 have been infected and
over 3,000 have died worldwide. I don’t see any stats for the US, except those you
shared regarding New York and there was some mention of cases in Washington
State.”
“I hope it doesn’t get any worse. I remember reading something about what was
going on in China with the illness developing into pneumonia in some patients. I
should call Peter and get his point of view.”
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Catherine was on the phone with Peter first thing Monday morning. She had it on
speaker on the kitchen counter as she and Vincent finished their breakfast.
“I’m glad you called, Catherine,” Peter said after greetings were exchanged. “I was
planning to call you about this.”
“So, what’s going on?” Catherine asked.
“The CDC is looking into it. They say there is a need for more and better testing
for the presence of the virus. Right now, it’s taking over a week to get results back
from the few labs that are doing tests. That’s not fast enough. Some of my
colleagues say that if a person has the virus, the sooner it’s detected, the sooner
that person can be warned to quarantine themselves, so they don’t pass it on to
others. It seems to be behaving like a typical virus as far as how contagious it is
and how it’s passed from person to person. But it’s a new virus, so they don’t
know much about it.”
“What about Vincent?” Catherine asked, glancing over at him.
“Well, Vincent has never shown symptoms of a cold or the flu,” Peter said. “He
was even immune to the plague that time, although that is a bacterial infection. I
don’t remember him ever catching anything. Have you, Vincent?”
“There was a time when many people Below had food poisoning. I felt a little
queasy but didn’t have the symptoms everyone else had. But there has never been
anything else except those illnesses I had when I was a boy and again last year.”
“I’ll keep checking and keep you posted. The incubation on this thing seems to be
anywhere from a few days to a couple of weeks. But a person may be contagious
even before they start having symptoms. When are you planning to come back?”
“The 21st or 22nd,” Catherine told him.
“I wouldn’t cut your vacation short,” Peter advised. “If you were exposed and are
going to get it, you’ll likely start showing signs before that date, and just being
away from the stress of the city will probably boost your immune systems.”
“Are there any symptoms we should know about that haven’t been listed in the
media?” Catherine asked.
“The symptoms reported are extreme fatigue, fever, and a dry cough. Some
people have aches and pains, nasal congestion, and a sore throat. There have
even some reports of intestinal issues. For most people, it never gets any worse
than that. It’s the older population that seems to be developing respiratory
problems, and there seems to be a higher percentage of complications than what
happens with the flu.”
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“Does Father know what is happening?” Vincent asked.
“He does, and they are taking precautions. All the children are being kept Below,
as well as anyone over 60 or those with other health problems. They are cleaning
all the common areas more thoroughly. Jacob remembers the stories he heard
from his family about the flu epidemic at the end of World War One. He’s not
taking any chances.”
Now that you have a medical opinion, what do you think we should do?” Vincent
asked when they hung up.
“I agree with Peter that there is no need to cut our vacation short. Unless, of
course, you think you should go back.”
“No, I agree with Peter. If either of us were exposed, we’ve likely given it to the
other, and I wouldn’t want to carry it home. It’s probably safer for us to stay here
for now.
Later in the afternoon, Catherine decided to call Jenny. She caught her a few
minutes after she got home from work.
“From what I can tell,” Jenny told her, “everyone is kind of in wait and see mode
for now. We have a few people at work who live up in and around Yonkers, New
Rochelle, Mt. Vernon, and even Eastchester who are out sick. Westchester County
seems to have the most cases, but what is scary about that is that so many people
living there work here in the city. No one seems to know if they got it here and
carried it home or if it started there.”
“What about your parents?” Cathy knew that Ben and Rebecca Aronson had
moved to Rye in Westchester County a few years before.
“They are on vacation right now,” Jenny told her. “They went to visit Daddy’s
brother in Asheville, North Carolina. They drove down on Saturday and plan to
stay a couple of weeks.”
“At least they are out of the thick of things,” Catherine said.
“Yeah. I talked to Mom about it, and she said that she just hopes that she and
Daddy don’t have it and have carried it to his brother’s family. But they should
know soon enough.”
Jenny and Cathy agreed to keep each other posted regarding what they hear.
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The temperatures were unusually warm the next few days, so Catherine and
Vincent took advantage of it, spending a lot of time outside. They hiked the entire
property, and some of the nature preserve to the north. Catherine showed him
the small clearing in the woods where she used to sit and watch the deer.
All they saw that day were some squirrels and a couple of rabbits.
For the first time since they met almost three years before, they had unlimited
time together. They could talk when they wanted about anything, no one
intruded, there were no interruptions, and nothing to limit them.
Catherine’s favorite thing to do had become watching Vincent. He enjoyed sitting
in the sun.

By Lynette Parker

They were sitting on the dock on Friday, enjoying the sun, when the phone in
Catherine’s pocket vibrated so she looked at it.
“Drat! I guess I should take this one. It’s Joe…” she said as she tapped the icon.
“Hi, Joe,” she said.
“Hi, Cathy. How’s the vacation going?”
“It’s been great. The weather has been beautiful.”

361

Bright Future by Janet Rivenbark

“Good. I hope that what I have to tell you doesn’t ruin it.”
“What is it, Joe?”
Vincent felt the alarm that Catherine was feeling and turned to look at her. She
saw him and tapped the speaker icon so Vincent could hear.
“It’s Lawton. He called in sick the day before you went on vacation, and we just
got word that his test for the virus came back positive.”
“Do you need me to come in?” she asked.
“No, that’s just it. We’re making sure everyone who was at the staff meeting the
Wednesday before you left, which was the last day Lawton was in the office, has
been notified that they have been in contact with someone who has the virus. And
rumor has it that the Mayor will close down all the city offices, including the
courts, as of Monday. The official announcement hasn’t been made yet, but the
Mayor gave the boss a heads up. The only thing they will be doing is
arraignments, and they will be via video and conference calls. Some of us will be
working from home, but most are out for the duration.”
“How’s Lawton doing?” Catherine asked.
“Better. It’s been over a week. I talked to him this morning, and he said that his
fever has broken, and he’s starting to feel better, but now his wife has it. How are
you feeling? Rita said you were sitting right next to Lawton at the staff meeting.”
“I feel fine,” she said. “Not so much as a sniffle. What about you?”
“I wasn’t at the staff meeting, remember? I was in court. And I don’t see a lot of
Lawton through the course of a normal day.”
“That’s right. Anybody else sick?”
“Not that I know of so far,” Joe assured her. “But I’m working alphabetically. Let
me know if you start feeling sick. OK?”
“Of course, I will. And the same goes for you.”
“You got it, Radcliffe,” he said. “I’ve got some more calls to make, so I’ll talk to
you later.”
Catherine hung up and turned to Vincent.
“I think you should call Peter again,” he advised.
She did, and Peter had a lot more information than he’d had before.
“You have definitely been exposed, and through you, possibly Vincent,” he
agreed. “But this is unpredictable, and it remains to be seen how it will go. You
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are both young, fit, and healthy. For the most part, the people who are getting hit
the hardest are older. But I do want you to let me know right away if either of you
start showing symptoms. If I can come up with a couple of tests, I’ll overnight
them to you with instructions. I’ll try to set it up for you to send them directly to
the lab from where you are. It’ll still take a good week to get results, but at least
we will know where we are.
Peter sent the package, and they received it the next day. It was sitting on the
porch when they came back from one of their walks. The box contained two test
kits, a prepaid box to mail them to the lab, a stethoscope, oximeter, and digital
thermometer. Peter had thought of everything.
They read the instructions and did the tests, boxed them up, and scheduled the
pickup for the next day. The delivery service instructed her to leave the box on the
porch to reduce contact.

The outside temperatures were back to normal and when they left for their walk
the next day, they planned to walk along the shore of the lake, so they could stay
in the sun where it was a little warmer.
They’d only been walking for a little over half an hour when Catherine suggested
they turn back.
“Is something wrong?” Vincent asked.
“I’m just tired,” she explained. “I must not have slept as well as I thought I did
last night. Besides, it’s almost lunchtime. By the time we get back, it will be time
to eat.”
Now that she mentioned it, Vincent was able to feel her fatigue. Peter said that
one of the first signs of the virus was fatigue, but he didn’t mention it to her.
They got back to the house, where Catherine heated some soup and Vincent made
sandwiches.
They ate, and since it was Vincent’s turn, he cleared the table and cleaned up the
kitchen. When he went into the living room, Catherine was asleep on the couch.
He put the quilt that hung over the back of the couch over her then picked up her
phone to text Peter. It was a good thing she’d given him her access code.
Vincent surmised that Peter must keep his phone on him because he got an
answer back within a few seconds.
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That’s why I sent the thermometer, oximeter, and
stethoscope. Please take her temperature and listen to her
lungs. Let me know.

Vincent retrieved the items from the first aid kit that was stored in the kitchen
cabinet. He took her temperature, and since she’d rolled partially onto her
stomach, he was able to move the quilt and listen to her lungs without waking
her.
Her temperature is about a degree above normal, but her
lungs are clear. She also said she was tired. Her oxygen
levels are good.

Peter got back to him quickly.
Monitor her closely. If her temperature stays up, give her
acetaminophen.
Make sure she gets the acetaminophen every 4 hours, keep
her hydrated, and check her lungs. If her oxygen levels
drop below 90%, call me. If you detect any sign of
pneumonia or find that her fever isn’t controlled by
acetaminophen, call 911 immediately.
You can make some excuse about not coming out when the EMTs
arrive. Tell them that you are trying to separate yourself
for their safety or something.
Text me periodically and let me know how it’s going.

He remembered hearing Joe tell her to let him know how she was, so he decided
that he’d better text him too. He did so, identifying himself as a friend who was
vacationing with Catherine and was surprised when the phone rang and the ID
said it was Joe. He tapped the icon and answered.
“Is she OK?” was the first thing that Joe asked.
“So far, she only has a slightly elevated temperature and is tired. She’s napping
right now.”
“Don’t you think she should go to the hospital?” Joe asked, and Vincent could
hear the genuine concern in his voice.
“I just talked to her doctor,” Vincent informed Joe. “He told me to keep a close
eye on her and give her something for the fever. Mr. Maxwell, my father is a
doctor. Her doctor, Peter Alcott, is a close friend, and I have some medical
training. I’ll take good care of her.”
There was a moment of silence then Joe came back with a question.
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“Just who are you, anyway?”
“I’m a friend,” Vincent told him. “Do you remember last year when Catherine
took a week off work to stay with a sick friend?”
“Yeah, I remember that.”
“She was with me. I was sick.”
“She told me that you were very sick,” Joe said.
“I was. I almost died, but she was with me, and if she hadn’t been, I probably
would have died. She told me later that my heart stopped, and she performed
CPR.”
“She’s in love with you,” Joe said.
“And I love her too, Mr. Maxwell. Her life means more to me than my own.”
“Then I guess she’s in good hands,” Joe said doubtfully.
“I hope so,” Vincent told him. “I’ll keep you apprised of the situation if Catherine
cannot.”
“Thanks… ah… what did you say your name was?”
“Vincent.”
“OK, thanks, Vincent. Stay in touch.”
Vincent looked up to see Catherine sitting up at the end of the couch. He
wondered how much she’d heard.
“Who was that?” she asked.
“Your friend Joe. I used your phone to text him that you were running a fever. I
heard him ask you to let him know if you were ill. After I texted him, he called.
He’s very concerned for you.”
“He’s a good friend,” Catherine said with a nod.
“I also let Peter know. He gave me instructions.” He handed the phone to her so
she could read the messages.
“I do feel achy,” she said after she’d read the texts.
Vincent went to the kitchen and came back with a glass of water and two tablets.
Catherine spent the rest of the afternoon on the couch alternately dozing and
reading. Vincent was on the computer reading everything he could find about
COVID-19.
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Catherine didn’t want any dinner, but he was finally able to get her to eat some of
the soup they’d heated for lunch. She went up to bed around 8:00. He followed
her up the stairs with the bottle of acetaminophen and a glass.
He waited while she got ready for bed, then tucked her in and made sure she was
comfortable before handing her two more tablets and the glass of water.
“Don’t you think it would be better if you stayed away from me?” she asked after
she took the pills.
“If I’m going to catch it I’ve already been exposed,” he told her. We rode up here
together, and we’ve been together almost the entire time we’ve been here.
Keeping my distance would be rather like closing the barn door after the horse
got out.”
She nodded at that. “I’m sorry, Vincent. I hope you don’t get sick.”
“If I do, I’ll make sure I wait until you are recovered so you can take care of me,”
he assured her with a wry smile.
“Now you’re being silly,” she said. “Besides, I’m a terrible nurse.”
“That is an arguable fact. I survived my last illness because of your terrible
nursing, not despite it.” He watched as she swallowed the pills with some water
and set the glass on her night table. “Do you want a book or one of the tablets so
you can read?” he asked.
“No, I think I’m going to go right to sleep. That’s probably the best thing for me,”
she told him as she lay down.
He pulled the covers up over her shoulder.
“If you need anything, don’t hesitate to call me. I’ll leave the doors open, so I will
hear you. I’ll check on you before I go to bed.”
“Thank you, Vincent.”
“You are welcome, my love.” The last trailed off because she’d already fallen
asleep.
Catherine had put out steaks for their dinner that night. She was going to show
him how to use the gas grill on the porch. He felt a little guilty eating steak with
Catherine not being able to join him, but he knew that it wasn’t a good idea to
refreeze them, so he put one in the refrigerator and got out the cast iron frying
pan for the other. The salad was already made, and he put a baking potato in the
microwave. When it was done, he put on the steak. It didn’t take long.
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Vincent checked on Catherine again before he went to bed at midnight, then
again at 4am. He woke her both times to give her more acetaminophen.
He was awake again at 8am. Catherine felt well enough to get up and move back
to the couch downstairs. Her temperature was down and almost normal. Vincent
texted Peter while he waited for the water to boil for tea.
That is good. Hopefully, she’s only got a mild case. Let me
know if there is any change.

“Have you seen my cell phone?” Catherine asked when he was back in the living
room with the tea and some cinnamon toast for her.
He set down the tray and pulled the phone out of his pocket.
“I’ve been using it to keep Peter updated,” he said.
“That’s all right. I just wanted to make sure I hadn’t misplaced it somewhere.
Have you heard any more from Joe?”
Vincent sat down next to her and handed her the phone. He poured tea for both
of them.
She sipped the tea as she browsed through the messages on the phone.
“What kind of tea is this,” she asked, wrinkling her nose.
“Earl Gray. You can’t tell from the smell?”
“I can’t smell a thing, and the tea tastes like bitter hot water.” She took a bite of
the toast. “This,” she said, brandishing the toast, “tastes like cardboard.”
“That’s a symptom of the virus,” he informed her. “Some people lose their sense
of taste and smell completely; others have reported craving spicy food, probably
because they can taste it.”
Catherine looked back at the phone. “Joe said he woke up with a fever and a sore
throat this morning and that he found out a few minutes ago that John is in the
hospital.” She shook her head. “Things are looking pretty bad in the city,” she
said. “The number of people who have been hospitalized with it has just about
tripled in the last 24 hours.”
Catherine was feeling much better. She dressed and stayed up all day, with only a
short nap in the afternoon. She ate soup for lunch but complained she couldn’t
taste it.
Vincent checked her temperature several times during the day, and even without
any more acetaminophen, it was normal.
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Catherine went to bed early, and Vincent checked on her just before he went to
bed around midnight. He was thankful for the digital forehead thermometer; he
didn’t have to disturb her to check her temperature.
Catherine talked to Peter the following day while Vincent was out walking. They
agreed that she’d been lucky to have had only a mild case. She felt fine, except
that she was still a little tired and couldn’t taste anything.
“By the way, this may be a day late and a dollar short, but I got the report from
the lab that both of you tested positive for the virus,” Peter told her. “How is
Vincent?”
“He seems fine,” she told him. “He hasn’t complained of feeling bad. He’s eating
and still getting up at the crack of dawn.”
“That’s good to hear, but keep an eye on him. I’ve never known him to catch
anything, but just the fact that he tested positive at the same time as you, makes
me wonder about this virus. You were exposed the Wednesday before you left.
Then Vincent was exposed to you two days later. The incubation period on this
varies from person to person, but I don’t think I’ve seen it go much beyond three
weeks for anyone.”
“So, he should be in the clear about three weeks after we got here?” she asked.
“We were supposed to go home in a few days.”
“You have to stay away from people for at least two weeks from when your fever
broke. I’d advise both of you to stay where you are for the time being. Jacob is
being very cautious Below. He’s isolating anyone who has to go Above for
anything, so if you came home now or even over the weekend, Vincent would
have to stay away from everyone. Especially since we know he tested positive.”
“Will you let Father know?” she asked.
“Of course.”
Vincent came in about an hour later.
“It’s my turn to cook dinner; what do you want?” she asked.
“Is there any of that spaghetti sauce left?” he asked as he sat to take his boots off.
“Lots. I made a big pot and put some in the freezer. Spaghetti, garlic bread, and a
salad?” she asked.
“That sounds good.”
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Catherine took the sauce out of the freezer to thaw, then went to sit on the back
deck in the sun to call Joe.
“Hello?” Joe croaked into the phone.
“Hi Joe, it’s Cathy. How are you?”
“I think I’d have to get better to die,” he said petulantly.
“Poor Joe. Is anyone taking care of you?”
“No, my mom wanted to come over and stay with me, but I wouldn’t let her. She
calls every couple of hours and reminds me to take my medicine. How you doin’?
Vincent said you were sick.”
“I got off with a very mild case,” she told him. “I only had a fever for about 24
hours, and I’m fine now, except I still can’t taste anything.”
“I know what you mean. That’s a bummer. My mom sent over some of her cureall chicken soup, and I can barely taste it.”
After she got off the phone with Joe, Catherine called Jenny. Everything was okay
with her. Her parents were still in North Carolina, and everyone there was
healthy. They had decided to stay a little longer.
Catherine and Vincent had another quiet evening, and Catherine went to bed
early again.

When she woke the following day, she glanced at the clock and noted that she’d
slept almost ten hours. She stretched and noticed that the house was quiet.
Vincent was usually up a lot earlier than her, and she would wake to the sound of
the TV or music and the smell of coffee. There was nothing this morning.
Maybe he’s gone for an early walk, she thought as she got ready to go
downstairs.
She was surprised to find Vincent sitting on the couch in the living room, in front
of a roaring fire, wrapped in a blanket. A quick look at the thermostat told her it
was 85 degrees downstairs.
“Vincent? Are you OK?” she asked as she walked around to the front of the couch.
“It’s cold in here!” was his answer.
She touched his forehead.
“You’re burning up!” she exclaimed. “When did this start?”
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“I woke at my usual time and didn’t feel well, but when I came out here, it was
just so cold, I turned up the thermostat and built a fire.”
“I’ll be right back.” Catherine turned and went to the kitchen to get the kit Peter
had sent. She used the thermometer, and it said that Vincent’s temperature was
almost 104F.
“What is your temperature, usually?” she asked.
“Around 101 degrees,” he answered.
“OK, I’m going to call Peter,” she told him. “Give me a minute.”
She went to the kitchen where she’d left her phone on the charger, and as she
waited for Peter to answer, she stared out the window at the lake.
“Alcott,” he finally answered.
“Peter. It’s Cathy. Vincent is sick.”
Peter immediately sounded more alert. “Have you taken his temperature?”
“It’s almost 104 degrees,” she told him.
“Normal for him is 101 degrees,” Peter verified what Vincent had said earlier, “so
it’s not dangerously high. Is he having any trouble breathing? Have you checked
his oxygen levels?”
Catherine walked back out to the living room and put the phone on speaker.
“You are on speaker, Peter. Are you having any trouble breathing, Vincent?” she
asked, putting the phone on the coffee table and reaching for the oximeter. It took
some work to make it fit on one of his fingers, but once she did, it was reading 99.
She conveyed that to Peter.
“That’s pretty normal for him,” Peter assured her. “How are you feeling,
Vincent?” he asked the patient.
“Cold and my skin is very sensitive. It almost hurts to have something touching
it.”
“That’s from the fever,” Peter told him. “Catherine, I want you to check his
temperature and oxygen levels every two hours. Acetaminophen every four hours
and call me if his temperature goes up more than a degree or his oxygen levels
drop below 90. And Vincent, you need to go to bed and rest.”
Vincent nodded vaguely as if Peter could see him. That in itself told Catherine
how bad Vincent was feeling.
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“And Cathy,” Peter said before they hung up. “I know this comes at a bad time
since you are recovering too, so I want you to get as much rest as possible. Keep
me informed as to how both of you are doing.”
The call ended, and Catherine went back to the kitchen for the acetaminophen
and a glass of water. Vincent obediently took the tablets and rose to go to the
bedroom.
“It’s cold in here,” he said to Catherine as he crawled back into bed and pulled the
covers up around his ears.
“I can fix that,” she told him.
She closed the heavy drapes over the French doors to the deck, then left the
room. She returned a few minutes later with an electric space heater and a
heating pad. She plugged the heater in and turned it on, then plugged in the
heating pad and put it under the covers under Vincent’s feet.
“How’s that?” she asked.
“That feels good,” he told her.
“The pad is on a timer, so it will go off after a little while, but your feet should be
nice and warm by then.”
“Thank you, Catherine. I’m sorry,” he sounded very contrite.
“What do you have to be sorry for? I’m the one who gave this to you. I’m the one
who should be apologizing.” She leaned down and kissed his forehead. “I’m going
to go upstairs to shower and dress. I’ll be back to check on you as soon as I’m
done.”
In the shower, she couldn’t help but run through every worst-case scenario she
could think of. She’d seen Vincent sick before, with a fever much higher than it
was right now.
But what if he gets worse, she wondered as she dressed after her shower. What if
this can’t be controlled?
She was on her way back downstairs, and it dawned on her she hadn’t had any
coffee yet.
I might not be able to taste it, she told herself as she headed to the kitchen, but I
sure need the caffeine right now.
Catherine was in and out of the master bedroom every hour or so for the rest of
the day. And that became her routine during the night and the next day. Vincent
would eat a little, primarily things like toast, a scrambled egg, or some soup,
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make occasional trips to the bathroom, but he spent most of his time sleeping. He
remained coherent, and his temperature didn’t change.
Catherine slept when she could. She kept the space heater running in his
bedroom, and he didn’t complain of being cold again.
In the evening, a few days later, Catherine was in the living room talking to Peter
when she heard the TV go on in Vincent’s room. When she went in, she found
Vincent huddled under the covers, complaining of the cold again, and he said he
was looking for The Weather Channel on TV. He seemed lucid enough, and since
she was still on the phone with Peter, Peter asked to speak to him. She handed
the phone to him and went out to the linen closet in the laundry room to get
another quilt. The outside temperature was still seasonable, in the 50s, and it was
warm in the house, and the space heater in the bedroom had kept that room at
least 10 degrees warmer than the rest of the house.
When she got back to the bedroom, she turned the space heater up, then spread
the quilt over the bed.
Vincent handed the phone back to Catherine. “He wants to talk to you again,” he
said, turning his attention to the TV.
“He’s OK,” Peter assured him. “It’s just the fever making him feel chilled. It may
have gone up a little. Check it and keep him warm.”
“I just got another quilt and turned the space heater up a little,” Catherine told
him.
“That should help.”
When Catherine looked back at Vincent, he was asleep again. She checked his
temperature, and it was up a little but not much. She turned off the TV and left
the room.
Catherine hadn’t left the house the whole time Vincent had been sick. She’d lost
count of the days. She had to check her phone to find out what day it was.
Wednesday, March 25th, she said to herself. We were supposed to go home last
weekend.
She’d talked to Peter almost every day and Father several times and had been
assured that everything was well Below. No one was sick, and the people who
were still going Above to forage or pick up supplies were voluntarily staying
separate from the rest of the community.
At least she was pretty positive that she wasn’t going to relapse; Peter had been
worried about that. According to Peter, the duration of the illness was usually ten
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days to two weeks, and she’d been lucky to have a mild case that had only lasted a
couple of days.
Catherine was worried that Vincent didn’t seem to be getting any better, but at
least he didn’t seem to be getting any worse. His lungs were clear, his oxygen
levels were good, but his fever stayed right around where it had started,
sometimes a little higher and sometimes a little lower.
Most days, Catherine managed to shower and get dressed, and she ate. Her sense
of taste and smell were coming back gradually, but still weren’t normal. She
checked on Vincent probably more often than Peter told her to.
She called friends to check on them and found out that Joe didn’t have the virus,
just an ordinary cold. She had a good laugh at just how embarrassed Joe sounded
when he told her.
While was on the phone with Joe, Vincent managed to get up and spend some
time in the bathroom where he washed up a little and changed his pajamas. After
she got off the phone with Joe, Catherine changed his bed and freshened up the
room. She closed the door and opened all the windows. She had just closed them
and turned the space heater back on when he came out of the bathroom.
“Thank you, Catherine,” he told her after he’d gotten back into bed. “Clean sheets
and fresh air smell so much better.”
“You can smell them?” she asked.
He looked at her questioningly for a moment, till it dawned on him what she
meant.
“Yes, that is what spurred me out of bed and into the bathroom to wash up,” he
told her. “I could smell myself. It was faint, but there was a distinct odor.”
She smiled at him as she straightened his blankets. “Then I guess it’s a good thing
I can’t smell much yet.”

Because of his lack of sense of taste, it had been a struggle to get Vincent to eat
anything close to what Catherine thought was an adequate amount to keep a bird
alive. She didn’t have a hard time getting him to drink anything, though. He
always seemed to be thirsty. She’d brought a canister of powered protein, and she
started making him fruit smoothies.
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The next day, Vincent had a bad day. Catherine was afraid he’d overdone it the
day before when he got up to wash.
He said it felt as if his head was going explode, and that worried her. Even with
the acetaminophen, he ached all over, and his fever had gone up almost a degree,
although it was still under the temperature that Peter considered worrisome.
She talked to Peter, who told her to keep a close eye on him, so that night she
stayed in the chair in his room, checking his temperature every hour.
At one point, she was reading when Vincent woke. The sound of his voice startled
her.
“What are you reading?” he asked.
“The Hobbit. I forgot I had it in my e-book library. It’s been years since I read it.
I’m about halfway through.” She’d chosen the tablet because it was backlit, and
she didn’t have to have a light on to read it.
“I heard they made movies of it,” he said. “We should watch them when I’m
feeling better. I heard they did an excellent job on the whole story, although it
took three movies to cover everything.”
They talked for a bit longer. She checked his temperature; it hadn’t changed. She
gave him another dose of acetaminophen, and he went back to sleep.
Two hours later, he started to get very restless. She felt his forehead, and it
seemed hotter than it had been. She checked his temperature, and he was up
another half a degree. She grabbed the stethoscope and listened to his lungs, they
sounded clear, and his oxygen levels were still good.
She sat in the chair watching him toss and turn, remembering when she’d sat
with him almost a year ago. She barely left his chamber then. Father and Mary
had almost forcibly removed her and insisted that she eat something. But when
Father told her to go to the guest-chamber to rest, she refused. She slept in the
chair many nights. One night he was very restless, and she lay down beside him
and fell asleep with her hand on his chest. It helped, and he quickly calmed and
slept until morning, hardly moving at all.
Her memories were disturbed by the sound of his voice. “I’m freezing,
Catherine!” he said adamantly through teeth that were all but chattering.
The space heater was running, and the room was very warm, so warm that
Catherine had taken off her robe and was wearing only the tank top and shorts
that she slept in. It had to be the fever. She wasn’t sure which way to go. Take him
into the bathroom and put him in a tub of cold water or try to keep him warm. So,
she called Peter, who assured her he didn’t mind being awakened at 3am.
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“What’s happening, Peter?” she asked in a voice that she was struggling to keep
steady.
“It’s OK, Hon,” Peter assured her. “Sometimes this happens, not just with this
virus but with a lot of illnesses. They seem to get worse before they get better. You
remember what happened last year. After his collapse, he got steadily better.”
“Do you think something like that might happen now?” she asked, clearly
sounding panicked.
“I didn’t put that very well,” Peter told her. “I don’t mean I expect that to happen,
but sometimes a fever will spike before it breaks. Right now, I want you to give
him some more acetaminophen and just keep him warm. Call me if there is any
change.”
Catherine gave him two more tablets. He was cooperative and took them but was
shivering violently. She was at a loss for a moment, trying to figure out how to
keep him warm, then she toed off her shoes and climbed into bed with him.
Maybe she could share some of her body heat. And maybe her presence would
calm him as it had during his illness the previous year. She curled up as close to
him as she could get and pulled the blankets up over both of them.
After a few minutes, Vincent's shivering stopped, and he was calmer. He went
back to sleep, and not long afterward, Catherine dozed off too.

Catherine could see thin slivers of sunlight around the drapes when she woke.
She looked across the room, and the clock said it was 7am. It had been four hours
since Vincent’s last dose of acetaminophen. She started to move and realized that
they were both drenched in sweat. Vincent’s hair was plastered to his face and
neck, and his nightshirt was stuck to him. She put her hand on his forehead, and
it was cool, and the flush was gone from his face. She grabbed the thermometer
from the night stand and pointed it at his forehead- 101.3! The fever had broken!
Vincent felt like he was surfacing from the bottom of one of the deepest pools
Below. The last thing he remembered was being cold, colder than he’d ever been
before. But now he was warm, possibly too warm. And even though his muscles
ached like he’d just finished a long day at manual labor, he felt good. Better than
he had in a while.
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And he could tell that Catherine was next to him. It was her movements that
woke him, and he cracked an eye open and looked at her groggily. Then he looked
around and back at her.
“Did I miss something?” he asked with a slight smile.
She laughed and hugged him.
“Your fever has broken,” she told him. “It spiked last night, and you were
freezing. Peter said to keep you warm, and this was the best way I could think of
to do that.”
“I’m not complaining,” he said as he snuggled a little closer. “But please tell me
that I’m wet from sweating and that I didn’t embarrass myself.”
Catherine hugged him again. “We are both sweating,” she assured him. “… you
because your fever broke and me because you were throwing off heat like a blast
furnace. Are you hungry?”
“I could eat,” he said.
“Do you feel up to eating in the kitchen, or do you want me to serve it here?” she
asked.
“I need a change of scenery,” he told her. “I’ll go to the kitchen after I change.”
“Then I’ll find you some dry pajamas so you can change while I go fix something.
While you eat, I’ll change your bedding.”
He nodded, and she found him some clean pajamas and his robe. He swung his
feet over the side of the bed and stood. He was only a little shaky, and he made it
to the bathroom on his own.
Catherine left to scramble some eggs and make toast.
She was just putting the plate on the table when Vincent came out.
“What would you like to drink?” she asked.
“Something cold and sweet?” he suggested. “Juice or lemonade.”
“Coming right up!”
Catherine poured a glass of lemonade for Vincent and coffee for herself and then
joined him at the table.
“Are you going to eat?” he asked.
“I’m supposed to be taking care of you,” she protested.
“You are, you did, but you are still recovering too.”
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“And I wasn’t as sick as you. Don’t worry. I’ll eat.” She took a sip of the coffee and
closed her eyes.
“Can you taste it?” he asked.
“This, yes.” She took another sip. “There are still some things I can’t taste, and
some things that just taste strange, but it’s better. How about you?”
“A little. Like you, some of this tastes different. I can taste the lemonade, but the
eggs are just kind of bland, and I can taste the salt in the butter on the toast.”
She pulled her phone out of her pocket and handed it to Vincent. “You should call
Peter so he can let Father know.”
While Vincent ate and talked to Peter, she changed his sheets and then opened
the bedroom's French doors to air out the room. She heard him talking to Peter
when she took the sheets to the laundry. She left everything open while she went
up to her own bathroom to shower and change.
Catherine’s hair was still wet when she joined Vincent back in the kitchen.
“What did Peter say?” she asked as she loaded the dishes into the dishwasher and
poured him some more lemonade.
“He’s declared me officially well, or almost. He said he’s not sure how long either
of us might remain contagious, but we are going on my timeline since I got sick
after you did. So, once I’ve been fever-free for 48 hours, we can start counting two
weeks from that. That will be the earliest date we can think about going home. In
the meantime, we should both stay away from people.”
“We’re going to have to get some groceries,” she told him. “I only got a few things
on my last trip, and we are running low on a lot. We are completely out of milk.
There are only a few slices of bread left. I’ll have to check online to see if anyone
is delivering out here. At the very least, maybe I can call the grocery in town. They
might be able to bring some things out. Daddy knew the owner, and they’ve
delivered in the past. I’ll make a list. Let me know if there is anything special you
want.”
“Right now, I’d love to have a shower,” said Vincent.
“Are you sure?” Catherine asked. “You’ve been in bed for days.”
“I just ate. I feel much stronger. You can stay within shouting distance in case I
need you, but the shower in that bathroom has a bench.”
Catherine waited in the bedroom while Vincent showered. She closed the doors
and turned the space heater on to warm the room back up. The water had been
off for several minutes when she heard Vincent call her.
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She went in to find him sitting on a stool in front of the vanity. He had a white
towel wrapped around his hips and what skin she could see was almost as pale as
the towel.
“I think I overestimated my energy level,” he told her.
He’d managed to dry himself and get out of the shower, but that was the limit of
his strength. She grabbed the clean pajama pants off the counter and helped him
into them, then pulled the towel away. She helped him out to the bedroom, where
she sat him down on the side of the bed.
“Stay there a minute. I’ll get the hair dryer and dry your hair.”
“I think that was what did me in,” he told her when she returned with the dryer
and a comb. “I should have just gone for getting clean and rinsing my hair, but
the hot water felt so good on my head that I decided to wash it. I hope I got all the
shampoo out.”
Catherine combed through his hair with her fingers and the comb. “It feels like
you did,” she told him as she reached for the dryer. When his hair was dry, he
managed to turn on the bed and prop himself up on pillows.
“Thank you. I think I’ll be all right now,” he assured her as she tucked the
blankets around him and sat on the side of the bed. He reached out and rubbed
his thumb across a dark circle under her eye.
“I think these have gotten darker in the last week or so,” he told her. “I’m sorry I
ruined your vacation by getting sick.”
“It’s not something either of us had a lot of control over, and it’s far from ruined.
From what you said, Peter told you we will be here for at least a couple more
weeks. I think you should take a nap, then we can work on that grocery list
together.”
She helped him reposition his pillows then stood.
“Is it warm enough in here?” she asked.
“Perfect. I can probably do without the space heater now.”
Catherine unplugged the space heater and moved it into the closet.
While Vincent slept, Catherine found the website for online shopping at the store
she’d mentioned. She discovered that one could place an order and pay online,
and the order would be delivered. It was a good thing that they weren’t in dire
need of anything because it looked like a lot of people were doing the same thing.
There was a notice on the website that any order placed after 1pm would be
delivered the next day.
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When Vincent got up, they had lunch. He added what he wanted to the list, and
Catherine placed their order.
“I added a note that I was just getting over the virus and asked them to leave
everything on the porch facing the drive. I will know they were there because of
the security cameras. I also added a tip for whoever delivers it,” she told Vincent.
“Did they say when it would be delivered?” he asked.
“Between 1:00 and 3:00pm tomorrow,” she told him.

When the bags of groceries were delivered the next day, there was a bouquet of
daisies and a note stuck in one of the bags.

Miss Chandler,
I’m sorry to hear you’ve been sick. I hope you are feeling better.
Thank you for ordering.
Josh Dimmit
“You have an admirer,” Vincent said as she carried in the last of the bags.
“It’s Mr. Dimmit. He’s owned that store since I was a little girl. He said his dad
owned it before him. He’s never worked anywhere else except for the time he
spent in the Army. He used to send daisies to my mom when we were up here and
she was sick. He’s sweet.”
She put the daisies in water, placed them on the coffee table, and then put away
the groceries. Vincent insisted on helping; he unpacked, and she put away.
“You ordered jellybeans?” he asked, holding up the bag.
That made Catherine giggle like a little girl. “I used to love those when I was little.
But only that brand. Leave it to Mr. Dimmit to remember.” Catherine reached
into the cabinet and took out a clear glass jar. Vincent handed her the bag, and
she poured the jellybeans into the jar. “This is what I used to keep them in.” She
turned the jar so he could read the label: CATHY’S JELLYBEANS painted on the
side. “But don’t worry, I share.”
They finished putting the groceries away, and Catherine carried the jellybeans
into the living room and put them on the coffee table next to the daisies.
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The temperature was over 60, and Vincent wanted to go outside to sit in the sun.
Catherine insisted that he wear a fleece hoodie, zip it up and pull up the hood. He
went along because the sun just felt so good.
After Catherine made sure Vincent was out of the wind, she asked him at least
half a dozen times if he was warm enough. He finally looked at her with a frown.
“Catherine… you’re hovering,” he informed her.
“Hovering?”
“Yes. If you were my mother, I
think they would call you a
helicopter parent. We’ve only
been out here for 30 minutes,
and you keep asking me if I’m
warm enough… You’re
hovering!”
“I’m sorry, but Peter did say
that there was some danger of
relapse.”
“A very small one, and then
usually in those who had
pneumonia and were a lot
sicker than I was. Please sit
down, so I can relax.”
She sat next to him on the
porch swing, and he stretched
one arm along the back. She
scooted a little closer and
leaned her head on his
shoulder.

By Lynette Parker

“Now, I’m definitely warm
enough,” he informed her as he set the swing to moving back and forth.
Since it was still only late March, the afternoon warmth didn’t last very long, and
the chill eventually drove them back inside.

Almost two weeks passed, and Catherine was on the phone with Peter.
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“Vincent has made a steady recovery?” Peter asked.
“Within days, he seemed to be back to normal,” she told him.
“That’s been known to happen. He was probably exposed by you no later than the
day you left.” He was obviously looking at a calendar. “That would have been
March 6th. It’s been a little over a month as today is April 8th. If either of you were
going relapse, you probably would have by now.”
“Then we can come home?”
“Well, I wouldn’t plan on that anytime soon.”
“Why?” Catherine asked. She hoped they’d be home in time for their anniversary.
She had a gift for Vincent, but she hadn’t brought it with her. “Our quarantine
time is over.”
“But either of you could still be a carrier, especially you since you weren’t very
sick, and unless Vincent is willing to stay at your apartment for the duration or at
least until we know more about this, he’s better where he is. We just don’t know
enough about this virus, and if he’s carrying it and goes back Below, he could
infect the whole community.”
“I never thought of that,” Catherine admitted.
Vincent had been outside. She had just set down the phone when he came back
in.
“It’s starting to rain,” he told her, “And I heard something coming up the drive.
It’s probably the grocery delivery.”
“I talked to Peter,” Catherine told him later.
“What did he say?”
“He advised that we should stay here for the time being. He’s afraid that although
both of us have seemingly recovered, we could still be contagious and that you
could carry it back to the Tunnels. If you did go back, you’d have to selfquarantine somewhere, either in my apartment or your chamber.”
“For how long?” he asked with concern.
“He’s not sure. But he says that research is ongoing. Someone is working on an
antibody test that would show who had the virus. Hopefully we are no longer
contagious.”
“Will that work for me?” he asked doubtfully.
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“No reason why not,” she told him. “They’re looking for either the virus or the
antibodies. They would be present in anyone.”
“Then it looks like we will be here for a while longer,” he said with resignation.
“I was hoping we’d be home for our anniversary,” she told him with a sad smile.
“I have a gift for you, but I didn’t bring it with me.”
“I have one for you too,” he told her. “We can still celebrate here. It’s not about
the gifts. We can exchange them when we get home.”
“At the rate this is going, that could be July,” she said in a sarcastic tone.
“At the rate, this is going, we will still have the woods all to ourselves in July, so I
don’t really think we can complain much.”

Catherine called Joe, and he told her that many of the staff in the DAs office were
working from home. She told him to put her on the roster for that. Three
mornings a week, she was on standby for arraignments and bond hearings. She
wasn’t really bored, but she felt as if she should share the load with her coworkers.
She chatted with one of the judges while waiting for the jail to come online with
another inmate.
“It’s too bad we can’t just keep this method after all this is over,” said Judge
Kaminski. “I’ve shortened one of my robes so that it’s just what is seen by the
camera. It’s the first time I’ve been able to work in my pajamas, and I love it.”
Catherine had known the judge for years. She was a friend of her dad's, so they
were on a first-name basis outside the courtroom.
“OK, now I’m not going to be able to keep a straight face for the rest of the
morning, Stella,” she said with a laugh. “But I’ll admit that I’m in jeans, bare feet,
and the one dressy sweater I brought with me.”
“Where are you?”
“I’m at my family’s cabin on a lake in Connecticut. I’ve been here since the
beginning of March.”
“Oh my! Are you licensed to practice law in Connecticut?” Stella asked, then burst
into laughter.
“As a matter of fact, I am as the two states recognized each other’s licensing a few
years ago,” she said, joining in the laughter.
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There was a loud throat clearing, and they both swallowed their laughter as the
feed from the jail came online.
Vincent, who was reading on the couch, looked up, smiled, and shook his head.
Catherine muted her mic and leaned out of range of the camera.
“We have to find our fun where we can,” she said, then made a face at him.
“You’ll never be able to tell me that the courtroom is all seriousness and gravity
again,” he rejoined.
Catherine keyed her mic back on in time to add the District Attorney’s
recommendations.

“So, what are you proposing for our anniversary?” Vincent asked on the 11th.
“It’s supposed to be a surprise,” she told him. “So I can’t tell you. But I will say
that I’m cooking dinner. Do you have anything special you want to do?”
“I have one thing I want to do, but it shouldn’t interfere with your plans,” he told
her.
Vincent left the house about 2pm the next day. Catherine was already cooking,
and it smelled amazing.
“Sunset is about 7:30,” she told him as he was leaving. “So, I thought I’d serve
dinner at 8:00.”
“I’ll be back long before that,” he assured her.
“Then I think you’re going to have to hide in your room until dinner is ready.”
Vincent was back long before 8:00, but Catherine was nowhere to be seen. He
went into the kitchen to get something and saw that she had some things for
dinner out on the counter. He got what he needed and retreated to his room.
Catherine heard Vincent come in, and when she went downstairs around 6:00,
she was dressed but didn’t see him anywhere. She’d decided to keep it casual and
was wearing black jeans and the same nice cashmere sweater she’d been wearing
for “court.” Since they always left their shoes by the door, she was just wearing
black socks. And she’d put on just a little bit of makeup, which was more than
she’d used for the last month except for court days.
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When Vincent came out of his room just before 8pm, he was dressed casually too.
He hadn’t brought any of what he considered his good clothes, so his choices
were limited. He’d chosen clothes that Devin had sent him the previous
Christmas: black jeans and a blue thermal Henley. Even he was amazed at how
quickly he’d acclimated to fewer layers of clothing. He considered putting on the
black boots Devin had sent but decided against that and settled for socks.
When he exited the bedroom, he saw that Catherine had turned the place into a
fairyland. There were candles in small glasses and metal lanterns all over the
deck outside the window, and all over the living room. She’d set a small round
table from the deck in front of the window in the living room and covered it with
a white tablecloth. It was set with dishes that he hadn’t seen before, crystal and
shining silver. Everything was beautiful. The bouquet of daffodils and tulips he’d
picked in the woods and placed in a crystal vase he’d found in the kitchen looked
insignificant next to Catherine’s decorations.
“You do this every year,” he said with a smile as she came from the kitchen
carrying a bottle of wine.
“I was worried I wouldn’t be able to do it this year, but thanks to Amazon, I was
able to get enough candles. I already had the lanterns. We used them on the deck
for parties since Dad didn’t like to have open flames in the woods. And I love the
flowers. They are the perfect spring touch for the table.”
“What are you cooking?” he asked. “It smells wonderful.”
“Nothing fancy. I put a pot roast on this morning, and it’s been in the crock pot
all day. I made mashed potatoes, gravy from the roast, roasted vegetables, and
dinner rolls. I’m glad we will both be able to taste it.”
“Over dinner, they tossed around ideas about whether they should continue with
the book they were reading or if they should watch a movie. When they were
done, Catherine put the leftovers in the refrigerator but decided to leave the
dishes.
Vincent took their wine glasses to the sofa. They decided to read the book, so he
had it ready when she joined him a few minutes later.
They were reading, or more precisely, Vincent was reading, and Catherine was
listening while cuddled into his side with her head on his shoulder. She swore he
could read one of her law school texts or the phone book, and she’d listen and be
mesmerized.
They usually took turns browsing the bookshelves and the e-book library to pick
books. Vincent had even discovered Gutenberg.org and how to find free books on

384

Bright Future by Janet Rivenbark

Amazon. They took turns reading too, but Vincent read more often than
Catherine just because she loved listening to him so much.
This book was The Great Gatsby, and they were enjoying revisiting an old friend.
“His heart beat faster and faster as Daisy’s white face came up to his
own. He knew that when he kissed this girl, and forever wed his
unutterable visions to her perishable breath, his mind would never romp
again like the mind of God. So he waited, listening for a moment longer
to the tuning-fork that had been struck upon a star. Then he kissed her.
At his lips’ touch she blossomed for him like a flower and the incarnation
was complete.” 10
Something in that passage made Vincent’s heart beat just as fast as Jay Gatsby’s
had, and when he looked down at Catherine, she was looking up at him.
He touched her face, tenderly stroking along her jaw. Catherine continued to look
at him, smiling sweetly, and suddenly, he had to kiss her. He dropped the book
and entwined his fingers in her
hair, pulling her to him, so her
lips met his. He kissed her,
deeply, thoroughly, until they
were both gasping for breath.
She seemed to melt at his touch,
becoming open and receptive
and responding to him just as
Daisy had responded to Jay.
It suddenly dawned on him what
he was doing, and he pulled
away. He could hardly meet her
eyes, which had darkened to
almost emerald. At first, she
looked confused, but she looked
hurt when he firmly set her away
from him. He could feel the hurt
in their Bond.
“I… I’m sorry, Catherine. I think
I should retire. Good night.” He
stood and hurried into the
downstairs bedroom. The click as
10

The Great Gatsby, F. Scott Fitzgerald
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he closed the door behind him made Catherine let out the breath she’d been
holding and groan.
Why does he always do that? she asked herself as she stood then leaned down to
retrieve the book from where it had landed on the floor. She put it on the coffee
table before she went back to the kitchen to clean up.
By Lynette Parker
Afterward, she walked through the house, turning off lights.
She blew out the candles, and made sure all the doors were locked.
Are we forever doomed to make progress then fall back and regroup? she
wondered.
Once she was upstairs and in the shower, she finally let a few frustrated tears fall.
It was raining, and she decided it suited her mood. It had been an unusually
warm day, and it was stuffy on the second floor, so after she finished drying her
hair, she fell into bed in a tank top and panties.
Vincent didn’t have mirrors in his chamber Below for a reason, but right now, he
was staring at the reflection in the mirror on the back of the bathroom door.
What was I thinking? he admonished himself as he stared at the creature in the
mirror.
He’d felt her confusion; then her hurt when he stopped so abruptly.
What caused those feelings? he wondered as he stripped and stepped into the
shower, hoping it would relax him enough to sleep. Was she confused and hurt
because I kissed her… or because I stopped?
He dried himself using several towels. Then he used a blow dryer to speed up the
process before he pulled on a pair of cotton pajama bottoms. The room was
stuffy, so he opened the door to the deck. It was still early in the year, and there
weren’t many bugs, but he’d seen raccoons prowling on the deck at night, so he
pulled the screen into place. It was raining, but the roof over that section of porch
kept it away from the door.
He crawled into bed and tossed and turned for nearly an hour, hoping the sound
of the rain would lull him to sleep. Finally, he decided that he had to apologize, or
he’d never get any sleep.
But what am I apologizing for? he asked himself, still worrying over that
question, as he left the room and climbed the stairs… for kissing her or for
stopping?
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He stopped outside her door. Unsure whether she was awake or asleep, he
checked the Bond. She was awake.
Catherine was also tossing and turning, and she was surprised when she heard
the light knock on her door.
“Yes?” she called out.
“Catherine, can we talk?”
She was even more surprised when he didn’t wait for her to invite him in. He just
opened the door and walked in. She pushed herself up against the headboard,
trying not to stare at his bare chest.
“What is it, Vincent?” she asked. She almost expected him to demand to go home,
virus or no virus.
He sat on the side of the bed and reached for her hand.
“I’m sorry. My behavior was uncalled for,” he began.
“What behavior?” she asked, interrupting. “Kissing me or stopping so abruptly?”
He sat for a moment, deep in thought, then he looked up at her.
“That’s just it,” he said with a shrug. “I’m not sure.”
She almost laughed at that.
“Then I guess it’s up to me to decide what the apology is for, and I’d say it’s for
stopping. I was enjoying it, you know.”
“I didn’t know. I wasn’t paying attention to the Bond until I felt your hurt when I
stopped, but I wasn’t sure of the cause.”
“The cause was you ending that lovely interlude. I was enjoying it immensely, and
I just want you to know that you can repeat it anytime you like.”
He studied her a moment.
“It’s just that I’ve never felt like this before. I know that sounds cliché, but it’s
true. I’ve never experienced these needs and wants with anyone else,” he told her
contritely. “I’m not used to it, and I don’t know what to do.”
“You usually just leave,” she pointed out. Then she asked. “You never felt like that
about Lisa?”
“Not really, I was just a boy. It wasn’t the same. It wasn’t sexual. All I was feeling
at the time was the need to hold her. It might have become sexual if I had held
her.”
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“Like you hold me?”
“Like I hold you. And since I don’t know how to react to it or what to do, I just
find that it’s easier to leave as soon as I can.”
“You didn’t leave that night we listened to Schubert under the park,” she pointed
out.
“You noticed that?” he asked in surprise. “I didn’t realize…”
“It was kind of hard to ignore, but I managed,” she said with a slight laugh.
“You were just so beautiful, and you were finding so much joy in what was
happening. I couldn’t leave you.”
“And I’m glad you didn’t. It was a lovely evening. Even though we didn’t get to
hear all of the concert.” She didn’t speak for a moment then finally had to ask.
“What is it you are frightened of, Vincent? I think we proved that you aren’t
capable of harming me in any way. The fact that you nearly died to stop yourself
from getting anywhere near me in that cave proved that. What is it?”
He studied his hands for a while, then looked up at her.
“I’m afraid that I will disappoint you,” he finally told her as he looked away. “I’ve
never…”
That prompted Catherine to do something that she’d vowed she’d never do… tell
a lover or a potential lover about her previous relationships.
“Vincent,” she reached out and touched his cheek, prompting him to look at her
again. “There is no way you could ever disappoint me. I love you and I want to
move on to the next step in expressing that love. Intimacy isn’t just about sex. We
really can’t get much more intimate than this Bond. You know what I’m feeling all
the time. And to tell the truth, I don’t feel as if I’ve had any true intimacy with any
of the men I’ve been with. It was always just sex. There was never any real
connection. I just didn’t realize it until I met you.
“Men have always flattered me and told me I was beautiful, but it wasn’t until I
met you that I actually felt beautiful. When I see myself in your eyes, I feel
beautiful. In fact,” she smiled sadly at a memory. “Tom even suggested that I
have surgery to enlarge my breasts. He said it would be easy to do so while I was
in the hospital to have the scars on my face fixed. He couldn’t understand why I
wouldn’t do it. He didn’t get it. I tried to talk to explain, but he just didn’t
understand. In fact, I couldn’t really talk to him about anything important. If it
wasn’t about him, it wasn’t important.”
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Vincent nodded. “I think I understand,” he said. “True intimacy is entirely
different. It’s not just talking, but those moments when there are no words. It’s
allowing someone else to see you as you really are.”
“Exactly!” she said, smiling at him. “It’s an almost spiritual experience. Real
intimacy comes from the soul.”
“Soulmates?” Vincent questioned.
“Maybe,” she agreed, “of a sort.”
She leaned over and kissed him lightly, and when she moved back, he followed
her and started kissing her. When he drew back, he noticed that her eyes had
darkened and her body, what he could see if it, was flushed pink. The necessity
for tasting and touching her took over, and he pulled her into his arms and kissed
her again.
Catherine surprised him when he felt her hand travel down his chest to the front
of his pajama pants. She caressed him through the thin fabric, tempting him to
abandon all self-control.
Finally he gave up, and abandoned what little control he had left because
suddenly the need to be buried deep inside her, to feel her completely, was
overwhelming.
With Catherine’s help, Vincent slipped off the pajama bottoms, then her tank top
and panties. He pushed the sheet aside and lay beside her. For a while, they just
kissed and touched. Vincent explored, and his discoveries astounded him.
Catherine was doing her own exploring, and she couldn’t get enough. Hard
muscles under smooth skin, covered in some places by a layer of soft, almost furlike hair. But she needed… wanted more, and Vincent sensed that.
Finally, he moved over Catherine and settled between her thighs. He kissed her
deeply and thoroughly before he slowly slid inside her with her guidance. He
savored the tight warmth wrapping around him. He wasn’t in a hurry, he wanted
to cherish every moment, every sensation, but Catherine didn’t want to go slow.
She moved and circled her hips against him, insisting he end her pleasurable
torment. He growled at her instance, and she whimpered her protest at his
leisurely pace.
“Vincent, please,” she finally gasped breathlessly.
Those two words were his undoing. His name mingled with her passionate plea
forced him to abandon any willpower he thought he had.
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She clung to him, encouraging him to move. And move he finally did, thrusting
his body against hers, pushing himself hard and deep within her, giving her what
he could tell she needed. He felt the shudder and the contractions as she
succumbed to her climax, drawing his release from the very depths of his body.
They climaxed together, gloriously and intensely. Vincent could do nothing but
cling to her, lost to all but the basest of male urges. He pushed deeply into her
one last time as the last bit of sensation receded, then he collapsed on her,
breathless and quaking from the magnitude of what he’d just experienced. He
couldn’t help but feel he was changed. The experience rendered him speechless,
unable to do anything except kiss her, as he continued to shudder and quiver
inside her.
Catherine had touched Vincent’s soul, and he felt as if he’d just left a piece of
himself inside of her. Making love with Catherine shattered him, and he felt that
it might be impossible to put the pieces back together again. But he would
happily do it all again and again for even a tiny taste of her joy.
Long moments passed before Vincent’s thoughts cleared enough to realize his full
weight still rested on Catherine. He slid off her, noticing she looked as affected by
their lovemaking as he was. Knowing she was as shaken as he was warmed him.
He kissed her sweetly, receiving a smile brimming with joy and satisfaction in
response. He couldn’t help but be pleased he had given her that joy.
She snuggled into his side. The time for words would be later. It wasn’t long
before Vincent’s breathing became even and deep and she knew he was asleep.
Her thoughts were whirling, but the one foremost in her mind was Where did he
learn that? She almost chuckled. She knew he’d never been with a woman before,
but somehow, he’d known just what she needed, and he’d achieved something
that had never happened before. She’d climaxed without a lot of foreplay, and
they had climaxed together.
She smiled. Without a lot of foreplay? But I guess I could consider the last two
years as foreplay.

