A Message from the 2021 Con Chair, Laura Goist

Sometimes we take life by the horns, and other times life takes us for a
ride. There is one thing that is a universal constant: no matter how organized we are, no matter
how much and how well we plan, we can always expect the unexpected.
With that said, welcome to Covid-Con II!
This conzine was begun more than a year ago, for the 2020 convention in Philadelphia.
When the pandemic necessitated its cancellation, we decided to hold these submissions for this
year. Because surely we’d all be able to get together in person in 2021, right? Right?!
Perhaps I ought to have anticipated that there just might be a few twists and turns coming
my way before naming a convention for a play set in the topsy-turvy dreamscape of a dark and
mysterious forest where lovers cause chaos and a fairy queen falls head over hooves for a
donkey-man. To paraphrase Puck’s famous line from the play, What fools these con chairs be!
But just like the play – where in the end everything eventually turns out for the best and
everyone goes off to live happily ever after – pivoting to a second virtual convention is Okay
Good, Okay Fine. After all, many of us were not going to be able to attend in person anyway,
and if staying apart one more year helps to keep everyone physically safe and financially sound,
what is there to complain about?
We are still going to be able to meet online, and now we can wear our jammies without
the other hotel guests looking at us funny. We’ll still share panels, games, crafts, trivia, and all
the other goodies associated with our favorite show. We’ll light candles, we’ll share laughs,
we’ll break bread together – even if it’s in our own kitchens. We’ll catch up with old friends we
haven’t seen in a while and make friends with our new con virgins. We’ll have fanfics, art and
auctions. We’ll be able to see our fan art in color rather than black and white in a printed zine.
And most importantly, we’re still going to be able to raise money for a wonderful cause.
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Things have changed, but what is most important remains the same: our connection with
each other.
So with that thought in mind – and with no apologies whatsoever to dear old Willy
Shakes – I’ll leave you with this one final thought:
If being virtual has offended,
Think but this, and all is mended That you have but slumber'd here
While these Zoom calls did appear.
Dear Tunnel friends, do not reprehend:
Soon this Covid thing must end.
Like our Vince and Cathy’s dream,
Our fandom’s Bond will reign supreme.
So give me your hands, if we be friends.
Let’s hope next year this trend will end.
Then we can hug and hug again!
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About our Convention Charity
Northeast Ohio Coalition for the Homeless
Cleveland, Ohio

Since 1988, NEOCH has sought to break the cycle of homelessness in Northeast Ohio.
They exist to eliminate the root causes of homelessness while loving a diverse community through
organizing, advocacy, education, and street outreach.
The work of the Northeast Ohio Coalition for the Homeless is collective, and the coalition
is a community formed by unhoused people, concerned community members, social justice
groups, and homeless service providers, all of whom have been critical to the development of
NEOCH’s mission and long-term vision. They envision a society where everyone has a safe and
stable place to call home where they can also embrace their own power and dignity. They
recognize that this cannot be achieved without first acknowledging and confronting the root causes
of homelessness: namely, structural racism and the lack of affordable housing. It is imperative that
this work be centered on anti-racism, radical love, education, and collective grassroots organizing
on issues of safe and affordable housing, along with tenants’ rights advocacy.
Eliminating the root causes of homelessness informs all aspects of NEOCH’s work. Their
street outreach work provides trauma-informed care to people suffering from unsheltered
homelessness, while their advocacy initiatives fiercely defend their rights to exist, utilize public
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spaces, and access safe and affordable housing. NEOCH’s organizing work builds power within
the homeless community by highlighting homeless voices through initiatives like the Homeless
Congress and The Cleveland Street Chronicle. Education is also essential to their work. NEOCH
continues to act as a hub that service providers, homeless advocates, and community members turn
to for information and training. This is vital in maintaining NEOCH’s identity as a community and
coalition that affirms human dignity, and one whose values are consistently informed and guided
by those with lived experience of homelessness.

Unfinished Roses, by Chan
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Greetings from the 2020 Con Chair, Bobbi Suny
There is a destiny that makes us brothers/sisters, no one
goes his way alone; all that we send into the lives of others, comes
back into our own.
-- Edwin Markham
What makes BATB friends so special?
Friendship isn’t defined by how often you see the person or how often you talk to them.
While those are all key components that help to build friendships, occasionally, you can
come across a person with whom you have an immediate connection.
These connections are heartfelt connections; in other words, you just click.
These are people you can go months without speaking to, and it's never awkward when
you pick up the phone to call, or when you reunite.
Even though your friends maybe 3,000+ miles away, you can still share a connection and
share a love for one another. Distance isn’t an obstacle if you don’t allow it to be.
What benefits can we find in our connection?
1.Your bond grows stronger.
When there is a time difference, you'll have to have conversations that aren’t convenient
for you. You make sacrifices, and the conversation that wakes you up at 4 am is always worth it.
2. The computer becomes your best friend.
The art of letter writing hasn’t been lost, but your computer and the Internet can help
your relationship. The connection will always be there.
3. You always have something to look forward to.
You may not know when or how long it will be, but you know you will cross paths in the
future.
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4. You establish a forever friend.
Friends come and go, but every once in a while, you meet someone who will be with you
for life.
5. You laugh about the old times.
You laugh at the funny skits you did during the talent show and the night you locked
yourself out on the balcony.
You have many memories in the past, and you look forward to the ones in the future.
6. You never get into fights.
You aren't going to waste time fighting because time is too precious, and nothing is worth
fighting about when you are together.
7. Your BATB friends lift you up.
Your BATB FRIENDS lift you up when you’re down, care for you when you get sick,
encourage your inner talent, even when you can’t see it. Teach you to laugh at yourself,
compliment you, and let you know you will be missed when you part for another year.
8. You always have a place to stay.
Feel like taking a trip this week? You always have a place to stay!
9. Your BATB FRIENDS make you proud of yourself.
No matter how horribly you handled a situation your BATB FRIENDS won’t judge you.
He or she accepts you and reminds you of the strong person you are. Your BATB FRIENDS
makes you a better version of yourself.
10. Your BATB FRIENDS share a common interest, that brings you together every
year, faithfully!
So, while long-distance friendships can sometimes be complicated and hard, you realize
you have a soul mate, no matter if he or she is 3,000+ miles away. For that, you are grateful.
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• 2020 Headlines: Corona Virus!! •
Your BATB friends would share their toilet paper.
Now that’s Brotherly Love!!
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Clip art by Laura G.
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Vincent and Catherine Walking in the Park by Lynette Parker

1

2

Long Day’s Journey
Bobbi Suny

Once upon a time in a kingdom by the sea, Vincent, a fair and perfect knight, whose
features were like that of masques worn at a carnival or ritual, sat on the cliffs high above the
waters listening to the chamber music coming from the sounds heard only in the dead of winter. It
reminded him of the legendary Song of Orpheus. He understood the lure of the song and the
emotions it invoked but more than that, he felt empathy but didn’t know from where his own source
originated.
As the moon illuminated the water, he watched the tide take claim to the sand and amid
that, he saw a raddled old hag wearing a grey cloak, moaning. It made him shudder as he recalled
a story his brother told him about a Banshee who forewarns of death in the same manner. This left
him feeling empty inside, the way hollow men must feel, but he couldn’t understand why because
his heart burned with love. He loved his father, his friends, and those who loved him and protected
him from the outsiders who did not understand and feared him. Though he had to confess he
struggled with loneliness and this night was no exception, in fact the loneliness was even more
palpable.
Unable to find solace by the water’s edge, he rose and disappeared into the forest of the
night. As he wandered, the only sounds heard were the wind and the crackling of the snow beneath
his feet. His thoughts went to gloomy winter days, when blue birds can be heard. He knew that
when the blue birds sing, they sing about waiting, waiting for the flowers, waiting for spring. He
too was waiting, but what was he waiting for, he didn’t know?
He continued to walk aimlessly. He had a feeling of loss and didn’t understand where it
was coming from. He may not have known where he came from but unlike orphans, he had Jacob,
the man who became his father and taught him how to love, so where was this feeling of loss
coming from? There was a faint whisper in the wind calling to him, “Remember Love,” it was
pulling at him and he wondered, “Have I forgotten something?”
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Meanwhile….
On a distant shore, a young maiden known as Catherine, tarried down to a sunless sea. As
she sat by the bank, she watched a china moon so white and glistening, like the twinkling of stars,
rise from its hiding place and become captured by the clouds’ embrace. The glow of its light shone
on her face and her beauty was immeasurable, yet her countenance revealed sorrow and sadness.
As she looked to the sky with its purple hues and shades of grey, a beggar’s comet swept
across the sky. This simple event had a profound effect on her. She remembered the myth regarding
this comet and cited to herself, “When ordinary men die, there is no sign, but when important
people die, heaven sends a sign”. Clearly distressed, she jumped to her feet and started to run. She
found herself rushing through the labyrinths of the garden grounds searching, for what she didn’t
know. The young maiden continued to run, the sticks and stones cutting her feet, but still she ran.
It wasn’t until a gentle rain began to fall on her face that she stopped her running. Her breath was
fast and heavy in the air, her skin was hot like a fever, she fell to the ground and began to sob.
The night was still and deserted and she could no longer endure the quietness that came
from it. It was an impossible silence, it cut through her, and she began to run again as if she could
outrun the loneliness she was feeling. Catherine ended up at a section of the park dedicated to the
vision of Roberto Burle Marx. The mosaic pathways around the perimeter of the gazebo echoed a
polychromatic arabesque and she found rest there.

Vincent was feeling exhausted and decided to return home. He arrived in the warmth of his
chamber. His loved ones were safe and asleep. Realizing this, he thought he could lay his head
down and join them in slumber, however, he was restless and couldn’t sleep, so he decided to read
for a while. His father had given him a book a few days before called “The Watcher” by Ross
Armstrong so he decided he would finish the book. He enjoyed the book and found similarities in
himself with the main character, the way in which the character watched over his loved ones and
protected them from danger. However, there was another character, Ozymandias the antagonist,
who preyed on the innocent and weak. This character had a dark spirit and thrived on oppressing
the vulnerable people around him. He had the proverbial foot on the back of their necks, creating
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a social and economic prison. Just like in the poem “Nor Iron Bars a Cage” these people were not
in prison, nor were there stone walls around them, but they were imprisoned, by their
circumstances.
This character reminded him of the Alchemist who used to be part of his world, he called
himself Paracelsus. Paracelsus was a plague on his world, and Vincent felt obligated to protect his
world from his evil ways. Paracelsus’ goal was to separate him from the others so he could take
over and control this fragile world and one day he almost succeeded. It was a very dark time for
Vincent, and he shuddered at the memory. He always believed there was a dark side within himself
and Paracelsus was only too eager and determined to release the beast within him. The evil one
preyed on Vincent’s insecurities, he continually spoke about the reckoning, a day that would come,
where Vincent would face some unpleasant truths. He tried to convince Vincent that this day would
be his legacy, the legacy of a god. He remembered the words Paracelsus spouted, “Better to reign
in hell then serve in heaven.”
Vincent had become unraveled, so when Paracelsus threatened his family the temptation
to unleash this inner beast was too great and once the beast was unleashed, it was Invictus – and
he ended up killing Paracelsus. Vincent started to believe that perhaps Paracelsus was right about
him, not that he was a god, but something from hell: a beast. However, something even greater
convinced him he wasn’t. He remembered the whisper, to remember love, and he thought to
himself, what rough beast would love? None, as far as he knew, and he did love and knew love
and that love brought him back, but as palpable as this love was, he still could not remember the
source. Eventually his thoughts were abated by the lure of sleep. And the rest is silence.

As Catherine rested, she was lost in thought. She was remembering a children’s story her
father read to her, “The Velveteen Rabbit”. She cited an excerpt: “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 you, then you become real”. Catherine knew her father loved
and adored her; but she couldn’t remember a time when she felt that kind of real. However,

5

A Long Day’s Journey by Bobbi Suny
something deep inside her was telling her she had, but how, when? Catherine thought to herself,
“Is that what I am searching for, this unknown source that makes me feel truly real?”
She longed for a happy life but thought to herself, “How selfish am I?” Except for losing
her mother at a young age, her life had been pretty good. She thought about the nursery rhyme
“Ring Around the Rosie”, how on the surface it seemed so innocent, but the nursery rhyme was
about illness and death: ashes, ashes we all fall down…to death. “How sad,” she thought, yet
children sing this rhyme with joy and laughter. “God bless the children,” she thought, so innocent
to find joy in everything around them. She realized that everything is everything in life. If we could
just remember to see the world as children do, what a ceremony of innocence it would be.
However, pleasant as that thought was, there was still something pulling at her. Something was
lost, and she desperately wanted to find it.

When Vincent awoke, he felt very anxious. For a moment he had a sense of remembrance
of what it was he’d forgotten, but it dissipated upon waking and escaped him. He felt tired and
restless even after a night’s sleep. The morning was still and quiet and there was no communication
on the pipes. He found that odd. Surely everyone was awake getting their day started, so why
wasn’t Pascal tapping out the usual daily messages? By now everyone would be heading to the
dining chamber for breakfast, and Pascal would be tapping out the breakfast menu. Vincent found
that ritual exciting, it brought him joy to know that all he loved would be gathering together,
sharing the joy of a new day. However, this day was not like the others.
“Why?” he wondered.
“Well, perhaps it’s earlier then I realize,” he assessed. So, he got himself up, changed his
clothes, and headed to Father’s chamber. As he was walking, his senses were oddly acute, and
nothing seemed quite real to him. His surroundings felt as they did when he dreamed. He could
see it, but it was impalpable. Finally, he heard the rustling of feet ahead. He saw several of the
children heading towards the dining chamber with baskets of food. He thought, That’s not right,
it’s too early for a food pick-up, so he called out to them, “Children…children!” but they did not
respond, and when he reached the cross tunnel, they were no longer there.

6

A Long Day’s Journey by Bobbi Suny
Vincent’s mind was reeling, nothing seemed right. There was a memory demanding to be
remembered, a feeling of loss and loneliness and now this, a solemn somberness invading his
emotions. “I must talk to Father,” he said to himself, so he quickened his pace until he reached the
threshold of Father’s chamber.
Vincent entered the chamber. “Good morning, Father.” Father didn’t answer, he didn’t
even acknowledge that he entered the room. Again, Vincent called out, “Father, what’s wrong?”
Still there was no response. Vincent stared at him intently, and what he saw was concerning.
Father just sat there with a sober demeanor. “What is it, Father? What has you so…” Just then
Mary entered the chamber with a tray of food. “Father, I brought you some lunch.” Father just
motioned by hand that he did not want it. Mary continued, “You must eat, Father, you need to keep
up your strength!”
“Mary! What’s wrong with Father?” asked Vincent. Mary did not reply, nor did she
acknowledge his presence. Vincent felt panic rising in him. “What have I forgotten?” He looked
back at Mary and Father. Were they just a mirage, was this just an illusory sense?
Mary laid the tray down. “She’s here, she doesn’t look well. I’m worried about her.”
“Yes, I am, too,” replied Father.
“Then why won’t you talk to her?”
“I can’t, Mary, it hurts too much.”
“Do you blame her?”
“No! Of course not.”
“Then talk to her. I know it hurts but you can help each other through the pain. It’s what
Vincent would’ve wanted. Please Father, honor his love for her, talk to her,” Mary implored. Father
just buried his head in his hands. “This is the time,” said Mary. “For both of you.”
Father lifted his head up. “The time… for what”? asked Father.
“A time to heal,” replied Mary.

7

A Long Day’s Journey by Bobbi Suny
Father took in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. He looked at Mary. He knew she was
right and decided not to put off the inevitable. Shaking his head yes, “I’ll see her,” he replied.
Vincent was stunned and confused. “Am I no longer here? What happened to me?” As that
thought was sweeping through his mind, she walked in. “Father,” she said. Vincent turned to the
voice coming through the entrance. His eyes fixated on this woman, his heart began to race, his
emotions went soaring, with no way down. He felt a euphoric sense of relaxation and warmth. It
was a feeling so loving, so tender, so wild, so overwhelming, and breath-taking, a feeling he had
forgotten and now remembered! The only word his thoughts could conjure, the only word on his
lips, the only word in his heart at that moment was… “Catherine!”

Catherine, feeling exhausted, laid her head down. Listening to the sounds of the night, she
drifted off to sleep. Visions started to plague her sleep. She was being chased and she was running,
but not just to get away, she was running to someone, someone she believed would keep her safe,
but to who? As she was running, the sound of her heart beating echoed in her ears, until the sound
was replaced by another, a sound that she could only describe as a wild animal. Catherine
instinctively looked in the direction from whence the sound came, and fear struck her like
lightning; coming at her was something she had never seen, a creature, or was it a man? She didn’t
know.
With a threat behind her and a threat in front of her, a voice screamed in her head, “What
have I done to be subjected to such a trial?” Faith in her safety waivered and she threw herself to
the ground and prepared herself for the imminent attack. This creature’s sounds invaded all her
senses. She was paralyzed. It wasn’t until she heard the screams of the men who were chasing her
that she found the courage to look up. She saw a hideous sight, however she could not turn away.
This… man creature… was attacking the men. She didn’t know what that meant for her. She
wanted to get up and run, but she couldn’t.
When the siege was over a silence filled the air. She had a sudden feeling of relief but when
this creature came towards her it vanished and she thought she would be next, and she cried out to
the Lord for help. Just as the creature reached her, she curled up face down, waiting for the
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inevitable, when all of the sudden hell became heaven, and she heard the most soothing raspy voice
that resonated, “Don’t be afraid, you’re safe.”
Somehow, she believed this and slowly found the courage to look upon his face. When
she did, he instinctively pulled the hood of his black cloak over his head to shield his face. Again,
he spoke, “It’s not safe to be alone in the park at night. Please, go home.”
Catherine, struggling for a reaction, could only utter, “You’re not here to hurt me?”
He gently knelt beside her. “No, I could never hurt you, I came to save you! He replied!”.
Catherine, questioning, replied, “You came to save me?”
“Yes,” he replied.
“How, how did you know?” she asked.
“I knew…because you called me,” he replied.
Catherine was puzzled. “I don’t understand,” she commented.
“What’s your name?” he asked.
“Catherine,” she replied.
Smiling, he softly whispered, “Catherine.”
Catherine was in awe, the way he spoke her name was like hearing her name spoken for
the first time. She had this sense like they were the only two people in existence and when he
looked into her eyes, she felt as though he were looking into her very soul. “I’m part of you,” he
continued. “I will always be here when you call,” he explained.
Catherine didn’t know how to react or what to say. She could only stare at him, and every
part of her was crying out for more stimuli from this extraordinary person.
He took in a deep breath, exhaled slowly and, as he stood up, he said, “I must go. Please
don’t tell anyone about me.” As he turned to walk away, Catherine called to him, “Wait…
please…what’s your name?”
He turned to her, cocking his head ever so slightly. “Vincent,” he replied.
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“Vincent,” she repeated. With boldness and without hesitation Catherine looked up at him.
“Thank you, Vincent.”
Vincent smiled, Catherine smiled, then Vincent disappeared into the night.
Catherine awoke suddenly, startled by the dream that seemed so real. She instinctively
looked around, but there was no one there. She wondered to herself, Could such a terrible savior
exist? She shook off the thought. “There was nothing terrible about him,” she said aloud. She
slowly got up and walked home, pondering the dream…thinking of him.

Far below the city, Vincent was in utter disbelief over learning about his apparent death
and how for days, he didn’t even know, he had forgotten Catherine, something he thought
impossible. His mind was filled with thoughts. “When did I leave her? Did my shortcomings
finally pull us apart? Promises of someday, that was all I gave her.” The words were no sooner
out of his mouth when he finally realized the source of what he’d been feeling: guilt and regret,
these emotions were keeping him from his beloved Catherine.
Vincent was so distraught; he fell to his knees and wept. When he was finally able to control
his sobs, he lifted his head, looked upon Catherine and Father, the two people he loved most in
this world. “What have I done?”
“Catherine, please hear me, open your heart and hear me. I’m here. What can I do?”
Suddenly, Vincent thought of Narcissa. “If anyone can help, she can.” He jumped to his feet and
ran into the depths of the tunnels, frantically wanting to reach Narcissa. It was hours before Vincent
reached the threshold of Narcissa’s chamber. Deeply out of breath, he called to her, “Narcissa!”
“Please, please hear me,” he thought.
Then the voice of a dear friend echoed back, “Come in, Vincent”. Narcissa was at her table
shuffling her bones.
“Narcissa?”
“I hear you, Vincent.”
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“Can you see me?” he asked.
“What the eyes can’t see, the heart always can…I see you.”
Vincent gently walked over to her. “Narcissa, I’m sick at heart, I am no longer among…
the living and, I’m afraid. I don’t know what to do,” he pleaded “Please help me.”
“Everything you need is right here, child,” She put her hand over his heart. Narcissa went
to the large wooden bowl filled with water, she opened a pouch with a powder inside, and she
sprinkled this powder into the bowl then looked intently into the water. “I see you, Vincent. You
have passed through death and now you will embark on the journey to life, but you are not alone.
The rose will be with you!”
“The rose! Catherine? That would mean she’s…no… that can’t be, please, Narcissa, that
can’t be! Catherine is with Father right now, grieving for me!” he insisted.
“Echoes of the past, Vincent,” replied Narcissa. “I see her, Vincent, and the way before
her is dark. She needs you to guide her to the light.”
Panic started to rise in him. “I must go,” replied Vincent.
“Walk slowly, Vincent, the way is dark,” she replied.
“Thank you, Narcissa.” Vincent set out to find Catherine.

Catherine, sat on her balcony, pondering last night’s dream. She knew it wasn’t real,
however, she couldn’t help feeling satiated. As terrible as the dream was, it filled that loneliness
she had been feeling, but the one thing she couldn’t forget was when Vincent told her, “You called
for me.” Catherine wondered what that meant. “How could I have called upon something that
doesn’t exist?” Yet, as crazy as it sounded, there was something very familiar about him. “Well,”
she said to herself, “if you want to understand a dream, go see Jenny.” So that is what she did.
As Catherine was entering the lobby of the publishing company, she started to feel strange
and uncomfortable. She knew that she had been feeling lost and melancholy these past days, but
she was trying very hard to push that aside and be friendly and courteous. She was smiling and she
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was saying hello to those she passed but no one was reciprocating her politeness, they just walked
past her like she wasn’t even there, no one even bothered to look at her. Catherine thought to
herself, “Well I guess everyone is feeling melancholy,”, as she continued on her way to Jenny’s
office.
Catherine reached Jenny’s door. It was open, but she knocked anyway. “Hi Jen,” she said
as she walked into the room. Jenny did not acknowledge her. “Jenny, hi,” she repeated, but Jenny
kept right on working. “What’s the matter? Are you angry with me? Did I forget a lunch
appointment?” Still, Jenny kept on working.
Catherine didn’t know if she should be worried, or angry. “Jen, I need to talk to you, please
can you just talk to me?” Just then Joe Maxwell knocked on the door. “Jenny?”
“Joe, hi. How are you?” she asked.
“I’m okay, How about you?”
Catherine looked to Joe then back at Jenny, she was puzzled. “Well, I’m glad she’s talking
to someone; she won’t talk to me,” replied Catherine.
Joe didn’t respond; he showed no acknowledgement that Catherine was even there.
“What on earth is going on with the two of you?” Catherine demanded, but again, no
acknowledgement.
Joe began to speak. “Peter Alcott came to see me; he gave me this letter.” Joe handed Jenny
the letter. “It’s from Cathy” he added.
Jenny read the letter and looked up at Joe, tears welling up. “What is this?” she asked.
“Well, from what Peter told me, Catherine has a group of friends who can use her
belongings and she wanted them to have them, but only after you’ve had a chance to pick out any
keepsake you want.”
“Keepsake!” Jenny said in frustration. “I don’t want a keepsake, I want my best friend
back!” Jenny began to cry.
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Joe reached out to her and embraced her. “I know, Jenny, I miss her, too,” he replied, “but
you know Cathy, she wouldn’t want us to succumb to our grief; she would want us to move on,
and she wanted you to have a part of her.”
“I just can’t fathom that she’s gone, she didn’t deserve to die like that!” exclaimed Jenny.
“Die! Who’s dead? Not me. I’m right here!” Catherine cried out. “Jen!” Catherine went to
put her hand on Jenny’s shoulder, but when she did there was no physical connection. Catherine
was horrified and confused. Not knowing what to do, Catherine slowly backed out of the office,
rambling, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to leave!” With that she ran from the office and out
into the street.
She understood now why no one reacted to her, they couldn’t see her. She was scared, and
she didn’t know what to do, so she ran straight to the park, blinded by her tears. “I’m not real? I’m
not real! No this can’t be right…death isn’t supposed to be like this. Why am I here alone? Where
are my parents? Why is there no one here to greet me and lead me into the light?” Catherine
buckled under the stress and strain of everything that was happening to her. She was depleted of
energy, and everything went black.

Vincent went searching for Catherine. He was fearful because their bond was impaired,
and he had to rely on conventional methods. He went to her apartment, but she was not there. He
went to her office, but she wasn’t there either. Vincent tried to think, where would she go to feel
safe if she didn’t have the tunnels? He thought, “Of course… Jenny,” so off he went, to Jenny’s
office. He found Jenny sitting at her desk reading. She was clearly upset, and Vincent didn’t want
to invade her privacy, but he stood behind her to see what she was reading, and he saw that it was
a letter from Catherine to Peter, requesting that in the event anything happened to her she wanted
Jenny to have whatever she wanted and everything else was go to our mutual friends.
Vincent himself got a little choked up, and he tried to avert his attention to something else.
He focused on Catherine and took a moment to realize that he just experienced a part of her life.
He felt a little strange, walking amidst Catherine’s life without her, but at the same time he found
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joy in the experience. This was something he was never able to share with her. An excitement
started to build. He just realized that now it was possible, no longer would he need to say someday,
because someday was finally here. Vincent knew it was more critical than ever to find Catherine.
She was in darkness and he feared what could happen to her. He rushed out of the room and
continued to search for her.
I rise and go about the city streets and broadways, seeking whom my soul
loveth; I sought her, but found her not. The watchman that goes about the city
found me; to whom I asked, have you seen her whom my soul loves, “no” he
replied. As I passed the watchman, my thoughts are of her, how great the sum, if
I should count them, they are more than the sand.

Catherine was unconscious and memories of old flooded through her mind, some filled
with sadness and fear, but others were filled with joy. It was all coming together and finally made
sense. The loneliness, the loss, the comet: she remembered it all. What she didn’t understand was,
how could she forget the man that she loved? He was still in her heart, yet he was lost to her.
In her unconscious state she felt herself begin to cry. This physical reaction aroused her to
wakening and all the emotions overwhelmed her. She couldn’t control her sobs. She was missing
Vincent and the realization that she was gone hit her even harder, and she was flooded with
questions. “How can I tell him I love him? How can I apologize for leaving him? When did I leave
him? How did I…?” She couldn’t even say it. “Was it my recklessness, knowing he would always
come to me? Did I finally put him in a situation where he was unable to save me?! Oh, the guilt
he must feel. I did that to him!” Her soul melted with heaviness; all she could feel was regret. She
cried out, “Vincent, I’m so sorry, please, whatever happened, it wasn’t your fault, it was mine…it
was mine, please forgive me, I love you, I will always love you!”
Thoughts of him washed over her, remembering all that he’d done for her, all that he meant,
all that she desired for them both.
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Thou are my hiding place and my shield; he is a wall; he is my protector
in times when the storms of this world try to sweep me away. As the apple tree
among the trees of the wood, so is my beloved among men, I sat down under his
shadow, with great delight, and his fruit was sweet to my taste, Awake O north
wind; come thou south; blow upon my garden, that the spices thereof may flow
out, let my beloved come into his garden and eat his fruit.
Catherine!
Catherine was startled when she heard her name, she looked over her shoulder, and she
saw him, Vincent…her Vincent, calling her name and running towards her. Catherine screamed,
“Vincent!” and she got up to run, lost her balance, fell to the ground, and quickly got up again and
started to run towards him, crying out his name, “Vincent…Vincent!”
Within seconds the two were in each other’s embrace, tears running down their faces, and
all the pain, all the guilt, the loneliness and loss were abated and replaced by the warmth and safety
they found in each other’s arms. Time stood still as they twirled and tangled in each other’s arms.
Their fingers travelled across their hungry bodies, they shared longing stares and forbidden
thoughts, burning passion, secrets untold. They were lost completely in their joy and desire,
catching one another as they fell. It was a dance of love. No word in a book could describe what
they were feeling, and their emotions spilled over. The days of lonesomeness and uncertainty were
gone, and they were home in each other’s arms.
Catherine, trembling and confused, pulled away when she realized that Vincent could see
her and feel her. “Vincent…how? How can you see me? How can I feel you?”
“It doesn’t matter, Catherine, we’re together, and we’ll never be apart again, I promise”
replied Vincent.
“No…Vincent, not you too! What have I done?” she cried.
“Catherine, you didn’t do this. It was just our time, just as it’s our time to start a new
journey, together!”
“A new journey?”
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“Yes, a new journey with no limits, all our dreams within reach,” replied Vincent.
“How…look where we are, we’re stuck in the… in-between?” was all she could come up
with.
Vincent smiled. “Yes, stuck in the in-between; what an opportunity for us.” Vincent looked
to the sky, the billowy clouds, birds soaring and singing, the sun shining on his face, and a smile
of joy crossed over his face as he inhaled the freshness of the air.
Catherine watched and marveled at his newfound experience. She understood and for the
first time she was able to look upon Vincent under the splendor of a sun-filled day. She smiled.
“We’re not stuck, are we?”
“No,” he replied.
“Can we stay here?” she asked.
“No, not for long, but I believe we were given a gift and we shouldn’t waste it.”
“So, what should we do?” asked Catherine.
Vincent smiling broadly. “Go get ice cream,” he replied.
“Ice cream!” retorted Catherine. Catherine looked at Vincent, still smiling down at her. All
the things in life Vincent was never able to do or experience and now having this unique
opportunity he chooses something so simple, she marveled at his selflessness and she smiled back
in remembrance “Yes. Ice cream,” she replied.
The two walked hand in hand through the park. They relished every moment, the new
experiences shared together; no walk was ever as wonderful as this.
“So, what do you want to do after ice cream?” she asked.
Vincent stopped, thought for a moment and replied, “I hear there is a beautiful glen in
Connecticut…I would love to see it.”
Catherine’s face beamed with joy and delight. “I think I’m going to enjoy this journey,”
she said.
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“I’m already enjoying it,” replied Vincent.
The two lovers walked across the park; hands held tight. They came to a mystical bridge,
paused for a moment, looked into each other’s eyes, smiling, and took their first step towards
paradise. A beautiful, warm light engulfed them, as God in heaven silently walked them from the
dark into the light.
A majestic voice was heard. “Though lovers be lost…love shall not…and death shall have
no dominion.”
The Beginning

Clip art by Laura G.