When Catherine woke, Vincent was gone, but she could hear sounds from the
first floor. She got up and made a trip to the bathroom. She brushed her hair and
retrieved her robe from the back of the door. She hoped that he wasn’t packing to
go home.
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She was knotting the belt of her robe as she reached the bottom of the stairs.
Vincent was in the kitchen, cooking breakfast, and he was humming along with
the radio as he worked.
No danger of heading home today, she thought as she walked up behind him,
slipped her arms around his waist, and hugged him from the back.
He moved the pan off the heat, turned off the burner, and turned to return her
hug, following it with a heated kiss.
Later that day, Catherine moved her things from her room to the master bedroom
downstairs. Vincent insisted it made more sense than him moving up to her room
since the bed in the master was larger.
She didn’t take much persuading; the prospect of falling asleep and waking in his
arms every day was more than enough to convince her.

The following weeks passed quietly. They turned into months. Catherine worked
remotely several days a week, while Vincent made sure to stay out of camera
range. He talked to Father once or twice a week, and Peter checked on them
regularly.
It was pure domestic bliss, and Catherine was beginning to wish that it could
continue indefinitely, but she knew that they’d have to go back to the city
eventually.
One day when Vincent came in from walking in the woods, Catherine was on the
couch with her computer intently studying something.
“What is it?” he asked as he sat down next to her.
“I had an idea earlier, and I was just checking something,” she told him, looking
up with a smile.
“And what was that?”
“I’ve loved being here with you,” she started.
“As have I,” he assured her.
“And I was just wondering if it would be possible to continue in a similar
arrangement once we get back to the city.”

391

Bright Future by Janet Rivenbark

“How so?” he asked, intrigued.
“Well, Daddy left me a lot of property, and I haven’t had the chance to look at any
of it. I do have of the records here on the computer. I was hoping that one of the
properties might be conveniently located and have possible tunnel access, but
none of it looks very promising. Most of it is commercial property. I was planning
to sell all of it, and if I do, I’ll have more than enough to buy something. Maybe a
house, or a brownstone, something like Peter’s, that is suitable and has tunnel
access.” She was a bit breathless when she finished.
“Several Helpers have thresholds in the basements of their homes or businesses,”
he said, surprising her with his enthusiasm. “It would be very convenient if you
had such a place.”
“Do you think Father would be OK with it?” she asked dubiously.
“It’s not really his decision,” Vincent informed her. “Or at least not only his. The
Council makes those decisions.”
“And do you think they would allow it?” she asked.
“A request like that has never been denied,” he told her. “We close thresholds
from time to time when properties change hands, but no Helper who has ever
requested a threshold be opened has been denied.”
“Do you think it would be difficult to find a place?”
“Father has extensive maps and charts of the tunnels under the city. When we
have the chance, we should take a look at them and pick some likely areas. We
have a Helper who is a realtor, and I’m sure she would help you look.”
Catherine set her laptop on the coffee table, then scooted closer to Vincent and
slipped her arms around him.
“I can’t wait for things to get back to normal so we can start looking,” she said as
he smiled and returned the hug.

Catherine woke and was surprised to find that Vincent wasn’t in bed. He was
usually an early riser, but not this early. It was barely gray outside. The clock said
it was just a little after 5am. Since they’d started sharing a bed, Vincent usually
stayed in it until almost 7am.
Catherine smiled and stretched. As she sat up, she noticed that the door to the
deck was standing open a few inches. She got up, put on her robe, and stepped
outside.
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Vincent was partially dressed and was sitting in one of the wooden Adirondack
chairs, his long legs stretched out in front of him. His head was back, and his eyes
were closed.
God, he’s gorgeous! she thought as she crossed the deck toward him. She leaned
down and kissed his cheek before she seated herself on the flat arm of the chair.
“Good morning, early bird,” she said as his arm moved around her waist. “What
are you doing up so early?”
“I woke up, and something… occurred to me. I couldn’t get back to sleep,” he told
her after some hesitation as if he was choosing his words carefully.
“How long have you been out here?” she asked.
“Not long,” he assured her.
“Then what’s bothering you? Tell me.”
He lifted her and sat her on his lap. She was always amazed at how easily he did
that.
“What is it?” she prodded.
“Well, it’s June…” he began, then stopped.
“And…”
“And we’ve been making love almost nightly since the middle of April…” he
hesitated again.
“Sometimes more than that,” she added with a smile. “So?”
“So that’s two months… and… you haven’t had a period.” He finally looked up and
into her eyes.
It took her a moment before it dawned on her why he was beating that bush to
death.
“Oh my God, Vincent,” she said, hugging him. “I’m so sorry. I should have told
you. I’m on birth control.”
At his questioning look, she continued.
“My main reason for using the kind of birth control I use is that it stops my
periods. Mine have always been more than a little uncomfortable, and I’ve often
been anemic. I’ve been using some kind of birth control since I was 18 because of
that.”
“But we’ve been here over three months. You brought that much with you?”
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“No, I didn’t. I only brought what I thought I’d need, but when I realized that we
might be here a little longer, I asked Peter to go to my apartment, get what I had
there, and send it to me. It came with the testing kits he sent back in March. And
when I started running low again, I asked him to pick some up at the pharmacy
and send them. They arrived last week.”
“Then Peter knows…?” He looked concerned.
“He might assume,” she said, “but I haven’t told him anything. He prescribes it,
and he knows that my main reason for taking it is something other than birth
control, so it may not have crossed his mind. And even if it did, he’s my doctor,
and I’m sure he’d never speculate or discuss it with anyone. Not even Father.”
She felt the tension go out of him as he relaxed.
“You’re right,” he said with a sheepish smile.
“What bothers you more?” she asked. “You thought that I might have been
pregnant, or was it that Father might know we are intimate?” she asked.
“Well, pregnancy is not likely if what Father thinks is correct, but I’d want to be
the one to tell him that we have moved forward. I want to be able to assure him
that none of our fears were ever based on fact… I’m not ashamed of what we are
doing,” he added. “I just want to be the one who tells him.”
“The news that his son is no longer as pure as the driven snow, or the news that
he was wrong?” she asked mischievously.
“I think the one might be as upsetting to him as the other,” Vincent said with a
chuckle.
They were quiet for several minutes, and Catherine’s next words were on a much
more serious note.
“What is it that Father thinks that would make you believe we can’t get pregnant?
You just told me that you thought I could be.”
“When I was a baby, Peter, Father, and Paracelsus each had a different opinion
on my origins. Father’s opinion is that I’m some kind of laboratory-bred hybrid,
and often hybrids are sterile like mules.”
“And what did Peter and Paracelsus think?” she asked.
“Paracelsus seemed to think I was more of an experiment that went wrong and
that tended to agree more with Father, but Peter has always thought more along
the lines of a spontaneous mutation. If either Father’s opinion or Paracelsus’ is
accurate, then they are probably correct about me being sterile.”
“And if Peter is correct?”
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“I may not be sterile, and that could cause problems because I’m not sure if I’d
want to take a chance on fathering a child that might be like me. So, I’m relieved
to know that you are taking birth control, but I’m sorry that I didn’t think of it
before. I should have been more responsible.”
“I have some say in this, and I want you to know something,” Catherine said as
she lowered her head so she could see his eyes. “I do want children, and I’d love
to have your babies, but I would never take that step without both of us agreeing.
I’m glad I know what your worries are, and they are as important to me as they
are to you. I just don’t think they should be the only thing you consider when you
think about the possibility of being a father.”

It was only a week later when Peter informed them that they could probably
safely head home.
“I don’t want to go,” she said with a sigh as she dropped to the couch next to
Vincent. “But I guess we have to be responsible.”
“I know what you mean,” he agreed. “I talked to Father, and he has a protocol
that he wants me to follow when I get back.”
“Joe says that I have to continue to work from home for a couple of weeks after
we get back, then I have to take a test to make sure I’m negative, and when I do
go back to the office, most of the staff will be working staggered days; two or
three in the office and the rest at home with only half the staff in the office at any
given time. Most of the courtroom work is virtual.”
“Father wants me to stay in my chamber for two weeks before I join the rest of
the community. He says he’s going to ask Peter if he can get another test for me.”
“Isn’t it going to be hard to stay cooped up in your chamber after having all this
freedom?” she asked.
“What is going to be harder is not being able to see you,” he told her as he pulled
her closer. “They’ve been using a system Below in which those who go Above to
work or to forage have to keep to themselves. Everyone else has been staying
Below. The children aren’t even going up to play in the park. So far, it’s working,
and I don’t want to upset that particular apple car, there is too much at stake.”
“So, it might be a while before we are able to be together again,” she said quietly.
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“I suspect that is true. It might be a very long while before a vaccine is
developed.” He pulled her closer and kissed her. “So, when do you think we
should go back?” he asked.
“Friday before it gets light?” she said reluctantly. “Peter says that things are
pretty quiet in the city at night since everything is closed. I could probably drop
you off at the same place I picked you up if that is convenient.”
“That’s good. I can use the Park threshold and take the route that takes me
almost straight to my chamber. I won’t expose anyone to anything I might be
carrying. I’m probably fine, but no sense taking chances.”
“I’ll call Joe tomorrow and let him know.”
“And I’ll call Peter and ask him to let Father know.”

They spent all day Thursday cleaning and packing.
“I swear we didn’t have this much when we came up here,” Catherine said as they
loaded the last of the luggage into the back of her SUV.
“We didn’t,” Vincent said with a laugh. “We have accumulated quite a few things,
thanks to Amazon. I know I have a lot more clothing than I did when we arrived.”
“Well, we came up prepared for cold weather. When it warmed up, we had to
have the proper clothes,” she pointed out. “And I had to have something besides
t-shirts for the virtual court hearings.”
That night, they went to bed early, intending to sleep so they could get up and
leave about 3am, but their lovemaking had a slight note of desperation to it, and
they got very little sleep.
The drive back to the city was very quiet, they passed few cars, and the lack of
traffic in the city itself was almost scary. The sky was just starting to get gray
when Catherine drove to the same spot between the two bridges behind the
Shakespeare Garden on the 79th Street Transverse, where she’d picked Vincent up
in March. There were no other cars, so she stopped. Vincent reached to the back
for his bags, then leaned over and kissed her hard before he got out and
disappeared into the shadows under the bridge.
Catherine sighed and continued to Central Park West and the parking garage
under her building.
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She decided that it would probably be better if she carried everything up to her
apartment right away. If she left anything for later, she might run into someone,
and although she was sure she wasn’t contagious, as Vincent said, it didn’t make
sense to take a chance. She emptied the car and carried everything to the
elevator, she pushed the button and loaded everything into the car. On her floor,
she reversed the process, shoving everything out of the elevator, then letting the
doors close before unlocking her door and moving everything inside.
The apartment smelled musty, and she went through and opened the doors to the
balcony before she started putting things away. The sun was up by the time she
crawled into bed and closed her eyes.

PART 2: APART
“Keep me as busy as possible,” Catherine said when she called Joe Sunday
afternoon. I haven’t been shut up inside like a lot of people for the last few
months. Getting used to it is going to take some doing.”
“I know what you mean, Kiddo,” he agreed. “Those first few weeks before we
worked something out in the office took some getting used to. Although, I kinda
liked being able to go to court in my underwear.”
“Underwear?”
“At least from the waist down. I was still in a dress shirt, tie and suit jacket on
top.”
“I’ll admit that I kind of enjoyed wearing my jeans or sweats most of the time,”
she agreed. “I haven’t had high heels on in months.”
“OK, back to the serious stuff,” Joe said. “You’ll work from home for the first two
weeks, then you’ll have to get a test, and if it’s negative, we’ll put you back on the
real work. We will discuss that when the time comes.”
“How’s John?” she asked. “I haven’t had an update in over a week.”
“I talked to his wife last night. It’s been a long haul, but his doctors say that he
can go home next week. He was only on the ventilator for a few days, and he’s
been making steady improvement since they took him off, but he’s having trouble
walking and talking. He’s aware of what is going on, and he’s been able to give me
some instructions via a few Face-Time calls. The doctors at the hospital aren’t
very optimistic about his full recovery, but his family doctor, who has known
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John for years, says that they are underestimating him. I agree with his family
doc. I’ve known John for a long time, and it may take him a while, but he’s going
to be back.”
“So, in the meantime, you are still Acting DA?” she asked.
“That I am, and you will be acting Deputy in charge of Investigations as soon as
we can get your butt back in the office.”
“Who’s been doing it?” she asked.
“Me. I’ve been doing both jobs, but there hasn’t been a lot of investigation going
on since March, at least not from our end, and the research that has been done
has all been done from home by the staff. The hardest part has just been keeping
track of what is going on in the office and Investigations; who’s sick, who’s
healthy, who’s working where, and when. I need you back ASAP, Radcliffe!”
“It won’t be soon enough for me,” she agreed. “As long as I was in Connecticut, I
had distractions, things to do, and acres of land to wander, but now that I’m
home, 800 square feet is looking more and more cramped.”
And it got worse over the next couple of weeks. Often when she was interviewing
witnesses or sometimes even doing a virtual court appearance, she used her
phone instead of the tablet or the computer, and she’d pace restlessly.
As soon as her two weeks quarantine was over, she was at the testing site the
office used, and three days later, she presented herself and the paperwork
proving she was clean, as she put it, in Joe’s office demanding to be put to work.
“It’s great to see you, Cathy!” he exclaimed loudly. “If it wasn’t against all the new
protocols, I’d hug you!”
Catherine laughed.
“I’ll just settle for getting back to work. I feel as if I’ve been sprung from prison.”
“OK!” Joe stood and waved her out of the open office door. “We’ve done a little
shuffling around. No one is using John’s office, so I’m running things from mine.
Levinson decided he might as well retire since he was going to in June anyway, so
his office is empty. Rita cleared your desk and moved everything into Levinson’s
office. You can use that one. And that means, since you have a private office, you
get to come to work every day, just like me. And another perk is that you don’t
have to wear your mask while you are in said office, as long as the door is closed,
and you are alone.”
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They walked across the semi-deserted bullpen to Levinson’s old office. Someone
had already put her name on the door with ‘Deputy District Attorney’ below it.
Catherine looked at it and raised her eyebrows in question.
“John has suggested that when he comes back, I move into Levinson’s old job and
that you take mine over, permanently. Sounds pretty good to me.”
“Me too,” Catherine agreed with a grin… a grin that couldn’t be seen because of
the mask she was wearing.
“I’ll leave you to get settled. There will be a Zoom staff meeting at 1:00 this
afternoon. I’ll send you the link.” He turned to leave. “I almost forgot. We had to
get rid of the community coffee pot and the water cooler, the lunchroom is closed,
and the sandwich guy isn’t making his rounds. If you order out for food, you’ll
have to go to the lobby to pick it up.”
“I kind of anticipated that,” she told him, pointing at the large canvas tote she’d
set on the desk next to her briefcase and purse.
He nodded and left, and the first thing she did was close the door and snatch the
mask off her face. The damn thing made her nose itch.
She had a one-cup coffee maker in her bag; she set that up on the credenza
behind the desk. She placed a box of coffee next to it. At least she wouldn’t have
to drink the sludge that they passed off as coffee in the office anymore. The small
fridge that Levinson had installed was still in the office, and she put 12 2-liter
bottles of water and her lunch inside. Then she turned her attention to the desk.
Rita had done an excellent job of setting her desk up. The desk in this office was a
little larger than her old one had been, but Rita had managed to get everything
into the same drawers and nearly on the same place on the desk.
It didn’t take long before Catherine was seated at the desk with a cup of coffee
and a stack of files. Joe had thoughtfully left a detailed job description with her,
so it looked like all she had to do for now was assign files to other attorneys and
keep track of who was in the office on what days.
Her first day flew by, and she was surprised to find a note on the floor inside her
door when she got home that evening. She wondered who delivered it since
Father was keeping everyone Below on such a short rein.

Dearest Catherine,
Father has released me from purgatory, and Peter suggested that I
call you from the phone in his basement. I will try tonight at 7pm. We
can set up times for future calls then.
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Love always,
Vincent
The rest of the afternoon and early evening couldn’t go fast enough, but her
phone finally rang at seven, and Catherine answered eagerly.
The first few minutes were spent with each of them telling the other how much
they were missed. Catherine was almost in tears, and she was surprised at how
emotional she was.
“Are you all right?” Vincent asked when her voice broke for the third time.
“Better now that I can at least hear your voice. God, I’ve missed you!”
“And I have missed you. It’s been especially hard being isolated from everyone
and everything. All I had to think about was how much I missed you.”
“I know what you mean, but I think it’s the little things I miss the most,” she said
with a sigh. “I miss touching. Not just the sexual part of it, but the little touches,
your hand on my shoulder, or mine on yours, the hugs, moving over in the bed to
curl up next to you in the middle of the night.”
“I miss holding you,” Vincent agreed, and they went on to exchange news.
“So, the promotion to Deputy is permanent?” Vincent asked.
“That is what John told Joe, but everything is still up in the air until all this is
over. John won’t be back to work for several months. We’ve lost several staff
members. No one died, but some just felt compelled to get out of New York City,
and to a certain extent, I can understand that… especially for those with families.
Was there anything new when you got home?” she asked.
“Mouse installed a Wi-Fi network through the main hub of the community. All
the common areas, the classroom, and Father’s study have access.”
“That is wonderful! Maybe we can exchange emails,” she suggested.
“Our computers are old, but Father has a personal laptop. I’m sure I can get him
to allow me to use it from time to time.”
“I’ll email you my work address and phone numbers, just in case you need to get
in touch during the day while I’m at work,” she told him. “Do you need more
computers, Below?”
“We have enough for our students, and Father only has one because he found out
that he can access a lot of medical information online. No one else really has
much interest in having one.
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“But I could afford it,” she suggested.
“Catherine,” he said in a warning voice.
“Honest, Vincent. This could help the children, and you know I’d do anything for
them.”
“I can find out,” Vincent finally conceded. “We might be able to use something set
up in a communal area, the dining chamber. I’ll let you know.”
That made Catherine smile. It was hard, but they finally ended the call after
nearly two hours.
“So, how often will you be calling?” she asked before they hung up.
“I know I can call you every Sunday, and probably at least once more during the
week,” he told her.
“It’s not like I have anywhere I’ll be other than here in the evenings,” she told him
with a laugh. “We have to be out of the office every evening by six because the
janitorial crew comes through to clean, and they are using some kind of a
disinfecting fogger. We can’t be in the office during that time.”
“Then, let’s just say every Sunday at six for sure and whenever else I can get
here,” he told her.
“That will be wonderful. I’ll look forward to it! I love you, Vincent. I can’t wait to
talk to you again. I miss you already.”
Vincent cradled the phone in Peter’s basement with a shake of his head. He
headed back to Father’s study to ask him if he thought that there was anywhere
they could use an extra computer or two.

“Are there enough for the children in the classroom?” Father asked after Vincent
told him what he and Catherine had discussed.
“More than enough there,” Vincent told him. “I thought that maybe we could set
up one or two in the dining chamber with a printer and allow anyone to use them
when the need arises. People could write letters and print them out to mail or
send an email.”
“If we do that, we will probably have to set a time limit for each person,” Father
pointed out.
“I hear that is what they do in public libraries,” Vincent agreed. “Then you think it
would be all right if we let Catherine get a couple of computers?”
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“It might help some of our people deal better with the isolation,” Father said.
“And they would be backup in case any of the computers in the classroom stop
working.”
“I’ll send her an email and let her know,” Vincent said.

Vincent had been home for several weeks before he remembered that he
promised Catherine that he’d talk to a Helper who was a realtor about helping her
find a house that had tunnel access. He emailed Rhonda Corbett and explained
the situation, and she emailed that she’d love to help Catherine.
Catherine had almost forgotten that conversation, but she was delighted to hear
from Rhonda. They talked about what Catherine was looking for, and Rhonda
promised to keep her eyes and ears open and let her know if she found any
possibilities.
Over the next couple of months, Rhonda emailed her the specifics on several
places, but none of them were quite right, and none positively had Tunnel
access… only the possibility.
It was just after Labor Day when she heard from Rhonda again.
She got a text that said:
I might have something for you. Call me at your earliest
convenience.

Catherine immediately dialed Rhonda’s number.
“Catherine! I was hoping you’d be able to call back quickly,” Rhonda said.
“What have you got?”
“It’s a house similar to Peter Alcott’s,” she started, knowing that Catherine knew
Peter. “But it’s bigger, and on a corner, so it has windows on three sides instead
of just the front and back. Three floors, finished basement, roof patio, 8
bedrooms, 3½ baths, big eat-in kitchen, a large pantry, a formal dining room, a
large living room, a room on the first floor that could be used as a den or a home
office, and the laundry is on the 2nd floor. I think that covers it.”
“Where is it?” asked Catherine.
“It’s almost directly across the park from where your apartment is,” Rhonda told
her. “So, you’d be about the same distance from everything.”
“And a threshold?”
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“I looked at the blueprints of the house, both the original and the ones from a
couple of renos through the years, and it looked like something was opened up
back in 1922, during Prohibition. I went and checked it out and did a little
wandering. I didn’t have to go far before I could hear the pipes, so it definitely has
access.”
“How soon can I look at it?” Catherine asked excitedly.
“I can meet you there whenever you are free.”
“I’ll see you in an hour. Text me the address.”
Catherine put on her mask and grabbed her purse and briefcase. She crossed to
Joe’s office and knocked.
“Come in.”
She opened the door and stuck her head in.
“I have to leave a little early today, Joe,” she said. “I’ve been looking for a bigger
place, and I think my realtor might have found one.”
“Not like there is much going on around here this afternoon,” Joe said with a
smile. “Off with you. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Cathy had started driving to work, so it was easy for her to get to her car. She
checked the address on her phone and headed out.
Even though she was early, she could see a woman
waiting on the front steps of the house.
From the outside, it looked good. She especially
liked the rounded corner section and wondered
what those rooms were like on the inside.
She met with Rhonda, who she’d only seen once at
Winterfest. Rhonda explained how her company
was handling realty showings.
“I’ll unlock it and wait out here for you. It’s not
furnished, and you can go on in and take a look
around. If you have any questions or need to know
anything just call me.
“I would suggest that you start in the basement.
The access is on the sidewall that faces that street.”
She pointed at the street that ran next to the house
rather than the one the front door was on. “I
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marked the tunnel walls with chalk if you want to walk to where you can hear the
pipes.”
“Thanks, Rhonda.”
Catherine went in and did exactly as Rhonda suggested. The basement had a wall
that ran from the front to the back of the house. She opened the first door and
found a small, one-car garage. It looked like it had access from the alley behind
the house and dropped down about 10 feet into the underground garage. That
was a definite plus. She opened a door a few feet toward the front of the house
and found the usual mechanical room that held the heat and air system, the water
heater, and a breaker box. Next to the breaker box was another door, and it
opened onto a small landing and a stair that led down to a sub-basement. It
wasn’t a very long walk when she came to an intersection where she could hear
pipes. There was even a pipe there that might be connected to the system.
Back in the house, she took a quick look around the rest of the basement. There
was a large finished room with a kitchenette that could be used as a family or
playroom and a bathroom with a shower attached to a room that could be used as
a bedroom.
The first floor had a large, bright eat-in kitchen with a huge pantry that was
probably originally a butler’s pantry. The formal dining room was large but not
cavernous, the living room in the front of the house was a good size, and it had a
fireplace.
Across the hall was the library/office/den in the first floor round room. It was a
masculine room with floor-to-ceiling dark wood paneling and curved
bookshelves. There was another small room off the hall behind it that Rhonda
hadn’t mentioned. The second floor had four bedrooms and two baths. The round
room on the corner was slightly smaller than the other three, but she knew that
any little girl would love to have it for her room. She loved how the laundry had
been installed in the linen cabinets in the hall.
The 3rd floor was pretty much a reflection of the 2nd floor, but one of the
bathrooms was much more luxurious than the other, and she had a feeling that
those two rooms on the side of the house with more windows were configured to
be a master suite.
Back in the kitchen, she found a loose-leaf notebook on the counter. She opened
it to find copies of all the inspections for the most recent renovation. The house
had all new plumbing and electrical. The foundation had been waterproofed and
inspected, and there was a new roof.
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Rhonda was sitting on the top step of the stoop when Catherine went back out.
She closed the door and went down to the sidewalk to wait while Rhonda locked
the door.
“What do you think?” asked Rhonda as she came down the steps and went to
stand a few feet away.
“I love it, it’s perfect! How much?”
Rhonda named a figure then rushed to explain. “I wouldn’t think on it too long.
It’s been on the market for several months, and the seller just lowered the price.
There is another offer, but in my opinion, that offer is too low.”
“So, you are saying that if I make an offer at the asking price, then it’s probably
mine?” Catherine asked.
“I’d say there’s a good chance,” Rhonda agreed.
“Then I don’t have to think about it. Make the offer at the seller’s asking price and
let me know. Tell him it’s cash so he won’t have to wait for loan approval. If there
is anything I have to sign, send it to my home email. I’m heading there now.”
“I’ll go back to the office, and I’ll let you know as soon as I hear something.”
As Catherine drove to the other side of the park to her apartment, she had
everything crossed.
It didn’t take long. About an hour later, Rhonda called her and told her that the
house was hers. And they set the closing for the next week.
Catherine knew it would be hard, but she planned to keep the house a secret for
now. She asked Rhonda not to tell anyone Below.

Not long after she closed on the house, she was composing an email to Father,
asking about the threshold and asking him to keep it to himself, when she
suddenly had an idea.
Good grief! Why didn’t I think of this before? she asked herself. She finished the
email to Father, then went online to her wireless carrier’s website, where she
added a line to her plan and ordered a new phone.
They have wi-fi Below, she told herself. I can pay for what is needed to extend it
to Vincent’s chamber. We can video chat. And if he has wi-fi in his chamber, I
can give him a laptop. We can talk or email anytime.
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Right after she ordered the phone, she went online to find a laptop for Vincent.
She knew that if she got him the latest and greatest with all the bells and whistles,
he would be upset with her and might not even accept it, so she settled for one
that had only a few additional bells and whistles: a large hard drive, lots of
memory and a DVD/CD drive. She also ordered a mouse since she’d noticed that
he’d had some trouble with the touch pad on hers.
She arranged to have everything delivered to Peter’s, and then she called Peter to
tell him.
She also told him about the house.
“I’ve emailed Father about it,” she told Peter. “But I want to keep it from Vincent
for now. I want to surprise him. And speaking of surprises, that was why I called.”
She quickly explained about the phone and the laptop. “I’m having them
delivered to you, and you can put them in the basement for Vincent to pick up.”
“Are you going to tell him?” Peter asked.
“Only that you will be leaving a couple of packages for him,” she told him.
“Do you want me to leave them as they come in or wait until both of them are
here?”
“I think it might be better to get them both out of the way at once,” she said after
a moment of thought. “What do you think?”
“I agree. If he has only one thing to focus on, he might be more stubborn about
it,” Peter said with a laugh. “What about the wi-fi access?”
“I’ll contact the Helper who showed Mouse how to set up what they have and
have him get what is needed to Mouse. He can bill me. So, if you let me know
when both the packages are there, I’ll let Vincent know to look for them. I do have
a feeling I’ll be in for an argument.”

About a week later, Catherine got a text from Peter that said, “They’re here.” She
chuckled as she texted him to leave them in the basement near the phone. She’d
let Vincent know.
Catherine quickly sent an email to Vincent telling him to look for the packages
the next time he went to Peter’s. She also asked him not to open either of them
until she was on the phone.
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She wasn’t really surprised when her phone rang promptly at seven. Sometimes
Vincent was just like a kid when it came to surprises.
“What’s in the bag?” Vincent asked once greetings were exchanged.
“Something for you,” she said coyly.
“I assumed that, since you said so in the email,” he said, then added. “Is it
something I can let other people see?”
She giggled. “Of course it is. If I was going to send you nude pictures, I’d do it in
an email.”
“You wouldn’t?” he almost gasped. “I open my email in the dining chamber, and
there is usually a line of people waiting behind me. Anyone could see.”
“I’m joking,” she assured him. “But it is all related to that. Open them.”
“Peter’s note said there were two packages; a big one and a small one. Which
should I open first?” he asked, reaching for the bag.”
“Open the small one first,” she told him.
There was a long silence before Vincent spoke again.
“A phone?” he asked, clearly puzzled.
“For emergencies, once you can come Above again, but you can also use it below
where there is Wi-Fi.”
“To make calls?”
“Yes, you can use Wi-Fi calling. I’ve sent instructions to your email for setting it
up.”
“Catherine, this is too much,” he started to protest.
“Before you say that, open the other box,” she told him.
There was another long silence before he spoke again.
“A computer?” he said unnecessarily. “Now, this really is too much!”
“No, it’s not. It’s actually me being selfish. Now we can call or email anytime we
want to. We can even video chat. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it sooner.”
“But I will still have to go to one of the common areas to access the wi-fi,” he told
her.
“No, you won’t. That’s the last part of the surprise. I arranged for Mouse to install
wi-fi in your chamber. He did it the other day while you were taking supplies to
Narcissa.”
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Vincent was quiet for a very long time. She started to wish that she was on a video
call so she could see his face.
“Vincent? Are you still there?” she finally asked.
“I am, and I can feel how happy this makes you,” he said in a resigned tone. “I
don’t suppose that I could turn this down without hurting your feelings.”
“If you really think I shouldn’t have, that’s OK,” she said sadly, “but I just miss
you so much. The sound of your voice does go a long way but seeing your face
would make me feel so much better.”
Catherine heard a gusty sigh from the other end, and she began to smile.
“All right. I will accept your gift,” he told her. “But please, nothing else for a
while… a very long while. I’m not used to such lavish gifts.”
They talked for a while longer, and Vincent promised that he’d print the
instructions for setting the phone up for wi-fi calling and that he’d get everything
set up the next day.
On his way back to his chamber, Vincent stopped in the kitchen for a snack, and
he noticed that the computer in the corner of the dining chamber wasn’t in use,
so he went to it, logged into his email, and printed out the instructions Catherine
had sent. He took everything and his snack back to his chamber.
He got ready for bed and sat down on the side of the bed. He read the
instructions he’d printed out, and since they looked simple enough, he decided to
set the phone up before he went to bed. It didn’t take long, and soon he had the
phone charging on his night table.
It wasn’t very late, and he debated calling Catherine to tell her. After a moment,
he started to smile.
You know what they say about payback, don’t you, Catherine? he thought to
himself as he reached for a book of poetry he’d been reading. He leafed through it
until he found what he was looking for, and he dialed Catherine’s number.
She answered before it rang a second time.
“Vincent! That didn’t take long to set up. This is wonderful!”
“I have something I want to read to you,” he said.
“Ooh! I never thought of that. I do miss hearing you read!”
Vincent picked up the book and began to read,
i like my body when it is with your
body. It is so quite new a thing.
Muscles better and nerves more.
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i like your body. i like what it does,
i like its hows. i like to feel the spine
of your body and its bones, and the trembling
-firm-smooth ness and which i will
again and again and again
kiss, i like kissing this and that of you,
i like, slowly stroking the, shocking fuzz
of your electric furr, and what-is-it comes
over parting flesh… And eyes big love-crumbs,
and possibly i like the thrill
of under me you so quite new 11
As soon as he was done, he hung up. He knew that he’d left Catherine sitting in
stunned silence. He had to chuckle ironically… He had made himself as
uncomfortable as he’d made Catherine. The words had evoked images that he’d
been hard-pressed to keep in the back of his mind since their return to the city.
Knowing that he wouldn’t be going to sleep soon, he unpacked the computer and
set it up. The first thing he did was look up what the CDC was saying about
possible vaccines for the virus. They couldn’t be developed soon enough, in his
opinion.
Catherine had been positively squirming by the time Vincent finished the poem,
then genuine frustration had set in as soon as he hung up. She didn’t bother
trying to call him back, she knew it would be futile. But then she had to laugh.
I guess that is Vincent’s version of ‘phone sex’ and his idea of payback. She
briefly considered sending him a picture of some of her more ‘naughty parts’ but
decided that it would be taking things just a bit too far.
She got up and went to the living room to retrieve a file from her briefcase. Maybe
it would be dull and dry enough to take her mind off other things and put her to
sleep.

The first thing the next morning, Vincent sent a text to Catherine. All it said was:
I hope you rested well.
11

“I Like My Body When It Is With Your” ee cummings
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He was chuckling as he entered the dining chamber a few minutes later.
As he joined Father at their usual table, the phone that he’d stuck in the back
pocket of his jeans beeped and vibrated. Before he sat down, Vincent took the
phone out and looked at Catherine’s response to his earlier text.
I rested just fine, no thanks to you.

Vincent put the phone on the table as he sat. Father looked at it, then at his son.
“A phone?” he asked.
“A gift from Catherine, so we can talk at any time. I didn’t know that there is a
way to use a smart phone on our wi-fi network. Catherine arranged to have
Mouse install wi-fi in my chamber. She also sent a computer.”
Father pointedly looked at the phone and then back at his son. Vincent hastily
snatched the phone off the table and put it in the pocket of his vest.
“Was that a message from Catherine?” Father asked.
“Yes. She was responding to my earlier ‘good morning’ text.”
“I noticed that she sent you one of the larger phones,” Father observed.
“Yes, I imagine she saw the problems I had texting on her phone when we were in
Connecticut. This is much easier to use.”
Vincent was busy all day and didn’t have a chance to text or email Catherine as
often as he would have liked, but he had to admit that it was enjoyable to be able
to share things with her when they happened. He was even wondering if it would
be safe to share an occasional photo.

Catherine was having a tough time keeping the new house to herself. There was a
lot to do to make it ready to move in, and because of the virus, everything took a
lot longer than it would have before. She hired painters, but they couldn’t get to
her house before the first week in December. At least they didn’t have to prime or
cover up any strange colors since the builder who had renovated the house had
painted everything white. She was thankful he hadn’t painted any of the
woodwork. It was all beautiful, dark stained wood.
Once the painting was done, she went to work furnishing it. She didn’t have to
buy kitchen appliances since they were already there. She did order a washer and
dryer.
At first, she considered hiring an interior designer, but after a bit of thought, she
decided not to. Every home she’d lived in her entire life had been decorated by
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someone else. She had all the floor plans in the loose-leaf binder with detailed
measurements, and she decided that she could do all of her shopping online.
Before she started shopping, she called a Helper who owned a moving company
and a warehouse.
“What can I do for you, Ms. Chandler,” Sy Olsen asked after she identified herself.
She explained about the house.
“So, you are going to need a mover? When?” he asked.
“That’s just it; I’m not sure yet. Because of the virus, I’m doing all my furniture
shopping online. That means that the things will be arriving at different times
and I don’t what to keep taking time off work to meet the deliveries at the house.
I was wondering if I could have all the deliveries made to your warehouse, have
you store them until everything is there, then have it all delivered to the house at
the same time?”
“Sure, that’s not a problem,” Sy told her. “You aren’t the first to do something like
that, especially lately. Just shoot me an email and let me know when something is
supposed to arrive, and we will make sure it all goes to the same place in the
warehouse.”
They went on to discuss prices and dates, and Catherine hung up smiling. The
Helper Network didn’t just work for those who lived Below.

There were only a few people who knew about Catherine’s planned move. Father
was the only person Below who knew, but Above, she’d told Peter, Joe, Jenny,
Edie, and Rita.
They had just ended their regular weekly staff meeting Zoom call when Joe asked
Catherine to stay on the line for a minute.
“Save me the bother of finding a mask and coming to your office,” he said with a
grin.
“What do you need?” she asked after everyone else had logged off.
“Just a couple of things. First, an update on your move,” he told her. “Any dates?”
“It won’t be for a while yet,” she told him. She looked at the calendar on her desk.
“I’m getting a few custom pieces, and the last one of those isn’t supposed to be
delivered until late March. Then I’ll have to work out a date with the mover to
take everything from his warehouse to the new house. I’ll keep you in the loop,”
she promised.
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“Good. And the other thing is that the City is opening up vaccines to what it
considers essential personnel, and we are on that list. Our office should start
getting our shots the first week in March. The Health Department will be
bringing the vaccines to us twice that week, so we won’t have to wait in line. Then
they will be back two weeks later.”
“That’s fantastic!” Catherine exclaimed with a grin. I can’t wait for things to get
back to some kind of normal!” I’ll have to check with Vincent about how the
people Below are getting the shots, she added to herself.
“Me too,” Joe told her. “I haven’t seen my mom or my sisters since last March.
I’ve had to settle for frozen lasagna for almost a year.”
As soon as she logged off the call with Joe, she sent a text to Vincent:
I’ll be getting my
first COVID vaccine
the first week of
March. How is
everyone where you
are getting theirs?
Our residents are just
planning to go the
vaccination sites like
everyone else as the
vaccine becomes available
to their age groups.
What about you? I
know we have both
had it, but the
experts say we still
need to be
vaccinated. Will you
be able to get it?
Peter is working on that.
He’s sure that the
vaccine
won’t be
harmfulfelt that she could make
Now that she had some idea
of a timeline,
Catherine
to me, and he and another
some plans.
Helper are working on a
plan.
She called Sy to tell him that
the last of the furniture would be delivered to the

warehouse in a few days, and they set up a date for him to deliver everything to
the house. She agreed to meet them there so she could direct them regarding
where to put each piece.
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Catherine got her first shot on March 4th, almost a year from when the whole
adventure had started for her and Vincent. The people from the Health
Department said that they would be back on the 29th and 30th to give the second
shots. When Catherine wrote everything on her calendar, she was thrilled to see
that April 12th was the two-week mark from her second shot. She might be able to
spend their anniversary with Vincent. It all depended on if Vincent could get his
shots and what kind of protocol Father had set up Below.
“You should be fully protected by April 12th?” questioned Vincent.
“Unless there is some kind of hitch in getting the second shot,” she agreed. “Do
you think Father would allow me to come Below? I know that the 12th is a
Monday, but I can get the day off.”
In fact, she had the whole week off because she was planning to move into the
house that week. All the furniture would be moved from the warehouse to the
house over the weekend then she planned to move her personal belongings and
have what she wasn’t keeping sent Below on Monday and Tuesday.
“I’m sure he would. I’ll talk to him. About half of our people have started getting
shots. I’ve had the first one also.”
“I swear, the next month is going to seem longer than the previous nine!”
Vincent had to agree, and because of that, he started working on a plan of his
own.

It was a little after midnight on April 12th when Vincent left the tunnels for the
first time in 10 months. The city was unusually quiet, and the fresh air in the park
was almost intoxicating.
He’d decided to use the Park threshold for that reason. He wanted to enjoy the
night and smells of the Park on his walk to Catherine’s building.
He didn’t hurry, but he still reached Central Park West quickly. There was a little
traffic, but it was easy for him to get across the street unobserved.
As he climbed the fire escape on the back of the building, he tuned into the Bond.
Catherine was planning to get up early in the morning to go Below, so she had
gone to bed early. She was sound asleep when Vincent dropped from the roof to
her balcony.
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A peek in the French door to her bedroom told him that she was asleep on the far
side of the bed on her right side, facing the closet. It was interesting to see that.
She’d always slept on her left side in the middle until they’d started sharing a bed
when they were in Connecticut. She quickly adapted to sleeping on her right side
so that Vincent could curl up behind her with his arm around her. Seeing her
sleeping that way just made his plan all that much easier.
He walked over to the French door into the living room and used the key she’d
given him over a year ago after the stalker incident, to let himself into the living
room.
There he did something that he would have never contemplated doing a year ago.
He quickly shed all his clothing and left it draped over the back of one of the love
seats. Then he crept into the bedroom and very carefully slid into the bed. He lay
quietly for a moment to make sure that he hadn’t disturbed her, then he slid
closer until he was curled around her. He put his left arm around her waist, then
buried his nose in her hair and took a deep breath… then waited.
At first, nothing happened, then he heard Catherine sigh as she leaned back
against him. A few seconds later, he felt her wake, and he heard her voice.
“Vincent?”
“Umm?” he responded.
He swore she spun as she turned toward him.
“You are here! I wasn’t dreaming!” She burrowed into his chest and hugged him
tightly before she reached up and pulled his head down for a kiss.
“April 12th commemorates more than one thing,” Vincent whispered when she
finally turned him loose. “The day I first found you, the first time we made love,
and…”
“And when we were reunited after an almost 10-month separation,” she
interrupted. She rolled over onto her back and managed to pull her nightgown off
over her head before he pulled her back into his arms.
“And the first time we made love again after that 10-month separation,” he
added.
EPILOGUE
“I don’t know how you managed to do all this without everyone knowing,” said
Vincent as he finished hanging some of his clothing in the closet in the master
bedroom of the new house.
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“Well, actually, it seems more people Below knew about this than I realized,” she
said with a laugh. “I told Father, and I expected that he might tell Mary, but it
turned out that Father might be worse at keeping a secret than any of the
children.”
“How’s that?” Vincent asked as they left the room and walked down to the
kitchen.
“Well, Father did tell Mary, but then he told Mouse because someone heard that
the house had been sold and Mouse was getting ready to go close the threshold.
When he gave the order to keep the threshold open, he had to let the council
know why, and then the sentries who handle the posts in that area had to be told.
“Then Sy needed help the day that we’d set up for him to move the furniture from
the warehouse to the house, so he recruited from Below, and that was how
Cullen, Zach, Michael, Jason, and Robert found out. William, Geoffrey, and
Kipper knew because William sent the boys with lunch for the moving crew. By
the time you showed up on Monday, I think you may have been about the only
person Below who didn’t know.”
“Well, at least they managed to keep it a secret from me, and your surprise wasn’t
spoiled.”
They had reached the kitchen, and Catherine turned to him.
“It is OK, isn’t it?” she asked. “I know that you enjoyed the balcony…”
Vincent’s fingers on her lips stopped her words.
“The balcony was nothing more than a place where we could be together. A safe
place between our two worlds,” he told her.
“A place where you could see the sky,” she added.
“I can still climb to the top of any one of many buildings if I want to see the sky,”
he pointed out. “Or I can do it from the roof here, or the back yard. And I’m sure
that there are more trips to Connecticut in our future.”
“And we do have a future, don’t we?” she stated as she snuggled into his arms.
“Yes, and we have hope; that is what a bright future is made of… Hope. ”
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Two Men, Two Strengths
by JessicaRae

“I went to learn from Isaac because I was afraid,” she whispered.
“Fear is a normal emotion,” Vincent spoke softly, embracing her. “You cannot be
faulted for it.”
“Vincent, I felt weak, and helpless. I felt as if all of New York were watching me
when I walked down the street.”
He held her closer. “You are strong now.”
“Only because of you and Isaac, you most of all.”
“Isaac taught you strength,” Vincent noted.
“Physical strength,” she agreed. “But you gave me strength here.”
She gently laid his hand over her heart. “Only you could do that for me.”
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Windows on the World
by Angie

Vincent knew which iron manhole and litter grates
let light into his world. He often walked below them,
sensing people, hearing talk, enjoying the dust
mote-filled sunlight that filtered down.
After Catherine returned above, he had often
followed her from below the street as she went on
her business above it, feeling it all with her through
their bond.
One day, she felt triumphant and happy after some
period of trepidation. He was below the large street
grate when she stopped. When he looked up from
the darkness, she was looking down. He felt her
gratitude.
His aloneness ended then.

END
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R-Violence

A fanfiction based on the 1987 TV-Series Situated in an alternate third season,
where Catherine and Vincent are still together.
An attempt is made on Joe’s life and Vincent becomes the prime suspect.

The banquet hall was lit by hundreds of candles. Spread around the room were
sculptures of children carrying flowers, delicate portrait paintings and antique
wooden jars. The doors were open, allowing the ivory-colored curtains to dance
with the evening wind. Small groups of people softly conversed, while a waiter in
a tuxedo served refreshments. All of the guests wore costumes.
“You’ve outdone yourself with the setting …” a familiar voice started.
Catherine turned around. She wore a ruby red evening gown, long gloves and a
black lace mask. Her guest had pulled his wavy hair back and was dressed in a
velvet vampire cloak.
“… but I’m not too keen on the concept. This costume is killing me!”
He used his pocket square to pat his brow.
Catherine laughed.
“You can lose the cloak, Joe. We all know it’s you.”
“Your boyfriend is still wearing his,” Joe pointed out, gazing over her shoulder.
“When are you going to introduce us?”
Catherine placed a small, delicate hand on the biceps of the man flanking her. He
was significantly taller than Joe and twice as muscular. This was not the type of
man Joe had pictured Cathy with.
Slowly the man turned around. Underneath his hood he wore a highly realistic
lion mask.
“Vincent,” Catherine softly addressed him, “this is Joe.”
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The man had gentle and intelligent eyes. His voice was like grains of sand brushing
against coastal rocks.
“Yes. I have heard much about you. You have been a good friend to Catherine.”
“Maybe not so good,” Joe teasingly pointed out. “Up to a year ago I thought she
spent her weekends by herself with a bottle of expensive wine.”
A smile dimpled Catherine’s cheeks.
“We waited to tell people about our relationship,” she explained. “I suppose we
wanted to savor the magic for as long as we could.”
Joe took in the scenery.
“This classifies as magical,” he thought aloud. “So, what do you do for a living,
Vincent?”
Catherine intervened.
“Vincent has dedicated his life to helping others.”
“Oh …”
Joe seemed puzzled.
“… So, you’re a social worker?”
“Something like that,” Vincent softly replied.
Joe couldn’t help but stare at his fangs. They looked remarkably real.
“Well …” he concluded, bending forward to kiss Catherine’s forehead. “… I’m
afraid I have to call it a night. Got a big case in the morning. Happy birthday,
Radcliffe. You look ravishing. I’ll see you on Monday.”
He reached out his hand to Vincent.
“It’s been great to finally meet you.”
Vincent wrapped a large, fur covered hand around his.
“Likewise.”
“I’ll walk you out,” Catherine suggested.
Her robe glided over the tile floor as they walked towards the exit.
“He seems quite impressive,” Joe said.
Catherine’s eyes lit up.
“He is. I met him shortly after I was assaulted. He brought me back to life in every
possible way.”
A smile pulled at the corner of Joe’s lips.
“I’m glad you’re happy, Radcliffe.”
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She spontaneously embraced him.
“Thank you, Joe. I’m glad you got the chance to meet him.”
“Although we were all wearing masks and I couldn’t see his face. Nice touch.”
“Not being able to see a person’s face,” Catherine answered, “forces us to focus on
what is inside. Ultimately that is what is most important.”
“Well,” Joe said, “your guy seems decent enough.”
She briefly touched his wrist.
“I’ll see you Monday.”
“I’m parked over there …”
Joe pointed to a dark car across the street.
“… don’t make it too late. I want to see you bright and early Monday morning.”
Catherine waved goodbye as he crossed the street. He stopped for a moment to
wave back. At the same time another cloaked figure appeared out of the shadows.
Swiftly he approached Joe.
Catherine frowned. Was that someone they knew or just a hasty pedestrian?
The stranger did not walk passed Joe. Instead, he jumped him. Catherine shrieked
when she saw the knife.
“Joe!” she screamed out.
The assailant stabbed him in the ribs and slid back into the shadows. By the time
Catherine had regained the strength in her legs, Joe was on the ground, bleeding.
She knelt by his side.
“Catherine …”
Vincent hovered over her.
“Someone just stabbed Joe,” she commented. “We need an ambulance …”
“There is no time,” Vincent objected. “I’ll carry him to the hospital.”
He bent further down. His hair fell over her cheekbone, soft and cool. It smelled of
grass and leather.
“Vincent,” she said, grabbing his arm and squeezing it. “Be careful.”

It was quiet Below with only the faint echoes of pipe messages and the rumbling
sounds of the subway. A smile appeared on Mary’s face. She so loved the quiet.
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After a hectic day of teaching the children, it was like an old friend, welcoming her
home.
“Mary?”
She looked up from her knitting and saw Denise standing in the entrance. With her
high cheekbones, creamy skin and lush copper hair, she almost looked like an
angel.
“Am I disturbing you?”
“Of course not, dear!”
Mary put aside her crocheting.
“I was just making you a nice, warm scarf for your journey Above.”
“Yeah …”
Denise lowered her eyes.
“… I’m not too sure about that though.”
Mary frowned.
“But what about your aunt?” she asked. “She spent years trying to find you. She
came all this way to meet you. She must care about you very much.”
Denise took a seat on the green velvet chair next to Mary.
“She doesn’t feel like family, not like you do.”
Tears welled up in her eyes and Mary bent over to grab her hand.
“Don’t think of it as goodbye,” she suggested. “You will always be welcome here.”
“But my aunt lives across the country. I won’t be able to visit.”
“It doesn’t have to be right away,” Mary said. “I’ll wait.”
Denise took a deep breath.
“Please come with me,” she continued, “when I go Above to meet her.”
Mary seemed puzzled.
“But Catherine will be there.”
“Yes, but I would like to have you with me as well.”
“But …”
Mary folded her hands under her chin.
“… I haven’t been Above in years. I wouldn’t know how to behave.”
“Be kind and gentle,” Denise said, “like always. It’ll just be for an hour or so. Mary,
please …”
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Mary tried to remember the last time she went Above. Only flashes of images came
to mind.
“I’ll think about it,” she hesitantly promised.

Catherine was just out of the shower when she heard a noise. Quickly she put on
her evening robe and opened the glass terrace doors. A dark silhouette came
towards her. Strong, warm arms wrapped around her and she buried her face in
layers of thick, woolen clothing that smelled of sandalwood and candle wax.
“Catherine,” Vincent whispered in her hair. “Are you alright?”
She sighed against his chest.
“I can’t believe I just saw Joe get stabbed. It feels like a horrible dream.”
“How is he?”
She loosened her embrace and leaned backward a little, so she could see his face.
“The doctors wouldn’t let me see him. He’s in critical condition …”
Tears welled up in her eyes.
“I’ve been trying to remember his case files,” she said in a soft, shaky voice, “trying
to think of who may have done this.”
“You can look through the files in the morning,” Vincent suggested. “It’s important
to get some rest.”
She moaned in protest.
“How can I rest? Joe is fighting for his life. He’s my friend, Vincent.”
“I know ...”
His voice sounded calm and reasonable.
“… but Joe needs you to be sharp and alert.”
She took a deep breath.
“You are right,” she admitted. “I have to take Denise to meet her aunt in the
morning.”
“She would understand if you would rather postpone it,” Vincent said.
Catherine shook her head. Shiny strands of gold danced in her silky brown hair.
“I promised. Besides, it might make me feel less helpless.”
“You will find the person who did this,” Vincent inspired her. “Of that there is no
doubt in my mind.”
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She forced a bleak smile and rested her cheek on his shoulder.

The warehouse was in a decent part of the city, but it was secluded and private.
Mike waited for his driver to open the car door. When he got out, he quickly
glanced around, straightening his vest. Two men were waiting on the corner. He
gave them a nod. They responded by leading the way into the narrow street.
Someone opened the warehouse doors. The two men entered, allowing Mike to
follow. Two more men closed the ranks. Both carried guns, as did he.
“Is he in here?” Mike’s dominant voice echoed through the empty hall.
Lights were switched on, revealing a man strapped to a chair. It was the only piece
of furniture in the room. The man’s clothes were torn and covered in blood. His
face was pale and moist, and his left eye was swollen. One of the men removed his
gag.
“Mike …” he pleaded. “… I didn’t talk. I swear.”
“Somehow,” Mike responded, “an Assistant DA got hold of some very sensitive
information. Information you oversaw.”
“I don’t know how that happened,” the man hurried to say. “You’ve known me for
years, Mike. We grew up as brothers. You know I’m no snitch.”
Mike sighed.
“Well, someone is. Can you tell me who, Tim?”
The man shook his head. Little drops of sweat fell from his hair.
Mike ran his fingers through his short, raven black hair. His eyes seemed to be the
exact same color.
“That’s unfortunate, since I put you in charge of security.”
He moved closer, crouched down in front of the chair and sighed again.
“You were my brother,” he agreed, “and I trusted you.”
“You still can,” Tim insisted. “I wouldn’t betray you, Mike.”
“Someone did,” Mike mused aloud, “and seeing how you can’t tell me who it is, I
have to assume that it’s you.”
“No …”
The man started to tremble.
“… please, Mike. You know me. Please …”
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Mike got up, wiped some wrinkles out of his trousers, and hid one hand behind his
back.
“Even if that’s true,” he said, “you swore to protect that information with your life.
Seems only fitting …”
He pulled his hand from behind his back, he was holding a gun. Before Tim had a
chance to scream, Mike shot him in the chest.
“… you should pay with your life.”

The office seemed different without Joe. Catherine had opened the blinds to let the
sun in, but it still felt chilly and desolate. One by one she went through the case
files that were piled up on Joe’s desk. Her neatly manicured fingernails
meticulously traced the testimonies. One name kept popping up.
Mike Michaelson.
He was an old player in the local criminal environment. There were several arrests
for aggravated assault, promoting prostitution and use of illegal weapons. It
seemed Joe was trying to tie him to an organized criminal network. There were
testimonies which lead him to believe that Mike was involved in the brutal murder
of a police inspector just over a month ago. The man had been severely beaten and
stabbed before he was finally killed with a single bullet to the head. Unfortunately,
there was no solid evidence, and all the witness testimonies were circumstantial.
“Miss Chandler?”
The sudden sound of a loud, dominant voice startled her. When she looked up, she
saw two suits standing in the doorway. One was holding out a police batch.
“My name is inspector Miller. This is my colleague, Blimes. We are investigating
the attack on Assistant DA, Joe Maxwell.”
Her muscles relaxed somewhat, but her heart was still racing.
“I’m Catherine Chandler,” she confirmed.
“Good.”
The men closed the door behind them. She instantly felt trapped.
“We’ve talked to most of the people who were at the party last night,” Miller said.
“I believe you organized it?”
“I did.”
“Can you tell me about it?”
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Catherine realized her hands were still clasped around the desk. Slowly she
straightened her back and sighed.
“It was a birthday party.”
Miller’s eyes pierced her.
“We’re missing the contact details for your date.”
Her heart stopped.
“My date?”
Blimes stepped in: “You were with a man. Tall, broad-shouldered. He was wearing
a lion-mask. You introduced him as your boyfriend. His name was Vincent?”
Her hands started to tremble, so she folded them.
“Yes.”
“This man followed you outside. Did he witness the attack?”
“No, he arrived afterwards. He took Joe to the hospital.”
“Do you know where he was during the attack?”
“Trying to find me.”
“What’s his last name?”
Catherine tried to remain calm.
“Wells,” she said. “Vincent Wells.”
“Address?”
“He doesn’t have one.”
Miller’s eyebrow popped up. He looked skeptical.
“He’s homeless?”
Catherine didn’t answer, so he asked another question.
“Witnesses say he’s some sort of social worker. Where is that exactly?”
“Vincent helps people,” she said. “He doesn’t have a fixed employment address.”
Blimes closed his notebook and sighed.
“So, you’re telling us we can’t trace this guy?”
She took a deep breath. Her voice sounded remarkably calm and soft.
“He had nothing to do with the attack on Joe. He witnessed nothing. There is no
need for you to trace him.”
Miller shook his head.
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“I’m afraid I disagree, Miss Chandler. He was near the scene of the crime and no
one can confirm his whereabouts at the time of the assault. I’d say right now he’s
our best suspect.”
“That’s ridiculous!” Catherine called out. “He helped Joe!”
Miller was unimpressed.
“Let us know if he pops up, Miss Chandler,” he instructed her, before marching out
of the room.

Even safely inside the diner Mary kept glancing over her shoulder. She hadn’t been
Above in decades. The world seemed louder, faster and more unfamiliar than ever.
Under the tablecloth Denise was holding her hand. The aunt seemed kind and
sincere, but secretly Mary hoped they could all return Below very soon. Even
Catherine looked nervous. She was sitting opposite Mary, wearing a slim fitting
tweed jacket and skirt. Her hair was in a ponytail, which made her bright, green
eyes jump out even more. She tried to concentrate on the conversation, but kept
looking out the window, as if she were searching for someone.
“I’m so glad I got to see you,” the aunt told Denise. “I hope you will accept my
proposal and stay with me. I have never had family before. I think it would be good
for both of us.”
Denise squeezed Mary’s hand.
“I’ll think about it,” she responded. “I’m … I’m glad to meet you too.”
When they left the diner, Denise was still holding Mary’s hand.
“I’m very grateful to you,” the aunt said and gently brushed Mary’s arm. “You
obviously take great care of my niece.”
“Oh …”
Mary twisted a lock of her thick, silver hair around her finger. She never wore her
hair down, but since this was a day unlike any other, she had decided to try
something different. Besides, it would lessen the chances of anyone from her old
life recognizing her.
“… There is no need to thank me. Denise is a delight to be around.”
Catherine forced a pale smile.
“I should be heading back to the office,” she said.
“Of course,” the aunt assented. “I’m so very grateful to you as well, Miss Chandler.”
“Please, call me Cathy.”
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The woman shook her hand, hugged Denise and walked to her car. As soon as she
was out of sight, Catherine pulled Mary closer.
“Tell Vincent I need to talk to him,” she whispered with an anxious tone in her
voice. “Tonight. Eight o’clock. The basement.”
Neither of them noticed that a well-dressed man in his thirties was approaching
them until his voice resonated through the air:
“Well, I’ll be damned, if it isn’t Mary! I thought you died years ago.”
He had aged, obviously, but Mary instantly recognized him. A chill crept over her.
“Mike,” she greeted him. “No, as you can see, I’m quite alive. I trust you’ve been
well.”
“I’ve always been able to take care of myself,” Mike answered. A little rasp in his
voice hinted of regret, sadness, or melancholy perhaps.
Mary averted her eyes.
Catherine, who picked up on her unease, intervened: “I don’t mean to be rude, sir,
but we have an appointment we can’t miss.”
The man looked straight through her. It chilled her to the bone.
“By all means, Miss Chandler. Don’t let me keep you.”
“How do you know my name?”
“I know a lot more than just your name,” the man smirked, “but I will have to tell
you about that some other time. I too have an appointment to keep.”
As soon as he started to walk away Catherine noticed that two bodyguards had
been waiting for him by the side of the road.
“Are you alright?” she asked Mary.
“I was afraid of this,” the older woman replied. “No matter how hard one hides
from one’s past life, somewhere beneath the surface it’s always there.”
Catherine escorted her and Denise to the subway entrance and stayed until they
disappeared out of sight. When she turned around, Inspector Miller was standing
in front of her.
“Miss Chandler,” he started, “would you mind telling me what that little meeting
with Mike Michaelson was about?”

She was alone in the elevator and she made sure no one was around to see her
enter the basement. Her blood raced and her head pounded. She cut her arm on a
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piece of rock when she crawled through the hole in the wall. Just for a moment his
voice startled her.
“Catherine …”
She wrapped her arms around his waist. His hands smoothed over her back and
she could feel his breath in her hair.
“… I felt your turmoil.”
“I’ve been so reckless,” she whispered against his neck. “I wanted to bring our
worlds closer together, but I forgot how different they are. In your world there is
no hatred or violence. In mine it is an everyday occurrence.”
“It was a lovely evening,” Vincent reassured her. “For a moment I felt like a normal
man, accompanying his lady. It is not your fault your friend was assaulted.”
“No …”
She loosened her grip and leaned back in his arm. His deep-set, pale blue eyes
looked into hers, gentle and patient. Her heart swelled with love and sadness.
“… but it is my fault that you got involved. The police insist on talking to each of
the guests at the party. When they couldn’t locate you, they got suspicious.
Vincent, you are their prime suspect for the attack on Joe. They think I’m covering
for you. They may be staking out the apartment right now. I can’t risk them finding
you.”
Her eyes teared up.
“We cannot meet again until the real assailant has been captured.”
For a moment Vincent remained motionless. Then he closed his eyes, pressed his
forehead against hers and drew in a ragged breath. She fought back her tears and
wrapped her hands around his face. His skin was warm and fuzzy.
“I will get this man,” she proclaimed. “Soon.”
He sighed.
“I know. Be careful, Catherine.”
She remained silent for a while, before she continued:
“Joe was trying to put a man behind bars, a dangerous man. His name is Mike
Michaelson.”
She hesitated.
“I believe Mary knows him.”
Vincent’s forehead wrinkled in confusion.
“Mary? I will ask her.”
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She slowly stroked his cheek.
“I will see you soon,” she whispered.

Coffee and croissants were served on the round, glass table in Mike’s breakfast
room. Still dressed in his bathrobe and slippers he took a seat and sipped his
coffee. Just the way he liked it. A content smile appeared on his face. He picked up
the paper and glanced over the headlines. There it was:
“Assistant DA brutally assaulted.”
There was a clear picture of Joe Maxwell. He frowned. It said “assaulted,” not
“murdered.”
Quickly he read the article. His cup tinkled in its saucer. His muscles tensed up.
“Milly!” he screamed. “Get Francis in here! Now!”
A few minutes later his employee, lanky and pale, showed up. His eyes glanced
nervously toward the door.
“You wanted to see me, boss?” he asked.
“What’s this?” Mike blared, throwing the paper in his face.
The man clumsily grabbed it and stared at the front page. He pretended to read the
article, but Mike could tell he already knew what it said.
“I …”
The man looked at him and pulled up his shoulders.
“… I stabbed him four times. He was dying when I left.”
“But he isn’t dead, is he?” Mike insisted. “One blow to the head would have done
the trick.”
“I wanted it to look like a robbery gone bad,” the man tried. “He was bleeding all
over the pavement. I would’ve double-checked, but there was a witness, so I had to
be quick.”
“I know about the witness,” Mike said. “Catherine Chandler. She’s also an
Assistant DA Do you think that she believes it was a robbery gone bad?”
He stared at the man’s face until he finally shook his head.
“No, so now we’ve got two living Assistant DA’s on our trail. That doesn’t seem like
taking care of business, does it?”
“No,” the man reluctantly admitted. “I’m sorry, boss.”
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Suddenly Mike pulled a gun from under his bathrobe and shot the man in the
head.
“Apology accepted,” he mouthed.

Vincent’s shoulders bumped against the hard rock walls. He stared at the darkness
that lay ahead of him. His mind was blank, but his heart hammered against his
ribs. Catherine will succeed. He kept repeating the words in his mind. She will
bring this man to justice and all will be well again. Still, the thought of being apart,
even for a while, seemed unbearable.
“Ah,” Father said as Vincent entered his chamber. “Vincent.”
He put aside the book he was reading and took off his glasses.
“How was Catherine?”
“Upset.”
The agitated tone in his voice put a frown on Father’s face.
“The man who attacked her friend is still at large?” he guessed.
“Worse,” Vincent snapped. “The police suspect me. They are watching Catherine.”
Father shook his head in disbelief.
“How did this happen? I thought you were careful.”
“We were.”
Vincent started pacing the room.
“Don’t worry, Father. No one knows who I am.”
His voice darkened.
“What I am. “
He folded his fingers. His thick, sharp fingernails pierced the back of his hand.
“Their suspicion is triggered by the fact that they know nothing about me. They
believe I am a hired assassin and Catherine merely my means to an end. She
cannot see me until this is over. She will not jeopardize what we have built here.”
Brusquely he turned and paused. Thick strands of gingery hair flew into his eyes as
he gazed upon Father.
“I must speak with Mary. Do you know where she is?”
Father folded his glasses.
“She took the children to the river. Why do you need her?”
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Vincent ignored the question, as he turned around and stormed out of the
chamber.

He could hear the children’s chatter as he came closer.
“Look! There’s one!” a boy called out.
“Well spotted,” Mary encouraged him. “Can you tell me what kind of fish it is?”
The boy hovered over the rocks, gazing into the water.
“I only caught a glimpse,” he sighed. “It was fast.”
“What do we know about the movement of fish?” Mary continued, addressing the
children who were gathered around her.
Vincent gently interrupted: “Mary …”
She turned around and frowned when she saw the worried look on this face.
“… I need to speak with you in private. It won’t take long.”
“Alright,” she calmly agreed. “I suppose the children can stay by themselves for a
few minutes.”
A little girl called out, “Can we continue reading The Little White Horse later,
Vincent?”
Vincent did his best to hide his restlessness.
“Perhaps.”
Mary followed him to an empty cave nearby.
“What is it?” she asked. “You seem unsettled.”
He took a deep breath and looked at her.
“When you took Denise above,” he started, “you met a man, someone you knew
from your old life.”
A sadness came over Mary. Her voice dropped:
“He’s done something, hasn’t he? I knew it when I saw him talk to Catherine. It
was in his posture. He was taunting her.”
“Who is he?”
Mary took a seat in a niche.
“He’s a boy I knew when I lived Above,” she explained. “He lived on our street. His
parents were …”
She searched for the right words.
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“… I believe his mother was an exotic dancer. I never met his father.”
“He was left to himself,” Vincent understood.
Mary nodded. A silver string of hair danced around her ear.
“He used to bring me things,” she continued, “small things; vegetables from the
garden, flowers he had picked down the road. I read to him. He didn’t know how
to, you see. His parents didn’t let him go to school. I felt so bad for him. He was
such a bright boy.”
“You taught him,” Vincent guessed.
“Yes. I was happy with the company. You know I didn’t have any children of my
own at the time. Mike was like a son to me.”
“What happened?” Vincent asked and his face distorted in confusion.
“He grew up.”
Gently Mary touched her cheekbone, but the tears had not yet fallen.
“He became obsessed with making a name for himself. I continued to support him
until I found out he was selling drugs at the local school. Some of those children
were just eight years old.”
Mary sighed.
“I couldn’t be a part of it,” she continued. “He was ruining innocent children’s
lives. I had to do something.”
“You turned him in to the police?”
“I tried to talk to him,” Mary explained, “but he had lost all empathy, all reason.
What other choice did I have?”
She looked at Vincent.
“He was still in juvenile detention when I moved below. What has he done?”
Vincent leaned against the cold rocks.
“He leads some sort of criminal gang,” he answered. “He tried to have Catherine’s
friend killed.”
Slowly Mary came closer. She narrowed her eyes.
“This man is still alive?”
“Yes.”
She grabbed his arm.
“Then he has to take great care,” she insisted. “Mike never leaves his work
unfinished.”
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The clicks of Catherine’s high heels echoed through the empty hospital hallways.
305
307
She glanced over her shoulder. The loose strands of her ponytail waved behind
her. There! She could clearly distinguish a shadow in the corridor behind her. A
vague smile pulled at her lips. If this was the only way to get police surveillance for
Joe, she was happy to help.
309
311
She entered the dimmed room, which smelled of disinfectant and cheap powder
and pulled a chair next to the bed.
“Joe …” she whispered, wrapping her fingers around his motionless hand.
“… I don’t know if you can hear me …”
The only sound came from the heart monitor.
“… but if you can,” she continued, “I am here.”
From the corner of her eye, she saw shadows sliding across the glass in the door. A
chair was pulled up in the corridor.
“I brought the police to keep you safe.”
“Should we leave her in there with him?” Officer Jim Mully asked.
His partner Will shrugged.
“She knows we’re watching.”
“I’m getting us some coffee,” Jim got up.
“Milk and sugar,” Will commented.
Jim saluted with a smile and walked down the corridor to the coffee machine. He
wasn’t convinced that this female Assistant DA was out to hurt her boss. Research
told him they had been friends for years. Also, he couldn’t get passed the lack of
motive. So maybe she had a shady boyfriend she didn’t want her clean-cut friends
to know about. It didn’t mean there was a connection to Mike Michaelson. Still, his
boss had ordered the surveillance, so here he was getting bad coffee in a local
hospital.
Something bumped in the storage room across the hall. He frowned. Was that a
shadow he saw through the opaque glass? Slowly he came closer. Another strange
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noise. He pulled open the door and entered the room. Shelves were filled with
towels, bedsheets and other linens. Everything was white; the walls, the tile floor,
the drapes. The single red spot in front of his foot quickly caught his attention. He
drew his pistol. There! The tip of a shoe was sticking out from behind one of the
closets.
He approached it, gun in hand. A body was attached to the shoe. He knelt to check
the man’s pulse – nothing – then suddenly a silencer was pressed against his
temple. He looked up to face Mike Michaelson.
“I’m truly sorry about this,” Mike said. “I never enjoy killing an innocent man.”
Jim opened his mouth to comment, but Mike had already pulled the trigger.

“I’m glad you got to meet Vincent,” Catherine whispered, holding Joe’s hand.
“We’ve been hiding for such a long time.”
She sighed.
“We just wanted to feel like an ordinary couple for a few hours. I don’t know if it’s
this city that won’t let us or if it’s us... me …”
She squeezed Joe’s hand.
“… maybe I should find a job that doesn’t put our lives in constant danger. Maybe
you should too …”
In the corridor the officer tumbled off his chair. Instantly she got up, locked the
door and pressed a chair against the doorknob.
A shot! The sound was muted, but unmistakable.
Frantically, she searched the room for any tool that might serve as a weapon. All
she could find was a small pair of scissors, used to cut bandages. She held them
against her chest and positioned herself between Joe and the door.
The doorknob moved. When it would not open, Mike smashed his foot against the
door. Instinctively Catherine screamed. Another bang against the wood.
“Cathy?” a shaky voice called out from behind her.
She looked over her shoulder to find Joe had awakened. He seemed puzzled about
his whereabouts.
“What’s going on?”
She had no time to answer. Mike had smashed in the door and kicked the chair
aside. A large pistol was pointed at her chest.
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“Well,” he started, “Miss Chandler. It appears you managed to eliminate both the
police and Mister Maxwell, but took a bullet from a dying officer. Tragic scene. I’m
sure it will make the news.”
She heard bedsheets rustle and realized Joe had tried to move.
“Don’t you touch her!” he snared.
“You’re in no position to stop me, Maxwell,” Mike mocked. “Look at yourself!
You’re nearly dead as it is!”
While Mike was focusing on Joe, Catherine rushed forward to stab him with the
scissors. Although the sharp edge cut his arm, he did not drop the gun. He merely
looked at the cut and laughed.
“I admire your spunk, Miss Chandler,” he said, “but I’m afraid it won’t save you.”
A darkness came over his eyes as he pointed the gun to her head. He hesitated for
just one second. In that second the window broke. Glass shattered across the room
and something big and muscular jumped inside. It roared with a deafening sound,
the echo vibrating under Mike’s feet. He was paralyzed. He couldn’t even get his
finger to pull the trigger. All he could do was stare at the majestic creature that
moved towards him, fangs visible. It struck him down with one blow of its clawed
fist.

Some dust flew off the wooden crate that was standing in the corner of Mary’s
chamber. She hadn’t touched it in years. At times she had even considered
disposing of it, but something had always stopped her, a sense of nostalgia or a
deep-rooted respect for the past and its teachings. She pushed open the lid and
moved her finger over a broken music box, some embroidered handkerchiefs and
finally a pocket book. She took out the book and weighed it in her hands. So light
and soft it felt. Slowly she flipped it open. The dried cornflower was still there
between the yellowed pages. Immediately, a tear ran down her cheek. Mike had
given her that flower. He must have been about eight or nine. There were writings
somewhere too.
She looked in the back of the book. To anyone else it would have been chicken
scratch, but Mary knew the words by heart:
“To my guardian angel, Mary. Love, Mike”.
“Mary,” a delicate voice called out, “Are you sad?”
Mary gently ran her fingers over the words then closed the book.
“Just a little,” she admitted.
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Denise came closer. She hesitated for a moment before wrapping her arms around
Mary’s shoulders.
“I’ve decided to stay,” she said. “I know my aunt is blood and all, but you brought
me up as your own daughter. You are my family.”
A sob flew from Mary’s lips.
“Oh, my dear,” she whispered, “You have no idea how much that means to me.”

“Vincent,” Catherine sighed against the side of his neck.
Her hand slid under his dark, patched vest and moved across his chest. Only thin
fabric separated her skin from his. She could feel the shape of his ribs, his
abdomen and his pelvic bone. His arms pulled her in tighter.
“Are you alright?” he asked. “Is Joe alright?”
“He believes he was hallucinating when he saw you in the hospital,” she answered,
“but he grasped enough to express his gratitude.”
“It was a mistake for me to enter your world so casually,” Vincent concluded.
Her delicate fingers wrapped around his shoulder.
“My world is dark and dangerous,” she agreed. “You have always been my light. I
feel invincible when you are near and because of that I have put you in peril, again
and again. It must stop, Vincent.”
His lucid blue eyes gazed upon her. She could sense his fear and hurried to explain
herself:
“I have applied for another position within the DA’s office, one that does not hold
so many risks.”
“You mustn’t give up your work for me, Catherine,” he objected.
She lifted her hand. Her fingers gently touched his lips.
“I’m not,” she refuted. “I will keep striving to make this city a safer place, but I
have no choice. With each investigation I become more afraid of putting us in
danger. If I don’t act now, I will no longer be able to do my job justice.”
She clasped her hands around his waist.
“We’ve endured so much, Vincent. We deserve a break.”
She could tell from the look in his eyes that he had picked up on her emotions.
“This decision gives you peace?” he asked.
“Yes.”
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“It makes you happy?”
A wide smile lit up her face.
“Being with you makes me happy.”
Slowly he lifted his hand and ran his fingers through her hair. The sharp tip of a
fingernail brushed slightly across her scar. He hesitated, but the intense look in
her eyes encouraged him to draw his face closer. Cautiously, he pressed his lips to
hers. She wrapped her arms around his neck and deepened the kiss. His fangs
scraped lightly over the side of her tongue. Her hand covered the back of his head,
her fingers woven into his thick, ochre hair.
In the distance a subway train rushed past, and the pipes rattled with messages of
hope and magic.

By Anita Meuris
452

By Lynette Parker

453

454

Broken Hearts by Anita Meuris

Broken Hearts
by Anita Meuris

R-Violence
A fanfiction based on the 1987 TV-Series. Situated in an
Alternate third season, in which Catherine and Vincent are still together.
Whilst Father has been struck by a heart attack another
danger threatens the community.

"Dylan?"
The entrance to his cave was partly blocked by paintings of cabins on hilltops,
swirling dragons, and a soft pastel portrait of Annie’s face.
Cautiously Annie entered. Dylan looked up from the pile of clothes he was sorting.
There was that evasive look again. It tore at her spleen.
"I was just organizing my laundry," he said.
Dark, curly locks bounced against his cheeks as he continued folding sweaters.
"I thought we could go to the river this evening," Annie suggested. "We could
finish reading Little Dorrit?"
Dylan pursed his lips and picked up his pace folding.
"Can't go tonight."
"You were busy last night too," Annie whispered.
"Yeah well ..."
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He turned to look at her, but his eyes lacked their shine. They used to glow
whenever she was around.
"… Father asked me to help move some rocks in the eastern tunnels."
“How long will that take?”
Dylan lowered his eyes. He had thick, dark lashes that contrasted with his milky
skin.
"I don't know, Annie. Can't you hang out with Jamie? You guys get along, right?"
In the distance someone was tapping on the pipes.
"Sure. Maybe I'll see you later."
Dylan didn't even notice she was leaving. She was certain her tears would not
soften his heart, so she kept them inside until she was out of sight. Slowly she slid
down across the rough wall and buried her face in her hands. There she sat
sobbing until a voice startled her.
"Annie?"
Through a haze of tears, she saw Jamie squatting down beside her.
"What's wrong?"
"I think Dylan has lost interest in me."
There. It was out in the open. A rock should be lifted from her heart.
Jamie seemed puzzled. Then again, Annie didn't think she had ever had any love
interest. She always seemed perfectly happy on her own or in the company of
Mouse. Jamie was smart.
"Why do you think that?"
"He's avoiding me," Annie confessed. "It's been going on for a few weeks now. I
tried to ignore it, hoping it would pass. It only seems to be getting worse. He's
clearly keeping secrets from me."
"Yeah?" Jamie asked. "Like what?"
"Like what he's doing when he's not with me. He's not helping Father clear rocks."
Jamie frowned.
"I don't think anyone's clearing rocks right now."
"See!" Annie exclaimed and her eyes teared up. "So, where is he going?"
"I don't know ..."
Jamie got up and offered her a hand.
"... but we can find out."
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Everywhere Father looked, children were running around hectically. A little boy
almost knocked him over on his way to the improvised stage. The noise was
deafening. Father hadn't seen this much excitement since the children had
performed Chopin two years ago.
"Father," Mary welcomed him.
As usual she wore a calm and warm expression.
"Have you come to watch the rehearsal?"
"That was the plan," Father answered, "but I'm beginning to regret it."
A vague smile appeared on his bearded face.
"How is it going?"
Mary pulled up her eyebrows.
"It needs some work, but the children will get there. Their motivation is
admirable."
"Yes," Father agreed, watching a little girl recite from a paper she held in her hand.
"I can see that."
"I was actually hoping to fit most of the costumes today," Mary continued, "but I
can't seem to find our Phantom of the Opera."
Out of nowhere Mouse popped up.
"Dylan's missing," he merrily chipped in.
"I have Christine's gown here too," Mary thought aloud.
Mouse shrugged.
"Annie's missing too."
Mary looked around.
"Where's Jamie?"
"Missing," Mouse answered.
He widened his eyes and produced a sheepish smile. His hands flew up.
"Dylan, Annie, Jamie ... poof!"
"I can't think where they might have wandered off to," Mary pondered. "They're
usually very responsible."
Father clasped his fingers around the knob of his walking stick.
"They are," he agreed, "so much so that we sometimes forget they are also young."
"I remember what that was like," Vincent's voice reverberated through the cave.
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Father turned to face him and smiled.
"Heavens yes," he agreed. "You and Devin had a tendency to disappear at the
oddest times."
"I could fit the costumes tomorrow," Mary mused, "just as long as they are ready
by Saturday."
One of the children almost pushed over a large chandelier.
Father wanted to call out to them to be more careful, but suddenly he was
overpowered by a sharp pain in his chest. It felt like someone had cut his
windpipe. His mouth flew open and he clutched at his chest.
"Father?" he heard Vincent say. "Are you alright?"
His cane slipped away. Every muscle in his body cramped up. Just before he fell,
Vincent's clawed fingers folded around his shoulders.

"This is silly," Annie whispered.
Still, she followed Jamie down the tunnel. Dylan was just a few steps ahead. In
fact, it was a miracle he hadn't noticed them a long time ago. Their pursuit was not
exactly subtle.
Jamie glanced over her shoulder. Her sand-colored hair was up in a ponytail that
swung behind her neck.
"You needed to know where he was going," she replied. "He wouldn't tell you, so
there is no other way. Come on."
Stealthily they moved forward until a street lantern lit their faces. Annie could
smell the outside world: hotdogs and exhaust fumes. It made her stomach crawl.
Jamie, who had often engaged in little escapades, popped her head out of the
tunnel for a better look.
Annie's voice sounded thin and shaky:
"Do you see anything?"
Jamie did not answer.
"Jamie?"
Not even a whisper.
Cautiously she pulled herself up and glanced outside. She could feel Jamie's
shoulder pressing against hers.
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They were on a damp and narrow street. There was Dylan, standing on the other
side. He was shuffling his feet and pushed his hands in his pockets. Someone
approached him. A woman. She was slim and scarcely dressed. Annie did not have
much life experience, but she did realize that this was a prostitute. Baffled, she
watched the woman throw her arms around Dylan's neck. Her wavy, golden hair
touched his cheek. He answered her embrace.

Dressed in a pair of black sports trousers and a tank top, Catherine jogged at a
steady pace around her block. Her ponytail bounced on her back and a few loose
strands swung in her face. When she passed the park entrance, she held back for a
moment. A smile played about her lips. It had been difficult at times, keeping the
secret, but most of the time it was exhilarating, like she had been chosen to be a
part of something magical.
She wound up her daily run and took the elevator to her apartment. When she
unlocked the door, she noticed a small envelope lying on the floor. Quickly she
unfolded the letter. With elegant strokes of a fountain pen someone had written:
"The park. 9 PM. V."
She immediately recognized the handwriting. A quick glance at her watch told her
it was already 8.45. She dropped the note on her hall table and pulled the door
shut.
She waited for the last park strollers to move out of sight then hurried into the
tunnel, her footsteps echoing around her. She looked over her shoulder. No one
had followed her. Just a few steps in front of her, the concrete door slid open and
Vincent walked out of the dark. Even from a distance she could see the worried
frown on his forehead.
"Vincent," she said as he opened the iron gate to welcome her in. "You look
troubled. What is it?"
His massive silhouette drew closer.
"It's Father," he said. "He had a heart attack. Jonathan is with him."
"Is he going to be alright?"
Vincent released a sigh, revealing glimpses of his sharp fangs.
"It is still uncertain."
"No ..."
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Catherine's face distorted in distress. She searched for the right words to comfort
Vincent, but everything that came to mind seemed insufficient, so she wrapped her
arms around his neck and pressed her cheek against his chest.
She was holding onto his arm tightly when they reached the lower level. Before
they went into Father's chamber Vincent said: "Word has been sent to Devin."
Catherine nodded in understanding. Devin was Father's biological son. He should
be notified.
"Catherine," Jonathan called out to her in his calm and steady voice.
"Jonathan."
She desperately searched his face for a positive sign.
"How is he?"
"It's still too early to tell," Jonathan said. "He needs rest…"
He sighed.
"… and a hospital, but I realize that isn't possible. I wish I had the equipment to
treat him Below."
"Can this equipment be purchased?" Catherine asked.
Vincent instantly understood what she meant.
"Catherine," he intervened. "I cannot ask this of you."
"You're not asking," she objected. "I'm offering. He has been a father to me as
well."
Jonathan lifted an eyebrow. The wrinkles around his mouth deepened.
"I suppose so."
A tentative smile appeared on Catherine's face.
"Good. Tell me what you need."

Covered in patched blankets in the colors of early autumn, Father looked very
vulnerable. He wasn't a tall or musculature figure, but when he spoke, everyone
looked up to him. Now his face had lost all expression.
"Is he awake?" Catherine whispered as she gently wrapped her fingers around his
hand.
The lines on his face moved into a hopeful smile. His voice sounded soft and
slightly hoarse…
"Margaret?"
460

Broken Hearts by Anita Meuris

Slowly he opened his eyes.
"It's Catherine," she said.
"Catherine ..."
He hesitated for a moment before folding his fingers around hers. Behind her,
Annie entered the chamber. She stood silently in the entrance and stared at
Father's bed. It took a few seconds for Vincent to sense her presence.
"I heard something had happened to Father," she started.
"There's no need to fuss," Father assured her, although his voice was thin and his
breathing heavy.
"What happened?" another voice chimed in.
Annie's stomach instantly cramped up.
"It's nothing, Dylan," Father panted. "This is an old body. It just needs some rest."
Tears welled up in Annie's eyes and she abruptly rushed out of the room, almost
crashing into Dylan's shoulder. She kept her eyes low and ignored his plea:
"Annie?"
"We should let Father sleep," Vincent concluded.
He bent over the bed and pressed a kiss on Father's forehead, after which he took
Catherine's hand and led her out of the chamber. Dylan quietly followed.
"The children are worried," he told Vincent. "Father just collapsed during the
rehearsal."
"His heart is wearied," Vincent said. "It wasn't anything the children did."
Catherine touched Dylan's arm.
"Go talk to Annie," she suggested. "She seems upset."
On his way to Annie's chamber, Dylan passed Jamie, who did not grant him a
single look. When he reached his destination, he saw that Annie was not there.
Curiosity made him enter nevertheless. The first thing he noticed was that the
piano-shaped music box he had given her was no longer on her night stand. The
portrait she had made of him in art class was also gone.

There was a relentless banging on the door, but she kept as quiet as a mouse. It
was him. She just knew it!
More banging…
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She pressed her hands over her mouth, holding in her breath. Someone slid a note
under her door. Silently she stared at it. So small and innocent, it seemed like the
kind that children secretly passed to each other in class. Footsteps moved away.
She released her breath. When she hurried to pick up the paper she accidentally
bumped against a chair. The scraping of the wood along the floor made her shiver.
For a moment, her heart stopped. She pressed her knuckles on her lips.
Please be gone. Please be gone. Please be …
BANG! BANG! BANG!
She shrieked.
“Lena!” her visitor roared. “Are you hiding from me?”
The note shook in her hand. It read:
“My darling, I’m so sorry I hurt you. You know I never mean to. I’m just a jealous
fool who is madly in love with the most beautiful girl in the world. Yours forever,
Jonas.”
“Lena!” he insisted. “Open the door!”
The wood trembled under his fist.
Instinctively she stepped back. She caught her reflection in the mirror. There was
nothing left of her soul.
“Lena! You selfish bitch!”
Pushed by adrenalin, she hurried to the window. A cold wind pulled at her wavy,
golden hair. Just a few steps to the fire escape. She could make it. She took off her
high heels and sneaked across the ridge.
Inside her apartment the door cracked open. Her heart jumped and she almost lost
her balance.
“Where are you, you little whore?” Jonas called out from inside.
Her toes glided across the ridge. Slowly now. Don’t lose focus. There! Her fingers
folded around the fire escape. She was already on her way down when Jonas
peeked his head out the window.
“Are you running from me?” he screamed. “Do you think I will let you? You’re
mine! I bought you!”
She looked up at his face, red with anger, and hesitated for a moment. His fear of
heights prevented him from following her.
She climbed down as fast as she dared, knowing that Jonas had probably already
found his way back to the elevator. She released a sigh when her bare feet finally
hit the pavement. The door was still closed, so she hurried out of sight. One second
later and he would have seen her.
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She ran and ran until her feet hurt and the sun slowly disappeared behind the
skyscrapers. She had stopped being afraid of dark alleys a long time ago. Pulling
her leopard skin coat closer to her frail body she took a seat in a wall cavity. Tears
welled up in her eyes, but she fought them. She had promised herself never to
become a victim again. Then again, she had promised herself so many beautiful
things.
She was so caught up in her thoughts that she did not notice a cloaked figure
approaching. The sudden sound of his voice made her cry out.
“Lena …?”
Her fear disappeared when he crouched down before her and she recognized his
face.
“… What are you doing here?”
Such a warm and compassionate voice. How she had missed it!
“What is wrong?”
She had been so afraid of this moment, when he would finally find out how she
had failed at everything… at life itself. It was why she had chosen not to ask him
for help, but now that he looked at her pale and bruised face with such empathy,
she knew she had been a fool. He could never judge her. It was simply not in his
character.
Tears rolled down her face and she threw her arms around his neck, burying her
face in his long, soft hair.
“Vincent,” she sighed. “I’m so sorry.”

“I really wanted to do things differently,” Lena explained.
She had taken off her leopard skin coat, short dress and high heels. Instead, she
wore a soft knee-length dress that Mary had knitted. She felt like a different person
already… a better person.
“I wanted to be respectable, so that baby Catherine would be able to look up to
me.”
In the distance she could hear the echo of someone tapping on the pipes.
“I don’t know when it all started to go wrong. I had a job. My baby went to daycare.
I was making it work. I suppose it all started when I saw Daisy. She was an old
friend, and she was in trouble, so I lent her some money. She promised to pay me
back in a month.”
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“But she didn’t,” Catherine assumed.
She was sitting opposite Lena, looking absolutely stunning in her blue tulle dress.
Her hair had gotten longer. Golden strings were intertwined with the chestnut. It
made the green in her eyes look even brighter.
“No,” Lena confessed. “She got into trouble and had to disappear for a while. Then
I lost my job. When I met Jonas, it seemed like my prayers had been answered. He
was so kind and helpful.”
“What happened?” Vincent asked.
He was standing behind Catherine, his furry fingers folded around her backrest.
“He changed,” she sighed. “Things that used to make him happy started to irritate
him. I started to irritate him. He took my Cathy away.”
Tears slid down her cheeks.
“I don’t even know where she is. He says it’s a better place and that she can finally
be happy and carefree.”
Vincent’s voice vibrated through the chamber: “There is no better place for a baby
than with its mother.”
“I’ll pull some strings at the office,” Catherine offered. “Lena, tell me everything
you know about this guy.”
“Okay,” Lena whispered.
Over Vincent’s shoulder she saw a man approaching. He had shiny black hair and
was surrounded by somewhat of a mysterious aura. He had three large scars along
his cheek, as if he had been attacked by a bear. Catherine sensed his presence and
jumped up, smiling.
“Devin!”
She embraced him.
“It’s so good to see you!”
The man turned to face Vincent. A sea of emotions was mirrored in his eyes.
“You’ve come,” Vincent said, wrapping his arms around the man. “Where is
Charles?”
Devin patted Vincent on the back and loosened his embrace.
“Charles died four months ago. Cancer.”
Vincent gently squeezed his arms.
“You should have told us. Charles was much loved Below.”
Devin averted his eyes.
“How’s the old man?” he asked.
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“Frail.”
The word hung heavily in the air.
“I suppose he always was,” Devin thought. “He just hid it beneath all his willpower
and pride.”
Suddenly he glanced at Lena. He had quite penetrating eyes. They made her
shiver.
“Who is this little elf then?” he asked.
“Lena,” she answered.
“Lena,” he echoed. “I’m Devin.”

“Cathy?” Joe called out to her from the doorway of his office. “A word?”
She was covered in case files and had at least four calls to make before lunch. She
sighed, pushed herself off her desk and waltzed into Joe’s office.
“What?” she asked. “You are keeping me rather busy in case you hadn’t noticed.”
The sun peered through the blinds behind Joe’s desk and he had already loosened
his tie and rolled up his sleeves.
“I hear you’ve been digging into Jonas Williams.”
Catherine could not contain a sarcastic grin.
“He’s been complaining to Moreno! That’s what this is about.”
Joe eyebrows pressed together.
“Jonas Williams is a powerful man,” he explained, “and a close friend of Judge
Sims.”
Catherine sighed.
“I’m trying to find a little girl,” she pleaded, “who’s been separated from her
mother.”
“The prostitute?” Joe asked, lifting his eyebrows. “That child has been taken away
by the Sate. The mother was found unfit.”
“She’s not unfit!” Catherine called out, waving her arms in the air. “She’s a
struggling single mother!”
“Okay …”
Joe sat on the corner of his desk and stared at her.
“… You tell me what’s going on then.”
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His posture calmed her somewhat.
“I know the mother,” she confessed. “She’s had some problems in the past, but
she’s a good woman and she loves her baby. Jonas Williams didn’t call Social
Services to give the child a better life. He did it to spite the mother.”
“Let’s say that’s true,” Joe said. “Why would he do that?”
“Because he’s obsessed with her,” Catherine answered, “and taking away her child
gives him power over her.”
Joe ran his fingers through his dark, wavy hair.
“I can find out where she is,” he said, “but if the mother wants to regain custody,
she’ll have to defend her case in court.”
“That was the problem in the first case,” Catherine objected. “Jonas Williams
knows how to manipulate the court. He’s smart and rich and well respected
whereas Lena is just another ex-prostitute who got pregnant by mistake.”
Joe ignored her ramblings.
“Do you want me to find her or not?” he asked.
Catherine pressed her hands on his desk and lowered her head in thought. Her
thick, shiny hair rained down on her chest.
“Find her.”

As soon as Devin entered the chamber, Father’s coffee brown eyes turned towards
him. A glimmer of emotion flickered in his gaze.
“Devin …”
Slowly Devin approached the bed, behind which a heart monitor was beeping.
“Hello, Dad. You’ve got some pretty nice equipment down here.”
“Catherine fetched it,” Father panted. “I’m sorry, Devin. I’m rather short of breath.
Jonathan warned me not to talk.”
“Sweet,” Devin smirked. “If you can’t talk, we can’t fight.”
In spite of himself Father laughed.
“I know we’ve had our disagreements,” he said, “but I am glad you’ve come.”
Devin put a comforting hand on Father’s shoulder and said: “I’ll let you get back to
sleep.”
When he walked out of the room, he saw the young blonde woman. She walked
bent over, with her arms folded around her waist as if she were afraid of losing
herself. The teenage girl named Annie saw her approaching and instantly froze.
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The blonde crossed her without even noticing she was there. The whole scene was
so strange that he decided to follow her. She wasn’t aware of his presence until she
was seated on a rock by the underground river and heard the echo of his voice:
“Good place to think ...”
So petite she was, and skittish like a little bird.
“… Vincent showed you, right?”
Her voice sounded soft and slow:
“He did. The first time I saw his face was right here.”
“That must have been something.”
Devin didn’t wait for an invitation to join her.
“I could see he didn’t belong,” she said. “Like me. I felt connected to him.”
“I heard about your baby,” Devin brought it up. “Was she named after Catherine
Chandler?”
Lena lowered her eyes and smiled.
“She treated me like a person, you know. She respected me. No one else ever did.”
“I’m sorry they took her,” Devin said.
Lena gasped for air.
“Sometimes it feels like my heart is literally broken,” she confessed, “like someone
is just stabbing at it with this big, crenelate knife.”
Devin put his hand on her back. He could feel her tremble.
“It’s my own fault,” she continued. “As soon as I returned Above, I started to look
for a man like Vincent. I should have known they don’t exist. Not up there.”
“Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Devin said. “It takes a pure and courageous soul to
love Vincent.”
Her finger flew to his cheek.
“He did this?”
Devin lifted his shoulders.
“We’re brothers. Brothers fight. They also love each other.”
“My family abandoned me a long time ago,” Lena whispered. “Baby Catherine is all
I have.”
“That isn’t entirely true,” Devin objected. “You have us.”

467

Broken Hearts by Anita Meuris

The red Pontiac pulled up smoothly by the curb and Devin, dressed in a black suit
and tie, got out casually. Father would have another fit if he knew how Devin had
gotten hold of the car, but he learned a long time ago which things to tell Father,
and which were better kept to himself. There had already been too many useless
fights, too much time wasted between them. If the old man was in bad shape Devin
did not want their last moments together to be a struggle. Besides, the car came in
handy for missions such as these.
A sly grin appeared on this face as he crossed the busy street and rang the doorbell
of a large, Victorian style house. A woman in her mid-thirties opened the door.
Before she had a chance to say anything, he waved his badge in her face.
“Mrs. Winters, I presume?” he started. “My name is Marc Smith. I’m with the
State. I have a warrant for Catherine Bailey. If you could fetch her for me, please.”
The woman looked at him in shock, but if there was anything he had learned from
his years of conning people it was to stay focused. Everyone believed a man who
was decisive and resolute.
“Right now, would be good,” he persisted. “I’m afraid I’m on a rather tight
schedule this morning.”
He gave her a short, self-assured smile and pulled a piece of paper out of his
suitcase.
“Here is the paperwork. You were informed of my visit I assume?”
The woman seemed troubled.
“N-no,” she muttered. “No one told me anything. Is Cathy being re-located?”
“Yes.”
The woman studied the fake warrant. As he had hoped, she stepped back to let him
enter.
Children were playing on the floor in the living room. A little girl with blonde
pigtails and big, bright eyes stared at him. The woman picked her up.
“Come on, Cathy,” she said. “Time to go with the nice officer.”
“I’ll take her,” he offered.
She was so tiny and fragile. It made his heart swell.
“She’s been a pleasure to have around,” the woman told him. “Such a delightful
child. You take good care of her.”
“We will,” he assured her.
Quickly he walked back to the car. As soon as he opened the door, Lena popped out
of the back seat where she had been hiding.
“Cathy!” she sighed. “You’re back.”
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Devin cautioned her to keep quiet. Still, he was happy to hear the little girl giggle.
The intense look in Lena’s eyes as she faced him, almost made him blush.
“Come on,” he said. “Let’s take Cathy home.”
As he drove off, a black BMW started its engine.

The scratching of her pencil against the paper soothed Annie’s mind, as if the
paper whispered to her. A very real voice woke her from her daydream:
“Annie?”
Little fishhooks pierced her heart.
“What are you drawing?”
She looked up and saw Dylan walk towards her. Silently she turned the paper.
She had made a portrait of Lena.
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about her,” he said and took a seat on the edge of her
bed, ankles crossed casually. “That’s what you’ve been upset about, right?”
“I didn’t know what to think,” she confessed, eyes cast down. “I’m sorry I didn’t
trust you.”
“She was a friend of my mom,” he said. “I hated that she was in trouble. She’d
always been kind to me. I wanted to return the favor. She didn’t want Vincent to
know because …”
He grinned somewhat awkwardly.
“… You know, she was in love with him. Anyway, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”
She took in the situation for a moment, then shook her head.
“That’s alright. You shouldn’t tell other people’s secrets. She’s very beautiful.”
“Yeah …”
Dylan crinkled his nose.
“… but she reminds me of my mom, so I don’t think of her that way.”
Annie’s giggle was drowned out by some uproar in the gathering chamber. Dylan
jumped up from the bed and grabbed her hand.
“I think Devin’s back,” he said, pulling her out of the room.
Devin was indeed standing in the middle of the chamber with Lena beside him.
Baby Catherine was safely in her arms, and she seemed radiant. Jamie, Pascale
and a couple of other people had come to listen to their adventure.
Jamie reached out her hand to the little girl and pretended to steal her nose. Cathy
giggled.
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“She’s grown so much,” Mary thought aloud. “Look how pretty she’s become. She
looks just like her mommy.”
A sharp, cold voice cut through the chitchat,
“Well, isn’t this a neat little gathering!”
Jonas Williams had followed them below and he was waving a gun.
“Tell me, Lena. Who are all these people?”
Instinctively she pulled the baby closer.
“They’re my family.”
“You don’t have any family,” Jonas objected. “And you’re certainly not going to
teach that little girl to live in the sewers like a rat.”
“Hey …”
Devin stepped in front of Lena.
“… calm down. Alright? The lady can make her own choices.”
Jonas ignored him and made a turn, so he faced Lena again.
“I didn’t pick you up from the gutter for this,” he told her. “Just end this madness
and come home with me.”
Behind Devin’s back Lena started to shiver.
“She’s not going anywhere with you,” Devin defended her. “In fact, she’s
completely through with you.”
The look in Jonas’ eyes hardened until the last sign of humanity died.
“Well,” he mumbled. “Then I guess I’ll just have to shoot you both.”
He tightened his finger around the trigger. Suddenly he heard a strange noise
behind him. It almost sounded like a wild animal. A puma or a bear. It sent chills
down his spine.
There it was again! Closer, louder. He could almost feel the animal’s breath on his
neck. Slowly he turned around. What he faced was atrocious. It wasn’t an animal,
but it wasn’t a man either. It was a creature. But dear God, it was big! It roared at
him, exposing a pair of large, razor sharp fangs.
Instinctively he shot it.
He missed. It came at him, enraged.
He shot again.
This time he hit its broad shoulder.
A woman screamed in panic: “Vincent!”
The creature kept coming.
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He shot it again and again until it ripped the gun out of his hand and grabbed him
by the throat, lifting him off the ground as if he were a rag doll. With the same ease
it tossed him aside. He landed on his back next to the gun. His hand crawled
towards it. He grabbed it and pointed it at Lena. A pair of claws dug its way into
his chest. He could almost feel them crumble his heart like a biscuit.
“You’ll never be free of me,” he gasped towards Lena.
Behind a red haze he saw a woman rush towards him… a gorgeous woman with
lush lips and sparkling green eyes.
Instead of saving him, she threw herself at the beast, which had fallen. Blood
flowed from his chest. The woman’s small, delicate fingers danced over his
distorted face.
“Vincent,” she whispered. “Talk to me.”
The beast seemed to be unconscious. The woman pulled down his shirt, revealing a
muscular and hairy chest. One of the bullets had entered the skin under his
collarbone. In the distance someone yelled: “Find Kipper! Ask him to fetch
Jonathan! Now!!!”
The beast growled softly. The woman slid her arm under his neck.
“Vincent?” she repeated.
This time the creature responded in a warm, slightly hoarse voice…
“Catherine…”
She simultaneously laughed and cried, after which she bent over his body and
pressed a kiss next to the chest wound, then one on the side of his neck, on his jaw
and finally on his split upper lip.
Jonas shivered. He didn’t know if that was because of the icy cold that soared
through his body or because the woman was still kissing the creature, passionately,
like lovers did. It was the last image he would ever behold.

From the tribunal Catherine looked down at the stage, where Annie was singing in
a décor of cardboard tombstones. Mary had curled her hair and made her the most
beautiful opera costume. Her voice cracked with nervousness only once. It did not
diminish her performance. In fact, her pure, gentle voice moved Catherine so
profoundly that a tear rolled down her cheek. Suddenly she felt Father’s hand slide
over hers and she turned to face him.
He still looked pale and fragile, but his strength was increasing every day.
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“You are thinking of your own father?” he asked her, “wishing he was here with
us?”
She smiled.
“I’m glad you are here,” she said.
On her left side Vincent pulled his arm around her waist. She could feel his pointy
fingernails scrape ever so slightly over her red, satin evening gown. She laid her
cheek on his shoulder and listened to his calm and low voice:
“I wonder when Devin will leave us. He seems so much at peace this time.”
Vincent’s foster brother stood opposite them, watching the performance with Lena
by his side.
“Soon, I suspect,” Catherine whispered. “Devin has a restless heart.”
For a moment she remained silent. Then she said:
“When he leaves, I wonder if Lena will join him. They have become fond of each
other.”
“Perhaps,” Vincent replied, “and perhaps in time, she will be able to settle the
restlessness within him.”
Catherine’s hair caressed his cheekbone as she pressed a kiss on his shoulder.
“Perhaps.”

By Anita Meuris
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Dolls
by Anita Meuris

R- Depraved Psychotic Violence
A fanfiction based on the 1987 TV-Series Beauty and the Beast. Situated in an
alternate third season, in which Catherine and Vincent are still together. A
vicious killer is at large in New York and evidence points towards a familiar
face.

The smell of rotten plaster and wet cardboard rose from the basement. The Doll
Maker peered down the concrete stairs, but he perceived only darkness.
Anxiously, he touched the cloth he had pulled over his head. It was still in place,
leaving only his eyes and lips free. He'd had no choice but to cover his face since it
terrified his new doll. The first time she had wakened to his stare she screamed
her lungs out. She was a fragile little thing. Sometimes when he put his ear
against the basement door, he could hear her crying downstairs. Always crying.
Always scared. Like a little, sick bird. He wondered how long she would last.
He flipped the light switch. A single dusty light bulb cast shaky shadows on the
walls. Slowly he descended. With each step the smell of decay grew stronger. On a
small table a plate of food was going bad. There was a potty on the other end of
the room. Maybe it was full. He walked past a worn-out chair. The doll was lying
on a mattress. Her soul was gone. Her limbs were pale and stiff, and her eyes had
turned into dull, colorless buttons. Yet again, he was alone in the dark.

The piano notes swirled through the grid into the Tunnels. Like shiny diamonds
they rained down on Catherine. She closed her eyes to take in the magic. Beside
her Vincent slid his arm across her back. Slowly she rested her head on his
shoulder.
"This part is so intense," she whispered, "It almost blinds the mind."
Vincent's chin rubbed against her hair.
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"Beethoven's music is always lucent," he agreed, "and energetic. As a child I felt
the most connected to him. His deafness separated him from the world. In the
end the loneliness consumed him ..."
Catherine pressed a kiss on his shoulder.
"... for he did not have you to save him."
Just a mile away a cloaked figure pushed open an iron lid and slid down a pipe. In
the distance the Doll Maker could hear the piano concerto that was playing in the
park. He did not care for music. It only disturbed the voices in his head. Quickly
he ran through the Tunnels. He had to be quiet. There were people living down
here. He knew that. His friend had told him about the community a long time
ago. It was not them he needed to see.

In the alcoves surrounding Tamara many handmade dolls were positioned to face
her. Most of them represented small children and babies. They all looked quite
old. Some were damaged. Right behind her there sat two small baby dolls with
bright blue eyes and pink lips. They looked so real that the spots on the sides of
their heads where the paint had worn off looked like bruises.
Tamara liked dolls. They were quiet company and whatever you did to them, they
never objected. She had had a real child once, in another life. It was a baby girl.
Her sculpted face dangled above Tamara's bed, so she would never forget. She
never meant to harm her, but the father was an alcoholic and a brute. One night
he went out after a terrible fight. She knew that he would go to the red-light
district, as he often did after an argument. He would get drunk and by the time he
came home he would be ready to tear the place down. In the other room the baby
started to cry. Perhaps it sensed the tension. Every nerve in her brain tangled up,
like tiny snakes crawling around in her skull. Finally, she couldn't take it
anymore.
Tamara sighed. She suppressed the memory most of the time, but the feeling was
always there, lingering under the surface… the knowledge that she had killed her
baby. Not the dolls. The dolls didn't break so easily and when they did, they could
always be glued back together. The dolls were her babies now.
Her hands moved swiftly over the mask she was modeling. This time it was an old
man, her father.
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She took a step back.
Yes, it resembled him well. Soon she would have her whole family down here.
Someone was approaching through the Tunnels. It sounded just like ... no, it
couldn't be. He was dead, killed by the creature.
From behind the rock wall a tall man appeared.
"Oh," she said. "It's you. I thought it was him. You always looked alike."
"Just the silhouette," the man said. "Not the face. Never the face."
Tamara stopped to look at him. He had deep-set, pitch black eyes, a large nose,
and bad teeth.
"Don't be such a baby," she reprimanded him. "It's nothing a comb and a trip to
the dentist can't fix."
"But ..."
The man moved closer. She could smell his foul body odor.
"... I scare the girls. I want a different face. A pretty face."
And some deodorant, Tamara thought, but instead she asked,
"Do you have the face you want?"
Hesitantly the man showed her a picture.
"Hmm."
She had seen this face before.
"Leave it here. Come back in a week. I'll have your face."
Before the man had a chance to leave, she added, "He left you some gold, didn't
he?"
The man smiled and the odor got worse.
"Paracelsus was my friend," he proclaimed.
Although she highly doubted that the alchemist had any friends at all, Tamara
said, "Yes. Well, it will cost you ten golden coins."

"Cathy?"
Catherine had just installed herself behind her desk when she heard Joe's voice.
He was dangling from his office door, motioning her to come in. Without
objecting, she put down her papers and joined him. He shut the door, which
either meant she was assigned to a delicate case, or she was in trouble.
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"A friend of mine saw you walking through the park last night," Joe started. "By
yourself."
Catherine took a seat on the bench and crossed her legs.
"I'm a big girl, Joe."
"It was two o'clock in the morning," Joe insisted. "You were by yourself."
"You mentioned that already," Catherine pointed out. "I attended a concert in the
park."
"By yourself?" Joe repeated.
"I met up with a friend."
Joe seemed to relax somewhat.
"This is the guy you've been dating for three years?"
Catherine straightened her tight fitting skirt.
"Yes."
"He couldn't walk you home?"
"I don't need an escort!" Catherine exclaimed. "What is this about, Joe?"
Her boss stared at her for a moment. Then he picked up a case file and handed it
over to her.
"You may want to cut down on the feminism, Radcliffe. There's a killer on the
loose and it turns out you're his type."
"What?"
"Take a look."
She conceded by opening the file and browsing through the pages. In the past
four months three young women had been murdered, presumably by the same
perpetrator. The MO certainly matched. All the women had rope marks on their
wrists and ankles. There were numerous traces of assault. In the end all women
had died slowly, from their injuries. When she looked at their pictures, she began
to comprehend Joe's concern. Each of the women were slim, had green eyes and
long, medium brown hair.
"This hasn't been in the press," she thought aloud.
"Police are keeping a lid on it," Joe explained. "They don't want the press
encouraging this lunatic. The point is, you need to be more careful."
"There are no leads?" Catherine asked.
"Not yet. This guy is like a shadow, makes a kill then disappears into the night."
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Catherine got up.
"I'll be careful," she promised.
"Tell your guy!" Joe called out after her. "What's his name again?"
When Catherine turned around to face him there was a wide smile on her face.
Her eyes sparkled.
"I never told you his name."
She had almost closed the door behind her when she continued,
"It's Vincent."