Excerpt from The Velveteen Rabbit, Margery Williams; Creative liberty was used with
Bible excerpts from Song of Solomon & Psalms, SOS 2: 3, 3:2,2, 4:16, Ps 139:18, Ps 119:114;
Dylan Thomas’ And Death Shall Have No Dominion
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Bullet Dodged
Samantha Coleman
Kathleen’s parents never expected her to go to college. She was to go to a finishing school
and that was to be the end of her education. Her parents were stuck in the thinking of a bygone
era. She was to graduate at seventeen. Her eighteenth birthday would be her coming out and the
year that followed would be her debutante year. During this year she would be expected to find
“Mr. Right,” and get married, or at least engaged. “Mr. Right” would be a man in his early to mid
thirty’s who already had a well-established career. Kathleen did not find her Mr. Right at eighteen
as had been expected, so her parents sent her abroad for a year in search of her future husband.
When Mr. Right still had not entered her life her parents sent her to a prestigious ivy league school
where she earned an associate’s degree in Liberal Arts. Finally, several months after graduation,
she met him.
When she met him, he was as gentlemanly as he was ambitious. Kathleen quickly fell headover-heels in love with him. Once he had decided the time was right, he asked her father for his
permission and blessing before proposing to her. Her parents both approved of the union. When
he proposed marriage, Kathleen didn’t think twice; she said, “Yes,” immediately.
He had very particular requirements to fulfill his plans for the future. Kathleen’s family
pedigree had been a bonus for him. She came from a combination of old money and new money
plus her father’s political connections and her mother’s social connections added to the depth of
her breeding. Kathleen had never wanted for anything. Her childhood and teenage years had been
spent preparing her for her future obligations. In addition to being a wife and mother, she was
expected to be a “cultured woman” who could host a party and who could organize any number of
charitable or social events. She was taught everything from how to run and efficient household to
holding intelligent conversations. She was not only expected to reflect her parents’ wishes and
their pedigree, but she also was to uphold her husband’s as well.
He got lucky when he had met Kathleen. She was all he was looking for in a wife. Kathleen
was a tall slender woman with beautiful porcelain skin and long flowing golden blonde hair. She
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normally had soft sparkling brown eyes that reflected how she was feeling. Currently, they
were dull and lifeless as she sat in the DA’s office. Her cheeks held a natural pink blush and her
lips were a beautiful shade of rose. She had also been blessed with perfectly straight teeth and had
never needed braces. The whole package was the envy of all the women and the dreams of every
man who knew her.
He courted Kathleen in an old fashioned, gentlemanly fashion. He never made any moves
to get her to go to bed with him before they married. He had made it abundantly clear that he
wanted to marry a virgin, although he was not one. He told her he wanted to guide her into the
pleasure that sex could become. He had even told her, in confidence, one evening that he had been
engaged once and had slept with her more than once. He told Kathleen that he had liked the idea
of an “experienced” woman at the time. But now he did not want to spoil her prior to their marriage.
What he didn’t tell Kathleen was that he wanted an “innocent” so that he could “mold” her
into what he wanted. He did not want to take the time to figure out what she liked in bed, but,
instead, he would pleasure her only if it gave him pleasure. He wanted to assert his dominance
over her. If she didn’t like it, he would take a mistress to bed instead.
“Although I did not realize it at the time, the abuse started in the bedroom. I was just
innocent enough to think all sex was supposed to be rough. Several months later, the abuse subtly
escalated to verbal abuse. A quiet comment here or a roll of the eyes there as if to say, how stupid
can you be? or, what kind of idiot does that? The one I detested the most was, what kind of moron
are you? Everything was fair game, from my hair to my clothing to how it was my fault if the maid
disturbed his things while cleaning. He was fast becoming a tyrannical micromanager in all that I
did. If it wasn’t to his liking, I heard about it.”
“Then came the comments about my hair, clothes and makeup. It seemed no matter how
hard I tried or what I did to my hair, he hated it. My clothes were wrong for all occasions. He
particularly liked to attack my choice of how I wore my makeup. He complained it was either
nonexistent or painted on like a common streetwalker. Neither of which were true. And I
admittedly hate to be seen without makeup. During the day I prefer a more natural look with softer
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tones. For an evening out I wear a more refined look. Both of which are perfectly appropriate for
whatever the events of the day or evening.”
“This is degradation and manipulative behavior on his part,” Catherine stated.
“At social events he expects me to be the perfect hostess. I am to be ready at all times to
carry on an intelligent conversation. I quickly learned to never voice my own opinion. Instead, his
opinion became my opinion. He loves nothing more to remind me that he is smarter, after all he
has a Bachelor’s degree in architecture and engineering, plus, a Master’s in political science. I only
have an associates in liberal arts. Slowly he began to weed out my wide circle of friends to only
those who were married to someone who could help him with his career or social standing.
Everyone else was cut out of our lives. He surprised me one day with an estate out in the country.
He picked it out because he liked it, therefore I did, too. Don’t get me wrong, I love the house,
but I had no say in the purchase of the house. Now I feel like nothing more than a trapped piece of
arm candy with intelligence.”
“This is a mental form of social isolation followed by physical isolation,” Catherine added
for clarification.
“Then I found out I was pregnant. I was thrilled and could hardly wait to tell him. I planned
the perfect evening. I picked the perfect place for a romantic candlelit dinner in an intimate corner
of the estate. I served his favorite foods and desert. The night was perfect until I told him about
the baby. He flipped out on me. He told me he never wanted to have children and to get an abortion.
He didn’t want my body to be marred with stretch marks or the scar of a c-section. I heard from
several friends he took his anger out on his mistress.”
“Last week he demanded to know if I had scheduled the abortion. I told him no. He
scheduled it for me. I refused to go. He took me the next time. When the doctor asked if we were
certain of our decision, he said yes, but I said no. The doctor refused to perform the procedure until
we were on the same page. That was yesterday. He beat me for the first and last time last night.
He told me he loved me. I don’t believe him.”
“Do you want to press charges?”

25

Bullet Dodged by Samantha Coleman
“Yes. That’s why I am here.”
“What is his name?” Catherine asked.
“Tom…Thomas Gunther.”
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Mac and Cheese
Londa Wilson

William listened closely to a faint tapping on the pipe he called Betty Davis. The
message kept repeating, “Pat Lurvey, Mac & Cheese, Pat Lurvey...”
William grunted satisfaction.
“Mus’ be some’ne new at Pat’s shelter. Maybe they’re cold. Maybe from down south,
missing home.”
William caught up his battered ladle and tapped out a single word message on Betty, and
without a pause poured a bucket of water into his medium soup pot. He poured out one measure
of salt into his left palm and brushed his hands together above the water. With steady steps, he
marched to the storeroom and searched for large elbow pasta.
“Sure. Most any shape of pasta will do, but people expect that elbow shape. Down here,
I can use that twisty shape, or long straight tubes or both in one pan, but this is a special
case. Pat don’t waste my time fur’ a whim. Ha! There you are!”
William lifted a battered blue and red box of large elbow macaroni from the back of his
pasta shelf.
“Time to get more of these beauties.”
At the storeroom door, he wrote elbows on the asking list that was on the hanging
clipboard.
“Never put off writin’ it down. Jus’ won’t remember.”
The water had a ways to go before it would boil. William busied himself with the
sauce. He melted butter. He gently added flour.
“Bes’ not dump it in too fast. That’s when them nasty lumps form. Never, an’ I mean
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never make mac and cheese from a kit box. Jus’ not right. Powdered cheese? How can that be
cheese?”
Soon he poured in the milk, and then the shredded cheddar.
“Lotsa cooks put in their own secret ingredient. Mustard, paprika, buttered breadcrumbs,
nutmeg, corn, pimentos, and loads of other nonsense. I’m a purest. Don’t mess with somethin’
great. Leave it alone.”
William did not notice Vincent in the dining room pouring himself a cup of strong black
tea. His boots were muddy. Vincent took a first sip of tea with his eyes closed. He inhaled and
remembered how he had carried a thermos of tea slung across his back, up to Catherine’s
balcony very early that morning. Two delicate blue and white teacups on saucers were already
on the balcony table tucked under a tea towel. He waited quietly for her to wake. He knew she
would. He knew she would come to him with her hair in her eyes, and her satin gown shining in
the sunrise. His reverie was dispersed by the faint message on a kitchen pipe.
“Pat Lurvey, Mac & Cheese, Pat Lurvey.”
He smelled it first; the comfort of pasta, the delight of cheese.
“William! What urgency have we here? What delight of senses? What toast of dairy?”
“You’re the same as always. Knew you’d show up. Never could get hot cheese past
you.”
“For our beloved Pat?”
“Who else at 2 PM would I be slaving away fer? Course it’s Pat. I suppose you want to
do the deliverin’?”
“You know me well, my infinite friend. I have carried your Jeffersion macaroni upon my
back many a time, why not again?”
“Well, maybe I want to do it meself. A hug from Pat is worth it.”
“Have I a rival for my lady’s affections?”
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“What’s that nonsense about Jefferson?” demanded William, suddenly serious.
“Our forefather, Thomas Jefferson has a known connection to mac and cheese. I jest not.
Jefferson is given credit for making pasta popular here. He imported a pasta maker, as well as
pasta, and he served it at the White House. He also did own a great deal of cheese.”
“What?”
“He was given a giant wheel of cheese as a gift for his inauguration. It weighed over a
thousand pounds. It’s not completely clear if Jefferson’s pasta pie was made with cheese, but the
two facts come irresistibly together.”
“Jus’ like you and Pat. Be off with you then. Get yourself cleaned up a bit. It won’t be
fair of you to mess up Pat’s shiny clean floors.”
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Dumplings
Londa Wilson

William had so much stale bread it was overflowing the wood kitchen bins, the storeroom
shelves, and even the army surplus footlocker in his own chamber. Food waste was his constant
enemy, and he rarely accepted defeat. It was time for drastic action.
He started looking through his cookbook collection that filled shelves at the head of his
bed.
Vincent once called them, “Ghosts of old relatives who stood silently waiting for the
moment to be helpful.” That was Vincent all right.
Some were so worn the titles were barely readable, but he knew them by their size, and
remaining colors. Woman’s Companion had a good Strata recipe he liked, but this being Friday
meant there were just a dozen eggs left till Saturday afternoon, and the fresh delivery was for
Sunday Super Breakfast.
“When people expect food, especially on a weekend, it’s jus’ best to make it the way they
expect,” William thought. “Changes need to be carefully eased into. Like on a weekday
lunch. Spring it on ‘em when they’re in the middle of their work assignment, an’ it’s bound to go
over better.”
As he flipped through Food for Hundreds, a yellowed newspaper clipping fell out and
fluttered to the floor. It had to be many years old, the type font looked more slanty than what he
was used to and it was smaller, too. William had never seen it before. Mouse had given the book
to him as a thank you for lemon seeds. He had no idea why Mouse wanted lemon seeds. The book
had been one of many that were rescued from boxes of discarded used goods left on the
street. Probably left by someone moving out. It was clearly a recipe but he couldn’t begin to
pronounce the name.
“Semmelknoedel? Maybe Father can figure that one out.”
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He was intrigued that the first ingredient listed was stale bread. It took milk, onions, a few
eggs and parsley. All of which he had. A lucky find? Maybe, maybe not. William preferred to
be able to pronounce his food, but it was worth a try.
“With today’s leftovers lunch, I’ll just have time to test whatever this stuff is.”
William walked quickly back to the kitchen. His chamber was a full ten-minute walk
away. His folding cot in the storeroom was there for a good reason. He slid the various leftovers
into the ovens and studied the slip of newsprint.
“Cut stale bread into cubes and put in a large bowl. Nice of them to be so certain I have a
large bowl.” All the bowls were on the dining room tables holding carrot and pineapple salad.
William cut up half a loaf of bread on his well-worn cutting board and scraped the cubes
into his second largest pot.
“Heat the milk and pour over the bread. Why didn’t that come first? I could have cut the
bread while the milk was heating.”
William poured the milk in his smallest pot.
“Melt the butter and sauté the onions. I’m running out of pots fast...milk’s ready.”
He poured the milk on the bread and stirred it a bit, then tended to the onions.
“No fresh parsley today; I used all Mouse could pick in a week for the herb butter
yesterday. Dry will have to do, my fine steamy pipes!” William gave the steam pipes raised
eyebrows.
He shook in parsley, beat the eggs, and added everything to the bread.
“Let stand 15 minutes. Says here I make it into little balls and boil it in water. So this is
some sort of dumpling.”
William put his last clean pot on the stove to boil and added the salt. He put on his big oven
mitts and carried out the pans of leftovers. This time the squash was topped with ordinary butter
and brown sugar.
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“Some people are just so sure there’s only one way to cook. Theirs. If my yogurt-pickletopped squash was served at some fancy restaurant in a tiny little portion with a big price tag, it
might become the latest trend. I’d name it Squashed William.”
He winked at the steam pipes that peeked out between his ovens. It was fun to talk to the
pipes that made his ovens heat up. They always understood him. And they were hot!
William filled his plate with a little of everything and sat next to Father. He pulled the
clipped recipe out of his pocket and handed it to Father.
“Got any idea what that name is?”
“Hmmm. Looks like it’s German. Long drawn out words are a German language trait. If
I can find my German dictionary, I’ll look it up for you.”
“Depends on how the recipe turns out. Might be a waste o’ time,” William grunted as he
took back the little slip.
Back in the kitchen, William mixed the wet bread with his hands like the recipe told him
to, rolled a test ball of it , and dropped it into the gently boiling water. It looked good for a while
floating and puffing slightly. It looked like a matza ball. Someone donated a bunch of boxes of
instant matza ball soup last year, and it was a big hit. The water started boiling harder so he moved
the pot to his smaller stove that had three bricks on top to put cooling space between the pot and
the heat.
“Too late.” The little ball had broken apart and bits were floating. William looked at the
little recipe again and read, “If your test ball breaks up it is too wet, mix in some...” The rest was
cut off.
“Dang. Well, cornmeal is good for soaking up moisture. I’ll give it a try. But this is
startin’ t’ bother.”
He added two handfuls of cornmeal and mixed the soggy bread even more. He rolled it all
up into balls, since he was fed up with testing. This time they did stay together, so William
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spooned them out after twenty minutes. He ate just one, chewing slowly as he looked up at the
ceiling.
“Nothin’ special.” He put the dozen little dumplings on a plate and went over to the
children’s table.
“I got some little onion bites here. Who wants a taste?”
“Me!” said Eric. The others all followed his lead.
William didn’t have to ask if they liked it, he could tell by the way they chewed. The girls
sniffed it on their fork first. Not a good sign. They ate it but didn’t ask for more. Four dumplings
were left politely on the plate with only small bites taken off. Mary had taught them well. The
sign of absolute disgust did not appear, which is chewing with the corners of their mouths opened
wide; like they are keeping it off their tongue as much as possible.
“So, lots of work, every pot dirty, an’ there are easier ways to make better tasting
dumplings...not looking good for this recipe. There must be a better version, maybe I’ll find it.”
Melissa and Eric carried in the dirty dishes.
“Sorry about the mess. Want me t’ stay and do the pots?” William offered.
Melissa gave him one glance.
“We can manage, can’t we, Eric? You look, well, like you need some rest.”
“Yeah, thanks.” William locked himself in the storeroom and was soon sound asleep.
He dreamed about making French toast. The stale bread turned
into golden brown breakfast flavored with cinnamon. Everyone was
thanking him, and three women kissed him. There was a powerful
magic that made the food never burn. Catherine smiled at him and
whispered a secret in his ear. Vincent carried his butternut squash
topped with yogurt and pickle relish into Winterfest and everyone
applauded. His pipes sang him a love song. He was alone in his
kitchen and all the food was good.
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Like a Natural Woman
Part 1
JoAnn Baca
Looking out on the morning rain
I used to feel so uninspired
And when I knew I had to face another day
Lord, it made me feel so tired
Before the day I met you, life was so unkind
But you're the key to my peace of mind
‘Cause you make me feel
You make me feel
You make me feel like
A natural woman
When my soul was in the lost and found
You came along to claim it
I didn't know just what was wrong with me
‘Til your kiss helped me name it
Now I'm no longer doubtful, of what I'm living for
And if I make you happy I don't need to do more
‘Cause you make me feel
You make me feel
You make me feel like
A natural woman
King/Giffen

The strains of Aretha Franklin’s hit song played in Catherine’s head as she sat in a cab on
her way home - an ear worm but a welcome one. She had often thought of this song in
connection to Vincent and all he had done in changing her life, her perspective, and her dreams.
True, there had been no kisses yet…but she was ever the optimist. And oh, how she longed to be
a “natural woman” with him….
“That’ll be five bucks, lady.”
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The cab driver’s nasal voice cut Aretha off mid-verse as Catherine pulled her focus from
daydreams back to reality. Sighing, she handed her money to the cabbie and exited the cab,
rushing through scattered raindrops toward the entrance to her apartment building.
The doorman swept the door open for her with practiced ease, tipping his cap to her with
his free hand. “Miss Chandler.”
“Hi, Tony! How’s little Liza doing?”
Tony smiled the smile of a contented man. “She’s great! Slept through the night for the
first time last night!”
Catherine chuckled. “What more can a new father ask?!”
He nodded then turned to acknowledge another resident about to enter the building, and
Catherine, still smiling, approached the elevator.
“Miss Chandler?”
She turned, recognizing the voice. “Hi, Brian! What’s up?”
He had been sitting in the lobby, apparently waiting for her, and now he approached and
solicitously pushed the “Up” button for her. “Just wanted to tell you: I got into Columbia!”
“Wonderful! I’m so proud of you!” She gave him a warm hug, breaking contact as the
elevator doors whooshed open. She stepped toward the opening. “Aren’t you going up, too?”
she asked when he made no move to follow her.
“No. I’m waiting for Mr. Everman, our neighbor, to let him know too. He wrote a
reference letter that helped me get in, like you did.”
Catherine nodded. “I’m sure a letter from your Congressman carried a lot more weight
than one from a lowly attorney in the D.A.’s Office,” she suggested, smiling away his attempt to
deny the obvious. “Congratulations again, Brian. You deserve all good things.” He was still
beaming as the elevator doors closed.
Catherine thought about the general aura of happiness she had encountered today as the
elevator rose and then deposited her at her floor. She mentally counted them off as she headed
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down the hallway to her door: Brian getting into his first choice of college; Tony falling ever
more in love with his adorable firstborn; Joe being named Alumnus of the Year by his law
school; Jen signing the author everyone was after, Edie calling from Syracuse with news of her
engagement….
As she unlocked her front door, she mused that it seemed to be a landmark day for just
about everyone she knew. Reflecting on their joy helped cover for the fact that her own life
seemed to be stuck in neutral – going neither forward nor backward, no progress to speak of.
She admonished herself. She should be grateful for her life. WAS grateful. Her work was
fulfilling, if demanding. She respected and admired the people she worked with, especially her
boss, who didn’t ask more of anyone than he did of himself. She had good friends, a safe and
lovely home, and no worries about money. Her health was terrific, apart from being a bit sleepdeprived, what with bringing work home most nights…and staying up late whenever Vincent
could visit. That last thought led to the thing she was most grateful for: Vincent.
She had nothing to complain about. Really.
Except…
She admitted to herself that she wanted just a tiny bit more.
If things with Vincent would move forward even just a little, it would be heaven. That’s
all. She only wanted…heaven.
With a sigh, she locked her door and tossed her briefcase onto a couch. She kicked off
her heels and padded stocking-footed to her phone, where she punched the blinking button on her
answering machine to find out who needed something from her, hoping the requests could wait
until tomorrow – she wanted a night off to do something crazy…like watching a little television
instead of working on cases.
As she listened to her messages, her eyes scanned the living room, and she noticed
something she had missed upon entering: a note had been pushed under her door. She had been
so absorbed in her little pity party that she must have walked right over it.
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After catching all her
messages, she hung up and
strode toward the note, eager to
read its contents. There was only
one place that delivered missives
like this, and usually only one
person who sent them.
She picked up the note – just a folded piece of binder paper - and saw handwriting she
didn’t recognize. But if her enthusiasm had slumped somewhat over that fact, by the time she
finished reading, it had rallied.
Dear Catherine,
Tonight is our annual Ladies’ Night Below, and although it’s short notice, we would love
it if you could join us. We’re gathering at the Mirror Pool after dinner. Wear washable clothes
and bring a scarf or a hat – things can get a bit…messy!
Hope to see you soon!
Rebecca
Intrigued, Catherine checked her watch. She had an hour to eat something, dress as
suggested, and travel Below. The phone calls she had to return could wait until tomorrow, and
there wasn’t anything good on television anyway. Ladies’ Night, it was!

The women Below were still assembling when Catherine arrived. As instructed, she was
wearing jeans and a sweatshirt, a jaunty scarf tied around her neck that she could re-purpose as
headgear if necessary. Approaching Mary, she said, “I wasn’t sure what to bring, so I brought
wine!” As she said that, she deposited two bags containing six bottles each at Mary’s feet.
Mary exclaimed, “Oh, how wonderful!” She hugged Catherine, adding, “I’ll send a
message for Livvy to bring extra glasses with her when she brings our snacks.”
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Other women embraced Catherine in turn, and she was gratified by the genuine happiness
on their faces at seeing her. She felt a bit guilty that she still didn’t know everyone’s name, as
she hadn’t really spent much time with anyone other than Vincent and, when pressed, with
Father, when she was Below. And yet they were kind enough to include her in their annual
gathering.
Rebecca entered the Mirror Pool chamber and Catherine waved. “I’m so glad you could
make it!” the Tunnels’ chandler said, kissing her cheek but unable to hug her due to the number
of baskets she was carrying. Catherine helped her by taking several from her. They were
covered, and Catherine wondered at the contents. “Just set them with the others,” Rebecca
requested, pointing with her chin, and when Catherine looked where Rebecca was pointing, she
saw a number of other baskets already stacked atop several tables apparently brought from the
Dining Chamber.
“Who is missing, besides Livvy?” Mary asked.
“Mostly the younger girls – they’re bringing the bowls and towels,” said a woman
Catherine thought was called Sally…or maybe Sarah. Seeing Catherine’s slight confusion, the
woman confirmed, “We met only once, when you were first here. I’m Sarah.”
Catherine nodded, finally placing her – one of the ladies who had been sewing in a large
chamber as Vincent walked her through his world toward a passageway leading to her own
home. It had all been so overwhelming then, names were the last thing she could recall. “I’m
sorry—” she began, but Sarah waved her apology away.
“There are scores of us and only one of you
– it’s far easier for all of us to know you on sight
than for you to remember each of us!”
The lilt of excited young voices alerted those
inside that the last expected group was just outside
the large chamber, and all eyes turned to them. The
young-teen contingent of the gathering entered at
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once, each carrying armloads of towels or baskets filled with bowls. Following them were Jamie,
Brooke, William, Cullen and Vincent.
“We’re not here,” Cullen announced, a smirk on his face, as the three men, each carrying
a table from the Dining Chamber, set their burdens down where instructed by Jamie, who was
carrying one of the larger tables in tandem with Brooke. “We’re not here either,” hooted Zach,
following a teen Catherine had recently met named JoJo; Zach led a team of young men who
carried chairs and stools and placed them around the tables at Brooke’s instruction.
Vincent caught Catherine’s eye – very easily, as her gaze had fixed hungrily on him as
soon as he’d entered – and he gave her a heart-melting look. “Have fun,” he murmured as he
brushed against her while leaving, his fingers stroking hers as if by accident as he went by. Her
heart hammered in her chest, relishing that brief contact. Around her, women smiled and gave
each other knowing looks.
Vincent was almost at the chamber entrance when Rebecca called out, “We’re glad
Catherine could join us, Vincent.” He turned to acknowledge her comment by nodding, and she
added, “She’s a part of us, you know.” There was a chorus of agreement from the gathering.
“I do,” he pronounced solemnly. He gazed around the chamber and gave a nod that took
in everyone before turning once more and exiting.
After the last of the testosterone had left the chamber, Olivia trundled in, pushing a cart
loaded with covered bowls and assorted glassware. “I believe some of the glasses are for
Catherine’s contribution to Ladies’ Night,” she announced, to a general murmur of appreciation.
The wine bottles were already opened and resting on one of the tables by then, awaiting the
glasses. The wine was going to be very much enjoyed, Catherine could tell, no matter what else
would be going on this night. She was glad she hadn’t come empty-handed.
Trying to make herself useful, she followed the example of the other women around her,
who were unloading food from the trolley as well as placing a variety of other items upon the
newly arrived tables. As she followed directions from one after another, she asked questions,
gleaning information about the origins of this special gathering.