The girl woke up in a dark place. It was cold and she could not move. In an
instant she remembered the man. He had followed her home from the gym. At
first, she didn't think much of it. Guys had followed her before. They usually
turned out to be harmless, but this guy ... Just when she thought he had given up
he snuck up behind her and drugged her with chloroform.
The mattress she was placed upon was stained and dented. She sincerely hoped
those weren't blood stains. Keep calm, she reprimanded herself, you will get out
of here. The rope around her wrists didn't cut into her flesh. However, when she
tried to wriggle her thumb from under her bonds, her flesh was torn. Still, she
persisted.
A door cracked open and she instantly froze. Heavy footsteps came down the
stairs. A dim light lit the room. It hurt her eyes.
"Hello, Dolly," a dark voice echoed across the basement. "I'm glad you're awake.
Do you want to play?"
The man approached her.
"You are Dolly, right?"
She suppressed her tears and nodded.
"That's good," the man said. "None of the other dolls were. Do you want some
cocoa?"
She looked across the room at the shabby, brick walls and rubbish. There was a
small window on the east side.
"Dolly would love some cocoa," she softly said.
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"We may need to put up some extra walls here," Father pondered, bent over a
large blueprint,
"and here, where some of the children have seen new activity."
Vincent followed the trail of Father's finger, which stuck out of his knitted glove.
His own hands were folded around the corners of the table. His hair fell over his
shoulders as he lowered his head to study the maze of tunnels.
"I believe this is where Dylan saw a man exiting the Tunnels yesterday," he
commented.
His sharp fingernail scraped the paper.
"We do not know how far down he wandered. It may be safest to shut down this
entrance right here."
"Do we know who he is?" Father asked.
His forehead wrinkled in concern.
"No. Dylan said he had the appearance of a homeless man."
Father signed.
"Well, I guess this part of the Tunnels is harmless," he said. "We just need to
prevent him from entering further."
The clattering of light footsteps interrupted their conversation. A little girl had
entered Father's chamber. She was small and thin with a delicate heart-shaped
face and large green eyes. In her hand she held a naked doll. The facial paint had
yellowed over time and one eye was missing. The other one stared at Vincent.
"Vanessa," he started, moving away from the blueprint. "That's a nice doll. Where
did you find it?"
The little girl smiled. She was missing a tooth.
"It's a secret."
"Vanessa," Father intervened. "You did find the doll? You didn't just take it?"
"I found it," the girl confirmed. "Now it's mine."
"Here Below?" Vincent asked.
Enthusiastically the girl nodded.
Vincent crouched down to look into her eyes.
"Can you show me where?"
The girl produced a mysterious smile. Then she ran out of the door, exclaiming:
"It's a secret!"
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Catherine was relieved to take off her pumps. She meticulously locked her door,
threw off her coat and massaged a painful spot on her heel. After a few minutes
she walked into the bathroom and turned on the shower that would hopefully
ease her tense muscles. Although she had cut down on the extra hours, she was
still pulling off ten-hour workdays.
The hot steam and warm water rejuvenated her mind. She let it flow over her skin
and wash away the worries of the office. Outside something bumped against her
wall. Quickly she turned off the water and reached for a large, pink towel, which
she wrapped herself in. Barefoot she rushed to the balcony. Just as she had
hoped, there was a silhouette leaning against the wall. She opened the glass doors
and welcomed the cool evening breeze.
"Vincent!" she called out.
Slowly the silhouette moved towards her. Her terrace light cast a golden glow
over his face. She could see the embarrassment in his eyes.
"I'm sorry," he whispered. "I did not mean to disturb you."
"You didn't disturb me."
A smile tugged at her full lips. She reached out her hand.
"Come inside. I'll be ready in a moment."
The breeze slid underneath Vincent's hood and played with his long, wavy hair.
He did not move.
Her fingers folded around his wrist.
"Come," she insisted. "I'll be right out."
Hesitantly he stepped over the threshold.
"Have a seat," she suggested, pointing at her couch.
He remained standing by her new display cabinet. He had ruined the old one
when had fallen unconscious in his delirium. He had slept in her bed that night,
but they both had been fully clothed. Discretely he averted his eyes as Catherine
disappeared into the bedroom to fetch some clothes.
"How are things Below?" she casually called out to him.
"Good."
"How's Father?"
"He's well."
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"And Mouse?"
Nervously Vincent shuffled his feet.
"He's also well."
The sharp ringing of the phone interrupted their conversation. When Catherine
rushed out of the bedroom to pick it up, she was wearing a pair of loose trousers
and a cashmere sweater. Her hair, still wet from the shower, covered most of her
back.
"Hello?" she panted into the speaker. "Yes, this is Catherine Chandler."
Her smile soon turned into a worried frown and she concluded,
"I can be there in thirty minutes."
After she put down the phone she stared at Vincent with a dazed expression on
her face.
"What is it?" he asked.
"A few days ago, my boss showed me a file," she started, "a murder file."
She sighed.
"Three young women had been killed, presumably by the same person. The police
just told me a fourth victim just barely escaped. She's made a positive ID."
"This is a case you are assigned to?" Vincent inquired.
"No," Catherine answered. "Apparently the suspect is asking to see me. The police
weren't able to give any more details over the phone, but I got the impression that
it's someone I know."
"Then you should talk to him," Vincent agreed.
"I'll meet you Below after this is over," she promised.
Vincent nodded in agreement. He was about to walk away when she stood on her
tiptoes and pressed a kiss on the corner of his mouth. There was an intense look
in her eyes and her voice sounded deep and tender:
"Until then."

The halls leading to the meeting room were hot and musty. She had put on a pair
of boots and a jacket. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, but a few fragile
strands fell over her eyes.
"In here, ma'am," the officer instructed her. "Keep it short."
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She nodded and entered a small, even mustier room. Positioned in the middle of
it were a small table and two chairs. On one of them a man was seated, dressed in
orange prison overalls. His head was bowed, so she could only see his thick, dark
hair. She instantly knew who he was.
"My God!" she cried out as she took her place in the opposite chair.
The man raised his head. His eyes were lucid and gentle.
"Elliot! How did this happen?"
Elliot Burch nervously rubbed his thumbs through his beard.
"Someone's framing me, Cathy," he
said.
He had a soft and calm voice.
"Who?" she asked.
"I've pissed off so many people I
wouldn't know where to start
looking."
"Yes, but this ..."
She folded her hands on the table
between them.
".... and the woman identified you?"
"She was positive," Elliot confirmed,
"so the real killer must be one
handsome devil."
A puckish smile appeared on his
face.
By Lynette Parker

"Well, she must be mistaken,"
Catherine stated.

"I'm not handsome?"
"Elliot!" she reprimanded him. "This is no time for jokes! You're under arrest for
kidnapping and murder."
A sudden sadness passed like a shadow over his face.
"I know that, Cathy."
He slipped his hand over hers. It felt warm and firm.
"What I don't know is how to fight it."
"No touching," the officer called out to them from behind the window in the door.
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Elliot hesitated for a second before removing his hand. He may no longer have
been touching her, but the look in his eyes reached straight into her soul.
"Please help me," he pleaded. "You are the only person I trust. The only person I
know who is smart enough to find the truth."
A sigh slipped out of her mouth. The officer banged on the door.
"Time's up, ma'am."
Slowly she got up. Elliot's eyes were still piercing hers.
"Please," he repeated.
"I'll see what I can find out," she promised him.

"Elliot Burch," Vincent echoed.
His fingers were still folded around the iron gate that he had opened for
Catherine. The path to his wondrous world lay open behind him.
"I know," Catherine said.
She was pacing the small space behind the gate.
"He has his faults, but this ..."
She paused to look up at Vincent, who was patiently waiting for her to finish her
story.
"... I know this man. He isn't violent."
"I do not believe he is either."
"So, someone is setting him up ... How do I find this person?"
"He has no suspicions?"
"He has enemies," Catherine said, "but no one who would do something like
this."
"Perhaps it is a coincidence," Vincent tried. "Perhaps the real assailant resembles
him in appearance."
Catherine sighed.
"Perhaps."
She ran her fingertips over his arm.
"It's late," she concluded. "I should go home. I promised Elliot I'd be there for the
line up tomorrow morning."
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"Then you must," Vincent softly said.
Impulsively she wrapped her arms around his neck. Her breath tingled against
his shoulder as she whispered:
"I love you."

When he returned Below Vincent saw the little girl Vanessa padding down the
tunnels. Out of curiosity he followed her to Mouse's chamber. He decided to peek
inside.
As usual the chamber was a mess. Mouse was working on various building
projects and his tools were spread across the floor.
"Okay good," he mumbled, "okay fine."
He smiled at the little girl. There were smear marks on his face and his straight,
blonde hair looked like it hadn't been combed in days.
"Fetch me a hammer."
Vanessa obliged, following Mouse to a corner of the room. He pulled a blanket
from his latest project and marveled at the girl's awe.
"Good, right?" he asked with a grin.
The girl's eyes sparkled.
"I love it! Thank you, Mouse. Now my dolls will have a place to live."
Slowly Vincent entered the room. What Mouse had revealed was a beautiful,
Victorian-style doll house.
"Just needs a couple of nails here ..."
He pointed at the roof.
"... and here. Make furniture too, but must go up top first for glue."
Vanessa was holding a doll by the arm. It looked antique. Expensive.
"Vanessa ..."
The girl startled when she noticed Vincent.
"... another new doll?"
She tried to hide the toy behind the layers of clothing she was wearing, but
decided it was already too late.
"Is the origin of this doll also a secret?"
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"Not for long," Mouse intervened with his usual innocent enthusiasm. "Soon this
will be home to all of them."
"All of them?"
Vincent approached the girl.
"Just how many dolls are there?"
Again, Mouse answered: "Two here. Down there ..."
He looked up, as if he were counting the rocks in the ceiling.
"... Tens. Hundreds. Thousands!"
The frown on Vincent's face grew deeper as did his voice:
"Where exactly is this doll chamber?"
Mouse averted his eyes and Vanessa had gone pale.
"Who did you take them from?" Vincent insisted.
Vanessa stared at the tips of her shoes.
"Just the hag who lives in the abandoned parts," Mouse finally confessed.
"Shouldn't have them anyway. Not a little girl. Helped Paracelsus."
Vincent sighed.
"You took these from Tamara?"
Mouse shrugged.
"Like I said. Hag. Has plenty. Won't miss 'em. Vanessa had none."
"Mouse ..."
Vincent's fingers folded around Mouse's shoulder.
"... it doesn't matter what Tamara did. These dolls belong to her. You should take
them back."
Mouse opened his mouth to object, but Vincent beat him to it:
"We don't steal from people. That is one of our basic rules and we cannot break it
simply because we dislike someone."
"Not just someone," Mouse objected, but his voice had gone thin. "Paracelsus'
hag."
From behind Vincent the little girl said: "It's alright, Mouse. Vincent's right. I'll
take them back."
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"Lead them in please," the police inspector instructed.
From behind the glass Catherine saw the men line up and face towards her. She
recognized Elliot as number four. He was a tall and proud man, but now he
seemed small and afraid.
Next to her the victim rose from her chair. She was petite, with big, bright eyes
and long, dark blonde hair which resembled hers. There were bruises on both of
her cheekbones and her upper lip was torn.
"It's number four," she proclaimed.
The inspector gave Catherine a triumphant look, but she ignored him and turned
to the woman:
"What did he say to you?"
"What's the relevance?" the inspector objected.
The woman had already answered:
"He said, “You are Dolly, right?"
Her voice trembled and she clasped her arms with both hands as if she was trying
to prevent herself from falling.
"Ask him to say it," Catherine demanded of the inspector.
Reluctantly he bent over the microphone and pressed the button.
"Number four, please repeat these words, ‘You are Dolly, right?’"
Catherine clearly distinguished the confusion in Elliot's eyes.
As soon as his warm voice filled the room Catherine glanced at the witness, who
seemed shaken.
"Is it him?" she insisted.
The woman shook her head.
"It's not his voice," she admitted, "but his face ... There's no doubt. It was him!"
"Okay," the inspector intervened, "that's enough. He could have distorted his
voice."
"He distorted his voice?" Catherine repeated. "But he had no problem revealing
his face?"
"It was him!" the victim cried out. "I would recognize that face anywhere! It was
him!"
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Catherine had been granted access to the police file. Unfortunately, it did not help
her case. The victim had been able to lead the investigators to the place where she
had been held captive, but it turned out to be a vacant building. The only object
left was a small doll. From the pictures she concluded that it had been left there
on purpose. The perpetrator was mocking the police.
By the time she had left the station most daylight was gone. She took up the pace.
The streets which lead to the parking lot were narrow and poorly lit and her
pumps were killing her. Almost there…
Footsteps clattered behind her. She resisted the urge to look over her shoulder.
Instead, she trotted across the pavement. Suddenly the footsteps were gone. She
dared to look back. The street was empty. A relieved sigh escaped from her lips.
Just as she started to move again, a dark figure appeared from behind the
upcoming corner. Before she could react, the man ambushed her. Her scream
was smothered by a chloroform-soaked cloth.
In the whispering gallery Vincent abruptly stopped. A chill ran through his body.
Catherine was afraid. He started to rush towards her, but suddenly he no longer
felt her presence. Still, he ran out of the chamber, almost trampled Jamie, and
ignored Father, who called out to him. By the time he had reached the street
Catherine had been taken, there was no sight of her, and what was worse, he did
not feel her inside his soul. It was as if she had disappeared from the earth.
"Catherine!" he screamed into the night.
He didn't care if anyone saw him.
Something flickered in the dim light of a street lantern. He rushed towards it. It
was a long, silver earring. Carefully he picked it up. A vague fragrance confirmed
that it was Catherine's.

She woke up with a terrible headache. Her muscles ached and a rope was cutting
into her wrists. The room was dark. She was not able to distinguish any furniture.
Instinctively she tried to scream, but it seemed she was gagged.
"If I take off the gag," a voice resounded from within the room, "will you tell me
your name?"
Her eyes flashed across the room. A dark figure stood by the door. She nodded.
His fingers were thick and cold. As soon as the gag was off, she said,
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"My name is Dolly, but you are not who you are."
The face of Elliot Burch appeared before her, but the eyes were pitch black.
"You are hiding behind someone else's face."
The man slipped away from her, like a crocodile into the water.
In Father's chamber Vincent’s neck stiffened.
"She is awake," he said. "She is alive."
Father released a sigh.
"Oh, thank God. Can you tell where she is?"
Vincent tilted his head.
"No," he finally answered. "There is only darkness surrounding her, but he is
there with her."
He rose from his armchair and strode to the small ladder leading out of the room.
"The killer?" Father's voice echoed.
Vincent paused for a second before leaving.
"Yes, the killer."

Accompanied by an antique lantern, Vincent descended into the abandoned part
of the Tunnels, where the walls had an unearthly green shimmer and a thick mist
crawled over the floors. It was a place Vincent dreaded as it harvested memories
of deceit and madness… memories of Paracelsus.
He followed the same path he had taken last night when he secretly followed
Vanessa and Mouse on their journey, ensuring their safety. If he took a right turn
at the next split, he would walk straight passed Paracelsus' old chamber. Luckily,
Tamara resided in the left part.
He pressed his hand against the rock wall and glanced inside. The entire chamber
was filled with dead faces; dolls, masks, plaster casts. There were faces
everywhere. Even now, Tamara was working on a new creation. Her hands glided
smoothly over the white clay, forming the shape of a man's cheekbone.
"Tamara," Vincent's voice resounded.
The woman looked up. She had blonde, curly hair and a sharp, somewhat mousy
face.
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"I suspected I might see you," she said. "I would invite you in, but you know you
are not welcome."
Vincent entered nevertheless.
"You had another visitor of late," he continued, "one of Paracelsus' old
acquaintances perhaps?"
Tamara concentrated on her sculpting. She had thin, elegant fingers. Despite her
previous mishaps, her talent was remarkable.
"Who told you this?" she asked. "The little brats who've been stealing from me?"
"They have been reprimanded," Vincent said, "and your belongings have been
returned."
Tamara gave him a suspicious look.
"What exactly do you want from me?" she asked.
"His whereabouts."
A loud, somewhat hysterical laugh escaped from her mouth.
"Three women have died," Vincent insisted. "More will follow if you remain
silent."
"You know his new face," Tamara realized. "I knew it was a bad choice when he
showed me the picture. It was cut from a magazine. Had to be someone well
known."
"An innocent man," Vincent urged her. "He is robbed of his freedom while a
murderer is roaming free."
"Why should I care?" Tamara asked with a bitter tone in her voice. "No one ever
saved me when I was in distress."
"Because he has taken Catherine."
Tamara hesitated, but did not break. She pinched her lips together and continued
sculpting.
"... and," Vincent calmly continued, "because if Catherine dies, so must all
involved."

The light bulb dangled from the ceiling, casting grisly shadows on the walls.
Catherine had been trying to loosen the ropes, but it only resulted in more
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abrasions. She was sore and hungry, yet determined to escape. In her mind she
pictured Vincent's face. His love would give her the strength.
The door flew open and the Elliot Burch puppet walked down the stairs. He
carried a glass of rusty colored water.
"Are you thirsty, Dolly?" he asked.
She shook her head.
"I'll leave it here," the man suggested, placing the glass on a small table next to
her chair, "where you can reach it."
Quickly Catherine glanced at the door. He had left it open.
"Why won't you let me see your face?" she asked him.
The ink black eyes shimmered like knifes.
"You wouldn't like it. None of the other dolls did."
"Perhaps," she improvised, "none of the other dolls were your Dolly."
For a moment there was a childlike hope in his eyes and she almost pitied him.
"Promise you won't scream?"
"I promise."
The man started peeling off the mask. She waited until it was up to his nose to
jump up and spin around, smashing the chair into his abdomen. The wood split.
The man wavered. She didn't wait for him to regain his balance. With the chair
seat still tied around her torso she stumbled to the stairs.
Underneath the city Vincent, hands clutched around the roof of the subway train,
was moving at high speed. His hair fluttered in the wind.
Catherine crawled up the stairs. Behind her the man was back on his feet. She
could hear his footsteps drawing near. Her heart was raging as she pulled at the
door. Locked.
"You're not my Dolly," the man called out to her.
In his voice she detected a mixture of anger, disappointment, and despair.
"My Dolly is dead."
She limped to the window, but it was also locked.
"I can never find her again," the man continued.
"I'm sorry," Catherine soothed him.
"That's a lie!" he yelled.
In a heartbeat he was on top of her, pushing her sore bones to the ground.
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"No one is sorry! No one cares!"
His saliva dripped on her face. She closed her eyes and urged herself to keep
breathing at a steady pace.
"Tell me about her," she tried.
"Too late!" the man screamed. He had thick lips and bad teeth. The top of the
Elliot mask still covered his forehead. "I never meant to break her. She just
snapped like plastic."
Suddenly he banged her head against the floor.
"See," he mumbled. "You too will snap."
Behind her the wooden door split open and a big, dark shape broke through the
splinters. A lion-like roar echoed across the room. Her assailant instinctively
crawled backwards to seek cover under an old table. The beast rushed past her,
grabbed the man, and dragged him to the floor. Another roar made the walls
tremble. She tried to get up, but her head was too sore and her arms were still
bound by rope. The beast lashed out. The man screamed in anguish.
"Vincent," she whispered.
Just the vaguest sound her voice, soft and trembling, was enough to calm him. He
dropped the Doll Maker and rushed towards her, gently tilting up her body.
"Catherine ..."
She reached out her hand to touch his face.
"... are you in pain?"
His claws ripped open the rope.
A tentative smile appeared on her face.
"Not anymore."

A man was waiting in the chair outside her apartment. Catherine slowed her pace
and just for a second she considered turning back before he saw her. It had been
an exhausting day, which she had spent mostly in the hospital and the police
station. She was in no mood for visitors. Unfortunately, the man had already
heard her and got up. His bright eyes gazed upon her tenderly. A dazed smile
accentuated his round cheeks. He looked both innocent and seductive.
"Elliot," she greeted him. "How are you?"
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"Much better," he answered, holding out a bouquet of summer flowers. "Thanks
to you. You saved me, Cathy, again."
His sultry tone made her slightly uncomfortable.
"I was just doing my job," she said, unlocking her door.
Courtesy urged her to add: "Would you like to come in for coffee?"
Elliot offered her the flowers, which she accepted, and said,
"You don't have to feel awkward around me, Cathy. I know I blew my chances
with you a long time ago. I just wanted to thank you for what you did. It was a
favor to a friend. I don't have many true friends, so I appreciate it."
She smelled the flowers and smiled.
"You're welcome."
Elliot hesitated. Just before he started to leave, he said,
"I hope he appreciates you."
Catherine understood what he meant. She had told him she was in a relationship
the last time they had been on an adventure together.
"He does," she confirmed. "Be well, Elliot."
A nostalgic smile deepened the dimple in his chin.
"You too, Cathy."
She locked the door behind her, put the flowers in a vase and kicked off her
shoes. The card read,:
"To Cathy, without whom my existence would be meaningless."
A noise outside made her heart jump. Barefoot she trotted to the balcony. A soft
breeze chased the curtains up and down. The terrace was empty.
"Vincent?" she called out.
A shadow broke loose from the corner of her balcony. She ran towards him and
threw her arms around his neck.
"Hold me," she whispered against his shoulder.
Gently his arms enclosed her waist.
"How are you feeling?"
She buried her face in the thick fabric of his clothing, taking in the soothing
smells of knitted wool and old books.
"The doctors think I may have a minor concussion. I'll be alright in a couple of
days."
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"The city seems so peaceful now," Vincent mused.
She rolled her cheek against his chest and looked at the lights.
"... It seems almost unthinkable that it could harbor such evil."
"Even the most beautiful things cast shadows," Catherine said.
"What will become of him?" Vincent asked, "this lost creature who searched for
companionship in death?"
"A psychiatric hospital," Catherine answered. "It sounds horrific, but he will be
housed and clothed and given the medical attention he should have received
years ago."
"I wonder what would have become of him if Father had found him before
Paracelsus did."
Catherine let his words sink in.
"What will happen to Tamara?" she then asked.
Vincent sighed. His hand glided over her back and she laid her cheek on his
shoulder.
"We promised to leave her in peace as long as she keeps to herself. There should
be no more mistaken identities."
"Loneliness can make us do irrational things," Catherine thought, "Unspeakable
things."
"Yes," Vincent concurred, and he held her a little tighter under the moonlit sky.

By Lynette Parker
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Last Night
(Vincent’s Letter to Catherine)
by Michaela Buzsaki Struchova

Dear Catherine,
The night may be over, but the light I saw in your eyes just
before we parted only a little while ago is still burning bright
in my memory, never to fade away. It was the light of hope,
of expectation, of tenderness, and of a feeling I dare not name
for I dare not hope that what I felt in your heart at that
moment might truly be real…
Halloween is a magical night, a scary one for some people, a
night full of legends and mysteries but for me, from now on, it
will be a night forever engraved in my heart as the most
wondrous and beautiful in my whole life.
That was the night when I walked with you in your world,
Catherine. Above - free from my eternal burden, free from
fear of being revealed. I was blessed by your kindness and
happiness in sharing that night with me.
For one night, I walked empty-handed among my enemies.
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For one night, I knew what it meant to be a mere human…
We walked through the city like other people and you showed
me places I have only heard of or read about. I have walked
through New York countless times. I know its darkest streets,
narrowest passageways, tallest towers, rooftops reaching towards
the night sky. But you, Catherine, you showed me theatres,
galleries, cathedrals, and streets filled with excited people…
And then, when we sat down on the riverbank and watched
the sun gently rise above the Queensboro bridge, I felt like my
whole life was leading to this one singular moment - I almost
became one with the stream ahead and the air around us,
watching something that had previously been forbidden to my
eyes, and most of all, I was enjoying all this with the only
person in the world with whom I wished to share every moment
of my existence…
For the first time in my life, I saw the sunrise, and the
colours it brought to life in your hair, Catherine, were a sight
I will never forget. It was as if the sky poured a rainbow
all over it, dazzling and enchanting. Just like the same first
shy rays of the sun reflected in your eyes - those eyes that seemed
to be calling me, drawing me near, echoing a longing embedded
within the deepest part of my heart…
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For one night, I forgot what I was and lived only for who
I was. All of this happened because of you, Catherine, and
I will forever cherish those moments, when time seemed to stand
still and open its arms to us, giving us more than we ever
expected.
It is early morning, and you are probably sleeping by now,
having a well-deserved rest after last night’s adventure. Yet,
I cannot sleep, my mind is full of memories of those sweet,
beautiful moments we shared.
I remember your arm entwined with mine as we were walking.
I remember wrapping you in my cloak when the night air
was getting chilly, and the tremble of your small body under
the touch of my hands.
I remember the melody of your soft voice, caressing my ears
and breaking easily through the sounds of the city.
I remember your smile, almost blinding me whenever you
looked at me.
And I remember the heat radiating from you and the
colourful light in your eyes, full of unspoken feelings as we were
sitting on the bench side by side, so close…
Whatever happens from now on, nothing can take last night
away from me, from us. Like the most precious treasure, buried
deep in the ocean, last night will find its home in the most
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cherished place of my heart. It is the place that belongs only
to you, Catherine…
Rest now, my dearest, for though I am miles away, I will
keep watch over your peaceful sleep. And when you wake, I
hope that when you think of last night, you will feel the same
way I do now - blessed…

Vincent

By Michaela Buzsaki Struchova
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Shades of Men
by Michaela Buzsaki Struchova

“One more, Vincent, please!” Eric cried from his cushion seat on the floor in his
beloved mentor’s chamber. Other children eagerly joined him.
The man of the hour chuckled, and when he saw the excited, twinkling eyes of his
visitors, he folded his hands in his lap and succumbed to the feeling of that special
night of the year. He looked into the distance and started reciting.

“Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary,
Over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore—
While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a tapping,
As of some one gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door.
“Tis some visitor,” I muttered, “tapping at my chamber door—
Only this and nothing more...” 12
Jacob, leaning against his son's chamber entrance, was smiling. He was listening
as eagerly as the boys and girls surrounding Vincent. The warm glow from the
candles gave this night an almost eerie impression, shadows were dancing on the
ceiling. Not that Jacob hadn’t seen Vincent’s private quarters in candlelight before,
but Halloween always gave every place in the Tunnels a special, almost magical
feeling.
Hearing Vincent's gentle but expressive voice conveying Poe's masterpiece to the
young listeners, Jacob's smile slowly faded.

12

Edgar Allan Poe: The Raven
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“...Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there wondering, fearing,
Doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before;
But the silence was unbroken, and the stillness gave no token,
And the only word there spoken was the whispered word, “Lenore.”
This I whispered, and an echo murmured back the word, “Lenore!”—
Merely this and nothing more…” 13
Jacob remembered very well the last time he had seen Vincent reading this poem.
That time, his beloved son was balancing on the edge of a mental abyss … it was
when he thought Catherine, the woman he loved more than any man could ever
love, was dead…
It was scarcely believable that
more than a year had passed
since that time. A time which
was as dark and painful as it was
devastating, and Jacob had to
shake off the shudder that went
through him, remembering the
nightmare of those months. He
couldn’t quite believe how the
presumed death of Catherine
shook him to the core. It was the
darkest time he could ever
remember because he felt
utterly helpless, unable to
comfort and give strength to his
son in the most soul-crushing
time of his life…
Enough of this! Jacob berated
himself. This Halloween, there
was no need for grief. Only
happiness filled these walls
since his beloved daughter-in13

By Lynette Parker

Edgar Allan Poe: The Raven
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law had returned to the land of the living. The little family occupying the chamber
in front of him was a sight for sore eyes and a source of inspiration for everyone in
the Tunnels - including the patriarch himself.

“...And the Raven, never flitting, still is sitting, still is sitting
On the pallid bust of Pallas just above my chamber door;
And his eyes have all the seeming of a demon’s that is dreaming,
And the lamp-light o’er him streaming throws his shadow on the floor;
And my soul from out that shadow that lies floating on the floor
Shall be lifted—nevermore!” 14
Vincent’s voice faded, and the look of the children around him was priceless - halfscared, half-excited. Samantha was the first one to break the silence.
“That was creepy….” She frowned but then with her eyes narrowed in thought.
“And sad,” she added.
Vincent smiled and nodded.
“It is sad. It’s a story of someone who once loved very deeply and had lost that love,
but he could never reconcile himself with the reality of his loss.”
Samantha’s look changed into a knowing one.
“Like you,” she said with compassion.
Vincent tilted his head, and a trace of melancholy flashed in his eyes. Suddenly he
realised that Samantha was growing up almost too fast.
“Yes… Fortunately, for me, fate provided a much better ending.” The corners of his
unusual mouth turned slightly upwards.
Everyone present in the room was smiling. They all remembered those dark
months only too well and were more than happy to let them wash away from their
memories like a tide washing the seashore.
“I think it’s time you let Vincent enjoy Halloween in his way, as well.”
The sound of Jacob’s voice made everyone turn their heads, to see him smiling,
leaning on his walking stick.
14

Edgar Allan Poe: The Raven
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The children got up, and while thanking their friend for a great time, one by one,
they left the chamber.
“Have fun, Vincent, and tell Catherine to look after you well up there.” Geoffrey
smiled as he passed his mentor.
“Thank you, Geoffrey, I will,” Vincent replied.
He smiled at his father and started collecting the heavy cushions from the rug on
the floor, placing them into a basket nearby.
Jacob walked into the chamber and looked around the cosy place with a warm
feeling filling his heart.
“So much has happened in this chamber over the years,” he said, contemplating.
“So much of both good and bad.”
“Thankfully more good than bad,” Vincent replied with a smile of his own.
Jacob’s expression softened when his look fell on the little wooden cot next to the
large bed in the back of the chamber. “Yes…”
He awakened from his reverie and turned back to his son.
“So, did Catherine tell you where she is taking you?”
Vincent chuckled.
“Only that it’s a place of many colours and great imagination.” His voice sounded
relaxed and content. Jacob liked that sound very much.
“Trust Catherine to make it a secret. She seems to love those.” The patriarch teased.
“Well, wherever you two go, enjoy yourselves but please, be careful…” he added.
Vincent put his hand on Jacob’s shoulder in a reassuring way.
“We will, Father, do not worry yourself about us,” he said gently. “And don’t give
little Jacob too many cookies, please. You know he can’t sleep then.”
He raised his eyebrows bemused. Vincent was well aware of his father’s weakness
for spoiling his grandson when he had the chance - much to the dismay of both
parents, but they lovingly overlooked what they considered unhealthy.
Jacob flashed an embarrassed smile at his son.
“Well… he does have a sweet tooth… I suppose, like father, like son.” He glanced at
Vincent, and the look in his eyes softened again when he caressed the younger
man’s golden hair.
Vincent smiled warmly and kissed Jacob’s forehead.
“Always.”
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Catherine was walking next to Vincent along 5th Avenue, her arm entwined with
his. The sky wasn’t blue, though, like in Catherine’s dream years ago. It was
Halloween night after all - the only time Vincent could walk among men Above
with no fear and it was too chilly for ice cream, but they didn’t mind at all.
They were enjoying their stroll through the city as if it was the first time, blissfully
unconcerned with people passing them by. After all, most everyone dressed up for
the night’s occasion, so the couple blended in perfectly.
Vincent could barely focus on anything else but the woman by his side. Catherine’s
natural beauty stood out even more because of the beautiful dress she was wearing.
The medieval, long velvet gown was rippled at the bottom, with at the wrist
widened sleeves, and it had two layers - the main rich burgundy-coloured one and
a golden one which was used on the sleeves edging and the inside layer of the skirt.
It emphasised Catherine's lovely feminine figure in ways Vincent had rarely seen,
and he liked it very much. Catherine's long sandy-coloured hair was curled,
forming waves falling freely over her shoulders, with only a couple of strands
pinned to the sides.
Although the thing he liked most was the large hood attached to the top back part
of the gown. When they left the tunnels after dark that evening, it was an almost
surreal image - two hooded figures covered in long garments, setting out on a
journey.
Like the Elves leaving the safety of Rivendell, Vincent thought to himself with a
smile.
“I’m glad you are enjoying yourself.” Catherine interrupted his train of thought
bemused.
Vincent chuckled, lowered his eyes and then looked ahead - he realised he was
staring at his wife and not looking where they were going. She was like a glorious
vision from which he could not look away.
“I apologise, Catherine, I promise you, I am listening and enjoying what we are
seeing.” He smiled, and his eyes twinkled in the darkness, illuminated only by the
street lamps.
“It’s just that in all the dreams I had about you, I never envisioned you like Lady
Guinevere.”
“Well, if I am to walk side by side with Lancelot, I cannot be anyone else, can I?”
His smile made her stop and challenge him with a look.
“How did you envision me in your dreams?”
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Appreciating her beaming smile, he gently brought her hand to his lips before his
mouth opened to utter the words.

“She walks in beauty, like the night
Of cloudless climes and starry skies;
And all that’s best of dark and bright
Meet in her aspect and her eyes;
Thus mellowed to that tender light
Which heaven to gaudy day denies …” 15
Catherine sighed and couldn’t resist stealing a brief gentle kiss. When they pulled
apart, the light reflecting in his eyes gave Vincent an even more otherworldly
appearance. She couldn’t stop smiling and holding his hand tight.
The sound of a saxophone played by a street artist nearby brought them back to
reality. Catherine entwined her arm with her husband’s again as they continued
walking. She reached into the small red velvet pouch-style purse, attached securely
to her hand, and took out an elegant watch.
“Oh, perfect, we are right on time!” she exclaimed happily.
Vincent chuckled, suspecting Catherine was talking about her surprise.
“On time for… ?” he teased.
At that moment, Catherine halted and made him look up - he read the name of a
modern art gallery he’d heard about. Vincent looked back at the woman by his side
and tilted his head curiously.
“This is the opening night of a new exhibition of lost and found paintings by a
modern artist,” Catherine said, excitement building upon her face. “There are
newly discovered paintings by Kristopher… and we are invited!”
Vincent gasped quietly. Then, his shock changed into an incredulous smile.
“How?” Any other words were unnecessary.
“Mr. Smythe called Jenny last month, and she arranged the exhibition.”
“But Catherine…”

15

Lord Byron: She Walks In Beauty
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“Don’t worry, Vincent.” She squeezed his hand to reassure him of his safety. “Jenny
chose today especially as all guests were officially invited to dress up for
Halloween.”
Her beaming smile and excitement were contagious. Vincent just shook his head
and chuckled.
“You have clever friends, Catherine.”
“Someone talking about me?” A warm voice from behind made them turn around.
“Jenny!” Catherine exclaimed and hugged her friend.
“I was starting to worry that you’d changed your mind,” Jenny said with a wide
smile that reached her eyes, turning them into small twinkling buttons. Her
costume and makeup would have fit perfectly into any Cats production. “Hello,
Vincent, lovely to see you again.”
Vincent smiled and welcomed the warm hug from one of his newest friends. Jenny
had been introduced to him before his and Catherine’s wedding, and as with
Nancy, they clicked immediately.
“One might think you would like to replace Catherine tonight,” Vincent said with a
smile.
“Well, I thought I‘d make you feel a bit more comfortable, and you know, if Lady
Guinevere needs a stand-in at some point, I’m available.” Jenny winked at him,
making him chuckle.
“You stick to your tail, my friend, and leave my husband to me.” Catherine laughed.
Jenny grinned. “I love seeing you jealous, Cathy, especially since I’ve never seen
you jealous before!” She laughed, then turned around and walked back inside to
the gallery.
Catherine chuckled and shook her head. When she looked back at Vincent, she
noticed he was observing her with a wide smile.
“What?” she asked, a bit puzzled.
“Nothing,” Vincent replied, and his look softened. “Is it true you have never been
jealous before?"
“Before I met you?” Her smile faded a little. “Not really….. I guess no one else was
worth it…”
Vincent watched her lower her eyes a bit shyly. Despite being a grown woman, she
seemed like a school girl sometimes - insecure, innocent and vulnerable, her
feelings exposed to the bare bone.
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“It is an honour that I would be the first to make you feel like this, but…” Vincent’s
gloved hand tenderly touched her cheek, and he added gently…
“I can assure you that you will never have reason to feel like that again.”
Catherine let out the breath she didn’t even notice she was holding since he
touched her face. Closing her eyes for a brief moment, she leaned into his palm and
smiled widely.
“We should go inside,” she said quietly after opening her eyes, still smiling. “Jenny
won’t start without us.”
Vincent smiled and entwined his arm with hers. He took a deep breath, and they
walked into the gallery together.

“So, how do you like your first ever art exhibition, Vincent?” Jenny asked with a
dazzling smile, noticing her friend’s blissful expression.
Vincent directed his attention to the ‘cat-woman’ by his side, away from the large,
almost graffiti-style painting of a young woman with angel’s wings.
“I must say, it’s not exactly what I had imagined,” he spoke seriously.
Jenny’s face fell in surprise.
“It is much more interesting,” Vincent finished with the hint of a mischievous
smile.
Catherine laughed while Jenny exhaled loudly with relief.
“I can’t believe you’re pulling my leg, young man.” She giggled and looked over at
Catherine.
“Is he always like this?”
“More and more,” the reply came from the bemused ‘Lady Guinevere’, and her eyes
briefly regarded Vincent lovingly.
Vincent returned her soft look then turned back to Jenny.
“I really must thank you, Jenny. It has been an extraordinary experience for me…
And I’m sure Kristopher is happy, wherever he is.”
Jenny’s heartfelt smile told him more than her words.
“Anything for you, Vincent, you know that…. and well…” She raised her eyebrows.
“Wherever he is, he better stay there - we don’t want to scare the guests.”
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With a wink and a grin, Jenny left Vincent and Catherine, walking over to Mr.
Smythe, who had spoken with the couple earlier that night. They exchanged distant
smiles.
Vincent turned back to the painting. Something about the angel made him smile
more than any of the other paintings.
Catherine noticed the expression on his face.
“Why are you smiling?”
Vincent chuckled and glanced at her before directing his look at the painting again.
“Does the face remind you of someone?”
‘Lady Guinevere’ narrowed her eyes, focusing on the painted face in front of her.
Suddenly, the realisation hit her, and her mouth fell open.
“It’s… me!”
The smile on his face widened, reaching his blue eyes.
“I can’t believe I hadn’t noticed before!” Catherine whispered, staring at her own
face.
“It’s not visible immediately, you have to look at it intently. But I believe Kristopher
wanted to send us greetings again. Look at the dress the angel is wearing… see
there, on her chest…”
Catherine’s eyes narrowed curiously again, studying the image, and an incredulous
smile lit up her features.
“Incredible… a lion! And exactly in the perfect place - over my heart…”
She glanced at him before admiring the painted message in front of them again.
“Are you sure you do not believe in magic, Catherine?” Vincent teased gently.
“The only thing I’m sure of is that I have to inquire about the availability and price
of this particular masterpiece,” she chuckled and added dreamily. “Imagine it,
Vincent… in the brownstone bedroom? One Below, and another Above…”
Catherine leaned against her husband’s shoulder, unconsciously imitating her pose
from the painting Kristopher had gifted them two years earlier. With Vincent
lovingly leaning his head against hers, the image was almost perfect.
“She’s a beauty, isn’t she?”
They both turned around, hearing the deep voice of a man coming from behind
them.
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Catherine’s mouth fell open. She froze for a moment, seeing the elegant figure of a
handsome, bearded, dark-haired, smiling man in a black suit seemingly cut out
from the latest fashion magazine, accented with a snow-white shirt, a black bowtie and shiny black shoes.
“Elliot…” Catherine stuttered.
“Lovely to see you again, Cathy. Won’t you introduce me?”
Elliot Burch.
Vincent tilted his head slightly, recognizing the man in front of him immediately.
He had seen him on one occasion before, and it was not a pleasant one. Vincent
managed to keep a straight face, but his mind was veiled with questions.
What was that thing about jealousy? No, you mustn’t, you are alive because of
him…
Catherine felt fear clamping her heart. Vincent! They were walking on dangerous
ground…
“I… of course,” she tried to sound composed. “This is Elliot Burch, a friend of
mine.”
That was the easy part. “And this is….”
Her throat closed at once as if a giant hand was squeezing it hard. In her head,
Catherine was panicking, afraid for Vincent’s safety. Elliot was not one to be tricked
easily.
“Vincent.” She heard the man at her side say calmly. “It is a pleasure to meet you,
Mr. Burch.”
Vincent stretched out his gloved hand towards the other man in a friendly gesture.
Elliot accepted it after a brief moment, with a genuine smile.
Catherine flashed a smile too, though not quite knowing where to look, as she
feverishly tried to hide her panic. She felt Vincent’s other hand giving hers a gentle
squeeze, and when her eyes met his, a wave of peace came over her.
It’s all right, Catherine, don’t worry.
“Yes, Vincent, my…” She looked at Vincent again, and the corners of her mouth
turned upwards. This time, there was nothing but pride and happiness in her voice.
“The man I love.”
Elliot observed the scene before him with mixed feelings. Seeing Catherine with
another man was one thing; hearing her say it was the man she loved was another.
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And yet, something about this man was telling him it was exactly as it should be.
And oh, yes, his mask was striking.
For years, Elliot couldn’t get Catherine out of his mind and heart, though having
known for some time she was involved with someone else. This woman had
changed him, opened his eyes to a world in which showing emotion was not a
weakness and love was not just a passing entertainment. When he understood it at
last, it was too late for them.
Now, he saw the radiant smile and joyful sparkle in her eyes when she looked at
the man beside her. It made him finally understand that Catherine was indeed his
past. Finally, he saw the other man with his own eyes, and the writing was on the
wall. There was no future with Catherine for one of the richest men in the country.
“Well… I feel privileged that I finally have the honour,” Elliot spoke, his eyes set
firmly on Vincent.
“I knew there was someone in Cathy’s life, but she was always so evasive about you
that sometimes, I wondered.”
Vincent lowered his eyes for a moment, and a half-smile covered his surprising
bemusement.
“I don’t have many opportunities to go out,” he said, looking calmly at his former
rival again.
“Vincent is quite busy… just as I am with my private legal practice,” Catherine
intervened, trying to appear natural. “Most of the time, we are happy if we can just
steal a few moments for each other.”
“Oh yes, I’ve heard that you help the financially less fortunate, a very fitting role
for you, Cathy. You always had a soft spot for the suffering ones.”
Catherine wasn’t sure whether Elliot was being sarcastic or just friendly. The
melancholic expression on his face didn’t give much away.
“I do what I feel is right, for the people who deserve help.”
Elliot nodded in agreement.
“That’s the Cathy we all know and love.”
Catherine’s faint smile faded. She began feeling very uncomfortable. Elliot Burch
had never been a man who was easy to see through, but at that moment, he was
making it exceptionally difficult. And the worst thing was, he was behaving like this
in front of her husband.
“Catherine is remarkable at what she does. Her integrity, perseverance and the
generosity of her heart have changed the lives of many good people for the better.”
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Vincent’s velvety baritone broke the awkward silence. The hint of a smile on his
face told Catherine that he wasn’t as uncomfortable in Elliot’s presence as she
thought.
“Yes,” Elliot replied to Vincent’s thought. “I should know something about it.”
His smile was genuine and warm this time.
At that moment, a young waiter came by with a tray full of champagne flutes.
Jenny, who was happily floating towards the group, stopped him immediately.
“Champagne!” she exclaimed when she approached them and reached for a glass.
“I’m dying for one. I have a feeling all I’ve been doing tonight is talking to strangers.
My throat feels rotten.”
Catherine blessed this moment in her mind, for it was a perfect distraction from
the tense situation. She asked Vincent if he wished a glass, which he gently refused.
As Catherine turned around, she took a small step back and ended up knocking a
couple of the glasses off the tray.
“I’m so sorry!” Catherine apologised to the waiter while Vincent carefully helped
her pick up the bigger shards of the flutes from the floor, as Jenny calmed her
down.
The waiter waved the situation off with a smile, thinking to himself that he had
seen worse on such occasions. At least this lady wasn’t drunk. He thanked
Catherine, said he would call someone to clean up the spilt champagne, and walked
away.
“Cathy, your dress…” Elliot pointed to the front of the burgundy masterpiece.
“It’s all right. It wasn’t wine,” Catherine said, examining the wet patch on the
garment.
“We could go home if you wish,” Vincent suggested, touching her back gently.
“No need,” Jenny intervened. “Let us girls visit the restroom for a minute, and we’ll
both be back fresh and ready to explore some more treasures of the mysterious Mr.
Gentian.”
Catherine opened her mouth to protest, but Vincent interrupted her softly.
“That is a good idea. We will wait here for you.”
His hand caressed Catherine’s back reassuringly while his eyes were focusing on
hers, trying to convey the hidden thought.
Don’t worry, Catherine, I’ll be all right.
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Her anxious eyes were still fixed on his when she took a deep breath and dared to
ask a question.
“Are you sure, Vincent?”
His smile answered for him, but still, he said the words.
“Yes, I will be in good company.”
“All right, then….”
She squeezed his hand, and with a deep look into his eyes, a small smile and then
a quick glance at Elliot, Catherine let herself be guided away by Jenny.
The two men remained alone like the last two soldiers on a silenced battlefield.

“Well, that should be interesting…” Jenny whispered to Catherine with a giggle
when they were at a safe distance from both men.
“Have you gone mad, Jenny?! How could you leave Vincent alone in the world up
here? And with Elliot out of all people?!” Catherine was agitated but trying to keep
her voice down.
“Come on, Cathy! Vincent is a big boy, he'll be fine. That is until Father finds out
about this. Anyway, I think it’s about time Elliot realises that he can’t win you back,
no matter what he does. Before, he was fighting a ghost. Now, he finally has living
proof that his attempts were in vain. The sooner this happened, the better.” Jenny
explained with a contented smile.
“I know but…”
“Cathy,” Jenny stopped and looked into her friend’s worried eyes. “You have
known Vincent for much longer than I have, but I’m telling you, trust him.”
Catherine stared at the makeup covered face of her dear friend, looking for some
words to reason with her.
It is not Vincent but my world that I don’t trust…
However, she closed her eyes for a moment and exhaled loudly.
“All right,” she spoke in defeat. “But not for long!”
“That’s my girl!” Jenny exclaimed with a victorious grin.
“But you’re a wicked woman,” Catherine added with a smile.
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“Cat-woman, my dear… Cat-woman,” Jenny corrected her seriously. “And now, if
you’ll excuse me, there is a phone call I should have made an hour ago - I got
chatted up by that gorgeous guy from The Museum of Modern Arts and then by
Mr. Smythe. Who knew a cat could be so attractive!”
With an expression of a pretended surprise, Jenny glided away, wagging her fake
tail, leaving Catherine standing alone in the corridor leading to the restrooms.
For a moment, Catherine considered returning to Vincent, completely oblivious to
the state of her dress. But then she thought about what Jenny said about Elliot. Of
course, she was right.
Though, she was also right about Father… when he finds out….
Catherine waved off the mental image of her father-in-law losing his temper when
he discovered that Vincent was left alone even for a minute among strangers from
Above.
She was just about to walk to the restroom door when a familiar, cheerful voice
stopped her in her tracks.

“As she fled fast thro' sun and shade,
The happy winds upon her play'd,
Blowing the ringlet from the braid.
She look'd so lovely, as she sway'd
The rein with dainty finger-tips…” 16
The voice was all Catherine needed to recognise the person behind her. She turned
around and tilted her head in disbelief with an astonished smile.
“Kristopher??”

He had not changed a bit in the past more than two years since she had seen him,
a slim figure hiding in worn out street clothes with a dark sports jacket on top, the
typical blue baseball cap partially obscuring the unruly dark brown hair, hands
covered by fingerless gloves, and that unforgettable young, enthusiastic, smiling
face with a boyish charm.
16

Alfred Tennyson: Sir Launcelot and Queen Guinevere: A Fragment
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“Hello, Cathy,” he said, and the big smile only emphasised the mischievous twinkle
in his eyes.
“How…? Why…?” Catherine was lost for words.
“Nice to see you, too.”
“I’m sorry, Kristopher…” She shook her head and chuckled. “You startled me. What
are you doing here?”
“Isn’t an artist allowed to come and see his work being celebrated?”
His smile was contagious - Cathy laughed, and her shock faded as quickly as it had
attacked her system.
“Of course, it’s just a bit unusual when the artist is…”
“Out of this world?” Kristopher raised his eyebrow and grinned.
“Sort of,” she chuckled. “So, are you enjoying the success of your beautiful artwork
on display? You should be really proud; over half of the paintings have already been
sold."
The young artist pushed his hands into his jacket pockets casually and looked into
the distance dreamily.
“I guess I have reached immortality at last…”
Catherine laughed. “You should see Mr. Smythe. If pride had wings, he would be
flying over Manhattan by now!”
Kristopher smiled warmly.
“I miss the old man. I haven’t shown up in a long time. I mean… apart from leaving
my work in the warehouse, which he bought back a year ago.”
“When he realised it could come in handy for someone...” Catherine raised her
eyebrows with a cheeky grin.
“Well, there’s nothing wrong with helping each other out… which brings me to the
real reason for my appearance tonight.”
Catherine’s smile faded a bit in surprise.
“What is the real reason then?” she asked.
Kristopher lowered his eyes for a brief moment before looking seriously at his
friend.
“I thought it was about time to make a certain person stop dwelling on feelings
which can’t be returned…”
Catherine sighed, knowing who he meant.
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“Elliot…”
“You’re really good at guessing, Cathy. Keep it up,” Kristopher’s face lit up with a
grin.
“Jokes aside, Mr. Artist. I swear you and Jenny would make a great team.”
Catherine shook her head, “Why can’t you all just let him be? He has suffered
enough…”
“Because he won’t let you be, and you know it very well.”
Catherine started pacing in the short corridor. She was getting angry.
“And what about Vincent? Has either of you thought about him? It could be
dangerous for him!”
“Nothing bad will happen; have a little trust in your man.”
Catherine stopped pacing.
“Did you and Jenny plan this together?”
Kristopher only raised his eyebrows.
“All right then,” she said, resigned. “But tell me how you hope to execute your
grand plan successfully?”
Kristopher grinned like the cat that ate the canary.
“I don’t have to. I think Vincent is capable of doing just fine on his own.”
Catherine’s eyes went ablaze, and Kristopher held his hands in front of his face for
protection.
“All I had to do was to make sure Elliot got his invitation to the opening night!” He
pouted and tried to appear innocent. “And accidentally add a few words
mentioning that you would be there too…”
She could have killed him if he wasn’t dead already. Her usually bright emerald
eyes darkened with anger, flashing fire blazes at the deceased artist.
“How could you?! What if Elliot asks too much and goes too deep? And what about
Elliot? How can I be sure you won’t do more damage to both of them because of
your reckless ideas to complete your mission?!”
Kristopher dared to step closer to Catherine.
“Cathy, there is nothing to fear, I promise you. They are both intelligent enough to
sort out their issues in a civilised way. Besides…” A devilish grin lit up his face. “In
the meantime, you can pose for me.”
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Catherine’s mouth fell open. Her brain was feverishly searching for the words to
reason with this ghost, but then she did the most unexpected thing - she started
laughing.

They were observing each other for a few awkward moments before Elliot broke
into a bemused chuckle.
“I guess this is where the usual socially appropriate questions come into play,” he
said.
“I guess you are right,” Vincent answered calmly.
“But first, I have to tell you, your mask is quite spectacular…” Elliot’s face lit up in
genuine awe and admiration.
A moment of melancholy washed over Vincent but disappeared quickly.
“Thank you,” he replied quietly, lowering his eyes for a moment but then he smiled.
“You seem to have quite an interest in the arts.”
Elliot smiled and turned his look to the painting of the angel again.
“I appreciate art, but in my life, I focus more on things that are real. The fantasy
world is a nice place for escape, but it can’t provide a living, nor can it solve
personal problems.”
Vincent cast a glance back at the painting as well.
“I dare to disagree,” he said gently, his eyes admiring the familiar angel’s face
again. “Fantasy is hardly an escape from reality. It’s a way of understanding it.17
As in literature… take, for example, Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings. He created a
whole and vibrant fantasy world full of all sorts of creatures and people. However,
behind the adventures and heroic events, the story was a mirror image of our
world. Good versus evil, pride going before the downfall, the strength that good
ones find in themselves in the hour of need. What is not real about that?”
Vincent paused for a moment, noticing Elliot looking at him again.
“Or Beagle’s The Last Unicorn. A seeming fairy-tale about a unicorn who believes
she is the last in the world and desperately tries to find out what happened to the
others. She discovers joy, love and sorrow on her path, only to suffer loss and grief.
Is it not what we all are going through, as well?”