48

Like a Natural Woman, Part 1 by JoAnn Baca
In the early years of the community, women were hard-pressed to keep the “home fires
burning,” as Sarah described it, and – feeling over-worked and under-appreciated – they had
declared an evening’s respite for themselves, away from their responsibilities, to relax and just
enjoy each other’s company.
Over time, certain rituals were added. Each woman brought something nurturing to share.
Young girls were invited to attend the annual gathering once they turned 13. Candles were lit in
memory of those women who had passed away or returned Above during the year since they had
last met.
Catherine was enchanted by the information, something she had never imagined – a
nascent feminism that was carried forward from the beginning of the community.
Rebecca clapped her hands for silence. “It’s time! We will begin as always, gathering
together in a circle as one true sisterhood.”
Everyone shuffled into place, encircling the Mirror Pool, extending their hands to each
other and grasping tightly. The youngest girls, attending for the first time, stood between the
oldest members of the community, and Catherine was invited to stand amongst them.
Mary’s voice rose, stronger than Catherine ever recalled hearing her: a woman in
command, a woman who knew her own power. “We gather tonight, as we have in years past, in
support of one another and in celebration.” Mary looked around and smiled. “This year we have
been blessed with much good fortune. No one has left us in death. Only one has returned Above.
And several have joined our community. We welcome and cherish those who are newly among
us, strong women all.”
Catherine saw the younger girls
blush and smile as they shot looks at
each other – part of the circle now, and
welcomed as women, not children.
Mary closed her eyes and
intoned her next words almost like a
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prayer. “Let us remember ourselves. Let us remember what it was that brought each of us Below.
Let us remember how we have created lives worth living here. Let us remember that each of
those standing in this circle contributes to making our own lives more beautiful. Let us
remember.”
A silence descended, filled with a kind of energy that swept over and through them all.
The circle of women – all strong, inter-dependent yet personally powerful in their own ways –
were caretakers, teachers, medical workers, craftspeople, students, laborers, guardians. They all
played vital functions in their world. Catherine, in taking her place among them, was conscious
of becoming part of a whole greater than its individuals, something that reached from the past
into the future, a continuum of knowledge and strength, amplified by the distinct voices speaking
as one into the universe: a circle of feminine power.
Finding herself between Mary and Samantha, Catherine recalled the Triple Goddess that
Robert Graves wrote about: the Maiden, the Mother, and the Crone. True, she wasn’t yet a
mother, but age- and experience-wise, it fit. Each of them represented a period in the life cycle of
a woman. Each stood on her own yet supported the other, here, now, and through time, in a
never-ending progression. It was immensely comforting to her to acknowledge that she had a
place in this gathering of spirits.
After a long moment of contemplation, the circle broke and everyone embraced, some
with tears glistening in their eyes. Samantha hugged Catherine and she bent to kiss the crown of
the young girl’s head, even as Mary surrounded them both in a hug. It was a moment Catherine
would long remember with gratitude and love.
“Okay, now for the fun!” crowed Samantha, and the charged silence was broken as the
women began to bustle with purpose towards the laden tables.
Unsure what to do, Catherine busied herself with pouring the wine. Mary showed her
how to prepare watered-down versions of the glasses of wine for the younger girls, and Catherine
finished that process and then handed the appropriate glass to everyone.
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“A toast,” Mary raised her voice to announce. All the assembly raised their glasses and
shouted, “To us!” in unison. Catherine repeated the phrase a moment later and took a sip from
her glass. The warmth of the liquid was second only to the warm feeling of camaraderie that
filled the chamber.
The covered bowls turned out to contain popcorn, strawberries, and other simple snacks –
perfect foils for the wine. Everyone had a taste or two of something, especially the youngest,
who made a beeline for the caramel corn, made by Olivia once a year just for the gathering.
Rebecca had her basket’s contents readied first. “Honey mask!” she declared. “Old
Hannah’s recipe, rest her soul.”
Mary fussed with the items she had taken out of her own basket, straightening them on
the table. “Baking soda scrub,” she announced, adding, “tried and true.”
Samantha set up a place for someone to lie back and rest and told those around her, “I
have cold compresses for the dark circles under your eyes.”
Sarah’s basket contained the ingredients for an exfoliator she described as perfect for
work-roughened hands, while Jamie offered everyone small jars of her ginger-eucalyptus oil to
ease sore muscles. Nearly every woman in attendance had a scrub or a mask or tonic or a balm to
offer, and they took turns being pampered and pampering each other with them.
When one of the older women grumbled that Samantha didn’t know the first thing about
under-eye bags, another gently mentioned that it was a simple gift but one offered with love. The
older woman nodded and gave a rueful smile – and was the first to avail herself of Samantha’s
treatment.
Catherine wandered the chamber, taking in the smiles and laughter, and the occasional
squeal as something cold or slippery was applied to someone’s face. She wondered how the
Mirror Pool didn’t turn to champagne from all the bubbling happiness.
“Try it?” Mary’s last “customer” had just left, so Catherine nodded and sat in a chair.
Mary made up the simple mask as Catherine tied her hair back with her scarf, explaining to her,
“It’s just a tablespoon or so of baking soda, which everyone has in their kitchen.” Catherine
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privately doubted that she had any such thing in hers. “And you stir in a teaspoon of honey and a
little water, just enough to make a paste. Here.” She offered the mixture to Catherine, who
gingerly dabbed some on her face.
“Rub it in now, gently though,” instructed Mary, “then let it sit on your face for five
minutes. After that, rinse it off using one of the towels soaking in that bowl of water. Your face
will feel moisturized and refreshed. I use it all the time.”
Knowing how lovely Mary’s skin always looked, Catherine trusted the recipe, even if she
felt she must look like she was ready for Halloween with it on. She rose and vacated the seat for
another woman eager to try Mary’s mask, and ambled over to Sarah’s table, where she tried the
exfoliator on her hands as Sarah explained, “It’s a simple combination of equal parts used coffee
grounds and honey. I add a bit of orange zest for a nice aroma when I can get it. Just rub it in and
then rinse it off.”
Catherine’s hands felt so soft once she’d finished with the scrub, almost as if she had
applied lotion. She thanked Sarah for the treat, and then it was time to remove her baking soda
mask. She laughed as Mary aided her, chunks of dried baking soda falling off her face as she
wiped the crumbling mask off.
She was surprised by how relaxed, refreshed, and happy she felt after her treatments. It
had been a long time since she’d done anything like this for herself, although she’d sometimes
spent a lot of money at a spa Above with far less enjoyable results. She realized it wasn’t the
money or even the ingredients that made this kind of pampering special, it was who was gifting it
and the love that went into it. Caring for each other and caring for themselves: that was the real
recipe everyone used.
Jamie offered Catherine a small bottle of her special muscle rub. It had an enticing aroma
that smelled warm and healing. Jamie confided that it was a recipe Narcissa had given her once
when she was sore from martial arts training. It was made from olive oil and dried ground
ginger, with drops of eucalyptus oil she saved all year to buy for just this night. Catherine was
humbled by Jamie’s generosity, spending what little money she had to provide this gift to her
friends…and that Jamie considered her worthy of the gift.
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Samantha was explaining to a skeptical Brooke that all that was on the cold compresses
was chilled coffee, wrung out, and that placing them over her closed eyes for ten minutes would
refresh them, bags and all. Catherine suppressed a smile at the face Brooke tried hard and failed
not to make – partly indignant that Samantha thought her eyelids were baggy, partly intrigued by
the idea of coffee being good for one’s skin. She finally succumbed to Samantha’s urging, and
Catherine moved on, wandering through the chamber.
She stopped at the table where Rebecca was describing Hannah’s honey mask, which she
was making up for Lena. “As you can see, it’s a tablespoon of crystallized honey, an egg yolk,
and a tablespoon of cornmeal, mixed and applied. It’ll tighten on your face as it dries, so don’t
worry about that feeling. Then rub it around to exfoliate, and rinse it all off. The egg yolk will
plump up your skin a bit.”
Elizabeth, watching Rebecca apply the mask to Lena’s face, reminisced, “I do believe I
was Hannah’s guinea pig when she first developed that mask. I seem to recall there was too
much honey in her first batch, and it ran into my hair and made a sticky mess!”
Rebecca laughed. “Now I know why Hannah underlined that the honey has to be
crystallized – no chance of it running that way!”
The variety of homemade hair and facial masks, toners, rubs, and scrubs was staggering.
Obviously, these women had to be frugal and make do without commercial beauty products, but
their creativity in developing this array of simple, effective treatments was amazing. Catherine
thought that these recipes should be shared, not just Below but Above, as well, and made a
mental note to talk to Jen about publishing a little book containing the Tunnel women’s
formulas. With the proceeds, perhaps the community could afford a bit more for themselves.
As the evening lengthened, the youngest were sent to their quarters to sleep. The adults
sat and chatted, finishing the food and the wine and relaxing. They ended the gathering by
standing together, in a smaller circle than before, their arms around each other, faces raised to the
dim starlight which bathed the chamber, each woman murmuring her own prayer or blessing or
thanksgiving into the universe. The warmth of their sisterhood imbued Catherine with a sense of
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quiet strength that gave her spirits a boost, the unexpected evening having gifted her heart with a
renewed sense of possibility.
Catherine helped clean up, then carried baskets for the older women as they returned to
their chambers. As she was walking with Mary, she passed Vincent, who was on his way, along
with others, to help the remaining women take the furniture at the Mirror Pool back to the Dining
Chamber. He hesitated beside her, bending his head to whisper in her ear, “My chamber?” She
nodded, smiling up at him, and they continued on their separate paths.
“He’s quite besotted with you, you know,” Mary murmured in the merest whisper,
knowing how keen Vincent’s hearing was.
“So am I,” admitted Catherine, not caring if he heard her. “Besotted, and most definitely
in love.”
Mary paused at the entrance to her chamber. “Make him believe that, Catherine.”
The younger woman embraced the older. “I try. Hopefully, someday, I will.”
She smiled at Mary and backed away, blowing her a kiss goodnight. Then she turned and
headed toward the location of her second unexpected invitation of the evening.
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When Catherine arrived at Vincent’s chamber, he had not yet returned from helping to
move the furniture back to the Dining Chamber. As she waited, she wandered around the room,
setting books in order and straightening things that probably didn’t need straightening, just to
keep busy.
It was quite late, but the positive energy she had acquired from participating in the
Ladies’ Night festivities was still with her. She felt not just uplifted but invigorated, filled with a
sense that something just beyond view was soon to come into focus, if she could just concentrate
on it. But what? That, she didn’t know. It left her feeling keyed up. So when Vincent finally
returned to his chamber, all that pent-up energy transformed into a desire and a need that she had
rarely let him see in her. And somehow, tonight she didn’t care how much of what she was
feeling he could sense within their Bond. She just threw herself into his arms, wanting him never
to let her go, and clung to him.
His embrace tightened and he drew her closer still. “I’ve missed you,” he murmured, and
she felt the kiss he pressed into her hair. “Tonight, knowing you were so near yet unable to be
with you….” He left the rest of his thought unspoken but she knew exactly how he had felt. He
pulled back just the slightest bit, still with her captured within his arms, as he said, “Do you
realize how special tonight was?”
She nodded. “They only gather like that once a year.”
“Not that. Didn’t you notice? There were no other Helpers there. You were invited as part
of the community, Catherine, as one of us.” Her face reflected her dawning realization as he
added something she would not have understood had he not told her. “The women of the Tunnels
were making a point. To me. A very… pointed…point.” At this he smiled as sardonically as his
unique lips allowed him to.
He released her and she stepped back, staring at him, surprised. “What… point?”
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He shrugged and tilted his head, as if the answer should be obvious.
She didn’t get it. “What point?” she asked again. “That they accept me? That they care
for me? I knew that already, and have always been grateful for their friendship and kindness.”
“No, Catherine. Of course, it’s all those things, as well. But tonight they were also…let’s
call it ‘reminding’ me….that they want you as a member of this community, not just as a
Helper.”
Still not sure what the “very pointed point” was, she shook her head, her confusion
evident on her face.
Instead of addressing her confusion, Vincent stood staring at her, seeming to be
considering something momentous, something he apparently needed to decide about on his own,
for he didn’t say another word.
She waited, uncertain, as the moment stretched on with silence between them. Then a
memory surfaced. “Mary told me something tonight. She said that…” she blushed to reveal
Mary’s words, “…that you’re besotted with me.”
His eyebrows rose at the description, and he bent his head to hide his further reaction. But
he didn’t walk away or try to change the subject so, emboldened by her hours of female
empowerment indoctrination disguised as a ladies’ night, she went on. “I told her that I was
besotted, too, and very much in love, and she suggested that I make you believe that. I told her I
try…and that someday I hope to convince you of it.”
She couldn’t believe she had gotten all of that out, and not just to her own mirror, but to
his face! That unusual energy she was feeling was making her bolder than she thought she could
be when discussing their relationship with him. And not with euphemisms or hedging - with no
evasion, just plain speaking.
Vincent continued to look at the ground, as if studying it. Catherine couldn’t figure out if
this was a good thing or a bad thing. But she was here and so was he and…that was good enough
at the moment. She could wait. It was something she had gotten good at, after all.
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His voice was husky with emotion as he answered her after his long period of silence. “I
do know it.” He looked up at her, finally. “I do know you love me, Catherine. I’m not sure I
deserve it or should accept it but…your love is a gift I cherish beyond thought, beyond words.”
He seemed to struggle to get more words out, his hands sketching in the air as if they could
express what he could not. “I…I love you. So much. So deeply. I don’t know how to express it.
I….” His mouth was open but no further words came out of it. He truly was at a loss for them.
Approaching him once more, bold in the face
of his frank declaration, Catherine murmured,
“Perhaps it’s time to move beyond words, Vincent.”
She captured his face between her palms and
tilted his head down as she lifted her face to his. Their
lips brushed lightly, and she stood on tiptoe to deepen
the contact. There was a brief moment of surprise as
their lips finally met, swiftly followed by an awareness
of how natural, how right it felt, their kiss an insight,
recognition of how perfect they were… and would
always be… together.
Catherine felt all tension melt away – her fear
of rejection even now, her worry that this might be too
much too soon for Vincent– when he swept her up in a
fierce embrace, molding his body to hers, his mouth
demanding a deeper kiss. In that moment, Catherine
knew that Vincent had let go of any remaining
apprehensions and was finally allowing himself to
become hers, and the knowledge that he now
steadfastly believed in her, in them, seared through
her. It was something like triumph, something like
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relief, something like the heaven she had been wishing for just a few hours ago.
The night was deep and silent there beneath the city streets. In that chamber, hidden and
safe, they offered themselves to each other completely. Clothes were swiftly stripped away,
covers thrown back, and pale flesh met burnished unencumbered, intertwining.
Catherine’s skin felt newborn under the warmth of Vincent’s adoring hands, her flesh
baptized with his mouth, his tongue. It seemed like he couldn’t get enough of touching, of tasting
her everywhere, and she never wanted him to stop. She ran trembling fingers through the rough
silk of his golden hair, tugging his head up for more kisses and still more. When they were face
to face, she rolled atop him, glorying in the firm muscles beneath her hands, her body, wanting to
discover every inch of him, to commit him to memory by feel, by taste.
All of him, every bit, she took pleasure in then, and he of her. Lips and fingertips traced
the lines of shoulder, of stomach, of hip, of buttock, of every delicious inch of each other. How
long had they waited, had they dreamed, had they ached with yearning for each other? No more.
Now they would know, they would share deeply, completely, all they were, all they had. The
glorious connection that began with hearts, minds and souls would find its ultimate expression
through the joining of their bodies, as well.
It was a long-awaited homecoming, so perfect it drew tears of joy from both of them,
their bodies completing each other with every thrust, every gasp, every caress, every stroke.
Passion built upon desire and the fire they lit consumed them both. In the depths of that night
they were reborn as one, their Bond entwining them ever more tightly, so that they were never
truly apart again.

Night crept by and entered morning slowly, languorously, even as their bodies sought
each other again.
“Heaven…” Catherine murmured. “You taste like heaven.” She lifted her head and
looked up at the man who was now her lover, her gaze taking in the planes and valleys of chest
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and stomach, of thigh and groin, that she had explored so thoroughly, ready to venture again
across them with stroking fingers and tongue.
Vincent sighed gustily, his contentment giving way rapidly to his obvious desire as
Catherine slid upwards, her bare breasts grazing his sensitized skin, his body responding to her
touch in ways that satisfied her every sense.
“You are my heaven,” he whispered huskily, but her lips stopped his from any further
declarations. Right now she wanted the man of action, not of words. He accepted the unspoken
challenge, and oh, how his actions deeply gratified her, as she trembled and moaned her
approval.
The sounds of his awakening world began to intrude upon them, urging them toward a
speedier climax than either would have wished, but one that was thoroughly satisfying
nonetheless.
“It’s a good thing that was our fourth time and not our first,” Catherine grumbled goodnaturedly, far too happy to really complain.
“Fifth,” he corrected her, his smile one of pride in accomplishment that drew a
corresponding smile from her.
“I stand…well, I lie here…corrected.”
She kissed him thoroughly before beginning to rise. He caught her arm before she left his
bed and gently pulled her back until she laid full length upon him once more, his large hands
cupping her bottom and pressing her against him. “We’ll take up where we left off when we are
together again,” he promised her, nuzzling her throat and nipping lightly at her earlobe.
“A promise made should be a promise kept, that’s what Daddy always told me,” she
advised him, her eyes dancing with anticipation. Nonetheless, she forced herself to push away
from him, ever so reluctantly, and began to find and don her clothing. As she did, she started
humming the song that had been stuck in her head for several days.
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“What is that tune?” Vincent asked, rising and searching for his own hastily discarded
clothes, dressing much more slowly than he had disrobed.
Catherine was pulling her sweatshirt over her head when she began singing the words
softly. “You make me feel…you make me feel…you make me feel like a na-tu-ral womannnn…”
Her head popped out of the neckline, and she saw the skeptical look on his face.
“Really?”
He wasn’t aware of most popular music, and she could see he didn’t quite believe she
was singing an actual song.
“Really.”
She continued to dress, sitting down to pull on her socks and shoes. “It’s been in my head
for days. Now that I think about it, it’s possible some of Narcissa’s psychic ability has rubbed off
on me! Anyway,” she shrugged, “it’s just become my favorite song!”
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“Mine, as well,” he responded, smiling. He tugged her against him, front to back, and
held her close as she wrapped her arms around his. “You are, you know.”
“Hmmm…?” Leaning back against him, feeling his warmth and the strength of his
embrace, she was losing focus on their conversation.
“You are a natural woman. My natural woman.” He turned her to face him, cupping her
chin in one hand. “My woman, Catherine. For now and for always.”
“Oh, yes,” she vowed, “and you are my man. Don’t even think about the Lisas or Lenas
of this or any other world who may try to flirt with you, either. You…are…mine!” Her last three
words were punctuated by her finger poking at his chest.

As they exited the chamber arm in arm to travel to Catherine’s threshold, their progress
was observed by several pairs of eyes. Word passed swiftly and, within a short span of time, the
attendees of Ladies’ Night were all smiling, winking, or nodding at each other in silent
congratulations.
Sometimes it took a village to convince a man of something he should have known all
along.
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“Here ya go, Mr. K,” Sister John the Baptist shouted over the clatter of pots and pans and the
swoosh-and-grind of the professional-grade dishwasher, as she plopped down a huge bus-tub filled to the
brim with dirty plates, coffee cups, and flatware. “I believe that’s the last of ‘em.”
The late dinner shift at the St. Francis Cathedral’s homeless shelter and soup kitchen had been
especially brisk, the colder October weather enticing more of the Lower East Side’s homeless and needy
to the Cathedral’s well-known and much appreciated program.
“Aw now, don’t jinx us, Sister J.B.,” whined the tall, bearded, dark-haired man, countering his
tone with a wink and a dimpled grin. “You said that last Friday about this time, and then that bus from the
Rescue Mission brought in at least another twenty people.”
The imposing woman rounded on him smartly, “And it was our blessing and privilege to serve
our brothers and sisters in need, was it not, Mr. K?”
“Yes, ma’am, it was,” he grunted, shifting the heavy tub over to load the next rack of plates for
the pre-wash sprayer. “But it was a privilege that kept us here until nearly midnight. That’s mighty hard
on a working man with a seven AM shift!”
The nun’s lips twitched ever so slightly as she struggled not to smile at the sometimes
exasperating rogue, who had morphed into one of her very best volunteers over the past two months.
Sister John the Baptist ran the Cathedral’s soup kitchen program like her drill sergeant father had strictly
but lovingly run his family, and she was not about to give this grown-up scamp the slightest fodder for his
good-natured insubordination.
“I’ve no doubt of that, Mr. K,” she retorted haughtily, “but you’ll sleep all the better for having
done the Lord’s work. Now get busy! We’ve still got to wipe down the tables, break them down, and
stack the chairs. Father Patrick has a Vestry meeting in the hall tomorrow morning before the lunch rush.”
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“As you wish, Sister J.B.,” the irrepressible man replied with a twinkle and that oh-so-charming
smile, their running game of pointed barbs versus teasing come-backs now a well-established routine.
The nun shook her head at him, primly responding, “You know, I have seen that movie, Mr. K.”
Then she bustled quickly from the room before she gave anyone the impression he was her
favorite by chuckling at his slack-jawed response. But of course, he was. Oh yes, she’d had a good feeling
about Mr. K the moment she spotted him walking home from his work at the docks and pausing across
the street as he noticed the many hungry children in the straggling line of folks waiting for the soup
kitchen to open. It wasn’t unusual for people to stop and stare, clucking in sympathy before racing on
with their busy lives. But this man’s pale blue eyes had widened, not with sympathy or horror, but as
though he’d suddenly been struck breathless by a painful, long-buried memory, his mouth going slightly
slack before tightening and swallowing against any expression of sentiment.
“Well, young man,” she’d called out, startling him out of his reverie. “If you’ve an hour or two to
spare, I could certainly use the help! What do ya say?”
“I . . . uh . . .”
“That’s the spirit!” she’d trumpeted, crossing the street to grasp his arm and give him no chance
to think of an excuse. “Come on in! I’ve just the job for a big, strong fella like you!”
She’d started him out in the pantry, hauling out the boxes of canned and packaged goods
earmarked for the late dinner shift, and then sent him out into the dining hall to bus tables, restock the
serving area with clean trays, plates, and flatware, and refill the giant coffee urns. Just as she’d suspected,
he’d proven to be a competent, hard worker whose one to two spare hours somehow turned into more
than six without complaint. More importantly, he’d also demonstrated considerable people skills,
handling the soup kitchen’s varied clientele with respect, patience, and understanding for most, and a
firm, commanding presence when dealing with the occasional troublemaker. No doubt about it, Mr. K
could be counted on in a pinch.
“Gotcha, Mr. K,” Sister J.B. chortled as she hustled out to wipe up tables and direct other
volunteers to start stacking chairs. “As you wish, indeed!”
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The wind had really picked up by the time Mr. K finished his volunteer shift, but the cold air felt
great after hours of washing dishes in a sweltering hot kitchen, and he relished it for his long walk home.
He’d just turned the corner, heading toward his Dad’s old apartment close to the docks, when some kid
barreled out of an alley and knocked him flat to the ground.
“Sorry, Mister!” the kid’s changing voice boom/squeaked. “Those guys saw me, and they’ve got
guns! We gotta get outta here!”
The kid dragged the spluttering Mr. K to his feet and pulled him further down the street, around
the next corner into another alley, and then shoved him through a break in the wall behind a set of
dumpsters and into a basement crawl space. Slapping a hand over Mr. K’s mouth, the gutsy but terrified
kid motioned for him to stay silent and then crept over to peek through the break in the wall to see if
they’d been followed. Light from the streetlamp down the corner filtered through the break, illuminating
what appeared to be a twelve-year-old boy, probably a street urchin like the kids Mr. K frequently saw in
lines at the soup kitchen. But this one was wearing clean but unusually constructed, patched up clothing.
Suddenly, the kid ducked down, and Mr. K could hear the thud of running footsteps as at least two men
rounded the corner into the alley.
“You sure they went down here, Janko?” growled one voice.
“I think so, unless they crossed the street instead,” answered another.
“I saw the kid, but what’s this guy you’re talking about?” asked a third.
“Not sure, but the kid grabbed him, and they took off together. Big guy. Dressed like a dock
worker,” replied the second.
“Damn it!” growled the first. “You saw some kid, then some guy, and then you lost ‘em. Now,
we gotta move the trucks, and mine has a flat!”
“Shut up! We’re in this fix because of your damn truck,” the third snapped. “Look, let’s just cram
all the girls into the one truck and get to the warehouse. Then we can go back for the rest of the girls in
the other shipping container. Forget your truck, forget the kid, forget the guy. Let’s move it, or the boss’ll
have our heads.”
Three sets of footsteps hurried off, and then the kid inched his head through the break in the wall
and sank back with a sigh before crawling back over to Mr. K.
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“I don’t know what to do, Mister,” the kid whispered. “They’ve got a bunch of women tied up in
the back of those trucks. Some of ‘em are just girls, and they’re all real scared. I saw ‘em when those guys
were getting tools to fix the flat. I was gonna sneak off and get the cops when that one guy spotted me.
Can you help?”
Mr. K sighed and ran his fingers through his hair, thinking. “Look, would you be able to describe
the trucks and the men to the police?” he asked. “Color, license numbers?”
“Yep,” the kid replied. “Got both license numbers, and I know where they parked to fix the flat.
The trucks are plain dark blue, but I saw the words ‘Coleman Industries’ on the inside. And I saw all four
guys. One of ‘em must have stayed with the trucks.”
“OK, that’s good,” Mr. K whispered. “Look, the nearest police precinct is just four blocks north
of here. That’s our best bet. Let’s cut down through the next alley and go a few blocks out of our way, so
we can approach from the opposite direction and avoid running into those lowlifes. By the way, what’s
your name, kid?”
“Ummm ….”
“Look, it’s OK. I’m not gonna turn you into child services or anything, if you’re living on the
streets,” Mr. K said. “I volunteer at the St. Francis soup kitchen. I know how hard life can be.”
“My name doesn’t matter!”
“How about this,” Mr. K urged. “What if I tell them you’re my nephew? That way, the police
won’t worry about you being out on the streets unsupervised. But to do that, I need to call you something,
and you can call me Uncle Stan. Whattaya think?”
The kid put one finger under Mr. K’s chin and looked him over carefully, staring right into his
eyes for a good, solid minute. “Who runs the St. Francis soup kitchen?” he asked.
Mr. K smiled. This kid’s a sharp one. “Well, that would be the indomitable Sister John the
Baptist,” he replied, grinning from ear-to-ear. “And if she wasn’t already spoken for, she’d be my girl!”
“Ha!” the kid chortled softly. “She’s much too old for you, but she’s a really nice lady.” He
paused, giving Mr. K another thorough inspection. “OK, Uncle Stan. You can call me Kipper.”
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“No. Noooooooo,” Catherine groaned, as the jangling of her bedside phone jarred her from a
sound sleep. She blinked blearily at her alarm clock. One thirteen AM? Who could possibly be calling me
now?
She waited for the answering machine to pick up, but as soon as she heard, “Cathy, it’s Joe. Sorry
to call so late, but it’s an emergency,” she grabbed the receiver and answered.
“This had better be good, Joe. I’m operating on about an hour of sleep, and you know you don’t
want me cranky.”
“Sorry, Radcliffe,” Joe responded. “But we’ve got a major case that just blew up. Human
trafficking! Can you believe it? A truckload of women and another shipping container full of them,
multiple nationalities. We’re calling in at least five translators, maybe more. The cops executed a raid
based on a tip from two witnesses and have arrested four transport guys, plus another five at the Coleman
Industries warehouse. We’ve got a good case, but I need you to get down to the 1st Precinct. Our only
witnesses are some kid and his uncle, and they’re both asking for you. Won’t talk to anyone else. The
only names they’ll give are Kipper and Stan.”
Kipper!!
“Tell them I’m on my way. I’ll be there as soon as I can,” Catherine barked, hanging up the
phone and heading straight to the closet and the bathroom to throw herself together.
On her way to the garage, Catherine took a quick detour into her basement storage closet, moving
aside the boxes, and ducking quickly down the ladder into the sub-basement. She was halfway to the first
pipe junction to send a message when Vincent rounded the corner at a dead run and went straight to her.
“Catherine!” he cried, catching her up into his arms. “I felt your fear and worry and came as
quickly as I could. What’s wrong?”
“I’m not completely sure yet, but I had to let you know about Kipper right away,” she said,
returning his hug and kissing him quickly on the cheek.
“Kipper!” Vincent exclaimed. “We’ve been looking for him! Father sent him Above earlier this
evening to take medicine to a sick Helper, but he never returned. Do you know where he is?”
“He’s at the 1st police precinct on Elizabeth Street,” she replied. “Apparently he’s a witness to a
human trafficking case. Some man named Stan is with him. I don’t know who that could be. Maybe a
Helper? But they’re both asking for me and won’t talk to anyone else. I have to go now. Please tell Father
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I’ll do everything I can to protect Kipper, but this is a huge case. We’re talking dozens of women,
kidnapped from God only knows where and forced into shipping containers. The police have made a
number of arrests. Hopefully, one of these guys will talk, and Kipper won’t have to testify. I’ll do my
best.”
Vincent sighed and pulled her close in his arms. “I know you will. Be safe, Catherine! And hold
Joe to his promise – no investigations! I’ll message Father and then head down to the Tunnel entrance
closest to the 1st Precinct, just in case you need me.”
“I’ll be careful, and don’t you do anything rash either,” she replied, kissing him again before
backing away. “I’ll be in touch as soon as I can.”

The desk sergeant spotted Catherine as soon as she entered the 1st Precinct lobby. “Miss
Chandler!” he called, waving her over.
“Hi, Sergeant Balfour,” Catherine responded. “Please tell me they don’t have my witnesses in an
interrogation room.”
“No, Ma’am,” Sergeant Balfour replied, handing her the case file with an indulgent smile. “We
made them comfortable in the third floor conference room and brought them both a late-night snack.
That’s one brave kid, and he sure can eat!”
“Well, a healthy appetite is a good sign. Maybe he’ll be willing to open up to me now that his
tummy’s full. Thanks!” said Catherine, as she accepted the file from Sergeant Balfour and turned away,
nearly bumping into a thin man in a black suit approaching the reception desk.
“Oh, excuse me!” she apologized with a quick smile.
The man nodded pleasantly, “No problem, Miss.” He watched her appreciatively as she hurried
across the lobby to catch an open elevator before the doors closed.
“Pretty lady,” the man commented to the desk sergeant.
“Yes, she is,” replied Sergeant Balfour. “How can I help you?”
“Yeah, any chance you could break a dollar for me?” the man asked. “I need to call my sister
about bailing out her drunk husband. Again.”
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After receiving his quarters, the man crossed to the lobby’s public phone kiosk, dialed quickly
and murmured into the receiver as soon as the call was answered. “Yeah boss, a lady DA just arrived. A
Miss Chandler. Desk sergeant told her the witnesses were in an upstairs conference room … Yeah ...
Yeah … I’ll take care of it.”