17

Quote by Lloyd Alexander (1924-2007)
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Elliot was mulling over his companion’s words. Against his will, he was fascinated
by the enigmatic man next to him.
Vincent’s eyes wandered towards the painting next to the one of the angel they
were admiring.
“Just look at this image,” he pointed to the picture of a young woman standing on
a bridge over a raging river. Behind her, crimson red and black rays of the sun were
illuminating her from behind.
“Look at the woman’s face, her eyes. There is sadness and aloneness mirrored in
them. She’s standing over a raging river, not knowing what to do - to jump in or
cross over and hope for something better? And the colours of the sun’s rays are
symbolic… red for blood, black for death. The artist is revealing the woman’s intent
even before you can come to your own conclusion.”
“What does that have to do with the artist?” Elliot asked a seemingly ignorant
question, but the fascination was quite clear in his voice.
Vincent clasped his hands behind his back and studied the painting while he was
explaining. His teaching experience was very convenient at that moment.
“Kristopher Gentian was living in his own world, not many people understood him
or even tried to understand him. That’s why he put his ideas, his thoughts into his
paintings - the ideas of freedom (artistic and personal), his sorrows, longing for
love, for opening people’s eyes to the non-materialistic beauties of this world. It
was not escapism for him; it was his way of communicating with the world and
trying to make people see what they couldn’t or refused to notice on their own. He
is telling us that fantasy is merely a mirror which artists and writers place in front
of us so that we see our own reality… our fears, hopes, desires, struggles, pain and
joy,” Vincent concluded.
Elliot wasn’t even pretending to be indifferent anymore. He had his eyes fixed on
the unusual “mask” of his companion, his mind absorbing every word that he spoke
with his velvety smooth baritone. It had been a very long time since Elliot Burch
was impressed by someone. Even if that someone had “stolen” the heart of the only
woman he had ever loved.
“You certainly know your stuff,” he said with an incredulous smile. “I bet Harvard
would be more than happy to have someone like you on their payroll.”
Vincent couldn’t suppress a half-smile. “Literature and arts have always been some
of my greatest joys,” he said truthfully.
“So I can see. What is your job again?” Elliot asked suddenly.
Vincent didn’t even blink. “I’m a literature teacher.”
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“Oh, that makes perfect sense. What school is the lucky one?”
An enigmatic smile appeared on Vincent’s face. He should have been nervous,
wanting to escape this conversation and run back to the safety of the tunnels. But
strangely, he was enjoying himself and didn’t feel threatened at all.
“None that you would have heard of. It is a school for children who were not
fortunate enough to receive education in the usual schools,” he answered perfectly
calmly.
“Oh, charity then.”
“Only passing on what I received generously in my childhood. It is something I am
very passionate about,” Vincent said and looked at Elliot again.
The real estate developer looked into the eyes of the enigmatic man next to him.
He couldn’t fathom what it was, but something told him there was more behind
the “mask”… something even more fascinating. Though Vincent spoke a lot, Elliot
was intelligent enough to notice when he tried to avoid personal details.
Vincent noticed that Elliot was studying him.
“What is your passion, Mr. Burch?” he asked, though immediately, he thought of
a possible answer… Catherine…
The developer finally looked away and chuckled. The first answer crossing his mind
would have been inappropriate regarding his companion, so he settled for the
usual.
“Please, it's Elliot. Apart from real estate development? I don’t have much time for
anything else, I’m afraid. If you want to stay on top of the game, you have to
sacrifice something for it,” he smiled, but Vincent noticed a hint of sorrow in his
eyes.
“That is true in part, but sometimes the sacrifice can be too great, the price too
high, and your life will slip through your fingers without you truly having lived it,”
Vincent said knowingly, his look going straight into Elliot’s soul.
Elliot chuckled and glanced at his companion, knowing too well the truth in those
words.
“I came to that conclusion some time ago as well, but unfortunately, it seems it was
too late,” he spoke with a trace of regret in his voice.
Vincent suddenly felt sorry for the man who used to be his biggest rival.
“There is always time to start again, and do things differently, live another life,” he
said with encouragement before adding, “with someone else…”
Elliot’s eyes found Vincent’s again, the compassion in them made him smile.
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“I want to believe you, I really do…”
He sighed and decided it was time to change the topic.
“So, where did you and Catherine meet?”
“In a park,” Vincent said without hesitation, and he couldn’t suppress a half-smile,
remembering that fateful night over five years earlier - a night full of contradictions
that had brought the greatest gift into his life.
“I bet it was very romantic,” Elliot said wistfully.
“Barely,” Vincent replied briefly, but the smile on his face made Elliot even more
curious. “Yet… it was the most blessed night of my life.”
He was regarding the angel in the painting before them, his eyes twinkling, the
half-smile not fading away.
Elliot observed him for a moment silently then directed his gaze to the painting as
well. Suddenly, his eyes narrowed, and he tilted his head in surprise.
“That face… it looks like…”
“I’m back!” Catherine’s louder than usual voice broke the train of Elliot’s thoughts.
“Everything all right?” she asked with an exaggerated smile while casting a
meaningful look at Vincent.
“Absolutely,” Vincent replied, smiling, and his eyes caressed her face while his
hand took hold of hers. He gave it a light squeeze.
Do not worry, Catherine, everything is fine.
“Vincent gave me a remarkable lesson in the arts,” Elliot jumped in. “And life.”
“He is a remarkable man,” Catherine replied, looking at her husband with
unmasked love and pride. “But I’m afraid we have to go now. It’s getting late, and
we still have some things to do.”
“Of course,” Elliot said. Suddenly, he stretched out his hand towards the man at
Catherine’s side. “It was a great pleasure to meet you, Vincent.”
The other man looked at the offered hand and accepted it carefully with a firm grip
of his own.
“Likewise, Elliot,” he replied genuinely.
The developer turned to the woman between them.
“It was lovely seeing you again, Cathy. I’m happy for you,” he glanced at Vincent.
“I really am.”
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For the first time that night, Catherine lost her nervous feeling and smiled
wholeheartedly.
“Thank you, Elliot. It was nice seeing you, too… bye,” she said quietly and kissed
him briefly on the cheek before leading Vincent away.
Elliot watched them leave, thinking how great they looked together. Then, he
turned back to the painting on the wall. Suddenly, the corners of his mouth turned
upwards. He knew for sure who the face of the angel reminded him of, but what
made him smile even more was the lion on the angel’s chest.
After all, it is Halloween, the night when nothing is what it seems…

“Are you all right, Vincent? I was so worried,” Catherine whispered to her husband
as they walked out of the museum arm in arm.
”Catherine, truly, I am all right. In fact, I am beyond that. I feel… elevated,” Vincent
replied with genuine joy. “Besides, Elliot seems like a nice and intelligent man…
maybe not the happiest of men, but not an evil one. I could feel he was testing me,
but not in a mean way. He was just curious, and I cannot blame him.”
Catherine’s smile was melancholic. ”I have always felt that Elliot was losing out on
life because of his high ambitions in his professional life. He’s gone through a
dramatic learning curve and changed a lot for the better… and yet…”
“And yet, he chooses to lead a life in solitude to fulfil his lifelong dreams,” Vincent
finished her thought.
“And that’s a shame because you are absolutely right about him.”
With a sad smile, Catherine briefly leaned her face against her husband’s shoulder.
She appreciated once again how lucky she was.
“Oh, look, Vincent!” she exclaimed at once and pointed at the vintage carriage with
two white horses standing on the side of the road ahead of them.
This favourite tourist attraction sent them back in thought to their first Halloween
night spent together walking the streets of New York. There was a horse-drawn
carriage then as well, and Catherine made sure Vincent would not miss the
opportunity of a lifetime to have a ride in it. When she looked at her husband, her
face was glowing with excitement, his darkened eyes mirrored her memories and
anticipation.
They jerked their heads toward the sound of a repeating nervous neigh coming
from one of the horses put to the carriage.
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“Easy, easy boy!” The coachman tried to calm the frightened animal by pulling
tighter on the reins.
But the horse had his own will, standing up on his back legs, trying to break free.
The fast driving car that had passed them just a moment ago had given him a real
scare.
Purely by instinct, Vincent disengaged himself from Catherine’s arm and walked
towards the scene, which by now had attracted the attention of a few passers-by.
“Vincent, it’s dangerous!” Catherine called after him, yet she was unable to move,
as if she could sense that something extraordinary was going to happen.
The cloaked man didn’t turn back. He focused solely on the animal in distress, only
a couple of feet in front of him now. Surprisingly, the other horse kept still,
unaffected by the unsettling situation.
Vincent slowly approached the frightened animal that was on his hind legs again.
Catherine froze… fear gripped her but something else too - fascination. The look of
the tall and graceful figure of her husband approaching the scene, covered in his
typical long dark cloak, almost hypnotised her.
Vincent carefully stretched out his arms towards the horse, trying to reach him. He
didn’t speak, but his deep eyes focused on the eyes of the animal. When they locked,
within a few seconds, the horse stood back firmly on the ground, and the neighing
stopped. Although still breathing heavily, his fear was gone, and so was the panic.
The cloaked man’s hands slowly reached for the horse’s head, gently stroking its
soft muzzle, moving up along the eyebrow arch and back down to the smooth raised
cheeks. The calming, repetitive movement brought the animal to absolute stillness.
“There… no need to be afraid,” only then Vincent spoke softly, almost like
addressing a child. His eyes were wide in awe and gratitude.
Vincent had never been so close to such a magnificent creature. He had seen horses
used by the policemen in Central Park, and of course, there were the horses put to
the carriage in which he and Catherine had ridden on their first Halloween. But
this was his first physical contact with animals that he had known only in books.
Catherine was rooted to her spot, enchanted by the scene playing out in front of
her. She had seen Vincent tame angry dogs once. A simple look into their eyes and
his presence was enough to do the trick, but this was something else. She would
almost dare say it was magical…
“Thank you so much, sir! I don’t know what’s gotten into him, probably that wild
car passing us.” The coachman was more than relieved when he saw the situation
resolve in such a quick and calm way.
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“Animals scare easily. They are sensitive to unusual noises or quick movements
they are not used to,” Vincent replied, still looking at the horse and stroking its
muzzle with his gloved hand. It seemed that the white beauty was more than
comfortable with his gentle touch. “Please, take good care of him.”
“You bet I will, sir! Do you fancy a ride with your lady? Free of charge, as a thank
you.”
Vincent smiled shyly, suddenly aware of himself again, and he looked back at
Catherine. When he saw her radiant smile and nod, something inside him stirred
with excitement.
“We would be delighted, thank you,” he told the coachman, who was more than
happy to hear those words.
When Catherine walked to the carriage, Vincent offered her his hand to help her
get in. After she gladly accepted it, his eyes noticed the familiar figure of a man in
a black suit, now hidden under a long black coat, standing at the museum door.
His dark eyes were wide with awe, and Vincent felt at once that there was more
than admiration in that look - it was one of recognition.
He knows…
But Elliot Burch did not seem to be shocked, appalled or disgusted. His look
focused on Vincent’s deep blue eyes for a moment, and against all Vincent’s
expectations, Elliot smiled at him.
The developer knew now what made him think there was something more behind
Vincent’s “mask” - it was no mask at all. Regardless of how strange, extraordinary
or fantastical the face was, it was the face of a man. Elliot was sure of it after having
spent those few intriguing moments with Vincent. And he was an intelligent and
empathic man, indeed. No matter what caused his appearance, it could never erase
the value of his character and behaviour. And those were things that Elliot Burch
truly admired.
He nodded to Vincent, and the lion-man knew Elliot’s smile was genuine, and no
danger would come his way. Acknowledging it with a smile and nod of his own,
Vincent got into the carriage, took Catherine by the hand and let himself be swept
away by the wonders of this Halloween night.

After the carriage ride through the city, they were walking the streets and parks
until early morning. And like the first time, Vincent and Catherine welcomed the
dawn sitting on a bench near the Queensboro bridge. If they were to make this trip
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Above every year, Catherine thought it would be a lovely tradition for ending the
night.
Vincent agreed without words; his smile and the sparkles in his eyes spoke for him.
When the pink and purple veil brightened the morning sky over the East River, he
felt like floating.
They were walking up the few steps to the front door of their brownstone - the first
time for Vincent to use the front door rather than the basement entrance. He was
enjoying the feeling of that moment when suddenly, he stopped and tilted his head.
Catherine followed his lead and spotted the reason for his abrupt halt. There was a
large flat rectangle-shaped object, wrapped in white cloth, leaning against the front
door. Their eyes locked - this felt like déja vue. Vincent, sensing nothing out of
place, raised his eyebrows as if to say, Aren’t you curious? Catherine silently
nodded, and her husband lifted the object and carried it into the house.
Catherine slowly unveiled the beautiful painting - the image of the angel with
Catherine’s face and the lion on the angel’s dress.
“Oh, Vincent!” Catherine gasped, a beaming smile illuminating her face. “I did
inquire about the price, but I never got around to expressing my interest in it.”
“Someone must have known about it for sure,” Vincent said and pointed to the
little note attached to the corner of the canvas.
Catherine reached for the note and started reading.
“I hope this will bring you as much joy as it brought me to see you both tonight.
Vincent, your secret is safe with me… Hopefully, we can continue our
conversation one day…
Elliot
P.S. Cathy, please don’t be mad at Jenny for giving me your address. I did bribe
her with a bottle of the best champagne.”
Catherine could barely believe the words she was reading. The expression of
absolute astonishment on her face bemused Vincent, who couldn’t suppress a
smile.
From the darkened corner nearby, Kristopher Gentian was observing them with a
dazzling smile, his eyes burning brightly with excitement.
See, Cathy? I told you Vincent was capable of doing just fine on his own...
He chuckled and disappeared into the colourful, crisp morning of the new day.
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Whispered Promise
by JessicaRae

The light fell across the moving clock hands,
A thin silver line in the dark shadow.
The patient still ticking of the gears behind them,
Made the shifting sliver seem like a splinter of flame.
Slowly creeping toward that topmost hour,
The furtively twitching timekeeper
Dared to show how late in the night it was
To those that sat cheerfully below it.
“I should go,” she spoke softly, longingly, glancing at the clock hands
Laying aside the book she held, she rose gracefully.
He lay a hand upon hers, gently, rising with her,
And his eyes spoke all that he felt in his heart.
“It is not yet dawn,” he whispered, searching her face
For a glimpse of what she truly wished him to say and do.

529

“When will it be then?” she asked, slightly wistful, slightly smiling.
“Whenever we want it to,” he replied, boldness in his tone.
Her eyes sparkled at the desire he wove into his words,
She allowed him to encourage her to regain her seat.
Taking up the book they shared again, they read
Long into the dawn hours, as the soundless birds sang above.
Without hearing their melody beyond the Tunnels,
Both readers knew the sun was up and high in the blue abyss.
“I should go,” she spoke again, regretfully, with sadness.
He felt it but lest it pain her, he could not show it.
“Be safe,” he simply offered, and she accepted.
Simple commanding words, although t’was a deep well of love.
He walked her to the surface, in silence and patience.
“I go no further,” he did not say, but they knew it.
“One day,” she whispered, and he nodded, just once.
Watching her fade into the singing birds of Above,
With well-concealed malice, the world composed welcoming songs,
But with loneliness, pain and darkness at its heart.
Her smile went with him, as he turned back inside,
The tender words echoing in ears that had heard them myriad times.
Darkness consumed his hopes as the tunnels grew wide and shadowed again,
Carrying into the darkness his whispered sorrow of “One day…..”
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Mouse Loves Jamie
by Judith Nolan
“Mouse loves Jamie,” Mouse
told his pet, Arthur.
The raccoon chittered, sorting
the last of his dinner.
“But Jamie love Mouse?”
The raccoon paddled the food
through his water bowl.
“Should Mouse ask Jamie?”
Arthur shook his head.
“You don’t think?”
The raccoon stuffed the food
into his mouth.

By Lynette Parker

“Maybe too soon?”
Arthur stared at his master.
“Yeah, too soon.”
Arthur put out one black paw and
patted his master’s hand.
“Maybe, Arthur is right…”
The raccoon turned Mouse’s hand
over before he waved the impatient
paw toward the Mousehole door.
“Mouse should go ask Vincent?
Okay good, okay fine!”

By Lynette Parker
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Making Room for Love
by Mel
Season 3 Vincent & Diana

“Did you have a good time tonight?”
Diana Bennett tightened her grip on her faded green jacket. Even cocooned in the
Tunnels, out of the harsher weather, autumn’s breeze seemed to slip in between
the cracks. She summoned a smile. “Yes.”
Her blue-green gaze rose toward the pipes along the Tunnel wall, ignoring the
look almost searing into her back. His deep blue, feline eyes filled with doubt.
But it hadn’t strictly been a lie. The concert had been performed well and she had
enjoyed how lost in the music Vincent became. His normally rigid posture was
shed to reveal what she could only describe as peaceful bliss. It warmed her heart
that Vincent could still find such solace in music when it was one more thing he
and his beloved Catherine could no longer share together. But young Jake
seemed to be following in his father’s footsteps, if the joy on the six-month old’s
face was any indication.
Music had never calmed Diana. Her older sister, Susan, teased that her acute ear
and overly analytical mind spoiled the enjoyment. Perhaps it did. Records were
one thing, after all no company would release anything other than perfection. But
a live concert was another beast.
“What was your favorite piece?” Vincent asked after a moment.
“Hmm… the one with the violins, the name escapes me right now.”
“A lot of them had violins.”
“True, but you know, the one during which Kipper struggled to hold in a sneeze. I
hope he doesn’t have a cold. His cheeks were pretty rosy.”
“Did he? I believe he is in perfect health. It was most likely the candlelight,”
Vincent smiled gently. “But I can see where your focus was tonight.”
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Diana smiled. “It was just kind of cute. He didn’t want to interrupt the piece.”
“So, did you have a favorite piece of music or were you merely being polite in your
answer?”
“No, it was a good time. I can’t believe the children were able to play so well.”
“Rolley is a wonderful teacher.”
Diana nodded. She had seen the pride on the Tunnel’s new music teacher’s face.
From what she understood, it had taken a while for the once musical prodigy
turned heroin addict to achieve sobriety. Vincent and Father spent countless days
trying to help him. It wasn’t until he rediscovered his love of music that Rolley
truly began to recover and reclaim his life. “He is a wonderful teacher. The kids
were great.”
“And yet you found people’s facial expressions more interesting than the music,”
Vincent said.
Diana shrugged. “It’s habit, I guess. And classical has never been my style of
music or any music really.”
“Yet I heard you listening to it when you were exploring Catherine’s….”
Diana’s lips twitched in another smile. It was as close to an admission as she
would get that he had been watching her. Indeed, it had been the sense of his
intense gaze, though she hadn’t known it at the time, that had drawn her out onto
the almost fabled balcony when she had first taken on the Chandler case.
“Yes, but then I was trying to understand the person Catherine was. I just hit
‘play’. I had no clue what I was going to hear. It could have been the Beatles for all
I knew.”
Vincent smiled. “I believe Devin was fond of that band.”
“So, definitely not Catherine’s style then.”
“She never said. And I’ve noticed you do have the radio on often when you’re
working.”
Diana shrugged, conceding that point. Recorded instrumental music was a
completely different thing. It lacked the nuances, and in her case, the distractions
of a live performance, which is what saved those pieces for her. Even then,
despite Vincent’s claims, she rarely listened to anything while she worked. Her
thoughts were so absorbed in the darkest of minds that even the overly sweet
Dance of the Sugarplum Fairies from the Nutcracker couldn’t penetrate such
walls. Most modern music was just a buzzing noise like the static between radio
stations in her head whenever she tried to listen to it. If the radio happened to be
on, it was a news station.
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“I suppose you fit the adage, ‘I am never merry when I hear sweet music’,”
Vincent quoted.
“I enjoy music, it’s just not my first love as it were. And what is that quote from?”
“How did you know it was a quote?” Vincent asked.
“A wild guess.” Diana grinned. “Now where is it from?”
“Guess.”
Diana shook her head. “I don’t know.”
An awkward quiet fell over them as they continued their journey. Their normally
companioned silence was strained and uneasy. Even the tapping code seemed to
fade away the further they moved from the main community Tunnels.
“So…um what is your favorite piece of music?” Diana asked after a time.
“I am quite fond of them all.”
“That’s not a real answer,” Diana teased. “But if that’s the case, I understand
Central Park has a myriad of concerts playing throughout October. Most of them
are medleys of various composers, at least according to Susan. She likes taking
her daughter, Alex, when they come to visit.”
“Your niece is fortunate.”
“Yeah. Have you found a place where you can listen to the concerts? I mean some
of the Tunnels take you right below the park.”
Vincent’s gaze grew distant, perhaps recalling the time he had saved her life from
the drug addicts she had stumbled upon in the Tunnel entrance. But he shook his
head. “No.”
Diana studied him. Unlike Vincent and his son, they shared no mystical bond
that would allow them to feel each other’s emotions. Was he lying or did this, like
most things, have a connection to Catherine? Before she could probe him further,
Vincent looked up.
“Ah, it seems we’ve reached our destination,” he said.
Diana frowned slightly, confused. A trace of disappointment seemed to hover just
beneath his words. What had been so special about tonight that her lukewarm
reaction made him upset? Even tonight she had sensed the curious stares of those
gathered. Though none of them would verbalize it, perhaps even to themselves, a
weight of comparison hung in the air. It suggested that Vincent was, on an
unconscious level, trying to recreate in some form his relationship with
Catherine… a woman who enjoyed classical music, reading Shakespeare, and
growing roses. All things Diana felt indifferent towards.
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In reality what did they have in common that they could maintain a friendship? It
was true she was a valued Helper, but she sensed something more simmering just
below the surface between herself and Vincent. An ember hovering between the
breath of life or the blow of death.
“Is something wrong?” Vincent asked, drawing her out of her thoughts.
Diana shook her head. “Nothing. See you later. Give Jake a kiss from me.”
Vincent nodded but gave no further sign of wishing to continue a conversation.
Taking a deep breath, Diana began her climb up the ladder back into the world
Above.

A week later, Diana found herself exploring the Tunnels closer to the surface near
Central Park. It still amazed her how many offshoots led to even more tunnels. A
few rats scurried away from the beam of her flashlight as she turned left and
paused at one particular threshold.
Diana glanced around. The tunnels below NYC were typically gray and cold, but
here there was a sense of forlornness that hovered about the offshoot Tunnel.
Voices and foot traffic bounced off the walls while a chilly breeze swept through a
grate above her. Dust coated the gray walls, the hard dirt was empty of the
normal foot traffic of the lower community Tunnels. Not that most of the main
community would venture so far, rendering such a thing as normal, but
something ate at her as she surveyed this ‘secret’ place she had stumbled upon.
The near constant stream of tapping along the pipes had faded a while back,
replaced with the sounds of tuning instruments and the gathering crowd, as she
had traveled up and up, closer to the surface. The air, even beneath the ground,
hummed with anticipation for the music to start.
Soon, the first notes of Vivaldi’s Seasons began to play.
Blue-green eyes closed, trying to get lost in the soothing melodies. But instead,
her mind imagined the gathered crowd. All the women were dressed up and were
enthralled by the music. The men who accompanied them would either be
fascinated or checking their watches, impatient as Vivaldi’s spring was to arrive
after the harsh, cold winter. None of them would notice as the second violinist
flexed his right hand for a millisecond of ease from early signs of arthritis, or the
flutist who took an extra moment because he had to stifle a cough.
Diana’s lips paused halfway into an amused smile when a shift in the air roused
her from her musings. She turned her gaze toward the chamber entrance. In the
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darkened tunnel, with hood raised, she caught the fierce stare of a blue-eyed
feline. His large frame and cloak seemed to block the entire threshold. Ever the
proper listener, he had waited until the piece had finished.
“What are you doing here?” Vincent asked.
Diana stood. The quiet, warning tone caught her curiously rather than causing
the fear it might instill in others. “I heard the music playing and wanted to listen.
It’s a-”
“This is a place for those who can appreciate music and I must ask you to leave.”
“Why?”
Vincent stepped closer. The fury in his gaze now seemed to emanate from his
whole being. “I said get out!”
Diana crossed her arms. “You don’t rule these Tunnels, Vin-”
“Get out!”
Diana held up her hand, forestalling an argument or explanation. “Fine. May I?”
Vincent stepped aside as she brushed past him.

“Ah Vincent there you are.” Father beckoned him further into his study. A halfplayed chess board was set up beside him. “Now if I remember it was your turn,
but don’t think I’ll go easy… is something wrong?”
Vincent shrugged off his cloak, but the weight of shame refused to leave his
hunched shoulders. He shook his head, his voice raw. “I don’t know.”
“Tell me.”
“It’s Diana, she…”
“Is she unwell?” Father asked, concern shining in his eyes.
Vincent bristled. It had taken roughly a year and a half for Father to show such
genuine concern for Catherine’s wellbeing as her own person rather than an
extension of Vincent. But Diana had done almost the impossible in a matter of
weeks. She had saved Vincent, found his little Jacob, and then figured out the
final piece of a puzzle that had saved Father’s own life… all while trying to keep
Vincent out of danger. Something Vincent knew Father had perceived to be in his
relationship with Catherine whenever she went into dangerous situations.
“Diana is well. Only she… went into the music chamber beneath the park.”
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She didn’t know, no one told her, a voice whispered in his head. Diana is
brilliant, but not a mind reader.
He recalled the image of Diana’s fierce stare as she demanded what was only a
reasonable explanation of his attitude… one he should have been able to give her.
But the swell of conflicting emotions had stifled his words except for those
ordering her to leave. Her back as she strode briskly from the music chamber
haunted him.
“That was one of the last places you shared with Catherine I know. But Vincent
you can hardly forbid anyone else to use it.”
“I know, Father. I just don’t understand. She admitted herself that classical music
isn’t to her taste.”
“Perhaps then she’s trying to understand you better. Vincent each relationship is
different and its own beautiful creation and shouldn’t be compared to others.”
“I know that, and I have never compared-”
“Perhaps not consciously, but is there a part of you that desires to recreate a past
relationship? What have you and Diana recently done?”
Vincent started to recall all the times he had tried to introduce Diana to
something Catherine had enjoyed. Indeed his heart broke a little when she told
him of her indifference to classical music. Or when she was unable to finish or
even name the quote from the Merchant of Venice. Even when the reference had
been too obscure for Catherine, she had enjoyed guessing the quote’s origin. But
what did Diana find enjoyable, besides watching over little Jake?
Diana’s face alight with her own memories of the concert ran through his mind.
His memories of Diana’s first time in the Tunnels returned to him. The steadfast,
compassionate stare she had as she offered her help with no expectations. He had
refused her, knowing the danger she could be in, but Diana had simply repeated
her desire to help.
“I’m not Catherine.” Diana’s words back then should have been enough. Instead
he had indirectly accused her of some perceived crime.
Shame washed over him anew as he grabbed his cloak.
Diana sighed in frustration. The pencil twirled listlessly in her fingers over the
sketched picture in front of her. Four days spent exploring the city and people
watching had done little to stop the replay of the last conversation with Vincent in
her mind. Why had she not stood her ground? Vincent’s anger was nothing she
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hadn’t seen before, and he would never intentionally harm her. It had been
something in his eyes… a pain she hadn’t been expecting.
Something to do with….
A light tapping against her skylight broke into her thoughts.
Diana’s pencil stilled. It was pointless to pretend she wasn’t home or was asleep.
Her job at 210 had nearly in itself made her a night owl, except there hadn’t been
a new case for her in roughly a week.
Just hear him out, she thought.
Running her hand through her red hair, she pushed back from her desk and went
up to the roof.
She saw the same black cloak that had tried to intimate her, slumped over in
defeat. She could almost sense its heavy weight on Vincent’s shoulders.
Carefully, she moved over to the edge, while keeping a pointed gap between
them.
Vincent swallowed, raising and lowering his eyes as if to not offend. “Diana, I…I
wish to beg your forgiveness. My behavior the other night was inexcusable.”
Diana crossed her arms. “It’s fine.”
Vincent shook his head. “No, it isn’t. I shouldn’t have taken my anger out on you.”
Diana let out an exasperated sigh. “I wasn’t trying to start anything-”
“I know and I ask your pardon again. I wasn’t truthful with you.”
“What was that place, Vincent?”
“My brother, Devin, found that chamber. Devin was quite the adventurer and
needed to find areas to explore so he would not disobey Father and go Above. I
had always been fond of music. The concerts given by the children were not as
they are now.” Vincent leaned his hands against the roof’s edge and looked
outward.
Diana followed his gaze, listening. All the dissonant and varied sounds of the city
were its own orchestra.
“I had heard random, disjointed sounds of a concert trickling down through the
Tunnels, but never really knew their full power. That was until Devin brought me
up there. The orchestra was playing Beethoven’s most famous works. Devin and I
used to listen to the concerts, though he preferred more modern music. Then
when he left I would go alone. Over the years it became too lonely to go to by
myself until…”
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“It was a place you and Catherine shared.” The words were a simple statement of
truth.
“Yes, for a time.” Vincent closed his eyes. “But it was also where I started to lose
myself. It was… quite unsettling and…”
You haven’t been back since, Diana finished silently. Not since Catherine.
Perhaps that was why the voices had so unsettled her at first. It had been an
audio mirror into the past.
Diana closed her eyes for a moment. Though she knew and accepted his past with
Catherine, there was a small selfish part of her that wanted a space that was
purely theirs, not just her loft… a place that was a part of his world as well.
“I suppose seeing you there… just unsettled me, but I shouldn’t have yelled at
you. You had no way of knowing.”
“You need to be honest about things, Vincent.”
“I promise to be so in the future.” Vincent turned to her. “Now will you come with
me? I have something I want you to see.”

“Where are you taking me?”
Vincent gripped her hand tightener. “You’ll see, but keep your eyes closed.”
Diana followed obediently. She tried to keep track of the number of turns and the
clarity of the tapping pipes. If she guessed correctly, they were perhaps only two
levels down from the Central Park entrance.
Diana’s eye peeked open as Vincent paused. “Is something wrong?”
Vincent took a breath. “I know you understand that Catherine will always be with
me.”
“I don’t wish to take away what you had-”
“That would be impossible even for you. Catherine and I shared many wonderful
moments together. But I want to share things with you other than just Jacob.”
Diana’s eyebrows furrowed.
Vincent pointed into a second chamber. “Look.”
Diana peeked around the corner and her eyes widened. A small table sat in the
corner with a notebook and colored pencils neatly arranged in a coffee mug. It
was a semi replica of the work board in her loft, but instead of the mismatched
images of a case and death, the images shone with the life and vibrance of the
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Tunnel community and those of NYC. Lanterns that hung from the ceiling
seemed to make the sketched images come to life in a shadowy ballet across the
stone walls.
“Elizabeth was kind enough to show me a place that can be ours. Her art can’t
thrive on these rough walls, but perhaps…”
Diana again took in her surroundings. Vincent’s and her own artwork hung side
by side. “How?”
“It was born out of your wonderful imagination, Diana.”
Diana turned, startled. He rarely paid her compliments, but she knew he valued
her quick, creative mind.
“Catherine, like most others,
simply accepted the world as it
was. She saw beneath the
surface of things, but never as
deeply as you do, nor was she an
artist. You see people so clearly,
sometimes better than they see
themselves. And I thought we
could try to capture those stolen
moments.”
Diana chuckled lightly. “I would
hardly call that imagination,
more like observational skills.”
“Perhaps, but then you create
stories for them. Like Kipper.
You see people and your stories
and your art capture so much
more than factual truth.”
Diana shifted and looked about
the new art chamber.

By Lynette Parker

“Will it do?”
Diana’s smile grew at the note of uncertainty in his voice. She stepped over to the
small table, picked up the pad of paper, and turned back to him. “Should we go
up to the park entrance and see what stories we can find?”
Vincent smiled. “After you.”
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A Lesson in Diplomacy
by Michaela Buzsaki Struchova

"You're kidding me, right, Cathy?"
"I'm not, Isaac. Brick or wooden walls are like cardboard for Vincent."
"Man, and I thought that fella in Karate Kid was cool when he broke the ice block
with his bare hand..."
"A man can be strong in many ways, Isaac, not just physically. And trust me, you
don't want to see me doing those... things."
"Oh, I'm sure I wouldn't mind, Vincent!"
"I think I better get you that ice-block, Mr Self-Defence Champion.
"I think that is very... diplomatic, Catherine."
"I know, Vincent. Why do you think I'm such a good D.A.'s assistant?"

By Lynette Parker
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By Judith Nolan
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In season two, the emergence of “Dark Vincent” always bothered me, both from
a writer’s standpoint, (Why bring this up now?) and from a character one. (This
was part of Vincent? Okay, if it is, it is, but…)
After so many episodes of never encountering such a being, there he was.
Normally steady Vincent was becoming increasingly unstable: seeing visions,
having nightmares of dying outside in the park, pushing Catherine away at the
end of episodes like “The Outsiders,” etc.
While “duality” was always a part of Vincent’s character, this was different.
This was a form of madness, and it seemed particular to him.
This is my attempt to reconcile all that, while keeping S2 canon intact. There’s
no intimacy in the cave in this one, (though there is that cave), no baby and no
Gabriel. As such, it exists as a very different beginning for S3 in the BatB
universe.

WITHDRAWING
by Cindy Rae

Chapter One
Lethargy

The problem with lethargy is that doing nothing validates
the fear that nothing can be done. – Bill Crawford
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Vincent tried to force his leaden eyelids open, a gesture that was by now,
becoming all too familiar for him.
At first, the stubborn lids didn’t want to move. They felt nailed shut over the blue
eyes that normally shone a sky-toned color but had been looking dull of late.
As it often did upon waking, the world behind his leaden eyelids looked black,
and then lightened to a subtle shade of deep grey.
Shades of grey… like when I was trapped with Father in the cave in…
He remembered that day, as he lay in his bed, and his mind seized on an
inconsequential detail: Father said he would quote… someone to me, by the
hour, to prove he was still lucid. Who was it? Homer? Yes. Yes, it was Homer.
Or was it Virgil?
He struggled to recall… Homer… Virgil… it was… it was… I can’t remember.
He remained as he was, with covers up to his shoulders, chasing a memory that
wouldn’t come. Then, he embraced one that did.
Catherine. Catherine came. Her face floated in his mind’s eye, a misty vision, just
out of reach.
She came to help us. She was on the other side of the wall. I felt it. I felt it
through our Bond. Back when we had a Bond. Back when we had… everything.
He sighed. Everything… and nothing.
The deep grey color returned, as the memory left him.
She’ll never come back again. I made sure of it. I told her to stay away. I had to.
It was the only way. And she… and she agreed that she should.
That had been weeks ago. A month and more, and he was now (still) in a winter
that stubbornly seemed to refuse to end. He felt cold. And even under the covers,
he felt it, distinctly.
The grey was trying to lighten, even as it also tried to change back to the familiar
black. Vincent was having a war with himself, about whether to rise from his bed
or simply stay in it.
Eyes still closed, he worked his tongue inside his mouth, the only muscle he had
that was moving. A now familiar dryness greeted his minimal efforts. It was the
thirst that usually drove him from his bed these days; not the need for work, or
even the desire to do that, it was the sensation of a dry mouth and a shriveled
tongue, trying to work up a modicum of spit.
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It was a feeling that had been with him since the week leading up to his last round
of illness. It had been a very different kind of cave than the one he’d shared with
Father back then, and with a very different kind of occupant… Catherine once
again. And none of the memories there were pleasant.
I charged at you… my hand was raised to strike…
And then… death… and then… nothing. Blackness again, of a very obsidian kind.
No shades of grey there. No shades of… anything.
Nothing. So much… nothing…
The blackness behind his eyes was starting to win.
No. Move. Get up, he chided himself. Get up, so I can drink something, at least.
His eyes finally opened, slowly. Vincent swore they were now on a rust-covered
hinge, and they all but creaked as they struggled upward.
He felt old. Very.
His familiar and unchanged room came into view.
He saw the craggy ceiling first, and then the stained-glass window. It looked dull,
for all of its fine color and design. But then, so did everything else.
A fine layer of dust sat upon most of his belongings. The wide shelf that ran under
the window was coated with it, as well as the other flat surfaces of the room,
including his writing table. His books sat mostly as they had been for weeks on
end, shelved or stacked, generally untouched, except for when he wanted to look
as if he was making an effort to read one, for Father’s sake.
He turned his head, and again, the motion seemed glacially slow and required too
much effort. A cold cup of tea sat on the nightstand by his elbow. He reached for
it, clumsily, wanting relief from the dry mouth. The reach was an awkward one.
No. No, sit up. Don’t try to drink it lying down. Is it so bad I can’t even push
back the bedclothes anymore?
He moved the covers away and forced himself into a sitting position. Every
muscle protested the movement.
Yes. Up. Get up. Perhaps today will turn out better. God knows I’ve slept long
enough.
He had. Chatter on the pipes told him that it was closer to lunch than breakfast,
not that he was interested in food.
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He swung his legs over the side of the bed and downed the tea, not liking its bitter
flavor, but appreciating the moisture it lent to his mouth. There. Better. I’ll make
a fresh pot.
His stomach ached, but the thought of taking in any real nourishment was
abhorrent to him. Food had no flavor, and it didn’t tend to sit well on his nowsensitive stomach.
He set the kettle on its warming hook over the brazier and waited for the water to
boil. He washed his face at the basin, and cupped water into his mouth from the
pitcher. Better, he told himself again. And to some extent, it was. Moving was
better than laying still. Drinking was better than lying there, thirsty. The water
tasted good. He took in a little more.
He went through the motions of getting dressed, grateful that Father had not
come in to catch him sleeping so late. He knew the old man was worried about
him. They all were.
What did they expect? That I’d lose her, banish her from my life, and it would
have no effect? Is that what they all thought?
It was a querulous thought, and the adrenaline of arguing with himself seemed to
lend him some strength. He slid a long leg cleanly into his now-loose pants,
knowing they hadn’t changed in size, so much as his leg muscles were becoming
smaller, thanks to lack of use. He hitched the patched cords up. The waist was
loose as well. It was no matter. A belt and his layered top shirts would do what
they could to hide the weight loss.
Work. I have work to do. No one lives here who does not give to the community,
in some way.
He shouldered his way into a thermal shirt, the ragged hem hanging loosely
across his midsection, where once it had been snug. He pulled a clean top shirt
from his wardrobe, the familiar motions helping him shake off the lethargy that
so often threatened to consume him these days.
His thickest vest, one he usually only wore on the coldest of nights, helped give
his slimming frame bulk, and helped banish the sensation of cold, a thing that felt
as if it was seeping into his bones.
Cold… I’ll need my winter quilt and my heaviest blanket if I keep feeling it this
way, he thought.
He flipped his hair out from the vest, letting it fall where it would. Even its once
flaxen color seemed lusterless to him.
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Still, getting dressed made him feel better, as it had done on other days. No
matter how minimal, this felt like “effort.” This felt “normal.” This felt right.
I’ll go see Father and ask him what work needs to be done. Perhaps I can push
the food cart back from Chinatown…
The tea kettle began to whistle just as Vincent’s progenitor peeked his head
through the door.
“Vincent? I – er- I didn’t see you at breakfast this morning…”
Vincent’s turn as he fastened his belt told Jacob all he needed to know. They’d
not seen each other because Vincent had been sleeping in… again.
“I was just… on my way to speak with you,” Vincent replied, trying to deflect
Jacob smoothly, but knowing he hadn’t quite achieved it. For someone “just on
his way” Vincent was standing noticeably bootless.
Jacob let the comment pass. “Indeed? Do you think you might feel up to…
teaching again?” he asked. There was hope in the inquiry.
Blue eyes met blue. Father could tell the question made his son uncomfortable.
Catherine wasn’t the only person Vincent had been avoiding these last few weeks.
Vincent’s young charges now saw him less than Father did, less than anyone,
actually.
Vincent removed the whistling kettle and set it on a trivet, but made no move to
pour either one of them anything. “Teaching… no,” Vincent replied.
He bent at the waist and dug out his footwear from under the bed. He fished out
a pair of socks and began putting them on. “We talked about that.”
They had… somewhat loudly, by the end of the conversation.
“Well, yes, I … I know we did, but—“
“Mary is well-suited to it, and Olivia is more than willing. I believe that part of my
life is done.” Vincent’s tone was unequivocal.
Stop bringing it up. Give me peace with it.
Jacob regarded his special son. “Vincent, it… it’s dangerous to … to cut yourself
off in this way. The children miss y—“
“I cannot be what I was!” Vincent snapped, tugging on his boots, roughly. “I’m
changed! Why does no one see that?!”
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Jacob took him in. The once bright mane of hair was unbrushed, and tangled.
The coppery complexion looked sallow, and faded. We do. We do see it. And it’s
breaking all of our hearts, Jacob thought.
The doctor in him also wasn’t fooled by the bulky vest. He knew his son had lost
weight. His cheekbones stood in sharper relief than normal, if that was possible,
and there was no denying the amount of time Vincent was spending in bed, and
not eating.
At first, Jacob thought this was part of the healing process, since in the past, long
bouts of sleep with little appetite was a pattern that seemed to help Vincent
recover from his ills. Now Father wasn’t so sure.
“’I’m changed.’” Father quoted. “You said that to me once before,” he observed.
Did I? Vincent thought. He had no remembrance of such a thing.
Then, the memory came. It was from over a year ago, or two… perhaps more.
Time, like everything else, felt fuzzy to Vincent.
He and Father had been talking… no, they’d been… arguing.
“So that is the best I can hope for? To forget her? He remembered saying… I’m a
different person since I met Catherine. I’m changed!”
That memory… where was it from?
He remembered feeling desperate. Feeling… sorrow of the deep and cutting kind.
Yes. Catherine. Catherine, again.
Catherine had been falling in love with Elliot Burch then. And he had been
accepting that, as he knew he must, but fighting it as well… hard… with a strength
he no longer seemed to possess.
Not that it mattered. The eventual outcome had been no more satisfactory, for
any of them.
“So I did,” Vincent replied. Catherine. Every minute of every day, you’re in my
thoughts. Even though we can never be. It’s for your own good. And for all I
know, the good of everyone.
“So I did,” he repeated, tugging on his gloves. “I’m going to Chinatown. I think—“
“That’s a long walk. Are you sure your strength will hold up?” Jacob interrupted,
addressing Vincent’s diminished state for the first time today. They both knew
Vincent hadn’t gone far from his Chambers since he’d exiled Catherine from the
Tunnels… though to be fair, she’d agreed with the necessity of her going. Father
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wasn’t quite sure how “mutual” the decision had been. But he knew they were
both -- all – living with it.
“It’s Wednesday. Lee will have the supplies ready,” Vincent said. “Pushing the
cart there always used to be my –“
“It is Thursday, Vincent,” Father informed him, trying to keep his tone neutral.
“And the chore you’re referring to was handled by Cullen and Mouse…
yesterday.” The last word came so gently, Vincent knew how much pity it
contained… and concern.
Thursday? It’s Thursday? It can’t be. Yesterday was Tuesday. Yesterday I tried
to get up, to help William make room for more food in the pantry… or at least…
I think it was yesterday…
He felt his strength ebbing away, just as it had done almost every day since he’d
died – and been brought back- in the cave.
I was going to help William… move the heavy cans… I know I intended…
Intentions or no, he knew he had not left the room yesterday.
I never made it. The realization was a hard one. And like so many things that
required thought or memory, it felt like it was happening in slow motion.
“I… I’m sorry,” Vincent said, sitting down heavily on his rumpled bed. Perhaps a
nap. Just a few minutes. No. I just got up. Yet, exhaustion was settling back into
his big bones. He knew it. He felt it.
“I… I don’t know where my strength has gone.”
Jacob moved over to the still-steaming kettle. “They say people who don’t eat feel
fatigue,” he replied, knowing that repeated attempts to get Vincent to eat had met
with only limited success. Father took down a familiar, battered tea tin, then
spooned loose tea into a ball and settled it into a cup, adding an extra spoonful of
sugar for good measure.
“I slept past breakfast,” Vincent admitted. “I’ll try to eat something for lunch.”
“You still have no appetite?” Jacob asked.
“None,” he admitted.
But it was worse than that, and they both knew it. If anything the thought of food
had the power to turn Vincent’s stomach. He’d never been a picky eater, no
Tunnel resident had that luxury. But lately, he’d been reduced to a diet of hot tea
and dry toast, and little else. Jacob had taken to spreading jam on the bread, just
to try to give his large son some energy.
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Vincent rubbed one hand on his forehead, the picture of a man nursing a
headache.
“Dehydration causes headaches,” Jacob said without elaborating. He set the fresh
cup of tea near Vincent’s elbow.
I know. I know that. Stop hovering. Stop… everything.
“It was like this before, you know,” Jacob recalled, his tone still gentle. He was
trying to give them both comfort in the knowledge. “The lack of appetite, the
inability to focus, the need to sleep… you have experienced these before.”
They both knew Father was referring to the only other time Vincent had lost
control of himself, the only other time he had gone mad. It was a long time ago. It
was the time he’d had to be restrained.
“It… it didn’t last this long,” Vincent said wearily.
“You were younger then,” Jacob replied.
He had been. And true though that was, there was more to it this time, Vincent
knew it. I didn’t want to eat for a few days. Afterward, I was ravenous. I slept
hard, but I woke active. I wanted to be near people, to be near you. I was…
afraid of being alone, afraid of what waited for me there. We talked about …
everything. Science and myths. Medicine and astronomy. About the books you’d
read to me, during those days when I was… incapacitated. We talked about all
the things I didn’t know, and some of the things I did. The world felt like it was
opening up for me. I was … ill, yes. But I was also healing somehow. It felt like a
new chapter, a new beginning.
Now… it feels as if everything is ending. Closing.
“Things weren’t as… complicated for you, as they are now,” Jacob said.
I wasn’t as in love then, as I am now. Catherine…
He kept these thoughts to himself.
“Drink something,” Jacob nudged. “It should help. And I’ll get you something for
the headache.” The old man leaned on his walking stick, and Vincent saw the
weight of the years on his progenitor’s frame.
You were also younger the last time we went through this together. Last time…
this time… What will happen next time? It was a thought that dogged him.
Will I escape all of you? Run far enough so you can’t find me? With a… a
madman on my heels? A dark reflection I can’t avoid? One I make, yet can’t
control? A shadow of myself, made whole? Made flesh? Running to get away
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from it, even as I swear I’m trying to bring it with me so it doesn’t hurt you?
With my heart pounding in my ears until I simply can’t hear you… any of you?
Is that how this ends? Is it?
Will my heart finally… just… stop? For good?
Then, the darker thought… the one that had only started to come up recently…
Would it be so bad if it did?
“Don’t bring back the pills,” Vincent said to Jacob’s back. “Save them for
someone else, someone who truly has need of them. It’s just a headache, Father.
It will pass. It always does.”
Especially when I’m asleep.
Jacob tapped his way to the doorway. Then he stopped, and simply turned his
head. “I could… I could send for Catherine. Perhaps seeing her would help.”
Perhaps. Perhaps it would. Or perhaps, ultimately, it would set off a chain of
events that would lead to Catherine’s death, as it nearly did. Vincent still had
nightmares about raising his hand to her, ready to strike.
For a man who had awakened from his collapse with a spotty memory, that one
was clear. The stunned/horrified look on Catherine’s face in that cave refused to
leave him. It was his last living memory. Or at least he thought it was going to be
at the time.
“No.” The reply sounded dull.
“Vincent…”
“No!” He nearly shouted it. Not until I’m past this. Not until I’m better. Not until
I’m … something. “And I swear if you bring her down here I’ll vanish… disappear,
down past the catacombs.”
Jacob turned around fully, alarm in his expression. “You can’t mean that.
Vincent, nothing that happened was your—“
“Fault?!” Vincent rose from the bed, jarring the table enough to send the tea
sloshing. “None of it was my fault? Of course it was my fault!”
The gloved hands gripped his throbbing temples. “Father… I nearly killed her!
Me. Not some man with a gun, not some accident on the street, not some… some
rogue police officer trying to coerce Laura against testifying… me.”
“Vincent, she knows that it wasn’t—“
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Vincent let one hand slice the air, loss and frustration in the gesture. “Me! The me
I can’t command, the me I always live with. The… thing inside me. The darkness
we both know I can’t control. The me who went… utterly mad, and woke up in
the park, dreaming of being shot to death. The me who tore apart her apartment,
had nightmares on end, and…”
He turned to one side, wanting to dash the nearest stack of books from its pile.
The old volume of Dylan Thomas was on top. Of course it was.
“Vincent… I know it was hard. On both of you,” Jacob said.
‘Though Lovers be lost…’
Vincent shook his head. “And as you so honestly pointed out, I took injury for
being with her as well. You were right. All the … misgivings you had in the
beginning. You were right. In some ways… ways that were very dangerous to us,
to everyone… we were a mistake,” he concluded.
Tired. I’m so tired. Again.
Jacob had a growing fear. You can’t think that. You can’t believe that, no matter
how true it might be. It will leave you with almost nothing. It might even…
destroy you. Jacob, more than anyone, knew the price of reaching for a love he
could barely hope to have, then losing it.
“I wasn’t right,” Jacob protested. “I was concerned. And I am still concerned.”
Be concerned, then. Just go away.
Vincent sat back down on the bed and tugged off his gloves. They both knew he
wasn’t going anywhere.
“Perhaps some broth. If William has any,” Vincent said, knowing that sending
Father to fetch something that approximated food would at least get him to leave.
What is wrong with me? Vincent sipped from the remains of the cup, trying to
catch the drip from the bottom with his outstretched palm. The hand was
shaking, subtly.
“I’ll see to it,” Father replied, defeat in his tone. He left the large chamber as
Vincent began removing his boots, preparing to get back into bed. Jacob heard
the sound, as the large work boot hit the floor.
I don’t know what to do for you, Jacob conceded. Behind him, he heard Vincent
tugging back the covers and climbing into bed.
All I can do is pray that this passes, Jacob thought.
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Chapter Two
Crusader

I am coming on, to venge me as I may and to put forth
My rightful hand in a well-hallow'd cause.- Shakespeare, Henry V

As Vincent slept through lunch and tried to rise again for a meager dinner, a very
different – and completely opposite scene was going on in the world Above, in the
DA’s office.
Catherine yanked a folder out of the filing cabinet, slammed it shut, then picked
up her phone and punched the button to take someone off “hold.”
“That isn’t a plea deal, it’s a Christmas present!” she said to whoever was on the
other end of the line. Her raised voice – as it so often was, these days – reached
the ears of her boss, Joe Maxwell.
Joe took her in, as she sat perched on the edge of her desk, the phone cradled
between her shoulder and her ear, one case folder open in front of her, two more
in her hands.
She shook her head at whatever was being said to her. “No. Time served isn’t
good enough. Tell his lawyer I said that -- No… Uh-uh.” She shook her head
again, sending her soft, honey-colored hair swinging. She needed a haircut.
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Either that, or she was just letting it grow longer. Joe wasn’t sure. And he wasn’t
about to ask her.
He eavesdropped further.
“Because he’s got priors,” Catherine said. “And because it’s financial assault on a
sixty year old man, that’s why. And don’t give me… no. No. Extenuating
circumstances? They all are. A year’s probation? That’s a joke.”
Catherine hung up the phone without a goodbye, and flipped open the next file
folder. She then picked up the receiver, preparing to call back regarding her next
case.
Before she could dial the phone, Joe put his finger down on the button, cutting
off the call. He eyed the clock.
“Planning on staying late again tonight, Radcliffe?” he asked. She looked up,
annoyed at having her call interrupted, then schooled her expression, when she
realized it was him.
“Just tying up some loose ends,” she replied, tossing a completed case into her
“done” basket.
“Saving the city single-handedly is a tough job,” Joe commented, staying where
he was.
“It’s what they pay me for,” she replied, still holding the phone receiver. She
looked at his finger, then back up at him, pointedly. Joe gave her stare for stare.
She’d been doing the work of three ADA’s lately. And while normally, he’d more
than have welcomed her work ethic, Joe knew the difference between someone
who was being dedicated and someone who was being driven. Catherine
Chandler was the latter.
A wide belt cinched her waist, and was doing the work of keeping her slim skirt
on her hips. A soft beige sweater and a loose camel jacket helped hide a recent
weight loss, and though it hadn’t become too dramatic, Joe was aware of it. Also,
Cathy Chandler was now clocking in early and leaving the office late, something
she never used to do.
He lifted his finger, allowing the dial tone to return to the receiver.
“In my office, please,” Joe tacked on, turning his back on her to deny her the
opportunity to reply. It was an old management trick. Always give an order, then
leave. Act like you expect it to be obeyed.
She marched in after him and closed the door, to shut out the sounds of the
emptying bullpen.