After tapping on the conference room door, Catherine gently opened it and peeked in, only to
gasp and rush inside, closing the door swiftly. Mr. K looked up and placed a finger over his lips, pointing
to an exhausted Kipper softly snoring on the conference room couch. He escorted Catherine over to some
chairs on the far side of the room so they could talk and still let the weary boy continue sleeping.
“I take it you know this young man? I was shocked to hear him demand to speak with his lawyer
Catherine Chandler, but I stayed mum and just went along with him,” murmured Mr. K. “How are you,
Cathy?”
“I’m fine, Uncle Stan,” Catherine whispered a bit testily. “Or, should I say Elliott Burch?”
“Easy, Cathy,” Mr. K replied. “The police haven’t recognized me yet, and I’d like to keep it that
way. I’m only here because the kid knocked me down trying to get away from some really nasty armed
crooks and dragged me with him to safety. Kipper’s a good kid. Plucky. Reminds me of a kid named
Stosh a long time ago. You might remember that name.”
Catherine sighed. “OK, Elliott. But why are you still here, if you didn’t see anything?”
“Actually, I’d prefer if you’d call me by my original name, Stanislaw Kaczmarek. Or for the time
being, just plain Stan. Please, Cathy. It’s a long story, but I’m trying to leave Elliott Burch behind, at least
until I figure some things out,” he responded, and Catherine nodded her agreement.
Mr. K quickly explained the situation, what Kipper had witnessed, and how they got away from
the goons chasing them.
“I agreed to help Kipper get the police to take him seriously and offered to pose as his Uncle Stan
so they wouldn’t call child services. He seemed worried about that. Is he OK? Does he have family?” Mr.
K asked.
Catherine sighed again. “I know Kipper through some of the charity work I do, and yes, he does
have a home and a family, although not a traditional one, so you don’t need to worry about his welfare.”
She gestured to the remains of their late-night snack. “Despite appearances, Kipper is well fed. He’s just a
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got a typical pre-teen boy’s appetite. I once saw him demolish all but two slices of a large Vitelli’s
gourmet pizza in less than 10 minutes. I was lucky I got any. And it was my pizza!”
Mr. K laughed softly, “I’m glad to hear it! I like the kid very much. He’s street smart with a cool
head on his shoulders, and he’s very observant. He could have a really great future ahead of him with the
right help.”
Then he sobered. “Listen Cathy, is there any way you could keep Kipper out of this mess? It was
really brave of him to come forward, but this sounds like a huge human trafficking ring. The guys they
caught are all low level. I’m sure they don’t have the ringleader, and there are bound to be others
involved. Coleman Industries does import/export, and word on the docks is they have their fingers in
some shady stuff – drug and weapons smuggling, stolen artifacts. But human trafficking? Well, I guess I
shouldn’t be surprised. There’s no way of knowing how deeply the company itself might be involved or
how far-reaching this trafficking network might be. I’d hate for Kipper to have to testify at trial and
maybe get targeted by any crooks who slip through the net.”
“Thanks … Stan,” Catherine replied. “That’s definitely my goal here. We have nine guys so far,
all caught in the act, so they’re toast, and they know it. Hopefully, somebody will break under
interrogation, and we can round up the rest of this network. We’ll also have further testimony from the
women recovered from the operation. The police want your complete names just for the sake of their
paperwork. Well, that’s tough! They’ll just have to be satisfied with Kipper and Stan. Let me see if I can
get you both safely home soon.”

An hour later after speaking with Marcus Bell, the detective in charge of the case, a weary
Catherine consulted Joe Maxwell by phone at the desk sergeant’s station.
“Look Joe, I haven’t been able to get anything from either of these witnesses beyond the initial
statements that set this whole operation in motion,” she explained. “They’ve had a terrifying experience,
they’ve been really brave by coming forward, and the police caught these guys in the act. If you agree,
Detective Bell is willing to classify them as an anonymous tip. Can’t we just let them go home? … Well,
if you’re concerned for their safety, can’t we at least put them up at a safe house? They’re both exhausted,
and so am I, in case you’ve forgotten! … OK … OK, thanks. I’ll wait for Greg Hughes to get here.”
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Catherine thanked the desk sergeant and went back upstairs to give Mr. K and Kipper the news.
She didn’t notice the man in the black suit fold his newspaper and slip out the door.

When Catherine rejoined Mr. K and Kipper in the conference room, Kipper was still fast asleep,
but Mr. K was peering out the window at the street below. He motioned for her to join him in the shadows
by the window.
“Cathy, did you park your Mercedes in front of the precinct?” he whispered.
“Yeah,” she replied. “They have two parking slots reserved for the DA’s office. Why?”
“I thought so. We may have a problem,” Mr. K answered, pointing down at her car. “See the guy
in the black suit? If I’m not mistaken, he’s carrying a concealed weapon in a mid-back holster. He came
out of the building just a few minutes before you got back up here and spoke to those two guys over there.
They’re also packing, and one of them put something in the front wheel well of your car. Too small for a
bomb, so it’s probably a tracking device. They’ve positioned themselves to cover the front entrance and
specifically your car. And look, now Black Suit is coming back into the building.”
“Oh, no. He was in the lobby when I spoke with the desk sergeant. That’s just great,” Catherine
sighed. “Let me see if I can get Greg Hughes on the phone and have him pull up out back.”
“Greg Hughes?” Mr. K asked.
“Yeah, he’s going to help me escort you and Kipper to a safe house,” Catherine answered. “Joe’s
worried about your safety until we can get the rest of this crew rounded up. Looks like his worry wasn’t
misplaced.”
“Oh, no. No!” Mr. K groaned. “Greg knows me as Elliott Burch, remember? I really don’t want
to drag that name into this case, especially since I don’t know if I want Elliott Burch to even exist
anymore.”
“What are you talking about?” Catherine asked, and then they both froze as they heard the
familiar ding-ding announcing the arrival of the elevator.
Catherine quickly tip-toed over to the conference room door and softly turned the lock, while Mr.
K woke Kipper, hand-over-mouth, whispering, “Quiet. We have to get out of here.”
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Catherine motioned them both to join her over at the conference room’s entrance to the hall
bathroom, and they all slipped inside, Catherine locking this door as well. She pointed down the room to
the main entrance for the bathroom leading into a side hallway. Just as they crept out the door, they could
hear someone around the corner attempting to open the main conference room door, followed by a bang
and crash as the door was forced open.
Catherine took off down the carpeted hallway to the stairwell entrance, Mr. K and Kipper right
behind her. She wrenched open the door, let them through, and then grabbed a mop from the wheeled
custodian bucket that had been left in an alcove off the stairwell. Mr. K helped her jam the mop through
the door handles, temporarily blocking off the entrance.
Kipper was already halfway down the first flight of stairs when the two adults joined him.
Catherine caught up with him and whispered, “Vincent is waiting at the Elizabeth Street Tunnel entrance.
Once we’re outside, you’ve got to get us there.”
“On it,” the boy replied, racing ahead down the next flight of stairs, just as their pursuer began
banging at the third floor stairwell door. Once they reached the first floor, Catherine started toward the
exit, but Kipper grabbed her and panted, “No! Basement!”
Off they hurried down the basement steps and out into a long service corridor running the length
of the building. Kipper darted all the way down the corridor, ignoring the main freight entrance up to the
street midway down the hall in favor of a smaller staff entrance at the end.
“Wait!” Mr. K hissed, when Kipper reached to open the door. “Let me go first to see if we’re
OK.” He cracked open the door and peered out, looking up and down the block, then motioned for Kipper
and Catherine to follow him out.
Kipper whispered in Catherine’s ear, “Two blocks South, then take a right around the corner.”
Mr. K raised an eyebrow at Catherine as she pulled a gun from her purse and then motioned for
Kipper to take the lead, but he nonetheless gallantly brought up the rear, keeping an eye out for pursuit.
They were halfway down the second block when a man shouted, “There they are!” and two shots rang
out, one blowing out a nearby window and the other whizzing by Mr. K’s head.
“Go!” yelled Catherine, as she dropped behind a garbage can, firing two shots at the nearest
gunman, forcing him to take cover, and another two shots at the gunman behind him – Mr. Black Suit,
who also took cover. Then, she raced off after Mr. K and Kipper, who were already out of sight around
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the next corner. She stopped just before the corner to finish emptying her gun at their pursuers, hitting the
first in the leg and Black Suit in the chest.
She rounded the corner to see Vincent’s welcome cloaked-and-hooded shape urging her into the
alley, down a service ramp, and into the freight garage under the building. There, Kipper was holding
open a set of sliding storage shelves with Mr. K standing just behind, waving for them to hurry inside. As
soon as Vincent took hold of the shelves, Kipper pushed Mr. K further down an alcove and through the
opening to a round rolling steel door with Catherine on their heels. She paused as Vincent slid the storage
shelves back into place, closed the inner door, and engaged the hidden latch. Then they both stepped
through the rolling door entrance and closed it with a rumble and a click of the lock.
“Vincent!” Catherine sighed, throwing her arms around his neck.
“Thank God you’re all right,” Vincent murmured into her hair. But he immediately stepped back,
whispering regretfully, “We can’t linger here. I don’t think your pursuers could find their way in. But just
in case, we need to be long gone.”
“This way,” said Kipper, pulling on Mr. K’s sleeve. “You can meet Vincent later. We’ve gotta
get moving.”

Greg Hughes arrived at the 1st Precinct to complete bedlam. Two ambulances blocked the lane in
front of the building with cops and crime scene techs swarming all over the block.
Spotting Detective Bell beside one of the ambulances, cuffing a man in a black suit to the gurney
and directing his partner to accompany the prisoner to the hospital, Greg hurried over and called out,
“Hey, Marcus! What the hell happened here?”
“We’re still piecing things together,” replied Detective Bell, pointing over to another prisoner
being loaded into an ambulance. “But it looks like these two guys came here to snuff out your witnesses
and made the mistake of underestimating ADA Chandler. I don’t know if you’ve ever seen her at the
range, but that lady can shoot!”
“Chandler!” Greg shouted. “Please tell me she’s OK! Joe Maxwell will have my head if she’s
been hurt. And the witnesses too! Where are they?”
“Well, that’s the problem,” Detective Bell replied, scratching his head. “They’ve vanished into
thin air. Come this way. I’ll show you.”
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The two detectives skirted around the ambulances and walked to the back of the building, turning
South.
“See that broken window?” asked Detective Bell. “Looks like Miss Chandler and your witnesses
were fleeing down the block when someone shot at them and missed. We know it had to be them, because
we found the conference room and bathroom doors broken down, both locked from the inside, and a
busted mop handle in the stairwell door. There’s no blood trace there or here, except the spots where we
found our two wounded perps. Like I said, your Miss Chandler’s a crack shot. The perps haven’t had
much to say at all, but Chandler and her witnesses are in the wind. Maybe they caught a cab. Maybe there
were other bad guys waiting back here with a car. Whatever happened, at least at this site, none of the
witnesses or Miss Chandler were wounded.”
“Oh man!” Greg groaned. “Well, Catherine Chandler has pulled off vanishing acts in the past,
and I certainly wouldn’t count her out even now. But Joe is gonna go ballistic until we either hear from
her or find her. Damn! Where’s the closest phone so I can go take my lumps?”

Catherine and her group had been walking for about an hour through the maze of tunnels, some
manmade with electric lights along the walls, others natural and dark except for the lantern Vincent had
given Kipper to help light Mr. K’s way. She could tell Kipper was purposefully taking an aimless path
away from the populated section of the Tunnels, so she quietly filled Vincent in on everything that had
happened at the precinct and how ‘Stan’ had helped Kipper out with the police.
As they approached a bend in the tunnel, Vincent called ahead, “Kipper, let’s stop at that alcove
just around the corner and rest for a bit.”
The boy nodded, “You got it, Vincent.”
Soon, they were settled inside the cozy space, and Vincent had Kipper place the lantern in the
center of the space to provide some ambient light. He pulled a large water bottle out of his cloak and
handed it to Catherine to share with the group. He’d kept his cloak and hood pulled close around him, and
even now, he sat well away from Mr. K’s curious glances, his gloved hands buried in the folds of his
cloak.
“Before we go any further, Stan, I know you have questions, but we need a promise from you,”
said Catherine. “You must promise never to utter a word about this place. Many good, innocent people,
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like Kipper and Vincent, depend upon this place for their safety. I have taken refuge here for my own
safety many times. Please, promise us you will help keep this important secret. This really is a matter of
life and death. I’m not kidding.”
“You know, Cathy, we’ve walked through underground passages like this before, back when we
escaped from the Gorronistas,” said Mr. K. “You asked for my silence then. I’ve never said a word, and I
never will. You can count on me. Don’t you know that by now?”
Vincent’s head came up with a jerk, and Kipper interjected, “Wait a minute. You two know each
other? You’ve been to the Tunnels before with Catherine?”
“Elliott Burch,” Vincent gasped in shock. “You’re Elliott Burch.”
“WHAT?!” Kipper yelled. “No! You can’t be Elliott Burch! You lied to me!”
“My name is Stanislaw Kaczmarek,” Mr. K responded, defensively. “My friends on the docks
call me Stan. I did not lie to you, Kipper.”
“Let’s all calm down, please,” urged Catherine.
“No, NO!” Kipper groaned. “This can’t be happening. I was starting to like you! I thought you
looked familiar, and now I know it’s because I’ve seen your pictures in the paper. Your stupid giant
building nearly destroyed my home here in the Tunnels. The only home I have! I thought you were my
friend, but now I hate you! I HATE YOU!”
“Kipper, please, listen to me!” Catherine begged, rising to her knees to catch and hug the
struggling boy. “Elliott had no way of knowing anyone lived in the Tunnels. Listen! Those men who
captured Mouse at his construction site? He made them let Mouse go. And he’s also the reason Vincent
and Father are alive today. Who do you think gave me the special tools and explosives Mouse needed to
rescue them from that cave-in? It was Elliott, and he did it no questions asked, because he was my friend,
and he knew I was scared and had nowhere else to turn.”
Kipper finally wrenched himself free from Catherine’s arms. “NO!” he shouted, tears running
down his face. “I can’t believe he’s still your friend! And I can’t stay here with him!” And he took off
down the tunnel.
“Oh God! What a mess!” Mr. K moaned, burying his face in his hands. Then his head shot up,
concern written all over his face. “Shouldn’t we go after him? Will he be all right on his own?”
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Catherine slumped back down against the alcove wall. “Kipper knows his way around the
Tunnels probably better than anyone, except Vincent and Mouse. If he doesn’t want to be found, he won’t
be. He’ll find his way home safely without us. But right now, he’s not ready to listen to anyone. Tunnel
folk are extremely careful about who they trust. Their lives depend upon secrecy.”
Mr. K dropped his head back in his hands and groaned. “Why is it that, even with the best of
intentions, I can never do anything right when it comes to you, Cathy?”
Vincent sighed heavily. “I must apologize for speaking without thinking and unwittingly
revealing your identity, Mr. Burch. But, perhaps in the long run, it is best that Kipper learned of this now
rather than later, when the betrayal would seem even bigger,” he murmured. “Kipper has quite a temper,
but it blows out almost as quickly as it heats up. Give him some time. I suspect you’ll need to stay with us
for a few days until it’s safe once again for you and Catherine to return Above. During that time, let
Kipper get to know you again. All of you. That is, if you think Kipper’s friendship is worth the effort.”
“Of course it is!” Mr. K angrily retorted, staring at the mysterious cloaked figure sitting just
outside the lantern light. “I like Kipper! He’s a great kid! Sharp. A bit of a smart-aleck. Impressive
appetite. But brave and resourceful. I’d be lucky to have his friendship!”
Mr. K leaned back against the alcove wall, his anger and offense dissipating, shaking his head.
“Kipper also has his priorities in the right order. My God! By the time the police cleared the truck and the
shipping container, there must have been more than fifty women and girls just packed in there in squalid
conditions. He saved those women pretty much by himself. And he saved me too! Those goons were
ready to shoot anyone who saw them or might have seen them.”
Mr. K paused, running his hands through his hair, and giving the shadowy figure a considering
glance. Then he reached out his hand, saying, “And by the way, the name’s Stan Kaczmarek, not Elliott
Burch. Thanks for getting us out of a tight spot, and thanks for taking me in.”
Vincent looked at Mr. K’s hand, stretched out as an olive branch, and then turned to Catherine.
“What do you think, My Love?”
Catherine looked over at Mr. K, who sat back and mouthed to her, My Love?, his eyebrows
practically disappearing into his scruffy bangs. Then she took Vincent’s gloved hand in hers and said, “I
believe Stan can be trusted to keep this secret as well, but the decision has to be yours, My Own, because
the danger is all yours.”
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She turned to Mr. K and proudly declared, “Vincent is the man I love more than life itself. He
saved my life over three years ago, when I had been left for dead in Central Park, and he has saved me
many times since then. He helped me find my strength and my courage and a new sense of purpose, when
I was certain I had none. If you are unkind to this man, you are unkind to me. If you harm this man, you
harm me. And if you betray this man, you betray me. If you value my friendship, as I believe you do, then
you must help me protect Vincent at all costs by keeping his secret. Have I made myself clear?”
Mr. K sighed, perplexed and saddened. “Cathy, I learned the last time we were in these tunnels
that it was impossible for you to love me because there was someone else. I’ve always wondered who it
could be. I thought, maybe Joe Maxwell. He’s certainly crazy about you! But you’re too principled to date
your boss.”
Then he turned to the dark, cloaked figure. “Vincent, if you saved her life, then I owe you my
respect, and my everlasting gratitude, and my silence. Even if Cathy can’t be mine – and oh, do I wish she
could be – I still have to be grateful she came into my life, because she changed me. I don’t even want to
think about what I might have become, how low I might have gone to satisfy my ambitions, if losing
Catherine Chandler hadn’t finally slapped some sense into me. Besides, how bad could your secret
possibly be? Are you on the run from the cops? Or the mob? The CIA? Believe me, I know what that’s
like!”
Catherine just continued to stare at Mr. K silently.
“OK,” Mr. K laughed uneasily. “I see this is a serious matter. All right. I give you my solemn
word, on my life. No, wait. That’s not good enough. On the life and sacred memory of my beloved
mother, who died way too young and somehow took joy away with her. I promise. Your secret, whatever
it is, will be safe with me.”
Vincent nodded and slowly stood up, his head just barely grazing the roof of the alcove. He
stepped closer to the lantern, removed his gloves, and reached up to pull back his hood.
Mr. K gasped, slack-jawed and frozen in astonishment. Or was it fear?
Then Vincent knelt and reached out his hand. “I am Vincent Wells. I don’t know how I came to
be like this. I only know that I was born, and I survived. A kind woman found me as a newborn babe
freezing in the snow behind the trash bins outside St. Vincent’s Hospital. She brought me to the Tunnels
and placed me in the care of a gifted doctor, the leader of our community, and he became my Father. This
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is the only home I’ve ever known. The only place where I can live safely hidden from a world too
frightened to accept my differences. If you expose me, the best I can hope is that they will just kill me. Or
worse, cage me in a laboratory or a carnival sideshow, where I will wish I was dead. So you see, my life
is now in your hands. The choice is yours.”
“Not just your life, Vincent,” said Catherine, kneeling beside him and draping her arm around his
back and laying her head on his shoulder. “My life, too.”
Then she turned to Mr. K. “Stan, if you betray Vincent, he will flee deep into these Tunnels, and I
will go with him. Or follow him, since I know he’ll try to leave without me. And you’ll never see me
again. Never! You say you love me, then understand this. Engrave it on your heart. Vincent is my life.
Whatever you do to him, you do to me.”
Mr. K blinked, swallowed heavily against his suddenly dry mouth, and then reached out
cautiously to grasp Vincent’s hand. “Oh my God,” he whispered, looking closely at Vincent’s hand and
then up into his leonine face. “This is real. You’re REAL!”
“Yes,” Vincent replied, shaking Mr. K’s hand and offering him the water bottle. “Against all
odds, I do exist.”
As Mr. K gulped down some water, Vincent stood and gathered up the lantern.
“We have about another hour’s walk to reach the main community,” Vincent stated, motioning
for Mr. K to keep the water bottle. “We need to introduce you to our community leaders and arrange
sleeping quarters for you, after I endure another lecture from Father about bringing a stranger Below
without approval. And I’m sure Catherine will want to get a message to Joe Maxwell before he ‘blows a
gasket.’ Isn’t that what you called it the last time you disappeared on him, My Love?”
Catherine giggled as she stood. “Yep, that’s putting it mildly. And you know I’ll help you
wrangle Father.”
“Come on, Stan,” she added, pulling a still dazed Mr. K to his feet and linking arms with both
men. “We’ll talk more as we walk. Vincent can tell you how this community came to be, and we’ll pass
by some absolutely spectacular places on the way. They may live in a hole in the ground, as someone
once put it, but they’ve found some truly ingenious ways to solve problems and live well. As an architect
and builder, you’ll be amazed.”
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As they left the alcove and turned down the tunnel toward home, Catherine looked from side to
side at both of these men who loved her, each in their own way, walking stiffly and silently, and then she
laughed. “You know what? Suddenly, I feel like Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz. I have the Tin Man on
my left and the Cowardly Lion on my right, but the Scarecrow ran away, and heaven only knows what’s
become of Toto!”
Vincent and Mr. K looked at each other over Catherine’s head and then sheepishly burst out
laughing.
“That’s more like it,” she announced, smugly.

“What do you mean, ‘they got away,’” Bertram Coleman III, hissed into his phone at his private
club. “Nobody vanishes into thin air! I paid you three perfectly good money to make sure those witnesses
never live to testify in court! … WHAT?! ... Which hospital? … All right, look, your shift’s coming up at
the docks. Get there, and pretend nothing’s happened. You’re just as surprised as everybody else about
what went down last night. And keep your eyes and ears open. The lawyer I sent says Janko thinks one of
the witnesses might be a dock worker. Let me know if anyone comes up missing at work. You got it? …
See that you do!”
He slammed the phone down and then winced a bit when his guest snapped, “I told you those
idiots weren’t up to the job. If you want something like this done right, you bring in the professionals.”
“And I told you we should never have started trafficking in women!” Coleman growled back.
“We were doing fine with smuggling drugs, weapons, even antiquities. If they get pinched, at least the
goods can’t talk!”
“You were the one who gambled away the Coleman pension fund, Bertie,” retorted the guest.
“You came running to ME, remember? Whining about what will happen if Daddy finds out. I told you the
only way to make that kind of money fast was to partner up with the syndicate and help them ship in girls.
This is on YOU!”
“Well, what are we going to do now, Pope?” Bertie groaned. “I’ve got two guys in the hospital
shot by some lady DA, nine more in holding cells at the 1st Precinct, the warehouse is crawling with cops,
and two witnesses and this DA are in the wind.”
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“YOU are going to do nothing, you incompetent little weasel,” snorted Pope. “It’s time for the
big boys to clean up your little mess. Just cross your fingers MY boss doesn’t decide to take you out as
well. Now, clean yourself up and report to your office in Daddy’s executive suite on time, unless you
want him to start wondering if you’re mixed up in this warehouse mess.”

After about thirty minutes of walking, Catherine’s ears perked up to the slight clanging sounds on
the pipes. She raised an eyebrow at Vincent, and he responded, “Just an all’s well report from one of the
sentries. We haven’t been spotted yet.”
“What?” Mr. K asked. “Is this the pipe communication you talked about?”
“Yes,” Vincent replied. “It’s a modified version of Morse code, developed by one of our earliest
founding members and refined over time by our first Pipe Master, Pascal Senior, and now by his son.”
They stopped for a moment to listen to the occasional spurts of clanging messages with Vincent
translating.
“This is just incredible,” Stan marveled. “When will we encounter the first of your sentries?”
“We won’t,” Vincent replied. “I’m announcing us right now.”
He picked up a rock from the side of their path and walked over to a large pipe, tapping out his
message. After receiving a response, Vincent announced, “Kipper hasn’t been seen yet, so I suspect he’s
hiding somewhere, sulking. Father will be roused and waiting for us in the library.”
“Library?” Mr. K gawped. “You have a library down here?”
“Oh Stan,” Catherine laughed. “You will not believe what this community has managed to
create.” Then she yawned. “Oh my gosh, I’m so tired. What time is it getting to be?”
“Nearly five AM,” Vincent responded, curling a somewhat possessive arm around Catherine’s
waist.
“How could you possibly know that?” challenged Mr. K.
“Well, this time, from the sentry report,” Vincent replied, a bit testily. “But, it’s part of my nature
to have an inward sense of the time. I can also see our path forward even in the dark, and I heard the
clanging of the pipes about twenty minutes before you did.”
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“All right, gentlemen, before we start … measuring … things,” Catherine broke in. “Let’s get
back to the home Tunnels so I can at least have some coffee! Otherwise, you’re going to get cranky Cathy
here in just a few minutes.”
Vincent looked over at Mr. K and advised, “That’s our first and only warning. We’d better go!”
And the two men once again linked arms with Catherine and continued on their way.

Kipper was indeed sulking, kicking a medium-sized rock up and down the length of an empty
underground play area Mouse had constructed earlier that year. Catherine’s words kept repeating over and
over in his mind, and he vacillated between anger at her for defending Elliott Burch, guilt when he
remembered how the man had helped save Vincent and Father, disgust with himself for liking “Uncle
Stan” in the first place, and confusion when he remembered all the second chances he’d been given over
the years. Does that mean even Elliott Burch gets a second chance, too?
Then his head jerked up as the pipes rang with Vincent’s message. They’re bringing that man
HERE? To meet with FATHER? And he flew out of the playground toward the library, determined to
make sure Father knew exactly who he’d be meeting.

They were nearing the home Tunnels, when Vincent paused, listening to the pipes. Then he
sighed, “Father has summoned the Council. I have a feeling Kipper’s behind this.”
“Well,” Catherine replied. “Forewarned is forearmed. At least, William will be there, which
means coffee!”
They picked up their pace and soon rounded the corner leading into Father’s library. Father and
Mary were already seated at the Council table, with Kipper pacing sullenly at the back of the room. Just
as they reached the short flight of steps down into the main chamber, William came bustling through the
back entrance bearing an enormous tray with a large cozied teapot, a thermal coffee carafe, baskets of
muffins and scones, and all the necessary condiments. Mary had already assembled tea cups, mugs,
plates, and flatware from Father’s cupboard.
“Bill!” Mr. K called out, just as William placed the tray on the table.
William looked up, surprised, and replied, “Mr. K! What are you doing here?”
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“Wait a minute!’ shouted Kipper. “You mean you know Elliott Burch, too?”
“Now Kipper,” said William. “This man isn’t Elliott Burch. He’s a volunteer at the St. Francis
shelter. Mr. K is one of my best helpers in the soup kitchen there.”
“Oh my God,” groaned Mr. K. “It just keeps getting worse. All right, let’s just get it all out in the
open, right here, once and for all!”
Mr. K drew himself up, squared his shoulders, and turned to Father. “Hello, sir. I was born
Stanislaw Kaczmarek, hence Mr. K at the soup kitchen, since we’re supposed to use only first names or
nicknames there with our clients. My Dad was a New York City sanitation worker, and my Mom, bless
her memory, took in laundry and picked up odd jobs as a maid. We were dirt poor, and I wanted so much
more. So, I worked and studied and saved and clawed and scratched my way into a full college
scholarship. But once I was there, it became abundantly clear that someone with my name and
background was never going to get anywhere. So I changed my name to Elliott Burch, and that name,
plus my talent and ambition, got me every material thing I ever wanted, and lost me everything that really
mattered.”
Mr. K looked over at Catherine, sadly. “I lost Cathy because I was so obsessed with my ambitions
and my dream project that I couldn’t see what it was doing to me, what kind of compromises and
underhanded activities I was accepting to get the job done. And if I’m honest, she was never really mine,
because she’d already given her heart to another man.”
He looked at Vincent and nodded, the exchange heavy with this acknowledgment of Vincent’s
humanity.
Mr. K returned his attention to Father, “When I tried to do something good for the people of
Santo Irisado, mercenaries called Gorronistas murdered my estranged father before I ever had a chance to
try yet again to make things right with him. That was rock bottom. I got that mess cleared up with the
CIA, finished my project on the island, put my corporate holdings in escrow, and decided to go back to
the beginning and try to figure out where I went wrong. So, I became Stan Kaczmarek again, went back to
living in the ratty apartment I grew up in, and took a job on the docks. Walking home one evening past St.
Francis Cathedral, Sister John the Baptist spotted me, hauled me down into the storeroom, and put me to
work helping the people of my Dad’s community. It was the first time in a long time that something
finally felt right. That was two months ago.”
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He looked over at Kipper. “Then tonight, as I was walking home after a long day at work and a
long shift at the soup kitchen, this kid comes charging out of an alley, knocks me off my feet, and then
hauls me into a basement crawl space because he’s being chased by a bunch of goons with guns. And
instead of hightailing it home after we escaped their notice, this kid, who reminds me so much of my
younger self, this brave kid wants to help the women those goons had kidnapped. Now, how could I not
help that kid?”
Then Mr. K stretched out his arms to take in the vast expanse of the library. “So, here I am, in this
unbelievable place, with this extraordinary community that somehow I almost unknowingly destroyed.
And I’m completely at your mercy … because I need your help.”
Father blinked and looked back and forth between Vincent and Catherine, more than a bit
nonplused. “Well, that’s quite a lot to take in, Mr. … Kaczmarek, was it? We don’t yet have the full
Council assembled to consider this decision, but I believe it’s abundantly clear that we must offer you
sanctuary here. From what Kipper has told me, you two and Catherine are in grave danger, at least until
the police can get to the bottom of this dreadful business.”
Before Mr. K could respond, Catherine stepped forward to hug the Tunnel patriarch. “Thank you,
Father. I knew you would understand.”
Then she looked around the room and continued, “I know you all have a lot of questions, but
there are some urgent matters that must be dealt with right away. First, I must have COFFEE!”
William boomed with laughter as he quickly prepared a cup for her. “Just the way you like it,
Madam Assistant District Attorney,” he responded, handing her the cup with an elaborate bow.
Catherine took one enormous gulp, sighed deeply, then proceeded to chug the rest of the cup and
hold it out wordlessly for more. As a chuckling William prepared a second cup, she turned to Father,
saying, “I need to get a call in to Joe Maxwell right away before he has a stroke. Do you think Henry and
Lin Pei would let me use the phone in their basement?”
Mr. K interjected, “I need to make a call as well. I’m expected for a seven AM shift at the docks,
and if I don’t call in sick to my foreman, it’s going to raise questions we don’t want explored. This crew,
whoever they are, must have contacts at the docks, since they’re bringing these women into port in
shipping containers. Anybody not reporting in for work is going to come under suspicion.”
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Catherine sipped her second cup of coffee a bit more slowly, as she pondered Mr. K’s problem,
and then answered, “Why don’t you give me your foreman’s name and number, and let me make that call
instead? I’ll pretend to be your girlfriend and ... ummm … I’ll tell him you spent the night at my
apartment. Oh! And you got sick during our date last night. You have a terrible fever Why, I might even
have to take you to the emergency room! There, that’ll explain why you wouldn’t be recovering at your
apartment, in case someone comes to check on you.”
Just then, Pascal came bustling in from the Pipe Chamber to join the Council meeting, and Father
called him over, quickly scribbling a note. “Pascal, would you please get this message off to the Peis,
letting them know to expect Catherine in about twenty minutes?”
Vincent walked over to shake Mr. K’s hand. “I’m going to walk Catherine over to the subbasement under Lin and Henry’s restaurant in Chinatown. While we’re gone, you can speak further with
Father and the Council, and Mary will get you settled in a guest chamber. You’ve had a hard day, and I
know you must be tired.”
Mr. K laughed, “I’m beyond tired. I feel like I’ve fallen down the Rabbit Hole, except I wound up
in Narnia instead of Wonderland.”
“Oh! You know your children’s literature quite well, Mr. Kaczmarek!” Mary interjected, taking
Mr. K’s arm and leading him over to the plate she’d prepared for him at the Council table. “You’ll fit in
here just fine.”
“Stan,” Mr. K replied, gently patting Mary’s hand and giving her a charming smile. “Please, call
me Stan.”
Vincent accepted a wrapped up muffin and scone from William for Catherine to munch on as
they walked to the Peis’ sub-basement. Father and William settled in at the table with Mary and Mr. K,
waiting for Pascal and Rebecca to arrive for their meeting. No one seemed to notice Kipper perched on an
ottoman over in the corner, watching and listening, his face solemn and confused.

Rita Escobar tapped on Joe Maxwell’s office door before sticking her head carefully inside. The
boss was in a tizzy over this human trafficking case and Cathy Chandler’s disappearance with their
witnesses, and his office showed it. Papers and files were strewn out over every surface along with
multiple coffee cups, the remains of a late-night sandwich, and Joe’s wadded up jacket and tie. He was
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slumped in his chair, working his “worry band” until it snapped, joining countless others on his desk top,
and talking at the top of his lungs on the phone.
“I don’t care what you have to do, Greg,” he shouted. “Just find them!” And he slammed the
receiver back on its cradle so hard it bounced off onto the floor. “Damn it!” Joe yelled, kicking his desk.
Rita quickly intervened, closing the door, picking up the much maligned phone receiver, and
placing it gently back into position. “Joe,” she said softly, as though calming a bull ready to charge. “I
have Catherine Chandler on line two for you.”
“Cathy?” Joe asked and then pounced on the phone receiver, quickly pressing the button for his
second line. “Radcliffe, where the hell are you? Are you all right? Are the witnesses OK?”
“We’re fine, Joe,” Catherine replied, soothingly. “Calm down. I’m sorry I couldn’t call sooner,
but it took us a while to get to a safe place and find a phone.”
“All right,” Joe answered, slumping back into his chair. “OK, where are you? I’ll send Greg
Hughes to get you to a safe house.”
“No, don’t do that!” Catherine quickly interjected. “Listen, you know I have my resources. I think
we’re safer if no one knows where we are. Even you. Joe, we were attacked in a police precinct. Someone
has eyes where they shouldn’t. Who’s with you right now? Who knows about this call?”
Joe looked up at Rita and asked, “Who knows Cathy called in?”
“Nobody,” Rita replied. “I took the call myself and came straight here.”
“OK, Cathy,” Joe answered. “It’s just me and Rita, and you know she’s the one who answered
your call.”
“Good, let’s keep it that way,” Catherine replied. “You can tell Greg, but have him keep quiet and
pretend to keep looking for us.”
“OK,” Joe responded. “We can do that.”
“Good,” Catherine said. “Now listen closely, because I’ve got some more information for you.
Our witness Stan is a dock worker. His girlfriend Estelle, which would be me, called him in sick with a
fever and a bad case of food poisoning, so that’s covered. He was worried that anyone who didn’t show
up for work might come under suspicion, because this gang surely has contacts at the docks.”
“That was sharp of him,” Joe commented, motioning to Rita for a notepad and a pen.
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“Yes, it was. Now listen, this is important,” Catherine added. “Stan also told me the scuttlebutt at
the dock is that Coleman Industries has its fingers in some bad stuff – drug and weapons smuggling,
stolen artifacts. Now it looks like someone associated with the company has branched out into human
trafficking. You need to find a way to quietly look into Coleman Industries. I know their CEO, Bertram
Coleman the second. My Dad represented the company before he passed away. Mr. Coleman is a fine
man, and I can’t imagine he would have anything to do with this. But his son, Bertie the third, is a
spoiled-rotten piece of work. He’s been in and out of rehab for cocaine, according to society gossip, plus
he gambles. If Bertie needs money, I wouldn’t put it past him to get involved with some shady characters
and use the company for cover.”
“OK, Radcliffe, that’s a great lead,” Joe replied, scribbling notes onto a legal pad and handing it
to Rita. “I’ll get Edie right on the research and have Rita pull any files we have on Coleman Industries.
Anything else I can do? Do you need anything? Is that kid gonna be OK?”
“We’re just fine, Joe, thanks,” Catherine answered. “We’re safe, and we have everything we
need. I’ll find ways to stay in touch. And if you need to reach me, just do like last time. Fold a vague note
inside a twenty dollar bill, and drop it off with that street corner saxophone player you like so much. His
name’s Harvey, by the way, and he appreciates your patronage. I’ll call you as soon as I can after I get
your note. The one thing you can do for me is promise not to have this phone call, or any other call from
me, traced. You might inadvertently put innocent people in danger just because they helped us. Please!”
“You got it, Cath,” Joe promised. “This call never happened. We heard about Coleman Industries
from the tip line. We’re still worried sick about you.” He looked up at Rita, who nodded her agreement.
“Stay safe, Joe,” Catherine replied. “These guys are dangerous. The hitman in the black suit used
a silencer. So tell Greg and Detective Bell to be extra careful. Bye!”

Down in the holding cells at the 1st Precinct, a guard with snow-white hair began distributing
breakfast to the various inmates around seven AM. Shortly after he left, nine of the prisoners began
choking and gasping for air, soon falling to the floor of their cells, foaming at the mouth and convulsing.
By the time the real guards responded, all nine prisoners were dead. Poisoned.
Detective Bell was summoned, and he immediately jumped on the phone to Joe Maxwell.
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“DDA Maxwell, we’ve got a big problem,” Detective Bell reported. “Someone poisoned all nine
of the perps from the trafficking case … Nope, they were dead before we could get to ‘em. The other
inmates describe a white-haired guy who doesn’t match the description of any of our guards here. That’s
who brought them breakfast. I’m checking the security feed to see if we’ve got video of him. You’d better
call the hospital and have those other prisoners moved right away. Someone may be after them as well.”

In the prison ward at Bellevue Hospital, an orderly with snow-white hair and a clipboard nodded
politely to the police officer guarding the door to hospital cell 17 and said, “I just need to do the eight AM
vitals check.”
The guard stood and opened the door for the orderly with a smile, closing it behind him. Once
inside, the orderly drew his silenced weapon from behind the clipboard and walked over to the hospital
gurney, firing two shots into the patient’s head.
Suddenly, the bathroom and room doors flew open, and Greg Hughes and the guard shouted for
the fake orderly to drop his weapon. Instead, he aimed for the guard blocking the doorway, and Greg
Hughes fired three shots into the hitman’s chest. The guard at the door unfortunately took a round to the
shoulder. Medical staff converged on the guard and the hitman, carrying the wounded guard off for
treatment and quickly determining that the hitman was dead.
Greg radioed Joe, “Our hitman’s dead. Let’s put it out that he successfully killed two prisoners
before being taken out by police. Our perps are safely stashed in the surgical ward, but we’ll get them off
to a private hospital right away.”

“Here we are, Stan,” said Mary, as she guided Mr. K into his guest chamber and lit the oil lamp
on the side table. “It’s modest, but comfortable, and you should find everything you might need in the
cupboard or over on the desk. I’m going to see if I can fetch you something comfortable to sleep in, and
I’ll figure out some clean clothes for you to wear by the time you wake up. Now, if you need anything,
just tap the code we taught you on the pipe just outside your room, and someone will come to assist you.
There’s drinking water in this carafe and water for washing in the basin if you want to freshen up a bit,
and I already showed you the lavatory just down the hallway.”
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Mr. K gave Mary another of his winning smiles and kissed her hand gallantly. “You’ve been so
kind, Mary. I’m sure I’ll be very comfortable here.”
“Well, you are a charmer, aren’t you?” said Mary. “I’ll be back in just a few minutes.”
Mr. K sighed after she left and sat down on the bed, ruffling his hair and then passing his hand
appreciatively over the soft patchwork quilt, remembering the one his mother had made for him to take to
college.
“Mary made that, ya know,” said Kipper from the doorway.
Mr. K looked up, taken aback by Kipper’s presence, and then shook his head. “No, I didn’t,” he
replied. “She didn’t say so, but I’m not really surprised. Mary is a very kind and capable and loving
woman. Quilts like these are made with love in every stitch.”
“Yes,” Kipper answered softly. “Mary’s made a quilt for every kid down here. She’s always
making something, when she isn’t helping Father in the hospital room, or looking after the babies in the
nursery.”
Mr. K nodded, and the two just looked at each other, warily.
Kipper finally broke the silence. “Is what you said to the Council true? Did you really grow up
poor?”
“Yes, I meant every word I said,” Mr. K replied. “I’ve done some stupid things, Kipper. Made
some really big mistakes. I was so busy being Elliott Burch that I wasn’t there when my Mom got sick
and died of cancer. My Dad never forgave me for that. And now, I can’t make it up to him, to them,
because they’re both gone. But I’m trying to do better. I’m really trying, Kipper, and I need friends to
help me find a new way to live. Will you help me? Do you think you can find a way to be my friend
again?”
Kipper gave Mr. K another one of those long assessing looks, and Mr. K trembled a bit, feeling as
though the boy was somehow looking right into his soul.
“Just one question,” Kipper responded. “You say you love Catherine. Does that mean you’re
gonna cause problems for Vincent? ‘Cause he loves her all the way from the top of his head to the end of
his toes. And anyone who makes trouble for Vincent is no friend of mine.”
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Mr. K chuffed softly and sighed. “No, Kipper,” he answered. “I wouldn’t dream of causing
problems for Vincent and Catherine. I’ve promised to keep his secret, and Cathy has been excruciatingly
clear about how much she loves him. I know a lost cause when I see one. I just hope they’ll be my
friends. I really need friends right now. The right kind of friends.”
Kipper stepped into the chamber, right up to the bed, and once again tipped Mr. K’s chin so he
could look right into his eyes. Mr. K looked back and didn’t even dare breathe.
“OK, Uncle Stan,” said Kipper, just a bit saucily. “I’ll give you a second chance. After all, I’ve
been given at least seven second chances down here, and I’m only twelve!”
“Oh, thank God!” sighed Mr. K, putting out his hand. “Shall we shake on it, like men do?”
“Sure,” Kipper replied, giving Mr. K’s hand three big shakes. “And I’ll be listening for your code
on the pipes, if you get lost or need directions. My chamber isn’t far from here. I share with Geoffrey,
Eric, and Zach.”
“Wow,” said Mr. K. “Just how many kids are living down here?”
But Kipper never got a chance to respond, because suddenly the pipes started jangling with an
emergency alert.
“What’s that?” Mr. K asked, as Kipper rushed toward the chamber entrance.
“That’s a major alert,” Kipper replied. “All hands on deck. Probably a broken water pipe. I gotta
go report to my team!”
“Wait!” Mr. K called. “I’ll come with you. I can help!”
“You sure?” Kipper asked. “It’s cold, wet, messy, muddy work, and it can get dangerous.”
“I’m coming,” Mr. K replied firmly. “The least I can do is help out somehow.”
“Be glad you’re wearing work boots!” Kipper answered. “I’ll introduce you to Cullen, my team
captain. Come on!”

Vincent and Catherine were on their way back to the main Hub when the emergency alert
sounded on the pipes.
“That sounds like a broken pipe!” shouted Catherine, as they began running to answer the call.
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“Yes,” replied Vincent. “Down on the third level, near William’s root cellars. You remember
where to report to your team?”
“Yeah, I’m heading to the kitchen to help William prepare food for the work crews,” Catherine
answered as they reached the parting of their ways. She grabbed Vincent for a quick hug and a kiss. “Be
careful, My Own. Bring everyone back safely.”
“I will, My Love,” he replied and hurried off to meet his team.

By the time Mr. K, Kipper, and the rest of Cullen’s sandbag crew reached the flood site, Kanin
and Vincent were hard at work with Mouse and the plumbing crew to repair the burst pipe. A support
column had rotted and collapsed, putting undue pressure on a pipe joint and causing it to break open
under the strain. Mr. K paused for a moment to catch his breath and stared in wonder as Vincent raised an
enormous timber on his back to help move the broken pipe back up into its proper position for welding.
My God! It would take three of the strongest men on one of my crews to lift that timber!
While Kanin and Mouse worked furiously to weld the broken pipe back together, Mr. K helped
pass sandbags to the rest of Cullen’s crew to divert the pooling water away from William’s root cellars.
Once the repair weld was complete, Kanin and Mouse welded a metal sleeve around the break to provide
additional stability for the repair weld.
When the last weld was complete, two men from Kanin’s crew were at last freed up to help
Vincent support the heavy timber, while Kanin and Mouse used four by fours to build up a new
permanent support column for the pipe. By then, the flood waters had receded sufficiently to pour a
concrete piling for the new support column, anchored with rebar pounded into the bedrock.
Finally, Vincent and his two helpers could at last remove the temporary support timber. As they
were lowering it, the timber slipped a bit in one man’s grasp, and Vincent growled sharply as the timber
unexpectedly twisted in his hands.
Mr. K’s head snapped in Vincent’s direction. I’ve heard that growl before. Oh my God! Vincent
must have taken out those Gorronistas at the docks! He saved our lives!
Kanin immediately moved to Vincent’s side to help lower the timber to the ground. “Vincent,” he
shouted, “Are you OK?”
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“Yes,” Vincent replied, shaking his right hand and wincing a bit. “I just jammed two of my
fingers, that’s all.”
Kanin patted Vincent on the shoulder and began directing the clean-up operation with Cullen’s
help, so Vincent could rest his hand. Soon, the emergency was completely resolved, but it had taken
several hours, and everyone was weary, wet, and cold.
“Well done everybody!” Kanin shouted, and they all began shaking hands and congratulating
each other on their efforts. It was only then that Vincent spotted a muddy, soaked Mr. K and walked over
to clasp his shoulder.
“Thank you, Stan, for coming to help us with this pipe emergency,” Vincent said. “You can’t
have had any sleep. You must be completely exhausted now.”
“I’m just glad I’ve had several months of working at the docks to get me in shape,” Mr. K
responded with a laugh. “Otherwise, I’d have given out before even half of these sandbags were in place.”
“Uncle Stan worked really hard, Vincent,” Kipper piped up.
“I’m sure he did,” Vincent replied. “Uncle Stan has been a very good friend to us today.”
“Yeah,” Kipper answered. “I guess everyone deserves a second chance, when they own up to
their mistakes.”
“As you well know,” Vincent laughed, fondly ruffling the boy’s soggy hair.
“Who’s ready for hot soup, roast beef sandwiches, and hot tea?” called a familiar voice, as
Catherine, Rebecca, Sarah, and several other ladies arrived with a hearty lunch for the hard-working
repair crews.
They all cheered and migrated up to the ladies, who had set up folding tables to serve the food on
higher, dry ground, and lined up to receive their well-earned lunch. When Mr. K reached Catherine, who
was ladling out mugs of hot soup, she looked up in surprise and said, “Stan, what on earth are you doing
here?”
Before he could answer, Kipper declared, “Uncle Stan helped out with the sandbag crew.”
“He sure did,” added Cullen. “And we were mighty glad to have him, too.”
“Well, Stan,” Catherine replied, handing him a mug of soup. “I can see you’ve taken the Tunnel
Philosophy to heart. Give help when it is needed, and receive help when it is offered.”
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Mr. K smiled, “I think that’s a pretty good philosophy to live by. Maybe even a step on the right
path?”
“I couldn’t agree more,” said Vincent, accepting his own mug of soup.
As they walked away from the line to find a spot to sit and eat their lunch, Mr. K could be heard
saying, “Vincent, remind me to talk with Kanin and Dr. Wells about how I can help get better tools and
building supplies down here. You know, by making these repairs before the problem becomes obvious up
Top, your community is saving the City millions in infrastructure costs without them even knowing it.”
Catherine just smiled.

Bertie Coleman stared at the Noon news on his office television in disbelief. All his men were
dead! Even Sims, his last remaining guy on the docks, was the victim of an early morning forklift
accident!
And SNOW! Pope’s boss had sent Snow after them, and now even he was dead, shot by the
police after he killed the two guys at Bellevue!
I’m next, he thought, feeling the panic building inside him. Gabriel will send someone after me
next, I just know it! I’m getting out of here. Forget Dad and his money! I’m throwing myself on the mercy
of the DA and begging for Witness Protection!
Leaving the television on, Bertie crept over to his closet and slipped out of his expensive Italian
suit and shoes and the Hermès tie, leaving on his dress shirt, but unbuttoning the first few buttons to make
it look more casual. He quickly put on his “slumming” jeans, a hooded sweatshirt, a pair of running shoes
from his gym bag, and a Yankees souvenir baseball cap.
I know Pope’s paid off my secretary to keep tabs on me, but she doesn’t know about my escape
route from Dad, he thought, as he took his phone off the cradle and dialed into one of those phone sex
lines.
“Hi!” he answered when the booking agent picked up. “This is account 22146. I’d like to listen to
Charlene for an hour … Yeah, no talking from me, just listening to her talk while she gets off. You can
bill my usual card number.”
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That will keep Susan off my back for a while, he thought. She knows not to bother me if I’m on the
phone.
Then, he put the phone receiver down on his desk, turned down the volume on the television a bit,
and walked over to his bookshelves, pulling the hidden latch, and slipping into the secret passages he’d
discovered years ago on the building’s blueprints. Who knew those useless architecture classes would
save my life? Ten minutes later, he cautiously emerged from the basement staff entrance and quickly
flagged down a cab.
“Take me to the DA’s office,” he said to the cabbie. “And there’s an extra twenty if you step on
it!”

Just after two PM, Jonathan Pope, Esq., received a most unsettling phone call.
“Where’s Bertie Coleman?” his boss hissed into the phone.
Pope re-checked his alerts from the Coleman Building.
“He should be in his office, Mr. Klein,” Pope replied. “I have his secretary, the main reception
desk, and the garage attendant on payroll to inform me if he so much as burps.”
“Well, I sent a guy to take care of him,” Pope’s boss responded angrily, his voice rising. “And
he’s not THERE!”
Pope gripped the edge of his desk, but replied calmly, “Well then, he’s bound to be at the strip
club, or his private club, or back at his apartment snorting cocaine. Don’t worry, sir. I’ll find him.”
“You do that, Pope,” snarled his boss. “And then you let me know. I want that little punk dead
before nightfall. Got it?”
“No problem, Mr. Klein,” answered Pope, who then hung up the phone, grabbed his go bag, and
took a cab straight to the airport, hoping to catch the first available private chartered plane heading out of
the country.
Before getting on his flight to Brunei, Pope called his boss from the airport.
“Bertie’s at his apartment with some hooker and both of them are strung out on coke,” he lied.
“He shouldn’t be a problem.” Then Pope hung up the phone and boarded the plane.
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After finishing their lunch, the weary work crews packed up their tools and headed back to the
main Hub. They left behind a sentry, who’d been assigned to keep an eye on the new repair.
At the Hub, Cullen and Kipper waited for Mr. K to collect the pajamas, robe, and slippers Mary
had left for him, and then they took him off to the bathing pools for a long hot bath before he collapsed
into his bed to enjoy some much overdue sleep.
Vincent briefly reported to Father, and then he and Catherine went to his chamber.
“Go on to your bathing pool, My Own,” said Catherine once they arrived. “I’ll bring you a sleep
shirt, pajama pants, and your robe and slippers. You’re still sopping wet.”
“That is an understatement,” Vincent commented wryly, as he closed the enormous double doors
to his chamber. “I’m plotting out a pathway to the bathing chamber that will best keep me from dripping
all over the carpets.”
Catherine looked up from the cupboard with a pursed smile. “You might as well just leave those
boots by the door. They need a good scraping, followed by a thorough cleaning and an oil treatment.”
Vincent looked down at his feet with a sigh. “You’re not wrong there.”
He bent down to untie his boots, but then sighed in frustration. “Catherine, I need your help here.
I’ve jammed the knuckles on two fingers of my right hand, and I just can’t manage these bootlaces. If you
don’t untie them, I may just rip them apart.”
“Well, don’t do that,” she replied, dropping an armload of clothing on Vincent’s bed and crossing
to take his hand gently in hers and examine his injured fingers. “That does look painful. Should Father
take a look at them?”
“No, no,” Vincent replied. “I’m sure nothing’s broken. This is a pretty common work injury. I’ll
just need to wrap them up after my bath, and take it easy on that hand for a while.”
“If you’re sure,” Catherine replied, looking right into Vincent’s eyes. “No prevaricating, Mister.”
Vincent laughed, “I’m sure. I deal with these minor work injuries myself all the time, otherwise
Father would be constantly fussing over me. I just need your help with these blasted laces.”
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“OK,” Catherine responded, kneeling at his feet to examine his mud-encrusted boots. He’s asking
for my help! Down girl, keep it light and easy. Don’t spook him. “Hmmm … I understand why you knot
the laces after tying them, but it does make for quite a snarl once you add mud and silt and God knows
what else.”
After successfully removing the first boot and sock, Catherine looked up with a victorious grin
and then patted the door next to them before tackling the next boot. “Have I ever told you just how much I
love these doors, Vincent?” she commented softly as she concentrated on his snarled laces.
“Hmmm … several times, if I’m not mistaken, My Love,” replied the darker voice of
Vincent’s second nature, as he recalled just how enthusiastically he’d been kissed when she first saw
them several months ago. “I enjoyed finding and restoring them, but I confess to needing help with
such a big project.”
Catherine giggled, “Let me guess. Kanin, of course, because you needed to set them into natural
stone walls, and I see masonry work around the curved edges at the top. I bet Mouse and Jamie helped
you haul them out of storage. And you must have used Cullen’s woodshop for the restoration. I see his
hand in those beautiful carvings. It was sweet of him to match the carvings on our mantel clock.”
“The carvings are actually original, and that’s why I was so thrilled to find them. But they were
quite encrusted with dust and grime, and someone had actually PAINTED that beautiful wood!”
Vincent groused. “What were they THINKING? It took lots of time and patience and care to strip all of
that back, and then the original carvings needed to be repaired and restored. That was indeed Cullen’s
painstaking work; the repairs needed a master’s hand. But the stripping, cleaning, refinishing, staining,
and polishing all fell to me. Otherwise, you have guessed rightly, My Love.”
“Aha!” Catherine crowed triumphantly as the last knot finally gave way under her persistent
coaxing, and she helped Vincent slip off the second wet, muddy boot and peel off another soppy sock.
“Oh,” he sighed. “That feels so much better already.”
“Come on,” Catherine crooned as she pecked his cheek and then crossed to retrieve his sleepwear
from the bed. “Let’s get you into that nice hot bathing pool.”
Vincent studied her for a moment and suddenly blurted, “Why don’t you join me?” What did I
just say?
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Catherine gaped at him for a moment and then responded, “Pardon me for zoning out there. I
think I’m so tired I’m experiencing auditory hallucinations. Did you just ask me to … bathe … with
you?”
“Yes, My Catherine,” came the rumbled reply of Vincent’s Otherness. You started this. You
can’t back out now, or she’ll be so disappointed. He paused, and his eyes lightened back up, skittering
about the room, not sure where to look. “We’re both so tired, My Love. I’m only suggesting that we take
some comfort in each other’s presence after a terrifying night and an exhausting day. I don’t want to be
without you, even for a few moments, right now.”
“All right,” she agreed readily. Never argue with a good thing, Cathy! “Let me get my sleep
clothes too.”
Catherine walked calmly over to the wardrobe and fished out a nightgown, robe, and slippers.
Take it easy, Cathy. This is a big step. Don’t rush him!