556

“Can we make this fast? I have an attorney I’m trying to catch, and a judge from
whom I’m waiting for a call back.” She checked her watch. Five o’clock had come
and gone.
Damn it. Don’t leave before you call me, she thought.
Her impatience was evident. She was running on adrenaline and strong coffee,
and it showed.
“Which Judge?” Joe asked, keeping his tone casual.
“Browning. I need a sign-off on a warrant.” She gestured back toward her desk
with a jerk of her head.
Come on, Joe, let me go. I’ve got things to do.
He digested the information. “Which attorney?”
Joe!
“Ellen Fordham’s.” Can I go, now?
“That the embezzlement case?”
“No. That’s Ellie McGuire. Fordham is the drug mule they nabbed at the airport.”
“Alleged drug mule,” he corrected. “She gets due process, Chandler.”
Catherine shrugged. “You say tomato, I say a perforated balloon full of cocaine in
her stomach, and it had company. She’s in ICU.”
“Think we should throw the book at her?” He asked it in a reasonable tone. Joe
pinned her with brown eyes that sometimes saw more than Catherine wanted
them to.
She raised her chin a notch, and hooked her silky hair behind one ear. “I think it’s
her second offense – that we know of – and the amount involved warrants it,
yes.”
Driven on steroids. Joe thought.
“I think she’s twenty-three years old and has a six-year-old kid. Do the math,
Cathy. She might not make it out of ICU. That means her kid might end up an
orphan. And her attorney can wait.”
The chin stayed high. “Are you saying we shouldn’t be filing charges?”
“I’m saying we don’t need to wrangle with her PD until we know if she’s going to
make it out of Intensive Care. Ease up, Cathy. She’s in a coma. She’s not going
anywhere.”
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Catherine let her chin drop a notch. “Is that what you wanted to tell me? Don’t
rush on Ellen Fordham?”
No. I want to tell you to slow down, before you demand life in prison for a
jaywalker. I want to tell you to quit at five and go eat dinner, for god sakes. I
want you to tell me why you’ve been on fire for almost the last two months.
“The plea deal you were just on the phone about, who was it? That Mario
Napolitano kid?” Joe knew it was. He’d seen the name on the file.
“That ‘kid’ is legally an adult who stole ten thousand dollars from an old man.”
“Who happens to be his grandfather. Who isn’t going to press charges, especially
if we ask for considerable jail time. Take the deal, Radcliffe.”
Her green eyes grew challenging. So did her tone. “I think that’s a mistake.”
Joe took her in, recognizing a certain hauteur in her tone. Ah, there she is.
Debutante Catherine Chandler, formerly of Chandler and Coolidge. It’s the first
day of work, and you’ve got something to prove.
Joe shrugged his shoulders and moved to the other side of his desk, letting the
challenge slide. “You say tomahto, I say ‘take the plea deal.’ That and probation
are about all we’re going to get.”
Before this winter, you’d have known that. Say ‘okay,’ and walk out. Let’s keep
this cordial, Cathy. He kept his posture relaxed, deliberately.
“Joe!” she exploded, her expressive hands in the air. “You can’t be serious!”
Okay. So much for keeping it cordial.
His brown eyes narrowed as he leaned over his desk. “Cathy, as your boss, I’m
telling you to take the deal. As your friend, I’m telling you that a couple of months
ago, you would not only have been in favor of that, you’d have brought it to me
with that very recommendation.”
Catherine’s hands dropped to her sides, but her expression didn’t soften. “Are
you telling me I don’t know how to do my job?” She was looking for a fight, and
anyone would do.
No. That’s not what I’m telling you… but it’s getting close.
Joe’s voice grew softer, deadly so. “I’m telling you that not everybody who
commits a crime deserves a crucifixion. If you’re going to be judge and jury, you
might not want to be Pontius Pilate.”
Ease up, Cathy. You’ve got to ease up.
Catherine had the good grace to blush. “I… I’m not doing that.”
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Am I?
But she had been, and they both knew it. She’d been asking for the maximum
sentence on nearly every case that crossed her desk lately. It was as if something
had turned her into a righteous crusader, and not necessarily the most merciful
version of one of those. She wanted bad people caught. She wanted them sent
away, for a long time. She didn’t question that her experience with Bernie Spirko
and Paracelsus had pushed her in that direction, and she didn’t dare think about
Vincent, not now.
“I… I’m not trying to be unfair. I’m just trying to… trying to make sure no one else
gets hurt,” Catherine said, sure that at least that much was true.
Because people get hurt, Joe. Good people get hurt badly. She willed the name
“Vincent” not to cross her mind.
“Okay,” Joe allowed, knowing he’d made his point.
He gave her a long look, then made his decision – about her work, at least: “See if
you can up the kid’s probation time, get him to a court ordered Gambler’s
Anonymous meeting, and be sure to tell his grandfather that if Mario does this to
somebody outside the family, his next dance with the criminal justice system
might not end up so well.”
“He’s going to do it again. This kid has no remorse, Joe.” She wasn’t going down
easily.
Joe regarded her steadily, then pointed out the facts. “This kid is sick, Cathy. I
can’t put him in jail for a crime he hasn’t committed yet, and his family isn’t going
to see him in orange for the sake of the ten grand he took from his grandfather.
They want him in rehab, not prison. And if you’d slow down for ten minutes,
you’d see that too.”
Her color deepened, realizing he was right.
Slow down… sure, easy for you to say, Joe.
She wanted to slow down. She didn’t like this feeling. But part of her felt like she
needed it. Pushing herself – and everybody else – hard was what had kept her
going lately. It kept her “on” during the day, and the exhaustion from it had
allowed her to fall asleep at night; and not wake up ten times a night, thinking
she’d heard a certain tapping at her windowpanes.
Vincent… no, I can’t. We can’t. Other things to think about. Other things to do.
We’re taking a break. We need one. He said we did. He’s right. He’s safe. Neither
of us is happy, but he’s alive. I found out how much that means this past year.
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Her attention returned to her boss.
“Okay. I give. Maybe you’re not wrong, even if I don’t like it. I’ll make the call on
the kid,” she conceded. “Anything else?”
The tension in Joe’s shoulders relaxed, a bit. “Yeah. Go home. Eat dinner. Call
your friend, Jenny.” He eyed her trim waistline. “Go out to a restaurant, and
order dessert. I’ll field Judge Browning, if he calls.”
She wasn’t sure she liked that.
“You don’t have to do that. I’ll wait for him.”
Joe shot her a look, the second uncompromising one he’d given her in as many
minutes, as his tension returned.
“I know I don’t. And if I ask you what’s going on, you won’t tell me, will you?”
Catherine returned his stare, her expression full of questions, more than answers.
How to begin? Where to begin? Three years ago I was attacked, and saved by
the most amazing person I ever met? I fell in love? It was crazy, but I did it...
We both did? Even as we both said it might be a mistake… that it would take a
miracle for it to work? We couldn’t help it. So we tried. And we… we ran out of
miracles. The love of my life… Vincent… he lost his mind. Sometimes, I think I
helped cause that to happen. Other times, I don’t know. Now he won’t speak to
me, or let me speak to him. He’s afraid, because he nearly hurt me. I’m afraid,
because I think I hurt him. A brilliant, evil man tormented him, a criminal we
never brought to justice. That man is dead. And so is every dream I ever—
“Radcliffe?” Joe interrupted her musing.
Catherine startled and came back to him, returning to present concerns. “Tell
Judge Browning I’d like the warrant before tomorrow afternoon, please,” she said
softly, as she turned to leave. There was nothing more to say.
Joe’s office door closed behind her, with a subtle click.
Joe stood, staring through the frosted glass and black letters, watching her image
move away from him.
Sure, Cathy. Sure.
And while you’re saving the city, who’s going to save you?
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Chapter Three
All The Hollow Places

Why does the feeling of emptiness occupy so much space?
- James De La Vega

Catherine’s dreams that night were terrible, and familiar.
“Vincent!” she screamed. He was advancing toward her; skin dark-flushed and
expression, demonic. He was raising one fearsome claw. For the first time in
Catherine’s memory, she used the word ‘claw’ to describe it, rather than ‘hand.’
The claw was raised. She was about to die. Maybe.
And then… Vincent did, instead.
Without a mark on him, without a killing blow, without a wound from a knife or
a gun or a machete or anything else, he dropped to the sand of the cave, heart
stopped, dead where he lay. Dead… and cooling to her frantic touch.
The fever that had consumed him was… broken. All of him was.
“No!!” Catherine sat straight up in bed, clutching the sheets to her chest. The
dream. No, not dream, nightmare. It was always the same. Probably because it
was more “memory” than phantom.
Shaking, Catherine pushed the bedclothes aside. She was too hot.
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Then, the cool air of the room hit her, and she realized she was too cold. It was
like that, when the past came back to haunt her.
Two weeks, three, maybe? It has been a couple weeks since I dreamed that. I
thought I was finally done with it, but… no. Yet three weeks… three weeks at
least… it’s better than it has been.
She got up shakily and tugged on a silk robe. She didn’t want to stay in bed, but
had no destination other than “out of the bedroom.”
The living room was awash in shades of cool grey and deep blue, with blacks in
the corners. A gibbous moon bathed the balcony, and highlighted the shape of the
barren rose bush through the window panes.
She knew that no larger shadow would be prowling there.
In times gone by, a bad nightmare might have brought Vincent to her, especially
if he was awake himself, and moving through the park below.
But these were no longer “times gone by.” This was “now.” And “now” was a
misery from which Catherine couldn’t seem to escape completely.
What little she’d eaten that night was sitting heavy in her stomach. Trying to take
Joe’s advice, she’d barely choked down a meager dinner. Food had no taste.
Nothing did, it seemed.
She looked at the clock. Three more hours until she could show up at work and
start the day all over again. She knew she was going into the office early and
staying late. That wasn’t entirely a bad thing. People were being helped, many of
them. That was no small consolation.
She also knew she had more time for friends, like Jenny Aaronson, or Nancy
Tucker, or her appointments with Peter Alcott.
Peter…
Thinking his name reminded her of the last time she’d seen him. They’d talked
about her and then, they’d talked about Vincent.
“You could go to see him, you know. There’s no rule saying you can’t,” the good
doctor had advised her.
“Considering I’m a big part of why he died, I’d say there is,” she remembered
replying.
Peter sighed. “It’s not that I don’t understand, even if I don’t entirely agree. He’s
being just as stubborn as you are. Anything you want me to tell him? Other than
you’ve lost another three pounds and I’m considering supplements?”

562

“Tell him… no. Don’t tell him anything. It’s horrible. But I think it’s for the best.
And so does Vincent. In the short run… we just didn’t make it, Peter. We’re both
trying to figure out what that means, for the long run.” It was the best she could
do to comfort either of them.
"Better… it's getting better… easier." Catherine told herself, as she stared out the
closed doors to the balcony. A balcony that had not seen Vincent’s footfall in too
long a time.
Catherine sighed.
It is getting better… isn’t it?
She thought it was. In the beginning, she had quite literally thought of him every
second of every day. Now, she sometimes went five whole waking, non-working
minutes without the name “Vincent” crossing her mind.
Well. Maybe not five minutes… three… three was closer.
But three was better than nothing, and it was much better than the “one” it had
been a month ago, she thought, maybe.
Joe probably thought she needed to take some time off. She knew she didn’t.
Catherine now hated weekends, officially and thoroughly.
In an odd reversal from her days with Vincent, she now found blessed distraction
in her work load, and detested any moment her mind was not consumed with
some chore, either a menial one or a vital one. Distraction was like Novocain. It
saved her from having to whisper the name “Vincent” as she toiled through the
endless minutes which added up to a day.
She eyed her briefcase as it lay on the table, wondering if she’d open it up and
pull out a few files before she remembered there were no files to pull. Joe had
sent her packing. Her work was still at the office. And most of it was decidedly
“done.” She could hardly start making phone calls to offices in the wee hours of
the morning. She rubbed a weary hand across the back of her neck.
The room felt too large, too empty, and too close to the park.
Maybe I should list this place. Maybe I should just… move. Catherine’s weary
brain toyed with the idea for the very first time, before she dismissed it.
I can’t move. I can’t. How will he find me, if I do?
But there is no “me.” There is no “us,” her mind amended, sadly.
“Vincent… be well. I miss you,” she whispered to the unyielding dark.
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At that exact moment, Father also stared at a room that seemed far too empty, for
all the books that filled it. The chess board sat with a game half-played. The work
roster was done, but one name was noticeably missing. One tea cup sat cooling,
where two often used to.
The old man sighed. He knew it was not his idea that Catherine leave the world
Below. It had been Vincent’s as much as Catherine’s, and much to Father’s
amazement, Catherine had stood by that decision. The sight of an unconscious
(Dead, he had been dead, Jacob's mind amended) Vincent had solidified her
resolve like nothing else could have.
There was a time when I would have welcomed this… this separation. He
mused, staring down at the contents of his cup. No matter what they felt for each
other… I know their love was true… and yet…
Regardless of their feelings for each other, feelings Jacob didn’t doubt any more,
Vincent and Catherine were ultimately bad for each other. No one wanted it that
way. That was just how it had all played out. The episode with Vincent’s
breakdown was akin the disaster with Lisa Campbell all over again, but far worse.
Now he, Jacob, was left with the aftermath, as he had always feared he would be,
and had been before.
He spooned sugar into his cup, and stirred it thoughtfully, trying to think like a
physician, rather than a concerned parent.
Vincent… is taking longer to heal this time, Father mused. That fact might be
owing to any number of things. The fact that he was no longer an adolescent, the
fact that his heart had completely stopped, the fact that he loved Catherine more
than his pubescent self had ever loved Lisa.
Whatever the cause, whatever the reason, Jacob could only console himself with
the fact that Vincent was, albeit slowly, recovering. At least there were times
when he seemed to be. He’s keeping food down, even though he isn’t interested
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in it. The weight loss has slowed, if not stopped. The apathy is there, but… but
he’s fighting it.
When he’d fallen ill before, Vincent slept often, and often deeply. He drank more
than he ate, had bouts of strength followed by bouts of exhaustion, and could
tolerate being read to, but wanted no game of chess, no discussion of teaching, no
information about work on the Tunnels,...
And very little information about Catherine.
Other than Clarence’s occasionally brief "She's okay," and Peter's only slightly
more elaborate "She's handling it, she says she's fine," there was little else that
Vincent seemed to want to know.
Jacob didn’t think that odd so much as he considered it an act of selfpreservation. The disgraced physician in him, the one who’d kept his last good
suit tucked away in the recesses of his deepest closet, understood a thing or two
about removing one’s self from painful reminders of the past.
He knew that Vincent still kept his mementos of Catherine, but no longer seemed
to keep them close, as he once had. The rose she’d given him still rested in a
pouch, sewn by her own hands. But there were days when it remained on his side
table, the leather thong wrapped carefully around it, rather than hanging around
his neck. The books she had gifted him were still on the shelf, but the first edition
copy of Idylls of the King sat gathering dust there, unopened and
indistinguishable from any of the cast-off volumes he owned. The Winterfest
program still sat amongst his belongings, but it was tucked in a journal, on the
writing table he no longer used.
And that was another thing… Vincent was no longer writing his thoughts down.
Jacob could swear the writing desk, and the journal sitting on it, was gathering
nothing but more dust, literally. Jacob knew he could write his name on the cover
of the leather bound book Vincent kept as a diary. He seemed as incurious about
himself as he was about everything else lately.
You’re not… thinking about things, the way you once did, or at least you don’t
seem to be.
That fact alone set this time apart from the prior one. Before, Vincent had
seemed… ravenous to know everything.
“Tell me more about the stars, Father. How can the light be old, if I’m seeing it
now? Read me another story. Tell me how you became a doctor. Was it hard?
Were you afraid you’d fail?”
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This Vincent, unlike his other self, had no questions about anything. He accepted
whatever news came down. But he seemed to have no need to know more. Either
this time in his life didn’t require much in the way of information, or even selfreflection, or he had no desire – or strength - for it. Jacob didn’t know which one
was more true.
This isn’t like you. Though to be fair, the last time wasn’t either. Jacob rubbed
his whiskered jaw.
And Vincent seemed inclined to discuss the situation even less.
"We tried and we failed on some level. I destroyed her home and became the
monster we all feared. Catherine has her own reasons for needing this time
apart. There is no more to say, Father." was one of Vincent’s few retorts on the
subject, when asked about how things had unfolded.
And the Bond was gone. Jacob did not find that out, Peter did. It was Vincent's
response to him one afternoon after he'd begun reading again. Peter had reported
the conversation:
"Just to let you know, Cathy's putting in a lot of hours for Joe Maxwell, but she
says she's fine. Of course, with the Bond, you know that."
"There is no more Bond between us." Vincent said with something like grief and
something like relief, according to Peter.
Is this… all of this… because you lost the Bond between you? Jacob mused. He
had no answer for the question. He simply didn’t know what he didn’t know.
Grief and relief… Jacob wasn’t sure how those two emotions could exist in the
same space for Vincent. Perhaps the Bond had been more trying on him than
Vincent had revealed. Or, perhaps, since he had reconciled himself to this
separation from Catherine, he knew the loss of the Bond would make it easier,
perhaps; easier to separate himself from a woman from whom he was already
separated in some way.
Is that grief? Or relief? Jacob wondered.
Whichever thing was true, the Bond was no longer a factor in his son's behavior.
In the long run… is that a good thing, or a terrible one? Father considered the
question.
His son seemed so much less, so much... smaller somehow.
Jacob knew he should have heartily welcomed the absence of the Bond. After all,
he had known Vincent most of his life without it. It was only a few years ago that
Vincent's abilities with this particular kind of empathic link had become obvious.
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If they’re trying to spend time apart, perhaps it’s better gone, Jacob told himself.
The thought came with a firm tone. One Jacob wasn’t sure he felt. The physician
in him approved of anything that gave Vincent peace. But the father in him
wasn’t quite so sure. Jacob shrugged and sipped his tea.
What’s done is done. We don’t know how their Bond ever came to be. We don’t
know why it’s gone.
Unintentionally troublesome as it was, the Bond had indeed placed his son's life
in jeopardy. Jacob knew that much.
Perhaps that’s why it’s gone. Some desperate act of self-preservation…
Somehow you recognized that too, deep down… and even if that isn’t the case…
Apparently, Vincent had no strength to give to it any longer. But if the
mysterious Bond he had shared with Catherine had blessed him, on the other
hand, it could not cause him hurt any more either. That isn’t altogether a bad
thing, no matter how you look at it.
It’s as if his dying has severed the link between them, Father mused.
And of course, if Vincent's guilt regarding his mental and emotional breakdown
was momentous, Jacob knew that Catherine's was legendary. She did, after all,
question her role in his increasingly fragile state, prior to his ultimate collapse. It
took no brilliant psychologist to discern that deep down, Catherine suspected that
she bore some of the responsibility for how things had played out.
Catherine told me you once wondered if she was partly to blame for all of this. I
don’t think she was. But I don’t question the pain he suffered.
Father knew that Catherine had to wonder how much blame for this could
justifiably be laid on her doorstep, or at least wonder whether she might have
been central to the cause of Vincent’s illness. Her lawyer's mind would not release
the easy correlation between his pubescent Dark Time and his recent one. In
both cases, the trigger had been his frustrated feelings of attraction, and then
having that feeling ultimately be thwarted by circumstances he couldn’t control.
Initially, such feelings had been for Lisa. This time, they had been for Catherine.
“Part of me has always dreaded this day… for you,” Father remembered saying
long ago, back when Vincent had first become attracted to Lisa, and then again
after he’d fallen in love with Catherine, only to experience her falling in love with
Elliot Burch. “Because it would lead you to long for a life… that could never be,
Vincent.”
A life that could never be. It seems so unfair, that that should be the case. So…
deeply unfair.
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Father sighed, and toyed with the handle on his teacup. The drink was growing
cold.
It gives me no joy to be right, if that’s what I am, Father thought. Vincent could
have a great many relationships, it seemed, but none of them romantic. The
consequences were, for whatever reason – or an entire host of those - too dire for
him to bear.
I always dreaded this… for you. I just didn’t know why. Now… now, I guess we
all do, Father thought sadly, draining the tepid cup. Tea was cold company. But it
was better than nothing. And it was better than attending Vincent’s funeral, a
thing Jacob wondered about, every time his special son had been injured, either
physically or emotionally.
Life is a delicate balance… for all men, but more so for you… more so for you.
Then:
If this separation saves your life… what a hollow victory that will be. For all of
us.
Father stared over at the pillar candle, the one that kept the hour, and watched it
burn. White wax pooled, and spilled hesitantly over one side.
It will get better. He will get better. He will.
Father could only pray it was so.

Two days later, Peter Alcott looked at the young woman across from him. He
didn’t like what he saw.
“Any cramps, during your cycle?”
“No,” Catherine answered.
“Unusual signs of swelling? Discomfort? You’re keeping up with your monthly
breast exams?”
“No, no, and … yes,” Catherine replied, knowing she was lying a little. She hadn’t
really kept up with the latter. There hadn’t been time.
“I suppose it’s useless to ask if you’re experiencing any discomfort during…
intimacy,” Peter asked, as Catherine buttoned the cuff of her blouse.
“Totally. And now your secretary can stop calling my office. I’ve been a good girl,
and come in for my follow-up,” Catherine replied, reaching for her coat.
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Peter sat and checked her chart. “You haven’t been that good. Your iron is still
low. And you’ve lost weight since your last visit.”
Catherine knew the scolding was coming. “I’ve been busy. I just got back from
deposing a witness in Providence. I’ll try to be better.” She shrugged into the coat.
“I’d be happier if you’d eat a few solid meals and get a good night’s sleep, Cathy.”
He ventured his next line, carefully. “I’ve… seen you look better.”
The green eyes flashed a bit. “I’ll take that under advisement, Peter.” She reached
for her purse, clearly in a hurry to be gone.
The next line was even more careful, but no less necessary. “Cathy… I’ve seen him
look better, too. Much better. And I’m not sure he’s recovering. Or at least, I’m
not as sure as Jacob pretends he is.”
Thump, and there it was. Even when he was just a pronoun, just a “he,” they both
knew who Peter was talking about… Vincent. In Catherine’s mind and heart, the
nondescript pronouns “he” and “him” would always only ever mean… Vincent.
Catherine set her purse down on the exam table. But she didn’t take off her coat.
You’ve seen him look better? I guarantee you, I’ve seen him look worse. I’ve seen
him look… dead, lying in the dirt, on a cave floor. As long as he isn’t that, he’s
got a chance. We’ve got a chance. Someday. Maybe.
“If Father says he’s getting better, maybe he is.” The green eyes were worried. But
the stubborn set of her jaw told Peter she was conflicted, when it came to talking
about Vincent.
“Maybe. He’s lost weight. He hasn’t resumed his—“
“Stop.” Catherine held up a staying hand, cutting him off. “I can’t, Peter. I just
can’t. Please don’t ask me to.”
She hooked her longer hair behind one ear. “No matter how bad it is, how bad
either of us are… he and I agreed. It’s better this way.”
Peter rose from his physician’s stool. “Are you sure about that, Catherine?”
She nodded, and her green eyes looked haunted. “I am. His world is safe. Trying
to come and see me isn’t… putting him in danger. He’s not… losing his mind. He’s
not … fighting… everything.”
“From the few times I’ve seen him, I’d say he’s not a lot of things right now.”
Catherine’s reply was swift. “He’s not … dead. He’s not dead. I saw him die, Peter.
I laid my head on his chest, my ear right over his heart, and I heard… nothing.
nothing at all, for the very first time.”
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“What happened was tragic, but—“
“No. No, what happened was… inevitable. We were like … gamblers, pushing our
luck until we ran out of it. Placing a bet until we lost. Facing… huge odds, then
remembering why they call them ‘odds.’ We lost… everything. Nothing else could
stop us… until something finally did.”
“I don’t think I agree with your assessment, Catherine. I think there was
something marvelous in what the two of you were trying to do, trying to build.”
“Until it all… collapsed! Like he collapsed! I swear I can’t live through that ever
again. And we don’t need to discuss whether or not he can.” She was emphatic.
The physician in Peter Alcott had as much sympathy for the woman standing
before him as the man did. “Cathy, you had nothing to—“
“Don’t tell me I had nothing to do with it!” Her voice rose, and Peter glanced
toward the door, afraid his receptionist might be about to come in and check on
them. Catherine caught the glance, and lowered her voice to a harsh whisper.
Her well-manicured finger jabbed the air, making her point. “Don’t… don’t tell
me it wasn’t partly my fault, or mine as much as anyone’s. I’ve thought about it, a
lot. I put myself out there. Until a reporter saw us and took pictures! Vincent
came to help me…maybe one time too many, maybe more than that, and it cost
him everything he had… everything.”
She drew in a deep breath, trying to steady herself. “I understand Paracelsus was
masquerading as Father and was pushing him, but…” She shook her head and
dropped her gaze. Back to thinking about him every minute, again. Damn it!
“Cathy…” Peter was using his physician’s voice, the one he used to calm nervous
patients. “I really think—“
Catherine shook her head, and the long hair swung. She wasn’t nervous. Part of
her was furious. The rest of her was just… resigned.
“No. We took chances. We told ourselves it would be okay. Peter… we wanted too
much. We wanted too much… until he died from it.”
You aren’t wrong. But maybe you’re not entirely right, either, Cathy, Peter
thought.
I lost him, Peter. Right then and there, on the dirty floor of a cave, in some …
hollow place he tried to run to … I lost him.”
“I know you’re pushing yourself hard. I know you’re trying to make up for
everything. In a way, perhaps you both are. But –“
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“I am trying to make up for it. Vincent doesn’t have to,” she interrupted. “He was
innocent in all this. Innocent, and with every good intention, always. And
somehow… I just… I just made it worse.”
She breathed in deeply, and Peter could see the sorrow in her slender frame.
“If I’m trying to make up for it, maybe it needs making up for. Maybe that’s what
I have to do. Maybe that’s the only plan I have. Maybe… “
She looked out his office window, reflexively toward the park.
Her voice dropped low. “Maybe in a few months, in a year, in two… maybe we can
see each other again… as friends, just as friends, and maybe it won’t hurt so
badly. Maybe we can try.”
Peter let a slow sigh escape him. Just friends? That’s never going to happen,
Cathy, in two years, or in twenty.
He took in her forlorn figure. Not since she was ten had she looked so… lost. “I’m
sure Vincent thinks much the same as you do,” Peter allowed. “He remembers
that cave too, Cathy. He told Jacob he nearly struck you.”
That’s maybe a big part of why he won’t see you now.
Catherine redirected her gaze to Peter’s. “Nearly, but he didn’t. He stopped
himself. He stopped, right in front of me… and … he died. The light went out of
his eyes and he just… he just dropped, Peter.” She looked stricken. “I knew his
heart had stopped before I even checked… before I even… screamed for Father.”
She whispered her next charge. “We lost our Bond. Maybe that’s for the best.
Maybe that’s him… trying to save himself… from me, from … all of it.”
“There is no way I’ll ever believe that is true,” Peter stated.
Believe it or don’t. It happened, she thought.
She picked up her purse again, defeat in her every move. “Don’t bring him up to
me again. Don’t bring him up until I ask you. All right?” She was in pain. Peter
couldn’t pretend he didn’t see it.
The doctor in him – and the friend - knew when he was beaten. It would do no
good to hound her. At the end of the day, she was still his patient, and he was her
doctor.
“All right, Cathy, I’ll do as you ask,” he agreed softly. “Everything else about your
exam looked fine. Please call me if you need anything. I’ll let you know if any of
your tests come back with something amiss. And… make another appointment,
let’s say, three months from now.”
“It used to be six.”
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It used to be a lot of things.
“I want to stay on top of your blood work. Anemia can become pernicious.”
Catherine sighed. “I’ll make the appointment.”
“And keep it. Cheryl works hard enough as it is.” Don’t push us all away, Cathy.
We love you. I think you know that. He stepped over and gave her a fatherly hug.
One she gratefully returned.
“I will.”
“I’d like to write you a prescription for vitamins. Will you take them?” he asked,
still holding onto her.
“I’ll try,” she promised. “Work has been… a little crazy.”
Peter gently disengaged. His patient needed care, more care than a pill or two
would give her. Strong as she was, determined as she was, she didn’t have the
strength to deal with whatever was happening with Vincent, at least, not alone.
And that’s what she was, for the most part, alone.
“Then I prescribe a good iron supplement, leaving work on time this evening, a
nice meal, and perhaps dinner out with Susan and me in a few weeks. She’ll be
flying in from New Zealand. Okay?”
Catherine tugged on her gloves as Peter hastily scribbled something on a
prescription pad.
“I’ll try, Peter. I just can’t make any promises.” Not anymore. Not after all of
them have turned to dust, on all of us.
“That’s all anyone can ask.” Peter said sympathetically. He tore off the paper and
handed it to her.
We love you. He loves you.
"Is there a… message you’d like me to give him? Or is that off limits too?” Peter
ventured.
Catherine frowned, and seemed to toy with the idea a moment, before rejecting it.
"Considering that I'm a big part of the reason he ... got sick, ... " that’s such a
much nicer euphemism than “lost his mind,” or “became a raging schizophrenic”
or “died on the floor of a cavern,” she thought. "it's clearly best if I keep my
distance. We’re each a… a temptation for the other. We know that.” She accepted
the offered piece of paper.
She worried the strap of her purse before she added: “But you think he’s… not
getting well?” She couldn’t help asking it.
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She didn’t want day-to-day updates. She felt she couldn't bear them, since
hearing about him seemed to set her back, regarding how long she could go
without thinking about him. But she did love him and wanted to know he was
recovering, that he was convalescing well, comparatively, at least.
Peter sighed, as he tucked his pen back into his breast pocket. "To be completely
honest, we don’t really know. Jacob says it’s been a rough few weeks. But as of
yesterday he’s eating more solid food and moving around some. Father says he
reads, more than he does anything else, though he’s not a hundred percent sure
about that. There are still gaps in his memory. In that way, the symptoms are like
he had a stroke, though since we can't do an EEG, we'll never know.”
“No. We’ll… we’ll never know,” Catherine replied.
“He sleeps a lot. Too much, maybe."
She tucked the prescription inside her bag. “He heals when he sleeps. He always
has,” Catherine said.
Yes. Yes, he used to. But this time? I’m … I’m not so sure. Peter kept the thought
to himself.
"He's pushing himself to do better," Peter replied. That much at least did seem
true. "What would you like me to tell him about you? Other than you lost six
pounds and I'm prescribing supplements? You know he’ll ask, at some point." He
dropped the prescription pad back into his pocket and folded his arms across his
chest, the picture of doctorly patience.
"Don't tell him that. Tell him I'm fine. I'm working hard, and doing well at my
job, and I'm fine." She tugged the belt on her coat tight. It emphasized her
smaller waistline.
"So, you want me to lie," Peter volleyed.
"It isn't a lie. I don't want him worried about me, Peter. Not ever again." She
shook her head and made for the door. She went through it so fast she didn’t even
hear his reply.
"All right, Cathy. If that's the way you want it,” he replied, over the sound of the
door’s soft click.
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Chapter Four
The Uphill Struggle

The world breaks everyone. And afterward, some are strong at the broken
places. ~ Ernest Hemingway

Vincent pushed his legs farther than they actually wanted to go. The fatigue still
gripped him, but he thought he could force the malaise from his system if he just
kept trying. So that’s what he did. He kept the appointment with the food cart
this time.
Halfway back, he wasn’t so sure it had been a good idea.
His feet felt like lead. He wished his heart did, rather than feeling like shattered
glass.
But the latter didn’t matter, because it didn’t get the job done. It was the former
he was more concerned with, at the moment. He willed his heavy feet to keep
moving.
“Getting better?” Mouse encouraged, pushing the laden cart with him, back from
Chinatown. Vincent was helping, if that’s what you could call his efforts.
“Yes, Mouse, I’m getting better,” Vincent lied, wishing it was the truth. He leaned
his weight on the rumbling food cart, and used that to keep them moving. If
Mouse realized Vincent was more falling forward against the heavy cart than he
was pushing it, he didn’t say anything about it.
“Okay, good! Okay, fine!” Mouse enthused, putting his back into it when they hit
an incline. “Can’t keep Vincent down. Not for long!”
No. No, you can’t keep me down for long. As long as you pull me from my grave,
first, Vincent thought morosely. He’d forced himself from his room to be here.
Now, he was forcing himself to do this menial task.
Perhaps if I stick to something that doesn’t require concentration, I can do it, he
hoped. Push… just… push. He willed his arms to cooperate.
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The old lethargy that gripped his bones was still there, an almost constant
companion. Why do I feel this way? What is it? What’s wrong with me? He
summoned what little strength he felt he had and shoved the wobbling cart
forward, just enough to help Mouse make it up the uneven path.
The cart continued to move, and the two friends moved along with it. In at least
some ways, moving felt better than lying in bed did. Vincent’s back was growing
sore from so much time spent against the mattress and now it was even more so
from trundling the old food cart along an uneven path. Push. Keep pushing. I
have to shake clear of this… whatever this is.
The way straightened, making the chore easier, for a few minutes.
Perhaps this is just what life without Catherine, without our Bond, will feel like,
he thought. Perhaps that was all the happiness I’ll ever know. Perhaps I can
only hope for a certain level of … satisfaction, like the fulfillment of menial
chores. Perhaps… something. I don’t know.
As if he’d summoned her by just thinking about her, Mouse brought up
Catherine’s name as they worked. “Saw Benny today. New bike. Says he saw
Catherine outside her office. Says she looks sad.”
Does he, now?
“She is still with the District Attorney’s Office, then?” Vincent hated himself for
asking, but knew he had to. Mouse had no filter. He’d tell all he knew.
Mouse answered in typical, Mouse-like fashion. “Guess so. Said she was gone last
week. Maybe to Providence. Working hard. Catherine is my friend.”
Mouse grunted and pulled the cart into an upcoming turn, unaware that the
scattered topics of his chatter were worrisome to Vincent. Providence… when
something is meant to be. Catherine was going there, once, once, when she was
leaving me.
“Catherine was gone to Providence?” It was the only city she’d ever discussed
moving to, back when they’d been together. Vincent stopped leaning forward to
push, and the cart rolled slowly to a standstill. Mouse looked up at Vincent,
quizzically.
“Sure. Maybe. Benny said,” Mouse replied, shrugging his narrow shoulders.
“Mouse… Catherine isn’t… she isn’t leaving the city, is she?” Vincent asked.
Mouse shrugged again. “Benny said she works hard. Looks sad. Gone last week.
Providence, Benny says. Important job. All Mouse knows.”
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Yes, yes, it likely was all Mouse knew. And Vincent had no way to find out more.
Not without directly contacting Catherine.
Or Peter Alcott. Perhaps. Perhaps Peter could— Vincent stopped the thought
before he could even complete it.
And what good would that do, exactly? The first time she said she was going to
leave, I told her she should. Are things so much … better between us now? He
knew they weren’t.
Perhaps moving to Providence was how Catherine was planning to deal with
their… implosion. Perhaps distance would help her recover. They both said they
needed space, needed time apart, to see what the last year meant, to keep them
both safe. Perhaps this was Catherine’s way of making sure that happened.
Catherine. Catherine… gone. Another city. Another state. Another… life. No
longer near. No longer… anywhere. Her apartment, her balcony… empty.
A yawning emptiness opened up before him, and it was very black. The thought of
her no longer being in her apartment wounded Vincent like nothing else could
have.
“She… she can’t… can’t just… leave,” Vincent panted, feeling his fought-for
strength ebb again. “Surely she wouldn’t…”
They wobbled their way through the turn. Mouse pushed at the cart, grateful for
another even section of the path. Still, it took some effort to get the wide load
going.
“Catherine leave? No, not Catherine.” Mouse shook his blonde head. “Catherine
loves Vincent,” he added, as if that settled everything, and was all anyone needed
to know.
Yes. Yes, she loves me. And I love her. But what good has it done either of us? I…
I lost my mind, I nearly lost her, forever. Nearly… nearly killed her. What if it
happens again? What if I can’t control it? Like before? What if it consumes me
until only one of us is left?
The weight of failure bore Vincent down.
“Mouse, I… I just remembered something I have to do,” he lied, not wanting to
admit he barely had the strength to stand anymore. “Will you… will you forgive
me if, after we reach the next intersection, I ask you to take the cart the rest of the
way?”
Mouse nodded affably, always willing to help his friend. “No problem. Easy from
here. Goes down in some parts. Okay, good?”
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Vincent leaned against the cart to help keep its momentum going. It was more
falling than pushing, but again, Mouse didn’t seem to notice.
“Okay. Good,” Vincent agreed, leaving Mouse at the next branch of the Tunnels.
He made his way through the passageways to his chambers.
Catherine spent time in Providence. But if Benny saw her, that means she
returned. Perhaps it all means something. Perhaps nothing. Perhaps… perhaps
it doesn’t matter what it means, no matter what she decides, Vincent thought,
using the wall for support the last few steps into his rooms.
Where is my strength? Why has it deserted me? He wondered. He remembered
feeling something akin to this when he was a teenager, when this had happened
before. He’d felt like he was beset by a kittenish weakness at first, but in time, he
improved.
Not so much, this time. As he entered the chamber, the bed loomed large.
Don’t. Don’t fall back to sleep. Stay awake. Do something. Anything, he urged
himself.
He veered away from his bed and steadied himself against his book shelf. His hip
bumped the table, where the lid to his tea pot rattled against the pot. Inside, the
contents sloshed. He had barely drunk any this morning.
Stay on your feet. Do it!
He pulled a random book from the shelf. Kipling. The Jungle Book. The same
copy Devin had read to him when he was a boy, the same copy he had read and
re-read half a dozen times since. He sat in the closest chair, braced his hand on
the table to steady himself, and opened the old classic to the first page.
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‘It was seven o'clock of a very warm evening in the Seeonee hills when Father
Wolf woke up from his day's rest, scratched himself, yawned and spread out his
paws one after the other to get rid of the sleepy feeling in their tips…’
Even my fictional characters are more awake than I am, he thought.
Vincent closed the familiar book a few minutes later.
There was no earthly reason the story should fail to inspire him, or even distract
him. But for the very first time, it did neither.
Kipling’s great tale had nothing to do with Catherine, nor with anything that had
or had not happened between them. But he failed to take any form of pleasure in
it, just the same.
I should be enjoying this. I should be reminiscing about reading it with Devin,
pretending we were two of the monkey people down near the Great Falls, when
we were boys.
He reached for the memory, one of his most joyful from childhood. But the
recollection felt flat and emotionless. Vincent tried to pursue it, tried to inject
some sense of remembered joy into the scene.
It was… midsummer. But the water was still cool, and… and we chased each
other … jumped and climbed… we leaped from rock to rock until… until Devin
slipped, and cut his elbow.
Or … or was it his knee?
Like so many other things, the memory wouldn’t come. And what did come was
shrouded in a kind of clouding mist, one the Great Falls had nothing to do with.
I have to … to find myself again. I have to try. He looked back down at the page,
trying to see where he’d left off. A few more lines in, he knew it was no use.
Rather than being engaging and magical, the old story seemed flat, too-oftenread, and contrived. He looked at the discarded stack of books on the table, all of
which shared a similar fate to this one. They all seemed uninteresting.
As had Huckleberry Finn.
And The Tempest.
And Hound of the Baskervilles.
These were the books Jacob thought he was reading. But he was barely
beginning, or just thumbing through them. The prodigious stack of oft-read
classics seemed stale and colorless… like everything else.
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'How dull, stale, flat and profitless seem to me all the uses of this world.' The line
swam through his head. What play is that from. Hamlet? Macbeth? It should
have appalled Vincent that he could not remember something so basic to his old
self.
Trying to remember just made him more tired.
In resignation, The Jungle Book joined the stack of literature Jacob sometimes
thought Vincent was reading.
I can’t. I just can’t concentrate long enough… can’t… care.
His old self might have been a literary repository, but his new self was quite the
dullard, Vincent decided. And again, he just didn't care. There is so little to care
about now, he mused.
His stomach was queasy, but he didn’t want food. The tea in the pot had gone
cold and he didn’t want that either. He knew if he didn’t pull himself up out of the
chair, he was going to fall asleep in it. He had no strength. He just didn’t. The bed
he’d initially avoided now beckoned, the only haven from sorrow he knew. He
rose and went to it. His feet felt heavier than the stones over his head.
‘To sleep. Perchance to dream.’ Hamlet. I know it’s from Hamlet. Shakespeare
wrote Hamlet in 1600. It is considered his masterwork.
He was mollified that he remembered at least that much.
Pushing back the quilt, he stretched himself out on the bed, once again allowing
sleep to be the balm for a life he no longer valued.
Perhaps I’m dying… again. It’s just that this time, I’m doing it slowly… glacially.
As his eyes closed, he couldn’t help but think of her.
Catherine. I miss you. I miss you so much.

He slept hard, but not well, and he dreamt of her and himself. Of the night she’d
planted the rose bush, and of himself dying again. With Mouse’s words so
recently in his ears, he saw Catherine, bags packed, leaving for Providence…
again. She looked resigned. She looked like it was inevitable.
The next time he woke up, he was seized with one, instinctive urge…
Home. I want to go home. Catherine’s home, if she still lives there. If I’m going
to die, I want it to be on her balcony. That place between my world and hers, the
only home we ever truly shared.
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Chapter Five
Balcony

“Your memory feels like home to me.
So whenever my mind wanders, it always finds its way back to you.”
― Ranata Suzuki

The climb to Catherine’s balcony had been a particularly arduous one, much
more difficult than Vincent remembered, not that he truly remembered the last
time he’d climbed there.
Of course, he’d been out of his mind then, and powerful because of it.
He remembered seeing his Shadow Self in a mirror she once had on a wall. He
remembered parts of destroying her apartment. He did not remember actually
travelling there.
In that, this journey was much the same. One moment, he was awake from a
dream of her, and in his chambers. The next, it seemed as if he was pulling
himself over the ledge to her balcony, his cape spilling itself over the stone
railing, as the rest of his body followed, exhausted.
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I made it. I’m here.
He rolled over and looked up at the night sky. Moonless, the stars seemed
brighter this much closer to heaven.
If I die here, it will be all right, he thought, making no move to rise.
He’d awakened from the dream of her and decided to go. To go, while the rest
he’d taken left him with some measure of stamina; stamina that would fade, he
knew, as the evening wore on, as any effort he made drained his energy.
He’d donned his cape and left. There had not been much more to it than that.
He carried no book with him this time, no battered copy of Dylan Thomas to keep
him company, (even if it had been madness-driven company last time) on the
journey. He simply knew he needed to go.
Home. The instinct was an insistent one. So, here he was.
The stones beneath his back were cold, and there was no light on in her
apartment. It didn’t matter. In a way, Vincent knew he hadn’t actually come here
to see Catherine. He’d come here just to be on the balcony again.
To be on the balcony, perhaps for the very last time.
I’m dying. I know I’m dying. My heart feels like … like lead in my chest. I’m
amazed it still beats. Please, God… let me just be here. Let me just… be.
With great effort, he pulled himself into a sitting position and moved himself
against the wall, facing outward, toward the city. He leaned his head back and
sighed, remembering all the nights he had stood on these stones, with Catherine.
Lights in the windows, tiny ones… a thousand lights. Behind every one of them…
a story. I love you, Catherine. I love… this place. Forgive me. Please forgive me.
I just… I just want to see it, one last time.
To his left, the potted rose bush sat, cut back for winter, and barren of blooms. It
looked dead. As dead as every dream he’d ever had… of Catherine… of them.
She’d been gardening, in his dream, just as she had in their shared past. She’d
been crouched beside the fledgling rose bush, the look of concentration on her
face so lovely, he wouldn’t have interrupted her for all the world, his or hers.
“I must have looked… pretty ridiculous.” Her smile had been a thing of selfeffacing charm.
“No. You looked… determined.” Vincent remembered dreaming it, even as he
remembered actually seeing it, and saying it.
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She’d pricked her finger on the bush, and from where he sat, Vincent visually
traced down one bare, thorny branch, to wonder which one of them had pierced
her, originally.
The bloody one, his mind informed him. It’s always the bloody one with us, isn’t
it, Catherine?
But rain and time had washed the evidence away.
Washed it away. Washed it into the pot. Maybe that’s why some of the roses are
red. Your blood is in the soil, Catherine.
He closed his eyes against the thought, and the image of “blood” came to him,
again, so much blood.
In his mind, he’d been stabbed with a long knife. No… no, it was shot with a
gun, the blood staining the chest of his shirt in a circular pattern. No, that was
wrong, too. A machete had torn across his hand. Or was it a cleverly hidden
blade, tucked into a cane that had rent his neck? He wasn’t sure. He only knew
that in his imaginings, the wound was mortal. And that this time, there was no
coming back from it.
Dying. Blood. So much blood.
Then, it was the image of blood spilling across a door; the vision of when
Paracelsus’ drug had held him in its detestable grip, and he’d been unable to
shake free of its effects.
Until you found me. Until you… touched me. Vincent remembered. Brought me
out of that hell. You saved me from my own demons, from my torments. How
good of you to do that. How much I… How much I needed it, Catherine.
A chill breeze danced across the balcony, tugging at the hem of his cape.
I suppose it was too much to hope that you could do that forever.
An hour passed, and he didn’t feel like moving. The cold settled in as the night
deepened, and still there was no light on in her apartment.
Perhaps you’ve gone to Providence, again. Or perhaps Elliot Burch has come to
take you away, to alleviate your sorrow, and offer you his love, once more.
Perhaps you’re working on a case, helping someone. Perhaps you’re at the
symphony, listening to something beautiful. I don’t know. I can’t feel you
anymore.
And it’s killing me.
I’m killing me.
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He wrapped the cape more tightly around himself, knowing that the chill air
would grow colder.
I just… I just wanted to be here. Remember the first time I came…
He sent his mind backward again, and for a moment, it appalled him to realize
that he couldn’t remember the first thing he’d said to her, upon seeing her. For a
long minute, his mind hunted.
“Your face.”
“They fixed it.”
And so they had.
He remembered the incredible feeling of her hand in his, her small, beautiful
hands, engulfed and enveloped by his own clawed, hirsute fingers. It had felt so
good.
So goooood.
He struggled to fill in the holes in his memory, recalling a scene he’d replayed in
his head so often he had once known it by heart.
I told you … I said… you should find someone. Someone to be a part of. I told
you I had no place in your world. You said… I can’t remember what you said.
I was so much wiser then. We should have listened to me, Catherine. You might
be holding your child in your arms – yours and Elliot’s perhaps, if you had.
But I swear I cannot regret how good it felt to hold your hands in mine, that
night. I can’t.
A tear slipped down his cheek.
And you read to me. Great Expectations. The last chapter.
The very last.
Winter’s chill enveloped him, but he didn’t feel it. For a moment, it was only
Autumn. He was on her balcony, that first time. She was settled across from him,
the book he’d brought her in her lap, the light from the doorway giving her just
enough illumination to read by.
‘No shadow of another parting from you.’
‘No shadow…of another parting… from you…’
Over his head, a thin, scattered rain began to fall. One that would have been
snow, had the air been colder.

583

Catherine turned the key in the lock of an apartment she was seriously
considering selling.
Or I could sublet it, maybe. Let Jenny move in. Be a landlord for a while, while
I... while I what?
She had no answer to the question. Indeed, it was that question that kept her still,
kept her where she was.
She no longer went into the park, and rarely looked out the windows in its
direction. Heartache waited for her there, and it was the jagged kind, the kind
that tore a hole right through her, and left her to bleed.
She tossed her briefcase on the sofa and toyed with, then dismissed the idea of
heating up something for dinner. She wasn’t hungry. She hadn’t had an appetite
since she couldn’t remember when.
A thin rain had begun to fall when she left the office late, one that was picking up
now.
No. I can’t sublet it. Vincent might come back one day. He might need me. Might
land on the balcony, looking for me. He doesn’t have the Bond. He wouldn’t
know I’m not here. He might walk right in on someone…
She looked toward the balcony doors on reflex. The sound of heavier droplets
starting to hit the glass drew her attention.
It’s almost like he’s knocking. Almost…
She crossed the room over to the doors before she could tell herself not to. Like
the park, (and Chinatown, and the sub-basement of her building) it was a place
she avoided, as much as she could, especially at night. But this night, she went
there. She just did.
She pushed back the veiled sheers, astonished to see him, sitting in almost exactly
the same place he’d been the first night they’d sat there, reading Dickens
together.
With a twist of the latch and a shove, she pushed the glass paned doors outward.
“Vincent?! You’re here?” she asked, crossing to him.
Dark folds of the cape stirred, and there was a weak voice from inside the drawn
down hood. “Am I?” he asked.
Something’s wrong. Something’s terribly wrong. She knew it. He barely sounded
like himself.
The voice strengthened, or tried to, as Vincent became more aware. “I… I wanted
to come here. But it was hard. I think I… fell asleep.”
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In the freezing cold, and it’s starting to sleet. How long have you been out here?
Catherine tried to calculate the span of time between “now” and “sunset.” Hours
had passed, at least. She knelt beside him. Without thinking of all the reasons
why she shouldn’t, she reached into his hood to touch his beloved cheek. It went
willingly into her palm.
And it was as cold as ice.
“Vincent… you have to come inside. I don’t know what you’re doing here, but
you’re freezing.”
She tugged him to his feet and, at first, he seemed docile enough. But when he
approached the threshold to her apartment, he stopped, eying the doorway.
“Last time I was here… I destroyed this.” This and more. I destroyed your home.
Then I returned to mine and destroyed… everything.
“It doesn’t matter,” she said, pulling him inward. It’s fixed. Everything is fixed.
Except for everything that’s broken.
“It does. It does matter.”
She had no answer for him other than to embrace him… fiercely. There was
desperation within her, and the joy of seeing him mixed with fear.

Joy and fear. We were always thus, he thought.
“Come in with me. Please.” It was all she could say.
He lifted a booted foot and placed it from “their world” into “hers.” He could feel
the difference between carpet and stone beneath his feet.

585

“I should return to the Tunnels.” He said it as he staggered, a little, but still
allowed himself to be pulled inside. Please don’t let me break something else.
“If you try, you’ll fall. If you fall… they’ll find you,” she said, not letting go of his
arm.
They. Them. The constant pronouns that meant the world would kill him, if it
caught him.
They won’t let us be together, Catherine. There just isn’t a way.
She pushed her bag off the couch and guided him to the space. He sat down
heavily upon it.
“I’m going to make a fire. You’re like ice,” she declared.
Am I? The dull question repeated itself, in his cold-fogged brain.
She cranked up the thermostat in her apartment, and set a long match to the prelaid kindling in the fireplace. Once it was going, she added a log, keeping her back
to him as she poked at the wood, determinedly.
He viewed her slim outline, as the glow from the flames grew, outlining her
feminine form.
You’ve lost weight. So have I. We’ve lost… everything. I’m so sorry, Catherine.
“What were… what were you doing out there?” she asked, when she dared turn
away from the fire to face him.
How to even answer?
He tugged down his hood. “I… nothing. If I say I just wanted to be near you, it’s
the truth, but that feels… hollow, somehow. If I say I just wanted to see you ‘one
last time’… we both know where that lie leads us.”
He stared into the flames as she put the fireplace poker back into its stand. The
warmth from the fire felt good.
“I just wanted to see you… one last time.” She remembered the words – from
over three years ago. He’d uttered them the night he’d come to her balcony, that
first time.
And they hadn’t seen each other ‘one last time.’ In a way, everything else that had
followed happened because of that.
How different would our lives have been, if you’d just left the book and gone
away? She wondered. How different, if I’d never come out on the balcony, never
asked you to stay?
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“Do you think the roses are red because you bled on them the night you planted
them?” he asked, the non sequitur throwing her a bit.
He glanced toward the balcony, and toward her dead-headed rose bush, then
back to the fire.
“I don’t know,” she answered honestly, recalling that night, when he had tended
to her injured finger. That moment, like so many others, seemed like some sort of
chance, felt as if something wonderful they were so close to, had been lost.
I don’t know much of anything right now. I’m thinking of leaving New York. I’m
thinking that maybe if I come back in a few months… or more… maybe we can…
maybe we can at least be friends. Perhaps we can salvage something. I think my
heart is broken. I think yours is, too. But at least it’s still beating.
The room continued to warm, and Vincent shrugged out of his cape. He breathed
in the familiar smelling smoke, the hot, dry air from her radiator less so. Radiated
heat had an unpleasant smell. One he’d never gotten used to, when he’d visited
the homes of helpers.
It didn’t matter now.
He knew she deserved honesty. We’ve always been truthful with each other… “I
think… I think I came because… I think I’m dying, Catherine.”
“No!” She went from calm to furious, in the space of a broken heartbeat, as she
crossed the space back to him. “No, and I say no!” she repeated, vehemently. Her
hands went to her hips.
‘No’ won’t change what’s—
She didn’t allow him to finish the thought.
“We’re wrecked. I’m throwing myself at every case, pushing for the harshest
sentences. Neither one of us can eat. I can barely sleep. We’re both … heartsick,
and lonely. And all of that has to be for something. So you will goddamn live,
Vincent!” She was scolding him, and she knew it. She also knew she couldn’t help
it. She modulated her tone.
“You have to live so… so that in six months, or a year, maybe, in two… if I have to
leave New York to bear this… I can come back. I can come down, maybe. Maybe…
be friends, somehow.”
The words were bleak and he almost smiled, wryly, that they’d had similar
fantasies of how this separation might end.
Even without the Bond we think the same, he thought.
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After what seemed a long moment, she settled, sitting on the couch with him. She
slid her tiny hand into his, and they just sat that way for a while.
His voice, when it came, was little above a sardonic whisper.
“I lost myself. I lost my mind. Then I died. Then I lost you.”
The odd order of the list wasn’t lost on either of them.
Her reply was just as strange, to both of them.
“Then we’re both lost. I’m ‘employee of the month’ material, but I’m scaring Joe.
I go in early and stay late, anything to make the day pass, anything so I don’t have
to… to think, don’t have to … remember.” She squeezed his hand.
He understood what she meant. Grappling with all they’d lost was devastating.
He didn’t think it was just that way for him. He knew, even without their Bond,
that she’d been suffering as well.
This isn’t what I wanted for us. Both of them thought it, but neither one of them
said it aloud.
“There is joy in your memories. But also… pain. I know, Catherine.”
She gazed into the fire with him. Her voice took on a dull, tired edge. “Every new
case… I want people punished. Fully. Beyond fully. They’re criminals and they’re
bad. I want them gone, locked away. Where they can’t hurt anyone, anymore.”
He understood that much. It was the rage that had possessed him, when two
young men had begun killing women for sport.
She heaved a long sigh. “But… not everyone deserves that. Mistakes aren’t the
same as malice. If this is justice, there’s no mercy in it.”
“I understand,” he replied, simply because he did. We were put through hell. By
a madman who never paid for it, other than to die for it. There was no justice in
that, for any of us.
“The days pass. I barely acknowledge them. I’ve no passion for anything. And
you have too much.”
The fire crackled as she acknowledged the truth of that.
“People in the office are looking at me like they don’t recognize me, but my “win”
percentages are off the charts. The mayor even noticed, wants to give me some
sort of commendation.” She looked back up at him. “He just doesn’t know why.”
She squeezed her love’s hand again. He barely returned the pressure.
“I don’t know what to do, Vincent,” she confided.
“Then for tonight… let us… do nothing,” he replied, making no move to leave.
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He closed his blue eyes as the warmth from the fire seeped into his bones. It felt
almost… good.
When he opened his eyes again, they were naked, with honesty.
“You can’t sleep. I can barely stay awake. You fight until you’re exhausted… I
barely move. I know we can’t be together. I know it’s too dangerous… for
everyone. But this… all of this… I swear. Nothing makes sense any more,
Catherine.”
She moved closer to him and simply held him. She had no words to refute
anything, so she didn’t offer him any. When he pulled a heavy arm upward to
envelop her in turn, she could have wept for the comfort, the familiarity of the
simple embrace, as his beloved arm settled around her.
Yes. This. Oh, how much I’ve missed just this. Being held by you, at night.
“Stay. Just stay,” she whispered, willing herself deeper into the thick vest he
wore. She breathed in his scent, and realized how long it had been since she’d
taken in that smell… the smell of candle smoke, and oatmeal soap, and leather,
and just plain Vincent.
“Just for a while,” she added.
He gathered her to him more closely, completely without the strength to refuse
her. “For a while,” he agreed.
They stayed that way for a long time. The fire burned down some, and they both
just watched it lick the edges of the log it was consuming.
“I don’t know what to do, Vincent,” Catherine repeated.
“Then for tonight… let us do nothing,” he replied tiredly, making no move to
leave.
She tugged a couch throw down and over both of them.
“I can do that,” she concluded, as they both simply allowed themselves to drift off
to sleep in each other’s arms.
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Chapter Six
Not All Pain is Emotional
Stories were full of hearts broken by love. But what really broke a heart was
taking away its dream – whatever that dream might be. – Pearl S. Buck

There was sunlight in the room when Catherine awoke beside him.
Damn. Oh, damn. We fell asleep. We both did. Now he’s stuck here. And I-She checked her watch. She was due in the office in ten minutes.
Call Joe. Ask for the day. He’ll gladly give it to you.
She extricated herself carefully from Vincent’s embrace. He was tucked into a
corner of the couch, looking like he should have been uncomfortable, yet still
asleep, eyes closed and body relaxed.
I love you, she thought, as she headed to the phone.
Joe did indeed grant her request for the day off. Catherine pleaded a scratchy
throat, and he jumped on the chance to scold her (again) about working too hard.