Vincent followed after Catherine, picking a careful path around the carpets, and joined her in the
short tunnel down to the bathing pool he shared only with Father. Catherine placed their sleep clothes on
a side table and dropped the heavy canvas tarp across the tunnel up to Father’s Chambers. She turned to
see Vincent slumped on a stone bench, fumbling with the ties to his vest.
“OK,” Catherine whispered as she gently stilled his frustrated hands. “Let’s agree to give those
injured fingers a break, and let me help you.”
She retrieved a wash basin, filling it with hot water from the bathing pool, and placed it on the
bench beside Vincent. “Here you go. Just let your hands soak for a bit. That will loosen up the mud and
make cleaning them less painful. Wow, you’ve even got dirt embedded under your nails.”
While Vincent’s hands were soaking, Catherine made quick, matter-of-fact work of the laces on
his vest and unbuttoned the flannel shirt underneath as well, pulling all of his wet shirttails out of his
heavy denim trousers. The long-sleeved thermal Henley beneath the flannel shirt would just have to wait.
And I’m not touching his trousers. He’d probably leap clear up to the ceiling!
Then, she puttered about the bathing chamber, gathering up a stack of towels and washcloths,
selecting toiletries from the baskets in the cupboard, including her own that she kept Below, and placing
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them within convenient reach on a tray at the edge of the pool just above the sunken benches. Finally, she
retrieved a soft nail brush and returned to Vincent’s side.
“How are your hands feeling now?” Catherine asked gently.
“Better, thank you, My Love,” Vincent replied, trying to scoop the worst of the goo out of his
nails.
“Wait, let me do that,” Catherine responded, displaying the nail brush. “I have something a bit
gentler and much more effective.”
Vincent gave her a long, searching look, and Catherine pleaded, “Let me tend to you, My Own.
All these years, out of respect for your privacy, you’ve been left to fend for yourself after such hard,
backbreaking work. It doesn’t have to be this way anymore. Not when I’m here to look after you. Please,
let me show my love for you in this simple way.”
“You know I can deny you nothing, now,” Vincent whispered in that deep, tantalizing voice,
hesitant with a new kind of vulnerability.
“Oh, Sweetheart,” Catherine crooned. “I’m not trying to rush you into anything. I’m thrilled you
want to share a bath with me. I know that’s a big step for you to take, and I love you for it. So much. I’m
only asking to take care of you when you’re injured and hurting from hard work. That’s all.”
“I trust you, Catherine, of course,” Vincent quickly assured her, surrendering his hands to her
care. “I guess I’m just accustomed to being cared for this way only when I’m severely injured or ill, and
I’m rarely sick.”
“Well, not anymore,” Catherine replied firmly, as she set to work gently brushing the grit and
grime off his furred hands and out from under his nails. “When I’m here, I want the privilege of tending
to you. I remember how much my Mom loved to pamper Dad when he came home from a long day at the
office, and particularly if he had to spend a long time on his feet in court. She’d set up a footbath for him
and massage his shoulders and neck while his feet soaked, and then she’d massage his poor, tired feet.”
“Your parents had a beautiful relationship,” Vincent commented, drying his hands on the hand
towel Catherine offered him.
“Yes, they did,” she responded, thinking carefully about her next steps. Keep it light, Cathy. Keep
it light. “Soooo … what will be most comfortable for you for bathing? You might as well just get into the
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pool with your clothes on and let the churn of the water get rid of most of the grime. We could put a
plastic hamper next to the pool for them. Whoever has laundry duty will bless you for that.”
“That’s not a bad idea. I could stand by the outlet, so the rest of the pool doesn’t get murky,”
Vincent responded, putting her words into action and placing a white plastic laundry basket over by the
pool. “But what about you Catherine? Your clothes aren’t grimy like mine.”
She smiled at him. “I’ll do whatever you wish. I thought I could just slip out of my clothes and
get into the pool while you’re dealing with the muck. What do you think?”
Vincent sighed and nodded his head in agreement, murmuring, “You must find my endless
caution tiresome.”
“No, Vincent,” Catherine replied gently. “Not at all. We are something that has never been. Isn’t
that what you said? Only you can understand what’s going on inside you, and it would be so unfair of me
to dismiss your concerns. My part in this relationship is to love you and trust you and accept each gift as
it comes to me for the wonder that it is. I can see you beginning to trust yourself more and more,
gradually leaving behind old doubts and assumptions. Those are precious gifts. I see you learning and
even starting to welcome the side of your nature that you kept locked away for so long, or only released
under the direst of circumstances. That is an extraordinary gift. I believe one day soon you’re going to
feel free and comfortable just being yourself. And then, we will learn together what it means to love each
other and express that love in our own time and our own way.”
“My Catherine,” Vincent’s darker voice murmured. “You constantly amaze me.”
Time to lighten the mood back up, she thought.
“Well, My Own,” Catherine replied. “To be completely honest, right now, I’m getting to the point
where coffee will no longer sustain me without some sleep. Let’s get you into the pool and feeling much
better, OK? And I promise to continue amazing you.”
Vincent laughed out loud at that and lowered himself into the far end of the pool by the outlet,
sinking down completely into the churning water to start getting the worst of the muck out of his hair.
Once he was occupied, Catherine took a deep breath and did exactly as she had proposed, quickly
removing her clothes and dropping them into another hamper, then taking the steps down into the
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opposite end of the pool and settling on one of the benches, chin-deep in the water. She leaned
her head back onto a folded towel, closed her eyes, and allowed the hot water to leech away the tensions
and fears of the past two days. In the background, she could hear the soggy splats of Vincent’s clothes as
they gradually landed piece-by-piece into the white plastic laundry basket. Vest, flannel shirt, Henley,
trousers … then silence.
The next sound she heard was a deep sigh almost right beside her, and she slowly turned her head
and opened her eyes to behold a glorious sight. There he was, seated on the bench next to hers, the water
lapping about his bare shoulders, his golden head, darkened by the water, relaxed back onto a folded
towel, like hers.
Keep it light, Cathy. Keep it light.
“As lovely as this water is, it’s going to make me drop off to sleep right away if I stay like this
too long,” she noted. “I know your arms must be sore and your fingers hurt. Would you like for me to
wash your hair for you?”
I hope I hope I hope …
Silence.
“That would be … a loving and caring thing for you to do, My Catherine,” Vincent rumbled
cautiously at last.
“OK,” she replied, tamping down her exhilaration and locking it deep inside. “Why don’t you rewet your hair, and then sit sideways at the edge of the bench with your back to me. I’ll just get the
shampoo.”
Vincent complied, sinking down under the water and then emerging with his back to her, the
water lapping about his waist until he settled sitting upright at the edge of his bench with the water now
chest deep. Catherine stood behind him at the other end of the short bench and began the luxurious task of
massaging the shampoo into Vincent’s thick mane of long hair. She discovered to her delight that his
back hairline actually dipped down the back of his neck and into a pointed V between his shoulder blades.
She took her time gently kneading into his scalp and neck, her eyes surreptitiously taking in the
magnificence of his broad shoulders, wide chest, powerful arms, and mighty back. She paused briefly
when a rhythmic rumbling sound began vibrating up from Vincent’s chest, but she immediately returned
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to her attentive massage, determined not to draw attention to the delightful sound unless he said
something about it.
“All right,” she whispered. “You can rinse now, and then I’ll put some detangling conditioner on
your hair.”
The rumbling stopped. “Some what?” Vincent asked.
“A conditioner,” Catherine replied. “It helps smooth out tangles and makes your hair softer and
much easier to comb. Has no one ever tried a conditioner on your hair? Not even Mary when you were
little?”
“No,” Vincent answered. “Something like that would be a luxury down here. It isn’t flowery
smelling, is it?”
“No, not at all,” Catherine laughed. “It comes in a variety of scents. This one is sandalwood, just
like the shampoo. If it works as well as I think it will, I’m going to buy two cases to bring Below. One
just for you, and one for the ladies to share. Now, rinse, please.”
“Yes, Ma’am,” Vincent teased before sinking down under the water again.
Applying the conditioner and kneading it into Vincent’s hair and scalp brought back the lovely
rumbling sound, which Catherine again quietly relished without comment. Once he’d thoroughly rinsed
out the conditioner, Catherine began the somewhat daunting task of combing out all of Vincent’s long,
thick hair. But the conditioner proved to be up to the task, and ten minutes later, his hair lay smooth, wet,
and shining against his neck and shoulders, Vincent’s rumbling purr a compelling testimony to his
pleasure and contentment with her ministrations.
“There you go, My Own,” Catherine whispered as she sank back down onto her bench, water
back up under her chin. “All done. Why don’t you lean back again and just relax and let the hot water do
its work on your sore muscles. I’ll get myself dry and dressed, and go start a pot of hot tea for us.”
“But Catherine, shouldn’t I also tend to you?” Vincent asked. “You’ve had no sleep for two
days. You’ve had to fight for your life and the lives of others. I should be caring for you, too.”
“I am tired,” Catherine responded. “But I don’t have sore muscles and jammed fingers from
heavy labor like you. And you will tend to me later by holding me in your arms and helping me feel safe
enough to fall asleep. You’ve been tending to me all the time we’ve known each other. Didn’t you realize
that? Now, you’re letting me have that privilege in return.”
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Vincent just stared at her in wonder.
“See,” she quipped. “Told you I’d keep amazing you.” They both laughed. “Now, relax for a
while.”
As Vincent closed his eyes and laid his head back against the towel and Catherine turned to leave
the pool, she heard him murmur softly, his voice trembling, “May I watch you?”
She turned back to see him still reclining in the water, head back, his eyes shut. Always the
gentleman, she thought. “Vincent,” she called softly.
He turned his head and opened his eyes, and she slowly stood up in front of the bench, the water
gradually revealing her shoulders, her collar bones, her breasts. She gazed at him lovingly as his eyes
feasted upon her for a few moments. Then she whispered, “Whatever you wish, My Own.”
“Beautiful,” he whispered back. “You are so beautiful, My Catherine.”
She kept smiling at him, her heart in her eyes, as she backed slowly toward the steps leading out
of the pool, then turned gracefully and slowly ascended the stairs, each step revealing her waist, her
buttocks, her thighs, her calves. She walked calmly over to the table with their towels and clothes and
began to gently dry herself.
Be calm. Be normal. This is not a performance. This is a gift. My gift to him, and his, to me.
She occasionally allowed her eyes to pass briefly over him, but always returned her focus to what
she was doing, unwilling to break his rapt attention or bring any coyness into this profound moment of
intimate sharing. She made no attempt to hide or cover herself, dropping the wet towel into the hamper
before retrieving her nightgown, slipping it matter-of-factly over her head, stepping into her moccasinstyle slippers, and donning her soft Tunnel robe.
She walked quietly to the edge of the pool and knelt by his side, smoothing his bangs out of his
wondering eyes. She kissed him lightly. Butterfly kisses on his forehead, his eyelids, his cheek, and a
more lingering one on his lips.
“Rest for a while longer,” she whispered. “I’ll make some tea.” And his eyes never left her slight
figure as she crossed the bathing chamber and vanished up the short tunnel to his room.
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He drifted calmly in still midnight blue waters, the dark sky overhead rimmed by the burgeoning
glow of the rising sun … What did they call this place? … Oh yeah, The Mirror Pool. … Nice … I could
stay here forever …
The dark reflective waters slowly gave way to a wide lake fed by gigantic, silent waterfalls,
gilded in stark shafts of morning sunlight … Beautiful, but odd … Shouldn’t there be thundering sound?
… Hmmmm … Still … Very nice … Peaceful … I like this place …
He floated on, past fleeting images of a primitive working foundry … a chandlery … That made
him chuckle … That name follows me everywhere, doesn’t it? … a woodworking shop … Cullen works
here … a large make-shift kitchen … Bill … Can’t believe Bill lives here … Who would have thought? …
a dining room that could accommodate probably about a hundred people … just astonishing … How
could all this have existed right under my nose all this time? … the hospital chamber … They need more
supplies and better equipment … I could help with that, couldn’t I? … and then that incongruous library
just stuffed full of books and maps and papers strewn about on every surface … Dr. Wells needs a
secretary, he chuckled … and everywhere he looked, there were people dressed in pieced-together
clothes, like Kipper’s … curious, but cautiously friendly faces, even welcoming ones, like Mary … And
why not? I’m being introduced to them by their Crown Prince …
And then, there was Vincent with his arm around Cathy’s waist … No, not Cathy … Here, she is
Catherine … Vincent’s Catherine … And that look in her eyes … If you are unkind … If you harm … If
you betray … Whatever you do to him, you do to me … The man with the impossible face … those clear
blue eyes … assessing me … challenging me … and yet vulnerable … My life is in your hands …
And Kipper’s voice … Anyone who makes trouble for Vincent is no friend of mine … Kipper …
OK, Uncle Stan, I’ll give you a second chance … Manna from Heaven …
I should hate him … that impossible man who holds her heart … I ought to hate his very
existence … But I can’t … I just can’t … And it really isn’t even for Her … It’s the right thing to do …
the right thing … to do …
Gradually, he became aware of the clanging and tapping on the pipes and his growling stomach.
He opened his eyes, and then drew back in shock at the sight of four pre-teen boys gathered at the side of
his bed, staring quietly and intently at him. He relaxed a bit when he recognized one as Kipper.
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“Oh good, you’re awake,” Kipper chirped with a saucy grin. “Uncle Stan, I’d like you to meet my
roommates, Zach, Eric, and Geoffrey.”
The smallest boy, Eric, pushed his Coke-bottle-bottom glasses back up his nose and added, “We
came to take you to dinner, so you’d better get dressed.”
“Yeah,” Geoffrey chimed in. “You don’t want to be late for William’s good cooking.”
Mr. K chuckled, “Well, thanks guys. But right now, I don’t think I have anything else to wear
except these pajamas and a robe and slippers. My muddy clothes all got sent to the laundry.”
Zach grinned, “That’s the other reason we’re here. Mary sent us to give you these.”
The four boys held out various patched-up articles of clothing, some thick knitted socks, and a
pair of moccasin-like ankle boots.
“Oh my,” Mr. K replied, as he held up a patched chambray work shirt. A little too big, but it
would fit. Then a heavy cowl-neck sweater made from a somewhat dizzying array of different yarns. Also
a little big, but it would be very warm. Some patched denim overalls that looked to be about right for his
height, and a set of men’s thermal underwear. All very practical, very clean, and very much appreciated.
They do the best with what they have, and they share whatever they can.
“Thank you, fellas,” Mr. K murmured, sincerely. “These are just terrific. While I get dressed,
would you please go thank Mary for finding these wonderful things for me?”
“You guys go ahead and give Mary Uncle Stan’s message,” Kipper directed. “I’ll stay here and
bring him to the dining hall when he’s ready.”
The three boys instantly dashed for the doorway, jockeying for first place and throwing back
various versions of “Bye Uncle Stan! See ya later!”
Kipper shook his head. “I’m sorry if we woke you up before you were ready. But William has a
strict schedule, especially for dinners, because he needs to leave on time to go help with the late dinner
shift at the soup kitchen. Sister J.B. really depends on him.”
“Oh, don’t I know it!” Mr. K responded, gathering up his borrowed clothes and crossing behind a
folded screen to get dressed. “Bill, well, your William, is just an amazing cook. I have no idea how he
looks at the mish-mash of stuff in the pantry and figures out how to make incredible meals out of all those
donations.”
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“William used to be an Army cook back in Viet Nam,” Kipper explained. “You should talk with
him, though, because it’s his story to tell, not mine.”
“I’ll do that,” Mr. K replied, all decked out in his Tunnel gear and crossing to the bed to put on
his borrowed socks and moccasin boots. “I imagine everyone living down here has a story.” He looked up
at Kipper. “I hope sometime you’ll share yours with me.”
“Aw,” Kipper grunted, waving his hand nonchalantly. “It’s not anything you won’t hear from
some of the other kids. My Dad was a mean drunk. And when he got drunk, which was pretty much all
the time, he liked to beat up my Mom … Me, too, if he could catch me …”
The boy cleared his throat. “Sometimes it was bad enough she had to go to the hospital. A broken
arm. That sort of thing … He’d be all sorry, and then get mad all over again when he got the medical
bills. Then, one day …”
Kipper turned away, fiddling with a loose thread on the quilt. “One day, he beat her so bad, she
never came home … She died in the ambulance on the way to the ER.”
The boy paused, struggling not to cry.
“Kipper,” said Mr. K, reaching out to console the boy, but Kipper quickly shook him off, stepped
away from the bed and from any comfort, and interrupted him, brusquely.
“The cops arrested him, and I got put in a foster home that wasn’t really any better than livin’
with Dad. So I ran away,” the boy continued, clearing his throat again and rubbing a runny nose with his
jacket sleeve.
“I’d been livin’ on the streets for a few weeks when I found the St. Francis soup kitchen and
Sister J.B. and William – Bill.” Kipper’s face broke into a fond smile. “They were really nice, and the
food was so good! So I kept comin’ back.”
The boy stepped just a bit closer to the bed. “One night, I offered to help William clean up the
kitchen, and he started talking about a special place where kids could be safe and taken care of and even
loved. I thought he was just joshin’ me, and I said so. So the next night, he brought Zach with him, and
Zach told me everything except for where this wonderful place was. I said I’d think about it.”
Kipper sighed, leaning against the bed and fidgeting with the loose thread again. “Then, the next
night, I just barely escaped getting beat all to hell by some street toughs. William patched me up and
asked again if I’d like to go see this safe place where he lived, and, well, here I am.”
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“Wow,” said Mr. K quietly, not sure what to say to this kid who was so determined not to break
down in front of him.
“It’s OK,” Kipper replied hoarsely, wiping his nose yet again on his sleeve. “I had it bad, but I
came out of it OK. I have a really great home here with people who care about me and love me. You
don’t have to feel sorry for me. You really don’t.”
“Is it OK for me to admire how brave and resourceful you are?” Mr. K asked gently.
Kipper gave Mr. K yet another one of those unnervingly discerning looks and then smiled softly,
“Yeah, that would be OK.”
He cleared his throat again and grabbed Mr. K’s hand. “Come on, Uncle Stan! We don’t wanna
be late for dinner!”

Catherine slowly woke to the gentle brush of the softest kisses raining upon her forehead, nose,
and cheeks, and she burrowed even deeper under the covers and into the safe haven of Vincent’s embrace
and the soothing rumble that rose from his chest. How does he do that?
The rumble was interrupted by a wheezy chuckle, as Vincent tucked two fingers under her chin
and lifted her face up for a nuzzling kiss to her lips. “It’s time for Sleeping Beauty to awaken, My
Love,” he murmured against her lips. “William just put out the first call for dinner, and your grumbly
stomach tells me you must be hungry. I could bring you a tray if you’re too tired for the dining hall.”
“Mmmmm,” Catherine sighed, returning a playful kiss that landed on Vincent’s nose. “I’m still
tired, but I don’t think it would be fair to let Stan brave a dining hall full of inquisitive Tunnel folk all by
himself.”
“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Vincent replied, reaching for Catherine’s robe at the end of the big
bed and handing it to her. “He seems to have made quite a few friends already among the work crews.
Father has officially offered him sanctuary, and Mary has certainly taken a shine to him. That will go a
long way with everyone else.”
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“And Kipper,” Catherine reminded him. “I saw him sitting right beside Stan during lunch,
making introductions and talking about how often the Tunnel community has to marshal their resources to
deal with failing pipes and flooding during the Spring rains.”
“Oh, I noticed,” Vincent agreed, drawing a reluctant Catherine up from the bed and shooing her
over to the wardrobe to get dressed. “Kipper has a real eye for problem solving. He could be a project
manager, or an urban planner, or maybe even an engineer, if he wanted.”
Catherine laughed, “Well, he’ll have to develop more of an affinity for math if he wants to be an
engineer. Jamie, on the other hand, could probably get into any engineering program in the country.”
She handed Vincent a selection of clothing for him to wear that evening to dinner – a faded blue
pin-striped collared shirt, the deep blue cashmere sweater she’d bought for him because it complimented
his beautiful eyes, dark navy corduroy trousers, socks, and his black knee-high boots.
Vincent accepted the stack of clothing with a nod and a raised eyebrow. “Am I dressing to
impress?” he asked coyly.
“No!” Catherine blurted, blushing, then relented. “Well, not so much to impress as to show
another side of you. Stan has seen you in fight-or-flight mode and emergency-work-crew mode and mudfrom-head-to-toe mode. I want him to see the teacher. The scholar.”
Vincent tilted his head to the side, considering. “A man he might be able to trust to treat the
woman he loved and lost gently and with intelligence and consideration.” He sighed, “Catherine, I don’t
think clothes are going to do that.”
“No, you’re right,” Catherine agreed. “But clothing can set the mood and create a positive
atmosphere. Trust me. I have to do this all the time with my job.” She shook her head. “This is such a
difficult and uncomfortable situation for all three of us. Is it unfair of me to hope that maybe we might
find a way to all become friends?”
“I think you have every reason to hope,” Vincent replied, crossing over toward the bathing
chamber to give Catherine privacy to change her clothes. Their moments together in the bathing chamber
had passed, and he had much to consider before taking another step on their path toward Love. Dressing
together just seemed too … much, right now.
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“Stan has already made his own hesitant overtures in that direction,” he continued. “But it is no
small thing to love and lose you Catherine, and he is a proud man. Perhaps you’re right. I should establish
a positive atmosphere in which Stan can get to know me better.”
“And you know I love to see you in blue,” Catherine teased.
“As you wish, My Catherine,” Vincent purred, giving her an elaborate bow and an almost
seductive smile. “As you wish.”

The dining hall was already bustling when Kipper and Mr. K arrived and took their places in the
serving line. William spotted them as they drew closer to the serving table and called out, “Mr. K!
Welcome! Oh, I’m sorry. I should call you Stan, shouldn’t I?”
“No, no, that’s OK, Bill,” Mr. K replied. “I think, for the sake of simplicity, you and I should
stick with Mr. K and Bill. That way, we won’t get confused when we’re working at the soup kitchen.”
“All right then,” William agreed, sticking out one of his huge paws and shaking Mr. K’s hand.
“Mr. K it is. Now what will you have this evening? I’ve made barbeque spare ribs just like my Daddy
taught me when I was a boy living in Mobile, Alabama. Or, we have baked chicken a la King, if you
don’t care for the spicy stuff, or eggplant lasagna if you’re a vegetarian.”
“Wow, Bill!” Mr. K laughed, pointing to the chicken entree. “I was telling Kipper earlier. I just
don’t know how you do it! And it’s even more of a marvel that you can accomplish this down here! How
on earth do you get the supplies?”
William chuckled, “We have wonderful, generous Helpers. But we also have created some pretty
ingenious resources of our own over the years. We have contacts Above who have donated sections of
their gardens for our use. We have access to professional kitchens, like the one at St. Francis Cathedral, to
do some large scale canning and preserving in the Spring and Fall. And then, of course, there’s
Catherine.”
“Cathy?” Mr. K asked. “I was under the impression Cathy could burn boiled water.”
William burst out laughing as he plated up Kipper’s spareribs with slaw and French fries. “Well, I
will acknowledge that Catherine doesn’t have a particular talent for cooking,” he agreed. “But she
oversees a charitable trust that really helps out with providing fresh meat and produce through our
Helpers who are butchers and green grocers. She’s a very generous lady and a true friend.”
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Mr. K smiled as he topped off his plate with two dinner rolls and a congealed salad. “Well, that
doesn’t surprise me at all,” he replied. “Thanks, Bill. This looks marvelous.”
“My pleasure,” William answered as he worked on filling up Eric’s plate with the vegetable
lasagna. “Enjoy your dinner.”
“Say, listen Bill, could you do me a favor?” Mr. K asked. “You’re cooking late dinner at the soup
kitchen tonight, right?”
“That’s right,” William replied.
“Would you let Sister J.B. know I’m unavailable for a while? Maybe invent a family emergency
or something like that?” Mr. K asked. “I don’t want her worrying when I don’t show up for the late dinner
shift.”
“That won’t be a problem,” William replied. “Sister J.B. grew up here in the Tunnels after her
father died. She’s the one who sponsored me when I had a hard time re-entering civilian life after my
service in Viet Nam. Don’t you worry. I can tell her exactly what’s going on, and she won’t breathe a
word.”
Mr. K just stood there with his mouth open for a moment. Then, Kipper pushed his chin up with
one finger and said, “You’re catchin’ flies, Uncle Stan. Let’s go find a place to sit.”
Just as Kipper and Mr. K were heading for an empty table in the corner, Father called out from
the head table. “Mr. Kaczmarek, ah, Stan, won’t you please join us?”
Kipper whispered to Stan, “We’d better do as he says. Just be ready for a lot of talk about books
and Shakespeare and Dickens.”
Mr. K smiled and responded, “I think I can handle it.”
“Yeah,” Kipper rejoined. “But I probably can’t.”
“Well, do you like the Mets?” Mr. K asked.
“Sure!” Kipper gushed. “Gosh, I love baseball! And so does Father! He knows all the stats.”
“Well then, let’s just get him talking about the Mets, shall we?” Mr. K proposed slyly.“
You got it, Uncle Stan!” Kipper agreed.
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Vincent and Catherine joined the head table, only to discover Father, Mr. K, and Kipper
engrossed in a lively conversation about the Mets’ prospects for the next season, who had the best batting
average, and what kinds of trades they should be making to improve the team.
Vincent leaned over to whisper in Catherine’s ear. “They found Father’s weak spot.”
“I see,” she whispered back.
“Oh, thank goodness,” Mary called out. “Here’s Vincent and Catherine at last. Could we please
talk about something besides baseball?”
“Well, I don’t know, Mary,” Catherine replied. “Joe Maxwell is a huge Mets fan. It’s really too
bad he isn’t here to join in.”
“Please, please, I beg of you,” Mary implored. “I can’t listen to another baseball statistic tonight.
I just can’t!”
Stan laughed and addressed Father, “I think we should table our discussion about trades for
another time, sir, in deference to the ladies present.”
“Oh very well,” Father groused good-naturedly. “It’s only fair, I suppose. But baseball is such a
wonderful way to encourage children to become interested in mathematics.”
“Well, how about this,” Stan answered. “Next season, I’ll buy a Skybox with enough seats to take
all interested children and some adult chaperones, including you of course, Dr. Wells, to every Mets home
game. In order to attend these games, each child will need to show good progress in their math studies, so
they can fully appreciate the beauty of the sport. How does that sound?”
Father looked completely flabbergasted, and Kipper let out an ebullient whoop of joy.
Vincent laughed, “That sounds like a marvelous and exceptionally generous proposition, Stan.
Thank you very much. I’ll be sure to add some appropriate literature assignments about baseball to our
curriculum. ‘Casey at the Bat,’ Becoming Babe Ruth, and The Louisville Slugger come to mind. I’m sure
there are others in our library.”
“You’re a teacher,” Stan commented neutrally, at last taking in Vincent’s change in attire.
“Yes,” Vincent replied. “Father and I trade off teaching English grammar, writing, and literature
courses for all of our children and young people. I also share in teaching history, philosophy, science, and
mathematics. And I help Elizabeth with her art and drawing classes.”
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“Vincent is what we called a polymath back in my day,” Mary noted fondly. “His capacity to
absorb and apply what he reads and learns is just astonishing.”
“A Renaissance Man,” Stan noted with some admiration.
“Yes!” Mary replied. “That’s it exactly.”
“Much like yourself,” Vincent added with his own admiration. “You came from nothing to
become an accomplished architect and developer, art collector, civic leader, a significant patron of
museums and symphonies and ballet ensembles and theatres and universities. A Renaissance Man.”
“I just need to figure out what to do with it,” Mr. K sighed. “Right now, I’m stuck. I don’t want to
go back to the way I was, but I don’t want to just work on the docks forever. I have more to offer than
that.”
“You’ve been through a traumatic loss, Stan,” Father noted. “You’ve acknowledged a need to
change your life and taken the first steps to do so. That’s an extraordinary thing. You just need to find
something you truly believe in, something that speaks to your heart rather than your ambition or your
bank account.”
“I agree with Father,” Catherine added. “Stan, I know you. If you wanted to go to the Moon, you
could do it.”
Mr. K laughed at that. “Well, probably not the Moon,” he joked, and then sobered. “Thank you.
All of you. You’ve given me a lot to think about.”
“I do have one more observation to make, if you will humor me just a bit,” Father stated. “I was
curious about your name. I have a bit of a penchant for names and their meanings, and I wondered if the
name Stanislaw Kaczmarek had a special meaning in Polish. And it does. Stanislaw means …”
“Steadfast,” Mr. K broke in, smiling sadly. “My mother chose that name. She said she wanted me
to be strong and steady and hardworking.”
“Yes indeed,” replied Father. “And those qualities helped you to persevere in difficult
circumstances. Now your surname Kaczmarek is even more interesting.” He paused. “It means innkeeper.
An exceptionally appropriate name for an architect and builder of hotels and resorts, don’t you think?”
“Huh,” said Mr. K. “I never knew that.”
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“Now, bear with me,” Father continued in full professorial mode. “Here’s what I find fascinating.
I also looked into the meaning of the name Elliott Burch, the name you chose when you felt your birth
name was holding you back.”
“I never considered the meaning of that name,” Mr. K admitted. “I just chose something I thought
sounded elegant and refined and accomplished. And not Polish.”
“And it served you well to a point,” Father replied. “But I don’t think the meaning of the name
suits you personally at all. Elliott is a Hebrew name meaning ‘My God is the Lord.’ Now, I might be
mistaken, but you don’t strike me as being a particularly religious man.”
Mr. K laughed. “My mother was a devout Catholic, and I have great respect for the institution and
for people who genuinely live their faith, like Sister J.B. But you’re right. I’m not what you would call
pious, and I’m not a regular church-goer.”
“There, you see? Now Burch takes us even further afield from your personality,” Father added.
“It’s either English for the birch tree or German for town. So you see, the name you chose doesn’t suit
you nearly as well as the name you were given at birth, the name you’ve now chosen to reclaim. I find
that utterly fascinating, don’t you? Your impulse to return to your roots has brought you back to this
singularly appropriate name.”
“Wow,” replied Mr. K, after a moment of contemplation. “And all this time, I’ve been
masquerading as either My-God-is-the-Lord Tree or My-God-is-the-Lord Town, when I could have been
the Steadfast Innkeeper.”
“Well, not anymore,” said Kipper, poking Mr. K with an elbow. “Right, Uncle Stan?”
“That’s right,” Mr. K replied with a grin, ruffling the kid’s hair. “Mr. Steadfast Innkeeper’s gonna
to take you and your friends to see the Mets!”
Kipper batted away his hands, giggling. “OK, OK! Enough with the hair already,” he groused,
picking up his empty plate and Mr. K’s. “I’m gonna go get in line for some dessert. William made sweet
potato pie!”
“Save some for me!” Mr. K called as the boy sauntered off calling back a saucy, “You got it!”
The adults all laughed, knowing William would bring slices of pie over to their table once the
eager children had been served.
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“Cathy, I have a favor to ask,” Mr. K confided. “Could you spare a few moments for me, in
private?”
“I’ll help clear the table,” Vincent offered. “Catherine, perhaps you and Stan could go talk in the
library? It will be a while before William serves dessert to the adults.”
“Thanks, Vincent,” Catherine replied, squeezing his hand affectionately, then turning to Father.
“If you’ll excuse us for a short while?”
“Certainly, my dear,” Father replied. “Mary and I need to go over our plans for tomorrow
anyway.”
Before they left the room, Mr. K turned at the Tunnel entrance and watched Vincent avidly
listening to several of the children all recounting their day to him at the same time as he cleared dishes
from the head table.
I should hate him … but I just can’t.

“Vincent gets along well with the children,” Mr. K observed casually, as he walked with
Catherine toward the library.
“Oh, they absolutely adore him,” Catherine responded. “You’d be very hard pressed to find
anyone Below who doesn’t love and respect him.”
“Present company included,” Mr. K added neutrally, as they entered the library, choosing
comfortable chairs by a side table.
“Present company especially,” Catherine replied firmly. “What’s this about, Stan?”
“I do need your advice – legal advice – on several matters,” Mr. K assured her. “But I have one
personal question to ask, if I may.”
“All right,” Catherine responded. “I’ll answer it, if I can. But you must know I won’t betray any
confidences.”
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“Absolutely,” Mr. K agreed. “I completely understand. I just … I want to know … Ugh! I hardly
know where to begin, Cathy!”
“Just ask your question, Stan,” she replied, evenly and coolly.
“Look, I know you love Vincent, that’s very clear to me, and he loves you. Any man would be a
fool not to,” Mr. K declared. “I just need to know if you’ve considered how much your love for him
might have been colored by the traumatic circumstances under which you met. Vincent saved your life
after you’d been horribly injured. How much of your love might be hero worship? Not to mention he’s
utterly impossible and completely remarkable! Like an Egyptian God walking straight out of a myth! And
he’s unbelievably strong. I watched him lift a timber all by himself that would take three strong men to
lift. I know full well he could squash me like a bug! And yet, he’s also supremely intelligent and treats
everyone here with such patience and consideration. Let’s face it – you’re in love with a Superhero. Have
you fully considered all the ramifications of loving someone as … impossible … as Vincent?”
Catherine smiled and shook her head. “I knew this question was coming.” She paused for a
moment. “I have loved Vincent for more than three years now. Not from the moment we first met. No. I
was certainly grateful to him, and when I first saw him after I removed my bandages, he frightened me,
just for a moment, until I heard his voice and knew it was the gentle man who had saved me and cared for
me. And I was immediately ashamed for being frightened by his differences. If you look at him – really
look at him – you can’t help but see how completely beautiful he is. But no, this isn’t hero worship, or a
fascination with his unusual beauty, or fangirling over his strength.”
She paused again. “How can I explain this best? Are you familiar with Charlotte Brontë’s novel
Jane Eyre?” she asked.
“Sure,” Mr. K responded. “Let me guess. Is he your Mr. Rochester?”
“No, that’s not what I’m getting at,” she laughed gently. “Do you recall the passage when
Rochester declares his love to Jane and talks about how he believes they are connected by an invisible
cord, and that if she leaves him and goes to Ireland, he fears the cord will break …”
“I’ve a nervous notion I should take to bleeding inwardly,” Mr. K quoted. “Yes. That was a
particularly inspired piece of writing.”
“You’ve already remarked on the more obvious of Vincent’s extraordinary qualities,” Catherine
continued. “But there are other exceptional abilities you can’t see. Vincent is a gifted and powerful
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empath. He can sense the feelings of people around him with an impressive degree of specificity. But
with me, it’s different. Somehow, he can sense my feelings over great distances, strongly enough that he
can pinpoint my location and come to me if I’m in danger. That’s how he’s been able to save my life on a
number of occasions since I joined the DA’s office. He could even sense my feelings when I flew to Los
Angeles for a case. He’s that powerful. And sometimes, if he’s been badly injured or is in danger, I can
sense him. Not nearly as powerfully as he can sense me, but enough to know he needs help. When I came
to you for special tools and explosives to rescue Vincent and Father from a cave-in, I knew something
was very wrong before anyone Below even thought to tell me. We don’t just love each other. We are …
bonded in a very real and profound way. Like Rochester’s invisible cord. Can you begin to understand
that?”
“Oh my God, Cathy!” Mr. K interjected. “Don’t you feel … spied upon? Invaded? Constrained?”
“No, not at all,” she assured him. “Vincent can’t read my thoughts. Believe me, that has been a
bone of contention between us, when he makes preemptive assumptions and decisions without consulting
me based on my feelings, which don’t actually match what I’m thinking or intending.”
“Oh, and I certainly know how much you dislike men making your decisions for you,” Mr. K
replied.
“Yes, indeed,” Catherine agreed. “Look, I appreciate your concern for me. You haven’t said it,
but I know you must also be concerned about my physical wellbeing and safety. Vincent is phenomenally
strong and fast, and I’m sure you’ve noticed his teeth and his nails.”
“Well … yes,” Mr. K reluctantly admitted. “I didn’t know how to bring them up without risking
insult.”
“Hmmm … they are devastating weapons, and I have seen them in action defending me and
defending his home and the people he loves,” Catherine responded frankly. “I’ve also seen the aftermath
of what being forced to injure and even kill does to him. It is profoundly traumatic and painful for him.
Needing to use his more fearsome gifts makes Vincent feel like he’s less than human. It’s an inaccurate
self-image he’s had to battle all his life.”
“I can’t begin to imagine that kind of pain,” Mr. K said softly.
“That self-image also left Vincent convinced for a very long time that he could never have
someone to love him,” Catherine added. “I’ve loved Vincent for over three years now, and for most of
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that time, he has kept me at arm’s length, loved me from afar, and resisted the idea of us as a couple
because he fears himself. No matter how completely gentle and loving he is with children, babies, all of
his family Below, and especially with me, that nagging doubt is always just in the background. Vincent
and I – we’re something that has never been. Those are his words. We have to find our own path forward
with courage and with care, and we’re only now starting to take baby steps toward the fulfillment of our
relationship, even though we’ve loved each other so completely for so long. Can you understand that?”
“And you aren’t afraid of him?” Mr. K murmured. “He isn’t somehow controlling you?”
“Not for a moment, and not in the least. Vincent could never harm me. Our Bond wouldn’t let
him. He just hasn’t quite been able to fully accept that yet,” Catherine replied firmly, then continued in a
lighter vein. “The only permissible fear in this relationship is Vincent’s when I haven’t had my morning
coffee. And really, that applies to everyone! Even Joe knows not to come between me and the coffee pot.”
Mr. K laughed heartily at that. “All right, my mind is a good bit more at ease,” he replied. “Please
understand, Cathy. I love you too much not to worry about you and at least ask these stupid, invasive
questions. Can you forgive me?”
“I think so,” Catherine replied. “Do you think you can find a way to accept Vincent and be our
friend? We’d like that.”
“I’d like that as well, Cathy,” Mr. K answered. “And I do admire Vincent very much. I want to
get to know him better.”
“I would welcome the opportunity,” Vincent said, as he entered the library bearing a tray with
dessert and tea for two. “Pardon the intrusion, but if I didn’t bring you this, there’d be no dessert left for
you at all.”
“Well, we can’t have that!” Catherine declared, clearing a few books from the tabletop.
“Thanks, Vincent,” said Mr. K. “Please, pull up a chair and join us. I could use your advice as
well as Cathy’s.”
Vincent looked to Catherine, and she pointed to his Council chair. “It’s OK,” she urged. “Come
sit with us. Have you already had your dessert? I wouldn’t want you to miss out.”
Vincent dragged up his chair, as Mr. K dived into his slice of sweet potato pie, humming with
pleasure.
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“I’ve had two pieces of pie at William’s insistence,” Vincent replied. “Bringing in your dessert
rescued me from having a third piece foisted upon me.”
“Oh, this is so good,” Mr. K sighed. “Bill is a genius.”
“Hmmph,” replied Catherine, as she eagerly sampled her pie. “Your Bill is determined to fatten
me up.”
“Nonsense,” Vincent retorted. “He’s simply trying to counteract your disturbing tendency to live
on coffee, no lunch, and leftover Chinese take-out for dinner.”
“Hey,” Catherine reposted, pointing at Vincent with her fork. “I resemble that remark!”
“Ahem, well, far be it for me to get in the middle of … whatever this is,” Mr. K joked. “But I
would like to pick your brains about a few issues. Kipper, for instance.”
“I think Kipper has decided to adopt you, Uncle Stan,” Vincent remarked.
“Well, the feeling is very mutual,” Mr. K responded. “He called you his lawyer at the police
precinct, Cathy. Are you formally representing him on some matter?”
“No, I’m not,” Catherine answered. “All the Tunnel people and Helpers know to ask for me by
name if they have problems with the police or need legal advice. Most have my business card. The
children in particular know to ask for me if they get picked up by the police for suspected truancy,
vagrancy, petty crimes, or other misunderstandings when they’re Above to play in the park or run
errands.”
“That’s why Mouse asked for you when my security guards grabbed him at the construction site,”
Mr. K commented, and Catherine nodded her head while enjoying another bite of pie. “OK, here’s my
question concerning Kipper. He’s told me about what happened with his family and how he came to live
Below. Legally, I guess he’s officially a runaway from the foster care system, right?”
“That’s correct,” said Catherine.
“And that’s why Kipper was so anxious about going to the police or giving me his name,” Mr. K
reasoned. “Would there be some way for me to be appointed as Kipper’s legal guardian? If he would
agree to it, of course. Kipper has so much promise, and I’d like to help him find his way, especially if he
wants a life Above someday.”
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“That’s incredibly generous of you, Stan, particularly since you’re still figuring out what you
want to do with your own life,” Catherine replied. “Are you sure about this?”
“I’m just asking questions right now, Cathy,” Mr. K answered. “Part of figuring things out is
asking these kinds of questions. Is it possible, if Kipper is willing?”
“The short answer is yes,” Catherine said. “You may run into issues with being a single man, but
those can be pretty easily overcome. There’s certainly no question about you having the resources to be
an effective legal guardian. If Kipper agrees, there really shouldn’t be any serious obstacles to making this
happen, and I’d be happy to help you find a good family law attorney and to serve as a character witness.”
“OK … OK, that’s good to know,” Mr. K replied thoughtfully.
“You have good instincts when it comes to dealing with Kipper, whether you realize it or not,”
Vincent added. “Your plan for linking attendance at Mets games to progress in the children’s math studies
is a perfect incentive for Kipper to take his studies more seriously. Kipper is an extremely bright boy, but
he’s a bit behind the others because his home life made school attendance very erratic. As a defense, he’s
adopted an ‘I’m too cool for school’ attitude that precludes him from applying himself as he should. Quite
inadvertently, you’ve given him a reason and an excuse for school to suddenly be cool and worthwhile
again. And I’m extremely grateful to you for that.”
“Huh. Well, you’re very welcome,” Mr. K responded. “I’d like to help out the entire community
in other ways as well. I already mentioned talking with Kanin and Dr. Wells about tools and building
supplies. You could also use better equipment in the hospital chamber, and I have contacts with medical
suppliers. I’m sure there’s even more that someone with my resources can do without impinging upon
your community’s commitment to self-sufficiency.”
“I’m glad you understand that,” Vincent replied. “Our life Below is a rather delicate balance. This
is hardly a Utopia. We’re human beings with all the faults and frailties that come with the human
condition. For instance, we discovered a lost shipwreck down in the lower tunnels that had a considerable
cache of antique gold coins, gems, and other valuable artifacts. Arguments over what was to be done with
such an extraordinary treasure nearly tore our community apart. We wound up routing it through Sister
J.B. to her former convent, the Little Sisters of the Poor, to be used for charitable purposes Above.”
“I heard about that!” Mr. K marveled. “The artifacts were displayed at the Smithsonian’s National
Museum of Natural History.”
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“That’s right,” Vincent noted. “Catherine helped the convent to find a reputable dealer for the
gold coins and gems. Those funds are still being used to support their ministry to the homeless here in
New York City, as well as their international mission work in Africa and South America.”
“Wow,” Mr. K commented. “Well, I will certainly present my ideas for helping the community to
Dr. Wells and the Council for their consideration and approval. I think what you’ve accomplished here is
just extraordinary. There’s part of me that could probably live here forever with such good, kind people in
this fantastic place, but I know my temperament is just too restless. I’m New York City born and bred,
and I know my life, whatever form it takes, is Above.”
“That doesn’t mean you can’t be part of us,” Vincent responded. “Catherine lives Above, and she
is very much one of us. You are welcome here, Stan. Anytime. You’re our friend. Come visit us regularly,
and share in our celebrations, our work, and any projects that interest you. And you want to become a
Helper. We would welcome that as well, gladly and most gratefully.”
“I’m happy to hear that,” Mr. K replied, sincerely. “I have one final legal question for you Cathy,
which may become many more questions over the next few days. Would it be possible to transform my
corporate holdings into a nonprofit foundation?”
“Whew!” Catherine reacted. “That’s a big question. Again, the short answer is yes. It’s a very
involved process, and you’ll want to consult experts in nonprofit law as well as corporate law to help
guide you. My late father’s firm, Chandler and Coolidge, has excellent attorneys in both fields, but there
are many others out there. The biggest issue will be your Board of Directors. When you announce your
intention to migrate from for-profit to nonprofit status, some are going to simply jump ship. Of the ones
that remain, you’ll need to make some careful value judgments about their motives and their abilities to
help you move forward in the nonprofit sector. Then, you’ll need to bring on new board members with
expertise in fields that will be helpful to your mission. Do you know what you want to accomplish with a
nonprofit foundation?”
“Not yet, but I have some ideas percolating in my brain,” Mr. K answered. “I want to do
something that will engage my skills as an architect and developer to help homeless and low-income
people here in New York City. I think I want to reinvent the concept of low-income housing in some way
that brings the people we want to help directly into the creative process, so the resulting buildings and
programs really and truly serve their needs. I don’t want to just construct more high-rise slums or nasty
tenements. I grew up in one of those, and I know how grinding and hopeless it can be. I want to create
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buildings that house communities of people receiving help and then giving help when they are able. I
want to bring the Tunnel Philosophy up Above and create places where it can thrive.”
“I think that’s an extraordinary, even revolutionary, concept, Stan,” said Vincent. “It sounds like
a project that would become a meaningful life’s work for you and an incredible legacy for the City.”
“If that’s what you want to do, Stan, I can already think of two people who would make excellent
Board members or consultants or even staff members,” said Catherine.
“And who might they be?” asked Mr. K.
Catherine smiled. “Sister John the Baptist and … Luz Corrales.”
Mr. K stared at Catherine in consternation and then laughed. “You know what? After Luz spends
a good couple of days reading me the riot act, you’re probably right. She’d be a terrific Board member.”
Mr. K sighed and leaned back in his chair, finishing off his cup of tea. “Well, I don’t know about
you two, but I’m completely wiped out,” he declared. “A four-hour nap doesn’t quite make up for getting
no sleep at all last night after a long, hard day, a frankly terrifying night, and then emergency sandbag
duty. I think I’ll turn in early. That is, if I can find my guest chamber.”
Vincent laughed. “I left Kipper playing a cut-throat game of checkers with his buddies in the
dining room. I’m sure he’d be happy to guide Uncle Stan back to his quarters.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Mr. K said as he rose and crossed to the library exit. “Good night to you
both, and thanks. I have a lot to think about.”

Late that evening, Joe Maxwell and detectives Hughes and Bell emerged from the DA’s heavily
guarded conference room to go over their notes together.
“I don’t even know where to start!” Joe exclaimed, as the two detectives followed him down to
his private office and he waved for Rita Escobar to join them. “This Coleman sleazebag is a messed up
little freak, but if his story holds, and it certainly lines up with what we’ve heard from those two perps in
the hospital, we’re gonna need to bring in the FBI, probably even Interpol, and definitely federal marshals
from Witness Protection.”
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“The main thing I see, Boss, is that we’ve got to move on this Gabriel Klein character right away
and his lawyer Jonathan Pope,” Greg Hughes replied. “Klein sounds like the main honcho and a really
vicious, powerful crime boss moving his way up the ranks into an international syndicate.”
Detective Bell added, “Coleman says the dead hitman, Snow, is Klein’s brother. If Coleman is
right about this house out on Long Island where he first met Klein, we’ve got to hit it now and hit it hard,
or Klein will just disappear to some place without a U.S. extradition agreement. He’s got a helipad, a
private jet, and seemingly infinite resources.”
“All right,” Joe declared. “I’m calling the FBI right now, coordinating with the Long Island DA,
and waking up Judge Harrison for the warrants. Rita, wherever Klein’s jet is hangared, I want you to shut
down access to it. Also, put out an APB for Klein and Pope to all airports, train stations, bus terminals,
you name it, in case they give us the slip.”
Rita rushed out to get started on her assignments, and Joe turned to the two detectives. “I want
you guys to start pulling together a tactical team – only guys we know and really trust. We’ve got to keep
a tight lid on this. No leaks! As soon as we have the warrants, we’re hitting that house before dawn.”

“What do you mean he’s not at his house or his office,” Gabriel Klein hissed into the phone.
“Track Pope down, NOW, and either drag him back here to explain himself or bring me his head in a
garbage bag!”
The immaculately dressed, gaunt man rose from his desk and strode over to the bank of windows
looking out over the gardens of his Long Island estate. It was past midnight, but he could just make out
the movement of one of his guards pacing the perimeter of the estate.
“Where would you go, Pope, you conniving traitor?” Klein muttered. Then he crossed back to his
desk and pushed the intercom button.
“Yes, sir,” his valet answered.
“Get my private investigator on the phone, and pack my bags for two weeks,” Klein ordered.
“Then wake up both of my pilots, and tell Hansen I’m taking the chopper to the airstrip as soon as it gets
light.”
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At breakfast the next morning, Vincent and Catherine were pleased to see Kipper in the serving
line once again with his Uncle Stan in tow. The boy could be heard exuberantly extolling the virtues of
William’s pancakes, as he piled his plate with a stack of at least seven pancakes to accompany his
scrambled eggs, four slices of bacon, and a bowl of oatmeal.
Mr. K looked at the sky-high piled plate in consternation. “Where on earth do you put it all?” he
asked, scanning the boy’s slender frame.
William’s boisterous laugh boomed across the dining room. “I can tell it’s been a while since you
were a pre-teen boy, Mr. K,” he joked. “Kipper’s not alone. All of those boys eat like there’s no
tomorrow, but then they run around like puppies and burn it all off. And he does clean his plate every
time, so I can’t complain.”
Kipper blushed. “But it’s all so goooooood!” he whined.
“I’m glad you think so,” William replied. “Now, go get some butter and syrup for those pancakes
and a tall glass of milk. What can I get for you, Mr. K?”
“After such a glowing review, I believe I must try the pancakes and some eggs, please,” Mr. K
responded, as he selected a small fruit salad to go with his breakfast. “I hope Sister J.B. wasn’t too
worried about me last night.”
“Well, you can find out for yourself,” William replied, as he pointed over to the head table.
Seated in animated conversation with Father and Mary was none other than Sister John the
Baptist, enjoying some breakfast with them and engaging with other Tunnel residents as they dropped by
the table to say hello.
“Let me guess,” said Kipper, as he took in the scene. “We’re sitting at the head table again, aren’t
we?”
“It worked out pretty well for you last time, didn’t it?” replied Mr. K, striding over to stand in an
open spot opposite Father and Sister J.B. with a polite, “May we join you?”
Catherine whispered to Vincent as they moved up the serving line and made their selections,
“That looks like it’s going to be an interesting reunion.”
“Oh, most definitely,” he agreed. “Shall we go sit with them?”
“You bet!” she answered, hurrying ahead and calling out, “Good morning, Father!”
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“Catherine, my dear!” Father responded, as she pecked him on the cheek and took a seat next to
Mary. “You’re looking radiant this morning. I take it you’ve already had your coffee?”
“Yes, indeed,” Catherine replied. “A certain someone brought me a cup before I’d even opened
my eyes this morning.”
“Self-preservation, I assure you,” Vincent quipped, as he took at seat beside Catherine.
“Hey!” Catherine mock-pouted.
“She resembles that remark!” quipped Kipper, and the entire group seated at the table laughed.
“It’s lovely to see you this morning, Sister John,” said Vincent, once they’d all calmed down.
“After I heard from Bill about all the ruckus with Kipper and Mr. K and Catherine, I just had to
come down and lay eyes on them for myself,” Sister J.B. responded. “What a terrible experience! And
you, Kipper. Such a courageous lad to stand up for those poor women! And you too, Mr. K, for helping
him. And Miss Catherine, trouble just seems to follow you everywhere. Or, perhaps that’s the wrong way
to put it. Trouble finds you, because you’re always helping people in desperate situations. How are you all
feeling after this adventure, my dears?”
“I’m OK,” Kipper reported, just a little too quickly.
“Kipper …” said Sister J.B., looking at him firmly, but kindly.
The boy dropped his head and fiddled with his fork, tapping it on the table. “It’s no big deal,” he
answered, huffily.
“Hey, Kipper,” Mr. K urged softly, turning his body to partially block the attention coming
Kipper’s way from the rest of the table. He took the boy’s fluttering hands in his own. “Buddy, what’s
wrong? You can tell me, you know. I was there.”
Kipper looked up into Mr. K’s face and then ducked his head, whispering, “I’m not so brave after
all. I’m … I’m having nightmares. Like a little baby.”
“Oh hey, hey, that’s completely understandable,” Mr. K responded quietly, tipping Kipper’s chin
up to look at him. “I’m having nightmares, too, and I’m a grown man.”
“Reeeeaaaallllly?” Kipper asked, looking right up into Mr. K’s eyes.

144

His Own Kind of Nobility by Lindariel
“Yes, really,” Mr. K replied firmly. “I’ve been through a few things, you know. I’ve been
threatened by mobsters, hunted by mercenaries, even hounded by the CIA. But having bullets whizzing
by my head? It takes a while to get over that.”
“It’s not so bad, except at night,” Kipper admitted, ducking his head down again. “All the
shadows in our chamber start to look like those guys comin’ after us. And when I finally go to sleep, I
dream that we’re running and running, and I hear that window break and a gun shot. And when I look
back, you’re not with me. You’re lyin’ on the ground, and there’s blood all around you.”
And then the boy burst into tears and threw his arms around Mr. K’s neck. Mr. K hugged Kipper
back and pulled the weeping boy into his lap, looking over at Catherine for some kind of guidance.
Library, she silently mouthed to him.
So Mr. K lifted Kipper into his arms and carried him out of the dining hall, down the Tunnel, and
into the library, settling onto the couch with the sobbing child beside him, still wrapped in his arms. He
rocked the two of them back and forth ever so slightly, rubbing Kipper’s back and just letting the boy cry
it all out.
When the tears subsided into hitching breaths, Mr. K murmured softly, “It’s OK, Buddy. You’ve
been keeping all this locked up inside, and it was bound to come out. Talking about our nightmares
usually helps to make them not so powerful. This is a good thing.”
“But I’m crying like a stu-stupid little baby,” Kipper complained, frightfully embarrassed.
“Hey, tears are never stupid, Kipper,” Mr. K replied. “We need them to help us let out the pain
and the fear and the sadness and even the anger we’re feeling. You know, people who force themselves
not to cry and to ignore all these feelings often become hard and mean and cruel. I don’t want that for
you, Buddy.”
“I just want these nightmares to go away,” Kipper sighed. “I don’t like being afraid of my own
chamber.”
“I hear you,” Mr. K responded, thinking for a moment. “What about this? Sometimes changing
your surroundings can help. I’m having nightmares too. What if we put a cot in my chamber, and you try
spending a night or two in my room? The change in location might just do the trick, and if you do have a
nightmare, or if I have a nightmare, we’ll both be right there, and we can talk about it. We can even leave
the lamp on all night to keep the shadows at bay. Does that make sense?”
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Kipper wiped his face and nose on his sleeves.
I’ve got to introduce this kid to handkerchiefs, Mr. K sighed inwardly.
Then Kipper looked up at Mr. K, studying him for a moment. “OK, Uncle Stan,” he replied. “We
can try that.”

Back in the dining room, Sister J.B. looked apologetically at Father and said, “Oh dear. I should
have saved my questions for a more private space.”
“You couldn’t have known, Sister John,” Vincent replied. “None of us were aware of Kipper’s
nightmares, although it only makes sense in retrospect. It was a terrifying experience for all of us.”
“I’m glad to see Mr. K taking an interest in Kipper,” Sister J.B. noted. “He’s such a nice man – a
bit of a rascal – but also very lonely, I believe.”
“Stan says Kipper reminds him very much of himself as a boy,” Catherine added. “I’m happy to
see them getting along so well. Kipper could use a good friend Above, and Stan is in a position to help
him out a great deal.”
Just then, Mouse puffed up to the table, bouncing and out of breath. “Message,” he panted. “For
Catherine. From Harvey.” He handed her a folded piece of yellow paper, obviously torn from a legal pad.
“This must be from Joe,” Catherine said, quickly unfolding the paper and reading the brief
message out loud. “R, Big doings. Mopping things up. Stay put. Stay safe. More later. – J.”
She thought for a moment and then asked, “Mouse, would you run to Glen Turner’s newsstand
and bring back copies of all the major morning papers, please? He’ll know what I want. And please ask
him to send down all the major afternoon papers later on as well. I’ll give you plenty of money for the
papers and also a hot dog with all the fixings from Mauricio’s hot dog stand.”
“OK good! OK fine!” Mouse answered, hopping from foot to foot. “Something important
happening? Take Jamie, too?”
“Yes, Mouse,” Catherine answered. “Something big is happening with this case. And please, do
take Jamie along. I’ll give you enough money for TWO hot dogs! Come on!”
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Early that morning, the FBI and two NYPD ESU teams descended on Gabriel Klein’s estate in
Long Island. His perimeter guards were quietly taken out, and just as the wily gangster emerged from his
house to walk over to his waiting helicopter, the teams swept in to storm the house and the helipad. Klein
made a run for it and managed to reach the helicopter, but as it was taking off, a stray bullet struck the gas
tank, and the chopper blew up before it even cleared the helipad. There were no survivors.
At the same time, in a coordinated strike, other police teams burst into the home and office of
Jonathan Pope. He was nowhere to be found. A search of flight plans filed at La Guardia, JFK, and
Newark airports uncovered a Mr. J. Pope listed as a last-minute passenger on a private charter flight to
Brunei. Interpol was informed. The search for Mr. Pope was underway.

At the Al Afiah Hotel in Brunei, Jonathan Pope relaxed happily by the pool, sipping his favorite
cocktail. He had enough money stashed away in his Swiss bank accounts to live comfortably in seclusion
for the rest of his life. Forget Gabriel Klein and his wild plans to take over the international syndicate.
That bastard was getting crazier and more paranoid and unpredictable by the day. It was only a matter of
time before he killed himself, or killed everyone around him, or both. Well, not Jonathan Pope. Oh no. He
knew when to cut and run.
He smiled over at the lovely bartender and waggled his empty cocktail glass her way. Now, she
was a stunner. Wonder how much money it would take to get her in my bed tonight? Hmmm?
The bartender leaned over playfully, displaying her ample cleavage, to caress Pope’s face and
neck as she handed him another martini. By the time he felt the needle in his neck, it was already too late.
The bartender walked casually back to the bar, left the unconsumed martini on the counter, and
departed the hotel in her Jaguar. No one noticed the man slumped in his lounger, or if they did, they just
assumed he was asleep.
Gabriel will be pleased, the lovely assassin thought as she drove away.
Little did she know she was never going to get the second half of her fee.

Sister John the Baptist carefully poked her head around the library entrance to check on how
things were going with Kipper and Mr. K. She was glad to see that Kipper had calmed down and the two
were quietly talking together on the couch.
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Sister J.B. smiled to herself. I knew that scallywag had a heart of gold, bless him! Bless them
both, Father Almighty, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.
She cleared her throat and stepped into the room. “Pardon me,” she said. “But I thought I’d just
check in on you two fellas and offer my apologies. Kipper, I’m so sorry to have brought up a frightening
subject in such a public place. I should have waited until we could visit in private. Can you forgive an old
nun, who should have known better?”
Kipper ran over to Sister J.B. and threw his arms around her waist. “It’s OK,” he murmured,
snuggling further into her warm embrace. “I know you were just worried about me, about all of us. You
didn’t know I was having nightmares.”
“Please, Sister J.B.,” said Mr. K, gallantly rising and gesturing to the couch. “Come join us.
There’s plenty of room on the couch for three. Kipper and I have been talking about nightmares and ways
we can try to work through them and hopefully banish them.”
Sister J.B. happily took Kipper’s hand and let him lead her over to the big, squashy couch. “Oh
my,” she said when she sat down. “Well, this certainly is a comfy sofa, but I may need help digging
myself out of it!” And they all laughed.
“You know,” she added. “I have a thought or two about nightmares myself. Psychologists and
neurologists have lots of theories about what dreams and nightmares actually are and why we have them.
Current opinion seems to be that dreams and nightmares are our brain’s way of taking apart what we have
experienced or what we might be feeling, the good and the bad, and putting them back together in
different ways to try and understand them. Sometimes our dreams are helpful, and things fall into new
patterns that make us feel better and more capable. Sometimes they don’t make any sense at all, and we
wake up wondering where on earth that strange dream came from! Unfortunately, sometimes they take
scary images and frightening thoughts and just make them bigger and more terrible. Even then,
sometimes nightmares have something to tell us. I think your nightmare might be telling you how much
you care about Mr. K.”
Mr. K’s jaw dropped open, and then he swallowed back the lump in his throat.
“Huh! I never thought about it that way,” replied Kipper. “I just knew it made me feel scared and
upset. I guess that’s what Uncle Stan means when he says talking about our nightmares can take away
their power.”
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“Well, your Uncle Stan is a very wise and kind man,” Sister J.B. responded, and then reassumed
her prim persona to help distract Mr. K from his sudden emotion. “Although he is still a rascal and far too
saucy for his own good!”
“Hey!” pouted Mr. K.
“He resembles that remark!” joked Kipper. And they all laughed again.
“Kipper and I have an experiment to propose to Dr. Wells,” Mr. K said, once they’d all calmed
down. “We’re going to ask if we can put a cot in my chamber and see if a change in scenery might help
Kipper with his nightmares. Plus, I’ll be right there to talk with him if he wakes up afraid and out of
sorts.”
“That sounds like a fine plan to me,” Father declared from the tunnel entrance, as Catherine
helped him negotiate the short flight of stairs. “We can certainly spare a cot from the hospital chamber or
the nursery.”
“I know exactly which cot will be best,” said Mary, following them down the steps on Vincent’s
arm. “We want that large cot we keep in the nursery for Vincent when he takes an overnight shift with the
little ones. It will be more comfortable for Kipper, and comfort helps promote a good night’s sleep.”
“I’ll carry it down to your chamber, Stan,” Vincent added. “And I’ll ask Sarah to bring you some
fresh linens from the laundry.”
“And I have an extra quilt in my cupboard,” Mary volunteered. “A different place, different
bedcovers, and different company just might tell those nightmares to get lost!”
“A slumber party!” Catherine beamed.
“Awww, that’s for girls,” whined Kipper.
“Well, excuse me, Mr. He-Man, Woman-Hater!” Catherine retorted. “A sleep-over, then, or a
campout! How about that?”
“That’s better!” Kipper replied, snootily, and then leaned over to Mr. K, whispering, “What’s a
He-Man Woman-Hater?”
Mr. K laughed heartily, “Cathy’s just joshin’ you. It’s from an old black-and-white television
series called The Little Rascals. The boys had a not-so-secret clubhouse they called ‘The He-Man
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Woman-Haters Club – No Girls Allowed, and We Mean It.’ I’d almost forgotten about that series! I loved
it when I was a kid.”
“So did I,” Catherine giggled. “I loved all the crazy soapbox cars they built with the wheels that
waggled all over the place and sometimes fell off.”
“Oh yeah!” Mr. K laughed. “Those things were great! Come to think of it, all the stuff the rascals
built from just a bunch of junk is probably what inspired my interest in building things.”
“Stan, would you be willing to talk about your work with the children in my middle-school math
class this morning?” Vincent asked. “I’m sure they’d like to hear about what inspired you as a boy, and
how math is such an important part of the work you do.”
“Oh yes, please do!” Father enthused. “We always like to incorporate real life examples of how
the skills the children are mastering can be applied in our daily lives both Below and Above.”
“I’ll introduce you to the kids you don’t know yet,” Kipper offered. “It would be cool to hear
about your job and how you design and build all those tall buildings.”
Mr. K looked around at the expectant faces in the room, and then hesitantly nodded his head in
agreement. “Well, if you’re sure, I’d be happy to give it a try,” he replied. “I’ve never taught a class
before.”
“Think of it more as a conversation or even a board meeting,” said Catherine. “You’re very
accustomed to talking with people about your work. These kids are a good bit younger, but it’s really not
that different. I was more than a little nervous the first time I spoke to Father’s high school-level civics
class. But I quickly learned that schooling down here is much more informal than it is Above. It’s more
about guiding these children to apply their natural curiosity to the topic at hand. And they’ll help you –
believe me! They’ll have lots of questions to help shape the conversation, and before you know it, your
class time will be over, and you’ll be itching to speak with another class! I’m completely hooked!”
“Catherine is a wonderful teacher and story-teller,” said Vincent. “Stan, just listening to you and
watching you interact with Kipper and his buddies tells me that you’ll do well as a guest speaker, and
you’ll relax and enjoy it.”
“And I would like to know more about this business of being an architect and builder, Mr. I-JustWork-on-the-Docks,” Sister J.B. commented primly. “I always knew there was more than met the eye
with you, Mr. K. You are entirely too polished and urbane to be a dockworker.”
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Mr. K sighed. “It’s a long story.”
“I’m sure it is,” the nun replied. “And one that will wait for another time. I must be getting back
to the shelter to supervise lunch preparations. But I will be expecting a conversation with you, young
man, don’t you forget it!”
“Of course, Sister J.B.,” Mr. K responded with a twinkle and a charming grin. “As you wish.”
“Oh, go on with you, you sweet-talking rogue!” Sister J.B. rejoined as she worked her way out of
the couch with his assistance.
“Father, Mary, Kipper, always lovely to see you,” the nun said, exchanging hugs with them, and
then rounding on Vincent and Catherine. “And you two lovebirds. Hmmmm. I expect an invitation to
your wedding sometime soon.”
Catherine blushed and began explaining, “Sister John, we …”
“We would be very happy to have you come to our wedding, Sister John,” Vincent interjected.
“But, please allow us to decide to become engaged first.”
Sister J.B. laughed heartily. “Oh my, Vincent,” she added. “Don’t you realize that’s a foregone
conclusion, son?” And she kissed him soundly on both cheeks. “Bless you. Bless you both.”
And with that proclamation, the plucky nun gave them a nod and a jaunty wave as she left the
room.