“Did I tell you? What did I tell you? Burning the candle at both ends, Radcliffe,”
he said, sounds of the office coming to life behind him. The phones were already
ringing. Someone walked by him and said “Morning, Joe.”
“You were right,” Catherine whispered scratchily, as much to affect the sound of a
sore throat as to try to not wake Vincent.
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“That’s what I like to hear,” Joe replied.
By the time he was instructing her to take care of herself and he’d see her on
Monday, Vincent was stirring, having heard at least her side of the back-andforth conversation.
So much for trying to let you sleep in, Catherine thought, as she hung up the
phone.
He took in the light in the room, and leaned forward, elbows on his knees.
Daylight, he thought. This is like our worst nightmare, replaying itself. By
sundown, I’ll be telling her I love her, but that I must return Below. God, what
have I done?
“I shouldn’t have come,” he stated, as Catherine took him in. In spite of his
diminished state, he looked huge, compared to her sofa… the sofa they’d both
slept on, last night.
She had no way to refute him.
“Be that as it may, we both know you’re stuck here. I’m making toast and coffee.
I’m hungry,” she declared.
She was, and after a few minutes, Vincent realized the empty, growling sensation
in his stomach was telegraphing that he too, hadn’t had a decent meal in a while.
The simple smell of toasting bread and melting butter made his mouth water.
Straightening his clothing, he met her in her kitchen, instinctively avoiding the
larger windows in her living room. She was piling toast onto a plate. The size of
the pile indicated there was plenty for both of them.
“I don’t have jam. I don’t have eggs or milk. If you want leftover takeout from two
days ago, there’s that.” She indicated the contents of her refrigerator with a nod
of her head.
“This is more than generous. I … I didn’t mean to be here, Catherine. Didn’t mean
to cost you your work.”
Her delicate eyebrow rose. “New York will thank you.” She poured a cup of coffee
from the carafe. “Coffee? Or would you rather I make you some tea?” She held up
the pot.
Tea was most of what had been keeping him on his feet. But he found he didn’t
want any. “Just water will be fine.” He sat across the small table from her and
helped himself to the food, as she set a glass of water near his elbow.
His hand shook a little as he drank, and he noticed it, though Catherine didn’t,
being preoccupied with stirring sugar into her cup. The hand tremor was a thing
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that came and went with him, along with the other physical ailments that seemed
to beset him these days. He noticed it more in the morning. It would pass.
He ate a triangle of toast and was surprised to find it tasted beyond good, and he
craved more. He wolfed down a second piece, then a third. By the time he was on
his fifth one, Catherine arose to put more bread in the toaster.
“Appetite coming back?” she asked, eating a little more than she thought she
would herself.
“Yes.” The knowledge surprised him. It had been weeks since he’d actually felt
what he would call sincerely “hungry.”
See, we’re not totally bad for each other, she thought. She knew it was true. It
was just that she also knew that the times they were bad for each other, the
results had been catastrophic for him. She waited for the toast to pop up, then
served it to him, dry. She was now as out of butter as she was almost everything
else.
He finished what was on his plate, then downed the water.
Now would normally be the time the small effort made him sleepy.
She offered him what was left on her plate, but he declined. As she rinsed the
butter knife and put the plates into the dishwasher, he returned to the living
room.
She found him seated on the couch where they’d spent the night together. He was
leaning with his head back, against the deeply tufted cushion. He looked out of
place there, with sunlight streaming through her windows.
I don’t know about you, but I think I slept better last night than I have in ages,
she thought.
“Would you like to read? Or… Or I could turn on the television. I don’t imagine
you get much of a chance to watch TV,” she offered.
He lifted his head and simply regarded her, standing in the kitchen doorway,
wiping her hands on a dish towel. She looked rumpled, having slept in yesterday’s
clothes. He knew he looked no better.
“I’ve seen television in the homes of Helpers. It’s not something I… prefer,” he
said, watching as she crossed to the bookcase.
“I don’t want to read,” he said.
He didn’t bother explaining to her that the very act of trying to focus on a page
made him more exhausted than he could bear.
She paused mid-step, not sure what to offer next.
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“You don’t have to entertain me, Catherine. I didn’t mean to be here. It was an
accident.”
She looked down and her cheeks reddened a little, though he had no idea why
they should.
“I know you didn’t,” she replied shortly, setting the towel down on a side table.
“Neither of us mean to do the things we’re doing.”
He wasn’t sure what she meant by that rather cryptic reply, even as he had to
admit she was correct.
She turned on the radio without asking him if he wanted music, and set it to a
classical station. He stretched out his legs as far as he could, and crossed them at
the ankles, trying to relax. His full stomach felt tight.
Probably thanks to eating a meal, he concluded, sighing, as the strains of a
Mozart concerto washed over him.
“I… I’m going to change clothes,” she said. “I don’t have anything for you. I’m
sorry.”
There’s no reason for you to have anything of mine, is there, Catherine?
“I’m fine as I am,” he replied. It would hardly be the first time he’d spent longer
than a day in the same set of clothes. The last time he was here had been three
days.
You have nothing I’ve worn. But I have something that was once yours, in a
way. Something you don’t even know about.
He thought of the warm Tunnel dress she’d worn during her convalescence the
first week he met her. How she didn’t know that he’d saved it, wrapped it in tissue
paper, and put it at the bottom of one of his drawers.
He never could articulate why he kept the gown, the one she left discarded on his
bed, the day she returned to her world. For a long time it smelled like her, but
that eventually faded away.
Like everything else, he thought.
He watched her enter the shuttered doors to her bedroom, and heard her pulling
out drawers. He checked the clock on the mantle, knowing time was going to
crawl until it was dark enough for him to leave. Perhaps he’d just doze on her
sofa, until it was time. Sleep made the day go by. Sleep made all the days go by.
He closed his eyes to the music, surprised that sleep wouldn’t come.
It’s because I’m here, he thought. Here, rather than back in my chambers, back
in my own bed.
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She came out of the bedroom wearing a pair of tan slacks and a chocolate colored
pullover. Dark socks encased her feet. She looked warm and comfortable.
“Can I get you anything?” she asked, as she emerged.
“No. You don’t have to wait on me, Catherine.” Please don’t. Don’t make us polite
strangers. Not yet.
He extended his arm across the back of the couch, and gestured to her, an
invitation to sit down. She did so, tucking one knee under her, allowing a bit of
space between them. She settled her elbow on the back of the couch and put a
thoughtful fist beneath her chin.
“I’m not trying to wait on you. I’m just trying to… I don’t know,” she admitted. “I
don’t know what I’m trying to do. I’m not sure what we’re trying to do, either.”
Survive. We’re trying to survive this. Without killing each other. Or someone
else. Which would be unique, considering how we’ve spent – how I’ve spent the past year.
It was a thought he didn’t dare utter aloud. What he said instead was:
“I still have something of yours. Something you wore.”
“What?” she looked puzzled at the statement. What are you talking about?
“Before you went to change, you said you had no clothes for me. It reminded me…
I kept something of yours, from a long time ago.”
“What?” she asked, wondering what it could possibly b, from “A long time ago.”
“I have the dress you wore.”
“What dress?” she asked, having no idea.
“The Tunnel gown they gave to you, after Father had… had tended to your
injuries. The one you were in the day you took the bandages off. The one you
wore the last day… the last day…”
Understanding dawned. “The last day I was in your world, before I returned to
mine.” She sighed, remembering that day, remembering all of it, and the simple,
Tunnel patchwork gown she’d been wearing. She hadn’t “seen” it until that day,
the day she’d removed her bandages. She hadn’t seen anything, really.
Until she’d seen her own ravaged face, in the bowl of a headlamp reflector.
And then she’d seen his.
How beloved your face looks to me now, she thought, appreciating the difference
from that day to this one.
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She reached over to cup his cheek, then looked upward to his forehead, to the
place where the reflector had hit him after she had thrown it in surprise and fear.
I hurt you the first moment I saw you. I wish I hadn’t. Maybe it was a sign.
Maybe we should have known.
“Part of me wishes I still had that gown… that I never took it off, that I just…
stayed down there… somehow… with you.”
He shook his head gently, not wanting to disengage her. “That was not your fate.
My home… my prison sometimes… it cannot be yours, Catherine. Your life … it’s
meant to be --“
“Please don’t tell me what my life was meant to be,” she interrupted, removing
her hand. “Even if you’re not wrong. I just… I don’t think I can bear it right now.”
She looked beyond him, toward the doors, and the morning-lit city past them.
“My father thought he knew what my life was going to be. Then I thought I did.
Then you thought you did. And none of us pictured this. So … it turns out we
were all wrong. And you… kept my gown.”
“In the bottom drawer of my dresser, wrapped in paper.”
Really?
“Why did you keep it?”
Now it was his turn to redden a little. “It… it carried the scent you left on it. The
first night… I lay there… where you had lain. Your smell was… everywhere, on the
pillow, the sheets. It was all over me. Part of me thinks… perhaps that was the
first night I felt a glimmer of our Bond.”
“So you kept the gown?”
“I arose the next morning and pulled it out of the basket I use for laundry, yes.”
So you kept it. A memento of our Bond, of our time together, of me. Three years,
and I never knew.
“So it’s still there?” she asked.
He nodded slightly, looking at some unspecified point on her mantle.
“I don’t… take it out. I don’t look at it. Right now, I’m not even certain I could
bear to. But I know it’s there.” A lonely man’s fantasy. Or was it just a wish I
had, back when I still knew how to do that?
He shifted a little more, trying to ease the pressure on his stomach. Cramps. I
should have eaten more slowly. The pain wasn’t that bad. But he was aware that
he was feeling warm.
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She smiled, a little. “I remember that gown,” she recalled. “White, and warm,
with brown stitching around the collar, and holding the arms on. I remember
feeling how soft it was. I think… I think somehow… it helped me know that all of
you were trying to take good care of me, that you meant me no harm.”
“I didn’t want you to be afraid.”
“I remember. I tried not to be. And then… after a while… somewhere between the
first chapter of Great Expectations and the twentieth… I guess I wasn’t anymore.”
He smiled a little at her recollection. The gesture almost felt foreign to his face.
How long since I smiled? How long since I… anything?
The music changed, and unexpectedly, the introduction to the Unfinished
Symphony came through the speaker. In an instant, he was transported backward
in time, the space of a year.
You. You were covered with rain, and covered in music. Laughing in it.
Listening, as the orchestra faded, but thunder increased. The water came down,
and it covered you. It dripped from your pearls. I remember. I remember it.
“God, I remember this,” he said, before he could call the words back. The subtle
introduction to the piece began to swell. “I remember this. I remember you. A
more beautiful sight I never saw. I was happy. You were… jubilant. What a night.
What a… what an amazing treasure of a night.”
It was. You were. We both were. She smiled at the recollection.
“I was on my knees, right under the grate,” she recalled. “I fell on you. And the
rain fell on us both,” she described, loving the memory of it with him. “We were
wonderful.”
We were. Before it all went to hell. We were wonderful.
A soft peace settled over Catherine, as the music filled the room. She thought it
was the same for Vincent, but his leg moved restlessly.
After a moment, he stood up and went into her bathroom. She heard the tap
water running in the sink. When he emerged, he looked uncomfortable.
“Something wrong?” she asked.
“Nothing,” he replied, as Schubert faded from the room. A commercial came on.
Something about supporting the local radio station. Catherine didn’t like his
color. He was growing pale.
“Vincent… sit down. Sit back down before you… oh!”
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He never made it to the couch, before he dropped to his knees, clutching his
midsection.
He cried out in pain and then fell onto his side on the carpeted floor. She rushed
to him.
“Vincent!”
“Catherine, no! Get away from me!”
He was panting, and writhing, his body wracked with a pain Catherine couldn’t
name. At first, she thought it was something with his stomach, but in a moment,
he was holding his arms across his upper torso, tucking his hands beneath his
armpits, shivering.
“Vincent, what?!” It was all she could say as she ignored his instructions and
knelt beside him. He was bathed in sweat.
“I don’t… know,” he answered, fighting to both hold down his breakfast and hold
himself still. “Cramps. Every…where. Shivering. Like… c-cold.”
She grabbed the couch throw and put it over him, throwing herself there as well,
trying to give him warmth.
Vincent was owned by misery. No … control. Dear God. Not again. Get away,
Catherine, get away! Away from me! He tried to say it, but his shivering body
refused to obey him.
His body shook and his calf muscles tightened from an excruciating charley horse
that wouldn’t abate. His stomach pitched, and he swallowed his gorge. What is
this? Why?!
“Vincent.” She said his name, but finally obeyed him, as he felt her rise.
For a moment, he knew relief, thinking she was leaving him, shaking in her
apartment. I’m dangerous. No control. This is how it always starts… Get away.
Go. Far.
He was wrong. She was punching out numbers on her telephone.
“Peter, it’s Cathy. I need you to come over, right now! It’s Vincent. He’s here. And
he’s having… some kind of seizure. I … he’s in pain. Extreme. Please… hurry!” She
hung up the phone and returned to him, determined to help.
“Tell me where it’s worst,” she ordered, trying to understand what this was.
The demand helped him think, helped him localize his agony.
“My l-leg.” He held the knee as the calf muscle continued to torture him. The
stomach cramps were abating.
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“Here?” Catherine asked, feeling her way down his calf. The muscle was knotted,
and tense.
“Ye-es.”
She massaged his calf, speaking to him all the while. Work out’s with Isaac
Stubbs had given her too many charley horses not to recognize the spasm for
what it was. “I’ve got you. It’s going to be all right. I’ve got you.”
She soothed him as she worked, her voice a blessed, anchoring tie. She reached
for his foot and moved it so that the toe was pointing up, as far as it could.
“Vincent, lift your toe. Point it up. It will hurt at first, then-“
He did as she bid him and pain tore through him. Then… relief. Sweet and
blessed relief.
After a moment, the cramp subsided. It left him sore, but not disabled.
“Can you sit up?” she asked. He wasn’t sure if he should try. The gurgling in his
stomach was still making itself known.
“No.” He gasped out the word.
“What is it? Is it the food? But… it was just toast. I don’t feel sick.” She was trying
to discern what was happening to him.
“My stomach… in knots. My arms. Pain… everywhere.”
“Were you like this at home? Back in the Tunnels?”
“N-no.” This is home.
He took a deep breath and felt the better for it. After another few moments of
lying on her floor he sat up and leaned against the couch for support. He wiped
his forehead. His hair was wet with perspiration.
What is this? And then, a stray, sardonic thought. Well. We’re doing about as
well as we usually do. At least I didn’t break your things this time.
“You… you never had this before? Should I get you some water?” she asked, her
eyes pools of green worry.
“N-no.” He answered, knowing he wouldn’t be able to hold it down, if she did. “I
don’t… I don’t know what this is. I’m sorry, Catherine.” Sorry I bring this to you.
Sorry for all of it.
“Shhh. You’re sick. Peter is on his way.”
I’m always sick. Somehow. How can you bear to be near me?
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The gurgling in his stomach subsided, but the episode left him feeling weak. Tea.
Tea with sugar. Something warm. That might help.
He asked her for some, hating that he was too weak to even do that much for
himself.
“I’ll make it. You stay right here,” she directed.
She was in the kitchen, when Peter Alcott knocked on her door. When she opened
it, he wasted no time on conversation, crossing to where Vincent was still sitting
on her floor.
“How long has he been this way?” Peter asked, checking Vincent’s pulse. He was
still pale, but slowly, his normal, coppery color was returning.
“It happened when I called you. He was in agony. At first, it looked like stomach
cramps, but I massaged a charley horse out of his leg.”
“I was freezing. Then… sweating,” Vincent said. “The pain was… everywhere. In
every muscle I had.”
“Vincent, has this happened before?” Peter asked.
“No. I don’t understand,” Vincent replied, leaning his head back, trying to rest it
on the sofa cushion.
“Jacob says you haven’t been yourself,” Peter nudged.
There’s an understatement. “Yes, but… not like this. I sleep… too much. I feel…
lethargic. Not in pain.”
Peter took his stethoscope out of his doctor’s bag, and examined his patient.
“Your heart is strong. Lungs are clear.”
“I’m cold, again. No. Not cold. Now I feel warm. Too warm.” He pushed the throw
aside and tugged at the top button of his shirt, yanking the collar button open.
“Do you still want the tea?” Catherine asked.
“Yes. No. I… I don’t know,” Vincent answered, glad Peter was here with her, in
case he lost control again.
What will they do if I start to see… him, again? If I begin to destroy this place?
Does he have something that will bring me down? Does she… does she still have
a gun?
He tugged his shirt free of the waistband of his pants, trying to dissipate a sense
of warmth that was crawling, unevenly, over his flesh. “Too hot,” he complained,
wanting the cool air of the balcony. But he couldn’t go outside. It was broad
daylight.
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Peter held his wrist. “He’s sweating. And his pulse is getting thready. Vincent… I
think you’re about to have another round of cramps,” Peter advised. “Get ready.”
“Peter, what is this? Is it the flu?” Catherine asked.
“I don’t know.” Peter shook his head, not liking Vincent’s pupils, which were
blowing wide. “He’s never caught the flu, even when others have. Natural
immunity. Like with Dimitri, when there was plague.”
Plague. That’s right. Plague, in the Tunnels. I brought him down. Death…
follows me. Vincent drew his legs up, wondering if Peter was right. His neck
began to ache.
“Cathy, get me a cold compress, and also a hot water bottle. I think he’s going to
need both.”
“What… what’s wrong with me?” Vincent asked.
“I’m not sure,” Peter confessed. “But we’re going to treat the symptoms, while we
figure it out.”
Symptoms. Of me. Losing control. Again… “Catherine… has a gun. Use it, if
you… have to.”
Catherine shot Peter a look. It told him all it needed to.
Peter made no reply, readying a syringe, as he watched his patient.
“Antibiotics,” Peter explained. “Just in case it helps.”
From his position on the floor, Vincent’s hands began to shake, and he clutched
his knees to his chest, tighter, trying to still them. No. It’s happening. Again.
Peter was right. Cramps. Now.
Another round of trembling overtook him, almost as bad as before. For Vincent’s
part, all he could say was that the pain, when it came, was at least expected. That
made it easier to deal with, in spite of the fact that the calf tightened up again.
What… what is this?
“Peter, here,” Catherine said, handing him the cold compress as she went to work
on his leg. “It’s going to be all right. It will pass,” she reassured Vincent.
It was. And it wasn’t. The physician in the room knew what was about to happen,
judging by Vincent’s sudden loss of color.
“Cathy, get me a bowl. He’s going to give up whatever is in his stomach,” Peter
ordered.
She did as Peter bid her and Vincent was humiliated a moment later, to find out
that Peter was right. Catherine held his hair back, as he retched. After he finished,
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he began shaking again, tired from the effort all this took. Whatever “all this”
was.
Catherine left with the evidence of breakfast, and retuned with a wet washcloth
for his mouth. She didn’t know what else to do.
“Vincent. Is this more than physical? Are you seeing things? Seeing things that
aren’t there?” Peter asked, holding the big man’s shoulders, as the tremors
subsided once more.
“No.” The usually sonorous voice was a rough whisper. He leaned his head back
against the couch. “But I did before.”
“Before?” Peter pressed.
“Before… months ago. When I was… ill. When I … lost myself. I saw… My
Darkness.”
“You saw… what?” Peter asked, putting a cold cloth to his forehead. He reached
for the discarded throw and settled it across his patient’s knees.
“My… myself. But not myself. The evil part of me. The Dark Part. The part that…
controls me. When I… when I kill. Sometimes.”
Catherine exchanged glances with Peter. “He told me about this,” she said.
“Months ago. When he stayed in my apartment. Before he--”
“Destroyed it. When I destroyed your apartment,” Vincent corrected.
“You saw this here?” Peter pressed.
“Here. And in the Tunnels,” Vincent answered, feeling weak and thirsty.
“Here. Sip. Just a sip,” Peter instructed, intuiting his patient’s need as he held a
cup of water to Vincent’s unique lips.
“Vincent, I want you to think hard. To remember something. Did you see this
vision here at Cathy’s first? Or in the Tunnels?”
Vincent sipped the water, just enough to wet his tongue, then answered: “The
Tunnels. And… I saw other things. I … had nightmares. I… woke up in the park,
one morning. I was caught. They shot me.”
“This was a common dream? It repeated?” Peter pressed. Catherine kept quiet.
Why are you asking this? What does it have to do with anything? He’s not
having a nightmare, now.
“I… it did. I died… In my dreams. I always… died.”
Peter prepared a second syringe and gave him another shot. “I don’t think this is
going to help. But it’s worth a try.”
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“Peter, help him. You’re a doctor! You have to help him!” Catherine urged.
Vincent gazed at her, a world of fatigue in the look. There’s no help for me. I’m
not a man, Catherine, Vincent thought. Don’t be angry with him.
“I lost my mind. Lost… myself. It isn’t Peter’s fault, Catherine. It’s me. It’s in me.
It’s what I am,” he said weakly.
“No. I don’t accept that. I refuse to!” She held his head while Peter worked. Her
lips, when they caressed his temple, felt like a soft blessing.
I love you. Vincent thought. I have always loved you. Please remember it.
Remember… when I’m gone.
“Cathy, I need a prescription filled,” Peter said. “It will help with the stomach
cramps at least.” He fished a prescription pad out of his bag. “Get this filled
anywhere.”
“I’ll hurry,” Catherine replied, getting up to retrieve her purse. “I have aspirin for
fever.”
“He doesn’t actually have one. He’s having hot and cold flashes, not a sustained
fever. And aspirin will just tear up his stomach.”
Peter put a steadying hand on Vincent’s shoulder, as he glanced up at Catherine.
“There are things he doesn’t react well to. And others he’s fine with.” The kind
eyes returned back to Vincent. “I gave you this when you were a boy.”
Vincent felt the lack of her close presence, as Catherine shrugged into her coat.
Don’t… don’t leave. It was a weak, unuttered thought.
“Anything else?” she asked.
“Drop a note to Clarence, the Sax player, for Jacob. I sent word I was coming
here, and why. Let Father know I’m treating him.”
“I will.” She addressed Vincent. “I’ll be back. Soon. I promise.”
He nodded, as he watched her go.
When the door clicked behind her, Vincent turned his blue eyes to Peter. “Peter…
I think… I’m dying. She… she doesn’t want to face it. You’re going to have to tell
her.”
Peter shook his head. “I don’t think so. But I think before this is over, you just
might wish you did.” The physician’s lips were set in a grim line, as he went down
on one knee and leaned over his patient.
“Is your mouth dry?” Peter asked.
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Vincent was surprised to realize he was, in spite of the water he’d just drunk.
“Yes. Peter… do you know what this is?”
Peter pulled a penlight out of his bag.
“No. Not yet. I’m just confirming how dehydrated you are.”
“I drink, in my chambers. Tea, mostly.”
“But you’re never hungry?”
“I was. This morning, I was. It’s why I ate.”
Peter took the information in. “And we can all see how well that’s going. Tell me
when the fever and chills start again. Look at me.” He clicked on the light.
Vincent jerked his head away when Peter shone the light in them.
“That hurts?”
“Yes. More than it should.” A spike of pain passed between his temples.
“That’s because your pupils have gone from blown wide to small as pinpoints, in
the time since I’ve been here. Vincent... have you been… exposed to something…
unusual? Some… part of the Tunnels you’ve been to, some… food you’ve eaten?
Lead, from the older pipes? Anything out of the ordinary?”
Vincent sighed. “To speak truth to it… I’ve barely left my chambers in weeks.”
“Jacob told me you seemed like you were recovering. That your strength was
coming back. Slower than he liked, but--“
The great head shook, barely. “It isn’t. It never has. Not since… since…”
“Since the day Jacob found you in the cave? With Catherine?” Peter asked.
Vincent nodded, then thought better of the gesture. Pain. In my head. Right
behind my eyes. I wish it would stop.
“When I awoke… our Bond was gone. My… my life…force felt gone, Peter. My
memories were scattered. Some I think are still missing.”
“That’s not… unusual, considering what happened to you,” Peter soothed.
“Today, Catherine and I listened to Schubert. It means something to us. And I
can tell you that the first night we heard it together, it rained. And that she… she
looked beautiful… I know she wore jewelry. Pearls. But I can’t remember the
color of her dress.”
“That’s a small detail to forget.”
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Vincent denied it. “Not for me. I know I used to know. I used to be able to see it,
in my mind’s eye. But now… there’s mist around her. It’s like she’s in a fog.”
Beads of perspiration began to pop out on the larger man’s forehead.
“You’re starting to sweat. Heat, or chills?” Peter asked. Vincent pulled the blanket
up higher.
“Chills,” he replied, just in time for his teeth to begin to chatter.
This is misery. This is loss. I have no control. Help me. Please.
The cramps hit his already abused abdomen again, less severely this time, but
still unpleasant. Vincent noticed Peter checking his watch, as the episode
happened.
“Peter… what is causing this?” Vincent asked.
“Whatever it is, it’s episodic. You’re having it roughly every twenty minutes. Do
you think if we get the cramps under control, you can sleep?
Vincent doubted it. Which was odd, because before this, sleep was the only thing
he’d been able to accomplish.
“I… I’m not sure.” He tried to swallow. His throat felt tight. His mouth was the
Sahara desert.
“I asked Catherine to make me some tea.”
Peter nodded, handing the water glass back to him. “Let’s stick to water, for now.
No more than a couple sips. But we’ll do it every time you’re steady enough.”
“You asked about my dreams. Why?”
Peter rubbed his jaw, thoughtfully. Depression? Psychosis? Virus, one that hits
him harder than anyone else, thanks to what he is? What is this?
“Vincent… I don’t like the direction my thoughts are going. But bear with me a
little longer. I want you to think back. This year… it’s been a horrible one for you.”
It had been. And if there were gaps in Vincent’s memory, he blessed at least some
of them.
“Yes. For Catherine, as well,” Vincent replied.
Peter nodded that it had been. But Catherine’s travails weren’t where he wanted
Vincent’s head focused.
“You were under… incredible pressure. There was a reporter. He had
photographs of you?” Peter asked.
“Yes. But that was months ago. Paracelsus… he was part of Paracelsus’ plan.”
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Paracelsus. Who was now dead in the catacombs. Peter shrugged his welltailored shoulders.
“Vincent… I want you to think back, and concentrate as much as you can. When
did you first begin to notice… distinct changes in how you felt? When did you
start to lose control of yourself? When was that more than just a vague feeling?”
Vincent searched his memory, down through the months of a bloody year.
“It was… I can’t quite remember the beginning of it. When… when there were
young men killing for sport, in the park. Catherine’s world could do nothing to
stop them. So I… I hunted them. I … I wanted to hunt them. To stop them.”
“Why did that feel… exceptional?”
Vincent closed his eyes. “Sometimes… I felt… detached from myself. Like an
onlooker, inside my own skin.”
“Like it wasn’t you?”
The great head nodded, subtly. “Like the dark part of myself was already …
gaining strength. Taking control.”
They both heard Catherine’s key scrape the lock. When she entered, she removed
a deep blue bottle from a white bag. “The pharmacist says he hopes my stomach
cramps go away.”
“They’re about to,” Peter deadpanned, unscrewing the cap. “You’ve had this
before. Back when half the Tunnels came down with food poisoning.
Remember?”
Vincent took the bottle from him and took a long swallow. The liquid was chalky,
but not unpleasant. He wiped his mouth with his hand.
“When I was young. The kitchen was more… basic. The meat went bad.”
He felt the liquid trail down his esophagus, leaving calm in its wake. When he
exhaled, gratefully, he tasted peppermint.
“More,” he said, thankful for the relief.
“Vincent… go easy. This has to last you. In case the symptoms return.”
“Do you think they will, Peter?” Catherine asked, taking in the obvious look of
relief on Vincent’s face. “I swear I ate the same thing he did. Toast. That wouldn’t
have caused this… would it?”
“No. I don’t think this is food poisoning, Cathy. According to Jacob, he barely
eats. And it doesn’t jive with the muscle cramps he’s having, which are all over.
Come on, big man. We’re going to get you into a bed, while you can still move.”
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He took the bottle away from Vincent and slung an arm across his shoulder.
“Cathy, get his other side.”
“I should… I can stay here,” Vincent said.
“I don’t think that’s wise. You’ll rest better in a bed. And it’s closer to the
bathroom.”
They helped Vincent stand, and steadied him. The unusual looking trio made
their way into Catherine’s bedroom.
“I’ll… I will return home. As soon as it’s dark,” Vincent promised, praying he’d be
able to.
“And have a shaking fit in the middle of Central Park? I think you’re going to
want to rethink that, Vincent,” Peter advised.
Peter’s pager went off, just as they were settling him in Catherine’s bed.
“And that’s the hospital.” He checked the message. “I have a patient with
contractions. I’m sorry, Cathy. I can’t stay.”
“But Peter…” Catherine was clearly alarmed.
“I think he’ll be more comfortable now. I pray he sleeps, and that whatever this is
passes.”
Catherine looked worried. Vincent, perspiring from the exertion of moving to the
bedroom, closed his eyes.
“Come,” Peter motioned her to follow him to her living room.
Catherine obeyed him. “Peter… you don’t know what he has, do you?”
“I can tell you what it isn’t. It’s not flu, or the hot flashes would be fever, and that
would be more constant. It's not bacterial. He’s resistant to most of those
infections. That leaves me treating the symptoms of some kind of virus. One that
might be unique to him.”
“He’s… he’s afraid he’s slipping again. All you had to do was look into his eyes to
know it,” Catherine whispered.
Peter shook his head. “I don’t think this is like that, either. That was more
mental, psychological. This… this has a decidedly physical component. The
shaking, the sweats… I don’t like this Cathy, I won’t tell you I do. But whatever it
is, I don’t think we’ve seen him with it before.”
“He could get worse, then,” Catherine said.
“Or he could get better,” Peter countered. “We just don’t know.”
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“What do we do?” she asked.
“Treat the symptoms, and let the medicine work. I’ll get another note to Jacob. If
anything happens… call Lin Pei, or Wong, and tell them to get here, on the
double. I’ll get back here as soon as I can.”
“I’m worried, Peter. We stayed apart so he would be safe. Now, he’s back in my
apartment less than a day, and he’s ill.”
He reached over and gave her arm a reassuring squeeze. “We’ll figure it out,
Cathy.”
His pager beeped again, insistently. “Duty calls. I will come back.” He headed for
her door.
“What do I… what can I do for him?”
“Keep him comfortable. If he wants to eat, do it, but I’d stick to liquids for now.
Cold compresses for the heat, warm for the chills. He’s going to work you.”
Catherine’s chin raised a notch. “I’d do anything for him. You know that.”
Peter nodded, as he bid her goodbye. “I know.”
When the door closed behind him, Catherine leaned against it, heavily.
Vincent. In my bed. And sick as a dog. We just can’t catch a break, can we?
She heard him move in the bed, through the partially open door. He moaned,
softly.
I’m here, Vincent. I’m here. I wish we still had our Bond. I wish you could feel
me, rather than just see me. You’d know I am here, that I’ll always be here for
you.
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Chapter Seven
Illness

What lies before us and what lies behind us are small matters compared to what
lies within us. ~ Henry David Thoreau

Catherine set a fresh glass of water on the bedside table and straightened the
covers around her dozing love. His sleep remained restless. Less so, Catherine
discovered, when she was lying in bed next to him. Bond or no, her close presence
seemed to help calm him. She lifted the covers, gently slid in next to him, and
kept a hand on his biceps. They both slept for a few hours.
When her eyes next opened, she was surprised to find that he was already awake.
Awake, still next to her, and staring out her balcony window.
He turned back to face her. “I feel you,” he said, squeezing her hand. “Yet… I
don’t feel you. I miss our Bond. I miss it so much, Catherine,” he said, glancing
over to watch the late morning sun track its way into a winter-grey afternoon.
What to say to that? She decided to go with plain honesty.
“I do, too,” she replied, propping herself up on one elbow.
His eyes traced over her, then looked to the cityscape, beyond. It was a city he
rarely saw in daylight, and from this high up.
“I would feel you, sometimes, at your work. I wasn’t trying. But sometimes…
you’d… feel something, strongly. Triumphant, when you won a case. Angry,
sometimes, when you saw all the ugliness you were fighting against. Concern.
Determination… I would be in my world, and it would… wash over me, and I
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knew you were feeling it … distinctly.” The blue eyes tracked back to her. “And I
would think, ‘There she is. There is my Catherine.’”
He sighed, and brought one hand up to trace her bangs. He tucked a stray lock of
hair behind her lovely ear, the one that had the scar near it.
You look like you feel better. Good, Catherine thought.
“You never let them fix this,” he said, brushing her cheek with the back of his
knuckles.
“I never wanted them to,” she said simply. She caught his hand and planted a kiss
in his palm.
Her soft green eyes seemed to be studying his unique face for a long moment.
This thing we both miss. It was dangerous for us. Dangerous for you.
“I know you miss… how… connected we were. And I miss it, too,” she said,
referring to their Bond. “At first… there were some times when I thought it was
intrusive, like I’d lost my privacy. But after a while... I don’t know. It was just a
part of us. Now it feels like… like we’re closed off from each other. Separate.”
We are closed off from each other and separate. We thought it was for the best,
and easier for us, in some ways, now that the Bond is gone.
“Perhaps it will come back,” she said, hoping it was true, and not hoping it, at the
same time. The bond exposed him to risk. And the risk exposed him to…
nightmares. Ones he couldn’t control, of both the waking and sleeping variety.
“Or perhaps… perhaps fate was telling us it was time. Time to part,” he replied.
No. That can’t be right. That can never be right.
“I don’t believe that. I will never believe that.”
He raised his head and settled it on his bent arm. “Catherine… think about it. I…
died. And when I was brought back, our Bond was… gone. It was as if my passing
took it away.”
“Vincent… once you’re well again, once you’re… more yourself again… it could
return. Have you tried?”
Once I’m well again? What makes you think I ever will be? he thought, feeling
the malingering weakness, even if he wasn’t in pain at the moment. But what he
said was“I never… caused it… to begin with.” He closed his eyes over a memory, blessing
that it was still there.
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“When it happened … it was like magic, unexpected magic.” The voice had a
wistful edge. “I was as surprised as you. One moment it wasn’t there. Then the
next… it was. I don’t know why it began. I don’t know how to… begin it, again. I’m
only… astonished that it ever did.” The blue eyes that had suffered so much went
soft with the memory.
“And you came to my balcony.” She smiled at him, unaccountably, a little shyly.
She was remembering their reunion. How important it was, for both of them.
“I came to your balcony.” How could I not?
Then, his expression changed, and Catherine recognized it as the look of
discomfort he’d worn before. The peaceful moment was ended.
Another round of hard tremors shook him, seizing upon him suddenly. His teeth
chattered, and he drew his legs up to his chest and held his knees, while she held
him. It seemed to take longer to abate this time, and Catherine cursed herself that
she hadn’t looked at the bedside clock to be sure.
As always, when it was done, he was damp with sweat, especially at the temples
and along his hairline.
His hair is so thick, she marveled, and then realized his body must be equally
uncomfortable, considering.
“I’m right here,” she whispered, wiping away the perspiration with a now oft-used
rag. “I won’t leave you.”
Perhaps. But I think I’m going to leave you, he thought, feeling weaker each time
the seizure rode him.
“I know,” he whispered back, afraid of what that might mean, for her.
“Is it as bad as before?” she asked, setting the cloth aside. She laid her soft palm
against his temple, holding the hair back. He blessed being able to feel at least
this much of her skin against his own.
I miss you. God, how I miss you, he thought, aware of the irony, considering that
he was lying beside her.
“I’m not sure,” he replied to her question. “The stomach cramps are gone, at least.
Or they’re not as bad as they were.”
That would be thanks to Peter’s medicine. They both knew that much. Vincent
also knew he couldn’t name the last meal he’d kept down.
Catherine pressed the glass of water to his lips, and he slowly took a sip.
“We’ll get through this,” she encouraged. “We’ve faced worse, Vincent.”
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Have we?
Still, it felt so good to hear her voice. His soul settled, at the soft, breathy sound of
his name in her mouth. ‘Vincent.’ You could call me for a thousand years, and
wherever I am, I swear I’d come. If I could. If I can.
She moved her hand to his shoulder, and he turned over on his back, extending
his arm out so she could nestle into his shoulder.
This. I love this. I love you, he thought. And because his defenses were crumbled,
he gave her the words, rare between them.
“I love you. Always. I love you. Loved us,” he said, knowing the dread that the last
time he’d said as much to her, it had been only a day before he’d died, in the cave.
“I know you do,” she replied. “Sometimes, I guess we weren’t so sure about me.
But we were always sure about you.”
He closed his eyes. It’s different. You are not me. And I am not you.
“Thank you for… sharing what you are with me, Catherine. It has been the joy of
my life,” he whispered.
As beautiful as the compliment was, she wasn’t sure she liked what it implied,
about the further length of that life.
“Peter will come back. He’ll help. We’ll fix this, Vincent. Peter will.”
Perhaps he would. And perhaps he couldn’t, because there was no “fixing this.”
Anymore than there had been before.
How to tell her? How to tell her that every muscle in his body ached, even as he
felt whatever was left of his strength ebbing away? How to tell her that the nerve
endings in his fingers and toes felt like they were on fire, and his scalp felt like it
was crawling with bugs? How to say he knew he was fading before he even came
to her balcony last night and a lifetime ago? How to say he’d probably willed
himself there, just so he could die near her? How to say “If I lose all sense of
reason again, you may have to shoot me?” so that she would listen and would
truly hear it? How to say any of it?
“If… if he can’t… if it happens again… you have to let me go, Catherine. For the
sake of our love. It’s all right. We did all we could.”
She heard the resignation in his voice, and the soft, yet unyielding finality.
So this is why you came? Our last goodbye? No. I say no.
“No.” Her head jerked up, and she was vehement, in her lioness-like protection of
him.
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“If it happens again, I will be here. Like I was before.” Her voice was strong,
contrasting with his weakness. “I will… I will scream for help, no matter who
comes. I’ll put the needle in, myself. I will… I will find you, down in that
blackness. I will follow you down a Bond we don’t even have anymore… and I will
bring you back, Vincent!”
There was jade and determination in her steady, uncompromising gaze. “Just like
before. You can’t go without me.”
Just like before? When Father jabbed a needle in my heart, and we all brought
me back with holes in my memory and no bond with you? Half what I was?
Less?
“Catherine…”
“No! I’ll bring you back to me. Or… Or I’ll stay down there with you. I mean it,
Vincent. I will. I will go down with you. We’re meant to be together. No matter
where. If your heart stops, so does mine. I’ll find a way. So don’t you think of it.”
There was a lone, crystal tear, threatening on her eyelashes. She brushed it away
as he closed his eyes over her words.
“This. All of this. This isn’t who we were meant to be. This isn’t what either of us
wanted,” he replied.
She laid her head back in the crook of his shoulder, and nestled there until his
arm came up and embraced her, drawing her in more closely.
“I know. I’ll take what I can get,” she declared stubbornly.
You will. I know you will. For as long as it lasts, he thought.
Her phone rang, and Catherine rose to get it, and went into the living room,
leaving the louvered bedroom doors ajar. It was Peter Alcott. From his vantage
point, Vincent caught only Catherine’s half of the conversation.
“He’s… he’s resting. He had another round of tremors… I’m not sure. Five, seven
minutes, maybe… Yes. No, no more nausea. But he’s only kept down tap water.
I… “Her voice dropped lower, but not so low Vincent couldn’t hear her. “I… I’m
worried. Scared, even. It’s like… I think he’s getting weaker, Peter.”
There was a long pause. “You’re headed to surgery? When… when will you come
back?... Tonight?... All right. Tonight, then. I just… should I try to get him to eat,
or… Okay. I’ll wait for you. Peter… please. Hurry, if you can. I… I’m really getting
scared.”
From inside her bedroom, Vincent heard the soft click of the receiver, as she put
down the phone.
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When she came back into the bedroom, he pretended to be asleep, even though
his calf muscle was cramping again.
Come. Rest beside me. I feel better when you do.
It was all he could think, before the cramp subsided, and he fell asleep for real.

Chapter Eight
Delirium Tremens

The world breaks everyone. And afterward, many are strong at the broken
places. ~ Ernest Hemingway

Peter returned later that evening, with no more answers than he’d had before. He
gave Vincent another injection of antibiotics (“It couldn’t hurt”) and drew a vial
of blood, neither action giving him any real hope for a good outcome.
For Vincent’s part, the tremors seemed to increase, and the stomach pain
returned. Peter gave him a shot for that, too, and more of the medicine, out of the
blue bottle.
“I don’t know how we can manage to get him Below,” Peter said, noting Vincent’s
increasingly weakened state. “There’s no way he’ll make it across the park.”
“We could try taking him down in the elevator, then to the sub-basement. Maybe
around 3 a.m.?” Catherine ventured.
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“We could, but if anyone at all gets on, we’re cooked. I’d risk taking him down the
stairs before I chanced putting him in a box he can’t escape from. He’s too weak
to climb up out of the car.”
“I am still here. And I can hear you,” Vincent said, from the bed. Peter put away
his stethoscope.
“I know you can, my friend,” Peter said, consoling his patient. “This isn’t
behaving like a virus. And you seem damn near immune to those anyway,” he
replied, holding his patient’s wrist to check his pulse. The skin was cool to the
touch, though Catherine had said that Vincent had still been sweating, off and on.
Vincent leaned back against Catherine’s padded headboard. Because it isn’t a
virus. I’m losing myself. Whatever battle it was I was supposed to win… I didn’t.
“Cathy, I brought bouillon cubes for you. I want you to make him some broth.
The salt will help replace what he’s been sweating out. I may have to set up a
makeshift IV, but I’d like to avoid it, considering he can’t stay still when the
tremors hit. Let’s try this, first.”
“I will,” Catherine promised.
Vincent watched her worried expression. Then, he looked beyond her, to her
dressing table.
Rat.
Catherine’s voice was continuing. “I’m not happy about him not eating, but it’s
understandable, considering…”
Rat.
“I know. None of us wants to force food down you, Vincent. But I can’t say I’m
not considering some kind of intervention. The tremors make that problemati--”
Sound faded to Vincent’s ears, for a moment.
Rat. A big one. Like the kind that lived in the Tunnels, sometimes, or most often
populating the garbage bins behind restaurants, or hotels. It was climbing across
Catherine’s cosmetics table. Peter, standing right near the table, seemed oblivious
to it.
“Serve the broth warm, not hot. It might help with the stomach cramps.” Peter
continued to give instructions. I’m encouraged by the fact that he’s kept liquids
down, at least. Let’s make that work for him.”
The noise continued to fade into the background, in Vincent’s brain. Catherine
moved closer to the table and nodded. Vincent knew she should be able to see the
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rat, clearly. Also, that she didn’t. Its long tail slithered between her perfume
bottles.
Vincent blinked, and the rat seemed to shimmer some, then solidify back into a
terrifying reality. Dark, beady eyes glared at him. It bared its teeth. Long, white
fangs dripped something that looked like venom.
No. Go away. You can’t be real. Vincent screwed his eyes shut, tight.
“I can serve it with bread. Or maybe crackers?” He heard Catherine’s voice. It
sounded like it was far away.
Vincent opened his eyes. The rat was still there, still dripping poison, and oozing
a vindictive kind of malice. It moved to the edge of the table. It was targeting
Catherine’s bare, defenseless wrist.
“Catherine, move!” Vincent cried, vaulting from the bed. Another rat came out
from behind the dressing table. It scampered across Peter Alcott’s well-shod foot.
“Vincent, wha--?” Catherine had a moment to begin the question, before Vincent
grabbed both her and Peter by the arm and pulled them away from the area they
were standing in.
“Rats! On the table. And the floor!” Vincent said, tugging them both toward the
louvered doors.
Either that, or I’m losing my mind. Again. Oh, God. Help me.
Peter’s gaze grew sharp. “Vincent. Are you telling me you see rats in this room?
Right now?”
He did, and he knew they couldn’t be there. Catherine’s apartment was eighteen
floors up. There were no rats in it. There never had been.
Two more rats climbed up on the dressing table and glared at him, the mirror
making the number look double. The one of the floor joined them.
“Yes. Four… five… I don’t know. On the table.” Vincent dropped to his knees,
panting. “I know… I know they can’t be there. But they are.” He closed his eyes
and bent his head over.
Mad. I’m going mad again. Like before.
Catherine laid a steadying hand on his shoulder and the look she shot Peter was
beyond worried. If he’s hallucinating again… how will we hold him?
“Not again. Not that… loss of self. I will die before I hurt you,” Vincent swore.
Catherine knew the vow was for her.
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“Vincent… there are no rats here. I swear,” she said, holding his shoulders,
rocking him. He was miserable… and fighting panic.
“It’s happening again.” He panted. “I’m so sorry, Catherine. Find rope. You need
to… you need to tie me...”
Peter knelt beside him, and placed a firm hand on his shoulder. “Vincent. I want
you to focus. I want you to tell me what you see,” Peter ordered. “Open your
eyes.”
“No,” Vincent refused, terrified of what he might behold. What if the rats were
attacking Catherine? Could he restrain himself from trying to help her? Would he
destroy her apartment (again) in the process, chasing phantoms that weren’t
there? I can’t. You don’t know what you’re asking.
“Vincent,” Peter’s tone grew more firm. “I know this is hard. But believe it or not,
if you still see them, it might mean something. It’s all right. Cathy won’t let them
get you.”
“It’s not me they want to kill. It’s Catherine,” Vincent replied, opening his eyes.
The rats were still there. The best thing Vincent could say was they hadn’t
increased, in number.
“I see them. They’re there.”
“Tell me, have you had the sensation of insects, crawling on your skin?”
Vincent’s blue eyes turned to Peter’s. “Yes. On my scalp. On my arms. I’m trying
to ignore it. Like everything else, it comes and goes.”
Peter shot them both a look, but spoke to Vincent. “Vincent, your doctor is an
idiot,” he said, wiping down Vincent’s still exposed arm and preparing a syringe.
“Hang on. I think I know what this is. Or at least, I know what it’s behaving like.”
Vincent held Catherine’s hand where it was, on his other arm. “Catherine? Keep
your hands on me. I don’t know why. But it helps,” Vincent said, frozen right
where he was. Catherine did as he bid her.
“You know? You know what’s causing this?” Catherine asked, fiercely embracing
her love.
Peter measured the dose while Vincent’s blue eyes darted between what the
doctor was doing and the rodents on the table. One was about to knock over a
lotion bottle.
This… this has a name? This… insanity? he thought.
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Peter nodded, adjusting the dose. “He has all the symptoms. The shakes, the
sweats, the nausea. The chills. The fact that all of it comes and goes. Even his
pupils can’t stay dilated correctly. And now… he’s got the DT’s.”
Catherine knew what that was. Everyone who dealt with addicts did, and the DA’s
office saw more than its fair share of those. The DT’s. Delirium… delirium
something. The thing alcoholics and drug addicts get when they go cold turkey.
Catherine shook her head. “That’s not possible. You’re describing withdrawal
from drugs, Peter.” She returned her attention to Vincent, who was still eying her
dressing table with something akin to horror.
“Sshhh. I’ve got you. I swear there’s nothing there, and I’ve got you. Just… listen
to my voice, Vincent.” She was speaking to both men at the same time.
“Spiders and rats are two of the most common hallucinations associated with
withdrawal from either alcohol or barbiturates. Guess why he’s been sleepy, all
the time?” Peter asked rhetorically, aiming the injection at Vincent’s sweating
biceps. The needle went in.
“This… this will counteract it? End… this… this hell?” Vincent asked.
Peter shook his head, sadly. “I wish it could. This might take the edge off. Help
you feel steadier. It won’t cure you, but it will help. It’s the best I can do.”
“But this… it’s treatable? At least some?” Catherine prompted.
Vincent watched a rat climb over Catherine’s hairbrush and head for the dish
where she kept her crystal, when she wasn’t wearing it.
“If there’s any way to stop this…” Vincent said.
“I don’t dare inject you with half what I’d like to,” Peter replied.
And I can’t give you anything to knock you out. It would only prolong this. And
I’m not sure what you’ve been taking, so…” He looked back up at Catherine.
“Someone’s been dosing him. Somehow.”
“Nothing. I’ve had nothing.” Vincent shook his head, then thought the better of it.
It seemed to agitate the still-there residents of Catherine’s dressing table.
Catherine was adamant. “Peter, think. He couldn’t be coming down off of
narcotics! He’s been staying in the Tunnels! No one would give him drugs there!”
“Staying in the Tunnels and in his room,” Peter stated. “I think… whatever it is…
that’s where it is.”
Vincent looked back down at Catherine’s carpet, then back up at the table. It
seemed less populated. “They’re leaving,” he whispered, knowing they weren’t
really there at all. Drugs? How could I—
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But of course.
There was one thing he’d been taking in, consistently, almost the only thing, the
last couple of weeks.
“Tea. In my room. The big canister on the shelf, near my cup,” he realized. It had
to be that. It was the only thing he’d had almost daily, and for too long a time to
recall.
Peter’s very interested gaze took in his patient. The old tin had been a fixture in
Vincent’s room for years. “Who filled the canister last?” Peter asked. “Who gave
the tea to you?”
Vincent struggled to remember, and couldn’t. “I don’t know. Winterfest, perhaps.
A gift from… someone. Mary. Or Mouse?”
Peter exchanged looks with Catherine. “John was down there at Winterfest.
Pretending to be Lou.”
Catherine processed his words, then caught up with him. “And after that…
pretending to be Father.”
Lou… Father… Paracelsus both times. Vincent closed his eyes over the
understanding.
“At last, you are my son.” Paracelsus’ last words rang in his ears.
“Paracelsus was at Winterfest… to plant a bomb,” Catherine remembered.
“That might not have been the only thing he planted. “I swear that man will never
stop haunting me.” Vincent said. His midsection began to spasm. He rode the
pain like he had been; sweating and cursing the feeling of helplessness it left him
with.
Paracelsus… I swear if this was your doing…
Realization was coming to all of them, at different speeds. Catherine began
mentally checking the list of times Vincent had not seemed like himself: The frat
boys. He lost control, with the Outsiders, then… he pushed me away. The
photographs, the blackmail, the… distance, between us. The struggles. For
weeks. He seemed so … weak, so fragile. Then… the visions. The nightmares,
when he was both asleep and awake. He said he couldn’t control it. How could I
not have seen it? Catherine asked herself.
How many hours was John down there, pretending to be Lou? And then…
pretending to be Jacob? Peter wondered. How much harm did he do?
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The cramps passed. Vincent looked up toward the dressing table. “They’re…
they’re gone.” For now, Vincent amended silently. How long has this been killing
me? How did I not know?
But of course he didn’t. He often took tea with Jacob, or from the big pot in
William’s kitchen. His self-imposed isolation to his room had been a more
gradual thing.
Then it had become almost total.
I’ve been poisoning myself. And I… and I didn’t know. How much of this is why I
began keeping myself apart from others? Apart from Catherine?
Catherine and Peter put a steadying arm under each of Vincent’s and helped lift
him to his feet.
I felt it happening. I felt myself… diminish. I tore apart my room looking for a
book of poetry. Because it said what I couldn’t…
“Though lovers be lost… love shall not. And… and death… and death…” Vincent
seemed to struggle with the words, as he achieved the bed.
“And death shall have no dominion,” Catherine finished for him, pulling the
covers up over him. He tried to help. His hands shook, distinctly.
“How much longer? How much longer will he be like this?” she asked Peter.
“And… how bad will it get?”
Peter calculated. “He hasn’t had any of the tea – if that’s what the drug was laced
with – for at least a day…”
“Closer to two. It’s how I had the strength to come to her. Yet … yet none, after,”
Vincent corrected.
“And last time your mouth went dry, you were here. So you couldn’t have dosed
yourself again,” Peter stated.
“That… that’s why I’m like this? This is… withdrawal?”
Peter nodded. “That’s why the cramps hit, and the nausea. All of it. Yes,” Peter
answered.
Knowing this was the result of Paracelsus’ poison rather than some sort of his
own inner failing, helped. He clutched the covers until the latest round of shaking
stopped.
Peter shook his head. “The DT’s were pretty much right on time then. They tend
to show up around day three of detox.”
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“I don’t want Catherine to see me like this. Get me… get me back to the Tunnels,
Peter,” Vincent ordered, knowing there was more to come. He wanted privacy for
this, this toxin that was passing through his system.
“And now I’m in the room. And I say ‘no’ to that.” Catherine replied, adjusting his
pillow.
“Catherine…”
“No.” She was firm. “Do you remember what happened before? When you came
to me? Quoting Dylan Thomas, no less.”
“I… I destroyed your home,” he recalled for her.
She shook her head. “You collapsed. Then you were delirious. For three days.”
“I was out of my mind.”
“And then you recovered. And you returned… home to the Tunnels.”
The word had a ring of finality to it. They both knew what had happened after
that. He’d remained at home. The visions had returned, along with a despair he
couldn’t shake. He’d left his family. And then… he’d died, in a cave, in the deep
reaches of his home.
Peter’s voice was the steady one. “Vincent… detox from almost anything cold
turkey can be very dangerous. You already found that out, the hard way. I think
the shot will help.”
“And I can help. You have to let me,” Catherine insisted.
“If it gets worse…” Vincent argued.
“It didn’t, before. Not until you were away from me.” She gently placed her palms
on his sweat-stained shirt front. “Maybe… maybe none of it would have happened
if you’d have stayed. Maybe we would have realized…”
What? That I was mad? Wait… not… not mad. Not insane. Beset. Drugged.
Poisoned. Paracelsus.
Full realization came to Vincent’s blue eyes. “Catherine. I was poisoned. Made…
filthy, inside. Paracelsus. Then… now… But I…I did not … I did not go mad. Not
then. Not now.”
Catherine put a comforting hand over his forehead. It felt blessedly cool.
“It’s going to be a rough couple days,” Peter predicted. “But I think you’ll start
feeling better. Maybe as soon as tomorrow,” he said, not catching the intense look
Vincent was giving Catherine.
“Broth and stay close. Anything else, Peter?” Catherine asked.
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“If he starts to hallucinate again, we may need to restrain--“
Vincent shook his head. “I know they are not real. Now… just knowing why I’m
seeing it… it helps.” Vincent’s voice sounded stronger to his own ears.
“I’m going to go down to the Tunnels. Check out our theory. I’ll bring you some
clean clothes,” Peter replied, picking up his bag. “You’ll be all right, Cathy?”
“I’m safe, she replied, brushing her hand across Vincent’s forehead, again. You’re
tired. Sleep, she willed. “Safer with him than with any other man in the world,"
she added, loving him all the more.
He was deceived. Hurt, by that madman. Poisoned, by a hateful monster. My
poor Vincent.
Catherine knew a moment of anger toward Paracelsus. If you weren’t already
dead, I’d shoot you myself, she thought.
“I don’t like leaving you. But I also need to run his blood sample in the lab in my
office. Now that I know that I’m screening for some form of narcotic, it shouldn’t
be hard.”
“We’ll be fine. Every minute he’s away from that… whatever is in the tea, helps.
Knowing helps,” Catherine replied.
“Then let’s find out for you,” Peter said, reaching over to squeeze her shoulder.
You’re so strong. Stronger even than your mother was. And she was quite a
lady.
“Find out for both of you,” he added, nodding toward Vincent. Exhausted, he was
starting to drift.
“Stay close,” he said to his dearest love. “Please stay close. Catherine… we have so
much… so much to say…” I did not go mad. I did not…
Catherine slid her hand into Vincent’s. He clasped her fingers, gently.
She addressed the physician. “I’m not leaving him, Peter. Not this time. We’re
staying together. Together. Until this thing passes.” She gave his hand a soft
squeeze. “After that… I don’t know. But until I know he’s safe… we’re not
separating. In a way, I’m starting to believe that’s why things got so bad… before.”
Because he was getting better when he was with you. And worse, once he
returned to the Tunnels. Yes. It fits. It all fits, Peter realized.
Peter looked at the picture they made, Vincent’s head lying unfamiliarly on her
pristine white pillowcase, and Catherine, carefully climbing into bed so she could
stay beside him.
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Peter closed the latches on his bag. “I’m not sure we’re right about this. But on
the other hand, I’m not sure we’re wrong. For what it’s worth, I do think you’ve
always had a good effect on him, physically. Jacob told me about how it was you
who brought him out of a drug delirium in the past. Come to think of it,
Paracelsus was to blame for that one, too,” Peter said.
“Yes. He was.” Catherine tugged the sheet higher up over Vincent, who was
clearly falling asleep. She kept hold of his hand as she smoothed the covers.
“When all this is over… Vincent is going to want a reckoning with Paracelsus. Or
his ghost,” Catherine stated, looking into the future.
Peter did a little looking in that direction of his own. He gave Catherine a
considering glance.
“It’s probably not the only thing he’s going to want,” was all Peter said, before he
left.