By mid-day, Joe gathered together the lead FBI agent, the NYPD ESU tactical specialist, and
detectives Hughes and Bell for an after-action conference.
“We’ve finished a complete sweep of the estate,” Tactical Specialist Sgt. Flynn O’Carroll
reported. “We’ve rounded up twelve guards, two security technicians, and five household staff.
According to Mr. Klein’s valet, everyone on staff is accounted for. We caught ‘em by surprise.”
Greg Hughes added, “I just got a call from Sergeant Anderson at Klein’s airstrip. We have his
pilots, as well as their proposed flight plan. Klein was heading to Greece and from there to Brunei. He
was going after Pope.”

153

His Own Kind of Nobility by Lindariel
FBI Special Agent Emily Prentiss hung up the phone and stated, “That was Interpol. Jonathan
Pope’s body has been located at the Al Afiah Hotel in Brunei. Someone poisoned him with an injection of
botulinum toxin. No fingerprints, no leads, all the hallmarks of a professional hit.”
“Well, doesn’t that just put a pretty, neat bow on this case,” Joe groused. “I don’t trust pretty, neat
bows, but when criminals decide to take each other out, it does make our jobs a bit easier.” He sighed,
“Now comes the worst part.”
“Dealing with the families?” asked Detective Bell.
“No,” Joe replied. “The paperwork!”

When Mouse arrived at lunchtime with the morning papers, everyone gathered around the
Council table while Catherine scanned the headlines for news about their case.
“Oh, my gosh,” she said. “According to this report, the nine men arrested in the raid on Coleman
Industries were somehow poisoned in their jail cells early this morning. They’re all dead. Plus, the two
men I shot were killed by a hitman who attacked them at Bellevue. He’s dead too, shot by the police.”
“Is that it?” Mr. K asked. “Is this nightmare finally over?”
“Based on Joe’s note, I don’t think so,” Catherine replied. “He said something about mopping up.
He must have gotten a lead on the crime boss behind this whole disgusting enterprise, and he wants us to
stay hidden until he’s sure they’ve arrested everyone involved.”
“We should listen to Mr. Maxwell and Catherine,” Father urged. “I know you must want to return
to your life Above, Stan. But please, do stay with us until Mr. Maxwell sends word to Catherine that it’s
safe for you to go Topside.”
“Yeah, don’t go, Uncle Stan,” Kipper pleaded. “We haven’t had a chance to try our experiment
yet.”
“Hey, Buddy, I’m not at all anxious to leave,” replied Mr. K. “I’d really like to spend more time
here exploring this incredible place and getting to know your friends and community members. I’ve only
had the nickel tour so far, and I want to see everything! So I’m in no rush to find out just how bad my
apartment stinks from the trash in my kitchen waste can. It would just be a relief to know we’re no longer
in danger.”
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“Oh, don’t remind me!” Catherine groaned. “There’s the remains of a chicken Caesar salad in
mine! Maybe there will be updates in the afternoon papers or even a follow-up note from Joe. These
things take time, and Joe’s turned into a real mother hen when it comes to me. He won’t give the all clear
until he’s sure.”
“See?” Mr. K said to Kipper. “I’m not going anywhere for at least a few days. And even when I
do go, I’ll be back for regular visits. Don’t you worry.”
“And I can always see you at the soup kitchen,” Kipper said. “I sometimes come up to help
William out.”
“That’s right,” Mr. K responded. “No matter what I do, I’ll still be reporting to the St. Francis
soup kitchen at least three times per week for the late dinner shift. Now listen to me carefully, Buddy. I’m
going to be making some changes in where I live and maybe even where I work. It’ll take a while,
probably at least a month. But I’ll be sure to let you know my home and office addresses, both now and
after I move, so you can come see me anytime. I mean it. You’ll have a building pass and everything. I
don’t want to stop being your Uncle Stan, if you’ll have me.”
Kipper gave him another thorough, assessing gaze.
That kid is a human lie detector, I just know it! Uncanny!
Then the boy positively beamed, “I’d like that Uncle Stan. I really would.”

Six months later, the print press and television news were on fire with reports about the
dissolution of Burch Development Corporation and the formation of the Mathilde Kaczmarek Innovations
in Housing Foundation. Society gossip columnists had a feeding frenzy over the revelation that Elliott
Burch had actually been born Stanislaw Kaczmarek, and he’d named his foundation after his late mother
– who had been a laundress and a maid!
The snobs had their noses in a twist for a while, but none of them wanted to be left out of the
fundraising events for the new foundation, which were the talk of the town. After all, the foundation’s
powerful Board of Directors featured movers and shakers from the financial and development fields, as
well as noted philanthropists and social influencers like attorneys Catherine Chandler and Joseph
Maxwell, representatives from faith-based charitable organizations, like Sister John the Baptist from the
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St. Francis Cathedral Homeless Shelter, and housing activists, like Luz Corrales from the Fairness in
Housing Coalition.
And at each event, wearing matching suits and ties, Stan Kaczmarek proudly introduced his
nephew and ward – Christopher “Kipper” Moskowitz.

“Once, I thought I could never understand this man.
Now, sometimes I understand him all too well.
He has his own kind of nobility.”

– spoken by Vincent in the closing scene of
Season 2, Episode 18, “A Kingdom by the Sea”
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Vincent with Rose and Catherine by Lynette Parker
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A steamy episode expansion of “A Kingdom By the Sea”
“Desiring another person is perhaps the most risky endeavor of all. As soon as
you want somebody—really want him—it is as though you have taken a surgical
needle and sutured your happiness to the skin of that person, so that any
separation will now cause a lacerating injury.”
― Elizabeth Gilbert, Committed: A Skeptic Makes Peace with Marriage
Despite her lack of experience, the roses on Catherine’s balcony readied to bloom.
After conversing about Elliot and contradictions and life, she and Vincent held each other
while contemplating the buds—one glowing white as the moon, the other darker than blood.
They stood, a couple, together for the moment, balanced, slightly rocking, as if swayed by
the wind or dancing to unheard music.
As their time wore on, her mood subtly shifted. Catherine’s initial excitement for his visit
and her enthusiasm for her roses flowed and transformed, first into reflection, then wistfulness.
Not all at once, but heartbeat to heartbeat, as night overshadowed evening.
Vincent didn’t need the sigh that escaped her to confirm her changing emotions, but it was
an impetus to speak.
“You’re pensive.”
“Hmmm,” she answered from his arms, managing to agree and sound surprised at his
observation.
“What are you thinking of?” he asked and kissed the top of her head, instinct leading, just
as it had when kissed her wound. Why he’d reacted to a pricked finger in such a way, he couldn’t
have said, couldn’t describe the past compulsion, the imperative, except he’d wished to take away
her pain.
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Her embrace grew tighter in reply to his present affection. It was more like that these days,
the small acts of devotion and intimacy, all comforting … and perilous.
Still gazing at the buds, she replied, “I was thinking about the different types of love.”
“You mean in the color of the roses?” he asked, following her gaze.
“Yes,” she agreed, seeming pleased he saw why and how her thoughts turned. “About what
the colors signify, the white and the red.” She hesitated a second before finishing the thought.
“White for ‘pure’ love, red for ‘romantic’.”
He stiffened.
Another instinct, one he wished he didn’t have, but needed… needed to keep her safe.
Responding to his tension, she drew away slightly. And at her release, he was across the
balcony before he recognized the drive to separate.
He didn’t know who owned the exposed and unsteady emotion coursing through him. It
could have been either of them.
A grounding breath, and another. He would not ruin this evening. He would not—not after
she had survived the explosion and the men at the pier … survived Elliot … again.
Vincent had a second-hand fondness for the man, despite the jealousy that always reared
at his mention. But that didn’t mean he would forgive Elliot for putting her in danger. Elliot wasn’t
getting what he couldn’t offer himself. Not this time.
Vincent circled the roses. Careful of the thorns, he traced the curling, feather-like leaves
and the silk of the barely exposed petals with a claw.
“Philia and Eros,” he said, trying to give her the words and break the tension he’d caused,
“friendship and passion.”
“Yes,” she concurred … and added unexpectedly, “What I feel for Elliot is one type, even
if what he feels for me is the other.”
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Vincent watched her, awaiting, breath held. In the last days, there were many truths
expressed between them, spoken and unspoken. He suspected she was about to reveal another.
“I used to confuse the two.”
He exhaled.
Breathe again.
“How so?” he asked, trying to sound unaffected … and probably failing.
She shrugged.
“The men I dated, the ones in college, then Steven—” she recalled, with what he would
only describe as chagrin at the remembrance. “They desired me.” She chuffed. “Steven seemed to
have more than enough … yearning for both of us.”
She smirked slightly—only time and her determination taking the pain the man caused and
rounding its edges.
She focused on the roses.
“And after him was Andrew, then Tom … and I believed it was enough.”
Enough?
“What do you mean?”
She shook her head, backing away from the flowers.
“I don’t know.”
She did … but she’d decided not to finish the thought, so unlike her—forthright to a near
fault, except on certain occasions, except when she tried to spare him discomfort.
She drew her robe close about her.
“It doesn’t matter, Vincent.”
It did. It mattered.
Her thoughts and feelings mattered.
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He had, of late, learned when she wanted to tell him something … and the specific feeling
of when she held back—longing trapped within her chest. A knot pulled so tight, she’d deny it
was even there.
He circled the buds, beginning again, eliciting.
“The white symbolizes an innocent love, a wish for good for the other person.”
“Yes,” she replied, her gaze following him, wary.
“That’s what you feel for Elliot?” he asked.
She nodded at his question, eyes wide, vulnerable.
He understood. It didn’t stop him.
“And the red symbolizes desire, attraction.”
She nodded again.
“But …” He hesitated before plunging on. “That isn’t what you feel for him.”
She shook her head in answer, as if he asked. But he hadn’t, not really. Still, the
confirmation was appreciated—a star in uncharted waters.
“When I was young,” she offered, loosening a little from her taut hold, “I thought it was
enough … to be wanted. It was good to be wanted. I was good at it—how to dress, what to say,
and how to act to be desired.”
He couldn’t deny that.
“And I assumed that was all there was,” she said, contemplating the roses again. She held
the heavy planter, as if she needed steadying. “A man who wanted me would send me gifts, take
me places … I should be grateful … even if I didn’t feel the same.”
She lingered a moment longer before turning and wilting into one of the cast-iron chairs at
the corner of the terrace.
“I’m sorry, Vincent,” she said as if waking from a daydream. “It’s a beautiful evening,”
she sighed, “and I’m going to ruin it with my history of bad boyfriends.”
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There it was again, the hunger to speak fastened away.
“You won’t—” he began.
“Vincent, I really don’t think you want to hear this.” She didn’t look at him as she spoke,
instead gazed out into the city.
“Catherine—”
She turned to him, interrupting. “I frightened you when I said I wished you’d kissed me,
when I hurt my hand and you kissed it away.” She gestured to where they’d been standing. “I felt
it in my arms, just now. Vincent, I don’t want to scare you.”
She didn’t, and he loved her for her concern. But the ache still lived in her heart.
“We should drop this,” she implored him.
They should. They should moor on safe shores and shield themselves in cautious
conversation, away from pain, away from life.
Yet as amazing as it was, life had taken root on the balcony they stood on. The rose
flourished in an inhospitable city, aided by Catherine’s care.
With her love, with her heart in balance, should he be any less courageous?
“Catherine,” he exhaled, “I wish to know.”
“I really don’t think you do.” A scrape of words escaping her.
“Catherine, why—”
“Because I want you!” she blurted, her arms open.
He stumbled a bit. He couldn’t help it. Even if he considered … to hear that, from her …
after so much caution, after literally beating about the bush …
She shook her head as if to say he’d reacted as she’d suspected he would.
“Can you doubt it?” she demanded. “I don’t think I’m that subtle.”
It was a long while of her looking deliberately away before carefully, quietly, going on.
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“With those other men, with Elliot … they wanted me, and before you, I believed that it
was enough. It was enough, then. I assumed being desired by someone was all there was, all there
truly had to be, for love.”
She raised her gaze to him.
“And then I met you.”
Frustration gave way to tenderness in her eyes.
“I met you. I loved you and I finally understood what wanting someone, really wanting
them, felt like.”
What it felt like …
Ruthless.
Heedless.
Exquisite longing married to the rawest vulnerability.
It was being driven but defenseless, weak and strong.
It was looking at another person and knowing they were everything.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered.
Sorry?
Sorry to love him? To desire him?
“I don’t want you to be afraid,” she explained, but her eyes left his, worried, perhaps for
what they might find there. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
He understood all too well.
Phila and Eros.
They both went silent, giving him space to consider everything she’d revealed, she’d gifted.
Even in his laughably poor experience with the opposite sex, he knew one-sided, innocent
love.
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Lena had, in her clearly damaged way, wanted him. Yet he hadn’t desired her, except in
the most fleeting masculine sense, and knowing of the abuse she’d endured killed that impulse
before it breathed.
Philia—that’s what he felt for Lena—and truly, what she probably felt for him, had she
been able to parse out her feelings as Catherine had. He wanted Lena’s good, loved her for who
she was, but was never in love with her.
And as for the dark heat of desire, he’d known that too.
He had wanted Lisa, as much as a boy on the verge of manhood understood the mysteries
of sexual need. But she hadn’t desired him, and his craving had caused them both great harm.
Yet, he had to accept that the past hurt had come from the unrequited nature of that
yearning, despite Father’s continued warnings.
Because then there was Catherine …
A woman of the world, thrown into his life and he into hers.
To stumble upon the person you longed for, and who longed for you in return … wasn’t
that incredible … magical, even? And infinitely more miraculous that he, of all creatures, should
find her?
He knelt on the concrete ground before her.
The wind had picked up, whipping her robe and his cloak in turn. Catherine nervously
plucked her hair back behind her ear while studying him.
She was immensely beautiful, and he did want her. Would it be so out of the question to
act on such desire? Wouldn’t it be more unbelievable to toss away the possibility?
“I’ve had lovers who desired me for my looks,” she said, “for the way I made them feel,
but they didn’t see me. You do. You want to know my thoughts, my feelings, my dreams, every
part of me.” She chuffed and smiled. “Even when they frighten you.”
She shook her head, so firm in her truths.
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“You’ve always supported everything I’ve put my mind to … like trying to grow roses
here.” She motioned to the planter with a small laugh, then sighed. “And when I got pricked by
the thorns, you wanted to make it better, and in that moment—not just that moment, but especially
then … I desired you.”
She looked down. “But I understand your fear of where it may lead.” Her pain easy to see,
easier to perceive. “I want what’s best for you … I don’t want to hurt you.”
He nodded.
“You know I feel the same.”
I must shield you.
“Yes,” she returned.
Phila and Eros.
She had gifted him with her friendship … and her honesty.
Could he requite them?
He took a shaky breath.
“You told me you wished I had been the one to kiss you.”
She nodded, eyes wide.
“But at the time, I was keeping you safe, safe from the men chasing you and Elliot … safe
from the world, and that must be my priority. My love for you is, and has always been, Phila first.”
“That’s why I won’t push you,” she said, her gaze dropping.
Her voice trembled.
“I want you to want me too, Vincent, and if you don’t, then we can remain as we are.
Because that kind of love from you is better than the other from anybody else.”
She doubted his desire? Even when Eros nearly overcame him?
Was it fair, was it best, to shield her from that truth?
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Rising to his knees, he enfolded her, rocking her as one would comfort a child. But she was
not a child, and she deserved to know.
“Catherine …” He spoke softly to her ear. “The first rose I ever gave you, what color was
it?”
After a long time, her answer, faint on the wind. “Red.”
He withdrew just enough to search her features and feelings.
“Almost … from the first moment …” he promised. “Question my courage. Mistrust my
body and my control, but never doubt my love.”
It was exposing to tell her, yet in the sharing, dread dissipated … a bit, anyway.
He let his forehead fall to hers, whispering, “I do not know what I am capable of … in any
sense. I fear for you, but I also want you … every part, with everything that I am.”
She relaxed into his arms, into his declaration, and they stayed that way for a moment,
eschewing the dangers of more conversation, simply being, and contemplating the next step.
Vincent didn’t know what to do, a lifetime of dictates and doubts warring with passion.
Elliot had kissed her.
Elliot had shared who he was, his sadness, his tragedies, and she loved him for it.
Phila.
Elliot lived in her world, a man with every advantage, physical and financial.
But she didn’t want Elliot.
Instead, she wanted … she wanted him.
“I love you, Vincent,” she whispered, confirming his wild thoughts. “If I promised my love
would never change …” She ventured, like she was testing the waters, “… that it will flourish until
forever, no matter what happens, do you think … do you think we might see if we … could …”
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“… allow the red to grow?” He finished her question, heart pounding with hope and
possibilities.
“Yes,” she said, answering his dreams with hers.
Her roses weren’t the only thing she had nurtured of late.
“We don’t know if it’s possible,” he responded, “but perhaps our love, like your rose, is a
joining of both desire and wish for our love’s ultimate good.”
A smile of both relief and anticipation graced her features.
“Maybe that’s what the best love is?” she postulated, her palm coming to cup his cheek.
“That’s how I feel for you.”
Her scent and softness surrounded him, and he couldn’t help but savor her touch, relaxing
into her hand.
He whispered into her fingers, “That’s how I feel for you.”
Then with trembling reach, but also steadfast in purpose, he took her chin and did what he
was certain she was going to the few days before, what they should have done ¬— he captured her
lips in a kiss.
And like the miracle it was, she kissed him back.
It was a beginning.

The first time …
The first time they tried …
The first time they tried that, it didn’t go right.
Really not right.
Like launched-to-opposite-sides-of-the-bedroom, not right.
But that was after they’d tried other things.
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Lots of other things.
So many other things …
Including ones that Catherine hadn’t attempted before …
… and some she hadn’t even thought of.
Which was surprising—impressive, really—since she wasn’t the virgin in their
relationship.
For someone whose education in lovemaking was—in his blushing explanation—only
related to him under duress and in the haziest of general principals, Vincent could be … inventive,
curious. He must have spent some time and effort on self-study, or, at least, in contemplation and
conjecture, because Vincent, as in all things, could be resourceful … and meticulous.
For instance, they devoted the better part of an evening mapping each other’s faces.
After she’d traced the planes and indents of his strong features, sweeping down the fur of
his nose, across his sharp cheek bone, following his jaw to his lips—one soft, lush even, the other
cleft and hard—he took his turn. He’d stroked over her face with the barest touch of his claws,
causing sensitive shivers all over her body, before homing in, fascinated with her cupid’s bow and
the curl of her bottom lip, running a pad back and forth. With a finger’s worth of pressure he got
her to open her mouth before drawing her into a unique kiss of his own.
And on the next night he’d mapped … other places.
He took his time. He learned her, cherished her, and chased her pleasure with a thorough
and ingenious passion.
Not that it was all easy, or not sometimes awkward.
The first days after they kissed were full of difficult conversations from birth control to
boundaries, safety and limitations. He nearly fled more than once in a flurry of self-conscious
mortification, but she drew him back with a promise that they’d never do anything he wasn’t ready
for.
It felt right to give him what she wished she’d been offered by her first lovers.
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And she’d kept her word.
Even when she thought she was going to burst from need.
Even when she suspected she’d burn from desire.
He understood, he had said, and judging from his body’s … reactions … he felt it too.
“But it’s such a ‘sweet pain’,” he’d assured, he cajoled, as he coaxed her to another
rapturous and heart-stopping peak.
And she was happy.
Even Joe noticed. How could he not?
The day after Vincent kissed her, she’d “danced into the office on bubbles,” according to
her friend. It did feel like bubbles, or butterflies in her belly—butterflies fluttering in celebration.
She wanted to tell Joe, I’m in love, and he wants me. Vincent wants me, and I want him.
But she couldn’t, so she didn’t, keeping her boss at bay with secret smiles and changing subjects.
And since Joe couldn’t ruin her mood with any last-minute depositions or complaints that needed
to be drafted and delivered before the end of the day, he moved on.
No unexpected continuances could compete with a lover who recited erotic poetry into
your breasts.
Now she wore a scarf more often than not, and she wondered if it was her imagination that
Vincent sported high-necked shirts most of the time. Father, and everyone else Below, had to
suspect something was going on with them spending at least three evenings a week together until
night turned from black to pre-dawn blue.
Yet in all those nights together, they hadn’t tried … that.
They’d waited, putting it off until Vincent was satisfied the pills she started taking were
doing their job.
But finally, after doing many other things, after talking it over and setting a night, lighting
candles, and kissing until she thought she would die from the desire to be filled by him, they tried.
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And when he attempted to enter her, he met … resistance.
Resistance that propelled him straight off her.
It took a moment to recover breath and bearings, his absence so sudden—from entwined
together, to him completely across the room—but once she did, she hurried after him.
“I … hurt you …” he said, barely a whisper.
“You didn’t—”
“I did! I felt it!” he shouted, turning into the wall, shame bowing his body.
To see this man, intelligent and fierce, who had faced terrors unnumbered, cowed by
nothing but her discomfort …
Nothing. Everything. Everything to him. Everything he fears.
She breathed, gathering her wits and tramping down nervousness. She snatched on her
robe, then encircled him with a blanket before kneeling on the carpet beside him.
“Vincent. I’m not hurt. I’m not at all. It’s just …”
How to explain to someone who’s never …
“I haven’t done this in a really long time. Things are bound to be—”
“Impossible,” he finished from behind his hands.
Dear God, she loved him, but he could be so frustrating.
“No,” she countered, trying to send calm. “Tight.”
He didn’t argue … but he didn’t acknowledge her words either.
“And I’m nervous,” she went on. “I want this to go right so much.”
I want this to be good for you. You deserve that. To be good for me, too. You’ll realize if it
isn’t.
I also want you to do this because you’re ready.
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“I told you, we’d never do anything you aren’t comfortable with.” She rubbed his arm. “If
you want to stop, we stop.”
He took a few moments in which all she heard was the pounding of her heart before he
shook his head no.
Good.
But that still doesn’t fix that you’re all the way across the room from the bed.
“I think you’re a little nervous too?” she ventured, attempting to catch his eyes. “If you are,
it’s natural.”
Finally, he glanced up, and she tried to offer an encouraging smile.
“It’s normal,” she added.
With the words, something seemed to lift from his shoulders.
Looks like the right direction …
“I love you, Vincent. I want to work on this with you.”
Are you willing? she asked silently.
He didn’t reply, but he took her hand and gave it an affirmative squeeze.
Good. He needs to understand.
“I should have warned you that when we … make love, there might be some … extra
pressure … maybe soreness, at the beginning,” she rushed to reassure him. “But only at the
beginning and nothing I can’t handle. My body needs time to get used to you. You’re, umm …
bigger than …”
Bigger than anyone I’ve ever been with.
He must have caught the shape of her thoughts because a blush raced up his cheeks, gold
to red-gold, reminding her of a warm sunset. After a moment of drinking in his beautiful, chiseled
angles by the candlelight, she placed a lingering kiss on his temple.
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“Do you trust me?” she asked.
“I do—” yet there was a but coming.
“Vincent,” she interrupted before his disputes started. “It barely hurt, and you stopped. You
can stop … and try again, see? It’s not the end of the world. None of this is the end of the world.”
He peered into her eyes, and she saw the truth of her statement settle into him.
I will love you no matter how this goes.
She stood.
She let her robe open to his gaze. It darkened along with his cheeks, his eyes sweeping her
body.
“I want to keep going, if you do.”
He rose, the blanket falling from his shoulders.
Definitely the right direction.
“Come to bed?” she asked, she entreated.
He paused before her, somehow brazen and vulnerable, modest and virile all at once.
A breath, a choice, and he was pushing her back into the pillows.
She anchored him on top of her, feeling his body’s weight and desire.
“Catherine …” he professed and requested in one word.
“I want you,” she repeated. She would repeat it for eternity if he would let her.
In answer, he spread her robe open further, a bud unfurling in his light.
He kissed her neck and ran a hand from her shoulder to her breast, cupping her, teasing
her, gaining confidence with her reaction. Then he reached lower, gliding over her stomach to the
apex of her thighs.
He must have approved of what he found there.
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With a dark look of need, he took her leg, pivoting her hip wide in his large hand. Then,
not taking his eyes from hers, pressed in.
This time, slick, ready, she yielded to his insistence. Exquisite friction. Delicious ache as
he filled her body, her heart, her soul.
And because he knew her as she knew him, trusted her as she trusted him, loved her as she
loved him …
This time, everything went right.

Sometime during the days together Vincent realized there are treasures only uninterrupted
time can provide—conversations, experiences, laughter, intimacies afforded and shared.
It was a Sunday a few weeks later. They’d woken late after he’d stayed the night (with
Father’s exasperated, “Do what you will”, waving-away approval.) Light from a hazy morning
greeted them—light that Vincent was getting used to, now treasuring.
They’d left the bed at no one’s whim but their own, read the Times over pastries and coffee,
(she started with the Metro, he with the front page,) collaborated on the crossword, and ended the
morning resting on pillows against the balcony wall, reading their respective books.
If you had asked Vincent what would change in their relationship if they ever became
lovers, he never would have predicted the deepening of their friendship. Yet once they’d declared
their desire, the dread of what truth might slip in an unguarded conversation vanished, and they
experienced a new type of freedom. Freedom to fill days being themselves within the other’s
company, and freedom to spend nights embracing, speaking of nothing and everything, intimate,
whole, accepted in each other’s love.
The late summer sun brightened their fluttering pages to a glow, while the perfume of
flowers wafted across the balcony. The heady scent interrupted his revery in time to catch
Catherine’s sparkling green eyes peeking at him.
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She did this often.
While reading or listening to music, at meetings Below, working together on respective
projects, or even having tea with Father, she snuck glances, considered him, studied him.
Wanted him.
Within the bond he discerned her appreciation—recognized as the twin emotion living in
his own heart—her satisfaction, awe, curiosity tinged with longing, also shared, also remarkable.
It made him smile—always—astonished how wanting encompassed so much.
Sometimes, he even laughed with joy.
Because, despite his lack of experience, despite his fears for her and for them, despite their
wounds and the self-conscious kisses to make them better, they chose Phila and Eros, the red and
the white, and because of that their love bloomed.
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