Chapter Nine
Every Dark Night Has A Dawn

There is no salvation for the soul but to fall in love. ~ Rumi
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Catherine stayed with Vincent through the night, pulling the covers off him when
hot flashes made his skin nearly hot to the touch, then wrapping him in blankets
and holding tight to him, when he shivered from cold.
“Stay near me. Stay,” he begged, as his huge form shook. “I… I know there are
none. But if feels like… like ants are c-crawling on my skin.”
“It’s part of the withdrawal process. I’m so sorry, Vincent. We all… we should
have seen it sooner.” She clutched his shoulder and held on, trying to absorb the
tremors – and some of his misery – into her slight frame.
“I w-wasn’t like this, be-be-fore.” He chattered, clenching his jaw to keep from
biting his tongue – with his fangs.
You hadn’t been left alone with nothing but a narcotic for company, for weeks
on end, Catherine thought, as he drew his knees up. I’m never leaving you again.
Never.
“It will pass. It will pass, my love,” Catherine swore. “They’re getting farther
apart. The last time… almost three hours ago.” She kept a sharp eye on the
bedside clock. “And… you kept the broth down. Baby steps.”
“Tired. And not tired.” He sighed, lowering his legs, slightly. It was a sign that any
cramps he had were subsiding.
“Love… love you,” he said, willing the tremors to pass. Knowing what was causing
all of this helped.
“I love you, too,” she said. Why did we not say this to each other more often? We
both knew it was true. From the first, we knew.
“So very much,” Catherine tacked on, tightening her grip around him.
Hold on. Just… endure it. It will pass. Vincent thought, loving the feeling of her
arm draped over him. She moved her hand up to grip his shoulder. Stay with me.
Stay…
I am not going mad. I’m not losing control of myself, not losing my mind. I’m
sweating out poison. This is reaction, not… insanity. Hold on… to her.
He reached a hand up and caught hers, where it was clutching him. “Love you,”
he repeated, barely trusting his voice to speak.
“And I love you. Always,” she reassured, keeping her lips close to his sweating
cheek. “I’m right here. This can’t last forever.” Even if it seems like it already has.
“I know. I can feel … the poison… leaving me.” Vincent panted, certain it was
true. His sweat had a strange odor, to his sensitive nose. It was subtle, but it was
different.
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Catherine withdrew her hand from his so she could wipe his sweating brow. “I’m
glad you can feel it. I’m glad you know. This will be over. Soon, I hope.”
Then, several hours later, like a God-sent miracle, it was.
He’d fallen back to sleep in her severely rumpled bed, and slept in a way he could
only characterize as “normal” from four a.m. onward. When he awoke, he was
something he hadn’t been in weeks.
He was famished.
“My stomach, it’s empty. I’ll take anything you have in that kitchen,” he declared,
tossing the covers aside.
“Go slow. Remember your cramps,” she warned, following him into the small
space.
“Gone. I can feel it. Gone. That… that toxin, coming through my skin the last few
days. It’s gone, Catherine.”
He looked around the room, feeling clear eyed, and like he was seeing it for the
first time.
“I’m thirsty,” he declared, putting a glass under her tap.
Catherine fished down whatever she had in the cabinets. A box of saltines joined
an unopened jar of peanut butter, as she began to make fresh toast out of what
was left of the bread.
“Do you want something hot to drink? More broth? Tea, maybe?” she asked.
He shook his head as he liberated two oatmeal cookies from a package. “I don’t
think I care if I ever see a cup of tea again,” he said.
He seemed steady on his feet as he opened her refrigerator door, then closed it
again, finding nothing of great use there. The bread in the toaster smelled
wonderful.
“I’ve got canned soup. And the broth you were drinking, earlier.”
He nodded his acceptance of them, and she spent the next hour watching him
forage through her cupboards. By the time he was done, he’d eaten the rest of the
bread, the cookies, most of the crackers, half of the peanut butter, and a can of
peaches in heavy syrup.
By now, Peter’s knock was a familiar one.
He came into Catherine’s living room, with a satchel containing Vincent’s clothes
and a brown paper sack in one hand. He dropped the satchel and set the latter on
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the table. He put on a surgical glove and withdrew Vincent’s tea canister,
wrapped in cheesecloth.
“You’re feeling better,” Peter said, as he unwrapped it. “More alert. Less tired.
More… alive. I take it your appetite is back?” Peter asked, setting the evidence on
the table.
Vincent nodded.
“He just cleared out the cabinets. He has more energy. He’s more lucid. Much
more,” Catherine said, reaching for the tin. A parade of figural elephants pranced
across its side.
“Don’t… don’t touch it, Cathy,” Peter warned.
Vincent’s blue eyes shot to Peter’s. “It is as you suspected, then?”
Peter nodded. “If your blood work didn’t confirm it, toxicology on this would
have. There’s tea in there. But it’s been … dusted with something. Some of the
chemicals I can identify, because I was testing for them. But there are other
things in there, as well, and for what they are, I have no idea. You know John.
What he was… experimenting with.”
“Paracelsus,” Catherine whispered. They all stared at the tin. “Peter… how much
of what’s in there is responsible for what happened to Vincent… the last few
months?”
Peter knew where she was going. “A good bit of it, I should think. Perhaps all of
it. Cathy, the drug… settled into the bottom of the tin. It’s more concentrated the
farther down you go. The more he drank… the more he ingested.”
“How much?” Vincent asked, curious.
Peter shot him a knowing glance. “At a guess… I’d say… enough to stop the heart
of a grown man… normally.”
“His heart did stop!” Catherine shouted it as she spun from the table, furious. “It
did stop, Peter!”
“That was not the drugs,” Vincent replied with assurance.
Catherine froze and slowly turned her attention back to Vincent. “What did you
say?” she asked, not sure that she wanted to hear the answer.
Vincent hesitated, suddenly unsure if he should have blurted that out. “It was not
the drugs… that stopped my heart, or at least… not completely. I… I…”
“You what?” she demanded, feeling the blood draining from her face.
“I willed it,” he admitted.
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“You… you willed it?” She was processing his words.
“Catherine… I was about to strike you. A thing I can… I can never do.”
“So you willed it?! The worst moment of my adult life and you… made it
happen?!”
His tone grew as intractable as hers. “I could do no less.”
She gave him stubborn for stubborn. “Oh. And don’t think we’re not going to have
a long talk about that,” Catherine returned, anger still in her tone. She was
furious at everything that had happened to him in the last year, and without a
target to direct it toward.
“I’d say we can explore that… later,” Peter said, playing referee. His observation
brought Catherine back to present concerns.
“This… the drugs in this tin. This is why I had visions? Why I saw… things that
weren’t there?” Vincent asked Peter. “You’re sure of it?”
“It’s very likely,” Peter replied. “You know John experimented with
hallucinogens.”
Vincent stared at the container, wonder and dread in his expression. “I… before
this all started…my life was my own. But then… increasingly… it wasn’t. The… the
sensation of doom. The whip-crack of lightning. Feeling… overwhelmed, by the
amount of evil there was in the world. Feeling like… like ants were on my skin…”
Vincent remembered the plagues of the last season of his life.
“In a way… they’re all common signs, Vincent,” Peter said. Depression, anxiety,
the need to sleep, the self-isolation…“If only you could have told us. If only we’d
understood. Drugs in the tea. Somehow… we should have known.”
“Months. It was months, Peter!” Catherine was aghast.
Peter sighed. “If you think about it, Paracelsus was both evil and brilliant. Put it
into something only Vincent was likely to ingest. Something that wouldn’t spoil.
Something he’d take in regularly, and wouldn’t suspect. Giving him more as time
goes on, keeping the addiction fed.”
“Others drink tea with him,” Catherine pointed out.
“A small dose here and there would barely be noticed, other than to make the
victim tired. It’s the cumulative effect…” He glanced up at Vincent as he said it.
“Others rarely drink from that tin,” Vincent replied. “When I am with others… I
usually drink in Father’s chamber, or at meals, from the pot in the Dining
Chamber. It’s only when I was alone…”
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“Only when you were alone. Only when I left you alone!” Catherine said. Her
anger was turning to sorrow and self-recrimination.
Vincent shook his head. “Catherine, none of this was your doing.”
“We… we left you to rest, in your chambers. We thought you were healing…” Her
green eyes looked helpless.
“You thought what I wanted you all to think. Sometimes… what I hoped was true,
even though I knew it wasn’t.”
The first instinct an addict has is to hide the addiction. Maybe even when he’s
not aware of it, Peter mused.
“I felt like I was dying. Felt my life… ebbing.” Vincent stepped closer to the table.
The tea tin seemed like a venomous serpent, about to strike.
“My life was… everything was… it felt like it was all getting away from me. I just
wanted it to stop.”
Catherine’s voice shook. “I r-remember. I remember when you said that. It was
after the frat boys… in the alley. You… you begged it to s-stop. You just… and I
was right there…” Catherine said.
Vincent reached out an arm to embrace her. “It was this. This… trick, this
subterfuge. This lie.” Vincent nodded to the tin. “I never knew. Never understood.
I nearly… died, not understanding.”
Peter’s voice was gentle and steady. “Vincent, you’re the last person who might
have figured this out. The drugs Paracelsus gave you play hell with the ability to
reason-- to hold a clear thought, for long. They’re designed to fool you. To make
you think you know, when you don’t.”
Catherine’s brow knit with confusion. “When… when it was happening, Father…
Father said this happened to Vincent once before…” she said. “That… that it got
so bad that he… that he had to be…” she couldn’t make herself finish the word.
“Restrained,” Vincent finished for her. With leather straps and ropes he finished
mentally.
Peter’s gaze grew sharp. “I remember that time. Vincent… were those symptoms
like this?”
Tired. Paranoia. Then… anger. The sensation of insects on my skin. “Yes. More
than a little.” The three of them stared hard at the container on the table. Its
whimsical design made it look so innocent.
It was Catherine who spoke up. “Peter… what are the chances that that earlier
episode was… was--“
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“Was also caused by John?” Peter finished for Catherine.
Catherine nodded. She disengaged herself from Vincent and stepped closer to the
tin, willing it to give up its secrets to her. The investigator in her was working
overtime. Her green eyes shifted from the tea tin to the physician.
“Could it be? What are the odds?” Catherine asked.
“Fairly good, considering what we now know,” Peter answered.
Vincent shook his head, wondering about a puzzle he might never have the
answer to. “But the drugs wore off. Father cared for me. Read to me.”
“And kept you away from everyone else, everything else, for a while,” Peter
recalled.
“Yes. Kept me away. And with him,” Vincent realized. I was safe. Safe with
Father. Protected by him. Away from… from wherever I had been. Whatever
Paracelsus poisoned me with.
“And you never had another episode like it… until now,” Peter concluded, also
looking at the tea tin, wonderingly. “I’m so sorry Vincent.”
Sorry? Is that what Peter was? Vincent wasn’t sure what he felt, at the moment.
Confusion warred with rage, and then wonderment.
I never… I was never mad? Ever? I was … sane? Always?
He could barely process a truth he’d never held about himself.
In Vincent’s own recollection of himself, there was always the ugly memory of
being ill, in his adolescence. But even then, he knew it hadn’t been “illness.” It
had been something else… something between nausea and dementia, with
elements of both and no known cause of either. It had taken Jacob and Pascal’s
father to hold him down and tie him, and that was when he was still a youth. He’d
raged and screamed at both of them, trying to run, he knew not where, trying to
escape the maddening visions that were dogging him.
Vincent knew he was that person. That he always had been.
Until this moment.
Jacob had shut him away in a room so no one else would witness his loss of self,
and had stayed with him, reading to him for hours, not knowing what else to do.
Then, after several days and what felt like forever, it had passed. And the words
Jacob had been feeding him seemed like a lifeline, with Vincent remembering
every one.
But before that… it had been… “terrifying” was the only word Vincent had for it.
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“I remember how… how lost I was. How frightened.” How apart it made me.
How much I feared losing control like that again, afterwards. How much I
dreaded it, when it seemed like it was happening once more.
“I know you must have been,” Catherine said sympathetically.
“I was… lost. I grew up thinking it. I was born thinking it, being forced to live in…
solitude on the one hand, and in fear on the other. We never knew why the
madness came, when it did. There was no one else like me. No one who… knew
what to do.”
In the maelstrom of feelings that all but threatened to overwhelm him, he knew
one, shining emotion.
Love. And it was a love for Catherine that was untainted by fear, of any kind… for
the first time in their relationship.
“I did not go mad. Then… or now. I did not lose my mind.” He stepped closer to
Catherine, and repeated it to her. “I did not lose my mind. I was not… fractured,
into two people.” He looked at the tin. “Or if I was… we now know the cause.”
He reached for her and she clutched him. “I’m sane,” he whispered into her hair.
“Sane as you. Sane as any… man.”
Outside Catherine’s window, the sun began to set.
“I’ll take this and dispose of it for you, Peter said, reaching for the poisoned tea
tin. Should I tell Jacob he can expect you back this evening?” Peter asked.
“Leave it. And… yes. Tell him I will be home,” Vincent replied to Peter. Peter
nodded, and collected his things. He left as quickly as he’d entered.
“I don’t want you to go. I don’t… I don’t like what happens when we’re apart from
each other,” Catherine said.
“I know. But I must return. Must… put my life back in order there. Regain my
strength.”
“You can do that here.” Then, she sighed. “No. No, you can’t. I know that. I’m
just… afraid.”
He gave her a comforting squeeze. Are you? I’m not. For the first time… I’m not.
“Come down and be with me soon. All you like. All you can,” he invited.
“I will,” she promised.
“I did not go mad,” Vincent whispered again, into the crown of her hair.
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“No. You didn’t. And I love you. No matter what, I love you.” Catherine answered,
holding him close.

Chapter Ten
Confrontation

“If you gaze long into an abyss, the abyss also gazes into you.” –Friedrich
Nietzche

Days passed. Time Vincent needed to regain his strength, and to re-establish his
place within the community. Father insisted on examining him daily, but the
scale and Vincent’s rapid return of strength told them both all they needed to
know, he was recovering, and Vincent-like, he was doing it quickly.
Vincent didn’t attempt a return to Catherine’s balcony, but Catherine came down,
as she said she would. She knew she didn’t need to fuss after his health, that
Jacob was doing that enough for both of them. She stayed a good bit of the
weekend near him, then she had to return to her work on Monday. She left work
on time (a thing that astonished Joe Maxwell) and came right down, to check up
on him. If her smile was any indication, she was pleased at what she saw.
That, like so many other things, warmed Vincent.
The morning he excused himself from the work detail to attend to other business
surprised no one. No one thought it was an odd request. And considering his
recent illness, it wasn’t even an unusual one.
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Only Vincent knew why he needed to go, and where.
The catacombs were in the deep, low places of his world. Here, like anywhere,
they were a place to both memorialize the dead and keep their remains contained
and apart from the living. The rooms were mostly dry, as a way to honor those
who had passed, and to slow their inevitable decay. Yet, even here, amid the dust
of old bones, a few creeping vines had a tendency to grow, and cling to the heavy
stones. For all its dryness, spring rains seemed to seep in, even here, in the
depths, giving rise to a musty smell.
The air was punctuated with the faint scent of decay, as the bowels of the earth
took back the dead.
Vincent rarely visited here, but he knew others did. Mary would come sometimes,
to mourn the child that she’d lost. There was no grave, but a plain stone to mark
the child’s passing was set there, years ago, by helping hands. Pascal would sit
down here every year, on his father’s birthday, and return, eyes red-rimmed and
mournful. Father came here once, on what would have been his wedding
anniversary to Margaret. Olivia’s mother had come to mark the passing of a
stillborn child, decades ago.
It was a place of grief, and of remembrance, as most such places tend to be.
Vincent never knew what his friends said to those they came to commune with.
As such, it was a private place, and that privacy was well respected. He assumed
they prayed, or spoke to the departed; words of loss, or grief, or even joy, if a
story or a memory warranted it.
He doubted if many of them came down to do what he knew he was about to do.
John Pater’s grave was the last one dug, and “dug” was a very loose term. The
earth here was mostly rock, and cairns often served as the last resting place of the
dearly departed.
And of those who were not so dear.
It being the most recent, it was farthest back from the others. It was well out of
the larger room that held the Tunnels’ earliest occupants. As such, John Pater
was interred a good bit distant from his wife, Anna.
As Vincent journeyed past her tomb, he paused there, a moment, and passed his
unique hand over her name.
“He murdered you,” Vincent said, keeping his voice low. “He tried to murder me.
Thank you for saving me, Anna. If I never said that before… thank you.” But I
swear I will never understand how you could tie your life to such a … monster.
He spared her resting place a long look, before he moved on.
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He was traveling light, a lantern in one hand, a small backpack on his back. He
felt the need to move quickly, down here, though it was not from any fear of the
dead. He had a task to perform. And he was bent on performing it.
The uneven path beneath his booted feet wound on, and Vincent felt the
“downward” direction the path took. Getting closer to hell. How fitting for you,
Paracelsus, Vincent thought.
He felt his anger, an anger he’d been struggling to bank, building. His goal lay
before him, at the end of a twisted passageway, and through an archway opening
in the rock. He approached at speed, then stepped in.
The stone-strewn room was large, with but a single, unloved occupant, rocked in,
in its center. Vincent set the lantern down on a nearby rock and shrugged off the
pack. It was feather-light.
“I see they gave you a large room,” Vincent said. The vault of the ceiling carried
back a faint echo. “It suits your vanity,” he declared, approaching the pile of
gravestones.
It was body-shaped. Vincent could think of no other word for it. A large slab of
granite served as a misshapen headstone. It had but one word dutifully carved
upon it:

PARACELSUS
Vincent eyed it for a moment, before he continued: “And they didn’t bury you
with your real name. Considering how many other names you took – Lou’s,
Father’s… who knows how many more… it is fitting,” Vincent decided.
He stood at the foot of a dead man, and stared, long and hard, at the cairn. Moss
hadn’t begun to grow here yet, nor the creeping vines that had all but obscured
Anna’s name. No matter. Vincent knew they would. One day.
Silence reigned, in the large, yet strangely intimate space. A long silence, and
Vincent let it spin out, as inside, he felt his anger, and the darkness inside him,
grow.
He breathed in deep and let the adrenaline in his system run. It felt good, and it
felt powerful; powerful in a way he hadn’t felt in a long, long time.
The dark feeling inside him increased, and Vincent let it come. He knew it would
spawn no alter ego… not this time.
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“Not ever again,” he vowed to the uncaring stones.
Then:
“I… hate… you.”
He knew the emotion was a terrible one, but the depth of how much he despised
the Alchemist had no name but that one. It was hate. And if there had ever been
any pity in it, or any sign of mercy, that was long gone.
“I searched my heart for forgiveness for you, and found it wasn’t there. Then pity,
or at least remorse, or a… a shred of understanding, and again, I could find
nothing.” He shook his head in wonderment at the fact.
I hate you. Thinking it felt as loud as saying it.
“Hatred. I am no… son of yours.” Vincent had to try hard not to spit the word. “I
do hate you. So perhaps that is something we have in common. You hated me.
Tried to destroy me. Perhaps that’s what you meant. Perhaps that’s what you…
wanted.”
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He walked over to the backpack and lifted up the flap, carefully extracting the
cloth-wrapped, tall, rectangular tin that held his tea.
“This is yours. I’m returning it. My last gift to you.” You murderous, lying, evil
wretch of a man.
He tugged a few stones away from the foot of the pile, settled the cloth-wrapped
tin in the hole that made, and covered it back up.
“There. Reunited. With your poison.” He settled the last stone down, and it
tumbled away awkwardly, leaving a piece of the wrapped cloth in view. I hate
you, he thought again, replacing the stone.
There. Covered. Gone from me. Forever.
He’d meant to put the tin there and leave, a simple chore, with a simple purpose.
But Vincent found that unsatisfactory. He felt he couldn’t leave. Not yet. Not with
months of stored-up fury singing in his veins.
“Do you know what you took from me?” he asked. It was not meant to be a
rhetorical question, even though it wasn’t Paracelsus who was going to do the
answering. John Pater was past all answers now. Thanks to Vincent, entirely.
“My dignity. My faith in myself. The control I live by. All sense of hope. My life.
You took my life from me, with your evil,” Vincent charged.
Thank God I killed you for it, months ago. It saves me from hunting you down
and killing you now.
“My life. My family. They were afraid for me. Then they were afraid of me. Did
you know it would happen that way? Did you?”
The words were growing louder as Vincent studied the silent stones. He wanted
more rocks to move… or at least, something to do with his hands.
“Of course you did. Of course you knew.” One hand sliced the air. “You must
have.”
The anger inside him grew stronger. He was feeling close to outright rage. There
was more power in the sensation.
“Did you think I would lose my mind and die up Above? Shot by a policeman’s
bullet? Or God forbid, Catherine’s!?” He began pacing the room, running the list
of his speculations and his grievances. “Did you think I’d kill an innocent?
Then… take my life, in remorse? Or did you think I’d just … die in my chambers,
fading away like… like a guttering candle?”
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He was circling the grave now, and knew he needed to keep moving; keep
moving, so he wouldn’t disinter John Pater’s dead body, just for the pleasure of
gutting him again.
“Did you think I’d kill Catherine? My Catherine? Did you think I’d kill… all of
them?!”
He stopped at what would have been the Alchemist’s abdomen. It was the part of
John Pater his claws had most abused. His voice dropped low.
“I didn’t. You lost,” he declared, leaning over so that his hands rested on the
stones. “Lost,” Vincent repeated, for punctuation.
He pushed himself away from the cairn, and took a few steps back.
“Lost… like I was lost.”
He knew he’d just changed the meaning of the word “lost.”
“More lost than I’ve ever been. If you wanted vengeance upon me, rest well. You
achieved your goal. I … lost myself. Then I died. Died. Because of you.”
He took another step back, as if to remain near the stones was to stay near
something venomous. “Died. And still, it wasn’t enough. Our Bond is gone. A
thing you couldn’t have anticipated, and there it is. I swear I don’t know why you
hated me as much as you did. But I know why I hate you. Hate you, for all you
took.”
Lou. You took Lou. And Winslow. You took Winslow from me. And all sense of
safety. And all sense of belonging. And my sanity. You took that. Or at least… I
thought you did. We all thought you did. Even Catherine… thought you did.
And for all that, and everything else, Vincent knew none of what he’d listed were
the things that bothered him the most.
He picked a palm sized stone up off the ground, and tested it for weight. Then he
surprised himself when he threw it at the headstone… hard.
“You took Lou!” he shouted, as the small rock bounced off the granite. He picked
up another one. “And you took Anna!” he cried, throwing it even harder. This
time, a tiny bit of the inscription on the granite headstone chipped away.
“And Winslow! You took Winslow! I loved him, and he’s gone!” Another stone
and another throw. This one shattered over the “E” of the name, obliterating the
top line of the letter.
Yes. Take his name away. The pretend name for a pretend man. Take it. Now.
“A policeman you never knew! People, addicts and the desperate, people you
didn’t even know enough to hate!”
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Another stone, another throw.
“My reason! My sense of belonging, in this world! You took them! And for
what?!”
He was boiling inside, enraged. The fury inside him that had been clawing to get
out since he’d understood what had happened to him erupted.
“I sent her away! She only wanted to… love me, and I sent her away!” Stones flew,
and charges continued to come.
“Killing… consumed me… owned me! I couldn’t stop!” He remembered the
horror that had been the Outsiders, then the frat boys, two insidious sides of a
very evil coin. His world had been collapsing in an avalanche of blood and
destruction that had refused to abate.
The thrown rocks were coming in at an increasing, lethal speed.
I hate you. Hate you!
Before him, pieces of the inscription continued to chip away.
“She was afraid! Of everything! For everything!” Vincent didn’t need to say who
“she” was. The unnamed pronoun had always meant only one woman to him.
“She loved me. Loved. And she suffered for it!”
They’d had the Bond, then, and he remembered Catherine’s fear, when the
photographs of him had surfaced. It had tasted bitter, and he swore he couldn’t
get rid of the flavor in his mouth. It sat on the back of his tongue like a harsh
medicine he couldn’t quite swallow, for weeks.
But of course, that wasn’t all I was tasting. Was it? Your poison. Your poison, in
my cup.
The remembered trial of all that followed was a pain he never wanted to revisit,
and a dread he knew he’d never forget.
“I was exhausted… and yet couldn’t rest, even in sleep. The nightmares…
destroyed me! Destroyed my hope! And it was you… You, and that poison you
made, that … horror, you spread! You! You! You!!”
Sounds of his furious roar filled the cave, a Beast’s rage overtopping a man’s
primal scream for dominance.
You, you, you!!
Stones kept flying, and by this time, Vincent was hunting for larger ones, ones
that would do more damage. He found a few. One needed two hands to heft over
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his head. It made a satisfying sound, as it took off the top left corner of the
Alchemist’s marker.
Exertion gave the adrenaline a way to vent, as he felt the blind rage give way to
something else, though if it had a name, Vincent couldn’t have said what it was.
“It was you.” Vincent panted, feeling some of the fury in him start to abate. A
rubble of shattered stones ringed John Pater’s final resting place.
“It was you,” Vincent repeated. He’d cut his hand on one of the sharper rocks.
Blood ran free across a cut on his palm. He looked at it, not feeling its sting.
“Nothing but you.” He flexed his hand. Then he looked back up at the headstone.
It barely identified anyone now.
The inscription was all but destroyed, and now barely discernible as a name. The
letters were marred in some places, and utterly obliterated in others. The initial
“P” was no longer intact. There was no sign of the second “A,” a huge divot of rock
was all that remained of where it had once been carved. The “C” was
unrecognizable. The “R” looked more like a second letter “P.” The “L” had but a
fraction of its horizontal line left to indicate it had ever been there. Neither “S’
was legible.
There. I took your name. Vincent thought, knowing a moment’s satisfaction.
I took your name. I took your… name…
No. Oh, no. Oh… God.
Understanding struck. He dropped to his knees beside the cairn, gut-punched,
with realization.
I took your name. I took your name…
“You… you took… her name,” he whispered, a ragged sound coming through his
strained vocal chords. “You took… her name… from me.”
He shook his head, and the blonde hair fell forward, covering his features. It
made an odd sort of tent, a makeshift confessional, of sorts. One he didn’t
remember he needed, until just now.
“Her name… Her name… I couldn’t… remember it. The… the holiest word I ever
knew. And when I woke up from dying… I couldn’t remember… her name.”
Tears sprang instantly, to his eyes. “You took her name.” Damn you. Damn you
to Hell. Damn you to Hell and past it.
For all he’d suffered and all he’d lost, all they’d lost, Vincent knew, deep down in
his heart, that that was the thing that bothered him the most. That he’d sell his
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soul, bargain away anything he had, live through it all again even, not to have to
face the memory of that one… blank, black, horrible moment, when he realized he
didn’t know Catherine’s name.
Our Bond was gone. It was… quiet, inside my head. It was strange, for a
moment, peaceful, even… and then…
I didn’t know your name. Oh, Catherine… I looked right at you. And I didn’t… I
couldn’t remember it. I knew I loved you. I was sure you loved me. But… I
didn’t…your name. Your NAME, Catherine. I searched… it was nowhere. It was
gone. “Catherine.” I couldn’t remember… “Catherine.”
Vincent knew he couldn’t begin to describe the depth of the loss of it. Couldn’t say
how the name “Catherine” had moved across his conscious mind like three
shifting, musical chords, when he’d first heard it. Couldn’t say how it was “all” to
him, how it felt like a piece of him, inside his heart.
A heart that had broken, and then shattered, before it had stopped.
And then when it started again, had been… incomplete, without Catherine’s
name.
No matter whose fault it was… it was me. I forgot. I… lost your name. I did.
“She was mine… And I couldn’t remember her name. She had to give it to me, like
some… awkward present, set on a table.” He rubbed his hands on his pants,
knowing he was getting blood on his thigh.
“Her name… the word I’d waited all my life to hear. The word I … I knew, in my
heart, the first time I heard it.”
He shook his head, and the blonde hair shifted with the motion.
“The only woman in my life who had ever been mine, and… you took her name
from me. You… took her name.”
I hate you.
The memory of Peter’s voice came to him “Drugs in the tea. We should have
known.”
“I should have known… before… long before it came to that. I should have
known.”
Yes. I should have. And I know why I didn’t.
“But I was too… afraid of what I was. When my life… when our lives… started
falling apart… Part of me expected it. Part of me…thought every fear I’d ever had
was coming true… every nightmare.”
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He looked back up at the desecrated headstone.
“I told Catherine once… that we must face our fears, and move through them. But
I… I couldn’t face mine. Couldn’t face the fear of… of losing her, forever. Of
knowing no matter what we gave to each other, to our Bond… it might not be
enough.”
I hate you. And I hate myself, a little. I forgot her name. How could I do that?
No matter what happened… how? I knew Father. I knew Mouse. I knew Mary.
But not… not “Catherine.” I didn’t know “Catherine.”
“The one word I should have known. The one… name I should have remembered.
Before my own. Before anything. I died. And woke up in my chambers without
the only thing I ever… I ever… really… needed.”
He shook his golden, noble head.
“You would have been… pleased. She was standing there. Beautiful. Worried. I
knew I knew her, knew I loved her, even. And my mind… reached out for her
name… and grasped… nothing.”
Even now, he remembered the sensation of it. The awful “nothing” that had been
there, in the place where Catherine’s beloved name had once been. It was like
reaching into a hole that went on forever. It had frightened him, the depth of that
nothingness, the terrible cold of that… nihilistic space that had been inside his
head.
Nothing. I reached for her name and found… nothing. Again. Like before… like
before I’d ever met her. How horrible that was.
It had been a terrifying sight, that dark “nothing.” Terrifying. Familiar. Black.
“Do not look too long into the darkness. Or the darkness looks back at you.”
Never had the quote seemed more apt.
“You… took her name from me. God… damn… you.” His hands clenched into
fists.
He sat that way for a long moment, weight back on his haunches, observing the
destruction he’d caused. He sighed, deeply, trying to let a world of pain go in the
breath. It seemed to help.
Vincent rose shakily, and gathered up the lantern. He left the backpack where it
was. He knew any time he saw it, it would only contain the memory of this day,
for him.
“You… tried to drive me mad. Mad as you were. Mad as… years of hate and
aloneness had made you.”
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The word recalled a memory. One he’d shared with Mouse:
“What does it mean, Vincent, to have a love?”
“… for me… it was the end of my aloneness.”
And so it had been… and blessedly, still was.
He held the lantern high, and once again surveyed the damage that he’d done.
Something about the ruination of the headstone felt very… satisfying to him, even
if it also felt unsettling.
Who knew when I woke up this morning that I’d spend the day desecrating a
grave? Vincent thought sardonically.
He addressed what was left of the marker. “I am going back to my people. And
then, God willing, I am going to my home… my other home. To the woman I love.
The one who, for all your evil, for all your schemes, your hate and your drugs…
you did not succeed in taking from me.”
He turned from the grave and toward the archway entrance. The path that had
wound down into this place now wound up. “Up” seemed fitting. Heaven was
“up.” Catherine was “up.” Always.
“I know her name, now. I have it. And I will never forget it again.”
He carefully picked his way over to the entrance of the room, wondering who, if
anyone, would come down here from time to time, and lament John Pater’s
passing. Father might. The two men had been friends, once.
Vincent doubted if the old man would bother to make the trip.
He turned back, one last time, taking in the shattered headstone, and the room,
which was now full of rubble. “I swear this. Take it as the only vow I ever made to
you. When I die, her name will be the last word on my lips. No… son of yours
would ever make such a promise, to honor a woman, to honor love. But I will.
Hers is the only name I’ll ever want. And I will never forget it again.”
Blood from the cut dripped into the sand, sealing the promise. The wound was
beginning to throb.
“May Anna rest easier than you do,” Vincent intoned, leaving the large, empty
room behind him.
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Chapter 11
Our Subtle Changes

“I sailed a sea of emotion, to wander a forest of scars,
I am a dance of Light and Darkness,
A galaxy of shadow and stars”
~ Randy Queen, Darkchylde

“You can push harder on this if you want to,” Joe said, handing Catherine back
the case file she’d just shown him. Catherine had suggested an
uncharacteristically lenient punishment – given her most recent mood. “He’s a
repeat offender,” Joe tacked on.
Catherine shrugged. “Our eye witness is a drunk with a gambling problem and
the street light was out, so the lighting was bad. Taking all that to trial is a long
shot at best. If this guy is willing to cop to the lesser charge and time served, I’ll
take that one, and call it a win. Besides, he’s agreed to go into rehab.”
The fact that Joe agreed with her didn’t keep him from raising an interested
eyebrow. “Spring’s coming, softening you up. The Cathy from week before last
would tell me that the street light was out because he threw a rock at it, and point
out that he has a juvenile record, as well.”
Catherine shot him a small smile. “The Cathy from week before last is pointing
out that those records are sealed and likely to remain so. He’s a scared kid who’s
barely 18, with a drug problem that’s now going to get him tried as an adult, for
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the first time. He’s got a little sister who counts on him. And he’s 5’6 and a
hundred forty pounds wringing wet. Let’s get him some rehab before we throw
the book at somebody who’s going to come out of jail way harder than when he
went in, Joe.”
Joe nodded and gave the call his blessing. “Okay. Time served, pay the fine,
probation and rehab. Anything else?”
Catherine set the file aside. “That’s it. My desk is clear.”
“You cut some more deals, then,” he observed.
“My boss told me I was getting a little… energetic, lately.”
“Nothing wrong with fighting the good fight, when it needs it,” he reminded her.
“And knowing when it doesn’t. I’m sorry, Joe. I know I’ve been a little of a… well,
a hard-nose, lately,” she confessed.
He accepted her apology with a deft nod. “Chandler, I gotta say. That bronchitis
or whatever it was that kept you out actually agreed with you. Not that I’m not
gonna miss having F. Lee Bailey running around the office, pressing for the max.”
The smile was back, and it became a small chuckle. “F. Lee is retiring.” Her grin
melted away to something more serious. “And Cathy Chandler is… I want to ease
up a little, Joe. Maybe spend some more time on trial prep and less on
investigations?”
Part of him knew this was coming, had known it since she’d been going full bore.
He also knew what she was asking for, and she deserved it. She was headed for a
burn-out and out the door if he didn’t give it to her, and Joe was savvy enough to
know that, too. His years of experience told him as much.
His head gave a considering tilt. “That puts you as co-counsel with just about
every new kid we’ve got, and some of the pros. And you’ll still have to take some
of the overflow,” he warned. “Think you can handle that?” Joe asked, knowing
she could.
She leapt at the offer. “I can. Just for a while, Joe. I’ve got… I’ve got some things
to figure out.”
Yeah. It’s about time for that. Good luck, Cathy. No matter what you do.
“I’d tell you to update your wardrobe, considering how often you’ll be in front of a
judge, but…” He shrugged affably as he backed away from her, and gave her a
smile before he turned around to answer a ringing phone.
Yes. That means ‘yes.’ Catherine felt relief course through her. I need this. We…
we need this, Catherine thought, just as her desk phone began to shrill, as well.
She smiled at the receiver.
642

“Catherine Chandler,” she said, as she picked up the phone.

Catherine sat on her balcony, staring, yet not staring, out at the city lights.
Winter’s grip was softening its hold, and an early-coming spring was mixing a
warming breeze with the predominantly cooler one. The tendrils of her hair were
caught in it, as she remained in her chair. A cup of tea was going cold, on the
table near her elbow.
Blue eyes took in the scene. She looked relaxed to the point of languor. She
looked… beautiful. As she always did, yet in a different way. A way that radiated…
possibility. It was the only word Vincent had for it.
Vincent, for all his intentions of going directly to her, didn’t want to break this
spell. He stood, deep in shadow, not hiding, yet not advancing, either.
How lovely you look, he thought. How lovely and… how peaceful.
In the days of their Bond, he knew he would have been able to sense her
thoughts, her mood, and often even her intentions. But now, he had only the gift
his eyes gave to him.
She wore a patterned silk robe, and it was one he thought he remembered, but
couldn’t place. Her hair was fresh-washed and brushed, the smell of her shampoo
reaching his sensitive nose. She was make-up free, thanks to her recent shower,
and she’d left her feet bare, with one foot tucked under her, as she sat.
The rose bush to her left was a mass of tightly closed buds, weeks away from
blooming, yet dripping wet with promise. Water droplets glistened on its glossy
leaves. Either she’d watered it, or a late afternoon shower had done the job for
her. Either way, it was going to be a glorious season
We move through our winter and into our spring, Vincent thought, still
watching her, as she leaned her head back, a little.
“’I wonder if I’ll ever not be surprised to see you standing there,’” he recalled,
hearing her voice from a distant day.
I wonder if I’ll never be surprised to see you, he thought, realizing how true that
was. That she was in his life was nothing less than a miracle and that he was
welcome here, more so.
Do we have one more miracle in us, Catherine? Do we? It was a question he
hoped he had the right answer to. And something inside him knew this would be
the night that would tell him that – one way or the other.
He moved, making just a little noise, so that she knew he was there.
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“It will be an early spring,” he said softly, moving to stand behind her.
She took in his words, as she accepted his steady presence.
“Sometimes… these early warming trends… they can fool you,” Catherine replied,
enjoying the unexpectedly soft night.
“Not this one,” Vincent replied, settling his hands on her shoulders. “This one will
stay. You can feel it in the air. Or I can.”
She looked up into the blue eyes that were looking down at her.
“Do you believe me?” he asked.

Catherine thought it an odd question.
“If you say it’s so. You have gifts,” she replied easily.
He came around and knelt next to her chair. “And if I tell you that your rose bush
will be more glorious this year than ever it was, do you believe that, Catherine?
Do you trust it?”
“Of course,” she replied, giving him a small smile. He was in a strange mood. But
it was a steady one. Steadier than she remembered seeing him for a long time.
He faced her squarely. “And if I tell you… I did not go mad, Catherine. I was
driven there, yes. But not of my own doing. You believe it? You have faith in
that?” He caressed her soft cheek with the back of his furred fingers. He lingered
on the scar that had brought her to him.
Her head gave the slightest of shakes. Tiny, because she didn’t want to disturb his
caressing fingers. “I don’t need faith for that. I know it, Vincent. It was the drugs.
It wasn’t… anything else.”
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He inhaled deeply at that, taking her words and gathering them into his soul. She
believes in me. She does. “I did not go mad, Catherine. I didn’t. I thought it meant
something that I did. I thought it meant that perhaps… that perhaps there was
only so much hope, for us.”
“Vincent--“ she attempted to correct him, but he continued on.
“But I know differently, now.”
She caught his hand at her cheek, and held it there a moment, before letting him
go. “Your faith… is restored?” she asked, sensing that it was.
He gave her a slight nod. “Restored. Increased. More than it has ever been. These
last few weeks… the changes they brought. It means… perhaps more than I can
ever say.”
“You needed to know.”
“I did. It… changed me. It changed… many things. Some subtly. Some… less so.”
She shifted a little in her chair. “Um… speaking of changes…Vincent… I think I
have something to say, too. I… I didn’t quit my job, but I did ask them to change
it, today. I want to work as co-counsel, more than as a lead. Joe said ‘Yes.’ I’ll still
be helping people. But in court, not in investigations.”
Her green eyes studied his expression, waiting to see either doubt, or censure
there.
She stammered a little. “I… I thought it best. It… it felt right.” Her expression told
him that the decision was one she was perhaps still trying to justify, both to him
and to herself.
“Then… this is a thing you should do,” he replied sincerely.
“I just… I just don’t want you to think I’m giving up. I can go back… sometime.
Sometimes. Just… not right now. I need the time. I think… maybe we need it.”
More than anyone else, he understood her words. I need the time. We need it.
Yes.
He glanced briefly out at the skyline, where eight million other stories were
happening, none of them quite like theirs, despite any similarities they might
bear.
We are unique. We always have been. I desecrated a grave today. You changed
your job. Of the two of us, I think you gave more effort.
He looked back to her and reached down to place her small hands in his, and
tugged her upward. “Then what we need we shall have,” he agreed easily.
She gave him a relieved nod.
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“Catherine, I—“
“Vincent—“ They said over top of each other.
“You go first,” she said, blushing a little.
“No. You,” he replied, threading her fingers through his. It was an intimate
gesture.
She squeezed his hand. “I… I want you to know… I didn’t stop believing in us… in
what we were. I just… I just wasn’t sure how to proceed. There seemed to be so
much arrayed against us this past year. It was… It was easy to think that part of it
was my fault.”
He returned the gentle pressure of her fingers. “Catherine…”
“Especially when you got hurt, or were hurting,” she continued. “I miss our Bond.
I miss it… so much. But part of me was… almost relieved, knowing you wouldn’t…
you couldn’t put yourself in danger for my sake, anymore.”
He pondered her words. His answer, when it came, was slowly paced.
“We… we live with that danger. What we are… the fact that I’m here right now… it
is risk. Our Bond … It was born in that chance. That chance at love.”
That he accepted that risk so easily, humbled her.
She frowned, the slight gesture causing a line of doubt to form, between her
lovely eyebrows. “Vincent, I… I withdrew from you. You said you needed me gone
and I agreed. I thought it best. I know now that it wasn’t. That if I had stayed…
stayed near you. Maybe I would have realized what was happening. Maybe I
could have helped.”
He shook his head, gently. “We both agreed to let the distance come. I was afraid
I would hurt you – then… ashamed when I woke up, and didn’t know you,” he
confessed.
“You can’t feel guilty for that,” she chided softly.
“No more than you, for staying away.” he returned, no charge in the statement,
just the understanding that there had been no perfect answer for them; just that
they had been two people searching for one, and neither finding it.
She gently disengaged their fingers and pulled him close, her hands around his
waist. “I missed you. I know that. I missed you… every day.”
If I still had our Bond I would have known. I would have sensed, and felt it.
Though I didn’t need that, not really. I was miserable, too.
“Our darkest moments… are when we are apart from each other. It’s a truth I’ve
come to accept,” he replied, into the soft crown of her hair.
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He kissed her there, the soft, brushing caress being similar to many others he’d
given her… and yet… not like any of them.
He inhaled deeply, and they both felt the decision being made.
“You believe the rose bush will bloom? Beautifully?” he nudged. He felt her nod.
“I do. With all my heart, I do.”
‘I do.’ Those are marriage words, Catherine.
“And you believe that the… the horrors of the last few months… were not my
failing, or yours… just… something terrible, that was done to us?”
Us. Yes. Not just you. And certainly not just me. But us.
“Of course I do.”
She felt his hand shift, and begin a slow journey up her back, caressing the length
of her spine.
“And do you believe I love you, Catherine? Clear-eyed and clear-headed, that I
love you? That I know it? That I will always love you? No matter what?”
His great hand settled at the nape of her neck, nestled beneath her hair. She
tipped her head back.
“I’ve never doubted that. No matter what. Not one time, Vincent. It’s what I fight
for, that love. It’s what we fight for.”
We’re not fighting now, he thought. For the first time in a long time. Our foes
are vanquished. Our hearts are open. It is time.
“I love you,” she whispered, just before his unusual mouth lowered to hers.
His kiss was as sweet as it was sensual. Tentative, then exploring. He felt her
acceptance of him.
“When I knew nothing else, I knew that,” he answered. “I believed that. I do.”
He lowered his lips to hers again, and all doubts were swept away.
The decision made at last, a thing wanted was a thing as good as done. He didn’t
remember moving with her into her bedroom, and he barely remembered
loosening the belt of her robe as his own belt dropped with a soft thud to her
carpet.
His hands full of silk, an instant of memory flashed.
“You… you wore this… our first night, the night I brought the book to your
balcony.”
“Did I?” she asked, not remembering. Her hands were exploring the hem of his
tunic – and then, breathtakingly, the softly furred area above his waistband.
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His inhale was quick, as her fingertips found skin.
“I’ve missed you,” she whispered it, glorying in touching him.
“You never will again,” he vowed, gently pushing the lovely, familiar fabric of her
robe to the floor.
It pooled and puddled there, and it reminded him again of the first night he’d
ever come to her balcony, bearing an old book and a faint hope, and nothing
more.
And now I have everything, he thought, caressing the bare skin of her arm as her
own touch grew bolder. Everything. And everything is everything. We end as we
began, on a moonlit night, with silk, and the promise of change, and every hope
there is, between us.
Catherine flattened her palm against his abdomen, feeling the tension of his
muscles, the soft whorl of hair, and the smooth, golden skin beneath.
His own hand travelled up her rib cage, and paused there for a long moment,
before it moved up to claim its prize.
The moment he cupped her breast her world shattered.
Sensation rocked her, both expected and not. She felt her body start to fall, but
knew she hadn’t hit the floor. His arm was there, just at the small of her back.
Her feet were useless, half suspended, and he was whispering her name, holding
her against him. She felt as if she’d blacked out – no, she felt as if she’d never
been so alive, so aware. The grey behind her closed eyelids became spangled, for a
moment, as dancing lights glimmered across her consciousness. She nuzzled his
neck in thanks, as her lips found a soft purchase.
I love you, she thought.
Yes. Please. More. Please, more. I love you, Catherine.
She opened her mouth wider, and laved him with her tongue. She was about to
take them both off their feet.
Like that? It was a coy thought, when she already knew the answer.
Yes. That. Just like… Catherine?
She paused. Vincent? You can… you can hear me? Oh, God. Our Bond…
The kiss she was giving him became more frantic, and his hands simply tugged
her nightgown away.
It is restored to us. I feel you. I feel… everything.
His hands were full of her, and he had trouble getting her to disengage from his
neck long enough to remove his shirt.
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“I felt the moment it happened. I … I saw stars,” she whispered.
He was growing in confidence. A rejuvenated Bond meant he felt what she did.
And what she was feeling now was arousal, of a very proprietary and feminine
variety. He marveled at its unique flavor, different from his own, yet no less
intense. She wanted to touch him, everywhere. And he was in no mood to deny
her.
“We are restored.” he replied.
“It’s… it’s stronger than it used to be,” she said. He was toeing out of his boots,
and refusing to let go of her.
Why shouldn’t it be? Why should we be just the same as we were? Why not be
more? He thought.
“I… you’re too fast. I didn’t catch all that,” she told him.
He smiled, as she pulled his shirt upward.
Then I will learn to go slowly. And you will learn to… patience, he teased her.
“I will if you will,” she replied aloud, glorying in the expanse of his newly bared
chest. He’d been putting on the weight he’d lost, and his muscles were regaining
their former tone, and size. Blonde hair lay at silken angles, all across his torso. It
looked thick, and eminently touchable. He was glorious. And he was hers.
“Then I will,” he replied, fascinated by the gentle curve of her waist. You are
beautiful. So beautiful. We are well. Where once we were broken... We are
mended, Catherine.
Unbidden, a line from Shakespeare leapt into his mind.
‘If we shadows have offended, think but this and all is mended.’
“That’s from The Tempest.” She smiled at him, as she placed her palm over his
steady, beating heart.
It was a smile he returned. “I know it is,” he replied.
It was the last coherent thought either of them would have for a long, long while.
They would touch each other more that night, indeed, never knowing a minute in
the next few hours that didn’t have their hands on each other.
At one point, her ability to know his thoughts was lost, though the sensation of
being bonded to him still remained.
“Do you think… do you think it will always be like this?” she asked, during a
breathless intermission.
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“I don’t know,” he answered honestly. “Perhaps that’s what we’re meant to
discover.”
“Maybe that’s what we were always meant to do,” she replied. “Discover each
other. Test our limits. Love each other, and see where that takes us.” Her palm on
his bare stomach was giving him ideas about that, even as it was obliterating his
ability to think clearly.
He moved it, and planted a kiss on her palm. “I like that.”
His expression turned thoughtful. “There is still… shadow within me, Catherine.
It wasn’t what I thought it was. But that doesn’t mean I don’t understand it still
exists.”
Her reply was as easy as it was familiar. “There are dark places in all of us. I love
you.”
She’d said it before. Only this time, he was able to hear it. Hear it, and accept it.
The promise of the silken robe was fulfilled once more, and the soft, wide bed
near the balcony windows would bear traces of moonlight, silvering the two
lovers as the steady moon rose and set, outside the window.
And then… it bore sunlight.
When morning came, two unlikely figures were half-covered by destroyed
bedding, relaxed, and in repose. Time had no meaning for them, and the idea that
they must separate themselves, thanks to the dawning of the day, was banished.
He was where he wanted to be; whole, sated, spent, and with the love of his life
draped across his broad chest.
And she was where she wanted to be… listening to the pure, steady heartbeat of
the only man she would ever love.
Beyond them, just on the balcony, two roses burst open, greeting the morning
dawn, early harbingers of what promised to be a glorious spring.
One was red. One was white.

No matter where you are in your own fairy tale, I wish you love. ~ Cindy
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Ode to a Frustrated Author
by Anon E. Mouse

Now, listen up writers, for this is your muse!
And I’m getting real tired of all you accuse!
This kvetching, this moaning, this “You don’t come near
When I want you to!” Is just grinding my gears.
This fussing and griping and whinging and whining,
This outright abuse and this endless, opining,
It simply must stop! For I have no humor
For half-hearted pleas that say I should just do more!
And do it on time! Like this easy demand
Makes you think I am just yours to command!
I’ve been there. I’m faithful. (When I’m good and inspired.)
But now and then, writers, even a good muse gets tired!
I’ve written them AU, I’ve written them steamy,
I’ve written them sci-fi and crossover and dreamy!
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Yet it’s not enough! I get it. I do!
But let’s run a list, here, before you get blue:
I’ve written them canon, I’ve written them not,
I’ve written them prequels and sequels, the whole lot!
We’ve got poems and drabbles and in-between scenes,
And stuff that’s so weird I don’t know what it means!
From multi-year epics to one shot one day-ers
And we’ve done major stories about minor players!
From little vignettes, to fifteen long chapters,
We’ve covered it all to get “Happily Ever Afters.”
So, you can throw chocolate, and you can throw wine,
And you can rewatch the pilot
for the hundred-and-twentieth time.
And you can read poetry, or books, or old songs,
And use them for “Ah-ha!” - And then get along.
But please, dear, don’t fuss if I wake you at four!
It’s only because…
We’ve got one story more!
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